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Introduction

In October 1992, researchers at the Federal Re-
serve Bank of Boston released their ground-
breaking study on mortgage lending patterns in
that area.1 They found that black and Hispanic
applicants were over 50 percent more likely to
be denied mortgage loans than comparable
whites, even after accounting for such factors as
loan-to-value ratios, obligation ratios, and cer-
tain credit-history variables. In the end, they
concluded that this disparity resulted from wide-
spread, systematic discrimination in the Boston-
area mortgage market. Although this study’s
validity has been hotly debated, since its publi-
cation a variety of theories have been devel-
oped to explain how such discrimination might
persist in a market so many view as being
highly competitive.2

This article reviews and expands one promi-
nent theoretical source of discrimination in the
residential mortgage market: the cultural affinity
hypothesis proposed by Calomiris, Kahn, and
Longhofer (1994; hereafter CKL). This theory
argues that lenders find it easier (or less costly)
to evaluate the creditworthiness of applicants
with whom they have a common experiential
background, or “cultural affinity.” As a result,

CKL contend that lenders make more mistakes
when evaluating minority applicants, which
gives them an incentive to discriminate against
such applicants.

The CKL depiction of the mortgage market is
based on the idea that lenders find it easier to
assess the true creditworthiness of applicants
with whom they have an affinity. This affinity
may arise because the applicant and the loan
officer share a common cultural background or
because the lender has developed specialized
expertise in evaluating the creditworthiness of
members of a particular group. Thus, a lender’s
affinity may be considered inherent, learned, 
or both.3 Regardless of its source, having an

■ 11 Munnell, Browne, McEneaney, and Tootell (1992); hereafter
Munnell et al. This paper was revised and published in the American Eco-
nomic Review (Munnell, Tootell, Browne, and McEneaney [1996]). 

■ 22 For a sampling of criticisms of Munnell et al., see Day and Liebo-
witz (1993), Horne (1994), and Yezer, Phillips, and Trost (1994). Browne
and Tootell (1995) provide a rebuttal.

■ 33 Ferguson and Peters (forthcoming) emphasize the idea that cul-
tural affinities may arise endogenously because of a lender’s underwriting
activity. Furthermore, lenders may choose to actively develop such affini-
ties; an example of this specialized expertise would be a community devel-
opment bank targeting low-income and minority neighborhoods. Con-
versely, some lenders may develop an affinity for white suburbanites
simply because most of their applications come from such individuals. 
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affinity with a group enables a lender to gather
additional information about the true credit-
worthiness of that group’s members. 

The traditional theory of taste-based discrimi-
nation was developed by Nobel laureate Gary
Becker (1971). He argues that individuals dis-
criminate against minorities for the same rea-
sons they discriminate between products in the
marketplace—personal preferences. Translated
to the mortgage market, this means that rather
than being “profit maximizers,” bigoted lenders
are “utility maximizers” who are willing to sacri-
fice profits in order to satisfy their “tastes for dis-
crimination.” They accomplish this by forgoing
some marginally profitable loans to members 
of groups that they dislike.4 In other words,
bigoted lenders would require that members of
disfavored groups meet a higher cutoff standard
in order to be approved for loans.

Although the results of Munnell et al. may
suggest that taste-based discrimination is a
problem in the mortgage market, evidence on
default rates contradicts this conclusion. In par-
ticular, if taste-based discrimination were preva-
lent in the home mortgage market, marginally
qualified minority borrowers would default less
frequently than their white counterparts.5

Berkovec et al. (1994), however, analyze the
performance of FHA mortgage loans and show
that the opposite is true: Even after controlling
for other factors associated with credit risk,
black borrowers default significantly more often
than their white counterparts.6

CKL’s cultural affinity hypothesis is important
because it helps reconcile the “Becker Paradox”
posed by the seemingly inconsistent results of
Munnell et al. and Berkovec et al. In particular,
if lenders have an affinity with white applicants,
minority applicants will be held to a higher cut-
off standard and be denied loans more fre-
quently.7 In addition, minority applicants who
are actually approved will tend to default more
frequently on average than whites (although the
default rate of the marginal applicants will be
the same for both groups). If regulators insist
that lenders treat all applicants the same, the
average default rates for the two groups will
diverge even further, with marginal minority
applicants (that is, the least creditworthy appli-
cants who are approved) defaulting more fre-
quently than their white counterparts.

CKL’s cultural affinity hypothesis is able to
reconcile the seemingly inconsistent results of
Munnell et al. and Berkovec et al., but their
analysis has at least two limitations. First, they
assume that lenders reject a majority of all
applications they receive. Given that denial
rates over the last several years have ranged

between 15 and 40 percent, it is reasonable to
question this assumption. One might interpret
their analysis as beginning after some initial
screen through which clearly qualified appli-
cants are approved and obviously uncreditwor-
thy applicants are weeded out.8 Alternately,
one might interpret CKL’s model as focusing on
the percentage of the entire population that
receives loans, not just those who actually ap-
ply. Under either interpretation, CKL’s assump-
tion that most applicants are rejected might be
more reasonable. Unfortunately, the deficien-
cies of existing data on denials make it nearly
impossible to test any of the model’s empirical
predictions under either of these stories.

