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Five insights into how light-touch density (LTD) initiates the Housing Abundance Success 
Sequence

1. Wages by occupation don’t vary much across metros, while rents and home prices do. Thus affordability for carpenter households 
(think blue-collar workers) has steadily declined across most U.S. metros.  At the same time, median home price (stock) to median 
household income ratios have grown steadily, now standing at 4.2 nationally.

LTD improves affordability in four ways:
2. With increased by-right, as built density (homes/acre), the gross living area (GLA) & price both drop for single-family detached (SFD) 

& attached (SFA) homes.
3. A greater supply of more naturally affordable homes (especially starter homes) tamps down home price appreciation relative to 

income growth, especially in locales where jobs growth is high.
4. More supply in the middle of the price spectrum promotes filtering, freeing up lower cost housing for purchase or rent by lower 

income households.
5. Legalizing more starter homes with LTD improves affordability without needing market distorting subsidies and income limits.

Examples: 
• A moderate shrinking of SFD lot sizes in greenfield subdivisions, plus shifting a portion land to SFA, would double annual national 

home production, reduce new home prices by 15%, and greatly expand the supply of naturally affordable SFD and SFA (townhomes).
• Legalize infill LTD (such as small lot single-family detached, duplexes, triplexes, twin homes, townhomes, and backyard cottages, and 

internal accessory dwelling units) on SFD lots).
• Remove minimum lot size requirements.

Housing Abundance Success Sequence
https://heat.aeihousingcenter.org/toolkit/case_studies

1. By-right zoning
2. Keep it short and simple (KISS) land use rules

3. Unleash housing

Link to AEI Housing Market Indicators: https://www.aei.org/housing/housing-market-indicators/ 
Link to AEI Housing and Economic Analysis Toolkit (HEAT): https://heat.aeihousingcenter.org/toolkit 
Link to AEI Housing Center Good Neighbor (GNI) Toolkit https://aeihousingcenter.org/good_neighbors_toolkit/  

https://heat.aeihousingcenter.org/toolkit/case_studies
https://www.aei.org/housing/housing-market-indicators/
https://heat.aeihousingcenter.org/toolkit
https://aeihousingcenter.org/good_neighbors_toolkit/
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Wages by occupation indicate that rental affordability varies widely by both occupation and metro
• Wages for job categories such as food preparation (14 million jobs), cleaning and maintenance (6 million), personal care (4.6 million), 

sales (14.3 million), office and administrative (19 million), production (9 million) and transportation (15 million) account nationally 
for nearly half of all jobs, yet earn about 80% of the national median annual wage. 

• Georgia:
• 1-bedroom rents are general least affordable for food prep (green circles), transportation & material handling (purple), and 

health care support (gold circles) occupations and these also have high job shares (left axis).
• Wages for these job categories across the state (and nation) vary by much less than rents and home prices do.
• In Atlanta median food prep annual wages are $28,700, while monthly rents are $1,545. Compare to Goldsboro where wages 

are nearly the same at $26,000, however rents are less than half at $708.   

Source: https://aeihousingcenter.org/good_neighbors_toolkit/ 

https://aeihousingcenter.org/good_neighbors_toolkit/
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Affordability for Carpenter Households (Think Blue-Collar Workers) Has Generally Declined Across 
Georgia’s Metros. State-wide, 53% Were Able to Purchase the Median Entry-Level Home in 2023, Down 
from 92% in 2012. Over the same period, Atlanta metro declined from 92% to 24%.*

* Arithmetic averages.
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Public Records, and AEI Housing Center, www.AEI.org/housing.

http://www.aei.org/housing


5

Where will our children and grandchildren live?

• Los Angeles County: the lowest price decile for single family attached (SFATT) is $700,000.
Harris County (Houston): the highest price decile for single family detached $680,000, less than the lowest SFATT decile.

https://heat.aeihousingcenter.org/toolkit/gla

Lowest price decile for SFATT

 Highest price decile for SFDET

https://heat.aeihousingcenter.org/toolkit/gla
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Where will our children and grandchildren live? 
What is legal to build makes a huge difference in the number of starter homes

Policy 2: Light-touch density: legalize more starter homes on smaller lots in greenfield subdivisions (Detached @7.7 homes per acre vs. 4.8 and 
townhomes @22 homes per acre would yield 5-8 million more homes nationwide over 10 years.
• Increasing as built density (units/acre), the gross living area (GLA) & price drop for both single-family detached (SFD) & attached (SFA) 

homes, unleashes naturally occurring affordable housing (without needing subsidies) & promotes filtering, as lower cost housing is 
purchased or rented by lower income households.*

