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In the face of rising unemployment, increasing crime, declining educational achievement and suboptimal 
health outcomes, residents of urban communities in California express deep concerns about the future, 
particularly their economic prospects. These concerns are deeply felt in Los Angeles County, one of the 

most economically and culturally diverse communities in the nation. 
Urban vitality has always been dependent on the availability of reliable, good-paying jobs that are the 

backbone of local communities. When aerospace and other manufacturing left Southern California in the early 
1990s, tens of thousands of jobs followed.  The Great Recession exacerbated the already desperate situation of 
many Los Angeles residents; while economic recovery has helped some communities, it has not mitigated the 
core problem in many urban areas.

In the spring of 2013, the Los Angeles Urban League, in conjunction with the California Business 
Roundtable, commissioned the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA) Luskin School of Public 
Affairs to examine the factors that stabilize or destabilize urban communities, including health, housing, 
safety, employment and education. Since its founding in 1921, the Los Angeles Urban League has been at the 
forefront of identifying and addressing issues that are of concern to African Americans and other minorities in 
Los Angeles and throughout the state of California, true to its mission of enabling this community to secure 
economic self-reliance, parity, power, and civil rights. 

The UCLA Luskin School of Public Affairs analysis revealed a core problem in Los Angeles County that is 
impacting quality of life for urban communities – the middle class is declining with the stagnation of income 
levels and job opportunities. “A Tale of Three Cities” in Los Angeles demonstrates this phenomenon. Certain 
areas are seeing growth in jobs and income, and others are experiencing job loss and a reduction in personal 
income. However, an alarming third trend has emerged: a significant part of Los Angeles is experiencing 
a growth in jobs – but those jobs are lower-wage and lower growth opportunities. The middle class is 
disproportionately shrinking in Los Angeles County.

Armed with these findings, the Urban League held two community forums in the County in early summer 
2013. The forums, Common Ground, Common Goal: Improving California’s Regulatory Business Climate, 
examined the impact of the state’s economic environment on urban communities.  These forums brought 
together a wide range of community organizations, business leaders, local residents, and academics from 
UCLA to review the findings and discuss their view of community impacts. The presentations included a 
spirited discussion on the struggles and challenges in Los Angeles County’s urban communities. The dialogue 
also fostered thoughtful, insightful ideas for improving the County’s economic climate so that all individuals 
– not just those in the recovering and better off communities – have an opportunity to thrive and achieve 
financial stability. Using these forums, community leaders have the opportunity to inform and shape policy 
recommendations to impact California’s business climate and urban communities. 
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This report, “A Tale of Three Cities,” is the product of the UCLA Luskin School analysis, the community’s 
engagement and input, and the Los Angeles Urban League’s call to action. We believe this report raises critical 
questions, and we fervently hope that policymakers will examine state and local policies to encourage business 
investment and job creation in the state. It will take leadership, engagement and commitment to re-build the 
middle class and ensure there are opportunities for upward economic mobility for all Los Angeles County 
residents. We look forward to working with the Governor and Legislature to develop policies and programs that 
support our businesses, train our workforce and bring high-wage jobs to the great state of California.

Sincerely,

Nolan V. Rollins, President, Los Angeles Urban League
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KEY FINDINGS

Cumulatively, Los Angeles is downwardly mobile. Once a national leader in innovation and opportunity, Los 
Angeles has slipped from 10th in the nation in 1969 to 46th in 2011 per capita personal income levels.  

Quality jobs are leaving California, creating a deficit of middle income opportunities. Large metropolitan 
areas such as Los Angeles County are experiencing this more acutely than homogenous geographic areas. 

A strong metropolitan economy is the best antidote for community poverty and economic stagnation.  
Los Angeles County is reflective of the state’s broader challenges. The goal for the Los Angeles area must be 
economically healthy, robust, vital communities throughout the County, with middle income jobs that provide 
a high standard of living. Economic opportunity and stability are key factors associated with improved quality 
of life. 

The economic recovery in Los Angeles is a “tale of three cities.” There are parts of Los Angeles on the 
western and eastern borders that are economically recovering, and there are parts of Los Angeles that have 
both job loss and declining wages. Then, there are parts of Los Angeles showing a persistent third trend: steady 
employment growth, but only in low-wage jobs. The middle class is disappearing from Los Angeles County.

The void between suburban neighborhoods and inner cities is widening. As with much of the state, most 
job movement in the Los Angeles region is uneven and there is much higher employment in the suburbs and 
surrounding counties than in high poverty inner-city neighborhoods. Urban economic development is critical 
to bridging the gap between neighborhoods. 

