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» What explains rise in racial segregation over first half of twentieth century?
» Prior literature:

> Residential sorting, in particular “white flight”
> Institutional actions and arrangements, e.g., restrictive covenants, redlining, mortgage insurance
practices, zoning

> This paper: the impact of a specific federal housing policy, namely public housing (47 projects
constructed by PWA in mid-1930s)

> Somewhat related to papers on (unintended?) impact of construction of transportation infrastructure
on segregation (Lee, 2022; Bagagli, 2025)7
» Why might public housing have played a role?

» Early federal public housing was explicitly racially designated

> “Direct” mechanical effects: racial composition of project residents may reinforce or slow down
segregation dynamics

> “Indirect” effects: endogenous migration responses to projects

Christophe Spaenjers (CU Boulder) New Deal Public Housing and Racial Segregation Baruch-NUS Real Estate Conference 2026 2/11



Paper is not about this type of housing...
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..but about this kind of housing

Figure I: Examples of realized PWA Public Housing Projects

(a) Atlanta GA (b) Dallas TX (c) Montgomery AL
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Main findings

» On average, no effect on Black and White share
> Projects for Black (White) households increase Black (White) share

» Beyond that, both project sites and nearby areas “would likely have experienced similar
demographic shifts... even in the absence of PWA construction”

» No evidence of White out-migration in response to Black-only projects; limited evidence of Black
displacement to the construction of White-only projects
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Christophe Spaenjers (CU Boulder)

Figure V: The impact of the projects on the project site by identification strategy
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Comment 1. I'd assign this paper to doctoral students

» Amazing data:

(i) locations of PWA projects and plausible counterfactual projects,
(ii) linked to geocoded Census records (for project sites and surrounding neighborhoods)
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Comment 1. I'd assign this paper to doctoral students

» Amazing data:
(i) locations of PWA projects and plausible counterfactual projects,
(ii) linked to geocoded Census records (for project sites and surrounding neighborhoods)
» Very clear on different assumptions and conclusions associated with 3 identification strategies:
(i) ring DID (comparing project site and immediate vicinity to more distant neighborhoods)
(ii) control DiD (comparing to projects that didn’t happen because of funding/legal challenges)
(iii) triple DiD
» Paper shows that control group matters: using ring DiD can lead to different conclusions than
using counterfactual sites as controls
> Especially in times of fast urban change around the time of treatment
» Center paper around this observation? What papers on this topic rely on ring DiD methods only?
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Comment 2. What policy lessons do we hope to draw?

» PWA projects were “designed as high-quality, low- and medium-density housing intended for
working families”, often replacing slums

» Strict tenant criteria; admitted tenants had higher socioeconomic status than incumbent residents;
higher rents afterwards
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» “Explicit racial designation shuts down self-selection by race among project tenants”

» Given all this, the results are very intuitive—maybe too intuitive?

» Early federal public housing did not impact segregation dynamics. But it was not a goal of this
program to alter those dynamics. That doesn’t mean that public housing can never be an effective
tool in this respect

» Even if you did find something, too few public housing projects to really be a major driver of
aggregate segregation patterns at the time?

» External validity re more recent public housing initiatives? What do we hope to learn about
optimal policy design today? What trade-offs are still relevant today?
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Comment 3. Other ways to make a contribution

» Can we look at causal effect on outcomes for project residents?
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Comment 3. Other ways to make a contribution

» Can we look at causal effect on outcomes for project residents?

> Paper studies impact on neighborhood composition, but only tracks households over time for analysis
of out-migration

> Paper looks at characteristics of (future) tenants in 1930 and those of tenants in 1940 but attributes
changes to selection, not treatment

» Cf. Winnie Van Dijk’s job market paper

> Can we say anything about outcomes for displaced pre-project residents (forced out of slums)?
» Limited out-migration of White residents around Black projects: new light on “white flight"?
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Minor points (for authors only)

(i) Why not make 1930 the left-out category in Figure V?

(if) Unsure how to interpret finding that Whites-only projects increased Black population within a 750-meter radius but
also displaced Black residents in the broader area

(iii) White-only projects led to increases in home values which the paper argues is evidence of “positive local amenity
effects”. But also raises the possibility of incumbent households being priced out and being displaced?

(iv) Vetting procedure included home visits. This opens up possibility of discrimination (although arguably not on race in
this case, given the explicit racial designation of most projects)?
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Final thoughts

» | can highly recommend this paper to everyone (not just PhD students)

» Good luck in the publication process!
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