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Abstract

Segregated social networks help to perpetuate racial inequality in the presence of peer effects

on economic outcomes. We currently have little understanding, however, of the factors influenc-

ing segregation in social networks, or how we might reduce social segregation through policy. In

this paper, I explore whether reducing residential segregation can reduce social segregation as

well. I first show theoretically that desegregation policy can have a negative effect on cross-racial

interactions, even when sharing a neighborhood positively affects the probability that two indi-

viduals interact. The ambiguity arises because desegregation policy may reduce the correlation

between neighbors’ unobserved characteristics. People have few other-race neighbors, but those

neighbors are unusually well-matched to them; this creates inter-racial interactions that may be

destroyed if people are induced to live in more diverse, but less well-matched, neighborhoods.

Next, I examine what effect desegregation is likely to have in practice. I use my model, along

with lower- and upper-bound values of the causal effect of neighborhoods on interactions, to

simulate the effect of completely desegregating U.S. cities on interaction rates. I compare the

results of my simulation to a measure of the actual inter-racial interaction rate, measured with a

new dataset I have created using geocoded Flickr photographs. In all versions of my simulation,

inter-racial interactions fall as a result of desegregation. JEL codes: R0,J1,Z1
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1 Introduction

There is a high degree of residential segregation between blacks and whites in the United States.

In 2010, the average black American lived in a Census block that was 54.1% black, despite the fact

that blacks made up only 12.2% of the population as a whole.1 Even more striking, Echenique and

Fryer (2007) report that, as of 2000, over 60% of Census blocks in most states contained residents

of only one race.

A large literature in economics has argued that segregation is harmful for black economic out-

comes (e.g., Cutler and Glaeser, 1997; Card and Rothstein, 2007; Ananat, 2011). Sociologists claim

that the harmful effect of residential segregation operates, in part, through its effect on social seg-

regation (e.g., Wilson, 1987; Massey and Denton, 1993; Krysan and Crowder, 2017). According to

this perspective, residential segregation creates segregated friendship networks through some causal

effect of neighborhoods on social interactions. Segregated social networks then help perpetuate racial

inequality through channels such as job referrals, social norms, or other kinds of social influence.2

While there is a large literature in economics that provides support for the empirical relevance

of social influences on economic behavior (e.g., Duflo and Saez, 2003; Bayer, Ross and Topa, 2008;

Dahl, Loken and Mogstad, 2014), there is currently little evidence evaluating the first piece of this

argument - the impact of of residential segregation on social segregation. Would reducing segregation

in U.S. cities lead to more inter-racial interactions? If so, how large is this effect likely to be?

In this paper, I attempt to answer these questions by using a transferable utility model of

social interactions to examine the theoretical and empirical implications of reducing segregation

in U.S. cities. The first contribution of the paper is to show theoretically that policies aimed at

reducing segregation can have a negative impact on the frequency of inter-racial interactions. This

is true even if neighborhoods have a positive causal effect on interaction rates.3 The reason is that

racial segregation arises through a process of residential sorting, which also ensures that neighbors

1Calculation by author, using 2010 Census data.
2An alternative perspective is that segregation is harmful because it restricts access to good schools, job opportu-

nities, or other spatial amenities (e.g. United States Department of Housing and Urban Development (2014)). If this
is the case, then policy makers can focus on improving access to these amenities, rather than on reducing segregation
itself. In contrast, the social-interactions hypothesis implies that residential segregation must be reduced to equalize
opportunities across race.

3In my model, I allow everyone in the city to potentially interact with anyone else in the city, and treat neigh-
borhoods as having a causal effect on the utility from each potential choice. This approach combines the effects of
neighborhoods on friendship formation (extensive margin) and choosing how much time to spend with each friend
(intensive margin.)
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are similar to each other along other, non-race dimensions. While a white individual may have

relatively few black neighbors, the black neighbors she does have are likely to be unusually good

matches for her. Having these particular other-race partners close by causes her to have more black

interactions. Policies that reduce segregation are also likely to reduce the correlation in unobserved

characteristics between neighbors, because they reduce the incentive for individuals to sort into

their otherwise-optimal neighborhoods. If the aforementioned white individual is induced to move

to a more diverse neighborhood, she will have more other-race partners nearby, but those potential

partners are likely be less well-matched to her. As a result, it is unclear whether her inter-racial

interactions will increase or decrease.

The theoretical analysis highlights that the process of residential sorting has both positive and

negative effects on the inter-racial interaction rate. In practice, which of these effects dominates? In

the next part of my paper, I answer this question by considering the extreme case of a policy where

individuals are randomized to neighborhoods; as a result, there is neither residential segregation, nor

any correlation between neighbors’ interaction-relevant characteristics. I show that my model can

be used to simulate the inter-racial interaction rate that would occur in this world. By comparing

the results of my simulation to the actual inter-racial interaction rate, this thought experiment helps

us to assess the net contribution of residential sorting to social segregation. While the policy used

in my simulation is extreme, it nonetheless helps to quantify the relative magnitudes of the positive

and negative forces induced by desegregation policy.4

The key input to my simulation exercise is an estimate of the causal effect of location on the

probability that two individuals interact. While I do not have an estimate of this parameter, I argue

that I can place lower and upper bounds on the range of empirically relevant values for it. The

lower bound comes from the simple observation that individuals must incur travel costs in order to

meet. Moving two individuals further apart will reduce the value of their interactions because it

increases the time the interaction takes.5 We already have a good sense of how individuals value

4A key assumption in my analysis is that racial preferences remain fixed after redistributing individuals to neigh-
borhoods. I discuss the potential implications of relaxing this assumption in the discussion of my results at the
conclusion of the paper.

5Of course, desegregating residential areas will only affect travel time for interactions that start from home, not
those that start from work. In the empirical section of the paper, I focus on interactions that take place on weekends,
when this is likely to be true. The impact of desegregation policy could be smaller in magnitude if it does not affect
workplace segregation; conversely, it could be more positive if workplaces desegregate in response to a change in
residential locations. I return to this point in the conclusion.
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travel time from a large literature estimating the demand for spatially differentiated goods such as

gas stations or coffee shops (e.g., Thomadsen, 2005; Davis, 2006; McManus, 2007). I use estimates

from this literature in my model to consider the lower bound case. While I cannot place a precise

upper bound on the value of the causal parameter, I show that increasing it beyond about 10 times

the lower bound value leads to no discernible changes in predicted behavior. This is because the

causal effect becomes sufficiently strong at that point to ensure that individuals interact only with

people in their immediate neighborhood; this is true whether the causal effect is 10 times the lower

bound value, or 1000 times the lower bound value. Therefore, the results from the lower bound

estimate and 10 times this amount cover all empirically relevant cases.

Finally, in order to interpret my simulation results, I need to be able to compare the simulated

inter-racial interaction rate to the actual rate of black-white interactions. There are currently no

large, publicly available datasets that contain information on inter-racial interaction rates for a

broad sample of the population.6 A final contribution of this paper is to overcome this challenge

by presenting a new measure of inter-racial interactions in American cities. This measure is based

on a large sample of geotagged social media photographs, which I run through face detection and

race classification software. I validate this measure using survey data, which show that the racial

composition of faces in social media photographs corresponds very closely to the racial breakdown

of an individuals’ friends.7 Using this dataset, I document a substantial degree of black-white

social segregation in the U.S. The typical non-black Flickr user in my data sees black friends for

approximately 3.5% of their interactions. By comparison, this number would be 13.1% in a perfectly

integrated world, where interactions reflected the demographics of a user’s city.

The results of my simulation suggest that residential sorting has a positive contribution to the

frequency of inter-racial interaction. If the cities in my sample were completely desegregated, the

fraction of time non-black Americans would spend socializing with black friends would fall from

about 0.9% currently8 to about 0.2-0.3%, depending on the value of the causal parameter I use.

6Previous research on this topic has relied either on Add Health, a survey of teenagers from the 1990’s (Patacchini,
Picard and Zenou, 2015), or on specialized proprietary datasets such as email records from Dartmouth University
students (Marmaros and Sacerdote, 2006), or early Facebook data (Sara Baker and Puller, 2011).

7Throughout the paper, I focus on time spent with friends as my primary measure of interactions; this both is
because I can measure this type of interaction behavior using the Flickr data, and because I expect this type of
interaction to create the strongest peer effects. Of course, desegregation might have a more positive impact on casual
interactions - e.g. chatting with coffee shop employees, or seeing neighbors on the street. I return to this point in the
conclusion, when interpreting my results.

8This is calculated based on the fact that 25% of white Americans socialize with friends on any given day, and
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While the results for inter-racial contact are similar across all simulations, the specific mechanism

behind the result does differ somewhat as I change the causal parameter value. If we think that

location has a relatively weak effect on the probability that two individuals interact, then the fraction

of all interactions that are inter-racial does rise slightly after desegregation - from about 3.5% to

4.1%. This is more than offset, however, by a very steep decline in the overall interaction rate,

leading to fewer black-white interactions on net. This result arises because the preferences that

rationalize existing interaction behavior in this case point to a very strong preference for ones’

current neighbors. Desegregation therefore causes the total number of interactions to fall quite

substantially. This effect is stronger for same-race than for different-race interactions, which leads

the proportion of inter-racial interactions to rise. Nonetheless, the policy decreases the total amount

of inter-racial contact.