Los Angeles lags behind in educational achievement. In addition to large discrepancies in achievement 
between regions, the greater metropolitan area is falling behind in developing an educated, well-trained 
workforce. Early childhood education and vocational training must be priorities.
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THE DATA: A TALE OF THREE CITIES 

Our country’s economic future is dependent on the support 
and expansion of business and industry, the creation of jobs, and an 
ongoing investment in the people who will fill those jobs. 

These challenges of strengthening our economy are painfully 
evident in California, where fiscal and policy direction are often 
affected by the health of the state treasury and the impact of the 
heavily-utilized initiative system. The impact of these economic 
policy fluctuations is primarily felt in large urban communities where 
joblessness, poverty, and educational needs are pervasive and easily 
worsened by the lack of consistent policies.

The goal of all communities is to be “healthy.” Economically 
depressed communities impact individuals, families, and society.  The 
analysis upon which this report is based examined the economic 
health of Los Angeles County, home to almost 10,000,000 residents, 
making it the largest county in the United States and more populous 
than 42 other states. Over a quarter of all California residents live 
in Los Angeles County. Data from the California Department of 
Finance indicates that the racial makeup of the County is one of the 
most ethnically diverse in the country: 49% Latino, 27% White, 13% 
Asian, and 8% African American. 

Following is the data to support our key findings regarding the 
economic state of Los Angeles County communities.

What is a Healthy 
Community?

According to Community Tool Box, 
a service of the Work Group for 
Community Health and Develop-
ment  at the University of Kansas, 
“Like a truly healthy human body, 
a truly healthy community is one in 
which all systems function as they 
should, and work together to make 
the community function well.  In an 
individual, health is, to a large ex-
tent, a result of all the body’s billions 
of cells getting what they need.  For 
a community, health is, to a large ex-
tent, the result of all citizens getting 
what they need, not only to survive, 
but to flourish. A healthy commu-
nity is a whole that’s larger than the 
sum of its parts.  It’s one where peo-
ple take care of one another, where 
people from diverse backgrounds 
mix comfortably and work together 
for the good of the community.  In 
short, a healthy community is one in 
which all citizens can be assured of a 
decent quality of life – economically, 
physically, environmentally, socially, 
and politically.”
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Cumulatively, Los Angeles is downwardly mobile.
Once a national leader in innovation and opportunity, Los Angeles has slipped from 10th in the nation in 

1969 to 46th in 2011 per capita personal income levels.

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis

Rank in United States by Per Capita Personal Income, 5 Cities, 1969, 1989, 2009, 2011
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There is a widening gulf in per capita income between two large, comparable urban cities in California: Los 
Angeles and San Francisco.
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Quality jobs are leaving California in general and Los Angeles specifically, 
creating a deficit of middle income opportunities. 

Data from the California Manufacturers and Technology Association shows that California lost 607,500 
manufacturing jobs between January 2001 and July 2011, more than any other Western state. This data 
correlates with more recent data from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, which shows that California lost the 
most private sector jobs in the country during the last four years.

The data from UCLA indicates that large metropolitan areas such as Los Angeles County are experiencing 
this more acutely than similarly-sized geographic areas.

Due to its size and population, Los Angeles should parallel the state with job growth or job loss, but in 
reality, the County has realized less job growth during the nation’s recent economic recovery. While Los Angeles 
County accounts for 28% of all jobs in the state, the County only experienced 11% of the state’s job growth in 
the twenty year span between 1990 and 2010.

Between 2007 and 2011, the greater Los Angeles area experienced greater employment losses than 
comparable communities in Northern and Southern California.

Great Recession Employment Impact by Sector and MSA 

Percent Change in Employment 2007-2011 Bakersfield Los Angeles San Diego San Francisco San Jose 

Total Employment 0.1% -5.4% -3.6% -2.9% -2.1%

Construction + goods production & distribution -10.0% -15.6% -16.3% NA -10.6%

Real estate and leasing + producer services 4.7% -4.0% -1.4% 0.7% 2.7%

Advanced consumer services 8.4% 8.5% 11.7% 7.5% 11.3%

Source: Common Ground, Common Goal, UCLA Luskin School of Public Affairs, 2013
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While job loss occurred across the board, greater losses were experienced in industries with regular, solid pay, 
non-seasonal employment such as manufacturing and administrative positions.

