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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this dissertation is twofold. First, it is to enhance conceptual 

clarity in the consumer behavior Uterature on consumer disadvantage by investigating the 

role of racial inequality in consumer experiences in markets for basic needs products. 

That is, this research analyzes how consumer disadvantage is experienced in markets for 

food and health care in order to illustrate the operation of racial inequality situated in a 

context where class and gender inequality also operate simultaneously. A second purpose 

of this project is to construct and assess a grounded typology of consumer responses to 

disadvantage in such settings. 

The emergent findings in this study are that racial inequality primarily structures 

the operation of disadvantage in markets for food, and class-based inequality primarily 

structures the operation of disadvantage in markets for health care. However, while a 

single inequality form may structure the operation of disadvantage in each market 

multiple forms of inequality are present. An additional emergent finding is that 

consumers employ resistance and coping strategies to address their disadvantaged status 

consistent with human ecology theory. These individual acts of human agency also 

interact with impediments produced by social structure to create an array of responses to 

disadvantage that have varying degrees of effectiveness and functionality. 
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INTRODUCTION 

"I really shouldn't be saying this," commented a White professor at a umversity in 

Milwaukee, Wisconsin, "but there's an old joke in this town about segregation. It goes, 

what's the longest bridge in the world? It's the 16th Street Viaduct. You know why? It's 

the only bridge in the world long enough to connect Poland to Afiica." Many residents of 

Milwaukee, Black and White, have a very well-articulated sense of residential 

segregation and its impact as evidenced by this very widely repeated joke. The city has 

been referred to at times as the most segregated in the nation (Coleman 1997). Perhaps 

the clearest articulation of Black-White residential segregation and its impact on 

consumers came during a conversation with a Black male, who appeared to be in his mid-

to-late 50s, at a Milwaukee gas station. 

Researcher (Black Male): Boy, gas sure is expensive up here. In St. Louis it's 
not even a dollar per gallon. 

Black Male: I was just down in Racine' the other day. They only payin' a dollar-
eight forpremiuml We payin' more than that for regular! Man I'm tellin' you. 
We are under attack! We're being targeted. Wherever our people are 
concentrated they get targeted for higher prices. 

Of course municipal differences in gasoline prices are largely a function of differences in 

municipal tax structure. So this gentleman's notion that Black consumers are purposely 

"targeted" for higher prices is not likely to be empirically verifiable in this context. 

Nonetheless his comments are telling. He expresses a sentiment that appears to be 

commonly held by Black consumers in Milwaukee. That is, their spatial concentration 

' Racine, Wisconsin is a predominantly White, small city roughly 45 minutes south of Milwaukee. 
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and arrangement is a basis for consumer disadvantage, particularly in markets for basic 

needs products, among them food and health care. 

The purpose of this dissertation is twofold. First, it is to add conceptual clarity to 

the consumer behavior literature on disadvantage by investigating the role of racial 

inequality in consumer experiences in markets for basic needs products. That is, this 

research will analyze how consumer disadvantage is experienced in markets for food and 

health care in order to illustrate the operation of racial inequality situated in a context 

where class and gender inequaUty also operate simultaneously. A second purpose of this 

project is to construct and assess a grounded typology of consumer responses to 

disadvantage in such settings. 

The research in this dissertation is divided into two distinct but related essays. The 

first, titled "Residential Segregation as Lived Marketplace Experience," generates "thick 

description" of consumer disadvantage, highlighting the role of racial inequality in a 

setting where racial, class and gender inequality all operate. This essay analyzes the 

discourse and experiences of consumers to illustrate the role of racial inequality in 

creating disadvantage in markets for food and health care. The second essay, titled 

"Consumer Responses to Disadvantage," then conceptually typologizes consumer 

responses to disadvantage based on whether they are designed to resist or cope with 

disadvantage. 

Taken together, the two essays that comprise this dissertation provide a firame 

through which to view the tension between social structure and human agency as they 

manifest themselves in the lived experiences of consumers. Social structure and human 
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agency are foundational concepts in sociology (Parsons 1951, Collins 1988). A 

fundamental assumption of social science is that individuals are free and willing to act as 

agents in their own perceived best interest. Nonetheless, sociologists are typically 

interested in understanding socially-constructed factors that may constrain an individual's 

ability to act on his or her own behalf, social structure. To illustrate the impact of social 

structure, Oliver and Shapiro (1995, p. 51), in. Black Wealth/White Wealth: A New 

Perspective on Racial Inequality, employ the term "sedimentation of inequality". It 

describes how systematic restrictions on Black residential mobiUty (structure) virtually 

negated Black human agency in their quest to migrate to the suburbs, resulting in 

compounding disadvantage for Blacks and privilege for Whites. 

The sedimentation of inequality occurred because blacks had barriers thrown up 
against them in their quest for material self-sufficiency. Whites in general, but 
well-off whites in particular, were able to amass assets and use their secure 
economic status to pass their wealth from generation to generation... Practically 
every circumstance of bias and discrimination against blacks has produced a 
circumstance and opportunity of positive gain for whites... Returning again to 
the Federal Housing Act (FHA) of 1934, we may recall that the federal 
government placed its credit behind private loans to homebuyers, thus putting 
home ownership within the reach of milHons of citizens for the first time... [T]he 
same FELA policies excluded blacks and segregated them into all-black areas that 
either were destroyed during urban renewal in the sixties or benefited only 
marginally from the inflation of the 1970s. Those who were locked out of the 
housing market by FHA policies and who later sought to become first-time 
homebuyers faced rising housing costs that curtailed their ability to purchase the 
kind of home they desired. 

This excerpt illustrates an instance where Black consvuners faced discriminatory poUcies 

that stmctured, or "sedimented" inequality into housing markets. It is important to note 

that the inequality Blacks face in housing markets is structural in nature. That is, 

inequality is not a function of negative racial attitudes. Black disadvantage came to 
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characterize the marketplace for housing because of policies that abetted or encouraged 

redlining, restrictive covenants and other forms of discrimination against Black 

homeseekers. Although the racially discriminatory FHA policies of the 1930s were 

created in an historical period of high racial animus their subsequent enforcement need 

not have been fueled by such animosity in order to have the effect of further sedimenting 

Black disadvantage. 

This research does not seek to repUcate the long-standing and widely accepted 

notion in social science that racial inequahty privileges Whites at the expense of non-

Whites (c.f.. Park 1950, Myrdal 1944, Drake and Cayton 1945, Clarke 1965, Lewis 1966, 

Glazer and Moynihan 1970, Rainwater 1970, Steinberg 1981, 1997, Massey and Denton 

1993). Rather, the two essays respectively focus on the experience of racialized 

disadvantage, and how consumers respond to their disadvantaged status. The setting for 

both essays is Milwaukee, Wisconsin, a Midwestern city with historically high levels of 

Black-White residential segregation (Harrison and Weinberg 1992). 

Understanding how and why consiimers become disadvantaged is important to 

marketing managers as it can help them position products and services where and when 

they may be most efficacious. Ironically, while the social environment is widely 

recognized as a critical factor for management in international markets (Gordon 2000, 

Zurhan-Canli and Maheswaran 2000), often it appears that marketers take for granted the 

social environment in domestic markets. Yet the social environment is no more a direct 

function of the economic environment in domestic markets than it is in international 

markets. For instance, the Pathmark Stores public-private initiative to open a large 
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grocery store in East Harlem, N.Y. met with considerable local political opposition, 

despite widespread community support for a large grocery store. The opposition reflected 

the intense racial, ethnic and class politics of the community (Elias 1996). Eventually, the 

Pathmark store was built and met with success in the East Harlem after much political 

consensus building. Unfortunately, it is not uncommon for areas with high demand for 

vital products and services to go underserved, leaving consumers fiustrated and marketers 

with missed opportunities. Part of what frustrates consumers emanates from the 

perception that marketers hold stereotypes about operating in the inner city that drive 

their decision to avoid the areas. In this excerpt from the data, Tim, a local Black small 

business owner laments the fact that a large Chicago-based grocery chain recently 

announced plans to build a large grocery store in the heart of Milwaukee's Black 

•n 

community instead of a locally-owned chain . 

Tim: You see what has just happened? It took an out-of-town food company... 
There is a Pick-N-Go and all these [local] companies that have been around for a 
long time. Why didn't they put in a mega Pick-N-Go or something in the central 
city? Why can an out-of-tovm company come in and build a $10,000,000 store? 
And they are going to do well. They are going to put in good food, good service, 
good management and they are going to make money because there is money in 
the central city. 

Tim only rhetorically asks why an "out-of-town" firm can build a large store in 

Milwaukee's predominantly Black central city. He means to imply that extra-market 

considerations, namely negative racial attitudes and stereotypes about the inner city and 

its consumers, have factored into the absence of large local retailers in Milwaukee's inner 

city. Prior research has shown inner city areas with high demand for products and 

" That large store was subsequently built after the data collection period in this study. 
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services to be underserved by the largest retailers, even after accounting for purchasing 

power (see Alwitt and Donley 1997). 

Understanding how and why racial inequality leads to consumer disadvantage is 

also important to policy makers as it directly informs their practice conceming private 

market externalities and shortcomings that have serious and long-lasting public 

ramifications (Alwitt, Quails and Williams 1996). Returning to the excerpt from Oliver 

and Shapiro (1995), they articulate how the imposition of structural impediments (i.e., 

discriminatory lending pohcy by the FHA and private lenders) to Black wealth 

accumulation produced the "sedimentation of inequality". That is, even in the aftermath 

of discriminatory housing policies the disadvantages Blacks faced in housing markets did 

not lessen, they worsened. Both Black disadvantage and White privilege accumulated in 

housing markets, locking Blacks into the worst parts of the urban landscape and 

facilitating wealth accumulation through home ownership and its associated leverage for 

Whites (Massey and Denton 1993, Oliver and Shapiro 1995). Thus, the lesson that 

emerges for policy makers is that merely ending a discriminatory policy may prove an 

inadequate response to disadvantage once it has accumulated in physical space. 

This investigation of consumer disadvantage begins in the next section with a 

review of the literature on disadvantage in marketing and the parallel notion of inequality 

in sociology. It continues in the following section titled, "Residential Segregation and the 

Accumulation of Disadvantage," with a more thorough discussion of extant sociological 

theory on residential segregation and its specific role in distributing disadvantage across 

urban settings. In it the author presents a conceptual discussion of residential segregation 
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as a multidimensional construct and fiimishes a description of the empirical setting for 

the study, metropolitan Milwaukee, Wisconsin. The next section is a discussion of the 

methodology employed in this research. It articulates the author's approach to data 

collection and analysis, places him in the setting, and highlights his sampling 

assumptions and procedures. The section concludes with a presentation of the sampling 

frame. The remainder of the dissertation is devoted to a presentation and discussion of the 

empirical findings and theoretical conclusions. The first essay titled, "Disadvantage as 

Lived Marketplace Experience," is split into two parts. In Part One the author presents his 

findings on disadvantage in food acquisition, and in Part Two he presents his findings on 

disadvantage in health care acquisition. The second essay, "Consumer Responses to 

Disadvantage," is likewise split into two parts. Part One contains a grounded typology of 

resistance and coping strategies in food acquisition. Part Two contains a grounded 

typology of resistance and coping strategies in health care acquisition. The organization 

of the findings in Essays One and Two is outlined. 

I. Essay One, Part One: Consumer Disadvantage in Food Acquisition 
A. The Social Structure of Disadvantage: Attenuated Access to Food 

1. The Uneven Distribution of Emergency Food 
2. The Uneven Distribution of Retail Food 

a. Restricted Choices: High Prices, Limited Availability 
b. Store Quality, Food Quality, and Store Closings 

B. The Emic Experience of Disadvantage in Black Milwaukee: The Political and 
Social Costs of Attenuated Access to Food 
1. The Role of Crime in Food Acquisition 
2. The Issue of Store Choice in Food Acquisition 
3. The Issue of Product Choice in Food Acquisition 
4. The Politics of Food Acquisition: Fight or Flight 
5. Attenuated Access to Food: Emic Explanations 
6. Attenuated Access to Food: Emergent Theory 

C. The Spatial Flow of Disadvantage 
D. Disadvantage in Food Acquisition: Emergent Theory 
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L Essay One, Part Two: Consumer Disadvantage in Health. Care Acquisition 
A. The Social Structure of Disadvantage: The Public and Private Health Care 

Distribution Systems 
1. Working Class Instability 
2. Middle Class Networks 
3. Middle Class Critiques of Health Care Distribution 
4. Disadvantage in Health Care Acquisition: Emergent Theory 

n. Essay One: Residential Segregation as Lived Marketplace Experience — 
Conclusions 
A. Food Acquisition 
B. Health Care Acquisition 

m. Essay Two, Part One: Resistance and Coping in Food Acquisition 
A. A Grounded Typology of Consiimer Resistance and Coping in Food 

Acquisition (Table) 
B. Resistance and Coping in the Working Class: Attenuated Access to Food 

1. Resisting Attenuated Access in the Working Class: Out-shopping 
2. Coping with Attenuated Access in the Working Class: Neighborhood 

Preference 
3. Coping with Attenuated Access in the Working Class: Ethnic Chauvinism 

C. Resistance and Coping in the Working Class: Mistreatment 
1. Resisting Mistreatment in the Working Class: Direct Confrontation 

D. Resistance and Coping in the Middle and Upper Middle Classes: Attenuated 
Access to Food 
1. Resisting Attenuated Access in the Middle and Upper Middle Classes: 

Out-migration and Out-shopping 
2. Coping with Attenuated Access in the Middle and Upper Middle Classes: 

Critique of the Black Working Class 
E. Resistance and Coping in the Middle and Upper Middle Classes: Mistreatment 

1. Resisting Mistreatment in the Middle and Upper Middle Classes: Direct 
Confrontation 

2. Coping with Mistreatment in the Middle and Upper Middle Classes: 
Rationalization and Performance 

IV. Essay Two, Part Two: Resistance and Coping in Health Care Acquisition 
A. Resistance and Coping in the Working Class: Prohibitive Expense 

1. Resisting Prohibitive Expense in the Working Class: Securing Better 
Employment 

2. Coping with Prohibitive Expense in the Working Class: Preventive Care 
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B. Resistance in the Working Class: hiadequate Care 
1. Resisting Inadequate Care in the Working Class: Advocacy 

C. Resistance in the Middle and Upper Middle Classes: Substandard Quahty of 
Service 
1. Resisting Substandard Quality of Service in the Middle and Upper Middle 

Classes: Exercise Consumer Choice 
D. Resistance and Coping in the Middle and Upper Middle Classes: Mistreatment 

1. Resisting Mistreatment in the Middle and Upper Middle Classes: Direct 
Confrontation and Exercise Consumer Choice 

2. Coping with Mistreatment in the Middle and Upper Middle Classes: 
Horror Stories 

After the findings on consumer responses are presented, their effectiveness and 

functioning are discussed. The discussion section is followed with a brief siunmary of the 

major limitations of this analysis. Then the analytical portion of the dissertation 

concludes with an assessment of its primary theoretical contributions, managerial and 

policy implications. Finally the dissertation concludes with appendices that include tables 

and figures compiled and created by the researcher, and a section listing various 

references. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

The study of consumers presumed to be disadvantaged dates back well over three 

decades (Andreasen 1975), and the study of social inequality in the marketplace over four 

decades (c.f., Martineau 1958, Levy 1966) yet investigation into these topics has not been 

extensive within the marketing discipline. The broader study of social inequality, 

however, has long-standing theoretical and policy significance, primarily outside the 

marketing discipline. Other social scientists, particularly sociologists, recognize the 

marketplace, the workplace, educational institutions, the state, and the household as 

critical sites where social inequality is produced, reproduced and contested (c.f., Veblen 

1926, Bordieu 1977, 1984, England 1992, Bowles and Gintis 1976, Omi and Winant 

1990 [1986] original and Edin and Lein 1997). 

This section summarizes literature primarily from marketing and sociology, as 

these two disciplines make the most explicit investigations into disadvantage in consumer 

markets. First, consumer research scholars in marketing address two central questions on 

disadvantage. Namely, what is disadvantage? Then, who is considered disadvantaged, 

and why? Second, sociological research on the parallel notion of inequality in the post

war era has largely concerned itself with understanding the interaction between race and 

class inequality and its consequent production of the "underclass". Those two bodies of 

literature are reviewed. 

Part One: Consimier Research on Disadvantage 

What is consumer disadvantage? In many ways it is David Caplovitz's (1967) 

classic study. The Poor Pay More, that brought marketplace inequality to the attention of 
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scholars in the business disciplines. His study of poor consumers in a set of New York 

City housing projects lays the implicit fiamework that shapes the later development of 

the consumer disadvantage concept, including its generally accepted definition, and the 

focus of subsequent research on information deficits and educational remedies. Owdng 

much to Caplovitz's work, Andreasen (1975) explicitly employs the sociological notion 

of inequality in defining disadvantage. He defines the disadvantaged consumer as 

unequal in the marketplace because of characteristics not of his or her ovm choosing. He 

suggests that consumers may be unequal in the marketplace because of: (1) ascribed 

characteristics (e.g., age, ethnic minority status, gender), (2) characteristics of the market 

itself (e.g., the geographic isolation of nural areas from health care facilities) or, (3) the 

unscrupulous/unethical actions of sellers. Andreasen's definition is the most important 

insight into consumer disadvantage of the early research, as it provides both a flmctional 

and elemental definition of the disadvantage concept. That is, it provides a general 

descriptor of the phenomena — inequality - and its three constitutive elements, ascribed 

characteristics, market characteristics, and unethical behavior. Thus, The Disadvantaged 

Consumer (1975) is perhaps the most critical early work because it frames subsequent 

research on the topic. 

Who is Disadvantaged and Why? The scholarly investigation of consumer 

disadvantage has developed hence around identifying the characteristics of those who 

might be considered disadvantaged in the marketplace^. Prior research concerned with 

identifying disadvantaged or vulnerable groups has investigated the poor, the homeless. 
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women, children, elderly, and racial and ethnic minorities. That literature is summarized 

in this subsection. 

Scholars have focused considerable attention on poverty as a source of consmner 

disadvantage (e.g., Caplovitz 1967, Haines, Simon, and Alexis 1971, Andreason 1975, 

1978, Alwitt 1995, Alwitt and Donley 1996, 1997, Alwitt, Quails and Williams 1996). 

Particularly, the urban poor have been an object of investigation in consumer 

disadvantage studies. The predominantly neo-classical argument"^ in this research is that 

some urban neighborhoods are characterized by high levels of poverty. Poverty creates a 

market structure that disadvantages those who inhabit poor neighborhoods. A high level 

of neighborhood poverty, it is thought, provides disincentives for businesses to remain or 

new businesses to settle in such an area. As a consequence consumers who live and/or 

shop there must suffer through restricted access to many goods and services or pay higher 

costs to access them than consimiers in more privileged settings. 

Thus, consumer research on the urban poor has typically focused on quantifying 

the extent to which they face restricted access and/or higher costs for goods and services. 

For instance, Alwitt and Donley (1997) find partial support for the contention that retail 

establishments underserve poor urban areas in Chicago. Their case study investigates 

multiple retail settings including grocery stores, banks, drug stores, discount stores, 

restaurants, bars/tavems and liquor stores. After controlling for purchasing power the 

^ One notable exception is Morgan, Schuler, and Stoltman (1995) which investigates legal aspects of 
vulnerability. 
** Much of the earliest published consumer research on disadvantage employed neo-classical assiunptions 
and approaches. Authors in this tradition focused on such issues as market structure (Haines, Simon, and 
Alexis 1971), discriminatory pricing practices (c.f.. Sexton 1971, Cady and Andreasen 1973), credit 
problems (Caplovitz 1967, 1970), and unscrupulous business practices (Magnuson and Carper 1968). 
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authors conclude that retail establishments in aggregate did not underserve poor areas of 

Chicago relative to nonpoor areas^. That is, they found no signiJScant differences in the 

overall number of retail establishments in. poor and nonpoor areas as a function of 

purchasing power. However, they did find that large retail establishments underserve 

poor areas, even after controlling for purchasing power. Large retail estabUshments tend 

to offer larger selection and lower cost goods than small retail estabhshments. Poor areas 

in Chicago also tended to be far away from those with better retail envirorunents, making 

it more likely that citizens of poor areas would need to travel greater distances than those 

in moderate income areas to access large retail establishments. Alwitt and Donley's 

(1997) findings are consistent with prior neo-classical research on market structure as a 

source of disadvantage (Haines, Simon, and Alexis 1971). 

Bell and Burlin (1993) investigate the contention that the poor pay more for food 

and found significant differences in the market basket prices between urban poor and 

nonpoor areas of Oakland, CA and Brooklyn, NY. They attribute the differences 

primarily to the lack of large chain stores and the proliferation of small grocery stores in 

poor areas. Another case study in Milwaukee co-sponsored by the University of 

Wisconsin-Milwaukee and the Hixnger Task Force of Milwaukee disaggregated market 

basket price differences in poor and non-poor areas by food category (Johnson, Percy and 

Wagner 1996). They found significant differences in quality and access to cost-reducing 

generics and private-label brands across most products. 

^ Neo-classical economic theory suggests an area may not be underserved if it features low demand for the 
good/service. Purchasing power is an indicator of demand. 
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Consistent with other analysis they attribute this to the proliferation of small grocery 

stores in urban poor neighborhoods. Bell and Burlin (1993), and Johnson, Percy and 

Wagner (1996), unlike Alwitt and Donley (1997), do not account for purchasing power. 

In fact their studies remain explicitly agnostic on why poor areas are underserved by 

larger retailers, in effect leaving unaddressed the questions of whether extra-market 

considerations are turning marketers away from poor, urban communities and whether 

marketers have moral, ethical or social obligations to serve the poor. Alwitt (1995) 

addresses the ethics of marketing and poor consumers. She argues that often marketers 

and the poor engage in mutually unsatisfactory exchanges because the poor enter 

arrangements that are decidedly skewed in favor of the marketer. She employs an ethical 

framework to delineate four bases of exchange with the poor that are imbalanced in favor 

of marketers. First, marketers may not trust that the poor will fulfill their obligation to 

pay. Thus, they may conduct transactions based on that assumption. Second, marketers 

may not perceive equity between inputs and outputs in exchanges with the poor, and thus 

may attempt to adjust one or both. That is, marketers may feel like it costs too much to 

serve the poor. Consequently they may extract additional compensation in each 

transaction, perhaps through some form of mistreatment like patronizing or harassing 

poor customers or diminishing the level of service they provide. Third, marketers may 

not feel an obligation to conduct transactions with the poor. Fourth, even if they do feel 

obligated, they may not be committed to the exchange, thus may be unwilling to 

compromise and amortize the benefits of the relationship over the long-term. Alwitt 
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suggests using small consumer bujdng groups as a means for overcoming these ethical 

imbalances via enhanced purchasing power for poor consumers. 

The neo-classical framework has helped provide quantification of the extent to 

which the economic capital of poor consumers is insufficient to gamer needed goods 

(c.f.. Hill and Adrangi 1999 on global poverty). It has also helped quantify the extent to 

which they may pay more than the non-poor for the same goods and services. However 

the focus on purely economic issues is unnecessarily narrow. Inequality, the essence of 

disadvantage, is multidimensional, taking both economic and other socio-cultural forms. 

Yet scholars employing the neo-classical approach have been most interested in 

conceptualizing and operationalizing purely economic aspects of disadvantage, implicitly 

downplaying the importance of its socio-cultural forms. This economistic approach tends 

to underemphasize the roles of race and gender, reducing disadvantage to mere income 

inequality. In response, some recent scholarship on disadvantaged consumers has 

employed alternative frameworks more appropriate for analyzing the multidimensional 

nature of inequality in exchanges between marketers and consumers. A number of 

consumer behavior scholars, particularly Ronald Hill and colleagues have sought to 

broaden the scope of disadvantage (Hill 1995). These scholars have employed an 

interpretive framework to investigate the experiences of various facets of social 

inequality in the marketplace. This research investigates disadvantage at the nexus of 

race, gender, age and poverty (c.f. Hill 1991 on homelessness, HiU, Hirschman and 

Bauman 1996, Hill and Macan 1996, and Hill and Stephens 1997 on AFDC and 

entitlements, and Ozanne, Hill and Wright 1998 on juvenile delinquency). Lee, Ozanne 
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and Hill (1999) employ Bordieu's Theory of tJie Political Economy of Sjmibolic Power to 

explore the roles of culture and gender in the health care encounters of poor Appalachian 

women. Where much prior research on consumer disadvantage has been solely concemed 

with the limited economic capital of the poor, these authors suggest that additionally the 

cultural, social and symbolic capital of consumers shape the experience of exchange, 

often interacting in ways that reproduce pre-existing features of social inequahty. The 

authors demonstrate how service providers' sensitivity to the total array of resources by a 

traditionally disadvantaged group (poor, rural women) could greatly enhance the quality 

of the exchanges between them. To date, research on disadvantage has not been a central 

feature of postmodernist theory in consumer research. Nonetheless, Lisa Penaloza's 

(1995) article on Mexican immigrants represents the sole investigation of consumer 

disadvantage in a cross-cultural and explicitly transnational context. 

Consumer research on the issue of racial inequality as a source of disadvantage or 

vuhierability experienced a rebirth in the 1990s (Andreasen 1993). Much of the research 

on disadvantage among the urban poor has either an implicit or explicit racial inequahty 

component given the disproportionately non-WMte face of urban poverty in the US (see 

Dalaker 1999 for US poverty statistics). This most recent 1990s incarnation of 

disadvantage research has developed coincident with a renewed sociological interest in 

the creation of the imderclass (c.f., Wilson 1987, 1996, Anderson 1990, Massey and 

Denton 1993, Feagin and Sikes 1994, MacLeod 1995). However consumer disadvantage 

research on racial inequality has focused almost exclusively on the ethics of targeting so-
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called "sin products," particularly alcohol and tobacco, to racial/ethnic minorities^'^ 

(Pollay, Lee and. Carter-Whitney 1992, Spratlen 1993, Williams andMulhem 1993, 

Moore, Williams and Quails 1996, Smith 1996, Smith and Cooper-Martin 1997). 

The medical literature is clear that non-Whites and the poor suffer 

disproportionately from sickness and disease related to diet and consumption (see 

Kingston and Smith 1997 for review). Thus, some scholars argue, if a segment suffers 

disproportionately from some consumption related ill then targeting that segment to 

increase its consumption provides an unethical disservice (Pollay, Lee, and Carter-

Whitney 1992). Unlike earher neo-classical consumer disadvantage research, this current 

wave employs an information processing framework. So its focus is primarily on the 

presence of and response to targeting efforts such as advertising. 

This research stream has been criticized on neo-classical grounds because it either 

implicitly or explicitly assiunes members of racial minority groups to be disadvantaged or 

vulnerable without empirical support, leading to charges of paternalistic racism (Ringold 

1995). To illustrate, the assumption that an upscale, well-educated Black or Hispanic 

consumer should be any more vulnerable to a marketing communication effort than a 

similarly situated White consumer seems to lack face validity. Yet substantial evidence 

suggests widespread discrimination against Black consumers in a number of markets that 

are not wholly reducible to poverty. For instance, Oliver and Shapiro (1997) report that 

Black consumers shopping for automobiles are systematically quoted higher initial asking 

® See Williams, Quails and Grier (1995) for notable exception. 
^ See BCing, Reid, Moon, and Ringold (1991) on changes in visual imagery of cigarette ads. 
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prices than Whites, resulting in racial disparities in the prices paid for identical 

automobiles. 

Thus at present, research on consumer disadvantage, particularly concerning 

racial inequality, is at an unsatisfying standstill. While much prior research has focused 

on describing the features of the disadvantaged and the ethics of targeting them, very 

little research has been done on uncovering the processes that create consumers who are 

in fact disadvantaged. Penaloza (1994, 1995), and Lee, Ozaime and. Hill (1999) are 

instructive exceptions. Penaloza (1994, 1995) identifies international migration as both a 

disadvantaging and privileging process for Mexican immigrants. Lee, Ozanne and Hill 

(1999) use Bordieu's habitus construct to illicit multiple forms of capital, and how they 

interact to structure service provision and consumption. It is through uncovering market 

processes that help create, re-create, or even combat disadvantage that knowledge 

advances and the implications of managerial responses to disadvantage become clear. 

Part Two: Sociological Research on Inequality 

Sociology of the Underclass. The study of stratified social systems, broadly 

referred to as social inequality, is foimdational in sociology, and empirically central to it, 

connecting virtually all topics within the discipline (Collins 1988). The more particular 

notion of disadvantage is generally considered to be conceptually synonymous with 

social inequality, though technically it is only a subset^. 

^ The much less frequently investigated notion of privilege is another subset of social inequality. 
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Empirically, sociologists vary broadly in how they operationalize disadvantage, typically 

opting for some series of group difference indicators often chosen from a large, 

secondary dataset. For example, some researchers investigating disadvantage employ 

tract-level indicators such as group differences in male-joblessness, high-school dropout 

rates, welfare dependence, or female-head households (e.g. Ricketts and Sawhill 1988), 

while others include poverty (Kasarda 1992, 1993), residential segregation indices 

(Massey and Denton 1993) or violent crime (Krivo and Peterson 2000). Others employ 

participant-observation techniques to elicit the experiences of the disadvantaged (e.g., 

Anderson 1999, 1990, MacLeod 1995, Hannerz 1967, Liebow 1967), but these scholars 

also use many of the indicators above to choose the settings for their investigations. 

In post-World War n American sociology the study of disadvantage has focused 

mostly on gender, race and class inequality. Specifically, post-war sociologists have 

concentrated their efforts on identifying the structural correlates of disadvantage. They 

have been especially concerned with aspects of disadvantage peculiar to cities, namely 

high concentrations of violent crime, high rates of unwed pregnancy, and female head 

households. Since the passage of major civil rights legislation in the mid-1960s 

sociologists have been attempting to understand the formation and prevalence of the 

"truly disadvantaged" or "the underclass", a segment of society thought to be so 

disadvantaged as to exist outside the traditional American status hierarchy (Wilson 1987). 

The Human Ecology Framework. In sociology, the human ecology framework is 

the predominant framework in which social inequality is investigated. Human ecology is 

particularly equipped to explain the distribution of social resources across space. The 



31 

framework investigates social inequality at the macro level, focusing primarily on the 

dynamics between social groups, particularly those in urban settings. That is, it seeks to 

explain why privilege accrues to some groups in an area, and disadvantage to others. It 

highlights features of the immigration process and its role in shaping social structure. 

Because virtually all new immigrant groups are segregated for some period of time, 

human ecology focuses on segregation. It impacts how privilege and disadvantage are 

distributed across a particular setting. 

Human ecology is most closely associated with Park, Burgess and their colleagues 

and students at the University of Chicago in the 1920s (Park and Burgess 1921, Park, 

Burgess, McKenzie, and Wirth 1925, Park 1950,1952, Myrdal 1944, Ca)4on and Drake 

1945, Wamer, Meeker, and Eells 1949, Wamer 1963). It is perhaps the predominant 

framework in which racial matters have been investigated in American sociology 

(Gusfield 1995). In brief, human ecology is interested in immigration to the US, and how 

it impacts assimilation and subsequently social inequality. More broadly, human ecology 

theory seeks to explain how people and resources come to be distributed across a social 

setting. Since people and resources are not distributed equally or even equivalently across 

space, human ecology is fundamentally an approach to studying inequality as it manifests 

itself spatially. 

The basic framework asserts that an immigrant group will experience initial 

separation in residence, occupation and education from members of the dominant group. 

Some aspects of that initial separation could even be voluntary on the part of the new 

immigrant group. Eventually, some members of that new immigrant group should rise in 
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socio-economic status and assimilate Institutionally (via education and occupation) then 

spatially (via residence) into the host population. Subsequently, the host population 

becomes less likely to see the newcomers as threats, then social and cultural assimilation 

occur over time (c.f.. Park and Burgess 1921, Park, Burgess, McKenzie, and Wirth 1925, 

Park 1950,1952, Hawley 1968, 1984). For European (Roediger 1991, Ignatiev 1995) and 

most Asian immigrant groups (Massey 2000) the pattern proposed by Park, Burgess and 

colleagues has generally held. However, for African-Americans more than any other 

ethnic group in the US, and to a lesser degree Hispanics, residential segregation has been 

persistent (Massey and Denton 1987, 1993, Massey 2000). 

Authors in the human ecology tradition have typically posited that residential 

segregation was the spatial manifestation of White racial prejudice in the Jim Crow South 

and the teeming ghettos of the North (Mjordal 1944, Cayton and Drake 1945, Clarke 

1965, Davis, Gardner, and Gardner 1965). A high level of segregation was thought to 

drive two primary forms of disadvantage. First, segregation isolates Blacks from pure 

public accommodations like transportation and education, but also from social resources 

like job networks and housing. Second, segregation causes a host of economic, socio-

cultural and psychological adaptations to the disadvantaged conditions that result (e.g., 

Clarke 1965, Lewis 1966). Cayton and Drake's (1945) classic stady Black Metropolis 

documents the social, psychological, and cultural adaptations to conditions of 

overcrowding and concentrated poverty caused by segregation in the Bronzeville ghetto 

of Chicago. White racial prejudice, they argued, manifested in custom, law, and pogrom 

conspired to keep the burgeoning Black population of Chicago confined to this limited 
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section of the city. This was the received view on segregation for decades. In fact, the 

research done by human ecology theorists has shaped much US public policy on racial 

matters in the latter half of the twentieth century (Gusfield 1995). 

As early as the turn of the twentieth century policies and customs designed to 

minimize public and residential contact between Blacks and Whites began to appear in 

Southern cities, which practiced "Jim Crow" — or de jure segregation, and in cities 

outside the South (Woodward 1955, Horton 1993). By the first "Great Migration" of 

Blacks to the North during World War I, Blacks were confined to small neighborhood 

clusters of ostensibly less racist Northern cities through violence, housing discrimination, 

and restrictive covenants (Cayton and Drake 1945, Woodward 1955, Trotter 1985, 

Horton 1993, Massey and Denton 1993, Sugrue 1996). As the first civil rights legal 

challenges and mass protests against Jim Crow laws began to appear in the South in the 

late 1940s, Northern ghettos were already semi-permanent features of the US social 

landscape (Omi and Winant 1990 [1986], Horton 1993, Massey and Denton 1993). 

The Civil Rights Movement eventually paved the way for substantive legal and 

social reform beginning in the late 1940s, culminating in the passage of the Civil Rights 

Act and Fair Housing Act in the late 1960s. Yet the late 1960s and 1970s brought with 

them seemingly more violent racial conflict in the form of urban uprisings. Just as 

importantly, during this period a mass of disproportionately Black and Latino urban 

dwellers emerged, chronically disadvantaged in education and labor markets. Described 

as prone to violent crime, and disdainful of "traditional" American social norms of 

education, work and family, these young Blacks and Latinos have come to be referred to 
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as the underclass. Their disadvantages are thought to be so severe as to locate them 

outside — or beneath — the basic American social status structure (Wilson 1987). The 

emergence of diis group, precisely at an historical moment characterized by decUning 

negative White racial attitudes and meaningful racial reforms (Schuman and Bobo 1988) 

posed serious theoretical challenges to the relevance of human ecology. The assumption 

of White racial hostility undergirds classic hiunan ecology theory. Thus declining White 

hostihty towards Blacks concurrent with rising Black poverty and crime in U.S. cities 

suggests that WTiite racial prejudice alone could not explain the rise of the urban 

underclass. As a result many researchers began to challenge the basic assumptions of the 

human ecology framework, specifically that White racial prejudice is a significant factor 

in the emergence and persistence of the imderclass. Alternate explanations for the rise 

and persistence of the underclass are outlined. 

The Culture of Poverty. Oscar Lewis, in his study of Puerto Rican communities in 

New York City and San Juan, is generally credited with coining the term "culture of 

poverty" (Lewis 1966). Lewis uses "culture of poverty" to refer to the particular cultural 

adaptations that Puerto Ricans in New York City make to oppressive economic 

conditions. They include present-time orientation, refusal to delay gratification, early 

initiation to sex and out-of-wedlock childbirth. These adaptations in turn make barriers to 

socioeconomic mobility almost impossibly high. Lewis suggests that these cultural 

adaptations at some point begin to operate quasi-independently of the structural economic 

conditions that created them. He concludes that cultural adaptations to structural 

economic conditions repeated across generations become resistant to change, even in the 
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face of modest structural improvements. Lewis remained clear that structural changes 

would be necessary to alleviate dysfunctional cultural adaptations. However structural 

changes alone would be insufficient. 

It is the work of sociologists Nathan Glazer and Daniel Patrick Moynihan (1970) 

that popularized the culture of poverty notion. Moynihan (1967) suggests that the 

oppressive conditions of slavery instigated cultural adaptations in Blacks similar to those 

proposed by Lewis. Moynihan however went fiirther, asserting that the breeding process 

of chattel slavery had essentially destroyed Black family structure, trivializing the role of 

fatherhood and vesting mothers with overarching domestic control. Black women, he 

claimed, consequently emasculated Black males, leaving them unable to assume the 

mantle of household head. He suggests extended military service as one means for Black 

males to regain the requisite masculinity to re-assume leadership roles in Black family 

life. As Moynihan's culture of poverty notion gained popular usage, particularly in the 

press, all connections to social structure were lost. Lewis' notion that culture adapts to 

structure is rapidly replaced by the notion that some cultures are inherently deficient, and 

so immutable as to render them unable to make fimctional adaptations to environmental 

changes. Cultural deficiency then becomes a widely used explanation for the persistence 

of the ghetto and the rise of the underclass that inhabited it. In fact, Glazer and Moynihan 

(1975, p. 7) summarize ethnic group status differences thusly, "Ethnic groups bring 

different norms to bear on common circumstances with consequent different levels of 

success — hence group differences in status." That is, group social status is endogenously 

determined through its innate norms and values. Factors exogenous to the group are 
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assumed away by the "common circumstances" clause. Whatever outcome befalls an 

ethnic group, all are assumed to have confronted a set of common circumstances, with 

only their relative willingness to adhere to dominant social norms of family and hard 

work to distinguish them (c.f., Omi and Winant 1990 [1986] on Moynihan and Glazer 

1975). 

