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Executive Summary

Study Purpose

Population growth has put stress on the housing market. Demand is outpacing supply, 
causing difficulties for people who rent and for people with low to no income. The City of 
Bellingham hired a Seattle-based consulting firm, PRR, to field an online public opinion 
survey about housing needs, priorities, and preferences. The survey results will inform 
updates to the housing elements of The Bellingham Plan, as part of a state-mandated 
update to comply with new zoning legislation.

Study Approach

Community feedback is crucial to the planning process, so the project team used 
oversampling, targeted outreach, and data weighting to ensure equitable representation 
from community members who traditionally have not participated in City processes. The 
project team recruited participants for the survey by:

1) mailing 10,000 postcard invitations to randomly selected addresses in Bellingham  

2) partnering with 11 local organizations to share the survey via social media and at in-
person outreach events.

3) distributing survey information at City events.

The survey fielded from November 14 to December 11, 2023, was available in both Spanish 
and English, and received 1,475 responses. We weighted the final sample based on age and 
housing tenure factors to ensure the sample remained representative at the city level and 
was reflective of Bellingham’s diversity of incomes, race/ethnicity, housing tenure, and age.
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Executive Summary
Key Survey Findings

v

When asked what type of neighborhood in which they would prefer to live, the most common 

responses were small-scale residential (31%) and urban residential (27%). These neighborhoods 

include a diversity of housing forms with single-family, duplex, triplex, townhome, and small 

apartment and condominium blocks mixed with commercial services, good bicycle and 

pedestrian connectivity, and access to transit.

A clear majority of respondents preferred owning rather than renting their home.  Some people 

(up to 21%) were interested in shared living arrangements that are uncommon in Bellingham 

today.

Most respondents were generally satisfied with their current living arrangements. Those that are 

less satisfied included a higher proportion of lower-income, renter, BIPOC, 2SLGBTQIA+, young 

adult, and disabled community members. Historically, people in these groups have been 

underrepresented in the public planning process across the country.

When considering housing and neighborhood trade-offs, respondents indicated a preference for 

neighborhoods where homes are closer together to gain access to transit, sidewalks, bicycle 

lanes, and parks and trails.

When balancing neighborhood and housing priorities and amenities, the top concern expressed 

was a feeling of safety. Secondary priorities include being close to parks and trails, having a 

private yard, dedicated parking, and housing with good quality construction and condition. Also 

of note, 2-bedroom units are by far the most common preference, with 3-bedroom and 1-

bedroom units following and 4-bedrooms and studios the least popular.

Most employed respondents reported working remotely at least once per week, with 26% 

working remotely at least 4 days a week. 



5

Key Findings

People Prefer Owning over 

Renting 

87% prefer to own their home

56% currently rent their home

The City Needs More 

Diverse Housing

31% prefer to live in a small-scale 

residential neighborhood 

27% prefer to live in an urban 

residential neighborhood 

These neighborhoods include a diverse mix 

of housing forms with a single-family, duplex, 

triplex, townhome, and small apartment and 

condominium blocks mixed with commercial 

services, good bicycle, and pedestrian 

connectivity, and access to transit.

People are Satisfied with 

Current Housing Situation

69% are satisfied with their current housing 

situation. 

A higher proportion of lower-income, renter, BIPOC, 

2SLGBTQIA+, young adults, and people with 

disabilities said they were less satisfied. Historically, 

people in these groups have been underrepresented 

in the public planning process across the country.
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Key Findings

People Prefer Homes That 

are Closer Together 

78% prefer having many housing units near 

their home and good access to public transit, 

bicycle, and pedestrian infrastructure 

compared to having few other homes nearby, no 

access to public transit, and limited or no 

sidewalks and bicycle infrastructure.

Safety is a Top Priority

When balancing neighborhood and housing 

priorities and amenities:

55% care about feeling safe 

35% want to be close to parks and trails

35% want to have a private yard

34% want dedicated parking

34% care about housing with good quality 

construction and condition

2-bedroom units are the most 

common room preference, followed by 3-

bedroom, 1-bedroom, and 4-bedroom units

Remote Work is Common

58% of employed respondents reported 

working remotely at least once per week

26% reported working remotely at least 4 days 

a week. 
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11% 18% 36% 33%

0% 50% 100%

How satisfied are you currently with your housing situation?
Base: all respondents (n = 1,469)

Very dissatisfied Very Satisfied

Correlations: The following respondents were less satisfied with 

their housing situation: 

• Renters

• Younger adults

• BIPOC respondents

• More likely to select “do not feel safe” as the reason for 

dissatisfaction.

