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Chapter 2
Housing Matters
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PURPOSE OF THE cOmmUniTy SURvEy PROcESS

The Lehigh Valley Planning Commission engaged in an in-
tensive public participation process called Housing Matters to 
gather community feedback and opinion on housing in the re-
gion. While good data assembly can help build an assessment 
on the various forces at play in housing markets, it’s always 
wise to include community input or subjective observations that 
help create the real story. After all, even if statistics suggest 
that a certain municipality is safe, it will matter little to housing 
demand if the overall perception is still negative.

The purpose of the Housing Matters program was to create 
a discussion around housing, gathering feedback on how the 
region can support the creation of new housing and maintain 
existing housing stock. The program used a combination of 
community meetings and surveys (paper, online and phone) 
for public outreach. The results of the surveys and meetings 
enabled the LVPC to develop recommendations, tools and 
strategies for the Regional Housing Plan. 

cOmmUniTy mEETingS

The community meetings, titled Housing Matters: How Do You 
Envision Home?, centered on housing availability and choice 
in the areas of housing type, location, existing housing and 
new housing options. Among the key considerations in struc-
turing these meetings were the following:

 ● opening the housing discussion to all citizens, regardless 
of income;

 ● selecting meeting locations spread throughout the Le-
high Valley;

 ● choosing event times that accommodate those who work 
second and third shifts;

 ● making information available in Spanish.

The meetings took place from November 2013 through Feb-
ruary 2014 across urban, suburban and sparsely populated 
locations, while the city meetings (Allentown, Bethlehem and 
Easton) took place in central locations serviced by public 
transportation, indicated by gray shading that shows a ½ mile 
distance from public transit in Figure 1. The discussions on 
housing choice, availability and neighborhood safety in the 
Lehigh Valley were structured to be broad enough to engage 
most attendees, but specific enough to pick up issues or 
recurring themes in responses. Figure 1 displays the locations 
of the 14 meetings, as well as the session located at the LVPC 
office. 

The following topics and questions were posed to participants 
in the community meetings:

Location

 ● What influences your housing location choice?

 ● Is there enough housing available in the locations you 
want to live?
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Figure 1 - Location of Housing Matters Meetings
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 ● Does public transportation or highway access influence 
your housing location choice?

Housing Type

 ● Do you have a preference for a housing type? If so, what 
influences your preference for a certain housing type?

 ● Are the housing types you prefer available in your de-
sired locations?

Availability

 ● Are there enough homeownership opportunities in the 
Lehigh Valley?

 ● Are there enough rental housing opportunities in the 
Lehigh Valley?

 ● Have you ever been signed up for a waiting list for an 
apartment? New construction or existing?

 ● If you purchased a home in the last two years, how long 
did it take to find a unit?

Existing Housing

 ● Do you think the existing housing stock in the Lehigh 
Valley is well maintained?

 ● Do you find issues with the existing housing stock? If 
so, does it depend on age, location or a combination of 
both?

 ● What are some steps that can be taken to maintain the 
quality of the existing housing stock?

New Housing Options

 ● What types of housing do you feel should be created in 
the Lehigh Valley?

 ● Where should new housing be located?

 ● Do you have a preference for more ownership or rental 
unit creation?

Since these community meetings encouraged open-ended 
discussion, feedback varied greatly. The highlights included:

 ● Some participants research school districts and pur-
chase homes in the best districts they can afford.

 ● Their choice of housing depends on where they are in 
life. Most started out in apartments and moved to single 
family homes to raise children. 

 ● Most felt there was enough housing to buy and rent in 
the Lehigh Valley.

 ● Housing in the Lehigh Valley is generally well main-
tained, except for the poor quality and unusually high 
prices of housing in the cities.

 ● Rents have increased significantly in the last five years 
or more, and many of these apartments are overcrowd-
ed, due to the cost and lack of family-sized units (three 
bedrooms or more). 
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Figure 2 - Sample of Survey Responses

Source: LVPC
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 ● People are also doubling up in units, due to job loss and 
other economic issues.

