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Abstract

What are the relationships between poverty and the
stereotypes of poa areas? Do Census Bureau estimates
of poverty in courties fit what we think abou such
places? These answers— in figures and graphs — help
to profilepoverty in UScourties. Thefirst sedion o this
paper introdwces the topic of poverty measurement, the
semnd sedion describes the cmparison data, the third
sedion provides me generdliti esfromtheresults, some
expeded, and some unexpeded. The @nclusion
summarizes poverty profil es.

1. Introduction

People tend to think of poa areas as either remote,
sparsely popuated rura places, with ethnicdly
homogeneous groupsekeing out alivingfromtheland, a
as crowded inner cities where people suff er from crime,
low eanings and uremployment. These places lack
eqnamic oppatunities, and are nat attradive places for
settling down. Are such charaderizations empiricdly
valid? Given poverty measures, dosimple relationships
uphdd or refute prior conceptions of poar areas?

The Census Bureau's Small Area Estimates program
produces biennial estimates of poa people & the state,
courty and schod-district level; this paper concentrates
onthe county-level estimates of thetotal number of poar
for income yeas 1989, 1993and 1995 The Census
Bureau bases its estimates on data from the March
Suppement of the Current Popuation Survey (CPS), the
decennid census, and aher administrativedata. A courty
ispoa if morethan 20 percent of itspopuationis below
the poverty level.

The officia definition and measurement of “poverty”
have conceptua problems. The National Academy of
Sciences Panedl on Poverty and Family Asdstance (Citro

! This paper reports the results of research and analysis
undertaken by Census Bureau Staff. It has undergone a
more limited review than official Census Bureau
pubications. Thisreport isreleased to inform interested
parties of research and to encourage discusson.

2 SeeSiegel (1995 and Fisher (1997).

and Michad, 1995 propaoses a different indicaor to
address the numerous dhortcomings of the current
measure.  Short et. a. (1999 provides the best
application of the Panel’s remmmendations to deate.
Other comporents of poverty experience, howvever —
education, hedth status, physicd and mental disabiliti es,
discrimination against minorities and women — defy
adequate quantification. No attempt will be made hereto
explain the dynamic nature of poverty. For such
treaments the reader is referred to the “ cagpability” of
families to escgpe poverty (Sen, 1997, or to “self-
reliance poverty” based oneanings cgoadty (Haveman
and Bershadker, 1998. Conceptua difficulties and
differences in unverse ontrols discourage rigorous
statistica comparison over time.® Whilethe dfed of the
1997 Welfare Reform Act will be widespread, it is not
relevant to this discusgon.

Despite the aove limitations, poverty ratios — poa
people divided by the popuation for agiven area— can
ad as baselines for comparison over time and space We
can compare them with aher county-level data. The
resulting correlations (in petterns or pictures, na
hypotheses tests of distribution parameters’) help to
model effeds, and may even reinforce or refute
stereotypes of poa aress. places persistently ladking
emnamic vitality, with high unemployment and high
crime, radaly homogeneous and relatively immobhile
popuations.

Inthefiguresthey-axisisfixed asthe poverty ratiointhe
3000+ US courties. The x-axis is just a cdegory or a
percentil e(quantil e, dedl€). When comparing people, the
formula for aggregation is the ratio of the sums rather
than the average of the ratios.® The correlates are static
indicators only, important more for prediction than
explanation: measures of locaion, size of popuation,
dominant type of econamic adivity, poverty experience,

® Fisher (1999 approximates correlations for hypothesis
tests over time.

* A note on comparing estimates aaoss paceisavail able
from the author.

®> That is, we form estimates of the poverty ratio for
peoplein countiesinthat class For courties, onthe other
hand,theratioisthe averagepoverty ratiofor courtiesin
that class The aimeindex, unemployment rate, and net
migration rate use the latter formula.



size of minority popuations, crime, unemployment and
eanings, and migration.

