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Executive Summary

The United States has historically had a robust 
civil society—local, citizen-led nonprofits ded-

icated to community purposes. Such groups include 
Parent-Teacher Organizations, Rotary and Lion Clubs, 
library and park “friends” groups, garden clubs, and 
Girl Scouts. In recent years, however, social scientists 
have grown concerned that participation in civil soci-
ety has waned, as more Americans, in Robert D. Put-
nam’s famous analysis, leave bowling leagues in favor 
of “bowling alone.”

This report uses data from the US Census Bureau 
to examine whether such a decline characterizes 
American society as a whole—or whether civil-society 
participation might be tied to income. It looks specif-
ically at four states chosen as a social and geographic 
cross section: California, Indiana, New York, and 
Texas. In framing the question of whether civil society 
is a “luxury good,” this report compares the presence 
of IRS-registered nonprofit organizations in high-, 
medium-, and low-income census blocks. It also uses 
US Postal Service data to examine the specific types 
of such organizations found in high-, medium-, and 
low-income ZIP codes.

The findings include the following:

•	 In three of four states examined—California, 
New York, and Texas—high-income census 

blocks, or census blocks in which there is a sig-
nificant presence of high-income households, 
have more civil-society-type organizations.

•	 Some lower-income communities have a strong 
civil-society presence if they are also major 
regional jurisdictions such as county seats or are 
otherwise geographically isolated and large in 
population compared to the surrounding area.

•	 Postal data show fewer civil-society organiza-
tions in low-income communities and fewer 
types of such organizations. 

•	 Civil society’s role in creating social trust 
makes it important to identify ways to rein-
force and rebuild civil society in lower-income 
communities.

•	 The report suggests that groups in higher- 
income communities—such as those sup-
porting schools, parks, and libraries—should 
seek out partners with their counterparts in 
lower-income ZIP codes. This is also an import-
ant challenge for higher-income charitable 
donors.



2

Is Civil Society Becoming a 
Luxury Good? 

Howard Husock with Laura Oleson

As important as philanthropy and charitable giving 
  can be for a healthy society, they do not take 

place in a vacuum. The organizations that rely on 
their support depend, too, on the “social entrepre-
neurs” who establish organizations and on the vol-
unteers who help them function. In the US, much of 
this activity occurs at a local level. Without an estab-
lished Parent-Teacher Organization or a local YMCA, 
communities may lack the institutions to put charita-
ble dollars to use. Such institutions comprise what is 
often called civil society—those “intermediate institu-
tions” that are neither part of the government nor the 
business sector.

Civil society is, however, much more than a means 
for providing select functions—as important as pro-
viding food for the hungry or shelter for victims 
of abuse might be. Civil society takes many forms, 
including religious institutions, historical societies, 
and park conservancies. These organizations not only 
serve communities but also help forge community—
bringing neighbors together for shared purposes, 
providing a reason for them to pool their charitable 
dollars, and establishing social trust.

Put another way, communities without civil-society 
institutions are at risk for the alienation and anonym-
ity that foster criminals, even for the sheer absence 
of comity and neighborliness. Historically, a thriving 
civil society has been a hallmark of the full range of 
American communities. But is this still true? Social 
scientists such as Robert D. Putnam and Robert J. 
Sampson have expressed concern that a decline in 
civil society in low-income and working-class neigh-
borhoods can lead to many social maladies.1

Stories of “bad” or “tough” neighborhoods attract 
attention. But are they exceptions or reasons for 
broader concern? Has civil society in the US become 
a luxury good? In other words, are there more 
civil-society organizations—and the benefits they 
bring—in upper-income neighborhoods compared 
with their lower-income counterparts?

This report seeks to answer that question empir-
ically. The first part uses data from the US Census 
Bureau and the National Center for Charitable Sta-
tistics to look for significant differences in the mean 
number of nonprofit organizations among census 
block groups of different income levels on a state-
wide level.2 Four states were chosen for their geo-
graphic diversity: California, Indiana, New York, and 
Texas. By controlling for income and a range of other  
factors—including education, income heterogeneity 
(i.e., a range of income levels), and race—the analy-
sis concludes that income typically does influence the 
extent and type of civil-society institutions, although 
not in the same ways in each state.3

Overall, mean differences are found in the number 
of nonprofits among block groups of different income 
levels in California, New York, and Texas. In Califor-
nia and New York, the diversity of incomes in a cen-
sus tract helps predict the number of nonprofits. This 
suggests that higher-income households, even in a 
lower-income census block group, influence the num-
ber of nonprofits. Income does appear to influence 
the robustness of a community’s civil society, at least 
as measured by the extent of nonprofit organizations 
established in the area. In Indiana, however, nonprof-
its are conspicuously more common in lower-income 
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block groups. Even so, income levels matter: All 
lower-income blocks have more nonprofits than  
middle- or higher-income ones do.

