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RESEARCH ADDENDUM 
This research addendum is provided at the request of Steering Committee members for additional 

data points and indicators not included in the first research deliverable, Phase I: Austin’s Competitive 

position.  

The topics provided in this addendum, are as follows: 

COST OF LIVING .............................................................................................................................................. 3 

TAX BURDEN .................................................................................................................................................. 5 

POVERTY ........................................................................................................................................................ 6 

RENTAL AFFORDABILITY ................................................................................................................................. 7 

TRAFFIC .......................................................................................................................................................... 9 

DENSITY: RESIDENTS AND EMPLOYMENT......................................................................................................10 

PATENTS........................................................................................................................................................12 
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COST OF LIVING 

The cost of living is a key concern for both companies and residents, as regional and local differences 

can profoundly impact purchasing power and the ability to save. The Council for Community and 

Economic Research (C2ER) publishes a quarterly cost of living index for metropolitan communities 

across the nation. Indexing the national average to “100”, each community is benchmarked on relative 

costs of groceries, housing, utilities, transportation, and health care. The following charts show the 

cost of living index for Austin and the benchmark communities.  

Overall, Austin competes favorably with the other benchmark metros in terms of cost of living (index 

value of 92.1). Austin’s cost of living is on par with that found in Durham, and trails only Nashville, as 

the most cost competitive. San Jose is the most expensive metro area, a characterization that fits with 

its high housing prices and high wages.  

COST OF LIVING INDEX, 2011 

 

 

Source: Council for Community and Economic Research (C2ER) 

The disaggregation of the Cost of Living Index shows that the City of Austin is less expensive than the 

nation for all cost categories except transportation and health care. Transportation is reflective of gas 

prices and car maintenance and health care costs reflect prices for visits to various types of doctors, 

prescription medication, and non-prescription medications. Housing costs are well below the national 

average. Utility prices for residential users in Round Rock exceed the national average and are 

relatively more expensive than San Marcos and the City of Austin, though all other cost categories are 

very competitive. 

Metro Cost of Living Index Value Metro Rank

Nashville 90.2 1

Austin 92.7 2 (tie)

Durham 92.7 2 (tie)

Charlotte 93.3 4

Raleigh 93.8 5

Phoenix 96.5 6

Orlando 97.3 7

Denver 105 8

Albany 111.3 9

Portland 113.6 10

San Jose 150.3 11
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COST OF LIVING COMPONENTS, 20111 

 

 

Note: color coding is based on columns. Shades of green indicate index values below “100” and shades of red indicate values 

above “100.” Colors darken with distance from “100.” 

Source: Council for Community and Economic Research (C2ER) 

In addition to comparing the cost of living via indices, it is also helpful to understand the differences 

in terms of the effects on salaries. The following table presents the average scenario for someone who 

makes the average annual wage in metro Austin ($49,477) if they were to move to one of the 

benchmark metro areas. For example, if someone in Greater Austin making $49,477 was to move to 

the Charlotte region, on average, they would need to earn $52,627 to maintain the same standard of 

living. Even though employers in Charlotte tend to pay a higher wage (4.2 percent premium), 

comparable disposable income is reduced by $1,072 dollars (see second row in following table).  

Living in Greater Austin is very cost competitive. A person making the average annual wage in Austin 

would experience a decrease in disposable income in all benchmark metros with the exception of 

Nashville and Raleigh/Durham. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Composite Grocery Miscellaneous

Metro Urban Area Index Items Housing Utilities Transportation Health Care Goods and Services

Austin-Round Rock TX Austin TX 92.7 84.9 82.0 99.2 101.0 102.3 99.3

Round Rock TX 88.6 82.0 75.9 104.9 88.6 94.1 96.6

San Marcos TX 90.4 87.1 86.1 87.3 94.8 96.5 94.3

Albany-Schenectady-Troy NY Albany NY 111.3 106.3 117.2 105.2 103.0 106.1 113.4

Charlotte-Gastonia-Concord NC-SC Charlotte NC 93.3 100.1 81.9 92.8 98.2 105.2 97.4

