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Over the past year, scenes of civil unrest have played 
out in the deteriorating inner-ring suburb of Ferguson 
and the traditional urban ghetto of inner-city Baltimore. 
The proximate cause of these conflicts has been brutal 
interactions between police and unarmed black men, 
leading to protests that include violent confrontations 
with police, but no single incident can explain the full 
extent of the protesters’ rage and frustration. The 
riots and protests—which have occurred in racially-
segregated, high-poverty neighborhoods, bringing 
back images of the “long, hot summers” of the 1960s—
have sparked a national conversation about race, 
violence, and policing that is long overdue.

Something important, however, is being left out of 
this conversation: namely, that we are witnessing a 
nationwide return of concentrated poverty that is 
racial in nature, and that this expansion and continued 
existence of high-poverty ghettos and barrios is no 
accident. These neighborhoods are not the value-
free outcome of the impartial workings of the housing 
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market. Rather, in large measure, they are the inevitable 
and predictable consequences of deliberate policy 
choices.

To address the root causes of urban violence, police-
community tensions, and the enduring legacy of 
racism, the genesis of urban slums and the forces that 
sustain them must be understood. As a first step in 
that direction, this report examines the trends in the 
population and characteristics of neighborhoods of 
extreme deprivation.  Some of the key findings include:

• There was a dramatic increase in the number 
of high-poverty neighborhoods. 

• The number of people living in high-poverty 
ghettos, barrios, and slums has nearly doubled 
since 2000, rising from 7.2 million to 13.8 million. 

• These increases were well under way before 
the Great Recession began. 
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• Poverty became more concentrated—more 
than one in four of the black poor and nearly 
one in six of the Hispanic poor lives in a 
neighborhood of extreme poverty, compared 
to one in thirteen of the white poor. 

• To make matters worse, poor children are more 
likely to reside in high-poverty neighborhoods 
than poor adults. 

• The fastest growth in black concentration of 
poverty (12.6 percentage points) since 2000 
was not in the largest cities, but in metropolitan 
areas with 500,000 to 1 million persons.

This report discusses these trends in the context of the 
policy choices that helped to construct this architecture 
of segregation, and makes suggestions on how it can 
be overcome.

THE RETURN OF HIGH-POVERTY 
NEIGHBORHOODS
High-poverty ghettos and barrios, after being a major 
concern in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, receded from 
the public consciousness.  In the 1990s, economic trends 
and public policies aided the poor. The Earned Income 
Tax Credit reduced taxes for low-income Americans. 
The minimum wage was increased and unemployment 
dropped to 4 percent for a sustained period, leading 
to real wage increases. In this context, the number of 
persons living in high-poverty neighborhoods—defined 
as census tracts where the federal poverty rate was 40 
percent or more—dropped by 25 percent, from 9.6 
million to 7.2 million.1

Since 2000, however, that progress has been 
squandered as there has been a rapid re-concentration 
of poverty. While the initial phases of this trend have 
been previously reported,2 the full extent of this 
development has been obscured because the available 

data from the American Community Survey (ACS) 
spanned pre- and post-recession years. The latest 
neighborhood-level data, however, allows us to see 
the full effect of the financial panic and the ensuing 
Great Recession on the concentration of poverty. 
(See Appendix A and B for an explanation of the 
methodology, definitions, and data used in this report.)

NUMBER AND POPULATION 
OF HIGH-POVERTY 
NEIGHBORHOODS
After the dramatic decline in concentrated poverty 
between 1990 and 2000,3 there was a sense that 
cities were “back,” and that the era of urban decay—
marked by riots, violent crime, and abandonment—was 
drawing to a close.4 Unfortunately, despite the relative 
lack of public notice or awareness, poverty has re-
concentrated.

In Detroit, for example, the number of high-poverty 
census tracts more than tripled, from 51 to 184 (see 
Figure 1).5 The contrast between 2000 and 2009–13 
could not be more dramatic, as a huge swath of 
neighborhoods transform to high-poverty tracts. 
Further, in contrast to 2000, when high-poverty and 
borderline tracts were found within the confines of 
the Detroit city limits, in 2009–13, they spill out from 
the central city into adjacent inner-ring suburbs. In 
other words, the footprint of concentrated poverty has 
grown, and the suburbs, or at least the inner-ring of 
older suburbs, are no longer immune to its effects.

