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Chapter 6
Housing Affordability Analysis
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introduction

This chapter addresses the existing market climate for 
affordable housing within the Lehigh Valley, focusing on the 12 
housing subareas identified for this effort. Virtually all markets 
have certain issues regarding housing affordability. However, it 
is imperative to quantify and qualify the supply and demand of 
housing at various income levels to define an improved course 
of action for the Lehigh Valley Planning Commission (LVPC), 
its member jurisdictions and its implementation partners. 

HouSinG tErMinoLoGY

A housing affordability analysis compares the ability of 
households of a given geography to pay for housing as 
compared to the cost for housing within that same geographic 
area. There is no greater misunderstanding than with the term 
“affordable housing.” Affordable housing is often interpreted as 
another way to say “subsidized housing” or “public housing.”  
While subsidized housing and public housing are components 
of affordable housing, they do not make up its entirety. It is 
easy to see why there is confusion and misinterpretation of 
the term, as there is no single definition of the term that is 
applied universally throughout the United States. However, 
it is important to define this and other housing terminology 
prior to engaging in an assessment of data. Within the context 
of the Regional Housing Plan, the following terms and their 
definitions will be applied throughout this effort:

 ● Affordability – Affordability is an individual household’s 
reasonable ability to pay for housing. Ownership 

affordability is based on HUD requirements (30% of 
income) and current, local lending practices for Federal 
Housing Administration (FHA) and conventional loans 
and the requirements related to those loan packages. 
The FHA requirements represent the “worst case” 
scenario as those households would be the most 
restricted in ability to pay (larger mortgage due to 
lower down payment and primary mortgage insurance 
requirements). FHA lending establishes a maximum of 
28% for debt to income, effectively making the HUD 30% 
threshold a nominal rate that has been adjusted slightly 
to accommodate lending standards. For conventional 
financing, the 30% HUD threshold is slightly lower than 
lending standards and was applied to the calculations.

Maximum affordable rental costs were based on a 
similar approach to for-sale housing. Since utility costs 
cannot be accurately known across the Lehigh Valley 
relative to market rental rates, the traditional 30% HUD 
cost burdened threshold was adjusted to 28% to account 
for utility costs to determine affordability.

 ● Area Median Income – Area median income, or AMI, 
is defined as the median income for a given region. 
The AMI is officially established by HUD each year and 
varies widely based on the geographic market. The 
Lehigh Valley is part of the Allentown-Bethlehem-Easton, 
PA HUD Metro Fair Market Rent (FMR) Area, which 
had an AMI of $58,700 in fiscal year 2012. AMI adjusts 
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Condominium Units
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qualifying for certain HUD grants and funding programs. 
HUD defines the “Low Income” classification as up 
to 80% of the local AMI or 100% of the national AMI, 
whichever is lower, for the purposes of public housing 
and Section 8.

 ● Market Rate Affordable – Market rate affordable is 
housing that receives no public subsidy, but is naturally 
affordable to households earning below 80% of AMI for 
rental and 120% of AMI for ownership.

 ● Market Rate Housing – Market rate housing is housing 
that receives no public subsidy. This includes all units 
not affordable to households earning below 80% of AMI 
for rental and 120% of AMI for ownership.

 ● Moderate Income – Defined for this effort as 
households earning below 100% of AMI. Moderate 
income is defined differently for certain HUD agencies.

 ● Very Low Income – Defined for this effort as 
households earning below 50% of AMI.

 ● Workforce Housing – Workforce housing is the 
overarching term used to describe all housing priced to 
persons with incomes ranging from 60% to 80% of AMI 
for rental and 80% to 120% of AMI for ownership units.

for household size from the two-person household AMI 
initially calculated to represent the entire area. 

 ● Condominium Ownership – A type of housing 
ownership in which a building or development contains 
individually owned apartments, detached or attached 
units with joint ownership of any common grounds and 
passageways.

 ● Cost Burdened – Households that pay above the 
defined thresholds for affordability regardless of income.

 ● Extremely Low Income – Defined by HUD as 
households earning below 30% of AMI.

 ● Fee Simple Ownership – A type of housing ownership 
in which the owner possesses all rights to the building 
and grounds apart from any government restrictions. For 
county assessment purposes, all housing ownership not 
defined as condominium is fee simple.

 ● Housing Affordability – Affordable housing is the 
overarching term used to describe all housing priced at 
a level that will not cause a given household to become 
housing cost burdened.

 ● Low Income – HUD places a limit on the income 
thresholds for the “Low Income” classification, in terms of 
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To begin the analysis, RKG Associates collected income 
threshold data from HUD. The 2012 HUD defined area median 
income for a two-person household in the Lehigh Valley 
was $58,700 as shown in Figure 66. HUD provides income 
thresholds for different household sizes to calculate eligibility 
for specific programs based on income. Because of limitations 
in the way data is collected and released to the public by 
the Department of Commerce, a true 100% accounting of 
households by size and income is not possible. To overcome 
this situation, the analysis was carried out utilizing a single-
income/cost scale. For the purposes of this analysis, RKG 
Associates used the two-person household thresholds to 
define affordability. This was done because it closely reflected 
the average household size in the Lehigh Valley (2.54 persons 
per household in 2010) and it offered a more conservative 

affordability calculation. Utilizing the larger three-person 
threshold would have overstated the required income in 
each threshold, thus creating a greater presence in the lower 
income groups. 

RKG Associates collected the U.S. Census Bureau’s American 
Community Survey (ACS) data on households by income 
within the Lehigh Valley. All of the households in the Lehigh 
Valley (and subsequently in the 12 individual study areas) were 
parsed utilizing the two-person income thresholds. The total 
number of households in each study area represents the total 
current demand later in this analysis. 

 2-Person Households, Lehigh Valley; 2012

Income Rental Price Fee Simple Condominium Fee Simple Condominium
10% of AMI $5,870 $137 $20,900 $0 $17,900 $0
Extremely Low (30%) $17,610 $411 $62,700 $41,300 $53,600 $35,300
Very Low Income (50%) $29,350 $685 $104,500 $83,200 $88,200 $70,100
Low Income (80%) $46,960 $1,096 $167,200 $145,800 $141,000 $123,000
100% of AMI $58,700 $1,370 $209,000 $187,700 $176,300 $158,300
120% of AMI $70,440 $1,644 $250,800 $229,500 $211,600 $193,600

 HUD Income Thresholds, Maximum Monthly Rental Price and Maximum For-Sale Housing Price

Income Group
Conventional Mortgage FHA Mortgage

Sources: U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development and RKG Associates, Inc.

Figure 66
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Rental Housing Price Thresholds

The rental affordability thresholds are defined as the 
maximum amount of rent a household should pay per 
month. HUD has established a standard for determining 
the appropriateness of rent compared to the occupants’ 
income level. Households paying more than 30% of 
their gross income for rent are considered to be cost 
burdened. As stated previously, this analysis uses a 
more conservative 28% threshold to account for utilities. 
Following this metric, a two-person household earning 
80% of the local AMI could spend approximately $1,096 
per month, while the same household earning 100% 
of the local AMI can “afford” a $1,370 per month rent 
without being considered cost burdened. The two-person 
household income by AMI and corresponding rent 
threshold to avoid cost burdening are also shown in Figure 
66. 

