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The State of Latino Economic Well-Being in California:
Homeownership and the Latino Middle Class
In the U.S., homeownership is considered a fundamental element of middle-class life, and can help individuals and households
achieve stability and security. It is also an important wealth generator, providing a buffer against income loss or unexpected
expenses, and providing an inheritable asset that can greatly impact social mobility across generations. Home equity can also
be utilized for entrepreneurship, helping to bolster the economic stability of entire communities.1 Finally, homeownership does
not only have economic value. It can also confer other, less tangible social and cultural benefits, granting middle-class status to
homeowners and their families.2 In sum, while homeownership overall is on the decline throughout the state,3 it remains a critical
pathway for members of lower-income households to join the ranks of the California middle class.
However, structural barriers such as a discriminatory housing markets and redlining efforts have historically made it very difficult
for Latinos, and other people of color, to purchase homes. Today, significant disparities in homeownership exist within the
California population. Latinos are less likely than many other groups to live in homes they own. For many Latinos, this means that
a middle-class existence is increasingly out of reach. Latinos remain overwhelmingly interested in buying homes, however, as
housing costs rise relative to income, many are simply less and less able to do so.4
In this research brief, the second in a series by the California Latino Economic Institute examining the state of Latino economic
well-being in California, we explore some of the challenges that California Latinos face in achieving homeownership.5 California
Latinos are a heterogeneous group with a multiplicity of experiences. To understand the economic barriers to home ownership
they face, we explore factors such as geography, income, age, gender, education and nativity. Using this information, we also seek
to identify areas of opportunity for increased investment to support the expansion of the state’s Latino middle class.
In Part I of this brief, we offer an overview of median housing costs and median income levels for the Latino population, compared
with those for the total population of California, providing a current profile of Latino homeowners in the state. In Part II, we
explore the housing cost burden that many Latinos face, and the barrier it creates to homeownership and movement into the
middle class. Finally, in Part III, we examine statewide regional differences in Latino homeownership and home affordability.
A few words of explanation are in order to clarify our terminology. Throughout this report series, we define middle-class
households as those with an income that falls between the 60th and 80th percentiles of the household income distribution for
the state’s total adult population (see Brief 1 in this series for more details). Thus, an individual with a household income between
$61,600 and $151,100 is considered to be in the middle-class income bracket.6 By comparison, the U.S. Department of Housing
and Urban Development (HUD) defines a low income for a 3-person household in California to be $50,400 or less (80% of the
area’s median family income), and a moderate income as no more than $75,600 (120% of the area’s median family income).
Note: In this brief, demographic information is reported for heads of households only, for both owner and renter-occupied units.7
The term homeowner refers to the head of the household, as identified by the US Census, living in an owner-occupied housing
unit. The head of the household is typically the homeowner, if the housing unit is owner-occupied. A household is considered to
be Latino if the head of the household is self-identified as Hispanic or Latino.

Study Highlights
•

42.3% of California Latino households own their homes, compared to 62.5% of non-Latino White households.

•

Latino homeowners tend to be younger than homeowners from other racial and ethnic groups.

•

More than half of Latino renters and one-third of Latino homeowners are paying more than 30% of their income
on housing costs.

•

The highest rates of homeownership for middle-income Latinos in the state are in the San Joaquin Valley and the North
State region.
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Part I. Snapshot of Current Latino Homeownership
The Steep Cost of Housing in California
In 2016, the median home price for a single-family home in California is $511,360.8 According to the California Association of
Realtors, a typical California home buyer would need to earn at least $100,800 annually in order to qualify for a median-priced
home purchase—a figure that remains out of reach for many people across the state, including many Latinos.
Indeed, the median household income for all Californians in 2016 is $63,783, a figure that falls considerably short of the amount
needed to buy a median-priced home.9 For Latinos, the gap is even greater: the Latino median household income in California in
2016 is $52,403.10
FIGURE 1
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Data source: American Community Survey 2016 1-year estimates, California Association of Realtors 2016

By our definition, the income range of a middle-class household in California coincides with the amount needed to buy a medianpriced home. The distribution of Latino household income in California, however, is lower than that of the total population.
Latino household income between the 60th and 80th percentiles ranges from $46,200 to $99,700.11 This range falls short of the
estimated earnings needed to buy a median-priced home in California.12 Specifically, it indicates that 80% of the Latino population
in California does not have a household income sufficient to purchase a median-priced home.

Home Ownership
FIGURE 2
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Percentage of the heads of households who are homeowners, by Gender and Race and Ethnicity.

