
I. Introduction

F
or many years, the conditions of life
in the poorest of poor neighborhoods
have attracted the attention of film-
makers, journalists, and academic

researchers. Each in their own way, these 
witnesses provide stark evidence about the

devastating effects impoverished environ-
ments can have on those unfortunate enough
to dwell within them, and about how these
effects spill over into society at large. 

Poverty, in government statistics, is defined
on the basis of a family’s income relative to a
fixed poverty line, a standard meant to reflect
the cost of basic necessities. This narrow,

May 2003 • The Brookings Institution The Living Cities Census Series 1

“This report docu-

ments a dramatic

decline in the

1990s in the

number of 

high-poverty

neighborhoods,

their population,

and the concen-

tration of the

poor in these

neighborhoods.”

Center on Urban and Metropolitan Policy

■ The number of people living in high-
poverty neighborhoods—where the
poverty rate is 40 percent or
higher—declined by a dramatic 24
percent, or 2.5 million people, in
the 1990s. This improvement marked
a significant turnaround from the
1970–1990 period, during which the
population in high-poverty neighbor-
hoods doubled.

■ The steepest declines in high-
poverty neighborhoods occurred in
metropolitan areas in the Midwest
and South. In Detroit, for instance,
the number of people living in high-
poverty neighborhoods dropped nearly
75 percent over the decade.

■ Concentrated poverty—the share of
the poor living in high-poverty
neighborhoods—declined among all
racial and ethnic groups, especially
African Americans. The share of poor

black individuals living in high-poverty
neighborhoods declined from 30 per-
cent in 1990 to 19 percent in 2000.

■ The number of high-poverty neigh-
borhoods declined in rural areas and
central cities, but suburbs experi-
enced almost no change. A number of
older, inner-ring suburbs around major
metropolitan areas actually experienced
increases in poverty over the decade,
though poverty rates there generally
remain well below 40 percent.

While the 1990s brought a landmark
reversal of decades of increasingly con-
centrated poverty, the recent economic
downturn and the weakening state of
many older suburbs underscore that the
trend may reverse once again without
continued efforts to promote economic
and residential opportunity for low-
income families.

Findings
A national analysis of high-poverty neighborhoods, and the concentration of poor individu-
als in those neighborhoods, in 1990 and 2000 indicates that:

Stunning Progress, 
Hidden Problems:
The Dramatic Decline of 
Concentrated Poverty in the 1990s
Paul A. Jargowsky1



bookkeeper’s conception of poverty,
however, fails to capture the multiple
ways in which poverty acts to degrade
the quality of life and limit the oppor-
tunities of those in its grip. One of the
most important aspects of poverty not
captured in the official statistics is its
spatial dimension. In theory, poor fam-
ilies and their children could be widely
dispersed throughout the population.
In fact, they often tend to live near
other poor people in neighborhoods
with high poverty rates. The problem
is particularly acute for the minority
poor, who are segregated by both race
and income. 

Why should we be concerned with
the spatial organization of poverty?
The concentration of poor families
and children in high-poverty ghettos,
barrios, and slums magnifies the 
problems faced by the poor. Concen-
trations of poor people lead to a con-
centration of the social ills that cause
or are caused by poverty. Poor children
in these neighborhoods not only lack
basic necessities in their own homes,
but also they must contend with a hos-
tile environment that holds many
temptations and few positive role mod-
els. Equally important, school districts
and attendance zones are generally
organized geographically, so that the
residential concentration of the poor
frequently results in low-performing
schools. The concentration of poverty
in central cities also may exacerbate
the flight of middle-income and
higher-income families to the suburbs,
driving a wedge between social needs
and the fiscal base required to address
them. 

Between 1970 and 1990, the spatial
concentration of the poor rose dramat-
ically in many U.S. metropolitan
areas.2 The number of people living in
high-poverty areas doubled; the
chance that a poor black child resided
in a high-poverty neighborhood
increased from roughly one-in-four to
one-in-three; and the physical size of
the blighted sections of many central
cities increased even more dramati-

cally. By contrast, poverty—measured
at the family level—did not increase
during this period. Thus, there was a
not a change in poverty per se, but a
fundamental change in the spatial
organization of poverty. The poor
became more physically isolated from
the social and economic mainstream
of society.

Two key factors contributed to the
increasing concentration of poverty
during the 1970s and 1980s. First,
weaknesses in local or regional
economies tended to disproportion-
ately impact central cities. And sec-
ondly, exclusionary suburban
development patterns contributed to
increasing economic segregation. 

Policymakers have been anxious to
know how the spatial organization of
poverty may have changed in the
1990s. For most metropolitan areas
and the country as a whole, the
decade was a period of unparalleled
economic growth. However, rapid sub-
urban development continued and
perhaps even accelerated during this
period. The net effect of these trends
on the concentration of poverty in the
1990s is therefore ambiguous.

Only the decennial Census provides
sufficient detail at the neighborhood
level to examine the concentration of
poverty. With the release of Census
2000, we are now able to assess the
net impact of the economy, suburban
development, and other forces on the
spatial dimension of poverty over the
last decade.

Based on the trend of prior decades,
one might have reasonably assumed
that high-poverty neighborhoods were
an unavoidable aspect of urban life
and would continue to grow inexorably
in size and population. The latest evi-
dence contradicts this gloomy assess-
ment. This report documents a
dramatic decline in the 1990s in the
number of high-poverty neighbor-
hoods, their population, and the con-
centration of the poor in these
neighborhoods. It also finds, however,
several indications that poverty rose in

the older suburbs of many metropoli-
tan areas, even during a decade of eco-
nomic expansion. The paper concludes
with a discussion of the meaning of
these trends, and the more recent
decline in economic conditions, for
poor families and communities in the
current decade.

