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USE OF BLACK ENGLISH AND

RACIAL DISCRIMINATION IN

URBAN HOUSING MARKETS
New M ethods and Findings

DOUGLAS S. MASSEY
GARVEY LUNDY

University of Pennsylvania

The authors argue that racial discrimination in housing markets need not involve personal con-
tact between agents and renters. Research indicates that Americans can infer race from speech
patternsalone, thus offering rental agents an opportunity to discriminate over the phone. To test
this hypothesis, the authors designed an audit study to compare male and female speakers of
WhiteMiddle-Class English, Black Accented English, and Black English Vernacular. The study
was conducted during the spring of 1999 in the Philadel phia metropolitan area. The authors
found significant racial discrimination that was often exacerbated by class and gender. Poor
black women, in particular, experienced the greatest discrimination.

Racial discrimination was institutionalized in the American real estate
industry during the 1920s and was well established in private practice by the
1940s. Until 1968, when the Fair Housing Act was passed, this discrimina-
tory behavior was open and widespread among agents. After this date, out-
right refusal sto rent to African-Americans becamerare, given that overt dis-
crimination might lead to prosecution. As a result, black renters came to
experience a more subtle process of racial exclusion. Rather than finding
“whiteonly” signs or statementsthat “ colored need not apply,” they encoun-
tered covert barriers surreptitiously placed in their way. Although the sepa-
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rate acts of discrimination may have been small and subtle, together they had
apowerful effect in retarding black spatial assimilation (Massey and Denton
1993; Yinger 1995). Because the discrimination was latent, however, it was
not directly observable, even by itsvictims.

Under these circumstances, the only way to know whether discrimination
has occurred isto compare systematically the treatment of prospective black
and white renterswho have similar social and economic characteristics. Dif-
ferences in treatment are usually established by means of an audit study.
Teams of white and black auditors are paired and sent to landlords to pose as
renters seeking ahome or apartment. They aretrained to present comparable
housing needs and family characteristics, express similar tastes and desires
for housing, and offer acommon socioeconomic profile. After each encoun-
ter, auditorsfill out areport of their experiences, and theresultsarelater tabu-
lated and compared to determine whether there are systematic differencesin
treatment between races (see Yinger 1986, 1989).

In 1987, Galster (1990) wrote to more than 200 local fair housing organi-
zationsand obtained written reportsof 50 different audit studiescarried outin
residential rental markets throughout the United States during the 1980s.
Despite differences in measures and methods, he concluded that “racial dis-
crimination continuesto be adominant feature of metropolitan housing mar-
ketsinthe1980s” (p. 172). Using afairly conservativemeasure of racia bias,
he estimated that blacks experienced a 50% chance of discrimination, on
average, in rental markets of American urban areas.

Thisfigurewasconfirmed by anationwide study conductedin 1988 by the
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Devel opment (Yinger 1993). Twenty
audit sites were randomly selected from among metropolitan areas having
central-city populations exceeding 100,000 and black percentages morethan
12%. Real estate adsin major newspaperswererandomly sampled, and land-
lords were approached by auditors who inquired about the availability of
advertised units and about any other units that might be available. Auditors
were given standard incomes and family characteristics appropriate to the
unit advertised (Urban Institute 1991). Investigators found that housing was
made systematically more available to whites in 45% of all rental transac-
tions and that whites were offered more favorable rental terms in 17% of
those cases when rental housing was made available (Yinger 1995). When
housing availability and rental termswere considered jointly, the cumul ative
likelihood of experiencing some form of discrimination in U.S. rental mar-
kets was 53%.

Audit studies represent a quasi-experimental research design (Campbell
and Stanley 1966). Even though they offer researchers more control and
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greater internal validity than other designs commonly used in the social sci-
ences, they nonethel ess have been criticized for too often relying on ambigu-
ousdefinitions of “unegual treatment” and for confounding random and sys-
tematic effects (see Fix, Galster, and Struyk 1992; Heckman and Siegelman
1992). Despite these problems, however, data from audit studies are gener-
ally accepted as providing strong evidence of racial discrimination by U.S.
courts (see Metcalf 1988).

