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educational and job-related skills necessary 
for the world of work in the mainstream 
economy is thereby adversely affected. In such 
neighborhoods, therefore, teachers become 
frustrated and do not teach and children do not 
learn. A vicious cycle is perpetuated through 
the family, through the community, and through 
the schools.10

Through such mechanisms, residence in high-poverty 
neighborhoods exacerbates the problems of poverty. For 
a given person with low income, residence in a ghetto 
or barrio community makes it harder for adults to find 
employment and harder for children to develop the skills 
to succeed. The high levels of crime, low quality of public 
services, and social spillover effects imposes a tremendous 
burden on families that the federal poverty line alone 
cannot measure.

Consequences of Concentrated Poverty
In addition to the lack of role models for children, there 
are many other deleterious effects of living in high-
poverty neighborhoods over and above the negative 
consequences of a lack of sufficient income. Low-
income neighborhoods have lower levels of education 
and employment, as well as higher rates of poverty, 
single-parent families, and other social problems. These 
characteristics may be compositional rather than causal; in 
other words, people with those characteristics may migrate 
into high-poverty areas to obtain cheap housing, or people 
who lack those characteristics may move out. From a policy 
perspective, however, the important question is whether 
these concentrations of poverty have dynamic effects on 
residents. Increasing evidence suggests that they do.

The poor are disproportionately concentrated in central 
cities due to the housing price gradient and exclusionary 
zoning, reinforced by continued racial segregation and 
discrimination in housing markets. While many jobs 
remain in the central city, especially high-skill jobs, the 
largest number and fastest growth of jobs appropriate for 
workers with lower skill levels are found in the suburbs.11  As 
a result, the poor, particularly the minority poor, suffer from 
a spatial mismatch that separates them from opportunities 
for employment and advancement.

Given racial and economic constraints on the housing 
mobility of low-income people, spatial mismatch may 
contribute to unemployment and low wages in the 
following ways. First, the difficulty and expense of a “reverse 
commute” lowers the effective wage rate and increases 

the probability that the commute will be unsustainable. 
Second, information about jobs may be less likely to 
reach into inner-city neighborhoods that have few social, 
political, or economic ties to the suburbs. Third, employers 
in suburbs may exercise more racial discrimination in 
hiring, either because of their own biases or out of concern 
for customer reactions, because they operate in the 
predominantly white environment of the suburbs. Fourth,
residents of inner-city neighborhoods may fear that they 
will be treated unfairly and viewed with suspicion in the 
suburban labor market, reducing the incentives to seek out 
suburban jobs and endure long commutes.12

Concentration of poverty has implications for 
educational outcomes because schools are creatures of 
neighborhoods.13 Often, the relationship is legally encoded 
in school attendance zone boundaries. Even for schools 
that draw on larger and less precise areas, such as magnet 
and charter schools, commuting time and transportation 
costs often restrict attendance to those who live relatively 
nearby. Schools usually closely reflect the racial and 
economic composition of the surrounding community. 
When they do differ, public schools will tend to have a 
greater proportion of minority and low-income children, 
due to life-cycle differences and differential selection into 
private schools and home schooling. Thus, schools are 
often even more segregated by race and income than is 
the surrounding community.

As a result, when poor families reside in different 
neighborhoods than middle- and upper-income families, 
their children will likely attend different schools than more 
affluent children. Over time, the schools themselves 
become different. Schools in poorer neighborhoods have 
greater needs than schools with more advantaged children. 
Teachers and school administrators may develop lower 
academic expectations when they deal predominantly 
with poor children, many of whom do not have resources 
or support in the home. In some inner-city schools, working 
hard and getting good grades is derided as “acting white.” 
Even students who resist caving in to peer pressure may still 
be impeded in learning if enough classmates are disruptive 
and slow the pace of instruction. These so-called peer 
effects on students have been documented in a number 
of carefully controlled studies.14  Over and above peer 
effects, neighborhood conditions have spillover effects on 
academic achievement.15

A variety of studies have found that neighborhoods 
matter for child and adolescent development across a 
variety of developmental outcomes.16  For example, a 
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child’s IQ at thirty-six months of age is related to the 
presence of affluent families in the child’s neighborhood 
after controlling for family income, mother’s education, 
family structure, and race.17 Girls with fewer affluent 
neighbors initiated sexual activity earlier and were more 
likely to have out-of-wedlock birth, again controlling for 
family characteristics.18  Children with a high proportion 
of poor neighbors have more behavioral problems, lower 
self-esteem, and more symptoms of depression.19

