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G!enerally speaking, housing and housing policy is a domain that has not 
been subjected to extensive scrutiny by implicit bias researchers, even 
though some scholars have asserted that implicit bias may infiltrate the 

housing rental market even more than the employment/hiring realm (see, e.g., 
Schwemm, 2007). Some studies have explored implicit bias in housing but not 
with the depth and intensity that has been devoted to other domains, such as 
health care and criminal justice. In spite of the relatively few studies making 
direct connections between housing and the operation of implicit bias, there is 
considerable evidence that suggests the influence of implicit bias in this sphere 
(see, generally, “Township of Mount Holly v. Mt. Holly Gardens,” asserting that 
“underlying implicit biases play a large role in housing decision-making that 
perpetuates segregation,” p. 7). Moreover, whether buying or renting, the process 
of acquiring housing is often extensive, with multiple stages and many actors 
involved. The complexity of this process creates an environment in which im-
plicit biases may infiltrate numerous steps throughout these proceedings. This 
chapter reviews the existing research and seeks to encourage further scientific 
inquiries in this domain.

USING PAIRED TESTER / AUDIT STUDIES TO EXAMINE DISCRIMINATION

One popular technique for examining discrimination is the use of paired-testing 
studies, also known as audit studies. This research method places two testers—one 
White and one non-White—who are comparably matched on various characteris-
tics (e.g., age, gender, etc.) into a particular social or economic setting (Bertrand 
& Mullainathan, 2004). The testers are carefully trained to present themselves as 
alike as possible, such as posing the same questions and asserting similar prefer-
ences during their interactions (M. A. Turner, et al., 2013). Given that the testers’ 
self-presentation and interests are parallel, the underlying logic is that they should 

“...WHATEVER THE UNDERLYING CAUSES 
OF IMPLICIT BIAS MAY PROVE TO BE, ITS 
EXISTENCE PROVIDES AN ADDITIONAL LAYER 
OF INSIGHT INTO WHY HOUSING INEQUALITY 
AND SEGREGATION PERSIST DESPITE THE 
DISMANTLING OF AN EXPRESS RACIAL 
ORDER IN AMERICAN PROPERTY LAW.”

Professor Michelle Wilde Anderson & Dr. Victoria C. Plaut, 2012, p. 44
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receive the same treatment; therefore, systematic differences in treatment are 
seen as evidence of discrimination (M. A. Turner, et al., 2013). The goal of paired 
testing is to assess the level or frequency of differential treatment in a given 
context, such as seeking to secure housing (National Research Council, 2002).

Begun in the late 1970s, the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Develop-
ment (HUD) has done nationwide paired-testing studies approximately once 
a decade in an effort to measure the extent of discrimination in U.S. housing 
markets (M. A. Turner, et al., 2013). Following the first study in 1977, subsequent 
iterations occurred in 1989, 2000, and most recently in 2012. While the first study 
examined only the differential treatment experiences by Blacks as opposed to 
Whites (see Wienk, Reid, Simonson, & Eggers, 1979), more recent editions have 
expanded to include Hispanic and Asian renters and homebuyers (see, e.g., M. 
A. Turner, et al., 2013).

These HUD studies have documented the persistence of housing discrimination, 
and the latest edition is no exception. Released in June 2013, in this latest report 
HUD employed this matched tester research method more than 8,000 times in 28 
metropolitan areas. The results were striking. As a mere taste of the many dispa-
rate findings, consider the following (all from M. A. Turner, et al., 2013):

 ■ Among those seeking to rent, Black, Hispanic, and Asian renters all were both 
told about and shown fewer housing units than equally qualified White renters. 
More specifically, compared to Whites, Blacks were told about 11.4% fewer units 
and shown 4.2% fewer units. Prospective Hispanic renters fared even more poorly 
compared to Whites, being told about 12.5% fewer units and shown 7.5% fewer 
units. Asians were told about nearly 10% fewer units than Whites (9.8%) and 
were shown 6.6% fewer units.

 ■ Among prospective homebuyers, Black and Asian homebuyers were both told 
about and shown fewer houses than equally qualified Whites. The gap between 
units discussed with prospective Black and Asian homebuyers compared to Whites 
were 17% fewer units for Blacks and 15.5% for Asians. The number of units Blacks 
and Asians were able to see indicate even larger disparities compared to Whites. 
Blacks were shown 17.7% fewer units and Asians were shown 18.8% fewer units.

 ■ The differences in treatment that Hispanic homebuyers experienced were not 
statistically significant from what the White testers experienced.

