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Abstract 
In October, the aggregate U.S. housing market was 
mixed. Assessing the month-over-month data yielded 
decreases for multifamily permits and under 
construction, all three completion categories, and new 
single-family sales. Year-over-year, most categories 
were positive, with the exceptions of multifamily starts 
and permits, and single-family completions. Residential 
construction spending was positive month-over-month 
and year-over-year; and expenditures in August, 
September, and October are the greatest since the 
residential surge of 2005–2006.  Housing remains a 
bright spot for the U.S. economy.

Keywords: housing permits, starts, under construction, 
completions, construction spending, new sales, existing 
sales, regional housing data, economic indicators 

March 2021 

Alderman, Delton. 2021. United States Housing Brief, October 2020. 
Research Note FPL-RN-0395. Madison, WI: U.S. Department of 
Agriculture, Forest Service, Forest Products Laboratory. 6

A limited number of free copies of this publication are available to the 
public from the Forest Products Laboratory, One Gifford Pinchot Drive, 
Madison, WI 53726-2398. This publication is also available online at 
www.fpl.fs.fed.us. Laboratory publications are sent to hundreds of 
libraries in the United States and elsewhere. 

The Forest Products Laboratory is maintained in cooperation with the 
University of Wisconsin. 

The use of trade or firm names in this publication is for reader 
information and does not imply endorsement by the United States 
Department of Agriculture (USDA) of any product or service. 

Contents 
Summary .............................................................................. 1 

Starts .................................................................................... 2 

Permits ................................................................................. 2 

Housing under Construction ................................................. 3 

Housing Completions ........................................................... 3 

New Single-Family House Sales .......................................... 4 

Private Residential Construction Spending .......................... 4 

Existing House Sales ............................................................ 5 

Literature Cited ................ ................................................... 5 

Glossary ............................................................................... 6 

In accordance with Federal civil rights law and U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) civil rights regulations and policies, the USDA, its Agencies, 
offices, and employees, and institutions participating in or administering USDA programs are prohibited from discriminating based on race, color, national 
origin, religion, sex, gender identity (including gender expression), sexual orientation, disability, age, marital status, family/parental status, income derived 
from a public assistance program, political beliefs, or reprisal or retaliation for prior civil rights activity, in any program or activity conducted or funded by 
USDA (not all bases apply to all programs). Remedies and complaint filing deadlines vary by program or incident. 

Persons with disabilities who require alternative means of communication for program information (e.g., Braille, large print, audiotape, American Sign 
Language, etc.) should contact the responsible Agency or USDA’s TARGET Center at (202) 720–2600 (voice and TTY) or contact USDA through the 
Federal Relay Service at (800) 877–8339. Additionally, program information may be made available in languages other than English. 

To file a program discrimination complaint, complete the USDA Program Discrimination Complaint Form, AD-3027, found online at 
http://www.ascr.usda/gov/complaint_filing_cust.html and at any USDA office or write a letter addressed to USDA and provide in the letter all of the 
information requested in the form. To request a copy of the complaint form, call (866) 632–9992. Submit your completed form or letter to USDA by: (1) 
mail: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Office of the Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights, 1400 Independence Avenue, SW, Washington, D.C. 20250–9410; 
(2) fax: (202) 690–7442; or (3) email: program.intake@usda.gov.

USDA is an equal opportunity provider, employer, and lender. 

http://www.fpl.fs.fed.us/
http://www.ascr.usda/gov/complaint_filing_cust.html
mailto:program.intake@usda.gov


1 
 

United States Housing Brief, October 2020  
 
Delton Alderman, Research Forest Products Technologist 
USDA Forest Service, Forest Products Laboratory, Madison, Wisconsin 
 
 
 
 
 
Summary 
 
New single-family construction is the largest value-added 
wood-products-consuming sector and is a leading 
coincident economic indicator of the U.S. economy. On a 
month-over-month basis, the U.S. housing market was 
mixed. Conversely, year-over-year subsector data were 
mostly positive in October. 
 