The second section compares civil-society orga-
nizations at the ground level, looking at numerous 
different communities nationwide—and each one is 
small enough to be distinct and have only one or a 
small number of ZIP codes. This makes it possible to 
focus on those organizations linked to a specific com-
munity. Melissa Lookups, a database maintained by 
the US Postal Service, can be used to link nonprofit 
organizations to specific ZIP codes. In turn, US Cen-
sus Bureau data provide income and education status 
for specific communities. 

The community-level comparisons, while admit-
tedly anecdotal, confirm the state-level data. They 
also allow one to see different kinds of nonprofits that 
exist in high- and low-income areas and what these 
differences may imply for civil society.  

State-Level Analyses

This section of the report provides analyses of Cali-
fornia, Indiana, New York, and Texas.

Methods. Two publicly available datasets provide 
the basis for analyzing the relationship between 
income and civil society, at least as reflected by the 
relative presence of nonprofit organizations. The fed-
eral census—specifically, the American Community 
Survey (ACS) five-year estimates—has data related 
to income and other potentially important variables 
such as education levels, population densities, and 
race. Data from the Urban Institute’s National Cen-
ter for Charitable Statistics can be compared with 
such census data to link the extent of nonprofit orga-
nizations to income and another variable, for whose 
effects analysis can control.4

More specifically, two variables from the median 
household income variable are included in the 
ACS dataset. These can be used to create a vari-
able, “median-income category,” by using first- 
and third-quartile cutoffs to determine which of 
three income-level categories—lower, middle, or 

upper income—any particular census block group  
fits into. 

The variable “median-income interquartile range” 
can also be used to gauge the interquartile range 
(IQR) of block group median incomes to measure the 
level of income diversity. A high IQR suggests that 
the block group is economically heterogeneous—
that is, one with a diverse range of median incomes. 
A low IQR suggests that a block group is economically 
homogenous—that is, one without a diverse range of 
median incomes.	

For each state, preliminary analyses can also be 
used to determine if additional factors vary with the 
number of nonprofits in block groups and whether 
there are baseline mean differences in the number of 
nonprofits among block groups in different income 
categories. An analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) can 
then be used to determine if mean differences in the 
number of nonprofits among block groups in differ-
ent income categories persist when controlled for 
additional factors by adding covariates—such as edu-
cation and income—to the model. 

Findings. The analysis broadly finds that income 
matters regarding the number of nonprofit organiza-
tions in specific census block groups, particularly in 
California, New York, and Texas, three of the most 
populous states in the US. 

New York. There are mean differences in the number 
of nonprofits among block groups in different income 
categories in the Empire State. Additionally, the per-
centage of the population that is under 18 years old, 
the percentage of the population that is White, the 
percentage of the population that has at least a bache-
lor’s degree, and income diversity predict the number 
of nonprofits.

Block groups in the lowest-income category have 
an average of 1.16 nonprofits, while block groups in 
the middle-income category have an average of 1.62. 
On average, in the upper-income category, block 
groups have 1.97 nonprofits. The Tukey estimates 
produced by an analysis of variance show that, on 
average, upper-income block groups have 0.78 more 
nonprofits than lower-income block groups do.5 
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Middle-income block groups have approximately  
0.40 more nonprofits than lower-income block 
groups do, and upper-income block groups have 
approximately 0.39 more nonprofits than middle- 
income block groups do. 

These estimates may appear practically insignifi-
cant, but their magnitude is more apparent compared 
with the mean numbers of nonprofits by income cat-
egory. For example, a 0.78 increase in the number of 
nonprofits constitutes a 67 percent increase in non-
profits from lower- to upper-income block groups. 
Further, an increase of 0.40 nonprofits represents a 
34 percent increase in the number of nonprofits from 
lower- to middle-income block groups.

One can also illustrate what state-level differences 
in the average number of nonprofits in block groups 
by income category might imply for cities—which are 
the natural units for civil society. Consider two cit-
ies in New York state with the same population of  
40,000 people. Both consist of 40 census block 
groups; one falls in the upper-income category, and 
the other falls in the lower-income category. On aver-
age, the upper-income city would have 79 nonprofits 
(40 x 1.97), and the lower-income city would have, on 
average, 46 nonprofits (40 x 1.16). The same exercise 
could be performed for the other states in this report, 
using their statewide averages. This example is, of 
course, simply an abstract illustration; the second 
section of the report compares nonprofits in actual 
communities nationwide. 

In New York, four additional variables predict the 
number of nonprofits in block groups: the percent-
age of the population that is under 18 years old, the 
percentage of the population that is White, the per-
centage of the population that has at least a bache-
lor’s degree, and the IQR of median incomes. Testing 
whether mean differences in the number of nonprof-
its among block groups in different income categories 
persist even when controlling for predictive variables 
using an ANCOVA analysis shows that mean differ-
ences endure, while the education level of the popu-
lation loses its statistical significance. This suggests 
that, even when controlling for additional factors, 
income level seems to correlate with the number of 
nonprofits in block groups.