Rational Choices: The Liberal Welfare State Challenge. The popularized version 

of the culture of poverty thesis, that Blacks and Hispanics made deficient cultural 

responses to common circumstances, eventually became the springboard for a number of 

critiques of human ecology-inspired state poUcy (c.f, Sowell 1981, Steele 1990, D'Souza 

1995). Rational choice theory, a variant of social exchange theory, is consistent with an 

emphasis on individual-level choice behavior — human agency (see Collins 1988 for 

overview). Rational choice advocates claim that individuals who are reasonably free to 

make choices between known altematives will do so in a way that maximizes their 

personal benefit, while minimizing costs (Lindenburg 1985). 

The War on Poverty programs of the Johnson Administration came under attack 

by a number of ideologically conservative rational choice adherents for helping to cause 

the rise of the underclass (e.g., Murray 1984, Mead 1986, Jencks 1992). The general 

contention of these critics is that overly generous welfare pohcy has been a chief cause of 

persistent poverty and dysfiinctional behavior in US ghettos by cushioning actors from 

the negative consequences of their dysfunctional choices. For example Murray (1984) 

explicitly links welfare state expansion to decreased incentives among the poor to accept 

menial labor, a key method of socialization. That is, generous entitlements increase the 
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much less attractive. Yet menial labor has value beyond its meager wages, Murray 

argues. It is a springboard to higher paying work, and perhaps more importantly it is 

instnmiental in enforcing labor market and social norms like punctuality, hard work, and 

industry. 

Murray also argues that a generous welfare state raises the likelihood of unwed 

pregnancy, while simultaneously lowering the overall desirability of marriage. If women 

know their child care expenses will be subsidized by the state this removes or dulls the 

economic costs of non-normative reproductive and social choices, like forsaking out of 

wedlock sex, birth control or marriage. Thus, the generous welfare state undermines 

perhaps the two most powerful norm enforcement mechanisms in American culture, work 

and marriage, by subsidizing non-normative choices. In another wrinkle on rationale 

choice. Mead (1986) adds that by entitling people to transfer payments (irrespective of 

their generosity) without placing any expectations on them the welfare state undermines 

the very basis for social exchange, independence. One party, the welfare recipient, has no 

social obligation in the transfer. The resulting dependence that develops removes 

responsibility for cost-benefit calculations that render non-normative choices 

unattractive. Mead analogizes that the state requires a social obligation from those it 

licenses to drive. Potential drivers must demonstrate competency on written and 

performance tests, and all drivers must obey traffic laws or face revocation of privileges. 

These obligations maintain the independence of both parties in the social exchange. 

However, Mead argues, that means-tested transfer pajnnents are essentially charity that 
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renders the recipient dependent on the provider. This dependence means that the recipient 

has by definition no obhgation to adhere to prevailing social norms since it is not a 

prerequisite to receiving transfer payment. Consequently welfare undermines social and 

cultural norms. 

Institutional Racism Challenges. Challenges to this notion that Blacks had made 

culturally deficient responses to the common circumstance of oppression were plentiful. 

One particularly salient challenge, "institutional racism", was coined by Charles 

Hamilton and Stokely Carmichael in their 1967 treatise on Black Nationalist political 

ideology in the post civil rights period. Black Power. Institutional racism is cited by one 

observer as . .the [sic] most important conceptual innovation to emerge from the cross-

fertilization of racial militancy and radical politics during the 1960s" (Steinberg 1997, p. 

15). Proponents of the institutional racism perspective find that deeply embedded 

patterns and practices of discrimination confer economic and social privilege to Whites at 

the expense of non-Whites (see Allen 1969, Baron 1969, 1985, Blauner 1972, Glascow 

1980, Pinkney 1984, Omi and Winant 1990 [1986], Roediger 1991, Oliver and Shapiro 

1997). 

Specifically, institutional racism adherents generally challenge the assiamption of 

immigrant groups confront "common circumstances" upon entry to the US. For instance 

some adherents to Black Nationalist political ideology argue European immigration, on 

which human ecology theory is explicitly calibrated, is incomparable to the African 

migration experience. Some within the nation-based paradigm endorse an internal 

colonial model in which African migration to the US is situated within the context of 
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European colonialism (see Omi and Winant 1990 [1986] for overview). AMcan 

migration to the United States was of course involuntary, occurring under conditions of 

chattel slavery. This condition of migration renders the "common circumstances" 

assumption in the cultural deJBciency explanation moot as it concerns Blacks, as no other 

immigrant group confronted chattel slavery (Hamilton and Carmichael 1967, Allen 1969, 

Blauner 1972). As Dudley and Lieberson (1959) and Lieberson (1961) suggest, the 

conditions of migration at least in part determine a group's social trajectory. 

What unites adherents to the notion of institutional racism, whether they employ a 

nation-based approach, is that white skin accords various kinds of privilege structured 

into the system of social relations. These privileges are not caused by negative racial 

attitudes towards Blacks per se, even if they are correlated. For instance. Whites 

frequently have access to formal and informal social networks that help distribute 

resources toward them and away from Blacks. In the excerpt quoted earUer, Ohver and 

Shapiro (1997) document how Whites, even those of modest means, were able to 

accumulate wealth through federal homeownership assistance that was largely 

unavailable to Blacks. Wliites had direct access to government assistance in a way that 

Blacks did not, irrespective of their personal racial attitudes towards Blacks. 

To illustrate further, Jay MacLeod (1995 [1987]) finds in his ethnography on 

status attainment in a group of poor, largely White older teenagers, and a group of poor. 

Black yoimger teens, that the White teens fair marginally better on the job market though 

neither group does particularly well. The group of White boys, "The Hallway Hangers" 

eventually fair better on the job market despite their generally low level of cultural 
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capital. They were involved in extemisive drug use, had criminal records, expressed 

disdain for work, and performed po-orly in school. The group of Black boys, "The 

Brothers" fair worse despite their high level of cultural capital. The Brothers are recent 

migrants from the South. They adhere strongly to the dominant social and cultural norms 

regarding hard work, and all live hosme lives that reinforce such norms. They perform at 

least moderately well throughout hi^gh school, eschew drugs and have only a few 

relatively minor brushes with the la-w. MacLeod shows that the difference in the boys' 

labor market performances is that thie Hallway Hangers are able to tap into an all-White 

social network of friends and relatives who connect them to the workforce and keep most 

out of serious trouble. Through this jealously guarded network of patronage they 

maintain, to the extent possible, regiular connection to work — though some of it consists 

of "off the books" odd jobs. For the: Brothers conversely, no such networks exist. They 

face widespread discrimination in ttie labor market and become quickly disillusioned, 

unable to convert their cultural capi-tal into economic capital. MacLeod clearly asserts the 

poor urban setting from which the bsoys emerge make employment prospects dim for all. 

Yet even within this context of mos^tly low-paid, unskilled, menial labor, clear racial 

distinctions that privilege Whites exist. 

Macro-economic Challenge:^. The work of William Julius Wilson (1980, 1987, 

1996) is a neo-liberal critique of both the traditional liberal focus on White racist attitudes 

and conservative attack on welfare. His work, particularly The Declining Significance of 

Race (1980) and The Truly Disadvazntaged (1987) is important because it changed the 

terms of the debate on disadvantage by moving it away from the White racial prejudice -
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Black cultural deficiency dichotomy in which it had been steeped. The primary engine 

driving the rise of the underclass, according to Wilson, is economic dislocation and the 

social isolation of poor Blacks. Specifically, to proponents of White racial prejudice 

explanations, Wilson concedes that White racist attitudes and past discrimination were 

largely responsible for the creation of the ghetto. However, in the post-civil rights, post-

industrial era, race had declined in its power to determine Blacks' "lifechances". 

Education is the key factor distinguishing the steadily employed from the truly 

disadvantaged (Wilson 1980, 1987). 

To proponents of Black cultural deficiency explanations, Wilson's work marks a 

retum to the original "culture of poverty" theorized by Lewis that emphasizes cultural 

adaptations to structural conditions. Wilson concedes that a culture of poverty exists in 

Black poor urban areas. However, he considers it an outcome of macro-structural trends, 

namely high rates of Black male joblessness brought about by the decline of the industrial 

sector, and Black middle-class out-migration to the suburbs in the aftermath of the Civil 

Rights Movement. 

Taken together. The Declining Significance of Race (1980), The Truly 

Disadvantaged (1987), and When Work Disappears (1996) present a model of 

disadvantage that highlights macro-structural trends and the impact of poverty 

concentration. It is illustrated in Figure 3 (see Appendix A). Wilson (1980) contends that 

by the end of the Civil Rights Era macro-structural shifts in the economy were already 

underway that had a devastating impact on the Black working class. The high-paying, 

unionized jobs that had once attracted hoards of Black workers out of the Jim Crow 
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skilled jobs were eliminated, moved to the suburbs, the Southwest, or overseas, Black 

workers were disproportionately impacted. They had the least job seniority and were 

most heavily concentrated in the unskilled jobs that were eliminated or moved. The jobs 

that subsequently replaced them were primarily in the low wage service sector, were non-

unionized, and characterized by high turnover. These macro-structural changes, while 

having a disparate impact on Black workers as a group could not be said to result from 

White racial hostility per se. Certainly historical factors attributable to such hostility may 

have made Black workers more vulnerable (and White workers less vulnerable) to 

impending changes. Nevertheless, the shifts in the economy themselves are not reducible 

to racial hostility. 

- INSERT FIGURE 3 HERE -

Occurring simultaneously with these changes in the economy was the rapid 

suburbanization of the Black middle class (Wilson 1987). Wilson asserts that most of the 

material gains won in the struggle for civil rights accrued to the Black middle class, but 

few trickled-down to the Black working class. Consequently, the newly enabled Black 

middle class left the inner cities in droves just as many middle class Whites, enabled by 

FHA loans and a new system of federal highways^, had done decades earlier (Wilson 

1987). 

' See Massey and Denton (1993) on the role of federal highway construction in facilitating White flight in 
the 1940s and 1950s. 



43 

As the Black middle class out-migrated, they took tax revenue - and thus many vital city 

services — with them. Just as importantly for Wilson though. Black middle class out-

migration resulted in social and cultural capital deprivation for community institutions 

like churches and schools, institutions typically responsible for value dissemination and 

norm enforcement among youth. As the Black middle class fled it left behind those with 

the least social and cultural capital to contribute to these institutions (Wilson 1980, 1987). 

These two conditions, the shift from manufacturing to service, and Black middle-

class out-migration, combined to produce a concentration of poverty in predominantly 

Black inner cities. The shift from manufacturing to service produced high levels of male 

joblessness. Black middle class out-migration left behind the poorest citizens in aging 

inner cities with declining tax bases and crumbling infrastructure. This served to 

concentrate the poorest Blacks in limited geographic space. 

The notion of concentrated poverty is central to Wilson's argument. His claim is 

that when poverty is highly concentrated — that is, when a neighborhood has a very high 

percentage of poor people — it brings with it deleterious social consequences, independent 

of people's individual level of poverty. To illustrate, imagine the worldview of a poor 

child living in a neighborhood where 10% of his neighbors are also poor, with the rest 

working and lower middle class. Despite this child's relative deprivation, his Uved 

environment is one where most of his neighbors get up and go to work everyday. Formal 

and informal networks outside the household communicate and enforce commimity 

norms beginning at a very young age. Young men and women graduating high school, 

joining the workforce and starting traditional families, or pursuing advanced education, 
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are normal if not wholly unremarkable events. While certainly some, perhaps even 

frequent, deviations from these norms occur they are nonetheless remarkable enough to 

incur disapproval, if not outright negative sanction in the community. Conversely, the 

same child in a neighborhood with a very different distribution of poverty sees a very 

different world. In a neighborhood featuring 40% poverty (a standard criterion used to 

identify "ghetto" neighborhoods in extreme poverty) this child is likely to see many 

neighbors with intermittent (or no) connections to the world of legitimate employment. 

The formal and informal networks that might be counted on to communicate and enforce 

the norms of "decent people" are either non-existent, or more likely overwhelmed and 

ineffective. Seeing young men particularly graduate high school, much less pursue 

advanced education, is so much less prevalent in this neighborhood it is cause for the 

kind of celebration that accompanies rare events. Deviations from the norms of decency 

become so frequent that they take on the status of parallel norms, existing side by side, 

but in stark contrast to traditional social norms (c.f, Anderson 1999). Wilson suggests 

that such neighborhood differences stem from the spatial concentration of the poor — not 

the level of poverty experienced by poor people individually. Wilson (1987, 1996) 

highlights Black middle class out-migration and Black male joblessness as the two key 

concentrators of poverty. 

Wilson's model represents a crucial revision to the human ecology framework. It 

relegates White racial prejudice to an exogenous factor, unlike prior studies (e.g., Myrdal 

1944, Cayton and Drake 1945, Davis, Gardner, and Gardner 1965). While racial hostility 

Male joblessness is brought about by the decline of well-paying manufacturing jobs. 
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may occur, it is not central to the concentration of poverty. By contrast, Wilson's model 

emphasizes the "concentration of effects" notion. That is, an increase in the proportion of 

poor/jobless people — not an increase in the extent of their poverty — fundamentally alters 

human ecology, creating a setting where socially deleterious behaviors are also likely to 

concentrate. 

Challenges to Wilson: The Continuing Relevance of Race in Human Ecology. 

Wilson's model of the underclass, or the "truly disadvantaged", has been tremendously 

impactful if measured by its generation of discussion and debate. Some authors present 

quantitative evidence of a "declining significance of race" effect (e.g., Sakamoto, Wu, 

and Tzeng 2000, Sakamoto and Tzeng 1999, Jargowsky 1997). In contrast, various 

researchers and commentators have also authored critiques of Wilson's work. Most 

critiques have fallen into two primary categories. The largest category of critiques have 

centered on his "declining significance of race" hypothesis. Many critics claim that 

Wilson generally understates the role of racism in contemporary settings, incorrectly 

characterizing it as an exogenous factor in the concentration of poverty. In his critique, 

Steinberg (1997) contends that Wilson ignores substantial evidence of racial hostility and 

its impact presented in his own research. In Wilson's When Work Disappears (1996) he 

does in fact report evidence of widespread racial stereotj/ping and discrimination against 

young Black males in the Chicago job market, adversely affecting their employment 

prospects. Yet he relegates this to an exogenous factor. Steinberg also points to similar 
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evidence in the experiences of the Brothers in Jay MacLeod's (1995) ethnography." 

Andrew Hacker (1992) also presents data demonstrating the ratio of Black to White 

unemployment to consistently hover around 2 to 1, even in periods of rising economic 

growth and despite virtually equivalent high school graduation rates between the two 

groups. Steinberg even questions the historical accuracy of Wilson's industrial sector 

decline-Black male joblessness link. He argues, based on ethnographic evidence on the 

underclass that "the underclass" are rarely jobless in any strict sense, even if officially 

unemployed (c.f., Edin and Lein 1997). Their affiliation with the legitimate work world 

may simply be intermittent, frequently supplemented by illegitimate "hustling" and other 

"off-the-books" work, rather than non-existent. 

Other critics challenge Wilson's Black middle class out-migration thesis. Omi and 

Winant 1990 [1986] present a conceptual critique of Wilson's central assertion that the 

passage of civil rights legislation created a racially egalitarian state that facilitated the 

separation of the Black middle class "haves" from the Black underclass "have nots". 

They argue that while many in the Black middle class may have come to earn middle 

class wages they are nevertheless tied to the institutions that most directly service the 

Black underclass. That is, the welfare of the Black middle class often comes directly from 

services they provide to the Black working class and poor through government work, 

politics, or inner city businesses. 

" A generation of ethnographic research consistently points to job market discrimination as a significant 
factor in Black male Joblessness (c.f., Liebow 1967, Hannerz 1967, Rainwater 1970, Anderson 1976, 1990, 
1999). 
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Consequently, these critics question the extent to which the Black middle class has 

actually removed economic and social capital from inner city institutions. 

Despite these critiques, many if not most of these critics accept the essential 

aspects of Wilson's analysis. That is, a structural transformation of the US economy 

concentrated poverty into predominantly Black areas resulting in the rise of the 

underclass. Many of these critics generally argue that Wilson is mistaken in making 

racism an exogenous factor in his model. Referring back to Figure 3 (see Appendix A), 

they might add an additional factor, institutional racism (e.g., job discrimination, 

resource-deprived Black neighborhood schools), with a direct link to the concentration of 

poverty. 

However, another critique of Wilson's model makes the claim that it is more 

fundamentally misspecified. Doug Massey and colleagues posit that the Wilson model 

misses the most important structural factor concentrating poverty into predominantly 

Black urban areas — residential segregation (Massey and Denton 1993). Black-White 

residential segregation refers to a tendency for Blacks and Whites to live apart in a given 

setting (Massey and Denton 1993). Since the 1960s Black-White residential segregation 

has remained consistently high'^, particularly in urban areas with large Black populations 

(Farley and Frey 1994, Farley, Frey, Steeh, Krysan, Jackson, and Reeves 1994, Massey 

and Denton 1987, 1993). Within the last decade however, some researchers have sought 

to re-center residential segregation in the national discourse on race and the underclass 

There have been slight decreases in the overall level of Black-White residential segregation since that 
time (Farley and Frey 1994). That decrease has come mostly in newer southwestern cities like Phoenix, 
Tucson, El Paso and Albuquerque with small Black populations tied to the military (Krivo and Kaufinan 
1999). 
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(e.g.. Alba and Logan 1993, Farley and Frey 1994, Farley, et. al. 1994, Massey and 

Denton 1993, Yinger 1995, Krivo and Kaufinan 1999, Krivo and Peterson 2000). The 

basic human ecology model posits that immigrant groups eventually assimilate into the 

host culture. Massey and his colleagues show clearly that the model has not held for 

African-Americans and Puerto Ricans, while it has held for Asians and European 

immigrants (Massey and Denton 1993, 2000). Massey's work demonstrates how in the 

postwar United States metropolitan area residential segregation has been the primary 

method for distributing racial privilege to Whites and disadvantage to Blacks. For Blacks 

in the postwar US, segregation has not been an initial, transient stage in the assimilation 

process, but the defining feature of their lived experience. 

Massey and Wilson agree that concentrated poverty and concentrated affluence 

create the structural conditions necessary for the rise of the urban underclass (Massey and 

Shibuya 1995, Massey 1996). They disagree on the factors that concentrate poverty into 

particular areas. Wilson favors a class-based explanation emphasizing labor market 

dynamics. Again, relatively race-neutral changes in local labor market conditions 

increased the number of poor Blacks in urban areas. Simultaneously, middle class out-

migration decreased the number of middle class Blacks remaining in urban areas. These 

simultaneous occurrences — the increase in the number of poor Blacks and decrease in the 

number of middle class Blacks — concentrate poverty in predominantly Black urban 

neighborhoods. 
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By contrast Massey asserts that residential segregation is the critical factor in 

13 poverty concentration, more consistent with classic human ecology approaches . He 

argues that the primary determinant of population distribution in American cities since 

the turn of the twentieth century is the minimization of White residential contact with 

Blacks (Massey 2000). The resultant multidimensional residential segregation by 

definition concentrates the effects of poverty into Black areas over and above that caused 

purely by macro-structural economic changes. Massey and Denton (1993) demonstrate 

that in the absence of such high levels of residential segregation, the structural changes 

Wilson (1987) refers to could not have been so devastating to Black communities. Their 

argument is summarized by Krivo, Peterson, Rizzo, and Reynolds (1998, p. 63); 

Massey and his colleagues propose that segregation and group poverty (i.e., the 
citywide poverty rate) interact to produce poverty concentration (e.g., Massey 
1990, Massey and Denton 1993, Massey, Gross and Eggers 1991). They argue 
that, for Blacks, when segregation is combined with the increasing poverty 
created by macrostructual transformations, a growing spatial concentration of 
poverty is inevitable. When a group is highly segregated, a high or rising level of 
poverty in that group must be concentrated in the small number of areas where 
members reside. In other words, because group members themselves are not 
spread evenly across the urban area, their poverty cannot be distributed evenly... 
Under conditions of high segregation, the segregated group's elevated level of 
disadvantage (citywide) is confined within a small number of areas thereby 
resulting in geographically concentrated disadvantage in terms of specific 
characteristics, e.g., male joblessness. 

Reaching A Conclusion: Race Matters. In recent years some research has 

presented evidence consistent with Wilson's macro-structural change/middle class out-

migration hypothesis. 

It should be noted that the authors agree that macro-structural shifts in the economy increased the number 
of poor Blacks in urban areas. Also, Massey favors institutional racism over White racial prejudice 
explanations foimd in earlier himian ecology research. 
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Both Massey and Gross (1995) and Jargowsky (1997) present evidence that poor urban 

neighborhoods both lost population and increased their proportion of residents living in 

poverty. Also, over the 1980-1990 period, residential segregation declined nationally 

(c.f., Farley and Frey 1994, Massey and Denton 1993). Conversely, some critics have 

accused Massey of overstating his empirical findings on segregation, critiquing them on 

methodological grounds. For instance, Jargowsky (1997) criticizes Massey and Eggers 

(1990) and Massey, Gross and Shibuya (1994) for flaws in their econometric models. 

Primarily, Jargowsky takes exception to these authors' interpretation of the interaction 

between residential segregation and economic segregation. Massey and his co-authors 

claim that the interaction shows residential segregation to be a key factor in the creation 

of the ghetto. Jargowsky counters that their models suffer from multicollinearity issues, 

and thus conclusions drawn from them are dubious. Moreover, some of their conclusions 

regarding segregation appear problematic given declining national levels of Black-White 

segregation. Egan, Anderton, and Weber (1998) have also critiqued the conceptuahzation 

and measurement of one of the five dimensions of segregation introduced by Massey and 

Denton (1988), spatial concentration.''^ 

To the methodological flaws, Massey and colleagues have primarily responded 

that these flaws, where they do exist are easily corrected, or are quite minor (i.e., do not 

change their arguments). Massey and Denton (1993) do address the substantive issue of 

declining national segregation levels, suggesting that while a positive sign, the declines in 

these indices nonetheless obscure the realities of residential segregation. Over the 1970-

See Massey and Denton (1998) for reply. 
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1990 period segregation was most likely to decUne in cities with small numbers of 

Blacks, often dominated by military institutions (Massey 2000). In such cities low levels 

of Black-White residential contact are possible even with accompanying low levels of 

segregation. In cities with large numbers of Blacks however Black-White residential 

segregation becomes necessary to ensure that Black-White residential contact remains 

low (Massey 2000, see also Krivo and Kaufman 1999 for reformulation and recalibration 

of the segregation floor in a multiethnic context). In a direct response to comments on 

their Relative Concentration (RCO) Index of spatial concentration, Massey and Denton 

(1998) correct a textual error, and reconsider some of the mathematical properties of the 

measure, but stop short of Egan's, Anderton's, and Weber's (1998) call to abandon the 

measure. 

Despite relatively minor methodological flaws the notion that segregation is a 

critical factor in concentrating poverty and joblessness, making it central to the creation 

of the underclass, has met with little conceptual opposition. Even Jargowsky (1997) 

concedes that Massey and colleagues make a compelling case that residential segregation 

should be considered a key factor in the creation of the underclass The controversy is 

really about racial segregation's importance relative to economic segregation (i.e., 

concentrated male joblessness, iniddle class out-migration). Jargowsky simply contends 

that Massey and colleagues had not sufficiently disentangled racial fi'om economic 

segregation as a concentrator of urban poverty to support their claims. Recent research, 

however, tests both theories of concentrated disadvantage (i.e., Krivo, Peterson, Rizzo, 

A point also conceded by Wilson (1996). 
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and Rej^olds 1998). These authors measure several key indicators of disadvantage, 

including female-head households and male joblessness. They specijScally assess 

dimensional trends, and whether residential segregation iias had a race-specific 

concentration effect on disadvantage net macro-structural conditions over the period 

1980-1990. Interestingly, they found that female-head households rose in their 

geographic isolation (i.e., were more concentrated) over the period, but jobless male 

concentration was neither high nor growing. In fact, contact between jobless males and 

professionals increased over the period, all directly contradicting Wilson's contention 

that both work and the Black middle class are disappearing jfrom the inner city. While 

numerous cities have neighborhoods with large numbers of jobless males, these 

neighborhoods are not common throughout the nation.'^ 

Conversely, Krivo, et. al. (1998) find a positive association between Black-White 

residential segregation and the concentration of Black disadvantage. High levels of 

Black-White segregation also serve as a buffer, shielding Whites from the effects of 

concentrated Black disadvantage. It does so by lowering the probability of White 

residential contact with Blacks, and by keeping the level of concentrated White 

disadvantage low. They summarize (p. 63): 

In racially segregated urban America, as wages have fallen Black poverty and its 
concentration have continued to rise. At the same time, contact between the 
jobless and high status workers has increased as middle class Blacks remain 
trapped in highly segregated ghettos. Thus, racial residential segregation is key to 
understanding concentrated disadvantage in urban America and especially to 
explaining why the geographic isolation of disadvantaged Blacks is so much 
greater than is the case for Whites. 

Nonetheless, such neighborhoods remain particularly important for investigation 



Thus it appears that residential segregation is central to explaining the concentration of 

disadvantage in residential space. 

Finally, while this dissertation does not represent a study of the urban underclass 

per se, human ecology theory is nonetheless particularly equipped to provide theoretical 

insight into the area of consumer disadvantage. Based on Andreasen's (1973) notion that 

disadvantage (unequal marketplace outcomes) can stem from ascribed characteristics, 

marketplace characteristics, or unethical behavior, this dissertation will illustrate the role 

of Black-White residential segregation in creating marketplace characteristics that 

produce disadvantage for Black consumers. 
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RESIDENTIAL SEGREGATION AND THE ACCUMULATION OF 
DISADVANTAGE 

The empirical setting chosen for this study is Milwaukee, Wisconsin. Milwaukee 

is a metropolitan area'^ of less than 2 million people that sits on the shores of Lake 

Michigan. Compared to larger cities in the region Milwaukee has experienced a rather 

late, and rather small migration of Blacks (Trotter 1985). Milwaukee, however, 

represents a context that is theoretically appropriate for the study of consumer 

disadvantage. Few metropolitan areas in the U.S. experienced as rapid an expansion of 

the ghetto'^ as Milwaukee between 1970 and 1990. In 1970 only 8.4% of Milwaukee's 

Black population and 16% of its Black poor lived in the dozen or so tracts forming 

Milwaukee's ghetto. By 1990 nearly half of the city's Black population and nearly two-

thirds of the Black poor lived in the more than 50 tracts that form the ghetto (Jargowsky 

1997). Figure 1 (see Appendix A) illustrates the population distribution of Blacks in 

metropolitan Milwaukee by neighborhood (approximated by census tract). In 1990, 

according to US Census Bureau estimates, metropolitan Milwaukee had just over 1.6 

million residents. Slightly less than 14% of them self identified as Black. Milwaukee 

displays the pattern of Black population dispersion characteristic to highly segregated 

cities. As illustrated in Figure 1 (see Appendix A) those neighborhoods with the largest 

percentage of Black residents are clustered together, surrounded by progressively 

"Whiter" neighborhoods. 

" Includes all of Milwaukee County and Racine, WT. 
Jargowsky (1997) uses the term to refer to predominantly Black neighborhoods (approximated by census 

tract) where at least 40% of the residents are poor. 
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Massey and Denton (1988) measure residential segregation along five dimensions 

of geographic variation, each of which employs several measures, generated from cluster 

analysis. Their multidimensional conception of segregation has been widely accepted in 

the literature, and is used by the Census Bureau to report official measures of residential 

segregation. In this excerpt, each of the dimensions is explained (U.S. Census Bureau 

1999 from Harrison and Weinberg 1992). 

Massey and Denton (1988) used cluster analysis to identify five key dimensions 
of segregation. Basically, evenness involves the differential distribution of the 
subject population, exposure measures potential contact [or isolation, its 
complement, measures the absence of contact], concentration refers to the relative 
amount of physical space occupied^^, centralization indicates the degree to which 
a group is located near the center of an urban area, and clustering measures the 
degree to which minority group members live disproportionately in contiguous 
areas [italics not found in original]. 

- INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE -

Massey and Denton (1993, pp. 74, 67) comment: 

These five dimensions together define geographic traits that social scientists think 
of when they consider segregation. A high score on a single dimension is serious 
because it removes blacks from fiiU participation in urban society and limits their 
access to its benefits. As segregation accumulates across several dimensions, 
however, its effects intensify... Not only are blacks more segregated than other 
groups on any single dimension of segregation, but they are also more segregated 
on all dimensions simultaneously; and in an important subset of US metropolitan 
areas, they are very highly segregated on at least four of the five dimensions at 
once, a pattem we call hypersegregation. 

The high level of segregation experienced by blacks is not only unprecedented 
compared with the experiences of European ethnic groups; it is also unique 
compared with the experience of other large minority groups, such as Hispanics 
and Asians... In fact, within most metropolitan areas, Hispanics and Asians are 
more likely to share a neighborhood with whites than with another member of 
their own group. 

" The Relative Concentration Index, developed by Massey and Denton (1988) has been criticized for 
mathematical and conceptual problems (c.f. Egan, Anderton and Weber 1998). See Massey and Denton 
(1998) for adjustments and rebuttal. 
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The term residential segregation encompasses these five distinct geographic 

dimensions, and each of these dimensions is sensitive to different features of the subject 

population and/or the total population in an area. A given dimension of segregation may 

provide more or less insight into particular behavioral relationships of interest. The two 

m.ost widely used dimensions of segregation are evenness and exposure/isolation. They 

have proven to be the most stable across time and place, and are the most compatible 

with research on the topic. (Massey and Denton 1987, Lieberson and Carter 1982). 

Criminologists, for instance, interested in the concentration of urban crime measure the 

isolation of urban neighborhoods along the exposure/isolation dimension (c.f., Krivo and. 

Peterson 2000, Peterson and Krivo 1993). Consumer disadvantage research, altematively, 

has been most concerned with how goods and services are distributed relative to some 

consumers, rather than their intergroup contact (c.f, Alwitt and Donley 1997). Evenness 

and exposure/isolation are conceptually similar, but distinct in their implications for 

investigation. Evenness refers to the extent to which neighborhood racial composition 

mirrors that of the metropolitan area. Exposure/Isolation is closer to the lay conception of 

segregation. It measures the likelihood of intergroup residential contact, or the extent to 

which members of a subject population live solely among other members of that 

population. It is sensitive to the relative sizes of the groups under consideration where 

evenness is not. Figure 2 (see Appendix A) illustrates the concept of evenness in a 

hypothetical city that is 25% Black and 75% White, where N = 1000 people. The city is 

split into twelve equally sized neighborhoods. 
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This dissertation, consequently, is concerned with variation along the evenness 

dimension. It is an investigation into how the uneven spatial distribution of people and 

resources at the metropolitan level impacts the experiences of consumers. Research on 

residential segregation is commonly performed at the metropolitan area level. That is, a 

metropolitan area is said to have a given level of segregation that is comprised of the 

racial composition and arrangement of neighborhoods along, in this case, the evenness 

dimension. Measures of segregation however can conceivably be taken at any given areal 

unit for which data containing the racial composition and spatial arrangement of people is 

available. 

- INSERT FIGURE 2 HERE -

Figure 2 (see Appendix A) is an illustration of a hypothetical city under conditions of 

completely even and completely uneven racial settlement patterns. Under conditions of 

complete evenness. Blacks, who constitute 25% of the city's population, comprise 25% 

of the population in all twelve neighborhoods. Whites comprise the other 75% of aU 

twelve neighborhoods. Under conditions of complete unevenness. Blacks are distributed 

such that they inhabit only three neighborhoods instead of twelve. Each of the three 

Black neighborhoods contains only Blacks and each of the nine White neighborhoods 

contain only Whites. 

Listed in Table 1 (see Appendix B) are the dissimilarity and entropy measures of 

the evenness dimension of segregation for Milwaukee and other select metropolitan areas 

with large numbers of Blacks. The most widely used measure of evenness is the 

dissimilarity index (US Census Bureau 1999 from Harrison and Weinberg 1992). 
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Conceptually, the dissimilarity index captures the proportion of minority members that 

would have to move to another tract in order to achieve an even racial distribution. The 

proportion of minority members moving is expressed along a continuum that ranges from 

0.0 (no minorities must move) to 1.0 (all minorities must move), with 1.0 being 

maximum segregation (Massey and Denton 1988). Graphically, Milwaukee's 

dissimilarity would be lowest along the evenness dimension if each census tract in Figure 

1 (see Appendix A) had the same shade. Zero dissimilarity is illustrated in our 

hypothetical city on the left side of Figure 2 (see Appendix A). Another measure of 

evenness is the entropy index, which measiures how the racial composition of each census 

tract varies from the racial composition of the metropolitan area. "The entropy index 

(also called the information index) measures the (weighted) average deviation of each 

areal unit from the metropolitan area's "entropy" or racial and ethnic diversity, which is 

greatest when each group is equally represented in the metropolitan area." The entropy 

index varies along a continuum that ranges between 0.0, when each tract has the same 

racial composition as the entire metropolitan area, and 1.0, when each tract contains only 

one racial group (US Census Bureau 1999 from Harrison and Weinberg 1992). 

- INSERT TABLE 1 HERE -

Typically, a score above .60 on any segregation index indicates a high level of 

segregation. Milwaukee, while sporting measures slightly below each of its fellow Great 

Lakes cities is nonetheless highly segregated along the evenness dimension. Again, 

sociological literature on segregation is clear. Such high levels of segregation ".. .[I]mply 

a restriction on the opportunities and resources available to AJBrican Americans compared 
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with other groups... Compared with whites of similar social status, blacks are more likely 

to live in systematically disadvantaged neighborhoods, even in suburbs" (Massey 2000, 

p.2, but see also Schneider and Logan 1982, Massey, Conrad and Denton 1987, Massey 

and Fong 1990, Massey and Denton 1993, Feagin 1994, OUver and Shapiro 1997). 

"Black Milwaukee As detailed in the classic study on the development of 

Chicago's Bronzeville area (Drake and Cayton 1945), segregation facilitates the 

development of distinctly Black and White sections of a community that feature local 

institutions, norms, and culture that stand not so much in separation as in 

contradistinction. The development of distinctly Black and White neighborhoods in 

Milwaukee with their own institutions, norms, and culture is not the outcome of separate 

development processes. Rather, racialized neighborhoods are the result of related 

processes of development that have differential impacts on Blacks and Whites (Trotter 

1985; see also Sugrue 1996 on Detroit, and Horton 1993 on Boston). Historically, in most 

American cities a systematic pattern of de jure and de facto discrimination, and racial 

violence has reinforced parallel neighborhood development, with decidedly unequal 

outcomes (Olzak 1992, Massey and Denton 1993, 2000, Sugrue 1993, Oliver and Shapiro 

1997). 

Black Milwaukee, like the predominantly Black areas of other American cities 

developed in the same basic milieu, although it has remained free of the large scale racial 

violence that has marred many American cities (Trotter 1985). Trotter uses the moniker 

"Black Milwaukee" to refer to the areas of the city with traditionally high concentrations 

of Blacks. For the purposes of this project Black Milwaukee covers the area of high 
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Black concentration (at least 40%) in the center of the city, traveling northwest, 

illustrated in Figure 1 (see Appendix A). The label "Black Milwaukee" is something of a 

misnomer, however, referring as much to the concentration of Whites outside its 

ostensible borders as to Blacks inside them, hi contrast to some cities. Black Milwaukee 

is not completely devoid of White residents, though they exist in very small number — 

mostly in the recently transitioning neighborhoods of the northwest. Conversely, the 

area south of the heaviest concentration of Blacks, distinguished by the east-west running 

hiterstate 94, contains very few Blacks. Black Milwaukee is also not purely a ghetto in 

the popular sense of the term. That is, typical of highly segregated cities. Black 

Milwaukee features a broad range of Blacks in various social classes.^^ It is home to both 

corporate executives and the chronically unemployed, sometimes living in the same 

neighborhood. Despite this income diversity there nonetheless appears to be almost 

unified agreement, by residents and outsiders, that the community is in rapid decline. For 

instance, informants are concerned about the declining quality of life in Milwaukee 

generally, but residents of Black Milwaukee are especially concerned about violent 

crime. 

Florine (Middle Class/Black Female Black Neighborhood): In general, well I 
think Milwaukee's a large city now and like any other city, time has brought 
about increasingly mistrust in terms of crime, in terms of feeling safe. There were 
times when we lived on S"' and Clark in those earlier years, we could play outside 
during summer. Very rare I would hear of any type of problem, violence, or 
anything serious. But it's like any other city now, it's just increasingly rough. I 
still think we rank pretty high [in terms of quahty of Ufe], I feel. [But] in terms of 
just feeling safe, I think it's changed a lot. 

•" Unlike many cities, Whites maintain a majority in the city proper. 
Blacks in the US are highly segregated from Whites at every income level. 
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Another informant, an elderly Polish woman who is a long-time resident of a 

transitioniag-to-Black northwest neighborhood, responds to a direct probe about safety 

issues: 

Researcher: Would you say that primarily the way that things have changed 
around here has to do with safety and safety-kinds of issues. Like violence and 
stuff like that? 

Donna (Working ClassAVhite Female/Black Neighborhood): Forme? There's 
no safety. I wouldn't walk out of this... if I was starving I wouldn't walk out of 
here at night alone. I used to walk, you know after my husband died, and that's 
eight years ago, I used to walk way up to Pick 'N Go and back and in the 
afternoon go to the cemetery. I don't go alone to the cemetery. A couple in this 
cemetery right here where my husband's buried, a couple was mugged and their 
car stolen. There's absolutely no place. And when I go on a bus I'll take that route 
where I won't have to wait in no residential area. I'll go round about so I'm on a 
busy street if something happens to me that there'll be cars there. No. There is 
very little safety. Look at the women waiting for a bus. They were abducted and 
raped. Didn't you hear about that? I even told these young black women... I think 
it happened to a few black women... a lot of them work at night, and I think the 
one was a black... but anyhow, they're waiting for a bus and what happens is this 
car comes with three men. They stop at the bus stop and ask for directions and 
while you're giving directions somebody gets out from the car, grabs them, puts 
them in, they take them, rape them and drop them off somewhere. 

