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Overview
Adapted from
The Southern Black Belt: Dependence, Quality of Life, and Policy
(Wimberley and Morris 1997)
and
The Southern Black Belt in National Perspective
(Wimberley, Morris, and Bachtel 1996)
A century ago, Booker T. Washington wrote of the Black Belt: “The term seems to be
used wholly in a political sense that is, to designate the counties where the black people
outnumber the white.”
Today, the Southern Black Belt remains a social and demographic crescent of counties
containing higher than average percentages of black residents. The region stretches through parts
of Virginia, the Carolinas, Georgia, Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, Tennessee, Arkansas,
Louisiana, and Texas.
The Southern Black Belt stands in contrast to the rest of the country. Though 12
percent 30 million people-in the United States are AfricanAmericans, about half live in the
South. A map of counties that are 12, 25, and 40 percent or more black shows that nearly all the
counties are southern and nearly all are rural.
The historic Black Belt's conditions remain some of the worst in our nation. The Black
Belt is home to persistent poverty, poor employment, low incomes, limited education, poor
health, high infant mortality, and dependence.
Our findings show some of the special conditions-poverty, low levels of education, and
unemployment affecting the contemporary South and Black Belt. We map these circumstances
and describe them statistically. We also introduce a neglected but important factor-dependence-to
the equation for socioeconomic well-being in addition to the education, employment, and rurality
factors commonly used to explain poor conditions.
The analysis reveals an extraordinary correspondence of the patterns of poor quality of
life and the largely nonmetropolitan, Black Belt South. The greater southern region holds far
more of the nation's poor and people who have not completed high school than are found in the
Northeast, the Midwest, or the West.

ix

Within the South, it is the Black Belt's 623 counties that contain most of the larger
region's poor conditions and low standings in quality of life. By itself, the Black Belt includes
more poverty than either of the other three major regions of our nation. And, there is more
poverty in the Black Belt-black or white-than in the area served by the Appalachian Regional
Commission.
Dependence in the nonmetropolitan Black Belt is exceptionally high, especially for black
youth. Dependence is considered so high that without human services to support economic
opportunities-rural development is severely restricted.
To improve quality of life for those in the Black Belt is a major challenge to each of the
Black Belt's people, places, and states and to the region nation of which the Black Belt represents
a major part. The Black Belt and its people deserve a well-researched, systematic, and
comprehensive regional strategy for change.
Ronald C. Wimberley
Libby V. Morris
January 1995
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Part I.
Introduction
The story of impoverishment in the United States is a story of region, race, and rurality.
The South is a region with a special history. The contemporary South is also the largest
region of the United States and is the nation's largest rural region. Unfortunately, however, the
South and its Black Belt have far more than their just shares of the nation's poor conditions.
When poor quality of life is studied, it seems that the large, historic South becomes
invisible although its people, places, and impoverishment represent the major part of the nation.
It is not that other regions lack problems. They do not, and quality-of-life issues should be dealt
with anywhere, wherever they are. But the impoverishment of the South and Black Belt are of
such magnitude that if quality of life in the South and Black Belt did improve, it would
substantially improve the well-being of the nation as a whole.
A region within the South, the historic Black Belt consists of 623 counties that have
higher than average concentrations of African-American population. That includes nearly one of
every five U.S. counties. The Black Belt counties have at least the national average of 12 percent
black residents. The Black Belt, a concept used at the turn of the century by Booker T.
Washington and W. E. B. Du Bois, lies in a large crescent of southern geography running
through parts of the 11 Old South, or Black Belt, states of Virginia, North and South Carolina,
Georgia, Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, Tennessee, Arkansas, Louisiana, and Texas.
Living conditions of particular interest in this analysis are poverty, low levels of
education, unemployment, and dependence. These conditions are of special concern for rural as
well as the urban areas. We shall examine these quality-of-life indicators nationally; for the
Northeast, Midwest, West, and South with emphasis on the South; and with added emphasis on
the Black Belt and Appalachia.
The major emphasis in this report is numerical and percentage data along with selected
graphics not fully reported in The Southern Black Belt (Wimberley and Morris 1997). Additional
data axe presented here and, in some cases, with interpretations beyond the scope of the
accompanying volume. The detail of the tables and graphs presented here also contain
implications beyond those highlighted in the present text. Furthermore, the numerical data in the
tables can be used to calculate still further findings for special needs.
Maps focusing on the Black Belt South. Maps of U.S. counties showing
nonmetropolitan areas, poverty, the lack of high school graduation, unemployment, and
dependence are shown in The Southern Black Belt and are not reproduced here. We note,
however, that these maps highlight Black Belt states and counties that rate poorly in poverty,
education, unemployment, and dependence. In the maps of that volume, many counties in these
11 states-the Black Belt counties and otherwise-are shaded to indicate that their socioeconomic
quality of life ranks in the worst or second-worst quartiles for the entire United States. The
unfortunate overrepresentation of poverty, low educational attainment, unemployment, and

dependence in the counties of the Black Belt and many other places in the South deserves special
attention.
Percentages looking both ways, within and across. In the tables to be shown,
percentages will be presented in two ways. In one, we examine the percentage of people in the
Black Belt, South, Northeast, Midwest, West, Appalachia, and in the total United States who
suffer the impoverished conditions at issue. These percentages within the nation and each of its
regions represent conventional rates of poverty, high school graduation, unemployment, and the
like.
Percentage rates are important, but it is also important to know where those having a
lower socioeconomic quality of life are located. Therefore, the second and often neglected way of
calculating percentages on poor quality-of-life conditions is to look at how regional, percentage
shares of the subpopulations compare across the country. The relative concentrations or
percentage shares of these conditions from one region to the next have been largely overlooked in
studies of quality of life in general and rural poverty in particular. However, these percentage
shares show contrasts across regions that will be emphasized here beyond what can be learned
from the rates customarily reported by other research.
In brief, there are two ways to look at quality-of-life percentages. One is to look at a
condition's percentage rates within each region. The other is to compare the percentage shares
across regions. Rates do not tell the whole story. Shares help to tell the rest. In particular, the
numerical and percentage shares of poor conditions across locations make the circumstances of
the South-and its Black Belt-even more visible than do the percentage rates by themselves.
In the analyses to follow on population, poverty, education, unemployment, and
dependence, the conventional rates within the United States and its regions will be presented
first, and then the shares across regions will be presented to better establish where the
disproportionate amounts of each socioeconomic problem exist.
Regions. The four major U.S. regions to be analyzed the South, Northeast, Midwest, and Westare those defined and reported by the U.S. Census. The South contains 16 states and Washington,
D.C. The states are Texas, Oklahoma, Louisiana, Arkansas, Mississippi, Alabama, Tennessee,
Kentucky, Florida, Georgia, the Carolinas, Virginia, West Virginia, Maryland, and Delaware
(Map 1).
The Northeast has nine states and consists of Pennsylvania, New Jersey, New York,
Connecticut, Rhode Island, Massachusetts, Vermont, New Hampshire, and Maine. The 12
midwestern states are Ohio, Michigan, Indiana, Illinois, Wisconsin, Missouri, Iowa, Minnesota,
Kansas, Nebraska, and the Dakotas. The 13-state West covers New Mexico, Arizona, Colorado,
Utah, Nevada, Wyoming, Idaho, Montana, Washington, Oregon, California, Alaska, and Hawaii.
Within the southern region are the 11 states noted earlier that contain the Black Belt
subregion. The 623 Black Belt counties form a fairly contiguous expanse across these 11, Old
South states. The Black Belt is not majority black but characterized by the higher-than-average
percentages of African-Americans living there. The map shows the 11 Black Belt states and their
623 Black Belt counties at 12, 25, and 40 percent levels of African-American population (Map

2). Since 12 percent is the African-American percentage of the United States, 12 percent sets the
threshold of population concentration used to identify the contemporary Black Belt.
Although all of the Black Belt counties are in the 11 Black Belt states and in the South,
another subregion spans 404 counties across the eastern United States including parts of the
Northeast, a few midwestern counties in Ohio, and much of the mountain South. This is
Appalachia (Map 3). Its 13 states are New York, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Maryland, West Virginia,
Virginia, Kentucky, Tennessee, North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama, and
Mississippi. From these states, the counties served by the Appalachian Regional Commission are
designated as Appalachia.

