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Gentrification: a process of neighborhood change that includes economic change in a 
historically disinvested neighborhood -by means of real estate investment and new 

higher-income residents moving in - as well as demographic change - not only in terms of 
income level, but also in terms of changes in the education level or racial make-up of 

residents. 

Gentrification is complex -- to understand it, there are three key things to consider: 

1. The historic conditions, especially policies and practices that made communities 
susceptible to gentrification. 

2. The way that central city disinvestment and investment patterns are taking place 
today as a result of these conditions. 

3. And the ways that gentrification impacts communities. 
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Historic conditions: 

• Redlining: From the 1930s through the late 60s, standards set by the federal 
government and carried out by banks, explicitly labeled neighborhoods home to 
predominantly people of color as "risky" and "unfit for investment." This practice 
meant that people of color were denied access to loans that would enable them to 
buy or repair homes in their neighborhood. 
o Resource: Take a look at redlining maps in your community: "Mapping 

Inequality: Redlining in New Deal America (https://dsl.richmond.edu/panorama 
/redlining/#loc=4/36.71/-96.93&opacity=0.8)." University of Richmond Digital 
Scholarship Lab. 
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• White flight Other housing and transportation policies of the mid-20th century 
fueled the growth of mostly white suburbs, and the exodus of capital from urban 
centers, in a phenomenon often referred to as "white flight." 
o Take the GI Bill as an example: the program guaranteed low-cost mortgage loans 

for returning WWII soldiers. But discrimination limited the extent to which black 
veterans were able to purchase homes in the growing suburbs. 

o In fact, the FHA largely required that suburban developers agree to not sell 
houses to black people in order for the developers to access these guaranteed 
loans. 

o Resource: Read about the history of residential segregation in America: "The 
Color of Law: A Forgotten History of How Our Government Segregated America 
(https://www.nytimes.com/2017 /06/20/books/review/richard-rothstein-color-of­
law-forgotten-history.html? r=Ol (2017)." Rothstein, Richard. 

o Resource: Read about the suburbanization of America: "Crabgrass Frontier: The 
Suburbanization of the United States (https://www.amazon.com/Crabgrass­
Frontier-Suburbanization-United-States/dp/0195049837) (1985)." Jackson, 
Kenneth T. 
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• Urban renewal: Left behind in central city neighborhoods, low-income households 
and communities of color bore the brunt of highway system expansion and urban 
renewal programs, which resulted in the mass clearance of homes, businesses, and 
neighborhood institutions, and set the stage for widespread public and private 
disinvestment in the decades that followed. 
o Resource: Explore aerial before/after images of urban renewal in US cities: "60 

Years of Urban Change (http://iqc.ou.edu/urbanchange/)." Institute for Quality 
Communities, University of Oklahoma. 

o Resource: "Root shock: The consequences of African-American dispossession 
(https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3456198 
/pdf/11524 2006 Article 8.pdf) (2001 )." Fullilove, Mindy Thompson. 

• Foreclosure crisis: In more recent history, the foreclosure crisis also contributed to 
making places vulnerable to gentrification. In low-income communities of color, 
disproportionate levels of subprime lending resulted in mass foreclosures, leaving 
those neighborhoods vulnerable to investors seeking to purchase and flip homes. 
o Of foreclosures completed in 2007-2009 there were: 790 foreclosures for 

African-Americans, 769 foreclosures for Latinos, and 452 for Non-Hispanic 
Whites per 10,000 loans. Source: "Foreclosures by Race and Ethnicity: The 
Demographics of a Crisis (http://www.responsiblelending.org/mortgage-lending 
/research-analysis/foreclosures-by-race-and-ethnicity.pdf) (2010)." The Center 
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for Responsible Lending. 

o Resource: "The Untold Costs of Subprime Lending: Examining the Links among 

Higher-Priced Lending, Foreclosures and Race in California 
(https://s3.amazonaws.com/academia.edu.documents/34207289 

/wp2009-09.pdt?AWSAccessKeyld=AKIAIWOWYYGZ2Y53U L3A& 
Expires=1509490986&Signature=GCDRkUkzpspUPS1 K8n%2B%2B20jxVzE%3D& 
response-content-disposition=inline 
%3B%20filename%3DThe untold costs of subprime lending exa.pdf) (2009)." 

