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Abstract 
 

In major international cities, the difficulty of finding affordable housing has often 

resulted in an increased demand for shared housing, i.e. sharing an apartment/house 

with others. However, a policy-relevant question is if this very informal market is 

equally available to everyone regardless of ethnic background. To investigate this, we 

conduct a field experiment in the London market for shared housing. In the experiment, 

we send fictitious applications, with a randomly assigned name signalling a British, 

Eastern-European, Indian, African or Arabic background, to more than 5,000 room 

advertisers. Our main finding is that ethnic discrimination is widespread. The situation 

is worst for applicants with an Arabic name, while applicants with an Eastern-European 

name are least affected and applicants with an African or Indian name are found 

somewhere in-between. Moreover, the results indicate that a substantial fraction of these 

differences reflects statistical discrimination. Finally, we find that the degree of 

discrimination varies with the ethnic residential concentration. This suggests that 

discrimination contributes to maintaining the current situation in London, where ethnic 

minorities tend to live in certain areas and often separated from the ethnic majority. 

 

 

Contact information 
 

Magnus Carlsson 

Linnaeus University Centre for Labor Market and Discrimination Studies 

Linnaeus University, SE-391 82 Kalmar, Sweden  

Magnus.Carlsson@lnu.se 

 

Stefan Eriksson 

Department of Economics  

Uppsala University, PO Box 513, SE-751 20 Uppsala, Sweden 

Stefan.Eriksson@nek.uu.se



  
 

1 
 

1 Introduction 
 

Finding a place to live in a major international city is often a challenge. Typically, high 

demand for housing has resulted in exorbitant property prices and rents. Therefore, it 

has become increasingly common to share an apartment/house with others. The market 

for shared housing is very informal, and hence it is difficult to obtain exact figures 

about its size. However, several studies report that this segment of the housing market 

has grown in cities in the U.K., the U.S. and Australia, especially among students and 

young professionals (e.g. Goldscheider, 1997, Jones, 2000, Kenyon and Heath, 2001, 

and McNamara and Connell, 2007). An illustrative example is London. A report from 

the Greater London Authority (2010) states that around 15 percent of the households in 

inner London are shared houses, and the website EasyRoommate reports that, in 2011, 

653,000 people in London – around eight percent of the population – lived in a shared 

house. Since the availability of housing is a crucial prerequisite for a well-functioning 

labour market and, ultimately, economic growth, shared housing clearly has the 

potential to help mitigate some of the negative effects that the housing shortage has 

created. 

However, an important question with clear policy-relevance is if this market is 

equally available to everyone regardless of ethnic background. It is well-documented 

that ethnic minorities, in general, fare worse than the ethnic majority in many markets, 

including the regular housing market. Also, one may suspect that discrimination
1
 is 

more common in the market for shared housing, where people actually live together in 

an apartment/house, than in the housing market in general. For policymakers, it is 

clearly important to know how widespread ethnic discrimination is in this expanding 

market. However, despite the growing literature that uses field experiments to study 

ethnic discrimination in housing markets in various European and U.S. cities, no 

previous study has – to our knowledge – considered the market for shared housing.
2
 

 To investigate the importance of ethnic discrimination in the market for shared 

housing, we conduct a field experiment in a major European international city: 

London.
3
 We consider four of the most important ethnic minorities: people with an 

Eastern-European, Indian, African and Arabic background. Several of these groups have 

never been included in previous field experiments of any segment of the housing 

market: the U.S. studies focus on African-Americans, while the few European studies 

                                                 
1
 We use the term discrimination, unless otherwise stated, for any combination of taste-based and 

statistical discrimination. 
2
 Dymski (2006) discusses discrimination in the housing market. Examples of studies using the 

correspondence testing methodology – where written applications are sent to landlords – are Carpusor and 

Loges (2006), Ahmed and Hammarstedt (2008), Ahmed et al. (2010), Bosch et al. (2010), Baldini and 

Federici (2011), Hanson and Hawley (2011), Ewens et al. (2012), and Andersson et al. (2012). Examples 

of studies using the audit study methodology – where actors/real persons are sent to landlords – are 

Yinger (1986), Page (1995), Ondrich et al. (2000), Zhao (2005), and Zhao et al. (2006). 
3
 For London, there are in fact no previous field experiments on ethnic discrimination in any segment of 

the housing market. The few existing studies of shared housing in the U.K. are mostly from the “Young 

adults and shared household living project”. This project in sociology studied shared housing among non-

student sharers aged 18-35, and included some data analysis but mostly consisted of group and individual 

interviews about why people share houses (cf. Heath and Kenyon, 2001, Kenyon and Heath, 2001, and 

Heath, 2004). 
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focus on people with an Arabic background. However, in a European context, it is 

important to also consider other ethnic groups, such as the growing number of people 

from Eastern-European countries who have migrated to Western Europe in recent years 

and people from former European colonies (in London‟s case e.g. India and some 

African countries). In addition, we investigate whether the degree of ethnic 

discrimination varies with the ethnic residential concentration, and hence contributes to 

maintaining the current situation in London, where ethnic minorities tend to live in 

certain areas and often separated from the ethnic majority.  

In the experiment, we use the correspondence testing methodology, i.e. we send 

fictitious applications with a randomly assigned name signalling ethnicity to room 

advertisers. This approach circumvents the problems with unobserved heterogeneity 

that are a major concern in discrimination studies using administrative/survey data.
4
 In 

such studies, ethnicity is likely to be correlated with unobserved individual 

characteristics that may have a direct effect on the outcome variable, and hence the risk 

of bias in the estimation is substantial. In a correspondence study, the ethnicity signal is 

randomly assigned to the applications, which allows for consistent estimates of 

discrimination without instruments or additional assumptions. 

