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Introduction
While Americans disagree about many things, 
most agree that they would rather own a home than 
rent one. Recent public opinion polls reveal that 
more than four-fifths of renters expect to move into 
a home of their own, and 9 out of 10 homeowners 
remain satisfied with their ownership decision 
(National Association of Realtors 2011; Pew 
Research Center 2011). In fact, across nearly every 
segment of the population—conservative and lib-
eral, black and white, native and foreign-born—
Americans prefer homeownership to renting.

While Americans are united in their commit-
ment to homeownership, they diverge widely when 
asked to explain why owning a home remains so 

important. Many Americans identify the symbolic 
value of buying a home, including the importance 
of homeownership as a marker of citizenship or a 
symbol of status attainment. Others point to the 
value of housing as a tool for building wealth, sav-
ing for retirement, and generating a small nest egg. 
For many, homeownership deepens feelings of 
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Abstract
There are many reasons why Americans prefer homeownership to renting. Owning a home can serve as 
a vehicle for economic mobility or a marker of status attainment. Homeownership may deepen feelings 
of ontological security and enable families to move into more convenient neighborhoods. While previous 
research on race, ethnicity, and housing focuses on homeownership attainment, identifying structural 
barriers to explain persistent racial disparities, there has been little investigation of the reasons why 
Americans prefer to own their own homes. Drawing on the National Housing Survey, a nationally 
representative survey of American adults, I ask how these reasons vary by race and ethnicity. I report 
that African Americans and Latinos are more likely than whites to identify the social status of ownership 
and the importance of building wealth as reasons to buy a home. While African Americans are also more 
likely to pursue homeownership as a way to improve their housing quality, they are less likely to view 
ownership as a tool for accessing more convenient neighborhoods. As a contribution to research on 
racial stratification in homeownership, my findings push beyond existing studies of revealed preferences to 
explain why buying a home endures as such an important goal for many Americans. African Americans and 
Latinos are more deeply invested in the social status of homeownership, the importance of building wealth, 
and the promise of moving into a nicer home when they pursue ownership opportunities.
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ontological security or enables greater control over 
their lives. Owning a home may help families 
access a higher-quality housing unit or move into a 
more convenient neighborhood (Andersen 2011; 
Drew and Herbert 2013; Kusenbach and Paulsen 
2013; Reid 2014).

In this paper, I extend research on racial stratifi-
cation in homeownership attainment to investigate 
what motivates households to pursue homeowner-
ship. Specifically, I compare the responses of 
African Americans and Latinos when asked to iden-
tify major reasons for buying a home to those of 
whites. Evaluating the reasons for this near-universal 
homeownership preference complements a more 
comprehensive body of research on racial stratifica-
tion in homeownership attainment. These studies 
focus on the barriers to entry into homeownership 
for minority households and the obstacles they face 
in building wealth through housing (Dawkins 2005; 
Gabriel and Painter 2003; Hilber and Liu 2008). 
However, they tell us little about that factors that 
push households toward buying a home.

Studying the motivations behind the pursuit of 
homeownership is important for several reasons. 
First, the enduring American preference for home-
ownership has been largely explained through the 
financial incentives of ownership. This focus on 
housing as a consumer good neglects the social, 
ideological, and lifestyle reasons that motivate 
Americans to buy their homes. Critically for schol-
ars of race and ethnicity, these non-financial reasons 
to pursue homeownership are often more salient to 
nonwhite households (Reid 2014). Against a public 
narrative that centers on the economic importance 
of buying a home, I offer a more nuanced, socio-
logically grounded account of the reasons individu-
als prefer homeownership, including the way those 
preferences are stratified by race and ethnicity.

By documenting the reasons that African 
Americans and Latinos pursue homeownership, I 
argue that scholars can better understand what 
these groups expect from the transition to owner-
ship. Read alongside research on housing market 
stratification, I use this research to identify a mis-
match between expectations for homeownership 
and the experience of it—an important line of 
inquiry for scholars concerned about the benefits of 
ownership for nonwhite households. Documenting 
this mismatch broadens the scope of research at the 
intersection of race and housing. It complements 
previous studies of structural constraints in the 
housing market, which identify factors that limit 
whether, when, and where nonwhite households 
can buy a home, to posit ways that these constraints 

also shape expectations about homeownership. In 
doing so, I ask scholars of race and housing to take 
seriously not only homeownership outcomes but 
also the preferences that drive behaviors in the 
housing market.

In the first section of the paper, I begin with an 
overview of existing research on race, ethnicity, 
and homeownership attainment in the United 
States. I identify how both individual attributes 
(e.g., education, income) and place stratification 
explain the persistent racial gap in the homeowner-
ship rate. Next, I turn my attention to the reasons 
that Americans prefer owning to renting. I ask how 
the housing experiences of nonwhite households, 
including historic patterns of discrimination and 
current housing (or neighborhood) conditions, are 
likely to shape expectations about owning a home. 
In the next section, I introduce data from the 
National Housing Survey. This repeated cross- 
sectional survey includes 15 statements identifying 
reasons Americans prefer ownership to renting. 
Then, I lay out the key findings from the analysis. 
While both African Americans and Latinos are 
motivated by the promise of building wealth, they 
are also more likely to identify a handful of social 
and lifestyle reasons when asked about the impor-
tance of buying a home. In the conclusion, I argue 
that documenting differences across racial groups 
is important for the study of housing market strati-
fication. By identifying places where the reality of 
ownership does not live up to the expectations of it, 
researchers can better understand the housing 
experiences of nonwhite households.

Racial Stratification in 
Homeownership Attainment
Despite the near-universal preference to own a 
home in the United States, homeownership attain-
ment remains deeply stratified by race and ethnicity. 
Today, only 43 percent of African Americans—and 
46 percent of Latinos—report living in homes of 
their own, compared to nearly 73 percent of whites 
(Callis and Kresin 2015).

