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Abstract Recent research shows that as they age, blacks experience less improvement
than whites in the socioeconomic status of their residential neighborhoods. Using data
from the Panel Study of Income Dynamics and U.S. decennial censuses, we assess the
relative contribution of residential mobility and in situ neighborhood change (i.e.,
change surrounding nonmobile neighborhood residents) to the black-white difference
in changes in neighborhood socioeconomic status and racial composition. Results from
decomposition analyses show that the racial difference in in situ neighborhood change
explains virtually all the black-white difference in neighborhood socioeconomic status
change. In contrast, racial differences in residential mobility explain the bulk of the
black-white difference in neighborhood racial compositional change. Among blacks
and whites initially residing in low-income and predominantly minority neighborhoods,
whites experience a much greater increase than blacks in the socioeconomic status of
their neighborhoods and the percentage of their neighbors who are non-Hispanic white.
These differences are driven primarily by racial differences in the economic and racial
composition of local (intracounty) movers’ destination neighborhoods and secondarily
by black-white differences in the likelihood of moving long distances.
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Introduction

A defining feature of the urban landscape in the United States is a persistent and
pronounced racial disparity in neighborhood environments. Although signifi-
cant improvements in neighborhood conditions have been made over the past
few decades, blacks continue to reside in much different types of neighbor-
hoods than whites (Massey and Tannen 2015). Prior research has explored
how racially differentiated patterns of migration contribute to racial inequal-
ities in neighborhood environments (Crowder et al. 2012; Lee et al., 1994;
Sharkey 2012). More recently, research has begun to examine how neighbor-
hoods inhabited by nonmobile blacks and whites change in different ways
(Sharkey 2012; Timberlake 2009). This emerging perspective suggests that
neighborhood change around nonmobile blacks and whites—what we refer to
in this article as in situ change—may be at least as important as racial
differences in residential mobility in driving neighborhood racial disparities
(Bailey 2012).

A racial difference in neighborhood context change could result from three proxi-
mate sources: (1) a racial difference in the characteristics of the destination
neighborhoods relative to the origin neighborhoods among movers; (2) a racial
difference in the overall likelihood of moving between neighborhoods, given
differences between origin and destination neighborhoods; and (3) a racial
difference in the change in neighborhood environments among nonmobile
residents (i.e., in situ neighborhood change). Most studies of neighborhood
attainment—and racial disparities therein—have focused exclusively on neigh-
borhood change induced by interneighborhood residential mobility (e.g.,
Crowder et al. 2006; Massey et al. 1994). These studies have typically com-
pared individuals moving into or out of different types of neighborhoods, often
with a focus on racial differences. However, because these studies have not
considered how stationary individuals experience change in their neighborhood
environment as a result of changes in the characteristics of their neighbors, they
cannot quantify the relative effects of the three proximate sources of neighbor-
hood change.

In this article, we focus on the relative contributions of local residential mobility,
long-distance migration, and in situ change in accounting for black-white differences in
changes in neighborhood attainment. We use individual-level data from the 1991 and
2001 waves of the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) in conjunction with
census-based data on the economic and racial composition of respondents’ census
tracts. We decompose the black-white differences in neighborhood change into the
portion generated by racial differences in the levels of and returns to local residential
mobility and intercounty migration and the portion generated by in situ neighborhood
change around nonmobile residents. Our study provides insights into the main proxi-
mate reasons why, as they age, blacks and whites experience markedly different
changes in neighborhood contexts.
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Theoretical Background and Hypotheses

The characteristics of individuals’ residential neighborhoods can change as a result of
residential mobility and in situ change. First, individuals can move from one type of
neighborhood to another—for example, from a predominantly black to a mixed-race
neighborhood. Second, even in the absence of moving, individuals’ neighborhood
characteristics will change when the characteristics of their neighbors change. The
characteristics of individuals’ neighbors could change as result of neighbors’ migration
if, for example, more neighbors having a given characteristic moved out of than into the
neighborhood. Neighbors’ characteristics could also change as a result of socioeco-
nomic status (SES) change—for example, through an increase or decrease in their
average incomes. We consider how the racial disparity in changes in neighborhood
conditions can result from racial differences in residential mobility patterns and from in
situ neighborhood change.

Racial Differences in Residential Mobility

Racial differences in neighborhood change could be driven by racial differences in the
characteristics of destination neighborhoods. Two related strands of research guide
current theorizing on racial differences in locational attainments. The first strand—the
spatial assimilation perspective—notes that, on average, members of minority groups
start at the bottom of the SES hierarchy and are therefore able to afford residence in
only low-SES neighborhoods. However, as these groups experience socioeconomic
mobility, they convert their socioeconomic resources into upward residential mobility,
resulting in moves to better neighborhoods, often by leaving ethnic neighborhoods for
areas containing more whites (Crowder et al. 2006; Logan et al. 1996). Racial differ-
ences in socioeconomic resources—and hence individuals’ ability to purchase resi-
dences in predominantly white and affluent neighborhoods—are the main drivers of
racial differences in the likelihood of moving into and out of lower- or higher-quality
neighborhoods.