A somewhat irregular bulge of 47 counties in southern Appalachia-18 in Alabama and 17
in Mississippi plus 4 in Georgia, 4 in South Carolina, 2 in Virginia, 1 in North Carolina, and 1 in
Tennessee–are also Black Belt counties. Therefore, comparisons of Appalachia with the South,
Northeast, or Midwest as well as with the Black Belt are not altogether mutually exclusive. This
should be kept in mind especially when comparing Appalachia with the Black Belt in the tables
and figures. Due to the geographical and demographic overlap between these subregions,
differences between the Black Belt and Appalachia are even greater than the statistics and
graphics suggest.
Rurality. Rurality is a generic concept with many meanings. Rurality includes
dimensions of spatial distance, small or sparse populations, social interaction patterns, cultural
distinctions, occupational characteristics, and quality of life (Wimberley 1995). As in most
statistical analyses for the United States, the concept is used here in the demographic sense.
One way the Bureau of the Census (1992a, 1995) identifies rurality is through rural and
urban population counts. Urban places are normally incorporated and have at least 2,500
residents; places that are not urban are rural. The census also measures rurality in terms of the
nonmetropolitan, or nonmetro, population. Basically, a metropolitan, or metro, county contains a
central city of at least 50,000 people plus any adjacent counties that are closely integrated
socially and economically with the central county (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1995: 4). Counties
not officially designated as metro are nonmetro.
Although similar, rural and nonmetro populations do not entirely correspond. There can
be rural populations in metro counties and urban populations in nonmetro counties.
Most of our analysis will rely upon the metro/nonmetro classification of counties to
measure rurality. In Part II of this report, the section on regional demographics, we also provide
the urban and rural counts of the metro and nonmetro populations in order to show the
association between the two types of measures. Except for several further uses of the Census'
rural counts, however, we otherwise use the term, rural, as a generic concept.
The metro and nonmetro county information reported here is not the same as that
reported in the 1990 census publications but is based on OMB's 1993 update (Office of
Management and Budget 1993). In our recalculations of

metro and nonmetro populations from the 1990 census data, counties having any metro
population in them are classified as entirely metro.
Data sources. Other than the OMB designations of metro and nonmetro areas, the data to
be analyzed in this report are from the 1990 U.S. Census of Population as provided by the Bureau
of the Census in printed and electronic files. Where available, data are taken from the wholecensus counts in the STF1 CD-ROMS. For variables collected only from the 1990 census
subsample that received the longform questionnaires, a SAS dataset of the STF-3C tape is used.

Part II.
The Demographic Context of Quality of Life
Subpopulations Within Regions
The demographic composition of U.S. regions differs according to race and rurality.
Race. Racially, the Midwest leads with an 87 percent white population (Table 1;
Figure 1). Second is the Northeast with 83 percent, followed by the South at 77 percent, and
the West with 76 percent white. African-Americans range from only 5 percent of the West to
19 percent of the South. In the Midwest and Northeast, they are 10 and 11 percent
respectively.
Rurality. The South and Midwest have the highest rates of rural and nonmetro
populations. The South surpasses all major regions with a 31 percent rural population and
pushes ahead of the 28 percent rural rate for the Midwest (Table 2).
The densely populated Northeast is 79 percent urban (Table 2; U.S. Bureau of the
Census 1995: 43) and 91 percent metropolitan (Table 3). Yet the most sparsely populated
region, the West, is the most urban region at 86 percent and is the second most metropolitan
region at 86 percent as well. At 27 and 26 percent nonmetro, the South and Midwest have
about double the nonmetro rate of the West and about triple that of the Northeast (Table 3).
The nonmetro Northeast and Midwest are almost completely white at 97 and 96
percent respectively (Table 1). The nonmetro West with 85 percent and the nonmetro South
with 79 percent have proportionately fewer whites. However, the nonmetro South is 18
percent black while the nonmetro areas of the other major regions each have less than 2
percent black.
The Black Belt and Appalachia. The Black Belt is 27 percent African-American and
69 percent white. The Black Belt, therefore, is less white and more black than the larger South
or, for that matter, any region. The Black Belt's population resembles the South in being about
three-fourths metro and one-fourth nonmetro. However, one-third of the nonmetro Black Belt
is black.
Appalachia is almost entirely white. In fact, it is 92 percent white. Its 7 percent black
population is due mainly to the 48 southern. counties Appalachia shares in common with the
Black Belt. Being 53 percent rural and 42 percent nonmetro, Appalachia has higher rates of
rural and nonmetro populations than the Black Belt or any major region. Appalachia's
nonmetro population-the rural "people left behind" that were highlighted in the war on poverty
during the 1960s and 1970s and the target of the Appalachian Regional Commission today-is
94 percent white.
While the demographic rates of race, region, and rurality show interesting variations,
all regions are not of the same demographic size. Rates do not show this. Shares of population

across regions do. And where high rates combine with larger populations of one type or
another, such places become the worst places for quality-of-life conditions in the United
States. These places, we recommend, should be targeted for research, policies, and
development programs.

Notes for Table 1 (also see Figure 1):
a

Totals for the U.S. and subpopulations in the top row consist of the northeastern,
midwestern, western, and southern census regions.
The Black Belt is a subregion of the South. Appalachia is a subregion of the South,
Northeast, and Midwest. Furthermore, the Black Belt and Appalachian subregions overlap in
47 counties: 18 in Alabama, 17 in Mississippi, 4 in Georgia, 4 in South Carolina, 2 in
Virginia, 1 in North Carolina, and 1 in Tennessee.
Percentages and numbers for white and black, metro and nonmetro, and nonmetro white and
nonmetro black in this, "...Within the U.S. and Regions," table sum across the rows.
White and Black do not represent all the races included in the total column. Therefore, white
and black do not sum to 100.0 percent of the total population
Metro/nonmetro counties are based on the 1993 OMB designations. As reported here,
counties with any metro population are metro.
b

The bases, or denominators for the percentages, are the total numbers of people in the U.S.,
each region, or each designated subpopulation.
c

Interpret as follows: 80.3 percent of the U.S. population is white; 18.5 percent of those living
in the South are black; 23.1 percent of those living in the Black Belt are nonmetro; etc.

Notes for Table 2:
a

Totals for the U.S. and subpopulations in the top row consist of the northeastern,
midwestern, western, and southern census regions.
The Black Belt is a subregion of the South. Appalachia is a subregion of the South,
Northeast, and Midwest. Furthermore, the Black Belt and Appalachian subregions overlap in
47 counties: 18 in Alabama, 17 in Mississippi, 4 in Georgia, 4 in South Carolina, 2 in
Virginia, 1 in North Carolina, and 1 in Tennessee.
Metro/nonmetro counties are based on the 1993 OMB designations. As reported here,
counties with any metro population are metro.
Percentages and numbers for urban and rural sections of the table sum to the total U.S.
population. Subcategories for metro and nonmetro sum across rows in their respective urban
and rural sections of the table.
b

The bases, or denominators for the percentages, are the total numbers of people in the U.S.,
each region, or each designated subpopulation.
c

Interpret as follows: 75.2 percent of the U.S. population is urban; 21.1 percent of those living
in the Northeast are rural; in the rural South, 44.0 percent are metro residents; in the rural
Black Belt, 56.7 percent are nonmetro residents; etc.

