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Abstract

High rates of male joblessness not only drain communities of the social
and economic resources that sustain neighborhood institutions, they also
limit children’s exposure to mainstream role models, reduce the pool of mar-
riageable men, and make illicit activities more attractive to young males. This
study uses tract-level census data to examine how the geography of male
joblessness changed in metropolitan areas between 1970 and 2000.

The number of neighborhoods in which the majority of working-age
men are jobless has risen sharply over the past three decades. Metropolises in
the Northeast, Midwest, and South and those with larger black populations
have experienced the greatest increases in concentrated male joblessness. As
the number of neighborhoods with low male employment has grown, their
social and demographic characteristics have diverged from those of other
neighborhoods, with increasing percentages of racial and ethnic minorities,
female-headed families, and impoverished people and more vacant residen-
tial properties.
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Introduction

The growing concentration of jobless! men in inner-city neighborhoods
is thought to have qualitatively changed the nature of contemporary urban
disadvantage (Anderson 1990, 1999; Farley, Danziger, and Holzer 2000;
Sugrue 1996; Wilson 1987, 1996). Rising male joblessness drains essential
social and economic resources from central-city neighborhoods (Massey

People are considered jobless if they are either unemployed or have dropped out of the
labor force (Quillian 2003).
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1990). As male joblessness grows, the pool of marriageable men declines,
resulting in rising rates of childbearing outside of marriage and single par-
enthood and increased welfare dependency (Neal 2004). Declining male
employment and earnings make poverty rates in central-city neighborhoods
rise (Wilson 1987, 1996). Neighborhood role models with stable employ-
ment histories and strong ties to mainstream social and economic institutions
become scarcer and less visible (Anderson 1990). Neighborhood social and
economic institutions deteriorate or vanish as widespread male joblessness
and rising poverty rates leave these institutions with fewer sources of support
(Rankin and Quane 2000). Low-income housing markets weaken as male
joblessness triggers foreclosures and more residential vacancies (Baxter and
Lauria 2000).

Although many of the social and economic problems that have trans-
formed low-income urban neighborhoods are believed to be rooted in rising
rates of male joblessness, its geographic concentration has received much
less attention from researchers and policy makers than the geographic con-
centration of poverty. While scholars have developed widely employed mea-
sures of concentrated poverty and have used them to extensively document
changes in the social geography of urban poverty over the past three decades
(Abramson, Tobin, and VanderGoot 1995; Danziger and Gottschalk 1987;
Jargowsky 1997, 2003; Jargowsky and Bane 1991; Kasarda 1993; Kingsley
and Pettit 2003; Wilson 1987), comparable measures of concentrated male
joblessness have not been developed and few studies have examined changes
in the social geography of urban male joblessness (Krivo et al. 1998; Quillian
2003; Wagmiller 2007).

Policies intended to alleviate the problems of distressed inner-city neigh-
borhoods have also focused on deconcentrating poverty rather than male
joblessness. For example, the redevelopment of public housing, much of it
funded by HOPE VI (Housing Opportunities for People Everywhere), has
attempted to reduce the concentration of poverty through the construction
of mixed-income housing in the most distressed neighborhoods (Clampet-
Lundquist 2004; Joseph 2006; Popkin et al. 2000; Zielenbach 2003). Simi-
larly, dispersal programs such as the Moving to Opportunity for Fair Hous-
ing Demonstration Program and the Gautreaux Assisted Housing Program
in Chicago have provided counseling and vouchers to poor residents of high-
poverty neighborhoods to encourage them to relocate to nonpoor neighbor-
hoods (DeLuca and Rosenbaum 2003; Pashup et al. 2005; Rosenbaum and
Harris 2001; Varady and Walker 2003).

Studies have found that poverty became increasingly concentrated in a
growing number of deeply disadvantaged neighborhoods in the 1970s and
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1980s (Jargowsky 1997; Jargowsky and Bane 1991; Kasarda 1993; Wilson
1987), but declined unexpectedly and dramatically in the 1990s (Jargowsky
2003; Kingsley and Pettit 2003). While neighborhood poverty and male job-
lessness are obviously correlated, trends in the geographic concentration of
male joblessness may not parallel those for poverty because poverty depends
not only on male employment and earnings, but also on female employment
and wages, welfare benefits, fertility, and family structure.? Rising rates of
unemployment and labor force nonparticipation on the part of less educated
young black men in the 1990s suggest that male joblessness may in fact have
become more concentrated during that time (Edelman, Holzer, and Offner
2006; Mincy 2006), even as poverty (Jargowsky 2003; Kingsley and Pettit
2003) and other social problems commonly associated with the concentra-
tion of poverty—such as welfare recipients and high school dropouts—were
becoming less concentrated (Jargowsky and Yang 2006). Neighborhoods
with declining rates of poverty but persistently high or increasing rates of
male joblessness are likely to continue to face significant challenges such
as childbearing outside of marriage, drug-related gang activity, foreclosures,
and declining property values.

This study uses tract-level data from the Census of Population and Hous-
ing to examine changes in the geography of male joblessness in U.S. metro-
politan areas between 1970 and 2000 (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1972a,
1972b, 1982, 1993, 2002). Overall trends in the number and population
of neighborhoods in which most working-age men are not employed are
presented, and racial and ethnic group differences in exposure to these disad-
vantaged neighborhoods are discussed. Further, differences between metro-
politan areas are described and patterns of change in different types of areas
are noted. The changing characteristics of neighborhoods with high rates
of male joblessness are presented, and similarities and differences between
trends in the number of neighborhoods with high poverty rates and low male
employment are highlighted as well.

Contemporary evidence on the geographic concentration of male
joblessness

Social scientists and journalists alike have noted a qualitative change in
the nature of social disadvantage in urban America since the late 1960s and
early 1970s (Auletta 1982; Massey and Denton 1993; Murray 1984; Sugrue
1996; Wilson 1987, 1996). Despite the recent decline in concentrated pov-

?I thank one of the anonymous reviewers for pointing this out.
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erty (Jargowsky 2003; Kingsley and Pettit 2003), urban poverty is more con-
centrated and the urban poor are more isolated from mainstream patterns
and norms of behavior than they were in the past (Jargowsky 1997, 2003;
Jargowsky and Bane 1991; Massey and Denton 1987; Massey and Eggers
1990, 1993; Morenoff and Tienda 1997; Rankin and Quane 2000; Wilson
1987, 1996). Other forms of social dislocation in the inner city—unwed
and teenage childbearing (Crane 1991; Hogan and Kitagawa 1985; Plotnick
and Hoffman 1999; South and Baumer 2000; South and Crowder 1999;
Sucoff and Upchurch 1998), welfare dependency (Mead 1986; Murray 1984;
Osterman 1991; Wilson 1987), juvenile delinquency (Bursik 1984; Wilson
1987, 1996), crime (Anderson 1999; Bursik and Grasmick 1993; Shihadeh
and Flynn 1996; Wilson 1976; Wilson 1987), and gang-related drug traf-
ficking and violence (Hagedorn 1991; Venkatesh 1997, 2000)—have also
increased during the past 30 years.

These changes have led some observers to argue that today’s poor urban
neighborhoods are very different from those of the past (Anderson 1990,
1999; Murray 1984; Spear 1967; Wilson 1987, 1996). Whereas in the past,
patterns of childbearing, family formation, criminality, and employment in
poor urban neighborhoods generally paralleled those of the larger society,
today this is no longer true because of a severe lack of basic opportunities
and resources and inadequate social controls (Anderson 1990, 1999; Massey
and Denton 1993; Wilson 1996).

Wilson (1987, 1996) and others (Anderson 1990, 1999; Farley, Dan-
ziger, and Holzer 2000; Quillian 2003; Sugrue 1996) have argued that this
shift in the nature of contemporary social disadvantage is largely a conse-
quence of the growing concentration of jobless men in inner-city neighbor-
hoods. As male joblessness grows and becomes increasingly concentrated in
certain neighborhoods, the internal social dynamics of these neighborhoods
are disrupted. The number of marriageable men declines, poverty rises, com-
munity social institutions deteriorate, mainstream role models become less
visible, formal and informal mechanisms of social control erode, and housing
markets weaken. The concentration of male joblessness in inner-city neigh-
borhoods initiates a downward spiral that eventually results in the social and
spatial isolation of the most disadvantaged people in rapidly deteriorating
inner-city neighborhoods.

