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“In 2000, a poor

individual was

more likely to live

in a poor or very

poor neighbor-

hood in the 

Los Angeles

region than in 

the rest of the

country.”

Center on Urban and Metropolitan Policy

■ The poor population in the Los
Angeles region has become more
geographically concentrated over the
past three decades. The proportion of
the region’s poor individuals who live
in poor neighborhoods—with poverty
rates of at least 20 percent—doubled
over 30 years, from 29 percent in 1970
to 57 percent in 2000.

■ Areas outside inner-city Los Angeles
experienced the most rapid
increases in poor neighborhoods,
especially during the 1990s. Between
1970 and 2000, the percentage of poor
neighborhoods in suburban Los Ange-
les County quadrupled; it tripled in
surrounding counties, and remained
relatively constant in inner-city Los
Angeles.

■ The racial-ethnic and immigration
characteristics of poor neighbor-
hoods changed markedly over the
three decades, reflecting regionwide

changes. The Latino proportion of the
population living in very poor neighbor-
hoods—with neighborhood poverty
rates of at least 40 percent—increased
more than threefold between 1970 and
2000, while the black share of the pop-
ulation living in very poor neighbor-
hoods declined dramatically.

■ More of the region’s neighborhoods
became poor in the 1990s than in
prior decades. International migration
to the Los Angeles region played a
major role in the development of poor
neighborhoods in the 1970s and
1980s, but contributed far less to their
growth in the 1990s.

■ Employment in very poor neighbor-
hoods increased considerably in the
1980s and 1990s, while single par-
enthood declined. The labor force
participation gap between very poor
and non-poor neighborhoods shrank by
one-half over the three decades.

In the past three decades, the Los Angeles region has witnessed a large-scale spatial reor-
ganization of poverty. Where once concentrated poverty was confined to neighborhoods in
the inner-city, it has since spread to the suburbs. This shifting concentration of poor neigh-
borhoods is driven mainly by immigration and broader changes in the regional economy.
Increasing economic mobility for second and subsequent generations of immigrants
through education is the region's key challenge.

Findings
An analysis of poor neighborhoods in the Los Angeles region between 1970 and 2000 indi-
cates that:

The Trajectory of Poor
Neighborhoods in Southern
California, 1970-2000
Shannon McConville and Paul Ong1



I. Introduction

G
rowing economic inequality
remains one of the nation’s
most pressing problems.
After controlling for the

effects of the business cycle, there is a
clear, long-term trend of a “widening
divide” between rich and poor.2 Several
factors have contributed to this trend,
including global competition, rapid
technological change, industrial
restructuring, increasing returns to
education, and demographic shifts in
the workforce, including high levels of
immigration.

The impact of rising inequality has
not affected people and places evenly.
Residential and economic segregation
in most metropolitan areas often result
in the poor being constrained to high-
poverty neighborhoods—with poverty
rates greater than 20 percent—and
often disproportionately composed of
minority groups and immigrants.
These poor neighborhoods may have
few institutional and social resources,
and neighborhood poverty may have
deleterious effects on a number of
health and social outcomes.3

Researchers have documented that
concentrated poverty in metropolitan
America—that is, the number and
population of neighborhoods where at
least 40 percent of people live below
the poverty line—increased during the
1970s and 1980s, but declined dra-
matically in the 1990s.4 Southern 
California, however, failed to share in
this recent improvement. Most studies
that examine poor neighborhoods are
based on metropolitan areas in the
Northeast and Midwest. Given the
very different physical and economic
growth trends that prevail in the 
Western United States, these analyses
likely fail to capture the dynamics of
neighborhood poverty in the greater
Los Angeles region.

With these differences in mind, our
study analyzes the changing spatial
distribution of poverty in greater Los
Angeles over the past 30 years, focus-

ing on trends in Los Angeles, Orange,
Riverside, San Bernardino, and Ven-
tura counties. We examine the loca-
tion of poor neighborhoods across the
five-county region between 1970 and
2000, and pinpoint where poor neigh-
borhoods have grown the most quickly.
We explore the changing demographic
characteristics of poor neighborhoods,
including the factors associated with
changes to neighborhood poverty lev-
els. We also investigate the extent to
which continued immigration to the
region is associated with the emer-
gence of concentrated poverty over the
period. By better understanding the
characteristics and dynamics of poor
neighborhoods in greater Los Angeles,
the region’s policymakers and commu-
nity leaders can formulate more effec-
tive interventions to address the
problems facing residents of disadvan-
taged neighborhoods.5

II. Background

T
here are several factors that
distinguish Southern Califor-
nia from other parts of the
United States. The following

five factors drive our interest in
poverty trends in this region.6

Significant population growth
Unlike many metropolitan areas in the
Northeastern and Midwestern United
States, the five-county Los Angeles
region experienced significant popula-
tion growth between 1970 and 1990.
Greater Los Angeles grew by 46 per-
cent during that time, more than twice
the rate of population growth nation-
ally, and roughly 10 times that in the
Northeast and Midwest. Growth in the
region slowed somewhat in the 1990s,
although it still kept pace with the
nation’s 13 percent growth over the
decade. Today, more than 16 million
people live in greater Los Angeles,
more than in the entire state of FL.