If we believe that the causal effect of location on interactions is very high, the story changes

somewhat. The parameter estimates from my model in this case indicate that there is currently a

relatively weak correlation between neighbors’ characteristics. This is particularly true for same-race

pairs, implying that same-race partners living in near or far neighborhoods are good substitutes for

each other. This is less true for different-race pairs, however, who still show a reasonably strong

degree of within-neighborhood complementarity. This pattern means that when individuals are

redistributed to different locations in a city, the total interaction rate falls by a more moderate

amount than in the case where the causal effect is small. However, of the interactions that are

destroyed through redistribution, most of them are different-race pairings. As a result, both the

proportion and magnitude of inter-racial interactions fall.

My results suggest that, regardless of what we believe about the causal effect of neighborhoods

on interactions, the process of residential sorting tends to lead to more inter-racial interactions on

net. If policies designed to reduce segregation in a city also undermine the tendency of neighbors

to be similar to each other, they may not achieve their intended goal of reducing social segregation

(although other goals, such as improving minorities’ access to spatial amentities, may still be served.)

In the next section of the paper, I outline the theoretical model that I use as the basis for my

simulation exercise, which is derived from the marriage matching model of Choo and Siow (2006).

3.5% of these interactions are with black friends.
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I derive the equilibrium conditions, and then explain in the following section how these conditions

can be used to simulate the effect of complete desegregation. In the following section, I explain the

data I use to get the key inputs into the simulation. I then present the results, and conclude.

2 Theory

2.1 Model setup

Agents live in neighborhoods in a city, and must decide whether to interact with anyone, and if so,

with whom to interact. I assume that each person chooses a single interaction partner. The partner

characteristics that the agent chooses are race and location.9 I refer to agent types as (i, r), where i

is indexes the individual’s location (her neighborhood) and r indexes their race. I assume that there

are a finite number of racial groups R and neighborhoods N .

Utility is assumed to be transferable between partners. These transfers act as a price, allowing

the market to clear between different groups of potential partners. Let τirsj represent the equilibrium

transfer from type i, r partners to type j, s partners; note that this quantity may be either positive

or negative.

The causal effect of neighborhoods on interactions is assumed to operate through a parameter δ

that reduces the utility of an interaction when two individuals are moved to neighborhoods that are

further apart. I make no assumptions about the channel through which this parameter operates: at

a minimum, it should reflect travel costs, but could also include any other influence of location on

interaction probabilities. I also make no assumption about whether the causal effect of neighborhood

influences who meets who (extensive margin), or how frequently they interact (intensive margin).

In my model, the causal effect simply affects the total number of interactions between residents of

different neighborhoods.

Putting all of these pieces together, the utility of an individual agent g of type (i, r) interacting

with an individual h of type (j, s) is:

9In practice, agents may care about a wide variety of partner characteristics, such as age or education. As I explain
below, preferences over the race and location of interaction partners can be interpreted as reflecting average values of
these other characteristics across different groups, as well as any race- or location- specific preferences.
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Ughirjs = αirjs − δdij + τirjs + εghirjs

where αirjs is the average utility generated for agents of type (i, r) from socializing with an agents

of type (j, s); dij is the physical distance between the two agents; τirjs is the equilibrium transfer

from type (i, r) partners to type (j, r) partners; and εghij is an I.I.D. shock with a type I extreme

value distribution. The term αirjs will capture average levels of education, age, or other characteristics

that affect the match value between a typical member of type (i, r) and a typical member of type

(j, s). The term εghirjs can be interpreted as reflecting individual partners’ deviations from the

average level of characteristics for members of their types; for example, εghirjs may be positive if

both partners have higher-than-average education for their tract and race. This term also reflects

more idiosyncratic shocks, such as personality characteristics, that affect the valuation of a match.

The agent may also choose not to socialize at all, which I denote as choosing partner type “0”.

I normalize the intrinsic utility from spending time alone to zero.

2.2 Equilibrium

Following Choo and Siow (2006), the model described above will lead to a quasi-demand function

describing the number of (j, s) type interactions demanded by all individuals of type (i, r), which

depends on the transfer τirsj (interpreted as the “price” in this model). The quasi-demand function

takes the form

ln(µqirjs) = ln(µir0) + αirjs − δdij + τirsj (1)

where µqirjs is the total number of type (j, s) interactions demanded by agents of type (i, r) and

µir0 is the equilibrium number of (i, r) agents who choose to spend time alone. In equilibrium,

demand for these interactions by agents of type (i, r) must equal the “supply” of these interactions

by agents of type (j, s):

ln(µsirjs) = ln(µ0js) + αjsir − δdij − τirsj (2)

The transfers τirsj will adjust to ensure that this is the case. Setting demand for interactions
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equal to supply, solving for τirsj , and plugging this back into the quasi-demand equation gives:

ln

(
µijrs√
µi0µ0j

)
=

1

2
[αirjs + αjsir ]− δdij

To close the model, note that there is an adding-up constraint. If we denote the population of

race r living at i as fir, then µir0 + Σt∈RΣk∈Nµirkt = fir. This lets us rewrite the equilibrium

equation entirely in terms of the endogenous terms µirjs and the parameters of the model:

ln

(
µirjs√

(fir − Σt∈RΣk∈Nµirkt)(fsj − Σt∈RΣk∈Nµktjs)

)
=

1

2
[αirjs + αjsir ]− δdij (3)

This equation says that the frequency of interactions between types (i, r) and (j, s) (scaled by a

function of the total number of partners of each type) is equal to the per-partner surplus created by

interactions between these types of individuals.10 Note that it is only the total surplus that matters

here; any difference between αirjs and αjsir is irrelevant, since the agent who gets more utility from the

interaction can always compensate the other partner through the transfer τirjs. For the purposes of

the simulation exercise, I will rewrite the term 1
2 [αirjs + αjsir ] = αirjs, the average utility generated

by the interaction.

This equilibrium equation holds for every (i, r), (j, s) pair in the city. If we let N be the number

of types, this condition gives us a system of (1+N)N
2 equations. Choo and Siow (2006) show that,

given values for the right-hand side of the equilibrium equation and a vector of population supplies

fir for each neighborhood, there is a unique vector of social interactions µirjs that will solve this

system of equations. I use this fact in my simulation exercises, described in the following subsections

of the paper.

2.3 Implications

To see the implications of the model for desegregation policy, start by rewriting Equation 3 to express

the inter-racial interaction frequency of a type i, r individual:

10Note that this identical to the standard result from discrete choice problems that forms the basis for logistic
regression models. The only difference is that we have extended the problem to a case where agents must coordinate
their decisions. The assumption of transferable utility permits this coordination to take place.
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µirs ≡ Σjµirjs = Σje
αirsj−δdij√µir0µjs0 (4)

Next, write the utility generated by an interaction in the following way:

αirjs = αrs + εirs + ηirjs (5)

The term αrs represents the average utility created by an interaction between someone of race

r and someone of race s within the city. The term εirs, which has a mean of zero across all i,

represents the deviation from this average for individuals in neighborhood i. This term would be

negative, for example, if race-r individuals in neighborhood i were unusually racist against individuals

of race s. The terms ηirjs, which also has mean zero across all neighborhood pairs, represents the

additional deviation when someone of race r from neighborhood i interacts with someone of race s

from neighborhood j. This will reflect any specific compatibility between these two groups.

Note that both the terms εirs and ηirjs arise because of residential sorting, a process that creates

systematic differences in observable and unobservable characteristics between individuals living in

different neighborhoods. To the extent that these characteristics affect the utility from a match, we

expect that the term αirjs will vary depending on the location of the two interaction partners (i.e.

that both εirs and ηirjs will typically not be zero.) I assume that both εirs and ηirjs are normally

distributed, although not in a way that is independent of residential location.

Using this expression in Equation 4 and taking logs gives:

ln(µirs) = αrs + εirs + ln(Σje
ηirjs µ̂irjs) (6)

where µ̂irjs = e−δdij
√
µir0µjs0. Note that µ̂irjs can be interpreted as the interaction frequency

that would take place if we eliminated preferences over interaction partner characteristics (i.e. set

αrs, εirs, and ηirjs equal to zero for all partner combinations).11 In other words, it is the number of

interactions between types (i, r) and (j, s) that would exist if only the causal effect of neighborhoods

and population supplies influenced the interaction rate.

11Note that the terms µ̂irjs are not equilibrium outcomes. If we eliminated preferences over partner characteristics,
the overall interaction rate (and therefore the terms µir0) would change, which is not captured in my construction of
µ̂irjs. We can instead think of µ̂irjs as the initial non-equilibrium result of eliminating preferences.
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Finally, rewrite the term in brackets as:

Σje
ηirjs µ̂irjs =

1

N
(Σje

ηirjs) ∗ (Σj µ̂irsj) + Σj(e
ηirsj − eηirsj )(µ̂irsj − µ̂irsj)

= βirsµ̂irs + γirs

where I have written Σj µ̂irsj ≡ µ̂irs in the second line. The inter-racial interaction equation then

becomes

ln(µirs) = αrs + εirs + ln(βirsµ̂irs + γirs) (7)

Write βrs ≡ E(βirs). This term should be equal to e
θrs
2 > 0, where θrs is the variance of ηirjs. As

a result, we expect βrs to be greater than one. In other words, a 1-unit increase in µ̂irs will typically

lead to a more-than-one unit increase in actual interactions. This occurs because ηirsj is assumed

to affect interactions in a non-linear way: a small increase has a bigger impact on interactions than

a small decrease.