Detroit may be an extreme case, but it is still indicative 
of a larger trend. Nationwide, the number of high-
poverty neighborhoods and the population living in 
them has risen at an alarming pace. After declining 
by more than one-fourth, from 3,417 to 2,510 between 
1990 and 2000, the number of high-poverty census 
tracts has risen steadily (see Table 1 ). In the 2005–09 
ACS data, before the financial crisis took hold, high-
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FIGURE 1
HIGH-POVERTY CENSUS TRACTS IN DETROIT METROPOLITAN AREA

YEAR: 2000 YEARS: 2009-2013

         No data               0 to 20%	   20-40%	         40-60%             60-80%           80-100%	
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poverty census tracts increased by nearly one-third, 
to 3,310—nearly matching the 1990 figure. By 2009–
13, an additional 1,100 tracts had poverty rates of 40 
percent or more, bringing the total to 4,412.6The overall 
increase in high-poverty census tracts since 2000 was 
76 percent. It is notable that the number of “borderline” 
neighborhoods (those with poverty rates in the range 
of 20 to 40 percent) also increased, both before and 
especially after the financial crisis.

As shown in Figure 2, the vast majority of these census 
tracts (3,971, or 90 percent) are located in the nation’s 
metropolitan areas—typically including one or more 
central cities of 50,000 or more persons and their 
associated suburbs. A small but growing number (335, 
or 7.6 percent) of these neighborhoods are located 
in what the Census Bureau calls “micropolitan areas,” 

defined as a core city of 10,000 to 50,000 combined 
with nearby towns and suburbs.7 A small number may 
be found outside of either metro- or micropolitan areas 
in rural areas and small towns. While there is clearly 
poverty in small towns and rural areas, it is uncommon to 
find neighborhoods (census tracts) in those places that 
match the high-level of poverty found in metropolitan 
ghettos and barrios.

The total population of these high-poverty 
neighborhoods has also grown. As shown in Figure 
3, since the 2000 low, the number of persons living in 
neighborhoods where the poverty rate is 40 percent or 
more has grown by 91 percent. The Great Recession, 
however, is not solely responsible for this increase. Even 
before the financial crisis and the subsequent recession, 
the population of these areas had returned to almost 
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the 1990 level, increasing 32 percent, to 9.5 million. The 
population of high-poverty neighborhoods increased 
by another 4.3 million, to 13.8 million—the highest 
number of high-poverty neighborhood residents ever 
recorded.

The figure also reveals that, since 2000, the number 
of people living in these neighborhoods has been 
increasing for the major racial and ethnic subgroups, 
including non-Hispanic whites, blacks, and Hispanics.8 
In fact, the growth is fastest for non-Hispanic whites, 
rising 145 percent, from 1.4 million in 2000 to 3.5 million 
in the most recent data. Nevertheless, the minority 
residents of high-poverty areas are still more numerous 
than non-Hispanic whites. Blacks and Hispanics in high-
poverty ghettos and barrios increased from 3.0 to 5.0 
million and 2.2 to 4.3 million, respectively.

CONCENTRATION OF POVERTY
While the number and population of high-poverty 
neighborhoods have grown, most poor people—
regardless of racial or ethnic group—do not live in 
high-poverty neighborhoods. Those who do have to 
shoulder the “double disadvantage” of having poverty-
level family income while living in a neighborhood 
dominated by poor families and the social problems 
that follow.9

The size of this problem can be measured by 
examining the concentration of poverty, defined as the 
percentage of an area’s poor residents living in high-
poverty zones. While the concentration of poverty is 
typically correlated with poverty overall, it need not be 
so. For example, during an economic downturn, people 
who live outside typical poverty areas may lose jobs 

TABLE 1
CENSUS TRACTS BY POVERTY LEVEL AND YEAR

TRACT POVERTY RATE
TOTAL

0-19.9% 20-39.9% 40-100%

CENSUS TRACTS
Census 1990  45,286  10,973  3,417  59,676 

2000  51,253  11,241  2,510  65,004 

ACS 2005-2009  48,313  13,328  3,310  64,951 

2009-2013  50,490  17,391  4,412  72,283 

CHANGES
1990 to 2000 13.2% 2.4% -26.5% 8.9%

Pre-Recession -5.7% 18.6% 31.9% -0.1%

Post-Recession 4.5% 30.5% 33.3% 11.3%

TOTAL CHANGE SINCE 2000 -1.5% 54.7% 75.8% 11.2%

Source: 1990 and 2000 Census, 2005-2009 and 2009-2013 ACS. 
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FIGURE 2
HIGH-POVERTY CENSUS TRACTS BY AREA TYPE

FIGURE 3
POPULATION OF HIGH POVERTY NEIGHBORHOODS
In millions

Source: 1990 and 2000 Census, 2005-2009 and 2009-2013 ACS. 