Early evidence that the spatial distribution of male joblessness in urban
America might be changing came from Wilson’s pioneering research on the
city of Chicago in The Truly Disadvantaged (1987). His comparison of male
unemployment rates in 76 communities in 1970 and 1980 revealed a dra-
matic increase in the number of areas with high male unemployment rates.
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In 1970, no community in Chicago had a male unemployment rate over 20
percent and only 5 had rates that exceeded 15 percent. By 1980, however, 10
communities had rates over 20 percent and 15 had rates between 15 percent
and 19 percent. Moreover, Wilson’s (1987) research revealed that Chicago
neighborhoods with exceptionally high unemployment rates tended to be
tightly clustered together. More recent research by Wilson (1996) shows that
since 1980, male joblessness in Chicago has grown even more concentrated
in the cluster of poor, overwhelmingly black communities to the south and
west of the city center. By 1990, on average, only one in three adults aged
16 and over in this group of neighborhoods worked, compared with a city-
wide employment rate of nearly 60 percent. In some of the poorest neighbor-
hoods, he found that less than one in four men worked during a typical week
in 1990.

Studies of male unemployment and joblessness in Detroit have confirmed
many of these early findings for Chicago. Sugrue (1996) finds that male job-
lessness in Detroit’s high-poverty areas rose from 53.5 percent in 1970 to
70.7 percent in 1980. Similarly, Farley, Danziger, and Holzer (2000) report a
decline of nearly 20 percent in the employment rate of black men in Detroit
since the early 1970s. Perhaps even more important from the perspective of
the spatial concentration of male joblessness, Mouw’s (2000) research reveals
a clear geographic pattern to the distribution of black male unemployment in
Detroit. Near the center of the city, unemployment rates were uniformly over
20 percent in 1990. As distance from the central business district increased,
unemployment rates declined steadily until they were uniformly less than 10
percent in the outlying suburbs.

Valuable as these case studies of Detroit and Chicago have been in high-
lighting potential changes in the spatial distribution of male joblessness in
urban America, they suffer from the inherent limitations of any case study.
Most important, it is difficult to generalize these results to other cities. Both
are large, aging Midwestern metropolises and notorious examples of urban
decline and deindustrialization. While the experiences of Chicago and Detroit
are likely to be representative of many Rustbelt cities, they may not reflect
urban areas in other parts of the country. And, in fact, as this study reveals,
both Chicago and Detroit have distinctively high levels of concentrated male
joblessness. Moreover, even if we were to restrict our attention to these two
specific cases, it is difficult to determine definitively the extent to which the
spatial concentration of male joblessness has changed, since these studies
have eschewed traditional measures.

Recently, scholars have begun to use more common measures of spatial
concentration to examine changes in the distribution of male joblessness in
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wider samples of cities. For example, Krivo et al. (1998), using the well-
known P* measure of spatial isolation, investigate changes in the spatial con-
centration of male joblessness in the central cities of metropolitan statistical
areas (MSAs) with central-city populations of at least 100,000 and black
populations of at least 5,000 between 1980 and 1990.3 They find that the
spatial isolation of jobless males did not increase over this period.

Quillian (2003) explores changes in the concentration of male jobless-
ness in the 49 metropolitan areas with digitized census tract data available
from 1950 to 1990. Using the index of dissimilarity (D) measure of spa-
tial segregation,* he finds that the spatial concentration of male joblessness
increased moderately in this sample. Wagmiller (2007), using the five dimen-
sions of segregation identified by Massey and Denton (1988)—evenness,
exposure, concentration, clustering, and centralization—examines changes
in the spatial segregation of jobless men in U.S. metropolitan areas between
1970 and 2000. He reports that jobless men, especially jobless black men,
have become more spatially isolated over the past three decades.

Caution ought to be exercised, however, in drawing conclusions about
changes in the social geography of male joblessness in urban America from
even these more comprehensive studies. Because the Krivo et al. (1998) study
examines change only from 1980 and 1990, it may not accurately represent
the true rate of growth in concentrated male joblessness since the 1970s. The
work of Wilson (1987, 1996) on Chicago and Sugrue (1996) and Farley,
Danziger, and Holzer (2000) on Detroit suggests that the spatial concentra-
tion of male joblessness increased markedly between 1970 and 1980, and
then leveled off considerably in the 1980s and early 1990s. Consequently,
estimates of change based only on the period after 1980 may be strongly
biased downward. By examining a much more extensive time series, Quillian
(2003) is better able than Krivo et al. (1998) to assess the true magnitude of
change in the geographic concentration of male joblessness in urban America
over the past 30 years. However, he is able to do so only in a much smaller
and less representative sample. Moreover, neither Krivo et al. (1998) nor
Quillian (2003) examines changes in the concentration of male joblessness
during the 1990s, an intriguing period during which the concentration of

3P* measures the probability of contact in the community between jobless and employed
individuals.

“D measures the proportion of jobless men who would have to move to a neighborhood
with a lower level of male joblessness to achieve an even spatial distribution of jobless men in
the metropolis.
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poverty fell unexpectedly (Kingsley and Pettit 2003; Jargowsky 2003). While
Wagmiller (2007) describes how patterns of spatial segregation for jobless
men changed in the 1990s, the segregation indexes he employs—which mea-
sure overall distribution patterns—may not be sensitive to changes in the
number of neighborhoods with unusually high rates of male joblessness.

Measuring the geographic concentration of jobless men

Disadvantage in the contemporary metropolis, in contrast to disadvan-
tage in other areas or other eras, is distinguished by its concentration in
certain deeply disadvantaged urban neighborhoods (Jargowsky 1997, 2003;
Kingsley and Pettit 2003; Wilson 1987, 1996). It is this pattern of spatial
concentration that many urban theorists believe produces the distinctive
characteristics of contemporary disadvantage in inner-city neighborhoods:
social and economic isolation, neighborhood deterioration, ghetto-specific
cultural characteristics and values, and failing social institutions (Anderson
1990, 1999; Massey and Denton 1993; Wilson 1987, 1996).

Building on this notion of concentrated disadvantage, researchers inter-
ested in the geographic concentration of poverty have come to distinguish
high-poverty neighborhoods from other types of neighborhoods. It is now
standard in the literature on urban poverty to define high-poverty or extreme-
poverty neighborhoods as those in which 40 percent or more of the residents
are classified as poor according to federal poverty guidelines (Danziger and
Gottschalk 1987; Jargowsky 1997, 2003; Jargowsky and Bane 1991; Kasarda
1993; Kingsley and Pettit 2003; Wilson 1987). A series of site visits to poor
neighborhoods in major cities confirms the distinctively disadvantaged con-
ditions in high-poverty neighborhoods (Jargowsky and Bane 1991).

Although the number of high-poverty neighborhoods provides important
information on the incidence of concentrated disadvantage in urban areas, it
does not fully capture the effects of concentrated poverty on urban popula-
tions and low-income individuals. Consequently, poverty researchers have
developed two other measures of concentrated disadvantage—the neighbor-
hood poverty rate and the concentrated poverty rate—to gauge the effect
of growth in the number of high-poverty neighborhoods on the population
and on poor people, respectively. The neighborhood poverty rate, which is
defined as the percentage of people in a city or region residing in high-pov-
erty neighborhoods, measures “the fraction of the population ‘at risk,” in
terms of the negative effects associated with high-poverty neighborhoods”
(Jargowsky 1997, 20). The concentrated poverty rate, which is defined as
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the percentage of poor people living in high-poverty neighborhoods in a city
or region, measures the extent to which the poor “not only must cope with
their own low incomes, but also with the social and economic effects of the
poverty that surrounds them” (Jargowsky 2003, 3). Together, these measures
provide researchers with a simple but powerful picture of the concentration
of poverty in urban neighborhoods.