My analysis allows for either possibility, but
concentrates on the assumption that lenders
do, in fact, approve a majority of applications
they receive. The primary by-product of this
assumption is that lenders now have an incen-
tive to discriminate against groups with whom
they have an affinity, typically white appli-
cants. This happens because the added infor-
mation lenders receive about the quality of
these applicants allows them not only to
approve some who were previously deemed
uncreditworthy, but also to detect and weed
out uncreditworthy applicants who would oth-
erwise have been accepted.

While this result may initially seem counter-
intuitive, I argue that it actually reflects lender
behavior in the mortgage market more accu-
rately than does CKL’s original analysis. First,
lenders may not act symmetrically on new infor-
mation they receive about white applicants,
either because they can sell loans to the sec-
ondary market, or because such information is

■ 44 It is sometimes argued that bigoted lenders might deny random
applications, rather than selecting the least profitable members of the
group they dislike. Although randomization is certainly possible, utility
maximization would still require that they deny less profitable applicants
more frequently than more profitable ones.

■ 55 See Becker (1993) for a discussion of this idea. 

■ 66 Berkovec et al. (1994, p. 282) note, “For example, in the 1987 co-
hort, black borrowers are predicted to have cumulative default rates that are
about two percentage points higher than white borrowers, all else equal.”
The competitiveness of the mortgage market also makes a conclusion of
taste-based discrimination problematic. Longhofer (1995) provides a brief
discussion. 

■ 77 CKL allow for the possibility that lenders can develop a screening
technology for minorities that is equal to the one they use for white appli-
cants. The results discussed here relate to the case where lenders choose
not to invest in that technology because it is too costly. 

■ 88 Calem and Stutzer (1995) make this assumption in their model of
statistical discrimination.
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costly to obtain. Second, even if lenders do
wish to discriminate against white applicants,
these effects may be outweighed by the fact that
the minority applicant pool is less creditworthy
on average than the white one. 

A second limitation of CKL’s analysis is its
assumption that the signals lenders receive
from both applicant groups are directly compa-
rable and that outside observers can objectively
measure them. Much of the premise behind the
cultural affinity hypothesis, however, depends
on the fact that many indicators of creditworthi-
ness are subjective and fully observable only by
lenders. I therefore extend CKL’s analysis to
consider the consequences of this feature of
mortgage underwriting, showing how it com-
plicates efforts to detect discrimination.

In addition to correcting these two shortcom-
ings of the model, the present analysis provides
at least three important extensions to the cul-
tural affinity hypothesis. First, it clarifies the
process by which lenders update their prior
beliefs about an applicant’s creditworthiness,
thus making the mortgage underwriting process
more transparent.9 Second, it allows for differ-
ences in average creditworthiness across races
and analyzes the impact this might have on the
theory’s empirical predictions.10 Finally, it
examines how other features of the mortgage
market, such as the secondary market and
minority-owned lenders, might interact with cul-
tural affinity to affect outcomes in the model. 

In the next section, I develop a simple
model of the mortgage underwriting process in
which lenders have an affinity with members of
one applicant group. I use this model to show
how cultural affinity problems can affect rela-
tive denial rates across groups and create in-
centives to discriminate. I then extend the
model, allowing groups to differ in their aver-
age creditworthiness and allowing lenders to
sell their loans on the secondary market. In 
section II, I tie all of these results together, dis-
cussing some of the model’s empirical and pol-
icy implications.

I. A Model 
of Mortgage
Underwriting

Consider a world in which individuals want to
buy a house but, lacking sufficient cash to do
so, must obtain a mortgage loan. I assume that
individuals are divided into two groups, W and
M ; when the variables or density functions in-
troduced below differ between the two groups,
I will use subscripts to denote this difference.

In practice, we can think of these groups as
identifying members of different races, gen-
ders, or other protected classes. Policymakers
may wish to know how the distribution of
inferred creditworthiness, the denial rate, or
the likelihood of default differs between these
two applicant groups. Most important, how-
ever, they would like to know if either group is
discriminated against. To analyze these issues,
I assume that lenders have an affinity with
members of group W, the effects of which I
will describe in a moment.

Suppose that each applicant has a true cred-
itworthiness θ, which can be thought of as his
or her probability of repaying a loan. In partic-
ular, this parameter is assumed to capture all
factors that lead to default, including possible
income disruptions, the value of the house
being purchased, and the borrower’s personal
compunction about defaulting on an obligation.
Based on its cost of funds and the competitive
market interest rate it charges, each lender has
a cutoff creditworthiness θ* that defines which
applications it will approve or reject.11 That is,
applicants with creditworthiness below θ* will

■ 99 For a similar approach, see Cornell and Welch (1996).

■ 1100 In this respect, the present analysis incorporates Ferguson and
Peters’ (forthcoming) extensions of the cultural affinity hypothesis. They
show that cultural affinity problems, when combined with differences in
average creditworthiness among races, lead to ambiguous implications
about denial rates across racial groups. 

■ 1111 I accept as a stylized fact that lenders offer a single interest rate to
all applicants, rejecting those who are not profitable at that interest rate. Yet,
it is worth asking why lenders do not accept all applicants and “price for
risk.” One explanation appeals to antidiscrimination laws: Since creditwor-
thiness is correlated with race, it would rapidly become  apparent that
lenders charge minorities higher interest rates. Alternatively, CKL argue that
if lenders have better information about an applicant’s true creditworthiness
than does the applicant, risk-averse borrowers prefer a single offered inter-
est rate with a commitment to lend to all who qualify at that rate. Finally, 
Ferguson and Peters (1996) show how “portfolio effects” can make risk-
based pricing suboptimal for lenders; in their model, the gains from making
more loans offset the losses from loans to the least creditworthy borrowers
who are approved. Under any of these justifications for offering a single rate
to all applicants, lenders would make loans only to applicants who are suffi-
ciently creditworthy. 

