Chapter 1

Case Study B: The Evolution of Consensus Organizing: Perry Hilltop Citizens Council, Pittsburgh, PA

Mike Eichler, the founder of consensus organizing, developed the model while working as a Volunteers in Service to America (VISTA) volunteer in the Perry Hilltop neighborhood in Pittsburgh in the mid-1970s (Eichler, 2007). The neighborhood association was concerned about the activities of local real estate companies, which were trying to generate commissions in the neighborhood by engaging in “blockbusting.” This practice involved destabilizing the neighborhood and encouraging resident turnover by stirring up fears that the racial balance would change and property values would plummet. Eichler, who was trained in conflict organizing through the Industrial Areas Foundation, responded the way conflict organizers are trained to respond: He organized residents to direct their hostility and put pressure on the real estate company responsible for the blockbusting.

Black and White neighborhood residents were trained as “testers” in order to prove that the blockbusting was occurring (Beck & Eichler, 2000). The testers went separately to the blockbusting real estate company to say they were looking for a home, giving the agent the same information about their income, savings, credit rating, family size, and housing desires (Eichler, 2007). White testers were steered to suburbs that were virtually all White, and when they asked about seeing a home in Perry Hilltop, the agent steered them away from the neighborhood. The agent steered the Black testers away from the suburbs and encouraged them to look at homes in Perry Hilltop (Eichler, 2007). With this disparaging information, residents picketed the real estate broker, sued the company, and eventually won the lawsuit (Beck & Eichler, 2000). The company was sued for $5,000; however, their sales in the neighborhood had grown significantly during this time, making the $5,000 a drop in the bucket compared to the revenue they gained from increased sales (Beck & Eichler, 2000).

Eichler realized that if the residents wanted to make real changes in their neighborhood, they would need a new approach (Beck & Eichler, 2000; Eichler, 2007). His solution, which was to get residents involved in selling real estate, energized the residents. With their special knowledge of the neighborhood and their neighbors, the residents would have a natural advantage in the marketplace, and they could use their status as realtors to dispel the cloud of suspicion and fear that made blockbusting possible. However, they discovered that real estate agents couldn’t operate without a broker who had held a license for three years (Beck & Eichler, 2000). Eichler assisted the residents in developing several lists that they used to negotiate with potential brokers, which included the neighborhood’s self-interests and strengths, and the broker’s self-interests, noting areas of overlap (Beck & Eichler, 2000). They approached the biggest brokerage in the area and presented the proposal; however, the owner felt that property values in the neighborhood had not bottomed out yet (Eichler, 2007). The owner of the brokerage said he wanted to wait at least three years until property values in the neighborhood had bottomed out. After that, he said he would help sell the properties very cheaply to yuppies, who could then gentrify the neighborhood. While the residents were clearly disappointed, the owner’s response energized them and made them realize they now had to do something to prevent this scenario from happening. Having at least been treated with the blunt honesty appropriate among businesspeople discussing a serious business proposal, the residents were ready to try again.

The next brokerage that the residents approached accepted their proposal (Eichler, 2007). This broker was smaller and had more modest goals than the first one, and felt he could make money by working with the residents. Residents documented their efforts in the neighborhood newsletter, and everyone got involved in helping the four residents who agreed to become real estate agents. The four residents studied for and passed the real estate exam the first time even though the average failure rate was 75% (Beck & Eichler, 2000). The brokerage opened an office in a renovated building in the neighborhood, with the four resident brokers as staff. People in the neighborhood helped the agents get business by keeping their ears open for families who were planning to leave the neighborhood for normal versus racial reasons. Because the agents were residents themselves, their credibility also helped instill confidence in potential buyers. However, the lenders were reluctant to lend because they were worried about the stability of the neighborhood. In addition, the appraisers were assigning much lower values to the homes than the asking prices.

Discovering that local banks consistently refused to lend funds to prospective buyers, the owner of the brokerage was angry and worked with the neighborhood brokers to address this issue (Beck & Eichler, 2000). They decided to approach the appraisers from a position of strength, letting them know about the value of the improvements neighborhood residents had recently made to their homes (Eichler, 2007). As a result, the appraiser concluded that the true values of the property were above the loan amounts, and the bank began making loans. The resident real estate agents also worked to end the blockbusting-induced panic by spreading the word of their own successes. As neighborhood homes sold at respectable prices, the fears of other residents about the value of their own properties diminished. In the end, the neighborhood stabilized and the blockbusting ended. The neighborhood remains racially mixed and a pleasant place to live to this day. Twenty years later, the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette highlighted Perry Hilltop as one of the best racially mixed neighborhoods in the city (Eichler, 2007).

Questions About the Consensus Organizing Case Study:

1.
What were the initial goals in solving the “blockbusting” problem in Perry Hilltop? How similar and/or different were these goals after the lawsuit was successfully won?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2.
How were power and members of the external power structure viewed initially? After the lawsuit?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3.
What was the problem? What were the initial strategies and tactics used to solve the problem? How did the definition of the problem and the initial strategies and tactics change after the lawsuit?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

4.
What social capital/networks were developed using the initial strategies to solve the blockbusting problem? What social capital/ networks were developed later using consensus organizing strategies?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

5.
What were the outcomes of the initial campaign to solve the blockbusting problem? How did these outcomes differ from the outcomes achieved using consensus organizing strategies?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

6.
What other issues would be suitable for a consensus organizing approach? Please give one example and explain why.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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