Substantial racial-ethnic 
diversity
In contrast to metropolitan areas in
the Northeast and Midwest that are
characterized by largely white and
black populations, Southern California
has significant numbers of Latinos and
Asians, as well as whites and blacks.
Roughly 40 percent of the five-county
population identifies as Latino, 39
percent as white, 10 percent as Asian,
and 7 percent as black. Although resi-
dential segregation levels are high, the
region’s suburban areas (those outside
the City of Los Angeles) are home to
similarly high proportions of ethnic
Latinos and Asians. As a result, in
1980 and 1990, poverty was less con-
centrated in the urban core than in
other major metropolitan areas, and
poor neighborhoods were more ethni-
cally diverse.

Continued immigration
Southern California emerged as a new
“Ellis Island” in the latter half of the
twentieth century. From 1970 to 2000,
the number of immigrants in greater
Los Angeles increased by more than 4
million, and by 2000, 31 percent of
the region’s population was foreign-
born, compared with 11 percent
nationally. As of 2000, one-third of
foreign-born individuals in the five-
county area had lived in the United
States for fewer than 10 years.

Increasing poverty
Although the national poverty rate has
remained relatively steady over the
past 30 years, at between 12 and 14
percent, the poverty rate in Southern
California rose from 10 percent in
1970 to over 15 percent in 2000. This
translates to 1.5 million more people
in poverty in the five-county region
since 1970. Los Angeles County drove
much of this rise; home to 60 percent
of the region’s total population, the
county saw a substantially higher
poverty rate from 1980 onward than
other counties in the region (Table 1).
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Increasing concentration of
poverty
As noted earlier, although the share of
the nation’s poor who live in high-
poverty neighborhoods declined rather
dramatically during the 1990s, this
was not the case in the Los Angeles
region. In fact, Los Angeles and Wash-
ington, DC, were the only two major
U.S. areas in which poverty became
more concentrated over the decade.
California’s trend may be explained, in
part, by the protracted recession that
the region suffered during the early
1990s, when closures in the aerospace
industry resulted in the loss of many
high paid, blue-collar jobs. The eco-
nomic recovery that occurred in the
later part of the 1990s may have been
insufficient to reverse the concentra-
tion of poverty that occurred during
the first part of the decade.

III. Methodology

T
o analyze the dynamics of
neighborhood poverty in the
Los Angeles region, we use
decennial census data from

1970 to 2000.7 Key characteristics of
our method follow.

Defining neighborhoods
We treat census tracts as neighbor-
hoods. The U.S. Census Bureau
defines census tracts as “relatively
homogenous areas with respect to

population characteristics, economic
status and living conditions.” Census
tracts in urban areas typically contain
about 4,000 to 5,000 people, and
although tracts do not always replicate
neighborhoods as they are understood
by urban dwellers, they serve as good
approximations.8

Measuring poverty
We use poverty rates to classify neigh-
borhoods. A neighborhood’s poverty
rate is defined as the total number of
persons living in families and nonfami-
lies with annual incomes below the
federal poverty level, as a percentage
of the total population for whom
poverty status is determined.9

Classifying neighborhoods
We classify neighborhoods in the
greater Los Angeles area into one of
three categories: non-poor, poor, and
very poor. Other research provides
guidelines for assessing neighborhood
distress based on poverty concentra-
tions. The U.S. Census Bureau uses
poverty rates of at least 20 percent to
designate “poverty areas,” and we
adopt that criterion to define poor
neighborhoods.10 In his seminal work,
The Truly Disadvantaged, William
Julius Wilson defines “urban under-
class” as those residing in neighbor-
hoods with poverty rates of at least 
40 percent.11 That threshold defines
very poor neighborhoods in our analy-

sis. We refer to the remainder of the
region’s neighborhoods as non-poor,
although nearly all contain at least
some people living below the poverty
line. 

Other research uses composite
measures that combine poverty with
several other indicators, such as job-
lessness and welfare receipt, to catego-
rize neighborhoods.12 Rather than
using these factors to construct the
measure of distress, we examine simi-
lar outcomes within poor neighbor-
hoods over time.

If poor individuals were evenly dis-
tributed across the region, there would
be no neighborhoods with poverty
rates above 20 percent. In reality, the
poor are distributed unevenly across
regions, particularly in Southern Cali-
fornia, creating areas of concentrated
poverty. Concentrated poverty, in turn,
creates additional barriers that stem
from the nature of the institutional
and social structures available in high-
poverty neighborhoods. 