Reid, Carolina and Elizabeth Laderman. 

Central city disinvestment and investment patterns: 

Today, both people and capital are flooding back into these historically disinvested 

neighborhoods. Why? 

• Relative affordability 
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o In many US cities, the rental market has gotten increasingly expensive, and even 
moderate income earners are on the hunt for lower housing costs. 

o For example, in San Francisco, the median rent of a typical 2BR apartment went 
up nearly 70% between 2011 and 2017. Source: Zillow Data 
(https://www.zillow.com/research/data/). 

• Older, historic housing stock that appeals to new residents 

• Close proximity to city centers, where jobs, restaurants, and art spaces are 
increasingly locating 

• Revitalization -- cities are investing in some of these neighborhoods with 
improved transit access and infrastructure in part to draw in newcomers 
o Resource: "Toward a Theory of Gentrification: A Back to the City Movement by 

Capital, Not People (http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080 
/01944367908977002) (1979)." Smith, Neil. 

o Resource: "The Rise of the Creative Class (http://www.creativeclass.com 
/richard florida/books/the rise of the creative class) (2002)." Florida, Richard. 
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On the ground, gentrification may look like: 

• Real estate speculation, with investors flipping properties for large profits, as well 
as high-end development, and landlords looking for higher-paying tenants 
o Resource: "Gentrification and the Rent Gap (http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf 

/10.1111 /j.1467-8306.1987.tb00171.x) (1987)." Smith, Neil. 

• Increased investment in neighborhood amenities, like transit and parks 
o Resource: "Gentrification, Displacement, and the Role of Public Investment 

(http://www.urbandisplacement.org/sites/default/files/images 
/zuk et all 2017.pdf) (2017)." Zuk, Miriam, Ariel Bierbaum, Karen Chapple, 
Karolina Gorska, and Anastasia loukaitou-Sideris. 

• Changes in land use, for example from industrial land to restaurants and 
storefronts 
o Resource: "loft Conversion and Gentrification in London: From Industrial to 

Postindustrial land Use (http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1068/a38474) 

8/13/2019, 3:59 PM 



Gentrification Explained I Urban Displacement Project https://www.urbandisplacement.org/gentrification-explained 

9of14 

(2007)." Ham nett, Chris and Drew Whitelegg. 

• Changes in the character of the neighborhood, as community run businesses are 
replaced by businesses catering to new residents' needs 
o Resource: "Transit-Oriented Development & Commercial Gentrification: 

Exploring the Linkages (/sites/default/files/images 
/commercialgentrificationreport executivesummary.pdf) (summary) 
(2017)." Chapple, Karen, Anastasia Loukaitou-Sideris, et al. 

o Resource: "New Retail Capital and Neighborhood Change: Boutiques and 
Gentrification in New York City (https://macaulay.cuny.edu/eportfolios 
/benediktsson2013/files/2013/04/Boutiques-and-Gentrification-in-New-York­
City.pdf) (2009)." Zukin, Sharon, et al. 

Impact of gentrification on communities: 

While increased investment in an area can be positive, gentrification is often 

associated with displacement, which means that in some of these communities, long­

term residents are not able to stay to benefit from new investments in housing, 

healthy food access, or transit infrastructure. 
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Learn more about the forms displacement takes and its long-term impacts on 

families from our displacement explainer video (https://www.youtube.com 

/watch?v=Zb4xATPMILc) and accompanying resources page 

(http://urbandisplacement.org/pushedout): urbandisplacement.org/pushedout 

(http://urbandisplacement.org/pushedout) 

Another impact of displacement to consider is cultural displacement: Even for long­

time residents who are able to stay in newly gentrifying areas, changes in the make­

up and character of a neighborhood can lead to a reduced sense of belonging, or 

feeling out of place in one's own home. 

