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Abstract

:

This study examined neighborhood racial and socioeconomic characteristics associated with housing discrimination (HD) in the Detroit Metropolitan Area, Michigan. Using novel neighborhood level data from the Fair Housing Center of Metropolitan Detroit in combination with the American Community Survey, incidence rate ratios (IRRs) were derived to examine associations between HD cases and percentage of homeowners, non-Hispanic White (NHW) residents, and median income. Models were stratified to examine these associations for race-, disability- and rent-related HD outcomes. Between 2008–2017, 988 HD incidents were reported. Independently, neighborhood proportion NHW, income, and homeownership were inversely associated with all-types of HD. Jointly, the neighborhood predictors remained significant indicators. Similar patterns were observed in race-, disability- and rent-related HD when neighborhood predictors were examined independently. In the joint models, household income no longer predicted race-related HD, while proportion NHW no longer predicted disability- and rent-related HD. Results suggest HD may be more frequent in neighborhoods with greater proportions of NHB or Hispanic residents, those with lower incomes, and greater proportion of rental households. These findings have great social and health implications and warrant further exploration of how HD contributes to social and health inequities in lower income, predominantly NHB and Hispanic neighborhoods and those with more renters.
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1. Introduction


In the U.S., beyond the financial barriers of obtaining and maintaining a home, housing policies and real estate markets have disproportionately benefited non-Hispanic Whites (NHW) and those with higher incomes [1,2]. In an effort to address inequities in housing, the Fair Housing Act (FHA) of 1968, as amended, prohibits discrimination based on race, color, religion, sex, national origin, disabilities, and familial status [3]. Many state or local laws also prohibit discrimination based on marital status, sexual orientation, source of income, military and veteran status, or age. For example, Michigan’s Elliot–Larsen Civil Rights Act also prohibits discrimination based on age and marital status [4], while the City of Detroit further prohibits discrimination based on public benefit status, sexual orientation, and gender identity or expression [5]. The FHA protects residents from housing discrimination, defined as unequal treatment, when trying to buy, rent, lease, sell, or finance a home based on the characteristics described above [3]. Beyond its protection against discrimination, the FHA is a critical piece of legislation that ensures all communities are accessible and provide opportunities for individuals and families to live with quality schools, healthy foods, and access to resources among other opportunities that will influence their lives [3,6]. Yet, despite these legal protections, housing discrimination continues to be a major social problem in the U.S. [7].



In 2018, the National Fair Housing Alliance reported approximately 31,202 cases of housing discrimination across the country, based on reports to various agencies including Fair Housing Organizations (FHO), the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), Fair Housing Assistance Programs (FHAP), and the Department of Justice (DOJ). This represents a 14.7% increase from 2017 [7]. In both 2017 and 2018, discrimination based on disability was the dominant type of complaint (56.3% of cases), followed by race-based discrimination (18.75%) [7]. Discriminatory transactions were most commonly reported in the context of rental-related housing (83.4%), while lower rates were reported at the time of purchasing a home including discrimination at the time of real-estate sales transactions (2.62%), mortgage lending requests (1.06%), and obtaining homeowner’s insurance (0.12%) [7]. Although discrimination at the time of purchasing a home may be less, these actions can have greater consequences on a household’s possibility to attain stability and wealth accumulation through ownership [8]. Over the last twenty years there has been an increase in the number of reported cases. Although these increases may be attributed in part to improved reporting measures (e.g., awareness, education), the numbers have almost doubled in this period, raising concern that these trends may reflect real increases in discriminatory incidents [6]. Housing discrimination cases tend to be underreported, given the lack of awareness and education about these civil rights among the general population, furthering concern that the increase in reported incidents reflects exacerbations of housing discrimination [9,10].



