


The results presented in this
analysis do not depend on choosing
from one of the many available
measures of lower income. In gen-
eral, we find that prices decrease
linearly or curvilinearly as house-
hold income or neighborhood
income increases, where quantita-
tive income information is available.

But, because we needed some
way to illustrate these findings, and
talk about the differences between
lower income borrowers, neighbor-
hoods, and everyone else, we
needed to select a measure. Given
the lack of agreement about the
term “low-income” and “poor” and
in light of the diverse measures of
income in our datasets (and lack of
a poverty measure), we elected to
use increments of $30,000 as the
common yardstick to assess the
relationship between income and
prices. We then elected to measure
“lower income” as any neighbor-
hood with a median income less
than $30,000, or any household
that earns less than $30,000—
depending on the dataset in use.53

In current dollars, this represents
about half of the estimated value of

the median family income in
2006.54

But, like any measure of
“poverty” or “low-income” it is
important to keep in mind the
unique limitations of this particular
measure. First, cost of living vari-
ance among the metro areas means
that equal income in two cities
does not mean equal purchasing
power or quality of life: an annual
income of $30,000 goes much far-
ther in Pittsburgh than in San
Francisco. Second, not all surveys
measure the same
units. A family with
children making less
than $30,000 is cer-
tainly less well-off
than an individual
living alone with the
same income.
Unfortunately, the
data do not allow us
to make these dis-
tinctions. Similarly,
we would have ide-
ally been able to dis-
tinguish between
individuals, house-
holds, and families,

but that type of specific data was
not available across all of these
diverse datasets. 

Still, like a lot of these academi-
cally minded (unresolved) issues
with a measure of “low-income” or
“poverty,” the importance of these
limitations lays at the margins: at
worst we are talking about lower
income and very moderate-income
households, instead of just “low-
income” households. For all of
these reasons, we refer to “lower
income” households, consumers,
and neighborhoods throughout the
results section of this analysis, and
contrast these units to “higher
income” households, consumers,
and neighborhoods. ■

ABOUT OUR DEFINITION OF LOWER INCOME FAMILIES

We used numerous data resources that estimate household
income, including Home Mortgage Disclosure Act data, the
Survey of Consumer Finances, a Federal Trade Commission

Survey, Census Bureau surveys, and J.D. Power and Associates, among
others. Because these data are in many different forms, we needed to
establish a common definition of “lower income” across each of these dif-
ferent data resources. This was no small challenge, because there is no
commonly accepted definition of lower income or poverty.52 Some analyses
use the federal poverty line as the point of demarcation, while others use
some percentage above the poverty line. Still others use some measure of 
a “sufficient income” or receipt of some type of public benefit, like the
Earned Income Tax Credit, as a definition.
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