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ND IT’S NOT JUST TOURISM THAT PUTS MIAMI ON THE MAP. Miami is

the financial gateway to Latin America and the Caribbean and home to numerous

headquarters for operations there.

But Miami has another identity. Beyond the spotlights, the fun in the sun, and the

world of international business lie some sobering statistics about what the plurality of

people in Miami-Dade County and Miami City experience. When the Miami New

Times ran the headline, “We’re Number One,” they were caustically referring to the city

of Miami’s ranking as the poorest among the country’s 100 largest cities. 

Miami’s split personality—its wide gap between rich and poor—points to an underly-

ing problem. The region, and in particular the city, has a small middle class. Miami-Dade

is failing to retain residents, including immigrants, who have successfully moved up the

income ladder, and build its middle class from within. Addressing this failure may be the

single most critical intervention the region can take to improve its future. 

This report defines this challenge by examining the underlying trends, explains some

of the reasons behind them, and suggests policies that help grow the middle class. 

Greater Miami—with its famed beaches, weather, and culture—attracts

over 10 million overnight visitors annually. The setting for numerous movies and TV shows,

the region is a magnet for the rich and famous, and conventioneers and vacationers follow. 

Executive Summary
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Executive Summary

Blacks and Hispanics are less likely to
be middle class than whites
There are wide disparities between race
and ethnic groups. In Miami-Dade
County, the white median household
income is at least $20,000 more than the
black, Puerto Rican, Nicaraguan, and
Haitian median household income. 

Several factors contribute to

Miami’s small middle class

Miami faces several challenges that con-
tribute to the region’s troubling income
trends and inhibit its ability to retain and
build the middle class.

The level of educational attainment in
the region is low
In Miami and elsewhere, education
shortfalls directly affect the pocketbooks
of individual households. The estimated
lifetime earnings of an individual with a
high school degree are almost $1 million
less than an individual with a college
degree. Miami-Dade County has a very
low educational attainment rate. Only 22
percent of the county’s adult population
has at least a bachelor’s degree. And only
16 percent of the city of Miami’s adult
population has at least a bachelor’s. 

The regional economy is a low-wage
economy
Most jobs in Miami-Dade are in industry
sectors, such as service and retail, paying
lower wages. Average annual pay in the
retail sector is $21,295, while in the
manufacturing sector it’s $31,083.
Additionally, wages, regardless of indus-
try sector or occupation type, are lower
in Miami-Dade than elsewhere. 

Miami-Dade is exporting middle-class
residents
Miami-Dade experienced an overall out-
migration of residents in the 1990s.
Almost 160,000 more people left
Miami-Dade than moved in from other
parts of the country. About 90,000 of
the people who left Miami-Dade
between 1995 and 2000 moved to
neighboring Broward County. While 
the group of Dade-to-Broward movers
was racially diverse, they were primarily
middle class. Sixty-two percent of the
movers made more than the Miami-

Miami-Dade is failing to retain residents,

including immigrants, who have success-

fully moved up the income ladder, and

build its middle class from within.

Miami-Dade’s income statistics

are troubling 

Miami-Dade’s incomes are low and
poverty is high
Income and poverty levels reflect the
ability of residents to provide for them-
selves and their families, their capacity to
support neighborhood businesses, and
their prospects for building assets for the
future. In this regard, Miami-Dade faces
a number of challenges. Miami-Dade
County’s median household income is
$35,966, far below the national median
income of $41,994. The city of Miami’s
median household income is even lower
at $23,483. The same pattern holds true
for poverty rates: The nation’s poverty
rate is 12 percent; Miami-Dade County’s
is 18 percent, and the city of Miami’s is
29 percent. 

Miami’s middle class is small
The city of Miami has few middle-
income households. While 20 percent of
the nation’s households make between
$34,000 and $51,000, only 15 percent of
Miami’s households are in that income
bracket. What’s more, its middle class is
shrinking, with a smaller share of the
city’s households making a middle-class
income today than 20 years ago.

Miami City Measures Rank Among the 100 Largest Cities
Poverty Rate 1
Rent Burden 3
Share of Adult Population With at Least a B.A. Degree 94
Share of Households Earning Between $18,000 and $81,000 96
Median Household Income 100

Miami-Dade County Measures Ranking Among the 100 Largest Counties
Rent Burden 1
Poverty Rate 12
Share of Households Earning Between $18,000 and $81,000 62
Share of Adult Population With at Least a B.A. Degree 85
Median Household Income 91
Source: U.S. Census Bureau

Miami City and Miami-Dade County rank high on many indices that

cities and counties seek to rank low on, and low on indices places

hope to lead on

Growing the Middle Class: Connecting All Miami-Dade Residents to Economic Opportunity • Brookings Institution Center on Urban and Metropolitan Policy
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Ft. Lauderdale area median family
income. Twenty-eight percent of the
movers had at least a bachelor’s degree.
Miami-Dade’s loss was Broward’s gain.

Low-income residents face

additional challenges that 

hinder their ability to join the

middle class

Miami’s decentralized growth patterns
isolate low-income residents from
opportunity
Miami is one of the most sprawling
regions in the country. The dispersed
pattern of urban growth is reflected in
everything: population growth, housing
construction, office space location, com-
muting patterns, and developed land.
The Miami region’s heavy decentraliza-
tion of population and jobs is widening
the distance that separates economic
opportunity from low-income minority
residents. 

Basic necessities consume a large por-
tion of poor residents’ income
While almost all households have to pay
for expenses such as food, lodging, child
care, and transportation, poor house-
holds spend a larger share of their
income on these basics, leaving little left
over for building assets. For example,
while the overall population spends 3.9
percent of their income on commuting,
the poorest commuters spend 9.5 per-
cent. 

Limited use of mainstream financial
institutions and government support
programs impedes the wealth-build-
ing capacity of low-income
households 
There are a number of government
income-support programs in place to
help alleviate the situation for low-
income residents. But participation rates
in these programs can be low, and the
costs of accessing these benefits can be
high, limiting the programs’ effective-
ness. Likewise, the limited access to
financial institutions hinders the ability
of low-income residents to build assets
and enter the middle class.

Miami can build a different

future by investing in growing

the middle class

A key problem for Miami is its failure to
adequately retain and build its middle
class. Given these trends, what policy
direction makes sense for Miami-Dade?
Any policy interventions that Miami-
Dade undertakes should be part of a
broad effort, including public school
reform, economic development initiatives
geared toward building a high-wage
economy, and strategies that help attract
more middle-class people into the region.
Within that context, the region should
focus on five policy interventions that
help grow the middle class:
• Develop an educated, skilled workforce
• Improve access to quality jobs
• Make work pay
• Help families build assets
• Build quality neighborhoods

Miami-Dade is a vibrant place—a
large urban market, an international gate-
way, a tourist destination, and an engine
for entrepreneurial activity. In part
because of the large number of immi-
grants who move through the area,
Miami-Dade is an important incubator
of new cohorts of middle class residents. 

But these newly minted members of
the middle class do not stay.

By formulating strategies to grow and
retain the middle class Miami-Dade will
not only be better able to connect all its
residents to economic prosperity, but it
will realize a new level of regional com-
petitiveness. ■

Brookings Institution Center on Urban and Metropolitan Policy • Growing the Middle Class: Connecting All Miami-Dade Residents to Economic Opportunity
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Introduction

A tourist mecca, Miami-Dade’s famed beaches, weather, and culture attracted

10.2 million overnight visitors in 2002.1 The rich and famous flock to the region, and conven-

tioneers and vacationers follow. A recent list of accolades includes heady titles such as Best

Beaches, Best Place to be Single, Healthiest City, and Best Latin Beat.2

6

ND IT’S NOT JUST TOURISM THAT PUTS MIAMI ON THE MAP. Miami is also the

financial gateway to Latin America and the Caribbean—at least 27 major national and

international corporations locate their Latin American headquarters in Miami.3 The

Spanish-language business publication AmericaEconomia rated Miami the best city for

doing business in Latin America.4

The emergence of the region as a Latin American financial gateway is due in large

part to its role as an immigrant gateway. The arrival of highly skilled, bilingual immi-

grants from Cuba in the 1960s helped attract banks and other businesses trading with

Latin America.5 Miami’s new Americans, particularly Hispanics, represent a great suc-

cess story. As sociologist Alex Stepick and his colleagues point out, “Nowhere else have

first-generation Latino entrepreneurs been so successful, and nowhere else have estab-

lished resident white business leaders felt so compelled to incorporate Hispanics into

business organizations.”6

But Miami has another identity. 

A

Introduction
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Introduction

ABOUT THE ANALYSIS 

The region’s geography

This analysis examines trends affecting
Miami-Dade County, with a special
focus on the city of Miami, the largest
city in the county. Several, but by no
means all, of the county trends are due
to the concentration of certain charac-

teristics in the city of Miami. In those
instances, this report explores city-level
trends to help explain the county’s situa-
tion. In the charts, graphs, and text, all
statistics labeled “Miami-Dade County”
include Miami City. We use the label
“suburban Miami-Dade County” when
we have excluded Miami City from the
county statistic in order to contrast the
city and its suburbs.

To fully understand the issues facing
Miami-Dade, it is important to study
them in a larger regional context. This
report also explores dynamics within the
metropolitan region, which is defined
by the census as including Broward and
Miami-Dade counties.8 Throughout the
report, we refer to the combination of
the Broward and Miami-Dade counties
as “Miami-Ft. Lauderdale metropolitan
area.”

Throughout the analysis, we also
compare Miami City, Miami-Dade
County, and the Miami-Ft. Lauderdale
metropolitan area to national averages as
well as other cities, counties, and metro-
politan regions to benchmark how the
Miami area performs compared to the
nation and its peers.9

ABOUT THE ANALYSIS 

The data 

The information presented in Growing
the Middle Class derives in large part
from the U.S. decennial censuses con-
ducted in April 1990 and April 2000.
This comprehensive data source remains
unparalleled in its ability to report
detailed characteristics of population,
housing, and employment at very small
levels of geography. Such data come as
close to comprehensiveness as any that
exist.

problems run deeper. The ramifications
of having a small middle class are serious.
Without a solid middle class, the work of
moving people out of poverty becomes
more difficult. The fiscal foundation of
the region suffers, providing fewer
resources to dedicate to eradicating
poverty. Public schools suffer, depriving
poor students of one of the most impor-
tant paths out of poverty—a quality
education. Neighborhoods suffer, strug-
gling with increased crime, concentrated
poverty, and falling property values. 

This report defines this challenge by
examining the underlying trends and
some of their causes. The first section
describes the major trends that mark the
region as one of the most troubled in the
nation: low incomes, a small middle
class, and disparities between race and
ethnic groups. The second section
explores the reasons these trends exist:
low levels of educational attainment, a
low wage economy, and the out migra-
tion of residents, particularly middle-class
residents. The third section outlines three
of the problems that exacerbate and per-
petuate the existing income trends: the
burden the region’s decentralization
places on low-income residents, the high
costs of being poor, and low-income resi-
dents’ lack of access to mainstream
financial institutions. The final section
provides a framework for developing
policies that will help grow the middle
class in Miami-Dade.