The data was collected between April 2011 and April 2012 when we replied to more 

than 5,000 advertisements on the largest classified advertisement website in the U.K. In 

the applications, we randomly assigned the applicants a typical British, Eastern-

European (Polish), Indian, African (Nigerian), or Arabic male name. Also, we included 

randomized information about the applicants‟ occupation, and some other information 

that was identical in all applications. Based on the responses from the advertisers, we 

quantify the degree of discrimination by estimating the ethnic difference in the 

probability of being invited to a room viewing.  

Our main finding is that there is widespread ethnic discrimination against all the 

ethnic minorities that we consider. The situation is worst for applicants with an Arabic 

name, while applicants with an Eastern-European name are least affected and applicants 

with an African or Indian name are found somewhere in-between. The magnitude of the 

discrimination is substantial: the ethnic majority has an 11-37 percent higher probability 

of being invited to a room viewing compared to the different ethnic minorities. We also 

find that applicants with high skill jobs face more discrimination than applicants with 

low skill jobs. Moreover, our results indicate that a substantial fraction of the ethnic 

differences – at least 50 percent for applicants with high skill jobs – reflects statistical 

discrimination. Finally, our analysis reveals that the degree of ethnic discrimination 

varies with the ethnic residential concentration. In particular, the advantage of the ethnic 

majority is bigger in areas where they constitute a high share of the population. This 

suggests that discrimination contributes to maintaining the current ethnic residential 

concentration in London. Altogether, these results have clear policy-relevance, and 

should be useful for policymakers responsible for finding measures to prevent ethnic 

discrimination and segregation.  

                                                 
4
 The field experiment approach is discussed in e.g. Riach and Rich (2002), Heckman (1998), Heckman 

and Siegelmann (1993), and Neumark (2012). 
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The rest of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 describes how the experiment 

was conducted. Section 3 presents descriptive results, and Section 4 contains the 

empirical analysis. Finally, Section 5 concludes the paper. 

 

2 The field experiment 
This section explains how the applications used in the experiment were constructed and 

how we applied to room advertisements.  

 

2.1 The applications 

The key variable in the applications is the applicant‟s name, which is a randomly 

assigned variable used to signal ethnicity. To study discrimination against the most 

important ethnic minorities in London, we decided to include a typical Eastern-

European, Indian, African, and Arabic male name as well as a typical British male name 

(the reference category).
5
 For each ethnic group, we wanted to find a name that is both 

common in the group and that clearly identifies a person as belonging to the group. We 

used various official and unofficial websites containing name registers to find 

appropriate names. In addition, we informally discussed our choice of names with a 

number of people to test how the names were perceived. For the Eastern-European 

name, we chose a Polish name since Polish immigrants constitute the largest Eastern-

European immigrant group in London. In this case, we used the name Piotr Kowalski, 

which is a very common Polish name.
6
 For the Indian name, we chose the name Rahul 

Singh, which is a very common Indian name.
7
 For the African name, we used a 

Nigerian name since Nigerians constitute one of the largest African immigrant groups in 

London. In this case, we chose the name Sani Adebayo. For the Arabic name, we used 

the name Mohamed Hussain, which is a very common Arabic/Muslim name. For the 

British name, we used the most common male name in London in the relevant age 

group, which is Mark Brown. Each name constitutes around one fifth of the sample. All 

our replies to the advertisers contained the applicant‟s name after the initial greeting, at 

the end of the message, and in the e-mail address used for receiving the advertisers‟ 

responses.
8
 Hence, the applicant‟s name – the signal of ethnicity – should be easily 

observed by the room advertisers. 

 We also randomly assigned an occupation to each application. We did this to enable 

an analysis of whether the degree of discrimination differs between applicants with low 

and high skill jobs, which we use to analyze the importance of statistical discrimination 

(cf. Section 4.1). We wanted to include occupations that are both common among men 

                                                 
5
 The expected sample size puts a limit on how many names that could be included in the experiment. 

There are two reasons why we include only male names from these specific ethnic groups. First, previous 

studies of housing markets in other countries indicate that male applicants face more discrimination than 

female applicants. Second, according to the U.K. 2011 Census and own calculations, the three largest 

ethnic minority groups in London (as defined in note 23) are people with an Eastern-European (4.0% of 

the population), Indian (6.8% of the population), and African (7.5% of the population) background; 

people with an Arabic background (1.5% of the population) is not one of the largest ethnic groups, but is 

important to consider since the Arabic/Muslim community often is the focus in the public debate about 

immigration and ethnic minorities. 
6
 Kowalski is the second most common surname in Poland after Nowak. 

7
 Singh is among the 50 most common surnames in London. 

8
 The applicants‟ e-mail addresses were registered at a well-known e-mail provider. 
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and clearly differ in the skill level required. We chose the occupations shop sales 

assistant, construction worker, and junior analyst in a financial firm. Each occupation 

constitutes around one third of the sample. 

In addition to these two randomly assigned characteristics, the applications were also 

given some other information, which was identical in all applications. To decide what 

information to include, we analysed what types of information that are typically 

included in an application on the website used in the experiment. We did this by 

registering a few fictitious room advertisements and analyzed the responses we 

received. Moreover, we examined a number of posted advertisements to learn what 

information advertisers typically request. Based on this analysis, we decided to include 

the applicants‟ age and leisure interests in the applications. All applicants were 26 years 

old and stated that they ”like playing and watching most sports” in their leisure time. An 

example of an application is in note 11. 

