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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 adequately house the region’s current and future workforce across the full spectrum 
of occupational categories and income levels. Workforce housing is more than “affordable 
housing” by traditional definitions — it is housing that will encourage the diverse spectrum of 
occupations and income levels that make up a modern, robust, multifaceted economy. Just as 
the Orange County Transportation Authority (OCTA) and other infrastructure agencies create 
long-term plans to meet a region’s current and projected future infrastructure needs over 30 
years, local governments must similarly consider the demand for adequate workforce housing 
based on long-term regional and local employment projections.

With the 2015 edition of the Workforce Housing Scorecard, OCBC analyzes current and 
projected future trends in order to understand where workforce housing in Orange County is 
headed and how it will impact demographic, economic, and business competitiveness factors.

This report seeks to answer three key questions:

For questions or comments about the report, please contact:

Orange County Business Council    
2 Park Plaza
Suite 100 
Irvine, CA 92614

Phone: 949.476.2242
Web: www.OCBC.org

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

2. What will be the state of workforce housing in 2020 and 2040?

3. What actions or policies need to be enacted to increase the supply, 
availability and affordability of workforce housing?

FOREWARD
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INTRODUCTION

In 2008, Orange County Business Council released its 
inaugural Workforce Housing Scorecard, a report that 
used an innovative ranking methodology to highlight 
the importance of housing availability and affordability 
in attracting and retaining workforce talent. The report 
concluded that new housing development would be 
critical to preventing an unattainable housing market for 
prospective residents. This landmark 
report opened up new conversation 
about the important role Orange 
County jurisdictions play in providing 
workforce housing and inspired other 
Southern California regions such as 
Los Angeles and San Diego to develop 
similar housing scorecards.

The 2012 edition of the Workforce 
Housing Scorecard explored how these 
metrics changed due to the impact 
of the “Great Recession” on the 
local housing market and economy. 
Real estate research firm Dataquick 
reported an average loss in Orange 
County home values of over 40 percent 
in just 18 months from 2007 to 2009. 
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;  incomes and 
new employment fell, resulting in a challenging market 
for those hit hardest by the recession.

The 2015 Workforce Housing Scorecard reflects a 
recovering economy. The median home value in Orange 
County has nearly returned to pre-recession levels, 
employers have renewed faith in the local economy’s 
recovery, leading to significant private sector hiring in the 
last two years, and consumer sentiment is reaching new 
levels not seen in nearly ten years. After briefly touching 

double digits at the depth of the 
recession, unemployment in Orange 
County has fallen to 4.4 percent at the 
end of 2014.

Although employment conditions 
have improved nationwide, new 
production of housing supply has only 
just started to recover. The October 
2014 edition of the Federal Reserve 
“Beige Book” reports that only half 
of the 12 federal districts have seen 
increases in residential building 
activity.  Residential construction has 
picked up substantially since 2014 
in Orange County, but demand has 
increased even faster. The very real 
concerns of the inaugural Scorecard 

regarding shortages of workforce housing supply have 
become more critical than ever in this growing Orange 
County economy.

After briefly touching 
double digits at the 
depth of the recession, 
unemployment in Orange 
County has fallen to 4.4 
percent at the end of 2014. 
Although employment 
conditions have improved 
nationwide, new production 
of housing supply has only 
just started to recover.
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The Fed’s report is just one of a myriad of sources documenting renewed housing 
market strength in the United States:

• CoreLogic reported that national home prices, including distressed sales, were 
up 7.5 percent in June 2014 compared to the previous June, marking the 28th 
consecutive month of year-over-year increases in home prices.

• The Commerce Department reported that privately-owned housing units 
authorized by building permits in October 2014 hit a seasonally adjusted 
annual rate of 1,080,000, 1.2 percent higher than the previous October. Total 
U.S. Building permits also improved by 4.2 percent year-over-year to a total of 
96,400 issued in October 2014.

• Foreclosure Radar, an online property database, indicated that foreclosures by 
notice of sale in California dropped to 5,331 in October 2014, reduced by more 
than 28 percent year-over-year.

• In October 2014, CAR reported that the share of REO (Real Estate Owned) 
sales in California shrank to 3.9 percent, down from 4 percent in September 
and from 4.7 percent in October 2013. Conversely, the share of equity sales—or 
non-distressed property sales—grew substantially to 91.1 percent in October 
2014. Considering the REO sales versus equity sales reported in the previous 
Scorecard (14.4 percent and 62.2 percent respectively), the nation has made 
great strides in stability of ownership.

• For Orange County, single-family distressed home sales were only 4 percent of 
total home sales as of October 2014, even improving on the previous October by 
3 percentage points.

• According to the Zillow Negative Equity Report, the national negative equity 
rate fell to 17 percent in Q2 2014, down by over 14 percentage points compared 
to the Q1 2012 peak. Negative equity has fallen for nine consecutive quarters 
as home values have improved, though over 8.7 million mortgages still remain 
underwater during this time.

• John Burns Real Estate Consulting reports that inventory of new single family 
homes and condominiums are both near historic lows. 2013 inventory levels 
were the lowest in the last 43 years.  While 2014 inventory increased slightly, 
there were only 2,800 unsold new housing units throughout all of Southern 
California, 72 percent below the average for the last 30 years and 79 percent 
below the average since 1971.

The turning point for Orange County 
housing activity was in 2013 when building 
permit activity nearly doubled from 6,082 
in 2012 to 10,422 in 2013. It looks like 2014 
will follow a similar trend, maintaining 
Orange County’s pre-recession annual 
average of over 10,000 units per year.
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Coming out of the Great Recession, the U.S. 
housing market is just beginning to recover from 
the lack of new building activity during the early 
2010s. Permit actively nearly doubled in 2013, up 
to 10,422 permits from 6,082 in 2012, marking a 
turning point for Orange County’s housing market. 
Growth continued into 2014 maintaining a pre-
recession annual average of over 10,000 units per 
year. Additionally, the interest rate environment 
has remained low, which is one bright spot for 
housing. The average California 30-year fixed 
loan currently stands at 3.81 percent.

However, even the rapid construction increases 
of the previous two years have not kept pace 
with employment growth and certainly do not 
address the prior workforce housing deficit of 
approximately 50,000 housing units that Orange 
County already had entering the recession and 
the additional deficits that accumulated during 
the early years  of the recession, when extremely 
limited new construction added to Orange 
County’s long-term housing deficit. A tighter 
housing supply diminishes housing affordability, 
particularly for recent college graduates and 
young families. According to CAR, the inventory 
of for-sale homes in California is nowhere near its 
natural level, with lower-priced housing options 
few and far between and distressed inventory at 
the bottom of the market drying up.

Additionaly, Orange County is experiencing an 
aging workforce retiring in place, turning previous 

workforce housing into senior housing. This is 
putting even more strain on housing availability 
and affordability, leading to a  mass egress of 
young, skilled workers. Without sufficient 
workforce housing options, Orange County 
employers will struggle to recruit and retain a 
capable workforce to keep the economy moving 
forward.

In the following pages, this report explores why 
sufficient provision of workforce housing supply 
continues to be a long-term issue for Orange 
County. First, it places the main supply and 
demand factors in context and analyzes trends of 
the county’s post-recession economic recovery. 
The report then assesses Orange County’s long 
term anticipated population, employment, and 
housing growth to forecast how the market will 
mature through 2040. The report concludes by 
demonstrating consequences of an insufficient 
housing supply on stakeholders throughout Orange 
County, presenting the findings of the Workforce 
Housing Scorecard city-level ranking system.

WHY THE SCORECARD MATTERS
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 their implications for the 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.

Inevitably, this long-term 
cumulative housing deficit 
will lead to a rise in home 
prices and a decline in 
affordability.
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THE ROAD AHEAD
More than ever, housing and employment projections 
point to a looming imbalance between job growth 
and workforce housing availability.  The long-term 
negative impacts of inadequately addressing the 
workforce housing issue in Orange County cannot 
be overstated. Inevitably, this long-term cumulative 
housing deficit will lead to a rise in home prices and 
a decline in affordability. By acting intelligently, 
Orange County can work to alleviate this trend 
and create a balanced, affordable housing market. 
Addressing this problem will require attention to 
public policy, economic factors, and local land-
use decisions, and, ultimately, the cooperation of 
all stakeholders. The OCBC Workforce Housing 
Scorecard is designed to report on key workforce 
housing issues that highlight and foster continued 
education and awareness regarding the workforce 
housing issues facing Orange County. Reflecting 
the impact of civic planning on housing, this report 
primarily analyzes city-level housing data while 
examining regional-level data to forecast the county’s 
overall economic outlook, an approach that focuses 
on each city’s contribution to workforce housing.

Many new housing developments in Orange County 
trend toward higher-density growth conducive to 
connected neighborhoods, shortened commute 
times and diverse price ranges for units. In addition, 
heightened activity in the apartment/rental market 
allows residents to secure housing close enough to 
their places of work to remain competitive. These 
trends may hold clues for how Orange County cities 
can aim to address the issue of workforce housing 
provision over the long-term.

WHAT THE SCORECARD
DOESN’T ANSWER

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.

The concept of “affordable housing” as discussed in 
this report does not pertain exclusively to affordable 
housing programs designed to assist low-income 
families. Although these programs fill an essential need, 
the report primarily discusses strategies to encourage 
a market-wide change to home prices in the county 
creating new opportunities for buyers at all levels of the 
socioeconomic spectrum and creating diversity in the 
labor market.

While the Scorecard does not present a comprehensive 
analysis of the state of county housing, it accomplishes 
a specific goal: illuminating the crucial and intricate 
relationships between job creation, housing supply, 
workforce development, affordability, and business 
competitiveness in Orange County.