Addressing the failure to retain mid-
dle-class residents in the county and to
move low-income residents into the mid-
dle class may be the single most critical
intervention the region can take to
improve its future. Growing the middle
class is a key step to ensure that all resi-
dents are connected to economic
opportunity.

In stark contrast to its desirability as a
glamorous destination and an important
international financial center are sober-
ing statistics about what the plurality of
people in Miami-Dade and Miami City
experience. When the Miami New Times
ran the headline, “We’re Number One,”
they were caustically referring to Miami’s
ranking as the poorest out of the coun-
try’s 100 largest cities.7 The Miami
region’s low incomes stand at odds with
a metropolitan area replete with assets
and amenities that would seem to be the
envy of other struggling regions. Yet,
Miami-Dade’s income statistics put it on
par with counties such as Milwaukee
County, WI and Wayne County, MI
(Detroit); and the city of Miami’s statis-
tics indicate it has more in common
with Newark, Buffalo, Detroit, and
Cleveland than its Sun Belt neighbors. 

Miami’s split personality—its wide
gap between rich and poor—points to an
underlying problem: The region, and the
city in particular, has a small middle
class. While Miami-Dade somewhat suc-
cessfully attracts middle class residents,
the county is not retaining residents who
have successfully moved up the income
ladder nor is it building the middle class
from within. 

The status of Miami’s foreign-born
residents is an example of this phenome-
non. The high numbers of immigrants in
the Miami region explain some of the
region’s low incomes, but it doesn’t
explain the whole story. Miami has actu-
ally been a wealth generator for
consecutive cohorts of immigrants. The
problem is that the wealth doesn’t stay—
when immigrants become middle class,
they often leave, and new waves of for-
eign-born residents replace them.

Much attention has been focused on
Miami’s poverty rates, but the region’s

Without a solid middle class, the work of

moving people out of poverty becomes

more difficult.

Brookings Institution Center on Urban and Metropolitan Policy • Growing the Middle Class: Connecting All Miami-Dade Residents to Economic Opportunity
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Census Bureau, and though the 2000
definitions and categories are far more
detailed than in 1990, they are probably
still not perfect. 

Additionally, reliance on decennial
census data means much of the data here
is over four years old. Does this mean
this discussion lacks currency? We do not
believe so. Many indicators are unlikely
to change significantly over a few years.
Likewise, the comparisons between cities
and regions are also likely to hold. Trends
between 1990 and 2000 are also impor-
tant in their own right, as they show the
progress cities made during a period of

unprecedented economic expansion.
That progress establishes a baseline for
performance during the 2000–2010
decade. 

Finally, it should be noted that in
many circumstances numerous other data
sources beyond the census were consult-
ed, including the federal Bureau of Labor
Statistics and Bureau of Economic
Analysis. By utilizing all of these we
believe we have assembled a useful por-
trait of Miami and its challenges.

ABOUT THE ANALYSIS 

The definition of “middle class”

Like many things, “middle class” is hard
to define and easy to recognize. This
report uses an economic definition of
middle class, primarily because econom-
ic characteristics are what we can
measure through the census. 

But even an economic definition can
be hard to pin down. No generalized
census definition of the middle class
exists, nor are there set federally-defined
income thresholds as there are for pover-
ty. Research language is geared toward
examining the poor (and by extension
the “non-poor”) but this does little to
capture those who are not poor but are
not rich. Compounding this definitional
problem is the fact that the same salary
that would allow an individual a “mid-
dle-class” lifestyle in Lubbock, TX will
buy much less in New York City. Until a
standardized definition of middle class is
created, there is not a simple way of ana-
lyzing this group.

As a proxy, we use a number of dif-
ferent measures to get at what being
middle class in the Miami-Ft.
Lauderdale metropolitan area region
means. We often rely on the national
distribution of household income to
derive what, nationally, are middle
incomes. The middle 20 percent of the
country made between $34,000 and
$52,000 in 1999.12 The middle 60 per-
cent of the nation makes between
$18,000 and $81,000. These measures
provide a standardized means of com-
paring the size of the middle class from
region to region. ■

Introduction

Even though the census is very com-
prehensive, it is not without problems.
Evidence points to the fact that the 1990
decennial census probably “undercount-
ed” population, particularly the minority
population.10 The U.S. Census Bureau
estimates that the 2000 Census has
smaller undercounts of total and minori-
ty population than the 1990 Census, but
analyses showing growth over time may
misestimate actual changes.11 The diffi-
culty of accurately capturing the
country’s myriad of race and ethnic
groups, and its growing multi-ethnic
population is also a challenge for the

Miami
Beach

MIAMI - DADE

BROWARD

Miami

Hialeah

Fort Lauderdale

Major cities

Metropolitan Area

Miami-Fort Lauderdale Metropolitan Area

Source: U.S. Census Bureau
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THE TREND 

Incomes are low and poverty is high

Miami’s income levels are particularly low 
Income and poverty levels reflect the ability of residents to provide for themselves and
their families, their capacity to support neighborhood businesses, and their prospects
for building assets. High levels of poverty among residents, on the other hand, may
constrain the city’s ability to provide good schools, safe streets, and affordable neighbor-
hoods of choice for families at all income levels.

Miami-Dade’s income statistics do not bode well for the region. Miami-Dade’s medi-
an household income is $35,966, one of the lowest of the nation’s 100 largest counties.13

The city of Miami itself has an even lower median household income. Miami has
the unenviable distinction of being the poorest city among the 100 largest U.S. cities.
Its median household income of $23,483 is about half of the nation’s median house-
hold income of $41,994. 

The larger metropolitan region does better, but when compared to other Sun Belt
metropolitan areas, the Miami-Ft. Lauderdale metropolitan area is not a top performer.
Its median income is significantly lower than other regions such as Atlanta and Dallas. 

Miami-Dade possesses many strengths—in its people, in its location,

and in its vibrant community life. Nevertheless, a series of troublesome income trends chal-

lenge the region.

This section of Growing the Middle Class describes these dynamics. On balance, the data,

graphs, maps, and analyses presented here depict a county and city that substantially under-

performs on a number of important indicators that impact the daily lives of a large share of its

population. In brief, these materials report that:

• Miami-Dade’s incomes are low 

• The city’s middle class is small 

• Blacks and Hispanics are less likely to be middle class than whites 

Income Trends in Miami

Income Trends
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The same pattern holds true for
poverty rates. Miami-Dade ranks 12th
out of the 100 largest counties with its
poverty rate of 18 percent.14 Excluding
counties that are coterminus with or con-
tained within a central city such as Bronx
County or Philadelphia County; Miami-
Dade ranks fourth on this measure. 

Not surprisingly, the city of Miami’s
29 percent poverty rate is the highest
among the nation’s large cities. As with
income, the Miami-Ft. Lauderdale met-
ropolitan area has a much higher poverty
rate than metro areas than other Sun Belt
metro areas.

The poverty rate may actually not be
the best way to measure whether or not
Miami-Dade families are making
enough to pay for basic necessities.15

Groups across the country are develop-
ing new regional “self-sufficiency
standards” to try to more accurately cap-
ture how much income a working
family requires.16 Wider Opportunities
for Women, in conjunction with the
Human Services Coalition of Dade
County, recently created a self-sufficien-
cy budget for Miami-Dade County.17

According to their analysis, one Miami-
Dade adult needs an annual income of
$19,707 to meet basic living require-
ments, while a single parent with one

preschooler needs
$32,591.18 A family with
two adults, a preschooler,
and a school-aged child
needs $44,611 to meet
basic requirements.
Meanwhile, the federal
poverty threshold for a
family of four is
$17,463—a dramatic dif-
ference indicating that
there may be far more
families struggling with
poverty in Miami-Dade
than the federal numbers
show. 

In fact, 42 percent of
non-elderly adults living
alone live below the self-
sufficiency standard in
Miami-Dade.19 Eighty-one
percent of the families that
consist of one adult and

two children live below the self-sufficien-
cy standard and 54 percent of the
families with two adults and two children
live below the self-sufficiency standard.
Most likely, families are finding strategies
to overcome the gap between the income
required and the income they make, but
it is telling to see how many families

The city of Miami has the unenviable distinction of being the

poorest city among the nation’s 100 largest cities.

Median 100 Largest 
Household Counties

County Income, 1999 Ranking
Miami-Dade County, FL $35,966 91
Kern County, CA $35,446 92
Oklahoma County, OK $35,063 93
Fresno County, CA $34,725 94
Kings County, NY $32,135 95
El Paso County, TX $31,051 96
Philadelphia County, PA $30,746 97
Baltimore City, MD $30,078 98
Bronx County, NY $27,611 99
Hidalgo County, TX $24,863 100

Source: U.S. Census Bureau

Income Trends
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The Miami-Ft. Lauderdale region has one of the lowest median incomes in

the Sun Belt 
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would not be able to make it if they had
no public or familial assistance.

Housing costs outstrip incomes in 
the region
There is a perception that housing is less
expensive in places with low incomes.
But there is no housing “discount” for
Miami-Dade residents. The combination
of average housing costs with below
average incomes means that Miami-
Dade residents are facing an
unaffordable housing market. 

Miami-Dade County’s median
monthly rent is $572, ranking it 56th of
the 100 largest counties.20 While far
from being one of the most expensive
rental markets in the country, rent in
Miami-Dade isn’t nearly as low as places
that have equally low median incomes.
Pima County, AZ and Kern County,
CA, which have the closest median
incomes to Miami-Dade rank 81st and
89th for their median rents. 

Affordable rent is considered to be
no more than 30 percent of gross
household income.21 Using that metric,
Miami-Dade renters have the highest
rent burden of the 100 largest counties.
Nearly half of the renters in Miami-
Dade spend more than 30 percent of
their income on rent. In comparison,
37 percent of all U.S. renters spend
more than 30 percent of their income
on rent. Because so many households in
Miami-Dade are renters—42 percent,
or the 25th largest share among the 100
largest counties—high rent burdens are
significant.

Miami’s Informal Economy

This report does not cover income derived from jobs in the “informal economy.” The

informal economy includes any “off-the-books” work such as housekeeping, garment

work, lawn care, or other cash-only businesses or services that go unreported to gov-

ernment agencies. As one group of researchers puts it, “Selling oranges in a grocery

store is a formal economic activity. Selling them on a highway exit ramp in Los Angeles

County to passing motorists is an informal economic activity.”23 Those involved in the

informal economy can be self-employed or work under-the-table for a company. 