1.1. Neighborhood Effects of Housing Discrimination


Research on housing discrimination has generally focused on the consequences of race-based housing discrimination as it contributes to residential segregation and in turn, restriction of people of color to under-resourced and less desired areas [11,12,13]. Much of the literature has focused on largely two underlying causes for discrimination: prejudice, where housing agents withhold opportunities based on their racist views and beliefs against people of color; and profiteering, where largely, racists views and beliefs influence an agents expected rate of return [14,15]. In a paper by Galster [11], neighborhood influences on racial discrimination in housing are described as driven by two main theories, the customer prejudice theory and the rip-off theory. Within the ‘customer prejudice’ theory, Galster discusses how housing agents (realtors or landlords) seek to maximize their profits by using discrimination in order to maintain the business of their white customers [11]. Furthermore, upon establishing themselves only among white customers, by introducing minorities into an all-white neighborhood may result in retaliations and loss of business [11,16]. Therefore, in theory, discrimination would be more likely in all-white areas where there is belief that current white residents are prejudiced. In the ‘rip-off theory’, discrimination occurs in neighborhoods where there are a ‘nontrivial’ percentage of racialized minorities, where white residents are likely to purchase homes at a discounted rate while racialized minorities are willing to purchase at or above market value [17]. A third theory, the statistical theory, which has been used to study both sex-based and race/ethnicity-based discrimination, implies that rental agents, or landlords, are profit maximizer and, thus, from a cost or revenue perspective, ethnic or female-headed households are less profitable on average [18,19]. For example, female-headed households may have lower or less reliable income sources due to gender biases in the work force. This would then result in rent markup for females compared to their male counterparts as a way to compensate for this ‘higher risk’ that rental agents were assuming [20,21].



Despite the cause, discrimination not only impedes people of color from living in better neighborhoods, but it also prevents people from investing in neighborhoods that are predominantly of color [14]. These forms of discrimination have largely been referred to as differential treatment discrimination and disparate impact discrimination, where in the former, equally qualified individuals are treated differently due to their race or ethnicity, while in the latter, a general policy can disqualify people of color due to existing inequities [15]. For example, although landlords can request credit scores as part of the application process, there is existing evidence of racial inequities in credit scores, with African Americans and Hispanics having lower credit scores compared to their white male counterparts [22,23]. Yet, centuries of discrimination, redlining and exclusion of people of color have contributed to the racial wealth gap that exists in this country and captured by financial tools like credit scores [12,22].



The consequences of housing discrimination experienced by African Americans and their communities, have resulted in barriers in education, employment, and economic growth [24,25]. Evidence also shows that discrimination impacts neighborhoods by lowering housing values as more African Americans move in [26], triggering the links between housing discrimination and neighborhood segregation, with the reduction of housing choice to areas with fewer opportunities, including decreased access to healthy foods, schools, and health care centers [27,28,29]. Racially segregated neighborhoods are more likely to experience disinvestment, affecting school resources and quality, resulting in higher drop-out rates, poor instructional quality, and low-test scores [30,31]. In a 2020 study by Acevedo-Garcia and colleagues, 46% of African American children and 33% of Hispanic children were living in very low-opportunity neighborhoods compared to less than 10% of non-Hispanic white children [32], suggesting the potential intergenerational impacts of housing discrimination and neighborhood segregation.



Furthermore, racial segregation in neighborhoods has been linked to an array of poor health outcomes including high risks for low birth weight [33], cancer [34], and mortality [35], to name a few. Empirical research is needed to extend understanding of these place-based linkages to health, and to expand the very limited body of research on consequences of housing discrimination beyond race-based discrimination. In particular, there is surprisingly little empirical research documenting the implications of housing discrimination based on disability, the number one cause of housing discrimination in the U.S. [7]. Identifying the neighborhood characteristics associated with heightened housing discrimination cases is critical to inform efforts that address and prevent housing discrimination and its impacts on health inequities. By identifying characteristics of areas at heightened risk of housing discrimination, more efforts can be directed in educating tenants, landlords, and financial institutions on the FHA, with the goal of reducing incidents of discrimination.




1.2. Housing Discrimination in Detroit Metropolitan Area


The Detroit Metropolitan Area (DMA) is comprised of Wayne, Oakland, and Macomb counties. In 2018, approximately 3,880,929 people lived in the DMA. Within Wayne county, in 2018, 677,155 live in the city of Detroit, of which 78% were African American and 85% nonwhite [36]. Numerous factors have resulted in the DMA being one of the most segregated areas in the U.S. Once ranked among the nation’s largest metropolises, industrial jobs drew non-Hispanic Blacks from the South and Canada, and residents from Mexico in the early 1900s [37,38]. In 1934, the Federal Housing Administration prohibited Blacks and other race/ethnic groups from living in certain parts of the DMA [39]. Beginning in the 1950s, federal investments in highways funds fostered the movement of white residents—often termed “white flight”—from the city to the surrounding suburbs. Simultaneously, many Detroit industries and other businesses moved out of the city into formerly rural communities enabled by highways, where large tracts of land were available. As central city factories relocated to outlying areas, racial discrimination in the real estate market, including federally backed home mortgages available to non-Hispanic Whites (NHW) but not non-Hispanic Blacks (NHB), perpetuated segregation, and reduced access of NHB to suburban housing and employment opportunities [38]. Furthermore, disinvestment from Detroit communities contributed to the movement of businesses out of the city, further contributing to un- and under-employment among Detroit residents [40]. The recession made Detroit’s financial status worse resulting in the declaration of bankruptcy in 2013 and disproportionately affecting the racialized poor and city pensioners [40,41].



