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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 

Ethnoracial Diversification at the Edges of Exclusion 

 

by 

 

Andre Robert Comandon 

Doctor of Philosophy in Urban Planning 

University of California, Los Angeles, 2020 

Professor Paavo Monkkonen, Chair 

 

Ethnoracial diversification is a necessary if insufficient step toward integration. It expands access 

to the advantages that decades of segregationist policies concentrated in white neighborhoods. 

Policy makers have long experimented with strategies to encourage and anchor neighborhood 

diversification, with limited success. Most diversification, however, has happened without policy 

interventions in cities across the United States. There is today more diverse neighborhoods than 

ever, but do they fulfill the promises of integration? If so, where? 

The first chapter examines the potential of white neighborhoods that gradually diversified to lead 

to integration in Los Angeles County. Gradual diversification balances the reproduction of 

neighborhood advantage with expanding access to lower income residents. Neighborhoods that 
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followed that trajectory maintain high socioeconomic and ethnoracial diversity in an 

environment that is more advantageous than most of the region’s neighborhoods. Local public 

elementary schools match the neighborhoods’ diversity and tend to more equitable. However, 

gradually diversifying neighborhoods are uncommon. Only about 10% of the Black and Latino 

population lives in them and their concentration at the edge of wealthy neighborhoods makes 

them expensive. 

The second chapter develops a theory to explain how municipalities’ exclusionary practices 

interact with their neighbors to extend exclusion outside their boundaries. Exclusion generates 

externalities that are appealing to people and translate to higher property values and whiter 

neighborhoods. At municipal boundaries, the externalities from adjacent cities interact and their 

imbalance influences how exclusive boundaries are. Data on the ethnoracial composition at 

municipal boundaries provide evidence that most white suburbs have a buffer of white 

neighborhoods around them consistent with externalities that transcend boundaries.  

The third chapter analyzes the role of urban growth in shaping the pace of neighborhood 

diversification. Given the benefits of gradual diversification, I test what neighborhood and 

regional factors influence neighborhood trajectories.  In addition to the ethnoracial composition, 

the supply of diverse advantaged neighborhoods and slower urban expansion into unurbanized 

areas increase the odds a neighborhood diversifies gradually.        
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Introduction 

The United States is set to become the first large, wealthy, majority-minority country between 

2040 and 2060. The exact timing depends on the nature of assumptions and is largely 

inconsequential. All projections point to the same trend: a decreasing share of non-Hispanic 

White people (R. Alba 2018). This seemingly inevitable demographic shift causes many White 

people to fear losing their privileged status and most to perceive anti-white discrimination, 

anxieties that translate to nationalist politics and the rise of racist demagogues like Donald 

Trump (Gonyea 2017; Kaufmann 2019).  

Evidence shows these fears are misplaced. Many parts of the United States have been majority-

minority for decades and, if anything, they make the privileged status of White people even more 

visible. The gaps in wealth, health, and opportunities between White and Black or Latino people 

in cities like Los Angeles, Houston, and Miami are staggering. The demographic shift is unlikely 

to change that picture. The income gap between White South Africans and the Black African 

majority has only grown since 2001 despite White people being out of national politics for over 

two decades (Comandon and Madlalate 2020). The circumstances are obviously different, but the 

parallel emphasizes the nature of racialized inequality and its persistence. Removing 

discriminatory laws and implementing affirmative action programs and redistributive schemes 

have done little to lift those at the bottom or erode the concentrated advantage of White people in 

South Africa; why would demographic shift alone change inequality in the United States?    

These inequalities fit within a broader landscape of disparity. The restructuring of the global 

economy channeled most wealth to those who were already wealthy (Zucman 2019) and 

narrowed the pathway to socioeconomic mobility to people with higher educational attainment 

(Autor 2019). The changing landscape of inequality translates to a spatial restructuring of cities. 
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Higher income people have concentrated in a small subset of urban regions that have become 

more expensive and segregated by income (Diamond 2016; Marcuse and Kempen 2011; Reardon 

et al. 2018; Balland et al. 2020).  

This dissertation examines how the changes in urban economies and dramatic diversification of 

cities since the 19070 affected neighborhood ethnoracial diversification. This is important to 

urban planners because they are concerned with reversing the spatial inequality planning was 

complicit in institutionalizing in the 20th century (Fainstein 2005). Furthermore, many urban 

policy debates revolve around the divisions the spatial concentration of wealth has created. How 

to increase affordable housing in areas of concentrated advantage? How to severe the link 

between income and ethnoracial segregation and school segregation? How to protect low-income 

tenants under increasing housing pressure from the higher income people flocking to cities? 

Rather than analyzing the obstacles to achieving these goals, I focus on places that may have 

overcome them. Neighborhood where segregation is limited, and lower income people of color 

have access to opportunities. These neighborhoods will not resolve the inequality that stems from 

the segmentation and polarization of the labor market, but they can provide a pathway for 

historically marginalized people to close the gap with White people.  

The main contribution of the dissertation is to link the exclusion the concentration of wealth 

creates to diversification. I show that many of the most diverse neighborhoods are close to areas 

of concentrated advantage and hypothesize that this is because these areas balance high 

amenities and a wide array of local housing options. White (and increasingly Asian) people 

continue to concentrate in exclusive suburban jurisdictions and neighborhoods. What is different 

is that the diversification of regions and white flight have made white homogenous enclaves 

close to urban centers scarce. The evolution of employment that re-valued proximity to urban job 
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centers has made these white enclaves unaffordable to many White people. They now face a 

choice between living on the periphery of exclusive areas, in neighborhoods that are more 

diverse, or living in a homogenous but distant suburban neighborhood. Enough White people 

tradeoff diversity over suburban homogeneity to support neighborhoods that remain highly 

diverse over decades.   

There are, of course, limitations to this process. Many White Americans, especially as they start 

families, continue to choose exclusive suburban areas that are far from employment centers thus 

limiting the possibilities for expanding school diversity. Anti-Black behavior continues to shape 

patterns of segregation. Regions with larger Black populations are less likely to foster stable 

diversity and highly diverse neighborhoods tend to underrepresent Black people. The increasing 

number of stable diverse neighborhoods, however, is a significant opportunity to erode 

entrenched patterns of segregation.  

Thesis and plan of the dissertation 

This dissertation takes as its starting point the persistent correlation between neighborhood 

advantage and the spatial concentration of White people. The legacy of segregationist institutions 

which included discriminatory zoning, home financing, law enforcement, and housing assistance, 

not only concentrated wealth in the hands of White people, it entrenched a system that enabled 

White people to link advantage to spaces. While racial exclusion is no longer explicit the market 

mechanisms that developed on this framework are far from race neutral (Rothstein 2017).  

I argue that the path to achieving one of the long-term goals of integration – eliminating the 

correlation between neighborhood advantage and the concentration of White people – must 

include the diversification of white neighborhoods. Gradual diversification, the slow and steady 

addition of people of color to majority white neighborhoods, offers a robust path to meaningful 
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integration. Research shows that White homeowners are averse to rapid and high ethnoracial 

diversification (Ellen 2000; Wright et al. 2018). If neighborhood opportunity is conditional on a 

white presence, then gradual change that leaves White people as the largest group is more likely 

to anchor advantage in the diversifying neighborhood. That is not to say that neighborhoods 

cannot be prosperous and offer equal opportunities absent White people. Rather, the path to 

prosperous high opportunity neighborhoods of color is more likely to happen through a gradual 

transition. 

How does gradual diversification happen? I develop a theory based on the balance of market 

forces that attract and repel people of diverse background. Market-based exclusion creates a 

system of sorting. The most affluent people can afford the highest degree of exclusion. Except 

for the very wealthiest, affluent people still need to access offices, schools, and amenities like 

restaurants. In other words, they create pockets of exclusion or enclaves embedded within urban 

regions. The location of these amenities will attract people who cannot afford the wealthiest 

neighborhood but can afford to live nearby and enjoy some of the benefits. They may be close 

enough to send their children to the same school, enjoy manicured parks and trendy restaurants. 

Whiteness and wealth have their own appeal (Trounstine 2020; Guerrieri, Hartley, and Hurst 

2010). While less wealthy, residents on the periphery of exclusive enclaves are still wealthier 

than average and create a self-reinforcing cycle that spillover (Calabrese, Epple, and Romano 

2006).  

This process of sorting creates a gradient. The intersection of income and race means that this 

gradient will be both racial and economic. However, White people are willing to pay more to be 

close to other White people so that race will dominate over income (Cutler, Glaeser, and Vigdor 

1999). With distance from the most exclusive core, the benefits of proximity and peer effects 
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decline and competition for location decreases (i.e. lower rents). At its steepest, no White people 

will locate outside the boundaries of the enclave. The flatter the gradient, the further away from 

the enclave White people will be willing to locate.  

The steepness of the gradient depends on a set of factors that relate to the cost of locations. Cost 

will depend on opportunity cost, the availability of close substitutes for each location that may 

provide similar benefits at a lower cost. Cost is also a function of land uses outside the enclave. 

If land is limited, taken by non-residential uses, or an area of concentrated disadvantage cost will 

mount and make alternative locations more appealing. Basically, the benefits derived from 

proximity to enclaves must outweigh the cost.  

I use this theoretical framework to show how it can give rise to gradual diversification and 

potentially integration. The first chapter establishes gradual diversification as a valid pathway to 

integration. While diversification is necessary, it is not enough. If diversification is 

commensurate with the withdrawal of resources from neighborhoods (e.g. withdrawal of the best 

students from public schools), few benefits will accrue to the people who would benefit the most 

from them. If diversification only happens conditional on people of color achieving material 

parity with White people, again, those who stand to benefit the most will be excluded because of 

the prevalent gaps that exist today (Ruiz-Tagle 2013; Anderson 2010).  

Using Los Angeles County as a case study, I show that gradual diversification satisfies important 

criteria of integration. Integration is a complex process that culminates in complete racial socio-

political equality (i.e. the elimination of social stratification based on race). As such, it is an 

aspirational societal goal that will take more than neighborhood diversification to achieve. There 

are intermediary steps, however, that can contribute to that goal. I focus on access to advantaged 

neighborhoods and quality schools as critical to socioeconomic mobility. I show that gradual 
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diversification creates a balance between inclusion of lower income people of color and 

neighborhood advantage. This balance emerges primarily in areas between highly segregated 

areas.    

The second chapter develops a theory of externalities at the municipal level. Municipalities have 

the authority to zone which means that they can drastically reduce development in areas that may 

otherwise have seen higher residential density. The artificial restrictions on land supply they 

create spillovers to neighboring areas that are, consequently, more expensive. In other words, 

municipalities compound the exclusionary nature of zoning and produce significant spatial 

externalities. Spatial externalities are unpriced effects of land use that, depending on their 

intensity, have decreasing influence over surrounding areas.  

I show using block-level census data that exclusion externalities manifest in two ways. Where 

externalities transcend the boundaries of municipalities, they create a white buffer around them 

that matches the composition of the municipality. Where the externalities fail to transcend the 

boundaries of the municipality, no buffer forms at the boundary that, instead, reflects greater 

levels of segregation between the municipality and its neighbors.  

I classify a large sample of municipalities into three types: fortresses, buffered and enclaves. 

While fortresses and buffered municipalities are surrounded by a buffer, the fortresses are 

usually clusters of municipalities that act as a cohesive unit. Buffered municipalities tend to be 

larger and exert enough influence to create a buffer on their own. Enclaves have no buffer and 

tend to fit into two types. They are larger suburbs with significant employment, mostly in 

California urban regions. While they are whiter than the region, they are nonetheless highly 

diverse. The other type are smaller municipalities, mostly in Texas, that are often embedded in 
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central cities. In these cases, the externalities from the municipality are not enough to warrant 

locating outside the boundaries and the difference in compositions tend to be much starker.   

Chapter 3 elaborates on the role of regional differences in shaping exclusion. Market exclusion is 

heightened where competition is the fiercest. In stagnant and shrinking regions, patterns of 

segregation tend to be highly stable. The lack of economic activity fails to attract significant 

immigrant population and to provide employment opportunities for people of color in the most 

disadvantaged neighborhoods. In high growth regions, the pattern of diversification depends 

largely on the source of that growth and the availability of close substitutes.  

I use the parallel growth of Los Angeles and Miami to illustrate how the age and race of 

residents may contribute to perpetuating segregation. While both regions are near majority 

Latino, Miami has a larger Black population and Los Angeles a larger Asian population. Miami 

also has a much larger population of White retirees. The higher segregation between Black and 

White and greater diversity-avoidance of older White people likely drives the higher average 

segregation in Miami than Los Angeles. In both regions, however, the large Latino population 

should result in many diverse neighborhoods.  

I hypothesize that both age and race are conditional on development patterns. Options for 

developing new suburbs are limited in Los Angeles where available land is far from urban 

centers and lacks appeal. Miami, with a much larger older white population that is less reliant on 

access to urban centers, has expanded aggressively unurbanized areas. In Los Angeles, White 

people have few alternatives to diverse neighborhoods and continue to locate there, creating 

stability in ethnoracial composition. In Miami, expansion correlated with white flight. Most 

white-majority neighborhoods diversified rapidly and became segregated.  
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I use a multilevel statistical approach to test this hypothesis more systematically on a national 

sample of neighborhoods. I classify all neighborhoods based on their diversity in 2010 and the 

pace at which they diversified since 1990. I focus the analysis on neighborhoods that diversified 

gradually from either being majority white or already diverse in 1990.  I find that the size of the 

Black population at the neighborhood and regional level are highly significant. The supply of 

advantaged neighborhoods and constraints on new developments, however, does work to 

increase the incidence of gradual diversification significantly.  

Patterns of spatial expansion in high growth regions in the South likely muddle the results. The 

explosive urban expansion in regions like Atlanta, Houston, and the North Carolina Research 

Triangle happened with few constraints on land and exhibited high levels of sprawl. In other 

words, many of the regions with the largest Black populations lack the mechanism I hypothesize 

gives rise to lasting diversification. It is therefore difficult to separate the two effects.  

A note on terminology and groupings 

The terminology used in discussing race and ethnicity can rapidly get clunky and contentious. 

Style manuals leave many choices up to individual authors and acknowledge evolving stylistic 

conventions that can change rapidly. I outline here a set of rules I use in the rest of the 

manuscript; most come from the American Psychological Association guidelines (2015): 

I use “ethnic and racial groups” interchangeably with the more versatile ethnoracial (see Ong and 

González 2019 for  a discussion of the term). For example, ‘ethnic and racial diversity’ becomes 

‘ethnoracial diversity.’ The combination of race and ethnicity itself is problematic, especially 

with regards to the Hispanic or Latino category. The ethnoracial terminology acknowledges the 

racialization of this category and treats it, conceptually, as equivalent to other racial categories 

like African American.  
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I use “people of color” to refer to all people except the census category non-Hispanic White.  

I capitalize all group names (e.g. Black people) unless using race to describe a place (e.g. white 

neighborhood). The use of race to describe places is not so much about the people living there 

(they are rarely completely homogenous) as it is about the type of place it is. White, in this case, 

refers to a set of normative expectations about the composition, but also the culture and built 

environment of the place, what Ruiz-Tagle (2013) called Integrity neighborhoods. The 

comparative form (e.g. a whiter neighborhood) avoids the clunkier “neighborhood with higher 

share of White people.” In describing non-white places generally, I use the term ‘community of 

color’ or ‘neighborhood of color.’ I reserve the term for places where White people are in the 

minority and no other group consistently dominates numerically.  

Working with census data and pan-ethnic categories often leads to reductionist terminology. Pan-

ethnic categories lump together extremely diverse groups of people. Unless specified, references 

to ethnic groups also fail to differentiate migrants, permanent residents, and citizens. I use Asian 

and Latino as descriptive names that include all people of Asian and Latin American decent.  

Many studies of diversity only include the categories of African American or Black, Asian, 

Latino, and European American or White. These are the largest pan-ethnic groupings in the 

United States and make up 98% of the population. Indigenous people and Pacific Islanders make 

up the remaining 2%. A further distinction is drawn between people who identify with a single 

race and those that identify with two or more races. The latter category is about 2.7% of the 

population. It is common to group Indigenous people, Pacific Islanders, and mixed people as a 

residual category of “other.”  Most of my analyses rely on binary classification (e.g. White and 

non-White people) that make the distinction between groups unnecessary. In multigroup 

calculations, however, I include all groups individually. 
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Variations on the term Latino have gained traction in recent years (e.g. Latinx, Latin@, 

Latina/o/x). The literature is divided on the merits of each term and what it achieves and fails to 

achieve (Trujillo-Pagán 2018; Castañeda 2019; M. De Onís 2017). I use Latino as term most 

likely to be used by people of Latin American decent (Castañeda 2019). 

 

 

  



11 

 

Chapter 1: Does greater neighborhood ethnoracial diversity pave the way for 

integration? A case study of Los Angeles County 

Urban planning was complicit in designing institutions, like zoning, that embedded racial 

segregation in space for much of its history (Silver 1997). The federal government’s legislation 

of discrimination in employment and housing compounded the effects of zoning and ensured that 

white neighborhoods were the most materially and politically advantaged (Rothstein 2017). With 

the lifting of discriminatory barriers in the 1960s, the segregation of resources by race placed 

people of color who could afford to move in a position where they had to choose between 

integrating into a white neighborhood to gain access to opportunities and advantages – the best 

performing schools, higher wage jobs, clean air and water, and safe streets – or live in a 

neighborhood of color with significant opportunity cost.  

Despite some improvements, this choice has remained a dominant feature of neighborhood 

inequality (Firebaugh and Farrell 2016). Research shows consistently that white neighborhoods 

are the most advantaged in access to high-quality education (Howell 2019), exposure to violence 

(Light and Thomas 2019) and pollution (Pulido 2000). This extends to lower income White 

people who have access to more beneficial neighborhood environment than most higher income 

Black people (Intrator, Tannen, and Massey 2016; Pattillo 2005). 

Contemporary planning embraced diversity as an attempt to reverse the effects of segregationist 

zoning (Fainstein 2005). If resources and opportunities are concentrated in white neighborhoods, 

their diversification by people of different ethnoracial and socioeconomic backgrounds, usually 

within neighborhoods, should lead to a more equal distribution (Anderson 2010). Many policies 

were implemented to advance this logic with varying success. All failed to reverse patterns of 

concentrated poverty on a meaningful scale (Briggs 2005). In addition to the policies’ empirical 
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limitations, some scholars have criticized integrationist policies for failing to foster real 

integration.1 By conditioning success on acceding to white neighborhoods, the programs 

perpetuated stigmas against poor people and people of color who are framed as the source of 

poverty and cast their integration into white spaces as the only solution to persistent poverty 

(Goetz 2018; Pattillo 2019).  

The two criticisms leveled against integrationist policies are their small scale relative to the 

magnitude of the underlying issue and the stigmatizing process of integration it relies on. What 

of places where this process happened on its own? Neighborhood diversity has expanded 

dramatically in American cities and become more stable. Did this diversification promote 

integration?  Does it provide insights into alternative mechanisms that can expand integration 

without relying on forceful relocation policies? 

To answer these questions, this paper develops a framework for quantitatively identifying 

neighborhoods conducive to integration. Using Los Angeles County as a case study I create three 

measures of neighborhood diversification that emphasize different aspects of the process. The 

first, based on the share of ethnoracial groups present, emphasizes representation and the gradual 

pace of change. The second, based on the entropy index, emphasizes the increasing balance 

between groups. The last measure uses block-level data to highlight the scale of diversification.    

I find that there is significant agreement between the three measures but that an emphasis on 

balance broadens the extent of diversification considerably while putting more weight on the 

 

1 Scholars have defined integration at length and from varied perspectives (Cashin 2005; Goetz 2018; Pattillo 2019; 
Pendall 2017; Ruiz-Tagle 2013; Young 1999). The definitions are all multidimensional and delve into intangible aspects 
of equality that are beyond the scope of this paper. In this context, it is enough to define real integration as socio-
political equality, the ability to live in a neighborhood on equal social standing and with equal claim to belonging there.  
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share of White people. Areas of overlap indicate neighborhoods where diversification is well 

established, stable, and balanced. The measure based on gradual change is the most restrictive of 

the three and I use it as the benchmark for integrative diversification. I validate the ability of 

these measures to capture processes of integration by drawing from census, environmental, and 

education data. Gradual diversification happened in neighborhoods that retained significant 

advantages, make it possible for lower income residents to locate and stay there, and foster 

diverse public elementary schools where children from disadvantaged backgrounds tend to 

perform above state standards. About 10% of the Black and Latino population of Los Angeles 

County lives in such neighborhoods. 