A majority of California’s housing units
are owner-occupied.13 However, Latinos
are homeowners at a substantially
lower rate than the overall population.
Forty-two percent of California Latino
households live in units that are owneroccupied, while 53.8% of all housing
units statewide are owner-occupied.
Rates differ considerably by race and
ethnic group: 62.5% of non-Latino White
households live in housing units that are
owner-occupied, 20 percentage points
more than the figure for Latinos. For
Asian-Americans households, 58.4% live
in their own homes, whereas only 33.3%
of African Americans do.

Data source: 2016 American Community Survey 1-year Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS)

Gender disparities in homeownership
exist in every race and ethnic group, but
the magnitude varies. In California, Latinos experience the greatest gender disparity in homeownership: 45.7% of male Latinos
are homeowners, as compared to 38.8% of Latinas, producing a gap of 6.9 percentage points between male and female Latino
home ownership rates. Additionally, the difference in homeownership rates between Latinas and non-Latina White women is 22.5
percentage points, while the difference in rates between Latino men and non-Latino White men is 17.9 percentage points. Both
Latino men and women are underrepresented among homeowners in California, but Latinas are especially in need of additional
opportunities for homeownership.
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Latino homeownership is strongly
associated with household income. Here,
we use our income definitions based on
the total population’s household income
distribution. Latino members of the
lower-income group are those who have
a household income of under $61,600,
while members of the middle-income
group have a household income from
$61,600 to $151,100, and members
of the upper-income group have a
household income above $151,100.
While only 30.9% of lower-income
Latinos own their homes, 56.4%, or
a majority of middle-income Latinos
do, along with 70.6% of upper-income
Latinos. This association between
membership in an upper-income group
and increased homeownership holds
true for both Latinas and Latinos.

FIGURE 3

What share of Middle-Income Latinos are Homeowners vs. Renters?
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Data source: 2016 American Community Survey 1-year Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS)

Nativity
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the middle-income group, for example,
Data source: 2016 American Community Survey 1-year Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS)
60.5% of foreign-born Latinas are
homeowners, while 58.7% of foreignborn Latino men in the middle-income group are homeowners. The percentage of middle-income foreign-born Latinas who are
homeowners is also 4.4 points higher than that of middle-income U.S.-born Latino men (56.1%).
FIGURE 4

What is the share of Latinas and Latinos who are Homeowners?
U.S. Born vs. Foreign Born

While greater shares of middle-income and upper-income foreign-born Latinas are homeowners than their male counterparts, this
is not the case for U.S.-born Latinas. Twenty-eight percent of lower-income, U.S.-born Latinas are homeowners, 8.5 percentage
points behind lower-income, U.S.-born Latino men. This gap decreases, but persists, among middle-income U.S.-born Latinos,
where 51.5% of Latinas are homeowners as compared to 56.1% of Latino men. This indicates that there is a need to expand
opportunities for US-born Latinas, in particular, to support those who want to achieve homeownership.
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Age
Latino homeowners are older than Latino
renters in California. Figure 5 shows that
42.1% of Latino homeowners are 55
years and older, compared to 19.6% of
Latino renters. A total of 31.3%, or less
than one third, of Latino homeowners are
under age 45, compared to 60% of Latino
renters.
We found that while homeowners in
general tend to be older than renters,
Latino homeowners are younger than
homeowners in other racial and ethnic
groups. Twenty-three percent of all
homeowners are under the age of 45,
and only 17.3% of non-Latino white
homeowners are under 45, compared to
31% of Latino homeowners.

FIGURE 5

How Old are Latino Homeowners vs. Renters?
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Percentage of Latino heads of household in each age group, by homeownership status.
Data source: 2016 American Community Survey 1-year Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS)

Latino renters are consistently younger
than Latino homeowners, regardless of income group. While homeownership is associated with upper household income, young
upper-income Latinos are predominantly renters, with 84% between the ages of 18 and 24 years, and 54.8% between the ages
of 25 and 34 years. Additionally, while older Latinos are more likely to be homeowners, lower-income Latinos of almost every age
group are predominantly renters, with the exception of those 65 and older, 45.2% of whom are renters.

Education
FIGURE 6

What Share of Latino Homeowners and Renters have a Bachelor's Degree or Higher?
By Income Group
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Overall, Latino homeowners are more
educated than Latino renters: 18.7% of
Latino homeowners have a bachelor’s
degree or higher, as compared to 11.2%
of Latino renters. When we break down
the data by gender, we see that the
percentage of homeowners who have
a bachelor’s degree or higher is greater
than the percentage for renters, for
both Latinas and Latino men. We do see,
however, that Latinas are slightly more
educated than male Latinos, whether they
are renters and homeowners.

