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Abstract 

This paper examines trends in poverty among minority-group members 

since 1968 and policies that have been suggested for fighting poverty. 

The wideme on minority poverty shms that the prevaleme of poverty has 

d e c r m  among buth minority and white elderly, but has im;reased among 

minority and white children since 1968. Paverty rates remain much higher 

for persons in families with single female heads than for the general 

population, and much higher for black, Hispanic, and American Indian 

persons than for white persons. Resea r& on the effectiveness of policies 

indicates that a number of programs, some of which have been abandoned or 

fallen into political disfavor, are successful in impmving the economic 

situation of minority-group members. These include public service 

qloyment, job training, affirmative action, and camunity health 

centers. 



W e r t y  among Minority Groups since the Kesner Report of 1968 

The purpose of the Kerner Carmnission was not specifically to examine 

poverty among urban blacks, but to examine cimmstances behind the riots 

that had broken out in major urban areas of the United States in the late 

1960s. In his charge to the Kerner Carmnission, President Johnson stated: 

'We need to knm the answers to three questions about these riots: (1) 

What happmed? (2) Why did it happen? and, (3) What can be done to 

prevent it f m  happening again?" As part of the examination of questions 

(2) and (3) , the Conmission examined the prevalence, causes, and possible 

solutions to poverty in urban areas, especially among central-city blacks. 

Among the Carmnissionfs conclusions was that the segregation and 

poverty of black ghettos were two of the major forces leading to riots and 

other fonns of violence. The Carraissionfs report carefully documented the 

extent of poverty in urban areas. Using 1964 data from the Social 

Security Administration, the Commission reported that 30.7% of nonwhite 

families and 8.8% of white families were belm the poverty line. M e r ,  

43.6% of the poor in central cities were nonwhite and 26% of nonwhite 

families in central cities had female heads. Among female-headed 

families, the prevalence of poverty was twice as high as among male-headed 

families, and 81% of children under six living in nonwhite, femle-headed 

families were poor. It is frustrating and saddening that these 

camparisons of blacks and whites and the relatively poor situation of 

inner-city blacks continue to be true in contemporary American society. 

The purpose of this paper is to examine briefly the current situation 

of poor minorities in the inner city and in the United States in general 



in light of the findings and B t i o n s  of the Brner CBnnnission, 

which were published twenty years ago. I first review the Commission's 

findings and com=lusions about poverty among minority groups in urban 

areas. I then examine changes in the level of poverty and developx~ts in 

social policy sim=e the report of the C2omnission was issued in 1968. 

KWERTY IN URBAN AREAS IN THE 1960s AS VIEWED BY THE KERNER CDMMISSION 

The Canmission documented a sad and serious picture of poverty and 

disadvantage in the central cities of the major metropolitan areas in the 

United States. lhis assessmmt was bdlanced, hawever, by the Canmission's 

report of the gains that blacks had made during the 1960s. Relying on a 

report by the Depdxents of Labor and commxe, the Canmission reported 

that the incoanes of blacks and whites were rising, the size of the black 

u p p e . r - b  grwp was eqmding rapidly, and the size of the lawest- 

incae  group had grclwn smaller. There remained, on the other hand, a 

considerable group of blacks who did not appear to be benefiting fram 

economic gains, including a group of 2 million "hard core disadvantagedtt 

in central cities. Black unemployment rates were double those of whites, 

and the mst disadvantaged working blacks were concentrated in the least 

desirable and rewarding jobs. The Cannnission stated that "in 

disadvantaged areas, employment codtions for blacks are in a chronic 

state of crisistt (National Advisory Commission, 1968, p. 237) . These 
contradictory and complex themes of progress by saane blacks contrasted 

with hopelessness and despair for others continue to be reflected in 

contemporary discussions of disadvantage and poverty. For example, in 

The DecliIIiJKf Simificance of Race William Julius Wilson (1978) argued 



that same black were benefiting from the growing openness of American 

society while others were being left behind. He develops this them 

M e r  in his recent book, The Truly Disadvantaged (1987) . 
The Carmnission attempted to assess the causes and consecpences of 

poverty among central-city black. Again, its conclusions continue to be 

reflected in contemporary discussions of the problems in central cities. 

The Ccunmission reported that "a clcse correlation exists between the 

nwrbeY of nonwhite married w m m  separated from their husbands each year 

and the unemployment rate amollg nonwhite males 20 years old and over," 

and "the proportion of fatherless families appears to be increasing in the 

poorest Negro neighborfiioodsll (p. 260) . Recent analysts have focused on 
black unemployment as a major factor in the high incidence of black female 

headship (see, for example, Wilson, 1987). The Ccarrmission identified 

changes in the American econcarry a w e d  by decreases in the demand for 

unskilled labor in central cities as major factors in producing black 

unemployment. lhis theme is also reflected in the recent work of Wilson 

and 0th.- (see, for example, ICasarda, 1986). 

Based on its assessment of the causes and consequences of poverty 

amollg inner-city black, the Ccarrmission concluded that the nation was 

ming rapidly tmard two increasingly separate Americas and that 

immediate and long-term actions should be taken to prevent this fram 

h a w .  The Commission suggested a number of policy changes, which I 

will review later. 



POVERTY IN THE CE~WRAL CITY AND AMONG MINORITY-GROUP MEFBERS SINCE 1968 

Sime the late 1960s the number of poor people living in the central 

city has im=reased dramatically, as has the proportion of the central-city 

population that is poor. Wilson (1987) reports that in 1969 12.7% (8 

million) of the oentral-city population was poor, whereas 19.9% (12.7 

million) of this population was poor in 1982. In 1985, 19% (14.2 million) 

of the oentral-city population was poor (U. S . Wlreau of the Census, 1987) . 
Wilson attributes this increase in both the prevalence of poverty and the 

numbers of inner-city poor to changes that have taken place in the 

eco&es of metropolitan areas. ~n the past there were jobs in central 

cities for individuals with no skills and little education, but jobs are 

no longer available there. M e r ,  individuals with skills and education 

have fled the ghetto, so that the oentral-city poplation is 

disproportionately young, uneducated, unskilled, and in financial straits. 

