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Summary

Homeownership is the primary source of wealth creation among families and 
results in many economic and societal benefits.1 Housing wealth is mainly built 
by price appreciation gains. Over the past 30 years, single-family existing-home 
sales prices have increased at an annual pace of 4.3% as of 2021 Q4, with home 
prices accelerating at a faster annual pace of 8.3% over the past 10 years. Due to 
strong price growth, homeowners are reaping large wealth gains from 
homeownership. As of 2021 Q4, at the national level, a homeowner who 
purchased a typical single-family existing-home 10 years ago at the median sales 
price of $162,600 is likely to have accumulated $229,400 in housing wealth, of 
which 86% came from price appreciation. 

This study looks at the distribution of housing wealth between 2010 and 2020 
across income groups and in 917 metropolitan or micropolitan areas. For this 
study, NAR identified “middle-income” households as those with income of over 
80% to 200% of the area median income. NAR identified rising middle-income 
class housing markets as markets that had the largest increase in the number of 
middle-class owner-occupied housing units in 2020 compared to 2010.

In dollar terms, housing wealth in 917 metropolitan or micropolitan metro areas 
rose to $24.1 trillion in 2020 from $15.9 trillion in 2010, an increase of $8.2 trillion, 
with 6.3 million more homeowner households reaping the wealth gains from 
homeownership. 

Among 917 metropolitan/micropolitan areas, 529 areas, or 58%, had an increase 
in the number of middle-income households from 2010 to 2020. The top five 
rising middle-income housing markets with at least 50,000 more middle-income 
homeowner households were Phoenix-Mesa-Scottsdale (103,690), Austin-Round 
Rock (61,323), Nashville-Davidson-Murfreesboro-Franklin (55,252), Dallas-Fort 
Worth-Arlington (53,421), and Houston-The Woodlands-Sugarland (52,716).

The metro areas with a rising middle-income class of homeowners have 
achieved phenomenal wealth gains. Over a 10-year period as of 2021 Q4, the 
largest net price gains (as a percent of the purchase price) were in Phoenix-Mesa 
Scottsdale (275.3%), Atlanta-Sandy Springs (274.7%), Las Vegas-Henderson-
Paradise (251.7%), Cape Coral-Fort Myers (233.9%), and Riverside-San Bernardino-
Ontario (207.6%). Price gains will vary depending on the property’s location and 
condition. REALTORS® can assist buyers and sellers in pricing the property to 
maximize the wealth accumulation and financial returns from homeownership. 

1 Source: Federal Reserve Board Survey of Consumer Finance, 2019. In 2019, the median value 
of any asset held by renter households was estimated at $3,100, or just 1.4% of the median 
value of primary residence held by homeowners estimated at $225,000. Even just among 
homeowners, the median value of a primary residence accounted for 57.1% of the median 
value of any asset held (financial or non-financial) by homeowners estimated at $393,800. 
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Summary

Among areas that lost middle-income households, the largest declines of at 
least 20,000 households were in New York-Newark-New Jersey City (-100,214), 
Los Angeles-Long Beach-Anaheim (-73,839), Chicago-Naperville-Elgin (-34,420), 
Boston-Cambridge-Newton (-28,953), Detroit-Warren-Dearborn (-25,405), and 
Philadelphia-Camden-Wilmington (-22,129). 

Unfortunately, as home prices have become less affordable, the distribution of 
housing wealth has worsened in the past decade, with low- and middle-income 
households sharing less of the housing wealth pie. Of the $8.2 trillion in housing 
wealth accumulated from 2010 through 2020, high-income homeowners 
accounted for $5.8 trillion, or 71% of the wealth accumulation. Among middle-
income homeowners, total housing wealth increased by $2.1 trillion, or 26% of 
the housing wealth gains, with 980,000 additional middle-income homeowner 
households. Among low-income homeowners, housing wealth rose by $296 
billion, or 4% of the housing wealth gain with 5.8 million fewer low-income 
homeowner households.

Low-income homeowners comprised a smaller fraction of all homeowners in 
2020, at just 27.2%, down from 38.1% in 2010, with nearly 5.8 million fewer 
lower-income households that were homeowners from 2010 through 2020. 
There were 979,143 more middle-income homeowners over this decade, but 
they comprised a smaller fraction of homeowners in 2020, at 43%, from 45.5% in 
2010. High-income homeowners made up a larger fraction, at 29.8%, from 16.4% 
in 2010, with 11.1 million more high-income households in 2020 compared to 
2010.

Since the Great Recession, the homeownership rate has declined across all 
income groups, with the largest decline in the middle-income homeownership 
rate, falling from 78.1% to 69.7%. Smaller rates of decline in homeownership 
rates were observed for low-income households, at two percentage points, and 
high-income households, at four percentage points. 