To be accurate, informants in this sample vary widely in their perceptions about the 

multiple causes of community decline, but they are unanimous in their focus on crime as 

one of the most important factors. 

This essay illustrates the process by which residential segregation shapes 

characteristics of the marketplace such that disadvantage accumulates and settles in Black 

Milwaukee. This process will be illustrated through systematic analysis of emergent 

themes gleaned from consumer experiences through interviews and participant 

observation. 
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METHODOLOGY 

The approach to data collection and analysis in this dissertation is grounded 

theory (Glaser and Strauss 1967, Strauss and Corbin 1990, 1994). The goal of the 

grounded theory approach is to inductively derive theory using a set of systematic 

procedures including theoretical sampling, systematic gathering of field data, coding, and 

analysis (Strauss and Corbin 1990, Barnes 1996). The researcher is to enter the setting 

without pre-determined hypotheses. Then data is gathered through observation, 

participation, interviews, and other documents, and analysis is generated through an 

iterative process of interpreting and refining categories of meaning in order to build 

grounded theory (Strauss and Corbin 1990, 1994). This approach requires of the 

researcher theoretical and social sensitivity. It also requires the ability to maintain 

analytic distance even while drawing upon experience in the setting in order to interpi'et 

what is observed (Barnes 1996). 

The qualitative data gathering procedures employed are in-depth interviews and 

limited participant observation. The author interviewed informants regarding their 

experiences in markets for groceries and general health care, and accompanied 

informants on their trips to acquire them. This approach has been employed successfully 

in similar studies in consumer research on disadvantage (c.f., Pefialoza 1995, Hill and 

Stephens 1997, Chin 1999). 

Selecting the Context: Food and Health Care. The markets for food and health 

care provide an interesting and substantively important context in which to study 

consumer disadvantage. Bell and Burlin (1993) find compelling evidence of low-income. 



urban consumer disadvantage in markets for groceries. Medical literature suggests gaps 

between minorities and Whites in mortality net of individual level characteristics, such as 

marriage, income, and education (see LeClere and Rogers 97). In addition, Lusch (1991) 

presents evidence of inequities in the distribution of medical services. This literatiure 

certainly implies that consumer disadvantage in these markets so detrimentally impacts 

ones lifechances that this is a substantively important context in which to study the 

phenomena. Investigating consumer disadvantage in the context of food and health care 

acquisition provides a basis for cross-product comparisons. It also broadens the discourse 

beyond the "sin products" (i.e., alcohol and tobacco) context in which it has been steeped 

(c.f., Pollay, Lee and Carter-Whitney 1992, Spratlen 1993, Ringold 1995, Moore, 

WilUams and Quails 1996, Smith and Cooper-Martin 1997). 

Placing the Researcher in the Setting. The researcher entered the setting as a 

visiting professor at a local university, teaching in the undergraduate business curriculum. 

Working on the faculty of a respected local university proved to be an important source 

of social capital. It helped in gaining entree into community organizations that might 

have otherwise been more difficult to access. The researcher took up initial residence on 

the city's northwest side, the area of most recent Black migration. Choosing a multi-unit 

apartment complex on the northwest side served as a means of establishing close 

proximity to potential Black informants. However, mere residence in the area did not 

prove to be an especially productive way to access them. None of the researcher's 

immediate neighbors were Black despite the fact that the apartment complex had a 

majority of Black residents. While residential proximity did prove critical in accessing 
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the very limited number of working class Whites living in Milwaukee's predominantly 

Black areas it is not a primary basis for establishing direct social network ties with 

Whites or Blacks. Residential turnover is high in Black Milwaukee, and that lowers 

peoples' expectation of social engagement with their neighbors. Consequently, as a 

means of gaining more meaningful access to working and middle-class Black consumers, 

the researcher used university and other academic contacts to access community 

organizations that operate in Black Milwaukee, patronized a Black-owned barbershop 

and joined a church in one of Black Milwaukee's traditional neighborhoods. University 

contacts also proved valuable in accessing White upper-middle and middle class 

consumers. 

Snowball Sampling. The researcher used naturalistic means, direct contact in the 

setting, to identify the initial informants in the study. As previously described, the 

researcher took up residence in Milwaukee, participating in the life and institutions of the 

community, recruiting community members as informants. Initially, the researcher 

resided in a working class neighborhood in the process of racial turnover. The 

neighborhood (designated by census tract), according to 1990 census data, was 

predominantly White in 1990. Prior research suggests, however, that cross-sectional 

racial composition data obscure the dynamic nature of segregation (c.f., Schelling 1971, 

Farley, et. al 1994, Krivo and Kaufinan 1999). In most cities with a large Black 

population the "tipping point" that triggers "White flight" often occurs well before the 

Black percentage of a neighborhood ever reaches evenness (Schelling 1971, Farley, et. al. 

1994). As a neighborhood approaches racial parity, it is well on its way to becoming all 
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Black (Massey and Denton 1993, Krivo and Kaufinan 1999). At the time of this research, 

significant racial turnover, and within-tract spatial concentration had occurred rendering 

the area of the tract running south of a state highway predominantly White, and the area 

north of the highway predominantly Black. The researcher took up initial residence in an 

apartment complex north of the highway in the predominantly Black section of the 

neighborhood, using it as the site from which to employ a snowball sampling technique. 

The snowball sampling technique calls for maximum variation between 

informants on characteristics of interest. In this study race, socioeconomic status, and 

neighborhood racial composition are the characteristics of interest. Consequently, the 

sample includes Black and White informants from a range of socioeconomic 

backgrounds, residing in neighborhoods of varying racial composition."^ Neighborhood 

racial composition is employed here as a rough indicator of a neighborhood's location 

inside or outside Black Milwaukee, as opposed to an individual's residential exposure to 

racial others. 

The snowball sampling technique has been employed successfiilly in prior 

sociological research (e.g., Oliver and Shapiro 1997, Edin and Lein 1997). But more 

tj'pical in consumer research is collecting interview data from informants directly at the 

site(s) of interest (e.g., Lee, Ozanne, and Plill 1999). 

— This study includes primarily Black and White informants. 
^ Neighborhoods are characterized in this research as predominandy White or Black, using a 50% cutoff. 
The cutoff is in many respects artificial, as neighborhoods in the US tend towards an all-White or all-Black 
bifurcated distribution (Krivo and Kaufinan 1999). The "predominance" cutoff is set at 50% to capture 
neighborhoods in the process of racial turnover at the time of data collection. 



In this research however, collecting data at sites of indirect interest (e.g., at informants' 

homes, or at community institutions) is theoretically and practically appropriate given its 

goal of eUciting overall experiences in food and health care acquisition, not specific 

experiences with particular institutions. Indirect site data collection is theoretically 

appropriate because the researcher did not have a priori knowledge of all potential sites 

of food and health care acquisition. Thus data collection in settings familiar to the 

informant is likely to elicit a broad-based, multi-institutional range of experiential data. 

Of more practical concern is that indirect site data collection also involves data collection 

in settings less harried and anxious as grocery stores and health care faciHties. This 

facilitates the snowballing process. The informants can access information about others 

within their social networks that might not be readily available at a grocery store or 

doctor's office. 

The residents of an apartment building on the northwest side of the city inhabited 

by the researcher constituted the initial informants in the study, the kernel for the 

snowball sample. While snowballing at this residence yielded a key White working class 

informant it had limited effectiveness in recruiting Black informants. First, most residents 

in the building were White, the distinct minority in the apartment complex. While their 

relations with others in the complex seemed cordial their primary social ties were to 

others outside the neighborhood. Second, while the residents in each building exhibited 

very strong social ties, there was little evidence of complex wide social ties. In fact the 

very structure of the buildings made establishing such ties difficult. The complex consists 

of four six-unit buildings. The buildings are free standing, they feature locked outer and 
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inner doors wath each pair sharing a small laundry accessible through the basement. The 

complex shares no other common space except the parking lot. So, with limited access to 

Black residents in the complex the researcher had to explore other bases for employing 

the snowball sampling technique. 

To this end, the researcher created or utihzed access to institutions situated in 

traditional Black Milwaukee neighborhoods. The researcher became a frequent patron at 

a local barbershop with an almost exclusively Black male clientele. This institution 

provided access to a number of Black men of a broad age and socioeconomic status 

range. The researcher also became a parishioner at prominent Black church in a 

traditional Black Milwaukee neighborhood. Churches remain socially salient institutions 

in predominantly Black areas in the US, continuing to exhibit considerable social control 

(Johnson, Jang, Li, and Larson 2000). This particular church, while located in a working 

class Black neighborhood, nonetheless featured largely middle class parishioners. It 

provided substantial access to middle class Blacks, some of whom reside in Black 

Milwaukee, others of whom live in the predominantly White suburbs. The researcher also 

served three days per week for 2 months as a volunteer math tutor at an adult education 

program sponsored by the YWCA. The program allowed access to working class Blacks, 

all of whom work in the low-wage service sector and/or participate in Wisconsin Works 

(W2), the state welfare-to-work initiative. The upper-middle class Blacks in the sample 

were recruited via the researcher's ties to the local university. The researcher met an 

alumnus who served as a key informant while exercising and playing pick-up basketball 

at the university's recreation facility. Through this informant the researcher also met 
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another key upper middle class informant. Thus participation in community-based 

institutions helped the researcher gain entree to categories of Black consumers in ways 

that residential proximity alone could not. 

The researcher also employed a similar approach to recruiting White informants. 

Snowballing based on residential proximity produced a key White informant living in a 

Black neighborhood. However, for subsequent White informants, institutional ties were 

again critical. Through contacts at the university, the researcher was able to access a 

middle school on Milwaukee's predominantly White south side. This middle school tie 

allowed the researcher access to working class and middle class Whites, all of whom 

resided in White neighborhoods that would have been otherwise inaccessible to the 

researcher. The middle school tie also yielded additional Black middle class informants. 

Another university contact led the researcher to conduct a focus group with primarily 

White (but including Black and non-White Hispanic) participants in the Kenosha County 

Work Empowerment Program (WEP). Kenosha, WI is a small industrial city roughly 50 

miles south of Milwaukee. Eight women in the WEP as part of their Wisconsin Works 

requirements, participated in weekly life skills training as part of the program. These 

women all participated in the focus group. 

The sampling composition is detailed in Table 2 (see Appendix B). In addition to 

these direct informants the researcher also maintained contact with a number of indirect 

informants in key local institutions. These institutions and the key informants are listed in 

Table 3 (see Appendix B). These indirect informants, while not interviewed specifically 

about their personal consumer experiences nonetheless provided key insights about the 
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city, its inhabitants, and the social issues their organizations are designed to address. 

These informants were helpful in providing access to local organizations, for cross

checking data derived from interviews with infomiants, and in helping the researcher 

gain an understanding of the dynamics of race, class and gender in. the city. 

- INSERT TABLES 2-3 HERE -

Analyzing Consumer Experiences. In total the author spent over ten months 

conducting interviews and observations in the field. Each of the 28 informants listed in 

Table 2 (see Appendix B) participated in at least one semi-structured interview with the 

author (this includes the eight Kenosha informants participating in the focus group). The 

interviews ranged from roughly one to three hours, lasting an average of one hour. Each 

was designed to elicit detail about the informant's experiences in the metro area. The 

interviewer probed for further detail regarding food and health care acquisition. The 

interviews yielded well over 24 hours of audio taped interviews, culminating in over 300 

pages of interview transcriptions and field notes. The researcher collected additional data 

via participant observation, making over 100 solo and accompanied trips to grocery 

stores, farm stands and food pantries in Black and White neighborhoods throughout the 

metropolitan area to observe consumers in those settings. The researcher volunteered as a 

math tutor at a YWCA-sponsored adult education program and for the CITIES Project — a 

grant funded educational program — both located in the heart of Black Milwaukee. The 

researcher met twice with a group of directors from local emergency food organizations 

to discuss emergency food provision in the city and get input on the project. The 

volunteer experiences provided an opportunity to interact with a few working class and 
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poor Black residents, who in many ways served as an entree into life in Black 

Milwaukee. While extensive notes were kept on these experiences, many were of such a 

diffuse nature that they resist recording, as they were not readily identifiable as 

"experiences" per se. However their accumulated impact was to provide the author with a 

nuanced insight into consumer experiences that could only emerge firom actually being 

immersed in the setting. 

The interview transcriptions and notes were analj^ed through an iterative process 

of category construction and refinement. As the researcher queried informants about their 

experiences he looked first for simple repetition of themes as a basis for category 

construction. As the researcher became more familiar with the setting, the contexts, and 

the informants, he sought to extract meaning firom those categories that varied along the 

dimensions of interest discussed earlier, namely race, neighborhood racial composition, 

and socioeconomic status. In the course of analysis, an additional dimension, gender, 

emerged firom the data. In the process of constructing and refining categories, and their 

levels of meaning the researcher used QSR NUD*IST non-numeric data analysis 

software. QSR NUD*IST allows the researcher to assign blocks of interview and field 

note text to categories of meaning, wliich can be edited and linked as subsets of other 

categories of meaning. Upon constructing the relevant categories of meaning in the 

setting, the researcher then induces grounded theory by specifying the relationships 

between the categories. 
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ESSAY ONE: SEGREGATION AS LIVED MARKETPLACE EXPERIENCE 

Essay One is divided into two parts. In Part One the author develops a situated 

understanding of consumer disadvantage as revealed through the stated and observed 

experiences of consumers in the setting. In section one of Part One the author articulates 

the local food distribution system, where disadvantage takes the forms of attenuated 

access to food. The author identifies the uneven distribution of food providers as the 

specific mechanism by which segregation attenuates access to food, thereby structuring 

disadvantage into predominantly Black neighborhoods. Then, in section two of Part One 

the author investigates the emic experiences of consumers to reveal the interaction of 

these emic consumption decisions with the local food distribution system to create an 

overall social structure of disadvantage. The section concludes with emergent theory on 

attenuated access to food. In section three of Part One the author articulates the spatial 

flow of disadvantage. As consumer cross racial boundaries to acquire food they can 

experience mistreatment. Part One concludes with emergent theory on consumer 

disadvantage in food acquisition. In Part Two the author similarly develops a situated 

understanding of consumer disadvantage in the context of health care. In section one of 

Part Two the author articulates the class structure of disadvantage in health care 

acquisition by focusing on employment structures that tend to confine the working class 

to the public health care system and the middle classes to the private system. The section 

concludes with emergent theory on disadvantage in health care acquisition. Essay One 

concludes with a summary of consumer disadvantage in food and health care acquisition. 
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Part One: Consumer Disadvantage in Food Acquisition 

§1. The Social Structure of Disadvantage: Attenuated Access to Food in Black 
Milwaukee 

A structural understanding of consumer disadvantage built from emic 

consumption decisions is critical, not only for understanding constraints on consumer 

decisions, but for understanding the interaction between individual level decisions and 

their broader political and social impact. The distributive context in which consumers. 

Black and White, rich and poor, must make decisions is not benign. Consumers residing 

in a city with racially unevenly settled neighborhoods must decide if they can and should 

cross racial boundaries to acquire needed goods. It is in the emic detail of these individual 

actions that an etic analysis of the social structure of disadvantage can emerge. Etic 

analysis situates the actions of consumers in a broad political and social context adding 

critical assessment to thick description. 

The Uneven Distribution of Emergency Food. Emergency food programs came of 

age during depression of the early 1980's. Certainly soup kitchens, pantries, and other 

hot-meal delivery programs existed prior to that time, but that depression, regarded by 

many to be the worst since the Great Depression, ushered in corporatized charitable food 

programs as a permanent feature of the American social landscape (Poppendieck 1998). 

Emergency food programs have evolved from a few parishioners feeding soup to the 

destitute into large, sophisticated, corporatized entities created to address a seemingly 

intractable social problem, food security. Food security is "access by all people at all 

times to enough food for an active, healthy Ufe. Food security includes at a minimum, (a) 

the ready availability of nutritionally adequate and safe foods, and (b) an assured ability 
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to acquire acceptable foods in socially acceptable ways," (in Poppendeick 1998, p. 79). 

When compared to the notion of hunger, food security is a more precise descriptor of the 

issues facing consumers in an advanced capitalist country where food is distributed 

primarily in unregulated markets. "Hunger" connotes severe physiological sensation from 

serious shortages in local, regional or national food supplies caused by famine, drought or 

war. The quintessential image is that of a Third World child with the bloated belly and 

exposed ribs indicative of severe malnutrition. Food security alternatively, provides a 

conceptual basis on which to investigate and compare the quality and access to 

nutritionally adequate foods in an industrialized, consumer society like the US. The US, 

while wealthy in the aggregate is nonetheless characterized by exceptionally high levels 

of income inequality (c.f, the University of Texas Inequality Project 2000, Heilbroner 

and Thurow 1994 [1982]). In the US food is distributed most directly to consumers 

through minimally regulated retail markets. Markets, by their nature distribute goods and 

services towards some consumers and away from others, typically in accordance with 

their ability and desire to pay (Heilbroner and Thurow 1994 [1982]). Since eating serves 

a vital physiological function, attenuated or restricted access to nutritionally adequate 

food results from people's inability to pay for it rather than low demand. That is, 

consumers with limited ability to pay for nutritionally adequate food are very likely to 

experience food insecurity. 

In the US, food insecurity is a persistent and growing social problem for those 

living below or near the poverty line. In 1995 26.2 percent of households between 50 and 

130 percent of the poverty line experienced food insecurity. By 1999 the percentage had 
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risen to 27.7 (Vollinger 2000). In Wisconsin, a state of only 5.25 million people, 

approximately 7.2% of households in the state, or 367,000 persons are considered food 

insecure (Hunger Task Force of Milwaukee 2000). In Milwaukee, the author met 

periodically with a group of local emergency food providers. They suggest that recent 

federal and state changes in traditional entitlement programs, particularly Aid to FamiUes 

with Dependent Children (AFDC), have made the problem of food insecurity in 

Milwaukee as acute as it was during the recession of the 1980s. Some spoke of demand 

for emergency food exceeding its supply forcing them to direct hungry people to other 

hot-meal programs, or risk nmning out of food. One former resident of a homeless shelter 

shares a similar story. Mary (Working Class/Black Female/Kenosha) recounted her story 

of escaping urban poverty in Chicago, and moving to Kenosha, Wisconsin with her 

daughter. The two Uved in a homeless shelter until she was able to secure employment 

and housing. During their stay at the shelter one evening Mary's daughter was the last 

person in the food line to receive chicken as the supply of chicken quickly exhausted. 

Mary, next Ln line, received a hot dog for dinner. She chuckled aloud as she shared how 

despite her own hunger, she proceeded to give the hot dog to her daughter who 

complained that she was still hungry after finishing her chicken. Mary told the focus 

group, "Ooo I was so hungry. But I couldn't sit there and eat while my child was still 

hungry. I said, [teeth clenched] 'Here! And girl, you better eat every — last — bite!'" Mary 

went to bed hungry, with little assurance that the scenario would not be repeated the 

following evening. 
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Emergency food providers, such as food pantries, hot meal programs, and food 

rescue programs, are not part of the distribution system invoked in the food security 

definition, "an assured ability to acquire acceptable foods in socially acceptable ways". In 

fact, the concentration of emergency food in a place is a good indicator of severely 

attenuated access to food.^'* In Milwaukee, as in any US locale, emergency food is often a 

grassroots, community level response to mounting food security problems (Poppendieck 

1998). Consequently, emergency food providers must deal with unstable and insufficient 

resources and high demand. 

Based on conversations with local emergency food providers and recipients it 

appears that in Milwaukee's emergency food distribution network Black Milwaukee is 

generally served by small, church-based charities. These are the providers most likely to 

be faced with food and staff shortages. The concentration of small, independent pantries 

and meal programs in Black Milwaukee means emergency food consumers there face 

more "competition" between emergency food providers than do consumers in 

predominantly White areas. In radical contradistinction to the notion that market-based 

competition always increases overall distributive efficiency, emergency food competition 

actually decreases overall efficiency. Competition, when several emergency food 

providers serve the same area, in emergency food results in institutional overlap in area 

of service, distributed goods, the volunteer pool, or hours of operation. 

This research employs the term "attenuated access to food" instead of food insecurity. Though 
technically synonymous, food insecurity has historically referenced an inability to pay for food through 
normal channels. Attenuated access refers to the notion that normal charmels may not operate in all areas. 
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Since government largesse and public goodwill are rarely sufficient to fully support 

numerous charitable agencies, they in effect compete for the resources that will be re

distributed to the needy. The result is a system of resource re-distribution that is often 

fragmented, inefficient, and one that prevails on pre-existing disparities. For instance, 

Jenna, coordinates the Hunger Task Force of Milwaukee's system of 83 pantries in 

Milwaukee County. The Hunger Task Force of Milwaukee is a non-profit organization 

that advocates on issues of hunger and food security.She spoke about reducing 

competition through coordinating food pantry hours and areas of service. These 

coordination efforts are designed to address systemic inequities in emergency food 

distribution after the Hunger Task Force received the contract to distribute commodities 

from the federal government. 

Jenna: And, [...] so you ended up with large concentrations of food pantries in 
some areas, Uke sometimes you'd have food pantries across the street from each 
other, open on the same day. And you'd have other huge areas that had no food 
pantries. So, it wasn't built in any kind of a plarmed way. 

This kind of competition leads to redundancy, with some areas or peak demand times lefit 

unserved, and resulting conflict between providers and consumers, all lowering the 

overall efficiency in food distribution. 

Jenna: So, one of the things that we decided we were going to do when we got 
the TEFAP [The Emergency Food Assistance Program] contract, was to fix the 
system to a certain extent. What we're going to do now, is make sure that the 
TEFAP food - the commodity food - is limited to... It's going to be under 50 
outlets. So, the other outlets are still going to receive our food... It's not about 
shutting any programs down, but it's saying, ok, we're going to redistribute the 
wealth a little bit and make sure that the areas with the highest poverty get the 
most food. 

^ Hunger Task Force of Milwaukee (1998) Emergency Food Pantry Network Policies & Procedures 
Manual. 
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Jenna showed me a map of Milwaukee County featuring zip code regions shaded into 

high, moderate and low-income zones. 

Jenna: [The] purple areas [high-income zip codes] are going to have to share a 
food pantry. Whereas in the past, these purple areas sometimes got the most food 
because they had the folks who [...] were connected and articulate and educated 
enough to know how to send in their forms on time. And so, in some ways, 
TEFAP — commodity food ~ was distributed in an [inequitable] manner. 

The residents of Black Milwaukee least able to pay for food are not uncommonly those 

with the highest human and social capital deficits. Yet, as Jenna suggests, emergency 

food, particularly that regulated by federal bureaucracy is often distributed in ways that 

prevail on the very capital disparities whose impact it purports to lessen. 

The Uneven Distribution of Retail Food. Most Americans however, even those 

who occasionally receive emergency food, acquire the vast majority of their food firom 

traditional outlets, such as grocery stores (Kaufinan and Lutz 1997). Thus local, retail 

food distribution structures access to nutritionally adequate food. That is, access to food — 

its price, quality, and availability — is not merely a function of consumers' desire and 

ability to pay. It is also in part a function of channel members' desire and ability to make 

it locally available (at sufficient profit). The concentration of emergency food outlets thus 

serves as an indicator of attenuated access to food in Black Milwaukee because an 

important subset of food retailers, large retailers, are not sufSciently motivated to operate 

there. 

In this section the author investigates the availability of food in metropolitan 

Milwaukee, taking particular interest in the interaction between consumers and food 

retailers in a subset of the metropolitan area. Black Milwaukee. Some research indicates 
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that attenuated access to food in Milwaukee's largely Black and Hispanic neighborhoods 

is an ongoing social problem. In conjunction with the Center for Urban Initiatives at the 

University of Wisconsin - Milwaukee, the Hunger Task Force of Milwaukee published 

the Comparative Study of Food Pricing and Availability in Milwaukee (Johnson, Percy 

and Wagner 1996). The major findings of the study indicate that those who shop in the 

predominantly Black and Hispanic target neighborhoods are at a marked disadvantage in 

markets for food. These consumers will typically face higher prices and a smaller 

selection of products than will a person outside the target area. The primary reason, 

according to these researchers, is that large food retail outlets (between 100-249 

employees) are distributed away firom the predominantly Black and Hispanic target 

neighborhoods in the study.Large stores are important channel members because they 

purchase in bulk, which often results in purchase price discoimts that can be passed along 

to the consumer, lowering their unit costs. Out of 22 large stores located in Milwaukee 

County overall, only a single large retail food store could be found in the combined Black 

and Hispanic target areas. That store located on the south side of the city, sits on the 

boundary of Hispanic and White neighborhoods, not at all close to predominantly Black 

neighborhoods. In fact, during this study's data collection, plans to build a large grocery 

store in the heart of Black Milwaukee made firont-page news in the Milwaukee Journal-

Sentinel precisely because of the lack of such stores in the area (Daykin 1999). Of the 69 

medium sized (20-99 employees) food retail outlets in Milwaukee County only seven 

operate inside the study target area. The seven medium sized stores in the target area 

This does not include restaurants and specialty food outlets like bakeries. 



79 

represented a decline from previous years. When arrayed by store size, identical baskets 

of food purchased from large retail food stores in Milwaukee County costs 24% less than 

in the smallest stores (Johnson, Percy, and Wagner 1996). 

These small (between 5 and 19 employees) and micro sized (4 or fewer 

employees) stores are most heavily concenfrated in Black Milwaukee. Combined they 

comprise 92% of the food retail outlets in the target area. However for the county overall, 

combined small and micro sized stores comprise only 68% of the food retail outlets. Well 

over half of all micro sized stores (57%) in the county operate inside the target area, and 

nearly three-quarters (72%) of the food retail outlets found in the target areas are micro 

sized. Small and micro sized stores offer fewer products, few if any unbranded (generic) 

products, and fewer items available at reduced cost than large and medium sized food 

retail outlets (c.f., Alwitt and Donley 1997, Kaufrnan and Lutz 1997, Bell and Burlin 

1993). 

Attenuated Access: High Prices, Limited Availability. This uneven distribution of 

stores simultaneously concentrates the lowest cost retailers outside Black Milwaukee and 

concentrates the highest cost retailers inside Black Milwaukee. The combined absence of 

large stores and proliferation of smaller stores inside the target area largely accounts for 

the price differences in food between the target area and the rest of the county. Identical 

baskets of food purchased inside and outside the target area, irrespective of store size, 

cost 4.5% more inside the target area. But accounting for store size reveals the impact of 

small and micro stores on price. Market basket prices in medium (20-99 employees) 

stores inside the target area are actually slightly lower than large stores (by less than two 
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percent).However, combined small and micro stores charge prices 6% higher inside the 

target area than the same stores outside the target area. 

A by-product of the concentration of small and micro sized retail outlets is the 

limited range of available products in the target area, particularly cost reducing private-

labels and generics. A ten-pound bag of potatoes is available in fewer than half the stores 

(47%) in the target area but is available in 83% of the stores outside the target area. A 

private label 5-pound bag of enriched white flour is available in 37% of target area stores, 

while a national brand is available in 79% of the stores. Outside the target area the private 

label flour can be found in 79% of the stores, and the national brand in 87% of the stores. 

Overall, consumers inside the target area are thought to have access to fewer products 

and fewer brands. These findings are of course general and subject to some variation. For 

example, most produce items are available in large and medium stores, irrespective of 

whether they are inside or outside the target area. Yet miUc is available in 100% of the 

Black and Hispanic target area small stores, but in only half of the small stores outside 

the target area. Additional observation by this researcher in stores across the metropolitan 

area however, supports the contention that small (5 to 19 employees) and micro (4 or 

fewer employees) stores carry a much more limited range of brands. This range typically 

excludes or sharply reduces the availability of generics and private label brands. 

The target area, however, features only nine percent of combined medium and large stores, one large and 
seven medium out of a possible 91 such stores (22 large and 69 medium stores). 



81 

Store Quality, Food Quality, and Store Closings. While micro and small stores 

comprise almost all of the food acquisition outlets in Black Milwaukee it is medium sized 

stores that distribute the bulk of the food purchased there. No informants in this sample 

report consistently shopping at one of the small or micro retailers for anything other than 

fill-in purchases. Those who shop for food in Black Milwaukee most often patronize one 

of its medium sized grocery stores. Michelle's is one of the medium sized grocery stores 

serving Black Milwaukee. In this excerpt, Tim, the owner of several farm stands in Black 

Milwaukee suggests that the dearth of large grocery stores in the densely populated heart 

of Black Milwaukee means that two medium sized stores must handle much of the local 

demand for food. 

Tim: They got Michelle's down on l?'^ [Street]. When you go in that store it is 
not a full-service grocery store. And because of the amount of people, the density 
of the population there is no way that store can serve the people in that geographic 
area... [I]f everybody descended on that store the service would be so bad 
because they are not capable of handling everybody that is in the neighborhood. 

In a way it is a good problem for them because they can do good business, but 
they have limitations and it is not a full service grocery store... You [also] have 
Garrison's on North Avenue. So, you just have those two stores and that is the 
most densely populated area. People have to travel outside the city 3-4 miles. 
They have to jump on a bus and carry their food back to the city. They have to get 
a ride or take a taxi or whatever they need to do because a majority of the people 
in the city do not have transportation.^^ 

Despite these shortcomings, Michelle's, a medium sized. Black-owned grocery 

chain, generally has a good reputation among informants. Based on visits to a number of 

stores in Black Milwaukee, Michelle's represents the median level of merchandise and 

In a Center for Urban Initiatives Study on access to food in Milwaukee's inner city, roughly 68% of those 
surveyed by telephone said that someone in the house owned a vehicle. While telephone survey informants 
are more likely to own vehicles than non-informants these data suggest that vehicle ownership is not 
uncommon. 
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Store quality. Though no stores in Black Milwaukee are bigger than Michelle's, the 

quality of their merchandise and facilities varies widely. Michelle's operates four medium 

sized (20-99 employees) stores in Black Milwaukee. A visit to one of the stores located in 

the heart of Black Milwaukee on a weekday afternoon found it to be doing a relatively 

brisk business. Most of the shoppers at that time were elderly Black women. The 

researcher surmised that the facility was probably purchased from Karl's, one of 

Milwaukee's other popular supermarkets, based on the building's distinctive airport 

hangar-like design. Michelle's is a fully fimctional, and in most ways unremarkable 

grocery store. However, it is typical of the medivun sized stores that dot the Black 

Milwaukee landscape in that it does not offer a fiill array of services. It offers few of the 

amenities found in larger stores such as in-store ATMs, a full-service deU or working 

ATM card readers at the checkout. The lighting in the store is not quite dim, but far from 

bright. 

In the aisles a large selection of national brands is evident, but few generic or 

private label dry goods or canned goods are displayed. For instance in the cereal aisle 

many, if not all of the offerings from the major boxed cereal producers (General Foods, 

General Mills, Kellogg, and Post) are displayed. Yet none of the private label "me-too" 

altematives to popular cereals like Raisin Bran or Fruit Loops are available at Michelle's. 

The price displays throughout the store are manually penned onto the removable cards 

that fit into slots on the shelf Perhaps this facilitates their rapid changeover when prices 

are discounted. However, one definite consequence for shoppers is that unit price 

information is non-existent. This is especially glaring given the wide range of package 
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sizes on this, and virtually any store's cereal aisle. The produce section features lots of 

fruits and vegetables that are either bagged or shrink-wrapped like meat. Some of the 

fresh fruits and vegetables display wilting. For instance, both bagged and loose potatoes 

are available. The loose potatoes appear to vary greatly in their degree of wilting. Most of 

the potatoes are of fine quahty. Some show slight wilting. But a few have sat long enough 

that they have begun to sprout. 

Overall, the physical facihty is clean, though not scrupulously so. The floors 

could stand to be swept, but they are not filthy. Some of the shelf displays are slightly 

askew, but products are nonetheless relatively easy to find. Michelle's has 10 checkout 

lanes, all equipped with UPC scanners. Only three lanes are open on this visit, but they 

move swiftly. Outside, a man in his late twenties, judging by his clothing, hairstyle and 

movement collects shopping carts from the parking lot and returns them to the front of 

the store. Many of the carts are rusted and in ill repair. Another man, a bit older, drives up 

to meet an elderly woman who has just emerged from the store. As she steps to the 

passenger door of the small, gray car the man steps out of the car, walks to the back, 

opens up the trunk and places her packages inside. He asks, "Where you headed?" The 

woman supplies him with an address and steps inside the car. This off-the-books taxi 

service operates daily outside Michelle's ferrying patrons from the store to their homes, 

typically charging each five dollars for a ride. Behind the small gray car a mid-sized 

brown car waits, presumably for the same purpose. 

While Michelle's may represent the mid-range of store and merchandise quality, 

many argue that most stores operating in Black Milwaukee do not exercise care in 
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serving customers. One informant, Paul (Working Class/Black Male/Black 

Neighborhood), a recent migrant to Black Milwaukee from Houston, refers to his closest 

small neighborhood grocery store as a "ghetto" store. Ghetto stores, he says, are only 

good for buying items that come in boxes, cans, or bags. With these items the 

responsibility for protecting consumers from spoilage lies primarily with the 

manufacturer, not the retailer. Perishables like fresh fruit are not to be purchased in ghetto 

stores because these stores frequently sell fruit on the verge of rotting. The responsibility 

for protecting consumers from spoiled perishables lies primarily with the retailer, and 

ghetto stores cannot be trusted with this responsibility. Similarly, another informant, Ms. 

Beraice (Working Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood) complains of purchasing 

meat at micro sized stores, particularly those owned by non-Blacks. She remarked that on 

one occasion she noticed meat in the display of one such store that was green. She 

refused to purchase it or anything else from the store. Liz Carter (Upper Middle 

Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood) who no longer shops for groceries even at the 

medium sized grocery store in her neighborhood, says that when shopping at her stores 

neighborhood it is imperative that she check expiration dates on perishables. On one 

occasion, without paying attention, she bought food from a Pup Foods store, a medium 

sized Chicago-based grocery chain, whose expiration date had passed. She did not 

discover this until she returned home and opened the package to find its contents spoiled. 

That store has since closed, but subsequent to that Liz, who wants to spend money 

locally, now rarely does so. She also dislikes the new Gem's grocery store, owned by the 

same regional parent company, that took the place of Pup Foods. 
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Liz Carter (Upper Middle Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood): [...] 
They think that people are going to go over to Gem's. But many of the elderly 
that live within the community, don't like that store, and I really don't like it 
because it is just a Pup Food Store with a new name, but with the same problems. 

Gem's is the Pup Food Store with a new name. I mean you go in there and it 
smells. Some of the people are rude... With this Gem's, they just changed the 
name of the store and left the same problems. That's all it is. They just left the 
same problems, redesigned the parking lot, slapped some paint on the building 
and that's it, you know. 

What upsets Liz about ghetto stores is that her preference is to patronize local stores, but 

she simply cannot trust the quality and condition of the stores or the merchandise. 

Liz Carter (Upper Middle Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood); They 
[nearby Burb'ngton Mall] put in new signs and whatever, but they don't have any 
anchors stores and they just recently closed the food store, so it's eventually going 
to fade away. There had been rumors that Magic Johnson was going to open up a 
movie theater... I didn't think that would jump off, but without having an anchor 
store there, [Burlington] is going to die. They took Walgreen's away, the food 
store away... It is really going to... Many of those stores are just going to die. 
They're going to close down. 

For Liz, despite her complaints about the quality of stores and merchandise in Black 

Milwaukee she laments the disappearance of retail in the area. A vibrant retail sector is 

indicative of a healthy local economy. And she sees medium and large retailers, food 

retailers among them, divesting in Black Milwaukee. Liz implicitly racializes these 

retailers, but frames their action (or inaction) in economic terms. Walgreen's, a national 

pharmacy and discount retail chain, and the food store are White owned, and have left 

Burlington Mall. But Magic Johnson, the African-American former National Basketball 

Association point guard-tumed-entrepreneur, who owns a chaia of movie theaters in a 

joint venture with Sony, is also not likely to invest in the mall, according to Liz. Yet what 

begins as potentially a raciaUzed critique of retailers in Black Milwaukee subtly turns and 
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becomes a critique of consumers in Black Milwaukee. She turns to a popular explanation 

for business divestiture in the area, youth crime. 

Liz (Upper Middle Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood): There had been 
a Boston Store there. A Marshall Fields, Target... I think — well with many of the 
stores, once students were able to go visit the mall during the course of the school 
day, and many of them go there with the intention of stealing, the stores just had 
to go. I mean, there was a lot of stealing going on and kids, when they go to the 
malls they really don't know how to act, many of them. They are there to run 
around or play their music loud, or harass people and they just can't continue to 
do that. 

Liz laments that the challenges of doing business in Black Milwaukee have become too 

great for many retailers due to the rising crime and violence perpetrated by working class 

Black youth. Liz suggests that their cultural propensity towards crime and misbehavior 

make Black neighborhoods uninhabitable for stores. Elijah Anderson (1999) highlights 

the tension between the competing norms of "decent families" and "street families" in 

inner city life. Liz, a social worker, mother of two and wife of a white-collar executive, in 

every respect embodies and models basic American norms of hard work and decency. 

Yet, despite her personal adherence to such norms, she lives in a neighborhood where 

those norms are directly contested by crime and violence, and is clearly in the throes of 

economic decline. Her family has lived in a scrupulously maintained home for well over 

a decade that has never appreciated in value. During an interview she documented a list 

of houses on her block and the next where she claims illicit drugs are sold. The drug trade 

and rising neighborhood violence are the factors leading most directly to her 

neighborhood's decline in her assessment. Petty theft and the threat of violence from 

loitering Black youth are the factors leading to store closings. They lower the bottom line 

for retailers by raising costs and driving away potential customers. Thus she attributes 
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Store closings directly to the Black working class youth most likely to be involved in 

shoplifting and loitering. While she is also critical of management, particularly the 

managers of unkempt, low quality stores, she places the onus for store closings squarely 

on Black working class youth. 