The lack of a middle class in the oentral cities has led to the social 

isolation of those lmer-class individuals who have been left behird. 

Their social isolation leads to inadequate ties to the job market and 

g-tes behavior that is not conducive to good work histories. 

The focus of the Kerner Carranission and Wilson's work, conditions in 

the central cities, can be better interpreted when viewed in light of 

trends in poverty in general. Pwerty rates are actually higher now than 

in 1968 for a number of groups. Table 1 contains poverty rates for 1959, 

1969, 1979, and 1985 for selected population groups. These statistics 

indicate that we made dramatic progress in reducing poverty during the 

1960s among all sectors of the population represented in the table, but 



Table 1: m t a g e  of Selected Population G r o u p  w i t h  Im=carres 
beluw the Pwerty Line, Selected Years, 1959-1985 

A. m n s  
White 18.1 9.5 9.0 
Black 55.1 32.2 31.0 
Hispanic NA NA 21.8 
Native American NA 38.3 27.5 

B. Persons in families w i t h  female householders 
White 40.2 29.1 25.2 
Black 70.6 58.2 53.1 
Hispanic NA NA 51.2 
Native American NA 63.5 46.4 

C. Related children under 18 in familiesa 
white 20.6 9.7 11.4 
Black 65.6 39.6 40.8 
Hispanic NA NA 27.7 
Native W i c a n  NA 44.9 32.2 

D. Brsons 65 and aver 
White 33.1 23.3 13.3 
Black 62.5 50.2 36.2 
Hispanic NA NA 26.8 
Native American NA 50.8 32.1 

Source: U. S. Wlreau of the Census, Fwerty in the United States: 1985, 
Tables 1 and 2; U. S. Wlreau of the Census, 1980 Census: General Social 
and F m d c  Characteristics, Table 129; U.S. Wlreau of the census, 1970 
census: American Indians; U.S. Wlreau of the Census, 1970 Census: Law 
Incame m a t i o n .  

aRefers to children living in families in which they are related to the 
householder. 

NA: Data not available. 



little or no progress since the report of the Kemer Carranission. These 

findings are w r t e d  by other analyses of income and poverty. T i e  

and ~ e n ~ e n  (1988) found that real family imxsnes im=reased markedly for 

blacks, Mexicans, Fuerto Ricans, other Hispanics, American Indians, and 

whites during the 1960s and haeased somewhat for most grcolps during the 

1970s, but declined during the early 1980s. W t  &servers attribute many 

of the gains during the 1960s to the sustained e c o d c  grawth of that 

period, wheras the failure to make much progress in the fight against 

poverty during the 1970s and 1980s is attributed to faltering economic 

growth, rising inflation, and a string of recessions that have marked the 

mst recent period in our history. 

This general trend, huwever, obscures the differaces in the 

experiences of the population groups represented in the table. The 

percentages shown for persons (Panel A) indicate that the poverty rate of 

w h i t e s  was about 20% higher in 1985 than in 1969. The poverty rate of 

blacks was basically the same in both years. The l3ureau of the Census did 

not begin to publish statistics on Hispanics until after 1969, so we 

cannot cmpm the Hispanic poverty rate in the two years. Hawever, the 

poverty rate for Hispanics did hxease 33% between 1979 and 1985. Also, 

the poverty rate varies a m s  Hispanic groups. Forty-three percent of 

Puerto Ricans, 29% of Mexicans, and 22% of other Hispanics had incanes 

belaw the poverty line in 1985. Because the Current Population Surveys 

do not include enough American Indians to permit analyses of this group, 

we do not know the poverty rate for Indians in 1985. The poverty rate for 

Indians did drop between 1969 and 1979. Hawever, the poverty rate for 

Indians who lived in traditional Indian areas and on reservations was 



above the national black poverty rate in 197g2 (Sandefur and S*to, 

1988). 

Panel B shows that the poverty rate for white persons in families 

with female householders changed little between 1969 and 1985, whereas the 

poverty rate for black persons in su& households actually dropped. 

Although gaps in the data prevent us from capring poverty rates in 1969 

and 1985 for Hispanics and American Indians, our most recent data for ea& 

group indicate that the poverty rate among persons living in families with 

female householders is considerably higher than that for all p r ~ ~ n s .  A 

recent analysis by Smith (1988) , using a samewhat different incame 

definition of the poor, shms that the poverty gap between female-headed 

families and intact families was considerably higher in 1980 than in 1940. 

'Ihis suggests, as many scholars have noted, that the problems of these 

persons (both the female householders and their children) deserve special 

attention. 

The next panel contains information on children who are related to 

the householder through blocd, marriage, or adoption. In 1985, 99% of 

black and white children under 18 were in this category. These statistics 

are prhaps the most depressing in Table 1, because they indicate that the 

prevalence of poverty among this group has im=reased since 1969. Among 

white children, the poverty rate increased by over 60% between 1969 and 

1985. The poverty rate did not increase as mu& for black children, but 

remaired at almost three times the rate for white children in 1985. The 

poverty rate among Hispanic children im=reased by over 40% between 1979 

and 1985. This suggests that children are another population group that 

deserves special attention in the future fight against poverty. 



A s  smith (1988) points out, the fate of children and fanale-headed 

families are interconnected. In 1985, for example, children in female- 

headed families accounted for 54% of poor children but only 20% of all 

children (U.S. Wlreau of the Census, 1987, Table 4,  p. 21).  Amng blacks, 

appmximately 50% of children lived in  female-headed families; aver 75% of 

poor black children lived in such families (U.S. Wlreau of the Census, 

1987, Table 4,  p. 22).  

