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ABSTRACT 
 

The course of urban history in the United States has never run smoothly, and 

Chicago’s path is no exception.  As middle and upper income residents fled core city 

neighborhoods in favor of the suburbs, low-income residents remained behind to 

endure the deterioration resulting from a lack of capital to invest in neighborhood 

upkeep.  The real estate and financial industries exacerbated the decline by refusing 

to provide loans to residents of these neighborhoods.  Both economic and 

government forces historically have harmed these communities and their residents.  

Yet, even today when government policies forbid lenders to avoid these 

neighborhoods and the flow of capital is improving local assets, the very process of 

urban revitalization places low-income residents in vulnerable positions. 

Traditionally, homeownership was the most important asset, but it remains unclear 

whether it lessens the risk of displacement by these residents. 

 The present study addresses the question of whether housing tenure plays a 

role in how well a household withstands pressure to move resulting from 
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gentrification.  Previous studies had either focused solely on the displacement of 

low-income renters or examined the situation of homeowners from a qualitative 

angle.  The present study provides to these issues a quantitative examination largely 

absent from the existing body of literature.  A series of ordered probit models 

employing a sample of low-income residents from the 77 community areas of 

Chicago estimates the interacted effects of housing tenure and gentrification on 

duration of residence, controlling for the socioeconomic factors that the literature 

indicates play a role in both decisions to rent or own and in how long to stay put.  

The results of these models indicate that low-income households facing high levels 

of gentrification are statistically significantly more likely to stay longer in their 

homes if they own rather rent.  Renters are most likely, with a probability of 39 

percent, to live in their homes between two and five years when faced with high 

levels of gentrification.  Homeowners under similar conditions, in contrast, are most 

likely (24 percent) to reside in their homes between 11 and 20 years.  The evidence 

of this analysis, therefore, supports the hypothesis that homeownership provides a 

protective effect even to low-income populations facing pressures to leave. 

Based on the result of this study, policymakers would do well to focus more 

energies and resources on promoting and sustaining homeownership among low-

income populations, especially those residing in communities experiencing the onset 
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or continuing changes associated with gentrification.  Current government supports 

for low-income rental housing, such as housing tax credits and Section 8 vouchers, 

are unlikely to be effective for low-income households facing conditions of dramatic 

neighborhood change. 
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Chapter 1.  Introduction 

The urban landscape is in constant flux, but the appeal of this perpetual 

movement depends on the audience.  One set of city residents – the upwardly mobile, 

the unfailingly trendy, the financially successful, the predominantly white – might 

equate it with the vibrancy and rich texture that first attracted them to urban living over 

the suburban alternative.  For another set of residents, the changes might be less 

enamoring.  These residents are the chronically low-income, the deeply entrenched, the 

predominantly minority.   

The course of history for cities has never run smoothly, but the dichotomy 

described above characterizes a very particular type of urban change known as 

“gentrification,” a pattern of socioeconomic transition occurring with varying intensity 

in cities since the 1950s (Kennedy and Leonard, 2001).  The term is distinct from 

neighborhood “upgrading,” in which improvements to the neighborhood occur without 

changeover of the existing population (Varady, 1986).  Instead, the term describes the 

replacement of low-income populations by higher income residents, often white 

residents replacing minority residents, on account of which the physical and social 

character of the neighborhood changes.  In the words of Neil Smith (1996), director of 

the Center for Place, Culture and Politics at the City University of New York, the 

newer, wealthier residents sweep into neighborhoods previously plagued by blight and 
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deterioration and restore them to a sort of “future past,” glorifying remnants of a 

grander time and obliterating evidence of the interim periods.  Unfortunately, and 

however unintentionally, in many instances such evidence includes existing 

inhabitants.   

Brian Berry, one of the most recognized experts on the subject, breaks down 

the process into three waves.  Initial investment by the first influx of wealthy residents 

into rehabilitating existing homes occurs without much change to the residential 

population mix.  The success of these “urban pioneers,” though, foreshadows a second 

wave of migration as the neighborhood’s assets – such as the quality and attractiveness 

of the housing stock and its proximity to jobs, entertainment venues, and other 

attractions – as well as its affordability become more widely recognized. Finally, the 

popularity of the neighborhood and evidence of its economic turnaround drive up 

housing prices dramatically and drive out en masse the low-income residents, as well 

as their institutions – this last critical piece being both a cause as well as a consequence 

of displacement (Berry, 1985). 

Gentrification, therefore, is both a good and a bad.  On one hand, the process is 

good for the city in terms of the revived housing stock and business districts, which 

bring with them a healthier tax base, reduced crime, and renewed interest in civic 

areas, among other benefits.  On the other hand, residents forced to move out due to 
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rising property taxes and loss of institutions may suffer such consequences as being 

separated from their support systems (e.g. family, social services, religious 

communities) and being located a difficult distance from their jobs. Moreover, in being 

displaced, they miss out on many of the increased economic benefits of living in those 

neighborhoods. 

The process is not necessarily the intentional result of actions by policymakers, 

but rather is driven by an imbalance between the supply and demand for housing 

created by political decisions (Kennedy and Leonard, 2001).  Policy analysts Maureen 

Kennedy and Paul Leonard describe city housing shortages, relative affordability of 

some neighborhoods compared to more popular locations, good investment 

opportunities for developers and housing speculators, and large rent gaps1 as major 

culprits of this imbalance (Kennedy and Leonard, 2001).   