City versus suburbs
To quantify changes in poverty con-
centrations between “suburbs” and
“city,” we face the thorny task of delin-
eating the central city of Los Angeles.
The Los Angeles region differs from
many Northeastern and Midwestern
metropolitan areas because it does not
adhere to a simple central city-suburb
dichotomy. Rather, the region has sev-
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Table 1. Poverty Rates, Los Angeles region versus California and Nation, 1970–2000

County 1970 1980 1990 2000
Los Angeles County 10.7% 13.4% 15.1% 17.9%
Orange County 6.4% 7.3% 8.5% 10.3%
Riverside County 13.2% 11.4% 11.5% 14.2%
San Bernardino County 11.7% 11.1% 12.6% 15.8%
Ventura County 9.0% 8.0% 7.3% 9.2%
Southern California 10.4% 11.8% 13.1% 15.6%

California 11.1% 11.4% 12.5% 14.2%
U.S. 13.7% 12.4% 13.1% 12.4%



eral distinct areas, some of which look
more like central cities and others that
look more like suburbs.13 Using the
City of Los Angeles boundary alone to
define inner-city Los Angeles is prob-
lematic because areas such as the San
Fernando Valley are contained within
the city limits but are far more compa-
rable from a physical and demographic
standpoint with suburban areas. Like-
wise, there are cities apart from Los
Angeles that surround the downtown
area, such as Compton and East Los
Angeles, that share more characteris-
tics with the central city than with
suburbs. 

To portray the city-suburb distinc-
tion in the Los Angeles region, we rely
on Pastor’s classification of 1990
PUMAs (Public Use Microdata Areas)
in Los Angeles County. He uses vari-
ous demographic and economic char-
acteristics to construct a geographic
definition of inner-city Los Angeles.14

In addition to several neighborhoods
in the City of Los Angeles, this inner-
city classification also includes the fol-
lowing areas outside the city:
unincorporated East Los Angeles,
Huntington Park, Carson, Bell Gar-
dens, Bell, Commerce, Cudahy, May-
wood, Vernon, and Compton. We refer
to these areas as “inner-city Los Ange-
les.” Likewise, the definition excludes
areas of the city such as Bel Air,
Pacific Palisades, Westwood–West Los
Angeles, and the San Fernando Valley.
These and other parts of Los Angeles
County outside the inner-city we clas-
sify as “Los Angeles County suburbs,”
and the remainder of the five-county
region as “other suburbs.”

Neighborhood transitions
In addition to identifying poor neigh-
borhoods in each decade, we also 
analyze the changing status of neigh-
borhoods between decennial censuses,
from non-poor to very poor and vice
versa. Because census tract bound-
aries change to reflect population
changes, we reconcile census tract
boundaries across decades by match-

ing 1990 data to 2000 data; 1980 data
to 1990 data; and 1970 data to 1980
data. We examine each decade sepa-
rately so that neighborhood transitions
in the 1970s represent changes that
occurred between 1970 and 1980,
transitions in the 1980s signify
changes occurring between 1980 and
1990, and transitions in the 1990s
represent changes occurring between
1990 and 2000.15

We classify neighborhood transi-
tions into one of four categories: poor
and very poor neighborhoods that
remained the same (stayed poor); poor
and very poor neighborhoods that
improved (got better); poor and very
neighborhoods that declined (got
worse); and neighborhoods that
remained non-poor (stayed non-poor).
(In the findings below, we discuss the
various mechanisms by which a neigh-
borhood’s poverty rate may increase or
decrease.) We only identify transitions
in which the neighborhood changed
poverty classification and in which the
poverty rate changed by at least 3 per-
centage points over the ten-year
period.16

Findings 

A. The poor population in the Los
Angeles region has become more geo-
graphically concentrated over the
past three decades.
The percentage of neighborhoods with
high levels of poverty grew dramati-
cally in the Los Angeles region
between 1970 and 2000. Figure 1
shows the neighborhoods across the
five counties that were poor and very
poor in each decade, and the percent-
age of the region’s population, and
total poor population, living in those
neighborhoods. 

One consequence of this expansion
is that poor individuals and families
became more concentrated in neigh-
borhoods of extreme poverty. In 1970
and 1980, fewer than 2 percent of
neighborhoods regionwide were very
poor (with poverty rates of at least 40

percent), and only 4 percent of the
region’s poor lived in those neighbor-
hoods. By 2000, nearly 5 percent of
neighborhoods were very poor, and
nearly 12 percent of the poor popula-
tion resided there. The largest jump in
neighborhood poverty concentrations
occurred in the 1990s, when the pro-
portion of the region’s poor individuals
residing in very poor neighborhoods
increased by about 5 percent.

As very poor neighborhoods grew in
number, so too did poor neighbor-
hoods—those with poverty rates
between 20 and 40 percent. Slightly
more than one in ten neighborhoods
were poor in 1970, but by 2000, one
in four neighborhoods in the region
were poor. Likewise the proportion of
the region’s poor residing in poor
neighborhoods steadily increased from
25 percent in 1970 to more than 45
percent in 2000, although the increase
was most significant in the 1970s.