Although audit designs have many obvious attractions, the studies con-
ducted to date suffer from two serious weaknesses. First, prior work has
focused mainly on institutional landlords—those offering large numbers of
rental units to the market—because these are easier to sample and visit, and
they represent arelatively large share of rental housing. Nonetheless, much
of thediscrimination actually experienced by African-Americansisprobably
meted out by small landl ordsrenting oneor two apartmentsat atime. Second,
nearly all studiessofar haverelied on face-to-faceinteractionsbetween audi-
tors and landlords rather than more impersonal forms of contact and
communication.

Inthisday and age, thereisample opportunity for discrimination beforea
personal encounter between a landlord and renter. Research shows that
Americans are capable of making fairly accurate racia attributions on the
basis of linguistic cues alone (Feagin 1994). Not only arethey quick to iden-
tify the race of someone speaking Black English Vernacular, but they arealso
abletoidentify the race of code-switching blacks—those speaking Standard
English but with a “black” pronunciation of certain words (see Doss and
Gross 1994). Indeed, subjectsin one study were shown to be quite capabl e of
making accurate racial inferences based solely on hearing the word hello
(Purnell, Idsardi, and Baugh 1999).

Because Black English Vernacular and Black Accented English are
widely spoken by African-Americansin the United States, much discrimina-
tionin U.S. housing markets probably occurs over the phone—that is, before
whiterental agentsand black clientsever meet. All we need to assumeisthat
prospective landlords are capable of recognizing black linguistic styles and
associating them with therace of the speaker, an assumption that isquite con-
sistent with prior research in sociolinguistics. To discriminate, all alandlord
needsto say when he or she hearsa* black” voice on the other end of theline
is that the unit is “already rented.” In an era of voice mail and phone tag,
moreover, it is even easier just not to return messages left by speakers of
Black English, thusletting amachine do theracial screening. Through tech-
nology, aracist landlord may discriminatewithout actually havingto exper-
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ience the inconvenience or discomfort of personal contact with his or her
victim.

In their qualitative interviews with middle-class blacks, Feagin and Sikes
(1994, 229) uncovered considerable anecdotal evidence of this sort of dis-
crimination. In one vignette, they tell of a black woman who called about an
apartment advertised in the paper:

She called, and they told her that the apartment was rented. And she called [a
friend] on the phone and said, “1’d like for you to call them . . . because you
sound like awhite person.” And [the friend] called and the apartment was still
unrented.

As aresult of this sort of subtle discrimination, the authors concluded that
“the intentional use of a ‘white-sounding’ voice, either one’'s own or a
friend’ s, isonepainful strategy that middle-classblack homeseekershavede-
veloped to get around some discrimination” (Feagin and Sikes 1994, 229).

Purnell, Idsardi, and Baugh (1999) undertook a systematic audit study to
document more precisely this sort of phone-based discrimination in the San
Francisco Bay Area. They identified prospectivelandlordsthrough classified
advertisementsin regional newspapers, and then in separate phone calls, one
tri-dialectical experimenter spokein three successive linguistic styleswhose
order of presentation was randomly varied: White English, Black English
Vernacular, and Chicano English. Over the course of 989 trials, data conclu-
sively showed that landlords do, infact, discriminate agai nst prospective ten-
ants on the basis of the sound of their voice during tel ephone conversations.
Not only were speakersof nonstandard dialectssignificantly lesslikely to get
an appointment to see a unit, but this likelihood also varied systematically
with the racial composition of the neighborhood. In general, the whiter the
area, the lesslikely a speaker of Chicano or Black English wasto receive an
appointment.

In the present study, we seek to extend this earlier work. Not only do we
corroborate prior results by documenting the existence of phone-based racial
discrimination in alarge eastern metropolitan area, but we al so devel op more
precise measures of the incidence, severity, and nature of discrimination
using the telephone. We also explore the degree to which race interacts with
classand gender to influenceresidential outcomesand document the specific
mechanisms by which phone-based discrimination occurs. Methodologi-
cally, we suggest that telephone audit studies offer social scientists a cheap,
effective, and timely way to measure theincidence and severity of racial dis-
crimination in urban housing markets, and we recommend their wider appli-
cation by social scientists throughout the country.
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RESEARCH DESIGN

Thisstudy wasimplemented as part of an undergraduate sociology course
inresearch design at the University of Pennsylvaniataught by thefirst author
during the spring of 1999. The multiracial class of men and women included
native speakersof Black English Vernacular (BEV), Black Accented English
(BAE), and White Middle-Class English (WME). The distribution of the
class by gender and linguistic styles permitted investigators to consider six
different treatment conditionsin assessing the nature of housing discrimina-
tion over the phone: male BEV, male BAE, mae WME, female BEV, female
BAE, and female WME. Although it would have been of considerableinter-
est to investigate the effect of class more completely by including white
mal es and femal es speaking Philadel phia’ s distinctive working-class accent,
the students included no native speakers of this dialect.