Notes for Table 3:
a

Totals for the U.S. and subpopulations in the top row consist of the northeastern,
midwestern, western, and southern census regions.
The Black Belt is a subregion of the South. Appalachia is a subregion of the South,
Northeast, and Midwest. Furthermore, the Black Belt and Appalachian subregions overlap in
47 counties: 18 in Alabama, 17 in Mississippi, 4 in Georgia, 4 in South Carolina, 2 in
Virginia, 1 in North Carolina, and 1 in Tennessee.
Metro/nonmetro counties are based on the 1993 OMB designations. As reported here,
counties with any metro population are metro.
Percentages and numbers for metro and nonmetro sections of the table sum to the total U.S.
population. Subcategories for urban and rural sum across rows in their respective metro or
nonmetro sections of the table.
b

The bases, or denominators for the percentages, are the total numbers of people in the U.S.,
each region, or each designated subpopulation.
c

Interpret as follows: 79.8 percent of the U.S. population is metro; 8.9 percent of those living
in the Northeast are nonmetro; in the metro South, 18.7 percent are rural residents; in the
nonmetro Black Belt 65.8 percent are rural residents; etc

Shares Across Regions
The South in regional perspective. The South is large. It is not only large
geographically but in population as well. This demographic fact is seldom recognized.
According to the last major U.S. census in 1990, the South holds 34 percent of the people in
this country and is by far the most populated region of the United States. The South's 85
million exceeds the 51 million of the Northeast, the 63 million of the Midwest, and the 53
million of the West (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1992a; 1995: 28; see also Table 4 and Figures
2 and 3). Furthermore, mid-1995 population estimates indicate the South is growing still
larger and now numbers 91 million or 35 percent of the U.S. population (U.S. Bureau of the
Census 1996: 10).
Perhaps surprisingly, it is not the northern border states that give the South so many
people. Rather, the South is demographically large because it contains some of the most
heavily populated states in the country. While California has the largest population, Texas-a
southern state-has moved into second place ahead of New York. Florida is fourth. Georgia and
North Carolina are essentially even at tenth and eleventh places, and Virginia is twelfth.
The Black Belt. The southern picture becomes even more interesting when the Black
Belt is examined within the context of the larger South. Over half of the southern population
and nearly a fifth of the U. S. residents live in the 623 Black Belt counties.
Viewed in comparison, the Black Belt's 45 million or 18 percent of the U.S. population
is nearly as large as the 51 million or 20 percent of the United States who live in the populous
Northeast. And, the Black Belt has over twice the population of Appalachia. Both the South
and its Black Belt are large places.
African-American population. The 1990 census finds that 53 percent of the AfricanAmerican population lives in the South (Table 4; Figure 4). This, of course, outnumbers
blacks living in all other major U.S. regions combined. Despite outmigrations since the Civil
War, the South continues to be home to most African-Americans. Within the South, 86
percent of the black population lives in the 11 Black Belt states, and over three-fourths of the
southern blacks live in the 623 Black Belt counties of these states.
Southern and U.S. rurality. At what time in U.S. history did the United States have
the most rural people? The answer is now. This is another little-known, demographic fact. The
1990 census counted more rural people-62 million-than in any previous census (U.S. Bureau
of the Census 1992a, 1995: 43; Table 5).
Using the 1993 classification of metropolitan and nonmetropolitan counties, 2,297 of
the 3,141 U.S. counties or county-equivalents are nonmetro (Wimberley and Morris 1997).
These nonmetro counties contain over 50 million U.S. residents (Table 6).
Which U.S. region has the most rural and nonmetropolitan people? Yes, it is the
South. Ironically, the South is a very rural place despite its large, overall population. The
South claims 43 percent, or 27 million, of the rural population (U.S. Bureau of the Census

1995: 43; also Table 5; Figure 5) and 45 percent, or 22 million, of the nonmetro population
(Table 6; Figure 6). The Midwest trails the South at a distant second in both rural and
nonmetro residents. The Black Belt accounts for much of the nonmetro South and more of the
nonmetro population than either the Northeast or Midwest.
Zooming in still closer, we find that 91 percent of the nonmetro blacks live in the
South and that four of five live in the Black Belt (Table 4; Figure 7).
The Black Belt and Appalachia. Combined, the Black Belt and Appalachian
subregions hold nearly one-fourth of the U.S. population. As noted, the Black Belt is entirely
southern and can easily be graphed as a part of the South. Recall that although Appalachia is
mainly southern and overlaps with 48 Black Belt counties, it includes parts of New York and
Pennsylvania in the Northeast and edges Ohio in the Midwest. With 18 percent of the
population, the Black Belt has twice as many people as the 8 percent living in Appalachia
(Table 3). Except in Mississippi, Alabama, and a few of the Black Belt's southern Appalachian
counties, few African-Americans live in Appalachia. For that matter, many more whites live
in the Black Belt than in Appalachia which is, of course, predominately white.

Notes for Table 4 (also see Figures 2, 3, 4, and 7):
a

In this, "...Across Regions," table, the totals for the U.S. and subpopulations in the top row
consist of the column sums of the northeastern, midwestern, western, and southern census
regions.
The Black Belt is a subregion of the South. Appalachia is a subregion of the South, Northeast,
and Midwest. Furthermore, the Black Belt and Appalachian subregions overlap in 47 counties:
18 in Alabama, 17 in Mississippi, 4 in Georgia, 4 in South Carolina, 2 in Virginia, 1 in North
Carolina, and 1 in Tennessee.
White and Black do not represent all the races included in the total column. Therefore, white
and black do not sum to 100.0 percent of the total population.
Metro/nonmetro counties are based on the 1993 OMB designations. As reported here, counties
with any metro population are metro.
b

Interpret as follows: 20.4 percent of the U.S. population lives in the Northeast; 32.8 percent
of the white population lives in the South; 40.3 percent of the black population lives in the
Black Belt; etc.

Notes for Table 5 (also see Figure 5):
a

Totals for the U.S. and subpopulations in the top row consist of the northeastern,
midwestern, western, and southern census regions.
The Black Belt is a subregion of the South. Appalachia is a subregion of the South, Northeast,
and Midwest. Furthermore, the Black Belt and Appalachian subregions overlap in 47 counties:
18 in Alabama, 17 in Mississippi, 4 in Georgia, 4 in South Carolina, 2 in Virginia, 1 in North
Carolina, and 1 in Tennessee.
Metro/nonmetro counties are based on the 1993 OMB designations. As reported here,
counties with any metro population are metro.
Percentages and numbers for urban and rural sections of the table sum to the total U.S.
population. Subcategories for metro and nonmetro sum across rows in their respective urban
and rural sections of the table.
b

Interpret as follows: 21.4 percent of the urban population lives in the Northeast; 39.7 percent
of the rural metro population lives in the South; 21.6 percent of the rural nonmetro population
lives in the Black Belt; etc.

Notes for Table 6 (also see Figure 6):
a

Totals for the U.S. and subpopulations in the top row consist of the northeastern,
midwestern, western, and southern census regions.
The Black Belt is a subregion of the South. Appalachia is a subregion of the South, Northeast,
and Midwest. Furthermore, the Black Belt and Appalachian subregions overlap in 47 counties:
18 in Alabama, 17 in Mississippi, 4 in Georgia, 4 in South Carolina, 2 in Virginia, 1 in North
Carolina, and 1 in Tennessee.
Metro/nonmetro counties are based on the 1993 OMB designations. As reported here, counties
with any metro population are metro.
Percentages and numbers for metro and nonmetro sections of the table sum to the total U.S.
population. Subcategories for urban and rural sum across rows in their respective metro or
nonmetro sections of the table.
b

Interpret as follows: 23.3 percent of the metro population lives in the Northeast; 39.7 percent
of the rural metro population lives in the South; 21.6 percent of the rural nonmetro population
lives in the Black Belt; etc.