The fiscal benefits of gentrification for cities and their newly established 

residents notwithstanding, the displacement of vulnerable populations, especially when 

involuntary, is an unacceptable consequence. Designing effective policy responses 

requires identifying the circumstances that put some poor families at greater risk of 

harm than others. One of the possibilities to consider is the potentially protective effect 

of owning versus renting. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

1 “Rent gap” refers to a dramatic difference in value between pre- and post-renovated housing, thereby 
attracting investment and capital.  
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This paper explores whether low-income homeowner households face lower 

risks of gentrification-induced displacement that low-income renter households. 

Specifically, do they remain in their homes longer, as one would expect, or do the 

displacement pressures of gentrification impact the durations of residence of both 

groups equally?  The policy salience of this question is irrefutable. Billions of dollars 

are spent annually on housing support measures including rent control, housing 

vouchers, tax incentives and grants for first-time homebuyers, and the property tax and 

mortgage interest tax deductions. For example, a nearly $80 billion tax expenditure is 

projected for 2008 for the mortgage interest deduction alone (Joint Committee on 

Taxation, 2007). To effectively remediate the adverse effects of gentrification these 

efforts need to be carefully targeted. .  

The present study expands previous work in this area in several key ways. 

Previous researchers have relied heavily on anecdotal evidence of whether 

gentrification drives the displacement of low-income populations.  The more 

systematic approach of this study uses a sample drawn from the 2000 Census 5-percent 

sample from the Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS). 

Another important strength of the current study is the availability of a well-

defined, concrete measure of gentrification. There is no consensus about how 

gentrification should be operationalized. Social scientists have debated which attributes 
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or set of attributes signal the onset and the ongoing process of gentrification.  

Moreover, in analyzing displacement in particular, researchers have encountered 

difficulty in collecting data on households that are displaced, since these households 

almost by definition leave the survey areas (Newman and Wyly, 2006).   

Lastly, much of the previous research on the adverse consequences of 

gentrification for the poor has failed to account for the confounding effects of factors 

such as race and income and family life-cycle stage, which may be determinants in a 

household’s propensity to move.  To address this shortcoming the present study uses 

regression analysis, an ordered probit estimation strategy in particular, to control for 

these factors. 

The city of Chicago serves as the backdrop for this analysis.  Its long history as 

an American metropolis mirrors the pattern of many other cities, making it an ideal 

candidate for analysis that can be generalized to other urban areas.  The major cities of 

the U.S., predominantly in the East and later the Midwest, began as bustling centers of 

economic activity, calling among their residents both working class laborers and the 

wealthy businessmen who employed them.  Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries, cities prospered due to the investment of large amounts of capital and the 

arrival of immigrant working masses (Judd and Swanstrom, 2006).  During the 

twentieth century, however, core neighborhoods in cities across the U.S. experienced 
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dramatic drops in population.  Chicago, for example, lost 17 percent of its population 

between 1950 and 1980, losing nearly one-third of core neighborhood populations 

during the 1960s alone (Marciniak, 1986; Wyly and Hammel, 1998).  As political 

economists Dennis Judd and Todd Swanstrom wrote, “Americans have a tendency to 

pick up and move whenever they feel dissatisfied” (Judd and Swanstrom, 2006).  

When the urban centers became overcrowded and hazardous, the middle and upper 

class residents moved outward toward the suburbs.  Post-WWII government loan 

opportunities for single family homes, namely through the Federal Housing 

Administration (FHA) and Veterans Administration (VA), promoted suburban growth 

as returning servicemen purchased their first homes (Judd and Swanstrom, 2006). 

The exodus of the middle and upper classes from inner city neighborhoods was 

exacerbated by the racial tensions and riots of the 1950s and ‘60s.  “White flight” from 

the cities to the suburbs resulted in concentrated black poverty within core urban 

neighborhoods.  The residential divide was especially evident in Chicago, where 

Martin Luther King once focused his unsuccessful efforts toward open housing policy 

for Northern blacks, viewing Chicago as the capital of Northern segregation (Polikoff, 

2006). 

The concentration of poverty resulted in severe disinvestment in neighborhood 

infrastructure and housing stock, as the residents left behind had little or no expendable 
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income to sink into maintenance or improvement of their properties.  Government 

policies under the FHA, moreover, typified the modus operandi of the real estate and 

banking industries at the time – the private sector in those days, and not the 

government, managed mortgages (Judd and Swanstrom, 2006).  As a result, the federal 

government passively promoted a process known as “redlining,” in which banks 

avoided neighborhoods they deemed risky investments (namely black neighborhoods), 

regardless of the credit qualifications of the mortgage applicants from those 

neighborhoods.  Later legislation sought to rectify the bigoted practice, but by then the 

damage to core urban neighborhoods had been done.  The selling prices of homes had 

depreciated tremendously.  Once the government made redlining illegal, though, banks 

began to offer mortgages in neighborhoods they one avoided, with the resulting flow of 

capital priming these neighborhoods, with their affordable housing stock, for 

gentrification. 

 Concurrently, the nature of U.S. cities had begun to change, with 

manufacturing industry jobs on the decline and professional and service-sector jobs on 

the rise.  Chicago, for example, during the period of 1970 to 1984 lost nearly 250,000 

manufacturing jobs at the same time it gained more than 175,000 service sector jobs 

(Betancur, 2001).  The increasing predominance of the financial, insurance, and real 
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estate industries brought with it the increased interest of the middle and upper classes 

once again to neighborhoods closer to the city centers (Smith, 1996). 