Moreover, the extent of the discrimination uncovered by HUD is even more alarm-
ing in light of the report’s acknowledgment that “the results reported here prob-
ably understate the total level of discrimination that occurs in the marketplace” 
(M. A. Turner, et al., 2013, p. 3). Indeed, while these matched tester studies are 
insightful, advocates and researchers have noted the imperfections and meth-
odological shortcomings of these audits, often concluding that discrimination 
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may in fact be worse than the matched tester data findings indicate (see, e.g., 
Freiberg, 2013; Heckman, 1998). 

Reflecting on how the 2013 compares to previous iterations of these HUD studies, 
lead researcher Margery Austin Turner contemplated on the implications of these 
results. With a nod to the more subtle, implicit nature of prejudice in modern 
society, she wrote, “Although the most blatant forms of housing discrimination 
(refusing to meet with a minority homeseeker or provide information about any 
available units) have declined since HUD’s first national paired-testing study in 
1977, the forms that persist (providing information about fewer units) raise the 
costs of housing search for minorities and restrict their housing options” (M. 
Turner, 2013). 

Others have furthered the connection between implicit biases and the outcomes 
of these housing audit studies. Using these paired-testing studies as an example 
to illustrate their point, Bertrand et al. indicated that “we find it reasonable to hy-
pothesize that several .. .  documented forms of differential treatment may, in part, 
reflect such implicit associations” (Bertrand, et al., 2005, p. 95). In addition, in a 
discussion regarding the role of implicit associations, Quillian affirmed that im-
plicit prejudice is likely to undergird the discrimination documented by housing 
audit studies (Quillian, 2008).

HOME VALUATIONS AND PRICE DIFFERENTIALS

Given that numerous variables are involved in the pricing of a home when it is 
placed on the market (e.g., location, condition, recent comparable sales, etc.) and 
the multiple actors involved in housing transactions (e.g., buyers, sellers, real-
tors, mortgage brokers, home inspectors, etc.), attempting to understand the ways 
in which implicit racial bias may infiltrate this lengthy process is no small task. 
Research suggests that implicit bias plays a role in “explaining the connection 
between property values and racial stereotyping of space” (“Township of Mount 
Holly v. Mt. Holly Gardens,” p. 17). 

For example, a 2012 working paper by Bayer et al. examined over two million re-
peat-sales housing transactions in four metropolitan areas over two decades to 
understand the extent of racial price differentials and the possibility of race prej-
udice being an explanatory factor for these differentials. In terms of price differ-
entials, the researchers revealed that Black and Hispanic buyers pay an average 
2% premium for comparable housing compared to White buyers; this percentage 
is statistically significant (Bayer, Casey, Ferreira, & McMillan, 2013). Moreover, 
when controlling for buyer attributes such as income, wealth, and credit access, 
average premiums paid by Black and Hispanic homebuyers increase to nearly 3% 
(Bayer, et al., 2013). In terms of the explanation for these robust premiums, Bayer 
et al. did not find any evidence of explicit racial bias on the part of sellers. While 
not directly addressing the possibility of implicit bias, they do leave the door 
open for its consideration when they write, “The lack of same-race preference on 
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the part of sellers, however, makes it less clear whether such differentials actu-
ally represent the consequences of discriminatory behavior or are an artifact of 
some other process related to home-buying” (Bayer, et al., 2013, p. 16). Moreover, 
in a nod to audit studies, they note that they “cannot rule out that animosity or 
prejudice may lead to the exclusion of minority buyers from purchasing certain 
properties in the first place” (Bayer, et al., 2013, p. 18). Further research is needed 
to explore the exact role that implicit bias may play in these price differentials.

Findings from other studies suggest that Whites use race (often implicitly) as 
a proxy for neighborhood characteristics such as housing values and proper-
ty upkeep. One study considered the extent of this association and asserted 
that race “has a stranglehold on how people think about and perceive neighbor-
hoods—even neighborhoods that, on the face of it, are identical” (Krysan, Farley, 
& Couper, 2008, p. 20). Findings indicated that Whites’ evaluations of neighbor-
hoods were significantly associated with residents’ races, revealing that Whites 
assumed that the housing stock in neighborhoods with Black residents was less 
likely to appreciate in value (Krysan, et al., 2008). The researchers noted that the 
biases Whites hold against neighborhoods with Black residents may stem, at least 
in part, from unconscious biases. 