In Table 1 it is only arnong the elderly that we see consistent 

progress throughout the period. The pcxrerty rate arnong the white elderly 

in  1985 was less than half of what it was in 1969, and the pcxrerty rate 

arnong the black elderly was less than two-thirds of its 1969 level. A 

mrmber of reseamhers have examined these diverse trends in society's 

treatment of the elderly and children (see, for example, Smolensky, 

Damiger, and Gottschalk, 1988). A t  least part of the reason has to do 

w i t h  differences in social policy and programs that affect the elderly and 

those that af f e d  children. For vie, social security benefits have 

been indexed to inflation for same time. 'Ihis automatidly pmtects the 

elderly against inflation. AFDC benefits and the wages of mst young 

working parents, on the other hand, are not so indexed. Since these 

programs are of great importance to law-incane children, those children 

have not been pmtected from inflation. 

PWerty Rates Adjusted for Noncash Benefits 

The figures in Table 1 provide some indication of the amount of cash 

income that different population groups have available to them. The 

figures do not, however, give any indication of the effects of noncash 



benefits and resaurces on the lives of these groups. Those effects  are 

important, since most of the im=reases i n  assistance have been i n  the  

noncash benefit programs (food stamps, school lunches, p b l i c  housing, 

Medicaid, Medicare) . For example, in real values means-tested cash 

assistance (AFDC, general assistance, Supplemental Security lhame, and 

means-tested veteransf pensions) rose from $17.8 bil l ion i n  1965 t o  $27.6 

bi l l ion in  1983, an increase of 55%. The market value of noncash 

benefits, on the other hand, rose fmm $6 bil l ion in 1965 to $106 bil l ion 

in 1983, an increase of wer 1600% (U.S. Eiureau of the Census, 1984; 

figures reported here are in 1983 dollars).  An unfortunate feature of 

off ic ia l  poverty statistics is that they do not take into account the 

effects  of these noncash benefits. 

The EUreau of the Census i n  the 1980s has begun to produce a series 

of reports on poverty status adjusting for the value of noncash benefits 

(Estimates of Poverty I n c l u d h  the Value of Noncash -fits). Using the 

m o s t  generaus definition of the value of noncash benefits (the market 

value), one finds that the poverty rate for all persons i n  1983 would be 

reduced from 15.2 to 10.2%, a decrease of 33%. The poverty rate for 

children under 6 goes fmm 25.0 to 18.2% af te r  su& adjustment, a decrease 

of 28%, while the poverty rate for the elderly goes fmm 14.1 to 3.3%, a 

decrease of over 70%. This reflects the larger experditures on Medicare 

($56 bil l ion i n  1983) than on a l l  other noncash transfer programs 

ccanbined. Further, the adjusted poverty rate for white persons i n  1983 is 

8.6%, sl ightly less than the unadjusted poverty rate for  white persons in 

1969. The adjusted poverty rate for black persons i n  1983 is 21.2%, 

considerably luwer than their unadjusted poverty rate in 1969 (32.2%) . 



The greater effect of the in-kind transfer progranrs for black (and also 

Hispanic) persons is due to the lower incomes of minority-gmup members, 

leading to a stronger likelihood of eligibility for noncash transfer 

Programs- 

mere is a great deal of controversy involved in measuring the value 

and impac t  of noncash transfers on well-being and poverty. The soope of 

this paper does not allm time for exploring this debate. Huwever, it is 

important not to forget that our policy tAoices since 1969 have been to 

put our resources into noncash transfers, and our official statistics do 

not take into accourrt the effects of these transfers on poverty. I think 

the appropriate attitude to take is to be disturkd at the official 

statistics, but not to forget that our noncash transfer programs have 

expanded and the official statistics do not take the benefits of these 

programs into account. 

Pwerty Outside the Nation's Central Cities 

Although the Kerner Carranission and much recent work on minority 

poverty has concentrated on urban areas, especially central cities or 

smaller areas within central cities, the poverty rate in nonmetropolitan 

areas remains quite high as well. Table 2 cantains the percentage of 

selected population groups that were below the poverty line in 1985 in 

metropolitan and nolrmetmpolitan a , .  The poverty rates for all persons 

in eat& of the racial/ethnic groups are higher in nonmetropolitan areas 

than in either central cities or metropolitan areas outside the central 

city. Among blacks, the percentage below the poverty line is actually 



Table 2: Fercentage of Individuals belaw the Paverty Line in 
Metmpolitan and Nonmetropo l i tan  Areas, 1985 

Metro: Metro: Nonmetro Total 
O u t s i d e  Central 
Central C i t i e s  
C i t i e s  -- ................................................... 

All Persons 
White 7.4 14.9 15.6 11.4 
B l a c k  21.7 32.1 42.6 31.3 
Mexican NA 30.7 38.7 28.8 
PuertoRican NA 49.4 NA 43.3 

Persons in F a m i l i e s  w i t h  F a d e  Househo lders  
White 20.4 37.8 35.5 29.8 
B l a c k  43.3 53.6 63.9 53.2 
Mexican NA 51.8 61.2 47.3 
PuertoRican NA 74.7 NA 73.1 

Related a l d r e n  Under 18 in F a m i l i e s  
White 9.8 23.6 19.4 15.6 
B l a c k  31.6 45.5 51.4 43.1 
Mexican NA 21.1 45.1 37.4 
PuertoRican NA 16.9 NA 58.6 

Fersons 65 and Over 
White 7.9 11.6 15.1 11.0 
B l a c k  25.7 27.0 47.8 31.3 
Mexican NA 28.1 NA 23.4 
PuertoRican NA NA NA 39.2 

source: U.S.  Wlreau of the Census, Pavertv in the U n i t e d  States: 1985, 
Table 6, pp.27-34, and T a b l e  12, pp. 69-71. 



about one-third higher in m t r o p o l i t a n  areas than i n  metropolitan 

areas. 

The figures for persons i n  f&e-headed families indicate that among 

whites, the prevalence of poverty in 1985 was sl ightly higher i n  central 

cities than in nonmetropolitan areas. For both blacks and Mexicans, 

hmever, the rates in this category are higher in m t r o p o l i t a n  areas 

than in central cities. 

