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Abstract
In a departure from most studies of the causes of racial residential segregation that focus on the three
main factors of economics, preferences, and discrimination, this paper examines one of the
mechanisms through which segregation may be perpetuated: the housing search process itself. Data
come from a 2004 face-to-face survey of an area probability sample of African American and white
householders living in the three counties of the Detroit metropolitan area (n=734). These data are
used to address three research questions: (1) What are the strategies people use to find housing, and
are there racial differences in those strategies? (2) Do whites and African Americans report similar
or different experiences in the search for housing? (3) Do the locations in which people search for
housing vary by race? Results show that once controlling for the type of search and background
characteristics, the search strategies are generally similar for whites and blacks, though more so for
buyers than renters: for example, black renters use more informal strategies and networks than do
white renters. Analyses that look at the features of these strategies, however, reveal some significant
racial differences. Search experiences are similar in terms of length and number of homes inspected,
but other objective and subjective questions about the search show blacks at a disadvantage compared
to whites: African Americans submit more offers/applications for homes, report more difficulties,
and are much more likely to feel they were taken advantage of during the search. The racial
characteristics of the communities in which blacks and whites search are quite different: whites
mainly search in white communities, while African Americans search in communities with a variety
of racial compositions. The paper concludes with a call for further research on housing search
strategies, with particular attention to the role of social networks.

INTRODUCTION
Residential segregation by race persists in the United States—especially in larger and older
cities in the East and Midwest such as Detroit, Chicago, Milwaukee, New York, and Newark,
where levels have declined only slightly in recent decades (Logan et al. 2002). Detroit, the
most segregated metropolitan area in the nation, has shown barely perceptible drops in
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segregation: between 1980 and 2000, the black-white dissimilarity index decreased just three
points to 85 (Lewis Mumford Center 2001).

The causes of persistent patterns of racial residential segregation have been hotly debated for
decades, with the focus traditionally on three factors: economics, preferences, and
discrimination. The first generally utilizes census data to describe who lives where and with
what income levels (e.g., Massey and Fischer 1999; Darden and Kamel 2000; Alba et al.
2000; St. John and Clymer 1999); the second typically draws on individual-level survey data
about hypothetical neighborhood preferences (e.g., Farley et al. 1976; Farley et al. 1994;
Krysan and Farley 2002; Charles 2006); and the third conducts audit studies to test whether
white and African American experimental subjects are treated the same or differently by real
estate agents and landlords (e.g., Turner et al. 2002; Massey and Fischer 2004; Massey and
Lundy 2001).

Most recently, a new kind of study on the causes of segregation has emerged: mobility studies
that use individual level panel survey data. These have enabled tests of hypotheses about what
influences who moves and where they move to, which are derived in part from theories about
the causes of segregation. As a result, rather than making inferences about the causes of
segregation by examining changes in neighborhood racial composition, these studies explicitly
test individual-level predictors of behaviors, and thus clarify the impact of a neighborhoods’
racial composition—above and beyond other characteristics—on moving out and moving in
behavior (e.g., South and Deane 1993; South and Crowder 1998; Alba and Logan 1993).

These kinds of studies provide methodologically sophisticated analyses of the migration
patterns that contribute to segregation. For example, Crowder (2000) used this approach to
directly test the “white flight” hypothesis. After controlling for metropolitan, neighborhood,
and individual level mobility predictors, he showed that whites were more likely to leave their
neighborhood as the size of the minority population increased. Quillian (2002) used transition
matrices to analyze migration data that tested the three basic theories of the causes of
segregation. He identified two key patterns that helped sustain segregation: white avoidance
of neighborhoods with more than a few blacks (both by exiting from, and not moving into),
and a lower likelihood of blacks moving into white neighborhoods.1 Quillian (2002) points out
that the latter could be a function of at least two things:

The fact that African Americans move into white neighborhoods much less often than
whites is consistent with the theory that there are barriers to the mobility of African
Americans into white neighborhoods, although this result could also be consistent
with the possibility that blacks do not want to be racially isolated in all-White
neighborhoods (p. 220).

This new generation of mobility behavior studies means we now know in more detail where
individuals end up moving—both to and from—as well as the impact (or lack thereof) of a
variety of individual, neighborhood, and metropolitan characteristics on such moves. But as
Quillian (2002) notes, we know little about how respondents end up where they do. For
example, with respect to African Americans, do they consider whiter neighborhoods but meet
with barriers when actually trying to move to them? Or are such neighborhoods completely
off the “radar screen” of African Americans who are looking to move? Although mobility
studies like these draw our attention to individual level behaviors and provide insight into the
last step of the housing process—the final destination—we still know very little about the
process that leads up to that point. An exception is Crowder’s (2001) recent analysis of racial

1With respect to the finding of low rates of black movement into white neighborhoods, Quillian (2002) notes that although blacks are
less likely than whites to move into white neighborhoods, such moves do occur with some regularity—about 10 percent of all blacks
move into neighborhoods with fewer than 10 percent black residents.
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disparities in the ability to turn an intention to move into an actual move. In this analysis,
Crowder (2001) demonstrates the value of moving our research further back in the mobility
process to better understand how particular moves occur.

Extending research on the causes of segregation to include not simply the end result of the
housing search, but also the features of the search process itself, is in the spirit of Reskin’s
(2003) recent call for more scrutiny of how rather than only why racial inequality happens. In
short, Reskin (2003) argues for more attention to the mechanisms by which inequality is created
and perpetuated. Applied to housing, Reskin’s general principle suggests that rather than asking
only why residential segregation happens (e.g., economics, preferences, and/or discrimination),
we would do well to also look at how people search for housing since here the mechanisms of
segregation play themselves out through the strategies, experiences, and decisions people
make.

This emphasis on housing searches is not meant as yet another explanation for segregation, on
the order of economics, preferences, and discrimination. Rather, the goal is to draw attention
to the mechanisms through which these larger forces operate. For example, one argument is
that racial residential segregation is the outcome of racial differences in economic status. While
studies of 1960–1980 census data refuted that hypothesis (Denton & Massey 1988; Farley
1977), more recent analyses suggest conflicting answers to this question (Massey & Fisher
1999; Darden & Kamel 2000; Alba et al. 2000; St. John & Clymer 1999; Krivo & Kaufman
1999). In her recent extensive analysis on the topic, Charles (2006) concludes that economics,
though not the most important factor, are part of the answer.

How might economics operate through housing searches to explain segregation? Social class
shapes the resources at one’s disposal. For example, low income individuals have less access
to one source of housing information: the internet. And high income individuals may have less
access to assistance from community organizations, whose services are frequently targeted to
low income populations. If the internet and community organizations are more likely to market
in particular kinds of areas (racially segregated ones, for example), then this may be one
mechanism whereby economics influences search strategies, which in turn perpetuates
segregation. People with different levels of income and education may also have more difficulty
searching—they may have to submit applications to more places or be more likely to feel taken
advantage of—simply because of landlords’ financial requirements for their tenants or because
they are more likely to take advantage of individuals who may be less aware of their rights.
Finally, social class may shape the neighborhoods one can afford to live in; so search locations
may be constrained simply based on affordability. The pertinent question is whether social
class can explain away observed racial differences in these dimensions of the housing search
or whether race continues to be an important factor. Once blacks and whites of similar economic
standing are compared, are they equally likely to use the internet? Experience hassles and
difficulties in the search? Search in the same kinds of neighborhoods?

A second explanation is that segregation is the outcome of discriminatory practices in the
housing market (e.g., Munnell et al. 1996; Ross & Yinger 2002; Turner et al. 2002) that keep
minorities out of certain neighborhoods. Again, we can consider how discrimination may
operate through dimensions of the housing search to perpetuate segregation. Discriminatory
behavior by landlords and realtors may translate into lengthier searches that are filled with
more hassles and require more resources in order to be successful. Or certain neighborhoods
may be perceived as hostile to African Americans—ones in which they are likely to experience
discrimination—and so search locations may exclude such communities. African Americans
concerned about steering or other negative treatment may avoid working with real estate agents
who are white or avoid working with real estate agents altogether. And African Americans
may draw more heavily on information from friends and relatives in their search for housing,
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as a way to gather information so as to avoid communities known to be hostile to African
Americans, or to avoid encountering discriminatory landlords. To the degree that these
decisions decrease the variety of neighborhoods considered, the differential use of resources
may contribute to housing decisions that in turn perpetuate segregation.

