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What Would It Take to Desegregate U.S. Metropolitan Areas? 
Pathways to Residential Desegregation by Race

Yana Kucheva

ABSTRACT Patterns of house hold mobil ity across neigh bor hoods repro duce pat terns 
of racial seg re ga tion at the met ro pol i tan level. Substantial lit er a ture across the social 
sci ences has explored the scale and pre dic tors of house hold mobil ity as well as changes 
in met ro pol i tan res i den tial seg re ga tion over time. This study unifies these two strands 
of inquiry by connecting the sorting of house holds across neigh bor hoods to aggre gate 
changes in seg re ga tion lev els. Using dis crete choice mod els of intrametropolitan 
mobil ity and restricted decen nial cen sus and Amer i can Community Survey data for 
1960–2014, I model the cor re lates of house hold mobil ity and iden tify the coun ter fac tual 
sce nar ios under which lower seg re ga tion lev els can be achieved. The results show that 
even though the mobil ity flows of the White, Black, His panic, and Asian pop u la tions 
across cen sus tracts have become more sim i lar over time, U.S. met ro pol i tan areas are 
far from expe ri enc ing large drops in seg re ga tion.
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Introduction

Residential seg re ga tion by race/eth nic ity is a defin ing fea ture of U.S. met ro pol i tan 
areas. Despite some declines over the last 40 years, almost two thirds of Black house
holds and one half of His panic house holds in 2010 would have had to move to achieve 
com plete inte gra tion with the White pop u la tion (Logan and Stults 2011). Segrega
tion’s endur ance belies broader inte gra tive forces, such as the decline of the most 
egre gious forms of hous ing dis crim i na tion, the lib er aliza tion of the White pop u la
tion’s atti tudes toward inte gra tion, and the narrowing of eco nomic gaps across some 
racial/eth nic groups (Krysan and Crowder 2017). Segregation’s endur ance at the met
ro pol i tan level also con trasts sharply with the high mobil ity rates among Amer i can 
house holds. Over the 2005–2010 period, more than one third of all U.S. house holds 
moved to a new hous ing unit (Ihrke and Faber 2012)—a sub stan tial decrease com
pared with the 1970–2000 period, when fiveyear mobil ity rates hov ered above 40%. 
Still, the rate seen in 2005–2010 implies that chang ing how Amer i cans move to new 
hous ing units can have an appre cia ble impact on seg re ga tion lev els over a rel a tively 
short period.
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Substantial lit er a ture across the social sci ences has explored the scale and pre dic
tors of house hold geo graphic mobil ity as well as the changes in met ro pol i tan seg re ga
tion lev els over time. The house hold mobil ity lit er a ture has con cluded that com pared 
with White house holds, Black, His panic, and Asian house holds move less fre quently 
to wealthy sub ur ban neigh bor hoods (Farley and Frey 1994; Frey and Farley 1996; 
Iceland 2004; Logan et al. 2004). These disparities in neigh bor hood attain ment do not 
dis ap pear after dif fer ences in socio eco nomic resources are con trolled for, and they 
are the larg est for Black house holds (Adelman 2005; Alba et al. 2000; Freeman 2000; 
Logan et al. 1996; South et al. 2008; White and Sassler 2000; Woldoff 2008). The lit
er a ture on met ro pol i tanlevel seg re ga tion pat terns has shown that Black–White seg
re ga tion lev els have declined mod estly over time, with most of the declines occur ring 
in met ro pol i tan areas in the South and the West dur ing the 1970–1990 period (Sander 
et al. 2018). Segregation remains very high in met ro pol i tan areas in the Midwest 
and Northeast, where the major ity of the urban Black pop u la tion lives (Logan and 
Stults 2011). The seg re ga tion of the His panic and Asian pop u la tions from the White 
pop u la tion has remained about the same since the 1980s, with greater seg re ga tion in 
met ro pol i tan areas with more His panic and Asian res i dents (Logan and Stults 2011).

This study unifies the house holdlevel neigh bor hood attain ment lit er a ture with the 
met ro pol i tanlevel seg re ga tion lit er a ture to iden tify the coun ter fac tual sce nar ios of 
house hold geo graphic mobil ity under which met ro pol i tanlevel seg re ga tion would 
decrease. I find that solely elim i nat ing neigh bor hood racial com po si tion and its cor
re lates as a basis for sorting across neigh bor hoods for the White pop u la tion would 
not appre cia bly decrease res i den tial seg re ga tion, at least in the short run. I also find 
that income sorting across neigh bor hoods is a neg li gi ble source of racial res i den tial 
seg re ga tion for all  racial/eth nic groups. The larg est poten tial decrease in racial seg re
ga tion could come from chang ing the mobil ity behav ior of White house holds to fully 
match that of Black, His panic, and Asian house holds, or vice versa. This find ing indi
cates that any pol icy aimed at decreas ing seg re ga tion at the met ro pol i tan level must 
simul ta neously under cut sorting at the house hold level along mul ti ple neigh bor hood 
dimen sions. It also sug gests that the cur rent dura ble struc ture of seg re ga tion in many 
U.S. met ro pol i tan areas shapes mobil ity net works in a way that can pre serve seg re
gated neigh bor hoods even with out direct sorting on race or social sta tus.

Background

The lit er a ture on res i den tial mobil ity has tested four com ple men tary the o ret i cal mod
els of res i den tial seg re ga tion. The first the o ret i cal per spec tive—the spa tial assim
i la tion model—pre dicts that as minor ity groups advance in their socio eco nomic 
stand ing rel a tive to the White pop u la tion, they will be  able to afford more hous
ing in pre dom i nantly White neigh bor hoods, lead ing to a decline in racial res i den
tial seg re ga tion at the met ro pol i tan level (Charles 2003; Crowder and South 2005; 
Crowder et al. 2006). The sec ond the o ret i cal per spec tive—the place strat i fi ca tion 
model—pos its that high res i den tial seg re ga tion reflects longstand ing dis crim i na tory 
and exclu sion ary prac tices in the hous ing mar ket. Thus, neigh bor hood seg re ga tion is 
reproduced through social and polit i cal pro cesses that hin der the mobil ity of peo ple of 
color into resourcerich neigh bor hoods (Charles 2003; Logan and Alba 1993; Logan 
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and Molotch 1987; Ross and Turner 2005). Under the place strat i fi ca tion per spec tive, 
met ro pol i tan seg re ga tion would decrease with the elim i na tion of dis crim i na tory 
prac tices in the hous ing mar ket. The third the o ret i cal per spec tive empha sizes the role 
of pref er ences for one’s neigh bors in pro duc ing high res i den tial seg re ga tion. This 
per spec tive pos its that the White pop u la tion’s unwill ing ness to live in neigh bor hoods 
that are major ity nonWhite would keep res i den tial seg re ga tion high even in the 
absence of other dis crim i na tory bar ri ers because even small dif fer ences in house hold
level res i den tial pref er ences can lead to greater met ro pol i tanlevel seg re ga tion (Clark 
and Fossett 2008; Schelling 1971).