The poverty rate for  w h i t e  children under 18 living i n  families in 

which they are related to the head is higher in centml cities than in 

nonmetropolitan areas. Again, this is nut the case for  blacks 

and Mexicans. Over half of black children in  nonmetmpolitan areas w e r e  

i n  families w i t h  incomes that placed them belm the poverty line. 

For both blacks and whites, the poverty rate of persons 65 and wer 

w a s  higher in nonmetropolitan areas than i n  central cities. Almost 

half of black persons 65 and wer i n  m t r o p o l i t a n  areas lived i n  

families w i t h  incomes belm the pwerty line. 

The point of this camparison is not that the problems of the central 

cities have been exaggerated o r  that our attention should be focused on 

nonmetropolitan areas. Rather, the point is that to focus exclusively on 

central cities ignores other locations i n  w h i c h  poverty is also a serious 

problem: rural areas. F'urther, for  American Indians there is a subset of 

norrmetropolitan areas where  the pwerty rate is extraordinarily high--the 

resenmtions, where in 1980 44.8% of the poplation w a s  belm the paverty 

line (U.S. Wlreau of the Census, 1985). Focusing on what central cities, 

n0nmebqolita.n areas, and resenmtions have i n  commn can perhaps tell us 

more about the causes of poverty than focusing exclusively on central 



cities, even though more of the poor live in central cities than in 

nornnetmpolitan areas. 

~ m F I m ~ s I N C E T H E K E E W E R ~ H T  

The Kerner Canmission made a number of recammendations about how t o  

fight poverty and disadvantage in the central cities of areas. S m  

of these recammdations w e r e  implemented, others w e r e  not. Since 1968, a 

number of other analyses of poverty have off- their suggestions for 

dealing w i t h  these problems. Table 3 contains the recammendations of 

three separate analyses of poverty: the Ke.rner Canmission (1968), the 

Working Seminar on Family and American Welfare Policy (1987), and W i l l i a m  

Julius Wilson (1987). This section of the paper ccrmpares these three sets 

of recosmnendations and examines the evidence regarding their effectiveness 

and viability. Employment, education, welfare policy, and health are the 

areas discussed. 

Emplayment 

Both the IGemer Canmission and Wilson placed a great deal of emphasis 

on e c o d c  grcrwth and the creation of private sector jabs. To this 

general reccsnmendation, Wilson adds the idea that the United States needs 

to haease its competitiveness in the world economy, thereby preventing 

the loss of jobs to other countries. 'Ihe f a d  that the 1960s marked the 

period during which m o s t  of the gains against poverty w e r e  made suggests 

that economic gruwth is one of, i f  nut the most, important strategies for 

fighting poverty. Unfortunately, it has also turned out to be one of the 

m c 6 t  difficult  aims t o  achieve. A s  Gramlich (1986, p. 343) points out: 



Table 3: Alternative Pmposals for Dealing with Pwerty in Ur3xm Areas 

Working 

(1987) 

Wilson 
(1987) 

A. Employment 
1. Economic grawth 1. Require people 1. Economic grawth 

to work 
2. Azblic jobs 2. Im=rease 

competitiveness 
3. Training 3. Training 
4. Child care 4. Child care 
5. Recruit minorities 5. Relocation 

assistance 

B. Ectucation 
1. Eliminate 1. Role of families 

segregation and churches 
2. Ensure quality 2. Schools should 

education in ghetto impose high 
3. Improved cammity- standards 

school relations 
4. Expmdedopportuni- 

ties for higher 
education 

C. Welfare 
1. Unifoxm national 1. Work -ts 1. Standard AFDC 

level of assistance benefit ad jus- 
ted for 
inflation 

2. Long-term: 2. Transitional 2. Child support 
waranteed lhc0me cash benefits assurarx=e 

Program 
3. Child care 3. Tax breaks for law- 3. Family 

wage earness alluwance 
4. Allaw state and 4. Child care 

local innovation 

D. Health 
1. Discussion of 1. Cited lack of 

health problem insuram=e 



I1The frustrations involved in economists' search to find ways of 

stirdating employment are immense and long-standing. . . .vigorous beams 

cannot be created. l1 Another side of this, as Gramlich notes, is that 

recessions are disastrcxls for the poor and the near poor, and are to be 

avoided to the extent that we can do so. 

The I@rner Carranission called for the creation of public jobs to 

supplement new and existing jabs in the private sector. The decade of the 

1970s was a period in which a number of different approaches to creating 

qloyment were undertaken. Same programs were designed to wmbat 

structural unemployment, i.e., unemployment among those who were never 

enplayed or who had been displaced by changes in local econcnnies. Others 

were designed to wmbat cyclical unemployment--that due to the recessions 

of the 1970s. 

Described by Bassi and Ashenfelter (1986), the programs of the mid- 

1960s and early 1970s (e.g., Job Corps, Neighborhood Youth Corps, and 

Operation Mains-) w e r e  targeted at minorities, welfare recipients, 

low-imxane youth, the elderly, and other hard-to-employ groups. The 

recession of 1970-71 shifted attention froan the long-term employability 

problenrs of the disadvantaged to the problems of the cyclically 

menployed. Although the original version of the Comprehensive Employment 

and Training Act (CEI1A) in 1973 focused on training, the deep recession of 

1974-75 produced a new emphasis on public service employment. The 1978 

version of CEIA reduced the role of public service employment, and in 1982 

the Job Training Partnership Act (JTPA) replaced CEIIA. JTPA has no funds 

for public service employment. 



The widence on the effectiveness of pblic sector qloyment is 

summarized in Bassi and Ashenfelter (1986). It is important to realize 

that a very small proportion of the disadvantaged participated in 

qloyment and training programs. The findings indicated that the 

individuals who benefited most fram participation in CEIlA (in the training 

or employment components) were the mst disadvantaged with the least 

amount of previous labor market experience. F'urther, women benefited more 

f m  participation in CFTA than m ;  in fact, participation in CECA did 

not appear to result in post program gains in eamhgs f o r m  at all. 