II. Methodology

T
his report examines the
changes in the concentration
of poverty in the 1990s using
sample data (the “long form”)

from the 1990 and 2000 decennial
censuses. 

For the purpose of this study,
poverty is defined using official U.S.
poverty guidelines. An individual is
considered poor if he lives in a family
whose income is less than a specific
threshold that varies by family size and
composition. While the official defini-
tion suffers from a number of known
flaws and limitations, it is nevertheless
widely accepted.3 More importantly,
the Census Bureau provides data on
poverty status based on the long form
of the census.

In everyday usage, one can talk
about a neighborhood in general terms
without specifying exact boundaries.
For tabulation purposes, however,
every household in the nation must
reside in one and only one geographi-
cally specific neighborhood. In this
study, we use census tracts as proxies
for neighborhoods. Census tracts are
small, relatively homogeneous areas
devised by the Census Bureau and
local planning agencies, making use 
of bounding features such as major
roads, railroad tracks, and rivers when-
ever possible. On average, they con-
tain 4,000 persons, but in practice
they vary widely in population. They
also vary widely in geographic size due
to differences in population density.
When initially delineated, census
tracts are meant to be relatively homo-
geneous with respect to social and
economic characteristics and housing
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stock considerations. While they may
not always capture the mental map of
neighborhoods that city residents
have, they do divide the nation along
geographic lines. In less dense rural
areas, one census tract may represent
all or a substantial portion of a county.

As populations grow and change,
census tracts may be split, merged, or
modified in other ways. In this
research, contemporaneous tracts are
used. That is, 1990 census tract
boundaries are used to interpret 1990
data, and 2000 census tract bound-
aries are used for the 2000 figures.
Using contemporaneous boundaries is
important, because to do otherwise
would invite a systematic bias into the
analysis. For example, if the 2000 cen-
sus tract grid were superimposed on
1970 data, average neighborhood pop-
ulation would be far smaller in 1970
than in 2000. Defining neighborhoods
differently over time would systemati-
cally bias the results of any analysis
that is sensitive to the size of the
neighborhood units.4

Combining the poverty dimension
and the spatial dimension, a census
tract is considered a high-poverty
neighborhood if 40 percent or more of
its residents are classified as poor
using the federal poverty standard.
While any specific threshold is inher-
ently arbitrary, the 40 percent level has
become the standard in the literature

and has even been incorporated into
federal data analysis and program
rules.5 In addition to tabulating the
number of high-poverty neighborhoods
and the number and characteristics of
their residents, this paper examines
the concentration of poverty—defined
as the percentage of the poor in some
city or region that resides in high-
poverty neighborhoods. 

These two concepts—the incidence
of high-poverty neighborhoods, and
the concentration of poverty—are not
unrelated. In general, the greater the
number of high-poverty neighborhoods
in a city or metropolitan area is, the
more likely poor residents of that place
will be “concentrated” in those neigh-
borhoods. However, each measure
answers a different question. The for-
mer relates to the geographic footprint
of very-low-income districts within a
city or metropolitan area, which has
important implications for economic
development efforts and city planning.
The latter captures the percentage of
poor individuals who not only must
cope with their own low incomes, but
also with the economic and social
effects of the poverty that surrounds
them. 

The figures presented below include
all census tracts in the United States,
including both metropolitan and non-
metropolitan areas, except as noted. A
metropolitan area usually consists of

one or more population centers, or
central cities, and the nearby counties
that have close economic and com-
muting ties to the central cities.6 The
Census Bureau defines several types
of metropolitan areas. There are
stand-alone Metropolitan Statistical
Areas (MSAs) and Primary Metropoli-
tan Statistical Areas (PMSAs). PMSAs
are part of larger constructions called
Consolidated Metropolitan Statistical
Areas (CMSAs). In this analysis, met-
ropolitan areas are defined to include
MSAs and PMSAs, not CMSAs.
CMSAs are so large that they do not
represent unified housing and labor
markets, and so they are not consid-
ered in this analysis.7

Like census tracts, the boundaries
of metropolitan areas are adjusted over
time. New counties are added, and
existing counties are deleted or moved
to different metropolitan areas if there
are changes in their demographics, in
the commuting patterns of their resi-
dents, or if the Census Bureau
changes the rules for allocating coun-
ties to metropolitan areas. In this
analysis, the definitions of metropoli-
tan areas (including MSAs and
PMSAs) in effect for Census 2000 are
applied to both 1990 and 2000 data.
In keeping with this, any changes in
the figures for metropolitan areas
shown below reflect actual changes in
population demographics and not
changes in boundaries or definitions.

To examine variation among racial
and ethnic groups, population is
divided first by Hispanic origin, and
then non-Hispanics are further divided
by racial group—black, white, Ameri-
can Indian, Asian, and people who
indicated more than one race (in
2000) or “other race.” Thus, a refer-
ence to whites refers to non-Hispanic
persons who indicated “White or Cau-
casian” as their sole racial group on
the census form, a reference to blacks
indicates non-Hispanic persons who
chose “Black or African-American” as
their sole race, and so on. 