These patterns of stratification reflect enduring 
challenges that nonwhite households encounter in 
their pursuit of ownership. The gap is only partially 
explained by accounting for individual characteris-
tics, including education levels, occupational sta-
tus, and income, that differ systematically across 
racial and ethnic groups (Alba and Logan 1992; 
Coulson 1999; Dawkins 2005; Gabriel and 
Rosenthal 2005; Myers and Lee, 1998; Painter, 
Gabriel, and Myers 2001; Wachter and Megbolugbe 
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1992). On average, white households report higher 
incomes and education levels than nonwhite house-
holds—differences that explain much of the varia-
tion in group-specific homeownership rates.

Central to these individual-level explanations is 
the importance of household wealth. Even for 
households with similar levels of education or 
occupational status, nonwhite households report 
substantially lower levels of wealth than white 
households (Conley 1999; Darity and Nicholson 
2005; Muñoz et al. 2015; Oliver and Shapiro 1995). 
Since intergenerational wealth transmissions are an 
important resource for households as they transi-
tion to homeownership, evaluating these persistent 
wealth gaps is critical for understanding the black-
white gap in homeownership attainment (Hilber 
and Liu 2008).

Yet the persistent homeownership gap cannot 
be understood by household-level factors alone. 
Models of place stratification suggest that struc-
tural factors, including racial discrimination in 
housing and mortgage markets, a limited supply of 
affordable homeownership opportunities, and pat-
terns of residential zoning, structure the opportuni-
ties available for nonwhite households to buy a 
home. These factors reproduce racial segregation 
and residential inequality as they create barriers for 
African American and Latino households to live  
in owner-occupied housing in high-opportunity 
neighborhoods.

Historically, place stratification resulted from 
discriminatory lending practices, including redlin-
ing, which limited opportunities for African 
American households to borrow money to buy 
homes (Jackson 1985). Capital for mortgage lending 
was scarce in primarily African American neighbor-
hoods, and racial covenants or other restrictive deeds 
kept African Americans from buying homes in pre-
dominantly white communities. Without the oppor-
tunity to build equity through homeownership, 
many African American families were unable to 
pass along wealth as the next generation pursued 
home-buying opportunities. These patterns of racial 
discrimination in access to housing and mortgage 
credit have persisted. During the subprime lending 
crisis, African American and Latino households 
faced a substantially higher risk of receiving a sub-
prime loan compared to white households regardless 
of their level of wealth (Faber 2013).

Even when nonwhite households enter into 
homeownership, they tend to build wealth more 
slowly than white households (Flippen 2001). In 
part, the residential locations of African American 
and Latino homeowners contribute to the challenges 

of building wealth. Neighborhood racial composi-
tion is associated with housing price appreciation, 
even after accounting for the socioeconomic compo-
sition of communities (Flippen 2004). The share of 
racial minorities in a neighborhood negatively 
impacts housing prices for African American and 
Latino homeowners, suggesting that homebuyers 
are penalized financially for purchasing homes in 
segregated, nonwhite neighborhoods. In a recent 
analysis of the years leading up to the housing crisis, 
Faber and Ellen (2016) report that African American 
and Latino homeowners gained less housing equity 
than whites and were more likely to be underwater 
on their homes. These findings confirm that even 
when they enter into homeownership, nonwhite 
households experience fewer financial returns than 
whites, contributing to enduring patterns of racial 
and ethnic inequality.

Why do Americans prefer 
ownership to renting?
Analyses of housing tenure choices often assume 
that the financial incentives of buying a home—
including the importance of housing as a tool for 
building wealth, saving for retirement, and climb-
ing into the prized middle class—underlie the 
enduring American preference for homeownership 
(Belsky, Retsinas, and Duda 2007; Boehm and 
Schlottmann 2004; Herbert, McCue, and Sanchez-
Moyano 2014; Linneman 1985). While these rea-
sons are important, they are not the only ones that 
lead Americans to pursue homeownership. In fact, 
the decision to buy a home is motivated by an inter-
secting set of financial, lifestyle, and social factors 
(Andersen 2011; Gram-Hanssen and Bech-
Danielsen 2004; Levy, Murphy, and Lee 2008; Reid 
2014). In this section, I draw on previous research 
to identify five core reasons that Americans prefer 
ownership to renting: the ontological security of 
ownership, the social status associated with home-
ownership, the opportunity to move to a higher-
quality housing unit, the chance to live in a better 
neighborhood, and the financial rewards of buying 
a home. I briefly introduce each of these reasons 
and theorize how racial and ethnic group member-
ship is likely to shape support for each reason.

Ontological Security
One of the core motivations to pursue homeowner-
ship is the promise of greater ontological security 
(Dupuis and Thorns 1998; Vassenden 2014). 
Ontological security refers to the sense of control and 
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confidence that enables individuals to flourish and 
create meaningful lives (Giddens 1984). This secu-
rity leads to better mental health outcomes, including 
lower levels of stress and anxiety, and improved life 
satisfaction (Zumbro 2014). Housing—and particu-
larly owner-occupied housing—is often the center-
piece of ontological security because it creates 
stability and deepens the sense of place attachment 
(Padgett 2007; Saunders 1990).