The Scorecard is also not the same as or related to the 
Regional Housing Needs Assessment (RHNA), a somewhat 
“top-down” state-mandated process to identify the total 
number of housing units (by affordability level) that each 
jurisdiction must accommodate in its Housing Element.  
The California Department of Housing and Community 
Development (HCD) identifies the total housing need 
for the Southern California region (and other California 
regions) for an eight-year period (in this cycle, from 
2014 to 2022).  Metropolitan Planning Organizations 
(MPOs) such as the Southern California Association of 
Governments (SCAG) then develop a methodology to 
distribute this need to local municipalities in a manner 
that is consistent with the development pattern included 
in the Sustainable Communities Strategy (SCS).  Once a 
city has received its final RHNA numbers, it must revise its 
Housing Element to show how it plans to accommodate 
its portion of the region’s housing need.
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SUPPLY AND DEMAND 
FACTORS OF 
WORKFORCE HOUSING

INTRODUCTION

This chapter analyzes three key factors that drive housing 

demand – population growth, employment trends, and changes 

in income level – and their impact on Orange County’s current 

and projected workforce housing climate. This community-by-

community breakdown of these factors illustrates the changing 

nature of Orange County as the region’s employment centers 

become denser and southern suburbs begin to urbanize. This 

chapter also reviews how housing supply has changed throughout 

the county’s economic recovery. Although some communities 

have performed better than others, Orange County’s overall 

housing construction has not kept pace with job creation.

01
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POPULATION GROWTH
Population growth — incoming workers, international 
migration, growing families, and new household formation 
— is one key driver of new housing demand. Although Orange 
County as a whole has experienced significant population 
growth over the last two decades, recent growth has been 
concentrated in a handful of cities. Irvine, Fullerton, Orange 
and Anaheim continue to attract a large percentage of 
new residents; Irvine experienced a 70 percent increase in 
population over the last decade to reach 242,651 residents. 
This trend suggests that these cities have become leaders 
in developing vibrant city centers that provide significant 
economic growth and workforce housing opportunities.

A second growth trend involves “frontier” communities 
– such as San Clemente, Lake Forest, and Brea — located 
on the outskirts of denser population clusters. All three 
of these communities experienced more than 20 percent 
population growth since 2000, which suggest that they will 
become job and workforce housing centers in their own 
right. The emergence of these new urban centers means that 
Orange County may experience both greater concentration 
and dispersion of its population, employment, and housing 
in the years to come.
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FIGURE 1.1 — ORANGE COUNTY POPULATION GROWTH BY CITY

EMPLOYMENT TRENDS
Job growth in a region leads to increased housing demand 
as new hires search for accommodations in places where 
commuting is feasible. In 2014, Orange County’s job market 
has virtually reached full recovery. Furthermore, job growth 
recovery has been relatively uniform across the county, with 
most cities close to recovering approximately the same 
number of jobs as they lost during the recession. 

California Employment Development Department (EDD) 
data, Cal State Fullerton, and Chapman economic forecasts 
predict that total employment will reach pre-recession 
levels between 2015 and 2016, as shown in Figure 1.2. 
Further economic growth and job creation will put increased 
pressure on workforce housing as the county’s employment 
rises above pre-recession highs.

Santa Ana
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Source: California Employment Development Department

FIGURE 1.2 — JOB GROWTH BY CITY BEFORE AND AFTER RECESSION
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FIGURE 1.3 – TIMELINE FOR ORANGE COUNTY ECONOMIC RECOVERY
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INCOME TRENDS
Housing market demand is also influenced by the supply 
and availability of good-paying jobs, as higher earning 
power enables individuals to save for and purchase homes. 
Since 2000, housing values in Orange County have increased 
faster than income, even with the Great Recession’s rise and 
fall in home values factored in.

Homeownership becomes difficult in an environment 
where income levels are insufficient to cover mortgages. 
Orange County ranks near the bottom in the region for 
affordability, with only 20 percent of households able 
to purchase a median-priced homes, according to CAR’s 
Housing Affordability Index.

Some communities, such as Westminster, Costa Mesa, and 
Huntington Beach, have seen a doubling in home values 
despite minimal income growth over the last decade. The 
county’s three largest cities — Irvine, Anaheim and Santa 
Ana — have experienced similar trends, as housing values in 
these communities have increased by 88 percent, 74 percent, 
and 80 percent more than household income respectively. 
These cities will likely experience increasing levels of out-
of-county commuting unless incomes can catch up with 
housing prices or new housing supply is brought to market.

Source: California Employment Development Department

FIGURE 1.4 — ORANGE COUNTY INCOME GROWTH 
AND HOME VALUE APPRECIATION
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FIGURE 1.5 — ORANGE COUNTY HOUSING UNIT GROWTH BY CITY, 2010-2013

Source: U.S. Census Bureau
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Future economic growth, job creation, and population 
growth will likely make Orange County’s long-term housing 
shortage even more problematic. 

Figure 1.5 shows that not a single Orange County city 
increased housing supply at the same rate as population 
growth, demonstrating that housing supply has become a 
county-wide problem.

WORKFORCE HOUSING SUPPLY

Summary of Trends Affecting OC Workforce Housing Demand since 2000

Orange County’s population increased by 9.4 percent, or 267,702 people. The top five 
most populous Orange County cities – Anaheim, Santa Ana, Irvine, Huntington Beach and 
Garden Grove – comprised 41.5 percent of the county’s population in 2013.

From 2000 to 2013, over half of new Orange County residents, over 140,000 new 
residents, moved to Irvine, Lake Forest, and Anaheim.

Jobs increased by 217,362 from 2000–2013, down from an increase of 345,700 between 
1991 and 2005. 107,000 jobs were lost during the Great Recession between 2006 and 
2010.

From 2000–2013, Orange County’s Median Household Income increased from $59,000 
to $74,163.

The median price of homes sold in Orange County during 2000–2013 doubled from 
$270,000 to $539,000. Unlike household income, which experienced varied rates of 
growth across different cities, home prices have increased at relatively uniform rates.
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FIGURE 1.6 — ORANGE COUNTY TOTAL HOUSING PERMITS, 2009-2014

Source: U.S. Census Bureau
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The total fee burden per housing unit can range from 
$40,000 to $80,000, which is roughly 6 to 13 percent of 
the median home value in Orange County. Figure 1.7 
demonstrates a rough estimate of the major categories 
of housing permit fees that factor into the total 
developer-side costs of construction. 

Entitlement fees refer to the costs of environmental 
impact evaluations and city planning-related fees such 
as general plan amendments. These can vary widely 
based on the project’s complexity and community 
support. Complicated projects require longer 
review periods, and public opposition of a housing 
development can protract the time to obtain permits.

Building fees come into play after project approval, 
and include building permit issuance and the physical 
needs of construction, including electrical, mechanical, 
plumbing, grading, and earthquake security costs. 
Finally, Impact fees are mitigation fees included to 

aid public improvements such as roads, signage, parks 
and schools, and also include connection to public 
resources such as potable water access and sewer 
lines. Generally, impact fees are charged at the time 
of development to collect the capital improvement 
funds needed to accommodate new housing units. 
School fees are an important portion of impact fees 
negotiated by each individual school district that 
allows for capacity expansion, averaging roughly $3.37 
per built square foot.

While entitlement and building fees are the primary 
ways the municipality offsets the infrastructure 
cost of new developments, excessive developer fee 
structures are sometimes imposed as supplementary 
funding mechanisms for municipalities. The high 
costs of these developer fees do not translate into the 
same specific capital improvements as impact fees 
and further complicate developers’ ability to provide 
affordable housing.

DEVELOPER FEES IMPACT ON HOUSING SUPPLY

FIGURE 1.7 — ORANGE COUNTY PER UNIT HOUSING PERMIT FEE BREAKDOWN
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Other Factors 
Impacting Housing Supply

In addition to the factors cited by John Burns Consulting, 
several other issues dampen new housing unit 
construction in Orange County:

John Burns Real Estate Consulting recently highlighted 
five factors driving constrained housing production and 
inventories in Southern California:

CEQA and Other Regulatory Mechanisms
The California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) requires new land development projects 
statewide to be subjected to an environmental impact analysis. The goal of CEQA and 
creating environmental impact reports (EIRs) is to give both decision-makers and the greater 
public a relatively complete picture of potential harms, provide strategies to mitigate 
significant impacts, and propose project alternatives.

Litigation related to CEQA blocks many development projects in California and therefore 
impedes workforce housing growth. Although CEQA offers a safeguard against truly 
environmentally harmful projects, its constraints also provide an easy mechanism for 
political groups or neighborhood coalitions to significantly delay and even obstruct worthy 
new development, even if the project provides major benefits to the region. Lengthy CEQA 
approval processes can slow the creation of new housing growth. In addition, CEQA 
requirements and processes place additional costs on homebuilders, forcing them to pass 
those costs on to homebuyers.

“NIMBY-ism” 
NIMBY (Not in My Back Yard) sentiments can also motivate local pressure to block workforce 
housing projects. NIMBY-ism refers to an attitude that implies new developments are 
needed, but should be located far away from that neighborhood’s “backyard.” NIMBY 
communities reap the benefits of new development, but want other communities to bear the 
brunt of costs.

Local interest groups may fear a number of different adverse impacts of development on 
their communities: impacted public schools, heavier traffic congestion, decreases in property 
values, or other apprehensions. These groups or individuals pressure policymakers to enact 
growth and development restrictions on housing unit approvals, or advocate the outright 
rejection of proposed new housing projects. Groups can delay projects by years and greatly 
ramp up the costs of new housing thanks to legal fees and the uncertainty introduced into 
the approval processes.

As a result, new housing development slows or is halted. NIMBY-ism creates a challenging 
impasse for development across a growing region – if no city’s residents are willing to 
introduce much-needed expansions, then in which “backyard” can development take hold?

Developer Fees
As previously discussed, jurisdictions commonly use developer fees, or impact fees, to 
mitigate the added infrastructure costs incurred from new development such as 
transportation, education, water, and sewage. Some fees, such as school facility fees, vary 
depending on city or school district. Typically, developers are expected to provide a substantial 
deposit and are subject to hourly rates for required work at the city level. These fees can be a 
significant burden on development, and along with traditional building permit fees, can 
increase housing prices significantly as developers pass these costs along to homebuyers.  
Onerous developer fees can make workforce housing objectives even more difficult to achieve.