Gathering information about the informal economy is notoriously difficult, because by its

very nature it is not measurable. Workers are paid in cash and not taxed; transactions

are not reported and thus there is no record of their existence. Researchers have devel-

oped methods to estimate the size of the informal economy, but these estimates can

only give us an idea of what the reality may be. For example, in 1980, estimates of the

size of the U.S. informal economy ranged from 6 percent of the Gross National Product

(GNP) to 42 percent of the GNP.24 

Other measures use particular kinds of employment as proxies for the size of the infor-

mal economy. Some experts argue that certain employment categories are more prone

to be part of the informal economy. The number of people employed in a microenter-

prise (firms with fewer than five workers), as an “own account” worker (self-employed

individuals minus professionals and technicians), or as a domestic servant is a gauge of

how large the informal sector is. In 2000, Florida had 8 percent of its workers in these

areas, California had 8.6 percent, New York had 7.6 percent, and the United States as a

whole had 8.1 percent.25 A variation of this uses employment in very small establish-

ments (those with fewer than 10 workers) to estimate the size of the informal economy.

Almost 80 percent of Dade County firms fit in this category, while only 73% of the

nation’s firms have fewer than 10 employees.

The informal economy exists everywhere—in urban and rural areas, among low-income

and middle-income households, and among immigrant and native-born communities.

Miami may have a larger informal economy than other regions, but the informal economy

is by no means a Miami-specific phenomenon. 

In other words, while the informal economy exists in Miami, it should not detract from

the fact that Miami’s high poverty rates are very real and cannot be explained fully by

the fact that some income is not being reported.

Share of Renter Households 100 Largest Counties
County Spending More Than 30% of Income on Rent Ranking
Miami-Dade County, FL 47.1% 1
Monroe County, NY 44.4% 2
Fresno County, CA 44.3% 3
Riverside County, CA 44.0% 4
Los Angeles County, CA 43.8% 5
Broward County, FL 43.6% 6
San Joaquin County, CA 43.5% 7
Bronx County, NY 43.2% 8
Erie County, NY 43.2% 9
Suffolk County, NY 43.1% 10

Source: U.S. Census Bureau
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None of the 100 largest counties had a higher rent burden than Miami-Dade

in 2000
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What about homeowners? Home-
ownership in Miami-Dade is also expensive,
in relative terms. As with rental rates, the
median house value of $113,200 is
nowhere near the most expensive housing
in the country, ranking only 68th out of
100.22 However, Miami-Dade has the
fourth highest mortgage burden of the
largest counties—only the three New
York City counties of the Bronx, Queens,
and Kings have larger burdens. Forty-one
percent of the county’s homeowners with
a mortgage pay more than 30 percent of
their income on mortgage payments. 

THE TREND

Miami’s middle class is small

and disparities between rich

and poor are growing

Miami’s middle class is small
One way of exploring income issues fac-
ing cities and regions is to examine how
income is distributed among households.
By first dividing the nation’s households
into five equal parts, or quintiles, we can
see what the highest-paid 20 percent of
households are making ($81,000 or
more), what the second highest paid
quintile is making (between $52,000 and
$81,000) and so forth. If a city or coun-
ty’s households are similarly distributed,
that city or county has an even income
distribution because it parallels the
nation’s distribution. If a city has a small-

er share of its population in the middle
groups, its middle-income households are
under-represented. This exercise shows at
a glance the size of the middle class, rela-
tive to low-income groups and
upper-income groups.

Broward County has a very even
income distribution—it closely mirrors
the nation’s. Miami-Dade’s income distri-

bution is not as even. A larger share of
Miami-Dade’s households make under
$18,000 than the nation as a whole and a
smaller share of the county’s households
are in the middle-income brackets.26

But the city of Miami’s income distri-
bution differs radically from the nation’s.
Forty-one percent of the households in
the city of Miami make below $18,000.

Only 15 percent make
between $34,000 and
$52,000. In other words,
Miami, compared to the
nation, has relatively few
households earning a mid-
dle income and a relatively
large number of house-
holds making very little.

How does Miami stack
up against other cities?
Based on the share of its
households in the three
middle income brackets—
or the share of households
earning between $18,000
and $81,000—Miami
ranks 96th out of the 100
largest cities. Only 49 per-

Income Trends
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Miami City has a small middle class, and a large share of its households in

lower-income brackets
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cent of Miami’s households make
between $18,000 and $81,000, whereas
60 percent of the nation’s households
fall within that income bracket. The
cities that rank below Miami on this list
are cities whose distribution is skewed to
the upper end of the scale, rather than
the lower end of the scale. For example,
49 percent of the households in Plano,
TX have incomes above $81,000 (com-
pared to the nation’s 20 percent who
make above that amount). 

What the distribution also shows is
that Miami’s middle class is small, even
when compared to other poor cities. For
example, St. Louis, MO, a
similarly sized city, has the
eighth lowest median
household income and the
tenth highest poverty rate.
Despite those similarities,
St. Louis has a more even
income distribution than
Miami. Thirty-five percent
of St. Louis’s households
make less than $18,000,
and 19 percent make
between $34,000 and
$52,000. Buffalo, which
has the second lowest
median household income
after Miami, also has a
more even income distri-
bution. Even though it has
39 percent of its house-
hold in the lowest income
bracket, it has a larger
share of its households in
the middle three brackets
than Miami does. 

Over the past two
decades Miami’s middle
class has shrunk. By defi-
nition, the middle quintile
for the U.S. always has 20
percent of households. But
in Miami, the share of
households in the middle
income bracket has eroded
since 1979. In 1979, 
18 percent of the city of
Miami’s households were
in the middle income
bracket. By 1999, that
share had fallen to 
15.3 percent. 

Miami’s middle class is small, even when

compared to other poor cities.

Income Trends
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Miami City’s income distribution is less balanced than in Buffalo or St.

Louis, even though all three cities have low median household incomes
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There are stark income disparities
between rich and poor
Not only is Miami City’s income distri-
bution uneven, but there are very large
differences between what different
income groups make. In the Miami
region, the rich are very rich, and the
poor are very poor. In the country as a
whole, the top income quintile earned
14.6 times more than the bottom quin-
tile. In Miami-Dade County, the richest
quintile made 20 times more than the
poorest quintile. And in the city of
Miami, the differences are even more
striking. The top quintile made 29 times
more than the bottom quintile.27

The gap between what rich and poor
make grew sharply in the 1990s. Some of
this can be explained by the fact that the
U.S. as a whole experienced growing
wage inequality. In the 1980s, low-
income workers’ wages fell in real terms
and middle-income earners’ wages stag-
nated. But the wages of the highest paid
workers grew rapidly. In the 1990s, the
wage differential between the wealthiest
and poorest continued to grow, but the
pattern changed slightly. The lowest-
income workers stopped losing ground,
relative to middle-income workers, but
the highest paid workers continued to see
large increases in their wages.28

That said, the Miami area’s income
disparity grew much faster in the 1990s
than it did on the national level. Tracking
average change for each income group
tells the story quite dramatically. After
adjusting for inflation, the richest 20 per-
cent of households in Miami City saw
their income grow 29 percent, while the
poorest 20 percent of households saw
their income actually decrease 5 percent. 

Average Household Income by Quintile Ratios Between Groups
5th Quintile/ 5th Quintile/

1st Quintile 2nd Quintile 3rd Quintile 4th Quintile 5th Quintile 1st Quintile 3rd Quintile
1989
Miami City $4,542 $12,377 $22,550 $38,760 $97,677 21.5 4.3
Miami-Dade $7,045 $20,634 $35,835 $56,338 $119,390 16.9 3.3
Miami metro $8,116 $22,527 $37,676 $58,250 $119,169 14.7 3.2
U.S. $8,864 $23,850 $39,702 $59,657 $116,391 13.1 2.9
1999
Miami City $4,294 $13,179 $24,252 $42,125 $125,933 29.3 5.2
Miami-Dade $7,027 $20,687 $35,598 $56,750 $140,380 20.0 3.9
Miami metro $7,957 $22,865 $38,509 $60,237 $142,594 17.9 3.7
U.S. $9,737 $25,752 $42,092 $64,275 $141,830 14.6 3.4

Source: Brookings Institution analysis of Public Use Microdata Sample, U.S. Census Bureau
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The wealthiest households in Miami City enjoyed sharp increases in their

incomes during the 1990s, while the poorest households lost ground
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THE TREND:

Blacks and Hispanics are less

likely to be middle class than

whites

Miami-Dade became more diverse
over the 1990s
Long a region of great diversity, this
trend intensified over the 1990s. The
city of Hialeah has the largest nonwhite
or Hispanic population in the country,
while the city of Miami follows closely
behind with the third largest “minority”
population (88 percent).29 Sixty-six per-
cent of the city of Miami’s population is
Hispanic or Latino. 

Diversity does not stop at these cities’
borders. Over the 1990s, the black and
Hispanic share of Miami-Dade County’s
population grew. In 1990, 49.2 percent
of the population was Hispanic and 19.1
percent was black. By 2000, the Hispanic
share of the population had grown 8.1
percentage points to 57.2 percent and
the black share of population stayed
steady at 19 percent. (Broward County,
in contrast, is 16.7 percent Hispanic and
20 percent black—much lower numbers,
but ones that represent significant gains
since 1990 when Hispanics were 8.6 per-
cent and blacks 14.9 percent.)

Within the Hispanic population,
changes have also occurred. The Cuban
population in Miami-Dade County
made up 59.2 percent of the total
Hispanic population in 1990. By 2000,
Cubans’ share of the Miami-Dade popu-
lation fell to 50.4 percent. In the city of
Miami, Cubans made up 62.2 percent
of the population in 1990, but only
51.9 percent by 2000. 

Although the metropolitan area is
becoming demographically diverse, there
is still a great deal of spatial separation.
Blacks are concentrated in the northern
part of Miami City and the adjacent
parts of northern Miami-Dade County.
Hispanics are less concentrated, in part
because their numbers are so large.
However, there is still a distinct residen-
tial pattern—the western portion of
Miami City and western Miami-Dade
County tend to be heavily Hispanic,
while the white population is concentrat-
ed in the east. 

1990

Source: U.S. Census Bureau

2000
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Income disparities in the Miami area grew much faster in the

1990s than they did on the national level.
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Wide disparities in income, poverty
rates, and homeownership rates sepa-
rate Miami’s different race and ethnic
groups
Despite the increasing diversity, large dis-
parities between race and ethnic groups
remain. These gaps indicate that non-
whites are less likely to be middle class
than whites.

In Miami-Dade County, the white
median household income is at least
$15,000 more than the Puerto Rican,
Nicaraguan, and Cuban incomes, and at

least $20,000 more than the black and
Haitian incomes. 

The difference is greater within the
city of Miami, where the typical white
household makes $30,000 more than
typical black households, who have the
lowest median income in the city.
(Cubans, Haitians, Nicaraguans, and
Puerto Ricans all have median incomes
in the low- to mid-twenties.) Even
though Miami is known as a financial
center for Latin America, the city actually
has one of the lowest Hispanic median

household incomes in the country—it
ranks 96th out of the 100 largest cities. 

