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Overview 
The literature includes research about the relationship between different types of neighborhoods and the outcomes of 
low-income households. These outcomes include employment opportunities, educational attainment, and 
neighborhood safety. One of the debates is whether outcomes are better for people living in housing units subsidized 
through place-based programs or people-based programs. Place-based programs are subsidies tied to a specific location, 
such a public housing and housing built using Low Income Housing Tax Credits (LIHTC). People-based programs have 
portable subsidies, such as Housing Choice Vouchers (formerly known as Section 8).  
 
This project explores whether households in Los Angeles County using place-based or people-based housing subsidies 
have better access to employment opportunities. 
 
Locations of units within Los Angeles County 
Subsidized units are located across LA County, though in different spatial patterns. Public housing tends to be clustered 
in a small number of Census tracts, with the largest concentrations in South Los Angeles. LIHTC units tend to be the most 
dispersed around the county, though there are considerable concentrations in downtown LA and Westlake. There are 
also a handful of LIHTC developments in northern LA County, including Palmdale and Lancaster. HCVs, because they 
include Fair Market Rent limits, tend to be located in low- to moderate-rent areas. Housing Choice Vouchers (HCV) are 
largely spread in the areas west and south of downtown, and in Long Beach.  
 
Map 1: Subsidized units are located across the county 

 
 
I used ArcGIS spatial analysis to estimate the mean center location of each of these types. As shown in the map below, 
the mean center of public housing was in South LA, that of LIHTC units was near Dodger Stadium, and that of HCVs was 
just south of downtown LA. I compared each of the mean centers with the mean center of employment in the county. 
The mean center of employment was just west of downtown LA. The mean center of public housing was about 6.6 miles 
from the mean center of employment, while LIHTC and HCVs were 2.5 miles and 2.4 miles away respectively.  
  
  



 

Map 2: Public housing is farthest from the county’s employment center 

 
 
While calculating the mean center helps us understand the “average” unit location, it does not provide any information 
about concentration or dispersion. I used the standard distance tool to explore the extent to which each type of 
subsidized unit was dispersed or concentrated in the region. Public housing was the most concentrated type, and 68% of 
the units (one standard deviation) were largely south of downtown LA. LIHTC and HTCs were both considerably more 
dispersed.  
  
Map 3: Public housing is centered in South LA, and is fairly concentrated 

 
 
  



 

Map 4: LIHTC units are centered just north of downtown LA, and are most dispersed 

 
 
Map 5: Housing Choice Vouchers are centered near downtown, and moderately dispersed 

 
 
Access to employment centers 
Are there meaningful differences in employment access for each of these types? Based on the results of the mean 
center calculations and the standard distance maps, I hypothesize that LIHTC and HCV units will have better access to 
employment than public housing units. I tested this by creating 30 minute drive-time areas for each of the housing types 
and calculated the number of jobs captured within these commuter sheds. I compared the number of accessible jobs by 
auto with the EPA’s calculation of jobs accessible within a 30-minute walking and/or transit commute.  
 
  



 

Map 6: Public housing residents can largely reach the county’s major employment centers within 30 minutes by auto 

 
 
Map 7: LIHTC residents have the largest reach by auto, partly because of the mean center’s freeway proximity 

 
 
Map 8: Housing Choice Voucher holders can also reach most of the county within 30 minutes by auto 

 



 

 
I found wide discrepancies between auto and transit access, as shown in the table below. 
 
Chart 1: Jobs accessible within a 30-minute auto or transit/walk commute 

 
 
One limitation of this analysis is that it does not specifically consider the types of jobs, just the total number of jobs. It 
also may over-count jobs accessible by auto because it assumes free flow traffic conditions (a rarity during most work 
hours in LA County). The EPA Smart Location Database may under-count the number of jobs accessible by transit 
because it also factors in the walk-time to the nearest bus stop or transit station. One thing is apparent: even if one 
halved the number of jobs accessible by auto and doubled the number accessible by transit, transit-dependent 
subsidized-housing residents would be at a significant disadvantage. 
 
Conclusions 
With today’s transportation infrastructure in LA county, access to an automobile is the most important factor in job 
accessibility for subsidized households. Across both auto and transit modes, public housing residents are the least-
connected to employment opportunities, particularly for transit-dependent households. LIHTC and HCV households fare 
better, largely because of the proximity of many units to downtown LA and the superior rail and bus transit offered 
there. This project suggests that the best locations for place-based or people-based housing to maximize employment 
accessibility are in areas with high-frequency, multi-modal transit options. This project highlights the need, if car-free 
living by choice or necessity in LA is to be a viable option, for considerably expanded transit access in the region.  
 
This research raises more questions than it answers. Research areas to extend this project may include studying auto 
ownership and commuting patterns by type; specifying not just total employment but matches between specific sectors 
and potential employees; and considering other issues that may factor into subsidized housing outcomes, such as school 
quality and crime rates.  
 
A full PowerPoint presentation is also available with additional information, a list of GIS skills, and a map appendix. 
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