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1

A substantial body of social science research finds that living in high-poverty and racially isolated neigh-
borhoods can undermine the well-being and life-chances of both children and adults. Clearly, neighbor-
hood environment is not the sole—or even the most important—factor influencing people’s well-being;
individual and family attributes also play critical roles and interact in complex ways with neighborhood
characteristics. Just because researchers observe a high incidence of a problem (such as poor health or
teen parenting) in high-poverty neighborhoods does not necessarily mean that the neighborhood envi-
ronment caused the problem. It may mean that many families with these problems ended up living in high-
poverty neighborhoods, perhaps because housing was more affordable there or because discrimination
limited access to other neighborhoods. Nevertheless, rigorous research indicates that neighborhood isola-
tion and distress can contribute to or exacerbate individual and family distress (Ellen and Turner 1997).

Regardless of whether neighborhood conditions cause problems in the lives of families, an increased
incidence of problems in particular neighborhoods warrants policy attention. For example, it may
make sense to target interventions to neighborhoods with high levels of a particular problem. In addi-
tion, programs focusing on one problem—such as underemployment—in a distressed neighborhood
may have to address a related problem—such as poor health—that also occurs at high rates.

This paper uses the latest data from the National Survey of America’s Families (NSAF) to explore
variations across types of neighborhood environments in the well-being of families and children. Its goal
is to take advantage of the richness of NSAF’s data on family work effort, economic security, access to
services and supports, and child well-being to shed new light on the relevance and role of neighborhood
environment.

HOW DOES FAMILY WELL-BEING 
VARY ACROSS DIFFERENT TYPES 

OF NEIGHBORHOODS?



Analysis Methods

The analysis used decennial census data to describe key characteristics of the tracts in which NSAF
respondents live.1 Specifically, NSAF respondents are grouped based on the type of community in
which they live (central city, suburban, or nonmetropolitan); the racial and ethnic diversity of the
tract in which they live; and the poverty rate of the tract in which they live. Although these neighbor-
hood characteristics are certainly not the only ones of importance, past research highlights the extent
of distress and isolation in tracts where poverty rates exceed 30 percent (Jargowsky 1997), as well as
patterns of discrimination and disinvestment from neighborhoods in which racial and ethnic minorities
predominate (Kain 1968; Massey and Denton 1993; Oliver and Shapiro 1997; Pastor 2001; Wilson
1987). 

We selected 33 summary indicators developed by other NSAF researchers to reflect key outcomes for
both adults and children, including employment and earnings, economic hardship, health insurance
and health status (for adults and children), child well-being, and child care (summarized in figure 1).
Most are indicators of individual disadvantage or distress. Some, however, are simply descriptive. In
particular, we have included three descriptive child care variables: number of hours a child spends in
care, number of child care arrangements, and whether the child is enrolled in center-based care. These
measures are useful descriptions of the arrangements working parents make, not measures of either well-
being or distress.

Detailed tabulations compare NSAF outcomes for adults and children living in different neighbor-
hood environments. In addition, we used multivariate analysis to assess how outcomes vary across
neighborhood types, after controlling for family income status and race/ethnicity. These multivariate
estimates are not intended to control for all individual and family characteristics that may contribute
to outcomes, but rather to explore how outcomes vary across neighborhoods among families at compa-
rable income levels and of the same race or ethnicity.2

Cities, Suburbs, and Nonmetropolitan Areas

Not surprisingly, families that live in suburban communities are consistently better off—across a 
wide range of well-being indicators—than either central-city residents or those living in nonmetro-
politan areas.3 Table 1 reports average values of key NSAF outcome indicators for all families living in
central-city, suburban, and nonmetropolitan areas. The relative well-being of central-city and non-
metropolitan families varies: on many indicators, those living in nonmetropolitan areas appear the worst
off; but on a few important indicators, central-city residents appear at the greatest disadvantage. And
even in the suburbs, a significant share of families experiences bad outcomes.

Employment and earnings. Families living in nonmetropolitan areas have substantially lower earnings
than those in either suburban or central-city communities—primarily due to lower average wage rates.
The average nonmetropolitan family has annual earnings of about $45,600, compared with $52,200 for
central-city families and $65,100 for suburban families. In addition, the average hourly wage 
for nonmetropolitan adults is only $13.70, compared with $17.20 for central-city residents and $19.40
for suburbanites. Employment rates and average hours worked are about the same for all three groups.
Among families with working parents, central-city children are more likely to receive center-based child
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care, although they do not spend significantly more hours in child care than either suburban or
nonmetropolitan children.

Poverty and hardship. Although nonmetropolitan families have the lowest wages and earnings, poverty
and economic hardship are significantly more prevalent among central-city families. Specifically, 
14.1 percent of central-city families have incomes below the federal poverty level, compared with
10.8 percent of nonmetropolitan families and only 6.8 percent of suburban residents. In addition,
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FIGURE 1.  Outcome Indicators 

I. FAMILY INDICATORS
1.0 EARNINGS AND INCOME
1.1 Income

Mean total family earnings 
1.2 Composition of Income

Percent of family income from earnings 
1.3 Poverty

Percent poora

Percent low-incomeb

1.4 Families with Kids
Percent with kids

II. ADULT INDICATORS
1.0 EARNINGS, INCOME, AND EMPLOYMENT
1.1 Income

Mean total earnings 
1.2 Wages

Mean hourly wage
Mean hours worked per week (last year) 

1.3 Employment
Percent not employed

2.0 HARDSHIP
2.1 Food Hardship

Percent reporting food hardship 
2.2 Housing Hardship

Percent unable to pay rent in last year 
3.0 ACCESS TO HEALTH CARE
3.1 Health Insurance Coverage

Percent uninsured
3.2 Place of Care

Percent not confident in access to care
Percent emergency department or no usual source of

health care
3.3 Overall Health

Percent reporting fair or poor health 

III. CHILD INDICATORS
1.0 ACCESS TO HEALTH CARE
1.1 Health Insurance Coverage

Percent uninsured
1.2 Place of Care

Percent not confident in access to care
Percent emergency department or no usual source of

health care
1.3 Overall Health

Percent reporting fair or poor health 
2.0 CHILDREN’S WELL-BEING
2.1 Child Behavior

Percent with high levels of behavioral and emotional
problems

Percent under age 6–11
Percent age 12–18

Percent expelled or suspended from school in past
12 months

Percent who skipped school in past 12 months
Percent negative school engagement
Percent not involved in extracurricular activities

2.2 Caretaker Involvement
Percent read to two or fewer times a week
Percent taken on outings two to three times a month

or less
2.3 Caretaker Activity

Percent who live in a family with no full-time
employed adult

Percent who have an MKA with poor mental health
Percent who have an aggravated MKA 

2.4 Child Care Arrangements
Mean number of hours spent in child care
Percent in center carec

Mean number of child care arrangements 

MKA = most knowledgeable adult
a Poor is family income below the federal poverty level
b Low-income is family income less than 200 percent of the federal poverty level
c Among children whose MKA is employed
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TABLE 1.  Outcome Indicators by Type of Community

