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Transferring Vacant Lots to
Private Ownership Improves
Care and Empowers Residents

Evidence From Chicago

Alessandro Rigolon Debolina Banerjee  Paul Gobster Sara Hadavi
William Stewart

ABSTRACT

Problem, research strategy, and findings: Several U.S. cities have implemented vacant lot greening pro-
grams as planning strategies to address decreased tax base, crime, and other issues associated with high
land vacancy in marginalized neighborhoods, yet little is known about the benefits of programs that
transfer city-owned lots to private owners. Using a mixed methods approach, we studied whether and
how private ownership matters for vacant lot condition-care in Chicago's (IL) Large Lot Program, which
allows property owners to purchase vacant city lots on their block for $1. We compared visual changes in
vacant lot condition-care between the purchased “treatment” lots and matched “control” lots through a
difference-in-differences technique. Our findings demonstrate a causal effect of private ownership:
Whereas condition-care of the control lots decreased between 2014 and 2018, it significantly increased
for treatment lots in the year after sale (2015) and continued to rise through 2018. Also, increases in
Large Lot condition-care did not vary based on whether owners lived on the block. Focus groups with
Large Lot owners showed that ownership empowers residents by reducing illicit and dangerous behav-
iors, expressing an ethic of care through vacant lot improvement, and continuing a legacy of land tenure
tied to family and neighborhood. Further research is needed to strengthen our understanding of spatial
contagion effects from treatment to nearby control lots.

Takeaway for practice: Our findings show that ownership-based vacant land greening initiatives like the
Large Lot Program effectively improve condition-care regardless of whether lot owners live on the same
block. Focus group findings suggest that such initiatives could be integrated into community-based safety
programs and could be boosted by funding to create community amenities.

Keywords: land ownership, urban greening, urban vacancy, visual assessment

acant land is a significant issue in many post- dissolving social fabric, higher crime, and declining
industrial cities around the world (Nassauer & health outcomes for nearby residents (Nassauer &
Raskin, 2014; Newman et al.,, 2016; Schilling & Raskin, 2014; N. Sampson et al., 2017; Schilling & Logan,
Logan, 2008). In the United States, the sheer 2008). Marginalized groups, such as Black communities,
extent of land vacancy is especially notable: 16.7% of are particularly affected by these issues because they
land in large cities was vacant in 2016, with higher rates are overrepresented in high-vacancy neighborhoods
in the South (23.5%) and Midwest (21.2%) and lower (Ehrenfeucht & Nelson, 2020; Ganning & Tighe, 2015).
rates in the Northeast (9.3%; Newman et al., 2016). Recently, planners have responded to urban
Urban vacancy is the result of decades-long deindus- vacancy and its related problems by implementing pro-
trialization processes, governmental subsidies to subur- grams to green or repurpose publicly owned vacant
banization, and systemic racism that led to urban land (Crauderueff et al,, 2012; Dewar, 2006; Schilling &
disinvestment (Dewar & Manning Thomas, 2013; Logan, 2008). In one type of program (e.g., Philadelphia
Newman et al, 2016; Sugrue, 2014). At local levels, high [PA], Baltimore [MD]), vacant lots are “cleaned and
land vacancy contributes to significant maintenance greened” to mitigate blight and provide public use,
costs and a decreased tax base for cities and a with the municipality or nonprofits retaining ownership
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(Crauderueff et al,, 2012; Heckert & Kondo, 2018). These
initiatives have contributed to lower crime, increased
property tax revenue, and improved health outcomes
(Branas et al., 2018; Dewar, 2006; Heckert & Mennis,
2012; Kondo et al,, 2016). Yet, these programs necessi-
tate constant investment from public agencies and non-
profits for maintenance and policing, putting into
question their financial and social sustainability
(Crauderueff et al., 2012).

In another type of program, public agencies sell
vacant lots to nearby property owners for a nominal
price (Crauderueff et al, 2012; Ganning & Tighe, 2015;
Stern & Lester, 2021). These “side yard” programs dele-
gate greening and beautification responsibilities to pri-
vate property owners, who can expand their yards,
share community gardens, or build structures
(Crauderueff et al, 2012; Ganning & Tighe, 2015).
Although these programs can also increase property tax
revenue (Ganning & Tighe, 2015) and lower crime (Stern
& Lester, 2021), little is known about the array of bene-
fits because most programmatic research on vacant lot
greening has focused on initiatives where parcels
remain publicly owned (e.g., Branas et al,, 2018). Of par-
ticular interest to planners is whether initiatives that rely
on private owners to green vacant land in high-vacancy
neighborhoods result in personal and community bene-
fits for marginalized populations.

In this study, we examined how the transfer of city-
owned vacant lots to private ownership has affected
their condition and care. We measured condition-care
as a key construct describing expressions of vacant lot
stewardship because these visible, measurable “cues to
care” have contributed to increased health, wellbeing,
social capital, and community safety (Nassauer & Raskin,
2014; N. Sampson et al., 2017). Our work centered on
Chicago’s (IL) Large Lot Program, which transfers city-
owned vacant lots (hereafter referred to as “Large Lots")
to qualified property owners on the city’s south and
west sides, two areas characterized by high shares of
land vacancy, poverty, and Black residents (City of
Chicago, 2020).

We used a mixed methods research design, com-
bining a difference-in-differences (DID) analysis to test
the effects of the Large Lot policy intervention and
focus groups with new owners to understand the poli-
cy's impacts on communities. The DID findings show a
causal effect of private ownership: Whereas condition-
care of city-owned, unsold lots slightly decreased
between 2014 and 2018, it significantly increased for
Large Lots in the year after purchase (2015) and contin-
ued to rise through 2018. Further, improvements in
Large Lot condition-care did not differ based on
whether individual owners lived on the same block. The
focus groups showed that Large Lot ownership empow-
ers residents because it helps reduce illicit and
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dangerous behaviors, expresses an ethic of care, and
continues a legacy of land tenure.

These results demonstrate that ownership-based
vacant lot greening initiatives can be effective tools to
increase condition-care in high-vacancy neighborhoods,
which is beneficial for planners working in cities with
few resources (see Schilling & Logan, 2008). Our quanti-
tative findings do not show that selling vacant lots to
owners who live on the same block results in stronger
benefits than selling lots to any property owner, con-
trary to recent findings on crime (Stern & Lester, 2021).
However, the focus group discussions on community
control suggested that planners could integrate side
yard programs into community-based safety initiatives.
Our findings on an ethic of care suggest that cities and
nonprofits could provide funding support to new own-
ers to create community spaces such as gardens and
playgrounds.

Background

Condition-Care of Urban Vacant Land

The residential landscape of neatly maintained homes
and yards on tree-lined streets figures highly in the
American imaginary (Gandy, 2005; Robbins, 2007).
Attractive neighborhoods command higher property
values and frequently relate to other quality-of-life indi-
cators including lower crime and increased social ties
(Troy & Grove, 2008; Wolfe & Mennis, 2012). Private own-
ership can motivate residents to protect their invest-
ment through property maintenance and improvement
(Aarland & Reid, 2019; Heidelberg & Eckerd, 2011).
Although this self-interest is reinforced through ordinan-
ces requiring owners to maintain their property to spe-
cific minimum standards (e.g., weed regulations), an
unwritten yet powerful set of neighborhood-based
social norms promotes a larger ethic of care indicated
by neatly trimmed lawns, colorful gardens, and other
cues to care (Nassauer & Raskin, 2014; Nassauer et al.,
2009). Together, these visible indicators help define resi-
dents’ expressions of condition-care in the neighbor-
hood landscape (Gobster, Rigolon et al., 2020).

