




How Gentrification Works 
by Dave Roos 

Construction continues on East 125th Street in Harlem, a New York City neighborhood transformed by gentrification. 
Spencer Platt/Getty Images 

Introduction to How Gentrification Works 

When predominantly white, college-educated city dwellers left New York City in the 1950s and 1960s for 
a safer life in the suburbs, the map of the five boroughs included an increasing number of "rough" 
neighborhoods: Times Square, Harlem and the Lower East Side in Manhattan, and vast swaths of 
Brooklyn. In some cases, these were places where you didn't want to be caught after dark. In all cases, 
however, they were racial and ethnic enclaves that were intimidating to outsiders, but home to 
generations of long-time residents who scraped by financially while nourishing a distinct local culture. 

Today, many of these once-gritty neighborhoods are home to some of the most desirable, fashionable 
and valuable pieces of real estate in New York -- if not the U.S. So what changed? How and when was 
the run-down corner bodega replaced by an organic, fair-trade market? How did a block known for its 
pawn shops and dive bars become the new destination for "mommy and me" yoga classes and posh 
urban boutiques? 

The process is called gentrification, and it is one of the most controversial topics in the field of urban 
development and in the very neighborhoods where gentrification is actively taking place. 

The term was first coined by urban geographer Ruth Glass in the 1960s to describe the surprising 
phenomenon of upper middle-class British families buying property in London's gritty East End [source: 
Atkinson]. Glass, who was a Marxist, certainly meant the term to have a negative connotation. The word 
refers specifically to the gentry, or ruling class, and Glass's concern was for the fate of the low-income 
residents who might be displaced by the gentry's arrival. 

Today, there is no consensus definition of gentrification, but it is most often used negatively to describe 
the arrival of wealthy people to a lower-income urban neighborhood and the eventual displacement of the 
original residents and their culture. Urban planner Benjamin Grant identifies the major changes that 
characterize gentrification: 
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● Demographic shift: Rise in median income; decline in racial minorities; fewer families and more 
singles and couples 

● Real estate and land use: Rental and home prices soar; lower-income renters evicted to 
upgrade apartment buildings to condos; formerly industrial areas converted into lofts and luxury 
housing 

● Social and cultural change: New arrivals bring their own tastes and expectations; new shops, 
restaurants and businesses pop up to suit them; "undesirable" neighborhood elements are 
pushed out 

Next, we'll look at the gentrification process as well as some surprising research findings about 
displacement. 

 
The Gentrification Process 
 
Why do certain neighborhoods become gentrified and others don't? There is no definitive answer, but 
experts agree that before an area can be gentrified, it must go through a period of disinvestment, during 
which older buildings are left to languish, median income levels decline steadily and businesses move out 
[source: Slater]. Some neighborhoods still maintain a vibrant social culture and sense of community, while 
others devolve into urban wastelands. 
 
Then the "urban pioneers" arrive. Urban pioneers are usually young, educated, adventurous, 
predominantly white, often artistically minded individuals who don't fit the traditional demographic of the 
neighborhood. They build artist lofts in abandoned industrial spaces, open underground music venues 
and begin to leave the imprint of their alternative tastes and bohemian lifestyle on the neighborhood 
[source: Hampson]. 
 
Once a few pioneers have staked their claim, the neighborhood begins to earn a new reputation in the 
minds of real-estate developers and upper middle-class folks who used to consider the area unsafe or 
unwelcoming. As home prices increase in the nicer parts of the city and the suburbs, more adventurous 
investors are attracted to the character of some of the buildings in the neighborhood (crumbling Victorian 
mansions, stately brownstones with stoops) and their low sales prices [source: Hampson]. They begin to 
snatch up bargain properties and make attractive, modern renovations. Developers follow suit, buying up 
old apartment buildings and converting them into luxury condos. 
 
