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In April 2011 a New York Times headline announc- 
ed, “Numbers of Children of Whites Falling Fast.” 
As it turns out, 2011 was the first time in American 
history that more minority babies than white  
babies were born. 

The concept of “minority white” may inspire 
anxiety among some Americans, but William H. 
Frey, the man behind the headline-making re- 
search, shows why there is nothing to fear. Drawing 
from the U.S. census and related sources, Frey  
tells how rapidly growing “new minorities”— 
Hispanics, Asians, and multiracial Americans—
along with blacks and other groups are transform- 
ing and reinvigorating the nation’s demographic 
landscape. He discusses their impact on a variety  
of areas, such as generational change, regional 
shifts of major racial groups, neighborhood 
segregation, interracial marriage, and presi- 
dential politics.

An accessible, richly illustrated overview of  
how unprecedented racial change is remaking the 
United States, Diversity Explosion is an essential 
guide for political strategists, marketers, investors, 
educators, policymakers, and anyone who wants  
to understand the magnitude, potential, and 
promise of the twenty-first century’s new national 
melting pot.
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Preface

Back in the late 1960s, when I first become interested in demographics, 
the field was not widely known. Specialists—academics, actuaries, and 
some marketers—followed it closely, but most population shifts were 
largely invisible to mainstream America. All of that changed when the 
huge baby boom generation, then reaching adulthood, began to rear its 
head. Baby boomers brought fundamental change to many aspects of 
American society—to women’s roles, families, and politics, to name a 
few. Their clout was magnified because of their large numbers, which 
impacted housing markets, labor markets, consumer patterns, and pop-
ular culture to a degree that forced people to pay attention to them as a 
demographic force.

Now more than four decades later, another demographic force prom-
ises to have an even greater impact on the nation: the explosive growth 
of new racial minorities—including Hispanics, Asians, and multiracial 
individuals—representing first, second, and later generations of more 
recent Americans. While most people have some awareness of this 
growth, I have found that few truly appreciate its magnitude and poten-
tial. I have no doubt that when the midpoint of this century is reached, 

 IX
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Americans will view the current infusion of new minority populations as 
a transformative demographic event that ushered in a far more multira-
cial nation.

As a demographer, I had been anticipating this for some time. But 
even I was taken aback by the scope of racial change revealed by the 
results of the 2010 U.S. census and subsequent demographic projections. 
New racial minorities now constitute a fresh and welcome presence in 
the suburbs and slow-growing rural areas as well as in big cities. They 
are a much-needed tonic for a labor force that would otherwise be start-
ing to shrink. Furthermore, they will serve as a necessary conduit to oth-
er nations in today’s increasingly globalized economy. The political clout 
of racial minorities, both new and old, was demonstrated in the 2008 
and 2012 U.S. presidential elections, and diversity within the electorate 
continues to increase more rapidly than most political strategists could 
have anticipated only a couple of election cycles ago. 

My goal in writing this book is to communicate the magnitude, poten-
tial, and promise of the new racial demographic shifts and to point out 
what they imply for America’s present and future. Some conflicts may 
arise along the way, such as clashes over public resources between grow-
ing, younger minority populations and now-aging baby boomers—or 
local pushback in some places against the arrival of new minorities. On 
the whole, however, I see this new demographic force as good news for 
the nation. The approach that I have taken in telling this story draws 
from different phases of my career as an academic demographer, think 
tank commentator, and public scholar as well as from my lifelong pen-
chant for being a numbers geek. The book is intended for a general audi-
ence of readers in all walks of life so that they can appreciate the sheer 
magnitude of change being wrought by America’s new racial minorities 
and be prepared to embrace it.



A Pivotal Period for  
Race in America 1
America reached an important milestone in 2011. That occurred when, 
for the first time in the history of the country, more minority babies than 
white babies were born in a year.1 Soon, most children will be racial 
minorities: Hispanics, blacks, Asians, and other nonwhite races. And, in 
about three decades, whites will constitute a minority of all Americans 
(see figure 1-1). This milestone signals the beginning of a transformation 
from the mostly white baby boom culture that dominated the nation 
during the last half of the twentieth century to the more globalized,  
multiracial country that the United States is becoming. 

Certainly in the past, the specter of a “minority white” nation instilled 
fear among some Americans, and to some extent it continues to do so 
today—fear of change, fear of losing privileged status, or fear of unwanted 
groups in their communities. These fears were especially evident during 
the decades following World War II, when immigration was low and 
phrases such as “invasion,” “blockbusting,” and “white flight” were  
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FIGURE 1.1

U.S. White and Minority Populations, 1970–2050
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Source: U.S. censuses and Census Bureau projections, various years.
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commonly used in the context of black-white segregation. Such fears are 
evident today in the public backlashes that sometimes occur against 
more permissive immigration and voter registration laws.

Yet if demography is truly destiny, then these fears of a more racially 
diverse nation will almost certainly dissipate. In many communities, a 
broad spectrum of racial groups already is accepted by all, particularly 
among the highly diverse youth population. Moreover, as this book 
illustrates, a growing diverse, globally connected minority population 
will be absolutely necessary to infuse the aging American labor force 
with vitality and to sustain populations in many parts of the country 
that are facing population declines. Rather than being feared, America’s 
new diversity—poised to reinvigorate the country at a time when other 
developed nations are facing advanced aging and population loss—can 
be celebrated. 

The sweep of diversity that has just begun to affect the nation is the 
theme of this book, which draws from my examination of the most 
recent U.S. census, census projections, and related sources. As a demog-



 A PIVOTAL PERIOD FOR RACE IN AMERICA 3

rapher who has followed U.S. population trends for decades, even I 
was surprised by the sheer scope of racial change that came to light 
with the 2010 census. The story that the data tell is not just more of the 
same. I am convinced that the United States is in the midst of a pivotal 
period ushering in extraordinary shifts in the nation’s racial demo-
graphic makeup. If planned for properly, these demographic changes 
will allow the country to face the future with growth and vitality as  
it reinvents the classic American melting pot for a new era. In my expe-
riences speaking publicly and answering press inquiries, I have seen 
the intensity of Americans’ questions and thoughts about issues  
surrounding race. After having absorbed these startling census results 
and their implications, I wanted to interpret and expound on the dra-
matic shifts that they illustrate so that a general audience of readers 
can appreciate their force, promise, and challenges. Key among these 
changes are

— the rapid growth of “new minorities”: Hispanics, Asians, and increas-
ingly multiracial populations. During the next 40 years, each of these 
groups is expected to more than double (see figure 1-2). New minori-
ties have already become the major contributors to U.S. population 
gains. These new minorities—the products of recent immigration 
waves as well as the growing U.S.–born generations—contributed to 
more than three-quarters of the nation’s population growth in the last 
decade. That trend will accelerate in the future.

— the sharply diminished growth and rapid aging of America’s white 
population. Due to white low immigration, reduced fertility, and 
aging, the white population grew a tepid 1.2 percent in 2000–10.  
In roughly 10 years, the white population will begin a decline that will 
continue into the future. This decline will be most prominent among 
the younger populations. At the same time, the existing white popula-
tion will age rapidly, as the large baby boom generation advances into 
seniorhood.

— black economic advances and migration reversals. Now, more than a 
half-century after the civil rights movement began, a recognizable seg-
ment of blacks has entered the middle class while simultaneously 
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reversing historic population shifts. The long-standing Great Migra-
tion of blacks out of the South has now turned into a wholesale evacu-
ation from the North—to largely prosperous southern locales. Blacks 
are abandoning cities for the suburbs, and black neighborhood segre-
gation continues to decline. Although many blacks still suffer the 
effects of inequality and segregation is far from gone, the economic 
and residential environments for blacks have improved well beyond 
the highly discriminatory, ghettoized life that most experienced for 
much of the twentieth century.

— the shift toward a nation in which no racial group is the majority. 
The shift toward “no majority” communities is already taking place as 
the constellation of racial minorities expands. In 2010, 22 of the 
nation’s 100 largest metropolitan areas were minority white, up from 
just 14 in 2000 and 5 in 1990. Sometime after 2040, there will be no 
racial majority in the country. This is hardly the America that large 
numbers of today’s older and middle-aged adults grew up with in their 
neighborhoods, workplaces, and civic lives. One implication of these 
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shifts will be larger multiracial populations as multiracial marriages 
become far more commonplace.

The “diversity explosion” the country is now experiencing will bring  
significant changes in the attitudes of individuals, the practices of insti-
tutions, and the nature of American politics. Racial change has never 
been easy, and more often than not it has been fraught with fear and 
conflict. Yet for most of the nation’s history, nonwhite racial groups have 
been a small minority. Partly because of that, blacks and other racial 
minorities were historically subjected to blatant discrimination, whether 
through Jim Crow laws, the Asian Exclusion Act, or any of the many 
other measures that denied racial minorities access to jobs, education, 
housing, financial resources, and basic rights of civic participation. 

What will be different going forward is the sheer size of the minority 
population in the United States. It is arriving “just in time” as the aging 
white population begins to decline, bringing with it needed manpower 
and brain power and taking up residence in otherwise stagnating city 
and suburban housing markets. Although whites are still considered the 
mainstream in the United States, that perception should eventually shift 
as more minority members assume positions of responsibility, exert 
more political clout, exercise their strength as consumers, and demon-
strate their value in the labor force. As they become integral to the 
nation’s success, their concerns will be taken seriously.

GENERATIONS AND GEOGRAPHY ON THE FRONT LINES  
OF CHANGE

Change will not come without challenges. In fact, a big part of the 
impending clashes related to race will have demographic roots because 
of how diversity spreads across the country—both generationally and 
geographically. 

Diversity by Generation, “From the Bottom Up”
If nothing else, the diversity explosion is generational in character. New 
minority growth is bubbling up the age structure, from young to old. 
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Today, this growth is most visible among America’s children. This has to 
do, in part, with the more youthful population of Hispanics, the nation’s 
largest minority group. Due to recent waves of Hispanic immigrants who 
were younger than the total population and to their somewhat higher 
fertility, Hispanics are decidedly younger than the population at large. 
This relative youthfulness, with many adults in peak childbearing ages, 
ensures continued sizable contributions to births, irrespective of future 
immigration. Asians, the second-largest new minority, also contribute  
to population gains among youth. In addition, the still tiny multiracial 
population, with a median age of just around 20 years, has the greatest 
potential for growth.

Nonetheless, the aging of the white population is a primary reason 
why racial churning is beginning at younger ages. During the first 
decade of the 2000s, the number of white youth in the United States 
already had declined as more individuals passed the age of 18 than 
were born. The white decline is projected to continue not only among 
children but eventually among younger adults and then middle-aged 
adults, as smaller white generations follow larger ones.2 Barring 
unanticipated increases in white immigration, the long-term scenario 
for whites is one of lower fertility and increased aging. This means 
that the younger population will lead the way toward the nation’s 
diversity surge. This diversity is already ubiquitous in schools, on 
playgrounds, and in other civic arenas that young people inhabit. 
Diversity means that new minorities, including Hispanic and Asian 
children whose parents or grandparents came from different nations 
and speak different languages, will become classmates, dating part-
ners, and lifelong friends with younger generations of established 
minorities and whites.

Yet this youth-driven diversity surge is also creating a “cultural gener-
ation gap” between the diverse youth population and the growing, older, 
still predominantly white population. This gap is reflected in negative 
attitudes among many older whites toward immigration, new minority 
growth, and big government programs that cater to the real economic 
and educational needs of America’s younger, more diverse population.  
It has shown up in politics, among other places, as was evident in  
the demographic voting patterns in the 2012 election of Barack Obama. 
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FIGURE 1.3  
Children and Seniors, 2010–40
Size and Race Make-up of Populations Under Age 18 and Age 65+
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The gap is not a result of racist attitudes per se. It reflects the social dis-
tance between minority youth and an older population that does not feel 
a personal connection with young adults and children who are not 
“their” children and grandchildren. 

Yet the future well-being of seniors and the nation as a whole 
depends on the ability of today’s youth to succeed in tomorrow’s labor 
force. Youth will play a central role in contributing to the nation’s 
economy and to the retirement and medical care programs that directly 
benefit the older population. The financial solvency of those programs 
will be particularly challenging because the mostly white senior popu-
lation will continue to swell as it absorbs the large baby boom genera-
tion (see figure 1-3). Attitudinal changes will occur but may take some 
time, as the long-held views of the baby boomers, who grew up in a 
highly segregated, low immigration, post–World War II America, 
slowly adapt to these inevitable generational shifts.
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Diversity Dispersal “From the Melting Pot Out”
As the diversity surge spreads from younger to older generations, a par-
allel geographic spread of new minorities is occurring from traditional 
Melting Pot regions to the rest of the country. This trend is distinct from 
those of the 1980s and early 1990s, when Hispanic and Asian growth was 
heavily concentrated in large immigrant gateways like New York, Los 
Angeles, San Francisco, Chicago, Miami, and Houston. Those largely 
immigrant minorities were content to cluster inside the traditional gate-
ways within communities of the same race and language, where they 
could rely on friendship and family connections for social and economic 
support. At the same time, most mainstream domestic migrants, primar-
ily whites, were moving to the economically ascendant interior West and 
Southeast—portions of the country that might be termed the New Sun 
Belt (shown in figure 1-4). Being more footloose than the new minorities, 
these migrants followed growing employment opportunities in places 
such as Atlanta and Phoenix. 

Those separate migration flows—to Melting Pot areas by new immi-
grant minorities and to New Sun Belt areas by mostly white domestic 
migrants—seemed to portend a regional demographic balkanization.3  
The scenario painted was one in which the Melting Pot regions would 
remain racially distinct from other growing parts of the country in much 
the same way that cities once were racially distinct from their growing 
suburbs. Such a division would have extremely adverse implications for 
racial integration nationally, not to mention for politics. Adding further 
support to that prediction was the fact that whites were moving away 
from the major immigrant magnets, suggesting a flight from diversity, 
even though the move had more to do with the availability of jobs in the 
New Sun Belt and high housing costs in large coastal areas.4 

Fortunately, the predicted balkanization proved temporary. By the 
late 1990s and early 2000s, new minorities began to follow the broad-
based migration flows to the New Sun Belt for many of the same reasons 
as white domestic migrants. Hispanics and Asians dispersed not only to 
New Sun Belt states but also to the Heartland region of the country—
defined here as slow-growing portions of the nation’s interior and New 
England—in response to jobs in low- and high-skilled industries. Like 
whites and blacks, they wished to escape higher costs of living in many 
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FIGURE 1-4  
New Minorities in the Melting Pot, New Sun Belt, and Heartland Regions
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immigrant gateways, and in the process, they began to form new same-
race communities away from the Melting Pot areas.5 

Yet as they disperse to new destinations, Hispanics, Asians, and other 
new minorities are not always welcomed with open arms. Although they 
are filling important niches in the economy by taking jobs in construc-
tion, services, and software engineering and are, especially in the Heart-
land, providing a much-needed increase in population, they also are 
standing on the front lines of racial integration. White backlash is com-
mon in places where the cultural generation gap is most evident and 
where the growth of young new minorities is most rapid. Still, this ongo-
ing dispersal of new minorities can lead to a softening of the rigid racial 
and political divisions that I feared would develop as separated migra-
tion patterns were taking shape in the 1980s. The integration and assim-
ilation of new minorities across the country will occur unevenly, but the 
pattern is showing no sign of letting up.

RACIAL CATEGORIES IN THE UNITED STATES

It is probably fair to say that there is no definitive classification of race in 
the United States. Racial categories are neither completely biologically 
nor scientifically determined. They have a history of being constructed 
in ways that play into national politics and stereotypes, and they are con-
stantly in need of revision.6 That said, the categories used in the recent 
U.S. census and by other government agencies maintain important social 
and legal distinctions and have more recently come to characterize a 
renewed pride in the cultural identity of the groups represented. For this 
reason, this book uses a racial classification that is broadly, though not 
completely, consistent with that used in the 2010 U.S. census, in which 
Americans self-reported their race. 

The racial classification used here differs from census and federal 
guidelines that treat Hispanic origin as an item separate from race—that 
is, that ask census respondents separate questions about their Hispanic 
origin and their race.7 Instead, this book treats Hispanic origin as a racial 
category. As a result, other racial categories—including whites, blacks, 
Asians, and American Indians or Alaska Natives—pertain to non- 
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Hispanic members of those groups. This approach permits establishing 
a set of mutually exclusive racial categories in which Hispanic origin is 
one of the categories.8 It also is broadly consistent with common use of 
race labels in national surveys, media reporting, and everyday par-
lance, wherein, in standard usage, “whites” or “Anglos” refers to 
non-Hispanic whites.

In focusing on Hispanics in chapter 4 and Asians in chapter 5, I dis-
cuss the origins of these groups in more detail (distinguishing, for 
example, between Mexicans and Cubans or Asian Indians and Chi-
nese). In some parts of the book, due to data restrictions, alterations to 
these definitions are made and noted.9 In response to the growth of the 
multiracial population in the United States, an important innovation 
was introduced in the 2000 and 2010 censuses that permits respon-
dents to identify with two or more races.10 However, because the offi-
cial census definition does not consider Hispanic origin as a race, the 
“two or more race” population is probably considerably larger than the 
one reported in the censuses. I discuss the latter undercount more 
fully in chapter 10, along with the possibility that federal agencies will 
adopt Hispanics as a separate category, on par with other racial catego-
ries, as is done in this book. 

There will, no doubt, be other alterations as well. Although the coun-
try is far from having achieved “postracial” status as a society, it is safe to 
predict that racial classifications will be modified in the future as multi-
racial marriages and populations proliferate and the nation’s diversity 
surge continues. For the present, I believe that the classification used 
here, consistent with common everyday usage, is appropriate for the 
task at hand.

A ROADMAP OF THE CHAPTERS THAT FOLLOW

The precedent-setting racial changes now under way in the United 
States are affecting the demographics of racial groups themselves and 
the places where their members choose to live. Together, these changes 
will impact many aspects of the nation’s demographic fabric, ranging 
from the future of neighborhood segregation to presidential politics. Yet 
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these shifts are occurring in the context of a varied national landscape, 
moving at different speeds in different places. Furthermore, the shifts 
are emanating from starting points that are different for new minorities, 
blacks, and whites.

This book provides a nuanced view of these shifts by highlighting 
new trends that stood out based on my examination of the 2010 census 
and related sources. They support the view that the nation is in the 
midst of a pivotal period in its racial demographic makeup. The story 
begins in chapter 2 and continues in chapter 3, which outline the broad 
parameters of change—generational and spatial—that the nation will 
experience as new minority growth spreads across the country.

Shifting Upward and Outward
The spread of diversity from the bottom to the top of the nation’s age 
structure, discussed in chapter 2, focuses first on the nation’s youth. 
One might say that the experience with children in the early 2000s is 
the tip of the iceberg, foreshadowing what is in store for the rest of 
the population as these children age. In light of the absolute decline 
in the nation’s white child population, the growth of the nation’s 
child population was entirely due to Hispanics, Asians, and multira-
cials. In fact, the entire youth population declined in 23 U.S. states 
and in about one-third of large metropolitan areas—all places that did 
not attract enough new minorities to counter declines in the white 
population. In other states, child populations grew substantially—
largely because of new minorities. Texas, for example, gained almost 
1 million children from 2000 to 2010, with Hispanics accounting for 
95 percent of that gain.

These shifts underscore the importance that new minorities will play 
in future U.S. growth. But they also call attention to the need to improve 
access to formal education and job training for minority children and, 
for some, to English language training. This is especially needed among 
Hispanic children, who will contribute mightily to workforce gains as 
white baby boomers retire and who continue to lag behind other groups 
in high school completion and higher education. 

Yet improving educational opportunities may be politically difficult 
given the cultural generation gap between the increasingly diverse child 
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population and a largely white older population. Far into the future,  
Hispanic working-age adults will have a much higher “youth depen-
dency burden” than working-age whites, for whom senior dependency 
will rise markedly. Therefore government spending on education and 
other youth-related programs will be more popular among Hispanic and 
other minority voters than among whites, who will be more concerned 
with government programs for seniors. Elaborating on this tension, 
chapter 2 outlines the ways in which differences between these genera-
tions in attributes and attitudes may affect their views of change and 
their choices of political candidates. At least for now, the generation gaps 
are widest on the West Coast and in the Southwest.

Chapter 3 discusses the nation’s evolving racial geography, highlight-
ing key aspects of new minority dispersal in the context of other racial 
settlements across the country. This dispersal is largely directed from 
the Melting Pot states to rapidly growing New Sun Belt states, a phe-
nomenon that did not come into its own until the late 1990s. Despite a 
temporary lull caused by the Great Recession, in 2007−09, the macro 
forces that drive this dispersal ensure its long-term continuation. Along 
with the dispersal, there will continue to be a softening of the divide that 
formerly existed between the more diverse and less diverse regions of 
the country. 

The New Sun Belt region is becoming transformed by Hispanic, 
Asian, and multiracial populations that are turning southern and inte-
rior western communities into evolving melting pots. Many of these 
areas are gaining new minorities and blacks more rapidly than whites. In 
Las Vegas, for example, the white portion of the population decreased 
from 75 percent in 1990 to 48 percent in 2010. The rapid growth of His-
panic and Asian populations is changing state and metropolitan con-
sumer markets and politics and, in some cases, bringing confrontation 
with longtime residents. At the same time, new minorities are also dis-
persing to slowly growing areas in the Heartland—areas that are losing 
whites and blacks at the same time. Overall, the vast majority of the 
nation’s 3,100 counties and 366 metropolitan areas became less white 
between 2000 and 2010, as minority white areas continued to spread 
across the New Sun Belt and beyond. 
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Hispanics, Asians, Blacks, and Whites
Chapters 4 through 7 focus on specific racial groups: Hispanics and 
Asians—which are the nation’s largest new minorities—blacks, and 
whites. The current demographic profiles of each of the groups arise 
from their distinct histories and settlements. Yet those historical pat-
terns are changing—more dramatically for Hispanics and Asians, but 
also for blacks and whites—in ways that are setting the stage for their 
future integration, especially in the New Sun Belt.

Chapter 4 examines the rapid dispersal of the nation’s Hispanic pop-
ulation. Although classed here as a new minority, Hispanics (before they 
were given that name) have a long history in the United States, given its 
extensive border and involvement with Mexico. The newness of this 
group stems from the recent rapid growth of not just the Mexican Amer-
ican population but all residents of Hispanic origin, including immi-
grants and their descendants from many other Latin American countries. 
Each of these groups begins from somewhat different “starting point” 
settlements in the United States, and their latest dispersal patterns have 
shifted each group to new destinations of all sizes—located largely  
in New Sun Belt states but also in most other parts of the country.  
This broad spread is noticeable from 2000 to 2010, when Hispanic  
populations more than doubled in the 145 areas considered to be new 
Hispanic destinations. 

Overall, Hispanics are younger, more family oriented, and less edu-
cated than the total population. That raises the question of how well 
recently arrived residents in new Hispanic destinations will fit in with a 
largely white or white-black resident population. In fact, many new 
migrants to these areas are “tag-along migrants,” lured to low-skilled jobs 
created by large mainstream migration surges. Even among Hispanics, 
these migrants tend to rank lower on education, English language usage, 
and several other measures, making it challenging for them to assimilate. 
Yet the continued broad outward spread of a mix of several Hispanic 
groups will infuse the younger populations in these and other areas with 
a new energy and vitality that will repay investments in their futures.

Often considered the “model minority,” the U.S. Asian population is 
the topic of chapter 5. The population of Asians—the second-largest new 
minority group—will continue to grow, especially if future immigration 
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policy places greater emphasis on attracting highly skilled individuals. 
Although some Asian groups, such as the Chinese, Japanese, and Filipi-
nos, have a long-standing presence in the United States, the very rapid 
growth of Asian Americans—spurred by the provisions of the 1965 
Immigration and Nationality Act—is quite recent and involves people 
from a broad array of Asian origin countries. These Asian immigrants 
and their children tend to have a better education and more favorable 
economic attributes than other minorities or whites due, in part, to 
selective immigration from their countries of origin.

Each Asian American group began from a distinct settlement area, gen-
erally on the East or West Coast and in large metropolitan areas, and no 
one group dominates the Asian American population. Now, almost all 
Asian American immigrants are beginning to spread to new Asian destina-
tions, with Asian Indians, the most highly educated group, leading the 
way. “Fitting in” for Asian Americans will not be immediate, given their 
relatively recent immigrant status and their continued flow into the coun-
try. They will, nonetheless, be a needed presence in the U.S. labor force 
and communities, facilitating links to an increasingly globalized economy.

Chapter 6 discusses the changing demography of blacks in America. 
Hardly a new minority, blacks were the largest racial minority until 
2000, and for most of the nation’s history, it was the black population 
that people most associated with “minority” status. Yet, after centuries 
of blatant discrimination, the 1960s civil rights legislation planted the 
seeds for a growing black middle class, which has now developed, even 
as another segment of the black population continues to be weighed 
down by poverty. The chapter focuses on an important sign of the black 
population’s changing status—a reversal of its decades-long Great Migra-
tion out of the South to a nearly wholesale evacuation of former destina-
tions in the North and West. The newest southward shift of the black 
population encompasses all blacks, but it is most prominent among the 
young, the well-educated, and retirees. The greatest growth surges are 
occurring in economically prosperous areas of the South, especially in 
Atlanta, and all signs point to a continuation of the trend. Therefore, 
although there has been a surge of new minorities to the South, blacks 
are reinforcing the South’s traditional image as a largely black-white 
region—but a more prosperous region than it was in the distant past.
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Emerging changes in the majority white population is the topic of 
chapter 7. Whites, who are still considered the nation’s mainstream and 
who fare better on economic measures than most minorities, will 
become a declining presence as their slow growth turns to population 
loss and accelerated aging. That means that regional shifts in the white 
population across the country amount to what is essentially a zero-sum 
game. For some areas to gain white migrants, others have to lose them—
with little natural increase or white foreign immigration to make up  
the difference. 

 Among the 3,100 U.S. counties, 53 percent showed declines in the 
white population in 2000–10. Many of these are small, aging, mostly 
white counties in the Heartland. There also are declines in the white 
population in industrial Heartland metropolitan areas such as Detroit, 
Pittsburgh, and Cleveland. Yet some of the largest declines in the white 
population are in Melting Pot metropolitan areas such as New York and 
Los Angeles, whose gains are coming entirely from minorities.

White migrants are going mostly to the same New Sun Belt states that 
are also attracting Hispanics, Asians, and (in the South) blacks. Better 
employment opportunities and lower costs of living are drawing whites 
to the interior West and Southeast. The difference for white migration is 
in the destinations within those states—mostly smaller and exurban 
areas rather than large cities and suburbs. This “new white flight” is not 
racially motivated, but it does create a soft separation between whites 
and minorities, which will eventually be diffused as minority groups 
continue to disperse.

Race and the Remaking of America
The diversity explosion that has begun to take place is transforming the 
United States in fundamental ways—changing long-held stereotypes 
about who can live where, who can marry whom, and who can be elected 
to public office. Chapters 8 through 11 show how several previous 
“truths” were already being remade during the first decade of the 2000s 
and the 2008 and 2012 presidential elections.

