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Does The

casured by the media attention and
controversy it has attracted, The Bell
Curve by Richard Herrnstein and
Charles Murray was the publishing
event of the decade.

The book presents a disturbing and highly pes-
simistic view of trends in American society. The
United States, according to the authors, is rapidly be-
coming a caste socicty stratificd by 1Q, with an under-
class mired at the bottom. an clite firmly ensconced ar
the top, and only a limited scope for public policy to
boost the disadvantaged. But the bulk of the attention
and controversy that swirled around the book focused
not on its sweeping vision of what is happening to
U.S. socicty, but on the authors” application of their
theories about 1Q to the question of race.

Charles Murray complained in the Wall Street fournal
Jast December that the erttics” focus was too narrow. We
sympathize with Murray’s frustration over the content
and tone of some of the criticism that the book re-
ceived. But the book may have fared even worse had
the discussion of race and genetics not distracted atten-
tion from some serious problems of analysis and logic
its main arguments. There are indeed some useful mes-
sages in the book. But there is also much wrong with it.

High 1Q Does Not Guarantee Success

Herrnstein and Murray are not the first to ask what de-
termines ccononne success. Many studies, using many
different sources of data, have examined the extent to
which factors such as education, family background, and
1Q can explain differences in people’s wages or family
income. On two points these studies agree closely. First,
mmeasurable differences amony individuals—including 1Q
test scores—can explain only about 30-40 percent of
the differences in economic outcomes. The remaming
differences arise from unmeasurable factors— personal-

ell Curve

ity, looks, networking, perseverance, concern for the
future, and just plain luck, to mention only 3 few. Sec-
ond, ditferences in 1Q alone (as measured by test scores)
explain some fraction of the varation n income, but re-
alistic estumates place that fraction at 10 percent or less.

The authors of The Bell Curve neither discuss this
latter finding nor contradict it with any independent
work of their own. They do use the National Longi-
tudinal Survey of Youth—a comprehensive sct of data
from a sample of thousands of people aged 27-34 in
1992—to analyze the cect of scores on the Armed
Forces Qualification Test (which Herrnstein and Mur-
ray arguc is a better measure of 1Q than any 1Q test)
on a wide range of social outcomes, such as illegiti-
macy, crime, and marital status. These analyses are use-
ful. But nowhere do the authors use the informaton
in the data st about wages. annual carnings, and in-
comes to analyze the extent to which the AFQT rtest
scores can explain variations in the key economic out-
comes—carnings and income.

Because the authors of The Bell Curve did not use
their data to examine how much of the variation 1 -
come could be explained by AFQT, we did. Our find-
ings arc consistent with past research. Considered
alone, AFQT scores explain only about 15 percent=of
the differences among people’s hourly carnings. Re-
sults for annual carnings and family income are similar.
Even the authors of The Bell Curve do not claim that
cognitive test scores can explain much more than 16
percent of the variation in people’s job performance.

And cven these results overstate the independent
effect of AFQT scorcs on economic outcomes. Be-
cause of both heredity and environment, there s a
positive—though far from onc-to-onc—relationship

bCf\’VCCl] d CI"SOI]’.\' .\"()CiOCCOnOlniC bRCk Yround Hl]d
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his or her 1Q test scores. Failing to take difterences n

people’s backgrounds into account when considering
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the corrclation between AFQT scores and earnings
credits AFQT scores with some of the differences in
carnings due to such things as the influence of home
cnvironment on learning, or family connections that
might help someone get into a better school or job. To
deal with this problem. we used a statistical procedure
that allows us to separate the cffects of test scores ona
person’s income or earnings from a range of other
mfucnces on economic outcomes, such as parental cd-
ucation and occupation, number of siblings, place born
and raised, and cthnicity. All these things affect a per-
son’s success but, obviously, are not themselves affected
by his or her own test scores. Again, what we find ac-
cords with what past researchers have found: test scores
explain about 10 percent of the differences in the
hourly carnings, annual earnings, or family income of
the young people in the NLSY 1n 1993,

The effect of 1Q on economic differences among peo-
ple reflects two aspects of the relation between test scores
and success. First, people with higher 1Qs tend to camn
more. Thus, o average the person with an 1Q of 115 will
carn about 30 percent more than the average person with
an 1Q of 100. That's a big premium. But the variation of
individual experience around that general tendency 1s im-
mense. For example. more than 40 percent of the people
with the 15-point higher 1Q will carn a premium greater
than 50 percent, while 35 percent will carn less than the
average for the population as a whole. Second, precisely
because of that wide diversity, the proportion of the over-
all variations in income that can be
explained by 1Q is small. Thus, in the
NLSY the average annual carnings of
the 10 percent of people with the
highest AFQT scores are 55 percent
greater than the population average,
while the earnings of the richest 10
percent are 200 percent higher.