2. More about the Comparison Data

Potential datasources provide goodcomparison dataif @)
totals are usually aggregated at the wurty level, b) data
are available for 1989, 1993nd 1995and c¢) courty ID
codes are unique to alow a nea-complete match of
courty bourdaries. Eadh county can be placed into a
popuation size class and Census Division, and can be
caegorized into a Percent Bladk and Percent Hispanic
quantile. These murty classes come diredly from the
1990Census of Popuation (Census Bureau, 1993.

Cook and Mizer's (1994 update of the Econamic
Reseach Service's (ERS) typadogy of rural courtiesin
the US exhaustively classfies normetropditan (rura)
courties by predominant ecmnamic adivity. 76% of
courties are nhommetropditan. A courty’s principal
eonamic adivity (farming, mining, manufaduring, or
government services) depends on hav much the adivity
contributed to labor and owner income for 19871989.
Wealso usetheBede (1993 classficaion o courtiesas
“persistently poa”: 20% or more of the popuation kel ow
the poverty threshold in each of the four censuses, 1960,
1970, 1980and 1990.

The Uniform Crime Reporting Program (UCR, US
Department of Justice, 1995, 19971997) is the source
for crime datain courties. Their “modified crimeindex”
isthe count of crimes, including murders, forcible rapes,
robberies, aggravated assaults, burglaries, larcenies,
motor vehicle thefts and arsons. This was the only
prevalence statistic with a large enowgh range to draw
distinctions among courties on the basis of crime.®

Data oncourty unemployment rates comefromtheLocd
AreaUnemployment Statistics (LAUS) program of the
Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS, 199%). Since LAUS
data are not available before 1990, the 1990 county
unemployment rates are compared with 1989 peoerty
ratios, whereas the 1993and 1995 uemployment rates
are used for the 1993and 1995 pwerty ratios.’

Data on average eanings per job dita ae from the
Bureau of Econamic Analysis (1998, 1998h. This

® The shortcomings of such a simplified additive index
are well known — all crimes shodd na be given equal
weight.

" This mismatch shoud nd gredly affed the trend
becaise courty unemployment ratesarereasonably stable
over time.

measure is the sum of employees eanings and
proprietors’ incomesdivided by thetotal number of jobs.
Because it is not adjusted for full-time equivalence the
variationin this measure anong courties refledsin part
thevariation d part-timejob hdding andthevariationin
the number of hous worked in bah full-time and
part-time jobs.

The net migration rate (Sater, 1995 summarizes the
mohility of courty residents. Thisrateis
[(1-O)+(O+N)]x100

where |, O and N are the annuel number of in-migrants,
out-migrants and nonrmigrants, respedively. The rates
come from IRS tax returns matched from one yea to the
next, then averaged. These ae compared with poverty
ratiostwo yeas prior, onthe aaumptionthat households
respondto ecnamic incentives to stay or move with a
timelag.

3. Results

Simplecorrelations between poverty and ather indicators
require, but for a caition abou measurement error, littl e
qualificaion. Adding a third dmension, time, invites
faulty inference when condtions change. In any event,
some empiricd conclusions abou poverty ratios aaoss
space and over time provide vauable intelligence for
modeli ng, measuring, aggregating, and comparing.

The official US poverty rate® was 12.8%in 1989, 15.%
in 1993,and 13.86in 1995(Census Bureau, 1999.

Figure 1 shows poverty ratios by Census Division
(CensusBureau, 1995. The East South Central division
is poaest and New England is relatively well off. All
divisionswitnessed anincreasein poverty inthefirst half
of thedecale except for the West South Central Division.
Consistent with Vias (1999, the highest net in-migration
attended a large seaular increase in poverty in the
Mourtain states (AZ, CO, ID, MT, NV, NM, UT, WY)
from 1989to 1993.

Figure 2 showsthat poverty initially rises aaossthe first
two popuation size dasses, falls with rising courty
popuation size dass then turns up again in the largest
courties.® Some of the smallest and poaest courtiesin
the courtry are foundin Appaladia, the Misdssppi
Delta, the Texas-Mexico bader, and Native American

® Rates differ from ratios. Rates are numbers of poar
divided by the “poverty universe,” which excludes the
ingtitutionalized popuation and foster children.