Tract Population 
Tract City Classification Density

Central Nonmetropolitan National
city Suburban area Urban Rural total

I. FAMILY INDICATORS

1.0 EARNINGS AND INCOME
1.1 Income

Mean total family earnings 52,216 65,080 45,589 59,258 51,248 57,884
(±801.6) (±700.9) (±995.2) (±524.7) (±1,085.5) (±448.5)

1.2 Composition of Income
Percent of family income from earnings 83.8 85.6 81.9 84.9 82.3 84.3

(±.6) (±.4) (±.6) (±.4) (±.7) (±.3)
1.3 Poverty 

Percent poora 14.1 6.8 10.8 9.8 8.9 9.6
(±.7) (±.3) (±.5) (±.3) (±.5) (±.2)

Percent low-incomeb 32.8 19.5 29.0 25.3 24.4 25.0
(±.8) (±.5) (±1.1) (±.4) (±.9) (±.4)

1.4 Families with Kids
Percent with kids 53.7 52.5 49.6 53.2 48.5 52.5

(±1.1) (±.8) (±1.1) (±.5) (±1.) (±.4)

II. ADULT INDICATORS

1.0 EARNINGS, INCOME, AND EMPLOYMENT
1.1 Income

Mean total earnings 25,143 30,746 21,358 28,095 23,976 27,509
(±430.) (±339.8) (±452.9) (±229.8) (±512.2) (±183.9)

1.2 Wages
Mean hourly wage 17.2 19.4 13.7 18.2 15.7 17.9

(±.4) (±.3) (±.2) (±.2) (±.4) (±.2)
Mean hours worked per week (last year) 40.8 41.2 41.7 40.9 42.3 41.2

(±.2) (±.2) (±.3) (±.1) (±.3) (±.1)
1.3 Employment

Percent not employed 18.4 16.1 18.0 16.7 18.9 17.1
(±.6) (±.4) (±.7) (±.3) (±.8) (±.3)

2.0 HARDSHIP
2.1 Food Hardship

Percent reporting food hardship 28.2 18.0 21.9 22.4 18.7 21.5
(±.8) (±.5) (±.9) (±.5) (±.8) (±.4)

2.2 Housing Hardship
Percent unable to pay rent in last year 13.7 8.9 11.8 11.0 10.2 10.8

(±.5) (±.4) (±.6) (±.3) (±.6) (±.2)

3.0 ACCESS TO HEALTH CARE
3.1 Health Insurance Coverage

Percent uninsured 21.3 14.2 18.8 17.4 16.1 17.0
(±.7) (±.5) (±.8) (±.4) (±.8) (±.3)

3.2 Place of Care
Percent not confident in access to care 11.5 7.7 9.3 9.2 8.5 8.8

(±.7) (±.4) (±.6) (±.4) (±.6) (±.3)
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TABLE 1.  (continued)

Tract Population 
Tract City Classification Density

Central Nonmetropolitan National
city Suburban area Urban Rural total

Percent emergency department or no 22.1 15.5 14.0 18.1 13.4 17.1
usual source of health care (±1.) (±.5) (±.8) (±.5) (±.9) (±.4)

3.3 Overall Health
Percent reporting fair or poor health 16.3 11.5 15.5 13.3 14.9 13.5

(±.7) (±.5) (±.7) (±.4) (±.6) (±.3)
III. CHILD INDICATORS

1.0 ACCESS TO HEALTH CARE
1.1 Health Insurance Coverage

Percent uninsured 11.0 8.6 10.1 9.8 8.8 9.5
(±.7) (±.5) (±.8) (±.5) (±.7) (±.4)

1.2 Place of Care
Percent not confident in access to care 9.5 6.3 7.6 7.6 7.2 7.4

(±.6) (±.3) (±.7) (±.3) (±.6) (±.3)
Percent emergency department or no  8.4 5.3 5.9 6.7 4.7 6.3

usual source of health care (±.5) (±.3) (±.6) (±.2) (±.5) (±.2)
1.3 Overall Health

Percent reporting fair or poor health 6.8 3.8 4.5 4.9 4.2 4.8
(±.4) (±.3) (±.5) (±.2) (±.5) (±.2)

2.0 CHILDREN’S WELL-BEING
2.1 Child Behavior

Percent with high levels of behavioral 
and emotional problems
Under age 6–11 8.0 6.4 7.1 7.1 6.6 7.2

(±.8) (±.5) (±1.) (±.4) (±1.) (±.4)
Age 12–18 9.7 7.1 11.1 8.4 9.6 8.7

(±1.) (±.6) (±1.6) (±.6) (±1.3) (±.5)
Percent expelled or suspended from 18.4 11.5 15.7 14.8 12.4 14.7

school in past 12 months (±1.6) (±.6) (±1.4) (±.7) (±1.4) (±.7)
Percent who skipped school in past 20.1 13.3 13.1 16.4 10.6 15.2

12 months (±1.6) (±.7) (±1.4) (±.8) (±1.4) (±.6)
Percent negative school engagement 25.3 22.0 22.6 23.4 21.8 23.3

(±1.) (±.6) (±1.3) (±.6) (±1.3) (±.5)
Percent not involved in extracurricular 20.3 16.3 18.6 18.3 16.4 17.9

activities (±.8) (±.6) (±1.) (±.6) (±1.1) (±.4)
2.2 Caretaker Involvement

Percent read to two or fewer times a week 17.2 12.2 13.5 14.0 13.5 13.9
(±1.2) (±.7) (±1.4) (±.7) (±1.5) (±.7)

Percent taken on outings two to three times 19.5 15.1 18.3 16.5 19.4 17.0
a month or less (±1.3) (±.8) (±1.3) (±.7) (±1.6) (±.6)

2.3 Caretaker Activity
Percent who live in a family with no full-time 22.0 10.6 16.1 15.3 13.4 14.9

employed adult (±.8) (±.4) (±.8) (±.4) (±.7) (±.3)
Percent who have an MKA with poor 18.4 14.3 18.6 16.0 17.5 16.4

mental health (±.8) (±.5) (±1.) (±.4) (±.9) (±.4)

(Continued)



central-city residents are the most likely to experience both food hardship (28.2 percent) and housing
hardship (13.7 percent).

Health. Adults living in central cities are more likely than residents of either suburban communities or
nonmetropolitan areas to be uninsured and to lack confidence about their access to health care. The
differences between central-city and nonmetropolitan residents are relatively small, with adults
living in suburban communities substantially less likely to lack insurance or a regular source of care.
Specifically, one in five central-city adults (21.3 percent) report that they are uninsured, compared
with 18.8 percent of adults living in nonmetropolitan areas and 14.2 percent of those living 
in suburban communities. Probably in part as a result of these differences, 22.1 percent of central-
city adults rely on emergency departments or have no usual source of health care, compared with 
15.5 percent of suburban residents and 14.0 percent of nonmetropolitan adults. Central-city and
nonmetropolitan residents are also more likely to report that their health is fair or poor than suburban
residents are. Differences for children in health insurance coverage are smaller, but follow the same
pattern.

