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M
cMSiiicd h \ the media attention and 

coiirroversy it has attracted. The Bell 

Ctin.-c bv Richard Herrnstein and 

Charles Murray was the publishing 

event o f the decade. 

The book presents a disturbniy; and highly pes­

simistic view of trends in American society. The 

United States, according to the authors, is rapidly be­

coming a caste society stratified by IQ , with an under­

class mired at the bottom, an elite f irmly ensconced at 

the top, and only a limited scope for pubhc policy to 

boost the disadvantaged. But the bulk o f the attention 

and controversy diat swirled around the book focused 

not on its sweeping vision o f what is happening to 

U.S. society, but on the authors' application o f their 

theories about IQ to the question ot race. 

Charles Murrav complained m the hVhll StreetJouriwl 

last December that the critics' focus was too narrow. We 

sympathize widi Murray's frustration over the content 

and tone of some of the criticism that the book re­

ceived. Dut 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 in 

Its main arguments. There are indeed some useful mes­

sages in the book. But there is also much wrong w i d i it. 

High IQ Does Not Guarantee Success 
Herrnstein and Murray are not the first to ask what de­
termines economic success. Many studies, using many 
different sources o f data, have examined the extent to 
which factoi-s such as education, family background, and 
IQ can explain diflerences in people's wages or family 
income. On two points these studies agree closely. First, 
lucafurahlc differences among individuals—including !Q 
test scores — can explain only about 30-40 percent o f 
the difterences in economic outcomes. The remaining 
differences arise from unnieasurable factors—personal­

ity, looks, networking, perseverance, concern for the 
futtire, and |nst plain luck, to mention only a few. Sec­
ond, difterences in IQ alone (as measured by test scores) 
explain some fraction of the vanation in income, but re­
alistic estimates place that fraction at 1(1 percent or less. 

Tlie authors o f Tlic Bell Curve neither discuss this 
latter finding nor contradict it w i d i any independent 
work o f their own. They do use the National Longi­
tudinal Survey o f Youth —a comprehensive set of data 
f rom a sample of thousands o f people aged 27-.34 in 
1992—to analyze the effect o f scores on the Armed 
Forces Qualification Test (which Herrnstein and Mur ­
ray argue is a better measure of IQ than any IQ test) 
on a wide range o f .HHIVI/ outcomes, such as i l legi t i ­
macy, crime, and marital status. These analyses are use­
ful . But nowhere do the audiors tise the information 
in the data set about wages, annual earnings, and i n ­
comes to analyze the extent to which die A F Q T test 
scores can explain variations in the key (roiiooiif out­
comes— earnings and income. 

Because die authors of 77u' Bell Curve did not use 
their data to examine how much of the vanation in i n ­
come could be explained by AFQT, we did. Our f ind­
ings are consistent wi th past research. Considered 
alone, A F Q T scores explain only about ]5 per.e©nt-*)f 
the difterences among people's hourly earnin"gs. Re­
sults for annual earnings and family income are similar. 
Even the authors o f The Bell Ciirue do not claim that 
cognitive test scores can explain mucli more than 16 
percent o f the variation in people's job performance. 

And even these results overstate the independent 
efl^ect o f A F Q T scores on economic outcomes. Be­
cause o f both heredity and environment, there is a 
positive — though far f rom one-to-one — relationship 
between a person's socioeconomic background and 
his or her I Q test scores. Failing to take differences in 
people's backgrounds into account when considering 
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the correlation between AFQT scores and earnings 
credits AFQT scores with some of the differences in 
earnings due to such things as the influence of home 
environment 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 effects of test scores on a 
person's income or earnings from a range of other 
influences on economic outcomes, such as parental ed­
ucation and occupation, number of siblings, place born 
and raised, and ethnicity. 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 diff"erences in the 
hourly earnings, annual earnings, or family income of 
the young people in the NLSY in 1993. 

The effect of IQ on economic differences among peo­
ple reflects two aspects of the relation between test scores 
and success. First, people with higher IQs tend to earn 
more. Thus, PU at'crci'̂ c the person with an IQ of 115 will 
earn about 30 percent more than the average pen,on with 
an IQ of 100. That's a big premium. But the variation of 
individual experience around that general tendency is im­
mense. For example, more than 40 percent of the people 
with die 1,5-point higher IQ will earn a premium greater 
than 50 percent, w-hile 35 percent will earn 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 IQ is small. Thus, in the 
NLSY die average annual earnings of 
the 10 percent of people with the 
highest AFQT scores are 55 percent 
greater than the popularion average, 
while the earnings of the ridiesi 10 
percent are 200 percent higher. 