This housing brief includes housing starts, permits, houses 
under construction, completions, sales, and construction 
spending data available from the U.S. Department of 
Commerce and the National Association of Realtors. The 
data are compared on month-over-month (M/M) and year-
over-year (Y/Y) bases. For more detailed information and 
commentary, the monthly “Virginia Tech–U.S. Forest 
Service Housing Commentary” is available at 
http://woodproducts.sbio.vt.edu/housing-report. 
Additionally, in-depth semi-annual and annual housing 
construction research is available via Treesearch 
(https://www.fs.usda.gov/treesearch/) and inputting 
“Alderman”.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

October 2020  
Housing Scorecard 

Categorya 

Month-
over-

month 
change 

Year-
over- 
year 

change 
Housing starts 
(total) ▲ 4.9% ▲ 14.2% 

   Single-family ▲ 6.4% ▲ 29.4% 
   Multifamily  0.0% ▼ 18.2% 
Housing permits 
(total)  0.0% ▲ 2.8% 

   Single-family ▲ 0.6% ▲ 20.6% 
   Multifamily ▼ 1.6% ▼ 26.0% 
Housing under 
construction (total) ▲ 1.2% ▲ 6.0% 

   Single-family ▲ 4.3% ▲ 8.5% 
   Multifamily ▼ 1.2% ▲ 3.9% 
Housing 
completions (total) ▼ 4.5% ▲ 5.4% 

   Single-family ▼ 3.4% ▼ 4.0% 
   Multifamily ▼ 6.5% ▲ 29.9% 
New single-family 
house sales ▼ 0.3% ▲ 41.5% 

Private residential 
construction 
spending 

▲ 2.9% ▲ 14.5% 

Single-family 
construction 
spending 

▲ 5.6% ▲ 13.3% 

Existing house 
salesb  ▲ 4.3% ▲ 26.6% 
a Data from U.S. Census Bureau–Construction.  
b Data from Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis. 
(FRED). 
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Starts 
 
Total starts in October 2020 were at a seasonally adjusted 
annual rate (SAAR) of 1,530,000. This was 4.9% greater 
than September 2020 and 14.2% greater than October 
2019. Single-family (SF) starts were 1,179,000, which was 
6.4% greater than September 2020. Multifamily (MF) starts 
of two to four units were 17,000 and five units or more 
were 334,000 (Census Bureau 2020a) (Fig. 1).  
 
Regionally, the South remained the strongest market, 
where total starts were 859,000, of which 682,000 were SF 
and 177,000 were MF. The West followed with total starts 
of 374,000, of which 287,000 were SF and 87,000 were 
MF. Total Midwest starts were 219,000, of which 155,000 
were SF and 64,000 were MF. The Northeast recorded total 
starts of 78,000, of which 55,000 were SF and 23,000 were 
MF (Census Bureau 2020a). Table 1 provides housing start 
data for each start category for October 2020. 
 

Table 1—National and regional U.S. housing 
starts for October 2020 in comparison to 
September 2020 and October 2019 

 Total startsa 
Single-
family 

Multi-
family 
(2–4 

units)b 

Multi-
family 

(≥5 
units) 

Oct-20 1,530,000 1,179,000 17,000 334,000 
Sep-20 1,459,000 1,108,000 6,000 345,000 
Oct-19 1,340,000 911,000 12,000 417,000 
Month-
over-
month 
change 

4.9% 6.4% 183.3% –3.2% 

Year-
over-
year 
change 

14.2% 29.4% 41.7% –19.9% 

  Northeast Midwest South West 
Oct-20 78,000 219,000 859,000 374,000 
Sep-20 127,000 212,000 761,000 359,000 
Oct-19 116,000 178,000 691,000 355,000 
Month- 
over -
month 
change 

–38.6% 3.3% 12.9% 4.2% 

Year- 
over-
year 
change 

–32.8% 23.0% 24.3% 5.4% 

a Source: U.S. Department of Commerce–Construction (SAAR). 
b Multifamily two- to four-unit starts are not reported directly but 
are an estimation: 2 to 4 starts = (Total starts – (SF starts + MF 
≥5 starts)). 

 

Permits 
 
Total building permits issued in October 2020 were at a 
SAAR of 1,545,000. This was no change from September 
2020 and 2.8% greater than October 2019. SF permits were 
1,120,000, which was 0.6% greater than September 2019. 
MF permits of two to four units were 60,000 and five units 
or more were 365,000 (Census Bureau 2020a). Historically, 
MF permits can be extremely variable, M/M and Y/Y.  
 