More recently, Krysan and Crowder (2017) pro posed a fourth the o ret i cal approach 
based on the social net works and infor ma tion that shape house hold migra tion across 
neigh bor hoods. They suggested that once high lev els of met ro pol i tan seg re ga tion are 
established, res i den tial seg re ga tion is per pet u ated through the hous ing search pro
cess: racial res i den tial seg re ga tion at the met ro pol i tan level begets racially dis pa rate 
mobil ity pat terns at the house hold level, which in turn per pet u ate seg re ga tion at the 
met ro pol i tan level. Even if dis crim i na tion in the hous ing mar ket were elim i nated 
or socio eco nomic char ac ter is tics com pletely con verged across racial/eth nic groups, 
seg re ga tion lev els would not change until the house hold migra tion behav iors across 
neigh bor hoods also change (Krysan and Crowder 2017).

Partitioning the con tri bu tions of each the o ret i cal expla na tion of hous ing seg re ga tion 
into com po nents explained by eco nomic resources, dis crim i na tion, pref er ences, and 
social net works has remained chal leng ing. Although most stud ies have acknowl edged 
the com ple men tar ity of the mech a nisms under pin ning seg re ga tion, ana ly ses have typ i
cally tried to sep a rate the con tri bu tions of racial fac tors from the con tri bu tions of socio
eco nomic resources in the sorting of house holds across neigh bor hoods. Sorting on 
socio eco nomic resources is typ i cally assumed to be evi dence for the spa tial assim i la tion 
per spec tive, whereas sorting on race is assumed to be a com bi na tion of dis crim i na tion 
in the hous ing mar ket and pref er ences for coethnic neigh bors. As Krysan and Crowder 
(2017) noted, even these assump tions might not be jus ti fied because dis crim i na tion 
in the hous ing mar ket man i fests dif fer ently depending on house holds’ socio eco nomic 
sta tus (SES), whereas pref er ences for coethnic neigh bors (espe cially for pop u la tions of 
color) may be the result of antic i pated dis crim i na tion in White neigh bor hoods.

Methodologically, research on house hold geo graphic mobil ity has not been  able to 
directly answer the ques tion of what would hap pen to met ro pol i tanlevel seg re ga tion if 
house holds sorted in dif fer ent ways across neigh bor hoods for two rea sons: (1) the lack 
of appro pri ate data to con nect house hold mobil ity to met ro pol i tan seg re ga tion, and (2) 
the com plex ity of appro pri ately mod el ing res i den tial choice (Krysan and Crowder 2017; 
Quillian 2015). It might seem obvi ous that if, in the long run, income or wealth dif fer
ences across racial/eth nic groups decreases, dis crim i na tion lev els drop, or pref er ences 
change, so too will met ro pol i tan seg re ga tion lev els. However, this out come is not a 
given. For exam ple, at the met ro pol i tan level, dis crim i na tion lev els as mea sured through 
hous ing audit stud ies are very mod estly asso ci ated with racial seg re ga tion (South and 
Crowder 1998). So, too, are the White pop u la tion’s atti tudes toward deseg re ga tion, inso
far as they can be mea sured with the General Social Survey (Sander et al. 2018:197).

An impor tant rea son why the lit er a ture on loca tional attain ment has been unable 
to directly answer ques tions about met ro pol i tanlevel seg re ga tion is that the sam
ples for the sur veys it has typ i cally used are too small to pre dict met ro pol i tanlevel 
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seg re ga tion from esti ma tes of house holdlevel mobil ity. The link between house hold
level pro cesses and met ro pol i tanlevel seg re ga tion, how ever, is cru cial for under stand
ing why seg re ga tion in most met ro pol i tan areas has remained the same or declined 
only slightly over time. As Sampson and Sharkey (2008) argued, social sci en tists  
should treat house holdlevel sorting across neigh bor hoods as a key pro cess to under
stand pop u la tionlevel inequal ity. Therefore, it is impor tant to con nect microlevel 
mobil ity to macrolevel seg re ga tion.

At the micro level, house holds tend to move short dis tances to pre serve existing con
nec tions to jobs, schools, social net works, and kin (Boyd 2008; Clark and Maas 2015; 
Dawkins 2006; Kan 2007; Spring et al. 2017). Conditional on homeownership, Black 
house holds are less likely to move than White house holds (South and Deane 1993). Most 
intrametropolitan mov ers stay within neigh bor hoods dom i nated by their own racial or 
eth nic group (Crowder et al. 2012). Even though the Black pop u la tion is more open to 
liv ing in inte grated neigh bor hoods than the White pop u la tion, when asked to describe 
per cep tions of poten tial neigh bor hood des ti na tions, Black respon dents are unfa mil iar 
with major ityWhite neigh bor hoods, espe cially those that are far from major ityBlack 
neigh bor hoods (Krysan 2002; Krysan and Bader 2007; Krysan and Farley 2002).

At the macro level, house hold flows across neigh bor hoods are struc tured by 
met ro pol i tanlevel char ac ter is tics. In met ro pol i tan areas with smaller Black pop u la
tions, newer hous ing, and grow ing econ o mies, all  house holds tend to end up in more 
inte grated neigh bor hoods (Crowder et al. 2012). Black mid dleclass house holds are 
more likely to be seg re gated from White mid dleclass house holds in met ro pol i tan areas 
with enough Black mid dleclass house holds to form Black mid dleclass neigh bor hoods 
(Bayer et al. 2014). Therefore, dif fer ent met ro pol i tan areas pres ent dif fer ent oppor
tu ni ties for deseg re ga tion, and met ro pol i tanlevel dif fer ences in seg re ga tion and the 
pat tern ing of seg re gated neigh bor hoods are driv ers of seg re gated mobil ity net works.

A rel a tively small but grow ing lit er a ture in the social sci ences has dem on strated 
just how impor tant it is to con nect microlevel pro cesses to macrolevel pat terns in the 
study of seg re ga tion. For exam ple, Bayer and col leagues (2004) showed that for the 
San Francisco met ro pol i tan area in 1990, house holdlevel socio eco nomic char ac ter is
tics explain much of the observed seg re ga tion for the Asian and His panic pop u la tions, 
albeit less for the White and Black pop u la tions. Crowell and Fossett (2018) esti mated 
that the role of sorting on eco nomic resources between the White and Latino pop u la
tions is less pro nounced in cit ies with higher lev els of White–Latino seg re ga tion. Bruch 
and Swait (2019) showed that strat i fied hous ing sub mar kets in Los Angeles repro duce 
met ro pol i tan seg re ga tion through seg re gated mobil ity choices. Bruch and Mare (2006) 
dem on strated that dif fer ences in the func tional form of house hold res i den tial pref er
ences can lead to dra mat i cally dif fer ent mag ni tudes of met ro pol i tanlevel seg re ga tion.

In this arti cle, I add to the grow ing lit er a ture on res i den tial seg re ga tion that explic
itly con sid ers the link age between microlevel and macrolevel pro cesses in the 
hous ing mar ket as a way to deter mine empir i cally how ame na ble met ro pol i tan seg
re ga tion is to changes in house hold mobil ity. I use the insights of the large lit er a
ture on house holdlevel mobil ity to derive met ro pol i tanlevel res i den tial seg re ga tion 
indexes from house holdlevel mobil ity data. In doing so, I explore what would hap pen 
to racial res i den tial seg re ga tion at the met ro pol i tan level if house holds were to sort 
dif fer ently across neigh bor hoods on the basis of neigh bor hood racial com po si tion and 
neigh bor hood social sta tus. I con duct sev eral coun ter fac tual sce nar ios of house hold 
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mobil ity that either elim i nate some neigh bor hoodlevel sources of house hold sorting 
or change how impor tant these sources of sorting are for dif fer ent racial/eth nic groups. 
I also dem on strate the extent to which dif fer ences in res i den tial mobil ity across the 
larg est met ro pol i tan areas in the United States con trib ute to dif fer ences in racial res i
den tial seg re ga tion.