Figure 1 shows the relation be­
tween AFQT scores and annual 
earnings in the NLSY. The black 
line shows how earnings were dis­
tributed among the young people 

surveyed. Many people are clustered around the average; 
the numbers gradually fall off' as earnings go up, with 
only a few people at the very top. The red line shows 
how annual earnings would bc distributed i f ever^'oiie 
had the average AFQT score but otherwise continued 
to differ as they now do in all other ways. (That is, wc 
added to or subtracted from each person's actual earnings 
the e.xpecled amount by which someone with his or her 
AFQT score had earnings different from the population 
mean.) The grav line reverses this calculation. It shows 
what the distnbution of earnings 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, U.S. society would clearly be very 
egalitarian. Eliminating difterences due to IQ would 
have little effect on die overall level of inequality. 

IQ as Economic Stratifier 
If they make no use of the dnrct evidence on the impor­
tance of IQ 111 determining wages, earnings, and in­
come, how do the authors of Tiie Bell Cun'c conclude 

that IQ is becoming the decisive force in stratifying 
Americans economically? 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, dian was the case 
earlier in this century. 

Second, they estimate (and pardy speculate) that an 
extremely high proportion of the 10 percent of U.S. 
workers with the highest IQs is now employed either as 
members of "high-IQ" 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 IQs were rewarded 
with far less income and prestige than is now die case. 

If people with high IQs were once much less well 
rewarded relative to the average than they are now, it 
must have been for some combination ot two reasons; 
they were less likely to hold the better-paying jobs, or 
income was distributed much more equally, so that die 
earnings gap between good and poor jobs was less than 
It IS now. Litde evidence supports the first possibility. 
The second is 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 ed­
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 predictablrfr^i 
test scores with an unchanged degree of accuracy (or in­
accuracy) ever since the eariy part of the century. Next, 
although the past two decades have seen growing in­
come inequality, the trend follows a large decline in in­
equality in the 1940s and has simply restored the inequal­
ity of the prewar era. Siniilariy, according to Golden and 
Margo, wages paid "professionals," relative to the aver­
age wage, actually declined from 1940 to 1960. They 
then rose again in recent years. 

There is evidence from several studies that in die past 
several decades the role of IQ test scores in determining 
economic success has increased. But IQ is still far from a 
dominant force in shaping die distnbution of income. The 
evidence in no way wanants the view that its giowiiig im­
portance has drasrically altered the nature of U.S. society'. 

Changing IQ Is One Thing, Changing Lives Another 
Herrnstein and Murray conclude that public policies can 
do little to raise IQ. Given the important role they assign 
IQ in determining social outcomes, this implies a deep 
skepticism about the potential for compensatory educa­
tion, training, and related policies to iiiipic~)ve the lot ot 
the disadvantaged. Moreover, they ofter little hope that 
t'urther experimentation with Head St.irt or even better 
programs could help, since "The m.iiii lessons to be 
learned have already been learned; It is rough to altei the 
environment for the development of general intellectual 
abilitv bv aiivtliing short of ;idoption at birth. Even 
school droi.iotit prevention is of dubious value. Herrn­
stein and Murray ask, " I f somehow die government can 
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cajole or entice youths to stay in school for a few extra 

years, wi l l their economic disadvantage . . . go away'" 

and answer, "We doubt i t . " 

As that answer starkly reveals, the authors' deeply pes-
simisnc conclusions are based on an excessively ambitious 
goal. To be worthwhile , social interventions need not 
make economic disadvantages "go away." No program 
we know about wil l do so, and new miracle cures are i i i i -
likely. While some enriiusiasts in die eariy d.ays of the 
Great Society' may have clienshed hopes to the contrary, 
knowledgeable observers long ago became more realistic. 
Social interventions should not be judged on whether 
they "cure" the piroblem, but on whether they are likely 
to raise the earnings o f the disadvantaged or otherwise 
improve dieir prospects enough to make the investment 
o f government funds wordiwhile. And a large bodv of 
research and program evaluation gives us the answer; 
some can. some can't, and on some the jury is still out. 