Child well-being. Central-city children are considerably more likely to have skipped school and to
have been expelled from school than children who live in either nonmetropolitan areas or suburban
communities. For example, 20.1 percent of central-city children skipped school within the past 
12 months, compared with only about 13 percent of either suburban or nonmetropolitan children.
Children living in central cities are also somewhat more likely to have negative school engagement
and less likely to be involved in extra-curricular activities. 

Central-city children are less likely to have caretakers who read to them or take them on outings,
more likely to have a caretaker who is aggravated, and much more likely to live in a family with no
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TABLE 1.  (continued)

Tract Population 
Tract City Classification Density

Central Nonmetropolitan National
city Suburban area Urban Rural total

Percent who have an aggravated MKA 13.4 8.9 9.6 10.7 8.7 10.4
(±.7) (±.4) (±.8) (±.4) (±.7) (±.3)

2.4 Child Care Arrangements
Mean number of hours spent in child care 12.8 11.7 11.9 12.2 11.0 12.1

(±.4) (±.3) (±.4) (±.2) (±.4) (±.2)
Percent in center carec 28.8 24.7 19.3 25.5 21.2 24.6

(±1.2) (±.8) (±1.3) (±.7) (±1.5) (±.6)
Mean number of child care arrangements 0.8 0.7 0.7 0.8 0.7 0.8

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 2002 National Survey of America’s Families and 2000 Census data.

MKA = most knowledgeable adult
a Poor is family income below the federal poverty level
b Low-income is family income less than 200 percent of the federal poverty level
c Among children whose MKA is employed
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full-time employed adult. More specifically, 17.2 percent of children living in central-city areas are
read to less than three times a week, compared with 13.5 percent of children living in nonmetropoli-
tan areas and 12.2 percent of children living in the suburbs. And more than one in five central-city chil-
dren (22.0 percent) live in families where no adult is employed full-time, compared with 16.1 percent
of nonmetropolitan area children and only 10.6 percent of suburban children. 

Multivariate Analysis

To some extent, differences in outcomes for cities, suburbs, and nonmetropolitan areas stem from
fundamental differences in the characteristics of families living there. For example, blacks are much
more likely to live in central cities than in either suburban communities or nonmetropolitan areas,
and suburban residents tend to have higher incomes than either central-city or nonmetropolitan fam-
ilies. However, even after controlling for race, ethnicity, and income, key differences in outcomes persist
across the three different types of communities (see figure 2 and appendix table 1).

Employment and earnings. Although employment rates do not differ significantly, adults living in central
cities and nonmetropolitan areas have lower earnings than adults living in the suburbs do. After control-
ling for race, ethnicity, and income, nonmetropolitan residents work more hours on average than
central-city or suburban residents, but at a significantly lower hourly wage, resulting in significantly
lower average earnings overall. Not surprisingly, central-city children (with working parents) are the
most likely to be enrolled in center-based child care, while children living in nonmetropolitan areas
are the least likely. 

Hardship. Adults who live in central cities and nonmetropolitan areas experience more food hardship
than those living in the suburbs, controlling for individual income and race/ethnicity. In addition, both
adults and children in central cities and nonmetropolitan areas have worse health and less reliable access
to care than people in suburban communities do. However, adults and children living in nonmetro-
politan areas are less likely than residents of either central cities or suburbs to rely on emergency depart-
ments for care or to lack any usual source for care.

Child well-being. After controlling for individual race, ethnicity, and low-income status, few signifi-
cant differences persist across community types in child behavior and school involvement. Central-
city children are, however, significantly more likely to skip school than suburban children, while
children living in nonmetropolitan areas are less likely to skip school. Central-city children are also the
most likely to live in families with no full-time workers and to have an aggravated caretaker. 

Neighborhood Poverty Rates

As the poverty rate in a census tract rises, the probability that families living there will experience bad
outcomes also rises. This pattern applies consistently across all the outcome indicators examined here,
for adults and children. These results are consistent with other research documenting high levels of
social and economic distress in high-poverty neighborhoods (Jargowsky 1997; Ellen and Turner 1997).
Table 2 reports average values of key NSAF outcome indicators for all families living in census tracts
with poverty rates below 10 percent, from 10 to 20 percent, from 20 to 30 percent, from 30 to 
40 percent, and above 40 percent.4 The incidence of undesirable outcomes rises with neighborhood
poverty rate for every indicator. These differences are consistently much wider than any of the differ-
ences between central-city, suburban, and nonmetropolitan residents discussed above.
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FIGURE 2.  Community and Individual Outcomes: Summary of Effects

Central city Nonmetropolitan area

I. Family Indicators
Poor + +
Low income + +
Families with children – –
Mean earnings – –
Share of family income from earnings

II. Adult Indicators
Not employed
Food hardship + +
Rent hardship +
Not insured + +
Not confident in access to health care + +
Emergency department or no usual source of health care + +
Fair or poor health + +

Mean earnings – –
Mean hourly wage –
Mean hours worked +

III. Child Indicators
Not insured + +
Not confident in access to health care + +
Emergency department or no usual source of health care + –
Fair or poor health + +
Negative behavior, age 6–11
Negative behavior, age 12–17
Expelled from schoola

Skipped schoola + –
Negative school engagementb

Child is not involved in any activitiesb

Child is read to two or fewer times a weekc

Negative outings for children +
No full-time workers in familyd + –
Poor caretaker mental health
Aggravated caretaker +
Child enrolled in center-based caree + –
Number of hours in child care
Number of child care arrangements

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 2002 National Survey of America’s Families and 2000 Census data.
a Age 12–17, within past year
b Age 6–17
c Age 1–5
d Age 0–5
e If caretaker employed
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TABLE 2.  Outcome Indicators by Census Tract Poverty Rate

Less than 10–20% 20–30% 30–40% More than National 
10% poor poor poor poor 40% poor total 

I. FAMILY INDICATORS

1.0 EARNINGS AND INCOME
1.1 Income

Mean total family earnings 69,377 47,429 40,203 31,646 27,476 57,884
(±613.9) (±872.5) (±1,462.7) (±1,881.9) (±2,079.4) (±448.5)

1.2 Composition of Income
Percent of family income from earnings 86.2 84.2 80.5 75.9 76.4 84.3

(±.4) (±.6) (±1.) (±2.1) (±1.7) (±.3)
1.3 Poverty 

Percent poora 4.5 11.2 18.7 29.8 36.0 9.6
(±.2) (±.6) (±1.1) (±2.1) (±3.) (±.2)

Percent low-incomeb 15.3 30.0 42.7 54.5 67.4 25.0
(±.4) (±.9) (±1.4) (±2.1) (±2.9) (±.4)

1.4 Families with Kids
Percent with kids 51.6 51.5 53.4 55.3 66.2 52.5

(±.7) (±.9) (±1.5) (±2.9) (±3.1) (±.4)