The same disparity exists for poverty
rates and homeownership rates. In
Miami-Dade County, the white poverty
rate is only 9.3 percent while the Haitian
poverty rate is 30.5 percent. In the city
of Miami, blacks have the highest pover-
ty rate at 42.3 percent in and whites have
the lowest at 13.9 percent. 

The disparity in homeownership in
Miami-Dade is also large: The white
homeownership rate, the highest,  is 70.3
percent and Hondurans have the lowest

at 29.8 percent. In Miami
City, whites have the high-
est homeownership rates at
55.9 percent. Haitians and
Nicaraguans have the low-
est homeownership rates at
20.7 percent and 13.1 per-
cent respectively.

The income distribu-
tion in the city of Miami
varies by race as well.
White incomes are more
evenly distributed than the
incomes of blacks or
Hispanics. While 19 per-
cent of whites are in the
middle income bracket,
only 13 percent of blacks
and 15 percent of
Hispanics are in that
bracket. Likewise, 30 per-

Income Trends

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

HaitianAll BlackPuerto RicanNicaraguanAll HispanicCubanWhite

P
o
v
e
rt

y
 R

a
te

 (
1

9
9

9
)

Race/Ethnic Group

Source: U.S. Census Bureau

Miami-Dade County Miami City

White poverty rates remain much lower than other groups’, both county-

wide and in the city of Miami alone

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

WhiteHispanicBlackTotal

More than
$81,000

$52,000 to
$81,000

$34,000 to
$52,000

$18,000 to
$34,000

Less than
$18,000

S
h
a
re

 o
f 

H
o
u
s
e
h
o
ld

s

Source: U.S. Census Bureau

Household Income (1999)

Whites have a higher share of households in the middle class than blacks or

Hispanics

Growing the Middle Class: Connecting All Miami-Dade Residents to Economic Opportunity • Brookings Institution Center on Urban and Metropolitan Policy



Brookings Institution Center on Urban and Metropolitan Policy • Growing the Middle Class: Connecting All Miami-Dade Residents to Economic Opportunity

cent of whites in the city of Miami are
in the top income quintile, but only 4
percent of blacks and 8 percent of
Hispanics are.

Race matters in Miami. Despite the
fact that the city is primarily nonwhite
or Hispanic, whites are still more likely
to be middle class than blacks or
Hispanics.

THE TREND

Suburban Miami-Dade and

Miami City are interdependent

The city of Miami has the most unequal
income distribution, the highest poverty
rates, and the lowest incomes in the
metropolitan region. So why is this a
problem for anyone outside Miami City? 

Cities and suburbs are interdependent
Metropolitan dynamics have changed
since the early postwar period. In the
1950s and 1960s, suburban growth was
not negatively affected by central city
decline. Today, however, trends point to a
new reality. A growing body of research
suggests that the fates of large cities and
their metropolitan areas are inter-
twined—they grow together or they
decline together.30 Economist Richard
Voith has shown that income gains in
central cities also benefit the entire
regional economy. His modeling consid-
ered patterns of growth in income, house
prices, and population in cities and sub-
urbs between 1970 and 1990 for
virtually all U.S. metropolitan areas, and
found that city income growth positively
affected suburban growth in all three
indices—at least in larger cities.31 Manuel
Pastor and his colleagues examined 74
major metropolitan areas and found that
reductions in central city poverty rates
led to metropolitan income growth. To
paraphrase Pastor, targeted efforts to alle-
viate central city poverty eventually seem
to “trickle up” to improve incomes across
the whole region.32

CEOs for Cities and Robert
Weissbourd’s and Christopher Berry’s
recent work shows that metropolitan
areas that have high levels of income
inequality, as Miami-Dade does, tend to

be the metros that have lower levels of
income growth. Income inequality, in
short, depresses economic performance.33

Income inequality is sharpest in the city
of Miami, but because of the interde-
pendency of city and suburb, that
disparity could negatively affect the
entire county’s economic performance.

Cities and suburbs are more alike than
ever before
The old urban-suburban dichotomy is
obsolete. The perception that certain
problems are “city” problems is no longer
accurate. Therefore, issues that face the
city of Miami are most likely issues that
the suburbs of Miami-Dade are also 
facing.

For example, central cities are no
longer always the first home to immi-
grants—foreign-born residents are
suburbanizing at very rapid rates.34

Suburban Miami-Dade County gained
271,585 new foreign-born residents, a 
41 percent gain, while the city of Miami
only netted 1,611 new foreign-born 
residents.35

In part because of the suburbanization
of immigrants, suburban Miami-Dade
public schools are seeing significant
demographic changes. While levels of
segregation and poverty are still high in
central city schools, the inner-suburban
schools are rapidly becoming poorer and
more racially segregated.36

The poverty landscape is also chang-
ing. The city of Miami actually has 9,189
fewer people living in poverty than it did
in 1990—an 8 percent drop. Meanwhile,
suburban Miami-Dade had a 28 percent
gain of 64,923 people living below the
poverty line. 

Miami is not the only city in the
county with high poverty rates and low
incomes. The county has 29 municipali-
ties or census-defined places (places that
do not have their own government, but
are recognized by the census as an identi-
fiable city, town, or village) that have
populations larger than 20,000. Sixteen
of those places have poverty rates that
exceed the nation’s. Similarly, 18 of these
municipalities or census-defined places
have median household incomes smaller
than the nation’s.

Even violent crime rates are falling
faster in the city of Miami than they are
in suburban Miami-Dade.37 Between
1995 and 2002, there was a 26.2 percent
drop in violent crime in suburban
Miami-Dade, but a 44.1 percent drop in
violent crime in the city of Miami. 

The line between city and suburb has
blurred. Not only are city and suburb
interdependent, but the differences
between them are starting to erode. 
In this fashion, neither suburban nor
urban Miami area residents can ignore
the critical importance of growing the
middle class. ■

Recent work shows that metropolitan

areas that have high levels of income

inequality, as Miami-Dade does, tend to

have lower levels of income growth.

Income Trends
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Behind the Trends:
Why is Miami’s Middle
Class So Small?

Miami faces several challenges that contribute to the region’s troubling

income trends and inhibit its ability to grow the middle class.

This section identifies these challenges. The “behind the scenes” reasons for Miami’s low

incomes, high poverty rates, and small middle class evolved over time and are inter-related.

The report will examine three of the most important, which include the following findings: 

• The level of educational attainment in the region is low

• The regional economy is a low-wage economy

• Miami-Dade is exporting middle-class residents

BEHIND THE TRENDS

Educational attainment rates are low

Education affects individual earning power and regional competitiveness
In Miami and elsewhere, education shortfalls directly affect the pocketbooks of individ-
ual households. According to a U.S. Census report, the estimated lifetime earnings of
an individual with a high school degree are almost $1 million dollars less than an indi-
vidual with a college degree. Even having an associate’s degree increases lifetime
earnings by about $400,000 over that of a high school graduate.38 The corollary to this
analysis is that if there are fewer individuals with educations in a region, then incomes
will be lower and the middle class will be smaller.

But the implications for having low educational attainment rates go beyond income.
Economists have long considered “human capital”—talented people generating ideas
and innovations—a crucial factor of production and a primary driver of regional eco-
nomic growth.39 This is particularly true in the growing knowledge economy, with its
greater dependence on skilled, creative, and highly educated employees using and devel-
oping cutting edge technologies. As summarized by the Progressive Policy Institute,
“When the most valuable input for many firms is the skills and talent of their work-
force, a pool of skilled workers is the most important locational factor.”40

In a study of the 75 largest metropolitan areas, Paul Gottlieb and Michael Fogarty
found that the regions with the highest level of educational attainment had much larger
gains in per capita income than those with the lowest levels of educational attainment.
The most educated metropolitan areas saw real per capita income growth of 1.8 percent

Behind the Trends:
Why is Miami’s Middle
Class So Small?
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a year between 1980 and 1997, while the
least educated saw real per capita income
growth of only 0.8 percent a year. This
may not seem significant,
but cumulatively the effect
is quite large. By 1997, the
10 most educated metro-
politan areas’ real per
capita income was 20 per-
cent above the U.S.
average, but the 10 least
educated metropolitan
areas’ per capita income
was 12 percent below the
national average.41

“Skilled” does not nec-
essarily mean educated,
though the two are
increasingly related. For
example, there are occupa-
tions in manufacturing
that are highly skilled but
do not necessarily require
a post-secondary degree.
But the manufacturing
sector is small in Miami-Dade County,
as the discussion below will describe.
Additionally, the U.S.’s manufacturing
sector has been declining for decades,
and recent trends show no sign of
improvement. According to the National
Association of Manufacturers, the
2000–2001 manufacturing recession
nationwide was the second-longest in 50
years (after the recession of 1982), and
its recovery has been the slowest on
record. From July 2000 to June 2003,
over 2.6 million factory jobs were lost in
the U.S.42

In this country’s current informa-
tion-based economy, “skilled” is
becoming increasingly synonymous
with “educated.” An educated workforce
is one of the most valuable assets a
region can have. Growing the middle
class helps ensure that a region has a
“built-in” way to replenish and upgrade
a quality workforce.

Behind the Trends

Regions with the highest level of educa-

tional attainment had much larger gains

in per capita income than those with the

lowest levels. 
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Miami’s educational attainment rates
are very low 
High levels of educational attainment
indicate the potential for regional eco-
nomic growth as well as individual
earning power; and Miami’s poor educa-
tion statistics help explain its small
middle class and low incomes.43 At every
level of geography, the region has a
much lower share of its population aged
25 years and older with at least a bache-
lor’s degree than at the national level.
For example, the overall rate for the 100
largest metropolitan areas is 27.8 per-
cent, but the Miami-Ft. Lauderdale
metropolitan area’s rate is 22.9 percent;

and the overall rate for the 100 largest
counties is 29 percent, but Miami-
Dade’s rate is 21.7 percent (which ranks
the county 85th out of 100). The city of
Miami has an extraordinarily low rate of
16.2 percent, ranking the city 94th out
of the 100 largest cities. Even when you
remove the city of Miami from the
county calculation, suburban Miami-
Dade’s rate is still a very low 23 percent. 

As with income and poverty rates,
educational attainment rates vary by
race and ethnicity. The percentage of
whites with college degrees in Miami-
Dade County is 38 percent—at least
double that of any other race or ethnic

group. The differences between whites
and other groups within the city of
Miami are even sharper—percentage of
whites with college degrees at 46 per-
cent is at least three times more than
that of any other group and almost 10
times more than the lowest group. 

Miami’s public schools are struggling
Unfortunately, public education in the
Miami-Ft. Lauderdale metropolitan area
is currently unable to prepare students to
improve their skills and compete in the
workforce. As Myron Orfield’s research
on the region’s schools has shown, ele-
mentary schools became poorer and more

economically and racially
segregated, reducing
opportunities for students
in those schools. The
number of low-income
students in the Broward
and Miami-Dade school
systems increased by
39,000 between 1993 and
2001, with a greater
increase in Miami-Dade
than in Broward. In 2001,
51 percent of all elemen-
tary school students were
eligible for free and
reduced school lunch.44 In
2001, 51 percent of the
region’s low-income stu-
dents would have had to
move to be evenly distrib-
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uted, up from 49 percent
in 1993. 

