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that discrimination in the housing market is not only illegal but morally wrong.2 Of 

those on the Right who do agree that segregation itself is a problem, many are uncon-

vinced that it warrants government intervention — let alone that such intervention could 

succeed. Yet Richard Rothstein’s encyclopedic new book, The Color of Law: A Forgotten 

History of How Our Government Segregated America, shows how early and how 

effectively the government built segregation into the fabric of urban and suburban devel-

opment, virtually ensuring America’s gaping and growing racial wealth gap.3 Libertarian 

and other conservative commentators are suggesting that Rothstein’s analysis is one 

more reminder that government cannot be trusted with even the most well-intended 

“social engineering” to undo wrongs. The Right generally recommends that change agents 

focus on two things. The first is empowering individuals to make different choices. 

This, however, is a challenging prescription when so many in the housing market have 

such limited choices available to them. Second, the Right advocates freeing individuals 

from excessive government regulation. Yet it seems naïve to argue that merely lifting 

regulations will allow the free market to somehow correct housing segregation when 

that market has itself been shaped, as Rothstein and others have shown exhaustively, by 

decades of regulations that have exacerbated segregation; when it comes to regulatory 

reform, in other words, the devil is in the details. 

These are some of the reasons that we, as a country, “rediscover” segregation and its 

enormous human costs every decade or so, only to conclude that it is too intractable 

or questionable to tackle with serious resolve. This rediscovering happened after the 

civil unrest in Los Angeles in 1992, again after Hurricane Katrina put geographically 

concentrated black poverty and public outrage squarely on TV screens nationwide in 

2005, and again as political and media attention to extreme inequality has grown in 

recent years.

Among scholars and opinion leaders, the influential work of economist Raj Chetty 

and colleagues at the Equality of Opportunity Project points to segregation as a key 

barrier to economic mobility in America — with effects that vary sharply between 

more and less segregated regions of the country.4 This latest-generation work, which 

has garnered bipartisan interest in multiple regions of the country, supports earlier 

conclusions, by sociologists Douglas S. Massey and Nancy A. Denton in American 

Apartheid: Segregation and the Making of the Underclass and by others, that housing 

segregation by race and income is, in fact, one of the lynchpins of American inequal-

ity.5 Along with mass incarceration, extreme and persistent segregation in housing and 

communities is one of the structural patterns that differentiates America from other 

wealthy nations (though Europe faces serious and growing segregation of immigrant 

ethnic minorities).

Fostering Inclusion: Whose 

Problem? Which Problem?

XAVIER DE SOUZA BRIGGS

Ford Foundation

Asking “what would it take” — about transforming housing segregation 

or any other challenge — assumes some level of agreement that a 

given social condition is, in fact, a problem that needs to be solved.1 

But in America, we have never been able to take that for granted, not 

about most of our big challenges, not even about the things that seem 

profoundly inconsistent with core American values of fairness and equal opportunity. 

The persistence of stark race and class segregation in housing is one of those great 

inconsistencies and one of the nation’s most stubborn problems. It is also one of the 

central mechanisms reproducing inequality, over years and even generations. But 

attention to growing inequality in America has not — yet — mobilized significant new 

attention or commitment to addressing segregation. Why is that?

As a country, we have shown a very particular indecision and impasse when it comes 

to treating housing segregation as a problem and acting on it in a meaningful way. Put 

plainly, changing segregation is a cause with few champions.

The political Left remains ambivalent about it: it wonders, first, whether it is urgent 

to address segregation per se as part of tackling crime, school failure, job and health 

disparities, and other problems that segregation contributes to; second, whether 

such effort comes at an unacceptable cost to other efforts that make demands on 

precious and scarce public attention, political capital, and funding; third, whether 

segregation can be tackled in ways that do not stigmatize those most affected (poor 

people of color in particular); and, finally, even whether hoped-for reforms can shift big, 

entrenched patterns affecting millions of people. As such, on the Left, the seemingly 

natural allies for an agenda to tackle inequality by addressing segregation have mixed 

feelings about both the problem and at least some of the solutions: Are the solutions 

legitimate — consistent with our values, laws, and political traditions — and if so, could 

they actually work?

The political Right, on the other hand, has been generally hostile to the idea that 

segregation is a problem, even if most Americans, on both Left and Right, agree 
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are directly implicated in that persistent, costly, and unjust exposure. Should the 

country view reducing segregation as part of a vital environmental health agenda? Or 

should we focus entirely on reducing disparities in exposure without changing the 

housing choices available to everyone?

Advancing that debate, and similar debates about education and crime risks, seemed 

especially important in light of evidence that economic inequality was increasing 

sharply in America, whether measured in terms of wealth, income, or other dimensions. 

We wondered about more environmentally sustainable but increasingly unaffordable 

communities pulling away from distressed, built-up and — in some cases — highly 

polluted places.

Other starting points arose from even more tectonic, large-scale demographic changes. 

A national Initiative on Race, launched by President Clinton in 1997, produced the 

landmark National Research Council volume, America Becoming: Racial Trends and 

Their Consequences, with empirical analysis and discussion of these tectonic changes 

and of the history of the “color line” in America’s culture, politics, and economy.8 The 

headlines are as important now as they were two decades ago. For example, much of 

the wealthy world has modest to zero population growth, largely because of falling 

birth rates, but America is different. We are a large and still-growing nation, thanks 

mainly to immigration, which is, in turn, driving greater racial and ethnic diversity. In 

the 1990s, for example, the populations of most American cities would have shrunk 

if not for immigration.9 Urban vitality is bound up with growing diversity, so under-

standing that diversity and “getting it right” is crucial for all of us.

What is more, we saw that as of the 2000 census, an estimated one-third of the 

built environment needed to accommodate population growth in America over the 

subsequent generation did not yet exist and would therefore need to be built in the 

years to come. This finding underscored the huge stakes associated with how we grow, 

particularly the prospects for more inclusionary, less segregated and unequal growth. 

It also underlined the fact that our debates about persistent segregation cannot be 

limited to public housing in inner cities or to other long-established fixtures of our 

current spatial footprint. We always need to be asking about what’s next, too — about 

the course of new development, both infill and at the edges of urban regions. And of 

course, we need to pay attention to how these development trends influence each 

other and influence our politics and sense of what’s possible.

To sum up, in 2001, for the intersecting reasons outlined above, we asked: Can an 

increasingly diverse nation hope to deal with growing economic inequality if the 

dominant growth model “on the ground” is one of persistent segregation by race and 

income? Do the parts of that equation add up?

Segregated housing patterns are durable and enduring in part because they are 

sustained by forces that many view as legitimate and even unavoidable, if unfortunate. 

These patterns have been called out explicitly at least since lawyer and planning 

professor Charles Abrams’s 1955 book, Forbidden Neighbors: A Study of Prejudice in 

Housing, and by national policymakers since the landmark Kerner Commission report 

on the riots that tore apart American cities fifty years ago.6 For now, there are no signs 

that we as a people are serious about changing segregation.

In this brief foreword, I’d like to offer a specific reading of the editors’ very thoughtful 

essay, “Fostering Inclusion in American Neighborhoods,” which introduces this volume, 

and the larger project of which it is a part. I work at a philanthropic foundation long 

committed to expanding knowledge about, and promoting solutions to, inequality, 

including solutions that center on housing and specifically housing segregation. I 

have also pursued these aims over several stints in federal government service and 

tackled them as a community planner at the local level. Finally, some seventeen years 

ago, when I was a researcher and educator, I organized a symposium and collection 

of papers — led by the Harvard Civil Rights Project and cosponsored by the Joint 

Center for Housing Studies and the Brookings Institution’s Metropolitan Policy 

Program — focused on segregation, its causes and consequences, and “what it would 

take” to effect real change at scale. That symposium produced an edited volume, The 

Geography of Opportunity: Race and Housing Choice in Metropolitan America.7 

With this background, I want to briefly look back — asking what has or has not 

changed in our understanding of the problems and potential solutions over the past 

two decades — and also look forward.

STARTING POINTS
The 2001 symposium had several points of departure, and revisiting them now offers 

some perspective on how our national mood, key attention-getting trends, political 

leadership, housing markets and perceived housing problems, and more have evolved 

since then. One starting point was the sharply increased attention, in the late 1990s, 

to America’s dominant pattern of urban sprawl and the idea of pursuing more sustain-

able or “smart growth” alternatives. The interest in this issue sparked healthy debate, 

though mainly among scholars, planners and allied professionals, about the tradeoffs 

between environmental aims and values of equity, including housing affordability. On 

the issue of sprawl, just like segregation, there was and still is a big gap between the 

scholarly focus on defining the problem and its consequences — with great care and 

exhaustive data — and the wider public conversation, in which the issue may or may 

not be considered a significant problem that needs to be solved. On a related point, 

in the 1990s, the environmental justice movement began to draw attention to spatial 

inequality, focusing on the highly disproportionate exposure of poor communities of 

color to toxins and other environmental risks. Segregated and limited housing choices 
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showing the region to be one of the proverbial canaries in the coal mine. What Detroit 

and other cities are seeing and debating now, New York, Boston and other “comeback 

cities” experienced a couple of decades earlier. And again, the pressures driving both 

prosperity and inequality are structural, not artifacts of one business cycle. In fact, 

these trends were barely interrupted by the Great Recession.

On a final comparative note, having thus far emphasized those durable, long-run 

structural trends, I want to highlight more recent developments as well. In addition 

to the growth of inequality, the introductory essay and the other chapters in this 

volume reflect the enormous impacts of the foreclosure crisis, which we had only 

dimly foreshadowed in the 2005 book’s chapter on “The Dual Mortgage Market: The 

Persistence of Discrimination in Mortgage Lending,” by William C. Apgar and Allegra 

Calder.12 Beyond a huge loss of housing wealth and greater regulation in the mortgage 

market, there is another important legacy of the crisis, and it is a healthy one. We are 

much more conscious now than in the real estate boom of the early 2000s of how 

profoundly the workings of the real estate industry, and its rapid evolution thanks to 

information technology, can hurt us. In that vein, one of the most ground-breaking 

sections in this book focuses on the present and future of housing searches in an era 

of online platform apps, algorithms, and technology-mediated screening of many kinds. 

These essays — and the symposium session where they were first presented — put 

housing scholars in direct exchange with senior analysts and strategists from the 

online real estate search companies that now dominate the housing marketplace. 

Moreover, with microtargeted advertising, Facebook and other major social media 

companies, not Zillow or others in real estate, play an increasingly important but 

still poorly understood role in shaping the marketplace and how the demographic 

make-up of communities evolves over time. Housing searches were different and our 

understanding of them much more limited fifteen years ago, prior to the foreclosure 

crisis and the rapid rise of social media and mobile apps in many industries.

THE SOLUTION SET AND THE MISSING STORY
If the unequal housing marketplace has evolved — dramatically in some ways — over 

the past fifteen-plus years, our sense of the best available levers for changing segrega-

tion has not. Nor has our story about why acting on segregation is both legitimate 

and urgent, big and structural but also doable and achievable. To be fair, by some 

measures, our prescriptions today are not all that different from those championed 

by the open housing movement — the inheritors of the civil rights movement and 

the Kerner Commission’s warnings — in the early 1970s. This suggests at least three 

lessons over the long run.

The first is that we, as a country, lack will more than we lack imagination — let alone 

sophisticated analysis. I introduced this essay with some of the reasons that we, as a 

By comparison, the introductory chapter for this volume centers more squarely on 

the growth of inequality per se and the much greater political and cultural salience 

of the issue now versus 15 to 20 years ago. That salience is encouraging. And so is the 

recognition that we have generally used the racial and economic make-up of neighbor-

hoods and localities as a proxy, sometimes a weak one, for access to opportunity. Years 

on from the extensively researched Moving to Opportunity (MTO) experiment, which 

showed neighborhood poverty rates to be a limited proxy for access to opportunity, 

and based on significant work over the last two decades to map “opportunity” much 

more meaningfully for many types of families, the editors of this volume rightly 

emphasize, in their introduction, that the real goal should not be a particular race or 

class make-up in every community but “universal access to high-opportunity neigh-

borhoods.” Our concern about segregation — in simple terms, our wish for a more 

balanced make-up than that of the status quo — follows logically from that need to 

expand access. 

In terms of local trends, as the chapters in this volume reflect, researchers, the media and 

the public are even more aware now than after the economic boom of the late 1990s 

that “cities are back.” Major cities that still showed substantial decline a decade or more 

ago — New Orleans and large sections of Detroit, for example — have since then seen 

their population trends reverse and have attracted enormous investment, especially 

over the course of recovery from the Great Recession. Housing prices are up along with 

the job economy in those and other revitalizing cities. So, a debate about the drivers of 

segregation and responses to it today appropriately gives greater weight than did earlier 

discussions to the power of urban redevelopment to either exacerbate or alleviate segre-

gation — and hence to the need for “development without displacement,” as advocates 

in revitalizing cities frame the need. Increasingly, major media coverage and not just 

scholarly work recognizes that these pressures are structural, large in scale, and stub-

bornly reinforced by local land-use and tax policy and other institutional forces — not by 

a single business cycle or isolated local market boom.10

The sense of displacement, of being pushed out, is much sharper now than in 2001. 

But in point of fact, the pattern is nothing new, and some observers forecasted this 

predicament long ago, linking it to the forces driving a new urban vitality after decades 

of decline. For example, in Dual City: Restructuring New York, John H. Mollenkopf and 

Manuel Castells showed that New York’s comeback from the low point of the bank-

ruptcy crisis of the 1970s had made the city a global magnet for investment capital 

and high-income occupations, sharply inflating land values and housing prices.11 Over 

the 1980s, they reported, poverty had been pushed outward, “like a ring donut,” from 

neighborhoods in the city’s core to its outer boroughs as well as its more racially 

diverse, fiscally vulnerable inner suburbs. The subsequent decades have sustained 

and accelerated those trends, with New York City and surrounding cities and suburbs 
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wealthy people to live apart from everyone else. At the risk of belaboring the point, 

though fighting illegal housing discrimination is important, as the contributors to this 

volume show, it is at least as important to directly expand housing options, especially 

for lower-income people of color, and to understand how people choose among 

the options available to them. The body of research in this volume represents a very 

healthy step in that direction.

THE FOUR SEGREGATION DEBATES — AND WHAT COMES NEXT
Finally, and most broadly, this important volume encompasses an extraordinarily rich 

and in-depth update of what I think of as the four enduring debates about segregation: 

the “what” (the descriptive patterns or shape of the problem), the “why” (causes), 

the “so what” (consequences), and the “now what” (solutions). And thanks to big data, 

mobile broadband, a more visible inequality debate, and other developments, the 

volume offers a very contemporary and vital rethink of what’s possible, at least in 

concept, when it comes to change. In the language of our 2005 redux, the “now-what” 

solutions boil down to “curing” segregation (changing stubborn housing patterns) 

or “mitigating” it (making the patterns less socially costly, by shifting the relationship 

between where people live and the risks and resources they encounter).16 Curing 

centers on household relocation and inclusionary housing development strate-

gies. Mitigating centers on community reinvestment, connectivity, and expanding 

disadvantaged people’s access to what economist Frank Levy calls “equalizing institu-

tions” — sometimes life-changing ones — beyond one’s segregated neighborhood.17 

Both kinds of solution, cure and mitigate, are legitimate and consistent with our values, 

laws, and best political traditions of working together to create a more level playing 

field in America — and both are also vital for practical reasons. No one approach will 

move the needle enough.

This new body of research and those solutions deserve an equally serious and 

committed story — a resonant narrative — joined to an advocacy and constituency-

building effort that’s relevant in a changing, polarized, deeply unsettled American 

body politic. Without that narrative and that effort, we seem consigned, in practice, to 

continue rediscovering segregation and also to continue lamenting that it is just too 

hard — or worse yet, un-American — to undo.
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While residential segregation and concentrated disadvantage are 

not new challenges in the United States, the evolving demography, 

income distribution, and geography of American communities are 

changing the nature of these problems and the solutions needed 

to foster more inclusive communities. The bursting of the housing 

bubble and the Great Recession greatly exacerbated distress among poor communi-

ties — in particular, poor communities of color — leading to an enormous increase 

in the concentration of poverty in recent years. In cities throughout the country, job 

growth in central cities, improved neighborhood amenities, and increased demand 

for urban living have simultaneously fostered rapid increases in housing costs in 

longstanding low-income and minority communities in urban cores. While gentrifica-

tion has been one of the most visible signs of these changes, the suburbanization of 

lower-income households and the growing self-segregation of high-income households 

into wealthy enclaves are equally consequential.

At the same time, the racial and economic geographies of many communities remain 

deeply shaped by the legacies of historical segregation and exclusion. A long history 

of discrimination by both government and private institutions and individuals has 

produced stark patterns of racial segregation in US cities. In the decades since the 

Fair Housing Act of 1968, the extent and nature of discrimination have changed, but 

its imprint remains visible in many cities; it continues to influence choices about 

where people of different races, ethnicities, and income live. In recent years, evidence 

suggests that these patterns have been sustained by white households’ acceptance of 

only modest levels of racial integration in their neighborhoods, regulatory constraints 

on affordable housing development, and lingering discrimination in housing markets. 

A longstanding body of research documents the severe costs of this separation for all 

members of society, as well as the disproportionate burdens imposed on residents 

of neighborhoods with concentrated disadvantage. Residents of such neighbor-

hoods — who are most often members of minority racial and ethnic groups — face 

risks to their health, safety, and economic mobility. At a national scale, these individual 

costs constrain the economy from reaching its full potential while also increasing 

levels of prejudice and mistrust within the populace and impairing the functioning of 

our democracy. 

While these challenges are complex, a robust set of tools exists for taking positive 

steps, creating opportunities for progress if only the political will can be found to 

do so. The Harvard Joint Center for Housing Studies — with support from the Ford 

Foundation, NeighborWorks America, the JPMorgan Chase Foundation, the Melville 

Trust, and the Kresge Foundation — therefore convened a symposium that takes stock 

of the current patterns of residential segregation and integration in the United States 

and examines the concrete steps that can be taken to foster a more inclusive future. 

The symposium is organized around a series of discussion papers in which leading 

academics, practitioners, and policymakers engage with the following question: what 

it would it take to achieve meaningful progress in reducing and/or mitigating the 

consequences of residential segregation? At the symposium conference, discussion 

papers were enriched by the responses of participants from academia, philanthropy, 

industry, journalism, government, and nonprofits. The result, we hope, is a series of 

proposals that offer a way forward, describing concrete steps that can be taken over 

the next five to ten years to achieve meaningful change. 

In this framing paper, we offer a brief summary of existing evidence and introduce the 

rationale and structure for the symposium. The initial sections present an overview of 

the extent of current residential segregation by race/ethnicity and income, the causes 

of residential segregation in the United States, and the consequences for individuals 

and society.  The paper then draws upon this evidence to examine the rationale for 

government action and the painful public costs of continuing the status quo. Lastly, the 

final section identifies key levers for action going forward, and introduces the organiza-

tion of the symposium and the book chapters that will follow. 

CURRENT PATTERNS OF RESIDENTIAL SEGREGATION AND INTEGRATION
The symposium is concerned with two dimensions of integration, racial/ethnic and 

socioeconomic. Given that racial and ethnic minorities are disproportionately repre-

sented among those with lower income, wealth, and education, these two dimensions 

are highly intertwined. Yet the factors contributing to each pattern segregation are also 

in part distinct, and therefore so are the potential responses to them. In this section, 

we examine trends in segregation first by race and ethnicity and then by income, and 

finally assess segregation along both dimensions together. 
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Exhibit 2 presents an alternative measure of residential segregation that describes the 

average neighborhood composition of individuals of each race and ethnicity using 

the most recent Census data available, the 2011–2015 American Community Survey 

5-year estimates. This measure, frequently called the “exposure” index, provides insight 

into the extent to which individuals of each race and ethnicity live in neighborhoods 

where individuals of different races and ethnicities account for a large or small share of 

neighborhood residents. This measure is also referred to as the “isolation” index when 

describing the share of neighborhood residents of the same racial or ethnic group. 

The results offer a snapshot of current differences in the neighborhoods occupied by 

white and minority households. The average white individual currently lives in a neigh-

borhood that is 76 percent white, 10 percent Hispanic, 7 percent black, 4 percent 

Asian, and 3 percent multiracial or some other race or ethnicity. By contrast, the 

average black individual lives in a neighborhood that is 44 percent black, 35 percent 

white, 14 percent Hispanic, 4 percent Asian, and 3 percent other/multiracial. Similarly, 

the average Hispanic individual lives in a neighborhood that is 45 percent Hispanic, 

36 percent white, 10 percent black, 6 percent Asian, and 3 percent other/multiracial. 

Only Asian and other/multiracial individuals have average neighborhood compositions 

where individuals of the same race/ethnicity are not a plurality. For each of these two 

groups, whites account for the largest share of neighborhood residents. 

These patterns vary systematically across cities of different sizes, with whites 

accounting for larger population shares in smaller metros and non-metropolitan areas. 

For example, in the 10 largest metropolitan areas, the average black individual lives 

in a neighborhood that is 49 percent black and 23 percent white, compared to 40 

percent black and 52 percent white in non-metropolitan areas. Similarly, the average 

Residential Segregation by Race and Ethnicity 
For much of US history, discussions of racial segregation have focused on blacks and 

whites. But with a sharp rise in immigration beginning in the 1970s, rapid growth in 

the Hispanic and Asian populations has broadened discussions beyond the historical 

black-white dichotomy. Between 1970 and 2015, the non-Hispanic white share of 

US households decreased from 83 to 62 percent, and the black share of households 

increased slightly from 11 to 12 percent. Meanwhile, the Hispanic share of households 

increased from 4 to 17 percent, and the Asian share of households increased from 1 to 

5 percent.1 

Measuring changes in the extent of residential segregation over time requires choosing 

among several existing measures.2 One common measure of residential segregation 

is the “dissimilarity” index, which measures the extent of segregation between two 

groups — defined as the percent of households in each group that would have to move 

in order to achieve an even distribution across neighborhoods. Exhibit 1 displays the 

dissimilarity index values for black-white, Hispanic-white, and Asian-white segregation 

for each Decennial Census from 1940 to 2010. 

Tracking the dissimilarity index over time suggests that the residential segregation of 

black households has declined from Civil-Rights-era highs, but remains considerable. 

Glaeser and Vigdor calculate the dissimilarity index for black versus non-black segrega-

tion for every Decennial Census of the twentieth century, showing that residential 

segregation of black households increased steadily during the first half of the century 

to a peak in 1970.3 In the years since, the residential segregation of black households 

has declined slowly and consistently, but remained in 2010 at levels above those 

observed at the start of the twentieth century. The trendlines in Exhibit 1 also indicate 

that black-white segregation remains well above the levels of observed Hispanic-white 

and Asian-white segregation. In 2010, the value of the dissimilarity index implies 

that 59 percent of black households or of white households would have to move to 

achieve an even distribution of the two groups across neighborhoods, compared to 49 

percent for Hispanic-white segregation and 41 percent for Asian-white segregation.4

The trendlines in Exhibit 1 for Hispanic-white and Asian-white segregation do not 

show declines in recent decades. Instead, these measures suggest that Hispanic-white 

and Asian-white segregation remained relatively constant between 1980 and 2010, 

even as the population of these groups increased. For both groups, the lack of change 

in the dissimilarity index belies two offsetting trends: increasing segregation of 

Hispanic and Asian households in metro areas with large populations, and population 

flows of Hispanic and Asian households to less segregated areas of the United States.5

Exhibit 1: Changes in Residential Segregation by Race/Ethnicity, 1940–2010 
(Dissimilarity Index).

Note: The national average values of the dissimilarity index are the weighted average of all metropolitan areas with 

weights defined to reflect the number of minority group members in the metro.

Source: Logan and Stults (2011). 
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that merits separate attention. In particular, the trends in residential segregation and 

desegregation reflect residential outcomes in communities throughout the United 

States regardless of their overall level of diversity. To supplement these measures, a 

growing literature describes the incidence and characteristics of neighborhoods with 

substantial levels of racial and ethnic integration. While such neighborhoods remain a 

minority of all US neighborhoods, their presence, stability, location, and racial composi-

tion are each relevant to understanding the prospects for future declines in the extent 

of residential segregation. 

Ellen, Horn, and O’Regan provide the most recent analysis of trends in integration at 

the national level, describing trends from 1990 to 2010 for four types of integrated 

neighborhoods — white-black, white-Hispanic, white-Asian/other, and white-mixed 

minority — which they define as census tracts in which at least 20 percent of neigh-

borhood residents are white and at least 20 percent are in the identified minority 

group.7 Conversely, racially segregated neighborhoods by this definition are those 

where no group other than the dominant one accounts for more than 20 percent of 

the population. The results show substantial and consistent growth in the presence of 

integrated neighborhoods from 20 percent of all metropolitan census tracts in 1990 

to 30 percent in 2010. White-Hispanic neighborhoods account for nearly half of the 

overall increase in the presence of integrated neighborhoods, with each of the other 

types of integrated neighborhoods also showing growth from 1990 to 2010. 

A small portion of this growth is consistent with patterns of gentrification. Specifically, 

5.5 percent of non-integrated black-majority neighborhoods in 2000 became inte-

grated neighborhoods by 2010, and these transitions were associated with central 

city location, lower homeownership rates, fewer families with children, and increases 

in median income and the share of residents with college degrees. However, the 

vast majority (93 percent) of neighborhoods that transitioned from nonintegrated to 

integrated between 2000 and 2010 were initially predominantly white neighborhoods, 

and these neighborhoods do not show similar signs of gentrification. Equally impor-

tant, the likelihood of integrated neighborhoods remaining integrated 10 years later 

increased from the 1990s to the 2000s, offering some hope that these neighborhoods 

will become stably integrated and are not simply transitory phases between noninte-

grated categories.8

The primary caveat to these findings is that no consensus definition exists regarding 

what constitutes an integrated neighborhood. Ellen, Horn, and O’Regan acknowledge 

that their choice of 20 percent as the cutoff is somewhat arbitrary, noting that their 

key findings are robust to alternative thresholds and definitions. Alternatively, Lee, 

Iceland, and Farrell advocate using a measure in which a neighborhood is considered 

integrated only if no group accounts for 50 percent or more of the neighborhood 

Hispanic individual in the 10 largest cities lives in a neighborhood that is 51 percent 

Hispanic and 27 percent white, compared to 28 percent Hispanic and 61 percent 

white in non-metropolitan areas. Appendix Table 1 provides the full set of exposure 

indices for each group, which show that patterns of residential segregation by race/

ethnicity are evident in all areas but that the extent of segregation is most severe in 

large cities. 

Nonetheless, the extent of residential segregation by race and ethnicity also varies 

substantially between large metropolitan areas, with higher levels of black-white 

segregation in older Northeastern cities and lower levels in Western cities that have 

experienced recent growth. For example, among the 50 largest metropolitan areas in 

the United States, the Detroit, Milwaukee, and Chicago metropolitan areas rank among 

the top five metros with the highest levels of black-white segregation according to 

both the dissimilarity index and the isolation index. In contrast, Las Vegas, Riverside, 

and Phoenix rank among the five metros with the lowest levels of black-white segrega-

tion with respect to each index. This pattern is also apparent for Hispanic-white 

and Asian-white segregation measures, although the patterns of segregation among 

Hispanics and Asians are also greater in metros with larger populations of each group.6 

Residential Integration by Race and Ethnicity
While the presence of racially integrated neighborhoods is related to the trends in 

residential segregation described in the previous section, it is a distinct phenomenon 

Exhibit 2: Average Neighborhood Composition by Race and Ethnicity across All US 
Census Tracts.

Notes: Neighborhoods are defined as census tracts. Metropolitan areas are defined by CBSA boundaries. White, black, 

Asian, and other/multiracial individuals are non-Hispanic. 

Source: JCHS tabulations of American Community Survey 5-year estimates 2011–2015.

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

All Individuals White Black Hispanic Asian Other

White Black Hispanic Asian Other



28 29Part 1: Defining Objectives and the Rationale for Action Fostering Inclusion in American Neighborhoods 

Note: Values reflect the rank-order information theory index for families in metropolitan areas with populations of at 

least 500,000 people.16  

Source: Bischoff and Reardon (2014).

distribution — with the fastest increases occurring during the 1980s and the 2000s. 

The 10th percentile index measures the extent to which families with incomes at or 

below the 10th percentile of the income distribution live in different neighborhoods 

than families in the remainder of the income distribution. This measure captures 

the segregation of poverty, showing that income segregation is more severe among 

families with very low incomes than among the overall population. 

The 90th percentile measure reflects the segregation of affluence, and shows that 

the most extreme levels of residential segregation by income exist among families 

in the highest income decile. The segregation of affluence has been referred to as 

“opportunity hoarding” because these most affluent neighborhoods provide residents 

with access to higher-quality public services, environmental quality, and access to 

man-made and natural amenities, leaving fewer, worse-quality resources for all other 

communities. The growing residential segregation of affluent households over time 

primarily reflects the increasing concentration of high-income households in specific 

cities and in wealthy enclaves within these cities. In contrast, the increases in income 

segregation among both low- and middle-income households have occurred at a 

smaller geographic scale, with households sorting across neighborhoods and munici-

palities within rather than across metropolitan areas.17 

Rising income inequality is a primary contributor to the growth in income segre-

gation.18 Reardon and Bischoff estimate that increases in income inequality explain 

between 40 and 80 percent of the rise in income segregation between 1970 and 

2000.19 However, while income inequality best explains the rise in income segregation 

among high-income households, increasing inequality is less able to explain changes 

in income segregation at lower income levels.20 Instead, the remaining changes likely 

reflect a multitude of other factors such as the deindustrialization of American cities 

and changing patterns of racial/ethnic segregation.21

population (i.e., no group is a majority in the neighborhood) — but also conclude 

that racial/ethnic integration has increased consistently in recent decades using this 

measure.9 Other studies vary widely in the group shares by which they define integra-

tion, the size of defined neighborhoods, and the extent to which they rely solely on 

neighborhood composition or also incorporate measures of social interaction.10 

Studies raise questions about whether the benefits of integration are realized if 

different blocks within the tract remain segregated or if little social interaction occurs 

across residents. For example, in case studies of the South End in Boston and Shaw/U 

Street in Washington, DC, Tach and Hyra find limited social interaction between 

residents of mixed-income, mixed-race neighborhoods.11 Hyra argues that such limited 

interaction between races limits the potential to realize the benefits that might flow 

from integration and equal access to neighborhood amenities.12 Yet, some benefits of 

integration, such as access to schools, police protection, or environmental assets, are 

likely to occur at the neighborhood level or higher.13 While neighborhood integration 

has received increased attention from researchers in recent years, more research is 

necessary to shed light on these questions and to evaluate alternative methods for 

measuring changes across time in the extent of integration.

Residential Segregation by Income 
Current patterns of residential segregation by income are relevant to discussions 

of neighborhood inclusion both because of the growing segregation of low- and 

high-income households and because of the correlation between race, ethnicity, 

and income in the United States. According to JCHS analysis of the 2015 American 

Community Survey 1-year estimates, the median household income among non-

Hispanic white households is $61,000, compared to $36,000 among black households 

and $44,800 among Hispanic households. The upshot of these differences is that 

changes in income segregation are likely to translate into changes in the observed 

patterns of residential segregation and integration described in the previous sections. 

At the same time, the growing residential segregation of low- and high-income house-

holds creates obstacles to the economic inclusion of low-income households and 

contributes to pockets of concentrated disadvantage. 

Residential segregation by income has grown in recent decades at all levels of the 

income distribution.14 When measured among families in metropolitan areas with 

population of at least 500,000 people, income segregation shows substantial increases 

from 1970 to 2009.15 Exhibit 3 displays the trends in income segregation during this 

period, showing increases at the 10th, 50th, and 90th percentiles of the income 

Exhibit 3: Residential Segregation by Income, 1970–2009.
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have incomes above $100,000 and only 27 percent of households have incomes below 

$50,000. These results reflect both the clustering of high-income households in large 

metropolitan areas and increased residential segregation of households by income 

within these areas.

Residential Segregation by Income and Race/Ethnicity
In considering the interaction between segregation by income and by race/ethnicity, 

there are two questions of interest: whether there are differences in the extent of 

income segregation by race/ethnicity, and the extent to which differences in income 

levels by race/ethnicity contribute to segregation by race/ethnicity. 

On the first question, Bischoff and Reardon describe changes in the extent of income 

segregation among racial and ethnic groups, showing considerable change across 

time.22 In particular, income segregation among black families was lower than that 

among white families in 1970 but has grown quickly in subsequent years. By 2009, 

income segregation among black families exceeded income segregation among white 

families by 65 percent.23 While the initial growth in income segregation among black 

families likely reflects the movement of middle- and high-income black families into 

white suburbs and wealthy black enclaves in response to reduced housing discrimina-

tion, the drivers of continued growth in the 2000s are less clear. Less evidence exists 

regarding the long-term trends among Hispanics and Asians; however, in recent 

decades Hispanic families show a similar trend to that of black families, with Hispanics 

exhibiting both higher levels of income segregation and faster increases in the 2000s 

than whites.24 

Other studies examine the extent to which differences in income by race/ethnicity 

explain observed patterns of residential segregation by race/ethnicity. Such studies 

consistently find that controlling for household income is not sufficient to explain 

observed patterns of racial/ethnic segregation.25 Moreover, black and Hispanic 

households are more likely than white households with similar incomes to live in 

neighborhoods with lower median incomes and higher poverty rates. For example, 

Logan and Stults show that even affluent black and Hispanic households — defined 

as having income greater than $75,000 per year — live in neighborhoods with lower 

incomes, on average, than equally affluent white households.26 While a portion of 

these differences is likely to reflect racial/ethnic differences in wealth and other 

socioeconomic characteristics, they also reflect the patterns of racial/ethnic segrega-

tion in US communities.27 

Taken together, these patterns highlight the complex interrelationships between 

patterns of residential segregation by race/ethnicity and income. An initial upshot 

is that clarity in distinguishing between income and race/ethnicity is necessary in 

Exhibit 4 describes the current levels of segregation by income, presenting exposure 

index values using the 2011–2015 American Community Survey 5-year estimates. 

While these figures suggest that income segregation may not be as stark as segregation 

by race/ethnicity, they nonetheless reveal considerable segregation between low- and 

high-income households. The average household with income below $20,000 lives in 

a neighborhood where 25 percent of neighborhood households have income below 

$20,000, 32 percent have household income between $20,000 and $50,000, and only 

16 percent have household income above $100,000. By contrast, the average house-

hold with income above $150,000 lives in a neighborhood where 11 percent of neigh-

borhood households have incomes below $20,000, 21 percent have incomes between 

$20,000 and $50,000, and more than 40 percent have incomes above $100,000. 

These national figures again mask systematic variation across metropolitan areas. 

Appendix Table 2 replicates the information in Exhibit 4 for metropolitan areas of 

different sizes, showing that the extent of income segregation increases consistently 

with the size of the metropolitan area. For example, in non-metropolitan areas, the 

average neighborhood compositions of households with incomes below $20,000 

and above $150,000 differ by less than 6 percentage points for each of the categories 

shown in Exhibit 4. By contrast, in the 10 largest metropolitan areas, the average house-

hold with income below $20,000 lives in a neighborhood in which only 21 percent 

of residents have household incomes above $100,000 and 53 percent have household 

income below $50,000. Meanwhile, the typical household in these metros with 

income above $150,000 lives in a neighborhood in which 47 percent of households 

Exhibit 4: Average Neighborhood Composition by Income across All U.S.  
Census Tracts.

Notes: Neighborhoods are defined as census tracts.  

Source: JCHS tabulations of American Community Survey 5-year estimates 2011–2015.
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well as the number of suburban neighborhoods exceeding 10 percent or 20 percent 

poverty rates.33 

Looking forward, it is not yet clear whether the recent increases in the number of tracts 

with concentrated poverty will persist as the economy recovers. Trends since the 1990s 

suggest that the concentration of poverty is quite sensitive to the rise and fall in the 

distribution of household incomes. Thus, if recent gains in household incomes continue, 

some improvement may be evident at the neighborhood level. But given the enormous 

increases in the number of these distressed neighborhoods since 2000, it would take a 

prolonged period of income growth to register significant recovery. Moreover, recent 

rises in household income have primarily benefited those at the top of the socioeco-

nomic ladder; unless this trend is mitigated, it is unlikely that further overall income 

increases will much improve the fortunes of high-poverty communities. 

CONTRIBUTORS TO RESIDENTIAL SEGREGATION AND INTEGRATION
In order to identify the levers that may be employed to promote greater degrees of 

integration by race/ethnicity and income, it is important to understand the forces that 

have produced these patterns. The segregated communities that exist today are the 

result of numerous factors, including the legacy of a long history of discriminatory 

practices and the multitude of influences that have shaped households’ choices about 

where to live in recent decades.34 As a means of both motivating and framing policy 

responses, this section reviews the primary contributing factors to segregation today.

Historical Government Actions 
First and foremost, many of the cities with the highest levels of racial/ethnic segre-

gation continue to reflect the residential patterns that emerged during the Great 

Migration of black households from the rural South to Northern cities between 1910 

and 1970. During this period, racially discriminatory public policies and the collective 

actions of whites limited the neighborhoods available to black households. While 

many of these policies are no longer in place, current patterns of residential segrega-

tion in many cities still follow the historical lines of separation that these policies and 

practices generated. 

The process of redlining is the most notable, although far from the only, government 

action that contributed to historical patterns of residential segregation. This process 

was formally initiated by the Homeowners Loan Corporation (HOLC) in the 1930s 

with the establishment of a neighborhood quality index.35 Under this rating system, 

black neighborhoods were universally given the poorest quality rating and declared 

unfit for investment from banks and other lenders. The result in these neighborhoods 

was to cut off demand for owner-occupied housing by both blacks and whites and 

to encourage a downward spiral of investment. As a result, the broad adoption of the 

considering residential segregation patterns and potential response options. At the 

same time, such discussions must also recognize the close relationship between 

income and race/ethnicity in interpreting changes in residential segregation patterns 

and anticipating the consequences of any action. 

Neighborhoods with Concentrated Poverty
While income segregation is highest among high-income households, the concentra-

tion of poverty has particular importance for policy and efforts to foster greater 

economic and racial/ethnic inclusion. In particular, one of the rationales for studying 

broader patterns of segregation by income and race/ethnicity is that increases in 

residential segregation among more advantaged households may limit the resources 

and opportunities available in less advantaged areas.28 

The prevalence of neighborhoods with concentrated poverty has increased substan-

tially since 2000.29 Between 2000 and the 2009–2013 ACS 5-year estimates, the number 

of census tracts with concentrated poverty — defined as a poverty rate above 40 

percent — increased from 2,510 to 4,412, an increase of 76 percent. This increase more 

than offset the reduction in concentrated poverty observed between 1990 and 2000, a 

decade of broadly-shared income growth.30

Minorities are disproportionately represented within neighborhoods with concen-

trated poverty. Across all concentrated poverty tracts in the US, 36 percent of residents 

are black, 31 percent are Hispanic, 25 percent are white, and 7 percent are Asian, multi-

racial, or some other race or ethnicity. These outcomes reflect the overlap between 

concentrated poverty and the patterns of residential segregation by race/ethnicity. 

According to the 2009–2013 ACS, 7.5 percent of poor whites lived in neighborhoods 

with concentrated poverty, compared to 25.2 percent of poor blacks and 17.4 percent 

of poor Hispanics.31 

The post-2000 growth in neighborhoods with concentrated poverty includes several 

trends that run counter to these historical patterns. First, while the majority of neigh-

borhoods with concentrated poverty are located in large metropolitan areas, small and 

mid-sized metros show the fastest rates of recent growth, particularly in the Midwest.32 

Since 2000, this growth has increased the share of poor white households that live 

in concentrated poverty neighborhoods. Additionally, concentrated poverty neighbor-

hoods in large metropolitan areas have become slightly less clustered, producing a 

larger number of small pockets of poverty in place of the larger clusters of concen-

trated poverty tracts that existed in 1990. Lastly, while suburbs continue to account for 

only a small number of neighborhoods with concentrated poverty, the suburbanization 

of poverty has increased the share of poor households living in suburban areas, as 
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The Fair Housing Act of 1968 eventually prohibited discrimination on the basis of race, 

color, religion, and national origin at any stage of the process for renting or buying 

a home. However, absent effective enforcement mechanisms, the law did not have a 

significant impact on the prevalence of discriminatory treatment in the market.39 As 

a result, studies employing paired-testing methodologies continued to find clear signs 

of discrimination against minority homeseekers in the decades following the passage 

of the Fair Housing Act. HUD’s initial housing discrimination study in 1977 found that 

black renters and homebuyers were commonly told that advertised units were not 

available or were shown fewer units than equally qualified whites.40 A similar 1989 

audit study also found significant levels of discrimination on these measures against 

both black and Hispanic homeseekers.41 

The extent of such discrimination has declined in more recent decades, but has not 

disappeared. HUD’s most recent housing discrimination study in 2012 finds no signifi-

cant differences between whites and blacks, Hispanics, or Asians in the likelihood 

of being told that an advertised unit is available or of being told about at least one 

available unit. However, the 2012 study continues to find significant differences in the 

number of units about which minority homeseekers are told, as well as the number of 

units that these homeseekers are shown.42 

Evidence on the presence of discrimination in mortgage lending similarly suggests that 

the nature of discrimination has evolved but not disappeared in the decades following 

passage of the Fair Housing Act of 1968 and the Equal Credit Opportunity Act of 1974, 

which outlaws discrimination in any step of the mortgage lending process.43 The 

Federal Reserve Bank of Boston in 1992 concluded that black and Hispanic mortgage 

loan applicants in Boston were 60 percent more likely to be denied credit than equally 

qualified whites.44 

More recently, Wells Fargo’s settlement for discriminatory lending practices during 

the 2000s subprime lending boom is the most high-profile example of the lending 

practices that led subprime loans to be disproportionately concentrated in minority 

communities.45 In describing the practices used to steer minority customers into 

subprime mortgage products, the Wells Fargo case also highlights the potential for 

aggressive marketing practices to produce disparities in the cost and terms of credit. 

In a similar way, it is possible that less discriminatory forms of advertising and 

marketing may contribute to residential segregation patterns by altering the nature 

of information to which different homeseekers are exposed as they evaluate their 

ability to afford a home in various neighborhoods.46 However, little research exam-

ines whether disparities exist in the information available to homeseekers prior to 

inquiring about a unit.47 While the advent of the internet and online information 

HOLC system and other redlining practices by private banks, the Federal Housing 

Administration (FHA), and the Veterans Administration (VA) institutionalized redlining 

broadly throughout the housing market. 

Both prior to and during this period, racially restrictive covenants — provisions written 

into property deeds that prohibited black occupancy of a property — were legal and 

widespread, further limiting black households’ access to white neighborhoods. While 

neighborhood associations and realtors were instrumental in encouraging white 

homeowners to adopt such covenants, they were also encouraged by the FHA and VA 

until the US Supreme Court declared them unconstitutional in 1948.36 The impacts of 

these covenants were reinforced by other forms of discrimination in housing markets 

and by the expansion of mortgage financing through the FHA and VA, which further 

contributed to the outmigration to the suburbs of white households with preferences 

for new construction over rehab, greenfield over city, and other incentives that made it 

cheaper for them to buy suburban homes than to stay in the city.37 

The Federal Highway Act of 1956 and concurrent urban renewal policies further 

segregated many cities, subsidizing the development of white suburbs and erecting 

highway infrastructure that displaced black households and separated white and black 

neighborhoods. The construction of segregated public housing developments accom-

panied this process under policies that reserved specific public housing developments 

for white households and others for black households. The cumulative result of this 

history is the nearly complete residential segregation of black and white households 

by 1970 (shown in Exhibit 1). 

Discrimination in Housing Markets
The residential segregation of black and white households during the twentieth 

century was reinforced by the collective actions of whites, in both professional roles 

and as private citizens. In particular, realtors and other housing market professionals 

played central roles in facilitating residential segregation by race. The code of the 

National Association of Real Estate Brokers instructed members that “a Realtor should 

never be instrumental in introducing into a neighborhood members of any race 

or nationality whose presence will clearly be detrimental to property values in the 

neighborhood” — a provision that remained until 1950. 

Neighborhood associations and loosely organized mobs further used intimidation and 

violence to prevent blacks from moving into white neighborhoods, often aided by the 

inaction of police.38 Such actions appeared frequently during the early decades of the 

twentieth century and continued into later periods, including the decades following 

the Supreme Court’s ban on racially restrictive covenants. 
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While the literature on neighborhood preferences predominantly focuses on white-

black dynamics, recent studies suggest that white avoidance of Hispanic and Asian 

neighbors exists, though to a lesser degree than white avoidance of black neighbors.55 

Preferences for in-group clustering may also play a larger role in explaining patterns 

of residential segregation among Hispanic and Asian households, particularly among 

recent immigrants who may seek out neighbors who emigrated from the same birth 

country or who speak shared languages.

Affordability Barriers 
Differences in purchasing power contribute directly to the segmentation of housing 

markets as households sort across neighborhoods in response to differences in 

neighborhood amenities and the associated costs of housing. Local public finance 

theory implies that differences in neighborhood amenities, such as school quality and 

safety, will be capitalized into the costs of housing as households bid up home prices 

based on these amenities.56 Residential segregation by income is a direct result of this 

process if affordable units are not set aside in higher-income neighborhoods. Moreover, 

because income and wealth disparities correlate with race/ethnicity, affordability 

barriers also contribute to residential segregation by race/ethnicity.

Land use and zoning restrictions have exacerbated the extent of affordability barriers 

in many high-cost areas by artificially limiting the number and types of units avail-

able, particularly the development of new multifamily and affordable units. In a 

study of communities in the nation’s 25 largest metropolitan areas, Pendall found 

that low-density zoning — which he defines as fewer than eight dwelling units per 

acre — reduced local shares of both multifamily and rental housing over the period 

studied.57 At the same time, a study of 187 Massachusetts cities and towns suggests 

that municipalities with less restrictive multifamily zoning issued more multifamily 

housing permits.58 In this way, local decisions to institute minimum lot sizes or 

otherwise limit the land available for multifamily development reduce the supply of 

multifamily units and are associated with higher levels of income segregation, particu-

larly the segregation of affluent households.59 

Conversely, inclusionary zoning, subsidies for the development of affordable housing, 

and lower barriers to the development of lower-cost units can serve as counter-

weights to income segregation. While such measures increase lower-income house-

holds’ access to higher-cost neighborhoods, they do not fully resolve the differences in 

affordability across neighborhoods. Additionally, because economic differences explain 

only a small share of observed residential segregation by race/ethnicity, such measures 

may do more to reduce segregation by income than by race/ethnicity, particularly 

between black and white households. 

sources have dramatically increased the amount of information broadly available to 

the public, disparities in the use of online information or in the types of online tools 

consulted may allow search processes to vary widely across racial/ethnic groups. 

Neighborhood Preferences of Homeseekers 
Research on the neighborhood preferences of white and minority homeseekers 

suggests that households’ voluntary sorting processes further contribute to residen-

tial segregation patterns. In particular, white survey respondents on average rank 

communities with higher shares of white residents as the most desirable and show 

the greatest aversion to living in neighborhoods with more than a small percentage 

of black residents.48 For example, using a representative telephone-based survey that 

presented alternative neighborhood options, Emerson, Chai, and Yancey found that 

white respondents reported on average that they preferred neighborhoods where 

fewer than 10 percent of residents were black, were “neutral” toward neighborhoods 

that were 10–15 percent black, and would be unlikely to purchase a home in neigh-

borhoods where more than 15 percent of residents are black.49 

By contrast, multiple studies over time have suggested that the preferred neighbor-

hood for the average black household is one with approximately 50 percent black 

residents and 50 percent residents of other races.50 These studies further suggest that 

many black households are willing to consider neighborhoods with lower shares 

of black households, but that few black households prefer to live in predominantly 

white or predominantly black neighborhoods. In particular, many black households 

prefer not to be one of the first black households to move into predominantly white 

neighborhoods due to concerns about white hostility.51 Recent evidence further 

suggests that neighborhood preferences are particularly pronounced among parents 

with children, with white parents disproportionately sorting into neighborhoods with 

segregated white public schools and black parents showing fewer differences from 

non-parents in their neighborhood choices.52 

Taken together, these neighborhood preferences are consistent with racial ‘tipping’ 

models in which the differences between the neighborhood preferences of whites and 

blacks over time lead whites to avoid mixed neighborhoods, resulting in increasing 

shares of black residents in these neighborhoods.53 Discussions of these tipping models 

highlight that this outcome can be self-reinforcing to the extent that white avoidance of 

integrated neighborhoods is due to expectations of future neighborhood change and its 

implications for property values. Ellen calls the use of a neighborhood’s racial composi-

tion to form perceptions about neighborhood amenities or future neighborhood 

outcomes “race-based neighborhood stereotyping,” and shows that it may be a primary 

contributor to white avoidance of integrated neighborhoods.54 
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communities with concentrated disadvantage. As a result, the residents of such neigh-

borhoods have been shown to have worse life outcomes on a number of measures, 

including educational attainment and achievement, economic mobility, and health. 

Educational Outcomes

Segregation has been described as a “stubborn, multidimensional, and deeply impor-

tant cause of educational inequality.”64 Racial segregation is shown to be a significant 

contributor to racial disparities in educational performance, with one study finding 

that fully one-quarter of the black-white SAT score gap can be attributed to racial 

residential segregation.65 Segregation by socioeconomic status also has damaging 

educational outcomes for children who live in neighborhoods with concentrated 

disadvantage. Youth who grow up in high-poverty neighborhoods perform worse in 

school, are more likely to drop out of high school, and are less likely to go to college 

than their peers in more affluent communities.66 The amount of time children spend 

in neighborhoods with concentrated disadvantage while growing up has also been 

found to be important. Children who spend longer living in high-poverty neighbor-

hoods have worse educational outcomes,67 while those who move from high- to 

low-poverty areas experience better outcomes in income and college attendance; the 

younger children are when they move away from disadvantaged neighborhoods, the 

better their outcomes.68 

Importantly, because school enrollment areas are often tied to residential location, 

neighborhood and school diversity (and segregation) are highly interconnected; 

indeed, as Rusk and Schwartz have both noted, “housing policy is school policy.”69 

Research has thoroughly documented that schools in high-poverty neighborhoods 

tend to have high dropout rates and poor academic achievement overall.70 

Economic Opportunity

As Massey and Denton argue in their seminal American Apartheid, “Barriers to 

spatial mobility are barriers to social mobility, and by confining blacks to a small set 

of relatively disadvantaged neighborhoods, segregation constitutes a very powerful 

impediment to black socioeconomic progress.”71 Evidence conclusively shows that 

segregation is negatively correlated with upward economic mobility.72 Chetty and 

colleagues demonstrate that segregation’s negative effect on upward mobility is 

strongest for the residents of high-poverty areas and areas with large African American 

populations, leaving them least likely to move up in income distribution.73 

Employment outcomes are demonstrably worse for minorities living in highly segre-

gated metro areas, contributing to their limited upward mobility. Dickerson studied 

employment rates for residents of the 95 largest US cities between 1980 and 2000, and 

Geographic Population Flows 
Lastly, longer-term shifts in the regional distribution of the US population and in 

economic activity also contribute to the observed levels of residential segregation by 

income and race/ethnicity. Since 1970, the geographic distribution of the population 

has shifted considerably, with the fastest rates of growth appearing in Sunbelt cities 

and much slower rates of growth in Northern cities. To the extent that high-growth 

and low-growth cities have varying levels of residential segregation, these population 

flows carry implications for national-level figures. For example, Glaeser and Vigdor 

argue that population loss from majority-black neighborhoods in Northern cities and 

the corresponding flows to both suburbs and Sunbelt cities contributed to reductions 

in black-white segregation between 1970 and 2010.60 

Recent changes in the intracity geography of jobs and population carry further 

implications for residential outcomes. In particular, recent decades have witnessed 

increasing flows of high-income jobs and residents to central-city neighborhoods.61 

While the gentrification of central-city neighborhoods is one of the most visible 

outcomes, the increasing presence of low-income and minority households in 

suburban neighborhoods is equally consequential.62 More research is needed to 

understand how these changes will contribute to increased or decreased residential 

segregation by both income and race/ethnicity. 

THE CONSEQUENCES OF SEGREGATION FOR INDIVIDUALS AND SOCIETY 
An enormous empirical literature documents the wide range of costs associated with 

racial and economic residential segregation, particularly for minorities living in racially 

segregated areas of concentrated poverty. Residents of such communities tend to have 

poor outcomes in a number of areas — including educational attainment, employ-

ment and socioeconomic mobility, and health.63 Additionally, segregation has been 

shown to carry substantial costs for society and the economy overall, by undermining 

social cohesion, perpetuating racial stereotyping and prejudice, eroding democracy, 

fomenting social instability, and dragging down long-term economic growth. 

Given the amount of research on the effects of residential segregation and concen-

trated disadvantage on residents’ outcomes, this section provides only a brief overview 

of the costs of segregation for both individuals and society. In particular, this review 

pays attention to the disproportionate costs imposed on residents of racially segre-

gated areas of concentrated poverty, which we refer to hereafter as neighborhoods 

with concentrated disadvantage. 

Costs of Segregation to Individuals
Segregation creates vastly different environmental and social conditions that tend to 

constrain access to quality education, housing, and job opportunities for residents of 
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Prejudice and Trust

In a review of over 500 studies, Pettigrew and Tropp found that intergroup contact 

significantly reduces intergroup prejudice by increasing knowledge about the 

out-group, reducing anxiety about intergroup contact, and increasing empathy and 

perspective-taking.83 By limiting intergroup contact, segregation hinders the devel-

opment of social cohesion and trust while perpetuating social fragmentation and 

instability — both of which have costs for economic performance and for the effective-

ness of democracy at the national level.84 

Putnam’s research on “generalized trust” (where one believes that people in general 

can be trusted) further elucidates how segregation reduces overall social cohesion.85 

Putnam finds that while segregation may actually result in higher levels of in-group trust, 

it significantly reduces inter-group trust by limiting social interactions across racial and 

ethnic lines. Because the condition of “generalized trust” is dependent on both forms 

of trust, it is undermined by segregation. Although evidence suggests that transitional 

periods of increasing diversity can be characterized by lower levels of social cohe-

sion and trust as people temporarily “hunker down” in response to long-term change, 

researchers find that simply increasing opportunities for meaningful social interactions 

across ethnic lines allows for diversity and trust to complement one another.86 

Democracy

Segregation has a negative effect on democracy by decreasing the political influence 

and participation of residents of low-income minority neighborhoods. Massey and 

Denton argue that persistent residential segregation has resulted in the political 

disenfranchisement of African Americans, in particular, by undermining their ability to 

build coalitions with other groups and accumulate political power.87 Since segregated 

black ghettos typically contain few residents from other racial/ethnic groups, resources 

allocated to black neighborhoods have few, if any, benefits for other groups, leaving 

little incentive for interracial coalitions to form.88 Racial residential segregation has 

therefore decreased blacks’ capacity to participate in the democratic process by 

limiting their political influence and marginalizing them within the American polity.89

Oliver presents complementary evidence of the negative impact of socioeconomic 

segregation on democratic processes.90 Oliver finds that socioeconomic segregation 

has a dampening effect on public participation for those at both the upper and lower 

ends of the economic spectrum, and consequently that civic participation is highest 

in diverse, middle-income cities. Poor urban residents may find themselves “unable 

to exit from their circumstances or to shape city policies from fiscal constraints” and 

decide to disengage from political life, while the residents of homogeneous, affluent 

suburbs have fewer social “needs” and are distanced from the social issues of the 

larger metropolitan economy on which they depend, lowering their incentive for civic 

found that for both blacks and Latinos, employment rates were lower in cities where 

racial segregation was worse and decreased further as segregation increased over time.74

Health and Well-being

Decades of research convincingly illustrate that segregation has contributed to 

worse health and safety outcomes for residents of high-poverty and racially isolated 

minority communities. Studies show that after taking individual-level factors into 

account, neighborhoods with concentrated disadvantage have a detrimental influence 

on adult and infant mortality, physical and mental health of children and adults, and 

health behaviors.75 For example, Aneshensel and Sucoff found that youth living in 

neighborhoods of low socioeconomic status are more likely than their peers living 

in more affluent neighborhoods to perceive their neighborhoods as dangerous and 

consequently to suffer from anxiety, depression, and other mental health disorders.76 

Similarly, Ellen finds that studies agree that in the long-term, the accumulated stress of 

living in a disadvantaged community erodes the overall health of residents in ways that 

make them more vulnerable to disease and other negative health outcomes.77

Given the close connection between racial and economic segregation in the US, 

poor minorities are far more likely to live in in conditions of concentrated poverty 

compared with poor whites, putting minorities in “double jeopardy” of negative 

health consequences associated not only with individual but also with neighborhood 

poverty.78 In an extensive review of the scale and breadth of black-white health 

disparities, Williams and Collins conclude that racial residential segregation “creates 

conditions inimical to health in the physical and social environment” by constraining 

socioeconomic mobility and limiting minorities’ residential options to areas with 

lower-quality housing and urban infrastructure, higher homicide rates, and less access 

to nutritious and affordable food and to medical care.79 The environmental justice 

literature further chronicles how poor minority communities are not only dispropor-

tionately likely to host various environmental hazards including poor air quality and 

high levels of toxins,80 but also have less access to urban green space, which is related 

to promoting physical activity, psychological well-being, and general public health.81 

Social and Economic Costs of Segregation 
As the above sections describe, substantial empirical evidence indicates that living in 

a racially segregated, high-poverty neighborhood is detrimental to resident outcomes 

in a number of arenas. Turner and Rawlings note that these disparities “ultimately 

hurt everyone” by depressing residential property values and property tax revenues 

and reducing the competitiveness of the nation’s workforce.82 Evidence also indi-

cates that segregation has detrimental consequences for society at large by reducing 

social cohesion and fueling prejudice, hindering democracy, and dampening long-

term economic growth. 
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coefficient, indicating a lower level of income inequality.99 Earlier studies substantiate 

these findings, indicating that economic growth in US metros is negatively associated 

not only with income inequality, but also more specifically with city-suburb disparities, 

the re-production of concentrated poverty, and racial residential segregation.100 

THE CASE FOR CHANGE 
The previous section highlights the extent to which the substantial costs of residential 

segregation and concentrated disadvantage extend across multiple outcomes and 

ultimately affect all members of society. These costs, along with the potential benefits 

of greater integration for both individuals and the nation as a whole, provide a compel-

ling and central justification for public action.101 Still, several arguments are commonly 

used to question whether integration, particularly racial and ethnic integration, is 

necessary to realize these benefits. Since the symposium is based on the premise that 

racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic integration should be an important policy goal, these 

alternative points of view need to be considered. 

Argument #1: To the extent that the costs of segregation flow from the fact that 

segregation has produced communities lacking adequate public and private 

amenities, redistribution of public investment and incentives for private investment 

could address these shortfalls without the need to integrate these communities. Put 

another way, this argument suggests that there is no reason why predominantly 

African American, Latino, or Asian communities cannot be vibrant, healthy 

communities of opportunity, with racial and ethnic enclaves having the potential 

to provide greater social cohesion and to shield residents from the effects of preju-

dice and discrimination. 

While there is validity to the view that predominantly minority communities can be 

communities of opportunity, several counterpoints should be considered before this 

view is allowed to guide broader policy decisions. First, given that wealth and political 

power are concentrated among the white majority population, it has historically been 

challenging to generate support for the public and private investment needed in 

predominantly minority communities. Relatedly, in many areas the minority population 

may not be large enough to create a broad range of predominantly minority neighbor-

hoods. Finally, given that a large share of the existing neighborhoods that offer high 

levels of opportunity for well-being and advancement are majority-white and relatively 

affluent, efforts to expand access to these neighborhoods for a broader range of 

households by race/ethnicity and socioeconomic status must be a part of any strategy 

to expand access to opportunity. 

In short, while supporting and expanding the set of predominantly minority neigh-

borhoods that are strong, vibrant communities remains a desirable objective, there 

involvement.91 Oliver concludes that metropolitan fragmentation is therefore a “cause 

for alarm” that “may be undermining the health of American democracy.”92 

Economic Growth 

In addition to threatening democracy, research also demonstrates that segregation may 

have damaging consequences for long-term economic growth. As the sections above 

describe, segregation constrains opportunity and exacerbates negative educational 

and economic outcomes for poor minorities living in disadvantaged areas while 

accentuating the advantages of white residents of wealthy enclaves, thus perpetuating 

socioeconomic inequality. Importantly, research suggests that income inequality 

has negative outcomes not just for poor individuals but also for economic growth 

and social stability overall, implying that persistent residential segregation plays an 

important role in producing worse outcomes for the nation as a whole. 

Benner and Pastor note that traditional economic theory posits there is a “tradeoff 

between equity and efficiency, between fairness and economic growth.”93 However, 

in the 1990s, a wave of new studies arose that challenged the notion that equity and 

economic growth are at odds. In a review of this literature, Aghion, Caroli, and Garcia-

Penalosa note that these studies all drew the “impressively unambiguous” picture 

that “greater inequality reduces the rate of growth.”94 Bénabou specifically connected 

segregation to weak economic growth, finding that the racial and economic segrega-

tion responsible for the “typical pattern of city-suburb polarization” in the US reduces 

the productivity of regional economies by constraining skill development and work-

force participation of those in segregated areas.95 

More recently, international studies conducted by researchers at the IMF and the 

OECD to measure the effects of increasing income inequality have reaffirmed that in 

the long term, a trade-off between efficiency and equality does not exist. Berg, Ostry, 

and Zettelmeyer reviewed economic growth in 140 countries between 1950 and 2000, 

and found that “duration of growth spells is strongly related to income distribution: 

more equal societies tend to sustain growth longer.”96 Similarly, a 2015 OECD report 

analyzed how inequality affected growth in OECD countries and found that “when 

income inequality rises, economic growth falls.” The report ties income inequality to 

a reduced capacity of the poorer segments of the population to invest in their own 

skills and education, which in turn “drags down economic growth” overall.97 

Scholars have produced similar results at the metropolitan level for these United 

States. Benner and Pastor apply the methodology used by Berg, Ostry, and Zettelmeyer 

to study international economic growth trends to US metros.98 In line with Berg, 

Ostry, and Zettelmeyer’s results, they found that the “most significant and important 

predictor” of sustained growth was the metropolitan area having a lower Gini 
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defines diversity as a foundation for integration, followed by inclusion, and ultimately 

by equity. 

Argument #3: While segregation clearly imposes costs, the appropriate response is 

to remove barriers to unfettered choice about where to live rather than pursue 

explicit efforts to foster integration. On this argument, efforts should concentrate on 

removing discrimination and allowing market forces to determine where indi-

viduals live, with efforts that go beyond removing obstacles to affirmatively support 

integration amounting to “social engineering.” 

This argument presumes that market forces alone are likely to increase neighborhood 

choice. To what extent will they in fact do so? Even if it were possible to remove all 

explicit and implicit traces of discrimination, people would be choosing where to live 

in an environment that has been shaped by the long historical legacy of discrimination. 

The highly segregated patterns of living that exist today did not arise through simple 

market forces; on the contrary, they reflect the accumulation of efforts to keep certain 

racial/ethnic groups and the poor in segregated communities. Given that the existing 

locations of both people and the housing stock will influence people’s future choices 

about where to live, there is a good argument that conscious action is needed to 

remedy this past legacy and to create a broader range of choices as to both the degree 

of integration and the types of housing available in different communities. Additionally, 

white households’ preferences for majority-white communities are undoubtedly 

shaped by a history that suggests any other population mix is inherently unstable. 

These views will change only to the extent that integrated neighborhoods exist to 

show that such areas can be stable, healthy, vibrant communities. 

Finally, the view that free market forces alone should be allowed to determine resi-

dential choices ignores social benefits from integration that go beyond the benefits 

individuals derive from where they live. In the language of economics, these externali-

ties, which include a more productive economy and the diminishment of mispercep-

tions and prejudice that sustain segregation, warrant public action to bring about a 

greater degree of integration than markets by themselves would provide. 

It is for all these reasons that the symposium is focused on what can be done to 

promote greater racial/ethnic and socioeconomic integration. 

A PATH FORWARD
The role of housing in determining the well-being of individuals is central to the 

discussions planned for the symposium. As the previous sections make clear, housing 

and residential segregation play critical roles in determining the schools and jobs avail-

able to individuals, as well as the water they drink, the air quality that surrounds them, 

is still a strong justification for expanding the range of integrated neighborhoods 

in which people can choose to live. Nor are these objectives mutually exclusive in 

practice. Instead, fostering more inclusive communities in the United States requires 

simultaneous efforts both to foster greater integration and to attract public and private 

investments to neighborhoods with concentrated disadvantage. 

Argument #2: A related argument in support of fostering stronger predominantly 

minority communities is that a racially and ethnically integrated community is 

not the same as one that is inclusive, and that inclusion is necessary to truly reap 

the benefits of integration. 

An inclusive community is one in which all community members have equal voice in 

collective decisions about the use of public resources and the rules and norms that 

affect residents’ quality of life. This argument therefore asserts that racial and ethnic 

integration by itself does not ensure that communities are inclusive of all residents and 

so may not deliver the hoped-for benefits from integration. Mayorga-Gallo’s Behind 

the White Picket Fence paints a portrait of how simply having a racially and ethnically 

diverse community does not necessarily produce a situation where all groups have 

equal voice. In her study, she finds that longstanding white homeowners still make 

most decisions about the use of resources and community norms, with minorities, 

renters, and more recent arrivals largely excluded from the neighborhood power struc-

ture. Similarly, Hyra illustrates that simply creating mixed-income, mixed-race neighbor-

hoods may not result in inclusive, cohesive communities if people do not also develop 

meaningful social interactions across race and class groups.102 Hyra notes that in some 

HOPE VI developments, for example, higher-income residents have dominated resident 

boards, leaving low-income residents with limited influence over their neighborhoods. 

Mary Pattillo’s Black on the Block documents a similar power dynamic in a predomi-

nantly African-American neighborhood in Chicago where higher-socioeconomic status 

homeowners wield more power and influence than lower-status renters.103 

To be clear, the issue of whether integration without inclusion is likely to produce 

the same level of benefits is an important one. However, the challenge of achieving 

meaningful inclusion does not detract from the value of integration itself. Even if the 

goal of inclusion is not fully realized, increased integration may still provide access 

to better-quality schools, safer and healthier communities, and regional employment 

opportunities. Ultimately, integration and inclusion should be kept in mind as distinct 

goals: inclusion brings valuable additional benefits to integration, and spatial integra-

tion by race/ethnicity and socioeconomic status is an important and necessary step on 

the path to inclusion. For example, Rob Breymaier’s discussion paper for this sympo-

sium describes the Oak Park Regional Housing Center’s “Pyramid of Progress,” which 
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Support Efforts to Improve Understanding and Reduce Prejudice 
Fostering racially integrated neighborhoods depends not only on legal prohibitions 

against discrimination, but also on changes in the beliefs and perceptions of home-

seekers. As research on the neighborhood preferences of homeseekers makes clear, 

differences in preferences across racial and ethnic groups — particularly white house-

holds’ lower tolerance for racially and ethnically integrated neighborhoods — contribute 

to racial/ethnic segregation and to the instability of racially integrated neighborhoods. As 

a result, efforts to foster intergroup contact and otherwise reduce prejudice are likely 

necessary if integrated neighborhoods are to become commonplace.

While such efforts have been relatively infrequent, several localities have pioneered 

them. For example, in the 1970s, the township of Oak Park, Illinois instituted some 

of the first local-level policies designed to promote racial diversity. More recently, a 

handful of cities and counties across the country, including Seattle (Washington); St. 

Paul (Minnesota); Madison, Wisconsin; Portland, Oregon; and King County, Washington, 

have sought to complement local policies that promote socioeconomic inclusion by 

establishing racial equity initiatives intended to foster racial inclusion and achieve 

equitable outcomes. 

Fostering integration within schools may also be a particularly effective channel for 

increasing intergroup contact and reducing prejudice. Studies of the long-term effects 

of school desegregation suggest that attending a diverse high school leaves students 

better prepared for life in a racially diverse society and better able to understand 

people from backgrounds different than their own than they otherwise would have 

been.106 Recent school-based efforts to support integration have further developed 

intentional strategies for designing curriculum and other tools to foster intergroup 

contact and understanding within diverse student bodies.

Remove Exclusionary Barriers
While the preceding actions focus on eliminating racial prejudice and discrimination, 

further steps are needed in response to growing income segregation. Beyond their 

direct effects on income segregation, such actions are likely to produce gains in 

racial integration due to the close relationship between income and race/ethnicity. A 

foundational step in responding to growing income segregation is to address exclu-

sionary barriers to the development of multi-family buildings, affordable housing, and 

other units accessible to lower-income households. However, because such efforts 

involve reviewing and revising local zoning and land use requirements, they have been 

hampered by local politics. 

Instead, several of the most promising approaches involve state- and regional-level 

efforts to facilitate development. For example, the state of Oregon established a 

and all of the other features of the environment that shape how we interact with 

the world. Put simply, place matters to individuals’ life chances and overall well-being. 

While other individual-level factors also contribute importantly to these outcomes, this 

symposium focuses on the role of housing and residential segregation. 

Given the complexity of these challenges, the symposium is also designed with the 

understanding that the path forward is really multiple paths: just as segregation has many 

causes, fighting it will require many solutions. There is no silver bullet. The responses 

below, as well as those proposed in the symposium papers, should therefore be under-

stood not as mutually exclusive, but rather as complementary and mutually reinforcing. 

Enforce Anti-Discrimination Laws
A foundational step in responding to the causes of residential segregation by race/

ethnicity is to ensure that existing anti-discrimination laws are enforced broadly and 

effectively. The groundbreaking Civil Rights Act of 1964 banned racial discrimination 

and segregation in schools, in the workplace, and in public facilities. A few years later, 

the Fair Housing Act of 1968 prohibited discrimination specifically in housing sales, 

rentals, and financing, banning the type of explicit racism inherent in redlining and 

other housing policies of the early twentieth century. Enforcement of these provisions 

and of their subsequent amendments and other related legislation is a critical and 

necessary step in ensuring equal treatment in housing markets. 

While much progress has been made since the passage of the Fair Housing Act in 

1968, the findings of HUD’s 2012 housing discrimination study highlight the need for 

enforcement of anti-discrimination law to remain a foundational component of any 

effort to reduce residential segregation. Important questions exist about whether to 

expand the set of groups defined as protected classes, about which methods are most 

effective in implementing fair housing enforcement, and about how to best allocate 

limited resources.104 

In addition to addressing ongoing discrimination in the housing market, the Fair 

Housing Act’s affirmatively-furthering fair housing (AFFH) mandate acknowledges the 

need for anti-discrimination measures to take affirmative steps to remedy the conse-

quences of past discrimination. HUD strengthened the rules associated with this AFFH 

mandate in 2016, issuing a Final Rule that encourages local recipients of HUD funds to 

meet their longstanding obligations to affirmatively further fair housing in their use of 

those funds. However, the introduction of this rule also illustrated the uneven compli-

ance with fair housing law since the passage of the Fair Housing Act.105 
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of residential segregation and concentrated disadvantage. As we describe above, the 

path forward is in fact multiple paths, and the proposals outlined in this symposium 

should be pursued concurrently with a strategy of investment in neighborhoods with 

concentrated disadvantage. 

The Symposium: Identifying A Path Forward
Tremendous work remains to be done in achieving universal access to inclusive, high-

opportunity neighborhoods. Taken together, the current patterns and causes of racial 

and socioeconomic segregation point to a multitude of potential levers for action in 

public policy, in local land use planning, in private-sector real estate practices, and in 

households’ decision-making processes. The goal of this symposium is to identify and 

explore forward-thinking strategies capable of achieving meaningful improvements in 

racial and socioeconomic inclusion in neighborhoods throughout the country. Each of 

the symposium’s seven panels therefore explores a different facet of this challenge. 

The first panel motivates the symposium by examining the definition of inclusion and 

the central goals for efforts to support it. In this introductory discussion, panelists 

examine the rationales and objectives for public actions to reduce residential segrega-

tion by race/ethnicity and income, as well as the costs of segregation for children, 

adults, and society at large. By tracing the roots, evolution, and outcomes of the deep 

racial and socioeconomic divides that characterize our nation’s communities, and 

examining what the alternative scenario of inclusion could look like, this first panel 

sets the stage for those that follow.

The second panel turns to the role of individual agency in driving patterns of 

residential sorting, asking the question, “What would it take to promote residential 

choices that result in greater integration and more equitable neighborhood outcomes?” 

Recognizing the interaction of individual preferences and housing search processes 

in households’ decisions about where to live, this panel examines how shifting racial 

attitudes and the advent of new technologies, data, and search processes might 

improve (or exacerbate) patterns of residential segregation, as well as how these new 

phenomena might open new avenues of policy response to segregation. 

The third panel takes a regional view of both residential patterns and potential 

responses, asking the question, “What would it take to make new neighborhoods and 

remake old ones so that regions move decisively toward integration?” This panel turns 

to case studies of three very different metropolitan areas — Houston, Chicago, and 

Washington, DC — to examine this question within different regional contexts. In each 

area, the discussion will shed light on both the changing nature of residential settle-

ment patterns and the steps that might be taken to foster greater inclusion. 

comprehensive approach for managing urban sprawl that includes prohibitions against 

exclusionary zoning and that has effectively reduced the extent of income segregation 

in its cities.107 State-level programs in Massachusetts and New Jersey offer alternative 

approaches to reducing the influence of exclusionary actions at the local level.

Preserve and Increase the Stock of Affordable Units
While taking steps to remove exclusionary barriers to development is critically 

necessary, it will reduce income segregation only to the extent that the market can 

support the introduction of new supply in high-opportunity neighborhoods. As a 

result, increasing neighborhood choice and opportunity for low-income residents 

requires that such efforts be coupled with increases in support for the development 

and preservation of affordable housing units. State and local inclusionary zoning 

programs offer one promising tool for ensuring that affordable units are developed in 

higher-cost areas experiencing substantial development. State and local housing trust 

funds, community land trusts, tax-increment financing programs, and other approaches 

offer additional options for supporting the provision of affordable housing. However, 

these models operate at relatively small scales compared with the level of assistance 

delivered through federal housing programs. 

As a result, federally assisted housing programs are likely to be a central component of 

any effort to increase the stock of affordable units in higher-income neighborhoods. 

The scoring systems used to award low-income housing tax credits (LIHTCs) shape the 

location of new construction of assisted units.108 Management and preservation of the 

existing stock of federally assisted units will require critical decisions at the federal level 

about the incentives and resources that determine whether (and if so, which) units are 

lost from the stock of affordable units. Lastly, the small-area fair market rent demonstra-

tion program has illustrated the extent to which the incentives built into the Housing 

Choice Voucher program can alter the residential locations of voucher recipients.109 

Federal support has further increased the availability of income-restricted homeowner-

ship units, as well as down payment assistance and housing counseling programs that 

support homeownership attainment. In all cases, increased support for federal assis-

tance is a critical determinant of the extent to which lower-income households are 

able to find and retain housing units in socioeconomically integrated neighborhoods.

Invest in Neighborhoods with Concentrated Disadvantage
Lastly, a comprehensive solution to the challenges of residential segregation by race/

ethnicity and income requires investment in neighborhoods of concentrated disadvan-

tage. While a more detailed consideration of the most effective programs and strategies 

for investments in these neighborhoods is beyond the scope of this symposium,110 it 

is nonetheless a necessary component of a comprehensive approach to the challenges 
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of topics offering opportunities for progress. Solving the multifaceted challenges 

of residential segregation in the context of evolving American cities will ultimately 

require a combination of these and other proposals.
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Appendix Table 1: Average Neighborhood Composition by Race and Ethnicity across All 

US Census Tracts and by Metropolitan Area Population. 

Metropolitan Areas by CBSA Population Rank

All Tracts 10 Largest 11-50 51-150 150+ Non-CBSA

All Individuals

% White 62% 53% 62% 64% 72% 76%

% Black 12% 14% 13% 11% 10% 10%

% Hispanic 17% 22% 16% 17% 13% 9%

% Asian 5% 8% 6% 4% 2% 1%

% Other/multiethnic 3% 2% 3% 3% 4% 4%

White Individuals

% White 76% 67% 74% 77% 83% 86%

% Black 7% 8% 8% 7% 6% 6%

% Hispanic 10% 15% 11% 10% 7% 5%

% Asian 4% 8% 5% 3% 2% 0%

% Other/multiethnic 3% 2% 3% 3% 3% 3%

Black Individuals

% White 35% 23% 36% 44% 51% 52%

% Black 44% 49% 45% 39% 37% 40%

% Hispanic 14% 21% 12% 11% 8% 5%

% Asian 4% 5% 4% 3% 1% 0%

% Other/multiethnic 3% 2% 3% 3% 3% 2%

Hispanic Individuals

% White 36% 27% 40% 37% 51% 61%

% Black 10% 13% 10% 7% 6% 7%

% Hispanic 45% 51% 40% 49% 38% 28%

% Asian 6% 7% 7% 4% 2% 1%

% Other/multiethnic 3% 2% 3% 3% 3% 3%

Asian Individuals

% White 47% 42% 48% 49% 66% 74%

% Black 9% 9% 8% 8% 7% 7%

% Hispanic 19% 22% 17% 17% 12% 8%

% Asian 22% 24% 22% 18% 10% 5%

% Other/multiethnic 4% 3% 4% 8% 6% 6%

Other/Multiracial Individuals

% White 56% 47% 57% 56% 63% 56%

% Black 11% 16% 12% 10% 7% 4%

% Hispanic 15% 22% 16% 15% 10% 5%

% Asian 7% 10% 8% 8% 3% 1%

% Other/multiethnic 12% 5% 6% 11% 18% 34%

Population 316515020 83924977 89221741 58392185 66479066 18497052

% of Population 100% 27% 28% 18% 21% 6%

Source: JCHS tabulations of ACS 5-year estimates 2011-2015. N=72,424 census tracts.

Appendix Table 2: Average Neighborhood Composition by Household Income across All 

US Census Tracts and by Metropolitan Area Population. 

Metropolitan Areas by CBSA Population Rank

All Tracts 10 Largest 11-50 51-150 150+ Non-CBSA

All Households

% <$20,000 18% 16% 16% 18% 20% 23%

% $20,000-$49,999 29% 26% 28% 30% 32% 35%

% $50,000-$99,999 30% 29% 30% 31% 31% 29%

% $100,000-$149,999 13% 15% 14% 13% 11% 9%

% $150,000+ 10% 15% 11% 9% 6% 4%

Households with Income <$20,000

% <$20,000 25% 24% 24% 26% 26% 27%

% $20,000-$49,999 32% 29% 31% 33% 33% 35%

% $50,000-$99,999 27% 26% 27% 27% 27% 27%

% $100,000-$149,999 10% 11% 10% 9% 9% 8%

% $150,000+ 6% 10% 7% 5% 4% 3%

Households with Income $20,000-$49,999

% <$20,000 20% 18% 18% 20% 21% 24%

% $20,000-$49,999 32% 29% 31% 33% 34% 36%

% $50,000-$99,999 29% 29% 30% 30% 30% 29%

% $100,000-$149,999 11% 13% 12% 11% 10% 8%

% $150,000+ 7% 11% 8% 6% 5% 4%

Households with Income <$50,000-$99,999

% <$20,000 16% 14% 14% 16% 18% 22%

% $20,000-$49,999 28% 25% 27% 30% 32% 34%

% $50,000-$99,999 32% 31% 33% 33% 32% 30%

% $100,000-$149,999 14% 16% 15% 13% 11% 9%

% $150,000+ 10% 14% 11% 8% 6% 4%

Households with Income <$100,000-$149,999

% <$20,000 13% 11% 12% 13% 16% 21%

% $20,000-$49,999 25% 21% 23% 26% 30% 34%

% $50,000-$99,999 31% 29% 32% 32% 32% 30%

% $100,000-$149,999 17% 19% 18% 17% 14% 11%

% $150,000+ 14% 19% 15% 12% 8% 5%

Households with Income $150,000 or more

% <$20,000 11% 9% 10% 11% 15% 21%

% $20,000-$49,999 21% 17% 20% 23% 28% 33%

% $50,000-$99,999 28% 26% 29% 30% 32% 30%

% $100,000-$149,999 18% 19% 19% 17% 14% 10%

% $150,000+ 23% 28% 23% 18% 11% 6%

Households 116926311 29572546 33193208 21663498 25302450 7194610

% of All Households 100% 25% 28% 19% 22% 6%

Source: JCHS tabulations of ACS 5-year estimates 2011-2015. N=72,247 census tracts.
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Integration as a Means of Restoring 

Democracy and Opportunity

SHERYLL CASHIN

Georgetown University

“This innocent country set you down in a ghetto in which in fact it intended 

that you should perish… the heart of the matter is here, and the root of my 

dispute with my country.”

 — James Baldwin, The Fire Next Time

I am a law professor, not a social scientist. In my academic discipline, I am allowed 

to have intuitions or theories for why things are, even if I do not have empirical 

proof. In that spirit, this essay presents my intuitions and some social science 

research about the damage that segregation does to individuals and the nation. 

Explaining the role of physical separation in undermining race relations, democ-

racy, and opportunity also makes the case for integration.

Intentional effort at integration and inclusion is necessary for fixing what is broken 

in this country. I begin by explaining the role of racist ideology and propaganda 

about black and brown bodies in institutionalizing segregation. I then turn to the 

consequences of segregation for politics, opportunity, and human relations, exploring 

the very difficult challenges to creating public support for integration. People of all 

colors often desire racial comfort and maximum opportunity. This and fear, particularly 

of poor black people, are at the heart of the matter. In the final section of this essay I 

speculate about the possibilities for transcending fear and explain the emergence of 

“culturally dexterous” whites that have less need for the racial comfort of a predomi-

nantly white neighborhood. In my dreams, I imagine a future in which coalitions of 

progressive people of color and culturally dexterous whites fight together for the 

public policies that promote and sustain integrated neighborhoods and schools. At 

bottom, I hope to show in this essay why such integration is necessary to restoring 

both democracy and opportunity in America. 

WHAT IS BROKEN: THE ROLE OF RACIST IDEOLOGY AND PROPAGANDA
Donald Trump began his campaign for the presidency with a speech that cast 

Mexicans as rapists, part of his bid to ingratiate himself with voters who dislike or fear 

undocumented immigration. During a debate, he associated “the blacks” with “inner 

cities,” which he described as “a disaster education-wise, job-wise, safety-wise, in every 

way possible.”1 Both of these stereotypes, of Mexicans and African-Americans, are 

premised, in differing ways, on divergence of these groups from a presumed norm of 

dominant American whiteness.