° Note from the aounts that 72% of the popuation falls
into the first three ourty size dasses.



lands. The high-population poad courties are
conurbations. Poverty diff erencesover time aelarger for
the larger size dasss; these wunrties are fewer, perhaps
lesshamogeneous. Let adummy variable equal oneif the
courty is normetropditan. Then ruralnessand poverty
coincide: regresson coefficients are highly significant
and paositive (t = 16.837, 13.774,and 15.825for 1989,
1993,and 1995, respedively). This picture masks the
city/suburb dichatomy, however. Central city poverty has
been more than doube that of suburbs snce1970Q 19%
in 1990 and 20.86 in 1995versus 8.7% and 9.P%,
respedively (Census Bureau, 1999.

Figure 3 concentrates on rural poverty by the ERS
typoogy. Non-Spedadlized courties are those for which
no ohvious primary econamic adivity exists. Econamic
returns from farming and mining are much lower than
from services and manufaduring. From 1989to 1995
national average hourly eanings (employeeweighted) in
mining and agriculture rose .5% per annum, whil ethat in
manufaduring and services rose 4.88% per annum.®®
Government courties are poarer than might be expeded,
but threequarters of those jobs are state or locd
government.  (In metropditan courties the derived
poverty ratio fell slightly from 1993to 1995)

Poverty is entrenched and persistent in some places.
Among the 608 courties with poverty ratios of 20% or
more in 1989, 55491%) were “persistently poor” (see
definition previous page). Similarly, 90% of the 650
courties with poverty ratios 20+% in 1995 were
“persistently poa.” A courty’s likelihood d having a
poverty ratio over 20% in 1995if it was “persistently
poa” in 1990was 80%. On the other hand, 924 of
courties nat labeled “persistently poa” in 1990
maintained their poverty ratios bel ow 20% through 1995.
Figure 4 shows the threeratios against the 1980 pwerty
ratios grouped by quintiles of people (the smoathnessof
thelinesis cosmetic only), andit is clea that condtions
in poa areas have not improved significantly over time.

Figures 5 and 6 compare poverty ratios with the
percentage of Bladk and Hispanic residents,
respedively.'! Percent Hispanic and Percent Bladk were
only measured oretime, in the 1990census, so the same
courties are dways in the same placeon the abscissa
For courties having at least 3.2% Bladk popuations —

“Not seasonally adjusted, BLS (1999b). Source
for agriculture: National Agriculture Statistics Service,
Officeof the Chief Econamist.

" please nate that the Bladk popuation contains both
Hispanics and nonrHispanics, and that Hispanics can be
of any race

the figures portray only abou 1200 counties —
Speaman correlations of the @urty poverty ratio on
percentage Blad are .50, .49,and .48for the threeyeas
(al statisticdly significant with p > .99). Poverty rises
withrising propartions of Blad residents mainly through
the upper half of thismarginal distribution. For Hispanic
courties(at least 1.2% Hispanic), the arrelationsare .30,
.33,and .32(p > .99). The wed positive relationship
between a wurnty’s Hispanic percentage and its poverty
ratio is naot obvious from Figure 6. It isimpossble to
infer much more withou controlling for other potential
correlates, such aseducation, the presenceof other ethnic
groups, or variationswithin ethnicgroups(e.g., Hispanics
by courtry of origin).