Ownership Housing Price Thresholds

The calculations of affordability thresholds for ownership 
units are more complex. Unlike rental housing, where 
cost burden is a direct relationship to one’s income 
level, ownership affordability is influenced by a series of 
individual and market factors including:

INDIVIDUAL VARIABLES

• Income level

• Credit rating

• Down payment amount

MARKET VARIABLES

• Unit type

• Purchase price

• Lending institution

As such, there is no “true” benchmark to determine 
affordability, because the many factors that affect 
affordability are constantly changing with market 
conditions. However, for the purposes of this analysis, 
calculations were made of “typical” ownership purchase 
scenarios to parse out the Valley’s ownership housing 
stock. Two mortgage types were used. Conventional 
mortgages are those arranged through standard banking 
terms. Mortgages arranged through the Federal Housing 
Administration (FHA) process have lower down payment 
requirements but, therefore, higher monthly costs. The 
first step in the calculations was to divide the ownership 
stock into four categories: 1) conventional fee simple 
buyer, 2) conventional condominium buyer, 3) FHA fee 
simple buyer, and 4) FHA condominium buyer. Data 
from local lending and insurance entities was used 
to determine current market costs for acquiring home 
loans for both condominiums and fee simple properties 
(single family detached, semi-attached, and row home 
units). To estimate a range of affordability, calculations 
were made for the affordability thresholds assuming 



116

all buyers had the minimum means and resources to 
purchase a home required by current market conditions 
(defined as FHA buyers). The same calculations were 
performed as if all potential buyers met the requirements 
for the most advantageous loan vehicles (defined as 
conventional buyers). For conventional mortgages, the 
30% HUD standard was slightly more restrictive than 
lending requirements and was used in the affordability 
calculations. As stated previously, this nominal rate has 
been adjusted to 28% to account for FHA requirements.  

The most noticeable difference between the two loan 
scenarios is the down payment requirement, which is 
currently 20% for conventional loans and 3.5% for FHA 
loans. Using these two approaches, RKG Associates 
applied “real world” values for other payment factors such 
as the interest rate, homeowners’ insurance costs, and 
Private Mortgage Insurance costs (for FHA loans). For 
condominium units, the Valley-derived condominium fee 
was utilized ($150 per month). The $150 estimate is at 
the middle of the range of condominium fees based on 
RKG Associates’ research. Based on these assumptions 
and calculations, a two-person household earning 80% 
of the AMI ($46,950) can afford a $141,000 fee simple 
home using an FHA loan, and a $167,200 home using a 
conventional loan as also shown in Figure 66. In terms 
of condominiums, this same household can afford a 
$123,000 home using an FHA loan and a $145,800 home 
using a conventional loan. 

The analysis was completed using both the conventional 
mortgage and FHA mortgage assumptions to provide 
a range of potential affordability within the market. 
Although there is about a 60/40 split for 2012 in terms 
of conventional/FHA loans in the Lehigh Valley, data 
regarding income splits are not available. It is impossible 
to determine which households will use an FHA mortgage 
and which will use a conventional mortgage. To this end, 
the analysis is not intended to be a 100% accounting of 
supply and demand. Rather, it provides a reasonable 
perspective on the relative ability to pay for its residents 
and the cost of the housing available in the Valley.

GEoGrapHic BoundariES and pricE 
tHrESHoLdS

The housing affordability analysis was performed at two 
distinct geographic levels. First, the analysis focused on the 
Lehigh Valley as a whole. This analysis provided a “baseline” 
measurement to show how the entire region performs in terms 
of existing demand for housing and the cost of that housing. 
Second, the analysis was performed at a submarket level. 
RKG Associates and the LVPC staff utilized the 17 distinct 
submarkets established by the Lehigh Valley Association of 
Realtors (LVAR) as a starting point, and combined similar 
submarkets to determine the final 12 study areas as shown 
in Figure 67. The LVAR submarkets follow school district 
boundaries, which were identified as one of the predominant 
influences on market pricing and activity within the Lehigh 
Valley. 
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Figure 67 - School District Groupings
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anaLYSiS coMpariSon

The housing affordability analysis presented here and the 
jobs-housing balance analysis presented in Chapter 7 both 
compare ability to pay with housing costs, but there are a 
number of similarities and distinctions to understand. The 
housing affordability analysis, similar to the jobs-housing 
balance, is based on bringing together a number of data 
sources that are calculated and maintained by different 
entities. These sources do not align perfectly, requiring the 
LVPC and RKG Associates to make judgments on how to 
apply the information. As a result, the analysis is not intended 
to be a 100% accounting of actual market conditions. For 
example, household income data is not tracked by local 
AMI thresholds. RKG had to calculate demand based on 
interpolating within income groups whose range falls on 
either side of a threshold value (i.e. the 80% of AMI income 
of $46,950 falls in the middle of the ACS $45,000 to $49,999 
income group).

The housing affordability analysis is a much cleaner 
assessment, however, than the jobs-housing balance 
because the geography is well understood using school 
district boundaries, all households are included in the analysis 

regardless of income, and all workers are accounted for in the 
ACS household income data. The more complicated jobs-
housing balance analysis is described fully in Chapter 7.

Ultimately, it is important to understand that the housing 
affordability analysis and the jobs-housing balance analysis 
assess similar issues (income versus housing cost 
appropriateness), but with different areas of focus. This is done 
to provide multiple perspectives on the same issue: the type 
and cost of housing that is needed to better serve the workers 
and residents of the Lehigh Valley.
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currEnt dEMand

The demand for housing was assessed using income by 
household size data from the U.S. Census Bureau ACS data. 
This information was used to determine the current number of 
households within each area median income (AMI) threshold 
range. 

It is important to note that the demand data does not include 
households that currently do not live in the Lehigh Valley. The 
Regional Housing Plan first seeks to serve those households 
already living in the region and to understand their needs 
relative to affordable housing. Any additional demand beyond 
current Lehigh Valley residents will only increase any potential 
shortage of affordable housing. 

Based on the income thresholds established for this study, 
households earning above 120% of AMI, or $70,440, constitute 
40% of the 245,592 households within the Lehigh Valley as 
shown in Figure 68. That this is the largest share of Lehigh 
Valley households is not surprising given that the median 
income defined as 100% of AMI has half of incomes higher and 
half lower, and 120% of AMI is only one income band higher. 
Similarly, about 40% of all incomes are below 80% of AMI. As 
shown in Figure 69, of those households earning below 100% 

of AMI ($58,700), the 50% to 80% range accounts for the 
largest portion with more than 40,800 households. Households 
earning below the ‘extremely low’ HUD designation of 30% of 
AMI ($17,610) account for 13% of all households, or roughly 
31,800 households. Those households most at risk (below 
10% of AMI) account for more than 7,700 households.