II. ADULT INDICATORS

1.0 EARNINGS, INCOME, AND EMPLOYMENT
1.1 Income

Mean total earnings 32,673 22,935 19,618 14,626 13,374 27,509
(±296.2) (±514.3) (±602.2) (±753.8) (±845.1) (±183.9)

1.2 Wages
Mean hourly wage 20.0 15.0 14.6 13.3 11.8 17.9

(±.3) (±.2) (±.9) (±.8) (±.5) (±.2)
Mean hours worked per week (last year) 41.5 41.2 41.0 38.8 38.0 41.2

(±.2) (±.2) (±.4) (±.6) (±.6) (±.1)
1.3 Employment

Percent not employed 14.8 17.5 22.5 26.7 24.3 17.1
(±.4) (±.6) (±1.1) (±1.7) (±1.8) (±.3)

2.0 HARDSHIP
2.1 Food Hardship

Percent reporting food hardship 15.5 25.2 31.7 40.5 43.3 21.5
(±.6) (±.9) (±1.1) (±2.2) (±2.7) (±.4)

2.2 Housing Hardship
Percent unable to pay rent in last year 7.7 13.1 16.3 17.0 20.7 10.8

(±.3) (±.5) (±.8) (±1.6) (±1.8) (±.2)
3.0 ACCESS TO HEALTH CARE
3.1 Health Insurance Coverage

Percent uninsured 11.0 21.2 29.0 29.7 32.8 17.0
(±.5) (±.7) (±1.3) (±2.1) (±2.5) (±.3)

3.2 Place of Care
Percent not confident in access to care 7.0 10.8 13.1 12.1 12.7 8.8

(±.4) (±.6) (±1.) (±1.5) (±1.9) (±.3)

(Continued)
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TABLE 2.  (continued)

Less than 10–20% 20–30% 30–40% More than National 
10% poor poor poor poor 40% poor total 

Percent emergency department or no usual 13.8 19.4 22.2 25.7 27.3 17.1
source of health care (±.5) (±.9) (±1.3) (±2.5) (±2.7) (±.4)

3.3 Overall Health
Percent reporting fair or poor health 9.8 15.6 20.2 25.5 27.5 13.5

(±.4) (±.8) (±1.) (±1.5) (±2.1) (±.3)

III. CHILD INDICATORS

1.0 ACCESS TO HEALTH CARE
1.1 Health Insurance Coverage

Percent uninsured 6.5 11.6 16.2 13.7 17.1 9.5
(±.4) (±.7) (±1.1) (±1.6) (±3.1) (±.4)

1.2 Place of Care
Percent not confident in access to care 5.2 9.1 12.2 9.7 12.8 7.4

(±.3) (±.5) (±1.) (±1.1) (±3.) (±.3)
Percent emergency department or no usual  4.3 7.0 10.5 11.2 12.2 6.3

source of health care (±.3) (±.4) (±1.) (±1.2) (±2.3) (±.2)
1.3 Overall Health

Percent reporting fair or poor health 2.8 5.5 8.6 11.4 8.1 4.8
(±.2) (±.4) (±.9) (±1.2) (±1.6) (±.2)

2.0 CHILDREN’S WELL-BEING
2.1 Child Behavior

Percent with high levels of behavioral and 
emotional problems
Under age 6–11 5.2 9.0 8.0 14.6 4.7 7.2

(±.4) (±.9) (±1.4) (±3.1) (±1.8) (±.4)
Age 12–18 7.2 8.5 11.3 19.4 13.3 8.7

(±.6) (±1.) (±1.6) (±3.9) (±3.2) (±.5)
Percent expelled or suspended from school 9.7 17.2 23.4 24.1 23.4 14.7

in past 12 months (±.6) (±1.4) (±3.1) (±3.4) (±5.) (±.7)
Percent who skipped school in past 12 months 12.5 16.1 20.6 24.3 22.9 15.2

(±.8) (±1.3) (±3.) (±3.5) (±4.) (±.6)
Percent negative school engagement 20.1 24.2 27.8 31.5 34.6 23.3

(±.6) (±1.1) (±1.5) (±2.3) (±3.6) (±.5)
Percent not involved in extracurricular activities 13.0 19.6 27.0 35.0 32.1 17.9

(±.6) (±1.) (±1.5) (±2.7) (±3.7) (±.4)
2.2 Caretaker Involvement

Percent read to two or fewer times a week 9.8 15.9 22.3 21.8 23.6 13.9
(±.7) (±1.3) (±1.9) (±2.9) (±3.5) (±.7)

Percent taken on outings two to three times 14.3 18.8 19.7 25.2 26.7 17.0
a month or less (±.9) (±1.2) (±1.9) (±3.) (±4.3) (±.6)

2.3 Caretaker Activity
Percent who live in a family with no full-time 8.0 18.1 24.2 36.8 43.7 14.9

employed adult (±.3) (±.7) (±1.5) (±2.3) (±3.3) (±.3)
Percent who have an MKA with poor mental 12.6 19.5 20.7 25.4 25.0 16.4

health (±.5) (±.8) (±1.3) (±2.) (±2.4) (±.4)
Percent who have an aggravated MKA 8.5 10.2 11.6 19.4 24.0 10.4

(±.4) (±.7) (±.9) (±1.9) (±2.9) (±.3)



Clearly, differences in outcomes based on neighborhood poverty rate are attributable in part to differ-
ences in the characteristics of households that live in these neighborhoods. Nevertheless, a substantial
body of existing research has found that high rates of neighborhood poverty have an independent
effect on the short-term well-being and longer-term life chances of both children and adults.5 This proj-
ect does not attempt a sophisticated multivariate analysis that would control for all relevant individual
differences and definitively quantify independent neighborhood effects. It does estimate, however, the
strength of differences based on neighborhood poverty after controlling for individual race, ethnicity,
and income status (see figure 3 and appendix table 2). This analysis illustrates that even among low-
income blacks, for example, those who live in high-poverty neighborhoods are more likely to experience
bad outcomes than those who live in lower-poverty neighborhoods.6

Employment and earnings. After controlling for individual race, ethnicity, and income, adults living in
higher-poverty neighborhoods have lower earnings and hourly wage rates, are more likely to be unem-
ployed, and work fewer hours per year on average. Children are more likely to live in families with no
full-time workers but also spend more time in child care on average.

Hardship. Residents of higher-poverty neighborhoods face higher rates of food and rent hardship,
even after controlling for individual race, ethnicity, and income. They are also less likely to have health
insurance, less confident about access to health care, more likely to use the emergency department,
and more likely to be in fair or poor health.