California. Like New York, there are mean differences 
in the number of nonprofits among block groups in 
different income categories in California. Addition-
ally, income diversity and the percentage of the popu-
lation that has at least a bachelor’s degree predict the 
number of nonprofits.

In California, mean differences in the num-
ber of nonprofits among block groups in different 
income categories superficially appear to indicate 
that low-income areas do not lack nonprofit groups. 
Block groups in the lowest-income category have 
an average of 1.10 nonprofits, while those in the 
middle-income category have an average of 0.87. On 
average, in the upper-income category, block groups 
have 0.93 nonprofits. The Tukey estimates show 
that, on average, middle-income block groups have  
0.23 fewer nonprofits than lower-income block 
groups do. Upper-income block groups have approx-
imately 0.17 fewer nonprofits than lower-income 
block groups do, while the estimate for the compari-
son between middle- and upper-income block groups 
is not statistically significant.

Again, these estimates may appear too small to 
be practically significant. However, their magnitude 
is more apparent when compared to the mean num-
bers of nonprofits by income category. To put these 
estimates into context, a decrease of 0.23 nonprof-
its represents a 27 percent decrease in the number 
of nonprofits from middle- to lower-income block 
groups. Further, a decrease of 0.17 nonprofits consti-
tutes an 18 percent decrease in the number of non-
profits from upper- to lower-income block groups.

Significantly, however, two additional variables in 
California predict the number of nonprofits in block 
groups: the percentage of the population that has 
at least a bachelor’s degree and the IQR of median 
incomes. Specifically, the presence of higher-income 
households in lower-income block groups predicts 
greater numbers of nonprofit groups, as does the 
presence of residents with higher education levels. 

Texas. As is true for New York and California, there are 
mean differences in the number of nonprofits among 
block groups in different income categories in Texas. 
Block groups in the lowest-income category have  
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1.27 nonprofits on average, while the average number 
of nonprofits in middle-income block groups is 1.44. 
Upper-income block groups have 1.88 nonprofits on 
average. The Tukey estimates show that, on average, 
upper-income block groups have 0.61 more nonprof-
its than lower-income block groups do. Upper-income 
block groups have approximately 0.44 more nonprof-
its than middle-income block groups do. The Tukey 
estimate for the comparison of the number of non-
profits in middle- and lower-income block groups is 
not statistically significant.

Again, the magnitude of these estimates is clearer 
when compared to the mean numbers of nonprof-
its by income category. An increase of 0.61 nonprof-
its constitutes a 48 percent increase in the number 
of nonprofits from lower- to upper-income block 
groups. An increase of 0.44 nonprofits constitutes a 
33 percent increase in the number of nonprofits from 
lower- to middle-income block groups. These are 
large numbers.

In Texas, five additional variables predict the num-
ber of nonprofits in block groups: population density, 
the percentage of the population that is under 18 years 
old, the percentage of the population that is White, 
the percentage of the population that has at least a 
bachelor’s degree, and the IQR of median incomes. 
Mean differences in the number of nonprofits among 
block groups in different income categories endure 
even when these predictive variables are added using 
an ANCOVA analysis. However, not all the additional 
covariates remain statistically significant. Both the 
White and IQR covariates lose their statistical signifi-
cance in this richer model.

Indiana. There are no mean differences in the number 
of nonprofits among block groups in the three income 
categories—low, middle, and high income—in the 
Hoosier State. However, median income as a dollar 
amount is predictive of the number of nonprofits in 
a block group. Moreover, population density, the per-
centage of the population that is under 18 years old, 
the percentage of the population that is White, the per-
centage of the population that has at least a bachelor’s 
degree, and the IQR of median incomes also predict 
the number of nonprofits in the state’s block groups.

Block groups in the lowest-income category have 
2.69 nonprofits on average, while middle-income 
block groups have an average of 2.98. Upper-income 
block groups have 2.76 nonprofits on average. 

Nonprofit Organizations and Civil 
Society: Community-Level Comparisons   

The fact that income levels are correlated with the 
presence of nonprofit organizations in a community 
should itself give pause. To the extent that nonprofit 
groups reflect the health of a community’s social fab-
ric and help maintain it, the gap identified above is 
concerning. It also suggests another question: What 
types of organizations are found in the various types 
of communities? 

Melissa Lookups, a database maintained by the US 
Postal Service to help identify addresses, links non-
profit organizations to specific ZIP codes. In turn, 
the US Census Bureau provides income and educa-
tion status for specific communities. In communities 
that have only one or a small number of ZIP codes, 
this presents an opportunity to compare income 
and education with civil-society organizations on a 
micro-level. Doing so confirms the state-level find-
ings discussed above—and indicates that the types of 
nonprofits operating in higher-income areas tend to 
be different than those in lower-income areas. Specif-
ically, lower-income ZIP codes tend to be character-
ized by a large number of religious institutions and 
a small number of organizations seeking to support 
places and activities that would benefit a municipal-
ity overall—such as “friends” organizations that help 
maintain parks, schools, and libraries. Lower-income 
areas also tend to show that their largest nonprofits 
operate with significant government funding. 