Source: 1990 and 2000 Census, 2005-2009 and 2009-2013 ACS. 
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and become poor, which could actually decrease the 
percentage of the poor living in high-poverty areas. 
The concentration of poverty is really about the spatial 
organization of poverty, and is conceptually distinct 
from poverty measured at the individual or family level.

After the sharp decline in the concentration of poverty 
in the 1990s, it started rising again in the early 2000s, 
before the Great Recession. Nationwide, 10.3 percent 
of the poor were concentrated in high-poverty 
neighborhoods in 2000, but that figure increased 
to 11.9 percent and 14.4 percent in the pre-and post-
recession periods, respectively, as shown in Figure 4. 
Concentration of poverty is highest for blacks, with 
one-fourth of the black poor residing in high-poverty 
tracts, although that level is still less than in 1990. 
Poverty concentration also increased among Hispanics, 

but only since the recession began. Non-Hispanic 
white poor, despite more than doubling in number, are 
still least likely to live in high-poverty areas. Indeed, a 
black poor person is more than three times as likely 
and a Hispanic poor person is more than twice as likely 
to reside in a neighborhood with a poverty rate of 40 
percent or more than a white poor person.

Regional Variation
The increase in concentration of poverty was not 
limited to one region, although the Midwest was 
particularly hard hit. Figure 5 shows the percentage 
point change in concentration of poverty since 2000 
by race/ethnicity and region. The Northeast had 
the smallest overall increases, followed by the West 
and South. The Midwest (“North Central” in Census 
Bureau parlance) had the largest increases, both overall 

FIGURE 4
PERCENTAGE OF THE POPULATION LIVING
 IN HIGH-POVERTY NEIGHBORHOODS

Source: 1990 and 2000 Census, 2005-2009 and 2009-2013 ACS. 
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FIGURE 5
CHANGE IN CONCENTRATION OF POVERTY SINCE 2000

FIGURE 6
CHANGE IN BLACK CONCENTRATION OF POVERTY SINCE 2000
Metropolitan and Micropolitan Areas

Source: 1990 and 2000 Census, 2005-2009 and 2009-2013 ACS. 

Source:  2000 Census, 2005-2009 and 2009-2013 ACS. 
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and for non-Hispanic whites, blacks, and Hispanics.

Figure 6 maps the changes in black concentration 
of poverty since 2000 in nearly one thousand U.S. 
metropolitan and micropolitan areas. The dark red 
shading indicates an increase of ten percentage 
points or more in black concentration of poverty, 
while the light gray shading indicates decreases of 
ten percentage points or more. While every region 
contains a mixture of increases and decreases, large 
increases in black concentration of poverty dominate 
the map, particularly in the Midwest region.

While concentration of poverty is often associated with 
the nation’s largest metropolitan areas, the phenomenon 
grew fastest in small to mid-size metropolitan areas, 
as shown in Figure 7. Since 2000, concentration of 

poverty in the thirteen metropolitan areas with more 
than 3 million persons grew by less than two percentage 
points overall and by only half a percentage point 
among blacks. Whereas concentration of poverty used 
to be a big city problem, the fastest growth in black 
concentration of poverty (12.6 percentage points) since 
2000 was in metropolitan areas with 500,000 to 1 million 
persons—places like Syracuse, New York; Dayton, Ohio; 
Gary, Indiana; and Wilmington, Delaware. In Syracuse, 
for example, the number of high-poverty tracts more 
than doubled, rising from twelve to thirty, as shown in 
Figure 8. As a result, Syracuse now has the highest level 
of poverty concentration among blacks and Hispanics 
of the one hundred largest metropolitan areas.