When neighborhoods succumb to high rates of
vacancy, this structure of self-interest, standards, and
norms governing property condition-care unravels.
Remaining residents may continue to maintain the con-
dition of their property and sometimes even appropri-
ate and maintain nearby vacant lots without formal
ownership in a process known as “blotting” (Armborst
et al, 2008). But when the lack of upkeep of vacant
properties reaches a tipping point, a neighborhood no
longer feels like a neighborhood. This can result in a
loss of social cohesion and invite crime and other anti-
social behaviors (R. J. Sampson & Raudenbush, 1999). In
this context, improvements in vacant lot condition-care
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through greening programs are an important first step
to address urban vacancy issues (Pearsall & Lucas, 2014).

Vacant Land Greening and Private

Ownership Initiatives

Because private ownership is a core tradition of the resi-
dential landscape in the United States, vacant land
greening/repurposing programs that return city-held
parcels to resident-owners have intuitive appeal and
deserve further investigation (Crauderueff et al, 2012;
Dewar, 2006; Schilling & Logan, 2008). Although afford-
ability barriers exist in some programs, many cities have
sold lots for as low as $1 (e.g., Buffalo [NY], Chicago,
Milwaukee [WI], and Philadelphia) or less than $400 (e.g.,
Cleveland [OH], Detroit [MI], and Pittsburgh [PA]; City of
Milwaukee, 2017; Crauderueff et al, 2012; Ganning &
Tighe, 2015; Stern & Lester, 2021).

Programs transferring public vacant land to private-
sector ownership have advantages for cities to put
property back on the tax rolls and shift maintenance
burdens to new owners (Crauderueff et al., 2012; Dewar,
2015; Ganning & Tighe, 2015), but they have their critics.
Hackworth (2014) argued that such neoliberal initiatives
focus on economics without considering other commu-
nity benefits and can also spur land speculation. Yet,
some programs incorporate checks and balances to
ensure that benefits favor long-time neighborhood resi-
dents (Ganning & Tighe, 2015; Gobster, Hadavi et al,,
2020). For example, many programs restrict vacant land
sales to nearby property owners to limit speculation
(City of Chicago, 2020). Further, St. Louis's (MO) “Mow to
Own” program requires residents to maintain their pro-
spective lot for 2 years before purchase (The Land Bank
of Kansas City Missouri, 2020). Because many programs
target high-vacancy neighborhoods that are also major-
ity Black, such programs help increase land ownership
among Black residents (see Ehrenfeucht & Nelson,
2020), which might help those residents build wealth.

Literature Gaps and Research Questions
Much of the evidence about the benefits of vacant lot
greening/reuse programs comes from studies wherein
public agencies maintain ownership of such lots (e.g,,
Kondo et al, 2016). Studies of programs that transfer
lots to private ownership have been limited, focusing
on the visual conditions of vacant lots (Dewar, 2015;
Gobster, Hadavi et al,, 2020), crime (Stern & Lester,
2021), and sense of community (Stewart et al., 2019).
None of those studies have addressed the impact of pri-
vate ownership by comparing lots that were transferred
with those retained by public agencies. Dewar (2015)
found that vacant lots sold through managed sales
(land banks) had better visual conditions than those
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sold through auction in Detroit and Flint. Yet, her study
did not assess presale conditions or the condition of
other properties remaining in public ownership.
Research in Chicago examined visual conditions before
and after sale but did not consider the conditions of
unsold, city-owned lots (Gobster, Hadavi et al.,, 2020). A
systematic comparison of these “treatment” and
“control” lots is necessary to isolate the effect of private
ownership because the unsold lots could be improved
through informal “blotting” or periodic maintenance by
cities (Gobster, Rigolon et al., 2020).

Beyond evaluating the program-related effects of
land transfer, little is known about the meanings of
vacant lot ownership, especially for racially/ethnically
minoritized residents who have experienced disinvest-
ment and systemic racism against their community.
Much of the research on residential yard care has
focused on suburban, predominantly White neighbor-
hoods, and it is unknown whether the same type of
ideals and norms apply to high-vacancy marginalized
neighborhoods or whether broader personal and social
goals drive residents’ purchase and care of vacant lots
(Nassauer et al., 2009).

Given these literature gaps, we asked two interre-
lated questions linking vacant lot condition-care and
ownership: Do vacant lots sold through the Large Lot
Program see greater improvements in condition-care
over time compared with other city-owned vacant lots?
What are the personal and social meanings of owner-
ship for new Large Lot owners?

By answering these questions, we contribute to the
literature on urban vacancy and greening in three ways.
First, we demonstrate the causal effect of private owner-
ship on vacant lot condition-care, improving upon our
previous work and other studies that were not designed
to isolate the impact of ownership (Dewar, 2015;
Gobster, Hadavi et al., 2020). Second, we show that dif-
ferent types of private ownership (individuals living and
not living on the same block of their Large Lot) have
similar impacts on condition-care, which also advances
our previous research and provides a complementary
analysis to Stern and Lester’s (2021) recent work on
crime. Third, we explore the meanings of vacant lot
ownership among low-income Black residents, broaden-
ing previous research on residential yard care beyond
White suburbia (e.g., Nassauer et al., 2009) and expand-
ing our work on vacant land and place attachment
(Stewart et al,, 2019). This analysis uncovers the Large
Lot Program’s impact on marginalized urban commun-
ities, including how vacant lot greening leads to
empowerment for individuals and neighborhood
groups. Here, we define empowerment as newly recog-
nized strengths that become mobilized due to munici-
pal policies supporting community benefits, such as



greening (Amdam, 2010; Friedmann, 1992;
Westphal, 2003).

We hypothesized that private ownership will help
improve vacant lot condition-care. First, because property
owners concentrate most of their wealth in their prop-
erty, they protect their financial investment (McCabe,
2013). Second, institutional racism has resulted in Black
communities distrusting government agencies and has
led to wealth inequities between Black and White fami-
lies (Berglund, 2020; McIntosh et al., 2020; Stivers, 2007).
Due to this distrust and inequities, opportunities for Black
ownership can be a step in an empowerment process
through which residents take matters into their own
hands to improve their neighborhoods.

Research Design and Methods

Using a sequential mixed methods design, we first
employed a DID approach (quantitative analysis) to test
whether private ownership fosters increased vacant lot
condition-care (Creswell, 2009). We then used focus
groups (qualitative analysis) to explore how ownership
matters for new lot owners.

Chicago’s Large Lot Program

Developed in the context of the Green Healthy
Neighborhoods plan, Chicago’s Large Lot Program seeks
to address land vacancy issues by transferring city-
owned vacant lots to qualified property owners (City of
Chicago, 2020). The ongoing program covers parts of
Chicago’s South and West sides, two areas characterized
by high vacancy, large shares of low-income Black resi-
dents, and decades of disinvestment (City of Chicago,
2020; Wilson, 2018). Managed by Chicago’s Department
of Planning and Development (DPD), the program was
launched in 2014 and transferred the first batch of lots
in 2015, with successive annual rounds of sales through
2019 (City of Chicago, 2020). During each round, prop-
erty owners (including individuals and organizations)
without past-due tickets or taxes can apply to buy one
or two city-owned vacant residential lots on their block
or the adjacent block for $1 each. Like other programs,
the low sale price makes lots affordable for prospective
vacant lot owners (Stern & Lester, 2021).

Individuals are eligible to purchase Large Lots even
if they do not live on the same block as the Large Lot
they intend to buy; they only have to own a property
on the same block (City of Chicago, 2020). Among our
sample of 198 purchased lots (see below), 139 (70%) are
owned by individuals living on the same block, 41 (21%)
by individuals not living on the same block, and 18 (9%)
by organizations (e.g., nonprofits and developers). This
distinction is important because different types of indi-
vidual ownership have been linked to disparate impacts
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on crime in the context of this program (Stern &
Lester, 2021).

