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Abstract	

Much empirical literature analyzing crime and violence omits an important theoretical 
“fundamental cause”: an underlying mechanism that might drive both the analysis’s 
proposed explanatory factors and outcome phenomena of violence. If violence and its 
“causes” are both driven by a third factor not addressed in research, there will be no hope 
of creating policy that fundamentally reduces violence. This paper proposes and 
quantifies racism in public policy as a fundamental cause both of violence and the many 
factors that have been proposed to “explain” violence. It then develops an empirical 
strategy to assess whether racism in policy, conceptualized as race-disparities in housing 
wealth, is associated with violence in cities. This paper’s dataset and strategy do not 
produce an observable relationship. But limitations inherent to the analysis point to 
promising next steps to assessing this question. 
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Introduction	
Much empirical literature analyzing crime and violence omits an important theoretical 

“fundamental cause”: an underlying mechanism that might drive both the analysis’s 

proposed explanatory factors and outcome phenomena of violence. If violence and its 

“causes” are both driven by a third factor not addressed in research, there will be no hope 

of creating policy that fundamentally reduces violence. This paper proposes and 

quantifies racism in public policy as a fundamental cause both of violence and the many 

factors that have been proposed to “explain” violence. It then develops an empirical 

strategy to assess whether racism in policy, conceptualized as race-disparities in housing 

wealth, is associated with violence in cities. 

 A telltale sign of the fundamental cause limitation in the literature is researchers’ 

frequent use of a city’s black population share as an explanatory variable. While black 

population share may have strong empirical explanatory value, theory and other 

empirical evidence suggests that it is not a valid predictor of violence. Instead, race is a 

valid predictor of living in neighborhoods that are systematically associated with crime. 

In the first half of the 20th century, explicitly race-based restrictive neighborhood 

covenants, “redlining” by the federal government to restrict mortgage funds to white 

neighborhoods, and other factors tended to limit most urban black residents to 

impoverished black-only neighborhoods (Massey and Denton 1993; Turner & Rawlings 

2009). By the 1970s, black-white segregation levels had increased substantially in cities. 

At the time, three-quarters of all black people would have had to move to a 

predominantly white neighborhood in order for each neighborhood to reflect the city’s 



McDade | Master’s Project | April 2017 

 4 

race composition (Massey & Denton 1993). Since the 1970s that figure has declined only 

modestly and remains above half (Litzschwartz 2012).  

As a result, scholars have documented a vicious cycle of impoverishment within 

black neighborhoods in the 1970s and ‘80s (Sampson 2009). For most of the 20th century, 

blacks overpaid for lower-quality housing and were denied access to homeownership, 

dramatically reducing wealth in predominantly black neighborhoods (Massey & Denton 

1993; Turner & Rawlings 2009). The exclusion from housing wealth continued into the 

21st Century through racial discrimination and predatory mortgage lending processes 

(Turner et al. 2013).  

The decline of the manufacturing sector continued this vicious cycle. Those low-wage 

jobs disproportionately employed African Americans and were replaced with new low-

skill service jobs largely located in the suburbs and exurbs far from black neighborhoods 

(Wilson 1987). This job movement tracked large-scale white flight from the poverty of 

inner cities to the safety and space of the suburbs (Cullen and Levitt 1999). This 

movement further isolated black Americans from economic activity and opportunity, and 

the resulting unemployment and poverty further lowered economic activity in black 

neighborhoods. As a result, private investments in jobs, amenities, and services, and 

public investment in schools and transit access declined, further limiting blacks’ success 

in the broader economy. Recent evidence shows that cities with residential economic 

segregation have lower economic mobility through generations, cementing existing 

wealth patterns and, for segregated black neighborhoods, reinforcing a cycle of economic 

distress and isolation (Sharkey & Graham 2013; Turner & Rawlings 2009; Massey & 

Denton 1993).  
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This policy-driven concentration of black Americans into low-opportunity 

neighborhoods confounds most traditional crime analyses to the extent that 

neighborhoods of that type are inherently more likely to have crime. In particular, crime 

analyses that include race as an explanatory factor without measuring that system of 

social, economic, and public policy forces that concentrated black Americans in 

objectively bad neighborhoods will be biased. The race variable will imperfectly capture 

the history of race, segregation, and policy – and not represent something inherent about 

race itself. More credible analyses must identify the history of public policy and race as a 

potential fundamental cause of violence and include it in analysis as the true 

“explanatory” factor. 

