Has exposure to poor neighborhoods changed in America?
Xavier de Souza Briggs

Massachusetts Institute of Technology

Benjamin Keys

University of Michigan

August 2007

Abstract. While extreme minority poverty concentration, which was briefly “rediscovered” as a social problem in the wake of Hurricane Katrina, declined significantly in America in the 1990s, no research has determined whether the trend reduced exposure to poor neighborhoods over time or changed racial gaps in exposure. Yet most hypotheses about the social and economic risks of distressed neighborhoods hinge on such exposure. Using a geocoded version of the PSID matched to three censuses, we find that: housing mobility continued to be the most important mode of exit from poor tracts for both whites and blacks; reductions for blacks were mainly in exposure to extremely poor neighborhoods; blacks remained far more likely than whites to endure long, uninterrupted exposure; and racial disparities in the odds of falling back into a poor neighborhood after exiting one—a major driver of exposure duration that black renters dominate—widened in the 1990s.

Introduction
As America’s cities and suburbs transform, are racial minorities more or less likely to be exposed to risky neighborhoods over time? The geographic concentration of minority poverty in central-city neighborhoods is an important part of the canonical understanding of economic restructuring in the U.S. in the decades following the Second World War. This is particularly true for the analysis of Rust Belt cities and suburbs in the Northeast and Midwest in the 1970s and 80s, but extreme poverty concentration—which few white Americans experience—has been used nationwide as a metric for defining “ghetto poverty,” locating its social and economic risks spatially, and shaping housing and other policies to address those risks (Briggs 2005a; Jargowsky 1997; Jargowsky and Bane 1991). In addition, concentrated minority poverty and its role in the geography of risk was briefly “rediscovered” as a social problem—by the mainstream media, the public, and policymakers—in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina in August 2005.
As such, it came as welcome news several years ago that extreme poverty concentration declined significantly in the 1990s. The number of census tracts with poverty rates over 40% declined dramatically in almost every region of the country (Jargowsky 2003), while the number of tracts in the 10 to 30% “moderately poor” range increased (Kingsley and Pettit 2003). But what do these evolving patterns imply about the kinds of neighborhood environments to which whites and racial/ethnic minorities, the poor and the nonpoor, are exposed over time?

Uncovering exposure patterns: Agenda and preview

Though isolating effects of community context from those of other factors that contribute to well-being and economic opportunity is notoriously difficult in lieu of controlled laboratory conditions, most researchers conclude that racially isolated ghettos with high poverty and high crime rates, as well as high rates of school failure and other signs of distress, have contributed to persistent poverty and racial inequality in a wide variety of social outcomes, such as health and mental health, education, employment, and other dimensions of well-being and achievement (Jencks and Mayer 1990; Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn 2000; Sampson, Morenoff, and Gannon-Rowley 2002; Turner and Ellen 1997). Living in a neighborhood with a particular poverty rate is only a proxy for exposure to various physical and social risks or, conversely, to important resources. Actual exposure, not to mention its social consequences, varies according to life stage, family management strategies to buffer risks and secure resources, and other factors. But if not sufficient, living in a particular kind of neighborhood is surely a necessary condition for the production and reproduction, from one generation to the next, of important neighborhood effects—whether through exposure to crime, school failure, disadvantaged cultural capital, or other risks.

Yet researchers differ on whether gains in class status are leading to a broad convergence in the fortunes of racial minorities and whites and a class selectivity to patterns long attributed to race—a perspective known as spatial assimilation when it refers to geographic patterns (Iceland and Wilkes 2006; Wilson 1987)—or whether strong place stratification (Alba and Logan 1993; Crowder and South 2005) continues to undermine minority access to a wider “geography of opportunity” (Briggs 2005b; Galster and Killen 1995). It is also unclear whether the fortunes of blacks will broadly converge or diverge from those of Asians and Latinos, whose numbers are growing rapidly through immigration.

Given this long-standing debate, there is surprisingly little empirical evidence on the exposure of individuals or families to particular types of neighborhood contexts over time. Some of the most important effects of “bad” (or risky) neighborhoods, such as the effects of a higher risk of victimization or less affluent peer groups probably depend on medium to long-term exposure, not brief spells in distressed places  (Briggs 2004; Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn 2000; Wheaton and Clarke 2003). Obtaining more dynamic views of such social processes is a central project for the social sciences generally—if we are to move “from complicated correlations to useful prediction” (Butz and Torrey 2006:1998).

This major gap in the evidence on neighborhood exposure makes it especially difficult to interpret findings that extreme concentrations of poverty declined in the 1990s while moderate concentrations grew and shifted toward inner suburbs. Incomes on the bottom rose for the first time in decades, central cities gentrified under new housing and commercial demand, black-white neighborhood segregation declined somewhat, rapid immigration increased the aggregate, neighborhood-level isolation of Asians and Hispanics from whites, and pockets of poverty multiplied in older suburban areas (Briggs 2005b; Galster et al 2003; Massey and Fischer 2003). 

Should policymakers, planners, and researchers conclude that the neighborhoods to which children and families, including the disadvantaged, were exposed improved overall? Did exposure improve for the most economically privileged only, or was it simply that comings and goings changed, producing encouraging snapshots (at particular points in time) without much change in exposure to important risks and resources? Did exposure patterns change for blacks as well as whites (who show significant locational advantages), for homeowners as well as renters (who move about four times as often)?

In this study, we match a restricted-use, geocoded version of the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID), a longitudinal, nationally representative survey launched in 1968, to the 1980, 1990, and 2000 U.S. censuses, using the Neighborhood Change Database, to determine patterns of entry to, exit from, and exposure to poor neighborhoods over time. We extend the very limited prior research on exposure to particular neighborhood types over time in three significant ways: (a) by comparing patterns for the 1990s, when poverty concentration patterns shifted sharply in many metro areas, to those for the 1980s; (b) by accounting for housing tenure, which is highly predictive of housing mobility patterns, in addition to other household traits; and (c) by using bootstrap methods to rigorously test inter-decadal and other differences in spell lengths in spite of key sample limitations.
Our aim is straightforward and descriptive: to examine whether exposure to poor neighborhoods changed and, if so, in what important dimensions. We do not test competing theories about why race and class segregation persist, such as theories about household preferences versus structural barriers. In the next section, we outline the conceptual and empirical background of the study and identify specific research questions. Then we detail our data and methods and present our results. In the final section of the paper, we discuss key implications of our findings for research and policy.