That norm, sometimes unspoken or dog-whistled, sometimes stated plainly by avowed 

white supremacists or nationalists, was constructed and reified for centuries. It 

predates the old Jim Crow.  The ideology of white supremacy — created and propa-

gated by patriarchs — required separation in all forms of social relations. The ideology 

told whites in particular that they could not marry, sleep with, live near, play checkers 

with, much less ally in politics with a black person. It built a wall that supremacists 

believed was necessary to elevate whiteness above all else. A dominant whiteness 

constructed by law and often backed by racial terror was embedded in people’s habits.

This ideology was the organizing plank for regimes of oppression that were essential 

to American capitalism and expansion — from slavery, to indigenous and Mexican 

conquest, to exclusion of Asian and other immigrants, and later to Jim Crow. Lawgivers 

constructed whiteness as the preferred identity for citizen and country and then set 

about protecting this fictional white purity from mixture. Segregation law began with 

penalizing interracial sex in the seventeenth century. Over the next three centuries, 

our nation was caught in a seemingly endless cycle of political and economic elites 

using law to separate light and dark people who might love one another, or revolt 

together against supremacist regimes created by the economic elite.2

As Gunnar Myrdal would write in his classic treatise on America race relations, An 

American Dilemma, the central animating rationale for the regime of Jim Crow segre-

gation was fear of black men having sex with white women.3 It was easy to use this 

ruse to garner widespread support for segregation, and false accusations against black 

men would regularly incite lynching. The ideology of supremacy animated not only 

Jim Crow but also eugenics laws authorizing state-enforced sterilization of undesired 

populations, as well as a 1924 federal law that banned or severely restricted immigra-

tion for all nationalities except people from northern Europe. Limiting immigration 

of colored and olive people, forcing sterilization, and forcing separation by Jim Crow 

laws and private practices would continue for much of the twentieth century, and all 

of it redounded to the benefit of white upper classes.4

The Supreme Court’s landmark case of Village of Euclid v. Ambler Realty was decided 

in 1926. In it the court condoned what is now referred to as “Euclidian zoning,” 

endorsing the idea that certain uses of land, like duplexes, were “parasitic” on single-

family homes and the people who lived there and therefore should be separated from 
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Five decades of social science research demonstrate what common sense tells us. 

Neighborhoods with high poverty, limited employment, underperforming schools, 

distressed housing, and violent crime depress life outcomes. They create a closed 

loop of systemic disadvantage such that failure is common and success aberrational. 

Even the most motivated child may not be able to overcome unsafe streets, family 

dysfunction, a lack of mentors and networks that lead to jobs and internships, or the 

general miasma of depression that can pervade high-poverty places. One study found 

that a high-poverty neighborhood virtually guarantees downward mobility.9 Living in 

a severely disadvantaged neighborhood impedes the development of verbal cognitive 

ability in children, correlates to a loss of a year of learning for black students, and 

lowers high school graduation rates by as much as 20 percent.10 Most of the families 

living in urban, high-poverty neighborhoods have been stuck there for generations.11

At the other extreme, those privileged to live in high-opportunity neighborhoods 

rise easily on the benefits of exceptional schools and social networks. Anyone who 

has spent time in high-opportunity quarters knows intuitively what this means — the 

habits you observe, the people and ideas you are exposed to, the books you are 

motivated to read. Segregation of the highly educated has increased even faster than 

that of the affluent. As of 2009, according to census data, only seventeen counties 

in America had a population in which more than half are college educated. College 

graduates living in America’s most highly educated metro areas are more residentially 

isolated than African Americans.12

The same forces that create geographic disadvantage for many blacks and Latinos also 

disadvantage struggling white people. In an American metropolis stratified into areas 

of low, medium, and high opportunity, place is a disadvantage for anyone who cannot 

afford to buy a home in a premium neighborhood.13 One study found that only 42 

percent of American families now live in middle-income neighborhoods, down from 

65 percent in 1970.14 This is due to the rising segregation of the affluent and the poor 

from everyone else. As the framing paper discusses, income segregation has grown 

fastest among black and Hispanic families, and high- income families of all races are 

now much less likely to have middle- or low-income neighbors. Concentrated poverty 

neighborhoods and the number of people living in them have risen dramatically since 

1970. And concentrated poverty is growing fastest in the suburbs.15

What happens in a society in which income and wealth are increasingly concentrated 

in certain neighborhoods? Bastions of affluence tend to create disadvantage else-

where. Douglas Massey invokes Charles Tilley’s phraseology and calls it “opportunity 

hoarding.” Massey argues that where social boundaries conform to geographic ones, 

the processes of social stratification that come naturally to human beings become 

much more efficient and effective. In his words: “If out-group members are spatially 

these idealized neighborhoods. The court had banned racial zoning in Buchanan 

v. Warley in 1917, but Euclidian zoning and other practices like racially restrictive 

covenants and unregulated racial discrimination would accomplish the widely held 

goal of residential racial segregation. Physical segregation, like the vanquished regime 

of anti-miscegenation, is also a legacy of our nation’s multi-century effort to construct 

and insulate whiteness. The history of orchestration and intention behind physical 

segregation is beyond the scope of this essay but has been told by many.5 Suffice it to 

say that the ideology of supremacy animated this orchestration, and the architecture 

of separation endures. As Maria Krysan and co-authors argue in their paper for this 

symposium, both discrimination against renters and buyers and racially biased prefer-

ences by those seeking housing contribute to segregation. Race continues to shape 

housing markets, as do weak antidiscrimination enforcement and exclusionary zoning 

in which affluent towns intentionally prevent affordable housing, even market-rate 

apartments, from invading their turf. These practices and zip code profiling, which 

steers commercial and retail investment toward overwhelmingly white, poverty-free 

areas, enable current masters of the universe, and others with choices, to insulate 

themselves from populations they do not want to deal with.6

Racial polarization and contestation remain. Gerrymandering segregates politics. The 

average Republican congressperson represents a district that mirrors the overwhelm-

ingly white America of 1972, while the average Democrat represents a district that 

looks like the projected diversity of America in 2030.7 The end result is a clash of 

distinctly different worldviews — the difference, say, between those who resented and 

those who loved a Super Bowl commercial featuring “America the Beautiful” sung in 

seven different languages. In a segregated nation where many people and the leaders 

who represent them get little practice at pluralism, democracy is broken.

THE CONSEQUENCES FOR OPPORTUNITY
Segregation not only damages democracy, it undermines opportunity. The American 

dream is also broken for many in the United States. As underscored in the framing 

paper for this symposium and the recent work of economists and others, place, where 

one lives, greatly affects opportunity. Only about 30 percent of black and Latino 

families reside in middle-class neighborhoods where less than half of the people are 

poor. Meanwhile, more than 60 percent of white and Asian families live in environs 

where most of their neighbors are not poor. The majority of whites and Asians live in 

neighborhoods with a poverty rate below 14 percent. As urban sociologist John Logan 

put it, “It is especially true for African Americans and Hispanics that their neighbor-

hoods are often served by the worst-performing schools, suffer the highest crime rates, 

and have the least valuable housing stock in the metropolis.”8
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cause: segregation. There are many public policies that help promote integration and 

have been shown to produce successes, including inclusionary zoning (Montgomery 

County, MD) and magnet schools (The Sheff Movement, Hartford metropolitan area). 

What is missing is more political will, and there are pointed reasons for this lack of 

support.

THE CHALLENGES TO CREATING PUBLIC SUPPORT FOR INTEGRATION
Dr. Robin DiAngelo, an anti-racism scholar and educator, coined the term “white 

fragility” to describe “a state in which even a minimum amount of racial stress 

becomes intolerable, triggering a range of defensive moves.” Segregation fuels it. Most 

whites in America live in majority-white settings. As the framing paper points out, the 

average white person lives in a neighborhood that is 76 percent white. For segregated 

whites, their social environment “protects and insulates them from race-based stress,” 

DiAngelo writes. Such insulation “builds white expectations for racial comfort while 

at the same time lowering the ability to tolerate racial stress.” “Racial stress,” she 

continues, “results from an interruption to what is racially familiar.”22

We don’t like to admit that the ideology of white supremacy is still with us in the 

expectations that many whites have. Expectation of racial comfort, of white domi-

nance, may explain why most whites still state preferences for majority-white neigh-

borhoods. As the framing paper points out, in 2001, the threshold at which whites 

would likely avoid purchasing a home in a neighborhood was 15 percent blackness. 

Hopefully, whites’ current capacity for neighborhood exposure to black people has 

risen. But whatever the threshold for avoidance is today, it is important to consider 

the reasons for such avoidance. Black people remain the group all non-blacks are least 

interested in integrating with. Why? Allow me to speculate.

Social psychologists have documented implicit associations of blackness with crimi-

nality.23 While the stereotype of the black male sexual predator helped justify the old 

Jim Crow, I believe a modern stereotype of the “ghetto” dweller or “ghetto thug” is part 

of the spoken and unspoken subtext of fair housing debates. There is a spatial dimen-

sion to anti-black stereotyping that goes beyond class. Residents of hyper-segregated 

neighborhoods are more likely than other groups to be black.24 Hyper-segregation 

facilitates a unique form of othering. To be “ghetto” has a widespread negative connota-

tion in America, one that many if not most people of all colors disassociate from.

There are codes of the street, incubated in concentrated black poverty, that some black 

males feel pressured to adopt as a mode of personal survival.25 Such codes, partici-

pated in by a small subset of black urban residents, glorified in gangsta’ rap, propa-

gated in near-constant news stories about urban crime, may explain widespread fear 

of black males. My mild-mannered, slight, conventionally-dressed, Harvard-educated 

segregated from in-group members, then the latter are put in good position to use 

their social power to create institutions and practices that channel resources away 

from the places where out-group members live.” The same power can be used to 

“direct resources systemically toward in-group areas.”16 Segregation puts affluent, high-

opportunity places in direct competition with lower-opportunity communities for 

finite public and private resources. And affluent jurisdictions are winning, sometimes 

because they are subsidized by everyone else.17

Rising geographic separation of the affluent, then, appears to contribute to rising 

inequality.18 It is not surprising that both income inequality and income segregation 

rose at the same time. As those with power to set wages for others became ever more 

residentially isolated from people who really need their paychecks, CEO-to-worker pay 

rose precipitously, increasing 875 percent between 1978 and 2012.19

Meanwhile, places with a sizeable middle class that enable poor families to live among 

them have higher rates of upward mobility for poor children.20 And yet segregation, 

and the parochial benefits that come with it for those living in poverty-free havens, 

undermine the willingness of many to try integration. As one town councilman in a 

distressed older suburb bemoaned, “We’ve lost that sense as Americans that we can all 

live together and that’s part of what’s made the inequality in this country so crass and 

gross. People don’t want to be around each other anymore.”21

As the framing paper sets out, integration produces ample social and economic bene-

fits, including reducing racism. While there are many fairness arguments for increasing 

equity or reducing inequality of opportunity between advantaged and disadvantaged 

places and people, advocates of equity must acknowledge that segregation is an 

underlying cause of the political constraints to procuring more equity. Affluent people 

concentrated in advantaged enclaves don’t volunteer to pay more taxes to invest in 

other people’s children or other jurisdictions’ needs. At minimum, integration and 

equity advocates should acknowledge that the ends of equity and integration are not 

mutually exclusive. Coalitions to support integration are likely to have many natural 

reasons for supporting more equitable investments in disadvantaged places.

Integration weariness is common among black folk, perhaps as much as integration 

wariness or avoidance is common among non-dexterous whites (as I describe in the 

next section). Integration weariness on the part of African Americans may stem from 

being tired of being disappointed by an America that has not lived up to the ideals of 

Brown v. Board of Education. It may also stem from exhaustion with anti-black micro- 

and macro-aggressions. Whatever the source of integration weariness, by whoever 

harbors it, here is a hard truth: we can’t fix what is broken in politics, in human 

relations, in disparate opportunity, without addressing a fundamental underlying 
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black people might be more apt to be seen as three-dimensional human beings, 

worthy of the moniker “citizen.”

Of course, poor black people are not the only subgroup subject to stereotyping and 

exclusion. A small minority of poor whites, 7.5 percent according to the framing 

paper, live in concentrated poverty, compared to a quarter of all poor blacks and 17.4 

percent of poor Hispanics. With some suburbanization of concentrated poverty, and 

the winnowing out of working- and middle-class jobs in many places, there is an 

emerging conception of poor white dysfunction, of a white underclass that is also 

defined by geography. They live apart from and are not well understood by coastal 

elites.32 This is part of the distinct cultural binary that animated the 2016 election. 

husband watches women cross the street when he encounters them on the sidewalk. 

An African-American man who lives in a tony suburb speaks of the dramatic difference 

in how he is treated when he walks the neighborhood with and without his family, 

even among neighbors who know him. When he walks solo, he says, he becomes 

a “thug.”26 Only a relatively small number of census tracts might be called a “ghetto,” 

whether by folk who live elsewhere who are casting aspersions or by residents 

themselves who may use the term to describe their reality. (I have heard both).

Despite its European origins, in the United States the word is associated not just with 

concentrated poverty but also with blackness. Demographers use a threshold of 40 

percent poverty to define concentrated poverty and, as the framing paper points 

out, the number of these census tracts has risen from about 2500 in the year 2000 

to 4400 in 2009–2013. Below is a table of extreme poverty census tracts with some 

of the features associated with ghettoes — very high levels of household and child 

poverty, violence, single motherhood, boarded or vacant properties, to name some 

of the potential indicia. The table underscores that not all of the most distressed, 

concentrated poverty census tracts are predominantly black, though many of them 

are. Such places, small in number, loom large in the American psyche and in American 

race relations. They contribute to a continued fear and loathing about black bodies, 

and sometimes middle- and upper-class black people are participating in the othering. 

Even in Washington, DC, where Democrats outnumber Republicans by about 12 to 1, 

and where African Americans for many years controlled government, political leaders 

pursued punitive laws that fueled mass incarceration and filled DC prisons with young 

black men.27 The same black political leadership was also slow to adopt an inclu-

sionary zoning ordinance and pursued policies that displaced many poor residents 

from the city.28

Concentrated poverty, particularly of the black kind, contributes to the flight of others 

with choices to perceived higher ground.29 Families with children are especially 

motivated to avoid high-poverty schools or neighborhoods, such is the fear that a child 

will be caught in the undertow of downward mobility associated with concentrated 

poverty and described above in the section on disparate opportunity.30 Elsewhere 

I have described the intentional public policies that created concentrated black 

poverty.31 Had governments not intentionally created black ghettoes, I suspect we 

would be much further along in the project of dismantling Jim Crow. If you, the reader, 

can indulge yourself in the thought experiment of a nation without ghettoes, perhaps 

you can also imagine the wider range of choices people of all classes and races might 

have for schools and neighborhoods in a ghetto-free nation. Blackness would be less 

likely to be associated, consciously or unconsciously, with hysterical negatives. Policies 

and preferences of avoidance might be less common and individuals and institutions 

less risk averse, more willing to try to enter or invite robust diversity. Above all, poor 

Table 1. Sample US neighborhoods with high levels of poverty, violence, and other 

features possibly associated with “ghetto.” 

Census 

Tract Number

Neighborhood Percentage 

Poor 

(Source: 2014 

American  

Community 

Survey, 

Census 

Bureau)

Violent Crime 

Rate Per 

1000 people 

(Source: 

Uniformed 

Crime 

Report/ local 

precinct 

reports)

Ethnic 

Makeup (2010 

Census)

Percentage of 

Households 

run by Single 

Mothers 

(Source: 2010 

Census)

Kids in  

Poverty 

(ACS)

Vacant 

Houses 

(American 

Housing 

Survey)

Percentage 

of Workers 

in Service 

Sector 

(American 

Community 

Survey)

540101 Altgeld 

Gardens, 

Chicago, Ill

60.80% 99.02 94% African 

American

62.20% 76% 37.40% 54.70%

170200 Baltimore, MD 

(State Center 

Metro Around 

N MLK Blvd)

54.60% 91.03 91% African-

American

3.9% 7.40% 17.20% 61.7

357300 Indianapolis, 

(In South 

of Fountain 

Square)

40.80% 84.30 29.8 % 

African- 

American  

12% Hispanic  

58% white

22% 67.5% 15.30% 47.20%

0029000 Toledo, OH 

(LaGrange St./

Water St.) 

82.70% 77.30 24% white 

55% black 

26% Hispanic

26.6% 89.20% 17.30%  26.10%

001000  

Rockford, Ill 

(Kishwaukee 

St.)

 

62.70%

 

75.80 

44% African-

American, 

22% white, 

17% hispanic

55.8% 78% 42.20% 38.50%

114300 Cleveland, 

OH, (Kinsman 

Rd)

87.10% 70.30 98% African-

American

66.50% 88.10% 27.10% 38.60%

026900 Toledo, OH 

(LaGrange St./

Water St.)

82.70% 77.30 24% white 

55% black 

26% Hispanic

26.6% 89.20% 17.30% 26.10%

009801 Rockford, Ill 

(Kishwaukee 

St.)

62.70% 75.80 44% African-

american 

22% White 

17% Hispanic

55.8% 78% 42.20% 38.50%

500400 E. St. Louis 

(Caseyville 

Ave)

48.40% 66.27 97.7% 

African-

American

55.6% 97.50% 22.90% 34.60%

000500 Anniston, 

Alabama

58.50% 62.57 91.7% African 

American

31.6% 80.90% 38.9 37.70%
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Integration, pursued with care and intention, enables the willing, privileged integra-

tionist to live in a diverse society without fear and enables poor and struggling people 

to access opportunity rather than be excluded from it. As an affluent citizen who lives 

within walking distance of subsidized housing and sends my children to a diverse 

public charter school where a quarter of the children are poor, I can attest to the 

benefits of such robust inclusion for my family and other families. At our school and 

in our mixed-income residential environs, people of all races and classes get practice 

dealing with each other, build trust and advocate together for policies and investments 

that will improve our schools and neighborhood. Poor black people inhabit both the 

school and the neighborhood, and no one thinks of them as scary aliens to be avoided.

Some communities already approximate the saner, inclusive spaces of the future. 

More than 400 counties, cities, or towns require or strongly incentivize new housing 

development to be mixed-income and 5 to 10 percent of the US population currently 

lives in these communities.35 Integrated places typically result from permissive zoning 

laws that allow more density in residential development, including apartments and 

town houses, and they exhibit lower levels of racial prejudice. Integrated jurisdictions 

like Montgomery County, Maryland; West Hartford, Connecticut; and Portland, Oregon 

also tend to invest more in education and offer more social mobility for poor children. 

In contrast, segregated communities tend to have highly restrictive zoning that limits 

density and elevated levels of racial prejudice.36

Rising cultural dexterity may not end the exclusion and marginalization of the black 

and Latino poor. Accepting a majority-minority nation is one thing, ending plutocracy 

and ghettoes is quite another. While half of whites may be culturally dexterous by 2040, 

some unknowable portion will not. Some political liberalization will happen as a result 

of demographic changes and rising dexterity. However, concerted effort to mobilize 

multiracial constituencies will be necessary. No jurisdiction will enact an inclusionary 

zoning ordinance, welcome public transportation from less advantaged places, invest 

more in the disadvantaged side of town, without a loud insistent chorus of voices, an 

organized coalition like chapters of the Industrial Areas Foundation, demanding such 

policies of government!

As more of us acquire dexterity and habits of inclusion, it will become much easier to 

create winning coalitions and communities of civility, where a debate about school 

funding is more a spirited exchange about what actually works than a zero-sum fight. 

Many communities of decency do exist today. They support inclusionary zoning laws 

that allow struggling people to live near great schools and employers that might hire 

them. Imagining the third Reconstruction in dexterous places of the future brings 

a smile to my face. Research by Robert Putnam suggests that non-dexterous people 

burrow in and avoid civic engagement when they enter diverse settings.37 But, this 

Those who live far away from distressed communities — whether rural, suburban, or 

inner-city — can develop a lack of empathy for struggling people, a sense that they are 

“deplorable” and undeserving of policy interventions or real inclusion. Segregation, then, 

is both a symptom and a cause of race and class tensions in America.

TRANSCENDING FEAR: THE RISE OF THE “CULTURALLY DEXTEROUS”
Given the enduring effectiveness of divide-and-conquer, dog-whistling politics, I have 

little hope of a class-consciousness arising to unify struggling people of all colors. I 

am, however, optimistic about the possibilities for creating ascending coalitions of 

culturally dexterous whites and progressive people of color that could fight together 

for integration and equity in the regions where they live.

Elsewhere I have defined “cultural dexterity” as the quality of being able to enter 

very diverse settings and feel comfortable, even when outnumbered by people of a 

different race or ethnicity. It requires effort, a willingness to work at learning about 

and being immersed in someone else’s culture. And for those who undertake the effort, 

the process of honing cultural dexterity is never-ending. Rising interracial intimacy, 

immigration, demographic change, generational replacement, and increasing geographic 

diversity — all of these forces will have a powerful cumulative impact on our future. 

Because of these forces, the ranks of those who live with diversity and are forced to 

acquire dexterity will continue to expand, perhaps exponentially, in coming decades.33

The cultural dominance of integrators will be most palpable in dense metropolitan 

areas, where intense diversity will be inescapable. Emerging global neighborhoods, 

places where no particular group or culture dominates, will contribute to the rise 

of the culturally dexterous. An influx of global aspirants changes the complexion of 

a former white-flight suburb, and many whites decide to stay rather than escape to 

whiter exurbs. In the 50 largest US metro areas, 44 percent of suburban residents 

currently live in multiracial, multiethnic suburbs.34 And younger whites are moving to 

cities that their parents and grandparents fled decades before. With proximity comes 

more opportunity for practicing pluralism and creating new norms of inclusion. In 

these spaces, the culturally dexterous could invest in public institutions that foster 

inclusive opportunity because they value diverse peoples and must make diversity 

work. This vision is distinct from mere gentrification borne of population movement 

and displacement. It is premised on the hope that those who value diversity will 

intentionally create programs, especially housing policies, and new civic institutions 

that actively promote robust inclusion of the poor, middle class, and affluent of all 

colors. Segregation and supremacy were pursued with aggressive intention for three 

centuries in this country. Persistent structures and practices of exclusion and non-

dexterous mindsets will not be overcome without conscious effort to dismantle and 

replace them and to instill a new culture of inclusion.
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avoidance trend is less likely in the future, when more people will have acquired 

comfort with out-groups. Such communities will multiply as the culturally dexterous 

multiply. There are places today that declare they are welcoming to immigrants because 

they want to bring vitality to their struggling communities. They work at helping 

new residents and existing ones to get to know and understand each other. They are 

building new human bridges and yes, sometimes are whipsawed by the tensions.
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“Men and women of all races are born with the same range of abilities.  

But ability is not just the product of birth. Ability is stretched or stunted 

by the family that you live with, and the neighborhood you live in — by the 

school you go to and the poverty or the richness of your surroundings.  

It is the product of a hundred unseen forces playing upon the little infant, 

the child, and finally the man.”

 — President Lyndon B. Johnson, Commencement Address at Howard 

University, June 4, 19651

As the child population becomes “majority-minority,” racial segregation 

remains high, income segregation among families with children increases, 

and the political and policy landscape undergoes momentous change, it 

is a particularly crucial time to consider the consequences of segregation 

for children’s opportunity and wellbeing. Not only is residential segrega-

tion more extreme for children than for adults, but the close links between residential 

and school segregation mean that children are often isolated from opportunity across 

multiple environments during the developmental period when neighborhood and 

school resources critically impact their wellbeing, opportunities, and life chances. 

Beyond this reality of segmented opportunities lies a greater question — whether such 

separation and difference in the quality of children’s environments by race/income 

is morally or socially right. Segregation spatially isolates groups and limits social 

interaction, and, for children, this isolation occurs during the crucial period when 

racial attitudes are being formed. The degree of this separation challenges the values of 

unity and equal opportunity that we as a nation espouse, especially to the extent that 

purposefully exclusionary policies contribute to high levels of residential segregation. 

Further, segregation reifies notions of difference and supremacy by making separation 

into a physical reality. As illustrated by the account of a young, black student in a 

wealthy Boston suburb who was bused into the inner-city after school because of the 

mistaken assumption that he must be a desegregation program participant rather than 

a resident of that suburb2, segregation fosters powerful perceptions of who belongs 

where, who deserves “access.”

As the US becomes increasingly racially and ethnically diverse, particularly among the 

young, the harms of segregation will affect a growing share of the population. While 

children of color currently comprise about half of the child population, this share is 

projected to rise to over 60 percent by 2050, with particularly strong growth of the 

Hispanic child population.

Suburban/urban demographic shifts present both new challenges and opportunities as 

families of color continue to move to the suburbs. Further, a changed political land-

scape arguably favors a host of policy changes that could exacerbate segregation. New 

policy directions regarding taxes and entitlements, fair housing, and school choice, to 

name a few, all have great potential to exacerbate economic and racial/ethnic segrega-

tion, making this an especially significant moment to understand the extent and costs 

of segregation for children.

CHILDREN MORE SEGREGATED THAN ADULTS; INCOME SEGREGATION 
RISING FOR FAMILIES WITH CHILDREN
For every major racial/ethnic group, levels of residential segregation from whites are 

higher for children than they are for adults.3 Children are also more economically 

segregated than adults, but income alone does not explain their high levels of racial/

ethnic segregation. Even among poor children (those below the federal poverty line), 

segregation indices for all major racial/ethnic groups, relative to poor white children, are 

extremely high — in fact, substantially higher than the rates for children of all incomes. 

Over the past few decades, increases in household income segregation have occurred 

predominantly among families with children, whose segregation levels are about twice 

as high as those of childless families. Owens finds that rising residential income segre-

gation for families with children is largely related to increases in income inequality 

and the structure of school options, as characterized by school district boundaries and 

fragmentation. Upper-income families with children, benefiting from rising incomes, 

have been able to buy into more exclusive neighborhoods, further separating them-

selves from lower-income households.4 
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CHILDREN’S NEIGHBORHOOD DIFFERENCES EXTEND BEYOND POVERTY
Research on neighborhoods has more recently advanced beyond use of single 

indicators, such as poverty, to more complex aggregate indices that capture a range of 

neighborhood assets and stressors. These measures incorporate an understanding that 

the effects of neighborhood stressors on child wellbeing can be cumulative, as when 

high poverty neighborhoods also have high levels of violent crime, but can also be 

offset by positive neighborhood factors.8 

One such aggregate measure of neighborhood factors is the Child Opportunity Index 

(COI), developed by diversitydatakids.org and the Kirwan Institute for the Study 

of Race and Ethnicity. For the 100 largest metropolitan areas, the COI combines 19 

separate component indicators in three overall domains — Education, Health and 

Environment, and Social and Economic — into a composite opportunity index score, 

which positions/ranks each neighborhood (census tract) relative to all other neighbor-

hoods in its metro area. Each of the individual indicators was vetted for relevance 

to child development based on empirical literature on neighborhood effects and/

or conceptual frameworks of neighborhood influences on children. In addition to 

relevance, data availability guided indicator selection for each domain.9 

For each metro area, neighborhoods were assigned one of five Child Opportunity 

Index categories — Very Low, Low, Moderate, High, Very High — based on the quintile 

rank of their opportunity index scores. Thus, the census tracts identified as “very high” 

opportunity represent the top 20 percent of scores among census tracts within a 

metro area. Conversely, census tracts identified as “very low” opportunity represent the 

lowest scoring 20 percent of tracts within a metro area.

Combining these COI opportunity categories with the residence patterns of children 

by race/ethnicity shows that minority children, particularly black and Hispanic chil-

dren, are dramatically more likely to live in lower-opportunity neighborhoods. While 

only 9 percent of white children live in the 20 percent of neighborhoods ranked as 

lowest in opportunity, 32 percent of Hispanic and 40 percent of black children live 

in such neighborhoods. These disparities remain after controlling for children’s own 

poverty status. Looking just at poor children, 22 percent of white children live in 

the 20 percent of neighborhoods ranked as lowest in opportunity, but 45 percent of 

Hispanic and 57 percent of black children live in such neighborhoods (Figure 1). As in 

our analysis of neighborhoods by poverty status, we find that racial/ethnic inequities 

in neighborhood opportunities for children are larger in metro areas with higher 

levels of segregation.10 

This segregative behavior is a main mechanism by which higher-income families with 

children are actively separating themselves. Many privileged families choose to live in 

exclusionary communities by race, income, or both, largely by seeking high-performing 

school districts, sometimes using test scores or school racial composition as a proxy 

for school quality. This separation is facilitated by zoning that excludes housing types 

affordable to lower-income families, who are disproportionately black and Hispanic. 

Upper-income families who choose to live in cities often sequester themselves in 

exclusive neighborhoods where schools reflect neighborhood demographics, or they 

send children to private or exam schools, leaving lower-income black and Hispanic 

children in less advantaged neighborhoods and schools.

SEGREGATION IS ASSOCIATED WITH VASTLY DIFFERENT CHILD 
ENVIRONMENTS
Segregation is not benign. The neighborhoods where children live and grow are both 

separate and also greatly unequal along racial/ethnic lines in ways that have profound 

impacts on opportunities for healthy child development and wellbeing. The differ-

ences in neighborhood characteristics and opportunities between racial/ethnic groups 

are dramatic not just on average, but for large majorities of their populations. 

For example, using neighborhood poverty rate as a proxy for neighborhood quality, we 

found that large shares of all black and Hispanic children live in higher-poverty neighbor-

hoods than do the worst-off white children. We defined “worst-off white children” as the 

25 percent who live in the highest-poverty neighborhoods for white children in each of 

the 100 largest US metropolitan areas.5 On average, about 76 percent of black children 

and 69 percent of Hispanic children live in neighborhoods with poverty rates higher 

than those found in the neighborhoods of the worst-off white children. These differ-

ences remain even after taking children’s own poverty status into account. About 74 

percent of poor black children and 60 percent of poor Hispanic children live in neigh-

borhoods with higher poverty rates than those of the worst-off poor white children.6 

Furthermore, we find that metropolitan areas with the highest segregation levels 

have the most unequal geographies of neighborhood poverty. In the five metro areas 

(of the largest 100) where black children experience the highest levels of residential 

segregation, 86 percent of black children live in higher-poverty neighborhoods than 

the worst-off white children. But in the five least segregated metros, 57 percent of 

black children live in higher-poverty neighborhoods than the worst-off white children. 

The corresponding figures for Hispanic children in high- and low-segregation areas are 

74 percent and 44 percent.7 
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neighborhood crime statistics, white children are much more likely than blacks to 

live the vast majority of their childhood years in virtually violence-free neighborhoods. 

Also focusing on Chicago, Sharkey finds that exposure to homicide impairs children’s 

cognitive functioning and self-regulatory behavior through the mechanism of gener-

ating acute psychological distress among their caregivers. It is perhaps unsurprising, 

given the sharp differences in segregated neighborhoods and the choices and life 

trajectories that youth in disadvantaged neighborhoods foresee, that segregation has 

also been associated with altering youth decision-making processes. Although most of 

these studies do not establish causality between neighborhood conditions and child 

outcomes, they strongly suggest that, beyond neighborhood poverty, a wide range of 

neighborhood characteristics may influence children.12 

Isolating the precise effects of neighborhood conditions on child outcomes is chal-

lenging because the same factors that lead people to choose certain types of neighbor-

hoods may also impact their children’s outcomes. Nevertheless, a few rigorous studies 

do separate family from neighborhood influences and find independent neighborhood 

effects. Sampson, Sharkey, and Raudenbush found that the verbal abilities of black 

children residing in severely disadvantaged neighborhood were reduced by a magni-

tude equivalent to a year or more of schooling, on average. An analysis of Moving 

to Opportunity program data showed greater earnings and higher-quality college 

education as adults for children who moved from a high-poverty to a low-poverty 

neighborhood before the age of 13, as compared to children remaining in high-poverty 

areas. Further, Santiago and colleagues found that several neighborhood characteris-

tics predict outcomes for low-income Latino and African-American children across 

multiple dimensions, even after controlling for many household, child, and caregiver 

traits. Among the impacted domains are exposure to violence, risky behaviors, physical 

and behavioral health, education, marriage and childbearing, and youth labor market 

outcomes. For example, in neighborhoods where greater shares of residents work in 

high-prestige occupations, children had better educational outcomes and engaged in 

fewer risky behaviors. Also, children living in areas with lower property crime rates 

had better health outcomes with regard to conditions such as anxiety, depression, 

obesity, asthma, and neurodevelopmental disorders. While these studies find that 

neighborhoods themselves matter for child development, the precise mechanisms 

through which these effects occur is an important area of further exploration.13

SEGREGATED NEIGHBORHOODS/SEGREGATED SCHOOLS
Highest Levels of Segregation Occur at Critical Preschool Age
Segregated schools are perhaps the most powerful pathways through which segregated 

neighborhoods affect children. Seventy-eight percent of all students attend public 

schools to which they have been assigned, usually based on neighborhood of residence, 

and 84 percent of public school students attend assigned schools. Charter schools, 

EFFECTS OF RESIDENTIAL SEGREGATION ON CHILDREN
The separate and unequal neighborhoods where children of different backgrounds 

reside have strong associations with child outcomes. While much of the pertinent 

research on this topic focuses on a single measure of neighborhood environment, 

commonly poverty, and does not draw causal conclusions, several rigorous, causal 

studies substantiate the detrimental effects that neighborhood socioeconomic 

disadvantage has on children.11 

The connections between neighborhood socioeconomic status and a host of child and 

adolescent outcomes have been well documented, including links to behavior prob-

lems, juvenile delinquency, academic achievement, and health. Additional studies find 

that other neighborhood factors, such as public safety, levels of trust among neighbors, 

availability of safe recreational spaces, and access to affordable, healthy food also influ-

ence children. Differential exposure to neighborhood violent crime is one important 

stressor which arguably differs by race/ethnicity and has important implications for 

child development. While national data on exposure to crime is not available, several 

studies utilizing Chicago data cast important light. Timberlake and Kirk find that, by 

either a subjective measure (e.g., seeing someone attacked by a knife, saw someone 

get shot, or heard a gunshot within previous year) or an objective measure based on 

Figure 1: Percent of Poor Children, by Race/Ethnicity, Living in Each Neighborhood 
Opportunity Category

Note: Data are for 100 largest metropolitan areas combined. Racial groups exclude Hispanic members. Hispanics may be 

of any race. 

Source: diversitydatakids.org/Kirwan Institute Child Opportunity Index and U.S. Census Bureau, American Community 

Survey, 2011, 5-year estimates.
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Hispanic students now comprise over a quarter of enrollment. It is primarily this 

changing racial composition, rather than increasingly uneven distributions of different 

races/ethnicities across schools, that has led to white students experiencing greater 

exposure to non-white classmates at the same time that black and Hispanic students 

are increasingly isolated, often to an extreme degree.18 

At the same time, income segregation has been rising, driven in part by growth in 

income inequality. Between 1990 and 2010, between-district income segregation 

increased by more than 15 percent for families with children in public schools. Over 

roughly the same period, between-school segregation of students who were eligible 

and those who were ineligible for free lunch increased by more than 40 percent in 

large school districts.19 

The interaction between race/ethnicity and income means that black and Hispanic 

students are often segregated into both racially isolated and high-poverty schools. 

While public school students of all races/ethnicities are increasingly in schools with 

larger shares of low-income students, there are clear inequities by race/ethnicity.20 By 

2013, when low-income students made up 52 percent of enrollment, the average black 

or Hispanic student attended schools that were 68 percent low-income, while the 

average white or Asian students attended schools that were 40 percent and 42 percent 

low-income, respectively.21 

Effects of Segregation/Integration on Academic Achievement
The disadvantages of attending a concentrated poverty school have been well 

documented, most prominently in the influential Coleman report as well as in a 

more recent analysis of the same data showing that the socioeconomic status of a 

student’s school was even more important in predicting achievement than a student’s 

own status. Numerous studies have shown the detriments of attending segregated, 

high-poverty schools on math and reading scores as well as on drop-out rates, while 

others have shown that black and Hispanic students exhibit improved achievement 

in integrated settings, while white students are not harmed. More recently, Schwartz’s 

study of low-income children living in public housing in Montgomery County, 

Maryland whose families were randomly assigned to housing in neighborhoods with 

different poverty rates (with corresponding differences in school poverty) found 

that, in both math and reading, elementary school students who had been assigned to 

low-poverty schools significantly outscored their peers in moderate-poverty schools 

after five to seven years. By the end of elementary school, the substantial achievement 

gap between public housing children in the district’s most advantaged schools and 

non-poor students was cut in half for math and by one-third for reading.22 

which have more flexibility to draw students from wider and potentially more diverse 

areas, are even more racially segregated than traditional public schools, while private 

schools draw a disproportionately large share of white students. A new study of private 

school vouchers finds that, on net, they also are likely to exacerbate segregation.14

Ironically, children are most separate at the very ages when they are developing racial 

attitudes. Preschool children are segregated by the types of programs they attend 

and also within such programs. Those children from higher socioeconomic status 

families more commonly attend center-based preschools, while Hispanic families are 

disproportionately less likely to attend such programs. Further, the development of 

certain programs, such as Head Start, specifically as avenues to provide opportunities 

for low-income children, has led to disproportionate enrollment of low-income and 

black students.15 

While it is difficult to examine the extent of segregation across all preschool settings, 

in a study of almost 28,000 public school preschools, Frankenberg found that over half 

of Hispanic and black students attend schools that are at least 90 percent children of 

color. This degree of isolation exceeds that experienced by students in grades K-12. 

Still, white students experience the highest levels of racial isolation relative to their 

own specific racial/ethnic group. Comprising 41 percent of enrollment, white students 

attend preschools that are, on average, almost 70 percent white.16 

As in segregated K-12 schools, black and Hispanic children attending racially isolated 

preschools suffer from less adequate resources, including less qualified teachers. 

Preschool segregation also squanders a particularly fruitful time during child develop-

ment and an environment that could be potentially ideal for fostering intergroup 

contact necessary for developing healthy racial attitudes. Research has found that the 

most positive effects of integration occur when inter-racial experiences are earliest, 

and that cross-racial friendships are most common among younger children. Not only 

can these relationships and friendships help to counter prejudice, but even being 

exposed to diverse faces at young ages can reduce people’s implicit bias towards 

blacks when they become adults.17 

Rising Income Segregation Isolates Poor and Minority Students in 
Disadvantaged Schools
Increasing income segregation, parental choices, governmental and school policies, 

and, in some areas, fragmentation of geography into many, individual school districts, 

leave large numbers of lower-income, black and Latino students in isolated and 

disadvantaged schools. These inequities are increasingly consequential as students 

of color comprise larger shares of school enrollment. In 2014, white students made 

up less than half of public school enrollment, down from 79 percent in 1970, and 
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platform and the Secretary of Housing and Urban Development have fiercely criticized 

important advances in Fair Housing, such as the Affirmatively Furthering Fair Housing 

rule.26 The extent of the new administration’s tax and entitlement/benefits policies is 

still unknown. But if these policies serve to further increase income inequality, they 

are likely to also further fuel segregation and its costs.

The Department of Education has signaled support for school choice policies, 

although with a strong emphasis on privatization and certain mechanisms, such as 

private school vouchers, which would arguably increase rather than reduce segrega-

tion. In some cases, such as interdistrict choice, magnet schools, intentionally diverse 

charter schools, and controlled choice when accompanied by parent information 

and transportation programs, choice policies can reduce segregation. The interdis-

trict magnet school program which draws from the City of Hartford, Connecticut 

and surrounding communities, while not without its challenges, is one example of 

providing high-quality, diverse education. Even charter schools, which have typically 

been highly segregated, can foster integration when intentionally designed, as with the 

dozens of schools participating in the National Coalition of Diverse Charter Schools. 

Any type of school choice program must work to inform and empower those parents 

who face special barriers to participation, so that choice does not just benefit children 

of the already advantaged. And, of course, the mere desegregation of schools is only 

the necessary first step in achieving integration — further intentional measures must 

be taken both within schools and within classrooms to foster the environment and 

processes critical to reaping the rewards of diversity.

At the local level, the combination of exclusionary zoning, which keeps affordable, 

rental, and multi-family housing (especially larger units suitable for families with 

children) out of higher opportunity areas; fragmented municipal and school bound-

aries; growing income inequality; and school districts largely funded through property 

taxes all conspire to exacerbate segregation of children. While it is now almost a cliché 

that “housing policy is school policy,” it is undeniably true. Given the close connection 

between residential patterns and school assignment, the policies that encourage 

neighborhood integration, including affirmatively furthering fair housing, enforcing 

anti-discrimination laws, providing incentives for affordable housing construction in 

higher opportunity areas, and inclusionary zoning, would likely also reduce segrega-

tion in schools.

Mounting research evidence increasingly reveals the cost of such segregation in terms 

of children’s health, education, and long-term economic success. Beyond its impact on 

access to important neighborhood and school resources, the separation of children 

during childhood perpetuates the development of racial prejudices and stereotypes, 

or, in the words of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. “the false sense of superiority of the 

The relationships between racial/ethnic segregation and achievement gaps are 

complex. However, in a comprehensive study, Reardon concluded that all of the 

association between segregation and achievement gaps could be explained by 

differential exposure to school poverty alone and that black/Hispanic achievement 

gaps with whites are much higher when they attend schools with higher poverty 

concentrations. The mechanisms through which schools with less concentrated 

poverty improve achievement include “more equitable access to important resources 

such as structural facilities, highly qualified teachers, challenging courses, private and 

public funding, social and cultural capital,” significantly higher educational expecta-

tions from school staff and students, and lower levels of violence and social disorder 

than segregated schools. Higher per-pupil spending and lower student-teacher ratios 

are also mechanisms by which integrated schools lead to an increased likelihood of 

graduation among black students, according to a recent study on exposure of black 

students to court-ordered desegregation which found a 2-percentage-point increase in 

the probability of graduating high school for every year spent in an integrated school 

under court oversight.23 

School Integration Brings Benefits Beyond Achievement Gains
Education policy has focused intensely on achievement over the past several years. 

However, the growing diversity of the nation and globalization of economies suggest 

that other educational goals are worth pursuing. Integrated, diverse education has 

been shown to improve critical thinking and problem solving skills, the develop-

ment of cross-racial trust, and the ability to navigate cultural differences. Integrated 

schooling holds promise even for helping to break the vicious cycle of segregated 

housing and education, as students who attend integrated schools have been shown to 

more commonly seek out integrated settings in later life, including being more likely 

to live in diverse neighborhoods following graduation.24 

These benefits accrue not only to individuals, but arguably to the economy and civic 

society as well. Cross-cultural navigational skills are valued in the marketplace, as 

shown by the overwhelming response of major employers that it is “important” that 

employees be “comfortable working with colleagues, customers, and/or clients from 

diverse cultural backgrounds.” The reduction in bias and stereotypes, along with 

increased empathy and understanding of other races fostered by integrated education, 

all prepare students to be better citizens in our increasingly diverse democracy.25 

DISCUSSION
As the child population becomes increasingly racially/ethnically diverse and income 

segregation among families with children grows, the consequences of segregation 

become even more far-reaching. At the same time, the new and still developing federal 

political and policy landscape appears challenging. Both the 2016 Republican Party 
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segregators and the false sense of inferiority of the segregated.”27 Optimistic claims 

that we had moved into a “post-racial” era following the Obama election have been 

sadly refuted by police shootings of unarmed blacks, the subsequent rise of the Black 

Lives Matter movement and its backlash, and the racially/ethnically charged anti-

immigrant rhetoric of the 2016 presidential campaign. In that integration can promote 

cross-racial understanding and empathy, it is a valuable tool to enhance not only the 

wellbeing of individuals, but of our society as a whole. 

Segregation is a demographic and spatial reality, as described above, but, more criti-

cally, it is also a device used by a dominant group for maintaining their higher status 

vis-à-vis others through limiting social interaction.28 It is natural for families to desire 

the best for their children, but to the extent that those with power and advantage 

are able to influence and perpetuate policies in order to hoard benefits and oppor-

tunity, leaving disadvantaged children in circumstances which may dramatically 

influence their life courses for the worse, we must question whether we are and will 

be “one nation, indivisible.”
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Liberal1 polities are as committed to ending segregation and isolation in 

principle as they are engaged in maintaining them in practice. That contradic-

tion is partly explained by the perennial gap between ideals and practices; 

this volume focuses on strategies for closing that gap. But the contradiction 

between ideal and practice also rests on a deeper base. Understood through 

a particular lens, liberal ideals permit, and in some circumstances encourage, group isola-

tion and separation. Some public policies reflect that understanding of liberalism, and 

need to be taken into account as we seek to end impermissible segregation and isolation.

Another contradiction complicates the first. Segregation among racial or ethnic groups 

is, overall, declining in the United States from a high starting point; segregation among 

economic classes is rising from a low starting point. Policymakers and analysts can 

turn to well-established norms, laws, practices, and advocacy organizations in seeking 

to lessen racial and ethnic isolation. But the United States lacks a parallel set of norms, 

laws, practices, and advocates for lessening class isolation — in fact, the societal 

infrastructure does more to reinforce than to eliminate it. From the vantage point of 

liberal ideals, should we consider group and class segregation independently from one 

another? If so, how do we evaluate their frequent intersection, even as one is rising 

and the other declining?

Without resolving them, this chapter explores these two fundamental contradictions, 

between ideals and practice and between race and class, in light of liberal norms. That 

is, the rest of this symposium focuses on how Americans can effectively intervene 

to reduce the disadvantages of isolated or segregated communities; here we explore 

whether and why to do so. 

PATTERNS OF RACIAL, CLASS, AND RELIGIOUS SEPARATION
We begin by documenting changing patterns of racial/ethnic and class segregation 

in American cities. The former was ubiquitous and deep for most of the twentieth 

century.2 By most measures, it is now declining.3 The latter, however, is increasing4; the 

combination is creating a new spatial dynamic in much of America. 

We measure racial or ethnic segregation through the Dissimilarity Index (DI) measures 

provided by Brown University’s American Communities Project for census years 1980 

through 2010. We calculate it for 2015 with the 2011–2015 American Community 

Survey (ACS). The DI ranges from 0 to 100, with 0 representing no segregation and 

100 representing perfect segregation between two racial or ethnic groups. The DI 

uses census tracts to measure the segregation level between groups within a given 

geographic location; here we analyze non-Hispanic Whites, non-Hispanic Blacks, and 

Hispanics of any race. We have complete DI measures for 1,498 cities and towns5 for 

1980 through 2015. 

We measure income segregation in American cities via the rank-order information 

theory index.6 Using census reports of income distribution, this measure ranges from 

0 to 1, where 0 represents perfect integration and 1 represents perfect segregation. We 

use family (rather than individual) income due to its availability over time. We have 

complete income segregation measures for 3,055 cities and towns for the census years 

1980, 1990, and 2000, and for 2010 and 2015 from the 2006–2010 and 2011–2015 

ACS’s, respectively. (For many of these locations we also have racial segregation 

measures, as described above.)

Racial or ethnic and economic segregation have, of course, been intertwined 

throughout American history. Among the 284 cities with 2015 populations of 100,000 

or greater for which we have complete data, the correlation between White-Black 

and economic segregation was 0.31 in 1980 (0.34 for the South), and 0.24 (0.32 for 

the South) in 2015. In addition to region, the proportion of Black residents matters to 

the amount of overlap between race and class in a given location. Among cities with 

more than 100,000 people in 1980, we identified 151 with more than 10 percent 

Black residents, and 133 with fewer than 10 percent. The correlation between income 

segregation and racial segregation was 0.33 in the former, and only 0.20 in the latter. 

The difference in this association was even greater in 2015 — 0.30 for the cities with 

many Black residents and 0.06 for cities with few.

As the declining correlations from 1980 to 2015 indicate, group and class segregation 

are slowly diverging. Of the 1,542 cities with relevant data, 46 percent experienced 

increasing economic segregation and decreasing White-Black segregation between 

1980 and 2015.7 Figure 1 shows these trends clearly: 

However, just as the association between economic and racial segregation varies across 

place and time, so do the trends shown in Figure 1. White-Black segregation has declined 
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slightly in the West but nowhere else, White-Hispanic segregation rose slightly in the 

South and substantially in the Midwest, and Black-Hispanic segregation rose in the West.

The growth of economic segregation has been exacerbated by a simultaneous increase 

in income inequality within as well as across racial or ethnic groups. The Gini index9 

for the whole American population rose from 0.4 in 1972 to 0.46 in 2015; it also rose 

within each racial or ethnic group. As in the United States as a whole, in our sample of 

326 cities,10 urban African Americans have higher levels of internal income segregation 

in 2015 than do Whites or Latinos; Latinos are close behind. From its high starting 

point, intra-Black income segregation also increased the most over this period. These 

326 cities represent 26 percent of the total US population in 2015; intra-Black income 

segregation increased in them by 53 percent, intra-White income segregation by 23 

percent, and intra-Hispanic income segregation by 30 percent. 

Segregation and isolation persist, in short, but the kind of separation is changing 

and it differs across space and group. Racial or ethnic segregation remains high but 

is declining especially between Whites and Blacks; class segregation is growing in 

general and within racial or ethnic groups. American cities, whose politics have been 

oriented along a racial/ethnic axis for a century, are confronting a new situation of 

increasingly affluent and increasingly poor neighborhoods; racial isolation is no longer 

the only axis of isolation with which to contend. 

THE MANY COSTS AND OCCASIONAL BENEFITS OF GROUP SEPARATION 
Both racial/ethnic and economic segregation have many well-documented harms, 

particularly for disadvantaged groups and the poor. Given the excellent and detailed 

reviews in the Joint Center’s framing paper and McArdle and Acevedo-Garcia’s paper 

in this symposium, we need do no more than stipulate their findings. Nonetheless, as 

political scientists, we cannot resist adding a few comments on the political costs of 

group isolation.

Although concerted political effort might be able to change entrenched structural 

disadvantages, low-income communities have little political power. Black residents 

in poor neighborhoods participate in politics at lower rates than do Black residents 

of less poor neighborhoods.11 The poor vote at lower rates, are less likely to attend 

community meetings, and participate less in civic or church organizations, which can 

be springboards for political participation.12

Lack of political participation in poor communities has a range of causes, from 

mistrust of elites, authorities, and fellow residents13; to a high proportion of non-

citizens or disfranchised ex-felons14; to the failure of political parties and candidates 

to engage in outreach and mobilization.15 Compared with better-off neighborhoods, 

the most over the past 35 years in absolute terms; Black-Hispanic segregation decreased 

by just 2 points, while White-Hispanic segregation increased by over 7 points.8 As a result, 

40 percent of the 1,498 cities with data on Latinos in 1980 have seen a simultaneous 

rise in economic segregation and decline in Black-Hispanic segregation since 1980; the 

corresponding figure is only 19 percent for White-Hispanic segregation. 

Large cities were more likely than smaller ones to experience the trends shown in 

Figure 1. Fully 94 percent of cities with 2015 populations over 500,000 experienced 

growing divergence between racial and class segregation over the thirty-five year span, 

compared with only 44 percent of cities with populations under 100,000. 

Finally, the trends shown in Figure 1 differ geographically. Economic segregation has 

risen similarly across all four regions since 1980, while White-Black segregation rose 

Figure 1: Family income segregation rose, and White-Black segregation declined, in 
U.S. cities, 1980 – 2015* 

A. Family Income Segregation

B. White-Black Segregation

Source: Authors’ analyses; see text for data sources. These are fitted values; note that scales on the Y-axes differ.
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denies that justice always requires racial residential integration: “some blacks avoid 

residing in white neighborhoods to limit unpleasant experiences with whites … [or] 

to avoid interracial conflict….There is also … the positive preference for a black 

neighborhood…. Black self-segregation is still a choice…. [T]he problem is not closing 

ranks per se.”26 

Ordinary Americans sometimes concur. In 1982 (the only year that the General Social 

Survey (GSS) asked this question), a third of black respondents wanted to live in an 

all or mostly black neighborhood (N=172); 15 percent made a similar choice in June 

1995, according to an NBC News poll. A fifth of Hispanics preferred a “mostly Hispanic” 

neighborhood in a 2003 survey.27 In a survey that one of us conducted in 2014, more 

than half of the respondents preferred to be among many members of their own 

group rather than in more integrated environments if they could be assured of equally 

good schools, high salaries, or responsive political representatives.28

Even the isolated poor can benefit in some ways from remaining in their neighbor-

hood. Moving to a less poor neighborhood risks the loss of social connections, with 

their associated emotional and material benefits. Residents of a mixed-income Hope VI 

community in Seattle, for example, lack common experiences and physical proximity 

to other residents, so they find social interaction difficult.29 Poor families who have 

moved to dispersed public housing in mixed-income neighborhoods use neighbor-

hood ties in job searches less frequently than do residents of clustered public hous-

ing.30 Further, moving from public housing to integrated neighborhoods decreases 

voter turnout, probably due to a loss of social ties.31 A significant body of work 

documents the difficulties poor residents have in building interpersonal networks 

when moving from low- to mixed-income neighborhoods.32 

Like scholars, activists, and members of the public, laws and judicial decisions some-

times endorse certain forms of or reasons for group separation. Again, the distinction 

between mandatory and voluntary is crucial here. Exclusionary racial zoning was 

ruled unconstitutional in 1917,33 and the ruling was reinforced in 1948.34 The 1968 

Fair Housing Act prohibited housing discrimination, and it was strengthened in a 

“momentous” though little-noticed Supreme Court decision in 2015.35 However, zoning 

laws and ordinances, gated communities, and condo associations continue to sustain 

some forms of separation and isolation. 

 Zoning laws are not facially discriminatory; their purpose is “to divide a municipality 

into residential, commercial, and industrial districts (or zones) … with the use of prop-

erty within each district being reasonably uniform.”36 But given “additional restrictions 

that can be quite detailed,”37 zoning laws can and easily do separate people by class.38 

The Wharton Residential Land Use Regulation Index (WRLURI) shows that across the 

poor communities are subject to higher rates of crime, more intense police oversight, 

and concentrations of residents involved in the criminal justice system — all of which 

further erode civic ties and trust in one another and political institutions, not to speak 

of physical access to meetings and voting booths.16 Thus the public benefits of social 

bonds among neighbors who trust one another, and the consequent “shared willing-

ness to intervene for the public good” through community mobilization and political 

participation,17 is hard to come by.18

To our knowledge, no public actor in the United States any longer endorses de jure 

racial or ethnic segregation of neighborhoods, schools, jobs, or any other public 

association. Similarly, whereas 40 percent of Americans agreed strongly or slightly in 

1972 that “white people have a right to keep Negroes out of their neighborhoods if 

they want to, and Negroes should respect that right,” by 1996, only 12 percent did so 

(most respondents disagreed “strongly”).19Mandatory segregation so obviously violates 

laws and liberal norms, and causes such harm to individuals, communities, and the 

society at large, that we need not rehearse why most Americans (at least in public) and 

all laws reject it. However, this judgment rests on the term “mandatory” — voluntary 

group separation is more complicated. Americans sometimes endorse group members’ 

choice to live among people like themselves, and voluntary isolation can benefit as 

well as harm. Put more formally, in addition to its many harmful effects, group or class 

isolation may have some positive externalities. 

For example, a robust scholarly literature explores the benefits of ethnic enclaves for 

immigrants and their descendants. Communities with high proportions of co-national 

migrants offer connections to housing, employment, and legal services, as well as to 

valued cultural practices, normative interactions, and family dynamics.20 Religious 

organizations in immigrant enclaves help newcomers find employment and gain 

higher wages.21 As one authoritative review puts it, “the enclave is more than just a 

shelter for the disadvantaged who are forced to take on either self-employment or 

marginal work in small businesses. Rather, the ethnic enclave possesses the potential 

to develop a distinct structure of economic opportunities as an effective alternative 

path to social mobility.”22 Even when children of low-status immigrants are upwardly 

mobile, marry outside their group, and move away from ethnic enclaves,23 they value 

persistent ties with concentrated communities of co-ethnics.24 So one cannot assume 

that group separation is always coerced or that its costs always outweigh its benefits 

to members of the group.

A parallel literature endorses self-chosen isolation among African Americans. Analysts 

and activists have insisted for decades that racial solidarity and even group separation 

are necessary to advance economically, enhance political power, reinforce cultural 

values, and enjoy social interactions.25 The philosopher Tommie Shelby, for example, 
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liberty — all are fostered by policies to overcome isolation and unchosen segregation 

among subordinated groups.

Justice William O. Douglas’s partial dissent from the Yoder decision articulates another 

liberal view, compatible with Shelby’s but with a different emphasis. He focuses on 

children’s right to escape isolation through school and other non-group interactions 

in order to be able to choose their own future: “It is the student’s judgment, not his 

parents’, that is essential if we are to give full meaning to what we have said about 

the Bill of Rights and of the right of students to be masters of their own destiny.” A 

generalized version of Douglas’s focus on the Amish case is the classic liberal claim 

that a decent polity owes children the resources, skills, and opportunities to choose 

their futures. Children have a much more difficult time attaining those resources, skills, 

and opportunities in isolated, segregated, poor communities than in broadly inclusive 

and diverse communities.

Another way of looking at liberal norms, however, loosens the links between them and 

the urgency of abolishing isolated, segregated communities. There are two sub-argu-

ments here. The first we have already discussed: liberalism might entail that minority 

communities have the right of self-determination. If African Americans, Latinos, recent 

immigrants, the Amish, Muslims, and so on find value in living with people like 

themselves, even at the cost of greater poverty and isolation than might otherwise be 

the case, a liberal might argue that group members should have the right to make that 

choice. The second sub-argument is, for us at any rate, more difficult: do the wealthy, or 

non-Hispanic whites, racists, or xenophobes have the same liberal right to choose to 

live among people like themselves so long as others are not legally excluded? Gated 

communities and zoning laws imply that Americans’ answer is “yes.” So, is isolation and 

separation of Whites or the well-off unjust, and to be fought by public policies?46 By 

one understanding of liberal norms, the answer must be “no.”

Someone espousing liberal norms as the touchstone for public policies must also 

consider three final complexities. First, what would people choose if they had expe-

rienced and understood the implications of both voluntary group separation and 

extensive integration and inclusion? That is, how can a polity enable people to deter-

mine what is in their own best interests and accords with their deepest values, given 

that they are necessarily choosing from within a partial, one-sided vantage point? One 

answer focuses on schooling, roughly in accord with Douglas’s partial dissent in Yoder: 

regardless of where and how they live, the state should ensure that children receive 

an education that allows them to learn about and experience diversity of classmates, 

ideas, forms of knowledge, and adult role models so that they have more material from 

which to choose the type of community they want to live in as adults. This argument 

holds equally for disadvantaged minorities, religiously-based groups, and affluent or 

United States, “community wealth is strongly positively correlated with the degree of 

local land use regulation. … Researchers and policy-makers should seriously consider 

exclusionary desires as a motivation in many instances.”39 With most Americans 

supporting zoning laws,40 class segregation remains difficult to address without 

infringing on individual choice.

Americans are even more likely to accept, or endorse, religious groups’ desire to live 

separately from other Americans. In Wisconsin v. Yoder41 the Supreme Court held 

that Amish families could ignore a state’s compulsory schooling law after the eighth 

grade precisely because they lived in an isolated, self-segregated community: “This 

concept of life aloof from the world and its values is central to their faith. … [T]he 

Amish have demonstrated the . . . interrelationship of belief with their mode of life … 

and the hazards presented by the State’s enforcement of a statute generally valid as 

to others.” The Court did not claim that the Amish are unique. And in fact, state and 

local governments have accommodated Jewish communities through charter schools 

“with a mission to teach Hebrew,”42 and other communities through Afrocentric43 and 

creationist44 schools.

These cases are rare, and far from the core concerns of this symposium. But they 

underline the fact that group isolation may not always be wrong; one must specify 

criteria for whether and why it is appropriate to “propose strategies for reducing the 

extent of residential segregation and/or mitigating its consequences.” We turn now to 

that question. 

WHETHER AND WHY TO REDUCE RESIDENTIAL SEGREGATION
The difficulty here is that liberal norms mandate several, perhaps contradictory, 

responses to group-based segregation and isolation, depending on how one 

understands liberal norms, groups and class, and segregation. So even if liber-

alism — rather than democracy, liberty, community, faith, or some other powerful set of 

norms — ought to determine the polity’s response to isolation and segregation, there is 

no clear path forward. Instead, there are several.

Tommie Shelby articulates the liberal response to segregation that mostly drives 

this symposium’s goal of promoting more inclusive communities. In his terms, the 

commitment to abolish poor black ghettos (which is not the same as ending black 

communities) is not merely a matter of overcoming prejudice or poverty. Rather, it 

is “an aggressive attempt at fundamental reform of the basic structure of our society.” 

Ghetto abolitionism attacks racism and class-based stratification in the name of “equal 

and extensive liberty for all, from freedom of expression and association to the 

right to an unconditional social minimum and to participate as equals in collective 

self-governance.”45 Constitutional rights, democratic governance, equal opportunity, 
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or schools with distinctive profiles so students can try out different contexts, incen-

tives to lure suburban children into urban schools and vice versa, and a more robust 

and explicit commitment to treating public schooling as a public good.48 Perhaps 

Americans should directly challenge zoning laws, or pass laws that encourage density 

and discourage suburban sprawl, or otherwise use choice architecture to promote one 

type of liberalism without violating the rights and commitments implied by the other 

type.49 Liberal polities have never sorted out the tension between individual rights and 

group autonomy and probably never will — but that is no excuse for failing to take the 

steps toward freedom of choice and exciting opportunities to flourish that any liberal 

should embrace.
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Household Neighborhood 

Decisionmaking and Segregation

JUSTIN STEIL AND REED JORDAN

Massachusetts Institute of Technology

How households make decisions about where to live has obvious implica-

tions for residential segregation by both race and class. Technological 

developments, such as the availability of online search engines, have the 

potential to change aspects of households’ neighborhood decisionmaking 

process. What do we know about households’ decisionmaking processes 

about neighborhoods, and what are the potential leverage points in those processes 

where intervention can contribute to the creation of more integrated places?

HOUSEHOLD- AND NEIGHBORHOOD-LEVEL CHARACTERISTICS
Neighborhoods play a particularly focal role in the housing search process in the 

United States in part because they significantly shape access to opportunity. They do 

so largely because the decentralized structure of government in the United States 

leaves the provision of many goods and services, and the raising of a substantial 

share of government revenue, to municipal governments.1 Over fifty years ago, the 

economist Charles Tiebout proposed a “consumer-voter” model of municipal selection 

in metropolitan areas with high numbers of distinct localities. In Tiebout’s model, 

residents sort into municipalities by selecting the one that best meets their preferred 

set of amenities and their desire (or ability) to pay for those amenities through taxes. 

A substantial literature has extended and critiqued Tiebout’s consumer-voter thesis, 

exploring the interaction of income, race, and socioeconomic status in shaping 

neighborhood choices.2 According to Tiebout’s model, the proliferation of smaller 

municipalities should best meet the needs of consumer-voters by providing a range 

of taxation levels and public services suited to their varying preferences. In reality, 

municipal fragmentation has also facilitated exclusionary zoning policies, racial and 

economic segregation, and opportunity hoarding by wealthier households. The general 

principle, however, that both household-level characteristics, such as income and race, 

and municipal or neighborhood-level characteristics, such as school performance or 

tax rates, affect the decisionmaking process in the choice among neighborhoods is 

widely accepted.

The extensive range of amenities associated with a neighborhood in the United States 

extends from shared community resources (e.g., parks), to infrastructure (e.g., public 

transportation networks), services (e.g., schools), regulatory structures (e.g., zoning), 

demographic characteristics (e.g., income distribution), social characteristics (e.g., 

crime rates), environmental factors (e.g., sources of air and water pollution), physical 

factors (e.g., structure type and age), and tax rates.3 Housing prices then represent not 

only the value of the structure of the home itself but also the quality of local services 

and neighborhood conditions that are capitalized into home values.4 

Neighborhood-level factors have been found to be the strongest determinants of 

household location choice.5 Among the neighborhood-level factors studied, (e.g., 

crime, property tax, median housing value), school quality exerted the largest influ-

ence on household location decisions.6 Research using restricted US Census data to 

examine housing prices along school attendance zone boundaries has similarly found 

that school performance, as well as neighborhood educational levels and neighbor-

hood racial composition, all exert significant influence on household locational 

decisions.7 As one might expect, higher levels of school district fragmentation within a 

metropolitan area are therefore associated with higher levels of between-district racial 

residential segregation.8 

Given the capitalization of neighborhood attributes, such as school performance, into 

housing prices, the ability to move into a neighborhood of one’s choice depends, of 

course, on household wealth and income. Over the past four decades, neighborhoods 

have become more segregated by income. Two-thirds of families in 1970 lived in 

neighborhoods with a median income similar to that of the region overall — essentially 

middle-class, mixed income communities.9 But today, less than half of households live 

in mixed-income neighborhoods as more and more live instead in either very poor or 

very wealthy ones.10 Part of the reason for this increase in residential segregation by 

income is the hollowing out of the middle class in general. But local-level factors, such 

as municipal and school district boundaries and zoning and housing policies, play a 

significant role in either exacerbating or ameliorating the sorting of households by 

income.11 Nationwide, the poor, and especially the rich, are increasingly isolated from 

each other and from the middle class. By concentrating the advantages of wealthy 

households and the disadvantages of low-income households, income segregation 

accentuates the differences in neighborhood conditions that households face. 

Nevertheless, differences in income by race cannot explain the persistently high 

levels of residential segregation by race. For instance, the average black household 

with an income greater than $75,000 lives in a neighborhood with a higher poverty 

rate than the average white household with an income below $40,000.12 Research 

has consistently found that income differences alone cannot explain either residential 
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While early studies established that neighborhood racial composition affects home-

seeking behavior, more recent work has analyzed whether the observed neighborhood 

racial preferences are driven by race itself or whether race serves as a convenient 

proxy for other socioeconomic factors. Existing research has consistently identified 

independent effects of neighborhood racial composition beyond socioeconomic 

factors.19 

For example, after controlling for crime rates, school quality, and housing 

values — commonly cited neighborhood characteristics for which homeseekers may 

see race as a proxy — the percentage of black and Latino residents continues to have 

a significant independent impact on whites’ likelihood of purchasing a house, while 

the proportion of Asian households has no effect on white home purchases.20 These 

findings suggest that race plays an independent role in neighborhood preferences, and, 

further, that the neighborhood compositions preferred by whites are primarily driven 

by resistance to living in neighborhoods with substantial shares of black and, to a 

lesser extent, Latino residents, rather than by a preference for living in white neighbor-

hoods.21 Turning to measures of neighborhood satisfaction, subjective neighborhood 

condition (such as property upkeep) and objective neighborhood conditions (such 

as poverty rates) have been found to explain little of white residents’ self-reported 

neighborhood satisfaction when compared with neighborhood racial composition.22 

In other words, “after accounting for community social characteristics, distinct effects 

of racial/ethnic composition persist, supporting the idea that there is something about 

race, above and beyond social class, that propels neighborhood satisfaction.”23

Perhaps the strongest evidence that racial composition matters independently of 

class or other neighborhood characteristics when whites make housing decisions 

comes from studies employing experimental methods to directly test the racial proxy 

hypothesis.24 In one experimental study, researchers showed respondents videos of 

neighborhoods in which the researchers manipulated the racial and class character-

istics of the neighborhood in order to test the independent effects of race and class 

characteristics on neighborhood preference. For example, researchers would show a 

video of the exact same neighborhood scene but change the race of visible neighbor-

hood residents or the class valence of their activities. White homeseekers consistently 

rated all-white neighborhoods as the most desirable. The effect of race was smaller for 

blacks, who identified racially mixed neighborhoods as the most desirable.25 

In addition to differences by race in preferred neighborhood racial composition and 

neighborhood perception, segregation is exacerbated by the “mismatch” between whites’ 

desired neighborhood racial composition and the composition of neighborhoods in 

which they perform their housing search. Whites search in neighborhoods with even 

higher percentages of whites than they say they would prefer. In contrast, black and 

segregation by race or the disparities in neighborhood resources that are correlated 

with racial segregation.13 Analysis of restricted US Census data with precise location 

information has found that for black-white segregation, observable sociodemographic 

characteristics, including education, income, language, and immigration status, can 

explain less than one-third of contemporary levels of residential segregation.14

THE CONTINUING SIGNIFICANCE OF NEIGHBORHOOD RACIAL 
COMPOSITION
Notwithstanding the significance of schools and other local amenities, the racial 

composition of a neighborhood remains a significant determinant in the residential 

decisionmaking process. As Krysan and Crowder write in this volume, residential 

segregation is reinforced through a housing search process shaped by neighborhood 

perceptions and homophilous social networks that are themselves already shaped 

by segregated residential patterns. Krysan and Crowder emphasize that the housing 

search process cannot be understood through a neat rational decisionmaking model 

because 1) housing searchers have significant blind spots created by incomplete, and 

sometimes inaccurate, information about the range of neighborhoods in a metro-

politan area; 2) the gaps in housing searchers’ knowledge are shaped by their lived 

experiences and social networks and may therefore be colored by existing segregated 

living patterns; and 3) the search process is multi-staged, and a large set of housing 

options are eliminated in preliminary stages using heuristics rather than a careful 

rational-choice model and cost-benefit analysis of all possible options. Neighborhood 

racial composition becomes a common, explicit or implicit, heuristic through which 

neighborhood choice sets are narrowed throughout the search process. 

Not only does neighborhood racial composition matter to homeseekers, it matters 

differently depending on who the homeseeker is. Whites tend to favor predominately 

white neighborhoods (estimated at less than 20 percent non-white) and are often 

reluctant to move into neighborhoods with more than a few non-white households.15 

Black homeseekers prefer significantly more integrated neighborhoods, on average 

ones that are about 50 percent black.16 According to black homeseekers, their prefer-

ence for at least some black presence in their neighborhoods is driven by fear of 

experiencing white hostility.17 

Research on preferences for neighborhood racial composition has found the existence 

of a racial hierarchy in preferred neighborhood racial composition. Whites are the most-

preferred “out-group” — a race different from the homeseeker — and blacks are consis-

tently the least preferred out-group neighbors. Asians and Latinos are usually located in 

the center of the hierarchy, with Asians generally more preferred than Latinos.18
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Such further research on housing searches is particularly important given that years of 

carefully conducted experimental evidence has shown that black and Latino home-

seekers continue to be shown fewer units than similarly situated whites, significantly 

raising the cost of housing searches for black and Latino buyers and limiting their 

housing options.30 Previous research has also demonstrated that black renters are 

often provided less information about units, shown fewer units, and quoted higher 

rental prices, and that black homebuyers receive less assistance with financing and are 

steered into lower-income neighborhoods and communities with higher proportions 

of racial and ethnic minorities.31

NEW TECHNOLOGY AND UNANSWERED QUESTIONS IN THE  
SEARCH PROCESS
In general, homeseekers, regardless of race, increasingly rely on the internet for infor-

mation about housing decisions. The vast majority of homebuyers in 2015 (87 percent) 

still turned to real estate agents at some point in the search, but 42 percent of buyers 

used the web as the first step of their search, and 89 percent used online sources at 

least once.32 The effect of the increased availability of online real estate information on 

segregation is not yet clear. Easy access to online listings and neighborhood informa-

tion may allow consumers to expand the set of neighborhoods considered and avoid 

segregative steering by informal or formal sources, but formal sources, such as brokers, 

are governed by the Fair Housing Act and may have the potential to play an integrative 

role by pointing out neighborhoods that homeseekers might otherwise have ignored. 

As McLaughlin and Young write in this volume, greater access to real estate data 

comes in three general forms: property-specific data, neighborhood-specific data, and 

“user-customized” data (such as estimates of mortgage borrowing capacity based on 

information provided by the user, such as household income). Although the increased 

availability of real estate data will improve the efficiency of the home search process, 

it could affect residential sorting (and therefore segregation) in two countervailing 

ways. On the one hand, greater access to data could contribute to larger choice sets of 

neighborhood options than would have otherwise been considered and ultimately to 

greater residential integration by race and class. On the other hand, greater access to 

data, especially regarding neighborhood characteristics such as school performance 

and public safety, could increase the demand for and price of housing in areas with 

high levels of access to opportunity. Without a corresponding expansion in supply, 

price stratification across neighborhoods could increase, contributing to increased 

segregation by class and also potentially by race.33 

Further, through the provision of different search results tailored to users’ IP address 

location or shaped by users’ prior searches and social networks, online searches have 

the potential to introduce even less visible segregative effects. And in other ways, 

Latino homeseekers conduct their search in neighborhoods that correspond to their 

stated preferences.26 While whites mainly search in overwhelmingly white communities, 

black homeseekers search in communities with a variety of racial compositions.27

Less examined are specific differences in how these racialized patterns of neighbor-

hood-seeking behavior unfold between households seeking to purchase homes versus 

rent, and how access to mortgage capital may shape housing searches. Moreover, little 

is known about the experience of recent immigrants, especially those with limited 

English proficiency, in the neighborhood search process. Hum’s research in this 

volume examines the role of minority-owned community banks in providing credit for 

foreign-born residents who may not qualify for conventional loans. Hum also identifies 

the role of those same banks in facilitating property purchases by international inves-

tors that may drive up housing costs for other buyers and for renters and contribute to 

neighborhood change through gentrification. 

SOURCES OF INFORMATION IN THE HOUSING SEARCH PROCESS
Given what we know about how neighborhood preferences contribute to residential 

segregation, it is helpful to look in more detail at the processes through which these 

preferences are transformed into actual neighborhood search decisions and home 

purchases. In particular, the sources and information that homeseekers use to support 

and guide their search have implications for segregation and may suggest points of 

leverage for pro-integration interventions.

A range of types and sources of information are available to homeseekers when 

searching for homes and neighborhoods. Formal sources of information include real 

estate agents, newspaper advertisements, and internet-based real estate services. Informal 

sources include homeseekers’ own experiences with particular neighborhoods as well 

as information passed by word of mouth through friends, family, coworkers, or other 

social networks. Research on the differential use by race of sources of information in the 

home search process has found that, after controlling for relevant demographic factors, 

including income, education, and type of search (buyer versus renter), blacks and whites 

generally use the same types of search strategies (e.g., networks, realtors, newspapers). 

However, some differences in the housing search process do exist. Early studies found 

that black homeseekers are more likely to rely on networks, such as friends and family, 

and slightly less likely to use the internet in their search than whites, even after control-

ling for demographic factors and type of search.28 Much of this research, however, was 

conducted before use of the internet had become as widespread as it is today. As a result, 

more research is needed to understand the role of information sources in different types 

of search processes, with particular emphasis on how the greater availability of data 

through the internet is changing search processes.29
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The internet has democratized data, improving access to information for 

millions of households worldwide and, in the process, making them 

better informed. The residential real estate industry is no exception, as 

the democratization of data has empowered the public with a wealth 

of information previously available only to real estate agents and other 

industry professionals. Left unexplored is how improved access to residential real 

estate data might affect spatial patterns of residential choice. In this paper, we posit 

that the democratization of real estate data ultimately makes the home search process 

more efficient. In turn, we argue, increased efficiency in the home search process 

has two potentially countervailing effects on the spatial heterogeneity of residential 

settlement patterns: (1) housing search choice sets expand to include properties in 

neighborhoods that are more diverse than choice sets developed by consumers in a 

less efficient environment, and (2) demand to live near amenities increases without 

an appropriate increase in housing supply, and thus “prices out” existing and future 

residents. However, we argue that the extent to which households might be priced 

out of a neighborhood is directly influenced not by data availability per se, but by the 

ease to which housing supply can be increased to meet demand in such locations. We 

therefore divide our policy recommendations into three specific efforts: (a) helping 

the market increase housing choice by reducing exclusionary and restrictive zoning 

policies in our nation’s most expensive, amenity-laden markets, (b) giving housing 

choice voucher (HCV) recipients the option to hide their voucher status from land-

lords during the application process, and (c) requiring a portion of the two-dollar per 

capita LIHTC funding to be used in Census tracts that qualify as high value. 

This paper is structured as follows: in the next section, we present descriptive analysis 

of how consumers use online real estate data in the homebuying and rental search 

process. Next, we review existing literature and develop a conceptual model of the 

effects of home search efficiency on spatial heterogeneity. In the penultimate section, 

we analyze measures of home value heterogeneity and racial diversity across the 100 

largest housing markets in the United States. Last, we conclude with policy recommen-

dations based on our findings in the previous section.

DEMOCRATIZATION OF DATA AND CONSUMER SEARCH BEHAVIOR  
IN REAL ESTATE 
The internet has created, delivered, and disrupted the traditional process of finding, 

evaluating, and purchasing goods and services. The residential real estate industry is 

no exception, as both real estate and non-real estate-specific online purveyors of data 

have allowed homebuyers and renters to make more informed decisions.1 Prior to the 

digital age, most real estate information was effectively proprietary: homebuyers and 

renters would have to contact real estate agents, landlords, and mortgage brokers to 

obtain the information needed for decision making. Sharing this information was a core 

service added to the traditional value chain by real estate professionals, and consumers 

would often start the homebuying process by gathering information with their help. 

Post-internet, the ubiquity of accessible data on homes, neighborhoods, and financial 

products has empowered consumers to gather these data on their own, by using either 

online real estate marketplaces (Redfin, Trulia, Zillow, etc.) or other internet services 

providing neighborhood-level information (Google Maps, Yelp, GreatSchools, etc.). 

Consumers today often gather much of this information before employing an agent, 

thereby altering the traditional real estate agent-consumer interaction.

While consumers now have access to an abundance of housing market data online, 

many continue to use real estate agents. For example, in a broad survey of 13,249 

consumers by Zillow Group conducted in 2016, 87 percent of buyers use online 

resources and 75 percent select a real estate agent or broker to work with, suggesting 

that most buyers combine these two resources. In fact, buyers who utilize online 

resources are significantly more likely to also use an agent (77 percent versus 59 

percent who do not use online resources).

Consumers are also initiating the home search process on their own. Only about half 

(51 percent) of buyers using an agent employ one at the beginning of their home 

search. Forty-one percent start the search process on their own, but ultimately use 

an agent before making an offer. This includes 27 percent who employ an agent after 

searching for a while but before touring homes, and an additional 14 percent who use 

an agent after visiting open houses but before submitting offers. Just 7 percent of all 

buyers who use an agent wait until they are ready to make an offer before enlisting 

the agent’s services.2 Below, we identify the types of online information that home-

buyers and renters are likely using during their home search process.
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property, and (b) property listings data, which typically include listing price, pictures, 

seller/leasing description, agent contact information, and property details not avail-

able from public records. Public records originate from county assessor and recorder 

offices, while listing data can originate from a variety of sources, including real estate 

agents, multiple listing services (MLS), property owners (for-sale and for-rent), prop-

erty managers, and third party aggregators. Three marketplaces — Zillow, Trulia and 

Redfin — also use these data to provide home value estimates.

Neighborhood-Specific Data. 

Homebuyers and renters can also 

find a wealth of easily accessible 

information on neighborhoods 

surrounding properties of interest. 

Examples include local information 

on crime, school location and 

quality, business location and quality, 

natural hazards, and commute times. 

These data are available on many 

online real estate marketplaces, but 

often originate from third-party 

providers who also provide the 

information on their own websites. 

For example, Zillow, Trulia, Redfin, 

and Realtor.com all provide school 

rating information originating from 

GreatSchools.org, but the latter has 

its own site dedicated to providing 

the public with the same data. 

Other examples of neighborhood-

specific data provided by online 

real estate marketplaces, but 

derived from third-party providers, 

include: the location and quality 

of local businesses provided by 

Yelp.com, crime data provided by 

SpotCrime.com and CrimeReports.

com, and walking and transit scores 

provided by WalkScore.com.

Types of Data Available to Modern 
Homebuyers and Renters
In general, there are three primary types 

of online data available to homebuyers 

and renters. These are: (1) property-

specific data, (2) neighborhood-specific 

data, and (3) user-specific data. We 

briefly describe and provide examples of 

each below. 

Property-Specific Data. Detailed 

information about residential proper-

ties form the backbone of the most 

popular online real estate marketplaces, 

including consumer brands within 

Zillow Group (Zillow, Trulia, Hotpads, 

Streeteasy, NakedApartments), the 

Move brands (Realtor.com, Move.com, 

Doorsteps.com, SeniorHousingNet.

com), Homes.com, and Redfin.com. 

These property-specific data include 

two subtypes: (a) public records data, 

which constitute the official record 

of home type, square footage, lot size, 

number of bedrooms and bathrooms, 

legal lot description, property taxes paid, 

year built, and sales history of a given 

Figure 1: Top Resources Used to Search, Shop, or Purchase a Home
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Amenity Preferences 
Using a survey of homebuyers conducted by Zillow Group, we find that consumers 

indeed value amenities that can be found using the three types of data discussed 

above. Figure 4 shows the share of households who value a specific amenity when 

selecting a home for more than 20 different amenity types. Online marketplaces offer 

data on most of these amenities. For example, nearly 70 percent of homebuyers say a 

home “within my budget” is important, which can be generated using online afford-

ability calculators (user-customized data); 60 percent say a home in a “safe neighbor-

hood” is important, and visualized crime data and other user-generated content offer 

a starting point (neighborhood-specific data); and nearly 40 percent say a home with 

“a floorplan/layout that fits my needs” is important, which can be found using online 

listings (property-specific data). Clearly, the democratization of real estate data online 

can help consumers more efficiently search for a home that meets their preferences.

However, the impacts of this democratization of data on household sorting and spatial 

heterogeneity are less clear. In the following section, we present two conceptual 

mechanisms by which increased search efficiency might affect household sorting.

NEIGHBORHOOD AMENITY PREFERENCES AND RESIDENTIAL CHOICE 
In the home search process, traditional methods of information gathering — through 

word of mouth, scouring newspaper ads, or directly from a real estate agent — can 

result in information asymmetries and/or cost considerable time. Online real estate 

marketplaces complement these methods and introduce efficiency, particularly at 

the beginning of the process when homeseekers develop a choice set of properties. 

Theoretically, a more efficient search process should expand this choice set because it 

will allow more properties to be filtered in a given time period. Below, we discuss how 

spatial heterogeneity might be affected by a more efficient housing search process.

Household preferences have long played a role in spatial heterogeneity, as households 

tend to geographically sort themselves into communities with the bundle of goods 

and services best matching their preferences. This process of “voting with one’s 

feet” is often based on local amenities, public goods, and tax rates.3 This encourages 

people with like preferences to coalesce in groups that are able to take advantage of 

local collective benefits produced only through economies of scale.4 Online search 

resources may enhance this self-sorting process.