Child well-being. When individual race, ethnicity, and income are held constant, most indicators of
child behavior and school engagement continue to show a significant disadvantage associated with living
in a higher-poverty neighborhood. As neighborhood poverty rate rises, so too does the likelihood that
a child is read to fewer than three times each week and is not taken on family outings. Rates of parent
aggravation and poor mental health rise (controlling for individual race, ethnicity and income).
However, differences in the likelihood of skipping school and of behavior problems among 12- to 
17-year-olds are not significant.
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TABLE 2.   (continued)

Less than 10–20% 20–30% 30–40% More than National 
10% poor poor poor poor 40% poor total 

2.4 Child Care Arrangements
Mean number of hours spent in child care 11.2 12.7 13.1 13.2 14.3 12.1

(±.3) (±.4) (±.7) (±1.1) (±1.) (±.2)
Percent in center carec 25.3 22.8 24.7 26.3 31.4 24.6

(±.8) (±1.3) (±1.7) (±3.1) (±4.8) (±.6)
Mean number of child care arrangements 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.8

(±.) (±.) (±.) (±.1) (±.1) (±.)

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 2002 National Survey of America’s Families and 2000 Census data.

MKA = most knowledgeable adult
a Poor is family income below the federal poverty level
b Low-income is family income less than 200 percent of the federal poverty level
c Among children whose MKA is employed
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FIGURE 3.  Neighborhood Poverty Rate and Individual Outcomes: Summary of Effects

Census tract Census tract poverty 
poverty rate rate squared

I. Family Indicators
Poor + –
Low income + –
Families with children +
Mean earnings + +
Share of family income from earnings

II. Adult Indicators
Not employed +
Food hardship + –
Rent hardship + –
Not insured + –
Not confident in access to health care + –
Emergency department or no usual source of health care +
Fair or poor health + –

Mean earnings – +
Mean hourly wage – +
Mean hours worked –

III. Child Indicators
Not insured + –
Not confident in access to health care + –
Emergency department or no usual source of health care +
Fair or poor health + –
Negative behavior, age 6–11 + –
Negative behavior, age 12–17
Expelled from schoola + –
Skipped schoola

Negative school engagementb +
Child is not involved in any activitiesb + –
Child is read to two or fewer times a weekc +
Negative outings for children +
No full-time workers in familyd +
Poor caretaker mental health + –
Aggravated caretaker +
Child enrolled in center-based caree

Number of hours in child care + –
Number of child care arrangements

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 2002 National Survey of America’s Families and 2000 Census data.
a Age 12–17, within past year
b Age 6–17
c Age 1–5
d Age 0–5
e If caretaker employed



Most high-poverty census tracts (those with poverty rates above 30 percent) in the United States are
in central cities. The few that occur in suburban areas are likely to be atypical. For example, these
tracts may be adjacent to universities and home to many students who are at least partially supported by
their (non-poor) parents. In addition, rural poverty differs from concentrated central-city poverty in
many important respects (Jargowsky 1997). Therefore, figure 4, along with appendix tables 3 and 4,
explores the relationship between neighborhood poverty and individual outcomes separately for central
cities and nonmetropolitan areas. 

In general, higher rates of neighborhood poverty increase the likelihood of bad outcomes for adults in
central city and nonmetropolitan areas (after controlling for individual race, ethnicity, and income).
However, results differ in two important respects. First, in central cities, residents of higher-poverty
neighborhoods are just as likely to be working and to work as many hours on average as comparable resi-
dents of lower-poverty neighborhoods. It is only in nonmetropolitan areas that a rising neighborhood
poverty rate is associated with lower employment. Second, in nonmetropolitan areas, youth behavior
and school engagement do not deteriorate as neighborhood poverty increases, and the likelihood that
a child has skipped school actually drops as neighborhood poverty rises. Moreover, in nonmetropoli-
tan areas, children living in high-poverty neighborhoods are just as likely to be read to frequently, to
be taken on outings, and to have adults in the family who work full time as their counterparts in
lower-poverty neighborhoods.

Neighborhood Racial and Ethnic Composition

Overall, the likelihood of bad outcomes for adults and children rises as the minority share of the
neighborhood population increases. The association between neighborhood poverty and bad outcomes
is generally larger and more consistent than the association between minority share and bad outcomes,
but the patterns are generally similar. Table 3 reports average values of key NSAF outcome indicators for
all families living in census tracts that are less than 10 percent minority, 10–50 percent minority,
50–90 percent minority, and above 90 percent minority.7

The vast majority of high-poverty neighborhoods are majority-minority (if not predominantly minority).
Thus, neighborhood poverty rates and racial/ethnic composition are closely linked, as discussed further
in the next section. Nonetheless, the association between neighborhood racial/ethnic composition and
outcomes for individual residents persists even after controlling for individual race/ethnicity and poverty
(see figure 5 and appendix table 5).8 Again, this analysis does not attempt to control for all relevant
individual differences in order to definitively quantify independent neighborhood effects. Nonetheless,
the results suggest that many outcomes worsen as neighborhood minority share rises, even after control-
ling for individual income and race or ethnicity. For some outcomes, the link to neighborhood racial
composition diminishes as neighborhood minority share rises above about 65 percent. In other words,
once a neighborhood is majority-minority, further increases in minority share are not associated with
worsening outcomes for individual residents. Finally, for some outcomes, the impact of neighborhood
racial composition differs depending on the race or ethnicity of the individual.9

Employment and earnings. There appears to be no significant association between neighborhood minor-
ity share and the rate of employment among adults. However, the relationship between neighborhood
racial composition and individual earnings is significant, with very different patterns apparent for
whites, blacks, and Hispanics. After controlling for individual income status, adult earnings and
hourly wages among white adults first rise and then fall as the neighborhood minority share increases.
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FIGURE 4.  Neighborhood Poverty Rate and Individual Outcomes: Summary of Effects in Central-City and
Nonmetropolitan Areas

Central Cities Nonmetropolitan Areas

Census tract Census tract
Census tract poverty rate Census tract poverty rate
poverty rate squared poverty rate squared

I. Family Indicators
Poor + – + –
Low income + – + –
Families with children – –
Mean earnings – + –
Share of family income from earnings

II. Adult Indicators
Not employed + –
Food hardship + – +
Rent hardship + – +
Not insured + – + –
Not confident in access to health care + – + –
Emergency department or no usual source of health care + + –
Fair or poor health + – + –

Mean earnings – + –
Mean hourly wage –
Mean hours worked + –

III. Child Indicators
Not insured + – + –
Not confident in access to health care + – + –
Emergency department or no usual source of health care + + –
Fair or poor health + – + –
Negative behavior, age 6–11 + –
Negative behavior, age 12–17
Expelled from schoola +
Skipped schoola + – +
Negative school engagementb +
Child is not involved in any activitiesb + –
Child is read to two or fewer times a weekc

Negative outings for children +
No full-time workers in familyd +
Poor caretaker mental health + +
Aggravated caretaker –
Child enrolled in center-based caree

Number of hours in child care + –
Number of child care arrangements +

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 2002 National Survey of America’s Families and 2000 Census data.
a Age 12–17, within past year
b Age 6–17
c Age 1–5
d Age 0–5
e If caretaker employed
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TABLE 3.  Outcome Indicators by Census Tract Percent Minority 

Less than 10–50% 50–90% 90–100% National
10% minority minority minority minority total