High poverty levels
affect performance. In
2003, only 46 percent of
Miami-Dade’s tenth-
graders passed the reading
portion of the Florida
Comprehensive
Assessment Test (FCAT).45

The statewide pass rate
was 58 percent. Scores for
math were better in
2003—63 percent of
Miami-Dade’s 10th
graders passed the math
FCAT.46 But that still
ranked Miami-Dade 60th
out of the state’s 67 school districts (the
pass rate for the state was 73 percent). 

In the 2002–2003 school year, the
Miami-Dade School District had a grad-
uation rate of 57.9 percent, the second
lowest in the state. The state’s graduation
rate in the same year was 69 percent. In
2001–2002, The Miami-Dade School
District had 24.3 percent of the state’s
dropouts, even though it only had 15.2
percent of its high school students. 

Struggling public elementary and sec-
ondary schools have a harder time
preparing their students for any kind of
formal education past high school. And
with reduced ability to produce college-
ready students comes a hampered ability
to raise the region’s educational attain-
ment rates.

BEHIND THE TRENDS

Miami has a low-wage economy 

The structure of Miami-Dade’s economy
creates more low-wage jobs than it does
high-wage jobs. The impact of this on
the size of the middle class is twofold.
First, the large number of jobs with lower
wages contributes to lower median
household incomes and fewer households
earning in the middle income bracket.
Second, the fact that the economy is con-
centrated in lower-skill sectors means
that the region is less likely to attract a
highly skilled workforce. 

Miami-Dade’s largest industry sectors
tend to pay low wages
Compared to the nation’s sectoral mix,
Miami-Dade has a larger service sector.
In 2000, 33 percent of U.S. non-farm
jobs were in the service sector, but 37
percent of Miami-Dade jobs were in the
service sector.47 Meanwhile, higher-pay-
ing sectors, such as manufacturing and

government, are under-represented in
Miami. Twelve percent of all U.S. jobs
are in manufacturing, while only 5.7 
percent of Miami-Dade’s jobs are in
manufacturing.

Even though Miami is on par with
the nation on some high-paying sectors,
such as the finance, real estate, and insur-
ance sector, the majority of jobs in the
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area are in sectors that traditionally
demand fewer skills and pay lower wages.
The two largest sectors in Miami-Dade
are service and retail. Together they make
up 52.9 percent of employment in the
county. But they only account for 43.2
percent of the county’s total payroll.48

The average annual pay for the Miami-
Dade retail sector is $21,295 and the
service sector average annual pay is
$31,083. It should be noted that service
sector jobs encompass a wide range of
employment—from doctors and lawyers,
to hotel clerks and fast food workers.
Twenty-two percent of the service jobs in
Miami-Dade are in healthcare and social
services and have an average annual pay
of $37,000. In contrast, 19 percent of
the service sector jobs are in administra-
tion and waste management and have an
average annual pay of $22,000.49

Poor residents primarily work in low-
wage sectors
In total, 8 percent of Miami-Dade’s
workers earn incomes below the poverty
line. This means, despite having a job,
over 95,500 people in the county are
poor. But low-income residents of
Miami-Dade, not surprisingly, tend to
work in particular kinds occupations.
Over 30 percent of workers earning
incomes below the poverty line are
employed in service occupations. Twenty-
seven percent of the poor workers are

employed in sales and office
occupations.50

Differences between race and ethnic
groups, once again, show that some
groups have larger number of poor work-
ers than others. Sixteen percent of all
Haitian workers in Miami-Dade are
poor, and 6.5 percent of the county’s
Cuban workers are poor, but only 4.1
percent of the white workers are poor.

Wages are lower in Miami-Dade than
elsewhere
To make matters worse, wages for many
occupations are lower in Miami-Dade
than they are in other metropolitan areas.
The median hourly wage for all occupa-
tions in Miami-Dade is $12.49.51 The
nation’s median hourly wage is $13.31.
Out of the 100 metropolitan areas with
the largest number of jobs, Miami-Dade
ranks 77th in median hourly wage.52

The same pattern holds true for indi-
vidual occupational groups. For example,
“office and administrative support” is the
largest occupational group in Miami-
Dade—21.7 percent of the county’s jobs
are office support jobs. The median
hourly wage for office support is $11.51,
much lower than the nation’s rate of
$12.34 for the same occupational group.
Miami-Dade ranks 79th out of the 100
largest metros for the median hourly
wage for office support occupations.

Whether you look at high wage or
low wage jobs, Miami-Dade’s wages are

lower than the national average. Food
preparation is the lowest paid occupation
out of the county’s 10 largest occupation-
al groups. Food prep workers’ median
hourly wage is $6.90 but the national
median is $7.33 an hour. Managers are
the highest paid workers of Miami-
Dade’s 10 largest occupational groups.
The median hourly wage for managers is
$31.46 in Miami-Dade, but $32.27 for
the U.S. 

Miami’s large number of small firms
may have an impact on income
Miami is a hotbed of entrepreneurial
activity. Twenty-two percent of Miami-
Dade’s workers are in firms that have 20
employees in firms that have 20 employ-
ees or fewer.53 Comparatively this means
that Miami-Dade has the sixth highest
share of employees in small business in
the country.54 In many ways, the large
number of small businesses in the region
is a desirable trait. In the biotech sector,
for example, regions with nimble small
businesses have the advantage over
regions with a few large employers.55

Additionally, small businesses are a very
important way in which immigrants,
minorities, and women enter the main-
stream economy.56

While small businesses are important
job creators and help add vitality to
regional economies, there is also a down-
side. Fredrik Andersson and his
colleagues have shown that for low-wage

workers, small firms aren’t
necessarily a blessing.57

Their research shows that
large firms tend to pay
higher wages—55.5 per-
cent of all high wage firms
are large companies while
only 45.4 percent of low-
wage firms are large. The
research also shows that
workers had a better
chance of “escaping” low-
wage jobs if they worked
for a large firm, or if they
left a small firm to take a
job at a large firm. But
because most jobs in the
Miami-Dade County are
with very small firms,
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chances to escape low-wage work may be
limited.

In addition, very small firms often do
not have the capacity to provide good
benefits, an added burden on low-income
workers.58 Nationally, only half of
employers with fewer than 10 employees
offer health insurance.59 Small businesses
may also not be able to maintain the
human resources staff needed to recruit
potential employees, creating inefficien-
cies in the job market and potential jobs
available that workers are not being con-
nected to. 

BEHIND THE TRENDS

Miami is exporting middle-class

residents

Miami has less of a problem attracting
middle-class residents than it does
retaining them. Almost 150,000 people
moved to Miami-Dade from somewhere
else in the U.S. between 1995 and 2000,
and roughly 275,000 immigrants arrived
in Miami-Dade between 1990 and
2000. 

Miami-Dade also gained young
workers during the 1990s. This demo-
graphic group is important to the
economic health of metropolitan
regions, and it represents an influx of
people who are most likely middle class.
In 2002, 22 percent of workers between
the ages of 25 and 34 arrived in Miami-
Dade between 1990 and 2000.60

Miami-Dade performed as well as the
rest of the South and the West, the two
regions of the country that gained young
workers at rapid rates. (Compared to its
neighbor, however, Miami-Dade didn’t
do as well. Broward County gained 47.6
percent of its young workers in the
1990s—the fourth highest rate in the
country.) 

But as the rest of this section explains,
Miami-Dade is failing to retain this valu-
able resource. Even though some
middle-class residents are moving in to
Miami-Dade, even larger numbers are
moving out.

Miami is functioning as a “landing
and launching pad” for foreign-born
residents, hampering its ability to
retain middle class residents
At first glance, the high numbers of for-
eign-born residents in the city of Miami
may look to be the explanation of the
city’s low incomes and high poverty rates.
Immigration contributes to wage
inequality. Because immigrants, in peri-
ods of high immigration, tend to be less
skilled than their native-born counter-

parts, their wages tend to be lower, thus
aggravating the wage disparity. In 1970,
less than 5 percent of the country’s pop-
ulation was foreign born, and
immigrants earned 17 percent less than
the native population. By the late 1990s,
11 percent of the population was foreign
born and they earned 34 percent less
than natives.61 This would seem to

explain some of the region’s income sta-
tistics. After all, Miami is one of the
largest international gateways in the
country. At 50.9 percent, Miami-Dade
has the highest share of foreign-born resi-
dents out of the 100 largest counties. 60
percent of the city of Miami’s population
is foreign born, the second highest city
rate in the country exceeded only by its
neighbor Hialeah. 

But as anyone from Miami knows, the
economic fortunes of foreign-born resi-
dents are fluid. What the numbers
described above mask is an underlying
churn of foreign-born residents. Large
numbers of immigrants continue to
arrive in Miami-Dade every year, but
large numbers of foreign born also leave.
Not only are foreign-born residents leav-
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Firm Size Low-wage Medium-wage High-wage All
0 to <50 36.8% 25.6% 24.9% 28.4%
50 to <250 17.9% 22.4% 19.6% 20.6%
250 and up 45.4% 52.0% 55.5% 51.1%

Source: Fredrik Andersson, Harry J. Holzer, and Julia I. Lane, “Worker Advancement in the Low-Wage Labor Market,”
(Brookings Institution, 2003).

Even though middle-class residents are

moving into Miami-Dade, even larger

numbers are moving out.
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ing the city of Miami, they are also leav-
ing Miami-Dade county. If these
foreign-born residents were staying, the
number of middle-class households in
the city and county would increase as the
individual assets of immigrants began 
to accrue. 

Just under 81,000 immigrants in the city
of Miami entered the U.S. between 1990
and 2000 (and over half of these entered
the country after 1995). However, the
net increase in the foreign-born popula-
tion over the same time period was
minimal—a net gain of only 1,611. This
means that almost as many foreign-resi-
dents left the city as entered the city in
the 1990s; otherwise the net gain would
be closer to 80,000. What is happening?
Most likely, foreign-born residents who
meet with economic success are following
the same trend middle-class Americans of
all races and ethnicities are following—
they are leaving the city. What’s more,
they appear to be leaving the county. 

Thirty-six percent of suburban
Miami-Dade’s foreign-born population,
335,000 people, entered the U.S.
between 1990 and 2000. But suburban
Miami-Dade only netted 272,000 new
foreign-born residents, meaning that at
least 63,000 foreign-born residents left
suburban Miami-Dade County during
the 1990s. 

The problem is not that there are too
many immigrants; the problem is that
Miami-Dade is not retaining them once
they’ve established themselves.