A final methodological note: A por-
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The Federal Poverty Standard

Developed by Molly Orshansky of the Social Security Administration in the
1960s for use in the War on Poverty, the federal poverty standard has been
criticized from every conceivable angle. Despite its imperfections, it has
endured as both an administrative tool to determine program eligibility and
as a research tool. Persons are considered poor if they live in families whose
total family income is less than a threshold meant to represent the cost of
basic necessities. The thresholds vary by family size, and are adjusted each
year for inflation. For example, in 2002, the poverty level was $15,260 for a
typical family of three and $18,400 for a typical family of four. For more
information, see Orshansky (1965), Fisher (1992), and the HHS poverty web
site: aspe.hhs.gov/poverty/poverty.shtml.



tion of this study analyzes levels and
changes in high-poverty neighbor-
hoods based on their location in cen-
tral cities, suburbs, or rural areas. In
practice, census tracts are subdivisions
of counties, and thus often do not
respect the municipal borders that
define central cities.8 In such cases,
the tract’s poverty status is classified
by the poverty rate for the entire tract.
That is, there is only one poverty rate
for each whole census tract, no matter
how many ways the tract is split over
city or metropolitan boundaries. In
this way, the count of persons residing
in high-poverty areas is consistent, and
systematic biases that would arise
from the splitting of census tracts are
avoided.

III. Findings

A. The number of people living in
high-poverty neighborhoods—where
the poverty rate is 40 percent or
higher—declined by a dramatic 24
percent, or 2.5 million people, in
the 1990s.
The strong economic conditions that
prevailed throughout most of the
1990s appear to have dramatically
altered long-term trends in the spatial
organization of poverty. The number of
high-poverty neighborhoods—census
tracts with poverty rates of 40 percent
or more—declined by more than one-
fourth, from 3,417 in 1990 to 2,510 in
2000 nationwide. This is a stunning
reversal of the trend between 1970
and 1990, as shown in Figure 1.9

More importantly, the total number
of residents of high-poverty areas
declined by 24 percent, from 10.4 mil-
lion in 1990 to 7.9 million in 2000.
The sharp decline does not merely
reflect declines in overall poverty. In
fact, despite the strong economy, the
number of persons classified as poor
in the United States actually rose
between 1990 and 2000, from 31.7
million to 33.9 million. The overall
poverty rate did decline over the
decade (from 13.1 percent to 12.4 per-

cent), but by a much smaller degree
than did the number of high-poverty
neighborhoods. The implication is that
there was a substantial change in the
spatial organization of poverty during
the 1990s. Poor neighborhoods, or at
least the residents of high-poverty
neighborhoods in 1990, benefited dis-
proportionately from the boom. 

Virtually the whole spectrum of
racial and ethnic groups benefited
from the decline in the number of per-
sons residing in high-poverty neighbor-
hoods. The number of white residents
of these areas declined by 29 percent
(from 2.7 to 1.9 million), and the
number of black residents declined by
an even faster 36 percent (from 4.8
million to 3.1 million). Despite this
decline, however, blacks remained the
single largest racial/ethnic group living
in high-poverty neighborhoods. 

The major exception to the pattern
was Hispanics, whose numbers in
high-poverty neighborhoods actually
increased slightly, by 1.6 percent. At
the same time, the number of Hispan-
ics in the U.S. overall increased dra-
matically in the 1990s—by 57.9

percent, compared to only 3.4 percent
growth for whites and 16.2 percent for
blacks. In the context of this rapid
population growth, fueled by the
immigration of many low-income per-
sons from Central and South America,
as well as births to immigrant families,
a growth rate of only 1.6 percent in
the number of Hispanics in high-
poverty neighborhoods could be
viewed as a positive outcome.

Given that different racial and eth-
nic groups were growing at different
rates, the composition of high-poverty
zones changed over the period. Figure
2 shows how the population in high-
poverty neighborhoods changed
between 1990 and 2000 by race and
ethnicity. Hispanic and Asian shares
increased, while those for whites and
blacks declined. Most notably, Hispan-
ics now comprise a larger share of
high-poverty neighborhood residents
than whites.

B. The steepest declines in high-
poverty neighborhoods occurred in
metropolitan areas in the Midwest
and South.
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Figure 1. High-Poverty Neighborhoods and High-Poverty
Neighborhood Population, U.S. Metropolitan Areas, 1970–2000

Based on metropolitan areas as defined in year of census.



Earlier research indicated that the
expansion of high-poverty ghettos and
barrios was particularly acute in the
Midwest, especially in central city
neighborhoods. Now, the Midwest has
exhibited the most rapid turnaround
during the boom of the 1990s. 

As shown in Figure 3, population
changes in high-poverty areas varied
dramatically across regions of the
country. In general, places with the
largest declines in the number of 
high-poverty neighborhoods also expe-
rienced the steepest drops in the num-
ber of people living in such areas.10

The decline was largest in the Mid-
west, where the population of high-
poverty neighborhoods was nearly
halved over the decade. There was also
a substantial decline in the South,
which nonetheless remained home to
the largest number of high-poverty
neighborhoods in 2000. 

At the same time, the number of
high-poverty neighborhoods in the
Northeast remained virtually the same
in 2000 as in 1990, and the West
actually saw a substantial 26 percent
increase in the population of these

neighborhoods, albeit from a small
base. In 1990, the population of high-
poverty neighborhoods in the West
was half that in the Midwest; by 2000,
nearly 300,000 more people lived in

high-poverty neighborhoods in the
West than in the Midwest. This
increase is explained almost entirely by
an increase in the size and population
of Hispanic barrios; the number of
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non-Hispanic persons in high-poverty
areas in the West declined slightly.