The fastest rate of growth in concentrated poverty for 
whites (5.5 percentage points) and for Hispanics (7.4 

FIGURE 7
CHANGE IN CONCENTRATION OF POVERTY SINCE 2000
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FIGURE 8
HIGH-POVERTY CENSUS TRACTS IN SYRACUSE 
METROPOLITAN AREA

YEAR: 2000 YEARS: 2009-2013
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percentage points) was in even smaller metropolitan 
areas: those with 250,000 to 500,000 person, such 
as Flint, Michigan; Lubbock, Texas; and Reading, 
Pennsylvania.

HIGHLY CONCENTRATED 
METROPOLITAN AREAS
The specific metropolitan areas with the highest 
concentration of poverty varies by racial/ethnic group. 
Starting with the African-American poor, the most 
concentrated metropolitan area is the aforementioned 
Syracuse, where nearly two-thirds of the black poor 
lived in high-poverty neighborhoods in the most recent 
data. Detroit, which had a marked decline in black 
concentration of poverty between 1990 and 2000, saw 
an increase of nearly forty percentage points, with more 
than half of that increase occurring before the financial 

crisis, rising from 17.3 percent in 2000 to 41.4 percent in 
the ACS 2005–09 data. It rose further to 57.6 percent 
in the post-recession data. The top ten list is dominated 
by Northeast and Midwest mid-sized metropolitan 
areas (See table 2). Indeed, none of the thirty largest 
metropolitan areas makes this list; Cleveland, ranked 
thirty-second with a population of just over 2 million, is 
the largest. All ten of these metropolitan areas had an 
increase in black concentration of poverty since 2000, 
as did three-fourths of the one hundred largest metros. 
With one exception (Fresno, California), the increase in 
concentration of poverty began prior to the advent of 
the Great Recession.

Not all metropolitan areas had increases in black 
concentration of poverty. Notable declines in 
concentration of black poverty since the 2000 Census 
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include those in the media centers of New York (–5.6 
percentage points), Los Angeles (–2.5), and Atlanta 
(–3.1), as well as Washington, D.C. (–1.1). Given the 
contrary trend in these “nerve center” metropolitan 
areas, it is perhaps not surprising the historic re-
concentration of poverty since 2000 has largely 
escaped public attention—at least until the recent racial 
conflicts and civil unrest resurfaced urban poverty as a 
major policy concern.10

The list of ten metropolitan areas with the highest 
concentration of Hispanic poverty, shown in Table 
3, includes seven of the same areas in the previous 
list: Syracuse, Detroit, Rochester, Milwaukee, Fresno, 
Buffalo, and Cleveland. The pattern is less consistent, 
but seven of these ten metropolitan areas experienced 
substantial increases in Hispanic concentration 
of poverty since 2000. Philadelphia’s Hispanic 
concentration has been consistently high, and McAllen, 
Texas, actually saw a decline.

Concentration of non-Hispanic white poverty, in 
contrast, is highest in a somewhat different list of 
metropolitan areas as shown in Table 4. Detroit, again, 
and McAllen stand out with more than one-third of 
their white poor living in high-poverty areas. Detroit, 
Fresno, and Syracuse are the only metropolitan areas 
on all three lists, but the concentration of white poverty 
is much lower in Fresno than in Detroit or Syracuse. 
Smaller metropolitan areas with fewer than 1 million 
persons dominate the list, but ironically New York, the 
largest, is also included.

View supplementary data including maps of high-
poverty census tracts for selected metropolitan areas 
in 2000 and 2009-13 here.

CHILDREN AND 
CONCENTRATION OF POVERTY
One of the primary concerns about high-poverty 

neighborhoods is the potential impact on child and 
adolescent development.11 Indeed, William Julius 
Wilson stressed the lack of positive role models within 
the social milieu of urban ghettos.12 High-poverty 
neighborhoods produce high-poverty schools, and 
both the school and neighborhood contexts affect 
student achievement.13

Unfortunately, poor children are more likely to live in 
high-poverty neighborhoods than poor adults. Table 5 
shows the percentage of persons living in high-poverty 
neighborhoods nationwide by race/ethnicity, poverty 
status, and age. The gap is largest for poor children 
under 6 years of age, by 16.5 percent compared to 
13.8 percent for poor adults. The gap in high-poverty 
neighborhood residence is even larger for the black 
poor, with 28 percent of black poor children less than 
6 years old residing in concentrated poverty compared 
to 24.2 percent of black poor adults. For Hispanics, the 
comparable figures are 18.1 percent and 16.9 percent. 
Whites, however, show the opposite pattern, with 
white poor children less likely to live in high-poverty 
neighborhoods than white poor adults.

