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UNDERSTANDING INEQUALITY IN THE
LATE TWENTIETH-CENTURY
METROPOLIS: NEW PERSPECTIVES ON
THE ENDURING RACIAL DIVIDE

Alice O’Connor

The United States enters the new millennium amidst widespread
celebration of its vast prosperity. That prosperity is marred, how-
ever, by the same great problems with which the twentieth cen-

tury began: growing inequality in the distribution of wealth, income,
and opportunity; a rapidly restructuring “new economy” that is desta-
bilizing older patterns of work and community; ethnic tensions sparked
by the steady arrival of “new,” racially “other” immigrants; and the en-
durance of what W. E. B. DuBois prophetically described one hundred
years ago when he wrote that “the problem of the twentieth century is
the problem of the color line; the relation of the darker to the lighter
races of men in Asia and Africa, in America and the islands of the sea”
(DuBois 1901, 354).

Nowhere are these intertwined problems more vividly captured
than in the complex economic, gender-based, and racial and ethnic divi-
sions of contemporary urban America. In major cities nationwide, over-
all economic growth is accompanied by higher than average rates of
unemployment and poverty, concentrated especially in low-income,
working-class minority neighborhoods that have only recently begun to
show signs of recovery following decades of steady decline (U.S. Depart-
ment of Housing and Urban Development 1999). Still, the low-skilled
urban workforce, greatly expanded by the “end of welfare,” has little
access to local jobs that provide living wages, employment security, and
adequate benefits. For the past several years job creation has been faster
in the suburbs, where minority workers encounter greater racial dis-
crimination in hiring (Holzer 1996). Meanwhile, despite gradually rising
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rates of nonwhite suburbanization, racial residential segregation re-
mains the norm—laying the basis for racial and class segregation in edu-
cation, transportation systems, access to public services, and political
representation. Yet, the commitment to deliberate policies of integra-
tion, on the metropolitan as well as the national level, is in open retreat.

Explaining these economic, spatial, and racial divisions is the cen-
tral purpose of the Multi-City Study of Urban Inequality, a unique in-
quiry launched in the early 1990s by an interdisciplinary team of social
scientists with sponsorship from the Russell Sage and Ford foundations.
Based on surveys of households and employers in the metropolitan areas
of Atlanta, Boston, Detroit, and Los Angeles, the study affords a compre-
hensive and systematic look at the roots of inequality in labor markets,
residential segregation, and racial attitudes.

Three long-range and far-reaching transformations in the post-World
War II and especially the post-1970s urban landscape set the larger con-
text for the Multi-City Study. One is the transformation of the urban
economy, which for the past fifty years and with greater speed in the
past two decades has become more decentralized, global, and heavily
reliant on finance, services, and technology than on its once-larger and
more powerful manufacturing base. Until recently, urban economies
also manifested two deeply troubling and interrelated long-term trends
in the broader U.S. economy. The first, the two-decade-long stagnation
and decline in real wages for American workers, has only recently been
reversed, thanks largely to the high-employment economy. The second,
a trend toward growing inequality in the distribution of income, has not
been significantly altered, while wealth inequality has continued to gain
momentum during the current economic boom. Although cities have
historically been associated with the extremes of concentrated wealth
and concentrated poverty, the postindustrial urban economy has left a
large segment of working- and middle-class families struggling to keep
up as well (Danziger and Gottschalk 1995; Levy 1998; Mishel, Bernstein,
and Schmitt 1999). Moreover, the consequences of economic restructur-
ing and polarization have played out differently across racial lines. Non-
whites, historically disadvantaged in access to educational opportunity,
have suffered disproportionately from the decline of high-wage, union-
ized manufacturing jobs for non-college educated workers. And although
nonwhite college graduates have indeed benefited from the “premium”
to education, far fewer minority households have been in a position to
share in the gains that wealth generates in the “new economy” (Wilson
1987, 1996; Oliver and Shapiro 1995).

Accompanying economic restructuring and rising inequality has
been a second, equally consequential transformation in the urban land-
scape, brought about by the metropolitanization of residential and in-
dustrial space. Spurred on by post–World War II public policies and gov-
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ernment-subsidized infrastructure building, the long-term trend toward
residential suburbanization and industrial deconcentration has pro-
foundly altered the geographic map of opportunity, shifting jobs toward
what for many remains an elusive periphery and away from the central
cities and “inner-ring” suburbs that are often home to minority work-
ers. While spatial restructuring varies physically across metropolitan
areas, its racial significance does not: shaped by a long history of seg-
regationist policies, institutional practices, and social attitudes, the
metropolitanization of population and employment has meant dimin-
ished work opportunities and neighborhood decline for poor and work-
ing-class minorities, who remain barred by race as well as income from
following the trajectory of metropolitan sprawl (Jackson 1985; Kasarda
1989; Massey and Denton 1993; Sugrue 1996).

The third transformation, and the most recent in origin, is the vast
demographic change brought about by the post-1965 growth and chang-
ing nature of immigration to the United States. In contrast to the princi-
pally European origin of nineteenth and early twentieth-century migra-
tion, today’s “new immigrants” have come from Asia, Latin America,
and Africa, adding visibly to the racial, ethnic, and cultural diversity of
their predominantly urban destinations (Portes and Rumbaut 1990). Es-
pecially in high-immigrant cities such as Los Angeles, New York, and
Miami, this changing demographic profile has affected intraminority re-
lations in complicated ways. On the one hand, groups once reviled as
“newcomers” to the cities—African Americans, native-born Latinos,
and other, more established ethnic communities—now picture them-
selves as threatened old-timers, vying with a new wave of immigrants
for residential space, labor market position, and cultural recognition.
Further heightened by years of urban deindustralization, physical deteri-
oration, and political neglect, the resulting tensions set the stage for
daily conflict as well as “multiethnic rebellion” during the 1980s and
90s in America’s major immigrant destination points (Oliver, Johnson,
and Farrell 1993; Waldinger and Bozorgmehr 1996; Mohl 1997 [1995]).
On the other hand, in recent years these same transformations and in-
terethnic conflicts have also fostered growing awareness of the need for
cross-ethnic coalition building within and between urban neighbor-
hoods, particularly around issues of economic, environmental, and ra-
cial justice, education and social services, and governing institutions
that are more adequately representative of the multiethnic urban core.

Connected though they may be to economic and social forces that
are taking place on a global level, these changes in urban America have
been shaped by policy choices made within a political environment that
over the past quarter-century has grown increasingly hostile to govern-
ment activism in the areas of poverty and race, and that has looked
more and more to individualized, free market forces as explanations for
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and solutions to social problems. This shift in public philosophy, re-
flected most dramatically in manifestos such as the Republicans’ 1994
Contract with America and the “end of welfare” in 1996, is part of a
broader ideological and political transformation that has challenged the
very underpinnings of the New Deal and post–World War II welfare
state—and has had important consequences for urban minority and
working-class communities. One is a retreat from public investment in
physical and social infrastructure in central cities, even in the face of
the industrial decentralization and metropolitan sprawl that have been
encouraged by government policies (Caraley 1992; O’Connor 1999). A
second is the erosion of the political coalitions that have given voice to
urban interests in national and regional politics (Dreier 1995, 2000; Wol-
man and Marckini 1998). Third has been a withdrawal from race-
targeted policies such as affirmative action and aggressive civil rights
enforcement (Days 1984; Williams 1998).

How, the Multi-City research team set out to ask in the early 1990s,
are contemporary patterns of inequality related to the transformations
that have made late twentieth-century cities at once more multiracial,
more metropolitan in orientation, and less traditionally industrial than
they have been since the century’s start? How and why does the postin-
dustrial metropolitan economy distribute opportunity unequally across
the overlapping lines of class, gender, and race? Do patterns of inequality
differ significantly across metropolitan areas, and if so, why? To answer
these and a host of related questions, the Multi-City Study team collabo-
rated on a series of linked household and employer surveys in the Atlanta,
Boston, Detroit, and Los Angeles metropolitan areas. These surveys were
designed to dig beneath the broad patterns discernible in census statistics,
to provide comprehensive and in-depth information on local labor mar-
kets, residential segregation, and racial attitudes. The breadth of the is-
sues surveyed, the multi-city scope of the project, and the pairing of
household and employer interviews combine to give a uniquely compre-
hensive and detailed look at urban America at the turn of the millennium.