Although urban theorists in recent years have increasingly focused on the
role that concentrated male joblessness plays in the spread of the “new urban
poverty” (Wilson 1996, 2; see also Krivo et al. 1998; Massey and Shibuya
1995; and Quillian 2003), comparable measures of concentrated male job-
lessness have yet to be developed or studied. Instead, researchers have relied
on widely used measures of spatial segregation such as the index of dissimi-
larity or the isolation index (Krivo et al. 1998; Quillian 2003; Wagmiller
2007). Poverty researchers, addressing similar theoretical and measurement
issues, have generally eschewed the use of these measures (Jargowsky 1997,
2003; Kingsley and Pettit 2003). While they capture changes in the spatial
distribution of disadvantage, they fail to identify areas of intense deprivation
and do not accurately represent the exposure residents have to extreme envi-
ronmental deprivation. Because widely accepted measures of concentrated
male joblessness have yet to emerge in the literature, different researchers
have employed different measures, resulting in indexes that are frequently
not directly comparable and that are more often chosen for convenience and
ease of calculation rather than on the basis of existing theory. Both empirical
work and theoretical work on the effects of concentrated male joblessness on
individual, family, and neighborhood outcomes are impeded by the lack of
consensus on measures.

This study develops three measures of concentrated male joblessness
comparable to the widely used concepts of high-poverty neighborhoods,
neighborhood poverty rates, and concentrated poverty rates. A census tract
is classified as a neighborhood with low male employment if 50 percent or
more of working-age male residents are unemployed or have dropped out of
the labor force. While any specific threshold is inherently arbitrary, this level
reflects the theoretical emphasis in the underclass literature on neighbor-
hoods in which most men do not work (Wilson 1996). Choosing a different
threshold has a negligible effect on the trends reported in this article.’ Select-

SWhen a 40 percent threshold is chosen, the number of such neighborhoods increases
from 649 in 1970 to 4,910 in 2000, and the concentrated male joblessness rate rises from 5.1
percent to 19.6 percent. When a 60 percent threshold is selected, the number of neighborhoods
increases from 78 to 701 over this period, and the concentrated male joblessness rate increases
from 0.64 percent to 5.1 percent.
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ing a higher threshold results in a noticeably smaller subset of neighborhoods
whose social and demographic characteristics are nonetheless very similar to
those of the neighborhoods identified using the 50 percent threshold. Choos-
ing a lower threshold results in the inclusion of many neighborhoods that
appear to be working class, with higher rates of marriage, homeownership,
and female employment than are found when the 50 percent threshold is
used.

The neighborhood male joblessness rate is defined as the percentage of
an MSA’s population that resides in neighborhoods with low male employ-
ment. This measure represents the share of the population that is at risk
of experiencing the negative consequences of high rates of male joblessness
in a neighborhood. The concentrated male joblessness rate is defined as
the percentage of jobless men who reside in neighborhoods with low male
employment in an MSA. This measure indicates the fraction of jobless men
who confront not only the challenges associated with their own employment
problems, but also the problems associated with living in a community in
which most men do not work.

Data

This study examines trends in the spatial concentration of male jobless-
ness in U.S. metropolitan areas from 1970 to 2000. The study includes all
MSAs defined by the Office of Management and Budget on February 23,
1971 (U.S. Bureau of the Census 2008).° Census tracts are used as prox-
ies for neighborhoods, and the terms “census tract” and “neighborhood”
are used interchangeably. Census tracts typically range in size from 1,500
to 8,000 people, with an average size of around 4,000 (U.S. Bureau of the
Census 2007). Initially, census tract boundaries are drawn to delineate
areas with relatively homogenous social and economic characteristics and
housing stocks. Census tract data for 1970 were drawn from the Census
of Population and Housing, Summary Statistic File 4A (U.S. Bureau of the
Census 1972a and 1972b). Data for 1980 and 1990 were extracted from the
Census of Population and Housing, Summary Tape File 3A (U.S. Bureau of the
Census 1982, 1993), and data for 2000 were drawn from the Census of
Population and Housing, Summary File 3 (U.S. Bureau of the Census
2002).

®Three groups of metropolitan areas that were merged in subsequent censuses (Scranton—
Wilkes-Barre-Hazleton, PA; Salt Lake City—Ogden, UT; and Raleigh-Durham, NC) were com-
bined for purposes of this analysis.
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Geographic comparability is an important concern in any longitudinal
study that covers as extended a period as this one does. Both census tract and
MSA boundaries are periodically redrawn in response to changes in popula-
tion. The U.S. Bureau of the Census redraws tract boundaries to maintain
their size and geographic integrity. As the population migrates into previ-
ously untracted areas, new tracts are added. Tracts that experience substan-
tial population gain are frequently split, and those that experience substantial
population loss are often merged with other tracts. MSA boundaries also
change over time. Much as tract boundaries are redrawn as the population
distribution shifts, boundaries shift as the size, distribution, and social and
economic integration of core and outlying areas change.

Following Jargowsky (1997, 2003), I use contemporaneous census tract
and MSA boundaries (1970 geographic boundaries in 1970 and 1980 geo-
graphic boundaries in 1980) to avoid systematic bias in the analysis. Super-
imposing more recent census tract boundaries on earlier data leads to smaller
average neighborhood population sizes, which will systematically bias any
analysis that is sensitive to the size of neighborhood units (Jargowsky 2003).
Applying earlier boundaries to more recent data ignores spatial expansion,
biasing estimated rates of concentrated disadvantage upward since more
affluent individuals and families tend to live in areas with new residential
growth.” Nonetheless, similar results are obtained when consistent census
tract and MSA boundaries are employed.®

Only census tracts in the relevant counties comprising the 235 MSAs in
my study are included in this analysis. In 1983, the U.S. Bureau of the Census
significantly changed the way MSA boundaries are defined by tightening the
criterion for the inclusion of peripheral counties. I have added these coun-
ties back to their former areas in 1990 and 2000 to increase comparabil-
ity over time (Jargowsky 1997; Quillian 2003). Census tracts where more
than 40 percent of the population resides in group quarters in any year were
excluded to remove tracts dominated by prisons, military bases, colleges and
universities, and other formal institutions (Massey and Denton 1987). The
total number of tracts included in the analysis varies over the study period
as a consequence of changes in census tract and MSA boundaries. The final
sample comprises 31,341 tracts in 1970, 35,765 tracts in 1980, 38,801 tracts
in 1990, and 44,970 tracts in 2000.

7Before 1980, few areas outside the boundaries of MSAs were tracted. Therefore, it is not
possible to construct geographically comparable tract data for areas defined in terms of more
recent MSA definitions.

8Tables with the unadjusted rates are available from the author on request.

HOUSING POLICY DEBATE



The Changing Geography of Male Joblessness in Urban America: 1970 to 2000

The limited availability of employment information at the census tract
level, particularly in 1970, creates several measurement challenges. Before
1980, sex-specific employment rates are available, but race-specific rates are
not. Therefore, race-specific male employment rates cannot be computed for
1970. Employment rates at the tract level in most of these years are pub-
lished only for all men aged 16 or older. Consequently, published employ-
ment rates substantially overestimate joblessness rates among working-age
men, since some of the men classified as jobless in published statistics are
likely to be retired, in ill health, or students. Unfortunately, the detailed labor
force status information necessary to exclude retired men, students, and men
with disabilities from the calculation of the neighborhood male nonemploy-
ment rate is not available at the tract level in most of these years. Following
Quillian (2003), I adjusted employment rates by excluding all men over 65
from the numerator and denominator of the formula used to estimate the
neighborhood male joblessness rate. In contrast to Quillian (2003), however,
I do not adjust employment rates for school enrollment because sex-specific
school enrollment information is not available for all the years in my data.
The male joblessness rate in tract i at time t is

Jobless Rate; = (Men,, — Elderly, ) — Employed,,
Men,, - Elderly;, (1)

where Men, is the number of men over the age of 16 in tract i at time t,
Elderly, is the number of men over the age of 65 in tract i at time t, and
Employed,, is the number of employed men in tract i at time t. Undoubtedly,
some of the men over 65 will be employed, resulting in an underestimate of
the male joblessness rate in a neighborhood. Although the number of neigh-
borhoods classified as having low male employment drops when elderly men
are excluded from the rate calculation, trends in the number of neighbor-
hoods with low male employment and rates of neighborhood male jobless-
ness and concentrated male joblessness are largely unaffected.’