For a short period of time, there is an uneasy balance in the neighborhood. Long-time residents are 
nervous about the infusion of outsiders, but admit that the new playground makes the park a lot safer for 
the kids and all of the new restaurants and construction work mean better-paying jobs. But then the lease 
expires on the apartment and the new landlord wants to raise the rent by 50 percent. Long-time 
homeowners have sold off and left town and rumors abound that some developer bought five apartment 
buildings on one block and evicted everyone. And then the inevitable happens -- the first Starbucks 
opens. 
 
At least this is the standard story of the gentrification process: invasion of the rich and displacement of the 
poor. However, recent research shows a more nuanced reality. Census data shows that low-income 
urban residents move out of gentrifying neighborhoods at the same rate that they move from 
non-gentrifying neighborhoods. The difference in a gentrifying neighborhood is that higher-income people 
move in to take their place. Instead of displacement, some experts are calling it succession [source: 
Kiviat]. 
 
All of this brings up a fair question: Is gentrification really that bad? After all, what's wrong with economic 
growth? We'll explore the pros and cons of gentrification next. 
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A summer patio set on display in a storefront in the Brooklyn neighborhood known as DUMBO (Down Under the 
Manhattan Bridge Overpass), now one of New York's hottest areas due to gentrification Spencer Platt/Getty Images 

Positive and Negative Effects of Gentrification 
 
Gentrification is a sign of economic growth. As money begins to flow into a neighborhood, many aspects 
of everyday life are changed for the better. Buildings and parks are renovated and beautified. Jobs arrive 
with the increased construction activity and new retail and service businesses. Crime rates decline. As the 
property tax base increases, so does funding to local public schools. Formerly racially homogenous 
neighborhoods get an influx of diversity. There are many things to applaud about the power of 
gentrification. 
 
But the questions posed by critics of gentrification are, "Are the benefits of economic growth shared 
equally by new and old residents alike?" and "What is the social cost of economic growth?" These two 
queries raise a host of others, such as: Do wealthier new arrivals reap the majority of the benefits of 
increased economic activity? How does the arrival of new tastes, expectations and demographics 
damage the social and cultural fabric of a neighborhood? 
 
The standard picture of gentrification is that the new arrivals benefit greatly from gentrification at the 
expense of lower-income residents. The new arrivals get affordable, stylish housing and all of the 
expensive accoutrements of life in a trendy urban neighborhood (boutiques, bookstores, coffee shops, 
clubs and more). While long-time residents may benefit initially from cleaner, safer streets and better 
schools, they are eventually priced out of renting or buying. As the new arrivals impose their culture on 
the neighborhood, lower-income residents become economically and socially marginalized [source: 
Grant]. This can lead to resentment and community conflict that feeds racial and class tensions [source: 
Atkinson]. 
 
While this picture of gentrification is undeniably true in some cases, the data shows that the economic 
benefits of gentrification spread beyond the white interlopers. In 2008, researchers from University of 
Colorado at Boulder, University of Pittsburgh and Duke University used census data to measure the total 
income gain in gentrified neighborhoods over a select period of time. Interestingly, the demographic group 
that contributed the largest percentage to that income gain was black residents with high-school 
diplomas. That group contributed 33 percent of the total income gain, while college-educated whites only 
brought in 20 percent [source:Kiviat]. 
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Even if the economic disparities aren't as stark as they may seem, a lingering complaint about 
gentrification is that it destroys the "soul" of a neighborhood [source:Coster]. The gritty character, ethnic 
diversity and eclectic spirit that attracted the initial urban pioneers is overtaken by chain stores, overpriced 
brunch menus, iPad-tapping hipsters and stroller parking at the corner bar. Those are the kind of palpable 
social effects that can't be quantified by statistics, but feed a growing disdain for gentrification and 
gentrifiers. 
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Gentrification: Cheat Sheet 

Stuff you need to know: 

● Gentrification is most often used negatively to describe the arrival of wealthy people to a 
lower-income urban neighborhood and the eventual displacement of the original residents and 
their culture. 

● Gentrification can cause racial and class tensions in neighborhoods that were traditionally 
populated by a relatively homogenous group of people. 