Here follow several community comparisons in 
numerous states nationwide that show these ten-
dencies. The communities have a similar popula-
tion size, and each is small enough to be distinct 
and have only one or a small number of ZIP codes. 
This makes it possible to focus on the organizations 
that are linked to a specific community. In contrast, 
a lower-income neighborhood in a large city may be 
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served by organizations whose service area is broader 
than any one neighborhood. That is less likely in a 
smaller municipality. 

Harvey and Wilmette, Illinois. These two inde-
pendent municipalities closely border Chicago  
(Harvey to the south and Wilmette to the north).  
Figure 1 shows the municipalities’ distance from each 
other. Wilmette, a city of 27,000 with a single ZIP 
code (60091), has a median income of $164,000 and a 
poverty rate of 3.1 percent. Its population is predom-
inantly White (83 percent) and Asian (13 percent), 
and 83 percent of its adults have at least a bachelor’s 
degree. The population of Harvey (ZIP code 60426) is 
24,000. Its residents are 67 percent African American, 
25 percent Hispanic, and 22 percent White. (There is 
an overlap between the Hispanic and White classifica-
tions.) The median income is $30,000, 9.6 percent of 
adults have a bachelor’s degree, and the poverty rate 
is 32 percent.6

There are similarly stark differences in the extent 
and character of the two cities’ nonprofits. Of 132 non- 
profits in Harvey, 61 are religious organizations, 

primarily small churches. (Only five reported 
assets or income, of which three reported less than 
$100,000 in income.) The only large nonprofit orga-
nizations in Harvey are health care providers (both 
hospitals and freestanding medical practices) that 
rely on insurance-based payments, notably Medi-
care and Medicaid, as major sources of income. These 
are examples of so-called “eds and meds” nonprofits 
rather than examples of grassroots civil society. Two 
other larger nonprofits focus on addiction recovery.7

Two organizations focus on the general commu-
nity. One is a fundraising arm for the local library that 
is shared with a neighboring community; this is also 
the case with the sole local Parent-Teacher Organiza-
tion, which is linked to a regional, not Harvey-specific, 
high school. Of six elementary schools in the Harvey 
school district, none lists a Parent-Teacher Organiza-
tion. Five nonprofit organizations include the city’s 
name in their own.

Wilmette, the more affluent community, has a 
larger absolute number of nonprofits (202), a greater 
variety of nonprofits, and a significant number whose 
purposes focus on the community at large. These 

Figure 1. Distance Between Harvey and Wilmette, Illinois

Source: Author.
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include a Friends of the Wilmette Public Library group, 
chamber music and literary societies, a local river 
cleanup group, five parent-teacher groups, a chap-
ter of the League of Women Voters, and branches of 
certain national fraternal groups (Rotary Club, Opti-
mist International, and Free and Accepted Masons). 
There are also 17 organizations with “Wilmette” in 
their names, including a community band, local youth 
hockey, baseball and girls’ softball groups, a theater, 
and a historical society. There are 10 religious insti-
tutions in Wilmette. In contrast to Harvey, where vir-
tually all are Christian, Wilmette institutions include 
Christian, Coptic, Jewish, Chinese, and Baha’i faiths.8

To be sure, Wilmette boasts much that only money 
can obviously buy, including two private clubs on 
Lake Michigan and 19 family foundations with $1 mil-
lion or more in assets. Certainly, some of those foun-
dations direct grants to local organizations. But the 
profusion of small, special-purpose groups and gen-
eral public-purpose groups bespeak a community of 
diverse interests and enthusiasms that have found 
voice in civil society, at least partly through modest 
contributions and voluntarism. 

Wilmette long had its own local newspaper, the 
Wilmette Beacon, which covered local government 
and listed upcoming community events, before it 
shut down due to the COVID-19 pandemic. There is 
no equivalent in Harvey.

