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INTRODUCTION

Equity in the distribution of urban
public services has begun to receive
increased attention from administrators, scholars, and activists. Although our knowledge about the
allocation of resources in the public
sector is limited to findings from only
a few cities, recent research has cast
considerable doubt on the notion that
blacks and other low-income groups
are systematically deprived in the
distribution of recreational facilities,
police resources, and library services.
These studies suggest a variety of
distributional patterns, ranging from
equality to dispersed inequalities (the
distribution of some services favors
one racial or socioeconomic group
while the distribution of other services within the same city favors other
groups); to unpatterned inequalities
(inequalities are not associated with
the racial and socioeconomic characteristics of neighborhoods); to nonlinear relationships between income
and service levels (both the rich and
the poor receive higher service levels
than the middle class).
The evidence also suggests that
racial discrimination in the distribution of urban public services in large
*Joan Ehrlich and Michael Digby, formerly
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cities is probably the exception rather
than the rule. Explicit racial criteria
are seldom employed as a guide to
the resolution of distributional
issues. Instead, issues of resource
allocation are resolved on the basis of
administrative rules. Although the
operation of these rules in service
bureaucracies may have adverse
consequences for some groups in the
population, distributional decisions
are not determined by the racial and
socioeconomic characteristics of
urban neighborhoods.
It should be emphasized that the
evidence upon which these conclusions are based is limited. Therefore,
it cannot be assumed that these
findings about service distribution
apply to all cities. Still, studies of the
distribution of police, parks, libraries,
streets, refuse collection, and education in Oakland, San Antonio, Houston, Washington, D.C., and Detroit
have produced a remarkably similar
set of findings. 1 The research reported here aims at adding to those
studies by describing and analyzing
the pattern of resource distribution
for park and library services in
several Virginia cities.
THE DISTRIBUTION OF
LIBRARY SERVICES

Questionnaires and interviews
with library administrators were
used to gather data on the distribution of all public library resources in
the cities of Norfolk, Richmond,
Hampton, Newport News, Alexandria, Roanoke, Lynchburg, Chesa-

peake, and Virginia Beach. Indicators
of service levels for each library in
each city include total bookstock,
number of newspapers and periodicals, number and professional qualifications of staff personnel, and
budget expenditures. We fixed the
area served by each facility as that
lying within a one-half mile radius.
Admittedly, a one-quarter mile service area might be more appropriate
for public libraries located in ghetto
neighborhoods, for the evidence
suggests that library users there are
primarily school-age children and
that user levels drop rapidly as
distance to the nearest facility increases. On the other hand, a distance of several miles to the nearest
library might present little barrier to
middle-class patrons. Thus, a onehalf mile service area appeared to
represent a reasonable compromise.
The service areas for each library
were plotted on city maps reflecting
census tract boundaries and the
indicators of resource distribution
were then compared with the population of each service area. In those
instances where service areas split
census tracts, an estimate was made
of the tract population included.
Demographic characteristics were
assumed to be equally distributed
within tracts. The relationship between the demographic characteristics of the population residing within
each one-half mile area and the per
capita resource measures were explored through the use of bivariate
correlation techniques. 2 The demo2A correlation coefficient measures the degree of associa-
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graphic variables were gathered from
1970 census reports and include
percent white, percent black, median
education, median family income,
percent poverty, median housing
value, median rent, and percent
housing units without an automobile.
It should be noted at this point that
the indicators of resource levels
selected for analysis (bookstock,
personnel, budget expenditures) are
not a complete measure of public
library services and the qualitythereof. However, these variables do
represent a good indication of the
distribution of governmental effort
across neighborhoods that differ on
the basis of race and wealth.
Do the city governments of Norfolk,
Richmond, Hampton, Newport News,
Alexandria, Roanoke, Chesapeake,
and Virginia Beach provide a higher
level of public library services in
wealthier neighborhoods?3 An examination of the correlations between
the resource variables and the demographic characteristics of service
areas suggests a mixed pattern. 4 In
Norfolk, Virginia Beach, Newport
News, and Hampton, libraries located
in black and poor neighborhoods tend
to receive fewer resources. In those
cities, the number of books per capita
is positively correlated with income
levels and negatively correlated with
percent black (.40 and -.09 in Norfolk;
.57 and -.70 in Virginia Beach; .23
and -.83 in Newport News; and .57
and -.31 in Hampton). In the other
cities, however, libraries located in
poorer neighborhoods tend to receive
more resources; the number of books
per capita is negatively correlated
with income levels and positively
correlated with percent black (-.53
and .19 in Chesapeake; -.21 and .25
in Richmond; -.35 and .48 in Alexandria; and -.17 and .17 in Roanoke).
It should be noted that the analysis
of resource distribution in each city
includes the central library. In several
instances, however, the main branch
is a deviant case in terms of resources per capita. In one city, for
example, the central library has ten
times the number of books, twentyfour times the number of employees,
and receives nineteen times the
funds of its largest neighborhood