 The rock-bottom housing prices in disinvested, largely minority neighborhoods 

made and continue to make them highly attractive to middle and upper class housing 

interests, and therefore highly likely to experience the effects of gentrification.  The 

vulnerable position of the existing low-income residents warrants the attention of 

policy professionals and more scrutiny into how best to address these vulnerabilities.     
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Chapter 2.  Prior Studies 

Although the issue of gentrification has distinct policy implications for 

particularly vulnerable groups, much of the research on which policymakers must 

make their decisions is either anecdotal or qualitative.  One set of the components for 

which the predominantly qualitative analysis of gentrification is not able to fully 

account is the demography of the residents involved.  The conceptual model (Figure 1) 

around which the analysis of this paper is oriented holds that the socioeconomic 

characteristics of neighborhood inhabitants are determining factors of housing tenure – 

that is, whether a household rents or owns its home.  In turn, both socioeconomic 

factors and housing tenure determine whether that same family will remain in its home 

or move elsewhere.  Macroeconomic factors set the stage for gentrification, and the 

introduction of gentrification necessarily complicates the previously described 

interactions, affecting residents with low socioeconomic status especially in terms of 

shortening their durations of residence.  This analysis, moreover, hypothesizes that 

low-income homeowners are less vulnerable to its pressures than low-income renters 

are, that they are more likely to stay in their homes for longer periods of time when 

their neighborhoods are gentrifying; the existing literature, however, does not address 

this particular divide systematically. 

 



 

10 

Figure 1.   Conceptual Model of Relationship Between Housing Tenure and 
Displacement Under the Pressures of Gentrification 

Despite this gap in the gentrification literature, quantitative evidence exists in 

the housing literature in support of socioeconomic factors as the major determinants of 

housing tenure (McLeod and Ellis, 1983; Painter, Gabriel, and Myers, 2000; Clark, 
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Deurloo, and Dieleman, 1994; Painter, 2000).  Painter, Gabriel, and Myers (2000), for 

example, found that residents are more likely to be homeowners as they get older, 

when they are married and have families, and when they have more education and 

higher incomes.  Race and ethnicity also significantly affect tenure, with 

homeownership more likely among whites than blacks or Latinos.  Clark, Deurloo, and 

Dieleman (1994), focusing on these characteristics in terms of family life-cycle, found 

that most moves from renting to owning were tied to couples and families and 

happened before the heads of the households attained 35 years of age, since those two 

factors represent life-cycle stages during which decisions about marriage and children 

often occur.  In addition, the moves tended to occur among higher income groups. 

The decision on housing tenure, once made, affects the duration of residence of 

a household.  As conventional wisdom predicts, homeowners tend to remain in their 

residences longer than renters do (Painter, Gabriel, and Myers, 2000; Painter, 2000; 

Rohe and Stewart, 1996; Galster and Santiago, 2007).  In their analysis of Los Angeles 

residents who had recently moved, Painter, Gabriel, and Myers (2000) revealed that 

homeownership rates within such a sample are “relatively damped” because 

homeowners have much longer lengths of stay than renters. The findings of Rohe and 

Stewart (1996) provide additional support for the relationship.  They examined census 

data from 1990 and concluded that, net of socioeconomic and life-cycle factors, an 
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increase in the percentage of homeowners in a neighborhood was associated on 

average with an increase in the number of households that remain in their homes for 

five or more years.  Although agreeing with inherent differences in duration of stay, 

the literature review of Galster and Santiago (2007) cautions that that low-income 

homeowners are particularly susceptible to financial shocks and setbacks, such as 

rising interest rates and property taxes, due to the high percentage of the household 

budget spent on housing costs. 

Unfortunately, the pressures of gentrification include the very shocks and 

setbacks against which Galster and Santiago warn.  The extant literature backs the 

supposition that gentrification changes how long existing residents will remain in their 

homes compared to durations of residence in the absence of such pressures (Kennedy 

and Leonard, 2001; Betancur, 2005; Betancur, et. al., 2001; Newman and Wyly, 2006). 

Kennedy and Leonard (2001), in their case studies of San Francisco, Atlanta, 

Cleveland, and Washington, D.C., determined that displacement as a result of 

gentrification did occur, but that low-income renters faced most of the burden since 

rent-control laws provide landlords with incentives to encourage tenant turnover.  John 

Betancur (2005), of the University of Illinois at Chicago (UIC), in contrast, contends in 

his case study that both renters and homeowners are vulnerable to displacement at the 

hands of gentrification pressures – renters, on account of the increase in monthly 
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housing costs and homeowners, due to higher taxes associated with their increased 

property values, as well as better code enforcement of building code violations when 

the neighborhood begins to improve.  Newman and Wyly (2006) provide quantitative 

analysis in support of the general trend of displacement, but their model focuses solely 

on renters in New York City and does not account for the behavior of homeowners. 

The available research supports both the commonly held assumption that 

homeowners on average remain longer in their homes than renters and the theory that 

the neighborhood change process results in the displacement of low-income residents.  

The present paper will add to the discussion the intersection of these two ideas with an 

emphasis on the relative vulnerability of low-income homeowners under conditions of 

gentrification. 
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Chapter 3.  Data and Methods 

Data for this study were extracted from the 2000 U.S. Decennial Census 5-

Percent Sample of the Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS), a databank of 

the Minnesota Population Center created to provide consistency in coding across 

products of the U.S. Census Bureau (Ruggles, et. al., 2004).2  The IPUMS data are 

cross-sectional, available at both the household level and the person level, and are a 

cluster sample of the census data weighted by both household and person to account 

for sampling procedure and nonresponse.   

Sample 
The final unweighted analytic sample for this paper consists of 12,319 

households – 3,325 owner-occupied households and 8,994 rental households – within 

the Public Use Microdata Areas (PUMAs) that encompass the 77 community areas of 

the city of Chicago (Figure 2).  It is restricted to only those units identified as 

“housing” units (as opposed to institutional or non-institutional group quarters) and to 

inhabited residences.  Additionally, the sample is restricted to households below 175 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

2 With data provided through IPUMS USA, missing, illegible, and inconsistent values have 
been inputted by Ruggles, et. al. at the Minnesota Population Center.  All records provided for 
extraction, therefore, are complete on every variable.  For more information on the editing and allocation 
procedures used, see “Introduction to data editing and allocation,” 
<http://usa.ipums.org/usa/flags.shtml>. 