This volume of essays represents one of several products of the
Multi-City Study research, which include separate volumes on each of
the four metropolitan areas under study, plus two volumes based on
employer telephone and face-to-face (listed at the end of this volume)
interviews. In this book, researchers present results from cross-city an-
alyses, selected to highlight both the special strengths of the surveys
and the complex and interrelated factors contributing to urban inequal-
ity. While the city-specific volumes draw out the unique historical,
structural, and political conditions that differentiate these metropolitan
areas from one another, the focus in this volume is on identifying more
broadly prevailing patterns.

These analyses tell us that ongoing economic, spatial, and demo-
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graphic restructuring has heightened the advantages of education, tech-
nological skill, and suburban residence in the metropolitan opportunity
structure, while deepening the disadvantages of less-educated and inner
city residents. They also tell us that, while a visible part of the ethnic
“niche” economy, recent immigrants constitute a growing segment of
the broader low-wage labor pool, earning lower wages—and, frequently,
higher praise—than their native-born counterparts from employers ea-
ger to maintain a cheap, cooperative workforce. And our analyses tell us
that metropolitan job opportunities are segmented by gender, especially
within industries and firms, leaving women at a disadvantage that is
further compounded by the greater burden of child care and household
responsibility they carry. But the disadvantages generated by changing
skill demands, spatial “mismatch,” immigration, gender, and family re-
sponsibility cannot fully account for the substantial and enduring racial
disparities that mark social and economic outcomes in the contempo-
rary American metropolis. Those disparities cannot be understood with-
out confronting the complex, and cross-cutting, significance of race. A
central theme in this book is that racial barriers, having in some ways
diminished since the landmark civil rights legislation of the 1960s, re-
main a powerful, albeit not always readily visible, social and structural
dimension of contemporary inequality.

The significance of race in urban inequality is to be found not in
any single place but in various aspects, and at multiple levels, of social
experience: in discriminatory behavior, policies, and institutional prac-
tices; in the structural segmentation of labor markets and residential
space; and in the attitudes, stereotypes, and ideological belief systems
through which people make sense of broader social conditions and de-
termine their own policy preferences. Race has a deep and enduring
historical significance as well, still visible in residential color lines con-
structed by years of racial exclusion, violence, and overtly discrimina-
tory policies; in the persistent racial gaps in education, skills, and capi-
tal that stem from opportunity denied; and in the mistrust between
minorities and local law-enforcement agencies that has once again
erupted around the issue of racial profiling. And race has significance as
the basis of a color-coded sense of social hierarchy that affects individ-
ual attitudes and behavior, and that is embedded in social structure as
well as in shared cultural norms.

The significance of race as a factor in urban inequality, then, cannot
fully be captured in a single social scientific variable or by considering
social and economic outcomes in isolation from one another. Nor can
its effects easily be separated out from those associated with economic
restructuring and metropolitanization, which are often treated as non-
racial, or race-neutral forces in the literature (Wilson 1999). Race, of
course, is by no means the only fault line in urban America; it does,
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however, enter into, complicate, and form a context for understanding
the divisions of class, gender, and space.

In light of their varied disciplinary backgrounds, it should come as
no surprise that the authors contributing to this volume do not take a
uniform approach to measuring and disentangling the significance of
race. For some, indeed, the significance of race lies precisely in the en-
tanglements—in the extent to which race relations and racialized per-
ceptions shape market dynamics, residential settlement patterns, and a
whole host of economic, social, and cultural processes that affect the
distribution of opportunity and outcome. Analyses that purport to “ex-
plain” racial disparities in terms of human capital or other non-racial
gaps miss an important aspect of how race affects social and economic
outcomes: they do not adequately acknowledge the racial context within
which these disparities are generated, judged, and maintained. Others,
however, argue that it is not only possible but imperative to pinpoint race
effects categorically, by first taking the full measure of disparities in
education, skill, socioeconomic status, and other nonracial variables that
can account for racial disparities in social and economic outcomes. In one
view, the significance of race is pervasive and built into the social envi-
ronment; in the other view, it is contained within what, after accounting
for a host of other variables, can be attributed to racial discrimination. By
either measure, according to Multi-City Study findings, race is a major
force in generating economic and social inequality.

In what follows, I offer an overview of the Multi-City Study and its
findings that seeks not so much to resolve as to recognize these differ-
ences of approach—acknowledging, at the outset, two things we contin-
ually encountered in the course of our collaboration. First, the complex-
ities of measuring race are compounded not just by discipline and
methodology but by the enduring political as well as fundamentally
moral significance of race as America’s central unresolved dilemma. En-
countering that dilemma with the tools of social science does not, as
Gunnar Myrdal long ago recognized, make it a “value-free” exercise.
That, indeed, is why race remains such a deeply conflicted issue, in so-
cial science as in society at large. Second, while it did not produce uni-
versal consensus, this collaborative research did give us the common
ground upon which we could come to important points of agreement,
while continuing to air our differences of interpretation.

Project Origins
The Multi-City Study was motivated by a confluence of institutional as
well as intellectual and policy concerns, all of which are important for
understanding its scope and theoretical framework, as well as its unique
contribution to the ongoing social scientific study of inequality. Indeed,
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the “story” of constructing the Multi-City Study necessarily brings to-
gether several sometimes divergent strands—and unresolved tensions—
within the social science of race and inequality more generally. As such,
it offers insights into the challenges as well as the importance of con-
ducting this kind of collaborative multidisciplinary research.

The idea for the Multi-City Study was itself the product of a period
of renewed intellectual vitality in urban studies, as foundations and so-
cial scientists in the late 1980s and early 1990s took stock of the vast
structural changes affecting worldwide urban centers while lamenting
the consequences of urban policy neglect. That vitality was evident in
research that moved toward reconceptualizing urban prospects and ur-
ban problems by pointing to the rise of postindustrial “global” cities, as
well as to the emergence of a postindustrial urban underclass (Sassen
1991; Wilson 1987). It was evident, as well, in an emerging network of
institutions devoted to new urban research. Foundations played an im-
portant role in fostering this network, not only by providing direct fund-
ing for research and training, but also by creating intermediaries, such as
the Social Science Research Council’s Program for Research on the Ur-
ban Underclass, to steer research agendas toward problems of persistent,
concentrated poverty (Gephart and Pearson 1988; Jencks and Peterson
1991). What was most important about these foundation-sponsored ini-
tiatives, however, was that they were committed to providing a venue
for younger, and particularly for minority scholars, to get access to re-
search and training opportunities and, ultimately, to forge new direc-
tions in urban research. Such was the case with University of California
at Los Angeles’s Center for the Study of Urban Poverty, established by a
group of young minority scholars as an interdisciplinary research insti-
tute with strong ties to the local community at a time when many Los
Angeles neighborhoods were reeling with the combined forces of demo-
graphic restructuring, political disfranchisement, and economic decline
(Oliver and Johnson 1984; Johnson and Oliver 1989). By 1991, these in-
tellectual and institutional resources had started to come together in the
extended process of conceptualizing and planning the Multi-City Study.

The project originated when the social scientists at UCLA’s Center
for the Study of Urban Poverty joined forces with their counterparts at
the University of Michigan, who since the late 1980s had been engaged
in a parallel research and graduate training program funded as part of
foundation efforts to reinvigorate the study of race and urban poverty.
Their initial plan was to use an already-scheduled replication of the
1976 Detroit Area Survey of racial attitudes and residential segregation
as an opportunity to conduct a much-expanded and comparative survey
in Detroit and Los Angeles. The new survey would build on the well-
established, albeit contested, sociological and social psychological litera-
ture linking segregation to race relations, and specifically to the strong
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degree of white resistance to residential integration with blacks (Farley
et al. 1978). It would also look more closely and extensively at inter-
racial attitudes, in the interest of incorporating more recent work docu-
menting the enduring power of racial stereotypes (Bobo and Kluegel
1997). And by fielding the survey in Detroit’s predominantly black-
white as well as in Los Angeles’s more multi-racial and ethnic setting,
the collaborative project would provide insight into how racial attitudes
and relations were affected by localized demographic trends.