3Lynchburg maintains only one public library and hence was
excluded from the analysis of the variation in neighborhood
service levels.
4Due to space limitations. very few of the correlations can be
presented here. but tables reporting them may be obtained
from the author.

branch. Central libraries also tend to
be located in the inner city. Since it
cannot be assumed that the main
library is primarily intended to serve
inner city residents, it may be that the
effect of including these facilities in
the analysis is inadvertently to skew
resource distribution in the direction
of poor neighborhoods. In order to
control for this effect, central libraries were excluded and the data were
re-analyzed. An examination of the
results revealed that the distribution
of library resources within the network of neighborhood branch libraries in each city favors upper-income
areas in seven of the eight cities
studied. Only in Chesapeake do
library branches located in wealthier
neighborhoods receive fewer resources. In general, this pattern
holds for each of the resource
measures
analyzed
(bookstock,
newspapers and periodicals, staff
personnel, and expenditures).
Ease of access to library services
affects usage, and hence represents
another important measure of the
distribution of urban public services.
Are public library buildings in each
city equally distributed across neighborhoods that differ on the basis of
race and wealth?
In order to explore this issue, the
linear distance from the center of
every census tract to the nearest
library was calculated for each city.
Although this method for determining the variation in accessibility does
not take account of mobility differentials or manmade, natural, and
psychological barriers to access, it
does provide a straightforward way of
assessing the spatial distributional
pattern. For each city we then
computed the correlations between
this distance measure and the demograhic characteristics of census
tracts.
We found that in seven of the nine
cities residents of poorer neighborhoods tend to live closer to the
nearest public library than do residents of wealthier areas. A somewhat different pattern emerges for
Chesapeake and Virginia Beach. In
the case of Chesapeake, most of the
correlations were not statistically
significant, but we did find a tendency for library distance to decrease as
median rents increased. In Virginia
Beach, we found significant correlations indicating that as library distance increases, income levels and
median rents decreased (-.32
and -.53), while increased distance is

positively related to higher percentages of poverty (.30). The evidence
suggests that in Virginia Beach, and
perhaps in Chesapeake, residents of
wealthier neighborhoods are slightly
favored in terms of accessibility to
public library facilities.
In general, the findings suggest
that inequalities in the distribution of
library services in these nine Virginia
cities are dispersed rather than
cumulative. In four of the cities,
library service levels are higher in
wealthier neighborhoods, while the
distribution of resources in the other
cities tends to favor poorer neighborhoods. However, when the analysis
is limited to a consideration of
resource levels within the network of
neighborhood branches, a higher_
level of services is provided in
wealthier areas in seven of the cities.
On the other hand, the analysis of
accessiblity to library facilities reveals that the spatial distribution of
public libraries tends to favor residents of black and other low-income
neighborhoods in all but two of the
nine cities studied.
THE DISTRIBUTION OF PARK SERVICES