A different theoretical perspective on neighborhood attainment—the place stratifi-
cation model—draws attention to the barriers that racial and ethnic minorities face in
converting socioeconomic mobility into locational attainment (Alba and Logan 1991;
Logan 1978; Logan and Alba 1993). In this perspective, discriminatory actions by real
estate agents (Pearce 1979; Yinger 1995), local governments (Shlay and Rossi 1981),
and mortgage lenders (Shlay 1988; Squires and Kim 1995) create barriers to residential
attainment for minority group members (Galster 1991; Massey and Denton 1993).
These barriers are posited to limit the ability of minorities—and especially
blacks—to move into higher-SES and predominantly white neighborhoods.
The place stratification perspective also highlights the strong preferences of
whites to live with same-race neighbors and to distance themselves from
minorities. Consistent with these preferences, whites tend to move out of
neighborhoods with large or growing minority populations and into predomi-
nantly white neighborhoods (Crowder and South 2008; Krysan et al. 2009).
Thus, black-white differences in neighborhood attainment could be driven by
white movers’ ostensibly stronger residential preferences and by their greater
ability to relocate to higher-SES neighborhoods relative to black movers.
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Because moving is often associated with an improvement in neighborhood condi-
tions, racial differences in neighborhood change could also be driven by racial differ-
ences in the overall likelihood of moving between neighborhoods. On average, both
blacks and whites experience improvements in neighborhood income when they move
from one neighborhood to another; these improvements in neighborhood conditions are
particularly large for long-distance (e.g., intercounty) moves (Sampson and Sharkey
2008; South et al. 2016). Prior research has shown that whites are more likely than
blacks to move long distances (Farley and Allen 1987; Schachter 2001). Moreover,
although blacks are more likely than whites to move short distances, some of these
moves are the result of evictions or other forms of involuntary displacement (Desmond
2016; Desmond and Shollenberger 2015) that leave blacks “stuck in place” (Sharkey
2013). Thus, given that moving is often associated with an improvement in neighbor-
hood conditions for both blacks and whites, a racial difference in the overall likelihood
of moving could partially explain the black-white difference in neighborhood SES
change. Even if blacks and whites moved to neighborhoods of the same SES, the higher
rates of long-distance migration among whites than among blacks would generate
greater improvements in neighborhood SES among whites than among blacks.

Racial Differences in In Situ Neighborhood Change

Although racial differences in neighborhood attainment could be driven by racial
differences in levels of and returns to migration, they could also be driven by racial
differences in neighborhood change around nonmobile blacks and whites (Sampson
and Sharkey 2008). Nonmobile individuals can experience positive or negative change
in the SES of their neighborhoods as a result of in- and out-migration of surrounding
neighbors as well as change in nonmobile neighbors’ socioeconomic status (Solari
2012; Teernstra 2014).

Racial differences in neighborhood socioeconomic change could result from an
imbalance in the characteristics of those moving into or out of neighborhoods. Neigh-
borhoods typically inhabited by nonmobile blacks and whites are likely to change in
different ways. The classic invasion-succession model of neighborhood change sug-
gests that residents sort themselves geographically by social status, and that neighbor-
hoods decline in economic status as lower-SES residents (who are more likely to be
members of minority groups) “invade” higher-SES neighborhoods (Hartmann 1993;
Park et al. 1925). Conversely, neighborhood economic status improves when higher-
SES individuals displace lower-SES residents (Owens 2012). This neighborhood
change model implies that SES-selective residential mobility patterns could alter the
socioeconomic composition of neighborhoods over time. High-SES (and mostly white)
neighborhoods tend to attract affluent residents with comparable SES (Solari 2012),
pricing out relatively lower-SES residents. In general, low-SES and predominantly
minority neighborhoods frequently experience in-migration of minorities who are poor
as well as out-migration of somewhat higher-status residents, leaving the remaining
residents to face neighborhood deterioration (Cutler et al. 1997; Wilson 1987). Despite
instances of gentrification in some locales, economically deprived black neighborhoods
tend to be less attractive to affluent residents, and these neighborhoods tend to progress
little in economic status (Hwang and Sampson 2014). Thus, given the types of
neighborhoods that whites and blacks tend to live in, it is reasonable to hypothesize
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that nonmobile whites experience greater improvements in their neighborhood SES
than do nonmobile blacks.

Neighborhood improvement or decline in SES around nonmobile residents can also
occur through social status change among nonmobile neighbors. Recent research has
suggested that increases in neighborhood income tend to be driven as much by upward
social mobility among individuals who remain in the neighborhood as by SES-selective
migration (Hochstenbach and van Gent 2015; Teernstra 2014). Given high level of
white-black residential segregation, the increasing earning and wealth disparities be-
tween whites and blacks may create different trajectories of neighborhood change for
whites and blacks as well (Kochhar et al. 2011; Oliver and Shapiro 2006; Shapiro et al.
2014). For example, residents of high-SES and predominantly white neighborhoods
tend to experience greater income growth than residents of low-SES and predominantly
minority neighborhoods. Therefore, the racial disparity in neighborhood SES change
could result in lesser neighborhood socioeconomic improvement among nonmobile
blacks than among nonmobile whites.

Because race is an ascribed characteristic that does not change over time, in situ
change in neighborhood racial composition can occur only through racial differences in
net migration. The increasing racial diversity of neighborhoods (Fong and Shibuya
2005) and concomitant reduction in the number of all-white areas (Glaeser and Vigdor
2001, 2012) may suggest that neighborhoods typically inhabited by whites tend to
become increasingly populated by racial minorities. Therefore, whites are likely to
experience a greater decrease than blacks in the percentage of their neighbors who are
white because of minorities’ entry into previously all-white areas and the growth of
multiethnic neighborhoods (Logan and Zhang 2010, 2011). At the same time, however,
changes in whites’ exposure to minority neighbors and blacks’ exposure to white
neighbors will be tempered by whites’ strong preference to reside in white neighbor-
hoods (Clark 1991; Krysan et al. 2009; Schelling 1971), their strong tendency to move
out of them when significant proportions of minorities are present (Charles 2006;
Crowder 2000; Crowder et al. 2012), and their ability to prevent the in-migration of
minorities (Seitles 1988). In some cases, gentrification may mitigate and even reverse
white flight, but white gentrifiers usually prefer already white or racially mixed
neighborhoods (Hwang and Sampson 2014), and blacks in all-black neighborhoods
are likely to remain segregated (Friedman 2008; Logan and Zhang 2010). Therefore,
whites’ exposure to same-race neighbors may decrease as a result of increasing racial
diversity of neighborhoods in general, whereas blacks are likely to see little, if any,
increase in their exposure to white neighbors.