What about eariy childhood education, such as Head 
Start? Using Herrnstein and Murrav's most conservative 
estimate of the payoff" to I Q , a single point m IQ is worth 
some S232 a year in earnings (1994 dollars). Hernistein 
and Murray cite a 1982 analysis by Irving Lazar and 
Richard Dariington of six eariy childhood educ.ition pro­
grams. The median IQ gam by children completing diese 
programs was 8 points at the end of the program, decliii-
ing'to 3 points by fourdi grade. Herrnstein 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 IQ points would lead to a yeariy earnings gain of S696. 
Wi th Head Start costing S5,400 for each student, a S696 
increase in earnings each year over a person's working lite 
would represent a real rate o f return on investment of 
more than 5 percent—gTeater dian the average return to 
invesring in bonds. Herrrnstein and Murray correctly 
point out that the cognitive effects of early childhood ed­
ucation programs have not been large enough to erase the 
handicap o f having been born to a disadvantaged family. 
But what appear to be small gains can, in fact, produce 
economically justifiable returns. And this is to say nothing 
of odier reported gains, such as lower rates of teen preg­
nancy and higher rates of high school completion. 

It also tunis out that it is possible to do better than haz­
ard guesses about the economic payoff'to increasing the 
years o f schooling for voting people. Many states require 
studeiits to attend school until a certain age. When com­
bined with laws requinng children bom later in the vear 
to wait a year before starting school, these compulsory 
schooling laws generate dift'erences in educational attain­
ment foi-^children born ;it dift'erent times of the year (stu­
dents born late in the year reach the compulsoiT school­
ing age after having completed one fewer year in school). 
And "these dift'erences make it possible to identitv tlie 
iviii.s-rt/ eft'ect of education on earnings tor those compelled 
to stay in school longer. In 1991 Joshua Angrist and Alan 
Krueger. using this "natural experiment." found j l i a t 
diose required to spend another ye;ir m school e;im / - H i 
percent more than those who ;ire not —a pavoft quite 
similar to the payoft'per year of schooling noted bv simpK 
comparing the avenigc earnings of people with different 
amounts of education. Appareiuiv. "cajoling" would-be 
dropouts to remain in school iviii rase their earnings. 

Education and training programs are not the only 
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way to improve earnings prospects. A program to de­

segregate Chicago public housing neariy randomly as­

signed people to live either in poor inner-city housing 

or 111 apartments in wel l -off ' suburbs. A study later 

showed that those who moved to the suburbs were 25 

percent more likely to be employed than those who 

stayed in the city, were less likely to drop out o f school, 

and were twice as likely to attend college. Further eval­

uation o f the potential for large-scale gains wi l l be pos­

sible f'roni the Department o f Housing and Urban De­

velopment's " M o v i n g to Opportunities" program, 

which aims to open the door to improvements like this 

f'or ni:iny more people. 
Herrnstein and Murray do not repon on two decades 

of evaluations o f government-sponsored employment 
and training programs diat, while not showing dramatic 
turn-about m people's lives, often find benefits greater 
dian the costs. Fxamples incliide school dropout preven­
tion programs. Job Corps. JTI 'A for adults, and several 
employment and training programs f'or welfare recipients. 

O f course, not all investments in training and educa­
tion .ire worthwhile. And. unlike the case with business 
investment decisions, markets c:mnot weed out bad so-̂  
cial investments. Bur experimental evaluations can. it 
:idmimstrators and legislators :ict on them. 

Discrimination Still Exists 
]ust as Herrnstein and Murray dismiss public iiiten'eniion 
to aid the disadvantaged, diey I'avor :ibaiidoniiig antidis-
cnmiiiation law. While cntics of 7/ic Bell Cunv have t'o-
cused on its claims about r:ice, intelligence. :ind genes (see 
box), two other issues in the book having to do with race 
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and intelligence have received litde discussion: the conclu­

sion diat black-white earnings diflTerences are due solely to 

IQ difference and the argument that reverse discnmina-

don exists in Amenca'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 

earnings it is crucial to distinguish wage rates f rom an­

nual earnings, to separate iiiales f rom females, and to 

diff'erentiate blacks wi th high I Q and socioeconomic 

status f rom other blacks. 