 

2.2 Applying for rooms 

The room advertisements were collected from an online classified advertisement 

website since the market for shared housing is almost entirely an online market. We 

used the largest such site in the U.K., which should be fairly representative of the 

London market for shared housing.
9
 

The online nature of this market means that the advertisements are found online and 

that communication with advertisers mostly is conducted by e-mail.
10

 We took 

advantage of this fact by writing a computer program that handled most of the data 

collection. This made a large-scale study feasible and minimized the risk of human error 

in the data collection. The computer program was run on a daily basis (except on 

weekends), and started by creating a list of all currently available rooms advertised on 

the website. Then, it displayed one advertisement at a time to the research assistant who 

checked that the same advertisement had not been replied to before (i.e. if the same 

advertisement was repeated). If the advertisement was approved by the assistant, a 

number of steps were taken by the program. First, all available information about the 

room in the advertisement was retrieved and temporarily stored. This information 

included the longitude and latitude of the room – which enabled us to identify the 

census tract where the room was located –, whether the room was in an apartment or a 

house, and the rent. Second, consecutive random draws from a uniform distribution 

were made. The outcome determined the value of our two randomly assigned variables: 

the applicant‟s name and occupation. Third, a message with the correct typeface and 

layout was created. This message always started with a polite greeting followed by 

sentences that contained information about the applicant‟s name, occupation, etc.
11

 

                                                 
9
 The site is called GumTree (www.gumtree.co.uk). According to the Internet analysis firm comScore, 

GumTree is the number one classified advertisement website in the U.K. It has more than 6.9 million 

unique visitors per month, and an average user visits the site 4.9 times per month. Every week there are 

435,000 new listings on the site. The flats and houses section has more than 1.2 million unique visitors 

per month, and an average user visits the site 3.4 times per month. 
10

 Almost all advertisers accepted applications sent by e-mail through the form available on the website. 
11

 A complete message always looked as follows, where the words in italics are randomly assigned as 

described above:  

Hello,  
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Fourth, the message was pasted into the response form on the website and the reply 

button was pushed.
12

 Only one application was sent to each advertised room. Finally, 

after the assistant confirmed that the message had been sent, information about the 

applicant‟s name and occupation as well as the retrieved information about the room 

was permanently stored in a spreadsheet. 

Responses from the room advertisers were always received by e-mail. For each 

response, the assistant recorded the type of response in a spreadsheet and promptly 

declined all invitations to viewings to minimize any inconvenience to the advertisers.  

 

 

3 Descriptive results 
Between April 2011 and April 2012 a random sample of 5,143 advertisements for 

rooms located all over London were collected. Figure 1 shows the geographical 

distribution of the rooms; each dot represents a room. An important question is to what 

extent our sample is representative of the market for shared housing in London. As is 

evident from the figure, the density of the rooms is higher in the central parts of 

London, and an indication that the sample is representative would be if the geographical 

density of the rooms mimics the household/population density across London. Figure 2 

shows the population density at the U.K. 2011 Census Lower Super Output Area 

(LSOA) level.
13

 Darker coloured areas indicate a higher population density. It is striking 

how much the patterns of these two maps seem to coincide.
14

 We interpret this as a 

further indication that our rooms are fairly representative of the London market for 

shared housing. 

The responses from the advertisers can be divided into three categories: an invitation 

to a room viewing, any other positive response, and a negative response. An invitation 

to a room viewing is a reply which contains a phrase that explicitly states that it is 

possible to arrange a viewing of the room. Any other type of positive response is a reply 

which does not contain an explicit invitation to a viewing, but asks for further 

information about the applicant or otherwise indicates a positive response. A negative 

                                                                                                                                               
My name is Mohamed Hussain. I'm 26 and work as a construction worker. I just saw your ad and the 

room sounds perfect for me. I work a lot, but I also like playing and watching most sports. I'm generally 

quiet and tidy and enjoy socializing at weekends. 

Would it be possible to arrange a viewing? Please send me an e-mail if you are interested. 

Regards, 

Mohamed 
12

 Since the competition for rooms – especially in some parts of London – is intense, we always 

responded quickly to newly posted advertisements. Usually, we replied to advertisements within 24 hours 

after they were posted. 
13

 Super Output Areas are a geography designed by the Office for National Statistics (ONS) to improve 

the reporting of small area statistics. The aim was to produce a set of areas of consistent size whose 

boundaries would not change over time. Lower Super Output Areas are an aggregation of adjacent Output 

Areas (the smallest unit for which census data are published) with similar social characteristics. The 

average LSOA has a population of around 1,500 people. The rooms in our sample are distributed over 

2,152 LSOAs in the London region. 
14

 This is confirmed by a simple linear regression at the LSOA level (N=2,156), which shows that there is 

a statistically significant association (p-value = 0.000) between the number of rooms that we applied for 

and the number of residents in a LSOA. The regression shows that, on average, we applied for 

approximately one more room for every additional 1,000 residents in a LSOA. 
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response is a reply which indicates that it is not possible to arrange a viewing, e.g. a 

reply which states that the room has already been rented to someone else. 