Part III.
Poverty
Poverty is the most commonly used indicator of quality of life. Poverty represents a
social problem for everyone in a society, and it limits socioeconomic opportunities for the
adults and children it claims. Poverty is measured by annual household income and household
composition according to Office of Management and Budget criteria (U.S. Bureau of the
Census 1992b; 1995: 481). In the 1990 census, a single person under 65 and living alone was
poor if he or she received less than $6,451 during the previous year, and those in a family of
four were poor if their income was below $12,674.
Poverty Rates Within Regions
The 1990 census found 13 percent of the people in the United States to be poor. This
breaks into 16 percent of those living in the South, 13 percent in the West, 12 percent in the
Midwest, and 11 percent in the Northeast. Regional differences are apparent. The chances of
being poor if one lives in the South are appreciably higher than if one lives in other regions.
By appearances, a difference of 3 percentage points from the national average or from the
nearest ranking region may not seem that great. But the low size of the numbers obscures the
fact that the South's 3-point difference above the U.S. rate is actually a 23 percent increase
above the U.S. rate.
On closer examination (Table 7; Figure 8), we find that the Black Belt South has a 17
percent poverty rate, and that Appalachia has 15 percent.
Poverty rates, black and white. African-Americans are about three times as likely to
be poor as whites-about 30 percent versus 10 percent respectively-in the United States at large
(Table 7). These poverty rates increase slightly for the South. In the Black Belt, however,
white poverty falls back to the national average whereas black poverty rises to 34 percent. In
other words, one-tenth of the white residents of the Black Belt are poor in contrast to over
one-third of the African-Americans. In Appalachia, the 32 percent poverty rate is also higher
than average for blacks and, at 14 percent, is the highest of any region for whites.
Outside the South, the only major region where the poverty rate for blacks exceeds
their national rate is the Midwest with 32 percent. Black poverty rates in the Northeast and
West fall to 24 and 22 percent, respectively, which are low for African-Americans. However,
the rates for whites are a low 10 percent in the West and only 8 percent in the Northeast.
Although blacks fare better in the Northeast and West, they are still two or three times as
likely to be poor than the white population of the same regions.
Nonmetro poverty rates. Nonmetro people are about half again as likely to be poor as
are metro populations (Table 7). This is consistent across the South, Black Belt, and
Appalachia. Among the major regions, both nonmetro and metro poverty rates are highest in

the South. But with 23 percent of its nonmetro residents and 15 percent of its metro residents
in poverty, the Black Belt has the highest of both rates for all regions.
Not only are poverty rates lowest in the Northeast, at 12 nonmetro and 10 percent
metro, they are also lower and more evenly balanced in the nonmetro and metro Midwest and
West. Metro Appalachian poverty approximates the national level, but Appalachia's 19
percent rate of nonmetro poverty falls between the rate of the nonmetro South and those of the
remaining regions.
Nationally, 40 percent of the blacks in nonmetro areas are poor as compared to 14
percent of the nonmetro whites. In the Black Belt South, nonmetro poverty for blacks rises to
its highest regional level at 42 percent. Nonmetro white poverty is highest in Appalachia
where 18 percent are poor. Although nonmetro poverty decreases in other U.S. regions, the
rates remain over twice as high for nonmetro blacks than for nonmetro whites. Outside the
South, the highest level of nonmetro black poverty is in the Midwest.
Percentages both ways again. These poverty-rate percentages tell us proportionately
how many are poor, but this is just one of the useful ways to view the extent of poverty or
other quality-of-life indicators. As noted earlier; the percentages can be calculated from
another direction as well, and from a direction analysts often fail to look. Perhaps this is one
reason why impoverishment in the Black Belt and South have remained less visible.
In other words, the poverty rates (Table 7) reveal the percentage of poverty within the
nation and each region. But, these rates area way of standardizing comparisons from region to
region, and such rates mask the percentage share and underlying numerical strength of poverty
in one region versus another.

Notes for Table 7 (also see Figure 8):
a

Totals for the U.S. and subpopulations in the top row consist of the northeastern,
midwestern, western, and southern census regions.
The Black Belt is a subregion of the South. Appalachia is a subregion of the South,
Northeast, and Midwest. Furthermore, the Black Belt and Appalachian subregions overlap in
47 counties: 18 in Alabama, 17 in Mississippi, 4 in Georgia, 4 in South Carolina, 2 in
Virginia, 1 in North Carolina, and 1 in Tennessee.
Percentages and numbers for white and black, metro and nonmetro, and nonmetro white and
nonmetro black in this, “Within the U.S. and Regions,” table sum across the rows.
White and Black do not represent all the races included in the total column. Therefore, white
and black do not sum to 100.0 percent of the total population
Metro/nonmetro counties are based on the 1993 OMB designations. As reported here,
counties with any metro population are metro.
b

The bases, or denominators for the percentages, are the total numbers of people in the U.S.,
each region, or each designated subpopulation that are defined by the census as persons for
whom poverty status is determined. This base of poverty-eligible population is somewhat
smaller than the total population. It excludes “institutionalized persons, persons in military
group quarters and in college dormitories, and unrelated individuals under 15 years old (U. S.
Bureau of the Census 1992b: B-27).”
c

Interpret as follows: 13.5 of the U.S. population is poor; 11.3 percent of the southern whites
are poor; 33.9 percent of the blacks in the Black Belt are poor; etc.

Shares of Poverty Across Regions
It is one thing to say that 16 percent of the southerners are poor (Table 7). It is quite
different to say that 41 percent of the nation's poor live in the South (Table 8; Figure 9). The
South's 41 percent share of U.S. poverty is disproportionately higher than the 34 percent share
of the U.S. population that lives in the South.
Percentages showing regional shares help to answer the question, “Where are the
poor?” From this perspective, the South is not only home to a higher percentage rate, but with
a 41 percent share of the nation's poverty, it is also home to about two or three times as many
poor people as can be found in any other U.S. region. The southern region's 16 states have
over 13 million, of the nation's 32 million poor people as counted by the 1990 census (Figure
9). This makes the South the principal region of U.S. poverty and, in this light, the most
prominent location for U.S. poverty. No other U.S. region comes close to matching the South
in its share of the poor.
Inside the South, the 623 counties of the Black Belt are where 23 percent-nearly onefourth-of the nation's poor people live (Table 8; Figure 9). Alone, the Black Belt counties
contain more poverty than do any of the other major U.S. regions, including the remainder of
the South!
Poverty and race. A highly disproportionate share of African-American poverty also
persists in the South and its Black Belt. Forty-seven percent of the black poor live in the Black
Belt, and a total of 57 percent live in the South (Figure 10). Again, no other region comes
close.
Nonmetro poverty. Race, region, and poverty have an unfortunate association but, in
addition, there is rurality. As a rule, the nation's rural places have higher poverty rates than
urban places. Looking specifically at nonmetropolitan poverty across the U.S. regions (Figure
11), a familiar pattern emerges: the southern region has most of our nation's nonmetro poor. In
this case, the 45 percent of the nation's nonmetro people who live in the South have the
majority-55 percent-of the nation's nonmetro poverty.
Within the larger South, the Black Belt has 28 percent of the nonmetro poverty in the
United States. As before, this is more than either of the other major U.S. regions. Without
doubt, the Black Belt in particular and the South in general are the worst areas of nonmetro
poverty in the United States. Rurality compounds the regional effect.
Nonmetro, African-American poverty. Focusing on the intersection of race, region,
and rurality, 84 percent of the poor nonmetro blacks live in the Black Belt and 95 percent of
them live in the South (Figure 12). Nowhere else is the percentage of poor so unusually high.
The Black Belt and Appalachia. By way of comparison, the Black Belt has about 45
million people to Appalachia's 21 million, or about 18 percent versus 8 percent of the U.S.
population (Figure 13). Yet the Black Belt contains disproportionately more of the nation's

poor-23 percent in the Black Belt versus 10 percent in Appalachia (Table 8). Because of its
larger population, the Black Belt also surpasses Appalachia in numerical and percentage
shares of total poverty, white poverty, black poverty, metro and nonmetro poverty, and
nonmetro black poverty. Only in nonmetro white poverty does Appalachia's share exceed that
of the Black Belt.

Notes for Table 8 (also see Figures 9, 10, 11, 12, and 13):
a

In this, “...Across Regions,” table, the totals for the U.S. and subpopulations in the top row
consist of the column sums of the northeastern, midwestern, western, and southern census
regions.
The Black Belt is a subregion of the South. Appalachia is a subregion of the South,
Northeast, and Midwest. Furthermore, the Black Belt and Appalachian subregions overlap in
47 counties: 18 in Alabama, 17 in Mississippi, 4 in Georgia, 4 in South Carolina, 2 in
Virginia, 1 in North Carolina, and 1 in Tennessee.
White and Black do not represent all the races included in the total column. Therefore, white
and black do not sum to 100.0 percent of the total population.
Metro/nonmetro counties are based on the 1993 OMB designations. As reported here,
counties with any metro population are metro.
b

Interpret as follows: 16.4 percent of the poor live in the Northeast; 38.2 percent of the white
poor live in the South; 46.6 percent of the black poor live in the Black Belt; etc.