Overall, the percentage of the
region’s population living in poor and
very poor neighborhoods doubled
between 1970 and 2000, from 29 per-
cent to 57 percent. This increase
reflects, in part, the rise in the
regional poverty rate during this
period, from 10 percent to 16 percent.
It is worth reiterating that if the
region’s poor were distributed evenly
across neighborhoods, no poor people
would live in neighborhoods where the
poverty rate was 20 percent or higher.
Instead, more than half live in poor or
very poor neighborhoods. Such a dra-
matic rise in this proportion over 30
years reflects a large-scale spatial reor-
ganization of poverty in the Los Ange-
les region.

How do trends in Southern Califor-
nia over the past decade compare with
those nationwide? Jargowsky finds that
the population of very poor neighbor-
hoods declined by 24 percent nation-
wide between 1990 and 2000.17 By
contrast, the Los Angeles region saw
the number of people living in very
poor neighborhoods more than double
in the 1990s. In 2000, the percentage

November 2003 • The Brookings Institution The Living Cities Census Series4



of poor in the five-county Los Angeles
region who lived in very poor neigh-
borhoods was higher than that in
three-fourths of the nation’s largest
metropolitan areas.

Similarly, across the nation, the pro-
portion of poor individuals residing in
poor and very poor neighborhoods
declined by about 10 percentage
points in the 1990s, from nearly 65
percent to about 54 percent. The Los
Angeles region, meanwhile, experi-
enced an increase of 9 percentage
points. As a result, in 2000, a poor
individual was more likely to live in a
poor or very poor neighborhood in the
Los Angeles region than in the rest of
the country.

B. Areas outside inner-city Los Ange-
les experienced the most rapid
increases in poor neighborhoods,
especially during the 1990s.
As poor individuals became more con-
centrated in neighborhoods through-
out the Southern California region,
the locus of growth in poor neighbor-
hoods shifted. Figure 2 illustrates the
areas in the region that witnessed the
most significant changes in the con-
centration of poverty.

In 1970, very poor neighborhoods
were almost completely confined to
Los Angeles County, and located pre-
dominantly in inner-city Los Angeles.18

As in subsequent decades, poor neigh-
borhoods typically surrounded very
poor neighborhoods, creating large
contiguous areas of poverty. A ring of
poor neighborhoods is visible in down-
town Los Angeles, and the port areas
of San Pedro and Long Beach also
contained pockets of poor neighbor-
hoods. A fairly large area of poor
neighborhoods is also evident in the
southern part of the city of San
Bernardino.

During the 1970s, the ring of
poverty around downtown Los Angeles
expanded, with more poor neighbor-
hoods developing in South LA and
East LA. Poor neighborhoods also
emerged in Orange County in Santa
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Ana, while the number of poverty
tracts in Riverside, San Bernardino,
and Ventura counties remained rela-
tively steady. Still, the majority (271 
of 418, or 65 percent) of the region’s
poor and very poor neighborhoods
were located in inner-city Los Angeles
by 1980. 

During the 1980s, poverty began 
to shift to the suburbs. Several poor
neighborhoods sprouted up in the 
San Fernando Valley north of inner-
city Los Angeles. Poverty areas also
began to expand eastward, from East
LA along Interstate 10 toward Pomona
and San Bernardino County. Very poor
neighborhoods developed for the first
time outside Los Angeles County,
around the city of San Bernardino.
The city of Santa Ana in Orange
County saw the number of poor neigh-
borhoods continue to grow, and new
poverty pockets began to emerge in
Anaheim.

In the 1990s, concentrated poverty
affected every part of the region.
Downtown Los Angeles and the Long
Beach port area saw many poor neigh-
borhoods worsen, becoming very poor
neighborhoods, and the inner-city ring
of poverty further expanded into the
cities of Inglewood and Hawthorne. At
the same time, the San Fernando Val-
ley witnessed a sizable increase in con-
centrated neighborhood poverty, as did
Lancaster and Palmdale. This
reflected a continued expansion of
poverty eastward from inner-city Los
Angeles into Pomona and stretching
across county boundaries into San
Bernardino. Very poor neighborhoods
also began to emerge in Riverside,
Santa Ana, and Anaheim.

These maps illustrate not only that
poverty had widened by the 1990s, but
that the areas responsible for its
growth had shifted outward, to the
suburbs. The number of people living
in very poor neighborhoods in subur-
ban Los Angeles County nearly
quadrupled, and the number living in
poor neighborhoods more than dou-
bled (Appendix A). By 2000, nearly as
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many people lived in poor and very
poor neighborhoods in suburban Los
Angeles County (1.7 million) as in the
inner-city (1.8 million). Meanwhile, in
Orange, Riverside, San Bernardino,
and Ventura counties, the population
of poor and very poor neighborhoods
more than doubled in a decade’s time,
from 600,000 in 1990 to more than
1.2 million in 2000. 