Racial Differences in Neighborhood Change Among Residents
of Low-Income and Minority Neighborhoods

The degree to which racial differences in residential mobility and in situ change can
account for racial differences in neighborhood change may differ based on individuals’
initial neighborhood conditions. Of particular concern for both theory and social policy
is the plight of residents of relatively poor and largely minority neighborhoods. State
efforts and structural influences occurring in low-income and/or predominantly minor-
ity neighborhoods could either amplify or dampen the relative contributions of
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residential mobility and in situ change to racial differences in neighborhood conditions.
Recent work has emphasized the changing role of governmental and structural forces in
altering the trajectories of low-income and predominantly minority neighborhoods
(e.g., Newman and Ashton 2004; Wilson 2010). On the one hand, such factors as
changes in mortgage lending practices and the use of housing vouchers may enhance
the impact of residential mobility and migration on changes in individuals’ neighbor-
hood environments—and racial differences therein. For example, changes in housing
voucher programs and mortgage lending practices may have combined to improve
blacks’ access to financial resources and their opportunities to move into better
neighborhoods. On the other hand, physical and economic changes occurring in these
disadvantaged neighborhoods as a result of state actions (e.g., housing investments) and
structural forces (e.g., growth of a middle-class minority population) may have elevated
the role of in situ change in shaping individuals’ neighborhood conditions (Adelman
2004; Ellen and O’Regan 2008). In particular, revitalization efforts in the form of
public housing projects and capital investment in previously low-income and minority
neighborhoods could directly improve residents’ economic fortunes and neighborhood
conditions more generally (Hackworth 2007; Hyra 2012; Wacquant 2008). These
efforts could also send signals to developers, corporate actors, and other stakeholders
that encourage further investment, thus indirectly promoting in situ neighborhood
upgrading for nonmobile residents.

To summarize, we anticipate that racial differences in age-related changes in both
neighborhood SES and neighborhood racial composition could be driven by racial
differences in returns to short- and long-distance moves (i.e., intracounty and inter-
county migration), by racial differences in the overall likelihood of moving between
neighborhoods (either short or long distances), and/or by racial differences in neigh-
borhood change among nonmovers. However, the relative contribution of these factors
to neighborhood change either among the general population of blacks and whites or
specifically among residents of poor or minority neighborhoods remains an open
question that our analysis attempts to answer.

Data and Methods

Data for this analysis come from the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) and the
1990 and 2000 U.S. censuses. The PSID is a well-known nationally representative,
longitudinal survey of U.S. residents and their families (PSID 2013). Beginning in
1968 with approximately 5,000 families, the sample has been interviewed annually
until 1997 and biennially thereafter, and new families are added to the sample when
children of the original families form their own household. By 2011, more than 9,000
families had been included in the survey panel, providing a sample of more than 70,000
individuals over the course of the study.

Sample

For this analysis, we select non-Hispanic black and non-Hispanic white heads of PSID
households who were interviewed in both the 1991 and 2001 survey waves. We do not
include Hispanic respondents for this period because the PSID Latino sample was
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followed only from 1990 to 1995, and the PSID immigrant refresher sample was not
added until 1997. We focus on change in the PSID respondents’ neighborhood
characteristics between 1991 and 2001, a period characterized by a fairly robust
housing market albeit declining rates of migration (Molloy et al. 2011). Moreover,
the 1990s saw important declines in residential segregation and both growth in, and
frequent stabilization of, racially integrated neighborhoods (Bader and Warkentien
2016; Hall et al. 2016; Logan and Zhang 2010; Timberlake and Iceland 2007). Given
our desire to measure change in individuals’ neighborhood environments over time, we
include in our sample household heads if they appeared in both the 1991 and 2001
surveys. The 10-year interval selected here aligns closely with the spacing between
1990 and 2000 decennial census years. We further restrict the sample to respondents
who were between ages 25 and 54 in 1991 (and who were thus ages 35 to 64 in 2001).
We select this age group because the interneighborhood migration patterns of youth
(who often move to attend college) and the elderly (who often move for retirement
reasons) may differ from the patterns exhibited by those of labor force age. However,
supplemental analyses indicated that our substantive conclusions are unaffected by the
age range of the sample. Our selection criteria result in a sample of 1,855 white and
1,031 black household heads.

Variables

We use three measures to capture changes between the PSID respondents’ 1991
neighborhood and their 2001 neighborhood; we emphasize that this may or may not
be the same neighborhood. To construct these measures, we first identify the socioeco-
nomic characteristics and racial composition of respondents’ neighborhoods at the two
selected waves. Following prior research in this area (Sampson and Sharkey 2008;
South et al. 2016; Teernstra 2014), the SES of respondents’ neighborhoods is measured
by the average family income of their residential census tracts, in constant 2000 dollars.1

Neighborhood racial composition is measured by the percentage of the tract population
that is non-Hispanic white and the percentage that is non-Hispanic black. Census tract
boundaries are normalized to 2010 (GeoLytics 2014), and linear interpolation is used to
estimate values of the neighborhood characteristics for 1991 and 2001 in our sample.
Our outcome of interest is the change in individuals’ neighborhood average family
income and neighborhood racial composition (i.e., percentage non-Hispanic white and
percentage non-Hispanic black) between 1991 and 2001.

We distinguish between two types of residential movers: (1) respondents who
between 1991 and 2001 moved out of their census tract of origin but remained in the
same county (intracounty movers), and (2) respondents who between 1991 and 2001
moved to a different county (intercounty migrants). Although differentiating
intracounty moves from intercounty moves may not capture all relevant differences
in types of interneighborhood moves, this distinction provides a reasonable approxi-
mation of short- and long-distance migration. Respondents who lived in the same tract
in 1991 and 2001 are referred to as “nonmovers” or “nonmobile respondents.”