Prior research
Few studies of neighborhood quality, or of the effects of neighborhood context on children and families, directly address exposure patterns over time (Briggs 2004; Wheaton and Clarke 2003). As Quillian (2003:222) puts it in the context of neighborhood poverty specifically, “Because most studies of neighborhood poverty rely upon measures of residential location at a single point in time, they rarely consider the temporal dimension of residence in poor neighborhoods.” Media imagery, public attitudes, and policy prescriptions typically follow, for example, from the implicit model of poor families entrapped in poor, high-risk places over long periods, assuming that exits from such places, at least by the most vulnerable families, are difficult and thus rare. Likewise, policy and program discussions focus more on how to help vulnerable families get out of “tough” neighborhoods than how to help them stay out (Briggs and Turner 2006), as though the first destination after escaping a distressed environment is necessarily an extended, not to mention beneficial, stay—rather than a brief interlude between spells of residential disadvantage. In other words, conventional wisdom focuses on entrapment in particular places rather than ongoing racial or other disparities in what we might call locational risk.

Research on poverty and welfare status, and the policy responses to same, faced a similar trap until the early 1980s, when pathbreaking analysis of the dynamics of spells shifted our view. In this section, we discuss the innovative use of dynamic models in poverty and social policy research, as well as research to date on neighborhood entries, exits, and exposure patterns by race, income, and other traits. The former is an important source of methods, questions, and policy implications, while the latter provides the direct foundation for our empirical work.

Dynamic models in research on welfare receipt and poverty. Research on poverty and welfare receipt, as well as social stigmas linked to both, illustrate powerfully the importance of analyzing dynamics. Using PSID data, Bane and Ellwood (1986), for example, ask the question: How is that most people on welfare (public assistance) at any given time are long-term recipients but most people who are ever on welfare are short-term recipients? The answer, at least in the days before the major reform of welfare in 1996, was that most people who were ever on welfare “cycled through” quickly (experienced a short spell), while most people at a given point in time (observed in cross-section) were somewhere in a long spell of welfare receipt. Snapshot views were thus dominated by the long-termers, who did not reflect the experience of most families ever on welfare. Bane and Ellwood also identified a third group (“cyclers”), who cycled on and off repeatedly over long periods of time, unable to secure self-sufficiency. This finding underscores the importance of testing for recurrence of spells, not just risk of having a spell or average length of spell. The three groups—short-termers, long-termers, and cyclers—had quite different needs for assistance because the nature of the risks they faced varied.

Likewise, having some experience with (some spell in) poverty is much more common than cross-sectional U.S. poverty rates would suggest. Cross-national analyses of poverty dynamics in wealthy countries shows similar patterns in Canada and Western Europe: Most poverty spells are brief, a small portion of the population experiences long spells or falls repeatedly back into poverty, previous spells of poverty are good predictors of subsequent poverty, and, as Burkhauser (2001:758) puts it, “poverty touches many more people over their life course than is apparent from a one-year snapshot” (and cf. Oxley, Dang, and Anton 2000). Other researchers have analyzed spells in racially segregated schools and classrooms (Conger 2005) and other statuses—or potential “risk states”—important to social research and policy.

Research on housing mobility and neighborhood outcomes. Relying, as we do, on the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID), researchers have measured key patterns of residential dynamics and outcomes, by race, income level, housing tenure, and household status (e.g., female headship and marital status). Most of this research has been limited to patterns in the 1970s and 80s.

First, research has shed considerable light on how residential dynamics contribute to the concentration patterns found in point-in-time research. Quillian (1999) finds, for example, that moves by nonpoor households out of moderately poor neighborhoods contributed significantly to black poverty concentration in the 1970s and 80s. Thus the housing and neighborhood choices of the poor are twice limited—first by limited buying power over a limited geography of affordable housing and second by the tendency of households with better housing choices to use them to exit poorer places, further concentrating disadvantage geographically.

In addition, there are significant racial disparities in the odds of moving into or out of poor neighborhoods, as well as differences associated with household status—all factors that shape locational risk. Massey, Gross, and Shibuya (1994) analyze movement into and out of five types of neighborhoods in the period 1970-73 and 1979-1984: white nonpoor, black nonpoor, black poor, black very poor, and racially and socio-economically integrated. They find that poor blacks were more, not less mobile overall, than nonpoor black households. The researchers also find that nonpoor blacks were more likely than poor ones to exit poor neighborhoods in the early 70s but less likely to do so a decade later. Massey et al. hypothesize that this was because nonpoor blacks are more likely to be homeowners, who cannot or will not exit their neighborhoods as quickly when conditions decline.

South and Crowder (1997), analyzing the period 1979-1985, find that while black and white families were about equally likely (20%) to move out of poor neighborhoods (census tracts) each year, blacks were much more likely than whites to move to another poor neighborhood (13.6% versus 5.2% for whites) rather than a nonpoor one (6.7% versus 16.7% for whites), net of life-cycle, metro housing market traits, and other determinants of relocation. So blacks and whites left poor neighborhoods equally often, but whites more often moved “up” (if we use the metric of poverty rate to capture neighborhood quality). In a related study of the same time period, South and Crowder (1998) find that black single mothers are at particularly high risk of living in poor neighborhoods, given their lower exit and higher re-entry rates than other groups. The researchers further find that marrying and becoming employed increase the odds that single mothers will escape poor neighborhoods, while homeownership reduces these odds somewhat. That is, homeownership predicts lower residential mobility and, in particular, reduces the odds of leaving poor neighborhoods, supporting Massey et al.’s hypothesis. Owning a home also significantly reduces the odds of moving out of distressed neighborhoods for the elderly, regardless of race (Burkhauser, Butrica and Wasylenko 1995).