Although BEV and BAE may both be identified as “black sounding,” we
suspect that most listenerscantell the difference between thetwo dialectsand
that they attach different classlabelsto each style of speech. Specifically, we
hypothesize that when an African-American speaks Standard Englishwith a
black pronunciation of certainwords (BAE), listenersinfer that the speaker is
black but of middle-class origins, whereas the combination of nonstandard
grammar with a black accent (BEV) signals lower-class origins. If this
assumptioniscorrect, then our six treatment conditions permit usto test for a
three-way interaction between race (black-white), gender (male-female),
and class (lower-middle).

Under the guidance and supervision of thefirst author and a postdoctoral
fellow (the second author), studentsin the methodol ogy class collaborated in
designing aninstrument for usein atelephone audit study to be conducted in
the Philadelphia metropolitan area during the spring of 1999. First they
worked to develop a scripted interaction for use with prospective landlords,
andthen they created aset of standard auditor profilesthat could beemployed
to answer questions from curious rental agents. The audit instrument
employed in the study is shown in Figure 1.

In designing this instrument, we sought to develop a standard script that
was simple and straightforward and that gathered salient information about
thetelephone encounter that could be coded up and analyzed later to measure
different kinds of discrimination. After adraft of the basic script was devel-
oped, the authorsworked with black studentsin classtotrandateitinto BEV.
When problems were encountered in trand ating, we returned to the original
script and modified it to effect a smoother transition between “White” and
“Black” English. We conducted asmall pilot survey to test both forms of the
instrument, which revealed a few other problems that required additional
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If machine Hello. My nameis . I'minterested in the apartment you
answers: advertised in . Please call me back at
Number of Callbacks Before Speaking to Agent:
1
2
3
___ Never Returned Call
If person Hello. My nameis . I'minterested in the apartment you
answers: advertised in . Are any apartments till available?
__Yes ___ No
If units still available:
Do you have any one-bedroom apartments? Yes No
How much is the rent for that apartment?
Do you have any other apartments available? Yes No
What does the rent include? ___ Heat/AC
__ Electricity
_ Gas
Water

How much do | have to put down?
Arethere any other fees?
How long is the lease?
What is the address?
How many apartmentsin the
building/complex?
Isthere parking? Yes No

Closing: Thanks. I’m looking at other places, so I’ll get back to you if | want to seeit.
Who should | ask for? Name:

Figurel: Auditor Script Used in Study of Racial Discrimination in Philadelphia Rental
Housing Market, March-April 1999

modifications. The document shown in the figure is the final version of the
auditor script.

Ascan be seen, thefirst step in the scripted interaction involves establish-
ing direct contact with arealtor. In nearly half of all cases (46%), the initial
call resulted in contact with someform of voice mail. In thisevent, the script
instructed auditors to leave a short request for areturn call. Auditors were
instructed to leave such amessage at | east threetimesbeforegiving up. If and
when phone contact with a rental agent was established, the auditors then
proceeded through a scripted conversation designed to gather basic informa-
tion about the apartment, whether it was still available, and the terms under
which it might be rented (the amount of monthly rent, what utilities were
included, size of security deposit, whether there were application fees, and

Downloaded from uar.sagepub.com at TEMPLE UNIV on December 27, 2013


http://uar.sagepub.com/
http://uar.sagepub.com/

458 URBAN AFFAIRS REVIEW / March 2001

Profile
Characteristic Male Female
Name Michael Smith LisaFord
Richard Williams Jennifer Campbell
John Clark Ashley Davis
Place of work Jefferson Hospital Jefferson Hospital
Pennsylvania Hospital Pennsylvania Hospital
U. Penn Medical Center U. Penn Medical Center
Children’s Hospital Children’s Hospital
Kind of work Administration: Billing Administration: Billing
Family status Single Single
Age 25 Age 25
No kids No kids
Income $25,000-$30,000 annually $25,000-$30,000 annually
Rent ceiling $800 per month $800 per month
If questioned: Might have roommate Might have roommate
Current residence University City University City
Ardmore Ardmore
Mount Airy Mount Airy
Center City Center City
Moving to Philly Moving to Philly
Reason for move Leaseisup Leaseisup