The case study highlights the relationship between exclusion and integration. The most diverse 

areas concentrate on the fringe of exclusive neighborhoods of concentrated advantage. There is a 

balance between the universal draw the opportunities these areas create – e.g., schools are 

diverse and most children perform well regardless of socioeconomic status – and the capacity for 

lower income to enter and stay in the area thanks to a full range of housing options and 

protections. Not all areas of concentrated advantage create opportunities for integration at their 

border. Many traditional suburban locations, while diverse, are too far removed from 

inclusionary housing stock and easy access to employment opportunities to foster an integrative 

environment.  

Can diversification lead to integration? 

The link between diversification and integration depends largely on how each is defined. At its 

most basic, the two are defined as synonyms and in contrast to segregation (Ruiz-Tagle 2013). 

Much of the quantitative literature has drifted toward that definition (Sin and Krysan 2015). If 
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segregation separates White people and opportunities from people of color, the breaking down of 

these separation through proximity should lead to integration.  

Integration has become synonym for lower segregation by linking reductions in segregation with 

improvements in outcomes conducive to integration. For example, lower segregation has been 

linked to reduced disparities in exposure to violence and poverty (Light and Thomas 2019; 

Peterson and Krivo 2010), but ambivalent effect for school desegregation (Bischoff and Tach 

2018). This approach only speaks to the linear decline in regional segregation and the benefits it 

brings to people of color relative to living in high segregation regions (Novara, Loury, and Khare 

2017). That is, it is unclear whether the benefits of desegregation stem from the diversified 

neighborhoods or from a broader amelioration of outcomes.  

Integration is distinct when diversification is a step toward integration rather than the end goal. 

In other words, diversification is a necessary if insufficient condition for integration. Integration 

implies a degree of socio-political equality that diversity cannot capture (Anderson 2010; Ellen 

and Steil 2019; Molotch 1972). Diversification, especially when it is the result of policy 

interventions, suddenly breaks down social distance between people and can cause hostility or 

indifference that precludes actual integration (Tach, Pendall, and Derian 2014; Thurber, 

Bohmann, and Heflinger 2018; Ruiz-Tagle 2013; Lacy 2004; Joseph and Chaskin 2010). 

Definitions that include social equality highlight the cost of living under threat and the potential 

to nullify any positive effect from diversification. It was the case, for example, when many 

participants in the Moving to Opportunity program retuned to their original neighborhood 

(Briggs 2005).  

How much socio-political equality is required and should it be a goal? Diversification, under the 

right circumstances does lead to greater tolerance and inter-racial collaboration (Oliver 2010; 
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Maly 2005; Nyden, Maly, and Lukehart 1997; Enos 2017). Some have framed diversification not 

only as an intermediary step but a question of priority. If material equality is easier to achieve 

and can lead to greater socio-political equality, some friction and sacrifice may be the price to 

pay. This was certainly the case in the years after the Fair Housing Act ushered an era of 

expanded housing choice. The first Black people to buy houses in all-white neighborhoods often 

paid a high cost to plant the seeds of diversity (Sander, Kucheva, and Zasloff 2018). Today, 

however, the landscape is quite different. The number of neighborhoods that are advantaged and 

diverse has increased significantly, though unevenly (Aliprantis, Carroll, and Young 2019).      

In sum, there is an intermediary position. Diversification does not automatically lead to 

integration, but it can build the foundation for it. People may maintain high social walls between 

races and be mostly indifferent to neighbors. If diverse neighborhoods give greater access to 

opportunities for low income people of color and opportunities for weak ties to form through 

institutions like schools, the choice between opportunity and same race neighborhood may erode. 

The next section develops a method for identifying neighborhoods where this intermediary step 

is taking hold.  

Diversification as an intermediary step to integration 

There is no basis for determining what neighborhood is diverse or not and the choice of measure 

depends largely on the goal of the study (Fasenfest, Booza, and Metzger 2004; Wright et al. 

2020). My goal is to develop a measure of diversification that correlates with equitable access to 

opportunity. Ellen (2000) was intentional in defining diversity along those lines. She chose a 

measure that balanced the presence of White and Black people and maintained that balance over 

time, defining stable diverse neighborhoods as those that were at least 10% Black, 50% White 

and where the share of White people declined by no more than 10 percentage points. She 
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rationalized her choice as ensuring that a large enough White population was present to root 

neighborhood advantage and a large enough Black population to establish a community that 

could foster further diversification. I follow and update her approach to fit the 21st century urban 

social landscape.  

The growing importance of recent immigrant groups (groups whose presence grew since the 

Hart-Cellar Act of 1965 lifted nationality-based quotas) in the United States population 

complicates integration substantially. Should ethnic groups that achieved parity or higher 

socioeconomic status than White people be considered integrated? Should neighborhoods where 

they dominate be considered advantaged? The population of Asian descent includes some of the 

wealthiest ethnic groups (Indian, Filipino, and Chinese) and poorest (Hmong) (Kochhar and Fry 

2014). Therefore, Asians live in neighborhoods that span the entire spectrum of attainment, from 

the poorest to the wealthiest. On average, however, Asian neighborhoods are as affluent and 

advantaged as White neighborhoods. This is not to say these are ethnic groups for which 

integration is irrelevant. Rather it takes different forms and priorities. Asian-Americans have 

achieved material equality and strive for socio-political equality (Lung-Amam 2017; Zhou and 

Bankston 2020).  

Latino people, on average, are closer in their neighborhood and individual attainment to Black 

people. However,  they are more likely to move to more diverse neighborhoods as their 

socioeconomic status improves (Bayer, McMillan, and Rueben 2004) and be socioeconomically 

mobile across generations (Chetty et al. 2018). Including Latino people in a measure of 

integration may simply be capturing the process of assimilation. The White-Black divide is 

exceptional in its persistence and magnitude and may be the only salient one for integration 

(Sander, Kucheva, and Zasloff 2018; Pais, South, and Crowder 2012; Massey and Denton 1993).   
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It would be shortsighted to exclude Latino people from a measure of integration. The magnitude 

of inequalities between Latino and White people provides no guarantee that the process of inter-

generational convergence will continue. Wilson (2012) warned that segregation was a tool of 

exclusion and that while Black people were the primary target,  it could as easily trap other 

marginalized groups in poverty. I therefore group White and Asian people as advantaged groups 

and Black and Latino people as disadvantaged. While the Indigenous population in Los Angeles 

County is small, the nature of disparities is closer in magnitude to that of Latino and Black 

people. I, therefore, include Indigenous people with Black and Latino people.  

The last element is change. Diversification that happens because of an increasing share of white 

people has different implications than diversification through the increasing share of people of 

color. It is associated with processes of cultural, political, and physical displacement (Hyra 

2017), though not always (Maly 2005). Furthermore, many aspects of neighborhood opportunity 

are tied to the composition of the neighborhood. That is, the people make the neighborhood as 

much as the neighborhood makes them (G. C. Galster 2019). One of the consequences is that 

people of color who move to more diverse neighborhoods of greater opportunity often see those 

advantages deteriorate because of the continuing trend of diversification (Sharkey 2012). Given 

the strong link between neighborhood advantage and the presence of White people, I focus on 

neighborhoods where the share of white people is decreasing gradually. 

Measuring diversification 

There are three main quantitative methods for measuring diversification. They each have 

advantages in capturing the elements the foregoing overview outlined: representation, balance 

between groups, and pace of change. All methods for measuring diversity have in common that 

they create categorical variables. At the simplest, it is a binary variable (diverse or not) with 
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some studies creating many for each type of diversity. My definition is based on both static and 

dynamic measures of neighborhood diversity to create simple binary variables. 

 The first and simplest method is the share-based approach. It sets cutoffs to define diverse 

neighborhoods depending on the absolute (e.g. Ellen 2000) or relative (e.g. Johnston, Poulsen, 

and Forrest 2010;  Zhang and Logan 2016) share of ethnoracial groups in the neighborhood. For 

example, a neighborhood is diverse if at least 10% each of Asian, Black, Latino, and White are 

present or if no group forms a majority. This type of measure affords the greatest control over 

representation and pace of change because it allows the researcher to define specific cutoffs for 

each group and track change in composition.  

The second approach uses the Theil Information Index (or simply entropy index) to better 

integrate the complexity of multigroup diversity. The entropy index is a measure of evenness that 

prioritizes balance between groups. It takes on a value of 0 where only one group is present in a 

neighborhood and 1 when all groups are in equal representation. The use of this index lends itself 

to creating a continuous measure of diversity, but most researchers create categorical variables 

much like with the share-based approach. For example, studies based on the entropy index 

commonly use values that correspond to neighborhoods that are no more than 80% of any group 

to qualify as diverse and add additional attributes to identify the largest group and different 

levels of diversity (Dmowska, Stepinski, and Netzel 2017; Farrell and Lee 2018; Holloway, 

Wright, and Ellis 2012). 

With both the share-based and entropy-based approaches, researchers measure change based on 

the values categorical variables takes over time. For example, a neighborhood may transition 

from being classified as white because it was over 90% white in 2000 to being considered 

moderately diverse when the share of White people decreases to 80% in 2010. In some cases, 
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change is integrated into the diversity variable with the addition of another cutoff. For example, a 

neighborhood is rapidly transitioning if it was less than 50% white at the end of the period and 

decreased by more than 20 percentage points in 10 years.    

The third approach eschews the use of cutoffs by relying on grouping methods to overcome the 

arbitrariness of cutoff values. The most common methods are factor and cluster analyses (Clark 

et al. 2015; Delmelle 2017) or growth-mixture modelling (Bader and Warkentien 2016). These 

methods have the advantage of grouping neighborhoods by more than their composition. It is 

easy to integrate measures of scale, change, or multiple variables into the grouping algorithm. 

There is still arbitrariness, however, from the choice of variables and number of predetermined 

categories that an algorithm then populates with the cases that best fit together.  

I use adaptations of each of the methods to triangulate areas that consistently exhibit 

diversification. All measures of diversity have a necessary degree of arbitrariness and a 

combination of measure is a robust way of minimizing uncertainty. I follow the convention of 

using the census tract as the basic unit of a neighborhood. I extracted the data from the National 

Historical Geographic Information System (NHGIS) for all variables (Manson et al. 2017). 

NHGIS provides direct access to US Census data, including the 5-year American Community 

Survey (ACS) collected from 2014 to 2018. I refer to these data by the middle year of 2016. All 

pan-ethnic groups are included but people who identify as two or more races, other race, and 

Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander are aggregated into a single category due to their more 

ambiguous classification or extremely small size and geographic concentration. The main 

categories are African American (Black), Asian, European American (White), Indigenous, and 

Latino people of all races. The Longitudinal Tract Data Base (LTDB) provides analogous data 



20 

 

standardized the 2010 geography to measure change in composition going back to 1990 (J. R. 

Logan, Xu, and Stults 2014). 

I use the share-based approach to prioritize the presence and change in presence of specific 

groups. I set a minimum presence of Black, Latino, or Indigenous people at 20% of the 

neighborhood population to ensure the representation of the most disadvantaged groups in Los 

Angeles. At the other end, rather than set a cutoff value, I include all neighborhoods where the 

combined Asian and White population share is the largest. In most cases, the combined share is 

above 35%. In addition to these cutoffs, I limit the definition to neighborhoods where the share 

of White and Asian people declined by no more than 10 percentage points per decade (25 

percentage points from 1990 to 2016). I call this definition “gradual diversification.” 

The entropy-based approach emphasizes the increasing diversity of the neighborhood. Share-

based measure say nothing of the actual mix of people beyond the specified cutoff (i.e. under my 

definition, a neighborhood that is 50% Latino and 50% Asian is coded the same as one that is 

25% Asian American, 25% African American, 25% Latino, and 25% European American). 

Integrative potential may be maximized not only when people of color are present in substantial 

number, but also when there is a balance between multiple groups. I include all neighborhoods 

where the entropy index is higher than 0.6 and White or Asian American people are the largest 

group. Figure 1 illustrates how neighborhood composition varies as the index increases and how 

diversity picks up at values above 0.6. The index does not lend itself to a clear measure of 

change other than change in the balance of groups. As such, only neighborhoods where the index 

increased between 1990 and 2016 are considered diversifying. I call this kind of diversification 

“balanced.” 
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Figure 1. Relationship of neighborhood entropy index and share of each of the main ethnoracial groups in 

Los Angeles County for neighborhoods where White or Asian American people are the largest group. 

Each dot is a neighborhood. Significant mixing happens for entropy index values above 0.6. Source: 

Author based on census data. 

 

While the last method does not use cluster analysis, it draws from clustering methods to create 

the variable. Specifically, I use a variation on the k-nearest neighbors method to integrate a 

measure of scale into the definition. The census tract is a versatile unit, but diversity is not 

bounded. The environment on one side of a tract boundary is as relevant to a family as that 

within the tract, maybe even more so if the tract is larger. Block data allow for the definition of 

modular neighborhoods based on how the local social environment changes over distance. Even 

though composition tends to be stable over distance, the use of blocks provides greater flexibility 

in defining the extent of diversification (Clark et al. 2015). I define local environments for every 

block and track changes in composition over distance. I use a 2km buffer to afford a larger scale 

view of the neighborhood and define a block as diverse if the combined population over both the 

first and second kilometer meet the criteria of the gradual diversification (see Figure 2 for an 
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illustration). I also track change over time by ensuring that the distribution of advantaged groups 

did not decline by more than 20 percentage points on average. In effect, this is the same 

definition as gradual diversification but applied to a more spatially flexible method. I call the 

resulting category “local diversification.” 

 

Figure 2. Illustration of the method for creating the Local Diversification variable. The plot shows the 

cumulative share of the population that is White over standardized distance (50 is the 1km mark, 100 is 

the 2km extent). The light gray line is the % White in 1990 and the darker gray line the same in 2010. 

Source: Author based on census data.   

 

From diversification to integration 
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Full neighborhood integration must satisfy four criteria (Ruiz-Tagle 2013): people of diverse 

background share and invest collectively in the neighborhood, access to the neighborhood is 

voluntary and through the market with the possibility of state assistance, relationships within the 

neighborhood are non-hierarchical (e.g. people feel equally entitled to participation), and the 

formation of a collective community identity around the ideal of diversity. These criteria are a 

mix of concrete, measurable outcomes, and less tangible aspirational goals. They are difficult to 

operationalize in a consistent manner without detailed qualitative data.  

The trajectory of Chinese, Indian, and Filipino people in the United States provides a useful 

point of reference for narrowing the scope of this conceptualization to a more pragmatic 

definition. The high average income of these groups is the result of positive selective 

immigration (i.e. the migrant population is more educated than the host country population) but 

also the pattern of settlement in the United States. Many Chinese, Indians, and Filipinos settled 

in less segregated advantaged suburban neighborhoods with sizeable co-ethnic populations. They 

sent their children to high performing schools and developed high human capital. In other words, 

the material success of these ethnic groups stems in part from the neighborhood environment in 

which they settled (Zhou and Bankston 2020).   

The neighborhood performs an important function as the unit through which many inputs that 

shape long term success flow. Many of these inputs are detrimental to accumulating human 

capital, like exposure to violence, toxic pollutants, under-resourced schools (G. Galster and 

Sharkey 2017). These variables compound individual disadvantage such as lack of parental 

support and poverty. The concentration of people with advantage and disadvantage, itself is a 

factor that shapes neighborhood advantage. If any one group dominates, a self-reinforcing cycle 

is likely to develop. Too high a poverty rate compounds disadvantage as higher income people 
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leave the neighborhood. The concentration of affluence creates homogenous exclusionary 

neighborhoods. In sum, neighborhood advantage is both the freedom from detrimental factors 

and access to opportunities (Howell 2019). The success of Asian immigrants was, thus, 

conditional in part on their ability to settle in neighborhood that offered a balance between 

exclusion and inclusion.  

Integration, however, is not just a matter of balance between people of different backgrounds. 

The process of diversification may create a balance in socioeconomic composition without 

wealthier resident investing in the local institutions. The clearest examples of usage segregation 

are in the privatization of public spaces (Madden 2010) and decoupling of neighborhood and 

schools (Bischoff and Tach 2018). Basically, wealthy residents in diverse neighborhoods create 

exclusionary spaces to segment integration. They will live in the same place but never send their 

children to the same school or same park as poorer children. 

I use three sets of variables to operationalize integration. Ethnoracial diversity without 

socioeconomic diversity simply diversifies advantage without expanding access to the people 

who would benefit the most from it. Therefore, I first check that diversification extends to 

socioeconomic diversity with census data on tenure and income. It is impossible with census data 

to determine how secure lower income tenants and how long they have resided in the 

neighborhood. The evidence is, therefore, suggestive at best. It provides an overview of the 

socioeconomic composition of diversifying neighborhoods. 

While integration should include people of diverse socioeconomic backgrounds, it should also 

ensure that the poorest residents benefit from greater advantage than they would in a more 

segregated area. That is the balance of people should create an advantageous neighborhood 

environment conducive to social mobility. Definitions of neighborhood advantage have 
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converged overtime to include the quality of schools and environment, safety from crime, the 

presence of two-parent families, and lower socioeconomic inequality as measured by 

employment outcomes, educational attainment and poverty rate (Aliprantis, Carroll, and Young 

2019; Chetty et al. 2018; M. C. Lens 2017).  

While there is consensus about what makes a neighborhood of high opportunity, there is less 

agreement as to how to measure it. Researchers have developed methods to combine as many 

variables as possible into a composite index to capture the many dimensions of opportunity 

(California Fair Housing Task Force 2020; Chetty et al. 2018; Michael C. Lens and Reina 2016). 

Patterns of segregation and spatial inequality have created strong correlation between the factors 

usually associated with neighborhood opportunity so that a smaller set of factors can capture the 

main trends (Aliprantis et al., 2019).  

I use the first factor score of the factor analysis of unemployment, share of single mothers, 

percent with college degrees, share without a high school diploma, share under the poverty line 

(from the ACS 2016) and environmental quality (from CalEnviroScreen 3.0). The first factor 

captures over 65% of the variation between these variables and can be used as robust measure of 

neighborhood advantage (Aliprantis et al., 2019). Where all variables in the index are high, it 

compounds disadvantages and creates an environment detrimental to development and 

integration into mainstream employment (Reskin 2012; Wacquant 2010). The score itself has 

limited interpretation. It does not indicate what makes the neighborhoods score higher or lower, 

only that a lower score has a greater association between the level of each factors. I ranked the 
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neighborhoods in the county and broke the ranking into percentiles to give an indication of 

relative position. The lower the percentile, the greater the advantage.2    

An advantageous neighborhood environment it is more likely to be a legacy of accumulated 

advantage than a sign of active and ongoing participation in improving the neighborhood 

environment. Schools are a more telling sign of continued investment in the neighborhood. I 

focus here on traditional public elementary schools in Los Angeles County and whether they 

reflect the underlying diversity of the neighborhood they serve. I also test the degree to which 

diversity affects educational inequality within schools. The 2013 National Center for Education 

Statistics School Attendance Boundary Survey provides school attendance boundaries for the 

year closest to the 2010 census for which block data on the number of children between 5 and 9 

years old (corresponding to grades K through 4) are available. Using the block data, I determined 

the composition of the school attendance zone (SAZ) in 2000 and 2010. SAZ boundaries change 

on a regular basis due to shrinking or expanding children population. I checked the 2013 

boundaries against 2002 boundaries to ensure continuity and found the median overlap is 97% 

and only 5% of schools had overlap under 50%. I then matched these data with school data from 

the California Department of Education to compare the neighborhood and school composition in 

2010 and average Academic Performance Index from 2011 to 2013.3  

 

2 I checked the ranking against median neighborhood income and on a map of Los Angeles County as a robustness test 
and found not glaring inconsistencies.   
3 The API is out of 1000 and is a composite score based on standardized test administered to children. 
https://www.cde.ca.gov/re/pr/api.asp accessed 05/08/2020 
 

https://www.cde.ca.gov/re/pr/api.asp
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Distribution of diverse neighborhoods 

While the three definitions of diversification I use produce significantly different numbers of 

neighborhoods, they largely overlap spatially. Table 1 summarizes the number of neighborhoods 

each method produces and the overlap between the three methods. The gradual diversification 

measure is the most restrictive. By that measure about 16% of Los Angeles neighborhoods are 

diverse. In contrast the balanced diversification and local diversification measures include 25% 

and 19% of neighborhoods. There is agreement between the methods. The table counts the 

number of neighborhoods that meet the criteria for more than one definition. The local measure 

has the greatest degree of overlap with the other two. However, only about a third of 

neighborhoods are diverse by all three measures. 