Table 1 reports the descriptive results. The last row shows that the number of rooms 

we applied for is very similar for all ethnic groups. This indicates that the randomization 

of the names has worked as intended. The rest of the table reports the sample fractions 

of each type of response for each ethnic group together with their standard errors. In the 

first row, is the fraction of applications that resulted in an invitation to a room viewing, 

i.e. the number of invitations to a viewing divided by the number of rooms we applied 

for. These fractions are 0.54 (British name), 0.41 (any non-British name), 0.48 (Eastern-

European name), 0.43 (Indian name), 0.40 (African name), and 0.34 (Arabic name). In 

the second row, is the fraction of any other positive response, which vary between two 

and four percent. In the third row, is the fraction of negative responses, which vary 

between one and three percent. Finally, the forth row shows that the fractions of the 

applications that got no response at all vary between 0.41 (British name) and 0.61 

(Arabic name). 

In the empirical analysis, we focus on invitations to a room viewing.
15

 There are 

several reasons for this choice. First, in most cases a prerequisite to being offered a 

room contract is to be invited to a viewing. Therefore, it appears natural to focus on this 

alternative. Second, the other alternatives are sometimes difficult to interpret. For 

example, a rather common positive response was that the advertiser had already invited 

a few people to a viewing and would contact the applicant again if the room was still 

available after the viewing, but in almost all such cases the room advertiser did not get 

back to the applicant. Also, a common negative response was that the room had already 

been rented to someone else. These answers may of course be true, but may also be used 

as an excuse to hide discrimination. For similar reasons, a non-response is also difficult 

to interpret. Third, the descriptive results presented above show that the most 

compelling difference between the ethnic groups is the difference in the share of 

applicants that are invited to a viewing. 

In Table A1 in the Appendix, we divide the descriptive results by the applicant‟s 

occupation. From these results, it is evident that junior analysts get more invitations 

than shop sales assistants and construction workers. It is also clear that shop sales 

assistants and construction workers get very similar number of invitations. We return to 

these findings below. 

 

 

4 Estimation and results 
In this section, we first analyze to what extent there are ethnic differences in the 

probability of being invited to a room viewing. Then, we investigate whether the degree 

of discrimination varies with the ethnic residential concentration. 

 

4.1 The degree of discrimination 

To investigate the degree of discrimination, we estimate ethnic differences in the 

probability of being invited to a room viewing (the callback rate). The dependent 

                                                 
15

 The results are similar if we include other positive responses. 
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variable is a dummy indicator of whether the applicant was invited to a viewing or not, 

and the explanatory variables consist of one dummy variable for each ethnic minority 

(applicants with a British name are the reference group).
16

 

The results are presented in Table 2. In column 1, we treat all applicants with non-

British names as one category and compare them to applicants with a British name. The 

constant shows that the callback rate to a room viewing for an applicant with a British 

name is 54 percent. Compared to applicants with a British name, applicants with non-

British names have a statistically significant 13 percentage point lower callback rate. 

The magnitude of this effect is substantial, and it corresponds to a relative effect of 

around 24 percent (13/54). Column 2 shows the results for each of the ethnic minorities: 

applicants with Eastern-European, Indian, African, and Arabic names have a 

statistically significant 6, 11, 15 and 20 percentage point, respectively, lower callback 

rate compared to an applicant with a British name. Hence, there is clear evidence of 

substantial ethnic discrimination against all the ethnic minorities. The magnitude of the 

discrimination corresponds to a relative effect of 11, 20, 28 and 37 percent, respectively. 

The results in columns 3 and 4 confirm that the randomization of the names has 

worked as intended. Since the name is randomly assigned, the estimates of 

discrimination should not change when other applicant and apartment characteristics are 

added to the specification. In column 3, we add right-hand-side variables for the 

applicants‟ occupation and obtain almost identical estimates. In column 4, we add right-

hand-side variables for the rent and whether the room is in an apartment or a house. 

Again, the estimates remain essentially unchanged. 

The estimates in columns 3 and 4 also confirm what was previously indicated by the 

descriptive results about different occupations; whether an applicant work as a shop 

sales assistant (the reference category) or a construction worker appears irrelevant for 

the callback rate. Instead, the distinction seems to be between having one of these two 

jobs and working as a junior analyst. In the remaining part of the analysis, we merge 

shops sales assistants and construction workers into a new category labelled low skill 

jobs and re-label junior analyst as a high skill job. 

Table 3 presents the estimates for applicants with low and high skill jobs separately. 

The results clearly illustrate that there is substantial ethnic discrimination against 

applicants with both low and high skill jobs (columns 1-4). Also, in all ethnic groups, 

there is a “high skill premium”. For applicants with a British name this premium is 16.7 

(64.8-48.1) percent, while it is only 6.9 (16.7-9.8) percent for applicants with non-

British names. Hence, applicants with high skill jobs face more discrimination. This is 

illustrated in the last column, where the difference in the ethnic callback gap between 

applicants with high and low skill jobs is reported. For applicants with non-British 

names, this difference amounts to almost ten percentage points and is highly statistically 

significant. 

An interesting question is if the results concerning the skill level of the job can help 

us understand the nature of the discrimination. At first sight, our finding of substantial 

ethnic discrimination appears consistent both with taste-based (cf. Becker, 1957) and 

                                                 
16

 We use the linear probability model throughout the analysis (cf. Wooldridge, 2012, for a motivation). 