Roommate moving out

Roommate moving out

Miscellaneous Nonsmoker Nonsmoker
Has car Has car
No pets No pets

Figure2: Auditor Profiles Used in Study of Discrimination of Philadelphia Rental
Housing Market, March-April 1999

the length of the lease). After completing the instrument, auditors noted the
date and time of the call.

Auditorsweretrainedtofollow the script asclosely aspossibleand to pro-
vide additional information to therental agent only in responseto aquestion.
To standardize the information provided in response to such questions, we
created a set of common profiles that were assigned to each auditor. These
profiles are summarized in Figure 2. Basically, we sought to project the
image of a recent college graduate in his or her early to mid-20s with an
annua income of $25,000 to $30,000. Assuming that landlords normally
expect tenantsto pay 30% of their income asrent, we established arent ceil-
ing of about $800 for a one-bedroom apartment, although auditors were
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allowed to explore higher rents for two- or three-bedroom units (if asked,
they were instructed to say they had a roommate). We deliberately chose
pseudonymsthat were racially neutral and gave everyone alower white-col-
lar job in Philadelphia’ s large and diverse medical sector.

Over four successiveweeksin Marchand April 1999, wechoserental list-
ings from three selected sources. In the first week, we chose listings from
Apartmentsfor Rent magazine, amonthly that isdistributed free of charge at
street corners, supermarkets, and other public places. In the second week, we
undertook the same operation for The Apartment Hunter, asimilar periodical
published by the Philadelphia Inquirer. Finally, in the last two weeks, we
took ads directly from the Sunday Real Estate Section of the Philadelphia
Inquirer itself. Thetwo monthly periodicalsgenerally gave usaccesstolarge,
professionally managed apartment complexes and real estate devel opments,
whereas the Inquirer included many small one- to three-unit properties that
were owner managed. The listings included in our sample covered all zones
in the metropolitan area, including center city (an elite district), avariety of
working- and middle-class city neighborhoods, |ower-middle-class suburbs,
and more prestigious upper-middle-class suburban areas. We attempted to
call all listings meeting our rent criteria.

BASIC DATA

Over the course of March and April 1999, four maleand ninefemal e audi-
tors speaking WME, BAE, or BEV made 474 actual or attempted contacts
with 79rental agentswho advertised apartmentsin the sourcesjust described.
Given the distribution of linguistic abilities among students, two auditors
took turns playing the role of female WME, female BAE, female BEV, and
male WME, but only one speaker each was available to assume the roles of
male BAE and male BEV. Preliminary resultsfrom the study are summarized
in Table 1, which presents means computed for each of the six different treat-
ment groups.

These data offer strong prima facie evidence for the existence of
phone-based discrimination in the Philadel phia rental housing market. Spe-
cifically, they yield four basic conclusions. First, blacksgenerally experience
lessaccessthan whitesdo for unitsof rental housing; second, femal esexperi-
ence | ess access than males; third, lower-class blacks (those speaking BEV)
have | ess access than middle-class blacks (those speaking BAE); and finally,
race, gender, and class interact in a nonadditive way to influence rental
outcomes.
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TABLE 1: Indicators of Possible Discrimination in Rental Housing Market of
the Philadelphia Metropolitan Area, March-April 1999

Males Females
WME BAE BEV WME BAE BEV

Access to renta units

Mean calls made 16 17 18 17 19 1.9

% reaching agent 87.0 80.0 72.0 75.0 71.0 63.0

% with unit available 86.0 79.0 61.0 80.0 80.0 60.0

% accessible 76.0 63.0 44.0 60.3 57.0 38.0
Other barriersto access

% mentioning credit 3.0 10.0 9.0 5.0 21.0 23.0

% requiring fees 11.0 47.0 29.0 20.0 29.0 370
Cost

Mean rent ($) 612 631 630 593 666 597

Mean deposit ($) 1,311 1,423 1,381 1,348 1,459 1,348

Mean fee (%) 11 32 25 17 25 43
Number of audits 79 79 79 79 79 79

NOTE: WME = White Middle-Class English; BAE = Black Accented English; BEV = Black
English Vernacular.