Despite what is known about the role of preferences in housing choice, very little 

research has been done on the effects of online real estate marketplaces on traditional 

search methods. These methods have certainly changed in recent decades. In 1981, 

home searches were primarily initiated by consulting newspaper ads (22 percent) 

and relying on word of mouth (8 percent).5 By 2016, online searches were the most 

User-Customized Data. In addition to property- and neighborhood-specific informa-

tion, online real estate marketplaces also provide customized information for home-

buyers and renters. Such information includes customized estimates of borrowing 

power, housing affordability, whether it is better to rent or buy a home, commute 

times, and mortgage quotes. This information is delivered primarily through stand-

alone calculators on these websites, or in the case of commute time and affordability 

estimates, through individual property display pages. Similar to neighborhood-specific 

information, user-customized information can also be found on non-real estate 

websites. For example, commute times between two locations can be calculated using 

Google Maps, mortgage quotes can be obtained on Bankrate.com, and affordability 

estimates can be found on Nerdwallet.com.
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largely protected homebuyers and renters from explicit forms of discrimination. This 

section explores how historic processes of segregation led to path-dependent inertia 

in housing availability, particularly for those at the lower end of the housing market. 

Housing choice sets are constrained not just by the information available to housing 

consumers, but also by the diversity of housing supply across geographies. 

The relative concentration of home values may help to explain persistent racial and 

income segregation in urban housing markets as homeseekers face expanding or 

contracting housing choices as they search across their neighborhoods of interest. 

These characteristics in the housing stock reflect ingrained effects of discrimination 

that continue to impact where and what type of housing is available. For example, the 

effects of redlining, which began in the late 1930s, can still be read in the socioeco-

nomic outcomes of neighborhoods in cities today,9 despite the fact that redlining is 

currently unlawful under the Fair Housing Act. More recently, in the wake of the Great 

Recession, researchers found that the incidence of foreclosures resulting from preda-

tory lending of subprime mortgages was highly correlated with racial segregation.10 

The uneven impact of the foreclosure crisis on neighborhoods demonstrates that 

segregation can entrench inequalities of opportunity for years to come.

In order to examine whether racial segregation may be related to limited choice 

sets across metropolitan areas, we develop an index of home value segregation 

and compare it to measures of racial segregation. Racial segregation in this paper 

is measured by calculating the index of dissimilarity between white and nonwhite 

residents, or how unevenly distributed distinct groups are across Census tracts 

in a given metropolitan area.11 Data on race are from the US Census’s 2015 5-Year 

American Community Survey. Home value segregation is measured by calculating the 

ratio of the median value of homes in a given Census tract to the median value of all 

homes in the metropolitan area. These ratios are placed into one of six buckets, and 

the very low value and very high value Census tracts are added together to obtain 

the share of tracts in the most extreme value buckets and expressed through the 

home value segregation index.12 This measure captures the share of Census tracts in 

a metropolitan area that contain the most extreme home values, and like measures of 

racial segregation, provides a snapshot of how unevenly distributed home values are 

across the metropolitan area. Home value data are provided by the online real estate 

marketplace Trulia. Racial segregation and home value segregation indices are calcu-

lated for the 100 metros13 with the highest number of occupied housing units.

The link between measures of home value segregation and racial and income segrega-

tion is particularly revealing, and may help to explain persistent residential segregation. 

The relationship between the segregation of housing values and white-nonwhite 

segregation is positive and statistically significant, producing a Pearson’s correlation 

common method (44 percent), word of mouth dropped to fifth, and printed news-

paper ads no longer registered. Online resources clearly provide more information at 

lower search costs; however, only emerging empirical evidence exists about how they 

have materially affected search patterns. 

One of the few studies on the topic — a survey of house hunters in Wake County, 

North Carolina in the early 2000s — found that the use of the internet increased the 

number of homes visited by respondents in their search.6 A more recent study shows 

that “search pressure,” a measure of the online popularity of search locations, high-

lights where demand for housing is high.7 In these examples, online searches unveil 

the ability of consumers to conduct low-cost, extensive searches across geographies 

and property parameters to expand their housing choice sets.

Theoretically, democratization of real estate data could change neighborhood composi-

tion in two countervailing ways. First, it may lead to more spatial heterogenity through 

the expansion of consumer housing choice sets. More competitive online shopping for 

mortgates, for example, could have such an effect: when households receive the lowest 

possible mortgage rate for their credit profile, their qualifying loan amount is maximized 

and thus so is their housing choice set. And improved search efficiency for properties 

could lead homeseekers to discover neighborhoods that they would not find through 

traditional methods, such as word of mouth or newspaper listings. As consumers filter a 

large volume of disparate information, biases towards certain neighborhoods might be 

lifted as they encounter homes that fit their preferences. The question in both cases is 

whether a larger choice set will also be qualitatively more diverse: if so, the expanded 

choice set would lead to greater diversity within cities, and vice versa.

Second, however, data democratization could lead to increased housing costs where 

certain amenities are in high demand, which, in turn, could exacerbate existing 

patterns of spatial homogeneity by pricing out lower-income households. Competition 

for amenities such as safe neighborhoods or good school districts could create an 

“amenity effect,”raising the demand for a neighborhood to a level at which higher-

income individuals could outbid others. Unless these neighborhoods had perfectly 

elastic supply, those that are outbid would be priced out. Exclusionary zoning is an 

existing practice that has created such amenity effects; it influences who settles in an 

area by increasing housing prices through either density restrictions or impact fees to 

cover public services.8 

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN RESIDENTIAL SEGREGATION AND  
HOUSING CHOICE 
Both the passage of the Fair Housing Act in 1968 and the ability of online real estate 

marketplaces to reduce information asymmetries leading to discriminatory action has 
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SUMMARY AND POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
In this paper, we have examined the various mechanisms by which the democratiza-

tion of real estate data might affect spatial heterogeneity in the housing market. 

Specifically, we argue that democratization of real estate data improves home search 

efficiency. In turn, this improved efficiency can affect residential settlement patterns 

if (1) it encourages consumers to settle in neighborhoods that are systematically 

different than ones they would otherwise have settled in, and (2) demand to live near 

amenities increases without a proportionate increase in housing supply. Our findings 

also show that racial segregation is tied very closely to home value segregation in 

the largest US metropolitan areas, suggesting that increasing housing choice in the 

most expensive metropolitan submarkets might help reduce spatial patterns of racial 

homogeneity. Given the empirical evidence presented in the previous sections show 

that supply-side, rather than demand-side, factors are more to blame for patterns of 

residentia segregation in the U.s., we focus our policy recommendations on reform of 

existing housing choice policies rather than on household preferences. 

Reform of Existing Housing Choice Policies 
Our policy recommendations are subdivided into three specific efforts: (a) helping the 

market increase housing choice by reducing exclusionary and restrictive zoning poli-

cies in our nation’s most expensive, amenity-laden markets; (b) giving housing choice 

voucher (HCV) recipients the option to hide their voucher status from landlords 

during the application process; and (c) requiring a portion of the two-dollar per capita 

LIHTC funding to be used in Census tracts that qualify as high value. We discuss these 

three in turn below.

Restrictive Zoning Policies. A large and growing body of scholarly work suggests 

that restrictive zoning laws make housing more expensive not only through supply 

restrictions but also because they reduce affordable housing choices.14 While land use 

authority in the US is primarily in the hands of states and municipalities, the federal 

government can provide incentives for local and state governments to zone for more 

affordable housing types. Such incentives might include allocation of Department of 

Housing and Urban Development Community Development Block Grants, Department 

of Transportation Safety Grants, or Department of Education Local Education Agencies 

Grants that would be tied to increases in housing choice in areas with high demand 

and few affordable homes.

Since land use authority constitutionally rests with states, there is also room for 

addressing exlusionary policy reform at the state level. Such reforms would likely 

need to allocate both market-rate and below-market-rate housing unit targets for local 

governments. Enforcement measures are key to efficacy, and would need to take a 

balanced approach using both incentives and penalities, such as tying infrastructure 

coefficient of 0.53. Figure 5 shows that white-nonwhite segregation tends to rise as 

home value segregation rises across the most populated 100 metropolitan areas. In 

fact, variation in metropolitan segregation patterns can be at least partially explained 

by within-metro variation in how segregated housing choice sets are based on the 

polarization of home values neighborhood by neighborhood.

This relationship suggests that efforts to decrease racial and income segregation 

could be addressed by expanding choices in the housing market. The lack of housing 

diversity by price constrains homeseekers, particularly those that are lower-income. As 

a result, they are relegated to find homes where they are available, further entrenching 

racial and income segregation. Expanding housing choices entails providing equal 

access for households by reducing disparities in housing affordability. The next section 

concludes this paper and explores policy recommendations that expand housing 

choice despite the path-dependent inertia of housing supply.

Figure 5: Home Value Segregation versus White-Nonwhite Segregation Across 100 
Largest Metros
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H
O

M
E 

 V
A

LU
E 

 S
EG

R
EG

AT
IO

N
 (2

01
6)

20 35 50 65 80

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

Source: US Census 2015 5-Year ACS and Trulia data. 



136 137Part 2: What Would It Take to Promote Residential Choices that Result in Greater Integration? Data Democratization and Spatial Heterogeneity in the Housing Market  

classification of the Census tract(s) as very high value, or allow LIHTC projects to be 

built using the spatial inequality-related LIHTCs.
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New York City’s global city status is, in part, attributable to its diverse 

immigrant neighborhoods. Fueled by post-1965 immigration from Asia, 

Latin America, and the Caribbean, a full 38 percent of New Yorkers 

were born outside of the United States. The immigrant presence is even 

greater in the borough of Queens, where nearly half of all residents are 

foreign-born and neighborhood streetscapes reflect a “hyperdiversity” of ethnicities, 

languages, and cultures.1 Asian and Latino residential choices have been a driving 

force of neighborhood racial change; however, immigrant settlement has not tempered 

anti-Black segregation, which remains a durable feature of the spatial ecology of 

the city’s neighborhoods.2 My paper investigates the neighborhood locations and 

mortgage financing for Asian home purchasers for two years, 2010 and 2015 (the most 

recent year the data is available). As the primary strategy for individual asset building, 

homeownership contributes to neighborhood stability and higher levels of civic 

engagement, and home purchasers may be indicative of neighborhood demographic 

trends with respect to race and class.3 

Asian Americans are the fastest growing racial group in the United States. Since Asian 

Americans are also highly diverse, an aggregated socioeconomic profile that claims parity 

with non-Hispanic whites is misleading. As a majority immigrant population, many Asians 

continue to face multiple incorporation challenges due to limited English language 

ability, low levels of educational attainment, and concentration in informal economies. 

Recent studies find deepening economic disparities (including high rates of poverty) 

among Asian Americans based on ethnicity and class.4 My paper focuses on the role of 

Asian minority banks, formed to serve the underbanked population, in facilitating home 

mortgage lending.5 The nearly exclusive lending to Asian borrowers by Asian minority 

banks expands the sources of credit for this population group. However, between 2010 

and 2015, the share of mortgage loans originated by Asian minority banks for property 

purchases by Asian investors, as opposed to owner-occupants, increased significantly. 

This finding raises concerns about the impact of investment real estate capital on 

neighborhood stability, affordability, and demographic composition.

I utilize several public databases to locate New York City’s multi-racial immigrant 

neighborhoods and examine home mortgage lending patterns and property sales 

prices. I focus on the role of minority financial institutions, including community 

banks, in originating home mortgages to Asian borrowers, both owner-occupants and 

investors, for residential property purchases in Queens and Brooklyn. I conclude with 

a discussion of the potential impacts of Asian investment capital in the city’s multi-

racial immigrant neighborhoods. 

DATA AND METHODS
The 1975 Home Mortgage Disclosure Act (HMDA) requires mortgage companies and 

depository institutions, such as commercial banks and credit unions, to collect and 

make public home mortgage loan data including applicant race and ethnicity, income 

level, census tract of property, lender, loan amount, and application decision. HMDA 

also includes an occupancy variable that differentiates between individuals buying 

homes for their primary residence (owner-occupied purchasers) and individuals 

buying homes as investments or as second or vacation homes (non-owner occupied 

purchasers). Although the HMDA data does not indicate whether a non-owner-

occupant purchase is intended as a vacation or second home or as an investment, New 

York City outer borough neighborhoods are not prime locations for pieds-à-terre, so 

it is highly probable that most of the non-owner-occupant home purchases are for 

investment purposes rather than for a vacation or second home.6 

I utilize the occupancy variable in HMDA to study the trends and impact of minority 

banks and investor property purchases on the prospects for neighborhood diversity 

and stability. New York City is a high-priced housing market, and the outer boroughs 

such as Brooklyn and Queens have experienced recent spikes in residential property 

values.7 The share of home mortgage lending to non-owner-occupants may be an 

indication of rising property values and rents. Investments in residential properties 

may price out renters who seek to become homeowners and may also result in direct 

displacement of those who can no longer afford market rents.8 For this study, I focus 

on first-lien home purchase mortgages for one- to four-family properties including 

individual condominium or cooperative units in buildings with more than four units. 

Finally, my paper examines trends in the average sales prices for these property types 

in neighborhoods with significant numbers of investor purchases. Neighborhoods 
Thanks to Michela Zonta, Center for American Progress and Francesc Ortega, Queens College Department of Economics, 

for data assistance and helpful comments.
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with such purchases experience increased real estate speculation and prospects for 

socio-demographic change.

My research draws from several public databases, including the 2011–2015 American 

Community Survey 5-year estimates and 2010 and 2015 HMDA. On the municipal 

level, I utilize the New York City Department of City Planning (DCP) Neighborhood 

Tabulation Area (NTA) definitions and the Department of Finance sales data for 2010 

and 2015 to develop a two-year profile of purchasers of one-to-four family properties 

by race and occupancy status (owner-occupied and investor), lending institutions, and 

neighborhood location. Studies on neighborhood diversity employ a typology based 

on the racial composition of census tracts.9 While I similarly identify majority race 

and diverse or integrated tracts, I then locate these census tracts in neighborhoods 

based on the NYC DCP NTA definitions because neighborhoods encompass the local 

geography of everyday life, civic engagement, and social identity. Based on aggre-

gating census tracts into neighborhoods, I focus on those with significant clusters of 

integrated and majority-minority census tracts for a deeper look at minority banks, 

mortgage lending and homeownership, and neighborhood diversity. 

LOCATING NYC’S DIVERSE NEIGHBORHOODS 
I modified the census definitions in a NYU Furman Center 2012 report to categorize 

New York City’s census tracts into three broad types — majority race (at least 70 

percent of tract population is comprised of one racial group); integrated white (with 

at least 30 percent non-Hispanic whites and at least 20 percent of another racial 

group); and integrated nonwhite where non-Hispanic whites are less than 10 percent 

and a combination of minority groups (each at least 20 percent) comprise the 

largest share of the tract’s population (see Table 1). Integrated (white and nonwhite) 

tract typologies were further categorized according to the two largest racial groups 

that make up the tract population.10 While the census tract typologies are mutually 

exclusive, neighborhoods are typically larger spatial geographies and are defined by 

aggregating a number of census tracts. Therefore, the neighborhood composition may 

include multiple census tract typologies, and this is often the case for New York City’s 

immigrant neighborhoods.

The majority of New York City’s multi-racial neighborhoods inclusive of Asians are 

located in Brooklyn and Queens. These are also the neighborhoods where Asian 

homeownership is concentrated and where new homebuyers, especially Asians, are 

purchasing one- to four-family properties. Asian-white, white-Asian, and White mixed 

census tracts are concentrated in Brooklyn’s Bensonhurst, Dyker Heights, Bay Ridge, 

Gravesend, Sheepshead Bay, and Bath Beach, which are largely clustered in south 

Brooklyn.11 In 2013, the NYU Furman Center found that nearly all Bensonhurst’s 

residents lived in a racially integrated census tract.12 In Queens, Asian-white and 

white-Asian census tracts are concentrated in affluent and once-exclusive neighbor-

hoods such as Auburndale, Douglaston, Forest Hills, and Oakland Gardens. Forest Hills’ 

fierce resistance to the city’s scattered-site housing program that sought to integrate 

white middle-class neighborhoods received extensive media coverage during the 

1970s. Mediation by then-Mayoral appointed attorney, Mario Cuomo, resulted in a 

compromise that reduced the number of proposed housing units by half, with 40 

percent set aside for seniors.13

Majority Asian tracts anchor several Asian-Latino neighborhoods including Sunset Park 

in Brooklyn and Elmhurst in Queens. Roger Sanjek’s The Future of Us All chronicled 

the public spaces, namely the community board, where Elmhurst-Corona’s majority-

minority transition was negotiated during the 1980s.14 “Quality-of-life” issues such as 

illegal conversions, overcrowded and strained infrastructure (including public schools, 

subways, and sanitation services), and the lack of youth recreational facilities continue 

Source: American Community Survey 2011–2015 5-year estimates.

Table 1: New York City Population by Census Tract Typology and Borough 

Racial Composition Distribution of Census Tracts by Borough

Census Typology

Num. of 

Census 

Tracts

Total 

Population

Non 

Hispanic 

White

NH 

Black

NH 

Asian

Hispanic 

Latino

Other 

Race
Manhattan Brooklyn Queens Bronx

Staten 

Island

Majority Race Tracts

Majority White 464 1,887,647 77% 3% 8% 10% 2% 120 200 63 16 65

Majority Black 333 1,082,809 5% 79% 3% 11% 3% 12 193 105 23 0

Majority Latino 175 830,411 8% 10% 7% 74% 2% 19 36 54 65 1

Majority Asian 46 196,793 9% 3% 72% 12% 3% 5 7 34 0 0

Integrated White Tracts

White-Asian 172 627,801 55% 3% 28% 11% 3% 32 71 65 1 3

White-Latino 146 516,661 56% 5% 9% 28% 2% 18 36 55 25 12

White Mixed 132 510,358 33% 13% 22% 29% 3% 12 32 74 3 11

Latino-White 66 277,315 30% 7% 8% 53% 2% 11 10 20 21 4

Asian-White 60 215,704 33% 2% 52% 11% 2% 3 27 30 0 0

White-Black 55 184,956 36% 44% 5% 12% 3% 5 44 4 2 0

Integrated Nonwhite Tracts

Latino-Black 192 892,240 5% 30% 3% 61% 2% 23 25 12 129 3

Black-Latino 142 613,562 6% 57% 3% 32% 2% 17 57 6 43 9

Asian-Latino 62 248,902 9% 6% 48% 31% 6% 3 6 53 0 0

Latino-Asian 44 199,715 9% 5% 31% 50% 4% 3 4 32 5 0

Mixed Nonwhite 33 124,928 6% 26% 25% 24% 20% 0 3 27 3 0

Asian-Black 4 13,130 7% 26% 41% 14% 12% 4 0 0 0 0

Black-Asian 2 3,811 5% 32% 22% 18% 23% 0 0 2 0 0
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Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC) defines a minority bank as a federally insured 

depository institution with 51 percent or more of the voting stock owned by minority 

individuals who are Black American, Asian American, Hispanic American, or Native 

American. Historically, minority banks were primarily Black-owned institutions, but 

at present Black-owned banks represent a mere 15 percent of all minority banks 

while nearly one in two (48 percent) are owned by Asian Americans. The statutory 

framework for minority banks was established by the Financial Institutions Reform, 

Recovery, and Enforcement Act (FIRREA) of 1989, which included a section outlining 

the federal government’s support to preserve and promote minority ownership of 

insured financial institutions through its Minority Depository Institutions Program, 

provision of training, technical assistance, and educational programs, and efforts to 

preserve the minority character in the event of failing institutions.22 

Most minority banks are community banks that make credit decisions with nonstan-

dard data garnered through their community insider positions, local knowledge, and 

long-term relationships. This “special skill set” provides a competitive advantage to 

financial institutions that “play a crucial role to many minority communities and small 

businesses, often serving as the only option for their customers.”23 Much of the litera-

ture on Asian minority banks emphasizes the social and cultural nature of institutional 

practices such as relationship banking.24 Established to counter financial exclusion 

due to discrimination and linguistic and cultural barriers, minority banks serve as a 

“key facilitator for capital circulation” by establishing ethnic businesses, expanding the 

spatial boundaries of residential communities, and promoting opportunities for immi-

grant homeownership.25 As a Chinese immigrant homeowner in Forest Hills explained, 

“major banks have trouble evaluating our credit history and sources of money.”26

The FDIC defines community banks based not on an asset size threshold, but rather 

on standard lending and deposits gathering activities as well as geographic scope of 

operations.27 Noncommunity banks are institutions with more than 10 percent of total 

assets in foreign holdings or more than 50 percent of total assets in specialty banking 

companies.28 Based on this definition of a community bank, the FDIC reported at the 

end of 2013 that 93 percent of all FDIC-insured institutions, approximately 6,313 insti-

tutions, are community banks, with the remaining 499 institutions as noncommunity 

banks.29 While all black, Native American, and multi-race banks are community banks, 

this is not the case for Asian and Latino minority banks, whose shares of community 

banks, at 88 percent and 83 percent respectively, fall below the national share (90 

percent) of minority banks that qualify as community banks (see Table 2). There is only 

one Latino minority bank based in New York that is also a community bank– Ponce De 

Leon Federal Bank — and in 2015 this bank originated only two mortgages to Latino 

purchasers of a one- to four- family property. Transnational banks such as Banco Popular 

are also on the FDIC list of minority banks. Even though Banco Popular was rebranded 

to be sources of tension in Elmhurst, Corona, and Sunset Park. Most recently, a long-time 

Community Board 4 member was removed for her comment that bicycle lanes would no 

longer be necessary once President Trump deports the neighborhood’s “illegals.”15 

Asian-Latino and Latino-Asian tracts are also concentrated in majority Latino neighbor-

hoods such as Woodhaven and Jackson Heights in Queens. Jackson Heights is widely 

recognized as one of the world’s most diverse neighborhoods.16 The neighborhood’s 

largely South Asian population is reflected in Indian, Bangladeshi, and Pakistani small 

businesses clustered around Diversity Plaza. Jackson Heights also anchors northwest 

Queens’ small but visible Himalayan population, including Nepalis and Tibetans. The 

pan-Latino population includes Columbians, Ecuadorians, and Mexicans, all similarly 

reflected in the commercial streetscape.17 Even though community activists thwarted 

a proposal to expand a Business Improvement District along Roosevelt Avenue, a major 

commercial corridor linking Queens’ dense, multi-racial immigrant neighborhoods, real 

estate market pressures and rising commercial rents threatening small businesses have 

not abated.18 

South Asian New Yorkers are also concentrated in the southern Queens neighbor-

hoods of South Ozone Park and Richmond Hill, with sizable numbers of mixed 

nonwhite, Asian-Latino, Latino-Asian, and black-Asian census tracts. These neighbor-

hoods make up “Little Guyana,” representing the heart of New York City’s Indo-

Caribbean community as well as the epicenter of the 2008 foreclosure crisis for Asian 

New Yorkers.19 In addition to providing assistance in multiple South Asian languages, 

Chhaya CDC’s studies documented the prevalence of illegal conversions. 

While two black-Asian census tracts are located in South Ozone Park, three of the 

four Asian-Black census tracts are part of Queens’ concentrated African American and 

Afro-Caribbean middle-class neighborhoods of Jamaica Estates-Holliswood, Hollis, and 

Queens Village. Along with Richmond Hill, Ozone Park, and South Ozone Park, these 

neighborhoods are concentrated across southeast Queens with relatively high levels of 

Black and Asian homeownership.20 One Asian-black census tract is part of downtown 

Flushing, Queens, and this tract is mostly occupied by Bland Houses, one of Flushing’s 

two New York City Housing Authority complexes. Like many urban neighborhoods 

during the 1950s, Flushing’s working-class African American community was destroyed 

by “slum clearance,” a section of it razed for the city’s first municipal parking lot.21 

Some residents were relocated to newly constructed public housing along the 

industrial waterfront. 

MINORITY BANKS
The United States has a long history of minority banks that formed to meet the credit 

needs of populations excluded from mainstream financial institutions. The Federal 
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In contrast, 2015 residential mortgage lending to blacks and Latinos is well below the 

peak year levels: black and Latino borrowers received only 8 percent and 7 percent, 

respectively, of the mortgage loans originated in 2015. 

If borrowers are differentiated based on occupancy status, it is evident that the recent 

increase in home mortgage loans between 2010 and 2015 is due to the growth of 

lending to investor borrowers. While the overwhelming majority of home mortgages 

in 2010 and 2015 were for owner-occupants, in 2015, the number of loans to investors 

more than doubled to 4,775 mortgage loans (see Table 4). Moreover, the local geog-

raphy of investor purchases expanded. In 2010, nearly one in two investor mortgages 

was for a property in Manhattan. This was not the case for 2015, as the volume of 

mortgages for investor purchases in the outer boroughs of Brooklyn and Queens 

increased dramatically, with the largest number in Queens. Even though owner-

occupants remain the dominant type of borrower, the number of mortgage loans to 

owner-occupants declined slightly in Brooklyn and Queens in 2015. 

While the total volume of home mortgage loans to New Yorkers increased from 2010 

to 2015, this was not the case for black borrowers, whose numbers of home mortgage 

loans declined by 15 percent (see Table 5). Among the racial groups that experienced 

an increase in home mortgage loans, the increases were uneven, with Latinos at a 

nominal 5 percent while loans to Asian borrowers increased by 21 percent. The racial 

profile of borrowers who financed the purchase of a one- to four-family property with 

a mortgage in New York City remained consistent in 2010 and 2015: about 45 percent 

were non-Hispanic white, 25 percent were Asian, and Latinos and Blacks comprised 10 

percent or less.

Asian borrowers drove the dramatic increase in investor mortgage loans for purchasing 

one- to four-family properties in 2015. In 2010, investor borrowing accounted for 

Popular Community Bank in 2012 and has numerous branches in majority Latino 

neighborhoods, this bank originated no home mortgages in New York City in 2015.

While Asian minority banks include transnational banks (i.e., noncommunity banks 

with foreign holdings), there are eleven Asian community banks established in the 

New York metropolitan area, including Abacus Federal Savings Bank and First American 

International Bank. Asian-owned banks now make up the largest segment of minority 

banks; however, the scope and mission of a significant number of Asian banks is to 

serve a transnational rather than a community-oriented market. In addition to minority 

banks, there are financial institutions such as mortgage companies that also originate 

residential mortgages. Self-described as a “full service mortgage banking entity,” Summit 

Mortgage Bankers, Inc., serves a largely Asian American market through its main office 

in Flushing, Queens.30 With a focus on the majority immigrant population, these 

minority banks and lending institutions offer an additional option for Asian Americans 

not typically available to other borrowers.

PROFILE OF NEW YORK CITY HOME PURCHASERS BY RACE AND 
OCCUPANCY STATUS 
In 2010, lenders originated about 29,000 first-lien home mortgages to purchasers of 

one- to four-family properties including condominiums and cooperative apartments in 

New York City. Although far below the loan volumes in the years preceding the 2008 

foreclosure crisis, the number of home purchase mortgages did increase by 10 percent 

to about 32,000 mortgages in 2015. The pre-2008 foreclosure crisis peak year for New 

York City home mortgage lending was 2004, when nearly 60,000 mortgage loans 

were originated for a one- to four-family property purchase. The volume of residential 

mortgage originations in 2015 represents only 54 percent of this peak year loan 

volume (see Table 3). There are notable racial differences in mortgage lending in the 

post-crisis period, particularly for Asians, who have rebounded most strongly with a 

2015 loan volume at 80 percent of the 2004 peak year. We will see that the rebound for 

Asian borrowers is driven by loan originations to finance investor property purchases. 

Table 2: Minority Banks by Racial Group, Total Assets, and Community Banks 

Minority Banks Number Percent
Total Assets 

July 13, 2016 (000s)

Average Assets 

(000s)

Community 

Banks

% Community 

Banks
NY-NJ HQs

Total 162 100% $199,837,714 $1,233,566 146 90% 13

Asian 78 48% $95,742,702 $1,227,471 69 88% 11

Latino 41 25% $95,352,089 $2,325,661 34 83% 1

Black 24 15% $5,997,961 $249,915 24 100% 1

Native American 18 11% $2,674,390 $148,577 18 100% 0

Multi-Race 1 1% $70,572 $70,572 1 100% 0

Source: FDIC Minority Depository Institutions Program.

Table 3: Mortgage Originations for 1- to 4-Family Property Purchase in 2004 and 2015 

Peak Year 2004
% Loans by Race 

Group 2004
2015

% Loans by Race 

Group 2015

Difference in Loan 

Volume
% Peak Year Loans

Total 59,659 100% 32,127 100% -27,532 54%

Non Hispanic White 26,105 44% 14,812 46% -11,293 57%

Asian 9,862 17% 7,880 25% -1,982 80%

Black 8,801 15% 2,545 8% -6,256 29%

Latino 6,886 12% 2,375 7% -4,511 34%

Other 290 0.5% 176 1% -114 61%

No Information 7,715 13% 4,339 14% -3,376 56%

Source: NYU Furman Center 2011b and 2015 Home Mortgage Disclosure Act Data.
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There are several reasons why Asian investor borrowers with exceptionally modest 

incomes are able to secure mortgages to finance investment property purchases. 

One reason is that Asian minority banks offer niche products such as the post-2008 

reduced-documentation loans also called “portfolio loans.” While portfolio loans do 

not require tax returns, they may require as much as a 50 percent down payment 

as well as proof that a borrower can cover closing costs and has reserves in the 

bank.32 Lenders typically keep portfolio loans on their books rather than securitizing 

and selling them in the secondary mortgage market. Established in 1999 in Sunset 

Park, a majority Latino-Asian neighborhood in southwest Brooklyn, First American 

International Bank (FAIB) is a Chinese community bank also designated as a 

Community Development Financial Institution (CDFI); it offers reduced document 

portfolio loans with different down payment thresholds by borrower type.33 For an 

owner-occupant borrower, FAIB requires a down payment of 35–40 percent; for an 

investor borrower, the minimum is 45 percent. FAIB services these reduced document 

portfolio loans in-house.

The 2014 Manhattan District Attorney’s indictment of Abacus Federal Savings Bank 

for mortgage fraud provides further insight on the practices that may account for the 

modest median income of Asian investors.34 The indictment listed numerous counts of 

falsifying business records in the form of gift letters toward the purchase of residential 

properties. In two cases involving properties in Flushing, Queens, gift letters exceeded 

$300,000. An explanation for the modest median income of Asian investors is that 

these practices enable borrowers to provide sizable down payments in cash, which 

reduces the loan-to-value ratio. 

In 2010, Asian financial institutions made about 1,600 loans to Asian borrowers for the 

purchase of a one- to four-family home as a primary residence in New York City. These 

loans represent 27 percent of all mortgages originated for Asian owner-occupant 

borrowers. Notably, the sources of these mortgages are largely from a handful of Asian 

less than 10 percent of total originated home mortgages, of which the majority were 

secured by non-Hispanic white investors. This profile changed in 2015, when the 

number of investor loans more than doubled and loans to Asian borrowers exceeded 

the number of loans to non-Hispanic white borrowers. In fact, among Asian borrowers 

in 2015, loans to investors represent more than one-fifth (22 percent) of total home 

mortgage loans for one- to four-family properties, which is the highest share of loans 

to non-owner-occupants for all racial groups. The spike in investor purchases results 

from several trends related both to the migration of a sizable middle and upper middle 

class Asian population and to an influx of Chinese real estate investment capital, from 

sources ranging from transnational corporations to individuals.31

In 2015, a comparable number of mortgages for one- to four-family properties were 

made to Asian investors (1,760 loans) and non-Hispanic white investors (1,682), 

but there is a significant geographic difference in that 56 percent of the properties 

mortgaged by Asian investors were in Queens, compared to only 14 percent for non-

Hispanic white investors. The concentration of Asian investor purchases in Queens 

portends continued Asian population growth, but increased investments raise property 

values and rents and may therefore have consequences for neighborhood integration 

and stability. 

The median income for non-Hispanic white home purchasers exceeds the median 

incomes of Asian, Latino, and black home purchasers in 2010 and 2015. Generally, 

the median income of investor borrowers is greater than that of owner-occupant 

borrowers, with the exception of Asian investors in 2015 (see Table 6). In addition 

to banks, credit unions, and nonbank mortgage companies, minority banks present 

another source of capital for Asian borrowers. The median income of Asian investors 

in 2015 is $87,000, which is significantly lower than the median income of non-Asian 

investors as well as co-ethnic borrowers purchasing a one- to four-family property for 

a primary residence. 

Table 4: Mortgage Originations for 1- to 4-Family Property Purchase  

Secured by 1st Lien 

2010 2015 Change 2010-2015

Owner-

Occupied
Investor Total

Owner-

Occupied
Investor Total

Owner-

Occupied
Investor Total

New York City 27,036 2,195 29,266 27,328 4,775 32,127 1% 118% 10%

Manhattan 6,285 1,013 7,316 6,794 1,376 8,177 8% 36% 12%

Brooklyn 7,449 500 7,956 6,780 1,319 8,105 -9% 164% 2%

Queens 8,861 518 9,387 8,565 1,567 10,139 -3% 203% 8%

Bronx 2,025 71 2,096 2,103 215 2,321 4% 203% 11%

Staten Island 2,416 93 2,511 3,086 298 3,385 28% 220% 35%

Source: 2010 and 2015 Home Mortgage Disclosure Act Data

Table 5: First-Lien Mortgage Originations for 1- to 4-Family Property Purchase by Race 

Group 

2010 2015 Change 2010-2015

Owner-

Occupied
Investor Total

Owner-

Occupied
Investor Total

Owner-

Occupied
Investor Total

Total 27,036 2,195 29,266 27,328 4,775 32,127 1% 118% 10%

Non Hispanic White 12,018 1,046 13,068 13,128 1,682 14,812 9% 61% 13%

Asian 5,989 539 6,531 6,120 1,760 7,880 2% 227% 21%

Black 2,950 59 3,010 2,457 87 2,545 -17% 47% -15%

Latino 2,190 75 2,266 2,239 134 2,375 2% 79% 5%

Source: 2010 and 2015 Home Mortgage Disclosure Act Data.
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loan applicants, but when an application is made via mail, telephone, or the Internet 

and the applicant fails to provide this information, the lender indicates the information 

was not provided. It is highly likely these borrowers are Asian because Asian financial 

institutions lend almost exclusively to co-ethnics, and this would mean that Asian 

lenders provided the financing for 39 percent of the mortgages for Asian investors 

compared to 15 percent for Asian owner-occupant borrowers in 2015.

NEIGHBORHOOD PROPERTY SALES AND ASIAN INVESTOR PURCHASES
Real estate investments in New York City’s multi-racial neighborhoods increase the 

value of homeowner equity and contribute to rising property values and residential 

rents. While property owners benefit, rising market prices make the cost of homeown-

ership prohibitive for many, including immigrants whose initial settlement catalyzed 

the neighborhood’s revitalization. In 2015, the number of neighborhoods with 

significant Asian investments in residential properties includes majority white-Asian 

neighborhoods in Queens such as Bayside and College Point, and Bensonhurst and 

Dyker Heights in Brooklyn. Notably, Asian investor purchases were also significant in 

Latino-Asian neighborhoods including Elmhurst, Queens, and Sunset Park, Brooklyn 

as well as in the majority Latino neighborhoods of Corona, North Corona, and 

Woodhaven, Queens. Flushing continues to serve as an epicenter of Asian capital, with 

financial institutions, including Summit Mortgage Bankers, Inc. In 2015, the relatively 

modest share of home mortgages made by Asian financial institutions declined to only 

15 percent of all mortgages secured by Asian owner-occupant borrowers. Notably, the 

drop in mortgage originations by Abacus Federal Savings Bank is quite steep (from 

330 plus loans to only 3) and may be explained by the highly publicized Manhattan 

District Attorney’s indictment and subsequent criminal trial in 2015 charging the bank 

of fraudulent practices such as falsification of loan documents including employment 

verification and income.35 

While the volume of home mortgage lending by Asian financial institutions to Asian 

owner-occupant borrowers declined by 43 percent between 2010 and 2015, this 

was not the case for loans to Asian investors. As in 2010, Asian financial institutions 

continued to be a key source of financing for investors purchasing one- to four-family 

properties and originated 26 percent of all mortgages to investors in 2015. This repre-

sents a notably greater share than their lending to Asian owner-occupant borrowers 

at 15 percent. Minority community banks such as First American International Bank 

(FAIB) were top lenders to Asian investors in both 2010 and 2015. In fact, FAIB made 

more loans to Asian investor borrowers for one- to four-family residential properties 

than CTBC BK Corp. and East West Bank, two transnational banks with local branches 

in New York City neighborhoods with large Chinese immigrant populations. 

A final observation is that nearly a third of all investor loans originated by Asian lenders 

were to borrowers who did not provide information about their race and ethnicity. For 

a significant number of Asian lenders, including Cathay Bank, BCB Community Bank, 

United Orient Bank, and local community banks such as Abacus Federal Savings Bank 

and Amerasia Bank, the number of loans originated to investor borrowers who did 

not provide information about their race and ethnicity exceeds the number of loans 

originated to Asian investors. Lenders are required to record the race and ethnicity of 

Table 6: Median Applicant Income and Loan Amount by Race and Occupancy Status 

2010 2015

Investors Owner-Occupied Investors Owner-Occupied

App. Race
Num. 

Loans

App. 

Inc. 

(000)s

Loan 

Amt. 

(000)s

Num. 

Loans

App. 

Inc. 

(000)s

Loan 

Amt. 

(000)s

Num. 

Loans

App. 

Inc. 

(000)s

Loan 

Amt. 

(000)s

Num. 

Loans

App. 

Inc. 

(000)s

Loan 

Amt. 

(000)s

Non Hispanic 

White
1,046 $238 $368 12,018 $114 $364 1,682 $251 $463.5 13,128 $136 $432

Asian 539 $131 $353 5,891 $85 $319 1,760 $87 $420 6,120 $96 $378

Latino 75 $158 $330 2,190 $81 $332 134 $131 $407.5 2,239 $92 $373

Black 59 $118 $282 2,950 $80 $342 87 $111 $315 2,457 $91 $396

Source: 2010 and 2015 Home Mortgage Disclosure Act Data.

Table 7: Investor Loans and Average Sales Prices in Select Neighborhoods 

2015 Asian 1-4 Family Purchase 1 Family House 2 Family House 3 Family House

Neighborhood

Asian 

Investor 

Loans

Total 

Mortgage 

Loans

% Investor 

Loans

10-15 

Differential 

(000)s

Avg. Sales 

Price 2015 

(000)s

10-15 

Differential 

(000)s

Avg. Sales 

Price 2015 

(000)s

10-15 

Differential 

(000)s

Avg. Sales 

Price 2015 

(000)s

Integrated White-Asian

College Point, 

Queens 
64 116 55% $159 $621 $166 $724 $86 $725

Dyker Heights, 

Brooklyn
44 97 45% $224 $831 $420 $1,094 $404 $1,119

Bayside, Queens 54 173 31% $137 $761 $266 $1,012 $288 $1,050

Bensonhurst, 

Brooklyn
82 304 27% $201 $817 $222 $886 $226 $982

Integrated Asian-White

Flushing, 

Queens
94 227 41% $170 $760 $214 $922 $207 $982

Integrated Latino-Asian

Sunset Park, 

Brooklyn
62 82 76% $561 $1,099 $330 $1,016 $471 $1,080

Corona, Queens* 75 136 55% $151 $557 $195 $667 $118 $792

Elmhurst, 

Queens
66 184 36% $151 $634 $201 $785 $90 $924

Woodhaven, 

Queens
44 140 31% $86 $408 $123 $516 $157 $580

 *Includes North Corona 

 Source: 2015 Home Mortgage Disclosure Act Data and NYC Department of Finance Data 2010 and 2015.
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a high number of property purchases particularly among investors. For a number of 

neighborhoods including Sunset Park, Corona, and Dyker Heights, investors represent 

the majority of Asian home purchasers.

CONCLUSION
Minority banks provide a key source of credit, especially for Asians who may not 

qualify for conventional loans. However, minority banks also play a significant role in 

financing mortgages for investor purchases. In multi-racial immigrant neighborhoods, 

particularly in Brooklyn and Queens, the growing presence of Asian investment capital 

contributes to two trends: rising property prices that are prohibitive for prospective 

low- and moderate-income purchasers and which place renters at risk of displacement; 

and illegal conversions as homeowners (both owner-occupants and investors) are 

incentivized to subdivide their property to make mortgage payments or exploit the 

outstanding demand for affordable housing. In New York City’s tight housing market, 

these trends may destabilize neighborhoods and facilitate transformative change in a 

neighborhood’s race and class composition. 
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To promote residential choices that result in more integration and more 

equitable communities would take a more realistic perspective of how 

people end up living where they do. Specifically, the traditional model of 

understanding the neighborhood processes that translate into segrega-

tion runs something like this: people hold preferences about the racial 

composition of their community (and other things, of course, but in the case of our 

understanding of segregation, it is often framed in terms of racial composition), and 

in the absence of discrimination, and assuming an ability to pay, they move to a place 

where their preferences are met. And this process, repeated thousands and thousands 

of times by homeseekers all over a metropolitan area, translates into segregation. 

In a recent book, Cycle of Segregation: Social Processes and Residential Stratification 

(2017), we advance a new theoretical framework — the social structural sorting 

perspective — that attempts to break out of these traditional understandings of the 

causes of segregation. In it, we draw attention to a range of social factors — social 

networks, lived experiences, and the media — that are crucial to consider if we are 

to understand how segregation is perpetuated, and what it would take to break the 

cycle. Specifically, we argue that social networks (family, friends, co-workers, neighbors, 

people at church, etc.), lived experiences (where a person has lived, tried to live, 

worked, shopped, goes to have fun, and even places they have accidentally stumbled 

upon), and the media (from local news shows to settings of movies to the jobs 

advertised in a community) are crucial factors that shape the information, perceptions, 

and experiences that people have about the neighborhoods and communities in their 

metropolitan area — those places that could become targets of a housing search. In 

short, because of the way that our social networks and lived experiences tend to be 

racially segregated — a segregation that is in part a function of residential segregation 

itself — the information we acquire from them is also racially circumscribed.1 

In our book, we use the lens of how people actually end up living where they do, to 

highlight the ways that economics, discrimination, and preferences work indepen-

dently and in conjunction with these social processes to create a cycle of segregation. 

To disrupt that cycle, we suggest, requires interventions that extend beyond simply 

improving racial attitudes, increasing economic resources, and eliminating housing 

discrimination. To be sure, all of these things must happen, given the way in which 

decades of baked-in segregation has set in motion a self-perpetuating system of segre-

gation; but because of the underappreciated role of more complex social factors, these 

efforts to address discrimination, economic disparities, and racial bias are necessary, 

but not sufficient. 

The social structural sorting perspective draws attention to how social factors like 

social networks, lived experiences, and the media operate both independently and 

in conjunction with discrimination, economics, and racial residential preferences to 

create a system of self-perpetuating segregation in our nation’s cities.2 In this chapter, 

due to space constraints, we focus only on the example of racial residential prefer-

ences to illustrate how these factors can shape residential choices, often in a way that 

perpetuates segregation. After reviewing what we know from surveys about racial 

residential preferences, we apply our social structural sorting perspective to highlight 

a puzzle about those preferences, and in so doing, draw attention to specific features 

of the residential choice process that often results in segregation. We then turn the 

question on its head and ask specifically: what kinds of policies and programs could 

be undertaken to shape these processes in a way that promotes integration instead? 

WHAT PUZZLES EMERGE WHEN WE ASK PEOPLE WHAT THEY WANT IN 
TERMS OF A NEIGHBORHOOD’S RACIAL COMPOSITION? 
If one were to take seriously and at face value what survey data tell us about people’s 

racial residential preferences, we face some puzzles. For example, the city of Detroit 

has been — and remains — one of the most segregated metropolitan areas in the 

nation. And in the past forty years, it has barely moved the needle in terms of reducing 

this segregation. But data from surveys of Detroit area residents’ racial residential 

preferences conducted in 1976, 1992, and 2004, show substantial changes in those 

attitudes.3 Specifically, these surveys included an innovative (at the time) way to gauge 

how people felt about living with people of a different racial background.4 Survey 

respondents were presented with cards portraying 15 homes, which were shaded to 

indicate different percentages of black and white residents. Respondents were asked 

to indicate which neighborhoods they found most attractive, which ones they would 

consider moving into, and which they would contemplate moving out of. Based on 

these data, for white respondents, there has been a very clear trend towards reporting 

increasing openness to living with African American neighbors. Between 1976 and 
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These puzzles — substantially greater reported openness among whites for living with 

African Americans; the mismatches between those attitudes and actual search behav-

iors; and an inability among Latinos and African Americans to translate searching in 

diverse neighborhoods into moving into those same neighborhoods — raise important 

questions about how racial composition preferences actually play out in real housing 

searches and how, ultimately, they shape residential outcomes. 

The social structural sorting perspective can be used to begin to solve these puzzles, 

because it draws attention to features of housing searches and insights into how racial 

residential preferences operate.9 Consequently, it sheds light on how these searches 

ultimately perpetuate segregation. Using this framework as a tool for unpacking residen-

tial mobility processes points out ways to intervene in housing search processes that 

will help searchers translate their hypothetical preferences for diversity into moves that 

foster integration rather than perpetuate segregation. We explore this idea in the rest of 

the chapter, focusing on how racial residential preferences are intertwined with, and 

shaped by, social networks, lived experiences, and the media.10 We suggest that efforts 

that break people out of the racialized nature of the housing information process — to 

move beyond their customary social networks, lived experiences, and what are often 

heavily racialized media portrayals of communities — can ultimately disrupt the residen-

tial processes that currently perpetuate racial residential segregation. 

WHAT WOULD IT TAKE TO ENCOURAGE MOVES THAT PROMOTE 
INTEGRATION? 
The following sections describe three ways in which we might alter the perceptions 

and realities governing housing searches so as to promote integrative moves: we must 

erase people’s racial blind spots, interrupt the perception that racial composition 

is correlated with other desirable or undesirable neighborhood characteristics (e.g., 

school quality, crime rate), and interrupt the reality of such correlations where they in 

fact exist.

Erase People’s Racial Blind Spots
To achieve one’s preferences with regard to housing options, one must know about 

places that will fit those preferences. Traditional models of segregation are built on 

the assumption — implicit if not always explicit — that all homeseekers have full 

and complete information about all possible options and thus are aware of all of the 

communities that would match their preferences. On the face of it, this assumption 

is unlikely to be accurate. Research shows that not only do people lack complete 

knowledge, but also that the knowledge people have is racially circumscribed.11 People, 

in general, are more aware of communities in which their own group predominates. 

Interestingly, whites also seem to know less than other racial/ethnic groups about 

racially diverse communities — even those where whites are the majority.12 

2004, the percentage of white Detroiters who reported being comfortable living in a 

neighborhood that was 20 percent black grew from 58 percent to 83 percent. 

For their part, African American Detroiters have always been far more open to living 

with whites in their neighborhood than whites have been to living with African 

Americans.5 Although there is evidence of a slight shift over time towards preferences 

for neighborhoods with somewhat higher percentages of African Americans, the vast 

majority of Detroit-area African Americans have consistently been open to living in 

neighborhoods with a wide range of racial compositions: only all-white and all-black 

neighborhoods have faced much objection.6 

Social psychologists and survey methodologists, including ourselves, would be quick 

to point out that we ought not to take literally the preferences reported by survey 

respondents in the context of hypothetical decisions about hypothetical neighbor-

hoods. For example, although the trend data point in the direction of whites being 

increasingly open to living in neighborhoods with higher percentages of African 

Americans, we should not assume this openness will translate into residential choices 

that exactly match those preferences. 

Indeed, a study in Chicago — also a heavily segregated metropolitan area — calls into 

question the idea that hypothetical preferences will directly translate into housing 

choices that match them. In this 2004 study, Chicago-area residents were asked to 

create their ideal (hypothetical) neighborhood racial composition. Whites, blacks, and 

Latinos all drew very diverse neighborhoods and their ideal neighborhoods were far 

more racially diverse than the neighborhoods in which they actually lived.7 What was 

innovative in this study is that the researchers also asked respondents to identify areas 

where they had searched for housing in the past ten years. The researchers could then 

compare the racial composition of the areas that were ‘searched’ to the ‘ideal’ neigh-

borhood racial composition and, also, to the racial composition of the neighborhood 

in which the respondent currently lived. These comparisons revealed a mismatch for 

whites: in comparison to their hypothetically ideal neighborhood, the communities 

in which whites actually searched for housing had substantially higher percentages 

of white residents. For their part, African American and Latino residents searched in 

places that matched fairly well their ideal hypothetical neighborhood, but when it 

came to where they actually lived, there was also a mismatch: African Americans and 

Latinos lived in neighborhoods with substantially greater percentages of their own 

racial group compared to where they wanted and where they actually searched. In 

other words, at two quite different stages in the housing search process for whites 

as compared to African Americans and Latinos, the translation of preferences into 

outcomes falls apart.8 
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(we think) we know about those places is also the outcome of a social process that is 

structured importantly by race. 

One of the people we interviewed for our book, Aaron, was a young white man who 

owned a home in the Chicago suburbs.17 We spent a lot of time in our interview asking 

him to describe the characteristics of places throughout the metropolitan area. After 

finding out what places were part of his ‘routine’ (where he has lived, gone to school, 

worked, played, etc.), we also branched out into conversations about places that he 

may not have actually been to. Sometimes we asked him to ‘just guess’ about the 

features of those places — what kind of schools were there? What kind of shopping? 

What kind of people lived there? How safe was it? How much did homes probably 

cost? Towards the end of this free-flowing conversation, we asked him where he 

gets his information about communities. His pithy response captures the essence of 

our argument about how social factors shape community perceptions — and these 

community perceptions, of course, factor heavily into whether people will consider 

living in them. Aaron explained, 

From what I see. Mostly the news. My friends. I don’t know. I don’t write it 

down, where I get it from. It just kind of compiles in this big ol’ noggin right 

here [pointing to his head].

In other words, lived experiences, social networks, and the media shape his percep-

tions and they do so in an amorphous, subconscious manner. The information is 

absorbed and acquired through daily living. 

Take the case of social networks. We can imagine a number of ways that social 

networks shape our perceptions of neighborhoods and communities. When we visit 

friends and family, we are exposed to the places they live. When people are talking 

around the “water cooler” at work, we learn about the places they live or where they 

went over the weekend. But there are also indirect ways that people develop percep-

tions of places through assumptions they make: if my friend lives there, and that friend 

is white and middle class, then the neighborhood is probably mostly white and middle 

class. Since our social networks are generally racially homogeneous,18 the information 

that flows from those networks is likely racialized. 

Similarly, we also know that our lived experiences — how and where we move about 

the city — differ based on our race/ethnicity.19 And these experiences can shape our 

perceptions and eventually influence what areas we are willing to consider. One of 

our respondents was quite reflective about how, over the course of her life, these lived 

experiences came to be more expansive, and how this fundamentally changed how 

she viewed her residential options: 

Given these racial blind spots, segregation may be driven, to an under-appreciated 

extent, by differences in familiarity with particular neighborhoods. Thus, one way to 

promote integrative residential choices is to recognize these racial blind spots and 

make efforts to erase them. Because perceptions of communities and the preferences 

they shape are influenced to an important extent by the information available through 

media (broadly construed), community leaders interested in supporting integration 

should consider education, public relations, and media campaigns that push back 

against the images people have or are receiving through other sources about either 

the existence, or features, of diverse communities. Communities that are diverse, or 

diversifying, either by design or by circumstance,13 provide some good ideas for 

how to do this. One example is Oak Park, Illinois, which has been intentional about 

promoting integration for decades.14 Oak Park, particularly in its earlier efforts, adver-

tised its community’s charms outside of its borders with the goal of putting Oak Park 

on the radar screen of potential residents. These ads were placed both in metro-wide 

(Chicago Magazine) and national (New Yorker) outlets. Michael Maly describes how 

three communities (Uptown in Chicago; Jackson Heights, New York; and San Antonio-

Fruitvale in Oakland, California) engaged in similar activities to affirmatively market 

their integrated communities by embracing diversity as an asset and “attempt[ing] to 

brand the area as diverse” with the goal “to sell the diversity and integration as commu-

nity strengths rather than as risks.”15 These concerted marketing and media campaigns 

can be used to raise awareness — and erase blind spots — about certain communities 

so that searchers will include them in their househunting. 

Communities that are predominantly white need to engage in a different sort of effort. 

Given that such communities can suffer among people of color from a reputation of 

being unwelcoming, there are two kinds of needs. First, the community must be put 

on the radar screens of people of all races/ethnicities. Second, the communities must 

create outreach efforts that overcome perceptions of anticipated discrimination. Since 

integration can be stable only if there is demand from all races and ethnicities, efforts 

to influence the kind of information available about communities, and to add to (and 

perhaps counter) what is learned through lived experiences and social networks, 

would put and keep these places in the set of communities or neighborhoods in 

which people will consider living. 

Intervene in How People Develop Perceptions of Places 
One of the core tenets of the social structural sorting perspective is that we need 

to understand that people’s perceptions and knowledge of communities and neigh-

borhoods are socially constructed.16 These perceptions are the outcome of social 

processes that impact whom we talk to, whom we get information from, and what 

places we have exposure to because of how our social lives are structured. The core 

point is that not only are there differences in the places we know about, but what 
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searching are not racially circumscribed and will not therefore result in a segregative 

move. As the Baltimore Mobility program explains: 

For many inner city families, the suburban counties and towns exist beyond 

the realm of consciousness. There is a good chance they’ve never visited 

suburban neighborhoods and don’t know firsthand that these areas have 

plenty of shops and other amenities. When applicants entering the program 

come to MBQ’s office in downtown Baltimore for their orientation, one of 

the first things they do is board a charter bus for a tour of some of these 

communities. On these tours, MBQ housing counselors ask riders to notice 

how the streets with closely packed homes and small yards and corner 

grocers and liquor stores give way to strip malls with an array of stores and 

townhouses with bigger yards and driveways not alleys. Guides also point 

out schools, doctor’s offices, businesses, bus and metro stops, and other 

notable amenities.24 

These programs work, therefore, to supplement the information provided by social 

networks and lived experiences in a way that encourages moves that are integrative 

rather than segregative.  As research by Jennifer Darrah and Stefanie DeLuca has shown, 

these programs can have long-term impact on people’s preferences.25 Communities 

and municipalities would do well to learn from the lessons of these successful 

mobility programs and adapt and apply them to people outside of the HCV population. 

Such programs could identify creative ways to encourage people to consider places 

they would not otherwise learn about or consider if they relied on the traditional 

sources to inform their perceptions of places.

Interrupt the Assumption of Correlated Characteristics
Part of the challenge of intervening in housing searches is that rather than conducting 

thorough research about each and every possible opportunity, people often rely on 

shortcuts — or heuristics — to guide the complex decision that is a housing search.26 

Because of a reliance on heuristics, (1) people perceive various features of neighbor-

hoods as correlated; therefore, (2) they can use a single cue to ‘stand in’ for a range 

of other features; and, of particular relevance to our goals, (3) neighborhood racial 

composition is an important feature of the process.27 So, for example, people assume 

that if they know a neighborhood’s racial composition, they also know things like 

how much its housing costs, its crime level, how welcoming it is to people of color, 

and so on. And too often, the application of these shortcuts, which vary to some 

extent based on a person’s racial background, results in perceptions that lead whites 

away from black or integrated neighborhoods, and which also lead African American 

homeseekers away from predominantly white communities. 

I’m a Northsider. I was born and raised on the North Side. Generally south 

of the 00 line wasn’t really a consideration.20 Not so much because I would 

absolutely not live there, just because that’s what I was familiar with. Once 

I started working father south and started exploring more neighborhoods 

south, that’s when I started opening up my search south. 

If we reflect on how both social networks and lived experiences often feed us 

information about certain places — and fail to feed us information about certain other 

places — then we can think about ways to bolster, complement, or in some cases 

override that information.21 This can be done through programs that expose people 

to places that are not on their radar screen, or are off their radar screen because of 

inaccurate assumptions. For example, in some racially integrated suburbs, organiza-

tions provide guided tours to people who otherwise would be either unfamiliar or 

misinformed about the features of their community. South Orange/Maplewood, New 

Jersey and Shaker Heights, Ohio both offer such tours to prospective homebuyers (in 

the former through the South Orange/Maplewood Community Coalition on Race, and 

in the latter through their village website).22 The challenge for this sort of program 

is figuring out how to attract people who are not already aware of and interested 

enough in the community to sign up for a tour. It is people who are unfamiliar with 

communities or who have misperceptions that are most in need of these information 

interventions, yet they may be least likely to stumble across such tours. Active outreach 

could overcome this problem. 

General online housing/rental search engines could be used to reach prospective renters 

and buyers in a more proactive manner. In theory, these tools could be designed in a 

way that provides searchers with information about places that fit their search criteria, 

but might otherwise have been eliminated due to inaccurate or non-existent knowledge 

or perceptions. Mobility Programs, designed to assist Housing Choice Voucher (HCV) 

holders in making moves to opportunity areas, are one arena in which this style of 

intervention has been implemented.23 The strategies used by these programs reflect an 

understanding that what is greatly needed is an expansion of information sources and 

content used by a searcher during a housing search. The purpose of the information is 

to influence which communities a person targets for further research. Mobility Programs 

do this by providing information about neighborhoods or communities with high 

opportunity through online search tools (Inclusive Communities Project) or brochures 

and colorful maps (Housing Choice Partners). This information is disseminated online, 

in group presentations (some of which are required of new voucher recipients), or in 

one-on-one counseling. The program organizers clearly recognize the importance of 

supplementing existing and traditional influences (e.g., social networks and personal 

experiences) to ensure that the communities and neighborhoods in which people are 
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just easier to make decisions that way.” That is, it’s easier to make assumptions and 

not bother to do research into specific communities. 

The point is that people rely on shortcuts to quickly narrow their search down to 

a handful of communities or neighborhoods.29 And to the extent that the one good 

reason people use to eliminate a place from consideration is its racial composition, the 

implications for segregation are clear. For whites, the negative qualities (e.g., crime, 

school quality, property values) they perceive as correlated with the percentage of 

African Americans in a community’s population means that they may eliminate diverse 

or predominantly black communities from the very start. They never do the further 

research that would be required to find the instances where this correlation does not 

hold. Similarly, African Americans may presume that a predominantly white commu-

nity will be hostile to African Americans, and for this reason they eliminated it from 

consideration. 

The challenge we face if we are interested in encouraging integrative moves by people 

of all races is to disrupt these bundled perceptions. The bus tours for prospective 

buyers in South Orange/Maplewood and Shaker Heights described above are one 

example; the Oak Park Regional Housing Center (OPRHC) is another, though its focus 

is the rental market. The OPRHC offers a free apartment referral service, providing 

listings of available units to potential renters. The staff finds that clients routinely 

arrive in OPRHC’s offices with preconceptions about where within Oak Park they 

want to move: white apartment-seekers have been advised by friends, family, and 

sometimes personal observation that they should avoid the east side of Oak Park 

(where a higher percentage of African Americans live). Black apartment seekers have 

been told they should avoid the west and north sides of Oak Park (where a higher 

percentage of white residents live). These clients are using “correlated characteristics” 

and making assumptions about other features of the area based on its racial composi-

tion. Areas with a larger African American population are ruled out by whites because 

they perceive them as having bad schools and high crime rates; the whiter parts 

of Oak Park are eliminated by African Americans because they are perceived as not 

welcoming to African Americans. Through the use of one-on-one counseling, the staff 

works to disrupt the operation of this heuristic — a heuristic that would otherwise 

funnel clients into making segregative moves. This intensive counseling effort is 

quite successful: analysis of these data from recent years show that of the OPRHC’s 

approximately 3,500 clients each year, about 1,000 end up moving to Oak Park. Of 

those, about 70 percent move into an area or apartment building where their own 

racial group does not predominate.30 

We have focused here on what diverse communities can and have done, but it is 

important to also note that predominantly white communities need to consider 

For example, when we asked Russell, an African American man living in the city of 

Chicago, to talk to us about his perceptions of several predominantly white outlying 

suburbs, he said: 

I think that some of the areas like New Lenox, Mokena, Frankport — it seems 

like a community that was built for a specific type of family. A specific type 

of people. I don’t foresee many African Americans living [there]. I don’t — I 

think that it’s going to cater towards wealthier white families in this area. 

When we asked him why he thought these things, he gave the following reply: 

Yeah, that’s a good question. I never really thought about why I feel like 

that. I just got the impression like, “Ugh, that’s not a neighborhood that 

would welcome me,” kind of thing. Not saying that they would do anything 

to dissuade me or redline me or anything, but I don’t see that being — it’s 

nowhere I ever considered living. 

From talking to residents in the Chicago area, it became clear that African Americans 

and Latinos had impressions and stories to tell about family or friends who experi-

enced discrimination, or about specific communities that had histories of racial animus 

towards people of color.28 But what is striking in Russell’s example is that these are 

relatively new communities, and he has no particular knowledge of them as being 

welcoming or unwelcoming. He nevertheless perceives them as places not “built for” 

him. For this reason, he rules them out as options. 

JoAnn, a middle-aged white woman living on the North Side of Chicago, demonstrates 

the power of correlated characteristics — in her case, it is the exception that proves 

the rule. She describes something surprising she realized about a neighborhood on the 

South Side of Chicago: 

I know about Beverly because I know there’s a Montessori School down 

there. I was surprised to find out that it’s a pretty wealthy white community, 

’cause it’s on the South Side of Chicago and when you don’t grow up here 

and you don’t know these things, you just make assumptions about neigh-

borhoods, ’cause it’s just easier to make decisions that way.

JoAnn exemplifies the power of correlated characteristics: she reveals that she had 

always assumed that a place on the South Side of Chicago could not be middle class, 

and that it would not have white people. And she was surprised to discover a place 

that was all three of these things. Moreover, we also see from her discussion the reason 

why these correlated characteristics can figure importantly in a housing search: “it’s 
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works synergistically with their housing counseling program is a “Multifamily Housing 

Incentive Grant,” which provides grants of up to $10,000 to apartment building 

owners to improve their building’s marketability.33 In exchange, the grantee must 

affirmatively market their units through the OPRHC. The South Orange/Maplewood 

Community Coalition on Race has also worked to ensure that characteristics are not 

correlated. Homeowner loans are available to improve the external attractiveness of 

homes so as to ensure that no single section of their community looks better main-

tained than another.34 

Through these efforts and others, communities invest in programs that attempt to 

shape the behaviors of individual potential residents, but also consciously distribute 

resources throughout a community or neighborhood in a manner that provides new 

information, defies the stereotypes, and decouples the characteristics that outsiders 

or potential new residents might assume to be correlated. The socially structured 

processes through which people search for housing, left unattended to, will perpet-

uate segregation. However, if these processes are supplemented, supplanted, and 

interrupted, it will become possible to encourage integrative moves. 
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track to add over 70 million people between 2010 and 2040. The 20 most populous 

commuting zones in 2010, where almost 125 million of the 309 million US residents 

lived, could grow by nearly 28 million people, or 11 million additional households. Five 

of these commuting zones—Los Angeles, Houston, Washington, Atlanta, and Phoenix—

would add over 1 million households each. (Dallas-Fort Worth, if considered as a single 

region instead of two commuting zones, would also rank among the areas adding over 

1 million households from 2010 to 2040.) Among all 741 commuting zones, however, 

around 300 could lose population over these three decades if recent trends persist, the 

largest of which are in the Great Lakes states.

Older Adults
Across the nation, local decisionmakers face unprecedented growth in the number 

of older adults. Baby boomers are aging into their late 60s and 70s, following a much 

smaller generation. They also are expected to live longer than previous generations, 

magnifying the impact of their large numbers. Already, thanks to the growth in lifetime 

income and wealth that boomers have enjoyed, these older adults remain living by 

themselves in their own homes in much greater proportion than older adults of just 

two decades ago. At the same time, however, boomers are more racially diverse and 

more unequal by income and wealth than was the preceding generation. This diversity 

will therefore translate into increasing numbers not just of affluent homeowners in 

their 70s and 80s, but also of poor elderly renters, many of whom may not live as long 

as their more privileged contemporaries. 

We still can only guess at the impacts of growing numbers of older adults on local 

housing markets. It may be that, like previous generations, baby boomers will have a 

low propensity to move; even so, the purchasing power even of a small proportion of 

this much larger population of older adults could encourage unforeseen innovations 

in housing that profoundly change many US metropolitan areas. These innovations 

could reduce relocation costs, resulting in greater propensity to relocate to a different 

housing unit, either within the same metropolitan area or elsewhere. Innovations and 

changes in demand could also shift property owners’ calculus about how to use their 

homes, apartments, and parcels, and their perspective on what counts as adequate 

local infrastructure.

Racial and Ethnic Diversity and Immigration
At the same time, the nation is becoming more diverse, especially at younger ages, 

across numerous dimensions. Nationally, Hispanics, African Americans, Asians, and 

multiracial people are expected to account for nearly 90 percent of the net growth in 

households between now and 2030, as the rate of mortality among older white non-

Hispanics approaches the rate of household formation by young white non-Hispanics. 

Many of these new households will remain renters for more of their life courses, since 

Pathways to Inclusion: Contexts 

for Neighborhood Integration in 

Chicago, Houston, and Washington

ROLF PENDALL

Urban Institute

What would it take to make new and remake old neighborhoods so 

that a large, complex, metropolitan area moved decisively toward 

integration by race and income in the next 15 years? This paper 

provides background for the following case studies in this volume 

that try to answer this question in three regions: Chicago, Houston, 

and Washington, DC. The paper begins with a broad-brush overview of the major 

demographic changes that are expected to continue transforming housing markets in 

the US: population growth, aging, racial and ethnic diversity, and shifting household 

composition. It then describes the two principal patterns of political geography in 

metropolitan areas that affect decisionmaking about neighborhood inclusion: frag-

mentation and polycentricity. In the final two sections, the paper shows how national 

population growth trends could play out in each of the three commuting zones (CZs, 

analogous to metropolitan areas).1 It then closes with a discussion of the political 

geography of each region, offering thoughts about how fragmentation and polycen-

tricity influence how the authors of the three case-study papers answer the question 

for the panel.

POPULATION GROWTH AND CHANGE, 2015–2040
The United States is becoming more diverse by age, race and ethnicity, household 

composition, and income even as its population continues to grow. Major metropolitan 

areas are the crucible of these changes. They account for most of the nation’s popula-

tion growth and a disproportionate share of its non-white population, have a greater 

diversity of household types and sizes, and feature much sharper income inequality 

than the rest of the US. Their responses to aging, diversification, and growth will likely 

have an outsized impact on the future of the entire nation. 

Growth
The US has faster population growth than many other large, high-income countries. 

A mid-range projection by the US Census Bureau suggests that the nation is on 
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tradition of local land-use control and infrastructure governance at the town (New 

England) or township (mid-Atlantic and Midwest) level. 

The small municipalities in these CZs have political and fiscal incentives that push 

them toward internal homogeneity. According to some theories, notably Charles 

Tiebout’s, people choose to live in these communities based on their preferences 

for public services and their willingness to pay for them.4 These preferences also 

extend to their willingness to share facilities and neighborhoods with people of other 

races and income levels.5 Because people and businesses can “vote with their feet,” 

local decisionmakers must follow their taxpaying, voting, and campaign-contributing 

constituents’ preferences or face either electoral defeat or exit. Zoning is a necessary 

element for controlling the amount and character of development, according to these 

theories, because zoning imposes barriers to entry on people who might consume 

more public services than they are able to pay for. Zoning limits housing density and 

otherwise makes rental housing hard to build and expensive to occupy, reducing the 

number of people of color and low-income households who can live there.6 

CZs in New England, the mid-Atlantic states, and the Midwest also have a number of 

characteristics that have allowed housing construction to outpace housing demand 

at the regional scale. Small, pro-growth jurisdictions at the urban fringe accommodate 

builders’ and landowners’ development applications, often on large lots with on-site 

septic systems and wells rather than public sewers and water systems, both of which 

are preconditions for dense development. As new supply comes on-line for the most 

affluent households at the regional fringe, older housing close to the urban core loses 

its value and becomes subject to absentee ownership, vacancy, and abandonment. 

Galster calls this “the regional housing disassembly line.”7

The pathways to inclusion in these fragmented CZs almost certainly have to involve at 

least some action by either state legislatures or federal and state courts. Massachusetts’ 

“anti-snob zoning” law, Chapter 40B, is a long-standing example of a mandate for inclu-

sion that came about because of Boston’s political strength in the state legislature in 

the late 1960s; the law allows developers to appeal local denials of affordable housing 

proposals to a state override board and has been responsible for the production of tens 

of thousands of housing units since its enactment. Recent changes to state law have 

complemented it with fiscal incentives to suburban towns that agree to zone for denser 

housing development. Another route has been through legal challenges, exemplified by 

the Mount Laurel and Westchester cases.8 In all these cases, more exclusive communities 

are being forced to reduce their barriers to affordable housing construction. 

Segregation among cities and townships (whose boundaries often coincide with 

school-district boundaries) has eroded in some of these CZs in recent years as inner 

Hispanic and African American homeownership rates still lag behind those of white 

non-Hispanics by between 25 and 30 percentage points, with Asians trending about 

10 percentage points below whites. If housing prices fall, incomes rise, and access to 

homeownership become easier to obtain via policy and market innovation, then many 

young adults of color with parents who have little wealth could become homeowners, 

resulting in stable or rising homeownership rates overall and a smoother handoff 

from baby boomer homeowners to their heirs. If the stars do not align well enough, 

however, then some metropolitan areas could face long-term turbulence in both their 

rental and their homeownership markets.

Household Composition
Household compositions have also become steadily more diverse, a trend that shows 

no sign of abating. Single-person households have become much more common, in 

part because some people live by themselves for decades but also because people’s 

adult household status will differ across their life course to a greater extent than was 

the case for people born in the first half of the 20th century. People already spend a 

longer period in their 20s and 30s unmarried and/or without children, sometimes 

living with parents and sometimes alone. The decisions to have children and to marry 

have become less closely linked. With higher divorce rates among baby boomers 

compared with previous generations, the large growth in older households will also 

mean large growth in in single-person households. Along with this diversification by 

both race and composition, households have also become more diverse by wealth and 

income, a trend that shows no signs of abating anytime soon. 

POLITICAL GEOGRAPHY: LANDSCAPES OF INCLUSION AND EXCLUSION
As the US grows, ages, and diversifies in the next 25 years, what are the chances that 

the nation will see a growth in inclusive neighborhoods? The answer to this question 

depends in large part on the geography of the municipalities, townships, and counties 

in which these neighborhoods are located, because in every state—even those with 

growth management systems2—local governments set rules and manage approval 

processes for residential growth: where, how much, and what types of housing can be 

built, as well as what community services must be provided to accompany it. Cities 

and counties also conduct an array of other activities that shape neighborhood change: 

programs for redevelopment of blighted areas, housing rehabilitation, affordable 

housing, and many others. 

Fragmentation: The Tiebout Landscape of the Northeast and Midwest
In commuting zones dominated by small municipalities and townships, a small number 

of jurisdictions—usually medium-sized to large cities—accounts for a disproportionate 

share of the less expensive rental stock, including subsidized housing. Such commuting 

zones predominate in the Northeast and Midwest,3 in part because of the longstanding 
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HOUSTON, CHICAGO, AND WASHINGTON, DC: THREE METROPOLITAN 
SETTINGS FOR WORKING TOWARD INCLUSION
Houston, Chicago, and Washington are three of the largest metropolitan areas in 

the US, with 3.4 million households in the Chicago commuting zone and about 2.4 

million each in Houston and Washington in 2010. They also have substantial political 

complexity, with dozens of cities, multiple counties, and myriad special districts 

and school districts making decisions that affect housing supply and demand. The 

relationship between the central cities and other jurisdictions, too, varies: Chicago 

and Houston are both the largest jurisdictions in their commuting zones, whereas 

Washington, DC has a smaller residential population than three large suburban coun-

ties in Maryland and Virginia. 

Segregation 
All three regions are known for their racial and economic segregation, but here, 

too, there are differences (Figures 1a-1c). Of the top 100 commuting zones in 

the US, Chicago ranked 20th in the nation in 2010 for economic segregation, 10th 

suburban housing has aged and become more affordable to low-income households 

and people of color, with immigrants playing an important role in the diversification 

of some suburbs.9 This growth in suburban diversity can be one route to the erosion 

of exclusionary practices in more affluent and whiter communities; Orfield describes 

a process in Minnesota in which state legislators from Minneapolis and St. Paul aligned 

with suburban representatives in a legislative coalition that improved regional plan-

ning for growth management and inclusion.10 Coalitions of inner suburbs have also 

emerged in Cleveland and St. Louis, spurred in part by organizing by the faith-based 

Gamaliel organization.11 

Polycentricity: Urban Politics in Suburban Metropolitan Areas of the South 
and West
The local political geographies in the South and West differ fundamentally from those 

in the Midwest and Northeast. Counties make decisions about land development in 

unincorporated areas, and townships do not exist as independent decisionmaking 

entities. These CZs tend, therefore, to be less jurisdictionally fragmented than those in 

the Midwest and Northeast, though the precise degree depends in part on state laws 

and constitutional provisions on annexation and incorporation. Where incorpora-

tion is relatively challenging and annexation easy, as was the case in Texas for most 

of its history, large cities dominate the landscape. Where incorporation is easy and 

annexation challenging, by contrast, CZs can become quite fragmented. Because 

medium-sized to large jurisdictions cover so much territory in these CZs, the politics 

of suburban development can be much less predictable than in the fragmented 

“Tiebout landscape” of the Northeast and Midwest. Elected officials need to respond to 

electoral pressure not only from the “median voter,” but also from small interest groups 

with intense interests, including landowners, builders, business leaders, civil rights 

organizations, community organizers, and others. That is, the politics can resemble 

urban politics. And with a smaller number of neighboring jurisdictions, elected and 

appointed officials understand more clearly that they cannot rely entirely on other 

cities or counties to accommodate all the low-cost housing. 

While local decisionmakers in these less fragmented CZs may not be able or want to 

exclude low-income people and renters entirely from their borders, they often face 

intense pressure to keep people separated into homogeneous neighborhoods or 

districts. In these cases, the politics around housing development and subsidy often 

reflect the boundaries of school districts. Some western CZs also have a high degree 

of school-district fragmentation. Where a county has a single school district (as in most 

of the South), the politics of exclusion revolve around school attendance zones, with 

homeowners in public-school attendance areas where school test scores are high and 

students are predominantly white and Asian rallying to limit incursions by developers 

of low-cost and rental housing. 

Figure 1a. Combined Economic and Racial Segregation, 100 Most Populous 
Commuting Zones, 2010.

60–79

0–19

20–39

40–59

80–100

COMBINED RANK

Circle sizes represent each region’s population.

Source: Urban Institute, “The Cost of Segregation,” http://www.urban.org/policy-centers/metropolitan-housing-and-

communities-policy-center/projects/cost-segregation.

Note: Darker shades indicate lower combined ranks and thus more segregated CZs. The combined rank is the unweight-

ed average of black-white, Hispanic-white, and income-based segregation as measured by the spatial proximity index (a 

measure of racial clustering) and the generalized neighborhood sorting index (a measure of income clustering).
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Figure 1b. Economic Segregation: Most Advantaged and Most Disadvantaged 10 
Percent of Census Tracts in Chicago, Houston, and Washington Commuting Zones, 
2006–10.
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Note: Index based on a composite score of average household income, percent of adults with college degrees, percent 

homeownership, and median housing value. Blue areas are the highest 10 percent of tracts; orange areas are the lowest 

10 percent of tracts, 2006–10. 

Figure 1c. Racial Segregation: Percent White Non-Hispanic, Chicago, Houston, and 
Washington Commuting Zones, 2011–15.
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for black-white segregation, and 9th for Hispanic-white segregation. Washington’s 

economic segregation level is higher—17th in the nation—but its black-white and 

Hispanic-white segregation levels are notably lower (34th and 49th). Houston, finally, 

has the lowest economic and black-white segregation of the three areas (28th and 45th, 

respectively), but higher Hispanic-white segregation than Washington (20th).

Growth
Recent and projected future growth trends for these three commuting zones range 

from very rapid in Houston to moderate in Chicago (Figure 2). From 1990 to 2010, the 

Houston CZ experienced 52 percent growth in households; Washington households 

grew by 33 percent, and households in Chicago grew 18 percent. The magnitude 

of household growth from 1990 to 2010 is impressive: Houston added 681,000, 

Washington 502,000, and Chicago 460,000. If future growth trends resemble those 

of the recent past, each region, because of its youth, diversity, and attractiveness for 

economic activity, would add even more new households in this decade and the 2020s. 

Between 2010 and 2030, Houston could add another 850,000 households or more, 

Washington over 725,000, and Chicago another half million households.12 Like the 

rest of the nation, all three of these CZs will add a substantial number of older adult 

households over the next two decades (Figure 3). By 2030, over 1.1 million Chicago 

households are likely to be headed by someone aged 65 or older, compared with only 

610,000 in 2010. Both Houston and Washington are likely to grow to over 700,000 

older adult households in 2030 and over 800,000 in 2040, up from between 300,000 

and 350,000 in 2010. The regions differ, however, in the growth prospects for house-

holds headed by people under 65 years old. If recent demographic trends hold in the 

next 25 years, then Chicago has apparently peaked at about 2.5 million households 

with a householder under 65 years old, whereas both Washington and Houston are on 

track to add between 600,000 and 700,000 households with householders under 65 

years old from 2010 to 2040.

Figure 2. Households, 1990–2010 Observed and 2010–2040 Projected, Chicago, 
Houston, and Washington Commuting Zones.
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Figure 3. Households Headed by Older Adults and People Under Age 65, Chicago, 
Houston, and Washington Commuting Zones, 1990–2040.
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Figure 4. Households by Race of Householder, Chicago, Houston, and Washington 
Commuting Zones, 1990–2040.
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In all three CZs, the bulk of the household growth is likely to be produced by 

increasing numbers of people of color (Figure 4). Already by 2010, no racial or ethnic 

group accounted for the majority of Houston’s householders; white non-Hispanic 

householders in Houston will peak at about 1.0 million in the 2020s, and sometime 

in the 2030s Hispanics will surpass whites as the group with the largest number of 

householders. Washington is about to surpass Chicago among these three CZs with 

the largest number of black householders and will also experience robust growth in 

Hispanic and other-race householders. Chicago, finally, will continue to experience 

household growth almost entirely on the basis of growth in its Hispanic, Asian, and 

multiracial households. Black household growth has slowed significantly in Chicago 

and would turn negative in the 2020s if recent trends continue. 

Notwithstanding the national trend of fast-growing demand for rental housing, all three 

of these CZs have homeownership attainment trends that tilt toward homeownership 

(Figure 5). They all had higher homeownership rates in 2010 than they did in 2000. 

Hispanics and other-race non-Hispanics account for bigger shares of their population 

and households than the national average, and both groups have in recent years 

exhibited stronger growth (or less decline) in homeownership than white and black 

non-Hispanics. Black non-Hispanics in Washington outnumber Hispanics and others, 

but their homeownership exceeds the national average and fell less in the recent crisis 

than did black homeownership in other parts of the US. 

Local Political Landscapes as Fields of Play for Inclusive Growth
The three CZs discussed in this paper also have different geographies of land-use and 

housing decisionmaking that shape the locus of action for efforts to boost inclusion 

in different kinds of neighborhoods. The papers by Novara and Khare (Chicago) and 

Fulton and Shelton (Houston) both focus mainly or exclusively on the central city as 

the main actor in pursuing inclusive policies; Lung-Amam (Washington), by contrast, 

goes decisively to the regional level with her paper. While this may seem inconsistent, 

the underlying principle is quite consistent: focus energy for political change where 

the payoff is greatest.

Chicago’s political geography exemplifies fragmented land-use and housing decision-

making. It has 302 villages, cities, and counties that exercise control over planning, 

zoning, and subdivision regulations within a state legislative framework that allows 

much and demands little in the way of economic and racial inclusion or exclusion 

(Table 1). The city of Chicago accounts for 34 percent of the CZ population, but over 

40 percent of the population lives in municipalities and unincorporated county areas 

with fewer than 50,000 residents. Apart from Chicago, only six jurisdictions have more 

than 100,000 residents, and none of these has more than 250,000. That is, the Chicago 

CZ conspicuously lacks a tier of medium-sized jurisdictions. Given the disappointing 

results of the Affordable Housing Planning and Appeals Act of 2004, an “anti-snob 

zoning” law modeled on Massachusetts’s Chapter 40B, action to reduce exclusion in 

the more affluent suburbs looks from ground level like more effort than it may be 

worth, while efforts to boost the predominantly low-income African American suburbs 

south and west of Chicago could be at least as challenging, considering their very low 

level of municipal capacity. 

Logically, then, Novara and Khare spend most of their time on tactics to integrate 

higher-opportunity and distressed neighborhoods in Chicago itself. They point out 

that the political energy and policy innovation have centered mainly on sustaining 

affordability in gentrification-prone neighborhoods and to an extent on creating more 

opportunity in safe, high-opportunity neighborhoods with dense and diverse housing, 

decent elementary schools, and good access to transit. But many other Chicago 

neighborhoods have suffered disinvestment and population loss for so long that they 

face dim prospects for near-term redevelopment. Reducing the concentration of new 

affordable housing in these neighborhoods seems like a logical necessity, but what 

resources does the city have to stimulate economic development and attract middle-

class households to these neighborhoods? 

Like Novara and Khare, Fulton and Shelton place most of their emphasis on the largest 

city in their CZ, but for another reason: it’s practically the only jurisdiction with 

enough population to make a difference. The city of Houston accounts for 37 percent 

Figure 5. Households by Tenure, Chicago, Houston, and Washington Commuting 
Zones, 1990–2040.
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Initiatives within the city of Houston itself therefore have the potential to make a 

significant difference in access to opportunity. The city still has large amounts of vacant 

land and many thousands of acres in locations where it would be profitable to increase 

development density. Low-income residents currently live in many of these areas and 

are actively being displaced, but state law provides few mechanisms that allow cities 

to negotiate with developers to preserve affordability in gentrifying areas. Fewer tools 

yet are available to make inroads on inclusion in the unincorporated county areas 

where much new development occurs. No unit of local government can exercise much 

influence there on new development, especially beyond the ETJ, where developers can 

bypass city approvals for sewer and water connections by creating their own municipal 

utility districts (MUDs), special-purpose governments that finance infrastructure develop-

ment on bonds that are repaid through property taxes on new residents.14 

With 602,000 residents in 2010, Washington, DC, is only the fourth-largest jurisdiction 

in its CZ; Fairfax (VA), Montgomery (MD), and Prince George’s (MD) counties each 

have more residents. Six other counties and one city have over 100,000 residents. Only 

9 percent of the CZ population lives in jurisdictions under 50,000 residents. Counties 

are strong units of government in both Maryland and Virginia for planning and zoning; 

in Maryland, they sometimes control zoning and building permits even within incor-

porated cities. Virginia’s incorporated cities (e.g., Alexandria) are not sub-units of its 

counties, and they generally cannot annex outlying territory. Maryland is well-known 

as a “smart growth” state, requiring its jurisdictions to adopt comprehensive plans that 

designate areas for development and for preservation consistent with state law; state 

funds for significant infrastructure development are channeled to the “priority funding 

areas” developed as part of the planning process. Montgomery County in particular has 

led the nation in its adoption of a transfer of development rights program to preserve 

rural land by allowing development credit transfers from rural to urban areas, and also 

in its long-standing Moderately Priced Dwelling Unit ordinance, a productive local 

source of affordable housing that has resulted in substantial income mixing within 

developments throughout the county. Virginia’s cities and counties do not face such 

state-level requirements; on the contrary, the prevailing “Dillon’s rule” character of the 

state leads to the interpretation that local authority to do anything rests on explicit 

state grants of power.15 The District of Columbia, finally, has controlled its own land 

use since the 1970s Home Rule Act was passed. Development on non-federal land 

(about 75 percent of the city) is governed by the District’s comprehensive plan and 

zoning ordinance, the main federal constraint to which is a maximum building height 

limit of 130 feet. 