Methodology

The anal y sis pro ceeds in two steps. First, I esti mate dis crete choice mod els of the sort
ing of house holds across neigh bor hoods. Second, I pre dict racial seg re ga tion within 
each U.S. met ro pol i tan area under dif fer ent coun ter fac tual sce nar ios of house hold sort
ing. I use restricted ver sions of the 1960, 1970, 1980, 1990, and 2000 decen nial cen sus 
longform data and fiveyear 2010–2014 Amer i can Community Survey (ACS) data.

The use of dis crete choice mod els within the con text of geo graphic mobil ity amounts 
to ask ing why a house hold moved to a spe cific neigh bor hood or stayed in their cur rent 
loca tion given all  pos si ble alter na tive des ti na tions. The unit of anal y sis in the dis crete 
choice mod els is the pos si ble des ti na tion choices that each house hold could have made, 
includ ing the choice to remain in their cur rent neigh bor hood. The depen dent var i able is 
coded 1 for the cho sen neigh bor hood and 0 for all  other pos si ble choices. The inde pen
dent var i ables are the char ac ter is tics of actual and poten tial neigh bor hood choices and 
inter ac tions between house hold and neigh bor hood char ac ter is tics.

Traditional loca tional attain ment mod els esti mate the house holdlevel deter
mi nants of mobil ity into neigh bor hoods of vary ing racial or socio eco nomic com
po si tion. By con trast, dis crete choice mod els esti mate the cor re lates of geo graphic 
mobil ity, where the inde pen dent var i ables rep re sent neigh bor hoodlevel char ac ter is
tics and inter ac tions between neigh bor hoodlevel and house holdlevel char ac ter is tics 
(Bruch and Mare 2012). Discrete choice mod els enable esti ma tion of the cor re lates 
of mov ing to a new neigh bor hood and stay ing in one’s cur rent neigh bor hood within 
the same regres sion model: infor ma tion about the repro duc tion of res i den tial seg re
ga tion gar nered from the choice not to move is just as valu able as that from the choice 
to move (Bruch and Mare 2012). Discrete choice mod els also explic itly incor po
rate how the full dis tri bu tion of pos si ble des ti na tions influ ences house holds’ mobil ity 
behav iors, which is par tic u larly impor tant given sig nifi  cant var i abil ity in the types 
of neigh bor hoods across met ro pol i tan areas. Therefore, dis crete choice mod els can 
prop erly account for how the mar ginal dis tri bu tion of poten tial neigh bor hood des ti
na tions influ ences the prob a bil ity of mobil ity (Quillian 2015). Lastly, dis crete choice 
mod els make it com pu ta tion ally pos si ble to aggre gate house holdlevel moves to 
met ro pol i tanlevel pat terns and directly show how met ro pol i tan pat terns of seg re ga
tion result from house holdlevel flows across neigh bor hoods (Bruch and Mare 2012).

All the mod els I use focus on tract inmigra tion or remaining in one’s cur rent tract 
because the data sets that I use are a series of crosssec tions of the pop u la tion that do not 
have infor ma tion on mobile house holds’ tracts of ori gin. Therefore, this study exam ines 
neigh bor hoodlevel pull fac tors that are at play in the sorting of the pop u la tion. The 
crosssec tional nature of cen sus data sets is the main tradeoff to their large sam ple sizes.

In the absence of data on neigh bor hood pref er ences or the hous ing search pro
cess of house holds, the esti ma tes of dis crete choice mod els can not be interpreted as 
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cap tur ing house hold pref er ences for spe cific types of tracts and only approx i mate 
actual res i den tial mobil ity. Therefore, the coef fi cients presented here can not sep a
rate dis crim i na tion from pref er ences and hous ing search strat e gies in pro duc ing the 
sorting of the pop u la tion across tracts. Discrete choice mod els share these lim i ta tions 
with research in the loca tional attain ment tra di tion.

Estimation of Discrete Choice Models

I use con di tional logis tic regres sion to esti mate the dis crete choice mod els. All regres
sions include house hold choices regard less of when house holds moved into their cur
rent tract because house holds most fre quently choose not to move (Bruch and Mare 
2012). Because of com put ing con straints, I draw a 20% ran dom sam ple from each of 
the data sets that I ana lyze.1

Formally, I model the prob a bil ity that a house hold i chose a par tic u lar tract j in a 
met ro pol i tan area m. I assume that tract j is drawn from a choice set (Cim) of many 
pos si ble tract choices within that house hold’s cur rent met ro pol i tan area. The prob a
bil ity of choos ing a tract is a func tion of tractlevel covariates, Zijm, which inter act 
with house holdlevel covariates, Xi. Because con di tional logis tic mod els are fixed
 effects mod els, house holdlevel covariates can enter the regres sions only as inter ac
tions. All covariates con trib ute to the fol low ing ran dom util ity func tion:

Uimj = βZijm + γZijmXi + εijm,

where εijm  is a ran dom house hold, tract, and met ro pol i tan area–spe cific term. The 
prob a bil ity that house hold i chooses tract j in met ro pol i tan area m is cal cu lated as 
fol lows:

pijm =
exp(βZijm + γZijmXi )

k∈Cim∑ exp(βZik + γZikXi )
.

I accu mu late these prob a bil i ties across house holds in the fol low ing like li hood func tion:

L = ( pijm ) yijmm∏j∏i∏ .  

The out come var i able, yijm, takes the value of 1 if tract j in met ro pol i tan area m is the 
des ti na tion of house hold i, and 0 oth er wise.

Because every U.S. met ro pol i tan area has at least a few dozen cen sus tracts, esti
mat ing this like li hood func tion can be com pu ta tion ally cum ber some. Therefore, I 
sub sam ple alter na tives within each house hold’s choice set, where each house hold 
has a choice set of 5% of poten tial neigh bor hoods within their cur rent met ro pol i tan 
area, with a min i mum num ber of three tracts in each house hold’s choice set.2 Thus, 
each house hold appears in the data set as many times as they have poten tial tracts 
from which to choose in their cur rent met ro pol i tan area. Using a ran dom sam ple 

1 For more details on the sam ple selec tion, see the online appen dix.
2 For more details on the cre a tion of the choice set, see the online appen dix.
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of poten tial des ti na tions pro duces con sis tent esti ma tes even with out a cor rec tion 
for the sam pling pro ce dure (Bruch and Mare 2012; Jarvis 2019). My mod els do not 
take intermetropolitan outmobil ity into account because it is unclear how to spec
ify the model in a way that mir rors the pro cess of intrametropolitan mobil ity. They 
do, how ever, model the cor re lates of neigh bor hood sorting for house hold ers who 
are recent arriv als to their met ro pol i tan area (see the upcom ing sec tion on inde pen
dent var i ables). I esti mate all  dis crete choice mod els sep a rately by year and by the 
race/eth nic ity of the house hold head. Pooling the data gen er ates sam ples that are 
com pu ta tion ally impos si ble to han dle. I gen er ated graphs of predicted prob a bil i ties 
to help with com par i sons across racial/eth nic groups and across time.