Equally important, the contemplated Los Angeles-Detroit survey
would broaden the scope of the inquiry even further, by surveying
households about their employment and labor market as well as their
residential experiences. In this way, it would take advantage of the re-
vival of interest in research on urban labor markets, stimulated in part
by William Julius Wilson’s widely influential concept of the underclass,
and subsequently cultivated in the fellowships and research planning
networks sponsored by the SSRC Committee for Research on the Urban
Underclass. That work had brought renewed prominence to a variety of
structural explanations for persistent urban poverty, particularly to the
idea that urban deindustrialization had devastated employment oppor-
tunities for the inner-city poor through a combination of skill and
spatial mismatches between less educated workers and secure, decent-
paying jobs.

More immediately relevant to the original survey planners, interest
in the underclass had also generated a series of small but revealing em-
ployer surveys showing, among other things, employer prejudice and
discriminatory practices toward the minority workforce (Kirschenman
and Neckerman 1991; Fix and Struyk 1993). This research helped to
stimulate wider attention to what was happening on the “demand” side
of the labor market for low-skilled and minority workers, and became
the basis of a series of meetings on employer surveys sponsored by the
Russell Sage Foundation.

Finally, the Los Angeles-Detroit survey planners were also influ-
enced by a then-burgeoning literature documenting the dramatic rise of
inequality since the 1970s, evidenced for some in the polarization of
income and wages (Levy and Murnane 1992) and for others in the emer-
gence of a decidedly two-tiered economy, heralded by the decline of
once-powerful unionized labor and divided between high-wage oppor-
tunities requiring education and credentials, and permanently low-wage,
low-skilled, mostly service-sector jobs (Harrison and Bluestone 1988;
Sassen 1990).

In hopes of drawing from each of these still-disparate strands in the
literature, the UCLA-Michigan team secured funding from the SSRC
Committee for Research on the Urban Underclass to sponsor a planning
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conference early in the summer of 1991. At that conference, the seeds
were planted for what became the Multi-City Study of Urban Inequality,
expanded from the originally contemplated two-city household survey
to an even more ambitious series of linked household and employer sur-
veys fielded in four widely divergent metropolitan areas. Discussions at
the conference generated interest among researchers and funders alike,
leading both groups to begin discussing, and then actively planning, a
broader study.

The four cities incorporated in the final study represent a cross-
section of the varied circumstances and fortunes of urban America. De-
troit is the quintessential rust belt city, hit hard by decentralization and
loss of heavy manufacturing and sharply divided between its heavily
black urban core and the surrounding white suburban periphery. Atlanta
combines a “new South,” heavily service-based economy with persis-
tent black-white segregation despite the presence of a substantial Afri-
can American middle class. Boston stands at the hub of a declining New
England manufacturing economy that in the 1980s began to transform
itself into a rising high-technology center, with a history of majority
white-minority black tension recently complicated by the arrival of sub-
stantial numbers of Asian and Latino immigrants. And Los Angeles is
by far the most multiracial, economically diversified, and geographically
sprawled of the study sites, with its recent emergence as a major desti-
nation point for a diverse array of Latin American and Asian immigrants
and its now reduced manufacturing economy offset by the growth in
high-tech, services, finance, and the long-present entertainment and
tourist industries. In addition, the Multi-City Study added two major
new components, designed to gather firsthand information on the struc-
ture of metropolitan job opportunities: a telephone survey of employers,
focusing on jobs, skill requirements, and hiring and related practices;
and a series of face-to-face interviews with a subset of these employers
to explore their attitudes, perceptions, and employment policies in more
depth.

The result, following several months of intensive planning, was a
project that was at once larger and more interdisciplinary than even the
original collaborators had envisioned, now constituting an extensive na-
tionwide network of investigators that included economists, political
scientists, and historians, as well as the geographers, sociologists, and
social psychologists who had launched the initial planning effort. In-
deed, in scope and interdisciplinarity it was reminiscent of the historic
urban social surveys of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries:
aiming, like DuBois’s The Philadelphia Negro (1996 [1899]), to investi-
gate the social structural underpinnings of racial inequality, while map-
ping labor market conditions with the comprehensiveness of the first
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major research undertaking of the newly founded Russell Sage Founda-
tion, the 1909 Pittsburgh Survey. Over thirty academics took part in
some stage of the design and execution of the Multi-City Study, along
with a similar number of graduate students. The multiracial team,
which encompassed African Americans, Latinos, Asians, and whites,
roughly evenly split between men and women, mirrored the diversity of
the urban areas under study.

As the project grew, it became far more complicated logistically,
requiring the creation of a central research coordinating committee with
representatives from each survey component and each metropolitan area
research team. This committee was designated to make key, sometimes
contested, decisions about the study design, in particular to determine
the content of the core survey to be fielded in all locations while still
allowing room for a battery of city-specific questions. The Social Sci-
ence Research Council took on the role of helping coordinate and guide
the planning effort, establishing an interdisciplinary committee of out-
side advisers who would review draft surveys, offer comments, and, on
occasion, arbitrate among the various research interests, specializations,
and disciplinary perspectives the Multi-City Study embraced—inevita-
bly an issue in crafting a broad-gauged survey that could be conducted
within reasonable time limits.1

The main work of planning, however, fell to the investigators, who,
in sustaining their commitment to the multidisciplinary collaborative,
opened themselves up to an intensive process of learning across disci-
plines as well as areas of specialization. As a result of this collaboration,
analysts of spatial mismatch moved beyond measures of commuting
time and physical distance to grapple with the social and symbolic
meaning of place (Sjoquist 1996; Tilly et al., this volume). Students of
social attitudes, in turn, grappled with the tensions between labor mar-
ket theory and sociological theories of racial stratification in their inves-
tigations of the patterning of racial attitudes (Bobo, Johnson, and Suh
2000).

For all their diversity in terms of discipline and perspective, how-
ever, the multi-city investigators were in agreement about designing a
study that would extend the boundaries of previous research in several
specific ways. First, the planners sought to move beyond the predomi-
nant black-white biracial race relations paradigm by refining their
surveys to accommodate an increasingly multiracial reality, in which
relations among different racial and ethnic minorities could prove as
consequential as those between white and nonwhite. Second, they
sought to move beyond the standard national-sample survey by gather-
ing original data at the metropolitan level, allowing for a more detailed
picture of variation in local race relations, labor market, and residential
processes, as well as an opportunity to conduct comparative research.
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Third, the planners wanted to construct a more realistic and com-
plete picture of labor market dynamics by gathering information from
the demand as well as the supply side of the employment and earnings
structure, adding the characteristics of jobs, employer practices, and at-
titudes to an inquiry hitherto focused on individual human capital
traits. At the same time, they worked to overcome the relative absence
of gender analysis in labor market research, by incorporating measures
of gendered stereotypes, hiring and promotion practices, and family and
child care responsibilities into the surveys. Fourth, they sought to over-
come the bias toward single-variable explanations by exploring employ-
ment, residence, and attitudes as interacting processes in generating and
shaping the class, gender, and racial dimensions of inequality. Finally,
the planners sought to broaden a social scientific discourse that had
thus far focused heavily on concentrated poverty, by exploring the forces
driving the larger distribution of advantage as well as disadvantage for
people of all income levels within metropolitan areas.

Of course, planning for the Multi-City Study did not take place in a
vacuum. In important ways the project was influenced by, and certainly
it drew a sense of purpose from, the visible deterioration of urban condi-
tions and the absence of an affirmative policy response. At the same
time, investigators took pains to look beyond the most immediate or
extreme expressions of dislocation to answer questions that would be of
long-range relevance to our understanding of urban inequality. Thus,
while designed to uncover the roots of poverty and joblessness, which
by the early 1990s had reached new heights, the multi-city surveys were
also designed to situate those problems within an understanding of the
changing conditions of work, neighborhood, and family, in particular for
the low-wage, low-skilled workforce. Meanwhile, shortly after the first
household surveys had been fielded in Detroit, the Multi-City Study
was given new urgency by the 1992 uprising in South Central Los An-
geles following the acquittal of four white police officers for the widely
broadcast beating of African American motorist Rodney King. Still sev-
eral months away from fielding their own survey, the Los Angeles-based
investigators were in a position to assess the impact of the uprising in
subsequent focus groups and in a series of questions included on the
household survey (Bobo et al. 1994). Most important, however, with a
large sample of white, black, Latino, and Asian respondents and an ex-
tensive set of questions ranging from residential and labor market expe-
rience to attitudes, they were in a position to explore the deeper and
complex currents of interracial and ethnic tension that helped give
shape to the uprising itself.