• Respondents with a disability

• Members of the 2SLGBTQIA+ community

• Respondents with lower income 

• Respondents experiencing poverty 

Top reasons for being 

dissatisfied include: 
• Doesn't fit in my budget

• Poor quality of construction or 

condition

• Home doesn't feel spacious

• No private yard/outdoor space

• Shared walls with neighbors

Most respondents (69%) were satisfied with their current housing 
situation.

69%
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4%

8%

15%

17%

22%

30%

34%

39%

43%

51%

53%

60%

68%

80%

0% 50% 100%

Is close to childcare

Is close to senior services or community services

Is close to K-12 schools

Is close to college/university

Is close to healthcare services

Is close to friends or family in Bellingham

Is close to jobs

Is close to a bus stop/public transit

Is close to small corner stores and/or restaurants

Is close to neighborhood services such as drug stores/dry cleaners/larger grocery stores

Is safe for bicyclists and/or pedestrians

Is quiet

Is close to parks/open space and/or a trail system

Feels safe

When choosing the ideal location to live, please select all the options that are important to you.
Base: all respondents (n = 1,475)

Neighborhoods that feel safe and quiet, are close to parks, trails, 
commercial services, and have bicycle and pedestrian connectivity 
were top priorities for respondents.

Correlations: 

Renters were more likely to 

select the following options:

• Is closer to a job

• Is closer to 

college/university

BIPOC respondents are less 

likely to select “is close to 

parks/open spaces and/or a 

trail system”.  

Neighborhood preferences



10

11%

12%

16%

18%

24%

26%

35%

36%

39%

39%

43%

45%

48%

63%

65%

69%

0% 50% 100%

Studio unit

4+ bedrooms

Community spaces (gym, pool, party room, etc.)

Shared yard/outdoor space

One-story home and/or accessibility features

1 bedroom

3 bedrooms

Has an office space in addition to bedrooms

No shared walls with neighbors

Home feels spacious

Has an easily accessible workshop or storage area

No shared floors or ceilings with neighbors

2 bedrooms

Private yard/outdoor space

Has a dedicated parking space

Quality of construction or condition

When choosing the ideal place to live, please select all the options that are 
important to you.

Base: all respondents (n = 1,475)

Housing with quality construction and condition, dedicated 
parking, a private yard, and two-bedroom size with no neighbors 
above or below were top priorities for respondents.

Correlations: 

BIPOC respondents were less 

likely to select the following 

options:

• Has a private 

yard/outdoor space

• Quality of construction or 

condition

Housing preferences



111%

2%

4%

4%

5%

5%

7%

8%

9%

10%

12%

12%

12%

13%

14%

15%

16%

18%

20%

21%

22%

22%

23%

26%

34%

34%

35%

35%

55%

0% 50%

Is close to childcare

Is close to senior services or community services

Shared yard/outdoor space

Community spaces (gym, pool, party room, etc.)

Is close to K-12 schools

Is close to healthcare services

Is close to friends or family in Bellingham

Additional bedroom (3-bedroom unit) *

Additional bedroom (4-bedroom unit) *

Is close to college/university

Is close to jobs

Has an easily accessible workshop or storage area

Has an office space in addition to bedrooms

Home feels spacious

One-story home and/or accessibility features

Is close to small corner stores and/or restaurants

No shared walls with neighbors

Is close to a bus stop/public transit

No shared floors or ceilings with neighbors

Additional bedroom (2-bedroom unit) *

Is safe for bicyclists and/or pedestrians

Is close to neighborhood services such as drug stores/dry cleaners/larger grocery stores

One bedroom *

Is quiet

Has a dedicated parking space

Quality of construction or condition

Private yard/outdoor space

Is close to parks/open space and/or a trail system

Feels safe

Respondents’ top five most important housing and neighborhood preferences
Base: all respondents (n = 1,453)

When considering neighborhood and housing characteristics 
together, feeling safe was the clear top priority. 