Miami-Dade experienced a net domes-
tic out-migration of residents in the
1990s
The population growth Miami-Dade
experienced in the 1990s owed largely to
international immigration and natural
increase. If one looks at domestic migra-
tion—the pattern of U.S. residents’
movement between places within the
country, Miami-Dade did not fare well.
Almost 160,000 more people left Miami-
Dade than moved in from another part
of the country.62 During the same period,
Broward had a net in-migration of nearly
66,000 people. 

A closer examination of the move-
ment of people between Broward and
Miami-Dade counties illustrates the situ-
ation Miami-Dade finds itself in.
Between 1995 and 2000, 309,000 people
left Miami-Dade County. Twenty-nine
percent of them, or about 90,000 people,
moved to Broward County, by far the
largest gainer of former Miami-Dade res-
idents than any other county in the
country.63 In sharp contrast, only 17,000
of Miami-Dade’s 2000 population lived
in Broward in 1995, which represents
only 8 percent of the total number of
movers who left Broward between 1995
and 2000. 

Who was leaving Miami-Dade for
Broward? While the group of Dade-to-
Broward movers was racially diverse
(14.9 percent Cuban, 24 percent other
Hispanic, 32.7 percent white, and 19.7
percent black), they were primarily mid-
dle class.64 Sixty-two percent of the
movers earned more than the area family

median income. Twenty-eight percent of
the movers had at least a bachelor’s
degree (compared to the metro educa-
tional attainment rate was 22 percent).
The movers also had a dramatic impact
on the Broward population. For example,
25 percent of all Cubans living in
Broward County in 2000 lived in
Miami-Dade in 1995 and 10 percent of

Behind the Trends

Group that moved from 
Miami-Dade County to Broward County Miami-Dade population

Characteristic between 1995 and 2000 (2000)
Race or ethnic make-up 14.9% Cuban 29.1% Cuban

24.0% Other Hispanic 28.2% Other Hispanic
32.7% White 20.7% White
19.7% Black 18.8% Black

Percent of adults 25 and older with at least a B. A. degree 28.0% 21.7%
Percent of population earning more than the 
Miami-Ft. Lauderdale metro area family median 
income (adjusted for family size) 62.2% 44.3%

Source:  Brookings Institution analysis of Public Use Microdata Sample, U.S. Census Bureau
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People who moved from Miami-Dade County to Broward County tended to have higher incomes and more

education than overall population of Miami-Dade
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Behind the Trends

all other Hispanics living in Broward in
2000 used to live in Miami-Dade.

As the above discussion on immi-
grants suggested, a large share of the
Dade-to-Broward movers were foreign-
born residents. Forty percent of the
Dade-to-Broward movers were foreign-
born, and two-thirds of those
foreign-born movers arrived in the U.S.
prior to 1990. From this evidence, it
appears that Miami-Dade is losing more
established immigrants who have most
likely moved up the income ladder while
they were residents of Miami-Dade.

Miami-Dade’s loss was, in many
respects, Broward’s gain. ■

THE OLDER POPULATION IN MIAMI-DADE

A larger-than-average share of Greater Miami’s population is 65 or older—14.5 percent

of Greater Miami’s population is elderly versus 12.4 percent nationally. 

What impact does this have on income structure? Some, probably. But not enough to

fully explain the large disparities and small middle class found in the city of Miami. For

example, Ft. Lauderdale City has a slightly larger share of elderly than Miami City, 17

percent vs. 15 percent. But Ft. Lauderdale’s median household income is $37,887 and

Miami’s is $23,483. Similarly, 13.3 percent of Miami-Dade County’s population is elderly

and 16.1 percent of Broward’s population is elderly. Yet Broward County has a much

higher median household income and an even income distribution.

Additionally, Miami-Dade is no longer attracting the 65 and older population the way it

once did. The state of Florida gained the largest number of older movers and had the

third highest net migration rate for the older population in the country.65 But Miami-Dade

is one of a handful of Florida counties that actually experience a net out-migration of

elderly residents. Almost 12,000 more residents over the age of 65 moved out of Miami-

Dade between 1995 and 2000 than moved in.66 Ranking the 100 largest counties from

the highest net in-migration (Clark County, NV) to the highest net out-migration

(Baltimore, MD), Miami-Dade ranks 69th. Thirty-nine out of every 1,000 elderly residents

left Miami-Dade between 1995 and 2000. 

Clearly, Miami-Dade is no longer the prime destination for the retired population it once

was. Retirees are choosing to go to other locations within Florida, or to Arizona and

Nevada, the states that had the highest rates of net migration in the country.
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Low educational attainment rates, a low-wage economy, and the export

of middle-class residents help explain Miami’s unfavorable income trends. Further complicat-

ing the situation are a number of factors that perpetuate the situation. These factors impede

low-income residents’ ability to move into the middle class and contribute to the region’s fail-

ure to build the middle class from within.

The issues described in this section do not necessarily cause the high poverty rates and low

median incomes in the region, but they do make it difficult to change the status quo. For

example, basic budget items take up a larger share of a low-income resident’s income than they

would for a middle-income resident, thus making it difficult for a poor resident to start build-

ing wealth. Additionally, the issues in this section are not unique to Miami-Dade. But because

of the large portion of low-income residents in the county, these issues may have a greater

impact. This section shows that:

• Miami’s sprawling growth patterns isolate low-income residents from opportunity

• Basic household budget items use a large portion of poor residents’ income

• Limited use of mainstream financial institutions and government support programs

impede the wealth-building capacity of low-income households 

Factors Exacerbating
Miami’s Income Trends
Factors Exacerbating
Miami’s Income Trends
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THE FACTOR

Miami’s sprawling growth pat-

terns isolate low-income

residents from opportunity

The development patterns in Miami-
Dade affect all residents, regardless of
income, but this report focuses on the
effects of sprawling growth on low-
income residents. 

The region is decentralizing. 
The Miami-Ft. Lauderdale metropolitan
area is one of the most sprawling regions
in the country.67 The dispersed pattern
of urban growth is reflected in every-
thing: population growth, housing
construction, office space location, com-
muting patterns, and
developed land.

The metropolitan region
grew by 21.4 percent over
the 1990s, surpassing the
national growth rate of
13.2 percent.68 But the
growth within the region
was not even. The city of
Miami netted only 4,000
new people, a gain of 1
percent. Miami-Dade grew
16.3 percent and Broward
County grew by 29.3 per-
cent. 
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Broward County grew significantly faster than Miami-Dade County in the

1990s
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Between 1990 and 2000, 99.4 percent 

of Miami-Dade’s population growth 

happened outside the city of Miami.
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In Central Business District In Edgeless Locations

“Edgeless Cities” dominate metro Miami’s office space market
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Furthermore, between
1990 and 2000, 99.4 per-
cent of the Miami-Dade’s
population growth hap-
pened outside of the city
of Miami. What’s more,
94.8 percent of the growth
in the county happened
outside of its five largest
places (Miami, Hialeah,
Miami Beach, Kendall,
and North Miami).

Miami-Dade also has a
high level of “job sprawl.”
In 1990, two-thirds of city
of Miami residents com-
muted to a job in the
city.69 By 2000, that num-

ber had dropped 16 percentage
points—only half of the city of Miami’s
workers are now commuting to jobs
within the city. This indicates that more
jobs are being created outside the city. 

Another good barometer of where
jobs are going is to look at office space.
Miami has an extremely decentralized
office space market. Only 13 percent of
the metropolitan region’s office space is
located within the central business dis-
trict (CBD), and two-thirds of its office
space is in very low-density, “edgeless”
locations.70 In 1987, the city of Miami’s
CBD had 11.1 million square feet of
office space. By 2002, the CBD had 4.7
percent more square feet of office space
(11.7 million square feet). In contrast,
non-CBD space grew by 60.3 percent
from 18.2 million square feet in 1987 to
30 million square feet in 2002.

Changes in housing production par-
allel the changes in office construction.
While the number of housing permits is
on the increase in the city of Miami, the
total number of new residential units in
Miami makes up a small percentage of
the metropolitan area’s number of per-
mits issued each year. There were
168,765 permits for new housing units
in the metropolitan area between 1996
and the end of 2002—only 7.2 percent
of those were in the city of Miami.71

With all of this new residential and
office construction, it should come as no
surprise that the Miami metropolitan
region is using up more land. The num-
ber of urbanized square miles almost
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doubled between 1970
and 2000 in the Miami-
Ft. Lauderdale
metropolitan area—from
385 square miles in 1970
to 739 square miles in
2000.

Blacks and Hispanics are
more geographically iso-
lated from jobs than
whites
Part of the effect of decen-
tralization is that blacks
and Hispanics are more
isolated from jobs than
whites. Because blacks and
Hispanics have lower
incomes than whites, this
geographic separation
from jobs may make it
even harder for low-
income residents to move
out of poverty. 

Sixty-five percent of
blacks would have to move
to be evenly distributed
with jobs in Miami-Dade,
compared to 40 percent of
Hispanics and only 36
percent of whites.72 Unlike
the rest of the country, the
spatial isolation Miami-
Dade’s blacks face
worsened during the
1990s. Nationwide, the
spatial mismatch between
blacks and jobs decreased
by 3.2 percentage points.
In Miami-Dade, the spa-
tial mismatch increased by
2.5 percentage points. 

Areas of significant job growth in the
outer suburbs are not easily accessible by
public transit. The large concentration of
blacks and Hispanics who live in the city
of Miami are not only geographically dis-
tant from these job growth areas, these
groups are also more likely to lack access
to a car. Forty-one percent of Miami City
black households and 26.1 percent of
Miami City Hispanic households do not
have access to a vehicle, compared to 10
percent of Miami City white
households.73

Poor commuters are more likely to
take the bus to work and are less likely to

drive. Fourteen percent of Miami-Dade’s
poor commuters take the bus to work,
while only 4 percent of Miami-Dade’s
non-poor commuters take the bus to
work.74 Likewise, 64 percent of Miami-
Dade’s poor commuters drive by
themselves to work and 84 percent of the
county’s non-poor commuters drive
themselves to work.

All households in Miami’s sprawling
region are faced with the challenges of
long commutes to work, school, and
shopping. But this pattern is especially
burdensome to low-income residents,

who do not live in areas of job growth,
have limited job options, and sometimes
need to negotiate all of this without a car.

THE FACTOR

Basic necessities consume a

large portion of poor residents’

income

With a limited incomes and high hous-
ing costs, there is little left for family
savings after paying for the basics, mak-
ing it harder to accrue enough money for
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Over 40 percent of black households in Miami City do not have access to a
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income on commuting than other income groups
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a down payment for a home or an emer-
gency fund. Described below are a few
examples of how much more “expensive”
it is to be poor. 

Transportation and commuting costs
The lowest earners spend the highest per-
centage of their income on commuting.
The total population spends 3.9 percent
of their income on commuting, but the
poorest commuters spend 9.5 percent.75

Car insurance is also much more expen-
sive, relative to income, for low-earners
than high-earners. It costs people in the
bottom 20 percent of the income distri-
bution over seven times more of their
income than those individuals in the top
20 percent of the income distribution. 

