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ABSTRACT

Urban gentrification—the process by which low-income or working-class urban neighborhoods are transformed through
the influx of higher-income residents, rising property values, and displacement of existing inhabitants—has been a central
topic in urban sociology since Ruth Glass coined the term in 1964. Contemporary gentrification research has moved beyond
documenting the phenomenon to analyzing its welfare effects on displaced and remaining residents, with particular
attention to the destruction of neighborhood social capital. This paper argues that conventional measures of gentrification’s
costs—displacement counts, rent burdens, and poverty exposure—substantially underestimate the welfare impact because
they fail to account for the destruction of dense social networks, mutual aid systems, and collective efficacy that long-term
residents have built over decades. Drawing on Sampson’s (2012) neighborhood effects framework and Coleman’s (1988)
social capital theory, we develop a measurement framework for social capital loss from gentrification and review evidence
from qualitative and network analysis studies in Chicago, New York, and London.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Gentrification is one of the most extensively studied phenomena in urban sociology, generating a literature spanning
empirical measurement of displacement rates, qualitative documentation of residential experience, and theoretical debates
about the role of capital and state in urban restructuring. Smith (1996), in ‘The New Urban Frontier: Gentrification and the
Revanchist City,” framed gentrification as a global capital strategy for extracting value from undervalued urban land,
implicating state policy (tax increment financing, rezoning) as an active partner in neighborhood transformation. Lees,
Slater, and Wyly (2008), in ‘Gentrification” (Routledge), provide the most comprehensive survey of the field, synthesizing
evidence on causes, processes, and consequences across multiple national contexts.

The welfare consequences of gentrification for displaced and non-displaced original residents are contested. Proponents
of urban revitalization emphasize improvements in neighborhood amenities, tax base, and physical infrastructure that may
benefit remaining lower-income residents. Critics emphasize displacement of social networks, cultural erasure, rising cost
burdens, and the concentration of poverty in peripheral locations with worse school quality and employment access.
Sampson (2012), in ‘Great American City: Chicago and the Enduring Neighborhood Effect,” provides the strongest
sociological evidence that neighborhoods have independent effects on life outcomes through mechanisms of collective
efficacy and social cohesion—mechanisms that gentrification-induced turnover may disrupt.

2. SOCIAL CAPITAL THEORY AND NEIGHBORHOOD EFFECTS
2.1 Collective Efficacy

Sampson, Raudenbush, and Earls (1997), in their landmark Science study (277: 918-924), introduced collective efficacy
as the combination of social cohesion and shared willingness to intervene for the common good in neighborhoods.
Collective efficacy predicts lower crime rates, better child outcomes, and stronger public health independently of
neighborhood socioeconomic status. The destruction of social ties through gentrification displacement directly undermines
collective efficacy by dispersing the residents who have built mutual knowledge, reciprocal exchange relationships, and
shared norms over years or decades of co-residence. Replacement by incoming residents—who have not yet developed
these neighborhood-specific social ties—produces a social capital deficit that persists for years after demographic
transition.
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2.2 Bonding vs. Bridging in Gentrifying Neighborhoods

Coleman (1988) distinguishes bonding social capital (dense, high-trust networks within homogeneous groups) from
bridging social capital (sparse, weak ties across diverse groups). Gentrification typically destroys bonding social capital
among displaced residents while potentially creating bridging social capital between remaining lower-income residents
and incoming higher-income newcomers. The net welfare effect depends on the relative value of these two capital types
for the specific outcomes of interest. For economic mobility, bridging ties to higher-status networks may be more valuable;
for day-to-day mutual aid, insurance against income shocks, and childcare, bonding ties within long-established
community networks are typically more valuable.

3. MEASURING SOCIAL CAPITAL LOSS

Table 1. Social capital measurement framework for gentrification impact assessment.

Measurement Indicators Data Sources

Dimension

Network density Mean out-degree in ego-network; proportion of Survey-based network measures;
network members who know each other Name generator instruments

Collective efficacy Sampson et al. (1997) 5-item cohesion scale + 5- Neighborhood survey; PHDCN
item informal control scale methodology

Mutual aid frequency  Self-reported frequency of giving/receiving help American Community Survey
from neighbors supplement; project surveys

Organization Membership in neighborhood organizations, General Social Survey; local

participation religious institutions, civic groups community surveys

Trust generalization Trust in neighbors specifically vs. generalized World Values Survey neighborhood
social trust trust item

4. EVIDENCE FROM CASE STUDIES

Qualitative evidence from gentrifying neighborhoods in Chicago, New York, and London documents the systematic
disruption of social networks through displacement. Pattillo (2007), in ‘Black on the Block’ (University of Chicago Press),
traces how gentrification of Chicago’s North Kenwood-Oakland neighborhood displaced established Black middle-class
residents alongside the poor, destroying an institutional ecosystem of churches, community organizations, and informal
networks that had provided collective resources. Freeman (2006), in ‘There Goes the ‘Hood” (Temple University Press),
documents how New York residents in gentrifying neighborhoods experience their neighborhood as socially transformed
even when they are not personally displaced, as their social networks disperse and familiar institutions close or change
character.

5. CONCLUSION

Gentrification’s costs for original residents are substantially larger than displacement count statistics suggest, because
displacement destroys the social capital accumulated through long-term co-residence: mutual aid networks, collective
efficacy, institutional embeddedness, and neighborhood-specific social ties that provide insurance, childcare, employment
referrals, and daily social support. A comprehensive welfare analysis of gentrification must account for these non-market
costs alongside the market-based measures of rent burden and displacement. Future sociological research should use panel
data tracking displaced individuals’ social network changes over time to quantify the social capital loss from displacement
and compare it with the gains from access to higher-amenity neighborhoods.
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