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FOREWORD AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Orange County Business Council (OCBC) is the leading voice of 
business on important issues locally, regionally and nationally.  The 

organization works to enhance Orange County’s economic development 
and prosperity to preserve a high quality of life.

As  America’s sixth largest county,  Orange County is one of the most 
desirable places in the nation to live, work, raise families and enjoy an 
excellent quality of life. OCBC serves pro-business interests so that the 
region’s vibrant economy will continue to expand, bringing the benefits of 
prosperity to every corner of the county.

OCBC accomplishes its mission by leading a high profile, proactive 
advocacy program for business interests throughout California and 
the nation, focusing on four core initiatives: Infrastructure, Workforce 
Development, Economic Development, and Workforce Housing.

The term “workforce housing” has many definitions, but the framework 
of this report defines workforce housing as the necessary infrastructure 
that Orange County and its cities must provide to house current and 
future employees of every income category, and includes single family 
residences, apartment units, and other types of housing. It is more than 
“affordable housing” by traditional definitions. Much as the Orange County 
Transportation Authority (OCTA) and other transportation agencies 
create long-term plans to meet a region’s current and projected future 
transportation needs over 30 years, local governments must consider the 
demand for adequate workforce housing, based on long-term regional 
and city job projections.

OCBC’s goal in this report is to examine and analyze key current and 
projected workforce housing trends in order to provide a preview of where 
Orange County is headed in terms of workforce housing and how it will 
impact demographic, economic, and business competitiveness factors. 
This report seeks to answer four key questions:

i. How has the Great Recession impacted workforce housing?

ii. How are current trends in Orange County and its cities impacting 
workforce housing?

iii. What will be the state of workforce housing in 2020 and 2035? 

iv. What actions or policies will increase the supply, availability, and 
affordability of workforce housing? 
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INTRODUCTION

In 2008, Orange County Business Council (OCBC) released the inaugural Workforce 
Housing Scorecard, a report that outlined a significant business issue then—how 

to attract and retain key workforce talent when Orange County’s housing supply 
and affordability levels were impeding business competitiveness. That inaugural 
report generated a valuable dialogue about the importance of workforce housing 
to long-term regional economic success and the key role of individual Orange 
County jurisdictions play in providing workforce housing. Subsequently, OCBC’s 
report spurred Los Angeles and San Diego to create similar housing scorecards.

 
Flash forward to 2012: The previous Workforce Housing Scorecard was 
released near the height of the “housing bubble” of rapidly accelerating 
home price appreciation, which burst, contributing to the current “Great 
Recession.” Orange County’s housing market rapidly deteriorated from 
mid-2007 through early 2009. Dataquick reported an average loss in 
Orange County home values of over 40% in just 18 months, a collapse that 
led the region into deep recession. Recovery from the price lows of 2009 
has been slow and uneven, rising in fits and starts with intermittent drops. 
However, from a workforce housing perspective, the resulting housing 
price decline has a silver lining: housing affordability unseen in more 
than a decade. The California Association of Realtors (CAR) reported that 
Orange County’s Housing Affordability Index (percentage of households 
that can afford to purchase a median-priced home) rose to 39 in 2012, and 
the First-Time Buyer Affordability level (percentage of households that can 
afford to purchase an entry-level home) reached 58. 

Once again, the OCBC Workforce Housing Scorecard is released at a 
turning point for the Orange County housing market—but this time in 
a positive direction. This 2012–2013 report shows a housing market that 
appears to have bottomed, as trends appear to be inflecting upwards 
this time rather than tipping over to the downside as in the 2008 report. 
For example, in September 2012, the Federal Reserve reported broad 
improvement in national housing market trends. The Fed’s “beige book” 
reported that existing home sales strengthened in all 12 Fed districts, 
while selling prices rose or held steady, and observed that “residential 
real estate showed widespread improvement since the last report.” The 
Fed noted that shrinking housing inventories and growing demand was 
driving price increases in most districts, while construction of multifamily 
units also saw robust growth.
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The Fed’s report reinforced a host of recent data suggesting the housing market’s turnaround is picking 
up steam and recovering faster than most economists and industry experts had predicted, including:

• CoreLogic, a leading real estate data and analytics firm, reported that national home prices 
were up 4.6 percent in August 2012 compared with August 2011, the largest year-over-year 
gain in six years. August 2012 was the sixth consecutive month that home prices were up on 
a month-over-month basis. 

• In August 2012, existing single-family home sales were up 9 percent year over year and the 
supply of listed homes for sale was down 18 percent, according to the National Association 
of Realtors. Sales of previously occupied homes reached their highest level in more than two 
years in August 2012. 

• The Commerce Department reported that September 2012 construction of houses and 
apartment buildings rose to a seasonally adjusted annual rate of 872,000, marking the third 
straight month of improvement. The figures surpassed economists’ expectations of about 
770,000 annually and were the best monthly performance in more than four years (since July 
2008). Compared with September 2011, new housing starts jumped 34.8 percent. Although 
the annual rate of new home construction is still far below the peak of more than 2.2 million 
units, the pace has picked up dramatically from the low of 478,000 in April 2009.

• Building permits for private housing construction, a sign of future activity, also jumped in 
September, up 11.6 percent from August and 45.1 percent from a year earlier.

• In the third quarter of 2012, the number of Californians entering foreclosure dropped to the 
lowest level since early 2007, according to Dataquick. Foreclosure filings have fallen as banks 
have completed more loan modifications and short sales. Notices of default fell 10.2 percent 
from the prior quarter and 31.2 percent from the same period last year, a 63 percent decline 
from the first quarter of 2009, when notices of default peaked in the state.

• In August 2012, CAR reported that the share of REO (Real Estate Owned) sales in California 
shrank to 14.4 percent, down from 17.4 percent in July and 27.8 percent in August 2011. 
Conversely, the share of equity sales—or non-distressed property sales—grew to its largest 
level in four years, increasing to 62.2 percent, up from 59.5 percent in July.  

• In Orange County, the amount of equity sales rose to 75 percent in September 2012, up from 
64 percent in September 2011. Only 25 percent of Orange County sales classified were listed 
as distressed in September 2012, down from 36 percent in September 2011.

• Nationally, in the first half of 2012, 1.3 million homeowners moved from being underwater 
to having positive equity, according to CoreLogic. Approximately 20 percent of mortgages 
remained underwater, according to CoreLogic, while Zillow’s estimate was 30 percent.
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Recent demand for housing has surged as mortgage interest rates are at historic lows (an all-time low 
average of 3.4 percent for a fixed 30-year loan), and while still down an average of 30 percent from 
their 2006 peak, home prices and sales activity in many markets appear to have bottomed and are 
starting to rise. If the housing recovery continues to take hold, the turnaround in prices and record-
low supply of newly built homes constructed during the downturn will also spur additional demand 
for new construction.  Rising prices are also helping homeowners in properties that for several years 
have been underwater. If the gains in housing hold, they could give consumer confidence a boost and 
help the broader economy recover. Housing has played an important role in lifting the nation out of 
past downturns but has been hampered this time by the severity of the Great Recession and the large 
number of vacant and foreclosed homes dragging down the market for years.

Additionally, because of the Great Recession and related financial crisis, supply levels (new construction) 
have barely increased in the past few years and only a small amount of new housing units have been built 
in Orange County during the last five years compared to the long-term needs of a large and rebounding 
economy. In fact, in the 36 months between January 2008 and December 2010, approximately 8,500 
new housing units were permitted, far below Orange County’s long-term annual average of more than 
10,000 units per year. 

In the coming years, this slow pace in new housing construction must increase significantly, even above 
the improved pace of around 5,000 annual units since January 2011. This minimal amount of new 
housing construction has led to significant pent-up demand that was suppressed during the recession, 
but eventually simple demographics kick in, and demand for new housing units subsequently bounces 
back. Several complicated factors—available financing, employment levels, and family dynamics—make 
pinpointing housing demand difficult, but new household formation primarily drives housing demand. 
Generally, new household formation slows during recessionary periods, and that has been particularly 
true for the current recession. In particular, many young adults exiting college have moved back home 
with their parents instead of starting their own households.

The OCBC Workforce Housing Scorecard presents a picture of the state of workforce housing in 
Orange County to foster discussion and dialogue about key trends in housing supply and affordability, 
and the related implications for the overall regional economy and business community.  

The scorecard examines workforce housing in Orange County over the long term as it pertains to 
affordability, density, population, and housing-unit numbers, as well as the relationship between 
jobs and housing units. To introduce much needed transparency and accountability into the role 
workforce housing plays in Orange County’s economic competitiveness, this report tracks these 
key trends at both the county and city levels. Included is a breakdown of Orange County cities’ 
projected contributions to the regional workforce housing market (new housing unit production), 
job growth, and density trends.