Liz (Upper Middle Ciass/Black Female/Black Neigliborhood): But once again, 
some stores were not really stocked with what they said they had. You're waiting 
for people to try to ring things up and you think, "I don't need this". They hire a 
lot of people that don't have people skills, you know. They say it could be a W2 
worker. It could be anybody. You know if they don't have the people skills to 
interact with the public, then why put them at a cash register or where they have 
to talk to the public? So, I will leave Burlington alone. I will leave them alone. 
There is no reason really for me to go in and look at any of the stores. The kids 
don't have any interest in going there and buying clothes. So it's like, we don't go 
there, we just let it be. 

Liz's perspective clearly privileges the prerogatives of management even though 

she frames herself as something of a victim of their decisions. Despite her own personal 

dissatisfaction with many local retailers she suggests that those who shop and work in 

Black Milwaukee's stores are to blame for store closing and non-replacement. She 

particularly singles out Black Milwaukee's youth for their role in petty crime. But even 

those who work at Burlington Mall's stores lack an appropriate customer service 

orientation in her estimation. In fact she additionally singles out young Black women 

working at retail establishments, presumably as part of their Wisconsin Works (W2) 

welfare-to-work requirements as lacking basic people skills. Liz offers an explicit critique 

of Black working class youth culture that is consistent with the cultural deficiency 

perspective reviewed in this dissertation. That is, Black working class youth culture is 

prone to violence and misbehavior, and it disdains hard work. These explicitly cultural 

shortcomings on the part of Black Milwaukee's consumers have pushed the better 
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retailers out of the area, leaving behind the most expensive and least reliable. This, along 

with the fact that she and her upper middle class family presumably do not share local 

tastes for many of the items sold there, has also pushed her away from Black 

Milwaukee's retailers - further exacerbating neighborhood decline. 

Another upper middle class informant, Eric (Upper Middle Class/Black 

Male/Black Neighborhood) also conceptualizes store closings as endogenous to the 

customer base. 

Eric (Upper Middle Class/Black Male/Black Neighborhood): The other thing 
that — not speaking against any income levels here — just shows you that people 
don't spend. I've seen stores — major chains close in the areas that aren't run down. 
I've seen a Burger King up on Brown Deer Road^^ that has closed — opened and 
closed three times since we've been here. In that same region a Pizza Hut closed, a 
Marshalls closed, right by the mall. Other parts of town I've seen Taco Bells 
close. It's people here just don't have the income or the people that do spend, 
they're not spending enough to keep these major establishments in business. So 
you have on certain parts of town just a lack of retail whereas it's concentrated in 
two places here. Basically on the [predominantly White] south side by Southridge 
[mall] or the West side by where all the white, the upper middle class white folks 
live. 

Much like Liz, Eric privileges the actions of management, and focuses on consumer 

behavior explanations for store closings. In contrast to Liz's arguments about Black 

youth criminality and work ethic, Eric suggests that low levels of consumer spending in 

Black Milwaukee have caused high store turnover, sending retailers to White 

neighborhoods. 

Eric (Upper Middle Class/Black Male/Black Neighborhood): Crime is part of 
the reason for store closings, but Burlington isn't a run down mall per se. It's not 
in a high-income area, but it's not straight ghetto. It's got a lot of homes in the area 
and stuff, but there's just not a consumer base to support it. 

^ Brovvn Deer Road is the northern most boundary of the northwesterly Black migration in Milwaukee. 
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Eric is making a claim that is only partly about economics. Store closings at Burlington 

are only partly a function of its location in an area without high average income. 

Burlington is not "straight ghetto" according to Eric, meaning that the mall is not situated 

in the most destitute of neighborhoods. Rather, those consumers who can spend are 

choosing not to spend enough to keep businesses sufficiently profitable. Eric also 

criticizes Black working class culture, though not as explicitly as Liz. Rather than 

criticizing it for violating norms regarding delinquency, he critiques it for not being 

sufficiently acquisitive. 

Interestingly, it is Tim, the farm stand owner and former district manager of a 

fast-food chain restaurant in Black Milwaukee, who offers the only alternative 

explanation to store closings that critiques the assumptions on which managerial 

decisions are based. 

Tim: ... When 1 joined their company in 1978 I trained out on the [predominantly 
White] south side and they hired me as a district manager. I ran a store for them 
for a couple of months before I actually got my territory on the [predominantly 
Black] North side. Now all the stores on the North side were stores that the 
company had looked at as having the worst managers, the worst equipment, the 
worst everything in the stores, and they were just draining these stores and not 
putting anything into them. They had the attitude, 'Because the stores are on the 
North side, and there is so much crime over here and this and that and the other, 
we are always going to have high food costs. These stores are going to generate a 
lot of income and a lot of sales, but the bottom line is they're never going to be 
real good because of the theft and all that stuff. 

When I took over those stores I went in and looked over... you know it is all 
about a couple of things... it is all about management. You got to put good 
managers in these stores if you want them to be successful. The first thing I did 
was rehire the management and train them. I just hired good managers and good 
personnel. We started getting better equipment. I put in requests for new 
equipment because we had all the bad stuff and the South side stores and the 
suburban areas had all the good stuff. And they did not hardly have any kind of 
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earning potential because you know where all the chicken eaters were. They were 
in the city. 

Tim inverts the causal ordering by implicitly assuming consumer actions to be relatively 

benign and critiquing the behavior of management. He suggests that stores in Black 

Milwaukee are underdeveloped by management. That is, the parent company, convinced 

that its North side Black area stores cannot be profitable, siphons off the revenues 

generated by those stores and redistributes them in the form of capital improvements to 

stores on the predominantly White South side and suburbs. For Tim, this 

underdevelopment process makes high costs a self-fulfilling prophecy for Black area 

stores. High costs do not originate with the customer base. But when equipment is 

allowed to age and care is not taken in hiring managers, high operating costs, he argues, 

are foreseeable outcomes. 

Tim: ... People want good food just like anybody else. You have to give them 
something good and they are going to respond. 

Tim, unlike Liz and Eric places the onus for the dearth of local food retail on 

management and their assumptions about doing business in Black Milwaukee. In fact, 

Tim began his farm stands as a market-based response to unmet demand for fresh 

produce. Tim has since organized otlier local farm stands into a profitable co-operative 

venture. 
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§2. The Emic Experience of Disadvantage in Black Milwaukee: The Political and Social 
Costs of Attenuated Access to Food 

In this section the author will explore the experience of customer-market 

interactions in Black Milwaukee, and their emic rationales. 

The Role of Crime in Food Acquisition. In section one the author presents 

evidence indicating that the absence of large stores and proliferation of small stores are 

features of the marketplace that attenuate access to nutritionally adequate food in Black 

Milwaukee. But another perceptually salient feature of Black Milwaukee also acts to 

attenuate access to food, namely violent crime. Much of people's day-to-day experiences 

are oriented around avoiding criminal victimization. Black Milwaukee is becoming, in 

many ways, an undesirable place to live and raise a family. The rapid concentration of 

poverty has brought with it violent crime. As mentioned previously, many residents of 

Black Milwaukee structure their lived environments, their homes and interactions with 

people, so as to lower their likelihood of victimization. Lester (Working Class/Black 

Male/Black Neighborhood) articulates his own fears about violent crime and his limited 

strategies for staying out of harm's way. Lester, in the late 1980s, was among the small 

set of Black migrants to the racially transitioning northwest side, but has sense moved 

back into one of Black Milwaukee's traditional central city neighborhoods, where this 

interview was conducted. 

Lester (Working Class/Black Male/Black Neighborhood): But the changes I've 
seen — the quality of life was a little better out there on Brown Deer [on the 
northwest side]. It got real bad out there now. It is real bad out there now 
because people get an opportunity to Hve out there, but they still come in the city 
and do their dirt. Now they run home to Brown Deer. You know what I'm sayin? 
Then when they out there, they still wheeUn' and dealin' wherever they are at. 
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Then they had it bad on this side of town [traditional Black Milwaukee], where 
people were just breakin' in and doin' home invasions. You know what I'm sayin? 
They would break in and they usually call it puttin' you on a BOS — Brothers of 
the Struggle. You dig? They would come in and take everj^thing. Put guns to your 
kids' heads n'shit like this here, 'cause they were sellin' dope. 

I'm like, Man, you got to have security. You know what I'm sayin? You got to 
drill holes in your [window] right here and put nails in 'em. You know what I'm 
saj^? All these front windows is low — I put nails in 'em [he walks over to the 
windows to demonstrate]. I'm gonna' feel a little bit secure here about what's 
comin' in that door. 

Most of Lester's interactions with people are also intended to reduce his likelihood of 

victimization or violent conflict. While he is friendly, he maintains limited interaction 

with young men especially, and invites few people into his home. Our interview marked 

the first time he had invited an adult male into his home. In his late 40's, he fears not only 

criminal victimization, but any potentially violent conflict that might violate his parole 

sending him back to prison. 

Lester (Working Class/Black Male/Black Neighborhood): ... But I haven't had 
no guns. I ain't been around no guns or nothin' like that, although I feel naked 
without one. I feel that everybody have one but me. You know what I'm sayin? 
So, I have to stay on the up and up with everybody. Whether it's the dope dealers 
on the block, whether it's the kids, whether it's the parents, whether it's the women 
— everybody. It have to stay focused that I am cool. 

Based on his prior felony conviction he is not allowed to own or possess a gun, 

prompting him to carefiilly craft his public image. "Staying on the up and up" entails 

maintaining at least casual contact with the criminal elements in the community, or 

anyone with whom he or his family might run afoul. Elijah Anderson (1999) refers to this 

as code switching. Code switching occurs when people who are not engaged in the ilhcit 

activities of the street nonetheless situationally adopt aspects of its symbolic code, such 

as speech, dress, or perhaps casual contact with those involved in the street life. It is a 
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boundary crossing strategy where people appear to adhere to the street norms of 

redemptive violence in order to reduce their likelihood of criminal victimization. Though 

code svidtching can somewhat lower the likelihood of criminal victimization, it can 

potentially raise the likelihood of police contact, which for Lester could jeopardize his 

parole status. Code switching is common among inner city residents, particularly men. 

The essence of code switching is to adopt sjTiibols that signal to potential victimizers that 

one is not easily victimized. Adult women are much less able to employ this strategy. 

They are more likely to depend on the police for protection from crime and violence. 

Researcher: How did people look out for each other? 

Candy (Working ClassAVhite Female/Black Neighborhood): [...] But the last 
year — the last two years, it started two years ago that this apartment building past 
the house here, it's known... I mean. A woman... a man stabbed his wife to 
death in front of his children right dovm here. 

Researcher: In that apartment building? 

Candy (Working Class/White Female/Black Neighborhood): In that apartment 
building. 

Researcher: On this side of the street? 

Candy (Working ClassAVhite Female/Black Neighborhood): Yep, right here. 
And it is — that's knox^oi as a drug just infested. I mean they set out, you can see 
them passing it and everything... 

I finally just told them I says, you know something? I'm not a snitch, but I said if 
you do something illegal in front of me, yes, I'll do something about it. 

Researcher: You said that to whom? 

Candy (Working ClassAVhite Female/Black Neighborhood): Some of the 
druggies and the... 

Researcher: They confronted you? 

Candy (Working ClassAVhite Female/Black Neighborhood): Oh, yes. They 
confronted me because I would be on my balcony. I got confronted quite a bit. 

Researcher: Can you give me an example? 

Candy (Working ClassAVhite Female/Black Neighborhood): Well, one 
incident I was sitting out here on the balcony — and that's when we did have a 
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good nice grill, butane grill... The guy come on he says, 'I'm going to tell you 
now, bitch, you'd better quit calling the pohce on us down there or we're going to 
take care of your family'. And I says, well, you know something, since you just 
called me a bitch, and you want me to act like one, I'm going to be the biggest 
one you ever met. I says first of all, as far as I'm concerned, if you're not doing 
anything wrong you wouldn't care if they walked in on you. If you're doing 
something wrong. I said, I hope they catch you. I said as far as you touching my 
family, I said, you done been informed. If I break a fingernail all I have to do is 
call and your butt's in jail. So do you want to go to jail now? And I held up the 
phone... 

Researcher: What did he say? 

Candy (Working ClassAVhite Female/Black Neighborhood): He says, well 
we'll see about it bitch. I said O.K., we'll see about it. 

As revealed in Candy's (Working ClassAVMte Female/Black Neighborhood) statements, 

the greater likelihood with which women employ the police in no way suggests that they 

passively accept victimization. Candy recounts another incident where a woman 

confronts she, her youngest son, and his fiiend while on a trip to the grocery store. This 

woman, brandishing a tire-iron, claimed that one of the children struck her oncoming car 

with a snowball. As Candy talked to the woman other witnesses intervened, thus no 

violence ensued. This incident actually occurred as Candy and the boys discussed the fact 

that Candy's sister had recently been mugged in the same neighborhood. These kinds of 

violent or near-violent incidents need not be frequent in number to alter the way people 

perceive their environment and make adjustments to those perceptions. Candy moved 

into this racially transitioning neighborhood from another on the northwest outskirts of 

Black Milwaukee that she claims had succumbed to crime and drugs. Now she feels 

drugs and their associated violence just follow her around, heightening her concerns 

about her youngest son, a child wath behavioral difficulties, in such a predatory 

environment. 
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What emerges from these incidents is a textual portrait of Black Milwaukee as a 

section of the community for whom violent crime is a perceptually salient feature. While 

crime exists in many other sections of Milwaukee, its high concentration in Black 

Milwaukee makes concem about crime another marketplace characteristic that attenuates 

access to food. Whatever the other merits of Black Milwaukee, its high concentration of 

violent crime makes it ra many ways a dangerous place to live and shop. 

The Issue of Store Choice in Food Acquisition. Ms. Bemice (Working 

Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood) is a petite woman who lives in a substandard 

house^° in the traditional section of Black Milwaukee. She works in the cafeteria at a 

local public elementary school. In her late 50s, she is a long time resident of Black 

Milwaukee. She lives in a house with two adult children and her granddaughter. She 

usually does the food shopping for the household at Michelle's roughly three miles from 

her home. For stores like Michelle's, high demand and virtually captive customers may be 

a "good problem" to have as Tim suggests. A good problem for Michelle's grocery store 

however, is not necessarily a good problem for shoppers in Black Milwaukee. While it is 

not clear that a majority of Black Milwaukeeans are without private transportation, many 

are. Ms. Bemice most frequently takes the bus to the store, though there is a car in the 

household. Her daughter drives, but their work schedules rarely permit the two to be at 

home together. Ms. Bemice would occasionally catch a ride to the store with the next 

door neighbor. But that family recently abandoned their house. So she makes 2-3 trips 

weekly to multiple stores by bus. She claims she would prefer to shop at a single large 

During the period of data collection the back porch of the house she rents collapsed. No one was injured. 
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store, but this is virtually impossible without consistent access to rehable private 

transportation to predominantly White areas of the commimity. In lieu of this, Ms. 

Bemice, and many working class consumers in Black Milwaukee make do with the store 

choices available in their own neighborhood. 

Ms. Bemice uses a relatively c^omplex calculus to compute store choice. She 

factors distance, mode and cost of tramsportation to and from the store and the relative 

prices of the goods her family demandls into her determination of where and when to 

shop. First, she determines household needs. For example, for "general stuff like dry 

goods she will typically shop at Michelle's. However, she hesitates to purchase some 

goods from Michelle's, among them firesh produce and canned goods. The fresh produce 

is frequently not fresh, and she says canned goods at Michelle's are quite expensive. She 

then factors mode and cost of transpor-tation into her decision. Michelle's sits on a bus 

line, and offers the $5 flat-rate taxi service for the return trip. The taxi increases her 

carrying capacity, ensuring she will not need to carry heavy bags on the bus. For fresh 

produce she prefers to purchase from another store, Karl's. This grocery chain is widely 

perceived as having quality merchandise, but high prices. It too sits on a bus line, roughly 

the same distance from her home as MEichelle's. However, it features no $5 flat-rate taxi 

service, and that limits the amount shes can purchase and reasonably expect to carry home 

on the bus. When she needs to purchase canned goods for the house she prefers yet 

another store. Apples, that features by far the best prices on canned goods, offering even 

whole cases for prices lower than thos«e foimd for loose cans. This store unfortunately 

requires taking the bus, and also offers no $5 flat-rate taxi for the return trip. So again. 
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Ms. Bemice may only see savings based on bulk purchasing to the extent that she can 

physically carry the items home using public transportation. 

So after determining the needs of the household Ms. Bemice attempts to optimize 

store choice subject to budget, transportation and carrying capacity constraints. If she can 

catch a ride to the store with her daughter or perhaps with Gary (Working Class/Black 

Male/Black Neighborhood), a Mend and co-owner of a small variety store across the 

street from her home, then she substantially lowers her transportation costs and carrying 

capacity constraints. If she must rely on public transportation, particularly on the return 

trip, then she must navigate very high transportation costs and carrying capacity 

constraints. Ms. Bemice does often have to rely on public transportation, and thus indeed 

navigates these constraints on store choice. But even after this optimization exercise she 

is well aware that she is often making do with less than "them folks that shop in the 

White neighborhoods." While Milwaukee's predominantly White neighborhoods feature 

shoppers who face similar transportation cost and carrying capacity constraints the 

absence of large stores in Black Milwaukee makes it much more likely that its shoppers 

will travel to smaller, and multiple stores to acquire food. 

Kevin and BCim (Working ClassAVhite/Semi-Rural) do not live in Black 

Milwaukee, and they too experience substantial complications in store choice, based on 

market and household characteristics that are not wholly unlLke Ms. Bemice's. The 

couple lives in a modest home in the semi-rural working class town of Oostburg, WI, 

roughly an hour north of Milwaukee. "Our house is easy to find," says Kevin, "It's the 

smallest one on the block." Kevin and Kim employed the quintessential American 
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strategy of purchasing the worst house in the best neighborhood they could afford. Kevin 

and Kim are in the "empty nest" stage of the family hfe cycle, with neither of their two 

adult children living at home. Only a single grocery store operates in Oostburg. It is 

small, charges higher prices and lacks the variety of the large stores in Sheboygan, the 

closest city. Thus, the couple obtains the bulk of their food from the stores in Sheboygan, 

some 15 miles to the north. So they spend 30-45 minutes weekly traveling to and from 

the grocery store. Kevin and Kim, unlike Ms. Bemice, have ample access to private 

transportation, so they make the drive to Sheboygan to acquire food. Kim comments that 

it would be hard for a family to Hve in Oostburg without two cars, and very challenging 

with only one car, because most people work and shop outside the city. With both 

working, theirs is a two-car household. 

On a trip with the couple to a Sheboygan grocery store Kim mentions that her 

elderly mother Mary, who lives in Sheboygan, further complicates their process of store 

choice. Kevin relates a story about Kim and Mary arguing over where to shop in 

Sheboygan. BCim prefers to shop at one of the large stores in Sheboygan, while Mary 

prefers to shop at a store that from Kevin's description sounds medium sized. Mary so 

dislikes the unfamiliar large store that on one occasion she refuses to shop with Kim. 

Mary complains that she can only find what she needs in "her store". Kim replies that this 

larger store has anything Mary normally buys and more, but Mary will not budge, hi fact 

she insists on shopping at her favorite store, creating something of a scene between the 

two. Eventually Kevin, ever the diplomat in these disputes, steps in and offers to take 

Mary to her store and come back to pick up Kim after they had finished shopping. In the 
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aftermath of our shopping trip Kevin and Kim remark that while they generally buy most 

of their food from large stores in Sheboygan they rarely purchase canned goods at retail. 

They purchase unsaleable caimed goods at the local cannery at a discount. "The 

merchandise is perfectly good," insists Kevin. "The can may have a dent, or the label got 

stuck on upside down, but they sell the stuff by the case for a nickel a can. We buy 

enough canned goods for the year and just stick them down in the basement." 

So clearly Black Milwaukee is not the only setting where market and household 

characteristics combine to make store choice complex and costly. Consumers in rural and 

semi-rural settings frequently bare transportation costs that rival, if not exceed those of 

consumers anywhere in Milwaukee. Kevin and Kim's process of store choice, while 

significant in its own right, is similar in many ways to Ms. Bemice's. But it is employed 

here to underscore critical differences between Black Milwaukee and rural and semi-rural 

settings that demarcate useful Limitations in the theoretical scope of this project, hi rural 

and semi-rural communities, consumers experience disadvantage in store choice because 

those entire communities are typically isolated from large stores. That is, when compared 

to other urban communities, fewer stores of any size are located in rural communities, 

practically forcing all shoppers to travel outside the area to access large stores (Kaufinan 

and Lutz 1997). However, Milwaukee is not isolated from large food stores. Rather, its 

stores are distributed unevenly within its boundaries (Johnson, Percy, and Wagner 1996). 

This uneven pattem of distribution disadvantages and privileges consumers who live as 

neighbors in the same community. As such, the emic data generated from this sample of 
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informants is used to generate an etic understanding of the mechanisms that distribute 

privilege and disadvantage within a given community as opposed to across communities. 

The Issue of Product Choice in Food Acquisition. While the uneven distribution 

of stores certainly suggests unequal outcomes for shoppers inside Black Milwaukee, it is 

not completely bereft of choices for those who shop there. Like Ms. Bemice (Working 

Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood), people make the most of available 

altematives. For instance, medium sized stores such as Michelle's and Garrison's offer a 

product mix that appeals to their Black Milwaukee customer base despite not offering the 

full array of brands and amenities readily found in large grocery stores outside Black 

Milwaukee. In fact, for certain regionally and ethnically targeted products, consumers 

must acquire them in Black Milwaukee or pay a premium for them in other areas of the 

city. 

In this excerpt from an interview done at a church in Black Milwaukee Pat 

(Middle Class/Black FemaleAVhite Neighborhood) discusses having to pay a premium 

for collard greens at a store in her predominantly White south side neighborhood. Now 

that she works downtown, closer to Black Milwaukee, she can acquire the greens there. 

Pat (Middle Class/Black FemaleAVhite Neighborhood): . . .  Since I  s tay on the 
south end and that's predominantly... The community I'm in is Russian and 
German descendants... A lot of stuff I'm not going to find down there. I'll have to 
drive. I have a vegetable market down there [in her predominantly White 
neighborhood] that when I want greens they said if I give them a couple days 
notice, they'll come here [to Black Milwaukee] and get it for me. So while I 
wasn't coming into the city and I would use them, they would charge me about 10 
cents more per pound for the greens than if I just... came here. But when I want 
them, I'm willing to pay that 10 cents more a pound. Now I get them on the way 
home. 



101 

As one would expect, consumers very willingly exercise agency in the acquisition of 

food, in some instances even by paying a premium for goods that are difficult to acquire 

outside Black Milwaukee. As the owner of Mr. Chandler's Barbershop, which caters to 

an almost exclusively Black male clientele, posits grocery stores to some extent tailor 

their product mix to fit the tastes of the host community. 

Researcher: So when you're out in other parts of Milwaukee compared to those 
stores in this area do you find there's much difference? 

Mr. Chandler (Middle Class/Black Male/Black Neighborhood): It's a little bit 
different. Now the stores in White areas are a httle bit different. There are some 
Karl's — I'm not going to say in the Black [areas] neither. You don't say that 
because we have some Karl's in the White areas that ain't too nice and some 
Karl's in the black area that are. They're different and so... So for instance you go 
to the Karl's on the south side and you have a httle Mexican produce and stuff in 
there because a lot of Mexicans hve on the south side. Where the Karl's maybe on 
the east side caters to Jews. 

Researcher: So you're suggesting that they alter their mix? 

Mr. Chandler (Middle Class/Black Male/Black Neighborhood): Right, to 
accommodate the people in the general area. 

While Mr. Chandler suggests that standard segmentation can explain the difference in 

products between stores, his statements must be properly contextuahzed. Mr. Chandler is 

not being exactly truthful when he goes to great lengths to suggest that stores in Black 

Milwaukee offer just as much, if not more than stores in other sections of town. As this 

interaction was one of our first encounters he is careful to protect his neighborhood's 

image. But in fact, one upper middle class informant complained bitterly that many truly 

ethnically-targeted products for Blacks had been almost impossible to find anjwhere in 

Black Milwaukee until recently. 
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Anne (Upper Middle Class/Black FemaleAVhite Neighborhood): My 
girlfiiend called, she said, 'Do you have Glory GrainsT You know the Black 
[food] products. And she said, 'Oh, they're so good you should try them.' Can't 
find them anjrwhere here. Just this past year they started carrying them here. She 
told me that, what, three years ago? 

As the following informant suggests, the only food products available in Black 

Milwaukee that are largely unavailable in White area stores are foods that may be most 

accurately described as regional (particularly Southern) rather than ethnic, though 

considerable overlap exists. 

Researcher: So is there a lot of variation in the places you go? In other words, 
are you pretty much getting the same stuff wherever, and you just go with prices, 
or is there a lot of variation? 

Candy (Working ClassAVhite Female/Black Neighborhood): It depends on 
what part of town you're in. Like if I go down close to 13th Street [at the core of 
Black Milwaukee], there's a store down there you can actually get more ethnic 
foods. It's called a Sentinel, but it's got what I call the "right foods"... like your 
com meals and your flours and stuff that you make the com bread with and your 
greens and stuff like that. Good ole home cookin' like you don't get over at this 
Sentinel [in her transitioning-to-Black Neighborhood], or you can't get greens. I 
don't know if you can get greens at Pick-N-Go or not. If you can, it's just recently 
that they've started putting them in. You definitely can't get it at Super Shopper 
out in [predominantly White] Menomonee Falls. 

Observation reveals that retail food stores in Milwaukee, irrespective of their location in 

Black or White neighborhoods typically carry the same categories of products with 

relatively minor ethnic and/or regional variation. Collard greens are not easily found 

outside Black Milwaukee without special ordering them. Nor can one easily find matzos 

away firom the East side, or plantains outside predominantly Hispanic areas on the South 

side. However, numerous visits to grocery stores all over the city suggest that very little 

distinguishes products likely to be found in Black Milwaukee firom those in 

predominantly White sections of the community. 
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That grocery stores in Milwaukee carry the same basic array of products in Black 

and White neighborhoods is consistent with evidence from the Consumer Expenditure 

Survey displayed in Table 4 (see Appendix B). Data from the 1998 survey suggests that 

Blacks and Whites display similar expenditure patterns for food, particularly when 

compared to health care and housing expenditures. 

- INSERT TABLE 4 HERE -

In aggregate. Blacks and Whites allocate a similar proportion of pre-tax income to food. 

However, Blacks allocate a larger share of pre-tax income on food at home generally, and 

a considerably larger share (63% more) on meats, poultry, fish, and eggs, than Whites. 

Blacks also allocate 23% more on fruits and vegetables than Whites nationally. At least 

some of the food spending disparity is attributable to the fact that many Blacks purchase 

from higher cost stores and thus pay higher market basket prices for food than Whites. 

Interestingly, the precise food items on which Blacks over-budget relative to Whites, 

perishables like meat, fruits and vegetables, are those Paul (Working Class/Black 

Male/Black Neighborhood) specifies as wholly inferior at "ghetto stores". 

So what begins to emerge from the available data is that while shoppers in Black 

Milwaukee clearly exercise agency in food acquisition decisions, they do so with a choice 

set that is limited in both range and volume. Their choices are hmited in range by the 

absence of large grocery stores, which lowers overall product and brand availability. To 

illusfrate frulher, in the Johnson, Percy, and Wagner (1996) study, of the 31 items in their 

market basket, not a single item was as readily available in Black Milwaukee as outside 

the area. Previous analysis in this dissertation also suggests that food choices in Black 
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Milwaukee are made more difficult by the um^eliable quality of food stores and their 

merchandise. While the stores situated there offer, with some variation, the same basic 

products found in stores in the rest of the city, they offer fewer brands, at lower volume, 

with greater variability in quality'. 

The Politics of Food Acquisition: Fight or Flight? For some consumers faced 

with the problem of extant levels of crime and resource deprivation in Black Milwaukee, 

resolution is simple and clear — migrate to an environment with better resource 

endowments. This is a strategy scholars refer to as out-migration (e.g., Wilson 1987). For 

these sufficiently enabled consumers, crossing racial boundaries to acquire needed 

resources is an economically rational exercise of free choice. But it may also be a 

political act of resistance in a highly segregated setting. Anne (Upper Middle Class/Black 

FemaleAVhite Neighborhood), her husband Eric and their son were the first Black family 

to settle on their block in a predominantly White upper middle class suburb. She says the 

couple decided on this neighborhood based primarily on the quality of its schools. She 

encountered resistance from her new White neighbors and surprisingly from other 

Blacks. She spoke first about her elderly White next-door neighbor's initial refusal to 

speak to or even acknowledge her. 

Anne (Upper Middle Class/Black FemaleAVhite Neighborhood): So I could 
tell she couldn't handle it. She just never spoke. The thing that made me feel good 
is that after five years she did. She finally did start coming around. It took her a 
while, but that's O.K. because that's what she grew up with and that's what she's 
used to. That's O.K. The fact that she did means there's hope. If somebody that 
old who is so set in their ways can turn around... And in this past year she even 
invited us over... 
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Her neighbor's initial unMendliness is, on some level unexceptional. Consistent with 

prior research, the first Black residents into previously all-White settings are firequently 

made to feel as unwelcome visitors, if not exposed to outright harassment (e.g., Feagin 

and Vera 1995 on Des Moines, lA, see also Massey and Denton 1993, Hacker 1992, 

Sugrue 1996). Anne's patience with her neighbor's unMendliness demonstrates her 

expectation that she would have to endure some resistance from Whites. She assumes that 

a certain level of racial prejudice is part of her neighbor's personal unfamiliarity with 

Blacks. Thus she is willing to attribute a certain amount of unfriendliness from the 

neighbor as an unfortunate vestige of "the old days" that can be overcome with time and 

residential contact. But Anne spoke about Blacks who oppose her choice of residence in a 

sharply different tone when probed. 

Researcher: Have you run into [opposition from Blacks about moving into a 
predominantly White neighborhood]? 

Anne (Upper Middle Class/Black FemaleAVhite Neighborhood): Oh, man, I 
feel like this is probably one of the most segregated areas I have ever lived in. 
And a lot of the segregation comes because the Black people have this mind set 
that they gotta stay in this certain area. That they can't... You know we're beating 
up on somebody who chooses to live where they want to live. You know if I said 
it's O.K. for you to live in the city, don't tell me it's not O.K. for me to live where 
I want to live... 

Anne is much less patient with Black opposition to her out-migration. She does 

not expect and cannot forgive Black opposition. Blacks, she feels, should especially value 

freedom of residential choice if for no other reason than it has been so costly. Fair 

housing legislation was the last major victory of the Civil Rights Movement, and perhaps 

the most bitterly contested in Congress. For example, language banning racial 

discrimination in federal mortgage insurance was specifically excluded from the Civil 
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Rights Act of 1964 following the March on Washington (Massey and Denton 1993). 

Thus, discriminatory practices such as redlining and restrictive covenants continued 

unabated among private sellers, in mortgage markets and federal loan programs until the 

1968 Fair Housing Act. Anne articulates and embodies the liberal ideology that lead to 

the creation and passage of the Fair Housing Act. 

Anne (Upper Middle Class/Black FemaleAVhite Neighborhood): That's how I 
see it. You know nobody's telling me where I can Uve — if I got the money and I 
want to live there. 

She envisions residential mobiUty as a means to resolve attenuated access to resources. 

So to her, those who oppose unrestricted residential mobility in effect endorse residential 

segregation and its constituent racial disparity in neighborhood resources. Thus, she is 

particularly frustrated when Blacks, victims of the most egregious neighborhood resource 

disparities, adopt such a stance. 

Yet some Blacks who oppose out-migration from Black Milwaukee do so on the 

grounds that it socially, economically, and psychologically damages the Black 

community. 

Liz (Upper Middle Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood): Sure, we could 
move out to the suburbs. We could have moved out there years ago. But what 
kind of message does that send our kids? That we gotta go where the White folks 
are to have nice things? 

Liz clearly adopts a political frame that competes directly with Anne's (Upper Middle 

Class/Black FemaleAVhite Neighborhood). For Liz, Black out-migration is not an 

effective means for combating racial disparity in resources. In fact, she argues that 

instead of combating neighborhood resource disparities out-migration usually exacerbates 

them because it is so selective. Liz reasons that Blacks should work to increase the 
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resource endowments in their own neighborhoods instead of abandoning them. While her 

stance is not one that opposes freedom of residential choice as a matter of principle, she 

contends that Blacks who flee Black neighborhoods do their community a disservice. 

Significant middle class out-migration drains predominantly Black inner cities of the 

critical economic, social and cultural capital needed to fend off neighborhood decline, 

consistent with Wilson's (1987) argument. Yet even more subtly, it contributes to the 

perception among both Whites and Blacks that Blacks inevitably bring with them 

neighborhood decline in the form of rising crime and falling property values (Harris 

1999). 

Both these perspectives on out-migration, so passionately articulated by these two 

informants involve crossing or reinforcing racial boundaries imposed by a lengthy history 

of residential segregation in Milwaukee (Trotter 1985). Each informant predictably 

frames hers as the optimal approach to combating the problem of attenuated access to 

resources, among them food. But these informants go fiuther, their emic interpretation 

problematizes the opposing approach, framing it as a tendency to flee from — not fight — 

the problem. Anne (Upper Middle Class/Black FemaleAiVMte Neighborhood) argues that 

any opposition to unfettered residential mobility is tantamount to support for segregation. 

Liz (Upper Middle Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood) argues that out-migration 

to predominantly White neighborhoods reinforces the notions of Black cultural and 

intellectual deficiency that underlie segregation. However, etic analysis reveals that the 

"fight or flight" dichotomy these informants have adopted is misleading, if not altogether 
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false. The pervasive impact of residential segregation ultimately overwhelms out-

migration's ability to either combat or escape attenuated access to resources. 

Out-migration is limited in its ability to combat attenuated access to resources for 

two reasons. First, the act of migrating to an area with better resource endowments 

requires a minimum store of such resources. Kasarda, Appold, Sweeney, and Sieff s 

(1997) study of central city and suburban migration patterns in 12 PMSA's between 1990 

and 1995 reveals that the very clear migratory flow of the top income quintiles is away 

from the central city. While conversely, central cities are generally gaining or 

maintaining households in the bottom income quintiles. Thus, suburban out-migration is 

an extremely income selective strategy, available only to the most economically 

privileged families. Anne's (Upper Middle Class/Black FemaleAVhite Neighborhood) 

words are instructive in this regard, "... nobody's telling me where I can live — not if I 

got the money and I want to live there." Her words illustrate how segregation operates at 

the intersection of race and class, limiting out-migration's overall impact from both sides. 

Anne in one sense resolves her attenuated access to resources through her willingness to 

cross racial boundaries to access greater resources. Nobody is going to "tell her where 

she can live." Yet crossing racial boundaries is conditional on having sufficient resources 

to do so, as she conditionally acknowledges. Her conditional clause, "... not if I got the 

money..." is in fact the housing market's way of telling consumers where they can (and 

cannot) live. The market places an upper limit on the effectiveness of out-migration. 

Practically by definition then, it cannot serve as a mass strategy for resolving attenuated 

access problems in Black Milwaukee. Poverty, the severe absence of resources, is most 
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likely to concentrate in predominantly Black neighborhoods in highly segregated settings. 

That is, Black neighborhoods are systematically Hkely to feature a higher percentage of 

poor residents than other neighborhoods (Wilson 1987, Jargowsky 1997). 

A second limitation on the viability of out-migration is the persistence of racial 

barriers. Even middle and upper income Blacks in Black Milwaukee find racial barriers 

to out-migration. Whites have never reciprocated Blacks' historically high demand for 

integrated housing (Farley and Frey 1994, Farley, et. al 1994).^^ The level of White 

resistance to Black residential mobility is the rather unique situation faced by Blacks (and 

Hispanics of African origin). Their segregation firom Whites does not vary by income 

level. Blacks are equally segregated firom Whites at every level of income, w^hile the 

poorest Hispanics and Asian-Americans are less segregated firom Whites than the most 

affluent Blacks (Massey and Denton 1993). Even relatively privileged Blacks who 

successfially out-migrate can find neighborhood integration unsustainable. Rapid 

neighborhood racial tumover, and the consequent flight of resources, can quickly turn 

racially mixed working and middle class suburbs into ghettos (c.f., Krivo and Kaufinan 

1999, Harris 1999). 

Yet, despite out-migration's limited ability to combat attenuated access to 

resources for most Blacks, it is not clear that it represents an outright retreat firom the 

problem as Liz (Upper Middle Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood) impUes. As 

Krivo, et. al. (1998) demonstrate, what is critical about residential segregation is that by 

constraining Black residential mobility it concentrates poverty in Black neighborhoods. 

Both studies indicate Whites' demand for integrated housing to be increasing over time however. 



110 

Residential segregation exacerbates the impact of the already relatively high proportion 

of Blacks Hving in poverty by constraining practically all of them to a small number of 

neighborhoods. Thus Black out-migration, though middle class selective and limited, is at 

least as likely to help the Black community by challenging racial boundaries and inching 

toward racially even settlement pattems, as it is to do harm. 

However, the question of whether middle class out-migration reinforces extant 

perceptions about Blacks' ability to protect their neighborhoods from decline remains an 

important and open one. It may very well be that out-migration signals to both Blacks and 

Whites that they must "go where the White folks are to have nice things." Yet, even if 

out-migration communicates such a message, it is most certainly not the case that 

refusing to out-migrate somehow sends the opposite message. As of 1990, most of metro 

Milwaukee's Blacks still lived in Black Milwaukee. Close to half of them resided in 

neighborhoods of at least 40% poverty, with nearly two-thirds of the Black poor 

inhabiting such neighborhoods (Jargowsky 1997). Ultimately, the ability of out-migration 

to effectively "fight" or "flee" attenuated access to resources in Black Milwaukee is 

severely limited in the face of residential segregation. The constraints on Black 

residential mobility imposed by segregation act to bind race and poverty so tightly as to 

almost completely overwhelm the message of community development and self-

empowerment that Liz (Upper Middle Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood) 

struggles to impart to her children. 

As it concerns attenuated access to food, rather than complete out-migration, 

many consumers in Black Milwaukee employ a related strategy, out-shopping. Out-
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shopping involves a temporary migration to access resources. That is, out-shopping 

involves shopping in neighborhoods other than the neighborhood of residence. For 

instance, Florine (Middle Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood), who lives on the 

northern fringe of Black Milwaukee, out-shops. She mentions that she prefers to shop in a 

nearby Karl's grocery store located in a White neighborhood rather than the Karl's nearest 

her in a Black neighborhood. 