1 In supplemental analysis, we used alternative indicators of neighborhood SES, including median family
income and the poverty rate. The results from analyses using these alternative indicators were very similar to
those generated using neighborhood average family income.
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Analytical Strategy

We apply a conventional Blinder-Oaxaca regression decomposition (Blinder 1973;
Oaxaca 1973) to assess the relative contributions of racial differences in
interneighborhood migration and in situ neighborhood change to racial differences in
neighborhood change between 1991 and 2001. This approach is based on the estimation
of linear and additive race-specific equations to determine the relationship between
residential mobility and changes in neighborhood characteristics. We use robust standard
errors clustered at the family level in the regression analyses to account for nonindepen-
dence of observations within families. The coefficients in these race-specific regression
models indicate howmuch neighborhood change is associated with intra- and intercounty
mobility, respectively. Race-specific in situ neighborhood changes are captured by the
constants of the regression models.2 The two equations are then used to quantify the
portion of the racial difference in neighborhood change that is attributable to the racial
difference in the constants, the racial difference in the levels of residential mobility, the
racial difference in the returns to mobility, and the interaction between the racial difference
in the levels of residential mobility and returns to it. We use a model recommended by
Jones and Kelley (1984) that clearly separates these components:

Yw −Yb ¼ βw
0 −β
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0

� �þ ∑βb
j X j
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b
j
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X j
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b

� �h i
:

The left side of the equation (Yw −YbÞ is the difference between whites and blacks in
the mean neighborhood economic and racial composition changes. The first term on the

right side, βw
0 −β

b
0

� �
, represents the contribution of the racial gap in the constants—that is,

the white-black difference in neighborhood change among nonmovers. ∑βb
j X

w
j −X

b
j

� �

represents the total contribution of racial differences in the two groups’mean mobility rates,
weighted by the black coefficients (the endowments component, or E). This term represents
the amount by which the racial difference in neighborhood change would shrink if whites
and blacks had the same levels of intra- and intercounty migration while keeping their

respective neighborhood destinations unchanged. ∑X b
j βw

j −β
b
j

� �
captures the total contri-

bution of racial differences in the outcomes of intra- and intercounty migration, weighted by
the black mean migration rates (the coefficients component, or C). This component
represents the amount by which the racial difference in neighborhood change would change
if the association between residential mobility and neighborhood changes were the same
across racial groupswhile keeping their respective neighborhoodmobility levels unchanged.

The final product ∑ βw
j −β

b
j

� �h
X

w
j −X

b
j

� �
� represents the interaction effect between E

and C (E × C). This term captures the portion of racial gap that arises from the simultaneous
differences in the levels of residential mobility and the residential destinations among blacks
and whites (Jann 2008).

2 We do not include other covariates in the models because we are interested in the overall contributions of
interneighborhood migration and in situ change, rather than in their contributions net of the correlates of these
processes.
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Our use of whites as the standard population allows us to determine how much the
racial gap in neighborhood change would be altered if blacks experienced the same
levels of, and returns to, residential mobility as whites. However, supplemental analysis
reveals that very similar results are obtained if blacks are used as the standard
population. Because the results of the decomposition can also vary depending on
which group is chosen as the reference category for dummy variables, we also
performed the decomposition using transformed coefficients for the residential
mobility dummy variables, as described by Jann (2008) and Yun (2005). Results from
these analyses were generally similar to those we report.

Results

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for the variables used in the analysis, separately
for the white and black respondents. Also shown are the component variables used to
generate the neighborhood change scores. Consistent with the findings of much prior
research (e.g., Sharkey 2012), on average, blacks and whites lived in neighborhoods of
much different economic status, both at the beginning (1991) and the end (2001) of the

Table 1 Descriptive statistics for variables used in the analysis of neighborhood change, by race: Panel Study
of Income Dynamics, 1991–2001

Variable White Black
White-Black
Difference

Dependent Variables and Components
Neighborhood average family income in 1991 (in 000s) 62.88

(28.86)
41.85
(17.53)

21.03***

Neighborhood average family income in 2001 (in 000s) 71.50
(29.84)

47.61
(17.30)

23.89***

Change in neighborhood average family income
between 1991 and 2001 (in 000s)

8.62
(23.19)

5.76
(16.81)

2.86***

Neighborhood % non-Hispanic white in 1991 87.57
(14.49)

35.76
(30.93)

51.81***

Neighborhood % non-Hispanic white in 2001 84.28
(16.81)

33.39
(28.27)

50.89***

Change in neighborhood % non-Hispanic white
between 1991 and 2001

–3.29
(13.01)

–2.37
(26.80)

–0.92

Neighborhood % non-Hispanic black in 1991 5.25
(9.85)

56.62
(32.44)

–51.37***

Neighborhood % non-Hispanic black in 2001 6.00
(10.82)

56.18
(30.85)

–50.18***

Change in neighborhood % non-Hispanic black
between 1991 and 2001

0.75
(8.71)

–0.44
(29.17)

1.19

Independent Variable
Nonmover 0.44 0.36 0.08***
Intracounty migrant between 1991 and 2001 0.27 0.45 –0.18***
Intercounty migrant between 1991 and 2001 0.29 0.19 0.10***

N 1,855 1,031

Note: Standard deviations are shown in parentheses.

***p < .001
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mobility interval. The neighborhoods inhabited by white respondents had an average
family income of $62,880 and $71,500, respectively, in 1991 and 2001, compared with
average family incomes of $41,850 and $47,610 in the neighborhoods inhabited by
blacks. Most importantly for our purposes, although both white and black respondents
tended to experience an increase in their neighborhood family income between 1991
and 2001, the increase in neighborhood income was larger for whites than for blacks
($8,620 vs. $5,760).

Racial differences in neighborhood racial composition are more pronounced than
racial differences in neighborhood average family income. In both 1991 and 2001,
whites lived in neighborhoods with a population more than 80 % non-Hispanic white
and less than 6 % non-Hispanic black. In contrast, blacks lived in neighbor-
hoods with a population only approximately one-third non-Hispanic white and
more than 50 % non-Hispanic black in both 1991 and 2001. However, racial
differences in neighborhood racial compositional change are small. Both whites
and blacks experienced a decline over time in the percentage of their neighbors
who were non-Hispanic white—3.29 percentage points for whites and 2.37
percentage points for blacks. Yet, whereas blacks experienced a slight decline
in the percentage of same-race neighbors (0.44 percentage points), whites
experienced a slight increase in their exposure to black neighbors (0.75 per-
centage points). These race-specific changes in neighborhood racial composition
likely reflect declining levels of racial residential segregation along with the
growth of the Hispanic and nonwhite, nonblack population of the United States
over this period.

Table 1 also presents descriptive statistics for the residential mobility variables.
Forty-four percent of white respondents and 36 % of black respondents lived in the
same census tract in 2001 as they did in 1991. Blacks were more likely than whites to
move across tracts within counties (45 % vs. 27 %, p < .001), but they were less likely
than whites to move across counties (19 % vs. 29 %, p < .001).