Neighborhood 

preferences

Housing 

preferences

Secondary priorities include 

being close to parks and 

trails, a private yard, quality 

construction and condition, 

and dedicated parking.

* Two-bedroom units were a 

popular option in the previous 

question. When asked about 

bedrooms alongside neighborhood 

features, respondents prioritized 

features like services, amenities, 

and safety. 
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Many housing units near your home 

and good access to public 

transit/bicycle/pedestrian infrastructure

Live in a home you own

Few other homes near yours and no 

access to public transit. Limited or no 

sidewalks and bicycle infrastructure

Live in a home you rent

Participants strongly preferred owning their homes and living closer 
together to gain access to transit, bicycle, and pedestrian 
infrastructure.

Privacy with homes oriented away 

from the street and one another

Buildings that include distinctly 

separate housing units, whether 

attached or detached (i.e., separation 

between units and entrances)

Porches and/or windows facing the street 

or courtyard and other homes, providing 

opportunities for community interaction

Single buildings that look a single home 

but are divided into multiple units (i.e., 

shared porch and/or single entrance)

New suburban housing where existing 

trees are cleared and replaced with 

detached housing and less mature 

landscaping

Large private outdoor space (e.g., yard, 

patio) adjacent to your home but 

farther from local parks

The same number of homes stacked 

together as multi-story buildings with 

grouped parking lots, leaving room 

for preserved large trees

No private outdoor space but easy 

access to local park or shared 

community outdoor space

8%

11%

20%

31%

40%

68%

20%

23%

29%

39%

38%

18%

29%

30%

21%

18%

11%

5%

43%

36%

30%

12%

11%

8%

0% 50% 100%

Which would you prefer?
Base: all respondents 

*Participants saw these questions in a randomized order.

Prefer left scenario Prefer right scenario
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Small-scale residential was the most preferred neighborhood 
type. Among those who preferred a neighborhood type other 
than their own, urban residential and small-scale residential top 
the list. Suburban (up to 3 stories): Mix of mostly single-

family homes with some duplexes or townhomes. 
Quieter feel with longer travel time to businesses, 
services, or amenities. Residential spaces are 
separate from commercial spaces, car or bike 
required for most trips and errands.

Small-scale Residential (up to 3 stories): Mix of 
single-family homes, triplexes, townhomes, and 
other small-scale homes. Corner store, coffee shop 
or park may be walking distance, but expect a 
drive, bus, or bike ride to larger services. 

Urban Residential (up to 5 stories): Mostly 
residential area with a core of businesses and 
mixed-use buildings. Housing includes mix of 
single-family detached, townhomes, and small 
apartment or condominiums. Walkable, convenient 
access to transit and services with some car 
dependency.

Urban Mixed (up to 5 stories): Mix of creative 
spaces, businesses, co-working spaces, performing 
arts venues, re-purposed industrial buildings, and 
other attractions, with some residential areas. 
Residential spaces are above businesses, art 
galleries, and restaurants. Walkable, convenient 
access to transit and services with some car 
dependency.

Urban Core (may be more than 5 stories): Vibrant 
and convenient hub close to nightlife, restaurants, 
and shops. Defined by denser mix of multistory 
housing above businesses and workplaces. 
Walkable and close to transit services with less car 
dependency.

29%

27%

31%

8%

4%

1%

26%

31%

27%

11%

5%

0% 25%

Suburban

Small-scale Residential

Urban Residential

Urban Mixed

Urban Core

Other

What type of neighborhood do you live in currently?

What type of neighborhood in Bellingham would you 

prefer to live in?
Base: all respondents (n = 1,459; n=1,469)

Current neighborhood Preferred neighborhood

Most preferred

Most current

Note: Participants could not select “Other” for the question “What type of 
neighborhood in Bellingham would you prefer to live in?”

See Appendix A for crosstabulation.
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42% 32% 26%

0% 50% 100%

On-site vs. remote work
Base: Respondents who are employed (n = 931)

Full on-site Partial remote (1-3 days/week) Full remote (4-7 days/week)

Remote work: most employees work remotely for some part of 
the week.

• Excluding overnight travel for work, 15% of employed respondents 

said they commute at least 20 miles outside of Bellingham at least 

once a week. This could be somewhere else in Whatcom County or 

further away, like Seattle.