Although individual lenders seem to announce a single rate to prospective
applicants, the mortgage market as a whole does appear to apply risk-based
pricing. By requiring deposit insurance for lenders with high loan-to-value
ratios, lenders implicitly demand higher interest rates from riskier borrow-
ers. Furthermore, although individual lenders do not appear to price for
other factors associated with risk, Avery, Beeson, and Sniderman (1996)
show that individual lenders sort themselves by selecting the rate–risk
combination with which they are most comfortable. There is even a sec-
ondary market for so-called “B” and “C” loans, which are loans that fail to
meet the underwriting guidelines established by Fannie Mae and Freddie
Mac. Thus, although borrowers may not be able to obtain a full menu of
prices from any one lender, they can nevertheless obtain a rate commensu-
rate with their personal risk. 
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be rejected, while those who are more credit-
worthy will be accepted.12

Unfortunately, lenders cannot perfectly
observe an individual’s true creditworthiness.
Instead, they observe a signal, s1, that is corre-
lated with θ. For example, lenders typically col-
lect information about the applicant’s property,
loan-to-value ratio, obligation ratios, credit his-
tory, income, employment, and so forth. While
this information can never predict default per-
fectly, it does allow a lender to infer the likeli-
hood of this event. This signal is observed for
members of both groups and can be verified by
outsiders (such as regulators). 

I model cultural affinity by assuming that
lenders receive a second, private, signal (s2) for
group W applicants that they do not receive for
group M applicants. As a result, lenders have
more information with which to assess the
creditworthiness of group W applicants than
they have for group M applicants. Intuitively,
we can think of the signal s2 as encompassing
any subjective information beyond the standard
underwriting variables that lenders gather dur-
ing the application process. Such information is
often referred to as “compensating factors.” For
example, an applicant may provide information
that explains a past default or job instability. Or
a lender may be willing to make a “character
loan” because he “knows” the borrower is a
good credit risk. Alternatively, the loan inter-
view may give the lender new information sug-
gesting that an applicant really is a bad credit
risk.13 I am assuming that s2 incorporates only
these subjective compensating factors.14

Since the information that lenders receive
about an applicant’s creditworthiness depends
on his group, this difference may give lenders
an incentive to discriminate against members of
one group or the other. I now analyze the
lender’s underwriting decision, starting with the
more simple case of group M applicants. 

Group M
Underwriting

For simplicity, assume that applicant creditwor-
thiness is distributed normally with mean θ and
variance σθ

2; denote the respective probability
density function as f (θ). For now, I assume that
this distribution is the same for both groups; this
assumption will be relaxed later. Let p (s1|θ) be
the probability that the bank observes signal s1
from an individual of type θ; assume that p is a
normal density with mean θ and variance σs

2.15

Using this information, we see that

(1) ωM(s1) =Ep (s1|θ)f (θ)d θ

is the density of signals received by a lender
observing the entire population of group M
applicants; DeGroot (1989, p. 304) shows that
this distribution is normal with mean θ and
variance σ θ

2 + σs
2. Using this, we define

(2) πM(θ|s1)

as the likelihood that a group M applicant with
signal s1 has a true creditworthiness of θ. 

Ultimately, lenders are interested not in the
signal the applicant sends, but rather in the
applicant’s inferred “quality” given this signal.
Under this setup, the inferred quality of any
group M applicant is simply the expectation of
πM(θ|s), which Hogg and Craig (1978, p. 232)
show to be16

(3) qM(s1) =                  .

Thus, an applicant’s inferred quality is simply
the weighted average of his signal and the aver-
age creditworthiness of the applicant pool; the
weights are based on the precision of each of

■ 1122 Clearly, lenders consider more than just the likelihood of default
when evaluating a mortgage application. A more complete analysis would
also incorporate such factors as the likelihood of delinquency (and the
associated costs and fees) and any cross-selling profits (from credit card
or consumer loans) the lender might earn. Such additions should not have
any qualitative effects on my conclusions. 

■ 1133 Campbell and Dietrich (1983) provide evidence of adverse
selection problems in the market for mortgage insurance around the point
of an 80 percent loan-to-value ratio. Because lenders typically do not re-
quire applicants to purchase mortgage insurance when the loan-to-value
ratio is below 80 percent, the fact that they require some such borrowers
to obtain this insurance and that these borrowers default more often sug-
gests that lenders do observe—and act on—negative information about
applicants. 

■ 1144 It is possible to extend the model to allow these signals to be
observed sequentially, with the lender deciding whether to invest in the
second signal only after observing the value of the first. If the marginal
cost of using the second signal is zero, the results are formally identical to
what I derive below. If it is costly to obtain additional information about an
applicant, then it is feasible that lenders will not wish to acquire this infor-
mation for some applicants whose initial signal is particularly good or par-
ticularly bad. Nonetheless, I believe that my qualitative results would con-
tinue to hold in such an environment. If the cost of obtaining the second
signal depends on the value of s1, however, the results will differ.

■ 1155 More generally, one might think of s1 as the “sample mean” of n
draws from this distribution, with each draw representing one piece of
information collected by the loan officer.