The concentration of poverty often makes for an unhealthy 
environment with few parks and recreational resources, 
greater pollution, more alcohol outlets, more advertising 
for alcohol and tobacco, and less availability of healthy 
foods.20 Residents of disadvantaged neighborhoods suffer 
higher rates of communicable diseases like tuberculosis, 21 

premature birth,22  self-report of poor health,23  diabetes,24 

and obesity.25 Residence in economically and socially 
isolated census tracts increases the probability that 
adolescents will engage in health-risk behaviors.26

Conclusion

Poverty has largely reconcentrated since 2000, and more 
people live in high-poverty neighborhoods today than 
ever before. At the same time, concentration of poverty in 
the new millennium is different than in 1990 and prior years 
is several significant ways. The white poor, for example, are 
increasingly likely to live in high-poverty areas, although 
African-Americans and Hispanics still make up the bulk 
of the population of these neighborhoods. Concentration 
of poverty has grown fastest in small to mid-size 
metropolitan areas, particularly in the Midwest. Within 
metropolitan areas, almost all high-poverty neighborhoods 
in metropolitan areas are found in a handful of cities—
principal cities and a few older, inner-ring suburbs—while 
hundreds of other suburban areas have no high-poverty 
areas. Yet within larger cities, high-poverty neighborhoods 
are less clustered than they were in 1990, so that there are 
more pockets of poverty.

The return to high levels of concentration of poverty 
is troubling given the increasing body of evidence that 
residing in high-poverty areas has independent effects 
on child development, educational attainment, health, 
and labor market outcomes. It is unclear whether the 
new forms of concentrated poverty are better or worse 
than the past. The fact that fewer high-poverty areas are 
dominated by a single racial group means that there has 
been a slight decoupling of racial and economic isolation. 

Does that ameliorate the negative effects of residing in 
a high-poverty neighborhood? Moreover, is it better or 
worse to live in a small pocket of poverty rather than a 
large agglomeration of high-poverty tracts? On the one 
hand, the person in the larger poverty area may be more 
isolated from the social and economic mainstream. On the 
other hand, the person in the smaller pocket of poverty 
may have a hard time accessing social services and may 
be less likely to be able to draw on social capital. Groups 
like the Bedford-Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation 
would be less likely to form, and would find it harder to 
be successful, in a more dispersed pattern of high-poverty 
neighborhoods.

While the differences in the location, demographic 
composition, and spatial patterns of high-poverty areas 
are interesting, the primary finding of this paper is the 
rapid increase in the prevalence of such neighborhoods, 
undoing the progress of the 1990s. More research 
is needed on the factors that drive these changes, 
capitalizing on the variation in the levels and trends in 
concentrated poverty among metropolitan areas. In 
particular, we need to understand how changes in zoning, 
housing subsidies, growth management, and other public 
policies could reduce poverty concentration. The housing 
units and suburban communities that we have already built 
are not going to go away, but that is all the more reason 
to fundamentally rethink how we build our metropolitan 
regions going forward. The population of the United States 
today is approximately 313 million. By 2050, the population 
is projected to reach about 400 million—a 28 percent 
increase. As a nation, we will have to build more than 30 
million new housing units to accommodate this growth, 
and millions more to replace older housing units that are 
abandoned or torn down. We have to choose whether to 
build these new units in the same fragmented, segregated 
patterns as in past decades, or whether we will begin to 
move towards a society in which there is less socioeconomic 
differentiation between communities. The decisions we 
make or fail to make about metropolitan development will 
go a long way to determining whether all citizens will have 
access to quality housing, safe neighborhoods, economic 
opportunity, and quality education for their children.

Appendix: Data and Methodology

The data used in this analysis come from several different 
sources. The first is the 1990 Census of Population and 
Housing, Summary File 3 (SF3), and the corresponding file 
for the 2000 Census. These data are based on the “long 
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form” of the Census that includes questions about income. 
These questions are asked of a one in seven sample of the 
entire country at a point in time (April 15 of the Census 
year). The long form was given to about 1 in 7 of the 
nation’s 100 million households, and asked about income 
among many other things.27  With millions of responses, 
the long form generated sufficiently large samples for 
most of the nation’s 65,000 census tracts to generate 
useful poverty estimates. Virtually all quantitative work 
on the prevalence of and trends in concentrated poverty 
used long form data in one level of aggregation or another: 
block groups, census tracts, zip codes, minor civil divisions, 
and so on. The current population survey and other broad 
national surveys simply do not have sufficient numbers of 
respondents to estimate poverty at the census tract level.