Part IV.
Education
Education has emerged as the primary means for achieving social, economic, and
employment opportunities in our society. Low levels of education result in fewer opportunities
for a higher overall quality of life. An educational level of special significance for U.S. quality
of life is high school graduation. Without graduating from high school, one faces fewer
opportunities for employment, income, and social status in American society. In this section,
we look at data on high school attainment as provided by the U.S. Census for people who are
25 years old or older.
Rates of Not Graduating from High School, Nationally and Within Regions
Nationally, one-fourth of the population aged 25 or older has not graduated from high
school (Table 9). The rate of not graduating from high school is highest in Appalachia where it
reaches 32 percent and in the South and in the Black Belt where it is 29 percent. The lowest
rate occurs in the West where only 21 percent have not graduated. The Midwest and the
Northeast follow closely with 23 and 24 percent.
Graduation and race. Graduating from high school differs for whites and blacks.
Among whites, 22 percent do not finish high school; among blacks, 37 percent. In the Black
Belt, 43 percent of the African-Americans do not graduate from high school while 31 percent
of the whites do not graduate in Appalachia (Figure 14). In each regional comparison, a
margin of nearly 8 points or more favors white graduation.
In the West, high school incompletion rates are the lowest of any region for both
whites and blacks at 18 and 24 percent respectively. The 6 percent racial gap in the West is
also the lowest of any region. This is achieved primarily by better graduation rates for AfricanAmericans.
Metro/nonmetro rates. People living in nonmetro areas are less likely to graduate
from high school than their metro counterparts. Overall, 31 percent of the nonmetro and 23
percent of the metro residents have not graduated. This difference carries through all regions
but is highest in the South and Black Belt where it ranges from about 25 percent metro to 39
percent nonmetro. The split is much lower elsewhere. In the West, for instance, the nonmetro
rate of 23 percent and metro rate of 21 percent are the lowest anywhere and only a couple of
points apart.
It is the
nonmetro blacks who suffer the highest rates of not graduating. Over half-52 percent have not
finished. Furthermore, 3 of 10 nonmetro whites have not graduated. In the nonmetro Black
Belt, the rate peaks at 54 percent for blacks. In Appalachia, it rises to 37 percent for nonmetro
whites and to 51 percent among nonmetro blacks.
Beyond the South, the nonmetro white rates for not completing high school range from

a low of 20 percent in the West to 26 percent in the Midwest which is still far below the 36
percent rate of high school incompletion for nonmetro, southern whites. Outside the South,
rates for nonmetro blacks run from a low of 30 percent in the West to a high of 39 percent in
the Midwest.
Obviously, the lack of education that indicates a poor quality of life is far worse for
nonmetropolitan people white or black. And the situation is especially severe in nonmetro
areas and for blacks living in the South, Black Belt, and Appalachia.

Notes for Table 9 (also see Figure 14):
a

Totals for the U.S. and subpopulations in the top row consist of the northeastern,
midwestern, western, and southern census regions.
The Black Belt is a subregion of the South. Appalachia is a subregion of the South,
Northeast, and Midwest. Furthermore, the Black Belt and Appalachian subregions overlap in
47 counties: 18 in Alabama, 17 in Mississippi, 4 in Georgia, 4 in South Carolina, 2 in
Virginia, 1 in North Carolina, and 1 in Tennessee.
Percentages and numbers for white and black, metro and nonmetro, and nonmetro white and
nonmetro black in this, “...Within the U.S. and Regions,” table sum across the rows.
White and Black do not represent all the races included in the total column. Therefore, white
and black do not sum to 100.0 percent of the total population.
Metro/nonmetro counties are based on the 1993 OMB designations. As reported here,
counties with any metro population are metro.
b

The bases, or denominators for the percentages, are the total numbers of people in the U.S.,
each region, or each designated subpopulation.
c

Interpret as follows: 24.8 percent of the U.S. population are not high school graduates; 25.6
percent of southern whites are not high school graduates; 43.0 percent of the blacks in the
Black Belt are not high school graduates.

Shares of Those Not Graduating, Across Regions
Much like the pattern of poverty, the South has 40 percent of the nation's people who
have not graduated from high school (Table 10; Figure 15). This is well in excess of the 34
percent share of the U.S. population that lives in the South. The 20 percent of those not
graduating and who live in the Northeast is at parity with that region's 20 percent of the U.S.
population. The Midwest and West have disproportionately lower percentages of all who fail
to graduate than would be expected in comparison for their shares of the populations.
Graduation and race. Not only does the South have nearly 4 of every 10 U.S.
residents who have not graduated, it has 38 percent of the whites and 58 percent of all blacks
in the United States who did not finish high school (Figure 16). The Black Belt alone, with 40
percent of the nation's AfricanAmerican population, has 46 percent of the blacks who did not
graduate.
Metro/nonmetro residence. The South also holds the national majority, 55 percent, of
the nonmetro nongraduates (Figure 17). Also, one-fourth of the nonmetro U.S. residents who
did not finish high school live in the Black Belt. This nearly matches the share of nonmetro
midwesterners who have not graduated and exceeds those in the Northeast and West
combined. The South's metro nongraduates are proportionate to their 34 percent of the total
population and higher than other regions.
Half of the nonmetro whites and 94 percent of the nonmetro blacks who do not
graduate from high school live in the South (Figure 18). Again, the Black Belt by itself
accounts for 82 percent of the nonmetro blacks who have not graduated. Nearly a fourth of the
nonmetro whites without high school degrees live in Appalachia while another 17 percent are
in the Black Belt.
Therefore, first, we find the South to have the highest rates of failing to graduate from
high school. And, second, we find the South to have the disproportionately highest share of
the people in the United States who have not successfully completed high school. The
African-American, white, and nonmetro subpopulations who have not formally completed
high school are found in disproportionate numbers and percentages in the South. And again,
race, region, and rurality combine for nonmetro blacks without high school diplomas in the
southern, Black Belt subregion.
The Black Belt and Appalachia. The Black Belt has one of five of the nation's people
who have not completed high school; the Appalachian Region has one in nine (Figure 19). In
comparison with Appalachia, the Black Belt has twice the number of nongraduates: 8 million
versus the 4 million. Even among their nonmetro populations that do not graduate, the Black
Belt outnumbers Appalachia by nearly one-half million. Among the Black Belt's nonmetro
blacks, over a million-82 percent have not graduated. Black nonmetro nongraduates are
essentially absent in Appalachia outside the Black Belt. For the significant population of
African-Americans in the Black Belt and South, the educational potential for improving
quality of life lags far behind the rest of the nation.

Notes for Table 10 (also see Figures 15, 16, 17, 18, and 19):
a

In this, “...Across Regions,” table, the totals for the U.S. and subpopulations in the
top row consist of the column sums of the northeastern, midwestern, western, and southern
census regions.
The Black Belt is a subregion of the South. Appalachia is a subregion of the South,
Northeast, and Midwest. Furthermore, the Black Belt and Appalachian subregions overlap in
47 counties: 18 in Alabama, 17 in Mississippi, 4 in Georgia, 4 in South Carolina, 2 in
Virginia, 1 in North Carolina, and 1 in Tennessee.
White and Black do not represent all the races included in the total column.
Therefore, white and black do not sum to 100.0 percent of the total population.
Metro/nonmetro counties are based on the 1993 OMB designations. As reported here,
counties with any metro population are metro.
b

Interpret as follows: 20.3 percent of those who have not graduated from high school
live in the Northeast; 38.2 percent of the whites who have not graduated live in the South;
45.8 percent of the blacks who have not graduated live in the Black Belt; etc.