ASSISTANCE FROM REAL ESTATE PROFESSIONALS

Implicit racial biases may also act as a subtle influence on rental and real estate 
agents. Some studies suggest discriminatory behavior by these agents, such as 
providing less information about available units or relevant financial incentives 
to minority customers (see, e.g., Choi, Ondrich, & Yinger, 2005; Yinger, 1998). For 
example, among the considerations in a 2005 study that used data from the nation-
al 1989 and 2000 HUD housing discrimination audit studies was the assistance 
(or lack thereof ) provided by real estate agents to individuals seeking housing. 
Specific financial assistance measures examined included “whether the agent 
explicitly offered to help a tester with obtaining a mortgage, whether the agent 
provided a list of recommended lenders, and whether the agent discussed the 
down payment necessary to purchase the advertised or similarly priced units” 
(S. L. Ross & Turner, 2005, p. 163). Among the results, Hispanics experienced 
relatively comparable treatment while searching for owner-occupied housing; 
however, their real estate agents provided less assistance with respect to obtain-
ing a mortgage (S. L. Ross & Turner, 2005). The implications of this lack of guid-
ance “may limit the choices and options available to minorities, especially first-
time homebuyers” (S. L. Ross & Turner, 2005, p. 177). 

RACE AND PERCEPTIONS OF NEIGHBORHOOD CRIME

Considering implicit bias with respect to space and place expands our focus 
from not merely individual actors, but also to the “socially shared meanings 
that develop from and reinforce group relations,” according to Anderson and 
Plaut (Anderson & Plaut, 2012, p. 32). Research has established the association 
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between certain racial groups and neighborhood conditions, such as perceptions 
of crime. When it comes to property-related decision making, pervasive implicit 
biases can further the perception that predominantly Black neighborhoods suffer 
from crime (Anderson & Plaut, 2012). Compellingly, this implicit association can 
exist even despite evidence to the contrary. For example, a 2001 study considered 
the relationship between neighborhood racial composition and residents’ per-
ceptions of their neighborhood’s level of crime. Using data from the late 1990s 
in Chicago, Baltimore, and Seattle, the researchers found a positive association 
between the percentage of young Black men in a neighborhood and perceived 
crime, even when controlling for a variety of neighborhood characteristics (Quil-
lian & Pager, 2001). More specifically, the standardized effect of the percentage 
of young Black men was found to be one of the best predictors of neighborhood 
crime severity (Quillian & Pager, 2001). Having noted the “distorted perceptions 
in which the association of Blackness and criminality is systematically overrated,” 
Quillian and Pager suggested that a powerful mental association exists between 
race and crime, so much so that these perceptions overwhelm any actual asso-
ciations that exist (p. 722).

Moreover, research by B. Keith Payne further underscores the implicit association 
between crime and race. His 2001 study found that study participants who were 
primed with Black faces were able to more quickly identify guns (as opposed to 
hand tools) than when they were primed with White faces (Payne, 2001). More-
over, participants also misidentified tools as guns more often when exposed to a 
Black face prime (Payne, 2001). Given that crime levels are often considerations of 
individuals when assessing housing possibilities in prospective neighborhoods, 
the implicit association that exists between Blackness and crime can skew per-
ceptions of neighborhoods with Black residents, regardless of actual crime levels 
(Anderson & Plaut, 2012). 

RACE AND PERCEPTIONS NEIGHBORHOOD DISORDER

Implicit biases can also be manifested in race-based perceptions of neighbor-
hood disorder. Like the perceptions of crime discussed in the previous section, 
social science research suggests that the racial composition of a neighborhood 
affects perceptions of the level of disorder present in the neighborhood, often 
regardless of the actual signs of disorder (Anderson & Plaut, 2012; Sampson & 
Raudenbush, 2004). Several studies address this topic.

Work by Sampson and Raudenbush investigated perceptions of disorder, specif-
ically considering how the neighborhood context (e.g., racial, ethnic, socioeco-
nomic structure) affects perceptions of disorder beyond objective, systematic 
assessments thereof. Considering the role of implicit bias, they argue that the 
association between the racial composition of a neighborhood and perceptions 
of disorder should be independent of the observer’s own racial/ethnic character-
istics (Sampson & Raudenbush, 2004). Indeed, in their multifaceted study that 
spanned approximately 500 block groups in Chicago, the researchers found that 
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“Blacks are no less likely than Whites to be influenced by racial composition in 
predicting disorder” (Sampson & Raudenbush, 2004, p. 336). Models indicated 
that the social and ethnic composition of neighborhoods held a positive and 
highly significant association with perceived disorder (Sampson & Raudenbush, 
2004). In short, minority presence in neighborhoods affected perceptions of dis-
order for both Blacks and Whites beyond the presence of actual, systematically 
observed disorder.