OCBC WORKFORCE HOUSING SCORECARD: A USER’S GUIDE



As the housing market shows signs of improvement, a key question looms: How large is the size of 
pent-up demand? CAR’s Dr. Selma Hepp estimated statewide pent-up demand at between 575,000 and 
696,000 additional households. 58 percent of California households are owner-occupied. Applying that 
rate to current pent-up demand translates to need for 333,000 to 403,000 owner-occupied housing units. 
Some households who are currently renting can be expected to choose homeownership, which adds 
approximately another 100,000 potential homebuyers. These numbers suggest that Orange County’s 
pent-up demand for additional new housing could range between 40,000 and 50,000 units.

Although uncertainty over the foreclosure crisis and economic recovery still lingers, the size of pent-up 
demand implies that a housing market rebound could quickly follow any signs of sustainable economic 
recovery. The meager new construction during the economic downturn did not make a dent in the 
deficit accumulated over more than a decade of building insufficient quantities of workforce housing in 
Orange County.

Increased municipal and policy support for the development of workforce housing is essential because, 
as this report will show, workforce housing will once again be critical for the continued economic growth 
and prosperity of the county.  Prior to the housing crash, the average home price in Orange county 
was over $700,000. A silver lining to the economic downturn, and steep drop in home prices, was that 
housing affordability improved significantly. The impact of this continued lack of affordability in Orange 
County’s housing market went beyond potential homebuyers and began to impact Orange County 
on many social and economic fronts. Once again Orange County may face the threat of an outflow of 
young skilled workers due to housing affordability and rising rents, accelerating the rapid overall aging 
of Orange County’s population, and increasing the number of commuters and their commute times. 
Without sufficient workforce housing infrastructure, Orange County employers will find it increasingly 
difficult to meet their employee demand compared to other locations. 

Now that the Orange County economy is recovering and creating jobs again at a good pace (35,000 
new private-sector jobs so far in 2012), renewed attention must be focused on long-term provision of 
workforce housing. Without this attention, Orange County’s ability to compete for key workforce talent 
will be harmed, many employees will live elsewhere and face long commutes contributing to congestion 
and an overburdened transportation system, and young, educated talent will be more likely to leave 
Orange County for places with available, affordable workforce housing options. Once again, provision 
of workforce housing is a significant issue for Orange County’s future. 
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THE CHALLENGE AHEAD

Current trends and projections point again to an increasing imbalance between jobs and housing in 
the near future as Orange County’s job growth continues to outpace housing growth. Inevitably, this 
long-term cumulative housing deficit will lead to a rise in home prices and a decline in affordability. 
Addressing this problem will require attention to public policy, economic factors, and local land-use 
decisions, and ultimately, will need cooperation of all stakeholders. The OCBC Workforce Housing 
Scorecard aims to foster continued education and awareness about workforce housing issues facing 
Orange County. By increasing exposure to cities’ track records and plans for provision of workforce 
housing, greater interest and advocacy can be drawn towards this underreported, often invisible issue.

While Orange County’s housing infrastructure needs to grow and change to accommodate a large, 
growing, and diverse population and workforce, opposition—including California Environmental 
Quality Act litigation and NIMBY (Not in My Back Yard) attitudes—often halts plans to increase housing 
and offer higher density developments. Since housing is largely addressed at the city level (heavily 
influenced by city councils, planning commissions, general plans, housing elements, Regional Housing 
Needs Allocations, and local leaders), this report primarily analyzes city housing data, while examining 
the regional level for the overall demand and economic outlook. By emphasizing each city’s contribution 
to sufficient workforce housing, this report highlights the importance of land-use planning decisions at 
the city level, where most important housing decisions are made.

In the following pages, this report explores why affordability in housing continues to be a long-term 
issue for the county, even with the challenges and opportunities emerging from the shadow of the Great 
Recession. In addition, the report analyzes city projections of population, employment, and housing to 
forecast what the Orange County housing market will look like through 2035.
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The OCBC Workforce Housing Scorecard methodology is limited to four criteria: 
Number of jobs created, housing unit density, the ratio of jobs to housing 
units, and regional workforce housing contribution (the number of housing 
units each city adds to the total needed at the regional level). Consequently, 
the scorecard is not a comprehensive examination of housing in the county, 
but begins with the assertion that an inadequate housing supply and the 
related high housing costs are detrimental to the business environment, and 
then examines this problem from a supply-demand perspective. 

While the Scorecard does not present a comprehensive analysis of the state 
of county housing, it does address the crucial relationship between job 
creation, housing supply, workforce development, affordability, and business 
competitiveness in Orange County.

WHAT THE SCORECARD DOESN’T ANSWER
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1. IMPACT OF THE GREAT RECESSION ON WORKFORCE HOUSING

FALL OF THE HOUSING MARKET—AND RECOVERY?

P rior to the onset of the Great Recession, rapid growth in population, economic 
activity, and jobs created unprecedented prosperity throughout much of 

Orange County. With a population of over three million and a workforce of over 1.6 
million, Orange County is one of the most densely populated metropolitan areas 
in California. No longer simply a bedroom community, Orange County has become 
Southern California’s economic engine, a unique, vibrant region where the suburban 
infrastructure conceals a job-rich urban environment.

At the peak of prosperity between 1990 and 2006, Orange County saw 
employment growth of 345,300 jobs, or about 30 percent. This rapid 
growth pushed up demand for additional housing units, severely outpacing 
new housing growth for almost two decades. The supply shortage 
added to rapid housing price inflation that negatively impacted housing 
affordability, commute times, and location advantages for businesses. 
Insufficient housing supply and the lack of affordability began to have 
detrimental economic and social impacts, such as many Orange County 
workers’ moving to surrounding counties and commuting to their jobs. In 
the early to mid-2000s, Orange County even experienced population loss 
as 25- to 34-year-olds began to relocate outside the region. 

When the economic crisis of 2007–2009 struck, economic growth in Orange 
County abruptly halted, and employment fell by more than 100,000 jobs. 
Unemployment spiked to approximately 10 percent in 2010, well above 
the range of 3.1 to 4.9 percent in mid-2003 through mid-2008. The drop in 
employment and potential homebuyers drove down market demand for 
housing, even as a significant number of foreclosures temporarily increased 
housing supply. As housing supply increased, home prices fell throughout 
the nation, hitting California particularly hard, and some counties and 
cities even harder than others. For instance, the Inland Empire—which has 
long been Orange County’s “safety valve” for workforce housing—was hit 
much harder than Orange County.

The Great Recession sent Orange County home prices into a steep decline 
and subsequent trough that lasted until 2012. During that time, home 
prices fell almost a full third from their peak in early 2006, as shown in 
Figures 1.1 and 1.2. In contrast to other California regions, Orange County 
was able to emerge more quickly from the spiraling downturn because 
of the county’s economic competitiveness, labor market strength, vibrant 

business environment, and highly desirable quality of life. Much of the steep 
decline ended in 2008, but housing prices had yet to recover and sales prices hit 
their current post-recession low at the end of 2011. Falling home prices hit many 
individual homeowners and communities especially hard; however, in the long-term, 
the price drop benefitted Orange County by increasing affordability. While long-
term housing price inflation in a desirable place like Orange County is unavoidable, 
housing supply must keep pace with job creation and rising incomes. 
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FIGURE 1.1 – REGIONAL QUARTERLY SALES PRICE INDEX COMPARISON, 1991—2012

SOURCE: FEDERAL HOUSING FINANCE AGENCY UNADJUSTED QUARTERLY SALES PRICE INDEX
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FIGURE 1.2 – ORANGE COUNTY MEDIAN HOME PRICES 2002-2012: AUGUST 2012—$445,000
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Before the Great Recession, inflation in home prices far exceeded income growth, as indicated in Figure 
1.3. Following the steep recessionary decline, the ratio between housing prices and incomes adjusted 
to where it would have been were it not for the housing bubble of the early 2000s.

DEMOGRAPHIC AND POPULATION TRENDS

In many cases, the Great Recession eroded the home equity that older county residents had planned 
to use to move to retirement communities farther away from job centers, and some even found 
themselves underwater in their mortgages. Tied financially to their homes, these older residents added 
to the county’s growing senior population, as Orange County has always attracted retirees. At the same 
time, Orange County’s high cost of living has led many younger residents to move to surrounding 
regions and other states in search of lower housing costs. Consequently, the proportion of Orange 
County’s population 65 years and older has increased, reaching 11.9 percent in 2011 and is projected 
to almost double by 2050, reaching about 21 percent. This trend is problematic because the increasing 
older, nonworking population will take up an increasing amount of valuable workforce housing, leaving 
insufficient housing for the current and future workforce. 
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COST OF LIVING

In terms of cost of living, Orange County is currently the eighth most expensive place to live among 
300 metropolitan regions. This ranking is almost entirely due to high housing costs, which are the fifth 
highest in the nation.