In a more recent study, Crowder and South (2005) find some convergence in entry and exit probabilities for whites and blacks over the 1970-97 period but little if any support for the Wilson (1987) hypothesis that income has become more important, over time, in determining which blacks move from poor to nonpoor neighborhoods. There is some class selectivity in black migration patterns, but it does not appear to have shifted since 1970. Crowder and South suggest that their results support a relatively strong version of the place stratification perspective, which emphasizes barriers to locational attainment, rather than the spatial assimilation perspective, which holds that racial minorities should—increasingly—be willing as well as able to “match” their attained socio-economic status to that of their residential neighborhoods.

While data limitations have thwarted analyses for other racial-ethnic groups, there is some evidence that Latinos occupy a more or less intermediate position between whites and blacks and also that the mobility patterns of Latino subgroups differ markedly from one another. Based on a special sample from the 1990-1995 waves of the PSID, the only period for which an adequate sample of Latinos is available in the survey, South, Crowder, and Chavez (2005) find that Puerto Ricans and Mexicans are significantly less likely than non-Latino blacks to escape high-poverty neighborhoods. Those groups, along with Cubans, are also less likely than Anglos to specifically move from high to low poverty areas. Yet blacks show by far the highest rates of moving into high poverty neighborhoods, conclude the researchers. 

Transitions versus exposure. In each of the studies above, transition (neighborhood exit and entry) probabilities are analyzed descriptively, not used to model the effects of distinct mobility patterns on the kinds of neighborhoods that households experience over time. Few studies have analyzed exposure over time. The first employed simulation modeling: Gramlich, Laren and Sealand (1992) analyze the long-run implications of differential entry and exit rates for persistently poor blacks and whites for the period 1979-1984. Consistent with other researchers, Gramlich et al. find that poor whites were much more likely than poor blacks to leave poor neighborhoods. Because their study models transitions among neighborhoods of various statuses, Gramlich et al. do not analyze movement among poor neighborhoods, in effect treating these as “stayed in a poor neighborhood.” But we now know, thanks to South and Crowder, that such moves “over”—rather than “up” or “down” in neighborhood income status—are an important category of move for some types of families. Likewise, nonpoor families’ entries to and exits from poor neighborhoods are missing in the Gramlich et al. simulation.

The second, more comprehensive study to analyze exposure over time provides the most direct foundation for our work. Quillian (2003), analyzing the 1979-90 period using PSID data, examined four distinct patterns: single-duration spells, recurrence, long-term immobility (“entrapment”), and duration of exposure in a fixed period of time (total years in a poor neighborhood in a decade, whatever the pattern of spells and recurrence). Quillian finds that most blacks, but only 10 percent of whites, will live in a poor neighborhood at some point in a decade and that little of the difference is accounted for by racial differences in poverty rate or family structure. For example, when blacks in female-headed households with income below the poverty line are compared with whites in comparable households, 57 percent of blacks but only 27 percent of whites spent at least half of a ten-year span in a poor neighborhood. By this measure, even blacks in male-headed households with income above the poverty line face more locational risk (39 percent) than whites in female-headed, poor households (27.3 percent) and far more than whites in comparable households, i.e. male-headed nonpoor (3 percent). Extending a decade of research on residential dynamics in the PSID, Quillian also finds that a major contributor to racial differences in exposure to particular kinds of neighborhoods is the fact that blacks leave poor neighborhoods often but fall back into such neighborhoods much more often than whites—leading him to conclude, “For African-Americans, the most difficult part of escape from a poor neighborhood is not moving out but staying out” (p.237).

Third and finally, Timberlake (2007) found that based on 1990s patterns, black children could expect to spend about half their youth (up to age 18) in poor or very poor neighborhoods, compared to 40% for Latinos and just 5% for white children. Notably, however, Timberlake found that about two-thirds of the racial differences in exposure over time were accounted for by racial differences in the likelihood of being born into a poor neighborhood rather than up or downward mobility patterns after birth. The author is careful to note that this does not disaggregate birth (as exogenous) from the subsequent path of neighborhood fortunes, since being born into a poor neighborhood may be a marker for a set of traits associated with mobility of lack of the same. As he comments, consistent with South and Crowder’s (1997) results, “there is a strong tendency for families either not to move at all, or to ‘churn,’ or move from an origin to a destination neighborhood with similar poverty rates” (p.334). At the opposite end of the resource spectrum, Timberlake found, white children’s share of time in the most affluent neighborhood increased steadily beginning in the late 1980s.
Research questions and hypotheses
a. Did exposure to neighborhood poverty change for blacks as well as whites in the 1990s, as the spatial concentration of extreme poverty declined? Or do blacks continue to face substantially higher locational risk, whatever the pool of risky places, as proxied by neighborhood poverty rate?
 The place stratification perspective would predict significant and persistent disparities, though blacks may have benefited substantially from the drop in extreme poverty concentration. But it is unclear how income or other traits have affected exposure patterns for blacks versus whites over time.
b. Did the relative importance of housing mobility and neighborhood change shift as sources of exits from and entries to poor neighborhoods? Spatial restructuring would predict that neighborhood change gained in importance as a source of black exits from extremely poor areas.
c. Is “staying out” of poor neighborhoods, rather than moving out of them, still the major hurdle faced by black households? And did the big racial gap in recurrence narrow?
d. Net of income and race, does being a homeowner increase or decrease the risk of exposure to neighborhood poverty over time for each racial group? Homeowners are far less mobile than renters, but since homeownership is correlated with income and race, it is unclear how housing tenure shapes exposure patterns net of these other important determinants.