 



 

15 

percent of the federal poverty level to capture only those households that are likely to 

suffer adverse effects and pressure to move due to gentrification.   

Figure 2. Map of Chicago Community Areas (CCAs) 

 

Source: Nathalie P. Voorhees Center, University of Illinois at Chicago (UIC), 2003. 
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Finally, in order to isolate the effects to the household level, only those records 

belonging to the heads of the households are included. 

Variables 
All variables used in this analysis are based on responses to the long form of 

the 2000 Census and have been manipulated using SAS.  For all but the explanatory 

variables, this analysis uses the raw data from the IPUMS extraction. 

Dependent Variable 

The dependent variable in this model is a measure of duration of residence, or 

in other words, how long a household has resided in its current location.  In the survey 

form for Census 2000, the response options to the question “When did this person 

move into this [home]?” included “1999 or 2000,” “1995 to 1998,” “1990 to 1994,” 

and the like.  As a result, the variable in the model remains a categorical, or threshold, 

variable, in this case, with six possible outcomes: one year, two to five years, six to 10 

years, 11 to 20 years, 21 to 30 years, and 31 or more years. 

The cross-sectional IPUMS data do not include a direct measure of residential 

displacement. Consequently, the occurrence of displacement is inferred from the length 

of time householders report living in their current residences.  Because the literature 

supports the movement of low-income residents out of a neighborhood once it begins 

to gentrify, one assumes that a household recently moved into the area (reporting, as a 
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result, low values on duration of residence) is unlikely to be a low-income household 

and therefore not part of the population of interest.  Recently arrived residents are more 

likely to be from middle and upper income groups.  Discussion of how the predicted 

probabilities associated with each of the outcomes then demonstrates the relative 

vulnerabilities of homeowners as compared to renters appears in the “Methods” 

section. 

Explanatory Variables 

The extant literature on housing supports the inherent difference in duration of 

residence between homeowners and renters.  Moreover, this analysis is testing whether 

gentrification affects both groups of residents differently.   Interacting the effects of 

housing tenure and gentrification, therefore, is the logical way to model the 

relationship.  Seeking to present the interaction in an intuitive way informed the 

development of six binary variables encompassing the following characteristics:  a 

renter in a neighborhood undergoing high gentrification, a renter in a neighborhood 

undergoing moderate gentrification, a renter in a neighborhood undergoing little to no 

gentrification, and then the same sequence of three variables substituting a homeowner 

for a renter.  More discussion of how this series of six variables will work in the model 

follows in the “Methods” section. 
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The housing tenure variable comes from the raw IPUMS data and is coded “1” 

if the respondent was a homeowner and “0” if the respondent was a renter.  This 

variable comprises one half of the construction of the series of six binary explanatory 

variables. 

The gentrification component was constructed from the geographical variable 

reporting the PUMA in which a given household resided (Figure 3).  Each PUMA 

consists of several Chicago community areas (CCAs).  In order to transform this 

variable into an indicator of gentrification, an index produced by Nancy Hudspeth 

(2003) at the Nathalie P. Voorhees Center of the University of Illinois at Chicago 

provided the determination for which of these CCAs were undergoing the tell-tale 

neighborhood changes.  Looking at census data from 1970, 1980 1990, and 2000, 

Hudspeth measured each of the 77 CCAs on 13 different variables.3  Where a 

community ranked above the city as a whole on a variable positively associated with 

gentrification, that community was assigned a +1.  Conversely, if a factor was 

negatively associated with gentrification and the community ranked below the city as a 

whole, the community was also assigned a +1.  Communities that increased in these 

factors by four points or more over a 10-year period were considered gentrifying.  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

3 The variables are median family income; percent of families below poverty; median house 
value; percent of residents in owner-occupied housing; race/ethnicity (white, African American, Latino); 
percent of children ages 5 to 19; percent of adults age 65 or over; percent of all workers who are 
managers and professionals; percent of adults with a college education; percent of children enrolled in 
private schools; and percent of female-headed households containing children under age 18. 
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Using this method, at the time of the 2000 census, 12 CCAs exhibited indications of 

gentrification (Hudspeth, 2003).4 

Figure 3. Map of Chicago Public Use Microdata Areas (PUMAs) 

 

Source: Nathalie P. Voorhees Center, University of Illinois at Chicago (UIC), 2006. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

4 They are, in no particular order, Uptown, Lincoln Square, Lake View, Lincoln Park, North 
Center, Logan Square, West Town, Near North Side, Near West Side, the Loop, Near South Side, and 
Kenwood. 
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Because each PUMA contains multiple CCAs, however, and because in a 

number of cases not all of the CCAs within a given PUMA were identified as 

gentrifying, the variables created to reflect gentrification were defined by the 

percentage of the PUMA that was gentrifying – a value derived from the number of 

households within the gentrifying CCA(s) divided by the total number of households in 

the respective PUMA.  This scale of percentages was then divided into three binary 

variables: little to no gentrification in the PUMA containing the household in question 

(zero to 17.1 percent); moderate levels of gentrification in the PUMA (17.2 to 56.7 

percent); and high levels of gentrification (56.8 to 100 percent). 

From the binary variable reporting housing tenure and the three binary 

variables measuring gentrification a series of six binary variables representing the 

interaction of the two factors are created.  In the standard manner, they are coded “1” if 

the household assumes the category of interest (e.g. a rental household in a moderately 

gentrifying area) and “0” otherwise. 