Table 1. Number of neighborhoods that meet the criteria for each measure of diversification and overlap 

between categories. Percentages are percent of all neighborhoods in Los Angeles County. Neighborhoods 

are based on 2010 Census Tract geography. I aggregated the local diversification measure to the tract 

level and counted the neighborhood if over 75% of the population lived in a locally diverse block. Source: 

Author’s calculations.  

 

Gradual 
diversification 

Balanced 
diversification 

Local diversification 

Gradual 374 16%     

Balanced 167 45% 573 25%   

Local 231 62% 251 56% 446 19% 

All three 119 32%     

Note: Numbers in italics are totals for the category. Non-italicized numbers are neighborhoods that meet 

the criteria for both categories.  

 

Much of this variation happens at the boundaries of diverse areas. That is areas of agreement 

signal centers of diversity and each measure expands to various degree from that center. Figure 3 

illustrates that pattern. There is obvious agreement as to where the most diverse areas in the 

county are, but the balanced diversification is more inclusive of neighborhoods than the other 

methods. It expands into areas that the other two areas do not pick at all, notably the wealthy 
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enclave of Palos Verdes Peninsula in the southwest corner of the area. The balanced 

diversification measure has no requirement for the share of disadvantaged group so that 

neighborhoods that have high scores because at least two groups are in balance are included (see 

Figure 1 for reference).  

Figure 3 shows that much diversification happens in boundary areas between segregated spaces. 

It emphasizes the importance of stability. If diversification moves with the retrenchment of 

advantaged households moving further from urban centers or into highly exclusive 

municipalities, the benefits are unlikely to last. For this section, I focus on the attributes of 

neighborhoods that diversified gradually because they have a measure of stability built into them 

and are more restrictive than the local measures which can measure areas that are starkly divided 

but average to a diverse neighborhood.  

This difference in definition is reflected in the composition of neighborhoods. The emphasis on 

balance leads to an overrepresentation of white people (see Table 2). Despite having the highest 

average entropy index values, many balanced diversification neighborhoods were white and 

significantly whiter in 1990. In contrast, the gradual diversification definition achieves the 

greatest balance between groups. This is not to say that individual neighborhoods have greater 

balance, but that this definition achieves greater balance overall. While the under-representation 

of Latinos is to be expected, the low percentage of black people in diverse neighborhoods hides a 

more widespread absence reflective of the higher degree of segregation between Black people 

and all other groups in Los Angeles (Ong and González 2019). Despite a total population over 

800,000 in the county, only 8 diverse neighborhoods had a black population over 20%. More 

generally, while 15% of the county population lives in diverse neighborhoods (by the gradual 

definition), 11% of Latinos and 8% of Black people do. 
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Table 2. Summary demographics for each type of diversifying neighborhoods. Mean percent of each 

ethnoracial groups in the neighborhood category in 2016 based on ACS 5-year estimates. Mean change in 

share white from 1990 to 2016 is in percentage point.  Entropy diversity index is scaled to be between 0 

and 100 where 100 is complete evenness between groups. Source: Author’s calculations. 

 

Mean % 
Asian 

Mean % 
Black 

Mean % 
Latino 

Mean % 
Other 

Mean % 
White 

Mean % 
white 
1990 

Change 
% white 
90-16 

Entropy 
diversity 
index 

Los Angeles 
County 14% 8% 48% 3% 27% 42% -15 58 

Gradual 24% 4% 34% 3% 34% 43% -9 72 

Balanced 17% 5% 21% 4% 52% 70% -19 74 

Local 25% 4% 27% 4% 40% 53% -14 72 
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Figure 3. Map of central Los Angeles County showing the location of the main areas that diversified. The 

map shows that despite, differences in precise location, there is significant agreement between measures 

as to which neighborhoods diversified. Source: Author based on census data 

Diversification and neighborhood advantage 

The differences in diversification definition translate to different relationships to neighborhood 

advantage.  Not surprisingly considering the over-representation of White people in balanced 
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diversification neighborhoods, most are in the top quartile of the ranking of neighborhood 

advantage.  In contrast, gradually diversifying neighborhoods have a lower average ranking 

compared to the other two measures of diversification. Nearly a quarter of gradual diversification 

neighborhoods are in the bottom half. Considering the high concentration of advantage among 

White people in Los Angeles, is neighborhood advantage simply a matter of composition?  

To get a better grasp of the influence of diversification, I ran a regression on the percentile 

opportunity ranking. Table 3 shows the results of a simple OLS regression on the percentile 

ranking of neighborhood opportunity index.4 The variables were centered to their mean so that 

the coefficient corresponds to an increase of 1 from the mean. I divided the coefficient by ten to 

ease interpretation. It also means that the constant term is the mean percentile level for 

opportunity ranking when all the variables are at their mean level.  

The regression includes variables for the share of White people, change in the share and number 

of white people, median income (logged), and entropy score. The entropy score allows for the 

isolation of the role of diversity. That is, given the same share of White people, does greater 

balance among all other groups correlate with a higher ranking? There are reasons to expect 

greater diversity will lower the ranking because too much diversity may invite competition 

between groups that share little in common and may to adverse outcomes (Fainstein 2005; Ruiz-

Tagle 2013; Smith 1993). T 

The results show that, all other things equal, greater balance correlates with a higher ranking. 

Other coefficients show expected positive relation, and all have a large effect. An increase from 

 

4 While the percentile ranking is a uniform distribution for the full sample, the subsample has a near-normal distribution, 
making the OLS approach appropriate.  
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the mean neighborhood median income of $74,000 to $80,000 is roughly equivalent to a 10-

percentage point decrease in the change in percent White. The only positive, but small, 

coefficient (i.e. decrease in rank) is the dummy variable for neighborhoods that gained white 

people from 1990 to 2016. This is the only variable that is not centered, meaning that the 

coefficient is the difference between a decrease and increase in the number of white people. It 

suggests that white population growth plays no role after controlling for other measures of white 

presence.  

Table 3. Summary of results of the OLS regression on neighborhood opportunity percentile ranking. All 

independent variables are centered and divided by ten so that the coefficient correspond to a 10 

percentage point increase.  

 Dependent variable: 

 Neighborhood opportunity 

% white 1990 -0.22*** 
 (0.028) 

Change % white -0.22*** 
 (0.044) 

Diversity -0.159** 
 (0.051) 

Increase white pop 0.03* 
 (0.013) 

Log of income -0.303*** 
 (0.015) 

Constant 0.353*** 
 (0.005) 

Observations 614 

R2 0.58 

Adjusted R2 0.577 

Residual Std. Error 0.112 (df = 608) 

F Statistic 142.856*** (df = 5; 608) 

Note: *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01 
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 Diversification and socioeconomic diversity 

Given the over-representation of White people in balance diversification neighborhoods and high 

correlation with local diversification, I focus on the socioeconomic diversity of gradual 

diversification neighborhoods. Table 4 summarizes a set of variables relevant to the outcome of 

the diversification process and the ability of housing-insecure residents to stay. The table 

separates neighborhoods that gradually diversified (GDN), where Asian and White people are 

more than 80% of the population (WAN) and those where Black or Latino people were more 

than 60% of the population (BLN). The residual category are neighborhoods that are diverse but 

do not meet the criteria for gradual diversification (RDN).  

Gradually diversifying neighborhoods have a higher share of renters, lower-income renters, and 

rental housing stock than advantaged and other diverse neighborhoods. They also have a higher 

share of longer-term residents while rent burden is similar across categories. In other words, they 

offer greater housing opportunities for lower income residents and enough stability to stay.      

Gradually diversifying neighborhoods also have higher shares of lower income Latino and Black 

residents. Among people from disadvantaged groups, about half are lower income and a quarter 

very low income. The lower income category includes all households with income less than the 

county median in 2018 (~$64,000) and very low income are household with income less than 

half of the county median. While lower income residents of color are not the largest group 

(totaling about one sixth of the population on average), their share is significantly higher than in 

other diverse areas. It is also about a third of the levels found in disadvantaged neighborhoods. 

The group median income place gradually diversifying neighborhoods closer to majority black 

and Latino neighborhoods, and just above the county median.  
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The data showed that neighborhoods that are highly diverse, close to areas of concentrated 

advantage include many lower income residents of color. It complements results about 

neighborhood advantage in that, despite higher shares of low income residents, many gradually 

diversifying neighborhoods have higher advantage.   

It says nothing of other conditions that may detract from these advantages like subpar and 

crowded living conditions. The last element of integration is the degree to which lower income 

residents enjoy reciprocal benefits.  

Table 4. Summary statistics for tenure and representation of lower income people in White and Asian 

American Neighborhoods (WAN > 80% Asian American and White), Black and Latino Neighborhoods 

(BLN > 60% Latino and Black), Gradual Diversification Neighborhoods (GDN, see text for definition), 

and Residual of Diversifying Neighborhoods (RDN). Percentage in the first column next to acronyms are 

the share of all neighborhood in that category.  

 Balanced Local Renters 

Low 
income  
renters 

Rent  
burdened 

More than 
 9yr tenure 

Single 
Family  
Homes 

Large 
Multifamily  
Homes 

 WAN (11%) 29.0% 9.7% 38.5% 31.3% 73.3% 28.9% 64.0% 15.4% 

  BLN (51%) 0% 1% 60.0% 61.8% 73.2% 39.9% 58.0% 14.7% 

GDN (16%) 44.7% 61.8% 56.1% 48.2% 73.7% 34.2% 53.2% 20.5% 

RDN (22%) 65.6% 36.6% 43.4% 40.2% 76.6% 28.2% 62.0% 18.7% 

         

 

Low income Black - 
% of group (% of 
total population) 

Low income Latino 
  

V. Low income Black 
  

V. Low income Latino 
  

WAN 28.3% (0.6%) 32.4% (2.6%) 12.6% (0.2%) 17.1% (1.4%) 

BLN 64.0% (9.6%) 59.7% (38.6%) 38.7% (5.9%) 28.8% (18.7%) 

GDN 48.7% (2.8%) 51.0% (14.5%) 27.1% (1.6%) 24.1% (6.8%) 

RDN 38.0% (2.3%) 38.8% (7.9%) 19.3% (1.3%) 17.6% (3.5%) 

         

 

Income  
Latino  
($ ‘000) 

Income 
Black 
($ 
‘000) 

Income  
Asian 
($ ‘000) 

Income  
White 
($ ‘000) % Asian % Black % Latino %White 

WAN 114 103 134 123 21% 2% 9% 65% 

BLN 51 47 68 63 7% 11% 71% 8% 

GDN 65 75 81 76 23% 4% 34% 34% 

RDN 84 91 102 89 21% 5% 25% 44% 
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Note: Large multifamily homes are buildings with more than 20 units. Low Income category is household 

with income less that county median of $60,000, very low income is household income below $30,000. 

Income by ethnorace is average median income for that group. 

Diversification and school diversity 

The fragmentation of the school system into private, charter and traditional public schools and 

the multiplication of rules for allocating children (e.g. Gifted and Talented Education programs 

and explicit and tacit school choice channels) to school in California has sustained wide 

educational disparities (Ong and González 2019; G. Orfield et al. 2016). Decoupling, the 

severing of the school choice and location, played a critical role in the “return to the city” trends 

since the 1990, allowing parents to live in urban cores without having to send to the local public 

school (Bischoff and Tach 2018).5  

The rate at which parents send their children to private schools is lower in gradually diversifying 

neighborhoods but still high at 23% on average. Figure 4 shows the consequence of using 

alternative schools. The graph plots the share of children from advantaged groups in public 

schools against the share in the school’s attendance zone (i.e. the zone for which children are 

assigned to that school). Points above the 45-degree line are schools where the share of children 

from advantaged groups is higher in the neighborhood than it is in the school. Allowing for a 

margin of error due to data quality, most schools have a close correspondence with the 

underlying composition of the neighborhood (Tach and Bischoff, 2018). It is clear, however, that 

 

5 As school systems fragmented, so have schools. Many schools have created tracks to allow for the separation of 
students that often follow class lines and nativity status. Evidence, however, is scarce as to the effects of within-school 
segregation and the magnitude of the effects compared to between-school segregation (Conger, 2005; Reardon and 
Owens, 2014; Walsemann and Bell, 2011).  
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schools in neighborhoods with 60% or less children from advantaged groups are above the line, 

suggesting systematic avoidance of local schools. It also suggests, however, that despite 

substantial avoidance, public school diversity can exist.  

 

Figure 4. Relationship between the share of children from advantaged groups (White and Asian 

Americans) within school attendance zones (SAZ) and percent enrolled in the public school 

corresponding to that zone. Red line is the point at which the SAZ  and school composition are the same.  

 

Of 1126 schools in the sample, 292 were diverse and as diverse as the neighborhood they were 

in. I use the same criteria as before to define diversity: at least 40% Asian-American and white 

children, and at least 20% Latino, black or other race children. A school is as diverse as the 

neighborhood if the gap in percent advantaged is smaller than 10 percentage point. In 72% of the 

diverse schools, students from disadvantaged background met the state target of 800 points. 

However, only 108 schools had a gap in score lower than the sample average of 90 points and 20 

schools had a gap smaller than 50 points (in the entire sample, 84 schools had as small a gap). 
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Diverse and equitable schools concentrate spatially around diverse neighborhoods. About 55% of 

schools where children from socioeconomically disadvantaged families meet state targets and 

where the gap is below average have school zones where over 75% of the population lives in 

locally diverse blocks. Most of the schools that do not overlap are in neighboring areas. This 

pattern of spatial clustering shows that schools in diverse areas often meet the requirements of 

integration. The dispersion to surrounding areas suggest that many equitable schools are in 

neighborhoods where children from advantaged background are overrepresented and that the 

public school diversity comes from many of them attending alternative schools. That is, if all 

children in such neighborhoods attended their local school, the schools would look far less 

diverse.  

Table 5. Results of regression on the percent of White and Asian American children in grades K-4 in 

public elementary schools in Los Angeles County. 

 Dependent variable: 

 % advantaged group in school 
 (1) (2) 

% advantaged in SAZ 
(2000) 

1.067*** 1.033*** 

 (0.014) (0.013) 

Change in % advantaged 
SAZ (2000-2010) 

 -0.567*** 

  (0.038) 

Diversity of children in  
SAZ (2000) 

 -0.150*** 

  (0.029) 

Constant -0.000 11.364*** 
 (0.329) (2.235) 

Observations 1,125 1,125 

R2 0.836 0.863 

Adjusted R2 0.835 0.863 

Residual Std. Error 11.023 (df = 1123) 10.069 (df = 1121) 

F Statistic 5,707.033*** (df = 1; 1123) 2,354.970*** (df = 3; 1121) 

Note: *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01 
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Conclusion 

Over a million people in Los Angeles live in neighborhoods that diversified gradually. Their 

location near some of the wealthiest enclaves in the region, however, highlights both the high bar 

to access these neighborhoods and the much smaller low-income population. The share of Black 

and Latino people who live in gradually diversifying neighborhoods is non-negligible, but the 

percent of low-income Black and Latino people remains small compared to the population in the 

most segregated parts of the region. The integrative potential of these neighborhoods may not be 

in providing better opportunities for low income people but in providing middle income Black 

and Latino people with an alternative to white advantaged neighborhoods.  

The results provide guidelines for identifying diverse and advantaged neighborhoods. A measure 

that includes both balance and share is preferable. Basically, a measure that sets a minimum for 

representation but prioritizes balance between groups once that threshold is cleared. Gradual 

change is an essential element. Neighborhoods that change more rapidly are more likely to lose 

their advantage. Over a longer period, they may become completely segregated or highly 

segmented with wealthy residents only locating in secured and separated spaces within the 

neighborhood.  

Perhaps, the most positive result is the high diversity of schools that overlap with gradually 

diversifying neighborhoods. This is not only a sign that White people with children stay in 

central and highly diverse areas, enough of them choose to send their children to local public 

schools. The broader geography of diversity in these areas suggest that schools could expand 

their diversity by using their attendance zones inclusively. School attendance boundaries are 

among the most contentious local governance issues, however, and such changes will take 

concerted community engagement (Richards 2014).    
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Chapter 2: How cities maintain exclusivity: An analysis of the spatial and 

demographic context of municipal boundaries  

 

 

“I am happy to inform all of the people living their Suburban Lifestyle Dream that you will no 

longer be bothered of financially hurt by having low income housing built in your 

neighborhood.”  

- President Donald Trump  

 

The opening quote is an excerpt from a series of Tweet President Trump published to celebrate 

the repeal of the Affirmatively Furthering Fair Housing Act. The Tweet extols the idea of 

suburbs as built on exclusion; it appeals to a vision of the suburb as homogenous communities of 

white single-family homeowners, a model that dominates American suburbs. In 2010, 55% of 

suburban municipalities were over 90% white. It also references a specific mechanism of 

exclusion based on zoning. One of contributions of the Act was the tools it provided 

municipalities to assess the exclusionary effect of existing zoning codes and incentives to reverse 

it. With the repeal, the Department of Housing and Urban Development relegated integration to a 

secondary policy agenda (HUD 2020).  

The numeric dominance of white suburbs hides their small average size. Most Americans live in 

jurisdictions that are more diverse. An explosive period of urbanization, international 

immigration and economic restructuring in the United States from 1990 to 2010 rapidly 
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undermined the central city-suburb dichotomy that dominated late 20th century narratives 

(Glaeser 2008). Many white suburbs have lower income and housing values than regional 

averages (Hanlon 2009; M. Orfield 2002), suburban density varies far more than the 

stereotypical low-density sprawl of single-family homes sitting on large parcels (Cooke and 

Denton 2015; Harris 2015), and many have diversified racially and ethnically or transitioned to 

being majority Black, Latino or Asian (11% of cities were majority-minority in 2010) (Farrell 

and Lee 2018).These changes caused unprecedented pressure on urban land and much greater 

scrutiny on the role of zoning in exacerbating segregation (e.g. Michael C. Lens and Monkkonen 

2016; Mangin 2014; Rothwell and Massey 2009; Trounstine 2018).  

This paper examines how exclusionary zoning affects the areas surrounding municipalities. 

Interactions between municipalities and the spillover such interactions create is a neglected 

aspect of zoning. The competition for access to increasingly restrictive suburbs creates two forms 

of spillovers. The first and more commonly highlighted mechanism causes sprawl and political 

fragmentation (Ulfarsson and Carruthers 2006). As established suburbs become unaffordable, 

many residents move to more distant, newer suburbs that match their preferences while 

equalizing the greater cost of commuting with lower cost of housing. The result is the 

multiplication of jurisdictions at increasing distance from the central city. 

I add that spillovers also operate in the form of externalities that transcend municipal boundaries. 

While the bundle of services a municipality provides is restricted to and paid for by residents 

within its boundaries, the effect of these services often extends outside the boundaries. If the 

benefits from these externalities exceed the cost of living outside the boundaries or in a distant 

suburb, people will seek to locate close to the exclusive suburbs’ borders. This kind of spillover 

has consequences for surrounding municipalities who may benefit from a wealthier tax base than 
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in the absence of exclusionary municipalities. It may also create opportunities for lower income 

residents of central cities to benefit from these externalities if the central city maintains a stock of 

affordable housing near the boundaries.    

I provide evidence of this mechanism through a descriptive analysis of the relationship between 

white suburbs and their surroundings. I use municipal and block data to classify municipalities 

based on their composition and the composition of neighborhoods on either side of their 

boundaries. Based on the prediction that white people will locate outside white suburb, I define 

three types of municipalities. Where the neighborhoods surrounding a suburb are as white as the 

suburb and whiter than the host city, it forms a buffer. Where the buffer extends to include 

neighboring municipalities, they form a cohesive unit I call fortress. Finally, some white suburbs 

lack a buffer and function like an enclave. Their externality spillovers are not high enough to 

warrant locating outside the boundaries which, then, reflect the extent of segregation between the 

municipality and its neighbors.  

I use this taxonomy to classify 3272 incorporated places in 56 urban regions, all of them in the 

south and west of the United States. The sample is not nationally representative because of the 

differences in the definition of incorporated places in the Midwest and Northeast regions which 

prevent consistent classification based on boundaries, a critical element of the method. One 

benefit of this restriction, however, is that the sample focuses on the fastest growing and most 

diverse regions.  

The classification shows that fortresses are the most common type of suburb and most are 

outside urbanized areas. While they are many in number, fortresses average size is smaller. They 

tend to match the suburban stereotype more closely: high-income, low-density, and mostly 

white. Buffered suburbs are the most common in urbanized areas and the largest in total 
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population. While the municipalities themselves are just as exclusive as fortresses – they have 

high median income, small renting population, and low diversity – they are more like the host 

region than the other types of suburbs. Finally, enclave suburbs create stark segregation at their 

boundaries but tend to be highly diverse. In both enclaves and buffered suburbs, the 

concentration of high-wage employment contributes to creating externalities. The larger size of 

enclaves, however, means that externalities tend to be internalized and lack the spillover that 

buffered cities create.  