Consider, for example, the mean number of phone calls auditors had to
make to reach an agent (which had an upper limit: 3). Whereas white males
had to make an average of 1.56 callsto reach arental agent or thelimit, black
malesmadeat least 1.71 calls. Among women, the differential was1.72 calls
for whites compared with 1.86 or more for blacks. At the sametime, males
had to make fewer phone calls than women, regardless of race. Among
whites, males made 1.56 calls compared with 1.72 for women, and among
black-accented males, thedifferential was 1.72 for malescompared with 1.86
for females. Moreover, low-class blacks made more phone calls than mid-
dle-class blacks: African-American men speaking non-Standard English
(BEV) made 1.78 phone calls compared with just 1.71 for those speaking
Standard English. Finally, the effects of race, class, and gender interacted
such that poor black women experienced by far the most trouble getting
through. Among female speakers of BEV, the average number of calls made
was 1.92.

Theinteraction of race, class, and gender isreadily observablein thelike-
lihood of reaching arental agent. At thetop of the hierarchy arewhite males,
87% of whom were ableto speak with arental agent; next are black-accented
males, 80% of whom got through, followed in turn by white middle-class
females (75%), men speaking BEV (72%), females speaking BAE (71%),
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and females speaking BEV (63%). Speaking to an agent, however, is only
half the battle; to gain access, one also hasto learn that arental unit isavail-
able, and here we once again find obvious differentials between groups.
Whereas 86% of white middle-class maleswho got through to an agent were
told that a unit was available, the figure was 80% for white middle-class
females, 79% for middle-class black males (those speaking BAE), 61% for
lower-class black males (those speaking BEV), and just 60% for poor black
females (those speaking BEV).

Theproduct of thesetwo proportions—the sharereaching an agent and the
share being told aunit was available—indicates overall accessto rental units
in the Philadelphia housing market. Whereas more than three-quarters of
white middle-class males gained access to a potential rental unit (76%), the
figure dropped to 63% for middle-class black men (those speaking BAE),
60% for white middle-class femal es (those speaking WME), 57% for black
middle-class femal es (those speaking BAE), 44% for lower-class black men
(those speaking BEV), and just 38% for lower-class black women (those
speaking BEV). In other words, for every call awhite male makesto find out
about a rental unit in the Philadel phia housing market, a poor black female
must maketwo callsto achievethe samelevel of access, roughly doubling her
time and effort compared with his.

Beyond simple access, we considered other potential barriersto housing.
Although our auditor script did not ask about credit explicitly, we kept track
of spontaneous instances when an auditor’s credit history was raised as a
potential problem in leasing aunit. Whereas credit was spontaneously men-
tioned to only 3% of white middle-class males, it was brought up as a poten-
tial issue for 5% of white middle-class females, 10% of black males regard-
less of class, roughly a fifth of middle-class black females (21% of those
speaking BAE), and nearly a quarter of lower-class black women (23% of
those speaking BEV).

Credit concernswere often expressed concretely interms of afee charged
for a credit evaluation or some other expense associated with making an
application. Only 11% of white middle-class malesweretold that somekind
of feewasinvolved, compared with 20% of white middle-classfemal es, 29%
of black lower-classmal es, and 37% of lower-classblack females. In contrast
to other indicators, the highest incidence of potential discrimination was
observed among middle-class black men, 47% of whom reported being told
of afee. If wetake $0 to be the fee in cases when no fee was mentioned, then
the average cost for the privilege of just being considered asapotential renter
was $11 for white males, $25 for poor black males and middle-class black
females, $32 for middle-class black males, and $43 for poor black females.
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We did not detect any clear differences by race, class, or gender in terms of
the amount of monthly rent or the size of the deposit.