Fastest Declining Industries, 1990-2010

Primary Metal Manufacturing -17,439

Electronics and Appliance Stores -20,131

Machinery Manufacturing -20,296

Credit Intermediation and Related Activities -22,957

Electrical Equipment, Appliance, and Component Manufacturing -23,467

Furniture and Related Product Manufacturing -27,175

Insurance Carriers and Related Activities -34,650

Apparel Manufacturing -38,688

Fabricated Metal Product Manufacturing -41,574

Merchant Wholesalers, Durable Goods -46,380

Hospitals -60,669

Transportation Equipment Manufacturing -65,795

Computer and Electronic Product Manufacturing -87,223

 Source: Common Ground, Common Goal, UCLA Luskin School of Public Affairs, 2013

Highest Job Loss by Industry, LA City

Administration of Human Resource Programs -10,543

General Merchandise Stores -10,746

Furniture and Related Product Manufacturing -11,209

Food Manufacturing -12,570

Insurance Carriers and Related Activities -12,629

Administration of Economic Programs -13,981

Hospitals -23,652

Merchant Wholesalers, Durable Goods -24,537

Credit Intermediation and Related Activities -27,003

Apparel Manufacturing -32,680

Source: Common Ground, Common Goal, UCLA Luskin School of Public Affairs, 2013
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Nine of the ten cities with the largest job losses in the Southern California region in the last twenty years are in Los 
Angeles County.

Cities That Lost the Most Jobs, 1990-2011  

County City

Los Angeles Irwindale -5,240

Los Angeles Artesia -5,999

Los Angeles El Monte -7,253

Los Angeles La Puente -10,515

Los Angeles Santa Fe Springs -11,512

Los Angeles Pomona -12,462

Los Angeles Compton -12,867

Los Angeles Hawthorne -13,214

Orange Anaheim -13,429

Los Angeles El Segundo -41,440

Source: Common Ground, Common Goal, UCLA Luskin School of Public Affairs, 2013

These findings regarding the loss of middle income jobs corroborate other studies, including a 2011 report by 
the Public Policy Institute of California (PPIC) which showed the state’s middle class had shrunk to just 48% of the 
population, down from a high of 60% in the 1980s. PPIC researchers noted that the recession had exacerbated, not 
caused, the long-term trend of middle class decline.
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A strong metropolitan economy is the best antidote for community poverty and 
economic stagnation.  

The goal for Los Angeles area must be economically healthy, robust, vital communities throughout the 
County. Economic opportunity and stability are key factors associated with improved quality of life. Yet data 
indicates that it is more challenging to do business in Los Angeles.

The World Bank’s World Development Report 2013 identifies three ways that jobs represent more than 
income: jobs boost living standards, raise productivity, and foster social cohesion. The World Bank also notes 
that as average household incomes rise by 2% per year, poverty rates are reduced between 1.2% and 7%.

Yet, Los Angeles County lacks the influx of new industries and companies to offset decades of losses. Unlike 
the biotechnology industry in the greater San Diego region or the high-tech expansion in the San Jose/Silicon 
Valley area, the County is not attracting or retaining the types of businesses that result in stable, good paying 
jobs and economic opportunity for middle income residents. 

Healthy communities that benefit all types of workers and small business owners will require a re-dedication 
to economic principles that encouraged investment in California cities and made the state the envy of the world. 
A supportive business environment leads to growth, individual opportunity, community investment and a 
committed growth plan for the future.
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The economic recovery in Los Angeles is a “tale of three cities.” 
There are parts of Los Angeles that are recovering from the economic malaise and experiencing both job 

growth and income gain. These communities are primarily on the Western and Eastern borders, while in 
other, primarily affluent areas (such as West Los Angeles) job and income fluctuations are generally less acutely 
experienced.

Fastest Growing Cities in LA County  
(employment), 1990-2010 

Cerritos 39,309

Santa Clarita 28,910

Lancaster 23,328

Burbank 20,107

Pasadena 19,549

West Hollywood 17,735

Beverly Hills 16,790

Diamond Bar 16,689

Palmdale 15,939

Calabasas 15,264

Source: Common Ground, Common Goal, UCLA Luskin School of Public 
Affairs, 2013

In other parts of Los Angeles, the data shows both job 
loss and declining wages. These communities are in urban 
“cores” in the south-central Los Angeles area as well as 
suburban commuter areas of the San Fernando and San 
Gabriel Valleys. 