How do municipalities produce externalities? 

Externalities are the unpriced effects of an activity. A classic example is the cost of pollution. 

Pollution is costly in the form of environmental degradation, but consumers do not pay for this 

effect as part of the price of the product they buy. Pollution is also an example of a spatial 

externality (Harvey 2009). Spatial externalities are distinct because their effect is limited by 

space. The scale of spatial externalities depends on the intensity of the effect, how far it spreads, 

and how quickly it weakens (Hagoort, Geertman, and Ottens 2008). For example, a manufacturer 

that dumps highly toxic and resilient waste in a river will produce far reaching spatial 

externalities.  

 Every land use produces spatial externalities which can be positive or negative. The polluting 

factory produces negative externality in the form of pollution and positive externalities through 

employment and economic activity. A park produces positive externalities for local families by 

making open spaces and playgrounds available but can also produce negative externalities if it 

attracts criminal activity. The initial impetus for zoning as the main tool of land use regulation 

was to control negative externalities by separating uses based on the extent and nature of their 
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spatial externalities. It provided a framework for separating noxious industries from residential 

areas.  

Residential land use externalities are complex because they are determined in large part by the 

buildings and people who occupy an extended space. That is, each parcel of land produces 

externalities, but the externalities are best conceptualized at the scale of the neighborhood where 

parcels’ externalities overlap to create a cohesive space (G. C. Galster 2019; Fennell 2009). A 

luxurious house will have very different effects if surrounded by multifamily homes or by other 

luxurious houses. That is why homeowners were quick to give up their freedom to dispose of 

their property as they wished in exchange for the ability to institute neighborhood based zoning 

codes (Hirt 2014; W. A. Fischel 2015). They traded off individual freedom for greater collective 

control over the value of their land, which was best achieved at larger scales.    

Zoning rapidly became exclusionary as property owners saw the presence of people of color as a 

threat to property values. Despite the outlawing of racial zoning in 1917, the connection between 

certain land use externalities and ethnic or racial groups entrenched the exclusionary purpose of 

zoning and created enough mechanism connected to segregate cities as thoroughly as racial 

zoning would have permitted (Silver 1997). Early adopters San Francisco and Los Angeles were 

judicious in crafting the first zoning ordinances to take advantage of the association between 

laundries and Chinese people to segregate the nascent cities (Nightingale 2012). This association 

soon evolved to include multifamily housing as a harbinger of lower income residents that must 

be zoned out.  

Zoning embedded narrow norms of what makes a good and bad neighborhood. The association 

between the built environment, wealth and race not only entrenched segregation (Trounstine 

2018; Rothstein 2017), it also means that wealth and whiteness are considered potent sources of 
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positive externalities and increasing presence of people of color and poverty are still treated as 

negative externalities (Ellen 2000; Guerrieri, Hartley, and Hurst 2010; Krysan and Crowder 

2017; Trounstine 2020). It gave municipalities and their residents incentives to restrict 

development through zoning to maintain a built environment that fed into those norms and 

gradually limited land supply. As cities grew in population and competition for land increased, 

those restrictions started to spillover.  

A theory of municipal externality spillovers 

The source of spillovers is the process of sorting between municipalities. Existing theories 

relevant to explaining sorting emphasize the balance between the bundle of goods a municipality 

provides and the cost of living there in terms of taxes (Hamilton 1975; Tiebout 1956). People 

will locate in the municipality that offers the bundle of good that best matches their preferences 

and that they can afford.  

What happens once everyone is sorted? Over time, as incomes increase, people can afford a 

community that better matches their preference and will move if they can. Homeowners who are 

satisfied with their community have the incentives and power to over-zone their community and 

artificially inflate the cost of living for prospective resident (Davis 1963; W. A. Fischel 2001). 

Over-zoning excludes the people who would have otherwise joined the community. To avoid 

being the recipients of new residents who take advantage of the now lower prices relative to the 

over-zoned municipality, neighbors are likely to also over-zone (Brueckner 1998; Christafore 

and Leguizamon 2015). This pushes prospective residents into newer communities further from 

the center which are trying to grow their tax base and welcome new residents (Barseghyan and 

Coate 2016; Byun and Esparza 2005; Ulfarsson and Carruthers 2006).  
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This scenario is likely to emerge where people invested heavily in the exclusivity of the suburb. 

These are cities that were often formed with exclusionary intentions and resisted annexation by 

their larger neighbors (Connor et al. 2019; Freemark, Steil, and Thelen 2020). The residents can 

affords to hoard significant land through very low housing density or the protection of 

undeveloped land that drive housing prices up in the municipality and beyond its borders (Zabel 

and Dalton 2011). They may also have privileged access to natural or man-made amenities that 

make the location without peers and further restrict the land supply (e.g. coastal cities).  For 

residents of such municipality, distant suburbs are a significant downgrade. 

Without externality spillovers, people would consider moving to the area of the municipality 

only if they can afford to live within its boundaries. Being outside the boundaries would provide 

none of the benefits while potentially paying higher taxes. However, externalities rarely respect 

boundaries and are best though of as in balance between jurisdiction. Figure 5 illustrates this 

concept.  

In the stylized urban region, there is one diverse central city and one white suburb. In the first 

scenario, the externality from the suburb and central city are in balance. In this case, it may be 

that the positive externalities the suburb generate are not high enough for White people to want 

to locate in a neighborhood that is mostly people of color. That is, the suburb produces enough 

positive externalities to cancel the negative externalities from the central city but not enough to 

generate demand for locations outside it boundaries. This may be the case where a highly 

exclusive enclave separated itself from the central city and maintained high barriers, both 

institutional and physical.  

In the second scenario, the positive externality spillover from the suburb is high enough that 

some White residents coming from outside the region will choose to locate outside the 
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boundaries of the suburb. Alternatively, the externalities are high enough that White people who 

already live near the border in the central city will want to stay despite the diversification of the 

rest of the city.    

In the third scenario, the positive externalities from the suburb were not high enough to have 

White people on the central city side stay and the neighborhoods at the boundary transitioned to 

being mostly people of color. Now suburban residents near the border weigh the positive 

externalities of the suburb against the negative externalities from the central city. If, unlike the 

first scenario, the suburban externalities are not high enough, residents may start to leave. If 

enough people choose to move, the vacancies lead to lower housing prices and lower income 

people, for whom the community provides better services, can now afford to move inside the 

suburb (Leah P. Boustan and Margo 2013). This process changes the balance of externalities 

significantly inside the suburb. If the remaining residents see the incursion of lower income 

residents as a loss in the externalities they derive from the suburb, they may start to leave in 

larger numbers, eventually leading to the suburb becoming majority-minority.  

An alternative to the suburb transitioning to majority-minority occurs if residents noticing the 

shift at the border decide to increase zoning internally. Internal zoning can create barriers that 

limit diversification to the least desirable parts of a city and still increases overall exclusion by 

limiting land supply and driving housing prices up relative to the central city (Calabrese, Epple, 

and Romano 2006; Mangin 2014; Resseger 2013). After an initial diversification where zoning 

was less restrictive or where many residents left, the suburb will achieve a balance with the 

central city. This scenario is more likely in larger suburbs that have developed a balanced 

economy and housing stock before diversification was a risk. The degree to which cities enforce 

exclusion and create externalities is an empirical question to which I turn next.  
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Figure 5. Stylized representation of the balance between suburban and central city externalities 

 

Methods and data 

Sample of cities 

The main challenge in analyzing cities with quantitative data is their variability. Unlike census 

tracts, they vary enormously in size (from a few residents to the 8 million in New York City). 

Unlike states and countries, their boundaries change frequently through annexation, which may 

affect their population size. Their boundaries are also convoluted. Cities use boundaries as 

protection against other cities’ expansion (Rice, Waldner, and Smith 2014). They project them 

like spiderwebs to gain future advantage in annexation, create corridors to strategic locations, 

and, when they fail to annex an area, create numerous holes withing their area. They can also 

have differing political status and the scope of their autonomy changes depending on the state. 

Some have existed for centuries while others are only a few years old. To overcome this 

complexity, I defined a sample that is as consistent as possible in the boundaries of cities.  
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All data and definitions of boundaries are from the 2010 decennial census. Decennial censuses 

are the only available source of data at the block level, which allows for fine grained definition 

of spatial relationships. Blocks are also the only geographical unit completely nested within 

municipalities. I assume that the 2010 data represent the culmination of a process that took many 

decades and followed many paths to reveals a city’s intention and capacity to enforce exclusion. 

While block data for 1990 and 2000 are available and make tracing the evolution of boundaries 

possible, the frequent changes multiply the number of methodological decisions involved and 

falls beyond the scope of this paper.    

The sample includes all cities in states that have a single classification for incorporated places. 

All those states are in the south and west of the country. Technically, New England, New York 

and New Jersey also have a single definition. The entirety of these states is assigned to towns or 

cities. The inconsistency is how the census treats towns. For example, Greenwich in Connecticut 

is a single town, but the census reports place data for the town as three census designated places 

(i.e. unincorporated places). Town data are available under the minor civil division classification, 

but not for all the required variables to make the sample comparable.    

More importantly, because definitions sometime vary within states, it becomes excessively 

complicated to ensure each place boundary corresponds to the political definition relevant for 

examining the role of zoning authority (Ratcliffe, n.d.). Not all states in the Midwest have local 

governments like the towns of New England but all have provisions that allow for different 

relationships between state and local government. Illinois, for example, has a mix of 

incorporated places and even though most are consistent with the census definition, I chose to 

exclude the state for consistency.  
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Within the sample of states, I include cities that are in regions which had population over 

500,000 in 2010 and had an urbanized area larger than 250,000 people. I use Combined 

Statistical Area as the definition of region unless one does not exist and a Metropolitan Statistical 

Area that meets the size criteria does. The combination of size criteria ensures that each region 

will have multiple cities and at least some that are adjacent. The smallest region, Pensacola, 

Florida, has five cities. Dallas-Fort Worth has the most cities, with 297. On average, the regions 

have 59 cities (see Table 6).    

This choice cuts the sample substantially, but still include nearly half of the country’s population 

in incorporated places (Table 7 summarizes the distribution). Compared the nation, the sample 

has a slightly greater share of the population in cities. The exclusion of the Midwest and 

northeast means that it overrepresent the Asian and Latino population.  
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Table 6. List of states included in the sample based on the Census Bureau definition of places. The sample 
only includes states that use incorporated places only as their definition. For these, the table reports the 
number of regions that overlap with each state and total number of places which have their center in each 
state. Source: Place definitions (U.S.Census Bureau 2020) 

Incorporated places 
only 

Number 
of 
regions 

Number of 
incorporated 
places 

 
General purpose 
MCD Mixed status places 

Alabama 6 160  
Connecticut Illinois 

Alaska 0 0  
Maine Indiana 

Arizona 5 45  
Massachusetts Kansas 

Arkansas 3 95  
Michigan Missouri 

California 9 382  
Minnesota Nebraska 

Colorado 3 97  
New Hampshire North Dakota 

Delaware 1 0  
New Jersey Ohio 

District of Columbia 1 1  
New York South Dakota 

Florida 10 288  
Pennsylvania  

Georgia 4 202  
Rhode Island 

Hawaii 0 0  
Vermont 

Idaho 3 41  
Wisconsin  

Iowa 0 0  
 

Kentucky 3 26  
  

Louisiana 2 65  
  

Maryland 1 111  
  

Mississippi 4 16  
  

Montana 0 0  
  

Nevada 6 11  
  

New Mexico 2 29  
  

North Carolina 7 201  
  

Oklahoma 3 201  
  

Oregon 3 95  
  

South Carolina 4 160  
  

Tennessee 4 169  
  

Texas 6 552  
  

Utah 2 112  
  

Virginia 5 54  
  

Washington 3 148  
  

West Virginia 1 9  
  

Wyoming 0 0  
  

Total 101 3272  
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Table 7. Population in municipalities (according to Census definition) nationally and in the regional sample. 
All numbers are for the year 2010.  

   Total Asian Black Latino White 

United States 

Total population (in millions)  309 15 39 50 197  

Total population in municipalities (in 
millions)  190 11 29 38 111 

% of population in municipalities  61 73 74 76 56 

Number of municipalities 19540      

Sample of 
regions 
N = 56 

Total population (in millions)  133 10 18 32 72 

Total population in municipalities (in 
millions)  89 7 13 24 44 

% of population in municipalities  66 70 72 75 61 

Number of municipalities 3272       

 

Method 

I use a classification approach to analyze the nature of municipal exclusion externalities. 

Classifications are necessarily descriptive. They simplify complex landscapes, such as suburban 

jurisdictions, into intuitively understandable groupings. One approach based primarily on 

clustering analysis is exploratory. It feeds many variables into an algorithm that sorts cities into 

groups that minimize variance within group and maximizes it between groups (Hanlon 2009; 

Mikelbank 2004; M. Orfield 2002). The alternative approach I follow is to define theoretically-

informed categories based on a set of parameters to create a census (Airgood-Obrycki and Rieger 

2019; Forsyth 2012) .  

I classify cities based on their exclusivity and the nature of the externalities they create. I 

measure exclusivity by how much whiter a city is than the region and its neighbors. I measure 

externalities based on the composition of neighborhoods on either side of the cities’ boundaries. 

Finally, I also locate cities within urban regions to differentiate suburbs that are embedded within 

the major urbanized areas and those that are disconnected.  
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Figure 6: Maps of west Los Angeles County. Left panel shows the share white at the level of cities. Right 

panel keeps the cities’ boundaries while showing the underlying composition of blocks. Data from 

Decennial Census 2010. Maps by author.   

 

Los Angeles illustrates the variation in these components well within an urbanized area. Figure 6 

shows maps of the west side of Los Angeles using cities as units and the underlying block-level 

share of white people. The region is about 35% white. As such cities in the lightest shade of grey 

are well below the regional share and cities in the two darker shades of grey are above. The right 

panel shows that most cities have a mix of clear demarcation at their boundaries, like the east 

side of Culver City or areas around Glendale and Burbank. The clearest example of demarcation 

is between the Beach Cities and their neighbors to the east. The opposite is true for Beverly Hills 

and West Hollywood, or Santa Monica. There is little discontinuity at the city boundary because 

the city is surrounded by a buffer that extend far into the City of Los Angeles. A similar fluidity 

exists for the cluster of cities inland that are majority-minority, like Inglewood or the Gateway 
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Cities. As the Gateway cities form a cluster of majority Latino cities, the Palos Verdes Peninsula 

is a cluster of majority white cities.   

If adjacent cities are mostly white, there is no reason to expect large differences in composition 

at their boundary. Similarly, if cities are mostly people of color, stark contrast at their boundaries 

are unlikely. The relationship of greatest interest is between cities that are whiter than the region 

and are adjacent to more diverse cities. I classified and paired every city relative to the region in 

which they are. I focus on cities whose share of white people is more than 10 percentage points 

above the regional average.   

The second variable measures the difference at the border. I first cleaned the boundaries to 

remove the many small ‘donut holes’ within and between city boundaries and simplify 

boundaries considerably. I merged any area smaller than one square kilometer with the city that 

shared the longest boundary with the hole. I then divided cities’ boundaries into unique segments 

where they interface with another city or county. For example, West Hollywood has two 

segments, one for Los Angeles and the other with Beverly Hills (see Figure 7 for illustration). I 

created a 500m buffer around each segment (250m on either side) and intersected the buffer with 

non-empty blocks. I then calculated the difference in the share white people for the entire 

segment on either side of the boundary. I apply the same rule to boundaries as I did to cities. If 

the two sides of the boundary are within 10 percentage points of each other, the border is fluid, 

otherwise it is defensive.6  

 

6 The direction of the difference matters. If the side of the boundary within the city that is whiter is the one that is not as 
white as the other side, the implication is quite different. I checked for such reversed relationship and they are 
exceedingly rare.  
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In creating a city-level summary measure of borders, I weighted each boundary segment by 

population and assigned to the city the boundary type that dominated. This method weighs areas 

where diversification is most likely to occur. That is, if most of a city’s boundaries abut nearly 

empty county land on one side and a smaller segment separates it from a dense part of the central 

city on the other, the boundary with the central city will define the relationship of the city. In this 

case, if the boundary with the central city contained 70% of the total boundary population and 

was defensive, I would assign to the city the defensive category.  

I paired the boundary summary and city’s relationship to its neighbors to create five categories 

based on the rules summarized in Figure 7. Fortresses are white cities that are mostly surrounded 

by other white cities or unincorporated land in a county that is also whiter than the region. 

Enclaves are white cities that have defensive borders. They are surrounded by more diverse cities 

and create a stark contrast at their boundaries. Buffered cities are white cities that have fluid 

boundaries because, even though neighboring cities are more diverse, they are surrounded by 

white neighborhoods. While not the focus here, I define two additional categories as points of 

reference. Resistant cities are as diverse as the region (within 10 percentage points) that have 

defensive boundaries. These cities have diversified to the level of the region but still create stark 

differences with cities that are more diverse or majority-minority. Finally, integrated cities are 

diverse and have fluid boundaries. In such cases, there is little to differentiate the city from its 

surroundings.  
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Figure 7. Description of the classification methodology and illustration of the boundary classification. 
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There are two residual categories. Cities that have lower white shares than the region are “source 

cities” because they have the highest share of people of color and are often the source of 

diversification for surrounding areas. The last category is cities with no populated boundaries 

that cannot be classified using the method I developed. These are infrequent, especially in urban 

areas (there are 34 in the sample). El Segundo and Vernon (at the northern edge of the Gateway 

Cities) in Figure 6 are examples of such cities where large scale industrial and commercial uses 

dominate.   

I locate cities within the region by calculating their distance to the center of a large urbanized 

area and overlap with said urbanized area. The census bureau defines urbanized areas based on a 

set of rules about density and adjacency of cities. I use the same cutoff I used to identify urban 

regions and include all urbanized areas over 250,000 people. Urbanized areas have the advantage 

over using the center of the central city because, in large regions, the central city may be a small 

part of the total urban area and offer a distorted measure of distance to a major urban center. 

Cities in the Victor Valley, for example, would be considered distant if measured by distance to 

Los Angeles, which is 130km away. Yet, together they form an urbanized area of over 300,000 

people, larger than most in the country. While it is a secondary urban center to Los Angeles, it is 

large enough to act as an important draw on immigrant population and create a highly diverse 

urban area. I classify all cities that are within 30km of an urbanized area center and overlap an 

urbanized area as urban.  

While overlap with the urbanized area suggest that a city is still urban in nature, cities further 

than 30km from the urban core are different, more likely to be suburban in character. For 

example, the Atlanta urban area extends far beyond the central city. As such, a city may be far 
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and yet still considered in an urban setting.7 I call these cities fringe cities. Cities that are far and 

outside a large urban area are isolated.  

Finally, I include measures that are found in most classification as attributes for each city. I 

calculate population growth from 1990 to 2010 as the only variable based on change. I further 

differentiate between infill and greenfield growth based on the share of growth that occurred in 

block that were empty in 1990. I add jobs-to-housing ratio, a diversity index, and measures of 

socioeconomic status. The jobs-to-housing ratio comes from the Longitudinal Employer-

Household Dynamics database (LEHD Origin-Destination Employment Statistics (LODES) 

(version LODES7) 2020). The data count the number of jobs with each block making it possible 

to aggregate the data to the city level and compare it to the number of housing units. The ratio 

indicates the function of the city. A high ratio suggest that the city is primarily a job center and 

not focused on residential development. At the other end, a low ratio suggests the city is a 

bedroom community. Cities in between have a solid economic base which gives them more 

autonomy vis-à-vis larger urban centers.  

While the classification of cities is based on the share of white people, it does not capture the 

actual diversity of the population. Many cities with higher than regional shares of white people 

are still more diverse than much of the country. Cities in the Palos Verdes Peninsula for example, 

are classified as fortresses but are more diverse than most cities because they are in Los Angeles. 

In fact, many of the wealthiest cities in Los Angeles appear highly diverse because they have 

large wealthy Asian populations. I use the scaled entropy index (Holloway, Wright, and Ellis 

2012) to measure diversity and include the share of the main racial and ethnic groupings. I also 

 

7 The correlation between distance and suburban status is not strong. 
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include the ratio of income of people of color to white people to differentiate ethnoracial 

diversity and economic diversity. While a ratio of 1 would be desirable at the regional level, 

within a city it indicates that the people of color who live there are as high income as the white 

population and the city is likely economically exclusive. I add the median education level and 

median income as other important indicators of socioeconomic status.  