This is a v t l y  due to the fact that the major effect of participation 

is to imrease hours worked rather than to inmeas! the wage earned. 

Although there appear to be real gains to the disadvantaged from public 

sector employment programs, it is important to balance these effects 

against the possible loss of jobs to nondisadvantaged individuals--a 

substitution or displacement effect. Bassi and Ashenfelter report that 

both structural and countercyclical employment programs resulted in some 

substitution, with countercyclical prugrams resulting in more 

substitution. They point out that "progranr; that have high substitution 

rates (and are, therefore, popular with local governments) are unpopular 

with unions" (Bassi and Ashenfelter, 1986, p. 149). 

Both the Kerner cammission and Wilson called for additional support 

of training programs for the disadvantaged. Again, the evidence suggests 

that the training programs of the late 1960s and 1970s were effective in 

-ing the post program earnings of the most disadvantaged 

participants. Bassi and Ashenfelter (1986, p. 149) conclude: tlThere is 

scane indication that programs providing intensive (and expensive) 



investment in each participant, such as the Job Corps and the Sqprted 

Work Demnstration, have, at least for same groups of the disadvantaged, 

more than paid for themselves frum a society-wide point of view.Iv 

Although the lack of program effects among men must be seen as 

discouraging, the empirical evidence provides m r t  for training 

targeted at disadvantaged and luw-skilled individuals. 

Both the Kerner Commission and Wilson called for improvemmts in the 

availability and quality of child care. The lack of adequate child care 

was recognized as a barrier to employment by the more conservative working 

Seminar. UnfortuMtely, few people have offered c o m b  suggestions 

concedng to improve the availability and quality of child care. The 

general liberal position seem to be that if we were to increase the 

availability of lw-skilled jobs and child care, many people, especially 

wmm on AFDC, would be able to escape frum pwerty and leave the public 

assistance rolls. Few have given much thought to huw mu& this combined 

effort would cast. Gramlich (1986) suggests that the cast of increasing 

the availability of jok and child care to enable (or compel) AFDC 

recipients to work would be mughly twice the cast of the existing AnXl 

Program- 

Bath the Kerner Canmission and Wilson were concerned with minority 

access to jobs. They differed in identifying the cause of access, which 

d t e d  in quite different suggestions about huw to improve it. The 

Camdssion perceived a great deal of discrimination and racism in the 

labor market and felt that increased effort. to recruit minorities for 

public sector and private sector positions were needed to overcome these 

barriers. wilson, on the other hand, felt that the old barriers due to 



skin color were no longer the major problem. In his view, the social and 

physical isolation of urban blacks must be attacked. 

Since the report of the Kerner ~ s s i o n ,  the rules and guidelines 

of affirmative action have been used in an attempt to im=rease the 

empl-t of minorities and women in jobs and organizations where they 

have been historically underrepresenkd. Although affirmative action has 

been widely attacked fram both the right and left, the evidence indicates 

that it was successful in meeting its limited goal: the -1-t of 

minorities and wanen. Leonard (1984, 1985) has carefully examined the 

evidence on the implementation and outcams. Both he and the General 

Accounting Off ice (GAO) report that affirmative action has been poorly 

implemented. This has not, however, prevented it fram impwing the 

representation of minorities in fhns that receive gmernment contracts 

and in fhns that must file reports with the Ecpal  Eqloyment Opportunity 

Canmission (EMX3) . Affirmative action has not, on the other hand, led to 
sustained wage grmth among minority- members (Smith and Welch, 

1986) . 
Wilson has damplayed the importance of affirmative action. This 

seems to be due in part to his view that it does not deal with the 

problems of the most disadvantaged and in part to his view that in order 

to deal with the problems of disadvantaged urban blacks, we must develop 

universal programs that enjoy the s u p p r t  and ccmnnitment of a broad 

constituency. He does state, however, that "this wmld Certainly not mean 

the abardonmnt of race-specific policies that embody either the principle 

of equality of individual rights or that of group rightsw (Wilson, 1987, 

p. 124). 



The evidence does indicate that affirmative action has been most 

beneficial to young, educated minority-gmup members (Smith and Welch, 

1986). Wilson believes that we should emphasize programs that help the 

poor take advantage of joke in the private sector. This would include 

both relocation assistance and transitional employm&t benefits, i . e. , the 
gwemmmt would prwide assistance to help urban blacks relocate to where 

joke were and provide benefits until they became established. 

For those who are interested in the viability of relocation 

assistance, there is both a precedent for and evidence about the 

effectiveness of relocation. E!eginmhq in the early 1950s and continuing 

into the 1980s, the federal gwernment provided assistance to Ameican 

Indians to relocate from reservations and depressed rural areas to urban 

areas where joke were more plentiful. A number of urban areas were 

selected as relocation centers, and many Indians relocated wer the years. 

Although these prograrrrs were very controversial, an analysis sponsored by 

the Brookings Institution (Sorkin, 1972) s h m  that relocation was 

beneficial to a nunber of American Indians, i.e., they were better off 

than individuals with similar characteristics who m i n e d  on 

reservations. Relocation was detrimental in many ways as well, since it 

disruptel the family and cammunity ties on which Indians have 

traditionally relied. 

-cation 

Both the Kerner ~ s s i o n  and the Working Seminar placed a great 

deal of eqhsis on schools and education as possible solutions to the 

problems of the poor. Wilson, on the other hand, mentions education only 



in passing, and makes no specific praposals for impming education and 

educational opportunities. As one would expect, the proposals of the 

cmmission and the Working Seminar are quite differe.nt. The former 

suggested that efforts be made to elbinate segregation, ensure quality 

education in the inner city, impme wnununity-school relations, and 

expand opportunities for higher education. The Working Seminar, on the 

other hand, suggested that families and churches should be more involved 

in the socialization and education of children, and that schools should 

impose high standards on all students. 