In fact, in 2000, more of the
region’s poor lived in the four subur-
ban counties (840,000) than in inner-
city Los Angeles (700,000). Still, the
more severe concentrations of poverty
(40 percent and above) remain largely
an inner-city Los Angeles phenome-
non, while the majority of neighbor-
hoods with concentrations ranging
from 20 to 40 percent are located out-
side the inner-city.

The rise of concentrated poverty in
the Los Angeles suburbs is, to an
extent, consistent with national trends.
Jargowsky finds that during the 1990s
concentrated poverty declined in most
central cities but remained stable in
suburbs. He also finds that poverty
rates rose in the inner suburbs of most
metropolitan areas, although to levels
below 40 percent. Still, the Los Ange-
les region is notable for its rapid
increases in very poor neighborhoods
over the past decade, and the degree
to which the city and suburbs have
converged on measures of poverty con-
centration over time.

C. The racial-ethnic and immigra-
tion characteristics of poor neighbor-
hoods changed markedly over the
three decades, reflecting regionwide
changes.
Geography aside, the demographic
characteristics of the region’s poor
changed markedly between 1970 and
2000.19 Figure 3 compares the five-
county poor population with the total
population below the poverty line by
race and immigration status. Immigra-
tion, particularly from Latin American
countries, has transformed the
makeup of both poor neighborhoods
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and the region as a whole. The Latino
share of the region’s poor population
increased dramatically, from 14 per-
cent in 1970 to 37 percent in 2000, as
did its share of the total population,
from 22 percent to 54 percent. The
proportion of Asian/Pacific Islanders
(API) in the region more than quintu-
pled over the period, from 0.2 percent
to 9 percent, and their proportion of
the poor population increased in tan-
dem. By 2000, Latinos and APIs
accounted for almost two-thirds of the
regional poor population, up from less
than one-fourth in 1970.

As noted, these increases resulted in
large part from immigration, as the
foreign-born share of the region’s adult
poor population rose from 13 percent
in 1970 to 44 percent in 2000. Immi-
grants, both new (arriving within the
past ten years) and established (arriv-
ing ten or more years before), are dis-
proportionately represented among the
poverty population, composing 61 per-
cent of the region’s adult poor. As in

1970, new immigrants in 2000 were
roughly twice as likely as adults
regionwide to be poor. 

Returning to the geography of
poverty in the region, the demographic
shifts in the poor population trans-
lated into a dramatic change in the
racial-ethnic composition of poor and
very poor neighborhoods (Figure 4).20

Whereas blacks made up a majority of
very poor neighborhoods in 1970,
Latinos did so (65 percent) in 2000.
The large decline in black representa-
tion in very poor neighborhoods may
reflect both the migration of Latinos
to those neighborhoods and a redistri-
bution of black population to other
neighborhoods within the region.
Overall, the black share of the popula-
tion regionwide did not change consid-
erably over the 30-year period. 

The maps in Figure 2 provide a
sense of the spatial changes in the
racial-ethnic composition of poor and
very poor neighborhoods across the
region. In each decade, we assign

these neighborhoods a predominant
racial-ethnic group based on the com-
position of their populations. In some
instances, the assigned racial-ethnic
group may not constitute a majority of
the neighborhood population, but it
always represents at least a plurality.21

The growth of the Latino popula-
tion, and its emergence in poor neigh-
borhoods, is readily apparent. In 1970,
blacks dominated the region’s poorest
neighborhoods, most of which were
located in inner-city Los Angeles.
Whites populated the few poor neigh-
borhoods in suburban areas, particu-
larly in San Bernardino and Riverside
counties. By 1980, inner-city neigh-
borhoods that were poor or very poor
were nearly equally likely to be major-
ity Latino as majority black. By 1990,
poor black communities had been sup-
planted with poor Latino communi-
ties, and Latino growth in the San
Fernando Valley eastward to San
Bernardino and to the south in Santa
Ana and Anaheim coincided with the
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rise in newly poor neighborhoods. In
downtown Los Angeles and the San
Gabriel Valley, poor API communities
also began to appear. 

By 2000, Latinos would come to
dominate most poor neighborhoods in
all six areas of the region. The few
exceptions include traditionally black
neighborhoods in Watts, Compton,
and Inglewood, poor API neighbor-
hoods in the San Gabriel Valley just
east of downtown and near Santa Ana,
and several predominantly white poor
neighborhoods in northern Los Ange-
les and San Bernardino counties.

Examining the share of the popula-
tion in poor neighborhoods that is for-
eign-born, the impact of immigration
on neighborhood poverty first becomes
evident in the 1980s, when poor and,
in particular, very poor neighborhoods
witnessed large increases of foreign-
born residents (Figure 4). Those
increases—12 percentage points in
poor neighborhoods, and 18 percent-
age points in very poor neighbor-

hoods—were steeper than the 9 per-
centage point increase in the foreign-
born population living in non-poor
neighborhoods. New immigrants to
the region were significantly more
likely to be poor than other individuals
(as shown in Figure 3), and they often
located in neighborhoods with high
levels of poverty.