Florine (Middle Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood): But I just, I feel, to 
me the clientele is better [at the store in a predominantly White area]. You have 
more... It looks like [there are] more middle class [patrons]... I don't want to 
seem like [I'm] prejudiced, because I'm not that way. Believe me ... I've been both 
[working and middle class]. It's not that. It's just, I just feel safer. It seems to be 
more security around the area. The parking is closer into the building. What can I 
say? 

In this instance, out-shopping represents active, if only temporary middle-class "flight" 

from Black Milwaukee's institutions, completely consistent with human ecology theory 

(c.f, Frazier 1957, Wilson 1987, Jargowsky 1997). Florine (Middle Class/Black 

Female/Black Neighborhood) explicitly links her out-shopping decision to the personal 

safety features of the stores outside Black Milwaukee (security, Ughted parking) and to 

the middle class composition of the chentele in the stores. Careful to articulate her intent 

not to appear prejudiced against the predominantly working class Black pafrons of her 

neighborhood store, Florine still implies that she prefers the company of patrons of like 

middle class status. Her preference for a middle class clientele, and her concerns about 

crime take her away from Black Milwuakee. Liz Carter (Upper Middle Class/Black 

Female/Black Neighborhood) refuses to migrate to predominantly White suburbs, yet she 

too frequently patronizes food stores outside Black Milwaukee. 



112 

Researcher: Where do you acquire most of your food? 

Liz Carter (Upper Middle Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood): All over 
town. We shop where the best deals are. 

As detailed elsewhere Liz does not patronize the small and medium sized grocery stores 

in her predominantly Black neighborhood. The merchandise is overpriced and of dubious 

quality, so she frequently shops in predominantly White areas. Yet, Liz frames her 

decision to shop but not hve in White areas as more a concession to economic realities 

than a contradiction in her politics. She is troubled by her decision to forsake Black 

neighborhood stores. While she cannot justify the cost of high-priced, low quality 

merchandise, she is also very concerned about the impact of consumer dollars flowing 

away from the area. When consumers do not spend in Black Milwaukee, she believes it 

deprives its constituent neighborhoods of the secondary benefits of increased capital 

flow, namely capital improvements to neighborhood stores and local job creation. That is, 

Liz implicitly assumes Black Milwaukee to have its own distinct local economy, with its 

own distinct capital flows, nested within the larger metropolitan economy. As large 

retailers exit the local economy they are replaced by smaller, less reliable retailers. Liz 

and many other consumers will not patronize these stores. Thus, she is left in the 

unenviable position of employing a shopping strategy that she believes is harmful to 

Black Milwaukee. 

Consumers who live outside Black Milwaukee's ostensible borders also out-shop. 

For instance Katrina, (Upper Middle ClassAVhite FemaleAVTiite Neighborhood) who 

lives in one of the metro area's well-to-do northeastern suburbs, out-shops regularly. She 

is a single mother, and professor at a local university. On a bitterly cold Saturday in 
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January, Katrina, her daughter, and the researcher travel some 15 minutes away from her 

home to shop at a large grocery store in another suburb. Katrina occasionally patronizes 

the large grocery store located just two minutes from her home, but generally for fill-in 

purchases only. She says upon our entrance into this far-away store that its produce 

section is the best in Milwaukee, based on her opinion as a former produce buyer for a 

grocery store. The entrance to this mega-store opens into the rather impressive produce 

section, stocked with an extensive array of fresh frxiits and vegetables on displays that, 

Katrina points out, have timed misters. The produce section opens into a fiill-service deli 

area that features an exposed full kitchen. We spent roughly forty-five minutes walking 

the store aisles acquiring items on her shopping list. Katrina's eight-year old daughter 

spent part of the time retrieving items for which the two brought coupons and the other 

part of the time negotiating — with varying degrees of success — for items not included on 

their list. 

hi a similar instance firom the data, Shirley (Working ClassAVhite Female/White 

Neighborhood) a security officer at a south side middle school, shops at a large 

warehouse store across the state line in northem Illinois. This store is well over an hour 

away from her home. Shirley's household features two sets of children, each spending 

alternate weeks, from her and her partner's previous marriages. So Shirley's household 

size fluctuates between two and eight children each week. Given the large size of her 

household she shops for food in large quantities, traveling to Illinois at least bi-weekly, if 

not more frequently. 
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Informants in this sample from every neighborhood type, predominantly White or 

Black, working or middle class, engage in some out-shopping. Interestingly, some 

informants like Katrina (Upper Middle ClassAVhite FemaleAVMte Neighborhood) and 

Shirley (Working Class/White Female/White Neighborhood), pass over some of 

Milwaukee's largest grocery stores in their neighborhoods of residence to shop in better 

stores. What emerges from the emic detail in these Katrina's and Shirley's accoimts is 

that they differ markedly in their orientation towards out-shopping from informants Hving 

in Black Milwaukee. These informants out-shop to access the best altemative from a set 

of adequate but stratified alternatives. They make their store decisions based on intrinsic 

features of the store and its product offering. They frame out-shopping in neo-classical, 

individual actor terms that reflect their concerns about prices and product quality. 

Informants living in Black Milwaukee like Florine (Middle Class/Black 

Female/Black Neighborhood) and Liz (Upper Middle Class/Black Female/Black 

Neighborhood) are no less concerned about these matters. They employ similar criteria 

for choosing stores when out-shopping. However, they additionally articulate 

ambivalence about the broader political economic impact of their out-shopping decisions. 

Florine's ambivalence is expressed through her concern about appearing to harbor 

resentment for the Black working class patrons at her neighborhood store. Her concerns 

about criminal victimization are obviously legitimate, yet they so clearly resonate with 

popular mythology on Black working class criminality that she takes pains to distinguish 

herself from them, at least rhetorically. Liz wrestles with the ambivalence produced by 

her economically rational decision to out-shop. That is, as a professional, a member of 
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the upper middle class, she has the material means to resolve the attenuated access to 

food that comes with living in a predominantly Black neighborhood. Yet when that 

resolution involves fleeing neighborhood institutions it pits her families needs against her 

neighborhood's needs. This ambivalence is especially troublesome for Liz because she 

has chosen Black Milwaukee as the setting to nurture her family culturally, and socially, 

yet feels she must leave it to shop for food. 

Attenuated Access to Food: Emic Explanations. Consumers who acquire food in 

Black Milwaukee must navigate a particular type of disadvantage, attenuated access to 

food. Irrespective of their race or economic status, shopping in Black Milwaukee means 

facing a distributive environment where almost all of the food retailers offer the smallest 

selection of products and charge the highest prices in the city. Consumers confronted 

with this environment not only struggle to find solutions to the problem of attenuated 

access, they also actively search for explanations. Why is their neighborhood food 

distribution system so disparaged and inadequate while that in other neighborhoods 

appear to be flourishing? From the data generated in this study emerge two broad emic 

explanations that consumers employ to make sense of the distributive envirormient in 

Black Milwaukee. Informants in this study come to understand the food distribution 

environment by concentrating on the actions of large stores, or those of "ghetto" stores. 

The most widely articulated emic explanation for attenuated access to food in 

Black Milwaukee emphasizes the actions of large food retailers. That is, large food 

retailers have either abandoned, or will not locate in the area. Clearly, the absence of 

these stores, as detailed elsewhere in this study, results in smaller product selection and 
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higher prices. Yet to what might the absence of large food retailers be attributed? Given 

that demand for basic food products is similar among Black and White households in 

Milwaukee (and in fact across the nation), why would profit-seeking food retailers 

underserve Black Milwaukee? Some argue that the consumer (mis)behavior among 

working class Blacks who inhabit the area has hastened the absence of large food 

retailers. As chronicled elsewhere in this study, Liz (Upper Middle Class/Black 

Female/Black Neighborhood) and Eric (Upper Middle Class/Black MaleAVhite 

Neighborhood) maintain that the largely Black working class consumers who inhabit 

Black Milwaukee have, through their criminality or insufficient spending, contributed to 

an unprofitable retail environment. Large retailers (of food and other products) have left 

Black Milwaukee because youth crime has scared away customers or because the people 

there do not spend sufficiently. Others argue, however, that rather than being driven 

away, large stores have fled based on negative racial attitudes towards the Black working 

class about operating in Black Milwaukee. Tim, the owner of the farm stands, for 

instance argues that White managers hold assumptions about operating in Black 

Milwaukee that are based on mj^h and stereotype. Those assumptions become self-

reinforcing, as they inform managerial decisions about retail site location or about 

resource allocation to stores that serve the area. Tim highlights organizational behavior, 

rather than consumer (mis)behavior, as key in creating Black Milwaukee's woeful 

distributive environment. 

A second emic explanation for attenuated access to food in Black Milwaukee 

emphasizes the shortcomings of the stores that serve Black Milwaukee, particularly small 
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and micro stores offering poor quality products, limited selection and higher prices. Many 

informants in this study are chiefly concerned with the price and product quality available 

in "ghetto stores" — even medium sized stores. Rather than focusing on stores that do not 

operate inside Black Milwaukee, their gaze is more internal. The critical question for 

these consumers is why are the stores that serve Black Milwaukee so inadequate? Unlike 

consumers who articulate an "absence of large stores" explanation, those who focus on 

the behavior of small retailers were less coherent in their attributions. One clear 

attribution for poor service and merchandise is articulated in the racial chauvinism of Ms. 

Bemice (Working Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood) toward "A-rab" store 

owners. Many Black informants feel the managers and employees of the small and micro-

sized stores prevalent in the area, particularly those owned and operated by non-Blacks, 

harbor negative racial attitudes. These stores occupy a particular niche in the 

metropolitan political economy. The presence of Indian and Pakistani immigrants who 

operate businesses in Black Milwaukee is easily interpreted as de facto evidence of a 

zero-sum loss of racialized resources. Inevitable racial tensions between these store 

owners and a largely Black customer base, finistrated by poor service and high prices is a 

practically inevitable result. 

It should be noted that it is not uncommon for Black consumers, particularly 

working class Black youth, to face negative racial attitudes while patronizing such stores. 

In fact, as noted in prior research (Lee 200, Chin 1998, Chang 1993) working class Black 

youth frequently encoimter negative racial attitudes irrespective of the racial 

characteristics of the setting (even when the store is Black ovmed and operated). Rather, 
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consumer responses to anti-Black racial attitudes in this context reveal a deeper struggle 

that frames the new immigrant group as an outsider vying for control of scarce resources. 

Ih sum, many consumers at least partially attribute the low quality of merchandise and/or 

service available in Black Milwaukee to the anti-Black racial attitudes of store owners 

and employees. As suggested by Alwitt (1995) managers can make erroneous 

assumptions about the setting and its inhabitants based on stereotype and myth that 

become self-fulfilling once institutionalized into poUcy. "Middleman minority" 

entrepreneurs, to use the term popularized in Bonacich (1973), in this case Indian and 

Pakistani immigrants, are steeped in a context where racial tensions are high, and 

customer relations frequently strained. This kind of setting can easily give rise to owners 

and employees extracting extra rent from racialized customers in the form of diminished 

product quality and service. 

What undergirds these emic explanations for attenuated access to food in Black 

Milwaukee are consumer perceptions of the most proximate causes of neighborhood 

decline in Black Milwaukee, of which attenuated access to food is one feature. 

Informants in this sample highlight Black working class cultvire and anti-Black racial 

attitudes as competing causes of neighborhood decline. Analysis reveals both the class 

basis for these emic rationales as well as the relative absence of a coherent social 

structural explanation for consumer disadvantage in Black Milwaukee. 

Black middle class informants in this sample quite unambiguously blame the 

Black working class for the material deprivation prevalent in Black Milwaukee. In many 

ways their claims of Black consumer misbehavior are consistent with a cultural 
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deficiency perspective that emphasizes pathological explanations for neighborhood 

decline. Working class Black youth culture is thought to devalue work, glorify 

criminality and to be prone to violent conflict. This is evidenced by their disproportionate 

participation in violent crime and the anti-social, often misogynistic tendencies expressed 

in their cultural forms such as rap music. 

Elijah Anderson (1999) in his book. Code of the Streets: Decency. Violence and 

Moral Life of the Inner City, suggests a structuring division between Blacks, particularly 

those living in the inner city. Black families position themselves and their neighbors 

along a continuum of adherence to social norms in the inner city. At one end are norms of 

"decency", and at the other end are norms of "the street". Norms of decency are those 

commonly associated with mainstream American values of family, work, and often 

religion. Norms of the street emphasize violence, crime, and the degradation of women. 

Members of the upper strata of the working class and all middle class Black families who 

inhabit neighborhoods plagued by crime or who live adjacent to such neighborhoods, go 

to great pains to distinguish themselves Srom "street people". These families have the 

greatest stake in erecting symbolic distinctions between themselves and the progenitors 

of neighborhood decline, as they do not have the luxury of employing physical distance 

to separate themselves. 

Yet, attributing attenuated access to food in Black Milwaukee to Black working 

class consumer misbehavior has some critical limitations. Empirically, it is unclear in this 

context whether the kinds of crime aimed most directly at retailers in Black Milwaukee, 

like armed robbery and shoplifting are rising, declining, or remaining steady. More 
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While creating distinctions and victim-blaming both undergird an. emic rationale 

that sees Black working class culture as the root cause of attenuated access to food, a 

second emic rationale posits negative racial attitudes towards Blacks as the root cause. 

That is, negative racial attitudes towards Blacks, often in the form of erroneous 

assumptions, motivate managers to underserve or poorly serve Black neighborhoods. 

Rather than measure the extent to which negative racial attitudes persist among food 

retailers in Black Milwaukee, this study elicits emic explanations and attributions for 

attenuated access to food as a means of uncovering and analyzing consimier 

understanding of the nature and distribution of disadvantage. 

Although some food retailers undoubtedly display anti-Black racial attitudes (Lee 

2000), it is difficult to attribute poor quality of merchandise, narrow selection, and high 

prices to these attitudes for two primary reasons. First, this attribution was voiced most 

frequently as part of a critique of immigrant merchants in Black Milwaukee. This 

"foreign invasion" critique selectively glosses over broader intercormections between 

race and class that attenuate access to food in Black Milwaukee. That is, the "foreign 

invasion" critique frequently fails to critically examine the role of African-American 

business owners' own adherence to anti-Black racial attitudes aimed at the Black working 

class. Attitudes toward Black working class youth are almost uniformly negative in Black 

Milwaukee, just as they are in the larger community. The point here is not to suggest that 

anti-Black racial attitudes aimed at working class Blacks somehow do not attenuate 

access to food when held by Blacks. Rather, it is to suggest that these attitudes are widely 

held, and not confined to immigrant merchants. In fact, to the extent that anti-Black racial 
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importantly, it is also unclear whether such crime, to the extent that it is found in Black 

Milwaukee, precedes or follows large store closings. Nor is it clear that these t>pes of 

crime, particularly shoplifting, are more likely to occur in Black Milwaukee than other 

settings not characterized by attenuated access to food. Thus, the causal link between 

Black working class youth crime and attenuated access to food is at best murky. 

hi all likelihood, evocation of Black working class criminahty as an explanation 

for attenuated access to food has some other, more latent functionality for all but the 

lowest strata of the Black working class. Trumpeting the criminality of the lowest strata 

in the Black working class is a means for signaling adherence to norms of decency, and 

thus serves the function of making very public class distinctions within the Black 

community. This focus on the misbehavior of the Black working class also reveals a 

broader tendency to chastise those with low residential and social mobility. That is, the 

Black middle class particularly castigates the Black working class for having failed to 

follow its example. Black working class homeowners, it is claimed, have not been 

sufficiently acquisitive to attract and maintain businesses in Black Milwaukee. Thus, 

Black working class culture, the criminality of the lowest strata and fingality of the upper 

strata, creates the very env'irorunent in which it languishes. The Black middle class, by 

contrast, through its cultural adherence to norms of decency and self-improvement, has 

been able to escape that environment, if not residentially at least in occupation and 

consumption behavior. By viewing perceived class distinctions through the prism of 

culture, the Black middle class, unable to buffer itself spatially, buffers itself 

symbohcally from the progenitors of neighborhood decline. 
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attitudes aimed at the working class can explain some aspects of their attenuated access to 

food, it is precisely because they are widely held merchants operating in the area. 

Second, and most importantly, attributing the degraded food distribution system 

in Black Milwaukee to negative racial attitudes may actually overstate the role of retail 

food providers in the creation of attenuated access to food in Black Milwaukee. To focus 

solely on the decisions of store owners and employees who hve and/or operate in Black 

Milwaukee is to gloss over role of the broader citizenry that Uves and shops outside its 

ostensible boundaries in the attenuated access problem. In highly segregated communities 

such as Milwaukee, the neighborhoods in which businesses are embedded, that provide 

them with workers and consumers, are de facto racialized. These neighborhoods are also 

not benign, but stratified. That is, they are unevenly invested with material resources and 

social status in very clear and relatively static racially stratified patterns. The material 

resource investment in neighborhoods is in part created and maintained by residential 

segregation, the behavioral outcome of discrimination in housing markets, boundary-

reinforcing violence, and public policy. As a result, neighborhood choices for Whites are 

constrained almost exclusively by income, following the classic human ecology pattem. 

Whereas residential choices for Blacks are constrained additionally by race, independent 

of income. Specific to the problem of attenuated access to food, residential segregation 

facilitates the concentration of affluence in predominantly White neighborhoods and the 

simultaneous concentration of poverty in predominantly Black neighborhoods. 

An obvious consequence of these contrasting concentration effects is greater 

material deprivation in predominantly Black inner-city neighborhoods (Downs 1997). 
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This systematic racial disparity in neighborhood material resources is what attenuates 

access to food in Black Milwaukee. The disparity may be accentuated by negative racial 

attitudes, but these attitudes are neither necessary nor sufficient for its creation or 

maintenance. This racial disparity in neighborhood material resources ensures that White 

neighborhoods en masse are more likely to be able to attract and support the best retailers 

over time, leaving the worst retail outlets to concentrate not just in "poor" Milwaukee — 

but in Black Milwaukee. 

Attenuated Access to Food: Emergent Theory. For those residing and/or shopping 

in Black Milwaukee, it is akin to a watershed in the way that residential segregation 

structures the social topography such that disadvantage settles there and its effects pool. 

That is, residential segregation, by arranging neighborhoods into the uneven racial 

settlement pattems illustrated in Figures 1 and 2 (see Appendix A), by extension 

unevenly arranges the constituent resources in those neighborhoods. For working class 

like Ms. Bemice (Working Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood) and Candy 

(Working ClassAVhite Female/Black Neighborhood), shopping in Black Milwaukee 

virtually ensures that they will negotiate higher food prices, lower product volume and 

range, and diminished quality. They will also navigate a retail environment plagued by 

astonishing levels of violent crime. Thus it may cost them up to 25% more to feed their 

families the same meal purchased in Black Milwaukee's stores than it would in other 

areas of the city. 

It is within this context that consumers make store and product choices that are no 

less social and political than they are economic. Consiuners outside Black Milwaukee 
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choose between compellmg store and product inducements, and pick the combination 

best suiting household preferences and budgetary constraints. By contrast, consumers 

inside Black Milwaukee with sufficient social and economic capital are only able to 

resolve their attenuated access to food by leaving the area. While they may choose 

between the same product and store inducements as those outside Black Milwaukee, they 

must nevertheless also negotiate the social and political impact of migrating outside the 

neighborhood to resources. For many, this is a dilemma without clear or immediate 

resolution. Returning briefly to Liz Carter's (Upper Middle Class/Black Female/Black 

Neighborhood) comments that she did not wish to communicate to her children that nice 

things may only be acquired in White neighborhoods, structural features of the market 

itself place that goal at direct odds with economically rational behavior, lii order to "shop 

where the best deals are," as she claims to, she must inevitably do so outside Black 

Milwaukee. 
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§3. The Spatial Flow of Disadvantage: Mistreatment in White Area Stores 

Black Milwaukee operates very much as a social watershed where the most 

disadvantageous structural features of the environment, like poverty and its associated 

ills, settle and concentrate. This uneven distribution of stores that corresponds to an 

uneven racial pattern of neighborhood settlement drives many away from Black 

Milwaukee to acquire basic goods. Yet, as consumers traverse neighborhood boundaries 

they also frequently fraverse racial boundaries. US urban history is characterized by 

conflict as groups have migrated across racial and ethnic boundaries in search of 

resources (Olzak 1992). 

Disadvantage in this context thus flows outside Black Milwaukee into 

predominantly White areas in the form of misfreatment as illusfrated in this instance from 

the data. Florine (Middle Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood), who generally 

prefers the predominantly middle class clientele in White area stores, crosses 

neighborhood boundaries to acquire food. 

Florine (Middle Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood): Now when I 
mentioned about the other [Black area] store it was mainly because of atmosphere 
and maybe [poor] service. This one over here [the White area store], you may 
have the atmosphere and the service, but your attitudes are different... When you 
even ask for directions, "[W]here's certain items in this aisle? May I have this? 
Can you help me with this?" They don't seem to be as ready to help you, to assist 
you as quick and I'm very sensitive to that. And I guess a lot of Blacks are when 
you've been rejected and you have to deal with racism in certain areas whether 
subtle, or overt, whatever. And I pick up on stuff like that... 

This informant, who was one of the first Black students to attend a prestigious all White 

local high school in the 1960s, works as the head accountant at a south side middle 

school. She often shops at one of the city's large grocery stores located in the same 
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traditionally White neighborhood as the school. She currently lives on the northeastern 

outskirts of Black Milwaukee. Her concern about shopping in Black Milwaukee is safety 

based on the class character of the neighborhood. But leaving Black Milwaukee to shop 

in predominantly White neighborhoods opens another concern, mistreatment at the hands 

of White employees or White patrons in the store. The mistreatment to which Florine 

refers is difficult for her to specify when probed. At times such acts are not easy to detect, 

much less to attribute to racially hostile motives. Mistreatment may be especially difficult 

to detect in grocery stores where contact with store personnel is neither frequent nor 

extensive. In fact. Black shoppers in White neighborhoods often may not pick up on 

subtle acts of mistreatment until well after they have occurred, and then perhaps only 

after comparing their experience to that of White patrons (Feagin and Sikes 1994, Lee 

2000). 

At other times the emotional defenses Black shoppers employ can predispose 

them to overreact in ambiguous situations involving interracial contact. In another 

instance from this data set, Florine (Middle Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood), 

while shopping for school supplies in a White area store, is asked to produce 

identification in order to use a check from the school. Florine often sends her White 

assistant on such errands, but could not recall any of the assistant's driver's license 

information on prior cancelled checks. She suspects a subtle form of mistreatment, over-

surveillance, where Black customers are asked to produce identification while White 

customers are not asked to do so (or are asked to produce less). 
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Researcher: Have you ever had a situation where you suspected that you were 
being treated unfairly, and then it turns out you were wrong or that you had 
overreacted? 

Florine (Middle Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood): [...] So I had to go 
to the car and get my license. I left it at that time in my car, and came back and 
she took the information. Now, really, any other store you purchase, that's usually 
the procedure. I mean that's not... [To require identification when writing a check 
is] normal. But for some reason, because I deal with the books I didn't recall 
[cancelled checks with license information] and naturally flags went up... I asked 
[the cashier] well what is your name, and she said, "I'm the Assistant Manager". 
She said, "I'm the Assistant. Now lady, I don't care who you plan on going to." I 
said O.K. I took her name. I came back to the office and found one of the checks, 
a cancelled check. Sure enough... that particular check I pulled out yes had her 
[the White assistant's] license on the top of the check. Then yes, I did overreact in 
that sense. I did. 

Ambiguous scenarios such as these, given a setting where racial tensions frequently run 

high, can leave substantial room for customers and employees to assume the worst and 

act based on those assumptions creating a tense confrontation for everyone involved. 

Thus, for consumers like Florine, shopping in White areas often comes at the price of 

constant vigilance (if not over-vigilance), not merely against poor service, but for fear 

that even middle class status may be inadequate to shield them from racialized 

mistreatment. 

Lester (Working Class/Black Male/Black Neighborhood) currently lives in the 

heart of traditional Black Milwaukee. He is in his late 40s, and at the time of this study, 

was looking for work. Lester served over 20 years in Wisconsin State correctional 

facilities primarily for armed robbery. In the early 1990s Lester was living on 

Milwaukee's northwest side, which at the time was just beginning to experience heavy in-

migration of Black families. Lester articulates a concern about shopping in predominantly 
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White neighborhoods, echoed particularly by Black males. That is the threat of racial 

profiling and subsequent police harassment. 

Lester (Working Class/Black Male/Black Neighborhood): I had one Police 
contact since I been out... We [Lester and his stepson] walk in the store and go to 
where the CD's is and two [pohce officers] walk past. The lady [officer] walks 
past me [headed in the opposite direction], then all of a sudden someone grabbed 
me and the first thing I did was turn around and push. If someone grabs me firom 
behind that is a normal reaction. It was a woman pohce. She had somewhat of a 
hair tip and she says, "I gotta' talk to you." "Well, baby, you talk with your 
mouth, you do not talk with your hands! What is it that you want!?" She called 
security you dig? And her buddy caught up and says, "What's goin' on?" This is 
right after the time they beat this boy out in California [reference to the 1991 
Rodney King beating at the hands of Los Angeles police officers]. 

In the aftermath of this confrontation, Lester and his teenage stepson were handcuffed 

and taken to another store and made to appear with several other pairs of Black men 

before a White employee in an informal lineup in pursuit of two armed robbers. Neither 

Lester nor his stepson was charged with a crime, but Lester was incensed at this treatment 

by the poUce that he attributes to racism. As he put it, "They was out snatchin' up any two 

brothers they could find and takin' em' over to Toys R' Us." 

For some working class, and practically all middle class residents of Black 

Milwaukee residential and spatial mobility shields them from the frill impact of 

attenuated access to food. But as spatial mobiUty connects some of Black Milwaukee's 

more privileged residents to the larger servicescape, racial boundary crossing enables 

another form of disadvantage, mistreatment. Mistreatment can range from hatefril 

comments or glances, that may even go undetected, to tense confrontation. It can be 

ambiguous and difficult to attribute, particularly in grocery stores where personal contact 

is often minimal. Nonetheless, the impact of these instances can be extremely negative 
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for everyone involved. Past experiences and the resulting emotional defensiveness led to 

tense confrontation in an ambiguous scenario between Florine and a cashier. In a more 

extreme instance, what began as a bonding experience in a retail setting between Lester 

and his stepson ended in a physical confrontation with police. Instances of mistreatment, 

such as outright profiling in retail settings, over-surveillance, or even more subtle, but 

unfriendly behavior, results in disadvantage for consumers. And while it may be quite 

difficult for them to measure or assess, it is nonetheless very real and potentially very 

damaging for both consumers and businesses (c.f., Denny's, Inc. 1999). 
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§4. Consumer Disadvantage in Food Acquisition: Emergent Theory. 

What emerges from the data presented in Part One is a clearer picture of the 

complex interactions between race and class in this context and setting. Residential 

segregation, at least in part, structures a metropolitan area such that few material 

resources accrue to predominantly Black neighborhoods (Massey and Denton 1993, 

Downs 1997, Jargowsky 1997). And yet residential and spatial mobility vary within 

resource deprived Black iVlilwaukee, resulting in differing experiences with consumer 

disadvantage for its inhabitants. 

The food choices available to all shoppers in Black Milwaukee are limited in 

quality, range and volume in comparison to other parts of the city. Those with low social 

and spatial mobility must often make choices from a set of alternatives that often do not 

meet their minimum standards, much less optimize extant resource constraints. As social 

and spatial mobility both rise, the nature of consumer disadvantage changes in markets 

for food. For those sufficiently enabled to traverse racial boundaries in search of food 

they are able to partially resolve the attenuated access problems inherent in Black 

Milwaukee. However, traversing racial boundaries is not without political and social 

consequence. It enables the possibility of mistreatment in retail settings such as that 

experienced by Florine (Middle Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood) and Lester 

(Working Class/Black Male/Black Neighborhood). 

Figure 4 (see Appendix A) is a conceptual illustration of the impact of residential 

segregation on consumer disadvantage. A lengthy history of sociological research 

demonstrates that residential segregation does not merely divide a metropolitan area into 
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homogenous, but benign ethnic enclaves (Caj^on and Drake 1945, Clarke 1965, 

Anderson 1990, 1999, Massey and Denton 1993). Rather, it structures the setting such 

that material resources are unevenly distributed between the predominantly Black urban 

core and the predominantly White outer ring. Correspondingly, the highest cost food 

providers are concentrated inside the most resource deprived neighborhoods in Black 

Milwaukee, making food acquisition there more difficult. 

- INSERT FIGURE 4 HERE -

While living in Black Milwaukee attenuates access to food for all its residents, 

food acquisition is not made more difficult for all consumers in the same way. The data 

in this dissertation suggests that social and spatial mobihty moderate the way consumers 

are hkely to experience disadvantage. For consumers in Black Milwaukee with low 

residential or spatial mobility disadvantage is likely to be experienced in the form of 

limited store and product choices — attenuated access to food. As consumers rise in social 

and/or spatial mobility they are more likely to migrate across racial boundaries to acquire 

food. Upon doing so they alleviate store and product choice restrictions, but the nature of 

disadvantage changes from attenuated access to mistreatment. 

The data in this dissertation is limited in that it cannot provide any insight about 

the frequency of each disadvantage type in this setting. However, this data and its 

subsequent analysis has conceptually illuminated the interwoven roles of race and class 

inequality in consumer experiences in a highly segregated Midwestern city. 
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ESSAY ONE: SEGREGATION AS LIVED MARKETPLACE EXPERIENCE 

In Part One of Essay One tiie author investigates the acquisition of food in retail 

food outlets and emergency food providers. These institutions are physically and socially 

embedded in neighborhoods in particular ways. Consequently, their location in space 

impacts how consumers relate to them. General, that is, non-emergency, health care is a 

service that is no less important than food to overall hfe quality. Thus Essay One, Part 

Two will explore health care acquisition in Black Milwaukee as it is experienced &st by 

the working class, then by the middle and upper middle classes. The objective in Part 

Two, as in Part One, is to build etic analysis of structural disadvantage from the emic 

experiences of consumers. 

Part Two: Consumer Disadvantage in Health Care Acquisition 

§1. The Social Stnicture of Disadvantage: The Public and Private Health Care 
Distribution Systems 

Working Class Instability. The working class informants in this sample are almost 

all employed in the service economy with no health benefits. In this sector of the 

economy even steady emplo3anent is not a guarantee of access to health insurance. Candy 

(Working ClassAVhite Female/Black Neighborhood), a former Aid to FamiHes with 

Dependent Children (AFDC) recipient, has worked steadily since her youngest son, age 

11, has been old enough to attend school. At the time of this interview she is working as 

in retail cosmetics at a local pharmacy. 

Candy (Working ClassAVhite Femaie/BIack Neighborhood): When was the 
last time I went to see a doctor? About two-and-a-half weeks ago. Cost me $350. 

Researcher: Out of pocket? 
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Candy (Working ClassAVhite Female/Black Neighborhood): Yep. I have no 
insurance. 

Researcher: Do you miad if I ask what the visit was for? 

Candy (Working ClassAVhite Female/Black Neighborhood): It was a 
complete physical. 

Researcher: Oh, really? Is that something... Do you do that annually? 

Candy (Working ClassAVhite Female/Black Neighborhood): No. I have not 
had a complete physical in seven years, about seven years. 

For Candy the physical is a capitulation to concerns about her health based on her 

physical condition and a history of diabetes in her immediate family. The unexpected. 

expense, however, tore into her meager savings, illustrating the instability of her financial 

situation. 

Candy (Working ClassAVhite Female/Black Neighborhood): I didn't plan for 
it. But I had the money in the bank, I paid the bill, and totally to tell you the truth, 
I just told God you take care of the rest. You either... because I do many things. I 
don't only just work at Walgreens. I mean and I don't have to receive cash. I can 
do trade easily and obtain the things that [other] people bought. And that's how I 
make it. And I keep my rent current and no more than two months behind on 
electric and phone because it's usually that I'm switching off one of the two, but 
most of the time they're current, too. Because I get other things coming in too 
where I don't have to use my cash... 

Candy engages in budget juggling, a strategy common among the working class and poor 

women to remain current with their most pressing debts (Edin and Lein 1997). In this 

instance she is choosing between telephone service and electricity. She also alludes to 

barter and "off-the-books" labor to compensate for the shortfall in cash caused by the 

unexpected physical. Interestingly, Candy is somewhat cynical about the prospect of 
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insurance coverage through a private HMO. She is convinced that coverage is subject to 

market driven restrictions. 

Candy (Working ClassAVhite Female/Black Neighborhood): O.K. If you were 
on an HMO and you were working, you get what I would call standard quality. 

Researcher: Meaning what? 

Candy (Working ClassAVhite Femaie/Biack Neighborhood): As long as yoiu: 
insurance is going to pay for it, it's O.K. But if your HMO and that says no... 

Researcher: They won't do any procedures? 

Candy (Working ClassAVhite Female/Black Neighborhood): Well, they just 
say the procedure is not necessary when the procedure is necessary. Well because 
if you pay for it in cash, it costs less than if your HMO pays for it. 

Candy has spent a significant portion of her work life uninsured. However, she has 

recently been able to secure White-collar employment in the service sector, eventually 

taking a position that brought with it full time status and a corresponding rise in pay and 

health benefits. However, for many other members of the working class, particularly 

those without high school education, the prospects of joining the White-collar ranks of 

the service economy are quite dim. For them, a pattern of part-time employment with 

firequent periods of unemplo5TOent is more common. Dianne (Working Class/Black 

Female/Black Neighborhood) is a student in an adult education course working on 

obtaining a General Equivalency Diploma. According to her husband Lester, she is 

currently working in child-care. She is typical of working class women confined to the 

pink-collar segment of the service economy. 

Lester (Working Class/Black Male/Black Neighborhood): My wife, she's 
workin' at the daycare and she is covered by no insurance at all herself. She was 
on AFDC when she was on a medical card, but she got out of there because they 
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were real bad. She got out of AFDC before it started getting real bad. Now she got 
some insurance for herself, some life, but she don't have no sick and accident. 

She's somewhat sickly. She carryin' a tumor around and got a bad hip. You know 
what I'm sajdn? She's workin' full-time. If I can hurry up and get on the payroll, 
then I can be like "Baby relax, I got you". But right now she told me, "I got you" 
[emphasis original]. I don't think we doin' too bad. You know what I'm sayin? I 
don't think we doin' too bad. But, uh, it hurts me not to be able to add to us. Add 
to us. You know what I'm sayin? 

This emplojonent instability, particularly for women, often leads to at least brief 

dependence on pub he assistance. In 1997 Wisconsin replaced Aid to Families with 

Dependent Children (AFDC) with Wisconsin Works (known as "W2"), a block grant 

initiative that implements work requirements. The impact of the program on access to 

public health assistance is still a subject of considerable debate and little consensus. 

Candy (Working ClassAVTiite Female/Black Neighborhood), a former AFDC recipient 

and community activist for welfare issues, is very critical of the inadequacy of the health 

care provisions in W2. 

Candy (Working ClassAVhite Female/Black Neighborhood): If you're on what 
the W2 people are on and stuff like that the quality's not there. You're just like a 
slaughterhouse. They tell you where you can go, what doctors you can see. They 
say they give you a choice, they give you a couple of names, but those people are 
already been signed up with them. They've already been told what they can and 
cannot do. And that is to me — it's not adequate care. And to me, that's the one 
thing that [Governor] Tommy Thompson and I highly disagree upon. Highly 
disagree upon. 

For Candy coverage under W2 is not adequate because it is restrictive. Consistent with 

her critique of private coverage through HMOs she believes that administrators have 

determined a priori which procedures are "unnecessary". In describing a meeting with a 

representative from the Governor's office to discuss issues surrounding W2, she makes it 



136 

clear in her critique that the limits set on benefits will encourage, not discourage, 

dependency on public assistance. 

Candy (Working ClassAVhite Female/Black Neighborhood): The fact is 
whether you get that W2 mother on the road to recovery or not, if you're not 
giving her children the proper health care and the proper nutrition, you're going to 
have more W2 people. And you said five years.^^ Five years my foot! In five 
years then what? ITiey go to Social Security because if they've been dependent 
on you for five years that shows that they're not mentally stable, and it is known 
that if you're not mentally stable and you could prove that for one year, you can 
get Social Security. And yeah, his eyes kind of opened up, too, when he didn't 
think... I says, is that your game here? 

A focus group conducted in Kenosha with eight women who are participants in W2 job 

training found them to be generally less critical of the program. They felt like medical 

coverage was adequate for them and their dependent children, but for those that were 

married it did not cover their husbands, many of whom worked in Jobs without health 

insurance. They were all more critical of the system of private health insurance for failing 

to cover people with steady employment. For working class men in Wisconsin who are 

not eligible for social security or veterans benefits, access to pubUc health care fi-om the 

state comes in the form of the General Assistance Medical Plan (GANIP). 

Lester (Working Class/Black Male/Black Neighborhood): [Li prison] they had 
me covered. Now I don't have no insurance at all. If anything happens to me I 
have to go all they way out to [inaudible] Emergency and I think they would 
make them see me and give me insurance from the GAMP [the General 
Assistance Medical Plan] for about 6 montlis. That's the only thing happenin' for 
anybody who doesn't have insurance. They would give you up to maybe 6 
months. 

Five years is the mandatory limit on program participation. 
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This kind of coverage is designed to fiinction as a safety net in emergency situations. 

Thus, it does not cover the kind of preventive care necessary to detect potential health 

problems at their earliest stages. 