Port Chester and Rye, New York. Figure 2 shows 
Port Chester and Rye’s distance from each other. The 
median income in Port Chester is $74,920; the median 
income in Rye is $192,000. Port Chester’s pov-
erty rate is 11 percent. Rye is overwhelmingly White  
(88 percent), while Port Chester is 64 percent His-
panic. Some 78 percent of Rye adults are college grad-
uates, compared with 27 percent in Port Chester. Both 
are small jurisdictions, but—notwithstanding that 
Port Chester’s population (29,000) is nearly twice 
that of Rye (15,000)—Rye has 195 nonprofit organiza-
tions, while Port Chester has 92.9

As in Harvey, a significant number (23) of Port 
Chester’s nonprofits are churches, most of them 
small. A major social-service center derives about  
25 percent of its income from government grants—but 
it does receive significant private contributions and is 

Figure 2. Distance Between Port Chester and Rye, New York

Source: Author.
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less reliant on government funding than are Harvey’s 
Medicare- and Medicaid-eligible hospitals and health 
centers (which are essentially large businesses, not 
true civil-society organizations). Broadly speaking, 
Port Chester has a lot of what Wilmette has—just not 
as much. Port Chester’s organizations include those 
supporting its high school band and its local library, 
two parent-teacher association chapters, chapters of 
public and private labor unions, and local chapters of 
certain national organizations (Kiwanis International, 
Rotary, and the NAACP). Seventeen organizations  
have “Port Chester” in their names. In many ways, Port 
Chester—a middle-income community—is not lacking 
in civil-society organizations.10

Nonetheless, Port Chester’s civil-society institu-
tions are fewer than in neighboring Rye. Rye doesn’t 
just have an organization dedicated to raising private 
support for public parks; it has five. Port Chester has 
a historical society; Rye has three. One is general, 
and two are focused on specific sites. Rye has two 
garden clubs and a chapter of the League of Women 
Voters. It also boasts exotic interests—such as pro-
tecting Neapolitan art treasures and the reefs of the  

Red Sea. Twenty-six organizations include “Rye” in 
their names. 

One cannot compare middle-income Port Ches-
ter’s civil-society institutions with lower-income Har-
vey’s, but they pale in comparison with the tapestry of 
organizations, some very local and some focused on 
special interests, found in far more affluent Rye. This 
observational analysis tracks the broad, national find-
ings described above. 

Peru and Zionsville, Indiana. The analysis in 
the first part of this report finds Indiana to be 
unusual; nonprofits are found in low-income block 
groups in numbers equal to or greater than those in 
higher-income block groups. Here, too, ZIP code–
based analysis supports that finding—and suggests 
why some lower-income communities might not lack 
civil society. 

Figure 3 shows Peru and Zionsville’s distance from 
each other. Peru (ZIP code 46970) is one of Indiana’s 
10 lowest-income municipalities. With a population 
of 11,000, it is located on the Wabash River, 79 miles 
north of the state capital, Indianapolis. Peru is the 

Figure 3. Distance Between Peru and Zionsville, Indiana

Source: Author. 
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seat of Miami County. Its median household income 
is $39,000, and 22 percent of the population—87 per-
cent White and 8.5 percent Black—live in households 
below the poverty line. In the Kokomo, Indiana, met-
ropolitan area that was once host to auto manufac-
turing, Peru continues to rely on small manufacturing 
and employment at a nearby Air Force base for a sig-
nificant part of its economy. Only 11 percent of its 
population has a college degree.11

Notwithstanding its low median-income and edu-
cation levels, Peru is home to 141 nonprofit organi-
zations, including local chapters of such national 
fraternal organizations as the Benevolent and Protec-
tive Order of Elks, Fraternal Order of Eagles, Masons, 
American Legion, Moose International, Knights of 
Columbus, and Izaak Walton League. The 141 organi-
zations include 20 churches—but also a wide range 
of specialized interests, akin to the diversity but 
not the subject matter of those in Wilmette. These 
include the Wabash Valley Coon Hunters, a county 
livestock-show association, a pheasant hunting group, 
and a cat rescue organization. Labor unions—for loco-
motive engineers, boilermakers, and letter carriers— 
are represented. There is a daily newspaper, the 
Peru Tribune. Among the city’s nonprofits, 15 include 
the name “Peru,” and 17 include “Miami County,” 
among them 4-H, the historical society, and the girls’ 
softball association. It is hard not to conclude that, 
despite its economic status, Peru has a thriving civil 
society.12

Zionsville (ZIP code 46077), an Indianapolis sub-
urb, is among Indiana’s wealthiest cities. Its popula-
tion (28,000) is more than twice as large as Peru’s 
population, and its median household income 
($137,000) is almost five times as large as Peru’s;  
69 percent of its population has a college degree. In its 
single ZIP code, Zionsville has 232 nonprofits.13

As a percentage of all its nonprofits, Zionsville has 
somewhat fewer religious institutions (12) than Peru 
does. But it, too, has a profusion of groups and institu-
tions that include the name “Zionsville” (30), includ-
ing an orchestra, a triathlon club, a middle school 
Parent-Teacher Organization, and a merchants asso-
ciation. There are local chapters of national organiza-
tions, including Rotary, Masons, and Trout Unlimited. 