Planning for the Multi-City Study can also be seen as part of two
related developments in the politics and in the ongoing public discourse
about race and inequality, which played a role in shaping the project’s
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research agenda and figured prominently in our own internal delibera-
tions and debates.

One was an intensification of debate about the state of black-white
relations in the United States, captured in a number of prominent books
published throughout the 1990s as well as in sustained political contro-
versy over affirmative action and other race-based anti-discrimination
policies.2 In some ways this heightened racial discourse was a continua-
tion of older debates about the nature and degree of racism in American
society, centered principally on the question of whether African Ameri-
can disadvantage should be traced to racial prejudice and discrimination
or to some combination of class status, family structure, and culture
(O’Connor 2001). But it was also grounded in more recent disputes
about the changing nature of “the race problem” in post-civil rights
America, and especially those over the question of whether race was
declining as a source of disadvantage for the black working and “under”
class (Wilson 1980; Willie 1979). Feeding into this debate was a growing
emphasis on economic restructuring, human capital, limited access to
jobs, family structure and other nonracial explanations for black-white
inequality in wages, income, and employment (Kasarda 1989; O’Neill
1990; Holzer 1991). Equally important was a turn, especially within lib-
eral and “new Democrat” circles, to a putatively race-neutral policy
framework for addressing racial inequality (Wilson 1990; Williams 1998).

Originating, as it did, during a period when the emphasis on race
had been muted in social science and social policy, the Multi-City Study
helps to mark a new stage in the debate over race and its significance,
when scholars, concerned that problems of racial discrimination, preju-
dice, and segregation were being neglected or marginalized in the litera-
ture, sought not just to put race back on the agenda but to understand it
as a structurally-rooted phenomenon (Massey and Denton 1993). Thus,
in bringing race to the forefront of measurement and analysis, the multi-
city researchers sought not simply to substitute one kind of explanation
for another, but to transcend the limitations of the either/or debate. At
the same time, they sought to recognize the complexity of race as a
social scientific variable, looking not only to measures of discriminatory
behavior but to its structural and institutional expression in labor and
residential markets, and in the patterning of racial stereotypes. Here the
Multi-City Study joined with what has emerged as an ongoing rethink-
ing of the measure and meaning of race as a sociological category,
spurred not just by the fact of increasing racial and ethnic diversity but
also by frustration with analyses that treat racial disadvantage as stem-
ming from a collection of individual-level attributes, as opposed to insti-
tutional and structural processes (Bonilla-Silva 1996; Winant 2000). No-
tably, this effort to recognize the complexity of race also took multi-city
investigators back to themes sounded in such pioneering sociological
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classics as DuBois’s The Philadelphia Negro and St. Clair Drake and
Horace Cayton’s Black Metropolis, which long ago rejected the either/or
framework by mapping the interlocking contours of the color line in
employment, housing, social relations, and racial beliefs (DuBois 1996
[1899], Drake and Cayton 1993 [1945]). The issue then, as it became for
the investigators, was not whether but how “race matters”—and on a
more fundamental level, whether, in the highly racialized context of ur-
ban America, it makes sense to think about a racially progressive policy
agenda in race-neutral terms.

That the investigators continue to differ in the way they answer
these questions is itself testament to the complexity of race as a social
and social scientific category. But the nature of their differences is also
an indication of the complication and insights the Multi-City Study
brings to the debate. Thus, analyses of the household and employer data
confirm that there are considerable skill differences between white and
nonwhite workers, and that nonwhites suffer in the labor market as a
result (Holzer 1998). By some measures, including several reported in
this volume, this skills gap can be said to explain most of the racial
disparity in employment and wages. By other measures, also included in
this volume, the meaning of the skills gap cannot be considered apart
from the racial context within which skills acquisition and labor mar-
kets are formed and operate. Skills, that is, are not race-neutral vari-
ables—not only because they originate in racially unequal educational
opportunities but because they are embedded in social structures and
processes that the Multi-City Study investigates in some depth: the
racially segregated networks that provide access to both jobs and skill
acquisition, and the racialized perceptions through which employers fil-
ter workforce decisions.

A second political development also figured in deliberations about
the study, and that was the successful effort—launched while the sur-
veys were getting started and culminating not long after the final com-
ponent of field research had been completed—to bring “welfare as we
know it” to an end. The issue of welfare, like the continuing debate over
affirmative action, does not at all capture the full policy or intellectual
significance of the project. Nevertheless, their prominence has had an
important impact, in creating a context of welfare-state retrenchment
and polarized racial discourse to which this research can be addressed.
Thus, the devolution and “work-first” emphasis of post-welfare policy
has redoubled the need for the kind of analysis of local labor market
opportunities available to disadvantaged workers that the Multi-City
Study can provide (O’Connor 2000; Holzer and Danziger, this volume).
Similarly, the intensified debate over affirmative action and other
racially targeted policies calls more than ever for direct evidence and
nuanced analysis of the extent and nature of racial disadvantage.
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The Surveys
The single largest component of the Multi-City Study is the comprehen-
sive Household Survey, administered to a total of 8,916 non-Hispanic
white, African American, Hispanic and Asian adults (twenty-one years
or older) across the four metropolitan areas.3 Samples were drawn sep-
arately in each metropolitan area, and weighted to yield respondents
representative of the prevailing local racial and ethnic mix (white-black
in Atlanta and Detroit; white-black-Hispanic in Boston; white-black-
Hispanic-Asian in Los Angeles). The sample was constructed to include
equal numbers of each racial-ethnic group and a sizable number of low-
income and below poverty-level households, to allow a detailed analysis
of these groups; weighted results are representative of each metropolitan
area as a whole. Interviews were conducted in person, generally lasting
from ninety to a hundred minutes, in the respondent’s native language
(requiring English, Spanish, Mandarin, Cantonese, and Korean versions in
Los Angeles), and in the majority of cases interviewers and respondents
were of the same race, to assure candor and minimize tension or bias
when covering questions about race and ethnicity (Johnson, Oliver, and
Bobo 1994, 80). The Household Surveys took place over several months in
each metropolitan area, starting in Detroit in the spring of 1992 and
reaching completion with Boston and Los Angeles in the fall of 1994.4

Employer telephone surveys (numbering 3,510) were timed to coor-
dinate with the household surveys in each area and were administered
between 1992 and 1994, with a supplemental sample of about 300 firms
added in 1995.5 The Face-to-Face Employer Surveys, interviewing in
greater depth 365 managers at 174 firms already contacted by the Tele-
phone Survey, were conducted between the summers of 1994 and 1996.6

In both employer surveys, cases were roughly equally divided across the
four metropolitan areas. Of the Telephone Survey employers, almost
1,200 were the current or last employer identified by the household re-
spondents. The remainder were drawn from business directories.

The household survey provides rich and unusually detailed data on
intergroup attitudes, residential segregation, and labor market experi-
ence, offering a uniquely comprehensive look at processes that are often
considered separately, while also allowing scholars to explore a wide
range of more narrowly framed questions about specific dimensions of
inequality. In the area of intergroup attitudes the survey documents sev-
eral aspects of race and gender relations, including the strength and per-
vasiveness of stereotypes, the sense of competition or threat between
groups, and the pattern of beliefs about the existence and nature of dis-
crimination in local housing and labor markets. Moreover, taking advan-
tage of its multiracial sample, the survey explores relations among dif-
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ferent minority groups, while also recognizing gender as part of the con-
figuration of attitudes and stereotypes. Data from the survey also offer
insight into the social and ideological roots of racial and gender belief
systems, how they relate to patterns of support for social policies, and
how they affect various aspects of the urban opportunity structure.

One link between attitude and opportunity, extensively explored in
the Multi-City Household Survey, is through the degree of preference
and/or tolerance for racial residential integration and its impact on the
range of residential choices available to different race and ethnic groups.
Expanding on a series of show cards first developed in the 1976 Detroit
Area Study, the Household Survey explores how respondents react to
the prospect of living with varying proportions of groups other than
their own, including the prospect of being racial “pioneers”—or distinct
minorities in their own neighborhoods. The survey also gauges how
metropolitan-area residents perceive the affordability and racial open-
ness of actual neighborhoods, as well as the quality and desirability of
their own residential communities. Here again the Multi-City Study
goes beyond the black-white dichotomy characteristic of previous resi-
dential segregation research by exploring tolerance for a variety of racial
and ethnic mixes. It also offers rare insight into the broader social mean-
ing of racial and ethnic “succession” in urban neighborhoods, by prob-
ing how people think and talk about the appearance of “others” in their
midst—and why, in some instances, it might lead to flight from the
neighborhood (Farley et al. 1994). In another important experimental in-
novation, the survey asks respondents to construct their own ideal
neighborhoods, allowing for a more finely grained picture of tolerance
for integration and proximity to other racial groups.