As Lung-Amam’s paper shows, the Washington region’s more affluent jurisdictions and 

the District itself have innovated for decades to build and preserve affordable housing. 

Yet the intensity of housing demand, especially given the region’s rising income 

Table 1. Land-Use Decisionmaking Jurisdictions, Chicago, Houston,  

and Washington, 2010. 

Population of 

jurisdiction 

(thousands)

Chicago Houston Washington

Jurisdictions Population Jurisdictions Population Jurisdictions Population

<10 139 553,003 77 172,175 70 185,228

10-25 91 1,545,338 21 322,410 11 195,199

25-50 44 1,476,391 8 304,797 4 135,965

50-100 21 1,405,431 5 357,744 6 376,891

100-250 6 805,688 1 149,043 5 719,458

250-500 0 0 2 700,269 2 652,402

500-1M 0 0 0 0 3 2,043,910

1M+ 1 2,695,598 2 3,660,914 1 1,042,465

Total 302  8,481,449 116  5,667,352 102  5,351,518

percent of total

Jurisdictions Population Jurisdictions Population Jurisdictions Population

<10 46% 7% 66% 3% 69% 3%

10-25 30% 18% 18% 6% 11% 4%

25-50 15% 17% 7% 5% 4% 3%

50-100 7% 17% 4% 6% 6% 7%

100-250 2% 9% 1% 3% 5% 13%

250-500 0% 0% 2% 12% 2% 12%

500-1M 0% 0% 0% 0% 3% 38%

1M+ 0% 32% 2% 65% 1% 19%

 Source: U.S. Census 2010.

of the CZ’s population, but another 28 percent of the CZ’s population (1.6 million) 

lives in unincorporated areas within Harris County, mostly in the extraterritorial juris-

dictions of Houston (which extend up to five miles beyond its city limits) or smaller 

municipalities. (Texas cities’ authority to regulate subdivisions, issue building permits, 

and enforce building codes—but not to zone—extends into extraterritorial jurisdic-

tions (ETJs), unincorporated areas whose boundaries range from one-half mile to five 

miles beyond city limits.) Texas grants broad land-use planning, zoning, and subdivision 

regulation to its home-rule cities (including most of the cities in the CZ), but does 

not require any of these controls; as Fulton and Shelton note, Houston does not have 

zoning but instead uses other regulations to accomplish many of the purposes of 

zoning. Counties in Texas do not have power to zone unincorporated areas beyond 

ETJs, having been extended only the prerogative of subdivision regulation and building 

permit approval.13 Only one other city, Pasadena, has more than 100,000 people. But 

the dominance of Houston and Harris County means that only 14 percent of the CZ’s 

residents live in jurisdictions under 50,000 residents.



186 187Part 3: What Would It Take to Make New and Remake Old Neighborhoods so that Regions Move Decisively Toward Integration? Pathways to Inclusion: Contexts for Neighborhood Integration in Chicago, Houston, and Washington

Bibliography

Breymaier, Rob, Morgan Davis, and Patricia Fron. 2013. “Fair Housing and Equity 

Assessment: Metropolitan Chicago.” Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning 

and Chicago Area Fair Housing Alliance. Available at http://www.cmap.illinois.

gov/livability/housing/fair-housing.

Butler, Kent S., and Dowell Myers. 1984. “Boomtime in Austin, Texas: Negotiated Growth 

Management.” Journal of the American Planning Association 50, no. 4: 447–58.

Danielson, Michael N. 1976. The Politics of Exclusion. New York: Columbia University 

Press.

DeGrove, John Melvin. 1992. The New Frontier for Land Policy: Planning & Growth 

Management in the States. Cambridge, MA: Lincoln Institue of Land Policy.

Galster, George. 2012. Driving Detroit: The Quest for Respect in the Motor City. 

Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press. 

Henneberger, John, Kristin Carlisle, and Karen Paup. 2010. “Housing in Texas Colonias.” 

In The Colonias Reader: Economy, Housing, and Public Health in US–Mexico 

Border Colonias, edited by Angela J. Donelson and Adrian X. Esparza, 101–114. 

Tucson: University of Arizona Press.

Houston-Galveston Area Council. 2013. “Fair Housing Equity Assessment.” Available at 

http://www.ourregion.org/FHEA/FHEA-FINAL.pdf.

Keating, W. Dennis, and Thomas Bier. 2008. “Greater Cleveland’s First Suburbs 

Consortium: Fighting Sprawl and Suburban Decline.” Housing Policy Debate 19, 

no. 3: 457–77.

Orfield, Myron. 1997. Metropolitics: A Regional Agenda for Community and Stability. 

Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press.

———. 1998. American Metropolitics: The New Suburban Reality. Washington, DC: 

Brookings Institution Press.

Pendall, Rolf. 2000. “Local Land Use Regulation and the Chain of Exclusion.” Journal of 

the American Planning Association 66, no. 2: 125–42.

Pendall, Rolf, and Carl Hedman. 2015. Worlds Apart. Washington, DC: Urban Institute. 

Pendall, Rolf, Robert Puentes, and Jonathan Martin. 2006. “From Traditional to 

Reformed: A Review of the Land Use Regulations in the Nation’s 50 Largest 

Metropolitan Areas.” Brookings Institution Metropolitan Policy Program.

Pendall, Rolf, Sandra Rosenbloom, Diane K. Levy, Elizabeth Oo, Gerrit Knaap, Arnab 

Chakraborty, and Jason Sartori. 2013. “Can Federal Efforts Advance Federal and 

Local De-Siloing? Lessons from the HUD-EPA-DOT Partnership for Sustainable 

Communities.” Washington, DC: Urban Institute. http://www.urban.org/

publications/412820.

Richardson, Jesse J., Jr. 2011. “Dillon’s Rule Is from Mars, Home Rule Is from Venus: 

Local Government Autonomy and the Rules of Statutory Construction.” Publius: 

The Journal of Federalism 41, no. 4: 662–85.
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CONCLUDING THOUGHTS: REGIONAL CHALLENGES, REGIONAL 
APPROACHES?
Advocates, scholars, and planners have long advocated regional solutions to the 

challenge of inclusion. In some states and regions, this advocacy has borne fruit with 
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Planning Grant and prepared its own FHEA.19 The Metropolitan Washington Council of 
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changes the calculus and political tactics of local stakeholders in their approaches to 

building more inclusive neighborhoods.
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The Washington, DC metropolitan area is a large, economically robust region. 

It contains roughly 5.5 million people spread out over three states, the 

District of Columbia, 23 counties and independent cities, and 90 munici-

palities. The region’s economy is heavily dependent upon public sector 

employment, especially the federal government and private companies 

that contract with the government. Roughly 38 percent of the region’s economic 

output is related to government spending.1 The region also has a relatively well-paid 

and well-educated workforce. In fact, it is among the most educated metropolitan areas 

in the country, with nearly half of residents 25 or older holding a bachelor’s degree in 

2010.2 Poverty rates are only about half the national average.3 

The region is racially and economically diverse, but is also among the most segregated 

metropolitan areas in the country.4 The region is majority-minority, with non-Hispanic 

Whites making up 47 percent of the population. More than one in five residents in the 

region are foreign-born. The eastern half of the region, including the neighborhoods east 

of the Anacostia River in the District and large parts of Prince George’s County, carry the 

region’s burden of poverty and distress. This includes neighborhoods with the majority 

of the region’s minority populations, poor residents, subsidized housing, its lowest home 

values, and its highest crime rates. In contrast, the District’s western neighborhoods 

and suburbs enjoy the bulk of the region’s prosperity, jobs, amenities, and high-valued 

neighborhoods.5 Various state laws and the lack of a regional government with land use 

authority give local governments, particularly counties, a lot of discretion in adopting 

housing policy, and contribute to uneven patterns of development.

The Washington, DC region is also one of the most expensive places in the country to 

live. In 2013, the median house price was over double that of the nation and median 

rents were over 60 percent higher.6 While the region is among the wealthiest in the 

nation, more than a third of households spend more than 30 percent of their income 

on housing. Not surprisingly, those at the bottom are the most cost-burdened. In 

the District, 64 percent of the lowest-income residents devote half or more of their 

income to housing.7 Tens of thousands remain on the waiting list for public housing 

and rental vouchers. As of December 2016, both lists were closed. Scores of homeless 

families fill the region’s shelters, which lack thousands of beds.8 

In recent years, the housing crisis has been exacerbated by sharp demand for new 

housing combined with a constrained supply, particularly after the Great Recession. 

Young, educated professionals have moved into the region’s most popular neighbor-

hoods, largely inside the District. Between 1990 and 2010, the region grew by 37 

percent, outpacing all other northeast metro areas. In the District, new residents have 

reversed decades of population loss while also pushing up property values and rents. 

Between 2000 and 2015, the average year-end sale price of a home in the region 

increased by 118 percent and as much as 275 percent in the District, compared to 

only 53 percent nationwide.9 The vast majority of new units catered to higher-income 

renters and homeowners. These trends have led to the direct and indirect displace-

ment of many long-term residents and have helped to push poverty into the most 

disadvantaged neighborhoods in the District and its inner and outer suburbs.10 

What would it take to remake neighborhoods to move the region toward integration 

by race and income in the next few decades? In this paper, I propose strategies that 

build towards regional housing policies and plans, but also recognize the tough polit-

ical realities of making regionalism work. This “regionalism light” approach stresses 

the need for broader adoption of and coordination across policies that are currently 

working at the local level while also building upon promising regional inroads. While 

regional cooperation on housing policies and planning has been by far the exception 

rather than the rule in the US, the Washington, DC metropolitan area has already made 

progress where many have failed. Given the strength of the region’s economy and its 

progressive municipalities, who are already national leaders on affordable housing 

issues, it is well-poised to continue to do so. 

INCLUSIVE HOUSING GROWTH AND PRESERVATION STRATEGIES
While many different tools could be used to build more inclusive neighborhoods in 

the Washington, DC region, the protection and the production of affordable housing 

is key given the region’s current affordability crises. I focus on four strategies that can 

break down barriers to housing inclusion in existing neighborhoods as well as build a 

strong platform for current and future residents to be a part of the region’s continued 
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rental properties, and rent control. Currently the District, Montgomery County, and 

Prince George’s County are among the only jurisdictions in the country with laws that 

allow tenants or municipalities to purchase properties before landlords can offer them 

to outside buyers. In DC, the city pays nonprofits and legal advocates to advise tenants 

who want to purchase their properties and provides low-interest loans to help them 

make an offer. This program has had widespread success, saving approximately 7,500 

affordable units in the District since its founding in 1978, including in some of the 

city’s hottest neighborhoods.13 However, in recent years, funding for the program has 

decreased while development pressures have increased, leading to a reduced number 

of tenant purchases.14 DC’s suite of tenant protections also includes rent control. 

However, it largely applies to units built before 1975, affects only landlords with more 

than four units and existing tenants, and has various loopholes that allow landlords to 

push up rents.15 Stricter provisions for existing rent control and right-of-first-refusal 

regulations as well as additional funding for the latter are needed to slow the tide of 

displacement, particularly within the District. 

On the regional front, MWCOG has little leverage to force local governments to adopt 

stricter rental laws, but many municipalities may be willing to sign on to a regional 

tenant’s bill of rights. Adopted in DC and Montgomery County, these bills include 

provisions for ensuring home health and safety as well as combatting predatory rental 

practices that help advocacy groups hold municipalities accountable for adopting 

stronger tenant regulations. 

For homeowners, tax relief and other forms of assistance designed to help residents 

stay in place need to be more aggressively adopted and funded. Tax relief policies 

generally benefit residents who have lived in their homes for a number of years 

by deferring property tax increases until they sell. Many jurisdictions in the region 

have such policies, but DC’s policy is the most aggressive. Through the homestead 

deduction, it provides tax relief to residents who own their properties as a principal 

residence by limiting the amount of annual increase, with greater limitations for 

seniors and the disabled. The District also provides a refundable property tax credit 

to lower-income homeowners and renters. Other policies provide assistance for 

maintenance and repair costs that can cause elderly and low-income homeowners to 

sell their properties. In DC, such measures also need to be extended to families with 

multiple children, who find it increasingly difficult to remain in the city. 

Capturing the Market in the Region’s Most Valued Land
While the federal government provides local governments with critical affordable 

housing funding, these sources have been declining for decades and are insufficient. 

Municipalities have to come up with additional funds to meet demand, especially in 

expensive, high-growth regions like metropolitan Washington. A significant opportunity 

growth and prosperity. These are to preserve existing affordable units through 

aggressive anti-displacement strategies; capture land value to produce new affordable 

housing, especially near transit; increase the density and diversity of suburban housing; 

and tackle the region’s stark east-west divide with fair-share policies. 

Preserving What We Have through Aggressive Anti-Displacement Strategies
One of the most significant challenges that the DC region faces is preserving its 

existing stock of affordable housing in the midst of intense market pressures. The 

District, for example, had about half as many low-cost rental units in 2013 as it did 

in 2002.11 To combat these trends, the region needs a more strategic approach to 

preserving existing subsidized and “naturally occurring” affordable units, and more 

aggressive anti-displacement measures that will keep existing low-income renters and 

homeowners in place. 

The District has a good system to monitor and preserve existing subsidized units that 

can be strengthened and adopted more widely across the region. The DC Preservation 

Network is comprised of representatives from city housing agencies, the US 

Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), community-based organiza-

tions, and affordable housing developers. It maintains a database of assisted multifamily 

properties, organizes tenants, and reaches out to owners and managers to preserve 

affordable units in properties at risk of losing their subsidies. The city should redouble 

their efforts and coordinate their actions to prioritize those properties that receive 

federal subsidies, serve vulnerable populations, and maintain economic diversity in 

neighborhoods.12 The Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments (MWCOG), 

the region’s metropolitan planning organization, should organize a regional network to 

play a similar function and act as a central repository for monitoring and prioritizing 

affordable housing preservation strategies. 

Preservation strategies are also needed for “naturally occurring” or market-rate 

affordable housing units. Municipalities that have been successful preserving the 

affordability of these units, such as Cook County, Illinois, have done so by incentivizing 

landlords to retain below-market-rate units with tax abatements and exemptions. To 

ensure that market-rate units are kept not only affordable, but also in good repair, 

such efforts should be combined with programs that focus on code enforcement and 

assistance for housing repairs. Recent initiatives in Montgomery County to conduct 

annual inspections of all rental units and adopt stricter penalties for code violations, 

and DC’s loan program to eliminate safety and environmental hazards, are important 

local precedents. 

Other anti-displacement tools that the region already has in place are strong tenants’ 

rights policies, including regulations regarding condominium conversions, sales of 



194 195Part 3: What Would It Take to Make New and Remake Old Neighborhoods so that Regions Move Decisively Toward Integration? An Equitable Future for the Washington, DC Region?: A “Regionalism Light” Approach to Building Inclusive Neighborhoods   

historic preservation standards, and streamlined permitting processes to reduce the 

cost of affordable housing production. While inclusionary zoning has been a tough sell 

outside of the most progressive municipalities in the region, the protection of afford-

able housing near transit is a widely recognized regional goal. Region Forward, the 

region’s 2010 vision plan produced by a coalition of local governments, includes the 

goal of having at least 80 percent of new or preserved affordable units located near 

critical transit nodes. Designated areas should include not only neighborhoods near 

Metrorail lines, but also other forms of transit, such as the Purple Line (the region’s 

first light rail project), bus rapid transit routes, and streetcar lines.

Common standards for TOD sites should give attention to a range of housing needs, 

including workforce housing and housing for the region’s most disadvantaged house-

holds. Priority for both rental and ownership opportunities in TOD sites should be 

given to residents seeking to live close to their work, not only to reduce transit times 

and costs, but also to increase the percentage in low-income residents downtown 

and in areas west of the city where most jobs are currently located. Given the severe 

shortage of units for the very-low-income residents of the region and the paucity of 

public housing units and rental vouchers, standards also need to include a percentage 

of units for those whose incomes fall below inclusionary zoning levels (i.e., 15 to 30 

percent of AMI).

Encouraging Diverse and Dense Suburban Neighborhoods 
While protecting existing affordable housing units and producing new housing near 

transit can significantly increase regional affordable housing, there are a number of 

suburban neighborhoods that fall outside of these areas. To promote more inclusion 

in these neighborhoods requires strategies focused on increasing the density and 

diversity of the existing housing stock, such as streamlined accessory dwelling unit 

(ADU) provisions, more mixed-use and higher density zoning policies near existing 

commercial and transit corridors, and strategies to reinvest in declining inner-ring 

suburban housing. 

Many municipalities and counties, such as the District, Montgomery County, Arlington, 

and Fairfax County, have existing ADU policies that allow by-right small dwelling 

units on existing single-family lots. Such policies, however, contain different provi-

sions across municipalities and are often too onerous to provide a reliable source of 

affordable housing units.18 Existing policies need more standardized and streamlined 

provisions (such as for permitting requirements) and incentives for owners to take 

advantage of these provisions. The city of Santa Cruz, California, for example, waives 

development fees and offers low-cost construction loans for ADUs that are made 

available to low- and very-low-income households. They also subsidize ADU construc-

tion and education programs, offer expedited permitting, exempt ADU dwellings from 

lies in capturing more property market value and better directing those funds into 

affordable housing near the region’s most valued land, especially near transit. 

Various municipalities, including the District, Montgomery County, Fairfax County, 

Arlington, and Alexandria have local housing trust funds, but they lack consistency in 

how and the extent to which they are capitalized. While some have dedicated funding 

sources, others rely largely on voluntary developer contributions. Some have invested 

heavily in their funds, as in the case of DC’s $100 million investment in 2016, while 

others’ investments have been more limited, as in the case of the City of Alexandria, 

which has collected only about $33 million over its fund’s nearly thirty-year history.16 

Existing funds should require dedicated funding sources that take advantage of the 

region’s growth, such as deed, recordation, and property tax revenues; they should be 

supplemented by, not reliant upon, voluntary contributions. 

The region also needs non-municipal revenue sources not tied to local governments. 

In 2002, MWCOG was among the first US metropolitan areas to establish a regional 

housing trust fund. The Washington Area Housing Trust Fund (WAHTF) leverages 

corporate contributions to provide low-interest loans to affordable housing developers 

throughout the region. While that fund is largely defunct, in recent years Washington-

area philanthropies, nonprofits, and businesses have established similar funds. Since 

2014, the Greater Washington Housing Leaders Group, which is made up of over 

a dozen public and private sector leaders, has helped to push efforts like the DC 

Preservation Loan Fund, which leverages private capital to invest in the production 

and preservation of affordable housing in the Washington region. While attempting to 

revive its regional housing trust fund, MWCOG should also support the existing efforts 

of these regional foundations and nonprofits as a particularly effective funding source 

for its high-growth market. 

In the use of both local and regional housing trust funds, priority needs to be given to 

the production and protection of affordable housing near transit. Currently, much of 

the region’s highest-valued real estate is located near Metrorail lines, and in the coming 

decades, it is expected that the majority of new housing production will be near 

existing and new transit projects.17 In DC and inner suburbs like Arlington and Silver 

Spring, the region has successfully used transit-oriented development (TOD) designa-

tions to create dense, mixed-use development. However, several municipalities do not 

require affordable housing within their TODs, and many non-Metrorail transit locations 

that face similar affordability challenges lack such policies. Within TOD sites, inclu-

sionary zoning policies are needed that allow for both higher densities and a higher 

percentage of affordable housing units (up to 25 or 30 percent, as opposed to the 12 

to 15 percent required by inclusionary zoning policies in much of the region). These 

sites should have standard policies regarding reduced parking minimums, waivers for 
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this partnership are still being hammered out, it marks an important step towards a 

regional and multi-sectoral approach to homelessness. To be effective, this partnership 

should include more regional jurisdictions, set specific goals and targets, and identify 

funding sources for specific programs. Previous studies have, for instance, pointed 

to the need for more permanent supportive housing and rapid-rehousing programs, 

increased subsidized housing for extremely low-income residents, and job training 

for low-skilled and low-wage workers.24 The partnership should also encourage 

municipalities to promote a more equitable distribution of homeless shelters and 

transitional housing within their jurisdictions. The District’s recent efforts to distribute 

new homeless shelters in all wards of the city, though strongly resisted, shows what is 

possible with political will.

While regional fair share policies around subsidized housing are likely to face fierce 

opposition, there is an opportunity to make progress around the distribution and coor-

dination of housing choice vouchers (HCVs). As Pendall’s introductory essay in this 

volume notes, MWCOG has already begun conversations with regional stakeholders 

about conducting a regional Assessment of Fair Housing (AFH) that could be the basis 

of inter-jurisdictional cooperation on various housing policy issues, particularly HCVs. 

There are a range of issues that lead many voucher holders to concentrate in the 

region’s most disadvantaged neighborhoods. These include the unequal distribution of 

housing vouchers, a lack of housing counseling, the willingness of landlords to accept 

vouchers, and limited affordable options in high-opportunity neighborhoods (i.e., 

those near jobs, high-performing schools, and transit).25 Regional coordination around 

subsidized housing policies can address interregional mobility issues in various ways, 

such as by encouraging municipalities to adopt anti-source-of-income discrimination 

laws that prevent prospective landlords from considering a tenant’s source of income. 

The District and several counties in Maryland have such laws, but many other munici-

palities and counties do not. Regional housing trust funds, DC Preservation Loan 

funds, or other regional sources could also be used to supplement federal vouchers to 

encourage residents to locate into more opportunity-rich neighborhoods. 

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS
There are many challenges in implementing such an ambitious agenda for neigh-

borhood racial and economic inclusion. Primary among them is stimulating the 

cooperation needed to make it happen, especially given the fragmented structure 

of municipal governance and land use authority. However, the Washington region is 

not as fragmented as many areas of the country, and many of the decisions related 

to housing policy are made at the county level. Further, the region has a strong track 

record and framework for collaboration. MWCOG convenes regional leaders on a 

monthly basis who have found common ground on plans for transportation, economic 

development, and the environment. Housing is always among the toughest issues to 

certain parking requirements, and have modified setback requirements in single-family 

zones to encourage ADU construction.

Even with coordinated ADU policies and incentives in place, however, if they are not 

required by zoning, many suburban neighborhoods will likely continue to shirk their 

responsibility to contribute to the region’s affordable housing challenges. Region 

Forward’s designation of Regional Activity Centers, areas currently targeted by local 

comprehensive plans for future employment and housing growth, provides a starting 

point for more aggressive zoning changes, including those that can make room for 

more mid-rise, multi-unit, and clustered housing in existing low-density suburban 

areas.19 Montgomery County’s Moderately Priced Dwelling Unit (MPDU) program, its 

inclusionary zoning program that has been in place since 1978, provides a model for 

mixing different unit sizes and housing densities in architecturally compatible ways. 

It is also important to recognize that many inner suburbs facing decline already 

have a fairly dense supply of “missing middle” housing built in the post-war period.20 

Communities such as Langley Park in Prince George’s County are struggling with 

rising costs associated with aging housing and infrastructure as well as increasing 

poverty rates, but often lack the policy tools and fiscal resources needed address these 

challenges.21 In the 1990s, to revitalize its older suburbs, Baltimore County established 

a new county office that issued homeowner and business assistance loans, redevel-

oped town centers, and invested heavily in infrastructure.22 Washington-area counties 

could establish similar revitalization programs that leverage their strong tax base 

and target communities most in need. When combined with strict code enforcement 

policies that hold developers accountable for maintaining high standards of housing, 

county governments can help to both stem the forces of inner-ring decline and invest 

in the revitalization of these communities. 

Breaking through the East-West Divide with Regional Fair-Share Policies 
One of the primary challenges of neighborhood equity and inclusion in the 

Washington, DC region is the stark difference between communities in its eastern 

and western sections. The lack of regional approach to tackling this divide leads to 

government inefficiencies, exacerbates income and racial inequality, and contributes to 

a lack of affordable housing.23 However, the region has a history of working together 

to address housing issues and a platform upon which to build coordinated regional 

approaches to issues like homelessness and housing vouchers. 

In March 2015, the District, Montgomery County, and Prince George’s County 

announced plans to work together to end homelessness in the region. In doing so, 

government leaders committed to addressing issues of affordable housing, workforce 

development, economic development, and supportive services. While the details of 
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actions. Battles over issues such as increasing densities in the region’s suburbs, inclu-

sionary zoning in TOD sites, and adoption of anti-source-of-income discrimination 

laws will take more time, the cooperation of multiple sectors, and lot of political will. 

Municipalities that have already shown a willingness to adopt affordable housing 

policies, such as the District and Montgomery County, need to provide leadership for 

these longer-term efforts. By working together to leverage new funding sources, create 

programmatic efficiencies, and adopt coordinated policies, they can demonstrate 

success and set the framework for broader regional cooperation. 

The Washington, DC region currently has some of the most progressive policies in the 

nation for building more inclusive and diverse neighborhoods. Despite its complex 

and layered governance structures, it has managed to achieve an exceptional level of 

coordination on a number of issues, and many other regions around the US look to 

it as an example of what is possible. However, it cannot continue to claim leadership 

on these issues if political, business, and community leaders are not willing to invest 

in the regional infrastructure it has already built and also to look for new and creative 

ideas that will contribute to further progress. 
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Radiating out from a city that for decades fought hand over fist to 

create and maintain near perfect segregation, the Chicago region faces 

contemporary challenges that make inclusion and equity an imperative, 

yet grapples with a history that has deeply entrenched its racial and 

economic separation. This history is coupled with present-day practices 

that reinforce its180-year history. 

In this paper, we argue that a movement is needed to rethink strategies for desegrega-

tion at the region’s two poles: concentrated poverty and concentrated wealth. We 

focus there not because the areas between the poles are unimportant, but because 

we recognize two factors: integration in these “middle” areas may be less challenging 

than at the extremes, and as income inequality has increased in recent years, more 

Chicagoans than ever before are either impoverished or affluent. We present policy 

recommendations to restructure Chicago’s residential segregation and share our reflec-

tions along the way about the political realities of doing so. 

OVERVIEW: CHICAGO’S ECONOMIC AND POLITICAL CONTEXT
While admired for its mounting influence in the global economy, the Chicago region 

is also known for its patterns of racial and economic segregation. The core of the 

Chicago metro area is dominated by the City of Chicago; with 2.7 million residents, it 

is by far the largest city in the state despite losing 1 million people since 1950. The city 

is often characterized through descriptions of its separate neighborhoods, such as the 

Gold Coast, Englewood, and Logan Square. Beyond the city, however, the surrounding 

suburbs range from very affluent to desperately poor. Increasingly, the divisions among 

suburbs make intra-regional development and cross-jurisdictional political collabora-

tion difficult, in part due to the heightening diversity among and the range of fiscal 

stability across suburbs. For example, the affluent North Shore contains predominantly 

white homeowners, while the South suburbs in Cook County and adjacent areas face 

rising levels of depopulation and disinvestment. 

In the past several decades, intensifying income inequality has exacerbated the 

longstanding problem of residential segregation. While racial segregation has been 

a longstanding challenge and remains one to this day, Chicago also ranks in the top 

quarter of all metro areas with regards to economic segregation.1 Chicago’s white 

households are wealthier than the national average, while African American house-

holds have substantially less wealth than the national average.2 These broad trends 

place Chicago in danger of becoming even more residentially segregated by race 

and class, as demonstrated by evidence that the number of concentrated low-income 

community areas is on the rise.3

Historically, the city’s own urban redevelopment and housing policies contributed to 

the siting of African Americans in particular areas of the South and West sides, while 

also segmenting immigrants into neighborhoods best described as ethnic enclaves.4 

Chicago’s development as a segregated city was largely dominated by powerful 

political processes, many of which reproduced barriers to housing mobility. As an 

example, housing and mortgage redlining policies kept African American residents 

confined to the city of Chicago’s lower-income neighborhoods, while other policies 

encouraged white flight, highway expansions, and the growth of the suburbs. 

These patterns of spatial segregation in the city of Chicago and later across the region 

have been politically controlled, since decisions by mayors, elected officials, zoning 

board officials, and others determined the opportunities for working-class households 

and minorities to relocate. State law leaves local governments a lot of discretion, 

which affluent communities have often used to exclude low-income people despite a 

state anti-NIMBY law modeled on Massachusetts’ Chapter 40B. These spatial patterns 

are so woven into the fabric of the city that some observers question if and how the 

enduring configurations can ever truly be transformed.5

Chicago’s class- and race-based urban development extends beyond its housing 

markets and into its government institutions. The city has long entertained a powerful 

mayoral coalition, aided in part by authority delegated to an overly large number of 

aldermen — fifty — whose allegiance to a central city government controlled by the 

mayor has been maintained over time. Aldermen enjoy a high level of political control 

over local zoning and resource allocation decisions within their wards, which in turn 
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but these areas have lost population, while formerly middle-income African American 

areas have become increasingly low-income. The net result is that Chicago now has a 

greater number of low-income African American areas than in the past, but these areas 

have a smaller total population. This change has occurred over the same time period as 

a dramatic loss in middle class population. The low-income African American West Side 

neighborhood of North Lawndale, for instance, saw its population decline from a high 

of 125,000 in 1960 to 36,000 in 2010, a decrease of 71 percent. More recently, the 

South Side neighborhood of Chatham, a quintessential African American middle-class 

area until the 1990s, has experienced a marked socioeconomic decline: from 2000 to 

2010 alone, the median income dropped 19 percent and the unemployment rate rose 

157 percent.9 

For African Americans in Chicago, then, segregation has not much changed in recent 

decades, nor have its causes: government, structural, and individual racism, along with 

the deindustrialization that first led to disinvestment in these areas. And in African 

American areas, the socioeconomic changes that have taken place have often been for 

the worse. It is odd, then, that public discourse about housing in Chicago has recently 

focused on gentrification, so much so that it would seem to be around every corner. 

The reality says otherwise: a 2014 University of Illinois at Chicago Voorhees Center 

study of the forty-year span from 1970 to 2010 found that of 77 community areas, nine 

have gentrified while those in concentrated poverty have increased from 29 to 45.10 

The monoracial, low-income areas that have changed or are presently in the throes 

of gentrification are Latino. We talk about gentrification in Chicago much more than 

it is actually happening, especially where African Americans are concerned. Chicago 

neighborhoods that are more than 40 percent African American do not gentrify, a 

finding that reflects national trends.11

The city is facing century-old and current challenges that make inclusion and equity 

both imperative, but also incredibly difficult to address. It is within this context that 

we are working on a project to address Chicago’s persistent racial and economic 

segregation through a cross-sector regional initiative called The Cost of Segregation, 

led by the Metropolitan Planning Council. In this paper, we argue that a movement 

is needed to rethink strategies for desegregation at the region’s two poles: concen-

trated poverty and concentrated wealth. In growing areas of concentrated poverty, 

market-based strategies have long ceased to be effective, and in areas of concentrated 

affluence, efforts to induce the inclusion of affordable housing through regulatory 

measures have been met with resistance and even lawsuits. In both, new levels of 

political will and economic resources are necessary to achieve a less segregated 

and more equitable Chicago. As pragmatics committed to structural change, we also 

present initial policy recommendations that could restructure Chicago’s persistent 

patterns of residential segregation. In exploring new policies for these two poles, 

leads to a dearth of cross-city neighborhood development approaches that could aid 

in more comprehensive planning.6 

Over the past two decades, the redevelopment of the central city generated profitable 

investment opportunities, while raising Chicago’s global profile. The city of Chicago has 

moderate housing market demand overall, but demand is hot in some neighborhoods 

and very depressed, with severe population loss, in others. Select neighborhoods, such 

as the South and West Loop, were formerly commercial and light industrial, and are now 

attracting wealthy residential populations. Within this political context, former Mayor 

Daley and other city officials announced plans to demolish public housing buildings, 

while also initiating novel redevelopment strategies to create mixed-income communi-

ties. Federal HOPE VI funds were used to demolish iconic public housing structures such 

as the Near North Side’s Cabrini-Green and the South Side’s three-mile-long State Street 

Corridor. During this same period, other city neighborhoods were slated for redevelop-

ment through the Local Initiatives Support Corporation (LISC) New Communities 

program aimed at comprehensive community revitalization. These and other changes 

laid the groundwork for transforming entire neighborhoods where people of different 

incomes and ethnic and racial backgrounds would co-habitate. Under Mayor Rahm 

Emanuel, the city continues its focus on economic development, attracting commer-

cial ventures such as Google and the corporate headquarters relocation of formerly 

suburban McDonald’s to redeveloped corridors. 

During this same two-decade period, the entire Chicago region expanded its bound-

aries, stretching into the periphery of the neighboring states of Indiana and Wisconsin. 

New development on the edges of the urban bounds provided new opportunities for 

residential mobility, particularly for Latinos who moved into growing suburbs. 

Most recently, the Chicago region has experienced growing levels of economic 

inequality. This marked increase in the number of extremely wealthy and extremely 

low-income populations has taken place during a period when middle-class popula-

tions have sharply declined in the city of Chicago. Racial shifts are afoot as well: 

census data show that in just ten years between 2000 and 2010, Chicago’s population 

declined by nearly 200,000, of which 189,000 were African American. Furthermore, 

the 2008 economic crisis proved detrimental for local job opportunities, home prices, 

and home foreclosures, with disproportionately negative impacts on low-income 

communities of color.7 The impact of the crisis can also be seen in diminishing city 

revenues as foreclosures reduced property tax payments, leading in turn to deeper 

shortages in the city’s already pressed operating budget.8 

In the city of Chicago, the socioeconomic characteristics of most low-income, 

primarily African American areas have changed very little over the past 30 to 40 years, 
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low property values and the challenges of building wealth or just breaking even in 

disinvested communities. 

When property values are low, movement in the real estate market slows to a crawl 

and makes it less likely that traditional lending products will meet would-be buyers’ 

needs.12 A rash of foreclosures, as occurred in the wake of the Recession, leaves rock-

bottom comparables on which to base appraised values. Many have argued further that, 

in a phenomenon known as appraisal redlining,13 appraisers systematically undervalue 

property in low-income areas. As Squires documented, “The appraisal industry has had 

relatively little experience with, and simply does not know how to value property 

in, non-white communities.”14 The opposite problem occurred in the run-up to the 

Recession, when appraisers often inflated home values under pressure to appease 

lenders. In both cases, would-be homeowners of color in disinvested areas suffered 

the most. The combination of low real estate value along with poorly executed 

appraisals often results in a virtual standstill of market activity, as would-be investors 

and homeowners cannot get the credit they need to reinvest in the community.

We are interested in strategies to combat these challenges. To address the phenom-

enon known as the appraisal gap — in which the costs associated with rehabbing or 

constructing units are higher than the appraised value of the property itself — Chicago 

and Detroit have tried tactics to make up for this market failure and jumpstart rein-

vestment. In Detroit in 2014, of 3,500 single-family home sales, 87 percent were cash 

sales — a number that does not even include homes sold in foreclosure auction.15 

Conventional home loans are nearly impossible to come by due to the combined 

challenges of low land values and high rehab costs resulting from deferred mainte-

nance. To combat this situation, the Detroit Home Mortgage Program allows qualified 

buyers to borrow against the replacement value of a home rather than the appraised 

value. This program addresses the appraisal gap by offering two mortgages: one for the 

appraised value of a home, and a second to cover the gap between the appraised value 

and the replacement value or the cost of renovations needed.

In Chicago, appraisal gap issues and lack of access to credit are less rampant overall 

than in Detroit, but they are just as severe where they do exist, mostly in African 

American and (to a lesser extent) Latino areas that have experienced an outmigration 

of middle-income homeowners. One strong sign of an appraisal gap in a given area 

is the amount of cash homebuying, which signals the collapse of a more traditional 

homebuyer market in favor of one dominated by investors. In the South Side neighbor-

hood of Englewood, 87 percent of 2012 home purchases in one census tract were 

cash, compared to 23 percent citywide.16 In 2009, values dropped so precipitously 

that nearly a quarter of sales in high-foreclosure areas were paid in cash for under 

we share our reflections about how to move the Chicago region decisively toward 

increased integration by race and income.

TACTICS FOR INCREASED INTEGRATION 
In our work seeking policy ideas from around the country to advance racial and 

economic integration, we have noticed a clear trend in housing policy. Strong and 

gentrifying markets and more affluent areas capture abundant attention from policy-

makers and others. When it comes to improving integration in strong markets, we have 

found no shortage of ideas. These range from improved Housing Choice Voucher porta-

bility to innovative structures for hard units in opportunity areas, such as Chicago’s 

own Regional Housing Initiative. HUD’s recent emphasis on Affirmatively Furthering 

Fair Housing has furthered this trend, with many state housing authorities, including 

Illinois’, adjusting their Qualified Allocation Plans to provide incentives to develop 

units in strong markets. 

Likewise, we found that areas undergoing or under threat of gentrification are 

the beneficiaries of much attention, if not of commensurate policy interventions, 

concerning the protection of affordability. Media stories highlight the deleterious 

impacts of displacement. Citizens march and attend community meetings to draw 

attention to the changing dynamics within their neighborhoods, and elected officials 

publicly vow to protect affordability for their long-time constituents.

As professionals who have spent years in community development in many of 

Chicago’s most disinvested neighborhoods, though, we are struck by how much 

deeper we had to probe to find comparable innovation, energy, and new ideas 

regarding cities’ most impoverished neighborhoods. For the most part, as a field we 

seem to be doing the same things we’ve done for the past thirty years: We support 

community development corporations, which do the best they can to cobble together 

Low-Income Housing Tax Credit deals that are slow to come to fruition and not 

designed to house communities’ lowest-income residents. And as scarce as the supply 

of affordable housing in these areas is, it is bountiful compared to the dearth of living-

wage jobs. This is an unfortunate irony, especially given that the community develop-

ment movement began with an intense focus on jobs and economic development.

We begin with this disinvested geography, and explore what factors might influence 

the desegregation of our most struggling neighborhoods, where housing markets and 

community renewal have been stagnant for decades. 

INTEGRATION AND EQUITY IN AREAS OF DISINVESTMENT
Repairing a failed real estate market is extremely difficult. We focus first on the funda-

mentals of market failure in disinvested areas; we then discuss strategies to address 



208 209Part 3: What Would It Take to Make New and Remake Old Neighborhoods so that Regions Move Decisively Toward Integration? Two Extremes of Residential Segregation: Chicago’s Separate Worlds and Policy Strategies for Integration 

a promise to do so with the kind of investment that would make the Neighborhood 

Homes Tax Credit unnecessary. Until then, we support its development and passage.

Revised lending criteria and improved appraisals would positively impact a large 

portion of the Chicago region’s disinvested areas, making them more ripe for invest-

ment and, ultimately, more attractive for integration. Allowing appraisers to base their 

valuations on the cost and income approaches rather than the sales comparison 

approach is a key recommendation. This is far from the only need, however. Strategies 

warranting further exploration include: a comprehensive plan for the productive reuse 

of vacant land; home equity assurance; community and developer education on the 

value of dense, transit-oriented development to both connect to transit and leverage 

first-floor retail; and housing cooperatives and other shared equity options. 

INTEGRATION AND EQUITY IN AREAS OF AFFLUENCE
Strong markets have their own set of unique challenges to increased integration as 

well. We are intrigued by efforts in other states to regulate their way to higher integra-

tion. Housing policymakers often cite Massachusetts’ 40B, the Comprehensive Permit 

Act, which allows developers to override local zoning in areas where less than 10 

percent of housing stock is affordable. Since it was enacted in 1969, studies show that 

40B has accounted for 60 percent of all new affordable units in the state.21 

This sounds like an ideal model, except for the political realities in Illinois. Our own 

attempt at a similar statewide law, the Affordable Housing Planning and Appeals Act 

(AHPAA) of 2004, was so gutted in negotiations for passage that it has no enforcement 

mechanism. In 2015, 68 Illinois municipalities fell short of meeting the 10 percent 

affordable housing goal, yet 40 of those municipalities, or nearly 60 percent, begged off 

the need to reach that goal because of their home rule status. Further, while more than 

500 developments have been appealed in Massachusetts since 1970, in Illinois’ 12-year 

AHPAA history, exactly zero developers have sued under the law. It turns out that 

developers in Illinois, at least, don’t relish biting the hands of communities that they 

hope will feed them. A key difference from the Massachusetts law: if a community has 

under 10 percent affordability and rejects an affordable project, it immediately goes to 

court; in other words, it is not incumbent on the developer to sue. 

A colleague at Massachusetts’ Metropolitan Area Planning Council described 40B as 

an anti-home rule law in a very pro-home rule state, noting that the moment of its 

passage in the late 1960s is impossible to recreate. If we in Illinois did not manage 

passage of anything remotely comparable in the relatively shared chaotic aftermath 

of our own more recent Great Recession, is there any reason for hope here, where a 

stronger bill could reap substantial gains for affordability in the Chicago region? 

$20,000.17 In Cook County in 2011, 90 percent of sales of bank-owned properties in 

high foreclosure areas were cash.18 

Basing lending so heavily on property values led these areas to experience what Cook 

County Land Bank President Rob Rose calls a “self-fulfilling prophecy” in both the run-up 

and rundown of a housing bubble, as “irrationally exuberant” values build on themselves 

in a run-up and, when values disappear, collapse just as definitively. Several Chicago-

based CDFIs with strong track records have designed alternative loan products that 

allow would-be investors and owners to borrow based not on property value but rather 

on ability to repay the loan. Products like these, which generally reach up to 140 percent 

of loan-to-value, work to establish value in areas that have experienced significant losses. 

(Such programs may sound uncomfortably close to the irresponsible lending practices 

that led to the Great Recession, but CDFIs’ careful assessment of a borrower’s ability to 

repay, which subprime mortgage lenders disregarded, is a crucial difference). 

The City of Chicago recently announced the Chicago Neighborhood Rebuild Pilot 

Program, a $2 million pilot program for local contractors and developers to rehab 

vacant homes in disinvested areas. Partially intended as a jobs program for out-of-work 

young adults, it is also intended to increase homeownership and property values 

in areas where both are below the citywide average. The CDFI involved, Chicago 

Community Loan Fund, is able to reach 120 percent loan-to-value, and has recruited 

a loan loss reserve/first loss capital fund to provide the credit enhancement these 

markets demand.19 While its current iteration is supported by one-time surplus funds 

from unclaimed property tax rebates, we recommend expanding it in similar markets 

across the city and suburban Cook County. Criteria for defining such similar markets 

could include percentage of foreclosures, or percent of mortgage activity compared to 

overall transactions. Traditional lenders could provide credit enhancement and count 

the loans in their Community Reinvestment Act portfolio. 

A nascent proposal for a national Neighborhood Homes Tax Credit would provide 

a substantial boost to this framework. Modeled after the Low-Income Housing and 

New Markets Tax Credits, the Neighborhood Homes Tax Credit would focus on 

homeownership for disinvested areas suffering from appraisal gaps, with the credit 

bridging the financing gap between the cost of construction or rehabilitation and the 

sale price of the home. The proposal is not yet a bill, but has substantial support from 

groups such as NeighborWorks and the National Association of Affordable Housing 

Lenders. Notwithstanding valid criticism of over-reliance on tax credits versus directly 

allocating benefits, their use and proliferation is pragmatic, in contrast to an almost 

certainly doomed fight for direct allocations for investment in struggling areas. When 

President Trump threatens to “send in the Feds” to Chicago,20 we wish it were actually 
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On a final note specific to the City of Chicago: Chicago is one of only two cities with 

its own allocation of Low-Income Housing Tax Credits. At the state level, the Qualified 

Allocation Plan is based on a publicly reviewed and precise point system which 

recently underwent a change to include points for both “opportunity” and “revitalizing” 

areas. The city’s QAP has always been an opaque instrument that, in contrast to the 

state’s, has not been used to proactively set policy. 

The result is that we’ve settled into a pattern in Chicago in which community develop-

ment corporations and nonprofit developers produce subsidized housing, which is 

needed everywhere, in predominantly low-income communities on the South and 

West sides of the city. We err when we make these areas the predominant recipients 

of what should be city-wide and region-wide investments in affordable housing. Doing 

so not only further entrenches poverty and segregation, but also damages our overall 

economy. We are encouraged that the city’s Department of Planning and Development 

recently released a draft QAP that, for the first time, sets the expectation for afford-

ability throughout the city. 

CONCLUSION
Chicago’s current political and economic dynamics create conditions that make policy 

change both difficult and necessary. The latest findings from our Cost of Segregation 

study, in partnership with Urban Institute, demonstrate how residential segregation 

has negative effects on the social and economic outcomes of entire regions. Our find-

ings show that while the Chicago region has decreased its economic, black-white, and 

Latino-white segregation by 10 to 11 percent between 1990 and 2010, such modest 

gains are far from sufficient. At our current pace, the region would not reach the 

median level of segregation of the nation’s largest 100 regions until 2070. What then 

can we achieve within our lifetimes? If we can’t reach the median by 2030, could we 

at least cut the distance in half through facilitated intervention in the most stubborn 

market types? Both growing income inequality in Chicago and the region’s enduring 

spatial segregation require creative policy solutions, unprecedented levels of political 

courage and will, and the willingness to reallocate resources even in times of fiscal 

challenge for the city, region, and state. 

In other times in history, we have seen massive shifts in political will and policy due 

to catastrophic national and worldwide events: the Great Depression, the Civil Rights 

Movement and social unrest of the 1960s, the Great Recession. Perhaps for Chicago, 

this time the impetus is much more local: murder rates not seen in 20 years, multiple 

police shootings of unarmed young African American men, and a mayor forced into 

a runoff election against a massively underfunded opponent combine to make the 

present moment ripe for boldness. 

It is possible that Massachusetts again provides a roadmap. As an alternative for 

communities chafing against 40B, the state more recently enacted two measures with 

incentives (rather than regulations) to provide affordable housing. We will focus on 

one of those, 40R, which provides financial incentives to communities that establish 

a smart growth zoning district (SGZD) requiring dense residential development of 

which at least 20 percent of must be affordable to those earning 80 percent of the area 

median income. Approved SGZDs receive a one-time incentive payment ranging from 

$10,000 to $600,000, depending on the number of units planned, along with a “density 

bonus payment” of $3,000 per housing unit once the building permit is issued, and the 

affordable units are as-of-right (read: no contentious public meetings need apply).

There are both empirical and politically practical reasons to like this approach. Lens 

and Monkkonen found that the higher the level of involvement of local government 

and citizens in permitting processes, the higher the segregation of all kinds and of 

segregated wealth in particular.22 If the goal is more integrated communities, in other 

words, land use decisions cannot be concentrated solely in the hands of local actors. 

From a political standpoint, while the State of Illinois is mired in budget gridlock, 

incentive payments created out of real estate transaction fees have some chance 

of passage, particularly if they were initially enacted in a smaller, more progressive 

geography than the state as a whole. Perhaps Cook County — the county in which the 

city of Chicago resides, and in which the current county president and multiple towns 

are notably progressive — could be a test case.

Yet, we’re skeptical: as-of-right zoning is considered downright un-American in most 

of Illinois. This has also been true in Massachusetts. According to a 2004 report by 

the Metropolitan Area Planning Council, local officials were “critical or completely 

opposed to giving the state a degree of control over their zoning decisions” and felt 

that “the trade-off of giving up control to the state was not worth the money and 

possibly not worth any amount of money.”23 

Still, Illinois’ attempt at a regulatory approach has been a dismal failure, and some-

thing incentive-based may be the only political possibility. Our experience with the 

City of Chicago’s Affordable Requirements Ordinance (ARO) and Transit Oriented 

Development Ordinances has been that incremental change is possible and perhaps 

even preferable when it comes to changing the hearts and minds of developers and 

community members alike.24 Importantly, the ARO is a requirement, but one that is 

mandated only when the developer needs a concession — city land, city money, or a 

zoning change — from the city. If local control is king, incremental but steady change 

may be our best hope.
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Can a Market-Oriented City  

Also Be Inclusive?

WILLIAM FULTON

Rice University

Once a traditional Southern city — at least in terms of its racial composi-

tion — Houston has emerged in the last 30-plus years as one of the most 

ethnically diverse cities in the United States. At the same time, however, 

Houston represents a challenge for inclusiveness that is both unique and 

important. It has a reputation as one of the most market-oriented cities 

in the nation for real estate development — and yet it nevertheless has a regulatory 

system, an abundance of land, and an uncoordinated set of financial incentives for 

economic development and real estate development, all of which combined create a 

sub-optimal situation for equitable development. 

At a glance, Houston would appear to be a city of unparalleled opportunity for this 

diverse population, and in many ways, it is. The Houston metropolitan area has 

almost tripled in population since 1980, from 2.2 million to 6.3 million. It was the 

fastest-growing metro area in the United States in both 2014 and 2015, according to 

the US Census Bureau. Houston has moved far beyond the traditional white-black 

racial dynamic that once characterized the region. As Figure 1 shows, approximately 

40 percent of the residents in Harris County, the region’s core county, are Hispanic, 

a number that is expected to grow to 60 percent by 2050. Houston has one of the 

biggest South Asian populations in the United States — 118,000 Indian-Americans 

alone — much of which is located in suburban Fort Bend County, especially the 

affluent suburb of Sugar Land. Houston holds the largest Vietnamese population in 

the United States outside of California.1 Adding to the diversity of the city, Houston 

accepts around 2,500 refugees annually, more than any other city in America.2

Houston also has a reputation as one of America’s most affordable cities, at least for 

housing. Compared to cities on the coast such as New York, San Francisco, Los Angeles, 

and Washington, Houston is relatively affordable. According to Zillow, the median 

2016 home value in metropolitan Houston was $310,000, compared to $610,000 in 

Los Angeles and $535,000 in Washington, D.C.3 Price increases in Houston have been 

modest in recent years because of a slump in oil prices. 

There’s no question that the Houston housing market, especially the suburban housing 

market, provides opportunity for people with good blue-collar and white-collar jobs. 

But the big picture masks growing inequality and disparity that is at least as bad as, 

and perhaps worse than, the national average. 

Since 1980, Houston has seen a startling increase in the concentration of poverty, 

with almost 40 percent of all Census tracts in Harris County4 now suffering from 

concentrated poverty, meaning 20 percent or more of the households in that tract 

are households in poverty.5 Residents of Houston and Harris County also suffer from 

geographical disparities on almost every social and economic factor ranging from 

health to income. Some neighborhoods still feature income diversity, but most of these 

neighborhoods consist of moderate- and low-income residents of color. Affluent neigh-

borhoods, especially affluent white neighborhoods, are increasingly segregated by 

income from the rest of the Houston region. In his new book, The New Urban Crisis, 

Richard Florida ranks metro Houston 7th nationally in his “segregation and inequality 

index” – trailing only New York and Los Angeles among large cities, and is ahead of San 

Francisco and Washington, D.C.6 In this way, Houston is becoming less inclusive — that 

is, lower-income residents, including low-wage workers, are either being consigned to 

high-poverty neighborhoods or pushed to distant locations far from jobs. 

Like many other cities, Houston also appears to be suffering from a displacement and 

gentrification problem, at least according to anecdotal evidence. Most of the Census 

tracts with increased concentration of poverty are not in central Houston, inside the 

Figure 1: Population Projections of Harris County by Race/Ethnicity
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result, political leaders in the Third Ward began using the local tax-increment financing 

district’s funds to purchase land to block gentrifying development.

Displacement and gentrification in the Third Ward remains a risk, however. The 

neighborhood, whose residents have a median income of only $25,528, is situated 

in an ideal location, in between Downtown to the north and the affluent Museum 

District to the south and along Highway 288.9 Demolition in the Third Ward has been 

rampant and wide-ranging.10 New construction has been concentrated along 288, 

where classic Houston “townhomes” (three-story attached and small-lot detached 

single-family units) are replacing the neighborhood’s traditional housing stock. New 

townhome prices range from $350,000 to $450,000. (In the last 15 or so years, it has 

been common practice in older Houston neighborhoods to demolish one older single-

family home and replace it with three to six townhomes.)

Figure 2: Median Household Income for Harris County by Zipcode, 2010–2014
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Figure 3: Concentrated Poverty for Harris County by Zipcode, 2006–2010
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I-610 Loop, but are rather in between the I-610 Loop and Beltway 8, meaning they 

are between six and fifteen miles away from downtown Houston.7 Though suburban 

in built form, most of these neighborhoods are actually located inside the City of 

Houston’s boundaries. For example, Gulfton, formerly a “young singles” apartment 

neighborhood just outside the I-610 Loop near tony Bellaire, became a “port of entry” 

neighborhood after the oil crash of the 1980s, with immigrants and refugees from all 

over the world now living there.

Meanwhile, the historically African-American neighborhoods around downtown 

Houston are rapidly gentrifying with luxury apartment buildings aimed at Millennials. 

In his book The Great Inversion and the Future of the American City, Alan Ehrenhalt 

tells the story of the Third and Fourth Wards, which are located immediately to the 

south and southwest of Downtown Houston, respectively.8 The Fourth Ward was 

quickly gentrified, leading to resentment among the African-American community. As a 
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HOUSTON’S UNIQUE CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES
Although its general pattern of disparity, displacement, and gentrification is typical of 

large American cities, Houston faces a unique set of challenges and opportunities in 

seeking to overcome spatial disparities associated with housing and transportation. 

On the plus side, Houston has an abundance of land and, uniquely among large 

American cities, no use zoning — conditions which ought to present ample opportuni-

ties for both market-rate and subsidized affordable housing. Even neighborhoods in 

Figure 4: Single-Family and Other Demolition Activity in the Third Ward, 2005–2015
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So, at the same time that new townhomes and luxury apartments are being built in 

close-in neighborhoods, hundreds of thousands of families, many of which include 

low-wage workers, are living in older, substandard apartment buildings in inconvenient 

locations between the 610 Loop and Beltway 8 (see Figure 6.) These apartments are 

not formal, subsidized “affordable housing,” but they provide an extremely important 

source of naturally occurring affordable housing for those on the wrong side of 

Houston’s disparity divide. 

Figure 5: Single-Family and Other Construction Activity in the Third Ward, 2005–2015
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possible to impose inclusionary zoning requirements that, in most other cities, yield 

either affordable housing units or funds to build affordable housing. 

Partly for this reason, Houston also has a relatively weak community development 

infrastructure. Community development corporations (CDCs) often arise in cities with 

strong governmental land-use controls, in large part because those land-use controls 

provide opportunities to obtain both land and financing for affordable projects. 

Houston has some outstanding CDCs, including Avenue (which focuses on the Near 

North Side) and New Hope Housing (which builds housing citywide); these CDCs 

use low-income housing tax credits and other common mechanisms. In addition, the 

Houston office of the Local Initiative Support Corporation provides local leadership. 

Overall, however, the CDC ecosystem is spotty. Houston has a relatively small public 

housing infrastructure because the city sometimes rejected federal money for such 

purposes in the ’60s and ’70s.

At the same time, paradoxically, some land-use regulations in Houston are either 

onerous or used as zoning “workarounds” to prevent higher-density housing from 

being constructed in older neighborhoods. 

For example, Houston may have no use zoning but, except for downtown, it has typi-

cally suburban parking and setback requirements almost everywhere in the city. Most 

urban developments must go to the city planning commission to obtain a variance 

to build a truly urban project. (The city code contains some alternatives, including an 

optional transit-oriented development zone, but these are not frequently used.)

Similarly, in the absence of use zoning, several alternatives have been developed that 

are designed to prevent construction of urban housing types in many neighborhoods. 

Affluent neighborhoods in Houston have long been protected by restrictive deed 

covenants, some of which are enforced by the city (an unusual practice nationwide). 

In recent years, older close-in neighborhoods that are gentrifying have used the 

creation of an historic district as a way to prevent new dense development. Finally, 

neighborhoods in Houston have the option of seeking minimum lot-size ordinances, 

which effectively prevent the creation of townhome developments — or multi-family 

apartment developments. 

The city does have a variety of tools at its disposal to create affordable housing, 

including state-sanctioned economic development subsidies and housing vouchers. 

However, these tools have not been used in a systematic way to produce affordable 

housing. In addition, Mayor Sylvester Turner, who was elected in 2015, recently ran 

afoul of the US Department of Housing and Urban Development by declining to use 

low-income housing tax credits for a project in a “high-opportunity” site near the 

the path of gentrification such as the Third Ward have large amounts of vacant land, 

though speculation has often driven up land prices. Other historically underserved 

neighborhoods, such as the historically African-American Fifth Ward and the histori-

cally Hispanic East End, also have ample land with lower prices. 

But the general absence of strong government controls that exist in most other large 

cities, and the lack of use zoning specifically, also limit opportunities to use otherwise 

strong market forces to create affordable housing, both naturally and via subsidies. 

The lack of use zoning means land that could be available for affordable housing is 

sold to the highest bidder irrespective of use. Land that might be reserved for housing 

in another city can be purchased by office or industrial developers. Land that might 

be reserved for high-density, multi-family, and mixed-use development in another 

city can be purchased by townhome developers to feed that portion of the market. 

And because there are both no use restrictions and few density restrictions, it is not 

Figure 6: Multifamily Buildings by Year of Construction
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Align Regulations with Inclusiveness Goals
Although Houston does not have use zoning, the city does have a wide variety of 

conventional development regulations — notably, parking and setback require-

ments — that drive up the cost of housing development and make the city less 

inclusive. The city should relax or adapt such regulations in specific locations where it 

hopes to encourage inclusive development. As the transit-oriented development (TOD) 

ordinance experience suggests, such regulatory relief must be carefully crafted if it is 

to be a preferable alternative to simple market-rate development that seeks variances 

from the planning commission.

Use Government and Institutional Landholdings Strategically To Pursue 
Inclusiveness Goals
Houston has an abundance of land even in close-in locations, though in many cases 

real estate speculation is driving up the cost of that land to the point where only 

high-end market-rate development is possible. However, especially in close-in locations, 

much of the land, especially vacant lots and parking lots, is owned by either govern-

ment agencies such as Tax Increment Reinvestment Zones (TIRZ) or institutional 

entities such as churches. The city can move a long way toward inclusiveness by 

working with these entities to make at least some of this land available for affordable 

housing. Such an effort is already under way in the Third Ward, where a community 

land trust including some TIRZ and institutional land may be formed as a result of the 

joint efforts of neighborhood leaders and Houston philanthropies under the auspices 

of the Emancipation Economic Development Council. 

Create a Broad and Comprehensive Approach to Inclusiveness Including Both 
Underserved and High-Opportunity Areas
Responding to concern about high-opportunity areas, the Turner administration is 

already considering a series of steps to encourage broader distribution of affordable 

housing, including more effective use of federal housing vouchers. Using this approach, 

and the steps outlined above, the city can create a comprehensive inclusiveness policy 

to encourage not only affordable housing in affluent areas but also mixed-income 

housing opportunities in historically underserved areas. Such a policy can take advan-

tage of Houston’s traditionally market-oriented approach combined with the public 

policy levers available to the city and related entities. Mayor Turner endorsed the idea 

of a comprehensive housing plan in his Transition Team Report. 

CONCLUSION
At a time when income inequality is giving more market power to the affluent, it is no 

easy task to create greater inclusivity in a market-oriented city. Despite its “regulation 

lite” approach — or perhaps because of it — Houston appears to be among the most 

unequal large cities in the country. Making the city more inclusive will require both a 

Galleria area. Indeed, not unlike Ben Carson, the new secretary of Housing and Urban 

Development, Turner has argued forcefully that children in underserved neighbor-

hoods should not have to move to high-opportunity areas in order to find a path to 

success in life. 

Turner, who grew up in the historically African-American Acres Homes neighborhood, 

recently told the Houston Chronicle: “I categorically reject the notion that in order 

for poor children — those who come from lower socioeconomic families — in order 

for them to participate in the American dream, that I have to move them from where 

they are and place them someplace else.” Turner continued by asserting, “The answer 

is to invest in the communities where they are.” Turner is currently investigating ways 

to use housing vouchers more effectively to create a better distribution of afford-

able opportunities throughout the city.11 The mayor’s role is especially important in 

Houston. The City Council adopts the budget and must approve many actions, but the 

Houston City Charter creates a very “strong mayor” system in which the mayor sets the 

agenda and has complete control over the executive departments. 

A MORE INCLUSIVE MARKET-ORIENTED CITY
As was stated above, Houston is at once a market-oriented city and one whose regula-

tory system and financial incentives do not always align with the goal of inclusiveness. 

Within this seemingly contradictory set of conditions lies the opportunity to create 

a model for a more inclusive, market-oriented city. Specifically, four actions can help 

shape the market-oriented approach. 

Align Economic Development Incentives with Inclusiveness Goals
As stated above, Houston actually does provide financial assistance to real estate 

developers in the form of so-called “380 agreements” — economic development 

agreements to provide financial assistance to developers. However, these incentives 

are not aligned with goals of inclusiveness.12 The city rarely seeks, for example, 

affordable housing in return for economic development incentives. Aligning the city’s 

own economic development incentives with inclusiveness goals would go a long 

way toward helping inclusiveness in Houston. In his Transition Team Report, Mayor 

Turner endorsed the idea of focusing the city’s “investment resources,” everything 

from housing assistance to public works projects, on underserved neighborhoods. This 

goal is contained in the city’s 2015 general plan, which Mayor Turner has directed his 

staff to implement through its budget process. But the impact of “Plan Houston,” as the 

general plan is called, is still in its infancy, and the city has not yet implemented a set of 

policies and strategies that delineate how it will concentrate resources in underserved 

neighborhoods. Mayor Turner is expected to provide detail in a new initiative he calls 

“Complete Communities.”
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comprehensive citywide approach and targeted efforts in underserved neighborhoods 

threatened by gentrification. 

As mentioned above, the emerging effort in the Third Ward is likely to be a good 

testbed for some of these ideas. Located just south of Downtown Houston, the Third 

Ward is a culturally significant, historically African-American community — the location 

of the original Juneteenth celebration. Although its residents are still extremely poor, 

the Third Ward is facing gentrification now that land prices are going up and market-

rate townhomes are being built. 

It is likely that a comprehensive approach will help the Third Ward. The city will prob-

ably designate the Third Ward as one of its “Complete Communities” neighborhoods, thus 

concentrating city investment of all kinds there. As stated above, a community land trust 

might be created in order to assure that institutional and government-owned land is 

used for community benefit, including maintaining affordable housing, instead of private 

profit. And if any 380 agreements are executed in the Third Ward, they should carry the 

quid pro quo requiring developers to meet social as well as economic objectives.

At the same time, Houston will not become inclusive unless a comprehensive effort 

is undertaken to ensure that affordable housing is made available in high-opportunity 

areas near job centers. Mayor Turner’s recent decision to kill an affordable housing 

project near the Galleria was a disappointment in this regard, but the city will go a 

long way toward inclusiveness by using vouchers and other resources to provide a 

greater range of housing opportunities in affluent neighborhoods. 
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The context for the Affirmatively Furthering Fair Housing final rule, issued 

by the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) in July 

of 2015, begins more than fifty years ago in a highly racially segregated 

America experiencing urban civil unrest. HUD and its predecessors were 

among the large number of public and private actors that fostered and 

perpetuated that segregation. The Federal Housing Administration (FHA), created to 

revive the housing market and stimulate homeownership in the Great Depression, 

mirrored and even formalized the discriminatory practices that were widespread 

among private actors at the time.1 Public housing was frequently segregated itself and 

sited so as to segregate large segments of the African American community in isolated 

areas.2 Urban Renewal often targeted functioning minority communities, leading to 

displacement and further concentration in other areas.

Against this backdrop and one week after the assassination of Martin Luther King, 

Jr., Congress passed a long-debated Civil Rights bill on April 11, 1968. Title VIII of the 

legislation, known as the Fair Housing Act, expressly prohibits the kinds of discrimina-

tion that had evolved over the years to deny blacks equal access to housing. Given the 

historical role of HUD and other federal housing agencies in creating segregation, the 

Act requires more from such agencies than merely avoiding discrimination; they are to 

take steps through their programs to “affirmatively further” fair housing (AFFH). This 

obligation extends to those jurisdictions and entities funded by HUD. 

While this AFFH obligation has existed for nearly fifty years, fair housing advocates 

and many others have criticized HUD for inaction on this portion of the Fair Housing 

Act. As laid out by Bostic and Acolin,3 prior to the new rule, HUD had taken only 

limited steps to enforce the AFFH obligations through its grants programs. For example, 

internal and external reviews of the Analysis of Impediments (AI) process, the 

precursor to the current rule, found the approach greatly flawed. 

HUD’S FINAL AFFH RULE
It is in this context, the existence of AFFH obligations for HUD grantees but the 

absence of a clear and effective process for achieving them, that HUD issued its AFFH 

final rule. In broadest strokes, the rule requires jurisdictions and grantees to conduct 

an Analysis of Fair Housing (AFH), assessing their fair housing issues and describing 

goals for affirmatively furthering fair housing. The content of the AFH is standardized 

through an on-line assessment tool, which contains a variety of mandatory categories 

of analyses and specific questions in each. The tool provides participants with associ-

ated data and maps on their jurisdiction and region. Those data and maps are also 

available to the public, and participants are required to enlist meaningful community 

participation in identifying fair housing issues and shaping goals. Those goals must 

then be linked to a program participant’s Consolidated Plan and/or Public Housing 

Agency (PHA) plan. Unlike the AI, the AFH must be submitted to HUD, and HUD has  

60 days to determine whether to accept it.

CURRENT STATE OF PLAY
The provision and use of data in a standardized assessment, combined with a process 

of public engagement and HUD final review, is a fundamentally different approach 

to AFFH that has been well received by many. It has also been loudly, and brutally, 

criticized. The Republican Party platform of 2016 referenced the rule as a threat to 

local control of zoning. Legislation has been entered into the House and Senate that 

would essentially erase the rule and anything like it, and also prohibit the use of 

federal dollars for the geospatial data.4 HUD Secretary Ben Carson referred to the rule 

as “social engineering” prior to his nomination, although subsequent remarks suggest 

he has not finalized his views.5

KEY ISSUES AND CHALLENGES 
This current state of affairs raises a set of key questions about what it would take for 

HUD’s AFFH to meaningfully increase inclusion.

Achieving Long-run Success in Light of Near-term Threats
How can we help AFFH succeed in the long run if HUD is not supportive or is outright 

hostile right now?

Bostic and Acolin start us off by providing a clear and concise history and description 

of the rule. They note the critical role HUD could and should play in the near term. 

This would require HUD’s investing not only in its own capacity to review and support 

AFHs, but also in the capacity of jurisdictions to conduct their AFH. Given federal budget 
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can — and needs to be — supported by a range of actors who can add to local capacity. 

As he says, “the full promise of AFFH will not be realized without a ‘ground game.’”8 He 

specifically makes his call to action for the needed capacity to academics and founda-

tions, rather than HUD. This goal creates a challenge, as those actors are dispersed, and 

there is not an obvious coordinating body for mobilizing local actors. 

Data Alone Is Not Knowledge
This exercise is heavily dependent on analysis of HUD-provided data from national 

sources, as well as local data and knowledge. How do we ensure there is local capacity 

for the heavy analytical lift of a robust AFH?

The papers by Bostic and Acolin and by Allen both emphasize the powerful role of 

data in the new AFH process, and the critical role of local actors in leveraging those 

data. The data are meant to reduce the burden of the standardized assessment tool; to 

provide a minimum floor of analytics across jurisdictions; and, perhaps most impor-

tantly, to be publically available to empower members of those communities who 

might otherwise have little voice. Two conditions must be met for the data to play this 

role: that the national data are updated and made available in digestible form, and that 

jurisdictions have the capacity to analyze these (and local) data.

With regard to the first condition, there is certainly the risk that HUD will not 

continue to provide the data publicly. Even in the absence of legislative action to 

limit federal provision of such data, HUD could simply stop updating the existing data. 

HUD, however, does not have a unique advantage in translating what are primarily 

publicly available data into usable maps and tables. I would argue this first risk is fairly 

small as numerous others can — and will — step into this space. The second risk is the 

larger risk — that many jurisdictions and community members lack the capacity to 

analyze those data and combine them with local data. Such capacity is very uneven 

across jurisdictions, and with the likely retreat of HUD from providing assistance, 

even greater resources are needed for the data to have the empowering and equal-

izing effect originally intended. Allen in particular lays out extensive examples of fair 

housing cases where it was the capacity to analyze data appropriately that won the 

day. The distinction between data and effective analysis is not made often enough in 

understanding what it will take for AFFH to succeed. Jurisdictions need more than 

data: they and all interested parties need the capacity to make good use of the data. 

Good Planning Versus Good Lawsuits
How do we manage the tension between AFFH’s role as a planning tool and its role as 

an enforcement tool?

discussions, no one expects HUD to do either. Yet there is minimal hand-wringing about 

the expected absence of HUD’s near-term support in this set of papers. Collectively, the 

papers lay out a roadmap of what is needed from a much broader set of actors whose 

efforts can keep the AFFH rule headed towards long-term success. Lack of HUD efforts in 

the near term need not threaten the long-term success of AFFH.

The papers identify the largest immediate threat as the outright dismantling of the rule 

and the elimination of the associated online data. If the rule is dismantled, any future 

administration wishing to address the AFFH obligation would need to go through a 

full rule-making process, surmounting all of the obstacles that have slowed or stopped 

previous efforts.6 This process would require sustained effort within HUD and 

cooperation across program offices that have historically held widely different views 

on AFFH, in addition to surmounting external political obstacles. In 1998, HUD did 

issue a Proposed AFFH Rule, to amend HUD regulations and establish AFFH perfor-

mance standards. HUD received extensive public comments raising concerns about 

clarity and usefulness. HUD chose to not issue a final rule at that time. The most recent 

rule-making process raised no fewer concerns, and took most of the eight years of the 

Obama administration to get to completion. Even with the knowledge that the rule 

was a priority for the administration, there was considerable public skepticism that a 

final rule would be issued. 

The long-run prospects of using the AFFH obligation in the Fair Housing Act as a 

lever for addressing segregation and fostering inclusion may not require HUD’s active 

support in the near term, but does require that the architecture of the rule remain 

in place, even if temporarily dormant. If the rule remains intact but is not actively 

supported or enforced by HUD, there are still actors and jurisdictions who will move 

forward now. There could well be future leadership at HUD that will pick up where 

others left off. A question for broad supporters of the rule is: how do we ensure that 

the rule is not formally dismantled? Are there particular actions that should — or 

should not — be taken now so as to lower the likelihood that the current administra-

tion will undertake the effort of dismantling the rule?

It Takes a Village
Even under the best of circumstances, HUD alone cannot provide the needed 

resources and support for the creation and implementation of strong AFHs. How do 

we ensure robust participation by the broader set of actors needed for success?

Allen provides a clear list of what is needed at each stage of the AFH process for the 

rule to meet its full promise.7 This list highlights the full arc of the AFH process, from 

initial analysis of data, to meaningful engagement of communities of color, through 

to designing and ultimately implementing effective strategies. Each of these stages 
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given pause as to the specific path forward, and perhaps reset expectations about 

what more might be required for HUD’s rule to meaningfully increase inclusion. But 

these papers provide a rough preliminary roadmap, and some strategies for the broad 

group of stakeholders invested in creating a more equal society. The charge is clear: 

what it takes for HUD’s rule to be impactful is not really about HUD. It takes us.
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There is an inherent tension in the AFH process that connects to HUD’s dual goals of 

supporting more effective planning and enforcing compliance with the Fair Housing 

Act. All three papers highlight these roles and potential tensions. Building on the stages 

of the AFH process laid out in Allen, Julian creates a very useful categorization of juris-

dictions by their level of acceptance of the letter and spirit of the law, their capacity to 

analyze, and their capacity and willingness to ultimately implement strategies.9 Those 

most willing and able are 1’s; those who are outright hostile are 4’s.

The distinction between willingness and capacity for the first stages of AFH and 

willingness and capacity to move from AFH to actual action is quite useful and made 

by both Julian and Allen. Different strategies are likely needed for jurisdictions lacking 

data capacity than for those unable to develop actionable plans to address issues that 

surface in their AFH. HUD’s rule serves as a planning enhancement for jurisdictions 

lying on the spectrum from 1 to 3; its power is solely in enforcement for jurisdic-

tions that are a 4. The stance HUD needs to take to partner well with jurisdictions in 

categories 1–3 is a different stance than jurisdictions in category 4. Such flexibility 

in approach may be necessary for success, but poses a challenge for HUD. Will HUD 

manage to navigate these dual roles? In the absence of HUD as enforcer, Allen and 

Julian both suggest non-HUD enforcement paths.

We Need a Bigger Boat
The geographic and sector scope of the problem – and solution, is larger than HUD’s 

siloed planning requirements. Can we harness AFFH for larger, bolder solutions?

As pointed out in Bostic and Acolin, addressing residential segregation and the 

unevenness of opportunity across places requires a larger geographic scale than 

singular jurisdictions, and resources far beyond housing. Housing provides more than 

shelter, and it is the full complement of where one lives — the safety, the transit, the 

schools, that ultimately determines whether residents have full access to opportunity. 

The funding levers needed to adequately re-invest in distressed communities, a valid 

strategy within the ‘balanced approach’ endorsed by HUD, need to be tapped by 

having a broad engagement strategy across sectors and jurisdictions. While the HUD 

rule encourages collaboration on AFH submissions, there are limited incentives. What 

is the longer run path to supporting the type of regional AFHs needed for more 

impactful changes? Does this require a different or additional engagement strategy 

beyond Allen’s suggestions? 

CONCLUSION
The large number of advocates, policymakers, and communities concerned and 

frustrated by the persistence of racial segregation in the U.S. saw HUD’s final rule as 

the architecture for truly — and finally — making progress. Recent political events have 
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The United States was founded on the rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit 

of happiness, yet its citizens have had unequal opportunities to enjoy 

these rights. Rather, as borne out by the experiences of previous genera-

tions as well as by empirical research, certain groups have been largely 

excluded from this promise of America.1 

Opportunity is intimately linked with place. For individuals to have equal opportunity, 

they must have equal access to neighborhoods with a wide range of amenities that 

they can leverage to live out their preferences. Recent research provides striking 

evidence about what happens when this does not occur: children raised in lower-

income, amenity-poor neighborhoods fare far worse in terms of wages in adulthood 

than children who grow up in more affluent areas.2 

The structure of the US housing market does not grant equal access to housing 

opportunity for many reasons. Persistent barriers, including overt and subtle forms of 

discrimination, legal structures such as Jim Crow, and private and public institutional 

practices, have limited and continue to limit equal access. 

The Fair Housing Act of 1968 was one of a series of laws enacted to address these 

barriers. The law established two mandates for the US Department of Housing and 

Urban Development (HUD): eliminate illegal discrimination in housing-related 

activities, and affirmatively further fair housing. Much energy has been devoted to 

executing the Act’s prohibitions against discrimination based on race, color, national 

origin, religion, sex, familial status, or disability status.3 This effort has resulted in the 

emergence of an ecosystem of public, nonprofit, and private institutions that conduct 

audits, litigate, and provide support to fight discriminatory behaviors. This ecosystem 

has produced significant changes in laws and practices.4 Nonetheless, individuals 

belonging to protected classes continue to have unequal access to certain housing 

types and neighborhoods.5 

The second mandate—affirmatively furthering fair housing (AFFH)—differs in impor-

tant ways from the mandate to eliminate illegal discrimination. Instead of stopping 

behaviors that make access to housing unequal, the AFFH mandate seeks to promote 

behaviors that make access more equal. Historically, AFFH has been much harder to 

implement and enforce than anti-discrimination. Few, if any, organizations have AFFH 

as their primary mission, jurisdictional engagement and regulatory monitoring has 

been uneven, and the scope of the mandate has often not been well-defined. 

In 2015, in part in response to that rocky history, HUD released a revised AFFH rule. The 

new regulatory approach changes the scope of the mandate in substantial ways, and 

provides incentives and tools to help communities act on it. In this chapter, we discuss 

the potential of the new rule to produce meaningful change and the things needed 

in the next five to ten years to maximize its effectiveness in producing true access to 

opportunity for all. We begin with a brief description of residential segregation in the 

US. In the second section, we discuss how the new AFFH rule differs from and improves 

upon its predecessor rule. Finally, we provide a series of “musts” that need to occur over 

the next five to ten years if the rule is to meaningfully increase inclusion.

RESIDENTIAL INCLUSION: AN ELUSIVE GOAL
The US remains characterized by high levels of segregation due, in part, to a long 

history of structural and individual discrimination based on personal characteristics 

such as race, ethnicity and disability.6 Segregation is an embodiment of the barriers 

faced by certain groups to inclusion in general and to equal access to housing in 

particular. It was one of the main motivating factors driving the Civil Rights movement 

and remains a major barrier to equal access to opportunity.7 Residential racial segrega-

tion, particularly against African Americans, peaked between the 1960s and 1970s. 

Though it declined substantially after that, leading Glaeser and Vigdor to controver-

sially declare “the end of the segregated century,”8 segregation by race and ethnicity 

remains high.9 In addition, socioeconomic segregation has increased, resulting in a 

complex interaction of sorting by ethnicity and social class.10

Some have argued that individual preferences are an important contributor to the 

residential sorting and concentration of individuals by race, ethnicity, or other char-

acteristics.11 Indeed, there is a large literature on racial and ethnic enclaves and the 

benefits they afford that suggests that such preferences exist and are acted upon.12 The 

question that remains, however, is how important this driver of sorting is relative to 
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The AIs were expected to be updated every five years and communicated to HUD, and 

thus to spur actions that would promote inclusion. However, their impact was limited 

because HUD did not provide resources or incentives to conduct the AIs and did not 

effectively review them or monitor the implementation of proposed actions, limiting the 

accountability of grantees and creating little commitment to furthering fair housing.21 A 

Government Accountability Office report found that among 441 AIs it surveyed in 2010, 

29 percent were prepared before 2004 and 11 before 2000 despite HUD’s guideline that 

they should be updated every five years.22 In addition, reports pointed out that many 

actions proposed in AIs did not include timeframes for implementation.23

THE 2015 REVISED AFHH RULE
Up to 2015, the actions taken by HUD to implement the AFFH mandate largely failed 

to produce meaningful results. Housing advocacy groups and government agencies 

pointed to serious flaws in the approach to implementing AFFH through the AIs24 

and to the limits of piecemeal actions at the local level in response to court cases.25 

Spurred in part by the 2010 GAO report, HUD, under the Obama administration, 

embarked on a multi-year revision process that culminated with the announcement in 

2015 of a new rule for implementing the AFFH mandate.26

The new rule’s focus is to help local and state institutions covered by the rule actively 

work to increase access to opportunity for minorities and other underrepresented 

groups. Its defining feature is the Assessment of Fair Housing (AFH), which replaces 

the AI and provides a structure designed to focus jurisdictions on a relatively small 

set of explicit metrics for assessing success in furthering fair housing and providing 

access to opportunity. Like the AI, the AFH must be completed every five years. It 

contains six elements (see Table 1). The AFH is a roadmap designed to help local 

jurisdictions achieve the goals of the AFFH regulation. First and foremost, the AFFH is 

a community planning process intended to ensure that considerations of fair housing 

and equal access to opportunity inform each jurisdiction’s consolidated plan. Hence, 

the jurisdiction’s priorities and strategies are important results of the AFH process. 

Another critical element, discussed further below, is the democratizing of information 

on local housing and market conditions so that a broader range of stakeholders can 

participate in the process on equal footing.

The revised rule has several significant features that distinguish it from its predecessor. 

First, the rule explicitly defines a primary goal of fair housing as equal access to oppor-

tunity, and so returns to the origins of the Fair Housing Act, which was enacted in part 

because of the existence of disparities in access to opportunity. This emphasis clarifies 

the metrics for success, so that jurisdictions will have a better understanding of how 

HUD and others are assessing their investment decisions. Moreover, the metrics 

established provide clarity regarding the language of opportunity, and so jurisdictions 

other factors that constrain choices. Research on this question suggests self-sorting is 

only a secondary factor.13

Segregation is only one manifestation of the barriers to access to opportunity faced 

by members of protected classes. A key driver of segregation, discrimination remains 

persistent in housing markets and influences the ability of minority families to rent 

housing units, purchase homes, and obtain mortgages. As reviewed by Oh and Yinger, 

the first audit studies that estimated the prevalence of discriminatory practices 

in housing markets found large levels of discrimination against black applicants.14 

Subsequent studies sought to identify explanatory mechanisms and also consider the 

extent of discrimination against other groups, including Hispanics, single-headed fami-

lies with children, individuals with disabilities, same-sex couples, and housing voucher 

recipients.15 The studies consistently find differences in treatment of members of 

protected classes by real estate agents, landlords, and mortgage lenders. These differ-

ences in treatment contribute to limits on equal access to opportunity. 

The findings of these studies and others strongly suggest that effective progress 

towards truly inclusive communities will require purposeful attention. In short, the 

AFFH mandate remains as relevant as ever. We now turn to a brief history of AFFH to 

provide context for the 2015 revisions. 

IMPLEMENTING AFFH THROUGH 2015
HUD took limited actions to implement the AFFH mandate in the years immediately 

following the adoption of the Fair Housing Act.16 Under Secretary George Romney, 

HUD initially took an aggressive AFFH stance, and proposed using coercive measures 

to push state and local governments to implement changes to decrease segregation 

and increase inclusion by creating “stable, racially diverse neighborhoods.”17 However, 

these early actions were vigorously opposed by the White House and local govern-

ments, and HUD subsequently retreated.18 

In the 1980s, HUD required Community Development Block Grant recipients for some 

of its programs to certify that they would affirmatively further fair housing. In 1992, 

the requirement to meet Fair Housing Review Criteria was expanded to all community 

planning and development programs managed by HUD, and in 1995, the certification 

criteria were combined into a Consolidated Plan that required local communities to 

perform an Analysis of Impediments (AI) and to identify actions to affirmatively further 

fair housing.19 The AI components were further clarified in 1996 in the “Fair Housing 

Planning Guide,” and included analyzing local barriers to housing access for members 

of protected classes as well as proposing actions to overcome these barriers.20
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local priorities. The new rule thus can potentially help focus localities on approaches 

to housing that will deliver higher returns on investment.