RUNNING OUT OF LAND:  Coastal Southern 
California counties like Orange and San Diego have 
far less “greenfield” land left for large-scale new 
home developments than even five years ago

FEWER PROJECTS: The number of developments 
actively selling new housing units is far lower than 
10 to 20 years ago

LOWER UNIT COUNTS: The average number of 
units per project has shrunk considerably over the 
last 30 years. For example in San Diego median 
project size was 125 units in the 1980s versus just 
59 units in the current market

SMALLER PHASE RELEASES: Phase release sizes 
have also shrunk from 10 to 20 units per phase in 
the 1970s and 1980s to 4 to 6 units currently

TIGHTER CONSTRUCTION FINANCING: 
Construction financing is much more closely aligned 
with actual phased project sales than in the past.
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Other Factors 
Impacting Housing Supply

In addition to the factors cited by John Burns Consulting, 
several other issues dampen new housing unit 
construction in Orange County:

John Burns Real Estate Consulting recently highlighted 
five factors driving constrained housing production and 
inventories in Southern California:

CEQA and Other Regulatory Mechanisms
The California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) requires new land development projects 
statewide to be subjected to an environmental impact analysis. The goal of CEQA and 
creating environmental impact reports (EIRs) is to give both decision-makers and the greater 
public a relatively complete picture of potential harms, provide strategies to mitigate 
significant impacts, and propose project alternatives.

Litigation related to CEQA blocks many development projects in California and therefore 
impedes workforce housing growth. Although CEQA offers a safeguard against truly 
environmentally harmful projects, its constraints also provide an easy mechanism for 
political groups or neighborhood coalitions to significantly delay and even obstruct worthy 
new development, even if the project provides major benefits to the region. Lengthy CEQA 
approval processes can slow the creation of new housing growth. In addition, CEQA 
requirements and processes place additional costs on homebuilders, forcing them to pass 
those costs on to homebuyers.

“NIMBY-ism” 
NIMBY (Not in My Back Yard) sentiments can also motivate local pressure to block workforce 
housing projects. NIMBY-ism refers to an attitude that implies new developments are 
needed, but should be located far away from that neighborhood’s “backyard.” NIMBY 
communities reap the benefits of new development, but want other communities to bear the 
brunt of costs.

Local interest groups may fear a number of different adverse impacts of development on 
their communities: impacted public schools, heavier traffic congestion, decreases in property 
values, or other apprehensions. These groups or individuals pressure policymakers to enact 
growth and development restrictions on housing unit approvals, or advocate the outright 
rejection of proposed new housing projects. Groups can delay projects by years and greatly 
ramp up the costs of new housing thanks to legal fees and the uncertainty introduced into 
the approval processes.

As a result, new housing development slows or is halted. NIMBY-ism creates a challenging 
impasse for development across a growing region – if no city’s residents are willing to 
introduce much-needed expansions, then in which “backyard” can development take hold?

Developer Fees
As previously discussed, jurisdictions commonly use developer fees, or impact fees, to 
mitigate the added infrastructure costs incurred from new development such as 
transportation, education, water, and sewage. Some fees, such as school facility fees, vary 
depending on city or school district. Typically, developers are expected to provide a substantial 
deposit and are subject to hourly rates for required work at the city level. These fees can be a 
significant burden on development, and along with traditional building permit fees, can 
increase housing prices significantly as developers pass these costs along to homebuyers.  
Onerous developer fees can make workforce housing objectives even more difficult to achieve.

RUNNING OUT OF LAND:  Coastal Southern 
California counties like Orange and San Diego have 
far less “greenfield” land left for large-scale new 
home developments than even five years ago

FEWER PROJECTS: The number of developments 
actively selling new housing units is far lower than 
10 to 20 years ago

LOWER UNIT COUNTS: The average number of 
units per project has shrunk considerably over the 
last 30 years. For example in San Diego median 
project size was 125 units in the 1980s versus just 
59 units in the current market

SMALLER PHASE RELEASES: Phase release sizes 
have also shrunk from 10 to 20 units per phase in 
the 1970s and 1980s to 4 to 6 units currently

TIGHTER CONSTRUCTION FINANCING: 
Construction financing is much more closely aligned 
with actual phased project sales than in the past.
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HOUSING SUPPLY TRENDS FOLLOWING THE RECESSION

The Great Recession altered the supply/demand balance for 
housing in Orange County by reducing income levels across 
the board, resulting in a severe but temporary decline in 
demand for housing. This resulted in a severe downturn in 
housing construction, which fell nearly 65 percent from a 
pre-recession average of 10,000 building permits per year. If 
10,000 building permits per year is a benchmark for recovery 
of the housing market, than 2013, which saw 10,422 building 
permits, is the first year where the market has completely 
rebounded to a normal rate of new housing unit production.

Orange County has rapidly returned to pre-recession levels 
of housing construction; more houses were built between 
April and July 2013 than in the whole of 2010. In 2013, 
non-peak construction seasons saw the greatest increase in 
growth, signifying a robust housing recovery.

Housing unit construction, however, has not kept pace with 
job growth. The cities of Anaheim and Huntington Beach, 
two of the greatest job-growth hotspots in the county, 
experienced the greatest discrepancies between housing 
growth and employment growth. Only Irvine, which added 
more than 2,000 new housing units between 2010 and 2013, 
has kept pace. Other than Irvine, Anaheim, Huntington 
Beach and Brea, no community added more than 600 new 
residential units.

Communities like Santa Ana, Orange, and Fountain Valley, 
which already have large labor forces, have added jobs 
without seeing any significant housing growth. Santa Ana, 
for example, added more than 7,000 jobs and less than 200 
new housing units between 2010 and 2013, while Garden 
Grove added more than 3,000 jobs with negligible change 
in housing supply. If Orange County as a whole grows at 
the same pace — 9.3 percent housing growth, 9.4 percent 
population growth, 16.2 percent employment growth — as 
it did in the last decade, then workforce housing supply will 
not come close to meeting demand.

The location of new housing construction compounds this 
problem. While South County cities have relatively balanced 
growth of housing units compared to employment growth 
due to moderate levels of job creation, central and northern 
Orange County continues to suffer a severe housing 
shortage due to more rapid employment growth. Santa Ana 
already suffers from overcrowding, which will be further 
exacerbated by employment growth.

FIGURE 1.8 — NEW HOUSING UNIT CONSTRUCTION AND 
NEW JOBS GROWTH, 2010-2013

Source: California Employment Development Department
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Only Irvine, which added more than 2,000 
new housing units between 2010 and 2013, 
has kept pace.



SUPPLY AND DEMAND FACTORS OF WORKFORCE HOUSING 19

Orange County’s fast recovery in terms of economic growth 
and job creation underlines the longstanding challenge 
of providing workforce housing as limited housing supply 
once again threatens the county’s future economic growth. 
Between 2014 and 2015, Orange County is projected to gain 
approximately 2.02 new jobs for each new housing unit 
constructed. Although this represents an improvement on 

recession-era construction activity, it falls well above the 
ideal ratio of 1.5 jobs created for each new housing unit (see 
page 37). Rising home prices will add even more pressure 
on workforce housing in the near future. Researchers at Cal 
State Fullerton predict price increases of 10 percent in 2015 
and 8 percent in 2016, indicating continued rise in demand 
against a backdrop of constrained supply.

LOOKING FORWARD

FIGURE 1.9 — ANNUAL PERCENT CHANGE IN BUILDING PERMITS BY COUNTY

Source: U.S. Department of Commerce
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THE RECOVERY’S 
IMPACT ON 
ORANGE COUNTY

INTRODUCTION

The Great Recession sent Orange County home prices into a steep 

decline and subsequent trough that lasted until 2012. During 

that time, home prices dropped by almost a full third from their 

peak in early 2006. Unlike other Californian regions, Orange 

County’s labor market strength, vibrant business environment, 

and entrepreneurial spirit allowed it to quickly recover from 

the economic downturn. Although much of the steep decline 

ended in 2008, housing prices hit their current post-recession 

low at the end of 2011. While declining home prices created 

problems for many individuals and communities, the price drop 

actually provided benefits by increasing affordability. However,                    

long-term housing price inflation in a desirable place like Orange 

County is unavoidable.

02
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FIGURE 2.1 — QUARTERLY HOUSING SALES PRICE INDEX 
COMPARISON BY METRO AREA, 1993-2014

Source: Federal Housing Finance Agency Unadjusted Quarterly Sales Price Index
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Despite the challenges posed by the recession to both 
consumers and employers, Orange County’s economic 
recovery was well underway in 2014, putting further pressure 
on the housing supply. As consumer credit rebounds and 
businesses look towards expansion instead of contraction, 
new interest in homeownership spurs increases in home 
value. Increasing housing and rental costs, fueled by 
renewed job creation and improving income situations for 
families, impacts affordability for new homeowners such as 
young adults and incoming workforce talent.

Compared to income, home values rapidly declined after the 
financial crisis reaching a decade-long low point at the end 
of 2011. However, price levels did not fall significantly below 
levels seen before the extreme inflationary run-up period 
that led to the peak and bursting of the “housing bubble.” 
This suggests that Orange County’s longstanding workforce 
housing challenges were only temporarily relieved in 
the face of massive job losses and remain one of the key 
threats to Orange County’s long-term economic outlook. 
In fact, renewed appreciation in home values suggests the 
renewed threat of inflationary pressure on housing prices 
are returning quite rapidly.