I. FAMILY INDICATORS

1.0 EARNINGS AND INCOME
1.1 Income

Mean total family earnings 61,134 62,363 46,165 36,222 57,884
(±848.6) (±799.6) (±1,134.3) (±1,527.0) (±448.5)

1.2 Composition of Income
Percent of family income from earnings 83.7 85.3 84.7 81.4 84.3

(±.6) (±.4) (±.8) (±1.1) (±.3)
1.3 Poverty

Percent poora 5.8 8.0 16.3 24.5 9.6
(±.3) (±.4) (±.9) (±1.5) (±.2)

Percent low-incomeb 18.6 21.8 37.5 52.4 25.0
(±.5) (±.5) (±1.2) (±1.5) (±.4)

1.4 Families with Kids
Percent with kids 48.7 52.4 54.7 64.4 52.5

(±.8) (±.7) (±1.5) (±2.1) (±.4)

II. ADULT INDICATORS

1.0 EARNINGS, INCOME, AND EMPLOYMENT
1.1 Income

Mean total earnings 28,634 29,713 22,030 17,369 27,509
(±439.5) (±339.7) (±551.0) (±884.7) (±183.9)

1.2 Wages
Mean hourly wage 18.2 18.6 15.8 13.1 17.9

(±.5) (±.3) (±.5) (±.4) (±.2)
Mean hours worked per week (last year) 41.4 41.4 41.0 39.2 41.2

(±.2) (±.2) (±.3) (±.3) (±.1)
1.3 Employment

Percent not employed 16.0 16.0 20.1 23.2 17.1
(±.5) (±.4) (±1.) (±1.5) (±.3)

2.0 HARDSHIP
2.1 Food Hardship

Percent reporting food hardship 14.9 20.3 33.8 39.0 21.5
(±.6) (±.7) (±1.6) (±1.6) (±.4)

2.2 Housing Hardship
Percent unable to pay rent in last year 8.0 10.2 14.9 21.0 10.8

(±.4) (±.4) (±.8) (±1.3) (±.2)
3.0 ACCESS TO HEALTH CARE
3.1 Health Insurance Coverage

Percent uninsured 11.5 15.4 27.7 33.7 17.0
(±.5) (±.5) (±1.1) (±1.7) (±.3)

3.2 Place of Care
Percent not confident in access to care 6.8 8.7 13.4 14.1 8.8

(±.5) (±.5) (±.8) (±1.4) (±.3)
Percent emergency department or no usual source 11.9 16.7 26.0 26.6 17.1

of health care (±.6) (±.7) (±1.2) (±1.9) (±.4)
3.3 Overall Health

Percent reporting fair or poor health 11.1 11.9 19.5 24.8 13.5
(±.5) (±.4) (±.9) (±1.3) (±.3)

(Continued)
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TABLE 3.  (continued)

Less than 10–50% 50–90% 90–100% National
10% minority minority minority minority total

III. CHILDREN INDICATORS

1.0 ACCESS TO HEALTH CARE
1.1 Health Insurance Coverage

Percent uninsured 5.9 9.4 15.0 14.7 9.5
(±.5) (±.5) (±1.) (±1.8) (±.4)

1.2 Place of Care
Percent not confident in access to care 4.6 7.2 12.1 11.1 7.4

(±.4) (±.4) (±.9) (±1.2) (±.3)
Percent emergency department or no usual source  3.5 6.1 10.0 10.6 6.3

of health care (±.3) (±.3) (±.8) (±1.1) (±.2)
1.3 Overall Health

Percent reporting fair or poor health 2.8 4.1 7.2 11.2 4.8
(±.3) (±.3) (±.7) (±.9) (±.2)

2.0 CHILDREN’S WELL-BEING
2.1 Child Behavior

Percent with high levels of behavioral and 
emotional problems
Under age 6–11 5.4 7.1 9.8 7.0 7.2

(±.6) (±.6) (±1.4) (±1.4) (±.4)
Age 12–18 8.3 7.9 11.0 9.7 8.7

(±.9) (±.7) (±1.3) (±1.7) (±.5)
Percent expelled or suspended from school in past 10.1 13.7 19.9 24.7 14.7

12 months (±.9) (±1.) (±2.2) (±2.5) (±.7)
Percent who skipped school in past 12 months 11.5 14.6 20.1 24.5 15.2

(±.9) (±1.1) (±2.1) (±3.4) (±.6)
Percent negative school engagement 19.4 22.9 27.2 30.8 23.3

(±.7) (±.8) (±1.5) (±2.1) (±.5)
Percent not involved in extracurricular activities 13.4 15.7 26.8 29.4 17.9

(±.8) (±.8) (±1.6) (±1.9) (±.4)
2.2 Caretaker Involvement

Percent read to two or fewer times a week 9.4 12.0 20.9 26.8 13.9
(±.9) (±.8) (±1.6) (±2.5) (±.7)

Percent taken on outings two to three times a 14.9 14.9 21.1 27.1 17.0
month or less (±1.) (±.8) (±1.3) (±2.7) (±.6)

2.3 Caretaker Activity
Percent who live in a family with no full-time 10.6 11.7 22.7 32.0 14.9

employed adult (±.6) (±.5) (±1.1) (±2.) (±.3)
Percent who have an MKA with poor mental health 14.4 15.8 19.1 20.7 16.4

(±.6) (±.6) (±1.1) (±1.4) (±.4)
Percent who have an aggravated MKA 8.4 9.1 13.0 18.5 10.4

(±.8) (±.9) (±1.3) (±2.) (±.5)
2.4 Child Care Arrangements

Mean number of hours spent in child care 10.4 12.2 13.5 14.4 12.1
(±.3) (±.3) (±.5) (±.8) (±.2)

Percent in center carec 20.8 26.3 26.4 30.4 24.6
(±1.) (±1.) (±1.5) (±1.8) (±.6)

Mean number of child care arrangements 0.7 0.8 0.7 0.8 0.8
(±.) (±.) (±.) (±.) (±.)

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 2002 National Survey of America’s Families and 2000 Census data.

MKA = most knowledgeable adult
a Poor is family income below the federal poverty level
b Low-income is family income less than 200 percent of the federal poverty level
c Among children whose MKA is employed
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FIGURE 5.  Neighborhood Minority Share and Individual Outcomes: Summary of Effects

All Residents Black Residents Hispanic Residents

Tract % Tract % Tract %
Tract % minority Tract % minority Tract % minority
minority squared minority squared minority squared

I. Family Indicators
Poor
Low income + + + –
Families with children – +
Mean earnings + – – + – +
Share of family income from earnings + –

II. Adult Indicators
Not employed
Food hardship + – – +
Rent hardship + – – + – +
Not insured +
Not confident in access to health care +
Emergency department or no usual source of health care + –
Fair or poor health

Mean earnings + – – + – +
Mean hourly wage + – – + – +
Mean hours worked + – –

III. Child Indicators
Not insured +
Not confident in access to health care +
Emergency department or no usual source of health care + –
Fair or poor health
Negative behavior, age 6–11 +
Negative behavior, age 12–17
Expelled from schoola

Skipped schoola +
Negative school engagementb

Child is not involved in any activitiesb

Child is read to two or fewer times a weekc

Negative outings for children
No full-time workers in familyd –
Poor caretaker mental health + –
Aggravated caretaker
Child enrolled in center-based caree + – – +
Number of hours in child care
Number of child care arrangements

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 2002 National Survey of America’s Families and 2000 Census data.
a Age 12–17, within past year
b Age 6–17
c Age 1–5
d Age 0–5
e If caretaker employed



In other words, whites living in racially mixed neighborhoods earn more on average than those living in
the most predominantly white neighborhood. Once the neighborhood minority share exceeds 
40 percent, however, individual earnings among whites drop precipitously. In contrast, among blacks,
individual earnings (and hourly wages) fall as neighborhood minority share increases, leveling off (and
even rising slightly) when the minority share exceeds 80 percent. Similarly, average earnings among
Hispanics decline slightly as neighborhood minority share increases, but hourly wages follow a pattern
more similar to that of blacks. 