Food costs
Even something as basic as food costs
more, relatively speaking, for low-income

people. Nationally, the bottom quintile
of the population spends 16.2 percent of
their income on food. But the top quin-
tile only spends 11.4 percent of their
income on food.

Childcare costs
Childcare usually costs between $4,000
and $6,000 a year, depending on the
region of the country. More than one
child adds to the cost.76 To a household
earning the equivalent of Miami City’s
median income, that represents up to 26
percent of income. A recent survey
shows that even if low-income families
budgeted 10 percent of their income for
child care, they would be several thou-
sand dollars short.77 To use an analogy
from the Children’s Defense Fund, the
average annual cost of child care for a
four-year-old in an urban area is more

than the average annual cost of public
college tuition in all but one state.78

State tax costs 
Florida attracts retirees and other resi-
dents with the absence of an income tax.
But this tax strategy has ramifications for
the state’s low-income population.
Reliance on sales and property taxes
instead of an income tax means that low-
income families wind up spending a
much larger share of their income on
taxes than do wealthier households. The
richest one percent of Florida’s popula-
tion pay on average 3.2 percent of their
income in taxes, while those the poorest
households pay 14 percent. Relative to
their respective incomes, the poorest pay
4.4 times more than the wealthy.79

Miami-Dade’s low-income residents,
like poor residents throughout the coun-
try, have to use a larger share of their
incomes to pay for basic items. Little is
left over to save, making it difficult to
accrue enough capital to move into the
middle class.

THE FACTOR

Limited use of mainstream

financial institutions and gov-

ernment support programs

impede the wealth-building

capacity of low-income house-

holds 

There are a number of government
income-support programs in place to
help alleviate the situation for low-
income residents. But participation rates
in these programs can be low, and the
costs of accessing these benefits can be
high, which limit the programs’ effective-
ness. Likewise, limited access to financial
institutions hinders the ability of low-
income residents to build assets and enter
the middle class.

The participation rates for certain 
federal benefits are low
There are certain public benefits avail-
able to low-income residents to mitigate
some financial burdens. However, for a
variety of reasons the participation rates
can be quite low for some of these pro-
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grams. For any individual
program, the higher the
participation rate, the
more money gets put into
the pockets of those who
need it most. Low partici-
pation rates represent an
opportunity to use
through educational out-
reach to take full
advantage of these existing
programs. 

There are several exam-
ples of federal programs
with low participation
rates. Nationally, only 43
percent of eligible working
families participate in the
food stamp program.80

And 95 percent of uninsured low-income
children in 1999 were eligible for
Medicaid or the State Children’s Health
Insurance Program but did not enroll.81

The Earned Income Tax Credit
(EITC) is a tax credit for working fami-
lies who earn less than 200 percent of the
federal poverty standard. Nationwide in
2000, $31 billion was refunded to 18
million low-income families through the

EITC.82 The EITC is very important to
places like the city of Miami, where there
is a large concentration of eligible resi-
dents. Of the $393 million in EITC
refunds flowing into Miami-Dade
County in 1997, over $61 million went
to families in the city of Miami.83

But even this federal program is
underutilized. The U.S. General
Accounting Office estimates that only 86

percent of working families with children
who were eligible for the EITC filed for
the tax credit and only 45 percent of
workers without children who were eligi-
ble filed for the tax credit.84

Low-income residents may have limit-
ed access to the financial mainstream
Another problem facing a significant por-
tion of Miami-Dade’s large immigrant
and low-income population is lack of
access to mainstream financial institu-
tions. “Unbanked” households are
households who do not have a checking
or savings account. They are met with
additional challenges because, without a
bank account, there is no regular mecha-
nism for saving. Unbanked households
do not have access to credit, making it
difficult to purchase major items such as
a house or a car. In fact, a Federal
Reserve study found that having a bank
account is one of the most important
factors in predicting whether or not an
individual has a car loan, home loan, or
certificates of deposit.85

Although difficult to measure,
national data suggests that about 30 per-
cent of households making less than
$25,000 do not have a checking or sav-
ings account.86 A rough estimate based
on that assumption means that there are
about 61,150 unbanked households in
Miami-Dade County. However, the true
figure may be much higher. The Inter-
American Development Bank estimates
that nationwide, 20 percent of Cubans
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poor residents throughout the country,

have to use a larger share of their incomes

to pay for basic items. Little is left over to

save, making it difficult to accrue enough

capital to move into the middle class.
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are unbanked—meaning that there could
be as many as 130,000 Cubans alone in
Miami-Dade without bank accounts.87

The unbanked are more likely to use
alternative financial services, such as pay-
day lenders and check cashing outlets.
Using alternative financial services means
that accessing something as basic as a
paycheck becomes more expensive. A
2000 U.S. Treasury Dept. study shows
that an unbanked worker earning
$12,000 spends $250 in just cashing pay-
checks (this does not include any other
transaction fee), or 2 percent of income.88

Similarly, accessing benefits such as
the EITC through alternative financial
services detracts from the total value of
the refund. An estimated $1.75 billion in
EITC refunds are diverted toward paying
for tax preparation, electronic filing, and
high-cost refund loans that could have
gone into the bank accounts of low-
income people.89

In 1999, over half of the total EITC
money that the federal government
refunded was accessed through refund
anticipation loans (RALs)90 Similar to
payday lending, RALs are loans tax
preparation firms offer to provide the
client with an immediate tax refund.
They usually carry a very high interest
rate. In Miami-Dade County, 29 percent
of all EITC refunds were refunded
through RALs, representing roughly 35
percent of all EITC Miami refund dol-
lars.91

Immigrants face additional challenges
When the Welfare Reform Act was
passed in 1996, it terminated most feder-
al welfare benefits for legal noncitizen
immigrants for the first five years of resi-
dence. While some benefits were
subsequently restored to immigrants who
had arrived before 1996, foreign-born
residents who arrived after 1996 no
longer have access (for the first five years)
to federal programs such as Temporary
Assistance to Needy Families (TANF),
food stamps, Supplemental Security
Income (SSI), Medicaid and the State
Children’s Health Insurance Program
(SCHIP).92 Eleven percent, or 244,846,
of Miami-Dade’s population are foreign-
born residents who arrived between 1995
and 2000—a significant share of the
population that does not have access to
benefits that supplement income.93

These changes have further complicat-
ed an already difficult situation. Because
of the confusing nature of eligibility laws,
as well as immigrants’ distrust of govern-
ment agencies, many foreign-born
residents who are in fact eligible for ben-
efits are not accessing them. 

For example, an individual household
may have members with different eligi-
bility standings—noncitizen
foreign-parents whose children are citi-
zens; immigrants who are eligible for
benefits living with relatives who are not.
Studies have shown that native-born chil-
dren of immigrant parents are often not
enrolled in health care services for which
they are in fact eligible because their par-
ents fear being considered a “public

charge” by the U.S. Citizenship and
Immigration Services (CIS, formerly the
Immigration and Naturalization Service,
or INS).94 Being considered a public
charge means that the CIS may refuse a
resident’s application for permanent resi-
dency. Likewise, eligible immigrants may
not consult government agencies about
benefits for fear that ineligible or illegal
relatives living with them may be report-
ed to CIS.95

In his study of Haitian immigrants in
Miami-Dade, Philip Kretsedemas shows
that benefit participation rates are very
low for the Haitian foreign-born com-
munity, even when individuals qualify.
No more than five percent of the immi-
grants in the survey applied for benefits,
even though 80 percent of the respon-
dents were eligible.96

Additionally, confusion on both the
part of the immigrants and their service
providers on who is eligible for what pro-
grams, Haitians face language barriers
and cultural differences that can fuel mis-
communication between the agencies
and their clients.

Foreign-born residents also face obsta-
cles to wealth building because of their
weaker ties to mainstream financial insti-
tutions. An analysis by the Federal
Reserve Bank of Chicago shows that 32
percent of foreign-born households
nationwide are unbanked, while only 18
percent of native-born residents lack a
bank account.97 Not only does this con-
tribute to lower homeownership rates
and savings rates, it also increases risk of
theft and robbery—the unbanked popu-
lation is more likely to carry large
amounts of cash, particularly on payday.

Many foreign-born residents have
another expense not shared by native-
born residents. International
remittances, or payments individual
immigrants make to relatives in their
country of origin, represent a very large
amount of money. In 2002, immigrants
in the U.S. sent $30 billion to home
countries.98 Because immigrants often do
not use banks to send money overseas,
the resulting wire and money order fees
can also be high. ■
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to wealth building because of their lower

participation rates in mainstream finan-

cial institutions. 
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As this report has shown, the key problem for Miami is its failure to adequately

retain and build its middle class. Given these trends, what policy direction makes sense for

Miami-Dade? How can the city and county best build on existing assets to ensure a future that

puts the region on the road to a competitive future where all residents are connected to eco-

nomic opportunity? 

Any policy interventions that Miami-Dade undertakes should be part of a broad effort,

including public school reform, economic development initiatives geared toward building a

high-wage economy, and strategies that help attract more middle class people to the region.

The policy choices described here focus on areas that relate more specifically to building the

middle class from within and retaining existing middle class residents. These ideas are meant

to further discussion about how best to start a positive cycle of growing the middle class.

Policies that will help move Miami in that direction include the following:

• Develop an educated, skilled workforce

• Improve access to quality jobs

• Make work pay

• Help families build assets

• Build quality neighborhoods

A Policy Framework for
Growing the Middle Class
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POLICY CHOICE

Developing an educated, skilled

workforce

Most of poor workers in Miami-Dade
work in low-skill service and retail jobs.
With better skills, they might contribute
to the economy at a higher level, and
bring home larger paychecks at the same
time—thus building the middle class. 

The road to better skills is through
education. One of the region’s top priori-
ties should be to invest in its educational
institutions. In 2002, the state of Florida
received a D+ for college enrollment in
the National Center for Public Policy
and Higher Education’s state report
card.99 While the states that scored the
best on the report card had 54 percent of
young adults enrolling in college within
four years of completing high school,
Florida only had 28 percent. The low
grade may be due in part to the fact that
tuition at a four-year college costs the
average Florida family 62 percent of their
income after financial aid, while in the
top-ranking states it only costs 32 per-
cent.100

Miami-Dade’s leaders need to examine
ways to make higher education a more
affordable option for young adults and
their families, as well as those already in
the workforce who want to expand their
knowledge and skills.

Special attention should be paid to
Miami’s Hispanic students. A recent
study by the Western Interstate

Commission for Higher Education
(WICHE) shows that in 2001, Hispanic
students made up nearly 17 percent of
the graduating public high school class in
Florida. By 2014, the Hispanic share of
graduating seniors will almost double to
32 percent.101 Miami-Dade, with its exist-
ing high base of Hispanic students,

probably will have a much larger share of
Hispanic high school graduates in 2014.
But Hispanic students face circumstances
that other groups do not, according to
Richard Fry, a researcher with the Pew
Hispanic Center. Hispanics are less likely
to attend college full time and more like-
ly to have a job while in school in order

A Policy Framework for Growing the Middle Class

One of the region’s top priorities should be to invest in its 

educational institutions.
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to support family members.102 The needs
of Hispanic students must be met if
Miami-Dade is going to successfully raise
its educational attainment rates.