Third, depending on implementation (see below), the new rule could introduce a 

new mindset regarding the pursuit of fair housing at the local level. Few jurisdictions 

cherish the opportunity to engage in fair housing issues. In part, this is because their 

only experiences with fair housing involve threats of litigation or actual lawsuits. As 

a consequence, there is distressingly little proactive pursuit of fair housing strategies, 

even though evidence makes clear that more diverse communities are more produc-

tive and more resilient.29 The new rule could potentially change this, as it envisions 

local governments engaging in the AFFH process with HUD as a partner rather than as 

an enforcer. If this partnership takes hold—a big if (see below)—and strategies bear 

fruit, then many more jurisdictions may start to view fair housing as something that 

can provide benefits, not just litigation-based costs. AFFH could be the “carrot” to the 

enforcement infrastructure’s “stick.”

Underlying this possibility is a hypothesis about whether jurisdictions will truly try to 

find feasible fair housing strategies.30 There is broad consensus that, at the extremes, 

some jurisdictions will embrace the rule’s processes with gusto and will have the 

capacity to produce high quality plans, while other jurisdictions will rebuff any and 

all efforts to engage in the process. Less certain is the behavior of the large number 

of jurisdictions between these extremes. In particular, it could be that a majority of 

those in the middle would like to pursue AFFH strategizing in good faith but have not 

yet done so mainly because they lack capacity and in-house expertise. These would 

correspond to Julian’s jurisdictions in category 2, demonstrating an “acceptance of 

both the letter and spirit of the Rule, but a limited capacity to use the Tool and the 

Rule’s requirements.”31 Alternatively, it could be that most in the middle have no 

interest in engaging in fair housing exercises and would shirk at the first opportunity, 

falling into Julian’s category 3 of jurisdictions that show an “acceptance of the need 

to comply with the specific requirements of the Rule to get federal funds,” but also 

demonstrate “a lack of understanding or willingness to develop a plan to actually 

address the problems.”32 

In an important way, the revised AFFH rule embraces the first view of the broad 

middle group of jurisdictions. Via the new rule, HUD provides local jurisdictions with 

a new geospatial data tool that can generate many of the reports and initial maps 

on which to base community engagement and dialogue. This new tool reduces the 

capacity demands placed on local jurisdictions and so makes it easier for them to 

complete the AFH. While there is some debate as to how much the tool reduces the 

administrative burden, early experiences will provide some insights in this regard. 

should be less unsure about whether proposed strategies fit into the AFFH framework. 

Significantly, the opportunity lens is agnostic about the question of whether it is better 

to promote equal access through mobility or community development vehicles; it 

leaves that decision to local communities. It is not agnostic, though, on whether strate-

gies need to promote equal access itself.

Second, the new rule seeks to focus jurisdictions’ attention on racially and ethni-

cally concentrated areas of poverty. These areas are particularly debilitating for their 

residents. The combination of racial concentration and poverty concentration creates 

far higher levels of economic isolation and social chaos than does either racial or 

economic concentration alone. Therefore, people living in areas with both racial and 

poverty concentrations face barriers that are considerably more difficult to over-

come.27 Moreover, these are areas to which local governments often devote dispropor-

tionate amounts of police, emergency response, and other resources.28 Thus, they are 

quite expensive to manage. Both facts suggest that “solving” these areas can produce 

increasing returns, making more resources available in the long run to address other 

Element Substance

Summary of fair housing 

issues and institutional 

capacity

Details whether there have been compliance and enforcement actions in the community during the period of 

analysis, as well as the allocation of resources devoted to enforcing fair housing laws and regulations. 

Data Analysis

• Reports, using data provided by HUD via a geospatial data tool, on where the jurisdiction currently 

stands, and how it has evolved, along three “community performance metrics”: 

• the persistence of segregated communities, particularly racially and ethnically concentrated areas of 

poverty that result in worse outcomes for their residents and impose costs on the overall community;

• the existence of disparities in access to amenities that contribute to inequality of opportunity for people 

in protected groups; 

• acute shortfalls in meeting the housing needs of individuals belonging to protected classes, and the 

trajectory of these shortfalls (increasing, static, or decreasing). 

Assessment of fair housing 

issues

Describes the local and other forces — such as historic patterns of discrimination, poor public schools, or 

exclusionary zoning — that underlie the persistence of segregation and disparities in access.

Identification of local fair 

housing priorities and 

goals

Develops goals and strategies for addressing the barriers to opportunity that are faced by the local 

jurisdiction, and metrics to assess progress, based on the results of the data analysis and assessment of 

fair housing issues.

Summary of efforts 

directed toward ensuring 

broad community 

participation

Reports on the procedures followed to ensure broad inclusion of the entire community, including efforts to 

get input from members of protected classes in the process of developing the AFH.

Review of progress since 

the submission of the 

previous AFH 

To be completed in follow-up AFHs; explains and evaluates the progress made in achieving the goals 

and strategies adopted in previous AFHs, using the submitted metrics and a consideration of factors that 

affected the extent of success.

Table 1. The Elements of the Assessment of Fair Housing (AFH)
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a true partner for jurisdictions as they go through the AFH and subsequent strategy 

implementation process. 

2. HUD must build an infrastructure to help increase local capacity to engage 

in these issues. Resources must be allocated to build an infrastructure that will 

makes it easy for jurisdictions to fulfill their AFFH responsibilities. The vast majority 

of jurisdictions do not have the staff and capacity to conduct a thorough technical 

analysis to identify barriers and strategies to overcome them. They will need technical 

support and examples of best practices, which can be provided either directly by 

HUD or through HUD-supported third party providers with the topic expertise. An 

example of such a structure is the National Resource Network, a consortium of public 

and private organizations formed and financed by HUD as part of the Strong Cities, 

Strong Communities initiative.34

A first element of this infrastructure is the online mapping and data tool, a powerful 

resource that allows local government to quickly produce information that will 

facilitate meaningful conversations. We also view the regional training symposia 

offered by FHEO in the context of the anti-discrimination efforts as a model worthy of 

examination. We encourage HUD to think hard about what other types of resources 

might make them a strong partner to jurisdictions striving to fulfill the AFFH mandate. 

3. In building strategies to address local access to opportunity challenges, all 

parties must affirm the principle of local primacy. One source of resistance to this 

regulation at the local level is a concern that HUD will mandate certain strategies. This 

concern arises out of a history of local plans and actions being challenged and some-

times vetoed by the federal government. In some instances, these challenges are fully 

appropriate. Other challenges, however, have been perceived as driven by individual 

staff with specific views about best practices. The mistrust and resentment arising from 

this latter set of cases must be overcome if the new AFFH rule is to succeed.

Therefore, especially in the early years of the new rule, HUD officials should err on 

the side of permissiveness regarding locally proposed priorities strategies, provided 

there is some legitimate basis for them; they should do so even if these strategies differ 

from what individuals (or even a majority of staff) at HUD might prefer. This tension 

will likely arise in discussions about whether mobility strategies or redevelopment 

approaches are preferable for improving access to opportunity.35 

Different approaches have been proposed with regards to ensuring compliance while 

respecting local jurisdictions’ primacy. One enforcement strategy would define a set of 

components to the AFH that, if met by jurisdictions, would provide them a “safe harbor.” 

This approach would have the benefit for jurisdictions of limiting litigation risks with 

Either way, the new tool is a strong signal of HUD’s intent to work constructively with 

local communities. And it assumes they will take HUD up on this offer. 

There are other important benefits to the tool. For example, it helps to level the 

playing field within communities across groups with varying levels of sophistication in 

analyzing data and planning. The publicly available data can empower local organiza-

tions to develop their own analyses based on alternative sets of priorities. The informa-

tion in the maps and tables of the data tool can also be used by advocates and by the 

press to see that public officials do not forget, ignore, or overlook challenges faced by 

those in their communities whom the Fair Housing Act was enacted to protect.

The 2015 AFFH rule also addresses some of the previous flaws in the mandate’s 

implementation. The new data tool is designed to lower the burden of producing the 

foundational AFFH report (i.e., the AI or AFH). The rule’s guidance and partnership 

structure are intended to make it easier for local jurisdictions to develop feasible 

strategies for improving equal access to opportunity. It establishes a regime for HUD 

review of the AFH with deadlines that create a clear framework for accountability, thus 

limiting a jurisdiction’s uncertainty regarding litigation risk.

WHAT CAN BE DONE GOING FORWARD TO ENSURE THE AFFH  
RULE’S IMPACT
The new AFFH rule was adopted in 2015.33 A number of jurisdictions have started the 

process of developing their AFH or even submitted it to HUD. However, it will take 

time for it to produce effects, and the next few years will be crucial in determining 

its success. Actions by a set of public, nonprofit and private actors at the national and 

local levels will determine these outcomes. This section identifies a list of nine condi-

tions that will impact the rule’s success:

1. HUD must build and maintain an internal capacity so the agency can be 

a true partner. This rule works only if HUD can effectively provide leadership and 

guidance about it, and there are legitimate questions about whether HUD has the 

necessary capacity. HUD must conduct an assessment of its existing capacity to deter-

mine whether its current level of staffing and the the subject matter expertise of its 

staff members are sufficient to provide high quality consulting to jurisdictions about 

developing effective housing policies to address barriers to opportunity. Once this 

assessment is completed, HUD needs to then find resources to address any shortcom-

ings identified. While the Office of Fair Housing and Equal Opportunity (FHEO) and its 

regional offices should be emphasized in this assessment, HUD should also examine 

the Offices of Community Planning and Development and Policy Development and 

Research, as they will also play critical roles. HUD must have this capacity if it is to be 
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jurisdictions to develop an AFH and strategies that better align with the regional 

nature of opportunity. Such plans should be more impactful in achieving desired goals.

6. Local jurisdictions, foundations and nonprofit organizations must leverage 

data to empower those without voice during the planning process. The 

ability of information to change housing market practices has been demonstrated 

by the changes to the mortgage lending practices that arose from the availability of 

data through the Home Mortgage Disclosure Act (HMDA). In this case, consumer and 

community activists analyzed the HMDA data intensively and used patterns they found 

to raise issues and ultimately create opportunities for dialogue that generated change. 

The HMDA experience could be a template for the promise of the AFFH data tool. But 

this will occur only if the fair housing counterparts to the consumer and community 

advocates in the HMDA case are engaged and working to identify patterns, raise issues, 

and drive change. All of the parties at the local level, including public sector players, 

can play this role. We believe the extent of HMDA-type engagement by local parties 

using the data tool will significantly determine the scope of the new rule’s success in 

expanding equal opportunity. 

7. Foundations and nonprofit and fair housing organizations must be moni-

tors and partners for local governments during the AFH process and strategy 

implementation. Foundations and local nonprofit and fair housing organizations 

have long played an important role in advancing inclusion and fair housing objectives, 

and they will need to play a similar role under the new regulation. They can be a 

source of external discipline to help local jurisdictions engage in the process in good 

faith by ensuring that all segments of the community—particularly those who have 

historically not had a voice—have access to the data tool, know how to use the tool, 

are aware of public meetings, and are sufficiently organized to meaningfully engage in 

the process. Moreover, their experience in fighting discrimination will provide insight 

about strategies to further inclusion and increased opportunity for all.

In addition, these organizations can be important players in the AFFH implementation 

process in at least two ways. First, because these organizations have missions that 

align with the AFFH objectives, they could provide direct support in executing whatever 

strategy the jurisdiction has decided to pursue. Such support might include funding and 

operating mobility counseling programs, funding the acquisition of affordable housing 

in opportunity communities, and recruiting mission-driven property managers for 

that housing. Second, they can monitor jurisdictions’ progress towards strategic goals, 

particularly in terms of ensuring that strategies are not prematurely abandoned or under-

mined. A useful model for this role has been given by the community groups involved 

in monitoring banking institution compliance with the Community Reinvestment Act 

regard to compliance with the FHA; a downside is that jurisdictions might revert to 

a “check the box” strategy to meet the “safe harbor” criteria rather than engaging 

in creative solutions. Another approach favors granting HUD officials discretion in 

determining what plans meet the rules requirements. While this approach would leave 

jurisdictions with a degree of uncertainty about what constitutes compliance, it would 

also provide them more incentive to develop new solutions to furthering access to 

opportunity. There are pros and cons to either approach; policymakers need to give 

substantial attention to how HUD plays its enforcement role, as this will affect how 

willing communities will be to engage in the process.

4. Local jurisdictions must make a good faith effort. In the deliberations that led 

to the development of the final rule, concerns were routinely raised about the poten-

tial response of bad actors to rule provisions. While these concerns are appropriate, 

the belief that prevailed ultimately was that the vast majority of jurisdictions would try 

to fulfill their responsibilities in good faith. This belief was born out of field-testing of 

the AFH with local government officials during its development. If it proves incorrect, 

then broad success will be difficult to achieve.

HUD must therefore consider the spirit in which an AFH is produced when assessing 

its details. The deference we recommended in the previous section should definitely 

be afforded to those jurisdictions whose AFH product emerges from a good faith effort 

that features an inclusive local process and a genuine willingness to improve access 

to fair housing and opportunity. But we do not believe such deference should be 

absolute. Indeed, HUD is not only a partner in the AFH process; as a regulator, it has a 

responsibility to ensure compliance. This tension between its roles as partner and as 

regulator, mentioned in other chapters of this volume,36 is something that HUD will 

have to grapple with continuously. 

5. All must think regionally and beyond housing provision. The renewed focus 

on opportunity included in the rule requires strategies broader than housing provision. 

Achieving the American ideal of equal opportunity requires more than a roof over 

one’s head: it requires access to a home in neighborhoods with quality schools, access 

to jobs, investments in public services (e.g., safety, parks and recreation). But these 

elements of opportunity rarely respect jurisdiction boundaries. Rather, effectively 

reducing local barriers to opportunity often entails cooperation across jurisdictions. 

The new rule encourages such cooperation by making it possible to produce regional 

AFHs. The advantages for jurisdictions of adopting a regional approach include the 

ability to share staff resources, consulting services, and elements of the public input 

process. The hope is that the reduced cost of producing a regional AFH will incentivize 
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For the AFFH rule to be successful, government, advocates, and citizens need to 

embrace the framework put forth by the rule and support actions to overcome 

the barriers to opportunity. Whether the rule remains in place and HUD allocates 

sufficient resources to its implementation in the coming years is currently in question. 

Even if the rule relies on local jurisdictions to develop the asseesment and identify 

and implement strategies, HUD needs to be a partner for them, providing consistent 

guidance and support. Without a commitment of resources by HUD, the impact of the 

rule is likely to be limited to a few high-capacity jurisdictions with the resources and 

local community of fair housing groups to develop and implement creative strategies 

to AFFH.

CONCLUSION
Almost fifty years after the adoption of the 1968 Fair Housing Act, the structural forces 

at work in the US housing market that led to residential segregation and disparities 

in opportunity are still operative. Much remains to be done to ensure that all families 

have access to neighborhoods with amenities that afford them the opportunity to 

pursue their dreams. HUD’s 2015 Affirmatively Furthering Fair Housing rule is an 

important step towards increasing residential inclusion and meeting the mandate 

given to the department by the Fair Housing Act. However, the full impact of the 

rule will depend on HUD’s commitment to the rule’s philosophy and its devotion of 

resources to the implementation of the law. The rule’s impace will also depend criti-

cally upon decisions by local governments, community organizations, and individuals 

to use the resources they have, through the rule and from other sources, to effectively 

remove barriers to fair housing in their communities.
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[The Fair Housing Act] imposes … an obligation to do more than simply 

refrain from discriminating …This broader goal [of truly open housing] … 

reflects the desire to have HUD use its grant programs to assist in ending 

discrimination and segregation, to the point where the supply of genuinely 

open housing increases. 

—Judge Stephen J. Breyer2

The recent presidential election, the advent of the Trump administration and 

the apparent ascendancy of hostile forces in Congress have temporarily 

unsettled the expectations of advocates and elected and appointed officials 

concerning the obligation of states, localities, and public housing authorities 

(“Recipients”) to affirmatively further fair housing (“AFFH”). Although HUD’s 

interpretation of a Recipient’s obligation to analyze race-based and other impediments 

is “firmly rooted in the statutory and regulatory framework and consistent with the case 

law,”3 the Trump administration and a number of Republican lawmakers have suggested 

they may seek to repeal AFFH regulations promulgated by the Obama administration, 

suspend recipients’ obligations to comply, defund HUD’s enforcement, or prohibit HUD 

from disseminating data related to segregation and discrimination.4

After eight years of HUD’s heightened expectations that Recipients should identify 

and take steps to overcome fair housing impediments, and with each Recipient 

now “on the calendar” for producing a comprehensive Assessment of Fair Housing 

(“Assessment”) and action plans to overcome fair housing barriers in the next five 

years, stakeholders are looking for some clarity about how to proceed in the short and 

medium terms. 

As another paper in this symposium articulates,5 AFFH is the law of the land and 

Recipients can and will be held to its obligations regardless of inaction by the Trump 

administration or attempts by Congress to weaken enforcement tools. But this much 

is clear: Five decades after it was adopted as part of the Fair Housing Act of 1968, the 

AFFH provision has never been self-executing, and entities seeking to implement and 

enforce it have had to tangle with powerful political and private market forces that 

favor segregation. 

HUD’s July 2015 AFFH regulation (the “Final Rule”) provides both carrots and sticks 

to ensure robust community participation. On the one hand, HUD will offer technical 

assistance on techniques to encourage participation by groups that otherwise might 

not participate.6 On the other, it warns that a Recipient that fails adequately to involve 

stakeholders is at risk of having its Assessment rejected as “substantially incomplete,”7 

which could lead to reduction or elimination of federal funding. 

Overall, then, the Final Rule sets high expectations for “community engagement” and 

requires certain minimum procedural steps involving outreach, communications, and 

consultation,8 but prescribes little about how a Recipient should encourage participa-

tion by people most directly affected by fair housing impediments. 

The Final Rule sets the table for robust conversations about hard topics—like discrimina-

tion and segregation—that most communities have tried hard to avoid for decades. But 

it leaves to local discretion how to get the right stakeholders to the table for those 

conversations. While there is some evidence that this “federal nudge” may help commu-

nities to break free of some historical restraints and adopt new policies that address 

longstanding needs,9 that kind of success does not take place in a vacuum. Rather, as this 

paper suggests, the full promise of AFFH can be achieved only in communities where 

there are concerted efforts by community groups, academics, and foundations to build 

capacity for: meaningful community participation by people of color and their advocates 

in the Assessment process and designation of actions to counteract segregation; robust 

local data collection and analysis; mobilization of political constituencies to implement 

those actions and, if all else fails, to enforce the AFFH obligations through litigation, 

administrative complaints and grassroots advocacy. In communities where these 

constituents come together to mobilize a strong “ground game,”10 historically disadvan-

taged constituencies are likely to secure concrete commitments to address fair housing 

impediments, and organizing models can be tested and brought to bear on communities 

whose Assessments are due later in the process. 

THE CENTRALITY OF COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT
Nearly fifty years ago, Senators Edward Brooke (R-MA) and Walter Mondale (D-MN) 

understood that, to be fully successful, the Fair Housing Act needed an AFFH provision 

invoking Congressional power under the Constitution’s Spending Clause in support 

of its twin goals of nondiscrimination and racial integration. Since then, Congress 
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poverty into areas of opportunity, and fostering and maintaining compliance with civil 

rights and fair housing laws.”16

POWER CONCEDES NOTHING WITHOUT A DEMAND: LOCAL AFFH 
ADVOCACY
Over the past decade—sometimes with governmental and philanthropic support 

and sometimes without—community-based organizations have developed AFFH 

advocacy strategies at the state or local level that may be worthy of emulation as we 

move into a period in which HUD’s affirmative efforts are less robust. Each of the 

matters listed below provides an example of how an advocacy or grassroots group 

made room for itself at the community table and instigated conversations about 

discrimination and segregation. 

Anti-Discrimination Center 
After comparing Westchester County’s Analyses of Impediments (AIs)—the precursor 

to the Analysis of Fair Housing Assessment (“Assessment”) mandated by the Final 

Rule—and other submissions to HUD with data on discrimination and segregation, 

in late 2005, the Anti-Discrimination Center (“ADC”) concluded that the County’s 

certifications of compliance with its AFFH and related civil rights obligations were not 

truthful. When ADC sought an explanation for the discrepancies, the deputy planning 

commissioner revealed that the County routinely approved funding for municipal 

members of its funding consortium without respect to whether those members had 

exclusionary zoning provisions or otherwise resisted proposals to develop affordable 

housing within their borders. 

ADC eventually brought suit under the federal False Claims Act, alleging that the 

County’s AFFH certifications were knowingly false because the County had taken 

no steps to identify or overcome race-based impediments and that the County had 

steered funding for the development of affordable housing principally to racially-

segregated and low-income neighborhoods. ADC’s ability—through an expert demog-

rapher—to conduct data analysis and mapping of segregation and affordable housing 

units was critical to establishing the County’s liability for violating its AFFH obligations. 

The U.S. District Court in Manhattan granted summary judgment for ADC, holding that 

no reasonable jury could conclude that the County had conducted an appropriate 

analysis of race-based impediments as part of its 2000 and 2004 AIs.17 The matter 

settled in August 2009, and the County was required, among other things, to ensure 

the development of 750 units of affordable housing in predominantly white areas, and 

to conduct a new AI and zoning analysis of each municipal member of the funding 

consortium. The County’s progress (and lack thereof) in fulfilling its obligations is 

and HUD have added parallel AFFH provisions in the authorizing statutes for the 

Community Development Block Grant (“CDBG”), HOME Investment Partnership 

(“HOME”), and public housing programs.11 As a condition of receiving that funding, 

federal law requires those entities to certify their compliance—and actually comply 

with12—a number of civil rights obligations, including the obligation to AFFH. 

All of these programs—under which HUD distributed more than $38 billion in FY 

201513—have, for years, required Recipients to adopt citizen or resident participation 

plans. But, unless local advocates have insisted, few of these plans have resulted in full-

throated community engagement. As a consequence, most such planning processes have 

been “top-down,” with a handful of municipal experts serving up fully-formed plans for 

grassroots groups to review and digest during fairly short public comment periods. 

Perhaps recognizing that Recipients’ funding under the above-referenced programs 

actually “belongs to poor people with housing problems,”14 the Final Rule and its 

associated guidance seek to reverse the approach: “The goal of community engagement 

in the development of the [Assessment] is to create a product that is informed by and 

supported by the entire community and establishes a standard for inclusive decision 

making.” Going forward, HUD expects “meaningful community participation,” and 

expects local governments to “employ communications means designed to reach the 

broadest audience.” In other words, it is entirely fitting that the authentic voices of 

people intended to benefit from these programs be amplified in the Assessment process.

At the moment, the Final Rule’s provisions on community engagement are something 

of a blank canvas. Every community will start with a different palate, and no finished 

product will look like any other. But folks in the housing justice movement have been 

organizing for a long time, and there are sophisticated training materials and countless 

examples of successful campaigns—six of which are summarized below—to inform 

groups around the country seeking to insert themselves into similar conversations that 

are part of an Assessment process.

There are also substantial reasons—beyond fear of enforcement and loss of funding—

for Recipients to embrace and promote deep community engagement. Without 

grassroots partners, no top-down approach will be effective against the obligation that 

each Recipient take “meaningful actions, in addition to combating discrimination, that 

overcome patterns of segregation and foster inclusive communities free from barriers 

that restrict access to opportunity based on [race, national origin, and other] protected 

characteristics.”15 Nor, without honest conversations about discrimination and its 

antidotes, will any Recipient be able to “address significant disparities in housing needs 

and in access to opportunity, replacing segregated living patterns with truly integrated 

and balanced living patterns, transforming racially and ethnically concentrated areas of 
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a Fair Housing Assessment Statement, identifying local fair housing impediments and 

making specific local commitments to actions intended to overcome those impedi-

ments. Contacts: John Henneberger, john@texashousing.org; Maddie Sloan, msloan@

texasappleseed.net. 

Greater New Orleans Fair Housing Action Center and Lawyers Committee for 
Civil Rights
 Greater New Orleans Fair Housing Action Center (“GNOFHAC”) is a private, full-

service fair housing enforcement organization that found itself at the epicenter 

of fair housing issues after Hurricane Katrina hit the region in late August, 2005.20 

Building on its post-Katrina experience, at a January, 2011 conference held in a 

church basement,21 GNOFHAC introduced the concept of a “People’s AI,” designed to 

engage community members in identifying, analyzing, and responding to segregation 

and other fair housing barriers that they experienced every day, but that had been 

omitted from the AI produced by the City of New Orleans. Published in December 

2011 by GNOFHAC and the Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law, “People’s 

Analysis of Impediments (AI) to Fair Housing for New Orleans”22 provides a roadmap 

for community groups to participate in fair housing planning efforts. Because of 

its insights into local conditions and its work on the “People’s AI,” GNOFHAC was 

selected as a contractor for the development of the Assessment for the City of New 

Orleans and the Housing Authority of New Orleans, which was the first Assessment 

pursuant to the Final Rule.23 Contact: Cashauna Hill, chill@gnofairhousing.org. 

Latino Action Fund, Fair Share Housing Center, and New Jersey State 
Conference, NAACP
After Superstorm Sandy hit New Jersey in October, 2012, Congress appropriated 

nearly $3 billion in CDBG funds to assist in recovery efforts. Three statewide advocacy 

groups—Latino Action Network, Fair Share Housing Center, and the New Jersey 

Conference of the NAACP—conducted community forums and undertook data 

collection and analysis to determine the extent to which the Christie administration’s 

disaster recovery programs were serving low-income families of color, particularly 

those living in multifamily rental housing. 

After determining that the State’s initial action plan proposed to favor higher-income 

homeowners disproportionately to the harm they had suffered, and that the State 

was not meeting its requirements with respect to federal Limited English Proficiency 

(“LEP”) regulations meant to ensure that non-English speakers would have an equal 

opportunity to benefit from the recovery programs, the advocacy groups filed an 

administrative complaint with HUD in April, 2013, alleging violations of Title VI of 

the Civil Rights Act of 1964 (“Title VI”), the Fair Housing Act, and the AFFH obligation. 

Those groups provided HUD both insight and sophisticated data analysis with respect 

chronicled at http://www.antibiaslaw.com/westchester-case. Contact: Craig Gurian, 

craiggurian@antibiaslaw.com. 

Texas Low Income Housing Information Service and Texas Appleseed 
Following Hurricanes Dolly (July 2008) and Ike (September 2008), Congress appropri-

ated several billion dollars in CDBG disaster recovery funding, roughly $3.1 billion of 

which was allocated to the State of Texas.18 Texas Low Income Housing Information 

Service (“TxLIHIS”) and Texas Appleseed are statewide advocacy organizations with 

long histories of fighting for housing equity and transparency in affordable housing 

programs administered by the State of Texas. In the mid-1990s, the groups got the 

state legislature to produce an annual report on low-income housing in Texas. For ten 

years prior to Hurricanes Dolly and Ike, that annual report provided detailed data on 

the current ethnic and racial composition for each multifamily housing development 

receiving any form of assistance from the State, along with the number of households 

in each development with children, with disabilities, and making use of housing 

choice vouchers. 

Through analysis of this and other local data, the groups were able to establish that the 

recovery programs developed by the State of Texas would perpetuate racial segrega-

tion and limit housing choice. Among other things, their analysis showed that the 

state housing agency’s limitation on rebuilding single-family homes on existing sites 

would require homeowners of color to return to neighborhoods that were dispro-

portionately high in crime, racially segregated, and characterized by low employment 

and educational opportunity. Similarly, the programs the State proposed for rebuilding 

affordable multifamily housing emphasized rebuilding in segregated neighborhoods 

and permitted higher-opportunity neighborhoods to avoid new construction of 

affordable housing through enforcement of Low-Income Housing Tax Credit rules that 

grant homeowners associations and local politicians veto power over such proposals. 

TxLIHIS and Appleseed were also able to document the State’s plan to distribute 

billions of dollars of disaster recovery funds to localities with discriminatory land use 

rules, deeply entrenched segregation, and documented hostility to racial integration.

On December 1, 2009, TxLIHIS and Appleseed filed an administrative complaint 

with HUD, alleging that the State’s disaster recovery programs involving housing 

and community development violated the Fair Housing Act and the State’s AFFH 

obligations, and asking HUD to suspend funding until the State came into compliance. 

During the next six months—during which TxLIHIS and Appleseed showed clear data 

mastery exceeding the capacity of the State—the parties negotiated a Conciliation 

Agreement, pursuant to which the State agreed to conduct a new AI and to commit 

hundreds of millions of dollars to rebuilding housing in a manner consistent with 

AFFH.19 The Agreement also required each locality seeking federal funding to complete 
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funding policies were perpetuating segregation. HUD brought the parties together for 

settlement talks, and they entered into a Conciliation Agreement on May 25, 2016.25 The 

Cities and eleven suburban entitlement jurisdictions agreed to revise the Regional AI 

by June, 2017, using the analytical tools associated with HUD’s Final Rule. The revised 

analysis will identify fair housing barriers within each jurisdiction and across the region, 

with a special focus on patterns of integration and segregation, racially or ethnically 

concentrated areas of poverty, disparities in access to opportunity, and disproportionate 

housing needs. MICAH and the other Complainants secured the right to participate on 

the Regional AI advisory committee, and to help conduct the community engagement 

process to ensure that key stakeholders participate in the process.26 Press coverage of 

the agreement suggests that it will alter how affordable housing is approved and built in 

the region.27 Contact: Sue Watlov Phillips, sue@micah.org. 

Metropolitan Milwaukee Fair Housing Council
For nearly 50 years (and irrespective of income), the Milwaukee Metropolitan 

Statistical Area has been one of the most racially segregated regions in the country.28 

The Metropolitan Milwaukee Fair Housing Council (“MMFHC”) began tracking the 

efforts of Waukesha County and several dozen members of its CDBG and HOME 

funding consortium in late 2007, and quickly compiled local demographic data and 

information concerning municipal land use restrictions on the development of afford-

able, multifamily housing. More than three years of meetings with County officials 

yielded no commitments to revise the County’s AIs or to identify shortcomings in 

oversight of the fair housing performance of consortium members. 

In September 2011, MMFHC filed an administrative complaint with HUD, alleging 

violations of Title VI, the Fair Housing Act, and AFFH. Prolonged settlement discussions 

ensued, and the parties finally entered into a Conciliation Agreement with an effec-

tive date of January 24, 2017.29 Under the terms of the Agreement, the County will 

undertake a variety of activities with the aim of promoting integration and expanded 

fair housing choice. Among these, it will collaborate with the City and County of 

Milwaukee to produce an Assessment of Fair Housing report, which will identify 

public and private impediments to fair housing choice. On an annual basis, the County 

will provide to HUD an action plan that will describe actions to overcome those 

impediments. The County will also require each municipality which receives CDBG 

or HOME funds to create an annual Fair Housing Impact Statements that identifies the 

specific actions the municipality will take to address fair housing impediments, and 

report on annual progress in eliminating those impediments. The municipalities will 

also be required to identify actions that promote affordable housing for families, and 

the County will develop a land inventory that will identify parcels suitable for develop-

ment of affordable, multifamily housing. This appears to be the first resolution of an 

AFFH complaint during the Trump administration, and may be some evidence of the 

to program beneficiaries, and their close monitoring of state agencies identified several 

thousand applicants who had lost the opportunity to participate because of LEP 

violations as well as several thousand applications that were erroneously denied by a 

private contractor.

The parties entered into a Conciliation Agreement24 on May 30, 2014 that requires the 

State to target $240 million in additional funds to the communities hardest hit by the 

storm, with an emphasis on serving low-income renters, who are much more likely 

than homeowners to be people of color. The agreement also mandates immediate 

steps to address language barriers that had prevented many Sandy victims from 

participating in the recovery programs. The agreement governs the State’s administra-

tion of nearly $2.8 billion in HUD disaster recovery funding, and requires the State to 

add supplemental funding of $215 million to its principal program to build replace-

ment units for households displaced by the storm. It also establishes an additional $15 

million for immediate help for renters who are still displaced from Sandy, which can 

be used for up to two years while replacement homes are being built, and $10 million 

for mobile home owners. Contacts: Kevin Walsh, kevinwalsh@fairsharehousing.org; 

Adam Gordon, adamgordon@fairsharehousing.org. 

Metropolitan Interfaith Council on Affordable Housing
Until the mid-1990s, the Minneapolis-St. Paul (“Twin Cities”) metroplex had one of the 

country’s most sophisticated, pro-integration fair share affordable housing programs, 

under the supervision of the Metropolitan Council, a regional government entity that 

awarded money for transportation, parks, and regional infrastructure to suburbs that 

embraced affordable housing, and withheld if from those who did not. Concerned that 

state and local governments had abandoned their commitment to such programs, the 

Metropolitan Interfaith Council on Affordable Housing (“MICAH”) worked closely with 

the Institute on Metropolitan Opportunity at the University of Minnesota Law School 

to develop local data on the funding and location of affordable housing over a two-

decade period, documenting the rapid re-segregation of neighborhoods and public 

schools in the Twin Cities and inner-ring suburbs.

When grassroots advocacy with the affected municipalities yielded no change in housing 

policy, and when the Metropolitan Council issued new fair share guidance that would 

accelerate affordable housing obligations in lower-opportunity neighborhoods and slow 

it in high-opportunity neighborhoods, MICAH and other groups filed an administrative 

complaint with HUD in May, 2015, alleging the Cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul had 

violated Title VI, the Fair Housing Act, and the obligation to AFFH. One of MICAH’s 

chief complaints was that the Regional AI on which the Twin Cities and eleven other 

jurisdictions based their entitlement to CDBG, HOME, and related funds did not address 

residential and school segregation, or the extent to which municipal housing and 
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grassroots organizations to achieve two objectives: (1) better fair housing outcomes 

for the individual community or region; and (2) model advocacy approaches that can 

be shared with other communities whose Assessments are further down the road. The 

criteria for selection should be discussed widely, but might prioritize cities of signifi-

cant size and early Assessment deadlines, with pronounced patterns of segregation and 

sufficient advocacy infrastructure in place or available.32

The Primacy of Data
The uniform data sets that HUD will provide each Recipient, pursuant to the Final Rule, 

will often permit stakeholders to develop a high-level understanding of geographic 

disparities in access to community assets, areas of concentrated poverty, and areas of 

minority concentration. But, without more, such data will do little to help a Recipient 

or advocates understand how such conditions arose and what steps will be necessary 

to address them. The Final Rule requires Recipients to rely on “local data”33 and “local 

knowledge”34 as part of the Assessment process.35 Because Recipients may lack the 

capacity or interest to fully collect and analyze such information, and because the Final 

Rule requires robust community participation, consultation, and coordination,36 grass-

roots advocacy organizations can play a significant gap-filling role in the Assessment 

process by gathering and analyzing local data and local knowledge and preparing 

reports and recommendations based upon that material. 

There are some strong models for building local capacity to conduct data analysis and 

mapping to support advocacy. For instance, TxLIHIS has documented how a number of 

Texas municipalities have perpetuated housing segregation, and its work has provided 

the basis for subsequent enforcement actions, media coverage, and legislative action.37 

Similarly, reports from Fair Share Housing Center have led to systemic reforms in post-

Sandy recovery programs.38 Other groups have relied on academic research centers for 

such capacity.39 Either way, as we move forward on AFFH matters, foundations, state 

and local governments, and HUD must redouble their efforts to fund capacity-building 

for local groups to promote the inclusion into the Assessment process of source 

information to contextualize local fair housing conditions.

Enhancing Stakeholder Involvement and Mobilizing Political Support
In my experience, many grassroots advocacy groups are not fully informed about 

their localities’ AI or Assessment processes, and so are not prepared to engage fully in 

shaping the outcomes of those processes. GNOFHAC’s “People’s AI” can serve as a desk 

reference for other grassroots groups. Other national groups have developed materials 

to demystify similar fair housing and funding distribution processes.40

If we expect grassroots groups to get fully engaged in local Assessment processes, 

national advocacy groups must prioritize materials and training programs that will 

continued utility of HUD administrative complaints. Contact: Bill Tisdale, wrtisdale@

fairhousingwisconsin.com 

THE PATH AHEAD
As outlined above, many of the most successful grassroots AFFH efforts have combined 

some kind of enforcement action with sophisticated collection and analysis of local 

data and the capacity to mobilize allies to participate in fair housing planning and to 

demand that local elected and appointed officials adopt policies and actions to undo 

segregation and address other fair housing barriers. That is to say that enforcement 

without analysis and mobilization may be insufficient. But each effort described above 

has resulted in collective knowledge that is available to other advocates—in the form 

of written materials, settlement agreements, promising practices or simply contact 

information for the principal actors.

Even during the latter stages of the Obama administration, HUD began signaling that it 

would not be accepting new administrative complaints alleging only an AFFH violation, 

and would instead consider such complaints under its other civil rights authorities 

based on the Spending Clause, including Title VI, Section 109 of the Housing and 

Community Development Act of 1974, and—in the context of disability—Section 504 

of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973.30 In fact, the successful resolution of complaints in 

the Latino Action Fund, MICAH and MMFHC matters described above all explicitly 

referenced Title VI and Section 109. 

So, while the Trump administration (and its Congressional allies) may be signaling 

hostility to AFFH concepts and complaints, it still has statutory and regulatory 

mandates to receive, investigate, conciliate, and adjudicate complaints alleging viola-

tions of all the Spending Clause statutes and the Fair Housing Act. In other words, an 

administrative enforcement route will remain available to enforce claims similar to 

those described above. And, as another paper in this symposium makes clear,31 parties 

aggrieved by segregation and discrimination can seek direct judicial enforcement of 

Title VI, the Fair Housing Act, and the U.S. Constitution in federal courts and may, under 

some circumstances, use the False Claims Act to enforce AFFH obligations.

But as we look forward to what may be a period of HUD passivity (or hostility) toward 

AFFH principles, we must focus our attention on building the capacity of local groups 

to collect and analyze data about fair housing barriers; participate meaningfully in 

the Assessment process; and mobilize allies to ensure transparency in the Assessment 

process and commitment to actions that will undo segregation and expand fair 

housing choice. Because there will be insufficient resources to ensure that every 

community can secure the full promise of AFFH, advocates, academics, and funders 

should purposefully identify several “laboratories of democracy” in which to support 
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by this part; and that transform racially and ethnically concentrated areas of poverty 

into areas of opportunity, while protecting existing residents from displacement.”

We need to help model such local advocacy for groups in the targeted communities, 

so that AFFH principles do not erode during a time of national inattention or hostility.

CONCLUSION
In his opinion in NAACP v. HUD, then-Judge Breyer identified a useful metric that 

should be applied in every upcoming Assessment: whether the supply of “genuinely 

open housing” is increasing. I suggest that if the answer is not “yes,” then a community 

has not satisfied its AFFH obligations and must redouble its efforts. But Breyer’s metric 

ought also to apply to advocates, academics, and foundations. Until we sufficiently 

support local capacity to influence the Assessment process, we have not achieved the 

promise of AFFH. And we must redouble our efforts.
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help to build local capacity so that the first round of Assessments submitted—which 

are likely to be seen as models for later efforts—become part of the feedback loop. 

HUD has funded a number of national technical assistance consultants to support 

Recipients in completing the Assessment process but, despite recommendations going 

back a decade or more,41 has made no comparable investment in the capacity of local 

stakeholder groups. The Ford Foundation and Open Society Foundation have provided 

multi-year funding support for Fair Share Housing Center, TxLIHIS and selected other 

state and local groups to engage in the AI or Assessment processes.42 But in order to go 

to scale—even with respect to the “laboratories” mentioned above—the investment in 

such an effort must be substantially larger. The templates offered by GNOFHAC, Center 

for Community Change, and Technical Assistance Collaborative provide a solid start, 

but priority must be given to the development of a comprehensive guidebook and 

resource materials on the Assessment process, hands-on training for the most capable 

grassroots groups and coalitions in the target communities, and funding for ongoing 

technical assistance to help guide such groups through the process and to provide 

advice on how enforcement mechanisms, media coverage and community organizing 

strategies can be combined to secure better AFFH compliance. 

Securing Protections at the State and Local Level
Finally, as progress on the national level may become more complicated, advocates 

must consider how legislation on the local and state levels can advance AFFH and 

other equity principles. For the past decade, ADC has helped to lead campaigns 

to broaden civil rights protections and to establish standards of proof that more 

effectively ensure positive civil rights outcomes. The passage of the Local Civil Rights 

Restoration Act expanded substantive protections against retaliation, extended protec-

tions to domestic partners, and increased penalties for violations. Just as importantly, 

the Restoration Act established canons of statutory construction that require New 

York City’s Human Rights Law to be “construed liberally for the accomplishment of the 

uniquely broad and remedial purposes thereof, regardless of whether federal or [state 

laws] … have been so construed.”43

Similarly, on February 15, 2017, California Assemblymember Miguel Santiago intro-
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content of that obligation would mirror the Final Rule in that all state and local agen-
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to “tak[e] meaningful actions, in addition to combating discrimination, that overcome 

patterns of segregation, promote fair housing choice, and foster inclusive communities 

free from barriers that restrict access to opportunity-based characteristics protected 
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The Duty to Affirmatively Further 

Fair Housing: A Legal as well as 

Policy Imperative

ELIZABETH JULIAN

Inclusive Communities Project

“We make two general assertions: (1) that American cities and suburbs 

suffer from galloping segregation, a malady so widespread and so deeply 

imbedded in the national psyche that many Americans, Negroes as well 

as whites, have come to regard it as a natural condition; and (2) that the 

prime carrier of galloping segregation has been the Federal Government. 

First it built the ghettos; then it locked the gates; now it appears to be 

fumbling for the key. Nearly everything the Government touches turns to 

segregation, and the Government touches nearly everything.”

— Senator Edward Brooke, 114 Cong. Rec. S2280 (1968), 

The Fair Housing Act declares that it is “the policy of the United States to 

provide, within constitutional limitations, for fair housing throughout the 

United States.”1 In one of the first Fair Housing Act cases decided by the 

U.S. Supreme Court, the Court noted the words of the Act’s co-sponsor, 

Senator Walter F. Mondale, that “the reach of the proposed law was to 

replace the ghettos ‘by truly integrated and balanced living patterns.”2 The Second 

Circuit U.S. Court of Appeals declared the following year that, under Title VIII, “[a]

ction must be taken to fulfill, as much as possible, the goal of open, integrated 

residential housing patterns and to prevent the increase of segregation, in ghettos, 

of racial groups whose lack of opportunities the Act was designed to combat.”3 The 

history and scope of residential segregation in the United States, and its relationship 

to the purposes of the Fair Housing Act, is cogently laid out in the Housing Scholars 

Amici Curiae brief, filed at the Supreme Court in the case upholding disparate impact 

under the Fair Housing Act (FHA).4 Justice Kennedy’s opinion affirmed the important 

role that the FHA must continue to play in avoiding the Kerner Commission’s grim 

prophecy that “[o]ur Nation is moving toward two societies, one black, one white—

separate and unequal,” and the Court acknowledged the Fair Housing Act’s continuing 

role in “moving the Nation toward a more integrated society.”5

THE STATUTORY DUTY TO AFFIRMATIVELY FURTHER FAIR HOUSING
While the sections of the Act prohibiting discrimination are crucial to our efforts 

to ensure that bad actions are remedied and bad actors held accountable, the Fair 

Housing Act contains another equally important section requiring federal agencies 

to administer all federal housing and urban development programs in a manner to 

affirmatively further the purposes of the Fair Housing Act (AFFH). This mandate 

imposes an affirmative obligation on the federal government and recipients of funds it 

administers to take actions to undo historic patterns of segregation and other types of 

discrimination and afford access to opportunity long denied. It was of that challenge 

that Senator Brooke was speaking on the floor of the U.S. Senate almost fifty years ago.

This obligation has been repeatedly reinforced by Congress in HUD program statutes 

over the years by requiring that program participants certify, as a condition of 

receiving federal funds, that they will affirmatively further fair housing.6

Like the FHA, these statutes themselves do not define the precise scope of the 

affirmatively furthering obligation in specific programs. However, over the years courts 

have made clear that more is required than simply to not discriminate: some affirma-

tive actions to further the goals of the FHA are required, and those actions by and large 

depend on the facts on the ground.7 

Litigation
In spite of the fact that for much of the life of the Fair Housing Act, HUD has taken 

the position that compliance with the AFFH duty is not reviewable by courts, federal 

courts which have dealt with the issue have consistently disagreed.

Boston Chapter of NAACP

The seminal case involving the AFFH provision in the Act was brought in 1978 by the 

Boston Chapter of the NAACP. NAACP alleged that HUD’s administration of housing 

and community development programs violated various civil rights statutes, including 

HUD’s duty to affirmatively further the policies of the Fair Housing Act.8 The federal 

district court found that Boston had a history of racial discrimination in housing, 

that Boston suffered from a shortage of low-income family housing, that a higher 

proportion of black than white families were renters, and a higher proportion of black 

than white renters were families with children; that Boston’s neighborhoods were 

racially separate and that “at least in part as the result of the lack of safe, desegregated 

housing in white neighborhoods black families found it difficult to move out of black 

areas.” The court also found that both city and federal officials were aware of these 

facts, that the city had not effectively enforced fair housing requirements, that neither 

the city nor HUD had complied with HUD regulations regarding the need to assess 

special needs of identifiable segments of the lower-income population, and that taken 
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The second HUD AFFH regulation came in the wake of the Westchester case discussed 

above. The Westchester litigation’s timing was fortuitous. It gave the incoming Obama 

administration an opportunity to take hold of the issue and in some ways make it its 

own. A settlement between the parties was brokered by HUD, and public pronounce-

ments from the highest levels in the department declared that HUD was going to 

move forward with a more robust effort to comply with the statutory mandate as it 

pertained to recipients of federal funds administered by the department.

Over the next seven years, HUD engaged in an extensive process to develop an AFFH 

regulation that would provide more specificity about what it means to affirmatively 

further fair housing, and address the concerns raised by the Westchester litigation. 

Those concerns were generally articulated as follows: jurisdictions did not know what 

AFFH meant, did not know what compliance required, and did not have the resources 

and/or capacity to generate the information and data necessary to know what they 

needed to know to formulate a plan to affirmatively further fair housing. The listening 

tour undertaken by the HUD leadership was exhaustive, and resulted in a regulation 

that finally put meat on the bones of the AFFH statutory mandate. The Final Rule, 

promulgated in 2015, requires recipients of federal block grant funds administered 

by HUD to develop an Assessment of Fair Housing (AFH) (replacing the ineffective 

Analysis of Impediments to Fair Housing) and submit it to HUD for approval as a 

condition of receiving funds under the covered programs. The purpose of the AFH is 

to allow recipients of HUD funds to develop their own plan to address racial segrega-

tion and inequality in housing and community conditions in their local communities. 

The regulation and supporting material give jurisdictions a wealth of data and informa-

tion about local circumstances, as well as very detailed guidance about how to put 

together an AFH that will both pass muster with HUD and actually effect change on 

the ground in the communities involved.

The Final Rule’s limitations are most obvious in terms of the lack of an effective “stick” 

to go with the “carrots.” The enforcement capacity of HUD in the context of the AFH 

Rule (as well other civil rights laws) is limited by the institutional structure of HUD, by 

the different and often conflicting interests of HUD’s various constituencies reflected 

in their ability to exert influence both internally and externally through the political 

process, and, last but not least, by resource capacity. To most people, HUD’s primary 

job is to funnel federal funds related to housing and community development to 

people, places, and institutions through a myriad of programs created by Congress. 

While all of those programs have civil rights-related requirements imposed by various 

civil rights laws, only the Office of Fair Housing and Equal Opportunity (FHEO) has 

direct responsibility for seeing that those laws are complied with and enforced. FHEO 

has historically been the least well-funded and most politically impotent of the “Big 

Four” program offices in HUD. For FHEO to “enforce” anything related to civil rights 

together the facts added up to a violation of HUD’s duty to affirmatively further fair 

housing. In particular, the Court noted that HUD’s failure to use its “immense leverage” 

over the programs at issue “to provide desegregated housing so that the housing stock 

was sufficiently large to give minority families a true choice of location in the context 

of Boston’s history and practices, violated HUD’s Title VIII obligations.” 

The First Circuit provided further clarification regarding the provision in an opinion 

written by then Judge, now Justice, Stephen Breyer, ruling that a court could review 

HUD’s actions under the Administrative Procedure Act (APA) and decide whether they 

violated HUD’s obligation to affirmatively further fair housing, separate and apart from 

whether HUD has engaged in discriminatory conduct or has funded discriminatory 

conduct with the purpose of furthering the grantee’s discrimination.9 The facts upon 

which liability was found in NAACP are instructive of the viability of actions to enforce 

the obligation to affirmatively further fair housing through the federal courts even in 

the absence of regulatory guidance from HUD. Given our country’s history, it is not 

unlikely that a similar pattern of conduct might be found in many places.

Westchester

In 2007 and 2009, a federal court revisited the obligation of recipients of federal 

housing and community development funds to affirmatively further fair housing, this 

time in the context of a False Claims Act claim against Westchester County, New York 

brought by a New York-based civil rights organization. The judge in that case held 

that “a local government entity that certifies to the federal government that it will 

affirmatively further fair housing as a condition to its receipt of federal funds must 

consider the existence and impact of race discrimination on housing opportunities 

and choice in its jurisdiction.”10 She subsequently ruled that Westchester County had 

repeatedly falsely certified that it was affirmatively furthering fair housing, and that 

millions of federal dollars had been dispensed to Westchester County based on those 

false certifications.11 HUD was not sued.

Regulation
As described in the papers by O’Regan and by Bostic and Acolin, since 1968 there have 

been two regulations promulgated by HUD related to HUD’s statutory duty to affir-

matively further fair housing in housing and community development programs. The 

first, in 1995, required recipients of HUD funds to prepare an Analysis of Impediments 

to Fair Housing (AI), develop an action plan for addressing those impediments, and 

maintain records related to the process. The AI regulation did not require submission 

to HUD, and there was no formal process for objecting to or complaining about the 

adequacy of the process or product. After the initial rollout of the regulation, political 

and resource limitations made the regulation honored mostly in the breech.12 An 

attempt to enact a more robust regulation in 1998 failed.13
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Jurisdictions that fall into the first two categories are likely to benefit from HUD’s 

involvement in a supportive and incremental way to get them to improve and achieve 

their long-term goals under the AFH. HUD should recognize and reward the high 

achievers, and offer technical assistance and other support to those in category 2 

to encourage them to use the AFH process more effectively to achieve results over 

time. Those that fall into category 3 will benefit from the sort of “enforcement” of 

which HUD is realistically capable. That would involve the using the administrative 

steps outlined in the Rule to withhold approval of the AFH until necessary issues are 

appropriately addressed. At some point in the process, those in categories 2 and 3 

may demonstrate that they really should be in category 4, but the process of getting 

there will be instructive for both HUD and the jurisdiction. And the role of the outside 

advocate will be crucial to that process playing out as it should.

It is the premise of this paper that, whatever the potential of the Rule and HUD to 

deal with those in categories 1–3, there are significant limitations on HUD’s ability to 

effectively deal with jurisdictions in category 4. Those jurisdictions will have to be 

dealt with by an external, relatively independent, and well-resourced enforcement 

structure. It must be external for the reasons discussed above concerning the inherent 

tensions and conflicts between the different program offices and who they see as their 

primary constituents or clients. An external structure also helps ensure independence 

from relationships or perspectives that, in other contexts, might be valuable to the 

people involved in doing their jobs. And independence means that the enforcement 

structure must not be dependent upon funds that can be easily withdrawn in order to 

shut down or retaliate against an enforcement effort. For that reason, it is doubtful that 

private fair housing organizations will be up to that task, unless they are funded by 

non-governmental sources which support a real litigation capacity and ultimately are 

able to access the resources of an independent federal judiciary.

LESSONS FROM THE VOTING RIGHTS ACT
It is instructive to look, by analogy, to the Voting Rights Act of 1965, and the tools it 

provided for addressing the historic, official, systemic, institutional, and widespread 

effort to deny people the right to vote throughout the states of the Old Confederacy 

(and a few other places with specific circumstances). By the time the VRA passed, it 

was clear that overt resistance to extending the franchise of a fair and non-discrimi-

natory basis was a creative and ever changing endeavor. It was not an individual harm, 

but a class based harm that would not be effectively addressed simply by providing 

retrospective remedy though traditional laws making such actions unlawful, which 

require a plaintiff challenging a practice as discriminatory to engage in lengthy and 

complicated litigation, involving issues of legal standards of proof, and evidence as 

well as what constituted appropriate relief even if they were successful. More often 

than not, once a practice was successful challenged the offending jurisdiction would 

against a recipient of HUD funds requires FHEO to take on the powerful constituen-

cies of the other program offices, be it mayors, governors, public housing authorities, 

affordable housing and community development nonprofit or for-profit institutions, or 

Congress itself. The record of HUD’s failures to take on those constituencies is found in 

the decades of litigation against HUD for knowingly funding entities that have engaged 

in discrimination and perpetuation of segregation.14 In addition, the statutory AFFH 

provision is not self-enforcing. There is no recognized private right of action for viola-

tion/non-compliance against recipients of HUD funds. While the regulation speaks to 

the consequences of failing to submit an approvable AFH, the Final Rule is essentially 

designed to give jurisdictions the tools they need to prepare an AFH that will pass 

muster. In that sense, it is focused more on process and data/information than on actual 

results on the ground. In the hands of jurisdictions acting with some degree of good 

faith and intent to both do what is required and further the goals of the FHA, there is 

the possibility of some progress, particularly over time. But it will depend in large part 

on the cooperation and support of HUD program offices that have not historically seen 

such progress as their responsibility, and their cooperation will certainly be impacted by 

the political environment in which the effort is being undertaken.

What Will “Compliance” with the AFFH Regulation Look Like?

It should be anticipated that the response of jurisdictions will be uneven, but will fall 

into 4 basic categories:

1 Full acceptance of both the letter and spirit of the AFH Rule and the demon-

strated capacity to use the AFH Tool and the Rule’s requirements to develop and 

implement a plan to effectively address the problems caused by segregation and 

exclusion in the community.

2 Acceptance of both the letter and spirit of the Rule, but a limited capacity to use 

the Tool and the Rule’s requirements to develop and implement a plan to effec-

tively address the problems that exist because of segregation and exclusion in the 

community.

3 Acceptance of the need to comply with the specific requirements of the Rule to 

get federal funds, but actions that demonstrate a lack of understanding or willing-

ness to develop a plan to actually address the problems caused by segregation and 

exclusion in the community. 

4 Resistance to the Rule, both in letter and spirit, as demonstrated by refusal to 

demonstrate compliance with the basic minimal requirements outlined in the 

Rule, and perhaps by an assertion that there are no problems caused by segrega-

tion and exclusion in the community in the face of clear evidence to the contrary.
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housing. On January 24, 2017 a bill was introduced in the Congress to invalidate the 

AFFH regulation promulgated by HUD, which is discussed in other papers. Advocates 

are preparing to employ all tools at their disposal to prevent Congress and the 

Executive Branch form undoing this important and long overdue effort by HUD to 

meet its obligation under the Fair Housing Act. Over the longer term, if the basic 

structure of the Regulation or something like it remains, the possibility of a real 

and effective progress toward the goals of fostering more inclusive communities of 

opportunity is real. But that progress will depend on enforcement efforts by outside 

advocates working in affected communities to complete the compliance/enforcement 

infrastructure of AFFH.

USING AFFH TO ENFORCE THE FAIR HOUSING ACT AND RELATED CIVIL 
RIGHTS LAWS
In the meantime, civil rights advocates should look for opportunities to combine the 

AFFH requirement with more direct statutory provisions in the FHA that prohibit 

discrimination. A jurisdiction which is resistant to meeting its obligation to AFFH is 

likely to have a history of segregation and discrimination that has never been effec-

tively addressed. While the AFH Rule may be aimed at fostering worthwhile policy 

objectives of inclusion and equity for their own sake, it should be remembered that 

where jurisdiction has an unaddressed legacy of official segregation, the legal impera-

tive to desegregate may also be in play.16 While it may not be possible to directly sue a 

jurisdiction for failure to AFFH, the jurisdictions actions in responding to the regula-

tory requirement could certainly be current evidence of policies and practices that 

intend to and/or have the effect of singling out a racially identifiable group because 

of race for unequal treatment that makes housing unavailable and/or perpetuates 

segregation, actionable under the Fair Housing Act as well as Title VI of the 1964 Civil 

Rights act, and the 14th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. While advocates may be 

able to effectively participate in the AFFH process and move a community toward 

greater understanding of the need for and ways to achieve more inclusiveness, in 

those instances where more adversarial advocacy is called for, the AFFH rule can 

provide an excellent road map. And of course, as the decades of case law make clear, 

HUD can itself be sued under the APA for its own failure to comply with the duty to 

affirmatively further fair housing.

AFFH BEYOND HUD
It is also important to remember that the HUD Rule, as important and sweeping as it 

is, only covers what is required of recipients of HUD’s block grant funds. Section 3608 

is much broader. It mandates not only that HUD shall administer all of its housing 

and community development programs in a manner that affirmatively furthers the 

policies of the FHA, it also mandates that “all executive departments and agencies shall 

administer their programs and activities related to housing and urban development 

simply enact a new discriminatory provision, which would require a new, drawn out 

challenge, and the new discriminatory policy would be in effect until a new ruling was 

obtained, often years later. The solution was a dramatic and ultimately incredibly effec-

tive provision in the VRA, knows as Section 5, which required that states and certain 

smaller jurisdictions that had such a history of denying African Americans the right to 

vote, submit any changes in voting policies, practices or procedures to a “pre-clearance” 

process before they could be implemented. The pre-clearance could be through an 

administrative process administered by the U.S. Department of Justice (where most 

issues were resolved), or through a declaratory judgment process through the federal 

courts. In effect, Congress shifted the burden of proof, so that jurisdictions that had a 

sordid history of voting discrimination had to prove that the new policy or procedure 

was NOT discriminatory before it could be implemented. This important enforcement 

provision changed the face of political participation and political representation in the 

South forever. By the time a conservative majority on the Supreme Court effectively 

struck down the provision in 2013 on the grounds that it was no longer justified,15 the 

experience under Section 5 had provided ample evidence of the effectiveness of the 

“preclearance” approach. 

The AFH process, while not nearly as stringent a provision as Section 5, does place 

a “speed bump” to jurisdictions continuing to take federal funds without any demon-

strated compliance with the AFFH obligation. That speed bump requires jurisdictions 

to slow down and look at the legacy of segregation in their communities, and develop 

a plan to address that legacy. The result, if done right, should address unequal condi-

tions in communities as a result of segregation, promote greater inclusion, choice 

and equal access to opportunity, and insure that the jurisdiction continues to receive 

federal funds for their housing and urban development activities. The Regulation 

has a “progressive discipline” approach built in that should insure that most jurisdic-

tions will move into at least basic compliance rather than jeopardize their access to 

federal funds. In those hopefully rare instances where a jurisdiction demonstrates a 

resistance/hostility to the purposes of the FHA, and specifically the AFFH duty, the 

matter will require more adversarial intervention. That intervention could come from 

the Department of Justice, Civil Rights Division, which can act on a referral from HUD 

or based on other information about a jurisdiction’s conduct. The Civil Rights Division, 

however, has prosecutorial discretion, and there is no guarantee that an unsympathetic 

or even hostile administration will undertake enforcement activity. For that reason, it is 

imperative that private litigants be prepared to bring cases that get the facts before a 

court when necessary.

Indeed, whatever the possibilities prior to November 2016, it is probably not realistic 

to assume that the Department of Justice, at least for the next few years, will be a 

helpful partner in insuring compliance with the duty to affirmatively further fair 
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(including any Federal agency having regulatory or supervisory authority over financial 

institutions) in a manner affirmatively to further” the purposes of the Act. Pending liti-

gation in the Northern District of Texas against the U.S. Treasury Department and the 

Office of the Comptroller of the Currency involves a claim under the Administrative 

Procedure Act (APA) that those agencies have failed to meet their obligation to admin-

ister the LIHTC program in a manner that affirmatively furthers fair housing.17The 

Court’s willingness to allow the AFFH claim to go forward against Treasury and OCC 

suggests possible fertile ground for private enforcement activity against other federal 

agencies administering housing and community development programs, particularly if 

the federal agency environment is not friendly to fair housing.

In addition to direct litigation against federal agencies under the APA, the False Claim 

Act cause of action upon which the Westchester County litigation was based, always 

a viable legal theory, may be get renewed traction. As earlier noted, there were some 

who saw the HUD push to promulgate a AFFH regulation to replace the AI process 

as a way to hit the “reset” button for local jurisdictions who had not, for a number of 

reasons, demonstrated a robust interest in compliance with the AFFH obligation. To the 

extent that the goal was to provide jurisdictions acting in good faith with clarity and 

cover, the new Rule could provide a path to pardon for past sins. If the Rule is either 

voided, or the agency otherwise fails to enforce it, then it is conceivable that jurisdic-

tions whose certifications and AIs are the only thing standing between them and a 

False Claim finding could be challenged on the same grounds as Westchester County. 

Depending on how long the litigation is in the courts it is not inconceivable that a 

different administration might view the situation differently again at some point in the 

future. For that reason alone Jurisdictions who are subject to the HUD AFFH Rule may 

come to see the Rule as their “safe harbor” and not be all that excited to see it go.

CONCLUSION
All is not lost. The HUD regulation is an excellent road map for jurisdictions seeking to 

address the difficult and persistent challenges posed to community health and viability 

by a legacy of segregation, discrimination, and a culture of exclusion. While it will 

certainly depend on the local circumstances, it is possible that at least some recipients 

of HUD funds will see the wisdom of meeting their obligation to affirmatively further 

fair housing, and take to heart the Rule’s information and guidance on how to do 

so, at least to some degree. Over the next five to ten years, with persistence, those 

communities could become more inclusive places of opportunity for everyone. Where 

there is intransigence, and there will no doubt be in places, then the legal tools will be 

available to civil rights advocates to address those situations. It will not necessarily be 

quick or easy, as the history of HUD’s efforts to comply with its own obligations under 

the FHA demonstrate. But it will be worth the effort.

Endnotes

1 Title VIII of the Civil Rights Act of 1968, 42 U.S.C. 3601.

2 Trafficante v. Metro. Life Ins. Co., 409 U.S. 2005 (1972).

3 Otero v. N.Y. City Hous. Auth., 484 F.2d 1122, 1134 (2d Cir. 1973).

4 Brief for Housing Scholars as Amici Curiae.

5 Texas Department of Housing and Community Affairs v. Inclusive Communities Project, 135 S.Ct. 2507 (2015).

6 HUD, “Final Rule,” at 42274, fn.3.

7 HUD, “Final Rule,”, at 42274.

8 NAACP, Boston Chapter v. Harris, 567 F. Supp.637 (D.Mass.1983).

9 NAACP, Boston Chapter v. HUD, 817 149 (1st Cir 1987).

10 United States ex rel. Anti-Discrimination Center of Metro New York, Inc. v. Westchester Cnty., 495 F. Supp. 2d 375, 376 

(2007).

11 U.S. ex rel. Anti-Discrimination Center v. Westchester County, 668 F.Supp. 2d 548, 563 (S.D.N.Y. 2009); Shelby County 
v. Holder, 570 U.S.2 (2013).

12 Bostic and Acolin.

13 O’Regan.



278 279Part 4: What Would It Take for the HUD Affirmatively Furthering Fair Housing (AFFH) Rule to Meaningfully Increase Inclusion?       The Duty to Affirmatively Further Fair Housing: A Legal as well as Policy Imperative

14 Hills v. Gautreaux, 425 U.S. 284 (1976); Young v. Pierce, 685 F. Supp 986 (1988); Walker v. HUD, 734 F.Supp. 1231 
(N.D.Tex. 1989); Thompson v. HUD, 348 F. Supp2d 398 (2004).

15 Shelby County v. Holder, 570 U.S.2 (2103).

16 Novara.

17 ICP v. U.S. Dept. of Treasury and U.S. Comptroller of the Currency, Northern District of Texas, CA No. 3:14-3013-D.



 

 
What Would It Take for Housing 
Subsidies to Overcome Affordability 
Barriers to Inclusion in All 
Neighborhoods?

Introduction 

Strategies for Maximizing the Benefits of  

Housing Subsidies 

Margery Austin Turner

Expanding the Toolbox: Promising Approaches  

for Increasing Geographic Choice 

Stephen Norman and Sarah Oppenheimer 

Expanding Access to Homeownership as a Means  

of Fostering Residential Integration and Inclusion 

Christopher Herbert, Shannon Rieger,  
and Jonathan Spader

282 
 
 

290 
 

310



282 283Part 5: What Would It Take for Housing Subsidies to Overcome Affordability Barriers to Inclusion in All Neighborhoods? Strategies for Maximizing the Benefits of Housing Subsidies

Strategies for Maximizing the 

Benefits of Housing Subsidies

MARGERY AUSTIN TURNER

Urban Institute

WHERE WE LIVE REALLY MATTERS FOR PEOPLE’S WELL-BEING AND 
LONG-TERM LIFE CHANCES 

Raj Chetty’s recent findings extend a substantial body of research on the 

importance of place, establishing that where we live matters to our 

well-being and long-term life chances.1 Compelling evidence shows that 

every year of exposure to a more opportunity-rich community improves 

a child’s chances of economic success as an adult.2 And children whose 

parents were able to escape from deeply poor neighborhoods (through the Moving 

to Opportunity experiment) achieved substantially better outcomes as young adults 

than those in a control group.3 Life expectancies can differ by as much as twenty 

years between rich and poor neighborhoods within the same city.4 And other recent 

research finds that living in a high-poverty neighborhood undermines some outcomes 

across generations.5 High levels of residential segregation and poverty concentration 

block economic mobility and exacerbate inequality, undermining our nation’s vitality 

and economic performance. These findings argue strongly that scarce housing subsidy 

resources should enable lower-income families to live in neighborhoods of their 

choice that offer a decent quality of life and access to opportunities for both parents 

and children. 

Federal Housing Policies Have Often Undermined of Neighborhood Choice 
and Inclusion 
For much of the 20th century, federal housing programs (aimed at assisting both low-

income renters and aspiring homeowners) have intersected with exclusionary land 

use regulations and discriminatory market practices to block low-income families and 

people of color from communities that offer safety, good schools, a healthy environ-

ment, and homeownership opportunities. The historical record clearly demonstrates 

that our nation’s stark patterns of racial segregation and poverty concentration were 

established through public policy, including the enforcement of restrictive covenants, 

local land use regulations, underwriting requirements for federally insured mortgage 

loans, federally funded urban renewal strategies, and siting and occupancy regulations 

for public housing.6 

At its inception, federally subsidized rental housing (targeted to households at the 

bottom of the income ladder) was largely segregated by race as a matter of law. 

Beginning immediately after World War II, when thousands of public housing units 

were built to address the nation’s housing shortage, housing developments built 

in black neighborhoods (and on isolated tracts of vacant land) were designated 

exclusively for occupancy by blacks, while separate developments were built in 

white neighborhoods for occupancy by whites.7 Urban renewal projects of the 1950s 

and 60s further exacerbated racial segregation and the concentration of poverty. In 

cities across the country, the Urban Renewal program targeted “slum” neighborhoods 

for redevelopment and relocated the mostly low-income black residents to public 

housing in already segregated neighborhoods.8 At the same time, the Federal Housing 

Administration’s mortgage insurance program encouraged and enabled moderate- and 

middle-income white families to buy homes in predominantly white suburbs (from 

which minorities were largely excluded) and discouraged mortgage lending in racially 

mixed or minority neighborhoods.9 

In 1968, the Fair Housing Act charged HUD to combat the longstanding patterns of 

housing discrimination and segregation that block free and fair access to housing 

and neighborhoods. Despite this mandate, the Department continued to acquiesce 

to local decisions about the siting and occupancy of public housing.10 By the 1980s, 

most public housing residents were black and living in developments isolated from 

mainstream economic and social opportunities.11 The racial and economic isolation of 

these communities was further exacerbated by tenant selection policies that targeted 

housing subsidies to those with the most severe housing needs.12

In the 1960s and ’70s, Congress created new programs to subsidize the development 

of rental housing, making it affordable for low-income renters. Private (or nonprofit) 

entities rather than public housing agencies owned and managed the new generation 

of subsidized housing developments. Nonetheless, their locations were constrained by 

local zoning and land use regulations. HUD’s site and neighborhood standards were 

intended to prevent the over-concentration of assisted housing in high-poverty and 

predominantly minority neighborhoods, and to expand affordable housing availability 

in non-poor neighborhoods. But these standards were not vigorously enforced and 

allowed for numerous exceptions.13 As a result, most of the rental housing developed 

for low-income families was located in central cities, and often in the same lower-

income neighborhoods as public housing.14 Thus, the second generation of federally 

subsidized housing production — like the first — largely failed to offer low-income 
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or housing unit (since land, and therefore housing, is more expensive in high-opportu-

nity neighborhoods, requiring higher subsidies).

Looking Ahead, Housing Subsidy Policies Can and Should Enable Low-Income 
Families to Live in Opportunity-Rich Communities while also Contributing to 
the Revitalization of Distressed Neighborhoods 
But this vision cannot be achieved if investments in affordable housing development 

are allocated one project at a time, or if programs targeting the poorest renters and 

those serving moderate-income renters and homeowners operate in isolation. Often, 

conflicts between alternative uses for scarce housing subsidy resources stem from 

the fact that individual investments are assessed in isolation, rather than as part of 

a strategic portfolio of investments. To illustrate, when a policymaker has to decide 

whether the next available $1 million should be used to launch an assisted housing 

mobility program, preserve and rehabilitate affordable housing in a gentrifying neigh-

borhood, or build mixed-income housing in a distressed community, one strategy does 

indeed have to win at the expense of the others. But a more deliberate citywide — or 

better still, regionwide — planning process allocating $5 million to promote housing 

affordability and inclusion might well decide that these three initiatives would be 

complementary and should all be funded.

To maximize the benefits of housing subsidies, policymakers should develop and 

pursue portfolio strategies that target different investments and interventions to 

different types of neighborhoods. This kind of portfolio strategy would ideally encom-

pass both affordable rental housing and accessible homeownership and address the 

needs of households with incomes ranging from extremely low to moderate. Other 

papers in this volume focus on land use and regulatory issues, which would contribute 

to a portfolio strategy aimed at housing affordability and inclusion. The papers in this 

section focus on the role of housing subsidies.

Here I offer a set of basic principles about how housing subsidies should be deployed 

in four stylized types of neighborhoods: 1) severely distressed, 2) stable low-income, 3) 

emergent, and 4) opportunity-rich. To be clear, this typology is intended to highlight 

the value of a comprehensive approach that tailors interventions to the particular chal-

lenges and assets of different neighborhoods that make up a city or region. In reality, 

the borders between these four types are blurry and dynamic, requiring that local 

stakeholders make judgment calls about the likely trajectories of individual neighbor-

hoods and about the most appropriate mix of investments. 

In severely distressed neighborhoods, subsidized housing probably should not 

be further concentrated. Investments in these neighborhoods should focus instead on 

the most urgent problems facing residents — often safety, school quality, and access 

renters access to high-quality neighborhood environments, thereby reinforcing 

existing patterns of segregation and poverty concentration.15

Today’s Federal Housing Subsidy Policies Fall Short of Their Potential to 
Promote Neighborhood Choice and Inclusion
In principle, the federal housing voucher program gives families at the bottom of the 

income ladder the ability to move to neighborhoods of their choice. However, the 

program has never realized its full potential to provide low-income families access to 

lower-poverty and less segregated communities. Housing vouchers have consistently 

been found to produce better locational outcomes than traditional public housing, but 

they perform better in this regard for recipients who live in suburban areas than for 

those in central cities, for white recipients than for African-Americans and Hispanics, 

and for the elderly than for non-elderly families and disabled people.16

The Low-Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) plays a critical role today in supporting 

the production of rental housing affordable for households with low to moderate 

incomes. State policies shape the geographic distribution of LIHTC units, and for 

many years, most units reinforced existing patterns of economic segregation.17 Recent 

evidence suggests that LIHTC has increasingly been used to develop affordable 

housing in suburban jurisdictions, potentially expanding opportunities for low- and 

moderate-income renters to find affordable housing in opportunity-rich communities.18 

Although federal housing finance institutions no longer enforce redlining, they do little 

to reverse the legacy of segregation or encourage inclusion of low- and moderate-

income homeowners in neighborhoods of opportunity. The federal government 

currently provides almost no direct subsidies for homeownership, although local 

housing authorities are authorized to allocate a portion of housing vouchers to very 

low-income homebuyers.19 However, through the mortgage interest deduction, the 

federal tax code provides significant subsidies to homeowners, with the biggest 

subsidies going to the highest-income households.20 As discussed further in Chris 

Herbert’s essay on homeownership in this volume, the mortgage interest deduction 

helps perpetuate racial and economic segregation by raising house prices and exacer-

bating affordability barriers.

Too often, policies aimed at expanding access to opportunity-rich neighborhoods 

(i.e., fair housing policies) are pursued separately from housing subsidy policies. And 

tensions between these goals and their respective constituencies arise often — in 

decisions about whether to invest in the preservation of affordable housing located 

in distressed or marginal neighborhoods, about whether to help low-income families 

move to non-poor neighborhoods or prioritize the redevelopment of neighborhoods 

where they are currently concentrated, and about how much to spend per household 
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in distressed or stable low-income neighborhoods are more likely to spark revitaliza-

tion (with its opportunities and challenges). In softer markets, on the other hand, 

acquiring or producing affordable housing in high-opportunity neighborhoods may be 

considerably less costly, and housing acquisition and renovation in stable low-income 

neighborhoods can significantly expand the availability of decent, affordable housing 

over the long term.

The design and execution of this kind of portfolio strategy is, of course, more easily 

said than done. The three papers that follow dig into some of the specifics, focusing in 

turn on 1) how to balance development of new housing with investments in low-

income communities; 2) what it takes to expand subsidized rental housing in high-

opportunity neighborhoods; and 3) how to restructure homeownership incentives 

and subsidies to promote inclusion.
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Expanding the Toolbox:  

Promising Approaches for 

Increasing Geographic Choice

STEPHEN NORMAN AND SARAH OPPENHEIMER 

King County Housing Authority

Despite growing evidence regarding the importance of neighborhood 

quality for child and family well-being, residents in federally subsidized 

housing continue to be concentrated in high-poverty areas. Presently less 

than 10 percent of the 1.7 million families with children that receive 

federally subsidized housing assistance reside in low-poverty neighbor-

hoods (see Table 1).1, 2 This pattern reinforces historic patterns of racial and economic 

segregation and plays an important role in perpetuating intergenerational poverty.3 

Federal housing assistance programs designed to provide affordable, quality housing to 

extremely low-income individuals4 offer a critical and unique opportunity to facilitate 

broader neighborhood options rather than reinforce racial and economic segregation. 

This article speaks to how federal housing subsidies can be used, from a practitioner’s 

perspective, to provide families with broader neighborhood choice. Informed by 

growing national evidence on the effects of neighborhood quality on life outcomes, 

King County Housing Authority (KCHA) has built concerted efforts to increase 

neighborhood options for its program participants. We first review tenant-based 

mobility approaches that have been a focus of national conversations to date, and 

around which KCHA has built several initiatives. We then discuss site-based afford-

ability approaches, a group of less known but equally important strategies that have 

been implemented by KCHA to complement mobility approaches. Through a combina-

tion of these efforts, over 31 percent of KCHA’s federally subsidized households with 

children currently reside in low-poverty areas (see Table 1). 

We base this discussion on the premise that different markets require different 

approaches. A single strategy for expanding neighborhood options cannot be applied to 

all places. Rather, housing investment strategies — both tenant- and site-based — should 

be understood as a broad, varied, and growing set of tools that should be deployed based 

on local markets and conditions. This paper outlines the toolkit of options currently 

being used in King County, Washington, and identifies additional work that is called for 

Table 1. Federally Subsidized Households with Children by Area Poverty Rate, KCHA 

and Nationally

Census Tract 

Poverty

Tenant-based Vouchers Site-based Units Public Housing Total

KCHA U.S.

KCHA

(Project- 
based  
Vouchers)

U.S.

(Project- 
based Rental 
Assistance)5

KCHA U.S. KCHA U.S.

< 10% 30.3% 12.9% 55.1% 5.7% 24.1% 3.9% 31.2% 9.4%

10%–20% 38.4% 28.1% 26.2% 22.4% 41.8% 14.5% 38.0% 23.9%

≥ 20% 31.3% 59.0% 18.7% 71.9% 34.1% 81.6% 30.8% 66.7%

N 4,654 986,014 550 328,406 1,280 389,792 6,484 1,704,212

Sources: Federal statistics—Center for Budget and Policy Priorities (CBPP) analysis of 2014 HUD administrative data  

and the 2010–2014 American Community Survey published in Sard and Rice (2016), 26, Table A-1. KCHA statistics— 

KCHA 2016 administrative data. 

as we refine our understanding of promising and sustainable strategies for expanding 

housing choice and neighborhood quality for low-income families. 

Intersections Between Neighborhood Quality and Life Outcomes
Over the last decade, there has been growing evidence on the critical intersections 

between neighborhood quality and education, health, employment, and other domains.6 

For Public Housing Authorities (PHAs), this research has provided greater certainty that 

the investments necessary to provide access to high-quality neighborhoods can effec-

tively shape children’s later educational and economic success, and has re-energized 

conversations on both expanded geographic choice and place-based investments. 

As much as the work by Chetty and colleagues has sparked renewed momentum in 

mobility conversations, their evidence also highlights the need for PHAs to redouble 

efforts to improve the neighborhoods where the majority of poor children already 

live. Policymakers, practitioners, and academics cannot assume a dichotomy between 

broadening geographic choice (the focus of the present paper) and investing in 

poor neighborhoods through place-based initiatives. Rather, a focus on both of these 

approaches is necessary. 7

In determining the balance between mobility- and place-based initiatives, KCHA 

views the region’s housing market and demographic patterns through a long-term 

lens — looking not just at current conditions but also at the likely evolution of markets 

and communities based upon population growth, sub-market economic trends, and 

other development factors. This approach yields three general neighborhood categories: 
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1 Neighborhoods already classified as high-opportunity (typically high-cost/low-

poverty areas); 

2 Neighborhoods expected to become opportunity areas through natural market 

processes and where displacement of existing low-income households will 

become an increasing issue;8 and 

3 Neighborhoods where historic disinvestment and long-standing patterns, or a new 

influx of the region’s poor, have created high concentrations of poverty and low 

opportunity. 

The mobility and site-based strategies discussed in this article are particularly appro-

priate for the first and second neighborhood types. KCHA has employed place-based 

strategies that are largely outside the scope of this paper to invest in the third neigh-

borhood category.9

King County Housing Authority: A Regional Perspective on Broadening 
Housing Choice
KCHA serves the metropolitan area surrounding Seattle, a jurisdiction spanning 38 

suburban cities and towns that reflect a wide diversity of neighborhood conditions 

and economic opportunities. The east side of the County’s urban/suburban core 

includes Bellevue, Redmond, Kirkland, and other cities at the epicenter of recent 

technology booms. In contrast, cities in the south of the County have experienced 

acute and growing suburban poverty.10 School statistics provide a telling marker of 

neighborhood differences: across the 19 school districts in King County, subsidized 

meal rates range from a low of 3 percent on Mercer Island to a high of 75 percent in 

Tukwila (see Fig. 1, Panel A). 

King County is home to nearly 2.1 million residents.11 With only 653,000 people 

living within the City of Seattle, the bulk of King County’s population now resides in 

low-density suburban communities south and east of Seattle. Between 1990 and 2015, 

King County’s population increased by 36 percent, compared to a national increase of 

29 percent.12 

Along with this rapid population growth, King County has experienced rapid 

economic expansion, especially during the recovery period from the Great Recession. 

By 2015, median annual household income had grown to $75,302,13 an increase of 

over 41 percent since 2000; among peer counties, only New York experienced more 

rapid income growth during this period.14 Such increases, while positive for the region, 

mask growing disparities, with a broadening gap between upper and lower income 

quintiles. These economic disparities align with racial and ethnic patterns in King 

County, wherein persons of color are overrepresented in lower-income communities, 

and indicate increasing concentrations of poor minorities, including refugee and 

emigrant populations, in South King County in particular.15 

Economic prosperity, job creation, and population growth are presently driving 

significant rent growth in King County.16 Between 2012 and 2016, the two-bedroom 

40th percentile rent — the HUD Fair Market Rent (FMR) — in King County increased by 

27 percent. Rent growth has held steady across both low- and high-cost markets in the 

region, and vacancy rates have dropped below 3 percent.17 As a result, the number of 

shelter-burdened, unstably housed, and homeless households is rising significantly.18 

Serving Vulnerable Families in Low-Poverty, High-Opportunity Areas

KCHA is the largest affordable housing provider for low-income families in the 

region. In 2016, KCHA supported 15,461 extremely low-income households through 

federal subsidy programs that included tenant-based vouchers (10,893), project-based 

vouchers (2,285), and public housing units (2,283).19,20 Households receiving these 

federal housing subsidies represent a particularly vulnerable group. They include 

14,742 children, over half of whom were residing in single-parent households. Median 

household income in 2016 was just $11,858 annually. Reflecting local admission pref-

erences and dedicated supportive housing partnerships, over half of entering house-

holds in 2016 had experienced recent homelessness prior to program admittance.

KCHA has participated in the Moving to Work (MTW) program since 2003, and is 

currently one of only 39 PHAs in the country that benefit from the flexibility provided 

by this program.21 The MTW program provides participating PHAs with their Housing 

Choice Voucher (HCV) and Public Housing funding as a block grant and allows the 

waiver of many of HUD’s program rules in order to design approaches tailored to local 

market conditions. 

Despite serving an extremely vulnerable population, KCHA has been relatively 

successful in supporting families in moving to and remaining in low-poverty, high 

opportunity communities. As noted in Table 1, the proportion of extremely low-income 

households with children living in low-poverty neighborhoods (31.2 percent) is more 

than three times the national figure. This difference is most pronounced for families 

in Public Housing where the proportion of KCHA residents in low-poverty areas is 

six times greater compared to national numbers. A significant proportion of all KCHA 

residents using PBVs also reside in low-poverty areas. 

These results suggest that the strategies described below have been successful 

in supporting families in accessing and retaining housing in low-poverty markets. 