■ 1166 This q(s) is analogous to the p(s) used by CKL.

p (s1|θ )f (θ)
ωM (s1)

s1σθ
2 + θσS

2

σθ
2 + σS

2
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these factors. If mortgage applicants vary greatly
in their underlying creditworthiness (a high σθ

2),
lenders tend to discount the characteristics of
the applicant population, instead relying more
heavily on the individual’s signal. On the other
hand, if the signals are quite imprecise (a high
σS

2 ), lenders are more likely to ignore this signal
and treat all applicants alike by placing more
weight on the population’s average quality, θ.
Based on this signal, a group M applicant will
be accepted if his qM(s1) > q * = θ*.

It will later be useful to know the distribu-
tion of inferred quality of the applicant pool.
Since qM(s1) is simply a linear function of s1,
“quality” in the group M applicant population is
normally distributed with mean θ and variance
σθ

4/(σθ
2 + σS

2).

GroupW
Underwriting

The decision to grant credit to groupW appli-
cants is essentially the same as for group M
applicants, except that the lender receives the
additional information, s2, with which to make
the decision. Like the first signal, s2 is a ran-
dom draw from a distribution with mean θ (the
applicant’s true creditworthiness) and variance
σS

2.17 I will denote the combined signal as 
s = (s1 + s2)/2. For an individual applicant with
underlying creditworthiness θ, s is distributed
normally with mean θ and variance σS

2/2.
Thus, distribution of s in the group W appli-
cant population is normal, with mean θ and
variance σθ

2 + σS
2/2.

The fact that this combined signal is more
precisely centered around the applicant’s true
creditworthiness allows lenders to make a bet-
ter estimate of a groupW applicant’s quality:

(4) qW (s ) =                      .

Here we see that a group W applicant’s inferred
creditworthiness is again simply the weighted
average of his signal and the average credit-
worthiness of the applicant pool. With the infor-
mation added by the second signal, however,
relatively less weight is placed on the appli-
cant’s group membership and relatively more
on his individual signal.

As before, qW (s ) is normally distributed with
mean θ. The added information, however, in-
creases the variance of this distribution to

(5) , 

meaning that the distribution of inferred quality
for groupW applicants more closely resembles
the true distribution of creditworthiness in the
applicant pool than does the corresponding
distribution for group M. Recall that the vari-
ance of qM(s1) is σθ

4/(σθ
2 + σS

2).
The final decision about whether to approve

the loan is the same as it was before. Given the
final value of the signal s, the lender evaluates
a group W applicant’s inferred creditworthiness
and approves the loan only if qW (s ) > q *.

Cultural Affinity 
and Discrimination

We are interested in analyzing how a lender’s
affinity with members of group W might affect
its incentive to discriminate against members 
of one group or the other and, regardless of
whether the lender discriminates, what impact
affinity has on the relative denial rates of the
two groups.

To do this, it is necessary to define what is
meant by “discrimination.” Simply stated, lend-
ers discriminate if the cutoff signal, s *, differs
among groups, even if there are valid, profit-
motivated reasons for their doing so. This defin-
ition corresponds to the legal definition of dis-
crimination and is the one that is regularly used
implicitly in policy debates. Of course, actual
discrimination will often be difficult to detect,
since I assume that outsiders (that is, regulators
and econometricians) cannot observe the sec-
ond signal. As a consequence, lenders will typi-
cally be accused of discrimination if the “appar-
ent” cutoff using the initial signal, s 1*, differs
across groups. 

I start by focusing on the difference in the
denial rate—the proportion of the applicant
pool that is rejected—across the two groups. In
this simple framework, the denial rate is easy to
calculate as the probability that a randomly
selected applicant’s inferred quality is less than
q *. The denial rate of group M applicants is
then simply 

(6) DM = Φ (      ), 

where Φ is the cumulative standard normal dis-
tribution function. Similarly, the groupW denial
rate is

■ 1177 As before, s2 could be modeled as a sample mean of draws
from the density p.  By varying the number of observations used to make
up s1 and s2, these two signals could be given different relative weights.
All of my basic results would continue to hold in this more general model. 

s σθ
2 + θσS

2 /2
σθ

2 + σS
2/2

σθ
4

σθ
2 + σS

2/2

q * – θ
σθ

2/Ïσwθ
2w+w σwS

2w
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(7) DW = Φ (      ). 

Expressions (6) and (7) make it clear that
which group’s denial rate is higher will depend
on whether the minimum acceptable creditwor-
thiness, q *, is above or below θ, the average
creditworthiness of the population. 

If q * > θ, it is straightforward to see that
increases in the dispersion of creditworthiness
in the applicant pool (increases in σθ

2) have the
effect of decreasing the denial rate for both
groups. In contrast, when applicant signals are
imprecise (a high σS

2), lenders get relatively lit-
tle useful information about an applicant’s true
quality, and therefore rely more heavily on the
characteristics of the applicant pool. Thus, if
the “average” applicant is uncreditworthy, a
high σS

2 will tend to raise the denial rate for
both groups. 

Under this assumption about the credit-
worthiness of the “average” applicant, we get 

RESULT 1: If lenders have an affinity with mem-
bers of group W and if q * > θ, the group M
denial rate is higher than that for group W
applicants. 