Similarly, write γrs ≡ E(γirs). This term will be equal to N ∗ Cov(eηirjs , µ̂irsj). We should

expect this covariance to be positive so long as individuals who live close to one another are more

similar, on average. In this case, ηirsj will decline in distance: the match value between people who

live closer together will typically be higher than the match value between people who live further

away. The term µ̂irsj also declines in distance, because of the term e−δdij . As a result, we would

expect γrs to be positive.

The term γrs captures the positive effect of residential sorting on interactions. The positive

covariance between match values and location leads Σje
ηirjs µ̂irjs to be larger than µ̂irs, the inter-

action frequency that would prevail in the absence of preferences. In other words, the interaction

between the causal effect (captured in µ̂irsj) and sorting (captured in the term ηirsj) create ad-

ditional inter-racial interactions. Specifically because there is a causal effect of neighborhoods on

interaction utility, individuals will tend to socialize more when the people they like best also live

close by. The process of residential sorting, in which individuals choose neighborhoods on the basis

of their unobservable characteristics and preferences, ensures that this is the case.
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Using this equation, we can think about the effect of a policy that reduces residential segregation

by race - perhaps through a voucher program, or tax subsidies for people living in diverse neigh-

borhoods. The intended effect of the policy is to increase µ̂irs for the case where r 6= s through a

reduction in distance between black and white residents of a city. As shown in the equation, this

will indeed tend to increase inter-racial interactions if nothing else in the model changes. The policy,

however, is not “all else equal”: it is also likely to change the distribution of the ηirjs. In particular,

if the program is successful, it must be the case that it induces some people to live where they

otherwise wouldn’t. For these individuals, either their preferences or their financial circumstances

mean that this new neighborhood was not their optimal choice prior to the policy. In contrast,

others in the neighborhood did choose that location, implying that their preferences or financial

constraints are different from those of their new neighbors. The neighborhood will end up being

more diverse not only in terms of race, but also along other dimensions as well. As neighborhoods

become more diverse, they become less predictive of match values; individuals will be less likely to

strongly prefer residents of one neighborhood over another (although their preferences for individuals

within neighborhoods will remain equally strong.) In my model, this corresponds to a reduction in

both βrs and γrs. Interactions are destroyed by the desegregation policy, because individuals no

longer live close to the people they like best. As a result, the net effect of the policy is unclear.

The same logic holds for the desegregation policy I consider in my thought experiment: random-

izing individuals to neighborhoods. In contrast to more marginal programs, which will reduce the

terms βrs and γrs, this policy will completely eliminate these terms from the model. My simulation,

then, can be thought of as the most extreme version of the general tendency for desegregation to

destroy interactions by reducing residential sorting.

3 Simulation exercise

In practice, does residential sorting (and the associated racial segregation) tend to increase or de-

crease inter-racial interactions in U.S. cities? To answer this question, I conduct a thought exper-

iment in which I use the equilibrium conditions of my model to simulate the effect of completely

randomizing individuals to neighborhoods. Randomization eliminates both racial segregation, as

well as the tendency for neighbors to be similar to each other. By comparing the inter-racial inter-
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action rate that occurs in this world to the actual inter-racial interaction rate, I can assess the net

effect of residential sorting on social segregation.

The steps of the simulation exercise, which I describe in more detail below, are as follows:

1. Estimate the preference terms αcrs from my model.

2. Randomly reassign residential locations.

3. Calculate the frequency of inter-racial interactions that would take place with this new distri-

bution of individuals, using the preference terms estimated in step 1.

3.1 Step 1

The first step of my simulation procedure is to estimate the parameters from my inter-racial inter-

actions equation:

ln(µirs) = αrs + εirs + ln(βrsµ̂irs + γrs)

For this estimation, I start with data on the interaction frequency with members of different

races at the tract level (described in more detail in the data section). This forms the left-hand side

of my regression equation. For each tract i in my dataset, I then construct the term µ̂irs = Σj µ̂irjs,

the inter-racial interaction frequency that would be predicted if the causal effect of distance was

the only factor influencing interaction decisions. To construct this term, I require several pieces of

information: an estimate of the causal effect of neighborhoods on interaction utility (δ), as well as

the unmatched population of each neighborhood (µir0). Again, I defer my discussion of where I get

these pieces of information until the data section.

Once I have constructed the dependent and independent variables, I estimate the terms αrs, βrs

and γrs using a non-linear least squares regression across tracts within a city, separately for each

race-pair. Because the parameter βcrs is expected to be equal to e
θ
2 , where θ is the variance of ηirjs,

I restrict this parameter to be greater than or equal to 1.

Figure 1 shows how the parameters are identified in this equation. As shown in panel A), the

regression fits a non-linear curve between µ̂irj and ln(µhirs) in order to minimize the sum of squared
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errors.12 To see how the parameters are identified, panels B) and C) show how the fitted curve

changes with α, β and γ. As shown in Panel B), increasing the term α creates an upward shift

in the fitted curve, implying an equal percentage increase in interactions at all levels of predicted

interaction. The estimate of α can therefore be interpreted as the average percentage by which

actual interactions deviate from predicted interactions in a city.

As shown in Panel C), increasing the term β - moving from the blue line to the green line - will

also increase interactions, but does so more at higher levels of predicted interactions. In the context

of the model, this is because the variance in η tends to magnify differences in µ̂irs. Also shown

in Panel C), increasing the term γ - moving from the blue line to the red line - has the opposite

effect: it increases interactions but does so more (in percentage terms) at low levels of interactions.

In the context of my model, the parameter γ can be thought of as the average number of additional

interactions that take place for each tract in a city because of the correlation between ηirsj and

distance. Because this number is the same for every tract, the percentage increase that is generated

through this process is larger when µ̂irs is small. Together, the terms β and γ therefore jointly

govern both the slope and the concavity of the fitted curve. As shown in the top line of Panel C),

increasing both terms together has an effect similar to increasing α. This highlights the fact that

it is the relative size of β and γ that is economically interesting, rather than their levels. Cities

with high β and low γ will be those where the relationship between predicted and the log of actual

interactions is relatively steep and concave; cities with high γ and low β will have a relatively flat

and linear relationship between these variables.

3.2 Step 2

The goal of this simulation exercise is simulate the frequency of inter-racial interactions that would

take place if we eliminated residential segregation completely. The specific counter-factual I use

is one where individuals of different races are evenly distributed throughout the city, with each

individual being randomly assigned to a specific neighborhood.

To achieve this distribution of individuals, I assume that every neighborhood has the same total

12Note that these are errors in percentage terms, which are different from the level error terms that would be
minimized by an OLS regression. An OLS regression would take the form µirs = eαβµ̂irs + eαγ + εirs, and would
be unable to separately identify the parameters α, β, and γ. In contrast, the regression I estimate can be written as
µirs = eα+εirsβµ̂irs + eα+εirsγ. The non-linearity between the error terms and the outcome helps to identify the
terms in the model.

13



population as it does currently, but that the fraction of individuals of race r is equal to the proportion

of these individuals in the city population for every tract. Random assignment of specific individuals

implies that each neighborhood will, on average, contain a representative sample of individuals of

each race.13 I use this fact in the derivation of my simulation results below.

3.3 Step 3

The third step of my exercise is to calculate the inter-racial interaction frequencies that would take

place if individuals had the same preferences estimated in the first step of the exercise, but had the

geographic distribution simulated in the second step. To do this, I use the equilibrium equation

from my model. Letting N denote the set of neighborhoods in a city, this is:

ln

 µirjs√
(f∗ir − Σt∈RΣk∈Nµirkt)(f∗js − Σt∈RΣk∈Nµktjs)

 = α̂rs − δdij

In this equation, f∗ir is the new number of individuals living in neighborhood i of race r, after the

redistribution. The preference term on the right hand side is the average match value for an r, s pair,

as estimated in step 1 of the simulation. Importantly, the match values do not vary systematically

across neighborhood pairs the way they do in real life. That is, the terms εirs and ηirjs will both

be equal to zero. This is because we have eliminated any sorting into neighborhoods on the basis of

observable or unobservable characteristics. The average value of a match between a person of race

r in neighborhood i and a person of race s in neighborhood j will be the same, no matter which

i and j we choose.14 Using my estimates α̂rs, along with calculations of δdij and the simulated

population supplies f∗ir, I can solve this system of equations for µirjs. These can then be aggregated

into predictions about both the overall interaction rate, and the inter-racial interaction rate.

13In practice, random assignment will not result in an exactly even distribution of interaction-relevant characteristics
across neighborhoods. It is possible for my model to accommodate this random variation. To do this, I can allow
my estimated αrs to vary with the observable characteristics of each individual (e.g. education, age) and the average
level of these characteristics among individuals of race s in the city; this provides an approximation of how interaction
values are affected by these characteristics. Then, I could randomly re-assign individuals and construct a predicted
αijrs for each neighborhood-race pair, based on the characteristics of each neighborhood. This procedure should not
affect my results on average, however; as a result, I do not implement it here.