SOURCE: THE COUNCIL FOR COMMUNITY AND ECONOMIC RESEARCH

FIGURE 1.5 – COST OF LIVING INDEX, SECOND QUARTER 2012
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UNDERWATER MORTGAGES

When housing prices suddenly declined, many homebuyers who had purchased homes or refinanced 
between 2004 and 2008 found themselves underwater on their mortgages. Zillow estimates that 24 
percent of Orange County homeowners are still underwater, a number considerably below that in 
surrounding Southern California counties and the state overall. Nevertheless, when many homeowners 
owe more on their mortgages than their homes are worth, the traditional “move up” cycle is broken 
because they can no longer use the equity gained in their homes to purchase new properties to meet 
their lifestyle preferences or needs. As a consequence, other potential new homebuyers, particularly 
young families, are blocked from entering the housing market, and new stricter lending requirements 
exacerbate the issue.

FORECLOSURE RATES

Job losses in the recession have led to more homeowners finding themselves deeply underwater. 
Consequently, foreclosure rates sharply increased throughout the state, and Orange County was no 
exception. Although the level of foreclosures in Orange County never reached those in other regions, 
foreclosures continue to be an issue. In August 2012, 14,747 Orange County housing units were at some 
point in the foreclosure process. This number is down almost 30 percent from the prior year, but still 
is much higher than traditionally seen in the county. Some contend that foreclosures and “short sales” 
create a “shadow inventory” in the housing market that competes with newly constructed housing units 
and the traditional resale market. The primary issue is the time it takes for the foreclosed property to 
be absorbed back into the market. The foreclosure process ties up an important lower-cost portion of 
Orange County’s housing market, which already is in scarce supply. 

Recently, Orange County and California foreclosure trends have improved, with the number of Californians 
entering foreclosure dropping in the third quarter to its lowest level since early 2007. Foreclosure filings 
have fallen as banks complete more loan modifications and short sales. An improving economy and 
rising prices also have helped. Additionally, short sales have surpassed the foreclosure process as the 
procedure of choice to deal with homeowner distress.

Notices of default fell 10.2 percent from the prior quarter and were down 31.2 percent compared with 
the same period last year, according to Dataquick. A total of 49,026 notices of default—the first stage 
of foreclosure in California—were filed on homes in the Golden State last quarter. That was the lowest 
number since the first quarter of 2007, and a 63 percent decline from the first quarter of 2009, when 
default filings peaked in the state. The number of homes lost to foreclosure was up 5 percent from the 
prior quarter but down 41 percent from the same period a year ago. A total of 22,949 homes were lost 
to foreclosure last quarter.
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DECLINING HOMEOWNERSHIP LEVELS

Homeownership has declined significantly in Orange County from its peak of 62.7 
percent in 2007. Between 2008 and 2011, homeownership levels fell to 58.6 percent. 
In some cities hit hardest by the downturn—such as Santa Ana, Anaheim, and Costa 
Mesa—homeownership remained below 50 percent in 2011. The drop can be partially 
attributed to the steep increase in unemployment that accompanied the housing crisis. 
The significant drop in employment not only meant that some homeowners could 
no longer afford their homes, leading them to foreclosure, but it also reduced the 
purchasing power and ability to buy of many potential new homeowners. Additionally, 
some potential homebuyers have made the decision not to enter the housing market 
as a result of the continuing uncertainty of the job market and housing prices. The fear 
of being underwater like many current homeowners has led potential homeowners to 
delay homeownership and opt to rent instead. 

RENTAL MARKET DEMAND

Rental market demand has grown rapidly as a result of uncertainty in the 
homeownership market. In 2011, renters made up more than 41 percent of the 
housing market, an even larger proportion in many large cities (see Figure 1.6). In 
addition, some studies have indicated that younger workers, the so-called Generation 
Y or Millennials, prefer more flexibility in housing because they are likely to switch 
jobs often, especially early in their careers. A study of over 1,000 Millennial workers 
showed that many expected to stay in their current position for three years or 
less. This high turnover rate and migration plans among younger workers creates 
uncertainty about whether the current trend of declining homeownership will be 
reversed, even as Orange County continues toward economic recovery, and tempers 
the likely increased demand for more stable growth in the housing and job markets.

Investors and developers have capitalized on this uncertainty and increased rental 
demand by progressively investing in the rental market. Increasingly, investors 
are purchasing foreclosed homes to place in the rental market, and trends show 
developers are moving toward higher density multifamily housing. After bottoming 
out in 2009, multifamily building permits increased to almost 90 percent in 2010 
and 70 percent in 2011. As a result, the number of multifamily permits exceeded 
single-family permits by almost 40 percent in 2011.

Fullerton
Huntington 

Beach

FIGURE 1.6: 2011 ORANGE COUNTY RENTAL CITIES

Owner

Renter

Costa 
Mesa Anaheim

Santa 
Ana Irvine

Newport 
Beach

 Garden 
Grove Westminster Tustin

36.1%

63.9%

46.3%

53.7%

49.1%

50.9%

51.8%

48.2%

52.8%

47.2%

53.2%

46.8%

55.0%

45.0%

55.4%

4.6%

55.6%

44.4%

58.3%

41.7%

SOURCE: U.S. CENSUS, 2011 AMERICAN COMMUNITY SURVEY
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2. SUPPLY AND DEMAND TRENDS 2000–2010

THE THREE BASIC COMPONENTS OF DEMAND

POPULATION: Population growth and new household formation are primary drivers 
of new housing demand.  Between 2000 and 2011, the county’s population grew by 
6 percent, compared with 19 percent the previous decade, 1990–2001. Five cities—
Irvine, San Clemente, Anaheim, Fullerton, and Newport Beach—accounted for 67 
percent of the latest growth (See Figure 2.1). 

The cities with the fastest growth rate were Irvine and San Clemente at 
53 percent and 27 percent, respectively. Only five other cities grew by 
more than 10 percent, none of which increased more than 14 percent. 
Meanwhile, some parts of the county saw negative growth, and seven cities 
showed a loss in population.  Although demand for housing as a result of 
new population growth in Orange County has slowed and is unlikely to be 
as strong as in 1990–2001, the population continues to increase naturally, 
and additional housing will be necessary.

EMPLOYMENT TRENDS: From 2000–2011, Orange County added 35,300 
jobs, only a 2.5 percent increase. This rather stunted increase was in large 
part because of the Great Recession. A comparison of employment gains 
before, during, and after the Great Recession yields a better depiction of the 
county’s economic performance. From 2000–2006, Orange County gained 
118,000 jobs, an increase of 8.3 percent. Then from 2006–2010, the county 
lost 106,900 jobs, a decrease of 6.9 percent. As the economy has begun to 
turn around, Orange County grew 35,000 private-sector jobs so far in 2012. 
Most local economic forecasts, such as that from California State University, 
Fullerton, have projected continued job growth in 2013 and 2014, which is a 
strong indicator that housing demand will return to previous levels and the 
need for growth in new housing units remains vital (See Figure 2.2).   

INCOME TRENDS: The third element affecting housing market demand is 
income appreciation. During 2000–2010, the median household income 
in Orange County grew by 26 percent, from $59,000 to $74,000. However, 
home values appreciated by 125 percent during the same period (see 
Figure 2.3). Despite the housing collapse that severely decreased median 
home prices, the imbalance between household income and home prices 
makes homeownership difficult. According to 2012 second-quarter data, 
the California Association of Realtors (CAR) ranked Orange County in the 

bottom 25 percent of California counties on its Housing Affordability Index. However, 
this is an improvement from affordability trends prior to the Great Recession. In 
fact, CAR reported in 2012 that Orange County’s Housing Affordability Index rose to 
39 (percentage of households that can afford to purchase a median-priced home) 
compared to 11 percent in 2006, and the First-Time Buyer Affordability level  reached 
58 (percentage of households that can afford to purchase an entry-level home) 
compared to 24 percent in 2006. 
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FIGURE 2.1 – ORANGE COUNTY POPULATION GROWTH, 2000—2011

FIGURE 2.2 – ORANGE COUNTY TOTAL JOB GROWTH, 2000—2011
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CHARTING WORKFORCE HOUSING SUPPLY: 1990—2007

In 1991, Orange County had roughly 1,150,000 jobs and 815,000 housing units, giving the county a near 
ideal ratio of 1.4 jobs to every housing unit. From 1990–2007, Orange County added 196,000 houses, 
a 24 percent increase in the supply of housing. But as Orange County continued to grow steadily from 
1991–2005, job growth largely outpaced housing growth, with the county producing only one home for 
every 2.2 jobs created. 

Cities differed in their ability to add housing units to meet demand. Figure 3.4 illustrates the cities that 
generated the greatest amount of housing development during 1990–2007, when Irvine, Aliso Viejo, 
Anaheim, Newport Beach, and Mission Viejo accounted for nearly half of all Orange County housing growth.