Renewed appreciation in home values 
suggests the renewed threat of inflationary 
pressure on housing prices are returning 
quite rapidly.
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FIGURE 2.2 — ORANGE COUNTY MEDIAN HOME PRICES, 2004-2014

Source: Dataquick
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FIGURE 2.3 — HOME PRICE/INCOME RATIO COMPARISON, 2001-2014

Source: Zillow Home Value Index, California EDD
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DEMOGRAPHIC AND POPULATION TRENDS
Orange County’s high cost of living has motivated many 
younger residents to move to surrounding regions and other 
states in search of lower housing costs. As a result, Orange 
County’s population of 65 years and older has increased, 
reaching 11.9 percent in 2011, and is projected to more than 
double by 2050.  

This trend poses problems because a large older, nonworking 
population will take up limited housing supply, reducing 
the share of housing occupied by employed workers. This 
further suggests the need for an expansive housing policy in 
order to compensate for housing resources that will remain 
occupied by retired senior citizens.

Orange County is aging rapidly 

2011 2050

FIGURE 2.4 — POPULATION CHANGE BY AGE COHORT, 2000-2013

Source: U.S. Census Bureau
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FIGURE 2.5 — COST OF LIVING INDEX, TOP TEN METRO AREAS, Q3 2014

Source: The Council for Community and Economic Research
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Orange County is one of the most expensive places to live in 
both the state and the nation. In the state of California, only 
highly metropolitan San Francisco and San Jose rank higher 
on terms of cost of living than suburban Orange County. In 
terms of groceries, utilities, transportation, health care and 
other expenses the county is slightly more expensive than 
the state average. Although Orange County’s cost of living 
fell from second to eighth nationally since the previous 
scorecard, rising housing prices mean the county could 
quickly reclaim its place as one of the nation’s three most 
expensive counties to live.

Although economic conditions in Orange County will 
likely remain strong enough to attract a share of talented 
workers and employers, an overall high cost of living driven 
primarily by housing prices will deter recent graduates, 
young entrepreneurs, and talented workers from staying 
and encourage them to relocate to more affordable counties 
and states. Orange County will likely lose its economic 
competitive advantages unless the workforce housing issue 
is dealt with effectively.

COST OF LIVING

Although economic conditions in Orange County will likely 
remain strong enough to attract a share of talented workers 
and employers, an overall high cost of living driven primarily by 
housing prices will deter recent graduates, young entrepreneurs, 
and talented workers from staying and encourage them to 
relocate to more affordable counties and states. 
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MARKET STABILITY
The previous edition of the Housing Scorecard reflected 
a county in the middle of a severe economic downturn, 
suffering with a significant number of foreclosures and 
underwater mortgages in the post-recession climate.

In December 2014, just over 5,000 Orange County homes 
faced foreclosure, about 12 percent less than the amount 
in that situation a year before. This means that the 
“shadow inventories” of houses have for the most part been 

successfully re-absorbed into the market. Other measures 
of homeowner debt show successful recovery—levels of 
negative equity and delinquency on mortgages have fallen 
below the national average and significantly fewer Orange 
County homeowners are underwater on their mortgages 
when compared to their counterparts in Los Angeles. As 
the housing market continues to recover, it becomes more 
important than ever to address Orange County’s long-term 
housing supply issues proactively.

FIGURE 2.6 — ORANGE COUNTY COST OF LIVING INDEX BREAKDOWN, Q3 2014
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EMERGING FACTORS 
IN ORANGE COUNTY’S 
HOUSING MARKET

INTRODUCTION

This section highlights two major trends of Orange County’s 

post-recovery housing market—increasing density and 

decreasing homeownership—that could fundamentally change 

the housing market and character of Orange County. Both trends 

point to a future in which Orange County experiences increasing 

convergence with other urban parts of California. Both, as this 

report shows, have the potential to beneficially impact the 

county’s workforce housing competitiveness.

03
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DENSITY
Attached housing unit growth—an increase in 
condominiums, townhomes, and apartments—
reflects a shift to greater density, more infill 
projects and a reduction in suburban sprawl. 
Of an estimated 1.06 million Orange County 
housing units, roughly 51 percent are single-
unit detached homes, 11 percent are single-
unit attached, and 34 percent are multi-unit 
attached structures. Over the next several 
decades, greater density will lead to an even 
higher percentage of attached housing units. 
According to the Orange County Sustainable 
Communities Strategy (OCSCS) projections, 
nearly three out of every four housing units 
constructed through 2035 will be some type of 
attached unit. As cities trend toward vertically 
integrated housing units, more multi-unit 
structures will lead to a greater concentration 
of population per square mile.

Orange County increased housing density by 
approximately 100 homes per square mile from 
2000 to 2013. The largest increases in housing 
density occurred in the south part of the county, 
with the formerly dispersed communities of this 
area soon becoming bustling suburban towns. 
Irvine, San Clemente, Lake Forest and Newport 
Beach, for example, attracted large shares of 
new residents with increased density and high 
quality of life amenities.

While this did not have an affect on quality of 
life in south county, increased density in the 
more urbanized northern part of the county 
have been seen as highly undesirable, leading to 
reduction in home values. 

Despite these concerns, the generally high 
economic performance of the county over the 
past decade has caused all parts of the county to 
experience increased density of at least 50 homes 
per square mile on average. Orange County’s 
three largest cities are rapidly transforming into 
high-density urban centers with Irvine’s density 
increasing by over 500 homes per square mile 
between 2000 and 2013.

HOUSING DENSITY IS 
NOT OVERCROWDING

Housing density (simply defined as the number 
of homes per square mile) is often mistakenly 
associated with overcrowding. “Overcrowding” 
refers to a situation in which many (often 
poverty-stricken) individuals or families live 
within the same housing unit significantly 
concentrated in a neighborhood, leading to 
reduced hygiene and privacy. Dense housing, 
on the other hand, actually offers a solution 
to overcrowding by providing additional living 
space and benefits to a region, especially in 
vibrant urban areas that are experiencing 
economic growth and job creation—such as 
Manhattan, Chicago, San Francisco—and 
Orange County.

3/4 of Orange County homes constructed 
will be attached units by 2035
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FIGURE 3.1 — CHANGE IN HOUSING DENSITY BY CITY, 2000-2013

Source: U.S. Census Bureau
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THE BENEFITS OF CONCENTRATED DENSITY
Popular discourse often associates density with decreased 
home values and quality of life. Increases in density, 
however, may actually provide significant benefits 
for a community or region. Research indicates that 
concentration in the form of housing density may actually 
increase opportunities for social interaction, presenting 
tangible and intangible benefits for the region.  

In fact, economists studying cities find that doubling 
density raises productivity by between 6 and 28 percent. The 
network effects of increased density also present tangible 
business opportunities leading to greater economic activity.  
Dense communities correlate with higher levels of human 
capital, including talent levels, emotional intelligence, 
economic output per person, and a host of other skills and 
characteristics invaluable to economic growth.

“Concentrated density” refers to urban centers with 
residential housing, businesses and economic activity  
with high density levels in or near their centers. High-skill 
jobs and economic productivity increase even further in 
areas of concentrated density than they do in areas that 
are moderately dense. Ryan Avent, labor market economist 
and The Economist’s economic correspondent, concluded 
that density explains more of the productivity gap across 

states than education levels, industry concentrations, or 
tax policies.  Economists have found that more than half 
the variation in output-per-worker can be explained by 
density alone.

Concentrated density allows for greater increases in skilled 
jobs and economic productivity, especially in the fields 
of arts and entertainment, science and technology, and 
business and management. These occupations fit neatly 
into the industries in which Orange County has already 
developed significant competitive advantages and also fits 
well with the clustering model of competitive advantage that 
places a self-reinforcing relationship between customers, 
talent and surrounding institutions and infrastructure that 
creates an environment where industries thrive. Increasing 
residential density in select centers in the county would 
further improve this environment.  Orange County’s current 
strength in all of these industries means that the county 
should continue to pursue concentrated density in order to 
further its competitive advantage.

In addition, concentrated density offers other additional 
benefits for Orange County. The county’s automobile-based 
transportation system would be augmented by making 
bicycling and public transport more practical options for 
residents and commuters. It also correlates with increasing 
home value, by providing greater access to services and 
social institutions, as well as closer proximity to workplaces. 
Housing units in these areas are attractive to skilled workers 
who need to work close to their employers.  In turn, access 
to these skilled workers will benefit local businesses and the 
Orange County economy as a whole.

High-skill jobs and economic productivity 
increase even further in areas of 
concentrated density than they do in 
areas that are moderately dense.
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FIGURE 3.3 — PERCENT OF RENTER-OCCUPIED HOUSING ACROSS CALIFORNIA

Source: 2013 American Community Survey
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RENTAL MARKET DEMAND
The percentage of renter-occupied housing in Orange 
County continued to grow in the last decade, reaching 
42.5 percent in 2013. Low vacancy reflects a need for more 
rental housing. Apartment research firm RealFacts reports 
that vacancy in large housing complexes reached a seven-
year low in September 2014. Rents steadily increased in 
the same period with Orange County prices rising by 18 
percent from January 2010 to October 2014. At the end 

of that period, the average rent for a two-bedroom one-
bath unit reached $1,598, making Orange County second 
only to San Francisco in the state in terms of hourly wages 
needed to afford fair market rent. A report by the National 
Low Income Housing Coalition stated that a two-bedroom 
rental in Orange County required an average hourly wage of 
$31.62 in 2014, significantly higher than the corresponding 
national average of $18.92 and state average of $26.04.

FIGURE 3.2 — PERCENT OF RENTER-AND-OWNER-OCCUPIED HOMES IN ORANGE COUNTY

Source: 2013 American Community Survey
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FIGURE 3.4 — HOME OWNERSHIP/RENTAL RATIO BY CITY

Source: 2013 American Community Survey
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Orange County residents have historically placed a high 
value on homeownership, an important part of the county’s 
economy.  However, apartment living and rental properties 
in general are finding increasing market acceptance across a 
wide array of income categories in many neighborhoods and 
cities across Orange County.  In fact, despite rising rents, 
Orange County experienced an increase in renter households. 
This trend of decreasing homeownership, shared by Riverside 
and San Diego counties, suggests that all three are moving 
towards the rental-focused housing climate associated with 
Los Angeles and San Francisco. Despite popular perception, 
rental housing in Orange County does not correlate with 
low income. Two of the county’s wealthiest cities, Irvine and 
Newport Beach, have a higher percentage of renters than 
state and national median averages.