More recently, a 2013 article by Wickes et al. provides further support for Sampson 
and Raudenbush (2004). Wickes and colleagues focused on whether residents’ ob-
servations of the minority composition of a given area distorts their perceptions 
of disorder. Reflecting on previous research by Chiricos and colleagues that the 
perception of minorities rather than their actual presence matters when perceiving 
neighborhoods (Chiricos, McEntire, & Gertz, 2001), Wickes et al. sought to explicate 
the connection between “seeing” minorities and perceiving disorder. Researchers 
used a survey of nearly 10,000 residents within nearly 300 neighborhoods in two 
Australian cities to pursue this inquiry. Wickes and colleagues found that when 
residents overestimated the presence of minorities in their neighborhood, they 
also perceived greater disorder, and this relationship remained significant even 
after controlling for an extensive number of individual and community charac-
teristics (Wickes, Hipp, Zahnow, & Mazerolle, 2013). Thus, due to implicit biases, 
“how residents ‘see’ others in their neighborhood has significant implications for 
perceptions of neighborhood problems” (Wickes, et al., 2013, p. 547).

In sum, implicit biases may “reinforce disadvantage and disinvestment in neigh-
borhoods such that racial, ethnic, and class composition of an area become aligned 
with particular ‘kinds’ of places, inhabited by certain ‘types’ of people” (Wickes, et 
al., 2013, p. 523). Sampson and Raudenbush make the implicit bias and disorder 
connection more forcefully, asserting that “implicit bias in perceptions of disor-
der may be one of the underappreciated causes of continued racial segregation” 
(Sampson & Raudenbush, 2004, p. 337). 

NEIGHBORHOOD DEMOGRAPHICS AND INTERACTIONS

Residential racial/ethnic segregation in the United States is an extensive and 
well-documented phenomenon (see, e.g., Frey & Myers, 2005; Glaeser & Vigdor, 
2001; Iceland, Weinberg, & Steinmetz, 2002). However, in contrast to the segre-
gated neighborhood demographic trends we observe, some sources indicate 
that housing segregation is not necessarily a byproduct of residents’ explicit 
desires. For example, a 2012 ERASE Racism report examined the housing and 
neighborhood preferences of African Americans on Long Island. In contrast to 
the common (mis)perception that Blacks desire to live in communities that are 
largely Black, the vast majority of respondents asserted that given the option, they 
would choose to live in a racially mixed neighborhood (Erase Racism, 2012). Only 
1% of respondents preferred an all-Black neighborhood. Moreover, nearly 70% 
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of individuals surveyed favored a racially mixed neighborhood that was evenly 
divided between Black and White residents. 

While many factors contribute to the segregated housing patterns we observe, 
one of the outcomes of living in largely homogenous areas is that many people 
lack intergroup exposure. This dearth of exposure to and personal engagement 
with members of other racial groups can perpetuate implicit biases. Notably, the 
scholarly literature suggests that diverse spaces that allow for intergroup contact 
can have a debiasing effect on individuals (Pettigrew, 1997; Pettigrew & Tropp, 
2006; Telzer, et al., 2013). Diverse neighborhoods may provide an environment 
for prolonged interpersonal contact, and research indicates that “being embed-
ded in naturally existing local environments that facilitate positive contact with 
members of stereotyped groups create and reinforce positive implicit associations, 
thereby counteracting implicit bias” (Dasgupta, 2013, p. 247; see also Dasgupta 
& Rivera, 2008). Research by Telzer and colleagues qualifies this claim slightly, 
noting that while neighborhood diversity may contribute to interracial contact, 
perhaps more important for children is having cross-race friends and classmates, 
as a school context provides for extensive hours of intergroup peer interactions 
(Telzer, et al., 2013).

 

A CALL FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

In short, while implicit bias research in the housing realm is not particularly robust, 
existing scholarly evidence suggests that these unconscious biases influence a 
range of real estate interactions and transactions. “Even when housing provid-
ers and lending institutions are not consciously making biased decisions, their 
actions and behavior are often primed by stereotypes and subconscious or un-
conscious perceptions of minority homeseekers throughout the housing process” 
(“Township of Mount Holly v. Mt. Holly Gardens,” p. 21). Given the complex dy-
namics surrounding the various actors engaged in any housing transaction, ad-
ditional research is needed to further examine and explain the multitude of ways 
in which implicit racial biases operates in this domain.