SOURCE: U.S. CENSUS, AMERICAN FACT FINDER

FIGURE 2.3 – ORANGE COUNTY HOUSEHOLD INCOME VS. HOME APPRECIATION, 2000—2012

SUMMARIZING THE TRENDS AFFECTING WORKFORCE HOUSING DEMAND 
IN ORANGE COUNTY SINCE 2000:

• Orange County’s population increased by 6 percent, or 183,570 people. Two-thirds of the 
new residents during 2000–2011 chose to live in Irvine, San Clemente, Anaheim, Fullerton, 
and Newport Beach. During the same period, the population of seven Orange County cities 
decreased, with Dana Point and Santa Ana shrinking by at least 4 percent.

• Jobs increased by 35,300 during 2000–2011, down from an increase of 345,700 between 1991 
and 2005. This slower growth is attributed to the Great Recession in which 107,000 jobs were 
lost between 2006 and 2010.  

• During 2000–2010, Orange County’s Median Household Income increased from $59,000 to $74,000.

• The median price of homes sold in Orange County during 2000–2011 increased 125 percent. 
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Even with this increase in workforce housing during 1990–2007, these cities were unable to keep pace 
with the large increase in job growth during that period, when the county’s population grew by 21 
percent (from 2.4 to 2.9 million) and employment increased by 41 percent (over 474,000 jobs), as Figure 
2.5 shows. Orange County produced almost 2.5 new jobs for every new housing unit built, a rate that 
created a large deficit in available housing to meet workforce demand. 

As a result, Orange County’s ideal jobs-to-housing ratio increased, pushing housing prices higher. By 
2007, the ratio had moved from 1.4 jobs for every home in 1991 to 1.6 jobs for every home, and the 
median home price rose to over $700,000.      

SOURCE: U.S. CENSUS BUREAU, NATIONAL ESTABLISHMENT TIME SERIES
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HOUSING SUPPLY TRENDS DURING THE GREAT RECESSION

Workforce housing supply trends after the Great Recession look very different from those in the preceding 
decade. All three of the factors that create demand in housing markets—population, employment, 
and income trends—decreased sharply or slowed during the recession. As a result, demand for new 
housing in the county dropped severely, temporarily creating an artificial balance of jobs to homes and 
decreasing property values throughout the region. 

Construction activity for new housing units fell sharply during the recession, creating a larger gap 
in the number of housing units available and the number expected to be required through simple 
population growth trends and new household formation. During 2000–2007, Orange County averaged 
approximately 10,000 building permits per year. However, during the Great Recession, the number of 
approved building permits fell sharply—65 percent lower than average in 2008, 77 percent lower in 
2009, and 66 percent lower in 2010. Most new housing units during this time were constructed in 
just a few pockets of Orange County.  Due to this downturn in construction activity, previous built-up 
shortfalls and deficits in the supply of housing have worsened and will  not likely be able to provide for 
the even larger future projected pent-up demand of new homeowners. 

While new construction activity slowed down to a halt, the Great Recession did not stop population 
growth in Orange County.  The lack of new housing units constructed during the downturn will make it 
more difficult to match long-term workforce housing demand trends, much less “catch up” for decades 
of under-building before the downturn, leading eventually to an even greater shortage of workforce 
housing.  The gap between workforce housing supply and demand was already reaching critical levels 
at the time of the last OCBC Housing Scorecard.  Despite the respite provided by the onset of the 
Great Recession, without sufficient new housing construction the issue of workforce housing will 
again become worse as population, job creation, and new household formation continue to grow.  
Additionally, new construction activity is traditionally a key driver of regional economic growth and job 
creation in Orange County. 

-300.0%

-250.0%

-200.0%

-150.0%

-100.0%

-50.0%

0.0%

50.0%

100.0%

150.0%

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

San Diego

Riverside

San Bernardino

Los Angeles

Orange County

FIGURE 2.6 – PERCENT CHANGE OF BUILDING PERMITS FOR CA COUNTIES, 2001—2011

SOURCE: U.S. DEPARTMENT OF COMMERCE

Pe
rc

en
t 

Ch
an

ge



OCBC WORKFORCE HOUSING SCORECARD 2012  I  SUPPLY AND DEMAND TRENDS 2000-2010 PAGE 20

The Great Recession’s strong negative impact on housing demand restored Orange County’s jobs-to-
housing ratio to the 1991 level of 1.4 jobs for every home. But this balance was an artificial one, driven 
largely by the loss of more than 100,000 jobs. As a result of decreased demand, median home prices 
dropped a dramatic 42 percent, from $645,000 to $370,000.   
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ORANGE COUNTY’S DENSITY

According to the 2010 Census, Orange County is the state’s most densely populated county behind only 
San Francisco. Because available raw land is scarce, housing growth will occur primarily through greater 
density or infill opportunities.

For instance, Anaheim, Irvine, and Santa Ana have adopted vertical models of development. Increased 
housing density affords greater variety in housing type (multifamily, flat, apartment, condominium, 
high-rise, and so on), and increased supply contributes to housing affordability. An increase in the infill 
affordable housing development in established parts of Orange County may result in workers’ living 
closer to their jobs, thereby reducing commutes and urban sprawl. The densification of Orange County 
housing is forecast to accommodate population growth and locate residents proximate to employment 
centers, shopping and recreation opportunities, and major transportation routes, often including the 
High Frequency Corridors and Metrolink stations.

In many Orange County cities, housing units per square mile increased during the last decade because 
of the scarcity of land (Figure 2.8). Cities moved to increase multifamily housing and to rezone land 
for more efficient usage. Increased density can be expected as Orange County attempts to meet the 
workforce housing demand in the face of land constrictions.
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EMERGING FROM THE GREAT RECESSION

Beginning in 2010, economic growth and job creation slowly accelerated, and 
Orange County began to return to the rapid job growth characteristic of the years 
prior to 2007. The remainder of this report discusses how this growth may impact 
current workforce housing demand. 

Orange County’s faster recovery compared with surrounding counties has underlined 
once again the longstanding challenge of providing housing for the projected future 
workforce. As job growth and home prices slowly begin to rise, the ability to meet 
demand will be even more difficult because of the curtailed residential construction 
during the Great Recession.

Between 2010–2015, Orange County is projected to gain more than 56,000 
jobs and create only 25,000 housing units, a ratio of approximately 2.25 new 
jobs for each new housing unit. Added pressure will come from an increase in 
home values over time, which are expected to rise by 2 percent in 2012 and 
by 7.1 percent in 2013, according to Chapman University’s Anderson Center 
for Economic Research. California State University, Fullerton projects that home 
prices will appreciate between 2 and 4 percent in 2013 and 4 and 7 percent 
between 2014–2016, while Zillow forecasts that home prices will rise modestly 
for the next two to four years. 
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3. WHAT IS THE ROLE OF HOUSING POLICY?

Housing policy is an important tool to address issues such as homelessness, 
poverty, and the needs of special populations including senior citizens and other 

vunerable groups. In addition, workforce housing is a fundamental—and often 
overlooked—component of housing policy that impacts the county’s employers 
and workers and sustains economic growth. This report focuses on Orange County’s 
ability to provide a wide variety of workforce housing options to meet the needs of 
a diverse workforce. 

THE EFFECT OF CEQA AND OTHER REGULATORY 
MECHANISMS ON PROVISION OF WORKFORCE HOUSING

Although not the focus of this report, two issues that often impede 
adequate workforce housing must be mentioned briefly. One of the 
most serious of these is the constant threat of litigation arising from the 
California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). CEQA provides a mechanism 
for groups that want to halt development for one reason or another to 
delay housing projects for many years. 

In addition, CEQA places a financial burden on homebuilders, leading to 
higher costs and reduced affordability. As the state expanded CEQA to 
include private development, the production of Environmental Impact 
Assessments and Environmental Impact Reports made predevelopment 
more costly and time consuming for developers and homebuilders. Other 
burdensome costs include potential mitigation fees due to environmental 
impacts, which, along with other costs, are added to the final product. 

“NIMBY-ism” also blocks many workforce housing projects. Neighborhood 
groups may fear the infringement of development on their communities 
such as increases in school population and traffic and decreases in property 
values. These groups may pressure policymakers to enact urban growth 
boundaries, create restrictions on housing unit approvals, or outright 
reject new housing projects. As a result, new housing development slows 
and costs and prices rise.

DEVELOPER FEES 

Jurisdictions commonly use developer fees, or impact fees, to mitigate the 
added costs cities must incur as a result of increased demand on city utilities and 
services from development. Fees are calculated whereby the developer of a new 
project must pay for services such as transportation, schools, water, and sewer that 
must expand to accommodate development.   

These fees, along with traditional building permit fees, increase housing prices 
because developers typically pass along these costs to buyers. Thus, developer fees 
can make the affordable workforce housing even more difficult to achieve. 
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Since the Great Recession, developer fee mechanisms in many Orange County 
jurisdictions have been altered to accommodate a struggling economy. Overall, 
permit fees have remained unchanged and in some cases have even decreased. At the 
same time, some cities have offered programs to defer permit fees until their housing 
units have been occupied. However, in cases where the demand for multifamily unit 
developments has been much higher since the recession, some cities have boosted 
their “cost of recovery” rates to make up for losses in revenue.