A more equitable distribution of housing wealth necessitates policies that will 
make housing more affordable for low- and middle-income households. These 
policies include 1) addressing the shortages in capital and lending for the 
development of affordable housing; 2) incentivizing shifts in local zoning to 
increase quantity of developable residential space; 3) promoting the conversion 
of unutilized commercial space; and 4) using federal resources to address rising 
construction costs and raw material and labor shortages.2
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commissioned study prepared by the Rosen Consulting Group; 
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Housing Wealth Gains as of 2021 Q4

As of 2021 Q4, the median single-family existing-home sales price rose by at 
least 10% in 67% of 183 metro areas tracked by NAR. Homeowners who move 
typically stay in their home for 10 years. Nationally, a homeowner who 
purchased a typical single-family existing home ten years ago in 2011 Q4 at the 
median sales price of $162,600 is likely to have accumulated $229,400 in home 
equity arising (from paying off the mortgage and the home price appreciation) 
if the home were sold at the median sales price of $360,700 in 2021 Q4. While 
home prices fell about 30% during the Great Recession, home prices have 
increased since then such that a homeowner who purchased a home just five 
years ago would have accumulated $146,200 in housing wealth. For 
homeowners like the Baby Boomers who purchased a home 30 years ago, they 
have gained $352,100 in housing wealth. These home equity gains enable Baby 
Boomers to tap into the equity to supplement retirement income or to use 
towards the purchase of a smaller home or even a second home.
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Over the past 30 years, single-family existing-home sales prices have increased 
at an annual pace of 4.3% as of 2021 Q4, with home prices accelerating at a faster 
annual pace of 8.3% over the past 10 years. With mortgage rates and inventory of 
homes for sale hitting 50-year lows in 2020 and 2021, nearly two-thirds of 183 
metro areas tracked by NAR witnessed double-digit increases in the median 
single-family existing-home sales price. 

Rising housing prices benefit homeowners, but if prices become highly 
unaffordable, low- and middle-income households cannot share in the wealth 
creation arising from homeownership. This study looks at the distribution of 
housing wealth between 2010 and 2020 across income groups in 917 
metropolitan or micropolitan areas over a 10-year period. 

Methodology to identify the middle-class housing markets

For this study, the “middle-income” group is delineated as the households with 
income of over 80% to 200% of the area median income.3 Households with 
income below this range were categorized as “low-income” and households 
above this range were classified as “high-income.” 

Owner-occupied housing wealth is estimated as the number of owner-occupied 
housing units multiplied by the average value of property in the metro area. NAR 
used the American Community Survey 2020, 1-year PUMS to estimate housing 
wealth, which is the latest data that is available that can be used for this study. 

NAR identified the rising middle-class housing markets as markets with the 
largest increase in middle-class income homeowners in 2020 compared to 2010. 
Using only the number of middle-income class homeowners yields a pure or real 
effect as compared to using housing wealth which can increase if prices are 
rising steeply even if the number of middle-income households falls during the 
10-year period. 

3 The 80% lower threshold takes into account the Federal Housing Finance Agency’s definition of a 
“low income” borrower as a borrower with an income of at or below 80% of the area median income. 
See “ FHFA Announces New Refinance Option for Low-Income Families with Enterprise-Backed 
Mortgages”, https://www.fhfa.gov/Media/PublicAffairs/Pages/FHFA-Announces-New-Refinance-
Option-for-Low-Income-Families-with-Enterprise-Backed-Mortgages.aspx. The 200% upper 
threshold is based on income limit of programs that are intended to assist individuals and 
households, such as the Economic Impact Payment (EIP) that capped income eligibility to $150,000 
if married filing jointly, which is slightly more than double the median family income of $67,521 in 
2020. See “Third Economic Impact Payment”, https://www.irs.gov/coronavirus/third-economic-
impact-payment

Distribution of Housing Wealth by Income Group 
from 2010 to 2020 
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Rising Middle-Class Housing Markets

From 2010 through 2020, there were nearly 980,000 more middle-income 
homeowner households in 529 metropolitan/micropolitan areas, or 58% of 
917 areas. The top five rising middle-income class housing markets with at 
least 50,000 more middle-income homeowner households were in the South 
and West regions: Phoenix-Mesa-Scottsdale (103,690), Austin-Round Rock 
(61,323), Nashville-Davidson-Murfreesboro-Franklin (55,252), Dallas-Fort 
Worth-Arlington (53,421), and Houston-The Woodlands-Sugarland (52,716).

In the Phoenix metro area, total housing wealth increased by $79.4 billion 
arising from 103,690 new middle-class homeowners and the increase in 
median property values, at $108,968. 

However, in terms of the total increase in housing wealth held by the middle-
class, the largest gain in housing wealth was in San Francisco-Hayward-
Oakland, at $152 billion, as the median property value increased by $265,771. 

Source: NAR tabulation of 2020 American Community Survey
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Source: NAR tabulation of 2020 American Community Survey

Rising Middle-Class Housing Markets
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10-Year Net Price Gains in Rising Middle-Class 
Housing Markets as of 2021 Q4
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In the rising middle-income class housing markets, homeowners built significant 
gains from homeownership over the past 10 years. The gains from the price 
appreciation on a typical single-family home are immense. A homeowner who 
purchased a typical home 10 years ago and sold the home in 2021 Q4 at the 
median sales price would have gained 80% to 275% of the purchase price. For 
example, in the Phoenix-Mesa-Scottsdale metro area, the median sales price 
increased by $327,000, or roughly three times the median sales price in 2011. In 
these rising middle-income markets, the median sales price increased annually by 
6% to 14% from 2011 Q4 through 2021 Q4. 