Data and methods

We employ a restricted-use version of the Panel Study on Income Dynamics (PSID), matched to three waves of census data. The PSID began in 1968 as a nationally representative annual household survey.  Following the sample’s families and their children’s families (splitoffs) over time, the PSID grew from 4,800 families in 1968 to over 7,000 in 2001.   As immigration patterns changed over the period, the PSID became less representative of the national population, leading to the creation of a Latino subsample, which followed 2,000 households of Mexican, Cuban, and Puerto Rican descent from 1990 to 1995 only.  In 1997, to reduce costs, the PSID switched to biennial surveys and reduced the size of the core sample, making it more difficult to identify moves reliably (soon after they occur) and to calculate brief spells in poor neighborhoods (i.e. less than two years). Attrition over time has further reduced the sample. We use the 1991-99 data for most analyses, but for direct comparison with the 1980s patterns (Quillian 2003), we also use the 1979-90 data for certain tests.

The restricted-use PSID is geocoded: It includes tract-level census identifiers based on respondents’ reported residences for all years of the survey.
  The identifiers enable us to match PSID respondents to census data on “neighborhood” (tract) make-up over time. Using the Neighborhood Change Database created by Geolytics and The Urban Institute, we matched respondents’ census tract with data from the 1970, 1980, 1990 and 2000 Censuses. 
  We then used linear interpolation to determine tract characteristics for intercensal years. Our focus in this paper is tract poverty rate; we consider a person to be living in a poor tract if at least 20% of persons in that tract are in families with incomes below the federal poverty line and an extremely poor tract if that rate is 40% or higher (Jargowsky 1997; Quillian 2003). Sample sizes make it possible for us to examine entries and exits from extremely poor tracts only for blacks.

Note that a person may enter or leave a poor or nonpoor tract in two ways: by moving or because the neighborhood changes “around” the resident. We exclude births and deaths, which are not the primary forms of “entry” and “exit” that interest us (or policymakers). Below, we consider how much moving versus neighborhood change contributes to transitions. Also, exit trajectory matters: A person may exit an extremely poor tract to a poor or nonpoor one but exit a poor tract only to a nonpoor one (that is, leaving a poor tract “upward” to an even poorer category of tract is not counted as an exit). Persons may exit a nonpoor tract to either a poor or extremely poor tract.

Although persons move in households, following Quillian (2003), we analyze entries and exits from poor tracts using a sample of person-years, weighted by PSID individual sample weights. This enables us to generalize to the residential exposure patterns (“experiences” of) all persons in particular racial groups, as distinct from the mobility transitions that other researchers highlight.

We limit our analyses to the three racial groups for which sample sizes are sufficient across multiple years of the survey: non-Latino blacks, non-Latino whites, and Latinos.
  Our results for the latter group are limited to the first half of the 90s, so we are able to estimate only short-run exposure patterns for Latinos. Using Stata 9.2, we adjusted standard errors for three sources of clustering in the person-year format: by household, because the PSID sampled households; by individuals (observed over time); and by the survey’s original clustered design. [Do we really do all three of these?  I’m not so sure we do.  When we use the weights and cluster on individuals, I think that addresses the second two but not necessarily the first]
Estimating spells from limited study windows (time periods observed) requires adjustments for spell censoring: Some spells are already underway at the start of our study period, and spells are still in progress at the close. We therefore calculate duration-dependent entry and exit probabilities and estimate spells using demographers’ well-established life table methods (Bane and Ellwood 1986; Quillian 2003).
 Following Quillian, we examine four measures—length of spells, recurrence, total immobility over a decade (persons who are in a poor tract at the start and finish), and overall duration of exposure (regardless of number of spells) over a decade—and we calculate two distributions: one of spells in poor neighborhoods for new entrants (spell length) and one of spells out of poor neighborhoods for those newly exited (spell recurrence). We also assume that transition probabilities stabilize after long periods (in this case our total study period) and thus treat respondents who have not exited a given neighborhood type as part of an ‘n-years+’ category. Because of the PSID’s switch to biennial interviewing in 1997, we are not able to examine the complete decade of the 90s consistently and so must use ‘n+’ to capture such long-run immobility (see below).

Finally, because life table methods estimate distributions, we cannot, strictly speaking, describe patterns “in” (bounded by) the 1990s or 1980s. That is, our spell estimates—and Quillian’s as well—are merely “centered” on a particular, decade-long observation window. The estimates are best-available measures of neighborhood patterns over time, given the pool of housing choices and consumers in the marketplace in a given period.
Results

Are exits mainly about moving or neighborhood change? To put this in context, we begin by comparing change in the distributions of location types, according to poverty rate, in the census data for 1990-2000 changes versus those for 1980-1990 (Table 1). The row patterns are collectively exhaustive of all transitions among three neighborhood states: extremely poor, poor, and nonpoor. And the transitions begin with extremely poor neighborhoods. For example, the transition enter poor state from extremely poor is reported in the first panel in another form, as exit from extremely poor to poor. Also, note that the row odds are shares of the origin category (shown in the “total at start” rows).
Three patterns are particularly striking and important for the analysis of spells to come. First, the dramatic difference in net change in the number of extremely poor tracts—a 66.1% increase in the 1980s compared to a 20.5% drop in the 1990s—owes specifically to a reversal, between the two decades, in the likelihood of poor neighborhoods to become extremely poor ones and vice-versa. Neighborhoods were about three times less likely, in the 1990s, to go from poor to extremely poor, than they were in the 1980s, and more than twice as likely to go from extremely poor to poor.
TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE
Second, in spite of a significant volume of transitions among states, the number of poor tracts grew again in the 1990s, at a rate comparable to 1980s growth. The table shows that this was because a small share (6%) but large absolute number (2175) of nonpoor areas became poor ones and also because so many extremely poor neighborhoods (1138) shifted downward.
Third and finally, there was little net change in the number of nonpoor tracts in either decade. A modest decline in the 1980s (5.2%) became a smaller one (-2%) in the 1990s. A key reason for this is that while significant shares of poor areas became nonpoor ones in both decades—in fact, more did so in the 90s: 20.7% vs. 16.2%—the category of nonpoor tracts is so much larger than the other two categories. The nonpoor state is by far the most persistent in both decades. The balance of poor/nonpoor exchange remained skewed toward the transition from nonpoor to poor in the 1990s but shrunk somewhat relative to the 1980s.
Turning to the household-level data (Table 2a), for whites exiting poor tracts in the 1990s, 86% of exits owe to moving rather than neighborhood change, for blacks 88%, and for Latinos 84% (calculated from the weighted n’s). Moving remained by far the most important source of all exits from poor areas. But for whites, the moving share represented a decrease from 94%, whereas the black share did not change (Latinos are not in the pre-1990 PSID data). Exits through moving tend to produce large changes in a person’s tract poverty rate, whereas the decrease associated with an exit through neighborhood change appears modest because it represents incremental change that crosses the 20% poverty threshold. As Quillian (2003) notes, this does not preclude larger cumulative change over time in those places.