Not surprisingly, non-poor persons are far less likely 
to live in areas of poverty concentration than poor 
persons regardless of age. In contrast to poor children, 
non-poor children are less often found in high-poverty 
areas than non-poor adults, regardless of racial/ethnic 
group. A cause for concern, however, is that non-poor 
blacks are more likely to reside in a high-poverty zone 
than poor whites of any comparable age. For example, 
7.9 percent of non-poor black children less than 6 years 
old live in a high-poverty census tract compared to 6.2 
percent of poor white children in that age group.

IMMIGRATION AND 
CONCENTRATION OF POVERTY
Many inner-city neighborhoods with varying degrees 
of poverty have become destinations for immigrants, 



11The Century Foundation | tcf.org

TABLE 2
HIGHEST BLACK CONCENTRATION OF POVERTY 

TABLE 3
HIGHEST HISPANIC CONCENTRATION OF POVERTY 

RANK METROPOLITAN AREA BLACK
2000 2005-2009 2005-2009

1 Syracuse, NY 43.4 48.3 65.2
2 Detroit-Livonia-Dearborn, MI 17.3 41.4 57.6
3 Toledo, OH 18.7 43.4 54.5
4 Rochester, NY 34.2 43.5 51.5
5 Fresno, CA 42.8 28.1 51.4
6 Buffalo-Niagara Falls, NY 30.8 31.8 46.4
7 Cleveland-Elyria-Mentor, OH 26.7 36.7 45.5
8 Gary, IN 22.2 30.1 45.2
9 Milwaukee-Waukesha-West Allis, WI 38.7 41.0 44.8
10 Louisville/Jefferson County, KY-IN 38.6 41.9 42.6

RANK METROPOLITAN AREA HISPANIC
2000 2005-2009 2005-2009

1 Syracuse, NY 49.3 38.4 62.2
2 Philadelphia, PA 53.7 45.9 54.0
3 McAllen-Edinburg-Mission, TX 61.4 53.8 51.8
4 Detroit-Livonia-Dearborn, MI  8.8 34.9 51.1
5 Springfield, MA 42.9 39.5 49.3
6 Rochester, NY 32.3 34.6 45.7
7 Milwaukee-Waukesha-West Allis, WI  5.3 22.7 43.2
8 Fresno, CA 31.9 28.5 43.0
9 Buffalo-Niagara Falls, NY 39.4 31.6 41.6
10 Cleveland-Elyria-Mentor, OH 16.2 29.7 36.9

Source: 2000 Census, 2005-2009 and 2009-2013 ACS. Limited to the 100 largest metropolitan areas.

Source: 2000 Census, 2005-2009 and 2009-2013 ACS. Limited to the 100 largest metropolitan areas.
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TABLE 4
HIGHEST NON-HISPANIC CONCENTRATION OF POVERTY 

RANK METROPOLITAN AREA NON-HISPANIC WHITE
2000 2005-2009 2005-2009

1 McAllen-Edinburg-Mission, TX 36.9 37.2 38.6
2 Detroit-Livonia-Dearborn, MI  6.3 18.1 33.0
3 Poughkeepsie-Newburgh-Middletown, NY 25.4 38.0 31.5
4 Toledo, OH  6.4 16.7 23.0
5 Syracuse, NY  8.9 15.0 21.5
6 Fresno, CA 13.2  9.5 19.6
7 Akron, OH  7.1 15.4 19.3
8 Bakersfield-Delano, CA  6.4  4.5 19.3
9 Tucson, AZ  3.5  9.5 18.6
10 New York-White Plains-Wayne, NY-NJ 10.3 13.0 18.3

legal and illegal alike, seeking affordable housing and 
access to transportation networks that are found in 
the urban cores. It is a fair question to ask whether 
immigration is responsible, in whole or in part, for the 
surge in concentrated poverty since 2000.