Herrnstein and Murray lump togedier men and 
women and find diat blacks with the same IQ as whites 
are paid the same houriy 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 
f'ollowing. First, employed black men have hourly rates 
of pay that are about equal to those o f whites with the 
same observable characteristics, including family back­

ground, education, niantal 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- t ime. In the case o f the average 
black male, annual earnings are neariy 
20 percent below those o f comparable 
white males. Black females, while 
having lower annual earnings than 
white men, earn more than compara­
ble white women. Tliird, black males 

who are significantly above the black average wi th re­
spect to IQ test scores, education, and family background 
have annual earnings much closer to those o f comparable 
white males, and black women at the upper end o f the 
scale appear to do better than their white counterparts. 

Studies such as these, however, provide only weak 
evidence for or against die existence o f discrimination. 
In the first place their results depend cntically on just 
what measures o f family background and other charac­
teristics are used to determine who are "comparable" 
workers and job applicants. For example, June O 'Ne i l l , 
Derek Neal, and William Johnson analyze the same data, 
but when they do not include the extensive infonnation 
on family background that we do, they find substantial 
diff'erences between the wage rates of comparable black 
and white males, on die order o f ID percent. Second, 
the NLSY covers voung workers, and the importance of 
the various determinants of earnings changes with age. 
Further, the eff'ect of background on wages may reflect 
not only differences in job qualifications, but also dis­
crimination against those with lower-class backgi'ounds. 

Even more important, employers can know much 
more about someone than what we can know from the 
NLSY sLirvev. Our data, f'or example, show only the 
number o f years ot'school completed while an em­
ployer can find out which school a jobseeker attended 
and how L;;ood it is. Much more convincing evidence ol 
continuing discrimination conies f rom audit studies, 
where carefiilly matched pairs of blacks and whites, 
men and women, or Hisp;imcs and Anglos, apply for 
the same ]ob. No study has found that minorities and 

women are advantaged in the j ob market; nearly all 

show that they continue to be discriminated against. 

One Urban Institute study found that whites or Anglos 

were off'ered jobs half again as of'ten as the blacks or 

Hispanics wi th whom they were matched. 

Herrnstein and Murray's claim that blacks score 

lower on tests than whites at the same college or in the 

same occupadon also misses the point. They wnte as it 

they believed that test score differences o f the size they 

find could only be the result of reverse discnniinatioii. 

W i t i v some exceptions, liow-ever, those differences 

could be the result o f 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. I f such tests were completely unrelated 

to performance, employers and colleges would ignore 

diem, and die diff'ereiice in test scores between blacks and 

whites at the same school o r j o b would be the same as in 

the population as a whole. In fact test scores explain at 

most 10-25 percent of diff'erences between people in job 

perfonnance or success at school. Coiisequeiidy, in groups 

of people chosen solely on the basis of ability, blacks and 

whites wi l l have test scores more similar than blacks and 

whites in the population as a whole, but not much more. 

To reduce black-white differences in test scores to levels 

Hernistein and Murray consider reasonable, colleges and 

employers would probably have to set /II(,'/I(T standards tor 

ovenall ability for blacks than for whites. 

Although Herrnstein and Murray did not study col­

lege adniissions decisions direcdy, we have. Our evi­

dence suggests that diere is indeed racial preference in 

admissions at elite colleges, but litde or no evideuc.cgf 

such preferences at odier institutions — where 86 per­

cent o f the college population is to be found. Further, 

we find litde evidence that racial preferences in admis­

sions lead to higher dropout rates for blacks as some 

have contended. A debate about the use o f race in ad­

mission decisions would be healthy, but it must be based 

on a more careful reading o f the evidence. 

Unwarranted Pessimism 
While most criticism o f Tlie Bell Curve has focused on 
the authors' claim that racial dift'erences in IQ test scores 
are, in part, genetic, many of the book's most important 
claims have escaped scrutiny. They shouldn't. The 
book's b.asic premise — that IQ is becoming the decisive 
force in determining economic rewards and social posi­
t i o n — is demonstrably false. Herrnstein and Murray's 
evidence on the diff'erence between black and white test 
scores in various occupations does not show what they 
imply it does—massive reverse discrimination. In tact, 
their own evidence showing blacks and whites with the 
same test scores earn the same wages contradicts such a 
claim. Further, dift'erences between blacks and whites in 
annual earnings, and the employment discnniination re­
vealed in employment audits, suggest that blacks con­
tinue to be disailvantaged in the labor market. Bec;iusc 
the authors sharply exaggerate the importance of K^. the 
book is excessively pessimistic about the potential role ot 
carefiilly selected government programs in improving 
the lives of die disadvantaged. In all the controvei-sv over 
the .authors' claims about r:ice and intelligence, these 
points should not get lost. • 
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S ' f̂ ^ . > , ; ^ 1 'J i i „.^'^ • ' rtiufl/l around the world, including the United States, in as little as 20-60 • Of i l l the cbntroversiar claims about race and intelligence in The Bell arouna ine wonu, g 
• . , . _ . »u„ vears These differences—clearly environmental—seriously challenge 