The more dramatic shift evident in Table 2a, however, is in the source of black exits from extremely poor areas. For the majority in both decades, exits owe to moving, but this share was 92% in the 1980s and just 74% in the 1990s (p<.05). The shift in the distribution of location types, as outlined above, indeed became a more significant source of black exits from neighborhoods that tend to be the most highly distressed (“ghetto poor”). And such exits became a much larger share of all black exits toward less poor areas; Summing exits from poor and extremely poor areas, exits from the latter category were 38% of all exits “downward” in poverty rate in the 1990s compared to just 3% in the 1980s.
TABLES 2A AND 2B ABOUT HERE
Table 2b runs in parallel, showing average increases in neighborhood poverty rate for those entering a poor or extremely poor tract. Blacks were much less likely in the 1990s than in the 1980s (15% vs. 31%) to enter an extremely poor neighborhood because the neighborhood they already lived in got poorer, while both races were somewhat less likely in the 90s to enter a poor tract that way. Together, Tables 2a and 2b show that when PSID respondents moved into or out of a poor neighborhood in the 1990s, they usually move into or out of a substantially, not marginally, less poor neighborhood. But Table 2c adds an important extension, hinting at the structure of trajectories of moves over time: When blacks and whites re-enter a poor tract after having lived outside of one, i.e. after an observed exit from one in an earlier period, it is overwhelmingly because of a move, not because the nonpoor tract to which they had moved became poor. This became more so in the 1990s, and the biggest increases were for whites re-entering poor tracts (moves went from 82% to 97% share of all such re-entries) and for black re-entering extremely poor tracts (from 88% to 96%).
While underscoring the huge impact of a reduced pool of extremely poor tracts for blacks in the 1990s, then, these tables also highlight the continuing importance, for both races, of residential mobility patterns relative to neighborhood change as sources of exit and entry.

Spells of exposure to neighborhood poverty. Tables 3a, 3b, 4a, and 4b were computed from duration-specific exit and entry probabilities, as explained above. Unlike most prior work on spells, we also generated standard errors via bootstrapping to test both intragroup, interdecadal comparisons and intradecadal, inter-group (interracial) ones for statistical significance.
 See core reference tables in the Appendix (tables A1a, A1b, A2, and A3). To summarize the patterns that allowed us to derive the spell measures in Tables 3a and 3b, in the 1990s, consistent with the 1980s, longer residence in a poor neighborhood was generally associated with lower probability of exit from such a neighborhood, though the association was not perfectly monotonic. Likewise, odds of entering a poor tract declined markedly with years of residence out of a poor tract. Consistent with the 1980s, we also find the highest exit odds for blacks attached to those living for short periods in extremely poor tracts and the greatest difference between exit and entry odds for that category of transition. These may represent persons in unstable households or those for whom such spells are invariably brief, a subject to which we turn next.
TABLES 3A AND 3B ABOUT HERE
Durations of exposure to neighborhood poverty were relatively short among most new entrants to poor neighborhoods (Table 3a), and these patterns improved for both races in the 1990s. Put differently, as in the 1980s, most spells in the 90s were brief, not entrapping: A majority of whites, and just under half of blacks, who began a spell in a poor area exited within 5 years. About one-third of blacks (32.5%) endured a spell of less than 2 years, though this was only marginally better than in the 1980s (25.9%, p<.10). Three-fourths of blacks who began a spell in an extremely poor neighborhood exited within five years (Table 3b), a much more substantial improvement over the 1980s rate of just under half (49.1%). And half of blacks (50.1%) who entered an extremely poor neighborhood in the 1990s had a spell lasting under 2 years, up from just 33.1% in the 1980s.

On the other hand, a much larger share of blacks remain in the minority who experience long, uninterrupted spells in poor or even extremely poor neighborhoods. More than 43.1% of blacks who experienced a spell in a poor neighborhood in the 1990s, versus just 18.2% of whites, endured a spell lasting longer than 10 years (Table A2). Poor neighborhoods are not entrapping for most, but for a substantial minority of blacks, long, uninterrupted exposure remained the norm in the 1990s. Also, black owners had much longer mean spell lengths than white owners, and the gap remained large—15.7 years versus 6.7 years—in the 1990s (Table 3a).
Recurrence. Table 3a highlights an important component of the racial gap: Blacks remained much more likely than whites to fall back into a poor tract after having exited one. This is consistent with Quillian’s (2003) results for the 1980s. But in fact, the racial gap in recurrence widened in the 1990s. Just 15.8% of whites but 45.3% of blacks fell back into a poor neighborhood during the 1990s within five years of exit. In fact, only whites enjoyed statistically significant improvements in these recurrence rates between the 1980s and 1990s. No measurable improvement was also the result for blacks re-entering extremely poor tracts (Table 3b)—a striking result given blacks’ large reductions in exposure to such places.
The PSID does offer some data on why families move, though the validity of these data is somewhat in doubt.
 In an exploratory analysis, we could find no clear racial differences, in either decade, linked to entering or exiting poor tracts (data not shown), for example in moving for productive reasons (to be closer to work, to take a new job, leaving school), consumptive ones (to get a bigger or smaller home, for neighborhood amenities), or involuntary ones (such as eviction, divorce, or illness). This is an area ripe for further research.