The distribution of households by income is uneven within the 
12 study areas, primarily for the lowest earning households in 
the Valley. The Allentown and Bethlehem Study Areas account 
for 35.8% of all households in the Lehigh Valley at 43,089 
and 44,922 households, respectively, as shown in Figure 
69. However, they constitute a much higher proportion of the 
lower income households, totaling 60.6% of all households 
earning below 10% of AMI and 52.1% of all households 
earning between 10% and 30% of AMI. The Easton-Wilson 
Study Area is the only other study area that has more than 
its proportionate share of the below 10% group. This finding 
corroborates anecdotal information provided by numerous 
community contributors to this effort that there is insufficient 
modest priced housing outside the urban centers in Allentown, 
Bethlehem and Easton. 
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Figure 68 - Housing Demand by Income

Sources: Lehigh County, Northampton County and RKG Associates, Inc.
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Figure 69
Current Housing Demand by Income Threshold and Study Area
Lehigh Valley; 2012

Maximum
Income

Northwestern
Lehigh Parkland

East Penn 
Salisbury

Saucon Valley 
Southern Lehigh Northern Lehigh

Whitehall Coplay 
Catasauqua

Up to 10% of AMI $5,870 114 234 399 142 130 375

10% to 30% of AMI $17,610 342 1,262 1,497 931 506 1,400

30% to 50% of AMI $29,350 452 1,602 2,171 1,186 656 1,957

50% to 80% of AMI $46,960 688 2,488 4,021 1,584 978 3,553

80% to 100% of AMI $58,700 443 2,036 2,766 1,234 446 2,085

100% to 120% of AMI $70,440 418 1,737 2,286 1,462 477 1,832

Over 120% of AMI N/A 3,211 11,068 13,113 7,165 1,917 5,936
Total N/A 5,668 20,427 26,254 13,703 5,109 17,138

Allentown Northampton Bethlehem Nazareth Easton Wilson
Bangor Pen 

Argyl
Lehigh Valley 

Total

Up to 10% of AMI 2,931 270 1,765 119 951 318 7,746

10% to 30% of AMI 7,557 1,053 4,980 579 2,672 1,289 24,069

30% to 50% of AMI 7,884 1,544 5,719 899 3,217 1,730 29,019

50% to 80% of AMI 8,728 3,033 7,198 1,255 5,152 2,194 40,873

80% to 100% of AMI 3,633 1,566 4,288 854 2,640 1,633 23,623

100% to 120% of AMI 3,295 1,612 3,978 921 2,579 1,353 21,950

Over 120% of AMI 9,060 7,035 16,993 5,310 12,328 5,176 98,312
Total 43,089 16,113 44,922 9,937 29,539 13,693 245,592
Sources: HUD, U.S. Census Bureau and RKG Associates, Inc.
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currEnt HouSinG SuppLY

The supply side analysis focuses on the type and price of 
housing that exists within the Lehigh Valley and the 12 study 
areas. The analysis inventoried all ownership and rental 
housing (both market rate and subsidized). This analysis 
primarily used four data sources: 1) the property assessment 
databases from Lehigh and Northampton counties to 
understand the number and assessed value of ownership 
housing, 2) the sales analysis performed by the LVPC to 
determine market value for ownership units, 3) U.S. Census 
data on housing units to determine the number of rental 
units by study area, and 4) a rent survey performed by RKG 
Associates to understand rent levels by bedroom count within 
the Valley. The data was parsed by unit type (for traditional 
ownership units) and bedroom count (for traditional rental 
units). The results of this effort were compared against the 
results of the demand analysis detailed in the last section to 
determine existing surpluses or shortages of housing for the 
Lehigh Valley population.

Ownership Housing Units by Type

Based on the Lehigh and Northampton County property 
assessment databases for 2012, there are 200,336 
traditional ownership housing units within the Lehigh Valley 
as shown in Figure 70. Nearly 70% of these units are 
classified as single family detached housing units. This 
finding is not surprising, given the prevalent development 
pattern that has been implemented throughout most 

of the Lehigh Valley. Single family attached units (i.e. 
townhouses, row homes and duplexes) account for 
just over 25% of ownership units. Condominium and 
mobile home units, traditionally the most affordable 
ownership housing, constitute less than 6% of the overall 
marketplace. 

Diversity in ownership housing varies greatly between 
the 12 study areas. Single family detached housing units 
constitute the majority of ownership housing in each of the 
study areas except for the Allentown Study Area (36.1% 
of all traditional ownership units). Additionally, the portion 
of the single family detached housing unit majority ranges 
from 64% (Easton-Wilson) to 92% in the Nazareth Study 
Area. 

Ownership housing diversity is greatest in and proximate 
to the cities with the Allentown, Whitehall-Coplay-
Catasauqua, Bethlehem and Easton-Wilson Study Areas 
having the lowest concentrations of single family detached 
housing (as a percentage of traditional ownership units). 
Condominium development is concentrated in East Penn-
Salisbury, Bethlehem, Easton-Wilson and Saucon Valley-
Southern Lehigh Study Areas, while mobile homes are 
more concentrated in those study areas furthest from U.S. 
22. This finding is consistent with general development 
patterns, as the U.S. 22 corridor tends to have a higher 
intensity of development within the Lehigh Valley. 
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Housing Units by Type and Location
Lehigh Valley; 2012

Housing Type
Lehigh
Valley

Northwestern
Lehigh Parkland

East Penn 
Salisbury

Saucon Valley 
Southern Lehigh

Northern
Lehigh

Whitehall Coplay 
Catasauqua Allentown Northampton Bethlehem Nazareth

Easton
Wilson

Bangor
Pen Argyl

UNIT COUNT TOTALS

Single Family Detached 137,528 4,895 15,227 17,064 11,504 3,402 8,145 9,605 11,265 22,271 8,295 15,760 10,095

Single Family Attached 51,312 276 2,834 4,607 975 753 3,977 16,889 2,637 9,427 675 7,286 976

Condominiums 7,988 11 736 2,146 796 0 241 72 286 2,071 0 1,604 25

Mobile Homes 3,508 251 1,323 656 106 383 193 37 286 1 35 44 193

Total Ownership Units 200,336 5,433 20,120 24,473 13,381 4,538 12,556 26,603 14,474 33,770 9,005 24,694 11,289

Efficiency 1,739 0 30 66 36 31 10 550 46 557 14 377 26

1-Bedroom 25,774 72 1,387 1,407 740 465 2,152 8,281 605 6,084 670 2,758 1,155

2-Bedrooms 15,737 100 978 1,150 284 255 1,649 4,230 573 3,645 487 1,734 649

3+Bedrooms 12,774 150 761 881 404 168 899 3,985 532 2,616 341 1,431 603

Total Rental Units 56,024 322 3,156 3,504 1,464 919 4,710 17,046 1,756 12,902 1,512 6,300 2,433

SHARE OF UNIT COUNT

Single Family Detached 68.6% 90.1% 75.7% 69.7% 86.0% 75.0% 64.9% 36.1% 77.8% 65.9% 92.1% 63.8% 89.4%

Single Family Attached 25.6% 5.1% 14.1% 18.8% 7.3% 16.6% 31.7% 63.5% 18.2% 27.9% 7.5% 29.5% 8.6%

Condominiums 4.0% 0.2% 3.7% 8.8% 5.9% 0.0% 1.9% 0.3% 2.0% 6.1% 0.0% 6.5% 0.2%

Mobile Homes 1.8% 4.6% 6.6% 2.7% 0.8% 8.4% 1.5% 0.1% 2.0% 0.0% 0.4% 0.2% 1.7%

Total Ownership Units 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Efficiency 3.1% 0.0% 0.9% 1.9% 2.5% 3.4% 0.2% 3.2% 2.6% 4.3% 1.0% 6.0% 1.1%

1-Bedroom 46.0% 22.3% 44.0% 40.2% 50.5% 50.6% 45.7% 48.6% 34.4% 47.2% 44.3% 43.8% 47.5%

2-Bedrooms 28.1% 31.1% 31.0% 32.8% 19.4% 27.7% 35.0% 24.8% 32.6% 28.3% 32.2% 27.5% 26.7%

3+Bedrooms 22.8% 46.6% 24.1% 25.1% 27.6% 18.3% 19.1% 23.4% 30.3% 20.3% 22.5% 22.7% 24.8%

Total Rental Units 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Sources: Lehigh County, Northampton County, U.S. Census Bureau and RKG Associates, Inc.