AFFORDABLE HOUSING PROGRAMS

Orange County and its three largest municipalities—Santa Ana, Garden Grove, and 
Anaheim—have affordable housing programs to assist low-income families. Through 
the Section 8 program, local housing authorities can offer affordable housing 
assistance to families who are unable to pay the cost of a two-bedroom rental home. 
However, due to these programs’ popularity, available assistance is very limited and 
local housing authorities cannot meet the demand. 

As of 2005, the overall waitlist for Section 8 housing assistance in Orange County 
was over 50,000 applicants, and since then, the number has skyrocketed to 96,000, 
an increase of 92 percent. The waitlist for the Orange County Housing Authority is 
over 48,000, and those for Santa Ana and Garden Grove are over 5,000 and 17,000, 
respectively. In Anaheim, the waitlist has grown to roughly 26,000 applicants. While 
these increases seem large, they do not accurately reflect the number of citizens 
who may wish to receive housing assistance because national funding for Section 8 
assistance has decreased during this period. 
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4. WORKFORCE HOUSING TRENDS – ORANGE COUNTY IN 2020 AND 2035

As a result of events during the past decade, workforce housing continues to play 
a key role in Orange County’s business competitiveness, especially in terms of 

housing supply, availability, and affordability. Although the recession lowered home 
prices, it also increased unemployment, decreased wages and salaries, and halted 
most housing construction. But Orange County will begin to experience demand 
for new housing as job creation increases and the housing market emerges from a 
sharp slump. Construction of needed new housing units will likely lag job creation. 
A key question is whether new housing construction can keep pace with the needs 
of a growing workforce. This section examines how future housing plans among 
Orange County’s cities will impact workforce housing through 2035.

DENSITY

Orange County’s existing housing stock includes a variety of densities, 
and only about half of the current housing inventory is single-family 
detached units. But by 2035, housing developments will be denser, 
and attached units will become the majority among the housing stock. 
Approximately three out of every four housing units projected to be 
built by 2035 will be some type of attached unit. The result will be denser 
housing developments and a future housing stock whose makeup will 
have a majority of attached units instead of a housing stock with a 
majority of single-family detached structures. 

Housing unit growth and unit density is expected to increase throughout 
the county, but will be concentrated in the traditional urban cores. 
According to the Orange County Sustainable Communities Strategy 
(OCSCS), the county will have a net gain of 139,907 housing units between 
2008 and 2035, based upon the jurisdictions’ information. About a third 
of these (36.9 percent or 51,663 housing units) are planned on raw land. 
(For this purpose, raw land is defined as that not previously developed or 
that is a decommissioned military base and is not a protected, open space 
or habitat area.) The remaining two thirds, or 88,244 housing units (63.1 
percent), will be infill or redevelopment projects. Of the total, 38,821 (27.7 
percent) are projected to be single-family detached units and 101,086 
(72.3 percent) attached units. Thus, three of every four units to be built 
between 2008–2035 are projected to be some sort of attached unit, such 
as a condominium, townhome, or apartment.

ORANGE COUNTY POPULATION GROWTH

Between 2010–2035, Orange County’s population is expected to grow by 13 percent 
or approximately 400,000 new residents, for a total of 3,421,228. Figure 4.1 indicates 
the cities projected to exceed Orange County’s median population growth. 
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FIGURE 5.1 - POPULATION GROWTH BY CITY, 2010-2035

SOURCE: CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY FULLERTON, CENTER FOR DEMOGRAPHIC RESEARCH, ORANGE COUNTY
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ORANGE COUNTY JOB GROWTH BY CITY

Between 2010–2035, Orange County is projected to add 288,549 jobs, a total job growth rate of just 
over 19 percent. Figure 4.2 shows the cities expected to exceed the county’s median job growth.
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ORANGE COUNTY HOUSING PROJECTIONS BY CITY

As the county’s population grows by 13 percent and employment by 19 percent, housing is projected to 
grow approximately 12 percent (130,599 units) between 2010 and 2035. Figure 4.3 shows the cities that 
will exceed the median city housing growth rate projections. Note that housing growth is projected to 
occur substantially in and adjacent to areas forecast to have increased employment growth. 
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WHAT IS A GOOD JOBS/HOUSING RATIO?

Calculated at the city level or aggregated countywide, this ratio compares new jobs created with 
new housing units. Research at the state and national level supports the idea that the target job-to-
housing ratio is 1.5. In other words, for each 1.5 new jobs created in a region, one new housing unit 
should be built to keep up with workforce demand.  For California, this metric is based on academic 
and policy research, most notably by Dr. John Landis, former chair of the City and Regional Planning 
Department at the University of California, Berkeley, who argued that a ratio of 1.5 jobs per home 
constituted an acceptable balance for workforce housing. A higher ratio would indicate more jobs 
per home, or greater scarcity of housing for workers.
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IS 1.5 A GOOD RATIO FOR ORANGE COUNTY?

In 2010, the Orange County job/housing ratio was 1.4, and is projected to increase to 1.5 by 2035. 
Based on these current and projected ratios, Orange County will continue to achieve an overall 
target job/housing ratio at the regional level. But is 1.5 a good standard for Orange County? Here 
are some issues to consider:

1. Job/housing imbalances within cities. Orange County’s overall job/housing ratio masks large 
imbalances at the city level on both ends of the spectrum.

2. Demographic factors, including an aging population and Orange County’s prestige that attracts 
high-wage workers from surrounding counties. These populations occupy housing units in 
Orange County and impede the housing infrastructure from serving the current and future 
workforce. Units that currently house one or two workers will house no workers as Baby Boomers 
retire “in place.”

3. Vacancy rates as a result of housing in transition. The job/housing ratio moves higher after 
accounting for the 4 to 6 percent of all housing units that are vacant at any one time.

4. Housing affordability.  If a constrained supply is not sufficient to meet growing workforce housing 
demand due to job creation, prices rise beyond affordability. 

These factors lead to the conclusion that an effective job/housing ratio for Orange County might be 
somewhat less than 1.5 in the future. 
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FIGURE 4.5 – FUTURE INCREASE IN JOBS AND HOUSING IN ORANGE COUNTY, 2010—2035
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ORANGE COUNTY JOBS-TO-HOUSING RATIO 

According to California State University, Fullerton’s Center for Demographic Research projections, the 
jobs-to-housing ratio in Orange County will rise to approximately 1.5 in 2035 from the current 1.4. 
(Although a 1.5 ratio indicates a jobs-to-housing balance, many underlying factors are not accounted 
for in this number and very well could create an increasing workforce housing imbalance; see textbox). 

In no five-year period between 2010–2035 will more than one new housing unit be built for each 1.5 
jobs created, and estimates foresee only one time period (2020–2025) in which more than one new 
housing unit will be built for every two new jobs created. Overall, through 2035, only one housing unit 
will be built for every 2.2 jobs in Orange County.

FIGURE 4.4 – PROJECTED NEW JOBS/NEW HOUSING UNIT RATIO, ORANGE COUNTY 2010—2035

Time Period 2010-2015    

New Jobs Created/
New Housing Units Projected Ratio 2.19              2.71           1.67         2.66      2.00

2015-2020 2020-2025 2020-2025 2030-2035

SOURCE: CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY FULLERTON CENTER FOR DEMOGRAPHIC RESEARCH, ORANGE COUNTY PROJECTIONS 2010; OCBC ANALYSIS



Based on the ideal density of 1.5 workers per unit, as many as 92,650 new workers 
will be forced to live in overcrowded conditions or move to surrounding regions, and 
Orange County will continue to face decreased housing affordability, longer commutes, 
increased traffic, decreased air quality, and reduced business competitiveness.
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FIGURE 4.6 – FUTURE JOBS TO HOUSING RATIO IN ORANGE COUNTY, 2010—2035

SOURCE: CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY FULLERTON CENTER FOR DEMOGRAPHIC RESEARCH
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5. LONG-TERM CONSEQUENCES OF AN INSUFFICIENT WORKFORCE HOUSING SUPPLY

The projections indicate a workforce housing supply in Orange County that 
continues to be insufficient and unaffordable. This section examines the potential 

demographic, social, and economic consequences.

THE LOSS OF YOUNGER RESIDENTS

Despite the Great Recession’s lowering of housing prices, many young 
residents still cannot afford housing in Orange County. As a result, young 
adults continue to move out of Orange County, a trend that can be 
expected to worsen as the jobs-to-housing balance deteriorates.