Accounting for household traits. Female headship and poverty status are strongly associated with living in poor or extremely poor neighborhoods (Jargowsky 1997), and housing tenure, as we noted above, is a major predictor of move frequency. Might apparent racial gaps be an artifact of the large racial differences in these other traits? We relied on logistic regressions to predict duration-dependent entry and exit odds and generate spell distributions for the subgroups in the middle panels of Tables 3a and 3b and for Tables 4a and 4b in lieu of cell sizes adequate to compute those odds directly (cf. Quillian 2003).

Mean spell length is a limited metric, heavily driven by the subgroup experiencing very long spells. But in terms of spells in poor areas, mean spell lengths were much longer for blacks than for whites in all types of households, with the exception of those below the poverty line (no significant difference). Moreover, none of the spell lengths were reduced significantly for blacks between the 1980s and 1990s, while several of these subgroups of whites enjoyed substantial reductions in mean spell length. The counterpart panel in Table 3b shows that all the significant reductions in spell length for distinct black household types are in reduced exposure to extremely poor areas.
TABLES 4A AND 4B ABOUT HERE
Table 4a details these results in a multivariate structure. To focus on how racial gaps persist in spite of controls for household type, we limit these results to poor rather than extremely poor tracts. Perhaps the most striking result is that being above the poverty line has such modest effects for black, female-headed households, who emerge as the type with the worst trajectories and longest mean spells of exposure to poor neighborhoods in both decades. What is more, while male-headed households above the poverty line are, not surprisingly, the most advantaged type within each racial group, compare the results for blacks in such households to the results for whites in the most disadvantaged type of household (poor and female-headed). In the 1980s, blacks spell lengths and recurrence odds (in this particular comparison) were barely better, and in the 1990s, the recurrence gap increased substantially, favoring whites. In addition, more than one-third of blacks in those relatively advantaged households were exposed to a poor neighborhood for at least half the decade, compared to just 17.1% of whites in the least advantaged category of whites.

Concerned that the dichotomous poverty status measure might mask “locational returns to income” for both blacks and whites, we created a three-category measure encompassing poor, moderate income, and middle-income households and also disaggregated by housing tenure (Table 4b). This creates very small PSID cells in some categories (e.g., poor white owners) and correspondingly large standard errors for those measures. But on the whole, considering multiple measures to make inferences more robust, the table further illuminates the race gap in exposure to distinct types of neighborhoods, in particular showing how comprehensive that gap remains. First, mean black spell lengths are high even at the higher income levels; all levels saw persistence, not change, from the ‘80s to the ‘90s, consistent with the aggregate result in Table 3a. Second, recurrence also increased in the 1990s for blacks across the board, regardless of income and housing tenure. But third, some inter-decadal reductions in long-run exposure to poor neighborhoods (at least 5 of the 10 years observed) were enjoyed by moderate and middle-income blacks, both owners and renters.
The persistent racial gaps, then, cannot be explained away by racial differences in household traits, such as the larger share of blacks living below the poverty line. This, too, is unchanged from the 1980s.
Immobility. While most individual spells are brief, repeat spells are common for some, especially for blacks. For this reason, we compute long-run rates of immobility and examine them for change since the 1980s. Immobility refers to those persons who are in a poor tract at year 1 (1991, for example) and also a decade later, even if they lived in a nonpoor tract(s) at some point in between (Quillian 2003). The small sample sizes for some of our cells make it difficult to detect statistically significant differences from one decade to the next. But as for the strategy, by comparing the immobility rate to the rate of those who resided in a poor tract (whether the same one or more than one) in every year of a 10-year observation period
, we isolate the contribution that spell recurrence makes to long-run exposure patterns. Quillian found that recurrence accounted for a large share of blacks’ immobility relative to whites in the 1980s.
Before we consider inter-decadal change for this measure of exposure, note the importance of housing tenure for both blacks and whites. Table 5 reports raw immobility shares for the 1990s for all persons who experienced a spell in a poor or extremely poor neighborhood. For both whites and blacks, spell recurrence is a much larger component of long-run immobility for renters than for owners, underscoring the role of renters’ much more frequent moving and the importance of the types of transitions they make among neighborhoods. For blacks, the difference attributable to spell recurrence is 40% for renters (0.254/0.633=0.40) versus 17% for owners. Also striking, however, is the degree to which recurrence virtually disappeared as a driver of black’s long-run exposure to extremely poor neighborhoods. Not one person in the small PSID sample of black owners who were “immobile” in such areas (N=87) was so because of spell recurrence, and the difference rate for black renters in such areas is modest, contributing just 18% of overall immobility.
TABLE 5 ABOUT HERE
These results highlight a less obvious aspect of the drop in poverty concentration across the decade: Yes, blacks were substantially less likely to fall back into extremely poor neighborhoods than they had been in the 1980s, but the relatively small minority of blacks who did experience long-run exposure to such areas were more likely to do so continuously, without interludes in less poor areas. And this was a virtual “iron law” for black homeowners who were in such areas at the beginning and end of the decade. One possibility is that the overall reduction in extremely high rates of poverty concentration, which disproportionately affected blacks, did not reshape the housing fortunes of the most disadvantaged or those otherwise most anchored to their neighborhoods, whether because of housing costs, discrimination, or other supply-side factors or because of demand-side factors discouraging housing mobility.