The shorthand description of urban America as “chocolate cities and 
vanilla suburbs” still remains in the consciousness of many people, at 
least those of a certain age. Chapter 8 emphatically puts that stereotype 
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to rest by showing that white-only flight to the suburbs is a thing of the 
past. In fact, nearly one-third of large metropolitan suburbs showed a 
loss of whites between 2000 and 2010, and Hispanics are now the biggest 
drivers of growth of the nation’s metropolitan population in both cities 
and suburbs. Today, it is racial minorities, in their quest for the suburban 
dream, who are generating new growth and vitality in the suburbs, just as 
immigrant groups did in the cities in an earlier era. The newest and most 
notable trend is the accelerated “black flight” to the suburbs. In 2010, for 
the first time, more blacks lived in the suburbs than in the cities of the 
biggest U.S. metropolitan regions—joining Hispanics and Asians as well 
as whites in having that distinction. Although there are vestiges of the old 
minority city–white suburb residential division, they are largely confined 
to the slowly growing Heartland. Going forward, suburbs will continue 
to become a microcosm of a more diverse America, as new generations of 
suburbanites grow up in communities that bear scant resemblance to 
suburbia’s long-standing white middle-class image.

If there is one word that conjures up the extreme discrimination and 
isolation that blacks in particular have endured for decades, it is the 
word “segregation.” Yet as chapter 9 reveals, the trends are pointing 
decidedly away from the highly ghettoized existence that separated 
blacks from whites for much of the twentieth century. A number of 
forces—the emergence of a black middle class, black migration to the 
suburbs and to growing New Sun Belt areas, and integration with new 
minorities who serve as buffers between racially segregated areas—are 
leading to pervasive reductions in black-white segregation. Black segre-
gation is still high in many places, particularly in slowly growing north-
ern cities, but the trend toward greater black-white integration seems 
locked in place. 

The levels of Hispanic and Asian segregation remain decidedly lower 
than that of black segregation. Both groups are more likely than blacks to 
live among whites and other minorities, and both are more likely to 
reside closer to whites in new destination areas as they disperse across 
the country. In short, a new racial segregation paradigm appears to be at 
work that suggests greater residential integration of the races. 

Just as long-held stereotypes about where racial groups can live are 
disappearing, so are those about whom they can marry. Chapter 10 exam-
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ines the continued rise in multiracial marriages and their likely impact on 
populations classed as multiracial. Marriages between racial groups were 
nearly nonexistent as recently as 1970, and multiracial populations were 
not recorded in federal statistics until 2000. The rise of new minorities 
has changed that fact dramatically. Today about one in seven new mar-
riages is multiracial, including nearly half of those involving Hispanics or 
Asians. Although most prevalent in Melting Pot states, they are growing 
rapidly in the New Sun Belt and even in some Heartland states.

Perhaps even more noteworthy is the increase in marriages between 
blacks and whites—marriages that would have been illegal in 16 states 
as late as 1967. Today black-white marriages are not only accepted but 
common—composing one-eighth of all marriages involving blacks. 
Just as important is the rising number, increasingly evident in the 
South, of persons who identify as both black and white, a group that 
now includes about one-seventh of all black toddlers. Together, these 
trends foreshadow a continued blurring of racial divisions at the 
household and personal levels that would have been unimaginable 
even a decade ago.

The political impacts of the nation’s new diversity surge were made 
most vivid during the 2008 election of the first black president of the 
United States and his 2012 reelection. As chapter 11 points out, the polit-
ical heft of minorities—both new and old—was responsible for the elec-
tion and reelection of President Barack Obama. The minority vote was 
especially crucial for Democrats in 2012, when the Republican candi-
date, Mitt Romney, lost despite garnering a historically high voting mar-
gin among whites. Minority clout can only increase in future elections as 
more Hispanics and Asians turn age 18, register to vote, and turn out to 
vote. Yet gaps in voting interests between the increasingly diverse 
younger generation and the mostly white senior generation will make 
future elections more difficult to predict. The former are interested in 
good schools, affordable housing, and greater employment opportuni-
ties, while the latter are concerned about preserving their retirement 
incomes and covering future medical costs.

These divergent interests will also play out geographically. While the 
movement of more minorities to the New Sun Belt will expand the  
battleground for Democrats to previous Republican strongholds in  
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the South and Mountain West, the aging of whites in slowly growing 
Heartland states could turn former Democratic bastions in the indus-
trial Midwest and Northeast toward the Republicans. Nonetheless, as 
the 2008 and 2012 elections have demonstrated, both parties will need 
to pay attention to the interests of the nation’s growing minority popu-
lations to stay competitive in the future.

Chapter 12, the final chapter of the book, reflects on both the short- 
and long-term impacts of the new racial demographic tides, pointing to 
areas where the nation might be proactive in shaping their effects to its 
advantage. This is not the first time that the United States has had to 
incorporate new peoples into society. Almost always, doing so has made 
the country richer, more vibrant, and more economically successful. In 
many ways, the recent growth of new minorities is a gift to a nation that 
would otherwise be facing the specter of an aging, slowly growing, and 
eventually declining population. 





Old versus Young
The Cultural Generation Gap 2
The sweeping racial changes transforming much of the American land-
scape are segmented by an important demographic dimension: age. The 
infusion of new waves of Hispanics and Asians and multiracial Ameri-
cans is most evident among the younger age groups. It was punctuated 
by the arrival in 2011 of the first “majority-minority” birth cohort: the 
first cohort in which the majority of U.S. babies were nonwhite minori-
ties, of which Hispanics constituted the biggest minority group—more 
than one-quarter of all births.1 Consequently, the racial makeup of  
the nation’s younger population is beginning to contrast sharply with 
that of the older populations—baby boomers and seniors—which are 
composed mostly of whites and of which blacks constitute the largest 
minority group. 

As the younger, more diverse part of the population reaches adult-
hood, clear gaps will develop between its economic interests and politics 
and those of the whiter older generations. This divide will result in  
contests over local expenditures—for example, over whether to spend 
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FIGURE 2.1  
Change in Under 18 Population, 2000–10
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money on schools or senior health facilities—and those contests may 
evolve into culture clashes. This chapter examines age-related racial 
shifts, both current and projected, along with differences between the 
views of the younger and older generations on a number of issues related 
to race relations and national priorities.

AMERICA’S YOUNG NEW MINORITIES

For some time, Americans have been aware that “new minorities”— 
particularly Hispanics and Asians—are becoming a more important part 
of the social fabric of the United States. But the most recent information 
from the census and elsewhere shows how quickly these minorities are 
transforming the character of the nation’s youth. That fact is illuminated 
most vividly by the change in the U.S. population under age 18 in the first 
decade of the 2000s (figure 2-1). From 2000 to 2010, the population of 
white children declined by 4.3 million while the child population in each 
of the newer minority groups—Hispanics, Asians, and people of two or 
more races—increased. Hispanics registered the largest absolute increase 
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in children, 4.8 million. Were it not for Hispanics, the nation’s child pop-
ulation would have declined.

The remarkable decline in the population of white children in Amer-
ica correlates with the fact that whites have become an aging, slowly 
growing population. During 2000–10 there were fewer white births than 
there were white children passing into adulthood. The small number of 
births can be explained by two complementary factors. First, white fer-
tility is relatively low. In fact, it is below replacement level, meaning that 
in the long run there will not be enough births to replace the total white 
population.2 Second, the percentage of white women who are in their 
childbearing years is declining and is smaller than the percentage of 
such women in other, “younger” minority groups.3 Both of these trends 
are likely to continue and should translate into smaller numbers of white 
births over time.

The population of whites, in fact, is aging more rapidly than that of 
other racial groups. The 2010 census indicated that the median age was 
42 years for whites, 27.3 for Hispanics, 35.4 for Asians, and a staggering 
19.9 for the population of more than one race (see figure 2-2). Further 
underscoring age differences by race, just one-fifth of U.S. whites but 
one-third of all U.S. Hispanics are under the age of 18. Moreover, all signs 
point to a slowly growing and a rapidly aging white population in the 
future. Census projections show the white child population continuing 
to decline for several decades to come.4 However, the percentage of the 
child population composed of minorities, especially new minorities—
Hispanics, Asians, and multiracial children—will continue to rise with-
out regard to future immigration scenarios.5 That is because there is a 
growing presence of new minorities among women who are in their 
childbearing years, a result of the immigration of relatively young adult 
populations from Latin America and Asia in previous decades. Hence, 
although minority fertility rates are gradually declining, the crude birth 
rate (births per 1,000 persons) among most minority groups remains 
higher than that for whites.6 

A large portion of America’s children now comes from a kaleidoscope 
of backgrounds, as varied as their parents’ or grandparents’ place of birth. 
Countries of origin include Mexico, China, the Philippines, India, Viet-
nam, El Salvador, Korea, the Dominican Republic, Guatemala, Jamaica, 
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Colombia, Haiti, Honduras, Ecuador, Peru, Taiwan, Brazil, and others. 
First- and second-generation immigrants from these countries add diver-
sity to the languages spoken in U.S. homes.7 The growth of the population 
of new minority children seems to have occurred at just the right time to 
save the total child population from shrinking in the United States. The 
impact of new minority children is evident in the changing demographic 
profile of U.S. children. In 2010, Hispanics constituted 23 percent of chil-
dren, up from just 12 percent in 1990. Whites constituted just 53 percent 
of youth in 2010, down from nearly 70 percent in 1990, and white chil-
dren will become a minority of children under age 18 well before 2020. 
Because the share of white children is on the decline, the shift toward 
diversity is happening more swiftly among the young than the old.

Geography of Growth and Decline among Child Populations
The decline in the white child population dramatically reduced the 
growth rate of the overall U.S. child population. After 13.7 percent growth 
in the 1990s, the U.S. population under age 18 grew by only 2.6 percent in 
the first decade of the 2000s. In states and large metropolitan areas in 
which Hispanic and other minority populations were either small or not 
growing, child populations shrank. There was considerable variation in 
child growth rates across states, ranging from a 30 percent gain in Nevada 
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to a 12 percent loss in Vermont. Child populations rose in 27 states in 
2000–10, with the most prominent child population gains of 10 percent 
or more occurring in the Intermountain West, Texas, and the Southeast 
(see map 2-1). At the same time, 23 states and the District of Columbia 
(D.C.) showed declines in their child populations, most prominently in 
New England, New York, Michigan, Ohio, North Dakota, and Louisiana. 
All of those areas witnessed out-migration of younger groups (and 
potential parents) for one or more decades, and relatively small infu-
sions of younger minorities could not fully compensate for those losses.

Declines in white child populations were much more widespread. 
Like the nation as a whole, 46 states registered declines in their white 
child populations. As with states, the vast majority (86) of the 100 largest 
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metropolitan areas showed declines in their white child populations, 
although two-thirds of those areas managed to gain enough minority 
children in 2000–10 to avoid overall losses in child population. Amid 
pervasive losses in the white child population in states and metropolitan 
areas, Hispanics contributed most to the child population gains that did 
occur. Hispanic youth populations grew in all 50 states, in D.C., and in all 
but one large metropolitan area (Los Angeles). Asian child populations 
declined in only two states and three metropolitan areas, and child  
populations of two or more races expanded in all states and in 96 of the 
100 largest metropolitan areas.

The states that gained the most children in 2000–10 reveal the out-
sized influence of Hispanics on child population growth. Texas led all 
other states, gaining nearly 1 million children—about one-half of the 
nation’s overall gain in children. Out of a gain of 979,000 children, 
931,000 (95 percent) were Hispanic. Among the next-biggest gainers—
Florida, Georgia, North Carolina, Arizona, and Nevada—Hispanics were 
the single biggest contributors to the gains. Utah was the only state in 
which whites added the most to child population gains, although the 
number of white children increased only slightly more than the number 
of Hispanic children. Overall, however, Hispanics were largely responsi-
ble for most state and regional child population gains that occurred in 
2000–10. Among the 27 states with rising child populations, Hispanics 
accounted for one-half or more of those gains in all but one (Utah).  
Hispanics also accounted for the bulk of gains in 57 of the 68 large  
metropolitan areas with expanding child populations.

Minority-White Child Populations
The swift racial transformations among youth in almost all parts of the 
country are yielding a rising number of majority-minority state and  
metropolitan populations of children under the age of 18 (map 2-2). 
Although only four states (Hawaii, New Mexico, California, and Texas) 
and Washington, D.C., had minority-white populations overall, ten states 
(including those four states and Arizona, Florida, Georgia, Maryland, 
Mississippi, and Nevada) and D.C. had minority-white child populations 
in 2010. Furthermore, in 22 states, minorities represented more than 
40 percent of the child population. In 2000–10, many of the states with 
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growing child populations exhibited the greatest declines in the por-
tion of white children. In Nevada, for example, whites declined from 
54 percent of children in 2000 to just 40 percent in 2010. In the same 
period, Florida’s child population changed from 56 percent white to 46 
percent white. 

More than one-third (35) of the 100 largest metropolitan areas have 
minority-white child populations. California and Texas house the largest 
number of those metropolitan areas, in which Hispanics constitute the 
largest minorities. Florida, Georgia, and Arizona each contain multiple 
areas. Since 2000, the child populations of 11 metropolitan areas reached 
minority-white status, including Atlanta, New York, Orlando, Phoenix, 
and Washington, D.C. As did states, most metropolitan areas saw a decline 
in the white share of their child population. In Orlando, the white share 
of all children dropped from 56 percent in 2000 to 42 percent in 2010. 
Such declines occurred in less diverse areas too. In Allentown, Pennsyl-
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vania, which gained new Hispanic residents from the greater New York 
area, whites accounted for 66 percent of children in 2010, down from  
80 percent in 2000. The dramatic remaking of the nation’s child popula-
tion is well under way, especially in growing parts of the country, where 
the growth of the child population is synonymous with the growth of the 
population of minority children. States such as California, Texas, and 
New Mexico—and metropolitan areas such as Miami, New York, and 
Chicago—are used to accommodating large numbers of young children 
from dozens of foreign countries. Yet the new growth of the population of 
first-generation immigrant children in large sections of the Southeast, 
Mountain West, and scattered parts of “middle America” represents the 
front lines of the country’s new diversity explosion.

THE DIVERSE FUTURE U.S. LABOR FORCE

Just as the growing new minorities bolstered the size of the nation’s oth-
erwise shrinking child population in the first decade of the 2000s, they 
will make important contributions to the size of the U.S. labor force in 
decades to come and the workforce will continue to become more 
racially diverse. The contributions of the new minorities are especially 
vital due to the impending retirement of white baby boomers. The first 
baby boomer turned age 65 in January 2011, leading a parade of retiring 
baby boomers (those born between 1946 and 1964) that will not end until 
2030. The continual loss of boomers from the labor force will slow its 
growth considerably. Census projections show that the labor force–age 
population will grow by only 4 percent in the second decade of the 2000s 
and by 2 percent in the 2020s. In contrast, its growth rate was 13 percent 
in the 1990s and 11 percent in 2000–10.8 Minorities, particularly Hispan-
ics, will play a key role in future positive labor force growth. Because of 
its older age structure, the white labor force–age population will decline 
by 15 million from 2010 to 2030.9 At the same time, the following  
minority groups will contribute to gains: Hispanics (17 million), Asians 
(4 million), and blacks (3 million) (figure 2-3).

Although the white share of the overall labor force–age population 
will show declines—from 64 percent in 2010 to 54 percent in 2030—the 
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change will be especially large 
in the younger segment of the 
workforce. From 2010 to 2030, 
the 18- to 29-year-old His-
panic labor force–age popula-
tion will grow by 38 percent, 
increasing its share of that 
population from 20 percent to 
27 percent. This youthful His-
panic spurt raises questions 
about the preparation of 
younger Hispanics to fill jobs 
that require postsecondary 
education. The immigration of large numbers of Mexicans and other 
Latin Americans who came to the United States eager to find jobs and a 
better life has led to the rise of first- and second-generation Hispanics, 
who now constitute more than three-fifths of Hispanic youth.10 That is 
significant because their foreign-born parents are typically less educated 
and more likely to be poor than those in most other groups, including 
native-born Hispanics (see table 2-1). Overall, Hispanic children, espe-
cially the children of immigrants, are raised in lower-income commu-
nities, have higher high school dropout rates, and are less likely to 
advance to postsecondary education.11 Moreover, Hispanic children,  
as has been the case for black children, are more likely to attend under-
funded, segregated schools.12  

Although the children of recent immigrants have paved the way for 
the U.S. labor force to grow, the future contributions of younger Hispanic 
workers and blacks will depend on their receiving the opportunities and 
developing the skills needed to complete high school and pursue postsec-
ondary education. That fact is well recognized by a number of scholars 
and policymakers, who point to the need for expanding preschool pro-
grams, providing more effective instruction for English language learn-
ers, and removing barriers—financial and others—to postsecondary 
education.13  

Also entering the labor force in larger numbers are Asian children 
who, even more so than Hispanics, have foreign-born parents—about 80 
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percent. Because more of their foreign-born parents arrived here because 
they qualified for employment-based preferential status under immigra-
tion law, often after studying at American universities, their overall level of 
skills and education is higher than that of the population as a whole.14

 The black labor force–age population will grow more modestly 
than the former two groups because, as with whites, its sizable baby 
boom population will be turning 65 through the year 2030. Yet 
although black educational attainment has risen from much lower 
levels in earlier decades, high school dropout and college graduation 
rates for blacks are more on par with those of native-born Hispanics 
than with those of whites or Asians. School segregation levels are still 
high for blacks, many of whom reside in financially strapped city 
school districts.

Overall, immigration in recent decades from Latin America and Asia, 
along with the higher rates of natural increase (births minus deaths) 
among Hispanics and Asians, has put the United States in a position to 
maintain a growing labor force despite the aging of the large baby boom 
generation. That stands in contrast to the status of many industrialized 
nations—such as Japan and Italy and other countries in Europe—that  
are facing declines in their labor force at a time when they could use 
productivity gains.15 Another advantage for the United States is that the 
international heritage and languages of these new labor force entrants 
help connect the nation to an ever-expanding globalized economy. 

TABLE 2-1
Education and Poverty Measures, by Race, 2012  
     RATES  

 High school dropouts Adult college grads Children in poverty 
 (per 100 persons  (per 100 persons (per 100 persons under
 age 16–19) age 25 and over) age 18 in households)

Hispanics 6.7 13.9 33.8
   Foreign born 12.3 10.6 41.3 
   Native born 5.4 18.0 33.3

Asians 1.3 50.9 12.9
Blacks 5.6 18.8 39.5
Whites 8.4 32.6 13.8
Total 4.4 29.2 22.7 

Source: American Community Survey, 2012; Pew Research Center.   



 OLD VERSUS YOUNG: THE CULTURAL GENERATION GAP 31

Blacks Asians HispanicsWhites 

Under 5 

5–17 

18–35 

35–49 

50–64 

65–74 

85+ 

FIGURE 2.4
Cultural Generation Gap: Population Composition, by Age and Race, 2010

Other races 2+ races

Age

Source: 2010 U.S. census.

51%

55%

58%

64%

73%

79%

85%

22%

20%

16%

10%

7%

5%

25%

4%

4%

5%

5%

4%

4%14%

14%

13%

12%

11%

9%

7%

Nonetheless, to realize the benefits of a growing productive workforce, 
the diverse child population of today and tomorrow needs to be pro-
vided the skills and opportunities to succeed at jobs in an increasingly 
knowledge-based economy.

EMERGING CULTURAL GENERATION GAPS

The diversification of the U.S. population from the bottom up of the age 
distribution holds more than just demographic significance. It reflects an 
emerging cultural divide between the young and the old as they adapt to 
change in different ways. Different age groups represent different gener-
ations, which were raised and became adults in specific eras and may be 
more or less receptive to the cultural changes brought about by new racial 
groups. Figure 2-4 shows U.S. race differences by age group as of the 2010 
census. Slightly more than one-half of children under age five were white 
in 2010; in contrast, the oldest age group was 85 percent white. 

When viewed more broadly, there is a sharp racial distinction 
between the baby boomers—who are mostly over the age of 50—and 
their elders, on one hand, and, on the other, the younger generations: 
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the millennial generation and young members of generation X and their 
children, who constitute the population under the age of 35.16  Baby 
boomers and seniors are more than 70 percent white, with blacks rep-
resenting the largest racial minority. In contrast, millennials and young 
generation Xers (largely under the age of 35) and their children are 
more than 40 percent minority, with Hispanics constituting the largest 
share of their minority population. Because of the different experiences 
of these groups, a cultural generation gap is emerging between the 
younger groups and baby boomers and seniors, who are voicing sharp 
resistance to America’s new racial change. A 2011 Pew Research Center 
poll shows that only 23 percent of baby boomers and seniors regard the 
country’s growing population of immigrants as a change for the better 
and that 42 percent see it as a change for the worse. More than one-half 
of white baby boomers and seniors said that the growing number of 
newcomers from other countries represents a threat to traditional U.S. 
values and customs.17  

The millennial generation, in particular, is known for its racial inclu-
siveness.18 The Pew survey found marked differences between baby 
boomers and millennials with regard to agreement that the following are 
changes for the better: that more people of different races are marrying 
each other (36 percent versus 60 percent), that the population of His-
panics is growing (21 percent versus 33 percent), and that the population 
of Asians is growing (24 percent versus 43 percent). The resistance of 
baby boomers to demographic change may seem surprising. This 
much-celebrated generation came to embody the image of middle Amer-
ica during the second half of the last century. Conceived during the pros-
perous post−World War II period, they brought a rebellious, progressive 
sensibility to the country in the 1960s, 1970s, and beyond. With the help 
of the programs of the Great Society, they became the most well-schooled 
generation to date and the epitome of America’s largely white, suburban 
middle class, with which most of today’s adults now identify. 

Yet the baby boomers also came of age at a moment when the United 
States was becoming more insular than it had been before. Growing up in 
mostly white, segregated suburbs, white baby boomers had less exposure 
to immigrants and foreign wars than their parents. Between 1946 and 
1964, the years of the baby boom, the immigrant share of the U.S. popula-
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tion shrank to an all-time low (under 5 percent), and the immigrants who 
did arrive were largely white Europeans. Although baby boomers were 
interested in righting domestic wrongs, such as racial discrimination, and 
bursting glass ceilings, they did not have much interaction with people 
from other countries. The cultural generation gap continues to appear 
when baby boomers and seniors are compared with the younger segment 
of the U.S. population. That segment shows sharp racial distinctions, and 
members are more likely to be first- or second-generation Americans of 
non-European ancestry and to be bilingual (see table 2-2).

It should not be that surprising, then, that baby boomers are resistant 
to the new demographic changes among the country’s younger popula-
tion, with whom, for the most part, they do not share close personal or 
family relationships. That could result in a generational divide in a num-
ber of areas, such as immigration, affirmative action, and government 
spending—in particular, over whether funds should go to programs for 
youth or for seniors. Yet because of the relative size of the baby boom 
generation and its effect on the voting population, it will have a strong 
voice in future elections. Younger, more multiracial generations of adults 
are smaller in size, are less likely to vote, and, at least in the near term, 
include more nonvoting noncitizens—although, as discussed in chapter 
11, their electoral clout will eventually rise.

Youth and Old-Age Dependency
Underpinning the generational divide are shifts in what demographers 
call old-age dependency and child dependency, which now have a distinct 

TABLE 2-2
Differences between Young and Old, 2010
Percent  

  Attribute Under Age 30 Age 50+ 

European ancestry 50 66 
First or second generation in U.S. 25 20
English spoken at homea 
     No 23 15
     No, but speaks English very well 16  7 

 Source: American Community Survey, 2010; 2010 Current Population Survey,  
Annual Social and Economic Supplement.    
aPersons age 5 and over.      
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FIGURE 2-5 
Youth and Old-Age Dependency Ratios, 2010–40
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racial dimension. Both historically and internationally, the number of 
children dependent on the labor force–age population has been larger 
than the number of dependent retirees. However, in quickly aging coun-
tries where fertility is declining and life expectancy is rising, seniors are 
increasing the numbers of the “dependent” population.19 That is of con-
cern in the United States, given that government programs aiding the 
elderly, including those for medical care, cost substantially more than 
those aiding children. The cultural generation gap between the young and 
the old can exacerbate the competition for resources because the rise in 
the number of senior dependents is occurring more rapidly among whites 
than among minorities, for whom dependent children is a larger issue.

To illustrate, a look at the total U.S. population is in order. The growth 
of the senior population is affected by both increased life expectancy 
and, more important, the aging of the baby boomers. From 2010 to 2030, 
the senior population is projected to grow by 81 percent. In contrast, the 
labor force–age population (ages 18 to 64) will grow by only 6 percent 
and the population under age 18 will grow by just 8 percent. Therefore, 
although new minorities and immigrants are driving the increases in the 
younger and labor force–age populations, the growth of the senior pop-
ulation is driven by the mostly white baby boomers. The associated 



 OLD VERSUS YOUNG: THE CULTURAL GENERATION GAP 35

dependency shifts are shown in the left panel of figure 2-5, which con-
trasts two measures: the old-age dependency ratio (the population age 
65 and over as a percent of the labor force–age population) and the youth 
dependency ratio (the population under age 18 as a percent of the labor 
force–age population). Although youth dependency was almost twice 
the level of old-age dependency in 2010 (38 versus 21), youth depen-
dency increases only slightly during the following three decades while 
old-age dependency rises by well over one-half—making seniors a sub-
stantial portion of the nonworking-age population.20

Yet this shift is far more dramatic for whites than for minorities. The 
comparison of dependency ratios for whites and Hispanics shows their 
likely relative priorities with regard to the children-versus-seniors 
spending issue. For whites, youth dependency is lower than the U.S. total 
and is not much larger than white old-age dependency in 2010 (32 ver-
sus 26). In fact, by 2020, the old-age dependency ratio for whites will 
exceed the child dependency ratio, and for the two decades that follow, 
white seniors will outnumber white children. That stands in marked 
contrast to the position of Hispanics, whose 2010 youth dependency 
ratio was 56 and whose old-age dependency ratio was only 9. Moreover, 
Hispanic youth dependency will remain well above 45 through 2040, 
even as the old-age dependency ratio inches up to 21. In other words, for 
at least the next three decades, Hispanic children will sharply outnum-
ber Hispanic seniors. Although black and Asian youth dependency is not 
as marked as it is for Hispanics, it remains higher than senior depen-
dency through at least 2030.21 Therefore there is no question that the 
primary concern of working-age Hispanics—and to a lesser extent 
Asians and blacks—will be their children rather than the older depen-
dent population. For working-age whites, elderly dependents will be a 
primary concern as well as their own future well-being as they enter 
their retirement years. This demographic framework provides a con-
crete basis for considering the cultural generation gap and competition 
for government resources allocated to children and the elderly.