:: Curve, the one that has been at the center of the fire storm is the years, inese aiiierences—t j 

' claim that "...both genes and the environment have something to Jensen's argument. 
. . . « .1 Cimilarlv whites livine in different States in the United States 

do with racial differences." Herrnstein and Murray are "agnostic" Similarly, wnites living m 

r . • . „ finrf i t " im have large differences in IQ. In fact, the difference in AFQT scores 
on the relative importance of nature vs. nurture, but find it im- e 

. i u ... hWwPpn whites in the highest and lowest state is a substantial 
plausible" that environmental differences can be large enough to between wnites in ine nign 

. . „ TU I..J. t h , t fraction of the difference between blacks and whites. The mobility 
explain all racial differences in IQ test scores. They conclude that rraciion 

:v "those who believe that ethnic differences are readily explained by of the white population makes it hard to believe that these differ-

• environmental differences haven't been tough-minded enough ences could be in any large part genetic. 
„ I t is clear from these three examples that something is wrong 

about their own arguments. 
. L with Ipnsen's argument. Either the estimates of the importance 

To make this case, Herrnstein and Murray borrow an argu- with Jensen s argument, cu 

ment from educational psychologist Arthur Jensen of the Univer- of environment within the white population are understated, or 

sity of California at Berkeley. Whites who have the same IQ test something is wrong with the basic logic of the argument. Flynn 

u. • , * ,K„ . . t thB I 4 f h ner- argues convincingly that estimates of the role of environment 
scores as the average black person are at about the 34th per- <"6" 

* near Herrnstein and Murray's "upper bound" (60 percent) are 
centile of the white population. But ample evidence attests that, near nerrnsiein ano nu 7 KK 

, . . „ .,u f , „ i i v h:.rl< more plausible than lower estimates, but this stil l leaves a larger 
among whites, environmental differences such as family back- "•ore p a 

I „ f oao between black and white IQ scores than can be explained by 
ground and neighborhood influences can account for only part of gap oeiween oiacK anQ « y 

• in u , . „ c * . i „ ,nH Murray cite 40 any single identifiable environmental factor. The.fallacy in this ar-
the observed differences in IQ—Herrnstein and Murray cite 1 B 

. . . „ * , i , „ „ Bument may be the search for a single factor. The probability of 
percent as a mid-range estimate. Thus, for environmental con- gumeni max ' 

..1. lyi^u „ -« ,« . , t i i . anv sinele coin toss coming up heads is .5, but the probability of 
ditions to place a white person as low as the 34th percentile, any singie B v ^ 

1 T five roin tosses in a'row coming up heads is about .03. Whi!£*^ 
that person's environment would have to be extremely poor. To five coin tosses in a row c g H 

J I.- J blacks on average may not seem terribly disadvantaged relative 
the extent that black IQs are influenced by the same kind of en- f'acKs on average may 

. J . 1 J u • to whites in anv one dimension, they are disadvantaged in nearly vironmental factors as whites—and those would include such in- to whites m any one aime , 7 

•r . t ,ff»rtPrf hw race discrimina- all dimensions that we think matter. Thus for any one of those 
tangibles as self-esteem that are affected by race aiscrimina 

,.. u ..u » h i „ L u ra i«H things that determine the ability to score well on IQ tests, blacks 
t ion—the environment in which the average black is raised tning* ma 

. ^ ,n 4. I mav be no more disadvantaged than a white down at the 30th 
would have to be as poor as that of the bottom 10 percent of may be no more oisaova g 

u ki« j i f for .nr»« hPtwoon percentilc of the white distr ibution or even higher. But taking all 
whites. As Jensen points out, no observable differences between H':'"-^ 
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