Results 

Overview 

While most cities are outside large urbanized areas, they make up only 12% of the population in 

the sample. Cities at the urban fringe are a particularly small group (Table 8 summarizes the 

distribution of cities by type). This imbalance puts the focus squarely on urban cities. It would be 

a mistake, however, to dismiss cities outside urban areas on account of their size. About a third 

of the population of urban regions lives in unincorporated areas, many of them surrounding these 

small cities. As such, their relationship to the surrounding areas, while less clear, illuminates the 

diversification processes outside main urban areas.  

Table 8 Distribution of cities by type and location. First line is the number of cities. Second line is share 

of that category in each location. Third line is population in that category in millions.  

 

 Fortress Enclave Buffered Resistant Integrated Source Outside Total 

Urban 190 124 194 117 227 278 34 1164 

 20% 53% 47% 32% 44% 47% 16% 36% 

 4.1 3.6 5.4 12.3 18.8 29.4 0.5 74.1 

Fringe 102 24 35 27 42 39 4 273 

 11% 10% 8% 7% 8% 7% 2% 8% 

 1.1 0.2 0.5 0.5 1.2 0.6 0.02 4.12 

Isolated 648 86 186 219 249 269 178 1835 

 69% 37% 45% 60% 48% 46% 82% 56% 

 2.7 0.4 0.8 2.3 2.4 2.3 0.2 11.1 

Total 940 234 415 363 518 586 216 3272 

 7.9 4.2 6.7 15.1 22.4 32.3 0.72 89.32 
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Fortress cities illustrate the imbalance between numerical frequency and population. They are the 

most common, nearly a third of the sample, but contain only about 10% of the total population in 

cities. The high number of isolated cities is partly a result of how the census defines urban 

regions. In including the entire county once its population passes a high enough level of 

integration, it leads to the inclusion of sometimes distant small towns that scarcely have a 

relationship with the main urban area. Colorado City, though an outlier, is a small city about 

210km from the closest urban center. It is nonetheless attached to the Las Vegas region.  

In many cases, however, these are cities that cluster around smaller urban centers or are 

themselves the urban center for the surrounding land. The large number of resistant, integrated, 

and source cities that are isolated shows that diversification has happened throughout regions and 

that this distribution is more likely due to the sample being limited to the West and South where 

cities have longer histories tied to agricultural production that relied on the labor of people of 

color. The regions with the least number of diverse isolated cities are in Texas and Florida where 

explosive urban growth in satellite cities has overtaken any pre-existing patterns. 

This contrast is consistent across types except for enclaves, which are primarily urban. Enclave is 

the smallest category numerically and by population. While the stark contrast at the boundaries 

of enclaves suggest that they would concentrate in areas where the average gap in diversity 

between cities is larger, enclaves concentrate in the large and most diverse urban regions of 

California and Texas. 

The population distribution is highly skewed toward cities that are as diverse or more than the 

region because those categories include all the major cities, which were for a long time the only 
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cities where people of color could settle. The distribution of white people is skewed in the other 

direction. While cities that are whiter than the region make up about a quarter of the total 

population, about a third of the sample’s white population lives in these cities.  

I now turn to a discussion of each category of city. For each category, I include example cases, 

many of them from Los Angeles, which has served as a backdrop for much of the paper. Figure 8 

shows the same area of Los Angeles along with the classification of cities.  
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Figure 8. Detail from the Los Angeles region showing each type of city.  

 

Fortress 

In the urban context, fortresses are cities that are surrounded by other cities that are mostly white. 

If cities can interrupt the process of diversification with their boundaries, fortress cities are 
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mostly removed from the process by sharing no or few boundaries with more diverse cities. 

Relative to the region, they have the highest share of white people. While most have fewer than 

20% people of color, the range of diversity index shows that many are moderately diverse (see 

Table 9). Many of these cities are in regions that are majority-minority and where being whiter 

than the region can still translate to considerable diversity. In fact, some of these cities appear 

highly balanced in composition.   

Diversification, however, tends to happen by paying one’s way through the barriers. Fortress 

cities have the highest median income on average, over a quarter had median income over 

$100,000. They also have low shares of renters, making access conditional on homeownership. 

Despite the high cost, growth was robust. Smaller cities skew the average, but, even among cities 

that were larger than 10,000 people, many more than doubled in population from 1990 to 2010. 

Much of that growth happened through greenfield development even more so in urban cities than 

in isolated ones. Many fortress cities are near the edges of urban areas and developed around 

extremely low-density areas, giving them space to expand without sacrificing the low density 

many take pride in. Corrales, for example, grew by over 50%, 64% of it through infill 

development. Yet, density remains below 300 people/km2 despite being wedged between the two 

largest cities in the in the Albuquerque region.  

The definition of fortress cities makes clustering a feature of their typology (Moran’s I measure 

of spatial autocorrelation is highly significant). They are groups of small municipalities that 

share a common setting and despite their fragmentation form a cohesive unit. Their proximity 

means that once one municipality restricts development, all other must follow suit lest they 

become a target for development in an otherwise restrictive area (Christafore and Leguizamon 

2015).   
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The clustering feature of fortresses creates a buffer around much the same way a single buffered 

city would. While Torrance is adjacent to Los Angeles and other diverse cities to its east, it is 

classified as a fortress because it is bounded by Palos Verdes Peninsula cities and Beach Cities, 

all of them fortresses. Because Torrance is a medium-sized city, the buffer that extends inside its 

boundaries is large enough to include the city within the cluster. Figure 6 showed that its 

boundaries with Los Angeles were quite porous and that the east side is nearly as diverse as its 

neighbors. Therefore, were its eastern boundaries longer or more densely populated, the city, 

which is nearly as diverse as the region, would likely become integrated.  

Many clusters, however, have physical separations rather than this kind of buffer. For example, 

Marin County, to the north of San Francisco, or the cities west of the San Fernando valley in Los 

Angeles have large empty spaces separating them from the main city. In such cases, externalities 

are limited to the cities within the cluster.  
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Table 9. Summary statistics for each type of municipality. 

 

 
  

Fortress Enclave Buffered 

  mean Q1  Q2 
 

mean Q1  Q2 
 

mean Q1  Q2 

Urban 

Population 

22 2.5 25.5 
 

28.9 3 38.8 
 

27.5 5.1 34.1 

Fringe 11.2 1.3 9.5 
 

7.8 1.4 11.4 
 

14 2.6 18.4 

Isolated 4.2 0.5 3.2 
 

4.8 0.4 2.4 
 

4.4 0.5 3.3 

Urban 
% white relative to 

region 

26.4 16.4 34.3 
 

21.9 13.5 27.3 
 

18.5 11.9 22.6 

Fringe 31.9 21.2 41.8 
 

26.5 14.7 35.2 
 

22.4 12.7 27.6 

Isolated 25.2 16.1 33.9 
 

20.6 14 25.3 
 

17.8 11.5 22.6 

Urban 

% Asian  

4.2 1 5.3 
 

6.3 1.6 8.5 
 

4.2 1.1 4.4 

Fringe 1.5 0.5 1.9 
 

3.2 0.7 3.7 
 

2.7 0.7 2.6 

Isolated 0.7 0.1 0.9 
 

1.1 0.1 1.1 
 

1 0.2 1.2 

Urban 

% Black 

3.9 0.7 4.9 
 

5.5 1.2 7.9 
 

4.2 0.7 5.6 

Fringe 5.1 0.9 6.9 
 

5.7 1.2 8.3 
 

3.2 1.1 4.9 

Isolated 4.9 0.5 7.1 
 

7.7 1 11.4 
 

3.7 0.4 5.1 

Urban 
% Hispanic or 

Latino 

9.7 3.9 14.1 
 

13.4 4.1 18.6 
 

8.9 3.4 11 

Fringe 10.3 4.2 14 
 

11.5 5.9 14 
 

11.7 3.9 16.3 

Isolated 6.7 2 8.6 
 

9.9 1.5 16 
 

6.8 2.4 7.4 

Urban 

Diversity index 

41.3 29.6 54.1 
 

50.8 40.1 64.2 
 

40.9 27.9 52.7 

Fringe 38.7 26.8 51.7 
 

45.4 35.9 55.3 
 

40.2 25.6 53.7 

Isolated 33.5 23 43.1 
 

41.9 33.2 50.9 
 

34.8 23.8 44.2 

Urban 

Median income 

89.4 57.4 106.8 
 

84.8 61.6 102 
 

84.6 60.8 92.9 

Fringe 70.7 50.9 83.9 
 

92.2 67.5 103.5 
 

74.8 56.7 80 

Isolated 48.5 35.8 56.2 
 

53.2 36 62 
 

53.1 42.1 61.9 

Urban Income ratio of 
largest ethnoracial 

group to white 

87.1 65.7 101.8 
 

93.1 68.7 107.3 
 

79.9 61.8 97.8 

Fringe 87.8 63.6 100.6 
 

91.6 66.1 106.6 
 

90.7 67.7 113.2 

Isolated 80.8 51.1 98 
 

85.5 38.8 107.7 
 

83.6 54 108.9 

Urban 
% with college 

education 

52 36.1 67.9 
 

52.9 39.8 66.4 
 

52.4 38.9 64.4 

Fringe 39.4 24.8 53.4 
 

46.8 31.7 59 
 

39.5 28.3 51.2 

Isolated 25.4 16.3 32.4 
 

30.1 16.6 41.1 
 

27.8 18.7 34.5 

Urban 

% renters 

24.2 12.4 34.4 
 

25 13.6 34.3 
 

22.5 11.8 29.6 

Fringe 22.5 13.2 30.7 
 

19.2 9.1 29 
 

23.3 15.8 27.5 

Isolated 29 19.7 37.5 
 

24.9 14.8 30.9 
 

25.2 17.6 32.4 

Urban Job for employees 
with higher 

education-housing 
ratio  

41.4 14.4 47 
 

45.4 13.4 58.9 
 

37.6 13.3 42.7 

Fringe 32.2 6.9 38.3 
 

25.9 9.2 36 
 

55.5 15.2 43.7 

Isolated 29.2 4.7 38.6 
 

26.7 4.1 33.1 
 

27 6.4 32.7 

Urban Population Growth 
1990-2010 

(population over 
1000) 

102.2 4.7 92.7 
 

65.9 3.8 59.5 
 

150 8.9 124.3 

Fringe 100.6 11.2 127.9 
 

74.6 4.4 132.6 
 

120.5 8.1 100.2 

Isolated 49.5 5.5 53.2 
 

55.6 -0.5 48.4 
 

67.5 9.1 57.3 

Urban 
% of growth infill 

46 35.8 90.1 
 

20 32 92.9 
 

60.9 43.8 87.4 

Fringe 63.7 57.7 92.8 
 

51.7 19.4 79.8 
 

39.1 20.8 90.9 
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Isolated 47 8.4 89.6 
 

40.9 0 91.3 
 

60.8 28.8 93.6 

Urban 
% Empty land 
withing borders 

55 34.8 78.1 
 

54.8 37.5 75.7 
 

61.1 39.2 82.2 

Fringe 63.6 50.9 82.3 
 

60.9 41.5 75.7 
 

58.6 40.8 78.5 

Isolated 79.3 70.1 93.3 
 

80.6 69.1 95.8 
 

77.6 62.9 94.1 

 

 

 

 
  

Resistant Integrated Source 

  mean Q1  Q2 
 

mean Q1  Q2 
 

mean Q1  Q2 
 

Urban 

Population 

102.6 10 95.3 
 

82.9 11.4 78 
 

105 9.6 97.9 
 

Fringe 19.1 5.1 22.8 
 

29.8 7.6 36.9 
 

15.5 4.6 24.1 
 

Isolated 10.7 1.1 10.1 
 

9.9 1.2 11.1 
 

8.6 0.8 10.2 
 

Urban 
% white relative to 

region 

-0.7 -5.4 4 
 

0 -5.6 5.3 
 

-25.9 -31.6 -17 
 

Fringe 0.3 -3.6 4.2 
 

-0.5 -3.3 2.9 
 

-24.7 -30.8 -16.5 
 

Isolated -1.2 -6.1 3.7 
 

1.6 -1.4 5.9 
 

-26.4 -33.1 -15.9 
 

Urban 

% Asian  

8.7 1.8 11 
 

5.7 1.3 5.8 
 

8.4 0.9 9 
 

Fringe 2.9 1 4.7 
 

4.3 1.1 5.5 
 

1.9 0.6 1.6 
 

Isolated 1.2 0.2 1.2 
 

1.1 0.3 1.2 
 

1.2 0.1 0.9 
 

Urban 

% Black 

10.8 3.3 15.3 
 

7.3 1.1 10.1 
 

27 3.8 45.3 
 

Fringe 19.7 11.1 30.9 
 

12.4 3.9 18.4 
 

34.3 8.4 57.1 
 

Isolated 17.2 2.3 27.2 
 

8.4 0.4 12.5 
 

35.8 1.4 58.8 
 

Urban 

% Hispanic or Latino 

21.9 7.6 31.5 
 

23.2 6.6 29.4 
 

34.5 11.2 51.2 
 

Fringe 20.4 6.3 31.6 
 

21.7 8 37.3 
 

31.8 10.2 50 
 

Isolated 17.1 3.1 26.4 
 

12.9 2.7 14.8 
 

26.3 1.9 49.8 
 

Urban 

Diversity index 

64.6 56.5 75.8 
 

52.9 39.7 68.7 
 

61.9 52.8 75.8 
 

Fringe 64.5 58.5 69.9 
 

62.6 54.8 71.2 
 

60 54.1 68.8 
 

Isolated 55.9 48.9 63.4 
 

43.1 31 54.8 
 

54.1 45.8 64.1 
 

Urban 

Median income 

60.6 47.4 69.6 
 

56.3 44.3 67.1 
 

49.2 38.9 56.7 
 

Fringe 54.2 44.3 60.9 
 

56 43.7 67.9 
 

43 35.2 46.2 
 

Isolated 39.1 30.2 44.8 
 

41 32.7 47.4 
 

34.6 26.8 39.8 
 

Urban Income ratio of largest 
ethnoracial group to 

white 

83.4 64.9 98 
 

85.9 67.3 90.6 
 

88 64.9 101.9 
 

Fringe 82.8 69.5 91.1 
 

84.7 67.4 100.5 
 

88.3 67.3 99.2 
 

Isolated 69.1 49.9 80.1 
 

79.7 59.5 95 
 

76.3 51.2 90.2 
 

Urban 
% with college 

education 

40.5 28.4 51.6 
 

37.3 28.4 46.2 
 

28.4 19.1 35.9 
 

Fringe 35.1 26 41.3 
 

34.9 25.3 41.4 
 

23.3 14.7 29.8 
 

Isolated 22 15.3 26.6 
 

25.2 17.4 30.3 
 

18.2 11.4 22.9 
 

Urban 

% renters 

37.7 27.7 48.4 
 

34 25.6 42.4 
 

43.3 33.7 51.6 
 

Fringe 32 22 38.9 
 

37.3 28.7 44.9 
 

45 37.4 52.3 
 

Isolated 36.3 28.4 43.7 
 

34.6 27 41.9 
 

37.5 28.6 46 
 

Urban Job for employees 
with higher education-

housing ratio  

381.6 21.7 72.9 
 

50.8 25.7 62.6 
 

73 23 73.8 
 

Fringe 39.9 13.5 50.8 
 

41 16.7 55.4 
 

64.6 17.1 61.2 
 

Isolated 37.8 13.4 51.5 
 

35.1 12.4 49.4 
 

34 7.4 50.2 
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Urban Population Growth 
1990-2010 

(population over 
1000) 

102.5 7.4 90.8 
 

77.5 16.9 97.4 
 

40.8 5 46.1 
 

Fringe 121.6 24.9 193.1 
 

140.9 14.1 129.8 
 

84.3 8.3 82.5 
 

Isolated 50.5 -0.5 37.4 
 

59.4 7.1 57.8 
 

21.2 -11.6 40.7 
 

Urban 

% of growth infill 

51.1 31.4 84.9 
 

63.4 48.1 84 
 

56.1 30.1 88.9 
 

Fringe 60.8 46.3 81 
 

45 39.3 89.5 
 

53.2 18.8 92.9 
 

Isolated 29.5 0 84.2 
 

8.7 22.7 84.1 
 

-140.6 0 73.4 
 

Urban 
% Empty land withing 
borders 

44.9 23.5 67.8 
 

46.8 27.1 63.3 
 

40.7 21.5 57.7 
 

Fringe 62.6 44.3 77.7 
 

55.5 34.4 76.5 
 

55.6 44.6 71.2 
 

Isolated 72.4 63.2 87.6 
 

70.1 57.5 85.9 
 

72.7 60.5 88.7 
 

 

 

Enclave 

Enclaves is the smallest group. In contrast to fortress cities, many of them are not only urban, 

they are entirely embedded within central cities (i.e. surrounded by the central city) or within the 

densest parts of the urban region. They also tend to be larger – it is the category that includes the 

largest cities that are whiter than the region – and more diverse. The average diversity index is 

nearly 10 points higher than for fortress cities. The average value of 50 and third quartile value 

of 64 makes enclaves for more diverse than most cities in the country.  

Enclaves are different than other white cities in that they tend to have significant high-wage job 

centers. They have the highest ratio of jobs with college educated employees among white city 

categories and high median incomes. The significant commercial activity lessens the need to rely 

on residents for municipal income, which may explain why they also have the lowest growth rate 

of any group except source cities. It may also contribute to the lower ratio of white’s median 

incomes to that of the non-white group with the largest presence in the city. In other words, 

enclaves are more racially diverse but more economically competitive and, possibly, exclusive. 

In Los Angeles, the studio cities of Burbank and Culver City, are categorized as enclaves. They 

are more diverse than the nation, but still whiter than Los Angeles. Culver City, the most diverse 

(its index is 88), is 48% white, 9% black, 23% Latino, and 14% Asian. Burbank is not far behind 
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with an index of 70. Both cities have job-housing ratios over 4 and higher education jobs ratio of 

2 or more. They deviate from the picture painted so far in that their median income is closer to 

the bottom quartile of the category. Culver City has the higher median income at $72,000. 

Consistent with the narrative, however, their population growth was about 10% in 20 years. The 

cities are larger (Culver city has a population of 38 thousand and Burbank passed 100 thousand), 

but their growth hardly outpaced that of the City of Los Angeles.    

In addition to lower average growth rates, enclaves have a much smaller share of infill growth. 

Many include substantial vacant land that they can use for new housing development. Glendale 

to the east of Burbank combines a denser center with one of the most traditionally suburban areas 

in the Los Angeles region. The hilly area in the northern half of the city exemplify the kind of 

internal division that serves to segregate the city and restrict development on much of its land 

area. In such cases, the externality spillovers are not enough to generate demand from white 

people outside the boundaries. 

A small group of enclaves deviates substantially from this pattern, most of them in Texas. Cities 

like Bellaire in the middle of Houston, Texas contrast starkly with their surroundings and create 

weak externalities despite being highly exclusive and wealthy. This group of enclaves highlights 

the tenuous balance of externalities. Bellaire should behave much like Beverly Hills in Los 

Angeles, as a buffered city. It is close to the whitest section of central Houston. Its neighbor, 

West University Place is equally affluent and, together, they make up a sizeable population over 

30,000 and a sizeable employment center. The area surrounding the two municipalities is whiter 

than the regions but does not form a continuous buffer. In addition to the lack of traditional 

zoning in Houston, the lack of geographic restrictions on developments like the hills in Beverly 

Hills may contribute to the reliance on boundaries to segregate. 
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Buffered 

Urban buffered cities is the largest group both numerically and in terms of population. Buffered 

cities have the lowest, although still significant, difference in composition compared to the 

regional average. The gap between the buffered cities and their neighbor is usually only as large 

as that between their buffer and the surrounding area. The average composition of the buffer 

around most cities was significantly whiter than the regional average, but in a handful of cases 

the difference was smaller and even absent. I included cities where the buffer was no different 

than the regional average in this category. Like enclaves, many buffered cities are in the middle 

of or adjacent to the central city, Beverly Hills and West Hollywood being two examples 

previously mentioned.  

Buffered cities stand out for having the fastest growth rate and highest share of empty land 

within their boundaries. This combination points to two mechanisms integral to creating buffers. 

Hoarding land artificially restricts development and concentrates development in one area of the 

city. This means that people who might have wanted to move inside the city are either excluded 

or find it more advantageous to locate just outside the boundary where positive externalities are 

the highest. This is likely to be especially salient where externalities are associated with job 

centers or whiteness.  