The relationship between hours of work and neighborhood racial/ethnic composition also varies with
individual race or ethnicity. Among whites, there is no significant association between neighborhood
racial/ethnic composition and hours worked. Among blacks and Hispanics, on the other hand, aver-
age hours worked rise slightly and then decline as neighborhood minority share increases. Among
families with working parents, as neighborhood minority share increases, the likelihood that white
and black children are enrolled in center-based care rises and then drops modestly. On the other hand,
the likelihood that Hispanic children are enrolled in center-based care declines as neighborhood minor-
ity share rises.

Hardship. Residents of higher-minority neighborhoods face higher rates of food and rent hardship, even
after controlling for individual race/ethnicity and income status. They are also less likely to have health
insurance, less confident about access to health care, and more likely to use the emergency depart-
ment. For these outcomes, the relationship with neighborhood minority share is more comparable to
the relationship with neighborhood poverty: the incidence of bad outcomes rises and then flattens out
for neighborhoods with the highest percent minority. And patterns are essentially the same regardless of
individual race or ethnicity. The only exception is rent hardship, which rises and then levels off for
whites, but first declines and then rises for blacks and Hispanics. Despite the significant differences in
access to health care, neighborhood racial/ethnic composition and either adult or child health have no
significant association.

Child well-being. When individual race/ethnicity and income status are held constant, few indicators
of child behavior or school engagement show any significant disadvantage associated with living in a
high-minority neighborhood. The only exceptions are the likelihood of negative behavior among young
children (6–11 years) and the likelihood of skipping school, both of which increase as neighborhood
minority share rises. However, the likelihood that a child’s primary caregiver suffers from poor mental
health rises quite sharply as neighborhood minority share rises to about 55 percent, then drops as neigh-
borhood minority share climbs farther. 

Neighborhood Poverty and Race

Patterns of neighborhood poverty are tightly intertwined with racial and ethnic segregation (Massey and
Denton 1993; Ihlanfeldt and Sjoquist 1998; Jargowsky 1997, 2003; Kingsley and Pettit 2003), making
it extremely difficult to separate the potential effects on individual outcomes. As discussed earlier,
most high-poverty neighborhoods are majority-minority, and many are predominantly minority. Results
presented thus far are consistent with other research suggesting that both poverty concentration and
racial/ethnic segregation contribute to undesirable outcomes for individual children and adults (Ellen
and Turner 1997). To explore this issue further, figure 6 and appendix table 7 estimate a final set of
multivariate relationships, simultaneously testing the association between individual outcomes and
either neighborhood poverty or neighborhood racial composition. In general, this analysis suggests
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FIGURE 6.  Neighborhood Poverty and Race/Ethnicity and Individual Outcomes: Summary of Effects

Census tract Tract %
Census tract poverty rate Tract % minority
poverty rate squared minority squared

I. Family Indicators
Poor + – –
Low income + – – +
Families with children – – +
Mean earnings – + + –
Share of family income from earnings – + –

II. Adult Indicators
Not employed
Food hardship + – + –
Rent hardship + –
Not insured + – + –
Not confident in access to health care + – + –
Emergency department or no usual source of health care + + –
Fair or poor health + –

Mean earnings – + + –
Mean hourly wage – + + –
Mean hours worked + –

III. Child Indicators
Not insured + – + –
Not confident in access to health care + – + –
Emergency department or no usual source of health care + + –
Fair or poor health + –
Negative behavior, age 6–11 + –
Negative behavior, age 12–17
Expelled from schoola + –
Skipped schoola +
Negative school engagementb +
Child is not involved in any activitiesb + –
Child is read to two or fewer times a weekc +
Negative outings for children +
No full-time workers in familyd +
Poor caretaker mental health +
Aggravated caretaker +
Child enrolled in center-based caree – + –
Number of hours in child care +
Number of child care arrangements

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 2002 National Survey of America’s Families and 2000 Census data.
a Age 12–17, within past year
b Age 6–17
c Age 1–5
d Age 0–5
e If caretaker employed



that neighborhood poverty exerts more widespread effects than neighborhood racial/ethnic composi-
tion, but that both play a role in influencing many important outcomes.

Employment and earnings. After controlling for individual race/ethnicity and income level, earnings
and hourly wages appear to be affected by both neighborhood poverty rate and neighborhood minor-
ity share. Earnings and hourly wages drop as neighborhood poverty rate rises and climb as minority
share rises. The likelihood of employment is not affected by either neighborhood variable, and aver-
age hours worked is affected by neighborhood minority share but not poverty rate. Turning to children’s
care arrangements while parents work, as neighborhood poverty rate rises, children spend more hours in
child care but are less likely to be enrolled in center-based care. Increases in neighborhood minority
share, on the other hand, are associated with a higher likelihood of enrollment in center-based care,
but no increase in number of hours of child care. As discussed earlier, however, the link to neighborhood
minority share is different for blacks than for Hispanics.

Hardship. Indicators of economic hardship also appear to be influenced by both neighborhood poverty
and neighborhood racial/ethnic composition. As either neighborhood poverty or minority share
increases, residents are more likely to experience food hardship, to lack health insurance, to lack confi-
dence in access to health care, and to rely on emergency departments for health care. Rent hardship and
the incidence of fair or poor health both climb along with neighborhood poverty rates but appear
unaffected by neighborhood racial/ethnic composition.

Child well-being. Most indicators of child behavior and well-being appear more sensitive to neighbor-
hood poverty rates than to racial/ethnic composition, other things being equal. More specifically, as a
neighborhood’s poverty rate rises, so too does the likelihood of negative behavior among young children,
of being expelled from school, of negative school engagement, of lack of involvement in activities, of not
being read to or taken on outings, of living in a family with no full-time workers, and of having a
caretaker who is aggravated or in poor mental health. Increases in neighborhood minority share are only
associated with the likelihood of being expelled from school and the likelihood of skipping school.