Regionally, the South remained the strongest market, 
where total permits issued were 821,000, of which 645,000 
were SF and 176,000 were MF. The West followed with 
total permits of 377,000, of which 270,000 were SF and 
107,000 were MF. Midwest total permits were 213,000, of 
which 145,000 were SF and 68,000 were MF. In the 
Northeast, total permits were 134,000, of which 60,000 
were SF and 74,000 were MF (Census Bureau 2020a). 
Table 2 provides permit data for each permit category for 
October 2020. 
 

Table 2─National and regional U.S. housing 
permits for October 2020 in comparison to 
September 2020 and October 2019 

 
Total 

permitsa 
Single-
family 

Multi-
family  
(2–4 

units)b 

Multi-
family  

(≥5 
units) 

Oct-20 1,545,000 1,120,000 60,000 365,000 
Sep-20 1,545,000 1,113,000 44,000 388,000 
Oct-19 1,503,000 929,000 48,000 526,000 
Month- 
over -
month 
change 

0.0% 0.6% 36.4% –5.9% 

Year- 
over-
year 
change 

2.8% 20.6% 25.0% –30.6% 

 
  Northeast Midwest South West 
Oct-20 134,000 213,000 821,000 377,000 
Sep-20 148,000 207,000 815,000 375,000 
Oct-19 155,000 183,000 790,000 375,000 
Month- 
over-
month 
change 

–9.5% 2.9% 0.7% 0.5% 

Year- 
over -
year 
change 

–13.5% 16.4% 3.9% 0.5% 

a Source: U.S. Census Bureau–Construction (SAAR). 
b Multifamily two- to four-unit permits are not reported directly 
but are an estimation: 2 to 4 permits = (Total permits – (SF 
permits + MF ≥5 permits)). 
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Housing under Construction 
 
Total housing under construction (HUC) issued in October 
2020 was at a SAAR of 1,224,000. This was a 1.2% 
increase from September 2020 and 6.0% greater than 
October 2019. SF HUC was 564,000, which was 4.3% 
greater than September 2020. MF HUC of two to four units 
was 10,000 and five units or more was 650,000 (Census 
Bureau 2020a). 
 
Regionally, the South remained the strongest market, 
where total HUC was 551,000, of which 276,000 were SF 
and 275,000 were MF. The West followed with a total 
HUC of 335,000 units, of which 148,000 were SF and 
187,000 were MF. The Northeast total HUC was 178,000, 
of which 57,000 were SF and 121,000 were MF. Midwest 
total HUC was 160,000, of which 83,000 were SF and 
77,000 were MF (Census Bureau 2020a). Table 3 provides 
HUC data for October 2020. 
 

Table 3—National and regional U.S. housing under 
construction for October 2020 in comparison to 
September 2020 and October 2019 

 Total HUCa 
Single-
family 

Multi-
family 
(2–4 

units)b 

Multi-
family 

(≥5 
units) 

Oct-20 1,224,000 564,000 10,000 650,000 
Sep-20 1,209,000 541,000 11,000 657,000 
Oct-19 1,155,000 520,000 11,000 624,000 
Month-
over-
month 
change 

1.2% 4.3% –9.1% –1.1% 

Year-
over-
year 
change 

6.0% 8.5% –9.1% 4.2% 

  
  Northeast Midwest South West 
Oct-20 178,000 160,000 551,000 335,000 
Sep-20 178,000 158,000 541,000 332,000 
Oct-19 178,000 147,000 499,000 331,000 
Month- 
over -
month 
change 

0.0% 1.3% 1.8% 0.9% 

Year- 
over-
year 
change 

0.0% 8.8% 10.4% 1.2% 

a Source: U.S. Department of Commerce–Construction (SAAR). 
b Multifamily two- to four-unit HUC are not reported directly but 
are an estimation: 2 to 4 HUC = (Total HUC – (SF HUC + MF ≥5 
HUC)). 

 

Housing Completions 
 
Total completions in October 2020 were at a SAAR of 
1,343,000. This was 4.5% fewer than September 2020 and 
5.4% greater than October 2019. SF completions were 
883,000, which is 3.4% less than September 2020. MF 
completions of two to four units were 16,000 and five units 
or more were 444,000 (Census Bureau 2020a). 
 
The South remained the strongest market, where total 
completions were 704,000, of which 482,000 were SF and 
222,000 were MF. The West followed with total 
completions of 346,000 units, of which 224,000 were SF 
and 122,000 were MF. Midwest total completions were 
196,000, of which 115,000 were SF and 81,000 were MF. 
Total Northeast completions were 97,000, of which 62,000 
were SF and 35,000 were MF (Census Bureau 2020a). 
Table 4 provides housing completion data for October 
2020. 
 