Understanding how stable housing conditions 
foster feelings of ontological security has been a 
central puzzle of qualitative research on homeown-
ership across the globe. Based on interviews with 
elderly homeowners in New Zealand, Dupuis and 
Thorns (1998) argue that homeownership deepens 
ontological security by facilitating the rituals and 
routines of daily life. Ownership empowers individ-
uals to take control of their living environment by 
offering a refuge from the instability of neighbor-
hoods and creating a sense of security in their private 
living environment (Hiscock et al. 2001). For many 
people, the personal meaning associated with their 
home drives their housing choices. In a recent study 
of minority homebuyers facing mortgage stress dur-
ing the housing crisis, Thomas (2013) shows that 
struggling homeowners often depleted their assets to 
avoid foreclosure because they were deeply invested 
in the personal security and meaning associated with 
their particular housing unit.

Homeownership leads to feelings of safety and 
control when ownership is a stable, predictable 
form of housing tenure. However, buying a home is 
not without risks. The challenges of mortgage 
default or housing price volatility can create anxi-
eties for homeowners, thereby fraying the link 
between homeownership and feelings of ontologi-
cal security (Colic-Peisker and Johnson 2010). 
During the recent housing crisis, nonwhite house-
holds were disproportionately targeted for sub-
prime loans and exposed to unaffordable mortgage 
products. If this experience of instability and 
uncertainty weakens the tie between homeowner-
ship and feelings of security, then we might expect 
nonwhites to be less likely to report ontological 
security as a reason to buy a home.

On the other hand, homeownership may be an 
especially important way for households to gain con-
trol over their living environments when they live in 
neighborhoods where they otherwise feel very little 
security or self-efficacy. African Americans and 
Latinos are more likely to live in communities with 
high rates of eviction (Desmond 2016) and experi-
ence exposure to crime in their neighborhoods 
(Sharkey and Faber 2014)—two aspects of 

community life associated with low levels of personal 
security or safety. Buying a home may be a way to 
exit unstable communities or gain control over their 
lives within them. If so, then we may expect nonwhite 
households to report a stronger commitment to onto-
logical security as a reason to buy a home.

Social Status
When Americans talk about the importance of buy-
ing a home, they often point to ownership as a marker 
of social status or symbol of upstanding citizenship. 
Owning a home is the ideological centerpiece of the 
American Dream (Dickerson 2015; McCabe 2016). 
In a recent study of low- and moderate-income 
homebuyers in Albuquerque, New Mexico, and 
Oakland, California, Reid (2014) points to this per-
sistent ideology to explain why these homebuyers 
aspire to ownership. Conducting interviews and 
focus groups with a racially and ethnically diverse 
group of respondents, Reid (2014) argues that the 
social status of ownership was the motivation most 
commonly identified for buying a home.

The salience of homeownership as a symbol of 
identity and belonging has deep roots in American 
society. Property ownership has long been a marker 
of political citizenship used to demarcate citizens 
with full rights to participate in the political process 
(Keyssar 2009). In the early twentieth century, as 
the country faced threats of political radicalism and 
social unrest, civic leaders responded by presenting 
homeownership as the bulwark against Bolshevism, 
radicalism, and the general sense of unease perme-
ating American cities (Lands 2008; McCabe 2016; 
Vale 2007). These beliefs about homeownership 
endured throughout the twentieth century and 
transformed the owner-occupied home into a visi-
ble marker of citizenship.

Today, owning a home continues to serve as a 
status symbol that confers specific privileges. It is 
a visible indicator of success and achievement that 
is frequently invoked alongside other dimensions 
of stratification as a way to sort households by 
social class. In this sense, homeownership operates 
similarly to income, education, or occupational sta-
tus by offering a recognizable symbol of social 
achievement, hard work, and personal success 
(Perin 1977; Roland 2008).

This social status confers both material and 
symbolic advantages. Symbolically, buying a home 
suggests sacrifice and personal achievement as 
households often scrimp and save to buy a home. It 
signals independence and political belonging con-
sistent with long-standing ideas about homeowners 
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as better citizens (McCabe 2013). Materially, as I 
note below, homeownership conveys a set of eco-
nomic advantages, many of which are transmitted 
across generations. Wealth accrued through home-
ownership is often used to finance education, save 
for retirement, and weather periods of economic 
uncertainty. Housing equity can be passed along to 
the next generation as they transition into home-
ownership themselves.

Still, the importance of status attainment as a 
reason to buy a home is likely to vary systematically 
across groups. Social groups with disproportion-
ately low rates of homeownership or those that have 
been historically excluded from owning a home 
may be more likely to identify with the social status 
of owning a home. Especially for groups that face 
discrimination in housing or mortgage markets, 
homeownership may be a particularly salient way to 
signal their belonging in American society (Long 
and Caudill 1992; Painter et al. 2001; Reid 2014). 
With this in mind, I expect African Americans and 
Latinos—groups that have disproportionately expe-
rienced challenges in accessing full citizenship 
rights—to be more likely to identify the social sta-
tus of housing as a reason to buy a home.

Housing Conditions
While buying a home may offer the sanctity and 
security of a stable living environment, many home-
buyers view ownership as a way to improve the qual-
ity of their housing unit. Today, some of the rental 
housing stock suffers from deteriorating physical 
conditions, including the presence of mold, lead 
paint, and rodent infestations (Friedman and 
Rosenbaum 2006; Rosenbaum 1996). Many house-
holds—and especially low-income and immigrant 
households—live in cramped, overcrowded housing. 
The physical quality of housing influences a broad 
set of wellness outcomes, including self-reported 
health, personal satisfaction, and educational attain-
ment (Elsinga and Hoekstra 2005; Evans et al. 2000; 
Evans, Saltzman, and Cooperman 2001; Rosenbaum 
1996). For social groups exposed to poor housing 
conditions on the rental market, the preference for 
homeownership may simply reflect the desire to 
access nicer, higher-quality housing units.

