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CHAPTER I

THE ISSUES

INTRODUCTION

Over the decade of the 1970s, urban scholars observed that the 

structure of older metropolitan areas changed in ways that had 

significant implications for the distribution of selected household 

types within them. Prior to the Seventies primary1 and childless couple 

households resided disproportionately in the city, while the more family 

oriented households, such as married couples with children were located 

primarily in the suburbs. These patterns of residence by household type 

were attributed to the structure of the metropolitan community. Smaller 

reasonably affordable rental apartments, which best suited the needs of 

childless households, tended to be concentrated in the city, while the 

more spacious single family dwellings surrounded by an environment 

generally perceived to be better suited for raising children were found 

in the suburbs. Moreover, the availability of employment in the city 

made living there attractive to households who could not afford a long 

distance commute.

1 Primary households are defined as those consisting of only one adult 
or of more than one unrelated adults. During the course of the 
analysis we will refer to single-adult households or single household 
heads which are general terms which include both primary households 
and single-parent households.
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During the Seventies the levels of employment and multiunit housing 

growth in the suburbs exceeded that which occurred in the city. As a 

consequence, many of these suburban communities were structurally 

beginning to resemble the character of central cities, particularly 

with regard to those factors which have been most closely associated 

with the locational patterns of smaller households. The principle issue 

to be addressed in this research, therefore, is whether the 

redistribution of selected household types in the Providence 

metropolitan area changed over the Seventies in ways that reflected 

these structural changes.

Our basic thesis of this research is that primary and childless 

couple households demonstrated an increasing propensity to live in the 

suburbs over the 1970s due to a general process of maturation underway 

in many suburban communities. This process is outlined in the classic 

ecological life cycle model of neighborhood and metropolitan change 

(Hoover and Vernon, 1963). Neighborhoods, as they age, follow an 

evolutionary cycle of growth, stability and decline in which their 

housing and population characteristics change predictably. In the 

earliest stages of the neighborhood life cycle, population and housing 

growth is intense. The composition of the population is typified by 

young families of higher financial means who are pulled to these 

communities by the newer more spacious and attractive housing. Over 

time as the housing stock ages and loses its attractiveness, young 

families are no longer drawn to these communities, but rather settle in 

the newer housing located along the outer periphery of the metropolis. 

As a consequence, the level of population growth declines, the 

population continues to age, and the familial character of the resident
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households decreases. Further, without a continued influx of young 

affluent families, the socioeconomic character of the neighborhood also 

deciines.

The great wave of suburbanization which lead to the development of 

many of the suburban neighborhoods in the Providence metropolitan area 

began after World War 11 and continued through the 1950s. These 

neighborhoods by 1980 were over thirty years of age and many of the 

original residents had entered or were preparing to enter into 

retirement age. Given their age, therefore, these neighborhoods had 

begun their progression through the latter or declining stages of the 

neighborhood life cycle. The distribution of these older suburban 

communities across the periphery is not random but organized spatially 

according to the principles of metropolitan expansion. Metropolitan 

communities expand outward, and thus neighborhoods along the outer edge 

are in earlier stages of development, while those closer to the urban 

core or central city are in the latter stages of development. As such, 

those suburban neighborhoods that are spatially closest to the CBD, 

which we will collectively call the inner suburbs, are hypothesized to 

be the ones that became more "citylike" in terms of their structural and 

population characteristics over the Seventies. Conversely, those 

suburban communities farther away from the CBD, which we refer to as the 

outer suburbs, became more "suburbanlike" as open country and older 

towns along the periphery were incorporated into the metropolis.

The progression of the inner and outer suburbs through these very 

different life cycle stages indicate that the increased suburbanization 

of single-adult households and childless couples would most likely have
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occurred in the inner suburbs. This inner suburbanization was driven by 

two forces : first, an increased inner suburban directed mobility among 

young single adult and childless couple households and; second, the 

changing composition of older households as they aged-in-place. 

Conversely, the newer housing along the periphery lead to an increased 

outer suburbanization of young families with children. This was not 

unlike previous suburbanization flows, with the exception that this 

outward shift originated from the inner suburbs, as opposed to the 

central city.

Socioeconomically, the more attractive housing in the outer suburbs 

increasingly drew the more affluent young families to the outer suburbs. 

The decreasing attraction of the older housing in the inner suburbs 

suggests that population growth would have declined. This lack of 

growth implies that these communities would not have been able to have 

maintained their level of socioeconomic status over the decade.

The changes in the residence location patterns of households is 

expected to have lead to a transformation of the demographic profile of 

inner and outer suburban households. Over the Seventies the differences 

in the characteristics of households within the two types of suburbs 

will increasingly resemble the differences observed between the city and 

its suburbs during the 1950s and 1960s. Specifically, an older, non- 

familial, inner suburban zone coupled with a younger, familial, outer 

suburban periphery.

Concurrent with these changes is the emergence of a relationship 

between the two suburbs that is reminiscent of the type of interaction 

between a city and its suburbs. Zimmer ( 1985) has noted that much of
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the shift in employment in the Providence metropolitan area was toward 

the inner suburbs. The levels of inner suburban directed commutation, 

therefore, are expected to increase. If the locational shifts in 

households were directed toward the outer suburbs, then the bulk of the 

increase in inner suburban directed commutation came from the outer 

suburban periphery. Thus it is possible that the linking of the outer 

periphery to the metropolis was increasingly taking place through the 

inner suburbs as opposed to what has traditionally been a central city 

function.

The Seventies also marked a period for change for central cities. 

Socially and economically, it was a difficult period for central cities 

as evidenced by a severe fiscal crisis, coupled with crime, high taxes, 

unemployment and poor services. Given these conditions it is logical 

to assume that single-adult and childless couple households would 

increasingly move to the inner suburbs as the increases in multiunit 

housing and employment in these areas provided an alternative to city 

living. Many of the city's problems, however, were associated with the 

transformation of its economy from a manufacturing to a service base. 

This transformation was expected to have positive implications for 

cities as well, perhaps leading to a revitalization period after years 

of decline.

The transformation of the national economy to a service base was 

driven primarily by the rise of producer services. The labor force 

associated with these industries is highly concentrated in professional 

and managerial occupations. Producer services have traditionally 

gravitated to central cities; and as a result, central city employment
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became increasingly white col 1 ar ized during the Seventies. Much of the 

high unemployment observed during this period occurred among blue collar 

workers who were left without jobs as the manufacturing base shifted 

first into the suburbs and eventually out of the country. While cities 

may have lost their attraction to blue collar workers, they may have 

begun to welcome the more affluent professionals tied to the service 

economy. These economic changes were one of the causes cited as 

underlying the gentrification phenomenon that received so much attention 

in both the popular and scientific literature in the late Seventies and 

early Eighties. Another cause frequently cited was demographic in 

character and provides the context for all the analyses in this 

research, namely, the structural changes that occurred within the 

American household (Santi, 1988).

The 1970s witnessed dramatic shifts in the American household which 

are best characterized by a declining emphasis on marriage and children. 

Dramatic growth rates have been documented for primary and single-parent 

households, as well as dual earner and childless married couple 

households. Juxtaposed against their growth has been a decline in the 

more traditional "homemaker mother/breadwinner father" with children 

household. These changes many argued could have significant 

implications for the redistribution of households in metropolitan areas. 

If the locational and mobility patterns of household types which 

prevailed during the 1950s and 1960s did not change, then the emergence 

of smaller, adult oriented households would result in a redistribution 

of households favoring the central city. At the same time suburbanward 

movement would wane as fewer households with heads in their late 

twenties and early thirties will have children present.
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