For working class informants in this sample the world of work structures their 

access to and discourse about health care. As these informants all work in the service 

sector of the economy, most have experienced periods of unemployment and all currently 

work, or have worked, without health insurance. Adequate insurance is simply too 

expensive to purchase privately for many in the working class. They go without coverage 

or, if eligible, perhaps turn to public assistance. For women with dependent children this 

typically means participation in Wisconsin Works (Wl). For men this often means 

coverage will be provided by the state in an emergency. In general, notions of access and 

adequacy dominate working class informants' comments about health care acquisition in 

Milwaukee. The financial instability inherent in service sector work leads to unstable 

access to health care. Working class informants also offer a critique of public and private 

systems of health care distribution. Some like Candy (Working ClassAVhite 

Female/Black Neighborhood) and Lester (Working Class/Black Male/Black 

Neighborhood) argue that the public system is often unable to meet people's basic health 

needs or that it reinforces dependency. Meanwhile the private system distributes vital 

services away from those with great need but limited ability to pay, causing Candy to 

quite literally choose a physical examination over telephone service. 

Middle Class Networks. For middle class informants access to health care is 

practically a given. Health benefits are a feature of the kinds of employment that typically 
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accompany middle-class status. Thus, it is not programmatic access to health care, but 

distinguishing between health care alternatives that constitutes the major challenge in 

acquisition for these consumers. Understanding the distinctions between various types of 

employee health plans is far from a trivial task. 

Maggie (Middle ClassAVhite FemaleAVhite Neighborhood): My husband just 
picked [a primary care physician] out of the [HMO] brochure — that's exactly 
what he did. He wouldn't let me help him. My daughter, I got referrals — my 
brother is a pediatrician, so, I had him go through the book and point out... And 
my daughter sees the same pediatrician that my sister takes her son to, so it was a 
family referral, I guess and another doctor referral — family doctor, or whatever, 
however you want to call it... And my doctor... How did I pick him? Oh, oh, he's 
a friend of the family's. 

Maggie's choice procedures represent a quintessential instance of a social network 

functioning to provide access to information that otherwise would be very difficult to get 

or completely unavailable. This informant has direct social ties to local expertise in the 

form of her brother, a pediatrician. He not only understands her and her family's needs, 

but which alternatives are most likely to meet them. Maggie's own physician is a friend 

of the family. Her strong ties to these experts provide valuable assistance with her initial 

selection of physicians, and later help her distinguish between health care plans after 

changing jobs. Her networks have endowed her with exceptional knowledge about 

available altematives. 

Maggie (Middle ClassAVhite FemaleAVhite Neighborhood): And see my 
previous employer carried a similar insurance. [When] I came to MPS 
[Milwaukee Public Schools] I could have gone Aetna. I could have gone Prime 
Care... And being that I had all these doctors, I didn't want to change them, so I 
just... Rather than going Aetna PPO, I went Prime Care so that I could keep all 
my physicians, because I liked all the physicians that we were currently seeing. 
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Maggie's social network of physicians is not typical of middle class informants. More 

common among middle class informants are networks of other consumers and perhaps 

lower level health care professionals. 

Pat (Middle Class/Black FemaleAVhite Neighborhood): No. I ended up getting 
another doctor, a female doctor who didn't believe in giving me drugs every time 
something was wrong with me. [...] I worked with a yoimg lady who had been 
over in Thailand and she had physical problems, too, and I knew she couldn't take 
a lot of drugs either. And she recommended her doctor to me and now Sonia 
[Pat's youngest daughter] and I both go to the same doctor and... [The doctor] 
listens to me. She listens when I say I don't want something. She does not try to 
convince me. 

Consumers may seek information from the experiences of other consiraiers to help make 

distinctions, even though their ties may not be particularly strong. Pat switched doctors 

based on a recommendation from a colleague who shared a similar condition and 

disposition toward prescription medicine despite her somewhat tenuous connection to this 

colleague. In another instance Anne (Upper Middle Class/Black Female/Black 

Neighborhood) employs a more formal approach. 

Anne (Upper Middle Class/Black FemaleAVhite Neighborhood): I just think 
they don't get the top doctors here. I mean you only have a couple, but they don't 
get a lot of the top doctors here and so I feel you have to be able to search for 
good health care. 

To me I guess you kind of have to... a lot of it's... The way I do I guess I start, I 
try to find friends that are in the health profession and just start. And if I can find 
similarities, you know I could get a name or a couple of names that I hear over 
and over again, and maybe that would be a starting point for me. And then, you 
know I try to look up and see what I can find about them. But not until you 
actually go in there and have experience, you don't know. 

She tries to access a network of health care professionals for information to help her build 

a consideration set. But she is less willing to make decisions about physicians based 

solely on recommendations. So after acquiring enough information to construct a 
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consideration set, she does her own research to narrow to a single choice. She finally 

evaluates a physician based on personal experience where she assesses the physician's 

diagnostic ability, and the amount of new information or insight he or she brings to a 

problem. The information that flows through social networks is very important to middle 

class consumers, as it bestows on them a form of cultural capital — the ability to make 

subtle distinctions between similar alternatives - that is practically absent in working 

class informants. 

Middle Class Critiques of Health Care Distribution. The kind of access to private 

systems of health care enabled by stable middle class employment, and subsequently 

enhanced by personal and professional networks, invites a particular kind of critique firom 

middle class informants. For instance, Eric (Upper Middle Class/Black Male/Black 

Neighborhood), an executive at a large local firm offers a critique of local health care 

markets that is completely consistent with his own upper middle class value of constantly 

striving for improvement. 

Eric (Upper Middle Class/Black MaleAVhite Neighborhood): I think part of 
the problem with the caliber of the people is even if when they came out of school 
they were reasonably good, there's no real willingness on their part to become... 
I've been to doctors as a male where they're older and it isn't their age that 
bothered me. It's the fact that they strike me as being, having the same knowledge 
as when they got out of school. I don't really see this interest in new medicine and 
all the things that are... There's obviously a lot going on in medicine and things 
changing in that whole arena. I think just because of the nature of the beast here — 
the lack of receptivity to change — there's no real impetus for whatever reasons for 
people to want to change. I just get the feeling when I go to a doctor here, under 
the HMO system, where you know if he's in his 50's or 60's, that the knowledge 
that he has now is probably the same knowledge he had 20 or 30 years ago. So 
that bothers me. 
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His wife Anne adds: 

Anne (Upper Middle Class/Black FemaleAVhite Neighborhood): ...I go in and 
I talk to them and they can't tell me anything better than I know, or I can analyze 
it better than they can. 

For Eric and Anne, migrants to Milwaukee most recently from the Southwest, notions of 

newness, advancement, and the city's "lack of receptivity to change" are consistent 

themes running throughout their critiques of health care, retail estabUshments, education, 

local government, and working class culture in Milwaukee. Pat, also a recent migrant 

from the Southwest offers a similar critique. 

Pat (Middle Class/Blacic FemaleAVhite Neighborhood): No. I think it depends 
on the doctor that you get. I think out there [in the Southwest] the doctors seem to 
be more aware of, I guess you'd call it holistic type medicine and using other 
things other than synthetic drugs to help people. They seem to be more conscious 
of that out there. 

Eric (Upper Middle Class/Black Male/White Neighborhood) suggests that the health care 

distribution system in Milwaukee simply does not offer a set of alternatives whose 

quality is commensurate with his expectations. 

Eric (Upper Middle Class/Black MaleAVhite Neighborhood): But I do know, 
just from some things I've learned at work as I sit on the [health care] Steering 
Committee, that there are some unique things about the HMO's here. [They] are 
not as competitive and, therefore, the consumer is at a disadvantage as opposed to 
other cities. 

Well, just for whatever reasons the way health care has evolved here and the 
HMO's that evolved here we just don't have the best HMO's here. There's 
different systems, but no one system is dominant and it just seems to be more of a 
management issue with the HMO's that you have in this area. Those are general 
comments but I do think that particular aspect is imique to Milwaukee from what I 
understand. 
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This critique of the entire health care distribution system is that the diminished skills of 

providers or the incompetence and poor organization of HMOs places consumers in the 

private system at a disadvantage in comparison to other cities. 

Another other major critique among middle class informants is the notion that 

providers do not take their health concerns seriously. Liz Carter (Upper Middle 

Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood) often feels that Blacks are particularly likely to 

have their concerns ignored or patronized. Blacks must subsequently "prove" the validity 

of their health claims. In an initial interview, Liz, a social worker and therapist, spoke 

about having to, in her words, "train" the family doctor to trust her concerns as a parent. 

In a follow-up interview she elaborates: 

Researcher: The last time we spoke you mentioned having to "train" your 
physician. What did you mean by that? 

Liz (Upper Middle Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood): Not so much 
"train" them, but people have to realize that parents know their children. You may 
think we might be overreacting or being overprotective, or whatever, but in this 
job of mine, I learned, before I was a parent, I learned to respect parents coming 
to me saying, "My child does this". I may not see it always in therapy, but if they 
were expressing this concem, it had to be there. It had to be there. Sometimes 
with doctors, and sometimes I think with African-Americans, they don't really 
take us seriously. 

I really haven't had that problem with Dr. Rosenberg, but there were occasions 
where he questioned whether or not Travis [age 14] was as sick as he was and it 
was like, well we got there and they [the hospital staff] said he was sick so it was 
the right call. Travis, like I said before, has taken offense when he would overhear 
the nurses or doctors making a statement about him and he would have to explain 
to them what all he was going through. 

Making attributions about the source of dissatisfaction can be a trying proposition for 

consumers. But the clear issue for Liz is that her concerns, and those of her asthmatic 
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son, are often presumed to be inaccurate, if not exaggerated. She attributes this, at least in 

part, to the relatively low status of Blacks in that setting. 

Pat (Middle Class/Black Female/White Neighborhood) expresses similar concerns 

about being ignored by her physician, but her implicit attribution is to the gendered 

interaction between she and her male doctor. 

Researcher: So did you stay with this doctor? 

Pat (Middle Class/Black FemaleAVhite Neighborhood): No. I ended up getting 
another doctor, a female doctor who didn't believe in giving me drugs every time 
something was wrong with me. I have a low tolerance for drugs and I kept telling 
my doctor that and I wanted to find solutions to problems. He'd say you just take 
this and it'll take... three weeks before you feel any side effects — I could feel it in 
five days. So that was the end of him for me. 

Pat goes on to employ a female physician at the recommendation of a colleague. For Pat, 

employing a female doctor is salient, as her former male doctor questions her sexual 

integrity through his diagnosis of a recurring infection as a sexually transmitted disease. 

Pat (Middle Class/Black FemaleAVhite Neighborhood): I had an infection 
once and my other [male] doctor insisted that I must have been doing something I 
wasn't doing and when I went to the other [female] doctor she says 'oh, no, it's 
possible [to have the infection without being sexually active]... It's an infection, 
it's not the same one, but it is an infection and it is possible to have...' you know. 
And she said she'd have to give me medication. So I took the medication at one 
time and now it's a year-and-a-half later and I never had a [reoccurrence]. 
Whereas with him it kept reoccurring and that was because he wasn't treating the 
right thing. He just made the assumption [...] that I must be... and I'm like [look 
of bewilderment]... and that's the part that would really bum me up. But I didn't 
know where else to go. And I didn't [emphasis original] want Sonia [age 14 at the 
time] to go [to him]. I didn't know where else to go. For now I like the doctor I 
have now. 

In this instance emplojdng the female physician is practically synonymous with being 

listened to. Pat expresses this in the form of a morality tale in which the male doctor is 

cast as the villain by implicitly questioning her sexual integrity. The female doctor, cast 
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as hero, not only validates Pat's integrity but cures her (where the male doctor cannot) by 

Ustening to her concerns. Pat also plays the role of hero in this drama, as she protects her 

teenage daughter's sexual integrity by ridding herself of the male doctor. A defining 

feature of morality tales, of course, is the ability of the storyteller's values to overcome in 

the face of adversity. For the storyteller the endings are happy and just because their 

values have been restored. Unfortunately, even for informants enabled by middle class 

status to have access to health care, there exist horror stories about the quality of care in 

which the storyteller's values are not restored in the face of adversity. 

Florine (Middle Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood): We belong to [an] 
EDVIO I guess, and I've had problems with their procedures and follow-up and in 
fact my son had a very unfortunate experience in terms of — there was no follow-
up like there should have been. I was told later I really should have sued, I don't 
know if it's too late. It was a traumatic experience for my son. He lost something, 
a vital organ because the foUow-up wasn't there. But I can't say it's because of 
him [the physician] directly—just the particular medical group. There's been 
several instances where information was given, they lost the information, it 
wasn't there, or there's a couple very embarrassing moments with him because 
the communication wasn't correct and wasn't... There was no follow through. So 
I don't know if that's just sloppy or just unprofessionaHsm. I won't take it... I try 
not to take it personally. 

What happened was he [her son] had an infection. The doctor saw it and it was 
'oh, it's nothing, it's just an infection'. Well, it got worse and it got so bad and so 
much pain I had to rush him to the hospital. The doctor there in the emergency 
said well, this is what's thus and thus and it's not that bad, but come back. So 
when we came back it was too late. I'd really rather not go into the organ that he 
lost. But the infection had gotten so bad... He's a diabetic, so I had to be very 
careful with him. It had gotten so bad he had to go to have major surgery and then 
he was in the hospital for God-knows how long because... and my gut feeling as a 
mother told me then something's not right. He wouldn't be in this kind of pain if 
it was no problem. But trusting doctors and I've learned my lesson to ask 
questions subsequent to that. 

Florine's (Middle Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood) horror story embodies 

aspects of the other middle class critiques. Like Eric, Anne, Liz and Pat, her concerns 
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were ignored. For Florine, similar to Eric (Upper Middle Class/Black MaleAVTiite 

Neighborhood), it is the individual incompetence of the doctors and poor follow-through 

by the HMO that are most directly at fault in the grave outcome for her son. Yet unlike 

Liz (Upper Middle Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood) and Pat (Middle 

Class/Black FemaleAVhite Neighborhood), she is uncertain about whether to attribute 

this misfortune to ascribed characteristics, like race or gender. Florine, who is generally 

non-confrontational, tries "not to take it personally". She continues. 

Florine (Middle Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood): Well, they told 
me... They told what the problem was, but they weren't giving us the seriousness 
of it. It was Uke [the] brush off... 

Looking back I could have done something. Yes, I could've got ugly like some 
people and just... 'Wait a minute, something's not right, I demand it! I demand 
it!' And I heard of situations like that before where people demand that the 
professionals... Well those that are unprofessional really get ugly and, you know, 
you just never... You hear these horror stories of records being lost, mysteriously 
- purposely — because a patient got really assertive or whatever. I've heard of 
stories like that. So, I'm a few years older now and probably would do a whole lot 
different but as I look back. I was very remorseful that I wasn't more assertive in 
asking questions, not just taking the word of a, someone I really didn't know in 
emergency, and he had this, 'oh, well, you know', this patronizing [she gives a 
'pat on the head' motion]... It's not imagination, [my son is] in serious pain 
doubled on the floor — there's a problem. So yes, as I look back, I would have 
done things differently. I would have asked more questions. 

And most unfortunately, no heroic figure emerges like the female doctor in Pat's tale, to 

validate Florine's integrity or "gut feeling as a mother". 

Florine (Middle Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood): I felt really bad for 
my son... And even in the last few months he said Mom, we really should have 
sued. Now I don't know if I can still do that. I have to go through the procedures 
of getting my records and maybe I could still do that, I don't know. On the basis 
of emotional damage or something like that, you know. 
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If Pat's (Middle Class/Black FemaleAVhite Neighborhood) morality tale served, ia part to 

illustrate her own success as a mother who assertively guards her daughter's integrity, 

Florine's (Middle Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood) horror story illustrates her 

sense of personal failure to do the same for her son. 

What emerges from these critiques is that middle class informants, perhaps due in 

part to their own privileged position in the marketing system, accept its basic distributive 

tenets. Their critiques clearly share the perspective of "insider". That is, they are active 

participants in the private health care distribution system, with general acceptance of the 

system's basic precepts about to whom health resources should flow. Health care 

resources (i.e., access to the system, information about available alternatives) flow 

toward them and away from others less able to pay without much explicit consideration 

by these informemts. Within those distributive tenets however middle class informants 

express a range of concems about particular components of the health care distribution 

system. For some, disadvantage arises from the difference in the quality of service 

providers across communities. For others, disadvantage occurs because of mistreatment 

at the hands of service providers. It is among these informants that race and gender 

emerge as emic sources of attribution for why their concems are not being heard or 

appropriately addressed. Yet, what underlies both their morality tales and their horror 

stories is a pervasive belief in self-efficacy, or agency. In Pat's (Middle Class/Black 

FemaleAVhite Neighborhood) morality tale she exercised consumer choice to intervene 

on her own and her daughter's behalf. Even in Florine's (Middle Class/Black 

Female/Black Neighborhood) horror story she clearly believes she could have and should 
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have more assertively intervened on her son's behalf. Both accept the distributive tenets 

of the system, which structures discourse on problems therein as individual in nature 

(e.g., incompetent or insensitive doctors, poorly structured HMO's) and privileges 

individual level corrective measures. 
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§2. Consumer Disadvantage in Health Care Acquisition: Emergent Theory 

Figure 5 (see Appendix A) is an illustration of consumer disadvantage in health 

care acquisition, hi the context of health care acquisition, employment structure, not 

residential segregation, structures the flow of disadvantage. For consumers in Milwaukee 

the kind of consumer disadvantage one is likely to experience in markets for health care 

is determined by their access to health insurance. For informants who are uncovered, or 

are covered by the public system (through Wisconsin Works or the General Assistance 

Medical Plan), this data suggests potentially inadequate care and prohibitive expense for 

uninsured medical services. Working class informants claim that the public health care 

system is frequently inadequate, either because of limitations in the quality of provided 

medical services or limitations in family coverage. For instance, according to participants 

in the focus group W2 coverage only extends to mothers and children under the age of 

18. For these transitioning women whose spouses are frequently without health benefits, 

a workplace injury could leave their household in dire straits as two working incomes are 

necessary to keep them from public assistance dependency. Of course for informants with 

no medical insurance who pay fee for service, even a simple preventive procedure, like 

an annual physical, can be a prohibitive expense. For Candy (Working ClassAVhite 

Female/Black Neighborhood), a part time worker, the physical came at the direct expense 

of telephone service. Working class informants generally frame disadvantage as a 

systemic feature of health care distribution. That is they structure discourse on 

disadvantage as a frmction of their employment status or as a feature of the market itself. 

- INSERT FIGURE 5 HERE -
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For middle and upper middle class informants access to the system of health care 

insurance is for the most part a given based on their employment status. Thus, while they 

shared similar concerns about quality of care with members of the working class, their 

insider's perspective leads them to frame disadvantage differently. Where working class 

informants framed disadvantage as a feature of the system of health care distribution, 

middle class informants make more individual attributions about the nature of 

disadvantage. For middle class consiuners, disadvantage occurs in the form of 

mistreatment. Consistent with recent research (Lee, Ozanne and Hill 1999) gender and 

race emerge as structuring features of customer—service provider interactions. Namely, 

Black females report the most damaging customer-service provider interactions. They all 

surround misdiagnosis by doctors that do not listen to their concerns. 
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ESSAY ONE: SEGREGATION AS LIVED MARKETPLACE EXPERIENCE -
CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this essay is to enhance conceptual clarity through a rich and 

nuanced description of how disadvantage operates and how it is experienced in the 

context of food and health care acquisition. The data and analysis in this essay suggest 

that disadvantage is a multidimensional concept that is not inherently a characteristic of 

consumers. As Andreasen (1975) submits, it is also a characteristic of the marketplace. 

Consequently, race and class inequality, while interrelated, also combine with aspects of 

the social setting to produce very different experiences with disadvantage and privilege in 

markets for food and primary health care. 

Part One: Consumer Disadvantage in Food Acquisition. Clearly everyone must 

acquire food for daily consumption in order to maintain acceptable levels of health. Most 

people in Milwaukee, as elsewhere, acquire the vast majority of their food in grocery 

stores. Yet, racial inequality, through residential segregation, structures the marketplace 

geographically such that people Hving and/or shopping in predominantly Black 

neighborhoods experience systematic disadvantage. That is, the area of the city dubbed 

"Black Milwaukee" does not merely include a large spatial concentration of Blacks. 

Rather, like other predominantly Black areas in every major city in the U.S. large grocery 

stores and other businesses underserve "Black Milwaukee". Consumers shopping there 

pay higher prices for fewer available brands. 

Yet all consumers living in Black Milwaukee do not necessarily acquire the bulk 

of their food in the area. Many consumers are sufficiently mobile to ".. .go where the best 

deals are." Therefore, while social and spatial mobility may alleviate one type of 
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disadvantage for Black consumers, attenuated access to food, it exposes them to another 

type of disadvantage, mistreatment. But even while social and spatial mobihty does not 

eliminate the possibility that Black consumers will experience disadvantage. Black 

middle class consumers are certainly privileged in a way that Black poor and working 

class consumers are not. Human ecology theory is instructive regarding the interaction 

between the race and class dynamics that create high levels of residential segregation. 

Black Milwaukee — not simply "poor" Milwaukee — is drastically underserved by large 

grocery stores, yet class privilege is negotiated within ethnic groups as well. For Blacks 

who are sufficiently mobile, living or shopping in more affluent White areas is an 

opportunity to distance themselves firom the poor and working class clientele prevalent in 

Black neighborhood stores. For others, being "pushed" into White area stores is more 

disconcerting. They understand it to be a failure on the part of the Black conmiunity, 

particularly the Black working class, to stem the tide of social and economic decay. Thus, 

in this context, race and class do not merely "interact" in the statistical sense. They are 

mutually reinforcing social entities without clear distinction or causal order. 

Part Two: Consumer Disadvantage in Health Care Acquisition. The operation of 

race and class in the context of health care acquisition appears to be fundamentally 

different than food acquisition. Health care acquisition, unlike food acquisition, is not 

ubiquitous. In fact, millions of Americans do not have regular access to health insurance 

or non-emergency care. In this setting employment type appears to structure the 

marketplace for health care. Much in the same way residential segregation 

geographically attenuates access to food, employment type economically attenuates 
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access to health care. All the informants in this sample were either currently working, or 

training for work, and none were without access to medical care of some kind during the 

entire data collection period. But for those engaged in part-time, service sector 

employment, health care comes through the public health care system or on a fee-for-

service basis. For those working full-time in jobs with health benefits, they or their 

employer purchase coverage through the private health care distribution system. In this 

context class fundamentally structures consumer experiences with health care and the 

types of disadvantage they Ukely to be experienced. It is within those parameters that 

racial and gender inequality emerge as factors that attenuate the quality of health care one 

is likely to receive, given participation in the private or public system. In the private 

health care system gendered interactions, most frequently between male service providers 

and female patients/customers, make it difficult for women to trust that their concerns are 

being taken seriously. Consequently they frequently employ a strategy where they 

become medical experts, unwilling to rely on the expertise of physicians. While perhaps 

rational, even liberatory in one sense, this strategy is nonetheless troubling as it indicates 

an inability of the private system to meet the needs of even the most economically 

privileged women. In the pubUc system, particularly as part of the Wisconsin Works 

initiative, health care for women and their children is deemed by many in the state to be 

adequate. Yet, the fact that the health benefits do not cover even a married household 

with a working husband works to bind women to the system. Some women, ready to 

engage the world of legitimate employment, simply cannot risk leaving themselves or 

their children uninsured to take an entry-level job in the service sector. 
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To conclude, the macro-social dynamics of gender, racial and class inequality 

shape the context in which products are consumed. Consequently, they shape the ways in 

which disadvantage and privilege are distributed throughout a setting. Perhaps too 

frequently in marketing research consumer disadvantage has been conceptualized as 

strictly an individual level phenomena. Recent scholarship (e.g. Penaloza 1995, Hill and 

Stephens 1997, and Lee, Ozanne and Hill 1999) has begim to broaden the discussion of 

disadvantage to theorize about macro-social causes. This dissertation adds to that 

discussion by providing an investigation and explanation of the simultaneous operation of 

gendered, racial and class inequality in producing consumer disadvantage. 
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ESSAY TWO: CONSUMER RESPONSES TO DISADVANTAGE 

In Essay Two the objective is to thoroughly investigate the role of human agency 

in consumer disadvantage. Given that many consumers acquire food and health care in 

settings characterized by disadvantage how they respond is relevant to a number of 

marketing constituencies. It is theoretically relevant as it addresses the tension between 

the relative impact of social structure and human agency in consumer behavior. It is 

relevant to practitioners who are increasingly called upon by economic and social forces 

to navigate the social and political dynamics of marketing in predominantly Black areas. 

For instance, the construction and opening of a Pathmark supermarket in a predominantly 

Black working class neighborhood in East Harlem, NY met with both widespread 

political support and resistance by opposing groups of consumers. Yet, the class-based 

and ethnicity-based political dynamics of operating in the community came as an initial 

surprise to Pathmark officials (Elias 1998). Understanding the political underpinnings of 

consumer responses to disadvantage can be instructive to managers faced with navigating 

such dynamics. Understanding consumer responses is also relevant to pubhc policy 

makers who must respond to issues of extra-market discrimination and the inability of 

markets to consistently produce socially desirable outcomes. Balancing the interests of 

consumers with the functioning of a firee market that by definition frequently distributes 

vital goods away from the consumers with greatest need is a challenging task. As 

mentioned elsewhere, making simple legislative corrections to attenuated access or 

mistreatment may prove an insufficient public response once those types of disadvantage 
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have been structured into geographic space. Consumer response strategies can be an 

instructive guide to public policy makers about actual consumer needs. 

Part One: Resistance and Coping Strategies in Food Acquisition 

In order to address the "what do they do about it?" question the author will 

construct a grounded typology of resistance and coping strategies in food and health care 

acquisition (presented in Table 4). Typologizing has been employed in sociological 

research as a conceptual tool by which the subsets in some empirical domain are ordered 

and classified by their similarities and differences. "The resulting classificatory scheme 

directs the observer's attention to certain aspects of the phenomenon under study (Snow 

and Anderson 1993, p. 37)." In this dissertation the empirical domains of interest are 

strategies of resistance and coping in both food and health care acquisition. Through 

systematic analysis of empirical data from interviews and participant observation, those 

domains will be ordered so as to illuminate which people, under what conditions, take 

which kinds of actions to combat or cope with their status as disadvantaged consumers. 

Based on emergent findings from Essay One, consiuner disadvantage varies by 

social class and neighborhood racial composition. That is, the tj'pe of disadvantage one 

experiences differs by social class and neighborhood racial composition. However within 

class and neighborhood, responses to disadvantage among informants in this study fall 

into two related but distinct categories, resistance and coping strategies. Resistance 

strategies refer simply to those acts designed to alleviate or correct some aspect of 

disadvantaged status. So for instance, if a consumer feels that the stores in his or her area 

do not offer an acceptable product mix he or she may decide to out-shop. Out-shopping is 
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designed to alleviate attenuated access to food by expanding the set of available choices. 

Coping strategies refer to those designed to make disadvantage less impactful. To 

illustrate, another consumer in the same neighborhood, lacking sufficient spatial mobility 

to out-shop, may take extra care to check the expiration dates on goods purchased at 

neighborhood stores. Such a strategy cannot alleviate the structural problem of attenuated 

access. It is in fact a concession to the problem of attenuated access designed to make it 

less impactful by ensuring a minimum level of quality among the limited available 

choices. Essay Two, Part One is a discussion of resistance and coping strategies for the 

two forms of disadvantage in food acquisition outlined in Table 5 (i.e., attenuated access 

to food and mistreatment). This dissertation will examine resistance and coping in food 

acquisition, first among the working class, then among the middle and upper-middle 

classes. 

- INSERT TABLE 5 HERE -

§1. Resistance and Coping in the Working Class: Attenuated Access to Food 

Resisting Attenuated Access in the Working Class: Out-shopping. Among 

working class informants the most prevalent form of disadvantage in food acquisition is 

attenuated access to food. Essay One suggests that consmners shopping in Black 

Milwaukee experience substantial limitations in the volume and range (variety) of 

available food choices that are for the most part structural features of the setting. That is, 

the proliferation of small stores that are a feature of the landscape in Black Milwaukee 

virtually ensures higher prices and limited variety. Consequently, out-shopping is one of 

few resistance strategies open to individual consumers and the only strategy employed by 



157 

informants in this sample. In fact, each of the informants living in Black Milwaukee had 

engaged in at least some out-shopping. Even low-income working class informants who 

lack reliable private transportation like Ms. Bemice (Working Class/Black Female/Black 

Neighborhood) can occasionally catch a ride with a friend or neighbor to a store outside 

Black Milwaukee. 

However, all informants are not equal in their abihty to access this kind of social 

network resource. No matter where they live. Blacks generally tap into the smallest 

"core" social networks,^^ and Whites the largest, with both groups accessing relatively 

racially homogenous social networks (Marsden 1987). Additionally, high levels of Black-

White dissimilarity suggest that for the few White informants hving in Black Milwaukee, 

many of their core social network ties will be located outside their predominantly Black 

neighborhoods of residence. For instance, despite her lack of private transportation, 

Candy (Working ClassAVhite Female/Black Neighborhood) made regular use of a wide-

ranging network of friends outside her neighborhood to acquire food from large grocery 

stores and from other sources. 

Candy (Working ClassAVhite Femaie/BIack Neighborhooci): I had a friend 
who would take me out to one of the farm fields or whatever. And I did go with 
her and I would take [my son] with me and we would pick our strawberries and 
then we'd can them and then I have a recipe for [strawberry] jelly. I would make 
strawberry jelly and he liked the whole strawberries in there so we always put 
more strawberries than it literally called for and then we would make [jelly]. 

A friend of mine had a big grapevine that was the whole length of the driveway. 
When the grapes came in, once they did their business with them, she would come 
get me. I'd take, I guess, three bushels of grapes and we, [my son] and I, would 
make grape jelly. 

A core network is the group of people with whom, one is likely to discuss important matters, and 
presumably depend on for social, emotional, and often financial support. 
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And then I had a friend who had an apple orchard and she would come and pick 
me up and she'd say, "come and get some apples. We got too many apples we 
don't want them to rot and we don't really want them to fall off the tree." And so I 
would go pick apples then I would slice them and everything because I make an 
apple bar... 

Of course most informants, Black or White, would consider themselves fortunate to have 

such fruitful network ties.^'^ However, prior research suggests that it is typical for Whites 

to have larger core networks with more diverse ties than Blacks (Marsden 1987). Thus, 

Black informants living in Black Milwaukee who have low social and spatial mobihty, 

are less likely than similarly situated Whites to be able to tap into social networks that 

can in part compensate for their immobility. As a consequence, out-shopping is a 

resistance strategy that is only effective for those with sufficient economic and social 

capital to employ it. 

Coping with Attenuated Access to Food in the Working Class: Neighborhood 

Preference. At the household level, out-shopping is the only strategy that can resolve the 

attenuated access to food facing residents of Black Milwaukee. Yet for some, shopping in 

far away White area stores regularly is simply beyond their means. Thus, they shop in 

Black neighborhood stores, as articulated by Alonzo (Working Class/Black Male/Black 

Neighborhood). While Alonzo, a barber at Mr. Chandler's, has access to reliable private 

transportation, many in his community do not. 

Alonzo (Working Class/Black Male/Black Neighborhood): Like I say, if you 
ain't ridin', you can't really be choosy. If you got to get some meat and you got no 
ride then you gotta go to whatever is close. 

In fact, in the 1985 General Social Survey, almost aU Americans counted fewer than six members in their 
core networks. 
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Some of these consumers, despite the restricted choices and higher prices, 

actually express a preference for shopping in Black Milwaukee's stores. Denise (Working 

Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood) expresses a preference for neighborhood 

stores, particularly Karl's, a local grocery chain with a medium sized store in Black 

Milwaukee, primarily because of its convenience. 

Denise (Working Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood): They have 
everything I need and they right here at home. 

Researcher: But many people say that Karl's is the most expensive supermarket 
in the city. 

Denise (Working Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood): Well, Pack-N-Go 
is cheaper than Karl's. Sentinel is cheaper than Karl's. Apple's is cheaper than 
Karl's. 

Researcher: But you don't Uke those places? 

Denise (Working Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood): I like 'em, but 
when I'm tired I go as close [to home] as I can to get done. 

Denise is a working mother, and for her convenience outweighs other attributes in store 

preference. Denise is aware of the trade-off she makes between price and convenience, 

but to some extent finds herself captive to neighborhood stores, even medium sized stores 

like Karl's. 

Denise (Working Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood): To be truthful, I 
don't grocery shop. I buy food that lasts weekly and daily. So every other day I 
make [a trip to] Karl's. 

Researcher: So you make a lot of trips every couple days as opposed to one big 
one? 

Denise (Working Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood): Right. Well, I 
prefer just going once to get my grocery, but with the money situation, I do it 
weekly. Got to do it weekly. 
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Despite the fact that she has a reliable car, Denise still does not out-shop. Her seemingly 

irrational neighborhood preference becomes sensible only in light of her cash flow 

constraints. If she must shop every other day, as opposed to once per week, then she 

cannot very well shop far outside the neighborhood cost-effectively. So she makes her 

store choice based primarily on convenience and quality of merchandise. 

In another instance. Candy (Working ClassAVhite Female/Black Neighborhood) 

expresses neighborhood preference for Black Milwaukee stores based on her relationship 

with store employees. 

Candy (Working ClassAVhite Female/Black Neighborhood): Grey's, it used to 
be on 76th and Mill Road. It used to be known as Grey's Shop-Well. I knew the 
owner and, because we shopped there so often, I asked him one day, I says, what 
do you do with the very ripe bananas? He says 'I write them off and throw them 
away' I said, well, after you write them off, I says, how about you let me buy 
them? And he says 'Well, how much do you think they're worth?' I said well 
since you already wrote them off for your taxes, to me, since I have to come and 
get them and tow them all the way back home by myself and everything, I said, a 
dollar a box sounds reasonable to me. But I said I want a ftill box. I don't want a 
half a box. I want a ftill box. He said, 'that's no problem.' And I gave him my 
phone number and he would call me. 'I got three boxes for you, you got three 
dollars?' And if I didn't have three dollars in cash I said, will three dollars in food 
stamps be enough? He said 'sure.' Because it was food. I mean, I made sure that I 
did not abuse my food stamps. You know, there's too many people I know that 
did, but I don't have to be accountable to no one but myself. 

In these two instances neighborhood preference is a coping strategy. Denise (Working 

Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood) shops at the most expensive, but arguably 

highest quality grocery store chain in the city. Candy (Working ClassAAHiite 

Female/Black Neighborhood) negotiates a particular deal with the manager at a local 

store that presumably she could not get at another store outside walking distance. Denise 

and Candy have designed strategies to optimize choice and price vmder a given set of 
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constraints, as opposed to attempting to change the constraints. This should not imply 

that either of these strategies constitutes a passive concession to the structural imposition 

of consumer disadvantage. Rather, these two instances from the data, if anj^thing, 

illustrate the fluidity of these informants' agency. They do what they can to make 

shopping in Black Milwaukee an equivalent, if not altogether preferred option. 

Coping With Attenuated Access to Food in the Working Class: Racial 

Chauvinism. For some informants living in Black Milwaukee, the small/micro-sized 

stores owned and/or operated by "foreigners" and "Arabs" [derisively pronounced A'-

Rabs] are a site of contention over local resources. Consequently, they frequently become 

storehouses of ethnic group resentment as opposed to mere storehouses of products. 

Shoppers in Black Milwaukee are very critical of small/micro stores regarding the quality 

of their merchandise and service. Yet explicit or implicit in many critiques is a racial and 

ethnic chauvinism that prevails upon the very racial hierarchy it purports to challenge. 

The "middleman minority" tensions (Bonacich 1973) bound up in legitimate critiques of 

disadvantaged status are articulated most clearly by Alonzo (Working Class/Black 

Male/Black Neighborhood) and Ms. Bemice (Working Class/Black Female/Black 

Neighborhood). 

Alonzo (Working Class/Black Male/Black Neighborhood): Whenever I buy 
some food, the place gots to be clean. Not sometimes it's clean and sometimes it 
ain't [...] I just don't mess with Arabs and I just don't mess with comer stores 
when it comes to my meat. I gotta be at a place where that's what they do. They 
sell meat and groceries — meat and groceries... 

Ms. Bernice (Working Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood): All them 
foreigners and Arabs come in here and just take over everything... Meat be so 
bad. That's why I won't hardly go to them. 
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Alonzo's (Working Class/Black Male/Black Neighborhood) critique of micro stores is 

primarily focused on the quality of the goods, cleanliness of the stores, and services 

available. These types of consimier complaints, particularly of small and micro-sized 

"ghetto stores" are quite common as detailed elsewhere in this dissertation. Yet he 

implicitly reasserts a localized ethnic hierarchy that places "A-rabs" (often Asian hidian 

and Pakistani immigrants) in the somewhat ironic role of colonizer. Certainly, many of 

the "comer" stores Alonzo refuses to patronize for food are also Black-owned. Yet Black 

small/micro store owners are rarely subject to the colonizer critique,^^ as made explicit in 

Ms. Bemice's comments. The dynamics involved in ethnic group battles over resources 

are of course complex and multifaceted (c.f., Olzak 1992), but the belief that new 

immigrants "take over" resources like jobs and businesses is widespread (c.f., 

Armbmster, Geron, and Bonacich 1995). Many Black consumers express concems about 

the treatment they receive at the hands of mostly non-Black employees (Lee 2000, Chin 

1998).^*^ But as evidenced in the statement by Ms. Bemice (Working Class/Black 

Female/Black Neighborhood), middleman minority tensions between Blacks and those 

who "... come in here and just take over everything" exist primarily as a coping strategy 

that scapegoats a racialized other for the perceived loss of community resources, and 

perceived powerlessness to protect them. 

Some research suggests that Black storeowners take on a role of "fictive kin" in Black neighborhoods 
(c.f. Lee 2000). 

The shooting of LaTasha Harlins in Los Angeles by a Korean grocer in a Black neighborhood store is 
perhaps the most severe example of these concems (c.f. Chang 1993). 
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§2. Resistance and Coping in the Working Class: Mistreatment in White Area Stores 

While restricted choices in Black area stores is the predominant form of 

disadvantage faced by working class consumers it is not the only form. For working class 

Black consumers who are sufficiently enabled to shop outside Black Milwaukee the 

possibility of mistreatment at the hands of store employees, patrons, or in some instances 

the police, remains a concem. In this extended excerpt from the data cited in Essay One, 

Lester (Working Class/Black Male/Black Neighborhood) lived briefly in a predominantly 

White area of Milwaukee. While shopping with his stepson in the area, Lester was 

grabbed from behind by a female police officer for questioning in a robbery at another 

local store. He responded by pushing the officer away. He and his stepson are 

subsequently handcuffed and made to appear in an impromptu lineup before a manager at 

the store that had been robbed. 