Figure 1 shows the relation be-
tween AFQT scores and annual
carnings in the NLSY. The black
line shows how carnings were dis-
tributed among the young people
surveyed. Many people are clustered around the average;
the numbers gradually fall off as carnings go up, with
only a few people at the very top. The red line shows
how annual carnings would be distributed if everyone
had the average AFQT score but otherwise continued
to differ as they now do in all other ways. (That is, we
added to or subtracted from cach person’s actual carnings
the expected amount by which somcone with his or her
AFQT score had carnings different from the population
mean.) The gray line reverses this calculation. Ie shows
what the distribution of carnings would be if only AFQT
mattered (we gave everyone the earnings expected for
people with their AFQT score). If all that mattered was
AFQT scores, US. socicty would clearly be very
cgalitarian. Eliminating differences due to 1Q would
have lirde effect on dhe overall fevel of inequality.

IQ as Economic Stratifier

If they make no use of the direct evidence on the nnpor-
tance of 1Q in determining wages, earnings, and in-
come, how do the authors of The Bell Curve conclude

that 1Q is becoming the decisive force in stratifying
Americans cconomically? They construct a circumstan-
tial case. First, they assemble data showing that test
scores that reflect cognitive ability have become far
more important in determining who gets into college,
especially highly prestigious colleges, than was the case
carlicr n this century.

Sccond. they estimate (and partly speculate) that an
extremely high proportion of the 10 percent of U.S.
workers with the highest 1Qs is now employed either as
members of “high-1Q™ occupations or as business exec-
utives. Earlier this century, most high-scoring high
school graduates did not go to college and, they specu-
late, were scattered more randomly throughout the
workforce, many of them in relatively average or lower-
paying jobs, where their superior 1Qs were rewarded
with far less income and prestige than is now the case.

If people with high 1Qs were once much less well
rewarded relative to the average than they are now, it
must have been for some combination of twa reasons:
they were less likely to hold the better-paving jobs, or
income was distributed much more equally, so that the
carnings gap between good and poor jobs was less than
it is now. Litde cvidence supports the first possibility.
The second 15 demonstrably false.

In the first place, as various authors (for example,
Claudia Golden and Robert Margo) have shown, over
the past 50 years the income premium for a college cd-
ucation has not risen steadily, but has fluctuated around
a more or less stable level in percentage terms. More-
over, while top colleges today do stress test scores more
than they once did, the number of years of education
people are likely to acquire has been predictableiom
test scores with an unchanged degree of accuracy (or in-
accuracy) ever since the early part of the century. Next,
although the past two decades have seen growing in-
come incquality, the trend follows a large decline i in-
cquality in the 19405 and has simply restored the inequal-
ity of the prewar era. Similarly, according to Golden and
Margo, wages paid “professionals,” relative to the aver-
age wage, actually declined from 1940 to 1960. They
then rose agam in recent years.

There is evidence from several studies that in the past
several decades the role of 1Q test scores in determining
cconomic success has increased. But 1Q is still far from a
dominant force in shaping the distribution of income. The
evidence in no way warrants the view that its growing in-
portance has drastically altered the nature of US. society.

Changing IQ Is One Thing, Changing Lives Another
Herrstein and Murray conclude that public policies can
do hrtle to raise 1Q. Given the important role they assign
1Q in determining social outcomes, this implies a deep
skepticisim about the potential for compensatory educa-
ton, training, and related policies to nuprove the lot of
the disadvantaged. Morcover, they otfer little hope that
further experimentation with Head Start or even better
programs could help, since “The muain lessons to be
Jearned have already been fearned: 1tis rough to aler the
environmient for the development of general intellectual
ability by anything short of adoption ac birth.” Even
school dropout prevention 1s of dubious value. Herrn-
stein and Murray ask, “If somchow the government can

THE BROOKINGS REVIEW



cajole or entice youths to stay in school for a few extra
years, will their economic disadvantage . .
and answer, “We doubt it.”

As that answer starkly reveals, the authors” deeply pes-

. go away?”