It is not surprising that a wealthy suburb—like Wil-
mette or Rye—would have a rich array of nonprofit 
groups reflecting diverse interests. But how to explain 
the similarly rich—though notably different—array in 
Peru? When compared with Harvey, race cannot be 
overlooked; Peru is overwhelmingly White. But to the 
extent that population density is correlated with the 
presence of nonprofits, Peru’s relative isolation can-
not be ignored. It has its own historical identity and 
a distinct role in government. A strong sense of place 
is evident from the large number of organizations 
named for either it or its home county. 

The median household income for Miami County, 
Indiana (ZIP code 46970)—for which Peru is the 
seat of government—is significantly higher ($50,657) 
than that of Peru itself ($39,267). The average house-
hold income in the county, moreover, is even higher 
($61,329), and 2.3 percent of county residents report 
high incomes (greater than $200,000).14 This sort of 
“interquartile” wealth—the proximity of the affluent 
and those of modest means—correlates with a greater 
number of nonprofits. 

In contrast, Harvey’s average household income 
($45,658) is only slightly higher than Peru’s median, 
even though both have high poverty rates. And only  
1.3 percent of households in Harvey report a high 
income. Harvey is a tiny part of Cook County, Illinois, 
whose main municipality is Chicago. For Peru, Indiana, 
a strong civil society has likely created a strong sense 
of place, which has, in turn, sustained civil society.  

Clarksdale, Mississippi. The importance of being 
a regional center, as in Peru, Indiana, appears to be 
confirmed by data from Clarksdale, a poor city in the 
Mississippi Delta, which is one of the poorest regions 
in the United States. In many ways, it is similar  
to Harvey. 

Figure 4 shows Clarksdale’s location as a regional 
center. Clarksdale’s median income is $30,223, and 
35.7 percent of its households live in poverty. The pop-
ulation is 66.7 percent Black and 21.5 percent White. 
Its “White-alone percentage”—that is, non-Hispanic 
Whites—is 4.2 percent. Only 9.6 percent of its pop-
ulation has a college degree; only 78.4 percent have a 
high school degree.15
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But Clarksdale (ZIP code 38614), like Peru, is 
a county seat; in Clarksdale’s case, it is the major 
municipality in Coahoma County. Although its abso-
lute number of nonprofits (112) is less than that of 
Peru, the diversity of those organizations, compared 
with those in Harvey, is notable.16 A far smaller num-
ber of churches are among the 112 nonprofits, while 
22 of the organizations overall include “Clarksdale” 
or “Coahoma” in their names, including a community 
theater, downtown development organization, and 
county chamber of commerce. There are chapters of 
the Elks and Masons, an alumni association for the 
historically Black Jackson State University, and a vol-
unteer firefighter support group. A local newspaper, 
the Clarksdale Press Register, is published weekly. 

Notably, 2.6 percent of the population in the 
region—of which Clarksdale is the only sizable city—
reports income greater than $200,000 (including 
households outside the city limits).17 In contrast to 
Harvey, little more than a poor satellite of Chicago, 
those of means in the Clarksdale region would be 
more likely to focus charitable giving on Clarksdale. 
In a modest but likely significant way, Clarksdale 

appears to demonstrate the importance of the pres-
ence of interquartile wealth. 

Santa Monica and Compton, California. Santa 
Monica and Compton, two cities near Los Ange-
les, display how a range of incomes affects an area’s 
civil society. Figure 5 shows their distance from each 
other in relation to Los Angeles. They have nearly 
equal populations (95,605 in Compton and 90,401 in 
Santa Monica). Santa Monica is predominantly White  
(64.6 percent, with significant percentages of His-
panics, Asians, and African Americans comprising the 
remainder), while Compton is overwhelmingly His-
panic (68 percent) and African American (28.9 per-
cent). Only 8.6 percent of Compton adults have a 
college degree; 62.2 percent have a high school degree. 
Its poverty rate is 20.5 percent.18

Surprisingly, however, downtown Santa Mon-
ica (ZIP code 90401) has 150 nonprofits; downtown 
Compton (ZIP code 90220) has more (168). But, as in 
Harvey, there are far more churches (61), most small, 
than there are organizations dealing with the general 
welfare of the city overall. Only seven organizations 

Figure 4. Location of Clarksdale, Mississippi, as a Regional Center

Source: Author.
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include “Compton” in their names, and one is a reli-
gious group. Except for two museums that have no 
content ties to Compton (one is a historic ranch, and 
the other is an aeronautical institution), the only non-
profit reporting significant income is a health center, 
just as in Harvey.19

Unlike Peru or Clarksdale—and more like Har-
vey—Compton is lost in a larger metropolitan area 
and has no special role to command the attention of 
a local elite, to the extent that it might have one. (But 
Compton does have a local chamber of commerce, 
a library “friends” group, and three Parent-Teacher 
Organization chapters). The average household 
income in downtown Compton ($66,755) is only 
slightly higher than its median household income 
($57,074), and only 2.2 percent of its households earn 
more than $200,000.20

Santa Monica, for its part, demonstrates how the 
presence of higher- and highest-income households 
can affect civil society. The city has a significant num-
ber (9.9 percent) of households living in poverty. But 
they live in a municipality with a large number of 
organizations addressing the city’s general condition, 

including 15 whose names include “Santa Monica” 
(not including one church).