A third key explanation for segregation emphasizes preferences: in essence, people live in
segregated areas because they choose to do so. A community’s racial (racial composition, racial
climate, etc.) and non-racial (location, property values, amenities, etc.) features can contribute
to people’s preferences. This article focuses in particular on the former. Racial residential
preferences themselves may be shaped by experiences with discrimination: African Americans
may avoid all-white communities out of concerns for potential discrimination in such
communities. In addition, preferences about racial composition can influence the variety of
communities a person considers. What we know about racial residential preferences suggests
that whites will search largely in communities where they are in the strong majority; and
African Americans will search largely in communities where they are in the slight numerical
majority, or in 50–50 neighborhoods. Finally, racial residential preferences may shape where
people get their information during their housing search. Newburger (1995), for example,
shows that open houses are less likely to be held in racially mixed and black communities;
thus, African Americans may use this resource less often, if they have restricted their searches
to these kinds of communities.

The analysis reported in this paper represents a first step toward addressing these larger
questions of how individual level housing search strategies, experiences, and decisions might,
in the aggregate, serve to perpetuate or attenuate patterns of racial inequality in housing. Of
the three main causes of segregation, this study can provide some tests of the first—that is, an
examination of the effect of an individual’s race versus social class characteristics on search
strategies and experiences. However, data constraints prohibit explicit tests of the kinds of
broad relationships just outlined with respect to preferences and discrimination.2 Moreover, it
is beyond the scope of this paper to test a fuller model to evaluate the exact impact of observed
racial differences in housing search experiences on racial residential segregation itself. Rather,
this paper provides answers to three initial and critical questions: (1) What are the strategies
people use to find housing, and are there racial differences in those strategies? (2) Do whites
and African Americans report similar or different experiences in the search for housing? and
(3) Do the racial characteristics of the locations in which people search for housing vary by
race?

BACKGROUND
The search for housing is a complex and fluid process, involving a number of features, people,
and institutions. Clark and Flowerdew (1982) identified five housing search dimensions: (1)
duration of the search; (2) number and type of information sources used; (3) number of
neighborhoods searched; (4) number of houses examined; and (5) radius of the area searched.
These dimensions form the foundation of our description of housing searches. Next is a review
of the existing research related either explicitly or implicitly to the three research questions.

2This is because these questions require a match between search features and search locations. In our survey, respondents were asked
about the features of their most recent search (length of time, difficulty, information sources used, etc.) but they were asked about any
locations in which they had searched at any point in the last 10 years. Thus, the latter could cover multiple searches, whereas the former
refers only to the most recent search.
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Research Question #1: What strategies do people use to search for housing, and are there
racial differences in those strategies?

There are just a few studies that have analyzed racial differences in the resources and strategies
people use when trying to find a home. For example, Newburger (1995) studied recent
homebuyers the Boston area and found no difference between African Americans and whites
in their use of real estate agents or looking for “for sale” signs. However, blacks were more
likely to consult newspaper ads and were much less likely to attend open houses than whites.
In a parallel study of how homes are marketed, Newburger (1995) found that homes for sale
in racially mixed or predominantly black neighborhoods were substantially less likely to hold
open houses. She attributes the lower use of open houses among African Americans to the
scarcity of such options in neighborhoods where African Americans are more likely to search.

Farley (1996), in an analysis of Detroiters, reports significant racial differences in the use of
real estate brokers/agents, newspaper ads, for sale/rent signs, talking with friends/relatives, and
using community organizations. In each case except for real estate agents, African Americans
were more likely than whites to use the strategy. However, after controlling for whether the
searcher was looking for a place to rent or to buy, the racial differences fell out of statistical
significance with one exception: black renters continued to be significantly more likely than
white renters to talk to friends/relatives in order to find an apartment (Farley 1996).

The existing studies of racial differences in housing search strategies are therefore somewhat
inconsistent on the question of racial differences. One the one hand, Farley (1996) finds that
racial differences largely disappear once type of search (buyer versus renter) is controlled—
thus highlighting the role of social class (if we treat buyer/renter status as a partial proxy for
social class) in minimizing racial differences in search strategies. The strength of this study
was its inclusion of both renters and buyers, and that its sample was representative of the Detroit
metropolitan area. But the analysis was limited (due to data constraints) because it could not
move beyond the general type of information source/strategy (newspapers, real estate agents,
etc.). Unanswered are questions about whether there are racial differences in, for example,
which newspapers were used, which real estate agents were hired, or how people found these
resources. Newburger’s (1995) findings suggest the potential importance of these aspects of
search strategies. She finds, for example, that while blacks and whites both used newspapers
in their search, they used different newspapers (Boston Globe versus Boston Herald). And, in
addition to higher rates of real estate agent use among whites, there were also racial differences
in how they found the agents they used.

For its part, the Newburger (1995) study is limited because it included only homebuyers, and
because it studied only those moving into a single section of Boston and an adjacent census
tract. While there were good reasons for this research design, its ability to generalize even to
the greater Boston metropolitan area is limited. In short, the dearth of studies on the topic means
that the question of racial differences in home search strategies remains a largely unanswered
one.

Research Question #2: Do whites and African Americans report different experiences when
they search for housing?

For the most part, the evidence about the different experiences that whites and blacks have
when conducting a housing search comes from audit studies in which paired testers inquire
about a particular housing unit using a proscribed strategy (phoning a newspaper listing or
making inquiring at a real estate office about an advertised unit). These studies find that blacks
compared to whites are shown fewer units, told about fewer available houses, less likely to
have phone calls returned, and generally face poorer treatment by the real estate professionals
or landlords with whom they come into contact (Turner et al. 2002; Yinger 1995; Massey and
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Fischer 2004; Massey and Lundy 2001). These audit studies, with their tight experimental
controls, are a powerful tool for documenting if and how the experience of searching for
housing can differ for blacks and whites, net of economic background.

However, audit studies do not afford information about how representative samples of whites
and blacks experience their searches—searches that may or may not involve the strategy tested
by housing audits. Audit studies are criticized because they test only homes that are advertised
in newspapers (Galster 1992) and searchers who make “cold calls” on agents or landlords.
While these studies show persistent housing discrimination, they leave unanswered questions
about how searches are actually conducted and what searches are like when considered as a
whole, rather than as a single encounter about a single housing unit. For example, do blacks
and whites search different numbers of units over the course of their search? Do they report
different levels of difficulties, as might be expected if one group experiences discrimination
and the other does not? And, to what extent do whites and blacks search in the manner tested
through housing audits? This survey data can complement audit studies by providing data about
how actual searches play out—and how they are experienced by the individuals doing the
searching.

A few studies provide hints about racial differences in housing search experiences. In a study
of Pittsburgh low income residents, Cronin (1982) found that minorities searched in fewer
neighborhoods, saw fewer units, phoned to inquire about fewer units, searched in a more
restricted geographical area, and took longer in their search than whites. In addition, Newburger
(1995) found that black homebuyers inspected about 9 fewer homes than white homebuyers.
She offered three possible explanations: (1) agents discriminate against blacks and show them
fewer homes; (2) the lower likelihood of open houses in racially mixed or black neighborhoods
restricts the number of homes blacks see; and (3) African Americans search in a more
geographically restricted area, thus limiting their options. Newburger’s data do not permit a
test of these speculations, but they do point to our third research question.

