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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The city of Sutton is located in south-east Nebraska as part of the Hastings Micropolitan Statistical Area. 

This study exists to examine the housing market of Sutton and document area housing data and 

conditions. The goal of the document is to provide support for community decisions and strategies 

regarding housing improvement and development in the community. It is understood that housing is an 

integral component of economic development and community quality of life. 

Study Process 

The Sutton Housing Needs Study is developed in conjunction with a series of focus group meetings, 

engaging select stakeholders in housing and economic development to discuss housing needs and 

opportunities in Sutton.  

The first step in the study is to develop a Profile of Sutton. This profile is an understanding of Sutton, its 

residents, its and housing stock. The purpose of the Profile is to identify who the residents of Sutton are, 

the condition of their existing housing and what their future needs may be.  The profile data was then 

presented to a steering committee, focus groups and a town hall meeting of the general public as an 

educational base prior the engagement step.    

Next the community was engaged to garner public opinion on the housing needs of Sutton.  Citizen 

participation is of the utmost importance in identifying the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and 

threats (SWOT) for housing development in the community. The residents, employees, and business 

leaders of Sutton have the most intimate understanding of the issues the community faces every day.  

The third step of the planning process includes projecting future housing needs and demands. Utilizing 

socioeconomic data and trends of the existing population, a forecasted population base and housing 

demand are developed. These projections are designed to assist community leaders and private 

concerns in policy and investment decisions. 

Stakeholder input, in conjunction with pointed community data, is utilized in the final step of the 

planning process. Recommendations are development based on input gained throughout the planning 

process and targeted opportunities. A community action-plan is created with strategies for addressing 

issues that may currently prohibit housing development in the community.  

Community Profile 

Population 

Since 1910, the population of Sutton was steadily in decline losing 26.4% up until 1960 when population 

began to turnaround where the overall population grew nearly 20% through 2010. Sutton, like many 

rural communities, loses a significant portion of young individuals after completing primary education. 

Typically these individuals migrate to additional educational or professional opportunities not available 

in smaller communities. Recapturing these age groups as they settle into careers and start families is 

pivotal to community growth. Sutton has had some recent success in this aspect. The community has 
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also gained a significant share of elderly population, likely due to the housing opportunities and medical 

services available in the community.  

Housing 

The prevailing issue surrounding the existing housing stock of Sutton is its age. Over 50% of the existing 

housing stock is over 75 years old. And while many households have been well maintained over time, 

this is difficult to sustain. Some housing units have fallen into disrepair and are dilapidated beyond 

repair. Modern housing amenities are in high demand in Sutton. Many current residents are living below 

their means whether by choice, or lack of upgrade opportunities. This prevents many opportunities to 

free up housing for new residents.  

The condition of housing in Sutton is extremely diverse throughout the community as a whole. There is 

litt le-to-no isolated areas of excellent conditions or significant blight. This has a compounded effect of 

pulling down property values of new or well-maintained housing while making it difficult to prioritize 

areas for investment.  

Community Engagement 

A series of focus groups were designed to solicit input from targeted stakeholders in the housing 

market. Participants included representatives of: 

¶ Realtors 

¶ Landlords 

¶ Major Employers 

¶ Lenders 

¶ Community Leaders 

¶ Young Professionals, and 

¶ High School Youth 

The responses overwhelmingly echoed and expanded on findings of the profile findings. Limitations to 

housing growth include; availability, housing choice, condition, and a backlog of demand. Modern 

housing with family-friendly amenities are lacking in the community, and yet have the greatest amount 

of demand. New housing, priced around $130,000-$200,000 is the targeted desire of most participants. 

Stakeholders desired existing or new subdivisions with larger lots, 3 bedrooms, and a 2 car garage. While 

two modern subdivisions exist with buildable lots, the public expressed affordability issues with 

constructing a new house.  However, they believed this does provide opportunities not only for 

potential residents to Sutton, but also allow for existing residents to upgrade their current housing 

situation. 
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Peaking in the мфмлΩǎ, at 1,702, the population of Sutton was in a steady decline until 1960. At that time 

the population began to grow upward with exception national farm crisis during the period 1980-1990. 

Census figures cite the 2010 population at 1,502, a 4% increase from the previous decade. Figures for 

2014 estimate a population of 1,578, a 5% increase from the 2010 Census totals.  
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Sutton has seen an overall trend of growth since 1970 which goes against the trend of population 

decline representative of many communities in the region. Many cities in South Central Nebraska have 

seen relatively steady decline for the past forty years. This can occur as employment shifts from these 

rural areas to the greater metro areas of Hastings and Grand Island as well as Lincoln, as in the case of 

Sutton in the mid-8лΩǎ with the dip in the agricultural economy.  
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Select population characteristics allow a community to consider context towards population, housing, 

and economic characteristics. More than ever, regional influences allow for flexibility in residential and 

employment options over a wide geographic plane. For this reason, the context of SuttonΩǎ ǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ 

with respect to similar cities within the region is explored in this section. Comparable communities were 

selected based off similar populations and geographic proximity to Sutton.  