• 39% of employed respondents said they did not work in Bellingham 

(other than at home/coffee shop/etc) at all in a typical week. This 

could include those working from home and places outside the city.

See Appendix B for details on employed respondents’ travel patterns.
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21%

14%

13%

12%

7%

63%

0% 50% 100%

Live with roommate(s), all renting from offsite property owner

Rent out a bedroom(s) in a home you own and live in, sharing living
spaces

Rent a room with its own bathroom in a building with shared
community amenities like kitchens and entertainment space

Rent a bedroom from an individual homeowner, sharing living spaces

Rent a room in a building with shared bathrooms, kitchen,
and lounge spaces (e.g., a dormitory or co-op building)

None of these

What kinds of living arrangements are you interested in?
Base: all respondents (n = 1,467) 

Correlations: Younger 

respondents, renters, or 

members of the 2SLGBTQIA+ 

community were more 

interested in engaging with the 

shared living arrangements 

listed to the left.

Some participants were interested in shared living arrangements 
that are uncommon in Bellingham today.  
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Research objectives

▪ Explore attitudes about the 
current supply of housing in 
Bellingham. 

▪ Outline housing desires, needs, 
and priorities of the general 
public.

▪ Provide City decisionmakers 
with input from a representative 
cross-section of the public.

Study overview

17

Purpose 

Bellingham is growing, and access to housing for our current and future 

community is critical. To better inform plans to accommodate that growth, the 

City surveyed residents on their housing needs and priorities, including 

housing types, location, and cost.

Bellingham conducted a survey to inform the City’s 
housing work, particularly for The Bellingham Plan 
and related development code updates.

Approach 

The City hired a Seattle-based consulting firm PRR to conduct a statistically 

valid, online public opinion survey in Spanish and English, to:

▪ Gauge the community’s satisfaction with their current living arrangements 

and identify factors contributing to dissatisfaction.

▪ Identify preferences and top priorities in neighborhood and residence 

features when looking for a new place to live.

▪ Explore alternatives to increase the supply and availability of housing in 

Bellingham.

▪ Encourage representation from community members who are generally 

underrepresented in City processes.



18

Survey recruitment method
PRR used two sampling methods to encourage equitable representation

Address-based sampling

Recruited 1,166 (79% of total respondents) 

respondents from a mailed invitation. Among the 

address-based sampling, 15 individuals responded 

to the Spanish invitation.

The project team mailed survey invitations (see 

Appendix B) to 10,000 randomly selected 

addresses within Bellingham city limits. Two weeks 

later, the team mailed a reminder postcard to all 

previously identified selected addresses. The 

following processes ensured the sample 

represented the population in the region for cross-

county comparison: 

1. Stratified, random sampling (based on the 

proportion of households in each census 

track) to select 10,000 residential addresses. 

2. Based on the adjusted distribution, the team 

applied the EJSCREEN demographic index to 

oversample census tracts that are more 

racially diverse and have lower household 

incomes.  

o For the census tracts that score 100-45%, 

oversampled by 30%. 

o For the census tracts that score 44-35%, 

oversampled by 25%.

Outreach to historically underserved communities

Recruited 309 respondents (21% of total respondents) through 

community outreach. Among community outreach respondents, 

nine individuals responded to the Spanish invitation.

To achieve a well-balanced survey sample that accurately reflects 

the Bellingham residents, the project team developed an 

outreach plan to reach historically marginalized or 

disenfranchised communities, which include: 

The project team contacted 34 community-based organizations 

(CBOs) and stakeholders, and of these, 11 community partners 

supported the survey recruitment through various channels. See 

Appendix C for the full community partner list. Community 

partnerships produced:

• Ten social media calls to action posts to promote the survey. 

• Posting flyers at four local Mexican restaurants. 

• Two in-person outreach events at Western Washington 

University and Birchwood Elementary School.

Among the 309 respondents who took the survey through 

outreach channels, 34 (11%) self-identified as Hispanic or 

Latina/o/x.

• Residents with low to no 

income 

• BIPOC community

• Renters

• Spanish speakers

• Unhoused residents

• Students

https://www.epa.gov/ejscreen/overview-demographic-indicators-ejscreen
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Survey methods

Final sample 

Questionnaire design

The survey was available in both Spanish and English. Respondents could also complete the survey in English with a 

live interviewer upon request. See Appendix D for survey respondent demographics, including detailed survey mode 

and language distribution. Respondents were incentivized with an opportunity to win one of ten $100 gift cards. 