The emergence of neighborhoods with low male employment
and the geographic concentration of male joblessness in urban
America

The number of neighborhoods in which most working-age men are not
employed has increased dramatically over the past three decades. As the num-

Tables with the unadjusted rates are available from the author on request.
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ber of neighborhoods with low male employment has grown, increasing per-
centages of the population and of jobless men have found themselves residing
in neighborhoods in which most working-age men are not employed. Table
1 displays the total number and percentage of neighborhoods with low male
employment, the total population and the percentage of the total population
residing in these neighborhoods (neighborhood male joblessness rate), and
the total number and percentage of jobless men living in these neighborhoods
(concentrated male joblessness rate) by census year from 1970 to 2000. Table
2 displays the percentage of neighborhoods with low male employment, the
neighborhood male joblessness rate, and the rate of concentrated male job-
lessness by census year for the 50 largest MSAs in 2000.1°

There were very few neighborhoods in which most working-age men
were not employed in 1970 and a very small percentage of jobless men and
the population resided in them. Across all 235 MSAs in this study, only 223
neighborhoods or 0.7 percent had male nonemployment rates of 50 percent
or more and only 0.5 percent of the population (688,000) and 1.7 percent of
jobless men (94,000 ) lived in them. By comparison, 3.1 percent of neighbor-
hoods were classified as high poverty in 1970 and 2.6 percent of the popula-
tion and 11.7 percent of poor people resided in them.!!

In 1970, there was not a single neighborhood in most MSAs, includ-
ing such aging industrial metropolises as Baltimore, Gary-Hammond-East
Chicago (IN), and Kansas City (KS-MO), in which most working-age men
were not employed. Even in Rustbelt MSAs such as Buffalo (NY), Chicago,
Cleveland, Detroit, Milwaukee, and Newark (NJ), which became synony-
mous with widespread male joblessness and urban decline in the late 1970s
and 1980s, there were few neighborhoods with low male employment at the
beginning of the 1970s. Although few people and few jobless men resided in
such neighborhoods in 1970, by the end of the decade many more did.

During the 1970s, as industrial restructuring reduced manufacturing
employment in many central cities and suburbanization continued to shift
resources from the city to the suburbs, the total number of neighborhoods
with low male employment and the share of the population living in them
rose sharply. By 1980, the number and percentage of neighborhoods in
which most working-age men were not employed had more than quadrupled
to 1,156, representing 3.2 percent of urban neighborhoods (see table 1). Two
percent of the urban population, or more than 3.1 million people, resided in

10A similar table for all 235 MSAs in this study is available from the author on request.

UThis figure is based on my calculations for this group of MSAs. See also Jargowsky
(1997, 2003) and Kingsley and Pettit (2003) for estimated neighborhood poverty and concen-
trated poverty rates.
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Table 1. Number and Population of Neighborhoods with Low Male Employment in
U.S. MSAs: 1970 to 2000

1970 1980 1990 2000

Neighborhoods*

Number of neighborhoods 223 1,156 1,391 2,021
with low male employment

Percentage of neighborhoods 0.7 3.2 3.6 45
classified as having low
male employment

Population

Total population living in 687,950 3,145,953 3,697,683 6,218,043
neighborhoods with low
male employment

Percentage of the population 0.5 2.1 2.2 31
living in neighborhoods with
low male employment

Jobless men

Total number of jobless 94,283 512,238 629,665 1,117,215
men in neighborhoods
with low male employment

Percentage of jobless men 1.7 5.8 6.6 8.4
living in neighborhoods
with low male employment

*Number of neighborhoods: 31,341 in 1970; 35,765 in 1980; 38,801 in 1990; and 44,970 in 2000.

these neighborhoods. Jobless men also became increasingly concentrated in
neighborhoods in which most men did not work. By the close of the 1970s,
nearly 6 percent of jobless men, representing over half a million working-
age men, resided in neighborhoods with low male employment. Nonethe-
less, overall rates of exposure to concentrated male joblessness remained
well below comparable rates of exposure to concentrated poverty, with 3.2
percent of the urban population and 13.6 percent of the urban poor living in
high-poverty neighborhoods in 1980.

Some MSAs such as Baltimore, Chicago, Detroit, Newark (NJ), New
York, and Philadelphia (PA-NJ) experienced spectacular growth in the geo-
graphic concentration of male joblessness in the 1970s. For example, in New
York, the percentage of the population living in neighborhoods in which
most men did not work increased from 0.2 percent in 1970 to 5.2 percent
in 1980, and the concentrated male joblessness rate increased from 1.0 per-
cent to 11.6 percent (see table 2). In Detroit and Chicago, the percentage of
neighborhoods classified as having low male employment jumped from 0.7
percent to 10.2 percent and 0.8 percent to 8.1 percent, respectively. As the
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1970 to 2000

The Changing Geography of Male Joblessness in Urban America
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number of such deeply disadvantaged neighborhoods increased, the propor-
tion of the total population and of jobless men residing in them grew. In
Detroit, 8 percent of the population and nearly 17 percent of jobless men
lived in a neighborhood in which most men did not work in 1980. In New
York and Chicago, about 5 percent of the population and 11.6 percent of
jobless men resided in such neighborhoods.

During the 1980s, the growth in the number of these neighborhoods
slowed. Between 1980 and 1990, the fraction of neighborhoods identified as
having low male employment increased only from 3.2 percent to 3.6 percent,
to a total of 1,391. The number of people living in these neighborhoods grew
modestly to 3.7 million, representing 2.2 percent of the urban population.
Overall, the concentrated male joblessness rate rose slightly to 6.6 percent
(see table 1). Urban poverty remained noticeably more concentrated than
male joblessness through the 1980s, with an overall neighborhood poverty
rate of 4.3 percent and a concentrated poverty rate of 17.8 percent in 1990.

Even in places such as Chicago, Detroit, and New York, where the num-
ber of neighborhoods with low male employment had grown dramatically
during the 1970s, growth in the 1980s was modest. In Detroit and Chicago,
male joblessness became moderately more geographically concentrated.
By 1990, 8.7 percent of the population and 20.7 percent of jobless men in
Detroit and 5.2 percent of the population and 14.4 percent of jobless men in
Chicago lived in neighborhoods in which most men did not work. In New
York, which had experienced sharp increases in the geographic concentration
of male joblessness in the 1970s, the concentration actually fell slightly dur-
ing the 1980s. There, the neighborhood male joblessness rate fell from 5.2
percent to 4.7 percent, and the concentrated male joblessness rate declined
from 11.6 percent to 10.3 percent (see table 2).

However, the number of neighborhoods with low male employment
again began to rise sharply in the 1990s. During that decade, the number
of such neighborhoods in urban America increased by 25 percent to 2,021
or 4.5 percent. By 2000, 6.2 million people, representing 3.1 percent of the
urban population, and 1.1 million jobless men, representing 8.4 percent of
the total jobless male population, resided in these neighborhoods (see table
1).

With male joblessness becoming more geographically concentrated and
poverty becoming less concentrated in the 1990s, male joblessness, in stark
contrast to earlier years, was nearly as geographically concentrated as urban
poverty by the end of the decade. In 2000, the concentration of jobless men
in neighborhoods with low male employment was somewhat lower than the
concentration of poor people in high-poverty neighborhoods (8.4 percent
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versus 11.9 percent, respectively). However, for the first time, a larger share
of the urban population during this study period resided in neighborhoods
with low male employment than lived in high-poverty neighborhoods (3.1
percent versus 2.9 percent).

A number of MSAs again experienced sharp growth in the geographic
concentration of male joblessness. In New York, for example, the share
of the population and of jobless men residing in neighborhoods with low
male employment nearly doubled between 1990 and 2000. By 2000, 11.2
percent of the population and 19.3 percent of jobless men in New York
resided in such neighborhoods (see table 2). In a number of MSAs, including
Detroit and New York, the concentrated male joblessness rate approached or
exceeded 15 percent; this means that one out of every six jobless men lived in
a neighborhood in which most working-age men were not employed.