This result mirrors that obtained by CKL 
(theorem 4). Essentially, the added informa-
tion provided by s2 helps to make the inferred
quality of a group W applicant more accurate,
making “good” signals from group W appli-
cants more credible than “good” signals from
group M applicants. Put another way, because
their signals are not very precise, group M
applicants tend to look more like the “aver-
age” applicant, and hence less creditworthy,
than do group W applicants.

It is worth questioning, however, the rea-
sonableness of the assumption that q* is
greater than θ. If this were true, the properties
of the normal cumulative distribution function
would imply that a majority of all mortgage
applicants are rejected. Yet, raw denial rates
for conventional home mortgage loans in the
United States have ranged from 15 to 20 per-
cent for whites and from 30 to 40 percent for
blacks and Hispanics in the last several years, 
a fact seemingly at odds with this prediction.

One way to rationalize this assumption is to
argue that the relevant population includes
both mortgage applicants and those who do
not apply because they believe they are not
creditworthy. This is CKL’s implicit assumption.
In this case, it may be reasonable to assume

that only a minority of all (potential) applicants
obtain loans; some are denied loans, while the
rest never even bother to apply, believing that
they will be rejected. An alternate assumption
would be that lenders use some initial screen
to distinguish clearly qualified from unqualified
applicants, obtaining the signals s1 and s2 only
for “marginal” applicants. 

The problem with both of these stories is
that they make it impossible to test the model’s
empirical predictions. Home Mortgage Disclo-
sure Act (HMDA) data are inadequate, since
they include only households that actually
apply for loans (not potential applicants) and
do not identify marginal applicants. Similarly,
general home-ownership rates cannot be used
to test the model. Although it is likely that
many households do not apply for a mortgage
because they fear being rejected, there are
other reasons for not becoming a homeowner.
Indeed, many creditworthy households prefer
the flexibility and smaller capital commitment
of renting.

Because of these limitations, I extend CKL’s
analysis to consider what happens when the
cutoff for creditworthiness is below the average
in the applicant pool. I maintain this assump-
tion throughout the rest of this article. Yet, read-
ers should remember that it is also possible to
assume the opposite, and some of the results
that follow are reversed when this is done.

On the surface, it might seem strange that
lenders accept below-average applications.
Indeed, if evaluating applications is costly, the
implication is that lenders would be better off
accepting all applicants without screening.
This, of course, ignores the fact that the make-
up of the applicant pool depends on the use of
a screen; lenders that accept all comers will
soon find that everyone will apply, and the dis-
tribution of their applicant pool will be much
worse than average. Although I do not model
or discuss this feature of the mortgage market
further, it is an important one to keep in mind. 

Once we assume that q * is less than θ,
changes in the model’s parameters have the
opposite effects from those they had before:
The higher σθ

2 and the lower σS
2 are, the higher

the denial rate will be for both groups. In addi-
tion, the presence of the signal s2 now has the
opposite effect on relative denial rates.

q * – θ
σθ

2/Ïσwθ
2w+w σwS

2w/2w
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RESULT 2: If lenders have an affinity with mem-
bers of group W and if q * < θ, the denial rate is
higher for group W than it is for group M. 

Note that, although lenders in this world
require members of both groups to be equally
creditworthy to be approved for a loan, they
will require that group W applicants meet a
higher cutoff signal. That is, the cutoff value of
the final signal s * is, in fact, higher than s*1.
Why? Because their signal does less to distin-
guish creditworthiness, members of group M
tend to look like the average applicant regard-
less of their signal; in contrast, the inferred
quality of groupW applicants is more disperse.
Since by assumption the cutoff creditworthi-
ness level is below the average in the applicant
pool (that is, q * <  θ), lenders infer that “mar-
ginal” group W applicants (that is, those with
below-average signals) are worse credit risks
than essentially similar group M applicants:
qW (s) < qM(s) for all s < θ. Thus, rational
lenders would require group W applicants to
have a better signal than group M applicants.

Of course, the “better” signal required of
group W applicants does not necessarily mean
that this discrimination will be detected, since
outsiders cannot observe its value. Nonetheless,
lenders’ use of it increases the average s1 of all
group W applicants, both approved and denied,
giving the appearance that lenders require
members of this group to clear a higher hurdle.

RESULT 3: If lenders have an affinity with
group W applicants, they will want to discrimi-
nate against members of group W. This dis-
crimination will be apparent to outsiders.

Although lenders will seem to require mem-
bers of group W to meet a higher cutoff signal,
this standard will appear more flexible than it is
for members of group M.

RESULT 4: If lenders have an affinity with mem-
bers of group W, it will appear that members of
group M are held to a rigid cutoff standard,
while regular exceptions are made for members
of group W.

Thus, the initial underwriting decision for group
W applicants will often be overridden. As it
turns out, positive overrides will be outnum-
bered by negative ones. 

Why do negative overrides dominate? With
any signal, lenders make mistakes—they
approve some loans that should be rejected

and reject some that should be approved. Since
the cutoff quality q* is below the average for
the applicant pool, lenders know that truly
“bad” applicants are uncommon. Hence, they
are willing to accept applicants with relatively
low signals, knowing that these signals are
quite noisy. As they gather more information
about applicants, however, they place relatively
less weight on the population’s average credit-
worthiness and more on the individual appli-
cant’s signal. Consequently, many group W
applicants who really are uncreditworthy will
send a second, marginal signal, and lenders will
correctly ascertain that this information is more
reliable and deny the loan. Of course, there will
be positive overrides as well, but these will be
relatively less numerous precisely because
lenders were giving applicants “the benefit of
the doubt.”