For a sale to occur, both DPD and the local alder-
man (i.e,, city council member) have to provide appro-
vals. Specifically, DPD checks for administrative issues
(e.g., unpaid fees), whereas aldermen often evaluate
whether vacant properties can be used for other public
purposes (e.g., community gardens) and, in many cases,
deny sales for such reasons (Podmolik, 2015; Qin, 2018;
D. Wu, 2019). Such aldermanic prerogative can make
the sale process opaque, similar to other programs
(Dewar, 2006).

Purchase through the Large Lot Program comes
with a few restrictions for new owners (e.g., Ganning &
Tighe, 2015): They must maintain their lot (e.g., mow
the grass), pay property taxes (5672 per lot in 2018, on
average), fence the lot if not directly side-adjacent to
their property, and retain ownership for at least 5 years
to limit speculation (City of Chicago, 2020). Although
building is allowed on Large Lots, so far, most owners
have created private or shared green spaces, including
yards, vegetable gardens, and play areas (Gobster,
Hadavi et al., 2020).

Although the Large Lot Program includes areas on
the South and West sides, our quantitative analysis cen-
ters on sections of Greater Englewood (Figure 1), a
South Side planning region and the focus of the Green
Healthy Neighborhoods plan (City of Chicago, 2014). We
examined this area because it is a quintessential high-
vacancy neighborhood with low land values and little
to no gentrification pressures (Atuesta & Hewings, 2019,
Butler, 2016). Important for our analysis, it also has a
large number of sold Large Lots and city-owned lots
that can be used as controls.

Quantitative Methods: Difference-in-

Differences Analysis

We used a DID analysis to analyze how the condition-
care of purchased Large Lots (henceforth “treatment
lots”) changed after their sales compared with a
matched sample of city-owned vacant lots that were
not sold (henceforth “control lots"). This quasi-experi-
mental approach, which has been used in other studies
of vacant lot greening (see Kondo et al., 2016; Stern &
Lester, 2021), enabled us to isolate the effect of private
ownership on vacant lot condition-care. Without such
control for comparison, it is hard to ascertain whether
the improvements are caused by the Large Lot policy
intervention or some other reason (e.g., increase in city
mowing of city-owned lots).

DATA AND MEASURES
We collected open access data describing neighbor-
hood demographics and housing at the census block
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group level (US. Census Bureau, 2020) and vacant land
at the parcel level (City of Chicago, 2018), as well as
data from the City of Chicago’s DPD describing the loca-
tion of Large Lots and other available city-owned lots
for sale (see Table 1 for full information). We used
vacant lots as the unit of analysis and assigned variable
values from block groups to all lots falling within

their boundaries.

Among the 424 Large Lots sold in November/
December 2014 and January 2015 (first round of sales),
198 Large Lots fell within the study boundary (Figure 1)
and were selected as the treatment lots that were trans-
ferred to private ownership. To select the control lots,
we used two criteria based on previous work on vacant
lot greening (Branas et al., 2011; Heckert & Mennis,
2012; Kondo et al,, 2016). First, control lots had to be
located in the same area of the city, hence the import-
ance of restricting our study area to where there was a
wider availability of city-owned vacant lots. Second,
control lots had to be located more than 300 ft from
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treatment lots (sold in 2015) and other Large Lots sold
in subsequent rounds of sales. We used this latter criter-
ion to avoid potential spatial contagion effects; being
near well-maintained Large Lots might encourage other
residents to take care of (“blot”) unsold city-owned lots
they lived next to (Armborst et al,, 2008; Hunter &
Brown, 2012; Krusky et al, 2015). Based on these criteria,
we identified 746 potential control lots in the
study area.

Next, we used propensity score matching to select
a subsample of control lots with similar characteristics
to the treatment lots (Technical Appendix A). Through
this process, we created two equivalent groups of lots
(treatment and matched control) that significantly dif-
fered only based on whether they were sold to private
ownership (see Kondo et al,, 2016). Building on related
research, we selected three matched control lots for
each treatment lot based on similarities in demograph-
ics (income, education, and race) and vacancy (vacant
housing and vacant land; Branas et al,, 2011; Heckert &


https://doi.org/10.1080/01944363.2021.1891126

575 Transferring Vacant Lots to Private Ownership

Table 1. Variable names, descriptions, data sources, and means.

Variable name Description Data source Mean (SD)
Dependent variable
Condition-care scale Rating of condition-care for vacant lots: Authors (see Technical 1.36 (0.98)
—1, “mismanaged”; 0, “unmanaged”; Appendix B)
1, “periodically managed”;
2, "regularly managed”; 3, “small-
scale gardens and other cues to
care”; 4, ‘moderate-scale gardens
and other cues to care”; 5, “extensive
gardens and other cues to care”
Independent variables
Treatment Lot sold through the Large Lot City of Chicago N/A
Program = 1; lot not sold = 0
Time Factor variables describing years: N/A N/A
2014=0, 2015=1,
2016=2, 2018 =3
Treatment * Time interactions Interaction terms created by Treatment City of Chicago N/A
=1 x Time =1,2,and 3
Control variables
Lot size Lot surface in square feet City of Chicago 3,758 (1,876)
% Vacant lots % of vacant lots in a census City of Chicago 23.46 (12.66)
block group
% Non-Hispanic Black % of non-Hispanic Black residents ACS 80.21 (20.26)
% College % of people aged 25+ with at least a ACS 865 (6.03)
bachelor's degree
Income Median household income ACS $28,780 (510,941)
% Vacant housing % of vacant housing units ACS 2744 (13.72)
% Owner-occupied % of owner-occupied housing units ACS 37.60 (20.33)

Population density No. residents/acre

% Single-family housing
single-family

% of housing units classified as ACS

ACS 16.88 (10.08)
36.01 (2349)

Note: ACS = American Community Survey 2018, 5-year estimates, data at the census block group level (133 block groups).

Mennis, 2012). The samples of treatment (n = 198) and
matched control (n =594) lots did not significantly dif-
fer based on any of the matching characteristics.

The dependent variable of the quantitative analysis
is the condition-care scale, a valid and reliable 7-point
rating scale we developed based on neighborhood
audit tools and visual landscape assessments (e.g.,
Krusky et al, 2015; Nassauer & Raskin, 2014) and
described in earlier work (Gobster, Rigolon et al., 2020).
The 7-point condition-care scale includes visual ele-
ments representing physical disorder and signs of care,
with ratings ranging from —1 (mismanaged vacant lots
showing safety hazards, vandalism, and notable erosion)
to 45 (lots with well-tended gardens, playgrounds, or
spaces for social gathering; see Table 1 for rating criteria
and Figure 2 for examples of treatment Large Lots
receiving different rating levels). As a planning tool, the
numbering system is intended to increase the reliability
of use by planners and research assistants after a brief

training session, with the 0 point (unmanaged) equiva-
lent to doing nothing, positive values indicating some
care, and a negative value indicating mismanagement.

We used the scale in field and virtual (photo-based)
assessments to rate treatment and matched control lots
for 2014 (year before purchases), 2015 (one growing
season after purchase), and 2016 and 2018 (2 and
4years after purchase). Technical Appendix B provides
details about the instrument and its application.

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS

We used a mixed effects DID regression to test for a
causal effect of private ownership on vacant lot condi-
tion-care. We created a longitudinal data set of treat-
ment and matched control blocks (n =792) with four
time observations (2014 =time 0, 2015 =time 1,

2016 =time 2, and 2018 =time 3). We coded time in
this manner to differentiate presale condition-care
(2014) from condition-care after the first growing season
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Figure 2. Examples of vacant lots rated at different levels of the 7-point condition-care scale (from -1 to 5). Photo: U.S.
Forest Service.