Section Two briefly reviews the literature and documents typical analyses of 

crime that omit a fundamental cause. Section Three formalizes this analysis’s 

fundamental cause – race-based disparities in housing wealth – and positions it in an 

analysis framework. Section Four describes and summarizes the data, and presents its 

analyses. Section Five discusses the findings as they relate to the bigger picture of racism 

in policy and violence in cities. 

Literature Review 

Typical empirical analyses of crime propose either individual-level or neighborhood-

level “causes” of crime and violence. Fewer suggest that more macro-social factors 

determine violence. None that I observed within the economics/criminology literature 

proposed a direct link between racism, public policy, and violence in cities. 

Individual-level explanations of race and violence 
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For decades, scholars observed and attempted to explain disproportionately high 

offending in black communities as a result of individual-level “risk factors” and decision 

making (Hipp et al. 2009; Farrington, 2003; Unnever and Gabbidon, 2011).  

For example, Farrington and colleagues (2003) suggest that individual and 

family-level behaviors are responsible for crime. They observe disproportionately high 

impulsiveness, low intelligence, low school attainment, “broken families”, and other “risk 

factors” among black Americans. They find evidence that, in particular, low socio-

economic status, high-crime neighborhoods, and “poor” parenting are associated with 

crime. But their analysis explicitly ignores the “macro-social explanations based on 

community structures or ecological conditions, racial discrimination or segregation, 

differences in economic or political power, or other types of socio-structural inequalities” 

(Farrington, et al., pg. 216).  

Other race-crime theories since the 1960s have proceeded similarly (Unnever, 

2003). For example, social disorganization theory (SDT) suggests that when a city’s 

social fabric is disrupted by economic or social upheaval, the beneficial social forces 

girding against crime disappear and people are likelier to offend. Theorists observed such 

“upheaval” during the 20th Century’s Great Migration and attributed increased violence to 

it (Unnever, 2003). But this explanation failed to account for more fundamental, policy-

driven forces like block busting, redlining, and race violence that created social upheaval 

as blacks migrated north and into previously white neighborhoods and cities. (Massey 

and Denton 1993). 
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Several decades later, social control theory gained prominence. People were less 

likely to commit crime when they were connected to society, family, and community, the 

theory proposed (Unnever and Gabbidon, 2011). When forces severed those connections 

for given individuals they were much likelier to commit crime. But this theory doesn’t 

propose specifically which situations or conditions sever connections, and so it has little 

utility for creating public policy. The general theory of crime, strain theory, and social 

learning theory similarly posit social or economic conditions that work on individuals to 

increase their propensity for violence (Unnever and Gabbidon, 2011). But they don’t 

account for more macro-level forces like public policies that segregate people 

geographically and economically, thereby creating the situations for disproportionate 

violence in certain communities.  

Social and economic inequality and violence 

Other scholars have proposed race-neutral theories to connect economic and social 

inequality to violence. Measures of inequality include disparities in wealth and income 

and unequal access to opportunities and power to shape and control social and political 

institutions. But none of these theories accounts for the massive historical evidence that 

public policy intentionally created race-based social and economic inequality with black 

Americans at the bottom. Studies that identify “causes” of crime therefore leave open the 

question of the fundamental cause: what if racism in public policy drove the 

socioeconomic conditions that drove violence? 

Since the 1960s much scholarship has informed the inequality-crime debate. 

Cook’s (2008) summary points to the fundamental cause issue: “The crime map of any 
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large city lights up in those neighborhoods that are also characterized by a high 

concentration of disadvantaged minorities, joblessness, single-parent households, drug 

abuse, substandard housing, inadequate public services, and high population turnover. It 

is only reasonable to suppose that that confluence of conditions holds the key to 

understanding the social and economic conditions that foster crime (pg. 8).” Cook 

ultimately concludes that policing matters more than “underlying socioeconomic changes 

(2008).” But his conclusions also clearly suggest the value in identifying the underlying 

cause or causes of that “confluence of events.” 