Lester (Working Class/Black Male/Black Neighborhood): ...They handcuff 
me in the back. First they took everything out of my pocket: comb, keys, matches, 
and then I had money with a rubberband on it. I had a nice piece. I had 2 checks 
for $700+ a piece that I had just cashed. I had a rubberband aroimd it. I throw my 
wallet down, I tell them, I have a PO [parole officer] and her name is 'so and so'. 
I'm on parole for armed robbery. This money is mine, here's my check stubs for it. 
Now, what do you want? I am in total compliance of the law. 

They handcuff me and my 14-year-old stepson and put us in the car. I got pissed 
because they handcuffed this child. Me, I don't care nothin' about that. They 
handcuffed this child, you dig? We get in the car and they take us up here to 
Toys-R-Us and make us go through a walk through... you know. Somebody there 
had robbed Toys-R-Us and the lady [employee] is up in there [to identify the 
assailant] and the Police out there is snatchin' up any two brothers they could find 
and takin' 'em back there. 

We had to stand up, walk this way, turn around this way, and at the point of that, 
[Lester quotes the male officer] 'if you got any warrants on you for anything else 
you gone', you dig? [...] We stood here and we seen 6-7 more cars come up 
with couples of Black men in it, every car. [...] So, at this time the police 
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computer still runnin' out. They got me sittin' there for 2 hours - me and this boy 
for 2 hours. So we sat there and sat there. Then the computer clicked back on and 
'we have nothing on Chris Thompson [the stepson]. Lester Williams is currently 
on parole and his PO [parole officer] is "this", and he has been out for "this 
amount of time". He is working "here"'... You know what I'm sayin? Everything 
that I told them come back across the computer, you dig? [Lester quotes the 
officer] 'Okay, well you can go.' Uh huh, I ain't goin' nowhere. Take me back 
where you got me from! 

Lester mentions this incident as his only significant police contact since being released 

from prison. While it is difficult to assess the frequency of such incidents, they represent 

a clear exemplar of a kind of mistreatment faced almost exclusively by Blacks, racial 

profihng.^^ Lester was understandably humiliated and frustrated with this experience, 

particularly because it involved his teenage stepson. 

Resisting Mistreatment in the Working Class: Direct Confrontation. The issue of 

racially motivated police abuse of power is a long-standing social problem (c.f., Davis 

1990, Flanagan and Vaughn 1996). For example, recent evidence from the state of New 

Jersey suggests racial profiling of Black and Latino motorists has been routine for 

decades (Kocieniewski and Hanley 2000). Such incidents have come to be monikered, 

"Driving While Black." When racial profiling occurs, strategies of resistance are often 

limited, but Lester (Working Class/Black Male/Black Neighborhood) tried to take some 

control over the situation via direct confrontation. He initially provides information about 

his parole status and his source of money in order to de-escalate the situation. He does 

not want his parole status and cash taken as de facto evidence of his involvement in any 

Similarly, a class action lawsuit and other individual suits are currently being brought against the U.S. 
Customs Service for alleged discrimination against Black passengers through racial profiling, particularly 
Black female passengers, in drug searches (Muhammed 1999, c.f. General Accounting Office 1999). See 
also Kocieniewski and Hanley (2000) on racial profiling in automobile searches. 
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crime. He's trying to resolve a potential conflict that could aggravate his predicament. Yet 

he and his stepson are handcuffed, and he is threatened with re-incarceration. 

Lester (Working Class/Black Male/Black Neighborhood) feels he has been 

especially victimized and humiliated by the female officer because of his race. She began 

this sequence of events by grabbing him without warning or provocation. Consequently, 

Lester engages in additional confrontation that is not designed to de-escalate the 

situation. He accesses a pre-existing system of gendered dominance to combat her 

temporary physical dominance over him by intimidating and threatening her. 

Lester (Working Class/Black Male/Black Neighborhood): And when I pushed 
the lady police she got to cryin' and everything and I'm handcuffed in the back of 
the car and I'm apologizing to this woman, 'Baby, I'm sorry, this is just a normal 
reaction.' [In hushed tone he adds] That could be battery to a police ofiScer. I 
pushed her off me. Ain't no sense in me l)dn', but it was a normal reaction. She 
grabbed me from the back. I got my stepson walking with me on the side, you 
know. She just walked past me going that way, so why would somebody be 
comin' up from behind me and grabbin' me in the back? My normal reaction was 
to turn around and out of reflex to push. But it kinda shocked her. She raised her 
voice at me and she got all indignant with me. 

'Wow baby, you got me mixed up. You know what I'm sayin? I'll make you use 
that Glock you got on your side. You can't get to it as close as I am to you, you 
know. You couldn't even reach and get that gun as close as I am to you now.' My 
stepson is talkin' to me and I calmed down. I said, 'okay' and I went on with her. I 
got to apologizin' to the lady. 'I'm sorry'. She's cryin' like a little baby. She is a 
police officer and she cried. 

Lester took some pleasure in his ability to challenge the tenuous physical dominance that 

the female officer had initially established by grabbing him. In fact, at least temporarily, 

by confronting the female officer he was able to switch roles from victim to aggressor. 

Yet he also knew that this gendered, but temporary dominance could come at a price. As 
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he had foreshadowed in his recounting of the incident, the female officer tried, 

unsuccessfully, to have his parole status revoked for battering a police officer. 

In this relatively unambiguous instance of profiling we see a clear illustration of 

mistreatment and response in a consumer context in which there are multiple and varied 

acts of aggression. One act of aggression features an officer of the law physically 

handling a consumer without warning, forcing he and his stepson to appear in an 

impromptu lineup. Another act features the victim-tumed-aggressor who accesses a pre

existing gender hierarchy to challenge the officer physically, daring her to reach for her 

weapon. But did these actors jump into these acts of aggression willingly, or were they 

pushed by forces unseen? Perhaps, as Jay MacCleod (1995) comments, they were 

"pushed to jump." This incident features actors who simultaneously embody the dialectic 

between agency and structure. They both engage in individualized acts of aggression. No 

unseen hand forced the officer to grab Lester (Working Class/Black Male/Black 

Neighborhood) from behind without provocation. Nor was Lester forced to later threaten 

the officer, and derive such pleasure in re-telling that part of the incident. Yet these 

seemingly idiosyncratic acts of aggression did not occur in isolation. They prevail upon 

pre-existing racial, gender and class structures that assign roles (e.g., police officer, male) 

and settings (a predominantly White neighborhood) for each of the actors in this incident. 

As discussed elsewhere. Black working class criminality is in many ways a 

structuring feature of social life for residents of Black Milwaukee. Yet it also structures 

features of social Ufe outside Black Milwaukee's ostensible borders as Blacks cross racial 

boundaries in search of food. That is, in a context where virtually all Whites, and some 
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financially enabled Blacks have fled predominantly Black neighborhoods due in large 

part to fears about crime, it hardly surprises that Lester (Working Class/Black 

Male/Black Neighborhood) and his stepson find themselves de facto suspects in a local 

crime. Further, the crime-motivated flight from Milwaukee's inner city brings with it a 

mandate from migrants to bordering and outer ring suburbs for strict police protection of 

their borders from the encroachment of crime, which they associate with the presence of 

Blacks (Harris 1999). This kind of mandate, as chronicled in Davis' (1990) urban history 

of Los Angeles, increases the likelihood of violent confrontations between police and 

even law-abiding minority citizens. This sort of mandate is no less prevalent in 

Milwaukee than in other US cities. The task of carrying out this mandate falls to various 

state, local and federal law enforcement authorities. Certainly this is not a direct 

explanation for this officer's actions. She could have chosen not to instigate this incident 

by grabbing Lester. She was hardly forced to respond to her role-assigned duties in this 

fashion. And yet her choice to confiront Lester physically is not purely idios5mcratic. It is 

an individual response that prevails upon a racialized logic that is ultimately structured by 

the uneven racial settlement patterns in Milwaukee. Lester's response to the incident is 

not purely idiosyncratic either. It too is informed by a patriarchal logic in which all 

women, even those endowed with the authority of the state, are especially vulnerable to 

violent attack. Lester, a man of sleight build (5'8", 150 lbs.), not only threatened a female 

officer with bodily harm, he even felt sufficient solidarity with her male coimterpart to 

enlist his aid in helping to diffuse the situation. 
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Lester (Working Class/Black Male/Black Neighborhood); I told her buddy 
[male partner]... even he had to explain it to her. That it would be a normal 
reaction for me or you or anybody else... to push them away. 
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§3. Resistance and Coping in the Middle and Upper Middle Class: Attenuated Access to 
Food 

Resisting Attenuated Access to Food in the Middle and Upper Middle Class: Out-

migration and Out-shopping. All residents of Black Milwaukee, even those in the middle 

and upper middle class, must deal with the issue of attenuated access to food in food 

acquisition. Of course social and spatial mobility, and hence the ability to out-shop, 

distinguishes levels of privilege even among the working class, much less those of higher 

social status. While many residents of Black Milwaukee are both enabled and willing to 

out-shop, their orientation towards it reveals an underlying political ideological 

dimension to what would appear on the surface to be a purely economic activity. 

One strategy to resist attenuated access afforded those of sufficient means is out-

migration. That is, taking up residence outside Black Milwaukee. Of course few families 

migrate based primarily on food acquisition concerns. However general access to 

resources, such as better job opportunities or quality schooling, is a common reason for 

out-migration to predominantly White suburban neighborhoods (Downs 1997, Kasarda, 

et. al. 1997). 

Anne (Upper Middle Class/Black FemaleAVhite Neighborhood): So to me, 
that's like a big thing for me — is the school. And Eric [Anne's husband] didn't 
want us to do private so I'm going where the best schools are. And if that's where 
the White folks go that's where we're going. 

Most Blacks in Milwaukee, however, do not out-migrate. They are more likely to 

live in predominantly Black neighborhoods (See Figure 1) but shop elsewhere. As 

discussed in Essay One though, Florine (Middle Class/Black Female/Black 

Neighborhood) shops in predominantly White area stores not merely to acquire better 
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merchandise, but also because she wants to shop with a high social status clientele. As a 

child in the 1950s and 1960s, her father, a prominent minister, was frequently denied 

home ownership in some of Milwaukee's more prestigious White neighborhoods because 

of discrimination. 

Florine (Middle Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood): My parents just 
wanted a better life for the children in terms of education, opportunities and all. 
And they had tried — back then Capital Drive was a very beautiful area and it was 
primarily white. And [we] tried to buy in certain areas of Capital Drive, also tried 
to buy on Lake Drive, which was definitely Uly White. And still to this day very, 
very bourgeoisie and very upper class, multi-millionaire status people live on 
Lake Drive. And trying to buy a home there both times [we] were rejected... We 
were rejected in a number of other ways, 'oh the home suddenly went off the 
market,' or something Uke that... 

In addition to the experiences of her family in the local housing market, Florine's 

attendance at a prestigious, and previously all-White high school was marred by 

occasional acts of racial hostility. Students would routinely toss pennies at her as she 

walked to class symbolizing their condescension. So for Florine, an explicit integrationist 

political ideological dimension to consumption decisions was an integral part of her 

childhood. As an adult her consumption choices continue to reflect this underljdng 

ideology. 

Integration^^ as a poUtical ideology has perhaps the most storied history in Black 

political thought in the United States, reaching its apex during the Civil Rights period. 

Integration is thought at a minimum to involve opposition to both de Jure and de facto discrimination, 
and acceptance of some degree of assimilation as a goal. For more thorough discussion see (Omi and 
Winant 1990 [1986]). 
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The commitment of many Blacks to the politics of integration has historically been 

articulated in consumption arenas. The original sit-ins at Woolworth lunch counters by 

students at North Carolina A & T, and the defiant actions of Rosa Parks, which sparked 

the Montgomery Bus Boycott, are two of the clearest examples of integrationist politics 

in traditional consumption arenas. But more broadly. Blacks have always demonstrated 

very high demand for integrated housing (Massey and Denton 1995, Farley, Steeh, 

Krysan, Jackson and Reeves 1994). Yet persistently high levels of segregation have 

historically signaled that Whites en masse do not share this same level of demand (Farley 

and Frey 1994, Farley, et. al 1994, Krivo and Kaufman 1999). Thus, for some Blacks out-

migration and out-shopping are economic and political acts of resistance to segregation 

itself, designed to alleviate the problems of attenuated access by reducing their social and 

spatial separation from resources. Anne and Florine embody integrationist political 

ideology in their consumption decisions, emphasizing migration to resources. 

Integrationist politics are of course not the only politics prevalent in Black 

America, and by extension Black Milwaukee. Nationalism^^ is the second major tendency 

in Black political thought. In fact, while integrationist political ideology has perhaps the 

most storied history, nationahsm has at certain historical moments been the dominant 

tendency in Black political thought. For instance, the largest mass Black political 

organization in US history is not a civil rights organization, such as the National 

Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), but Marcus Garvey's 

Nationalism is essentially a holding category for a number of related political tendencies. Those 
tendencies are held together by some degree of support for autonomous Black political and economic 
development, and a critical stance toward assimilation (Onai and Winant 1990 [1986] and Hamilton and 
Carmichael 1967). 
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Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) (Hill, Blum, Rice and Kim 1995). 

With over 700 branches in thirty-eight states in the 1920s, dues-paj^g membership most 

assuredly reached several hundred thousand at its apex,"^® with adherents in the millions 

(Van Leeuwen 2000). Separatist notions of mass emigration to Africa punctuate Garvey's 

pristine version of pan-Africanist nationalism. Yet nationaHsm does not require 

adherence to notions of racial separatism, and it carries considerable influence even in 

periods of integrationist dominance. In fact, in some of its less pristine manifestations, 

such as the call for local (read racial) control of local institutions like schools and 

businesses, Black nationalism is but another version of reformist ethnicity politics (Omi 

and Winant 1984 [1986]). That is, integrationist and nationalist ideology, while 

fundamentally different tendencies, each significantly informs the other. 

For some residents in Black Milwaukee, living in White areas is not desirable 

because of its perceived economic and psycho-social damage to the Black community. 

However shopping outside Black Milwaukee is considered to be a necessity because of 

the rather poor condition of the stores in the area. 

Liz Carter (Upper Middle Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood): They 
[Burlington, an open-air mall in Black Milwaukee] put in new signs and 
whatever, but they don't have any anchors stores and they just recently closed the 
food store, so it's eventually going to fade away. 

For Liz and consumers like her, "push" factors like high prices, poor service and 

shrinking retail space are determinative, and force them to shop in White area stores. 

Garvey himself claimed to have six million members, an estimate most likely inflated. Nonetheless, the 
organization, even independent of membership circulated the most widely read Black periodical of its time, 
r/ie Negro World which boasted a circulation of up to 200,000. 
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Liz Carter (Upper Middle Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood): 
Northshore [on Milwaukee's transitioning-to-Black northwest side] is dying off, 
but Southshore [on Milwaukee's predominantly White south side] is growing. I 
mean they're opening up stores everyday there. They can keep their stores, but 
Northshore is almost like a ghost town. 

Shopping in predominantly WMte areas remains a problem for Liz because it ensures that 

dollars will not "turn" in Black Milwaukee. That is. Black Milwaukee will see no residual 

economic benefit if she spends in predominantly White area stores. Underlj^g this 

notion of "dollar turn" is a nationalist political ideology in which Black Milwaukee is 

seen as semi-autonomous geo-political unit with distinct political economies (c.f, 

Hamilton and Carmichael 1967, Allen 1969, Blauner 1972). To illustrate, in this excerpt 

fi-om a conversation with a local businessman, he cites the nationally syndicated Black 

conservative columnist, William Raspberry, who explicitly compares the "central city" 

economy to that of Mexico. 

Tim; The same thing could happen with any business in the central city because 
the central cities in this country — I was reading an article by William Raspberry. 
You know William Raspberry — a writer for the Washington Postl He said the 
income in the central cities in this country is more than the economy in Mexico. 
There is tremendous buying power in the central cities. It is just a matter of who 
wants to go in there with the right attitude and build stores. 

Money that is spent in any racialized community, including the inner city, is thought by 

"dollar turn" adherents to circulate in those areas before flowing to an outer ring. A fairly 

commonly held contention is that for a variety of reasons dollars do not circulate in Black 

areas many times before flowing to other racialized areas, creating a capital flow 

problem. Consequently, the economic viability of Black areas, relative to other racialized 

areas with higher "dollar turn" is diminished. So Liz's characterizations of Black 

Milwaukee's stores as "eventually going to fade away" and "djdng off are troubling to 
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her, not simply because store closings limit her personal choice set, but because they 

threaten the very economic viability of the Black community. Thus her decision to 

remain in Black Milwaukee is also a poUtically defiant act of resistance. She is battling 

the encroachment of neighborhood decline by remaining in the predominantly Black area. 

Yet, the very nationaUst poUtics that undergird her decision to live in Black Milwaukee 

undermine her decision to shop in predominantly White areas. As quoted in Essay One, 

"But what kind of message does that send to our kids? That we gotta go where the White 

folks are to have nice things?" 

Coping with Attenuated Access in the Middle and Upper Middle Class: Critiquing 

the Black Working Class. It is among middle and upper middle class Blacks that a certain 

ambivalence arises about living and/or shopping in predominantly White communities. 

The image of the Black middle class, enabled by the Civil Rights Movement, 

subsequently "turning its back" on its working class brethren has become somewhat 

popularized, particularly in the work of William Julius Wilson (1980, 1987). Hence, 

many in the Black middle and upper middle classes experience some ambivalence about 

the relative privilege they enjoy. Engaging in behaviors that are harmful to the 

community is anathema to their self-perception as guardians of the Black community's 

interests. Yet, living and shopping in Black Milwaukee would mean facing the attenuated 

access to food they have the means to alleviate by out-shopping or out-migration. This is 

a very explicit tension addressed by middle and upper middle class informants that has no 

clear resolution. 



175 

One strategy employed by those facing this ambivalence is a particular kind of 

victim-blaming that manifests as a critique of the consiuner (niis)behavior of the Black 

working class. For middle class informants living in Black Milwaukee with an underlying 

integrationist poUtics, like Florine (Middle Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood), 

out-shopping facilitates their flight from the Black working class clientele that patronizes 

the neighborhood stores. Her critique of the Black working class is imphed. She would 

prefer to shop with a more "middle class" clientele. For those who have already migrated 

out of Black Milwaukee to predominantly White areas, hke Eric (Upper Middle 

Class/Black MaleAVhite Neighborhood), his critique of the Black working class is quite 

expUcit. 

Eric (Upper Middle Class/Black MaleAVhite Neighborhood): Plus the people 
in the middle class you would think they [working class Blacks] might model, 
they don't care for. 

Researcher: Say more. How do you mean? 

Eric (Upper Middle Class/Black MaleAVhite Neighborhood: I think there's a 
big group of people here in that category that [working class Blacks] don't 
admire... They consider the people in the city who are doing well sell-outs. 
Because maybe they have moved out of the city or because they wear a shirt and 
tie to work, maybe they speak a little bit better English... [Li Milwaukee] there's 
a small Black middle class and that Black middle class is resented by the majority 
of the people who are not in that category and those people in that category don't 
aspire to be [middle class]. They consider [middle class Blacks] not Black almost. 
Almost like [working class Blacks] think they're better than [the middle class 
Blacks]. When, in fact, that may not always be the case. 

That is, working class Blacks in this setting do not model the cultural and financial 

behaviors of the Black middle class. Consequently, these working class Blacks, in part, 

create the rather depressed overall retail environment, riddled by store-closings in Black 

Milwaukee, as Eric suggests in Essay One. 
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This critique of the Black working class privileges Eric's own middle class values 

regarding success and the appropriate methods of attainment, as well as reduces the 

inherent ambivalence associated with living outside Black Milwaukee as it declines. In 

contrast, Liz's critique of the Black working class, as quoted in Essay One, reflects her 

nationalist focus on culture, particularly Black working class youth culture. 

Liz (Upper Middle Class/BLack Female/Black Neighborhood): [...] Well with 
many of the stores, once students were able to go visit the mall during the course 
of the school day and many of them go there with the intention of steaUng. [The 
stores] just had to go. I mean, there was a lot of stealing going on and kids, when 
they go to the malls they really don't know how to act, many of them. They are 
there to run around or play their music loud, or harass people and theyinst can't 
continue to do that... Many stores are not renewing their leases because 
unfortunately when we go someplace we don't always act right. just put on a 
show, to some extent, but still behavior has a lot to do with it [emphasis not in 
original]. 

Liz's ambivalence is exemplified in her usage of the terms "they" and "we" to refer to the 

Black working class youth she critiques. She articulates a critique of Black youth culture 

that is far from unpopular in the larger society, that they are unruly and ill-behaved. Yet 

her bright, well-behaved upper middle class children are not involved in stealing and 

harassment at the local mall. Still, because she has chosen to remain in Black Milwaukee 

working as a school district therapist, she remains materially and emotionally connected 

to Black working class youth, who ultimately become part of "we". This critique of the 

Black working class reduces the inherent tension between her decision to fight 

neighborhood decline by remaining in Black Milwaukee and her subsequent decision to 

shop outside it. 

What emerges from this data is an strategy for coping with disadvantage that 

places the onus for attenuated access to food squarely on those most likely to suffer it. 
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working class Blacks living in Black Milwaukee. Members of the Black middle class 

contend that working class Blacks have not sufficiently emulated or modeled their 

examples of acquisitiveness, material aspiration and appropriate consumption behavior. 

In fact, some argue that working class Blacks have exacerbated or even created the 

attenuated access to food prevalent in Black Milwaukee through insufficient support of 

local business or through anti-social behavior, like theft or violence. But more 

fundamentally these middle class Black informants contend that it is working class 

Blacks — not upwardly mobile out-migraters and out-shoppers — who are at the root of 

neighborhood decline. This critique of the Black working class reduces middle class 

ambivalence by assuring them that their decisions about work, schooling, housing and 

consumption have been at worst benign, and at best worthy of imitation by those below 

them on the social status hierarchy. 
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§4. Resistance and Coping in the Middle and Upper Middle Class: Mistreatment in 
White Area Stores 

Resisting Mistreatment in the Middle and Upper Middle Class: Direct 

Confrontation. Acts of mistreatment aimed at Blacks patronizing White area stores vary 

widely in their subtlety — from barely noticeable violations of social norms, like avoiding 

contact, to outright physical harassment or discrimination. In recent years, a national 

restaurant chain, a major hotel chain, banks and lending companies, and the U.S. 

Customs Service have all faced law suits for discrimination against Black customers. 

Oliver and Shapiro (1997) show for instance that Black consumers consistently pay 

higher prices for automobiles because they are given a higher initial asking price than 

Whites. In grocery stores, the primary setting for food acquisition, the context for this 

kind of blatant discriminatory behavior is, for the most part, missing. Prices are uniform 

and known to the customer. The need for employee assistance is minimal for the typical 

shopper. Consequently, as discussed in Essay One, the context for mistreatment in this 

setting is one of substantial ambiguity. 

Fiorina (Middle Class/Black FemaleAVhite Neighborhood): So I guess, even 
asking directions in a store I overhear [negative racial comments] sometimes. The 
only reason I stop there [at the predominantly White store] is out of convenience 
and they do have the service available. But you can tell by the responses to your 
questions, things like that. I've gone to stores over here [on the predominantly 
White South side] and stood [in line] for quite a while. Somebody'd come right in 
[and get served]... I've even had people walk in front of me, I'm standing in the 
line as if — irate. 

And when that happens, I... you... one could get very ugly. And if I wasn't the 
way I am, thank God, I'd probably really go off right in the store. I've seen people 
do that, and probably rightfully so. But I would just say very politely, "Excuse 
me. I was here first." and they have to almost fall over you so it's not like they 
didn't see you. 
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Florine prefers to directly confiront mistreatment at the hands of a customer, but potential 

mistreatment at the hands of an employee is difficult to detect with certainty. Overhearing 

negative racial comments can be a tenuous basis on which to confront someone. And as 

witnessed in Essay One it is easy to assume the worst and react based on those 

assumptions. Thus some instances of potential mistreatment are ignored. 

Coping with Mistreatment in the Middle and Upper Middle Class: Rationalization 

and Performance. Interestingly, it is Florine (Middle Class/Black Female/Black 

Neighborhood) who prefers to shop in predominantly White areas because of the 

clientele. So one can imagine what goes through her mind when she suffers shoddy 

treatment at the hands of White patrons or employees. To some degree her response is to 

rationalize her presence in White area stores. So in one instance she expresses a clear 

preference for the clientele at stores in White middle class areas. Then, when discussing 

the mistreatment she experiences on occasion at such stores, she rationalizes that, "the 

only reason I shop there is out of convenience and they do have the service available." 

Florine also commits additional emotional resources to countering, or at least 

mentally preparing for such mistreatment. 

Florine (Middle Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood): Many times I'll 
walk in a store like I own it because 1... some people may say "look she's got an 
attitude." It's not a bad attitude. It's not an attitude. But I walk in like I own the 
place because many times you're accepted... And don't let you walk in with your 
head held high like you own the place, some of them really get upset... Because 
of that, I walk up, shoulders back, the whole thing. You get treated better. "She 
must be something, let me give her better [service]." That doesn't mean I feel that 
way, but you have to project that to get service, and you shouldn't have to do that 
when the other people they can walk in [wearing] shorts, no shirt, and get served. 
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She walks into White area stores with an emotional shield, a performance of sorts, to 

protect herself from mistreatment at the hands of White patrons and employees. Thus, 

Florine's alter ego gives a performance that serves the dual purpose of signaling White 

patrons and employees that she is to be accepted, and as a method of coping if she is not. 

That is, if she is not accepted it is her alter ego — not her — that is rejected. Her 

performance facilitates the post-hoc rationalization of White area store patronage as 

merely a convenience. 
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ESSAY TWO: CONSUMER RESPONSES TO DISADVANTAGE 

In Part One of this essay the author presented a grounded typology of consumer 

resistance and coping in food acquisition. In Part Two, the author will present a similar 

typology for health care acquisition. 

Part Two: Resistance and Coping Strategies in Health Care Acquisition 

- INSERT TABLE 6 HERE -

§1. Resistance and Coping in the Working Class: Prohibitive Expense 

Resisting Prohibitive Expense in the Working Class: Secure Better Employment. 

For consumers without access to health insurance the costs of securing appropriate health 

care can be quite prohibitive. As discussed in Essay One, Candy's physical exam put her 

in the precarious position of deciding whether to temporarily end electric or telephone 

service. The only long-term resistance strategies open to those with no health insurance is 

to find a job that provides it, or turn to public subsidy (generally Wisconsin Works or the 

General Assistance Medical Program for able-bodied adults). 

Two informants, Gary (Working Class/Black Male/Black Neighborhood) and 

Candy (Working Class/White Female/Black Neighborhood) were able to secure 

employment that included health insurance during the data collection period. However, 

for many, if not most working class informants, who often lack post-high school 

education or marketable skills, escaping the low-wage, no-benefits service economy is 

unlikely to occur. Particularly for women, at least temporary stints on public assistance 

are common. The barrier separating "working" women from those on public assistance is 

quite fluid (Edin and Lein 1997). In fact, of the 13 working class female informants in the 



182 

sample, nine have spent at least some time on Aid to Families with Dependent Children 

(APDC)AVisconsin Works CW2). Women frequently cycle back and forth between the 

world of work and public assistance. For those using public subsidy medical expenses are 

typically reduced enough such that they are not prohibitive. Yet even this is no guarantee 

of adequate medical coverage for severe medical crises. For Cindy (Working ClassAVhite 

Female/Kenosha), a recently divorced mother in the Wisconsin Works (W2) program, her 

daughter's brain tumor and consequent complications with surgery had nearly exhausted 

both her coverage and her ex-husband's private medical insurance coverage. 

Coping with Prohibitive Expense in the Working Class: Preventive Care. For 

informants with no health insurance coping with the prohibitive expense of health care is 

simple but not easy. They try not to get sick or injured. If they do get sick or injured they 

try to attend to the aihnent without professional medical care. To that end. Candy 

(Working ClassAVhite Female/Black Neighborhood), while working part-time as a clerk 

at a Walgreens pharmacy, kept a basket fiill of vitamins and cold and flu remedies in her 

apartment. She claims to jump right on any signs of an oncoming cold or the flu as she 

cannot afford to take time off from work because of sickness. Lester (Working 

Class/Black Male/Black Neighborhood) suffers from recurring back ailments. 

Lester (Working Class/Black Male/Black Neighborhood): Yeah, yeah. You 
know my back had been broke once before and I was doin' something. I was 
pickin' up something and it went out on me. But by it bein' broke before I knew I 
had to go get some ice and put some hot compresses on there and some big old 
hot towels across there and then I had 2-3 different corsets to put on... I had to... 
just lay down. Then I do my stretches while I'm layin' down flat. I had to do that 
myself to get it back up to par, but this, from over time I know what the old body 
needs. It's scary man. 
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Even the best preventive care, however, cannot anticipate accidents or other health 

concerns, and at times those without health insurance simply must pay for necessary 

services. In the instance cited in Essay One Candy's deteriorating health and specific 

concerns about diabetes prompted her to pay for a complete physical, despite its 

detrimental impact on the household budget. 
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§2. Resistance in the Working Class: Inadequate Public Care 

Resisting Inadequate Public Care in the Working Class: Advocacy. This form of 

disadvantage applies exclusively to those whose health insurance is provided through 

pubUc subsidy, namely Wisconsin Works (W2) or the General Assistance Medical Plan 

(GAMP). Some of those consumers, and advocates for them, argue that the coverage 

provided by public assistance programs, such as W2, is inadequate to meet the needs of 

families. Candy (Working ClassAVTiite Female/Black Neighborhood), who is an active 

welfare rights advocate, has met on numerous occasions with representatives from the 

Govemor's office on these issues. Milwaukee's Hunger Task Force, and a number of 

social service and religious organizations have also begun to advocate for welfare 

recipients. This kind of active resistance is far from typical. The political nature of the 

program has made resistance quite difficult. Many W2 recipients either do not have 

complaints about the medical coverage (as it is certainly better than no coverage), or 

simply do not resist. 
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§3. Resistance in the Middle and Upper Middle Class: Substandard Quality of Service 

Resisting Substandard Quality in the Middle and Upper Middle Class: Exercise 

Consumer Choice. Consumers stuck in the public health care system, or with no 

coverage, are not alone in their concerns about adequate health care coverage. Some 

middle class consumers contend that the local market simply has a dearth of quality 

physicians and lacks receptivity to advances in medicine. Consequently, the role of social 

networks in providing accurate and timely information about physicians is important. 

These consumers actively shop for the best physicians. 

Anne (Upper Middle Class/Black FemaleAVhite Neighborhood): I just think 
they don't get the top doctors here. I mean you only have a couple, but they don't 
get a lot of the top doctors here and so I feel you have to be able to search for 
good health care. 

In Essay One Maggie (Middle ClassAVhite FemaleAVMte Neighborhood), Anne (Upper 

Middle Class/Black FemaleAVhite Neighborhood), and Pat (Middle Class/Black 

FemaleAVhite Neighborhood) all chronicle how they access and utilize personal and 

professional networks to obtain information about physicians and health plans. 
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§4. Resistance and Coping in the Middle and Upper Middle Class: Mistreatment 

Resisting Mistreatment in the Middle and Upper Middle Class: Direct 

Confrontation and Exercise Consumer Choice. For middle and upper middle class 

consumers, mistreataient is the most formidable expression of consimier disadvantage 

potentially facing them. For instance, Pat (Middle Class/Black FemaleAVhite 

Neighborhood) was concerned that her male physician consistently ignored her concems 

about prescription drugs. So she asked him directly to try another approach. When he did 

not Usten, Pat went a step further and shopped for another physician. In another instance, 

Liz believes that often Blacks have the legitimacy of their health concems questioned by 

hospital staff. She recounted an incident, chronicled in Essay One, where her asthmatic 

son overheard hospital persormel questioning whether he had actually had an asthma 

attack. She mentioned having to "train" hospital personnel. That is, her response was to 

display consistency over time so practitioners got to know her and her son, and become 

convinced of the legitimacy of his condition. 

Coping with Mistreatment in the Middle and Upper Middle Class: Horror Stories. 

Strategies of resistance are not always successful in alleviating the source of 

disadvantage. Sometimes disadvantage occurs and nothing can be done about it 

immediately. An unfortunate coping mechanism that often accompanies these instances is 

horror stories. These stories are different than morality tales designed to warn listeners of 

impending danger, and more importantly reinforce values by illustrating how devotion to 

those values guides the protagonist through danger. Horror stories, by contrast, often 

serve the purpose of internalizing misfortune by highlighting, if not exaggerating, the 
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victim's role. For instance, Florine (Middle Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood) 

learned from a specialist that her son had been misdiagnosed earlier by an emergency 

room physician and his primary care physician, yet she takes almost complete 

responsibility for the incident. As quoted ta Essay One: 

Florine (Middle Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood): [...] Looking back 
I could have done something. Yes, I could've got ugly like some people and 
just... "Wait a minute, something's not right, I demand it - I demand it"... 

I was very remorseful that I wasn't more assertive in asking questions, not just 
taking the word of a, someone I really didn't know in emergency. And he had this, 
oh, well, you know, this patronizing [she gives a "pat on the head" motion]. It's 
not imagination, [my son is] in serious pain doubled on the floor - there's a 
problem. So yes, as I look back, I would have done things differently. I would 
have asked more questions. 

In her recounting of the incident her focus is primarily on her own docility and trust of 

the physicians. Unfortunately this kind of coping strategy is one that often does not lead 

to acts of resistance in the future. 
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DISCUSSION: THE EFFECTIVENESS OF RESISTANCE AMD THE 
FUCNTIONALITY OF COPING 

Tables 5 and 6 (see Appendix B) offer a grounded typology of consumer 

strategies for coping and resistance in disadvantaged settings that provide the context for 

their food and health care acquisition. Consumers faced with extant constraints imposed 

by highly segregated settings engage in a range of behaviors designed to alleviate or at 

least manage their predicament. A thorough investigation of this consumer behavior must 

not only typologize it, but must also make some assessment of its effectiveness. Thus, in 

this section the researcher turns his attention to the questions, how effective is resistance, 

and how functional is coping? 

Resistance and Coping in Food Acquisition. For consumers faced with attenuated 

access to food the prevalent form of resistance consists of some type of migration to 

resources. That includes out-migration to predominantly White areas, or out-shopping in 

those areas. Migration to resources directly addresses the "absence of big stores" problem 

in Black Milwaukee. At the household level, migration to resources appears to alleviate 

at least some portion, if not all of the attenuation in access to food. While one must 

certainly acknowledge that the increased travel time and cost of out-shopping to many of 

Black Milwaukee's residents could potentially offset any market-basket savings they 

incur, it is a strategy employed at least occasionally by every informant in this sample. 

Yet the possibility exists that migration to resources could actually exacerbate the 

problem of attenuated access to food. For instance, some informants argue that migration 

to resources negatively impacts Black Milwaukee's food distribution environment. If 

Black Milwaukee's residents spend their money outside its borders they argue, capital 
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does not accumulate there before flowing away. This "dollar turn" problem negatively 

impacts Black Milwaukee in toto even though its constituent households may alleviate 

their attenuated access problem. The "dollar turn" hypothesis is a popularized feature of 

internal coloniahsm, a variant of Black Nationalist pohtical ideology. Black Nationalists 

generally seek to explain Black-White racial inequality as the outcome of a relationship 

between relatively autonomous racialized actors. Adherents of intemal colonialism 

characterize the relationship as colonial in nature (e.g., Allen 1969, Blauner 1972, 

Marable 1984). They argue that capital generated inside the Black colony flows into the 

White colonizing community in which it is embedded, with little flowing back into the 

Black colony in return. Of course this internal colonialist analysis of racial inequahty 

assumes that predominantly Black areas in the U.S. share (to varying degrees) the 

political economic traits of colonies. That is, predominantly Black towns, cities, and 

counties are assumed to be distinct geo-pohtical units, enabled by a set of institutions that 

have developed relatively independent of those in the larger (White) political economy. 

Capital (and its positive externalities) does not accumulate in Black Milwaukee because 

capital generating resources (e.g., businesses, schools) are colonized, or placed under the 

control of colonizers rather than controlled by the colonists. Though a powerful analogy, 

the intemal coloniahsm model, and its popularized "dollar turn" hypothesis breaks down 

at the level of assumption. 

Certainly, some historical evidence (c.f., Hamilton 1991, and Cha-Jua 2000 on the formation of Black 
towns) suggests for instance that the relationship between all-Black towns in Kansas and Illinois and the 
surrounding White counties in which they were embedded in the late 1800s was essentially colonial. 



To be certain. Black and White Milwaukeeans live in separate, racialized space, 

as illustrated in Figure 1 (see Appendix A). It is also certain that their relative sizes and 

virtually all quality of life indicators suggest that White Milwaukee dominates Black 

Milwaukee. Yet, White Milwaukee and Black Milwaukee cannot be said to have 

developed autonomously, nor is it clear that their relationship is colonial. "Black 

Milwaukee", i.e., the area of metropoUtan Milwaukee where Blacks are highly 

concentrated, has developed in contradistinction to White Milwaukee, not separate from 

it. Neither features geographic and political boimdaries stable enough to be considered 

autonomous. Black Milwaukee's boundaries are fluid, such that they expand or contract 

to include all areas of Black concentration. The moniker "Black Milwaukee" is a 

geographic fiction — a euphemism for the social and spatial separation of Blacks and 

Whites in the metropolitan setting. Thus, Black Milwaukee's institutional development 

(economic, political, and social) cannot be usefully segmented firom that of the rest of the 

metropolitan area. Black Milwaukee cannot be pulled apart from White Milwaukee to 

have its political economy compared to Mexico as if the two are like entities, as in the 

article cited by one informant. Black and White Milwaukee have not developed 

sufficiently independent of each other to make such comparisons meaningful. Quite the 

contrary, it is the massive White flight from city to suburb, and its resultant restrictions 

on Black mobility that has led to the parallel, but uneven development of Black and 

White Milwaukee. It is residential segregation and its uneven distribution of resources — 

not colonialism — that most accurately characterizes the relationship between Black and 

White Milwaukee. Thus the dollar turn hypothesis, is itself, based on assumptions about 
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the nature and construction of Black Milwaukee that make it a problematic explanation 

for its material deprivation. 