Renters

While Latino homeowners on the whole
are more educated than Latino renters,
The percentage of Latino heads of households in each income group who have at least a bachelor's degree, by homeownership status.
it should be noted that they are also
Data source: 2016 American Community Survey 1-year Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS)
disproportionately drawn from the
middle-income and upper-income groups.
This is not surprising given that income generally increases with educational attainment (see outline in Brief 1 of this series).
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Lower

Middle

Upper

While educational attainment does tend to vary by income group, Figure 6 shows that Latino renters and owners in the same
income group have very similar rates of achievement in higher education. Twenty-one percent of middle-income homeowners
have a college degree or higher, as compared to 22% of middle-income renters. Similarly, 53.4% of upper-income homeowners
have a bachelor’s degree or higher, as do 52.2% of upper-income renters.
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Part II. The Housing Cost Burden
The high cost of housing in California
means that people all over the state are
burdened by their housing payments.14
Housing is defined by HUD (and many
other federal and state entities) as a
burden if monthly housing costs exceed
30% of the household’s monthly income.15
For renters, these costs include rent
and utility payments; for homeowners,
they include monthly mortgage principal
and interest payments, property taxes,
property insurance, and utility payments.
This 30% threshold is utilized by HUD for
both renters and homeowners.

FIGURE 7

Who is Experiencing a Housing Cost Burden?
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cost burden. A greater share of renters
Data source: 2016 American Community Survey 1-year Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS)
than homeowners, in all racial and ethnic
groups, experience a housing cost burden.
This affects California Latinos especially hard, as the majority of them are renters (see Figure 2). Figure 7 shows that statewide, a
majority of Latino renters (57.6%) are cost-burdened, while 63.2% of African-American renters, 47.9% of Asian-American renters,
and 50% of non-Latino White renters are cost-burdened. Gender is also an important factor: 62.1% of Latina renters are costburdened, 9 percentage points more than male Latino renters, 52.8% of whom are cost-burdened.
Homeowners are not exempt from the housing cost burden. Nearly 35% of Latino homeowners experience a housing cost burden,
as compared to 28% of non-Latino White and 31.2% of Asian-American homeowners. These figures suggest that in order to
expand the Latino middle class, it will not be enough for more Latinos to achieve homeownership. As housing costs rise relative
to income, homeownership no longer necessarily equals financial security. Statewide, considerable work needs to be done to
increase opportunities for affordable housing.
Lower-income households in general face a substantially higher housing cost burden than middle and upper-income households.
More than half (58%) of lower-income Latino homeowners are cost-burdened by housing, as are three-quarters (75.2%) of Latino
renters. In contrast, 20.4% and 17.5% of middle-income Latino homeowners and renters, respectively, are cost-burdened. Only
5.4% of upper-income Latino homeowners and 1.5% of upper-income Latino renters are cost-burdened by housing. All other racial
and ethnic groups across the state see similar patterns within income groups.

Part III. The Geography of Latino Homeownership
Regional Homeowner Rates
Homeownership rates vary across the state. In all regions, the majority of
Latino households rent rather than own. The North State and San Joaquin
Valley regions have the highest rate of Latino homeownership, with 49.1%
and 46.9%, respectively. San Diego’s Latino population has the smallest
share of homeowners, with only 37.1%, followed closely by the Bay Area,
with 39.2%.
Latinos in the San Joaquin Valley and North State regions are
predominately lower-income: 69% of Latinos in the North State,
and 65.4% of Latinos in the San Joaquin Valley live in lower-income
households.16 However, Figure 8 also shows that these two regions
have the highest rates of homeownership in the state. According to the
California Association of Realtors, home prices in the San Joaquin Valley
and the North State region are well below the state’s median home
price.17 In the San Joaquin Valley, for example, the minimum income
needed to qualify for a home purchase ranges from around $42,000
(Tulare County) to $64,000 (San Joaquin County).18 This range overlaps
with the household income range that we have used (here and in Brief
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1 in this series) to define lower-income and middle-income groups. This indicates that the lower home prices of the San Joaquin
Valley and North State regions are offering pathways to homeownership (and middle-class status) for lower-income Latinos in ways
that other regions are not, despite upper incomes in the rest of the state.