Trend research finds that declines in male employment and labor force
participation in recent decades have been concentrated largely in the black
population, particularly younger, less educated black males (D’Amico and
Maxwell 1995; Edelman, Holzer, and Offner 2006; Lichter 1988; Mare and
Winship 1984; Mincy 2006; Offner and Holzer 2002; Vedder and Galla-
way 1992). Employment and labor force participation rates for white and
Hispanic men, even younger, less educated ones, have changed very little
over the past 20 years (Offner and Holzer 2002). However, employment and
labor force participation rates for black men, especially younger, less edu-
cated ones, have declined dramatically over this period (Offner and Holzer
2002). Given exceptionally high, sustained levels of racial residential segre-
gation in U.S. metropolitan areas (Wilkes and Iceland 2004), blacks would
be expected to experience much higher levels of exposure to neighborhoods
with low male employment than whites and other minorities.

To examine racial and ethnic group differences in exposure to geographi-
cally concentrated male joblessness, I computed neighborhood male jobless-
ness and concentrated male joblessness rates separately for whites, blacks,
Hispanics, Asians—Native Hawaiians—Pacific Islanders,'?> and American Indi-
ans—Alaskan Natives.'? Table 3 presents the total population and the percent-
age of the population residing in neighborhoods with low male employment
and the total number and percentage of jobless men living in these neighbor-
hoods by race and census year. Neighborhood male joblessness rates could
not be computed for Asians and American Indians in 1970 because popu-
lation counts for these groups were not collected before 1980. Moreover,

2Hereafter referred to simply as Asians.
13Hereafter referred to simply as American Indians.
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Table 3. Neighborhood Male Joblessness Rates and Concentrated Male Joblessness
Rates by Race and Year: 1970 to 2000

1970 1980 1990 2000
White
Population
Total number of whites 443,312 857,012 889,174 1,699,000

living in neighborhoods

with low male employment

Percentage of the white 04 0.7 0.7 1.2
population living in

neighborhoods with

low male employment

Jobless men

Total number of jobless NA 133,865 172,643 318,381
white men living in

neighborhoods with low

male employment

Percentage of jobless white NA 3.2 2.8 41
men living in neighborhoods

with low male employment

Black
Population

Total number of blacks living 224,615 2,047,826 2,447,614 3,558,266
in neighborhoods with low

male employment

Percentage of the black 14 10.2 10.7 12.5
population living in

neighborhoods with low

male employment

Jobless men

Total number of jobless NA 282,101 394,445 598,847
black men living in

neighborhoods with low

male employment

Percentage of jobless black NA 16.5 17.8 20.9
men living in neighborhoods

with low male employment

Asian
Population
Total number of Asians NA 37,070 80,910 167,621
living in neighborhoods
with low male employment
Percentage of the Asian NA 1.2 1.3 1.6
population living in
neighborhoods with low
male employment
Jobless men
Total number of jobless NA 4,308 14,909 26,221
Asian men living in
neighborhoods with low
male employment
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Table 3. Neighborhood Male Joblessness Rates and Concentrated Male Joblessness
Rates by Race and Year: 1970 to 2000 Continued

1970

1980

1990 2000

Percentage of jobless NA
Asian men living in

neighborhoods with low

male employment

American Indian

Population

Total number of NA
American Indians living

in neighborhoods with

low male employment

Percentage of the NA
American Indian population

living in neighborhoods with

low male employment

Jobless men

Total number of jobless NA
American Indian men

living in neighborhoods

with low male employment

Percentage of jobless NA
American Indian men living

in neighborhoods with low

male employment

Hispanic
Population

Total number of Hispanics 55,342
living in neighborhoods
with low male employment

Percentage of the Hispanic 0.7

population living in
neighborhoods with low
male employment

Jobless men

Total number of jobless NA
Hispanic men living in

neighborhoods with low

male employment

Percentage of jobless Hispanic NA

men living in neighborhoods
with low male employment

25

15,147

2.2

2,043

57

323,101

2.7

48,979

6.2

35 34

31133 73,282

35 5.8

7,046 15,026

8.4 12.0

453,064 1,425,890

25 49

79,335 262,513

5.8 8.7

NA = not available.
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concentrated male joblessness rates for racial and ethnic subgroups could not
be computed for 1970 either, because race-specific employment information
was not collected until 1980. Also, it should be noted that the procedures
used by the U.S. Bureau of the Census to collect information on Hispanic
ancestry in 1970 make comparisons of the 1970 and 1980 findings problem-
atic (Massey and Denton 1987).

As noted in table 3, in 1970, a small fraction of all racial and ethnic
groups resided in neighborhoods in which most working-age men were not
employed. Less than 1 percent of whites and Hispanics and only 1.4 per-
cent of blacks lived in such neighborhoods at that time. For whites, levels
of exposure to geographically concentrated male joblessness have remained
quite low over the past three decades. In any given year, only 1 percent of
the white population and 3 to 4 percent of jobless white men reside in these
neighborhoods.

Asians have experienced similarly low levels of exposure to male jobless-
ness in their neighborhoods, with less than 2 percent of the Asian popula-
tion and less than 4 percent of jobless Asian men living in neighborhoods
in which most men do not work. Moderately larger and increasing shares
of the Hispanic and American Indian populations and of jobless Hispanic
and American Indian men reside in these disadvantaged neighborhoods. By
2000, 5 percent of Hispanics and 6 percent of American Indians lived in
neighborhoods in which most working-age men were not employed. Nine
percent of jobless Hispanic men and 12 percent of jobless American Indian
men lived in these neighborhoods (see table 3).

Consistent with recent research documenting the growing employment
problems of black men (Edelman, Holzer, and Offner 2006; Offner and
Holzer 2002; Mincy 2006), blacks’ experiences of geographically concen-
trated male joblessness have been fundamentally different from the experi-
ences of other racial and ethnic groups over the past two decades. Since the
early 1980s, more than 10 percent of the black population and over 15 per-
cent of jobless black men have typically resided in neighborhoods in which
most men did not work. By 2000, one in eight blacks and one in five jobless
black men lived in a neighborhood with low male employment.

Intermetropolitan variation in the growth of concentrated male
joblessness

Aggregate trends in the geographic concentration of male joblessness
mask substantial variation across MSAs. In some, the number of neighbor-
hoods with low male employment has risen dramatically over the past three
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decades. For example, in Chicago and Detroit, which have most often been
the focus of case studies of urban male joblessness, many such neighbor-
hoods have emerged. In Chicago, the fraction of neighborhoods in which
most working-age men are not employed has grown from less than 1 percent
in 1970 to 11.7 percent in 2000, and the share of the population residing
in these deeply disadvantaged neighborhoods has grown from 0.5 percent
to 6.0 percent. Similarly, in Detroit, the fraction of neighborhoods classi-
fied as having low male employment has grown from 0.7 percent to 8.6
percent, and the percentage of the population living in these neighborhoods
has grown from only 0.3 percent in 1970 to nearly 7 percent in 2000 (see
table 2). Many other MSAs such as Baltimore, Birmingham (AL), Buffalo
(NY), Cincinnati (OH-KY-IN), Hartford (CT), Memphis (TN-AR), Miami,
Milwaukee, New Orleans, New York, Philadelphia (PA-NJ), and Rochester
(NY) have experienced similar growth.

In many of these, not only has the number of neighborhoods with low
male employment increased dramatically, but large, contiguous enclaves of
concentrated male joblessness have formed as well. The growing spatial iso-
lation of residents of the large enclaves of male joblessness that have emerged
in some cities can be seen in figures 1 and 2, which depict the spatial distri-
bution of jobless men in Chicago and Detroit between 1970 and 2000. In
1970, there were few neighborhoods with low male employment in these
metropolises, and the few that did exist were not very tightly clustered. Since
1970, however, large clusters of these neighborhoods have formed in the cen-
tral cities of these MSAs. Despite recent investments in programs intended
to deconcentrate poverty through the construction of mixed-income hous-
ing (Clampet-Lundquist 2004; Joseph 2006; Popkin et al. 2000; Zielenbach
2003) and dispersal programs (DeLuca and Rosenbaum 2003; Pashup et al.
2005; Rosenbaum and Harris 2001; Varady and Walker 2003), expansive
enclaves of low male employment covered large segments of the urban land-
scape in these MSAs by 2000.