Poverty can be assciated with crime enpiricdly using
the Modified UCR Index, but the association requires a
very loose definition  “crime.” Popuationweightsthe
index, and larceny, burglary and motor vehicle theft
acoun for 85-90% of its value (using murder alone & a
metric would result in too many missng courties).
Figure 7 dsplays poverty ratios for 3 yeas plotted with
the first nine dedles'? of a 3-yea average of the Crime
Index onthe x-axis. For example, 6(0% of the murties
had an index value below 3% for al yeas. Rising
poverty is associated with lower crime becaise the index
is strongly weighted to theft. Indeed, Speaman
correlations between the poverty ratios and the property
theft crimesare negative (and,except for burglary andthe
1993poverty ratio, are dl statisticdly significant with p
> .99. Both property theft and violent crime ae
negatively associated with rura aress, ceteris paribus
(regresdon coefficient t statistics = 20.327, 13.129,
respedively). Popuation density is obviously an
important fador with regard to al crimes. Speaman
correlations of the Index with popuation per square mile
in 1990are .75, .67,and .68(with p > .99). Be caeful
before concluding that theft is lesslikely in poa areas
becaisethereislessto sted: the quality of the aime data
is generally poar, with much underreporting and
inconsistent reporting among jurisdictions.

Figure 8 plots poverty ratios against courny
unemployment rates. First, dedles are made of the
BLS/LAUSratesfor eat yea. Thesededlesarethen 3
yea-averaged. Poverty rises hea-monaonicdly with
unemployment. It is reasonable that this $oud be
verified empiricdly, bu the dosenessof the points over
timereinforces the nation o poverty persistance

Figure 9 emphasizesthat average eaningsof poa people

12 points are dedles at (for simplicity) a maximum of
90%. All cases below the 10% cutoff point are 0.0 for
1993and 1995.



arelower inthepoarer courties. Thisisadualy afalsely
optimistic picture using placeof-work series. The BEA
average eanings per job is biased upward in counties
where cities ad as commuting destinations of the
professonal labor force Where placeof-work earnings
produwcecorrelationsin therange of -.27to0-.41(p > .99),
placeof-residence data (per capita personal income
series) producestronger negative crrelations, -.63to-.75
(p>.99.

Coping strategies of the poa at the margins are
necessrily flexible in the asence of stable, full-time
work with standard hous and adequate benefits. Many
of the poar cycle on and df low paying jobs, typicaly
making lessthan $7.00 gr hour (National Association o
Community Action Agencies (NACAA), 1999. The
overwhelming response of communiti es surveyed for the
1996 National Dialogue on Poverty cited “increased
numbers of full -timejobswith wages adequateto suppat
the individual and dfering hedth insurance and aher
benefits’” asthe top priority outcome (NACAA, 1999.

Figure 10 shows poverty against the flow of the
population as measured by net courty migration. Net
migrationis onthe x-axis (seeformulaonp. 2. Netin-
migrationisto the right of the 0.0% paint on the x-axis.
Rich countiesappea to gain people, poa courtiestolose
people. What happensin consequenceis nat clea. We
canna be sure how the rich o the poa respond to
relative economic oppartunity, only that the flows are
consistent with the idea that poverty repels and
oppatunity attrads. We caana tell who moves in the
figure. Nord (1998 suggests that the migration petterns
of the poa reinforce ad maintain the spatia
concentration of poverty — the poar livein paceswhere
they can “survive but nat thrive.” Figure 10 seams to
suggest much more movement oLt.

4, Conclusion

The results chall enge three stereotypes abou poa areas
— large popuations of minorities, high crime, and low
mobility. The relatively small subsets of concentrated
Blak popuations are poverty prone, bu omitted
influences (schod completion rates, perhaps) confound
the interpretation. The relationship is wedker for the
relevant Hispanic popuation. More reported crime
certainly does nat attend hgher poverty, and poa rura
courties have less theft and violent crime than do
courties in the denser, less poar, metropditan aress.
Highest poverty places are aciated with the highest
out-migrations, and viceversa. In aher respeds the
empiricd relationships suppat prior expedations abou
poarer courties: they are small andrural, they have been
poa a long time, they have higher than average
unemployment and lower than average eanings.
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Figure 2. Poverty Ratio by County Size Class
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Figure 3. Poverty Ratios Based on the ERS Typology, Non-Metropolitan
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Fig. 5 Poverty Ratios by Percent Black (1990) for Gounties
with >3 2%Black Population
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