However, these numbers are also a reflection of King County’s comparatively low 

regional poverty rate,22 which has pushed KCHA to consider more than just poverty 
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Figure 1. King County Free and Reduced Meal (FARM) Rates and Opportunity Rankings 

Panel B. Kiwan Comprehensive Opportunity Rankings for King County census tracts.

Sources: FARM Rates — Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction (OSPI), Washington State Report Card (2016). 

Kirwan rankings — Puget Sound Regional Council.
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Figure 1. King County Free and Reduced Meal (FARM) Rates and Opportunity Rankings 

Panel A. King County School Districts FARM Rates (2016)

Sources: FARM Rates — Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction (OSPI), Washington State Report Card (2016). 

Kirwan rankings — Puget Sound Regional Council.
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Once these local characteristics have been examined, housing practitioners may 

consider two broad sets of approaches for increasing subsidized housing recipients’ 

interest in, access to, and persistence in both existing and emerging opportunity 

neighborhoods: 1) tenant-based mobility strategies that focus on expanding residents’ 

demand for and access to opportunity areas, and; 2) site-based affordability strategies 

that focus on increasing the supply of deeply-subsidized housing options in opportu-

nity areas. We believe these two kinds of strategies are complementary, and that their 

effectiveness will depend on market and resident characteristics.

TOOLBOX A: TENANT-BASED MOBILITY STRATEGIES
The most widely documented approach for increasing neighborhood options is the 

use of tenant-based HCVs. Though these vouchers can be used in any rental unit in 

a region that falls within the specified FMR range, voucher-holders have generally 

persisted in moving to or remaining in high-poverty areas. This phenomenon has 

led to a rich and additive history of program and research strategies focused on 

supporting families with HCVs in moving to lower-poverty or otherwise defined 

‘opportunity’ communities, including the Gautreaux lawsuit in Chicago in the 1970s, 

HUD’s Moving to Opportunity (MTO) demonstration in the 1990s, and more recent 

initiatives in Baltimore, Dallas, Chicago, and other areas.26 This work has spurred 

in defining neighborhood quality. In 2010, KCHA collaborated with the Puget Sound 

Regional Council (PSRC) and the Kirwan Institute for the Study of Race and Ethnicity 

(Ohio State University) to rank census tract opportunity levels across five major cate-

gories: education; economic health; housing; transportation and mobility; and health 

and environment. Categorical opportunity rankings were then aggregated to create a 

comprehensive score of very low, low, moderate, high, and very high opportunity (see 

Figure 1, Panel B). 23 The PSRC/Kirwan measure provides a more nuanced classification 

of neighborhood quality than simple poverty rate, and in 2012, KCHA passed a Board 

Resolution embedding this neighborhood quality metric in all subsequent policy and 

siting discussions. Except as otherwise noted, all references to “opportunity neighbor-

hoods” as used in this paper refer to the PSRC/Kirwan definition. 

Table 2A provides the distribution of all KCHA households with children by opportu-

nity-ranked neighborhoods. In 2016, 23.3 percent of federally subsidized households 

with children resided in high/very high-opportunity areas. KCHA’s success to date and 

the growing body of research on the impacts of neighborhood quality have inspired 

its ambitious goal that by 2020, 30 percent of all federally assisted families with 

children will reside in high/very high-opportunity areas. Two philosophies underlie 

KCHA’s approach to geographic choice. The first — building from prior research 

on the importance of long-term and persistent neighborhood exposure24 — is that 

access to opportunity neighborhoods alone is not sufficient; rather, success hinges 

on families’ being able to access and stay in such neighborhoods. The second is a 

belief that KCHA’s policies should expand, not prescribe, families’ choices, and in 

doing so, should not mandate opportunity moves. The agency believes that families 

are — especially when given adequate information and options — the best persons to 

make decisions about their housing. This belief again speaks to the necessary balance 

between investing in existing poor neighborhoods and providing access to high-

opportunity settings.

CONSIDERING LOCAL MARKETS
Our experience in King County demonstrates that strategies for broadening 

geographic choice among federally subsidized families will vary by region and market 

based on numerous conditions. These include: current and trending demographic 

patterns; housing market characteristics; neighborhood characteristics and resources25; 

transportation infrastructure; employment opportunities; local and state regulatory 

frameworks regarding tenant rights and community development; and the nature 

and extent of housing and mobility resources available, including the capacity and 

flexibility of local PHAs. A careful assessment of local characteristics is necessary to 

determine which strategies are most likely to improve access to quality neighborhoods. 

Table 2. KCHA Federally Subsidized Households with Children by Opportunity Ranking 

A. All KCHA Federally Subsidized Households with Children 

Opportunity Ranking Tenant-based Vouchers Project-based Vouchers Public Housing Total

Very High 5.1% 26.5% 6.0% 6.8%

High 13.1% 46.8% 18.6% 16.5%

Moderate 16.5% 0.5% 14.6% 16.5%

Low 37.6% 18.2% 30.6% 34.8%

Very Low 25.7% 8.0% 30.2% 25.4%

N* 4,542 427 1,266 6,235

B. Tenant-based Voucher Households with Children

In KCHA units** In private-market units Total

Very High 20.2% 4.2% 5.1%

High 27.1% 12.2% 13.1% 

Moderate 16.8% 18.6% 18.5%

Low 16.1% 39.0% 37.6%

Very Low 19.8% 26.0% 25.7%

N* 273 4,269 4,542

*Opportunity ranking N is less than for census tract poverty due to some census tracts being omitted that fall outside the 

urban growth area. 

**KCHA units include KCHA workforce housing units where a tenant-based voucher holder has chosen to reside. 

Source: KCHA 2016 administrative data.
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but promising results suggest a possible alternative to the approach currently being 

explored by HUD.31 

High-Touch Mobility Counseling
In 2013, KCHA funded a local community-based organization to provide high-intensity 

mobility counseling to existing HCV holders with elementary-aged children interested 

in moving from lower- to higher-opportunity schools.32 The Community Choice 

Program (CCP) ran from 2013 to early 2017 and provided intensive housing coun-

seling, housing search assistance, flexible financial assistance for pre- and post-move 

needs, and post-move counseling and services. This pilot program provided important 

evidence that housing search and moving assistance was a common need for many 

families with vouchers in King County, regardless of the preferred neighborhood; 

in higher-opportunity markets, these needs appeared to be even greater. Although 

families were encouraged to move to a subset of opportunity neighborhoods,33 move 

decisions ultimately rested with families and no constraints were placed on where 

CCP participants’ vouchers could be used.

Among CCP participants that had moved with housing assistance by the end of 

2016, 60 percent had relocated to opportunity areas, and all of these families had 

subsequently remained in their housing (many for a year or longer). The CCP demon-

stration helped KCHA to identify effective service and financial assistance elements. 

Caseload sizes remained small to ensure counseling staff availability for one-on-one 

case management and housing search. Though this approach reflects best practice 

themes in the literature,34 the cost, both in staffing and in the use of flexible financial 

assistance for pre- and post-move supports, all of which appear to have been key 

to program participation and successful moves, raises questions about the program 

model’s long-term sustainability and scalability. 

Additional Considerations from KCHA’s Experience with Tenant-Based 
Mobility Strategies
While small-area payment standards and high-intensity mobility counseling appear 

to hold promise for broadening geographic choice, more needs to be learned about 

the effectiveness of these approaches — mobility counseling, search assistance, 

payment standard constructs, financial incentives — relative to one another and when 

implemented as complementary elements. To this end, KCHA is currently embarking 

on a revised tenant mobility strategy, Creating Moves to Opportunity (CMTO), in 

partnership with a dozen other PHAs and an interdisciplinary research team led by 

Raj Chetty and Nathan Hendren that will further test and refine approaches to mobility. 

The first demonstration for CMTO will take place in Seattle and King County and will 

test various tenant-centered strategies using a randomized trial design to evaluate the 

effectiveness and efficiency of various approaches.

further mobility pilot programs implemented by PHAs throughout the country, each 

focused on increasing HCV families’ access to opportunity neighborhoods.27 

Informed by this growing knowledge-base, KCHA’s tenant-based mobility strategies have 

focused on two complementary approaches to increase voucher-holders’ knowledge of, 

interest in, and access to high-opportunity neighborhoods: small-area payment standards, 

and high-touch mobility counseling. As of 2016, 18 percent of KCHA’s tenant-based HCV 

families with children lived in high/very high-opportunity areas (see Table 2A). 

Small-Area Payment Standards
KCHA has long recognized the disparities in rental markets between east and south 

areas of the County. To account for this, in 2003, KCHA used its MTW authority to 

establish a two-tier payment standard that reflected rent differentials across the region, 

and to decouple payment standards from regional FMRs. These early actions served to 

increase the purchasing power of vouchers in more expensive Eastside markets. 

In 2016, KCHA expanded on this initial policy shift by moving to a five-tier payment 

standard that further aligned with changing and varied housing sub-markets. Under 

the five-tier system, subsidy levels matched local market prices through a more 

finely-grained, zip-code-based approach that ensured that HCVs did not lead the 

market in lower-cost areas while providing adequate purchasing power to enable 

households to access or remain in high-cost/high-opportunity markets. Following this 

policy shift, the 2016 cost differential between the voucher payment standard for a 

two-bedroom apartment in the lowest and highest payment tiers was $740 per month 

or nearly $9,000 annually, and maximum permissible rents ranged from 84 percent to 

132 percent of the HUD regional two-bedroom FMR.28 This difference speaks to the 

tremendous variation in local housing markets in King County. 

Preliminary results suggest that KCHA’s small-area payment standards hold promise 

for both cost savings and expanded geographic choice. Conservative estimates 

suggest that the five-tier system saves KCHA over $750,000 annually as compared to 

the old two-tier system and upwards of $1 million annually as compared to a one-tier 

system.29 These cost savings allow KCHA to issue more vouchers, serve more families, 

and ensure that they are more likely to access their preferred neighborhoods. Initial 

data on the impact of this policy change on housing location is encouraging: the 

percentage of all new voucher holders that moved to higher-cost/opportunity tiers 

increased by 22 percent between 2015 and 2016; for new voucher holders with 

children, the increase was an even more pronounced 79 percent.30 Early evidence 

also indicates that KCHA’s shift to small-area payment standards has reduced the 

growth in shelter burden, enabling existing tenant-based voucher holders to remain 

in higher-cost neighborhoods where rents are rapidly escalating. These preliminary 



300 301Part 5: What Would It Take for Housing Subsidies to Overcome Affordability Barriers to Inclusion in All Neighborhoods? Expanding the Toolbox: Promising Approaches for Increasing Geographic Choice 

rent growth by basing increases on operating costs and not on market-driven demand. 

KCHA’s controlled rents become more affordable compared to surrounding market rents 

over time, and project-based HCVs are layered in for a limited percentage of the units 

(typically 15–20 percent). This approach preserves long-term affordability for workforce 

housing in increasingly costly markets, provides mixed-income communities through 

project-based subsidies, and affords neighborhood access for extremely low-income 

households with tenant-based vouchers who would otherwise have difficulty securing 

landlord acceptance in these opportunity markets.39 

Acquisitions are generally financed through private debt, with Low-Income Housing 

Tax Credit (LIHTC) partnerships utilized where significant rehabilitation or new 

construction is involved.40

Strategy 2: Purchase of smaller apartment complexes for conversion to 
public housing 
Utilizing HOPE VI grants and MTW flexibility, KCHA has demolished obsolete public 

housing in high-poverty neighborhoods and renovated other complexes through 

conversion to project-based HCVs and LIHTC financing. These demolitions and conver-

sions have placed the agency below its federal allocation (“Faircloth limit”) of public 

housing subsidies. To redeploy these resources, KCHA is purchasing smaller apartment 

complexes (typically in the 30-unit range) in high-opportunity areas and re-activating 

banked public housing subsidies. To address the inability of public housing proper-

ties to support debt, KCHA is financing these acquisitions through the use of MTW 

working capital and through pooled multi-property refinancings where excess cash 

flow from the pool is covering the additional debt. KCHA’s Property Management 

Department directly manages these properties once public housing subsidies are 

activated. Between historic siting patterns and new acquisitions, KCHA currently has 

1,233 public housing units sited in high-opportunity neighborhoods. Significant reduc-

tions in public housing funding proposed for FFY 2018 would effectively end the use 

of this approach.

Strategy 3: Layering project-based HCV subsidies onto regional nonprofit 
development 
A third site-based strategy matches project-based HCVs to a development pipeline 

of nonprofit-sponsored affordable housing in opportunity neighborhoods. KCHA 

currently serves 247 households across 17 properties that employ this approach. 

These projects are typically financed through a combination of LIHTCs and local soft 

funding sources.41 Similar to Strategy 1, this approach layers deep rental subsidies 

on top of units typically priced at 60 percent of AMI in order to serve extremely 

low-income families. KCHA’s MTW status has simplified the agency’s ability to coor-

dinate project-based voucher contracting with local government funding decisions 

Though the strategies noted above are promising, they have historically not been 

widely available to PHAs. KCHA was able to move to small-area payment standards 

only because of its MTW status.35 Similarly, KCHA’s MTW authority provided the 

financial flexibility necessary to fund high-intensity counseling and other non-

traditional forms of client assistance. Agencies without MTW funding flexibility must 

rely on court settlements and external funding sources to support mobility efforts, a 

challenging model for long-term sustainability and one prone to service fragmentation. 

Federal reductions in funding for PHA administrative fees, currently at a 77 percent 

prorate, only exacerbate this picture. 

The long-term success and sustainability of tenant-based mobility strategies hinge on 

the degree to which families are successful in both accessing and retaining housing in 

high-cost markets. Tenant-based mobility strategies are tied to market dynamics, and 

as market costs increase, so too will voucher program expenses. Initial program cost 

savings secured through a shift to more fine-grained payment standards will not, over 

time, offset increased per unit and program costs as programs scale up and larger 

numbers of HCV participants choose to live in higher-cost markets. This raises the 

difficult issue of balancing geographic choice objectives with the need to support 

as many households as possible during a time of rising homelessness and declining 

federal funding. 

TOOLBOX B: SITE-BASED AFFORDABILITY STRATEGIES
Tenant-based mobility strategies are not the only — and over the long term, perhaps 

not the most effective — approach for expanding neighborhood access. For this 

reason, over the last decade, KCHA has evolved a set of site-based affordability 

strategies that provide access to housing in opportunity areas in the form of hard 

units.36 KCHA sees this strategy as complementary to tenant-based mobility supports. 

KCHA has advanced four approaches to expanding access to quality neighborhoods 

through site-based interventions:

Strategy 1: Acquisition and preservation of subsidized workforce housing 
Over the last 20 years, KCHA has developed or acquired and preserved an extensive 

portfolio of workforce housing.37 KCHA currently owns or controls 4,868 units of 

housing not funded through traditional HUD programs38; 55 percent of these units are 

located in high/very high-opportunity neighborhoods. Of these 2,700 units, 28 percent 

house extremely low-income households through the use of either project-based (224) 

or tenant-based (529) HCVs; the remaining 72 percent serve families between 40 and 

100 percent of AMI. 

Targeted acquisitions are generally older, 100-plus-unit, class B multifamily developments, 

where KCHA typically holds initial rents to pre-acquisition levels and dramatically slows 
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Additional Considerations from KCHA’s Experience with Site-Based 
Affordability Strategies
As with KCHA’s tenant-based mobility strategies, the agency’s MTW status helped 

support the flexibility necessary for implementing site-based affordability strategies 

by removing the limit on the number of vouchers the agency can project-base, by 

streamlining the project-basing process, and by waiving exit voucher requirements. 

Taking site-based strategies to scale also requires access to private capital. KCHA’s 

credit enhancement arrangement with King County is an essential tool for property 

acquisition. Portfolio scale and the length of time KCHA has been pursuing these 

approaches have also been critical in providing seasoned properties with reduced 

debt and increased cash flow as well as the strong balance sheet necessary for access 

to capital markets. KCHA’s decision to invest early in higher-poverty communities , 

before they transitioned (under Kirwan metrics) to opportunity areas, also allowed 

KCHA to get ahead of rising acquisition costs later in these neighborhoods’ evolution. 

One critique of site-based affordability strategies has been that they could lead to 

re-concentrations of poverty. KCHA’s experience has been that this is not the case, as 

the agency carefully accounts for the number of deeply subsidized units in a given 

area and strategically positions sites when making acquisition decisions. In this vein, 

site-based approaches may be better positioned than tenant-based approaches to 

foster social networks among extremely low-income residents as well as connections 

between residents and community services. 

CONCLUSION: FUTURE DIRECTIONS FOR PRACTICE, RESEARCH,  
AND FUNDING
KCHA’s experiences provide one example of how extremely low-income residents’ 

neighborhood options can be expanded in a large suburban region comprised of 

by allowing KCHA to utilize its government partners’ competitive project selection 

processes in lieu of HUD’s separate project-basing procurement requirement for 

placing rent subsidies. 

Strategy 4: Layering project-based HCV subsidies onto Inclusionary/Incentive 
Zoning and Multifamily Tax Exemption (MFTE) Programs 
KCHA is also exploring ways to layer HCVs on affordable housing units being devel-

oped under a variety of inclusionary/incentive zoning and MFTE programs being 

offered by East King County cities. These programs typically set affordability targets 

at 60–80 percent of AMI and are inaccessible to extremely low-income families as 

well as lower-wage working families. KCHA is exploring the inclusion of mandatory 

or voluntary project-based HCV contracts for a percentage of these 60–80 percent 

AMI units. Rents would remain at the currently required affordability levels and KCHA 

would layer in rental subsidies to make units available to households at or below 30 

percent of AMI. 

Promising Evidence on the Effectiveness of Site-Based Affordability Strategies 
Although site-based affordability strategies require further evaluation and research, 

preliminary indications suggest that KCHA’s approach is effective. 

Long-term cost containment. KCHA’s site-based strategies seem to have mitigated 

the prohibitively high subsidy costs involved in supporting extremely low-income 

households’ access and retention of housing in rapidly escalating, high-cost markets 

over time. Over time, both operating cost-based and AMI-indexed rents will lag 

significantly behind market rent levels, relieving the need for subsidy expenditures 

to escalate with the market in order to maintain household affordability. Figure 2 

illustrates such cost containment, demonstrating the actual $528/month (over $6,000 

per year) difference in 2016 between rents at the Newporter, a typical 120-unit KCHA 

workforce housing complex in the Newport neighborhood of Bellevue, and rents for 

comparable units in that neighborhood. Given current trends, site-based strategies 

provide cost-effective alternatives to tenant-based HCVs in high-cost markets. 

Persistence in opportunity neighborhoods. Early evidence indicates that 

families in units provided through KCHA’s site-based strategies exhibit housing 

stability for several years after move-in. Such outcomes have likely been positively 

affected by KCHA’s use of its MTW authority to waive exit voucher requirements for 

project-based vouchers. 

Sources: KCHA administrative data; Dupre and Scott Renal Market Trends reports.

Figure 2. Private Market and KCHA Property Rent Trends in East King County, 

1996–2016
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Similarly, there are myriad research directions for better understanding site-based 

affordability strategies. Expanding on positive preliminary evidence, additional 

research is needed on the experiences and outcomes of families living in site-based 

opportunity housing. While site-based strategies do inherently restrict residents’ 

choices about both units and neighborhoods, there is a need to explore whether 

this has an adverse effect on tenant interest in site-based housing options, on their 

experiences during or following access to housing, and on longer-term life outcomes 

for children. Future research should also explore whether residents in site-based units 

are more likely to access and/or persist in high-opportunity communities as compared 

to tenant-based voucher holders in the same areas. Relatedly, future inquiry should 

explore the effects of site-based affordability strategies (as compared to tenant-based 

mobility approaches) on fostering social networks as well as connections to social 

services. Rigorous analyses are also needed on the costs of specific site-based strate-

gies over time and in relation to tenant-based mobility approaches. 

More generally, the mobility research to date has been largely hampered by the lack of 

a consistent and national metric for capturing opportunity. Such a metric is an impor-

tant next step for this research, and will facilitate both effective geographic targeting 

and cross-site research and evaluation. Broader research should also incorporate more 

comprehensive and consistent benefit-cost approaches that consider longer-term cost 

savings of mobility approaches across multiple publicly funded systems as well as 

longer-term impacts upon the national economy that may be driven by improved life 

outcomes for low-income children. 

Increased Resources for Housing Assistance
At their core, the strategies being used in King County and elsewhere require long-

term federal resources to support extremely low-income families’ access to (any) 

housing markets. As housing needs continue to grow, so does the call for federal 

resources. Declining support from HUD means not only that fewer families can be 

served, but that fewer families can be served in opportunity areas, impacting not only 

choice but also voucher-assisted households already residing in these higher-cost 

markets. This will have long-term effects on the ability of housing assistance to curb 

intergenerational poverty trends and to reverse racial and economic segregation. The 

reality is that more funds, not less, are needed in order to serve both the growing 

number of shelter-burdened and homeless families, and to do so in a way that expands 

geographic options and improves long-term life outcomes. Much as KCHA has taken 

the long view with its regional mobility work, a similar orientation is required at the 

national level to ensure that practitioners have the necessary resources and flexibility 

to innovate in response to local market conditions and, ultimately, to substantially 

change the playing field for low-income families served by federal housing assistance. 

heterogeneous neighborhoods. Given King County’s sub-market characteristics, the 

toolbox for expanding geographic choice mixes tenant-based mobility and site-based 

affordability strategies. Much remains to be learned about the ideal balance between 

these two approaches, and about what strategies and tools will work for PHAs in 

other regions. 

Practitioner Flexibility and Practice-Based Learning
As noted at the outset, geographic choice among low-income families cannot be 

broadened through a one-size-fits-all approach but must be addressed through locally-

driven innovation. For this reason, practitioners and researchers need to foster a more 

robust national conversation, including shared lessons from the field, on how to assess 

and respond strategically to regional conditions. Such conversations may be most 

necessary for formulating site-based affordability strategies, about which there has 

been relatively little dialogue.

Additionally, practice-based improvement in approaches to broaden families’ 

geographic choice is contingent on expanded HUD support for program innovation. 

The MTW program, slated to expand by another 100 PHAs over the next five years, 

will be critical in encouraging continued innovation. As noted throughout this paper, 

the MTW program has played an important role in providing KCHA with the program 

and funding flexibility necessary to develop strategies that align with local needs 

and market challenges. Similar flexibility will be critically needed by incoming MTW 

agencies and more broadly by the industry in general. 

Research on Both Tenant-Based and Site-Based Strategies
In addition to the development and dissemination of practice-based knowledge, there 

is a need for rigorous research on different mobility approaches. 

With regard to tenant-based strategies, a number of research questions remain 

untouched. Within the realm of mobility counseling, matters including ideal dosage, 

service focus, and service timing require further study, and questions remain as to how 

mobility services should be implemented and scaled cost-effectively. Future research 

must also account for the relative effects of financial incentives, as compared to coun-

seling or other service strategies, on housing access, retention, and costs. Differences 

in the effectiveness of tenant-based strategies for different population subgroups 

should be investigated, as should (if differences exist) ways of effectively targeting 

these subgroups. Finally, as neighborhood dosage is an essential underpinning to posi-

tive long-term outcomes, additional research is needed on strategies for connecting 

households to new neighborhoods and improving neighborhood persistence. 
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Endnotes

1 Sard and Rice (2016).

2 Low-poverty neighborhoods are defined as those in which less than 10 percent of residents fall below the Federal 

Poverty Level (FPL). Federal housing subsidies include: 1) tenant-based Housing Choice Vouchers, 2) project-based 

Housing Choice Vouchers, and 3) public housing.

3 Sharkey (2013); Chetty, Hendren, and Katz (2016). 

4 “Extremely low-income” is defined as having a gross household income less than 30 percent of Area Median Income 

(AMI).

5 National numbers are not available for the distribution of Project-based vouchers (PBVs).  While PBVs and Project-

based Rental Assistance are both site-based, given their programmatic differences, they should not be compared 

directly.

6 Chetty, Hendren, and Katz (2016) has given new momentum to this discussion.

7 Recent results from Andersson et al (2016) demonstrate benefits, including children’s increased later earnings 

and lower incarceration rates, from subsidized housing occupancy even in higher poverty/lower opportunity 

neighborhoods.

8 In King County, this includes currently high-poverty communities along the expanding light rail corridor in South 

County.

9 One example is in White Center, an unincorporated pocket of King County south of Seattle that is one of the poorest 

and most diverse communities in the region, where KCHA has led a decade-long effort to redevelop over 130 acres 

of World War II-era public housing into mixed-income communities.  This initiative has reduced the number of 

federally-subsidized units in White Center, shifting subsidies on a one-for-one replacement basis for use in site-based 

strategies in opportunity neighborhoods.  The remaining deeply subsidized rental units are integrated with market-

rate homeownership units and extensive new community facilities with a strong educational focus.  

10 See Kneebone and Berube (2013); additional information from the authors that is specific to suburban King County 

can also be found at: http://confrontingsuburbanpoverty.org/the-communities/tukwila-seattle/.

11 US Census Bureau (2016).

12 King County, Office of Economic and Financial Analysis (2015a).

13 US Census Bureau (2016). 

14 King County, Office of Economic and Financial Analysis (2015b).

15 Mayo and Turnbull (2011); Turnbull (2013); Kneebone and Berube (2013). 
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16 In 2016, a Zillow report indicated that rents in Seattle—up 9.7 percent from the previous year—were rising faster 

than in any other city in the country.  See Rosenberg (2016). 

17 Dupre and Scott (2016). 

18 As evidence of this rise, in 2015, the County Executive and the Mayor of Seattle declared a state of emergency over 

homelessness.  

19 This includes 3,078 tenant-based voucher households that have ported into King County from other areas.  

Approximately half of these households are from Seattle, reflecting the trends of gentrifying neighborhoods pushing 

low-income families out to lower-cost suburban areas.  Port-in numbers are included in the statistics presented in this 

article.      

20 In 2016 the agency also provided 4,868 units of workforce rental housing financed primarily through the 

Low-Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) and bond programs.  

21 There are currently over 3,800 Public Housing Agencies in the United States.  

22 Sixty-three percent of census tracts in King County were classified as low-poverty in 2015 as compared to 39 percent 

of all census tracts nationally.  Relatedly, only 1 percent of census tracts in King County exhibited concentrated 

poverty (i.e., poverty rates greater than 40 percent among residents) as compared to 5 percent of census tracts 

nationally. (Numbers based on ACS 2015 5-year estimates.)

23 More information about the PSRC/Kirwan opportunity mapping can be found at: http://www.psrc.org/growth/tod/

growing-transit-communities-strategy/equity/opportunity-mapping/.    

24 Schwartz (2010). 

25 Including culturally appropriate amenities and support networks.

26 For detailed descriptions of these initiatives, see, for example, Polikoff (2006) and Briggs, Popkin, and Goering (2010).     

27 Further description of such mobility (assistance) pilots can be found in Cunningham et al. (2010), PRRAC (2015), 

and Galvez, Simington, and Treskon (2017). A detailed summary of evidence on barriers faced by voucher holders in 

accessing opportunity areas, and on pilot mobility counseling and financial assistance programs in overcoming these 

barriers, can be found in Schwartz, Mihaly, and Gala (2016).

28 It is important to note that the shift to the five-tier system did not result in lower subsidy amounts for voucher 

holders in any tier.  This was partly a result of KCHA holding payment standards flat in 2015 in anticipation of the 

policy shift to be made the following year; this outcome also reflected rising housing costs in all tiers in King County 

(including in the lowest tiers) and the corresponding market adjustments made by KCHA to reflect actual area 

housing costs.  In limited cases, existing rent levels were grandfathered where payment standards in that submarket 

were reduced. 

29 Preliminary projections suggest a range of possible cost savings, with these values being the most conservative.  

Additionally, it should be noted that projected cost savings will diminish as more families move to higher cost/oppor-

tunity markets.   

30 For all new voucher holders, the percentage moving to high-cost/opportunity tiers rose from 16.6 percent in 2015 to 

20.2 percent in 2016.  Among new voucher holders with children, these percentages increased from 10.6 percent in 

2015 to 19.0 percent in 2016.

31 Kahn and Newton (2013).

32 This work was informed by Schwartz (2010)’s study of academic performance among children in subsidized housing 

who moved to high-opportunity areas.  

33 Opportunity areas for CCP were initially defined according to a small subset of areas near high performing schools 

that also had high Kirwan/PSRC area rankings; eventually and to balance out lack of housing supply in these narrowly-

defined areas, the program’s opportunity area definition was expanded to include all Kirwan-defined High and Very 

High Opportunity areas.  

34 Cunningham et al. (2010).

35 When KCHA made these changes and without MTW flexibility, KCHA would have been required to apply a single 

regional payment standard or to participate in HUD’s Small Area Fair Market Rents (SAFMR) demonstration. We 

believe this program involves an overly complex number of payment tiers. Dallas currently uses more than 65 

payment standards based on over 300 zip codes (see http://www.dhadal.com/PDF/S8/2017%20PS%20HCV.pdf).  See 

Kahn and Newton (2013) for the methodology used to determine payment tiers in HUD’s Small Area Fair Market 

Rents (SAFMR) demonstration.  Non-MTW PHAs may apply for an exception rent waiver to allow payment standards 

to exceed the regional FMRs; however, this approach is generally limited to 120 percent of the FMR and would not 

adequately capture the full range of sub-markets in many regions.  It should also be noted that as of late 2017, HUD’s 

final rule on SAFMRs had been upheld and was in full effect thus allowing non-MTW PHAs to adopt SAFMRs in place 

of the metro area FMR or as the basis of exception payment standards.

36 We differentiate site-based affordability strategies from project-based strategies which typically refer to just 

one subsidy type (project-based HCVs) as well as from place-based or place-conscious strategies which typically 

describe PHAs’ efforts to improve housing and broader neighborhood quality in higher poverty, lower opportunity 

neighborhoods.  

37 Workforce housing generally targets residents earning 40 percent to 100 percent of AMI.

38 That is, not funded through the public housing, multi-family Section 8, or Section 202 programs.  

39 As noted in Table 2B, 47.3 percent of tenant-based voucher households with children who choose to live in KCHA-

owned units are located in high/very high-opportunity areas—a much higher percentage than reside in private-

market units in such areas.  The difference suggests the importance of PHA- or nonprofit-owned workforce housing in 

facilitating voucher holders’ access to opportunity markets.

40 KCHA utilizes bank lines of credit to enable closings on new acquisitions within timeframes that are competitive 

with private-sector purchasers.  KCHA’s overall bankability is the product of a strong revenue-producing asset base 

of workforce housing, strengthened by a credit enhancement agreement with King County that confers the County’s 

AAA credit rating on KCHA’s debt instruments.  The ability to periodically roll short-term debt into longer-termed 

pooled refinancings which include more seasoned properties with strong cash flow has enabled KCHA to achieve 

debt coverage requirements and reduce front-end equity gaps.  KCHA’s workforce housing portfolio is managed by 

outside third-party management companies under the supervision of an in-house Asset Management Department.

41 In King County, one such local source has been ARCH (A Regional Coalition for Housing), a consortium of East 

King County Cities that pool funding to assist with preserving and increasing the supply of housing for low– and 

moderate-income households in this high opportunity sub-region of the County.  More information can be found at 

http://www.archhousing.org.  
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Expanding Access to 

Homeownership as a Means  

of Fostering Residential  

Integration and Inclusion

CHRISTOPHER HERBERT, SHANNON RIEGER, AND JONATHAN SPADER

Joint Center for Housing Studies of Harvard University

Efforts to enable greater integration of communities by socioeconomic 

status and race/ethnicity have to confront the issue of housing affordability. 

Cities, towns and neighborhoods that offer access to better public services, 

transportation networks, shopping, recreational opportunities, parks and 

other natural amenities have higher housing costs. Expanding access 

to these communities for those with lower incomes and wealth necessarily entails 

some means of bringing housing in these areas within their financial reach. While 

households’ financial means are central to this issue, affordability intersects with race/

ethnicity in part because minorities are more likely to be financially constrained. But 

to the extent that these areas are also disproportionately home to majority-white 

populations, discrimination and other barriers to racial/ethnic integration must also be 

confronted along with affordability barriers.

Enabling greater integration also entails some means of fostering residential stability by 

maintaining affordability in the face of changing neighborhood conditions. This issue is 

perhaps most salient in the context of neighborhoods that are experiencing gentrifica-

tion, where historically low-income communities are experiencing rising rents and 

house values, increasing the risk of displacement of existing residents and blocking 

access to newcomers with less means. More generally, increases in housing costs in 

middle- and upper-income communities may also contribute to increasing segregation 

by putting these areas further out of reach of households with more modest means.1

It is common to think of subsidized rental housing as the principal means of using 

public resources to expand access to higher-cost neighborhoods and to maintain 

affordability in areas of increasing demand. But for a host of reasons, policies that help 

to make homeownership more affordable and accessible should be included as part of 

a portfolio of approaches designed to achieve these goals.

For example, survey research consistently finds that homeownership remains an 

important aspiration of most renters, including large majorities of low- and moderate-

income households and racial/ethnic minorities.2 Moreover, because owner-occupied 

homes account for substantial majorities of the existing housing stock in low-poverty 

and majority-white neighborhoods, expanding access to homeownership offers the 

potential to foster integration and to increase access to opportunity for low-income 

households and households of color. There is also solid evidence that homeowner-

ship remains an important means of accruing wealth, which in turn can help expand 

access to higher-cost communities.3 Owning a home is associated with greater 

residential stability, in part because it provides protection from rent inflation, which 

can help maintain integration in the face of rising housing costs. Finally, in communi-

ties where owner-occupied housing predominates, there may be less opposition to 

expanding affordable housing options for homeowners. 

The goal of this paper is to identify means of structuring subsidies and other public 

interventions intended to expand access to homeownership with an eye towards 

fostering greater socioeconomic and racial/ethnic integration. While the policies 

presented here are largely designed to address financial and informational barriers 

to homeownership associated with lower incomes and wealth, given the dispropor-

tionate share of minorities among these households, efforts to make homeownership 

more attainable has the potential to foster greater racial/ethnic integration as well. Of 

course, efforts to eradicate discriminatory treatment, both explicit and implicit, in 

housing and mortgage markets are also of great importance. However, these efforts are 

not the main focus of this paper, but are covered extensively in other papers prepared 

for this symposium. 

The first section of this paper describes the principal barriers to homeownership and 

key existing policies aimed at them and discusses what is known about the potential 

for these approaches to foster integrative moves. The next section presents a set of 

policy options to support homeownership that could be enacted over the next five to 

ten years with the effect of fostering greater racial/ethnic and economic integration 

on a meaningful scale. The paper concludes with some final thoughts on the rationale 

for the recommended policy approaches and the importance of simultaneous efforts 

to combat discrimination and expand the supply of affordable housing as complemen-

tary activities. 

BARRIERS TO HOMEOWNERSHIP, THE PRINCIPAL EXISTING POLICIES TO 
ADDRESS THEM, AND THEIR SPATIAL IMPACTS
A review of the principal barriers to homeownership and existing policies designed to 

address them is a helpful starting point for the recommendations to follow. A key goal 

of this review is to evaluate existing policies’ potential for fostering or discouraging 
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in support of new construction) and so have the potential for expanding the supply of 

affordable homeowner units in neighborhoods that might otherwise be out of reach 

of low- and moderate-income buyers. 

The principal means of funding either shared equity purchases of existing homes or 

subsidizing the development of affordable homeownership units generally are the 

federal HOME Partnerships program, the Federal Home Loan Banks Affordable Housing 

Program (AHP), and locally-mandated inclusionary zoning (IZ) programs. However, 

each of these efforts is fairly small-scale.8 In addition, relatively little is known about 

the neighborhood location of units supported by shared equity programs or develop-

ment subsidies. One ongoing study of shared equity programs has preliminary findings 

that in some cases buyers do appear to gain access to higher-income neighborhoods, 

while in others there is little change in neighborhood conditions upon purchase.9 

With regard to IZ programs specifically, Schwartz et al. (2012) examined the location 

of IZ units in 11 programs and found that overall these homes were located in a broad 

range of neighborhoods, but were generally areas with low poverty. 

While financial supports for downpayments or to lower purchase prices have the 

most potential for increasing homeownership attainment, by far the most widespread 

financial subsidy for homeownership is the mortgage interest deduction (MID), which 

effectively subsidizes mortgage payments through the federal tax code. However, 

as documented by analysis from the Joint Committee on Taxation (2017), low- and 

moderate-income households are both much less likely to claim the deduction and are 

likely to realize smaller tax savings if they do since the value of the credit increases 

with the amount of interest paid, the taxpayer’s marginal tax rate, and the degree to 

which the total deductions exceed the standard deduction. 

Given the low incidence and modest financial benefit accruing to households most 

likely to be on the cusp of being able to afford to buy a home, it is not surprising that 

the MID is consistently found to have little effect on overall homeownership rates.10 

This conclusion is also consistent with the results of studies that have simulated the 

impact of lower interest rates on the ability to qualify for a mortgage and found that 

even reductions of interest rates on the order of several percentage points have little 

impact on the likelihood of qualifying for a mortgage.11

But while the MID’s net impact on the homeownership rate is small, several studies 

have found that the neutral impact at the national level reflects an average of increases 

in homeownership rates in some markets and decreases in others, with the variations 

reflecting differential impacts on local house prices. Hilber and Turner provide the 

most in-depth assessment of these inter-metropolitan impacts, finding that in markets 

where the housing supply is more restricted the MID inflates house prices and 

greater economic and racial integration so as to envision changes to them that would 

enhance their integrative potential. This section is structured around three broad 

categories of barriers: the affordability of homeownership, access to credit, and infor-

mational deficits. In general, policies will be more likely to foster integration to the 

extent that they increase the relative purchasing power of low- and moderate-income 

households, expand knowledge of housing options to enable integrative moves, and 

alleviate displacement pressures from rising house prices. 

Affordability
The most fundamental barrier to homeownership for low- and moderate-income 

households is not having sufficient income or wealth to qualify for a home mortgage. 

Herbert et al. (2005) conduct a comprehensive review of the literature assessing 

barriers to homeownership and come to the conclusion that a lack of savings to 

meet downpayment requirements and pay closing costs is by far the most significant 

financial barrier to buying a home. For this reason, policies providing downpayment 

assistance are consistently found to have the greatest potential for increasing home-

ownership rates among low-income and minority households.4 In addition, subsidies 

in the form of downpayment assistance have the potential not only to make it feasible 

for such households to buy a home, but also to increase purchasing power to bring 

lower-poverty neighborhoods more within their reach.

In practice, downpayment assistance is available through a variety of federal, state and 

local programs, although the overall scale of these efforts is relatively small.5 There has 

been very little formal evaluation of downpayment assistance programs and so not 

much is known about the location choices of those assisted through these programs. 

One study of buyers assisted through the HOME program found that the pre- and 

post-purchase neighborhoods of participants were quite similar on most dimensions, 

including incomes, house prices, poverty rates, and racial composition, suggesting that 

the program had little effect — for better or worse — on the choice of neighborhood.6 

However, this result likely stems in part from the fact that the program targets fairly 

low-income households and generally provides relatively modest amounts of assistance. 

In order to facilitate moves to higher-cost areas, downpayment assistance levels may 

need to be higher per household than is common in most existing programs, a policy 

consideration that points to several important tradeoffs. First, fewer households could 

be assisted for a given amount of funding. Second, to the extent that the assistance 

is in the form of a grant, the households assisted would be receiving a much larger 

windfall in being selected for the grant. Shared equity homeownership models, where 

the assistance is in one way or another recaptured upon sale of the home along with 

a share of the home’s appreciation, can address these concerns.7 Many shared equity 

models are also structured so that the subsidy is tied to a specific housing unit (often 
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depository institutions under the Community Reinvestment Act (CRA) and for the 

government-sponsored enterprises (GSEs), Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, as part of 

their regulatory oversight. While these duty-to-serve provisions have the potential to 

reach a broad swath of the market, there is only limited evidence of their efficacy in 

increasing access to credit among target populations and even less that they actually 

increase homeownership rates. In their review of existing evidence, Levitin and 

Ratcliffe (2014) conclude that the GSE and CRA rules have had modest but positive 

effects on overall credit flows to low- and moderate-income individuals and areas, 

with CRA tending to have somewhat larger impacts on lending volumes. In a review 

of the literature related to the GSE housing goals, Jaffee and Quigley (2012) conclude 

that to the extent the GSEs did expand credit flows to target groups, this expansion 

was achieved largely by replacing lending available through the Federal Housing 

Administration (FHA). However, as Levitin and Ratcliffe argue, the replacement of FHA 

lending with GSE-backed loans may provide benefits through lower borrowing costs. 

In a review of fair housing concerns arising from regulation of the GSEs, Korman 

(2013) points out the tension inherent in the housing goals that on the one hand 

establish metrics aimed at expanding lending to low-income borrowers regardless 

of where they live and at the same time also set metrics aimed at expanding lending 

in low-income communities and in particular in areas with substantial minority 

populations. The locational aspects of these latter goals could have the effect of 

reinforcing the concentration of low-income households — and particularly minority 

households — in these areas. Of course, these spatial goals were included to remedy 

historical patterns of redlining which cut minority communities off from access to 

mainstream credit, and so are not without merit. 

There has been very little empirical analysis of the extent to which duty-to-serve provi-

sions increase lending to lower-income borrowers in higher-income neighborhoods 

or support access by minorities to predominantly white neighborhoods. Friedman 

and Squires (2005) is one of the few studies that examine whether CRA has been 

associated with expanded lending to minorities in predominantly white neighbor-

hoods. These authors do find evidence of an increase in this lending in metropolitan 

areas where CRA lenders have higher market shares. In a comprehensive analysis of 

CRA’s role in expanding access to credit, the Joint Center for Housing Studies (2002) 

also examined whether CRA lenders have higher volumes of lending to low-income 

borrowers in higher-income neighborhoods and found that there is a statistically 

significant effect, although the increase in lending is smaller than in neighborhoods 

targeted by the duty-to-serve provisions.

reduces overall homeownership rates for higher-income households (earning more 

than 120 percent of the area median income), while in less restricted markets there is 

little effect on home prices and so the tax subsidy does help to increase homeowner-

ship rates among higher-income households. 

Importantly, this same study also finds no effect in any markets on homeownership 

among lower-income households (earning less than 80 percent of area median income). 

Regarding this finding the authors conclude: “We speculate that this is because the 

housing market within a city tends to be segmented by income and the MID provides a 

tax subsidy only to the relatively higher income households that itemize. Consequently, 

we expect that lower income housing will generally not experience house price 

changes due to changes in the subsidy.” While not a focus of their study, one implication 

of the MID’s effect of inflating house prices only at the upper end of the price distribu-

tion would be to contribute to income segregation by pushing higher-cost communities 

farther out of reach for lower- and moderate-income households. 

Access to Credit
In addition to income and wealth constraints that make it harder to qualify for a mort-

gage, access to credit for low-income and minority renters can also be constrained by 

weaker credit histories, less stable employment histories, and higher debt levels that 

make it difficult to meet typical underwriting standards.12 Based on several compre-

hensive reviews of the literature, discrimination in mortgage markets, while difficult to 

assess, also likely remains an important obstacle to purchasing a home for minorities 

by deterring applications and making it more difficult to be approved for a loan and 

more difficult to obtain favorable terms if approved.13 Indeed, there is substantial 

evidence that in the years leading up to the housing bust, minorities were more likely 

to obtain high-priced subprime loans with risky and arguably predatory features even 

after controlling for the credit risk of applications.14 

In general, greater difficulty in qualifying for mortgage credit would be expected 

to reduce homeownership rates for lower-income and minority households. To the 

extent that moves to homeownership may support greater integration, particularly for 

Hispanics and Asians, this barrier to homeownership would potentially contribute to 

higher levels of segregation.15 In addition, to the extent that borrowers are steered to 

subprime or otherwise higher-priced credit and away from conventional conforming 

loans, these credit barriers may reduce the size of mortgages that could be obtained, 

limiting the location choice of borrowers to areas with lower housing costs. 

The principal policy levers for expanding access to mortgage financing are various 

forms of duty-to-serve provisions aimed at low-income and minority consumers who 

apply to financial institutions, with the most important being the requirements for 
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contributes to lower default rates. However, there is no available evidence about 

whether HEC has any effect on the attainment of homeownership.

In terms of the spatial implications of HEC, while standard curricula provide informa-

tion about the housing search process, there does not appear to be any emphasis 

on how prospective buyers ought to select where to search for a home. Many of 

the organizations offering HEC are community-based organizations in lower-income 

communities and so may have a tendency to support home purchases in their service 

areas. Thus, while HEC may present an opportunity to help inform homebuyers about 

a broader range of communities in which to search, HEC efforts to date have not 

focused on this goal and so have probably had more limited integrative effects than 

they could.

OBSERVATIONS ON EXISTING EFFORTS TO SUPPORT HOMEOWNERSHIP 
AND THEIR CONTRIBUTION TO INTEGRATION
In considering the range of existing policies that provide support for homeownership, 

a few broad conclusions can be drawn. First, the principal barrier to homeownership 

for low- and moderate-income households is a lack of savings to meet downpayment 

and closing cost requirements. For that reason, policies that promote savings or 

provide upfront subsidies will have the greatest impact in bringing homeownership 

within reach. Expanding access to conventional mortgage financing also has an 

important role to play by directly addressing affordability concerns and also because 

of the association of subprime lending with higher degrees of segregation, particularly 

among African-Americans. 

But in order for an expansion of homeownership to contribute to socioeconomic and 

racial/ethnic integration, prospective homebuyers have to be able to afford homes 

in higher-cost neighborhoods. To expand residential opportunities, the degree of 

financial support provided has to both be significant enough to open up the doors to 

these communities and well-targeted to lower-income households so as to increase 

the relative purchasing power of this group. A second broad conclusion is that beyond 

financial subsidies, there is also a need to better inform minority and low-income 

households about the homebuying process and specifically to expand the range of 

communities included in the housing search process by whites and minorities alike to 

create the possibility of more integrative moves. 

A third broad conclusion is that while for the most part homeownership policies 

have not been constructed with an explicit focus on their impact on residential 

integration, there is no doubt that various homeownership supports have made a 

significant contribution to segregation over time, and so whether intended or not 

these policies often have a spatial dimension.19 Certainly, further research is needed 

Information Deficits and Limitations on Housing Search 
The process of becoming a homeowner is also impeded among low-income and 

minority households by a lack of information and knowledge about the homebuying 

process, including searching for a home, negotiating the purchase, and qualifying 

for a mortgage. In a 2003 national consumer survey, Fannie Mae found that blacks, 

Hispanics, and low-income households were more likely than all households to rate 

themselves as having below-average understanding of, and less confidence in their 

ability to complete key stages in, the homebuying process.16 More recently, a similar 

Fannie Mae survey found that blacks, Hispanics, and low-income households had less 

understanding of the qualifications needed to obtain mortgage financing, which would 

potentially limit their attempts to pursue homeownership.17 Ethnographic research on 

minorities and immigrants further supports these findings.18 

Housing searches aiming to purchase homes in whiter or higher-cost neighborhoods 

may face greater constraints due both to discrimination and to differences in knowl-

edge by race and socioeconomic status about housing options and the level of effort 

required for search. Specifically, integration may be affected by the degree to which 

there are racial or socioeconomic differences in how individuals search for homes 

to purchase, and in particular whether there are differences in the neighborhoods 

selected for home search. Importantly, Krysan (2008) finds that while a majority of 

blacks search for homes (including both for purchase and for rent) in neighborhoods 

where whites are in the majority, whites are very unlikely to search in areas where 

they account for less than 70 percent of the population. Thus, white search behavior 

may be more important for reinforcing patterns of racial segregation than search by 

African Americans. Meanwhile, Krysan and Bader (2009) examine how knowledge of 

different communities in the Chicago metropolitan area differs among whites, African 

Americans and Hispanics and by socioeconomic status, and how these differences 

influence where members of these groups search for housing. Overall, the findings 

of these studies point to the importance of affirmative efforts to promote integration 

by addressing shortfalls in the knowledge of different communities in a region both 

among racial and ethnic minorities and those of lower socioeconomic status. 

Efforts to address the information gaps among potential homebuyers are among the 

broadest-reaching kinds of public supports for homeownership, with HUD-supported 

efforts serving several hundred thousand people a year. These services aim to improve 

homebuying choices by educating and counseling people about the homebuying 

and mortgage finance process, including whether to buy a home or not. Despite its 

widespread availability, homeownership education and counseling (HEC) has not been 

subject to much rigorous evaluation. Collins and O’Rourke (2011) review the available 

evidence on the efficacy of counseling, which finds some limited support counseling 
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for changes to the tax code may arise again, there are a number of changes that should 

be considered that would better support homeownership among low- and moderate-

income households. Given its high cost and lack of impact on homeownership rates, 

particularly among low- and moderate-income households, the MID has been the 

subject of numerous proposals for reform from both the political right and left.20 

While the TCJA did not eliminate the MID, it did limit its value by reducing the limit 

on the size of mortgages eligible for the deduction from $1 million to $750,000, by 

doubling the size of the standard deduction (thus reducing the incentive to itemize), 

and by capping the deductibility of state and local taxes (again, reducing the likeli-

hood that taxpayers will claim the MID). 

Past proposed reforms of the MID fall into two broad categories: those that would 

modify the way in which mortgage interest payments are treated and those that would, 

to avoid encouraging the use of debt, replace the MID with a one-time tax credit tied 

to home purchase and not to mortgage interest payments.21 Most reforms to the treat-

ment of interest payments would convert the deduction into a credit so that the value 

to the homeowner is not a function of marginal tax rate. In fact, adopting a credit for 

mortgage interest payments would mitigate the effect of the TCJA since the ability to 

claim the credit would not depend on whether taxpayers itemize their deductions. 

These credits could be made refundable in order to reach households with limited 

federal tax obligations or, to limit the fiscal impact, could be used only to offset actual 

taxes owed. These various proposals establish a share of interest payments that would 

be eligible for the credit (typically around 15 percent) up to a specified cap (either a 

fixed national limit or a limit linked to area house prices). The tax credit could also be 

subject to a phase-out at higher income levels to reduce the cost to the federal govern-

ment and to target the benefits at those most likely to have their decision to own 

hinge on this benefit, although these goals may also be achieved by simply capping 

the amount of tax credit. 

The use of a tax credit (rather than a deduction) subject to a cap and limited to 

primary residences results in much greater targeting of these tax benefits to low- and 

moderate-income households and thus has much greater potential to actually increase 

homeownership rates. Green and Vandell (1999) simulate this type of change and 

estimate that the impact on homeownership rates among low-income and minority 

households would be substantial, on the order of 6–10 percentage points. 

Other proposals call for creating a tax credit that would be claimed upon purchase 

of a home rather than an annual credit linked to mortgage interest payments in 

order to avoid encouraging the use of debt. These relatively large, one-time credits 

are typically targeted at first-time homebuyers, although some proposals include 

all home purchasers. Limiting the credit to first-time buyers and to just the year of 

to better understand the effects of homeownership supports on socioeconomic and 

racial/ethnic integration. But this history points to the importance of understanding 

the spatial implications of homeownership supports and tailoring them to encourage 

integration and not reinforce existing patterns of segregation. 

Indeed, given what is known, there are clear opportunities to tailor housing policies 

to be more likely to foster integration by increasing the relative purchasing power of 

lower-income households, by addressing information deficits that may constrain the 

search process of low-income and minority homebuyers, and by assuring access to 

safe and fairly priced mortgage products. The next section presents our recommenda-

tions in each of these areas.

WHAT WILL IT TAKE FOR HOMEOWNERSHIP POLICY TO MOVE THE NEEDLE 
ON INTEGRATION?
There are two critical considerations in framing homeownership policy options that 

could move the needle on residential integration: first, whether the policy would affect 

a large enough number of households to make a difference in residential patterns 

across the country; and second, whether the policy is fiscally feasible given the current 

political environment (meaning, the policy cannot require a large increase in public 

spending). Of course, there is also the question of whether, fiscal questions aside, 

the policy is otherwise likely to gain enough political support to be enacted. While 

difficult to handicap, the ideas presented below have been developed with an eye 

toward having at least the potential for bipartisan support. 

The policy options outlined below are not new ideas, though in this paper they 

are newly filtered through the lens of how they would be expected to contribute 

to racial and economic integration. While not all of the policies have an explicit 

spatial dimension, to the extent that they increase the purchasing power of low- and 

moderate-income households relative to higher-income households, they arguably 

have the potential to foster integration by opening up a broader range of communities 

to lower-income buyers. 

There are four categories of policies proposed below: changes in federal income tax 

policy related to the mortgage interest deduction and savings; increased support 

for housing counseling; broad policy considerations in maintaining or modifying 

duty-to-serve obligations affecting mortgage lending; and recommendations for better 

targeting and potentially expanding funding for downpayment assistance.

Potential Reforms to Federal Tax Policy
With the passage of the Tax Cuts and Jobs Act of 2017 (TCJA), the near-term opportu-

nity for reform of tax policy may have passed, but to the extent that the opportunity 
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including encouraging thrift, fostering improved budgeting skills, and drawing on 

more of the homebuyer’s own savings to build up a downpayment.23 Enhancing 

personal savings would also expand the purchasing power of low- and moderate-

income households and so further integrative goals. 

Modifications to existing tax incentives for retirement savings could better encourage 

savings and provide a simple and efficient means for delivering subsidies to homebuyers, 

potentially without any increase in federal tax expenditures. The Joint Committee on 

Taxation estimates that in 2016 the value of expenditures for defined contribution plans 

and individual retirement accounts (IRAs) amounted to $113 billion. As with the MID, 

these benefits currently largely accrue to higher-income households in part because 

they are based on the marginal tax rate of the filer since the benefit accrues from 

shielding the income saved from taxation.24 Restructuring the availability and distribu-

tion of tax benefits for qualified savings would have the potential to reach millions of 

households and potentially have a significant impact on homeownership opportunities.

One model for reforming savings incentives is the Universal Savers Credit (USC) 

proposed by the Center for American Progress.25 The USC would provide for a 

refundable tax credit for contributions to qualified savings plans. The credit could be 

subject to a cap and also scaled by income to reduce the level of expenditure and 

make the benefit more progressive. CAP estimates that a 30-percent credit for quali-

fied savings with annual caps similar to current limits on retirement savings could be 

revenue-neutral relative to current expenditures but would be much better targeted 

to low- and moderate-income filers. Under this approach, savers would essentially 

be given a 30-cent match for each dollar saved up to the cap. As with current tax 

benefits, the credit would apply to savings in 401k and 403b accounts as well as 

IRAs but would also apply to new accounts that can be expressly used for purposes 

other than retirement savings, including buying a home, educational expenses, or 

health care costs. The new accounts could also be rolled over into qualified retire-

ment accounts if the saver decides to not pursue these other goals.26 Such a credit 

would also have the virtue of promoting savings among lower-income households 

for purposes other than homeownership. 

A package of changes that create a modest-sized first-time buyer credit coupled with 

an incentive for household savings might offer the most effective means of enabling 

homeownership and greatly expanding the purchasing power of low- and moderate-

income households. Limiting the size of the first-time buyer credit would result in less 

revenue spent on those who would buy a home in the absence of a credit, while those 

who need additional cash to afford a home would be induced to acquire it over time 

through savings, helping to ensure that buyers are better prepared for homeownership.

purchase would greatly reduce the foregone tax revenues and would focus the credit 

on addressing the downpayment constraint that is the principal financial obstacle to 

homeownership. Gale, Gruber, and Stephens-Davidowitz (2007) propose these types 

of credits, with estimates that refundable credits of $3,000 for single filers and $6,000 

for married filers could be offered at a cost to the federal government of about $16 

billion. Harris, Steuerle, and Eng (2013) propose much larger credits of $12,000 for 

single filers and $18,000 for married filers. They do not provide explicit costs of such 

credits, but they would obviously cost on the order of 3–4 times the smaller proposal, 

or perhaps more if more households are able to attain homeownership as a result. 

Credits of this magnitude would obviously have a much greater impact on the price 

of homes that would be within reach of homebuyers and so have a potentially larger 

integrative effect.22 

If the goal of changing the tax code is to better target tax expenditures to increase 

homeownership for low- and moderate-income households, a large, upfront credit 

for first-time buyers would arguably be most effective as this would directly address 

the principal barrier to owning and bring a broader range of communities within 

financial reach. This type of credit would have the additional benefit of not being tied 

to the amount of debt taken on and so would not encourage borrowing. But if other 

fiscal or political considerations make such a switch unlikely, a refundable credit for 

interest payments that is capped and phased out at higher income levels would allow 

for larger benefits directed to households who are on the cusp of being able to afford 

a home. 

Of course, any reform of the MID would have to be thoughtfully phased in over time 

to avoid disruptions to the housing markets in places where it has inflated home 

prices. Rappaport (2016) estimates that removing the MID would lower prices by an 

average of 5 percent across 269 metropolitan areas, ranging from a low of 1 percent 

to a high of 9 percent. This range is not dissimilar from earlier estimates by Capozza, 

Green, and Hendershott (1996) that gave a range of declines from 2 to 13 percent 

across 63 market areas. However, with the recent changes introduced by the TCJA, 

the share of tax filers itemizing their deductions will decline sharply, in effect elimi-

nating the MID in most areas of the country. As a result, any impact on house prices 

of changing the MID will already have taken effect and so the potential for further 

impacts on housing prices from changes in the tax code will be limited. 

One concern with offering substantial tax credits to enable home purchase is that 

households’ inability to save for a downpayment and closing costs may be a sign of 

lack of financial readiness for the demands of homeownership. For these reasons, 

another avenue to support homeownership which should be adopted are subsidies 

to encourage savings to buy a home. Saving incentives would achieve multiple goals, 
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there is a clear logic for tying the funding to mortgage payments. The revenue raised 

by such a fee could be distributed via a competitive grant process, much as current 

HUD funding is distributed to support direct service provision, but would also include 

allocations for investment in technology and systems, the development of curriculum 

and other instructional tools, and organizational operating costs. 

Maintain an Emphasis on Access to Credit
Regulatory mandates for the mortgage market to take proactive steps to reach 

lower-income and minority homebuyers are another critically important means of 

supporting sustainable homeownership at a significant scale. While there is a lack of 

evidence that mandates under CRA and the GSE housing goals have increased home-

ownership, there is a body of research indicating that these rules do improve access 

to safe and fairly priced mortgage products. Specifically, a number of studies have 

concluded that CRA is associated with expanded access to credit for lower-income 

households and neighborhoods and may also increase lending to lower-income and 

minority borrowers in higher- income neighborhoods. There is less evidence that the 

GSE housing goals have expanded access to credit, but a more convincing case that 

the goals have increased the GSEs’ market share at the expense of FHA lending. Still, 

such a substitution of credit source would yield benefits for borrowers in the form of 

lower costs. Perhaps more importantly, expanding access to lending from conventional 

sources would also act as a bulwark against the expansion of the high-cost and risky 

subprime lending that came to dominate many low-income, minority communities 

during the early 2000s.

Given the role these regulations have played in expanding access to credit, it is 

important that such duty-to-serve mandates be preserved as part of the regulatory 

oversight of financial entities engaged in mortgage lending — a particularly salient 

point with regard to the ongoing debate about GSE reform. Levitin and Ratcliffe (2014) 

present a compelling case that such duty-to-serve requirements are justified by the 

public sector’s role in backstopping these institutions and are warranted given the 

existing evidence that these rules have not unduly increased financial risk and have 

had a positive impact on lending to targeted populations. 

But even taking the mandate for duty-to-serve provisions as given leaves open the 

question of how they can be structured to incentivize lending that supports integra-

tive home purchases and does not unduly concentrate lending to low-income and 

minority homebuyer in communities where these households are already concen-

trated. One way to mediate against this unintended consequence would be to avoid 

goals that include both borrower and neighborhood incomes in a single measure, such 

as the low-income area goal for the GSEs, which is currently defined (at least in part) 

based on both the income of the borrower and the income and racial composition of 

Expand Support for Housing Education and Counseling
A substantial expansion of the availability of homeownership education and coun-

seling (HEC) also has the potential to reach a significant number of households at a 

reasonable cost. While there is not yet convincing evidence that pre-purchase HEC 

increases homeownership rates, given survey findings that lower-income and minority 

households in particular lack accurate information about mortgage products and mort-

gage qualifications, there is also a compelling case that HEC could address a potentially 

important barrier to homeownership for these groups. In recognition of this value, the 

Bipartisan Policy Center (BPC) Housing Commission included an expansion of federal 

support for HEC among its recommendations to support homeownership.27 

More broadly available HEC would potentially contribute to greater integration by 

increasing homeownership opportunities among racial and ethnic minorities and 

low- and moderate-income households more generally. However, as discussed above, to 

date HEC programs have not been designed with the explicit goal of supporting pro-

integrative moves. Thus, in addition to expanding HEC availability, there is also a need 

to develop and test approaches to enhance HEC’s ability to overcome geographical 

blind spots that may impede moves that would foster integration.28 These pilots could 

explore the development of HEC curriculum and tools to help broaden homebuyers’ 

knowledge of metropolitan regions where they are seeking to buy and help identify 

communities that would provide appealing opportunities to live but might not 

otherwise be on a homeseeker’s search list.

As noted by the BPC, in order to expand access to high-quality counseling there is 

a need for investment in the infrastructure of the HEC industry. This infrastructure 

would include the technology and networks needed to enable clients to receive 

assistance that is more convenient, tailored to their needs, and at lower cost. This 

infrastructure would also include public campaigns to raise awareness of the value 

and availability of HEC. An expansion of counseling would also need to come with 

safeguards to ensure the consistency and quality of the services delivered. 

In order to achieve these goals, a steady and reliable source of funding is needed to 

support investments in technology, delivery systems, outreach, and service provision. 

HUD has long been the principal source of funding for housing counseling, providing 

$42 million in funding in the most recent fiscal year.29 While one option would be 

to expand the amount of funding raised though Congressional appropriations, in the 

current environment an increase in direct appropriations may be difficult. Another 

funding source that has been proposed is to require that a small portion of the 

mortgage servicing fee (perhaps 1–3 basis points) collected by loan servicers be 

directed to a government-controlled fund to support housing counseling.30 Since the 

value of housing counseling is realized by both borrowers and the mortgage industry, 
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be an approach that will move the needle on integration in the foreseeable future. 

Nonetheless, there is still good reason to seek opportunities to expand the existing 

stock of these units through whatever federal funding is available and through inclu-

sionary zoning programs that are becoming increasingly common. While these efforts 

may add units at the rate of only thousands a year and not hundreds of thousands, over 

an extended period of time they may still accumulate a meaningful number of homes. 

However, in addition to a source of funding for subsidies, increasing the scale of 

shared equity programs will require additional sources of operating funding for stew-

ards of these programs and, given the reluctance of lenders to accept resale provisions 

in shared equity arrangements, a source of financing for homebuyers. Thus, there are 

additional roles for policy in helping to create models for sustainable funding of these 

efforts and a source of mortgage financing. 

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS
Any meaningful effort to foster greater socioeconomic and racial/ethnic integration 

has to consider means of creating entry paths into higher-opportunity communities 

through homeownership — not only because a significant portion of homes in these 

areas are owner-occupied but also because homeownership remains an important 

aspiration of the vast majority of Americans. Expanding opportunities to buy a home 

would also benefit low- and moderate-income neighborhoods by providing residents 

with greater protection against rising housing costs, enhancing residential stability for 

their benefit and the benefit of the community. Homeownership may also promote 

greater inclusiveness of low-income and minority residents in these communities by 

putting them on more equal footing with other homeowners in these areas. 

Ultimately, the goal of the recommendations presented above is to expand the range 

of housing choices available to lower-income and minority families and individuals 

by expanding the financial resources and information at their disposal. The principal 

avenues recommended for achieving these goals is for changes to federal policies 

that have broad market implications through the tax code, the provision of widely 

accessible housing education and counseling, and regulation of mortgage lending. Just 

as these policies in the past have been instrumental in creating the conditions that 

produced segregation and urban decline, they are also potentially powerful tools to 

promote integration and neighborhood stabilization. In today’s fiscal climate, reform 

of these policies is also likely the only way to direct meaningful amounts of financial 

resources to this issue given the magnitude of existing tax expenditures for home-

owners and retirement savers. 

the neighborhood. Such goals can have the unintended consequence of encouraging 

lending to low-income borrowers in low-income and high-minority neighborhoods. 

Certainly, goals that encourage lending to low-income and minority communities are 

important to support demand and investment in these communities. But establishing 

goals that encourage lending to low-income borrowers throughout market areas 

would better support integrative areas. 

A full assessment of reforms of CRA and GSE lending mandates that would better serve 

the goals of integration is beyond the scope of the present paper. But as opportunities 

arise for reform, more thought should be given to how the mandates can be used to 

support lending to lower-income and minority households that expands their range 

of neighborhood choice. Given the complexity of balancing the goals of expanding 

lending to specific populations and to neighborhoods traditionally underserved by 

the finance system, qualitative assessments of efforts by financial institutions to ensure 

that their loan products and services serve low-income and minority borrowers 

throughout metropolitan areas may well be more appropriate than quantitative 

measures of lending activity. CRA has long included such a qualitative review, while 

recent enacted duties to serve for the GSEs have also adopted this approach. 

Expand the Stock of Shared Equity Housing 
The most direct way to assure access to homeownership opportunities for lower-

income households in neighborhoods they could not otherwise afford is to provide 

upfront subsidies to reduce the cost of the housing. However, depending upon the 

income level targeted and the cost of housing in the area, the subsidy amount required 

can be large, easily in the tens of thousands of dollars or more in the highest-cost 

markets. To ensure that public funds used for this purpose work to create a permanent 

stock of affordable housing in these areas, there should be a strong emphasis on some 

form of shared equity homeownership rather than on grants or low-cost loans. 

The HOME program is one of the most significant sources of downpayment assistance 

for homebuyers, but given program rules most of this funding does not require afford-

ability periods beyond the 5 to 15 years required by statute. As Lubell (2014) notes, 

HUD could steer participating jurisdictions to adopt shared equity approaches either 

by mandating much longer affordability periods for high levels of subsidies, or it could 

simply encourage greater adoption of this practice by disseminating model shared 

equity program guidelines. 

However, an expansion of shared equity homeownership programs would require 

a substantial increase in funding for subsidies. Given the current budgetary climate, 

a significant expansion of HOME funding is unlikely — in fact, further cuts to this 

program are much more likely. For this reason, shared equity models are unlikely to 



326 327Part 5: What Would It Take for Housing Subsidies to Overcome Affordability Barriers to Inclusion in All Neighborhoods? Expanding Access to Homeownership as a Means of Fostering Residential Integration and Inclusion  

Friedman, S., and G.D. Squires. 2005. “Does the Community Reinvestment Act Help 

Minorities Access Traditionally Inaccessible Neighborhoods?” Social Problems 52, 

no. 2: 209–31.

Friedman, S., H.S. Tsao, and C. Chen. 2013. “Housing Tenure and Residential Segregation 

in Metropolitan America.” Demography 50, no. 4: 1477–98.

Gale, W.G., J. Gruber, and S.I. Stephens-Davidowitz. 2007. “Encouraging Homeownership 

through the Tax Code.” Tax Notes, June 18: 1171–89.

Glaeser, E.L., and J.M. Shapiro. 2003. “The Benefits of the Home Mortgage Interest 

Deduction.” Tax Policy and the Economy 17: 37–82.

Green, R.K., and K.D. Vandell. 1999. “Giving Households Credit: How Changes in the 

US Tax Code Could Promote Homeownership.” Regional Science and Urban 

Economics 29, no. 4: 419–44.

Grinstein-Weiss, M., G.A.N. Chowa, and A.M. Casalotti. 2010. “Individual 

Development Accounts for Housing Policy: Analysis of Individual and Program 

Characteristics.” Housing Studies 25, no. 1: 63–82.

Grinstein-Weiss, M., M.W. Sherraden, W. Rohe, W.G. Gale, M. Schreiner, and C. Key. 2013. 

“Long-Term Follow-up of Individual Development Accounts: Evidence from 

the ADD Experiment.” American Economic Journal: Economic Policy 5, no. 1: 

122–45.

Harris, B.H., C.E. Steuerle, and A. Eng. 2013. “New Perspectives on Homeownership Tax 

Incentives.” Tax Notes 141, no. 12: 1315–32.

Herbert, C.E., D.R. Haurin, S.S. Rosenthal, and M. Duda. 2005. “Homeownership Gaps 

among Low-income and Minority Borrowers and Neighborhoods.” Washington, 

D.C.: U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development. http://www. huduser. 

org/publications/HOMEOWN/HGapsAmongLInMBnN. html.

Herbert, C.E., D.T. McCue, and R. Sanchez-Moyano. 2014. “Is Homeownership Still an 

Effective Means of Building Wealth for Low-income and Minority Households.” 

In Homeownership Built to Last: Balancing Access, Affordability, and Risk 

after the Housing Crisis, edited by Eric Belsky, Christopher Herbert, and Jennifer 

Molinsky, 50–98. Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press.

Hilber, C.A., and T.M. Turner. 2014. The Mortgage Interest Deduction and Its Impact 

on Homeownership Decisions.” Review of Economics and Statistics 96, no. 4: 

618–37.

Immergluck, D. 2011. Foreclosed: High-risk Lending, Deregulation, and the 

Undermining of America’s Mortgage Market. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 

Press.

Jackson, K.T. 1985. Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburbanization of the United States. 

New York: Oxford University Press.

Jaffee, D., and J.M. Quigley. 2012. “The Future of the Government-Sponsored 

Enterprises: The Role for Government in the US Mortgage Market. In Housing 

Bibliography

Bipartisan Policy Center. 2013. Housing America’s Future: New Directions for 

National Policy. Report of the Bipartisan Policy Center Housing Commission.

Bischoff, K., and S.F. Reardon. 2014. “Residential Segregation by Income, 1970–

2009.” Diversity and Disparities: America Enters a New Century, edited by John 

Logan, 208–33. New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Bostic, R.W., P.S. Calem, and S.M. Wachter. 2005. “Hitting the Wall: Credit as an 

Impediment to Homeownership.” In Building Assets, Building Credit: Creating 

Wealth in Low-income Communities, edited by Nicolas Retsinas and Eric Belsky, 

155–172. Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press; Cambridge, MA: Joint 

Center for Housing Studies of Harvard University.

Bourassa, S.C., and M. Yin. 2008. “Tax Deductions, Tax Credits and the Homeownership 

Rate of Young Urban Adults in the United States.” Urban Studies 45, no. 5–6: 

1141–61.

Breymaier, R., forthcoming. “The Social and Economic Value of Intentional Integration 

Programs in Oak Park, IL” Cambridge, MA: Joint Center for Housing Studies, 

Harvard University.

Calavita, N., and A. Mallach, eds. 2010. Inclusionary Housing in International 

Perspective: Affordable Housing, Social Inclusion, and Land Value Recapture. 

Cambridge, MA: Lincoln Institute of Land Policy.

Capozza, D.R., R.K. Green, and P.H. Hendershott. 1996. “Taxes, Mortgage Borrowing, 

and Residential Land Prices.” In Economic Effects of Fundamental Tax Reform, 

edited by Henry Aaron and William Gale, 171–210. Washington, D.C.: Brookings 

Institution Press.

Collins, J.M., and C. O’Rourke. 2011. “Homeownership Education and Counseling: 

Do We Know What Works?” Washington, D.C.: Mortgage Bankers Association, 

Research Institute for Housing America.

Congressional Budget Office. 2016. “The Distribution of Household Income and 

Federal Taxes 2013.” Washington, D.C. June.

Drew, R.B. and C. E. Herbert, 2011. “Postrecession drivers of preferences for homeown-

ership.” Housing Policy Debate 23, no. 4, 666–687.

Fannie Mae. 2003. “Fannie Mae National Housing Survey.” Washington, D.C.: Fannie Mae.

 — — — . 2015. What Do Consumers Know About the Mortgage Qualification 

Criteria? Washington, D.C.: Economic & Strategic Research Group, Fannie Mae. 

December.

Fischer, M.J. 2013. “Black and White Homebuyer, Homeowner, and Household 

Segregation in the United States, 1990–2010.” Social Science Research 42, no. 6: 

1726–36.



328 329Part 5: What Would It Take for Housing Subsidies to Overcome Affordability Barriers to Inclusion in All Neighborhoods? Expanding Access to Homeownership as a Means of Fostering Residential Integration and Inclusion  

Rappaport, David. 2016. “Do Mortgage Subsidies Help or Hurt Borrowers?” Finance and 

Economics Discussion Series 2016–081. Washington, D.C.: Board of Governors of 

the Federal Reserve System.

Ratner, M.S. 1996. “Many Routes to Homeownership: A Four Site Ethnographic Study of 

Minority and Immigrant Experiences.” Housing Policy Debate 7, no. 1: 103–45.

Reid, C.K. 2014. “To Buy or Not to Buy? Understanding Tenure Preferences and the 

Decisionmaking Processes of Lower-Income Households.” In Homeownership 

Built to Last: Balancing Access, Affordability, and Risk after the Housing 

Crisis, edited by Eric Belsky, Christopher Herbert, and Jennifer Molinsky, 143–71. 

Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press.

Ross, S.L., and J. Yinger. 2002. The Color of Credit: Mortgage Discrimination, Research 

Methodology, and Fair-Lending Enforcement. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.

Schwartz, H.L., L. Ecola, K.J. Leuschner, and A. Kofner. 2012. “Is Inclusionary Zoning 

Inclusionary? A Guide for Practitioners.” Technical Report. RAND Corporation.

Spencer, G. 2013. “Integrating Housing Counseling into the Residential Marketplace: 

A Strategic Framework for Bolstering Homeownership, Lowering the Risk to 

the Housing Finance System, and Creating Sustainable Funding.” Working Paper. 

Washington, D.C.: Homeownership Preservation Foundation.

Theodos, B., K. Temkin, R. Pitingolo, and D. Emam. 2015. “Homeownership for a New 

Era: Baseline Report on the Cornerstone Homeownership Innovation Program.” 

Washington, D.C.: The Urban Institute.

Turnham, J., C. Herbert, S. Nolden, J. Feins, and J. Bonjorni. 2004. “Study of Homebuyer 

Activity through the HOME Investment Partnerships Program.” Washington, D.C.: 

Department of Housing and Urban Development.

Turner et al 1999

Turner, M.A., F. Freiberg, E. Godfrey, C. Herbig, D.K. Levy, and R.R. Smith. 2002. All Other 

Things Being Equal: A Paired Testing Study of Mortgage Lending Institutions. 

Washington, D.C.: The Urban Institute. 

Weller, C.E., and S. Ungar. 2013. “The Universal Savings Credit.” Washington, D.C.: Center 

for American Progress. July 19.

Wilson, E., and R.R. Callis. 2013. “Who Could Afford to Buy a Home in 2009? 

Affordability of Buying a Home in the United States.” Current Housing Reports. 

Washington, DC: US Census Bureau. May.

and the Financial Crisis, edited by Edward Glaeser and Todd Sinai, 361–417. 

Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Joint Center for Housing Studies of Harvard University. 2002. The 25th Anniversary of 

the Community Reinvestment Act: Access to Capital in an Evolving Financial 

Services System. Cambridge, MA: Joint Center for Housing Studies of Harvard 

University.

Joint Committee on Taxation. 2017. “Estimates of Federal Tax Expenditures for the 

Fiscal Years 2016–2020.” Joint Committee on Taxation, the Congress of the United 

States. January 30.

Korman, H. 2013. “Furthering Fair Housing, the Housing Finance System, and the 

Government Sponsored Enterprises.” In Where Credit is Due: Bringing Equity to 

Credit and Housing After the Market Meltdown, edited by Christy Rogers and 

john a. powell, 267–98. Lanham, MD: University Press of America.

Krysan, M. 2008. “Does Race Matter in the Search for Housing? An Exploratory Study of 

Search Strategies, Experiences, and Locations.” Social Science Research 37, no. 2: 

581–603.

Krysan, M., and M.D. Bader. 2009. “Racial Blind Spots: Black-White-Latino Differences in 

Community Knowledge.” Social Problems 56, no. 4: 677–701.

Levin, Ezra. 2014. Upside Down: Homeownership Tax Programs. Center for Enterprise 

Development.

Levitin, A.J., and J. Ratcliffe. 2014. “Rethinking Duties to Serve in Housing Finance.” 

In Homeownership Built to Last: Balancing Access, Affordability, and Risk 

after the Housing Crisis, edited by Eric Belsky, Christopher Herbert, and Jennifer 

Molinsky, 317–50. Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press.

Listokin, D., E.K. Wyly, B. Schmitt, and I. Voicu. 2001. “The Potential and Limitations of 

Mortgage Innovation in Fostering Homeownership in the United States.” Housing 

Policy Debate 12, no. 3: 465–513.

Logan, J.R., and B.J. Stults. 2011. “The Persistence of Segregation in the Metropolis: New 

Findings from the 2010 Census.” Census brief prepared for Project US2010.

Lubell, J. 2014. “Filling the Void Between Homeownership and Rental Housing: A Case 

for Expanding the Use of Shared Equity Homeownership.” In Homeowners

hip Built to Last: Balancing Access, Affordability, and Risk after the Housing 

Crisis, edited by Eric Belsky, Christopher Herbert, and Jennifer Molinsky, 203–30. 

Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press.

Massey, D.S., and N.A. Denton. 1993. American Apartheid: Segregation and the 

Making of the Underclass. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Mills, G., W.G. Gale, R. Patterson, G.V. Engelhardt, M.D. Eriksen, and E. Apostolov. 

2008. “Effects of Individual Development Accounts on Asset Purchases and 

Saving Behavior: Evidence from a Controlled Experiment.” Journal of Public 

Economics 92, no. 5: 1509–30.

Endnotes

1 Bischoff and Reardon (2014); Logan and Stults (2011).

2 Drew and Herbert (2011).

3 Herbert, McCue, and Sanchez-Moyano (2014).

4 Wilson and Callis (2013); Listokin et al. (2001).



330 331Part 5: What Would It Take for Housing Subsidies to Overcome Affordability Barriers to Inclusion in All Neighborhoods? Expanding Access to Homeownership as a Means of Fostering Residential Integration and Inclusion  

5 Herbert et al. (2005).

6 Turnham et al. (2004).

7 Lubell (2014).

8 Herbert et al. (2005); Calavita and Mallach (2010).

9 Theodos et al. (2015).

10 Capozza, Green, and Hendershott (1996); Green and Vandell (1999); Glaeser and Shapiro (2003); Bourassa and Yin 

(2008); Hilber and Turner (2014).

11 Wilson and Callis (2013); Listokin et al. (2001).

12 Bostic, Calem, and Wachter (2005).

13 Ross and Yinger (2002); Turner et al. (1999).

14 Immergluck (2011).

15 Based on data from the 2000 Decennial Census, Friedman, Tsao, and Chen (2013) find that Hispanic and Asian 

homeowners are less segregated than Hispanic and Asian renters from white households, even taking into account 

differences in incomes and other household and market measures. Among blacks, homeownership is not as strongly 

associated with declines in segregation. However, Fischer (2013) finds that black recent homebuyers were less 

segregated from whites than all black homeowners over much of the period 1992–2010, suggesting that transitions 

into homeownership were somewhat supportive of integration. However, the differences were not significant by the 

end of the period. 

16 Fannie Mae (2003).

17 Fannie Mae (2015).

18 Ratner (1996); Reid (2014).

19 Jackson (1985); Massey and Denton (1993).

20 See Levin (2014) for a summary of proposals since 2005.

21 Levin (2014).

22 However, an important question is what effect the credit would have on home prices since increases in home prices 

due to the credit would offset any increase in affordability it provides. Gale, Gruber, and Stephens-Davidowitz (2007) 

state that if the credit is limited to first-time buyers the price effects would be small, but they do not attempt to 

empirically assess this claim. Based on the findings of other studies, the degree of price impacts would depend not 

only on the number of homebuyers claiming the credit but on the degree of housing supply elasticity across markets.

23 Individual Development Accounts (IDAs) offer one proven model for subsidizing savings and supporting transitions 

to homeownership, but the cost of bringing these efforts to a much larger scale would be significant. For assessments 

of the efficacy of IDA programs in helping participants to achieve and sustain homeownership, see Grinstein-Weiss, 

Chowa, and Casalotti (2010), Grinstein-Weiss et al. (2013), and Mills et al. (2008).

24 Congressional Budget Office (2016).

25 Weller and Unger (2013).

26 Current tax rules already allow the penalty-free withdrawals from individual retirement accounts for first-time home 

purchase up to $10,000 for individuals and $20,000 for married couples. The new account would relax these caps 

and expand the use of funds. 

27 Bipartisan Policy Center (2013).

28 Breymaier (2017).

29 See https://portal.hud.gov/hudportal/HUD?src=/press/press_releases_media_advisories/2016/HUDNo_16-094.

30 Spencer (2013).



 
What Would It Take for Cities 
Experiencing Gentrification 
Pressures to Foster Inclusion 
Rather than Replacement?  

Introduction 

Can Gentrification Be Inclusive? 

Ingrid Gould Ellen

We Live Here Too: Incorporating Residents’  

Voices in Mitigating the Negative Impacts  

of Gentrification 

Malo Andre Hutson

Inclusion through Homeownership 

Colvin Grannum

What More Do We Need to Know about How  

to Prevent and Mitigate Displacement of Low-  

and Moderate-Income Households from  

Gentrifying Neighborhoods? 

Vicki Been

334 
 

340 
 
 

354 

368



334 335Part 6: What Would It Take for Cities Experiencing Gentrification Pressures to Foster Inclusion Rather than Replacement?  Can Gentrification Be Inclusive?

Can Gentrification Be Inclusive?

INGRID GOULD ELLEN

New York University

Gentrification is not a popular word in US cities these days, especially in 

coastal cities experiencing rapidly rising rents. As more high-income, 

college-educated, and white households move to downtown areas, 

existing residents feel increasingly anxious that they will be pushed out 

of their homes and communities. Yet there is some hope in gentrification 

too; affluent white households are opting for diverse, city neighborhoods over high-

income, racially homogenous suburbs in far greater numbers than they did in earlier 

decades. These higher-income households can help to shore up city tax bases and 

possibly spur economic and racial integration. But absent policy intervention, that 

integration may be only fleeting.  