Among the metro areas that lost middle-income households, the largest 
declines were in New York-Newark-New Jersey City, Los Angeles-Long Beach-
Anaheim, Chicago-Naperville-Elgin, Boston-Cambridge-Newton, and Detroit-
Warren-Dearborn, and Philadelphia-Camden-Wilmington, at least 20,000 
fewer middle-income homeowner households. 

The largest decrease in housing wealth was in the Chicago metro area (-$3.4 
billion). Housing wealth increased in the Los Angeles metro area ($164 billion) 
and the New York metro area ($59.4 billion) even as these markets lost middle-
income homeowners because of the large price increases in these markets.

Source: NAR tabulation of 2020 American Community Survey

Declining Middle-Class Housing Markets
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Source: NAR tabulation of 2020 American Community Survey

Declining Middle-Class Housing Markets
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Unfortunately, as home prices have become less affordable, the distribution of 
housing wealth has worsened in the past decade, with low- and middle-income 
households sharing less of the housing wealth pie. In dollar terms, owner-
occupied housing wealth in 917 metropolitan or micropolitan metro areas rose to 
$24.1 trillion in 2020 from $15.9 trillion in 2010, an increase of $8.2 trillion. The 
largest housing wealth accumulation was among high-income homeowners, 
totaling $5.8 trillion, or 71% of the total increase in housing wealth. Among middle-
income homeowners, total housing wealth increased by $2.1 trillion, or 26% of the 
wealth gain. Among low-income homeowners, the total housing wealth increased 
by $296 billion, or 4% of the wealth gain. 

From 2010 to 2020, the share of low and middle-income homeowners to total 
housing wealth decreased while the share of high-income homeowners 
increased. The share of total housing wealth of the low- and middle-income 
groups declined as they comprised a lower fraction of the number of 
homeowners. The share to total housing wealth of middle-income homeowners 
shrank from 43.8% in 2010 to 37.5% in 2020, a decline of six percentage points. The 
share of the low-income homeowners shrank even more by nearly 10 percentage 
points from 28.2% to 19.8%. Conversely, the share of high-income homeowners to 
total housing wealth rose to 42.6% in 2020 from 28.0% in 2010, or an increase of 
nearly 15 percentage points. 

Distribution of Housing Wealth by Income Group 
from 2010 to 2020 
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Low-income homeowners comprised a smaller fraction of all homeowners in 
2020, at 27.2% from 38.1% in 2010. Middle-income homeowners also comprised 
a smaller fraction of homeowners in 2020, at 43% from 45.5% in 2010. 
Conversely, high-income homeowners made up a larger fraction, at 29.8% from 
16.4% in 2010. Still, over a 10-year period, the number of middle-income 
households living in 917 metropolitan/micropolitan areas rose from 31.52 million 
to 32.50 million, or an increase of nearly 980,000 households.

Since the Great Recession, the homeownership rate has declined across all 
income groups, with the largest decline in the middle-income homeownership 
rate, falling from 78.1% to 69.7%, about eight percentage points. Smaller rates of 
decline in homeownership rates were observed for low-income households, at 
two percentage points, and high-income households, at four percentage 
points. 

Distribution of Housing Wealth by Income Group 
from 2010 to 2020 
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Middle-income households had the lowest increase in income, at 5.3%, while 
home values rose 27.2%. The median property value of homes owned by the 
low-income group experienced the fastest increase, at 31.7%, compared to the 
pace of appreciation of property values owned by the middle- and high-income 
groups, at 27.2% and 20.1% respectively. The strong price growth of homes 
owned by low-income households implies a shortage of homes that are 
affordable for the low-income households. Compared to the strong price 
growth, the median family income (homeowner and renters) increased by just 
7.5%. 

Distribution of Housing Wealth by Income Group 
from 2010 to 2020 
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The National Association of REALTORS® is America’s largest trade association, 
representing more than 1.5 million members, including NAR’s institutes, societies 
and councils, involved in all aspects of the real estate industry. NAR membership 
includes brokers, salespeople, property managers, appraisers, counselors and 
others engaged in both residential and commercial real estate. The term 
REALTOR® is a registered collective membership mark that identifies a real 
estate professional who is a member of the National Association of REALTORS® 
and subscribes to its strict Code of Ethics. Working for America's property 
owners, the National Association provides a facility for professional 
development, research and exchange of information among its members and to 
the public and government for the purpose of preserving the free enterprise 
system and the right to own real property.

NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF REALTORS® 
RESEARCH GROUP

The Mission of the NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF REALTORS® Research Group is 
to produce timely, data driven market analysis and authoritative business 
intelligence to serve members, and inform consumers, policymakers and the 
media in a professional and accessible manner.

To find out about other products from NAR’s Research Group, visit 
www.nar.realtor/research-and-statistics.

NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF REALTORS® 
RESEARCH GROUP
500 New Jersey Avenue, NW
Washington, DC 20001
202.383.1000
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