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Historically, high housing costs have intersected with discriminatory market practices and exclusionary 

land-use policies to block low-income families and people of color from communities that offer safety, 

good schools, a healthy environment, and access to jobs. At the same time, many neighborhoods where 

housing is more affordable—and where poor people of color have been concentrated—have been the 

victims of disinvestment and neglect, leaving them with failing schools, inadequate services, physical 

and environmental blight, and high levels of crime and violence. Many people who could afford to move 

have fled from these communities, further raising their poverty rates and accelerating the cycle of 

disinvestment, powerlessness, and distress. 

Today, economic segregation is on the rise across much of the United States, creating enclaves of 

low-income neighborhoods that lack the resources and amenities (as well as the political and market 

power) most middle- and high-income communities take for granted (Pendall 2015; Greene et al. 2016). 

Understanding the mechanisms through which neighborhood conditions can affect long-term social and 

economic outcomes for their residents is a crucial step in promoting mobility from poverty.  

This memo summarizes the research evidence about four causal mechanisms through which 

conditions in distressed communities can undermine the long-term life-chances of their residents: the 

availability and quality of services, crime and violence, the role of peer groups and social networks, and 

access to employment opportunities.1 

The Availability and Quality of Services 

Limited access to high-quality services in distressed communities significantly disadvantages families. 

Poverty, race, and the political fragmentation of metropolitan regions all work to undermine the 

political and market power people and communities need to obtain quality services from government 

and the private sector.  

The poor quality of public schools is arguably the most consequential challenge. The average low-

income student attends a school that scores at the 42nd percentile on state exams, compared with the 

average middle-/high-income student, who attends a school that scores at the 61st percentile on state 

exams (Rothwell 2012). Poor school quality can significantly undermine future economic mobility. 

Students in higher-quality K–3 classrooms end up with higher earnings, college attendance rates, and 

other improved outcomes by age 27 (Chetty et al. 2010). The problem of poor school quality is 

exacerbated in distressed neighborhoods, where parents often lack the resources and experience to 

provide supportive or supplemental services to better their children’s education. 

Despite the fact that most children in the United States attend some form of preschool by age 5, 

access to quality child care and preschool is limited in distressed communities. This not only puts 
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children at an early developmental disadvantage, but also makes it difficult for parents to care for their 

children while maintaining employment.  

In addition to school quality, distressed communities typically lack numerous other public and 

private services. Limited access to quality health centers, food markets, parks and recreational facilities, 

and transit all put residents at a disadvantage. Low-income census tracts have half as many grocery 

stores as wealthy census tracts, making it more difficult for residents of distressed neighborhoods to 

access healthy, affordable food. Since access to healthy food is associated with decreased obesity and 

other diet-related issues, this significantly impairs the health of low-income residents. The lack of quality 

health centers and transit options in the neighborhood perpetuates this problem, leaving residents with 

numerous barriers to maintaining a decent quality of life (Treuhaft and Karpyn 2010).  

Crime and Violence 

Exposure to crime and violence can profoundly disrupt child and adolescent development and 

undermine a person’s long-term well-being. Childhood experiences of trauma and abuse are strongly 

related to future mental and physical health problems, such as alcoholism, cancer, and suicide risk 

(Boivin and Hertzman 2012). This problem extends beyond child development; because trauma 

stimulates a psycho-physiological stress response that undermines health, residents of all ages who 

experience or witness violence and disorder in their communities suffer more depression and fearful 

anxiety (Hill, Ross, and Angel 2005). 

High levels of crime and violence also make it more difficult for a community’s residents to find safe 

spaces to exercise and play outdoors. In California, one in four teenagers living in disadvantaged 

neighborhoods reported having no safe park near home (Babey, Hastert, and Brown 2007). Violence and 

crime can also threaten the safety of school and work commutes, create unsafe school environments, 

and disrupt learning in the classroom. Furthermore, the degree to which individuals, particularly 

adolescents, are surrounded by violence and crime can lead them to view these behaviors as normal, 

potentially leading to their own involvement in violence and crime.  

Crime and violence also bring increased police presence, with potentially devastating consequences 

for residents. Police are charged with keeping communities safe, but many departments do so with 

intensive tactics that emphasize street stops and high concentrations of officers in “hot spots.”2 

Currently, these tactics are most often applied to communities of color, contributing to disproportionate 

rates of involvement with the criminal justice system, high rates of arrest and incarceration, and, in the 

most tragic circumstances, fatal encounters with police. Arrest and incarceration unquestionably 

undermine a person’s prospects for social and economic success. 

Peer Groups and Social Networks 

Research shows that low-income people’s social ties are more confined to the communities in which 

they live than those of middle- and high-income people, making them more dependent on their 

neighborhood’s social networks for information, services, and mutual support. However, in distressed 

neighborhoods, these networks are limited in the opportunities and services they can provide. For 



mobilitypartnership.org  3 

example, African Americans living in poor neighborhoods are more socially isolated and have reduced 

access to resources through their networks (Tigges, Brown, and Greene 2008). These limitations can 

constrain economic opportunities: a parent in a community where few people have decent-paying jobs 

is less likely to hear about—or gain referrals—to potential job opportunities.  

Social networks also play an important role in a community’s capacity to demand services, 

investment, and problem-solving from government. When residents are socially and politically isolated 

from the networks that exercise power in a community, their voices are less likely to be heard, their 

needs less likely to be addressed, and their capacity to shape city- and region-wide decisionmaking 

profoundly constrained (see, for example, Benner and Pastor 2015). 

Although peer groups are not strictly confined to a person’s immediate neighborhood, the 

community environment plays a significant role in establishing peer groups, especially for adolescents. 

Peer pressure can detrimentally affect adolescents by promoting drug and alcohol use. Low-income 

neighborhoods are associated with increased peer drinking and increased adolescent drug use, and this 

exposure to alcohol and drugs can influence an adolescent to participate in these behaviors (Chuang et 

al. 2005). Peer pressure can also create a culture where it is cool to not care about school, and that 

attitude could in turn contribute to increased absenteeism and decreased achievement levels. Low-

income, young people of color who were admitted to high-performing charter schools were higher 

achieving than low-income, young people of color who were in low-performing schools, pointing to 

negative peer pressure as a mechanism for lower school achievement (Coller et al. 2014). 

Access to Employment Opportunities 

With the simultaneous decline in manufacturing employment and the suburbanization of jobs, many 

inner-city neighborhoods became physically isolated from job opportunities, hampering both proximity 

and accessibility.3 The cost of owning and maintaining a car is too high for many low-income people, and 

in most metropolitan areas it takes people without reliable access to automobiles much longer to reach 

employment opportunities (Pendall et al. 2014). This is largely because of the lack of frequent, safe, 

public transportation options serving distressed communities and connecting them to areas where jobs 

are abundant. Moreover, “for people who work multiple jobs or overnight shifts in [low-income] 

communities, and for those—mainly women—who have to balance work, child care, and elder care, 

mass transit almost never works” (Pendall, Blumenberg, and Dawkins 2016). Long commutes mean that 

residents from low-income communities have fewer hours to spend working each day and fewer hours 

with their families before and after work. 

Notes

1 For more extensive reviews of this research literature, see Turner and Rawlings (2009) and Turner et al. (2014). 

2 Jesse Jannetta and Samuel Bieler, “Strong Medicine: Using Policing Power with Care,” Urban Wire (blog), Urban 
Institute, May 17, 2015, http://www.urban.org/urban-wire/strong-medicine-using-policing-power-care. 

3 Similarly, economic forces have left many rural communities far from centers of employment opportunity. 
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