Critically, housing conditions in the United 
States vary systematically by race and ethnicity. 
African American and Latino families are more 
likely to live in housing units plagued by deteriorat-
ing physical conditions (Friedman and Rosenbaum 
2004; Rosenbaum 1996). This variation in housing 
quality may result from continued discrimination 

in the housing market that forces minority renters 
to accept lower-quality units in their housing 
search. The opportunity to buy a home may serve 
as a pathway for families living in low-quality units 
to upgrade their housing conditions or improve the 
physical characteristics of their homes.

Despite expectations about better housing condi-
tions in owner-occupied homes, there is little evi-
dence that buying a home leads to improved physical 
conditions, even for minority homebuyers living in 
low-quality rental units (Van Zandt 2007). In fact, 
the transition to homeownership may lead to worse 
physical conditions for minority households (Freidman 
and Rosenbaum 2004). Still, given their dispropor-
tionate exposure to poor housing conditions in the 
rental market, I anticipate that nonwhites will be 
more likely than whites to view ownership as a tool 
for improving their housing quality.

Residential Choice
Beyond the opportunity to improve the quality of 
their housing unit, the transition to ownership may 
offer households a chance to move into a new com-
munity. Neighborhoods with high rates of home-
ownership often provide access to better services, 
stronger schools, or more robust institutions 
(Chellman et al. 2011). To the degree that homeown-
ers share a similar set of material interests, buying a 
home may lead households to access communities 
of like-minded neighbors. For families that are able 
to access a broad set of neighborhoods when select-
ing a home, the decision to buy a home may enable 
relocation to places convenient to their place of 
work or their networks of family and friends.

Because neighborhoods structure access to 
institutions, including schools, commercial organi-
zations, and government services, moving to a new 
neighborhood influences the types of resources 
available to citizens in their everyday lives (Ellen 
and Turner 1997; Sampson 2013). Moreover, 
neighborhoods shape social capital resources by 
connecting citizens with their neighbors and shap-
ing their social networks. If buying a home gener-
ates opportunities for citizens to select their 
neighborhoods—to live in resource-rich communi-
ties or around a dense network of like-minded 
neighbors, for example—then owning a home 
could be a vehicle for enhanced residential choice.

Yet enduring patterns of residential segregation 
combined with low rates of homeownership among 
African American and Latino households may 
weaken the importance of ownership as a vehicle 
for neighborhood choice. Although African 
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Americans are more likely than whites to report a 
preference for integrated neighborhoods, buying a 
home may not create opportunities for African 
Americans and Latinos to live in these types of 
neighborhoods (Farley, Fielding, and Krysan 1997; 
Krysan and Farley 2002).1 While research shows 
that middle-class, white homeowners search for 
neighborhoods with good schools and high-quality 
amenities (Goyette, Farrie, and Freely 2012; 
Lareau and Goyette 2014), there is little evidence 
that neighborhood amenities and institutions moti-
vate the housing search for other families. On the 
contrary, recent qualitative evidence suggests that 
low-income homeowners often prioritize maintain-
ing the social networks in their communities rather 
than accessing economically-advantaged neighbor-
hoods or stronger schools (Farley et al. 1997; Reid 
2014). Buying a home is likely to disrupt existing 
social ties if ownership opportunities require 
households to move to a different neighborhood.

Economic Opportunities
Buying a home is one of the most important financial 
decisions most American households will ever make. 
The economic benefits of ownership rest largely on 
the ability of homeowners to build equity in their 
homes. On the one hand, as they pay off a portion of 
their debt each month, homeowners increase their 
housing equity.2 At the same time, for much of the 
past two decades, the promise of building wealth 
through housing was rooted in the rapid growth in 
housing prices—a growth that confirmed for many 
Americans that buying a home was the best invest-
ment they could make (Bostic and Lee 2008; Haurin, 
Hendershott, and Wachter 1996). With this equity in 
their homes, homeowners often use their housing 
wealth to finance their retirement, pay for their chil-
dren’s education, and weather periods of economic 
uncertainty. Even today, in the aftermath of the hous-
ing crisis, buying a house with a sound mortgage 
product and a long-term commitment remains a 
durable strategy for building household wealth (Di, 
Belsky, and Liu 2007; Turner and Luea 2009).

Of course, the opportunity to build wealth 
through homeownership has not been shared equally 
across the population (Conley 1999; Oliver and 
Shapiro 1995). For many minority households, his-
toric patterns of housing discrimination kept fami-
lies from building wealth through housing. 
Moreover, buying a home in a disadvantaged neigh-
borhood often leads to lower price appreciation 
(Flippen 2004). Still, among households that do own 
their own home, African Americans and Latinos 

hold a higher proportion of household wealth in their 
homes than white households. In fact, according to 
recent estimates from the Survey of Consumer 
Finance, the average African American and Latino 
homeowner holds about 40 percent of her wealth in 
housing compared to less than 25 percent for white 
homeowners (Herbert et al. 2014).

Given stratification in wealth-building opportu-
nities, minority households may be more strongly 
committed to the importance of housing as a tool 
for economic mobility. Since African American 
and Latino households have fewer opportunities to 
build wealth outside of their homes, the financial 
incentives of homeownership may be particularly 
salient. However, if these households recognize 
that buying a home in a segregated neighborhood 
or a community with fewer resources results in 
lower levels of price appreciation, they may eschew 
the financial benefits of ownership and focus 
instead on other reasons to buy a home. Still, I 
anticipate that more limited opportunities to build 
wealth outside of housing will lead African 
Americans and Latinos to identify strongly with 
the financial incentives of homeownership.