Sources of Racial Differences in Neighborhood Change

To begin exploring the sources of these racial disparities in neighborhood change, we
first estimate race-specific regression models in which the 1991–2001 change in
individuals’ neighborhood average income and racial composition is expressed as a
function of intra- and intercounty migration. Models 1 and 2 of Table 2 present the
results for change in neighborhood average income. For whites, the effects of intra- and
intercounty migration are roughly the same. These two types of moves are associated
with an approximate $3,700 improvement in neighborhood family income, relative to
the change among stayers (Model 1). For blacks, intra- and intercounty migration are
associated with a $2,700 and a $3,490 improvement in neighborhood family income,
respectively (Model 2). Although both intra- and intercounty migration are associated
with a greater improvement for whites than for blacks, these racial differences in the
effect of mobility on changes in neighborhood income are not statistically significant.
The constant in Model 1 indicates that white residents who do not move enjoy a $6,570
improvement in their neighborhood average income, compared with a $3,880 improve-
ment for nonmobile black residents (Model 2), yielding a statistically significant
difference of $2,690.
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Models 3 and 4 of Table 2 present results for neighborhood change in percentage
non-Hispanic white, and Models 5 and 6 present the results for neighborhood change in
percentage non-Hispanic black. Among whites, both intra- and intercounty movers
experience almost a 3 percentage point increase in neighborhood percentage non-
Hispanic white (Model 3), and a 1.98 (intracounty) and 0.99 (intercounty) percentage
point decrease in neighborhood percentage non-Hispanic black, compared with stayers
(Model 5). Among blacks, moving between neighborhoods (but within a county) is
associated with a 3.21 percentage point increase in neighborhood non-Hispanic per-
centage white (Model 4), and a 4.86 percentage point decrease in neighborhood
percentage non-Hispanic black (Model 6). The analogous percentage point changes
for black intercounty movers are 5.44 and –4.26, respectively. Similar to the racial
differences in neighborhood income change among movers, white-black differences in
the association between residential mobility and neighborhood racial changes are
statistically nonsignificant.

In contrast to the large and significant racial differences in neighborhood income
change among nonmovers (Models 1 and 2), the racial differences in in situ neighbor-
hood racial change are small and statistically nonsignificant. Nonmobile white residents
experience a 4.93 percentage point reduction in same-race neighbors and a 1.57
percentage point increase in black neighbors; nonmobile black residents experience a
comparable loss of white neighbors and a 2.57 percentage point increase in black
neighbors.

Decomposition of Racial Differences in Neighborhood Change

Table 3 presents the results of the decomposition of the white-black difference in 1991–
2001 changes in neighborhood average income and racial composition. The top portion
of Table 3 presents the white-black differences in neighborhood change. In the subse-
quent portion, these racial gaps are decomposed into several parts. The first part reflects
the difference due to the white-black difference in in situ change around nonmovers
(the intercept component). The second set of entries shows the contribution of the racial
difference in mean levels of intra- and intercounty migration (the endowments compo-
nent). These entries show how much the racial gap in neighborhood change would
increase or decrease if blacks moved within and between counties at the same rate as
whites while retaining the same returns to these moves. The third set of entries shows
the amount of the racial gap in the outcomes that is attributable to the difference in the
effects of, or returns to, intra- and intercounty migration (the coefficients component).
These entries show how much the racial gap in neighborhood change would increase or
decrease if blacks retained their levels of intra- and intercounty migration but experi-
enced the same returns as white movers. The final term captures the contribution of
simultaneous differences in endowments and coefficients (the interaction component).
The bottom portion of Table 3 expresses each of the components of the racial difference
as a percentage of the total racial difference in neighborhood change.

As shown in the top portion of Model 1 of Table 3, between 1991 and 2001, white
respondents experienced an average improvement in neighborhood income $2,860
greater than that experienced by black respondents. As shown in the intercept compo-
nent, by far the most important source of the white-black difference in neighborhood
income change is the racial difference in intercepts, or in situ change. The white-black
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difference in intercepts accounts for $2,690 of the $2,860 difference, or approximately
94 % of the total (2,690 / 2,860). Thus, the vast bulk of the racial difference in
neighborhood income change results from less improvement in the economic status
of the neighborhoods inhabited by nonmobile blacks than the neighborhoods inhabited
by nonmobile whites.

As shown in the other rows of Model 1 of Table 3, racial differences in intra- and
intercounty migration play less important and somewhat counterbalancing roles. The
positive contribution of the white-black difference in intercounty migration levels
indicates that approximately $330 of the $2,860 is attributable to the fact that whites
are more likely than blacks to move long distances. In contrast, the negative contribu-
tion of racial differences in the level of intracounty migration (–0.48) indicates that if
blacks moved short distances at the same rate as whites, the racial gap in neighborhood
income change would actually expand by $480. Thus, racial differences in levels of
local residential mobility and long-distance migration serve as countervailing influ-
ences on the racial difference in neighborhood income change. As shown in the
coefficients panel, racial differences in the returns to intracounty migration account
for $450 of $2,860, or 16 % of the total difference in neighborhood income change, but
racial differences in the returns to long distance migration contribute only trivially to
the racial gap in neighborhood income change ($40 of the $2,860).

Model 2 presents the results of a parallel decomposition of the white-black difference in
the change in percentage of the neighborhood population that is non-Hispanic white. As
noted earlier and as shown in the top rows, on average, whites experience a slightly greater

Table 3 Blinder-Oaxaca decomposition of racial differences in neighborhood change: Panel Study of Income
Dynamics, 1991–2001

Variable

Change in
Neighborhood
Average
Income (in 000s)
Model 1

Change in
Neighborhood
% Non-Hispanic
White
Model 2

Change in
Neighborhood
% Non-Hispanic
Black
Model 3

White 8.62 –3.29 0.75
Black 5.76 –2.37 –0.44
Difference 2.86 –0.92 1.19
Difference Due to In Situ Change (intercept) 2.69 –0.07 –1.00
Difference Due to Endowments (E)
Due to levels of intracounty migration –0.48 –0.57 0.87
Due to levels of intercounty migration 0.33 0.51 –0.40