Gastonia NC 92.9 100.9 74.7 101.7 96.3 91.2 102.0

Denver-Aurora CO Denver CO 105.0 102.6 112.9 90.0 95.0 106.8 106.9

Nashville-Davidson-Murfreesboro TN Murfreesboro-Smyrna TN 88.2 94.6 78.2 84.0 95.5 89.4 93.0

Nashville-Franklin TN 90.2 97.4 70.4 87.1 93.4 91.8 104.5

Orlando-Kissimmee FL Orlando FL 97.3 100.1 79.5 107.8 99.2 94.4 108.2

Phoenix-Mesa-Scottsdale AZ Phoenix AZ 96.5 103.7 87.2 100.3 102.9 102.8 97.7

Portland-Vancouver-Beaverton OR-WA Portland OR 113.6 111.2 130.6 88.4 113.7 114.0 107.6

Vancouver WA 95.5 94.5 83.9 99.8 106.0 113.1 98.9

Raleigh-Cary NC Raleigh NC 93.8 101.3 79.7 104.5 96.6 100.5 97.8

Durham NC Chapel Hill NC 114.0 107.3 127.9 83.9 98.1 103.4 120.9

Durham NC 92.7 98.7 78.3 92.7 103.9 100.8 98.0

San Jose-Sunnyvale-Santa Clara CA San Jose CA 150.3 114.6 244.6 131.9 114.6 116.5 103.9
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COST OF LIVING COMPARISON, 2011 

 

 

Note: all scenarios reflect working and living in the metro area. 

Source: Homefair.com 

TAX BURDEN 

Tax rates must balance the burden placed on individuals and businesses with the services and 

infrastructure that governments supply. The multitude of taxing jurisdictions and entities make it 

difficult to present a single indicator of tax competitiveness for metro areas. The following table 

shows some key figures used for evaluating the competitiveness of tax climates. The table indicates 

that the state of Texas offers a competitive tax climate, a hallmark that is reflected in many rankings of 

Texas as a desirable place to do business. Combined state and local tax burden for the Austin region 

is comparable to many of its peers; only Nashville’s and Phoenix’s aggregate burdens are lower. 

Greater Austin does have the third highest median real estate taxes of the benchmark communities, 

but has resisted the double digit growth experienced in the majority of benchmark metros.  

Metro

 Cost of Living, as 
compared to Austin

Salary needed to 

maintain standard 
of living

Comparable salary 

for same kind of 
job

Change in Disposable 
Income

Albany +19.7% $59,212 $51,347 -$7,865

Charlotte +6.4% $52,627 $51,555 -$1,072

Denver +15.2% $57,017 $52,439 -$4,578

Nashville -3.6% $47,713 $48,021 $308

Orlando +10.4% $54,613 $48,697 -$5,916

Phoenix +28.7% $63,660 $51,659 -$12,001

Portland +22.7% $60,692 $52,751 -$7,941

Raleigh/Durham -.01% $49,435 $51,607 $2,172

San Jose +58.4% $78,361 $63,665 -$14,696
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TAX INDICATORS 

 

Note: Per capita state and local burden and per capita state tax are reported as statewide figures and are presented for 

separate metro areas (rankings are out of 50). Median real estate taxes refer only to taxes on owner-occupied housing units. 

Source: Federation of Tax Administrators; Tax Foundation; U.S. Census via Moody’s 

POVERTY 

The following chart shows a longer timeline of poverty trends in the Austin metro, Texas, and the 

United States, than contained in the first research deliverable. Poverty in the Austin metro was at its 

lowest point in 2001 (9.1 percent) and since then has trended upward. Austin poverty rates are lower 

than those of the state of Texas, but track closely with national poverty rates. 