Numerous other scholars have examined inequality and violence. William Julius 

Wilson (1987) suggests that poverty is the main driver of urban crime and is independent 

of race. Bursick and Grasmick (1993) find that both socioeconomic status (i.e., income) 

and economic deprivation (i.e., poverty and unemployment) explain violence. Krivo and 

Peterson (1996) take a similar approach and with similar findings: high crime 

neighborhoods also have high economic and structural disadvantage (i.e., segregation and 

poverty). But they also merely control for the black population rather than elucidating 

what it means to “be black” in the urban crime context. That is, do more fundamental 

forces shape both the black American experience and drive crime in cities?  

Theoretical Model 

Several scholars have outlined theoretical strategies to incorporate the fundamental cause 

into analyses of crime and violence. Staples (1975) introduces an empirically testable 

theory that frames racism in policy as a fundamental cause. His main goal was to 

“examine race and crime with a new theoretical framework that will permit a systematic 

analysis of racial crime within the political-economic context of American society” 
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(Staples, pg. 14). For Staples, that political-economic context was one of continued, state-

sanctioned subordination – “colonization” – of black Americans. It represents the same 

fundamental situation this paper describes in the introduction. In their 2011 book 

Unnever and Gabbidon develop a similar theory. “[Their] basic assumption … is that the 

African American experience does not generalize to other races. [They] stipulate that the 

African American experience is peerless and … it can only explain black offending.” 

This paper’s main contribution is to propose an empirical measure of the 

fundamental cause of violence as racism in public policy. It will then test that cause. As 

this review establishes, differences in black-white access to housing wealth were a 

primary means of 20th Century racial discrimination. Housing wealth – or the lack thereof 

– is often transmitted inter-generationally through inheritances and mortgage down-

payment subsidies from parents to children (Xiao Di & Yang 2002). It is also passed 

through generations indirectly in that housing wealth buys access to human capital 

development in the form of safe and healthy neighborhoods, good public schools, and 

credit to finance higher education, entrepreneurship, and retirement - each of which aids 

in acquiring more housing wealth (McKernon et al. 2013). Thus, contemporary measures 

of racial disparities in housing wealth directly measure the socio-economic effects of 

racial discrimination in public policy. As Pearson (2008) writes, “accounting for wealth 

differences … acknowledges that racial differences in wealth in the U.S. reflect 

substantial racial inequalities in access to wealth, resulting from historical and ongoing 

power differentials between whites and blacks.” Pearson says that “introducing a wealth 

variable might be a an excellent way to statistically account for institutionalized racism 
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because it may be a proxy measure that encompasses both historical and present-day 

racist practices.”  

Thus, this paper will operationalize the uniqueness of the black experience by 

measuring racial disparities in housing wealth. Housing wealth is additionally appealing 

in the context of this paper’s data, which span the decade from 2005-2015 and therefore 

include the Great Recession’s sudden decline in housing wealth. Specifically, it will 

investigate whether disproportionate declines in black housing wealth were associated 

with more violence in cities. Variation resulting from the Great Recession is particularly 

appealing to exploit in this context because the subprime mortgages that caused the 

collapse were disproportionately targeted to communities of color (Hwang et al., 2015).  

This paper’s second contribution is to clarify and explore plausible mechanisms 

that drive people to commit violence. That is, it will add empirical evidence to theories 

that would explain why a relative decline in black housing wealth would lead to more 

violence. As Unnever and Gabbidon write, many of the major theories of violence offer 

important contributions but fail to adequately explain the relationship between black 

Americans and violence. But two theories in particular are useful and make more sense in 

the context of housing wealth disparities driven by racist policies and practices in the 20th 

and 21st century.  

First, social disorganization theory predicts that a sudden upheaval in the fabric of 

a community would weaken the ties, relationships, and expectations that help prevent 

crime. The sudden declines in housing wealth in black communities since the recession 

could represent that upheaval, especially for people with too few resources to seek more 

supportive neighborhoods. Sudden declines in housing wealth are highly associated with 



McDade | Master’s Project | April 2017 

 11 

home foreclosures, meaning that people would newly become renters. That would 

involve significant residential “churn”, a feature of SDT that has been associated with 

more violence (Hipp et al., 2009). 