Gmistic conclusions are based on an excessively ambitious
goal. To be worthwhile, social interventions need not
make cconomic disadvantages “go away.” No program
we know about will do so, and new muracle cures are un-
likely. While some enthusiasts in the carly davs of the
Great Society may have cherished hopes to the contrary,
knowledgeable observers long ago became more realistic.
Social interventions should not be judged on whether
they “cure™ the problem, but on whether they are hikely
to raise the carnings of the disadvantaged or otherwise
improve their prospects cnough to make the investment
of government funds worthwhile. And a large body of
research and program evaluation gives us the answer:
some can, some can’t, and on some the jury is stll out.

What about carly childhood education, such as Head
Start? Using Herrnstein and Murray’s most conservative
estimate of the payoff to 1Q, a single point in 1Q 1 worth
some $232 a year in carnings (1994 dollars). Herrnstein
and Murray cite a 1982 analysis by Irving Lazar and
Richard Darlington of six carly childhood educanon pro-
grams. The median 1Q gain by children completing these
programs was 8 points at the end of the progran, declin-
ing to 3 points by fourth grade. Hermstein and Murray
dismiss these results as small. But how much would such
a gain be worth later in life? Based on their own results,
3 1Q points would lead to a yearly carnings gain of $696.
With Head Start costing $5,400 for cach student, a $696
increase in earnings cach year over a person’s working hte
would represent a real rate of return on investment of
more than 5 percent—greater than the average return €0
investing in bonds. Herrmstem and Murray correctly
point out that the cognitive effects of early childhood ed-
ucation programs have not been large enough to erase the
handicap of having been born to a disadvantaged fanuly.
But what appear to be small gains can, in fact. producc
cconomically justifiable returns. And this is to say nothing
of other reported gains, such as lower rates of teen preg-
nancy and higher rates of high school completion.

It also turns out that it is possible to do better than haz-
ard guesses about the cconomic pavofl to increasing the
years of schooling for young people. Many states require
students to attend school until a certain age. When com-
bined with laws requiring children born later in the vear
to wait a year before starting school. these compulsory
schooling laws generate differences in cducational attain-
ment for children born at different times of the vear (stu-
dents born late in the year reach the compulsory school-
ing age after having completed one fewer year i school).
And these differences make 1t possible o identfy the
causal effect of education on carnings tor those compelled
to stay in school longer. In 1991 loshua Angrist and Alan
Krucger. using this “natural experiment.” found that
those required to spend another year in schoul carn 7-10
percent more than those who are not—a pavotl quite
similar to the pavoft per year of schooling noted by simply
comparing the average carnings of people with different
amounts of cducanion. Apparently. “cajoling” would-be
dropouts to remain in school can raise thewr camings.

Education and training programs are not the only
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way to improve carnings prospects. A program to de-
segregate Chicago public housing nearly randomly, as-
signed people to live either in poor inner-city housing
or in apartments in well-oft suburbs. A study later
showed that those who moved to the suburbs were 25
percent more likely to be cmployed than those who
stayed in the city, were less likely to drop out of school,
and were twice as likely to attend college. Further eval-
uation of the potential for large-scale gains will be pos-
sible from the Department of Housing and Urban De-
velopment’s “Moving to Qpportunities”  program,
which aims to open the door to improvements like this
for many more people.

Herrstein and Muray do not report on two decades
of evaluations of government-sponsored cmployment
and training programs that, while not showing dramatic
turn-about in people’s lives, often find benefits greater
than the costs. Examples nclude school dropout preven-
tion programs, Job Corps, JTPA for adules, and several
employment and taming programs for welfare recipients.

OF course. not all investments in training and educa-
cion are worthwhile, And, unlike the ease with business
investment decistons. markets cannot weed out bad so-
cial tnvestments, Bur experimental evaluations can. it
adnumiserators and legistators act on then,

Discrimination Still Exists

Just as Herrnstein and Murray dismiss public mtervenuon

to aid the disadvantaged. they tavor abandomng anudis-
crimination law. While critics of The Bell Curpe have fo-
cused on its claims about race, intelligence. and genes (see
box). two ather issucs in the book having to do with race
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and intelligence have received little discussion: the conclu-
sion that black-white earnings diffcrences are due solely to
IQ difference and the argument that reverse discnimina-
tion exists in America’s colleges. Yet both arguments are
more important to the book’s case against antidiscrimina-
tion law than any arguments about race and genetics.

