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Solid housing markets, relatively stable employment,
enviable cost of living and quick commutes make these
metros among the country's most affordable to live.
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Full List: Best Bang-For-The-Buck Cities

Locating a desirable spot to settle down means something quite different today than it did just
three years ago. That's when Americans flocked to coastal and Sun Belt cities like Orlando, Fla.,
and Las Vegas, where properties were easy to acquire and home values were expected to
noticeably appreciate.

Now, with home prices nationwide down 29% from their 2006 peak, according to Case Schiller,

areas that were left behind during the home-building and home-buying craze suddenly look more
attractive. Buying an affordable home in a city with a stable housing market, among other pluses
like reasonable property taxes and minimal travel time to work, is the new definition of bang for

the buck.
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Take Des Moines, lowa. With low unemployment, at 6%, few vacancies and a promising home
price forecast, the real estate market shows fresh signs of robustness. And its home prices make
it possible for budget-conscious home buyers to get in the door--it scores above average for
home price affordability.

Like it, most of the large metro areas that we found to offer housing bargains were somewhat
insulated from the overzealous issuance of subprime loans and subsequent wave of foreclosures,
making their job and home price outlook modestly better than cities in the rest of the country.

Cities from McAllen, Texas (No. 7), to Greenville, S.C (No. 20), and Chattanooga, Tenn. (No.
8), that have faced a host of economic problems, are now seeing a silver lining: Housing
speculation stayed in check in these areas because there was little to draw buyers in the first
place. As a result, housing is relatively stable, affordable, and positive employment trends hold
promise for the future.

"These are sleepy little markets that have fallen under the radar screen in terms of turbulence in
housing," says Kermit Baker, a senior researcher at Harvard University's Joint Center for
Housing Studies. "They didn't go through much of a boom or bust."

Behind the Numbers

To find the cities that offer the most bang for the buck, we looked at the country's 100 largest
Metropolitan Statistical Areas--geographic entities defined by the U.S. Office of Management
and Budget, for use in collecting statistics-- across these measures: foreclosures as a percentage
of home prices; vacancies; unemployment rates; a three-year job-growth forecast; a three-year
home-price forecast; housing affordability; median real estate taxes; and median travel time to
work.
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Methodology

To find the cities that offer the most bang for the buck, we looked at the country's 100 largest
Metropolitan Statistical Areas--geographic entities defined by the U.S. Office of Management
and Budget, for use in collecting statistics--across these measures: foreclosures as a percentage
of housing units; vacancies; unemployment rates; a three-year job growth forecast; a three-year
home price forecast; housing affordability; median real estate taxes; and median travel time to
work.

To locate healthy housing markets, we looked at metros where foreclosures had most been
flushed out of the market, allowing home values to increase and signaling a potential bottoming
out. We also sought areas with low home vacancies, a sign of a stable supply of inventory. We
examined the number of October foreclosures as a percentage of total housing units, using data
from RealtyTrac, and the number of 2008 vacancies in each metro, using data from the U.S.
Census.
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To further indicate which markets were standing up best, we looked at cities with low
unemployment rates relative to the rest of the country with data from the Bureau of Labor
Statistics. We ranked September unemployment rates (the most recent available by metro). We
then included in our analysis the three-year job growth forecast, from 2009 to 2012, from
Moody's Economy.com, and ranked them by metro.

For affordability and convenience, we included the Housing Affordability Index compiled by
Moody's for the second quarter of 2009, and the annual median real estate taxes paid and weekly
travel time to work in 2008, using United States Census data. Finally, we looked at the markets
economists thought would improve most in the near future, using the three-year forecast for the
Case-Shiller Home Price Index from 2009 to 2012, created by Moody's. We ranked metros in
each of these measures, then averaged these scores to arrive at a final ranking.