The Geographic Distribution of Homeowners by Income Group
Across all income groups, the San Joaquin Valley and North State are the regions with the highest rates of Latino homeownership.
Figure 9 shows that in the San Joaquin Valley, 37.5% of lower-income Latino households own their homes, while 38% do so
in the North State. Both regions thus exceed the statewide lower-income homeownership rate of 30.9% (see Figure 3). This
means that, in the San Joaquin Valley especially, lower-income Latinos are outpacing lower-income Latinos statewide in terms of
homeownership. In the Bay Area, however, only 24.5% of lower-income Latinos are homeowners—6.4 percentage points less than
the figure for lower-income Latinos statewide.

As for the geographic distribution of homeownership for middle-income Latinos, the San Joaquin Valley and North State regions
once again exceed homeownership rates for middle-income Latinos at the state level. The North State and San Joaquin Valley
regions have 75% and 66.5% of middle-income Latino homeownership, respectively, significantly exceeding the statewide
middle-income rate of 56.4%. Meanwhile, the homeownership rate for middle-income Latinos in the Bay Area is 48.6%, nearly 8
percentage points short of the statewide rate. San Diego (51%) and the Sacramento Region (53.4%) also fall short of the statewide
middle-income rate, by 5.4 and 3 percentage points, respectively.
As for upper-income Latinos, they either meet or surpass the statewide upper-income homeownership rate (70.6%) in
almost every region of the state. Both the North State and Central Coast regions exceed the statewide rate for upper-income
homeownership by more than 10 percentage points. The two exceptions, again, are the Bay Area and San Diego, where 60.7%
and 67.6%, respectively, of upper-income Latino households own homes. Latinos in the Los Angeles Region in every income group
meet the statewide rate for homeownership—undoubtedly related to the fact that nearly 60% of the state’s Latino population
resides in the region.
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Regional Disparities in Homeownership
Compared to Latinos in other regions of the state, Latinos in
the Bay Area have the lowest rate of homeownership. This is
true for every income group. The Bay Area is home to the least
affordable housing in the state. Here, the minimum income
needed to buy a median-priced home is over $157,000.19 Yet,
as Figure 10 shows, 12% of the state’s adult Latino population
lives in the Bay Area.20 To expand the Latino middle class, it is
therefore critical to address housing affordability in this region.
On the other hand, although Latinos in the North State
experience the highest rates of homeownership across all
income groups in comparison to other regions, less than 1% of
the state’s adult Latino population actually lives in the North
State region.
The San Joaquin Valley, by contrast, has the second-highest
rate of homeownership, and is home to 13.4% of the state’s
adult Latino population. These two factors combined—a
high Latino homeownership rate across all income groups,
and a large Latino presence—make the San Joaquin Valley
region a key place to implement strategies to foment Latino
homeownership. The region’s relatively affordable housing
make it comparatively easy for Latinos with lower incomes
to become homeowners, as evidenced by the region’s already high rates of homeownership among lower-income and middleincome Latinos. The case of the San Joaquin Valley once again underlines the critical role that the availability of affordable housing
can play in helping all Latinos, but especially lower-income Latinos, become and remain homeowners.

Conclusion
Overall, Latino homeowners tend to be older, more educated, and upper-income than Latinos who rent. They also are more
likely to have been born in the US. Homeownership rates are consistently highest for Latinos in the upper-income group, with the
exception of upper-income Latino youth, who mostly rent.
The large share of Latino renters who are cost-burdened by housing, and the fact that the majority of the state’s Latino households
are renters (see Figure 2), means that meaningful conversation about expanding the Latino middle-class must address the
needs of renters. Homeownership alone is not a clear-cut solution for the housing cost burden, as more than a third of Latino
homeowners are also cost-burdened.
It is also important to note the discrimination that is still present in the housing market. Black, Latino and immigrant households
are disproportionately targeted by mortgage and rental discrimination and predatory lending practices. These actions, along with
redlining and the historical use of housing covenants, have inhibited opportunities for wealth accumulation among Latinos and
other communities of color.21
Homeownership continues to be desirable for Latinos, as it does for the rest of the population.22 But talking about homeownership
alone is not sufficient. Latinos’ experience as renters matters, as well. The state’s large, cost-burdened Latino renter population
cannot achieve the savings and financial stability necessary for homeownership without access to affordable rental housing.
Regional disparities in homeownership rates point to the need for affordable rental housing across the state, especially in areas
with low Latino homeownership rates like the Bay Area. This will help lower-income Latino households progress toward the middle
class and possible future home ownership, while allowing middle-income Latinos to achieve greater financial stability.
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