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Outline of the Talk

• New realities of the safety net

• Surveys of urban social service 
providers

• Spatial access to providers

• Stability of nonprofit service sector

• Implications for research and policy



How Will the Safety Net Help?

$150 to $200 
billion

Social services
Substance abuse or mental health; employment      
and education; emergency assistance; food 
pantries; housing; child care/welfare; youth 
programming; transportation

Publicly funded ($100-150 billion expenditures)

Delivered by nonprofits ($100 billion revenues)

≈$45 billionEarned Income Tax Credit
≈$50 billionUnemployment insurance
≈$40 billionFood stamps
≈$12 billionWelfare cash assistance
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New Realities of the Safety Net
• Centrality of nonprofits

– Service delivery capacity 
– Civic community

• Place matters in service-based system
– Spatial variation in provision and access
– Poverty, work, barriers to employment have 

spatial components

• Funding decreases during downturns
• Structural realities shape opportunities 

for success



Data
• Multi-City Survey of Social Service Providers (MSSSP)

– Chicago/Cook County
– Los Angeles/Los Angeles County
– Metropolitan Washington, D.C.

• Telephone survey with about 125 questions
– Governmental and nonprofit organizations 
– Includes churches and faith-based organizations listed as providers
– Must serve low-income adults on site
– Services, clients, $, org characteristics

• Key services included:
●Outpatient mental health●Outpatient substance abuse

●Employment services●Adult education
●Emergency cash assistance●Food pantries or soup kitchens

*MSSSP does not gather information on health services, child care, 
or public housing assistance

1,487 respondents
68% response rate
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Measures of Service Access Should:
• Reflect a reasonable commuting distance

– 3 mile radius – based on provider responses

• Based on where services are provided
– Most data sources = administrative headquarters
– MSSSP = site of service delivery

• Control for supply of services
– Total number of clients served in a typical month

• Control for potential demand
– Total number of persons below poverty

• Permit comparison of differences across tracts
– Standardize by dividing by metropolitan mean

Accessi = (Σ(Clientsi)/Σ(# in Povi)) ÷ Metro Mean



Access Score  = 
1.00

Mean level of 
access in city

Access Score  = 1.30

Access to 
30% more service 
opportunities than 

average 
neighborhood

85% more service 
opportunities than 
neighborhood B

Access Score  = 0.70

Access to 
30% fewer service 
opportunities than 

average 
neighborhood

Neighborhood A

Average Neighborhood

Neighborhood B

Interpreting Service Accessibility Scores
Accessi = (Σ(Clientsi) ÷ Σ(# in Povi))
Divide Accessi by metropolitan mean score to 
compare across tracts



Access to Service Providers 
by Tract Poverty Rate



Basic Needs MH/SA Employment 
Chicago
    Poverty Rate 0‐10% 1.23abc 1.36abc 1.16abc

    Poverty Rate 11‐20% 0.78a 0.79a 0.88a

    Poverty Rate 21‐40% 0.79b 0.60b 0.84b

    Poverty Rate +40% 0.84c 0.63c 0.85c

Los Angeles
    Poverty Rate 0‐10% 1.14a 1.35abc 1.28abc

    Poverty Rate 11‐20% 0.95 0.83a 0.99a

    Poverty Rate 21‐40% 0.91a 0.77b 0.77b

    Poverty Rate +40% 0.88 0.86c 0.63c

Washington, D.C.
    Poverty Rate 0‐10% 0.97 0.95 1.03
    Poverty Rate 11‐20% 1.14 1.05 0.88
    Poverty Rate 21‐40% 1.04 1.36 1.06
    Poverty Rate +40% 0.72 1.06 0.80

Access to Service Providers Weighted by Number of Clients
by Type of Service and Tract Poverty Rate

Note:  a, b, c – differences are statistically significant at .10 level or below
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    Poverty Rate +40% 0.72 1.06 0.80

Access to Service Providers Weighted by Number of Clients
by Type of Service and Tract Poverty Rate

Note:  a, b, c – differences are statistically significant at .10 level or below
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Mapping Access 
to Service Providers 





Access to Emp Serv – DC Map



Access to Emp Serv – LA Map



Access to Emp Serv – LA Map



Access to Food Asst – LA Map



Access to MH Serv – LA Map



Access to MH Serv – LA Map



Access to Secular v. 
Faith-based Providers 



Access to Service Providers Weighted by 
Number of Clients by Tract Poverty Rate

Note:  Scores reflect access compared to metropolitan mean and are weighted by potential demand.
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Access to Service Providers Weighted by 
Number of Clients by Tract Poverty Rate
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Access to Service Providers 
by Race Composition of Tract



Access to Service Providers Weighted by Number of Clients
by Type of Service and Race Composition of Tract

Basic Needs MH/SA Employment 
Chicago
     Percent Black 0‐25% 1.15a 1.25a 1.17a

     Percent Black +75% 0.64a 0.55a 0.68a

     Percent Hispanic 0‐25% 1.10a 1.09a 1.07a

     Percent Hispanic +75% 0.63a 0.55a 0.72a

Los Angeles
     Percent Black 0‐25% 1.03 1.02 1.05
     Percent Black +75% 0.66 0.85 0.50

     Percent Hispanic 0‐25% 1.22a 1.30a 1.20a

     Percent Hispanic +75% 0.89a 0.57a 0.82a

Washington, D.C.
     Percent Black 0‐25% 1.17a 1.22a 1.24a

     Percent Black +75% 0.60a 0.64a 0.54a

     Percent White 0‐25% 0.64a 0.67a 0.58a

     Percent White +75% 1.35a 1.47a 1.48a

Note:  a, b, c – differences are statistically significant at .10 level or below
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How Do Communities Finance 
Nonprofit Service Agencies?



19.121.97.2+ 50% of Budget
87.9
22.0
76.6
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42.2
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70.883.8Governmental Grants
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72.080.1Private Giving
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62.476.1Nonprofit Grants
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LAChicago% Receiving Funding

Funding of Nonprofit Social Service Agencies

*Primary revenue sources are those composing at least half of a 
nonprofit’s budget.



34.348.153.6% Reporting Decrease in 
ANY Revenue Source in 
Past 3 Years

12.6

DC

25.524.8% Reporting Decrease in 
a PRIMARY Revenue 
Source in Past 3 Years

LAChicago

Cuts in Funding Among Nonprofits



44.960.762.1Reduced Staff

37.850.746.1Reduced Services 
Offered

31.644.838.8Reduced Clients 
Served

11.25.26.8Temporarily Closed 
Site

LA DCChicagoType of Service Reduction

Impact of Funding Cuts

*Percentage of nonprofit organizations reporting cuts in funding and 
reductions in service provision.



Implications for Policy
• Consequences of inequality in access

– Place-based variation in person-based aid
– Cash assistance → Work Activity → Work Supports
– Caution when making policy prescriptions
– Missing link to program outcomes & effectiveness

• Subtraction ripple effect across nonprofits
• Diversify revenues & increase private giving
• President Obama’s Poverty Agenda

– Transitional Jobs and Training for Green Economy
– Promise Neighborhoods
– Strengthening families 
– Office of Faith-based and Community Initiatives 
– Invest in rural areas



Future Directions for Research

• Suburbanization of poverty
– Consequences for places, poor people, and 

policy

• Connecting geography of safety net to 
work and health outcomes 

• Spatial contours of safety net
– Variation in regional and local safety net
– Relationship between public and private 

safety nets