While only two out of four regions
showed significant declines in the
aggregate, the view at the state level is
more positive. Figure 4 maps the per-
centage change in high-poverty neigh-
borhood population by state. Fully 40
states had declines, with an average
decline of 78,000 persons residing in
high-poverty neighborhoods. Ten
states, as well as the District of
Columbia, had increases averaging
61,000 persons. Trends in the West as
a whole are clearly driven by Califor-
nia, which had an 87 percent increase
in the population of high-poverty
neighborhoods. 

Table 1 shows the 15 metro areas
with the largest decreases in high-
poverty-area population. The regional
flavor is readily apparent. Without
exception, the metropolitan areas
listed are located in the Midwest or in
the South. Detroit’s decline in the
population of high-poverty neighbor-
hoods was substantially larger than in
any other metropolitan area. Chicago,
however, experienced a comparable
decrease in the number of high-
poverty census tracts. All told, 200 out
of 331 metropolitan areas (MSAs and
PMSAs) saw declines in the number
of people living in high-poverty neigh-
borhoods (Appendix A shows relevant
data for all U.S. metropolitan areas,
and non-metropolitan areas by state).

In most metropolitan areas, high-
poverty neighborhoods tend to be clus-
tered in one or two main
agglomerations located in the central
city. In this way, the United States dif-
fers markedly from most other nations
of the world, in which poor neighbor-
hoods are typically located on the
periphery of urban areas. As these
zones of concentrated poverty
increased in size between 1970 and
1990, they contributed to a general
process of population deconcentration
that generated “donut cities”—depop-
ulating and impoverished urban cores
surrounded by prosperous and growing

suburbs. But then came the 1990s and
a boon for central cities. Just as cen-
tral cities bore the brunt of the fiscal,
social, and economic burden of con-
centrating poverty in prior decades,
they became prime beneficiaries of its

reduction in the 1990s.
A case in point is the Detroit, MI

metro area. Figure 5 shows the high-
poverty zones in Detroit over three
decades. From 1970 to 1990, there is
a rapid growth in the number of neigh-

May 2003 • The Brookings Institution The Living Cities Census Series6

Table 1. Top 15 Metropolitan Areas by Decline in Population of
High-Poverty Neighborhoods, 1990–2000

Decline in % Decline in Decline in 
Metropolitan Area Population Population Census Tracts
Detroit, MI 313,217 74.4 97
Chicago, IL 177,908 43.1 73
San Antonio, TX 107,272 70.1 18
Houston, TX 77,662 47.8 27
Milwaukee-Waukesha, WI 63,357 45.0 16
Memphis, TN-AR-MS 61,924 43.6 11
New Orleans, LA 57,332 34.6 18
Brownsville-Harlingen-San Benito, TX 50,559 37.1 4
Columbus, OH 48,020 55.4 11
El Paso, TX 44,489 40.2 4
Dallas, TX 41,805 45.3 19
St. Louis, MO-IL 38,866 35.5 13
Lafayette, LA 33,978 54.8 10
Minneapolis-St. Paul, MN-WI 32,005 40.5 18
Flint, MI 31,631 61.2 6

Figure 4. Percentage Change in Population of High-Poverty
Neighborhoods by State, 1990–2000

Change, 1990–2000
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Figure 5.  High-Poverty Neighborhoods in Detroit, 1970–2000
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Figure 6. High-Poverty Neighborhoods in Dallas, 1970–2000
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borhoods with poverty rates of 40 per-
cent or more. By 1990, nearly half the
land area of the City of Detroit, the
boundary of which is shown in yellow,
had become a high-poverty zone. This
trend is reversed between 1990 and
2000. The change is so dramatic, it
strains credulity. To some extent, the
vivid map colors may overstate the
change, since many of Detroit’s census
tracts had all but emptied out by
1990. Thus, a movement or change in
poverty status of just a few families
could serve to change the color of an
entire census tract on the map. Even
so, the Detroit metro area underwent
an astonishing 74.4 percent reduction
in the number of people residing in
high-poverty zones between 1990 
and 2000.

The growth of high-poverty zones
between 1970 and 1990 and their sub-
sequent declines were by no means
limited to the Midwest. Figure 6
shows the trend in the Dallas metro-

politan area over the last three
decades. The poverty areas of Dallas
experienced their greatest expansion
between 1980 and 1990, after the col-
lapse of the OPEC oil cartel led to
sharply lower oil prices. At the same
time, Dallas was also experiencing
rapid suburban development. Plano,
TX, a “Boomburb” just north of Dallas,
was for years the fastest growing city
in the nation.12 After 1990, however,
there was substantial redevelopment

of the downtown area, including con-
dominium and apartment develop-
ments just north of downtown and
along Interstate 45. The overall
decline in the population of Dallas’s
high-poverty areas was 45 percent
between 1990 and 2000.