(September-October 2015), when we expected Frequently, ordinal dependent variables such as our
changes to be visible, and subsequent years (2016 and 7-point condition-care scale are treated as interval ones
2018) to evaluate changes in condition-care up to in regression models (Schroeder, 1984; H. Wu & Leung,

4 years after the program’s implementation. 2017). We followed this approach here because the
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interpretation of the results is much clearer than in an
ordinal regression. The focus of our analysis was less on
generating precise measures of the effect of the inter-
vention on the outcome than on determining whether
there was a significant and marked effect. The linear
regression served this purpose. Also, we estimated an
ordinal regression alternative, showing that the linear
estimation gave similar results to the ordinal regression
(see Technical Appendix C for the methods and
Technical Appendix E for the results).

In our regression model, we used the treatment
(sold Large Lot), the time variables, and several control
variables as fixed effects, whereas lots were treated as
random effects to account for the clustering of different
time observations for the same lot (Technical Appendix
Q). Specifically, we included nine control variables
describing lot (e.g,, surface area) and block group char-
acteristics (e.g., median household income, vacancy, per-
centage single-family housing) that could confound the
relationship between private ownership and vacant lot
condition-care (see Table 1). We selected these control
variables based on related studies on vacant lot green-
ing (Branas et al., 2011, 2016; Heckert & Mennis, 2012;
Kondo et al,, 2016). We treated these variables as fixed
effects because they remained constant over time for
each lot (e.g, 2014-2018 American Community Survey).

Our independent variables were three interaction
terms we created between the treatment binary vari-
able and the time binary variables (Treatment =
1 x Time = 1, 2, and 3). These interaction terms repre-
sent the differential changes in condition-care between
treatment and matched control lots across time.
Positive and statistically significant terms would show
that, after purchase, treatment lots saw greater improve-
ments in condition-care than matched control lots.
Through these terms, we compared condition-care in
each treatment lot before the sale, after the sale, and in
two subsequent years (first difference) and then com-
pared this first difference with the corresponding differ-
ence in condition-care in the same time frame for the
matched control lots that were not sold (second
difference).

We also examined whether condition-care varied
based on the type of private ownership. To do so, we
ran a regression analysis similar to the one described
above in which the treatment variable could assume
three factor values: control lots (coded as 0), treatment
lots with individual owner not living on the same block
(coded as 1), and treatment lots with individual owner
living on the same block. Through additional tests, we
compared whether condition-care varied across these
three groups of lots (Technical Appendix C). We
obtained data about owners’ addresses from Chicago's
DPD. In this analysis, we excluded lots owned by organi-
zations due to their small sample size (n=18).

Transferring Vacant Lots to Private Ownership

Qualitative Methods: Focus Groups
To explore the meaning of vacant lot ownership, we
analyzed transcripts of three focus groups with Large
Lot owners that we conducted in 2015 for a related
study (Stewart et al,, 2019). In these focus groups, we
engaged 25 Large Lot owners (80% female, 76% Black)
residing in three Large Lot neighborhoods (Englewood,
Woodlawn, and East Garfield Park; see Figure 1). The
focus group questions aimed at understanding partici-
pants’ perceptions of the purchasing process, visions for
their new lots, challenges to lot ownership, and effects
of lot ownership on their neighborhood. The prompts
for discussion led many participants to characterize
what ownership meant to them (Technical
Appendix D).

We conducted a directed content analysis of the
115 pages of text from the focus group transcripts to
identify the meanings of Large Lot ownership (Hsieh &
Shannon, 2005). Specifically, we looked for keywords
such as “ownership,” “own,” “my property,” “buy,” and
several other synonyms. Through this process, one of
the authors developed codes that described different
meanings of vacant lot ownership, and these codes
were further refined by two other coauthors through an
iterative process of comparing and refining the codes.
In the final round of a reliability check, we found strong
intercoder reliability (84.8%), which allowed coders to
work independently to analyze the entire set of tran-
scripts (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

Methodological Limitations

Our methods have some limitations. For the DID ana-
lysis, treatment and control lots were not randomly
assigned; rather, Large Lot buyers were self-selected
and might have been driven by a stronger motivation
to improve vacant lots than “blotters” who care for
other city-owned lots without purchasing them. Other
studies have used randomized controlled trials to ran-
domly assign treatment through vacant lot greening in
the context of city-led initiatives (Branas et al., 2018).
Also, we excluded control lots that might undergo con-
tagion effects from nearby treatment lots, and such
positive contagion might be a potential benefit of the
program. Finally, using linear models with an ordinal
dependent variable did not enable us to make claims
about the magnitude of the coefficients of the treat-
ment variables.

For the focus groups, we did not directly ask ques-
tions about ownership, and the focus groups were held
within a year of purchase, with the possibility that
meanings of lot ownership could evolve over time. Also,
focus group participants were not fully representative of
the range of owners included in our quantitative ana-
lysis. Specifically, participants resided in a broader set of
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neighborhoods than the study area for the quantitative
work (Englewood, Woodlawn, and East Garfield Park),
and they were all neighborhood residents; thus, we did
not hear from owners not living in Large Lot neighbor-
hoods. Finally, although community organizations sup-
ported resident owners in all Large Lot neighborhoods,
Greater Englewood is unique because its residents
advocated for the launch of the program (Resident
Association of Greater Englewood, 2014). Thus, findings
in neighborhoods with less-engaged community organ-
izations might be different.

Results
Private Ownership Matters for Vacant Lot

Condition-Care

As we expected, we found that the transfer of vacant
lots to private ownership through the Large Lot
Program has a causal impact on lot condition-care.
Specifically, whereas city-owned matched control lots
saw a slight decline in condition-care between 2014
and 2018, privately owned Large Lots experienced a sig-
nificant increase in condition-care the year after the sale
(2015) and continued improvement through 2018
(Figure 3). Table 2 shows that all three interaction terms
representing DID are positive and statistically significant
at the .001 level, providing evidence that condition-care
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increased significantly more for treatment than for
matched control lots (see Technical Appendix E for full
model specifications). The results are robust to the
inclusion of additional control variables representing
adjacency to religious, educational, and recreational
land uses.

Figure 3 shows that condition-care for treatment
lots rapidly increased immediately after the purchase
(between 2014 and 2015) and continued to rise in 2016
and 2018. During the same period (2014-2018), the esti-
mated condition-care for matched control lots
decreased (see Figure 3), providing support for the
effect of Large Lot purchases on condition-care.

Further, Figure 3 highlights that our data display a
crossover interaction pattern, wherein the estimated
condition-care for treatment lots is lower than the
condition-care for control lots before the sale (2014),
and the opposite occurs after the sale (2015; Mark &
Reichardt, 2009). This crossover interaction suggests
that threats to internal validity resulting from self-
selection are low (Mark & Reichardt, 2009). Because the
control lots had higher condition-care before the sale,
our results are unlikely observed because treatment
lots are located in blocks where people who took
care of vacant land before the Large Lot program
(e.g., blotting) and might have been more motivated
to purchase a lot.
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Table 2. Summary results of the mixed effect regression to determine the impact of private own-

ership on vacant lot condition-care.