In 2011, the county’s three largest universities (University of California,  
Irvine, California State University, Fullerton, and Chapman University) 
graduated approximately 20,000 highly skilled potential workers. The 
continued strength of Orange County’s workforce depends on retaining 
these young adults. Yet, between 2000 and 2010, 52,796 residents between 
the ages of 20 and 34 left Orange County, despite increasing university 
enrollment rates. Perhaps not surprisingly, the neighboring region 
encompassing the Inland Empire and San Diego County experienced a 21 
percent growth in population (282,155 residents) among this age group 
in 2000–2010. 

Lack of affordability is not the only factor that drives younger residents 
out. Demand is growing among younger populations for high-density 
mixed-use developments, in contrast with Orange County’s traditional 
large suburban development that has attracted higher-income middle-
aged and older populations. Generation Y has shown a preference for 
price/affordability, walkability, and proximity to work in their housing 
choices (RCLCO Consumer Research).

Continued loss of this vital younger population will weaken Orange County’s 
future workforce and negatively impact the economy. Cities will suffer 
losses in sales tax revenue and local public school enrollment will continue 

to decline as young families migrate out of Orange County. In the 2011–2012 school 
year, enrollment in Orange County schools reached its lowest level since 2000–2001, 
meaning school districts face declines in critical apportionment funding. 
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EMPLOYERS

Orange County’s high cost of housing also creates problems for employers seeking to attract new talent 
and companies and entrepreneurs seeking to relocate to the county’s vibrant business environment. 
According to projections, Orange County will add 288,549 jobs to the economy by 2035, yet housing 
trends create uncertainty about the county’s ability to fill these jobs with young, educated workers. 

As the Baby Boomer generation begins to retire, the lack of a young, emerging workforce to fill these 
vacancies will make it difficult for current employers. Considering only job creation and new employment 
growth masks underlying occupational trends that point to workforce shortages unless addressed.   
Projections of job growth provide valuable insight into future employment opportunities because each 
new job created is an opening for a worker entering an occupation. However, employment opportunities 
also arise when workers leave their occupations and need to be replaced, such as workers retiring 
from or permanently leaving an occupation. In most occupations, replacement needs provide many 
more job openings than does employment growth. For example, the state projects Orange County 
employment growth to be about 15,000 new jobs per year from 2008–2018, but these new job numbers 
are dwarfed by “replacement jobs” of more than 37,000 per year during the same time period, or 2.5 
times new job growth. Through 2018, some key occupational categories are especially skewed towards 
worker retirement, including management occupations (approximately 80 percent replacement jobs) 
and manufacturing occupations (approximately 90 percent replacement jobs).

Approximately one million Orange County workers can be expected to retire between 2010–2035, 
based on the number of current residents between ages 40 and 64, and that replacement demand 
will compound job growth from new and expanding businesses. Should current demographic and job 
replacement trends continue, Orange County employers will find it difficult, if not impossible, to fill 
these jobs without sufficient, affordable workforce housing. Key employers may be forced to explore 
other options, such as downsizing their Orange County operations and expanding elsewhere.

In addition, the high cost of housing means Orange County employers must offer higher wages to 
attract and retain employees. This increased cost of living impacts companies’ strategic plans, cost-
benefit site selection analysis, and long-term location decisions—most significantly among employers 
offering middle- to low-wage jobs—and plays a significant role as employers struggle to recover from 
the Great Recession and consider remaining or expanding in Orange County.
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TRANSPORTATION AND COMMUTERS

A jobs/housing imbalance increases distances between where individuals live and work—a reality 
leading to greater dependence on motor vehicles, long commutes, and increased strain on an already 
burdened transportation infrastructure in terms of capacity and wear-and-tear on freeways and 
highways. Commute times to and from the county can be expected to worsen if the workforce housing 
situation is not adequately addressed. Two primary indicators of jobs/housing imbalance are Vehicle 
Miles Traveled (VMT) and commute times. Although Orange County made significant investments in its 
transportation infrastructure through Measure M, VMTs and commute times have remained relatively 
constant. These indicators can be expected to increase with a continued lack of affordable housing in 
Orange County that forces workers to live in surrounding regions. In 2010, only 58 percent of those 
who worked in Orange County lived in Orange County; among the remainder, 20.5 percent lived in Los 
Angeles County, 11.8 percent in the Inland Empire,5.2 percent in San Diego County, and 27.8 percent 
commuted 25 miles or more. Figure 5.1 shows that Orange County’s nine largest employment centers 
attracted almost 350,000 employees from surrounding Orange County cities and other counties.

Although some workers commute from surrounding regions, many come from other Orange County 
cities that have a surplus of workers. Twenty Orange County cities in 2010 accounted for a surplus of 
188,533 workers.
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As commute times increase, housing affordability in Orange County decreases because affordability of 
housing choices includes housing prices and transportation costs. The Affordability Index—developed by 
the Center for Neighborhood Technology and the Center for Transit Oriented Development—calculates 
the additional cost that transportation places on housing to create an index that reflects true housing 
costs. For example, currently, 62.8 percent of Orange County residents’ income is spent on housing and 
transportation costs (39.2 percent for housing and 23.6 percent for transportation). If trends continue 
and commute times increase, transportation costs will increase as a percent of worker incomes, leaving 
less disposable household income for retail purchases, education, and other needs.
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RENTERS

The number of renters will likely remain high in Orange County because of the large percentage of 
households that cannot afford the median-priced home, the constrained housing market, and tight 
lending as a result of the housing crash. The percentage of renter-occupied housing units has increased 
steadily since the downturn, reaching 41.4 percent in 2011. This increased demand has raised rents and 
the relative income required to afford a rental. Over the past year, Orange County rents increased by 5.1 
percent. In June 2012, the average rent for a two-bedroom unit reached $1,653, more than twice the 
$416 that a minimum-wage worker could afford to pay. A report by the National Low Income Housing 
Coalition stated that the average hourly wage needed to afford a two-bedroom rental in Orange County 
was $31.77 in 2012, making it the fifth most expensive region in the nation.

According to apartment research firm RealFacts, local rents dropped for five quarters during the 
recession and then accelerated higher in 10 of the past 11 quarters. In September 2012, Orange County 
apartment rents reached an all-time high with the average large-complex tenant paying $1,628 a month. 
(Dataquick estimated the average rent at $1,610 for the same time period.) Based on RealFacts’ survey, 
current Orange County rents are $24 more than last spring’s average and $73 a month more year over 
year. (The survey included nearly 131,000 apartments in more than 500 complexes of 90 or more units, 
representing a third of all rentals in the county.)

RealFacts reported that 94.6 percent of large-complex apartments were occupied during the summer, 
a rate generally considered to be close to full occupancy. Meanwhile, apartment construction only 
recently picked up, and most new construction is for higher-end rental units. 

Orange County has the fifth highest average rent among the top 26 metro areas in California, trailing 
only Silicon Valley, San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Santa Cruz. By comparison, Orange County’s average 
home mortgage payment was $1,987 a month in September, according to Dataquick. The online real 
estate site Trulia estimated last spring that Orange County home prices were 13.5 times greater than the 
annual cost of renting, indicating that buying is a better choice than renting for those who plan to live 
in the home at least five years.
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FIGURE 5.3 – INCOME NEEDED TO AFFORD MEDIAN PRICED HOME ($450,000) 
COMPARE TO TYPICAL SALARIES 2012

SOURCE: CALIFORNIA EMPLOYMENT DEVELOPMENT DEPARTMENT AND ZILLOW
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ORANGE COUNTY’S BUSINESS COMPETITIVENESS

Orange County’s long-term trend of rising housing prices demonstrates the county’s economic success 
and high quality of life, but increasingly makes it difficult to attract a quality workforce. The constrained 
Orange County housing market impacts potential individual homebuyers, young residents, employers, 
commuters, and current homeowners. Indeed, housing costs shape the county overall. For example, 
the particularly high cost of housing in South County has created a socioeconomic divide between the 
north and south. Many lower-wage service workers cannot afford to live near their workplaces and must 
commute from lower-cost neighborhoods in North County or surrounding regions, straining an already 
challenged transit and bus system. As shown in Figure 5.3, homeownership in Orange County is out of 
reach for many middle- and low-wage occupation workers. Even among those who can afford housing, 
many may choose more affordable property outside of Orange County.  
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High home prices may end up pushing out young and talented workers who cannot afford housing. 
This will accelerate the aging of the county and impact the quality of its workforce, which may cause 
problems as waves of Orange County workers approach retirement age and continue to occupy the 
limited housing infrastructure. Should the current trend of slow housing growth and an aging population 
continue, the market will become increasingly constrained leading to increased affordability challenges 
throughout the county.   
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CONCLUSION

In many ways, sufficient, affordable workforce housing is crucial to Orange County’s 
long-term prosperity and economic competitiveness. The salient question is no 
longer when will the economy and housing market rebound from the 2008 collapse, 
but rather, can Orange County sufficiently, appropriately, and proactively address 
the long-standing, long-term issue of workforce housing to support and sustain 
job growth, or will this issue continue to impede business competitiveness and 
economic resurgence?