• Fulton County, GA: housing abundance requires building new homes near the median price for existing SFD stock (Fulton Co.: $500k).
• About 0% of new Fulton SFD are priced below this median, yet 100% of new SFA are near or below this median, with the lowest 

decile valued at $350,000.
• 25 percent of Fulton single-family built since 2000 have been SFA (requiring about 1/5 the land of SFD).
• Sprawl and infrastructure costs can be reduced by allowing by-right, smaller SFD lots (7-10 homes/acre), and building more 

duplex/twin homes (8-12/acre), and SFA homes (25-50 homes/acre)

* Across 280 counties, the value relationships had a correlation of 73% & 77% for SFD & SFA respectively. Housing and Economic Analysis Toolkit (HEAT): 
https://heat.aeihousingcenter.org/toolkit  

https://heat.aeihousingcenter.org/toolkit
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Adding supply tamps down home price appreciation, especially where jobs growth is high

• Home prices appreciate slower in metropolitan regions where high employment growth is combined with high new 
construction shares of all home sales, thus making homes more naturally affordable.

• Over the period 2012-2019, compared to national averages, Atlanta metro had above average employment growth 
and an average share of new home construction. As a result, home price appreciation of 100% was well above the 
national average of 62%. The HPA trend has accelerated during and post-pandemic.

Source: BLS, Freddie, and AEI Housing Center, www.AEI.org/housing.

http://www.aei.org/housing
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Achieving Strong Communities: Housing Abundance Success Sequence

As numerous case studies from around the country have 
shown, the formula for successful housing reform is simple. 

1. By-right zoning, which does not require approval from 
zoning boards or city or county councils,

2. Allow greater density in lots of areas particularly 
around walkable and amenity-rich areas through: 

• Light-touch density (LTD), which calls for 
modest density increases to areas zoned 
exclusively for single-family detached (SFD) 
homes. Particularly duplexes, triplexes, 
townhouses, backyard cottages, and internal 
ADUs are compatible with SFD homes and 
therefore an easier political sell. At the same 
time, these housing types are smaller and 
require less land, which makes them more 
affordable to lower- and middle-income 
households, where the market need is 
greatest.

• Livable Urban Village (LUV), which calls for mid- 
to high-density housing in underutilized 
commercial and industrial core areas, as well as 
LTD in adjacent areas. 

3. Short and simple land use rules, fast permitting, and 
less expensive building standards. 

Implementing these policies would unleash American 
ingenuity and enterprise by allowing builders of all sizes to 
build abundant market-rate housing over time thereby 
increasing the housing stock by about 2% per year. 

Legalize and they will build!

List of case studies: 

1. Anaheim
2. California
3. Charlotte
4. Cherry Creek & Denver
5. Fargo
6. Filtering: Theory and Practice
7. Houston
8. Institutional Landlords
9. Los Angeles
10. Los Angeles Metro: McMansionization
11. Minneapolis
12. Nashville (Study by Charles Gardner, Mercatus Center)
13. San Jose Metro
14. Palisades Park
15. Philadelphia
16. Phoenix & Arizona
17. Raleigh
18. San Diego ADU Construction
19. Sarasota
20. Sarasota: City & Livable Urban Villages
21. Seattle: Low-Rise Multifamily and Housing Supply
22. Short-Term Rentals
23. Single-Room Occupancy Units (SROs)
24. Tokyo
25. Traditional Housing Subsidy Programs and Inclusionary 