By contrast, the proportion of for-
eign-born individuals in poor and very
poor neighborhoods changed little in
the 1990s, even though their represen-
tation in non-poor neighborhoods 
continued to increase. In fact, the 
proportion of the population that is
foreign-born fell slightly in poor neigh-
borhoods in the 1990s. Below, we
explore further the relation between
immigration and changing neighbor-
hood poverty status.

D. More of the region’s neighbor-
hoods became poor in the 1990s
than in prior decades.
A neighborhood’s poverty rate, and

thus its classification as poor or very
poor, may change as the result of sev-
eral factors. Incomes among residents
living in the neighborhood may decline
or increase. Poor people may move out
of a neighborhood, or wealthier people
may move in. Conversely, poor people
may move into neighborhoods because
of employment opportunities or
affordable housing. Families already in
the neighborhood may grow or shrink
in size, adding or subtracting residents
associated with their above- or below-
poverty incomes. Each of these factors
may redistribute the poor population
and contribute to the changing status
of neighborhoods. Although it is diffi-
cult to generalize about the factors
that led to greater concentrations of
poverty in the Los Angeles region over
the past 30 years, we examine the
dynamic processes that underlay
neighborhood changes in poverty sta-
tus.

Figure 5 maps the neighborhood
poverty changes in the Los Angeles
region in each of the last three
decades. In the 1970s, the majority of
neighborhood changes occurred
within inner-city Los Angeles,
although declining conditions were
evident in some parts of the San Fer-
nando Valley, the San Gabriel Valley,
and Orange County. During the
1980s, the San Fernando Valley and
the I-10 corridor east toward San
Bernardino saw several neighborhoods
fall into poverty, and San Bernardino
and Orange counties also saw worsen-
ing neighborhood poverty in a few
areas. Improvements in neighborhood
poverty were largely limited to inner-
city Los Angeles, where changes were
fairly common overall. 

The most widespread changes
occurred in the 1990s, when a far
greater number of neighborhoods
across the region worsened or
improved than in past decades. Com-
pared with prior decades, suburban
areas increasingly saw newly poor or
very poor neighborhoods develop, par-
ticularly in the San Fernando Valley,
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areas just west of inner-city Los Ange-
les, northern Los Angeles County
communities such as Palmdale and
Lancaster, and southern San
Bernardino and northern Riverside
counties. 

Clearly, as Table 2 shows, conditions
in the 1990s were much more volatile
than in the 1980s or 1970s. Between
1990 and 2000, the poverty status of
16 percent of the region’s neighbor-
hoods either worsened or improved
compared with 9 to 11 percent in the
prior decades. In 2000, nearly twice as
many people as in 1990 lived in neigh-
borhoods whose poverty status wors-
ened. Further, the chances that a
changing neighborhood experienced
increased poverty were much higher in
the 1990s than in the 1970s or 1980s.
Although each decade saw more neigh-
borhoods with worsening poverty than
improving, the 1990s saw more than
five times as many neighborhoods
worsen than improve; in the 1970s the
ratio was only three to one. 

Column 5 in Table 2 (change in for-

eign-born population) explores the
relation between immigration and
poverty changes. In the 1970s and
1980s, neighborhoods that remained
poor or became poor experienced sig-
nificantly larger increases in their for-
eign-born population than non-poor or
improving neighborhoods. This sug-
gests that new immigration probably
contributed significantly to the con-
centration of poverty in the region
during those decades. 

In the 1990s, the proportion of the
population that was foreign-born
increased by a much smaller degree
across all types of neighborhoods. In
contrast to previous decades, neighbor-
hoods that stayed poor in the 1990s
experienced only a minimal increase in
their foreign-born share of population.
What is more, neighborhoods with
worsening poverty and those remaining
non-poor experienced the same
increase in foreign-born (5 percent).
The relation between foreign-born
growth and changes in poverty also
appears considerably weaker than the

relation between low education and
poverty. In the 1990s, residents of
neighborhoods with worsening poverty
were increasingly more likely to have
less than a high school education,
while neighborhoods that stayed non-
poor saw a slight decrease in their resi-
dents without high school degrees.

These simple statistics by no means
disprove a link between increasing
poverty concentration and immigra-
tion in the 1990s. In fact, the contin-
ued increases in poor and very poor
neighborhoods throughout the 1990s
likely result, in part, from increasing
numbers of children born to immi-
grant families. These native-born chil-
dren share their parents’ economic
circumstances, which may blur the
line between poverty among immi-
grants and nonimmigrants. The statis-
tics do, however, remind us that a
complex set of factors led to worsening
poverty in the region over the last
decade. They also suggest that that the
changes are influenced by broader
conditions in the labor market, selec-
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Table 2. Neighborhood Poverty Transitions by Decade, Los Angeles Region, 1970–2000*

Change Change 
Number of Percentage of Total Total Poor in Foreign- in Less-than-