Difference Due to Coefficients (C)
Due to levels of intracounty migration 0.45 –0.13 1.30
Due to returns to intercounty migration 0.04 –0.47 0.63

Interaction (E × C) –0.16 –0.18 –0.21
Proportion Explained by Different Components
% Due to in situ change 94 7 –84
% Due to levels of intracounty migration –17 63 73
% Due to levels of intercounty migration 12 –56 –33
% Due to returns to intracounty migration 16 14 109
% Due to returns to intercounty migration 1 52 53
% Explained by interaction between E and C –6 20 –18

N 2,886 2,886 2,886
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decline than blacks in the percentage of their neighbors who are non-Hispanic white—a
difference of 0.92 percentage points. In contrast to the case of racial differences in neigh-
borhood income change, much of the white-black difference in neighborhood racial change
is driven by racial differences in levels of, and returns to, residential mobility and migration.
The portion of total white-black difference explained by the levels of racial differences in
intracounty migration is 0.57 of the total 0.92 percentage point difference. Thus, if blacks
were as locally mobile as whites but retained their same neighborhood returns to mobility,
the white-black difference in change in neighborhood percentage non-Hispanic white would
have decreased by 63 %.

The racial gap in neighborhood racial change is also partly attributable to racial
differences in the returns to moving. The white-black difference in the coefficient for
intercounty migration accounts for 0.47 percentage points of the 0.92 percentage point
difference, or 52 % of the total. This finding derives from the earlier observation that
when blacks move between counties, the percentage of their neighbors who are non-
Hispanic white increases more sharply than among intercounty white movers (see
Table 2, Models 3 and 4). In other words, if long-distance black movers moved to
destination neighborhoods with the same racial composition as the destination neigh-
borhoods of long-distance white movers, the racial gaps in neighborhood racial change
would have declined by about 50 %.

These contributions of racial differences in residential mobility are partially
counterbalanced by the contribution of the racial difference in the rate of intercounty
migration. The portion of total white-black gap explained by racial differences in
intercounty migration is 0.51 percentage points: if blacks had converged to the same
levels of long-distance migration as whites but kept their neighborhood returns to
mobility unchanged, the white-black difference in neighborhood racial change would
have actually increased by 56 %. Notably, racial differences in in situ neighborhood
change play only a trivial role in accounting for whites’ larger decline than blacks’ over
time in the percentage of their neighbors who are non-Hispanic white.

Model 3 of Table 3 presents a similar decomposition analysis of the white-black
difference in the change in neighborhood percentage non-Hispanic black. The racial
difference of 1.19 percentage points in neighborhood percentage non-Hispanic black is
driven by both the loss of same-race neighbors among blacks and by an increase in
whites’ exposure to black neighbors. Not surprisingly, the relative contributions of
racial differences in the levels of, and returns to, residential mobility are fairly similar to
that observed in the decomposition of the white-black difference in change in neigh-
borhood percentage white (Table 3, Model 2). The racial difference in the level of
intracounty migration explains 73 % of the racial difference in neighborhood change in
percentage non-Hispanic black. The racial differences in the returns to mobility also
play nontrivial roles.

The contributions of racial differences in the returns to residential mobility and
migration are partially offset by the contribution of the racial difference in the level of
intercounty migration. If blacks increased their level of intercounty migration to the
same level as whites but kept their neighborhood destination characteristics unchanged,
the racial difference in neighborhood change in percentage non-Hispanic black would
be amplified by 33 %. Therefore, eliminating the racial difference in the levels of
intercounty migration would serve to exacerbate the white-black difference in neigh-
borhood change in percentage black.

1832 Y. Huang et al.



The racial difference in in situ change suppresses the racial difference in neighbor-
hood change in non-Hispanic percentage black. The negative contribution of racial
differences in in situ change (–1.00) indicates that if nonmobile blacks experienced
neighborhood racial change similar to nonmobile whites, the racial gap in neighbor-
hood change in percentage black would increase by 84 %. This finding reflects the
tendency for the neighborhoods inhabited by nonmobile blacks to experience a larger
increase in the number of their black neighbors compared with the neighborhoods
inhabited by nonmobile whites (see Table 2, Models 5 and 6).

Sources of Racial Differences in Neighborhood Change Among Residents
of Low-Income and Minority Neighborhoods

The preceding analyses decompose the racial difference in neighborhood change for the
full sample of blacks and whites. However, as suggested earlier, the dynamics of
neighborhood change among residents of low-income and largely minority neighbor-
hoods deserve special attention. Moreover, the amount of neighborhood change expe-
rienced by individuals might vary by initial neighborhood conditions because of floor
and ceiling effects. For example, whites who reside in the whitest neighborhoods
cannot experience much of an increase in the percentage of their neighbors who are
white. We explore this issue by replicating the decomposition analysis for black and
white respondents who in 1991 resided in the lowest tritile of neighborhood family
income, the lowest tritile of neighborhood percentage non-Hispanic white, and the
highest tritile of neighborhood percentage non-Hispanic black. The descriptive statis-
tics for these subsamples and the parameter estimates from the regression models are
shown in Tables 5 and 6 (in the appendix), respectively.

Table 4 presents the results of the decomposition analysis for these subsamples. As
shown in the top rows under Model 1, between 1991 and 2001 the neighborhood income
of whites originating in low-income neighborhoods improved substantially more than that
of blacks ($12,600 vs. $9,910). In sharp contrast to the decomposition results generated
from the full sample (Table 3), most of the white-black difference in neighborhood income
improvement among residents of the poorest neighborhoods is attributable to racial
differences in levels of, and returns to, intra- and intercounty migration. Whites’ greater
returns to intra- and intercounty migration account for 62 % and 26 % of the difference,
respectively, and whites’ higher level of intercounty migration accounts for 49 % of the
difference. In contrast, eliminating the racial difference in the levels of intracounty
migration would widen the racial gap in neighborhood income change by 49 %. Unlike
the results from the full sample, among residents of poor neighborhoods, the racial
difference in in situ change accounts for only approximately one-fifth (21 %) of the racial
difference in neighborhood income change.