The regional picture is quite differ-
ent when we examine the metropolitan
areas with the largest increases in
high-poverty area population. Seven of
the 15 metropolitan areas in Table 2
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Mapping Poor Neighborhoods

The maps shown in these figures were produced using an interactive website.
By visiting the web site, users can easily produce maps such as these for any
metropolitan area in the United States. The address for the web site is
www.urbanpoverty.net. Construction of the web site was funded by the
Brookings Institution Center on Urban and Metropolitan Policy and the Bru-
ton Center for Development Studies at the University of Texas at Dallas.
Comments and suggestions about the web site are welcome.11

Figure 7. High-Poverty Neighborhoods in Los Angeles, 1970–2000
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are located in one state—California—
and six of those lie in either southern
California or the state’s agricultural
hub, the San Joaquin Valley. Other
metro areas include a handful in the
Northeast (Providence, Wilmington,
Rochester, and two suburban New Jer-
sey metros) and two smaller metros in
Texas. Altogether, a total of 91 out of
331 metropolitan areas had at least a
nominal increase in persons living in
high-poverty neighborhoods. 

It is worth noting that the size of
the population increase in high-
poverty zones falls off rapidly as we
read down the list. The fifteenth met-
ropolitan area, Monmouth-Ocean, NJ,
had a 9,000-person increase in its
high-poverty neighborhood population,
whereas the fifteenth metropolitan
area in Table 1 (Flint, MI) had a
32,000-person decline in its poverty-
area population.

Figure 7 illustrates the process in Los
Angeles. The expansion of high-poverty
neighborhoods, indicated in red, is quite
apparent. Also apparent is a consider-
able increase in the number of neigh-

borhoods with moderate poverty rates
(between 20 and 40 percent). 

Los Angeles is notable for three fac-
tors that may explain its divergence
from the national trend. First, the city
experienced a deadly and destructive
riot after the Rodney King verdict in
1992, and further heightening of
racial tension due to the trial of O.J.
Simpson in 1995. The riot and its
aftermath almost certainly accelerated
middle-class flight from the central
city area, and the trial emphasized
racial divisions in the region. Second,
the Los Angeles region experienced
tremendous immigration from Mexico
and other Central and South American
countries.13 Riverside/San Bernadino,
Fresno, and (to a lesser extent) San
Diego also experienced a significant
increase in low-income Hispanic pop-
ulation; the population of high-poverty
neighborhoods increased in these
areas as well. Third, the recession of
the early 1990s was particularly severe
in Southern California, and the eco-
nomic recovery there was not as rapid
as in other parts of California (such as

the San Francisco/Silicon Valley area)
that benefited from the Internet boom.

The other major exception to the
trend was the Washington, D.C. metro
area. The number of high-poverty
neighborhoods in the nation’s capital
more than doubled over the decade.
The major factor at work here was
likely the devastating fiscal crisis that
plagued the District during the early
and mid-1990s. The crisis undermined
public confidence in the governance of
the District and led to serious cut-
backs in public services, including
public safety. For this and other rea-
sons, there was a rapid out-migration
of moderate- and middle-income black
families, particularly into suburban
Maryland counties to the east of the
central city. The poor were left behind
in economically isolated neighbor-
hoods with increasing poverty rates.
The late 1990s real estate boom in
Washington seems not to have
improved conditions in these neigh-
borhoods.

Of course, these metros and others
in Table 2 represent the exceptions to
an overall decline in the number of
high-poverty neighborhoods, and pop-
ulation of high-poverty neighborhoods,
in the 1990s. Most areas of the U.S.
saw improvements over the decade
that were much greater in magnitude
than the deterioration that occurred in
a minority of metro areas. 

C. Concentrated poverty—the share
of the poor living in high-poverty
neighborhoods—declined among all
racial and ethnic groups, especially
African Americans.
In the 1990s, consonant with the
decline in high-poverty neighbor-
hoods, the concentration of poverty—
defined as the proportion of the poor in
a given area that resides in high-
poverty zones—dropped across most of
the nation. The number of poor per-
sons living in high-poverty areas
declined 27 percent, from 4.8 million
to 3.5 million. In 1990, the share of
poor individuals nationwide who lived

May 2003 • The Brookings Institution The Living Cities Census Series 9

Table 2. Top 15 Metropolitan Areas by Increase in Population of
High-Poverty Neighborhoods, 1990–2000

Increase in % Increase Increase in 
Metropolitan Area Population in Population Census Tracts
Los Angeles-Long Beach, CA 292,359 109.2 81
Fresno, CA 60,005 68.7 12
Riverside-San Bernardino, CA 58,669 260.5 12
Washington, DC-MD-VA-WV 56,954 276.4 14
Bakersfield, CA 42,622 190.8 9
San Diego, CA 33,274 86.1 10
McAllen-Edinburg-Mission, TX 28,117 12.0 (1)
Providence-Fall River-Warwick, RI-MA 22,186 235.4 3
Chico-Paradise, CA 16,675 103.3 4
Middlesex-Somerset-Hunterdon, NJ 14,020 n/a* 3
Wilmington-Newark, DE-MD 12,349 276.3 2
Bryan-College Station, TX 11,746 29.4 4
Visalia-Tulare-Porterville, CA 11,176 60.1 2
Rochester, NY 9,989 29.8 0
Monmouth-Ocean, NJ 9,114 318.3 (1)
*Middlesex-Somerset-Hunterdon, NJ, had no census tracts with poverty rates of 40 percent or higher

in 1990. 



in high-poverty areas (the concentrated
poverty rate) was 15 percent. By 2000,
that figure had declined to 10 percent. 