The second theory is a broad interpretation of inter-group conflict theory, 

influenced by Staples’ model of violence from oppressed populations. Inter-group 

conflict proposes that different communities with cohesive identities and well-defined 

geographic areas will engage in conflict over (perceived) limited resources (Hipp et al., 

2009). Staples makes a similar argument but also suggests that observed racial injustice 

drives in-group/out-group dynamics that foster violence from the out-group. Hipp et al. 

(2009) find empirically that increased opportunity for inter-group conflict may actually 

increase within-group violence, similar to Staples’ theoretical argument. Sudden 

increases in racial housing wealth gaps fit neatly within this framework. If black 

communities felt a new social and economic distance from the in-group as a result of 

continuing racist policies it could lead to more overall violence, both within and outside 

of the black community as proposed by Staples and inter-group conflict theory generally. 

Data	and	Descriptive	Statistics	
 

Data	Summary	
What do simple descriptive statistics suggest about the relationship between racial 

housing wealth disparities and violence? The primary empirical relationship this paper 

tests is the association between a city’s housing wealth “gap” between black and white 

homeowners and that city’s crime rate. The gap is measured as the average black 

homeowner’s housing wealth as a percentage of the average white homeowner’s wealth. 
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The data are a panel containing about 270 U.S. cities with data for every year from 2005 

to 2015. Each year the FBI’s Uniform Crime Report (UCR) data are missing for up to a 

dozen cities, so each year’s effective sample size varies somewhat. The housing wealth 

variable’s availability varies year to year from 90 to 168 cities.1  

Because ACS annual estimates are only reliable for geographies over 100,000 

people the sample is limited to cities bigger than that size. Over a decade cities could 

grow above or shrink below that level. Therefore, this paper identifies all cities greater 

than or equal to 100,000 as of the 2010 census and limits the sample to them. Cities make 

a desirable unit of analysis for several reasons. First, they tend to be populous enough to 

enable analysis but not so populous – e.g., metros – that city-level averages mask 

localized crime stories. That is, violence tends to differ considerably between central 

cities and suburbs. Second, those city-suburb differences are meaningful: the typical 

metro’s central/big city has far more violence than its typical suburbs (Kneebone and 

Rafael, 2010). Therefore, it’s important to disaggregate city data; it also makes sense in 

many cases simply not to consider small, wealthy, homogenous suburbs with no or very 

low violence. Indeed, even in this sample, some of the smaller suburb-like cities have 

very little violence. 

Descriptive	Statistics	
Table One in the appendix displays summary characteristics of the primary dependent 

and independent variables by year. I hypothesize that decreases in the gap levels – which 

                                                
1 All  housing wealth data come from the Integrated Public Use Microdata from the University of 
Minnesota. Steven Ruggles, Katie Genadek, Ronald Goeken, Josiah Grover, and Matthew 
Sobek. Integrated Public Use Microdata Series: Version 6.0 [dataset]. Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota, 2015. http://doi.org/10.18128/D010.V6.0. 
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represent increasing race-based wealth disparities – will be associated with greater 

violence in cities. Such associations would point to negative social and economic 

externalities of racism in public policy. Put differently, they would provide empirical 

support for what the literature has long suggested: racism is bad not just for those it 

directly oppresses, but for society writ large. 

Table Two in the appendix displays summaries of the economic control variables 

included in the analysis. The great recession had a predictable effect on cities’ economies. 

Cities’ average unemployment and poverty rates climbed rapidly during the recession. 

Unemployment rates fell steadily and are now below their 2005 levels. But poverty 

continued to climb until 2012 and remained above its 2009 level – demonstrating the 

lasting ill effects of the recession. While economic Gini coefficients tend not to vary 

much year-to-year inequality nevertheless climbed during the recession according to that 

measure. 

Table Two also summarizes key demographic variables typically included in 

analyses of crime. Cities’ racial compositions remained mostly steady during the decade 

covered by the panel. While black men lacked a high school diploma at a higher rate of 

than white men, their rate fell more quickly: 3.7 percentage points vs. 1.4 percentage 

points for white men. Table Three in the appendix summarizes the role and prediction of 

each variable in the analyses to follow. 