Today, racial distribution across the DMA continues to reflect these historical processes. Since the bankruptcy, and public services in the city have improved, there continues to be a lack of investment in affordable housing and current housing conditions [42]. Most of the houses in Detroit were built prior to the 1980s, and while there was a period of increased improvements among homeowners prior to the recession [43], since then there has been little upgrade or investment in their upkeep. Furthermore, after the economic recession, Detroit underwent some of the highest rates of foreclosures, both mortgage and tax related, in the country, resulting in many homeowners losing their homes and investors purchasing tax foreclosed homes at auction [42,44]. From 2000 to 2018, the Detroit homeownership rate fell from 55% to 47% [36,45].



The Fair Housing Center of Metropolitan Detroit (FHCMD) is the largest organization within the DMA to address local housing discrimination incidents [46]. It was established in 1977 and has since addressed more than 8000 complaints of unlawful housing discrimination and has assisted with complaints to resolve allegations. The FHCMD also receives housing related inquiries, frequently related to substandard housing and eviction proceedings. Often these evictions are a result of discrimination as well as lack of affordable housing and the prevalence of substandard housing. In addition to addressing housing discrimination complaints, the FHCMD provides education programs to inform entities within the housing system, including real estate agents, lenders, and landlords about the Fair Housing Act. In the DMA, the FHCMD receives higher reports of housing discrimination against people of color and people with disabilities, compared to other types of discrimination. They also address more cases that occurred during rental-related transactions compared to the purchase of a home.



In this paper, we examine neighborhood-level predictors of housing discrimination incidents. Specifically, we tested the following hypotheses:




	(1)

	
Housing discrimination is more likely to occur in neighborhoods with higher percentage of non-Hispanic Whites;




	(2)

	
Housing discrimination is more likely to occur in neighborhoods with higher median household incomes; and




	(3)

	
Housing discrimination is more likely to occur in neighborhoods with a higher percentage of homeowners. Next, we tested the hypothesis that




	(4)

	
each of these neighborhood characteristics contributes independently to an understanding of housing discrimination.









We tested each of these hypotheses using multiple discrimination outcomes (all-cause, race-based, disability-based, and rental-based) to assess the extent to which patterns were similar. We then ground our findings in existing theories that help us better understand drivers of housing discrimination in U.S neighborhoods.





2. Materials and Methods


This study was completed through a partnership established in 2017 between the Fair Housing Center of Metropolitan Detroit (FHCMD) and the Healthy Environments Partnership (HEP) [47,48]. The FHCMD has a longstanding track record addressing issues of housing discrimination and access in the DMA since 1977 when it was first established. Since then, FHCMD has been able to recover over 11 million dollars for plaintiffs in 500 closed litigations of housing discrimination cases. An estimated $1.5 to $2 million has also been recovered in non-disclosed settlements. The FHCMD also helped thousands of others obtain the housing of their choice without the necessity of litigation. In addition, FHCMD is involved in educating the public on fair housing rights throughout the DMA. The HEP is a long-standing community-based participatory research (CBPR) partnership that engages community, academic, and practice partners in a Steering Committee (SC) that oversees the research and action to understand and address social determinants of health in Detroit [49,50]. FHCMD provided housing discrimination data for this study and both FHCMD and the HEP SC were engaged in the development of the research questions and interpretation of the data. Select members from both groups participated as co-authors for this paper.