Table 4—National and regional U.S. housing 
completions for October 2020 in comparison to 
September 2020 and October 2019 

 
Total 

completionsa 
Single-
family 

Multi-
family 
(2–4 

units)b 

Multi-
family 

(≥5 
units) 

Oct-20 1,343,000 883,000 16,000 444,000 
Sep-20 1,406,000 914,000 13,000 479,000 
Oct-19 1,274,000 920,000 6,000 348,000 
Month-
over-
month 
change 

–4.5% –3.4% 23.1% –7.3% 

Year-
over-
year 
change 

5.4% –4.0% 166.7% 27.6% 

  
  Northeast Midwest South West 
Oct-20 97,000 196,000 704,000 346,000 
Sep-20 95,000 201,000 744,000 366,000 
Oct-19 119,000 159,000 635,000 361,000 
Month- 
over -
month 
change 

2.1% –2.5% –5.4% –5.5% 

Year- 
over-
year 
change 

–18.5% 23.3% 10.9% –4.2% 

a Source: U.S. Department of Commerce–Construction (SAAR). 
b Multifamily two- to four-unit completions are not reported directly 
but are an estimation: 2 to 4 completions = (Total completions – (SF 
completions + MF ≥5 completions)). 
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New Single-Family House Sales 
 
Total new house sales in October 2020 were estimated at a 
SAAR of 999,000 units. This was a decrease of 0.3% from 
September 2020 and 41.5% greater than October 2019. 
Regionally, the South remained the strongest market with 
total new SF house sales of 580,000, followed by the West 
with 269,000. The Midwest recorded 109,000 sales, and the 
Northeast had 41,000.  
 
The median sales price of new houses sold in October 2020 
was $330,600, and the mean sales price was $386,200 
(Census Bureau 2020b). Table 5 provides new SF sales 
data for October 2020. 
 

Table 5—National and regional new U.S. housing 
sales for October 2020 in comparison to September 
2020 and October 2019 

 
New SF 
salesa 

Median 
price 

Mean 
price 

Month’s 
supply 

Oct-20 999,000 $330,600 $386,200 3.3 
Sep-20 1,002,000 $331,600 $403,900 3.3 
Oct-19 706,000 $322,400 $380,300 5.5 
Month-
over-
month 
change 

–0.3% –0.3% –4.4% 0.0% 

Year-
over-
year 
change 

41.5% 2.5% 1.6% –40.0% 

  
  Northeast Midwest South West 
Oct-20 41,000 109,000 580,000 269,000 
Sep-20 39,000 98,000 592,000 273,000 
Oct-19 22,000 72,000 414,000 198,000 
Month- 
over -
month 
change 

5.1% 11.2% –2.0% –1.5% 

Year- 
over-
year 
change 

86.4% 51.4% 40.1% 35.9% 

a Source: U.S. Department of Commerce–Construction (SAAR). 

 

Private Residential Construction 
Spending 
 
New SF starts and sales are vital to the wood products 
industry because new units consume more value-added 
products than any other wood-consuming sector. Aggregate 
new housing construction spending has generally lagged 
the overall economy since 2010. New construction and 
spending are two of the factors often mentioned for the 
subdued economic recovery, and October’s expenditure 
data bear this out. Total private residential construction 
spending for October 2020 was $637,138 million, a 2.9% 
increase from September 2020 and a 14.5% improvement 
from October 2019. SF construction spending was 
$324,023 million, and MF construction spending was 
$90,162 million. Improvement, or remodeling, spending 
was $222,953 million (Census Bureau 2020c). Table 6 
provides data for each construction spending category for 
October 2020. 

