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A study of racial transition and
property values

LINTON C. FREEMAN AND MORRIS H. SUNSHINE

THIS CHAPTER PRESENTS a study of the impact of racial transition on
property values. Studies of this topic are not new. Since the early
1920’s, sociologists and real estate analysts have examined the effects of
Negro entry on the prices of houses in communities across the country.
These writers have focused attention on two main questions: (1) What
is the effect of race on housing values? (2) How is this effect achieved?
So far, however, no clear-cut answers to these questions have been
provided.

Until the 1930’s, it was generally agreed that Negro entry into any
neighborhood depressed property values. Abrams, for example, cites a
book published in 1923 by McMichael and Bingham in which they
say:

With the increase in colored people coming to many North-
em cities they have overrun their old districts and swept into
adjoining ones or passed to other sections and formed new
ones. This naturally has had a decidedly detrimental effect on
land values for few white people, however inclined to be sym-
pathetic with the problem of the colored race, care to live near
them. Property values have been sadly depreciated by having
a single colored family settle down on a street occupied exclu-
sively by white residents.!

This is typical of earlier expressions; even the threat of Negro occu-
pancy was thought uniformly to lead to lowered property values. This
was seen as the automatic result of the unmodifiable refusal of whites to
accept Negro neighbors.
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During the 1930’s and early 1940’s, this pessimistic description was
revised somawhat. Myrdal,2 for example, argued that although Negro
entry depressed property values, these values would rise again once
racial transition was complete. His reasoning seemed to embody the
notion of the self-fulfilling prophecy. Whites, he thought, would panic
and’sell when the Negro “invasion” took place. Thus, whole neighbor-
hoods would change their racial character. After this transition, how-
ever, prices would return to a realistic level. In Myrdal’s view, stereo-
typing and prejudice were still the critical explanatory factors.

In the late 1940’s, a major change in thinking took place. Weaver®
observed that Negro entry into a neighborhood did not invariably re-
sult in a decline in selling prices. Sometimes prices remained stable, and
sometimes they increased. He concluded, therefore, that “There is no
one universal effect of Negro occupancy upon property values”
Weaver proposed four factors (in addition to prejudice) that might be
relevant in an attempt to explain this observed variation: (1) non-
white income distributions; (2) general business conditions; (3) long-
run trend of values in the areas before entry; and (4) how non-white
occupancy actually occurs.

Weaver's basic generalization has been confirmed by subsequent in-
vestigators. Abrams,* for example, concluded that “There are no fixed
rules as to when minority neighbors raise or lower values; examples
may be cited both ways and much study is still needed.” More recently,
after a large-scale empirical study, Laurenti® reported that “ .. no
single or uniform pattern of non-white influence on property prices
could be detected.” Laurenti went on to specify a list of factors that he
suspected were involved in determining housing prices under racial
transition.

The major variables interacting in these local situations appear to be:
(1) strength of whites’ desire to move out; (2) strength of non-whites’
desire to move in; (3) willingness of whites to purchase property in
racially mixed neighborhoods; (4) housing choices open to whites; (5)
housing choices open to non-whites; (8) absolute and relative purchas-
ing power of non-whites; (7) absolute and relative levels of house
prices; (8) state of general business conditions; (9) long-run trend of
values in areas involved; (10) time.®

Thus, recent research has shown that a decline in price level is not a
necessary consequence of racial transition. Other factors must be taken
into account in any attempt to explain the observation that prices show
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