QUANTIFYING THE BARRIERSTO ACCESS

Although the foregoing intergroup differences suggest a process of struc-
tured discrimination with respect to race, class, and gender, we have not yet
conducted any formal statistical testsor introduced any controls. To carry out
a more rigorous test of our hypotheses, we present in Table 2 coefficients
from a series of logistic regression models that were estimated to predict
whether the auditor spoke to an agent, whether a unit was reported as avail-
able, whether the auditor ultimately gained access to information about the
unit, and, if so, whether application feeswere required and credit worthiness
wasmentioned asanissue. Becausewewereunableto randomizetheorderin
which the phone calls were made, the modelsincluded a control for order of
presentation (coded 1 through 6), and because we were unabl e to control the
experimental environment from audit to audit, we included a set of 78
dummy variablesto represent each of the 79 separate rental units, thus con-
trolling statistically for idiosyncratic differences between audits (the first
audit served asthe reference category). To conserve space, coefficients asso-
ciated with these control variables are not shown in the table but will be sent
on request.

Theinclusion of these controlsin a multivariate logistic regression clari-
fiesand makes more precise how race, class, and gender interact to influence
accessto rental unitsin the Philadel phiahousing market. Asindicated by the
plethora of dtatistically significant negative coefficients, compared with
white middle-class males, other groupings of race, class, and gender have a
significantly harder time gaining access to rental housing. As already
observed in the table of means, men generally gain greater access to rental
housing than women, whites have greater access than blacks, and mid-
dle-class African-Americans have greater access than those whose speech
indicates|ower-classorigins. What ismost interesting, however, ishow race,
class, and gender interact to determine accessto rental units. Although being
black, female, or of lower-class origins may each reduce access to rental
housing, by far the least access is achieved by those who are black, female,
and poor.

Toillustrate, the coefficients of model 3 can be used to predict the proba-
bility that someone will get through and be told that a unit is available.
Whereas the probability of gaining accessis.99 for whitemales, itis.94 for
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TABLE 2: Logistic Regression Showing the Effects of Linguistic Style and Gender on Selected Rental Outcomes Controlling for

Order of Presentation and Round of Audit (coefficients for controls not shown)

(€N @ e (@) -G

Gender and Sooke to Agent Unit Available Access to Unit Fees Requested Credit Mentioned
Linguistic Style B SE B SE B SE B SE B SE
Males

White English — — — — — — — — — —

Black Accent -1.300* 0.647 -2.283*  1.035 —1.599* 0.597 5.870* 1.156 2.146* 1.086

Black English —2.049* 0.633 —4.453* 1.079 -3.117* 0.607 1.517 0.937 1.432 1.176
Females

White English -1.836* 0.659 -1.997 1.078 —2.019* 0.624 1.378 0.949 0.611 1.219

Black Accent -2.163* 0.634 -1.278 1.058 —2.153* 0.599 2.435* 0.985 2.783* 1.021

Black English —-2.817* 0.647 —4.227* 1.089 -3.613* 0.621 3.979* 0.949 2.890* 1.122
Constant 12211  45.823 5.460*  1.534 4.373* 1.086 —5.359* 1.667 -14.261 134.107
xz 251.627* 272472 324.173* 203.568* 107.428*
Log likelihood 282.562* 125.190* 325.315* 107.713* 85.597*
Number of audits 474 355 474 267 267

*p<.05.
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black menif their accent reflectsamiddle-class background and only .77 if it
betrayslower-classorigins. Among women, the probability of gaining access
toaunitisaround .90 for those of middle-classorigins (.91 for whitesand .89
for blacks) but only .67 for those appearing to be from the lower class.
Although being African-American, female, and of lower class all operate
independently to lower the likelihood of accessing rental units (reducing the
probability from .99 to valuesinthe .89t0 .94 range), it isthe combination of
black race and lower-class originsthat ismost powerful in reducing accessto
housing, especially when they are combined with being female.

Although the pattern isless clear, we also observe an interaction of race,
class, and gender in determining the likelihood of being required to pay an
application fee. Whereas it is very unlikely that a white middle-class mae
will be assessed a fee (the probability estimated from model 4 is about
one-half of 1% on the first audit), the likelihood is much higher for black
women: .04 for those of middle-class origins (speaking BAE) and .17 for
those in the lower class (speaking BEV). As we saw in the earlier table of
means, however, the pattern for black malesisanomalous. Whereasthe prob-
ability of paying afeeisvery high for middle-class black males (.58), it was
quite low for black men of lower-class origins (their probability of .02 for
BEV speakersis not significantly different from that of white males).