Interaction terms Estimate
Treatment * Time 1 (2015) 0.576
Treatment * Time 2 (2016) 0.810
Treatment * Time 3 (2018) 1.072

Pseudo R? = 0427

95% Confidence interval p Value
0.448-0.704 <.001
0.666-0.954 <.001
0.944-1.200 <.001

Notes: Adjusted by Times 1, 2, and 3 (dummies), treatment, lot size, percentage of vacant lots, percentage of non-Hispanic Black,
percentage college, income, percentage vacant housing, percentage owner-occupied, population density, percentage single-family
housing. Number of observations = 2,787. The regression estimates for interaction terms represent differences between the condi-
tion-care of treatment lots after the sale (2015, 2016, and 2018) and matched control lots before the sale in 2014 (treatment = 0,

time = 0).

The continued growth in condition-care between
2014 and 2018 for treatment lots shows promising signs
that improvements made under the Large Lot Program
might be sustainable over the years. Specifically, post
hoc tests show that, among treatment lots,
condition-care was significantly higher year after year
(p <.01), except for changes between 2015 and 2016,
for which the increase was not significant (Technical
Appendix E).

Another important finding is that increases in con-
dition-care after the sale for treatment lots are not
dependent on whether owners live on the same block
as their Large Lot. Specifically, we found no statistically
significant differences in condition-care over time
between treatment lots wherein the owner lived or did
not live on the same block (Technical Appendix E).
Figure 4 shows that the estimated condition-care for
treatment lots follows a similar pattern over time
regardless of whether the owners live nearby. Large
Lots owned by block residents and nonresidents have
higher condition-care than control lots after treatment,
except for Large Lots owned by nonresidents in 2015
(Technical Appendix E).

Meanings of Vacant Lot Ownership

Through our analysis of focus group transcripts, we
found that Large Lot ownership is contextualized across
two broad meanings: empowerment and commodity
(see Table 3). Empowerment is associated with three
subthemes of community control, ethic of care, and
family legacy. Lot ownership as commaodity is associated
with two subthemes of legal responsibility and finan-
cial investment.

LOT OWNERSHIP AS EMPOWERMENT

The meanings related to empowerment provide
insights about broader neighborhood benefits of vacant
lot ownership. We describe the three subthemes for
empowerment below.

Community control. Participants stated that own-
ing Large Lots enabled them to establish community
control over vacant land in ways that deter illicit and
dangerous behaviors such as fly dumping, prostitution,
driving cars through vacant lots, and drug dealing.
When asked about how things changed after purchas-
ing their lot, one participant noted, “There used to be a
lot of, you know, I'd walk out ... there'd be toilets back
there, all kinds of stuff, you know. And [now] nobody’s
back there parking their car, doing the deeds anymore,
so. Things like that.” A dialog among two other partici-
pants about drivers taking shortcuts across vacant lots
indicates what they did to control undesirable behavior:

Participant 1: And | didn't want that [dangerous drivers]
to continue. So by me purchasing it, | neatly fenced it
off, and | don't have that problem anymore.

Facilitator: Okay.
Participant 2: Once you put fence on—okay.
Participant 1: Right. Cant nobody drive in there now.

Ethic of care. Residents also mentioned that,
through ownership, they were able to express an ethic of
care for their neighbors that went beyond individual inter-
est. This ethic of care included beautifying their Large Lot
to communicate positive neighborhood transformation,
Creating community spaces in their lot (e.g., playgrounds),
and sharing garden beds with neighbors. In a conversa-
tion about neighborhood improvement, one participant
noted, “I think it really upgrades the community when
one has ownership and | think that that was the idea
[with my Large Lot purchase].” Another exchange
between two residents who discussed what had changed
since purchasing the lot further exemplified how their
ethic of care radiates to their community:

Participant 3: Anytime you have a workday out in your
garden, people drive in the alley and will stop and say
“Hey, this is really great,” “Wow, the flowers look

really nice.”
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Figure 4. Condition-care across time for control lots, treatment lots with individual owners not living on the block, and treatment
lots with individual owners living on the block. Values are estimated marginal means, representing estimates of condition-care based
on the regression model with a three-way treatment variable (see Table E3 in Technical Appendix E).

Table 3. Meanings associated with vacant lot ownership.

Empowerment meanings Commodity meanings

Community control: Ownership gives the opportunity to control illicit or Legal responsibility: Responsibility of private owners or
dangerous behaviors on vacant land. Owners can tell people engaging in the city to maintain the lot to meet certain legal
illegal behaviors (e.g., fly dumping) to stop because it's “in their back yard.” standards (e.g., fencing lots, mowing).

Ethic of care: Ownership empowers residents to show an ethic of care for their Financial investment: Lots are commodities that have a
neighborhood. This includes beautification but also sharing spaces and certain value. They can be used to generate money,
resources with neighbors (e.g., gardens, play areas). This ethic of care now or in the future.

empowers the community.

Family legacy: Ownership enables residents to contribute to their family’s
tradition of land tenure in the neighborhood. It reinforces their commitment
to the place, themselves, and neighbors.

Participant 4: ... [Wlhat a powerful difference our garden tenure in their community. One participant noted, “Our
has made, that it inspires people. ... [Tlhat people feel block is a really nice block, because, ya know, families
like good things are possible, that not just bottom-feeders have been there for three, four generations, they didn't
live here, that people who care are actually engaged on go, they're still there. They have an emotional invest-
the ground, and so, it changes ... the culture. But our ment and they've got a monetary investment.” Other
Large Lot, she [a neighbor] looks out over her back porch participants noted that they would never sell their prop-
to the Large Lot. She owns that place, so to speak, you erties in the neighborhood and that Large Lot owner-
know, her family comes out and cleans the alley on a ship would enable them to continue to build their
regular basis, and it feels like it's theirs. And they treat it family legacy in the community. One participant said,

like that, like it matters.
... [Wle were born and raised and my father, |

Family legacy. Residents talked about vacant lot remember [when] | was a child, my father always said,
ownership as a means to continue a tradition of land “Never leave this neighborhood because it's gonna
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change, it's gonna come right back around.” So now
[that we own a Large Lot] we all can have a house on
the block if we wanted to.

For some participants, their Large Lot expressed a
connection between generations of their family. In the
above quote, such connection came forward as a com-
mitment to one’s deceased father, with lot ownership
embodying a fulfillment of this commitment.

LOT OWNERSHIP AS COMMODITY

Another major personal and social meaning frames lot
ownership as a commodity, in which legal responsibility
and financial investment are the two subthemes.

Legal responsibility. Participants mentioned their
legal responsibility to maintain Large Lots at a minimum
standard of grooming. All participants were aware of
their contractual obligations to care for their lot. In this
context, some participants complained about getting
ticketed by the city for not maintaining their Large Lot
at a minimum standard. For instance, one said, “l was in
a battle with the city board superintendent where the
city wanted to ticket me because my lot had overgrown
trees. Well, I just received this lot, now you're gonna
write me a $500 ticket?”

Financial investment. Participants also discussed
that owning lots was a way to build wealth and that the $1
nominal fee enabled them to purchase the lot. For
example, one participant described time and labor invested
in their lot: “We've gotta lot of money invested, a lot of
neighbor hours invested, and you know, a whole future
plan for the lot” Another participant mentioned that, with-
out the Large Lot Program, “I'd have to pay whatever the
market rate [was to buy a lot]. So, to be afforded [a $1
lot] ... somebody should get a raise for [this idea].”

Policy Implications

Our main findings from this study have important impli-
cations for planners and policymakers grappling with
urban vacancy:

e Private ownership through the Large Lot Program
improves vacant lot condition-care. These results sup-
port that the transfer of vacant land to private own-
ership increases visible “cues to care,” which have
been linked to several community benefits
(Nassauer & Raskin, 2014; N. Sampson et al,, 2017).
Together with work showing positive impacts on
crime (Stern & Lester, 2021), our findings provide
evidence about the effectiveness of side yard pro-
grams that rely on private ownership to address
land vacancy.
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e Improvements in Large Lot condition-care are sus-
tained over time. These findings provide support for
the inclusion of side yard programs in medium-
term planning efforts that seek to revitalize margi-
nalized communities (e.g., Chicago’s Green Healthy
Neighborhoods), particularly given their low cost for
cities (Crauderueff et al,, 2012).