14Of course, the match value of specific individuals in these neighborhoods may be higher or lower than this; this
is captured by the error terms εhgirjs in each individual’s utility function.
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4 Data

To perform my simulation, I need four pieces of information. First, I need to know the existing

population of each neighborhood, fir, separately by race. Secondly, I need to know the geographic

distance between neighborhoods within a city; this corresponds to dij in my model. Third, I need

an estimate of the causal effect of distance, δ. Finally, I need two pieces of information on the

social interaction behavior of Americans. First, I need to know how often individuals in different

neighborhoods socialize. This, combined with information on population, will allow me to estimate

the terms µir0 from my model. Secondly, I need to know how frequently they socialize with members

of each race. This will allow me to construct the left-hand side terms µirs in my model. In this

section, I describe where I get this information.

4.1 Population distribution

Information on the population distribution by neighborhood and geographic distances are available

from the U.S. Census Bureau. Throughout the analysis, I will define a neighborhood as a Census

tract. The average population in a Census tract in the U.S. is around 4,000 individuals. I restrict

the analysis to pairs of Census tracts within the same Core-Based Statistical Area (CBSA.)15 There

are 933 CBSAs in the United States (excluding Puerto Rico), of which I use 84 in my main analysis

sample.16 These cities make up just over 50% of the U.S. population.

Different measures have been used to capture the degree of racial segregation within cities. One

popular measure is the Duncan index, which measures the fraction of black or non-black residents

within a city that would have to move to produce an even distribution of racial groups over Census

tracts.17 The first column of Table 1 shows that the mean Duncan index in my sample is 0.525,

indicating that about half of all residents in a typical city would have to move to achieve perfect

15CBSAs consist of “one or more counties and includes the counties containing the core urban area, as well as any
adjacent counties that have a high degree of social and economic integration (as measured by commuting to work)
with the urban core.” (Census Bureau, 2016.)

16The restrictions I impose in order to be able to estimate my non-linear regressions are that I must have an estimate
of the disutility of travel, which requires information on both travel speeds and hourly wages, and that I must have
at Flickr users represented in at least 25 tracts. These restrictions reduce the pool of CBSAs to 148, with most of
the eliminations coming from the second restriction. As explained in the results section, I focus on the subsample of
84 cities that have unconstrained solutions to my non-linear regression exercise. However, as shown in the Appendix,
the results are similar if I include all 148 cities for which I have sufficient data.

17The Duncan is calculated using the formula Dc = Σt|Blacktc
Blackc

− Nonblacktc
Nonblackc

| where Blacktc is the number of black

individuals living in tract t in city c, and Blackc is the total number of black individuals in the city (and similarly for
non-black individuals).
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integration. The next rows show how the Duncan index varies across the four Census regions.

According to this measure, segregation is highest in the Midwest, with an average Duncan index of

0.626, and lowest in the Pacific, with an average Duncan index of 0.459.

4.2 Distance

To measure the geographic distance between pairs of Census tracts, I use shapefiles provided by the

U.S. Census Bureau. I calculate the great-circle distance between the central latitude and longitude

of each pair of tracts within a CBSA. The third column of Table 1 shows that, on average, two

randomly selected tracts within the same CBSA are 41.7 km apart. This varies from 38.1 km in the

South to 45.2 km in the Northeast.

4.3 The causal effect of distance

In my model, the parameter δ captures the causal effect of distance on interaction utilities. While I

do not know the value of δ, this parameter should at a minimum be equal to the disutility of travel.

I therefore use estimates of the disutility of travel as lower bound estimates of δ in my simulation

exercise. I then explore the impact of increasing δ.

A number of papers have estimated individuals’ disutility of travel in the context of estimating

demand for movie theatres (Davis, 2006; Thomadsen, 2005), liquor stores (Seim and Waldfogel,

2013), coffee shops (McManus, 2007), and gas stations ((Manuszak and Moul, 2009; Houde, 2012).

The typical strategy of these papers is to examine how much consumers are willing to pay, in terms

of price, to avoid extra travel to a location that is further away. A key assumption for identifying the

distaste for travel in this way is that consumers otherwise value the competing locations similarly;

that is, that there is no correlation between a location’s distance from the consumer and its unob-

servable characteristics. In some cases, such as for gas stations near a consumer’s commute path,

this seems reasonable. In other cases where the assumption is more tenuous, a variety of instruments

have been used to try and causally identify the effect of distance.18

Table 2 summarizes the findings of these papers. The estimated willingness to pay to avoid a

minute of travel varies quite substantially in this literature, both in absolute magnitude (ranging

18For example, Manuszak and Moul (2009) use a tax hike near Cook County to estimate consumer’s willingness to
pay to travel across county lines to purchase gasoline.
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from about $0.10-$0.57 per minute in 2002 dollars) and in relation to average hourly wages (with the

hourly valuation ranging from 0.5-2.5 times the average hourly wage.) Broadly speaking, however,

the results can be grouped into two sets: one set implying a valuation of time at about the average

hourly wage (Davis, 2006; McManus, 2007; Manuszak and Moul, 2009), and another set implying a

time valuation of about twice the average hourly wage (Thomadsen, 2005; Houde, 2012; Seim and

Waldfogel, 2013). Because I am interested in setting a lower bound on the parameter δ from my

model, I start by assuming that individuals value their time at the hourly wage; the case where the

valuation of time is higher is covered by my alternative estimates.

To construct an estimate of the disutility of travel for each city in my sample, I start by estimating

the hourly wage for each city. Information on hourly wages is available for some metropolitan areas

from the Bureau of Labor Statistics. In order to preserve the majority of CBSAs in my sample,

however, I instead impute average hourly wages by using information on state-level hourly wages and

the ratio of median income in the CBSA to median income in the state. For each city, I construct a

“per minute” disutility of travel equal to either one or two times the wage per minute in that city.

Next, I convert the dollar valuation of time to utility terms using the estimates from Houde

(2012), which are available in both units of measure. This gives me an estimate of disutility per

minute, which I then convert into “per kilometer” format by using information on travel speeds from

the Google Maps API.19

I have sufficient information on income and travel speeds to calculate the disutility of travel

for 862 CBSAs, which include all 84 CBSAs in my main analysis sample. As shown in the fourth

column of Table 1, the mean disutility of travel across cities is around 0.456 per kilometer, which

corresponds to a dollar valuation of around $0.46 per kilometer in 2010 dollars. The table also shows

how the disutility of travel varies by region. The cost of traveling 1 km is highest in the Northeast

and Pacific, and lowest in the South.

A limitation of this procedure is that variation across cities is imposed by assumption, not

by revealed behavior. We can get some sense of whether the implied distaste for travel actually

corresponds to individuals’ travel behavior by using the travel patterns in my Flickr data. As I

explain in the next section, the main purpose of my Flickr data is to measure individuals’ cross-racial

19Specifically, I choose 10 randomly selected pairs of Census blocks within a CBSA and query the API for a driving
time between them on a Saturday afternoon at 3 pm. In my main results, I use Flickr photos taken on weekends to
measure social interactions, in order to capture time periods when individuals are likely to be leaving from home.
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interactions. Because the photos are geotagged, however, they also provide some information about

how individuals move throughout their home cities. In the Appendix, I show that my estimated

disutility of travel significantly predicts the fraction of photographs that are taken within 1, 3, and

5 km of a Flickr user’s estimated home location. This suggests that my estimates are picking up

actual travel behavior.

4.4 Social interactions

My simulation exercise requires that I have two pieces of information about social interactions: the

overall interaction rate, and the frequency of inter-racial interactions, by race and by neighborhood.

Unfortunately, this information is not available in any large, publicly available dataset. The data

used in earlier research on social interactions includes the Add Health dataset (a survey of teenagers;

e.g., Echenique and Fryer, 2007), the Social Capital Community Benchmark Survey (a survey of indi-

viduals living in cities that asks respondents how often they participate in different social activities;

e.g., Brueckner and Largey, 2008) and the DDB Needham Lifestyle Survey (a survey that asks sim-

ilar questions as the SCCBS; e.g., Glaeser and Gottlieb, 2006). Of these, only the Add Health has

information on either residential location or cross-racial interactions; however, both pieces of infor-

mation are available only for a relatively small subsample of respondents.20 Additionally, this data

source only allows us to measure interaction behavior for a very specific group (teenagers), nearly

two decades ago.

To measure interaction behavior, I instead rely on a combination of the American Time Use

Survey (ATUS) and a novel dataset I have constructed using Flickr photographs. In the remainder

of this section, I provide more information on how I construct measures of interaction behavior from

these sources of data.

4.4.1 Interaction rates

I use the American Time Use Survey (ATUS) to arrive at my estimates of the overall interaction

rate for each tract/race pair. The ATUS is an annual survey of a representative sample of Americans

that asks respondents to keep a diary recording what they are doing and who they are with for every

20Patacchini, Picard and Zenou (2015) examine the relationship between physical distance and the probability of
friendship in the Add Health data, using a sample of about 1500 respondents that have sufficient information on both
residential location and social interactions.