Control Variables 

Demographic and economic characteristics of the households, with the 

exception of age and household income (which are continuous) appeared in the IPUMS 

data as categorical variables.  For this analysis, each categorical variable has been 

recoded as a series of binary variables reflecting possible responses on the census 
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survey form.  Where appropriate due to small frequencies, several response options 

have been collapsed into a single binary variable, such as with the upper levels of 

educational attainment.  Drawing from the literature on both gentrification and 

housing, the factors controlled for in the analysis are degree of poverty of the 

household; employment status of the householder; total income of the household; race 

and ethnic background of the householder; age of the householder; housing unit size; 

educational attainment of the householder; marital status of the householder; and 

family size of the household. 

Degree of poverty in the household is captured in a series of three binary 

variables:  zero to 100 percent, 101 to 150 percent, and 151 to 175 percent of the 

federal poverty level.  As is standard, the variables are coded “1” if the household falls 

within the range of interest and “0” otherwise. 

Three binary variables define employment status of the householder: employed, 

unemployed, and not in the labor force (meaning the householder is neither working 

nor seeking a job).  Once again, if the household occupies the designation of interest, 

the variable is coded “1.”  Otherwise, it is coded “0.” 

Total income of the household is a continuous variable measured in dollars that 

includes both positive and negative values.  It is drawn directly from the IPUMS data 

without recoding. 
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Race of the householder represents another series of binary variables, with five 

possible responses:  white, black, American Indian, Asian, and other.  Since ethnic 

background is usually not mutually exclusive from race, Hispanic background is 

captured in a stand-alone binary variable.  All six follow the standard coding described 

previously for binary variables. 

Age of the householder is a continuous variable measured in years and is drawn 

directly from the IPUMS data. 

Housing unit size, here measured by the proxy of the number of bedrooms in 

the house, is a series of six binary variables (recoded from a categorical variable) with 

the following possible responses: no bedrooms, one bedroom, two bedrooms, three 

bedrooms, four bedrooms, and five or more bedrooms.  The variables are coded “1” if 

the household conforms to the category of interest and “0” otherwise. 

Educational attainment of the householder refers to the highest level of 

schooling completed by that individual and was originally a categorical variable in the 

IPUMS data.  It is now a series of eight binary variables coded in the standard binary 

form: no school, grade school, some high school, high school diploma or GED, some 

college, associate degree, bachelor’s degree, and post graduate education. 
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The marital status of the householder is captured in six binary variables: 

married, and the spouse is present; married, but the spouse is absent; separated; 

divorced; widowed; and single and never married. 

Finally, the family size factor appears as a series of three binary variables 

created from the IPUMS categorical variable measuring the number of the 

householder’s children under the age of five who reside in the household.  This 

variable was preferred to the alternative measuring the number of the householder’s 

children without an age restriction because there was no way to discern adult children 

from minor, dependent children – a distinction that affects how householders might 

make decisions regarding whether to stay in their residences.  The three variables, 

coded in the standard binary way, are as follows: no children, one child, and two or 

more children. 
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Table 1.  Descriptive Statistics for Dependent and Independent Variables 

 

Data Source: 2000 5-Percent Sample, IPUMS, Minnesota Population Center, 2003. 
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Table 1.  (continued) Descriptive Statistics for Dependent and Independent Variables 

 

Data Source: 2000 5-Percent Sample, IPUMS, Minnesota Population Center, 2003. 
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Methods 
Because much of the prior literature regarding the effects of gentrification on 

low-income residents is qualitative, a major concern regarding the conclusions of such 

research are the confounding factors – whether differences in race, income, education, 

and other characteristics account for differences in duration of residence.  In other 

words, what qualitative studies perceive as the effects of gentrification may in fact be 

caused by a preexisting propensity of the household to move that is tied to its 

socioeconomic condition and not at all to its exposure to gentrification.  If this were 

indeed the case, then the implications would be that no action by policymakers toward 

ameliorating gentrification would have a sizable impact if the households were likely 

to move even in the absence of neighborhood change pressures.  The added value of 

multivariate regression analysis, therefore, is the ability to control for these factors and 

isolate the true effect of gentrification on low-income households. 

Initial associations between the dependent variable and the explanatory and 

control variables are measured by Kendall’s Tau b, a measure of association 

appropriate for cross-tabulations of ordinal level variables.  Multivariate associations 

among these variables are examined using regression analysis, produced using Stata, in 

which the specification is ordered probit. This is appropriate due to the categorical 

nature of the dependent variable, duration of residence. The first model estimated 

includes only the series of explanatory variables in order to establish the better 
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explanatory power of the second model, which incorporates all of the control variables.  

The models estimate the likelihood that a given household will fall into each possible 

response category compared to the reference household. 

The reference household in the models estimated is critical to the interpretation 

of the results.  Building off of the series of explanatory binary variables that 

incorporate the interacted effects of gentrification and housing tenure on duration of 

residence, the models set up the comparison between the two groups of primary 

interest: low-income renters and low-income homeowners in communities 

experiencing high levels of gentrification.  More specifically, the reference group in 

the model is a renter in a highly gentrifying community, meaning that the coefficient 

on the variable for a homeowner facing the same level of gentrification indicates 

whether a statistically significant difference in duration of residence exists between the 

two groups. 

Because of the ordered probit specification, however, direct interpretation of 

the resulting coefficients is not straightforward; they provide only the direction of the 

relationship and its statistical significance.  Using Stata, predicted probabilities were 

calculated for the likelihood of the household remaining a given number of years. The 

predicted probabilities are calculated for the homeowners relative to the renters from 

highly gentrifying areas, and provide the basis for meaningful comparison. 
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Chapter 4.  Results and Discussion 

Frequency Distributions and Associations 
In examining the frequency distributions and measures of association as an 

initial step in the quantitative analysis of this data, the findings among most of the 

variables support the previous literature on both housing tenure and gentrification.  