Figure 70
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Rental Housing Units by Bedroom Count

The U.S. Census identifies approximately 56,000 traditional 
rental units in the Lehigh Valley as shown in Figure 70.1 
One bedroom units constitute the largest share of the total, 
at 46.0% of the rental supply. This finding is consistent 
with typical rental housing development patterns. However, 
almost 23% of the Valley’s traditional rental supply contains 
three or more bedrooms, which is substantially higher 
than typical levels (between 5% and 10% of the total). 
This finding is due, in part, to the prevalence of subsidized 
housing within the Valley, which contributes almost 1,300 
units with three or more bedrooms. Despite this, the private 
sector also produces a substantial amount of larger rental 
units, as there are more than 11,400 market rate units with 
three or more bedrooms.

1 For the purposes of this analysis, traditional rental units are defined as those 
structures with three or more housing units. While the Census data indicates 
there is substantial conversion of traditional ownership units for rental in the 
Lehigh Valley, it is not possible to identify those that have been converted with 
any accuracy. As a result, traditional ownership units were tracked as poten-
tial owner-occupancy in the supply analysis despite their current occupancy 
level.

The Allentown and Bethlehem Study Areas contain a 
majority of the Valley’s traditional rental housing supply. 
These two study areas account for almost 30,000 of 
the Valley’s 56,000 traditional rental supply, or almost 
54%. The next highest concentration is in the Easton-
Wilson Study Area (6,300 units). This finding is consistent 
with historic development patterns, as Allentown and 
Bethlehem have a more urban character that is conducive 
to multifamily development. 

Despite the concentration of rental housing, the distribution 
of traditional rental units by bedroom count is fairly 
consistent throughout each of the study areas. Most 
study areas, including the Allentown Area, generally 
follow the Valley-wide averages by bedroom count. The 
two notable differences are in the Northwestern Lehigh 
and Northampton Study Areas, where they have a higher 
concentration of 3+ bedroom units (46.6% and 30.3%, 
respectively) than the Valley as a whole. However, the 
Northwestern Lehigh Study Area has very few traditional 
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rental units, and the distribution of units can be more easily 
influenced by a few properties.

Ownership Housing Values

The Lehigh Valley has concentrations of traditional 
ownership housing in two distinct price ranges. The 
highest concentration is for housing units priced for those 
jobs with the highest incomes in the Lehigh Valley as 
shown in Figure 71. Approximately 33% of all traditional 
ownership units are priced above the 120% of AMI 
affordability threshold. There is a smaller but substantial 
concentration for those jobs that earn between 50% 
and 80% of AMI (homes valued between $88,200 and 
$141,000 for fee simple properties and $70,100 and 
$123,000 for condominiums with FHA financing). The 
traditional ownership units available to the households 
earning at or below 50% of AMI are concentrated in single 
family attached housing (i.e. townhouses, row homes and 
duplexes) and mobile homes as shown in Figure 72.

Based on conversations with Lehigh Valley Association 
of Realtors members, the distinction of “markets” in the 
Lehigh Valley generally falls between the more established 
housing stock (built prior to 1990) and the stock built in the 
past two decades. As it was explained, the construction 
of Interstate 78 made the Lehigh Valley a more viable 
residential location for people that worked in northern 
New Jersey/New York City. These households have a 
greater ability to pay due to factors such as higher income 
levels (for commuters) and greater existing home equity 
(for commuters and retirees). Effectively, this migration 
established a second market in the Valley. It is important to 
note this distinction should not be construed as absolute, 
as there are households that cross over the markets. 
However, the influence of this paradigm shift is attributed 
to be one of the two most influential market factors that 
changed development trends and price points (the well 
noted easing of lending standards of the early 2000s being 
the other).
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Figure 71
 Total Housing Units by Affordability Threshold (FHA Mortgage)

 Lehigh Valley; 2012
Lehigh
Valley

Northwestern
Lehigh Parkland

East Penn 
Salisbury

Saucon Valley 
Southern Lehigh

Northern
Lehigh

Whitehall Coplay 
Catasauqua Allentown Northampton Bethlehem Nazareth

Easton
Wilson

Bangor Pen 
Argyl

 FEE SIMPLE HOUSING UNITS MAX HOUSE PRICE 192,348 5,422 19,384 22,327 12,585 4,538 12,315 26,531 14,188 31,699 9,005 23,090 11,264

 Up to 10% of AMI $17,900 1,641 120 663 368 59 250 116 44 10 0 2 4 5

 10% to 30% of AMI $53,600 3,635 56 552 242 41 111 111 2,086 128 88 23 54 143

 30% to 50% of AMI $88,200 13,680 93 266 483 65 524 678 7,964 356 2,036 62 890 263

 50% to 80% of AMI $141,000 47,687 516 1,837 3,896 1,221 1,342 4,353 11,526 2,934 9,245 1,059 6,570 3,188

 80% to 100% of AMI $176,300 33,672 714 2,800 4,195 2,247 891 3,283 2,918 2,364 6,043 1,664 4,049 2,504

 100% to 120% of AMI $211,600 28,534 800 3,017 3,730 2,211 636 1,725 1,057 3,261 5,089 1,658 3,655 1,695

 Over 120% of AMI 63,499 3,123 10,249 9,413 6,741 784 2,049 936 5,135 9,198 4,537 7,868 3,466

 CONDOMINIUM HOUSING UNITS 7,988 11 736 2,146 796 0 241 72 286 2,071 0 1,604 25

 Up to 10% of AMI 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

 10% to 30% of AMI $35,300 24 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 11 0 0 12 1

 30% to 50% of AMI $70,100 91 0 0 0 3 0 0 2 30 7 0 49 0

 50% to 80% of AMI $123,000 1,422 0 20 265 213 0 96 19 43 704 0 38 24

 80% to 100% of AMI $158,300 1,663 11 273 502 81 0 4 12 21 532 0 227 0

 100% to 120% of AMI $193,600 1,506 0 186 523 67 0 47 1 26 361 0 295 0

 Over 120% of AMI 3,282 0 257 856 432 0 94 38 155 467 0 983 0

 RENTAL HOUSING UNITS 56,024 322 3,156 3,504 1,464 919 4,710 17,046 1,756 12,902 1,512 6,300 2,433

 Up to 10% of AMI $137/MONTH 7,195 0 38 355 128 137 241 2,172 245 2,622 131 924 202

 10% to 30% of AMI $411/MONTH 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

 30% to 50% of AMI $685/MONTH 4,202 12 237 206 117 74 330 1,388 85 1,004 97 483 169

 50% to 80% of AMI $1,096/MONTH 29,083 161 1,854 1,807 766 476 2,736 8,912 816 6,299 815 3,136 1,305

 80% to 100% of AMI $1,370/MONTH 12,053 113 793 865 353 181 1,078 3,577 462 2,329 359 1,358 585

 100% to 120% of AMI $1,644/MONTH 3,472 36 233 270 99 51 323 991 147 645 109 397 171

 Over 120% of AMI 19 0 1 1 1 0 2 6 1 3 1 2 1

 Total Housing Units  256,360 5,755 23,276 27,977 14,845 5,457 17,266 43,649 16,230 46,672 10,517 30,994 13,722
 Sources: Lehigh County, Northampton County and RKG Associates, Inc.