Santa Monica has a Rotary Club, a woman’s club, 
a Masonic chapter, a chamber of commerce, a YMCA 
with its own endowment fund, a Boys & Girls Clubs 
of Santa Monica, a public library “friends” club, and  
a well-funded support group for local swimmers. It 
has a daily, online newspaper, the Santa Monica Mir-
ror, that reports local news; news sites nominally 
aimed at Compton post a limited amount of locally 
focused content. 

In contrast to Compton, Santa Monica has a higher 
average household income ($149,429) than median 
household income ($96,570), boosted by a significant 
number of households earning more than $200,000 
annually (20.4 percent).21 It is hard not to conclude 
that it is better to be a low-income household in Santa 
Monica—where a special endowment maintains the 
YMCA and an organization is dedicated to maintain-
ing its local waterfront—than in Compton, where 
small churches predominate and the nearest YMCA 
and Boys & Girls Clubs are part of the larger metro 
Los Angeles systems.

Figure 5. Distance Between Santa Monica and Compton, California

Source: Author.
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Higher-income municipalities in the shadow of 
larger, nearby cities can establish and sustain local 
civil-society organizations; lower-income ones in the 
same situation cannot. This contrasts with lower- 
income cities that are more geographically distinct 
and are apparently more likely to benefit from the 
philanthropic support of their households that have 
greater means. Affluent areas will always enjoy bet-
ter amenities than those in lower-income areas. But 
if civil society is to be more than a luxury good—if 
it is to be, instead, a means of forging interpersonal 
bonds, maintaining the social fabric, and promoting 
local business and friendships, even on the poorer 
sides of town—then a specific challenge emerges 
from this work: how to expand and sustain civil soci-
ety in lower-income urban areas. 

Conclusion

It is important to acknowledge the limitations of this 
study. No formal review of the number of nonprofit 
organizations registered with the IRS can capture the 
extent of informal organizations, which can include 
social clubs, church-related mutual aid groups, or reg-
ular gatherings of immigrants in a town or city. None-
theless, this report assumes that formal groups do tell 
us something about the health of a place’s civil society. 

For instance, the absence of parent-teacher groups 
in school districts where results are poor suggests a 
connection. It may be more of a leap to connect crime 
rates and civil-society organizations, but a link can-
not be ruled out. Indeed, according to Neighborhood-
Scout,22 a national evaluation site, some of the findings 
above tend to correlate with crime rates: Compton’s 
violent crime rate of 11.37 per 1,000 residents is higher 
than that of Santa Monica (7.37); Harvey’s (11.88) is 
far higher than Wilmette’s (0.33). Clarksdale’s signif-
icant civil society is notable in light of a relatively low 
(1.68) violent crime rate. But Peru’s significant civil 
society does not correlate with a lower violent crime 
rate (5.35) than that of Zionsville (0.14). And though 
Port Chester (0.79 violent crime rate) has fewer non-
profits than Rye does (0.13 violent crime rate), its 
crime rate is objectively low.  

Civil society, based on these case studies, gener-
ally does appear to be linked to a lower crime rate—
although income, public school quality, and other 
factors (such as the effectiveness of the police force) 
likely also matter. Based on US News & World Report 
rankings,23 the quality of high schools in Santa 
Monica is much higher than it is in Compton, and 
it is higher in Wilmette than in Harvey (one of the 
lowest-quality ratings in the United States). Zions-
ville schools outperform those of Peru—but the latter 
is rated relatively high for a district with a high pov-
erty rate. However, Clarksdale’s relatively robust civil 
society does not translate into good public school 
performance, in a district where a high percentage of 
high school students are African American and almost 
all qualify for a free or reduced-price lunch. 

Broadly speaking, the presence of nonprofit civil- 
society groups in these select communities (which 
were chosen for illustrative purposes, not as the 
result of a rigorous study) may correlate with other 
civic positives, but there is no guarantee. Civil soci-
ety may best be viewed as an end in itself, one which, 
common sense would tell us, is better to have than to 
have not.

Yet even if a more robust civil society would inev-
itably improve the quality of life in lower-income 
areas, how might such an improvement be realized? 
No easy approaches suggest themselves. Low-income 
households may simply feel they lack the time, 
energy, and resources to volunteer or donate to char-
itable purposes. 