 ● They’d like to see “Homeowners Training” sessions that 
would teach people how to do basic repairs, hire a con-
tractor and review the contract for the required repairs. 
The Home Depot program was cited as a model for the 
trainings. 

 ● The Lehigh Valley is well situated with good highway 
access. Some participants expressed interest in region-
al rail service to New York City or Philadelphia. Few 
participants used mass transit as their primary means of 
transportation. Many cited that the lines aren’t direct to 
the places they want to go.

SURvEyS

In contrast with the exploratory nature of the community meet-
ings, the Housing Matters survey guided with discrete, targeted 
questions. It was also voluntary and anonymous. The different 
media for delivering the survey proved influential to the results 
and are described below:

Weighted Random Sample: The survey was administered 
by the Muhlenberg College Institute of Public Opinion, which 
collected telephone survey data from a random sample of 513 
Lehigh Valley residents from November 20 through Decem-
ber 5, 2013. Individual households throughout Lehigh and 
Northampton counties were selected for inclusion in the study. 

Online Survey Sample: The survey was placed online at 
SurveyMonkey.com. The LVPC asked their partners and other 
community organizations to post the link to SurveyMonkey on 
their websites. The LVPC also placed the link on their website, 
Twitter and Facebook page. The survey ran live from October 
28, 2013 through January 29, 2014. A total of 298 surveys 
were completed online. 

Self-administered Paper Surveys: The LVPC distributed 
paper surveys and the Quick Response (QR) code to access 
the survey throughout the Lehigh Valley. The survey was dis-
tributed at the LVPC public meetings from November 12, 2013 
through February 17, 2014. In addition, paper surveys and the 
QR code were mailed to community partners and listserves, as 
well as mailed to every religious institution in the local yellow 
pages. The flyers with the survey’s QR code were mailed to 
local Panera and Starbucks locations and major grocery stores 
for public posting. The Community Action Committee of the 
Lehigh Valley (CACLV) distributed paper surveys in the three 
cities. A total of 825 surveys were completed from this effort.

Figures 3 and 4 reveal some of the socioeconomic differences 
that emerged between the individuals who participated in this 
survey.

Among the most critical responses to the surveys include the 
data presented in Figures 5 and 6. These responses reveal the 
broad array of values and priorities in housing among survey 
respondents, particularly in regards to income levels, educa-
tional attainment and homeownership.
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Figure 3 - Household Composition by Survey Type

Source: Lehigh Valley Research Consortium (LVRC)
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Figure 4 - Dwelling Ownership by Survey Type

Source: Lehigh Valley Research Consortium (LVRC)
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Figure 6 - Current Housing Quality

Source: Lehigh Valley Research Consortium (LVRC)

Broken Windows or Doors 1.9% 10 6.4% 19 10.8% 89

No Electrical Socket 3.9% 20 2.3% 7 2.8% 23

Exposed Electrical Wiring 0.6% 3 1.3% 4 2.5% 21

Water Leaks 4.7% 24 6.0% 18 7.5% 62

Inadequate Plumbing 1.4% 7 1.0% 3 2.8% 23

Insects 5.1% 26 3.4% 10 9.8% 81

Other 2.3% 12 11.7% 35 6.7% 55

Key Topics

Weighted
Random Sample Online Survey

Self-Administered
Survey

513 Responses 298 Responses 825 Responses

Source: Lehigh Valley Research Consortium (LVRC)

Better Quality 
Neighborhood 52.2% 268 64.1% 191 40.5% 334
More Convenient (work, 
leisure, family) 32.4% 166 47.3% 141 34.9% 288
Better Quality School 
District 36.3% 186 27.9% 83 22.5% 186

Greater Safety 29.6% 152 23.8% 71 33.2% 274

Affordability 44.2% 227 63.1% 188 43.8% 361

Other 55.9% 287 25.5% 76 9.8% 81

Unsure 25.9% 133 0.0% 0 0.0% 0

Key Topics 825 Responses

Self-Administered
Survey

Weighted Random 
Sample

513 Responses 298 Responses
Online Survey

Figure 5 - Reasons Influencing Housing Choice