C
ha

pt
er

 6
H

ou
si

ng
 A

ffo
rd

ab
ili

ty
 A

na
ly

si
s

127

The estimated values of traditional ownership units within 
the Lehigh Valley are consistent with typical suburban 
development patterns. Single family detached housing is 
predominantly valued at the highest end of the region’s 
market. Single family detached housing constitutes a 
very small portion (10.8%) of all traditional ownership 
units affordable to persons earning below 30% of AMI, 
but accounts for no less than 78% by income band of 
all ownership units priced affordably for households 
earning above 80% of AMI as shown in Figure 72. In 
contrast, single family attached housing units account for 
approximately 28% of units priced at the lowest end and 
less than 20% by income band of ownership units priced 
for households earning above 80% of AMI. Almost all of 
the mobile homes in the Valley are priced affordably to 
households earning below 30% of AMI. In fact, only 257 of 
the 3,500 mobile homes are priced above 50% of the AMI 
threshold. 

0.0%

20.0%

40.0%

60.0%

80.0%

100.0%

SF Detached SF Attached Mobile Homes Condos

Figure 72 - Breakdown of Ownership Housing 
by Type; FHA Mortgage Assumptions Lehigh 
Valley; 2012

Sources: Lehigh County, Northampton County and 
                RKG Associates, Inc.
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It should be noted that the variety in choice should not be 
interpreted as substantial availability. As seen in Figure 71, 
the concentration of units is at the highest end of earnings 
(above 100% of AMI) and between 50% and 80% of AMI. 
The diversity in housing type is relative to the total count 
for a specific study area by type. Considering quantity 
and type simultaneously exacerbates the challenge since 
housing diversity diminishes above 80% of AMI, where 
more than 132,000 of the 200,336 traditional ownership 
units are priced. 

These findings create some challenges to delivering 
appropriately priced housing within the Valley. At a base 
level, persons earning at the highest levels in the Lehigh 
Valley have little choice in terms of unit type. As a result, 
households earning higher incomes that do not desire a 
single family detached house are competing with others 
for these units or need to “buy below” their ability to pay. 
When this happens, it removes supply from the market for 
those households at lower income levels, cascading down 
to those households with the least ability to pay.

 

Figures 73 to 78 detail the breakdown of ownership 
housing by type by affordability bands for each of the 
study areas. The figures reveal that study areas generate 
substantial variations in housing type by affordability 
threshold depending on which study area is being 
considered. For example, while mobile homes constitute 
the largest share of ownership housing affordable at 30% 
of AMI, this is not the case in the three urban study areas 
(Allentown, Bethlehem and Easton-Wilson). This finding 
is consistent with the more urban environment of these 
study areas. Even within these study areas, there are 
variations due to development patterns. In Allentown, the 
most affordable stock is almost exclusively single family 
attached units as shown in Figure 73. In comparison, the 
Bethlehem Study Area is about one third single family 
detached with the remaining single family attached, and 
the Easton Study Area features all four housing types in 
this income band. Despite the individual variations at each 
affordability threshold, the general pattern in housing type 
remains consistent. There is greater choice (in terms of 
housing type) at the lower end of affordability and very little 
choice (almost exclusively single family detached) at the 
upper end, meaning people with money are demanding 
very little attached housing.
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Figure 73 - Breakdown of Ownership Housing by Type by Study Area; Up to 30% of AMI FHA Mortgage 
Assumptions; 2012    
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Sources: Lehigh County, Northampton County and RKG Associates, Inc.
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Figure 74 - Breakdown of Ownership Housing by Type by Study Area; 30% to 50% of AMI FHA Mortgage 
Assumptions; 2012    

Sources: Lehigh County, Northampton County and RKG Associates, Inc.
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Figure 75 - Breakdown of Ownership Housing by Type by Study Area; 50% to 80% of AMI FHA Mortgage 
Assumptions; 2012    

Sources: Lehigh County, Northampton County and RKG Associates, Inc.
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Figure 76 - Breakdown of Ownership Housing by Type by Study Area; 80% to 100% of AMI FHA Mortgage 
Assumptions; 2012    

Sources: Lehigh County, Northampton County and RKG Associates, Inc.
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Figure 77 - Breakdown of Ownership Housing by Type by Study Area; 100% to 120% of AMI FHA Mortgage 
Assumptions; 2012    

Sources: Lehigh County, Northampton County and RKG Associates, Inc.
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Figure 78 - Breakdown of Ownership Housing by Type by Study Area; Over 120% of AMI FHA Mortgage 
Assumptions; 2012    

Sources: Lehigh County, Northampton County and RKG Associates, Inc.
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Rental Housing Values

Unlike traditional ownership units, the Lehigh Valley 
traditional rental housing market (multifamily properties) 
is concentrated at the lower end of the occupation group 
income levels. Over 72% of all rental units are affordable 
to a household earning below 80% of AMI, with 52% 
priced for households that fall within 50% to 80% of AMI. 
However, the data indicates there are no market rate rental 
units priced for households earning below 30% of AMI. 
From Figure 71, only subsidized housing units (7,195 in 
total) are available to these households. The U.S. Census’ 
Comprehensive Housing Affordability Strategy (CHAS) 
data corroborates these findings, as 2010 CHAS data for 
the Lehigh Valley shows almost no vacancy below 30% 
of AMI and a high incidence of cost burdening for units 
priced to 50% of AMI. Conversely, there are few traditional 
rental units priced appropriately for households earning 
above the area median income. As seen in Figure 71, 
approximately 3,500 of the 56,024 traditional rental units 
are priced above the AMI rent threshold for a two-person 
household ($1,370 per month). Less than 0.1% of units are 
priced for households earning above 120% of AMI. 

From Figure 79, the breakdown of rental pricing by 
bedroom count is consistent with national averages. 
In general, the larger units (from a bedroom count 
perspective), have higher asking monthly rents. The 
subsidized housing available in the Lehigh Valley provides 
some variety of units (subsidized units represent 100% of 

those priced affordable to households earning below 30% 
of AMI), with slightly less than 40% being 2- or 3+ bedroom 
units. However, market rate housing provides much 
less variety at the lowest and highest ends. Units priced 
between 30% and 50% of AMI are almost exclusively 
efficiencies or 1-bedroom units. There is some variety 
between 50% and 100% of AMI, but very few 1-bedroom 
or efficiency units exist that are priced for households 
earning above 100% of AMI.