Improvements in condition-care do not vary based on
whether owners live on the block. These findings sup-
port the choice of the Large Lot Program to sell
vacant land to individual property owners who
both live and do not live on the block. Yet, Stern
and Lester (2021) found that lots with others living
on the block had stronger impacts on crime reduc-
tion, and therefore more research is needed to
evaluate the effects of different ownership types.
Vacant land ownership enables community control in
limiting dangerous and illicit behaviors. Because resi-
dent owners felt empowered to limit harmful
actions on their Large Lots, planners could integrate
side yard programs into other efforts that empower
marginalized people to improve neighborhood
safety, such as community-led safety initiatives (see
Sakala et al,, 2018).

Vacant land ownership helps express an ethic of care.
These findings suggest that side yard programs
empower lot owners to undertake actions that pro-
vide broader community benefits, including the cre-
ation of gardens and playgrounds. Cities and
nonprofits could enhance these positive intentions
to care for one’s neighbors by providing financial
incentives and educational resources for resident-
owners to create community-oriented spaces on
their vacant lots.

Vacant land ownership fosters family legacy. To
enhance family legacy in majority-Black neighbor-
hoods, planners working on side yard programs
where lots receive multiple applications could con-
sider prioritizing sales to property owners who have
lived in the neighborhood for several years and are
vested in the uniqueness of their home place (see
Stern & Lester, 2021).

Conclusion

In this study, we examined whether transferring publicly
owned vacant lots to private ownership improves the
condition-care of such lots, focusing on Chicago's Large
Lot Program. We found that private ownership through
the Large Lot Program has a causal effect on vacant lot
condition-care. The condition-care of purchased Large
Lots increased the year after the sale (2015) and contin-
ued to improve through 2018, whereas condition-care
of city-owned matched control lots slightly decreased
in the same period. Significant improvements in condi-
tion-care year after year show promising signs for the
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sustainability of the program. Further, we did not find
any significant differences in the condition-care of lots
owned by individuals living on the same block and indi-
viduals living farther away.

Through focus groups with Large Lot owners, we
studied the meanings of ownership and found that pri-
vate ownership empowers residents and their neigh-
bors. Although ownership is tied to meanings that
frame the newly purchased vacant lot as commodity
such as legal responsibilities for maintenance and finan-
cial investment, ownership also has broader meanings
associated with community empowerment. Specifically,
ownership helps recognize the capacity for community
control over dangerous and illicit behaviors, enables
owners to demonstrate an ethic of care that goes
beyond one’s personal interest, and furthers family lega-
cies of land tenure in the neighborhood. An important
characteristic of empowerment is residents” mobilization
to connect with neighbors, organizations, and leaders in
their community (Amdam, 2010; Westphal, 2003). With
several meanings of ownership connecting lot owners
to their community, future side yard programs should
be integrated into broader urban development
processes.

Combined with other research, these findings show
that vacant lot greening/reuse programs that transfer
city-owned land to private ownership can be part of the
solution to the issues of urban vacancy (Stern & Lester,
2021). These side yard programs might be particularly
appealing for planners and policymakers because they
require few resources for their implementation and can
be self-sustaining over time (Schilling & Logan, 2008).
Our findings also highlight that initiatives like the Large
Lot Program can empower marginalized people to take
matters into their own hands and start to improve their
neighborhoods. Researchers must keep working with
residents, community organizations, and planners to
evaluate the long-term impacts of these programs on
health, safety, sense of community, Black wealth, and
potential gentrification and spatial contagion processes.

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

ALESSANDRO RIGOLON (alessandro.rigolon@utah.edu) is an
assistant professor in the Department of City and
Metropolitan Planning at The University of Utah. DEBOLINA
BANERJEE (banerjee.d@utah.edu) is a PhD candidate in the
Department of City and Metropolitan Planning at The
University of Utah. PAUL GOBSTER (paul.gobster@usda.gov)
is a research landscape architect in the Northern Research
Station of the USDA Forest Service. SARA HADAVI (saraha-
davi@ksu.edu) is an assistant professor in the Department of
Landscape Architecture and Regional & Community Planning
at Kansas State University. WILLIAM STEWART (wstewart@illi-
nois.edu) is a professor in the Department of Recreation,
Sport, and Tourism at the University of lllinois at
Urbana-Champaign.

582 2021 | Volume 87 Number 4

ORCID

Alessandro Rigolon () http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5197-6394
Paul Gobster (&) http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8576-0310

Sara Hadavi () http://orcid.org/0000-0002-7376-4701
William Stewart () http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5819-9540

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

We thank the editor and the four anonymous reviewers for
their comments and suggestions, which substantially strength-
ened the article.

RESEARCH SUPPORT

This research was supported in part through USDA Forest
Service Northern Research Station Cooperative Research
Agreement 15-JV-11242309-075.

SUPPLEMENTAL MATERIAL
Supplemental data for this article can be found on the
publisher’s website.

REFERENCES

Aarland, K., & Reid, C. K. (2019). Homeownership and residen-
tial stability: Does tenure really make a difference? International
Journal of Housing Policy, 19(2), 165-191. https://doi.org/10.
1080/19491247.2017.1397927

Amdam, R. (2010). Empowerment planning in regional devel-
opment. European Planning Studies, 18(11), 1805-1819.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09654313.2010.512165

Armborst, T., Oca, D. D., & Theodore, G. (2008). Improve your
lot! In K. Pallagst (Ed.), Cities growing smaller (pp. 45-64).
Urban Design Collaborative, Kent State University.

Atuesta, L. H., & Hewings, G. J. D. (2019). Housing appreci-
ation patterns in low-income neighborhoods: Exploring gentrifi-
cation in Chicago. Journal of Housing Economics, 44, 35-47.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jhe.2018.08.005

Berglund, L. (2020). “We're forgotten”: The shaping of place
attachment and collective action in Detroit's 48217 neighbor-
hood. Journal of Urban Affairs, 42(3), 390-413. https://doi.org/
10.1080/07352166.2018.1454819

Branas, C. C., Cheney, R. A., MacDonald, J. M., Tam, V. W.,
Jackson, T. D., & Ten Have, T. R. (2011). A difference-in-differ-
ences analysis of health, safety, and greening vacant urban
space. American Journal of Epidemiology, 174(11), 1296-1306.
https://doi.org/10.1093/aje/kwr273

Branas, C. C., Kondo, M. C., Murphy, S. M., South, E. C,,
Polsky, D., & MacDonald, J. M. (2016). Urban blight remedi-
ation as a cost-beneficial solution to firearm violence. American
Journal of Public Health, 106(12), 2158-2164. https://doi.org/
10.2105/AJPH.2016.303434

Branas, C. C., South, E., Kondo, M. C., Hohl, B. C., Bourgois,
P., Wiebe, D. J., & MacDonald, J. M. (2018). Citywide cluster
randomized trial to restore blighted vacant land and its effects
on violence, crime, and fear. Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences, 115(12), 2946-2951. https://doi.org/10.
1073/pnas.1718503115

Butler, E. (2016). Second chances for the Second City's vacant
property: An analysis of Chicago’s policy approaches to
vacancy, abandonment, and blight. Chicago-Kent Law Review,
91, 233-266.


mailto:alessandro.rigolon.edu
mailto:banerjee.d.edu
mailto:paul.gobster.gov
mailto:sarahadavi.edu
mailto:sarahadavi.edu
mailto:wstewart.edu
mailto:wstewart.edu
https://doi.org/10.1080/01944363.2021.1891126
https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2017.1397927
https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2017.1397927
https://doi.org/10.1080/09654313.2010.512165
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jhe.2018.08.005
https://doi.org/10.1080/07352166.2018.1454819
https://doi.org/10.1080/07352166.2018.1454819
https://doi.org/10.1093/aje/kwr273
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2016.303434
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2016.303434
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1718503115
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1718503115

City of Chicago. (2014). Green healthy neighborhoods. https://
www.cityofchicago.org/city/en/depts/dcd/supp_info/green-
healthy-neighborhoods.html

City of Chicago. (2018). Chicago data portal. https://data.cit-
yofchicago.org/

City of Chicago. (2020). About: Large Lots. https://www.large-
lots.org/about/

City of Milwaukee. (2017). $1 vacant side lot. http://city.milwau-
kee.gov/VacantLots#.Wk6hLGinFPZ

Crauderueff, R., Margolis, S., & Tanikawa, S. (2012). Greening
vacant lots: Planning and implementation strategies. The
Nature Conservancy.