It is worth starting with a definition of gentrification, as the term means different 

things to different people. I will use the term here simply to describe relative increases 

in household income, education levels, and/or percentage of residents who are white 

in initially low-income, central city neighborhoods. In other words, a gentrifying 

neighborhood is an initially low-income city neighborhood that moves up the socio-

economic ladder within its metropolitan area. Using variants of this basic definition, it 

is clear that gentrification is becoming more common in US cities. For example, the 

share of initially low-income, central city census tracts that saw large gains relative to 

the rest of the metropolitan area in their share of residents with college degrees rose 

from 25 percent during the 1990s to 35 percent during the 2000s. (A large gain is an 

increase in the ratio of the census tract value to that of the metropolitan area of more 

than 0.1. For example, a tract that sees the ratio of its college educated share to that of 

the metropolitan area rise from 0.6 to 0.8 would experience a large relative gain.) The 

share of low-income city tracts seeing a large gain in percentage of residents who are 

white relative to the rest of the metropolitan area rose from 7 percent in the 1990s to 

18 percent during the 2000s.1 Other recent studies also highlight the rising incomes 

and education levels of downtown neighborhoods during the 2000s.2 

These gains in neighborhood socioeconomic status have been driven largely by the 

in-movement of higher-income college graduates. To be sure, most college-educated 

and higher-income households are continuing to choose to move to the suburbs. In 

2010, 61 percent of college graduates and 68 percent of higher-income households 

(those with incomes above the median in their metro area) who had moved in the 

past year chose homes in the suburbs.3 

But as compared to recent decades, a larger proportion of higher-status households 

are now opting for cities, and for low-income and majority-minority neighborhoods 

within those cities. While their choices enhance integration in the short-term, the 

concern is that higher-income and college-educated households are bidding up 

housing prices and rents and displacing existing residents. There is clear evidence 

that prices and rents are rising in the low-income neighborhoods that are attracting 

higher-income in-movers. Consider that between 2000 and 2014, initially low-income 

central city census tracts that experienced large relative gains in income experienced 

a 42 percent increase in rents on average. By contrast, the initially low-income, central 

city tracts that did not see large gains in income between 2000 and 2014 saw more 

modest rent increases of 17 percent. 

There is less consensus among researchers that higher-income entry is pushing out 

existing households. In fact, most of the papers on the topic have found scant evidence 

that gentrification fuels displacement.4 These null findings are something of a puzzle as 

well as a frustration to many practitioners who are certain that they are witnessing low- 

and moderate-income households being displaced in their communities. 

So why the disconnect between research and practice? To some degree, it’s explained 

by the fact that low-income households tend to live in unstable housing conditions, 

regardless of the neighborhood where they live. In 2014, over 70 percent of renters 

with incomes under $15,000 paid more than half of their income in rent,5 and 

as Matthew Desmond’s Evicted so powerfully shows, they experience enormous 

instability in the private market, even when there is no sign of gentrification. 

It’s also possible that the studies have simply failed to capture the phenomenon 

because of poor measures and/or inappropriate timing. One shortcoming of existing 

analyses is that they have typically used residential mobility rates to capture displace-

ment. But mobility does not necessarily equal displacement; many residential moves 

are voluntary and take people to better neighborhoods and homes. Displacement 

connotes involuntary moves that may force households to settle for inferior homes 

and communities. A recent study, which was able to identify the destinations of movers 

in Philadelphia, finds that disadvantaged residents who live in neighborhoods that 

gentrify are no more likely to leave their homes than other disadvantaged residents, 

but when they leave, they are more likely to move to a lower-income neighborhood, 

suggesting that these moves are less likely to be affirmative choices.6 
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Extending the subsidy agreements of privately owned subsidized housing is more 

challenging, especially in hot markets where owners demand substantial subsidies. 

Policymakers will need to decide how much they value integration as they confront 

trade-offs between preserving fewer units in gentrifying areas and more units in 

persistently poor areas. In some cities, this trade-off is large, while in others it is fairly 

modest. Ideally, local officials should negotiate extensions before markets heat up, but 

getting ahead of the market isn’t easy.

Local policymakers can also try to entice owners of market-rate rental housing in 

gentrifying areas to keep rents affordable for some share of their units through 

offering property tax breaks or other incentives like low-interest renovation loans. But 

again, such carrots can be costly. As for sticks, local governments may be able to use 

their powers of code enforcement to gain leverage over landlords whose buildings 

need repairs and demand that they keep rents affordable.

In addition to preserving existing affordable units, cities might try to acquire and 

build new subsidized housing in gentrifying areas. This can be expensive given higher 

land costs, but where possible, policy makers can take advantage of city-owned land 

and lock in affordability over the longer run through deed restrictions, land leases, or 

community land trusts. Finally, another possibility is to harness the market through 

either mandating or incentivizing owners to include low-rent units in their buildings. 

In hot markets, developers will often willingly trade affordability restrictions in some 

set of units in exchange for additional density.

Finally, building truly inclusive and integrated communities may require more than 

just housing investments. It may take special efforts to knit a community together and 

ensure that all residents are able to enjoy a neighborhood’s amenities and resources. 

Local community organizations are perhaps best equipped to break down the social, 

and sometimes physical, barriers that sometimes separate public and other subsidized 

housing residents from their neighbors and ensure that all residents in a community 

have a voice and gain from any new opportunities.7 

In sum, gentrification offers the promise of inclusivity. But left to its own devices, the 

market is unlikely to deliver on that promise. To ensure longer-run integration, local 

leaders in partnership with community-based organizations can work hard to preserve 

existing affordable housing (through investing in public housing, extending afford-

ability restrictions on privately owned units, and seeking opportunities to incentivize 

private owners to keep units affordable over time). Second, they can take advantage 

of publicly owned land and other opportunities to acquire and create new subsidized 

housing in neighborhoods experiencing market pressures. Third, they can harness the 

market to deliver affordable units through tools like inclusionary zoning. Finally, they 

Another issue is that most of the existing papers on displacement focus not on the 

present but on the 1980s and 1990s. During these earlier decades, the gentrification 

that took place involved higher-income households moving into neighborhoods that 

had been decimated by population losses during the 1970s. Consider that the neigh-

borhoods that gentrified between 1990 and 2010 in New York City had lost 26 percent 

of their population during the 1970s (while the population citywide shrunk by 10 

percent). Thus, as higher-income and college-educated households moved into these 

neighborhoods in the 1990s, high vacancy rates meant that the neighborhoods could 

accommodate additional residents without directly displacing existing residents or 

even putting much upward pressure on prices and rents. As the population in central 

neighborhoods has continued to grow, housing markets have been growing tighter 

and thus the risk of displacement has likely become higher. 

Finally, even if residents are not directly displaced, the rising rents mean that lower-

income households, absent subsidies, will likely find it increasingly difficult to move 

in and remain in gentrifying neighborhoods over time. Research has yet to answer the 

question of whether gentrifying neighborhoods are able to remain stably integrated 

over time. In the long-run, do cities experiencing greater gentrification pressures end 

up with more economically or racially integrated neighborhoods?

While the answer to this question is unclear, it seems likely that policy interventions 

will be needed to cement integration, at least in some neighborhoods where gentrifica-

tion pressures are particularly strong. Most policy discussions surrounding gentrifica-

tion center on efforts to protect individual residents at risk of displacement through 

legal representation or tenant-based vouchers. Yet while these efforts can be critical in 

helping individual tenants, they will do little over the longer run to preserve economic 

diversity, which is shaped much more by the composition of people moving into a 

neighborhood than by the pattern of exits. 

So what can policymakers and community organizations do to secure long-run 

economic diversity and help make gentrifying neighborhoods more inclusive, or more 

welcoming to households earning a range of incomes? There are no easy answers, but 

one relatively simple, if potentially expensive, response is to preserve the substantial 

stock of affordable housing that already exists in gentrifying areas. Consider the case 

of New York City, where 12 percent of housing units in gentrifying areas of the city 

are public housing units and roughly another quarter are privately-owned subsidized 

housing. If preserved over time, these units can assure some level of economic mixing, 

and potentially racial mixing too. Preserving public housing is the most straightfor-

ward measure, though many public housing units need substantial infusions of capital.
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Hwang, Jackelyn, and Jeffrey Lin. 2016. “What Have We Learned About the Causes of 

Recent Gentrification?” Cityscape 18, no. 3: 9–26.

JCHS (Joint Center for Housing Studies). 2015. “America’s Rental Housing: Expanding 

Options for Diverse and Growing Demand.” Cambridge, MA. http://www.jchs.

harvard.edu/sites/jchs.harvard.edu/files/americas_rental_housing_2015_web.pdf.

McKinnish, Terra, Randall Walsh, and T. Kirk White. 2010. “Who Gentrifies Low-Income 

Neighborhoods?” Journal of Urban Economics 67, no. 2: 180–93.

Vigdor, Jacob L. 2002. “Does Gentrification Harm the Poor?” Brookings-Wharton 

Papers on Urban Affairs: 133–82.

can work with local community groups to help low- and moderate- income residents 

make the most of any growing opportunities arising in gentrifying neighborhoods. Of 

course none of this is easy, and none of this is cheap. Some deals will simply be too 

expensive, but city and community leaders who wish to make gentrification more 

inclusive should be vigilant in searching for opportunities. And meanwhile, researchers 

should be on the lookout for opportunities to build our understanding of the costs 

and benefits of different strategies.
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FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO GENTRIFICATION AND RISK  
OF DISPLACEMENT 

Residents living in neighborhoods within strong-market cities such as 

Boston, New York, Seattle, San Francisco, and Washington, DC, are experi-

encing significant neighborhood change commonly known as gentrifica-

tion.1 Neighborhood change is so rapid and intense in some historically 

middle-class neighborhoods that some label it “super-gentrification.”2 To 

mitigate the potentially negative effects of such changes, longstanding community resi-

dents must organize and make their voices heard; in turn, governments and developers 

should work to include such residents in the planning of urban revitalization project 

from the outset: such inclusion will ensure the best outcomes for both longstanding 

residents and the community as a whole. 

Research suggests that many factors contribute to the current levels of gentrification, 

including inadequate housing supply, global capital investment, bifurcation of the 

labor market, and an ever shrinking middle class in strong-market cities.3 After a more 

detailed look at these key factors, this paper will discuss ways in which residents, 

governments, and developers can work together to include residents’ voices in 

shaping the projects and policies that create and control gentrification.

Inadequate Housing Supply
First, the housing supply in many strong-market cities has not kept up with the 

increasing demand, especially for middle-class households with children seeking 

quality housing. San Francisco, for example, has some of the highest housing costs 

in the United States. Low supply and high demand contribute significantly to San 

Francisco’s affordable housing crisis. Statewide construction of market-rate and 

affordable housing has not kept up with housing demand since the 1970s. Currently 

the state is in the process of building roughly 100,000 to 140,000 units of housing per 

year, but in order to begin to address the high demand for housing, it is estimated that 

housing developers would need to build upwards of 230,000 units of housing annu-

ally.4 Increasing the supply of market-rate and affordable housing is especially chal-

lenging in cities like San Francisco where land values are high, resistance to large-scale 

housing developments is fierce, environmental policies are stringent, and the cost of 

construction is higher compared to other places.5 The California Legislative Analyst’s 

Office (LAO) concluded that a major factor preventing the increase of dense housing 

supply in coastal cities is communities’ resistance to new housing; this resistance can 

be strong, and residents often use local land use authorities to slow or stop housing 

from being built. This especially burdens less affluent individuals and households.

A second factor contributing to housing costs within many strong-market cities has 

been the level of global capital investment into the housing market, by investors from 

Canada, China, Russia, South Korea, and elsewhere. New York City, for example, attracts 

billions of dollars of global capital into its real estate market. Most of this investment 

is for “market-rate” luxury housing that is beyond the reach of everyday New Yorkers. 

Annually, roughly $8 billion is spent on luxury housing units (defined as costing more 

than $5 million) in New York City, more than triple the amount of a decade ago, and 

over half of those sales in 2014 were to shell companies hiding the identity of the 

buyer. Perhaps one of the best examples of this phenomenon is the Time Warner 

Center in Manhattan, where recent sale prices for condominiums have averaged over 

$15 million, and 64 percent of the condominiums are owned by shell companies.6 

In 2014, Canadian investors put $3.4 billion into New York City real estate; they were 

followed by Chinese investors at $3.35 billion, a 43 percent increase over 2013.7 

Recently, Chinese-owned companies have spent billions purchasing New York City 

commercial and residential properties, even the historic Waldorf-Astoria Hotel for 

nearly $2 billion.8 This investment appears to elevate real estate prices and attracts 

additional institutional investors (such as banks and private equity firms). The foreclo-

sure crisis has also transferred ownership and wealth from working- and middle-class 

homeowners to large institutional investors. 

Bifurcation of the Job Market and Shrinking of the Middle Class
Many strong-market cities experiencing neighborhood change also have local econo-

mies fueled by high-skilled labor, investment capital, and entrepreneurial activity.9 

These cities have witnessed significant job growth in information- and knowledge-

based jobs in sectors such as biotechnology, engineering, medical research and 

services, software development, and pharmaceuticals, which require formal education 

and/or advanced skills.10 As a result, high-skilled labor has migrated to these cities in 

search of economic and entrepreneurial opportunities. These same spaces are seeing 
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Risk of Environmental Gentrification 
More Americans are demanding sustainable development,16 a widely accepted strategy 

considered critical to combating climate change.17 Sustainable development includes 

transit-oriented development — the creation of compact, mixed-use, pedestrian-oriented 

communities located around public transit stations.18 Transit-oriented development 

appeals to people who want to live, work, and play in the same urban area. 

Sometimes, however, a local government’s efforts to promote environmentally 

sustainable urban revitalization can lead to what scholars have called environmental 

gentrification.19 The idea of environmental gentrification is not that all environmental 

activism causes gentrification, but rather that, in the absence of an explicit social 

justice framework, it can do so: state-sponsored sustainable urban development 

sometimes “appears as politically neutral planning that is consensual as well as ecologi-

cally and socially sensitive, [but] in practice it subordinates equity to profit-minded 

development.”20 Put another way, such sustainability initiatives fail to meet their goals 

of promoting the principles of sustainability while also providing adequate community 

benefits to residents across the socioeconomic strata.21 

For example, planning to revitalize transit-rich, historically low-income neighborhoods 

to accommodate and attract high-density, market-rate, mixed-use development can 

indeed address blight, climate change, and improve the tax base; however, if the govern-

ment fails to engage the community already living in the neighborhood early on in the 

process, or does so in a superficial or perfunctory way, outcomes for residents can be 

damaging and unjust. In such cases, without any conscious planning about how to keep 

pre-existing residents in place, large-scale developments and revitalization efforts can 

result in substantial demographic shifts.22 Any planning approach without a social justice 

framework can contribute to reproducing inequalities, burdening low-wage earners and 

the least educated, especially immigrants and marginalized people of color.23 

ADDRESSING THE CHALLENGE: ENSURING THAT LOCAL RESIDENTS’ AND 
ADVOCATES’ VOICES ARE REPRESENTED AND REFLECTED IN DECISIONS 
ABOUT THE FUTURE OF GENTRIFYING NEIGHBORHOODS 
In the face of the affordable housing crisis, economic restructuring, increased cost 

of living, and growing income inequality, residents can feel powerless and voiceless 

in planning and land use decisions. Especially in less-affluent racially and ethnically 

diverse communities, community organizing and coalition building at the grassroots 

level are therefore more important than ever. Such organizing can help diverse resi-

dent populations better articulate their needs and vision around economic, social, and 

environmental justice, and it can help the increase the financial, social, and political 

capital necessary to bring about positive change. 

a bifurcation in the labor market, with high paying, high-skilled jobs on one end and 

low-wage, lower-skilled jobs on the other end, leaving fewer of the jobs that have 

traditionally supported the middle class. 

A shrinking middle-class contributes to neighborhood change. Nationally, middle-class 

wages have remained stagnant, making it hard for families and the less affluent to 

afford rising housing costs. In New York, for example, the income gap has widened 

and real wages have remained stagnant. Real wages have skyrocketed for those at 

the top of the income ladder (top 1 percent) and remained relatively flat for those at 

the bottom (lower 20 percent). According to a study from the City University of New 

York’s (CUNY’s) Graduate Center, between 1990 and 2010, median income for the 

top 1 percent of earners went from $452,415 to $716,625, an increase of nearly 34 

percent; this group controlled roughly 54 percent of total household income.11 For 

those with incomes in the lower 20 percent, however, the increase was slight ($13,140 

to $14,168); this group’s share of total household income fell from 3.3 percent to 

3 percent. The CUNY study also found that a pronounced income gap by race and 

ethnicity. New York City’s non-Hispanic white population was the wealthiest out of 

all major race/ethnic groups in the City, and “had the largest share of their households 

in high income-earning categories.”12 Forty-two percent of non-Hispanic white 

households earned more than $100,000 yearly, whereas only 30 percent of Asian, 23 

percent of non-Hispanic black, and 19 percent of Latino households earned more than 

$100,000 in 2010.

Stagnant wages impact affordability for less affluent residents. Even though recent 

analysis suggests real wages for New Yorkers have inched up a bit,13 42 percent of 

New York City families (or 2.7 million people) still cannot afford basic family needs.14 

It is unlikely that the financial situations of New York City’s most vulnerable popula-

tions will improve unless some aggressive policy changes are made. 

Many of San Francisco’s families are similarly situated. San Francisco has experienced 

a significant loss of middle-class, middle-skill, or middle-wage jobs. Manufacturing and 

blue-collar logistics jobs (i.e. shipping and receiving clerks; stock clerks; packagers 

and packers; industrial truck and tractor operators, etc.) do not pay a living wage 

or are disappearing. Firms in these lines of business once hired large numbers of 

employees and provided middle-class wages. For the small number of such firms who 

have remained in the city or within the region, wages have been stagnant or spiraled 

downward. Sectors which need technical-level (often community college) credentials 

are not paying middle-class wages as reliably as they once might have. Two good 

salaries are typically needed for a family to reach even the self-sufficiency wage for 

living in the city.15 
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gain access to affordable housing, but initially lacked a comprehensive strategy. After 

community meetings and outreach, the JPNDC-led coalition realized that quality jobs 

were also a high priority. The coalition then built a strong base of 28 organizations 

comprised of community residents and nonprofit organizations (educational and 

social service), enabling it to forge relationships with the major hospitals, the govern-

ment, and the private sector to help provide low-income individuals (mostly women of 

color with children) access to better-quality jobs.27 

It is critical for community coalitions to act locally because so many of the key land 

use decisions that shape housing and environmental policies are made at the state 

and local levels. It is also critical that community coalitions articulate their needs 

and demands using an explicit environmental and social justice framework. Such a 

framework is not necessarily anti-development, but instead promotes development 

that fosters healthy communities; based on principles of sustainability and the circular 

economy, it supports local economic and community development, as well as the 

creation of inclusive affordable housing that fosters racially/ethnically and socioeco-

nomically integrated neighborhoods. For example, in Washington, DC, Organizing 

Neighborhood Equity DC (ONE DC) used an equitable development framework to 

create their “People’s Plan,” which emphasized the importance of a community’s 

control over land use and of not displacing local residents, especially those with low 

to moderate incomes.28 Similarly, in San Francisco, a community coalition, dissatisfied 

with the lack of community input into the city’s planning process, developed and 

presented to the city The People’s Plan for Housing, Jobs, and Community.29 These 

similar efforts are examples of an effective way to clearly present community priori-

ties that led to positive changes. In San Francisco, coalition building and community 

participation in the planning process has resulted in the city constructing or 

preserving 30,000 units of housing, passing a $310 million bond for affordable housing, 

and recently establishing the Housing Accelerator Fund of at least $100 million for 

affordable housing. This Housing Accelerator Fund will attract money from several 

sources, including gifts from foundations, loans from financial institutions, and dona-

tions from private philanthropy.

In addition to clearly articulating a vision and principles, using sophisticated commu-

nication strategies to get demands out to the media and into the public increases 

political influence. For example, several community coalitions are engaged in a 

number of actions such as writing letters to government officials describing their 

needs and demands, holding public protests to attract the media to their causes, and 

utilizing social media to garner national and international attention. In San Francisco, 

Calle 24 SF, the community coalition fighting for affordable housing and other impor-

tant issues within the Mission District neighborhood, have held town hall meetings 

Community organizing and coalition building can also help increase community 

engagement, resulting in greater community capacity and political power for those 

affected by government decisions. Such organizing is necessary to give communities 

proper influence over elected officials’ decision-making processes around housing, 

economic development, and the environment, especially in the face of financial and 

other private interests that also influence the democractic process. Community orga-

nizing can correct the unequal balance of power that often exists between historically 

marginalized residents and elected officials and government staff. 

Finally, community organizing and coalition building enables local residents to forge 

important partnerships within and across the public and private sectors, connecting 

government, nonprofits, and firms. Such partnerships can more effectively highlight 

points of agreement and contention, resulting in more realistic strategies and policies 

that have a greater chance of being implemented at the city level. Multi-sector coali-

tion building can also help avoid costly and time-consuming litigation that can be 

harmful for all parties involved, especially the most vulnerable city residents. 

Community Organizing and Coalition Building to Mitigate the Negative Effects 
of Gentrification
To ensure that their voices are represented in decisions about the future of gentrifying 

neighborhoods, it is important for local residents and their advocates to organize their 

own communities and to form broad-based multi-sector coalitions. Nationally, commu-

nities experiencing high housing costs, intense gentrification, and displacement have 

formed or are forming community coalitions focused on protecting their interests 

and transforming their communities into sustainable healthy communities (defined as 

economically strong, environmentally clean, and socially just communities).24 These 

community coalitions are deploying new strategies, different from those used in 

the past, to fight against urban revitalization. They are not fighting to stop economic 

development and growth; rather, they are struggling to be a part of the new economic 

and social transformation taking place in their neighborhoods.25 They want to be “at 

the table” as equal and valued partners during the planning and development process. 

As a result, these community coalitions are pushing for the implementation of creative, 

place-based community development strategies to require private developers to 

construct affordable housing, create quality jobs, and invest in community programs 

and public education.26 In short, these community coalitions have focused on orga-

nizing their base, listening to community priorities, and building strong support from 

the ground up. 

In Boston, for example, as development pressures and housing costs began to rise 

around the Longwood Medical and Academic Area, the Jamaica Plain Neighborhood 

Development Corporation and their partners were set on helping local residents 
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The Role of Community Benefits Agreements in the Fight for Equitable 
Development
Another strategy local residents and their advocates are utilizing to preserve afford-

able housing and mitigate displacement is the community benefits agreement (CBA). 

Following Gross (2008), I define a CBA as a legally binding contract (or set of related 

contracts), setting forth a range of community benefits regarding a development 

project or projects, and resulting from substantial community involvement.31 CBAs 

were initially developed in the late 1990s to measure local benefits such as jobs and 

affordable housing provided by development projects and to understand the exposure 

and risk to neighboring communities32; now, they represent a community’s effort “to 

change policy and bring some of the benefits of development to residents directly 

affected by large projects.”33 As the familiarity and use of CBAs increases, some argue 

that an effective CBA must (1) be structured around a single development project; (2) 

be a legally enforceable contract; (3) be broad-based and address a range of community 

interests; and (4) result from significant community involvement and engagement.34 

For a CBA to meet these criteria, the process of negotiating it must be inclusive and 

accountable.35 For a CBA to be inclusive, the process leading up to its development 

should include broad outreach to, and inclusion of, as many community residents as 

possible before any contract is approved. The main challenges with ensuring that a 

CBA meets a community’s needs lie in defining clearly who the “community” is and 

in developing comprehensive mechanisms to ensure that all members have been 

included in the CBA process. Just as accountability in process is important, it is also 

critical that a CBA be legally binding and have adequate enforcement mechanisms.36 

Although CBAs are defined as private agreements between a community coalition and 

a developer, cities often play a role. A city may not be a party to the agreement but may 

still be involved in the CBA negotiations — either by sitting at the bargaining table or 

by withholding its discretionary zoning approval on a project unless a developer has 

entered into a CBA with the community coalition.37

The Staples Center development in Los Angeles provides an illustrative example of an 

effective CBA. The LA Live CBA for the Staples Center involved 21 community groups 

and five labor unions agreeing to support the development of the Staples Center, 

which was funded in part by public subsidies.38 In exchange, the developers agreed 

to make reasonable efforts to provide affordable housing, to make 70 percent of the 

5,500 permanent jobs generated by the development living wage jobs, and to imple-

ment a first-source hiring program that targeted groups whose homes or jobs were 

displaced by the development, low-income individuals living within a three mile radius, 

and low-income individuals from the city’s poorest census tracts.39

and staged public protests, including a “town hall” meeting at City Hall that success-

fully shut down City Hall.

Once a coalition has increased its political voice and influence, building relationships 

across sectors and institutions and around issues can also move an agenda forward. 

Take for instance Calle 24 SF’s ability to build relationships with the mayor and other 

government officials and agencies: this community coalition’s relationship with 

government has enabled them to attract financial support for their cause as well as 

enhance their social and political capital within City Hall. Ultimately, the mayor and 

other city agencies helped support Calle 24 SF’s efforts to develop a Latino Cultural 

District and moved them closer to being designated a special use district. This designa-

tion increases residents’ control over the land development process. Calle 24 SF’s 

relationships with public institutional actors, nonprofit organizations, and the private 

sector will likely result in bigger wins down the road for neighborhood residents, the 

city, and even the region, so long as these relationships are built on trust, transparency, 

and respect.

Compromise When Appropriate
Community organizations must clearly articulate their needs and demands, but be 

willing to compromise and collaborate to achieve their goals when appropriate. 

Compromising has become more difficult in our current hyper-polarized political and 

social environment, but it is often necessary for a community’s goals to be realized. In 

Brooklyn, some people have been critical of BrooklynSpeaks’ settlement agreement 

with the State, City, and private developers around the Atlantic Yards development 

project (now known as the Pacific Park development), initially a 22-acre development 

with the Barclays Center at its heart. Founded in 2006, BrooklynSpeaks is an initia-

tive sponsored by civic associations, community-based organizations, and advocacy 

groups. The initiative’s primary mission is to advocate for transparency by state and 

city government officials and to involve the public in the decision-making process.30 

After years of litigation, disputes around eminent domain, and the Great Recession, 

BrooklynSpeaks was successful in reaching a settlement agreement that prioritized 

and sped up the construction of 2,250 affordable housing units promised to residents 

along with several other key community benefits. More importantly, by reaching a 

compromise, the community can help monitor the community benefit process and 

evaluate the outcomes of the Atlantic Yards/Pacific Park development via a community 

development corporation that was created to monitor the development and construc-

tion process.
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the planning process rather than belatedly in protests and litigation, which at the end 

of the day hurt the city as a whole. 
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In Bedford Stuyvesant and surrounding communities, we are witnessing the 

displacement of African American households, especially those who are working- 

and middle-class renters. This paper assigns households that earn between 

$40,000 and $100,000 to these broad income bands. Working- and middle-class 

households are in many ways the lifeblood of New York City, working jobs in 

the public sector, in nonprofit organizations, and in the lower middle ranks of the 

private sector. This paper argues for promoting homeownership for working- and 

middle-class New Yorkers, particularly African Americans, through preserving and 

stabilizing existing homeowners and increasing the number of new homeowners. 

Homeownership affords such households an opportunity to acquire an asset that is 

likely to appreciate as a neighborhood improves. Homeownership is a tangible means 

of fostering inclusion, especially in communities where home values are rising.

BACKGROUND: CURRENT CONDITIONS
Homeownership in New York City
Historically, homeownership rates in New York City have been well below the national 

average because most of the City’s housing stock consists of rental units. Today, New 

York City’s homeownership rate is essentially half the rate for the United States overall 

(31 percent versus 63 percent).1

New York City’s current homeownership rate is essentially the same as in 2000, but 

less than at the peak in 2006. In 2014, the homeownership rate varied widely across 

racial and ethnic groups: white, 42 percent; Asian, 39 percent; black, 26 percent; 

and Hispanic, 15 percent. Today more than half of New York City homes are unaf-

fordable to the majority of households. Low- and moderate-income households 

comprised 51 percent of New York City households in 2014 (35 percent and 16 

percent respectively), yet only 9 percent of home sales in the City were affordable 

to these households (3 percent were affordable to low-income households and an 

additional 6 percent were affordable to moderate-income households).2 In contrast, in 

previous decades a significant portion of the homes in New York were affordable to 

working- and middle-class homebuyers. In Brooklyn, homes such as those for workers 

at the Brooklyn Navy Yard were specifically developed for the working- and middle-

class market.3 In addition, as one racial or ethnic group migrated from a neighborhood, 

they were oftentimes replaced by homebuyers of comparable or lesser means: for 

example, white flight from Central Brooklyn enabled working- and middle-class African 

Americans to purchase homes.4

Racial Wealth Disparities
Historically, white households have controlled significantly more wealth than African 

American and Hispanic households.5 The wealth gap has increased since the Great 

Recession and resulting foreclosure crisis. In 2007, white households had median 

wealth 10 times that of African American households and eight times that of Hispanic 

households.6 After the Great Recession, the wealth gap increased. White households 

had median wealth 13 times that of African American households and 10 times that of 

Hispanic households.7 

Real estate trends underway in New York City are exacerbating the racial wealth gap. 

Neighborhoods across the City, including Bedford Stuyvesant, are attracting affluent 

residents. Prior generations of African Americans and working- and middle-class house-

holds were able to gain a foothold through the purchase of homes in these so-called 

“less desirable” yet affordable neighborhoods. However, the number of affordable 

neighborhoods in New York City is rapidly declining. As a consequence, the opportuni-

ties for African American and working and middle-income families to purchase homes, 

and thereby participate in the increasing value of the real estate market, are greatly 

reduced. This, in turn, leads to growing wealth disparities along racial lines. The City 

is on the trajectory of having only a small percentage of working- and middle-class 

households, and an even smaller percentage of African American and Hispanic house-

holds, as homeowners. In the absence of homeownership, the vast majority of African 

American New Yorkers are not likely to own any assets of significant value, especially 

given the fact that home equity accounts for 92 percent of the personal wealth of 

African American homeowners.8

Bedford Stuyvesant and Neighboring Communities
While homeownership rates in New York City and Bedford Stuyvesant were largely 

unchanged between 2000 and 2014, there is every reason to believe that the 

homeownership rates for working- and middle-class households, particularly African 

Americans, are declining. Homeownership in Bedford Stuyvesant and neighboring 

Central Brooklyn communities is increasingly burdensome to existing working- and 

middle-class homeowners, and inaccessible to prospective working-class and 

moderate-income homebuyers. Some of the pressures impacting the local markets are 

presented below.
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of properties for their own personal use. In addition, some three- and four-family 

properties are being reduced to one- and two-family properties.17 Similarly, many 

property owners are designating residential units for Airbnb and other comparable 

types of short-term rentals.18 Proponents of Airbnb argue that the short-term rental 

option assists many working- and middle-class homeowners in paying for the costs of 

owning a home in New York City. 

Many factors are driving up the cost of owning a home in Bedford Stuyvesant 

and thereby pushing existing working- and middle-class homeowners to the limit. 

Escalating real estate taxes and water and sewer charges are driving up ownership 

costs.19 Decisions to impose historic district designation on portions of Bedford 

Stuyvesant and other historically working- and middle-class communities also increase 

the cost of maintenance and repair given that only approved materials and contrac-

tors may be used to undertake work on certain portions of properties designated as 

historic.20 Finally, African American homeowners continue to be the targets of preda-

tory practices such as deed theft and sham foreclosure prevention scams.21

Displacement
As noted above, between 2000 and 2014, the African American population of Bedford 

Stuyvesant declined from 75 to 53 percent, the Hispanic population remained flat, 

and the white population increased from 2 to 21 percent.22 Households earning less 

than $20,000 declined from 36 to 29 percent, and the percentage of households 

earning $40,000 to $100,000 remained flat.23 Further along the income spectrum, the 

percentage of households earning between $100,000 and $250,000 increased from 11 

to 16 percent. Households earning above $250,000 remained flat at 1 percent. 

In Bedford Stuyvesant, working- and middle-class households arguably are as vulner-

able to displacement as low-income residents because Bedford Stuyvesant has 

fewer rent-regulated residential units than many other neighborhoods in Brooklyn.24 

Moreover, 32 percent of Bedford Stuyvesant households, including working- and 

middle-class households, are severely rent-burdened in that they pay more than 50 

percent of their income on rent. 

SOLUTIONS
Preserving existing homeownership and creating new homeownership opportunities 

for working- and middle-class households, particularly African Americans, will foster 

inclusion rather than displacement in Bedford Stuyvesant and comparable communi-

ties experiencing gentrification. Homeownership for working- and middle-class house-

holds, particularly African Americans, in gentrifying neighborhoods has the potential to 

create racially integrated, mixed-income communities that generate inclusion through 

broad access to economic opportunity. 

Home prices are rising as a result of increased competition for housing in Central 

Brooklyn. Overall, the City’s population is growing.9 Young professionals, technology 

and knowledge workers from across the globe are flocking to neighborhoods all over 

the City but especially to centrally located communities that are affordable relative to 

Manhattan or Downtown Brooklyn. Working- and middle-class families are not able to 

compete with the new arrivals either for rental housing or homeownership opportuni-

ties. Bedford Stuyvesant households with children under 18 years old declined from 45 

percent to 28 percent between 2000 and 2014.10 Between 2000 and 2012, the African 

American population in Bedford Stuyvesant, also known as Brooklyn Community 

Board No. 3, declined from 75 to 53 percent, and the white population increased 

from 2 to 21 percent.11 During this same period, in Brooklyn Community Board No. 2, 

a neighboring community including Downtown Brooklyn, Fort Greene, and Clinton 

Hill, the African American population declined from 42 to 27 percent, and the white 

population increased from 31 to 45 percent.12

The current strength of New York’s real estate market and economy is recognized 

internationally. Global investment is flooding the City, including Central Brooklyn 

neighborhoods like Bedford Stuyvesant.13 Investors, domestic and foreign, are buying 

existing homes as well as developing homes for resale at increasingly higher prices.14 

Between the third quarter of 2014 and the second quarter of 2016, sale prices in 

Bedford Stuyvesant increased 33 percent.15 During the same period, the sales volume 

in Bedford Stuyvesant was at least twice that of communities such as Boerum Hill, 

Brooklyn Heights, and Downtown Brooklyn, to name just a few.16 These high levels 

stand in stark contrast to just a decade ago.

Underutilization of land is also placing pressure on the real estate market. Large 

contextual down-zonings of Bedford Stuyvesant in 2007 and 2009 reduced the densities 

and height limits on residential streets while targeting up-zoning to several transit-

oriented commercial corridors. However, the increased floor area ratio authorized by 

the up-zoning is only recently showing signs of utilization through new construction. 

Utilization has been slowed by the high sales prices being sought by property owners. 

Within a quarter mile of Restoration Plaza, nearly 300 of the 1500 properties are under-

built by 50 percent or more. Many of the properties in question are occupied, one-story 

retail buildings which could be developed into eight- to ten-story mixed-use properties. 

Both the contextual down-zonings and failure to leverage the up-zonings have contrib-

uted to rising real estate prices that hinder the development of affordable housing. 

Another potential pressure on the Bedford Stuyvesant real estate market is that units 

are being removed from the residential rental market. These units previously had 

been available for rental by working- and middle-class households. For example, many 

affluent owners of two-, three-, and four-family homes are designating larger portions 
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2. Establish Mission-Based Nonprofit Funds to Purchase Non-Performing 

HUD, Fannie Mae, and Freddie Mac Mortgages. Sales of non-performing federally 

insured and Government Sponsored Entity (GSE) mortgage notes are stripping African 

American homeowners of their homes and accelerating gentrification and displace-

ment. Until recently, the non-performing notes were sold almost exclusively to private 

investors. In 2015, HUD modified the non-performing note sale program to make it 

easier for nonprofits to purchase notes. The note sales to private investors appear to 

promote real estate speculation rather than prioritize preservation of homeownership. 

This, in turn, undermines racial and economic inclusion and accelerates the displace-

ment of working- and middle-class homeowners and tenants, most of whom are 

African American. 

According to estimates projected by the New York State Foreclosure Defense Bar 

(NYSFDB), there are no less than 12,000 active residential foreclosures in Brooklyn. 

The foreclosure rate in Brooklyn is estimated at 8 percent, which exceeds the national 

average of 4 percent and the New York City average of 6 percent. Foreclosures 

in Brooklyn have been concentrated in African American communities. In high-

foreclosure Brooklyn neighborhoods, the percentage of residential mortgage loans 

in foreclosure was as high as 21 percent as of December 2011.29 A large percentage 

of the mortgages in the foreclosure process are insured by FHA and the GSEs, and a 

disproportionately large share of those mortgages are against homes owned by African 

Americans in gentrifying neighborhoods. The NYSFDB estimates that foreclosures 

will cause the loss of between $3 billion and $10 billion in family wealth in Brooklyn 

communities of color between 2016 and 2021. 

Preservation of homeownership is a statutorily imposed element of the missions 

of HUD and the GSEs. NYSFDB argues that evidence exists that the full menu of 

HUD-approved loss mitigation measures are not offered to African American home-

owners even when the homeowners qualify for them. This unfortunately tracks 

historical discriminatory practices such as “redlining” and the more recent practices 

of subprime lenders who steered African Americans and other minority homebuyers 

into subprime loans even when they qualified for conventional mortgages. NYSFDB 

has also uncovered evidence that African American homeowners are improperly being 

denied Home Affordable Modification Program (HAMP)-style loan modifications such 

as lower interest rates, extended terms, and principal reductions.

In sales to private investors, HUD and the GSEs frequently discount the defaulted mort-

gages by 40 to 60 percent. The apparent justification for such discounts is to afford 

investors the flexibility to offer loss mitigation options to the distressed homeowners. 

Instead, in practice, investors increase the obligations of the homeowners by adding 

fees to the full unpaid balance, not the discounted balance. 

Preserve Homeownership
African American working- and middle-class homeowners have been under siege for 

more than a decade. As the targets of predatory lending practices, and having suffered 

the brunt of the effects of the Great Recession, they have experienced foreclosures 

at an alarming rate.25 Concerted action is required by all levels of government 

and industry to protect existing African American and working- and middle-class 

homeowners. 

Prevent Foreclosures 
Foreclosure rates have been so high among African American working-class and 

middle-class households that some policymakers argue that African American house-

holds, in particular, should not aspire to homeownership. First-time African American 

homeowners saw their wealth decrease nearly 50 percent between 2005 and 2007, a 

time of strong appreciation for most homeowners.26 However, giving up on African 

American homeownership is not the right answer. Instead, the public and private 

sectors should affirmatively implement a range of initiatives to preserve and protect 

working- and middle-class homeownership, especially for African Americans, to redress 

the well-established history of discriminatory policies and practices in housing against 

African Americans. 

1. Rigorous Prosecution of Predatory Practices. Federal and state prosecutors 

should rigorously prosecute persons involved in fraudulent and predatory mortgage 

lending and title practices, especially those who target African Americans and other 

minorities. During the foreclosure crisis of 2008, ample proof surfaced that African 

Americans in particular were targeted for risky and high-cost mortgages.27 African 

Americans in New York City lost in excess of $3 billion of equity as a result.28 While 

the activities of some lenders, brokers, and other actors in the real estate market were 

clearly illegal and often criminal, such actors conducted their activities without fear 

of prosecution, and indeed, few were prosecuted. The public sector must create an 

atmosphere intolerant of practices that victimize homeowners. Fraud crimes of this 

sort create severe and far-reaching repercussions. Households saddled with predatory 

mortgages and under threat of foreclosure live in great stress and ultimately lose not 

only their homes but often also the only assets they own. Frequently, the homes lost 

to foreclosure have been owned by families for two or more generations yet are only 

now appreciating in value at rates comparable to those in integrated or predominantly 

white communities. The mortgage litigation settlements won against banks, like those 

obtained by the New York State Attorney General against HSBC, are a positive step 

forward. What is truly needed is an environment that discourages fraud and predatory 

behavior and punishes violators with the most severe sanctions allowed. 
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neighborhood, and twice as likely to sell a lien in a majority-Hispanic neighborhood. 

The lien sale process contributes to the displacement of long-time homeowners and 

their renters in communities that are already facing extensive market pressure and 

speculation. Nearly half of the one-to-three-family homes in the 2011 tax lien sale (42 

percent) were sold within five years of the lien sale, compared to 13 percent of all 

one-to-three-family properties in Brooklyn.31

In January 2017, the City’s tax lien sale law was renewed with minor revisions. 

Homeownership advocates, such as the Coalition for Affordable Homes, continue 

to press for legislative and administrative measures to preserve homeownership by 

avoiding tax lien sale foreclosures. Among other measures, advocates have proposed 

a “Preservation Trust” which could buy tax liens and service them with the intention 

of preserving affordability. Alternatively, the City itself, through HPD, the city’s housing 

preservation and development agency, could create and administer such a program. 

Homeownership advocates also argue that HPD should exercise its discretion to 

proactively pull properties from the lien sale for the purpose of keeping current 

homeowners in place or transferring the properties to a community land trust 

designed to preserve long-term affordable homeownership. 

Similarly, New York’s processes for increasing real estate taxes and creating historic 

districts should be examined from the perspective of their impact on working- and 

middle-class homeownership. In New York City, tax increases in historically African 

American neighborhoods appear to be disproportionately larger than tax increases 

in mature predominantly white neighborhoods. Such tax increases likely track the 

increasing values driven by speculation and gentrification; however, when combined 

with stagnant wages, such increases place significant burdens on longstanding 

African American working- and middle-class homeowners in a community like 

Bedford Stuyvesant. Similarly, designating neighborhoods as architecturally signifi-

cant historic districts raises the cost of home maintenance and repair to a level many 

working- and middle-class households cannot afford. The City must be mindful of 

the many cost variables impacting working- and middle-class homeownership and 

must craft policies that preserve rather than jeopardize homeownership for African 

Americans and other minorities.

Promote New Homeownership for African Americans
In addition to preserving homeownership for existing working- and middle-class 

homeowners in gentrifying communities, new homeownership opportunities should 

be created for prospective working- and middle-class homebuyers, especially African 

Americans. As noted above, recent housing market data reports that as of the second 

quarter of 2016, the average home price in Bedford Stuyvesant was just over $1 

million, up from $756,000 in the third quarter of 2014.32 Many homes sell for well 

Several nonprofits are raising funds for the purpose of purchasing discounted 

mortgage notes from HUD and the GSEs. The nonprofits intend to prioritize home-

ownership preservation and loss mitigation above earning a speculative return on 

sale of the foreclosed home. The benefit of the discounted notes would be shared 

with the distressed homeowners for the purpose of keeping them in their homes 

and preserving their equity. To create meaningful impact, HUD would need to enlarge 

the pool of non-performing notes allocated for purchase by nonprofits, and the GSEs 

should also create a pool for purchase by nonprofits.

Properly constructed and administered, mission-oriented nonprofit funds that purchase 

federally insured notes could attract a range of public and private sector investors, 

including government, socially responsible individual and corporate investors, pension 

funds, and philanthropies. Government agencies such as FHA and Treasury would do 

well to capitalize nonprofit funds of this sort given the importance to the economy 

of stabilizing homeownership. The proceeds of settlements with financial institutions 

for mortgage lending impropriety are also an appropriate source of capital, given the 

offenses against homeowners upon which the settlements are based. 

At least two models for mission-based funds are currently in operation in the New 

York Metro area. New Jersey Community Capital (NJCC) has purchased HUD loans 

and is committed to keeping homeowners in their homes. NJCC offers loss mitigation 

options such as loan modifications including principal reduction; leases; leases with 

the option to purchase; and transfer of deed in lieu of foreclosure. NJCC has also sold 

properties to tenants in cases where the homeowner opts not to participate and 

cannot be located. NJCC has had success in raising funds from corporations such 

as MetLife and Prudential who are seeking a double bottom line. The second fund 

involves the Center for NYC Neighborhoods, the City of New York, Restored Homes, 

MHANY Management, Inc., and the National Community Stabilization Trust. This fund 

has purchased approximately 24 mortgages — a relatively small number — which are 

being restructured for the purpose of keeping homeowners in place.

3. Re-Examine All City Policies. All city policies should be examined to determine 

their effect on minority, working-, and middle-class homeownership, and policies 

should be implemented that will protect and preserve such homeownership. Some 

municipal policies disproportionately burden minority, working-, and middle-class 

homeownership. One example is New York City’s annual tax lien sale. The tax lien sale 

law was enacted in 1996 to eliminate the City’s roles in collecting real estate taxes 

on, taking title to, and maintaining properties that fell behind on paying real estate 

taxes. A study undertaken by the Coalition for Affordable Homes found that the tax 

lien sale disproportionately impacts communities of color.30 The City is six times more 

likely to sell a lien in a majority-African American neighborhood as in a majority-white 
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would actively counsel the homeowner to guard against predatory lenders or to pay 

real estate taxes. 

A significant public investment in shared equity homeownership could create a stock 

of permanently affordable homes and keep the dream of working- and middle-class 

homeownership alive, in Bedford Stuyvesant and elsewhere. City-subsidized home-

ownership programs that predated gentrification justifiably did not anticipate the 

massive and rapid escalation in home prices. The programs successfully revitalized 

many neighborhoods and rewarded fortunate purchasers of subsidized homes with 

increased equity because the subsidy was a forgivable loan. However, the programs did 

not contribute to long-term affordability. 

The housing stock in Bedford Stuyvesant and neighboring communities is amenable to 

shared equity homeownership because the multi-level brownstones may be config-

ured into three or four individual condominiums. Shared equity homeownership units 

may also be constructed in sections of the community zoned for mandatory or volun-

tary inclusionary housing, and they may be mixed in with market-rate condominiums. 

2. Down Payment Assistance: Many African American, working-, and middle-class 

households have limited success in saving for a down payment on a house. Compared 

to white households, African Americans and Hispanics have fewer resources available 

to them for down payments. In fact, white households are three times more likely to 

rely on family assistance for down payments than African American households, and 

nine out of every ten African American homeowners cover the entire down payment 

with their own savings. Family assistance also allows white homebuyers to make larger 

down payments, which tends to lower interest rates and lending costs.37

Individual Development Accounts (IDAs) are an initiative that could spur homeowner-

ship especially when connected to shared equity. IDAs incentivize saving by matching 

the designated savings of individuals with modest means who wish to save towards 

the purchase of a lifelong asset, such as a home. Such savings are matched primarily 

by external sources, such as foundations, corporations, religious institutions, and 

government. IDA savings can be used for education and training, homeownership, 

and development of home-based and micro-enterprise businesses. IDA programs are 

offered as partnerships between sponsoring organizations (often nonprofits or state/

local government agencies) and financial institutions. Although they are a relatively 

recent policy innovation, IDAs have a track record of success.

Sustainable funding is a major concern for IDA program sponsors. Both operating and 

matching funds are often difficult to secure. Federal state and local agencies and the 

in excess of $1.5 million, and those that sell for significantly less than $1 million are 

the subject of intense competition and typically require hundreds of thousands of 

dollars of rehabilitation.33 In short, the homeownership market in Bedford Stuyvesant 

is increasingly inaccessible to working- and middle-class households. Without a 

public sector intervention, the community will become less economically and racially 

diverse. It is foreseeable that the percentage of working- and middle-class households 

in Bedford Stuyvesant will decline even more than the percentage of low-income 

households. This is because low-income households may seek refuge in public and 

other subsidized low-income housing, while working- and middle-class households 

cannot. This plausible scenario could make Bedford Stuyvesant not only less economi-

cally integrated but also more economically polarized. The presence of working- and 

middle-class residents has benefited Bedford Stuyvesant. Such residents often serve as 

the glue of the community through their involvement in the public school system and 

civic activities. The loss of working- and middle-class families diminishes the prospects 

for economic and social integration.

New government subsidized homeownership opportunities could be created based 

on a shared equity model that ensures permanent affordability of the subsidized 

units while providing for accumulation of equity by the homeowners. African 

American homeownership can also be boosted by widespread adoption of Individual 

Development Accounts to assist working- and middle-class households in gathering 

sufficient resources for the down payments needed to purchase homes. 

1. Shared Equity Homeownership. Under shared equity homeownership, home 

price appreciation is shared between a homebuyer and a nonprofit program sponsor 

to achieve a balance between the individual’s interest in building wealth and the 

societal interest in ensuring long-term affordability.34 Shared equity homeownership 

allows working- and middle-class families to purchase homes at a below-market price. 

When the home is sold, the seller and program sponsor divide contractually agreed-

upon shares of the profits. Under one shared equity model, the program sponsor’s 

share of the profit is retained in the home as a subsidy for the next working- or 

middle-class buyer.35

Shared equity has proven to be less risky for the homeowner than traditional home-

ownership. It affords the buyer the same housing stability as traditional homeowner-

ship as well as the opportunity to accumulate equity while also mitigating some of 

the risks of traditional homeownership.36 Specifically, the below-market price acts as 

a buffer against equity loss in the event home values decline, reducing the chance of 

foreclosure. Under the shared equity model, the program sponsor monitors the well-

being of the homebuyer to avoid foreclosure and mortgage delinquency and assists 

the homebuyer through challenging circumstances. For example, the program sponsor 
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private sector should fund IDAs at levels sufficient to incentivize tens of thousands of 

working-class and moderate-income households to become homeowners. 

CONCLUSION
Homeownership for working- and middle-income households is a tangible means 

of reducing displacement and fostering inclusion in high-cost cities. Historically, 

however, homeownership has underperformed as an asset creation strategy for African 

Americans, primarily due to policies and practices that promote racial segregation 

in housing. In high-cost cities experiencing gentrification, current African American 

homeowners are facing mounting challenges such as real estate speculation, fraud, and 

increasing maintenance costs. In addition, an inadequate number of new homeowner-

ship opportunities are being created for working- and middle-income households. 

In high-cost cities, these trends may be reversed through public and private sector 

intervention in support of working- and middle-class homeownership.
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What More Do We Need to Know 

about How to Prevent and Mitigate 

Displacement of Low- and 

Moderate-Income Households  

from Gentrifying Neighborhoods?

VICKI BEEN1

New York University

The extent to which gentrification results in the displacement of low- and 

moderate-income households from neighborhoods undergoing signifi-

cant change is still the subject of study and debate among urban policy 

researchers.2 Recent evidence suggests that, at least in areas outside low-

vacancy “superstar cities”3 with intense gentrification, renters who likely 

are the most vulnerable to displacement generally do not move away from gentrifying 

neighborhoods at higher rates than such households move from nongentrifying areas.4 

Elected officials, housing advocates, and the public, on the other hand, have no doubt 

that gentrification can and does cause displacement.5 

There are a number of reasons the research findings on displacement may be less accu-

rate or complete than reports from affected neighborhoods. First, there is considerable 

disagreement, especially early in the process, about which neighborhoods actually 

are gentrifying. Second, data tracking people’s moves to and from neighborhoods is 

limited because of concerns about the confidentiality of tax, social service, and other 

governmental data files that follow individuals over time, and because private sources 

of linked data, such as credit reporting bureau files, are incomplete in a variety of 

ways (some households don’t have credit files, for example). Third, even if residents of 

gentrifying neighborhoods may move no more often from gentrifying neighborhoods 

than similar households in other areas, they may move for different reasons. Residents 

of non-gentrifying neighborhoods may more often move voluntarily — seeking better 

neighborhoods or jobs, for example — while residents of gentrifying neighborhoods 

may more often move involuntarily, wanting to stay in the neighborhood but unable 

to afford it. Fourth, residents of gentrifying neighborhoods may be displaced earlier, 

or later, in the cycle of neighborhood change than researchers have typically studied. 

Finally, residents of gentrifying neighborhoods in high-cost cities with low vacancy 

rates may experience different pressures to leave the neighborhood than such resi-

dents in the cities with less constrained housing markets that have been the subject of 

some displacement studies. 

Further, few would dispute that households and advocates fear the rent increases 

associated with gentrification, in part because they worry that those increases may 

result in displacement.6 Also, the most recent research shows that when vulnerable 

households do move from a gentrifying area, they are more likely to move to lower-

income neighborhoods than similar households moving from non-gentrifying neigh-

borhoods.7 Even residents of gentrifying neighborhoods who have not been physically 

displaced may experience what feels to them as displacement — changes in the look, 

feel, or culture of the neighborhood, or a feeling of being unwelcomed by, or uncon-

nected to, recent arrivals to the neighborhood — but remain in the neighborhood 

nevertheless.8 The common belief that gentrification causes displacement, fear of rent 

increases regardless of whether they actually cause displacement, concern about those 

who do move from gentrifying areas, and the contested nature of what constitutes 

displacement all affect the public’s perception of the desirability of new development 

and therefore make land use approvals all the more difficult. Local governments, land 

use and housing officials, and affordable housing providers and advocates accordingly 

are scrambling to find effective ways to counter concerns about displacement. The 

tools available for that task, however, have not been sufficiently tested to ensure 

that jurisdictions are deploying the best tool or combination of tools to address the 

particular issues their changing neighborhoods face. 

This chapter will briefly summarize the strategies currently in the toolbox and outline 

a research agenda for filling gaps in our understanding about how effective those 

strategies are in various circumstances. 

ANTI-DISPLACEMENT STRATEGIES 
At a recent conference on gentrification and displacement, Jeff Lubell9 provided a 

helpful typology of current tools local governments can use to achieve those goals: 

1 Preservation of existing affordable rental units.

2 Protection of long-time residents who wish to stay in the neighborhood.

3 Inclusion to ensure that a share of new development is affordable. 

4 Revenue generation that harnesses growth to expand financial resources for 

affordable housing.

5 Incentives for developers of affordable housing.
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subject to the affordability restrictions of those programs, despite the City’s robust 

preservation programs.22 Similarly, large numbers of subsidized units across the nation 

have left affordability programs.23 A fair number of the affordable housing projects 

eligible to exit affordability programs in the coming years are in the gentrifying 

neighborhoods,24 and preserving those units will be particularly difficult and costly 

because of the significant gap between market and restricted rents when property 

values are increasing.25 

Further, even if a jurisdiction can afford the cost and can convince owners to renew 

affordability restrictions, households fearing displacement pressures may consider 

preservation efforts irrelevant to them for various reasons. Families in need of public 

or subsidized affordable housing may feel that they are unlikely to receive it: turnover 

in affordable housing projects, at least in high-cost cities, is typically low,26 and 

many projects have long wait lists for people hoping to move in as vacancies arise.27 

Furthermore, re-rentals (lease-up of units that have been vacated through tenant 

turnover) are not always distributed in a transparent process like a housing lottery. 

Finally, when residents of gentrifying areas are asked to weigh in on land use approvals 

that might ease housing pressures, local governments are often not yet able to provide 

assurance that owners whose affordability restrictions will expire in the coming years 

will agree to preservation offers.

Research on the following questions would help policymakers better shape preserva-

tion efforts in gentrifying neighborhoods: 

What happens to the residents of subsidized or other affordable housing in gentri-

fying areas? Do buildings that remain affordable have lower turnover than they did 

prior to the gentrification, or compared to similar projects in non-gentrifying areas? 

When residents of affordable buildings in gentrifying neighborhoods leave, where 

do they go, and do their destinations differ from those of residents leaving similar 

subsidized buildings in non-gentrifying areas, or from those of residents leaving non-

subsidized buildings in the gentrifying neighborhood? 

What are the costs and benefits of gentrification for the residents of affordable 

housing in gentrifying neighborhoods? Do the residents of subsidized housing see 

income gains from greater economic opportunity in the neighborhood that may make 

it possible for them to pay more rent in their subsidized housing or to find and afford 

housing in non-subsidized buildings?28 Do they enjoy more or better job opportunities, 

improved schools, better healthcare, increased transit options? Do children living in 

affordable housing in gentrifying neighborhoods achieve better educational, employ-

ment, or other outcomes than those in similar but non-gentrifying neighborhoods? 

How do the benefits and costs of gentrification for households compare,29 and how 

6 Property acquisition of sites for affordable housing.10

The Furman Center’s report, “Gentrification Response,” also explores a variety of 

strategies, categorized somewhat differently.11 Others have suggested additional 

strategies ranging from rental assistance vouchers for current residents of gentrifying 

neighborhoods,12 condominium conversion restrictions13 and preservation of single-

room occupancy hotels (SROs),14 to minimum wage requirements and other income-

boosting strategies.15

WHAT MORE DO WE NEED TO KNOW TO DETERMINE HOW WELL THOSE 
TOOLS WORK? 
While various of those tools have been evaluated in general,16 or in contexts other 

than neighborhood changes that may threaten displacement or fear of displacement, 

little research evaluates how well these strategies work specifically to prevent or miti-

gate displacement. There are a number of reasons to worry about how effective these 

tools will be in addressing the concerns local governments may have about displace-

ment and fears of displacement. First, gentrification and other neighborhood changes 

take many forms, in many different kinds of communities with different housing 

market conditions, so it is unlikely that any particular tool will be equally appropriate 

in all circumstances. Tools that have been effective in addressing other problems will 

not necessarily transfer successfully to the gentrification context.17 Because the tools 

address different aspects of the threat of displacement, they may need to be used 

in specific combinations. Further, some tools come with high costs that should be 

avoided if less costly means can accomplish the goal.18 Finally, some tools may have 

unintended consequences that make them inefficient or unfair. The discussion below 

outlines some of the potential issues with the various tools, and suggests what more 

we need to know in order to evaluate each tool’s potential for preventing or mitigating 

displacement, and to fine-tune the tool to be most effective. 

Preservation 
Preservation of our affordable housing stock19 is absolutely critical for many reasons, 

and may be necessary to preserve the economic diversity of neighborhoods 

undergoing change.20 First, preservation is essential to prevent displacement of the 

households living in buildings that are reaching the end of affordability restrictions in 

changing neighborhoods. When such a building opts out of affordability restrictions, 

its residents may enjoy some protections (such as enhanced vouchers and protection 

through rent regulations), but some are likely to be displaced.21 

Even the most robust preservation efforts, however, are unlikely to be a sufficient 

antidote to displacement pressures and fears. The Furman Center’s analysis of subsi-

dized properties in New York City, for example, found that as of 2011, of 234,000 

units financed through affordability programs, 62,000 (or 27 percent) were no longer 
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Protection 
The Furman Center and Lubell both suggest a variety of ways to protect current 

residents of gentrifying areas from displacement: restricting conversion of rentals to 

condominiums; giving current tenants the option to buy their buildings when they 

are offered for sale; regulating rents; imposing just-cause eviction protections; helping 

low- and moderate-income homeowners deal with increases in property taxes; giving 

preferences for subsidized housing or rental assistance vouchers to people at risk of 

displacement; and adopting shared equity ownership models (including community 

land trusts).36 Other potential protections include legal services for tenants facing 

eviction in gentrifying areas,37 vouchers or low-interest loans to give current residents 

of gentrifying communities the choice of staying or moving;38 and changes in zoning 

and building codes to allow homeowners to use accessory dwelling units and other 

rental units to help pay for increased taxes and other costs (and to expand the rental 

housing stock).39 

Assessing whether those strategies are likely to achieve the various goals of local 

governments must start with a better understanding of the problems we are 

attempting to solve. We know little about how gentrification increases costs for 

particular types of households, how people who face increasing housing costs manage 

to stay in place, or what happens to people who cannot stay in place. Research on the 

following issues would help local governments better focus their efforts: 

To the extent that housing cost increases (or other pressures that may lead to 

displacement) are not evenly distributed across residents, what explains this 

uneven distribution? Tenants in rent-regulated apartments should see lower rent 

increases than those in unregulated apartments, and if they don’t, the protections 

of rent stabilization may need to be re-examined.40 Senior citizens may be protected 

in part41 through special programs designed to help senior homeowners, such as 

Boston’s Senior Home Repair Loan program,42 or through rental assistance programs 

for seniors, such as New York City’s Senior Citizen Rent Increase Exemption program.43 

Long-term renters may be protected from rent increases through their relationships 

with landlords, especially in smaller buildings.44 On the other hand, members of racial 

and ethnic groups may be especially vulnerable to rent increases because of discrimi-

nation by landlords.45 How long have households who face housing cost increases 

lived in the neighborhood? Were those people subject to discriminatory practices 

that made the neighborhood less desirable or, conversely, kept them there in the past 

when they might have preferred other areas?46 Sorting out who is most at risk from 

displacement pressures will allow local governments to prioritize those households 

for assistance. 

do households assess costs such as changes in the culture or cohesiveness of the 

neighborhood,30 loss of autonomy,31 feelings of alienation,32 conflicts over space,33 or 

discrimination by newcomers? 

Does the presence of subsidized or public housing in a neighborhood affect the 

existence or pace of gentrification? The government’s investment in affordable 

housing in a neighborhood may help to stabilize it and moderate house price apprecia-

tion or depreciation.34 Conversely, some argue that investments in affordable housing 

may spur gentrification.35 Knowing more about whether either new construction 

of subsidized housing or the presence of subsidized housing reaching the end of 

its affordability restrictions affects the extent of gentrification in a neighborhood 

is critical to efforts to assess the value (or cost) of preserving affordable housing in 

different kinds of neighborhoods. 

Are gentrifying neighborhoods with a significant share of subsidized or public 

housing more diverse than gentrifying neighborhoods with little such affordable 

housing? The preservation of existing affordable housing as a neighborhood gentrifies 

seems likely to protect the neighborhood from re-segregation by preserving economic 

and racial diversity. But the level of protection may differ if, for example, the residents 

of the affordable housing are of the same race or ethnicity as the people moving 

into neighborhood. It is also possible that turnover in the affordable housing could 

undermine its role in preserving diversity in the neighborhood. The effects, if any, of 

public housing may differ from the effects of subsidized privately owned housing, and 

may vary with differences in the incomes served by the various kinds of affordable 

housing. As a first step to addressing these issues, it would be helpful to analyze how 

the characteristics of households living in, applying for, or moving into subsidized and 

public housing units in gentrifying neighborhoods differ from the characteristics of 

residents of the neighborhood who are not in such housing, and then to study how 

characteristics of applicants and residents of affordable housing change as the neigh-

borhood changes. There may also be some threshold of affordable housing necessary 

to prevent a neighborhood from becoming re-segregated by race, so researchers 

should examine how the demographic characteristics of changing neighborhoods vary 

with the neighborhoods’ share of affordable housing. 

What happens to market rate, but still affordable, housing when neighborhoods 

gentrify? Does the volume of sales of those buildings (often small buildings owned by 

landlords who are not professional property managers) change in gentrifying neigh-

borhoods? Are the buyers of those buildings different from buyers in non-gentrifying 

areas or from buyers in the neighborhood before it began to gentrify? How much of 

the increased values of the homes in gentrifying areas are captured in sales by home-

owners versus by investors? 
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neighborhoods”51 may mean that we could see poorer neighborhoods become even 

more uniformly poor. All these questions depend in part upon better information 

about the race, ethnicity and income of those who stay, those who leave, and those 

who move into, areas undergoing change.52 

To the extent those moving from a gentrifying or changing neighborhood receive 

buy-outs, relocation assistance, vouchers, or other subsidies to help them relocate, 

how do those payments/subsidies affect the characteristics of the housing and 

neighborhoods to which the recipients move? What might happen if such tools were 

conditioned upon (or their amounts vary depending upon) the household moving to 

a higher opportunity neighborhood? How could the value of buyouts be communi-

cated to tenants in light of the choices they are likely to face in using that buyout to 

relocate? Is there a way to structure buyouts or relocation assistance to make them 

more protective –- should the buyouts be regulated, for example? Are movers staying 

within the jurisdiction, so that the jurisdiction can provide help with the move, or 

are they moving across jurisdictions, in which case a local government might want 

to work with the communities to which people are most likely to move to provide 

portable vouchers, for example?

How are homeowners in changing neighborhoods harmed and benefitted by 

gentrification? Are homeowners in gentrifying neighborhoods capturing the 

increasing value of their properties in sales prices, and if not, why not? Where do 

homeowners who have enjoyed increases in value move when they sell? To the 

extent that they are capturing the increases in value, do the disadvantages of moving 

nevertheless outweigh the increased sales price they received for the home? If homes 

are increasing in value, but owners’ incomes do not allow them to pay for increases 

in costs, such as property taxes, are there financing tools that allow them to borrow 

against the increased value to pay current expenses? If so, what are the barriers to 

using those tools? 

The answers to all those questions will help local governments better target tools 

to the particular needs of households living in areas undergoing gentrification. But 

it would be difficult to limit many of the protections to those neighborhoods, both 

because of the difficulty of identifying gentrification soon enough to implement 

programs in those areas alone, and because of the difficulty of predicting whether 

particular investments will result in gentrification. Further, even if our predictions 

about neighborhood change were found to be accurate enough to rely upon, some of 

the tools (such as community land trusts) have long lead times, so it might be inef-

ficient to try to target them precisely rather than diversifying efforts across neighbor-

hoods at risk of gentrification. Other tools (such as rules on rent regulation) have 

How do households facing increasing rent or housing cost burdens adjust their 

income or spending habits to pay those higher costs? Households may attempt to 

increase their income by working more hours or taking a different or an additional 

job, or by having more members in the household seek employment. They may also 

(or instead) attempt to pay rising housing costs by cutting back on other expenditures, 

reducing the size or quality of their housing, delaying the formation of new house-

holds, or expanding the size of the household (taking in relatives, friends, or borders, 

or using Airbnb and other services).47 Knowing more about the strategies people use 

would help local governments target assistance more effectively. 

What leads a household to move to a new neighborhood rather than stay in the 

neighborhood? Which households do move? For example, are the movers more likely to 

be families with children rather than single person households or seniors? Were those 

who leave considering moving even before the neighborhood changed, with the change 

merely serving as a final deciding factor? Do those tenants who move leave when their 

lease is up and the rent increase for renewal is steeper than usual? Or, do they leave 

because they are the subject of eviction actions? What percentage of those who leave 

receive “buy-out” payments from their landlord, and how much are those payments? 

Where do those who leave go? Lei Ding and his colleagues concluded from their study 

of Philadelphia that households with higher credit scores have somewhat higher 

mobility in gentrifying neighborhoods than in non-gentrifying areas, and that they 

move to higher-quality neighborhoods.48 While they find that disadvantaged residents 

of gentrifying areas move no more than such residents in other areas, their research 

shows that the most vulnerable residents who do move from gentrifying neighbor-

hoods suffer downward mobility and move to neighborhoods with lower incomes 

than the gentrifying neighborhood.49 We need to understand more about who moves 

where, and whether moves to more disadvantaged neighborhoods are driven simply 

by the availability of housing at lower rents in those neighborhoods, or are influenced 

by other factors such as discrimination on the basis of race, disability, or source of 

income; time pressures on finding a new home; search behavior of the displaced 

household; or the influence of informal networks. 

What effect do moves associated with gentrification have on residential income 

and racial segregation? If, as Ding’s research shows, gentrification results in middle-

class residents moving to more homogenous middle-income areas, might we see the 

gentrifying areas become bimodal — home to the rich and to the poor (particularly 

if the neighborhood has a large stock of subsidized housing), but not to the middle 

class? Or might the areas to which those households move become solidly middle-and 

upper-class, with little room for lower-income families?50 Similarly, Ding’s troubling 

finding that “gentrification redistributes less advantaged residents into less advantaged 
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leave sooner than they otherwise would have. Studying the rates, and causes, of 

turnover from inclusionary housing as neighborhoods gentrify therefore would help 

policymakers craft better solutions to displacement pressures. 

What kinds of affordable housing are most successful in gentrifying neighborhoods, 

and what is the cost/benefit ratio for that kind of housing? There may be differences 

in the turnover rate, tenant satisfaction, and tenant outcomes in inclusionary housing 

depending upon whether that housing is provided in the same building as the market-

rate housing, or off-site within the same neighborhood. To design the most effective 

inclusionary program for gentrifying areas, any such differences need to be considered. 

For example, if the most successful but also most expensive housing is located in the 

same building as the market-rate housing, are the benefits worth the cost? Or, might 

those worried about displacement prefer more affordable housing, built off-site but in 

the neighborhood, to on-site affordable housing? 

What incomes should be targeted in new housing built in gentrifying neighbor-

hoods? While some advocates who fear displacement call for new housing to be 

targeted to the incomes of people currently in the neighborhood, it is not clear that that 

will lead to the most diverse neighborhoods over the long run. As noted above, we don’t 

yet know enough about whether gentrifying areas resegregate — change from dispropor-

tionately high percentages of low-income and/or racial and ethnic minority residents to 

disproportionately wealthy and/or white residents. To prevent resegregation, is it prefer-

able to direct affordable housing only to the lowest-income households, or to provide 

affordable housing to a range of very low-, low-, and moderate-income households? Is 

there some mix of incomes that slows or stops gentrification? Even if resegregation 

were found not to be a threat, what distribution of incomes in a mixed-income neighbor-

hood results in the best outcomes for all income groups? 

Revenue Generation and Incentives
Many of the questions raised above about the effectiveness and design of preserva-

tion, new construction, or tenant protection programs will inform discussions about 

how to generate revenue that can be used to finance those programs. In addition, 

answers to the following questions can help jurisdictions design the most efficient 

revenue mechanisms: 

To the extent that fees, inclusionary housing requirements, tenant protections, or 

other anti-displacement tools impose costs on developers, do those costs merely 

delay gentrification in the neighborhood, or do they redirect the gentrification (or 

even just divert growth) to other neighborhoods or jurisdictions? If public policies 

simply delay or divert gentrification, then policymakers need to evaluate whether 

the benefits are worth the costs overall.57 Courts and policymakers also may need to 

significant implementation costs, which might render it impractical to apply them only 

in changing areas. 

Furthermore, many of the tools have not been validated in general, much less in the 

particular case of displacement pressures. The value of community land trusts, for 

example, depends upon the cost-effectiveness of the long-term stewardship of the 

property by the trust entity.53 The effects of just-cause statutes, legal representation of 

tenants facing eviction, and other tenant protections on tenants’ long term mobility 

and well-being have not been subject to sufficient study.54 

Inclusion 
Many analysts have suggested that one of the best ways of keeping gentrifying areas 

diverse is to ensure that a share of new construction be reserved for affordable 

housing through inclusionary zoning.55 That makes intuitive sense, of course, but 

such programs could be fine-tuned in gentrifying areas with better information about 

questions such as the following: 

What are neighborhood residents’ perceptions of subsidized housing as an antidote 

to displacement? Many residents of neighborhoods in which new housing is proposed 

do not trust that the new affordable housing will be available to them. They express 

concerns that without a preference in the housing lottery for community members, 

the huge demand for affordable housing citywide will make their chances of winning 

the lottery too low. Some worry, rightly or wrongly, that other factors will keep them 

from securing the housing, even if they “win” the lottery: bad or no credit records, 

criminal justice involvement, eviction histories, and other factors may, in fact, prevent 

those vulnerable to displacement from qualifying for subsidized housing. Similarly, 

current residents may worry that the affordability levels are too high or too low for 

them to qualify. The mere availability of affordable housing, then, may have little effect 

on people’s worries, or on their opposition to changes in the neighborhood. Additional 

policies may be required, such as preferences for local residents, public awareness 

campaigns about how to qualify for housing, and financial empowerment counseling 

to improve credit records and help households prepare for the application and 

qualification process. 

In inclusionary housing provided to take the pressure off rising rents in gentrifying 

areas, what is the turnover, and what explains that turnover? It may be that factors 

other than rents are responsible for mobility from gentrifying neighborhoods: people 

may feel like the neighborhood no longer welcomes them, for example, or may see 

their support networks (doctors, childcare providers, social service agencies) move 

away as the neighborhood changes.56 So, even those households who stay in the 

neighborhood for some period of time with the help of inclusionary housing may 
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do all it can to provide the information policymakers need efficiently and in the most 

concrete and policy-relevant form possible. 
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consider whether a jurisdiction seeking to prevent gentrification imposes costs upon 

neighboring jurisdictions that should be taken into account in the decision.58

Who bears the ultimate cost of fees and other revenue measures in jurisdictions 

that are trying to manage gentrification? Economic theory would predict that the 

owners of land will bear some of the costs of fees imposed upon land development or 

requirements such as inclusionary housing, as long as the supply of land is somewhat 

elastic. But further work needs to be done to understand the incidence of those costs 

in gentrifying neighborhoods,59 especially those in so-called “superstar” cities.60 

CONCLUSION
The need for anti-displacement tools is acute and immediate, but policymakers 

considering potential remedies should be mindful of how little we know either about 

the problem those tools are being called upon to resolve or about how effective the 

potential remedies are. Without a better understanding of how gentrification affects 

existing residents of the gentrifying neighborhood, other neighborhoods, and other 

jurisdictions, our tools for fighting displacement are fairly blunt instruments, and 

may have many unintended consequences. That is not to say that jurisdictions should 

ignore the tools available; doing nothing is not necessarily better than trying tools 

that ultimately fail or turn out to have costs that outweigh benefits. Decision-makers 

often must act on incomplete information. Rather, the point is that researchers could 

provide significant value to policymakers by helping to fill some of the gaps this 

chapter has identified.

As this review of the outstanding questions reveals, there is a need for both quantita-

tive and qualitative research. Learning more about why people move away from 

gentrifying areas, for example, likely would best be answered through well-designed 

qualitative studies such as focus groups based upon thoughtful sampling strategies. 

Understanding how various tenant protections work likely will require both quantita-

tive analysis of causes and effects and qualitative studies of why some tenants don’t 

use particular protections. 

Answers to all the questions outlined were needed years ago. Unfortunately, the 

questions will require years to answer. Because policymakers don’t have the luxury of 

waiting for perfect information when communities are demanding solutions, it would 

be helpful for researchers to talk with local policymakers about which questions they 

would prioritize. Researchers, along with foundations and others who play coordi-

nating roles, should then act on those priorities by developing a logical order for their 

research, by dividing responsibility to avoid duplicative efforts and allow research to 

build on emerging knowledge, and by designing an optimal means of sharing data and 

analysis. For local governments, the stakes are high, so the research community should 
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reside in those designated neighborhoods to make sure their children could get an 

education. Even after Brown, the Supreme Court described the “profound reciprocal 

effect” of school assignment on residential segregation.7 

After Brown, significant efforts were made to desegregate schools, within and across 

areas that remained residentially segregated. Hundreds of school districts were placed 

under court order to desegregate during the 1960s and 1970s, and remained under 

court order until the vestiges of segregation had been addressed to the extent practi-

cable.8 These cases resulted for some time in more desegregated schools throughout 

the United States. And in turn, the desegregation of schools played an important role in 

breaking down residential segregation: “School districts that employ robust desegrega-

tion programs also enjoy stable residential integration.”9 Indeed, when students learn 

and play together, they are more likely to live and work together.10

From the 1980s onwards, however, legal support and resources for school deseg-

regation have waned. Hundreds of school districts have been released from court 

supervision, and as those and other school districts around the country returned to 

neighborhood school assignment, schools rapidly resegregated.11 The peak of integra-

tion, then, came in the late 1980s and early 1990s, when school districts were still 

under desegregation orders. 

For the most part, the resegregation of schools previously under court orders to 

desegregate, and the continuing segregation of schools in areas such as New York City 

and Atlanta, reflect persistent residential segregation along race and class lines. Largely 

because the neighborhoods where schools are located are so segregated, schools are 

now as about as segregated than they were in 1970.12 Indeed, in 1970, the typical 

African American student attended a school in which 32 percent of the students were 

white. By 2010, this exposure had fallen to 29 percent.13

Court-Ordered Desegregation Cases
Nearly 200 school districts remain under court order to desegregate today. The 

school desegregation cases serve as a powerful means to ensure that educational 

inputs — from chemistry labs to athletic facilities to teachers — are equitable, and 

to address structural inequalities that persist in schools. In determining whether a 

school district has desegregated, courts will examine the following areas: student 

assignment (both across schools and within schools); faculty; staff; extracurricular 

activities; transportation; facilities; and the quality of education provided to students.14 

In addition, issues such as harassment, discipline, violence, and the school-to-prison 

pipeline — specifically when disproportionately impacting African American and 

Latinx students — have been addressed through the desegregation cases. And, while 

the vast majority of school desegregation cases have addressed racial segregation, the 

The Interdependence of Housing  

and School Segregation

ANURIMA BHARGAVA 

Open Society Foundations

Housing and education in America have long been inextricably and intri-

cately linked. First, due to the nation’s history and widespread practice of 

assigning students to their neighborhood school, where housing is segre-

gated, so are schools. Indeed, despite concerted efforts to desegregate 

schools in hundreds of jurisdictions across the country, school segrega-

tion has generally progressed in lockstep with residential segregation, and school and 

residential segregation have been mutually reinforcing.1 Second, funding for schools 

is often tied to property taxes; consequently, the funding available for and quality of 

schooling is closely related to the value of the property within the residential area 

being served. Not surprisingly, racially segregated schools in areas of concentrated 

poverty have fewer resources, higher teacher turnover and a lower quality of educa-

tion.2 Third, residential insecurity and mobility have an adverse and often significant 

impact on student engagement and educational attainment. Recognizing how disrup-

tive a lack of housing can be on a child’s education, federal law provides an affirmative 

right for homeless or transitioning students to be able to enroll immediately in school.3 

Below is a brief introduction to the links between housing and education, specifically 

desegregation and school diversity efforts; school financing and housing; and the 

impact of residential insecurity and mobility on educational attainment. This discus-

sion serves as background and overview for the more extensive explorations of the 

relationship between housing and education contained in this volume. 

SCHOOL AND RESIDENTIAL SEGREGATION 
Through much of the twentieth century, residential segregation was legally enforced, 

and persisted through “violence, collective antiblack action, racially restrictive cove-

nants, and discriminatory real estate practices.”4 Prior to the Supreme Court’s landmark 

ruling in Brown v. Board of Education,5 schools also played a role in maintaining 

residential segregation. To keep African-American families from moving into white 

neighborhoods, localities would “plac[e] the only schools that served African American 

children in designated African American neighborhoods and provid[e] no transporta-

tion for African American students who lived elsewhere.”6 Families were forced to 
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concurred only in part in that judgment; his separate concurring opinion, together 

with that of the four dissenting justices, is otherwise controlling, and provides the 

roadmap for what tools schools could continue to use to promote diversity and address 

racial isolation in schools.18 Justice Kennedy emphasized that while schools could 

continue to take account of the racial composition of a student’s neighborhood in 

determining where and how that student was assigned to school, schools were only to 

take account of an individual student’s race in the school assignment process as a last 

resort. As a result, voluntary efforts to promote diversity and address racial isolation in 

schools were left to rely upon the composition and racial segregation of neighborhoods 

as the primary, if not sole, factor in how students are assigned to school. 

Put another way, after the PICS decision, residential segregation became an important 

factor in affirmative efforts to voluntarily address racial segregation in schools. While 

a school district could generally not assign a black student to a predominantly white 

school based on that student’s race, it could allow for the assignment or transfer of 

students from a black neighborhood to that predominantly white school. Residential 

segregation became an engine for school integration. 

If Chief Justice Roberts had wholly prevailed in PICS, the Court would have further 

curtailed school districts’ ability to promote diversity and avoid racial isolation, leaving 

few (if not no) tools that could be used in such efforts. In his view, school districts 

could not voluntarily address the segregation of schools because, among other reasons, 

such segregation was the result not of government sponsored segregation, but rather 

of the private choices of residents about where to live.19 So while Chief Justice 

Roberts recognized the relationship between residential segregation and school 

segregation, he would have left communities no path to address segregation on any 

front: schools are segregated because of where people live, and consequently, school 

districts should be prohibited from addressing (in Justice Roberts’ view) or limited in 

how they address (in Justice Kennedy’s controlling view) that segregation. 

Justice Roberts’ view that residential segregation results from private rather than 

governmental choices is belied by the evidence and briefing presented to the Court in 

PICS, which underscored the nation’s long and deep history of government-sponsored 

and facilitated residential segregation.20 Housing scholars directly laid out the reasons 

for the high level of segregation and distortion within the housing market in order 

to address the Court’s suggestion in Milliken that those factors were “unknown and 

perhaps unknowable.”21 On the basis of a detailed analysis and review, the housing 

scholars clearly conveyed that “today’s residential patterns are not the product of 

unfettered choice.” Moreover, “for school districts to do nothing when faced with 

today’s levels of residential segregation is effectively to choose school segregation.”22 

United States Department of Justice, along with numerous civil rights organizations, 

have also addressed segregation of students with disabilities and the segregation of 

students due to language status.15 

School districts under court order to desegregate have a set of tools and resources 

that can, and in some cases must, be used to address the impact of residential segrega-

tion on where students attend school. Perhaps the most important tool to address 

the impact of residential segregation is the drawing and/or monitoring of district 

and school attendance boundaries. School zoning, much like residential zoning, can 

dramatically change the racial composition of schools within a district, and school 

district lines can similarly impact the racial composition of schools within a particular 

region. Segregation across school district lines is far more difficult to tackle after the 

Supreme Court’s decision in Milliken v. Bradley, which restricted school desegrega-

tion remedies to the school district under court order to desegregate.16 In Milliken, 

the Supreme Court ruled that suburban schools could not be part of efforts to address 

pervasive segregation in Detroit public schools, because the suburban school districts 

had not been found to have engaged in the intentional segregation of students. 

In cases where neighborhoods are both racially segregated and it is not geographically 

feasible to zone white and black neighborhoods to the same school, districts have 

used majority-to-minority (M-to-M) transfers, which allow, as one example, a white 

student who is in a disproportionately white school to transfer to a disproportionately 

black school. Other common tools to address school segregation that results from 

residential segregation are magnet schools (which provide offerings to draw students 

outside of their zoned school) or the pairing of schools (where schools serving 

different school zones are paired together and, as a result, all students at a certain 

grade level attend school in the same school building). 

Voluntary School Diversity Efforts
A decade ago, on June 28, 2007, the United States Supreme Court issued its ruling in 

Parents Involved in Community Schools v. Seattle School District (“PICS”), the only 

Supreme Court case specifically addressing school segregation in more than twenty 

years.17 The decision involved two cases, one out of Louisville, Kentucky, and the other 

from Seattle, Washington, challenging the voluntary efforts of those two communi-

ties to promote diversity and address racial isolation in their schools. More than 

fifty amicus (friend of the court) briefs were filed that underscored the importance 

of such diversity efforts in building strong and integrated communities, addressing 

violence, and promoting racial and economic opportunity and growth. 

The Supreme Court, in a 5–4 decision penned by Chief Justice John Roberts, found 

both the Seattle and Louisville plans to be unconstitutional. Justice Anthony Kennedy 



392 393Part 7: What Would It Take to Foster Residential Outcomes that Support School Integration, and Vice Versa?   The Interdependence of Housing and School Segregation 

of residential mobility on educational engagement and attainment has been well 

documented. Residential mobility is negatively associated with student educational 

attainment and effectiveness, both in the short29 and long term.30 Particularly when 

resulting from eviction or other forced displacement, residential mobility is itself a 

form of violence and trauma that impacts how students are behaving and performing 

in school, and is associated with behavioral and socioemotional issues,31 increased 

rates of violence,32 student disengagement and dropout. 