This pattern of growth does not, however, reflect the experiences of
many other areas, which have experienced much more modest changes in
the spatial concentration of jobless men over the past 30 years. Jobless men
remain relatively unconcentrated in many Western MSAs and in many MSAs
with smaller black populations. For example, in Seattle-Everett (WA), the
share of the population living in such neighborhoods changed very little
between 1970 and 2000, increasing from 0.3 percent in 1970 to 0.9 per-
cent in 2000. Other MSAs such as Anaheim-Santa Ana—Garden Grove (CA),
Boston (MA-NH), Columbus (OH), Denver, Fort Worth (TX), Indianapo-
lis, Las Vegas, Minneapolis=St. Paul, Pittsburgh, and San Jose (CA) have
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experienced similarly modest growth in the number of neighborhoods with
low male employment. In San Diego, San Francisco-Oakland (CA), San
Antonio, and Salt Lake City, the number of neighborhoods in which most
men do not work actually fell over the past three decades (see table 2). In
many of these areas, very few urban residents and jobless men live in neigh-
borhoods in which most working-age men are not employed. Moreover,
visual examination of the spatial distribution of male joblessness in several
of these areas reveals that the large, contiguous enclaves of low male employ-
ment that emerged in Chicago and Detroit never developed here.

The cumulative effect of three decades of growth in the number of these
neighborhoods has been profound for many MSAs. In New York in 1970,
only 25,000 people resided in neighborhoods where most working-age men
were not employed. At the dawn of the 21st century, 1.1 million people lived
in such neighborhoods. Over this same period, the number of people living
in neighborhoods with low male employment increased by nearly 500,000
in Chicago, 300,000 in Philadelphia, 250,000 in Detroit, 175,000 in Los
Angeles-Long Beach (CA), and 125,000 in Miami. Other MSAs—such as
San Francisco-Oakland (CA) or Minneapolis—St. Paul, where the number
of people living in such neighborhoods has grown by only 3,000 and 7,000,
respectively—have been largely unaffected.

To better understand where jobless men became more geographically
concentrated and where they did not, I examine mean changes in concen-
trated male joblessness rates between 1970 and 2000 in areas with differ-
ent social and economic characteristics. I computed mean change scores for
different regions, population sizes and levels of growth, racial and ethnic
composition and changes in composition, levels of black-white residential
segregation, and levels of growth in family income.

Table 4 presents two complementary measures of change in the concen-
tration of male joblessness for each category of MSA. The middle column
displays the mean raw change in concentrated male joblessness, where the
score for an area is defined as the difference between its concentrated male
jobless rate in 2000 and in 1970. The values in this column can be inter-
preted as the average change in the rate of concentrated male joblessness for
MSAs in each category. For example, the value of 6.97 for the Northeast in
the first cell indicates that the concentrated male joblessness rate in the typi-
cal Northeastern MSA increased by 6.97 percent between 1970 and 2000.
The asterisks representing levels of statistical significance compare change in
a category with change in the reference category.

An important limitation of raw change scores is that they depend on ini-
tial levels of concentrated male joblessness. Consequently, in the last column,
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Table 4. Raw and Residual Change in Rates of Concentrated Male Joblessness

between 1970 and 2000, by Selected MSA Characteristics

Region
Northeast
Midwest
South
West (reference category)

Population (in 1970)

50,000 to 149,999

150,000 to 249,999

250,000 to 499,000

500,000 to 999,999

1,000,000 or more (reference category)

Change in population (1970 to 2000)?
Increased by 100 percent or more
Increased by 50 to 99 percent
Increased by 0 to 49 percent

Decreased by 0 to 50 percent
(reference category)

Percent black (1970)

0.00 to 2.49 (reference category)
2.50104.99

5.00t09.99

10.00t0 19.99

20.00t0 29.99

30.00 or more

Change in percent black (1970 to 2000)?
Increased by 100 percent or more
Increased by 50 to 99 percent
Increased by 0 to 49 percent

Decreased by 0 to 49 percent
(reference category)

Percent Hispanic (1980)

0.00 to 2.49 (reference category)
250t04.99

5.00t09.99

10.00 or more

Change in percent Hispanic (1980 to 2000)°
Increased by 200 percent or more
Increased by 100 to 199 percent
Increased by 25 to 99 percent
Increased by less than 25 percent
(reference category)

Black-white residential segregation (1970)°
0.00 to 0.59 (reference category)
0.60t0 0.69
0.70t00.79
0.80t0 1.00

Change in family income (1970 to 2000)?
Increased by 30 percent or more
Increased by 15 to 29 percent
Increased by less than 15 percent
(reference category)

Raw Change, Residual Change,

1970 to 2000 1970 to 2000
6.97** 0.32%
6.16** —-0.35
6.97*** 1.43%*
1.38 -3.10
6.56 0.50
6.23 0.11
4.96 -0.22
5.19 —0.45
6.65 0.22
2.55% —2.45
422 —0.56
7.85 1.40
6.86 —-0.02
3.62 -2.52
519 -1.20
4.06 -1.67
8.02** 1.60**
751% 3.52%%*
17.23%** 12.02%**
480 -1.58
5.88 —-0.59
7.21% 1.97%*
3.18 —2.45
6.35 0.42
5.49 -0.41
7.60 1.04
3.45% 1.7
455 -1.91
6.14 0.14
5.78 048
177 1.73
5.88 0.58
487 —-0.60
6.18 0.21
6.28 —-0.31
5.37 —-0.09
5.65 -0.11
717 0.38

Note: N = 235.

# Percent change = 100% (X,00 —X;970) / X;970-

b Index of dissimilarity.
*p <0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.
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I compute mean residual change scores, which are statistically independent
of initial levels of concentrated male joblessness. Residual change scores were
computed by first estimating the following equation:

Yizo00 =Q +BYi1970 +Ei (2)

where Yoo is the concentrated male joblessness rate in metropolis i in 2000,
Y, 970 is the concentrated male joblessness rate in metropolis i in 1970, QL is
the intercept, and Ei is the deviation or residual from the predicted rate for
metropolis i. The residual reflects the amount of change in the rate that is
unaccounted for by an MSA’s initial level of concentrated male joblessness.
The last column in table 4 displays mean residuals for areas with selected
social and economic characteristics. The value of 0.32 in the first cell indi-
cates that the concentrated male joblessness rate in the typical Northeastern
MSA increased by 0.32 percent more than would be expected on the basis of
rates of concentrated male joblessness in the Northeast in 1970.

During the past three decades, jobless men have become more geographi-
cally concentrated primarily in MSAs with larger black populations and those
outside of the West. In areas in which 30 percent or more of the population
was black in 1970, concentrated male joblessness rates increased on average
by 17.23 percent between 1970 and 2000. In areas in which 10 to 29 per-
cent of the population was black, concentrated male joblessness rates rose
on average by about 8 percent. By contrast, concentrated male joblessness
rates in areas in which less than 10 percent of the population was black rose
by only 3 to 5 percent on average (see table 4). The positive and significant
residual change scores for areas in which 10 percent or more of the popula-
tion was black indicate that these differences are not merely a reflection of
differences in initial levels of concentrated male joblessness.

Over the past 30 years, male joblessness has also become more concen-
trated in Northeastern, Midwestern, and Southern MSAs than in Western
ones. Concentrated male joblessness rates outside the West have risen on
average by 6 to 7 percent, while in the West they have increased only by
about 1 percent (see table 4). Residual change scores, however, reveal that
the greater increases in the Northeast and Midwest are largely accounted
for by higher initial levels of concentrated male joblessness. Changes during
this period do not appear to be related to population size or growth, family
income growth, racial residential segregation, the size of the Hispanic popula-
tion, or the change in the fraction of the population that is black or Hispanic.
The well-documented employment problems of black men and ongoing eco-
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nomic restructuring in the Rustbelt have led to significantly greater increases
in the spatial concentration of jobless men in MSAs with large black popula-
tions and in the Northeast and Midwest.