● It is widely believed that the economic and social benefits of gentrification -- improved and 
beautified buildings, parks, shops and schools -- are mostly enjoyed by the wealthy newcomers. 

● New research argues that gentrification isn't as one-sided as we previously thought. According to 
census data, the largest income gains in gentrifying neighborhoods are enjoyed by black 
residents with a high-school diploma, not white residents with a college degree. Older Latinos 
also fare pretty well. 
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For a Pilsen nonprofit, gentrification makes 
promoting the arts a double-edged sword 
Posted By Bianca Betancourt on 12.08.14 at 01:30 PM 

 

Students work on a pottery project at ElevArte in Pilsen 

The steps leading up to Dvorak Park's community center on Cullerton Street are chalked 

with large-scale images of sugar skulls, or calaveras in Spanish. It's in Pilsen, after all, and 

although the neighborhood's changed a lot during the past several years, it's still a Mexican 

neighborhood at its heart. 

Inside the community center you'll find the team of ElevArte Studio, a creative youth 

outreach organization that has called Pilsen home for the past 36 years. Their 

CPS-standardized programs get students involved in and out of the classroom, through 

initiatives like Art of Change, which blends sculpture and lessons about earth science. They also 

have a circus-inspired drama class that incorporates lessons about astronomy and space. 

The organization's daily goal is to educate the young people of Pilsen through the arts. 

Its overarching goal is the same as it was three decades ago: to preserve and promote the 

culture of their community. But bolstering the neighborhood's rich Mexican roots can be a 

double-edged sword, according to executive director Giselle Mercier. "[Art] brings that 

connection to your cultural past but it also, because it's culture, and it's in the moment and it's 

present, with that comes the curiosity of other individuals that may want to experience what 'real' 

Mexican culture might be," says Mercier. "When that happens we can't help but recognize that 

we're adding to the problem of gentrification." 
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Mention of gentrification instantly changes the mood in the room. It's an issue, Mercier 

believes, that's ignored by the mainstream media because no one wants to admit their role in it. 

"People don't want to be inconvenienced with knowing they contributed [to 

gentrification]," said Thelma Uranga, ElevArte's mentorship coordinator and current teaching 

artist. Mercier adds, "The media struggles [with gentrification] the same way we're struggling 

with how we elect our public officials. It's based on how many contributions they get by wealthy 

people—the same way the media struggles with creating a true voice to what communities 

might be suffering or the problems that those communities have." 

As rents have risen and landlords have become increasingly eager to accommodate 

students and artists with deeper pockets, Pilsen has seen a rapid rise of new businesses and 

new neighbors, while longtime residents have gotten lost amid the community's transformation. 

"Chicago was not what it is today 30 years ago when I first came here from Panama," 

said Mercier. "It has taken us 30 years to place ourselves as one of the tourism capitals of the 

United States and we're proud of that! We're proud that we sell this tourism through 

neighborhoods, but I'm also saddened by that. Why? Because why do you have to segregate 

into different neighborhoods in order to get the flavor of a great city?" 

Chicago's entrenched economic segregation has no doubt contributed to youth violence 

and the proliferation of gangs. The peer mentorship program Each One/Reach One, in which 

students are given individual guidance as they near adulthood, is part of ElevArte's 

counteractive approach. For Carlos Zamora, 16, an ElevArte participant since July 2014, his 

mentorship experience provided for him something he couldn't get at home: a father figure. 

"I've been the man of my house since I was six months old," said Zamora. "My dad was 

never really around and my brother left as soon as he turned 18." His assigned mentor, 

however, has filled the role-model void and helped prepare him for his future; Zamora plans to 

go to college and become a lawyer. 

"ElevArte made me appreciate things—that you have to work for everything that you do 

and you can't just start something and not finish it. It teaches you responsibility," he says. 

Zamora plans to return the favor and become an ElevArte mentor himself after he 

finishes high school. 