To understand the evidence about black vs. white
carnings it is crucial to distinguish wage rates from an-
nual earnings, to scparate males from females, and to
differentiate blacks with high 1Q and sociocconomic
status from other blacks.

Hermstein and Murray lump together men and
women and find that blacks with the same 1Q as whites
are paid the same hourly rates. We analyze the same data
in more detail and with much greater attention to spec-
ifying status of people’s family background and find the
tollowing. First, employed black men have hourly rates
of pay that are about cqual to those of whites with the
same observable characteristics, including family back-
ground, education, marital status and
test scores; black women have higher
wage rates than comparable white
women, although lower than white
men. Second, however, black men are
less likely to have a job or to work
full-time. In the case of the average
black male, annual carnings are nearly
20 percent below those of comparable
white males. Black females, while
having lower annual carnings than
white men, carn more than compara-
ble white women. Third, black males
who are significantly above the black average with re-
spect to 1Q test scores, education, and family background
have annual earnings much closer to those of comparable
white males, and black women at the upper end of the
scale appear to do better than their white counterparts.

Studics such as these, however, provide only weak
evidence for or against the existence of discrimination.
In the first place their results depend critically on juse
what measures of family background and other charac-
teristics arc used to determine who are “comparable”
workers and job applicants. For example, June O’'Neill,
Derck Neal, and William Johnson analyze the same data,
but when they do not include the extensive information
on family background that we do, they find substantial
differences between the wage rates of comparable black
and white males, on the order of 10 percent. Sccond,
the NLSY covers young workers, and the importance of
the various determinants of carnings changes with age.
Further., the effect of background on wages may reflect
not only differences in job qualifications. but also dis-
crimination aganst those with lower-class backgrounds.

Even more important, emplovers can know much
more about someone than what we can know from the
NLSY survev. Our data, for example, show only the
number of years of school complered while an em-
ployer can tind out which school a jobsecker attended
and how good it is. Much more convineing evidence of
continuing discrimination conmes from audit studics,
where carefully matched pairs of blacks and whites,
men and women. or Hispanics and Anglos, apply for
the same job. No study has found chat minontics and

women are advantaged in the job market; nearly all
show that they continue to be discriminated against.
Onec Urban Institute study found that whites or Anglos
were offered jobs half again as often as the blacks or
Hispanics with whom they were matched.

Hermstein and Murray’s claim that blacks score
lower on tests than whites at the same college or in the
same occupation also misses the point. They write as if
they believed that test score differences of the size they
find could only be the result of reverse discrimination.
With' some exceptions, however, those differences
could be the result of race-blind processes that simply
choose the best person for a given school or job.

Blacks, on average, score much lower than whites on
standardized tests. If such tests were completely unrelated
to performance, employers and colleges would 1gnore
them, and the difference in test scores between blacks and
whites at the same school or job would be the same as
the population as a whole. In fact test scores explain at
most 10-25 percent of differences between people in job
performance or success at school. Consequently, in groups
of people chosen solely on the basis of ability, blacks and
whites will have test scores more similar than blacks and
whites in the population as a whole, but not much morc.
To reduce black-white differences in test scores to levels
Hermstein and Murray consider reasonable, colleges and
employers would probably have to set higher standards for
overall ability for blacks than for whites.

Although Herrnstein and Murray did not study col-
lege admissions decisions dircctly, we have. Our evi-
dence suggests that there is indeed racial preference in
admissions at clite colleges, but hittle or no evidenceof
such preferences at other institutions— where -86 per-
cent of the college population is to be found. Further,
we find little evidence that racial preferences in admis-
sions lead to higher dropout rates for blacks as some
have contended. A debate about the use of race in ad-
mission decisions would be healthy, but it must be based
on a more careful reading of the evidence.

Unwarranted Pessimism

While most criticism of The Bell Curve has focused on
the authors’ claim that racial differences in 1QQ test scores
arc, in part, genetic, many of the book’s most important
claims have escaped scrutiny. They shouldnt. The
book’s basic premise —that 1Q is becoming the decisive
force in determining economic rewards and social posi-
tion—is demonistrably false. Herrnstein and Murray’s
evidence on the difference between black and white test
scores in various occupations does not show what they
miply it does—massive reverse discrimination. In fact,
their own evidence showing blacks and whites with the
same test scores carn the same wages contradicts such a
claini. Further, diffierences berween blacks and whites m
annual carnings, and the employment discrimination re-
vealed in employment audits, suggest that blacks con-
tinue to be disadvantaged in the labor market. Beeause
the authors sharply exaggerate the importance of 1Q. the
book is excessively pessimistic about the potential role of
carcfully selected government programs in improving,
the lives of the disadvantaged. In all the controversy over
the authors™ claims about race and intelligence, these
points should not get lost. ]
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) Curve, the one that has been at the center of the fire storm is the