Data and Methods
I draw on the National Housing Survey, a nationally 
representative survey of American adults commis-
sioned by Fannie Mae, to understand homeowner-
ship preferences in the United States. The National 
Housing Survey measures a range of attitudes, prac-
tices, and behaviors related to housing and home-
ownership. Fielded monthly, each cross-section of 
the National Housing Survey includes approxi-
mately 1,000 respondents. In my analysis, I pool 18 
monthly cross-sections covering every month 
between July 2010 and December 2011.3

The National Housing Survey prompted indi-
viduals to respond to a series of 15 statements iden-
tifying reasons to buy a home. For each statement, 
survey respondents were asked whether the reason 
was a major reason, a minor reason, or not a reason 
at all to buy a home. The typical question read, 
“Owning a home is a good way to build up wealth. 
Is this a major reason, minor reason, or not a reason 
at all to buy a home?” In Table 1, I report each of 
the 15 statements evaluated by respondents in the 
National Housing Survey. I categorize the state-
ments into five categories—statements that iden-
tify the ontological security of homeownership, 
social status of buying a home, quality of the hous-
ing unit, characteristics of the neighborhood, and 
economic incentives of homeownership.



458	 Sociology of Race and Ethnicity 4(4) 

Each of the items in Table 1 is recoded into a 
dichotomous indicator identifying whether or not 
respondents reported that that the statement was a 
major reason to buy a home.4 To identify the way 
racial and ethnic identities shape responses to these 
statements, I estimate a series of logistic regres-
sions predicting support for each statement.

The key independent variable identifies the race 
and ethnicity of respondents. Although it is com-
mon in social surveys to ask respondents to identify 
their race and ethnicity in separate questions, the 
National Housing Survey uses a single measure 
that combines racial and ethnic categories. I recode 
the nine-category variable for race and ethnicity 
into four mutually exclusive categories: White/
Caucasian, Black/African American, Hispanic/
Latino, and Other.5

The regression models include standard demo-
graphic characteristics, including respondent’s 
level of education, income category, and age. I 
include dichotomous measures identifying gender 
and the presence of children in the household. 
Additionally, I include a measure reporting whether 
respondents rent their home, own their home out-
right, or own their home with a mortgage. A dichot-
omous measure identifying immigration status 
simply asks respondents whether they immigrated 
to the United States from another country. Each 
model includes an indicator that measures whether 
the respondent lives in an urban area. Since the data 
are pooled over an 18-month period, I include 

controls for each month that the survey was fielded. 
This accounts for temporal changes in housing 
market conditions that could influence survey 
responses in a pooled sample. I estimate each 
model using sample weights from the National 
Housing Survey.

In Table 2, I report descriptive statistics for the 
entire sample of respondents. In the National 
Housing Survey sample, 53 percent of respondents 
are female, and 42 percent report the presence of 
children under 18 in the household. Two-thirds of 
the respondents identify as white. Thirteen percent 
identify as African American, and 13 percent report 
their race as Latino. About 12 percent of the sample 
identifies as a first-generation immigrant. In total, 
about 31 percent of respondents are renters, with 
the remaining 69 percent reporting that they either 
own their home outright or hold a mortgage on a 
home that they own. Table 2 also reports these sta-
tistics separately by racial group.

For each of the 15 statements in the National 
Housing Survey, I estimate a logistic regression on 
the full sample of respondents. In total, there are 
18,041 respondents pooled during the 18-month 
study period. For each variable with missing data 
in Table 2, I create a categorical indicator identify-
ing missing values.6 This enables a complete case 
analysis of the sample of respondents. Small varia-
tions in the sample size across models reflect miss-
ing data on the dependent variables reported in 
Table 1.

Table 1.  Statements Identifying Major Reasons to Buy a Home, National Housing Survey.

Ontological security:
• Y ou have a physical structure where you and your family feel safe.
•  It gives you control over what you do with your living space.
Social status:
•  It’s a symbol of your success or achievement.
•  It motivates you to be a better citizen and engage in important civic activities.
Housing quality:
•  It allows you to have more space for your family.
•  It allows you to live in a nicer home.
Residential choice:
•  It allows you to live in a convenient location closer to work, family, or friends.
•  It allows you to select a community where people share your values.
•  It means you have a place to raise children and provide them with a good education.
Economic opportunity:
•  Paying rent is not a good investment.
•  Buying a home provides a good financial opportunity.
•  Owning a home is a good way to build up wealth that can be passed along to my family.
•  It is a good retirement investment.
•  Owning a home provides tax breaks.
•  Owning a home gives me something I can borrow against if I need.
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Findings
In the first subsection, I begin by reporting the per-
centage of respondents in the National Housing 
Survey that identified each statement from Table 1 as 
a major reason to buy a home. While Drew and 
Herbert (2013) group these statements into financial 
and lifestyle reasons, I offer a more nuanced catego-
rization to account for the multiple reasons that 
Americans prefer to own their own homes. In the 
second subsection, I investigate the role of race and 
ethnicity in patterning responses to these statements.

Major Reasons to Buy a Home
In Figure 1, I report the percentage of survey respon-
dents in the National Housing Survey that identified 
each statement as a major reason to buy a home. 
Although many of the statements received support 
from the majority of respondents in the survey, state-
ments related to ontological security generally 
claimed the strongest level of support. Nearly 80 
percent of respondents agreed that homeownership 

offers a physical structure that engenders feelings of 
safety. More than 70 percent of respondents agreed 
that homeownership is important because it enables 
greater control over living spaces within the house.

Many respondents in the National Housing 
Survey identified the quality of both the housing 
unit and neighborhood as major reasons to buy a 
home. Nearly 60 percent of respondents reported 
that owning a home is important because it enables 
them to live in a nicer unit. About 73 percent agreed 
that getting more space for their family is a major 
reason to buy a home. When asked about the neigh-
borhoods where they lived, slightly more than half 
of respondents identified the opportunity to move 
to a community where people share their values. A 
similar share of respondents pointed to the impor-
tance of moving closer to family, friends, or work.