These declines are both striking and
gratifying. Between 1970 and 1990,
the concentration of poverty grew
steadily worse, especially for blacks.
About one-fourth of the black poor
lived in high-poverty areas in 1970; by
1990, the proportion had increased to
one-third. The rate was even higher
for black children, especially those in
single-parent families. The economic
and social isolation of these families
and children prompted great concern
among researchers investigating the
opportunities and constraints facing
low-income families in economically
impoverished neighborhoods.14

Some have argued that poor persons
may benefit from having poor neigh-
bors. For example, they may share 
coping strategies and draw on geo-
graphically-based support networks.
Yet most researchers, and most of the
general public, assume that the bene-
fits of poor persons living in high-
poverty neighborhoods are outweighed
by the extra hardships that such neigh-
borhoods impose, including their dele-
terious effects on child development
and the ability of poor adults to
achieve self-sufficiency.

For those reasons, it is good news
indeed that all racial and ethnic
groups shared in the deconcentration
of poverty of the 1990s, as shown in
Figure 8. The decline was most signifi-
cant for poor blacks; the percentage
living in high-poverty neighborhoods
declined from 30.4 percent in 1990 to
18.6 percent in 2000. American Indi-
ans experienced a similarly large
decrease. Yet despite these substantial
declines, blacks and American Indians
still suffer the highest concentrated
poverty rates, the former in highly seg-
regated urban ghettos and the latter in
remote rural reservations. The concen-
tration of poverty among non-Hispanic
whites, low to start with, dropped by
roughly one-sixth. The chances that a
poor Hispanic lives in a high-poverty

neighborhood dropped from more
than one in five (21.2 percent) in
1990 to less than one in seven (13.8
percent) in 2000.15

The declines in concentrated
poverty were not driven by a few large
or unrepresentative metropolitan
areas. Indeed, substantial declines
were the national norm. Of the 331
metropolitan areas in the United
States in 2000, 227 (69 percent) saw
the concentration of poor blacks
decrease between 1990 and 2000;
another 49 (15 percent) had no
change; and only 55 (17 percent) had
increases (Appendix A). The story was
similar for non-metropolitan areas:
The concentration of poor blacks in
rural areas declined in 29 of 49 states,
and remained the same in another 11
states.16

The numbers were similar, if not
quite as positive, for Hispanics. More
than half of all metropolitan areas had
decreases in concentrated Hispanic
poverty, 87 (26 percent) had increases,
and the remainder experienced no
change.

The deconcentration of poverty for

racial and ethnic minorities spread
widely across the nation’s largest met-
ropolitan areas. Table 3 reports con-
centrated poverty rates among blacks
and Hispanics in the 20 largest met-
ros, sorted by change in the concen-
trated black poverty rate between
1990 and 2000. Most of these areas
experienced declines in the concentra-
tion of poverty for both groups. The
largest declines for blacks were in
Detroit (37.5 percentage points), Min-
neapolis-St. Paul (20.3) and Chicago
(18.8). Four metropolitan areas had
double-digit percentage point declines
in the concentrated poverty rate for
Hispanics: Detroit (29.1 percentage
points), Minneapolis-St. Paul (12.3),
Philadelphia (12.1), and Houston
(10.3). 

To be sure, the percentage-point
declines were generally largest in areas
that had high rates of concentrated
poverty to begin with; while the share
of blacks living in high-poverty neigh-
borhoods in the Seattle metro area
was halved in the 1990s, this repre-
sented a decline of only 3.3 percent-
age points. Still, the extent of the
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decline in places like Detroit and Min-
neapolis-St. Paul is remarkable com-
pared to an area like New York, which
despite modest declines still has very
high concentrated poverty rates for
both groups. 

Consistent with the data on the pop-
ulation of high-poverty areas, two areas
of the country cut against the national
trend. In Los Angeles-Long Beach and
Riverside-San Bernardino, concen-
trated poverty increased among both
the black and Hispanic poor; in San
Diego, Hispanic concentrated poverty
rose. In Washington, D.C., poor blacks
became more spatially concentrated,
but poor Hispanics did not.

One additional note on Western
high-poverty neighborhoods: In that
region, the increase in high-poverty
neighborhoods owed almost entirely to

an increase in the number of barrios—
predominantly Hispanic high-poverty
communities. While increasing con-
centrated poverty among Hispanics in
southern California is certainly cause
for concern, researchers have
expended considerably greater effort
studying the deleterious effects that
high-poverty neighborhoods in the
Midwest and Northeast have on the
life chances of their residents, who are
predominantly black. With their sub-
stantial immigrant populations, West-
ern inner-city barrios could represent
more of a “gateway” to residential and
economic mobility than inner-city
ghettos in other areas of the country.
Regardless, the rise in concentrated
Hispanic poverty in California during
the 1990s highlights a need to better
understand how the opportunity struc-

ture in these communities may differ
from that in other types of high-
poverty neighborhoods. 17

D. The number of high-poverty
neighborhoods declined in rural
areas and central cities, but suburbs
experienced almost no change.
So far, this paper has considered sta-
tistics on changes in high-poverty
neighborhoods and the concentration
of poverty at the national and metro-
politan levels. These statistics obscure
an important aspect of the trend in the
1990s that the maps help illuminate:
Central cities, rather than suburbs,
reaped the benefits of the decline. Not
even the maps, however, reveal what
transpired in rural America. This sec-
tion examines changes within metro-
politan areas, and outside them, in
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Table 3. Concentration of Black and Hispanic Poverty in the 20 Largest Metro Areas, 1990–2000