Research Question #3: Do the locations in which people search for housing vary by race?
Our interests here are specifically in the racial characteristics of the communities in which
people actually search for housing and whether they differ by an individual’s racial background.
Recent studies have provided detailed information about people’s final choices when making
a move, insofar as they are related to its racial composition (e.g., Quillian 2002; South and
Crowder 1998). Similarly, research provides considerable insight about what people say they
are looking for in a neighborhood in terms of its racial composition—at least hypothetically
(e.g., Farley et al. 1994; Krysan and Farley 2002; Charles 2006). But existing studies have at
least two limitations. First, with respect to studies that document the impact of racial
composition on the locations people move into, we know little about the process that resulted
in that particular move. As Quillian (2002) notes, this leaves uncertainty about the process that
leads to African Americans’ low levels of moving into whiter neighborhoods: Do African
Americans in large numbers search in whiter neighborhoods (but meet with barriers that reduce
actual moves into such places) or are their searches limited to areas where blacks predominate?

Second, we know little about whether the racial residential preferences revealed by survey data
are consistent with what people actually do when they try to find housing. That is, hypothetical
neighborhood studies show white preferences for heavily white neighborhoods but with some
acceptance of a handful of African American neighbors—a level of tolerance that has increased
somewhat over time (Farley et al. 1994). African American racial residential preferences are
frequently summarized as a desire for “50–50” neighborhoods—or neighborhoods that include
slightly more black residents than white residents (Charles 2000a, b). As Krysan and Farley
(2002) and Charles (2000b) argue, however, the preferences may not be as inflexible as this.
While blacks find evenly mixed neighborhoods the “most attractive,” a closer look at the data
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also reveals openness to a wide range of neighborhoods (Krysan 2002b; Krysan and Farley
2002; Charles 2000a, b). For example, Krysan (2002b) found in a study of the reported
desirability of specific communities in Atlanta, Boston, Detroit and Los Angeles, that African
Americans considered even some communities with small percentages of African Americans
to be very desirable places to live. Unfortunately, these data did not provide evidence about
actual search behaviors, so we are left uncertain as to whether African Americans would
actually search in such places or simply view these communities as hypothetically desirable
places to live.

Finally, given the possibility of social desirability biases in explicit survey questions on racial
issues (Krysan 1998; Krysan and Couper 2003), there is reason to question whether we can
take these survey responses at face value, especially for whites, who may be particularly
susceptible to social desirability pressures (Krysan 1998). It is of great value to gauge what
African Americans and whites actually do when they search for housing—and to understand
the racial characteristics of the places they consider—as a complement to the hypothetical
neighborhood preferences studies.

Although there is a substantial body of research using audit studies and hypothetical
neighborhood preferences, which provide some indirect evidence of what kind of housing
searches people undergo and experience, we actually have very little direct data on the question
of whether blacks and white conduct searches in the same or different ways. There are few
studies that have asked blacks and whites parallel questions about all five dimensions of the
housing search (Clark and Flowerdew 1982) with the expressed purpose of understanding if
there are racial differences. The analysis reported in this paper begins to fill in that gap. An
analysis of the consequences of racial differences in search strategies is beyond the scope of
this paper, but the hope is that a detailed look at racial similarities and differences in housing
searches will point to new research areas that can begin to answer the question of “how”
segregation is created and perpetuated.

DATA AND METHODS
This analysis is based on data from the 2004 Detroit Area Study (Farley, Krysan and Couper
2004). The Detroit Area Study (DAS) is a multi-stage area probability sample of adults 21
years and older living in households in the three counties of Wayne, Oakland, and Macomb.
Interviews were conducted from April through October 2004 and the survey achieved a 56
percent overall response rate.3 African Americans were over-sampled, as were residents of
racially mixed neighborhoods. The overall sample size was 734 respondents. This study
focuses on the 63 percent of black and white respondents who had searched for housing in the
past 10 years and were involved at least minimally in that search.4 The survey was conducted
primarily as a computer assisted personal interview, although the questions on search locations
(as further described below) were asked using a paper and pencil exercise.

Measures for Research Question #1: Strategies used in the housing search
To measure the strategies Detroiters used to conduct their housing search, respondents were
presented with a list of 12 different resources (talking to friends, talking to relatives, newspaper,
internet, signs in the yard, open houses, real estate agents, apartment locator services, rental/
property management firms, community or church organizations, attending a homebuyer’s

3The calculation of the response rate follows the formula designated as “Response Rate 2” in the AAPOR Standard Definitions, 2006.
4Sixty-six percent of respondents indicated they had moved in the past 10 years. Of these, 10 percent indicated that they were “not
involved at all” in the search. Because uninvolved respondents would not be able to answer detailed questions about the housing search
with much accuracy, they were skipped out of the housing search questions. Thus, our analysis is limited to the 63 percent of respondents
who had both searched for housing in the preceding 10 years and said they were involved “a little” or more in it.
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seminar, and receiving information from an employer) and asked to identify all of the strategies
they had used in their most recent search. Respondents were then asked to select the one they
used “the most.” They were also asked (if relevant) how they found their real estate agent and
mortgage broker,5 the race and gender of their real estate agent and, if they used the internet,
how they used it.

Measures for Research Question #2: Experiences in the housing search
Respondents were asked both subjective and objective questions about their most recent
housing search, including how long the search took, how many homes they inspected during
the search, and how many offers they tendered (for buyers) or applications they submitted (for
renters). Three subjective measures were included: (a) a rating scale of how easy or difficult
it was to get a mortgage (1=very easy; 5=very difficult); (b) a rating scale of how difficult,
overall, the housing search was (1=extremely difficult; 5=not at all difficult); and (c) a yes/no
question about whether they felt they had been taken advantage of at any time during the search.

Measures for Research Question #3: Search Locations
Our study included an innovative measure of actual housing search locations. Respondents
were given an 11″×17″ spiral bound booklet of color maps that identified thirty-three
communities. One of the maps asked respondents to mark the communities where they had
looked for a house or apartment in the past 10 years. Respondents were able to efficiently and
effectively work with the maps—just 9 percent of the respondents needed interviewer
assistance with this task.

The 33 communities identified on the map were a subset of all communities in the Detroit
metropolitan area. They were selected to be recognizable within the Tri-County area and to
have diverse socio-economic and racial compositions, histories of racial animosities, and
geographical proximity to the city of Detroit. Five of the areas identified are sections within
the boundaries of the city of Detroit (Northwest Detroit, East Side Detroit, Southwest Detroit,
Midtown Detroit and Downtown Detroit). The remaining 28 are suburbs in Wayne, Oakland
and Macomb counties. Because the map identified only a subset of all possible places, it is
useful to characterize the kinds of communities included on the map. Treating the city of Detroit
as a single Census Designated Place (CDP), as the Census Bureau does, our map identifies 29
distinct places. Of these 29 places, the vast majority—76 percent—were predominately white
(80 percent or more), 3 percent were predominately black (80 percent or more), and 21 percent
were racially mixed (20 percent or more of at least two racial groups).6 Using these definitions,
our 29 places “over-represent” racially mixed places. Considering all CDPs in the three
counties, about 88 percent are predominately white, 2 percent are predominately black, and
just 9 percent are racially mixed; another 2 percent are some “other” racial mix.

It is also useful to know what kinds of communities were not included on our map since a
substantial percentage of respondents—especially among whites—report that while they
searched for housing in the past 10 years they had not searched in any of the 33 areas identified
on the map. Ninety-one percent of the places not labeled on the map (but in the Tri-County
area) are predominately white; by contrast, just 5 percent are racially mixed; 1 percent are
predominately African American; and 2 percent are some “other” mixture. Thus, if a

5Our mortgage questions were asked of all respondents who were not currently living in rentals and who had obtained a mortgage in the
past 5 years. We limited the time frame for this question because of concerns about memory limitations. Individuals may have refinanced
their mortgages on their current homes without having moved. Thus, all analyses of mortgages include all individuals—whether they
were home searchers or not—who had purchased a mortgage in the previous five years.
6In terms of population distribution, the 29 places identified on the map contain 75 percent of the population living in Wayne County
(where the city of Detroit is located), 33 percent of the population living in Oakland County, and 46 percent of the population living in
Macomb County.
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respondent reports that they have searched for housing, but not in any of the labeled locations,
chances are high that they searched in a predominately white community.