18



15 minute segment of the day. My measure of interaction rates in the ATUS will be the probability

that a respondent spends any time with friends on his or her diary day. This measure corresponds

closely to the decision margin in my theoretical model. The mean of this variable is 22.7% for both

races, indicating that about one-fifth of the population spends time with friends on a randomly

selected day. This varies somewhat across different times of the week, with an average of 20.6%

on weekdays and 24.5% on weekends. Because I will be focusing on the impact of desegregating

residential locations, which are more likely to impact social interactions on weekends, I will focus on

weekend socializing in both the ATUS and Flickr results.

Unfortunately, the ATUS does not contain geographic information below the state level. To

arrive at ATUS estimates for tracts, I use the demographic information present in the ATUS to

predict the interaction rate based on tract demographics. Details of this procedure are included in

the Appendix. My predicted interaction rate varies from 18.5%-50.1% for blacks (with a mean of

25.3%), and from 13.7% to 65.2% for whites (with a mean of 24.5%). Because the interaction rate

is based on demographic characteristics available in the American Community Survey, I am able

to predict it for nearly all of the approximately 70,000 tracts in the U.S. Table 1 shows how the

interaction rate varies by region.

To validate the use of my predicted interaction rates, I compare the ATUS predictions of in-

teraction rates to actual interaction rates in a survey of MTurk workers. Details of the survey are

provided in the Appendix. The key survey measures for the purposes of validating the interaction

rate from ATUS are a series of time use questions that refer to activities in the previous day. I

ask respondents what they were doing for each 3 hour chunk of the day, and who they were with.

Using this series of questions, I construct an indicator for whether the respondent spent any time

with friends on the day in question. 25.8% of the workers in my survey spent time with friends the

previous day, which is quite similar to the ATUS mean.21

MTurk surveys automatically include information on the respondents’ latitude and longitude

while taking the survey. Assuming that this location will typically be the user’s home, I use these

locations to connect respondents to a predicted tract-level interaction rate constructed from the

ATUS data. Then, I examine whether the ATUS prediction corresponds well with their actual

21The survey was run on a Sunday-Tuesday, with the majority of respondents answering on a Monday. Note that
the questions referred to the previous day, which means I am capturing interaction behavior primarily on Sundays.
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interaction behavior.22

A regression of the MTurk worker’s interaction indicator on his or her predicted interaction rate

produces a coefficient of 0.787, which is significant at the 1% level. This coefficient is not statistically

distinguishable from 1, which is the coefficient I would expect in this regression. The constant is

0.046 and is not significantly different from 0. When combined with the fact that there is a great

deal of error in my “home” assignment processes (which should bias the coefficient in this regression

downward), this regression suggests that the estimated interaction rates do a good job of predicting

actual interaction behavior.

4.4.2 Inter-racial interactions

To measure the inter-racial interaction rate, I rely on a new dataset I have created using Flickr

photographs. Flickr is a popular photo-sharing website. As of 2013, the site had around 87 million

users uploading approximately 3.5 million photos per day (Jeffries, 2013). I downloaded a large

sample of public photographs on Flickr, along with their metadata, and ran them through face

detection and race classification algorithms. The racial breakdown of faces in the photographs

provides with information on individuals’ inter-racial interaction rates. The metadata, which contain

information such as the make of the camera and the time of the photograph, sometimes include

“geotags”, which are latitude and longitude coordinates appended by cameras that have access to

the internet (smart phones, for example, and higher-end digital cameras.) These geotags allow me

to link Flickr users to cities and neighborhoods. I assign each user to the modal CBSA in which

they take pictures, and to their modal Census tract within the CBSA. More details about both the

race classification algorithm and the home assignment are available in the Appendix.

Several concerns may arise with the use of Flickr photographs to measure inter-racial interac-

tions and/or residential location, including the accuracy of the racial classifier; whether Flickr users

are a representative sample; whether users’ photographs are an accurate reflection of actual social

behavior; and whether home locations can be inferred from photograph locations. In the Appendix,

I provide detailed evidence designed to assuage these concerns. Because measurement of inter-racial

interactions is a central contribution of the paper, I also summarize this evidence here:

22Unfortunately, I have too few black respondents (113) to be able to examine the relationship between these
variables in the black sample; I therefore restrict myself to the non-black sample in this exercise.
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How accurate is the racial classifier?

I assess the accuracy of the face detection and race classification algorithms by hand coding

a set of 17,500 photographs and comparing my results to the results of the algorithms. The face

detection algorithm has a high rate of false negatives (missing about 50% of faces - primarily those

that are very small), and an 8% rate of false positives (mostly animals, statues, and art). The

detection algorithm does not appear to be racially biased. The race classification algorithm has

higher accuracy, at 85% for whites and 75% for blacks. Because the two groups are not equally

represented in the data, this error nonetheless creates bias in my point estimates of the fraction

of black faces. I correct for this by fitting a non-linear model between the fraction of black faces

found by the algorithm and the actual fraction of black faces in the hand coded data. Using this

adjustment on the entire set of photographs, I find a relative black interaction rate of around 3.7%.

Are Flickr users a representative sample?

Using the demographics of the assigned home location, I show that Flickr users differ on several

dimensions from the U.S. population: they are located in bigger cities and in wealthier and more

educated tracts. I attempt to correct for these observable differences by regressing the fraction of

black faces on tract demographics, and adjusting my estimates to match the demographics of the

U.S. population. This results in a slightly lower estimated black interaction rate - 3.5%, vs. 3.7% in

my Flickr sample. Table 1 shows that this fraction is very similar by region. To the extent that we

believe the Flickr sample differs from the population on unobservable characteristics, however, my

estimates may not be valid outside of the sample.

Additionally, based on my inspection of the hand-coded photographs, it appears that very few

users are black: less than 1% of the users in the hand-coded sample have a majority of black faces

in their photographs. Because of this, I treat my entire Flickr sample as non-black. As I discuss

further in the next section, this does not interfere with my simulation procedure. Every cross-racial

interaction for a non-black person represents a cross-racial interaction for a black person as well. I

assume that these interactions are generated by the preferences of both interaction partners, and

attempt to estimate a parameter capturing this joint surplus.

Are users’ photographs an accurate reflection of their actual social behavior?

It is possible that the rate of black faces in a Flickr user’s photographs is not representative
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of the user’s actual rate of interaction with black friends. This could arise if users “curate” their

photographs, for example. To examine the relationship between social media photographs and actual

social behavior, I turn to my survey of MTurk workers. In this survey, I ask detailed questions about

respondents’ social contacts and behavior; I also ask for information about the racial breakdown of

faces in a recent social media photograph. I then compare the user’s actual social behavior to the

behavior depicted in the photo. As shown in the Appendix, the relationship between the reported

fraction of interactions that occur with black friends and the fraction of black faces in the users last

social media graph is almost perfect: a regression indicates that the correlation between the two is

close to 1. For a population that uses social media, the fraction of black faces in photographs is an

excellent measure of actual social behavior.

Can we infer someone’s home location from the location of their photographs?

In the Appendix, I provide three pieces of evidence that I am correctly identifying the home tract

of Flickr users, on average. First, the home tract is visited far more often than other tracts: a typical

user is observed in her home Census tract on 14 separate days over the course of a year, but only 3

times in any other tract that she visits. Secondly, I link my photographs to the Foursquare database

to show that there are fewer venues (bars, restaurants, offices, etc) of any kind in the immediate

vicinity of the user when she is in her home tract. Taken together with point 1, this suggests that

users spend more time in their home tracts despite the fact that there is less reason for them to be

there. Finally, I show that there is a stronger link between the ethnic breakdown of a user’s home

tract and her own ethnicity (as measured by last names) than for other tracts in her home city.

5 Results

Step 1 of my exercise is estimating the residual parameters αww and αwb from my model. Recall

from Section 3 that the estimating equation I use for this is:

ln(µirs) = αcrs + ln(βcrsµ̂irs + γcrs) + εhirs (8)

In this regression, i indexes Census tracts, r and s are racial categories, and c is a city. The

dependent variable is the log of the estimated number of daily interactions of each type that occur
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at the tract level. This is calculated as the tract population multiplied by interaction rate for non-

blacks (measured in ATUS), multiplied by the fraction of interactions for non-blacks that occur

with either black or non-black partners (measured in the Flickr data). The key variable on the

right-hand side of the equation is µ̂irs, the predicted interaction rate that would occur if only the

causal effect of distance affected interaction rates. I construct this term based on the disutility of

travel, distance, and population supplies for every tract and link these estimates to Flickr users

based on their home tract locations. I run this regression separately using non-linear least squares

for white-white interactions and white-black interactions, and separately for each city.

Because the term βcrs is equal e
θ2

2 in expectation, where θ is the variance of ηirsj , I expect this

term to be greater than 1. I eliminate cities from my sample if the constraint is binding in any version

of the regression, which reduces my sample from 148 cities to 84 cities. Essentially, this constraint

restricts the sample to cities where there is a sufficiently strong relationship between actual and

predicted interactions.23 As shown in the Appendix, the simulation results are similar if I include

cities where the estimate of βcrs is ever 1. However, the non-linear regression results become more

difficult to interpret because the coefficients γcrs become arbitrarily large when βcrs is forced to be 1.