Six statements in the National Housing Survey 
queried respondents about the financial incentives 
of owning a home. More than 57 percent of respon-
dents reported that the financial opportunity of 
ownership is a major reason to buy a home. A 

Table 2.  Sample Descriptive Statistics, National Housing Survey.

Total White Black Latino Other

Race: White 66.07  
Race: Black 12.73  
Race: Hispanic 13.31  
Race: Other 7.88  
Immigrant 11.78 3.89 6.86 49.18 26.11
Female 52.95 51.31 61.25 56.45 47.29
Children < 18 42.20 37.87 43.88 58.74 47.85
Education: Less than high school 8.08 4.75 9.79 23.61 7.35
Education: High school 23.84 22.15 29.19 30.23 18.29
Education: Some college 24.49 24.90 26.37 21.59 23.02
Education: College or beyond 43.59 48.23 34.65 24.57 51.35
Age: 18–29 14.47 12.39 14.88 20.54 21.70
Age: 30–44 29.55 27.68 28.49 38.90 31.24
Age: 45–59 30.48 30.97 33.61 26.68 27.42
Age: 60+ 25.50 28.96 23.02 13.89 19.63
Homeownership status: Rents 30.85 23.61 48.54 45.67 38.00
Homeownership status: Owns outright 25.08 28.11 17.81 18.69 22.17
Homeownership status: Owns with a mortgage 44.07 48.28 33.65 35.64 39.83
Income: Less than $25,000 26.35 19.89 38.99 42.76 29.71
Income: $25,000 to $49,999 25.46 24.54 25.20 30.76 23.69
Income: $50,000 to $74,999 18.18 20.15 15.93 12.18 16.02
Income: $75,000 to $149,999 23.54 27.70 16.21 11.50 22.91
Income: $150,000 or more 6.47 7.73 3.66 2.80 7.67

Note. The descriptive statistics are run on the full set of respondents from this subsample of the National Housing 
Survey. For the variables income, age, education, and immigration status, each of which contains missing values, the 
percentages in Table 2 are for the set of cases with nonmissing values.
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similar share agreed that both homeownership is a 
good way to build up wealth and buying a house is 
a good retirement investment. Slightly fewer than 
half of respondents identified the tax benefits of 
homeownership as a major reason to buy a home.

Finally, statements related to the social status 
and civic benefits of homeownership garnered less 
support than the others, but they still drew a signifi-
cant level of agreement. Just over 30 percent of 
respondents pointed to homeownership as a sym-
bol of success, and just under 30 percent of respon-
dents identified the civic benefits associated with 
homeownership.

Racial Stratification in the Reasons to 
Buy a Home
In this section, I investigate the association between 
race, ethnicity, and the reasons for pursuing home-
ownership. In each table, I present the odds ratios 
from the logistic regression analyses, which include 
the full set of variables in the model. The measures 
of race and ethnicity identify whether African 
Americans and Latinos (compared to whites) are 
more (or less) likely to affirmatively identify each 
statement as a reason to buy a home.

Ontological security.  While the statements about 
ontological security—the safety of an owner-occu-
pied house and increased control over the living 

space—drew widespread support in the National 
Housing Survey, I find only subtle differences in 
support by race and ethnicity. African Americans 
are no more likely than whites to identify either 
statement as a reason to buy a home. Latinos are 
slightly more likely to identify feelings of a safety 
as a reason to pursue homeownership, although 
they are no more likely than whites to point to con-
trol over their living space. I report these analyses 
in Table 3, Columns 1 and 2. Although the impor-
tance of ontological security as a reason to buy a 
home is widely shared across the population, sup-
port does not vary much across racial groups.

Social status.  Although the statements concerning 
the civic benefits and social status of owning a 
home were the least popular ones in the National 
Housing Survey, they are deeply resonant for Afri-
can Americans and Latinos—social groups with 
low rates of homeownership and historic barriers 
that kept them from owning their own homes. In 
Table 3, Columns 3 and 4, I report that nonwhites 
are substantially more likely to identify status 
attainment as a reason to buy a home. African 
Americans are more than twice as likely as whites 
to identify the importance of homeownership as a 
marker of their success or achievement. They are 
nearly 80 percent more likely to identify the impor-
tance of homeownership as a tool for strengthening 
citizenship. Similarly, Latinos are more than twice 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%

It motivates you to be a better citizen & engage in important civic activities

It's a symbol of your success or achievement

Owning a home gives me something I can borrow against if I need

Owning a home provides tax breaks

It is a good retirement investment

Owning a home is a good way to build up wealth that can be passed along to my family

Buying a home provides a good financial opportunity

Paying rent is not a good investment

It allows you to select a community where people share your values

It allows you to live in a convenient location closer to work, family or friends

It means you have a place to raise children & provide them with a good education

It allows you to live in a nicer home

It allows you to have more space for your family

It gives you control over what you do with your living space

You have a physical structure where you and your family feel safe

Percentage of Respondents

Figure 1.  Support for statements from the National Housing Survey as a major reason to buy a home.
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as likely as whites to identify the social status and 
civic benefits as reasons to buy a home. Together, 
these findings highlight the enduring resonance of 
homeownership as a status symbol for nonwhites. 
While homeownership remains universally central 
to the American Dream, it is a particularly impor-
tant marker of citizenship, identity, and belonging 
for groups that have been historically excluded 
from this institution.

