
warren buffett this decade be-
came the nation’s No. 1 manufactur-
er of mobile homes—or, as the in-
dustry prefers to call them,
manufactured housing—by acquir-
ing Clayton Homes and bankrupt
Oakwood Homes in 2003 and 2004,
the two worst years for mobile-
home shipments in decades. 

“Manufactured housing … can
deliver very good value to home pur-
chasers,” he explained in his 2003
shareholder letter. “Indeed, for
decades, the industry has accounted
for more than 15% of the homes
built in the U.S.”

Good timing by a famed contrar-
ian? We’ll see. Industry shipments
rebounded in 2005—but then
crashed last year to the lowest point
since 1961. Mr. Buffett’s Berkshire
Hathaway has fared better, with unit
sales of mobile homes rising 10% in
the first nine months of 2006.

Last year, mobile-home ship-
ments—a parade of 117,300 trailers
lumbering behind signs of “Caution:
Wide Load”—accounted for less
than 7% of new homes completed in
the U.S., according to American De-
mographics’ review of Census Bu-
reau data. 

Mobile homes are a weak spot in a
housing market showing some signs
of recovery. But 6% of U.S. house-
holds—7 million families—live in
mobile homes, including 10% of fam-
ilies in the South and 19% of house-
holds living outside of metropolitan
areas, according to Census data.

New mobile homes sold for an av-

erage of $64,000 late last year vs. a me-
dian price of $235,000 for a newly
built house, according to the Census
Bureau. For millions of families, mo-
bile homes offer an affordable way to
the American dream. Consider that
80% of families living in mobile
homes are owners rather than renters.

Nationally, Census data for
fourth quarter 2006 show that a
near-record 68.9% of households
owned their homes (including sin-
gle-family homes, condos, co-ops
and mobile homes). Ownership
varies greatly by state, tracking to
some degree with housing afford-
ability.

The two states with the highest
percent of homeownership are West
Virginia (81% of households owned
homes in 2005) and Mississippi
(79%). Those two states have the
nation’s lowest-priced houses, with
an ‘05 median value below $85,000,
according to the Census Bureau’s
American Community Survey. Not
coincidentally, they are the poorest
states in the nation.

The lowest homeownership
rates? New York, California and
Hawaii—all below 60%. California
has the most costly real estate (medi-
an home price in ’05: $477,700), fol-
lowed closely by Hawaii. (New York
state was a relative bargain with a
median home value of $258,900.)

Not surprisingly, size of houses
ties directly to income; richer families
have bigger houses. More intriguing,
though, is that the age of a home cor-
relates with the income of its occu-
pants; the richer a family, the newer
the house.

Families making more than
$120,000 on average live in homes
built in 1979, a decade newer than
the homes of poor families. One pos-
sible explanation: Newer homes
tend to be bigger than homes con-
structed decades ago (see “Lots of
Space”), and richer households grav-
itate to bigger spaces.

When the Census Bureau asked
homeowners to assess on a 1-to-10
scale their overall opinion of their
home—factoring in good points such
as amenities and troubles like bad
plumbing—80% gave their home an
8, 9 or perfect 10 score (with 10 the
most-cited response). When asked for
an overall opinion of their neighbor-
hood, 75% offered an 8, 9 or 10 (with
10 again the most-cited response).

Home and neighborhood grades
in the Northeast, Midwest, South
and West were pretty even. That’s
good news: For most families, there
is no place like home.

Mobile-home market in
flux, but Warren Buffett
finds a road to profit
Berkshire Hathaway ’06
mobile-home sales rose
above industry’s slump 
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Median size of houses and lots. The Northeast has the largest homes on average; the West has the smallest lots. 
LOTS OF SPACE
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Median square footage and median age of homes
based on household income. Richer households have
both bigger and newer homes.

HOME SIZE & AGE

1. Single-family and mobile homes. 2. New one-family houses sold, excluding condos. More info: www.census.gov. Source: Census Bureau's “American Housing Survey for the United States: 2005,” published

August '06, and “Characteristics of New Housing (2005),” published June ‘06 

1. Family income or, for a person who lives alone or with nonrelatives, the individual’s income. 2.

Occupied housing units, including single-family houses, mobile homes, condos and apartments. 3.

Single-family homes and mobile homes. 4. Size = 2,500+ sq. ft. More info: www.census.gov. Source:

Census Bureau’s “American Housing Survey for the United States: 2005,” published August ‘06
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OCCUPIED HOMES1

NEW HOMES2

LOT SIZE 
DEMO SIZE OF HOME (SQ. FT.) SQ. FT. % OF ACRE

Median size  1,795 15,682 0.36

Home owner 1,858 16,553 0.38

Home renter 1,344 10,454 0.24

Mobile homes 1,160 27,878 0.64

Metro areas: cities 1,722 9,583 0.22

Metro areas: suburbs 1,890 16,553 0.38

Rural areas 1,766 76,230 1.75

REGION:

Northeast 1,985 17,860 0.41

Midwest 1,824 15,246 0.35

South 1,742 20,038 0.46

West 1,747 9,583 0.22

Median size  2,235 8,847 0.20

REGION:

Northeast 2,365 17,378 0.40

Midwest 2,049 10,355 0.24

South 2,255 9,875 0.23

West 2,261 7,026 0.16

Median year that people moved into their residence.
The average homeowner has been in his or her home
since 1996.  

SETTLING DOWN

More info: www.census.gov. Source: Census Bureau's “American Housing Survey for the United

States: 2005,” published August '06

DEMO ALL HOUSEHOLDS OWNERS RENTERS

Median year moved in 2000 1996 2002

Mobile homes 2000 1998 2003

Black 2001 1996 2002

Hispanic 2001 2000 2002

Seniors (65+) 1986 1980 1999

Metro areas: cities 2001 1996 2002

Metro areas: suburbs 1999 1996 2002

Rural areas 1997 1996 2002

REGION:

Northeast 1997 1994 2001

Midwest 1999 1996 2002

South 2000 1997 2003

West 2001 1998 2003

$120,000-plus  1979
$100,000-$119,999 1978
$80,000-$99,999 1977

$60,000-$79,999 1975

$50,000-$59,999 1972

$40,000-$49,999 1972

$35,000-$39,999 1971

$30,000-$34,999 1971

$25,000-$29,999 1970

$20,000-$24,999 1970

$15,000-$19,999 1968

$10,000-$14,999 1969

Median size house 1973
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Percentage of households that live in mobile homes.
One in 10 families in the South lives in a mobile home.  

GETTING HITCHED
The South is home to 57% of the nation's mobile homes.
Percentage of nation's mobile homes in different regions:

SOUTHERN LIVING

More info: www.census.gov Source: Census Bureau’s “American Housing Survey for the United

States: 2005,” published August ‘06

More info: www.census.gov Source: Census Bureau’s “American Housing Survey for the United

States: 2005,” published August ‘06
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OFF THE CHARTS
6% of U.S. families live in mobile
homes.

18.5%
Percent of families in
South Carolina that live
in mobile homes, the
highest in the nation. 

0.2%
Percent of families in
Hawaii who live in mobile
homes, lowest in nation.

$64,000 Average price of new
mobile home in Nov. '06 

More info: www.census.gov.  Source: Census Bureau 