Black Hispanic
Metro Area 1990 2000 Change 1990 2000 Change
Detroit, MI 53.9 16.4 -37.5 36.1 6.9 -26.1
Minneapolis-St. Paul, MN-WI 33.3 13.0 -20.4 18.2 5.9 -12.3
Chicago, IL 45.3 26.4 -18.8 12.4 4.7 -7.7
St. Louis, MO-IL 39.1 23.8 -15.3 12.8 5.2 -7.6
Baltimore, MD 34.7 21.5 -13.2 9.7 3.5 -6.2
Dallas, TX 25.4 13.8 -11.6 12.8 3.5 -9.3
Tampa-St. Petersburg-Clearwater, FL 29.1 17.8 -11.4 7.3 4.7 -2.6
Houston, TX 28.0 17.1 -10.9 13.1 2.8 -10.3
Phoenix-Mesa, AZ 25.7 15.4 -10.3 21.3 12.2 -9.1
New York, NY 40.1 32.5 -7.6 40.9 32.2 -8.7
Philadelphia, PA-NJ 31.0 23.6 -7.5 61.6 49.5 -12.1
Boston, MA-NH 12.5 6.2 -6.3 10.7 8.1 -2.6
Atlanta, GA 26.6 20.5 -6.1 6.8 2.5 -4.2
Seattle-Bellevue-Everett, WA 6.8 3.4 -3.3 8.1 1.3 -6.8
San Diego, CA 15.4 13.0 -2.4 10.2 12.5 2.3
Nassau-Suffolk, NY 0.5 0.0 -0.5 0.0 0.0 0.0
Orange County, CA 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.1
Los Angeles-Long Beach, CA 17.3 21.3 4.1 9.1 16.9 7.8
Riverside-San Bernardino, CA 5.7 12.3 6.6 4.4 8.9 4.5
Washington, DC-MD-VA-WV 6.3 15.0 8.7 1.0 0.4 -0.6

Figures represent percentage of metro-wide poor individuals in each racial/ethnic group living in census tracts with poverty rates of 40 percent or higher.

Increases shown in bold. 



neighborhood poverty over the decade. 
All neighborhoods—census tracts—

nationwide can be classified as lying
within the central cities of metropoli-
tan areas, the suburbs—defined as the
balance of metropolitan areas—or
non-metropolitan areas, which consist
of rural areas and cities and towns too
small or detached to be considered
part of a metropolitan area. As shown
in Figure 9, the decline in high-
poverty area population was actually
largest in non-metropolitan areas,
where the decline was nearly 50 per-
cent. Central city areas, as indicated
by the maps, also experienced a large
decline of 21 percent. 

It was the suburbs that had the
slowest overall decline in poverty area
residents—only 4.4 percent. As a
result of these differing declines, by
2000 suburban America was actually
home to more neighborhoods of con-
centrated poverty than rural America.
While the suburbs have more than
twice the number of residents as non-
metropolitan areas, this finding is
nonetheless striking given that the
overall poverty rate outside metropoli-
tan areas (14.6 percent) was consider-
ably higher in 2000 than the poverty
rate in suburbs (8.4 percent).

Moreover, a careful inspection of
trends in the geography of suburban
poverty over the 1990s reveals some
disturbing trends. Not only did the
number of neighborhoods of high
poverty decline slowly in the suburbs.
Also, poverty rates actually increased
along the outer edges of central cities
and in the inner-ring suburbs of many
metropolitan areas, including those that
saw dramatic declines in poverty con-
centration. In short, poverty trends in
these areas moved in the opposite
direction from those in inner-city
neighborhoods and booming suburbs at
the metropolitan fringe.

Several metropolitan areas illustrate
the case. Figure 10 shows the change
in the poverty rate by census tract
between 1990 and 2000 for four—
Detroit, Chicago, Cleveland, and Dal-

las. Neighborhoods shaded in green
had decreases in their poverty rates,
while red indicates census tracts with
increases in their poverty rates. In
Detroit, central city tracts experienced
dramatic decreases in their poverty
rates in the 1990s, dropping many of
them below the 40-percent threshold.
However, a ring of neighborhoods just
beyond the border of the central city—
located in the area’s older suburbs—
saw increases in their poverty rates.
Many of these neighborhoods still
have poverty rates of below 20 per-
cent, and so cannot be considered
high-poverty. Yet it is notable that in a
decade of widespread economic
growth, the poverty rates in these
older suburban neighborhoods were
rising. The maps of Chicago, Cleve-
land, and Dallas also exhibit the dis-
tinctive “bull’s-eye” pattern of
improvements in the central city and
increasing poverty in the inner ring of
suburbs. This pattern is repeated in
metro areas across the nation.

The economic decline of inner-ring
suburbs, already evident in earlier

decades, continued in the 1990s even
as conditions were improving dramati-
cally in most central cities.18 The fact
that inner-ring suburbs declined dur-
ing this period is really quite astonish-
ing. Census 2000 was conducted in
April of 2000, coinciding with the
peak of a long economic boom. Unem-
ployment rates nationwide were 4 per-
cent, and lower in some of these
metropolitan areas. The economy, in
all likelihood, will never be stronger
than it was during this period, at least
not for any extended period of time.

A vigorous debate is underway con-
cerning the role of suburban develop-
ment in central city and older
suburban decline and the concentra-
tion of poverty. There is, as yet, no
consensus that rapid suburban devel-
opment, characterized as “sprawl” by
its opponents, exacerbates economic
decline in the core. In fact, some
argue the contrary, and contend that
these development patterns are a con-
sequence of the economic and social
disorder of the inner cities. These
questions will continue to engender
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vigorous debate in the years ahead.
However, it is clear from the data and
maps presented here that there is rea-
son to be concerned about the
prospects for inner-ring suburbs. If
poverty in these areas rose during the
strongest economy we can reasonably
expect to enjoy, then they may well
have a bleak future and develop many
of the same fiscal and social concerns
that plagued central cities in earlier
periods. 