Part V
Unemployment
Employment contributes to a better quality of life. Many, although not all, poor
socioeconomic conditions are improved when people have jobs. But even when jobs are
available, not everyone can work due to inadequate education and skills, poor health, age, or
the responsibility for providing primary care to the dependents in one's household.
And in some cases, employment does not mean satisfactory employment. Mismatches
occur when skilled workers can only find lower-level positions and low wages or salaries,
when people must take part-time work although full-time work is needed, or when other types
of underemployment exist. Also, employment may be unsatisfactory when there are inferior or
dangerous working conditions. Still, unemployment generally indicates a poorer
socioeconomic, if not physical or social psychological, quality of life.
Official unemployment rates are based on persons aged 16 or older who are actively
looking for work but cannot find jobs (U.S. Bureau of Census 1992a, 1995: 396). This
removes all of the very young from the nation's workforce base. It also removes the elderly or
others who no longer seek employment.
Unemployment Rates Within Regions
Using data from the 1990 U.S. Census, the nation's unemployment rate was 6.3
percent and essentially the same in all major regions (Table 11). In the Black Belt, the
unemployment rate rises to 6.6 and in Appalachia to 6.8 (Figure 20).
Unemployment by race. Unemployment rates for African-Americans are higher than
for whites in all regions and subregions examined here. Nationally, the white rate is 5.2
percent and the black rate is more than twice as high at 12.9 percent. The black-white
disparities are widest in the Midwest and in the Black Belt by ratios of about three to one.
The South's 5.0 percent unemployment rate for whites is the lowest of any of the four
major U.S. regions. Furthermore, the lowest unemployment rate found anywhere, 4.6 percent,
is for Black Belt whites.
Metro/nonmetro unemployment. Nationally and regionally, nonmetro
unemployment runs ahead of metro unemployment everywhere except the Midwest where the
metro and nonmetro rates are the same. Northeastern rates are also quite similar for metro and
nonmetro areas. Nationally, nonmetro unemployment is 7.0 percent in comparison to 6.2
percent for metro areas. Regionally, nonmetro unemployment is highest in the West at 7.8
percent and second highest in the South at 7.4. This contrasts with the South's lowest regional
metro unemployment rate of 5.9 percent and further distinguishes the quality-of-life
conditions between the metro and nonmetro South.

As expected from other findings on poverty and education, unemployment rates for
nonmetro blacks exceed those nonmetro whites by a factor of about two or more in all regions.
For the nonmetro United States, black unemployment is 13.8 percent while it is 6.2 percent
among whites. Perhaps surprisingly, the nonmetro Black Belt is as notable for its lowest
white unemployment–5.0 percent–as for its high, 13.8 percent African-American
unemployment. Appalachia's 7.6 percent is the highest nonmetro, white rate among all regions
and subregions.
Actually, the Midwest's nonmetro, black unemployment rate of 16.4 percent and the
West's corresponding rate of 14.8 percent exceed the Black Belt's 13.8 percent. Although the
actual numbers of midwestemers and westerners involved are but a very small fraction of the
number of nonmetro blacks in the Black Belt, the Black Belt's unemployment rates are
somewhat lower.
The working poor. Given the South's lower education levels and extensive poverty,
one might expect that unemployment rates would be at their highest in the South. However,
this is not the case.
Perhaps the lower-than-expected unemployment in the South is at least partly due to
underemployment (Lichter 1989; Lichter and Costanzo 1987). In other words, many of the
jobs held by the southern workforce are not the good jobs for which many workers might be
capable. Also, many of those who are employed may be working at one or more part-time
positions that do not add up to whole jobs in terms of income or benefits. Such
underemployment situations can leave many workers in poverty, and the South is known for
its working poor (Gray 1994; Thompson and Gray, 1995). But officially, the working poor do
not count as unemployed.
Another problem with the official measurement of unemployment in the South is that
discouraged job-seekers-those who have not actively sought employment in the preceding four
weeks-are not counted as members of the eligible workforce. This removes such persons from
the numbers used to calculate unemployment rates and causes the rates to be lower. In rural
areas where the job opportunities may be fewer and farther, prospective workers might sooner
exhaust their prospects. To the extent this occurs, larger numbers of potential workers in the
nonmetropolitan South find themselves discouraged but not recognized and counted as
unemployed.
Such underemployment and discouraged job-seeker factors may contribute to lower
unemployment rates than expected for southern subpopulations, but they do not necessarily
explain the unemployment-rate gaps observed between blacks and whites.

Notes for Table 11 (also see Figure 20):
a

Totals for the U.S. and subpopulations in the top row consist of the northeastern,
midwestern, western, and southern census regions.
The Black Belt is a subregion of the South. Appalachia is a subregion of the South,
Northeast, and Midwest. Furthermore, the Black Belt and Appalachian subregions overlap in
47 counties: 18 in Alabama, 17 in Mississippi, 4 in Georgia, 4 in South Carolina, 2 in
Virginia, 1 in North Carolina, and 1 in Tennessee.
Percentages and numbers for white and black, metro and nonmetro, and nonmetro white and
nonmetro black in this, “...Within the U. S. and Regions,” table sum across the rows.
White and Black do not represent all the races included in the total column. Therefore, white
and black do not sum to 100.0 percent of the total population.
Metro/nonmetro counties are based on the 1993 OMB designations. As reported here,
counties with any metro population are metro.
b

The bases, or denominators for the percentages, are the total numbers of people in the U.S.,
each region, or each designated subpopulation.
c

Interpret as follows: 6.3 percent of the population is unemployed; 5.0 percent of the whites
living in the South are unemployed; 12.5 percent of the blacks living in the Black Belt are
unemployed; etc.

Shares of Unemployment Across Regions
What unemployment rates do not show within the South, the region's share of the
nation's unemployment does. Percentagewise, the South has one-third of the nation's
unemployment (Table 12; Figure 21) and, as in other major regions, this is about the same as
the South's share of the U.S. population in general. If underemployed and discouraged workers
were taken into account, however, we suspect that the South's share of the unemployed would
further increase.
Although the South's share of the nation's unemployment is within a percentage point
of its share of the nation's population, by virtue of the region's larger population the 2.6
million unemployed in the South outnumber the unemployed of any other region. In fact, the
South holds from three-quarters of a million to a million more of the unemployed than does
any other region (Table 12).
In fact, the Black Belt by itself has nearly as many unemployed people as any of the
major U.S. regions outside the South. The 1.4 million unemployed residents of the Black Belt
approach the 1.6 to 1.9 million who are unemployed in each of the major nonsouthern regions.
This is largely due to the disproportionately large population of unemployed Black Belt
blacks.
While the South has the lowest rates of white unemployment, as considered earlier,
there are numerically more unemployed whites in the South than in any other region. And the
disparity between low white and high black unemployment rates notwithstanding, the Black
Belt has more unemployed whites than unemployed blacks.
Unemployment and race. Proportionate to the population of blacks that live in the
South, more blacks are unemployed: 40 percent of the black population lives in the South and
the region has 38 percent of the unemployed blacks. African-American unemployment in the
Midwest is also disproportionately high. Nineteen percent of the U.S. blacks live in the
Midwest, and the region has 24 percent of the black unemployment (Figure 22). Black
unemployment in the Northeast and West is essentially in balance with the shares of the black
population living in each of these regions.
Metro/nonmetro unemployment. Regional shares of metro and nonmetro
unemployment are about proportionate to the regional split of population across the United
States (Figure 23). The most noticeable exception is that the Midwest contains 32 percent of
the nation's nonmetro people but has only 29 percent of the nonmetro unemployment.
Midwestern unemployment, it appears, is more of a problem in its metro areas where all but a
few of its African-American population lives.
Like the total nonmetro population and unemployment, the nonmetro populations of
whites and blacks closely match their shares of the populations of the regions and subregions.
For instance, 91 percent of the nation's African-Americans live in the South as do 92 percent
of the unemployed nonmetro blacks (Figure 24).

Note that in the Midwest, West, and Northeast, nearly all unemployed blacks are
metropolitan. This is not the case in the South and Black Belt where much of the black
unemployment is in nonmetro areas (Tables 11 and 12).
Black Belt and Appalachian Unemployment. The Black Belt accounts for 18
percent of the nation's unemployment, and Appalachia accounts for nearly 9 percent (Figure
25). As officially measured, each subregion's unemployment is at parity with its population
size. Similarly, the Black Belt's shares of unemployment for the racial and residential
subpopulations are greater than those of Appalachia except for nonmetro whites.