The “long form” of the decennial census was discontinued 
after the 2000 Census. The American Communities 
Survey (ACS) is the replacement for the Census long 
form. Compared to the long form, the ACS surveys a 
much smaller number of households in any given year. 
However, unlike the census, new samples are conducted 
each month of the year. The ACS releases data annually, 
but for small geographies like census tracts, the annual data 
release consists of sixty-month (five year) rolling averages 
to protect the confidentiality of survey respondents. Three 
waves of the ACS five-year data have now been released. 
These surveys represent the sixty-month periods spanning 
2005–2009, 2006–2010, and 2007–2011. In other words, 
each new release of the ACS census tract data has four 
years of overlap with the previous year’s release.

The benefit of the ACS approach to census tract data is 
that researchers will have an annually updated time trend 
on census tracts. There is a downside to the ACS tract-
level data, however. In general, the ACS numbers based 
on moving averages of sixty monthly samples are not 
comparable to the point-in-time estimates from long-
form census data. Poverty levels fluctuate, especially in 
small areas, and some of the extremes of poverty may be 
obscured by averaging over a longer period. For example, 
imagine a metropolitan area where there are five high 
poverty neighborhoods each and every month, but over 
the course of time, the specific neighborhoods with high 
poverty levels change due to gentrification displacing the 
original poverty areas as shown in Figure 15 (see page 25). 
When the data are aggregated over five years, it is possible 
that zero neighborhoods will have poverty rates over 40 
percent, on average, over the period. Thus, despite the 
fact that a point in time estimate from any specific month 
would have shown five poor neighborhoods, the five year 

moving average could show no concentration of poverty. 
The inescapable conclusion is that comparing the 2010 
ACS census tract data to the 2000 Census long form data 
can be problematic and possibly misleading. The sample 
size per census tract is smaller as well, introducing a greater 
degree of sampling error in the ACS data.28  But there is no 
alternative, and the problem of concentration of poverty 
is too important to ignore because of changes in data 
collection procedures.

Identifying Poor Neighborhoods
In general usage, the exact boundaries of a given 
neighborhood are subjective and imprecise. Exceptions 
include cities which have drawn official neighborhood 
boundaries, as in Chicago, or places where whole 
neighborhoods were built at once by a single developer, 
often surrounded by a wall. These defined neighborhoods 
are not consistent from place to place in terms of size 
or sociodemographic consistency, they do not form a 
complete coverage of the nation, and often there is no 
consistent source of data on them. For this reason, the 
research literature often uses census tracts as proxies for 
neighborhoods. Census tracts are small administrative 
units designated by the Census Bureau that on average 
had about 4,300 residents in 2000.29

A person is considered poor if he or she lives in a family 
in which the total family income is below the poverty 
threshold defined by the Census Bureau and adjusted 
annually for inflation.  Currently, the poverty threshold for 
a family of four is about $23,000.30 Typically, a census tract 
is considered a high-poverty neighborhood if 40 percent 
or more of the neighborhood’s residents are classified 
as poor using the federal poverty definition.  While any 
specific threshold is inherently arbitrary, the 40 percent 
level has become the standard in the literature and has 
been incorporated in federal data analysis and program 
rules.

Data from the 2000 Census show that this threshold is 
a valid indication of the kind of neighborhood distress 
described by Wilson. Table 11 (see page 26) shows that 
the proportion of families with children that have a 
married couple family structure is inversely correlated with 
the neighborhood poverty level, as one would expect. 
However, single parent families are not the dominant family 
type until the neighborhood poverty level of 40 percent is 
attained. This table does not distinguish cause and effect, 
but it does indicate that in neighborhoods above the 40 
percent threshold, single-parent families are the norm, 
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in contrast to neighborhoods below the threshold where 
married-couple families are the norm.