Violence trends in the sample’s cities mirrored the nationwide trend from 2005 to 

2015. Homicide and violence fell overall during that decade from an average of 9.4 

homicides per 100,000 people in 2005 to 7.8 in 2015. In 2005 there were an average of 
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732 violent crimes per 100,000 people and by 2015 the number had fallen to 558. Cities 

vary considerably in their individual crime trends. In some cities, like Denver and Los 

Angeles, violence declined nearly uniformly. In other cities, like Detroit and Flint, 

homicide rates generally stayed the same or spiked in some years, while overall violence 

declined moderately.  

The data suggest that the housing crash and recession hit black residents harder 

than white residents. In each year of the panel the black homeownership rate was just 

over half of the white ownership rate. In 2005, at the peak of the housing bubble, black 

residents’ ownership rate was 62 percent of white residents’ rate. By 2015 the gap had 

grown: black residents owned homes at only 57 percent the rate of whites. In 2005 the 

value of black homeowners’ homes was 83 percent that of white homeowners’ homes. By 

2014 the gap had grown: black home values were 77 percent that of white home values. 

In 2015 black home values surged three percentage points to 80 percent of the value of 

white homes. 

The housing value gap as an explanatory variable has benefits and drawbacks. A 

key benefit is that housing values rose and then fell rapidly before and during the Great 

Recession. That variation could help explain variation in violence during the same period. 

Housing values also make theoretical sense in that they implicitly value intangible 

socioeconomic assets like access to safe and healthy neighborhoods, good schools, and 

access to jobs and other opportunities. Those assets are highly related to other theoretical 

and established predictors of violence. Because part of the housing bubble involved 

targeting subprime loans to low-income and non-white borrowers in less economically 

stable neighborhoods, we might expect that non-white borrowers’ home values would 



McDade | Master’s Project | April 2017 

 15 

drop more during the recession (Hwang et al. 2015). Indeed, as Table One shows, the 

black-white value gap grew steadily after 2009.  

But housing values are limited in that they are only an approximation of housing 

wealth, which is also determined by the equity a homeowner has in her home. Thus, the 

housing value gap may be bigger or smaller than the wealth gap. Assuming that white 

borrowers have more wealth prior to purchasing a home and can therefore put more into a 

down payment, it seems safe to assume that the black-white housing wealth gap is larger 

than the housing value gap (McKernon 2013). That assumption implies that this paper’s 

housing value gap provides a conservative estimate of the relationship between housing 

wealth and violence. The housing value gap is also limited by availability; the iPUMS 

only release yearly data for certain cities. Including housing value reduces the sample 

size by over half. As a response to this limitation this paper also estimates the primary 

regressions with the homeownership gap variable, which is available for every city in 

every year. Though available in every city in every year, the primary drawback of using 

homeownership is that it even more bluntly captures housing wealth. 

Because decreases in both “gap” measures represent a “worsening” of inequality, 

I predict a negative relationship between the gap measures and violence. 

Analysis	

Simple	Correlations	
Table Four displays a set of simple correlation coefficients between the four main 

variables: violence rate, homicide rate, housing value gap, and home ownership gap. The 

correlations are across cities and within year. They point to the expected negative 
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relationship between the house value gap and violence: cities with a larger gap tended to 

have more violence. But the relationship is fairly weak, ranging from -0.2 to -0.35. The 

homeownership rate gap relationship is similar in magnitude but with a positive sign. 

This difference could mean that as more black people purchase homes they are relegated 

to less safe but more affordable neighborhoods. It could also simply mean that there is no 

underlying relationship between housing wealth and violence and the data are noisy.  

Table Five shows simple correlations among the same variables for a selection of 

cities; that is, the correlations are within city and through time. Though the table doesn’t 

show every city it suggests that there is no underlying relationship between housing and 

violence in these data. The magnitude and sign of the correlations vary significantly by 

city, suggesting that in a regression context negative correlations will “oppose” positive 

ones and result in a weak or null relationship. 