Beverly Hills is likely a combination of both reasons. It offers access to a large employment 

concentration and a wealthy, white area in the middle of a majority-minority city. As noted, 

Beverly Hills benefits from limited supply of land which constrains growth to the area to the 

south of the city where jobs happen to be concentrated.      

While the highest population growth rates are from small towns that grew several times their size 

in two decades, the most dramatic cases are sunbelt cities that went from mid-sized to large 
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cities. Peoria and Gilbert in the Phoenix region added over 170,000 people between them. Along 

with Scottsdale, these cities stand out as among the least diverse for their size. Their growth is 

mostly associated with the influx of older residents who are attracted to the large concentration 

of white people these cities create.  

Not all large, high growth, buffered cities are destinations for retirees. Murrieta and Temecula to 

the southeast of Los Angeles added 130,000 people in 20 years. These cities have sizeable 

employment centers, but they are mostly commuter suburb that benefit from being ideally placed 

to give convenient access to all major Southern California urban centers. Like the retirement 

communities of Arizona, however, the main reason these cities create spillovers is that, despite 

high growth, demand outstrips their capacity. They are in many ways the new destinations of 

white flight.  

Conclusion 

Municipalities, like neighborhoods, generate externalities from the uses the concentrate and the 

balance of exclusion and inclusion they strike. Unlike neighborhoods, municipalities have 

authority over boundaries and the land within them. In theory, their police power to regulate land 

use should make their ability to exclude far more predictable than neighborhoods within a city; 

yet, that is not the case (W. A. Fischel 2015). This paper developed a theory based on exclusion 

externalities to explain why some municipalities are more exclusionary than others and the 

consequences for their neighbors. Exclusion externalities are the product of a racialized system 

of land use regulation that created a lasting association between whiteness and wealth and 

property values. The logic of redlining has hardly subsided and white and wealthy is still the 

greatest predictor of housing demand and opportunity and, therefore, the greatest source of 

positive externalities.  
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Historical trajectories and underlying physical geography play an important role in shaping 

exclusionary zoning. Cities that concentrate positive externalities because they were created as 

exclusionary suburban enclaves or that benefited from their coastal or hillside location to make 

them land-constrained destinations without peers have the greatest incentives and capacity to 

exclude. I showed that they create externality spillovers that often transcend their boundaries. 

The spillovers make cities and neighborhoods that would otherwise be as diverse as the region 

they are in whiter.  

The origins of exclusion in historical idiosyncrasies and physical geography make it difficult to 

overcome. Cities like Beverly Hills and Newport Beach can argue that they have already reached 

capacity and have no room to add affordable housing. However, they have no authority over the 

externalities they create. The buffers outside their boundaries are space of greater diversity and 

potential integration (Chapter 1). The predictability their municipal autonomy does create makes 

the diversity outside their boundaries more stable. White people have a level of certainty that the 

municipality will continue to be mostly white. In regions where comparable stability comes at 

the cost of locating in a distant suburb, such exclusion externalities may generate considerable 

tolerance for diversity and provide opportunities to expand its reach through densification, for 

example.  

This is a model that many enclave municipalities where exclusion externalities operate within 

their boundaries have adopted. Cities like Pasadena, Burbank, and Culver City have allowed 

some intensification of land use and adopted inclusionary zoning practices that brings a mix of 

people without touching their suburban areas. The growth they have allowed is hardly enough in 

a region with a housing deficit as large as Los Angeles, but it shows that externalities create a 

sizeable capacity for diversity that moves suburbs away from the “Suburban Lifestyle Dream.” 
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Many of the possibilities of using externalities to balance the exclusion that generates them in the 

first place will require further research to substantiate systematically. The classification I 

developed in this paper is a first step and will benefit from refinements and extensions. The 

sample only includes incorporated cities and counties. The census also includes census 

designated places (CDP) as important units. While I excluded this unit because it has no legal 

status and changes boundaries often, the CDP provide a way of refining the classification of 

boundaries for cities outside the urban core. The boundary classification for cities that are 

surrounded by county land averaged the difference over the entire perimeter, which may 

overlook important differences for larger cities. Expanding the classification to CDP may also 

help better understand regions like Atlanta or Washington DC where most of the population lives 

outside incorporated places.   

Furthermore, the data is mostly based on boundary segments that are aggregated to the city level. 

The boundary segments themselves are pertinent units of analysis. For example, it may be that in 

cases like Torrance or Manhattan Beach, the feature of interest is not their general relationship to 

the surrounding cities, but the one boundary they share with adjacent highly segregated cities. 

Treating boundaries as units would allow for the more systematic analysis of some variables that 

lost significance when averaged and that were excluded from the final analysis. The road 

network, for example, may be well connected on average for a city, but for the one boundary that 

matters, the one separating a mostly white city from a majority-minority city next to it, it could 

be completely disconnected. Physical barrier may also work more directly as exclusionary tools. 

Separations by large infrastructure, like main arteries and freeways, act as potent separations 

between neighborhood (Grannis, 1999, 2008; Roberto and Hwang, 2017, Ananat, 2011). The 
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same way such massive infrastructure or difficult to cross obstacles fracture cities internally, they 

may impose hard divisions between cities. 
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Chapter 3: Why do neighborhoods diversify more gradually in Los Angeles 

than Miami? Tolerance by necessity and self-segregation in large urban 

regions.   

 

The case for neighborhood racial integration is simple to make. The history of institutional and 

informal racial segregation scarred American society, privileging White people at the expense of 

indigenous, Black, Latino, and Asian people. Systematic exclusion created disparities in health, 

education, and wealth that were embedded in space and ensured their reproduction to this day 

(Darity 2005; Sharkey 2013). The share of poor people living in neighborhoods of concentrated 

poverty has increased since the 2000s (Iceland and Hernandez 2017) and growing inequality 

within groups has made it more difficult for poor people to access more privileged 

neighborhoods (Kochhar and Fry 2014). Because racial segregation is the source of so many ills, 

integration is a potent remedy (Anderson 2010).  

While the case for integration is clear, how to promote it and in what form is more complicated. 

Integration is a platform for racial equality, but equality should not be conditional on integration, 

especially when it only exist as the result of policy incentives (Goetz 2018). The difference 

between neighborhood diversity and integration is consequential. Diversification is merely the 

mixing of people from different background. Integration implies a reciprocal recognition of 

belonging in which all citizens’ preferences have equal right to recognition and every person has 

access to the same opportunities (Ruiz-Tagle 2013). The diversification of the most advantaged 

neighborhoods, which tend to be mostly white, is, however, a necessary step towards integration, 

just not an automatic transition.  
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This paper examines the process of diversification as an important first step toward integration. I 

focus on the diversification of white neighborhoods because they have benefited most 

systematically from residential segregation. They also were, until 1990, the most common and 

most homogenous neighborhoods. I further focus on gradual diversification, change in 

neighborhood composition that occurred slowly over a period of two decades between 1990 and 

2010 because the volatility of diversity is the main obstacle to realizing the benefits of 

integration. If diversity only emerges ephemerally when a neighborhood transitions from being 

mostly white to mostly people of color, integration will remain elusive.   

Neighborhood characteristics – its housing stock, initial ethnoracial composition, and location – 

contribute to how likely it is to diversify and at what pace. Before a neighborhood can diversify, 

however, the city in which it is located must diversify. The theoretical framework for the paper 

combines regional and neighborhood variables to create a multilevel process of neighborhood 

diversification.  

The Miami and Los Angeles urban regions illustrate the magnitude of differences in the pace of 

diversification and the interplay of neighborhood and regional trends. The percent of White 

people who lived in neighborhoods that gradually diversified between 1990 and 2010 was 20% 

in Miami; in Los Angeles it was 46%. Both regions lost a significant number of white people 

since 1990. While the two regions are about one third non-Hispanic white and 40% Hispanic or 

Latino, Los Angeles is about 14% Asian and 7% black, Miami is 20% black and 2% Asian. One 

possible explanation is that neighborhood demographics and social stratification explain most of 

the difference. White people’s greater avoidance of black people increases segregation, which is, 

indeed, higher in Miami, and reduces the possibility of lasting diversity.  
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In additions to race, patterns of urban development mold and may counter segregation. If land 

supply, for example, constrains urban expansion, people have little choice but to live in what 

neighborhood they can afford, and composition becomes secondary to affordability. Both Miami 

and Los Angeles are severely land constrained and have some of the most restrictive urban 

development regulations (Gyourko, Hartley, and Krimmel 2019; Saiz 2010). Miami, however, 

has a significantly larger white population over 65 and its urban area has grown about twice as 

rapidly as Los Angeles. Segregation in these newer urban developments is also about twice as 

high in Miami as it is in Los Angeles’s areas of urban expansion. Consequently, nearly one in six 

white persons in Miami lives in a neighborhood where most residents are over 55 years old and 

white. In contrast, the equivalent figure in Los Angeles is about 3% of the white population. In 

other words, Miami has more opportunities for white avoidance of diversity and Los Angeles 

requires of its residents a degree of tolerance if they are to stay in the region.  

I use a multilevel statistical analysis of neighborhoods nested within regions to disentangle the 

interaction between the kind of neighborhood and regional factors Miami and Los Angeles 

illustrate. The data include a sample of about 50,000 tracts in 79 large urban regions. The regions 

are a cross-section of the United States in terms of geographical location and diversity.   

The results support both mechanisms highlighted. Larger shares of black people at the local and 

regional levels reduce the odds neighborhoods diversified gradually. There is considerable 

endogeneity in this relationship. Many regions where Black people are the main non-white 

group, have had stagnant growth. The lack of economic growth has created few opportunities to 

remake entrenched segregation patterns. In such regions, homogenous neighborhoods dominate. 

On the other hand, rapid population growth usually includes large influx of Latino and Asian 

immigrant which has contributed to the remaking of segregation patterns and creation of new 
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ones. In many cases, growth mixed with urban expansion created new segregation and transitory 

diversity dominates.  

The variables that tamper the surge in segregation in expanding cities are a larger supply of 

diverse high-opportunity neighborhoods and limited new urban development. Results point to 

stable diversity thriving not in the newer neighborhoods where people of color can find 

opportunities away from stigmatized central cities but in central and suburban neighborhoods 

where rental housing dominates, and highly educated people live despite higher poverty rate. 

They are, in other words, neighborhood where people can live within cities that are increasingly 

unaffordable.  

Neighborhood diversification and its origins 

Until the explosion of research on diversification in the 21st century, diversity was considered a 

transitory state between white segregation and, for the most part, black segregation. Much 

research worked off the assumption that once the proportion of people of color reached a 

threshold, the neighborhood would ‘tip’ toward complete transition (Blair 2017; Card, Mas, and 

Rothstein 2008; Schelling 1971). This mechanism was pervasive from the early days of Fair 

Housing Act of 1968 to the 1990s (Sampson 2012).  

Some things did change in the aftermath of the Act. Black people who moved to regions with no 

large scale segregation, created newly diverse neighborhoods that remained diverse (Sander, 

Kucheva, and Zasloff 2018). An non-negligible number of neighborhoods failed to tip and 

supported long-term diversity as early as the 1980s (Ellen 2000; Nyden, Maly, and Lukehart 

1997).  
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Since, the number of lastingly diverse neighborhoods – places where at least two groups have 

sizeable presence and the composition remains balanced for more than a decade – has increased 

considerably and increased in complexity (Bader and Warkentien 2016; Delmelle 2017). The 

increasing complexity international migrant flows created translated to research designs 

classifications spanning dozens of permutations and conceptualization of diversity. This section 

reviews the existing literature on diversification and theories that explain where persistent 

diversity emerges.  

What is neighborhood diversity? 

While there is a consensus that diversity has increased in the United States, there is much less 

agreement on how to measure it (Stepinski and Dmowska 2019; Wright et al. 2020). Most 

studies of diversity frame it in opposition to segregation. Common measures of segregation like 

the dissimilarity index are based on evenness, the degree to which each neighborhood mirrors the 

composition of the region (Roberto 2015). Neighborhoods that lack diversity (i.e. all residents 

are the same ethnicity or race), thus, contribute to higher overall segregation and neighborhoods 

where all groups are represented in the same proportion as the region lower segregation. Under 

this conception, however, neighborhoods can contribute to both segregation and diversity 

(Holloway, Wright, and Ellis 2012). For example, a neighborhood that is 75% White, 10% 

Asian-American, and 15% Latino may appear diverse, but in the Los Angeles region, it 

contributes to segregation.  

 

 

 



78 

 

Table 10. Summary of studies of diversity and their empirical approach. Representative sample of 

different approaches that focus on the tract as the unit of analysis. The methods are ordered from the most 

straightforward and transparent to the most sophisticated and abstract methods. 

Method Illustrative studies Empirical 
measure 

Method Limitations 

Group count  Alba et al (1995); 
Denton and 
Massey(1991); Fong 
and Gulia (2000) 

Population count 
for mutually 
exclusive groups 

Set threshold above 
which a group is 
considered present in 
the neighborhood (e.g. 
30 black residents) to 
create typology 

Highly dependent on 
context and does not 
control for population 
size of unit  

Neighborhood 
share of group 
relative to global 
reference 

Logan and Zhang 
(2010); Maly (2000) 

% of mutually 
exclusive groups 
in the 
neighborhood 
and at reference 
level (e.g. 
nationally or 
regionally) 

Establish relationship 
between neighborhood 
and reference level so 
that group must have 
x% of reference group 
level to have presence. 

Standard for inclusion 
can change rapidly 
when population in 
reference group grows 
(e.g. Latino- and Asian-
Americans in the US) 

Neighborhood 
share of group 

Bader and 
Warkentien(2016); 
Ellen (2000); 
Fasenfest, Booza, 
and Metzger(2004); 
Hall et al. (2016); 
Poulsen, Johnston, 
and Forrest (2002) 

% share of 
mutually 
exclusive groups 
in neighborhood 

Set a constant level 
above which a group is 
present or use change 
in share over time or 
across space  

Difficult to capture 
complexity of 
neighborhoods. Relies 
on arbitrary cutoffs. 

Indexes of 
diversity  

Ellis et al (2018); 
Farrell and Lee 
(2011); Holloway et 
al. (2012); Sander et 
al. (2018). Walker 
(2018) 

Scaled entropy  
Sampson/ 
Herfindahl index 

Index based on the 
relative share of each 
group so that the higher 
the index the more even 
the distribution of 
groups within the 
neighborhood 

Does not differentiate 
source of diversity (i.e. 
which group contribute 
the most). Also relies 
on arbitrary cutoffs. 
Change over time is 
unclear.  

Cluster-based 
analysis 

Clark et al, (2015); 
Delmelle (2017); Li 
and Xie (2018); Wei 
and Knox (2014) 

Classification of 
neighborhood 
types based on 
shared 
attributes.  

Grouping of 
neighborhoods based 
on multiple variables 
using a method that 
minimizes the 
differences among 
group members.  

No information about 
actual composition of 
neighborhood. 
Tendency to overlook 
important categories. 
Data dictates structure 
of diversity.  

 

At issue is that diversity tends to be measured at the neighborhood level while segregation is at 

the regional level. Segregation measures provide a broad overview of regional patterns. 

Neighborhood diversity aims to establish whether a neighborhood is diverse or not. There is no 

set standard for what to consider diverse. Table 10 summarizes the main approaches researchers 

have developed and illustrates the full range of standards in existence. 
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The focus on the magnitude of diversity, how diverse neighborhoods are, leads to a focus on 

questions about the prevalence of diversity. Most studies in Table 10 do just that. They count 

how many diverse neighborhoods there are and compare trends over time and across regions. 

This is a useful strand of research because it highlights patterns that research on segregation 

neglects. It shows that despite persistent segregation, neighborhoods are far more diverse than 

regional indexes would suggest.  

However, it also leads to narrow analysis. For example, studies of neighborhood diversity failed 

to establish why the presence of more groups in balance is preferable to only two groups being 

present. For example, neighborhoods that are 60% white and 40% black in Memphis (which was 

63% black and 27% white in 2010) may have greater significance than a neighborhood that is 

60% white, 25% Asian and 15% Latino in Los Angeles, yet the latter would be considered more 

diverse.  

The best way to define diversity is with reference to the question motivating the study of this 

complex phenomenon. This work focuses on the diversification of white neighborhoods. I 

combine Ellen’s (2000) and Anderson’s (2010) frameworks and hypothesize that durable 

diversification is preferable and that some benefits accrue to neighborhoods and regions 

regardless of who is present. I privilege more modest levels of diversity, regardless of 

composition, over higher levels of diversity.   

Where does diversification happen? Theoretical approaches 

The origins of diversification in a city and neighborhood are mostly idiosyncratic and 

endogenous. Rapid neighborhood change, for example, tends to be part of a self-fulfilling 

process (Ellis, Wright, Fiorio, et al. 2018; Card, Mas, and Rothstein 2008). Homeowners, who 

have high stake in the quality of their neighborhood as the main determinant of housing value, 
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see change, especially in racial composition, as an indicator that the neighborhood is declining 

(Ellen 2000). This process, however, depends on the regional diversity (i.e. the potential for 

neighborhood diversification), which itself is the result of historical contingencies (Leah Platt 

Boustan 2016; Sander, Kucheva, and Zasloff 2018). 

The initial location of diversification is exceedingly difficult to predict. Los Angeles, for 

example, was extremely segregated in the first half of the 20th century (Robinson 2010), many 

neighborhoods had people of color present. The 1940 Census shows that Beverly Hills had one 

of the highest Black population outside Black segregated neighborhoods because of the number 

of domestic workers leaving on premises. Separating the presence of Black people based on 

social segregation (segregation based on the enforcement of strict hierarchy) and spatial 

segregation requires smaller scale qualitative knowledge of places and detailed historical data 

unavailable at a large scale (Grigoryeva and Ruef 2015; J. Logan 2017).  Explaining the origins 

of diversifications is, therefore, an exercise best approached with historical methods. 

Rather than explaining the origins of diversification, then, most studies focus on explaining 

changes in patterns of diversity. The timing nonetheless matters because the regional context 

changed dramatically throughout the 20th century. Post-1970, diversification was gradual and 

inconsequential enough for existing residents in cities without large communities of color, absent 

large ethnic white presence, and institutional anchors (e.g. large university or military presence) 

that it did not lead to flight (Farrell and Lee 2018; Sander, Kucheva, and Zasloff 2018). In most 

cases, however, the 1970s were the height of white flight. Suburbs had never been so accessible 

thanks to decreasing transportation cost and decentralization of employment. Central cities were 

in crisis.  
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1990 serves as a useful reference point because it marks the beginning of the urban resurgence in 

the United States. Multiple trajectories of urban development emerged. Superstar global cities 

internalized much of their growth in the form of real estate capital that incentivized residents to 

restrict further development (Gyourko, Mayer, and Sinai 2013; Modai-Snir and van Ham 2018). 

Physical geography often exacerbates constraints (Saiz 2010). In such cities, higher cost of 

housing created large scale exclusion but also opportunities for diversification.  Higher income 

people face were restricted housing option and many moved to lower income communities of 

color (i.e. gentrification) but also to neighborhoods that may have transitioned otherwise and, 

instead, remained diverse.  

In declining and shrinking cities, neighborhoods were less likely to change. White and Black 

people are less likely to move into diverse neighborhoods where regional segregation is high, 

manufacturing dominates the economy, and white ethnic identification is strong, all 

characteristics that correlate with older urban centers (Sander, Kucheva, and Zasloff 2018; 

Crowder, Pais, and South 2012). The patterns developed in the 1970s congealed with few 

opportunities to reverse them.   

Some regions grew rapidly without becoming superstar cities. They are regions that attracted 

lower value industries, catered to an older population, and have a far shorter history of urban 

growth, most of them in the southwest and south of the United States. Older people are more 

likely to be used to all white neighborhoods and bring with them the capital to choose to 

continue living in a community that caters to this preference (N. Denton 2010). Uninhibited 

urban growth provides many opportunities for people of color to buy homes in new 

neighborhoods that lack pre-existing reputation and create opportunities for greater diversity 

(Crowder, Pais, and South 2012; Pfeiffer 2012; Krysan and Crowder 2017).  However, the 
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opportunities new housing creates are contingent on the type of housing. Suburban (i.e. distant 

from urban centers and low density) developments increase the cost of housing for lower income 

residents substantially and are less likely to be diverse. 