Cities with the Lowest Rate of Employment Growth, 1990-2011

County City Rate Change

Los Angeles Montebello -14.0%

Los Angeles El Monte -16.9%

Los Angeles Rosemead -18.1%

Los Angeles Pomona -22.0%

Los Angeles Santa Fe Springs -22.1%

Los Angeles Compton -27.0%

Los Angeles Hawthorne -33.4%

Los Angeles Artesia -36.0%

Los Angeles La Puente -37.0%

Los Angeles El Segundo -51.6%

 Source: Common Ground, Common Goal, UCLA Luskin School of Public Affairs, 2013

Employment Change 1990 - 2010:
Cities in Los Angels County & Zip Codes in the City of 
Los Angeles
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Alarmingly, however, a large part of Los Angeles 
shows a persistent third trend:  employment growth, but 
only in low-wage jobs. 

UCLA researchers found that over the period from 
1990-2010, the new jobs added to the metropolitan Los 
Angeles region were in industries that paid an average of 
$52,840 – replacing jobs lost in industries that paid an 
average wage of $76,003. This dynamic is most pervasive 
in the cities with this third trend.

This phenomenon is illustrated by the following 
charts, which show that growth in jobs does not parallel 
with increases in income. This is the most disturbing 
trend: the disappearance of the middle class, supporting 
previous findings of the Public Policy Institute of 
California which show that the gap between high 
and low incomes has doubled in five years due to the 
underemployment of middle class Californians.

 
Highest Growing Jobs by Industry and Salary, Metro LA 1990-2010    

Number of Jobs gained 1990-2010 Industry Average Wage

346,058 Adminstrative and Support Services $36,882

170,191 Ambulatory Health Care Services $62,243

120,614 Educational Services $45,413

102,995 Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services $93,421

102,117 Food Manufacturing $42,160

69,305 Social Assistancce $27,624

64,561 Justice, Public Order, and Safety Acitivies $58,238

62,987 Real Estate $51,452

59,633 Private Households $14,815

52,304 Securities, Community Contracts and Other Financial 
Investments and Related Acitivities

$210,519

 Source: Common Ground, Common Goal, UCLA Luskin School of Public Affairs, 2013

Employment and Wage 1990 - 2010:
Cities in Los Angels County 
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Decrease in Jobs, By Industry and Salary, Metro LA 1990-2010  

Change in the number of jobs Industry Average Wage 

-23,873 Specialty Trade Contractors $51,192

-25,664 Furniture and Related Product Manufacturing $38,503

-26,607 Insurance Carriers and Related Activities $77,695

-29,984 Electronics and Appliance Stores $62,644

-30,140 Apparel Manufacturing $35,126

-41,069 Fabricated Metal Product Manufacturing $51,917

-42,536 Merchant Wholsalers, Durable Goods $71,873

-57,727 Hospitals $69,604

-82,700 Transportation Equipment Manufacturing $84,538

-111,397 Computer and Electronic Product Manufacturing $129,410

Source: Common Ground, Common Goal, UCLA Luskin School of Public Affairs, 2013

In fact, while high income households were the least impacted in the past few years, low income households 
are increasing and middle income households are decreasing.

Great Recession Impact on Families by Income Group & Region   

 2006-2007 2008-2009 2010

% Share of Region’s Families with Low Income

Los Angeles County 47.2 48.5 52.4

% Share of Region’s Families with Middle  Income 

Los Angeles County 45.1 44.3 40.3

Source: Common Ground, Common Goal, UCLA Luskin School of Public Affairs, 2013

The lack of good jobs creates an impenetrable barrier to geographic, social and economic upward mobility. 
These communities will never recover unless steady, high-paying middle income jobs are available to residents.
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The void between suburban neighborhoods and inner cities is widening. 
Most job movement in the Los Angeles region is uneven and there is much higher employment in the 

suburbs and surrounding counties than in high poverty inner-city neighborhoods. More Los Angeles residents 
live in poverty than in most comparable regions in California.

 

Inner city neighborhoods, primarily comprised of families of color, continue to struggle with higher 
unemployment and underemployment.

While downtown Los Angeles is making slow strides in job and income gains – likely due to the city’s focus 
on revitalization and gentrification of downtown’s neighborhoods, with a thriving arts scene and nightlife – East 
Los Angeles and South Los Angeles continue to suffer.  In South Los Angeles, wages have increased an average 
of only $3,000 annually between 1990 and 2010. In East Los Angeles, there was an average $1,000 increase in 
annual wages in the same twenty year span.

Urban economic development – a greater presence by business, with good local jobs – is critical to bridging 
the gap between neighborhoods and increasing opportunities to enter the middle class.

Source: American Community Survey 1 Year Estimates, 2005-2011
*Measured as the percentage of families and people whose income in the past twelve months is below poverty level.