Excitement around the noticeable upturn in new construction trends must be 
tempered by the fact that needed new construction will not come on line for at 
least two years. By that time, projected job creation once again will pressure the 
demand for workforce housing. Even in the near term, record-low mortgage rates 
may increase housing demand. If Orange County cities remain reluctant to address 
their supplies of workforce housing, this critical imbalance will continue to negatively 
impact Orange County’s future. 
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6. ORANGE COUNTY BUSINESS COUNCIL WORKFORCE HOUSING SCORECARD

Looking at 1991-2010, many different types of cities rank as leaders in the provision 
of workforce housing. No one common quality or attribute is apparent: Central, 

North, and South Orange County cities are represented in the top 10, as are coastal 
and inland cities and those of various sizes.

1 Aliso Viejo 19 13 2 3 1
2 Irvine 27 1 1 14 11
3 Tustin 33 18 7 6 2
4 Huntington Beach 36 10 6 13 7
5 Mission Viejo 42 11 10 15 6
6 San Clemente 46 15 11 10 10
7 Orange 49 4 8 21 16
8 Anaheim 50 2 3 20 25
9 Placentia 51 12 18 18 3
10 Westminster 52 20 16 11 5
11 Laguna Niguel 53 25 14 5 9
12 Rancho Santa Margarita 56 16 4 4 32
13 Santa Ana 58 5 12 23 18
14 Newport Beach 61 7 5 16 33
15 Stanton 62 32 24 2 4
16 Fullerton 63 3 13 30 17
17 Laguna Hills 65 34 22 1 8
18 Lake Forest 66 9 9 17 31
19 San Juan Capistrano 68 26 20 7 15
20 Yorba Linda 68 22 15 9 22
21 Garden Grove 72 8 17 27 20
22 Costa Mesa 73 6 19 29 19
23 La Habra 73 28 23 8 14
24 Cypress 83 17 25 28 13
25 Brea 84 14 21 22 27
26 Dana Point 86 21 28 25 12
27 Buena Park 92 24 26 19 23
28 Fountain Valley 94 19 27 24 24
29 La Palma 97 33 31 12 21
30 Seal Beach 112 30 30 26 26
31 Laguna Beach 113 23 29 31 30
32 Los Alamitos 122 29 32 32 29
33 Villa Park 125 31 33 33 28
34 Laguna Woods 129 27 34 34 34
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FIGURE 6.1 – ORANGE COUNTY BUSINESS COUNCIL 
WORKFORCE HOUSING SCORECARD, 1991—2010
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Any understanding of the present and future must begin with an examination of the past. The 
historical actions of an individual city regarding land use and housing development are important 
elements in understanding the way things are today, but population change over time may be 
the most important element. After all, housing only exists because people do—no people, no 
housing. More importantly, less people means less housing and more people, more housing. 
Understanding a city and the regional historical population trends enlightens the present and 
helps forecast the future.

Employment trends are highly correlated with population trends, especially within the region. 
Depending on the relative mobility of commuters, the growth and reduction of jobs centers will 
impact housing patterns. However, given Orange County’s receptivity to wide-ranging commutes, 
housing in your city may show no patterned response to regional employment trends. As long as 
employment merely shifts around the region rather than leaves the area, population and housing 
may not be affected. If employees commute into a city, both declining and growing employment 
centers may not impact housing in that city. The impact really depends on the commuting culture, 
especially on the threshold for physical distance; that is, how much time are employees willingly 
to spend on the road to and from their workplaces before they decide to change residences? 
Commuting culture is elastic and will change with time given interaction with other trends like 
population and employment.

Another essential element is median home price. As the Workforce Housing Scorecard demonstrates, 
the median home price in Orange County changes the housing landscape by pricing out of the 
market workforce talent who previously lived in the county.

ASSESSING THE STATE OF HOUSING IN YOUR CITY

WHAT THE NUMBERS MEAN: A CLOSER LOOK AT THE 1991—2010 RANKINGS – WESTMINSTER

Westminster’s Rank of 10th consists of 4 separate ranking factors that are summed up to derive 
an overall cumulative Scorecard ranking:

10 Westminster 52 20 16 11 5
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Ranked 20th out of 
34 Orange County 

cities in terms of Total 
Job Growth from 

1991-2010.

Ranked 16th out of 34 
Orange County cities

 in terms of Housing as a 
Percent of Total Orange 

County Housing.

Ranked 11th out of 34 
Orange County cities 

in terms of 
Jobs/Housing Ratio.

Ranked 5th out of 34 
Orange County cities 

in Change in 
Housing Density.

Summing up these four rankings leads to a total cumulative score of 52, which places Westminster 
at 10th out of 34 Orange County cities on the 1991-2010 Workforce Housing Scorecard rankings. 

(A fuller description of the Scorecard Methodology is located on Pages 45-46.)
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1 Irvine 12 1 1 9 1
2 Brea 19 9 4 4 2
3 Anaheim 20 2 2 12 4
4 Lake Forest 20 12 3 2 3
5 Tustin 39 3 6 25 5
6 Fullerton 41 26 5 1 9
7 Huntington 

Beach
41 5 7 17 12

8 San Clemente 46 6 9 15 16
9 Dana Point 48 22 13 6 7
10 Aliso Viejo 50 20 12 10 8
11 San Juan 

Capistrano
50 16 10 13 11

12 Garden Grove 53 17 11 8 17
13 Yorba Linda 54 29 8 3 14
14 Placentia 57 10 16 21 10
15 Stanton 63 31 19 7 6
16 Fountain Valley 66 13 17 18 18
17 Santa Ana 67 15 15 14 23
18 Cypress 68 8 20 27 13
19 Newport Beach 68 28 14 5 21
20 Buena Park 70 11 18 22 19
21 Laguna Woods 83 24 25 19 15
22 Laguna Hills 84 14 22 28 20
23 Orange 84 4 21 32 27
24 Laguna Niguel 87 19 23 20 25
25 La Habra 88 18 24 24 22
26 Costa Mesa 93 7 27 30 29
27 Mission Viejo 100 30 26 16 28
28 Westminster 101 21 28 26 26
29 Villa Park 107 34 32 11 30
30 Los Alamitos 108 32 29 23 24
31 Laguna Beach 117 23 31 31 32
32 Rancho Santa 

Margarita
117 25 30 29 33

33 Seal Beach 129 27 34 34 34
34 La Palma 130 33 33 33 31
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FIGURE 6.2 – ORANGE COUNTY BUSINESS COUNCIL 
WORKFORCE HOUSING SCORECARD, 2010—2020

LOOKING FORWARD:
ORANGE COUNTY BUSINESS COUNCIL 
WORKFORCE HOUSING SCORECARD,

 2010—2020

The 2010–2020 scorecard rankings reflect a 
significant change in the type of future housing 
that will be developed in Orange County. As 
available undeveloped land diminishes, housing 
will be developed increasingly in more urbanized 
areas of Orange County where jobs, commercial 
activity, and recreational opportunities already 
exist, such as Anaheim, Brea, Fullerton, Irvine, 
Tustin, and Huntington Beach. Furthermore, since 
older and more urbanized jurisdictions have fewer 
undeveloped parcels for infill development, higher 
density housing will likely become more common. 

Prior to 2010, much of the development in Orange 
County was constructed on previously undeveloped 
land. As the amount of undeveloped land in Orange 
County diminishes, development will take advantage 
of infill opportunities. As these decrease, higher 
density developments will be encouraged for infill 
housing projects. Redevelopment projects, which 
recently took a hit when the state government 
disbanded local redevelopment agencies, will be 
primarily focused in older, more urbanized areas of 
Orange County. However, in many cities projected 
job growth still outpaces housing growth, indicated 
by the negative correlation between job growth 
performance and jobs-to-housing ratios.

Compared with 1991–2010 rankings (as shown on 
page 39), several cities rose considerably in this 
scorecard, notably Brea, Lake Forest, Fullerton, and 
Dana Point.
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ORANGE COUNTY BUSINESS COUNCIL 
WORKFORCE HOUSING SCORECARD, 

2020—2035

By 2020–2035, the county’s already limited number 
of undeveloped properties will have been developed 
or will be in the entitlement process. Consequently, 
the Scorecard rankings for the second period, from 
2020–2035, reflect the fact that, for the most part, the 
already limited number of undeveloped properties 
will have been developed or are in the entitlement 
process. As a result older urbanized areas near jobs, 
commercial activities, and recreational opportunities 
will become the focus of cities’ redevelopment, as 
these areas already have the amenities to support 
increased population. Increased housing densities 
will result. The close relationship between job and 
housing growth in Anaheim, Irvine, and Fullerton 
indicates an increasing trend toward mixed-use 
developments. Even with high housing and job 
growth going hand in hand, job growth continues 
to outpace housing growth, as indicated by the 
progressively negative correlation between city job 
growth scores and city jobs-to-housing ratio score. 