Primary	Model	
The primary model estimates the relationship between the housing value gap and 

violence using city and year fixed effects. City fixed effects are useful to account for 

unobserved time-invariant heterogeneity between cities. While fixed effects cannot 

address reverse causation or other forms of bias, the coefficients will not be biased by 

immeasurable qualities unique to a given city. The year fixed effects control for any 

secular trends in violence; this control makes sense considering that violence has declined 

steadily across the country for 20 years. The regression will weight by city population to 

address the fact that big cities like New York and Philadelphia represent a greater share 

of both the nation’s population and violence than much smaller cities and their wealth-

violence stories should therefore carry more weight. Finally, the regressions’ standard 
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errors are clustered at the city level to address residual correlation from repeated 

observations of the same entity.  

 The final model therefore looks like Equation One: 

 Violenceit = b0 + b1HousingWealthit + b2Xit + eit,                                           (Equation One) 

where i and t index cities and time, X is the vector of control variables, and e is the 

stochastic error term. The equation includes population weighting, fixed effects, and 

clustered standard errors. 

Results	
Table Six in the appendix displays the results of the primary model estimated with both 

the violence rate and homicide rate as outcome variables and both the housing value gap 

and homeownership gap as primary explanatory variables. In all four regressions there is 

no observable relationship between the measures of housing wealth and violence. The 

confidence intervals in all specifications are wide and contain zero, suggesting robustly 

that, at least in these data, there is no relationship. Furthermore, most of the control 

variables also have statistically insignificant relationships with violence.  

Several problems with this analysis’s data could account for the null findings. 

First, the housing wealth proxy measure may simply lack sufficient variation to identify 

the true underlying relationship between housing wealth and violence. Second, annual 

data may move too frequently for slower social phenomena like violence and housing 

wealth. Third, the selective missingness of the outcome variables may erode power.  



McDade | Master’s Project | April 2017 

 18 

Discussion	
Uncovering the true causal relationship between housing wealth and violence is 

inherently difficult. Bodies of literature across disciplines suggest strong relationships 

among the relevant factors: policy and race; policy, wealth, and race; race and violence. 

And there is ample evidence that race-based policies have produced systematically worse 

outcomes for people of color even generations after those policies were enacted. In other 

words, there is simply too much associational and theoretical evidence to dismiss this 

paper’s central question. But those factors are all mutually causal: as policies helped 

build wealth for white people, for example, they may have used that wealth to support 

policies that deny wealth to non-white people. Non-white people’s increasing lack of 

wealth may have contributed to violence, leading to increased residential segregation and 

more wealth and violence concentration. In such a complicated causal environment, 

untangling underlying relationships is difficult. 

 This paper’s findings and limitations point to obvious next steps for future 

research. For example, cities’ Recorder of Deeds offices may keep actual housing wealth 

data at the address level. Replicating this paper’s analysis with true housing wealth over 

time at the block or neighborhood level could improve this analysis in several ways. First, 

crime is not a city-wide phenomenon; it happens block-to-block and neighborhood-to-

neighborhood. Changes in housing wealth are similar; a within-city analysis could 

capture and address phenomena like how housing wealth and violence tend to “move” 

through a city over time – i.e., gentrification. Another option would be to take a 

geographic step back. Home Mortgage Disclosure Act (HMDA) data contain mortgage 

loan amounts, loan type (e.g., conventional or FHA-backed) and borrower income. That 
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combination of information could more credibly predict actual differences in housing 

wealth than home value alone. HMDA data might also point to other race-based 

disparities, such as access to mortgage credit or disproportionately risky loans going to 

non-white borrowers. The downside of HMDA data is that they are available at the MSA 

level as the smallest geography. That would absorb the neighborhood-level variation 

discussed above and present a problem collecting violence data. But HMDA’s more 

credible housing wealth data might make up for those problems. 

 Neither of those proposed solutions offers a mechanism for identifying causality. 

It might be possible, however, to find a credible instrument for housing wealth that isn’t 

biased by the issues discussed above. It is possible, for example, that mortgage-

worthiness standards differed randomly across geographies over certain periods of time. 

Mortgage access is clearly associated with housing wealth and, to the extent that it is not 

directly associated with violence, it could offer a true causal interpretation. A good 

instrument applied to this paper’s dataset could identify the expected relationship if, for 

example, it removed sources of reverse causality that “wipe out” the expected effect.  

 Race-based disparities in housing wealth and in exposure to violence will persist 

for the foreseeable future. Creative application of data to theory can and should point to 

viable solutions that address long-standing inequality and reduce violence. 
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