Percent of Residents Living in Poverty,* 2005-2011
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Los Angeles lags behind in educational achievement. 
In addition to large discrepancies in achievement between regions, Los Angeles County is not developing an 

educated, well-trained workforce. 
The need to educate young people begins early: environments and experiences between birth and age five are 

the most influential in the development of a child’s brain. Many studies have shown that high-quality preschool 
programs for three- and four-year-olds can have a significant impact on all children, but especially those from 
low-income families. Similarly, according to reports from the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, longitudinal research 
on low-income children in high-quality preschool programs also indicates that these children, compared with 
their peers who did not participate, exhibit stronger early reading and math skills and show significant gains 
in social and emotional skills, reduced grade retention, reduced placement in special education, increased 
likelihood of being in school at age 21, and increased likelihood of attending a four-year university.

In California, half of all low-income children lack access to state preschool or Head Start. (Proposals to 
incorporate early childhood education into child and youth services in Los Angeles have not yet been adopted.)

Unfortunately, the school-age achievement gap – the difference in academic performance between students 
from different economic circumstances and racial/ethnic backgrounds – is well-documented. According to the 
Education Equality Project:

•	 By	4th	grade,	African-American	and	Latino	students	are,	on	average,	nearly	three	academic	years	behind	
their white peers.

•	 Barely	half	of	African-American,	Latino,	and	Native	American	students	graduate	from	high	school,	
with African American students graduating at 54%, Latinos at 56%, Native Americans at 51%, and their 
white counterparts at 77%.

•	 The	average	student	eligible	for	free/reduced	lunch	is	approximately	two	years	of	learning	behind	the	
average ineligible student.

California lags behind the national average in reading and math proficiency. The Annie E. Casey 
Foundation reports that California’s education ranking is 43 out of 50 states.

Reports from the National Assessment of Educational Progress indicate that there is a large achievement gap 
in Los Angeles. Nationally, by eighth grade, a third of white males, compared with just 8% of black males, are 
“proficient” in reading. In Los Angeles, just 10% of black male eighth-graders are “proficient” and less than 1% 
are “advanced” readers. A 2010 report from the Schott Foundation for Public Education notes that across the 
country, fewer than half of all black males graduate from high school, compared with 78% of white males. In Los 
Angeles, the situation is similarly grim: Just 41% of black males graduate, compared with 58% of white males. 

Early and school-age education is only the tip of the problem. Budget cuts and overcrowding at the state’s 
community colleges have expanded the skills training gap and created a significant barrier to the region and 
state’s economic growth. Although some California communities are seeing new jobs in growing fields such 
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as management, healthcare, and the service industry, the state’s community college system cannot produce 
nearly enough graduates with the skills necessary to fill them. California residents’ educational attainment is an 
essential piece to strengthening California’s workforce and economy.  

A 2011 report by America’s Edge found: 

•	 Even	in	2009,	during	the	recession	and	with	two	million	Californians	out	of	work,	only	an	estimated	
38% of the state’s workers had the appropriate training for the 47% of California’s jobs in middle-skill 
occupations. 

•	 By	2018,	according	to	the	report,	three	out	of	every	five	California	jobs	will	require	some	education	
beyond high school.

•	 By	2025,	experts	predict	that	the	state	will	have	a	workforce	shortage	of	one	million	college	graduates.

Education is the key to early and lifelong success. Early childhood education, a world-class and non-
economically bifurcated education system, and ongoing vocational training must be priorities for Los Angeles 
County.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Policymakers must take action to restore opportunities for economic parity. This will only come from 
implementation of state and local policies that support business development, create jobs, and restore economic 
vitality to the inner city communities. This study shows that there is a great need for state and local officials 
to consider why quality, middle class jobs are leaving the state and being replaced by lower wage jobs. The Los 
Angeles Urban League and the California Business Roundtable respectfully call upon the Governor and the 
State Legislature to use the capabilities and apparatus of the great State of California to address these issues. The 
Los Angeles Urban League recommends three immediate policy initiatives: 

o Remove the barriers: Re-examine state and local policies that are pushing middle-income jobs to other 
states and locations, and take immediate action to mitigate those impacts;

o Train the workforce: Develop a blueprint for educational parity, including early childhood education 
and workforce training opportunities that align with growth industries;

o Bring the jobs: Establish certainty for companies that are currently operating or are seeking to operate 
in metropolitan areas by ensuring stability of regulations, leveling the competitive playing field with 
other states, and incentivizing companies to create stable jobs.
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