Figure 79 - Breakdown of Rental Housing by 
Bedroom Count, Lehigh Valley; 
2012
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Sources: Lehigh County, Northampton County and RKG Associates, Inc.
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regardless of their space needs. As a result, these persons 
are forced into three options: 1) rent a unit that does not 
allow them to maximize their ability to pay, 2) rent a unit 
that maximizes their ability to pay, but not necessarily fits 
their space need, or 3) find a traditional ownership unit in 
that price point to rent. In any of these scenarios, it places 
additional pressure on the market that adversely impacts 
other households seeking suitably sized and priced 
housing in the Valley. Regarding the issue of an individual 
or household maximizing their ability to pay, the analysis 
is based on the assumption that people will spend what 
they can reasonably afford to live in the nicest home or 
apartment that meets their needs. If there are no homes 
or apartments priced at their affordability level, they will 
pay less for the next best unit. These assumptions will be 
revisited in the discussion of results.

The variation in rental housing breakdown between the 
affordability analysis study areas and the Valley as a 
whole is less pronounced than detailed in the ownership 
assessment. While there are some minor differences 
in these areas, the trends generally follow those of the 
regional market, with the variety of unit sizes declining 
as monthly rent costs increase. The market share for 
efficiency and 1-bedroom units declines to almost zero 
above the 100% of AMI price threshold. 

It is important to restate that the number of units priced at 
the higher end and the variety of those units by bedroom 
type substantially decline. Less than 20 units were 
identified as being priced above 120% of AMI. These 
findings indicate that persons (or households) with higher 
incomes have very little choice to find an apartment that 
allows them to maximize their ability to pay. Even when 
they can find those units, they are forced into a larger unit 
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The downward pressure in the rental market is more 
harmful than the homeownership market because 
households at the lowest income levels tend to have the 
greatest barriers to homeownership (i.e. credit history, 
available down payment, etc.). If a lower income worker 
is creditworthy and has sufficient resources for a down 
payment, that individual retains the opportunity to buy 
or rent a property. Individuals without the credit history 
or down payment are limited to renting. As a result, 
there is little option for the latter other than paying for 
housing above the HUD defined threshold (becoming cost 
burdened) or find housing outside the Valley. The lack of 
market rate 2- and 3+ bedroom units priced below 80% of 
AMI exacerbates the challenge for modest income families 
that must rent. 

The lack of availability and choice at the high end of the 
rental housing market could impact the attractiveness 

of the Lehigh Valley for persons who work here and/or 
potential new hires to companies that exist or are being 
recruited to the Valley. It is well documented that housing 
preference is shifting away from traditional homeownership 
suburban development towards more compact, pedestrian-
oriented development. The economic downturn and 
its impacts on the local, regional and national housing 
markets have accelerated these shifts by necessity as 
much as preference. To these points, having insufficient 
options for housing, particularly rental housing that would 
appeal to younger and more mobile persons, could impact 
whether local workers remain living here or whether 
companies can be successful at recruiting new talent. In 
both cases, the lack of diversity could adversely impact the 
local jobs-housing balance.
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Lehigh Valley Totals

The Lehigh Valley has a surplus of housing units. There 
are approximately 10,800 more housing units than 
households within the Valley. This finding is consistent with 
regional vacancy rates. In fact, not having a surplus of 
housing is considered unhealthy for a market, as it restricts 
access and mobility of households. However, the balance 
of housing supply and ability to pay is not linear. As seen 
in Figure 80, the existing housing within the Lehigh Valley 
does not correspond with existing households’ ability to 
pay. Households below 50% AMI and above 120% AMI 
are underserved (shortage), while households earning 
between 50% and 120% of AMI are over served (surplus).

While modestly priced ownership housing and subsidized 
rental units can accommodate market demand for the 
lowest income households (under 10% of AMI), there 
is a net shortage of over 32,000 housing units for those 
households earning between 10% and 50% of AMI. The 
cumulative gap for households earning below 30% of 
AMI, the most susceptible to rental cost burdening, is over 
19,300 alone. Interestingly, households earning over 120% 
of AMI are also underserved by more than 31,000 housing 
units.

HouSinG aFFordaBiLitY anaLYSiS

This section details the supply-demand comparison for the 
housing affordability analysis. RKG Associates compared 
existing households’ ability to pay for housing against the 
relative cost of the housing that exists in the Valley. Areas 
where demand exceeds supply are considered to have a 
shortage of housing. Conversely, areas where supply exceeds 
demand are considered to have a surplus. It is important to 
note that having shortages or surpluses is not bad or good 
on its face value. Rather, the findings of the analysis have 
to be considered cumulatively to identify opportunities and 
challenges in promoting appropriate housing affordability.

The data presented in this section reflects the version of the 
analysis in which RKG used FHA mortgage assumptions, 
which simplifies the narrative for the reader (rather than going 
through multiple scenarios). While there is no way to model 
the purchasing/leasing habits of approximately 250,000 
individual households, the FHA financing scenario reflects 
a more conservative result, as purchasing power is less for 
households without the minimum down payment. To this point, 
the results discussed in this section reflect a more realistic 
picture of supply and demand, particularly for lower income 
households.
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Housing Affordability Analysis; FHA Financing
Lehigh Valley; 2012

Surplus/
(Shortage)

Maximum
Income
Level

Total
Demand

Fee Simple 
Units

Condominium
Units

Rental
Units

Total
Supply

Balance by 
Income

Up to 10% of AMI $5,870 7,746 1,641 0 7,195 8,836 1,090
10% to 30% of AMI $17,610 24,069 3,635 24 0 3,659 (20,410)
30% to 50% of AMI $29,350 29,019 13,680 91 3,560 17,331 (11,688)
50% to 80% of AMI $46,960 40,873 47,687 1,422 31,939 81,048 40,175
80% to 100% of AMI $58,700 23,623 33,672 1,663 10,044 45,379 21,756
100% to 120% of AMI $70,440 21,950 28,534 1,506 3,281 33,321 11,371
Over 120% of AMI NC 98,312 63,499 3,282 5 66,786 (31,526)
Totals NC 245,592 192,348 7,988 56,024 256,360 10,768

Demand Supply

Source: RKG Associates, Inc.

Figure 80

It is important to note that it is unreasonable for the Lehigh 
Valley communities to actively pursue all existing unmet 
demand. At a base level, that would create a substantial 
vacancy within the Valley. More specifically, there are 
reasons other than ability to pay that influence housing 

choice. To these points, the housing affordability analysis 
is more valuable as a tool to identify areas of specific need 
and opportunity. The following summary of findings is 
framed in this context.
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the New York/New Jersey or Philadelphia markets, 
they likely choose to pay somewhat less for housing 
than they could afford, in part, with a trade-off in higher 
cost commutes. The bottom line is that removing that 
stock from the next affordability threshold group only 
passes the burden of finding suitable housing onto those 
households. Ultimately, not having suitable housing 
for households at all income levels creates greater 
shortages for lower income households. 

 ● The lack of choice within the income thresholds 
compounds the challenges to finding suitable hous-
ing – As noted in this analysis, the apparent shortage 
of housing at either end of the income spectrum is one 
challenge for the Valley. The other is the lack of variety 
of housing at these levels. Most notably, the Lehigh 
Valley does not have many larger market rate rental 
units for modest income households (2- and 3+ bedroom 
units). Almost all of the affordable, larger rental housing 
stock is subsidized housing. Unfortunately, there is not 
enough subsidized housing for all households that qual-
ify. Even if there were, this housing is not available to 
households that do not meet the income qualification but 
cannot afford rents above $1,000 per month. Likewise, 
the lack of diversity above 120% of AMI means house-
holds seeking alternatives to single family detached 
housing must buy below their ability to pay or consume 
housing that does not meet their preferences.