The results are very similar if we instead use the probit model.  
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statistical (cf. Phelps, 1972, Arrow, 1973, and Aigner and Cain, 1977) discrimination. It 

may be the case that the room advertisers dislike (prefer) people from certain ethnic 

groups, or that they find it difficult to evaluate important aspects of the applicants, such 

as their ability to pay the rent or to “fit in” with the other tenants. However, if we are 

willing to make the assumption that ethnic preferences are independent of an applicant‟s 

occupation, a simple back-of-the-envelope calculation can give us an indication of the 

importance of statistical discrimination. Let us focus on applicants with British and non-

British names. For an applicant with a high skill job the ethnic difference in the callback 

rate is around 19 percentage points, while for an applicant with a low skill job the 

corresponding difference is around 10 percentage points. This suggests that around 50 

(9/19) percent of the discrimination for applicants with high skill jobs reflects statistical 

discrimination, while the rest may reflect any combination of taste-based and statistical 

discrimination. This calculation is of course highly simplified, but is at least an 

indication that a substantial fraction of the ethnic differences we find is likely to reflect 

statistical discrimination. These results suggest that statistical discrimination is more 

important for applicants with high skill jobs than for applicants with low skill jobs. It 

could be the case that for applicants with low skill jobs there is considerable perceived 

uncertainty about, for example, the ability to pay the rent for both majority and minority 

applicants, while for applicants with high skill jobs this perceived uncertainty may be 

larger for minority applicants than for majority applicants. 

 

4.2 Discrimination and ethnic residential concentration 

In London, ethnic minorities tend to live in certain areas, and often separated from the 

ethnic majority.
17

 This is illustrated in Figure 3, which  shows the concentration of 

people at the LSOA level who are classified as belonging to an extended version of the 

category White British in the U.K. 2011 Census.
18

 In the figure, there are five different 

grey shades – from black to white – depending on whether the ethnic majority share in 

the LSOA is 0-20, 20-40, 40-60, 60-80, or 80-100 percent. The figure clearly illustrates 

that minorities tend to be concentrated into certain residential areas.
19

 However, a 

particular ethnic minority rarely constitutes a majority, or even close to a majority, in 

London‟s residential areas, which is in sharp contrast to the situation in many major 

U.S. cities.  

An important question, with clear policy-relevance, is whether ethnic discrimination 

contributes to maintaining this current ethnic residential concentration. This will be the 

case if ethnic minorities have limited access to housing in areas dominated by the ethnic 

majority. To investigate this issue, we estimate the relationship between the degree of 

ethnic discrimination and the ethnic majority share at the LSOA level. Then, we 

consider the effect of the share of each individual ethnic minority. 

As a background to this analysis, it is instructive to briefly consider why there may 

                                                 
17

 There is a large literature on ethnic residential concentration, which is often measured using single-

number indices of segregation, but there are also more elaborate methods. Examples of studies of ethnic 

segregation in London are Poulsen et al. (2011), Hamnett and Butler (2010), and Johnston et al.  (2002).  
18

 We define the ethnic majority as people in the following census sub-categories: Australian, 

English/Welsh/Scottish/Northern-Irish/British, Irish, New-Zealander, and North-American (within the 

census category “White group”). The results are similar if all non-U.K. groups are excluded. 
19

 This conclusion is supported by the findings in the studies cited in note 17. 
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be a relationship between the degree of discrimination and the ethnic majority share in 

the residential area. A first reason is that people in the area may prefer tenants, or be 

better at processing signals, from their own ethnic group. Therefore, a change in the 

ethnic majority share may “mechanically” change the relative access to shared housing 

for applicants with British and non-British names. A second reason is that the ethnic 

majority share is likely to influence the extent to which people in the area are used to 

interacting with ethnic minorities.
20

 This may affect both preferences towards ethnic 

minorities and how signals, such as in an application, are processed. In the analysis, we 

focus on the total effect of the ethnic residential concentration, i.e. the sum of these two 

effects. The question of whether the preferences of the house sharers/landlords, or their 

ability to process signals, change when the ethnic residential concentration changes is of 

course also interesting, but we are unable to analyse this issue since the room 

advertisements do not contain information about the ethnicity of the house 

sharers/landlords. 

Our analysis is based on the 4,525 rooms – 88 percent of the total sample – where we 

successfully could identify the LSAO where the room is located from the longitude and 

latitude of the room. We estimate separate regressions for each of the applicant ethnic 

groups with the same outcome variable as before, but with the ethnic majority share in 

the LSOA as the explanatory variable.
21

 In this analysis, we have to take into account 

that there may be unobserved factors correlated with the ethnic majority share at the 

LSOA level that also have a direct effect on the callback rate. Therefore, the estimates 

of the effect of the ethnic majority share in the LSOA for each ethnic group is not that 

informative. Instead, we focus on the difference in this effect between applicants with a 

British name and applicants with an ethnic minority name. This difference should not be 

affected by unobserved factors at the LSOA level, and hence should reflect to what 

extent there is more ethnic discrimination in LSOAs where the ethnic majority 

constitutes a larger share of the residents.
22

 

The results are presented in Table 4; the ethnic differences are in the last row. The 

effect of the ethnic majority share in the LSOA on the degree of discrimination against 

applicants with non-British names is substantial. The interpretation of the estimate -0.33 

in column 2 is that when the ethnic majority share increases with 10 percentage points, 

the callback rate decreases with 3.3 percentage points for applicants with non-British 

names (compared to applicants with a British name). In columns 3-6, the same analysis 

is repeated for each ethnic minority. The results show that all ethnic minorities are at a 

disadvantage compared to applicants with a British name when the ethnic majority 

share increases; the negative effect is strongest for applicants with Indian and Arabic 

names. 