Theraising of credit asaproblematic issue appearsto be somethingthat is
associated particularly with black women. Compared with white middle-
class white men, black women are about 16 times more likely to have credit
mentioned as an issue (e*® = 16.4) regardless of class. In contrast, middle-
class white women are only twice aslikely to be warned about credit astheir
male counterparts (€* = 1.8), adifference that is not significant. Black men
are8timesmorelikely to have credit raised asan issueif they are of middle-
classorigins (e*! = 8.2) and 4 timesmorelikely if they are of lower-classori-
gins (e-* = 4.1), although only the former effect is significant.

In addition to alack of access, women and minorities might also experi-
ence greater costs in securing rental housing, in terms of time and effort as
well asmoney. Table 3 presentstheresults of an ordinary least squares (OLS)
regression analysis that expresses the dollar costs of rent, fees, and deposits
as a function of dummy variables indicating race-class-gender categories,
controlling once for order of presentation and the particular advertised unit
(again, the coefficientsfor these control variableswill be sent onrequest). We
also include a regression analysis of the number of calls made by each
auditor.

Even though the number of callswas capped at 3, weareableto detect sig-
nificant differences in the number of calls made by different groups. For
every call made by a white male, black males had to make 1.2 calls, white
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TABLE 3: Ordinary Least Squares Regressions Showing Effects of Linguistic
Style and Gender on Number of Calls Made, Amount of Rent,
Amount of Deposit, and Size of Fee, Controlling for Order of
Presentation and Round of Audit (coefficients for controls not shown)

@ @ ©) 4

Number of Amount of Amount of Szeof
Gender and Calls Rent Deposit Fee
Linguistic Style B SE B SE B SE B SE
Males
White English — — — — — — — —
Black Accent 0.200* 0.110 318 1197 7933 46.98 2294 925

Black English 0.201* 0.112 509 1393 79.90 54.85 6.87 10.86
Females

White English 0.289* 0.115 -1141 1275 3761 50.07 862 9.92

Black Accent 0.372* 0111 17.89 1256 10220+ 4837 1010 9.78
Black English 0447+ 0112 326 1434 7645 5652 3165 11.20
Intercept 0.611* 0306 623.18* 28.80 1026.54* 111.82 -1526 22.14
R 0.244 0.950 0.841 0.611
Number of audits 474 267 267 267
*p < .05.

females had to make 1.3, and black females had to make around 1.4. These
differences are very conservative, of course, as they would clearly be more
pronounced if we had set a higher cap. Each phone call, of course, requires
timeand effort onthe part of the prospectiverenter. At aminimum, therefore,
black females can expect to put in 40% more effort than white males just to
reach a rental agent.

Although we find no significant intergroup differences in the amount of
the monthly rent charged to auditors of different race, class, and gender, there
issomeevidence of differencesintheamount of the deposit required to move
in. Black apartment seekersin Philadelphia can generally expect to contrib-
ute at least $75 more in their deposit than white males, athough only for
black middle-class malesisthe effect significant. In general, however, racial
discrimination in the rental housing market appears to occur through the
blocking of access rather than the charging of higher prices.

Theonecost that doesseemtovary significantly by race, class, and gender
isthe amount of the fee asked of auditors as part of the application process,
and herethe group that appearsto bear by far thelargest burdenislower-class
black women. Women speaking BEV pay an averageof $32 moreinfeesthan
white middle-class males. Whereas the average middle-class white man can
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expect to pay around $11 per application, for poor black women, thefigureis
$43 (see Table 3). Although middle-class black men appear to pay signifi-
cantly morein application fees ($23), none of the other effectsisstatistically
significant.

DISCRIMINATION IN THE POSTMODERN ERA

Inthisarticle, we reported the results of asimple audit study of Philadel-
phia s rental housing market. We hypothesized that in a postmodern era of
cell phones, answering machines, and voice mail, new avenuesfor racial dis-
crimination have opened up and that thisnew “ postmodern discrimination” is
different from that of the past in that it is remarkably easy and costless and
need not involve anything so inconvenient as an actual personal contact.
Drawing on sociolinguistic research indicating that American listeners can
readily infer the race of a speaker through accent, grammar, and diction, we
argued that rental agents now uselinguistic cuesover the phoneto assign pro-
spective renters to racial categories and then vary their behavior systemati-
cally todiscriminateonthebasisof inferred race, typically ininteraction with
class and gender.