A close examination of the census tract data from the 
ACS yields a definitive, if somewhat counterintuitive 
answer. First, there was a large increase in the number 
of immigrants in high-poverty neighborhoods—90 
percent—but this was about the same as the overall 
increase. As a result, foreign born as a percent of the 
total population of high-poverty areas was unchanged 
at about 17 percent. Concentration of poverty 
among the foreign-born poor is virtually identical 
to the concentration for the native-born poor, 14.5 
percent compared to 14.4 percent. Thus, immigrants 
contributed to the increase in the population of high-
poverty areas, but not disproportionately relative to the 
native born.

However, foreign-born persons are certainly poorer 
on average than native-born persons—18.7 percent 
versus 14.9 percent. From this, one might be tempted 
to conclude that the increasing presence of foreign-
born persons increases census-tract poverty levels and 
therefore that their presence might increase the number 
of high-poverty neighborhoods. In fact, the opposite 
is true. While the foreign born are poorer on average 
than the native-born, they do not sort themselves out 
along economic lines nearly as thoroughly as the native 
born. Immigrants cluster more on linguistic and cultural 
affinities, and less on individual, family, or household 
income. As a result, their presence in neighborhoods 
cuts against the grain of native-born spatial inequality,14 

increasing the poverty rate in better-off neighborhoods, 
but decreasing the poverty rate in neighborhoods with 
a high level of poverty among the native born.

Removing immigrants from the cross-sectional poverty 
distribution would actually increase the number of 

Source: 2000 Census, 2005-2009 and 2009-2013 ACS. Limited to the 100 largest metropolitan areas.
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TABLE 5
PERCENTAGE OF POPULATION LIVING 
IN HIGH-POVERTY NEIGHBORHOODS NATIONWIDE

high-poverty neighborhoods from 4,412 to 4,656. The 
number of native-born persons residing in high-poverty 
neighborhoods would then rise about 5 percent, from 
11.4 million to 12.0 million. Thus, the presence of 
immigrants actually has a moderating effect on the 
concentration of poverty.

PUBLIC POLICY AND THE 
CONCENTRATION OF POVERTY
Recent economic troubles have clearly contributed to 
the sharp re-concentration of poverty since 2000. But 
another huge factor, in good economic times and bad, 
has been rampant suburban and exurban development. 
Suburbs have grown so fast that their growth was 
cannibalistic: it came at the expense of the central city 
and older suburbs.15 In virtually all metropolitan areas, 
suburban rings grew much faster than was needed 
to accommodate metropolitan population growth, 
so that the central cities and inner-ring suburbs saw 

massive population declines. The recent trend toward 
gentrification is barely a ripple compared to the massive 
surge to the suburbs since about 1970. Moreover, 
taxpayers funded all the new infrastructure needed to 
facilitate suburban expansion—roads, schools, water 
and sewer, and so on—even as existing infrastructure 
was abandoned and underutilized in the urban core.16

The population movements were also highly selective. 
Through exclusionary zoning and outright housing 
market discrimination, the upper-middle class and 
affluent could move to the suburbs, and the poor were 
left behind.17 Public and assisted housing units were 
often constructed in ways that reinforced existing 
spatial disparities.18 Now, with gentrification driving up 
property values, rents, and taxes in many urban cores, 
some of the poor are moving out of central cities into 
decaying inner-ring suburbs.

Source: 2009-2013 ACS.

AGE
ALL

AGES0-5 6-11 12-17 Adults

TOTAL Poor 16.5 15.6 14.7 13.8 14.4
Nonpoor  2.7  2.4  2.5  2.8  2.7

WHITE Poor  6.2  5.2  4.6  8.2  7.5
Nonpoor  0.9  0.7  0.7  1.2  1.2

BLACK Poor 28.0 26.6 25.2 24.2 25.2
Nonpoor  7.9  7.6  8.0  9.3  9.0

HISPANIC Poor 18.1 17.9 17.6 16.9 17.4
Nonpoor  5.3  5.0  5.0  5.9  5.7
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Ferguson is a prime example of how concentration of 
poverty is moving from the inner-city to the suburbs. 
As recently as 1990, Ferguson was 75 percent white, 
but by 2010 it was about two-thirds black. The poverty 
rate shot up from 7 percent to 22 percent over that 
period. Three out of ten neighborhoods in Ferguson 
now have poverty rates of more than 40 percent.19