For this reason, I focus on the set of cities where βcrs is greater than 1 in all regressions.

This procedure produces a separate estimate of αcww and αcwb for each city c, and, when combined

with the error term εhirs, for each tract that contains a Flickr user. In a next step, I adjust the

estimates of αcww and αcwb to take account of the observable differences between Flickr users and

other residents of their cities. Specifically, I run a regression of εhirs on a set of tract observable

characteristics, combining the data from all cities within a region, and use the coefficients to predict

the average level of εhirs for non-black individuals in the city; I then add this to the term α̂csr to

arrive at my final estimates.24

Note that because the terms µ̂irs will differ depending on the assumed value of δ, I will arrive at

different values of αcww and αcwb for each value of δ I use. The results of my simulation procedure

therefore differ both because the causal effect of reallocating people to new locations changes with

δ, and because the preferences that rationalize their current behavior will be different for different

23The cities that are eliminated are the smaller cities in my sample; this suggests that the lack of relationship
between actual and predicted interactions may be driven by the smaller number of Flickr observations in these cities.

24The specific characteristics I use are: tract population, density, median age, median income, proportion of the
population that is white, black, Hispanic, and Asian, the proportion of the population that has less than high school,
high school, some college, and a bachelor’s degree, and city fixed effects. Tables are available upon request.
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levels of δ.

Table 3 shows the key inputs and the average results of the non-linear regressions, for different

levels levels of δ. The data on the left-hand side of the equation - the actual interaction frequency

for each tract - is the same regardless of which value of δ I use. Based on my interaction data, I

estimate that non-black people in a typical tract have around 1,300 interactions with other non-

black people each day.25 The interaction frequency that I would predict in the absence of any

interaction preferences is much higher, ranging from 25,272 when δ is very low to 3,536 when δ is

at its highest level.26 This is the interaction rate that would occur if all interactions produced the

same intrinsic utility as staying at home alone.27 Because the actual interaction frequency is lower

than the predicted level, the estimates of αww are negative. In other words, because people choose

to interact less frequently than they choose to spend time not interacting, it must be the case that

interacting generates less utility than not interacting, on average.28

The number of predicted interactions falls as I assume higher and higher levels of δ. This is

because distance is assumed to destroy the utility from interactions, at a rate that goes up as δ

increases. As the predicted interaction rate falls, people’s behavior looks closer to the predicted

level; as a result, the estimates of αww decline in magnitude. Note that there is very little change

in either the predicted interaction level or the estimates of αww when I increase δ beyond 100 times

the disutility of travel. Even if the causal effect of distance is higher than this, it will make very

little difference empirically.

The second panel of Table 3 shows the same information for αwb. Unsurprisingly, the estimated

preference for cross-racial interactions is substantially more negative than the preference for same-

race interactions. As shown in the last row of the table, the ratio of αwb to αww is around 2 for the

case where δ is equal to the disutility of travel. This indicates that inter-racial interactions reduce

utility by about twice as much as same-race interactions, compared to staying home. Less obviously,

the estimated preference gap between same- and different-race interactions grows as δ increases.

25The average Flickr user lives in a tract that has a population of about 5,000 non-black people. Approximately
25% of these interaction on any given day, with the majority of interactions occurring with other non-black people;
this results in about 1,300 interactions per tract.

26Recall that µ̂irs is not an equilibrium object; as a result, it is not constrained to be less than or equal to the
population of the tract. When δ is low, the number of predicted interactions far exceeds the tract population.

27Recall that this utility is normalized to zero in my model.
28Note, however, that this is not true for interactions that actually take place. Recall from my model that individuals

receive a “shock” to the value of interacting on any given day. When this shock is sufficiently positive, individuals
will choose to interact in spite of their negative baseline utility.
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This is because the terms αcww fall at a faster pace as δ increases, relative to αcwb. In other words,

when it comes to same-race interactions, we can justify the interaction rate either by assuming a

general distaste for interactions and a relatively low cost of distance, or by assuming that people

are relatively indifferent between interacting and not interacting in general (α close to zero), but

that the costs of interacting with people far away are very high. When it comes to different-race

interactions, however, there is no cost of distance that can entirely justify the low level of interaction.

Table 3 also shows the average level of βcww, βcwb, γ
c
ww, and γcwb that are estimated for each

level of δ. When δ is very small, the relationship between predicted and actual interactions is quite

weak, for both same- and different-race interactions: β is small, and γ is large. As δ increases, the

estimated relationship between predicted and actual interactions becomes much stronger. Figure 2

and Figure 3 show these patterns visually, plotting both the data and the curves that are estimated

if I run the non-linear regression on all cities simultaneously. When δ is low, the relationship between

µ̂irs and ln(µirs) is close to linear for both same- and different-race interactions. At the highest

level of δ, the relationships are steeper and more concave.

Recall that γcrs increases interactions at the origin, with a relatively smaller effect at higher levels

of predicted interactions. Effectively, a high estimate of γcrs - which is what we get for both same-

and different-race interactions in the case where we assume δ is low - says that individuals with low

predicted interactions have many more interactions than we would otherwise expect. In the context

of my model, this is generated by the fact that we like our neighbors: even people with relatively

few interaction partners around them will choose high interaction rates, because the people nearby

are the ones they want to partner up with. If we redistribute people, we undo this correlation

between match value and geographic location, and eliminate the additional interactions generated

by γ. This will tend to push the overall interaction rate down. The effect of redistribution on inter-

racial interactions depends both on the causal effect of moving black and white individuals closer

together, as well as on the relative sizes of the terms γcww and γcwb.

Step 2 of my exercise is to randomly reassign individuals to locations in a city, so that each

Census tract is the same on both observable and unobservable characteristics. I use this fact when I

calculate the equilibrium interaction rates in Step 3, using my equilibrium condition (repeated here

for convenience):
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ln

 µirjs√
(f∗ir − Σt∈RΣk∈Nµirkt)(f∗sj − Σt∈RΣk∈Nµktjs)

 = α̂rs − δd(i, j)

Using my estimates α̂crs from Step 1, and the population vectors f∗ir from Step 2, I can use this

equation to calculate the equilibrium frequency of interactions that occurs between any neighborhood-

race pair. I then aggregate these predictions into three objects: i) a total interaction rate for each

race (defined as the number of interactions involving members of that race, divided by the popula-

tion); ii) the percentage of interactions for members of each race that take place with members of

the opposite race; and iii) the inter-racial interaction rate.

Table 4 shows the results of this simulation exercise for the non-black population. In the case

where δ is at its lower bound, redistributing individuals across the city has a very strong and negative

impact on the total interaction rate: it is predicted to fall from 25.1% to just 6.8%. The main reason

for this is because we have eliminated interactions produced by the parameters γcww and γcwb. In Step

1, we estimated that many interactions took place because individuals had a strong preference for the

particular people who lived close by. When we randomize individuals to neighborhoods, we eliminate

these additional interactions. As a result, the overall interaction rate falls quite substantially.

When δ is low, the intervention is successful in raising the relative proportion of inter-racial

interactions. The percentage of all non-black interactions that involve black people rises from 3.5%

to 4.1%. This occurs for two reasons. First, there is a positive causal effect of moving black and

non-black people closer together. Secondly, the effect of sorting seems to be stronger for same-

race interactions, relative to different-race interactions (γcww > γcwb, on average.) Redistribution

eliminates many same-race interactions, but a smaller number of inter-racial interactions. Despite

the positive effect on the proportion of inter-racial interactions, the total number of inter-racial

interactions goes down. The probability that a non-black person interacts with a black person on

a given day falls from around 0.9% to around 0.3%. This suggests that the effect of eliminating

residential sorting is stronger than the causal effect.

As shown in the next four columns of the table, the impact of desegregation on the interaction

rate is less severe when δ is higher. This is both because individuals must have a higher intrinsic

preference for socializing (higher αcww and αcwb) in these cases, and because the parameters γcww and

γcwb are smaller. Note however, that the drop is still fairly substantial: at the highest level of δ,
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the non-black interaction rate is around 21.0%, a nearly 20% decline from its actual level of 25.1%.

Regardless of what we believe about the magnitude of δ, the residential sorting process appears to

be a significant input into the general social interaction rate in a city.

While the total interaction rate declines by less in the case of high δ, the fraction of interactions

that take place with black partners falls in these cases. Depending on the level of δ, it ranges from

1.1-2.5%, compared to 3.5% currently. When combined with the decline in the total interaction

rate, this leads the inter-racial interaction rate to fall quite substantially. This occurs because there

is an asymmetry in the parameters γcww and γcwb, which changes as δ increases. At low δ, γcww is

estimated to be higher for same-race interactions than for opposite race interactions. As a result,

eliminating this term reduces same-race interactions more than it reduces inter-racial interactions;

this, combined with the causal effect of redistributing individuals, causes the inter-racial interaction

rate to rise. At high δ, the parameter γcww falls to nearly zero, while the parameter γcwb remains

positive and moderately sized. Eliminating these terms through desegregation causes inter-racial

interactions to fall, while there is no similar effect for same-race interactions. While this is offset by

the causal effect of moving black and non-black people closer together, the sorting effect dominates,

causing the inter-racial interaction rate to fall.