Please see Appendix B for recruitment materials. 

Data was collected through Alchemer, a professional online survey platform optimized for easy use on computers and 

mobile devices. See Appendix E for the survey instrument.

Weighting

Overall, the sample was close to representative across six Bellingham regions*. Our analysis weighted data on age and 

renter/owner factors to ensure the sample remained representative at the city-level and maintained consistent 

analysis procedures. See Appendix F for the final survey demographics comparison. 

SURVEY PERIOD SURVEY COMPLETION

November 14 
To

December 11, 

2023 

10,000 randomly-selected households invited 

274 invites returned undeliverable

12% Response rate= 1,166/(10,000-274)

12%
response rate (mail 

invitation)1,475
people 

completed
 the survey

(all recruitment 
methods) The survey was available in English and 

Spanish.

+/-3%
margin of error

* The survey respondents identified their current location within six smaller geographic locations within 

Bellingham. We received representative respondents from all six locations. See Appendix G for the 

regional map.
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Survey respondent demographics

18%

19%

14%

17%

19%

14%

13%

15%

12%

16%

22%

21%

$150,000 or more

$100,000 to $149,999

$75,000 to $99,999

$50,000 to $74,999

$25,000 to $49,999

Under $25,000

2022 Household Income (n = 1,311)

Weighted Unweighted Census

57%

43%

37%

63%

Rent my home

Own my home

Housing status (n = 1,449) 

22%

22%

15%

11%

9%

12%

9%

9%

15%

20%

14%

15%

19%

9%

18-24 years

25-34 years

35-44 years

45-54 years

55-64 years

65-74 years

75 years or older

Age (n = 1,446)



63%

37%

5%

1%

62%

34%

9%

1%

Woman

Man

Non-binary/gender non-
conforming*

Prefer to self-describe*

Gender (n = 1418)

Weighted Unweighted Census

1%

7%

21%

12%

35%

24%

1%

5%

15%

10%

37%

21%

No high school diploma

High school diploma or GED

Some college

Associates degree

Bachelors degree

Graduate or professional
degree or higher

Educational attainment (n = 1,443)
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Survey respondent demographics

• 22% of respondents are living on a fixed income

• 15% have a disability

• 18% are members of the 2SLGBTQIA+ community

• 11% are experiencing poverty 

• 19% are students

Due to rounding, or options where respondents could select multiple answers, 

percentages may not sum to 100%. Rounding occurs on all demographic slides.

*The US Census records gender as a binary male/female variable; thus, census 

comparisons for “non-binary/gender non-conforming” and “prefer to self-describe” are 

not available.

6%

2%

6%

2%

3%

1%

89%

4%

2%

5%

2%

2%

1%

90%

Asian or Asian American

Black or African American

Hispanic or Latina/o/x

Native American or Alaska Native

Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander

Other or prefer to self-describe

White

Race and ethnicity (n = 1,377)



Appendices

23



24

Appendix A: neighborhood preference matrix 

Preferred Neighborhood

Current Neighborhood Suburban
Small-scale 
Residential

Urban 
Residential Urban Mixed Urban Core

Total % 26% 31% 27% 11% 5%

Suburban 29% 61% 20% 13% 4% 3%

Small-scale Residential 28% 13% 55% 23% 7% 2%

Urban Residential 31% 11% 24% 44% 15% 6%

Urban Mixed 8% 19% 18% 26% 33% 4%

Urban Core 4% 7% 14% 29% 10% 39%

What type of neighborhood do you live in currently?
What type of neighborhood would you prefer to live in?

Base: all respondents (n = 1,459 & 1,469)Row totals indicate the proportion 

of all respondents who currently 

live in a given neighborhood type 

(e.g. 29% of respondents live in 

suburban neighborhoods).

Column totals indicate the 

proportion of all respondents who 

would prefer to live in a given 

neighborhood type (e.g. 5% of 

respondents would prefer to live in 

urban core neighborhoods).