Zoning
26. Unleashing the Swarm
27. Utah
28. Vienna, Austria

https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/Anaheim-Mixed-Use-Overlay-May-2024-Final-v2.pdf
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/California-Booklet-v11-Los-Angeles.pdf
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Charlotte-Unified-Development-Ordinance-An-Opportunity-to-Expand-Housing-Supply-and-Choice-6.28.23-FINAL.pdf
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/Denver-and-Cherry-Creek-Case-Study-Final-v2.pdf?x85095
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/Fargo-ND-case-study-twin-homes-can-create-abundant-naturally-affordable-homes-Final.pdf?x85095
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/Filtering-overview-Final.pdf?x85095
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/Light-Touch-Density_City-of-Houston.pdf
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Briefing-on-institutional-landlords-FINAL.pdf?x85095
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/Light-Touch-Density_City-of-Los-Angeles.pdf?x85095
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/The-Opportunity-Cost-of-McMansionization-in-the-LA-Metro-final.pdf?x85095
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/Minneapolis-MN-slides-final.pdf?x85095
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/Gardner_Nashville_HPR_slide_deck-1.pdf?x85095
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/San-Jose-Metro-The-Opportunity-Cost-of-McMansionization-Menlo-Park-Palo-Alto-and-Los-Altos-Case-Study-FINAL.pdf
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/Light-Touch-Density-Compiled-Chapter-5-Final.pdf?x85095
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/Philadelphias-Renewal-Story-The-Key-Role-Played-by-its-10-Year-Tax-Abatement-Program-FINAL.pdf
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/Unleashing-Housing-Abundance-in-Phoenix-Arizona-final.pdf?x85095
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/Light-Touch-Density_City-of-Raleigh.pdf
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/San-Diego-ADU-Case-Study-May-2024-FINAL-v2.pdf?x85095
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Sarasota-Observer-Urban-Villages-2.15.23.pdf?x91208
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/Sarasota-City-Living-Local-Urban-Villages-Urban-Mixed-Use-Areas-and-Light-Touch-Density-6.2.24-002.pdf?x85095
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Sarasota-Observer-Urban-Villages-2.15.23.pdf?x85095&x91208
https://www.aei.org/research-products/working-paper/low-rise-multifamily-and-housing-supply-a-case-study-of-seattle/
https://www.aei.org/research-products/report/setting-the-record-straight-on-short-term-rentals-housing-affordability-and-misguided-government-market-interventions/
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/The-history-of-SROs-FINAL-v2.pdf?x85095
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/Hawaii-Tokyo-Model-and-LTD-Hawaii-event-final.pdf?x91208
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Case-study-housing-abundance-traditional-housing-subsidy-programs-and-inclusionary-zoning-by-regulatory-mandate-5.13.24-FINAL-v2-1.pdf?x85095
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Case-study-housing-abundance-traditional-housing-subsidy-programs-and-inclusionary-zoning-by-regulatory-mandate-5.13.24-FINAL-v2-1.pdf?x85095
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/Unleashing-the-Swarm-Final.pdf?x85095
https://www.aei.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/Utah-Case-Study-10.22.24-final-v2.pdf?x85095
https://www.aei.org/research-products/report/does-social-housing-actually-work-setting-the-record-straight-on-the-vienna-model/


Achieving Strong Communities: Housing Abundance Success Sequence:
1. By-right zoning

2. Keep it short and simple (KISS) land use rules
3. Unleash housing

Resolved: Abundant Housing and Less Sprawl for our Children & Grandchildren
               Make These                                                       Avoid These

²Link to AEI Housing Center Model Light-Touch Density Bill
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Strong Communities: Using Light-Touch Density and Livable Urban Villages to Initiate the Housing 
Success Sequence National Housing Playbook:1

The federal government (#1) & states & municipalities (#2-6) could add 17-20 million homes over 10 years, multiples of that needed to solve our 
housing supply problem (preliminary estimate), with 80% being owner-occupied:2

• Option 1: Residential development on purchased Bureau of Land Management land – 3 million homes over 10 yrs:
• BLM to auction off a miniscule portion (850 sq. mi. or 0.3%) of land suitable for residential development (out of 269,000 sq. mi.).
• In ten Western states: NV, UT, ID, WY, CA, AZ, CO, NM, and MT.
• With 80% single-family detached and 20% town homes, about 80% would be owner-occupied homes. 
• Do not allow income limits, housing subsidies, or so called “inclusionary zoning”. 

• Option 2: Light-touch density: legalize more starter homes on smaller lots in greenfield subdivisions: projection – 5-8 million homes over 10 
yrs:

• Provide for minimum lot sizes no smaller than 4356 sq. ft. (.10 acres) for a newly constructed single-family detached (SFD) home and 
1000 sq. ft. for a newly constructed single-family attached (SFA) home.

• Property owners may, by right, determine the mix of SFD and SFA lot sizes for a subdividing a parcel. 
• Option 3: Light-touch density: legalize single-family home conversion to duplex, triplex, or townhomes – 3.3 million homes over 10 yrs:

• Provide that a small-scale subdivision is a by-right permitted use in a residential zone of an urban municipality.
• A small-scale subdivision: a subdivision of property resulting in the creation of two or more lots, each:

• No smaller than 1,400 square feet; and
• Containing, or will contain, a single-family dwelling.