                                                 
20

 This is analyzed in the literature on contact and conflict theory (see e.g. Rosenstein, 2008, and Bowyer, 

2009). Contact theory argues that, under certain conditions, interactions between majority and minority 

members will lead to a decline in prejudices. Conflict theory argues that competition for scarce resources 

increases with the size of the minority group, which in turn may increase prejudices. 
21

 The standard errors are clustered at the LSAO level. 
22

 We get the same results if we instead run a regression on the full sample with the indicator for a British 

name, the ethnic majority share, and the interaction between these two variables as the explanatory 

variables. 
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Next, we investigate whether there is a link between ethnic discrimination of a 

particular applicant ethnic group and the group‟s own ethnic share in the LSOA. To 

analyze this, we repeat the analysis in Table 4, but include the shares of all ethnic 

minorities as explanatory variables (the ethnic majority share is the reference 

category).
2324

 For the same reason as before, we focus on the difference in the effect of 

the ethnic shares between applicant groups, and for clarity reasons we only present the 

differences compared to applicants with a British name (the full set of estimated 

parameters are in Table A2 in the Appendix). 

The results in Table 5 indicate that the concentration of ethnic minorities in general 

is more important than the concentration of the own ethnic group. All ethnic minority 

applicants seem to benefit when the share of people classified as Indian or Black-

African increases (at the expense of people classified as White British).
25

 For example, 

the callback rate for applicants with Arabic names (column 4) increases with 13.8 and 

11.3 percentage points, respectively, compared to applicants with a British name, when 

the residential share of people classified as Indian and Black-African increases with 10 

percentage points. Moreover, only the residential share of people classified as Eastern-

European has a statistically significant effect exclusively for their own ethnic group. 

The callback rate for applicants with an Eastern-European name increases with 17.7 

percentage points, compared to applicants with a British name, when the share of people 

classified as Eastern-European increases with 10 percentage points (at the expense of 

people classified as White British). 

 

 

5 Concluding remarks 
Finding a place to live in a major international city is often a challenge. Typically, high 

demand for housing has resulted in exorbitant property prices and rents. As a 

consequence of these developments, the market for shared housing has grown in 

importance in many of these cities.  

However, an important question with clear policy-relevance is if this very informal 

market is equally available to everyone regardless of ethnic background. To investigate 

this, we conduct a field experiment in a major European international city: London. We 

consider discrimination against four of the most important ethnic minorities in London: 

people with Eastern-European, Indian, African and Arabic backgrounds. Room 

                                                 
23

 To implement this strategy, we have to decide on the appropriate census categories for all groups. We 

define the group Eastern European as people in the following census sub-categories: 1) Albanian, Baltic 

states, Bosnian, Croatian, Kosovan, Other Eastern European, Polish, and Serbian (within the census 

category “White group”), 2) Albanian, Bosnian, Kosovan, Other Baltic States, Other Eastern European, 

and Polish (within the census category “Other group”). We define the group Indian as people in the 

following census sub-categories: Indian or British Indian (within the census category “Asian group”).  We 

define the group Black-African as people in the following census sub-categories: African and Nigerian 

(within the census category “Black group”). We define the group Arabic as people in the following 

census sub-categories:  Arab, African-Arab, and North-African (within the census category “Other 

group”).  
24

 We also include a remainder group in the regressions, which is the share of people that do not belong to 

any of the five applicant groups (the results for this group are not reported in the table). 
25

 The results for the Arabic share are very imprecisely estimated. This is probably explained by the fact 

that the variation across the LSOAs of this rather small group is limited. 
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applications, with a randomly assigned name signalling ethnicity, were sent to more 

than 5,000 room advertisers. 

Our main finding is that there is widespread ethnic discrimination against all the 

ethnic minorities that we consider. The situation is worst for applicants with an Arabic 

name, while applicants with an Eastern-European name are least affected and applicants 

with African or Indian names are found somewhere in-between. The magnitude of the 

discrimination is substantial, and corresponds to a relative effect of 11-37 percent. 

These results clearly show that ethnic discrimination is an important feature in this 

segment of the London housing market. Of course, a relevant issue is the external 

validity of these results, e.g. if similar discrimination exists in the market for shared 

housing in other major international cities and/or in other segments of the (London) 

housing market. Further studies are required to fully answer these questions. However, 

the fact that that most previous studies of the general housing market in various cities 

find substantial ethnic discrimination against some of the ethnic minorities we consider, 

suggests that our results may be informative of the situation in other cities and/or 

market segments.  

Our results also show that applicants with high skill jobs face more discrimination 

than applicants with low skill jobs. We take this as indicative evidence that a substantial 

fraction of the ethnic differences in the callback rate reflects statistical discrimination. A 

simple back-of-the-envelope calculation suggests that, for applicants with high skill 

jobs, at least 50 percent of the ethnic differences may reflect statistical discrimination. 

However, our data does not allow us to fully distinguish between taste-based and 

statistical discrimination. 

Moreover, we find that the degree of ethnic discrimination varies with the ethnic 

residential concentration. In particular, there is more discrimination in areas where the 

ethnic majority share is higher. The implication of this effect – especially if similar 

effects exist in other segments of the housing market – is that discrimination may 

contribute to maintaining the current situation in London, where ethnic minorities tend 

to live in certain areas and often separated from the ethnic majority. This may be 

problematic since a too high ethnic concentration may result in segregation and social 

problems in the affected areas. Our finding of a link between ethnic discrimination and 

ethnic residential concentration may also be relevant for other European cities with a 

similar residential situation for ethnic minorities. 

Overall, our findings provide important information about the degree and nature of 

discrimination in a growing segment of the housing market in a major European 

international city, which should be useful for policymakers responsible for finding 

measures to prevent ethnic discrimination and segregation. 
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Figure 1. The geographical distribution of the rooms across London. 

Notes: The figure shows how the rooms (each dot represents a room) are distributed across London. 