Overall, the 4.5 percent increase in renter-occupied housing 
does not signify stagnant housing demand. Instead, it 
signifies the maturity of the county’s housing market and 
convergence with housing trends in neighboring counties 
and the state as a whole.  Like the owner-occupied housing 
market, constrained rental supply places considerable 
upward pressure on rental rates. Without increased supply 
of apartments, the rental market will artificially limit the 
county’s economic competitiveness.

Despite popular perception, rental housing 
in Orange County does not correlate 
with low income.
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WORKFORCE HOUSING 
TRENDS IN ORANGE 
COUNTY 2012-2040

INTRODUCTION

Although Orange County’s housing market has largely recovered 

from the Great Recession, new housing supply has not kept 

pace with the county’s job market, making Orange County’s 

high-priced housing market unattractive to workforce talent. 

More than ever, demand for housing in the county is outpacing 

the rate of new unit production, and the challenge of ensuring 

ample housing for workers appears to be increasingly difficult.  

This section examines how future housing plans among Orange 

County’s cities will impact workforce housing through 2040.

04
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ORANGE COUNTY POPULATION GROWTH
The Center for Demographic Research at 
California State University Fullerton forecasts 
modest but steady growth in the short term, 
anticipating 3,264,955 Orange County residents 
in 2020.  Most of this decade’s population 
growth is projected to occur near the end of 
this period. Brea, Anaheim, Irvine, Lake Forest, 
and Fullerton are predicted to lead the county 
in population growth during this period.

In the next three decades, the population 
is expected to grow by 12.8 percent, or 
approximately 400,000 new residents, reaching 
3,464,493 in 2040. Figure 4.1 highlights cities 
projected to exceed Orange County’s median 
population growth.

FIGURE 4.1 — POPULATION GROWTH BY CITY, 2012-2040

Source: California State University Fullerton Center for Demographic Research, Orange County Projections 2012-2040
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FIGURE 4.2 — JOB GROWTH BY CITY, 2012-2040

Source: California State University Fullerton Center for Demographic Research, Orange County Projections 2012-2040
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ORANGE COUNTY JOB GROWTH BY CITY
Orange County will add 372,458 jobs between 2012 and 
2040 for a total growth rate of 24.4 percent, according to 
Cal State Fullerton’s Center for Demographic Research. 
This six percent increase over previous forecasts reflects 
the county’s continued economic recovery. Figure 4.2 
shows the cities expected to exceed Orange County’s 
median job growth.

Forty-nine percent of Orange County’s total jobs in 2040 
(1,898,685) will be concentrated in the top five employment 
center cities—Irvine, Anaheim, Santa Ana, Orange, and 
Fullerton—which provide significant levels of workforce 
housing. Despite its relatively low predicted population 
growth, Tustin may become a desirable job magnet city 
thanks to its affordability and proximity to job-generating 
cities like Irvine and Santa Ana.

TOP CITIES EXCEEDING MEDIAN PROJECTED GROWTH

45% Population Growth

78% Job Growth

50% Housing Growth

Irvine

Tustin

Irvine
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ORANGE COUNTY HOUSING PROJECTIONS BY CITY
Although housing unit growth has made great strides 
since 2012, Cal State Fullerton researchers predict that 
the gap between housing growth and job growth will be 
wider than ever in 2040. Housing is projected to grow 
by only 14.2 percent compared to employment’s 24.4 
percent. Figure 4.3 shows the cities that will exceed the 
median city housing growth rate projections.

FIGURE 4.3 — HOUSING PROJECTIONS BY CITY, 2012-2040

Source: California State University Fullerton Center for Demographic Research, Orange County Projections 2012-2040
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Although housing unit growth has 
made great strides since 2012, 
Cal State Fullerton researchers 
predict that the gap between 
housing growth and job growth 
will be wider than ever in 2040.
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COUNTY JOBS-TO-HOUSING RATIO
Based upon OCBC analysis of CDR, California Department of 
Finance, California Employment Development Department, 
and U.S. Census data, Orange County has 
a current workforce housing shortage of 
between 50,000 and 62,000 units. The 
jobs-to-housing ratio in Orange County 
is projected to increase constantly over 
the 28-year period to a ratio of over 
1.57 in 2040. With the ideal benchmark 
for providing adequate workforce 
housing balance of 1.5, Orange County’s deteriorating jobs-
to-housing balance will increase pre-existing problems: 
declining affordability, outmigration of key workforce 
talent, increased commute times, high home prices.

Figure 4.4 shows the jobs-to-housing ratio within each 
five-year time-period, comparing the new jobs produced 

to the new units created 
as forecasted by CDR. In 
every time interval, at 
least two new jobs are 
anticipated to be created 
per new housing unit, 
and across the entire 
period Orange County 

will generate roughly 2.5 jobs per housing unit.  This ratio 
means that Orange County’s employment growth will place 
tremendous pressure on the local housing market.

FIGURE 4.4 — PROJECTED NEW JOBS PER NEW HOUSING 
UNIT RATIO, 2012-2040

Source: California State University Fullerton Center for Demographic Research, Orange County Projections 2012-2040

Time Period 2012-
2015

2015-
2020

2020-
2025

2025-
2030

2030-
2035

2035-
2040

New Jobs 
Created/New 
Housing Units 

Projected Ratio

3.65 2.19 2.01 2.53 2.41 2.39

According to CDR projections, between 2012 and 2040 
Orange County will generate 372,458 new jobs and construct 
149,451 new housing units, translating to a workforce 
housing shortfall of nearly 100,000 workforce housing units 
during the time period.  Based on the ideal density of 1.5 
workers per unit, Orange County should plan to build nearly 
250,000 housing units instead of the projected 149,451.  

This means that nearly 100,000 new workers could be forced 
to live in overcrowded conditions or move to surrounding 
regions—taking their discretionary spending benefits for 
local companies and services away from Orange County 
neighborhoods. The ramifications of shortage in the 
Orange County housing market will lead to far-reaching 
impacts on affordability, transportation, housing tenure, 
and regional competitiveness.

Orange County has a current workforce 
housing shortage of between 50,000 
and 62,000 units. 

Between 2012 and 2040 Orange 
County will generate 372,458 new 
jobs and construct 149,451 new 
housing units, translating to a 
workforce housing shortfall of nearly 
100,000 workforce housing units 
during the time period.
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FIGURE 4.5 — PROJECTED NEW JOB AND HOUSING 
INCREASES IN ORANGE COUNTY, 2012-2040

Source: California State University Fullerton Center for Demographic Research, Orange County Projections 2012-2040
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ABOUT THE JOBS-TO-HOUSING RATIO
The jobs-to-housing ratio compares new jobs created against new housing units produced in a 
given time period for Orange County. A higher ratio implies greater housing scarcity in the market 
and the need to import workers from surrounding areas. 

As determined by University of California, Berkeley’s former City and Regional Planning Department 
chair Dr. John Landis, 1.5 jobs per home indicates an ideal workforce housing balance for California, 
in which newly built housing units are adequately keeping pace with workforce demand.  Several 
aspects of Orange County’s economy, however, suggest that the county might actually consider a 
workforce housing ratio lower than 1.5 to be more acceptable.

1. Significant Variation by City: The 1.45 ratio in 
2012 does not tell much about the ratios of outlier 
cities, where both high- and low-income regions 
have great jobs/housing imbalances. Stanton, Yorba 
Linda and Laguna Niguel demonstrate ratios under 
0.75 while Irvine, Brea, and Los Alamitos approach 
three jobs per housing unit.

2. Aging Population Demographic Trends: The 
aging population will limit housing available for 
younger workers as there is less turnover. Since a 
retiree’s house contributes no additional workers to 
the economy, it essentially removes those units from 
the market — heightening prices due to scarcity.

3. Low Vacancies: With a 5.3 percent vacancy 
rate as of 2013, Orange County is one of the few 
U.S. regions that comes close to fully utilizing 
its available housing supply. Because of this, 
the county’s job-to-housing ratio may be more 
misleading than other regions.

4. Room to Grow: Compared to other regions, 
Orange County cities have excellent and untapped 
potential for new land development. The county has 
a long way to go before being truly “built-out.”
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HIGHLIGHTING THE 
LONG-TERM 
CONSEQUENCES OF AN 
INSUFFICIENT WORKFORCE 
HOUSING SUPPLY

05
INTRODUCTION

The projections thus far have indicated a workforce housing 

supply in Orange County that continues to be undersupplied and 

unattainable for prospective residents. This section examines 

several affected parties negatively impacted by insufficient 

housing ranging from businesses to commuters, exploring 

several potential consequences should the workforce housing 

issue go unaddressed.
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YOUNGER RESIDENTS
Greater scarcity in workforce housing provision leads to 
increasingly limited housing options for recent college 
graduates and talented early-career professionals. Because of 
this, young adults are projected to comprise a smaller percentage 
of Orange County’s population over time, an imbalance that 
may worsen if the jobs-to-housing ratio continues to expand. 
The continued strength of Orange County’s workforce depends 
on retaining its young educated workforce talent possessing 
critical skills needed by local employers. 

During the 2013-2014 academic year, the county’s three largest 
universities—University of California, Irvine; California State 
University, Fullerton; and Chapman University—produced 
approximately 19,000 highly skilled potential workers. 
Fortunately, Orange County has improved its ability to attract 
young adults in recent years and residents between the ages 
of 20 and 34 grew by 5.6 percent from 2010 to 2013 compared 
to only 3.4 percent growth in the overall county population. 