It is unfortunate that well-meaning people who are 
reading the news and consuming the coverage of the 
events in Ferguson, Baltimore, and elsewhere are not 
getting the full picture. They are seeing places like 
Ferguson up close, but they are not seeing the larger 
set of forces that created Ferguson. Consider the fact 
that almost all of the high-poverty neighborhoods in the 
St. Louis metropolitan area are in the City of St. Louis, 
East St. Louis, and a handful of inner-ring suburbs such 
as Ferguson. Meanwhile, there are five hundred more 
suburbs that are part of the St. Louis metropolitan area 
that have exactly zero high-poverty neighborhoods. 
These richer suburbs have used exclusionary zoning 
to keep out affordable housing, so the poor and low-
income people can only live in the central city and 
dying suburbs that are being abandoned as wealthier 
people move further and further out to the fringes for 
larger houses, bigger bathrooms, and walk-in closets.20 

The whole process is legally enforced through zoning, 
and underwritten by the mortgage interest deduction 
and all the subsidies that go into building roads, sewers, 
and schools for the new suburbs.

Given that the housing stock lasts for decades, these 
policies build a durable architecture of segregation that 
ensures that racial segregation and the concentration 
of poverty is entrenched for years to come.

Nick Kristof, in a recent New York Times column, quoted 
Joe Stiglitz’s conclusion that “Inequality is a choice.”21 
Concentration of poverty is also a choice, whether we 
want to admit it or not. Concentration of poverty is the 
product of larger structural forces, political decisions, 

and institutional arrangements that are too often 
taken for granted. Our governance and development 
practices ensure that significant segments of our 
population live in neighborhoods where there is no 
work, where there are underperforming schools, and 
where there is little access to opportunity.

The police in these areas are then asked to patrol 
the tense boundary between poverty zones and 
“decent” neighborhoods. There is no excuse for police 
brutality, nor for over-zealous policing of poor, minority 
communities. But it is all too easy for those of us in 
the safety and security of gentrified neighborhoods 
and wealthy suburban enclaves to condemn police 
excesses without acknowledging our own complicity in 
creating the situation.

No matter how we got here, we have to deal with 
the situation as it now exists. The problems of urban 
policing certainly must be addressed. But also, to 
ameliorate the tensions, we have to try to stabilize low-
income areas, improve inner-city schools, and expand 
economic opportunities for those currently living in 
disadvantaged neighborhoods. And perhaps more 
importantly, we have to find a way to stop creating so 
many high-poverty neighborhoods in the first place. We 
must work to change the development paradigm that 
creates high-poverty neighborhoods.

Our highly dispersed and profoundly unequal 
distribution of housing is not inevitable; indeed, it is 
not the norm around the world. The two main changes 
that need to occur are simple to state, but hard to bring 
about. First, the federal and state governments must 
begin to control suburban development so that it is 
not cannibalistic: new housing construction must be 
roughly in line with metropolitan population growth. 

Second, every city and town in a metropolitan area 
should be required to ensure that the new housing built 
reflects the income distribution of the metropolitan 
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area as a whole. To some, this suggestion may seem like 
a massive intervention in the housing market.  In fact, 
exclusionary zoning is already a massive intervention 
in the housing market that impedes a more equitable 
distribution of affordable housing.

Over decades, these two changes would result in less 
differentiation among places, more in-fill development, 
higher density, more efficient public transportation, and 
fewer failing schools. If we are serious about breaking 
down spatial inequality, we have to overcome our 
political gridlock and chart a new course toward a more 
geographically inclusive society.

In this context, it is encouraging that the Supreme 
Court has ruled in favor of the use of “disparate 
impact” claims in fair housing litigation and that HUD 
has issued new rules requiring local government and 
agencies to “affirmatively further fair housing.”22 These 
developments suggest the possibility of renewed 
national action to address segregation and the 
concentration of poverty. Perhaps, given these positive 
developments, we can finally find a way to stop building 
the architecture of segregation.
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geographic concentration of poverty, and residential 
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APPENDIX A: DEFINITIONS AND DATA

In most studies of segregation and concentration 
of poverty, census tracts serve as proxies for 
neighborhoods. These are small, relatively homogenous 
geographic areas created by the U.S. Census Bureau. 
The boundaries of these areas follow natural and 
manmade boundaries such as rivers, railroad tracks, and 
major streets and they are adjusted from time to time 
as the population grows or shrinks.  Nationally, there 
are about 72,000 census tracts included, with a mean 
population of 4,200 and a standard deviation of 2,000. 
Census tracts are designated as high-poverty 
neighborhoods if 40 percent or more of the residents 
are poor according the federal poverty threshold.  
Currently, a family of four is considered poor if its family 
income is less than about $24,000. The concentration 
of poverty is defined as the percentage of an area’s poor 
population that lives in high-poverty neighborhoods 
(that is, census tracts). The area could be a county, 
metropolitan area, state, or the nation as a whole.  