Measures of control variables for multivariate analyses across all three research questions
Race of the respondent was self-reported, and individuals were allowed to select more than
one racial category, though very few did (n=29). Respondents were also asked to self-report
Hispanic origin. Only respondents who said they were African American and did not self-report
Hispanic ethnicity were classified as non-Hispanic black. Respondents were regarded as white
only if they did not select any other race/ethnicity and did not report that they were of Arab,
Chaldean or Persian descent. In addition, where respondents reported an “other” racial
category, and also provided a description that had recognizable racial signifiers, appropriate
codes were assigned (e.g., Italian or Irish were coded as white). The sample is restricted to
non-Hispanic blacks and non-Hispanic whites because there were not enough cases of other
groups to provide reliable statistical tests.

Education was measured using four dummy variables, with having a college degree as the
reference category, and having some college, a high school diploma, and less than a high school
diploma as the remaining three categories. Type of search was measured with a dummy
variable, where a “1” represented those who were searching for a place to purchase or the few
who said they were searching either to rent or to buy. Life course and demographic controls
include respondent’s age, gender, and the presence of children less than 18 years of age in the
home.7 The models also include a measure of the number of years the respondent has lived in
the Detroit metro area. Income was measured by four dummy variables (with a reference
category of $80,000 or more annual family income). Stata’s IMPUTE procedure was used to
impute missing data on income since it was the only variable with much missing data (10%).
8

The general analytic strategy consists of bivariate analyses to assess overall effect of respondent
race, followed by linear, logistic, or multinomial logistic regression models, depending on the
structure of the dependent variable. Where models are presented, the first generally includes
respondent race as the sole independent variable. Subsequent models include social, economic,
and demographic variables that may influence housing searches; these are largely used as
control variables to assess whether such differences will explain (and perhaps eliminate)
observed racial differences.

All analyses use the SVY command in Stata to adjust the standard errors in light of the sample
design, which was both clustered and stratified. In addition, data were weighted to adjust for
differential probability of selection across strata as well as within-segment nonresponse. The
analysis includes individuals who had searched for housing in the last 10 years, regardless of
whether that search resulted in a move to their current home. That is, eighteen percent of the
respondents had not moved in the past 10 years, but had nevertheless undergone a housing
search at some point during the preceding 10 years. Regardless of whether they moved or not,
all searchers are included in the analyses reported in the tables in this article. However, separate
analyses were conducted that limited the sample to only those who had both searched and
moved in the past 10 years. Where conclusions differ for this subset of “successful searchers,”
they are reported in the text or footnotes. 9

7No distinction is made for whether these children are the respondent’s children or simply children in the home.
8The imputation model included measures of race/ethnicity, housing tenure, education, median family income of the block group in
which the respondent resided, gender, marital status, presence of children under 18, welfare receipt, employment status, and age. The
resulting continuous income variable was collapsed into the four categories used in the analysis.
9There are no racial differences in the likelihood of having searched but not moved.
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RESULTS
Research Question #1: What strategies do people use to search for housing, and are there
racial differences in these strategies?

Overall Patterns in Search Strategies—The first column in Table 1 shows that, on
average, respondents used just about three different strategies in their housing search, with real
estate agents used by the highest percentage of searchers, followed by looking for signs in
yards, reading newspaper ads, and talking to friends. Very few respondents used apartment
locator services, property management firm/rental agents, or community/church organizations.
Just 1 percent of searchers attended homebuyer’s seminars or had employers who provided
information to them and because of this small number these two strategies are dropped in the
remaining analyses.

The data bear out the assumption that search strategies will differ for buyers and renters
(columns 2 and 3 in Table 1). While drawing on networks (friends and relatives) and searching
the newspaper ads and the internet are used at the same rate for renters and buyers, all of the
other strategies are used at significantly different levels depending on search type. For example,
a majority of buyers draw on professional assistance, but many also do their own “legwork”
by looking for signs in yards and attending open houses. Search strategies among renters are
more diffuse, and rely far less on professional services. Indeed, no single search strategy is
used by the majority of rental searchers, with newspapers, the internet, and talking to friends
the most frequently used.

After respondents identified all of the strategies they used, they were asked to select the one
they used “the most.” Collapsing the strategies into four general categories (networks; own
research; professional assistance; and other) reveals that about one-half of both renters and
buyers used their “own research” strategy the most. Beyond this, renters relied about equally
on personal networks and the help of professionals, while buyers were much more likely to
rely on professionals and less likely to draw on their networks “the most.”

Racial Differences in Search Strategies—Turning to the question of whether search
strategies differ for African Americans and whites, as Table 2 shows, blacks and whites overall
use the same number of housing search strategies. Additionally, they are equally likely to talk
to friends and relatives, to use newspapers and apartment locator services, and to look for signs
in yards. But whites are statistically significantly more likely to use the internet, attend open
houses, and consult with real estate agents, while African Americans are more likely to use
property management/rental agents and community organizations.

However, several of these racial differences could be a function of the lower likelihood that
African Americans are searching to rent as opposed to buy since in our Detroit data, 16 percent
of whites compared to 41 percent of African Americans were looking to rent. Table 3 explores
this possibility and also whether any observed racial differences might be explained by social
and demographic differences. For each search strategy showing a racial difference in Table 2,
I test three logistic regression models: (1) Model 1 includes race of respondent only; (2) Model
2 adds whether the search was to rent or to buy; and (3) Model 3 adds age, gender, education,
income, presence of children in the home, and number of years living in the metropolitan area.

Once renter/buyer status is held constant, blacks and whites are equally likely to use real estate
agents and to attend open houses, the two housing search strategies most used by those looking
to buy a home. This pattern persists in Model 3, where additional controls are included.
However, further analyses exploring the use of open houses uncovered an interesting
interaction effect. Specifically, although the multivariate models reported in Table 3 show that
the direct effect of race disappears after controlling for buyer/renter status, including an
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interaction between race and buyer/renter status reveals a more complex relationship. Among
renters, African Americans are significantly (p<.01) more likely than whites to attend open
houses (12 percent versus 1 percent); but among buyers, whites are significantly (p<.05) more
likely than African Americans to attend open houses (41 percent versus 23 percent). This
interaction effect is confirmed in a logistic regression model (results not shown) where the
interaction between race and buyer/renter status is statistically significant (p<.01).

For the two strategies used by renters more than buyers (property management firms/rental
agents and community organizations), even after controlling for buyer/renter status (Model 2),
and background characteristics (Model 3), African Americans are still more likely than whites
to use these strategies. To be sure, social class matters. For example, the odds that individuals
with incomes less than $20,000 and between $20,000 and $40,000 will use community
organizations are 8 and 21 times larger, respectively, than those whose income exceeds
$40,000.10 However, these background controls reduce but do not eliminate the racial effects:
the odds that African Americans will use either of these resources are just over three times
larger than those of whites.

Although there was no difference in Table 2 between blacks and whites in the use of
newspapers, further analyses uncovered another interaction. Specifically, black renters are
significantly (p<.01) less likely to consult newspapers in their search for an apartment than
white renters (31 percent and 53 percent, respectively). Black and white buyers, however, use
newspapers at the same rates (60 percent and 66 percent, respectively), a difference that is not
statistically significant. Our multivariate analyses (results not shown) confirm the statistical
significance of this interaction (p<.01) even after including other control variables.

The final column in Table 3 shows that even after holding constant social, economic, and
demographic characteristics, being African American decreases the odds of using the internet
by a factor of .32. Indeed, comparing the coefficients across the three models, the racial digital
divide increases after taking into account background characteristics.