In Evicted, Matthew Desmond narrates the impact of residential mobility on the educa-

tional opportunities afforded to children, as families are pushed into segregated areas 

of concentrated poverty: “Eviction itself often explained why some families lived on 

safe streets and others on dangerous ones, why some children attended good schools 

and others failing ones. The trauma of being forced from your home, the blemish of 

an eviction record, and the taxing rush to locate a new place to live pushed evicted 

renters into more depressed and dangerous areas of the city.”33 Not only does eviction 

push families into areas where schools are segregated and of lower quality, but the 

cycles of eviction often also mean that a child does not spend more than a few weeks 

at any given school. Children quickly fall behind and have little or no sense of connec-

tion to school and to their peers.34

The impact of residential mobility and insecurity on a child’s education is explicitly 

recognized in the law; indeed, homeless students are the only group of students that 

have an immediate right to enroll in school under federal law. The McKinney-Vento 

Homeless Assistance Act provides an affirmative right to homeless students to imme-

diately enroll in school.35 “Homeless student” is broadly defined to include students 

living temporarily with relatives, in trailers, or in many other forms of temporary 

shelter.36 Homeless students have a right to stay in the school that they had been 

attending — with transportation provided — or to enroll in the school assigned to 

the area where they are temporarily residing; they cannot be segregated in separate 

schools or separate programs within a school, and must be educated within a regular 

education program, not at a shelter; and homeless students with disabilities and/or 

English Learners must be provided the educational services to which they are entitled 

at the school where they are enrolled.

When families have experienced residential insecurity, and in particular during times 

of crisis when families have been displaced, schools have provided a stable anchor and 

platform for students. The protections provided to homeless students are perhaps the 

clearest indication in the law of the importance of housing to educational access and 

engagement, and of the deep reciprocal relationship between housing and education 

that has long been recognized in efforts to address segregation. 

School “Choice” Programs
School desegregation efforts have long served as a platform for students to exercise 

choice in where they attend school. Magnet schools and transfer programs, for example, 

allowed, if not specifically encouraged, students to exercise choice and attend schools 

outside of their neighborhood. These desegregation “choice” programs have, like housing 

choice programs, been touted, with varying success, as means to address segregation and 

allow students to engage across neighborhood lines. Particularly given that such deseg-

regation “choice” programs have often been implemented in schools serving residential 

areas without aligned housing choice programs, they can be the only way some students 

are exposed to peers from different neighborhoods. 

In recent years, charter schools and voucher programs have been implemented by 

states and school districts under court order to desegregate. Those programs must 

comply with the desegregation orders in place. In several cases, charter and voucher 

programs have negatively impacted ongoing desegregation efforts.23 

In states and school districts across the country, “choice” programs, such as charter 

schools and voucher programs, have been widely implemented outside of the school 

desegregation context. For the most part, such “choice” programs have not contributed 

to addressing school or residential segregation. Instead, studies have shown that charter 

and voucher programs have led to as much, if not more, racial segregation in schools.24

SCHOOL FINANCING AND SEGREGATION
Property values play an important role in school funding across the country. In general, 

the local and state revenues that support schools are correlated to the property values 

in the district where the school is located. For that reason, the higher the property 

values, the better resourced the school.25 Residential segregation — that concentrates 

neighborhoods by race and by class — directs and is substantially reflected in how 

schools are financed and resourced.26 

Nationally, high-poverty neighborhoods spend 15.6 percent less per student on 

schools than low-poverty neighborhoods.27 That funding disparity, in addition to those 

monies that may be contributed through parent and school associations and other 

funding streams, accounts for a significant difference in the resources available to 

schools in areas of concentrated poverty. Moreover, given differences in wealth and 

income by race, schools are likely to be even less resourced in racially segregated areas 

of concentrated poverty.28 

RESIDENTIAL MOBILITY AND EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITIES
Housing — and in particular residential mobility and insecurity — is intimately 

intertwined with whether students have an opportunity to be educated. The impact 
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CONCLUSION 
We are living in a time of deep racial divides. Those divides are fueled and perpetuated 

by the ongoing segregation of our neighborhoods and our schools. As noted above, 

schools and neighborhoods are as, if not more, segregated than they have been in 

decades. Students who reside in neighboring areas are growing up in different worlds 

where they rarely encounter one another. Rather than preparing students for a future 

where they live and work together, schools that remain deeply segregated across the 

country contribute to the likelihood of misunderstanding and racial violence. 

Segregation and residential mobility are forms of trauma that have a lasting impact on 

our democracy and the future of this nation. The trauma of living in a racially segre-

gated area of concentrated poverty is endemic: “Especially for poor African American 

families — who live in neighborhoods with rates of violence and concentrated poverty 

so extreme that even the worst white neighborhoods bear little resemblance — living 

in degrading housing in dangerous neighborhoods sent a clear message about where 

the wider society thought they belonged.”37 Schools are an important anchor and 

catalyst for change and to break down the barriers of residential segregation. Indeed, 

efforts to address both school segregation and residential segregation and insecurity 

must be at the forefront of efforts to support healthy and thriving communities, 

promote democracy, and strengthen America’s future. 
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A large body of research has documented the patterns, degree, and effects 

of racial segregation.1 We argue that what is missing from this literature 

is a more nuanced understanding of the process by which segregation 

is reproduced time and time again. People move. Constant migration 

and resettlement patterns occur within and between major metro areas. 

Amid this movement people too often end up segregated and then resegregated by 

race, ethnicity, social class, and religion.2 

Our research examines the racial resegregation process — how and why segregation 

patterns repeat themselves when people move — and the role of housing and schools 

in that process. Through our mixed-methods study of the housing-school nexus in 

both suburban and urban contexts, we have learned that resegregation occurs in part 

because homebuyers’ or renters’ perceptions of the reputations of local communities 

and, by association, their public schools are affected by the race of the people who 

live there. 

 The central role played by the “reputations” of different places and schools in housing 

choices, as well as the relationship between race and these reputations, is something 

many homebuyers know intuitively but rarely admit. In reality, constructions of “good” 

and “bad” neighborhoods and schools are based only partly on “tangible factors” such 

as the physical characteristics of houses and school resources and outcome data. 

Indeed, “intangible factors,” such as the word-of-mouth reputation and status of one 

community or school district versus another, strongly sway those with the most 

choices. The US Supreme Court’s 1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision noted 

that both tangible and intangible factors matter in the field of education, and we argue 

that is still the case. 

If intangible factors did not have such sway, neighborhood reputations, identities, and 

property values would not change as quickly as they often do when demographics 

change prior to tangible changes. For instance, within the rapid gentrification of New 

York City, the southern side of Harlem — a neighborhood that was seen as “bad” and 

avoided by many white New Yorkers only 10 years ago — is now one of the hottest 

real estate markets in the City, even as most of the housing stock has remained 

constant. What has changed in Southern Harlem is the race of its residents more than 

anything, which has influenced the area’s reputation. 

The space between easily measured “tangible” factors and the reality of how people 

choose neighborhoods and schools can be studied when researchers control for key 

tangible factors to examine when and why intangible factors such as reputations vary, 

and how these variations relate to race. In this chapter, therefore, we present findings 

from our research on the home buying and school choice process in one suburban 

county and several neighborhoods within a gentrifying city that exhibit high levels of 

mobility, demographic change, and racial and ethnic segregation. 

In these moments of change, when members of a new racial/ethnic group begin moving 

into a formerly all-white suburb or a once all-black and/or Latino urban community, the 

correlation between tangible and intangible factors is often temporarily out of sync. 

That is, in the suburban context, the resources and tangible measures of a so-called 

“good” formerly all-white community and school system could remain high, while the 

“intangible” factors such as reputation decline with the percentage of white residents. In 

urban gentrifying communities, school reputations can change quickly as more white 

students enroll and white parents take charge of the PTA, quickly raising thousands 

of dollars. Other than the PTA coffers, tangible changes in these schools often lag 

behind. In both instances, reputations and realities may be far apart, but that does 

not stop families — particularly white families with the most housing and neighborhood 

options — from making choices based on what other people like them say and think,3 

thereby feeding into the process of resegregation.4 

THE RATIONALE FOR ADDRESSING THE PROCESS OF RESEGREGATION AT 
THIS TIME
There are many important reasons why researchers and policymakers should focus 

on the process by which racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic status (SES) segregation 

recurs in housing and schools today. First of all, the demographics of the country are 
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than they have been since the 1920s,15 but also incredibly unstable and fragile,16, 17 as 

low-income families of color are being displaced from gentrifying urban communities, 

and the pattern of white flight is recurring in suburbs with increasing numbers of 

residents of color.18

Indeed, recent migration patterns have produced “global” neighborhoods that some-

times mirror the racial composition of these diverse metropolitan areas as a whole.19 

But the instability of these communities is evident, particularly when blacks enter 

once all-white neighborhoods before Latinos and Asians are already living there, 20 

suggesting that diversity is conditional and fragile. 

In fact, another nascent area of research on diverse, mixed-income, and mixed-race 

neighborhoods highlights how, even when some level of diversity at the community 

level is achieved, the process of micro-segregation, or “intimate” or “symbolic” segrega-

tion, often develops within otherwise diverse spaces, making them less stable.21 In fact, 

much of the research on housing and segregation patterns concludes that stabilizing 

demographically changing neighborhoods requires not just public policies, but also 

a new level of openness to change and a deeper understanding of what integration 

(as opposed to desegregation and assimilation) means, particularly for those with the 

most choices.22 

Meanwhile, the research on school choice suggests a similar form of fragility situated 

in the difference between white parents’ embrace of “diversity in the abstract” and the 

act of choosing diverse schools programs. Furthermore, recent research shows that 

even when parents consider diversity to be a benefit, they still tend to choose schools 

and special or “gifted” programs within schools that are racially homogenous.23 The 

unfortunate reality is, therefore, that even when white parents say they prefer racially 

diverse schools, they often only want diversity at a symbolic level or on their own 

terms, making “diverse schools” easier to accomplish in theory than in practice.24 

It is evident, therefore, that diverse communities and public schools are often fragile, 

unstable, unequal within, and in the process of resegregating. Thus, studying this 

process of resegregation is important to understanding how we might stop or reverse 

it as our nation becomes increasingly diverse. Below we provide a brief description of 

the research we conducted from 2009 to 2015 in the suburbs, and from 2015 to today 

in a city, to document this process of resegregation in both contexts. 

OUR URBAN-SUBURBAN RESEARCH ON THE FRAGILITY OF DIVERSE 
COMMUNITIES AND SCHOOLS 
To better understand the fragility of diversity in demographically changing suburban 

and urban communities, we conducted two studies, one of suburban Nassau County 

becoming increasingly racially/ethnically diverse as well as socioeconomically divided 

via income inequality.5 These changes are even more dramatic among the school-

age population where more than 50 percent of students in public schools are now 

members of one or more racial/ethnic “minority” groups and more than 50 percent 

are from low-income families.6 Yet, at the same time, we know from research on both 

neighborhood and school segregation that more racial/ethnic diversity does not neces-

sarily lead to more integration,7 but it does make integration more possible, and makes 

the need to fight segregation more urgent. 

Secondly, the metro migration patterns of the last 30 years have realigned the 

post-WWII, late-20th-century housing patterns of predominantly black and Latino 

cities versus predominantly white suburbs. As other chapters in this volume illustrate, 

growing numbers of middle- and working-class black, Latino and Asian families left 

cities for the suburbs, seeking the lifestyle whites had sought decades earlier — larger 

homes and good public schools. Meanwhile, a growing number more affluent whites 

are moving back into “gentrifying” urban centers.8 These recent metro migration 

patterns have led to a “demographic inversion” of cities and their suburbs.9 In theory, 

as both suburban and urban spaces become more racially and ethnically diverse, there 

are new opportunities to create, foster and sustain racially and socioeconomically 

integrated communities and schools.

And finally, amid these demographic changes and migration patterns, research indicates 

that racial attitudes are also changing, as a growing number of people of all racial and 

ethnic backgrounds in the US, particularly younger cohorts, are more likely to accept 

cultural differences and view diversity in communities and schools positively.10 11 These 

attitudinal changes appear to be particularly common among whites who attended 

desegregated schools themselves12 and Millennials (those aged 20–35), a racially diverse 

cohort that is much more likely to prefer living in racially diverse communities.13 

Taken together, these three factors — demographic change, metro migration patterns, 

and changing racial attitudes — suggest the potential to increase the number of racially 

and ethnically diverse schools and communities. The research on residential patterns and 

school segregation trends, however, tells us a different story — about a process of fleeting 

or “pass through” diversity, in which communities become diverse on the forefront of 

suburban and urban change, followed by a process of resegregation as whites continue 

to flee changing suburbs and people of color are displaced from gentrifying cities.14 

EVIDENCE THAT THE PROCESS OF RESEGREGATION CONTINUES IN 
NEIGHBORHOODS AND SCHOOLS
The factors noted above have definitely contributed to an early 21st-century metro-

politan America with urban and suburban neighborhoods that are more racially mixed 
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RECONSTRUCTION OF NEIGHBORHOOD AND SCHOOLS REPUTATIONS: 
WHAT RACE HAS TO DO WITH IT
From these two related research projects, we have learned a great deal about the 

fragility of diverse urban and suburban neighborhoods and schools. In this section 

of the paper we provide a brief description of the framework we are using to help 

explain the role of “reputation” or the intangible factors of the housing-school nexus 

that lead to resegregation over time. In our efforts to understand this process, we 

turned to a little-known social theory, the Sociology of Reputation, which argues 

that “reputations” of places and institutions are socially constructed within and in 

the service of social stratification. Most notably, the reputations of communities and 

schools are not, as we often assume, based entirely or even primarily on objective 

criteria that would warrant a good reputation. Rather, the “reputation” of a given 

institution or place relates fundamentally to the social status of the people associ-

ated with it. Thus, reputations of communities and schools can vary dramatically 

depending on who lives there and which students enroll, even when other measur-

able variables – e.g. the quality of the housing, the school test scores and resources 

– are the same. 

It is true that oftentimes, this strong correlation between high-status people and 

high-status institutions or neighborhoods is reinforced by profound differences in 

the “objective” or tangible factors between institutions or places. This is often the 

case because those most “objective” measures of the “quality” of places and institu-

tions — e.g., “tangible” factors related to resources, academic outcomes, and property 

values — are measured in a way that privileges those institutions affiliated with the 

highest-status people.28 But recent research, ours included, demonstrates that even 

when these tangible factors are controlled for, the differential status of people, based 

on race, ethnicity, and SES, strongly correlates with the status and thus the “reputation” 

of a place or institution.29 In other words, no matter how phenomenal teachers in a 

school serving low-income students of color may be, these places are rarely, if ever, 

deemed highly reputable or “good.” 

Exclusions from neighborhoods and institutions have historically been “inescapable 

marks of inferior public standing in the United States.”30 For instance, people rejected 

by institutions such as elite country clubs and sororities are often lower status than 

those who were admitted. In other words, institutions and communities that are most 

selective or expensive and thus most difficult to access have the highest status and, in 

turn, confer the most status upon their members.31 Scarcity of access makes some-

thing more desirable and valuable, even if tangible differences between two institu-

tions are negligible. To learn more about the process of resegregation, therefore, the 

places we most need to study are those communities and school districts in which the 

relationship between tangible and intangible factors is out of sync as the racial/ethnic 

and the other of gentrifying neighborhoods of New York City. Our research in the 

suburbs coincided with the aftermath several federal policy initiatives encouraging 

moderate-income families to buy suburban homes and simultaneous efforts to foster 

enterprise zones and thus gentrification in the cities.25 It was clear that the metro 

migration patterns described above were well underway and that the suburbs of 

rapidly gentrifying New York City were becoming increasingly black, Latino, and Asian. 

In this context, we focused on the relationship between housing choice, racial/ethnic 

segregation, and public school district boundary lines. We set out to examine how 

people made sense of “place” — especially the word-of-mouth reputations of school 

districts — when buying homes. 

Our research was mixed-method and multi-stage and began with qualitative interviews 

and case studies of Nassau County school districts, followed by quantitative analysis of 

demographic patterns, academic outcomes, and property values across school district 

boundaries. Next, using our findings from the quantitative analysis as our guide, we 

conducted a survey of recent homebuyers and further qualitative interviews with 

educators, realtors, parents, and survey respondents about perceptions of neighbor-

hood and school “quality.”26 This integrated mixed-methods design allowed us to study 

the relationship between people’s understandings of the reputations (intangible 

measures) of communities and their public schools and the material inequalities 

(tangible factors) across those places. What we learned from our suburban research 

is that the racial makeup of school districts matters a great deal in the construc-

tion of their reputations, even when tangible factors across districts with different 

demographics are similar. These different reputations, in turn, affect property values 

and eventually lead to inequality in tangible factors across school district bound-

aries. Through our approach, we were able to track this self-fulfilling prophecy of 

the process of racial resegregation as it occurred.

Meanwhile, in New York City, in our more recent work in gentrifying communities 

on the other side of the urban-suburban divide, we are conducting collaborative 

research27 with public schools caught in the whirlwind of demographic change that 

are trying to make racial/ethnic and socioeconomic diversity “work” for all students. 

Through our Public School Support Organization (PSSO) called The Public Good, we 

initially partnered with three public schools in gentrifying communities. In each of 

these schools, we conducted more than 75 in-depth interviews with parents, educa-

tors, and local stakeholders to understand their perception of changes occurring in 

these schools and their hopes for what meaningful integrated schools would look like. 

Our sampling technique assures that a wide range of perspectives is captured. We then 

engage the school staff and parents in a deep dialogue about our findings to unearth 

areas of difference, particularly points of contention across racial and ethnic lines. 
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while the other is in a 70 percent black/Hispanic district, their prices would differ 

by almost $50,000 (see Wells et.al, 2014 for a detailed discussion of these findings).

COLORBLIND EXPLANATIONS FOR THE COLOR OF PROPERTY: SCHOOL 
DISTRICT REPUTATIONS 
The findings above pointing to the relationship between racial demographics and 

property values across school district boundaries, even after controlling for the 

tangible variables most likely to affect the cost of a home, help us to see the gap 

between the material reality and the intangible construction of the reputation, status, 

and ultimately desirability of one community and school district over another. In this 

section, we present the findings from our survey of Nassau County homebuyers35 to 

help us understand how people make meaning of the reputation or “desirability” of 

a community and school district and how that changes as the student population 

changes prior to measurable differences in the tangible factors. We compared data 

on tangible characteristics related to public schools in Nassau County — particularly 

standardized test scores and other student outcomes, student demographics, and per-

pupil funding — across the 56 school districts and then compared these characteristics 

to survey responses on school district reputations. 

Our survey of residents who bought homes in Nassau County between 2005 and 

2010 was designed to elicit feedback on how people moving into (or within) the 

racially divided county made decisions about where to live. We wanted to know 

what was most important to them in making home buying choices amid Nassau 

County’s multiple municipal and school district boundaries. Because we had the home 

addresses of all the survey respondents, we were able to analyze their responses 

broken down by the racial makeup of the school districts into which they moved. We 

learned from the survey, among other findings, that there are associations (p<.001) 

between the racial makeup of students in a respondent’s local school district and the 

degree to which they were persuaded to move into their district by their perceptions 

of the public school reputations (i.e., how others talked about the quality of the local 

public schools). We found, for instance, that schools’ reputation mattered more in the 

decision-making process for homebuyers who moved to districts with high propor-

tions of white and/or Asian students than for those in districts serving predominantly 

black and/or Hispanic students (see Wells et.al, 2014). In other words, homebuyers in 

predominantly white and/or Asian districts put more emphasis on intangible character-

istics related to where the house is located than do those in districts with more black 

and/or Latino students. These findings further our understanding of the sociology of 

reputation as it relates to racial distinctions in institutional reputations.36 

makeup of the student body is changing quickly. In some schools that are in the first 

phases of these demographic transitions, the tangible factors, including funding, 

curricular offerings, teaching staff, and student outcomes, change very little 

initially. But as the skin color of the student population changes, becoming either 

less (suburbs) or more (gentrifying city) white, the intangible reputation of the 

district often declines or increases even absent tangible changes. In these moments, 

suburban homebuyers and parents in gentrifying city neighborhoods make decisions 

about education often based primarily on the reputations of schools as constructed by 

their peers and social networks.32

THE COLOR OF PROPERTY VALUES 
One obvious way to estimate the value of reputations of communities and school 

districts is through the price individuals and families are willing to pay to live in partic-

ular places. A central challenge in estimating the relationship between school socio-

demographics and home prices is disentangling the effects of school characteristics 

from the effects of home quality (in terms of size and construction) and neighborhood 

quality (both physical and reputational characteristics). Much of the prior research 

on the link between school quality and home prices has relied on standard hedonic 

price models, which decompose home price into its constituent characteristics (e.g., 

age, number of bedrooms, bathrooms), and obtain estimates of the contributory value 

of each characteristic. This approach, however, typically fails to adequately control for 

neighborhood characteristics.33

In Nassau County, we addressed this concern by using a “boundary fixed-effect”34 

approach, starting with Geographic Information System (GIS) software to spatially 

identify homes in close proximity to school district boundaries. We then restricted 

our analyses to homes directly on either side of the same district boundary (within a 

0.25 mile), with the assumption that they are comparable in terms of neighborhood 

characteristics, even as they are located in different school districts. 

We then explored the extent to which home values and school district racial/ethnic 

composition are linked after accounting for such tangible differences in home, school 

district, and neighborhood characteristics. We found an association between school 

district racial/ethnic composition and home values, even after controlling for covari-

ates related to school, neighborhood, and home characteristics. Specifically, we found 

that a 1-percent increase in Black/Hispanic enrollment is associated with a 0.3-percent 

decrease in home values (p<.001). Put another way: given Nassau County’s 2010 

median home price of $415,000, if two homes are similar with respect to measur-

able home, community, and school district characteristics and unmeasurable 

neighborhood characteristics, but one is in a 30 percent black/Hispanic district 
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WHEN THE REPUTATION OF A PLACE PRECEDES IT
As we noted above, tangible distinctions across school districts with varied reputations 

are often real and meaningful, as schools serving low-income students of color are 

more likely to lack resources, attract fewer highly qualified teachers, and have less 

challenging curriculum.41 But our in-depth interview data also suggest that there are 

moments in which the respondents see the gaps between the reputations and reality, 

between the intangible and tangible. But even in those moments, when respondents 

question their own certainty about the value of one district over another, they are 

quick to defend their choices, which ultimately rationalizes their movement away from 

those suburbs in which the demographics of the students are changing most rapidly. 

Still, there is ample evidence in our data of the multiple ruptures within the strong 

relationship between tangible and intangible factors that make a place and school 

district what it is. The interviews revealed uncertainty and critique of most of the 

highly reputable school districts and urban schools, as respondents suggested that 

their reputations are exaggerated. Some respondents seem to think that some of the 

“hype” related to certain schools or districts had as much to do with the status of the 

families associated with these institutions as it did with the actual quality of the educa-

tion within the schools. Strongly related to the survey responses, the interview data 

reveal that “recommendation, reputation, and word-of-mouth shared understandings” 

are key reasons why people with resources and choices move where they do. They 

frequently defend the reputation of their schools by noting one or more dimensions of 

the “quality” of people associated with them. 

Interestingly enough, these respondents also voice dismay about the lack of racial 

and ethnic diversity in these high-status schools, noting that such diversity is more 

representative of the “real world.” Still, status and reputation — especially as it corre-

sponds to the status of the residents who live there — trumps “reality” in terms of their 

concerns about school quality or the downsides of racial/ethnic and socioeconomic 

homogeneity. In the end, what people think about a place is as important – sometimes 

more so — as what the place actually is. 

For instance, a white, upper-middle-class parent who is one of the leaders of the 

district-wide PTA in an affluent, highly reputable suburban school district where she 

and her husband bought a home ten years earlier, exemplifies this theme. She ques-

tioned many aspects of the “quality” of the educational system in her district, but she 

did not question the fact that most people perceive the district to be very good and 

that those with the resources to live there will pay the hefty housing costs and the 

property taxes that come with it: 

STATUS OF SCHOOLS, STATUS OF STUDENTS: CHOOSING CLASSMATES 
WHEN CHOOSING NEIGHBORHOODS
As our analysis of property values and survey data suggest, the housing-school nexus 

is as much about intangible (reputational) factors as it is about tangible (material) 

factors. Furthermore, we see how the reputations of communities and their schools 

are co-determined by the social status of their members.37 In the context of a racially 

stratified society, school status, in most instances, is inversely correlated with high 

proportions of “minorities,” especially blacks.38 Predominantly white and/or Asian 

schools regularly have much better reputations, whether the reputations are based on 

tangible measures of success or not. 

The co-determined relationship between the reputation of a school and the status of 

the students and families associated with it no doubt affects school choices, with race 

as a central feature of how status is constructed. The research on school choice clearly 

demonstrates a negative correlation between white parents’ perceptions of school 

quality or reputation and the percentage of students of color enrolled.39 For instance, 

one study that focused on the effects of school racial composition and several nonra-

cial school characteristics on white parents’ school choices found that the proportion 

of black students in a hypothetical school has a consistent and significant inverse 

association with the likelihood of white parents enrolling their children in that 

school, even after controlling for many school quality factors.40 

Given the power of race to influence white parents’ perceptions of school reputations, 

we studied, through qualitative interviews, how parents understand school quality 

and how this affects the process of resegregation. Here we draw on the interview data 

from the suburban and urban phases of our research to emphasize two key points: 

1 Parents with children in highly reputable, predominantly white schools some-

times question the validity of these reputations, which suggests they may not be 

warranted. 

2 Many K-12 education policies perpetuate different school reputations by race. 

These two themes look slightly different in the urban gentrifying versus the suburban 

context of increasing diversity because in the urban neighborhoods parents have 

access to more school choices — either public schools of choice, charter, or private 

schools — without having to move. In the suburbs, where housing choices and school 

choices are more tightly tied, parents are more aware of the housing-school nexus 

when they buy a home.
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One mother told us that there were many unspoken problems with the highly repu-

table school her son attends, which also has more white and affluent students than the 

newly zoned school. She talked about overcrowding, too many entitled children and 

parents, and some questionable teaching methods. This was an affluent parent who 

had researched the “new zone,” mostly black and Latino school and was impressed 

with many aspects of the program, including the science curriculum, and the quality of 

the teachers. Furthermore, the new zone school is much closer to her apartment than 

the reputable school her son attends. She noted that even several months after her son 

started kindergarten at the other school, “we still today are not sure that we did the 

right thing. I have no idea. I’m hesitant. I cannot tell you it was the right thing to do.” 

In the end, she chose reputation above all else when deciding where to enroll her 

son in kindergarten, which resulted in him attending a more racially homogeneous 

but highly reputable school with higher test scores. In the final section of this paper, 

we discuss the ways in which the accountability system in K-12 education in the US 

perpetuates and legitimates such school choices despite some uncertainty on the part 

of parents. 

K-12 EDUCATION POLICIES AND PRACTICES THAT PERPETUATE 
DIFFERENT SCHOOL REPUTATIONS BY RACE
At a recent meeting of white, affluent New York City parents of pre-school children 

now zoned for the “new zone” public elementary school (90 percent black and Latino) 

discussed above, one father shouted angrily that this school is a “disaster.” When asked 

how he knew this, he said the “metrics,” meaning the standardized test scores for 

English Language Arts and Math in grades 3–5, are “abysmal.” When asked if he had 

ever visited the school or attended one of the many parent tours it offers, he said “no,” 

adding that the data tell him everything. 

The average test scores for the students in this school are indeed much lower than 

those of the predominantly white school that his child would have attended prior to 

the zoning change. But the school this father vehemently labeled a “disaster” is, based 

on our in-depth research on the programs and pedagogy, far from a disaster. As the 

mother quoted above notes, this “new zone” school has many laudable educational 

assets, including a strong science curriculum, a focus on the social and emotional 

development of children, a nurturing early childhood program, some excellent 

teachers, and a deep and meaningful connection to the African American community 

it had served for years. While this school may not be the best “fit” for every family in its 

new, broader attendance zone, to call it a “disaster” without ever stepping foot inside 

its doors seems more than unfair. Still, this irate parent’s view of this school due to its 

standardized test scores alone is the “new normal” in public education. Parents base 

extremely important and life-changing decisions on the intersection between the 

My husband grew up in the next town over, and I think he always felt like 

this was better. I don’t know why. I just think its reputation precedes it. I 

think that many people believe that, and I think historically they look to 

what they’ve heard more so than anything else. I don’t know how much 

research is actually out there that says this is so much better than that. I 

think it was really the … location.

This mother was not the only person in this high-priced school district who simultane-

ously wondered if the district was worth the hype — or the cost — and yet was happy 

to live in such a reputable, virtually all-white and affluent community and school 

district. In fact, we saw many instances in which people put a lot of time, energy and 

resources into being in the “right” school districts based on recommendation, reputa-

tion, and word-of-mouth shared understandings. Given the cost of living in these 

communities, it is amazing that reputation and reality are not better synchronized, 

but in fact, there were many, many instances in which respondents questioned the 

tangible price or the market “value” of the property and houses in a particular school 

district. Many respondents said they thought the prices people pay for certain houses 

are completely out of line with the tangible dimensions of their purchase. As the 

superintendent of one of the most highly ranked school districts (according to test 

scores, graduation rates, and college acceptances) noted, homebuyers assess school 

district quality based on the reputation, or “word on the street,” even more than on the 

tangible data on schools or houses. The cost of a house in his district, he said, is highly 

inflated as a result: 

You move to [this district] for one reason. Very frankly you’re not moving 

here because the house that you’re paying $800,000 for is particularly pretty 

… it’s not a particularly big house or pretty house. You’re moving here to 

send your kids here to school… My guess is I would show you an $800,000 

house that you would be unimpressed with. You’d say, ‘My God for $800,000 

I’m not buying that.

Similarly, in the urban, gentrifying context, we have interviewed white, affluent parents 

whose apartment buildings have been re-zoned for a predominantly black and Latino, 

low-income school. While most of these parents are opting out of putting their chil-

dren in this school, seeking public schools of choice, charter, or private school options, 

they are making these choices somewhat defensively because they have heard that the 

new zoned school has much to offer, even if the test scores are not as high as they are 

in other schools with more white and affluent students. Additionally, they worry that 

these other highly reputable schools may not be as good as they are said to be. 
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priorities need to be set. This creates a quandary for district leaders who understand 

education to be more multi-faceted. According to this Board member: 

If you’re talking about the whole child and, you know, really kind of encour-

aging children to flourish in all aspects of their personality and educational 

opportunity, then arts is as important as academics. And you can’t test those 

things … tests are not the only thing that can determine … the worth of a 

school district.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS TO ADDRESS THE SELF-FULFILLING 
PROPHECY OF RESEGREGATION
Policymakers and advocates who want to address racial inequality in American housing 

and schools must appreciate the iterative relationship between intangible and tangible 

factors in the housing-school nexus. One begets the other, in a cyclical process outlined 

in Figure 1, as neighborhood demographics change. This process eventually turns the 

biased perception that whiter schools are better and less-white schools are worse into a 

self-fulfilling prophecy. 

“word of mouth” reputations of schools and the data that rationalizes these decisions. 

And we rarely question the veracity of those reputations or the narrow metrics that 

reinforce them.42 

Within the sociology of reputation literature, researchers have studied the uses of data, 

especially the test scores of incoming students, in the ranking of higher education 

institutions in the popular press. This process has created status hierarchies based 

primarily on narrow measures that make schools hypersensitive to their positions. 

Research on the law schools’ response to these rankings has shown they adjust their 

behavior to increase their ranking, which helps them attract “high-quality” (based 

on the same measures) students and faculty members. As a result, law schools have 

increased their spending on merit-based scholarships as they attempt to “buy” top 

students.43 In turn, these desirable students, whose credentials augment the law 

school’s ranking, are attracted to the highest-ranked schools. 

In the K-12 educational context, we argue, the two most popular educational reforms of 

the last few decades — the standards/accountability movement and free-market school 

choice policies — have combined to create the same sort of cyclical process.44 Since the 

1990s, all states have implemented new standards and tests to hold schools accountable 

for student outcomes, and almost all have adopted one form of market-based school 

choice policy: either charter schools, open enrollment programs, vouchers, or tuition tax 

credit policies.45 Federal laws and competitive programs have required, prodded, and/or 

supported these state accountability and school choice policies.46

While these policies have been promoted as colorblind and outcomes-based solutions 

to the racial achievement gap, we argue that their colorblindness — in fact, a blindness 

to what we know about the long history of the correlation between race, SES, and 

standardized test scores47 — actually converts the long legacy of racial inequality and 

the racial biases of these tests into false evidence about educational quality. Thus, the 

increased reliance on such tests in education policy has reinforced negative percep-

tions of public schools enrolling large numbers of black and Latino students.48 But we 

also know, based on our analysis above in which test scores are controlled, that these 

perceptions of schools enrolling mostly students of color would most likely exist 

any way. The scores simply provided the “evidence” that racialized understandings of 

school quality are legitimate. 

A school board member in a Nassau County school district, which had changed from 

95 percent to less than 60 percent white in a short period of time, talked about the 

district leadership trying to preserve some of the non-test-related programs such as 

art and music — areas in which many students who do not have high test scores excel. 

But when so much emphasis is being placed on test scores and budgets are being cut, 

Figure 1. The Housing-School Nexus and The Process of Resegregation
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and moderate-income housing should be scattered to assure that no one part of town 

or neighborhood elementary school becomes seen as less “desirable.” 

Across the country, many changing suburbs like Ferguson, Missouri, are beginning 

to follow the lead of places like Oak Park, Illinois outside of Chicago; Shaker Heights, 

Ohio, which borders Cleveland; or Maplewood-South Orange near Newark, New Jersey. 

These communities, working with local realtors, set out several decades ago to assure 

that as blacks and Latinos moved in, white residents did not flee. Organizers knew that 

too much white flight too quickly would lead to a downward spiral of lower property 

values, tax revenue and local services. While these efforts have helped to stabilize the 

residential populations in these towns, there is still work to do in the local public 

schools as educators struggle to address within-school segregation and white flight to 

private schools. 

 Meanwhile, in urban, gentrifying areas, sustainable and affordable housing and school 

enrollment policies must support diversity in rapidly changing neighborhoods. As 

more white and affluent parents move in to the communities their grandparents fled 

after World War II, public policies must assure that low-income families of color that 

have lived in these communities for many years are able to find affordable housing 

and keep their children in local public schools. Such proactive policies sustain diverse 

neighborhoods and schools. 

In both urban and suburban contexts, therefore, we must support efforts to sustain 

racially and ethnically diverse school districts and to stabilize their residential and 

student populations. We must value that diversity as an important factor in preparing 

children for the twenty-first century. The future of our increasingly diverse country 

requires policymakers and leaders, from DC to the state capitals to the local town 

councils and school boards, to take action.
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The Social and Economic Value  

of Intentional Integration Programs 

in Oak Park, IL

J. ROBERT BREYMAIER

Oak Park Regional Housing Center

Since 1972, the Oak Park Regional Housing Center has been committed to 

its mission of achieving meaningful and lasting racial diversity in Oak Park. 

The program has been recognized as a model of best practice within the 

community and across the nation. This model even has a name: “The Oak 

Park Strategy.” Yet, despite the model’s relatively high profile, its full value 

and impact are not fully understood. The promotion of racial diversity, and especially 

racial integration, has provided Oak Park with a structure that fosters economic and 

social benefits for the community. 

The origins of the Housing Center are rooted in twin concerns affecting the Chicago 

region in the 1960s — open (i.e., non-discriminatory) housing and racial re-segregation. 

While still 99 percent white in the 1970 Census, Oak Parkers had become increasingly 

supportive of the open housing movement that included an eight-month campaign 

in Chicago in 1966. Meanwhile, they witnessed the rapid racial change and disinvest-

ment that occurred on the west side of Chicago. They formulated a policy that, by 

embracing integration as a solution, would promote open housing while avoiding 

block-by-block resegregation.

The idea was the brainchild of the Housing Center’s founder, Roberta Raymond. 

Raymond wrote her Master’s thesis on racial change in Oak Park and surveyed other 

communities across the nation that had been facing similar issues. After analyzing 

programs from other communities, she formulated the model of working proactively to 

assist with housing searches in order to promote integration and avoid discrimination. 

The strategy was successful and can be seen in hindsight as far ahead of its time. 

Raymond recognized that in the entrenched environment of segregation dominating 

American metropolitan areas, intentional action would be required to foster integration. 

This remains true into the present. Without such intentional action, white communi-

ties commonly segregate in one way or another. They tend to develop as exclusive 

communities with formal and informal barriers to people of color, especially African 

Americans, or they suffer from white flight and avoidance that results in concentra-

tions of poverty and disinvestment. 

Diversity is now a fundamental component of Oak Park’s brand and value. Yet, the 

condition that gives diversity its strength — integration — is not guaranteed. Thus, 

investment in the Housing Center and the Oak Park Strategy is critical. Community 

leaders now accept as fact that the Housing Center’s effort to sustain integration 

positively affects property values, social cohesion, and civic life. It is as much an issue 

of community culture as of public policy and programing.

THE HOUSING CENTER MODEL
In its earliest days, the Housing Center worked on integrating both the rental and 

ownership markets. Quickly, it became clear that rental integration was both more 

turbulent and more influential on housing patterns generally. Thus, the focus turned to 

the rental market. This was also due to Oak Park’s significant rental stock. While firmly 

middle-class, the community was approximately half rental in the 1970s. Rental units 

still make up nearly 40 percent of all housing units in Oak Park. New rental high-rises 

are currently adding to that percentage.

Other important factors also encouraged the focus on rental housing. The rental 

market is more malleable than the ownership market. As prospective tenants are 

making a decision that involves only a one-year commitment, they are more likely to 

consider integration than first-time homebuyers who are making a 30-year commit-

ment.1 Rental turnover rates are also higher than ownership rates. Typical annual rental 

turnover across the nation is about 50 percent. In Oak Park, this rate is lower but still 

at least 30 percent. Thus, nearly one-third of all rental units will change tenants in a 

given year. This change can have either positive or negative outcomes. If intentional 

efforts are in place, they allow for relatively quick integration of a building and, more 

importantly, promote integration stability. However, if left to the market, turnover can 

result in rapid segregation. 

The Housing Center can also have significant influence on housing providers (land-

lords) because it provides them with demand and services such as fair housing educa-

tion, management advice, and technical assistance with marketing, tenant screening, 

and government relations that they would not otherwise enjoy. By providing services 

landlords need, the Housing Center can improve their commitment to integration and 

fair housing compliance.

As renters become homeowners, those with experiences renting in integrated settings 

are more likely to become homeowners in an integrated setting. While local data on 
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Promoting Integration within Oak Park
Diversity of demand is only a first step in the Housing Center model. Once prospec-

tive renters choose to search for housing in Oak Park, they often have preconceived 

attitudes about where they want to live within the community. While many will state 

that they want to live in a diverse community, but also that they want to avoid certain 

parts of Oak Park. These attitudes correlate closely with racial demographic patterns 

within and surrounding Oak Park. 

Oak Park is more integrated than other diverse suburbs. Moreover, almost all of the 

communities that surround Oak Park have clear predominant racial groups and high 

segregation levels. The Chicago regional residential pattern is also highly segregated.3 

These patterns, which influence attitudes about Oak Park neighborhoods, are outside 

local control and will continue for the foreseeable future. Thus, Oak Park must 

continue countering these forces to remain integrated.

When searching for an apartment, people get information from friends, family, and 

co-workers warning them about certain parts of Oak Park. Clients who use the Housing 

Center often tell staff that someone from Oak Park or former residents of Oak Park 

warned them to stay “west of Ridgeland,” “off Austin Boulevard,” or “as far west as 

possible.” All of this online and social information, in addition to general implicit biases 

from societal cues,4 is at play in the minds of rental seekers as they look for a place to 

live. Websites and social media also play a role in perpetuating false stereotypes about 

neighborhoods in Oak Park. The success of the Housing Center’s model lies in its ability 

to correct for these misperceptions through conversation with prospective renters. 

The actual conversations are far more important than any other part of the process. 

It is through direct, face-to-face conversation that the Housing Center addresses 

irrational fears, provides missing information, replaces myths and stereotypes with 

facts, and engages in gentle persuasion to consider new options. This results in a much 

different housing search than would occur without the Housing Center. The staff can 

answer questions about crime, school quality, neighborhood amenities, and even the 

general feel of neighborhoods. This combination of data and personal experience has 

a level of authenticity and sincerity that can overcome the much greater amount of 

misinformation available online and through social networks.

this is hard to gather formally, homeowners in Oak Park regularly informally communi-

cate at community meetings and other public arenas that they first came to Oak Park 

as renters through the Housing Center.2

In addition, the Housing Center learned quickly to collaborate with real estate agents 

in Oak Park. Real estate agents cooperate with the Housing Center on efforts to 

integrate neighborhoods by showing homebuyers properties throughout the commu-

nity. While agents cannot promote integration as directly as the Housing Center, the 

community is small enough that they can reasonably show houses across the commu-

nity to each of their clients, even when the client asks only to see one part of the 

community. This strategy has been successful for decades. Housing Center employees 

communicate with managing brokers and many agents annually to reinforce this 

effort. In essence, the Housing Center outsources this activity, leveraging hundreds of 

thousands of dollars in activity annually among well-meaning agents and brokers.

Segregation in a rental building also has a greater impact on neighborhood perception 

than in single-family dwellings. It is more visible than homeownership segregation, 

particularly in Oak Park where people typically enter single-family homes from alleys 

and garages but renters enter from the street or open parking lots. Residents perceive 

the segregation of rental buildings as an indicator of the racial makeup of a neighbor-

hood. If a building appears segregated, it reinforces a perception of racial isolation in 

the surrounding area.

Promoting a Diverse Demand for Oak Park
In order to build a diverse community, Oak Park must have a diverse demand for its 

housing stock. This requires an approach that includes 1) promoting the assets and 

desirability of Oak Park, 2) promoting the open and inclusive nature of the community, 

and 3) marketing the community so as to ensure demand from all racial backgrounds. 

This seemingly straightforward approach is in fact difficult, and requires sophistication 

and finesse. The Housing Center’s advertising always focuses on the community, never 

on one building or apartment. The advertising message has to highlight the amenities 

of Oak Park without making the community appear exclusive, and it has to promote 

demand from groups that are under-represented or less likely to choose Oak Park. 

Because the Housing Center has continuously updated data from its registered clients, 

it always knows which groups are under-represented or searching for homes in Oak 

Park at a lower rate than expected. Its mission is to communicate a welcoming and 

inclusive community in Oak Park. 

Figure 1: A Typical Housing Search without Housing Center Intervention.

Housing Seeker

Begins Search

Search is limited from
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These services are unique to the Housing Center. Landlords do not offer them, 

primarily for two reasons. First, as owners and managers of housing, landlords do not 

have the same legal ability to engage in integration activity that the nonprofit and 

property-free Housing Center enjoys. Second, landlords are, as would be reasonably 

expected, profit-driven, not mission-driven. Their primary function is to rent out their 

units in a profitable manner, not to promote racial integration.

Another factor that makes it difficult for owners to market their units affirmatively is 

that, with a few exceptions, landlords in Oak Park do not own property in enough 

different areas of the village to encourage integration. Many landlords own three or 

fewer buildings. In nearly all of these cases, their buildings are located near each other. 

The supply available to each landlord does not allow for them to pursue wider integra-

tion efforts without help from the Housing Center.

Data shows the Housing Center’s efficacy in producing residential integration in 

Oak Park. In moves where the Housing Center advises a client, the integration rate is 

significantly higher than when the Housing Center is not involved. Of 2,778 moves 

made by Housing Center clients to listed units from cooperating landlords within Oak 

Park, 2,224, or 80 percent, were affirmative. Of the 2,090 moves to units listed with the 

Housing Center but rented by non-clients, only 53 percent were affirmative. As shown 

in Table 1, this disparity is even greater for moves to units in the Multi-Family Housing 

Incentives Program (MFHIP), which are the most vulnerable to segregation.

It is also worth noting that even for the moves by “Other” renters on this graph, the 

Housing Center is exerting some influence through its technical assistance to the 

cooperating landlord listing the unit. The nonprofit Residence Corporation’s buildings 

In a typical housing search without intervention from the Housing Center, the housing 

seeker begins with a limited set of options that are highly informed by racial and 

economic stereotypes. Often, non-African Americans avoid areas that they believe are 

within or near to predominantly African American areas. The search is limited in a way 

that will make integration nearly impossible.

A separate phenomenon occurs for African Americans. Despite the reputation and 

rhetoric of a welcoming community in Oak Park, prospective black residents enter 

with some hesitation about moving into areas perceived to be the whitest, as promises 

of equality are not always kept. Some begin by playing it safe, limiting their searches to 

eastern Oak Park to avoid possible isolation or harassment.

When the Housing Center intervenes in a search, the housing seeker is presented with 

additional options that they normally would have ignored or actively avoided. In the 

process, the cycle of segregation is disrupted with new information and personalized 

service to encourage consideration of an affirmative move — a move that will sustain 

or improve the integration of a building or block. This includes both active listening 

and gentle challenges to reduce the reluctance towards such a move.

Advisors do not simply provide listings. They converse with a client for about 40 

minutes on average in their first meeting. In about a third of all cases, clients also 

revisit for a follow-up meeting with an advisor that normally will last about 20 minutes. 

Additional calls and emails are regularly exchanged between advisors and clients 

during the search for an apartment. Over the previous five years, the rate for affirma-

tive moves by Housing Center clients is 68 percent, and improves to 80 percent when 

clients move to units in the Housing Center’s listings from cooperating landlords.

In cases where 1) the Housing Center can suggest a unit that will result in an affirmative 

move, 2) it has keys to the unit, and 3) a client is interested in being shown the unit, the 

Housing Center will offer to have a guide show them units. Guides provide additional 

encouragement for an affirmative move and have further discussion with clients to 

overcome misperceptions about the community. Moves that result from guides showing 

apartments are extremely successful (94 percent) in promoting integration. 

Figure 2: A Search by a Housing Center Client
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Table 1: Rental Moves and Affirmative Move Rates in Oak Park, IL 

5-Year Total from 2010 - 2014

Moves by 

Housing 

Center Clients

Moves 

by Other 

Renters

Explanation

All Moves 4,612 6,687 (1) Housing Center is responsible for 40% of moves to Oak Park.

Affirmative Rate 68% 25% (2)
Housing Center affirmative rate is 2.7 times better than the general 

affirmative rate. The general rate would result in rapid segregation.

Moves to Units Listed with Housing Center 2,798 2,090 Housing Center rents 57% of the units listed with us.

Affirmative Rate 80% 53%
Housing Center affirmative rate is 1.5 times better than the general 

affirmative rate. The general rate is just barely integrative.

Moves to Multi-Family Housing Incentives 

Program Listed Units
798 339 

Housing Center is responsible for 70% of moves to Village-supported 

MFHIP buildings.

Affirmative Rate 94% 49%
Housing Center affirmative rate is 1.9 times better than the general 

affirmative rate. The general rate would result in segregation.

Notes: Grayed data is based on estimates.

(1) Estimate based on remaining 60 percent of market turnover minus a 2 percent vacancy rate. 

(2) Estimate based on rate of integrated moves in the Chicago region using the Panel Study of Income Dynamics data and 

a 50 percent increase in that rate as an “Oak Park effect”
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THE VALUE OF THE HOUSING CENTER AND INTEGRATION
The intentional effort to sustain the integration of our diverse community is an 

investment with many social and economic benefits for Oak Park. It results in a more 

harmonious and a more prosperous community. 

Typically, when a community sees a change in diversity, that change is accompanied 

by patterns of segregation. Examples of this are abundant in the Chicago region, 

including in nearby community areas and suburbs. Moreover, this trend has continued 

throughout history to the present day. In fact, segregation has been a historically 

consistent and fundamental form of perpetuating inequality in America, particularly 

since the Reconstruction era. During the Great Migration to Midwestern and 

Northeastern cities, segregation was heavily enforced by local, state, and federal 

government policies. As a result, 24 of the 30 most segregated cities and metropolitan 

regions in the nation are in the Midwest and Northeast. Chicagoland consistently ranks 

in the top five most segregated regions.5 

Even in communities that at one time had integration efforts in place but later scaled 

them back or abandoned them, diversity has been accompanied by segregation. Shaker 

Heights, Ohio and University City, Missouri, both had integration programs predating 

even the Oak Park Strategy, but they dramatically scaled back these efforts; they have 

subsequently sustained diversity but experienced diminished integration. 

Meanwhile, segregation often results in negative economic consequences, particularly 

in areas that have higher minority populations, but also for whole communities. The 

Voorhees Center at the University of Illinois at Chicago has mapped how incomes 

have declined in Chicago census tracts that have racially segregated to become 

predominantly minority tracts. They also demonstrated that the current income 

inequality divide is almost identical to the pattern of racial segregation in Chicago.6 

are also included in these numbers. If this graph included only for-profit private 

landlords, the affirmative rate for “Other” moves would fall below 50 percent. 

Unique in the Area
Oak Park is unique in the region for its racial stability and integration. Neighboring 

communities are showing greater tendencies toward overall population shifts, as Table 

2 demonstrates.

Berwyn, Cicero, and Elmwood Park are experiencing rapid racial changes in their 

populations. Forest Park and River Forest are experiencing changes at a slower rate. 

However, population losses are only in the white category. In Forest Park, these 

changes are resulting in a greater deviation from the regional average for population 

shares. In River Forest, recent changes could signal progress toward integration if 

future trends begin to include black and Latino populations at a greater rate. While 

already predominantly African American, Austin continues to lose white population but 

is now experiencing an increase in Latino population.

Only Oak Park is experiencing small, demographically stable changes. This stability 

is important for planning purposes and for community cohesion. Moreover, those 

changes are bringing Oak Park closer to regional population averages, indicating that 

people of all races are looking to Oak Park as a place to live. Indeed, with the excep-

tion of its relatively small share of Latinos, Oak Park is closer to regional averages for 

population shares than any of its neighbors (see Table 3). Oak Park’s overall difference 

from the regional average is also the smallest. It is an amazing accomplishment given 

that prior to the Housing Center, Oak Park was 99 percent white and deviated wildly 

from the regional averages.

The segregation within surrounding communities also has an influence on decisions 

to move to Oak Park. Even as the Housing Center continues to promote integration 

within the community, segregation dominates most of western Cook County.

Table 2: Changes in Population Shares for Oak Park, IL and Adjacent Communities: 

2000 - 2013 

Race/Ethnicity Austin Berwyn Cicero Elmwood Park Forest Park Oak Park River Forest

White  -1%  -25%  -11%  -11%  -5%  -1%  -5%

Black  -4% 5% 2% 0% 2%  -1% 1%

Asian 0%  -1%  -1% 0% 1% 1% 3%

Latino 5% 22% 10% 10% 2% 1% 0%

Source: 2000 Census and 2013 American Community Survey

Table 3: Variance from Regional Population Shares for Oak Park, IL  

and Adjacent Communities: 2013 

Race/ 

Ethnicity
Region

Percentage Point Difference between Region and Community

Austin Berwyn Cicero Elmwood Park Forest Park Oak Park River Forest

White 53% -49% -22% -45% 20% -7% 11% 28%

Black 17% 68% -12% -15% -17% 15% 3% -12%

Asian 6% 5% -4% -6% -4% 2% -1% -1%

Latino 22% -13% 38% 66% -1% -12% -15% -17%

Total 

Variance
N/A 135% 76% 131% 42% 35% 31% 58%

Source: 2013 Area Community Survey
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in Flossmoor they are $256,500. Race appears to be a significant influence on the 

differing home values in the two communities.

Retail redlining also harms majority-black communities. They lose retail opportunities 

due to the perceptions associated with the racial makeup of the communities. William 

Bellinger and Jue Wang found that African American communities are systematically 

underserved by retail, even though Latino and low-income communities are not.8 

Direct discussion with south suburban municipal officials concurs with this research. 

They struggle consistently to attract new businesses to their communities despite the 

fact that they have middle-class populations. 

To most Oak Parkers’ minds, an equally unappealing change would be a community 

that segregated toward an exclusivity that significantly reduced populations of people 

of color. While research does not indicate that this would typically result in economic 

losses, Oak Park would certainly suffer socially. Diversity is a core value of Oak Park. 

Failure to sustain a diverse and integrated community would be a loss to the identity 

and sense of place in Oak Park. In essence, the integrated diversity of the community 

is its brand. A loss of diversity and integration would likely cause some instability as 

more progressive-minded homeowners reconsidered their commitment to living in 

the community.

Through intentional efforts to sustain integration, Oak Park has built diversity into a 

competitive advantage. Those searching for a predominantly white community with 

a quality of life similar to Oak Park have hundreds of choices in the Chicago region. 

What brings them to Oak Park is a unique quality of diversity with prosperity. This 

diversity also sustains other parts of Oak Park life that residents value. It enhances arts 

and cultural life and fosters a civic mindedness and generosity among residents. The 

diversity of Oak Park sets it apart from other communities in the region and often puts 

it in a positive media spotlight that markets the community nationally.

Arguably, the negative effect on a whole community is more pronounced in suburban 

contexts where populations and geographical areas are smaller. Often, the negative 

consequences of segregation overtake a whole suburb, resulting in lower property 

values, lower tax revenue, and diminished services. The Chicago Metropolitan Agency 

for Planning has mapped regional opportunity. This geospatial index includes access to 

employment, good schools, and other important quality-of-life factors. It also includes 

the fiscal capacity of each municipality. There is an extremely close correlation 

between communities of color, constrained fiscal capacity, and a lack of opportunity.7 

Thus, racial integration strategies in diverse communities are more than social justice 

programs: they promote economic prosperity as well. 

Many of the Chicago region’s majority-black south suburban communities formed a 

collaboration called Diversity, Inc. to promote diverse and integrated communities. 

All of these communities continue to provide housing for middle-class or working-

class households. However, they suffer economically, probably due to perceptions of 

majority-black communities that are influenced by implicit biases, racial blind spots, 

and stereotypes.

Two phenomena particularly detrimental to majority-black communities, depressed 

home values and retail redlining, are pronounced in these poor south-side neighbor-

hoods. If segregation were to occur within Oak Park, it is reasonable to expect that 

areas with greater African American populations would lose value and be less desirable 

for retail development. This is a consistent outcome of segregation. The structural 

forces of racism result in negatively skewed home values in neighborhoods of color.

Table 4 shows that even though the southern suburbs of Flossmoor and Olympia Fields 

have higher median incomes than Oak Park, their median home values are lower. In the 

case of Flossmoor, the difference is astonishing. While median income is $22,000 higher, 

median home value is $102,000 lower. Homewood and Matteson have slightly lower 

incomes, but the corresponding home values are about half those in Oak Park. These 

lower property values reduce property tax revenues and strain the fiscal capacity of 

these communities to provide high quality services and comfortable lifestyles. 

Arguably, Oak Park is more conveniently located than Flossmoor. The west-side 

suburb of LaGrange has a location more comparable to Flossmoor’s: both towns have 

commuter rail access and a similar commute time into downtown Chicago. The two 

communities have nearly identical median incomes, and both are similarly residential, 

with about the same owner-to-renter ratio. The only significant difference is race: 

Flossmoor is 41 percent white, while LaGrange is 82 percent white. The difference 

in home values is striking. Median home values in LaGrange are $437,600, while 

Table 4: Median Income and Median Home Value for Oak Park, IL and Comparable 

Municipalities in Chicago’s South Suburbs 

Community Median Income Median Home Value

Flossmoor $100,941 $256,500 

Olympia Fields $85,917 $246,500

Oak Park $78,802 $358,800 

Homewood $70,121 $180,100

Matteson $70,000 $167,500

Source: 2010 Census
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residents. While there is no significant difference in school performance across the eight 

elementary schools, the lasting effects of past disparities remain an influence. This state 

of affairs is among the factors that the Housing Center has to discuss with clients as 

they consider where to move in Oak Park. As with other factors, a combination of data 

and personal experience allows Housing Center staff to improve understanding about 

school quality and eliminate schools as a factor in the housing choice process.

Finally, the schools play a role in educating the community regarding its integration 

strategy. In collaboration with the Housing Center, presentations about how Oak Park 

works intentionally to promote diversity and integration ensure that the next genera-

tion will understand the effort required to sustain the community’s core values. 

CONCLUSION
The Oak Park Strategy serves Oak Park both economically and socially. The Housing 

Center ensures strong and stable property values and provides a foundation for 

community harmony that makes diversity an important community asset. Its mission 

to achieve meaningful and lasting racial diversity in the community is critical to the 

public brand and core values of Oak Park. 

Because the housing market is always in motion, the work of the Housing Center 

constantly remains relevant. Thousands of moves into and within Oak Park occur annu-

ally. Each one of these moves can result in either integration or segregation. As the data 

show, the Housing Center is critical to ensuring positive outcomes of these moves.

This sustained success of the Housing Center and the Oak Park Strategy has provided 

a replicable model for other communities. It has transformed Oak Park from a 99 

percent white community to a community that reflects the diversity of its metropol-

itan region. Moreover, as diversity broadened and integration improved, the community 

With its integration strategy, Oak Park has created an environment where diversity 

and prosperity coexist. It is unlike communities where diversity broadens without an 

integration strategy. The following graph shows the uncommon nature of Oak Park by 

charting the change in white population percentages and the change in the equalized 

assessed value of real estate in the community standardized to 2010 dollars. As Oak 

Park lost white population, property value increased in real dollars. This return on 

investment for homeowners and property investors has run counter to the conven-

tional wisdom that diversity brings disinvestment and instability. 

HOUSING AND SCHOOLS
One final factor regarding integration in Oak Park is the connection between housing 

and schools. The Oak Park Strategy has also included efforts to promote school integra-

tion. At the high school level, the community has always had only one campus. While 

the high school has approximately 4,000 students, this single campus ensures that all 

children attend the same high school and that attendance boundaries will not affect 

neighborhood choice.

The elementary and middle schools required greater intervention. The community 

once had ten K-8 schools that all served as neighborhood schools. This did encourage 

segregation to some degree, as school reputations influenced neighborhood choice. 

It became clear that some elementary districts were experiencing a degree of white 

avoidance in the late 1970s. 

To overcome this issue, two of the elementary schools were converted to middle 

schools. The boundaries of the remaining eight elementary districts were redrawn 

with integration in mind. This system dramatically reduced the influence of schools on 

housing choices. All of the new boundaries included at least modest integration. Over 

time, the boundaries have been adjusted as needed. Today, seven of the eight districts 

are similar in their diversity patterns. Only one continues to have lower than normal 

percentages of African American and Latino students. 

The two middle schools were also set up to promote integration. Each receives 

students from four elementary schools. One receives from the northeastern and 

southwestern schools. The other receives from the southeastern and northwestern 

schools. This checkerboard pattern corrects for small segregation patterns that might 

occur at the elementary level.

School board policies over the past ten years have also accounted for the effects of 

historic and geographic momentum. The four schools on the eastern side of Oak Park 

receive slightly more resources than those on the western side of the community 

to ensure that they remain both aesthetically and academically desirable for new 

Figure 4: White Population Share and Standardized Property Value based on the 
Equalized Assessed Value in Oak Park (2010 $)
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also enjoyed greater prosperity and an increased commitment to social harmony. Today, 

it exhibits many of the qualities that fair housing and racial justice advocates hope to 

achieve elsewhere. 

The community’s focus on integrating its housing also ensures an integrated school 

system. Oak Park can maintain a neighborhood school system because of the integra-

tion in its housing market. This residential integration also has an effect on integration 

in social networks, park utilization, business ownership, and community participation. 

Perhaps the most succinct justification for Oak Park Strategy comes from Dr. King. 

While in the Midwest, he plainly stated, “ For as long as there is residential segregation, 

there will be de facto segregation in every area of life.”9 Oak Park has shown that the 

converse is also true. For as long as integration has been promoted in the housing 

market, integration has improved in every area of life within Oak Park.
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1 Black-white segregation is lower for renters than for homeowners; see Friedman, Tsao, and Chen (2013).
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In spite of their deep and obvious connections, housing and school policy have 

evolved separately, with little attention to their mutually reinforcing impacts. In 

civil rights law, the US Supreme Court initially recognized the “reciprocal relation-

ship” between housing and school segregation in a sophisticated 1973 opinion 

in the Denver schools case,2 only to retreat to a stance of willful ignorance a 

year later in the Detroit schools case,3 describing the causes of school segregation as 

“unknown and perhaps unknowable.”4 In Congress, committees with jurisdiction over 

housing and education are completely separate, mirrored by separate federal agencies 

that have had virtually no policy interaction until very recently. This same pattern 

of policy separation is repeated at the state and local level, with separate legislative 

committees and separate executive departments, so that finally at the local community 

level it is rare for a school board to have any contact with the local housing depart-

ment, zoning board, or public housing authority. 

This willful disconnect between housing and school policy does not, of course, mean 

that housing and school policy are not connected. Historically, they have worked 

together to maintain racial hierarchy and separation and to protect the privileges of 

the dominant groups in our society, which partly explains why their obvious connec-

tions have been submerged. But by acknowledging these mechanisms of separation, 

and working to disrupt them, we can continue to make incremental progress toward a 

more inclusive and integrated society. 

This chapter will examine what we know about current laws, policies, and practices 

that mutually reinforce housing and school segregation, and present some examples of 

how housing and school policy can work together to disrupt the cycle. 

EDUCATION POLICIES THAT INFLUENCE HOUSING SEGREGATION
The racial and economic makeup of public schools can have a profound intergenera-

tional effect on residential segregation or integration by affecting students’ academic 

outcomes and career prospects, their interracial attitudes, and their desire to live and 

work in integrated settings as adults.5 These are the deeper ways in which education 

policy influences housing patterns. But we are also concerned here with the ways 

in which current educational policies, structures, and decisions influence residential 

housing patterns and families’ decisions about where to raise their families. By 

examining the influence of educational policies that support residential segregation, 

particularly the boundary-drawing that is so prevalent in American education, we can 

begin to develop policies to disrupt these patterns. 

School district boundaries and school assignment policies are key drivers of school 

segregation,6 but they are also the education policies that have the greatest impact 

on residential segregation. In the Jim Crow South, residential segregation was not 

necessary to preserve white access to higher-quality, better-resourced schools. But 

after court-ordered desegregation in both the South and North, school boundary lines 

took on much greater importance in sorting families by race and class, becoming a key 

factor in family residential choices and a priority for white policymakers seeking to 

preserve the segregated status quo.

Some of the key elements of school boundary-drawing that influence residential 

segregation include: school district boundaries that are co-terminous with local land 

use jurisdiction boundaries; state policies that prohibit or discourage school enroll-

ment across school district lines; school attendance zones that are closely tied to 

demographically identifiable neighborhood boundaries; uncontrolled school choice 

policies (charters, vouchers, and open enrollment); school siting decisions that do not 

take into account patterns of residential racial and economic segregation; resource 

allocation among schools; school rating systems and parental perceptions of school 

quality; and student transportation policies. 

School District Boundaries and Local Land Use Jurisdiction Boundaries
Wide variations in perceived school quality are a major driver of racial and economic 

segregation across school districts, particularly in highly fragmented metropolitan 

areas.7 The disproportionate presence of higher-income students in a school district 

naturally leads to higher test scores.8 In turn, reports of these scores increase 

demand among higher-income families for housing in the district, and thus the cost 

of housing.9 This type of district-shopping and sorting by family income, informed 

by one-dimensional school ratings,10 is a primary driver of income segregation in US 

metro areas.11 The underrepresentation of African American and Latino families in the 

upper income quintiles guarantees that this increasing trend of income segregation for 

families with children will also include significant racial segregation. In fact, regions 

with high levels of school district fragmentation tend to have significantly higher rates 

of racial segregation between districts.12 The existence of racially identifiable schools 



438 439Part 7: What Would It Take to Foster Residential Outcomes that Support School Integration, and Vice Versa?   Disrupting the Reciprocal Relationship Between Housing and School Segregation 

and white suburban school districts seceding from county school systems,21 with 

notable examples in Memphis, Tennessee,22 and Baton Rouge, Louisiana.23 

School Attendance Zones and School Assignment Policies That Are Closely 
Tied to Demographically Identifiable Neighborhood Boundaries
Like school district boundaries, school attendance zone boundaries can have a 

powerful impact on residential segregation patterns. Inclusion of a diverse neighbor-

hood within the zone of a perceived high-performing school can stabilize housing 

prices and residential turnover in a neighborhood. Conversely, the carving out of 

diverse neighborhoods from predominantly white school zones can accelerate 

neighborhood racial transition and loss of housing values.24 

Uncontrolled School Choice 
Well-planned and well-executed systems of school choice can be useful tools in 

efforts to decouple residential segregation and school segregation. However, unfet-

tered choice systems have the propensity to do significant harm to students, lowering 

overall academic outcomes and exacerbating existing patterns of school segrega-

tion. The promise of school choice as a driver of racial and socioeconomic integration, 

therefore, depends on strategically designed systems rather than on free-market choice. 

Research indicates uncontrolled choice policies that permit the free exodus of 

middle-class and higher-income families from the regular public school system have 

been shown to have a segregative impact on public schools, leaving behind lower-

income students of color and other less advantaged families.25 Charter schools, which 

are some of the most commonly employed schools of choice, have been shown to 

increase segregation by race, socioeconomic status, and language ability if imple-

mented without thoughtful systems put in place to prevent such outcomes.26 Likewise, 

research on existing school voucher programs, both in the United States and abroad, 

has shown that such programs not only result in higher levels of school segregation, 

but also tend to harm academic achievement in participating students.27 

Additionally, research indicates that open enrollment schemes, which allow students 

to enroll in schools located in neighboring districts, have a net segregative effect 

if enacted without supports (in particular, transportation support across district 

lines). Minnesota’s history with open enrollment laws provides a particularly illus-

trative example. The state has operated under open enrollment laws since the 

1990–91 school year, and while the statutory scheme requires receiving districts to 

provide transportation once students are inside district lines, there are no require-

ments for districts to move students across district boundaries. The absence of free 

student transportation exacerbates the “creaming” effect of uncontrolled school 

may also influence white parents and more affluent parents to make residential 

moves to less diverse neighborhoods and schools — based on either racial fears or 

implicit assumptions about school quality based on racial composition.13 Real estate 

brokers and real estate marketing practices can exacerbate this tendency by focusing 

on school test scores and public perceptions of school quality. The greater the racial 

and economic disparities across school districts in a region, the greater the fluctua-

tion in housing value and neighborhood racial instability will be, as higher-income 

and higher-wealth families with children rapidly bid up the price of housing in the 

“highest-performing” districts.14 

Likewise, in highly fragmented metropolitan regions with multiple school districts 

serving the same housing market, state policies that prevent cross-district enrollment 

can further encourage district-shopping among homebuyers, exacerbating residential 

segregation by income and race.15 A good example of these policies can be found in 

Connecticut, prior to the 1996 Sheff v. O’Neill state Supreme Court decision, where 

(with limited exceptions) school districts had been required by law to be coterminous 

with town boundaries, and students were required by law to attend public schools 

in the district where they resided. These state policies were found in Sheff to be the 

immediate cause of unconstitutional segregation in the greater Hartford region.16 

The phenomenon of shared municipal authority over land use and school assignment 

(which is common in the Northeast and Midwest) can exacerbate these patterns of 

segregation and school sorting, as school districts’ local zoning boards practice exclu-

sionary zoning to prevent the entry of lower-income students into affordable housing 

in the district, thus ensuring a higher tax base, higher test scores, and a well-resourced 

school system for local students. 

School District Secession and Residential Segregation
A related problem arises in emerging efforts by local communities to secede from larger 

county-wide school districts, particularly in the South. Ironically, many county-wide 

districts in the South were originally created to prevent African American political 

control of urban schools,17 yet the presence of consolidated regional districts later 

permitted the courts to assert jurisdiction over an entire region in school desegregation 

cases, in contrast to the courts’ withdrawal from regional jurisdiction in fragmented 

Northern regions like Detroit.18 In response to increasing diversity and continuing 

efforts to maintain school integration, some white communities have petitioned for 

separation from larger county districts, in the name of “local control” and “neighborhood 

schools.”19 When a predominantly white, upper-middle-class community breaks off from 

a racially and economically diverse county school district, it is reasonable to expect 

some degree of middle-class and white exodus from the county school district.20 In 

recent years a number of school districts in the South have seen predominantly well-off 
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families from purchasing in “lower-ranked” school zones, depressing housing values 

and tax base and exacerbating racial transition and neighborhood segregation. 

Amy Stuart Wells has also documented the impact of peer networks on housing and 

school choices.33 This word-of-mouth rating system, usually among same-race networks, 

is often influenced by implicit assumptions about school quality based on schools’ 

racial makeup.34 

Housing, Tax, and Land Use Policies That Influence School Segregation
In metropolitan areas where school attendance is strictly defined by neighborhood 

or otherwise narrowly drawn school district boundaries, decisions about housing 

cost and density, the location of multifamily rental housing, and the distribution of 

government-assisted housing subsidies will impact patterns of school enrollment 

based on race and income. 

Exclusionary zoning, particularly policies that exclude low-cost homes, and multifamily 

rental housing for families, have the most significant impact on school composition. 

Because of the disproportionate representation of African Americans and Latinos 

among low and moderate income families, it is no secret who is being excluded from 

these suburban communities. Indeed, some exclusionary zoning is explicitly designed 

as “fiscal zoning,” to reduce the financial impact of additional children on local schools. 

The racial impacts of exclusionary zoning policies have frequently been the target of 

civil rights lawsuits,35 and the fiscal impacts of exclusionary zoning reinforce opportu-

nity hoarding. The greater the reliance on local property taxes to fund local education, 

the greater these disparities become. And these disparities are exacerbated by the 

federal mortgage interest tax deduction, which favors higher-income homeowners and, 

in effect, subsidizes schools in higher-income, less diverse districts.36 

Federal housing programs exacerbate segregated metropolitan school patterns by effec-

tively “steering” low-income families with children into lower-performing, higher-poverty 

schools.37 Some of the federal housing policies that perpetuate and increase school 

segregation include the absence of civil rights guidance in the federal Low-Income 

Housing Tax Credit program,38 the low range of allowable rents in the Section 8 Housing 

Choice Voucher program,39 and the intentionally segregated siting of traditional public 

housing developments. There have also been instances where housing siting decisions 

have been made specifically to prevent greater school integration in white communi-

ties.40 The segregated patterns that characterize these federal programs are enhanced 

by the exaggerated deference that the federal government pays to local government 

decisions about participation in government housing programs.41 

choice policies, as children without good transportation options are routinely left 

behind in increasingly poverty-concentrated schools.28 

School Siting Decisions That Do Not Take into Account Patterns of Residential 
Racial and Economic Segregation
As Justice Powell noted 44 years ago in Keyes, the siting or expansion of schools or the 

drawing of school attendance zones with an intent to segregate is unconstitutional. 

But how do we assess the decision today to site a new “neighborhood” school in a 

highly segregated neighborhood? While neighborhood schools are politically popular, 

especially at the elementary level, and contribute to policy values like walkability and 

community cohesion, they can also exacerbate racial and economic disparities. In the 

twenty-first century, it is increasingly difficult to hide the racial impacts of school siting 

and attendance zone boundary drawing decisions, and the lines between intentional, 

foreseeable, and “unintentional” segregative school decisions are becoming blurred.29 

Perhaps through creative siting decisions and school assignment policies, it may be 

possible to combine the values of “neighborhood” schools and school integration. In 

2007, Justice Kennedy, speaking for five members of the Court, noted that the siting of 

schools or drawing of school attendance zones with the intent to integrate is a consti-

tutional means of achieving the government’s compelling interest in school diversity.30 

Justice Kennedy’s concurrence is a pointed invitation to analyze the segregation 

impacts of any new school siting decision. 

Resource Allocation Among Districts
Reliance on local property tax revenue to fund public schools leads not just to 

inequity between rich and poor districts but also inexorably to racial and economic 

segregation across districts.31 As higher-income homebuyers leave “lower-performing” 

districts, the local tax base declines at the same time as the district struggles with 

greater levels of need. A few miles away, higher-performing districts have every 

incentive to keep higher-need students out of the district, driving housing prices up 

and keeping tax revenue high, to better fund schools with very low levels of poverty 

and student need.32 This is the classic example of what sociologists have called 

“opportunity hoarding” — in this context, the ability of wealthier towns to maintain 

high housing prices, commensurately high tax bases and well-resourced schools, and 

creating costly externalities in nearby cities and towns that have disproportionate 

shares of poor families — and it is a key structural driver of segregation. 

School Rating Systems and Parent Perceptions of Quality
Primitive school ranking systems based solely on average test scores primarily reflect 

the demographics and parental education levels of a school’s student population, and 

do not measure a school’s overall academic quality or its value as a diverse learning 

environment. Ranking of systems based on overall test scores deters higher-income 
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 At the very least, districts should avoid school zone boundary changes that increase 

racial or economic segregation. Although a broader use of Title VI is unlikely under 

the current federal administration, the increasingly prospective application of Title 

VI racial impact analysis during the Obama administration suggests that in the future, 

racial impacts of school boundary decisions could be required before such changes 

are permitted.49 A similar approach was used recently in Minneapolis, under the aegis 

of the state’s school integration guidelines.50 

Disrupting the Effects of School District Boundaries on Residential 
Segregation 
Just as sharp variations in racial and economic composition of schools within a 

district affect housing segregation, so too does residential racial and economic segrega-

tion across districts drive school segregation. The key to disrupting this pattern is to 

decouple residential location from school district attendance, making school district 

lines more porous. The presence of a predictable regional school integration plan, 

in contrast, tends to promote stability in residential racial patterns over time.51 The 

two-way school integration plan in Hartford, with its mix of regional magnet schools 

and city-to-suburb transfers, is a good example of this type of system, though it has 

been in operation only for about fifteen years and does not yet reach a majority of city 

children. Real estate marketing in areas with stable school integration plans also tend 

to rely less on local school quality as a “selling point” for homebuyers.52 

Preventing School District Secession in Larger County Districts
Since local school district boundaries are defined and created by state law, most 

states have procedures in place that govern creation of new districts or changes to 

district boundaries. However, only a handful of states specifically address the racial 

and economic segregation impacts of school district secession.53 A 2013 case in 

Pennsylvania demonstrates how more broadly worded state statutes can be adapted to 

take into account the impacts of segregation. In that case, parents from the predomi-

nantly white neighborhood of Porter Township petitioned to transfer from the racially 

and economically diverse East Stroudsburg district to the predominantly white 

Wallenpaupeck district. The East Stroudsburg district appealed to the state department 

of education, successfully arguing that the petition did not have “educational merit,” 

because it would increase segregation in the East Stroudsburg district and deprive 

students in predominantly white Porter Township of the benefits of diversity.54. 

A similar type of challenge to school district secession can be raised in the context 

of Title VI, through a racial impact complaint to the federal Department of Education. 

A recent school district secession fight in Jefferson County, Alabama, illustrates the 

difficulties associated with focusing on the unitary status analysis rather than Title 

VI’s protections from discrimination based on race. In this instance, the ruling judge 

As noted earlier, real estate marketing practices that promote housing sales based 

on local school achievement scores (which are primarily reflective of student 

demographics) reinforce segregation by bidding up housing prices for these “higher-

performing” districts and schools.42 

Private market discrimination against African American and Latino families continues 

to play a role in access to communities with high-performing schools,43 as do private 

choices by families about where to live — although those choices are severely 

constrained by a racially distorted housing market, and by lack of knowledge and 

information about less segregated housing choices that may exist.44 

POLICY CHOICES THAT CAN POTENTIALLY DISRUPT THE HOUSING AND 
SCHOOL SEGREGATION CYCLE
While housing and school segregation are currently linked in a mutually reinforcing 

cycle, there are a number of policy options which, if pursued in earnest, could do 

much to dissolve the relationship and move toward greater degrees of integration on 

both fronts.

Student Assignment Policies that Promote Residential Integration
The best way to ensure residential stability and integration within a diverse school 

district is to minimize the presence of racially identifiable schools, or schools with 

high levels of poverty. If renters or homebuyers understand that wherever they live 

within the district, there will be relatively similar levels of need, racial integration, and 

equitable funding, there will be less “shopping” for particular school assignment zones, 

and housing demand will be distributed more evenly across the district. This type of 

stability can be created through student assignment policies that explicitly take race 

and socioeconomic patterns into account, consistent with constitutional guidelines.45

Districts can also promote intra-district stability through the use of magnet schools, 

controlled choice plans, and flexible boundaries for student assignment. State racial 

imbalance laws can also play a valuable role in ensuring that diverse districts do 

not become internally segregated. Massachusetts’ racial imbalance law considers 

schools with more than 50 percent nonwhite students as racially imbalanced, while 

schools with 30–50 percent nonwhite students are racially balanced, and schools 

with less than 30 percent nonwhite students are racially isolated.46 Similarly, under 

Connecticut’s racial imbalance law, schools are considered imbalanced if they have 

minority student enrollment that varies more than 25 percentage points from the 

district average.47 A recent decision by a suburban school district in Fairfield County, 

Connecticut to take more transfer students from a nearby urban district in order to 

achieve compliance with the state racial imbalance law illustrates the positive real 

world impact of these statutory schemes.48
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DEVELOPING A HOUSING POLICY-SCHOOLS POLICY DIALOGUE
Concerted efforts at every level of government are needed to overcome the stark separa-

tion between housing and school policies (and policymakers). Community activists can 

sometimes lead these efforts, but for permanent collaborations to flourish, permanent 

policy intersections need to be created within programs and planning processes. 

At the federal level, housing and school policy were merged early in the Obama 

administration by a formal connection between the Choice Neighborhoods program 

(a HUD public housing redevelopment program) and the Promise Neighborhoods 

program (a Department of Education small-scale variant on Geoffrey Canada’s “Harlem 

Children’s Zone”). This collaboration focused on the important goals of improving 

resources, conditions, and outcomes for children within the context of a segregated 

system; unfortunately, it did not address segregation itself, the underlying racial isola-

tion and poverty concentration of these neighborhoods and schools. It took longer 

for the Obama administration to connect HUD’s housing integration goals with the 

Department of Education’s school diversity priorities — this step finally occurred at 

a national conference in June 2016, with the release of a joint guidance letter from 

the Secretaries of Housing, Education, and Transportation calling on state housing, 

education, and transportation agencies to work together to promote integration.65 

The guidance letter included a series of concrete recommendations for state agencies, 

reflecting suggestions from advocates.66 

HUD has also formally recognized, in its 2015 “Affirmatively Furthering Fair Housing” 

planning rule,67 that access to quality educational opportunity is an important aspect 

of fair housing. In its “Assessment of Fair Housing” tool to be used by all jurisdictions 

receiving significant HUD funding, HUD acknowledges that “the geographic relation-

ship of proficient schools to housing, and the policies that govern attendance, are 

important components of fair housing choice,” and further that “the quality of schools 

is often a major factor in deciding where to live, and school quality is also a key 

component of economic mobility.” It therefore requires its grantees, in assessing fair 

housing, to consider the following factors and policies: 

Relevant factors to consider include “whether proficient schools are 

clustered in a portion of the jurisdiction or region, the range of housing 

opportunities close to proficient schools, and whether the jurisdiction has 

policies that enable students to attend a school of choice regardless of place 

of residence. Policies to consider include, but are not limited to: inter-district 

transfer programs, limits on how many students from other areas a particular 

school will accept, and enrollment lotteries that do not provide access for 

the majority of children.68

recognized race as a motivating factor for the creation of a new school district in the 

predominantly white and comparably wealthy suburb of Gardendale; however, due to 

the complicated nature of unitary status litigation, the U.S. District Court judge ruled 

that the suburb would be given the opportunity to run a separate school system so 

long as they remained in compliance with Jefferson County’s ongoing court-ordered 

desegregation efforts.55

School Financing Systems That Promote Integrated Schools and Housing
Equitable school financing systems that reduce reliance on local property taxes, spread 

the cost of education fairly, compensate for decades of neglect, and allocate per pupil 

spending based on student need will also eliminate a key driver of segregation. But in 

developing more equitable financing systems, it is important to avoid financial incentives 

that “reward” high-poverty schools with enhanced funding — districts need a counter-

incentive that rewards reduction of poverty concentration in individual schools. 

School Rating Systems That Promote Diversity and Accurately Reflect  
School Quality
School rating systems used by realtors and online marketing platforms like Zillow 

should highlight the value of student diversity, year-to-year growth, school climate, 

and personal parent reviews, rather than simply relying on overall test scores.56 

More nuanced rating systems that emphasize these more important factors, along 

with overall test scores, would encourage more families with choices to consider 

purchasing housing in more diverse school districts and would maintain housing 

prices and residential stability over time.57 Realtors can also play an important role in 

this process. For example, an innovative program in Pasadena recently brought local 

realtors into the Pasadena schools to dispel some of the stereotypes associated with an 

increasingly diverse student body — and it appears that realtors are now projecting a 

much more realistic and positive view of the city schools to potential homebuyers.58

Housing Policies that Promote School Diversity 
Where school assignment is closely tied to residential location, housing policies have 

an obvious and direct impact on school composition. Housing policies designed to 

give low-income children of color access to low-poverty, high-performing schools will 

have the most direct impact on school integration.59 These policies include: affordable 

housing siting policies for the Low-Income Housing Tax Credit and other programs 

that take into account school composition and performance60; housing voucher poli-

cies that target high-performing, low-poverty schools61; mortgage assistance programs 

that promote school integration62; state zoning laws that prioritize school integration; 

elimination of tax incentives that reward purchase of homes in high-income school 

districts63; and real estate marketing practices that emphasize the value of school 

integration.64 
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 At the local level, one positive example of housing and education policy collabora-

tion began in Richmond, Virginia in 2015, with a series of meetings organized by the 

Poverty & Race Research Action Council, Housing Virginia, and faculty at Virginia 

Commonwealth University. The meetings were designed initially to bring together all 

the key policy stakeholders at the regional level — city and suburban school board 

members, a former city superintendent, directors of the city and regional housing 

authorities and the city housing department, nonprofit advocacy leaders, and key 

representatives from the state education and housing departments. The meetings 

worked out a series of planning documents with goals, obstacles, and strategies for 

collaboration. This collaboration has continued as efforts have moved forward to 

develop regional magnet schools for the Richmond area,69 and Housing Virginia is 

developing a toolkit for other regions of the state on how to bring together housing 

and school officials for joint planning exercises.70 

CONCLUSION
In spite of their deep connections, housing and school policies continue to follow 

separate trajectories, with little coordination.71 The lack of coordination begins at the 

federal level, with its separate congressional committees, executive agencies, and legal 

frameworks, and is mirrored at the state and local level — an overall “absence of formal 

governance structures to sustain coordination across housing and education sectors.”72 

Although the Obama administration took initial steps to undo this separation, given the 

abrupt change in direction at the federal level, supporters of coordinated housing and 

school integration policy will need to focus on state and local advocacy and innova-

tion for the foreseeable future. 
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