IV. Conclusion

T
he concentration of poverty is
an important public policy
concern because it has
dynamic effects on income

distribution, because it undermines
the political and social fabric of the
nation’s major metropolitan areas,
and—most importantly—because it
restricts opportunity for some. Fortu-
nately, the excellent economy of the

1990s reversed several decades of
increasing concentration of poverty
and central city decline. With few
exceptions, metropolitan and rural
areas across the U.S. saw a drop in
concentrated poverty for all racial and
ethnic groups. 

The extent to which some of these
gains have already been erased by the
downturn since the date of the Census
is not known. However, even at the
height of the boom, troubling signs
could be found that the pattern of
metropolitan development, with rapid
growth at the periphery, might be
undermining other parts of metropoli-
tan areas, particularly the inner ring of
suburbs. This quiet erosion, largely
unnoticed during the good times of
the 1990s, leaves metropolitan areas
in a weaker state and reduces their
ability to cope with the less robust
economic conditions that prevail
today.

While the reductions in concentra-

tion of poverty in the 1990s are cer-
tainly welcome news, the long-run pic-
ture is far from sanguine. The
snapshot of progress as of April 2000
may be as misleading as the level of
the NASDAQ on that date. If the
inner-ring suburbs provide any indica-
tion, then the underlying development
pattern that leads to greater neighbor-
hood stratification was still at work in
the 1990s, and is likely to have contin-
ued in the considerably weaker eco-
nomic climate of the last three years.
If so, greater concentration of poverty
and more geographically stratified
metropolitan areas could exacerbate
social problems in a host of areas,
from public safety to education to
transportation. We should celebrate
the gains made during the 1990s, to
the extent that they haven’t already
erased, but we should not ignore the
warning signs that our society is still
vulnerable to increasing concentration
of poverty. 
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Figure 10. Poverty Rate Changes in Selected Metro Areas, 1990–2000
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6. In New England, metropolitan areas are
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rather than whole counties. The Census
Bureau also defines New England County
Metropolitan Areas (NECMAs), which are
composed of whole counties.

7. New England County Metropolitan Areas
(NECMAs) are not considered for the
same reasons. Non-metropolitan areas
were first completely divided into census
tracts in 1990, so Census 2000 provides
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nationwide study of the trends in concen-
trated poverty. For presentation purposes,
non-metropolitan neighborhoods are
grouped by state, but it should be noted
that these areas are residuals and may or
may not be contiguous. 

8. In New England, census tracts can even
cross metropolitan area boundaries.

9. The data in Figure 1 are for metropolitan
areas only, as they existed at the time of
each census. Nationwide data on neighbor-
hood poverty are not available prior to
1990, because census tracts in non-metro-
politan areas were defined for the first time
with the release of the 1990 census.

10. Exceptions included metro areas such as
Akron, Cleveland, Pittsburgh, and
Youngstown, which despite double-digit
decreases in the number of high-poverty
neighborhoods had declines of less than
30,000 people living in such neighbor-
hoods.

11. A technical note regarding the maps: For
mapping purposes, a consistent set of cen-
sus tract boundaries is employed. That way,
it is possible to show how different areas
changed over time. However, for calculat-
ing statistics, it is important to have a con-
sistent neighborhood size over time. This is
best achieved by using contemporaneous
tracts. In view of that, there is not an exact
correspondence between the data used for
the maps and the data used for the tables
and figures presented in the text. For 1990
and earlier years, these maps use data
interpolated to the 2000 census tract grid
by the Urban Institute and Geolytics, Inc.

12. Robert E. Lang and Patrick A. Simmons,
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Fast-Growing Suburban Cities.” In Bruce
Katz and Robert E. Lang, eds., Redefining
Urban and Suburban America: Evidence
from Census 2000 (Washington: Brookings
Institution Press, 2003).

13. During the 1990s, Los Angeles County lost
significant white population, at the same
time that its Hispanic population grew by
nearly 900,000. 

14. William Julius Wilson, The Truly Disadvan-
taged: The Inner-City, the Underclass and
Public Policy (University of Chicago Press,
1987); Ronald B. Mincy and Susan J.
Weiner, The Under Class in the 1980s:
Changing Concepts, Constant Reality
(Washington: The Urban Institute Press);
Danziger and Gottschalk 1987.

15. Unfortunately, due to limitations in the
collection of detailed ethnicity for Hispanic
subgroups in Census 2000, it is not possi-
ble to examine the concentration of poverty
among people of Cuban, Puerto Rican,
Mexican, etc., ancestry.

16. The 50th state is New Jersey, which does
not have any non-metropolitan areas,
according to the official census definitions. 

17. For recent evidence exploring differences
in job seeking in predominantly Hispanic
versus predominantly black high-poverty
communities, see James R. Elliott and
Mario Sims, “Ghettos and Barrios: The
Impact of Neighborhood Poverty and Race
on Job Matching Among Blacks and Lati-
nos,” Social Problems 48(3)(2001):
341–361.

18. See Myron Orfield, Metropolitics: A
Regional Agenda for Community and Sta-
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Press, 1996), and Myron Orfield, American
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2002).
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