In discussing the long-term political ramifications of the generation 
gap, political writer Ronald Brownstein has framed it as a divide 
between “the gray and the brown,” wherein older whites, including 
aging baby boomers, favor smaller government investment in social 



36 OLD VERSUS YOUNG: THE CULTURAL GENERATION GAP

support programs except for those, such as Social Security, that directly 
affect them. For these older voters, big government is associated with 
higher taxes, which primarily benefit younger demographic groups 
whose needs they do not fully appreciate.22 In contrast, more diverse 
youth, particularly millennials, tend to support greater government 
spending on education, health, and social welfare programs that 
strongly affect young families and children. A 2011 Pew Research Cen-
ter poll showed that when given a choice between a larger government 
that offers more services and a smaller government that offers fewer, 
seven in ten millennial minorities but only four in ten white baby 
boomers favored larger government.23  

It is important for retiring baby boomers to understand that the sol-
vency of government-supported retirement and medical care programs 
is directly dependent on the future productivity and payroll tax contri-
butions of a workforce in which minorities, especially Hispanics, will 
dominate future growth. As indicated above, there is a well-recognized 
challenge in providing these future workforce participants with the 
skills needed to make these contributions, and meeting that challenge 
requires public investment in education and related services. The 
dilemma, however, is that the largest government programs that directly 
benefit the elderly, such as Social Security and Medicare, are mostly 
financed by the federal government and are considered politically sacred 
by many. In contrast, programs for youth, such as education, are largely 
funded at the state and local levels and are far more vulnerable to eco-
nomic downturns and budget cuts given that states, unlike the federal 
government, are required to balance their budgets annually. Therefore 
efforts to muster support for child-oriented programs require grassroots 
support across an often fragmented political terrain. At present, political 
views divide largely along Republican and Democratic lines. Older 
whites back Republican candidates for national and many statewide 
offices, while minorities and younger whites tend to back Democrats, 
who generally favor more federal spending on programs for families and 
children. In the future, as discussed in chapter 11, more young minorities 
will enter their prime voting years and both parties will need to balance 
the needs and concerns of new and old voters, particularly in regions of 
the country where the cultural generation gap is emerging.
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Where the Gap Is Widest
Although the cultural generation gap is forming throughout the nation, 
the growth of the young new minority population and the steadier 
gains of the aging white population are occurring at different speeds in 
different regions. The most racially diverse and youthful populations 
are in states and metropolitan areas in the Southwest, Southeast, and 
major urban immigration centers where new minorities have had an 
established presence. A shorthand measure for the cultural generation 
gap in a state or metropolitan area is the difference between the per-
centage of seniors who are white and the percentage of children who 
are white. In 2010, 80 percent of the U.S. senior population and 54 per-
cent of children were white, so the national gap was 26 percent. But 
among states, Arizona led the way, with a gap of 41 percent (83 percent 
of seniors and 42 percent of children were white). Nevada, California, 
New Mexico, Texas, and Florida were not far behind, with gap mea-
sures greater than 30. Among major metropolitan areas, the largest 
gaps were in Riverside, California; Phoenix; Las Vegas; and Dallas (see 
table 2-3 and map 2-3).

TABLE 2-3
Major Metropolitan Areas with Largest and Smallest Cultural Generation Gaps
                          Percent white  Cultural
  Rank Metropolitan area Under age 18 Age 65+ generation gapa

 LARGEST  GAPS    

1 Riverside 24 65 41
2 Phoenix 44 85 41
3 Las Vegas 33 71 38
4 Dallas 39 75 36
5 San Diego 34 70 36

 SMALLEST GAPS    

1 Pittsburgh 80 93 13
2 Cincinnati 76 89 13
3 St. Louis 68 85 17
4 Louisville 71 89 18
5 Detroit 60 78 18
aGap = percent white of persons age 65 and over, minus percent white of persons under age 18. 
 Source: 2010 U.S. census for metropolitan areas with populations of more than 1 million.   
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 In contrast, large—mostly white—swaths of the country, including 
the non-coastal Northeast, Midwest, and Appalachia, are observing 
slow growth or even declines in their youth populations while remain-
ing home to large numbers of white baby boomers and seniors. The 
demographic profiles of these regions, along with those of metropoli-
tan areas such as Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, and St. Louis, will eventually 
converge with those of more diverse parts of the country. But in the 
interim, they will be adapting, often fitfully, to the changes occurring 
elsewhere. 

Still, the places where the cultural generation gap has generated the 
most contention are those where the gains in new minorities are large 
and recent. Arizona is emblematic because of its large gap and recent 
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Hispanic growth of 175 percent from 1990 to 2010. Against that demo-
graphic backdrop, it is perhaps no coincidence that a great deal of ani-
mosity between whites and Hispanics erupted upon the 2010 signing of 
the Support Our Law Enforcement and Safe Neighborhoods Act, also 
known as Arizona State Bill 1070. Although the law was later amended 
and the Supreme Court struck down key parts, it was one of the strictest 
anti-immigration laws ever enacted by a state. Provisions included 
requirements that residents carry papers verifying their citizenship; if 
they did not, they would be subject to arrest, detention, and potential 
deportation.24 Although proponents pointed to increased recent waves 
of immigration as a source of crime and drug-related incidents at the 
border, the law was sharply opposed by civil rights groups that believed 
that it would set the stage for widespread racial profiling of Hispanics in 
the state. Not surprisingly, a statewide poll taken at the time split along 
racial lines: 65 percent of whites but only 21 percent of Hispanics were in 
favor of the new law. Similarly, the law was favored by 62 percent of 
those 55 years of age and older (across all races) but only 45 percent of 
those under the age of 35.25 

Later, other states with recent Hispanic or new immigrant population 
gains, including Alabama, Georgia, South Carolina, and Utah, proposed 
similarly strict immigration laws. There is other evidence of broad-based 
pushback against new minorities among the more established popula-
tion, including the enactment of strict voter identification laws in several 
states prior to the 2012 election, which could disproportionately affect 
minorities, and concerns, again in Arizona, that public school curricu-
lums were placing too much emphasis on ethnic studies programs.26  

As young new minorities continue to disperse outward from tradi-
tional gateways, the cultural generation gap will likely emerge in both 
public and private arenas, creating conflict over issues that are import-
ant to young minorities (for example, immigration reform, improved 
public schools, and affordable housing) and those issues important to 
baby boomers and seniors (for example, medical and retirement bene-
fits). The gap will appear in communities of all sizes, but it will be widest 
in states where the growth of young minorities is new and the racial 
demographic profile of the younger generation differs most from that of 
the older generation.
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MAP 2-4 
Percentage of Children Who Speak a Language Other than English at Home, 2010a

Source: American Community Survey, 2006–10.
a ages 5 to 17.
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Perhaps the most pressing and immediate impact of the minority 
youth surge is being felt in schools, which, among other challenges, must 
instruct increasing numbers of children who speak a language other 
than English at home. The availability of effective English language 
instruction is key to the advancement of new minority children, but it 
also demands greater resources from school systems. Map 2-4 shows the 
areas of the country with the highest shares of children who speak a 
language other than English at home. Nationally, 22 percent of children 
age 5–17 fell into this group in 2010, up from 18 percent in 2000 and 14 
percent in 1990. Two-thirds of the children spoke Spanish.

The population of these children has continued to spread as their par-
ents locate away from regions with traditionally high concentrations of 
immigrants and Hispanics. These regions are centered in California, 
Texas, and the Southwest, to the extent that nearly one-half (46 percent) 



of California’s children and more than one-third of children in Texas and 
Nevada speak a language other than English at home. More broadly,  
in 73 of the nation’s 100 largest metropolitan areas, more than 1 in 10 
children speaks a language other than English, up from 52 metropolitan 
areas in 2000. Some of the newest areas are Scranton, Pennsylvania; 
Columbus, Ohio; and Ogden, Utah. At least one-fifth of children cur-
rently speak a non-English language at home in 40 metropolitan areas, 
up from 28 in 2000. Although a majority of children who speak a lan-
guage other than English at home also speak English very well, they still 
benefit from instruction that recognizes the language transitions that 
they are making. The need for specialized instruction is especially acute 
for the 10 percent of K−12 public school children classified as being 
English language learners—or as having limited English proficiency—
one of the fastest-growing segments of the student population.27  

Thus, on a variety of levels, the continuing spread of new minorities 
from the bottom up of the nation’s age distribution creates important 
opportunities for the growth and productivity of the nation’s population 
and workforce. But that spread also presents challenges in light of the 
sharp cultural shift that is taking place. The divide will require adapta-
tion on all sides, and policymakers and citizens alike will need to 
approach these changes with a long view. Rather than seeing the inevi-
table changes as damaging to the American way of life, it will behoove 
the nation to consider the future of the country and prepare now for a 
country that will be majority-minority. 
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America’s New Racial Map 3
Although the rumblings of America’s coming diversity explosion are 
heard most clearly from the bottom up, from young to old, the explosion 
is also spreading geographically, from fairly self-contained Melting Pot 
regions—the traditional immigrant gateways—to other parts of the coun-
try. This chapter provides an overview, in light of major immigration and 
domestic migration shifts, of America’s population by contrasting its 
current racial profile with that of the recent past. It lays the groundwork 
for the next four chapters by identifying transformations across three 
different mega-regions of the country: the Melting Pot, the New Sun 
Belt, and the Heartland.

The long-standing view of America as a melting pot has a geographic 
dimension that can be traced to the century-old waves of European 
immigration that brought Irish, Italians, Poles, and other white groups 
to the country’s shores. While most of those groups initially clustered 
in traditional gateway cities such as New York and Chicago, the ensu-
ing decades led to their gradual dispersal to other parts of the country.1  

 43
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In like manner, America’s newest immigrants, from Latin America  
and Asia, began clustering in distinct gateway regions of the country. 
The difference is that the country had filled out more broadly before 
this immigrant-driven, new minority spurt began—a fact that initially 
created a sharp divide between areas where the new minority growth 
explosion began and other areas where whites and older minorities 
resided or dominated population gains. When that divide first 
appeared, there were fears of a demographic “balkanization” of the 
population that would separate, culturally and politically, the Melting 
Pot regions—where new minorities clustered—from the rest of the 
country. However, in the first decade of this century it became clear 
that those patterns were shifting with the widespread dispersal of the 
new minorities.

THREE AMERICAS

To set the stage for understanding new minority geographic shifts, it is 
useful to lay out three distinct regions of the country that emerged from 
the migration patterns of the 1980s and early 1990s. At the time, it 
appeared that the ongoing racial and demographic dynamics underlying 
these regions could be creating three different Americas.2 

The Melting Pot Region 
The growth of new minorities, especially Hispanics and Asians, became 
prominent during this period, a consequence of the Immigration and 
Nationality Act of 1965, which paved the way for immigration from 
countries other than Europe.3 At that time the nation’s foreign-born  
Hispanic and Asian populations were heavily concentrated in just six 
states—California, New York, Texas, Florida, New Jersey, and Illinois—
and in metropolitan areas such as Los Angeles, New York, Miami, Chi-
cago, San Francisco, and Houston. New Mexico and Hawaii can be added 
to the Melting Pot, given their large Hispanic and Asian populations. 
Together, those eight states and the urban clusters within them were 
welcoming environments for new immigrants and their descendants, 
providing them with communities where they could find social and eco-
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MAP 3-1 
Melting Pot, New Sun Belt, and Heartland America

Source: Author’s illustration. 

nomic support. Overall, the Melting Pot region represents about two-
fifths of the U.S. population (see map 3-1).

The demographic personality of this region was changing rapidly. In 
addition to becoming more racially diverse with the rapid growth of new 
Latin American and Asian populations, it was becoming more multilin-
gual, younger, and, with the establishment of distinct racial communi-
ties, more culturally vibrant. These changes affected the labor supply, 
politics, public service needs, schools, music, and local cuisine. Ameri-
ca’s new Melting Pot region was becoming distinct from the rest of the 
nation. As the changes started occurring, residents in the rest of the 
country became aware that heightened immigrant flows were increasing 
the size of nonblack minorities. However, for most Americans, those 
changes were taking place elsewhere. For them, images of the new 
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FIGURE 3-1  
Immigration and Domestic Migration Rates for Three Regions, 
1990–2000 and 2000–10

Americans came largely from television newscasts, movies, and occa-
sional trips to big, diverse cities. Immigration did not affect their every-
day life. In other words, they were experiencing the nation’s new 
diversity “virtually.”

The New Sun Belt Region
 At the same time, the rest of the country was experiencing a different 
migration pattern. A good number of Americans who opted to move 
were moving not to primary immigrant destinations but to the New Sun 
Belt.4 This region included growing states in the Mountain West and 
Southeast, including Idaho, Utah, Colorado, Arizona, and the Southeast 
corridor of Georgia and the Carolinas, among others.5 In this region, the 
primary early source of growth was domestic migration of whites and 
blacks from other parts of the United States rather than immigration. As 
figure 3-1 indicates, in the 1990s the domestic migration rate in the New 
Sun Belt was 91 per 1,000 persons while the immigration rate was just  
22 per 1,000 persons. In other words, domestic migration accounted for 



 AMERICA’S NEW RACIAL MAP 47

more than four-fifths of all migration to the New Sun Belt. That stands in 
contrast to the Melting Pot, which was losing domestic migrants.

Top domestic migrant gainers during this period included Atlanta, 
Las Vegas, Phoenix, Denver, and Seattle. Although not the largest  
metropolitan areas in the United States, these places had rapidly grow-
ing, diverse economies; warm climates; and living costs that were far 
less onerous than in the expensive, congested coastal areas that were 
attracting many immigrants. In fact, those higher costs were among 
the reasons for the largely white middle-class flight from high- 
immigration areas to the New Sun Belt (for example, flows from met-
ropolitan Los Angeles to Las Vegas and from metropolitan New York to 
Atlanta).6 Blacks also were part of the movement away from large 
immigrant magnet areas, although they were moving to more rapidly 
growing areas in the South. The New Sun Belt represented a growth 
area that extended beyond the older Sun Belt magnets of California, 
Texas, and Florida, which over time had become more urbanized and 
dependent on immigrant growth. Although not all parts of the New 
Sun Belt were consistent gainers, they collectively constituted the 
nation’s new growth frontier.7 In addition, their metropolitan areas 
had a more suburban feel, with more recent development, lower den-
sity, and, in many cases, more attractions for younger families. They 
became latter-day regional counterparts to the smaller suburban com-
munities outside big cities in the 1960s and 1970s.8 The 15 states in this 
region account for slightly more than one-fifth of the U.S. population. 

Meanwhile, most Hispanics and Asians remained clustered in immi-
grant gateway regions and states, largely because significant numbers of 
them were immigrants or close relatives of immigrants. These areas 
were a comfort zone, complete with family, friends, and neighbors and 
familiar institutions such as churches, community centers, and stores. 
Family and kinship ties were especially pronounced because family 
reunification represented a dominant part of post-1965 immigration pol-
icy.9 Therefore shared values, customs, languages, and information about 
employment opportunities made the Melting Pot region more attractive 
to new immigrants and their relatives than New Sun Belt areas—where 
they would truly be pioneers. 
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The Heartland Region 
As the Melting Pot region grew rapidly from international migration and 
the New Sun Belt region grew primarily from domestic migration, the 
Heartland—including much of the Great Plains, Midwest, Appalachia, 
interior South, and New England—experienced modest growth because 
of very little immigration and small or negative domestic migration (see 
figure 3-1). Much of the Heartland had struggled to overcome downturns 
in old-line manufacturing industries while other parts were associated 
with agricultural or resource-based industries. Decades of a strong 
youth exodus left this region older and more rooted than the rest of the 
country, and except for concentrations of blacks in urban areas, the 
region remained far whiter than the rest of the country. Still, the 27 states 
that along with Washington, D.C., constitute the Heartland represent 
almost two-fifths of the nation’s population.

FEARS OF DEMOGRAPHIC BALKANIZATION

In the late 1980s and mid-1990s, there was a clear demographic division 
between those parts of the country that were both receiving and retain-
ing large numbers of new immigrant minorities and other parts of the 
country where domestic migrants accounted for most of the change in 
population. The increased demographic disparities that separated the 
Melting Pot region from the other two regions led to speculation that a 
new demographic balkanization might be under way.10 If so, the cultural 
norms and policies embraced by the older, whiter, and more middle-class 
populations of the New Sun Belt and Heartland may be pitted against 
policies that are more attractive to younger, more diverse populations in 
the Melting Pot, who are middle class or below. In the New Sun Belt and 
Heartland, that may mean advocating for stronger government support 
for retirement and medical care, while in the Melting Pot it may mean 
paying greater attention to affirmative action laws, extending the federal 
safety net to meet the needs of new first- and second-generation fami-
lies, and improving access to quality public education. In other words, as 
the demographic divisions between these mega-regions become sharper, 
so too may the political divisions.
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The white exodus from high-immigration Melting Pot areas was of 
particular concern because it seemed to reflect a regional version of the 
racially motivated suburban white flight of decades past.11 Yet other 
interpretations suggested that the moves, particularly of low-skilled 
domestic migrants, stemmed from job displacement by lower-paid 
immigrant workers, higher taxes to meet the needs of new populations, 
or a generalized response to the economic restructuring occurring in 
high-immigration areas.12 Regardless of its source, this new flight was 
seen by some as evidence that immigration policy should be curtailed to 
admit fewer migrants or that the requirements for entry should be tight-
ened. Such policy shifts, it was believed, might ease the pressure on  
middle-class and low-skilled native-born residents to leave the Melting 
Pot areas.13 Another balkanization-related concern was the containment 
of new minorities largely within the Melting Pot regions. As did the 
immigrants of a century ago, the new immigrants and their children 
gravitated to areas with populations of the same race and national origin, 
for reasons discussed above. Yet, unlike the earlier immigrant waves, the 
new waves in much of the Melting Pot were dominated by a few large 
groups, especially Hispanics from Mexico, suggesting that areas with 
large existing communities would become highly differentiated from 
the rest of the country.14 

THE 2000s: THE NEW SUN BELT AS AN “EMERGING  
MELTING POT”

Fears about an eventual demographic balkanization began to dissipate 
during the first decade of the 2000s, when a far wider dispersion of 
immigrants and minorities occurred than could have been anticipated in 
the mid-1990s.15 This trend is illustrated in figure 3-1, which displays rel-
ative rates of immigration and domestic migration for each of the three 
regions. As in the 1990s, the New Sun Belt drew domestic migrants from 
both the Melting Pot and the Heartland. But from 2000 to 2010, immi-
gration made a markedly bigger contribution to the region’s migration 
growth as the immigration rate increased to 32 per 1,000 persons while 
the domestic migration rate declined to 68 per 1,000. Therefore, although 
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MELTING POT

1990 2010 1990 2010 1990 2010

NEW SUN BELT HEARTLAND

HispanicsWhites Blacks Asians Other races

Source: 1990 and 2010 U.S. censuses.
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immigrants accounted for less than one-fifth of New Sun Belt migration 
gains in the 1990s, they increased their contribution to nearly one-third 
in the first decade of the 2000s. 

The trends are even more dramatic for shifts in the overall Hispanic 
and Asian populations. The effect of these two new minorities on New 
Sun Belt growth shows a sharp contrast between the 1990s and the first 
decade of the 2000s. In the 1990s, Hispanics and Asians accounted for 
30 percent of the region’s growth; between 2000 and 2010, they 
accounted for 44 percent. The new minority contributions to 2000–10 
growth were especially pronounced in Las Vegas, where Hispanics and 
Asians accounted for 64 percent of the metropolitan area’s growth. Sim-
ilar patterns were showing up in Phoenix, Salt Lake City, and Denver. As 
a result of the new minority gains and continued black in-migration, the 
share of whites in the New Sun Belt region dropped, coming closer to the 
share in the Melting Pot region by 2010 (see figure 3-2). That contrasts 
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with the situation in the Heartland, which, although its minority share 
increased modestly, remained predominantly white.

The spreading of new minorities away from high-concentration areas 
involves both the dispersal of immigrants and the increased domestic 
migration of Hispanics and Asians away from the Melting Pot region to 
other parts of the country.16 Each of these migration flows is related to 
the “pushes” and “pulls” of the labor market, which did not operate as 
well for new minorities in the earlier period. The migration “chains” that 
previously led networks of Hispanic and Asian families and friends to 
traditional gateway areas began to spread outward in the first decade of 
the 2000s, when low-skilled jobs in manufacturing and meat processing 
along with low-wage construction, service, and retail jobs sparked by 
population growth drew Hispanic immigrants and domestic migrants to 
the New Sun Belt.17 Many Asian and Hispanic migrants likewise 
responded to jobs at all skill levels in older metropolitan areas in the 
Heartland and the New Sun Belt.18 

An important development since the late 1990s has been the increased 
domestic migration of Hispanics out of traditional gateways, represent-
ing the same middle-class flight that was a largely white phenomenon in 
the late 1980s.19 In fact, Hispanics outnumbered whites in domestic 
migration out of metropolitan Los Angeles in the late 1990s, a stark  
contrast to the mostly white out-migration in the late 1980s.20 For Los 
Angeles and other traditional gateways, Hispanic population gains are 
increasingly dependent on immigration and fertility as long-term resi-
dent Hispanics disperse.

The demographic makeup of the new Melting Pot region is not nearly 
as distinct from that of the rest of the country today as it was in the early 
1990s, given the spread of Hispanics, Asians, and other new minorities to 
the New Sun Belt and the Heartland. There is now less concern that the 
country is becoming balkanized. Yet the past demographic profiles of 
these regions still hold some sway. The Melting Pot, for example, remains 
distinct on a number of dimensions (see table 3-1). Of the three mega- 
regions, the Melting Pot’s population consists of higher shares of those 
with non-European ancestry, those who are foreign born, and those who 
speak a language other than English at home. It is also home to the most 
racially diverse child population. 
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Yet the rapidly growing New Sun Belt region has now become the 
“emerging melting pot” in the United States. Not only do new minorities 
account for a substantial portion of its overall growth, but its population 
is becoming more like that of the Melting Pot on a number of levels, such 
as ancestry, nativity, language spoken at home, and racial makeup. The 
New Sun Belt is clearly being transformed by its new minority popula-
tions. In this respect, it serves as a transition region between the Melting 
Pot and the Heartland. As such, the New Sun Belt is dealing with some 
of the growing pains that come from incorporating new populations in 
old communities, which were made up of largely white or “old minority” 
residents. These include an initial backlash among existing residents 
who are uncomfortable with the changing population in their school 
systems, in shopping centers, and at community events. Culture clashes 
can be exacerbated when new migrant groups, arriving for low-skilled 
jobs, speak English less than perfectly and have education levels well 
below the local norm. Often adding to the difficulties are politicians who 
fan the flames of division by supporting policies that minority residents 
believe jeopardize their rights and full acceptance. For example, several 
of the New Sun Belt states have introduced some of the most severe leg-
islation restricting undocumented immigrants’ access to jobs, housing, 
and other services—which critics have argued leads to racial profiling.21 

TABLE 3-1
Social and Demographic Attributes, Three Regions, 2010
Percent 

   Attributea   Melting Pot New Sun Belt Heartland 

European ancestry 46 54 67
Foreign born 21 10  6 
Language other than English  34 15 10 
    spoken at homeb 
Children under 18, by race-ethnicity   
   White 39 56 69
   Black 12 16 15
   Asian  7  3  3
   Hispanic 38 18  9 

Population growth 2000–2010 11 17  5

Source: 2000 and 2010 U.S. censuses; American Community Survey, 2010.
aAll attributes pertain to 2010, except population growth 2000–10.
bPersons age 5 and over.
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Clearly, the spillover of new minorities to the New Sun Belt and beyond 
is softening regional boundaries that were thought to create a racially 
based demographic balkanization of the country. However, the process 
of their assimilation and economic incorporation into the New Sun Belt 
is still very much a work in progress.

NEW MINORITY AND OLD MINORITY POPULATION SHIFTS

The rapid influx of new minorities associated with recent waves of 
immigrants and now with their succeeding generations contrasts with 
the existing settlement patterns of whites and blacks and other older 
minorities. The United States clearly is a nation in racial demographic 
flux, but it also is one in which different groups may dominate a local 
landscape at a particular point in time. That is the case today, in the  
second decade of the 2000s, when the nation exhibits a kaleidoscope of 
racial patterns. Map 3-2 displays where different groups are overrepre-
sented across the more than 3,100 counties in the United States.22 Among 
the new minorities, Hispanics singly or jointly with other minorities are 
prevalent in states spanning from California to Texas as well as in parts 
of the Mountain West, the Southeast, large urbanized portions of the 
North, and patches of smaller places in the nation’s midsection. Asians, 
with a smaller overall U.S. population, are most prevalent, often along 
with other groups, in California, Washington, Texas, parts of the South-
east, and major metropolitan areas and smaller towns, including college 
towns, in all parts of the country.

The current settlement patterns of these two minority groups, 
although recently expanding, stand in contrast to that of blacks, the 
largest older minority, whose concentration is clearly in the South—
stretching from Texas to Maryland—and many northern and midwest-
ern urban areas. Blacks also combine with other groups to shape 
“multiple-minority” concentrations, especially in Texas, California, 
and other parts of the West. For the most part, their concentration is 
distinctly Southern, a pattern that is reinforced by recent migration 
among blacks to the South. American Indians and Alaska Natives, who 
constitute most of the “other” minority category in map 3-2, are heavily 
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concentrated in Oklahoma, Alaska, the Mountain West, and the Upper 
Great Plains as well as select parts of many other states. About two-
thirds of this population lives outside areas designated as American 
Indian or Alaska Native areas.23 

The spreading of new minorities coupled with the more established 
patterns of older minorities leads to a patchwork of racial settlements 
across the country—one in a continual state of flux. Although it is true that 
a good part of the territory in the nation’s Heartland is still white (that is, 
not overrepresented by one or more minorities), the population in this part 
of the country is increasingly smaller, less urban, and likely to grow more 
modestly than the population in New Sun Belt areas, which are becoming 
infused with growing minority populations. The following sections expand 
on the recent dynamics of specific minority groups as well as whites.

Hispanic Outward Spread
The bulk of the Hispanic population still lives in large gateway regions 
(Los Angeles, New York, Miami, and Chicago), which together are home 
to nearly two-fifths of all U.S. Hispanics. However, these areas are losing 
their grip. Together, they drew 25 percent of national Hispanic population 
gains in the 1990s but just 16 percent in 2000–10. Houston and Riverside, 
California, which have larger Hispanic populations, have now displaced 
Chicago. The metropolitan areas with the fastest-growing Hispanic popu-
lations are located predominantly in the nation’s Southeast (see map 3-3). 
Among areas with at least 100,000 Hispanics, those with the fastest growth 
were located largely in the Southeast, led by Charlotte and Raleigh, North 
Carolina, and Nashville, Tennessee, each of which experienced a 1,000 
percent increase in its Hispanic population in a 20-year period (see table 
3-2). Much of that gain was triggered by the attraction of both immigrant 
and domestic migrant flows of largely low-skilled Hispanic workers, for 
reasons indicated earlier. However, an increasing share of this growth can 
be attributed to the natural increase (births minus deaths) of residents as 
they settle in. Nationally, natural increase accounted for 63 percent of His-
panic population growth between 2000 and 2010.24 

The spread of Hispanic growth can also be seen when looking at the 
Hispanic percentages of local populations. Nearly all of the nation’s 
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TABLE 3-2
Fastest-Growing Metropolitan Areas for 
Hispanics, Asians, and Blacks, 1990–2010
Percent 

  Rank Areaa Growth rate  

Hispanicsb  
 1 Charlotte 1,715
 2 Raleigh 1,548
 3 Nashville 1,235
 4 Indianapolis 853
 5 Atlanta 831
 6 Cape Coral 651
 7 Las Vegas 586
 8 Lakeland 542
 9 Orlando 435
 10 Portland 376 

Asiansc  
 1 Las Vegas 625
 2 Raleigh 502
 3 Charlotte 432
 4 Atlanta 399
 5 Austin 350
 6 Orlando 324
 7 Phoenix 314
 8 Indianapolis 298
 9 Nashville 274
 10 Tampa 266 

Blacksd  
 1 Las Vegas 183
 2 Minneapolis–St. Paul 170
 3 Phoenix 160
 4 Orlando 123
 5 Atlanta 118
 6 Raleigh 95
 7 Charlotte 88
 8 Riverside 78
 9 Tampa 71
 10 Dallas 71

Source: 1990 and 2010 U.S. censuses. 
aMetropolitan names are abbreviated.   
bAreas with at least 100,000 Hispanics.  
cAreas with at least 25,000 Asians.   
dAreas with at least 100,000 blacks.   
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more than 3,100 counties have regis-
tered increases in Hispanic popula-
tions since 1990. Among the 1,158 
counties where Hispanics made up 
at least 5 percent of the population, 
more than one-half reached that 
threshold between 1990 and 2010 
(see map 3-4). As in metropolitan 
areas, this trend is reflected in a sub-
stantial Hispanic spread into coun-
ties of the New Sun Belt states as 
well as a spread inward from the 
northeastern seaboard into parts of 
the Midwest, where low-skilled 
manufacturing, meatpacking, and 
farming industries attracted new 
Hispanic workers.25 

Dispersal of Asians
Because a greater share of Asians 
than Hispanics is foreign-born, Asians 
are concentrated in traditional gate-
way metropolitan areas.26 Los Ange-
les, New York, and San Francisco are 
home to the largest Asian popula-
tions, and they accounted for more 
than one-third of all U.S. Asians in 
2010 (see map 3-5). Yet in the 1990–
2010 period, the Asian population 
more than doubled in areas outside 
those major gateway areas, largely in 
areas in the New Sun Belt. Among 
metropolitan areas with at least 
25,000 Asians, Las Vegas witnessed the fastest growth, 625 percent,  
from 1990 to 2010 (see table 3-2). Other rapid gains occurred in Raleigh, 
Charlotte, Atlanta, Austin, and Phoenix—areas with significant knowl-
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edge-based employment or university clusters. Many Asian migrants, 
especially those with advanced degrees and specialized skills, have gravi-
tated to those areas.27 Map 3-6 shows the dispersion of Asians as a percent-
age of county population. Because Asians represent just 5 percent of the 
U.S. population, few counties have large shares of Asians, but the number 
of counties with Asian populations of more than 2 percent grew from 200 
in 1990 to more than 400 in 2010. These counties are located in smaller 
areas of the Southeast, Northeast, and Midwest, including urban, subur-
ban, and rural areas, reflecting a broader residence mix of Asian profes-
sionals, farmworkers, and laborers than existed just two decades prior.