Turning first to the relationship between duration of residence and the series of binary 

variables capturing the interaction of housing tenure and gentrification, renters appear 

to be the more vulnerable group, especially those renters facing gentrification 

pressures.  For example, looking at Table 2, among Chicago renters facing high levels 

of gentrifications in their neighborhoods, more than two-thirds (69.1 percent) reported 

living in their current residences for five years or less; homeowners facing similar 

pressures, in contrast, stayed much longer, with only one-third (33.3 percent) 

remaining in their homes for a comparable period.  Indeed, across the full range of 

gentrification experiences, the average length of residence among renter households in 

Chicago is short, with the distribution of durations skewed to the left. In contrast, 

durations of residence among homeowners are longer on average and are distributed 

more normally, deviating only at the top end of the spectrum.   

Moreover, the ordinal association between the dependent and explanatory 

variables is positive and significant according to the Tau b statistic of 0.29.  In other 
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words, viewed across the spectrum from renter to homeowner and from high 

gentrification to low gentrification levels, the duration of residence of the household is 

expected to increase. 

Table 2.  Frequency Distributions and Measures of Associations 

 

Data Source: 2000 5-Percent Sample, IPUMS, Minnesota Population Center, 2003. 
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Table 2.  (continued) Frequency Distributions and Measures of Association 

 

Data Source: 2000 5-Percent Sample, IPUMS, Minnesota Population Center, 2003. 

Similar relationships emerge among the control variables as well.  With a Tau b 

statistic of 0.10, viewed across the explanatory variables in the same direction 

described above, the level of poverty of the households lessens.  Sixty-one percent of 
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renters in highly gentrifying areas of Chicago are at or below the federal poverty level, 

while only 11 percent of them are above 150 percent of the poverty level.  Although 

the rate for homeowners at or below the poverty level in similarly characterized 

neighborhoods is also high at 48 percent, 21 percent of them are above the 150 percent 

level.  Household income and size also increase across the spectrum of explanatory 

variables. 

An unexpected result from the cross tabulation occurs with the educational 

attainment variables.  The association between this characteristic and the interacted 

effects of housing tenure and gentrification is both negative and statistically significant 

(-0.08).  The interpretation, therefore, is that across the spectrum from renters to 

owners and from high levels of gentrification to low levels, the householder completes 

progressively less education.  Because the literature supports the exact opposite 

relationship, one possible explanation could be the way in which the analytic sample 

was limited – that in excluding higher income levels, those homeowners with extensive 

education, and whose attainment would have altered the distributions in the favor of a 

positive association, were likewise excluded.  More examination of this issue occurs in 

the conclusion of this paper. 
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Multivariate Analysis 
The established association among the variables in the model justifies the 

employment of multivariate analysis.  Socioeconomic factors impact the decisions of 

households regarding housing tenure as well as duration of residence.  In order to 

isolate the true impact of gentrification on low-income residents of Chicago, therefore, 

the analysis needs to control for these characteristics.  Otherwise, the possibility exists 

that omitted variable bias would result in the reporting of an inflated gentrification 

effect, because the series of six explanatory variables would be capturing the some of 

the effect of the household socioeconomic conditions on decisions regarding duration 

of residence. 

Looking at the first two models, this proves to be the case.  The first model 

estimated (Table 3) includes only the key explanatory variables, with the reference 

group being households that rent in a highly gentrifying area.  Although the pseudo R-

squared is low at 0.06, the relationships between the dependent and most of the 

explanatory variables are nevertheless highly statistically significant.  Across the 

board, homeowners on average are predicted to be more likely to remain in their 

residences longer than those households in the reference group.  In this model as well, 

renters in communities undergoing little to no gentrification are also significantly more 

likely to report longer durations of residence (ß = 0.137; p < 0.0001).  Once again, 
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because the specification is ordered probit, direct interpretation of the coefficients is 

not straightforward. 

The second model employs the same reference group, but controls for the 

household socioeconomic characteristics – additions that boost the pseudo R-squared 

to 0.15.  The effects of many of these variables are statistically significant, meaning 

that on average and holding all other characteristics constant they have an effect on 

duration of residence.  As the householder’s age increases, for example, on average 

that household is predicted to be more likely to remain longer in its home (ß = 0.031; p 

< 0.0001).  Because these variables have explanatory power, the decreases in 

magnitude of the coefficients on the key explanatory variables in this model compared 

to Model 1 are logical and expected.  Although the effects are deflated, among 

homeowners, the coefficients are still positive and highly statistically significant.  In 

other words, owner-occupied households are still, on average, predicted to be more 

likely to remain in their homes longer than renters facing high levels of gentrification.  

With the addition of the socioeconomic variables, however, the difference between 

renters facing little to no gentrification and renters facing high levels was no longer 

statistically significant. 
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Table 3.  Results of Duration of Residence Regressed on Housing Tenure and 
Gentrification (Reference Group: Rented, High-Level) 

 

Data Source: 2000 5-Percent Sample, IPUMS, Minnesota Population Center, 2003. 
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Table 3.  (continued) Results of Duration of Residence Regressed on Housing Tenure and 
Gentrification (Reference Group: Rented, High-Level) 

 

Data Source: 2000 5-Percent Sample, IPUMS, Minnesota Population Center, 2003. 