 
Table 6—National U.S. housing construction 
spending for October 2020 in comparison to 
September 2020 and October 2019 

  

Total private 
residential 

construction 
spendinga, b 

Single-
family 

Multi-
family 

Improve-
mentc 

Oct-20 $637,138 $324,023 $90,162 $222,953 
Sep-20 $619,090 $306,935 $89,110 $223,045 
Oct-19 $556,693 $286,035 $76,126 $194,532 
Month-
over-
month 
change 

2.9% 5.6% 1.2% 0.0% 

Year-
over-
year 
change 

14.5% 13.3% 18.4% 14.6% 

a Reported in nominal U.S. dollars, millions of dollars, and SAAR. 
b Source: U.S. Census Bureau–Construction. 
c The U.S. DOC Census Bureau does not report improvement 
spending directly. This is a monthly estimation: Improvement 
spending = (Total private spending – (SF spending + MF 
spending)). 
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Existing House Sales  
 
Existing house sales in October 2020 were at a SAAR of 
6,850,000 units. This is a 4.3% increase from September 
2020 and a 26.6% improvement from October 2019. 
Regionally, the South remained the strongest market, with 
total existing house sales of 2,910,000 units, followed by 
the Midwest at 1,640,000 units. The West had total existing 
sales of 1,400,000 units, and the Northeast had 900,000 
units (FRED 2020). Table 7 provides existing house sales 
data for October 2020. 
 

Table 7—National and regional U.S. existing housing 
sales for October 2020 in comparison to September 
2020 and October 2019 

 
Existing 

salesa 
Median 

price 
Mean 
price 

Month’s 
supply 

Oct-20 6,850,000 $313,000 $345,100 2.5 
Sep-20 6,570,000 $311,400 $343,100 2.7 
Oct-19 5,410,000 $271,100 $307,300 3.9 
Month-
over-
month 
change 

4.3% 0.5% 0.6% –7.4% 

Year-
over-
year 
change 

26.6% 15.5% 12.3% –35.9% 

  
  Northeast Midwest South West 
Oct-20  900,000   1,640,000   2,910,000   1,400,000  
Sep-20  860,000   1,510,000   2,820,000   1,380,000  
Oct-19  690,000   1,280,000   2,300,000   1,140,000  
Month- 
over -
month 
change 

4.7% 8.6% 3.2% 1.4% 

Year- 
over-
year 
change 

30.4% 28.1% 26.5% 22.8% 

a Source: Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis (FRED). 
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Glossary 
 
Housing completions—A house is defined as completed 
when all finished flooring has been installed (or carpeting 
if used in place of finished flooring). If the building is 
occupied before all construction is finished, it is classified 
as completed at the time of occupancy. In privately owned 
buildings with two or more housing units, all the units in 
the buildings are counted as completed when 50% or more 
of the units are occupied or available for occupancy. 
Housing completions are estimated for all areas of the 
United States, regardless of whether permits are required. 
 
Housing permits—The approval given by a local 
jurisdiction to proceed on a construction project. Not all 
areas of the country require a permit for construction. 
 
Housing starts—Start of construction occurs when 
excavation begins for the footings or foundation of a 
building. All housing units in a multifamily building are 
defined as being started when this excavation begins. 
Beginning with data for October 1992, estimates of 
housing starts include units in structures being totally 
rebuilt on an existing foundation. 
 
Housing under construction—Estimates of housing units 
started, but not yet completed, are estimated for all areas of 
the United States, whether or not permits are required.

 
Regions—Northeast: Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, 
New Hampshire, New Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania, 
Rhode Island, and Vermont. Midwest: Illinois, Indiana, 
Iowa, Kansas, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska, 
North Dakota, Ohio, South Dakota, and Wisconsin. South: 
Alabama, Arkansas, Delaware, District of Columbia, 
Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland, 
Mississippi, North Carolina, Oklahoma, South Carolina, 
Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, and West Virginia. West: 
Alaska, Arizona, California, Colorado, Hawaii, Idaho, 
Montana, Nevada, New Mexico, Oregon, Utah, 
Washington, and Wyoming. 
 
Seasonally adjusted annual rate—Seasonal adjustment is 
the process of estimating and removing seasonal effects 
from a time series to better reveal certain non-seasonal 
features such as underlying trends and business cycles. 
Seasonal adjustment procedures estimate effects that occur 
in the same calendar month with similar magnitude and 
direction from year to year. In series whose seasonal effects 
come primarily from weather, the seasonal factors are 
estimates of average weather effects for each month. 
 
Single-family housing—Dwellings that include fully 
detached, semi-detached (semi-attached, side-by-side), row 
houses, and townhouses. 
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Figure 1. U.S. housing units and starts: 1840 to October 2020. Sources: Carliner (2010), Gottlieb (1964), National Bureau 
of Economic Research (NBER) (2020), and Census Bureau (2020a). 
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