Independent Variables

The inde pen dent var i ables in the dis crete choice mod els cor re spond to wellestablished 
cor re lates of pop u la tion sorting across neigh bor hoods based on tract racial com po
si tion, SES, and hous ing char ac ter is tics. First, mobile house holds are more sen si tive 
to changes in the racial com po si tion of a neigh bor hood (Ellen 2000; Sampson and 
Sharkey 2008), and house holds that already live in a given area may eval u ate stay ing 
in their cur rent home dif fer ently given changes in the com po si tion of nearby tracts 
(Crowder and South 2008). Thus, I mea sure tract racial com po si tion through a series 
of var i ables cap tur ing the per cent age of Black, His panic, and Asian house holds in 
each tract, as well as changes in these per cent ages over the last five years within two 
miles of a focal tract. All mod els also con trol for the inter nal blocklevel seg re ga tion 
of the White pop u la tion from the nonWhite pop u la tion in each tract because seem
ingly diverse tracts that have clear inter nal racial bound aries might be on the path to 
racial tran si tion (Smith 1998).

The sec ond set of tractlevel var i ables in each model describes tract SES. Follow
ing Schachner and Sampson (2020), I cre ate a tract sta tus index var i able cal cu lated as 
the aver age of a tract’s logged median fam ily income and the per cent age of tract res
i dents with a bach e lor’s degree or higher. These two var i ables are highly cor re lated, 
so their inclu sion in a sin gle index mit i gates multicollinearity con cerns.

Third, all  mod els include sev eral char ac ter is tics related to hous ing cost and hous
ing avail abil ity, includ ing the aver age per cen tile of homeowner and rental costs with 
respect to the dis tri bu tion of cen sustract costs within each met ro pol i tan area and the 
per cent age of tract units in sin glefam ily detached hous ing. I also con trol for whether 
each tract is in a cen tral city because such cen sus tracts offer fewer oppor tu ni ties for 
homeownership (Owens 2019). In addi tion, tracts with more turn over are, by defi  ni
tion, also places that expe ri ence greater inmobil ity. Therefore, I con trol for the one
year hous ing unit turn over rate, cal cu lated as the per cent age of house holds that lived 
in the tract for less than one year.

All house holdlevel char ac ter is tics enter the dis crete choice mod els as inter ac
tions with tractlevel char ac ter is tics. First, I inter act all  var i ables that show the racial 
com po si tion of a tract with an indi ca tor of whether the house hold head has a mar
ried part ner of a dif fer ent race/eth nic ity because mul ti ra cial house holds are more 
likely to move to inte grated neigh bor hoods (Gabriel 2016; Gabriel and Spring 2019; 
Holloway et al. 2005; Wright et al. 2011). Further, Black intermetropolitan mov ers, 
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in par tic u lar, are more likely to move to neigh bor hoods where they have fewer Black 
neigh bors and have been instru men tal in spur ring deseg re ga tion in met ro pol i tan areas 
in the South and the West (Sander et al. 2018). I there fore include an indi ca tor of 
whether the house hold head is a new comer to their met ro pol i tan area. In addi tion, 
house holds with schoolage chil dren are the driv ing force behind income seg re ga tion 
in the United States (Owens 2016), and White house holds with schoolage chil dren 
might be par tic u larly likely to avoid nonWhite neigh bor hoods because of per cep
tions of the qual ity of schools there (Ellen 2000; Fairlie and Resch 2002; Saporito 
and Sohoni 2006). Thus, I inter act all  cen sustract racial com po si tion var i ables with a 
house hold indi ca tor of the pres ence of chil dren who are enrolled in school. My regres
sions con trol for whether the house hold head is for eignborn, given that for eign 
born His panic and Asian house holds are more likely to live in neigh bor hoods with a 
greater per cent age of coethnic house holds (Iceland and Scopilliti 2008).

All regres sions include a series of inter ac tions between the tract sta tus index and 
dummy var i ables for quin tiles of house hold income to con trol for the increas ing sort
ing of higher income house holds into higher SES tracts (Reardon et al. 2018). All 
regres sions for years after 1980 also include a var i able for the logged dis tance to 
work for employed house hold heads. This var i able has a value of 0 for those who are 
retired or unem ployed.

Finally, house holds that have lived at their cur rent res i dence lon ger are less likely 
to move, and White and His panic house holds can more eas ily remain in higher SES 
tracts than Black house holds (South et al. 2005). Black house holds, espe cially those 
with low income, have his tor i cally been much more likely to leave major ityWhite 
tracts or higher income cen sus tracts (Quillian 2002). To con trol for such dif fer ences, 
in all  regres sions, I include a series of inter ac tions between the length of time, mea
sured in years, the house hold head has lived in their cur rent hous ing unit and the 
tract’s racial com po si tion and sta tus index.

Counterfactual Scenarios of Residential Segregation by Race Using the Estimated 
Parameters of the Discrete Choice Models

Because dis crete choice mod els can link house holdlevel geo graphic mobil ity to 
met ro pol i tanlevel seg re ga tion, they pro vide the proper com pu ta tional tools to answer 
ques tions about linking microlevel pro cesses to macrolevel pat terns of inequal ity. 
After I esti mate the dis crete choice mod els, I gen er ate the predicted prob a bil ity that 
each house hold in the longform decen nial cen sus or the 2010–2014 ACS will choose 
each tract in its cur rent met ro pol i tan area for each year in the anal y sis. I then con vert 
predicted mobil ity rates into expected counts of house holds in each U.S. met ro pol i
tan cen sus tract. Taking advan tage of the large sam ple sizes in the longform decen
nial cen sus and the 2010–2014 ACS, I com pute seg re ga tion indexes based on the 
expected counts from the dis crete choice mod els.

The coun ter fac tual ana ly ses are based on the fol low ing sce nar ios:

Counterfactual Scenario 1: counts are based on the coef fi cients of the full dis crete 
choice model.

Counterfactual Scenario 2: counts are based on a model in which the coef fi cients on 
tract racial/eth nic com po si tion, the racial/eth nic com po si tion of the surrounding 
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area, and all  house holdlevel inter ac tions with tractlevel racial/eth nic com po
si tion are set to 0.

Counterfactual Scenario 3: counts are based on a model in which the coef fi cients 
on the tract’s sta tus index and inter ac tions between that index and house hold 
ten ure and income are set to 0.

Counterfactual Scenario 4: counts are based on a model in which I apply the coef
fi cients from the dis crete choice mod els of the Black, His panic, and Asian pop
u la tions to the White pop u la tion.

Counterfactual Scenario 5: counts are based on a model in which I apply the coef
fi cients from the dis crete choice mod els of the White pop u la tion to the Black, 
His panic, and Asian pop u la tions.