Turning to question driving this analysis  (does gentrification affect 

homeowners and renters differently?), the answer is, yes, it does.  The coefficient on 

the variable for homeowners in highly gentrifying areas of Chicago is both positive and 

highly statistically significant (ß = 0.869; p < 0.0001). Homeowners facing high levels 

of gentrification, accordingly, are predicted to be on average more likely to remain 
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longer in their homes than renters subject to similar neighborhood change pressures.  

In other words, homeownership provides a protective effect.  It is worth noting that in 

Model 2, the coefficient on homeowners in highly gentrifying Chicago neighborhoods 

is greater in magnitude than that for homeowners facing little to no gentrification.  At 

first blush, the assumption would be that homeownership must provide additional 

security for households under conditions of gentrification.  To test whether the 

apparent difference is in fact statistically significant, a third model was run employing 

the same control variables (on which neither the coefficients nor the statistical 

significance changes) but changing the reference group from renters in highly 

gentrifying neighborhoods instead to homeowners facing little to no gentrification 

(Table 4).  The resulting coefficient on the variable for homeowners in areas of high 

gentrification shows that the difference is not statistically significant (p < 0.321), so it 

is unlikely that homeownership provides a protective effect greater than it would in 

absence of gentrification pressures. 
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Table 4.  Results of Duration of Residence Regressed on Housing Tenure and 
Gentrification (Reference Group: Owner-Occupied, Low-Level) 

 

Data Source: 2000 5-Percent Sample, IPUMS, Minnesota Population Center, 2003. 

To better interpret the effect of homeownership on duration of residence under 

conditions of gentrification, predicted probabilities were generated to compare the 

different rates at which a homeowner in a highly-gentrifying neighborhood of Chicago 

attains each level of response of the duration of residence variable compared to a 

renter in a highly-gentrifying neighborhood (Table 5).  As is evident from the predicted 

probabilities, homeowners are far more likely than renters to remain longer in their 

homes.  At the lower end of the spectrum, for example, renters are nearly five times 

more likely to have been in their own homes only one year (19 percent compared to 4 

percent), and nearly twice as likely to have been in their homes between two and five 
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years, compared to homeowners.  The opposite is true at the upper end.  Homeowners 

are nearly three times more likely than renters to remain in their homes for 21 to 30 

years (17 percent compared to 6 percent), and five times more likely to stay 31 or more 

years.  The differences in duration of residence, in other words, are quite pronounced 

between renters and homeowners facing high levels of gentrification in their 

neighborhoods. 

Table 5.  Predicted Probabilities of Attaining Possible Outcomes for Duration of 
Residence 

 

Data Source: 2000 5-Percent Sample, IPUMS, Minnesota Population Center, 2003. 

Discussion 
The results of the present study provide evidence that homeownership affords a 

protective effect against gentrification-induced displacement for low-income residents. 
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What are the implications of this finding for policymakers?  The answer to this 

question requires some examination of the housing supports the government currently 

provides. 

In the Tax Reform Act of 1986, the federal government established a tax credit 

for low-income housing, a program designed to encourage corporations and developers 

through heavy subsidization to invest in the construction and rehabilitation of housing 

units that would then be leased at below-market rates to households meeting income 

eligibility requirements (Burman, 1992).  This program, for which government 

expenditures in 2008 are predicted to be $4.6 billion for corporations and $700 million 

for individuals, is one of the primary sources of housing support for low-income 

households (Joint Committee on Taxation, 2007).  In exchange for receiving the credit, 

property owners must agree to provide the affordable units for a minimum of 30 years 

(Burman, 1992).  The problem for low-income households that gentrification poses to 

this program is that the eligibility requirements are based on area median income, as is 

the rental rate.  As a neighborhood gentrifies, therefore, by definition the median 

income increases and consequently the rent does, too.  Another concern would be that 

if market rates for the properties increased enough, developers and owners would 

benefit more financially by not seeking the credit in the first place. 
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A second major source of housing support targeted at low-income rental 

households is the Section 8 Housing Choice Voucher Program, for which the 2007 

budget was approximately $16 billion (Sard and Rice, 2006).  This program provides 

households with vouchers to be used toward housing costs, the value of the vouchers 

being determined by the difference between 30 percent of the household’s income and 

the average rent for a “suitable unit” (defined by the U.S. Department of Housing and 

Urban Development; Burman, 1992).  The average rent, though, is not neighborhood 

specific.  As a neighborhood gentrifies, therefore, the impact on households dependent 

on this program are clear:  the vouchers may no longer cover the gap between the 

household out-of-pocket expenditure and the market-rate rent of their units. 

Because the efficacy of government rental housing support programs is subject 

to the market changes associated with gentrification, although numerous households in 

stable neighborhoods benefit from them, low-income households in gentrifying 

neighborhoods do not necessarily benefit likewise.  In light of the continued 

vulnerability of such households even in the presence of government support, 

policymakers would do well to explore further the possibilities available under existing 

asset-building programs to expand homeownership among low-income populations in 

neighborhoods facing the onset of gentrification and those currently undergoing the 

characteristic changes.  One such effort is the Assets for Independence program run 
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through the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.  The $25 million program 

disperses grants to community organizations that in turn set up savings accounts for 

low-income participants, the balance of which may be spent only on one of three 

assets:  a home, a small business, or post-secondary education.  For every dollar saved 

by a participant, the program matches them at pre-specified rate.  In addition to the 

savings benefits, the program also requires participants to complete financial literacy 

training.  The end result is a participant with the capital for a down payment and the 

necessary knowledge of financial products and services (Office of Community 

Services, 2007).  (This latter component is especially important given the current 

foreclosure crisis in the U.S.; the benefits associated with homeownership, after all, 

will be realized only if the household is able to maintain ownership of the property.) 