Notes for Table 12 (also see Figures 21, 22, 23, 24, and 25):
a

In this, “...Across Regions,” table, the totals for the U.S. and subpopulations in the top row
consist of the column sums of the northeastern, midwestern, western, and southern census
regions.
The Black Belt is a subregion of the South. Appalachia is a subregion of the South,
Northeast, and Midwest. Furthermore, the Black Belt and Appalachian subregions overlap in
47 counties: 18 in Alabama, 17 in Mississippi, 4 in Georgia, 4 in South Carolina, 2 in
Virginia, 1 in North Carolina, and 1 in Tennessee.
White and Black do not represent all the races included in the total column. Therefore, white
and black do not sum to 100.0 percent of the total population.
Metro/nonmetro counties are based on the 1993 OMB designations. As reported here,
counties with any metro population are metro.
b

Interpret as follows: 21.1 percent of the unemployed live in the Northeast; 30.6 percent of the
unemployed whites live in the South; 38.0 percent of the unemployed blacks live in the Black
Belt; etc.

Part VI.
Dependence
Dependence is rarely included in analyses of quality of life. Only one researcher,
Moland (1981), used dependence to study rural quality of life and that was for the 1950 to
1970 period. More recently, we have used the concept in a series of 1980 and 1990 analyses
on the South and Black Belt in national context (Morris 1994; Morris and Wimberley 1994,
1997; Wimberley and Morris 1993, 1997; Wimberley, Morris, and Bachtel 1991, 1992).
Dependence may be social, economic, or physical/health related (Wimberley and
Morris 1997). Dependence occurs when a person, household, or community must rely on
others for basic needs. An important form of social dependence is age-related, or
demographic, dependence. The young and the elderly are not normally part of the active,
working-aged population. Instead, nearly all children and many elderly adults rely on others
for their basic support.
As the number of dependents increases relative to the active or productive population,
the burden of dependence increases, and resources are spread more thinly over larger numbers
of dependents in a household or community. An income of $30,000, for instance, buys more
for a family with few dependents than for a family with many dependents. This thinning of
family resources becomes ever more crucial when the resources are low.
Age-related
dependence is measured as a ratio of the dependent aged population-children, elders, or both
per 100 of working age. Children are defined as below 18 years of age. Elders are 65 or older.
The working-aged population includes those from 18 through 64 years old. Of course, some of
working age do not contribute to the support of their families or households and may be
dependent themselves due to other social, economic, or physical factors. Still, age-related
dependence ratios provide a useful measure of dependence that can be compared across
populations and subpopulations.
U.S. and Regional Dependence Ratios
The dependence ratio for the overall U.S. population is 62 age dependents per 100 of
working age. This rounded total is further broken into elder dependence at 20 per 100, and
youth dependence at 41 per 100 (Table 13; Figure 26). In general, youth dependence ratios run
about twice those for elder dependence regardless of region.
Total dependence is somewhat lower in the Northeast and West while being higher in
the Midwest and South. The ratios show the West to have the least elder dependence, but the
West ties with the Midwest for the most youth dependence. In contrast, the Northeast has the
least youth dependence and the highest elder dependence of the four major U.S. regions. Such
regional variations indicate differing regional-level needs for services among elders or youths.

Racial dependence ratios. Although the ratios for the Black Belt and Appalachia
resemble those for the nation and the South, they conceal notable differences by race and place
of residence. Racially, blacks have higher dependence ratios than do whites (Table 13; Figure
27). Comparisons of dependence ratios for whites and blacks further reveal higher elder
dependence among whites and much higher youth dependence among blacks. Overall, any
lesser dependence from black elders is more than compensated by black youths.
Metro/nonmetro dependence ratios. Nonmetro residents have higher dependence
levels than metro residents in all regions and subregions (Table 13; Figure 28). Furthermore,
the higher elder ratios for whites hold across regions and subregions for metro and nonmetro
inhabitants (Figure 29). The same is true for higher youth dependence among blacks in metro
areas and in the nonmetro South, Black Belt, and Appalachia. Recall that African-American
poverty rates are also lower in the nonmetro Northeast, Midwest, and West where we now also
observe the lowest black dependence ratios. Furthermore, black youths are relatively absent in
the nonmetro Northeast, Midwest, and West.
These findings point to a basic, structural reason why poverty may be higher for
African-Americans in the South and in its Black Belt and Appalachian subregions. The reason
is that high levels of dependence burden nonmetro blacks. With more black youths for whom
to care, relative to people of care giving age, modest household resources dilute further into
poverty-level conditions. This is compounded in regions with larger ratios and numbers of
dependent black youths.

Notes for Table 13 (also see Figures 26, 27, 28, and 29):
a

Totals for the U.S. and subpopulations in the top row consist of the northeastern,
midwestern, western, and southern census regions.
The Black Belt is a subregion of the South. Appalachia is a subregion of the South,
Northeast, and Midwest. Furthermore, the Black Belt and Appalachian subregions overlap in
47 counties: 18 in Alabama, 17 in Mississippi, 4 in Georgia, 4 in South Carolina, 2 in
Virginia, 1 in North Carolina, and 1 in Tennessee.
b

The bases for the total, elder, and youth age-dependence ratios are the respective numbers of
the total population, whites, or blacks aged 18 through 64. This also applies to each region and
each metro/nonmetro subpopulation.
c

Interpret as follows: there are 62 elder and youth age-dependents per 100 people of ages 18
through 64; in the South, there are 22 white elder age dependents per 100 whites of ages 18
through 64; in the Black Belt, there are 58 black youth age-dependents per 100 blacks of ages
18 through 64; etc.

Percentages of Elders and Youths Within Regions
Percentages of
elders and youths provide an alternative to ratios as a technique for looking at age-dependence
(Table 14; Figures 30 and 31). As with ratios, the percentages of white youths are consistently
about twice as large as the percentages of white elderly for all regions and subregions. And
for blacks, the percentages of youths are often three or four times greater than the percentages
of elders. In addition to lower life expectancies, the age structure of the African-American
population contributes to the percentage of black youths who are dependent.
Also, nonmetro
areas are observed to have higher percentages of both elders and youths than do metro areas.

Notes for Table 14 (also see Figures 30 and 31):
a

Totals for the U. S. and subpopulations in the top row consist of the northeastern,
midwestern, western, and southern census regions.
The Black Belt is a subregion of the South. Appalachia is a subregion of the South,
Northeast, and Midwest. Furthermore, the Black Belt and Appalachian subregions overlap in
47 counties: 18 in Alabama, 17 in Mississippi, 4 in Georgia, 4 in South Carolina, 2 in
Virginia, 1 in North Carolina, and 1 in Tennessee.
Percentages and numbers for white and black, metro and nonmetro, and nonmetro white and
nonmetro black in this, “...Within the U.S. and Regions,” table sum across the rows.
White and Black do not represent all the races included in the total column. Therefore, white
and black do not sum to 100.0 percent of the total population.
Metro/nonmetro counties are based on the 1993 OMB designations. As reported here,
counties with any metro population are metro.
b

The bases for the percentages of total, elder, and youth age-dependents are the total
population, all whites, or all blacks. This also applies to each region and each metro/nonmetro
subpopulation.
c

Interpret as follows: 38.1 percent of the U.S. population consists of elder and youth agedependents; 14.0 percent of the southern whites are elder age dependents; 33.4 percent of the
Black-Belt blacks are youth age-dependents; etc.

Shares of Elders and Youths Across U.S. Regions
Age-related dependence is typically distributed across the regions and subregions in
proportion to the sizes of their populations. As anticipated from the South's overall 34 percent
of the total population, the South has slightly over one-third of the nation's elders and youths
(Table 15; Figures 32-36). Also, the South has essentially the same portion of the country's
elders as it has of the U.S. youths. The Northeast has proportionately more of the U.S. elders
than it does of youths, while the Midwest and West lean toward larger shares of the nation's
youths.
Ratios, percentages, and counts. Whereas ratios and percentages are two techniques
for standardizing a region's dependence for regional population sizes (Tables 13 and 14),
percentages of the old and the young who live in each region (Table 15) show the
unstandardized distributions of elder and youth populations. While ratios show contrasts and
similarities in such impoverished places as the Black Belt and Appalachia, the numerical and
percentage shares indicate the regions where the bulk of a subpopulation's age-dependents are
found.
For example, Appalachia's elder dependence ratio of 23 is notably higher than the
Black Belt's elder ratio of 19 (Table 13). However, the Black Belt contains 5.4 million elder
dependents; Appalachia has just 3.0 million. Another example is that both the South and the
Midwest have black youth dependence ratios of 56 (Table 13). However, there are 5.2 million
black youth dependents in the South as compared to the Midwest's 1.9 million. Such
numerical differences can be noted for many ratios when comparing across regions or
subpopulations.
Given the South and Black Belt's large populations, large nonmetro populations, and
large populations of African-Americans, the South claims large numbers of the nation's
demographic dependents. Nowhere is this more apparent than among southern, black,
nonmetro youths. This coincides with many other indicators of impoverishment. Efforts to
develop rural communities and regions must take the burdens of dependence and services for
dependent populations into account.