Labor market questions gather extensive information on job search,
including the use of networks, requirements regarding wage levels and
commute times, and access to knowledge about job opportunities. The
survey also draws out information about what previous research has
found or hypothesized to be serious barriers to gainful employment, in-
cluding education and skill levels, the availability of transportation,
child care or related family obligations, and the actual experience or
perception of employer bias. Parallel to questions asked about the hous-
ing market, the survey addresses how respondents vary in their cogni-
tive “maps” of the metropolitan labor market—allowing researchers to
explore how the perception of racial hostility in certain areas acts as a
strong deterrent to minority job applicants (Sjoquist 1996). Equally im-
portant, the survey taps into such key but often unexamined aspects of
actual labor market experience as the race and gender composition of
the workplace and its supervisory structure, as well as the experience or
perception of discrimination at the workplace.
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What is perhaps most distinctive about the Multi-City Study labor
market data is that it is linked to a set of surveys on employer demands,
practices, attitudes, and perceptions with regard to the metropolitan la-
bor force. The larger of these is the Employer Telephone Survey, admin-
istered to approximately eight hundred establishments in each metro-
politan area. In order to yield as much information as possible on the
prospects for disadvantaged workers, the sample was weighted toward
larger firms (reflecting the greater numbers of jobs in those businesses),
and designed with an emphasis on jobs that do not require a college
degree (Holzer 1996). The telephone survey itself gathers information on
a range of demand-side factors shaping local labor market opportunities,
including the skill requirements, wage and benefit levels, location and
related characteristics of available jobs; the demographic composition
and degree of union representation within the firm; employer recruit-
ment, screening, training, promotion, and affirmative action practices;
and employer preferences with regard to race, gender, and other charac-
teristics of employees. (See Holzer 1996 for a more complete description
of the Employer Telephone Survey.)

Supplementing the statistical data generated by the Employer Tele-
phone Survey is a more in-depth survey, based on longer, face-to-face
interviews with 175 of the originally surveyed employers. Focusing
again on the job characteristics, employer practices, and attitudes that
shape opportunities for lower-wage workers, these open-ended inter-
views were structured to draw out the intentions, preferences, labor
market perceptions, and attitudes behind the broader patterns indicated
in the Telephone Surveys. What determines employer skill demands and
preferences for certain categories of workers? Why do employers rely on
certain kinds of recruitment and hiring methods, and with what effect?
How do employers decide where to locate, and relocate, and why? What
are their perceptions of the local workforce, and how do they affect hir-
ing and recruitment practices? These interviews provided investigators
with an opportunity to probe all these issues at greater length and in
more depth than in the Telephone Survey. (See Moss and Tilly 2001 for a
more complete description of the in-depth Employer Survey.)

Whether considered as part of a whole or separately, these interre-
lated components of the Multi-City Study provide a unique source of
empirical data for enhancing and testing some of the principal findings
and explanations that have emerged in recent literature on inequality.
Thus, it brings new evidence, from both supply and demand sides of the
labor market, to test hypotheses about skills and spatial mismatches,
about the role of social networks, and about the impact of job search
mechanisms on employment and wages. To the literature on discrimina-
tion, which has focused primarily on the experience of African Ameri-
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cans, the Multi-City Study adds an expanded set of questions as well as
information for whites, Hispanics, and Asians across class and gender
lines (Bobo and Suh 2000). It similarly expands on existing residential
segregation literature, not only by exploring factors—racial prejudice,
in-group preferences, class background, affordability—that have been of-
fered as competing explanations but also by incorporating data from
multiethnic settings, and by exploring the consequences of residential
segregation.

Additional features of the Multi-City Study create an opportunity to
complicate and move beyond the existing range of hypotheses as well.
First is that the surveys were conducted at the metropolitan rather than
the national level, allowing for a more detailed picture of the local dy-
namics of inequality in each metropolis, as well as analyses of how and
why patterns may vary—or hold steady—in different social, economic,
and political settings. Among the most important advantages of metro-
politan-level analysis is that it allows investigators to refer to specific
residential or employment areas by name, affording an opportunity to
explore the social meaning of space and how it affects decisions about
housing, job search, hiring, and firm location. It also allows for a more
detailed picture of the institutional and compositional dimensions of
the local labor market, revealing important features—such as the degree
of occupational segregation and the immediate context of job oppor-
tunities for workers—that cannot be determined through relying on na-
tional-level data alone. By exploring these issues through a blend of
qualitative and quantitative data, the Multi-City Study allows us to cap-
ture the racialization of key aspects of the metropolitan opportunity
structure—in social perception as well as in social fact.

Second is the unusual breadth of issues covered in the linked sur-
veys, which allows researchers to look at different places and mecha-
nisms within the broader metropolitan context where inequality is gen-
erated, as well as their interactive effects. Indeed, the Multi-City Study
was specifically designed not only with the understanding that no sin-
gle-variable explanations would—or necessarily should—emerge but
also as a way of appreciating how those variables intersect. And third,
by paying attention to the institutions, practices, and attitudes that me-
diate the distribution of opportunity, the Multi-City Study expands the
focus of analysis beyond individual-level variables and toward an appre-
ciation of the structural underpinnings of inequality. Finally, the study
is unusual in the extent and variety of measures it incorporates on race
and gender attitudes, stereotypes, biases, and discrimination, allowing
researchers to assess these sources of inequality in greater depth and
more directly than in most social or labor market surveys.
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Perspectives from Multi-City Analysis
In companion volumes published in the multi-city series, investigators
from the city-based research teams trace the complex dynamics of in-
equality in each of the four metropolitan areas, drawing attention to
what is historically distinctive about local patterns of segregation, labor
market restructuring, and racial attitudes even as they parallel similar
dynamics in other metropolitan areas. Thus, Detroit stands out as the
most racially polarized of the four cities in terms of central city-subur-
ban residential segregation, income inequality, and employment out-
comes, a pattern that must be understood as part of a long history of
racial conflict as well as the severe impact of industrial decline and de-
concentration on the job prospects for African Americans (Farley, Dan-
ziger, and Holzer 2000).

In Atlanta, racial segregation and income disparities have persisted
despite a greater degree of African American suburbanization and a rap-
idly growing economy, a situation described by the Atlanta-based inves-
tigators as the “Atlanta paradox” (Sjoquist 2000). The greater Boston
metropolitan area, in contrast, witnessed income growth across racial
lines after recovering from the decline of its manufacturing sector in the
1970s and restructuring its economic base toward finance, technology,
and services. Still, amid the rapid demographic diversification that has
accompanied the recent arrival of immigrants from Latin America, the
Caribbean, Asia, and Africa, segregation and an ongoing history of inter-
racial antagonism continue to sustain racialized patterns of inequality
(Bluestone and Stevenson 2000). It is in Los Angeles, however, that the
combination of industrial and demographic diversification has been larg-
est, most visible, and spatially dispersed, dividing what the Los Angeles
research team calls a “prismatic metropolis” along complex lines of
class, race, ethnicity, immigration status, and geography (Bobo et al.
2000).

The chapters in this volume are based on cross-city analysis, and
highlight not so much the distinctiveness as the common patterns shap-
ing metropolitan inequality. At the same time, they draw attention to
the unique strengths of the Multi-City Study as an opening toward a
fuller and more integrated understanding of how race shapes and limits
opportunity.

In chapter 1, Reynolds Farley uses census data to provide an over-
view of the four metropolitan areas, sketching the statistical outlines of
a marked, if complicated, racial divide in residence, income, education,
employment, and other key markers of socioeconomic status. Despite
significant and important variations, all the metropolitan areas dis-
played broadly similar patterns on several indicators. First, Farley re-
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ports high rates of black-white residential segregation, despite slight im-
provements over time, and lower but still significant Latino-non-
Latino segregation in Boston and Los Angeles. Second, there are large
disparities in the racial distribution of income, with blacks and Latinos
disproportionately represented among the poor and near-poor and under-
represented at the upper end of the income distribution. Third, despite
gains among all nonwhite minorities, especially among blacks and mi-
nority women, the racial gap in educational attainment persists, and in
some places has actually grown wider at the postsecondary level, which
economists point to as especially important for achieving success in the
changing labor market. Fourth, there are persistent racial disparities in
the distribution of employment and occupation, clustering minorities in
low-wage menial jobs and leaving white men and women more likely to
be employed and in higher-prestige positions than their nonwhite coun-
terparts.