"We feel very proud that it was in part thanks to our giving [ElevArte] new breath and life, 

now the whole community of Pilsen is beginning to wake up," said Mercier. "That for us is 

ultimately what we want and we need to make sure we offer the opportunity for all of [culture 

and] its manifestations to happen." 

 
Chicago Reader 
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This Is What Happens After a 

Neighborhood Gets Gentrified 

"Displacement is becoming a larger issue in knowledge hubs 

and superstar cities." 

RICHARD FLORIDA, CITYLAB SEP 16, 2015 

A woman and child walk down a street in the Fort Greene neighborhood, where the film 

director Spike Lee once lived, in the Brooklyn borough of New York City. SPENCER PLATT AFP/GETTY 

This article is from the archive of our partner  

Back in 2014, Spike Lee famously expressed his disdain for the forces of gentrification in 

New York: “Why does it take an influx of white New Yorkers in the south Bronx, in Harlem, 

in Bed Stuy, in Crown Heights for the facilities to get better?” he argued. “What about the 

people who are renting? They can’t afford it anymore!” Lee’s criticisms reflect a 
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now-familiar narrative in cities all over the U.S.: As wealthier residents flow back into 

once-low-income, often minority neighborhoods, longtime residents can be priced out. 

But exactly how does this dynamic play out, and is displacement inevitable? A new 

comprehensive review of what we know about gentrification sheds much-needed light on 

this heated issue. The review, by researchers at the University of California Berkeley and 

UCLA and published by the Federal Reserve of San Francisco, takes a close look at studies 

of gentrification and displacement conducted over the past several decades. (I wrote about 

the review’s insights on how public investment shapes gentrification last week). It helps us 

better understand several questions related to gentrification and displacement: Just how 

extensive is displacement, exactly what kinds of people are displaced, and how do people 

and groups fare after they leave gentrifying neighborhoods? 

The earliest studies of displacement conducted in the 1980s generated widely varying 

estimates of how many people are displaced by gentrification. A 1982 study found that 

roughly 1 percent of all Americans, 5 percent of families, and 8.5 percent of urban families 

were displaced from their homes between 1970 and 1977 by either eviction, public action, 

sale or reoccupation, or the changing state of their neighborhood. A 1983 study of five cities 

(Boston, Cincinnati, Richmond, Seattle, and Denver) found that nearly a quarter (23 

percent) of residents in these urban neighborhoods were displaced due to eviction, 

increased rent, or the fact that the house they were renting was sold between 1978 and 

1980. Similarly, a 2001 study of gentrifying areas of Boston by Jacob Vigdor found evidence 

of heightened housing turnover in gentrifying neighborhoods. 

Perhaps the foremost student of gentrification and displacement is Lance Freeman of 

Columbia University. His 2004 study with Frank Braconi found that poor households in 

gentrifying neighborhoods of New York City were less likely to move than poor households 

in non-gentrifying neighborhoods. This of course may have to do with the fact that there 

are fewer poor households in gentrifying neighborhoods to begin with. Still, the authors 

concluded that “a neighborhood could go from a 30% poverty population to 12% in as few 

as 10 years without any displacement whatsoever.” In a subsequent 2005 study, Freeman 

found that the probability that a household would be displaced in a gentrifying 

neighborhood was a mere 1.3 percent. A follow-up 2007 study, again with Braconi, 

examined apartment turnover in New York City neighborhoods and found that the 

probability of displacement declined as the rate of rent inflation increased in a 

neighborhood. Disadvantaged households in gentrifying neighborhoods were actually 15 

percent less likely to move than those in non-gentrifying households. 

And, in a 2009 study, Freeman found that gentrifying neighborhoods are becoming more 

racially diverse by tracking neighborhood change from 1970 to 2000 (although he does 

note that cities overall are becoming more diverse as well). Freeman also discovered that 
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changes in educational diversity were the same for both gentrifying and non-gentrifying 

areas. Ultimately, while some residents were displaced from 1970 to 2000, gentrifying 

neighborhoods were generally more diverse when it came to income, race, and education as 

opposed to non-gentrifying neighborhoods. 