• Resource: "Naked City: The Death and Life of Authentic Urban Places 
(https://www.amazon.com/Naked-City-Death-Authentic-Places/dp/0199794464)." 
Zukin, Sharon (2010). 

• Resource: "The back-to-the-city movement: Neighbourhood redevelopment and 
processes of political and cultural displacement (https://www.researchgate.net 
/profile/Derek Hyra/publication/274536324 The Back-To-The-
City Movement Neighbourhood Redevelopment and Processes of Political and Cultl 
/links/5553de3c08ae980ca6085c14/The-Back-To-The-City-Movement­
Neighbourhood-Redevelopment-and-Processes-of-Political-and-Cultural­
Displacement.pdf)." Hyra, Derek (2014). 
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What's next? 

On the whole, we cannot ignore that the adverse impacts of gentrification, ranging 

from individual health effects to the suburbanization of poverty, are only the most 

recent wave in a pattern of urban restructuring that has been imposed upon and 

negatively affected low income and communities of color over generations. 

Public, private, and non-profit sector leaders have the opportunity to implement 

strategies that give long-time residents a chance to benefit from increased 

investment in their communities, and even be a part of driving how some of the 

changes in their neighborhoods take place. 

Protection of residents, production of affordable housing, and preservation of 

existing affordable housing stock are all key pieces of preventing displacement. Check 

out our Investment without Displacement workshop series 

(http://www.urbandisplacement.org/IWD2017) for more information. 

Additional resources: 

Read/Explore: 

• "The Gentrification Reader (https://www.amazon.com/Gentrification-Reader-
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Loretta-Lees/dp/0415548403/ref=sr 1 4?ie=UTF8&qid=1509485226&sr=8-4& 
keywords=loretta+lees)." Lees, Loretta, and Elvin Wyly (2010). 

• "Planetary Gentrification (Urban Futures) (https://www.amazon.com/Planetary­
Gentrification-Urban-Futures-Loretta/dp/0745671659/ref=sr 1 5?ie=UTF8& 
qid=1509485226&sr=8-5&keywords=loretta+lees)." Lees, Loretta, Hyun Bang Shin, 
and Ernesto Lopez-Morales (2016). 

• Check out our gentrification typology maps for Los Angeles 
(http://www.urbandisplacement.org/map/la), Portland 
(http://www.urbandisplacement.org/map/pdx), and - just released - the Northern 
California mega-region (http://www.urbandisplacement.org/map/sf). 

listen/Watch: 
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• There Goes the Neighborhood: Season One (http://www.wnyc.org/shows 
/neighborhood/season-one) -- a KCRW, The Nation, and WNYC Studios podcast 
about the gentrification of Brooklyn. 

• There Goes the Neighborhood: Season Two (http://www.wnyc.org/shows 
/neighborhood/season-two) -- a KCRW, The Nation, and WNYC Studios podcast 
about the gentrification of Los Angeles. 

• The View From Here: Place And Privilege (http://www.capradio.org/news/the-view­
from-here/) -- Capital Public Radio's latest multimedia documentary project 
explores the history, politics and economics of housing affordability in Sacramento. 

• City Rising (https://www.kcet.org/shows/city-rising) -- A KCET and link TV one-hour 
broadcast special and multi-media project that analyzes six California communities 
undergoing gentrification: Boyle Heights and South Central in Los Angeles, long 
Beach, Santa Ana, Oakland and the Oak Park neighborhood of Sacramento. 

This video was made in collaboration with the San Francisco Federal Reserve Bank 

(http://www.frbsf orglcommunity-developmenV) 

and the Great Communities Collaborative (http:llwww.greatcommunities.org/), an initiative 

of the San Francisco Foundation (http://sff.orgl). 

Take a look at the gentrification and displacement page on the San Francisco Federal 

Reserve Bank's site (http://www.frbs.torglcommunity-developmentlinitiatives 

lgentrification-and-displacemenV). 
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DISP CE ENT 

The project aims to understand the nature of gentrification and displacement in American cities. It focuses on 

creating tools to help communities identify the pressures surrounding them and take more effective action. 
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