Neighborhoods Neighborhoods Population Population Born Population HS Population
1990s
Stayed Poor 552 16.5% 2,637,021 814,938 0.8% 0.7%
Got Worse 449 13.4% 2,191,313 617,943 4.8% 5.5%
Got Better 87 2.6% 342,402 73,102 0.1% -3.9%
Stayed Non-Poor 2,263 67.5% 10,897,826 1,004,117 4.8% -0.3%
1980s
Stayed Poor 333 13.1% 1,973,733 584,439 12.9% 4.1%
Got Worse 184 7.3% 1,076,340 304,726 14.6% 3.7%
Got Better 47 1.9% 186,709 35,001 7.3% -1.7%
Stayed Non-Poor 1,971 77.8% 10,986,738 937,380 7.3% -2.3%
1970s
Stayed Poor 204 8.6% 884,030 272,478 17.5% -4.4%
Got Worse 196 8.3% 902,960 236,673 19.8% -1.5%
Got Better 66 2.8% 281,161 45,878 7.7% -14.9%
Stayed Non-Poor 1,909 80.4% 9,204,847 779,100 6.7% -9.8%

* Population figures reflect those recorded in the latter census (e.g., figures for 1990s represent 2000 population)



tive in- and out-migration of certain
workers, and an emerging population
of children born to immigrant parents. 

E. Employment in very poor neigh-
borhoods increased considerably in
the 1980s and 1990s, while single
parenthood declined. 
Other analyses of urban distress rely
on composite measures of disadvan-
tage in neighborhoods, including low
levels of work, education, and high
levels of single parenthood.22 As we
identify distress based on a poverty
measure alone, it is instructive to
examine the degree to which poor
neighborhoods have characteristics
associated with the “urban under-
class.”

Along these dimensions, the condi-
tion of very poor neighborhoods
improved considerably between 1970
and 2000 (Table 3). In 1970, 39 per-
cent of working-age residents of very
poor neighborhoods were in jobs or
looking for work. The proportion
jumped dramatically in the 1980s such
that by 1990, 54 percent were in the
labor force. Although the percentage
slipped to 51 percent by 2000, this
likely reflects difficult labor market
conditions regionwide; labor force par-
ticipation in non-poor neighborhoods
declined by an even greater amount in

the 1990s. These 30 years effectively
narrowed the gap between labor force
participation rates in very poor neigh-
borhoods and non-poor neighborhoods
by half, from 21 percentage points in
1970 to 10 percentage points in 2000.
The same pattern held for male
employment, although the gap
remains wider in 2000 than for overall
labor force participation. 

The labor market gains made by res-
idents of poor neighborhoods in the
Los Angeles region are even more
noteworthy in light of the trends in
education among adults in these
neighborhoods (Table 3). Education
gaps, in fact, stand out amid the
neighborhood characteristics. More
than half (50 to 60 percent) of adults
in poor areas lack a high school
diploma compared with only 19 to 39
percent of adults in non-poor areas.
Indeed, the percentage of adults in
very poor neighborhoods who have not
completed high school was virtually
the same in 2000 as it was in 1970,
while the proportion of adults in non-
poor neighborhoods with such low
attainment declined by half. Residents
of poor neighborhoods made gains
over the 30-year period, but remain at
a significant educational disadvantage
compared with their counterparts in
higher-income neighborhoods.

At the same time, female employ-
ment in very poor neighborhoods con-
tinues to lag that in the rest of the
region by a significant degree, and
unemployment levels remain much
higher (Table 3). These gaps may
reflect a decline in job opportunities in
and around very poor neighborhoods.
Although in 1980 very poor neighbor-
hoods contained roughly two jobs for
every resident, as extreme poverty
spread into less dense parts of inner-
city Los Angeles, suburban Los Ange-
les County, and surrounding suburban
counties, the average number of jobs
per resident fell to less than one. In
non-poor areas, by contrast, job den-
sity—while lower overall—increased
over the same period. Therefore, job
access, in addition to job-readiness
and labor market effort, may have con-
tributed to the increasing unemploy-
ment rate in very poor neighborhoods
during the three decades.

Consonant with the increases in
labor force participation, the decline
in single-parent families as a percent-
age of all households was also largest
in very poor neighborhoods. In con-
trast, single-parent families made up a
larger share of the population in poor
and non-poor neighborhoods in 2000
than in 1970.
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Table 3. Neighborhood Profile by Poverty Status, Los Angeles Region, 1970–2000

Very Poor Neighborhoods Poor Neighborhoods Non-Poor Neighborhoods
1970 1980 1990 2000 1970 1980 1990 2000 1970 1980 1990 2000

Educational Attainment
Less Than High School (%) 65 57 60 62 60 53 54 49 39 24 21 19
High School Only (%) 21 25 18 18 25 25 19 20 34 32 22 20
Labor and Employment
Labor Force Participation (%) 39 43 54 51 52 59 63 56 60 66 67 61
Employment Ratio - Male (%) 37 40 52 49 59 64 66 56 74 74 73 64
Employment Ratio - Female (%) 28 31 37 34 36 43 45 42 41 51 56 50
Unemployment Rate (%) 14 16 17 17 10 10 12 11 7 6 6 6
Job Density (per capita) NA 1.9 1.5 0.9 NA 0.7 0.6 0.5 NA 0.5 0.6 0.6
Family
Single Parent Families (%) 35 38 33 30 18 21 21 22 8 12 10 11



IV. Conclusion

T
he Los Angeles region has
changed dramatically in the
past 30 years from demo-
graphic, social, and economic

perspectives. Perhaps the most trou-
bling change is growing geographical
concentration of poverty in the region,
particularly during the 1990s. 