Black Concentration in the South
The black population grew far more modestly than the two new 
minorities over the 1990–2010 period, with a rate of 29 percent. In con-
trast, the growth rate was 108 percent for Asians and 126 percent for 
Hispanics. Black residential patterns reflect a long-standing southern 
concentration, the early-twentieth-century “Great Migration” to large 
cities of the North and West, and the post-1970 reverse migration back 
to the quickly growing parts of the South.28 The latter southward shift 
has been especially pronounced since 1990, as discussed in chapter 6, 
and continues today. 

Although blacks were once directed to well-worn migration channels 
based on kinship ties, in much the same way that new minorities have 
been, the post−civil rights generations of younger, more educated blacks 
have dispersed away from traditional northern and western cities, both to 
the South and to other parts of the country. Still, the distribution of blacks 
across metropolitan areas reveals residential settlements, both past and 
current. The metropolitan area with the largest black population is New 
York (see map 3-7). New York’s sizable black population draws from 
decades of earlier black migration, new immigration, and natural increase. 
Yet despite its large size, New York experienced an absolute loss of blacks 
in 2000–10, due largely to the southward flow of black migrants. 

Until 2010, metropolitan Chicago was home to the country’s second- 
largest black population, but Chicago dropped to third place, as large 
migration flows catapulted Atlanta to second place. Following New York, 
Atlanta, and Chicago are a mix of earlier black destinations in the North 
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and West (Philadelphia, Detroit, and Los Angeles) and southern areas 
with large and growing black populations (Washington, D.C., Miami, 
Houston, and Dallas). Among large metropolitan areas, rapidly growing 
black populations are found in southern metropolitan areas like Orlando, 
Atlanta, Raleigh, Charlotte, and Dallas (see table 3-2). Also growing rap-
idly (although with smaller black populations overall) are Las Vegas and 
Phoenix, as a result of populations dispersing from coastal California, 
and Minneapolis–St. Paul, a nontraditional midwestern destination. The 
continuing southern concentration of the black population is abundantly 
clear in map 3-8. However, there are clusters of blacks in smaller-sized 
urban and suburban areas in much of the Northeast, Midwest, and 
selected parts of the West, including areas around Los Angeles, San 
Francisco, Seattle, Las Vegas, and Denver.

American Indians and Alaska Natives
The American Indian and Alaska Native population is the oldest U.S. 
racial minority group. With many tribes originating in different parts of 
the country, this population comprised 2.9 million persons, or 0.9 per-
cent of the U.S. population, in 2010. Its numbers have proliferated over 
time, a result of not only traditional demographic change components 
but also the greater likelihood that people with some American Indian 
heritage will identify themselves as such.29 In fact, when persons who 
identified themselves as belonging to multiple races were counted, the 
2010 numbers for American Indians and Alaska Natives increased to 5.2 
million, or 1.7 percent of the population.30 This population has a patchy 
distribution, but it is heavily located west of the Mississippi River. Five 
states are home to more than 150,000 American Indians and Alaska 
Natives: California, Oklahoma, Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas. The 
ten most populous metropolitan areas, except for New York, are located 
in these states (see table 3-3). 

The clustering of American Indians and Alaska Natives reflects both 
historic and recent settlement patterns. In 2010, less than one-third lived 
inside reservations or native village areas. The largest area is the Apache 
reservation, straddling Arizona, New Mexico, and Utah.31 Other states 
with large reservation and native village populations are Montana, South 
Dakota, North Dakota, Oklahoma, Wyoming, and Washington. In addi-



tion to Alaska, many of these states, particularly South Dakota, New  
Mexico, Oklahoma, Montana, and North Dakota, exhibit the highest per-
centages of Indians and Alaska Natives living both on and off reservations, 
as is evident when the counties with large Indian and Alaska Native  
percentages are examined (see map 3-9). Only 700 of the nation’s more 
than 3,100 counties have American Indian populations of greater than 1 
percent. Although multiracial persons who identify themselves as partly 
American Indian are both more numerous and more spread out, their pop-
ulation distribution is still highly concentrated in a small number of areas.32 

Multiracial Population
The rise in racial diversity is apparent in a small but growing minority of 
the population that identifies itself as multiracial—associated with two 
or more of the standard racial groups (white, black, Asian, American 
Indian/Alaska Native, and other races). In the 2010 census, a little more 
than 9 million people, nearly 3 percent of the population, classified 
themselves as multiracial, an increase of almost one-third since 2000.33 
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TABLE 3-3
American Indian and Alaska Native Populations, Metropolitan Area Rankings, 2010a

Highest percent shares: American Indian/
Alaska Native of total population

Rank Metropolitan area Percent share

 1 Farmington, NM 36.6

 2 Flagstaff, AZ 27.3

 3 Tulsa, OK 8.3

 4 Rapid City, SD 8.2

 5 Anchorage, AK 7.4

 6 Fairbanks, AK 7.0

 7 Fort Smith, AR-OK 6.3

 8 Albuquerque, NM 5.9

 9 Lawton, OK 5.9

 10 Houma, LA 4.3
 

Largest American Indian/Alaska Native 
populations

Rank Metropolitan area Size

 1 Phoenix, AZ 99,278

 2 New York, NY 92,632

 3 Los Angeles, CA 90,960

 4 Tulsa, OK 77,388

 5 Albuquerque, NM 51,987

 6 Oklahoma City, OK 51,303

 7 Farmington, NM 47,640

 8 Riverside, CA 46,399

 9 Dallas, TX 43,390

 10 Houston, TX 38,236
  
Source:  2010 U.S. census.
a  Pertains to persons who identified American Indian/Alaska Native as their only racial group. Rankings are based 
on all metropolitan areas (names abbreviated). 
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The most prominent multiracial combinations are white/black, white/
Asian, and white/American Indian and Alaska Native.34

Metropolitan areas with the largest multiracial populations, led by 
New York, Los Angeles, and San Francisco, tend to also have large 
minority populations (see table 3-4). Yet highly concentrated multiracial 
populations are clustered in large Melting Pot and growing New Sun Belt 
states, especially in the West, as well as areas with large American Indian/
Alaska Native populations and Hawaii (see map 3-10). The population of 
metropolitan Honolulu has the highest share of multiracial individu-
als—22 percent. Although most of the country’s counties have small mul-
tiracial populations constituting 1 to 3 percent of the population, only a 
tiny number of counties have less. Overall, the multiracial population is 
growing and becoming more pervasive in New Sun Belt states.

Pervasive and Declining White Populations
The most recent census showed that although whites still constitute the 
majority of the U.S. population, the group grew by a mere 1.2 percent 

TABLE 3-4
Persons Identifying as Two or More Races, Metropolitan Area Rankings, 2010a

Highest percent shares: Two or  
more races of total population

Rank Metropolitan area Percent share

 1 Honolulu, HI 22.3

 2 Anchorage, AK 7.7

 3 Vallejo-Fairfield, CA 7.6

 4 Fairbanks, AK 6.8

 5 Lawton, OK 6.5

 6 Stockton, CA 6.4

 7 Tulsa, OK 6.4

 8 Yuba City, CA 6.2

 9 Sacramento, CA 5.9

 10 Bremerton, WA 5.8

Largest two-or-more-race  
populations 

Rank Metropolitan area Size

 1 New York, NY 612,704

 2 Los Angeles, CA 566,512

 3 San Francisco, CA 239,784

 4 Chicago, IL 230,168

 5 Honolulu, HI 213,036

 6 Riverside, CA 207,028

 7 Washington, DC 205,513

 8 Seattle, WA 183,868

 9 Dallas, TX 179,763

 10 Houston, TX 179,509

Source:  2010 U.S. census.
a  Rankings are based on all metropolitan areas (names abbreviated). 
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between 2000 and 2010; the total nonwhite population, in contrast, 
grew by 29 percent. Therefore many parts of the country show faster 
minority than white growth, including broad stretches where whites are 
declining. Interestingly, the same areas that are attracting white growth 
tend to overlap with parts of the New Sun Belt that are increasingly 
attracting minorities (see map 3-11). 

Like domestic migrants in general, whites have left expensive, con-
gested coastal areas in the Melting Pot and small, economically depressed 
areas of the Great Plains, Midwest, and Northeast for the more rapidly 
growing parts of the South and West and select suburban and high- 
amenity counties in other regions. In 2000–10, 53 percent of the nation’s 
more than 3,100 counties suffered white population losses, as did 15 
states and 42 of the nation’s 100 largest metropolitan areas, including 
foreign immigrant magnets like New York and Los Angeles. Despite the 
losses, a large part of the country—with both declining and growing 
white populations—remains predominantly white. As map 3-12 shows, a 
broad range of counties in the country’s northern interior region are 
more than 85 percent white. Most of these areas have declining or slowly 
growing populations whose white losses are not being replenished by 
new minorities and blacks. In contrast, many counties in the South and 
West have white population shares below 64 percent, the overall U.S. 
white share. The seeming contradiction between high growth and low 
shares of whites reflects the new growing parts of the country—econom-
ically healthy areas that are attracting whites, blacks, and new minori-
ties, a description that characterizes much of the New Sun Belt.

MAJORITY-MINORITY AMERICA

The previous discussion of minority and white population shifts suggests 
that in much of the Melting Pot and increasingly in the New Sun Belt, the 
nation’s growing diversity is leading to majority-minority areas. This is 
most likely to be the case in large metropolitan areas, given that both of 
the major new minority groups and blacks are more likely to gravitate to 
big urban areas than are whites.35 Among the nation’s 100 largest metro-
politan areas, 22 already were minority-white in 2010, as shown in map 
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FIGURE 3.3  
Race Components of Population Change in Four Metropolitan 
Areas, 1990–2010

Source: 1990 and 2010 U.S. censuses.

3-13—an increase from just five minority-white areas in 1990 and 14 in 
2000. Most of these areas are located in the Melting Pot states of Califor-
nia and Texas. The largest of them—New York, Los Angeles, and several 
others—follow the Melting Pot pattern of white population losses cou-
pled with primarily immigrant-driven gains from new minorities.36 

So, from a spatial perspective, new minorities are increasingly spread-
ing out from large Melting Pot metropolitan areas to the New Sun Belt. 
In the latter region, especially in its economically vibrant areas, white 
and black gains are accompanied by gains among Hispanics and Asians, 
who take both the low- and the high-skilled jobs that are being created. 
Every one of the 100 largest metropolitan areas is becoming more 
diverse, but some of the biggest shifts are occurring in the New Sun Belt, 
led by Las Vegas, whose white percentage declined from 75 to 48 percent 
between 1990 and 2010. Some others showing noticeable declines in the 
share of whites are Atlanta, Phoenix, Seattle, and Charlotte. 

Figures 3-3 and 3-4 provide a comparison of racial shifts across four 
prototypical metropolitan areas: one Melting Pot area (Los Angeles); 
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two New Sun Belt areas (Phoenix and Atlanta); and one Heartland area 
(Detroit). Los Angeles represents a large immigrant hub that has been 
losing middle-income whites and blacks through migration to areas 
with lower housing costs and better employment opportunities. Some 
Hispanics and Asians are part of this out-migration, but even larger pop-
ulation gains among these new immigrant groups due to immigration 
and natural population increase have been the primary sources of the 
area’s population gain for more than 20 years. Consequently, metropoli-
tan Los Angeles, which already was minority-white in 1990, is becoming 
even more diverse.

Phoenix and Atlanta are New Sun Belt areas that share a pattern of 
substantial white and black gains as well as new minority gains. Each has 
drawn whites, both from Melting Pot areas such as Los Angeles and New 
York and from slow-growth parts of the country that are losing white 

FIGURE 3-4 
Race Profiles of Four Metropolitan Areas, 1990 and 2010
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domestic migrants. In Atlanta, black gains, which come heavily from 
domestic migration, are overtaking population gains among whites and 
other minorities. Still, the economic success of both of these areas has 
lured Hispanics and Asians, thus making each area more diverse than it 
was in 1990 and on track to become minority-white.

Finally, Detroit represents an example of a Heartland metropolitan 
area in the industrial Midwest that experienced noticeable white 
out-migration from 1990 to 2010 that was countered by small gains in 
the Asian and Hispanic populations. As in other midwestern manufac-
turing areas, Asian population gains in Detroit are similar to or greater 
than those for Hispanics.37 That can be attributed to the fact that many 
Asians were drawn to these areas by employment opportunities rather 
than by the family and kinship bonds that drew large numbers of His-
panics to Melting Pot metropolitan areas in the Southwest. The small 
gains in the black population of Detroit are more a result of natural 
increase than migration.

Overall, the profiles for Los Angeles, Phoenix, Atlanta, and Detroit 
paint—in broad strokes—the sweep of new minorities, blacks, and whites 
across the national landscape toward the New Sun Belt, which functions 
as a transition area incorporating the growing diversity in the United 
States. Just as new minorities are bubbling up the age structure, from 
young to old, across the nation, so too are they moving from large Melt-
ing Pot areas to the New Sun Belt and beyond. The four chapters that 
follow take a closer look at how the new racial dynamics are playing out 
for Hispanics, Asians, blacks, and whites.





America’s New Racial Map 3
Although the rumblings of America’s coming diversity explosion are 
heard most clearly from the bottom up, from young to old, the explosion 
is also spreading geographically, from fairly self-contained Melting Pot 
regions—the traditional immigrant gateways—to other parts of the coun-
try. This chapter provides an overview, in light of major immigration and 
domestic migration shifts, of America’s population by contrasting its 
current racial profile with that of the recent past. It lays the groundwork 
for the next four chapters by identifying transformations across three 
different mega-regions of the country: the Melting Pot, the New Sun 
Belt, and the Heartland.

The long-standing view of America as a melting pot has a geographic 
dimension that can be traced to the century-old waves of European 
immigration that brought Irish, Italians, Poles, and other white groups 
to the country’s shores. While most of those groups initially clustered 
in traditional gateway cities such as New York and Chicago, the ensu-
ing decades led to their gradual dispersal to other parts of the country.1  

 43
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In like manner, America’s newest immigrants, from Latin America  
and Asia, began clustering in distinct gateway regions of the country. 
The difference is that the country had filled out more broadly before 
this immigrant-driven, new minority spurt began—a fact that initially 
created a sharp divide between areas where the new minority growth 
explosion began and other areas where whites and older minorities 
resided or dominated population gains. When that divide first 
appeared, there were fears of a demographic “balkanization” of the 
population that would separate, culturally and politically, the Melting 
Pot regions—where new minorities clustered—from the rest of the 
country. However, in the first decade of this century it became clear 
that those patterns were shifting with the widespread dispersal of the 
new minorities.

THREE AMERICAS

To set the stage for understanding new minority geographic shifts, it is 
useful to lay out three distinct regions of the country that emerged from 
the migration patterns of the 1980s and early 1990s. At the time, it 
appeared that the ongoing racial and demographic dynamics underlying 
these regions could be creating three different Americas.2 

The Melting Pot Region 
The growth of new minorities, especially Hispanics and Asians, became 
prominent during this period, a consequence of the Immigration and 
Nationality Act of 1965, which paved the way for immigration from 
countries other than Europe.3 At that time the nation’s foreign-born  
Hispanic and Asian populations were heavily concentrated in just six 
states—California, New York, Texas, Florida, New Jersey, and Illinois—
and in metropolitan areas such as Los Angeles, New York, Miami, Chi-
cago, San Francisco, and Houston. New Mexico and Hawaii can be added 
to the Melting Pot, given their large Hispanic and Asian populations. 
Together, those eight states and the urban clusters within them were 
welcoming environments for new immigrants and their descendants, 
providing them with communities where they could find social and eco-
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Melting Pot, New Sun Belt, and Heartland America

Source: Author’s illustration. 

nomic support. Overall, the Melting Pot region represents about two-
fifths of the U.S. population (see map 3-1).

The demographic personality of this region was changing rapidly. In 
addition to becoming more racially diverse with the rapid growth of new 
Latin American and Asian populations, it was becoming more multilin-
gual, younger, and, with the establishment of distinct racial communi-
ties, more culturally vibrant. These changes affected the labor supply, 
politics, public service needs, schools, music, and local cuisine. Ameri-
ca’s new Melting Pot region was becoming distinct from the rest of the 
nation. As the changes started occurring, residents in the rest of the 
country became aware that heightened immigrant flows were increasing 
the size of nonblack minorities. However, for most Americans, those 
changes were taking place elsewhere. For them, images of the new 



46 AMERICA’S NEW RACIAL MAP

–40

–20

0

20

40

60

80

100

Melting Pot

Source: U.S. Census Bureau population estimates.

Migrants per 1,000 population

1990–2000 2000–2010

New Sun Belt Heartland Melting Pot New Sun Belt Heartland

Immigration Domestic migration

FIGURE 3-1  
Immigration and Domestic Migration Rates for Three Regions, 
1990–2000 and 2000–10

Americans came largely from television newscasts, movies, and occa-
sional trips to big, diverse cities. Immigration did not affect their every-
day life. In other words, they were experiencing the nation’s new 
diversity “virtually.”

The New Sun Belt Region
 At the same time, the rest of the country was experiencing a different 
migration pattern. A good number of Americans who opted to move 
were moving not to primary immigrant destinations but to the New Sun 
Belt.4 This region included growing states in the Mountain West and 
Southeast, including Idaho, Utah, Colorado, Arizona, and the Southeast 
corridor of Georgia and the Carolinas, among others.5 In this region, the 
primary early source of growth was domestic migration of whites and 
blacks from other parts of the United States rather than immigration. As 
figure 3-1 indicates, in the 1990s the domestic migration rate in the New 
Sun Belt was 91 per 1,000 persons while the immigration rate was just  
22 per 1,000 persons. In other words, domestic migration accounted for 
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more than four-fifths of all migration to the New Sun Belt. That stands in 
contrast to the Melting Pot, which was losing domestic migrants.

Top domestic migrant gainers during this period included Atlanta, 
Las Vegas, Phoenix, Denver, and Seattle. Although not the largest  
metropolitan areas in the United States, these places had rapidly grow-
ing, diverse economies; warm climates; and living costs that were far 
less onerous than in the expensive, congested coastal areas that were 
attracting many immigrants. In fact, those higher costs were among 
the reasons for the largely white middle-class flight from high- 
immigration areas to the New Sun Belt (for example, flows from met-
ropolitan Los Angeles to Las Vegas and from metropolitan New York to 
Atlanta).6 Blacks also were part of the movement away from large 
immigrant magnet areas, although they were moving to more rapidly 
growing areas in the South. The New Sun Belt represented a growth 
area that extended beyond the older Sun Belt magnets of California, 
Texas, and Florida, which over time had become more urbanized and 
dependent on immigrant growth. Although not all parts of the New 
Sun Belt were consistent gainers, they collectively constituted the 
nation’s new growth frontier.7 In addition, their metropolitan areas 
had a more suburban feel, with more recent development, lower den-
sity, and, in many cases, more attractions for younger families. They 
became latter-day regional counterparts to the smaller suburban com-
munities outside big cities in the 1960s and 1970s.8 The 15 states in this 
region account for slightly more than one-fifth of the U.S. population. 

Meanwhile, most Hispanics and Asians remained clustered in immi-
grant gateway regions and states, largely because significant numbers of 
them were immigrants or close relatives of immigrants. These areas 
were a comfort zone, complete with family, friends, and neighbors and 
familiar institutions such as churches, community centers, and stores. 
Family and kinship ties were especially pronounced because family 
reunification represented a dominant part of post-1965 immigration pol-
icy.9 Therefore shared values, customs, languages, and information about 
employment opportunities made the Melting Pot region more attractive 
to new immigrants and their relatives than New Sun Belt areas—where 
they would truly be pioneers. 
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The Heartland Region 
As the Melting Pot region grew rapidly from international migration and 
the New Sun Belt region grew primarily from domestic migration, the 
Heartland—including much of the Great Plains, Midwest, Appalachia, 
interior South, and New England—experienced modest growth because 
of very little immigration and small or negative domestic migration (see 
figure 3-1). Much of the Heartland had struggled to overcome downturns 
in old-line manufacturing industries while other parts were associated 
with agricultural or resource-based industries. Decades of a strong 
youth exodus left this region older and more rooted than the rest of the 
country, and except for concentrations of blacks in urban areas, the 
region remained far whiter than the rest of the country. Still, the 27 states 
that along with Washington, D.C., constitute the Heartland represent 
almost two-fifths of the nation’s population.

FEARS OF DEMOGRAPHIC BALKANIZATION

In the late 1980s and mid-1990s, there was a clear demographic division 
between those parts of the country that were both receiving and retain-
ing large numbers of new immigrant minorities and other parts of the 
country where domestic migrants accounted for most of the change in 
population. The increased demographic disparities that separated the 
Melting Pot region from the other two regions led to speculation that a 
new demographic balkanization might be under way.10 If so, the cultural 
norms and policies embraced by the older, whiter, and more middle-class 
populations of the New Sun Belt and Heartland may be pitted against 
policies that are more attractive to younger, more diverse populations in 
the Melting Pot, who are middle class or below. In the New Sun Belt and 
Heartland, that may mean advocating for stronger government support 
for retirement and medical care, while in the Melting Pot it may mean 
paying greater attention to affirmative action laws, extending the federal 
safety net to meet the needs of new first- and second-generation fami-
lies, and improving access to quality public education. In other words, as 
the demographic divisions between these mega-regions become sharper, 
so too may the political divisions.
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The white exodus from high-immigration Melting Pot areas was of 
particular concern because it seemed to reflect a regional version of the 
racially motivated suburban white flight of decades past.11 Yet other 
interpretations suggested that the moves, particularly of low-skilled 
domestic migrants, stemmed from job displacement by lower-paid 
immigrant workers, higher taxes to meet the needs of new populations, 
or a generalized response to the economic restructuring occurring in 
high-immigration areas.12 Regardless of its source, this new flight was 
seen by some as evidence that immigration policy should be curtailed to 
admit fewer migrants or that the requirements for entry should be tight-
ened. Such policy shifts, it was believed, might ease the pressure on  
middle-class and low-skilled native-born residents to leave the Melting 
Pot areas.13 Another balkanization-related concern was the containment 
of new minorities largely within the Melting Pot regions. As did the 
immigrants of a century ago, the new immigrants and their children 
gravitated to areas with populations of the same race and national origin, 
for reasons discussed above. Yet, unlike the earlier immigrant waves, the 
new waves in much of the Melting Pot were dominated by a few large 
groups, especially Hispanics from Mexico, suggesting that areas with 
large existing communities would become highly differentiated from 
the rest of the country.14 

THE 2000s: THE NEW SUN BELT AS AN “EMERGING  
MELTING POT”

Fears about an eventual demographic balkanization began to dissipate 
during the first decade of the 2000s, when a far wider dispersion of 
immigrants and minorities occurred than could have been anticipated in 
the mid-1990s.15 This trend is illustrated in figure 3-1, which displays rel-
ative rates of immigration and domestic migration for each of the three 
regions. As in the 1990s, the New Sun Belt drew domestic migrants from 
both the Melting Pot and the Heartland. But from 2000 to 2010, immi-
gration made a markedly bigger contribution to the region’s migration 
growth as the immigration rate increased to 32 per 1,000 persons while 
the domestic migration rate declined to 68 per 1,000. Therefore, although 
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immigrants accounted for less than one-fifth of New Sun Belt migration 
gains in the 1990s, they increased their contribution to nearly one-third 
in the first decade of the 2000s. 

The trends are even more dramatic for shifts in the overall Hispanic 
and Asian populations. The effect of these two new minorities on New 
Sun Belt growth shows a sharp contrast between the 1990s and the first 
decade of the 2000s. In the 1990s, Hispanics and Asians accounted for 
30 percent of the region’s growth; between 2000 and 2010, they 
accounted for 44 percent. The new minority contributions to 2000–10 
growth were especially pronounced in Las Vegas, where Hispanics and 
Asians accounted for 64 percent of the metropolitan area’s growth. Sim-
ilar patterns were showing up in Phoenix, Salt Lake City, and Denver. As 
a result of the new minority gains and continued black in-migration, the 
share of whites in the New Sun Belt region dropped, coming closer to the 
share in the Melting Pot region by 2010 (see figure 3-2). That contrasts 
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with the situation in the Heartland, which, although its minority share 
increased modestly, remained predominantly white.

The spreading of new minorities away from high-concentration areas 
involves both the dispersal of immigrants and the increased domestic 
migration of Hispanics and Asians away from the Melting Pot region to 
other parts of the country.16 Each of these migration flows is related to 
the “pushes” and “pulls” of the labor market, which did not operate as 
well for new minorities in the earlier period. The migration “chains” that 
previously led networks of Hispanic and Asian families and friends to 
traditional gateway areas began to spread outward in the first decade of 
the 2000s, when low-skilled jobs in manufacturing and meat processing 
along with low-wage construction, service, and retail jobs sparked by 
population growth drew Hispanic immigrants and domestic migrants to 
the New Sun Belt.17 Many Asian and Hispanic migrants likewise 
responded to jobs at all skill levels in older metropolitan areas in the 
Heartland and the New Sun Belt.18 

An important development since the late 1990s has been the increased 
domestic migration of Hispanics out of traditional gateways, represent-
ing the same middle-class flight that was a largely white phenomenon in 
the late 1980s.19 In fact, Hispanics outnumbered whites in domestic 
migration out of metropolitan Los Angeles in the late 1990s, a stark  
contrast to the mostly white out-migration in the late 1980s.20 For Los 
Angeles and other traditional gateways, Hispanic population gains are 
increasingly dependent on immigration and fertility as long-term resi-
dent Hispanics disperse.