2.1. Data and Measures


Data was obtained through two different sources, the FHCMD discrimination cases and the American Community Survey. As part of the process, through a close collaboration with the FHCMD, we converted approximately 3000 paper copies of all housing discrimination incidents reported to FHCMD from 1977 to 2017 into electronic files, which were then converted into a dataset. These incidents were reported directly by individuals or referring agencies, to the FHCMD during this period. However, the dataset does not include cases reported directly to HUD or the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) during this period. Furthermore, as described in the discussion section, housing discrimination cases are underreported and growing more complex due to the rise of online platforms used for real estate markets [7,51]. This paper focuses on the latest ten years of housing discrimination that occurred between 2008 and 2017. The dataset contains information for each case on where the discrimination occurred, the type of discrimination (e.g., race/ethnicity, gender, age, familial, and disability), and type of transaction (e.g., purchase or rental), among other information on the perpetrator. Since incidents could be reported by any individual and not necessarily the person experiencing the discrimination, data for the victim was incomplete and not used for this analysis. For the purposes of this study, we geocoded the location of the discrimination incident to obtain census tract (CT) information. Multiple cases against one source submitted by the same person were excluded from the total numbers, while multiple cases against one source submitted by different individuals were maintained in the count. CTs were used as a proxy for neighborhood to capture variability across geographic areas within the DMA. Data from the 2011–2015 American Community Survey was used to obtain neighborhood level data on percentage of housing units, sex, age, racial composition, education, homeownership status, and median housing income. We used ACS 2011–2015 to reflect neighborhood characteristics most closely over the 2008–2017 period for which discrimination data is available. A total of 1152 CTs were included after eliminating 15 CTs due to insufficient data (less than 100 residents in the neighborhood). The two datasets were merged, and the number of discrimination incidents were calculated for each neighborhood.



Dependent variables included all-types of discrimination incidents, race- and disability-related discrimination incidents, and rent-related housing discrimination incidents. All the dependent variables were included as count variables and aggregated at the census tract level across all years of the study period (e.g., number of cases occurring between 2008–2017 for each census tract). All-type discrimination incidents consisted of any reported incident to FHCMD between the periods of 2008–2017. Race-related discrimination cases grouped individuals who had either reported race or color as causes of the discrimination. Disability-related discriminations consisted of reported discrimination cases where the respondent reported having experienced discrimination due to mental or physical disabilities. Rent-related discrimination consisted of reported discrimination at the time of renting or leasing a property. We limited our research to these subgroups of discrimination characteristics as they were the most reported types of discrimination in the DMA during the study period (see Table 1). All other types and transactional discrimination incidents accounted for no more than 10% of all incidents.



The independent variables included neighborhood racial composition, homeowner status, and median household income, all assessed at the census tract level. Neighborhood racial composition was calculated by dividing the number of NHW by the total number of residents in the census tract. Percentage of homeowners was calculated as the number of houses occupied by their owners divided by the total number of occupied housing units (renters and owners) in the census tract. Median household income consisted of the median of the total income earned by all household residents aged 15 years and older for households within each census tract. Values were reported as per $1000 to facilitate with the interpretation of the models. Control variables consisted of percentages of population aged 18–64, the percent females, the percent of residents aged 24 and older who have high school or more educational attainment, and the percentage of occupied housing units, all calculated at the census tract level.




2.2. Data Analyses


For the total sample and each county’s subsample, we described and compared the neighborhood mean and standard deviation for all variables included in our study. To test hypotheses one through three, we ran twelve separate negative binomial regression models (a generalization of Poisson models that avoids the Poisson restriction on the mean-variance equality), regressing all-type discrimination, race-related, disability-related discrimination, and rent-related discrimination incidents on percentage of NHW, homeowners, and median household income. Models were controlled for age, sex, and education and used total occupied household units as the offset. Estimated coefficients were exponentiated to calculate incidence rate ratios (IRRs) and 95% confidence intervals, where an IRR above 1 indicates a positive association and below 1, a negative association between the dependent and independent variables. To test our fourth hypothesis, we ran four multivariate negative binomial regression models that included percentage NHW, household income, and homeownership simultaneously, to derive coefficients that were transformed to IRRs. Models were again controlled for age, sex, and education and used total occupied household units as the offset. All statistical analyses were completed using STATA version 15.0.



We developed maps to display the geographic distribution of housing discrimination cases and the three independent variables, percentage of NHW, median household income, and percentage of homeowners. All maps were created using ArcGIS Pro 2.4.





3. Results


In Table 1, we present the descriptive statistics for the full sample and each county including the standard errors at the neighborhood level for the DMA.