Hence, cultural affinity, combined with the
assumption that q * < θ, leads to three strong
empirical predictions: Groups that share an
affinity with lenders will 1) be denied loans
more frequently, 2) appear to be required to
meet a higher cutoff signal, and 3) be held less
rigidly to that cutoff signal.

One might argue that, on the surface, these
results suggest that the cultural affinity hypothe-
sis is incorrect, since the prediction that group
W applicants are denied loans more frequently
is counterfactual. After all, we are inclined to
think of group W as representing white appli-
cants, who are rejected much less frequently
than blacks and Hispanics. Likewise, it seems
odd to conclude that lenders want to discrimi-
nate against white applicants. It becomes clear,
then, that when q * < θ, the cultural affinity
hypothesis in isolation cannot fully explain any
apparent discrimination that may exist in the
residential mortgage market. 

There are, however, at least two important
characteristics of the mortgage market that I
have thus far left out of the model. First, it is
well known that black and Hispanic mortgage
applicants are less creditworthy on average than
their white counterparts, which can affect lend-
ers’ inferences about an individual’s likelihood
of repaying a loan.18 Second, the presence of a
large, active secondary market for mortgage
loans gives lenders an incentive to “game” any
subjective information they obtain about an
applicant. Once these facets of the market are
incorporated into the model, we see that the
cultural affinity hypothesis can explain many
features of the residential mortgage market. 

■ 1188 For evidence of this fact, see Munnell et al. (1996), table 1.
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Differential Group
Creditworthiness

The analysis above assumes that the two appli-
cant groups are identical; lenders treat them dif-
ferently only because they receive more precise
signals from members of groupW. Yet, black
and Hispanic mortgage applicants are less cred-
itworthy on average than their white counter-
parts. If the factors that lenders consider in
deciding whether to accept an application can-
not fully account for this, lenders will have a
profit-based incentive to discriminate against
such applicants.19 As a result, the effects of cul-
tural affinity may simply be partially offsetting
the stronger effects of average group creditwor-
thiness, whether or not any actual discrimina-
tion occurs.

To understand this idea more fully, assume
that lenders have no affinity with either group
(they receive only signal s1 from members of
both groups). Suppose that group W applicants
are, on average, better credit risks than group
M applicants (that is, θW > θM) and that lenders
know this. Now recall that an applicant’s in-
ferred quality, q (s1), is the weighted average 
of his signal and the average creditworthiness 
of his group. It follows that an applicant from
group W is more creditworthy than a group 
M applicant who sends the same signal:

(8) qW (s1) = 

> = qM (s1).

Since lenders are willing to make loans only to
applicants whose inferred creditworthiness is at
least q*, they will have an incentive to use a dif-
ferent cutoff signal, s 1* , for group M than they
do for groupW. This idea is summarized in

RESULT 5: If the average creditworthiness of
group M is below that of group W, lenders will
rationally want to discriminate against mem-
bers of group M by requiring them to meet a
higher cutoff signal than is required for mem-
bers of group W.

Notice that lenders here do not ask members
of group M to be more creditworthy; the mini-
mum acceptable quality is the same for both
groups. However, because lenders cannot per-
fectly observe an applicant’s true creditworthi-
ness, and since the applicant’s group is corre-
lated with creditworthiness, lenders will want

to account for this when deciding whether to
make a loan. Since q is increasing in s1, lenders
in this world will want to set a higher cutoff
signal, s1*, for group M applicants than for
group W applicants. This behavior would con-
stitute classic statistical discrimination.

The denial rate of each group in such a
world is easily calculated as

(9) DW = Φ ( ) , and

DM = Φ ( ). 

From this expression, it is clear that even 
if lenders did not discriminate and used the
same cutoff signal for both groups, the denial
rate would be higher for group M; the fact 
that lenders would like to use a more stringent
cutoff signal for members of group M just ex-
acerbates this effect, making the difference in
denial rates between the two groups even
more dramatic.20

RESULT 6: When members of group M are less
creditworthy on average than members of group
W, the denial rate for group M will be higher
than that for group W, even in the absence of
discrimination; when lenders discriminate, this
disparity becomes still greater.

Cultural Affinity with
Differential Group
Creditworthiness

When we return to the assumption that lenders
have an affinity with members of groupW, we
see two countervailing effects. On the one
hand, the denial rate for group M is higher be-
cause of its members’ lower average creditwor-
thiness and any actual statistical discrimination
that occurs. On the other hand, the added 
information provided by the second signal
causes lenders to deny loans to groupW appli-
cants more frequently and to discriminate

s1σθ
2 + θMσs

2

σθ
2 + σs

2

s1σθ
2 + θW σs

2

σθ
2 + σs

2

sM* – θM

Ïσwθ
2w+w σws

2w

sW* – θW

Ïσwθ
2w+w σws

2w

■ 1199 Calem and Stutzer (1995) develop an alternative model of statis-
tical discrimination based on adverse selection in the mortgage market. 

■ 2200 It is worth noting that this result does not depend on the
assumption that q* < θ. 
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against them. The final outcome in the mort-
gage market depends on the balance between
these two effects.21

By comparing the denial rates of the two
groups, it is easy to see that group M appli-
cants will be denied loans more frequently if
their average creditworthiness is sufficiently
low: 

(10) θM  < q * + ( θW – q*)   .