The demographic makeup of the new Melting Pot region is not nearly 
as distinct from that of the rest of the country today as it was in the early 
1990s, given the spread of Hispanics, Asians, and other new minorities to 
the New Sun Belt and the Heartland. There is now less concern that the 
country is becoming balkanized. Yet the past demographic profiles of 
these regions still hold some sway. The Melting Pot, for example, remains 
distinct on a number of dimensions (see table 3-1). Of the three mega- 
regions, the Melting Pot’s population consists of higher shares of those 
with non-European ancestry, those who are foreign born, and those who 
speak a language other than English at home. It is also home to the most 
racially diverse child population. 
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Yet the rapidly growing New Sun Belt region has now become the 
“emerging melting pot” in the United States. Not only do new minorities 
account for a substantial portion of its overall growth, but its population 
is becoming more like that of the Melting Pot on a number of levels, such 
as ancestry, nativity, language spoken at home, and racial makeup. The 
New Sun Belt is clearly being transformed by its new minority popula-
tions. In this respect, it serves as a transition region between the Melting 
Pot and the Heartland. As such, the New Sun Belt is dealing with some 
of the growing pains that come from incorporating new populations in 
old communities, which were made up of largely white or “old minority” 
residents. These include an initial backlash among existing residents 
who are uncomfortable with the changing population in their school 
systems, in shopping centers, and at community events. Culture clashes 
can be exacerbated when new migrant groups, arriving for low-skilled 
jobs, speak English less than perfectly and have education levels well 
below the local norm. Often adding to the difficulties are politicians who 
fan the flames of division by supporting policies that minority residents 
believe jeopardize their rights and full acceptance. For example, several 
of the New Sun Belt states have introduced some of the most severe leg-
islation restricting undocumented immigrants’ access to jobs, housing, 
and other services—which critics have argued leads to racial profiling.21 

TABLE 3-1
Social and Demographic Attributes, Three Regions, 2010
Percent 

   Attributea   Melting Pot New Sun Belt Heartland 

European ancestry 46 54 67
Foreign born 21 10  6 
Language other than English  34 15 10 
    spoken at homeb 
Children under 18, by race-ethnicity   
   White 39 56 69
   Black 12 16 15
   Asian  7  3  3
   Hispanic 38 18  9 

Population growth 2000–2010 11 17  5

Source: 2000 and 2010 U.S. censuses; American Community Survey, 2010.
aAll attributes pertain to 2010, except population growth 2000–10.
bPersons age 5 and over.
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Clearly, the spillover of new minorities to the New Sun Belt and beyond 
is softening regional boundaries that were thought to create a racially 
based demographic balkanization of the country. However, the process 
of their assimilation and economic incorporation into the New Sun Belt 
is still very much a work in progress.

NEW MINORITY AND OLD MINORITY POPULATION SHIFTS

The rapid influx of new minorities associated with recent waves of 
immigrants and now with their succeeding generations contrasts with 
the existing settlement patterns of whites and blacks and other older 
minorities. The United States clearly is a nation in racial demographic 
flux, but it also is one in which different groups may dominate a local 
landscape at a particular point in time. That is the case today, in the  
second decade of the 2000s, when the nation exhibits a kaleidoscope of 
racial patterns. Map 3-2 displays where different groups are overrepre-
sented across the more than 3,100 counties in the United States.22 Among 
the new minorities, Hispanics singly or jointly with other minorities are 
prevalent in states spanning from California to Texas as well as in parts 
of the Mountain West, the Southeast, large urbanized portions of the 
North, and patches of smaller places in the nation’s midsection. Asians, 
with a smaller overall U.S. population, are most prevalent, often along 
with other groups, in California, Washington, Texas, parts of the South-
east, and major metropolitan areas and smaller towns, including college 
towns, in all parts of the country.

The current settlement patterns of these two minority groups, 
although recently expanding, stand in contrast to that of blacks, the 
largest older minority, whose concentration is clearly in the South—
stretching from Texas to Maryland—and many northern and midwest-
ern urban areas. Blacks also combine with other groups to shape 
“multiple-minority” concentrations, especially in Texas, California, 
and other parts of the West. For the most part, their concentration is 
distinctly Southern, a pattern that is reinforced by recent migration 
among blacks to the South. American Indians and Alaska Natives, who 
constitute most of the “other” minority category in map 3-2, are heavily 
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concentrated in Oklahoma, Alaska, the Mountain West, and the Upper 
Great Plains as well as select parts of many other states. About two-
thirds of this population lives outside areas designated as American 
Indian or Alaska Native areas.23 

The spreading of new minorities coupled with the more established 
patterns of older minorities leads to a patchwork of racial settlements 
across the country—one in a continual state of flux. Although it is true that 
a good part of the territory in the nation’s Heartland is still white (that is, 
not overrepresented by one or more minorities), the population in this part 
of the country is increasingly smaller, less urban, and likely to grow more 
modestly than the population in New Sun Belt areas, which are becoming 
infused with growing minority populations. The following sections expand 
on the recent dynamics of specific minority groups as well as whites.

Hispanic Outward Spread
The bulk of the Hispanic population still lives in large gateway regions 
(Los Angeles, New York, Miami, and Chicago), which together are home 
to nearly two-fifths of all U.S. Hispanics. However, these areas are losing 
their grip. Together, they drew 25 percent of national Hispanic population 
gains in the 1990s but just 16 percent in 2000–10. Houston and Riverside, 
California, which have larger Hispanic populations, have now displaced 
Chicago. The metropolitan areas with the fastest-growing Hispanic popu-
lations are located predominantly in the nation’s Southeast (see map 3-3). 
Among areas with at least 100,000 Hispanics, those with the fastest growth 
were located largely in the Southeast, led by Charlotte and Raleigh, North 
Carolina, and Nashville, Tennessee, each of which experienced a 1,000 
percent increase in its Hispanic population in a 20-year period (see table 
3-2). Much of that gain was triggered by the attraction of both immigrant 
and domestic migrant flows of largely low-skilled Hispanic workers, for 
reasons indicated earlier. However, an increasing share of this growth can 
be attributed to the natural increase (births minus deaths) of residents as 
they settle in. Nationally, natural increase accounted for 63 percent of His-
panic population growth between 2000 and 2010.24 

The spread of Hispanic growth can also be seen when looking at the 
Hispanic percentages of local populations. Nearly all of the nation’s 
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TABLE 3-2
Fastest-Growing Metropolitan Areas for 
Hispanics, Asians, and Blacks, 1990–2010
Percent 

  Rank Areaa Growth rate  

Hispanicsb  
 1 Charlotte 1,715
 2 Raleigh 1,548
 3 Nashville 1,235
 4 Indianapolis 853
 5 Atlanta 831
 6 Cape Coral 651
 7 Las Vegas 586
 8 Lakeland 542
 9 Orlando 435
 10 Portland 376 

Asiansc  
 1 Las Vegas 625
 2 Raleigh 502
 3 Charlotte 432
 4 Atlanta 399
 5 Austin 350
 6 Orlando 324
 7 Phoenix 314
 8 Indianapolis 298
 9 Nashville 274
 10 Tampa 266 

Blacksd  
 1 Las Vegas 183
 2 Minneapolis–St. Paul 170
 3 Phoenix 160
 4 Orlando 123
 5 Atlanta 118
 6 Raleigh 95
 7 Charlotte 88
 8 Riverside 78
 9 Tampa 71
 10 Dallas 71

Source: 1990 and 2010 U.S. censuses. 
aMetropolitan names are abbreviated.   
bAreas with at least 100,000 Hispanics.  
cAreas with at least 25,000 Asians.   
dAreas with at least 100,000 blacks.   
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more than 3,100 counties have regis-
tered increases in Hispanic popula-
tions since 1990. Among the 1,158 
counties where Hispanics made up 
at least 5 percent of the population, 
more than one-half reached that 
threshold between 1990 and 2010 
(see map 3-4). As in metropolitan 
areas, this trend is reflected in a sub-
stantial Hispanic spread into coun-
ties of the New Sun Belt states as 
well as a spread inward from the 
northeastern seaboard into parts of 
the Midwest, where low-skilled 
manufacturing, meatpacking, and 
farming industries attracted new 
Hispanic workers.25 

Dispersal of Asians
Because a greater share of Asians 
than Hispanics is foreign-born, Asians 
are concentrated in traditional gate-
way metropolitan areas.26 Los Ange-
les, New York, and San Francisco are 
home to the largest Asian popula-
tions, and they accounted for more 
than one-third of all U.S. Asians in 
2010 (see map 3-5). Yet in the 1990–
2010 period, the Asian population 
more than doubled in areas outside 
those major gateway areas, largely in 
areas in the New Sun Belt. Among 
metropolitan areas with at least 
25,000 Asians, Las Vegas witnessed the fastest growth, 625 percent,  
from 1990 to 2010 (see table 3-2). Other rapid gains occurred in Raleigh, 
Charlotte, Atlanta, Austin, and Phoenix—areas with significant knowl-
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edge-based employment or university clusters. Many Asian migrants, 
especially those with advanced degrees and specialized skills, have gravi-
tated to those areas.27 Map 3-6 shows the dispersion of Asians as a percent-
age of county population. Because Asians represent just 5 percent of the 
U.S. population, few counties have large shares of Asians, but the number 
of counties with Asian populations of more than 2 percent grew from 200 
in 1990 to more than 400 in 2010. These counties are located in smaller 
areas of the Southeast, Northeast, and Midwest, including urban, subur-
ban, and rural areas, reflecting a broader residence mix of Asian profes-
sionals, farmworkers, and laborers than existed just two decades prior.

Black Concentration in the South
The black population grew far more modestly than the two new 
minorities over the 1990–2010 period, with a rate of 29 percent. In con-
trast, the growth rate was 108 percent for Asians and 126 percent for 
Hispanics. Black residential patterns reflect a long-standing southern 
concentration, the early-twentieth-century “Great Migration” to large 
cities of the North and West, and the post-1970 reverse migration back 
to the quickly growing parts of the South.28 The latter southward shift 
has been especially pronounced since 1990, as discussed in chapter 6, 
and continues today. 

Although blacks were once directed to well-worn migration channels 
based on kinship ties, in much the same way that new minorities have 
been, the post−civil rights generations of younger, more educated blacks 
have dispersed away from traditional northern and western cities, both to 
the South and to other parts of the country. Still, the distribution of blacks 
across metropolitan areas reveals residential settlements, both past and 
current. The metropolitan area with the largest black population is New 
York (see map 3-7). New York’s sizable black population draws from 
decades of earlier black migration, new immigration, and natural increase. 
Yet despite its large size, New York experienced an absolute loss of blacks 
in 2000–10, due largely to the southward flow of black migrants. 

Until 2010, metropolitan Chicago was home to the country’s second- 
largest black population, but Chicago dropped to third place, as large 
migration flows catapulted Atlanta to second place. Following New York, 
Atlanta, and Chicago are a mix of earlier black destinations in the North 
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and West (Philadelphia, Detroit, and Los Angeles) and southern areas 
with large and growing black populations (Washington, D.C., Miami, 
Houston, and Dallas). Among large metropolitan areas, rapidly growing 
black populations are found in southern metropolitan areas like Orlando, 
Atlanta, Raleigh, Charlotte, and Dallas (see table 3-2). Also growing rap-
idly (although with smaller black populations overall) are Las Vegas and 
Phoenix, as a result of populations dispersing from coastal California, 
and Minneapolis–St. Paul, a nontraditional midwestern destination. The 
continuing southern concentration of the black population is abundantly 
clear in map 3-8. However, there are clusters of blacks in smaller-sized 
urban and suburban areas in much of the Northeast, Midwest, and 
selected parts of the West, including areas around Los Angeles, San 
Francisco, Seattle, Las Vegas, and Denver.

American Indians and Alaska Natives
The American Indian and Alaska Native population is the oldest U.S. 
racial minority group. With many tribes originating in different parts of 
the country, this population comprised 2.9 million persons, or 0.9 per-
cent of the U.S. population, in 2010. Its numbers have proliferated over 
time, a result of not only traditional demographic change components 
but also the greater likelihood that people with some American Indian 
heritage will identify themselves as such.29 In fact, when persons who 
identified themselves as belonging to multiple races were counted, the 
2010 numbers for American Indians and Alaska Natives increased to 5.2 
million, or 1.7 percent of the population.30 This population has a patchy 
distribution, but it is heavily located west of the Mississippi River. Five 
states are home to more than 150,000 American Indians and Alaska 
Natives: California, Oklahoma, Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas. The 
ten most populous metropolitan areas, except for New York, are located 
in these states (see table 3-3). 

The clustering of American Indians and Alaska Natives reflects both 
historic and recent settlement patterns. In 2010, less than one-third lived 
inside reservations or native village areas. The largest area is the Apache 
reservation, straddling Arizona, New Mexico, and Utah.31 Other states 
with large reservation and native village populations are Montana, South 
Dakota, North Dakota, Oklahoma, Wyoming, and Washington. In addi-



tion to Alaska, many of these states, particularly South Dakota, New  
Mexico, Oklahoma, Montana, and North Dakota, exhibit the highest per-
centages of Indians and Alaska Natives living both on and off reservations, 
as is evident when the counties with large Indian and Alaska Native  
percentages are examined (see map 3-9). Only 700 of the nation’s more 
than 3,100 counties have American Indian populations of greater than 1 
percent. Although multiracial persons who identify themselves as partly 
American Indian are both more numerous and more spread out, their pop-
ulation distribution is still highly concentrated in a small number of areas.32 

Multiracial Population
The rise in racial diversity is apparent in a small but growing minority of 
the population that identifies itself as multiracial—associated with two 
or more of the standard racial groups (white, black, Asian, American 
Indian/Alaska Native, and other races). In the 2010 census, a little more 
than 9 million people, nearly 3 percent of the population, classified 
themselves as multiracial, an increase of almost one-third since 2000.33 
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TABLE 3-3
American Indian and Alaska Native Populations, Metropolitan Area Rankings, 2010a

Highest percent shares: American Indian/
Alaska Native of total population

Rank Metropolitan area Percent share

 1 Farmington, NM 36.6

 2 Flagstaff, AZ 27.3

 3 Tulsa, OK 8.3

 4 Rapid City, SD 8.2

 5 Anchorage, AK 7.4

 6 Fairbanks, AK 7.0

 7 Fort Smith, AR-OK 6.3

 8 Albuquerque, NM 5.9

 9 Lawton, OK 5.9

 10 Houma, LA 4.3
 

Largest American Indian/Alaska Native 
populations

Rank Metropolitan area Size

 1 Phoenix, AZ 99,278

 2 New York, NY 92,632

 3 Los Angeles, CA 90,960

 4 Tulsa, OK 77,388

 5 Albuquerque, NM 51,987

 6 Oklahoma City, OK 51,303

 7 Farmington, NM 47,640

 8 Riverside, CA 46,399

 9 Dallas, TX 43,390

 10 Houston, TX 38,236
  
Source:  2010 U.S. census.
a  Pertains to persons who identified American Indian/Alaska Native as their only racial group. Rankings are based 
on all metropolitan areas (names abbreviated). 



 AMERICA’S NEW RACIAL MAP 59

The most prominent multiracial combinations are white/black, white/
Asian, and white/American Indian and Alaska Native.34

Metropolitan areas with the largest multiracial populations, led by 
New York, Los Angeles, and San Francisco, tend to also have large 
minority populations (see table 3-4). Yet highly concentrated multiracial 
populations are clustered in large Melting Pot and growing New Sun Belt 
states, especially in the West, as well as areas with large American Indian/
Alaska Native populations and Hawaii (see map 3-10). The population of 
metropolitan Honolulu has the highest share of multiracial individu-
als—22 percent. Although most of the country’s counties have small mul-
tiracial populations constituting 1 to 3 percent of the population, only a 
tiny number of counties have less. Overall, the multiracial population is 
growing and becoming more pervasive in New Sun Belt states.

Pervasive and Declining White Populations
The most recent census showed that although whites still constitute the 
majority of the U.S. population, the group grew by a mere 1.2 percent 

TABLE 3-4
Persons Identifying as Two or More Races, Metropolitan Area Rankings, 2010a

Highest percent shares: Two or  
more races of total population

Rank Metropolitan area Percent share

 1 Honolulu, HI 22.3

 2 Anchorage, AK 7.7

 3 Vallejo-Fairfield, CA 7.6

 4 Fairbanks, AK 6.8

 5 Lawton, OK 6.5

 6 Stockton, CA 6.4

 7 Tulsa, OK 6.4

 8 Yuba City, CA 6.2

 9 Sacramento, CA 5.9

 10 Bremerton, WA 5.8

Largest two-or-more-race  
populations 

Rank Metropolitan area Size

 1 New York, NY 612,704

 2 Los Angeles, CA 566,512

 3 San Francisco, CA 239,784

 4 Chicago, IL 230,168

 5 Honolulu, HI 213,036

 6 Riverside, CA 207,028

 7 Washington, DC 205,513

 8 Seattle, WA 183,868

 9 Dallas, TX 179,763

 10 Houston, TX 179,509

Source:  2010 U.S. census.
a  Rankings are based on all metropolitan areas (names abbreviated). 



60 AMERICA’S NEW RACIAL MAP

between 2000 and 2010; the total nonwhite population, in contrast, 
grew by 29 percent. Therefore many parts of the country show faster 
minority than white growth, including broad stretches where whites are 
declining. Interestingly, the same areas that are attracting white growth 
tend to overlap with parts of the New Sun Belt that are increasingly 
attracting minorities (see map 3-11). 

Like domestic migrants in general, whites have left expensive, con-
gested coastal areas in the Melting Pot and small, economically depressed 
areas of the Great Plains, Midwest, and Northeast for the more rapidly 
growing parts of the South and West and select suburban and high- 
amenity counties in other regions. In 2000–10, 53 percent of the nation’s 
more than 3,100 counties suffered white population losses, as did 15 
states and 42 of the nation’s 100 largest metropolitan areas, including 
foreign immigrant magnets like New York and Los Angeles. Despite the 
losses, a large part of the country—with both declining and growing 
white populations—remains predominantly white. As map 3-12 shows, a 
broad range of counties in the country’s northern interior region are 
more than 85 percent white. Most of these areas have declining or slowly 
growing populations whose white losses are not being replenished by 
new minorities and blacks. In contrast, many counties in the South and 
West have white population shares below 64 percent, the overall U.S. 
white share. The seeming contradiction between high growth and low 
shares of whites reflects the new growing parts of the country—econom-
ically healthy areas that are attracting whites, blacks, and new minori-
ties, a description that characterizes much of the New Sun Belt.

MAJORITY-MINORITY AMERICA

The previous discussion of minority and white population shifts suggests 
that in much of the Melting Pot and increasingly in the New Sun Belt, the 
nation’s growing diversity is leading to majority-minority areas. This is 
most likely to be the case in large metropolitan areas, given that both of 
the major new minority groups and blacks are more likely to gravitate to 
big urban areas than are whites.35 Among the nation’s 100 largest metro-
politan areas, 22 already were minority-white in 2010, as shown in map 
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FIGURE 3.3  
Race Components of Population Change in Four Metropolitan 
Areas, 1990–2010

Source: 1990 and 2010 U.S. censuses.

3-13—an increase from just five minority-white areas in 1990 and 14 in 
2000. Most of these areas are located in the Melting Pot states of Califor-
nia and Texas. The largest of them—New York, Los Angeles, and several 
others—follow the Melting Pot pattern of white population losses cou-
pled with primarily immigrant-driven gains from new minorities.36 

So, from a spatial perspective, new minorities are increasingly spread-
ing out from large Melting Pot metropolitan areas to the New Sun Belt. 
In the latter region, especially in its economically vibrant areas, white 
and black gains are accompanied by gains among Hispanics and Asians, 
who take both the low- and the high-skilled jobs that are being created. 
Every one of the 100 largest metropolitan areas is becoming more 
diverse, but some of the biggest shifts are occurring in the New Sun Belt, 
led by Las Vegas, whose white percentage declined from 75 to 48 percent 
between 1990 and 2010. Some others showing noticeable declines in the 
share of whites are Atlanta, Phoenix, Seattle, and Charlotte. 

Figures 3-3 and 3-4 provide a comparison of racial shifts across four 
prototypical metropolitan areas: one Melting Pot area (Los Angeles); 
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two New Sun Belt areas (Phoenix and Atlanta); and one Heartland area 
(Detroit). Los Angeles represents a large immigrant hub that has been 
losing middle-income whites and blacks through migration to areas 
with lower housing costs and better employment opportunities. Some 
Hispanics and Asians are part of this out-migration, but even larger pop-
ulation gains among these new immigrant groups due to immigration 
and natural population increase have been the primary sources of the 
area’s population gain for more than 20 years. Consequently, metropoli-
tan Los Angeles, which already was minority-white in 1990, is becoming 
even more diverse.

Phoenix and Atlanta are New Sun Belt areas that share a pattern of 
substantial white and black gains as well as new minority gains. Each has 
drawn whites, both from Melting Pot areas such as Los Angeles and New 
York and from slow-growth parts of the country that are losing white 

FIGURE 3-4 
Race Profiles of Four Metropolitan Areas, 1990 and 2010
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domestic migrants. In Atlanta, black gains, which come heavily from 
domestic migration, are overtaking population gains among whites and 
other minorities. Still, the economic success of both of these areas has 
lured Hispanics and Asians, thus making each area more diverse than it 
was in 1990 and on track to become minority-white.

Finally, Detroit represents an example of a Heartland metropolitan 
area in the industrial Midwest that experienced noticeable white 
out-migration from 1990 to 2010 that was countered by small gains in 
the Asian and Hispanic populations. As in other midwestern manufac-
turing areas, Asian population gains in Detroit are similar to or greater 
than those for Hispanics.37 That can be attributed to the fact that many 
Asians were drawn to these areas by employment opportunities rather 
than by the family and kinship bonds that drew large numbers of His-
panics to Melting Pot metropolitan areas in the Southwest. The small 
gains in the black population of Detroit are more a result of natural 
increase than migration.

Overall, the profiles for Los Angeles, Phoenix, Atlanta, and Detroit 
paint—in broad strokes—the sweep of new minorities, blacks, and whites 
across the national landscape toward the New Sun Belt, which functions 
as a transition area incorporating the growing diversity in the United 
States. Just as new minorities are bubbling up the age structure, from 
young to old, across the nation, so too are they moving from large Melt-
ing Pot areas to the New Sun Belt and beyond. The four chapters that 
follow take a closer look at how the new racial dynamics are playing out 
for Hispanics, Asians, blacks, and whites.





4
Hispanics are poised to make the greatest contribution to the nation’s 
population growth in the foreseeable future. Yet they are hardly a mono-
lithic group. Although public perception often conflates the Hispanic 
population with Mexican immigrants, U.S. Hispanics increasingly will 
be native-born Americans from a variety of origins. And as Hispanics 
spread out beyond the Melting Pot region, their demographic attributes 
began to vary widely by location. This chapter shows that the concept of 
the Hispanic community takes on different meanings in different set-
tings and that its greatest potential contribution is likely to occur in 
those parts of the country where the Hispanic presence is just beginning 
to emerge.

 65

Hispanics Fan Out
Who Goes Where?
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NATIONAL PICTURE

As a group, Hispanics have become a formidable presence in the United 
States and will be a more formidable presence in the future. Although 
they are classed here as one of the nation’s new minorities by virtue of  
their recent rapid population growth, Hispanics began inhabiting 
much of today’s western U.S. territory well before this region became 
part of the nation.1 Yet by virtue of large waves of immigration from 
Mexico and other parts of Latin America from the 1970s through the 
1990s, the Hispanic population more than tripled, from less than 10 
million to more than 35 million. Furthermore, despite an immigration 
slowdown during the period after the 2007–09 recession, the Hispanic 
population grew by another 15 million in the first decade of the 2000s 
(see figures 4-1a and 4-1b).2 

It is important to understand that the most recent Hispanic popula-
tion growth is due to natural increase (the number of births minus 
deaths) rather than immigration.3 Of course, the origins and size of 
future immigration flows are subject to economic conditions and policy 
changes. Yet even if immigration from Latin America continues at a sim-
ilar or slower pace than in the past, the existing Hispanic population is 
large enough to produce substantial increases in its population through 
natural increase.4 

 Partly because of the history and the 2,000-mile border that the 
United States and Mexico share, the largest portion of the U.S. Hispanic 
population identifies itself as being of Mexican origin. This population 
includes both U.S.-born and foreign-born residents, some of whom are 
undocumented.5 There are more than 30 million residents of Mexican 
origin in the United States—a number that overwhelms the number of 
Puerto Ricans and Cubans, who make up the next-largest Hispanic 
groups. The population of Mexican origin also is growing nearly twice as 
rapidly as the latter populations. Yet 37 percent of the Hispanic popula-
tion identifies with other Latin American countries or with Hispanic 
heritage in general.6 Most of these groups have been growing even faster 
than Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, or Cubans because of the recent immigra-
tion of workers looking for jobs, relatives rejoining families, refugees, 
and asylum seekers.7 Between 1990 and 2010, the group of residents 
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identifying themselves as Guatemalans, Salvadorans, and Dominicans 
grew well over 150 percent, increasing their shares of the Hispanic pop-
ulation (see figure 4-2).

Although the social and economic makeup of the Hispanic popula-
tion is in a state of flux, it differs markedly from that of the total popu-
lation, particularly the white population. Hispanic differences with 
whites stem from the fact that the Hispanic population is younger and 
grew from immigrants who were heavily attracted by low-skilled jobs. 
One-third of Hispanics are under 18 years of age, nearly a third of His-
panic households are “traditional” families composed of a married 
couple and their children, and nearly half of all Hispanic households 
include children. In contrast, fewer than one in five white households 
is a traditional family and only one in four households of any type 
includes children (see table 4-1.)

Education attainment among Hispanics also stands in stark con-
trast to attainment among whites. As of 2010, 38 percent of Hispanic 
adults but only 9 percent of whites had not graduated from high 
school. That statistic reflects, to some degree, the arrival of both legal 
and undocumented Hispanic immigrant workers responding to the 

FIGURE 4-1a
U.S. Hispanic Population, 1970–2010

FIGURE 4-1b
Largest Hispanic Origin Populations, 2010

Mexicans: 
31.8m

Source: 1970–2010 U.S. censuses.

Cubans: 1.8m

1970

9.6m

14.6m

22.4m

35.3m

50.5m
MillionsMillions

1980 1990 2000 2010

Puerto Ricans: 
4.6m

Salvadorans: 1.6m

Dominicans: 1.4m

Guatemalans: 1.0m
All others: 
8.2m



68 HISPANICS FAN OUT: WHO GOES WHERE?

FIGURE 4-2 
Growth of Largest Hispanic Origin Populations, 1990–2010
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considerable demand for low-skilled workers.8 Similarly, only 13 per-
cent of Hispanics but nearly one-third of whites and 28 percent of  
the total population held college degrees. Native-born Hispanics are  
better educated than those born abroad, and U.S.-born Hispanic chil-
dren have been making strides in educational attainment.9 Yet the 
educational gap is still very wide and remains an important obstacle to 
Hispanic economic and social mobility. This gap mirrors similar gaps 
between Hispanics and whites with respect to levels of poverty and 
homeownership. Another change that Hispanics have brought to the 
U.S. population is the use of the Spanish language, which is especially 
pronounced among foreign-born Hispanics.10 Although that adds to 
the multicultural character of communities across the country and 
aids in the adaptation of Hispanic immigrants to life in the United 
States, it also creates a barrier to some employment and educational 
opportunities. In 2010, only about one-quarter of Hispanic residents 
spoke only English at home, and more than one-third did not speak 
English very well. Both statistics differ markedly from those of the 
total U.S. and white populations.
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The sharp contrast between relatively younger Hispanic and older 
white populations on dimensions such as language, nativity, family  
type, economic status, and education attainment tends to reinforce the 
cultural generation gap between the two groups. Yet this gap may abate 
given that the growing, younger Hispanic population is in a constant 
state of flux as new immigrants infuse its ranks and future gener- 
ations take different paths. Second- and third-generation Hispanics and 
longer-term resident immigrants tend to move toward the mainstream 
in positive ways, showing greater English proficiency, modest improve-

TABLE 4-1
Social and Demographic Profiles, Hispanics, Whites, and Total U.S. Population, 2010
Percent 

  Profile Hispanics Whites Total U.S.