There is still a great deal of contraversy aver whether school 

desegregation benefits black children. Glazer (1986) reports that studies 

of the effects of school desegregation indicate that the educational 

benefits for black children are quite small. Jencks (1986) argues that 

the finding of small effects is partly due to the fact that the studies 

almost always focus on the first year of desegregation, and that studies 

that look beyond the first year find educational benefits at least as 

laqe as those froau Head Start and Title I. 

The evidence nqanfhg efforts to ;nPme education for minority and 

disadvantaged children is also conflicting. Glazer (1986) argues that 

resear& results indicate that preschool and elementary prcgram are more 

effective than high school prcgrams. In his view, this justifies an 

enphasis on the former programs. Jencks finds the evidence unconvincing. 

He states: I1All in all, the d a t i v e  record of twenty years of research 

on these issues is not terribly impressive, primarily because federal 

agencies have seldom sponsored the kinds of long-term studies we would 

need to answer such questions11 (Jencks, 1986, p. 179). 



Both the Kerner Carranision and the Working Seminar euphasized the 

importance of ccmmwnity involvement in the schools. We know even less 

about the effects of cmmmity involvement on test scores than we know 

about the effects of desegregation and cmpensatory educational progrants. 

We do know that one effect of bilingual educational programs and special 

educational programs for Indian students has been to im=reaSe the 

involvement of Hispanic and Indian parents in the public schools 

(Sandefur, 1988). Most observers assume that this will lead to 

inpmements in the educational achievement of the children. 

T h e  Working seminar also emphasized the importance of high standards 

in the public schools. Bell (1984) is another observer who has argued 

that the successful schools are those with ustmngll principals and good 

cmmunity-school relations. The evidence on the success of su& schools 

is laqely anecdotal, huwever, and we have no firm empirical evidence to 

shaw that we can inpme educational performance by sinply imposing high 

standards. 

Although the Kemer Carranision put a good deal of emphasis on 

e q a r d i q  higher educational opportunities, neither the Wrking Seminar 

nor Wilson have devoted systematic attention to this issue. Both seem to 

see higher education as beyond the grasp of the most disadvantaged, and 

thus not a potential solution to their problem. D ~ i n g  the late 1960s 

and early 1970s, a great deal of emphasis was placed on expudhg higher 

educational opportunities. T h e  political climate sim=e the late 1970s has 

not sup&orted sustained investment in scholarships and financial aid. 

Them is sarne evidence that these cutbacks have had a deleteriaus effect 



on the college attendance of disadvantaged youngsters (Hauser, 1987a, 

1987b) 3.  

Social Welfare Policy 

Although the underlying aim of all three sets of praposals reviewed 

here was to reduce the need for welfare through im=reaSing the human 

capital and jab opportunities for disadvantaged individuals, each set also 

contained same recoanmendations about the social welfare sysM.  The 

Kemer C d s s i o n  mcomended that a uniform national level of assistance 

be established, and that this assistance be financed q l e t e l y  a t  the 

federal level. Ws temporary measure w a s  t o  be follmed by the 

implementation of a guaranteed inane or negative income tax.4 Wilson 

mde a similar suggestion, although his proposal was more narmw: 

establishing a national standard AFDC benefit that would be adjusted 

yearly for inflation. In addition, Wilson advocated the devdopnent of a 

national Child Support Assurance Program, such as the Wisconsin child 

sqqprt experiment designed by Irwin Garfinbl and colleagues a t  the 

Institute for F&sear& on Pwerty, thmugh which the absent parents of 

children would be required t o  pay child support. Uniform awards would be 

paid for by the absent parent, with gwenmmt supplementation i f  

necessary. Wilson also advocated the developent of a family allawam=e 

such as that pruvided in same western European countries. 

The welfare reform proposals of the Working Seminararemuch 

different fman those of the Kerner Conmission and Wilson. The major 

emphasis of the Seminar was on work requhmmts and sanctions. That is, 

it q e s  that all individuals who receive welfare and who are able to 



work should be required to do so; those who refuse to do so should be 

sanctioned thmqh withholding benefits. Cash assistance should be viewed 

as tttransitionaltt in mst cases, i . e. , every effort should be made to get 
people off this assistance. 

The Working Seminar also differed fram the Kerner Cornmission and 

Wilson in its views of federal vs. local control of welfare policy. 

Although the Working Seminar saw scrrrre utility in federally set benefit 

levels, its members felt that it was preferable to allm states and local 

gw-ts to ~ i m e n t  and innmate with program and benefit levels. 

Finally, the Working Seminar arqued that lm-imxane workers should be 

treated better by the tax system than they presently are, a view that is 

shared by many other analysts (see, for example, miger, 1988). In sum, 

the Working Seminar felt that work should be required and rewarded and 

that failure to work should be sanctioned. 

'Ihese three proposals, as well as others, to reform social welfare 

policy strike a responsive cord in most Americans who feel the current 

system is inefficient and ineffective, if not duwnright harmful. Few 

scholars have taken a serious look at what aspects of the current system 

seem worth retaining, what aspects should be modified, and what aspects 

should be completely discarded. 'Ihose that have done so suggest that 

there are features of the current welfare system that are worth 

retaining. ~anziger, Haveman, and Plotnick (1986, p. 74) argue that Itthe 

incane supprt strategy of the past two decades has worked. Pmviding 

cash and in-kind transfers has reduced the extent of both poverty and 

income disparities across age and racial groups.It In regard to state and 

local experimenhtion, Ellwood and Summers (1986, p. 97) conclude that 



.I 

I%e have been engaged in an experiment aver the past ten years. 'Ibis 

experiment has been carried out at the expense of single mkhers, and 

its results can be judged a failure. We have cut back AFDC benefits 

considerably. There has been no.noticeable effect on family 

structure or work. We can be sure, hawever, that its impact on the 

well-being of single mkhers was noticed by the families. We have 

also conducted an experiment in allawing benefits to vary across 

states for years. Here, too, there is little evidence that these 

differences had any noticeable effect on work or family structure. 