2010 Rank 2010 % Change, 2006-'10

Austin $3,197 $1,567 48th $3,816 7.9%

Albany $6,157 $3,278 7th $3,817 28.0%

Charlotte $3,583 $2,256 24th $1,660 13.5%

Denver $4,011 $1,707 41th $1,706 7.4%

Nashville $2,752 $1,657 43rd $1,322 6.6%

Orlando $3,897 $1,675 42nd $1,902 8.0%

Phoenix $3,140 $2,496 17th $1,466 13.8%

Portland $3,761 $1,951 35th $2,839 15.3%

Raleigh/Durham $3,583 $2,256 24th
$1,716

$1,937

18.8%

23.1%

San Jose $4,910 $2,814 12th $4,815 16.8%

Per Capita State TaxPer Capita State and 

Local Tax Burden, 2009

Median Real Estate Taxes
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POVERTY RATES, 1989-2010 

 

 

Note: Please note that some years prior to 2000 are omitted. Data were not available for these years. 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Small Area Income and Poverty Estimates 

RENTAL AFFORDABILITY 

As a supplementary data point to the housing affordability measures presented in the first research 

deliverable, the following chart shows median gross rent (inclusive of utilities) and the percentage of 

renters whose rent equals or exceeds 30 percent of their household income. Austin’s gross median 

rent ($919) is third highest of all benchmark metros, which corresponds with the low vacancy rates 

and ongoing recovery of the apartment and rental market. Rental prices in Austin are consuming 

large shares of renter incomes as 51 percent of renters pay more than 30 percent of their household 

income in rent. While all metros, except Orlando, were within five percentage points of each other, 

continued aversion to purchasing homes is adding to upward pressure on rent.  
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MEDIAN GROSS RENT AS PERCENT OF RENTER’S INCOME, 2010 

 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau 

The following map shows the geography of households paying more than 30 percent of household 

income on housing costs (reflects both owner-occupied and rental units). Prevalence of these 

households primarily occurs on the west side of I-35. 
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GEOGRPAHY OF HOUSEHOLDS WITH HOUSING COSTS EXCEEDING 30 PERCENT OF HOUSEHOLD 

INCOME, 2009 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Center for Neighborhood Technology 

TRAFFIC 

Steering Committee members expressed their interest in examining and quantifying the predictability 

of traffic. Various measures of traffic can approximate this type of indicator, including the number of 

rush hours that occur in a metro on a given weekday. The following chart shows the evolution of the 

number of rush hours in metro Austin, Houston, Dallas, and San Antonio since 2007 (data is 

unavailable for prior years). As reported by the Texas Transportation Institute, rush hours are the 

number of hours in a given day where congestion adds a significant amount of time to the free-flow 

time of a trip. In Austin, there are 5.5 hours in the day that meet rush hour thresholds, more than both 

Dallas and San Antonio.  

When taken with the congestion statistics presented in Austin’s Competitive Position (namely Austin’s 

elevated travel time index), Austin’s relatively high number of rush hours would imply a level of 

unpredictability not replicated in Dallas or San Antonio. With more traffic and more rush hours, 
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congestion will extend beyond those hours, mainly in the morning and in the evening, that are 

traditionally associated with peak levels of commuters. 

NUMBER OF RUSH HOURS, 2007-2010 

 

Source: Texas Transportation Institute, 2011 Annual Mobility Report 

DENSITY: RESIDENTS AND EMPLOYMENT 

Understanding densities of both employment and residents can inform public policies and 

development practices, especially as they pertain to transportation solutions. The following map 

shows population density, with the densest areas occurring in the urban core and extending north-

south along the I-35 corridor. Similar trends are evident in the density of employment, with the 

densest areas along I-35 in Travis County. 

It is reasonable to assume that certain of Greater Austin’s traffic congestion issues are related to high 

employment and residential densities relative to overall land area and also a dearth of multi-modal 

options to reach many destinations. 
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POPULATION DENSITY PER SQUARE MILE, 2010 

Source: ESRI, Business Analyst Online 
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DENSITY OF EMPLOYMENT, 2010 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, On the Map 

PATENTS 

Steering Committee members inquired as to how companies report the location of patents when a 

patent application is filed. Per correspondence with the United States Patent and Trademark Office, 

“The location of the patent assigned is at the discretion of the applicant/inventor(s)/or legal 

representative(s)/or company. This would be the person filing electronically on the USPTO Electronic 

Patent Assignment System.” In other words, whether a patent is filed in the metro where the actual 

invention took place or in another location, such as the headquarters metro, is at the discretion of the 

company. Therefore, it would be impossible to ascertain the number of patentable discoveries made 

in Austin-area affiliates of entities headquartered elsewhere without direct information provided by 

the companies themselves. 