Returning to Table 2, there are no statistically significant racial differences in terms of which
strategy searchers used “the most”: whites and blacks alike used their “own research” the most,
and were equally likely to say they used “professionals” the most. Although overall racial
differences are not statistically significant, there is again an interesting interaction: while 36
percent of African American renters say that the most used strategy was their networks, just 9
percent of white renters relied on networks the most. White renters, by contrast, are more likely
than black renters to use most often their “own research” (61 percent vs. 35 percent). At the
bivariate level, these differences are of borderline statistical significance (p=.07), but a
multinomial logistic regression model (not shown) reveals a statistically significant interaction
effect (p<.05). That is, the odds are greater that black renters over white renters will report
using their networks as compared their “own research” the most.11 The greater use of networks
by black renters is consistent with Farley’s (1996) findings in Detroit in 1992.

Thus far, we see that when demographic characteristics and whether the search is to rent or to
buy are held constant, blacks and whites—especially buyers—are quite similar in the strategies
they use to find housing. In addition to reflecting the differences in the practicalities of a search
to rent versus buy, this owner/renter search type variable is also to some degree a proxy for
social class. Thus, we can conclude that social class shapes the strategies used by searchers.
But, there are some interesting persistent racial differences. First, similar to previous research

10Due to a lack of respondents in the $80,000/year or more annual income category who had used community organizations, for this
search strategy, the omitted reference category are those who earned $40,000/year or more.
11This multinomial logistic regression model includes controls for background characteristics as well as for whether the search resulted
in a move or not.
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(Newburger 1995), African American buyers are less likely than white buyers to attend open
houses. And there is evidence that African American renters both are more likely than whites
to seek assistance from organizations—although the level of use of these methods is quite small
—and also to be more likely to use informal (networking) strategies.

However, moving beyond the type of strategy people use, to more details about the features of
these information sources and how people find them, reveals even greater racial differences
(see Table 2). First, African Americans were less likely than whites to get their mortgage
through an existing relationship with a company or bank and more likely to either use their
“own research” (looking for ads) or be directly solicited by a broker or bank. Controlling for
background characteristics in a multinomial logistic regression model does not reduce the racial
differences (results not shown): the odds of finding a mortgage through their own research or
advertising, as compared to an existing relationship with a bank. are 7.6 (p<.01) and 9.8 (p<.
01) times greater for African Americans than for whites.

Second, whereas Detroit area whites and blacks are equally likely (57 percent and 52 percent,
respectively) to find their real estate agent through the use of their networks, and equally likely
to have a female agent, there is a quite dramatic difference in the race of their real estate agent:
nearly all white Detroit homeseekers had a white real estate agent and fully 6 out of 10 African
American Detroit homeseekers had an African American real estate agent. So, while blacks
and whites both seek the help of real estate agents, there is a great deal of segregation in terms
of who those agents are.

Third, while there were racial differences in the likelihood of using the internet, among those
who used it, the purposes were similar to some degree: blacks and whites were equally likely
to search for listings and for information on the communities they were considering,12 but
when asked “Did you look for information on the Internet about financing your home or getting
a mortgage,” 56 percent of African Americans said “yes,” compared to just 34 percent of
whites. Though a substantial difference, the relationship is not statistically significant, due in
part to small sample sizes.

Research Question #2: Are There Racial Differences in Experiences Searching for Housing?
Existing research on housing searches and audit studies of housing discrimination suggest that
African Americans would look at fewer homes, have a longer search time, and experience
greater levels of difficulty when searching for housing than whites. In this analysis, African
Americans’ reports of explicit housing discrimination is not assessed; rather, I analyze racial
differences in reports about the ease of the search and of finding a mortgage, how long the
search took, the number of homes inspected, and how many offers to buy or applications to
rent the individual submitted during their most recent search. Examining the effect of race, net
of social class, will answer questions about whether social class explains these differences.
Any persistent racial differences may be a consequence—though there is no direct way to test
this with these data—of the kinds of disparate treatment identified in audit studies.

As shown in Table 4, whites and African Americans spend about equal amounts of time on
their housing searches. About one-half of each group spends less than two months, and the
other half more than two months. Consistent with Newburger’s (1995) study, blacks inspect
on average fewer units than whites; but the difference is not statistically significant. Racial
differences emerge in the number of offers tendered (by buyers) and applications submitted

12However, restricting the sample to only those who both searched and moved in the prior ten years changed the results. Among this
smaller subset of all searchers, there was a racial difference in whether the internet was used to search for information on communities.
Among African Americans who used the internet, 82 percent searched for community information; among whites just 45 percent did, a
difference that is significant at p<.05 level. The sample size is small (n=52) making it difficult to interpret the finding.
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(by renters). Twice as many blacks as whites submitted applications for three or more
apartments; and three times as many blacks as whites tendered three or more offers before they
successfully purchased a home. The former is statistically significant, and the latter is
borderline statistically significant (p<.10).

The number of offers/applications it takes before one is successful at securing an apartment or
home may be influenced by income, since lower income may result in a landlord’s
unwillingness to rent or may lead to a lower offer than possible competitors in the purchase of
a home. However, as Model 3 in Table 5 shows (columns 1 and 2), racial differences persist
after controls are introduced: African American renters submit 1.7 more applications than their
white counterparts, and African American buyers tender about 0.5 more offers then whites
when purchasing a home.

Returning to Table 4, on the subjective question of how easy or difficult the respondent felt
their housing search was, overall, the percentage of blacks who said it was “extremely” or
“very” difficult is double that for whites. Table 5, column 3, shows that when background
controls are included, a borderline statistically significant racial difference (p<.10) remains. A
second subjective question about the housing search shows a more striking racial difference.
Respondents were asked a simple yes/no question: “During the search, was there ever an
occasion when you thought you were being taken advantage of?” As reported in Table 4,
African American searchers were significantly more likely than whites to say “yes” to this
question: one in five African Americans thought they had been taken advantage of, compared
to fewer than one in ten whites. As shown in Table 5, after social and demographic controls
are introduced, the racial difference persists, and in fact increases: the odds that an African
American searcher will say they were taken advantage of during their most recent search are
over four times greater than for a white searcher.

Research Question #3: Are There Racial Differences in the Racial Characteristics of Search
Locations?

To answer this question, I constructed several variables to look both individually and
collectively at the racial characteristics (based on 2000 Census data) of the communities where
people said they had searched for a house or apartment in the past 10 years. The 33 communities
labeled on the map were assigned to one of seven mutually exclusive categories, defined as
follows (shown in parentheses is the number of communities in each category):

1. All white (n=19): communities where 85% or more of its residents are white, and
there are not more than 10% of any other single racial/ethnic group;

2. Mostly white (n=4): communities where 70% or more of the residents are white and
there are fewer than 25% of any single other racial/ethnic group;

3. All black (n=2): communities where 85% or more of its residents are black, and there
are not more than 10% of any single other racial/ethnic group;

4. Mostly black (n=2): communities where 70% or more of the residents are black and
there are fewer than 25% of any single other racial/ethnic group;

5. Black/White Mixture with White Majority (n=2): communities where 50%–69% of
the residents are white and 11%–44% are black.

6. Black/White Mixture with Black Majority (n=2): communities where 50%–69% of
the residents are African American and 11%–44% are white;

7. Three-Group Mixture (n=2): communities where three racial/ethnic groups have
populations in excess of 10%.
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The first question is: What percentage of white and black respondents included among their
search locations a community of a particular type? Table 6 shows a clear, if unsurprising pattern
for whites. Slightly more than seven out of ten white Detroiters searched in the last 10 years
in a community that was “all white,” 40 percent in a community that was “mostly white,” and
20 percent searched in none of the communities on the map. As noted earlier, the latter group
is likely to include many additional whites who searched in “all white” or “mostly white”
communities, given that the majority of the CDPs not labeled on the map are all or mostly
white. For the remaining community types, the percentage of whites who had searched in the
areas dropped to less than 10 percent.