After I gen er ate the predicted counts of house holds in each cen sus tract under each 
coun ter fac tual sce nario, I com pute the index of dis sim i lar ity between the White, 
Black, His panic, and Asian pop u la tions for each U.S. met ro pol i tan area.3

I use Counterfactual Scenario 1 to eval u ate how well the pre dic tions from my mod
els match the observed seg re ga tion of house holds in U.S. met ro pol i tan areas. If my 
mod els pre dict house hold sorting behav ior rea son ably well, then the predicted counts 
from the full model should be good approx i ma tions of the observed dis tri bu tion of 
the pop u la tion. I then com pare the results from Scenarios 2 and 3 with Scenario 1 to 
deter mine what would hap pen to racial res i den tial seg re ga tion if house holds did not 
sort across cen sus tracts on the basis of tract racial/eth nic com po si tion or tract sta tus, 
respec tively. Finally, I com pare the results from Scenarios 4 and 5 with Scenario 1; 
these com par i sons amount to eval u at ing what would hap pen to seg re ga tion if house
holds sorted across cen sus tracts in the same way as a dif fer ent racial/eth nic group.

The index of dis sim i lar ity is defined as fol lows:

D = 1
2
∑ N1i
N1

− N2i
N2
,

where N1i and N2i are, respec tively, the pop u la tion of Group 1 and Group 2 in the ith 
tract. N1 and N2 are the total pop u la tions of Group 1 and Group 2 in the met ro pol i tan 
area. The index value shows the pro por tion of Group 1 (or Group 2) that would have 
to move to a dif fer ent tract such that each tract in a met ro pol i tan area would have 
the same com po si tion of Group 1 (or Group 2) as the met ro pol i tan area as a whole 
(White 1983).

Results

Descriptive Results

Tables 1 and 2 show select descrip tive sta tis tics of the types of cen sus tracts to which 
house holds moved in 1970, 1990, and 2010–2014.4 White homeowners and White 

3 My meth od ol ogy is flex i ble enough to allow me to com pute any index of seg re ga tion that has cen sus tract 
data as its inputs. I chose the index of dis sim i lar ity because of its wide use in the lit er a ture on seg re ga tion.
4 A full set of descrip tive sta tis tics for all  years can be found in the online appen dix.
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rent ers moved, on aver age, to over whelm ingly White neigh bor hoods in all  years. The 
strength of this pat tern decreased over time but remained high: aver age fig ures for 2014 
show that White homeowners moved to neigh bor hoods that were 83% White, whereas 
White rent ers moved to neigh bor hoods that were 77% White. In con trast in 2014, 
Black, His panic, and Asian house holds, regard less of ten ure sta tus, moved to sig nifi 
cantly more diverse tracts, where the White pop u la tion represented only 40% to 75% of 
the total. White and Asian house holds were much more likely than Black and His panic 
house holds to move to neigh bor hoods with lower pov erty lev els. White house holds and 
Asian homeowner house holds, on aver age, were also more likely to move to neigh bor
hoods with a greater per cent age of sin glefam ily detached hous ing units; White home
owner house holds, in par tic u lar, were much less likely to move to a cen tral city.

Discrete Choice Models

Table 3 shows con di tional logis tic regres sions of the cor re lates of house hold geo
graphic mobil ity using the 2010–2014 ACS. The table rows first show the main term 
for each tract char ac ter is tic and then the house holdlevel inter ac tion terms with that 
tract char ac ter is tic. Because results across decades con firm the main con clu sions 
of the loca tional attain ment lit er a ture and the focus of the study is on the resulting 
met ro pol i tanlevel seg re ga tion indexes, I pres ent the regres sion coef fi cients based on 
only the 2010–2014 ACS in the main body of the man u script. I also pres ent graphs 
of predicted prob a bil i ties for com par i sons across time for key inde pen dent var i
ables. The regres sion mod els based on the 1960–2000 cen sus data are avail  able in 
the online appen dix.

Table 3 shows that the spa tial struc ture of tracts in a met ro pol i tan area is an impor
tant cor re late of house hold sorting. For exam ple, White house holds are less likely 
to choose a tract with a higher per cent age of nonWhite res i dents, and they are less 
likely to do so if the twomile radius around the tract expe ri enced a recent increase 
in the per cent age of Black, His panic, or Asian res i dents. Consistent with the find ings 
of Ellen (2000) and Crowder and South (2008), changes in the com po si tion of neigh
bor ing tracts are impor tant cor re lates of mobil ity over and above the com po si tion of 
a focal cen sus tract.

White house holds are also more likely to sort into tracts with greater inter nal seg
re ga tion—that is, the degree to which the White and nonWhite pop u la tions live in 
sep a rate cen sus blocks within the same tract. This pat tern implies that White house
holds may seek both major ityWhite tracts and tracts where seg re ga tion exists at 
the sub tract level. These gen eral pat terns of sorting on race also hold for the Black, 
His panic, and Asian pop u la tions, who are more likely to enter neigh bor hoods with 
a higher per cent age of coethnic house holds; fur ther, I find no evi dence that these 
groups avoid one another when sorting across tracts.

Life course and demo graphic fac tors are impor tant cor re lates of house hold sorting 
across tracts. White house holds with chil dren in school are less likely to choose a 
neigh bor hood as the per cent age of Black, His panic, and Asian res i dents increases. 
On the other hand, if a White house holder is mar ried to a per son of a dif fer ent 
race/eth nic ity, that house hold is more likely to sort into a neigh bor hood with a higher 
per cent age of Black, His panic, or Asian house holds. The reverse is also true: Black, 
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His panic, and Asian house hold ers are more likely to sort into Whiter neigh bor hoods 
if they are mar ried to a part ner of a dif fer ent race/eth nic ity. His panic and Asian 
house holds are also more likely to select a neigh bor hood with a higher per cent age of 
coethnic house holds if the house hold head is for eignborn.

Factors such as homeownership and dis tance to work operate in the same direc tion 
across racial/eth nic groups: house holds move less fre quently to cen tral city neigh bor
hoods if they own a home and move less fre quently to neigh bor hoods that are far ther from 
their work place. Sorting on tract sta tus—espe cially for highincome, col legeedu cated  
house holds—is another prominent pat tern that holds across all  racial/eth nic groups.

The large size of the coef fi cient on the inter ac tion between the indi ca tor for the 
house hold hav ing lived at their cur rent res i dence for more than one year and the 
indi ca tor for that house hold’s cur rent tract con firms that house holds are much more 
likely to remain at their cur rent place of res i dence than to move. Black and His panic 
nonmover house holds are more likely to remain in their cur rent place of res i dence 
as tract sta tus increases. That inter ac tion is not sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant for White and 
Asian house holds, but it becomes pos i tive and sig nifi  cant when I remove the inter
ac tion between tract sta tus and house hold income from the mod els. These find ings 
sug gest that house hold income for Black and His panic house holds is not a good indi
ca tor of house hold wealth, which might allow house holds to remain in higher sta tus 
tracts lon ger. Another nota ble inter ac tion coef fi cient with house hold nonmover sta tus 
is that with tract per cent age Black. For all  groups, this inter ac tion is neg a tive and 
larger than other inter ac tions with house hold char ac ter is tics. This find ing sug gests 
that house holds are less likely to stay in neigh bor hoods with a higher per cent age of 
Black res i dents regard less of the race of the house hold head.