Creswell, J. W. (2009). Research design: Qualitative, quantita-
tive, and mixed methods approaches (4th ed.). SAGE.
Creswell, J. W., & Poth, C. N. (2018). Qualitative inquiry and
research design: Choosing among five approaches (4th ed.).
SAGE.

Dewar, M. (2006). Selling tax-reverted land: Lessons from
Cleveland and Detroit. Journal of the American Planning
Association, 72(2), 167-180. https://doi.org/10.1080/
01944360608976737

Dewar, M. (2015). Reuse of abandoned property in Detroit and
Flint: Impacts of different types of sales. Journal of Planning
Education and Research, 35(3), 347-368. https://doi.org/10.
1177/0739456X15589815

Dewar, M., & Manning Thomas, J. (Eds.). (2013). The city after
abandonment. University of Pennsylvania Press.

Ehrenfeucht, R., & Nelson, M. (2020). Just revitalization in
shrinking and shrunken cities? Observations on gentrification
from New Orleans and Cincinnati. Journal of Urban Affairs,
42(3), 435-449. https://doi.org/10.1080/07352166.2018.
1527659

Friedmann, J. (1992). Empowerment: The politics of alternative
development. Blackwell Publishers.

Gandy, M. (2005). Urban nature and the ecological imaginary.
In N. Heynen, M. Kaika, & E. Swyngedouw (Eds.), In the nature
of cities: Urban political ecology and the politics of urban
metabolism (pp. 63-74). Routledge.

Ganning, J. P., & Tighe, J. R. (2015). Assessing the feasibility of
side yard programs as a solution to land vacancy in U.S. shrink-
ing cities. Urban Affairs Review, 51(5), 708-725. https://doi.org/
10.1177/1078087414555435

Gobster, P. H., Hadavi, S., Rigolon, A., & Stewart, W. P. (2020).
Measuring landscape change, lot by lot: Greening activity in
response to a vacant land reuse program. Landscape and
Urban Planning, 196, 103729. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.land-
urbplan.2019.103729

Gobster, P. H., Rigolon, A., Hadavi, S., & Stewart, W. P. (2020).
The condition-care scale: A practical approach to monitoring
progress in vacant lot stewardship programs. Landscape and
Urban Planning, 203, 103885. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.land-
urbplan.2020.103885

Hackworth, J. (2014). The limits to market-based strategies for
addressing land abandonment in shrinking American cities.
Progress in Planning, 90, 1-37. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pro-
gress.2013.03.004

Heckert, M., & Kondo, M. C. (2018). Can “cleaned and green-
ed” lots take on the role of public greenspace? Journal of
Planning Education and Research, 38(2), 211-221. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0739456X16688766

Heckert, M., & Mennis, J. (2012). The economic impact of
greening urban vacant land: A spatial difference-in-differences

583

Transferring Vacant Lots to Private Ownership

analysis. Environment and Planning A: Economy and Space,
44(12), 3010-3027. https://doi.org/10.1068/a4595
Heidelberg, R. L., & Eckerd, A. (2011). A challenge to the own-
ership society: Does home ownership alone improve relative
neighborhood quality? Innovation Journal, 16(1), 1-14.

Hsieh, H. F., & Shannon, S. E. (2005). Three approaches to
qualitative content analysis. Qualitative Health Research, 15(9),
1277-1288. https://doi.org/10.1177/104973230527 6687
Hunter, M. C. R., & Brown, D. G. (2012). Spatial contagion:
Gardening along the street in residential neighborhoods.
Landscape and Urban Planning, 105(4), 407-416. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2012.01.013

Kondo, M. C., Hohl, B., Han, S., & Branas, C. (2016). Effects of
greening and community reuse of vacant lots on crime. Urban
Studies, 53(15), 3279-3295. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0042098015608058

Krusky, A. M., Heinze, J. E., Reischl, T. M., Aiyer, S. M., Franzen,
S. P., & Zimmerman, M. A. (2015). The effects of produce gardens
on neighborhoods: A test of the greening hypothesis in a post-
industrial city. Landscape and Urban Planning, 136, 68-75. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2014.12.003

The Land Bank of Kansas City Missouri. (2020). Side ot pro-
gram. http://www.kcmolandbank.org/side-lot-program.html
Mark, M. M., & Reichardt, C. S. (2009). Quasi-experimentation.
In L. Bickman & D. J. Rog (Eds.), The SAGE handbook of
applied social research methods (2nd ed., pp. 182-213). SAGE.
McCabe, B. J. (2013). Are homeowners better citizens?
Homeownership and community participation in the United States.
Social Forces, 91(3), 929-954. https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/s0s185
Mclntosh, K., Moss, E., Nunn, R., & Shambaugh, J. (2020).
Examining the Black-White wealth gap. Brookings Institution.
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2020/02/27 /examin-
ing-the-black-white-wealth-gap/

Nassauer, J. |., & Raskin, J. (2014). Urban vacancy and land use
legacies: A frontier for urban ecological research, design, and
planning. Landscape and Urban Planning, 125, 245-253.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2013.10.008

Nassauer, J. ., Wang, Z., & Dayrell, E. (2009). What will the
neighbors think? Cultural norms and ecological design.
Landscape and Urban Planning, 92(3-4), 282-292. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2009.05.010

Newman, G. D., Bowman, A. O. M., Jung Lee, R., & Kim, B.
(2016). A current inventory of vacant urban land in America.
Journal of Urban Design, 21(3), 302-319. https://doi.org/10.
1080/13574809.2016.1167589

Pearsall, H., & Lucas, S. (2014). Vacant land: The new urban
green? Cities, 40, 121-123. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.
2013.10.001

Podmolik, M. E. (2015, January 11). Dollar lots: Chicago offi-
cials, neighbors are pleased with program to sell vacant city-
owned lots in struggling neighborhoods for $1. Chicago
Tribune Business (pp. 4-5).