Summary of Findings

The analysis presented here reinforces evidence from other research showing high rates in individual
disadvantage and distress associated with both concentrated neighborhood poverty and racial and ethnic
segregation. Even after controlling for individual race, ethnicity, and income level, people who live in
central-city and nonmetropolitan communities have lower earnings and experience more economic
hardship than their counterparts in suburban communities. They are more likely to suffer from poor
health and to lack reliable access to health care. Although residents of central-city and nonmetropoli-
tan communities are both at a disadvantage relative to residents of suburban communities, some chal-
lenges diverge significantly. 

Residents of high-poverty neighborhoods experience significantly higher rates of disadvantage and
distress than residents of lower-poverty neighborhoods do, even after controlling for individual race,
ethnicity, and income level. The incidence of undesirable outcomes rises with neighborhood poverty
rate for almost every indicator of adult and child well-being. And these differences are consistently much
wider than any differences between central-city, suburban, and nonmetropolitan residents. Although the
analysis presented here does not address the question of whether neighborhood conditions cause indi-
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vidual distress, it leaves no doubt that residents of high-poverty neighborhoods face especially daunt-
ing economic and social challenges that warrant focused policy attention.

Residents of predominantly minority neighborhoods also face significant challenges, although the
impacts of neighborhood racial/ethnic composition are generally not as large or as widespread as the
impacts of neighborhood poverty. For some outcomes, once a neighborhood is majority-minority,
further increases in minority share are not associated with worsening outcomes for individual resi-
dents. In addition, the impact of neighborhood racial composition on certain outcomes differs depend-
ing on the race or ethnicity of the individual. 

Patterns of neighborhood poverty are tightly intertwined with racial and ethnic segregation, making it
extremely difficult to separate their potential effects on individual outcomes. In general, this analysis
suggests that neighborhood poverty exerts more widespread effects than neighborhood racial/ethnic
composition but that both play a role in influencing many important outcomes.
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1. NSAF respondents provided interviewers with their addresses, and over 80 percent of these addresses were successfully geo-
coded to census block groups. Researchers found no evidence that the unmatched cases differed systematically from the
sample as a whole. Census 2000 tract-level characteristics were then linked to each geo-coded NSAF case.

2. Income adjusted for family size is controlled using the following categories: family income less than 50 percent of the
federal poverty level (FPL), 50–100 percent of FPL, 100–50 percent of FPL, 150–200 percent of FPL, and greater than
200 percent of FPL. Race and ethnicity is controlled with indicators of whether the respondent is non-Hispanic white,
Hispanic, non-Hispanic black, or other non-Hispanic.

3. We focus here on differences between residents of central city, suburban, and nonmetropolitan communities (as defined by
the census). However, we also explored differences between residents of “urban” and “rural” census tracts, using a census-
defined indicator based on population density. In general, families living in rural areas are slightly better off than the
“nonmetropolitan” residents, but worse off than families living in urban areas (which include both central cities and
most suburbs).

4. A considerable body of descriptive and analytic research documents the link between neighborhood poverty and family
well-being. The categories used here are drawn from that literature.

5. For a recent review of this literature, see Ellen and Turner (1997).

6. The multivariate model includes as explanatory variables neighborhood poverty rate and neighborhood poverty rate
squared in order to test for the possibility that the relationship between neighborhood poverty and individual outcomes
is nonlinear. For the results discussed here, coefficients on the poverty rate indicator are significant and positive (outcomes
get worse as poverty rate rises), while coefficients on the squared term are smaller, not always significant, and often negative
(bad effects “flatten out” at the highest poverty rates). The inflection point in the estimated relationship between neigh-
borhood poverty and individual outcomes typically occurs at poverty rates above 30 percent.

7. The basic categories here were developed by Margery Austin Turner and are widely used in her work on patterns of resi-
dential segregation and its implications. 
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8. In addition to the analysis discussed here, which focuses on the minority share of a neighborhood’s total population, we
explored a more complex typology that further differentiates neighborhoods based on the race or ethnicity of the main
minority group. In other words, for neighborhoods that are more than 10 percent minority, we distinguish those in
which blacks are the main minority, Hispanics are the main minority, or no minority group dominates. This typology
was developed based on national census data. It defines a group as the “main” minority if it accounts for at least 
60 percent of the minority population. Groups other than blacks and Hispanics hardly ever meet this threshold. Appen-
dix table 6 reports the results. We have not conducted a multivariate analysis to control for individual race/ethnicity and
income status.

9. We explored the potential for racial/ethnic differences in patterns of neighborhood because it seems likely that some
characteristics of minorities who live in predominantly white neighborhoods differ from those of the average white resident,
and (correspondingly) that the characteristics of whites that live in predominantly minority neighborhoods differ from those
of the average minority resident.

42 HOW DOES FAMILY WELL-BEING VARY ACROSS DIFFERENT TYPES OF NEIGHBORHOODS?



Ellen, Ingrid Gould, and Margery Austin Turner. 1997. “Does Neighborhood Matter? Assessing Recent Evidence.” Housing
Policy Debate 8(4): 833–66.

Ihlanfeldt, Keith R., and David L. Sjoquist. 1998. “The Spatial Mismatch Hypothesis: A Review of Recent Studies and
Their Implications for Welfare Reform.” Housing Policy Debate 9(4): 849–92.

Jargowsky, Paul. 1997. Poverty and Place: Ghettos, Barrios, and the American City. New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

———. 2003. Stunning Progress, Hidden Problems: The Dramatic Decline of Concentrated Poverty in the 1990s. Washington,
DC: The Brookings Institution.

Kain, John F. 1968. “Housing Segregation, Negro Employment, and Metropolitan Decentralization.” Quarterly Journal of
Economics 82(2): 175–92.

Kingsley, G. Thomas, and Kathryn L.S. Pettit. 2003. “Concentrated Poverty: A Change in Course.” Neighborhood Change
in Urban America brief 2. Washington, DC: The Urban Institute.

Massey, Douglas S., and Nancy Denton. 1993. American Apartheid: Segregation and the Making of the Underclass. Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press.

Oliver, Melvin L., and Thomas M. Shapiro. 1997. Black Wealth/White Wealth: A New Perspective on Racial Inequality. New
York: Routledge.

Pastor, Manuel Jr. 2001. “Geography and Opportunity.” In America Becoming: Racial Trends and Their Consequences, vol. 1,
edited by Neil J. Smelser, William Julius Wilson, and Faith Mitchell (435–68). Washington, DC: National Academy
Press. 

Wilson, William Julius. 1987. The Truly Disadvantaged: The Inner City, the Underclass, and Public Policy. Chicago: The Univer-
sity of Chicago Press.

REFERENCES

43



Margery Austin Turner is the director of the Urban Institute’s Metropolitan Housing and Com-
munities Center and a nationally recognized expert on urban policy and neighborhood issues. Much 
of her current work explores patterns of residential segregation and poverty concentration and the
consequences for family well-being and access to opportunities.

Deborah R. Kaye was a research assistant in the Urban Institute’s Center on Metropolitan Housing 
and Communities. Her research focused on economic development, public housing, and housing
discrimination.

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

44