 ● The most vulnerable Lehigh Valley residents are 
the least served – The data indicates a theoretical 
surplus for households earning below 10% of AMI. This 
is mostly due to the 7,195 subsidized rental housing 
units in the Valley. Unfortunately, households earning 
below 30% of AMI also qualify for, and need, those 
units. In reality, the 12,495 housing units priced to 
this market are not sufficient to meet the need. RKG 
recognizes that a portion of these households may be 
retirees living on fixed incomes. However, the housing 
profile analysis and interviews with affordable housing 
developers and advocates indicate the need is greater 
than the supply. The effects of this situation are captured 
in the Census’ CHAS data, which indicates that 75% of 
renter households earning below 50% of AMI are cost 
burdened.

 ● Households purchasing below their ability to pay 
at the highest end – It is common for households not 
to maximize their ability to pay. Even households that 
maximize their ability to pay at a given point will likely 
experience an increase in wages that allow for a greater 
housing cost, but oftentimes will not reallocate those 
wages to take advantage of that new income. That said, 
the apparent mismatch between income levels in the 
Valley and pricing of housing indicates that there either 
is insufficient choice for households seeking higher end 
housing or these households are simply choosing not 
to maximize their ability to pay, or both. In situations 
where households have high end incomes working in 
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Study Areas

As noted throughout this chapter, the supply and demand 
characteristics of the study areas in the Lehigh Valley 
as a whole are not vastly divergent. The most notable 
difference is at the lowest end, where concentrations of 
mobile homes (in the more suburban study areas) and 
the presence of subsidized housing influence the balance 
of supply and demand. That said, there are unique 
characteristics and findings from the school district-based 
housing study areas that should be considered when 
establishing strategies for different areas of the Valley. The 
following narrative details these findings.

 ● The unmet demand for housing below 50% of AMI 
is universal – The need for additional housing at the 
lowest end exists in all 12 study areas. Households 
earning below 30% of AMI are underserved in all 12 
study areas. The Northern Lehigh Study Area has 
the greatest balance, with a net shortage of only 137 
units. The three urban core study areas have the 
greatest need despite also having the greatest supply. 
Allentown, Bethlehem and Easton-Wilson account for 
two-thirds of the unmet demand within the Valley. This 
finding indicates that having the highest supply has 
disproportionately attracted households with limited 
resources. As noted in the jobs-housing balance, the 
concentration of employment in these areas also factors 
into these decisions, as this proximity sometimes 
relieves the cost of owning a car. There is a shortage of 

housing for households that earn 30% to 50% of AMI in 
11 of the 12 study areas as well, with Allentown being 
the exception. Regardless of the magnitude, this finding 
indicates that having a greater housing supply priced 
appropriately to the lower income groups is a challenge 
that transcends the Valley, not just one or two specific 
locations.

 ● Unmet demand at the highest end is almost 
universal – The analysis reveals that all but one study 
area has a shortage of housing priced affordably for 
households earning above 120% of AMI. The Saucon 
Valley-Southern Lehigh Study Area has a net surplus 
of eight units. As discussed above, the lack of sufficient 
higher end housing, particularly greater choice of 
housing at the higher end, combined with households 
simply choosing not to maximize their ability to pay, 
adversely impacts less affluent households below. The 
range of need varies by study area, but is highest in 
the urban study areas and study areas immediately 
surrounding the City of Allentown. Allentown (8,084 
units), Bethlehem (7,327 units), Whitehall-Coplay-
Catasauqua (3,792 units), Easton-Wilson (3,476 units) 
and East Penn-Salisbury (2,844 units) constitute 
approximately 80% of the unmet demand in this 
affordability threshold. The data indicates that the urban 



142

and inner suburban neighborhoods need additional high 
end housing in addition to more modest priced units.

 ● Solving the problems for the more affluent doesn’t 
solve the problems for the less affluent – On the 
surface, the data may indicate that building more high 
end housing will vacate housing at the lower end, thus 
addressing the market needs. This is a dangerous, and 
incorrect, conclusion to draw. While relieving demand at 
the higher end will alter the supply-demand equilibrium 
in the lower threshold groupings, it will not make enough 
of a change to sufficiently “devalue” existing homes to 
levels that address the market’s need. The data does 
indicate that all Valley jurisdictions have unmet need 
at the lowest end, and this need almost certainly will 
require public/private partnerships to be addressed. 
Simply put, the market will not sustain the development 
costs to price housing at or below 50% of AMI price 
points. 

 ● Solutions will need to vary by study area (and 
community) – Although the needs are similar for 
each study area, the potential solutions most likely will 
differ. The housing profile section and RKG Associates’ 
extensive outreach within the Lehigh Valley community 
reveal that there will need to be a variety of options 
and alternatives presented to engage the LVPC’s 
member communities. For example, increased density 
can reduce housing costs by spreading fixed land 
and development expenses over a greater number of 

dwellings. However, the extent that increased density 
is realistic varies from community to community. To this 
point, higher density may translate into townhouses in 
some areas and apartments/condos in others. There are 
other factors that are considered and discussed further 
in the strategic plan as well.

HouSinG pricE pEr SquarE FootaGE

The affordability analysis of the current housing units in the 
Lehigh Valley for existing households does not account for the 
condition of those housing units. While a traditional ownership 
unit may be priced appropriately, the condition of the unit may 
limit the use and desirability of the unit long-term. To better 
understand the condition of the traditional ownership units 
in the Lehigh Valley, RKG Associates used the assessed 
building value per square foot as a proxy for condition given 
the correlation between the assessed value of an ownership 
unit and the property’s condition. The assessed building 
value per square foot was compared to the average value 
per square foot for the Lehigh Valley for the same property 
type. These two values were then compared and each 
traditional ownership unit was assigned a category based on 
its percentage of the Lehigh Valley average. For instance, if a 
single family detached housing unit had an assessed building 
value per square foot of $30.00, it was approximately 30% of 
the Lehigh Valley average and was placed within the 25% to 
50% of average value category. The smaller the percentage of 
the Lehigh Valley average the housing unit is, the more likely 
the unit will be in deteriorated condition. To further understand 
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the impact of condition on housing affordability, the value per 
square foot comparison was made for the housing units within 
each income group (30% of AMI or less, 30% to 50% of AMI, 
50% to 80% of AMI, 80% to 100% of AMI and more than 100% 
of AMI). Figure 81 shows the Lehigh Valley average assessed 
building value and the associated condition categories. 

The analysis of traditional ownership unit condition across 
the Lehigh Valley shows that the condition of the housing 
stock generally improves as the household income increases, 
as seen in Figure 82. More than half of all ownership units 
affordable to households below 50% of AMI in the Lehigh 
Valley are in poor condition and have a value per square foot 
under 50% of the Valley average of $100.89 per square foot 
for single family detached units, $65.71 per square foot for 
single family attached units and $100.57 per square foot for 
condominiums. 

For households earning between 50% and 80% of AMI in the 
Valley, the largest concentration of housing stock is at 75% of 
the average value or higher, indicating a significantly improved 
condition over the lower income housing stock. For households 
earning above 100% of AMI, almost all of the units have at 

least 75% of the per square foot average value, with the 
majority of units above 100% of the per square foot value.

