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BARRIERS TO OPPORTUNITY:  The Growing Problem of 
Concentrated Poverty in North Carolina’s Neighborhoods

Key Findings:
•	I n 2006-2010, 143,445 North Carolinians who were poor lived in concentrated poverty, and the 

state’s concentrated poverty rate stood at 10.2 percent.

•	 The concentrated poverty rate in North Carolina more than doubled from 2000 to 2006-2010. 
During this time, the number of concentrated-poverty neighborhoods in the state nearly 
tripled, and the number of people living in these neighborhoods who were poor more than 
tripled.

•	 African Americans and Latinos living in North Carolina who were poor were more likely to live 
in concentrated poverty in 2006-2010, compared to their white counterparts. Children who 
were poor were more likely to live in concentrated poverty than the average North Carolinian 
who was poor.

•	 Research shows that place and well-being are deeply connected. Living in areas of 
concentrated disadvantage while being poor can undermine one’s economic and health 
opportunities.

Individual and Community Consequences of Concentrated Poverty
As of 2006 to 2010, the latest available data, there were 100 areas of concentrated poverty in North Carolina—
nearly triple the number in the state in 2000.1 United States Census Bureau data shows 143,445 poor residents 
lived in these extremely poor areas, 3.5 times the number in 2000.2 

This brief defines areas of concentrated poverty as census tracts with poverty rates of 40 percent or more, using the 
federal poverty level.3,4 Census tracts meeting the 40-percent threshold are referred to in this brief as concentrated-
poverty neighborhoods. This analysis excludes census tracts with populations of 500 people or fewer.5

The growing number of North Carolinians living in concentrated-poverty neighborhoods face restricted access 
to the jobs, education and networks that can improve their financial standing. Patterns of concentrated poverty 
have endured for decades in certain areas due to several interacting factors such as rapid suburbanization, 
deindustrialization, commercial disinvestment, and racial discrimination in housing markets. It is well-documented 
that patterns of concentrated poverty are also rooted in government policies—including home-ownership 
subsidies, public-housing location decisions, interstate and highway subsidies, and deterioration in the provision 
of local services.6 

The disadvantage of being poor and residing in a poor neighborhood magnifies and perpetuates the problems 
faced by people who are poor, a concept known as the “double burden.”7 A large body of research shows that the 
residential segregation of people who are poor can lead to negative neighborhood effects, which are community 
influences on individual socioeconomic outcomes. Examples of neighborhood effects include low-quality 
educational opportunities, weaker employment networks, poorer health outcomes, and elevated levels of crime.8 
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In the last few decades, the concentration of poverty has fluctuated nationwide. The number of poor people living 
in concentrated-poverty neighborhoods increased nearly twofold from 1970 to 1990. However that population 
declined by 31 percent from 1990 to 2000 only to subsequently increase by one-third from 2000 to 2005-2009.9 

The Geographic Distribution of People who are Poor in North Carolina
In 2006-2010, there were 2,195 census tracts and 9,013,443 million people living in North Carolina. 100 census 
tracts were concentrated-poverty neighborhoods, representing roughly 1 of 22 neighborhoods in the state. Of the 
293,135 residents living in these neighborhoods, 143,445 residents lived below the federal poverty level—which is 
nearly 104,000 more than the 39,632 poor residents in 2000. The concentrated poverty rate—the proportion of all 
poor people residing in a concentrated-poverty neighborhood—was 10.2 percent in 2006-2010, up 6.1 percentage 
points since 2000 when the concentrated poverty rate was 4.1 percent.

The 100 concentrated-poverty neighborhoods were located in only 30 of the state’s 100 counties, with the largest 
share located in Guilford and Mecklenburg counties. Of these 100 neighborhoods, 63 were in urban counties, 
with the remaining 37 located in rural counties.10 The largest share of people who were poor within these 100 
neighborhoods were also clustered in Guilford and Mecklenburg counties. The map below shows the geographic 
spread of concentrated poverty in North Carolina.

Certain Communities More Likely to Live in Concentrated-Poverty Neighborhoods 
Economic hardships borne by people who are poor are not shared equally in North Carolina. African Americans  
who were poor were 2.7 times more likely to live in concentrated-poverty neighborhoods than Latinos who were 
poor, and 3.5 times more likely than whites who were poor.11 Seventeen percent of African Americans who were 
poor and 7.1 percent of Latinos who were poor lived in concentrated-poverty neighborhoods, compared to 5.6 
percent of whites who were poor.12

Also in 2006-2010, 10.4 percent of the state’s impoverished children lived in concentrated-poverty neighborhoods, 
slightly higher than the average North Carolinian who was poor. Regardless of family income, research shows 
that children growing up in these neighborhoods often have less access to good quality schools, early education 
programs, and strong social networks that foster healthy development and connect children to opportunities. 
These children are also at higher risk of poor outcomes, including higher stress levels, higher dropout rates, and 
more emotional problems.13
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Conclusion
Research shows that the opportunity structure is deeply connected to the neighborhood. With the dramatic increase 
in the concentrated poverty rate in North Carolina, it is important to focus on the investments and policies that 
can support the extension of opportunity to all communities in the state. By ensuring such ladders to opportunity, 
North Carolina can build more prosperous communities and a more prosperous state. 
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