Questionnaires and interviews
were also used to gather data on the
distribution of every municipal park
and recreation center in Norfolk,
Richmond, Virginia Beach, Chesapeake, and Lynchburg. Data were
also collected on the public school
playgrounds and recreational facilities available for public use during
specified periods. The measures
selected as indicators of service
levels include acreage, hours of
budget
expenditures,
operation,
number of assigned staff personnel,
and number and type of available
facilities- (playground equipment,
picnic tables, restrooms, tennis
courts, athletic fields, and swimming
pools). Correlation techniques were
used to explore the relationship
between the service level indicators
and the demographic characteristics
of census tracts in which the parks
are located.
The evidence suggests that public
recreational resources are uniformly
distributed or tend to favor poorer
neighborhoods. In Norfolk, there is a
slight tendency for parks located in
black neighborhoods to receive larger
budget allocations (correlation of .49
between percent black and expenditures) and more staff personnel
(correlation of .38 between percent
black and personnel). Parks located in
low-income neighborhoods also tend
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to receive somewhat more resources
in Lynchburg and Virginia Beach
(-.28 between income level and
acreage and .55 between percent
black and number of athletic fields).
Few significant correlations were
found between the demographic and
service level variables in Richmond
and Chesapeake.
A procedure identical to the one
used in the library analysis was
employed to determine the spatial
distribution of parks operated by
municipal recreation departments.
An examination of the correlations
between census tract characteristics
and recreational facility distance
reveals that residents of black and
other low-income neighborhoods are
favored in terms of accessibility in
Norfolk, Richmond, and Chesapeake.
No statistically significant associations were noted for Virginia Beach
and Lynchburg.
Because the analysis includes all
parks and recreation centers, the
possibility exists that some neighborhoods are favored in terms of accessibility to the largest park sites, which
often provide a greater array of
recreational opportunities. In order to
explore this additional dimension of
the resource allocation process, the
linear distance was computed from
each census tract to the nearest park
over twenty-five acres in size. The
results of this analysis suggest a
somewhat different pattern. In Richmond, residents of black neighborhoods live closer to the nearest large
park than do citizens of wealthier
areas, while accessibility is equally
distributed in Virginia Beach, Chesapeake, and Lynchburg. The analysis
for Norfolk suggests that the pattern
of spatial distribution tends slightly to
favor white neighborhoods. It should
be emphasized, however, that the
associations are very weak and on Iy 4
percent of the variation in the distance measure is accounted for.
In general, public recreational
resources are more equally distributed than library services in the cities
studied, being either uniformly distributed or tending to favor poorer
neighborhoods. A similar pattern
holds for accessibility to municipal
recreational facilities.
ADMINISTRATIVE RULES AND SERVICE
DISTRIBUTION

What accounts for the differential
distribution of park and library service levels across urban neighborhoods? Why are recreational resources more equally distributed than

library resources in the several cities
studied? We will argue that public
distributional decisions are
programmed decisions and are largely
a function of the administrative rules
employed by municipal service bureaucracies. Distributional choices in
public service departments are made
on the basis of standard operating
procedures and are little affected by
racial and socioeconomic criteria.
This hypothesis can be elaborated by
stating a series of propositions about
the role of administrative rules in the
operation of service bureaucracies.
(1) Distributional decisions are
"programmed" decisions in that they
are repetitive and routine.
(2) Rules reduce uncertainty and
simplify decision making byeliminating the need to consider a variety of
alternative solutions.
(3) Rules facilitate reliable performance and easy application. However, they also limit discretion on the
part of decision makers.
(4) Administrative rules are influenced by the record keeping of the
service delivery department, particularly the tendency to rely upon
information that is simple, reliable,
and readily available.
(5) Because administrative rules
are objectively applied, they appear to
be fair, but may nevertheless have
distributional consequences.
(6) There are several standards of
equity, each of which can be defended or criticized on a number of
grounds. Political leaders often prefer not to make choices among these
standards, and instead leave the
decision to administrators.
(7) Administrators seldom make
explicit the equity standard used to
guide distributional choices. Their
rules tend to avoid potential conflict
over who should get what by emphasizing technical-rational rather
than political criteria. For example,
police departments will allocate
resources on the basis of crime rates
and calls for service, and street
departments will emphasize traffic
volume and accident rates.
(8) Because rules tend to be defined in technical terms, the distributional implications are poorly understood. By framing value issues (who
should get what) in technical-rational
terms, public officials responsible for
distributional choices are able to
advance administrative solutions to
the equity puzzle.
II
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On the basis of our review of the
literature both on organizations and
on service distribution, it is hypothesized that public library departments