How have pat terns of sorting changed over time? Following Logan and Shin (2016), 
I address this ques tion by com put ing the ratio of the predicted con di tional prob a bil ity 
of liv ing in a cen sus tract given that tract’s racial/eth nic com po si tion or tract sta tus 
divided by the prob a bil ity of ran dom place ment within that house hold’s choice set. 
These con di tional prob a bil i ties adjust for changes over time in the neigh bor hood dis
tri bu tion in each house hold’s choice set, thereby cap tur ing changes in neigh bor hood 
selec tion net of changes in the dis tri bu tion of pos si ble des ti na tion tracts.

Figure 1 shows that Black, His panic, and Asian house holds have become more likely 
to live in a neigh bor hood with a higher per cent age of White res i dents. Changes over 
time are the most pro nounced for the Black pop u la tion, espe cially for the 1970–1990 
period—the period when Black–White met ro pol i tan seg re ga tion declined the most in 
the last 50 years. However, even in 2014, Black house holds were almost two times 
more likely to sort into tracts where the White pop u la tion was less than 20% and about 
one half as likely to sort into tracts where the White pop u la tion was more than 80%, 
com pared with picking a ran dom tract. The pat tern for His panic and Asian house holds 
fol lows an invertedU shape: house holds are most likely to select tracts that are in the 
mid dle of the per cent age White dis tri bu tion. The changes over time for the White pop u
la tion have pushed this group to select tracts with a some what lower per cent age of White 
res i dents, but White house holds remain more likely to sort into major ityWhite tracts.

In terms of the sorting on tract sta tus, the Black pop u la tion again changed the 
most mark edly over time, espe cially between 1970 and 1980 (Figure 2). Even with 
these changes, how ever, Black house holds are much more likely to sort into lower 
sta tus tracts. The same is true for His panic house holds. On the other hand, White 
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449Pathways to Residential Desegregation by Race

Fig. 1 Conditional predicted probability of living in a given census tract (ratio to random placement), by 
census tract percentage White, year, and race/ethnicity of householder (local polynomial smoothed curves)

Fig. 2 Conditional predicted probability of living in a given census tract (ratio to random placement), by 
census tract status, year, and race/ethnicity of householder (local polynomial smoothed curves)
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house holds have become some what more likely to live in higher sta tus tracts. This 
trend is con sis tent with pre vi ous research documenting the increas ing con cen tra tion 
of afflu ence over time (Owens 2016; Reardon and Bischoff 2011). The direc tion of 
the rela tion ship has changed for Asian house holds, which became more likely to 
select higher sta tus neigh bor hoods starting in 1980.

Counterfactual Scenarios of Residential Segregation

Tables 4 and 5 show observed and coun ter fac tual indexes of dis sim i lar ity at the met
ro pol i tan level based on the dis crete choice mod els. Specifically, Table 4 shows the 
observed and coun ter fac tual index of dis sim i lar ity based on coun ter fac tual sce nar ios 
for the White pop u la tion. Table 5 shows the observed and coun ter fac tual index of 
dis sim i lar ity for the Black, His panic, and Asian pop u la tions.

Counterfactual Scenario 1 pre dicts res i den tial seg re ga tion by race/eth nic ity using 
the full dis crete choice mod els. The dis crete choice regres sions pre dict the aver age 

Table 4 Weighted aver age of the index of dis sim i lar ity for all  met ro pol i tan areas, coun ter fac tual sce nar ios  
for White house holds

Observed 
D

Counterfactual 
Scenario 1:
Full Model

Counterfactual 
Scenario 2:
Tract Race 

Coefficients 
and Interactions 
With Tract Race 

Set to 0

Counterfactual 
Scenario 3:
Tract Status 
Coefficients 

and Interactions 
of Tract Status 
With Tenure 
and Income  

Set to 0

Counterfactual 
Scenario 4:

Coefficients From 
Model for the 

Black, His panic, or 
Asian Population 
Used to Predict 
Mobility of the 

White Population

Black–White Index of Dissimilarity
 1960 .80 .81 .78 .81 .65
 1970 .80 .81 .78 .80 .68
 1980 .73 .73 .71 .73 .61
 1990 .69 .68 .66 .68 .60
 2000 .65 .65 .63 .65 .57
 2010–2014 .69 .69 .69 .69 .63
His panic–White Index of Dissimilarity
 1960 .51 .51 .49 .51 .43
 1970 .47 .47 .45 .47 .41
 1980 .50 .50 .47 .49 .43
 1990 .49 .48 .46 .48 .43
 2000 .49 .49 .47 .49 .45
 2010–2014 .56 .56 .55 .55 .51
Asian–White Index of Dissimilarity
 1960 .58 .59 .55 .59 .49
 1970 .52 .53 .51 .52 .46
 1980 .43 .43 .42 .43 .38
 1990 .42 .42 .41 .42 .38
 2000 .43 .43 .42 .43 .40
 2010–2014 .48 .47 .46 .47 .43
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451Pathways to Residential Desegregation by Race

national seg re ga tion lev els quite accu rately and thus pres ent a rea son able model of 
sorting across neigh bor hoods. For exam ple, the aver age pop u la tionweighted Black–
White index of dis sim i lar ity in the 2010–2014 ACS is .69, and the predicted index is 
also .69.

Counterfactual Scenario 2 in Table 4 shows what would hap pen to res i den tial seg
re ga tion if the coef fi cients from the dis crete choice mod els on the racial com po si tion 
of a tract, the racial com po si tion of the surrounding area, and all  house holdlevel 
inter ac tions with tractlevel racial com po si tion are set to 0. This sce nario esti ma
tes what would hap pen to seg re ga tion if house holds did not sort across tracts on 
the basis of tract racial/eth nic com po si tion and other fac tors cor re lated with such 
com po si tion for which I could not con trol owing to data lim i ta tions. For exam ple, 
house holds might use tract racial/eth nic com po si tion as a proxy for other tract char
ac ter is tics, such as school qual ity, crime, and the future tra jec tory of prop erty val ues 
(Ellen 2000). The small dif fer ences between Scenario 1 and Scenario 2 in Table 4 
imply that at least in the short run, elim i nat ing this source of sorting for the White 
pop u la tion would not lead to any sub stan tial deseg re ga tion at the met ro pol i tan level.