The DMA averages for percentage of women and those aged between 18–64 years old were similar to each of the county means. The percentage of adults who had completed high school education or more was highest in Oakland, followed by Macomb and Wayne. The average percentage of NHW in the DMA was 61.5%, with county averages ranging from 82.4% NHW in Macomb, 75.9% in Oakland, and Wayne County, with 46.0% NHW population. The mean median household income across census tracts in the DMA was $50,060: $67,880 in Oakland, $51,870 in Macomb and $40,110 in Wayne County. Compared to the DMA average percentage of homeowners (67.2%), with census tracts in Macomb county averaging 74.0%, and Oakland 73.4%, and census tracts in Wayne County averaging 61% homeowners. When it comes to housing discrimination outcomes, a total of 988 cases were reported to FHCMD between 2008 and 2017. Most of these cases took place in Wayne, followed by Oakland and Macomb. The two major types of discrimination were race and disability related. Oakland had the high percentage of race-related discrimination cases at 58.9% of all types of discrimination followed by Macomb (54.6%) and Wayne (51.6%). Macomb had the highest percentage of disability-related discrimination at 43.4% of all types of discrimination followed by Wayne (41.2%) and Oakland (39.1%). In all counties, most of the incidents occurred at the time of rent-related transactions. This included 69.1% of all types of discrimination incidents among Oakland’s incidents, followed by Wayne (65.8%) and Macomb (62.9%).



Table 2 presents results from tests of Hypotheses 1–3, examining associations between neighborhood characteristics, entered individually into models, and all-types of housing discrimination, controlling for neighborhood demographic characteristics. Similar patterns (results not shown in the table) were observed for all other housing discrimination outcomes (race-, disability, and rent-related). All model findings are described below.



Neighborhoods with higher percentages of NHW residents were negatively, or inversely, associated with cases of all-type discrimination incidents (IRR = 0.98, p < 0.001), race-related discrimination (IRR = 0.98, p < 0.001), disability-related discrimination (IRR = 0.99, p < 0.001), and rent-related discrimination (IRR = 0.98, p < 0.001). Similarly, median household income was inversely associated with rates of all-type discrimination (IRR = 0.97, p < 0.001), race-related discrimination (IRR = 0.98, p < 0.001), disability-related discrimination (IRR = 0.98, p < 0.001), and rent-related discrimination (IRR = 0.96, p < 0.001) reported. The percentage of homes that were owner-occupied was also inversely associated with all-type discrimination (IRR = 0.96, p < 0.001), race-related discrimination (IRR = 0.98, p < 0.001), disability-related discrimination (IRR = 0.96, p < 0.001), and rent-related discrimination (IRR = 0.96, p < 0.001).



Table 3 presents results from tests of our fourth hypothesis, examining the extent to which there are independent associations between percent non-Hispanic White, household income and homeownership, and discrimination. No multicollinearity was observed among the independent variables. All-type housing discrimination was significantly inversely associated with percentage of NHW (IRR = 0.99, p < 0.001), median household income (IRR = 0.99, p < 0.05), and percentage of homeownership (IRR = 0.97, p < 0.001). Race-related discrimination was similarly inversely associated with NHW residents (IRR = 0.99, p < 0.001) and percentage of homeowners (IRR = 0.97, p < 0.001), but was not associated with income. Disability-related discrimination was inversely associated with neighborhoods income (IRR = 0.96, p < 0.001) and percent of homeowners (IRR = 0.96, p < 0.001), but not significantly associated with percent NHW residents. Similarly, rent-related discrimination was inversely associated with neighborhood income (IRR = 0.99, p < 0.001) and homeownership (IRR = 0.97, p < 0.001), but not with neighborhood percent NHW residents.



Figure 1 provides the neighborhood distribution of all-types of housing discrimination cases in the DMA between 2008–2017, along with the neighborhood level predictors, percentage of NHW, median household income, and percentage of homeowners.



The housing discrimination map illustrates (Figure 1A) neighborhoods with no cases, one case, and two or more cases. Although cases are spread out across the DMA, there are more neighborhoods with two or more cases in the Detroit, Southfield, and Pontiac city areas. The second map (Figure 1B) illustrates the NHW distribution in the DMA, with most neighborhoods across the DMA except for Detroit city and some neighborhoods in Pontiac and Inkster, consisting of largely NHW residents. Clusters of neighborhoods adjacent of the city on the north, south, and west side tended to have more racially mix neighborhoods with only 33.0–74.4% of residents being NHW. Within Detroit, less than one quarter of the neighborhoods had 0–33.1% NHW residents. Maps of median household income (Figure 1C) and percentage of homeowners (Figure 1D), followed similar patterns with neighborhoods with high homeownership and high median household incomes, located on the peripheries of the DMA, while cities in Wayne County like Inkster, Taylor, and Detroit having lower percentages of homeowners and lower median household incomes. Similarly, trends are also seen in the Southfield and Pontiac area. The maps support findings from the statistical models.