In the Appendix, I show the corresponding results for the black population. These are derived

based on the assumption that αcww = αcbb; in other words, that black people have similar same- and

different-race preferences as non-black people. Because these are symmetric to the non-black results,

they tell a very similar story, and are presented for completeness.

Table 5-Table 6 show the same set of results, broken down separately by region. Table 5 shows

that the regions differ substantially in predicted same-race interactions when δ is low, but not when

δ is high. The difference when δ is low is driven by differences in city size and density across regions.

The similarity at high δ occurs because at the highest values of δ, individuals are predicted to interact

almost entirely within their own tract. Census tracts have similar populations by construction, which

means that the predicted interaction rate will not vary much geographically. As a result of these

patterns, the terms αcww, which capture the difference between predicted and actual behavior, vary

substantially across regions when δ is low, and vary little across regions when δ is high. This is

also true of the terms αcwb, but to a lesser extent. There remains some variance in predicted black
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interactions across regions, because of differences in the fraction of the population that is black. The

relative distaste for black interactions (captured by the ratio of αcwb to αcww) is highest in the South

and Midwest, with the difference increasing slightly at high levels of δ.

Table 6 shows the results of the simulation exercise separately by region. The overall decline in

the interaction rate after desegregation when δ is low is particularly strong in the Northeast. This is

because, as shown in Table 5, the estimated values of γcww are quite high in this region. Interpreting

this result through the lens of my model, this suggests that the residential sorting process leads to a

particularly strong correlation between match values and location in this region. The positive effect of

desegregation on the relative black-white interaction rate is also concentrated in the Northeast. This

occurs for two reasons. First, the positive causal effect of redistribution is likely to be particularly

large in the Northeast. As shown in Table 1, the Northeast has relatively high segregation, high

distance between tracts, and high disutility of travel. This implies that the “cost” of inter-racial

interactions is relatively high, and falls more substantially as a result of redistribution. Secondly, the

value of γcwb in the Northeast, while still large compared to other regions, are substantially smaller

than γcww. As a result, more white-white interactions get eliminated through desegregation than

white-black interactions.

In all other regions, and for the Northeast when δ is high, the pattern of results looks strikingly

similar. At low δ, the other three regions experience large declines in interaction rates and modest

declines in the proportion of interactions that are inter-racial. When δ is high, the reduction in

interaction rates is more muted, but the proportion that are inter-racial falls substantially. The net

effect on the total number of inter-racial interactions is similar across all regions and values of δ,

ranging from -0.6 to -0.8 percentage points, on a base of approximately 0.9%.

6 Discussion and Conclusion

This paper highlights an important, and (to my knowledge) previously unrecognized fact: that

residential sorting can increase inter-racial contact, even when it results in racial segregation. Despite

the fact that neighborhoods must have some causal effect on interactions (if only through the channel

of travel costs), my estimates suggest that integrating cities would have a negative effect on the

number of cross-racial interactions. This occurs because the existing process of residential sorting
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encourages cross-racial interactions by ensuring that individuals pay a low “price” for interacting

with the other-race individuals they like best.

Of course, my results ignore several channels of adjustment that may occur in the long run.

First, I have assumed that preferences for same- and different-race interactions remain fixed when

individuals are induced to move to different neighborhoods. Would relaxing this assumption change

my results? At first glance, the answer would appear to be no: if desegregation lowers inter-racial

contact, then, if anything, it is likely to reinforce existing preferences for same-race contact as time

goes on. However, it is important to note that my results only capture intentional interactions

between adult friends. If more casual interactions that occur within the context of a neighborhood

are more strongly affected by desegregation, and affect people’s preferences, then the long-run effect

of desegregation could be more positive than the short-run effect I have estimated. Similarly, if

desegregation has a bigger impact for children - who may be placed in more diverse school envi-

ronments as a result - than it may help reduce same-race preferences over time. Therefore, while

my results suggest that desegregation would have a negative effect in the short-term, this could be

either strengthened or attenuated by preference changes in the long run.

My model also does not consider any effect of residential desegregation on workplace segregation.

I would expect any causal effect of neighborhoods to act primarily on interactions that occur outside

of the workplace context. If desegregation leaves these interactions unchanged, then the qualitative

nature of my results will be similar: desegregation will reduce inter-racial interactions, although the

magnitude will be smaller. However, if people change their work locations in response to desegre-

gation, then workplaces may also become more integrated. This would suggest that the long-run

response may be more positive than the short-run response I have estimated.

While desegregation policy may serve many worthwhile goals, including more evenly distributing

access to good schools and other public services, my model and empirical exercise show that they

may also have unintended consequences for the pattern of social interactions in cities - at least

initially. As my analysis highlights, these consequences may not be unambiguously positive, and

could actually serve to reduce interactions between members of different social groups. If social

interactions have consequences for economic behavior (and a large body of evidence suggests that

they do), then desegregation could end up being harmful for minority outcomes.

29



7 Author affiliations

Kirsten Cornelson is an Assistant Professor of Economics at the University of Notre Dame.

References

Ananat, Elizabeth Oltmans. 2011. “The Wrong Side(s) of the Tracks: The Causal Effects of

Racial Segregation on Urban Poverty and Inequality.” American Economic Journal: Applied Eco-

nomics, 3(2): 34–66.

Bayer, Patrick, Stephen L. Ross, and Giorgio Topa. 2008. “Place of Work and Place of

Residence: Informal Hiring Networks and Labor Market Outcomes.” Journal of Political Economy,

116(6): 1150–1196.

Brueckner, Jan K., and Ann G. Largey. 2008. “Social Interaction and Urban Sprawl.” Journal

of Urban Economics, 64(1): 18–34.

Card, David, and Jesse Rothstein. 2007. “Racial Segregation and the Black-White Test Score

Gap.” Journal of Public Economics, 91(11-12): 2158–84.

Choo, Eugene, and Aloysius Siow. 2006. “Who Marries Whom and Why.” Journal of Political

Economy, 114(1): 175–201.

Cutler, David M., and Edward L. Glaeser. 1997. “Are Ghettos Good or Bad?” Quarterly

Journal of Economics, 112(3): 827–872.

Dahl, Gordon B., Katrine V. Loken, and Magne Mogstad. 2014. “Peer Effects in Program

Participation.” American Economic Review, 104(7): 2049–2074.

Davis, Peter. 2006. “Spatial Competition in Retail Markets: Movie Theaters.” RAND Journal of

Economics, 37(4): 964–982.

Duflo, Esther, and Emmanuel Saez. 2003. “The Role of Information and Social Interactions

in Retirement Plan Decisions: Evidence from a Randomized Experiment.” Quarterly Journal of

Economics, 118(3): 815–842.

30



Echenique, Federico, and Roland G. Fryer. 2007. “A Measure of Segregation Based on Social

Interactions.” Quarterly Journal of Economics, 122(2): 441–485.

Glaeser, Edward L., and Joshua D. Gottlieb. 2006. “Urban Resurgence and the Consumer

City.” Urban Economics, 43(3): 1275–1299.

Houde, Jean-Francois. 2012. “Spatial Differentiation and Vertical Mergers in Retail Markets for

Gasoline.” American Economic Review, 102(5): 2147–2182.

Jeffries, Adrianne. 2013. “The Man Behind Flickr on Making the Service ’Awesome Again’.” The

Verge.

Krysan, Maria, and Kyle Crowder. 2017. Cycle of segregation: social processes and residential

stratification. New York:Russell Sage Foundation.

Manuszak, Mark D., and Charles C. Moul. 2009. “How Far for a Buck? Tax Differences and

the Location of Retail Gasoline Activity in Southeast Chicagoland.” Review of Economics and

Statistics, 91(4): 744–765.

Marmaros, David, and Bruce Sacerdote. 2006. “How do Friendships Form?” Quarterly Journal

of Economics, 121(1): 79–119.

Massey, Douglas S., and Nancy A. Denton. 1993. American Apartheid: Segregation and the

Making of the Underclass. Cambridge, MA:Harvard University Press.

McManus, Brian. 2007. “Nonlinear Pricing in an Oligopoly Market: The Case of Specialty Coffee.”

RAND Journal of Economics, 38(2): 512–532.

Patacchini, Eleonora, Pierre M. Picard, and Yves Zenou. 2015. “Urban Social Structure,

Social Capital and Spatial Proximity.”

Sara Baker, Adalbert Mayer, and Steven L. Puller. 2011. “Do more diverse environments

increase the diversity of subsequent interaction? Evidence from random dorm assignment.” Eco-

nomics Letters, 110: 110–112.

31



Seim, Katja, and Joel Waldfogel. 2013. “Public Monopoly and Economic Efficiency: Evidence

from the Pennsylvania Liquor Control Board’s Entry Decisions.” American Economic Review,

103(2): 831–862.

Thomadsen, Raphael. 2005. “The Effect of Ownership Structure on Prices in Geographically

Differentiated Industries.” RAND Journal of Economics, 36(4): 908–929.

United States Department of Housing and Urban Development. 2014. “Expanding Oppor-

tunity Through Fair Housing Choice.”