African American patterns of search locations are far more diffuse than whites’. There was no
single neighborhood “type” that the majority of blacks searched in. Rather, 40 to 48 percent
of African Americans (who had searched at all), had in the last 10 years searched in all white,
all black, mostly black, and mixed black-white with black majority communities. Very few
did not search in any of the communities labeled on the map (5 percent), and as was the case
for whites, very few searched in the mixed white-black with white majority communities.13

Interestingly, about 1 in 5 African Americans had searched in the three-group mixture
communities—compared to just 5 percent of whites. Columns 3 and 4 in Table 6 test the effect
of an individual’s race on whether or not they had searched in the last ten years in each of the
different community types before and after controlling for social and demographic
characteristics. Not surprisingly, the racial differences persist and are in some cases quite
dramatic. After controlling for background characteristics, the odds are 9 times greater that a
black searcher will have searched in a mixed black-white, black majority community than a
white searcher.

Respondents rarely look in only one location for a place to live. Indeed, on average, as reported
in Table 6, respondents searched in about 3 different labeled locations. This raises the question:
Did respondents search in a variety of community types, or were they restricted to just one
kind? To answer this question, our second analysis paints a portrait of the combination of
locations in which respondents searched. To capture this dynamic, a four-category variable
was constructed: (1) Own Majority Only includes those individuals who searched in the last
10 years only in communities where their racial group was in the majority (50% or more); (2)
Other Majority Only is comprised of those who searched in the last 10 years only in
communities where the other racial group was in the majority (50 percent or more); (3) Both
Own Majority and Other Majority consists of those whose search locations in the last 10 years
included both communities where their own group was in the majority and communities in
which the other group was in the majority; (4) None on Map are those who did not search in
any of the labeled communities.

Panel A in Table 7 shows the distribution of this variable separately for blacks and whites. Just
about two out of every three whites in Detroit searched exclusively in communities where their
own group was in the majority. By contrast just 32 percent of blacks had searched only in
communities where at least 50 percent of its residents were African American. For African
Americans, the modal category is “Both Own and Other”—that is, just over one-half of African
Americans have searched in both a majority black and a majority white community in the last
ten years; just 14 percent of whites have done the same. Finally, only a very tiny number of
whites (1 in 100), but just over 1 in 10 African Americans searched only in communities where
their own racial group was fewer than 50 percent.

13The two communities on our map that met our definition of mixed but white majority have particularly low median family incomes
and nearly the lowest median housing values of all those on the map.
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Using this four category variable as a dependent variable in a multinomial logistic regression
model reveals that social class and other background characteristics do not diminish these racial
differences. With the “Own Majority Only” category as the reference, the third column in panel
B reports the relative risk ratios, and reveals that in model 2, which includes social class and
background characteristics, there is no attenuation of the effect of respondent race. In fact, if
anything, the effect of race becomes greater. The odds that one has searched in both types of
communities, relative to searching only in a community in which one’s own group is in the
majority, are, for example eight times greater for African Americans than whites. By contrast,
the influences of education and income—two indicators of social class—are smaller.14

DISCUSSION
While primary attention in research into the causes of racial residential segregation has focused
on three key factors of money, preferences, and discrimination, less attention has focused on
the mechanisms through which these factors operate. In this paper, I suggest that through a
better understanding of how people actually search for housing, and what they experience when
they do, we can ask better questions about where in the process—and what elements of that
process—contribute to moves that perpetuate residential segregation.

Our analysis of Detroit area residents who have searched for housing in the past 10 years finds
that whites and African Americans do not differ overwhelmingly in their use of various housing
search strategies, especially after controlling for one loose proxy of social class—whether the
search is to rent or to buy. To the same degree, whites and blacks—once controls are included
—generally invoke networks, “leg work,” and professional assistance when trying to find a
place to live. Some racial differences persist, including one that may become increasingly
important: the use of the internet. Given the rapid growth of the internet in renting and selling
housing, the observed racial digital divide is a point of some concern. It is likely that the kinds
of homes and apartments marketed on the internet differ from those available through other
low-tech means and so those who do not use this medium may be at a disadvantage. If the
move toward internet use in the marketing of housing increases—as is likely—then this
disparity will only increase.

Despite these general similarities between blacks and whites, this analysis suggests that
scratching the surface of search strategies reveals in some cases substantial racial differences
with potentially important consequences. For example, there are differences in how blacks and
whites find mortgages. Detroit area whites find them through previous relationships with banks
or other institutions; African Americans in the Detroit area—more so than whites—find their
mortgage by responding to direct mail advertising or hearing about them through other
advertising sources. One could speculate that drawing on existing relationships will lead to a
more positive experience than responding to traditional advertising campaigns, some of which
may be predatory lenders with aggressive marketing strategies and/or inferior products. Our
data cannot assess the quality of mortgages obtained through these different means, but these
observed racial differences call for further investigation into this possibility.

An even more striking racial difference arises when looking at who the real estate agents are
that white and black homebuyers use. That is, while the techniques for searching for a house
to buy do not generally differ greatly for black and white buyers, it is clear that searches are
racially segregated in terms of who is assisting the buyer. Whites use white real estate agents;
African Americans to a great extent use African American real estate agents. To the degree
that real estate agents are marketing homes in neighborhoods that are themselves racially

14Including the number of communities in which a respondent has searched as an additional control variable does not change the
substantive findings of the models reported in Table 7.
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segregated, then this race matching of real estate agent and client may be a nexus at which
segregation is perpetuated. To be sure, any segregation of agents and housing markets is itself
likely a function of existing patterns of segregation and discrimination.

With respect to self-reported housing search experiences, although there are some similarities
between whites and blacks, there are troubling signs. Whereas blacks and whites in Detroit
report equally lengthy housing searches, and inspect about the same number of units, other
measures suggest that African Americans face more hassles and have to put more effort into
securing a place to live. African American renters and buyers submit more applications and
tender more offers than did their white counterparts. In addition, blacks report significantly
more difficult housing searches than whites and are much more likely to feel that they were
“taken advantage of” during their search. Both of these patterns point to the greater financial
and psychic costs of housing searches for African Americans than whites, a finding consistent
with the implications of experimental housing discrimination audit studies (Yinger 1995;
Turner et al. 2002). These differences in disadvantage and hassles cannot be explained solely
by economic status; even after controlling for a variety of background characteristics the racial
differences in many cases persist.

Although we know from other research that whites are quite likely to move into an all-white
neighborhood when they do move (e.g., South and Crowder 1998; Quillian 2002), it is of
interest to know the range of different communities in which whites actually search. In
particular, do whites and blacks take even that first step towards making an integrative move
by searching for housing in a racially mixed community or in a community that has a
predominance of a racial group that is not their own? Insights into this question, to date, have
come from data that is only indirect, and largely based on reports of hypothetical neighborhood
preferences. The present study provides a rare look at the range—or lack thereof—of the racial
compositions of places where individuals have actually searched for housing. Interestingly,
the results are quite consistent with the patterns reported in hypothetical neighborhood
preferences surveys.

First, white Detroiters’ search locations are highly segregated. The vast majority of whites (64
percent) searched in the last 10 years only in communities where they were in the majority, a
figure that is likely a conservative estimate since another 20 percent searched in none of the
communities on the map (the vast majority of which are likely to also fall in the “majority
white only” category). The pattern for African American respondents contradicts the
proposition that African Americans’ preferences for “all black” neighborhoods—or even for
racially mixed neighborhoods—causes segregation (Thernstrom and Thernstrom 1997;
Patterson 1997). That is, our portrait reveals that the racial characteristics of the communities
where African Americans search for housing in the Detroit metropolitan area is one of great
diversity. Combining those who searched in both majority white and majority black
communities with those who searched exclusively in majority white communities, accounts
for 63 percent of all African American Detroiters who had searched in the past 10 years.
Controlling for an individual’s social class characteristics does not eliminate the racial
differences in search locations.