These two authors also argue that there is no evidence that gaverment 

transfer policies are respnsible for the law rates of labor force 

participation by black youth. 

Health 

The K.erner ccmmission pointed to the poor health conditions in the 

central cities, but made no specific recammendations for dealing with 

them. The Working Seminar pointed out that lack of health insumme among 

law-wage earners was a problem, h t  suggestd no specific programs for 

dealing with this problem. There is a considerable amount of evidence 

concerning the health problem of minority-group mnbxs in the United 

States. Nickens (1986) n?cently sumarized same of the major health 

pmblems facing minority-group members in the United States. First, black 

mortdLity rates are substantially worse, and Hispanic and Native American 

rates are sanewhat worse, than t h e  of ihites. Second, minorities are 

less likely than whites to have health insmame and more likely to have 

other problem in gaining access to health care. Part of the access 



problems faced by minorities are also faced by low-imcnne whites (Starr, 

1986). 

Starr (1986) anpes that insurance coverage should be provided to 

everyone, and that the costs of doing so are not prohibitive. He also 

argues that one of the programs developed in the late 1960s, camunity 

health centers, offers a god approach for improving access amoq the 

urban poor. Evidence cited by Starr and provided by Okada and Wan (1980) 

indicated that these centers provided better health care at 1uwe.r costs to 

those in the central city than did other arrangements. Clinics operated 

by the Indian Health Service or individual tribes on Indian reservations 

have also had a god record of improving health care delivery to this 

group (Sandefur, 1988). Conseqyently, a combination of health insurance 

and camunity health centers in disadvantaged areas would be a god way to 

improve the health of minority-gmup mmbers and low-im=ame whites. 

SUMMARY AND 03NCLUSIONS 

The Kemer Carranission, the Working Seminar, and Wilson have 

concentrated on urban areas. The reasons for this are clear in the case 

of the IQxner Ccaranission, sixe its charge was to examine conditions in 

cities. The Working Seminar anfi Wilson, though they have quite different 

ideological orientations, share an underlying assmption that problems in 

urban areas are more serious. The Working Seminargoessofarastosay 

that Itpoor white children in rural  areas are probably not suffering under 

the harsh conditions most poor black children meet in urban areas.I1 This 

may or may not be true; it is an empirical question that is worthy of 

careful investigation. It is not e m q h  for individuals on different 



sides of this issue to quote anecdotes a t  one another, for it is too easy 

to find -1es of harsh conditions in  rural areas, urban areas, and on 

Indian reservations. It is my p i t i o n  that a continued focus on urban 

minority poverty may lead us to wrong co~lus ions .  ~irst, h m e r ,  l e t  me 

demnstrate why it is so terq&ing to focus on the central cities as the 

seat of a l l  problems. 

Table 4 contains infonnation on the residential concentration of 

poverty m n g  different minority groups. It is, unfortuMtely, not 

possible to examine the situation for American Indians in 1985, since the 

cff does not provide adequate infomtion on this group. Table 4 

indicates that a little wer one-third of white poor l ive in central 

cities and a little less than one-third l ive in nonmetropolitan areas. 

This means that slightly less than one-third l ive in the residual 

category-metropolitan areas outside the central city. A very small 

percentage of the white poor are concentrated in poverty areas in either 

the central city or nonmetropolitan areas. This is not the situation for 

the minority groups in Table 4. Over 60 percent of the black poor l ive in 

central cities, and almost 50 percent l ive in central-city poverty areas. 

Over 50 percent of the poor of Mexican descent l ive in central cities and 

almost one-third live in central-city pcxrerty areas. l k e e q m r k ~  of 

the A z e r b  Rican poor live in central-city pcxrerty areas. Consequently, 

it is very tenpting to fccus on inner cities as the major prcblem area. 

However, the figures in the bottam ruw of Table 4 indicate that by doing 

so, we are examining less than one-quarter of the total poor population. 

m-qumkrs  of the poor in the United States l ive outside central city 

Werty areas* 



Table 4: ?he Concatration of Pwerty, 1985 

Femmtage ==='We Femxntage -tage 
of the Poor of the Poor of the Poor of the  Poor 
inCerrtral i n ~ o r m ~ t r o -  incentral- i n N o r r m e t r o -  
C i t i e s  politan Areas City Pwerty politan 

Areasa Werty 
A r e a s a  

Whites 35.5 32.6 14. 2b 9.7b 

Blacks 60.9 22.5 47.4b 14.5~ 

Mexican 54.8 15.1 31.3 7.1 

Puerto Rican 89.0 NA 75.5 NA 

Total populationc 42.9 29.6 23. 8b 11.2~ 

N o t e :  With the exceptions indicated by note b, these figures are based on 
individuals and are compted from information in Tables 6 and 12 in U.S. 
Wlreau of the Census, Pwertv in the United States: 1985. 

aPwerty areas are defined i n  tenns of census tracts (in metropolitan 
areas) or minor civil divisions (tamships, dis t r ic ts ,  etc. in 
norrmetropolitan areas) in which 20% or more of the population was belaw 
the poverty level i n  1979, based on the 1980 Census. 

hese  figures are based on families and are computed using information 
froan Table 16, pp. 78-88, in Poverty in the United States: 1985. 

1985, 29.6% of the mnpoor lived in central cities and 21.5% of the 
nonpoor lived in mmlitan areas. So 51.2% of the  mnpoor, but only 
27.5% of the poor, lived in mehapolitan areas outside central cities. 