Qin, A. (2018, April). A lot to lose: After the near-sale of a
Englewood, questions arise about community garden in West
what it takes for gardens on the South Side to stay afloat.
South Side Weekly. https://southsideweekly.com/a-lot-to-lose-
large-lots-rep-sonya-harper/

Resident Association of Greater Englewood. (2014). Past
work—Green healthy neighborhood land use/large lot pro-
gram. https://ragenglewood.org/become-a-member-of-rage/
about/links-resources/green-healthy-neighborhood-land-use-
large-lot-program/


https://www.cityofchicago.org/city/en/depts/dcd/supp_info/green-healthy-neighborhoods.html
https://www.cityofchicago.org/city/en/depts/dcd/supp_info/green-healthy-neighborhoods.html
https://www.cityofchicago.org/city/en/depts/dcd/supp_info/green-healthy-neighborhoods.html
https://data.cityofchicago.org/
https://data.cityofchicago.org/
https://www.largelots.org/about/
https://www.largelots.org/about/
http://city.milwaukee.gov/VacantLots#.Wk6hLGinFPZ
http://city.milwaukee.gov/VacantLots#.Wk6hLGinFPZ
https://doi.org/10.1080/01944360608976737
https://doi.org/10.1080/01944360608976737
https://doi.org/10.1177/0739456X15589815
https://doi.org/10.1177/0739456X15589815
https://doi.org/10.1080/07352166.2018.1527659
https://doi.org/10.1080/07352166.2018.1527659
https://doi.org/10.1177/1078087414555435
https://doi.org/10.1177/1078087414555435
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2019.103729
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2019.103729
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2020.103885
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2020.103885
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.progress.2013.03.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.progress.2013.03.004
https://doi.org/10.1177/0739456X16688766
https://doi.org/10.1177/0739456X16688766
https://doi.org/10.1068/a4595
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732305276687
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2012.01.013
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2012.01.013
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098015608058
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098015608058
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2014.12.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2014.12.003
http://www.kcmolandbank.org/side-lot-program.html
https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/sos185
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2020/02/27/examining-the-black-white-wealth-gap/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2020/02/27/examining-the-black-white-wealth-gap/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2013.10.008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2009.05.010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2009.05.010
https://doi.org/10.1080/13574809.2016.1167589
https://doi.org/10.1080/13574809.2016.1167589
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.2013.10.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.2013.10.001
https://southsideweekly.com/a-lot-to-lose-large-lots-rep-sonya-harper/
https://southsideweekly.com/a-lot-to-lose-large-lots-rep-sonya-harper/
https://ragenglewood.org/become-a-member-of-rage/about/links-resources/green-healthy-neighborhood-land-uselarge-lot-program/
https://ragenglewood.org/become-a-member-of-rage/about/links-resources/green-healthy-neighborhood-land-uselarge-lot-program/
https://ragenglewood.org/become-a-member-of-rage/about/links-resources/green-healthy-neighborhood-land-uselarge-lot-program/

Journal of the American Planning Association

Robbins, P. (2007). Lawn people: How grasses, weeds, and
chemicals make us who we are. Temple University Press.
Sakala, L., Harvell, S., & Thomson, C. (2018). Public investment
in community-driven safety initiatives: Landscape study and key
considerations. https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publi-
cation/99262/public_investment_in_community-driven_safety_
initiatives_1.pdf

Sampson, N., Nassauer, J. |., Schulz, A., Hurd, K., Dorman, C.,
& Ligon, K. (2017). Landscape care of urban vacant properties
and implications for health and safety: Lessons from photo-
voice. Health & Place, 46(May), 219-228. https://doi.org/10.
1016/j.healthplace.2017.05.017

Sampson, R. J., & Raudenbush, S. W. (1999). Systematic social
observation of public spaces: A new look at disorder in urban
neighborhoods. American Journal of Sociology, 105(3),
603-651. https://doi.org/10.1086/210356

Schilling, J., & Logan, J. (2008). Greening the rust belt: A green
infrastructure model for right sizing America’s shrinking cities.
Journal of the American Planning Association, 74(4), 451-466.
https://doi.org/10.1080/01944360802354956

Schroeder, H. W. (1984). Environmental perception rating
scales: A case for simple methods of analysis. Environment and
Behavior, 16(5), 573-598. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0013916584165003

Stern, M., & Lester, T. W. (2021). Does local ownership of
vacant land reduce crime? An assessment of Chicago’s Large
Lots program. Journal of the American Planning Association,
87(1), 73-84. https://doi.org/10.1080/01944363.2020.1792334
Stewart, W. P., Gobster, P. H., Rigolon, A., Strauser, J.,
Williams, D. A., & van Riper, C. J. (2019). Resident-led beautifi-
cation of vacant lots that connects place to community.

584

2021 | Volume 87 Number 4

Landscape and Urban Planning, 185, 200-209. https://doi.org/
10.1016/j.landurbplan.2019.02.011

Stivers, C. (2007). “So poor and so Black”: Hurricane Katrina,
public administration, and the issue of race. Public
Administration Review, 67(Suppl. 1), 48-56. https://doi.org/10.
1111/j.1540-6210.2007.00812.x

Sugrue, T. J. (2014). The origins of the urban crisis: Race and
inequality in postwar Detroit (3rd ed.). Princeton University
Press.

Troy, A., & Grove, J. M. (2008). Property values, parks, and
crime: A hedonic analysis in Baltimore, MD. Landscape and
Urban Planning, 87(3), 233-245. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.land-
urbplan.2008.06.005

U.S. Census Bureau. (2020). American Community Survey data.
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/data.html
Westphal, L. M. (2003). Urban greening and social benefits: A
study of empowerment outcomes. Journal of Arboriculture,
29(3), 137-147.

Wilson, D. (2018). Chicago’s redevelopment machine and blues
clubs. Palgrave Macmillan.

Wolfe, M. K., & Mennis, J. (2012). Does vegetation encourage
or suppress urban crime? Evidence from Philadelphia, PA.
Landscape and Urban Planning, 108(2-4), 112-122. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2012.08.006

Wu, D. (2019). Are community land trusts the answer to
Chicago’s Large Lots Program issues? https://www.shareable.
net/are-community-land-trusts-the-answer-to-chicagos-large-
lots-program-issues/

Wu, H., & Leung, S. O. (2017). Can Likert scales be treated as
interval scales? A simulation study. Journal of Social Service
Research, 43(4), 527-532. https://doi.org/10.1080/01488376.
2017.1329775


https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/99262/public_investment_in_community-driven_safety_initiatives_1.pdf
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/99262/public_investment_in_community-driven_safety_initiatives_1.pdf
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/99262/public_investment_in_community-driven_safety_initiatives_1.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.healthplace.2017.05.017
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.healthplace.2017.05.017
https://doi.org/10.1086/210356
https://doi.org/10.1080/01944360802354956
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013916584165003
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013916584165003
https://doi.org/10.1080/01944363.2020.1792334
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2019.02.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2019.02.011
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-6210.2007.00812.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-6210.2007.00812.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2008.06.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2008.06.005
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/data.html
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2012.08.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2012.08.006
https://www.shareable.net/are-community-land-trusts-the-answer-to-chicagos-large-lots-program-issues/
https://www.shareable.net/are-community-land-trusts-the-answer-to-chicagos-large-lots-program-issues/
https://www.shareable.net/are-community-land-trusts-the-answer-to-chicagos-large-lots-program-issues/
https://doi.org/10.1080/01488376.2017.1329775
https://doi.org/10.1080/01488376.2017.1329775

	Abstract
	Background
	Condition-Care of Urban Vacant Land
	Vacant Land Greening and Private Ownership Initiatives
	Literature Gaps and Research Questions

	Research Design and Methods
	Chicago’s Large Lot Program
	Quantitative Methods: Difference-in-Differences Analysis
	DATA AND MEASURES
	STATISTICAL ANALYSIS

	Qualitative Methods: Focus Groups
	Methodological Limitations

	Results
	Private Ownership Matters for Vacant Lot Condition-Care
	Meanings of Vacant Lot Ownership
	LOT OWNERSHIP AS EMPOWERMENT
	Community control
	Ethic of care
	Family legacy

	LOT OWNERSHIP AS COMMODITY
	Legal responsibility
	Financial investment



	Policy Implications
	Conclusion
	Orcid
	ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
	RESEARCH SUPPORT
	SUPPLEMENTAL MATERIAL
	References