As for the inter-decadal comparison (Table 3b), the black rate of immobility remained almost twice the white rate, in spite of a significant overall reduction, and the black share owing to recurrence remained higher than the corresponding white share as well. The black share may have increased, in fact, in the 1990s, though based on the bootstrap-enhanced test of statistical significance, we cannot rule out sampling variation as the reason for this result.

Overall population exposure across the decade. The bottom panel of Table 3a reports observed shares of the total black and white population exposed to poor or extremely poor neighborhoods for varying lengths of time across the decade, rather than shares of the subgroups ever exposed, or estimated spell lengths, as in the earlier tables. The racial gap in short-run exposure did not budge in the 90s. Fewer than 8% of whites, but more than 40% of blacks, were exposed to poor neighborhoods for two years or less. More than a third (37.5%) of all blacks experienced a spell of more than five years, compared to just 3.1% of whites. This was down from almost half of all blacks (48.8%) in the 1980s, and the proportional change was much greater for blacks (11.3% vs. 1.1% for whites), narrowing the racial gap in long-run exposure somewhat. Considering the bottom panel of Table 3b, the total share of blacks exposed to extremely poor neighborhoods for more than five years did not change significantly (Table 3b). It was a small (<10%) but relatively steady share. This is a sobering result given the hopeful signs about trajectories and reduced spell lengths for blacks, between the 1980s and 1990s, discussed above. Furthermore, in the 1990s, nearly 90% of whites, but just one-third of blacks, spent no time in a poor tract in the 1990s (Table 6).
TABLE 6 ABOUT HERE
Discussion

There are many ways to measure exposure to neighborhood environments that are associated with social and economic risk or, conversely, with resources and advantage. Not surprisingly, perhaps, our use of a range of measures leads to a mixed view of how exposure to neighborhood poverty changed between the 1980s and 1990s. For example, our results provide some support for the spatial assimilation perspective, i.e. for the contention that income is enabling some blacks to fare much better in housing trajectories and neighborhood outcomes over time. These impacts are fairly modest, however: The most advantaged black households (male-headed, above the poverty line) fare little better—and by some measures worse—than the least advantaged white ones (poor, female-headed). Using another key benchmark, the share of black spells in extremely poor areas that were shorter than five years improved (increased) a healthy 25% between the 1980s and 1990s, somewhat more than the aggregate drop between the decades in the number of such tracts in metro areas (20.5%). But these are neighborhoods that whites have never been concentrated in. And blacks’ shorter-run exposure to such areas (spells<2 years) improved only 17%. So individual-level exposure benefits from area-wide change patterns were not even or straightforward.
Nor were those benefits evenly shared. Major racial gaps in housing trajectories and exposure to neighborhood poverty persisted in the 1990s, and it remains true that these gaps cannot be accounted for simply by racial differences in traits associated with housing location, such as female headship, household income, or housing tenure. In some respects, such as the propensity to re-enter a poor neighborhood within a few years of exiting one, the racial gap actually widened in the 1990s, because only whites realized measurable gains. On many measures, where blacks saw gains, whites saw bigger ones. For example, the share of spells for blacks who spent some time in a poor neighborhood improved modestly—10.5% for spells lasting under 5 years—while whites saw a 15.7% improvement in this measure.
In addition, while Quillian’s observation that exposure to poor neighborhoods is not “an absorbing state” remains true for most, there is still a staggering racial gap in the share at the disadvantaged extreme: those who live in poor neighborhoods for 5 or more years in a decade and those who experience spells of 10 years or more. Analogous to spells of poverty and welfare receipt, most spells are short, but an important subgroup experiences long spells and spell recurrence often. Then there is the sobering fact that blacks with long-run exposure to extremely poor areas were more likely to live in them continuously—in a long, unbroken spells—throughout the latest decade. Such spells became the norm for blacks strongly “anchored” in such areas in the 1990s. On the broad level of divided fortunes, then, there is considerable evidence here to support the place stratification perspective. 

Other aspects of exposure did not change much in the 1990s. Housing mobility remained the most important mode of exit from poor neighborhoods for both whites and blacks (and also for the Latinos we were able to observe in the short run thanks to the PSID subsample). The big shift in the pool of neighborhoods at distinct poverty levels, in particular the sharp drop in extremely poor tracts, did expand neighborhood change as a source of black exits from such tracts. But moving still dominates the patterns, underlining the importance of housing choice and barriers thereto.

These results hold several important implications for research as well as policy. First, we need more extensive and varied evidence on which determinants of the racial gap are most significant, most amenable to intervention, or both. Our results do not answer the question of how much it is exclusionary land use policies or market discrimination versus consumer preferences—wanting to live with members of one’s own race, needing to live near kin (who tend to be co-ethnics), etc.—that drive these outcomes. Evidence on the persistence of housing discrimination (Turner and Ross 2005) is one important piece of the puzzle: Discrimination appears to be increasingly more difficult to detect, but views of how families, from a variety of race and class backgrounds, actually experience the housing search and make use of information provided by real estate agents, friends, and others to “narrow” the housing market and pick particular neighborhoods are sorely needed. Accounts of “integration fatigue” (Cashin 2004; Charles 2005) and “strategic assimilation” by middle-class blacks (Lacy 2007) likewise highlight how much preferred neighborhood racial make-up matters for minorities. But whites’ preferences—white avoidance of areas with significant black presence, in particular—has long been a principal driver of segregated living (Ellen 2000) and thus a structural linchpin of racial differences in exposure to neighborhood poverty. Understanding how these dynamics are unfolding in growing regions, such as the South and West, is especially important, since many rapidly expanding metro areas in those regions have not been as highly segregated as those in the Northeast and Midwest.