This age group comprised 21.3 percent of Orange County’s 
residents in 2013—an improvement over 2010, but still not 
keeping pace with the growth of young adult populations in 
more affordable regions like the Inland Empire and lagging the 
statewide average of 22.2 percent.

Research by PayScale, Saba, Trulia, and Zillow finds that 
the young, highly-skilled working professional of today 
values mobility. Job tenure trends tend to show that young 
professionals frequently move between companies to build 
a greater range of skills, and mobility in housing options is 
equally important to augment this lifestyle. Additionally, the 
Millennial generation typically seems to prefer close-knit 
walking-accessible neighborhoods that integrate commercial 
and residential land uses. Although Orange County is making 
progress towards greater use of more modern mixed-use 
development, as in Irvine, many communities still have deep 
roots in auto-centric suburban design.

If left unaddressed, continued losses in this vital younger 
population will ultimately weaken the supply and quality of 
Orange County’s future workforce, especially through loss of 
sales tax revenue and declining school enrollments. Public school 
enrollment in Orange County has been in constant decline since 
2010 and local school districts face critical losses in funding.

EMPLOYERS AND BUSINESS COMPETITIVENESS
Lack of available workforce housing supply also poses 
problems for Orange County employers seeking to attract 
and retain new talent.  Housing affordability concerns are 
frequently cited by HR departments and recruiters seeking 
to attract and retain key young workforce talent in thriving 
sectors such as health care, information technology, and 
advanced manufacturing. Even though CDR predicts that 
Orange County will add 372,458 jobs to the economy by 
2040, obstacles to providing workforce housing  make 
fulfilling these projections with young workers a remaining 
open question.

A recent Social Security report estimates that 10,000 
American baby boomers retire every day. This poses a 
major problem for a region as dependent on an aging 
workforce as Orange County as the county will become 
increasingly reliant on commuters from other regions 
unless a younger workforce can fill these vacancies. Over 
one million Orange County workers can be expected to 
retire between 2012 and 2040 based on the number of 
current residents between ages 40 and 64.

In most occupations, the need to replace retired or relocated 
workers provides many more job openings than employment 
growth. In fact, the state projects that employment growth 
will create 20,000 new jobs per year from 2010 to 2020 
compared to 35,000 “replacement jobs” per year.  Some 

key occupational categories show larger percentage 
of workforce retiring, including production occupations 
(approximately 83 percent replacement jobs), construction 
(80 percent replacement jobs), management (approximately 
76 percent replacement jobs), and arts/entertainment (74 
percent replacement jobs). If these jobs cannot be filled 
after current workers retire, key employers may be forced 
to explore other options, such as downsizing their Orange 
County operations or relocating operations to other regions.

Finally, Orange County’s high housing cost forces 
employers to on average pay higher wages. This increased 
cost-of-living compensation premium hinders profit 
margins and influences long-term location decisions, 
especially for employers offering low- to middle-wage 
jobs. An expanded housing supply tends to alleviate this 
extra pressure on employers and allows them to extend 
their hiring capacity, especially at the lower end of the 
education and skills spectrum.

The state projects that employment 
growth will create 20,000 new jobs per 
year from 2010 to 2020 compared to 
35,000 ‘replacement jobs’ per year. 

During the 2013-2014 academic year, 
the county’s three largest universities 
produced approximately 19,000 highly 
skilled potential workers. 
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COMMUTERS AND THE BURDEN ON ORANGE COUNTY’S TRANSPORTATION SYSTEM
A workforce housing imbalance increases distances between 
where individuals live and work, increasing wear-and-tear 
on freeways to support intercity and intercounty commuters. 
Long travel distances and busy freeways lead to greater 
vehicle dependence, longer commutes and increased vehicle 
miles traveled (VMT), air quality impacts, and delayed 
business-to-business supply shipment efficiency. Already 
long commute times will only worsen if the county does not 
adequately address the workforce housing situation. 

Although Orange County made significant highway 
improvements and introduced new transit options for select 
cities through projects funded by Measure M, total VMT and 
commute times are slower to change. Mixed-used housing 
developments sourced near job centers encourage “smart 
growth” that reduces commute times to work and encourage 
shorter, ambulatory or bicycle-friendly trips, reducing the 
negative environmental impacts of excess vehicle emissions.

FIGURE 5.1 — ORANGE COUNTY WORK COMMUTE PATTERNS, 2013

Source: American Community Survey 2013
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In 2013, nearly 85 percent of Orange County’s labor force 
worked within their county of residence. In contrast, 
Riverside, San Bernardino, and Ventura counties all exhibited 
greater commuting trends, with 20 to 30 percent of their 
workforces opting to work outside their county of residence. 
This combination of high worker mobility and Orange 
County’s insufficient housing supply has allowed commuters 
from Los Angeles, Riverside, and San Bernardino counties to 
account for almost a fifth of the county’s workforce.

Figure 5.1 analyzes work location patterns by city in Orange 
County and depicts that more than half of the county’s 
residents must travel outside of their home cities for 
work. Figure 5.2 compares multiple counties based on the 
percentage of their workers who opt to work outside of their 
home counties.
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COMMUTERS AND THE BURDEN ON ORANGE COUNTY’S TRANSPORTATION SYSTEM

Cities such as Garden Grove, Westminster, Mission Viejo, 
Tustin, and Santa Ana all feature high volumes of workers 
traveling across cities, which reflects both nearby job magnet 
cities and the lack of local employment opportunities. This 
implies a spatial mismatch between jobs and housing within 
cities that will worsen without an expanded workforce 
housing supply. As commute times increase, housing 
affordability in Orange County decreases with extra time 
and fuel spent commuting. 

The Center for Neighborhood Technology and Center for 
Transit Oriented Development developed the Housing 
Affordability Index that incorporates transportation costs. 
It demonstrates that nearly half of all Orange County 
residents spend more than 60 percent of their income on 
housing and transportation costs. Longer commute times 
place a higher transportation cost burden on Orange 
County residents and workers, leading to less discretionary 
income that would likely be spent elsewhere in the local 
retail economy, benefiting local businesses, overall regional 
economic growth, and sales tax generation.

FIGURE 5.2 - PERCENT OF LABOR FORCE WORKING OUTSIDE OF HOME COUNTY, 2013

Source: American Community Survey 2013
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ORANGE COUNTY’S ECONOMIC COMPETITIVENESS
As discussed, spatial mismatches between jobs and housing 
in many Orange County cities have created an economic 
divide between North and South 
County cities; many lower-wage 
service workers commute from North 
County or surrounding regions, 
worsening freeway congestion 
and putting additional strain on 
the county’s public transportation 
system. Employers greatly benefit 
from their workers being able to live 
nearby as shortened trips reduce commuter fatigue and 
minimize unexpected delays and absences due to traffic, 
helping achieve greater worker productivity. More flexible 
workforce housing options also open up opportunities for 
attracting a younger, high-skill workforce.

Unfortunately, the annual income necessary for 
homeownership in Orange County has skyrocketed since 2012. 
The estimated median home price in Orange County grew 

by over $177,000 since the previous Scorecard, making 
county homes unrealistic for many single and dual-income 

households. Figure 5.3 shows that home 
ownership is out of reach for many Orange 
County occupations. If both earners in a 
dual-income household earn the average 
occupational salary of $53,114, the family 
would still be roughly $10,000 short of 
meeting the home ownership affordability 
threshold of $116,670.

In short, Orange County’s high home prices have a direct 
effect on the talent pool available to employers. As labor 
market talent is increasingly important for economic and 
business competitiveness in a modern global economy, 
improved workforce housing supply options conducive to 
incomes associated with projected occupational growth will 
allow for a more diverse mix of businesses and employment 
opportunities in Orange County.

FIGURE 5.3 — OCCUPATION INCOME NEEDED TO 
AFFORD MEDIAN PRICE HOME ($627,200)

Source: Employment Development Department and Zillow
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In short, Orange County’s 
high home prices have a 
direct effect on the talent 
pool available to employers. 
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CONCLUSION
Orange County’s workforce housing supply holds the 
key to continued job creation, economic growth and 
economic competitiveness. Insufficient planning for, 
and provision of, workforce housing supply will impede  
Orange County’s growth potential and continue to 
perpetuate the region as “desirable but unattainable” 
for recent graduates, many new families, and workforce 
talent that might otherwise move to the county.

For Orange County to be workforce housing rich, supply 
must catch up with demand, both existing pent-up from 
past deficits and the projected future shortfall outlined in 
this report. Concentrated density near commercial hubs 
will help create a new Orange County, with a competitive 
workforce of diverse ages, education, talent, and income 
levels. Through sound, forward-looking housing policy, 
Orange County cities can build new opportunities for 
business competitiveness and a prosperous, viable, self-
sufficient county.

Average Salary

Income vs. Home Ownership

Home Ownership
Affordability Threshold

$116,670

-$10,000

$53,114$53,114
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2015 WORKFORCE 
HOUSING SCORECARD 
RESULTS

06
INTRODUCTION

This final chapter presents the detailed outcomes of OCBC’s 

analysis of workforce housing, quantified with the help of Cal 

State University Fullerton’s Center for Demographic Research. 

The process ranks Orange County cities in terms of job growth, 

housing growth and density to highlight city contributions to 

workforce housing growth across three time periods. The resulting 

cumulative rankings table quantifies the county’s trajectory 

toward workforce housing change over the coming decades.  
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Rank City Cumulative
Score

Total Job 
Growth

Housing as 
a percent 

of Total OC 
Housing

Jobs to 
Housing 

Ratio

Change in 
Housing 
Density

2 Irvine 26 1 1 15 9

WHAT THE NUMBERS MEAN: EXAMPLE

Summing the four rankings creates the 
cumulative score, which shows the city’s overall 
strength in providing workforce housing. 
Irvine’s cumulative score of 26 is ranked second 
among the 34 Orange County cities.

Ranking for the change in housing units per 
square mile in a given city from 1991-2012. 
Irvine is ranked 9th.