• Option 4: Livable Urban Villages: core areas – 5 million homes over 10 yrs:
• Provide that residential development is a by-right permitted use in commercial, industrial, and mixed use zones of an urban 

municipality.
• Option 5: Light-touch density: legalize single-family home backyard cottages – 400,000 homes over 10 yrs:

• Provide that backyard cottages or an internal accessory dwelling unit, internal or external, is a permitted use if it is built:
• In a residential zone of an urban municipality; and
• On a lot that contains a primary residence or where a primary residence is being built concurrently with a backyard cottage or 

accessory dwelling unit.
• Option 6a: Property tax abatement for office/retail to residential/mixed use conversions (no estimate):

• Philadelphia experience
• Option 6b: Property tax abatement for vacant lot to residential construction (no estimate):

• Philadelphia experience

1 Light-touch density: homes similar in scale to legally allowed single-family detached homes, such as single-family detached homes on smaller lots, duplexes, triplexes, twin homes, 
townhomes, backyard cottages and internal accessory dwelling units) on SFD lots. Livable Urban Villages: (LUV) core areas- legalize by-right mid- to high-density residential zoning in 
existing areas currently zoned commercial, industrial, and mixed use. Adjacent areas: legalize by-right light-touch density in LUV Adjacent Areas. See also Strong Towns Toolkit
2 These projections assume the use of “Keep it short and simple” (KISS) land use rules.  Policies 1 and 2 assume 10 homes per acre (a mix of single-family detached and townhomes.

https://3t.aplnk.red/r?p=abq4mfwq6d426uttlmaraz555ic7hueal6qaiaylbmaluve3q4gee4utdr7d22j7rehyyjgqmc6dg2rwl5mlc543ftpfjio64eupmzogkfekjda4myulkez4jp7cuatsh3cmhlbhcqmgzdhnu2njo
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National Housing Success Playbook: Option 2: Legalize more starter homes by shrinking single-family lot 
sizes in greenfield subdivisions: projection – 5-8 million homes over 10 years

• Option 2: Light-touch density: legalize more starter homes on smaller lots in greenfield subdivisions: projection – modestly smaller lots 
(Detached: 5,500 sq. ft. vs. 8,500 sq. ft. and townhomes: 1,500 sq. ft. vs. 8,500 sq. ft. would yield 5-8 million more homes over 10 years



Greenfield Methodology
Data: Light-Touch Density greenfield estimates are created using property-level Public Records data and 
U.S. Census 2023 ACS 5-Year Survey. Permit data is from the U.S. Census Building Permits Survey. Data is 
limited to single-family detached (SFD) and townhomes built between 2000 and 2023. For SFDs, lot sizes 
are limited to those larger than 3,000 sq.ft. but smaller than 45,000 sq.ft. Townhomes include all 
properties coded in the Public Records as SFDs but smaller than 3,000 sq.ft. and all properties coded as 
townhomes between 500 and 5,000 sq.ft. For both SFDs and townhomes, building areas are limited to 
between 1,000 and 10,000 sq.ft. 

Homes Built: The ACS 5-Year count for SFD homes built from 2000-2023 is used instead of the Public 
Records count when the ACS count is at least 10% higher than Public Records. When the ACS count is used, 
the actual homes built figure is calculated by multiplying the total SFDs built between 2000-2023 (B25127) 
by the percentage that are SFDs (B25024). 

Density (homes per acre): Decile density figures are computed by binning homes into deciles based on 
homes per acre and taking the median homes per acre value within each subject density decile. For 
geographies where a density decile value for scenarios B through D cannot be estimated, the estimate 
from the previous decile is carried forward. For geographies where the median townhome density for 
scenarios E and F cannot be estimated, the townhome density is imputed using the density from the next 
highest geography (e.g., for cities, the county-level townhome density is used). 

Sales Price and GLA: Sales price and GLA estimates are computed by taking the median for all homes with 
homes per acre values that round to the subject density value. The sales price figure for scenario E is 
computed by multiplying the subject geography’s townhome-to-SFD price ratio by the median sale price of 
the existing SFD stock.

Appendix

https://www.census.gov/data/developers/data-sets/acs-5year.html
https://www.census.gov/construction/bps/index.html
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