Long term regional development trajectories feed into neighborhoods. Independent of regional 

growth history, place stratification, a theory that derives from social stratification and racial 

threat theory, creates patterns of avoidance that structure the region (Ellis, Wright, Holloway, et 

al. 2018; Farrell and Lee 2018; Pais, South, and Crowder 2012). Basically, people will avoid 

Black people more systematically than any other racial group. Extension of this theory gave rise 

to the buffer hypothesis. Diversity is more likely to persist in areas with a larger Asian and 

Latino population who can act as buffers to the racial threat Black people pose (Frey and Farley 

1996; Zhang and Logan 2016; Hall, Tach, and Lee 2016). 

Place stratification is the result of repeated choices by people who sort into neighborhoods that 

concentrate advantage and disadvantage. The persistent inequality between white and black 

neighborhoods is in part the result of the choice Black people face between living in a white 

community that may be hostile to them and an accepting community at the cost of opportunities. 

In highly segregated regions, this choice is pervasive and income does little to counter it 

(Aliprantis, Carroll, and Young 2019). Greater neighborhood diversity has the potential to make 

this choice obsolete by providing a wider range of neighborhood options that offer both 

community and opportunities (Lee 2018).  

Like diversification itself, the emergence of high-opportunity neighborhoods of color is likely to 

be idiosyncratic. The presence of large army bases and other government institutions, for 

example, is linked to more widespread diversity and racial equality (Farrell and Lee 2018). More 
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generally, the economic structure of the region, the supply of high paying jobs at all qualification 

levels, is likely to play an outsized role, but lies beyond the scope of this paper.  

In sum, neighborhood diversification responds to wide array of regional changes. The last 

element is how neighborhood attributes absorb this change. Neighborhoods that are mostly rental 

housing have greater flexibility in accommodating diverse populations. They lack reluctant 

homeowners who see diversification as a risk to housing values (Ellen 2000). There is, therefore, 

an indeterminate relationship between overall housing stock and neighborhood housing. Newer 

construction in the late 20th century focused on single-family homes for owner-occupation. 

While these neighborhoods provide ownership opportunities for people of color, it clashes with 

the preferences of white homeowners. However, suburban rental markets have also expanded 

substantially and provide an attractive alternative for younger people and foster diversity 

(Walker 2018).  

Data and Methods 

Data 

The data include all Census Tract from a sample of 79 urban regions. The sample includes all 

Combined Statistical Areas (CSA) and Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSA) that are not part of 

CSAs with a total population over 500,000 and where the main urbanized area is greater than 

200,000, both in 1990 (see Appendix A for details on the regional sample). Tract data comes 

from the Longitudinal Tract Data Base (LTDB) which provides reliable neighborhood data 

harmonized to the same geography (J. R. Logan, Stults, and Xu 2016).  

While the Census Tract is a common neighborhood unit because it is designed to be consistent in 

population size (around 4,000 people on average), this requirement means that tracts can be very 

large in low-density urban areas. The smallest 10% of tracts have area smaller than 0.6km2 and 
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the largest have area over 56km2, nearly 100 times larger. This is a problem for measuring 

diversity because the aggregation of two highly segregated communities within the same large 

tract will average to a diverse composition. While small-scale segregation is still a concern in 

dense areas, physical separation is no longer an issue.  

I refine the definition of neighborhood and complement its attributes with block data from the 

National Historical Geographic Information System (NHGIS) (Manson et al. 2017). Measures of 

population-weighted density (as a measure of compactness of development within large tracts) 

and segregation within the tract provide a way to exclude neighborhoods whose diversity is 

purely the result of aggregation.  

The data span the period from 1990 to 2010. This choice of period is imposed in part by the data. 

The census created a tract database with universal coverage for the first time in 1990. As such, 

large swaths of urban regions are missing for data dating back to 1980 and 1970. Block data are 

not available at all for earlier decades. I include data from 1970 and 1980 when available to 

extend the trajectory of neighborhoods backward and glean more information about them.  

1990 also has substantive meaning. While 1970 was a consequential as the first decade since 

landmark Civil Rights legislation were implemented, diversification accelerated in the 1990s. 

The United States begun a period of relaxation of immigration laws that stretched from 1965 (the 

Hart-Cellar Act) to 1988. Immigration ticked up gradually during this period so that cities 

beyond traditional gateway cities (e.g., Los Angeles, Miami, New York) experienced surges in 

immigrant populations starting 1980s and 1990s. Furthermore, the process of urbanization was 

different in the decades of 1970 and 1980 and post-1990. The post-1990 era of urbanization was 

the period of fastest urban growth in US history (Bretagnolle et al. 2015). In contrast to the 

previous two decades, some regions surged ahead boosted by post-industrialist economic growth 
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while regions that de-industrialized fell further behind. This created a dynamic of competition 

that is central to the main hypothesis driving this paper.  

Measuring Ethnoracial diversification 

Among the many measures of neighborhood diversity, the entropy-based method and simple 

share of group are the most common for using neighborhoods as the unit of analysis. The entropy 

measure emphasizes the balance between groups and is best suited for studying how diversity 

relates to segregation (Holloway, Wright, and Ellis 2012). It is less well suited to studying 

change. The index value is the same for a wide range of composition. For example, Brooklyn 

Park, MN and Duarte, CA have identical index, yet, Brooklyn Park was 50% white, 24% black, 

and 15% Asian; Duarte was 48% Hispanic, 27% white, and 16 % Asian in 2010 (Farrell and Lee 

2018). Specifying the largest group in a neighborhood reduces this variation without eliminating 

it (see Appendix B). Consequently, studies of change based on the entropy index have looked at 

a change in type rather than pace of change (Ellis, Wright, Fiorio, et al. 2018).  

The share of white people in the neighborhood is the relevant variable for studying the 

diversification of majority white neighborhoods. The entropy index offers little added benefits to 

a straightforward measure of change over time; the correlation between change in the index 

value between 1990 and 2010 and change in percent white is 87%.  

I track the rate of change simply by classifying neighborhoods based on their initial diversity and 

rate of change. I separate neighborhoods between those which were virtually all-white in 1990 

(above 90% white) and those that had already diversified (between 40% and 90% white). While 

much of the literature uses 80% white as a cutoff for what is considered diverse, I choose 90% 

because in 1990 most neighborhoods were above that threshold (Figure 9).  
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Lumping all neighborhoods above an 80% cutoff as white overlooks an important stage in the 

diversification process. The transition from very little diversity to noticeable diversity (i.e. from 

above 90% to below 90% but above 80%) is consequential. Close to 80% of the neighborhoods 

that underwent this gradual transition between 1970 and 1990 continued to diversify gradually 

from 1990 to 2010. The split at such a high representation of white residents also enables the 

analysis on a subset of neighborhoods that were virtually identical in racial composition in 1990 

(i.e., prior diversification is not a factor).  

After separating neighborhoods based on their initial composition, I classify them based on how 

rapidly they diversified. I follow Ellen’s (Ellen 2000) rule of no more than a 10 percent point 

decrease in a decade as signifying relative stability. Therefore, neighborhoods that decreased by 

less than 10 percent in each successive decade are considered stable and those that decreased 

more rapidly are considered rapidly diversifying.  

In addition, neighborhoods where most of the white population lived in blocks that were over 

90% white were recoded as white because the neighborhood’s diversity was only a result of 

aggregation of otherwise highly segregated areas (often in low density areas). I further 

distinguish between neighborhoods where white people remained the largest group and those that 

became plural or majority-minority. To avoid ambiguity in the terminology, I refer to these 

neighborhoods as transitioning. I obtain six categories following these rules, which are 

summarized in Table 11.  
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Figure 9. Percent of tracts within categories based on the share of white people for each decade. The 

categories for the top decile (90 to 100% white) is isolated to show the high concentration of tracts at the 

upper end of the distribution.  
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Table 11. Summary of classification method for neighborhood trajectories. 

 
% White 1990 % White 2010 Change in % white Additional rules 

Stable White (W1) > 90% > 90% NA 
>50% of neighborhood 
population in blocks >90% white 

Gradually 
diversifying White 
(W2) > 90% 40%<x<90% <10 pp per decade 

 

Rapidly diversifying 
White (W3) > 90% 40%<x<90% >10 pp per decade 

 

     
Gradually 
diversifying (D1) 40%<x<90% 40%<x<90% <10 pp per decade 

 
Rapidly diversifying 

(D2) 40%<x<90% 40%<x<90% >10 pp per decade 
 

Transitioning (D3) 40%<x<90% <40% NA 
 

     

Absent White <40% <40% NA 
 

  

Neighborhood and Regional Characteristics 

Most of the variables were extracted directly from the LTDB database and represent the 

characteristics of neighborhoods in 1990. Measures of neighborhood change in share of white 

people, diversity, and opportunity provide a test of the salience of information. Change is 

measured between 1970 and 1990. I use the entropy-based diversity index to measure 

contemporary composition. I add the share of recent immigrants (fewer than 10 years in the 

country) as a population with distinct locational patterns. I reproduce Aliprantis’s (2019) 

measure of neighborhood opportunity as the first factor score in the principal component analysis 

of unemployment, share single-parent households, poverty rate, share with high-school and 

college degree. I also include a measure of local segregation based on all blocks within 1km of 

the tract boundary.   
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I test for the buffer effect by including a categorical variable that classifies each neighborhood 

based on the first group to establish a presence in the neighborhood (at least 5% of the 

population) or, if more than one group was already present at the onset of the neighborhood, the 

largest group.  

The share of homeowners, college-educated residents, housing older than 30 years old, and 

density allow for an overview of the neighborhood context beyond demographics and 

opportunity. I also include measures of distance to the urban fringe (defined as the distance to the 

urban area border) and to the closest majority people of color neighborhood. Because distance to 

the urban fringe can go two ways, I include a dummy variable interaction to indicate if the 

neighborhood is inside the urban area or outside.  

At the regional level, I include the mean level of all neighborhood variables. I also add some 

variables that the neighborhood characteristics do not capture. The supply of high-quality 

neighborhoods that have at least 20% people of color provides a measure of choice for people of 

color. As noted above, given the choice between homophily and neighborhood quality, many 

people will sacrifice the latter. A high supply of neighborhoods that combine the two makes 

further diversification more likely. I follow Aliprantis et al (2019) and rank the neighborhoods 

nationally based on their score. If a neighborhood is in the top half and has at least 20% people 

of color, it is counted as a high-quality neighborhood. I then divide the number of high-quality 

tracts in the region by 4000 (the approximate average tract size) to give a measure of regional 

supply.  

The ratio of regional median income to home values provides one measure of regional constraint. 

Regions with higher values have tighter housing markets and fewer options for people moving 

in. There is also a higher cost to moving within the region so that if a neighborhood is 
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diversifying, moving to a different neighborhood with a higher share of white people may be 

prohibitively expensive, especially in highly diverse regions where the supply of mostly white 

neighborhoods is dwindling.  

Urban development could promote diverse neighborhoods or prevent them. The development of 

new neighborhoods is an opportunity for families of color to move with no reputation and, often, 

a cheaper housing market (Pais, South, and Crowder 2012; Pfeiffer 2012). New urban 

development, however, are often exclusive. Many are targeted at specific population (e.g. aging) 

or are low-cost refuge for working class people (Durst 2017). The degree of new urban 

development is difficult to predict. It is imperfectly related to available land and past population 

growth. I, therefore, use the combination of population growth and share of the population 

growth in existing urban areas between 1990 and 2010.  

Urban expansion is difficult to measure because a region may lose population while gaining 

population in its suburb. I use a measure of shifting population to the newly urbanized area to 

measure urban expansion as the difference of gains in existing and newly urbanized areas 

normalized to the regional population. Newly urbanized areas are block that were empty in 1990 

and gained population by 2010. I use the block crosswalk from NHGIS to standardize 1990 

block population to 2010 geography. A high ratio indicates cities that continued to gain 

population more rapidly in existing urban areas than in the peripheries. The ratio cannot 

distinguish between regions with a low value because they shrunk (e.g. Buffalo) and those that 

expanded extremely rapidly (Las Vegas). I therefore use an interaction term in the analysis to 

separate the two types of growth.    

Modelling approach 
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Diversification is a combination of regional and neighborhood characteristics. I use a multilevel 

approach to test both sets of characteristics together. I center all neighborhood-level variables to 

their regional mean (i.e. subtract the regional mean from the neighborhood value) and 

reintroduce the regional mean as a separate variable. This has the effect of estimating the 

influence of the neighborhood characteristics net of the regional difference. For example, the 

variable for neighborhood quality is separated between the neighborhood effect and the influence 

that comes from the variation between regions in the average neighborhood quality. I introduce 

regional variables that are not captured by the regional means of neighborhood variables. All 

regional-level variables are centered at the national mean.  

To test the relationship to different neighborhood trajectories, I define a set of three binary 

variables that represent different types of relationships:   

• white neighborhoods that gradually diversified vs those that remained white  

• white neighborhoods that gradually diversified vs those that diversified rapidly 

• diverse neighborhoods that gradually diversified vs those that diversified rapidly 

A logistic regression is appropriate for the binary nature of the dependent variable. As such, the 

coefficients are exponentiated to give a measure of the change in the odds of a neighborhood 

gradually diversifying in response to an increase of one unit. I divide the coefficients by 10 

because nearly all the independent variables range from 0 to 1 and are centered. Therefore, the 

final interpretation is the effect of a 10-percentage point increase from the mean.  

Results 

A growing presence 
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The rapid growth in immigration and urbanization (concentrated in the largest regions) in the 

1990s ushered dramatic changes for white neighborhoods. Figure 10 shows that the share of 

tracts between 40% and 90% white increased every decade and in 2010, their share in the sample 

of region reached 53%, up from 23% in 1970. While neighborhoods that were over 90% white 

were at least twice as common as any other type of neighborhood in 1990, there were more 

neighborhoods between 60% and 80% white by 2010. Table 12 shows the share of 

neighborhoods that changed categories from 1970 to 2010. Only 17% of white neighborhoods in 

1970 remained so in 2010. The table breaks down change into two time periods to show that the 

nature of transitions changed. From 1970 to 1990, increases in the share white was more 

common. For example, 7% of neighborhoods between 60% and 80% white in 1970 were over 

90% white by 1990. In part, this reflects the nature of the data. Many tracts had small allocated 

population to normalize them to 2010 geography, which had the effect of inflating the magnitude 

of relative change.  
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Table 12. Percent of tracts in each bin at the beginning of each decade and end of the period of study. 

Each cells shows the percent of all tracts in that trajectory such that the diagonal are tracts that did not 

change status. Tracts may have changed in the interim period. See Figure 10 for full trajectories. 

 
 90-100 80-90 60-80 40-60 20-40 0-20 

1970-
1990 

90-100 46.3 21.5 16.6 7.1 4.5 3.9 

80-90 15.1 20.6 28 14.7 9.8 11.9 

60-80 7.2 14.1 21.5 18.1 14.8 24.4 

40-60 1.1 4.6 11.1 16 20.2 47 

20-40 0.7 0.2 2.9 4.7 18.1 73.4 

0-20 0.1 0.2 0.2 0.7 3.6 95.2 
 

       
 

 90-100 80-90 60-80 40-60 20-40 0-20 

1990-
2010 

90-100 40.6 35.2 19.9 3.3 0.7 0.3 

80-90 1.3 15 52.1 23.6 6.7 1.3 

60-80 0.3 2.6 24.7 36.7 27.5 8.3 

40-60 0.1 0.6 6 19.7 40.1 33.5 

20-40 0 0.1 2 7.9 24.1 65.8 

0-20 0 0 0.2 1.2 4.5 94 
 

       
 

 90-100 80-90 60-80 40-60 20-40 0-20 

1970-
2010 

90-100 17.1 19.9 24.6 14.5 11.2 12.7 

80-90 3.9 11.7 25.4 20.8 16 22.3 

60-80 1.5 8.3 21.1 17.6 17.1 34.5 

40-60 0.1 3.2 10.1 15.3 16.5 54.8 

20-40 0.2 0.8 4.2 8.3 13.7 72.8 

0-20 0 0.3 1.2 2.6 6 89.9 

 

Gradual diversification was the most common trajectory between 1990 and 2010. Figure 10 

shows the trajectory of every neighborhood from 1970 to 2010. The top panels are 

neighborhoods that were over 90% white in 1990 and the bottom row those that were between 

90% and 40% white in 1990.8 Slow diversification (Panel W2) resulting in neighborhoods that 

were still over 80% in 2010 was the most common trajectory. While not visible in this plot, 

 

8 This is a simplified taxonomy of change. It does not represent neighborhoods that were under 40% white from 1990 to 
2010 (about 15% of the sample) and those that had trajectories that did not fit the categories (less than 2% of the 
sample). Figure 1 in Appendix B shows plots for the full sample with further discussion of trajectories.  
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Table 12 showed that about 15% of neighborhoods that were between 80% and 90% white in 

1990 stayed so in 2010. As such, many neighborhoods in panel D1 were minimally diverse by 

today’s standard and remained so.  

Despite the preponderance of slow decrease in share white, this transition translates to significant 

changes toward greater diversity. Table 13 reports summary statistics of composition and 

diversity of each neighborhood trajectory. The percent white in W2 trajectory decreased slowly 

and remained high, but the diversity index shows a more pronounced shift beyond the threshold 

researchers have used to denote moderate diversity (Ellis, Wright, Holloway, et al. 2018). The 

average for individual group representation lends further evidence that diversification tends to be 

balanced between groups. The breakdown by region (not shown) confirms that this is not an 

artefact of averaging. Two or more groups tend to be equally represented in gradually 

diversifying neighborhoods (i.e. W2 and D1), regional diversity is low (e.g. Memphis where 

black and white people are 93% of the population).  
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Figure 10 Trajectory of census tracts by grouping from 1970 to 2010 classified according to their 1990 

composition. Red line is the average trend line. First row are tracts that were 90% or more white in 1990 

and diversified at different rates, from not at all (1) to rapid diversification (3). The second row shows the 

same trajectories for tracts that were diverse by 1990 (share white between 40% and 90%). Percentage is 

the share of included tracts that fall in this category. The average loss the average difference between the 

share white in 1970 and 2010. 

 

The diversity of different trajectories does not vary across regions beyond obvious differences in 

overall composition, but the distribution of trajectories does. I apply a similar method of 

classification to regions to highlight differences in the distribution. There is less variation across 

regions than among neighborhoods, thus giving rise to 4 main categories: slowly diversifying 

regions were more than 80% white in 1990 and 2010, gradually diversifying regions were more 

than 80% white in 1990 and the share of white people decreased by less than 15 percentage 

point, stable diverse regions were less than 80% white in 1990 and the share of white people 

changed by less than 20 percentage points, the share of white people in rapidly diversifying 
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regions decreased by more than 20 percentage point regardless of initial composition.  Figure 11 

shows the distribution of each neighborhood trajectory by regional type. The incidence of each 

trajectory is normalized by the total regional population divided by 4000, the average census 

tract population. The distribution of neighborhood trajectories follows roughly the regional 

trends. White, non-diversifying, neighborhoods dominate in slowly diversifying regions and 

gradually diversifying ones in stable diverse regions. 

Table 13. Summary Statistics for diversity and change in diversity. See table 2 for description of 

neighborhood trajectories. 

 

Neighborhoo
d Trajectories 

% white 
(1990) 

% white 
(2010) 

% black 
(1990) 

% black 
(2010) 

% 
Asian 
(1990) 

% 
Asian 
(2010) 

% 
Latino 
(1990) 

% 
Latino 
(2010) 

W1 97.22 93.59 0.91 1.67 0.6 1.47 1.04 2.59 

W2 94.34 83.9 2.14 5.52 1.31 3.84 1.86 5.79 

W3 93.72 65.19 2.62 15.46 1.26 5.93 2.05 12.35 

D1 74.86 71.07 16.81 14.5 3 5.78 4.49 7 

D2 80.41 55.19 9.93 19.64 3.1 7.5 5.77 16.16 

D3 63.47 25.79 22.05 40.45 3.53 6.65 10.16 26.01 

AW 24.6 19.99 58.78 57.27 2.38 3.3 13.45 18.38 

         

 

Diversity 
index 

(1990) 

Diversity 
index 

(2010) 

Diversity 
index (1990-

2010) 

Share 
of 

tracts     

W1 9.37 19.11 -9.74 22.41     

W2 16.65 37.45 -20.8 19.51     

W3 18.09 58.22 -40.13 5.83     

D1 42.1 52.25 -10.15 32.03     

D2 39.26 65.53 -26.28 12.57     

D3 52.32 62.84 -10.52 10.42     

AW 34.87 36.99 -2.12 14.22     
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Figure 11. Regional share of each type of neighborhood trajectory by regional trend. 

 

What sets neighborhoods on the path to stable diversity? 