Nativity
Percent foreign born 37  4 13 

English proficiency (ages 5+)   
Speaks only English at home 24 94 79
Does not speak English very well 35  2  9 

Age    
Under 18 34 20 24
18–29 21 15 17
30–44 23 19 20
45–64 17 30 26
65+  5 16 13 

Household type   
Married couple with children 31 19 20
Married couple without children  19 32 28
Other family with children 17  7 10
Other household without childrena 33 42 42 

Education (ages 25+)   
Not high school graduate 38  9 14
High school graduate 26 29 29
Some college 23 30 29
College graduate 13 32 28

Poverty status   
Percent persons below poverty 25 11 15

Homeownership   
Percent owners 47 72 65

Source: 2010 U.S. census; American Community Survey, 2010.
aIncludes “other families without children” and “nonfamily households” (persons living alone or with nonrelatives).
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ments in education attainment, and ascension up the economic ladder 
(as measured by higher rates of homeownership).11 They also tend to 
become “Americanized” with regard to family and household relation-
ships as their fertility rates decline and traditional families become  
less prominent.12 These shifts toward the mainstream are occurring  
slowly. They also differ across types of Hispanic communities and across  
Hispanics of different national origins. 

OLD COMMUNITIES, NEW COMMUNITIES

The continued Hispanic population spillover from original settlement 
areas such as Los Angeles, New York, and Miami is now affecting all 
parts of the country. Many of these moves have been spurred by jobs in 
construction, retail trade, personal and repair services, meatpacking, 
and manufacturing.13 A large number of Hispanic destinations were 
already economically thriving New Sun Belt areas such as Atlanta and 
Charlotte. The growth of these areas led to demand for workers in con-
struction and other low-skilled, consumer-driven industries, which in 
turn drew new waves of Hispanic workers who might be thought of as 
“tag-along” migrants within the broader migration trend.14 Atlanta and 
Charlotte are bigger versions of many smaller metropolitan areas whose 
recent overall growth has attracted greater numbers of Hispanics. These 
new destinations—located in much of the New Sun Belt portions of the 
South and West and increasingly in parts of the North and Midwest—
typically had small Hispanic populations as late as 1990, but they have 
shown dramatic increases since then. 

Still another set of Hispanic magnet areas had sizable Hispanic popu-
lations to begin with, but because of their robust economies, they  
became magnets for even greater growth by attracting both Hispanic 
and non-Hispanic populations. Examples include Dallas and Orlando— 
the former a New Sun Belt aviation hub and high-tech center that  
has expanded in many sectors and the latter a tourism and entertain-
ment center that includes more diversified high-tech sectors. These 
areas, along with others like them, also have attracted tag-along His-
panic migrants. Map 4-1 portrays metropolitan areas whose Hispanic  
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growth patterns are of three different types: Hispanic concentration/
modest-growth areas; Hispanic concentration/fast-growth areas; and 
new Hispanic destinations.15

Hispanic concentration/modest-growth areas. These are the more 
traditional Hispanic settlement areas, where the Hispanic share of the 
population equals or exceeds the national Hispanic share (16 percent). 
However, the 2000−10 Hispanic population growth rate in these areas 
is less than the national Hispanic growth rate (43 percent). There are 

Source: 2010 U.S. census.

MAP 4-1 
Hispanic Concentration Areas and New Hispanic Destinations
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33 of these areas, which include large settlement areas such Los Ange-
les and New York but also smaller areas such as El Paso and Laredo, 
Texas; Albuquerque, New Mexico; Tucson, Arizona; and Fresno and 
Santa Ana, California.

Hispanic concentration/fast-growth areas. These are areas, such as 
Dallas and Orlando, that have sizable Hispanic populations and also 
have shown rapid growth in recent years. There are 44 such areas,  
in which Hispanics are at least 16 percent of the population and the 
2000–10 Hispanic population growth rate is at least 43 percent. Among 
these areas are Las Vegas; Phoenix; Riverside, California; Salt Lake City; 
Houston; and Tampa.

New Hispanic destinations. These are areas, such as Atlanta and Char-
lotte, that have smaller Hispanic populations but an extremely fast His-
panic population growth rate, reflecting recent gains from migration. In 
these locales, less than 16 percent of the total population is Hispanic but 
the 2000–10 Hispanic growth rate is at least 86 percent—twice the 
national growth rate for Hispanics. Among these 145 areas are a slew of 
areas in the South, including Fayetteville, Arkansas, and Nashville; 
Mountain West areas such as Provo, Utah, and Boise, Idaho; selected 
areas in the middle of the country such as Oklahoma City, Omaha, and 
Indianapolis; and some in close proximity to New York City, such as 
Allentown, Pennsylvania.

The 145 new Hispanic destinations contain a mere 7.4 percent of  
U.S. Hispanics; however, these areas are on the cutting edge of growth, 
having increased their Hispanic populations by 119 percent over the 
decade. In contrast, the Hispanic growth rate was 61 percent for the fast-
growth areas and just 24 percent for the modest-growth areas. The new 
destinations are of the most interest because they reflect the expanding 
periphery of the Hispanic growth surge. Among the metropolitan are 
as with the fastest Hispanic growth rates are Scranton, Pennsylvania; 
Winchester, Virginia; Knoxville, Tennessee; Wilmington, North Caro-
lina; Louisville, Kentucky; St. George, Utah; and Bend, Oregon.

As indicated above, quite a few of these areas are experiencing faster 
overall growth than the nation as a whole. In many, Hispanics contrib-
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uted only a portion to that growth. For example, even though the His-
panic population in Charlotte grew by 153 percent in 2000–10, it 
contributed less than one-quarter to Charlotte’s overall population gain. 
In St. George, Utah, where the Hispanic growth rate was 185 percent, 
Hispanics contributed less than one-fifth to the total population gain. Yet 
in other new Hispanic destination areas, especially in the Northeast, His-
panics were essential to population growth. Both Scranton, Pennsylvania, 
and Pittsfield, Massachusetts, would have lost population were it not for 
the rapid Hispanic increases in recent years. In both kinds of new desti-
nation areas, Hispanics face the issue of fitting in—with a largely white 
population in much of the country outside the South and a mostly white 
and black mixed population in the South. As a group, Hispanics consti-
tuted just 6 percent of the total population in these new destinations. 

This contrasts with the scenario in Hispanic concentration/fast-
growth areas, where assimilation prospects are somewhat better because 
the new gains add to large, already established Hispanic populations. In 
Houston, for example, the 2000 Hispanic population of 1.3 million had 
increased to more than 2 million by 2010. Yet even in these areas there 
are assimilation difficulties. A significant portion of the recent Hispanic 
gains have tended to occur in new areas of the city—or often the sub-
urbs—creating challenges to integration with the established commu-
nity, not to mention access to government services such as social services 
and language-appropriate schooling. 

HISPANICS IN NEW DESTINATIONS ARE DIFFERENT

Any influx of new people into an established area has the potential to 
result in cultural clashes and difficulties for the new residents in fitting 
in. In locales without any history of Hispanic settlement, the changes 
can be abrupt. The question is this: How different are Hispanic newcom-
ers in quickly growing areas from those in more traditional Hispanic  
settlements? Or more specifically, are Hispanic residents in new com-
munities less well-equipped to fit in than those in established Hispanic 
areas? Table 4-2, which contrasts social and demographic profiles of 
Hispanic residents in the three types of metropolitan areas discussed 
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above, reveals clear distinctions between Hispanics residing in new des-
tinations and those in established areas, beginning with the higher share 
of the Hispanic population residing in new destinations that is foreign 
born and young. Nearly one-half (46 percent) of Hispanics in new desti-
nations are foreign born. They are also somewhat younger than Hispan-
ics in other area types, reflecting the new movement of foreign-born and 
young workers with families to these areas. Hispanics in southeastern 
new destinations are especially likely to be foreign born—in Atlanta, 

TABLE 4-2
Profiles of Hispanics in Concentration Areas and New Destinations, 2010 
Percent 

     Hispanic  Hispanic New 
 concentration/ concentration/ Hispanic 
  Profilea modest growth fast growth destinations 

Nativity
Percent foreign-born 41 37 46 

English proficiency (ages 5+)    
Does not speak English very well 38 37 42

Age     
Under 18 31 36 37
18–29 20 21 23
30–44 23 23 24
45–64 19 16 13
65+  7  4  3 

Household Type    
Married couple with children 29 36 35
Married couple without children  20 18 15
Other family with children 16 17 17
Other household without childrenb 35 29 33 

Education (males, ages 25+)    
Less than high school 38 44 41
Beyond high school 35 35 27 

Poverty status    
Percent below poverty 21 21 25 

Homeownership    
Percent owners 47 55 45

Source: 2010 U.S. census; American Community Survey, 2006–10.
a Average annual values for 2006–10 based on American Community Survey 2006–10 multiyear estimates, except for age, 
household type, and homeownership values, which are based on the 2010 U.S. census.   

bIncludes “other family without children” and “nonfamily household” (persons living alone or with nonrelatives).  
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Charlotte, Nashville, Raleigh, and Memphis, more than one-half of  
Hispanic residents are foreign born.

Other aspects of new destination demographics follow from those 
attributes. Hispanics in these areas are less likely to speak English 
very well and are more likely than Hispanics overall to form house-
holds consisting of a married couple with children. The latter house-
hold type is especially prevalent in a wide array of areas, including 
Provo, Greensboro, Atlanta, Tulsa, Omaha, and Boise, where well 
over one-third of Hispanic households are traditional families. And 
because new destinations tend to attract low-skilled male workers, 
especially immigrants, low education attainment is pronounced in 
new destinations.16  In traditional settlement areas, there are almost 
as many Hispanics who have received some post–high school educa-
tion as there are high school dropouts, but dropouts are more preva-
lent in new destinations. Hispanics in these areas are also more likely 
to fall into poverty and less likely to own homes than Hispanics in 
other types of areas—all attributes that make their assimilation a 
more daunting challenge.

The Hispanic concentration/fast-growth areas share two attri-
butes with new destinations: their Hispanic populations are rela-
tively young and they have large numbers of males who have not 
graduated from high school. Many of these areas, such as Houston, 
Las Vegas, and Bakersfield and Modesto, California, are magnets for 
low-skilled workers. Yet others, such as Austin and Orlando, have 
large numbers of Hispanic college graduates. Still, the education 
challenge among Hispanics is especially pronounced in many rapidly 
growing metropolitan areas, where the education deficit is largest. 
This pattern is emphasized in map 4-2, which displays 90 metropoli-
tan areas in which more than 45 percent of all Hispanic adult males 
do not have a high school diploma. Among the areas with the greatest 
shares of low-skilled workers are Winchester, Virginia; Rome, Geor-
gia; and Tyler, Texas, where more than 60 percent of adult Hispanic 
males did not complete high school. The list is dominated by both 
new destination areas and Hispanic concentration/fast-growth areas, 
although some traditional concentration areas, such as Los Angeles 
and Yakima, Washington, also are included. 
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The Hispanic educational deficit illustrates the especially great chal-
lenge in improving education attainment among current and future  
generations. Hispanic residents of new destinations are less poised to 
assimilate than Hispanics in traditional settlements. In general, such 
residents are more likely to be foreign born, less proficient in English, 
less educated, and poorer than the Hispanic population as a whole. Yet 
as youthful, family-oriented members of their new communities, they 
represent a growing segment of the populations of those areas. These 

Source: American Community Survey, 2010.

MAP 4-2 
Metropolitan Areas with Low Hispanic Educational Attainment, 
Adult Males Age 25 and Overa

45%–50%
50%–55%
55%–60%
60% and over

Yakima, WA

Los Angeles

Winchester, VA

Rocky 
Mount, NC

Rome, GA Atlanta
Memphis

Nashville

Houston

Tyler, TXDallas

Oklahoma City

Indianapolis

Charlotte

aMap displays 90 metropolitan areas with Hispanic populations greater than 5,000 and where at least 
 45 percent of Hispanic adult males have not completed high school.

Percent not completing high school
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communities will thrive best if extra efforts are made to accommodate 
their new Hispanic residents.

MULTIPLE ORIGINS

Although many people conflate all U.S. Hispanics with Mexicans, nearly 
two-fifths of U.S. Hispanics do not claim Mexican heritage. Hispanic 
groups stemming from original settlers from Spain arrived in North 
America centuries ago, giving rise to Spanish-speaking populations. In 
the twentieth century, Latin Americans arrived because of U.S. demand 
for labor and changes in immigration laws, which now include refugee 
and asylum programs.17 Those programs in turn led to the immigration 
of Cubans, Salvadorans, Guatemalans, and Nicaraguans, among others, 
to U.S. shores. In addition are the Puerto Ricans who live in the United 
States, most of whom already are deemed citizens. Because Hispanic 
origin groups differ from each other, there is no “typical” U.S. Hispanic. 

Table 4-3 presents social and demographic profiles of the largest groups 
of Hispanic origin in the United States. One area of divergence is found for 
foreign-born immigrants. Apart from Puerto Ricans, who for the most part 
are U.S. citizens, and Mexicans, most other Hispanics are likely to be for-
eign born. More of the other Hispanic groups either immigrated recently—
or, in the case of Cubans, came decades ago as foreign-born refugees. 

Majorities of the nation’s quickly growing Salvadoran, Dominican, 
and Guatemalan populations are foreign born. Among these individuals, 
just a few speak only English at home and nearly one-half or more do not 
speak English very well. In contrast, among Cubans and Mexicans, only 
about four in ten residents are not proficient English speakers, and only 
two in ten Puerto Ricans are not proficient. The groups also differ with 
regard to age structure and family type. The group with the oldest popu-
lation is Cubans, among whom there are almost as many seniors as chil-
dren. Because of their age, 70 percent of Cuban households are childless. 
At the other end of the spectrum are Mexicans, among whom children 
constitute 37 percent of the population. Among all Hispanic origin 
groups, Mexicans have the highest share of households made up of a 
married couple with children. Salvadorans and Guatemalans both have 
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large populations of working-age individuals, a result of their recent 
migration to take jobs in the United States. They also have a household 
profile similar to that of Mexicans, in that more than three in ten include 
married couples with children. Puerto Ricans and Dominicans are simi-
lar in their age and household structures. Both are relatively young pop-
ulations. But unlike Mexicans, Salvadorans, and Guatemalans, these two 
groups have more single-parent families than two-parent families, and 
they have more childless households than all other groups except 
Cubans. The family structures of both these groups are more similar to 
those of U.S. blacks than other Hispanic groups.

Differences on measures of education, poverty, and homeowner-
ship also are apparent. Cubans fare the best on all three measures. 
One-quarter of Cuban adults hold a college degree, well over one-half 
own their home, and the Cuban poverty rate is the lowest of any of the 
groups. The rankings are less consistent among the other groups. On 
the “skill” dimension of education, Guatemalans, Salvadorans, and 
Mexicans show the lowest level of skills, as 44 to 54 percent of adults 
are not high school graduates. More than one-third of Dominicans 
also are low-skilled, but nearly two in five have at least some post−
high school education. After Cubans, Puerto Ricans fare best, with 16 
percent of adults having graduated from college and only 26 percent 
occupying the lowest skill category. Poverty levels are consistently 
high for all groups except Cubans and Salvadorans. Homeownership 
rates vary widely. While one-half or more of Cubans and Mexicans 
own homes, far fewer Dominicans and Guatemalans do. The home-
ownership rates for Puerto Ricans and Salvadorans lie between the 
rates for the other groups.

The largest Hispanic groups hail from Mexico and Caribbean and 
Central American countries. However, smaller groups from South Amer-
ica, such as Colombians and Peruvians, tend to rank high on several 
social and economic measures. With regard to education attainment, for 
example, nearly three in ten Colombians and Peruvians are college grad-
uates, outdistancing the attainment of Cubans. Approximately one-half 
of the households in these two groups own a home, and a smaller share 
of these groups than of the others lives in poverty.18    
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MULTIPLE GEOGRAPHIES

As shown, the common one-dimensional stereotype of U.S. Hispanics is 
unwarranted. Another reason that it is inaccurate to paint all Hispanics 
with a broad brush is that they reflect multiple geographies. Each His-
panic group has a different spatial geography based, to a large degree, on 
its initial settlement in the United States. Although there is increasing 
convergence—especially toward the newest destinations—it is import-
ant to understand who lives where at this moment in time.

Residents of Mexican origin have the greatest presence in the South-
west of the United States. Much of this territory was part of Mexico 
before the end of the Mexican-American War in 1848, and the area has 
attracted large Mexican immigrant populations since immigration law 
was reformed in 1965.19 Despite recent dispersion to other parts of the 
country, the three states of California, Texas, and Arizona are still home 
to 61 percent of the population of Mexican origin; when New Mexico 
and Colorado are added to the group, the share rises to 67 percent. 
Among large metropolitan areas, Chicago and New York, ranked fourth 
and eleventh, are the only non-Southwest areas among the top twenty 
areas for Mexican populations. Still, among the largest Hispanic groups, 
residents of Mexican origin are the least clustered in a few metropolitan 
areas. Only about one-third of Mexican Americans reside in the five big-
gest metropolitan areas—led by Los Angeles and Riverside, California 
(see table 4-4).

Three of the most regionally concentrated Hispanic groups are 
located primarily outside of the Southwest. Nearly six in ten Dominicans 
live in metropolitan New York, for example, and 77 percent live in just 
five metropolitan areas. In fact, nine in ten U.S. Dominicans reside in 
New England, New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, or Florida. This 
population arrived in large numbers beginning in the 1960s, originally in 
response to political instability; in recent decades, however, economic 
issues have been a motivation.20 

Cubans have immigrated to the United States for much of its history, 
especially in the post-Castro waves of refugees.21 U.S. Cubans, who are 
growing more slowly than other Hispanic groups, remain heavily con-
centrated in metropolitan Miami, which is home to 55 percent of their 
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population. Puerto Ricans, like Dominicans, are highly concentrated in 
metropolitan New York, which has been their primary destination since 
before Puerto Rico became a U.S. territory in 1898 and particularly in the 
post−World War II period.22 Later movement to other parts of the east-
ern United States, most notably Florida, is evidenced by the concentra-
tion of Puerto Ricans in four other top areas—Orlando, Philadelphia, 
Miami, and Chicago. Although they have some presence in California 
and Texas, three-quarters of U.S. Puerto Ricans still reside in New York, 
New Jersey, Florida, Pennsylvania, and New England.

The settlement patterns of the Salvadoran and Guatemalan popula-
tions, which have been growing more rapidly in recent years, are more 
balanced between the East and West. Salvadoran immigration to the 
United States has picked up substantially since 1990 because of natural 

TABLE 4-4
Metropolitan Areas with Largest Hispanic Origin Populations, 2010

Hispanic origin Group 
population population size

Mexicans  
Los Angeles 4,368,745
Riverside 1,713,658
Houston 1,579,983
Chicago 1,546,171
Dallas 1,458,178
   Percent in top 5 areas 34%

Puerto Ricans 
New York 1,177,430
Orlando 269,781
Philadelphia 238,866
Miami 207,727
Chicago 188,502
   Percent in top 5 areas 45%

Cubans 
Miami 982,758
New York 135,391
Tampa 81,542
Los Angeles 49,702
Orlando 36,724
   Percent in top 5 areas 72%

Hispanic origin Group 
population population size

Salvadorans  
Los Angeles 381,519
Washington, DC 228,045
New York 199,510
Houston 140,928
San Francisco 77,149
   Percent in top 5 areas 62%

Dominicans 
New York 835,402
Miami 95,966
Boston 91,252
Providence 36,931
Orlando 35,486
   Percent in top 5 areas 77%

Guatemalans 
Los Angeles 231,304
New York 101,257
Washington, DC 52,421
Miami 47,699
Houston 38,147
   Percent in top 5 areas 45%

Source: 2010 U.S. census.
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disasters at home and employment opportunities and family ties in the 
United States.23 Nearly one-half of all Salvadorans reside in metropolitan 
Los Angeles, Washington, D.C., and New York; beyond those locations, 
they are heavily concentrated in the rest of California, Texas, and a num-
ber of Eastern Seaboard states. Guatemalans also are more evenly dis-
tributed across the country than larger groups, such as Cubans and 
Dominicans. With political instability and natural disasters at home and 
work opportunities in the United States, they immigrated for various 
reasons over time, creating their greatest immigration flows in the years 
since 1990.24 They are found in the greatest concentrations in Los Ange-
les and New York and in smaller concentrations in Washington, D.C., 
Miami, and Houston. They are somewhat more widely scattered than 
Salvadorans in other parts of the Eastern Seaboard, in the West, and in 
major metropolitan areas such as Chicago. 

SETTLING IN NEW DESTINATIONS

Although it is true that each Hispanic group has a very strong presence 
in its initial settlement areas, most groups—not just Mexicans—are con-
tributing to the broad dispersal to new destinations. This is illustrated  
in figure 4-3, which compares the growth rates for different Hispanic 
groups in new destination metropolitan areas with rates in other types of 
areas. Growth rates are faster in new Hispanic destination areas than in 
other area types for each of the Hispanic groups. Collectively, Mexican, 
Puerto Rican, and Cuban populations more than doubled in these areas 
in the first decade of the 2000s. The populations of Dominicans and 
other Central American groups, including Salvadorans and Guatema-
lans, more than quadrupled, and the populations of South American 
groups, including Colombians and Peruvians, more than tripled. 

Although Mexicans have driven Hispanic growth in many new desti-
nation areas, their population gains often are accompanied or overtaken 
by those of other Hispanic groups. These gains are usually based on an 
area’s general proximity to a group’s major settlement regions, reflecting 
dispersion from those regions. For example, in Charlotte, where the  
Hispanic population grew by 153 percent during 2000–10, Mexicans 
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FIGURE 4-3  
2000–10 Growth Rates for Hispanic Origin Populations 
Concentrated and New Destination Metropolitan Areas, 2000–10
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accounted for less than half of that growth, while other groups—Puerto 
Ricans and other Central Americans, including Salvadorans, Hondurans, 
and Guatemalans—contributed substantially.25 Many areas in the South-
east, such as Atlanta, Raleigh, and Chattanooga, had similar profiles.  
In Jacksonville, Florida, there was also a noticeable Cuban contribution 
to recent Hispanic growth.

In several new destination areas in the vicinity of New York City, 
Puerto Ricans contributed greatly to recent population growth. In Allen-
town, Pennsylvania, for example, where the Hispanic population grew 
by 96 percent, Puerto Ricans accounted for nearly one-half of that 
growth, Dominicans and Central Americans accounted for 43 percent, 
and Mexicans accounted for just 8 percent. Even so, there are many new 
destination areas, like Oklahoma City, where Mexicans accounted for  
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85 percent of the metropolitan area’s rapid Hispanic growth. In western 
cities, such as Seattle and Boise; Midwest cities, such as Omaha and 
Dubuque; and Deep South areas, such as Little Rock, Mexicans contrib-
uted the lion’s share to Hispanic population growth.

Other areas showing large increases in the Hispanic population are 
the Hispanic concentration/fast-growth areas. Most of these areas are 
located in parts of the country that already have large Hispanic popula-

Dominicans

FIGURE 4-4  
Hispanic Origin Populations for Selected Metropolitan Areas, 2010
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tions, and their gains tend to reflect the groups that already live there. 
For example, in Dallas, the population of Mexican origin constitutes 
more than four-fifths of the 2010 Hispanic population (see figure 4-4), 
and Mexicans were responsible for 90 percent of the 2000–10 Hispanic 
gain for this area. Similar Mexican-dominated populations and growth 
are evident for many of the established but growing metropolitan areas 
in the West, such as Phoenix, Riverside, and Las Vegas. The major excep-
tions to Mexican-dominated growth are in the East, particularly in Flor-
ida, where Mexicans are not a dominant part of the Hispanic population. 
In Orlando, for example, where Puerto Ricans make up one-half of the 
Hispanic population and Mexicans make up only 12 percent, Puerto 
Ricans also constitute a plurality of the area’s recent Hispanic gains. 

Of course, established settlement areas such as Los Angeles, New 
York, and Miami, whose populations reflect their long Hispanic settle-
ment histories, are not changing dramatically with regard to the origins 
of their populations. Rather, it is the new destination areas that are see-
ing rapid Hispanic population growth and growth in the variety of His-
panic groups, drawing immigrants from outside the United States and 
migrants from established Hispanic population centers elsewhere in the 
nation. Because many of the new arrivals are low-skilled workers, 
whether Mexicans, Salvadorans, Guatemalans, or others, the challenges 
for them and their broader communities will be to develop ways for 
them, as the leading edge of Hispanic dispersal, to “fit in” better.





5
The most recent dimension of America’s diversity explosion involves the 
growth of the U.S. Asian population, which has mushroomed largely as  
a result of post-1965 immigration. While Asians often are dubbed the 
“model minority,” the population is composed of many national origin 
groups, ranging from long-time Chinese and Japanese residents to more 
recent entrants from India and other countries, which will be increas-
ingly important partners of the United States in the global economy. 
Although recent immigration of Hispanics from Latin America has 
increased and decreased along with the ups and downs in the U.S. econ-
omy, new immigration from Asian countries has been relatively steady 
and is likely to increase over time, particularly if future immigration  
policy places greater emphasis on high skills. Nonetheless, because of  
its relatively small size and diverse origins, the Asian population seems 
to have been overlooked in discussions of America’s minorities. This 
chapter focuses on key aspects of the Asian American population as it 
continues to grow and disperse across the country.

 87
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ASIAN POPULATION EXPLOSION

America’s Asian population, although smaller in size than the popula-
tion of Hispanics or blacks, has grown in size and significance in the past 
four decades. In 1970, Asians constituted just 0.8 percent of the U.S.  
population—1.5 million people. Since then, the Asian population has 
grown nearly tenfold, to 14.7 million, roughly 5 percent of the population 
(see figures 5-1a and 5-1b). In fact, if Asians of mixed-race heritage  
are included, the population of Asian Americans will soon approach 20 
million.1 These population gains were in great part a result of the Immi-
gration and Nationality Act of 1965, which opened the door to immigra-
tion from all countries, replacing a quota system that favored immigrants 
from northern Europe. The new law instead emphasized family reunifi-
cation and employment as criteria for admission.2 The opening up to 
new countries was especially important for Asian immigration, which 
had been strictly prohibited in earlier legislation such as the Chinese 
Exclusion Act of 1882 and the National Origins Act of 1924. The U.S. mil-
itary involvement in Vietnam in the late 1960s and early 1970s and the 
war’s aftermath brought additional Asian immigrants as refugees and 
asylum seekers. Following these changes, Asian countries accounted for 
four of the top-five places of immigrant origin in the 1970s and 1980s. 
From 2008 to 2010, the top places of origin, after Mexico, were China, 
India, the Philippines, and Korea. In fact, during that period, which saw 
a downturn in Latin American immigration, Asian immigrants accounted 
for two-fifths of all newly arrived immigrants.3 

Early Asian Immigration
Asians clearly are a newer minority than Hispanics. More than 85 per-
cent of current U.S. Asians but only 64 percent of Hispanics are either 
first- or second-generation Americans.4 Yet several Asian groups, partic-
ularly Chinese, Japanese, and Filipinos, began settling in noticeable 
numbers in the United States in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. During that period of early immigration, Asians were hardly 
treated as the “model minority” that they are often considered today.5  

Chinese immigrants, largely unschooled laborers, first arrived on 
the U.S. mainland in the mid-nineteenth century, lured by jobs on the 
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1.5m
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FIGURE 5-1b
Largest Asian Origin Populations, 2010

FIGURE 5-1a 
U.S. Asian Population, 1970–2010 

1970 1980 1990 2000 2010

Source: 1970–2010 U.S. censuses.

