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In the United States, homeownership has long been 
linked to notions of independence, security, and 
material and personal well-being. In recent years, 
the U.S. government has directed its housing policy 
towards extending homeownership opportunities—
“the American Dream”—to low-income and minority 
families. These programs are justified on the 
grounds that homeownership leads to capital 
accumulation (an anti-poverty strategy), that it 
promotes responsibility and improves one’s self-
esteem (an anti- "culture of poverty" strategy), and 
that it increases neighbourhood stability, property 
maintenance, and community involvement (an “anti-
ghetto” strategy).   
Despite the efforts to expand homeownership oppor-
tunities to low-income families, few studies have 
examined whether or not low-income households 
benefit from owning a home. Using longitudinal data 
from the Panel Study of Income Dynamics, I analyze 
what happens after a low-income renter buys a 
home, and examine whether or not homeownership 
confers financial or neighbourhood benefits over 
time. Do low-income homeowners experience capital 
gains at the same rates as higher income home-
owners? Do they move into better neighbourhoods 
when they buy a home? Or are they at greater risk 
of losing their homes as the result of the job insecu-
rity and financial instability associated with working 
in the lower echelons of the labour market?  

The analysis shows that the benefits of homeowner-
ship are not evenly distributed across either class or 
race. First, I find that low-income homeowners are 
especially vulnerable to losing their homes: their 
jobs are often unstable, they have few savings to 
protect them from a “rainy day,” and they pay an in-
ordinately large share of their income for housing. I 
also find that low-income households do not gain as 
much from owning a home as do higher income 
households.  
 
Minorities may benefit the least from the advantages 
of owning a home: they experience less house ap-
preciation, accumulate less housing wealth, and see 
fewer neighbourhood improvements over time than 
their white counterparts. In fact, most of the benefits 
ascribed to homeownership are experienced only by 
white, middle and high- income households.  
 
I conclude that homeownership as an asset accumu-
lation strategy for the poor will fail unless policy-
makers also address the underlying class and racial 
inequalities that persist in shaping social stratifica-
tion in the United States. 
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