The changing characteristics of neighborhoods with low male
employment

As the number of neighborhoods with low male employment has
increased in urban America during the past 30 years, the social and demo-
graphic characteristics of these neighborhoods have diverged from those of
other urban neighborhoods. Table 5 compares the mean characteristics of
these neighborhoods with all other neighborhoods in an MSA by census year.
To assess whether and how the social and economic characteristics of these
neighborhoods vary across different types of areas, these descriptive statistics
were also computed separately for areas in each region and for areas with
large (10 percent or more) and small (less than 10 percent) black populations
in 1970.

Neighborhoods with low male employment were more disadvantaged
than other neighborhoods in 1970 on several social and demographic dimen-
sions. However, at the same time, the social and demographic characteristics
of these communities were generally similar to those of other communities.
Neighborhoods with low male employment were home to more members
of racial and ethnic minority groups and female-headed families than other
neighborhoods, but were, on average, like the other neighborhoods in the
area at the time, still predominantly inhabited by whites and two-parent
families. Incomes were lower and more families in these neighborhoods lived
in poverty and received public assistance, yet they also had similar shares of
workers employed in professional, technical, and managerial occupations.
Education levels were lower in neighborhoods with low male employment
in that there were more high school dropouts and fewer high school and
college graduates, but these neighborhoods were not dramatically different
from others in which most men worked. Many more renters lived in these
neighborhoods, but vacancy rates were only a couple of points higher than
in other neighborhoods (see table 5).

Overall, then, these neighborhoods and their residents were not very
socially and economically isolated in 1970. People were exposed to greater
disadvantage than people living in other neighborhoods, but in general, social
and economic characteristics were similar to those of the wider community.
Most people were not poor and a minority received public assistance, most
families were intact, and few residential properties stood vacant.
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As the number of neighborhoods in which most men were not employed
increased dramatically during the 1970s, their social and economic char-
acteristics began to diverge. By 1980, the typical neighborhood with low
male employment was deeply disadvantaged on several dimensions. Over
two-thirds of the residents of such neighborhoods were racial and ethnic
minorities. More than half of the families were headed by women. Over
40 percent of the families lived in poverty, and 33 percent received public
assistance (see table 5). While mean incomes in other neighborhoods rose
slightly during the 1970s, mean incomes in neighborhoods with low male
employment fell by 17 percent. Even though the number of college graduates
and professional, technical, and managerial workers increased during the
1970s, college graduates and high-status workers declined as a fraction of
the population in neighborhoods with low male employment. Between 1970
and 1980, the percentage of residential properties that stood vacant in these
neighborhoods increased by 50 percent. By 1980, 12 percent of residential
properties were unoccupied.

During the 1980s, the social and economic characteristics of these neigh-
borhoods continued to diverge. By 1990, only one-quarter of the residents
of these neighborhoods, on average, were white. More than 60 percent of
families were headed by women, and nearly 50 percent of families lived in
poverty. Family incomes in neighborhoods with low male employment con-
tinued to decline, even as incomes in other neighborhoods rose. The educa-
tional and occupational attainments of the residents of these neighborhoods
declined relative to the residents of other neighborhoods. More residential
properties stood vacant (see table 5). By 1990, these neighborhoods were
deeply disadvantaged on most dimensions.

However, in the 1990s, even as the number of neighborhoods with low
male employment increased dramatically, social and economic conditions in
the typical neighborhood began to improve. After two decades of declin-
ing family incomes and rising poverty rates, average family income in these
neighborhoods increased and poverty rates declined. Quite possibly, this
improvement was a consequence of higher female employment rates in these
neighborhoods. Receipt of public assistance fell, although this decline may in
part reflect a change in how the U.S. Bureau of the Census measured welfare
participation in the 2000 census (Jargowsky and Yang 2006). Fewer families
were headed by women and residential property vacancy rates declined (see
table 5). Despite these improvements, the social and economic characteristics
of these neighborhoods still diverged sharply from those of other area neigh-
borhoods in 2000 and from the conditions in neighborhoods with low male
employment in 1970.
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Descriptive statistics computed separately for MSAs in each region and
for MSAs with large and small black populations in 1970 show that such
neighborhoods in all of these areas are, on average, both absolutely and rela-
tively more disadvantaged in 2000 than they were in 1970. These results are
only briefly summarized here because they are similar to the general trends
discussed earlier. To the extent that the results differ, they largely reflect the
distinctive racial and ethnic makeup and divergent post-1970 immigration
experiences of areas in different regions and those with large and small black
populations.

For example, while whites have become a smaller fraction of the popula-
tion in neighborhoods with low male employment in all regions during the
past three decades, blacks have become a much larger fraction of the popula-
tion in these neighborhoods in the Midwest and the South, and immigrants
and Hispanics have become a much larger fraction of the population in these
neighborhoods in the West. In the Northeast, shares of all racial and ethnic
minority groups have increased sharply. In general, the social and economic
characteristics of neighborhoods with low male employment are more simi-
lar to those of other neighborhoods in the West and less similar in the Mid-
west. Such neighborhoods in areas with smaller black populations are also
somewhat better off relative to other neighborhoods in the MSA than those
in areas with larger black populations.

The consolidation of multiple axes of neighborhood disadvantage in the
American metropolis during the past 30 years has important implications for
the social and spatial isolation of jobless men and the other residents of these
neighborhoods. Much as consolidated social differences limit opportunities
for interaction and association among members of different social groups
(Blau 1977, 1994; Blau and Schwartz 1984), consolidated neighborhood dif-
ferences isolate the residents of disadvantaged neighborhoods. As the cor-
relation between male joblessness and other forms of disadvantage increases,
the access that residents of disadvantaged neighborhoods have to social,
economic, and political resources declines. Ties to informal job networks
and mainstream social and economic institutions weaken. Mainstream male
role models become less visible and social ties to more advantaged members
of the urban community atrophy. Foreclosures and property abandonment
increase. Joblessness, poverty, family disruption, and neighborhood deterio-
ration come to dominate individual and community life.

HOUSING POLICY DEBATE

123



124

Robert L. Wagmiller Jr.

The evolving social ecology of urban disadvantage: Patterns of
poverty and male joblessness in urban neighborhoods

As figure 3 reveals, trends in the spatial concentration of jobless men
generally parallel trends in the spatial concentration of poverty (see also Jar-
gowsky 2003; Jargowsky and Bane 1991; Kingsley and Pettit 2003; Massey
and Eggers 1990; Morenoff and Tienda 1997). In 1970, there were many
more high-poverty neighborhoods (981) than neighborhoods with low male
employment (223) and many more people living in high-poverty neigh-
borhoods (3.5 million) than in neighborhoods with low male employment
(688,000). During the 1970s, both the concentration of poverty and the
concentration of male joblessness in urban America increased dramatically.
The number and population of neighborhoods with low male employment
increased fourfold over this period. The number and population of high-
poverty neighborhoods grew by 60 and 35 percent, respectively. During the
1980s, both the concentration of poverty and the concentration of male
joblessness continued to grow. The number and population of high-poverty
neighborhoods rose by 50 percent. The number and population of neighbor-
hoods with low male employment grew at a much slower rate than during
the 1970s, rising by only 15 percent. Although the concentration of male
joblessness grew at a somewhat higher rate during the 1970s and the concen-
tration of poverty grew at a somewhat higher rate during the 1980s, overall
trends in the spatial concentration of male joblessness and poverty closely
parallel each another between 1970 and 1990.

Since 1990, however, trends in the concentration of poverty and male
joblessness have diverged sharply. As Jargowsky (2003) and Kingsley and
Pettit (2003) have recently noted, during the 1990s the number and popu-
lation of high-poverty neighborhoods fell unexpectedly and dramatically.
Between 1990 and 2000, the number of high-poverty neighborhoods fell by
24 percent, from 2,446 to 1,858, while the population of high-poverty neigh-
borhoods fell by 1.5 million. By contrast, the number of neighborhoods in
which most working-age men were not employed rose sharply during the
1990s. The number of neighborhoods with low male employment grew by
50 percent, from 1,391 to 2,021 (see table 1). The population of these neigh-
borhoods reached 6.2 million, an increase of nearly 2.5 million. By 2000, 3.1
percent of the urban population and 8.4 percent of urban jobless men lived
in neighborhoods in which most men do not work.