More important, a focus on the causes of poverty m n g  the central- 

city population may lead us to conclude that unique features of these 

areas are the scxlrce of the problem. Before reaching this conclusion, we 

need to ask ourselves mether there are common features of disa-hged 

central-city and nonmetropolitan areas that account for poverty. That is, 

it could be that more poor people j&e in central cities, but that the 

basic causes of poverty are similar in both geographical 

Table 5 contains sane information from the 1980 Census that allows us 

to ccanpare k y  characteristics of the populations in central cities, 

metropolitan areas outside the central cities, and nonmetropolitan areas. 

The advantage of using the 1980 Census information is that it allows us to 

look at American Indians as well as wfiites, blacks, and Hispanics. 

Factors that are often mentioned as unique to central cities are a very 

young population, a high prevalence of female-headed families, law rates 

of labor force participation, and high rates of unemployment. The figures 

in Table 5 shaw that for each racial/ethnic group, the median age of the 

population is actually luwer in nonmetroplitan areas than in central 

cities. The prevalence of female-headed families is higher in central 

cities for each group, but the percentage of the papulation 16 and aver 

that is in the labor force is higher in central cities than in 

noInnetmpolitan areas. For blacks, the unemplayment rate was slightly 

higher in central cities than in normretropolitan areas, but for the other 

groups, the unemployment rate was slightly--and in the case of American 

Indians considerably--higher in nonmetmpolitan areas than in central 

cities. Consequently, the population characteristics, labor market 

characteristics, and poverty rates of bath places suggest that we should 



Table 5: Population and Labor Market Characteristics of Persons in 
Various Geographicdl Areas, 1980 

Median Age Percentage Fercentage 
of Families of m a -  
w i t h  Femle tion 16 and 
Heads Over in the 

Labor Force 

Whites 
Central cities 31.8 14.7 62.0 
Metro, outside 
central cities 31.0 10.0 64.5 

Nonmetmpolitan 31.2 9.0 58.2 

Blacks  
Central cities 25.4 41.6 59.2 
Metro, outside 
central cities 24.6 30.2 64.9 

Nonmetropolitan 23.9 31.8 53.2 

American Indians 
Central cities 24.9 28.9 62.9 
Metro, outside 
central cities 24.8 18.6 64.0 

Nonmetropolitan 21.5 22.4 52.7 

Hispanics 
Central cities 23.5 24.3 62.3 
Metro, outside 
central cities 23.2 14.5 66.5 

Nonmetropolitan 21.9 14.1 58.5 

Percentage 
of Labor 
Force 16 
and Over 
unemplo~d 

-- 

Source: U.S. Wlreau of the Census, Census of the Fomlation. 1980: 
General Social and E c o d c  Characteristics, Tables 140, 141, 143, 144, 
149, 150, 151, 153, 154, and 159. 



determine whether the causes of poverty are similar. This d d  lead us 

to even more universal solutions and programs to deal with poverty than 

those envisioned by Wilson. The evidence in Table 5 does not demonstrate 

this conclusively, but it does suggest that the question deserves more 

attention than it is receiving in c=urrent and policy disc=ussions. 

The evidence current and prqposed policies q e s t  same 

mdest and cautious conclusions. First, sane policies that are currently 

under attack deserve to be defended. These include AFDC, af finnative 

action, and school desegregation. I find very campelling the wrqument of 

Ellwood and Summers (1986) that we have experimented with law and state- 

varying AFDC benefits long enough, and heartily support their 

-tion and that of Wilson (1987), Danziger (1988) , and others that 

a national standard AFDC benefit level be set, and that this benefit be 

adjusted for inflation ~ r 3 - i  year. The evidence suggests that affirmative 

action has been successful in meeting its limited goals and deserves to be 

retained as a mechanism for impwing the access of minorities to 

enploymmt opportunities. The major failure in affirmative action appears 

to be that it has not been implemented fomfully enough. The evidence 

also indicates that school desegregation may be an effective way to 

impwe the educational opportunities of minority children. 

Research suggests that we also reconsider policies that have fallen 

into political disfavor. These include camunity health centers, training 

programs for unskilled, disadvantaged workers, and public sector 

-1-t programs. If these pmqrans are developed in ways that make it 

clear they are directed at all disadvantaged individuals, white and 



nonwhite, and in metropolitan a d  norrmetmpolitan areas, they may kecane 

politically viable once more. 

Finally, our experience with past innovations indicates that we 

should carefully evaluate new ideas before proceeding with large scale 

implementation. Workfare programs that require individuals to work or 

participate in training have beccane popular among both liberals and 

conservatives because they prwide training opportunities, which pleases 

liberals, but also enforce work w t s ,  which pleases conservatives. 

We are beginning to accumulate a body of evidence on what kinds of 

Workfare programs are most effective. Pmgrams to e x p a d  health insurance 

caverage are in the experimental stage in Wisconsin and elsewhere, and we 

will gradually accumulate evidence on the costs and effectiveness of such 

programs. Workfare and health insumme programs may becane new tools in 

the fight against poverty, but we should proceed cautiously with their 

evaluation and implementation. 



Ncms 

b e  other Hispanics include individuals of Cuban, Central American 

and South American descent. Hispanics may be of any race. 

2Part of the imp-ement for Indians may have been due to changes in 

self-identif ication that occurred between 1969 and 1979 (Passel and 

Berman, 1985) . There was little change in self-identification in 
traditional Indian areas. 

3Hauser's conclusion that cutbacks in financial aid may help account 

for the decline in the proportion of recent black high school graduates 

who attended college between 1977 and 1983 is based on his finding that 

other factors, including family inccune, do not explain the decline. 

4The Kerner Report contained more detailed recmmdations for 

changes in several aspects of the welfare system in place in 1968: 

standards of assistance, extension of AFDC-UP, financing, work hcmtives 

and training, removal of freeze on recipients, restrictions on 

eligibility, and miscellaneous other features. I have focused on what I 

considered to be the key elements of these proposals in my discussion in 

the text. 

5 ~ t  is important to m i z e  that I am talking about poverty and not 

about other features of central-city life such as drug use and crime. 

T h e ,  and other central-city problems, may require solutions that are 

dFrected specif idly at central cities. 
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