Ranking for the change in job totals over the 
change in new housing units from 1991 to 
2012. Irvine is ranked 15th.

Ranking for the change in the percentage of 
this city’s housing that comprises Orange 
County’s total housing from 1991-2012. Irvine 
is ranked first.

Ranking for the change in job totals from 1991-
2012. Irvine is ranked first out of 34 Orange 
County cities.
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ORANGE COUNTY BUSINESS COUNCIL 
WORKFORCE HOUSING SCORECARD, 1991-2012

During the last two decades, workforce housing leaders 
have come from across Orange County. The list of top ten 
cities reflects a mix of north and south County cities at 
both high and low income levels. A higher jobs-to-housing 
ratio indicates that a city’s jobs are increasing faster than 
the amount of housing available, which can lead to housing 
shortages. Therefore, cities with more balanced ratios are 
given higher rankings in the Workforce Housing Scorecard.

Both the share of Orange County total housing and the 
changes in housing density appear to correlate strongly 
with overall workforce housing receptiveness to greater 
workforce housing supply; seven of the top 10 cities in terms 
of housing density and eight of the housing supply leaders 
are within the top 10 for overall workforce housing provision.

A higher jobs-to-housing ratio indicates 
that a city’s jobs are increasing faster than 
the amount of housing available, which can 
lead to housing shortages.

ASSESSING THE STATE OF HOUSING 
IN YOUR CITY – DEMAND

FACTORS REVISITED

Population and employment growth trends are 
the most significant indicators needed to assess 
the state of the current and future sufficiency of 
workforce housing unit provision in your individual 
city. Naturally, these two drivers are also highly 
correlated at the regional level. In general, a greater 
concentration of employment opportunities will 
attract a larger housing need to provide workers 
with accommodations. However, some cities are 
more reliant on cross-city commuters than others. 
Orange County’s tendency towards longer commutes 
means that housing in your city may not show a 
strong response towards regional employment 
trends. Orange County’s residents have historically 
had a high threshold for commute distances, but 
that tolerance for long commutes may change in 
the future.

Additionally, a city’s median home price has 
a tremendous impact on housing demand. An 
unfeasible housing price in Orange County changes 
the housing landscape by pricing workforce talent 
out of the market. In short, sufficient housing supply 
at all points on the affordability spectrum relative to 
current and projected job opportunity provides the key 
to maintaining a healthy balance of workforce housing.
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Rank City Cumulative
Score

Total Job 
Growth

Housing as 
a percent 

of Total OC 
Housing

Jobs to 
Housing 

Ratio

Change in 
Housing 
Density

1 Aliso Viejo 22 15 3 3 1

2 Irvine 26 1 1 15 9

3 Tustin 31 18 7 4 2

4 Huntington Beach 36 10 6 13 7

5 Mission Viejo 39 11 10 12 6

6 San Clemente 46 13 11 11 11

7 Anaheim 47 2 2 18 25

8 Orange 48 5 8 19 16

9 Placentia 50 12 18 17 3

10 Westminster 50 20 16 9 5

11 Laguna Niguel 56 25 15 6 10

12 Rancho Santa Margarita 57 16 4 5 32

13 Fullerton 60 4 13 26 17

14 Newport Beach 60 8 5 14 33

15 Santa Ana 62 3 12 29 18

16 Stanton 64 33 25 2 4

17 Laguna Hills 65 34 22 1 8

18 Lake Forest 65 9 9 16 31

19 Yorba Linda 67 23 14 7 23

20 San Juan Capistrano 69 26 20 8 15

21 Garden Grove 71 6 17 28 20

22 Costa Mesa 72 7 19 27 19

23 La Habra 74 27 23 10 14

24 Cypress 79 17 26 23 13

25 Brea 83 14 21 21 27

26 Dana Point 86 22 28 24 12

27 Buena Park 87 21 24 20 22

28 Fountain Valley 95 19 27 25 24

29 La Palma 105 31 31 22 21

30 Laguna Beach 113 24 29 31 29

31 Seal Beach 116 30 30 30 26

32 Villa Park 124 32 32 32 28

33 Los Alamitos 125 29 33 33 30

34 Laguna Woods 130 28 34 34 34

FIGURE 6.1 — ORANGE COUNTY BUSINESS COUNCIL WORKFORCE HOUSING SCORECARD, 1991-2012
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ORANGE COUNTY BUSINESS COUNCIL 
WORKFORCE HOUSING SCORECARD, 2012-2025

The Scorecard indicates that near-term future housing growth 
is weighted toward highly-developed housing markets. In other 
words, large cities with employment centers will generate 
the majority of new housing growth in concentrated job 
hotspots. Infill projects and higher-density housing units will 
predominate over the next decade, while smaller, lower density 
cities will grow at much more conservative rates.

In many cities, slower job growth leads to a more favorable 
jobs-to-housing ratio, as new housing units “catch up” with 
employment demand. In several job anchor cities such as 
Irvine, however, even an exceptionally high rate of job and 
housing growth cannot fully balance the amount of jobs 
available relative to housing units. Density improvements 
are the most dramatic in cities that will capitalize on mixed-
used growth, placing housing units near major job centers. In 
smaller suburban cities with long commutes, mixed-use is less 
likely to thrive.

Compared to the 2012 Scorecard, Huntington Beach, 
Orange, Costa Mesa and Yorba Linda dramatically improved 
their rankings. These cities share relatively strong existing 
employment opportunities and also demonstrate a wide 
range of workforce housing availability, growing their housing 
supplies relatively quickly during the forecast period.

Mixed-use development is defined as urban 
or suburban development that blends a 
combination of residential, commercial, 
cultural, institutional, or industrial uses, where 
those functions are planned to be physically and 
functionally integrated.

WHAT IS MIXED-USE
 DEVELOPMENT?

Density improvements are the most 
dramatic in cities that will capitalize on 
mixed-used growth, placing housing units 
near major job centers. In smaller suburban 
cities with long commutes, mixed-use is 
less likely to thrive.
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Rank City Cumulative
Score

Total Job 
Growth

Housing as 
a percent 

of Total OC 
Housing

Jobs to 
Housing 

Ratio

Change in 
Housing 
Density

1 Irvine 12 1 1 9 1

2 Huntington Beach 25 5 4 8 8

3 Fullerton 27 3 3 19 2

4 Lake Forest 28 6 5 12 5

5 Brea 32 10 7 11 4

6 La Habra 36 20 12 1 3

7 Anaheim 37 2 2 23 10

8 Laguna Niguel 44 17 10 5 12

9 Orange 45 7 6 16 16

10 Tustin 46 4 8 27 7

11 San Juan Capistrano 50 18 13 6 13

12 T Buena Park 53 13 15 14 11

12 T Costa Mesa 53 9 11 18 15

14 Santa Ana 56 8 9 20 19

15 Newport Beach 57 19 14 4 20

16 Placentia 60 16 18 17 9

17 Stanton 64 31 24 3 6

18 Yorba Linda 66 25 17 2 22

19 Dana Point 67 24 19 10 14

20 Garden Grove 70 11 16 22 21

21 Aliso Viejo 75 22 23 13 17

22 T Fountain Valley 80 15 22 25 18

22 T San Clemente 80 14 20 21 25

24 Mission Viejo 82 28 21 7 26

25 Cypress 95 12 27 29 27

26 Laguna Hills 97 32 26 15 24

27 Westminster 100 23 25 24 28

28 Laguna Woods 105 26 28 28 23

29 Rancho Santa Margarita 113 21 29 32 31

30 Los Alamitos 119 30 30 30 29

31 T Seal Beach 122 29 30 31 32

31 T Villa Park 122 34 32 26 30

33 Laguna Beach 128 27 33 34 34

34 La Palma 133 33 34 33 33

FIGURE 6.2 — ORANGE COUNTY BUSINESS COUNCIL WORKFORCE HOUSING SCORECARD, 2012-2025
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In the longer-term, workforce housing development will 
primarily be centered in sections of the county that were 
originally developed before 1980.  New, higher density in-
fill mixed use projects will be a primary tool to revitalize 
established job-neighboring 
c o m m u n i t i e s .  M i x e d - u s e 
development will influence higher 
density and shorter commutes in 
the central and northern parts of 
Orange County.

While the relationship between 
job growth and housing growth 
was less pronounced than in the earlier time periods, 
employment and housing projections predict strong growth 
in cities such as Anaheim, Fullerton, Irvine, and Buena Park. 

Limited availability of land, however, means that job growth 
will outpace housing unit growth even during this period. 
The challenges of workforce housing will grow more difficult 
as employment and population overshadows workforce 

housing availability.  At this point 
the role of high-rise condominium 
and apartment development 
may come to the forefront in 
terms of the most feasible option 
for continued development of 
workforce housing.

Compared to  the previous 
Scorecard, smaller cities such as Buena Park  and La Habra 
will provide new potential for housing strength as traditional 
job magnet cities become increasingly impacted.

The challenges of workforce housing 
will grow more difficult as employment 
and population overshadows workforce 
housing availability.