Thestudy employed aquasi-experimental design and wasimplementedin
conjunctionwith an undergraduate research methods course at the University
of Pennsylvaniain which students tel ephoned rental agents to inquire about
apartments while employing one of three linguistic styles: White Middle-
Class English, Black Accented English, and Black English Vernacular. The
use of both male and female auditors yielded six basic treatment conditions
corresponding to six basic categories of race-class-gender: white mid-
dle-classmales, whitemiddle-classfemal es, black middle-class mal es, black
middle-class females, black lower-class males, and black lower-class
females.

We used this design to audit 79 rental units advertised in Philadelphia
newspapers or rental guides during March and April 1999. We found clear
and often dramatic evidence of phone-based racial discrimination.
Compared with whites, African-Americans were less likely to get through
and speak to arental agent, lesslikely to betold of aunit’savailability, more
likely to pay application fees, and morelikely to have credit worthiness men-
tioned as a potential problem in qualifying for alease. These racia effects
interacted with and were generally exacerbated by gender and class.
L ower-class blacks experienced less access to rental housing than middle-
class blacks, and black females experienced less access than black males.
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By far the most disadvantaged group, however, was lower-class black
females. Across all measures, female speakers of Black English Vernacular
consistently fared theworst. Asaresult of thisunusually intense discrimina-
tion, poor black women in Philadel phia are forced to spend far more of their
timeand put in much greater effort making phone callsjust to reach prospec-
tivelandlords. They experience by far the lowest probability of making con-
tact and speaking with arental agent, and even if they get through, they face
the lowest likelihood of being told of a unit’s availability and the highest
chance of paying an application fee. On average, they are assessed $32 more
per application than white middle-class males.

These findings have important implications for our understanding racial
discrimination at the dawn of the new century. First, our data suggest that the
typical audit study may heretofore have understated the degree of discrimina-
tion in U.S. housing markets by relying on methodologies based on
face-to-face encountersrather than tel ephone contacts. Not only doesconsid-
erabl e discrimination occur over the phone, based purely on averbal interac-
tion between renters and agents, but considerable discrimination also occurs
with no contact whatsoever, largely through the use of voicemail and answer-
ing machines asracial screening devices.

Second, discriminationinthecurrent eravariesnot only by racebut alsoin
subtle and complex ways, by gender and class. Being identified as black on
the basis of one’ s speech pattern clearly reduces access to rental housing,
but being black and female lowers it further, and being black, female, and
poor lowersit further still. Thus, the group with perhapsthe greatest need for
housing—poor black women—has their access to rental housing decisively
undermined by unusually intense di scrimination. Through avariety of mech-
anisms, the access of poor black women to rental housing is very substan-
tially reduced.

Finally, our analysissuggeststhat tel ephone audits constitute apotential ly
cheap, easy, and efficient way of measuring and studying processes of racial
discrimination in urban housing markets. In the 30 years since the passage of
the Fair Housing Act, the number of audit studies conducted is probably on
the order of 75, mostly unpublished (see Galster 1990). The number of pub-
lished audit studiesis probably less than a dozen, including the two national
studies conducted by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Devel op-
ment. Although both social scientists and fair housing advocates have long
recognized the value of carrying out regular housing auditsto monitor trends
and processes of discrimination, the principal obstacle heretofore has been
the cost and difficulty of conducting them.

At least for rental markets, and possibly even for sales markets, telephone
audits represent an easy and efficacious way to overcome this longstanding
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obstacle. All that is needed to generate high-quality, accurate measures of
racial discrimination is access to alocal newspaper or rental guide, atele-
phone, and people capabl e of using linguistic styles associated with race and
ethnicity. The method is simple enough that it can be implemented with stu-
dent assistants and is so tractable that it can be implemented as part of an
undergraduate course. The basic research design is stronger than most of
thoseemployedin social science, and the resulting data can be analyzed with
simple statistical methods. We thus offer the telephone audit as a beneficial
methodology for social scientiststo use throughout the nation to build anew
foundation of dataabout processes of racial discrimination in urban housing
markets.
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