Models 2 and 3 of Table 4 present the decomposition of the white-black difference
in neighborhood racial composition change among respondents originating in neigh-
borhoods of the lowest tritile of non-Hispanic white and the highest tritile of non-
Hispanic black. The top rows of Models 2 and 3 reveal large differences between
blacks and whites in neighborhood racial change. On average, and in contrast to the
sample as a whole, whites originating in these predominantly minority neighborhoods
experience an increase in the percentage of their neighbors who are non-Hispanic white
that is 8.83 percentage points greater than the corresponding increase experienced by
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blacks. Similarly, the few whites originating in largely black neighborhoods experience
a greater decline than blacks in their exposure to non-Hispanic black neighbors—a
difference of 4.02 percentage points.

Similar to what was observed in Models 2 and 3 of Table 3, the decomposition
analysis for these respondents originating in the least white and most black neighbor-
hoods suggests that the bulk of white-black difference in racial neighborhood change is
attributable to racial differences in levels of, and returns to, residential mobility. Among
blacks and whites originating in the predominantly minority neighborhoods, 94 % of
the racial gap in change in neighborhood percentage non-Hispanic white (Model 2),
and 87 % of the gap in change in neighborhood percentage non-Hispanic black (Model
3), is attributable to the racial difference in returns to intracounty migration—that is, to
white local movers’ tendency to relocate to neighborhoods that are much more white
and less black than the neighborhoods where black local movers relocate. Additionally,
the racial difference in the returns to intercounty migration account for one-third of the
white-black difference in changes in neighborhood percentage non-Hispanic white.
These results illustrate the importance of white movers’ avoidance of minority neigh-
borhoods as a driver of racial residential segregation. The racial difference in the overall

Table 4 Blinder-Oaxaca decomposition of racial differences in neighborhood change for blacks and whites
originating in low-income and minority neighborhoods: Panel Study of Income Dynamics, 1991–2001

Change
in Neighborhood
Average
Income (in 000s)a

Model 1

Change in
Neighborhood
% Non-Hispanic
Whiteb

Model 2

Change in
Neighborhood
% Non-Hispanic
Blackc

Model 3

White 12.60 12.03 –8.93
Black 9.91 3.20 –4.91
Difference 2.69 8.83 –4.02
Difference Due to In Situ Change (intercept) 0.58 –5.60 0.05
Difference Due to Endowments (E)
Due to levels of intracounty migration –1.33 –1.42 1.10
Due to levels of intercounty migration 1.31 3.85 –1.41

Difference Due to Coefficients (C)
Due to returns to intracounty migration 1.67 8.26 –3.48
Due to returns to intercounty migration 0.71 2.88 –0.69

Interaction (E × C) –0.26 0.84 0.41
Proportion Explained by Different Components
% Due to in situ change 21 –63 –1
% Due to levels of intracounty migration –49 –16 –27
% Due to levels of intercounty migration 49 44 35
% Due to returns to intracounty migration 62 94 87
% Due to returns to intercounty migration 26 33 17
% Due to interaction between E and C –10 10 –10

N 954 953 981

a Sample consists of blacks and whites initially residing in neighborhoods in the lowest tritile of average family
income.
b Sample consists of blacks and whites initially residing in neighborhoods in the lowest tritile of % non-
Hispanic white.
c Sample consists of blacks and whites initially residing in neighborhoods in the highest tritile of % non-
Hispanic black.
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levels of moving between counties also plays a role. The racial gap in change in
neighborhood percentage non-Hispanic white would decrease by 44 %, and the racial
gap in change in neighborhood percentage non-Hispanic black would decrease by
35 %, if blacks were as likely as whites to move across counties.

In contrast, the white-black difference in in situ change accounts for virtually none
of the racial difference in change in neighborhood percentage non-Hispanic black, and
actually suppresses the racial difference in change in neighborhood percentage non-
Hispanic white. The white-black difference in change in neighborhood percentage non-
Hispanic white would increase by 63 % if the neighborhoods inhabited by nonmobile
whites and blacks changed similarly. Overall, the key finding from this analysis is that
among blacks and whites originating in largely minority areas, the racial difference in
neighborhood racial change is driven primarily by racial differences in residential
mobility, and particularly white local movers’ tendency to relocate to neighborhoods
that contain more whites and fewer blacks than the neighborhoods that blacks move to.

Discussion and Conclusion

Recent research has shown that as they age, blacks and whites experience different
trajectories of change in neighborhood context. Most importantly, blacks enjoy lesser
improvement than whites in the economic status of their residential neighborhoods.
However, the proximate sources of this racial difference in neighborhood change are
not well understood. Minimally, such differences could stem from racially differentiat-
ed patterns of residential mobility and migration and/or from differences in how the
neighborhoods typically inhabited by nonmobile blacks and whites change over time.
Using individual-level data from the PSID and tract-level data from 1990 and 2000
U.S. censuses, we quantify the relative contributions of racial differences in levels of,
and returns to, residential mobility, as well as racial differences in in situ change, to
racial disparities in how individuals’ neighborhoods changed between 1991 and 2001.

Our results highlight the importance of in situ—or “unselected” (Sharkey 2012)—
neighborhood change as a process that exacerbates racial neighborhood economic inequality
(Coulter and van Ham 2013; Coulter et al. 2016). We find that for the full sample of black
and white PSID respondents, the vast bulk of the difference in the degree to which blacks
and whites experience economic improvement in their residential neighborhoods is attrib-
utable to greater improvements in the neighborhoods typically inhabited by whites than the
neighborhoods typically inhabited by blacks. This racial disparity in neighborhood econom-
ic change could stem from a combination of factors including changing economic fortunes
among nonmobile neighbors and differences in the economic characteristics of in-migrants
versus out-migrants (Teernstra 2014). That is, the difference could result from different net
migration patterns in the neighborhoods where whites and blacks tend to reside, with the
neighborhoods inhabited by whites experiencing higher net migration of high-income
residents than the neighborhoods inhabited by blacks. This difference could also arise from
greater improvements in the SES of the neighbors of nonmobile whites relative to the
neighbors of nonmobile blacks. Future research might attempt to quantify the relative
contributions of net migration (and the components of net migration) and neighbors’
changing economic circumstances in generating differences between nonmobile blacks
and whites in the economic status of their residential neighborhoods.
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In contrast, for the sample as a whole, racial differences in residential mobility play
only a trivial role in accounting for the black-white difference in neighborhood eco-
nomic change. Consistent with prior studies (Farley and Allen 1987; Schachter 2001),
we find that blacks are more likely thanwhites tomove locally but less likely thanwhites
to move between counties. However, we find little evidence that the change in neigh-
borhood economic status upon moving varies substantially between blacks and whites
(cf. Sampson and Sharkey 2008). As a result, for the general population of blacks and
whites, racial differences in the levels of and returns to residential mobility play only
small roles in accounting for the racial gap in neighborhood economic change.