 

Figure 2. Population density across London. 
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Notes: The population density at the LSOA level is the number of individuals in the population normalized 

by the area of the LSOA. The five different colour shades in the figure are assigned according to in which 

fifth of the population density distribution a LSOA is located. Darker colour means a more dense area. The 

data are from the U.K. 2011 Census. 

  

 

 

Figure 3. The share of residents classified as White British across London. 

 
Notes: The share of the population classified as White British at the LSOA level is the number of 

individuals classified as White British and living in the LSOA divided by the total number of individuals 

living in the LSOA. Beginning with the darkest colour, the five different colour shades in the figure are 

assigned according to whether the share of the population classified as White British is 0-20, 20-40, 40-60, 

60-80, or 80-100 percent. The data is from the U.K. 2011 Census. 
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Table 1. Descriptive results. Fractions. 
 

British 
 (1) 

Non-British 
(2) 

Eastern-
European 

(3) 
Indian 

(4) 
African 

(5) 
Arabic 

(6) 

       
Invitation to a viewing 0.54 

[0.02] 
0.41 

[0.01] 
0.48 

[0.02] 
0.43 

[0.02] 
0.40 

[0.02] 
0.34 

[0.01] 
Any other positive 
response  

0.02 
[0.02] 

0.03 
[0.003] 

0.04 
[0.01] 

0.02 
[0.02] 

0.04 
[0.01] 

0.02 
[0.00] 

Negative response 0.02 
[0.02] 

0.02 
[0.002] 

0.01 
[0.01] 

0.02 
[0.02] 

0.03 
[0.00] 

0.02 
[0.00] 

No response 0.41 
[0.02] 

0.54 
[0.01] 

0.47 
[0.02] 

0.53 
[0.02] 

0.54 
[0.02] 

0.61 
[0.02] 

       
Number of observations 1,038 4,105 1,023 1,046 1,013   1,024 

Notes: Standards errors are reported in brackets. 

 

 

 

Table 2. The probability of being invited to a room viewing. 

 (1)  (2)  (3) (4) 

     
Non-British -0.13*** 

[0.02] 
- - - 

Eastern-European - -0.06*** 
[0.02] 

-0.06** 
[0.02] 

-0.06*** 
[0.02] 

Indian - -0.11*** 
[0.02] 

-0.11*** 
[0.02] 

-0.11*** 
[0.02] 

African - -0.15*** 
[0.02] 

-0.14*** 
[0.02] 

-0.15*** 
[0.02] 

Arabic - -0.20*** 
[0.02] 

-0.20*** 
[0.02] 

-0.20*** 
[0.02] 

     

     
Construction worker - - 0.00 

[0.02] 
0.00 

[0.02] 
Junior analyst - - 0.09*** 

[0.01] 
0.09*** 
[0.01] 

Apartment characteristics 
 

No No No Yes 

     
Constant 0.54*** 

[0.02] 
0.54*** 
[0.03] 

0.52*** 
[0.02] 

0.41*** 
[0.05] 

     

Number of observations 5,143 5,143 5,143 5,143 

Notes: The dependent variable is a dummy variable indicating whether the applicant was invited to a 

room viewing. The reference categories (see the constant) in the columns are 1) British name, 2) British 

name, 3) British name; shop sales assistant, and, 4) British name; shop sales assistant; applying for a 

room in an apartment; zero rent (extrapolated). The models are estimated with the linear probability 

model. Standard errors are reported in brackets. ***, **, and * denote the 1, 5 and 10 percent significance 

levels, respectively.  

 

 

 

Table 3. The probability of being invited to a room viewing, by skill level. 
 Low skill job High skill job Difference 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

 
Non-British 

 
-0.092*** 

 
- 

 
-0.190*** 

 
- 

 
0.098*** 
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Eastern-European 
 
Indian 
 
African 
 
Arabic 
 
 

[0.022] 
- 
 
- 
 
- 
 
- 
 

 
-0.026 
[0.027] 

-0.061** 
[0.027] 

-0.106*** 
[0.027] 

-0.177*** 
[0.026] 

[0.028] 
- 
 
- 
 
- 
 
- 

 
-0.107*** 
[0.037] 

-0.201*** 
[0.036] 

-0.214*** 
[0.036] 

-0.232*** 
[0.036] 

 

[0.035] 
0.081* 
[0.046] 

0.140*** 
[0.045] 
0.108** 
[0.045] 
0.055 

[0.044] 

 
Constant 
 
 

 
0.481*** 
[0.020] 

 
0.481*** 
[0.020] 

 
0.648*** 
[0.024] 

 

 
0.648*** 
[0.024] 

 

 
- 
 

Number of observations 3,360 3,360 1,783 1,783 - 

Notes: The dependent variable is a dummy variable indicating whether the applicant was invited to a 

room viewing. A low skill job is a shop sales assistant or a construction worker, while a high skill job is a 

junior analyst. The reference category (see the constant) in the columns is British name. The models are 

estimated with the linear probability model. Standard errors are reported in brackets. ***, **, and * 

denote the 1, 5 and 10 percent significance levels, respectively.  
 
 
 

Table 4. The probability of being invited to a room viewing and the ethnic residential 

concentration. 