ORANGE COUNTY BUSINESS COUNCIL 
WORKFORCE HOUSING SCORECARD, 2025-2040
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Rank City Cumulative
Score

Total Job 
Growth

Housing as 
a percent 

of Total OC 
Housing

Jobs to 
Housing 

Ratio

Change in 
Housing 
Density

1 Anaheim 12 1 1 9 1

2 Buena Park 18 10 5 1 2

3 Orange 24 6 4 8 6

4 Fullerton 27 3 2 18 4

5 Placentia 28 12 7 6 3

6 Laguna Niguel 34 17 6 3 8

7 Irvine 37 2 3 22 10

8 Huntington Beach 38 7 8 12 11

9 La Habra 41 24 10 2 5

10 Brea 43 13 11 10 9

11 Newport Beach 44 18 9 4 13

12 San Clemente 57 15 12 13 17

13 T Garden Grove 59 14 13 14 18

13 T Fountain Valley 59 16 14 17 12

13 T Stanton 59 30 15 7 7

16 Cypress 61 9 17 21 14

17 Costa Mesa 67 8 16 24 19

18 Dana Point 69 20 18 16 15

19 Laguna Hills 74 33 20 5 16

20 T Santa Ana 80 5 21 27 27

20 T Yorba Linda 80 22 19 15 24

22 Westminster 86 23 22 20 21

23 T Laguna Woods 94 25 24 25 20

23 T Villa Park 94 34 26 11 23

25 Los Alamitos 98 28 25 23 22

26 T Tustin 100 4 32 32 32

26 T Seal Beach 100 32 23 19 26

28 Lake Forest 104 11 31 31 31

29 T San Juan Capistrano 110 27 27 28 28

29 T La Palma 110 31 28 26 25

31 Mission Viejo 111 21 30 30 30

32 Laguna Beach 113 26 29 29 29

33 Rancho Santa Margarita 121 19 34 34 34

34 Aliso Viejo 128 29 33 33 33

FIGURE 6.3 — ORANGE COUNTY BUSINESS COUNCIL WORKFORCE HOUSING SCORECARD, 2025-2040
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CUMULATIVE RESULTS – 2012-2040
Job and housing growth will concentrate in central and 
North County cities while South County cities will play 
a smaller role in growing jobs 
and workforce housing units 
over the next three decades. In 
the near future (2012 to 2025), 
many South County cities will 
have hit their limits in terms 
of housing growth based on 
current development patterns 
and will be somewhat “locked 
in” because of a combination  
of public or private controls 
that severely limit flexibility 
regarding land use changes 
and new housing development. For example, some 
Homeowners Association’s (HOA’s) and their related CCRs 
further constrain South County’s future workforce housing 
opportunities. Orange County has the highest concentration 
of HOA’s of any county in California.  Larger cities such as 
Anaheim and Fullerton, however, will make good use of 

their numerous infill redevelopment opportunities to grow 
both jobs and workforce housing units.

In the further future (2025 to 2040), 
many Orange County cities will 
struggle to create enough new 
housing units to keep up with 
workforce demand. Rapid job growth 
will continue to outpace housing even 
in the highest housing growth cities, 
further contributing to the county’s 
job and housing imbalance. Orange, 
Buena Park, and La Habra are leading 
cities which have demonstrated 
greater receptiveness and willingness 

to embrace the challenge of balancing job growth with 
sufficient housing unit development. Openness towards 
innovative development tools such as mixed-use 
development will enable these cities to achieve a more 
satisfactory workforce housing balance and address a major 
region-wide economic competitiveness issue.

Some HOAs and their related 
CCRs further constrain South 
County’s future workforce housing 
opportunities. Orange County has 
the highest concentration of HOA’s 
of any county in California.
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Rank City Cumulative
Score

Total Job 
Growth

Housing as 
a percent 

of Total OC 
Housing

Jobs to 
Housing 

Ratio

Change 
in 

Housing 
Density

Total 
Job 

Growth

Housing as 
a percent 

of Total OC 
Housing

Jobs to 
Housing 

Ratio

Change 
in 

Housing 
Density

1 T Anaheim 49 2 2 23 10 1 1 9 1

1 T Irvine 49 1 1 9 1 2 3 22 10

3 Fullerton 54 3 3 19 2 3 2 18 4

4 Huntington Beach 63 5 4 8 8 7 8 12 11

5 Orange 69 7 6 16 16 6 4 8 6

6 Buena Park 71 13 15 14 11 10 5 1 2

7 Brea 75 10 7 11 4 13 11 10 9

8 La Habra 77 20 12 1 3 24 10 2 5

9 Laguna Niguel 78 17 10 5 12 17 6 3 8

10 Placentia 88 16 18 17 9 12 7 6 3

11 Newport Beach 101 19 14 4 20 18 9 4 13

12 Costa Mesa 120 9 11 18 15 8 16 24 19

13 Stanton 123 31 24 3 6 30 15 7 7

14 Garden Grove 129 11 16 22 21 14 13 14 18

15 Lake Forest 132 6 5 12 5 11 31 31 31

16 T Santa Ana 136 8 9 20 19 5 21 27 27

16 T Dana Point 136 24 19 10 14 20 18 16 15

18 San Clemente 137 14 20 21 25 15 12 13 17

19 Fountain Valley 139 15 22 25 18 16 14 17 12

20 T Tustin 146 4 8 27 7 4 32 32 32

20 T Yorba Linda 146 25 17 2 22 22 19 15 24

22 Cypress 156 12 27 29 27 9 17 21 14

23 San Juan Capistrano 160 18 13 6 13 27 27 28 28

24 Laguna Hills 171 32 26 15 24 33 20 5 16

25 Westminster 186 23 25 24 28 23 22 20 21

26 Mission Viejo 193 28 21 7 26 21 30 30 30

27 Laguna Woods 199 26 28 28 23 25 24 25 20

28 Aliso Viejo 203 22 23 13 17 29 33 33 33

29 Villa Park 216 34 32 26 30 34 26 11 23

30 Los Alamitos 218 30 31 30 29 28 25 23 22

31 Seal Beach 222 29 30 31 32 32 23 19 26

32 Rancho Santa Margarita 234 21 29 32 31 19 34 34 34

33 Laguna Beach 241 27 33 34 34 26 29 29 29

34 La Palma 243 33 34 33 33 31 28 26 25

FIGURE 6.4 — ORANGE COUNTY BUSINESS COUNCIL WORKFORCE 
HOUSING SCORECARD, 2012-2040 CUMULATIVE

2012-2025 2025-2040
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Orange County cities stand at a crossroads—whether to 
plan for the future or remain stuck in the past, whether to 
be leaders in addressing the region-wide workforce housing 
challenge or not.  As raw “greenfield” land development 
opportunities become more limited, the top cumulative 
scoring cities are those that are planning for the future and 
have embraced the concept of workforce housing provision 
as an essential public policy priority. Cities making the 
greatest jumps in terms of moving up the ranks as leaders 
in workforce housing provision include Orange, Buena Park, 
La Habra, Laguna Niguel, and Costa Mesa.  Other cities have 
slipped or just stood still in terms of their commitment to 
workforce housing.

In general, the higher rankings for larger communities reflect 
the greater strides they have made to balance housing and 
job growth through acceptance of higher density types of 
developments that contribute to helping achieve a better 
workforce housing balance countywide. Cities such as 
Anaheim and Irvine are prepared to responsibly increase 
density and provide a rich supply of much-needed workforce 
housing opportunities.

 Conversely, smaller communities with a higher concentration 
of single-family, suburban-style residential housing and 
little job growth tend to rank lower. Cities planning minimal 
future housing development that will not consider mixed-
use and other types of higher-density housing development 
will not be meaningfully contributing to addressing one 
of Orange County’s key challenges – and opportunities 
for success. Irvine, Anaheim, Fullerton, and Huntington 
Beach should be applauded as leaders in workforce housing 
provision over the next three decades, leading the way in 
terms of providing the housing infrastructure that will 
shape Orange County’s future and position as the economic 
engine of Southern California.

Finally, it is fitting that Anaheim and Irvine have tied for 
the top ranking in this year’s Scorecard and have been 
leaders since OCBC started tracking workforce housing in 
2007.  Both cities have demonstrated a significant and long-
standing commitment to this critical issue, so important 
not only to the business community but to the overall long-
term economic competitiveness of the region.  Anaheim and 
Irvine set a tremendous example for other Orange County 
cities to emulate, and cities such as Orange, Buena Park, La 
Habra, Laguna Niguel, and Costa Mesa are also stepping up 
to the plate.

Cities such as Anaheim and Irvine are 
prepared to responsibly increase density 
and provide a rich supply of much-needed 
workforce housing opportunities.
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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 
from a workforce housing perspective.

The jobs-to-housing ratio is the key metric used to 
measure these trends. Calculated at both city and 
county levels, this ratio compares new jobs created 
with new housing units. 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.  Landis argued that a ratio 
of 1.5 jobs per home constituted an acceptable 
balance for workforce housing. A higher ratio 
would indicate that more jobs per home, or greater 
scarcity of housing for workers. This Scorecard 
adds an important qualifier: no city can earn a 
favorable rating by losing jobs.

This 2014 edition of the Workforce Housing 
Scorecard relies on historical housing and 
employment data for individual Orange County 
cities. The Scorecard compiles data from 
the California Employment Development 
Department, the California Department of 
Finance, the National Establishment Time Series, 
and the Center for Demographic Research at 
California State University, Fullerton. The long-
term population, employment, and housing 
projections for 2012 to 2040 were provided by the 
California State University, Fullerton Center for 
Demographic Research.

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 figures with city 
square mileage information taken from the 1990, 
2000, and 2010 U.S. Censuses.

Changes in density are important to monitor 
because they reflect a city’s ability to sufficiently 
accommodate workers through increased 
multifamily housing development. This criterion 
helps qualify the type of housing built in a period 
favoring more residents per housing unit. If two 
cities build 100 homes each, the city that creates 
the greater proportion of multifamily housing 
shows greater change in regional density.

The Scorecard tracked each city’s individual 
contribution against the county’s overall workforce 
housing needs, adjusting for the greater impact that 
larger cities have on the overall county economy. A 
small residential community may boast a superior 
jobs-to-housing ratio and increased density but 
make only minor contributions to the county 
economy. Job centers like Irvine and Anaheim, 
on the other hand, are projected to create a 
substantial share of the county’s housing between 
2012 and 2040. The jobs-to-housing ratio, which 
is equally affected by job creation and housing 
development, means that Orange County’s future 
economic prosperity hinges on the region’s ability 
to balance job and housing growth in tandem, not 
one at the expense of the other.

The Scorecard tracked each city’s 
individual contribution against the 
county’s overall workforce housing 
needs, adjusting for the greater 
impact that larger cities have on the 
overall county economy.
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