cla|m that “. ..both’ genes and the envuronment have something to
do with raclal dlfferences " Herrnsteln and Murray are “agnostic”
on the relative |mportance of nature vs. nurture, but find it “i
pIausubIe” that enwronmental dlfferences can be large enough to
explain all racial differences in IQ test scores. They conclude that
“those who believe that ethnic differences are readily explained by
environmental differences haven’t been tough-minded enough
about their own arguments." -

To make this case, Herrnstein and Murray borrow an argu-
ment from educational psychologist Arthur Jensen of the Univer-
sity of California at Berkeley. Whites who have the same 1Q test
scores as the average black person are at about the 34th per-
centile of the white population. But ample evidence attests that,
among whites, environmental differences such as family back-
ground and neighborhood influences can account for only part of
the observed ‘difference.f_. in 1Q—Herrnstein and Murray cite 40
percent as a mid-range estimate. Thus, for environmental con-
ditions to place a ‘white person as low as the 34th percentile,
that person’s.environment would have to be extremely poor. To
the extent that black 1Qs are influenced by the same kind of en-
vironmental factors as whites;and those would include such in-
tangibles as self-esteem that are affected by race discrimina-
tlon—the enwronment m whlch the average black is raised
would have to be as poor as that of the bottom |0 percent of
whites. As Jensen points out, no observable differences between
blacks’ and whites’ backgrounds are that large, so how could the
entire difference be due to environment?

Compelling as this argument seems logically, evidence is accu-
mulating that it is flawed. Herrnstein and Murray discuss a
post-World War Il survey showing that illegitimate children fa-
thered by black and white U.S. servicemen in occupied Germany
have the same 1Qs, even though,' as James Flynn has shown
through a variety of indirect evidence, the 1Q scores of the black
and white fathers differed as much as the scores of blacks and
whites in the U.S. population.

As Herrnstein and Murray also note, Flynn has documented huge
increases in measured 1Q over periods of time far too short for them
to be explained by changes in the gene pool. Changes as big as the

I5-point black-white difference have occurred in many places
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around the world lncludmg the Un|ted States, in as little as 20-60

years. These differences—clearly environmental—seriously challenge
Jensen’s argument.

Similarly, whites living in different states in the United States
hafle large differences in 1Q. In fact, the difference in AFQT scores
between whites in the highest and lowest state is a substantial
fraction of the difference between blacks and whites. The mobility
of the white population makes it hard to believe that these differ-
ences could be in any large part genetic.

It is clear from these three examples that something is wrong
with Jensen’s argument. Either the estimates of the importance
of environment within the white population are understated, or
something is wrong with the basic logic of the argument. Flynn
argues convincingly that estimates of the role of environment
near Herrnstein and Murray’s “upper bound"'(60 percent) are
more plausible than lower estimates, but this still leaves a larger
gap between black and white IQ scores than can’ be explained by
any single |dent|f|able envuronmental factor The fallacy in this ar-
gument may be the ‘search for a smgle factor The probablhty of -
any smgle coin toss coming up heads is .5, but the probablllty of
five coin tosses in a'fow coming up hedds is about .03. WhL
blacks on average may not seem terribly disadvantaged relat';ve
to whites in any one dimension, they are disadvantaged in nearly
ail dimensions that we think rnatter Thus for any one of those
thmgs that determme the’ ablllty to score well on IQ tests, blacks
may be no more dusadvantaged than a white down at the 30th
percentile of the white distribution or even higher. But taking all
the determinante together, the-average black may be down at the
10th percentile of the nationwide distribution of the overall ef-
fects of environment in the white population.

In fact, two studies, one by Jeanne Brooks-Gunn and another
by Jonathan Crane, show that it is possible to explain statistically
all black-white differences in test scores by combining the effects
of differences on many dimensions of detailed evaluations of the
quality of the home environment. Herrnstein and Murray are cor-
rect when they point out that environmental differences may be
due to parents’ 1Q and that therefore these studies don’t prove
environmental differences cause the differences between the
races. But the studies do show that when many environmental fac-
tors are considered together they may well be capable of explain-

ing the differences.