Several limitations of the findings just reported are worth highlighting. First, the study was
limited to a single metropolitan area. Cities with less segregated histories or different
demographic patterns may show quite different results, particularly in terms of the racialized
nature of housing search locations. However, given the topic of study—particularly with
respect to housing search locations—it would be difficult to conduct a similar study at a national
scope, since housing markets are local phenomenon. The selection of Detroit as the study site
may also be problematic since it is the most segregated metropolitan area in America and
further, it has had among the smallest declines in segregation over the past several decades
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(Lewis Mumford Center, 2001). In addition, although rapidly growing, the Asian and Latino
populations in the Detroit metropolitan area are still quite small (about 3% of each group).
“Chocolate City, Vanilla Suburbs” (Malbix/Mix Records, BMI 1976) still aptly describes the
Detroit metropolitan area.

However, despite the fact that the results can only be generalized to the Detroit metropolitan
area, there are other cities that have much in common with Detroit’s history and patterns of
segregation, including places like Cleveland, Milwaukee, Rochester, Newark, St. Louis, and
other older cities in the Rust Belt. In addition, it is worth noting that in the early 1990s, Detroit
was one of four cities in the Multi-City Study of Urban Inequality (MCSUI), a study that
included measures of racial residential preferences. In analyses of the MCSUI data, Krysan
(2002a) and Farley et al. (1997) found that although Detroit was often more extreme in its
attitudes than the other cities, the general patterns were similar to those in Atlanta, Boston, and
Los Angeles.

More specific limitations relate to the findings on the search locations themselves. First,
although the maps allowed us to gather information on a much larger number of communities
than prior studies, there were many communities that were left off the map. Indeed, 20 percent
of whites who did search in the past 10 years had not searched in any of the communities that
were labeled. This means that we know nothing about the neighborhood racial compositions
where these individual searched—although given that most of the omitted communities were
overwhelmingly white, the probabilities are high that their searches took them to segregated
white neighborhoods.

A second limitation is more subtle, but suggests a further caveat, especially with respect to the
conclusions about whites’ search locations. Several of the majority black communities labeled
on this map had quite low median housing values. This is in part because all of the “all” black
communities on the map are located in the city of Detroit, where housing values are
compressed. In essence, the range of housing values open to whites who might consider a
majority black or mixed neighborhood is limited. The one clear exception is the inner-ring
suburb of Southfield, which is a prosperous upper middle class community where housing
values and median family income are quite high and where the population is 54 percent African
American. It is noteworthy that just 8 percent of whites had searched in this community in the
last 10 years. Nevertheless, the caveat holds that in the Detroit metropolitan area, there are
simply fewer—in terms of numbers—different communities across a range of housing values
that would constitute a “diverse” move for whites (one where they moved to a community that
was anything but all or mostly white). The results for whites should be viewed in this context.

To some degree, then, it is the portrait of housing search locations for African Americans that
is particularly compelling—and largely for what it does not show. The results do not show that
blacks search exclusively in all-black communities. Nor even that their searches are restricted
to “mostly” black communities. To be sure, African Americans do search in such communities;
but the majority of African Americans also consider communities with a substantial white
population. Indeed, 11 percent of African Americans have searched only in communities where
whites predominate; and the majority (52 percent) searched in both majority and minority black
communities. Thus African American preferences, as expressed through search locations, are
more, rather than less, supportive of integration.

Discrimination in the form of hassles and barriers also appear to be greater for blacks than
whites—and these racial differences hold even after controlling for the effect of social class.
Although housing discrimination is not directly tested in this analysis, the apparent pattern that
many African Americans search in racially mixed and also predominately white
neighborhoods, but many presumably do not end up moving there, opens up further questions

Krysan Page 17

Soc Sci Res. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2009 June 1.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



about what happens between the search and the move that leads each group into largely
homogeneous communities.

CONCLUSION
As is true of most exploratory studies, many more questions are raised than are answered by
this analysis. For example, one theme surfaced at several points in this analysis, is rarely
considered explicitly in discussions of the causes of segregation, and is in need of further
exploration to determine its possible implications: the role of networks. Whites and blacks both
use networks when looking for housing but black and white renters differed in their level of
use: 58 percent of black renters talked to friends and/or relatives, but just 36 percent of white
renters did (p<.05). And African American renters more so than white renters reported having
used networks the most (36 percent of African American renters relied on this strategy the most
versus 9 percent of white renters). Given what we know from the social networks literature
about homophily (McPherson et al. 2001), the person giving the assistance and receiving the
assistance are very likely to be of the same race. This further suggests that, given the high levels
of existing residential segregation, the information provided by these segregated networks may
result in segregated moves. Future studies should examine the degree to which the segregated
networks within which renters operate result in segregated housing information that, in turn,
leads white renters to live in whiter neighborhoods and black renters to live in blacker
neighborhoods.

The role of networks among homebuyers emerged less directly but again raises a series of
further questions. Although white and black homebuyers relied most (and equally) on
professional resources such as real estate agents, they were clearly not using the same real
estate agents: white Detroiters almost universally consulted with white real estate agents;
African Americans, in great numbers (60 percent), consulted with African American real estate
agents. And to a great extent, it was through their social networks that they got their agents:
over one-half of both black and white buyers said they were referred to their agent by someone
in their network.15

As an aside, these results suggest that the majority of those in the market to buy a home—white
and black—do not get their real estate agents in the way that housing audits test. In the manner
of a housing audit, a homeseeker sees an advertisement in the newspaper and calls on the real
estate agent who was listing that home. The audit study then proceeds to compare how this real
estate agent/agency, which was the result of a “cold call,” treats the white and black client. But
for at least one-half of the Detroiters in our study, this is not how they approached the task.
Rather, they sought the advice and suggestions of friends, relatives, neighbors, and other
acquaintances when trying to find an agent with whom to work. Not only is the agent choice
not “random,” but there is also the strong possibility that this personal connection will lead to
different—and presumably better—service than a “cold call.”16

The quite profound race-matching between real estate agent and client—likely due in part to
the role of networks in making these matches—raises the possibility of another way in which
the real estate industry may contribute to the perpetuation of housing segregation. That is, audit
studies have focused on—and found evidence of—disparate treatment by realtors who steer
whites and blacks to different areas or who are less helpful to black clients than to white clients.
But missing is the possibility of an equally, if not more pernicious and intractable consequence

15Interestingly, among African Americans, of those who had an African American agent, 67 percent found them through their networks;
just 35 percent of African Americans who had white agents found their agents through their networks (p<.01).
16Among Detroiters who found their agent through their networks, 7 percent said they would “not at all recommend” their agent to their
friends, compared to 18 percent among those who found their agents in other ways—outside their networks. This difference is borderline
statistically significant (p<.06).

Krysan Page 18

Soc Sci Res. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2009 June 1.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



arising from the substantial race-matching between agent and client that happens in housing
searches. Several questions merit additional attention. First, what are the consequences of this
race-matching? To what extent do African Americans who have white real estate agents end
up in more or less segregated neighborhoods than their counterparts whose agents are African
American? One could imagine equally plausible competing hypotheses. On the one hand,
African Americans may face less discrimination and steering from their African American
agent than they would a white agent—and so may end up in more racially diverse or “whiter”
neighborhoods. Or, alternatively, African American agents may specialize in and have more
knowledge about real estate in predominately black neighborhoods (due at least in part to
discrimination in the real estate industry itself), and so may market more to those areas,
resulting in more segregated moves for their clients. This raises a related question: Do black
and white agents steer their clients toward certain neighborhoods—either consciously or
unconsciously—simply by virtue of the areas they are familiar with and hold expertise about?
This in turn begs the question: Do African American and white realtors represent and market
very different parts of the housing market? That is, are real estate companies themselves
integrated or segregated—both within a particular agency as well as across all of the agencies
serving a metropolitan area?

One is then compelled to ask the underlying question: Why do whites and blacks end up with
white and black real estate agents, respectively? Is it because people simply feel “more
comfortable” with someone of their own race? Or is it because our lives continue to be so
segregated that our networks—where we get our real estate agents—are thus also segregated?
Racial discrimination may also be implicated: African American clients, concerned about
possible discrimination at the hands of white agents, may seek out African American agents.
And African American real estate agents, for their part, may face discrimination in their jobs
so they end up marketing homes largely in black areas—either by choice or out of necessity.
Finally, white clients—living in whiter neighborhoods—may discriminate against African
American agents, choosing not to hire them to represent them either as buyers or sellers.
Unfortunately, the data at hand do not answer any of these questions, but instead point to an
area ripe for future research.