At a local level, the Allentown Study Area has the greatest 
share of its housing at prices that are at the maximum level of 
affordability for households earning from 10% to 80% of AMI. 
Similarly, the Bethlehem Study Area has the greatest share of 
its housing that is priced at the maximum level of affordability 
for households earning between 30% and 100% of AMI. These 
two study areas have concentrations of fee simple ownership 
units, single family attached or detached housing, that make 
up the largest number of units at these thresholds. Therefore, 

Figure 81

Lehigh Valley, 2013

Under 25% of
Average Value

25% to 50%
of Average

Value

50% to 75%
of Average

Value

75% to 100%
of Average

Value

Over 100%
of Average

Value
Single Family Detached $25.22 $50.44 $75.67 $100.89 N/A
Single Family Attached $16.43 $32.85 $49.28 $65.71 N/A
Condominium $25.14 $50.29 $75.43 $100.57 N/A
Source: RKG Associates, Inc.

Traditional Ownership Unit Condition Classifications

Maximum Average Value/Square Foot

Lehigh Valley, 2013

Under 25% 
of Average 

Value

25% to 
50% of 

Average 
Value

50% to 
75% of 

Average 
Value

75% to 
100% of 
Average 

Value

Over 
100% of 
Average 

Value

Up to 30% of AMI 4.7% 16.3% 54.8% 20.8% 3.5%
30% to 50% of AMI 0.2% 3.1% 35.3% 39.2% 22.3%
50% to 80% of AMI 0.0% 0.4% 5.1% 19.4% 75.0%
80% to 100% of AMI 0.0% 0.1% 1.5% 10.5% 87.8%
100% to 120% of AMI 0.0% 0.1% 0.9% 6.7% 92.3%
Over 120% of AMI 0.0% 0.1% 0.5% 3.6% 95.8%

Up to 30% of AMI 1.2% 30.8% 62.1% 5.6% 0.4%
30% to 50% of AMI 0.0% 9.3% 49.9% 34.4% 6.4%
50% to 80% of AMI 0.0% 0.4% 10.4% 33.0% 56.2%
80% to 100% of AMI 0.0% 0.0% 0.9% 8.5% 90.6%
100% to 120% of AMI 0.0% 0.0% 0.2% 2.1% 97.6%
Over 120% of AMI 0.0% 0.0% 0.1% 0.2% 99.7%

Up to 30% of AMI 18.2% 51.5% 9.1% 15.2% 6.1%
30% to 50% of AMI 0.0% 5.7% 12.1% 45.9% 36.3%
50% to 80% of AMI 0.0% 0.1% 3.7% 24.2% 72.0%
80% to 100% of AMI 0.0% 0.0% 0.4% 9.0% 90.5%
100% to 120% of AMI 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 4.2% 95.8%
Over 120% of AMI 0.0% 0.0% 0.1% 6.9% 93.1%
Source:  RKG Associates, Inc.

Ownership Housing Unit Condition by Income Group

SINGLE FAMILY DETACHED

SINGLE FAMILY ATTACHED

CONDOMINIUM

Figure 82
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given the prevalence of poor condition units for households 
earning below 50% of AMI, these more urban study areas 
have the greatest number of poor condition houses for these 
income groups when compared to the other ten study areas. 
It is understood that the above analysis can’t yield a perfect 
assessment of housing condition. Other factors, like housing 
location, significantly affect housing cost and skew the results. 
The analysis yields a general sense, however, of how housing 
condition relates to income bands across the Valley.

FuturE HouSinG dEMand GrowtH

As seen in Chapter 5, development activity for traditional 
residential ownership units slowed over the last decade. 
Between 2011 and 2013, 720 single family detached units, 
185 single family attached units, no condominiums and 394 
apartments were approved for development. Except for single 
family detached units, this represents a decline from the 
2008 to 2010 period when 679 single family detached units, 
861 single family attached units, 102 condominiums and 
545 apartments were approved. The activity for both these 
periods is substantially less than the 2005 to 2007 period, 
with 3,991, 3,191, 601 and 1,321 units approved for single 
family detached, attached, condominiums and apartments, 
respectively. According to the March 2014 LVPC Annual 
Subdivision and Building Activity Report, 2013 proposed and 
approved residential development for the Lehigh Valley is as 
follows:

 ● Proposed Residential Development

• Single Family Detached – 351 Units

• Single Family Attached – 165 Units

• Condominiums – 0 Units

• Apartments – 1,493 Units

 ● Approved Residential Development

• Single Family Detached – 360 Units

• Single Family Attached – 98 Units

• Condominiums – 0 Units

• Apartments – 341 Units2

While the above list is not exhaustive, it represents most of the 
residential development in the Lehigh Valley. From a traditional 
ownership perspective, approved residential developments 
suggest that similar if not slightly greater development activity 
will occur in the next year if these approved developments 
are built within the year. Proposed developments reflect a 
similar number of units for single family and condominium 
development as those approved for 2013. In either case, 
based on this data, the number of units to be developed in the 
near future in the Lehigh Valley is minimal and does not reflect 
a substantial increase in activity, certainly not reaching the 
levels seen prior to 2008. Conversely, approved and proposed 

2 Annual Subdivision and Building Activity Report, The Lehigh Valley Planning 
Commission (2014). Retrieved on April 20, 2014 from www.lvpc.org.
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apartment developments suggest that there may be an 
increase in activity in rental residential unit development over 
the next few years.

rEdEvELopMEnt iMpactS on FuturE HouSinG 
dEMand

Redevelopment and new development will both need to occur 
in order to meet the growing demand for housing over the 
next three decades. Redevelopment is most likely to occur in 
the urban areas of the Lehigh Valley on properties with high 
densities or to those in poor condition. In these situations, 
redevelopment can often limit housing options for households 
with low incomes as housing previously affordable is replaced 
with newer, higher priced housing stock through conversion 
and demolition. 

The analysis of housing affordability in the Lehigh Valley 
indicates that households most in need of additional housing 
choices are those earning less than 50% of AMI and those 
earning more than 120% of AMI. While households earning 
higher incomes can afford market rate housing, especially 
those units developed on existing medium to low density 
suburban and rural vacant parcels, those earning less than 
50% of AMI (very low to extremely low income households) 
will be cost burdened to do so. Currently, most housing in 
the Lehigh Valley is priced at a level that is affordable for 
households earning between 50% and 120% of AMI as shown 
in Figure 80. Therefore, households earning less than 50% of 
AMI will find it difficult to afford housing that will most likely be 
developed on urban, high density parcels.

Similarly, the analysis of housing condition in the Lehigh Valley 
reveals that there is a correlation between the condition of the 
housing stock and the household income level. The lower the 
household income, the greater the number of poor condition 
homes within the affordable housing stock. Redevelopment 
of poor condition properties often leads to the replacement of 
lower value units with market rate units. Here, too, households 
earning less than 50% of AMI will find that the housing stock 
previously affordable to them is now valued above their 
threshold.

Therefore, redevelopment efforts that typically include 
conversion and demolition or other new construction efforts 
are more likely to add to the existing over-supply of market 
rate housing while eliminating housing that was previously 
affordable for the lowest income households. To meet the 
housing needs of these households in the Lehigh Valley, 
subsidies or incentives will be needed to ensure that new 
development and redevelopment do not leave this portion 
of the population that has the greatest need with the fewest 
options. 