rely upon circulation rates as a guide
to the allocation of resources. Libraries with higher user levels receive
more resources. The rule is plausible
in that it facilitates application;
makes for reliable performance and
reduces
uncertainty
(circulation
rates remain fairly constant over
time); relies upon the records typically maintained by library departments;
does not require elaborate data
collection and analysis procedures; is
easy to interpret; simplifies decision
making by resolving the equity issue:
is apparently objective; and has the
virtue of appearing to be fair.
In order to test the hypothesis that
user levels determine resource distribution, data were gathered on circulation rates for each library in each
city. A correlation analysis of the
relationship between user levels and
the indicators of resource allocation
suggests that the distribution of
public library resources is, in fact,
strongly associated with circulation
rates.
If it is operative, as we think likely,
the circulation rule appears to have
distinct distributional consequences.
In seven of the eight cities having
branch libraries, per capita circulation levels are considerably lower in
black and other poor neighborhoods.
Consequently, the rule penalizes
branches located in low-income
neighborhoods in all but one of the
cities studied. Although resources
also appear to be allocated on the
basis of reader levels in Chesapeake,
the relationship between user rates
and the demographic characteristics
of library service areas is considerably different. There, one finds a
moderately strong negative correlation between income and circulation,
indicatin.g th.at branch libraries serving wealthier areas tend to receive
fewer resources.
The evidence also suggests that
parks departments in the five cities
studied may allocate recreational
resources on the basis of park size
(acreage). Larger parks are assigned
more staff personnel and receive
more facilities, equipment, and
budget expenditures. The distributional consequences of this rule
differ from those noted for the library
circulation rule. Park acreage tends
to be equally distributed across
neighborhoods in each of the cities
studied. In addition, the location of
the largest parks is equally distributed or tends to favor poorer neighborhoods. Therefore, resource allocations on the basis of size (acreage) do
not deprive black and other lowincome neighborhoods.
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At first glance, resource allocation
on the basis of park size might appear
to offer the only solution, but in fact it
is only one of several distributional
rules that could be employed. Those
responsible might decide to compensate for size by providing smaller
parks with a disproportionate share
of available resources. Or, the distribution of annual budget expenditures, programs, and equipment
could systematically favor parks
located in wealthier neighborhoods.
Alternatively, administrators might
decide to compensate disadvantaged
neighborhoods through public sector
allocations on the grounds that
residents of deprived areas have
limited access to private recreational
services and facilities. There are
other alternative bases for distribution, but the point is that such choices
have important consequences.
It must be recognized that these
statistical associations are not adequate proof that the library circulations and park size rules are the
controlling ones, and in any event
they do not account for the spatial
distribution of branch libraries and
park sites. The location of public
service facilities is vital since accessibility measures an important dimension of the distributional pattern.
Accessibility may also affect library
circulation rates, which in turn may
form the basis for an administrative

rule for the further allocation of
resources. Park size represents an
important indicator of recreation
services and is also strongly associated with the distribution of service
levels across neighborhoods. However, the decision-making processes
that determine the location of parks
and libraries await further investigation.

CONCLUSIONS

In general, the evidence suggests
that the distribution of park and
library services in several Virginia
cities does not consistently operate to
the advantage of the same racial and
socioeconomic groups. Although the
allocation of resources within the
network of neighborhood branches
favors wealthier areas in all but one
of the cities studied, the distribution
of total library resources favors poor
neighborhoods in four of the cities.
This tendency toward a pattern of
dispersed inequalities is supported
by the finding that in seven of the
nine cities accessibility to library
services favors black and other lowincome neighborhoods. In addition,
the library service centers in each city
tend to be located in poorer sections
of the city.
Black neighborhoods also tend to
receive somewhat higher levels of
rec eational services in three cities

while recreational resources are
equally distributed in two cities. The
distribution of park sites tends to
favor poor neighborhoods in three
cities but tends toward equality in the
other two. When the analysis is
limited to the largest parks (twentyfive acres plus), accessibility is equally distributed in three cities, tends to
slightly favor white neighborhoods in
one city, and favors residents of black
neighborhoods in the other.
The findings reported here for
several Virginia cities support the
results of research done elsewhere.
First, there is no evidence to suggest
that urban governments in Virginia
discriminate on the basis of race and
wealth in the distribution of park and
library services. Second, variations in
the distribution of services acrossneighborhoods occur within as well
as across service areas. For example,
the allocation of resources within the
library system favors certain groups
while the spatial distribution of
library facilities favors other neighborhoods. Third, inequalities in the
public service sector are dispersed
rather than cumulative. The distributional process does not consistently
operate to the disadvantage of the
same
racial
or
socioeconomic
groups. And finally, distributional
decisions appear to be made on the
basis of administrative rules and are
little affected by racial and socioeconomic criteria.
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