Diversity and Dissolution of the American Color Line: Patterns of Residential Segregation across
American Places, 1990-2010

Extended Abstract

This paper addresses a straightforward question: Are higher levels of place diversity associated with
lower levels of residential segregation? Immigration, intermarriage, high minority fertility, youthful age
structure, and recent shifts in racial-ethnic identity have all contributed to an increase in diversity in the
United States. This has been one of the most significant demographic trends in recent decades ushering in
a new era of racial/ethnic relations beyond the traditional black-white divide. However, the implications
of this increase in diversity on residential patterns of black and whites remain unclear.

In this study we use decennial census data for 1990, 2000, and 2010 to address the question of how higher
diversity relates to patterns of residential segregation, especially between blacks and whites. We use
census blocks as the geographic base to examine patterns of residential segregation within census defined
places. We use constant places, and place boundaries are normalized based on the 2010 geographies.
The term diversity is used to refer to the number and size of racial-ethnic groups that the population of a
place comprises. We use the entropy index (£) to measure diversity, and calculate the index using the
four main groups: black, white, Hispanic, and Asian. An E value of 0 implies that all members of the
population in a place belong to one single racial-ethnic group, and therefore signifies complete
homogeneity. In contrast, a value of 100 indicates complete heterogeneity, meaning each group
comprises 25 percent of the place population. We use the index of Dissimilarity (D) to measure patterns
of residential segregation within places.

Preliminary results show that the black-white segregation has declined over the three decades by over 10
points, bur remains highest in central cities followed by nonmetropolitan places. Despite this decline,
separation between blacks and whites still remains high when compared to the separation of Whites and
Hispanics and Whites and Asians. At the same time, diversity overall has increased. Central cities
remain the most diverse places followed by suburban and rural places, respectively. As expected, our
results clearly show that, net of other factors, the higher the level of diversity of a place, the lower the
levels of residential segregation. Our results also show that the increase of diversity in a place leads to
lower levels of residential segregation.
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Figure 1: Average Diversity in Metro and Nonmetro Places, 1990-2010
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