Notes for Table 15 (also see Figures 32, 33, 34, 35, and 36):
a

In this, “...Across Regions,” table, the totals for the U.S. and subpopulations in the top row
consist of the column sums of the northeastern, midwestern, western, and southern census
regions.
The Black Belt is a subregion of the South. Appalachia is a subregion of the South,
Northeast, and Midwest. Furthermore, the Black Belt and Appalachian subregions overlap in
47 counties: 18 in Alabama, 17 in Mississippi, 4 in Georgia, 4 in South Carolina, 2 in
Virginia, 1 in North Carolina, and 1 in Tennessee.
White and Black do not represent all the races included in the total column. Therefore, white
and black do not sum to 100.0 percent of the total population.
Metro/nonmetro counties are based on the 1993 OMB designations. As reported here,
counties with any metro population are metro.
b

Interpret as follows: 19.9 percent of the total elder and youth age-dependents live in the
Northeast; 32.9 percent of the white elder age-dependents live in the South; 42.2 percent of
the black youth age-dependents live in the Black Belt; etc.

Part VII
Conclusions
This report provides basic, reference information describing several important factors
in quality of life-populations, race, rurality, poverty, education, unemployment, and
dependence-for major regions and subregions of the United States. Of particular concern have
been the South, the Black Belt, and Appalachia where many poor quality-of-life conditions are
concentrated at their highest rates and in their largest national shares.
Poverty. The poverty rates-the percentage of people who are poor-are notably higher
in the South than in the Northeast, Midwest, or West. And in each of the other major regions,
the percentage share of the nation's poor is about half or less of what it is in the South.
The South has 34 percent of the U.S. population and 41 percent of the nation's poverty.
It has 45 percent of the nonmetro population and 55 percent of the nonmetro poverty. The
region has 53 percent of the nation's African-Americans and 57 percent of the ones who live in
poverty. The South has 91 percent of the nonmetro blacks and 95 percent of their nonmetro
poverty.
These disparities observed for the South as a whole are intensified in the 623 Black
Belt counties of the South. The Black Belt's poverty rate is the highest in the country; it is
higher than that of any major U.S. region or Appalachia. The Black Belt leads the nation in
poverty rates for African-Americans, metro and nonmetro residents in general, and especially
for nonmetro blacks. Only among nonmetro whites does Appalachia have a higher poverty
rate than the Black Belt.
The historic Black Belt accounts for 18 percent of the U.S. population but 23 percent
of the nation's poverty. The Black Belt has 40 percent of the black population and 47 percent
of the all African-American poverty. It has 21 percent of the nation's nonmetro people and 28
percent of the nonmetro poverty. And, the Black Belt has 79 percent of the nonmetro blacks
and 84 percent of the corresponding poverty. Whether for the general population, for AfricanAmericans, for nonmetro residents, or for nonmetro African-Americans. U.S. poverty
concentrates more heavily in the Black Belt South than in any region of the country.

High school graduation. Similar circumstances for the South and Black Belt can be
described for regional rates and national shares of those not graduating from high school. The
highest rates of not graduating occur in the Black Belt, Appalachia, and the South in general.
The highest rate for any of the subpopulations analyzed is for the Black Belt's nonmetro
blacks; 54 percent have not completed high school. Appalachia has the highest rates for whites
and it reaches 37 percent in nonmetro areas.
The extent of failure to graduate from high school in the South parallels the shares of
poverty found in the South within a percentage point. Furthermore, the South has a 40 percent
share of all who do not graduate, a 58 percent share of the blacks who do not finish, a 55
percent share of the nonmetro nongraduates, and a 94 percent share of the nonmetro blacks
who do not graduate.
In the Black Belt, the high school graduation pattern also shadows within two points
the shares of poverty. In the South, the Black Belt, and in Appalachia, the shares not
graduating are disproportionately larger than their shares of the nation's population.
Unemployment. While unemployment rates for the South and Black Belt are about
the same as those for other regions, black and nonmetro black unemployment rates are worse
in every region and subregion. However, the Midwest distinguishes itself with the worst
unemployment rates for blacks and its small base of nonmetro blacks, as does Appalachia for
nonmetro whites.
But as surmised earlier, we suspect that employment conditions in the South and Black
Belt have implications for quality of life that are not adequately reflected in their
unemployment rates and regional shares. Due to the shortage of education and the scarcity of
jobs, many may be discouraged and therefore no longer officially included in the potential
labor force, employed or not.
Furthermore, underemployment may be worse in the South. Although many in the
South and Black Belt are employed, they are the working poor. In the face of its poverty and
lack of high school completion, the anomaly of the South's modest unemployment rates is
open to further study through data beyond that analyzed here.

For whatever reasons, the unemployment rates for white southerners are the lowest of
any region. Remarkably, in the Black Belt the 4.6 percent unemployment rate for whites is the
lowest of any region or subregion.
Dependence. Dependence is a recent addition to the study of regional quality of life. In
aggregate, age-dependence ratios for the South and Black Belt resemble those of the nation.
Below the surface, however, interesting differences appear among subpopulations. Nonmetro
dependence ratios run higher than the metro ratios, and African-American dependence ratiosdriven by youths-are higher than those for whites. As noted, region, race, and rurality converge
to show differences in dependence that correspond to differences in poverty and education.
Specifically, poverty and high school graduate rates are worse in the South and Black
Belt where nonmetro black dependence ratios are especially high. We have examined this
finding elsewhere through correlation and regression analyses (Wimberley and Morris 1995)
and suggest that, although neglected, the issues of dependence are important for further
research and for rural and human resource development efforts in the Black Belt and South.
A visible Black Belt South. Many have called attention to the problems associated
with race and rurality, but few seem to recognize the difference made by region. This analysis
demonstrates that the South and its Black Belt have disproportionately large shares of the
nation's poor quality-of-life conditions for three general reasons.
First, this region and subregion contain large populations. The South has over onethird of the U.S. population and is growing. Taken alone and apart from the larger South, the
Black Belt nearly matches the populous northeastern United States.
Second, rates for poverty, low educational attainment, and the like do not spread
evenly across the nation's regions and demographic sectors. The South and Black Belt are
home to nonmetro and racial subpopulations that suffer the worst rates for socioeconomic
conditions.
Third, the high rates and the large subpopulations at risk compound, or interact, to
produce disproportionately large concentrations of poor socioeconomic conditions in the
South and Black Belt.
The findings show that southern region, race, and rurality are associated with
American impoverishment. Combined, these factors signal an ongoing crisis in quality of life
not only for this historic rural region, but also a longstanding problem that affects the nation as
a whole.
To improve quality of life in the United States, the problems must be visible and
recognized. Solutions must be focused where the nation's impoverishment is concentrated. As
documented here, the primary region of poor quality-of-life conditions is the South and its
nonmetropolitan areas. Not only are these problems atypically southern and nonmetropolitan,
they fall disproportionately among African-Americans the nation's largest racial minority-and
are concentrated together in the Black Belt.

Just because a place is southern, rural, or Black Belt does not mean that its poor
conditions should be passively accepted as a matter of course. There are problems to be
addressed in all regions. Yet, the extraordinary concentration of southern and Black Belt
impoverishment often goes unmentioned if not unrecognized by those who study quality of
life, by those who write national and regional policies, and by those who devise rural
development programs of one kind or another.
We hope this study of regional well-being has helped to make the South and
particularly the Black Belt more visible as the nation's largest and most impoverished rural
areas. To improve the quality of life in the South and the Black Belt will require a major
effort. But the case for focusing regional research, policy, and program efforts on the
historically poor conditions of the Black Belt and South is all too obvious to ignore.
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