The Sutton community is at or above regional averages in terms of housing units per population and 

home-ownership rates. Relative to the comparison communities Sutton has a much lower rate of 

poverty and higher median household income as well as a slightly higher rate of homeownership. These 

factors suggest an overall higher standard of living for the residents of Sutton.   
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The age cohort chart allows the graphic depiction of the age structure of SuttonΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΦ The 

ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀƎŜǎ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ŀ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊ ŦƻǊ ŀ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƎǊƻǿ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭƭȅ 

as individual age groups progress through age ranges. A bottom-heavy cohort chart, with the majority of 

population in the youngest age groups, is a good indicator of growth. A top-heavy cohort chart can be an 

indication of an aging population and population decline. 

SuttonΩǎ ŀƎŜ Ŏƻhort chart is relatively narrow without a clear majority although there is a definite dip in 

four cohorts from young adults (i.e. 20 to 24, 25 to 29) to onset of middle age (i.e. 30 to 34 and 35 to 

39).   While this trend may be an indication of a declining population, Sutton has maintained enough of 

the child rearing population to sustain itself. An expansion of the cohort chart at the oldest age groups is 

what weights the median age of Sutton higher. The elderly population is usually attracted to medical 

facilities and housing opportunities that fit their special needs. Both of these amenities are available in 

Sutton.  

To achieve long term community growth, Sutton must prioritize recruitment and retention of young 

adults and families. These age groups support population growth as they establish careers and new 

families with children.  
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Comparing the composition of SuttonΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘǎ ǇŜŜǊǎ ŀƎŀƛƴ ƎƛǾŜǎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ 

the population. This comparison clearly shows were Sutton sufficient or lacking in population age groups 

with respect to similar communities. Noted comparisons are: 

- Higher population in between the ages of 20 to 39 

- Less share of population older than 75 

- Median age lowest relative to comparison cities 

- Share of population 0-9 years is higher (15.1%)  
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As Sutton developed historically, its housing stock followed suit. SuttonΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǇŜŀƪŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

192лΩǎ ŀƴŘ Ƙŀǎ ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜŘ ǎǘŜŀŘƛƭȅ to 1960 and has since rebounded through present day. Immediately 

noticeable is the large majority of SuttonΩǎ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎ ǎǘƻŎƪ ǿŀǎ ōǳƛƭǘ ǇǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ мфплΦ Over 50% of SuttonΩǎ 

housing stock is over 70 years old. This has a lot of implications on the housing style and condition 

community-wide.  

The nearly 70/30 split indicated in the figure below represents a relatively ideal ratio of owner units to 

renter-ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎ ǳƴƛǘǎΦ ±ƛŀōƭŜ ǊŜƴǘŀƭ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎ ǎǘƻŎƪΦ wŜƴǘƛƴƎ 

provides an opportunity for introduction into a community by new employees entering the local 

workforce. 
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Changing housing characteristics through time reflect shifts in community demographics and lifestyles. 

Nationally, household and family size has shrunk since 1990. In Sutton, both household and family size 

have increased over the same period. Increasing housing size has put even more strain on SuttonΩǎ ƻƭŘŜǊ 

housing stock. On the whole, older homes tend to be smaller with less bedrooms and bathrooms per 

house. Modern homes reflect current housing demands of more bedrooms, baths, and garage space. 

The replacement and addition of new housing stock has not kept pace with the population. 

Sutton has consistently displayed low vacancy rates, especially among owner-occupied units. While 

generally thought of as an amenity, when there is a demand for housing, a low vacancy rate can 

represent a lack of available inventory and housing choice. Both residents and employers have 

expressed desires for more housing, citing a backlog of demand for housing in Sutton. A higher vacancy 

rate would represent more housing available for immediate occupancy, and an asset for recruiting new 
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residents and employees to Sutton. Typically a certain percentage of vacant housing is due to 

dilapidation and represents uninhabitable units. This further reduces the inventory of units available for 

purchase and occupancy. 

 

 

Income is a major, if not the definitive factor, in terms of housing choice for a resident. The figure above 

documents the household income levels of Sutton residents. According the Census estimates, 44% of 

Sutton ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘǎΩ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ƭƛŜǎ ǳƴŘŜǊ Ϸпф,999. That has a drastic effect on the demand and condition of 

housing in the community. However, the data also indicates that a similar percentage of household 

income consists of, or is supplemented by, social security or retirement income. This is an indication that 

a number of households are out of the workforce, likely due to retirement.  

The number of elderly citizens in Sutton also skews the median household income data. The mean 

income for households whose income source includes social security or retirement is less than $20,000. 

The mean income for households whose income is derived from earnings is $64,501. This demographic 

more likely consists of working families with steady income.  
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The relationship between income and housing can be further explored when analyzing the monthly 

housing costs for both owners and renters. The U.S Census defines housing costs as the sum of 

mortgage/rent payments, taxes, insurance, and utilities for a household. Households with total costs 

exceeding 35% of their income level are described to have a housing burden. Of owner-occupied units, 

the median monthly costs are $1,017. An estimated 10.7% of households have a housing burden, while 

almost 77% of households spend less than 25% of their household income on housing costs. Low 

housing costs allows for the use of income on savings, home maintenance, and discretionary income 

that benefits the local economy. 

  