As Farley’s analysis points out, the patterns displayed in census sta-
tistics are highly complicated, differing by gender, city, and immigration
status. In some instances, historical trend lines provide a measure of
progress toward racial parity; in others, they show stagnation or decline.
Certainly there is also inequality within racial categories, across class as
well as gender lines. Nevertheless, in the four socially and economically
diverse metropolitan areas, racial segregation and inequality stand out
as persistent and serious problems that can be understood as part of
broader national patterns.

The remaining chapters in this volume use data from the Multi-
City Study to examine the interlocking factors that sustain the racial
divide, focusing on the structural and institutional as well as the indi-
vidual-level processes that generate inequality.

Racial Attitudes

We begin by considering the substance and determinants of racial atti-
tudes and beliefs, and the extent to which they operate as important
sources of meaning and behavior for household survey respondents. The
chapters by Lawrence D. Bobo and Michael P. Massagli and by James R.
Kluegel and Lawrence D. Bobo map out the ideas and perceptions through
which people make judgments about one another, make sense of racial
and economic disparities, and form preferences about policies to pro-
mote racial equity. Together, these two chapters make a compelling case
for reintegrating attitudes and beliefs into social scientific accounts of
racial inequality. Though less likely to appear as overt expressions of
racial prejudice, the authors show, racial attitudes and beliefs continue
to operate in prejudicial ways: by forming the basis of negative stereo-
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types that “color” social behavior and practices; by justifying existing
racial inequities as a reflection of group characteristics; and by limiting
the possibilities for cross-racial cooperation in matters of policy.

Chapter 2 focuses on one of the most widely recognized mecha-
nisms of social prejudice by examining the composition, foundations,
and extent of racial stereotyping. Racial stereotypes are widespread, the
authors find, and arranged in a hierarchical order that makes distinc-
tions among minorities as well as between minorities and whites, and
that cuts across local context. While ranking whites and Asians highly
on key traits related to socioeconomic status, achievement, and socially
approved behavior, that hierarchy in turn places African Americans and
Hispanics at the bottom, with the most stigmatized social attributes. As
we shall see, the sense of racial hierarchy expressed in these rankings is
replicated at several points within the urban opportunity structure.

In an especially effective use of the survey’s multiracial sample and
comparative framework, Bobo and Massagli also come to important con-
clusions about the nature of stereotypes. One is that they are drawn
from a generalized, widely shared cultural repertoire of images and so-
cial perceptions rather than from the local specifics of race relations.
Reflective though they may be of individual beliefs and attitudes, ste-
reotypes operate more broadly in society as a common language and a
cultural belief system that in turn shapes, gives order to, and to some
degree operates independently of individual attitudes. Second is that
this hierarchical system of stereotypes is at least partly grounded in the
reality of racial stratification; this is not merely ethnocentrism at work.
Thus, positive and negative stereotypes are influenced by who’s on top
and who’s at the bottom of the earnings structure, even as they play a
role in shaping, justifying, and perpetuating that status quo through
their influence on housing and labor market practices. Nor are they sim-
ply imposed by dominant whites on racial “others”; stereotypes influ-
ence the way minorities view one another, and in some instances the
way they view themselves. Clearly, these conclusions tell us, the impor-
tance of stereotypes is not merely incidental. They warrant further at-
tention as one of the structural underpinnings of inequality.

In chapter 3, Kluegel and Bobo examine another aspect of how racial
beliefs and attitudes act as a lens for interpreting social conditions, this
time with important consequences for social policy. Here the central
focus is on how the climate of racialized perception discussed in the
previous chapter applies to the question of job discrimination. Taking
advantage of the richness of the multi-city data, Kluegel and Bobo pro-
vide an unusually in-depth analysis of racial gaps in perceptions of the
extent and seriousness of job discrimination, asking not only about un-
derlying determinants but also about how this translates into racially
divergent policy preferences.
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While previous analyses have described a large white-black differ-
ence in perceived discrimination, Kluegel and Bobo are able to explore
patterns for Hispanics and Asians as well, and to examine whether there
is a comparable gap in perceptions of gender discrimination between
women and men. Moreover, to a far greater degree than previous studies,
they are able to explore what shapes these divergent perceptions of an
issue that has taken center stage in recent policy debate. Reporting simi-
lar patterns across all four metropolitan areas, Kluegel and Bobo con-
clude that perceptions of discrimination are more heavily racialized
than gendered: the gap between whites and both blacks and Hispanics
with regard to racial discrimination is significantly larger than the male-
female gap in perceived gender discrimination. Indeed, while white men
and women both tend to diminish the extent of gender discrimination,
black men and women are consistently more likely to see it as a serious
problem.

Equally significant, perceptions of discrimination are racialized in
other ways as well. First, Kluegel and Bobo report a racial gap in what
determines perceptions of discrimination, with whites influenced chiefly
by the abstractions of ideology and nonwhites by concrete experience.
The most effective way of eliminating the gap in perception, they con-
clude, is to eliminate the discrimination itself. Second, however, Kluegel
and Bobo show how these differences in perception complicate that
task, linking them to a substantial racial division in support for anti-
discrimination policy. Nevertheless, they express some hope for a more
informed public discourse, based on the fact that most whites do ac-
knowledge the existence of at least some racial discrimination.

Residence, Employment, and the
Significance of Space

In turning to the racialized dimensions of metropolitan social geogra-
phy, the volume begins to consider how racial beliefs, attitudes, and
perceptions are implicated in and are in turn replicated by the urban
infrastructure. Chapters 4 and 5 reveal how patterns of racialization are
structured into urban housing markets, by examining the causes and the
consequences of racial residential segregation. Chapter 6 investigates
space as a component of the labor market that is similarly infused with
perceptions and assumptions about race.

In chapter 4, Camille Zubrinsky Charles brings multi-city evidence
to bear on what has long been a matter of contention in segregation
research, by assessing the importance of race in sustaining residential
segregation. Zubrinsky Charles takes several factors into consideration
as possible explanations, including racial gaps in socioeconomic status,
disparate knowledge or perceptions of the housing market, and racial
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attitudes, preferences, and prejudices. She also draws on a novel mea-
sure of racial residential preferences, known as the Ideal Neighborhood
Experiment, which allows respondents to configure their own preferred
living environment and to consider integration with several different
out-groups. The evidence, she concludes, reveals a complex array of fac-
tors, all of which point to the central importance of race: racial discrimi-
nation, stereotypes, and economic disparities that originated in racial
restrictions all contribute to maintaining segregation. In a pattern that
varies across cities in specifics but not in its broad contours, Zubrinsky
Charles finds a powerful connection between racial stereotypes and a
widely shared hierarchical rank-ordering that rates whites, Asians, His-
panics, and blacks, in descending order, as preferred out-group neigh-
bors. Thus, while blacks express the strongest preference for integrated
neighborhoods, they are most likely to meet with resistance.

That these preferences can have far-reaching consequences is con-
firmed by the analysis in chapter 5, where Franklin Wilson and Roger
Hammer focus on how ethnic homogeneity affects neighborhood qual-
ity. While most people express a preference for at least some degree of
residential integration, Wilson and Hammer find that, for a small but
statistically significant number of respondents, living in an ethnically
homogeneous neighborhood can be attributed to a stated preference for
living among co-ethnics. A more important factor for blacks (though not
for Hispanics), however, is that the expectation of meeting with discrim-
inatory barriers steers them toward more homogeneous neighborhoods.
Taking advantage of the breadth of the Multi-City Study household data,
Wilson and Hammer find that residence in homogeneous neighborhoods
carries stark and racially disparate consequences in all four metropolitan
areas—whether respondents “choose” homogeneity or not. For minor-
ities, it means low neighborhood socioeconomic status, housing quality,
and access to services, and, for blacks, more limited proximity to jobs.
For whites, neighborhood ethnic homogeneity brings the opposite:
higher status, better housing and services, and fewer reported neighbor-
hood problems. Like Zubrinsky Charles, these authors conclude that ra-
cial restrictions, over and above other factors, play a powerful role in
limiting residential opportunities for blacks and Hispanics, with impli-
cations that go beyond the immediate neighborhood environment.