One reason that patterns of neighborhood poverty and male jobless-
ness diverged in the 1990s is that the link between male employment and
neighborhood poverty weakened. Table 6 displays the percentage of neigh-
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Table 6. Percentage of Neighborhoods That Have Low Male Employment and Are
Also Classified as High-Poverty

Year Percent
1970 341
1980 58.3
1990 722
2000 49.0

borhoods that had low male employment and were also classified as high-
poverty neighborhoods. Between 1970 and 1990, the association between
male employment and poverty in a neighborhood strengthened steadily. By
1990, 72 percent of the neighborhoods in which most men did not work
were also classified as high-poverty neighborhoods. In the 1990s, however,
neighborhood poverty became less closely tied to patterns of male jobless-
ness. In 2000, more than half of the neighborhoods in which most men did
not work were not classified as high-poverty neighborhoods.

Although it is beyond the scope of this study to disentangle the com-
plex reasons why the link between male joblessness and neighborhood pov-
erty weakened in the 1990s, it is informative to examine trends in male and
female employment in neighborhoods with low male employment over the
past 30 years. Table 7 presents employment rates for working-age men and
women in these neighborhoods by year and neighborhood poverty status.
Over the past three decades, the gender gap in employment in neighborhoods
with low male employment has declined steadily. By 1990, the gender gap
had actually reversed and women in these neighborhoods worked at slightly
higher rates than their male counterparts. In 2000, employment rates for
women were noticeably higher. As the gender gap in employment in these
neighborhoods expanded in the 1990s, a growing number of such neigh-
borhoods with relatively high rates of female employment were prosperous
enough to avoid high-poverty status.

Conclusions and implications for public policy

Changes in urban economic and social life have disproportionately dis-
advantaged inner-city residents, particularly less educated black men (Edel-
man, Holzer, and Offner 2006; Mincy 2006). Industrial restructuring has
undermined the economic competitiveness of the central city, leading to sub-
stantial job losses in the manufacturing sector and limited economic oppor-
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Table 7. Employment Rates for Working-Age Men and Women in Neighborhoods
with Low Male Employment, by Year and Neighborhood Poverty Status

1970 1980 1990 2000

High-poverty neighborhoods

Female employment rate (%) 39.1 40.9 51.2 51.1

Male employment rate (%) 407 39.0 427 428

Number of neighborhoods 147 482 373 1,030
Neighborhoods that are not high poverty

Female employment rate (%) 34.3 32.8 36.5 40.2

Male employment rate (%) 435 39.0 39.0 37.3

Number of neighborhoods 76 674 968 991
All neighborhoods with low male employment

Female employment rate (%) 375 36.1 40.6 457

Male employment rate (%) 41.6 395 40.1 411

Number of neighborhoods 223 1,156 1,391 2,021

tunities for low-skilled workers in the city (Allen and Farley 1986; Bonacich
1976; Kain 1968; Kasarda 1983, 1985, 1995; Sugrue 1996; Wilson 1987,
1996). An influx of new immigrants has undermined the labor market posi-
tion of low-skilled native-born workers in the city (Waldinger 1996). More-
over, the progressive suburbanization of both population and employment
has concentrated disadvantage in the central city (Downs 1997; Wilson
1987). Racial residential segregation has further concentrated the deleteri-
ous effects of urban economic decline in low-income black neighborhoods
(Massey 1990; Massey and Denton 1993).

In this study, I examined how the social geography of male joblessness
has changed as MSAs have experienced these social and economic upheavals.
I find that the number of neighborhoods in which most working-age men are
not employed has increased dramatically since the 1970s. There were very
few of these neighborhoods in 1970, even in cities such as Chicago, Detroit,
and New York, which would become synonymous with urban decline during
the 1970s and 1980s.

Since the early 1970s, however, the number of such neighborhoods has
increased dramatically. In many MSAs, not only did the number of these
neighborhoods grow, but they formed large, contiguous enclaves in which
they were surrounded by other similar neighborhoods. As the number of
these neighborhoods has grown, they have become more distinct, with higher
percentages of racial and ethnic minorities, female-headed families, impov-
erished people, and welfare recipients, as well as more vacant residential
properties.
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Yet even as employment outcomes for men in many urban neighbor-
hoods continue to erode, the social and economic health of disadvantaged
neighborhoods has begun to recover. For many distressed neighborhoods,
the 1990s were a period of recovery and revitalization. After two decades
of deterioration, social and economic conditions in many disadvantaged
neighborhoods rebounded. The number of high-poverty neighborhoods fell
dramatically (Jargowsky 2003; Kingsley and Pettit 2003), and the number
of neighborhoods exhibiting high levels of “underclass” behaviors declined
even more sharply (Jargowsky and Yang 2006).

Although the social and economic health of low-income neighborhoods
today is less strongly tied to male employment patterns than in the past (see
table 6), it is unlikely that revitalization efforts in these neighborhoods will
be successful unless jobless men can be reconnected to the formal labor mar-
ket. High levels of male joblessness in distressed neighborhoods are likely to
sustain the illicit drug trade and informal economy (Venkatesh 1997, 2006).
They are also likely to disrupt family formation processes, increasing the
economic vulnerability of families (DeParle 2005), and to undermine neigh-
borhood collective efficacy (Sampson, Raudenbush, and Earls 1997) and
informal mechanisms of social control (Wilson 1976; Wilson and Kelling
1982).

Fortunately, several promising avenues are available to policy makers
interested in reconnecting jobless men in disadvantaged neighborhoods to
labor market opportunities. For new entrants to the labor force, training and
apprenticeship programs could be used to prevent young men from being
disconnected from work. For other men, Earned Income Tax Credits and
wage subsidies could be used to increase the financial incentives for low-
wage work. Policies to ameliorate barriers to employment for ex-offenders
and noncustodial parents should also be implemented.!*

Housing redevelopment and dispersal strategies, which have been used
to address the federal goals of deconcentrating poverty and minorities, could
also be used to deconcentrate male joblessness. Although funding for HOPE
VI has been reduced substantially in recent years (Joseph 2006), program
money could be targeted to neighborhoods with high rates of male jobless-
ness. Mixed-income public housing could create greater opportunities for
jobless men by reducing neighborhood poverty, increasing informal social
controls, creating more effective demand for local services and amenities,

14See Edelman, Holzer, and Offner (2006) for an extensive review and evaluation of
current policy proposals for reconnecting disadvantaged men to the formal labor market.
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and exposing these men to a broader range of possibilities (Joseph 2006;
Zielenbach 2003). Alternatively, housing voucher programs similar to the
Moving to Opportunity for Fair Housing Demonstration Program and the
Gautreaux Assisted Housing Program in Chicago could be used to help job-
less men move to neighborhoods with less unemployment or more opportu-
nities. To be successful, however, dispersal strategies need to address the real
and perceived barriers that often keep participants from moving (Basolo and
Nguyen 2005; Pashup et al. 2005) and the tendency of better-off participants
to relocate and worse-off participants to remain (Clampet-Lundquist 2004;
Turner 1998).

There are several directions that future research on the social geography
of male joblessness could take. Researchers could explore in greater detail
the spatial dimensions of concentrated male joblessness in the metropolis,
accounting for the influence of proximate neighborhoods. The considerable
variation across MSAs in the rate of growth of concentrated male joblessness
could be used to explore causes in explanatory models with the concentrated
male joblessness rate as the dependent variable. Researchers could ask what
effect urban deindustrialization, depopulation and suburbanization, crime
and incarceration policies, residential segregation, housing markets, and tax
policies have had on the social ecology of jobless men in a particular MSA.
They might also want to explore trends in the consolidation of the differ-
ent dimensions of neighborhood disadvantage. They could ask whether, for
example, the correlation between neighborhood poverty, male joblessness,
out-of-wedlock and teenage childbearing, and violent crime rates has grown
in recent decades. Whichever direction future research on the structure of
disadvantage in the American metropolis takes, the emergence of enclaves of
male joblessness cannot be ignored in discussions of contemporary social and
economic disadvantage.

Author

Robert L. Wagmiller Jr. is an assistant professor in the Department of Sociol-
ogy at the University at Buffalo.
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