Counterintuitively, several studies have even found that gentrification can in some cases 

reduce displacement. Neighborhood improvements like bars, restaurants, waterfronts, or 

extended transit can and sometimes do encourage less advantaged households to stay put 

in the face of gentrification. A 2006 study found that displacement accounted for only 6 to 

10 percent of all moves in New York City due to housing expenses, landlord harassment, or 

displacement by private action (e.g. condo conversion) between 1989 and 2002. A 2011 

study concluded that neighborhood income gains did not significantly predict household 

exit rates. What did predict out-migration was age, minority status, selective entry and exit, 

and renting as opposed to buying. 

A 2010 study on “Who Gentrifies Low-Income Neighborhoods” found that the impact of 

gentrification on black residents varies based on level of education. By examining around 

15,000 census tracts in 64 metros from 1990 to 2000, the authors found that gentrification 

tends to benefit highly educated black households. In fact, one-third of the increase in 

income among gentrifying neighborhoods during this period came from the progress of this 

specific demographic. This in turn causes gentrifying neighborhoods to be more attractive 

to middle-class black households. But gentrification can also have a negative effect on less 

educated black households, by pushing those who did not complete high school out of 

gentrifying neighborhoods. 

That said, displacement can be and is a big issue in places where gentrification is occurring 

at a feverish pace. In her coverage of related research by the UC Berkeley Urban 

Displacement Project, my CityLabcolleague Tanvi Misra points to the strong link between 

gentrification and displacement in a high-gentrification city like San Francisco. Over a 

quarter of San Francisco’s neighborhoods (422 of the nearly 1,600 surveyed) are at risk of 

displacement. The study’s lead author, Karen Chapple, writes that by 2030, San Francisco, 

Oakland, “and many other Bay Area communities may realize that their neighborhood has 

turned the corner from displacement risk to reality.” 

Indeed, displacement is becoming a larger issue in knowledge hubs and superstar cities, 

where the pressure for urban living is accelerating. These particular cities attract new 

businesses, highly skilled workers, major developers, and large corporations, all of which 

drive up both the demand for and cost of housing. As a result, local residents—and 

neighborhood renters in particular—may feel pressured to move to more affordable 

locations. 
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A temporary wall in front of row houses in the Harlem neighborhood of New York City. 

(Chris Hondros AFP/Getty) 

A 2013 Cleveland Fed study found that extensive gentrification is the province of a limited 

group of large superstar cities and knowledge hubs like New York, San Francisco, Seattle, 

Boston, and Washington D.C. In three-quarters of America’s 55 largest cities, less than 10 

percent of all neighborhoods experienced gentrification from 2000 to 2007, and 

gentrification affected 5 percent or less of a total of 22 neighborhoods. Not surprisingly, 

these cities are the ones being hit hardest by displacement. And with real estate prices in 

these cities surging toward all-time highs, there is reason to believe that displacement may 

worsen over time. 

Of course, an even bigger issue is the neighborhoods that are untouched by gentrification 

and where concentrated poverty persists and deepens. A 2014 study found that for every 

gentrified neighborhood across 51 U.S. metro areas, 10 others remained poor and 12 

formerly stable neighborhoods fell into concentrated disadvantage. A Harvard study of 

Chicago found that the gentrification process continues for neighborhoods with over 35 

percent of white residents, and either slows or stops if the neighborhood is 40 percent 

black. The reality is that the displaced are getting pushed out of working-class 

neighborhoods that are “good enough” to attract people and investment, while the poorest 
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and most vulnerable neighborhoods remain mired in persistent poverty and concentrated 

disadvantage. 

Gentrification and displacement, then, are symptoms of the scarcity of quality urbanism. 

The driving force behind both is the far larger process of spiky reurbanization—itself 

propelled by large-scale public and private investment in everything from transit, schools, 

and parks to private research institutions and housing redevelopment. 

All of which points to the biggest, most crucial task ahead: creating more inclusive cities 

and neighborhoods that can meet the needs of all urbanites. 
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