Because of the protective effect of homeownership identified in this analysis, 

focusing on asset-building among low-income city residents rather than on rental 

supports would permit such households the opportunity to remain in gentrifying 

neighborhoods and enjoy the increased economic benefits associated with the 

neighborhood’s rising property values.  Among investments, property ownership has 

one of the highest rates of return. This is due largely to the fact that buyers finance 

most of the value of a home, so that even modest increases in value can surpass initial 
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out-of-pocket expenses (e.g. down payments and closing costs; Galster and Santiago, 

2007). 

The bottom line is that although gentrification proves favorable for the middle 

and upper classes, it does so to the detriment of existing low-income residents.  Based 

on the findings of this analysis, low-income homeowners are better positioned than 

low-income renters to withstand the displacement pressures associated with 

gentrification.  As a result, policymakers would do better to promote homeownership 

among this group of residents, since current practices of government support provide 

little protection for these particularly vulnerable rental households. 
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Chapter 5.  Conclusion 

The course of urban history in the United States has never run smoothly, and 

Chicago’s path is no exception.  As middle and upper income residents fled core city 

neighborhoods in favor of the suburbs, low-income residents remained behind to 

endure the deterioration resulting from a lack of capital to invest in neighborhood 

upkeep.  The real estate and financial industries exacerbated the decline by refusing to 

provide loans to residents of these neighborhoods.  Both economic and government 

forces historically have harmed these communities and their residents. Yet, even today 

when government policies forbid lenders to avoid these neighborhoods and the flow of 

capital is improving local assets, the very process of urban revitalization places low-

income residents in vulnerable positions. Traditionally, homeownership was the most 

important asset, but it remains unclear whether it lessens the risk of displacement by 

these residents. 

The present study addresses the question of whether housing tenure plays a role 

in how well a household withstands pressure to move resulting from gentrification.  

Previous studies had either focused solely on the displacement of low-income renters 

or examined the situation of homeowners from a qualitative angle.  This study provides 

to these issues a quantitative examination largely absent from the existing body of 

literature.  A series of ordered probit models employing a sample of low-income 
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residents from the 77 community areas of Chicago estimates the interacted effects of 

housing tenure and gentrification on duration of residence, controlling for the 

socioeconomic factors that the literature indicates play a role in both decisions to rent 

or own and in how long to stay put.  The results of these models indicate that low-

income households facing high levels of gentrification are statistically significantly 

more likely to stay longer in their homes if they own rather rent.  Renters are most 

likely, with a probability of 39 percent, to live in their homes between two and five 

years when faced with high levels of gentrification.  Homeowners under similar 

conditions, in contrast, are most likely (24 percent) to reside in their homes between 11 

and 20 years.  The evidence of this analysis, therefore, supports the hypothesis that 

homeownership provides a protective effect even to low-income populations facing 

pressures to leave. 

Though the methods utilized in this analysis produced statistically significant 

results, they are not without their limitations.   The most prominent is that the census 

data used is cross-sectional, so that residents who, due to displacement pressures, have 

recently moved out of the gentrifying areas to non-gentrifying areas or to communities 

outside the boundaries of the city of Chicago are not recorded.  To overcome this 

limitation, the data was restricted to low-income residents in order that recent movers 

to gentrifying areas would not be captured in the analysis; the literature supports that 
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newly-arrived residents to gentrifying communities tend to be wealthier (and therefore 

not part of the population of interest) and tend to buy their homes, and therefore would 

skew the results for homeowners toward shorter durations of residence.  Eliminating 

these income groups has other implications, though, which manifest themselves in part 

in the unexpected direction of association between the interacted effects of housing 

tenure and gentrification and education.  According to the measure of association 

calculated between these two sets of variables, across the spectrum from renting to 

owning and from high levels of gentrification to low, householders, on average, have 

attained less education.  The literature on housing tenure holds that just the opposite is 

true.  A likely explanation for this deviation is that just as middle and upper income 

residents are more likely than low-income to be homeowners, they are also more likely 

to have pursued greater levels of education.  Their absence from the analytic sample, 

therefore, has changed the distribution of educational attainment and muddled its 

apparent effect. 

A sample drawn from a longitudinal data set would address these limitations in 

terms of providing more information about each household regarding where they 

moved from or to so that there would be no need to restrict the sample to low-income 

residents over concerns of capturing higher income homeowners in the cohorts of 

shorter durations of residence.  Unfortunately, a longitudinal data set providing 
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housing information on city of Chicago populations that also included the geographic 

specificity necessary to use the Voorhees Center gentrification index was not available. 

In light of the statistically significant results that this analysis did provide, 

despite the limitations described above, policymakers would do well to focus more 

energies and resources on promoting and sustaining homeownership among low-

income populations, especially those residing in communities experiencing the onset or 

continuing changes associated with gentrification.  Current government supports for 

low-income rental housing are unlikely to be effective under conditions of dramatic 

neighborhood change, as was explained previously.   

Jane Jacobs (1993), well known in the urban planning arena for her insightful 

observations regarding what makes cities thrive and what drives their fall, wrote, 

“Cities are an immense laboratory of trial and error, failure and success.”  Low-income 

urban residents have suffered throughout the history of American cities at the hands of 

economic trends and trials in policy.  The more recent advent of gentrification to a 

number of core urban communities threatens to imperil them once more, and indeed 

already has.  Through the stop-loss intervention of policymakers to promote 

homeownership among these households, a step supported by the findings of the 

present study, low-income residents may finally be able to enjoy the “laboratory’s” 

success, to realize the financial benefits of neighborhood change and the other 
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advantages of residential stability, and to continue to provide the vibrancy and texture 

that attracted the new middle and upper class residents to the very city neighborhoods 

their parents had fled decades before. 
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