Wilson, William Julius. 1987. The Truly Disadvantaged: The Inner City, the Underclass, and

Public Policy. Chicago, IL:University of Chicago Press.

32



8 Figures and Tables

8.1 Tables
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Table 1: Summary statistics by region

% black, Duncan index Avg. dist. Disutility Interaction Black interaction

population b/w tracts of travel rate rate (% of all int.,

(per km) non-black)

All 11.7% 0.525 41.7 km 0.456 25.8% 3.5%

Northeast 8.3% 0.607 45.2 km 0.462 25.3% 3.6%

Midwest 12.5% 0.626 39.2 km 0.425 26.1% 3.5%

South 19.6% 0.509 38.1 km 0.432 25.0% 3.4%

Pacific 3.4% 0.459 38.4 km 0.497 25.9% 3.3%

This table shows descriptive statistics for the 84 cities in my main analysis sample, and separately by region. The black population and the Duncan index are

computed directly from Census data. The average distance between tracts was calculated using shapefiles provided by the U.S. Census Bureau. For details on the

estimation of the other columns, please see the Data section.
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Table 2: Previous estimates of the disutility of distance

Context Year(s) of Estimated cost of Ratio of travel cost

observation travel, per minute∗ to average hourly wage∗

Thomadsen (2005) Fast food,

Santa Clara County 1999 0.49 2

Davis (2006) Movie theatres,

36 cities 1996 0.23& 1

McManus (2007) Coffee shops,

University of Virginia 2000 0.10 0.5-1#

Manuszak and Moul (2009) Gas stations,

Chicago & surrounding 2001 0.18-0.24 0.68-0.91

area

Houde (2012) Gas stations, 1991-2001 0.10-0.57@ 0.75-2.50@

Quebec City

Seim and Waldfogel (2013) Liquor stores,

Pennsylvania 2005 0.46 1.95

* All dollar estimates are in 2002 USD. Where possible, I use the authors’ reported estimates of hourly wages to construct the ratio shown in column (4). Where this is not possible, I use the national

hourly wage for the appropriate year, multiplied by the ratio of median income in the relevant geographic area to the median income of the United States.

& Davis (2006) estimates a non-linear function of distance; following Seim and Waldfogel (2013), the reported coefficient is the estimated cost of travelling 3.2 km.

# The estimated coefficient is equal to approximately the average wage for students in the relevant geographic market; it is equal to about 0.5 times the average wage for adults in Virginia.

@ The initial estimates reported by (Houde, 2012) are larger than this. His preferred estimates suggest that a time valuation of 4 times the average hourly wage. However, these estimates do not

account for traffic. Once I adjust for the average speed of traffic in Quebec City at rush hour (the relevant time, since the estimates examine consumers’ willingness to deviate from commute paths),

the estimates are reduced to those shown in the table.
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Table 3: Estimation of preference parameters: regression inputs and results, larger sample of cities

Assumed value of δ (relative to disutility of travel):

1 2 10 100 1000

Actual number of non-black 1,254 1,254 1,254 1,254 1,254

interaction (tract-level)

µ̂ww 34,448 12,061 3,677 3,485 3,485

αww -4.34 -2.62 -1.49 -1.39 -1.38

βww 1.088 1.15 1.50 1.41 1.40

γww 125,331 14,579 29.08 39.3 39.5

Actual number of black 42 42 42 42 42

interactions (tract-level)

µ̂wb 11,003 3,357 828 774 774

αwb -7.04 -5.95 -4.92 -4.87 -4.86

βwb 1.07 1.09 1.14 1.18 1.17

γwb 24,717 8,633 1,120 971 976

Relative distaste for 1.62 2.27 3.30 3.50 3.52

black interactions

This table shows the average level of the key variables in my non-linear regression model, and the resulting estimated α’s, for different

assumed levels of δ. This table includes cities where any of the parameters βcwb or βcww are constrained to be 1.
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Table 4: Simulation results, non-black population

Assumed value of δ (relative to disutility of travel):

1 2 10 100 1000

Total interaction rate

Actual 25.1% 25.1% 25.1% 25.1% 25.1%

Simulated 6.8% 12.5% 19.2% 20.9% 21.0%

Difference -18.3pp -12.6pp -5.9pp -4.2pp -4.1pp

% of interactions black

Actual 3.5% 3.5% 3.5% 3.5% 3.5%

Simulated 4.1% 2.5% 1.2% 1.1% 1.1%

Difference 0.6pp -1.0pp -2.3pp -2.4pp -2.4pp

Black interaction rate

Actual 0.9% 0.9% 0.9% 0.9% 0.9%

Simulated 0.3% 0.3% 0.2% 0.2% 0.2%

Difference -0.6pp -0.6pp -0.7pp -0.7pp -0.7pp

This table shows the results of my simulation exercise for the non-black population, for different assumed levels of δ.
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Table 5: Regression inputs and results, by region

Northeast Midwest South Pacific

Value of δ∗ 1 1000 1 1000 1 1000 1 1000

Actual number of non-black 1,183 1,183 1,265 1,265 1,297 1,297 1,267 1,267

interaction (tract-level)

µ̂ww 61,053 3,388 24,367 3,426 17,712 3,474 37,115 3,600

αww -5.56 -1.39 -4.39 -1.30 -4.07 -1.33 -4.08 -1.50

βww 1.10 1.30 1.11 1.29 1.09 1.32 1.07 1.60

γww 340,547 77 47,954 57 98,608 49 98,606 4

Actual number of black 43 43 45 45 41 41 42 42

interactions (tract-level)

µ̂wb 22,730 705 7,499 642 6,509 1,068 7,725 629

αwb -6.72 -4.28 -7.56 -4.92 -7.58 -5.39 -6.29 -4.48

βwb 1.17 1.03 1.04 1.06 1.07 1.40 1.05 1.03

γwb 29,517 538 41,460 1,394 22,806 869 16,788 1,096

Relative distaste for 1.21 3.08 1.72 3.78 1.86 4.05 1.54 2.99

black interactions

This table shows the average level of the key variables in my non-linear regression model, and the resulting estimated α’s, for different

regions and for the lowest and highest assumed levels of δ.

* relative to the disutility of travel
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Table 6: Simulation results by region, non-black population

Northeast Midwest South Pacific

Value of δ∗ 1 1000 1 1000 1 1000 1 1000

Total interaction rate

Actual 24.3% 24.3% 25.4% 25.4% 25.2% 25.2% 25.7% 25.7%

Simulated 2.5% 22.3% 12.7% 21.9% 7.9% 21.1% 6.2% 19.4%

Difference -21.4pp -2.1pp 16.8pp -2.6pp -15.4pp -3.6pp -19.1pp -5.7pp

% of interactions black

Actual 3.7% 3.7% 3.4% 3.4% 3.5% 3.5% 3.5% 3.5%

Simulated 9.0% 1.4% 1.6% 1.1% 3.3% 1.3% 2.1% 0.8%

Difference 3.9pp -2.3pp 12.9pp -2.5pp -0.1pp -2.3pp -1.5pp -2.8pp

Black interaction rate

Actual 0.9% 0.9% 0.9% 0.9% 0.9% 0.9% 0.9% 0.9%

Simulated 0.2% 0.3% 0.2% 0.2% 0.3% 0.3% 0.1% 0.1%

Difference -0.7pp -0.6pp -0.7pp -0.6pp -0.6pp -0.6pp -0.8pp -0.8pp

This table shows the results of my simulation exercise for the non-black population, by region, for the lowest and highest values of δ.
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8.2 Figures

Figure 1: Identification of model parameters: example
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These figures show how the parameters αcrs, β
c
rs, and γcrs are identified. Panel A shows how the

choice of parameters fits a curve that minimizes the sum of squared errors. Panel B shows how the
estimated curve moves if we increase αcrs. Panel C shows the result of increasing βcrs and γcrs, one
at a time or together.
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Figure 2: Identification of model parameters: white-white interactions
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This figure shows the curves that are estimated to best fit the same-race interaction data when
my non-linear regression is run for all cities at once. When δ is assumed to be low (equal to the
disutility of travel), the estimated regression parameters are αww = −6.70234, βww = 1.00019, and
γww = 709, 244. The resulting curve is shown on the lefthand side of the figure. When δ is assumed
to be high (equal to 1000 times the disutility of travel), the estimated regression parameters are
αww = −1.22980, βww = 1.10792, and γww = 3. The resulting curve is shown on the righthand side
of the figure, using the same scale as the lefthand side figure to facilitate comparison of the curves.
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Figure 3: Identification of model parameters: white-black interactions
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This figure shows the curves that are estimated to best fit the different-race interaction data when
my non-linear regression is run for all cities at once. When δ is assumed to be low (equal to the
disutility of travel), the estimated regression parameters are αww = −8.58900, βww = 1.02325, and
γww = 72, 773. The resulting curve is shown on the lefthand side of the figure. When δ is assumed
to be high (equal to 1000 times the disutility of travel), the estimated regression parameters are
αww = −4.78580, βww = 1.02714, and γww = 1, 234. The resulting curve is shown on the righthand
side of the figure, using the same scale as the lefthand side figure to facilitate comparison of the
curves.
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