Table 5 Weighted aver age of the index of dis sim i lar ity for all  met ro pol i tan areas, coun ter fac tual sce nar ios  
for Black, His panic, and Asian house holds

Observed 
D

Counterfactual 
Scenario 1:
Full Model

Counterfactual 
Scenario 2:
Tract Race 

Coefficients 
and Interactions 
With Tract Race 

Set to 0

Counterfactual 
Scenario 3:
Tract Status 
Coefficients 

and Interactions 
of Tract Status 
With Tenure 
and Income  

Set to 0

Counterfactual 
Scenario 5:

Coefficients From 
Model for the 

White Population 
Used to Predict 

the Mobility of the 
Black, His panic, or 
Asian Population

Black–White Index of Dissimilarity
 1960 .80 .79 .65 .79 .62
 1970 .80 .80 .69 .79 .66
 1980 .73 .73 .63 .73 .59
 1990 .69 .68 .60 .68 .57
 2000 .65 .65 .57 .64 .54
 2010–2014 .69 .68 .62 .68 .59
His panic–White Index of Dissimilarity
 1960 .51 .52 .43 .55 .37
 1970 .47 .47 .40 .50 .36
 1980 .50 .50 .43 .50 .38
 1990 .49 .49 .44 .50 .40
 2000 .49 .49 .45 .49 .41
 2010–2014 .56 .55 .51 .54 .47
Asian–White Index of Dissimilarity
 1960 .58 .55 .49 .55 .46
 1970 .52 .48 .44 .49 .42
 1980 .43 .39 .35 .39 .33
 1990 .42 .40 .36 .40 .33
 2000 .43 .42 .38 .42 .36
 2010–2014 .48 .47 .42 .46 .36
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Sorting on tract racial/eth nic com po si tion, how ever, is a more pro nounced fac tor 
in the seg re ga tion of Black, His panic, and Asian house holds (see Table 5). For exam
ple, in the 2010–2014 ACS, the dif fer ence between Scenario 1 and Scenario 2 for the 
Black pop u la tion is 6 points. The mod els in this study can not eval u ate the pre cise 
mech a nism behind these find ings because I do not have access to data on pref er ences 
or neigh bor hood search strat e gies; nor can the mod els eval u ate the longrun impli
ca tions of sorting on tract racial/eth nic com po si tion. However, the results are con sis
tent with pre vi ous find ings on hous ing searches show ing that Black house holds are 
unfa mil iar with major ityWhite neigh bor hoods and fear poten tial hos til ity in such 
neigh bor hoods (Krysan and Bader 2007, 2009; Krysan et al. 2009). The results are 
also con sis tent with find ings show ing that existing lev els of seg re ga tion cou pled with 
shortdis tance moves make Black and His panic house holds’ hous ing choices highly 
clus tered around areas where Black and His panic house holds are already over rep re
sented (Bruch and Swait 2019). Audit stud ies of dis crim i na tion in the hous ing mar
ket have dem on strated that real estate agents’ steering of the Black pop u la tion has 
increased over time (Oh and Yinger 2015) and that hous ing agents are more likely 
to devi ate from a Black house hold’s ini tial request to inspect a par tic u lar house than 
from a White house hold’s request (Ondrich et al. 2003). Taken together, the find ings 
for Counterfactual Scenario 2 shown in Tables 4 and 5 imply that the hous ing mar ket 
lim its the options of Black and His panic house holds, thus pro duc ing stron ger sorting 
on tract racial/eth nic com po si tion for Black and His panic house holds than for White 
house holds.

The results for Counterfactual Scenario 2 in Table 5 also imply that the bar ri ers to 
deseg re ga tion for the Black, His panic, and Asian pop u la tions from the White pop u
la tion have decreased over time. For exam ple, the dif fer ence between Counterfactual 
Scenario 1 and Counterfactual Scenario 2 for 1960 is .14 points for the Black pop u la
tion, .10 points for the His panic pop u la tion, and .06 points for the Asian pop u la tion. 
The respec tive num bers using the 2010–2014 ACS are .06, .04, and .05, respec tively. 
These changes show that over time, nonWhite house holds have started to move in 
ways that make sorting on tract race/eth nic ity and its cor re lates less con se quen tial for 
met ro pol i tanlevel seg re ga tion.

Counterfactual Scenario 3 in Tables 4 and 5 shows that sorting on tract sta tus is 
not a large source of racial res i den tial seg re ga tion for any group in the anal y sis. These 
results are in line with pre vi ous research show ing that Black–White seg re ga tion 
across categories of income, edu ca tion, and occu pa tion is often as high as the over all 
seg re ga tion mea sure for the Black pop u la tion (Farley 1995; Fischer 2003; Iceland  
et al. 2005; Massey and Denton 1993; Massey and Fischer 1999). In addi tional  
coun ter fac tual ana ly ses avail  able upon request, I also esti mated what would hap
pen to racial seg re ga tion if (1) the inter ac tions between all  tract char ac ter is tics and 
whether the house hold has chil dren in school and (2) the var i able for dis tance to work 
were all  set to 0. The esti ma tes for both coun ter fac tual sce nar ios were within .01 
points of the results for Counterfactual Scenario 1.

Instead, the larg est poten tial decrease in racial seg re ga tion would result from 
chang ing the neigh bor hood sorting behav ior of White house holds so that it matches 
the sorting behav ior of nonWhite house holds, or vice versa. The results from Counter
factual Scenarios 4 and 5 (shown in Tables 4 and 5, respec tively) apply the coef fi
cients from the dis crete choice mod els for the Black, His panic, and Asian  pop u la tions 
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453Pathways to Residential Desegregation by Race

to the White pop u la tion, and vice versa. For 2014, the dif fer ence between Scenario 1  
and Scenario 4 for the White pop u la tion is 6 points for the Black–White index of 
dis sim i lar ity, 5 points for the His panic–White index of dis sim i lar ity, and 4 points for 
the Asian–White index of dis sim i lar ity (Table 4). The cor re spond ing num bers for  
the dif fer ence between Scenarios 1 and 5 are 9, 8, and 11 points (Table 5). As with the  
dif fer ences between Scenario 1 and Scenario 2, the dif fer ences between Scenario 1 
and either Scenario 4 or Scenario 5 decreased over time for the Black and His panic 
pop u la tions, pointing to the narrowing of the dif fer ences in sorting across neigh bor
hoods for house holds of dif fer ent racial/eth nic groups. They also sug gest that the 
tractlevel sorting of the pop u la tion is far from disrupting cur rent pat terns of racial 
res i den tial seg re ga tion.

All num bers in Tables 4 and 5 show nationallevel aver ages for the index of dis sim
i lar ity. What are the com par a tive fig ures for indi vid ual met ro pol i tan areas? I use the 
nationallevel dis crete choice mod els to pre dict seg re ga tion lev els in the top 20 met
ro pol i tan areas by pop u la tion in the 2010–2014 ACS. As Table 6 shows, the national 
level dis crete choice mod els pre dict observed seg re ga tion lev els in most of these met
ro pol i tan areas quite accu rately. The pre dic tions devi ate the most in areas where one 
group is a small per cent age of the total pop u la tion (e.g., Black house holds are about 
7% of San Diego’s pop u la tion; His panic house holds are about 3% of the St. Louis 
pop u la tion). Even in these met ro pol i tan areas, the coun ter fac tual pre dic tion for the 
White pop u la tion is within .01 points of observed val ues, whereas the coun ter fac tual 
pre dic tion for the nonWhite pop u la tion underpredicts the observed seg re ga tion lev
els. Evaluating the dif fer ences in house hold sorting for indi vid ual met ro pol i tan areas 
is beyond the scope of this study. However, the results in Table 6 sug gest that once 
dif fer ences in the met ro pol i tan dis tri bu tion of poten tial tract des ti na tions are taken 
into account, the house holdlevel cor re lates of mobil ity and sorting across tracts are 
very sim i lar in large met ro pol i tan areas, where a sub stan tial pro por tion of the non
White pop u la tion lives.