Millions Millions

Filipinos: 
2.6m

Vietnamese: 1.5m

Koreans: 1.4m

Japanese: 0.8m
Chinese: 
3.3m

All 
Others:
2.3m

Asian 
Indians:
2.8m

western frontier associated with the Gold Rush and later with the 
Transcontinental Railroad. Yet discrimination and resentment on the 
part of white workers led to the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, which 
restricted immigration and the right of Chinese immigrants to become 
U.S. citizens. Their population then declined and stabilized for most of 
the first half of the twentieth century.6

Japanese immigrants came later in the nineteenth century, initially to 
work as farmers. Yet they also bore the burden of discrimination, with 
immigration restricted by the Gentlemen’s Agreement of 1907−08. They 
experienced further restrictions, also aimed at other Asian immigrants, 
under the National Origins Act of 1924. Yet because of natural increase, 
the U.S. Japanese population was the largest population of Asian origin 
between 1910 and 1960.

Filipinos also made an early appearance, due largely to the U.S. acqui-
sition of the Philippines in 1898. They came to work in domestic and 
service jobs, but because the Philippines was a U.S. territory, their immi-
gration was not restricted by the 1924 National Origins Act. However, 
they faced discrimination and hostility from white workers, and in 1934 
Congress passed the Tydings-McDuffie Act, which granted common-
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wealth status to the Philippines but also severely restricted further Fili-
pino immigration to the United States. 

Although populations from China, Japan, and the Philippines estab-
lished some Asian presence in the United States in the early twentieth 
century, the U.S. Asian population remained relatively small and heavily 
involved in manual labor and low-skilled jobs. As late as 1960, the Asian 
population in the United States stood at 878,000, representing only 0.5 
percent of the population.7 

Post-1965: New Asian Waves
Two aspects of the 1965 Immigration and Nationality Act significantly 
altered the profile of the Asian population in the United States. The first 
was the opening of immigration and the opportunity for citizenship to 
people from all countries, thus abandoning what remained of the restric-
tions previously imposed on Asian immigration. Second was the desig-
nation of employment and family reunification as major preferences for 
selecting new immigrants. The new, more lenient law led to a sharp 
increase in the number of Asians in already established populations—
Chinese, Japanese, and Filipinos—and of those from other Asian coun-
tries whose U.S. presence was previously small or nonexistent. Among 
the latter were new Korean and Indian immigrants who took advantage 
of the emerging economic opportunities in the United States. Some of 
the attraction had to do with employment preferences and later amend-
ments to the immigration law that led to a shift toward high-skilled 
immigrants from these countries.

Still another development that drew Asian immigrants was the U.S. 
military involvement in Southeast Asia and the end of the Vietnam War 
in the early 1970s, which led to waves of Vietnamese, Laotian, and 
Cambodian refugees. Later, the number of Vietnamese in the United 
States increased considerably because of immigration in the late 1970s 
of political refugees from Vietnam, including the “boat people,” and 
immigration in recent decades associated with family reunification in 
the United States. 

The post-1965 Asian immigration waves continue to bring gains  
in Asian populations. Figure 5-2 indicates the population gains from 
1990 to 2010 for the six largest Asian groups. In that 20-year period, the 
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Chinese population more than doubled, from 1.6 to 3.3 million, while the 
Asian Indian population more than tripled, to 2.8 million, becoming the 
second-largest Asian population in the United States. Filipinos, Viet-
namese, and Koreans also saw large gains. The only decline shown is 
that of the Japanese American population, as immigration from Japan 
has been low and the Japanese population in the United States has been 
aging. So although the small pre-1965 Asian population was composed 
predominantly of residents of Japanese, Chinese, and Filipino origins, 
the current Asian population is more of a kaleidoscope of groups. 
Together, the six largest groups constitute 85 percent of the Asian popu-
lation. The remaining portions of the Asian American population are 
made up of more than a dozen groups, most growing even more rapidly 
than the larger groups. Among those with at least 50,000 residents are 
Pakistanis, Hmong, Cambodians, Laotians, Thais, Bangladeshis, Indone-
sians, Burmese, and Nepalese. 

FIGURE 5-2  
Size of Largest Asian Origin Populations, 1990–2010
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A New Image
The pre-1965 image of Asian immigrants as low-skilled workers, labor-
ers, and farmers who arrived without families and had to contend with 
blatant discrimination has changed with the advent of new Asian immi-
grants. In many ways, this change has to do with the employment provi-
sions of the 1965 immigration act, which selects immigrants for jobs that 
there are not enough U.S. workers to fill. Many of these are high-skilled 
jobs for which Asian immigrants qualify.8 Other Asians who arrived as 
students or on temporary work visas were able to become permanent 
residents because they could perform jobs not filled by other residents. 
Perhaps even more important is the fact that U.S.-born Asians have 
shown a penchant for pursuing higher education as a means of achieving 
upward mobility, often with strong encouragement from their parents.9 
Thus, the Asian American community is often considered a model 
minority. Although this blanket term glosses over differences within the 
Asian community, it certainly reflects a more positive image of Asians 
than the image that predominated a half-century ago. 

Table 5-1 indicates that Asians are in fact distinct in a number of 
respects from the total population and from the white majority. With 
regard to education attainment, Asian adults are better educated than 
the U.S. population as a whole. One-half of all Asian adults have college 
degrees and seven in ten have some schooling beyond high school. 
Recent statistics indicate that students from Asia make up well over one-
half of foreign students in U.S. institutions and constitute one-third of all 
holders of doctorates in physical sciences and higher shares of those 
holding doctorates in math and engineering. It is not surprising, then, 
that Asian Americans have a high representation in management, pro-
fessional occupations, and related occupations and have higher-than- 
average incomes.10  

These high education attainment levels may seem even more impres-
sive in light of the fact that most Asians today are foreign born and are 
likely to speak an Asian language rather than English at home. Further-
more, more than one-third do not profess to speak English “very well.” 
Yet it should be recognized that the Asian population is in a state of flux. 
Over time, the native-born Asian population will increase, and younger 
U.S.-born residents who identify as Asian will be proficient in English. In 
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fact, 2010 Census Bureau statistics show that among Asians ages 5 to 17, 
37 percent speak English at home and only 16 percent speak English less 
than very well.

Asians are also distinct from the rest of the population in their pen-
chant for marrying and forming households composed of a married cou-
ple with children.11 While married couples account for less than one-half 
of all U.S. households, they account for six in ten Asian households. 
Moreover, one-third of all Asian households but only one-fifth of all U.S. 
households are “traditional” married households with children. That 
means that the vast majority of Asian children grow up with two parents, 

TABLE 5-1
Social and Demographic Profiles: Asians, Whites, and Total U.S. Population, 2010
Percent 

  Profile Asians Whites Total U.S.

Nativity
Percent foreign born 67  4 13 

English proficiency (ages 5+)  
Speaks only English at home 23 94 79
Does not speak English very well 36  2  9 

Age   
Under 18 22 20 24
18–29 19 15 17
30–44 25 19 20
45–64 25 30 26
65+  9 16 13 

Household type  
Married couple with children 32 19 20
Married couple without children  28 32 28
Other family with children  5  7 10
Other household without childrena 35 42 42 

Education (ages 25+)  
Not high school graduate 14  9 14
High school graduate 16 29 29
Some college 20 30 29
College graduate 50 32 28 

Poverty status  
Percent below poverty 12 11 15 

Homeownership  
Percent owners 58 72 65 

Source: 2010 U.S. census; American Community Survey, 2010. 
aIncludes “other family without children” and “nonfamily household” (persons living alone or with nonrelatives).
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and many Asian households are multigenerational.12 Despite these tradi-
tional families, the proportion of U.S. Asian residents under the age of 18 
(22 percent) is slightly less than the proportion for the general popula-
tion. The median age of Asians in 2010 was 35.4 years, lower than the 
median of 37.2 years for the nation as a whole. The reason for this seem-
ing paradox is that more Asian Americans than the general population 
are in the primary labor force age range (18–64 years). Due to the recency 
of most Asian immigration, which took place at younger adult ages, there 
are fewer Asian Americans age 65 and older.

On other economic indicators, Asian poverty rates are lower but not 
substantially lower than those of the total population, and Asians have 
rates of homeownership below those of the general population, reflect-
ing their new immigrant status. Clearly the “newness” of Asian residents 
in terms of their first-generation and recent immigrant status under-
scores the fact that they are not yet fully integrated socially and econom-
ically. What does stand out, beyond their newness, is their high level of 
educational attainment and traditional family structure. 

DIFFERENT ORIGINS, NEW DESTINATIONS

As was the case with the Hispanic population, the Asian population first 
planted itself in several traditional settlement areas associated with dif-
ferent national origin groups before they started to spread to other parts 
of the nation. Yet Asian settlements are distinct in two ways. First, unlike 
with the Hispanic population, there is not one dominant group (such as 
Mexicans) but several groups of somewhat similar sizes that began their 
settlements in different locations. Second, Asians, as a newer, more 
recently immigrating minority, have not dispersed as widely as Hispan-
ics. Nonetheless, Asian Americans are continuing to spread to new des-
tinations, planting the seeds for new Asian communities in all parts of 
the country. 

Major Settlement Areas
Major settlement areas for Asian populations differ by national group, 
although they have some commonalities (see table 5-2). For example, 
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Los Angeles is one of the largest settlement areas for each of the six larg-
est groups of Asian origin. New York and San Francisco also are promi-
nent locations for most of them. Another commonality is the strong 
concentration of all Asian groups in large metropolitan areas, despite 
recent dispersion. Still, the geographic locations where groups cluster 
differ depending on their growth histories within the United States. 
There is a pronounced western dominance, especially with the locations 
of the more long-standing Asian groups (Chinese, Filipinos, and Japa-
nese) in light of their original settlements in Hawaii and on the Pacific 
coast. The 1860 census, the first to enumerate Asians, reported that all 
Americans of Asian origin resided in the West. In 1960, before the new 
immigration waves took shape, no other region held as much as 10 per-
cent of the Asian population.13 Even today, California is still home to the 

TABLE 5-2
Metropolitan Areas with Largest Asian Origin Populations, 2010

Asian origin Group 
population population size

Chinese 
New York 649,989
Los Angeles 473,323
San Francisco 428,403
San Jose 152,860
Boston 110,834
   Percent in top 5 areas 54%

Asian Indians 
New York 526,133
Chicago 171,901
Washington, DC 127,963
Los Angeles  119,901
San Francisco  119,854
   Percent in top 5 areas 37%

Filipinos 
Los Angeles  393,170
San Francisco  239,232
New York  189,058
San Diego  146,618
Honolulu 142,238
   Percent in top 5 areas 43%

Asian origin Group 
population population size

Vietnamese  
Los Angeles  271,234
San Jose  125,774
Houston  103,525
Dallas 71,839
Washington, DC 58,767
   Percent in top 5 areas 41%

Korean 
Los Angeles  304,198
New York  208,190
Washington, DC 80,150
Chicago  54,135
Seattle  52,113
   Percent in top 5 areas 49%

Japanese 
Honolulu  149,701
Los Angeles  134,563
New York  44,391
San Francisco  39,310
Seattle  27,128
   Percent in top 5 areas 52%

Source: 2010 U.S. census.
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largest number of Asian Americans, totaling about one-third of the U.S. 
Asian population. 

Over time, there has been an expansion of Asian Americans across 
different parts of the country, particularly toward large metropolitan 
areas where new employment opportunities developed within ethnic 
enclaves. Metropolitan New York is now home to the largest number of 
Chinese Americans, about one-fifth of the total Chinese American pop-
ulation, followed closely by Los Angeles and two other areas in Califor-
nia, San Francisco and San Jose. Chinese Americans are the Asian group 
that is most concentrated in metropolitan areas; in fact, more than one-
half of Chinese Americans reside in just five metropolitan areas. Still, 
their populations are not regionally isolated; substantial Chinese popu-
lations are located in Boston, Chicago, Washington, D.C., Seattle, Hous-
ton, and Philadelphia, among other cities.

More of the Filipino population than the Chinese population 
remains in the West. Nearly half of U.S. Filipinos reside in California 
and another 7 percent live in Hawaii, where Filipinos have had a long-
time presence. Eight of the ten largest metropolitan Filipino popula-
tions are located in western cities, led by Los Angeles and then by San 
Francisco, San Diego, Honolulu, Riverside, Las Vegas, Phoenix, and 
Seattle. New York and Chicago are home to the largest non-western 
Filipino populations. The small Japanese American population also is 
heavily concentrated in the West. California is home to more than one-
third and Hawaii to an additional one-quarter of all U.S. Japanese resi-
dents. Among metropolitan areas, Honolulu and Los Angeles contain, 
by far, the largest Japanese American populations. Other areas with 
sizable Japanese American populations are New York, San Francisco, 
Seattle, and San Jose.

Among the newer Asian groups, the rapidly growing Asian Indian 
population is most dispersed across regions outside the West. Its largest 
metropolitan populations are in northeastern and midwestern areas, 
including New York and Chicago, and there is a sizable population in 
Washington, D.C. While California metropolitan areas, including Los 
Angeles, San Francisco, and San Jose, have sizable Asian Indian popula-
tions, so do Dallas, Houston, Philadelphia, Atlanta, and Boston. As dis-
cussed in greater detail below, Asian Indians are more highly educated 
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than other Asian groups and therefore are more suited for knowledge- 
based jobs in science, engineering, and medicine, which are available 
nationwide. Accordingly, they are somewhat less constrained by national 
origin networks in their search for employment.

Korean Americans, who also have shown more recent growth, are 
highly clustered in metropolitan areas, although in different regions. 
Koreans are one of the most entrepreneurial groups in the country, 
which explains why they are drawn to large metropolitan areas with 
existing racial enclaves.14 Roughly one-half of all Koreans live in five 
metropolitan areas, dominated by Los Angeles and New York. Washing-
ton, D.C., Chicago, Seattle, and Atlanta also are home to significant 
Korean populations. The Vietnamese population, the first to come as ref-
ugees, was initially dispersed to several parts of the country, sometimes 
under the sponsorship of church and civic organizations. Over time, 
many of these early arrivals resettled in major settlement areas, such as 
Orange County, California, which is now part of the Los Angeles metro-
politan area.15 Their current settlement patterns show the largest popu-
lations in Los Angeles, San Jose, and Houston, with sizable populations 
in Dallas, Washington, D.C., San Francisco, and Seattle. 

Dispersing to New Destinations
As a smaller and more recently arrived population than Hispanics, 
Asians are less spread out and less prevalent across broad parts of the 
United States. Still, the Asian population is very much in a state of flux, 
characterized by fast growth and dispersal to new areas. These patterns 
became evident in the first decade of the 2000s, when almost all of the 
nation’s 366 metropolitan areas showed gains in the Asian population 
and nearly one-half showed gains exceeding 50 percent. To place these 
changes in perspective, map 5-1 displays 113 selected metropolitan areas 
that can be classed into three categories: 

Asian concentration/modest-growth areas. These are areas with a siz-
able Asian presence where the rate of Asian population growth is lower 
than the national rate.16 These areas include large traditional settlement 
locations such as Los Angeles, New York, and San Francisco and smaller 
areas with established Asian settlements. There are 20 such areas, heav-
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MAP 5-1 
Asian Concentration Areas and New Asian Destinations

This map displays 113 metropolitan areas classed as:

Asian concentration/
modest growth (20 areas)
Asians at least 5 percent 
of 2010 population and less 
than 43 percent 2000–10 
growth.

Asian concentration/
fast growth (21 areas)
Asians at least 5 percent 
of 2010 population and at least 
43 percent 2000–10 growth.

New Asian destinations (72 areas)
Asians between 1 and 5 percent 
of 2010 population and at least 
70 percent 2000–10 growth.
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Source: 2010 U.S. census.

ily concentrated in California and the West, and they account for 49 per-
cent of the U.S. Asian population.

Asian concentration/fast-growth areas. These also are areas with a siz-
able Asian presence, but their Asian population growth rate is at least 
equal to the national Asian growth rate.17 These are areas that are adding 
to their already large Asian populations. Examples are Washington, D.C., 
Houston, Las Vegas, Minneapolis, and Philadelphia. In contrast to the 
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more stagnant Asian concentration areas, these metropolitan areas are 
spread across the country, including the Eastern Seaboard, the interior 
West, and Texas. These 21 areas account for 24 percent of the U.S. Asian 
population.

New Asian destinations. These areas are at the cutting edge of Asian 
population growth—areas with smaller-than-average Asian populations 
but with Asian growth rates that far exceed the national Asian growth 
rate.18 There are 72 such areas, of all sizes, which together account for 
just 11 percent of the U.S. Asian population. However, they represent the 
forefront of Asian growth across the country. Among the larger of such 
areas are Atlanta, Austin, Raleigh, Phoenix, Tampa, and Indianapolis. 

Of particular importance are the fast-growth areas and new destina-
tions. Figure 5-3 indicates that for each major Asian group, the fastest 
growth is in new Asian destinations and the slowest growth is in the 
more traditional settlement areas. Particularly noteworthy is the rapid 
growth of the Asian Indian population, especially in the faster-growing 
metropolitan areas. In fact, Asian Indians are responsible for a dispro-
portionate contribution to recent population gains in new Asian desti-
nations, and they make up a larger share of Asian populations in these 
areas than in other kinds of areas.19 An example is Atlanta, where the 
Asian population grew by 86 percent between 2000 and 2010 and 
Asian Indians contributed 35 percent to that growth. As a consequence, 
Asian Indians now make up 31 percent of Atlanta’s Asian population 
(see figure 5-4). In Raleigh, where the Asian population grew by 130 
percent, Asian Indians contributed nearly one-half to that growth. 
Asian Indians now make up 40 percent of Raleigh’s Asian population, 
up from 32 percent in 2000.

Although Asian Indians are a significant part of growth in new desti-
nations, they are not the major contributor in all cases. In Boise, for 
example, Chinese and Filipinos make the greatest contributions to Asian 
population growth, and in college towns such as Durham, North Caro-
lina, and Bloomington, Indiana, Chinese make greater contributions to 
growth than Asian Indians do. Yet Asian Indians play a key role in the 
increase of Asian American populations in those areas, where Asian 
growth is relatively new.
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FIGURE 5-3  
2000–10 Growth Rates for Asian Origin Populations, 
Concentrated and New Destination Metropolitan Areas
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In more established Asian fast-growth areas, however, new Asian 
population gains are more likely to reflect the mix of existing origin 
groups or proximity to large Asian settlements in nearby areas.20 In Las 
Vegas, for example, where Filipinos constitute a large share of the Asian 
population overall, they contributed to more than half of the area’s sub-
stantial Asian population gain in the first decade of the 2000s. Filipinos 
also made major contributions to Asian gains in Riverside, Stockton, and 
Sacramento, California, and Reno, Nevada. In Boston, the Chinese made 
the greatest contributions to Asian gains. Yet even among these metro-
politan areas, Asian Indian gains were sufficient enough to increase the 
Indian share of the Asian population in most areas.

In contrast, the more established, slowly growing Asian settlement 
areas are typically distinct from one another because of their historical 
settlement patterns. For example, Chinese and Asian Indians constitute 
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large shares of New York’s Asian population while Chinese and Filipinos 
are major groups in San Francisco. Because population growth rates are 
lower than average in all of these areas, there is little overall shift in their 
Asian nationality profiles as a result of recent changes. When there is 
substantial change, however, Asian Indians are making the biggest dif-
ference. Because of recent growth, the Indian share of the Asian popula-
tion increased notably in several California areas, including San Jose, 

Koreans

Japanese

FIGURE 5-4  
Asian Origin Populations for Selected Metropolitan Areas, 2010
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San Diego, and Oxnard, as well as in Chicago, where Asian Indians now 
constitute one-third of the Asian population.

MODEL MINORITY(IES)

The new image of Asian Americans as a model minority reflects, espe-
cially, the higher-than-average education and more traditional families 
that broadly characterize the group. Yet this umbrella term can be mis-
leading. Because different Asian groups have different origins and immi-
gration histories, their social and demographic attributes differ somewhat, 
as shown in table 5-3.

All groups, except Japanese Americans, have relatively high percent-
ages of foreign-born members, a result of their recent immigration. Six 
in ten Japanese Americans are native born, reflecting both their long his-
tory of settlement in the United States and their relatively low levels of 
recent immigration. Chinese and Filipino residents also first settled here 
more than a century ago, but the post-1965 replenishment of their ranks 
has kept their populations almost “new”—roughly two-thirds are foreign 
born. High numbers of foreign-born residents also are evident among 
more recent arrivals—Vietnamese, Koreans, and Asian Indians—whose 
immigrant population is relatively young. Forty percent of the 2010 
Asian Indian population, for example, arrived in the years since 2000.

Both the historic length of settlement and the magnitude of recent 
immigration affect the age structure of the different Asian groups. Japa-
nese Americans are the oldest group; nearly one-quarter are 65 years of 
age or older, and less than one in nine are under the age of 18. In contrast, 
one-quarter of Asian Indians are under the age of 18, four times as many 
as those age 65 and above. The other groups generally fall in between, 
with populations including relatively high proportions of people of 
working age.

The household status of different groups reflects both the age struc-
ture of each and the tendency of Asian families, in general, to have chil-
dren within the context of husband-wife families. Accordingly, the 
Japanese population, as the oldest, has the lowest share of married-
with-child households (17 percent) while such households constitute 42 
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percent of Asian Indian households. Among all groups, married couples 
with children sharply outweigh the number of other families with chil-
dren, underscoring the strong prevalence of Asian children growing up 
in two-parent families.

Asian Indians, by far, have achieved the highest level of education, 
which reflects, to a large degree, their select immigration to the United 
States, especially in the past two decades. During that period there was 
strong demand for high-tech workers reflected, in part, by the establish-
ment of the nation’s H-1B visa program, which has seen the largest share 
of participants coming from India.21 Seven in ten Asian Indian adults 
have received college degrees, and 38 percent have obtained postgradu-
ate degrees. Still, roughly one-half of Chinese, Korean, Filipino, and Jap-
anese American adults have received bachelor’s degrees or higher; in 
contrast, just 28 percent of the total U.S. adult population and 32 percent 
of whites have done so. Vietnamese adults have significantly lower col-
lege graduation rates, at 26 percent, and 29 percent of Vietnamese adults 
in America have not graduated from high school.

The population of educated Asian Americans is fairly widespread. Map 
5-2 identifies 86 metropolitan areas where more than half of Asian adults 
hold at least a bachelor’s degree. These include modest-sized college 
towns such as Ann Arbor, Michigan; Bloomington, Indiana; and State Col-
lege, Pennsylvania, where more than 80 percent of Asians have a bache-
lor’s degree or higher, as well as larger cities, including San Jose, Phoenix, 
Omaha, Houston, Indianapolis, and Buffalo. In many of these places, Asian 
Indians are the major engine of recent growth and represent a dispropor-
tionate share of the Asian populations. Among large metropolitan areas, 
Asian education attainment is greatest in high-tech and knowledge-based 
centers such as Raleigh and Austin, the global city of Chicago, and slowly 
growing industrial areas such as Pittsburgh and Detroit (see table 5-4). 
Even in major areas where Asians have relatively low shares of college 
graduates, such as New Orleans, Las Vegas, Sacramento, and Oklahoma 
City, more than one-third have obtained college degrees.

There is certainly variability among Asian groups on a number of 
socioeconomic measures. For example, Vietnamese and Koreans have 
higher levels of poverty than other groups have (see table 5-3).  But over-
all, their levels are on par with that of the U.S. general population.  It is 
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clear that what has been termed a model minority really consists of a 
collection of distinct groups with varied immigration and settlement 
histories. The term is intended to be complimentary, highlighting the 
social and economic achievements made by many Asian Americans 
today and contrasting their situation with the difficult circumstances in 
which Asian-origin residents found themselves many decades ago. Of 
course, as mostly first- and second-generation Americans, many resi-
dents of Asian origin face the challenges related to language, network-
ing, and other aspects of assimilation that are encountered by all new 

Source: American Community Survey, 2010.

MAP 5-2
Metropolitan Areas with Highest Asian Educational Attainment,
Adults Age 25 and Overa

Percent college graduates

50%–60%
60%–70%
70%–80%
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aMap displays 86 metropolitan areas with Asian populations greater than 5,000 and where at least 50 percent 
of Asian adults have received a college degree or more education
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TABLE 5-4
Percent of Asian Adults Who Are College Graduates:  
Highest and Lowest Rankings, Large Metropolitan Areas

    Percent college graduates 
Ranking  among Asian adultsb

Highest ranking    
 1 Pittsburgh 71
 2 Raleigh 67
 3 Austin 66
 4 Columbus 65
 5 Detroit 64
 6 Cincinnati 64
 7 Baltimore 63
 8 Chicago 62

 Lowest ranking   
 1 New Orleans 34
 2 Las Vegas 37
 3 Sacramento 39
 4 Virginia Beach 40
 5 Salt Lake City 42
 6 Minneapolis–St. Paul 43
 7 Oklahoma City 43
 8 Providence 44

Source: American Community Survey, 2010
a Metropolitan areas with populations over 1 million and with more than 20,000 Asians; 
official names abbreviated.  

bPersons age 25 and over.
 

racial minorities. Still, their rapid population growth and continued dis-
persion to all parts of the country, coupled with their social and eco-
nomic achievements, signal that Asian Americans are on track to become 
a central part of the nation’s mainstream in the twenty-first century.



6
With the flurry of interest in the expansion of new minority populations, 
important changes in the black population have gone almost unnoticed. 
Especially significant is the renewed black migration to the South, which 
is contributing to the continuing distinctiveness of the region. The rever-
sal of the Great Migration out of the South began as a trickle in the 1970s, 
increased in the 1990s, and turned into a virtual evacuation from many 
northern areas in the first decade of the 2000s. The movement is driven 
largely by younger, college-educated, and soon-to-be retiring baby 
boomer blacks—from both northern and western places of origin. They 
have contributed to the growth of New Sun Belt and southern metropol-
itan regions such as Atlanta, Houston, and Dallas. These areas are in the 
midst of new immigrant growth and white in-migration, which are 
shaping a region that is welcoming to blacks as well as new immigrant 
minorities. 

This chapter points up major dimensions of this reversal of the his-
torical Great Migration during a period in which a recognizable black 
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middle class has emerged at the same time that a large portion of the 
black population remains left behind. To place this new southward geo-
graphic tilt in context, the next section highlights important aspects of 
the black population’s unique history in the United States 

A LONG WAIT FOR UPWARD MOBILITY

Prior to the recent large waves of Hispanic and Asian population growth, 
the terms “minority” and “nonwhite” were synonymous with the nation’s 
black population. For most of U.S. history, blacks were numerically the 
largest minority, representing as much as 19 percent of the total U.S. popu-
lation in 1790 and at least 10 percent of the population since the beginning 
of the twentieth century.1 Although overtaken by Hispanics in the 2000 
census, blacks still accounted for 90 percent of the nation’s nonwhite pop-
ulation as late as 1960. The black population is still growing more rapidly 
than the nation’s population as a whole and is projected to account for at 
least one in eight Americans in the next three decades (see figure 6-1).2  

The primary reason why the term “minority” has been equated with 
blacks stems from the long history of blatent discrimination and disen-
franchisement endured by the nation’s black population, which can be 
traced to the slaves who arrived from Africa well before nationhood in 
the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Even after slavery was for-
mally abolished, in 1865, by the Thirteenth Amendment to the Constitu-
tion, blacks were hardly treated as equals with whites. For much of the 
century that followed, blacks were denied full participation in the 
nation’s economic, social, and political life. Continuing discriminatory 
practices kept them segregated from mainstream white society, and they 
were denied adequate jobs, housing, and educational opportunities and 
even the right to vote. Their plight was highlighted in 1944 in Gunnar 
Myrdal’s classic work, An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and 
Modern Democracy.3 This history created a sharp and virtually insur-
mountable divide between whites and blacks that persisted late into the 
twentieth century, and its effects are still felt today. 