Standard sample surveys, in-depth interviews of housing searchers, and ethnographic studies
of the real estate industry and real estate agent-client relationships are called for so that we can
better understand the answer to these and other questions about how the broad patterns of racial
differences in search strategies, behaviors, and experiences may or may not translate into moves
that either perpetuate or reduce segregated housing patterns. Other results reported in this paper
suggest additional research questions beyond the issue of networks. For example, this study
demonstrated that African Americans search in a variety of kinds of neighborhoods but it is
likely that they often end up moving into segregated neighborhoods. First, is this the case? And
second, if they search in, but do not end up moving to, more diverse or whiter neighborhoods,
why not? What are the barriers they face? Similarly, do those whites who search in more racially
diverse areas move into them? And if not, why not? With respect to African Americans, how
do experiences with discrimination shape search behaviors and locations? Do African
Americans who experience discrimination limit the racial composition of their housing search
locations? Conversely, do African Americans who search in whiter areas report more negative
experiences and file more applications/submit more offers before they are successful? And, to
what extent do search strategies shape the kinds of neighborhoods people search in? For
example, does using the internet expand or restrict the kinds of neighborhoods, vis a vis racial
composition?

This exploratory study of racial differences in housing searches is therefore suggestive of fertile
ground for future studies. Directing our attention to these earlier steps in the housing mobility
process helps us break out of the pattern of focusing on money, preferences, and discrimination
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and highlights the need to consider the mechanisms through which these factors operate so as
to better understand how segregation is perpetuated. In doing so, hopefully, we can discover
how to break the cycle of housing segregation that continues to characterize many of our
nation’s largest cities nearly four decades after the Fair Housing Act was signed into law.
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Table 1
Search strategies used in most recent search, overall and by renter/buyer status,
2004 Detroit Area Study.

Total Renters Buyers p-value*

Strategy

Mean number of strategies used 2.8 2.6 2.8 n.s.

Networks

Talk to friends 35% 36% 34% n.s.

Talk to relatives 28% 29% 27% n.s.

Own Research

Newspaper 36% 43% 34% n.s.

Internet 28% 37% 26% n.s.

Signs in Yard 44% 27% 49% p<.001

Open Houses 30% 6% 37% p<.001

Professionals

Real Estate Agent 50% 15% 60% p<.001

Property 8% 19% 5% p<.001

Management

Firm/Rental Agent

Community or Church 3% 7% 2% n.s.

Organization

Apartment Locator 7% 25% 2% p<.001

Service

Other

Homebuyer’s 1% 0% 1% n.s.

Seminar

Employer 1% 2% 1% n.s.

Strategy Used Most

Networks 15% 21% 13%

Own research 46% 50% 45%

Professionals 36% 20% 40%

Other 4% 9% 2%

Total 100% 100% 100% p<.05

How Used Internet (among those using internet)

Listings 84% 86% 83% n.s.

Mortgages 36% n/a n/a

Info. On Communities 50% 41% 54% n.s.

*
Column 3 reports p-values for test of difference between buyers and renters taking into account sample design. Sample size is 415 except for the internet

questions (n=93); and mortgage and internet questions (n=60).
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Table 2
Search strategies used in most recent search by respondent race, 2004 Detroit Area
Study.

Whites African Americans p-value*

Strategy

Mean number of strategies used 2.8 2.7 n.s.

Networks

Talk to friends 33% 38% n.s.

Talk to relatives 27% 29% n.s.

Own Research

Newspaper 35% 36% n.s.

Internet 31% 16% p<.01

Signs in Yard 45% 40% n.s.

Open Houses 34% 18% p<.01

Professionals

Real Estate Agent 52% 40% p<.10

Property Management 5% 19% p<.01

Firm/Rental Agent

Community or Church Organization 2% 9% p<.05

Apartment Locator Service 6% 9% n.s.

Strategy Used Most

Networks 13% 22%

Own research 47 40

Professionals 36 33

Other 5 5

Total 100% 100% n.s.

How Found Professionals

Agent Through Network 57% 52% n.s.

Mortgage through…

 Networks 27% 25%

 Existing Rltshp 37% 22%

 Referral 19% 12%

 Own research 10% 22%

 Solicitation/Ads 5% 14%

 Other 2% 5%

 Total 100% 100% p<.05

Real Estate Agent Characteristics for Buyers Only

Female Agent 54% 51% n.s.

Own Race Agent 100% 60% p<.001

How Used Internet (among those using internet)

Listings 84% 87% n.s.

Mortgages 36% 56% n.s.

Info. On Communities 51% 44% n.s.
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*
Column 3 reports p-values for test of difference between blacks and whites taking into account sample design. Sample size is 418 except for items on

real estate agents (n=169); mortgage questions (n=238); and internet questions (n=93); and mortgage and internet questions, n=60).
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Table 4
Housing search experiences by race of respondent, 2004 Detroit Area Study.

Search Experiences Whites African Americans p-value*

Length of the Search

 <1 month 26% 27%

 1–2 months 28 24

 > 2 months 46 48 n.s. (n=416)

  Total 100% 100%

Mean number places inspected 9.3 7.1

Std. Error (1.50) (0.83) n.s. (n=414)

# of Apt. Applications Submitted

 0–1 77% 41%

 2 10 29

 3 or more 14 30 p<.01 (n=155)

  Total 100% 100%

# of Offers Tendered

 0–1 79% 69%

 2 16 16

 3 or more 5 15 p<.10 (n=271)

  Total 100% 100%

Difficulty of Search

Extremely/Very Difficult 13% 27%

Somewhat Difficult 31 25

Only a little/Not at all difficult 56 48 p<.10 (n=416)

  Total 100% 100%

Difficulty Getting Mortgage

 Very Easy 57% 42%

 Somewhat easy 25 33

 Neither easy/diff. 10 15

 Somewhat difficult 4 7

 Very difficult 5 4 n.s. (n=236)

  Total 100% 100%

Felt taken advantage of 8% 21% p<.05 (n=415)

*
Column 3 reports p-values for test of difference between blacks and whites taking into account sample design.
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Table 5
Multivariate models of housing search experiences, logistic (odds ratios) and linear regression, 2004 Detroit Area
Study.

Number applications Number offers Difficulty
of Housing

Searcha

Taken Advantage of

(linear) (linear) (linear) (logistic)

Model 1

African American Respondent 2.19** .49+ .32+ 3.06*

Constant −1.02 .54+ 1.95*** n/a

R-squared .11 .03 .01 n/a

Model 2

African American Respondent n/a n/a .39* 3.76*

Homebuyer n/a n/a .22 2.31+

Constant n/a n/a 1.69*** n/a

R-squared n/a n/a .02 n/a

Model 3

African American Respondent 1.66** .46* .31* 4.4***

Homebuyer n/a n/a .24 2.6+

Age .002 .01 .006 .99

Female −1.02 −.07 .34* .63

Less HS .65 .13 −.08 .39+

HS Degree −1.28+ −.32+ −.16 .42

Some College .71 −.22 −.12 .49

Children in HH .62 .40** .10 .80

Time in Metro Area −.01 −.01 −.01* .99

Annual Family Income <$20k 2.00* .11 −.18 1.45

$20k to <$40k .84 .40+ −.19 2.29

$40k to <$80k −.18 .03 −.40* 1.66

Constant −.02 .35 1.92*** n/a

R-squared .25 .10 .08 n/a

Sample Size (155) (270) (414) (414)

+
p<.10;

*
p<.05;

**
p<.01;

***
p<.001

Omitted categories are college degree and yearly family income greater than $80,000.

a
Difficulty of search is a five-point scale, reverse coded so that a 5 is “extremely difficult”.
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