Housing conditions.  For many Americans, the impor-
tance of buying a home rests on the opportunity to 
improve their housing conditions. I find that both 
African Americans and Latinos are more likely to 
see improved housing conditions as a reason to buy 
a home. Given the statement about moving to a nicer 
housing unit, African Americans are 64 percent 
more likely than whites to identify this as a major 
reason. Presented with the statement about space for 
their family, African Americans are nearly 50 per-
cent more likely to agree with this statement. I report 
these results in Table 4, Columns 1 and 2. My find-
ings are similar for Latinos. When asked about their 
housing unit, Latinos are 72 percent more likely to 
agree that the opportunity to move to a nicer housing 
unit is an important reason to pursue ownership. 
They are 40 percent more likely to identify the 
importance of securing space for their families. 
These findings may reflect the poorer living condi-
tions of many nonwhite households and their expec-
tation that buying a home serves as a way to upgrade 
the physical conditions of their housing unit.

Residential choice.  Although nonwhites were more 
likely to identify better housing conditions as a rea-
son to buy a home, the story on neighborhood choice 
is more nuanced. Presented with the statement about 
moving to a neighborhood located closer to work, 
friends, or family, I report that African Americans 
are significantly less likely than whites to identify 
this as a major reason to buy a home. However, they 
are marginally more likely to agree that moving to a 
community where people share their values and pro-
viding their children with a good education are rea-
sons to buy a home. I present these findings in Table 
4, Columns 3 through 5. Compared to whites, Lati-
nos were more likely to agree with each of these 
three statements about residential choice, although 
the association for moving to a more convenient 
neighborhood is relatively weak.

My findings for African Americans raise an inter-
esting puzzle for researchers concerned about creat-
ing opportunities for residential mobility and 
neighborhood choice through homeownership pro-
grams. Consistent with the residential outcomes of 

minority homebuyers, African Americans appear to 
acknowledge that homeownership does not necessar-
ily lead to more convenient neighborhoods. In fact, 
they may actually perceive residential choice as a 
cost of homeownership—moving away from neigh-
borhoods that are located close to friends or proxi-
mate to work opportunities. However, the question 
from the National Housing Survey fails to distin-
guish neighborhoods that are convenient to work 
from those that are convenient to friends and family. 
This shortcoming of the survey invites opportunities 
for further research on homeownership and neigh-
borhood choice for nonwhite households.

Economic opportunities.  For millions of Americans, 
buying a home is an important tool for building 
wealth and creating financial opportunities. In 
Table 5, I report that African Americans and Lati-
nos are more likely than whites to identify five of 
the six financial statements as a reason to buy a 
home. For example, African Americans are 78 per-
cent more likely than whites to report the impor-
tance of borrowing against the value of their home 
as a major reason to pursue homeownership. They 
are more than twice as likely to report that building 
wealth to pass along to their family is a good rea-
son. The pattern is similarly strong when Latinos 
are asked to evaluate these statements. Latinos are 
more than twice as likely to point to the wealth-
building potential of homeownership and the 
importance of borrowing against their housing 
wealth when asked about reasons to buy a home. 
Together, these findings emphasize the dispropor-
tionate importance of housing as an economic 
resource for nonwhites.

Notably, only for the statement identifying pay-
ing rent as a bad investment are African Americans 
less likely than whites to identify a financial state-
ment as a major reason to buy a home. While ini-
tially counterintuitive, this finding suggests that the 
pull factor of building wealth, rather than concerns 
about throwing away money on rent, motivates 
minority households to pursue homeownership.

Critically, these findings offer nuance to the 
narrative of homeownership as an economic 
resource for American households. Although 
Americans of all stripes acknowledge the financial 
benefits of ownership, my findings underscore the 
outsized importance of these financial incentives 
for African Americans and Latinos. Given the well-
documented racial disparities in wealth-building 
opportunities through homeownership, these find-
ings raise an important puzzle for researchers con-
cerned about the mismatch between expectations 
for ownership and the experience of it.
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Discussion and 
Conclusion

In this paper, I extend research on race, ethnicity, 
and housing tenure choices by evaluating the rea-
sons that Americans prefer to own their own homes. 
While research on housing stratification identifies 
the challenges that nonwhite households encounter 
in buying a home, including individual-level wealth 
differences and enduring patterns of place stratifica-
tion, there has been little systematic investigation of 
the multiple meanings associated with ownership, 
including the ways that those meanings differ across 
social groups (Reid 2014). In this paper, I document 
descriptive differences across racial groups to high-
light several social and lifestyle reasons that are dis-
proportionately important to nonwhites. In doing 
so, I fill a blind spot—both empirically and theoreti-
cally—at the intersection of housing stratification 
and the sociology of race.

As one of the core findings, I report that both 
African Americans and Latinos are more likely 
than whites to identify the importance of building 
wealth as a reason to buy a home—a finding that 
reflects the limited opportunities available to these 
groups to build wealth outside of housing. My find-
ings point to a substantial mismatch between the 
promise of building wealth through housing and 
the actual experience of doing so. This mismatch 
offers an important area of future research for 
scholars concerned about the financial incentives 
that drive nonwhite households to pursue owner-
ship opportunities.

I also find that African Americans and Latinos 
are twice as likely to point to the social status of 
ownership when asked about their housing prefer-
ences. Their systematic exclusion from this core 
institution has led African Americans and Latinos to 
strongly endorse the social status of owning a home. 
Both groups are both more likely than whites to 
identify the opportunity to move to a better housing 
unit through homeownership. For groups dispropor-
tionately at risk of experiencing overcrowded or 
poor housing conditions, homeownership may cre-
ate an opportunity to improve their physical housing 
conditions. Taken together, my findings emphasize a 
set of noneconomic factors that are disproportion-
ately important for racial and ethnic minorities.