Chapter 6, by Chris Tilly and others, provides a bridge to part III of
the volume, by focusing on the significance of neighborhoods in metro-
politan labor markets. It also features a distinctive component of the
Multi-City Study, drawing on the Face-to-Face Employer Survey to ex-
plore how employers think about urban space, and in particular how
race figures into the map of desirable locations for doing business and
recruiting employees. Using the literature on spatial mismatch as their
point of departure, the authors find evidence to support a conclusion
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reported in a substantial body of quantitative research that minority
workers are disadvantaged by the physical distance between their neigh-
borhoods of residence and the increasingly suburban location of jobs.

But the main thrust of their analysis is to emphasize how race and
space are intertwined in employers’ minds: certain neighborhoods, that
is, act as racially charged “signals” that in turn affect employer deci-
sions with regard to location, recruitment, and hiring. As the authors
demonstrate in their richly textured discussion of the interview find-
ings, employer perceptions are closely attuned to the local particular-
ities of social geography and race relations: Detroit’s starkly segregated
city-suburban dividing line cannot be taken as the urban norm, partic-
ularly in a city like Los Angeles, where the urban “core” is itself diffuse.
Moreover, in Boston and Los Angeles, the growth of “new immigrant”
populations has complicated the racial significance of space, bringing
greater diversity to still heavily minority neighborhoods and also, for
some employers, a welcome source of low-wage labor. Nevertheless, and
despite important geographic and demographic differences, the authors
find that space acts as a racial signal in similar ways across all four
metropolitan areas, “coloring” how employers view prospective location
and the quality of the metropolitan workforce. “Inner city” emerges
from these interviews as a highly pejorative blanket term, one uni-
formly associated not only with blacks and Latinos but with a cluster of
attributes—high crime, low-quality workforce, family breakdown, wel-
fare dependence—that parallels the racial stereotyping reported in the
Multi-City Study Household Surveys. While acknowledging that em-
ployer concerns about inner-city crime and workforce skills do have
basis in reality, the authors draw on the in-depth interviews to point out
how these concerns are filtered and magnified through a racial lens that
stigmatizes black neighborhoods and workers in particular.

Inequality and the Structure of Labor
Market Opportunity

Chapters 7 through 9 begin to illuminate what the Multi-City Study can
tell us about how metropolitan labor markets work, focusing particular
attention on the variegated mechanisms through which minority and
female workers are channeled into often segregated, lower-wage posi-
tions with limited opportunities for advance.

In chapter 7, Luis M. Falcón and Edwin Melendez delve into the
extensive data on job search and social networks to look at a relatively
unexamined aspect of labor market experience. How, they ask, do pro-
cesses of labor market incorporation differ by race and ethnicity, and
with what consequence? What they find points to three key dimensions
of racial and ethnic segmentation in the labor market. First, across the
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metropolitan areas, job search methods are “bundled” differently by race
and ethnicity. While all groups rely on a combination of networks, for-
mal intermediaries (for example, agencies or unions), and open market
techniques, whites have far greater access to a broader range of contacts
and are more often in a position to use strategies leading to the creden-
tialed sector of the labor force. Second, Falcón and Melendez report ra-
cial and ethnic differences in the way different groups of workers actu-
ally find jobs. Latinos and Asians, especially, connect to jobs through
relatives and close friends, while whites are more likely to find work
through distant contacts. Moreover, the social networks that produce
jobs are themselves highly segregated; contacts for all groups remain
substantially confined to co-ethnics. Third, the reliance on these seg-
regated networks has strikingly disparate consequences for different
groups, leading nonwhites to lower-status, lower-wage, racially segre-
gated jobs, while showing no negative consequences for whites. Falcón
and Melendez conclude by pointing to the need for job search mecha-
nisms that help minorities connect to more stable opportunities. Ulti-
mately, however, they view the racial segmentation of job search as
more symptom than cause: a reflection of segregated neighborhoods and,
as revealed in this and the next chapter, highly segregated workplaces as
well.

While Falcón and Melendez use the Multi-City Household Survey
to explore job search processes in depth, in chapter 8 Irene Browne,
Leann Tigges, and Julie Press exploit its capacity to illuminate different
dimensions of labor market experience to investigate the structural, in-
stitutional, and individual-level sources of racial and gender earnings
inequality. Invoking the concept of “double” or what they term “multi-
ple” jeopardy, they focus on how race and gender act as intersecting
sources of labor market disadvantage for African American women and
Latinas. They also examine how disadvantage is generated at multiple
points within the labor market—through overall occupational segrega-
tion, within-firm segregation in jobs and authority hierarchies, and a
variety of family arrangements, including single parenthood and/or a
gendered division of household and child care responsibility—that have
been linked to lower earnings among women. Their findings, which
control for human capital characteristics, strongly parallel patterns re-
ported elsewhere in this volume. There is a high degree of racial and
ethnic segregation within the workplace, the authors report, reflected to
some degree in metropolitan-wide occupational distribution but more
prominently at the firm level, in the degree of segregation within jobs.
This extends to supervision: workers are most often supervised by
someone of the same race and gender. Like segregated neighborhoods
and job search networks, working in a job dominated and supervised by
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co-ethnics carries a high price: lower earnings and more limited advan-
cement opportunities for black women and Latinas—more so for minor-
ity women than minority men. Meanwhile, women of all racial and eth-
nic backgrounds suffer the consequences of lower earnings when they
encounter child care constraints, although men do not. The authors con-
clude that it is the institutional factors of racial segmentation within
firms and gender divisions within the family that create multiple jeop-
ardy, operating together to push black women and Latinas to the bottom
of the wage distribution.

Tom Hertz, Chris Tilly, and Michael P. Massagli continue the insti-
tutional focus in chapter 9, here taking advantage of the unique link
between household and employer data in the Multi-City Study to exam-
ine the nature and extent of race and gender discrimination in the labor
market. To a far greater degree than in most studies of labor market
discrimination, they are able to take institutional context into account,
drawing on household survey information about workplace composition
as well as on employer descriptions of job requirements, hiring, and
wage-setting practices. Equally important, they are able to compare em-
ployer reports of job qualifications and starting wages with the actual
skills and wages of job holders, to see what factors beyond human capi-
tal attributes influence who gets hired and at what wage. Their findings
point to the importance of persistent occupational segregation by race
and gender, but also to the differences in pay rates for the same occupa-
tion between different firms. Higher-paying firms, they conclude, are
least likely to hire women and minorities—adding to such firm-specific
institutional features as suburban location and customer demographics
that other literature has identified as sources of gender and racial wage
disparities. In their consideration of employment outcomes, they also
find that extending the analysis to include involuntary underemploy-
ment as well as unemployment significantly widens the race and gender
gaps.

The two remaining chapters offer a comprehensive overview of the
structure of opportunity from the standpoint of what workers bring to
the labor market as well as what barriers they face.

In chapter 10, Philip Moss and Chris Tilly build on the link be-
tween the qualitative and the Telephone Employer Surveys to provide
an analysis of what they call the “jobscape” for low-skilled urban mi-
nority workers. Shifting the focus that prevails in labor market research,
their objective in this chapter is to look at what disadvantages minority
workers from the demand rather than the supply side. By drawing on
both the Telephone and the In-Depth Employer Surveys, they also begin
to elaborate some of the trends reported by Harry J. Holzer (1996) in his
analysis of the Employer Telephone Survey, adding evidence from more
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detailed, Face-to-Face Interviews to help explain what lies behind the
persistent, and for many years worsening, racial gap in earnings and em-
ployment. Keying their analysis to several factors identified in the liter-
ature, they find strong evidence to support the notion that changing
skill demands, spatial mismatch, employer attitudes toward minority
workers, and hiring-recruitment methods create disadvantages for mi-
nority workers. But they also bring important new insights to these
findings. Thus, employer reports of changing skill demands emphasize
the growing importance of “soft” (behavioral and interactive) skills as
well as “hard” skills that require at least a high school education—both
of which weigh especially heavily against minority males. Moreover,
like the employer maps of desirable location and recruitment areas,
qualitative evidence shows perceptions of skill to be highly racialized
and riddled with stereotypes. Policies to assist minority workers, Moss
and Tilly conclude, need to recognize that the effects of skill and spatial
mismatches cannot easily be separated from the barriers of race, by in-
vesting in strong antidiscrimination enforcement as well as in programs
to improve skills and access to jobs.