4. Discussion


The main findings from this study were inconsistent with our initial hypotheses that housing discrimination incidents would be higher in neighborhoods with more NHW residents, higher median household incomes, and greater number of homeowners. Findings showed that individually, each of these neighborhood characteristics was associated with lower rates of overall housing discrimination, race-related discrimination, disability-related discrimination, and rent-related discrimination. When the neighborhood characteristics were analyzed jointly, although trends were in similar directions as the individual models, percent NHW was no longer a significant predictor of disability- and rent-related discrimination incidents, while median household income was no longer significant in reducing cases of race-related housing discrimination. It is important to contextualize these findings and below we discuss possible explanations for these findings and the broader implications they have on the field.



4.1. Housing and Neighborhood Stability and Housing Discrimination


Research has shown that homeownership status tends to provide more stability and freedom to make decisions around housing renovations and change [52,53,54]. Neighborhoods with greater percentage of homeowners tend to be more stable [8], more resources, and less crime [55], all positive for wellbeing [2]. These also tend to be the neighborhoods often deemed as higher opportunity areas [56,57] and ones that housing discrimination incidents can prevent individuals to move into [6]. However, since renting opportunities are fewer in these neighborhoods, housing discrimination is often at the time of purchase. It may take the form of refusal to sell, refusal to provide a mortgage loan or insurance, discrimination in appraisal vales, or imposition of different terms or conditions on a loan including rates, points and fees, to name a few [58]. Within our sample, rent-related discrimination was more prominent than discrimination at the time of searching and/or financing a home. Although census tracts across the DMA tend to have more homeowners than renters, some census tracts in areas like Detroit have experienced a shift to more renters, especially after the influx of mortgage and tax foreclosures that occurred in the mid-2010s [44]. These shifts have disproportionately affected non-Hispanic Blacks [44]. Therefore, our findings that housing discrimination incidents decrease in neighborhoods with more homeowners may reflect the instability of rental properties, resulting in a higher turnover of renters and more opportunities for discrimination to occur within a property. Furthermore, with a lack of affordable housing, and an increase in renters, the high demand for housing could have led landlords to become more selective of their tenants, and in turn, biased in the process. This is of concern since many tax-foreclosed homes that went through auction were sold to multiproperty investor-buyers and speculators [59]. Such properties have been connected to higher rates of evictions. Under these conditions evicted tenants face great challenges in being rehoused, thus, evictions can become a precedent to homelessness. Those that do secure subsequent housing may accept inadequate housing with unfavorable terms, often in under-resourced neighborhoods. Additionally, landlords may refuse to rent to applicants with recent evictions, and evictions count against tenants applying for public housing. This is particularly concerning with the expected surge of evictions due to the COVID-19 pandemic and its economic consequences [60,61]. Furthermore, reports of inaccuracies in eviction recordings can have consequences for renters seeking access to high opportunity neighborhoods and public housing [62,63].



When it comes to health, inadequate housing conditions can lead to toxic exposure, asthma, and injury, while eviction has been linked to both physical and mental problems including suicide [64,65,66].




4.2. Legacy of Redlining Practices


Most of the research considering housing discrimination has focused on race-related incidents. Contrary to our hypothesis, the rate of race-related housing discrimination incidents went down in neighborhoods with higher percentages of NHW residents. As described above, these trends may reflect higher rates of homeownership (and lower rates of rental) in predominant NHW neighborhoods, largely in Oakland and Macomb counties, which are the suburbs of Detroit city. These historically established suburbs were largely made possible through strict zoning codes that enticed white homeowners to move from the city center’s commercial and high-dense districts in the early 1900s. These exclusionary zoning ordinances became exceedingly problematic in the late 1960s and early 1970s as more jobs moved to the suburbs, taking economic opportunities away from the city and into largely white and wealthy neighborhoods [38,40]. Although judicial enforcement of racially restrictive covenants and zoning ordinances was prohibited in the early case of Buchanan v. Warley, 245 U.S. 60 (1917) [67], exclusionary zoning tactics based on income prevailed, helping maintain the existing segregated metropolitan landscape in the DMA [68,69]. For example, exclusionary zoning was implemented that endorsed structures of low density or large lot sizes, which in turn came at a high housing price, which were often unattainable by low- and middle-income African Americans. Furthermore, such single-family housing opportunities were rarely rented and, thus, further excluded marginalized populations [68,70,71]. Although there have been efforts to reverse the effects of such zoning practices, including the promotion of inclusionary zoning guidelines in Detroit, the consequences of such practices continue to exist [72].



