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Overview 
This analysis examines spatial mismatch between the location of low-wage jobs and the 

residences of low-wage workers in the state of Minnesota. Locating affordable housing near 

employment opportunities is one of many policy goals Minnesota Housing considers when 

strategically investing limited resources. Often, lower-income workers have limited housing 

options in close proximity to lower-wage employment centers due to high housing costs. This 

creates a common pattern of “driving until you qualify,” whereby lower-wage households 

sacrifice commute time and costs to obtain affordable housing in outlying areas distant from job 

centers. This pattern has negative consequences for communities, as long commutes and more 

driving time contribute to congestion and air pollution. It also has negative consequences for 

lower-wage workers, who may sacrifice time with family due to long commutes and pay high 

transportation costs. Affordable housing located near low-wage job centers helps address these 

issues by providing housing options for low-wage workers near locations with low-wage 

employment opportunities.  

 

This analysis builds on Minnesota Housing’s Community Profiles of Housing Needs in 

Minnesota. While the Community Profiles currently considers indicators of housing needs 

primarily at the county and municipal levels, increasing availability of data at the census tract 

level will allow future analysis to occur at a more geographically precise scale. This analysis 

achieves the goal of geographic precision through the use of Local Employment Dynamics 

(LED) data from the U.S. Census Bureau. LED consists of data on the locations of employment 

and residences of workers at the census block level, which is updated annually.  

Methodology 
This analysis uses the Census Bureau’s LED data to measure the spatial mismatch between the 

location of low-wage jobs and the residences of low-wage workers. Census tracts were used as 

the unit of analysis. Five-mile catchment areas based on census tract centroids (the geographical 

center of the census tract) are used to measure the level of mismatch for each census tract. In 

other words, the measure of spatial mismatch for each census tract considers low-wage jobs and 

workers that are located within five miles of the census tract. Specifically, the measure of 

mismatch for each tract considers all low-wage jobs and workers that are either (a) located 

within the boundaries of the census tract, or (b) located in census blocks that are within five 

miles of the census tract centroid.  

 

The use of 5-mile catchment areas as opposed to pre-defined administrative boundaries (such as 

census tracts, neighborhoods, or cities) helps address situations where workers may live and 

work in proximal but different census tracts. If the analysis considered only the mismatch of jobs 

and workers within the boundaries of individual census tracts, the data may show high levels of 

mismatch despite the fact that jobs and workers may in reality be located in very close proximity 
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to each other. This is especially problematic in urban areas, where dozens of census tracts may 

be located in close proximity to each other. The catchment areas address this issue by bridging 

administrative boundaries to consider all jobs and workers located within five miles of each 

census tract.  

The spatial mismatch was measured by computing the difference between the number of low-

wage jobs located in the five-mile catchment area and the number of low-wage workers residing 

in the area. Census tracts were then grouped into quintiles to identify comparative degrees of 

mismatch.  

Analysis 
Tracts in the highest two quintiles are coded in dark brown and light brown in the following two 

maps; these tracts are areas with the highest need for affordable housing based on mismatch 

between low-wage jobs and low-wage residents. In these census tracts, there are substantially 

more low-wage jobs than low-wage workers within five miles as compared with other tracts in 

the state. Low wage workers are generally commuting more than five miles into these areas for 

employment. The middle quintile, coded in orange, represents tracts which have a comparative 

balance between the number of low-wage jobs and low-wage workers within five miles. Tracts 

in the lowest two quintiles are coded in light orange and light yellow in the following maps; 

these tracts have the lowest comparative need for affordable housing based on spatial mismatch, 

as they have fewer low-wage jobs than low-wage workers residing within five miles. Low wage 

workers are generally commuting out of these areas for employment.  
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Other Factors 
Spatial mismatch is one among many factors used to determine affordable housing need. 

Economic integration, employment growth, and location of services such as public transit and 

education facilities are also factors that are considered when investing in new affordable housing. 

By analyzing housing need based on multiple factors, Minnesota Housing can identify areas 

where housing investments would achieve multiple goals. The following section discusses how 

the spatial mismatch data can be combined with other measures of need.  

 

Economic Integration 

The following map explores economic integration in the Twin Cities area. The analysis uses 

mean taxable income as a measure of the income level in each census tract. Census tracts in the 

highest quintiles (coded in dark brown and light brown) have the highest incomes and have a 

higher need for affordable housing to the extent that Minnesota Housing wants to promote 

economic integration and reduce the concentration of poverty in other census tracts. Tracts in the 

lowest quintiles (coded in light orange and light yellow) have higher concentrations of low-

income households, and are less in need of additional affordable housing to achieve economic 

integration. However, these lower-income areas are candidates for mixed-income and market-

rate development to achieve economic integration.  

 

By combining the spatial mismatch and economic integration maps, Minnesota Housing will be 

able to identify communities that are good candidates for affordable housing. For example, Edina 

has more low-wage jobs than low-wage workers, and it is a high income area. Increasing the 

supply of affordable housing in Edina would locate housing near low-wage jobs and promote 

economic integration.  
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Low-wage Job Growth 

Areas with growing low-wage employment are good candidates for affordable housing. New 

low-wage jobs are being created here. The following map examines the growth in low-wage jobs 

between 2002 and 2008. Census tracts in the highest quintiles (coded in dark brown) have higher 

low-wage job growth and are considered to have higher need for affordable housing need. Tracts 

in the lowest quintiles (coded in light orange and light yellow) lost low-wage jobs during the 

period, and are considered to have lower need for affordable housing. Census tracts in the middle 

two quintiles (coded in orange and light brown) maintained a stable amount of low-wage jobs 

between 2002 and 2008 and are considered to have relatively moderate need for affordable 

housing. 

 

Combining the spatial mismatch and low-wage job growth map creates an interesting picture. 

Some areas like Woodbury have few low-wage jobs (relative to the number of low-wage 

residents) but the number of low-wage jobs is increasing. In contrast, Edina has a larger supply 

of low-wage jobs, but the supply is decreasing. To the extent that Minnesota Housing is 

concerned about current needs, Edina is a better candidate for affordable housing. To the extent 

that the agency is concerned about future needs, Woodbury is a better candidate.  
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The purpose of Minnesota Housing’s Community Profiles is to provide data on multiple need 

factors simultaneously. The current Community Profiles provide data concerning 20 indicators of 

need at the county and city level. In the future, low-wage spatial mismatch data will be added to 

the Profiles. In compliment with other data at the census-tract level, this analysis will help the 

Community Profiles gauge need at a more geographically precise scale.  

 

 