Cell percentages indicate the 

proportion of respondents 

currently living in the row 

neighborhood who would prefer to 

live in the column neighborhood 

type (e.g. 23% of respondents 

living in small-scale residential 

neighborhoods would prefer to live 

in urban residential 

neighborhoods).
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Appendix B: Detailed travel patterns for employed respondents 

Excluding overnight travel for work, 15% of 

employed respondents said they commute at 

least 20 miles outside of Bellingham at least 

once a week. This could be somewhere else in 

Whatcom County or further away like Seattle. 

92%

84%

79%

39%

42%

5%

6%

6%

12%

3%

3%

8%

12%

3%

7%

7%

3%

11%

5%

4%

5%

25%

17%

0% 50% 100%

Elsewhere at least 20 miles
outside of Bellingham,

spending the night there

Elsewhere at least 20 miles
outside of Bellingham,
commuting for the day

Elsewhere up to 19 miles
outside Bellingham

Elsewhere in Bellingham

At home or in a public place
(e.g. coffee shop, library)

How many days in a typical week do you work from each of the following 
locations?

Base: respondents who are employed (n = 931)
0 days 1 day 2 days 3 days 4 days 5 days 6 days 7 days

39% of employed respondents said they did 

not work in Bellingham (other than at 

home/coffee shop/etc) at all in a typical 

week. This could include those working 

from home and places outside the city.



Appendix C: Survey invitation postcards

Initial postcard, mailed on November 10th, 2023

Reminder postcard, mailed on November 30th, 2023
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Appendix C: Survey recruitment through outreach channels
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Appendix D: List of community partners

Thank you to our community partners for helping to share the survey:

Associated Students of WWU

Bellingham School District

Chuckanut Health Foundation

El Agave

El Sueñito Brewing Company

Kulshan Community Land Trust 

Lighthouse Mission Ministries

Tacos El Tule

Taco Lobo 

The Whatcom Dream 

Western Washington University



Appendix E: Survey mode and language distribution 

Recruitment 

method

English link Spanish link

Postcard (address-

based)

1,151 15

Outreach 300 9

Language Number of responses

English 1,463

Spanish 12

* Participants could switch the survey language between English and Spanish 

at any time. Thus, while 24 participants accessed the survey using a Spanish-

language link, only 12 participants completed the survey in Spanish.
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Appendix F: Survey Instrument

Note: all other response options 

were piped in based on 

respondents’ selections in 

questions 10 and 11.
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Appendix G: Demographic comparison between Census and survey

Census
Unweighted 
respondents Difference Weighted Difference

Age Group

18-24 years 23% 9% -14% 22% -1%

25-34 years 19% 15% -5% 22% 3%

35-44 years 15% 20% 5% 15% 0%

45-54 years 12% 14% 3% 11% 0%

55-64 years 10% 15% 5% 9% 0%

65-74 years 13% 19% 6% 12% -1%

75 years or older 9% 9% 0% 9% 0%

Income

Under $25,000 21% 14% -7% 21% 0%

$25,000 to $49,999 17% 19% 1% 22% 5%

$50,000 to $74,999 20% 17% -3% 16% -4%

$75,000 to $99,999 13% 14% 1% 12% -1%

$100,000 to $149,999 16% 19% 3% 15% -1%

$150,000 or more 13% 18% 5% 13% 0%

Race/Ethnicity

Asian or Asian American 9% 4% -4% 6% -3%

Black or African American 3% 2% -1% 2% 0%

Hispanic or Latina/o/x 12% 5% -7% 6% -5%

Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 1% 2% 1% 2% 1%

Native American or Alaska Native 2% 2% 0% 3% 0%

White 84% 90% 6% 89% 4%
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Appendix H: Regions

Region 1 (14% of respondents): landmarks in this 
area include Birchwood Center, Cornwall Park, and 
Bellingham Technical College

Region 2 (26% of respondents): landmarks in this 
area include Western Washington University, 
Maritime Heritage Park, and downtown

Region 3 (15% of respondents): landmarks in this 
area include Fairhaven, Taylor Dock, and Boulevard 
Park

Region 4 (11% of respondents): landmarks in this 
area include Whatcom Community College, Cordata 
Park, and Sunset Square

Region 5 (19% of respondents): landmarks in this 
area include Roosevelt Park, Lake Whatcom, and 
Barkley Village

Region 6 (12% of respondents): landmarks in this 
area include Civic Stadium, Lake Padden Park, and 
Kulshan Middle School

(3% of respondents stated that they do not currently live in 
Bellingham)
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