Over time, there is less diversity in the characteristics 
of cities near the top of the rankings, and South County 
cities are notably absent. As South County is built out, 
homeowners associations and accompanying land-
use CCRs (covenants, conditions, and restrictions), 
which predominate in that area, may tend to prevent 
the local land use flexibility and policies necessary 
to address the workforce housing challenges that 
Orange County faces over the long-term.
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1 Anaheim 24 2 1 20 1
2 Orange 27 6 4 12 5
3 Huntington 

Beach
29 14 5 3 7

4 Irvine 30 1 2 23 4
5 Fullerton 32 3 3 24 2
6 Newport Beach 41 11 7 10 13
7 Placentia 43 33 6 1 3
8 Stanton 43 20 11 6 6
9 Brea 44 13 10 11 10
10 Tustin 50 4 8 30 8
11 Cypress 51 10 15 17 9
12 Fountain Valley 53 23 14 5 11
13 Costa Mesa 55 15 13 13 14
14 Garden Grove 56 27 12 2 15
15 Santa Ana 59 7 9 26 17
16 Mission Viejo 61 9 16 18 18
17 Dana Point 62 19 17 14 12
18 Buena Park 64 21 18 9 16
19 San Clemente 72 18 19 16 19
20 Westminster 77 29 20 7 21
21 Laguna Woods 84 12 24 28 20
22 Yorba Linda 86 31 21 8 26
23 Villa Park 88 34 28 4 22
24 Laguna Hills 91 24 22 21 24
25 Laguna Niguel 91 8 23 31 29
26 Los Alamitos 95 32 25 15 23
27 Lake Forest 100 5 31 32 32
28 La Habra 101 26 26 22 27
29 Laguna Beach 104 30 27 19 28
30 La Palma 106 22 32 27 25
31 Seal Beach 107 17 30 29 31
32 San Juan 

Capistrano
109 25 29 25 30

33 Rancho Santa 
Margarita

118 16 34 34 34

34 Aliso Viejo 127 28 33 33 33
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FIGURE 6.3 – ORANGE COUNTY BUSINESS COUNCIL 
WORKFORCE HOUSING SCORECARD, 2020—2035



THE ORANGE COUNTY BUSINESS COUNCIL 
WORKFORCE HOUSING SCORECARD, CUMULATIVE, 2010—2035

For the entire period, 2010–2035, job and housing growth will likely be primarily among the Central and 
North County cities—some larger, some smaller—and the smaller communities particularly in South 
County will grow fewer jobs or workforce housing units.

Midway through the period, housing growth will stagnate in many South County cities as they reach 
“build-out” due to trends toward higher density not being widely accepted. Homeowners associations 
and their related CCRs, the predominant development form after the 1970s that most of South Orange 
County was developed under, further constrains South County’s future workforce housing picture. Larger 
northern and central cities will continue to score high in job growth, housing, and housing density. 
Particularly cities like Anaheim and Fullerton have more urban redevelopment opportunities and are 
projected to experience significant job and housing growth in the later period. In the second period, 
many Orange County cities will struggle to create enough new housing units to keep up with workforce 
demand created by new job growth. Rapid job growth can be expected to continue to outpace housing, 
even in the highest housing growth cities, further contributing to the county’s jobs/housing imbalance. 

With limited development opportunities and choices, the top cumulative scoring cities are those that 
have embraced the higher density mixed-use developments. If the majority of Orange County cities 
continue to reject this option, not only will their growth be stunted, but they also will contribute to the 
countywide imbalance in workforce housing.

In general, the larger, more urbanized cities have made greater strides to balance housing and job 
growth, resulting in a higher ranking. Smaller communities with a higher concentration of single-family 
residential housing and little job growth ranked lower. Among coastal cities, Huntington Beach and 
Newport Beach received relatively high rankings throughout both timeframes.  Larger inland cities 
such as Anaheim, Brea, Fullerton, Tustin, and Garden Grove will see greater housing supply growth and 
should be highlighted as the cities showing the greatest improvement in balancing the dual pressures 
of growing jobs and growing housing supply. Irvine continues to be the city with the highest cumulative 
ranking when taking into account both time periods. Given the shifting trends in terms of job growth 
and housing development over time, Irvine’s and Anaheim’s long-standing commitment to balance job 
creation with appropriate growth in new housing units is commendable. 
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1 Irvine 42 1 1 9 1 1 2 23 4
2 Anaheim 44 2 2 12 4 2 1 20 1
3 Brea 63 9 4 4 2 13 10 11 10
4 Huntington Beach 70 5 7 17 12 14 5 3 7
5 Fullerton 73 26 5 1 9 3 3 24 2
6 Tustin 89 3 6 25 5 4 8 30 8
7 Placentia 100 10 16 21 10 33 6 1 3
8 Stanton 106 31 19 7 6 20 11 6 6
9 Garden Grove 109 17 11 8 17 27 12 2 15
10 Newport Beach 109 28 14 5 21 11 7 10 13
11 Dana Point 110 22 13 6 7 19 17 14 12
12 Orange 111 4 21 32 27 6 4 12 5
13 San Clemente 118 6 9 15 16 18 19 16 19
14 Cypress 119 8 20 27 13 10 15 17 9
15 Fountain Valley 119 13 17 18 18 23 14 5 11
16 Lake Forest 120 12 3 2 3 5 31 32 32
17 Santa Ana 126 15 15 14 23 7 9 26 17
18 Buena Park 134 11 18 22 19 21 18 9 16
19 Yorba Linda 140 29 8 3 14 31 21 8 26
20 Costa Mesa 148 7 27 30 29 15 13 13 14
21 San Juan 

Capistrano
159 16 10 13 11 25 29 25 30

22 Mission Viejo 161 30 26 16 28 9 16 18 18
23 Laguna Woods 167 24 25 19 15 12 24 28 20
24 Laguna Hills 175 14 22 28 20 24 22 21 24
25 Aliso Viejo 177 20 12 10 8 28 33 33 33
26 Laguna Niguel 178 19 23 20 25 8 23 31 29
27 Westminster 178 21 28 26 26 29 20 7 21
28 La Habra 189 18 24 24 22 26 26 22 27
29 Villa Park 195 34 32 11 30 34 28 4 22
30 Los Alamitos 203 32 29 23 24 32 25 15 23
31 Laguna Beach 221 23 31 31 32 30 27 19 28
32 Rancho Santa 

Margarita
235 25 30 29 33 16 34 34 34

33 La Palma 236 33 33 33 31 22 32 27 25
34 Seal Beach 236 27 34 34 34 17 30 29 31

FIGURE 6.4 – ORANGE COUNTY BUSINESS COUNCIL WORKFORCE 
HOUSING SCORECARD, CUMULATIVE, 2010—2035 
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WORKFORCE HOUSING SCORECARD: METHODOLOGY

The Workforce Housing Scorecard assesses each Orange County 
city’s contribution to the region’s workforce housing, and ultimately, 

the health and competitiveness of the local and regional economy. The 
foundation of OCBC’s report is based on past, present, and future housing 
growth, juxtaposed with job creation and population growth during the 
same time periods.

The key metric used to measure these trends is the jobs-to-housing 
ratio. An important qualifier added to this ratio is that no city can earn a 
favorable ranking by losing jobs.

This report relied on historical data on housing and employment from 
individual cities and the California Employment Development Department, 
California Department of Finance, the National Establishment Time Series, 
and the Center for Demographic Research at California State University, 
Fullerton. Projections for 2010–2035 were provided by California State 
University, Fullerton Center for Demographic Research, Orange County 
Projections 2010. 

After establishing the jobs-to-housing foundation, demographics and data 
on real estate market trends provided proper context. Although essential, 
the jobs-to-housing ratio does not adequately explain other important 
factors such as density, land use, and the regulatory environment. To 
assess the county’s recent and projected trends in density, the report 
incorporated the aforementioned housing unit numbers with city square 
mileage information taken from the 1990, 2000, and 2010 U.S. Census. 
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Changes in density are important because they reflect a city’s ability to accommodate 
more workers through increased multifamily housing development. This criterion 
helps qualify the type of housing built in a period; that is, if two cities build 100 
homes each, the city that creates the greater proportion of multifamily housing 
compared with single-family housing should come out ahead in this category.

Each city’s overall contribution was tracked against the county’s overall workforce 
housing need, which accounts for the greater impact larger cities have on the county 
as a whole. A small residential community may boast a superior jobs-to-housing ratio 
and increased density, yet still make a minor contribution to the overall economy. In 
contrast, the cities of Irvine and Anaheim are projected to create a substantial share 
of the county’s housing between 2010 and 2035. 

The same line of reasoning inspired the inclusion of a criterion for a city’s contribution 
to regional job creation, as the core indicator of jobs-to-housing ratio is just as much 
affected by job creation as growth in new housing units. Orange County’s future 
prosperity and success hinges on the region’s ability to create a healthy, prosperous 
economy that promotes both jobs and housing, not one at the expense of the other. 
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