In chapter 11, Harry J. Holzer and Sheldon Danziger take a some-
what different angle on the question of job prospects for disadvantaged
workers, providing estimates of the actual availability of jobs. In an in-
novative analysis using data from both the Household and the Employer
Telephone Surveys, they link the supply with the demand side of the
labor market by comparing what household respondents report about
their own skill levels, residence, labor market experience, and other rel-
evant characteristics to what employers report about the skill require-
ments, location, and racial composition of available jobs. Holzer and
Danziger then conduct simulations that “match” workers to jobs based
on both sets of reported characteristics, using the results to estimate the
likelihood that disadvantaged workers will be able to find jobs. In find-
ings that are of immediate relevance to the outcome of welfare reform,
Holzer and Danziger report that a substantial number of job seekers—
between 9 and 17 percent—will have difficulty finding work, even in a
tight labor market. They also report that the rates of mismatch between
jobs and job seekers are much higher for minorities, women, high school
dropouts, and welfare recipients—principally, they argue, because these
workers lack the skills that employers require for available jobs, but also
due to spatial mismatch and racial discrimination. Even when success-
ful in the job search, these workers face wages and benefit levels that are
likely to leave large numbers in poverty. Clearly, these findings sound a
strong note of caution amid the current celebration of declining welfare
rolls. Holzer and Danziger conclude by emphasizing the ongoing impor-
tance of proactive public policies, including expanded investments in
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education and training, transportation and job placement, government
job creation, and stronger antidiscrimination enforcement.

Conclusion: Race and the Structure of
Urban Opportunity

The essays in this volume do not tell a simple story. They point to
intergroup attitudes, residential and industrial location, discriminatory
practices, and the declining prospects for low-skilled workers as impor-
tant, interlocking sources of inequality across metropolitan America.
But they also point to several conclusions about race, both as a shaping
force in the distribution of opportunity and as a variable in social scien-
tific analysis. While not offered as a statement of consensus, they
do advance the ongoing debate about race and inequality in important
ways.

First, and indeed a point all agree on, is that race continues to play a
powerful role in shaping life chances, and to a far greater degree than
those who call ours a color-blind society would admit. Race matters
palpably in the composition of social attitudes and stereotypes, and in
the persistence of housing and labor market discrimination.

Second, and related, is that race operates within the urban infra-
structure in complex and varied ways that go beyond individual atti-
tudes or acts of discrimination, leading all of us to recognize that its
effects cannot easily be separated from economic or other nonracial fac-
tors, and some among us to urge a rethinking of standard distinctions
made between “race” and socioeconomic background effects. To be sure,
the data provide evidence that racial disadvantage continues to take the
form of individual discrimination and prejudice. But these analyses also
reveal that race operates even more pervasively at the institutional and
structural level—especially in the form of highly segregated housing and
labor markets, along with the practices that keep them that way. Sur-
veys also provide evidence of a widespread, stereotypically defined sense
of racial hierarchy that finds structural expression in patterns of residen-
tial segregation and in employer hiring and locational preferences. It is a
hierarchy, that, with striking consistency across metropolitan areas of
varied demographic composition, puts black at the very bottom of a
color-coded scheme that ranks Hispanic and Asian in ascending order
toward white at the top.

A third insight from the Multi-City Study, albeit one explored more
fully in the separate Los Angeles and Boston volumes, is that recent
immigration complicates without necessarily dismantling the racial hi-
erarchy, on the one hand placing recent Hispanic and Asian immigrants
at the bottom of earnings measures, and on the other generating a
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source of low-wage labor employers prefer over native-born blacks. A
similar conclusion can be drawn with respect to gender, which does not
operate separately so much as in conjunction with the racial hierarchy
to put black and Hispanic women at the bottom of the wage structure
even as employers express preferences for hiring minority women over
minority men.

Fourth, by showing race to be both pervasive in influence and insti-
tutional and structural in nature, the Multi-City Study necessarily com-
plicates and enhances social scientific understanding of skills and space
as explanations for racial gaps in earnings and employment—without
undermining the significance of either one. It provides powerful evi-
dence that it is not only economics but racial attitudes and stratification
that shape labor market relations and outcomes, much as race influ-
ences the configuration of residential and industrial space. It reminds us
that policies to improve skills and access to jobs among minority work-
ers are of great importance, but they must be part of a broader policy
agenda that seeks direct and innovative ways to address the structural
and institutional underpinnings of the racial divide.

A final insight from the analysis underscores the importance of
making race a top and explicit policy priority, and that is the very high
price of persistent racial segregation, whether in neighborhoods, social
networks, or jobs—a price, as we have seen, that is borne most imme-
diately by nonwhite minorities but that fundamentally undermines our
capacity as a society to make genuine equality of opportunity a reality
rather than a distant goal.

The message of this volume, then, is not simply that race continues
to shape inequality in urban America. Race does indeed matter—as do
gender, education and skill, and residential location. This research tells
us more: that race and ethnicity matter in ways that are subtle and
changing. Race is woven into the fabric of residential and industrial lo-
cation choices, of hiring and wage determination, and of the human per-
ceptions that underlie all these processes. It is critical to affirm the con-
tinuing import of race and ethnicity. But it is likewise critical to
understand the ways—many newly emerging—in which racial divisions
pervade, complement, and in some cases conflict with other dimensions
of opportunity. Indeed, to ignore this dimension of urban inequality is to
risk perpetuating the patterns that make race an enduring challenge as
we enter the twenty-first century.

Thanks to Larry Bobo, Chris Tilly, Harry Holzer, Sheldon Danziger, Abel
Valenzuela Jr. and the anonymous reviewers for their comments on earlier
drafts of this chapter.
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Notes
1. Members of the Multi-City Study of Urban Inequality advisory com-

mittee were Robin Hollister (chair), Swarthmore College; Jorge
Chapa, University of Texas, Austin; Mary Jackman, University of
California, Davis; Arne Kalleberg, University of North Carolina,
Chapel Hill; Frank Levy, Massachusetts Institute of Technology;
Seymour Sudman, University of Illinois, Champaign-Urbana; and
Franklin Wilson, University of Wisconsin, Madison.

2. Among the most prominent of recent publications are Hacker
(1992), West (1993), Cose (1993), Carnoy (1994), Steinberg (1995),
Thernstrom and Thernstrom (1997), and Patterson (1997).

3. The actual number of households surveyed are as follows (unad-
justed response rates for each metropolitan area are indicated in pa-
rentheses): Atlanta, 1528 (75 percent); Boston, 1820 (71 percent); De-
troit, 1543 (78 percent); Los Angeles, 4025 (68 percent). The
household surveys were face-to-face interviews, ranging from an av-
erage of fifty minutes in average interview length (Detroit) to
ninety-five minutes (Boston). Detroit and Atlanta interviews were
conducted in English; Boston in English and Spanish; Los Angeles in
English, Spanish, Mandarin, Cantonese, and Korean. For non-En-
glish interviews, field materials were translated using independent
forward-backward translation. The percentage of household respon-
dents interviewed by someone of the same race or ethnicity are as
follows: Atlanta: white 80 percent, black 94 percent; Boston: white
92 percent, black 49 percent, Hispanic 55 percent; Detroit: white
92.5 percent; black 89.6 percent; Los Angeles: white 53 percent,
black 82 percent, Hispanic 74 percent, Asian 92 percent. Sample
characteristics are described in more detail in the city volumes.

4. The combined four-city Household Survey file, along with data from
the Employer Surveys described herein, is currently available
through the Inter-University Consortium for Political and Social Re-
search (ICPSR), located at the University of Michigan’s Institute for
Social Research in Ann Arbor.

5. The 297-Firm Supplemental Survey was drawn from the Household
responses in Boston and Los Angeles. Due to the longer time frame
for administering the Household Surveys in those metropolitan
areas, the supplement was needed to raise the number of matched
responses included in the Employer Telephone Survey.

6. Interviews were conducted at forty-five firms in Atlanta and Los
Angeles, forty-six in Boston, and thirty-nine in Detroit. Up to three
interviews were conducted per firm, depending upon size and firm
structure, in an effort to incorporate perspectives at the level of
CEO, personnel manager, and immediate supervisor. In a small
number of firms with complex managerial structures (for example,
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those using subcontractors), more than three interviews were con-
ducted.
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