Another potential explanation could be an under-reporting of cases to the FHCMD in predominantly NHW neighborhoods. Although the Fair Housing Act was implemented in 1968, there continues to be a lack of public awareness around what constitutes housing discrimination [9,10]. This lack of awareness surrounding the potential protections from the law, could also be a driver in preventing individuals and families from even seeking residence in these neighborhoods. The legacy of redlining practices of the 1930s through the Home Owners Loan Corporation (HOLC), where banks drew red lines on maps around neighborhoods that were predominately black and restricting access to lending in these places, continues through illegal practices in the housing market including predatory lending and real estate steering [73,74]. Existing evidence from such illegal steering was captured in a 2006 NFHA report, where African Americans were offered fewer home options in primarily African American DMA neighborhoods, while NHW were shown homes mostly in NHW neighborhoods [75]. However, as described earlier, housing discrimination cases tend to be underreported given the lack of awareness of these civil rights [9,10]. Therefore, there could be unreported cases of realtors steering individuals and families of color to neighborhoods that are not predominantly NHW, resulting in no case of discrimination being reported for a single property, which this dataset captures. Continued awareness for buyers and renters, along with enforcement of the FHA is essential to address such practices. In addition, such education and awareness must also be updated to include information on discriminatory processes used on online platforms and social media for real estate and housing marketing. In 2019, HUD charged Facebook with violating FHA for allowing and facilitating housing discrimination through its advertising platform [76]. By using Big Data analytics, Facebook allowed advertisers to exclude individuals from certain housing ads based on national origin, religious affiliation, ZIP code, and interests in specific in African American or Hispanic cultures [77,78]. Although Facebook has since changed their advertising platform, this case serves as an example of how Big Data analytics can result in discriminatory practices through the introduction of human and machine bias [78]. As a result of these complexities, awareness and education on the FHA should be constantly updated.



Despite the passage of the Fair Housing Amendments Act in 1988 and the Americans With Disabilities Act in 1990, as well as the Supreme Court decision in Olmstead v. L.C. and E.W. in 1999, that increased access to employment, public services, and other resources, housing choice and opportunities continue to be limited by discrimination and lack of accessibility [79]. Research continues to show associations between low neighborhood socioeconomic status, residential instability, and greater disorder with higher prevalence of physical and mental disabilities [80,81]. While there has been a significant push to improve awareness and education for people with disabilities and their fair housing rights, homes are still being built without meeting the design and construction requirements under the Fair Housing Act that make housing more accessible to persons with disabilities [79]. Furthermore, reasonable modifications are generally at the tenant’s expense unless the housing provider receives federal financial assistance, which would be considered a fair housing violation [82].




4.3. Limitations


The research presented here is a first step in better understanding where housing discrimination occurs to focus services and awareness to those areas. However, there are some limitations in our data and analysis. Our dataset is exclusive to individuals who reported cases to the FHCMD. The dataset does not include cases reported directly to the HUD or the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), although it is more common for FHCMD to be the first source of contact. We included all cases reported to FHCMD in which an intake form was completed and a recommendation for further investigation was determined by FHCMD staff. Another limitation was in the analysis, where although our models were offset with the total occupied housing units, an ideal measure would have the total number of housing-related transactions (sales, rentals, loans administered) each year. With this information, a rate could be developed and provide a closer measure of how severe housing discrimination incidents are in each area. While this may be easier to obtain from realtor listings for home sales, rental listings are not centralized and more difficult to obtain.