We observe a somewhat different pattern among black andwhite residents of low-income
neighborhoods. In our analysis of neighborhood change among blacks and whites initially
residing in low-income neighborhoods, the racial difference in in situ change no longer plays
a predominant role in accounting for the different degree of neighborhood economic change
between blacks and whites. The difference between our results for the full sample and our
results for the residents of low-income neighborhoods could perhaps be explained by
structural influences and governmental policies that were particularly relevant to low-
income neighborhoods in the 1990s. Forces such as a strong economy, changes in welfare
and income support policies, and public housing revitalization efforts may have benefited
nonmobile black andwhite residents in low-income neighborhoods similarly. Among blacks
and whites initially residing in low-income neighborhoods, the bulk of the racial difference
in neighborhood income change is driven by white movers’ relocation to neighborhoods
with higher incomes than the neighborhoods blacks move to. This difference in the
economic status of black and white movers’ destination neighborhoods could result from
several sources, including but not limited to blacks’ lesser ability to afford housing in more-
advantaged neighborhoods and their attachment and spatial proximity to poor neighbor-
hoods (Jargowsky 2003; Kingsley and Pettit 2003).

Although we find a widening black-white difference in neighborhood income, for the
sample as whole, we observe only small racial differences in neighborhood racial compo-
sition. Over the period covered by our study, both blacks’ and whites’ neighborhoods came
to be populated less and less by non-Hispanic whites, while evincing almost no change in
the population of non-Hispanic blacks. The decline in the relative representation of non-
Hispanic whites likely reflects more general demographic and distributional trends, includ-
ing the growth of the Hispanic and Asian populations and reductions in racial residential
segregation (Iceland et al. 2002; Logan and Zhang 2010; Timberlake and Iceland 2007).

For the sample as a whole, the small black-white differences in neighborhood racial
composition change are generated by counterbalancing forces. Among both blacks and
whites, moving within and between counties is associated with an increase in the percentage
of neighbors who are non-Hispanic white, and thus blacks’ higher rate of local residential
mobility but lower rate of intercounty mobility offset one another. Our results suggest that if
blacks moved locally at the same rate as whites, the racial gap in the percentage of white
neighbors would diminish. Conversely, if blacks moved long distances (i.e., between
counties) at the same rate as whites, the racial gap in the percentage of white neighbors
would increase. Roughly similar offsetting dynamics operate to generate little racial differ-
ence in the growth of the neighborhood black population.

The importance of racial differences in residential mobility for generating racial differ-
ences in neighborhood racial composition change is particularly evident in our analysis of
blacks and whites initially residing in predominantly minority neighborhoods. We find that
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virtually all these differences are accounted for by racial differences in the levels of, and
returns to, moving. The vast majority of the black-white difference in neighborhood racial
composition change is attributable to white local movers relocating to neighborhoods that
contain more whites and fewer blacks than the neighborhoods that blacks move to. More
than one-third of the difference is attributable to whites’ greater likelihood of moving long
distances, which is associated with an increase in the proportion of neighbors who are non-
Hispanic white for black and white migrants alike.

Quantifying the relative contributions of racial differences in in situ change and residen-
tial mobility to racial differences in neighborhood change may contribute to existing urban
policy discussions. In general, policies designed to redress racial disparities in neighborhood
attainment follow one of two approaches. One policy response, exemplified by the
Gautreaux and Moving-to-Opportunity (MTO) projects (Rosenbaum et al. 2002), is to
promote the residential mobility of individuals—particularly racial minorities—away from
deprived neighborhoods and into more advantaged communities. An alternative response is
to target disadvantaged neighborhoods with additional resources through area-based initia-
tives (Parkinson 1998). Evidence regarding the effectiveness of these policies is mixed
(Andersson and Bråmå 2004; Clampet-Lundquist and Massey 2008; Ludwig et al. 2008;
Rhodes et al. 2003). Because racial differences in changes in neighborhood income and
neighborhood racial composition among residents of low-income and predominantly mi-
nority neighborhoods are driven mainly by racial differences in intra- and intercounty
migration, policies that enhance blacks’ ability to move out of disadvantaged areas may
be an effective strategy for reducing racial inequality in neighborhood environments. In
particular, reducing the racial gap in change in neighborhood racial composition and
economic status will likely entail eliminating the large racial gap between mobile blacks
andwhites in the racial composition and economic status of their destination neighborhoods.
Policies that facilitate blacks’ ability to move between counties will also help to reduce the
black-white disparity in change in neighborhood environments.

Future research on racial differences in neighborhood attainment might profit from
addressing some of the limitations of this study. Our analysis focuses on changes in
individuals’ neighborhood environments over a single decade: 1991 to 2001. Racial differ-
ences in neighborhood attainment might have changed since that time.Moreover, the relative
contribution of residential mobility and in situ neighborhood change to the racial difference in
changing neighborhood characteristics might also vary over time, as well as by age, cohort,
and geographic location. Future research might benefit from expanding the current study to
consider how racial differences in neighborhood change and the proximate sources of such
change vary by individual demographic characteristics and across historical periods
(Firebaugh and Farrell 2016). Future research might also benefit from incorporating data
from other racial and ethnic groups. Our analysis includes only non-Hispanic blacks and
whites because the PSID does not provide sufficient sample sizes for the analysis of other
racial groups over the study period. Whether the findings from this analysis are generalizable
to the neighborhood attainments of other racial and ethnic groups deserves further attention.
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