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Introduction to Gentrification
Gentrification 101

Curriculum

OBJECTIVES
• Participants leave with a common working definition of gentrification;
• Participants understand some nuance associated with gentrification, 

particularly around class and race;
• Participants understand the fundamental profit motive behind 

gentrification;
• Participants understand the mechanics of how to stop gentrification (not 

a specific plan, just the mechanics);
• Participants connect gentrification to a range of related issues, e.g., 

housing, small business, schools, public space, etc.;
• Organizers get a better sense of how their base thinks about 

gentrification;
• Organizers identify 'thought leaders' among the base;

DEFINITIONS
• Pose the Question

◦ When you think of the word 'gentrification,' what comes to mind 
◦ (write down important responses) 
◦ (listen for common themes, right or wrong, to better understand how

people perceive and to inform the remainder of the discussion)
• Working Definition

◦ Gentrification: The forced removal of lower income people from 
their long term community, in order to make room for, and replace 
them with, higher income people;

• Characteristics
◦ Fundamentally an economic phenomenon;
◦ Aspects

▪ Racial aspect- usually, but not always, has racial component
▪ Gender aspect- disproportionately impacts women
▪ Not because gentrification is fundamentally about race or 

gender, but because Blacks and women have the least power to 
fight this force

▪ Important to make the distinction because we cannot solve an 
economic problem with a race solution

◦ Tracks
▪ Residential track
▪ Commercial track

◦ Other
▪ gentrification is a process, not an event

• takes time; multiple parts; ongoing over generations, not just 
once

▪ gentrification is an economic cycle
• Clarifying questions



WHY GENTRIFICATION
• Gentrification results in displacement, homelessness, rising prices and all kinds of pain and 

suffering
• So,why do people, corporations and governments engage in gentrification? What is the purpose 

of gentrification?
◦ (discussion and notes)

• Fundamental purpose:
◦ Profit
◦ selling to rich people is more profitable than selling to poor people

▪ which makes more profit- cup of coffee or a grande latte?
◦ The problem: lower income people are in the way of those profits
◦ Dilemma: are you going to take care of poor black people OR are you going to move them 

out to make a profit 
◦ Gentrification is fundamentally about making profit through land control- moving people in 

and out of land
◦ Involves housing, but also small businesses and public space, such as parks, roads, 

government buildings and schools

MECHANICS OF GENTRIFICATION
• Gentrification presented as if it happens by accident

◦ thousands of people, without talking to each other, suddenly decide they like 14th and U, and
decide to move there;

◦ as a result, developers are scrambling to build enough housing and government is trying to 
catch up to this trend that caught them by surprise;

◦ actually reverse: areas are pre-determined by big business; government is influenced into 
making zoning and investment decisions and the area is heavily marketed to the 
gentrification vanguard;

• So, what is the process?
◦ Neglected low income community has low property values
◦ Big business and government officials agree to 'redevelop' the area, creating a property value 

event
◦ As a result of the event, property values will substantially increase in the next X number of 

years
◦ This event creates the “Rent Gap,” or what rent is today vs. what rent will be after the event
◦ When sufficiently high, the Rent Gap proves irresistible to investors and triggers 

gentrification
◦ Investors buy low → redevelop → forcibly remove → sell high for profit 

HOW TO SOP GENTRIFICATION
• Gentrification results in displacement, homelessness, rising prices and all kinds of pain and 

suffering
• So,why do people, corporations and governments engage in gentrification? What is the purpose 

of gentrification?
◦ (discussion) (gauge difference between answers before and after presentation)
◦ For profit

• What is the process?
◦ Buy low → renovate → forcibly remove → sell high 
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• Ok then, how do we stop gentrification?
◦ (discussion and notes)

• Answer
◦ stop the profit
◦ make them buy high and sell low

DEVELOPMENT
• Gentrification is often couched in terms of development and making things better
• This society must determine the meaning of development
• is development about buildings and things
• or is development about human beings

EXCERCISE
• Break up into groups to discuss how gentrification and displacement is impacting our 

communities and how we can stop it
• Goal is to think about how gentrification works, not to come out with a full campaign plan 
• Answer the following questions

◦ give a specific example of geographic or service area that is being impacted;
◦ come up with ideas of how current residents would feel more welcome in their own 

community in the context of the gentrification area;
◦ how can we stop gentrification in this area;

GROUPS
• Housing. How is housing being used to force long time residents out of their communities? How

can we fight against gentrification in this case?
• Schools. How are developments in education and schools being used to force long time residents

out of their communities? How can we fight against gentrification in this case?
• Public Space. How is access to public space being used to force long time residents out of their 

communities? How can we fight against gentrification in this case?
• Public Services. How are public services being used to force long time residents out of their 

communities? How can we fight against gentrification in this case? 
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