5. Conclusions


Contrary to our hypotheses, findings reported here suggest that housing discrimination incidents in the DMA were lower in neighborhoods with greater proportions of NHW, homeowners, and higher median household incomes. We discuss the potential for housing discrimination to perpetuate segregation by maintaining racialized residents in certain neighborhoods. Our findings suggest that housing discrimination is more likely to occur in neighborhoods with higher percentage of NHB residents, more renters, and lower median household incomes. At the same time, individuals and families looking for residence in those neighborhoods are also more likely to be renters, people of color, and/or lower income, disproportionately exposing them to housing discrimination incidents, compared to those seeking housing in neighborhoods with more NHW residents, higher homeownership and greater income. This contributes to greater inequity gaps amongst those seeking home in these different neighborhoods. At the same time, although there has been an increase in efforts to raise awareness on disability-related discrimination, when it comes to building and reforming houses, there exists uncertainty on what constitutes discrimination and what is a tenant’s responsibility. More information is needed to help improve existing policies, raise awareness on housing discrimination, and strengthen fair housing enforcement, to address housing and health inequities in the DMA.
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Figure 1. Neighborhood distribution maps for the DMA of housing discrimination cases (A), percent non-Hispanic whites (B), median household income (C) and percent of homeowners (D). 






Figure 1. Neighborhood distribution maps for the DMA of housing discrimination cases (A), percent non-Hispanic whites (B), median household income (C) and percent of homeowners (D).



[image: Sustainability 12 10429 g001]







[image: Table] 





Table 1. Sample values with their corresponding standard errors (SE) for all study variables in the Detroit Metropolitan Area (DMA) at the neighborhood (census tract (CT)) level.
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DMA Mean (SE)

	
Macomb Mean (SE)

	
Oakland Mean (SE)

	
Wayne Mean (SE)






	
Demographics




	
% of women

	
51.69% (0.12)

	
51.42% (0.23)

	
51.5% (0.18)

	
51.88% (0.18)




	
% of adults aged 18–64 years

	
62.84% (0.16)

	
62.88% (0.27)

	
63.22% (0.33)

	
62.61% (0.23)




	
% with high school education or more

	
86.9% (0.29)

	
88.4% (0.36)

	
93.10% (0.30)

	
82.9% (0.45)




	
Neighborhood characteristics




	
% of Non-Hispanic White

	
61.5% (1.04)

	
82.37% (0.96)

	
75.90% (1.27)

	
46.0% (1.57)




	
Median household income (per 100 k)

	
50.06 (0.69)

	
51.87 (1.08)

	
67.88 (1.40)

	
40.11 (0.80)




	
% of owner-occupied households

	
67.17% (0.63)

	
74.0% (1.13)

	
73.4% (1.20)

	
61.30% (0.86)




	
Housing discrimination outcomes




	
Total number of housing discrimination incidents

	
988

	
143

	
304

	
541




	
Percentage of total incidents attributed to race

	
54.25%

	
54.55%

	
58.88%

	
51.57%




	
Percentage of total incidents attributed to disability

	
40.89%

	
43.36%

	
39.14%

	
41.22%




	
Percent of total incidence that occurred during rental transactions

	
66.40%

	
62.94%

	
69.08%

	
65.80%
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Table 2. Neighborhood-level all-type discrimination counts regressed on percent non-Hispanic White (NHW), median household income, and percent homeownership, independently.
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Model 1

	
Model 2

	
Model 3




	

	
IRR

	
95% CI

	
IRR

	
95% CI

	
IRR

	
95% CI






	
% of NHW

	
0.98 ***

	
0.98, 0.99

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
-




	
Median Household Income (per 100 k)

	
-

	
-

	
0.97 ***

	
0.96, 0.97

	
-

	
-




	
% homeownership

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
-

	
0.96 ***

	
0.97, 0.98








*** p < 0.001; All models were controlled for neighborhood age, female, and education.
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Table 3. Neighborhood-level discrimination counts regressed on percent NHW, median household income, and percent homeownership, simultaneously.
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Model 1

	
Model 2

	
Model 3




	

	
IRR

	
95% CI

	
IRR

	
95% CI

	
IRR

	
95% CI






	
% of NHW

	
0.99 ***

	
0.98, 0.99

	
0.99 ***

	
0.98, 0.99

	
0.99

	
0.98, 1.00




	
Median Household Income (per 100 k)

	
0.99 **

	
0.98, 0.99

	
0.99

	
0.99, 1.01

	
0.96 ***

	
0.96, 0.97




	
% homeownership

	
0.97 ***

	
0.97, 0.98

	
0.97 ***

	
0.96, 0.98

	
0.96 ***

	
0.95, 0.96








** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.001; All models were controlled for neighborhood age, female, and education.
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