The census tract-level data in this report are drawn from 
the U.S. Censuses for 1990 and 2000 (Summary File 
3) and from the American Community Survey (ACS)
for more recent figures. The Census figures represent 
a single point in time (April 15 of the Census year) 
and respondents were asked about their income in the 
previous calendar year. In contrast, the ACS samples 
households every month and asks the respondents 
about their income in the previous twelve months; to 
protect confidentiality, for census-tract level data these 
monthly surveys are aggregated over five calendar 
years and released annually. While these differences 
in survey methodology mean that the two sources are 
not strictly comparable, there is no alternative source of 
data for a national study of neighborhood-level poverty. 
Unless otherwise noted, all figures in this report were 
calculated by the author from these sources.

This report includes ACS data representing two 
different periods, which are referred to in this report 

The corresponding Issue Brief can be found online at: http://apps.tcf.org/architecture-of-segregation
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as “pre-recession” and “post-recession.” The pre-
recession figures are drawn from the ACS release 
based on 60 monthly surveys conducted from January 
2005 through December 2009. Thus, 2005–09 data 
release was based primarily on income earned before 
the financial crisis. The “post-recession” figures are from 
the 2009–13 ACS file, which primarily reflects income 
from the post-crisis period. There is a slight overlap in 
the period covered by the two surveys. However, the 
income-earning period that is most heavily weighted 
by the two surveys does not overlap. See Appendix B 
for a more complete discussion. The 2009–13 file is the 
first release of ACS census-level data that reflects the 
full extent of the financial crisis and the Great Recession 
that followed.

A consistent set of geographic boundaries was used 
for all years in this analysis.  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.  Based on the criteria employed by the 
Census Bureau in 2010 and counting the metropolitan 
divisions as separate metropolitan areas, there are 384 
metropolitan areas comprising 84 percent of the US 
population.  

“Micropolitan areas” have an urban core of at least 
10,000 but less than 50,000 persons.  These are cities 
like Lebanon NH, Gallup NM, and Eureka CA.  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 DE, with a population of 194,000, and 
the smallest is Tallulah LA, with a population of 12,000.  
There are 576 micropolitan areas that include about 10 
percent of the US population.

The remaining 6 percent of the US population live 
in small towns and rural areas not included in any 
metropolitan or micropolitan area.  They are included 
in national totals but not discussed separately.   

Paul A. Jargowsky is a fellow at The Century 
Foundation where he writes about inequality, the 
geographic concentration of poverty, and residential 
segregation by race and class.
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APPENDIX B: INCOME DATA IN THE AMERICAN COMMUNITY SURVEY

The American Community Survey tract-level data 
are released in files that aggregate monthly surveys 
spanning 5 years. Each month, surveyed individuals are 
asked to report their income in the previous 12 months. 
For the 2005-2009 file, only respondents in January 
of 2005 are asked about income earned in January of 
2004. Respondents in both January and February of 
2005 are asked about income received in February of 
2004, and so on. 

Likewise, respondents in December of 2009 are the 
only ones asked to report income earned in November 
2009. However, respondents from 12 different monthly 
samples are asked to report income earned from 
December of  2004 through December of 2008. 
These months are the primary support for the estimate 
of income, hence poverty, in the 2005-2009 ACS file 
(see Figure 9 on the next page). 

Similarly, the primary support for the income and poverty 
estimates in the 2009-2013 ACS file is December of 
2008 through December of 2012. While there is some 
overlap between the 2005-2009 and 2009-2013 ACS 
data releases, only one month— December of 2008—is 
fully weighted in both samples. Given that the financial 
crisis and stock market collapse began in October of 
2008 and continued until March of 2009, December of 
2008 was a transitional month.

Paul A. Jargowsky is a fellow at The Century 
Foundation where he writes about inequality, the 
geographic concentration of poverty, and residential 
segregation by race and class.
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TIME FRAME OF SUPPORT FOR ACS INCOME ESTIMATES
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