Several factors contributed to the
long-term increase in neighborhood
poverty in southern California. The
first is immigration and the economic
assimilation of immigrant children.
Immigrants experience high poverty
for a variety of reasons, including
issues of acculturation, English lan-
guage ability, and low skill and educa-
tion levels that translate into lower
earnings and lower economic mobility.
The continued increase in neighbor-
hoods with concentrated poverty in
the 1990s, in part, may reflect increas-
ing numbers of second-generation
immigrants—native-born children
with foreign-born parents—who con-
tinue to live in poverty. These second-
generation immigrants attain higher
levels of education than their parents,
but continue to lag native-born whites
overall. Their experiences in the
region’s public school systems have
not provided them with the gains in
human capital that will allow them to
fare better than their parents over
time.

The second contributing factor also
relates to the influx of immigrants, but
operates at the labor-market level. A
large supply of less-skilled workers has
depressed wages and created more
competition at the bottom end of the
labor market, which is disproportion-
ately composed of minorities, immi-
grants, and second-generation
workers.23 The result is slow wage
growth and limited economic mobility
for the region’s lower-skilled workers.

A third factor concerns industrial
restructuring and demand-side forces.
For a long time, the Los Angeles labor
market offered aerospace and other

well-paid manufacturing jobs, thereby
creating a solid “middle rung” on the
economic mobility ladder. In the
1990s, many of these jobs disappeared
and were not replaced. Job competi-
tion at the bottom end of the labor
market intensified, and today there
may be fewer routes to the middle
class. In addition, this sector’s compe-
tition with developing countries has
also adversely affected employment
and wages.

What can be done to stem the cur-
rent trends in concentrated poverty in
southern California? In some respects,
future prospects are brighter than the
current situation because of intergen-
erational economic mobility. However,
economic assimilation appears to be
slower in Los Angeles than in other
large metropolitan areas such as New
York.24 Increasing economic mobility
for second and subsequent genera-
tions of immigrants through education
is the region’s key challenge. Los
Angeles and surrounding areas must
ensure that public schools provide the
human capital necessary to move
future generations of immigrants out
of the bottom end of the labor market.
At the same time, the region must
focus economic development efforts to
help rebuild labor demand for a mid-
dle class. 

The increases in employment levels
and labor force participation rates in
impoverished neighborhoods over the
past few decades are promising, but
they must be accompanied by
increases in real wages at the bottom
end of the labor market and opportu-
nities for middle-class jobs and eco-
nomic mobility. This will, in turn,
reduce concentrated poverty by
increasing earnings and promoting
true residential mobility for lower-
income families. 

November 2003 • The Brookings Institution The Living Cities Census Series14



Appendix A. Neighborhoods, Total Population, and Poor Population by Neighborhood Poverty Status and Location, 
Los Angeles Region, 1970-2000*

Neighborhoods Total Population Poor Population
Very Non- Very Non- Very Non-
Poor Poor Poor Poor Poor Poor Poor Poor Poor

2000
Los Angeles County - Inner-City 96 333 147 376,090 1,456,329 653,429 172,777 437,717 85,304
Los Angeles County - Suburbs 41 301 1,123 161,161 1,552,935 5,149,827 76,311 406,209 496,281
Other Suburbs 20 208 1,088 82,481 1,130,678 5,506,339 38,916 302,609 493,986
1990
Los Angeles County - Inner-City 45 256 168 209,018 1,441,658 767,737 97,118 415,024 96,900
Los Angeles County - Suburbs 11 111 1,054 42,471 759,557 5,461,637 20,346 201,313 477,554
Other Suburbs 7 93 803 21,497 565,053 4,960,333 9,863 149,457 395,699
1980
Los Angeles County - Inner-City 32 239 202 93,196 1,116,886 842,999 45,410 315,965 107,331
Los Angeles County - Suburbs 8 84 1,060 13,481 410,812 4,861,086 5,896 106,489 403,707
Other Suburbs 2 53 707 40 219,860 3,721,890 35 55,254 294,452
1970
Los Angeles County - Inner-City 29 156 286 80,170 584,696 1,217,379 39,976 157,959 151,266
Los Angeles County - Suburbs 7 49 1,043 4,287 180,392 4,822,941 2,963 46,999 353,380
Other Suburbs 2 49 575 834 198,438 2,671,739 368 51,536 213,469

* See text for description of “inner-city” and “suburbs” definitions for Los Angeles County.
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