RESULT 7: Assume lenders have an affinity with
members of group W. If the average credit-
worthiness of group M is sufficiently low, the
denial rate of group M will exceed that of group
W. When lenders discriminate against members
of group M, such discrimination may or may
not be detected by outsiders.

This last conclusion follows because cultural
affinity creates the appearance that lenders are
discriminating against members of groupW,
offsetting the effects of their discrimination
against members of group M. 

Secondary Market
Distortions

Another factor that can alter the effects of cul-
tural affinity in the home mortgage market is the
presence of a secondary market for mortgage
loans. Recall that I originally assumed that
lenders used the signal s2 to update their evalu-
ation of group W applicants’ creditworthiness,
approving some applications that were initially
rejected and rejecting some that were initially
approved. Ultimately, I argued, negative over-
rides outweighed positive ones, leading to
higher denial rates for groupW applicants.

Yet, anecdotal evidence suggests that many
lenders seem only rarely to reject applicants
who have passed the initial screen, raising the
question of whether negative overrides really
do outnumber positive ones. Once a groupW
applicant has been approved using the first
(objective) signal, lenders may choose to ignore
any additional “bad” information they receive
about that applicant or, perhaps more likely,
may never bother to observe the second signal
at all. If we treat the first signal as a proxy for
the information that secondary market institu-
tions—Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac—require
to purchase or guarantee a loan, lenders that
sell their loans to the secondary market may
have no incentive to consider negative informa-

tion about applicants whom secondary market
agencies are willing to approve.22

Positive information, however, will always be
used by a lender. First of all, Freddie Mac and
Fannie Mae guidelines allow originators to con-
sider compensating factors when evaluating an
application. If the originator can document an
applicant’s creditworthiness, his or her loan will
still be salable on the secondary market if it fails
to pass muster based on the initial signal. Fur-
thermore, even if the lender cannot document a
loan’s quality to the secondary market’s satisfac-
tion, lenders can choose to hold obviously cred-
itworthy applications in their own portfolios.
Thus, there are at least two strong reasons why
an originator might use the second signal to
make positive overrides, while never rejecting
applicants who pass the initial screen.

In such a world, we get 

RESULT 8: Assume that lenders have an affinity
with members of group W. When lenders ignore
“bad” information contained in the signal s2 ,
group M applicants will be denied loans more
frequently than group W applicants. Further-
more, even in the absence of discriminatory
behavior, lenders will appear to discriminate
against group M applicants (that is, appear to
require them to pass a more stringent signal).
Finally, it will be apparent to outsiders that
group M applicants are held more rigidly to
traditional underwriting standards than are
group W applicants.

Effectively, lenders collect only the second
signal from groupW applicants with s1 <  s1

*;
the rest are immediately approved and sold to
the secondary market. Now, it is groupW
applicants who are given the “benefit of the
doubt,” since they have the opportunity to
overcome a poor initial signal with new infor-
mation. In contrast to before, cultural affinity
problems can exacerbate differences in denial
rates that arise if group M applicants are less
creditworthy on average.23

Ïσwθ
2w+w σws

2w

Ïσwθ
2w+w σws

2w/2w

■ 2211 Note that if q* > θ, the effects of cultural affinity and differ-
ential group creditworthiness compound one another to the detriment 
of group M. 

■ 2222 Alternatively, one could imagine that an individual loan officer
might have little incentive to relay negative information about an applicant
to the loan committee, since doing so would reduce the chance of earning
a commission. 

■ 2233 If q* > θ, both the disparity in denial rates and the apparent dis-
crimination are even more pronounced. 
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Finally, note that I would reach the same
conclusions even without a secondary market,
as long as lenders found it more costly to verify
“good” initial signals than “bad” ones. This
might occur, for instance, if regulations make it
difficult to justify denials based on the informa-
tion contained in the second (subjective) signal.
If this were the case, lenders would make only
positive overrides, and result 8 would hold even
in the absence of a secondary market. 

A Note on 
Default Rates

In the introduction, I argued that Munnell et al.’s
conclusion of taste-based discrimination was
unsatisfying partly because of evidence that
marginal black and Hispanic borrowers default
more frequently than their white counterparts.
Up to this point, we have not discussed the
impact of cultural affinity on default rates.

In its purest form, discrimination that arises
either from cultural affinity or from differential
group creditworthiness will have the effect of
equalizing the probability that a marginal appli-
cant in each group defaults. Lenders choose
their cutoff signals to ensure that the inferred
quality of the last applicant approved will earn
them a non-negative expected return. But this
just means that their expected probability of
default is the minimum acceptable to the firm:

As a result, discrimination of this sort will not
lead to cross-racial differences in the default
rates of marginal applicants. Indeed, it will tend
to equalize these default rates, even if other fac-
tors tend to pull them apart. In the real world,
however, setting different cutoff signals for dif-
ferent groups is patently illegal. As a result, fair
lending laws can create disparities in the default
rates of marginal applicants across groups, even
where none would have existed otherwise. 