 
British  

 (1) 
Non-British 

 (2) 

Eastern 
European 

(3) 
Indian 

(4) 
African 

(5) 
Arabic 

(6) 

       
Share White British 0.32*** -0.01 0.14 -0.17* 0.07 -0.11 
 [0.09] [0.05] [0.09] [0.09] [0.09] [0.09] 
       
Number of observations 919 3,606 890 919 893 904 

       
Difference compared to  - -0.33*** -0.18* -0.49*** -0.25** -0.43*** 
applicants with a British name  [0.10] [0.13] [0.13] [0.13] [0.13] 
       

Notes: The dependent variable is a dummy variable indicating whether the applicant was invited to a 

room viewing. The models are estimated with the linear probability model. The reported standard errors 

(in brackets) are clustered at the LSAO level. ***, **, and * denote the 1, 5 and 10 percent significance 

levels, respectively. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 5. Differences compared to applicants with a British name in the probability of 

being invited to a room viewing and the ethnic residential concentration. 
 Eastern-European 

(1) 
Indian 

(2) 
African 

(3) 
Arabic 

(4) 

     
Share Eastern-European 1.77** 0.43 -0.37 -0.89 
 [0.79] [0.76] [0.79] [0.75] 
Share Indian 0.64** 1.24*** 0.79*** 1.38*** 
 [0.28] [0.28] [0.28] [0.28] 
Share Black-African 0.80** 1.53*** 0.78** 1.13*** 
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 [0.45] [0.45] [0.45] [0.44] 
Share Arabic 0.68 -0.05 0.54 -0.03 
 [1.45] [1.40] [1.44] [1.46] 
     
Number of observations 890 919 893 904 

Notes: This table reports the differences in the effect of the residential ethnic share between applicants 

with a British name and applicants with a non-British name (Eastern-European, Indian, African, or Arabic 

name). The differences are calculated from the estimated parameters presented in Table A2. The reported 

standard errors (in brackets) are clustered at the LSAO level. ***, **, and * denote the 1, 5 and 10 

percent significance levels, respectively. 

 

 



  
 

 20 

Appendices 
 

 
Table A1. Descriptive statistics by job. Fractions. 

Notes: Standards errors are reported in brackets. 

 

 

 
 British 

(1) 
Non-British 

(2) 

Eastern-
European 

(3) 
Indian 

(4) 
African 

(5) 
Arabic 

(6) 

Panel A:  
shop sales assistant 

 
 

    

       
Invitation to a viewing 0.49 0.39 0.45 0.41 0.37 0.31 
 [0.03] [0.01] [0.03] [0.03] [0.03] [0.03] 
Any other positive response 0.02 0.03 0.04 0.02 0.03 0.03 
 [0.01] [0.00] [0.01] [0.01] [0.01] [0.01] 
Negative response 0.02 0.02 0.01 0.02 0.03 0.03 
 [0.01] [0.00] [0.01] [0.01] [0.01] [0.01] 
No response 0.47 0.56 0.50 0.54 0.56 0.63 
 [0.03] [0.01] [0.03] [0.03] [0.03] [0.03] 
       
Number of observations 334 1,423 365 368 351 339 

Panel B:  
construction worker 

 
 

  
 

 

       
Invitation to a viewing 0.48 0.39 0.46 0.43 0.38 0.30 
 [0.03] [0.01] [0.03] [0.03] [0.03] [0.03] 
Any other positive response 0.02 0.03 0.02 0.02 0.04 0.02 
 [0.01] [0.01] [0.01] [0.01] [0.01] [0.01] 
Negative response 0.02 0.02 0.01 0.02 0.02 0.02 
 [0.01] [0.01] [0.01] [0.01] [0.01] [0.01] 
No response 0.48 0.56 0.50 0.53 0.55 0.66 
 [0.03] [0.01] [0.03] [0.03] [0.03] [0.03] 
       
Number of observations 321 1,282 321 320 315 326 

Panel C:  
junior analyst 

 
 

  
 

 

       
Invitation to a viewing 0.65 0.46 0.54 0.45 0.43 0.42 
 [0.02] [0.01] [0.03] [0.03] [0.03] [0.03] 
Any other positive response 0.02 0.03 0.04 0.03 0.04 0.02 
 [0.01] [0.01] [0.01] [0.01] [0.01] [0.01] 
Negative response 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.01 0.02 0.02 
 [0.01] [0.01] [0.01] [0.01] [0.01] [0.01] 
No response 0.32 0.49 0.40 0.51 0.51 0.54 
 [0.02] [0.01] [0.03] [0.03] [0.03] [0.03] 
       
Number of observations 383 1,400 337 358 346 359 
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Table A2. The probability of a being invited to a room viewing and the ethnic 

residential concentration. 

 
British 

(1) 
Non-British 

(2) 

Eastern 
European 

(3) 
Indian 

(4) 
African 

(5) 
Arabic 

(6) 

       
Share Eastern-European 0.50 0.65** 2.27*** 0.93* 0.13 -0.39 
 [0.52] [0.31] [0.59] [0.56] [0.60] [0.54] 
Share Indian -0.98*** 0.04 -0.34* 0.26 -0.19 0.40** 
 [0.20] [0.11] [0.19] [0.19] [0.20] [0.20] 
Share Black-African -0.60* 0.49*** 0.20 0.93*** 0.18 0.53* 
 [0.32] [0.16] [0.32] [0.31] [0.31] [0.30] 
Share Arabic -1.05 -0.73 -0.37 -1.10 -0.51 -1.08 
 [0.98] [0.55] [1.07] [1.00] [1.05] [1.08] 
       
Number of observations 919 3,606 890 919 893 904 

Notes: The dependent variable is a dummy variable indicating whether the applicant was invited to a 

room viewing. The models are estimated with the linear probability model. The reported standard errors 

(in brackets) are clustered at the LSAO level. ***, **, and * denote the 1, 5 and 10 percent significance 

levels, respectively.  

 