A similar finding applies to male employment and labor 
force participation. The norm in most neighborhoods 
is that adult males work in the mainstream labor market. 
Table 12 (see page 26) shows, not surprisingly, that 
male employment and labor force participation are 
inversely correlated with neighborhood poverty level. 
Nevertheless, in neighborhoods with poverty levels below 
40 percent, more than half of adult males are employed. In 
neighborhoods with poverty rates of 40 percent or more, 
the norm for males is not to be employed. The majority 
of males in high-poverty neighborhoods are either 
unemployed or not in the labor force; that is, they are not 
even looking for work. Table 11 and Table 12 (see page 26) 
provide evidence for William Julius Wilson’s view of high-
poverty neighborhood contexts. A child growing up in a 
high-poverty neighborhood lives in a world where single 
parent families and lack of labor force attachment are the 
norms.31 

Geography
The spatial concentration of poverty can be defined of 
as the extent to which the poor in a given geographic 
area disproportionately reside in very high-poverty 
neighborhoods within that area. The larger area can be 
the country as a whole, states, cities, and counties—in fact, 
any geographic unit larger than the neighborhood unit. 
While concentration of poverty can be calculated at many 
geographic levels, the prevalence of poverty is a function of 
the labor market and the availability of housing of different 
economic levels is a function of the housing market. Such 
markets do not necessarily respect the political boundaries 

of cities and towns that were established and often fixed 
long ago. Metropolitan areas, consisting of central urban 
places and tightly linked suburbs, are specifically designed 
to capture, as well as it is possible to do so, functional local 
housing and labor markets. Hence, metropolitan areas 
have been the unit of analysis for much prior work on the 
concentration of poverty, and will be the central focus of 
this analysis.

A consistent set of geographic boundaries was used for 
all years in this analysis, covering the entire United States. 
The country is divided in three types of areas: metropolitan 
areas, micropolitan areas, and rural/small town areas as 
described below. Metropolitan areas are defined as a core 
county and contiguous counties that are closely related 
in terms of commuting patterns and other criteria. A 
metropolitan area has a core urban area with a population 
of at least 50,000 residents. It also includes all counties 
containing the core urban area and any adjacent counties 
with a high degree of social and economic integration with 
the urban core. Some very large metropolitan areas are 
split into “metropolitan divisions,” such as Dallas and Ft. 
Worth. I consider the metropolitan divisions as separate 
areas in this analysis.32 Based on the criteria employed by 
the Census Bureau in 2010 and counting the divisions as 
separate metropolitan areas, there are 384 metropolitan 
areas comprising 84 percent of the U.S. population in 
2010. The largest is the New York metropolitan division, 
with a population of 11.6 million, and the smallest is Carson 
City, Nevada, with a population of 55,000 as of the 2010 
Census.

While most of the population lives in metropolitan areas, 
there are many significant cities that are not part of larger 

Figure 15. Possible Bias in the American Communities Survey

MONTH 0 MONTH 60



26The Century Foundation and Rutgers CURE Concentration of Poverty in the New Millennium

metropolitan agglomerations. These so-called micropolitan 
areas have an urban core of at least 10,000 but less than 
50,000 persons. These are cities like Lebanon, New 
Hampshire, Gallup, New Mexico, and Eureka, California. 
As is the case with metropolitan areas, a micropolitan area 
includes the central counties and adjoining counties that 
are closely linked to it. The largest micropolitan area is 
Seaford, Delaware, with a population of 194,000, and the 
smallest is Tallulah, Louisiana, with a population of 12,000. 
There are 576 micropolitan areas that included about 10 
percent of the U.S. population.

The remaining 6 percent of the U.S. population live in small 
towns and rural areas. For the purpose of completeness, 
these areas are included in the analysis, separately by 
state.33 Texas has the largest small town/rural population, 
with 1.4 million persons not living in either a metropolitan 
or micropolitan area. Four states—Connecticut, Delaware, 
New Jersey, Rhode Island—are sufficiently urban that 
there are no counties and zero persons so classified.