Nonetheless, the distribution of large stores away from predominantly Black 

sections of Milwaukee remains the source of attenuated access to food. And its primary 

means of alleviation involves some sort of capital flight, either through out-shopping or 

out-migration. In this Ught, consider again the migration to resources strategy. As more 

residents of Black Milwaukee migrate across its borders to better resources the 

dominance of ghetto stores inside the area could actually increase. That is, medium, small 

and micro sized stores, faced with a declining revenues might address it by raising prices 

or further sacrificing merchandise quality to cut costs. Thus, as sociologist William Julius 

Wilson suggests in The Truly Disadvantaged (1987) the question arises as to whether 

those with high social and residential mobihty are implicated in the creation of 

disadvantage? While implicating the disadvantaged in its creation has become a tempting 

way to address the tension between himian agency and social structure, it does so by 

problematizing agency. Such a perspective posits that mobility itself causes the capital 

flight problem. This research takes a different etic stance. Rather than problematizing 

agency, it steps back to reveal its relation to structure. 

In this context, human agency (the choice to exercise residential and social 

mobility) is dominated by social structure (restrictions on residential and social mobility 

imposed by segregation). Consumers with the mobihty to shop outside Black Milwaukee 

have virtually no choice but to exercise it. Disparities in food prices, selection and quality 

detailed elsewhere in this study make shopping in Black Milwaukee a dominated 
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alternative. Yet these individual or household level responses to attenuated access are 

powerless to completely resolve it. In fact, they do have the potential to exacerbate the 

problem, as suggested by Wilson (1987). However, they are responses to disadvantage 

that ultimately reveal segregation's efficiency in distributing resources away from 

predominantly Black areas. To restate, segregation restricts Black social and residential 

mobihty and unevenly distributes resources, like large grocery stores, in "Black" and 

"White" neighborhoods. But restrictions on mobility are not insurmountable. Some 

Blacks are able to overcome them. Some exercise their mobility by migrating to 

predominantly White neighborhoods with better resource endowments like Anne and Eric 

(Upper Middle ClassAVhite Neighborhood). Others choose to remain in Black 

Milwaukee like Liz (Upper Middle Class/Black Neighborhood) but shop outside. While 

their exercise of mobility may potentially exacerbate attenuated access, mobility itself is 

not implicated in its creation or maintenance. Rather, the uneven distribution of stores is 

the structural feature that gives it Ufe to attenuated access. Even if Blacks restricted their 

own mobility and shopped exclusively in Black Milwaukee's stores this would not alter 

their uneven distribution. It is in this way that individual agents are powerless to alter 

structure given the choices available to them. 

Not surprisingly, high mobility informants in this sample wrestle with the 

ambivalence generated by their mobility. In fact, for these informants their coping 

strategies are designed to address this ambivalence. The dominant coping strategy they 

employ is victim blaming. As discussed elsewhere, the Black middle class blames the 

Black working class for generating the deprived food distribution envirormient in Black 
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Milwaukee. They contend that managerial decisions about whether to locate stores in 

Black Milwaukee flow from Black working class consumer misbehavior. That is, high 

crime rates or unstable spending habits lead to store closings or store relocation to White 

areas. As mentioned elsewhere, the causal connections posited in this rational are at best 

empirically questionable, suggesting that it serves a different, latent fimction. Namely, it 

reduces Black middle class ambivalence. But Black middle class ambivalence may 

emerge from contrasting assumptions about the political economy. Thus their coping 

responses to ambivalence are mediated through political ideology in a way that is 

consistent with poUtical beliefs. For instance, Liz's (Upper Middle Class/Black 

Female/Black Neighborhood), acceptance of Black Nationahst poHtical ideology leads 

her to rationalize out-shopping behavior. Her political commitment to Black Milwaukee 

is not in question. She has made an ideological choice to remain in her declining 

neighborhood at a not insignificant cost to her family's net worth. Yet her consumer 

behavior (out-shopping) is inconsistent with her assmnptions about Black Milwaukee's 

political economy and capital flight problem. Thus, her focus on working class Black 

youth crime as an explanation for attenuated access serves a dual function. As the most 

visible indicator of neighborhood decline crime provides an incontrovertible, and suitably 

distant target for her frustrations about neighborhood decline. Perhaps just as importantly 

it serves to reduce her ambivalence about the impact of her out-shopping on Black 

Milwaukee's economy. 

Eric and Anne's (Upper Middle Class/White Neighborhood) adherence to 

integrationist political ideology means that their commitment to Black Milwaukee is at 
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times questioned- In fact, their commitment has been questioned directly by other Blacks. 

Eric and Anne assume that higher levels of integration signal a reduction in the mobility 

restrictions imposed on Blacks by segregation. They have made the ideological choice to 

directly challenge residential segregation's mobility restrictions, and that means living 

outside Black Milwaukee. They, like Liz, harbor ambivalence about their consimiption 

choice. Acceptance by White neighbors was not immediate, and other Blacks perceive 

them as "sell outs", that is lacking political commitment to the broader Black community. 

Thus, their critique of Black working class consumer choices as inappropriate serves the 

latent function of reinforcing the appropriateness of their own. 

Residents of Black Milwaukee with low social status and mobility have borne the 

brunt of criticism for the material deprivation that pervades the area. Given that their low 

mobility exposes them to the most severe attenuation in food access, and that they are 

widely and publicly implicated in its creation, how do low mobihty residents of Black 

Milwaukee cope? Simply put, like middle and upper middle class informants with high 

social mobility, they also frequently engage in a form of victim blaming to cope with the 

ordeal of attenuated access to food. Their critique of Indian and Pakastani small store 

owners, grounded in Black Nationalist assumptions about community ownership of 

resources, is essentially identical to American nativist "blame the immigrant" politics. 

The complaint that new immigrants have come to control "oiu: jobs" or "our stores" is a 

defining feature of immigration to the U.S. So while Blacks of higher social status may 

experience ambivalence about their decisions to migrate to better resources they do in 

fact migrate to better resources. Low mobility Blacks, by definition, are less able to do 
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that. Thus, their racialized critique of small store owners serves the function of moving 

discourse on attenuated access away from Black working class criminality and onto their 

disadvantaged status. Low mobility residents of Black Milwaukee bear the majority of 

the costs associated with attenuated access. They must often navigate high transportation 

costs (even to stores inside Black Milwaukee), unsafe environments, and in some 

instances racially motivated mistreatment to acquire food. It is in this context that low 

mobility residents of Black Milwaukee also employ neighborhood preference strategies 

to cushion the impact of attenuated access. For instance. Candy (Working ClassAVhite 

Female/Black Neighborhood) utilizes localized social networks to acquire less expensive 

food. 

To this point this discussion has focused solely on disadvantage in the form of 

attenuated access. Mistreatment is a form of disadvantage only experienced by Blacks 

with high mobility. The primary form of resistance to mistreatment is direct 

confrontation. That is, when consumers perceive themselves to be unfairly or differently 

treated, they confront it directly. No informants in this sample relayed instances where 

they took note of unambiguous mistreatment and chose not to confront it. Yet, the 

uncertainty of this sfrategy remains high. Subtle acts of mistreatment are very ambiguous, 

and may go unrecognized. Conversely consumers can overreact to simple 

misunderstandings in settings where racial tensions run high. In any instance, assessing 

the effectiveness of this sfrategy is difficult as outcomes are mixed. Florine (Middle 

Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood) for instance perceived that she was ignored by 

another pafron at a store who cut her in line. She confronted that situation and regained 
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her position in the queue without further confrontation. In another instance she 

mistakenly confronted a cashier about what she thought to be racially motivated over-

surveillance. In another scenario, Lester (Working Class/Black Male/Black 

Neighborhood) proactively confronted two officers who questioned him in a store. First, 

he made certain that he explained the source of money in his pocket so that he would not 

be charged with robbery. He managed to effectively diffuse a situation where the money 

could have been used as probable cause for his arrest. But later in the same interaction 

with the two officers he threatens the female police officer, as his frusfration with his 

(and his stepson's) mistreatment simply boiled over. In fact the officer later attempted, 

unsuccessfully, to have Lester's parole revoked. Assessing direct confrontation is 

difficult because each incident is uniquely situated, and none are independent of prior 

incidents. The only coping strategies articulated by informants are performance and 

rationalization. Both these strategies function as emotional defense mechanisms for 

mistreatment. 

So what is the overall impact of these resistance and coping strategies on 

disadvantage in food acquisition? Frankly, these sfrategies, while in some instances quite 

creative, are nonetheless largely unable to impact the creation and maintenance of 

disadvantage in Black Milwaukee. The predominant resistance strategies employed by 

these informants, namely migration to resources and direct confrontation, can help meet 

immediate needs at the individual or household level. But they are severely limited in two 

ways. First, some of the strategies purported by informants to combat racial inequaHty in 

fact prevail upon systems of inequality. Residents of Black Milwaukee in this sample. 
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situated in racialized space that is systematically disadvantaged, have at times drawn on 

racial, class and gender hierarchies to combat their sense of disadvantage. The 

confrontation between Lester (Working Class/Black Male/Black Neighborhood) and the 

female police officer is a stunning illustration of systems of racial and gender inequality 

in simultaneous operation. Second, these strategies focus primarily on the most proximate 

causes of disadvantage. These informants, quite naturally, direct limited resources to 

areas of most direct concern. Thus, their responses to attenuated access are focused 

primarily at the individual or household level where they can have the most immediate, 

tangible impact. If access to quality food at reasonable prices is an area of concern, 

consumers focus on finding ways to go where they can access it. If mistreatment at the 

hands of a store patron or employee is a problem, consimiers confront it at the source. 

A consequence of the focus on individual responses is that informants allocate 

few of their scare resistance and coping resources to organizational responses to 

disadvantage. This is not to suggest that informants articulate their conception of 

disadvantage merely at the individual or household level. Quite the contrary, many 

consumers have a very well formed conceptualization of the nature of disadvantage in 

Black Milwaukee, weighing both individual and social factors. Beginning with the 

gentleman at the gas station who claimed . .Wherever our people are concentrated they 

get targeted for higher prices," informants consistently articulate some conceptualization 

of disadvantage that operates above the individual level. Yet their responses to 

disadvantage occur almost exclusively at the individual or household level. 



198 

Certainly one reason that consumer responses are so focused on the individual or 

household level is that opportunities for organizational responses to disadvantage are at 

best embryonic at this point in Milwaukee. One organizational response to attenuated 

access to food (particularly fresh fruits and vegetables) has been entrepreneurial. Tim, a 

local farmer and the owner of a group of farm stands throughout metropolitan 

Milwaukee, began his business on Black Milwaukee's northwest side."^^ Recently, Tim 

has organized other farm stand businesses in the area into a loose co-op. These small 

businesses share promotional expenses, and in turn coordinate hours and days of 

operation. At this point, however, Tim's farm stands and others in Black Milwaukee 

represent a valuable but niche response to attenuated access. These farm stands are small 

stores, not wholly unlike the small stores that comprise nearly all the retail food 

distribution system in Black Milwaukee. While they do offer far superior goods than the 

typical bodega style "ghetto stores", they face many of the same problems including high 

rents and capacity constraints. Another organizational response to attenuated access has 

been community development. As mentioned elsewhere The Hunger Task Force of 

Milwaukee is one of many community development organizations advocating on food 

security issues. Thus their primary focus is emergency food. At the time of data 

collection the Hunger Task Force was still planning its coordination of the TEFAP [The 

Emergency Food Assistance Program] federal commodity food program so that it would 

be more equitably distributed among its member charities. 

•*" Tim is also engaged in a grant-funded project. Farm Link, that is a community gardening educational 
program for young people. 
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Second Harvest, the national food banking organization, is also hard at work in 

Milwaukee on the problem of food security. Second Harvest coordinates, warehouses, 

and resells donated food to charities at a reduced price. The food comes primarily from 

private donors, typically supermarkets, food wholesalers, and manufacturers. 

In attempting to assess the impact of these responses it is important to recognize 

that while they occur at the community level they are most accurately characterized as 

coping strategies. As such, they are not designed to directly address the uneven 

distribution of stores that leads to attenuated access to food. In this sense they effectively 

cushion the impact of attenuated access to food. So while farm stands add to the number 

of small stores that dominate Black Milwaukee's retail food distribution system, they do 

offer better quality food than the typical small store. Similarly, while emergency food 

providers do not address the uneven distribution of stores they do provide charities with 

food and other support that are vital for those whose access to food is severely attenuated. 

The point of this assessment is not to suggest that these responses are somehow 

ineffective or inappropriate, but rather that by definition they are unable to impact 

attenuated access because they do not address the uneven distribution of stores. These 

individual and organizational responses to disadvantage are not implicated in its creation 

or maintenance. Rather, this research reveals that no individual actor, neither persons, 

households, nor organizations can change the distributive environment that systematically 

disadvantages residents of Black Milwaukee without addressing the uneven distribution 

of stores. It is in this way that structure dominates agency in Black Milwaukee. It is in 
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this way that Blacks (though not exclusively, and quite differentially) find themselves 

disadvantaged in markets for food. 

Resistance and Coping in Health Care Acquisition. In this section the researcher 

will turn his attention to resistance and coping in health care acquisition. How effective 

are resistance strategies in this area? What functions are served by coping strategies? We 

begin this analysis by assessing resistance and coping strategies among those without 

access to health insurance, or who are served by the public health care system. Then we 

turn our attention to those with access to private health insurance. 

Returning briefly to Table 6, it illustrates the very discrete distribution of 

disadvantage in health care acquisition. Resistance and coping strategies are typologized 

as functions of informant access to public, private, or no health insurance. For those 

without health insurance of any kind, the primary form of disadvantage they face is its 

prohibitive expense. Informants like Candy (Working ClassAVhite Female/Black 

Neighborhood) are frequently forced to attend to their personal health needs under severe 

budgetary constraints. The only resistance strategy legitimately available to them is to 

secure employment with benefits or state subsidy. This is an individual level strategy 

whose effectiveness is mixed. In this sample, of the informants who began the data 

collection period without employer-funded health insurance only two were able to secure 

such employment. For women with no access to insurance they must frequently turn to 

publicly subsidized health care. While this alleviates the problem of prohibitive expense, 

informants in the pubUc health care system suggest that the care they receive is at times 

inadequate. Given that the care they receive is mandated by the state, few means exist to 
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address the issue of inadequate care. Only one resistance strategy emerged jfrom 

informants in this sample, and even then only from a single informant. Candy (Working 

ClassAVTiite Female/Black Neighborhood), a former welfare recipient, was involved in 

advocacy for welfare rights. But other informants currently in the Wisconsia's Welfare-

to-Work program, W2, even when acknowledging ways the program is inadequate, 

nonetheless feel unable to confront the program. Support for W2 is widespread, and these 

informants have all experienced life with no coverage. Strategies of resistance among 

those without health insurance and those in the public system are quite minimal overall. 

Similar to resistance emerging out of the food acquisition context, most strategies take an 

individual focus. But in this context they are quite a bit weaker. At the time of data 

collection, no organizations like the Hunger Task Force of Milwaukee emerged to 

advocate around health care issues. Nor do informants engage in a wide range of coping 

strategies to cushion the impact of prohibitively expensive or inadequate care. Preventive 

care is the only coping strategy mentioned by those without access to health insurance. 

But the viability of this strategy is dubious, particularly for those stuck in the low-wage 

service economy. Without regular access to a physician, early diagnosis of even the most 

treatable illnesses is practically impossible. Also when serious injury or illness does 

occur, without proper diagnosis and treatment it is often very likely to re-occur. 

Much like in the food acquisition context structure dominates agency in health 

care acquisition. The range of potential responses available to informants is small and 

prescribed. Informants without access to insurance are not organized around creating 

systemic access to health care, though they are aware of the systemic nature of their 
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access problem. Rather, they are focused on getting a better job or simply not getting 

sick. The structure dominating this context is not residential segregation. It is 

employment type. Access to health insurance is distributed toward jobs in the primary 

sector and away from jobs in the low-wage secondary sector. This structure is so rigid 

that the state subsidizes the income and health care needs of some unable to find primary 

sector employment, though less than it has in the past, and under increasing public 

pressure to lower the level of support it provides. In this light, much like in the food 

acquisition context, the impact of these resistance and coping strategies is very limited. 

However, unlike the food context, informants articulate an understanding of disadvantage 

in health care that is much less clear. Whereas in the context of food informants were 

very clear about the absence of large stores, the concentration of small "ghetto" stores, 

and their impact on the food distribution system in Black Milwaukee. Informants in the 

health care context though are unclear about what, where, or to whom disadvantage 

should be attributed. Consequently, they concentrate on the most proximate cause of their 

lack of access — secondary sector (or no) employment. 

For those in the private health care system disadvantage is a different lived 

experience than for those in the public system. Access is not the problem for those in the 

private system, rather it is distinctions in the quality of their care, either because of 

substandard practitioners or mistreatment. Overall, the effectiveness of their resistance 

strategies is much greater than for those in the public system or without access. They 

generally employ market-oriented strategies of resistance that emphasize consumer 

choice. If their doctor does not deliver the quality of service they have come to expect, 
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tliey search for a new service provider. Pat (Middle Class/Black FemaleAVnite 

Neighborhood) recounted searching for a new doctor after he questioned her sexual 

integrity. In another instance Maggie (Middle ClassAVhite FemaleAVhite Neighborhood) 

used her familial and Mendship ties to medical professionals to acquire information on 

employee funded medical plans. Because informants like Pat and Maggie are already 

incorporated into the market-based private health care system they employ market-

oriented strategies to resist substandard quality. They also typically confront instances of 

perceived mistreatment. In this sense agency is not dominated by structure in this setting. 

Because resistance strategies are typically effective few informants articulated strategies 

for coping with disadvantage in the private system. In fact only a single coping sfrategy 

emerged from the informants in this sample. Florine (Middle Class/Black Female/Black 

Neighborhood), the same informant who mistakenly confronted a store clerk about over-

surveillance, in another instance refused to confront a physician who misdiagnosed her 

son's illness. Though in her words this misdiagnosis led directly to a "major surgery" and 

loss of a "vital organ" by her son Florine did not confront the doctor about the lack of 

seriousness with which he treated her son. Interestingly, in its aftermath, she has 

intemalized the incident, coding it as a failure in her duty to protect her child. She regrets 

her sense of low self-efficacy, and her resultant decision not to confront the physician. 

This horror story contrasts sharply to Pat's (Middle Class/Black FemaleA^Hiite 

Neighborhood) cautionary tale in which her exercise of consumer choice serves to 

reinforce her ability to protect her child. In this sense Florine's horror story as a coping 

strategy is completely dysfunctional. Rather than cushioning the impact of mistreatment 
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at the hands of hospital staff, this strategy exacerbates its impact. Florine is the only 

informant in this sample to articulate this particular coping strategy. However it is the 

suspicion of this researcher that many, if not all, informants who experience disadvantage 

frequently internalize its cause. It may simply be difficult for them to crystallize it into a 

story as Florine has done. 
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CONCLUSIONS: THEORETICAL, MANAGERIAL, AND PUBLIC POLICY 
IMPLICATIONS 

In this concluding section of the dissertation the researcher will discuss the 

theoretical contributions of this investigation and its managerial and public policy 

implications. This paper began with an explicit articulation of its dual purpose. The first 

was to add conceptual clarity to the disadvantage literature by investigating the role of 

racial inequaUty in the creation of disadvantage. The second was to construct and assess a 

grounded typology of consumer responses to disadvantage. 

Theoretical Contributions. A key theoretical contribution of this investigation is 

that it helps clarify the roles of racial and class inequality in the creation of consumer 

disadvantage. It does this by investigating structural features of the setting that create 

disadvantage rather than solely characteristics of the consumer. In food acquisition, the 

uneven distribution of stores that is a by-product of residential segregation creates 

disadvantage for primarily, but not exclusively Black consumers that is additionally 

moderated by their level of social and spatial mobility. In health care acquisition, 

employment type, which structures access to health insurance, determines how 

disadvantage is likely to be experienced for those inside or outside the private system. 

Consumers outside the private system face problems of prohibitive expense and 

inadequate care. But even inside the private system substandard quality and mistreatment 

based on gender or race remain barriers to adequate health care for even some of the most 

economically privileged informants in this sample. These social systems, residential 

segregation and bifurcated employment, structure access to food and health care in ways 

that are systematically disadvantageous to Blacks and least well off. Yet access is not 
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Structured by these systems such that all Blacks or all the poor are impacted identically. 

Nor do consumers who are similarly disadvantaged always articulate their disadvantage 

or respond to it similarly. 

A second theoretical contribution of this study is that it unveils the inherent 

tension between social structure and human agency. The two exist in tandem, and they 

influence consumer experiences differently depending on context. Social structure always 

impacts human agency, but not necessarily in ways that are deterministic. In the food 

acquisition context, structure dominates agency. Among working class consumers faced 

with attenuated access to food, they employ strategies that emphasize social and spatial 

mobility where it exists or can be accessed. However, structurally imposed restrictions on 

mobility are the source of attenuated access to food. So for all but the most privileged 

there exists httle malleabihty in structure. Living in a hypersegregated community 

ensures that the empirical space to address the restrictions on mobihty that lead to the 

uneven distribution of stores is practically non-existent. As a result these informants often 

engage in coping strategies designed to lessen the impact of attenuated access rather than 

challenge it directly. Some of these strategies are quite fimctional, given their goal of 

lessening attenuated access. For instance Candy's (Working ClassAVhite Female/Black 

Neighborhood) and Denise's (Working Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood) 

neighborhood preference strategies lessen the impact subject to their household 

constraints. Others coping strategies are dysfunctional, bom of fiiistration and feelings of 

powerlessness, like the racial chauvinism articulated by Ms. Bemice (Working 

Class/Black Female/Black Neighborhood). 



The tension between structure and agency hardly operates in one direction 

however. Agency also in turn impacts social structure by reinforcing or challenging it. 

Returning to the food context, the confrontation between Lester (Working Class/Black 

Male/Black Neighborhood) and the female pohce officer is a poignant illustration. Both 

engage in individual acts of violence that stem from identities that prevail upon existing 

gender and racial hierarchies. In the health care context, however, Pat (Middle 

Class/Black FemaleAVhite Neighborhood) utilizes consumer choice as a way to challenge 

gendered mistreatment that she received by a male doctor. She employs a market-based 

resistance strategy, she exercises consumer choice, to directly challenge gendered 

mistreatment. While market-based forms of resistance to mistreatment have their own 

limitations (namely they are income selective, and are subject to supply restrictions) they 

comprise a direct challenge to structure in a way that the out-migration and out-shopping 

strategies employed in the food acquisition context do not. 

Managerial and Policy Implications. While this research focuses primarily on 

constructing groimded theory it most certainly has implications for managers and pohcy 

makers. They are briefly discussed. Consumer disadvantage in the contexts of food and 

health care acquisition is for the most part not a function of consumer characteristics. 

Disadvantage in these contexts emerges from a set of social, rather than merely individual 

choices. 

Residential segregation is the outcome of social choices. In the United States, 

beginning in earnest at the tum of the twentieth-century city dwellers made rather 

unambiguous choices about how the influx of new immigrants from central and southern 
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Europe, and the influx of Black migrants from the South would be incorporated into the 

new America. Since that time most would concede that those choices have been rather 

unambiguous. White Americans have, in large part, chosen to maximize their social and 

residential distance from Blacks. By 1980, bolstered by infrastructural, fiscal and legal 

assistance from all levels of government, the mass exodus to suburbs with low density 

and large tracts was completed. What's more, a complex web of zoning laws, 

discriminatory lending and racial steering has erected barriers to Black mobility are so 

effective that overall segregation levels in cities with a sizable number of Blacks have 

changed only slightly in fifty years. This is despite consistently high demand for 

integrated housing among Blacks. The result of this social choice is that neighborhoods in 

predominantly Black central city and inner ring suburbs find themselves systematically 

resource deprived. Additionally, the macro-structural economic changes referenced in 

Wilson's work (e.g., Wilson 1987) have occurred precisely at an historical moment when 

the nation has chosen to waver in its commitment to a social safety net. The shift from 

manufacture to service sector may well have been inevitable. But this nation's choice to 

allow broad segments of society, many of whom work regularly, to go without access to 

health insurance was not inevitable, especially when compared to other large 

industrialized nations. 

Once made, can such social choices be unmade? Certainly in the last fifty years 

the racial animus that characterized the Jim Crow south or the race riots that plagued 

northern cities has decreased substantially, even if it has not disappeared. Yet inequality 

appears to continue to "sediment" in predominantly Black inner cities. This research 
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begins witii tiie assumption that social choices, once made, can be unmade. While it is 

impossible to travel back in time and begin anew societies can and do change trajectory 

and direction. But these changes do not simply occur because they "should". They 

require political and social will. 

In the context of food acquisition, it is the uneven distribution of stores that 

attenuates access to food. The basic approach to eliminating this manifestation of 

disadvantage is to even out that distribution of resources. This entails bringing large 

stores to Black Milwaukee and lowering restrictions on Black mobility. The fact that 

some portion of the metropolitan area is underserved in markets for food should be an 

obvious opportunity for marketers. Everyone has to eat. Yet a number of factors combine 

to make opening large stores in many inner cities difficult. One of the very features that 

motivated businesses and residents to move away from the city is the availability of 

relatively inexpensive land. Such land is frequently in short supply in cities, and even 

when it is available, finding it in contiguous plots can be an additional challenge. 

One response to this dilemma has been partnerships between private sector 

grocery stores and civic sector organizations Uke Community Development Corporations 

(CDCs). As mentioned previously, the Pathmark store in East Harlem, NY is a celebrated 

example of such a partnership. The lone large store in the Johnson, Percy and Wagner 

study (1996) target area is also a partnership between a CDC and the supermarket chain. 

These partnerships have been particularly effective in working constructively with local 

government. Larger civic organizations such as the Local Initiatives Support Corporation 

(LISC) has also been instrumental in lobbying the federal government to pass legislation 
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in support of re-building inner city business. The "New Markets Initiative" recently 

passed in the latter part of2000 is legislation designed to supply tax incentives to attract 

large retailers (among them food retailers) to inner cities. Other responses have been 

driven purely by market opportunity. At the time of data collection a Chicago-based 

supermarket chain had already broken ground in the heart of Black Milwaukee. Also, as 

mentioned earlier, the general lack of fresh produce has spurred a number of local 

farmers to open farm stands. This is a niche sfrategy, featuring high quality, fresh 

produce, for a limited part of the year (spring, summer, and part of autumn). These 

businesses, certainly a welcome upgrade to the typical "ghetto store" nonetheless face 

many of the same problems as other small stores in the area. Interestingly, a number of 

these farm stands have been organized into a loose co-op by one of the informants in this 

sample to reduce costs, coordinate areas of coverage, and hours of operation. 

Bringing large stores to the inner city, while vital, is not sufficient to begin 

evening resource distribution between Black and White Milwaukee. The uneven 

distribution stems from barriers to Black mobility. Those barriers must be deconstructed. 

This is no easy feat given that little meaningful integration has taken place in the U.S. 

since the passage of fair housing legislation In the late 1960s. This is the key structural 

component of Black disadvantage for virtually every resource geographically by 

neighborhood. And it would require no new legislation, merely enforcement of existing 

legislation. Of course fifty years of resistance to integration does not bode well for such a 

strategy. But deconstructing mobility barriers would allow Blacks to disburse more 

evenly across the metropolitan area. Clusters of Black neighborhoods would certainly 
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persist, but modest steps toward a more even racial distribution have been shown to lower 

the concentration of poverty in Black neighborhoods convincingly (c.f., Massey and 

Denton 1993). 

Perhaps given current political realities and the history of resistance to integration 

in the U.S. this is merely a thought exercise, doomed to be ignored by the reader as naive 

and infeasible. However it is incumbent upon researchers, policy makers, activists, and 

other interested parties, to be clear about the nature of social problems and the 

prerequisites of potential solutions. Too often academics and other commentators on 

social problems offer solutions tailored to current political realities, as if they are static 

and unchanging. While grandiose solutions that ignore political realities frequently 

dismiss the "good" in search of the "perfect", piecemeal solutions that ignore the nature 

of social problems also have associated error. They frequently give the illusion that social 

problems are diminishing when they may be growing. Janet Poppendeick (1998) offers 

the example of the emergency food industry. The use of wddely publicized (even 

televised) community events, like hunger walks, and canned food drives give the 

impression that something is being done about food insecurity. After all, charities are 

collecting tons and tons of food. Unfortunately, these valorous yet piecemeal approaches 

more accurately indicate growth in food insecurity rather than reduction. That said, it 

remains unlikely that the U.S. will choose to reverse the direction of its social history and 

significantly lower restrictions on Black residential mobility. Yet it would be remiss to 

suggest that it is not a prerequisite for alleviating the systematic disadvantage found in 

Black neighborhoods. 



212 

LIMITATIONS 

This research has three primary limiting features that should caution the reader 

about its results. The first is an inherent limitation of the primary data collection method, 

the personal interview. As such interviews tend to favor those informants with high levels 

of formal education because they privilege a conversational style that often requires 

informants to articulate taken-for-granted aspects of their social world. These are 

precisely the kinds of languistic skills that some of the informants in the sample sought to 

acquire through their participation in an adult education program that I volunteered for 

during my time in the field. For instance, Florine (Middle Class/Black FemaleAVhite 

Neighborhood), a college educated head accountant at a local elementary school, was 

able to make explicit her struggles with a sense of self-efficacy in the face of 

mistreatment. Other informants in this sample, must undoubtedly struggle with the same 

sense of low self-efBcacy in the face of what appear to be overwhelming structural 

impediments. And yet personal interview data collection presumes that respondents are 

able and willing to express these deep-seeded feelings. As such, this research is likely to 

understate the degree that informants intemalize their ovm disadvantaged status, 

consistent with prior research on disadvantaged populations (c.f, MacLeod 1997, Snow 

and Anderson 1993). 

A second limitation of this research is in its employment of the snowball sampling 

procedure. This researcher acquired most of the working class informants in the sample 

through contacts wdth community-based organizations, including the YMCA, the Hunger 

Task Force of Milwaukee, and St. Matthews AMcan Methodist Episcopal Church. These 
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organizations, their members, and the populations they serve were an invaluable resource 

in this research. Yet this sample consists of informants who are universally involved with 

organizations designed, to increase their social and human capital. As such this research 

systematically excludes those individuals least likely to be connected to such 

organizations (e.g., the homeless). So, while the researcher makes no claims about the 

empirical frequency of these resistance and coping strategies, it should be noted that this 

sample includes members of the community most likely to engage in resistance. 

A third limitation in this research is the problematic conceptualization of "health 

care" in Essay Two. The term "food" typically denotes edible items that may be acquired 

ready-to-eat, as at a restaurant, or for preparation, as at a grocery store. This research 

focuses almost exclusively on the latter category, hi contrast "health care" denotes a 

number of subcategories. "Health care" can be acquired at a physician's office, from a 

free clinic, during a visit to the emergency room, or via over the counter drugs. Each of 

these types of health care implies a d.ifferent delivery system, if not a different 

distribution system altogether. In Essay Two, the researcher fails to usefully distinguish 

between the types of health care being acquired by each informant, and its implications 

for acquisition. As a result this research posits that employment tj^e is the central 

structuring feature of disadvantage in health care acquisition. It implicitly substitutes 

health insurance acquisition for health care acquisition. While health insurance 

acquisition is an important subset of heath care acquisition it is not wholly constitutive. In 

fact, while some informants refer primarily to health insurance acquisition, others refer to 

direct medical services. The result is that the research in Essay Two is lacks the clarity of 
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Essay One. For example, had the focus of Essay Two been over the counter and 

prescription drugs, its findings may have been structured similarly to food acquisition. 

That is, residential segregation may have also structured access to over the counter and 

prescription drug acquisition. In fact, some research suggests that such an association 

may exist. It is in this way that Essay Two does not display the same conceptual 

understanding of its analytical context, health care, as Essay One. The resulting data, 

while valuable, remain somewhat difficult to interpret because the context for study is not 

clearly demarcated. This is the most serious of the limitations in this dissertation. For 

these reasons this researcher suggests that additional research on this topic be done that 

clearly demarcates which features of health care acquisition are under study. 
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APPENDIX A: FIGURES 



Figure 1. Black Population Distribution (Milwaukee County, 1990) 
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Figure 2. Conceptual Illustration of the Evenness Dimension of Segregation 
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Figure 3. Conceptual Model of Wilson's Theory of Disadvantage 
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Figure 4. The Impact of Residential Segregation on Disadvantage in Food Acquisition 
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Figure 5. Consumer Disadvantage in Health Care Acquisition 
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Table 1. Measures of Evenness in Select Midwestern Cities, 1990 

Metropolitan Total Pop. Percent Black Index of Entropy Index 
Area (000) Dissimilarity 

Milwaukee 1,432 13.8 .826 .946 
Chicago 6,067 22.0 .855 .960 
Cleveland 1,831 19.4 .850 .955 
Detroit 4,382 21.5 .876 .963 
St. Louis 2,444 17.3 .769 .905 

Table 2. Sampling Composition 

N=28 
Social Race 
Class 

1 
Black White 

Black Trace White Tract Black Tract White Tract 
Male 1 Female Male ! Female Male ! Female Male 1 Female i i 

Upper- --------Eiii;··--·-·r··----Li;··------ ·c;~iii; · ·:· · - --:A~~~- -- -- I:Ji~··-l-~~- ··-· ·- · ·- · ---"N~~~-- -l ·- -K~t~i~-;- - · 

Middle i Eric ! i 
Class ! ! ! 

Middle Mr. i Florine None i Pat i' ,:~~!'~,'' None i Maggie 
Class Chandler ! ! 2 he ! ! 

Working Lester, Ms. None Mary,3 None Candy,4 Kevin5 Kim, 
Class/ Gary, Bernice, Lisa, Donna Shirley, 

Subsidy Alonzo Dianne, Josie Martha, 
Denise Kris, 

Cindy, 
Dorothy 

1 Informant social class was assessed by direct inquiries about occupation, education. The researcher 
additionally assessed housing type, location and quality. 
2 Refers to the predominant racial composition of the tract (Black or White) using a 50% cutoff. 
3 Italicized names refer to participants in the Wisconsin Works (W2) welfare-to-work initiative who 
participated in a focus group interview held in Kenosha, Wisconsin. 
4 Candy and Donna live in tract that was predominantly White in 1990. At the time of data collection the 
tract had undergone substantial racial turnover and is estimated by the researcher to have become 
predominantly Black. 
5 Kevin and Kim live in the semi-rural town of Oostburg, roughly 50 miles north of Milwaukee proper. 
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Table 3. Informants from Other Local Organizations 

Name of Institution Institutional 
Contact 

Description of Key 
Resource 

YWCA of Greater Milwaukee 
Vel Phillips Center Adult 

Education Program 

Arlene Resource on Data 
Sources, Data 
Quality, Black 

Milwaukee 
Hunger Task Force of 

Milwaukee 
Jenna Resource on 

Emergency Food in 
Milwaukee 

Hunger Task Force of 
Milwaukee 

Jack Resource on 
Organizational 

Research 
Emergency Food Providers 

Discussion Group 
Numerous Resource on 

Operations in Local 
Emergency Food 

Provision 
Farm Link Program Tim Resource on 

Milwaukee, Food 
Acquisition in Black 

Milwaukee 
The CITIES Project, 
G & D Variety Store 

Gary 

Diz 

Resource on Data 
Sources, Data 
Quality, Black 

Milwaukee 

Table 4. Select Consumer Expenditures By Race, 1998*^ 

Category Expenditures (% of Pre-Tax 
Household Income) 

Whites Blacks 

Food (Total) 13.4 14.4 
- Food @ Home 7.7 9.3 

* Meats, Poultry, Fish, Eggs 1.9 3.1 
* Dairy 0.9 0.8 
* Fruits and Vegetables 1.3 1.6 

Health Care 5.5 4.1 
Housing 32.7 36.0 
Transportation 18.6 18.4 

® Data compiled from the Bureau of Labor Statistics Consumer Expenditure Survey 
fftp://ftp.bIs.gov/pub/sDecial.reQuests/ce/share/l998/tenracar.txt") shared files. 

ftp://ftp.bIs.gov/pub/sDecial.reQuests/ce/share/l998/tenracar.txt


221 

Table 5. A Grounded Typology of Consxuner Resistance and Coping in Food Acquisition 

Form O ' Disadvantage 
Attenuated Access to 

Food 
Mistreatment in White Area 

Stores 
Social 
Status 

Tract 
Racial 
Com-

positioii 

Resistance 
Strategy 

Coping 
Strategy 

Resistance 
Strategy 

Coping 
Strategy 

Middle 
and 

Upper 
Middle 
Class 

Black 
Tract 

Out-
shopping 

Critique of 
Black 

Working 
Class 

Direct 
Confrontation 

Performance, 
Rationalization 

White 
Tract (Initial) 

Out-
migjation 
to White 

Tract 

Critique of 
Black 

Working 
Class 

Direct 
Confrontation 

Performance, 
Rationalization 

Working 
Class 

Black 
Tract 

Out-
shopping 

Neighbor
hood 

Preference, 
Racial 

Chauvinism 

Direct 
Confrontation 

No Coping 
Strategy 

White 
Tract Null Null Null Null 
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Table 6. A Grounded Typology of Consumer Resistance and Coping in Health Care 
Acquisition 

Form of Disadvantage 
Public Health C s  

Healt 
ire System Or No 
1 Care 

Private Health Care System 

Prohibitively 
Expensive 

Inadequate 
Public Care 

Substandard 
Quality 

Mistreatment 

Social 
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Class, & 
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Strata 
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Class 

Null Null Null Null 

E
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Strata 

Working 
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et
te

r 
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..-
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