Moreover, we have seen false starts in the quest to 
foster civil society. The Economic Opportunity Act 
of 1964, part of the so-called War on Poverty, pledged 
to “mobilize the human and financial resources” to 
combat poverty in the United States and open “to 
everyone the opportunity . . . to live in decency and 
dignity.”24 Sheer redistribution of income can, in 
some ways, mitigate the hardships of poverty. But this 
sort of poverty mitigation is not the core role of char-
itable giving, as the progressive social scientist Julian 
Wolpert has long pointed out.25 

It is, by definition, beyond the role of government 
to establish and sustain a truly independent sector, 
one in which citizens come together in ways they 
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believe will make their neighborhoods better places 
to live by serving as vehicles for their concerns, inter-
ests, and enthusiasms. The government can “partner” 
with social-service organizations—but, in doing so, it 
changes the character of such organizations from reli-
ance on volunteers to paid staff. 

In low-income areas, nonprofits reliant on govern-
ment grants and reimbursement are often the largest 
members of the “independent” sector. This can be 
seen as a legacy of the War on Poverty, which, nota-
bly, established “community action programs,” con-
ceived as a response to what was viewed as a paucity 
of healthy social fabric in what were then being called 
“Negro” slums. 

As Peter Marris and Martin Rein wrote in their 
classic history of the era, Dilemmas of Social Reform: 
Poverty and Community Action in the United States, 
community action reflected the view that poverty 
inhibited what was expected as a matter of course 
in most American neighborhoods. “The citizen,” 
they wrote, “is expected to be an active promoter 
of the well-being of his own community—his chil-
dren’s school, the amenities of his block, neigh-
borhood affairs.”26 This is exactly what this report 
describes as a healthy civil society. To substitute for 
what was viewed as the absence of such activity in 
low-income areas, “community action” would sup-
port grant-funded neighborhood organizations that 
focused on advocacy—gaining support from local 
governments for improved housing and services. The 
resulting tension did little to enhance civil society but 
did lead to what Daniel Patrick Moynihan would term 
“maximum feasible misunderstanding” thanks to its 
emphasis on encouraging political action.27

It is dispiriting, some 60 years later, that we see the 
same sort of apparent lack of spontaneous citizen-led 
groups in lower-income areas as 1960s-era social 
reformers set out to alleviate through a misguided 
extension of government. Government has its role in 
alleviating poverty—but it cannot substitute for civil 
society.

Therefore, one must be modest in suggesting any 
steps to correct the civil-society imbalance identified 
in this report. Here are a few:

•	 Tax Code Revision. Nonprofit organiza-
tions that rely on a low-income donor base face 
the reality that few area residents likely item-
ize their income tax returns—and thus are inel-
igible to reduce their tax payments or increase 
their tax refunds via a charitable tax deduction 
from reported gross income. Any tax law change 
that incorporated a so-called above-the-line  
deduction—available to all taxpayers—could 
help remedy the situation. 

•	 Targeted Tax Incentive. Alternatively, or in 
addition to the above, the tax code could incen-
tivize affluent charitable donors to donate 
to organizations in lower-income areas. This 
could take the form of an enhanced tax deduc-
tion or even a tax credit for those who pro-
vide financial support for nonprofit groups 
in lower-income areas. Think of Santa Mon-
ica residents being encouraged to support the 
closest YMCA to Compton or Wilmette res-
idents supporting a library “friends” group or 
Parent-Teacher Organization in Harvey. Admit-
tedly, any such tax code change would require 
vigilant enforcement, to ensure that groups 
soliciting donations are more than tax shelters. 
Fortunately, the availability nowadays of online 
rating services such as Charity Navigator and 
GuideStar makes such due diligence by donors 
more practical. Of course, redirecting some 
charitable dollars from high- to low-income 
areas need not require a tax code change. 
Parent-Teacher Organizations or library or 
park “friends” groups in affluent areas could 
independently find partner organizations in 
lower-income areas to which to direct funds. 
These sorts of links across social class could 
not help but be positive.

•	 The “Settlement-House” Model. In the 
late 19th and early 20th centuries, affluent 
Americans joined a movement to “settle” in 
low-income urban areas and establish settle-
ment houses. The organizations, which num-
bered more than 400 by 1912, offered English 
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instruction and encouraged voting, citizenship, 
and various clubs to bring together adults and 
children. To some degree, YMCAs and Boys 
& Girls Clubs are part of that tradition. These 
typically require membership fees, however, 
and may not be available to all neighborhoods. 
Smaller, hyperlocal efforts can replicate some 
of the settlement-house spirit. One good exam-
ple is the “friendship houses” of Shreveport, 
Louisiana. These are neighborhood homes—
supported entirely by local philanthropic 
funds—in low-income, often African American 
neighborhoods in which married couples take 
up residence and provide after-school tutoring, 
life lessons, and a safe harbor from potential 
violence.28

The fact remains, however, that, if a robust civil 
society makes for a healthier community, there is no 
simple way for those who don’t live there to improve 
matters. Americans have become deeply accustomed 
to a belief that a new “program” can ameliorate any 
identified problem. That this is not true, though, 
should not deter us from modest, indirect policy 
changes and, most importantly, our own efforts to 
make a difference. 
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