To see this, consider the case of a portfolio
lender—that is, a lender that does not sell its
loans on the secondary market—with a cul-
tural affinity for groupW applicants in a mar-
ket where group M applicants are less credit-
worthy on average. Suppose also that θM is
low enough to make lenders want to discrimi-
nate against group M applicants by using a
higher cutoff signal. Finally, assume that the
more a lender’s cutoff signal varies across
groups, the more likely regulators are to detect
and punish that lender for discrimination. In
such a world, lenders may well choose to

discriminate against group M applicants. None-
theless, the possibility of detection and punish-
ment will cause them to discriminate less than
they would in the absence of fair lending laws.
As a result, they will select a lower cutoff sig-
nal for group M applicants and a higher one
for group W applicants, making the implied
creditworthiness of marginal group W appli-
cants higher than that of group M applicants.
In other words, enforcement of fair lending
laws can lead to default rate disparities like
those found by Berkovec et al. (1994). 

II. Concluding
Thoughts

Of course, in the real world there are many dif-
ferent lenders. Most high-volume lenders sell a
large proportion of their loans to the secondary
market, while other, typically smaller, institu-
tions hold most of their loans in their own port-
folios. As a consequence, we would expect to
see different market behaviors by different
types of lenders. Furthermore, there is strong
evidence to suggest that minority applicants
are, in fact, less creditworthy on average than
their white counterparts. Putting all of these
ideas together allows us to make some strong
empirical predictions that seem consistent with
what we see in the mortgage market. 

Assuming that most lenders have an affinity
with white applicants and that the cutoff “qual-
ity” is below the average creditworthiness of
both groups, we would expect to see large
lenders that sell most of their loans to the sec-
ondary market rejecting minority applicants
more frequently than white ones, whether or
not they discriminate. Furthermore, because
they regularly make exceptions for marginally
qualified white applicants (positive overrides),
these lenders will appear to discriminate against
minority applicants by holding them to a more
stringent credit standard. If such lenders actually
do discriminate against minority applicants,
these effects will merely be exacerbated. Finally,
the few loans that such lenders hold in portfolio
will tend to be from white applicants and will
perform better than ostensibly similar loans sold
to the secondary market. 

In contrast, small portfolio lenders will show
fewer outward signs of discrimination. Although
they too will likely reject relatively more minor-
ity applications, the difference in denial rates
will be less stark than at larger institutions. In-
deed, if the distribution of minority creditworthi-
ness in the applicant pool is sufficiently good,

qM(s1*) = qW (s *) = θ*.
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there may be no difference in denial rates at
these institutions. This moderated denial rate
differential, however, will not arise because of
more frequent lending to minorities. Rather, it
will result from the fact that such lenders do not
pass off their “bad” white loans to the sec-
ondary market, but reject them instead. Finally,
if these small lenders do discriminate against
minority applicants, it may be difficult to detect
this behavior. Because they refuse more white
applicants than larger lenders do, the disparity
in their denial rates may still appear less severe,
even when they hold minority applicants to a
more stringent signal. 

Existing empirical evidence seems consistent
with these implications of the cultural affinity
hypothesis. Black and Hispanic mortgage appli-
cants are rejected more frequently than whites,
as evidenced by HMDA data over the last six
years. Furthermore, Hunter and Walker (1996)
show that higher denial rates for blacks and His-
panics seem to result from lenders giving more
“breaks” to white applicants, meaning that
blacks and Hispanics seem to be held much
more rigidly to standard underwriting criteria.24

Finally, it is worth asking what happens
when lenders have a cultural affinity with black
and Hispanic applicants rather than with whites.
This might be true, for instance, for minority-
owned institutions and other lenders that make
a particular point of marketing to minority com-
munities. Typically, such institutions are smaller
portfolio lenders. In contrast to white-owned
portfolio lenders, however, these institutions
tend to deny minority loans at an even higher
rate than other lenders. This happens because
their affinity makes them better at weeding out
unprofitable minority applications and keeping
only those that are sufficiently creditworthy. Just
as white-owned institutions appear to discrimi-
nate against white applicants, black-owned
institutions seem to hold minority applicants to
harsher, if more flexible, underwriting criteria.
However, in contrast to its effect on the white
applicants discussed earlier, this discrimination
exacerbates the higher denial rate that would
arise from the deficiencies of minority appli-
cants’ average credit prospects. 

It may seem strange to suggest that black-
owned banks are more likely to discriminate
against black applicants, but recent evidence
suggests that this may well be the case. Black,
Collins, and Cyree (forthcoming) use logistic
regression techniques (similar to those of
Munnell et al.) to show that black-owned banks
also appear to require that black applicants
meet a higher cutoff credit standard. The theory
of cultural affinity can, therefore, explain this
seemingly counterintuitive finding.

The above empirical predictions make it
clear that detecting and eradicating discrimina-
tion in a market with cultural affinities can be
quite difficult. In particular, the observable be-
havior of a discriminating lender will vary ac-
cording to its position in the market (that is,
whether it is a portfolio lender or one that sells
its loans to the secondary market, and whether
it specializes in making minority loans). Focus-
ing solely on a lender’s denial rates provides lit-
tle, if any, information about its true actions.
Instead, examiners must concentrate their ef-
forts on understanding the makeup of the lend-
er’s applicant pool and the screen it is using to
evaluate those applicants. By comparing a lend-
er’s denial rate with that implied by its credit
standards and applicant population, regulators
can more accurately determine what is causing
the denial rate disparities: the effects of cultural
affinity, differential group creditworthiness, or
illegal discrimination.

■ 2244 See also Bostic (1995). Interestingly, he finds that minorities
receive favorable treatment regarding loan-to-value ratios, but face nega-
tive biases with respect to obligation ratios.
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