Yet I have also identified an important area in 
which African Americans are less likely than 
whites to aspire to homeownership. When asked 
about the importance of moving to a more conve-
nient neighborhood, African Americans are less 
likely to identify this as a major reason. They may 

recognize the way that place stratification limits 
opportunities to fully select their neighborhood 
when buying a home, thereby suggesting that struc-
tural conditions shape their expectations for home-
ownership. This interpretation is consistent with 
research that shows that low-income homebuyers 
often end up in more disadvantaged neighborhoods 
after they transition into homeownership. It also 
raises the possibility that African Americans 
already live in communities densely populated 
with people in their social networks and they 
expect that the transition to homeownership would 
require them to leave those neighborhoods.

Taken together, my efforts to understand the 
factors that motivate nonwhites as they pursue 
homeownership contribute to existing studies of 
racial and ethnic stratification in homeownership 
attainment in several ways. First, my research 
pushes beyond homeownership narratives that 
offer only sweeping generalizations about the 
importance of owning a home. Although most peo-
ple would prefer to own their own home, we know 
little about why they prefer ownership to renting or 
how these preferences are stratified by race. While 
powerful rhetoric often narrowly points to owner-
ship as the hallmark of the American Dream, this 
vague appeal to housing as the ideal tenure choice 
ignores the complicated, interlocking reasons that 
American prefer to own. My paper extends qualita-
tive findings from Reid (2014) to better understand 
the multiple reasons that nonwhite households pre-
fer ownership to renting. In doing so, I offer an 
important descriptive account of variation across 
racial groups in the reasons behind this homeown-
ership preference.

Through a more nuanced evaluation of the 
meanings and expectations associated with owning 
a home, I also offer a new angle on the homeown-
ership gap—a gap that endures as one of the most 
vexing, complicated challenges of contemporary 
social policy. My findings are best read alongside 
research on the structural barriers that limit home 
buying and wealth-building opportunities. That 
research identifies factors that keep nonwhites 
from buying a home but ignores the reasons that 
people want to pursue homeownership in the first 
place. While constraints in the housing market 
influence whether individuals can buy a home (and 
where they can buy it), these constraints are also 
likely to influence why people value homeowner-
ship. Research in this field should continue to 
investigate the way preferences in the housing mar-
ket are formed and conditioned by structural 
constraints.
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Finally, my research unpacks what nonwhite 
households want and expect from buying a home. 
Housing and homeownership programs serve multi-
ple—and often competing—purposes. The basic pro-
vision of safe, decent, and affordable housing intersects 
with concurrent policy goals of helping people accu-
mulate wealth, ending racial stratification across 
neighborhoods, and upgrading the physical conditions 
of the housing stock. Through a better understanding 
of the expectations associated with ownership, we can 
craft policies that are better suited to fulfill the needs of 
a diverse population (Nguyen 2015). Understanding 
why Americans prefer ownership to renting—and 
how these preferences vary systematically across the 
population—will help policymakers craft policies that 
meet the expectations of various groups. This may 
lead to alternative housing models, including the 
development of better rental housing policies, to fulfill 
some of the goals typically pursued through home-
ownership (Lubell 2015; Stone 1993).

As a contribution to the study of race and eth-
nicity, I emphasize the multiple reasons that 
Americans remain deeply committed to homeown-
ership. Although the housing crisis briefly raised 
doubts about the power of ownership to strengthen 
communities and build household wealth, it ulti-
mately did little to dismantle the near-universal 
commitment to homeownership as the ideal tenure 
choice. Lost in discussions that privilege home-
ownership as a financial resource is the fact that 
Americans pursue homeownership for important 
social, ideological, and lifestyle reasons. Through 
an analysis of the National Housing Survey, I 
reveal that African Americans and Latinos are 
more likely to select many of those reasons when 
asked about the importance of buying a home.
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Notes
  1.	 Research on preferences for neighborhood integra-

tion suggests that whites are sensitive to the share 
of whites in a community while African Americans 
are more amenable to a range of neighborhood 
types when selecting where to live. Generally, this 
research reveals that neighborhood racial composi-
tion shapes preferences for whites more strongly 
than it does for African Americans and Latinos 
(Bader and Krysan 2015; Krysan and Bader 2007).

  2.	 The subprime lending crisis challenged many of 
these ideas about homeownership as a vehicle 
for building wealth. Many of the exotic mortgage 
instruments pioneered during the crisis lacked the 
forced-savings component of traditional, fixed-rate 
mortgages, raising doubts about the promise of 
building wealth through homeownership.

  3.	 The analysis ends in 2011 because the key response 
items were discontinued and replaced with alterna-
tive survey questions.

  4.	 I find substantively similar results from subsequent 
analyses where the dichotomous outcome was 
coded 1 for both major or minor reasons rather than 
just major reasons.

  5.	 The National Housing Survey offers Latino/
Hispanic as a distinct racial category rather than a 
category of ethnicity that can be appended to a sepa-
rate racial category (e.g., White/Caucasian, Black/
African American). The category Other includes 
respondents who identified as Asian, Middle 
Eastern, American Indian or Alaska Native, Native 
Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, or Other or who vol-
unteered that they didn’t know their race.

  6.	 In this sample of the National Housing Survey, 
nearly 82 percent of cases report no missing data. 
Nearly 13 percent of cases report data missing on 
only one variable. Data are missing from four of the 
variables in Table 2: age, education, income, and 
immigration status. In total, 4.52 percent of obser-
vations (n = 816) are missing data on educational 
attainment, 1.55 percent of observations (n = 279) 
are missing data on age, 13.45 percent of observa-
tions (n = 2,427) are missing data on income, and 
6.11 percent of observations (n = 1,102) are missing 
data on immigration status. To account for miss-
ing data, I create an additional indicator category 
for each of these variables that identifies whether 
an observation has missing data. This is a common 
strategy to address missing data with categorical 
variables and ensures that information is not lost to 
list-wise deletion.
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