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Growth and Housing in Washington and Jefferson County 

Washington and Jefferson County have been growing rapidly 

The chart at right shows growth for 
Washington, Jefferson County and the country 
as a whole from 1960 to 2010.  For the first 15 
years of this period Jefferson County grew at a 
slightly slower pace than the state and nation.  
Then, in the mid-1970s growth took off and 
the county grew far faster than the state. For 
every 100 people in the population in 1960, 
there are now 235 people in the state, 304 in 
Jefferson County and 167 in the United States.  
Since 1960 Jefferson County has been the 
eighth fastest growing county in the state, and 
the sixth fastest growing county since 1976. 

 
 

Most state growth comes from in-migration 

  
 
These charts show the impact of net in-migration (people moving in minus people moving out) on the population 
growth of Washington and Jefferson County in five-year increments since 1960.  The dark part of the column is 
natural growth (births minus deaths) and the light part is net in-migration.  Jefferson County’s growth is very 
heavily biased toward in-migration, with natural growth now strongly negative.  Since 1960, net in-migration has 
accounted for about 55 percent of the state’s growth and 99 percent of Jefferson County growth.  Over 50 years 
the total natural growth of Jefferson County has been only about 100 people, with net in-migration making up for 
all of additional 20,000 people in the county.   
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Migrants come from all over the country 

These charts show the origins of 
people moving to Washington and 
Jefferson County during the five years 
from 2006 to 2010, based on the 
trade-in of out-of-state drivers 
licenses. For the state as a whole, 
California is by far the largest source of 
in-migrants.  Oregon is also a large 
source, but about half of those just 
moved across the river into Clark 
County.  And while Western states are 
well-represented in the data, far away 
states such as Texas, Florida, Michigan 
and North Carolina also send large 
numbers of people to Washington. 
Then numbers are similar for Jefferson 
County, with Western states 
somewhat more represented. 
 
It is also interesting to observe various 
traits of those who tend to migrate 
between states.  Migrants are 
generally: 
Young.  About half of migrants to 
Washington are in their twenties or 
thirties.  Young people have fewer 
community attachments and can look 
for adventure and opportunity. 
Single.  Migrants are more likely to be 
single.  Young couples tend to have 
two careers, and it can be difficult to 
shift both careers to a new state. 
Well-educated.  Migrants are far more 
likely to have college degrees than the 
general population.  Most migrants 
moving to a new state have a job 
waiting for them, and employers tend 
to recruit nationally for jobs that 
require higher education.  
 

 
 
 
 

 

Washington has among the highest rates of net-inmigration in the country.  But the state is unique in that most 
high-migration states have two characteristics that Washington does not share: warm winters and low costs.  
Washington seems to have enough attractive features to overcome its high housing costs and a climate that, at 
least by reputation, is not as pleasant as the Sunbelt. 
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Housing remains a good investment 

With the fall in home prices over the 
past few years, some have begun to 
question whether residential real 
estate is still a good investment.  Some 
commentators have suggested that 
many people would be better off 
renting homes and investing down 
payments and loan principal payments 
in stocks. 
 
The charts are right show that, 
although it has been a rough ride over 
the decade, homes can be a good 
investment in Jefferson County.  The 
top chart shows the appreciation of 
the median-priced home in Jefferson 
County since 2000.  The median-priced 
home is now back to where it was in 
mid-2004, so anyone who bought a 
home before that has likely kept above 
water.  A home purchased in 2000 and 
sold today would net about a 2.9 
percent annual return, which, while 
not impressive, is still above inflation. 
 
The bottom chart shows what would 
happen with alternative ways to 
invest.  Starting with $100,000 in 2000, 
investing in the median-priced 
Jefferson County home would yield 
$116,991 in 2000 dollars.  In contrast, 
investing in an S&P 500 index fund 
would lead to a significant loss. Doing 
nothing -- sticking cash in a mattress -- 
would allow inflation reduce the 
amount to $69,935 in 2000 dollars. 
 

 
 

 

Of course returns on real estate investments cannot be guaranteed for any period of time, and these returns, as 
compared with other investment options, will vary.  But that is not why most people buy homes.  Discussion of 
investment returns obscures the really important reasons to buy a home: community investment, security, self-
reliance.  In many areas of the country returns on housing are very low, yet ownership rates remain high.   
 
The relationship between home ownership and migration is worth noting.  Since migrants tend to be young and 
single, they may not be in the market for a home right away.  But since they tend to be well-educated, they will 
have the earning power to purchase homes eventually.  And many young people want to remain footloose for 
awhile, in case opportunities arise elsewhere.  This suggests perhaps a lower tendency toward ownership among 
people in their twenties or early thirties.  But there is no evidence that ownership rates, over a lifetime, have seen 
any shift beyond that forced by current market and credit conditions. 
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Housing is more affordable than ever 

The combination of falling prices and low 
interest rates has made homebuying very 
affordable.  In many markets in the state 
homes are more affordable than at any time 
since current records began to be kept in the 
1970s. 
 
The first chart shows the trend in monthly 
payments on the median-priced home in 
Jefferson and Clallam counties from 2002 to 
2010.  While the region saw a major run-up 
in prices in the middle part of the decade, 
monthly payments have returned to about 
their 2004 level. 
 
The second chart relates these payments to 
average earnings in the county.  It shows the 
percentage of the average paycheck taken 
up by the mortgage payment on the median- 
priced home.  The chart shows the ratio for 
Jefferson and Clallam counties back to 1994.  
By this measure of affordability, Jefferson 
County is nearly as affordable as at any time 
during this 17-year period. 
 
Improvements in affordability are largely 
owing to steadily falling interest rates.  The 
bottom chart shows average rates for 30-
year fixed conforming mortgages since 1978.  
It shows the huge run-up in rates in the early 
1980s, but what is makes clear is that while 
rates fell somewhat in the late 1980s, they 
remained far higher than today.  So while 
prices across the state were much lower in 
the late 1980s and early 1990s, money was 
quite expensive.  With the national economy 
continuing to struggle, we can expect rates 
to remain low for some time to come, 
making this the best time anyone can 
remember to buy a home. 
 
 
 
 
 
If you have questions or comments about this paper, 
please contact Michael Luis at 425-453-5123 or 
luisassociates@comcast.net 

 
 

 
 

 

 