Tables 14 and 15 reports the results of Bayesian estimation of the logistic regression using three 

sets of binary variables comparing neighborhood trajectories. Coefficients are exponentiated and, 

unless the variable is binary, divided by 10 to reflect 10 percentage point increase from the mean. 

The lower and upper bound values indicate the credible range of values within which 95% of 

estimates fell. Numbers larger than 1 are an increase in the odds a neighborhood diversified (e.g. 

1.5 would be 50% increase) and coefficient between 0 and 1 decreases in the odds. Ranges that 

include 1 are inconclusive. In every model the, coefficient greater than 1 favor gradual 

diversification.  

The variation in regional diversification is the principal driver of neighborhoods’ initial 

diversification. Consistent with the descriptive results, regional diversity has an outsized effect 
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on the odds that a neighborhood will diversify rather than stay white (Model 1). The only other 

significant regional factors are segregation and the mean distance from people of color majority 

neighborhood. The coefficient for distance suggests that initial diversification has greater odds of 

happening in regions with few spatially concentrated communities of color. Given the opposite 

effect of segregation, this means that regions greater diversity and a dispersed population of 

color tend to have greater neighborhood diversification. Conversely, little diversification 

happened in mostly white, highly segregated regions. 

At the neighborhood level, lower homeownership and greater distance from the urban fringe 

increased the odds of diversification. Despite significant diversification of the suburbs, exurbs, 

the more distant reaches of urban areas are more likely to be homogenous (Durst 2017). The 

results bear this out. Diversification tends to emerge in newer neighborhoods closer to the urban 

core and to majority-minority neighborhoods. The newer housing stock suggest that these 

neighborhoods are more likely to be suburbs on the edge of the central city rather than in the 

central city. The interaction term for distance to the urban fringe (i.e. the limits of the urbanized 

area), shows that the greater the distance for neighborhoods inside the urban area, the greater the 

increase in odds. The positive effect of neighborhood quality and negative effect of housing 

prices also suggest a concentration in denser suburban parts of urban regions. 

The second model test for the factors that decreased or increased the odds of tipping, it compares 

neighborhoods that diversified gradually and those that diversified rapidly. As with Model 1, 

regional segregation depresses the odds of gradual diversification significantly. However, the 

diversity of the region has no discernable effect. The lack of relationship to diversity may be due 

to the relatively uniform distribution of both types of neighborhoods across regions. 
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Neighborhood tipping is infrequent compared to other trajectories but consequential because 

neighborhoods on that trajectory are most likely to continue on their trajectory.  

The supply of diverse high-quality neighborhoods contributes to gradual diversification. There is 

likely a degree of endogeneity in that regions with many diverse high-quality neighborhoods are 

more likely to have lower segregation levels, but the test examines neighborhoods that have only 

a small population of color. Therefore, the presence of diverse high-quality neighborhoods 

appears to increase the odds of forming more from previously white neighborhoods.  

In contrast, new development decreases the odds of slower diversification. That is, regions where 

urban expansion systematically pushes into previously unurbanized areas make it more likely 

that neighborhoods will tip. This relationship, of course, is conditional on other factors, 

especially the presence of white neighborhoods. Minneapolis and Portland, for example, have 

higher than average incidence of tipping neighborhoods and high rates of expansion. Regions 

that have long been diverse, such as Houston, which also has a high rate of expansion has very 

few tipping neighborhoods.  

The consistent positive effect of neighborhood quality supports the hypothesis that high-quality 

neighborhood are both more likely to spur diversification and reduce the risk that diversification 

will accelerate to tipping. The contribution of older housing stock and housing value also lend 

support to the stabilizing effect of well-established neighborhoods. The coefficient on 

homeownership supports the hypothesis that homeowners are more sensitive to diversification.  

The lower coefficients of density and distance variables suggest that these are neighborhoods 

that are further from the urban core. While the results contrast the coefficients in Model 1, they 
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paint a similar picture. The gradual diversification of white neighborhoods is more likely in 

suburban, high-quality areas with a larger than average rental market.  

The last model paints a similar picture. Model 3 in Table 6 compares neighborhoods that were at 

least moderately diverse in 1990 (less than 90% white) and gradually diversified to those that 

diversified rapidly. Holding ethnic and racial composition constant, the same factors emerge as 

promoting gradual diversification. Higher neighborhood quality and lower homeownership, an 

older, higher value housing stock, and lower density all promote slower diversification. The main 

difference at the neighborhood level is that location plays less of a role. Distance to the urban 

fringe has an indeterminate influence and distance from majority people of color neighborhoods 

a smaller effect than in previous models.  

Racial composition variables show that the past patterns of diversification, both in terms of 

composition and pace of change, affects future developments. Larger drops in the share white 

from 1970 to 1990 at the neighborhood and regional levels substantially lower the odds that 

diversification stabilized. The buffer hypothesis receives mixed support. While the share black 

lowers the odds of gradual diversification, black people being the first people of color to settle in 

a white neighborhood makes little difference. Local segregation, however, provide evidence of a 

different kind of buffer. The result suggests that higher segregation facilitates gradual 

diversification.  

The share of recent immigrants increases the odds. The positive effect associated with the 

presence of recent immigrant does not reflect the higher incidence of gradually diversifying 

neighborhoods in gateway regions. In fact, despite a wide credible interval, the regional mean 

suggests that a greater share of recent immigrants at that scale decreases the odds of gradual 

diversification.  
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Regional segregation, as in previous models, substantially decreases the odds of gradual 

diversification. The estimate for the mean level of diversity (highly correlated with the regional 

diversity), also appears to have a decreasing effect, but with a very wide interval of credible 

values. Of the regional variables, new development and the supply of high-quality 

neighborhoods have the greatest impact.  
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Table 14. Results of multilevel logit models for neighborhoods that were white in 1990. Reported 

coefficients are exponentiated and divided by 10 to reflect a increase of 10 percentage points from the 

mean. Q2.5 and Q97.5 are the values between which 95% of all estimates fall. As such, if the range 

includes 1, the estimate has an ambiguous effect.  Unless otherwise indicated, all variables are from the 

1980 census. 

 White in 1990  

 

Model 1: Gradual diversification v 
Stable white  

Model 2: Gradual diversification v 
rapidly diversifying  

 Estimate 95% L. CI 95% U. CI  Estimate 95% L. CI 95% U. CI  

Neighborhood quality 1.072 1.051 1.096  1.143 1.112 1.176  

% homeowners 0.875 0.847 0.903  0.931 0.896 0.967  

% housing > 30yrs old 0.852 0.839 0.866  1.089 1.066 1.112  

Housing Value 0.949 0.94 0.957  1.068 1.052 1.085  

Density 1.297 1.265 1.329  0.695 0.672 0.718  

Distance to urban fringe 0.964 0.955 0.973  1.025 0.996 1.061  

In urban area 1.09 1.072 1.109  0.975 0.936 1.017  

Urban fringe distance 
interaction 1.387 1.25 1.54  0.694 0.484 0.939  

Distance to POC 
majority neighborhood 0.831 0.815 0.849  1.129 1.1 1.16  

Neighborhood quality 
(Mean) 0.907 0.64 1.286  0.922 0.71 1.209  

% homeowners (Mean) 0.697 0.342 1.413  1.124 0.67 1.932  

% housing > 30yrs old 
(Mean) 1.061 0.776 1.458  1.022 0.793 1.311  

Housing Value (Mean) 0.799 0.443 1.43  0.825 0.542 1.283  

Density (Mean) 0.896 0.606 1.303  1.119 0.841 1.48  

Distance to urban fringe 
(Mean) 0.903 0.802 1.014  1.069 0.981 1.166  
Distance to POC 
majority neighborhood 
(mean) 1.822 1.314 2.532  1.45 1.139 1.83  

R - supply high-quality 
neighborhoods 1.01 0.865 1.18  1.147 1.021 1.295  

R - Ratio income - Home 
values 0.978 0.937 1.02  1.001 0.97 1.033  

R - 55+ communities 1.108 0.431 2.789  1.017 0.527 1.977  

R - Segregation index 0.638 0.477 0.835  0.782 0.639 0.952  

R - New development 1.082 0.753 1.566  0.566 0.428 0.752  

R - Diversity 3.664 2.378 5.682  0.924 0.674 1.269  

intercept 12.155 0.004 30117  1.801 0.005 535.981  

 

 



103 

 

Table 15. Results of multilevel logit models for neighborhoods that were diverse in 1990 

 Diverse in 1990 
 

 
Model 3: Gradual diversification v rapid diversification 

 
Estimate 95% L. CI 95% U. CI 

Change in % white 0.412 0.382 0.444 

% black 0.815 0.741 0.893 

Leading Group: Asian 0.971 0.811 1.16 

Leading Group: Latino 1.077 0.92 1.261 

Leading Group: Mix 1.079 0.913 1.274 

% recent immigrants 1.533 1.356 1.729 

Diversity 0.975 0.908 1.049 

Local Segregation 1.129 1.085 1.174 

Neighborhood quality 1.277 1.247 1.308 

% homeowners 0.767 0.747 0.787 

% housing > 30yrs old 1.125 1.108 1.143 

Housing Value 1.058 1.046 1.07 

Density 0.732 0.712 0.751 

Distance to urban fringe 0.985 0.972 0.998 

In urban area 0.791 0.564 1.099 

Urban fringe distance interaction 1.01 0.995 1.025 

Distance to POC majority neighborhood 1.073 1.051 1.095 

Change in % white (Mean) 0.291 0.21 0.403 

% black (Mean) 0.629 0.436 0.901 

Diversity (Mean) 0.574 0.166 1.902 

% recent immigrants (Mean) 0.684 0.406 1.147 

Local Segregation (mean) 0.708 0.456 1.111 

Neighborhood quality (Mean) 0.795 0.59 1.069 

% homeowners (Mean) 0.72 0.434 1.216 

% housing > 30yrs old (Mean) 1.07 0.833 1.356 

Housing Value (Mean) 0.932 0.624 1.394 

Density (Mean) 1.113 0.829 1.5 

Distance to urban fringe (Mean) 1.052 0.967 1.141 
Distance to POC majority neighborhood 
(mean) 0.972 0.71 1.322 

R - supply high-quality neighborhoods 1.219 1.099 1.353 

R - Ratio income - Home values 0.992 0.96 1.024 

R - 55+ communities 0.71 0.321 1.509 

R - Segregation index 0.759 0.584 0.976 

R - New development 0.632 0.482 0.833 

intercept 7977.379 7.229 7980159 

  



104 

 

Conclusion 

Patterns of population growth and diversification have bifurcated the United States. Outside the 

largest cities, urban regions in the northern half of the county have experience modest rates of 

diversification. Slow population and economic growth have entrenched existing patterns of 

segregation. In contrast, many cities in the southern half experienced explosive growth that 

changed the built and social environment. The analysis suggest that rapid sprawling growth is 

detrimental to gradual diversification. Growth in conjunction with urban intensification increases 

the odds of gradual diversification. That is, in part, why Los Angeles and the Bay Area have 

more gradually diversifying neighborhoods than Dallas and Miami.  

Researchers long underestimated the heterogeneity of regions (Pais, South, and Crowder 2012) 

and this paper highlights avenues for further research based on the interplay between growth and 

the size of the Black population. Growth takes many forms and concentrates in space differently 

based on the existing spatial structure. While the contrasting trajectory of Los Angeles and 

Miami seem to explain patterns of diversification, the addition of New York and Chicago, 

muddles the water considerably. The population in New York and Chicago did not grow rapidly, 

but both regions experiences significant population turnover and concentrated economic growth. 

They have middling numbers of gradually diversifying neighborhoods.  

The variation between regions suggest that measures of growth are not enough to isolate the 

exact mechanism at play. More restrictive definition of regions and sub-regions, for example, 

may be better suited to capture the constraints housing imposes on neighborhood choice. My 

analysis of gradual diversification in Los Angeles (Chapter I) suggest that it is location specific 

and concentrates around areas of high demand, at the fringe of highly exclusive areas. Capturing 
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this level of variation more widely will require developing models that take into account the 

unevenness of regional spatial structure of exclusion.  

Superstar cities of the South (e.g. Atlanta, Dallas, and the North Carolina Triangle) stand out as 

particularly important to understanding the role of race in shaping diversification. They are the 

best examples of diversification that includes large Black population and rapidly growing Latino 

population. Unlike Phoenix, Las Vegas, and Miami, which have narrow economic functions, 

superstar cities in the South have diversified economic structure that, theoretically, could be 

inclusive.  
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Appendices 

A. Overview of regions 

The metropolitan area is a standard unit of analysis for the study of segregation. It forms a 

unified housing and labor market so that when people move within or between regions, they may 

consider housing options in much of the metropolitan area. With the expansion of cities, the 

scale of the metropolitan area has expanded and the distance people commute increased. The 

Office of Management and Budget defines two scales for urban regions: the Metropolitan 

Statistical Area (MSA) and the Combined Statistical Areas (CSA), which are larger regions 

combining closely integrated MSAs and smaller urban areas (micropolitan areas).  

Where available, I use the CSA because it does not impose arbitrary divisions between MSAs. 

For example, the Inland Empire and Los Angeles are separate Metropolitan Statistical Areas but 

part of the same CSA. While the Inland Empire extends far to the east of Los Angeles, the main 

urbanized part is seamlessly integrated with the Los Angeles urban area. In addition to high 

levels of integration, patterns of migration clearly link them. Many Black households that were 

priced out of central Los Angeles or were looking for better opportunities moved to the Inland 

Empire (Pfeiffer, 2012). In other words, the diversification of the Inland Empire is connected to 

changes in diversity in Los Angeles.  
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Figure A.1 Distribution of the regional sample by regional trajectory. See text for definition of 

trajectories.  

 

B. Additional material on diversity measures 

Neighborhood trajectories are extremely diverse and irregular. The definition I uses in the main 

analysis reduces the noise within to maximize internal consistency. Figure B.1 shows some of 

the variation that was removed from the final analysis. The plots show trajectories from 1970 to 

capture the full extent of variation.  

The first difference is that, in the final measure, I defined trajectories based on neighborhood 

composition in 1990. This removed all neighborhoods that tipped between 1970 and 1990 (Panel 

4). Rapid tipping became far less prevalent after 1990. In contrast, Panels 5 and 9 show 
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neighborhoods where the share of White people increased significantly. This trajectory is 

uncommon (about 1.4% of all tracts) and is likely the result of either data quality issues (small 

adjusted population) or gentrification. 

Finally, Panel 10 includes neighborhoods that where under 40% White since 1970. This is a 

large category, made larger in 1990 by the tipping neighborhoods in Panel 4. Unlike 

homogenous white neighborhoods which diversified significantly, the trajectories in Panel 9, 

show that diversification that puts these neighborhoods above 40% white is exceedingly rare.  

 

Figure B.1. Full neighborhood trajectories from 1970 to 2010.  
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Figure B.2 illustrateds my choice to eschew the entropy index to measure change in diversity. 

The vertical line shows the cutoff usually used to define diverse neighborhoods. As the index 

increases from that point, the wider the range of composition becomes. At a value of .5, a 

neighborhood could be 50% White or 80% White. With this kind of variation, changes in the 

index value over time may show change in the share of white people as much as it shows 

inclusion of more groups. In other words, it confounds multiple processes that we are interested 

in understanding separately.  

Furthermore, high diversity neighborhoods according to this method include only neighborhoods 

where three groups have substantial representation. However, most urban regions still have small 

shares of Latino and Asian people. As such, the number of cities with sufficient representation 

shrinks the possibility of such neighborhoods occurring significantly and may bias the results 

systematically. 
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Figure B.2. Plot of neighborhood entropy values against share white for all tracts where White people are 

the largest group.  
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Conclusion 

This dissertation examined the circumstances under which neighborhood diversification takes 

root. I developed over the course of three papers a theory that links exclusion and diversification 

and provided evidence for that link. Exclusion that stems from the concentrated demand for high 

opportunity, high amenity neighborhoods in superstar cities creates opportunities for 

diversification by constraining the number of substitutes and decreasing the salience of diversity 

as a negative amenity. Basically, White people are willing to trade off higher diversity for 

proximity to areas with large positive externalities in the form of job opportunities and 

recreational amenities.  They cannot afford the most exclusive part of the city, but they can 

afford their periphery. 

Diversification as a pathway to integration 

The neighborhoods that this process creates are not only diverse, they are also more integrated. 

They provide opportunities for lower income people to also locate near areas of high opportunity 

and benefit from the positive externalities they create. There are nonetheless limitations on this 

potential engine of upward social mobility. Gradually diversifying neighborhoods tend to be in 

the suburbs (where many job centers relocated) and despite the high rate of rental have older 

building stock and lower density. That is, there is little evidence that gradually diversifying 

neighborhoods are expanding opportunities. In fact, while the process of diversification is 

gradual, the neighborhoods tend to have high turnover rates. The dynamic nature of diversifying 

neighborhood and their location in areas with high competition for housing raises questions 

about how much of the potential benefits accrue to the residents.  

The best evidence we have about social mobility highlights the role of education and social 

environment. It showed that neighborhood environment alone is not enough to guarantee 
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mobility. For example, Chetty et al (Chetty et al. 2018) showed that in low-poverty 

neighborhoods the presence of Black fathers was critical to closing the gap in earnings among 

Black boys. There is little in the evidence I presented that can address this kind of race specific 

mechanism. It does imply, however, that a measure of stability is important and Chetty and his 

co-authors consistently emphasize the importance of living in high opportunity neighborhoods 

from an early age. 

The evidence studies of social mobility rely on is necessarily dated. One must go back in time to 

analyze the outcomes for today’s adults. This means the evidence has as its baseline 1970’s 

United States, a time when highly diverse neighborhoods were rare, and stable ones even more 

so. That is why I emphasized the integrative potential of gradually diversifying neighborhoods. 

The body of evidence is too thin to attribute actual integration to such neighborhoods. The 

evidence is enough, however, to encourage societally beneficial outcomes. 

School diversification, opportunities for socialization across racial divides, and greater access to 

job opportunities are all embodied in many gradually diversifying neighborhoods. Their position 

in high competition areas, however, suggest some specific policy interventions. 

Anchoring diversification in exclusionary areas 

Most gradually diversifying neighborhoods are in high growth regions and near or in highly 

exclusive suburbs. If current trends toward the concentration of high premium employment 

continues, competition to locate near such centers is likely to continue and the beneficial 

diversification they generate will be displaced. Gradually diversifying neighborhoods will not 

disappear, but their movement undermines the stability that is essential, for example, for children 

to attend the same school.  
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Harnessing the opportunities the concentration of wealth generates is a more fruitful direction for 

policy than attempting to stop it (an unlikely possibility in the American context). Ensuring that 

tenant in neighborhoods on the periphery of exclusive areas have secure tenure and affordable 

rents is essential to creating stability in diverse neighborhoods. In very expensive cities like Los 

Angeles, such protections already contribute to maintaining diversity (Pfeiffer, 2007). Such 

protections, however, are a first step. They increase the ability of residents to stay but do little to 

expand access. 

The variation in the externalities exclusive areas create should inform policies to expand access. 

Diversifying neighborhoods that result from the spillover outside the boundaries of a suburb into 

a central city offer a different set of possibilities than the same spillover happening within the 

boundaries of a large suburb, as do externalities tied to employment centers rather than being 

purely residential. There is a high opportunity cost associated with targeting jurisdictions that 

produce residential externalities. Expanding housing in such areas improves access to some 

benefits like a cleaner environment and possibly better schools but fail to provide critical access 

to employment.   

The potential of diversification 

Diversification is far from a remedy to decades of racist segregation. There is a large degree of 

self-selection that limits the range of people who gain exposure and access to opportunities. The 

White people who live in diversifying neighborhoods are highly educated, likely to be more 

tolerant, and supportive of diversity (Maxwell 2019). The people of color are likely to also have 

higher income and educational attainment. The population that benefits the most from such 

environment, children of low-income parents, are a small share of the total population. 
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Diversification nonetheless provides two mechanisms of integration that no policy has come 

close to achieving on a comparable scale. First, diverse neighborhoods provide an important 

alternative for people of color who can move into such neighborhoods. A persistent impediment 

to integration is the lack of choice for people of color who want to live in neighborhoods that 

provide a community and opportunities. Even if only upwardly mobile people of color were to 

move to diverse neighborhoods, it would contribute to expanding the range of choices and 

severing the link between race and opportunities.   

Second, evidence shows that gradual diversification is most clearly tied to equitable school 

diversity. Chetty et al. (2018) found that only 5% of Black boys grew up in neighborhoods that 

minimized the earning gap with their White peers. This was in the 1970s. Doubling or tripling 

that number would have long term repercussions for socioeconomic mobility and increase the 

rate at which racial inequality declines. 
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