Discussion

Opportunities for mobil ity across neigh bor hoods in the United States are still shaped 
by pro found struc tural bar ri ers in the hous ing mar ket, with racial/eth nic groups mov
ing within dis tinct hous ing sub mar kets (Bruch and Swait 2019; Crowder et al. 2012; 
Sampson and Sharkey 2008). This study quantifies the extent to which chang ing how 
house holds sort across neigh bor hoods would change met ro pol i tanlevel hous ing 
seg re ga tion in the short term. A longstand ing ques tion in the lit er a ture on res i den tial 
sorting in U.S. met ro pol i tan areas regards the rel a tive impor tance of race/eth nic ity, 
income, and other fac tors in pro duc ing seg re gated mobil ity net works. Addressing 
this ques tion, I pre dict what would hap pen at the met ro pol i tan level if either sorting 
on a par tic u lar tract char ac ter is tic were elim i nated or the impor tance of that char ac
ter is tic for house hold sorting changed. I show that elim i nat ing sorting on neigh bor
hood racial/eth nic com po si tion and fac tors cor re lated with it for the White pop u la tion 
would not pro duce appre cia ble declines in res i den tial seg re ga tion, at least in the short 
term. As a grow ing group of schol ars have noted, seg re ga tion in the United States has 
reached selfsus tain ing lev els: existing seg re ga tion begets future seg re ga tion through 
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seg re gated house hold mobil ity net works that can operate even in the absence of dis
crim i na tion or strong pref er ences for samerace neigh bors (Krysan and Crowder 
2017). Short moves, moves that are tied to a job loca tion or social net works, or moves 
to neigh bor hoods with which a house hold is famil iar repro duce seg re ga tion. This is 
not to say that race or eth nic ity is not impor tant in the mobil ity flows of house holds. 
On the con trary, decades of pub lic and pri vate rac ist prac tices in the hous ing mar ket 
have cre ated the con di tions under which high lev els of racial seg re ga tion can repro
duce them selves at the met ro pol i tan level with out direct sorting on tract racial com
po si tion being an out sized driver of seg re ga tion at the met ro pol i tan level.

From a the o ret i cal per spec tive, the coun ter fac tual sce nar ios presented empha size 
the need to rethink assump tions about the extent of met ro pol i tanlevel deseg re ga tion 
that could result from changes in indi vid uallevel mobil ity, espe cially if those changes 
occur along a sin gle neigh bor hood dimen sion. Where house holds move is simul ta
neously pred i cated upon many neigh bor hood char ac ter is tics (Emerson et al. 2001; 
Quillian 2015; Swaroop and Krysan 2011). Because major ityWhite tracts tend to have 
more afflu ent res i dents and more expen sive hous ing and tend to be near other major ity 
White tracts, solely elim i nat ing sorting on neigh bor hood racial com po si tion may result 
in sur pris ingly small declines in seg re ga tion if house holds con tinue to churn within 
tracts that are close to one another (Krysan and Crowder 2017; Quillian 2015).

The coun ter fac tual sce nar ios in this study also call for reevaluating the impli ca
tions of the dom i nant the o ret i cal per spec tives of seg re ga tion for met ro pol i tanlevel 
deseg re ga tion. If seg re ga tion is not only an out come but also a driver of seg re gated 
mobil ity net works, then ana ly ses of house holdlevel mobil ity need to attend to how 
met ro pol i tanlevel struc ture repro duces itself through its effects on house hold sorting 
(Krysan and Crowder 2017; Sampson and Sharkey 2008). This notion implies that 
rather than conducting tests to adju di cate between the pri macy of house holdlevel 
racial fac tors or socio eco nomic resources in pro duc ing dis pa rate mobil ity out comes, 
seg re ga tion schol ars need to attend to both the eco log i cal con text in which house hold 
mobil ity occurs and the simul ta neous func tion ing of mul ti ple neigh bor hood attri butes 
that pro duce dura ble seg re ga tion.

From a pol icy per spec tive, poten tial ini tia tives aimed at dis man tling seg re ga tion 
must con tend with the fact that chang ing seg re gated pat terns of mobil ity might mean 
chang ing sev eral dimen sions of sorting across neigh bor hoods simul ta neously. For 
instance, con sider the cur rent debate around munic i pal zon ing reg u la tions and the 
fight for the expan sion of afford able hous ing in sub ur ban neigh bor hoods. Given that 
sorting on tract sta tus is not a large source of racial seg re ga tion, the impacts of zon ing 
pol icy changes on deseg re ga tion remain unclear unless such pol i cies also incen tiv ize 
mobil ity changes that pro duce deseg re ga tion by race. Policy prac ti tion ers have also 
advo cated for an expan sion of voucher mobil ity pro grams that pro vide house holds 
with hous ing search assis tance and finan cial sup port for mobil ity costs (Bergman et al. 
2020; DeLuca and Rosenblatt 2017). Such mobil ity pro grams have been suc cess ful 
in pro duc ing inte gra tive moves pre cisely because they have attended to the mul ti ple 
“teth ers” that pull Black and His panic house holds to famil iar neigh bor hoods (Kry
san and Crowder 2017) by pro vid ing emo tional and finan cial sup port to mov ers and 
bro ker ing the pro cess with land lords (DeLuca and Rosenblatt 2017). If these types 
of pro grams can help Black and His panic house holds for whom elim i nat ing sort
ing on neigh bor hood racial com po si tion would pro duce a larger drop in metrolevel 
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seg re ga tion, then racial/eth nic seg re ga tion might decline over a short period with a 
suf fi cient num ber of inte gra tive moves.

The ana ly ses in this study have sev eral lim i ta tions that should be addressed in 
fur ther research. First, I could not con trol for the dis tance that house holds moved. I 
also did not have access to data show ing where house holds looked for hous ing. In 
the absence of such data, the esti ma tes presented here may over state the poten tial for 
deseg re ga tion because they are based on the assump tion that house holds could con
sider any neigh bor hood in their cur rent met ro pol i tan area. Future research could use 
a lon gi tu di nal data set, such as the Panel Study of Income Dynamics, to build dis crete 
choice mod els that include covariates describ ing mov ers’ ori gin tracts and the res i
den tial loca tions of close kin. The coef fi cients from these mod els can then feed into 
sim u la tions of res i den tial seg re ga tion using the longform decen nial cen sus or ACS 
data sets used here. In addi tion, because my coun ter fac tual sce nar ios are based on 
pop u la tion sorting over a sin gle year, they can not eval u ate the longterm poten tial for 
deseg re ga tion. A sim u la tion that extends the mobil ity of the pop u la tion over mul ti ple 
years would be  able to dem on strate what will hap pen to seg re ga tion in the long run. 
Future research should also con sider more explic itly how the eco log i cal struc ture of 
met ro pol i tan areas plays into house holds’ mobil ity pro cesses. For exam ple, using the 
meth od ol ogy outlined in this study, research ers can com pare spe cific met ro pol i tan 
areas that expe ri enced deseg re ga tion over time with those that did not; they can cre
ate metrospe cific neigh bor hood choice sets for house holds using local knowl edge 
of how the hous ing mar ket operates or infor ma tion on the geo graphic bound aries of 
school dis tricts and munic i pal i ties. Examining how the results change under dif fer
ent assump tions of where house holds search for hous ing and the role of insti tu tions, 
such as schools, in those searches could elu ci date the mech a nisms behind pop u la tion 
sorting based on race/eth nic ity and socio eco nomic resources. ■
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