In this geographic scheme, every U.S. county is therefore 
classified as metropolitan, micropolitan, or part of the small 
town/rural remainder. These definitions are then applied 
retroactively to the past census data from 1990 and 2000. 
While the boundaries of cities and towns change frequently 
due to mergers, splits, and annexations, county boundaries 

change only rarely. Thus, the state and county codes of 
the 2010 inventory of metropolitan and micropolitan areas 
can be retroactively applied to the census tract data of 
previous years.34

For some purposes, it is useful to look at the political 
jurisdictions that make up metropolitan areas. There is a 
bewildering array of legal settlement types, governed by 
state laws and categorized in different ways by the Census 
Bureau for statistical purposes. Incorporated municipal 
entities—cities, towns, and other forms of government—
are called “places” by the Census Bureau. Places—the 
boundaries of which are determined politically—often do 
not nest neatly within other geographic borders; a case in 
point is New York City, which spans five counties. Census 
tracts, the neighborhood units for this work, are often split 
across the boundaries of places. To make matters worse, 
some areas are unincorporated, or are treated as such 
by the Census Bureau even though they seem to have a 
functioning government. Thus, the “place” concept does 
not form a complete coverage of the nation. “Minor civil 
divisions” are an alternative statistical geography consisting 
of counties or parts of counties corresponding to local 
governance structures. But these entities chop up larger 
cities, because they are required to nest within counties; 
New York City, for example, appears as five separate units 
in this scheme. For the local jurisdiction analysis presented 

Table 11. Family Structure by Neighborhood Poverty 
Level, 2000

NEIGHBORHOOD
POVERTY

FAMILY STRUCTURE (%)
MARRIED 
COUPLE

MALE
HEADED

FEMALE
HEADED

0 to 4.9% 85.2 3.9 10.9
5 to 9.9% 76.7 6.1 17.2

10 to 14.9% 70.9 7.3 21.8
15 to 19.9% 66.0 7.8 26.2
20 to 29.9% 59.2 8.1 32.7
30 to 39.9% 50.0 8.1 41.9
40 to 49.9% 43.3 7.7 48.9
50 to 59.9% 36.3 6.5 57.1
60 to 69.9% 32.8 5.2 62.0
70 to 79.9% 14.6 4.4 81.0
80 to 89.9% 8.0 1.3 90.7
90 to 100% 11.2 4.4 84.4

Total 72.9 6.2 20.9

Note: Includes all families with children age 0–18.
Source:  U.S. Census Bureau, 2000 Census, Summary File 3.

Table 12. Labor Force Status by Neighborhood 
Poverty Level, 2000

NEIGHBORHOOD
POVERTY

LABOR FORCE STATUS

EMPLOYED UNEMPLOYED
NOT IN 

THE LABOR 
FORCE

0 to 4.9% 74.4 2.4 23.2
5 to 9.9% 69.9 3.2 26.9

10 to 14.9% 65.3 4.0 30.7
15 to 19.9% 62.2 4.8 33.0
20 to 29.9% 57.5 6.1 36.4
30 to 39.9% 51.3 8.0 40.7
40 to 49.9% 46.0 9.4 44.7
50 to 59.9% 41.5 11.3 47.2
60 to 69.9% 39.0 10.8 50.2
70 to 79.9% 34.7 13.7 51.6
80 to 89.9% 34.4 9.9 55.6
90 to 100% 17.9 18.8 63.3

Total 66.5 4.0 29.5

Source:  U.S. Census Bureau, 2000 Census, Summary File 3.
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in Table 10, I constructed a synthetic geography, consisting 
of places where they exist and are tabulated by the Census 
Bureau (summary level 160), supplemented by minor civil 
divisions for areas not tabulated in the place data (summary 
level 070, excluding those within recognized places). This 
forms a mutually exclusive and collectively exhaustive set 
of local-level boundaries for the nation as a whole.

In the analysis of cities and towns within metropolitan areas, 
split census tracts must be accounted for. In this analysis, 
census tracts are categorized as high-poverty or not based 
on the whole-tract poverty rate. The populations within 
them are allocated to city or town in which they are located.

Race and Ethnicity
Comparisons over time based on census data are 
complicated by changes in way the Census Bureau reports 
race and ethnicity. In 2000 and beyond, the Census Bureau 
allows respondents to choose more than one race category. 
In practice, fewer than two percent of non-Hispanic 
persons choose more than one race. The census considers 
race to be a separate issue from Hispanic origin. Since the 
questions are asked separately, persons of Hispanic origin 
can be of any race. In practice, most persons who identify 
themselves as Hispanic identify their race as either “White” 
or “other race.” In this analysis, “Hispanic” refers to anyone 
who identified as “Hispanic” regardless of race. “White,” 
“Black,” and “Asian” refers to non-Hispanic persons who 
identified those categories as their only racial group. Thus, 
multi-racial persons are not included in the analysis. In the 
1990 data, poverty status is not available for non-Hispanic 
whites, so it is estimated.35
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