Community colleges are an important
part of the higher education landscape in
Miami-Dade, and Miami-Dade College
(MDC) is one of the best community
colleges in the country. Community col-
leges are seen as an entry point for
low-income, minority students to access
four-year degrees. 

Yet the percentage of students who
start at a community college and go on
to complete a bachelor’s degree is low.
Nationally, more than half of all students
who enroll in a community college do
not complete any degree, 16 percent earn
associate’s degrees, and 16 percent com-
plete at least a bachelor’s degree.103

In Miami-Dade, the numbers are
probably not as low. Twenty-seven per-
cent of MDC students who started in
Fall 1999 graduated within three years
(another 30% are still enrolled and 25%
left with transferable credits). Of the
2000–2001 graduates, 78% went on to a
Florida state four-year college or universi-
ty. And statewide, about 60 percent of
students who transfer from community
colleges to the Florida state university
system graduate within three years of
transferring.104 One way to boost the edu-
cational attainment numbers in
Miami-Dade is to concentrate on helping
all Miami-Dade community college stu-
dents continue on toward a successful
completion of their bachelor’s degree. 

Miami-Dade is starting from a posi-
tion of strength compared to other
community college systems and improv-
ing the bachelor degree completion rate
should be a realistic goal. 

POLICY CHOICE

Improve access to quality jobs

There are several strategies Miami-Dade
could pursue to link low-income workers
with jobs. First, the region can work to
develop its public transportation infra-
structure. Fourteen percent of
Miami-Dade’s households do not have
access to a car—better mass transit can

improve the means of getting to work for
this group. Low-income people usually
have older automobiles that require more
repairs, and as discussed above, poor
households spend a larger share of their
income on car insurance. By providing
reliable and efficient public transit, many
poor households could reduce their car
costs. Public transit can also provide an
efficient and desirable alternative to the
automobile for middle-class residents and
a responsible approach to ease the strain
that sprawling growth patterns are plac-
ing on the natural environment. 

But because of the decentralized
nature of the region’s economy and land-
use patterns, relying on improvements in
traditional forms of public transportation
may not be enough. The low-density
configuration of residences and business-
es in the county can make it expensive to
operate an extensive bus or rail system.
Traditional public transportation projects
can be supplemented with jitney, ride
sharing, and car ownership programs. 

Jitneys are smaller buses with seats for
around 20 commuters that are less
expensive to operate than full-sized buses.
Miami-Dade is currently proceeding with
a pilot jitney project. On the experimen-
tal route, jitney service is expected to
improve the wait time from its current
length of 70 minutes during peak hours
down to ten minutes.105 One bus every
seventy minutes is not a feasible means of
getting to work—a jitney every ten min-
utes is. This pilot project and others like
it should be encouraged and expanded.

Ride-share programs can also help
supplement transportation gaps. Private
companies, sometimes in conjunction
with nonprofit organizations, have
unveiled ride-share programs in a num-
ber of cities. These programs allow
members to rent cars hourly, and pick up
and drop off the automobiles in a num-
ber of designated parking spots
throughout the city. Because participants
do not have any cash outlays for the pur-
chase or upkeep of the car, ride sharing is
a less expensive option than owning a
car, and at times more convenient than
depending on buses. Currently, most of
these kinds of ride shares are structured
for people who only periodically need a

car, but can serve as a model for new
ways to efficiently and inexpensively help
low-income commuters get to work. 

Another possible avenue is to also add
car-ownership programs to the mix of
options that improve transportation
options for low-income workers. Surveys
of workers who participated in subsidized
car-ownership programs report higher
wages and better jobs, improved quality
of day care, more involvement with fami-
ly and community, and more frequent
participation in worship services.106

In addition to transportation respons-
es, workforce development organizations
can also play a role in connecting
employers to employees. Workforce
development organizations can take
many forms, from federally funded work-
force investment boards (WIBs) to
community colleges, to nonprofit com-
munity-based organizations.107 Workforce
intermediaries, a particular kind of work-
force development organization,
specifically focus on low-income resi-
dents’ career advancement.108 Besides
basic job placement, workforce interme-
diaries provide services to help ready
low-income workers for jobs, including
occupational skills training, and counsel-
ing. Currently, there is a limited presence
of workforce intermediaries in Miami-
Dade, and this model may help connect
low-income residents to better jobs.

POLICY CHOICE

Make work pay

Work should pay. However, with 8 per-
cent of the county’s workers living below
the poverty line, and even more making
less than the Self-Sufficiency Standard, a
significant share of workers are unable to
support families, save money, buy homes,
and send children to college. 

The Greater Miami Prosperity
Campaign, an initiative of the Human
Services Coalition of Dade County, is
working to improve access to work bene-
fits. Increasing the participation rate in
programs such as the EITC helps put
more money in the pockets of low-
income residents, which in turn increases
their ability to build wealth. The amount
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of money, almost $400 million, the
EITC brings into Miami-Dade under-
scores its power as a tool for individual
and neighborhood renewal. First, it
injects significant additional resources
and purchasing power into the Miami-
Dade economy. Second, it combats
poverty by rewarding work.109

Besides improving the EITC partici-
pation rates, the Greater Miami
Prosperity Campaign also has developed
programs to improve food stamp and
child health insurance participation rates.
It is working to reduce the costs of
accessing the EITC by providing free tax
preparation services to low-income resi-
dents. This is a very direct way to
immediately boost the incomes of the
working poor, and thus help build the
middle class from within.

The advantage of increasing participa-
tion rates in these kinds of benefit
programs is that the money is already
there—no new programs need be estab-
lished. Miami has the potential to be
among the leading regions in improving
access to all work benefits—beyond the
EITC and child health insurance to tran-
sit benefits and child care benefits. 

POLICY CHOICE

Help families build assets

Miami-Dade should help working fami-
lies build wealth through
homeownership. Homeownership pro-
vides the major source of wealth
accumulation for most American fami-
lies. Yet, both the central-city
homeownership rate and the homeown-

ership rate for blacks and Hispanics are
far below the national rate. Miami-Dade
should consider scaling up existing pro-
grams to increase homeownership. A
starting point might be an expansion of
existing efforts to reduce the credit prob-
lems of many minority households
through financial literacy and homeown-
ership counseling programs. Expanding
such programs would presumably
increase the pool of potential urban
homebuyers. 

Effectively connecting low-income
residents to mainstream financial insti-
tutions is another important way to help
poor households improve their capacity
to save and build wealth. The reasons
for being unbanked are complex, and
any policy intervention or banking
innovations should be aware of what the
needs of low-income and immigrant
groups are. 

For example, one reason often cited
for the large number of unbanked people
in poor neighborhoods is the absence of
mainstream banks. New research shows
that this perception may not be entirely
accurate. The majority of neighborhoods
that have alternative financial service
providers also have at least one main-
stream bank.110 In Miami-Dade
neighborhoods with poverty rates of over
30 percent, there are 2.5 alternative
providers per 10,000 residents. But there
are almost as many banks—2.2 banks per
10,000 residents.111 This suggests that
mainstream banks, even when located in
low-income neighborhoods, are either
not offering the services low-income resi-
dents need, or their outreach to these
customers is inadequate. 

As researcher Michael Barr points out,
mainstream banks are not actively com-
peting with alternative providers for
low-income customers, in part because
the cost of revamping their existing prod-
ucts to meet the needs of poorer
customers is high: “The cost to individ-
ual financial institutions of research,
product development, account adminis-
tration, staff training, marketing, and
financial education for new financial
products for the poor, relative to their
expected financial return, means that the
market is unlikely to change quickly on
its own.”112 Miami-Dade’s nonprofit
community and local government can
play a role in funding the kind of
research, development, and outreach that
would make it easier for mainstream
banks to provide better services to low-
income residents.

POLICY CHOICE

Build quality neighborhoods

For decades, housing policy was pursued
separately from school policy, which was
pursued separately from workforce devel-
opment policy. But schools, housing, and
jobs are inter-related and any housing
policy undertaken in Miami-Dade
should reflect that. Policy goals should
include promoting healthy families and
communities, rather than simply build-
ing housing.113 Specifically, an effective
affordable housing policy should do the
following: 
• Preserve and expand the supply of

good-quality housing units in order to
ensure the availability of decent hous-

Schools, housing, and jobs are inter-related and any housing

policy undertaken in Miami-Dade should reflect that. 
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ing for low- and moderate-income
households

• Make housing more affordable and
more readily available for low- and
moderate-income households

• Promote racial and economic diversity
in residential neighborhoods, so that
poor and minority households are not
isolated from social, educational, and
economic opportunities.

• Strengthen families by protecting their
health, encouraging family stability,
and providing access to community
supports.

• Link housing with essential supportive
services for individuals and families
who need extra help, such as homeless
people, the frail elderly, and people
with disabilities.

For decades, research has under-
scored the huge bearing that family
and neighborhood environments have
on children’s future health and success.
Most at-risk are children who are
raised in distressed neighborhoods and
in low-income or minority families
headed by single parents. A study by
Harvard economists David Cutler and
Edward Glaeser underscored the
important role of neighborhood health
on individual outcomes. It found that
those who lived in segregated cities
actually had lower educational attain-
ment and earnings than those of less
racially segregated places—and that a
13 percent reduction in segregation
was associated with a one-third reduc-
tion in the black-white success gap114

In light of such findings, Miami-Dade
should incorporate a deep awareness of
the interconnectedness of family and
neighborhood health and student
achievement into all of its efforts to
improve educational attainment. It
should make itself a national leader in
defining a new educational attainment
agenda that integrates traditional
school reform strategies with strategies
for building quality neighborhoods and
supporting working families. 

Creating quality neighborhoods also
reduces some of the “push factors” that
lead to middle-class flight. By investing
in better neighborhoods, Miami-Dade
will be working toward higher retention
of its middle-class residents. ■
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Conclusion



Miami-Dade is a vibrant place—a very large urban market, an

international gateway, a tourist destination, and an engine for entrepreneurial activity.

In part because of the large number of immigrants who move through the area,

Miami-Dade is an important incubator of new cohorts of middle class residents.

Despite these assets and the important role the county plays in connecting new

Americans to the mainstream economy, Miami-Dade, particularly the city of Miami,

is struggling. Because of obstacles that inhibit the wealth building capacity of low-

income residents, Miami is not building the middle class as fast as it needs to. And it’s

not retaining the residents who do make it up the income ladder to the middle class. 

By growing the middle class through attracting, retaining, and building more skilled

and educated workers to the county, Miami-Dade will not only be better able to con-

nect all its residents to economic prosperity, but it will realize a new level of regional

competitiveness.
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