Second, notwithstanding the finding that large and persistent racial gaps are evident even for blacks with relatively higher incomes, there is the question of who the “truly disadvantaged”—to use Wilson’s (1987) label—are in the context of ghetto poverty. On one hand, most exposure to moderately or extremely poor areas is driven by repeat spells, not “entrapment,” suggesting that unstable housing or an inability to make new, nonpoor locations work may be as large as significant as the problem of escaping (exiting) poor neighborhoods. On the other hand, the most immobile blacks in the poorest neighborhoods became even more immobile in the 90s, suggesting that the continued restructuring of America’s cities and suburbs has left untouched a significant number of blacks who see few feasible or attractive alternatives to living in ghetto-poor neighborhoods.
Third, given the limits of any one measure as a proxy for neighborhood opportunity, it would be useful to examine the racial make-up, housing prices, crime rates, and other traits of the neighborhood destinations we have merely analyzed along the dimension of poverty rate. Poor, mostly black neighborhoods have long shown structural disadvantages, for example, that poor or mixed-income white and racially integrated areas do not (Massey 2001). Finally, we need to understand the role of metropolitan context (South and Crowder 1997). Having noted several times how small cell sizes constrain the inquiry into exposure patterns, we nevertheless highlight the macro context as the next hill to be scaled.

What do these patterns, centered on the concept of locational risk and mobility among different types of neighborhoods, imply for policy? To frame this, we turn to a recent synthesis of research on social exclusion in Europe, wherein Hills (2002:231) identifies four types of policy interventions that may respond to distinct “risks of” and “effects of” important states, such as being poor or living in a high-risk neighborhood: (1) prevention (of entry into a negative state); (2) promotion (of exit or escape from a negative state); (3) protection (against negative effects of being in a negative state); and (4) propulsion (maximizing effects of escaping a negative state toward a positive one).
On one hand, large numbers of blacks and Latinos exited poorer neighborhoods in the 1990s—exits that brought large, not trivial, reductions in neighborhood poverty rate—suggesting that for many households, only modest promotional policies may be required. On the other hand, few policy measures are designed to prevent re-entry into such areas, especially by the poorest households with fewest housing options. And a distinct group of black households, both owners and renters, are very unlikely to exit poor areas, even extremely poor ones, and so experience long spells in those places. These patterns suggest two very different targets for policy: Helping an already mobile group make and sustain the best-possible housing trajectories over time; and assisting an immobile group with key supports to promote mobility, as well as improved interventions that seek to upgrade the very poor places in which that group lives, specifically to lower the risks associated with living in them even if they remain poor.
The first target underlines the importance of expanding the geography of housing that is affordable and remains affordable over time. It also means improving the effectiveness of housing assistance programs—including the federal rental housing voucher program that now represents a larger federal expenditure than cash welfare in America—as tools for staying out, not just getting out, of poor, high-risk environments. This is especially important in the two dozen or so tightest housing markets, where much of the nation’s economic growth is happening and median housing prices are sky high relative to median incomes (Joint Center 2006).
The second target includes mixed-income housing strategies to mitigate poverty concentration, efforts to tie school improvement to neighborhood revitalization, better job linkages between poor areas and the (often) far-flung job centers in changing metro areas, and more. The increased length of spells for “immobile” blacks in extremely poor areas highlights the possibility that policies to encourage black homeownership, which scaled up particularly rapidly in the 1990s, are, at least in some places, at odds with the goal of reducing racial segregation; net of other factors, blacks were more likely to become homeowners in highly segregated metro areas in the 90s (Freeman 2005). The problem of competing objectives is old news in this area of public and private life (Briggs 2005a), and it is unclear whether minority homeowners who stick it out in the poorest areas are the foundation for neighborhood comeback, a group with few viable alternatives for building wealth through affordable homeownership, an entrapped group open to housing alternatives, or all of the above.
But the single most important lesson of analyzing exposure over time may be a broader one: Short-run transition measures and area change trends mask a great deal about long-run experiences and where the points of leverage may be for improving risk patterns. Half of the U.S. population has moved somewhere every five years (Fischer 2003), and on the whole, black households, whether they stay put or move relatively often, remain particularly unlikely to secure housing in more resource-rich neighborhoods for the long haul.(
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� Poverty rate has been the principal metric employed by analysts trying to understand racial and other disparities in mobility patterns and neighborhood outcomes. Yet poverty rate alone is an imperfect marker of social distress, as Jargowsky and Yang (2006) underline in a recent study of the decline in neighborhoods exhibiting “underclass” social traits, such as welfare dependence and high school dropout.


� The restricted-use geocodes are available under special contract with the Institute for Survey Research at the University of Michigan.


� Recently, the PSID tract identifiers were normalized to match Census 2000 tract geography, which differed substantially from the 1990 or earlier census geography.


� The PSID asks the race of the head and the wife, and we assign the race of other household members to the minority race if the couple is “mixed race.” If the couple is same-race, we assign the race of the couple to the other members of the household.


� Let p(d) be the probability that a person who has lived in a poor neighborhood for d years will exit next year. Let F(d) be the fraction of the number of people who have just moved into a poor neighborhood and who will live there for exactly d years. F(d) computed over a range of d yields the distribution of completed spells for people who have just entered a poor neighborhood (Quillian 2003:230).


� By resampling with replacement in our dataset, we can repeatedly estimate our parameter for each artificial bootstrap sample (cf. Efron and Tibshirani 1993). Because of the PSID's panel structure, our bootstrap is clustered at the individual level and resampled accordingly.


� In many cases, answers to the “did you move” question did not correspond to geocodes indicating a change of tract. We restricted our exploratory analysis to those who entered or exited a tract and answered the additional item on reason for moving. As for representativeness, we found no statistically significant differences between that subset and those who showed a tract change but did not answer the questions about moving (data not shown).


� Similar to our treatment of housing tenure, we considered a household female headed if this was its status for 50% or more of the decade. We determined poverty status conservatively, based on the average ratio of family income to the PSID’s poverty standard. The number of PSID respondents in extremely poor census tracts was too small to allow disaggregation of that group.


� In the 1980s, this meant every calendar year in the decade, but in 1997, the PSID became a biannual survey, so our two final survey years (1999, 2001) cover two-year intervals. This may mask some mobility for frequent movers (those who moved annually or more often).
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