The 1950s and early 1960s brought little measurable change in the 
conditions that blacks faced, but the civil rights movement did increase 
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national awareness of them.4 There was increased activism on the part of 
black organizations in the South, such as the 1955–56 Montgomery, Ala-
bama, bus boycott to protest segregated seating, “sit-in” demonstrations, 
well-publicized confrontations between protesters and state and local 
officials, and the peaceful, nationally televised March on Washington in 
1963, which featured Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” speech. 
Also significant during this period were legal victories such as in the 
1954 Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education, which 
declared that maintaining separate schools for black and white students 
was unconstitutional. Perhaps the most important outcome of this 
period was the enactment of the landmark civil rights acts of 1964, 1965, 
and 1968, which outlawed discrimination based on race, color, religion, 
sex, and national origin with respect to access to public accommoda-
tions, employment, voting, and the sale, rental, and financing of housing.

Post–Civil Rights Era Upgrading
The civil rights era, which also was fraught with violence and rioting in 
the South and later in northern and western cities, put a spotlight on the 
need to eliminate racial discrimination and set the stage for greater 

FIGURE 6-1
U.S. and Black Growth by Decade, 1950–2010
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Source: 1950–2010 U.S. censuses.
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access to education, employment, and housing opportunities for new 
generations of African Americans. Still, black progress on a series of 
economic measures has occurred only gradually and, to some degree, 
generationally.5 This is evident in shifts in educational attainment, a 
measure that should track improvements in both secondary and 
higher education. In 1970, among blacks aged 25 to 34, nearly half 
had not graduated from high school and only 6 percent had gradu-
ated from college (see table 6-1). These young black adults, born 
before the end of World War II, had hardly benefited from the social 
changes of the 1960s.

 Twenty years later, however, progress was becoming evident among 
young adult blacks who were of high school age after the major civil 
rights legalization was passed. By 2010, 86 percent of blacks age 25 to 34 
had graduated from high school and more than 50 percent had some 
post–high school education. Although these are broad measures, blacks 
show consistent generation-based upward mobility, a pattern that also is 
evident in occupational measures.6 Nonetheless, large disparities with 
whites still exist, particularly in the level of higher education. This trend 
has a number of explanations, including less access to quality primary 
and secondary education among blacks. Educational inequality stems 
from remaining segregated residence patterns, differences in family 
resources available to finance higher education, and selective admission 
criteria that, although not blatantly discriminatory, still encourage col-
lege admission of whites instead of blacks.7 Nonetheless, many more 

TABLE 6-1
Black and White Educational Attainment, 1970–2010: Adults Ages 25–34  
Percent 

  Educational attainment  1970 1990 2010

High school graduate or more    
Blacks 51 77 86
Whites 74 89 94

Some college or more    
Blacks 17 44 56
Whites 35 57 71

College graduate    
Blacks  6 12 19
Whites 16 26 37

Source: 1970 and 1990 U.S. censuses; American Community Survey, 2010.
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blacks in today’s younger generation have access to a path to the middle 
class through postsecondary training opportunities than was the case in 
decades past.

Unfortunately, education attainment is probably the most positive 
indicator of progress for many blacks. With regard to other measures 
more closely tied to the labor market and economic well-being, blacks 
have made some progress, but the gains have also been volatile. The 
black unemployment rate, for example, continues to be twice that of 
whites (or more), reflecting to some degree the hyper-unemployment 
levels of young black males.8 Moreover, the “last hired, first fired” dictum 
seems to be at work in the fluctuating unemployment rate for black 
males, which sank to 8 percent during the tight labor market of the late 
1990s but then rose to 18 percent during the Great Recession. In con-
trast, the white male unemployment rate fluctuated between 3.4 and 9.6 
percent in the same period.9 The average wage of black males took a sim-
ilar rollercoaster ride, falling to such an extent that the 2010 average 
wage was less than that of 1997, further widening the gap with whites.10 

Black Families and Poverty
The gap between blacks and whites remains especially wide with regard 
to family income, which includes wage and nonwage incomes of all fam-
ily members, in large part because black families are more likely to be 
headed by a single female and thus include fewer earners.11 Hence, while 
black family income has risen since 1970, 2010 income was only about 56 
percent of white income, which rose even higher due to its larger share 
of married couples (see table 6-2). If one examines family income for 
married-couple households only, black couple income is much closer to 
white couple income—about 80 percent.

Much has been written about the pervasiveness of female-headed 
families and single motherhood among blacks, a trend that was evident 
in some form for decades but has become more prevalent since the 
1970s.12 Although controversial at the time, the 1965 Moynihan Report 
on the black family called attention to its cultural origins and its correla-
tion with conditions and behaviors associated with poverty in the black 
community.13 Since then, observers have attributed the trend to factors 
such as the geographic isolation of blacks—over several generations— 
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in economically deprived settings and to the paucity of marriageable 
men who are able to find suitable employment in such areas.14 Govern-
ment welfare programs, in different forms, have focused on the needs of 
female heads of families.15 Today, such “nontraditional” families have 
increased among whites and other minorities as well, suggesting that 
they are related to class as well as race.16 Still, female-headed families are 
most prevalent among blacks, and their poverty rate is four to five times 
higher than the rate for black married-couple families.17 

Black poverty has fallen since the pre−civil rights era, but like employ-
ment and earnings, it fluctuates with the economy and the gap with 
whites remains high. Back in 1959, more than half of all blacks lived in 
poverty, but the black poverty rate has not reached 30 percent since 
1994. Still, the 27 percent black poverty rate in the 2009–10 period was 
the highest since 1996. More significant for the next generation of blacks 
is the continued high poverty rate of black children, which rose to 39 
percent in 2010 after hitting an all-time low of 30 percent in 2001—a rate 
still more than three times the rate for white children. Poverty among 
black children—which is tied to the black female-headed family—

TABLE 6-2
Black and White Economic and Family Trends, 1970–2010 

   1970 1990 2010

Median family income    
Blacks $32,456 $35,737 $39,811
Whites $52,910 $63,790 $71,076

Female-headed familiesa   
Blacks 28% 43% 46%
Whites  9% 12% 14%

PERSONS IN POVERTY

All ages   
Blacks 34% 32% 27%
Whites 10%  9% 10%

Children in families   
Blacks 42% 44% 39%
Whites 11% 12% 12%

Source: 1970 and 1990 U.S. censuses; American Community Survey, 2010. ”Persons in poverty” 
and ”median family income” are from Current Population Survey, 1970, 1990, and 2010 (income 
adjusted to 2011 U.S. dollars)
aFamilies (with or without children) with a female head, as percent of all families. 
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remains an important concern. Such families typically have low incomes 
that shift with the economy. Although a smaller portion than in past, a 
little more than half of all black children now reside in a female-headed 
family and about four-fifths of all black children who live in poverty 
reside in a female-headed family.

“Disintegration”
Overall, blacks have made tempered progress, but not in lockstep with 
one other. There is a clearly recognizable black middle-class population, 
which arose following new black education and occupational advance-
ments and began to be tracked in the 1980s.18 In 2007, 48 percent of blacks 
considered themselves part of the middle class, despite sharp gaps with 
whites in income, homeownership, and especially wealth—gaps that wid-
ened during periods such as the Great Recession of 2007−09.19 At the 
same time, there is another segment of the black population that falls far 
short. This segment, still living in areas of high poverty, is characterized 
by excessive unemployment, large numbers of single parents and out-of-
wedlock births, and substantial incarceration rates for young men.20  

In his book Disintegration: The Splintering of Black America, journalist 
Eugene Robinson suggests that the American black population is becom-
ing increasingly segmented by class or is at least forming different iden-
tities. The two largest groups are what he calls the “mainstream” and the 
“abandoned.”21 The former represents a solid middle class, which was a 
miniscule portion of the black population 40 years ago. The latter, 
because of its pattern of inner-city or rural place of residence, less stable 
families, and lower incomes, seems to have increasingly less in common 
with the new black middle class. The “abandoned” population is gener-
ally younger than the black population as a whole. There are other seg-
ments of today’s black population, which, although tiny in comparison 
with the others, provide a glimpse of the future. One of these, labeled by 
Robinson as the “transcendent elite,” includes the high-flying, well-paid 
corporate, entertainment, and political elite, including the forty-fourth 
president of the United States, Barack Obama. 

An “emergent” black population that until recently was barely noticed 
is composed of black immigrants from other countries. These newest 
blacks, although small in number only two decades ago, now constitute 
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nearly one-tenth of all blacks and differ from native-born blacks with 
regard to family and socioeconomic attributes; often they fare better (see 
figure 6-2).22 They hail largely from Caribbean countries such as Jamaica 
and Haiti and more recently from African countries, particularly Nige-
ria, Ethiopia, and Ghana. African-born black Americans in particular 
rank much higher than native-born blacks on education attainment. 
Another “emergent” group is the black multiracial population, persons 
who identify with more than one race. First enumerated on the 2000 
census, they were only about 8 percent of the size of the “black only” 
population in 2010. Still, their numbers should rise, particularly among 
young people, in light of increases in interracial marriage and the greater 
willingness of people to report their multiracial heritage today than in 
the past.23 Chapter 10 considers this trend in further detail.

A SOUTHWARD RETURN

The seeds of greater black upward mobility in the 1960s also provided 
the impetus for new black geographic mobility. Today, the dominant 
black regional movement, especially among younger blacks, is toward 
the South—a region that their great-grandparents were anxious to leave. 
The 2010 census shows that blacks also are moving to the suburbs to a 
degree not imagined just a few years ago. Both of these movements 

counter decades of stereotypes 
and constraints that no longer 
apply to a broad segment of the 
black population. What fol-
lows is a discussion of the his-
toric reversal of black regional 
migration—out of and now 
back to the South—and what it 
implies for the South and its 
states and metropolitan areas. 
Its counterpart migration, the 
black shift to the suburbs, is 
discussed in chapter 8.
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Southern Evacuation
The South has always been the primary regional home for blacks. From 
the beginning of the nation until the start of the twentieth century, at 
least nine in ten blacks resided in the South, predominantly in rural 
areas.24 Although the Thirteenth Amendment gave blacks new free-
dom to migrate, farm tenancy arrangements, poverty, high levels of 
illiteracy, and the paucity of opportunities in the North kept black 
migration from the South at a modest level.25 All of that changed early 
in the twentieth century. In the six decades between 1910 and 1970, the 
Great Migration was under way. In that period an estimated 5 million 
blacks left the South.26 The movement was of such magnitude that by 
1970, the South retained only a little more than half of the nation’s 
black population (see figure 6-3).

The Great Migration took place in two fairly distinct phases.27 The 
first phase, between 1910 and 1930, was triggered by the combination of 
newly available factory jobs in northern cities, the numbers of which 
were further increased by U.S. involvement in World War I, and the 
slowing and eventual government restriction of immigration to the 
United States. Together, these events caused desperate employers in cit-
ies such as New York, Philadelphia, Chicago, and Detroit to look to 
southern blacks to fill their largely 
unskilled jobs. Although the pull of 
northern jobs was a major impetus 
for migration, there also were 
strong southern “pushes,” includ-
ing deplorable working conditions, 
Jim Crow segregation laws, politi-
cal disenfranchisement, and racial 
violence. Perhaps just as important 
was the drying up of agricultural 
employment following farm mech-
anization and the damage to cotton 
crops done by the boll weevil.28

The second stage took place 
after a national migration lull 
during the Great Depression.29  
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Again, war was an instigator. The huge increase in manufacturing during 
World War II brought even more employment opportunities to northern 
cities and new employment opportunities to western coastal cities such 
as Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Seattle. The postwar period saw 
many returning black military veterans settle in northern and western 
destinations, and even as the South became more urbanized and eco-
nomically vibrant in the 1950s and 1960s, it continued to experience an 
out-migration of blacks.

Between 1940 and 1970, roughly 80 percent of all gains in the black 
population took place outside of the South (see figure 6-4). In contrast 
to their largely rural settlement patterns at the beginning of the Great 
Migration, in 1970 eight in ten blacks lived in metropolitan areas, with 
one in four living in New York, Chicago, Philadelphia, Los Angeles, and 
Detroit. While in 1910 the largest black populations resided in Georgia, 
Mississippi, and Alabama, the states with the most blacks in 1970 were 
New York, Illinois, and California (see table 6-3).
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TABLE 6-3
Largest State Black Populations, 1910, 1970,  
and 2010
  Year/Rank Black population

1910 
1 Georgia 1,176,987
2 Mississippi 1,009,487
3 Alabama   908,282

1970 
1 New York 2,168,949
2 Illinois 1,425,674
3 California 1,400,143

2010 
1 New York 3,073,800
2 Florida 2,999,862
3 Texas 2,979,598

Source: 1910, 1970, and 2010 U.S. censuses. 

Migration Back to the South
For the first half of the twentieth 
century, migration out of the South 
was not confined to blacks. Because 
the South was not a prosperous 
region, in the decades up through 
1950 there was also an out-migration 
of whites, due to new and plentiful 
employment opportunities in other 
parts of the country.30 During the 
postwar period, however, a favorable 
business climate coupled with new 
infrastructure, such as interstate 
highways, and other improvements, 
such as the widespread availability of air conditioning, paved the way for 
the emergence of the “New South.” Industries and employers began to 
head south, and whites were the first to respond, flowing into the region 
in the 1950s and 1960s.

With the deindustrialization that was under way in the 1970s, condi-
tions in the North changed, adversely affecting blacks. Deindustrializa-
tion led to the demise or relocation of large numbers of blue-collar jobs, 
many of which had been filled by urban blacks.31 At roughly the same 
time, the “promise” of northern cities was rapidly diminishing. Most 
blacks resided in less advantaged, segregated city neighborhoods, 
increasingly isolated from communities where employment opportuni-
ties and tax bases were growing as a result of widespread “white flight” 
to the suburbs.32 The frustration among blacks over deteriorating 
employment opportunities, discrimination, and de facto segregation in 
northern and western cities led to a series of well-publicized urban race 
riots in the 1960s.33 

The combined effects of changing “push” and “pull” factors led to  
the beginning of the black return migration to the South in the 1970s.34 
Figure 6-5 shows the shifts that occurred between five-year migration 
periods in the late 1960s and late 1970s. From 1965 to 1970, the South still 
lost black migrants to each of the two census-defined northern regions—
the Northeast and the Midwest—and to the West. Yet by 1975 to 1980,  
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the South gained black migrants overall, due to its new migrants from 
both the Northeast and Midwest. 

Reversing State Origins and Destinations
At the state level, the shift was even more dramatic.35 In the late 1960s, the 
14 states experiencing the greatest black exodus were all located in the 
South, led by the Deep South states of Mississippi, Alabama, and Louisi-
ana. At the same time, nine of the top ten states that gained black popula-
tions were located outside the South, led by California and Michigan. 

By the late 1970s, however, six of the ten states losing the most blacks 
to migration were outside of the South—led by New York, Illinois, and 

FIGURE 6-5  
Black Migration for U.S. Regions, 1965–2010
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Pennsylvania. And although California still led all states in black in- 
migration, the next six migration gainers were Maryland, Texas, Geor-
gia, Virginia, Florida, and North Carolina. The new black migration gains 
were clearly favoring southern coastal states and Texas, areas where 
economies and employment opportunities were on the rise. This was 
only the first glimpse of a new wave of black migration back to the South, 
involving both “return” migrants and new migrants who were born in 
other regions. As figure 6-5 indicates, southern migration gains hit 
record levels in the 1990s and in the first decade of the 2000s, as did 
non-southern losses. In the 1990s, for the first time, the South gained 
black migrants from the West—especially California and the former 
black destination areas of Los Angeles and San Francisco. 

Thus, since the 1990s the South has been gaining black migrants from 
all other regions of the country. Black migration gains continued to be 
concentrated in the Southeast and Texas. Georgia led all states in migra-
tion gains from the late 1980s through 2010. Among migration losers, 
New York lost the most blacks of any state in every period since 1975 and 
Illinois ranked either second or third in losses during that time frame. 
Map 6-1 shows the sharp contrast in black migration between the end of 
the Great Migration and today. Most of the major Great Migration desti-
nation states—such as New York, Illinois, Michigan, and California—are 
now among the greatest contributors to the new southern migration 
gains. These shifts reflect the changing fortunes of and decisions made 
by blacks residing in metropolitan areas such as New York, Chicago, Los 
Angeles, Detroit, and Philadelphia, which have been losing black 
migrants for the past four decades.36 

The cumulative effect of recent black migration out of these states 
and regions has had a profound impact on the overall size of the black 
population in these previous destinations. The 2010 census reported 
that, for the first time, the states of New York, Illinois, Michigan, and 
California registered absolute losses of their black populations (when 
defined to include only non-Hispanic blacks).37 

Young Adults, College Grads, and Seniors Lead the Way
While the volume of new black migration to the South is important, so 
are the changes that black migrants are bringing to the South with regard 
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MAP 6-1 
States with Greatest Black Migration Gains and Losses, 
1965–70 and 2005–10a

aMigration for 1965–1970 and average annual net migration over 2005–2010 
 (multiplied by 5).
Source: 1970 U.S. census; American Community Survey, 2006–10.
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to youth and human capital. In the late 1970s and 1980s, the first waves 
of black North-to-South metropolitan migrants already showed 
improvements in their immediate social and economic circumstances.38 
While blacks moving to the South exhibit a wide range of family types 
and income and education levels, it is clear that blacks who migrated to 
the South over the past 20 years, especially those arriving in economi-
cally prosperous areas, are disproportionately young and well educated 
(see figure 6-6).39 For college-educated and professional blacks, net-
working opportunities are available in metropolitan areas such as Atlanta, 
Washington, D.C., Raleigh, and Dallas. Both black and white college 
graduates are leaving New York, Illinois, Ohio, Michigan, New Jersey, 
California, and Louisiana (the latter reflecting, in part, outward move-
ment related to Hurricane Katrina). However, whites are moving to a 

FIGURE 6-6 
Black Migration Rates, by Age and Education, 2005–10a
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more diverse mix of southern and western regions than are blacks. Black 
college graduates are heading predominantly for Texas, Georgia, and 
North Carolina (see map 6-2).40 

College graduates are not the only migrants. For retirees, many south-
ern Sun Belt areas have both personal and historical appeal (see figure 
6-6). The southern pull on black retirees is just beginning to be felt. In 
the next two decades, more than 4 million non-southern blacks will 
reach retirement age. Although most retirees do not move long distances, 
this new, larger senior population will bring more black retiree migrants 
to the South. Already between 2005 and 2010, migration gains of blacks 
age 55 and older were greatest in Georgia, Texas, and North Carolina—
states that dominated all others. The migration gains of older white 
adults were less concentrated than those of blacks and were greatest  
in the traditional “retiree” magnet states—Florida and Arizona leading 
all others. 

Renewed Southern Ties for Blacks
The draw of the New South is clearly strongest for blacks. Figure 6-7 
shows the regional destinations of black and white migrants originating 
in each non-southern region from 2005 to 2010. In each originating 
region, the South is the largest destination for both groups. But in each 
case, black migrants are more likely than whites to select destinations in 
the South. Among migrants from the Northeast, eight in ten blacks but 
only five in ten whites chose destinations in the South. Similar patterns 
are evident for migrants from the Midwest and West. This was the case 
in the late 1990s and likely earlier periods as well.41  

Jobs and the South’s new economic prosperity are not the only reason 
that blacks are returning “home.” Cultural ties and a large black popula-
tion are strong draws as well. The cultural and familial bonds associated 
with residence within the black community were evident in the past. 
Although the black South-to-North migrants who took part in the Great 
Migration were less likely to return to the South than were white south-
ern out-migrants during in the same period, they kept in contact with 
family and maintained kinship networks that helped to promote further 
chain migration out of the South. Blacks’ ties to the southern region, 
whether personal or cultural, also have been evident in the later move-
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MAP 6-2 
College Graduatesa: States with Greatest Migration Gains and 
Losses, Blacks and Whites, 2005–10b

Source : American Community Survey, 2006–10.
aAmong persons age 25 and over.
bAverage annual net migration over the period 2005–10.
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Northeast

FIGURE 6-7
Whites and Blacks: Top Regional Destinations of Movers, 
2005–10
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ment back, especially among northern city residents who did not fare 
well during the deindustrialization period and found a familiar and wel-
coming environment among family and friends in the rural South.42 But 
there are ties to the region for a broad spectrum of blacks, including 
retirees with family histories in the South and young professionals who 
want to join areas with growing middle-class black populations. 

Thus, a half-century after the civil rights legislation of the 1960s, new 
generations of blacks, particularly those with a college education, are 
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moving away from their earlier predominant destinations. Although the 
initial “reverse” migrants may have been fleeing from deteriorating eco-
nomic and social conditions in the North, recent younger and privileged 
migrants are moving to a more prosperous, post−civil rights South that 
was unknown to their forebears.

NEW BLACK METROPOLITAN MAGNETS

The migration reversal that has directed mainstream segments of the 
black population back to the South has changed the hierarchy of metro-
politan areas in terms of population size. Most symbolic of this change is 
the explosion of metropolitan Atlanta’s black population over the 1970–
2010 period, when it increased more than fourfold. In 1970 Atlanta had 
the nation’s thirteenth-largest black population; in 2010 it had the  
second-largest, displacing Chicago (see figure 6-8). Atlanta has led all 
other metropolitan areas in black in-migration for the past three decades 
and showed the greatest total black population gains (including migra-
tion, natural increase, and immigration) between 1990 and 2010. Atlanta, 
arguably the capital of the New South, is a transportation hub with a 
diverse array of industries, educational institutions, and corporate head-
quarters, and it has been a migration magnet in general and especially 
for blacks.

Following Atlanta, the next-largest black population gainers in  
2000–10 were Dallas, Houston, Miami, Washington, D.C., Charlotte, and 
Miami. Of the 15 metropolitan areas with the largest gains in black pop-
ulation, 11 are in the South. In contrast, earlier black destinations in the 
North have exhibited out-migration for the last several decades. Many, 
such as New York, showed population gains even while experiencing 
out-migration, due to natural increase. But in the last decade, metropol-
itan Chicago, Los Angeles, and Detroit sustained absolute losses in their 
black populations. Table 6-4 compares the areas with the largest black 
populations in 1970 and 2010. Metropolitan New York, even with its now 
fairly stagnant population, still ranks first in black population size. How-
ever, Atlanta, Washington, D.C., Miami, and Houston have risen in rank 
and now are among the seven metropolitan areas that are home to more 
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FIGURE 6-8

Metropolitan Chicago and Atlanta Black Populations, 1970–2010
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Source: 1970–2010 U.S. censuses.
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than 1 million blacks, with Dallas 
not far behind. Another dimension 
of black movement to the South is 
the socioeconomic upgrading of 
the southern black population due 
to the selective movement of col-
lege-educated and professional 
blacks to many southern metro-
politan areas, discussed above.

Map 6-3 depicts the nation’s 
largest metropolitan areas by the 
education attainment of their 
black populations. Southern areas 
are heavily represented among the 
areas with the most educated 
black populations, led by Wash-
ington, D.C., Raleigh, and Atlanta. 

San Antonio, Nashville, Austin, and Dallas also are on this list. In addi-
tion, southern metropolitan areas including Washington, D.C., Balti-

TABLE 6-4
Metropolitan Areas with Largest Black 
Populations, 1970 and 2010

 Rank/area  Black population

1970  
1  New York 2,449,294
2  Chicago 1,345,965
3  Philadelphia   905,196
4  Los Angeles   773,023
5  Detroit   760,617
6  Washington, DC   749,740
7  Baltimore   494,498

2010  
1  New York 3,362,616
2  Atlanta 1,707,913
3 Chicago 1,645,993
4 Washington, DC 1,438,436
5 Philadelphia 1,241,780
6 Miami 1,169,185
7 Houston 1,025,775

Source: 1970 and 2010 U.S. censuses.
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Southern states

more, and Atlanta rank among the areas with the highest black household 
incomes. In contrast, northern metropolitan areas rank unfavorably 
with regard to black educational attainment, household income, and 
poverty. Among the lowest-ranked areas on those measures are Milwau-
kee, Cleveland, and Buffalo.43 The continuing shift in the migration of 
blacks to large southern metropolitan areas has changed another long-
held stereotype. No longer do blacks in the South constitute a primarily 



128 THE GREAT MIGRATION OF BLACKS, IN REVERSE

poor, rural population. In 2010, 83 percent of southern blacks resided in 
metropolitan areas and fully two-thirds of that group lived in large met-
ropolitan areas—both cities and suburbs—with total populations exceed-
ing 500,000.

THE DISTINCTIVE SOUTH

It is certainly true that more recently arrived minorities, particularly 
Hispanics, are dispersing to states in the New Sun Belt. Yet due to the 
continued in-migration and now rising growth of blacks in the South, it 
is fair to say that much of the South has returned to its roots as a region 
with predominantly black and white populations. No longer do nine in 
ten U.S. blacks live in the South, as was the case 100 years ago. But the 
portion of the nation’s blacks in the South has risen from a low of 53 per-
cent in 1970 to 57 percent in 2010 and will rise further as current trends 
continue. As of the 2010 census, blacks were still the largest minority in 
the South, constituting nearly one-fifth of its population. Moreover, the 
lion’s share—two-thirds—of Hispanic population gains in the South 
occurred in just two states: Texas and Florida.

So while there is increasing multiracial diversity in large parts of the 
South, black population gains will continue to ensure that blacks remain 
the largest racial minority in most southern states and in many large 
metropolitan areas. Figure 6-9 shows that of the 16 southern states and 
Washington, D.C., blacks constitute the largest minority in all but Texas, 
Florida, and Oklahoma. The black populations in each of the remaining 
states are more than twice as large as the Hispanic populations and more 
than three times as large in eight states, including the New Sun Belt 
states of Georgia, South Carolina, and Tennessee. In metropolitan 
Atlanta, blacks constitute nearly one-third of the population while His-
panics account for just 10 percent. Blacks also are the predominant 
minority in Charlotte, Raleigh, Nashville, and Washington, D.C., among 
other metropolitan areas.

Although it is true that some blacks are dispersing away from tradi-
tional settings to fast-growing areas in the Mountain West (for example, 
Phoenix and Las Vegas) or even toward new destinations in the North 
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(for example, Minneapolis), the South—especially large metropolitan 
areas within the region—is now the major beacon for new generations of 
black migrants and homegrown stayers. The South that blacks are mov-
ing to has been changing in fundamental ways. Although black neigh-
borhood segregation is still substantial, it has declined noticeably in 
rapidly growing southern metropolitan areas, faster than in most other 
parts of the country.44 And the results of both the 2008 and 2012 presi-
dential elections have shown that the black voting bloc is continuing to 
make the South more competitive for the major parties.45 Thus, whether 
it is because of family connections, cultural ties, or just the “comfort 
level” in a region that, for better or worse, is familiar and predictable, the 
South will continue to stand out from the rest of the country by main-
taining a large and increasingly prosperous black presence as it also 
receives other racial minorities. 



7
Although whites constitute the greatest share of the U.S. population, 
white growth has slowed to a snail’s pace because of low immigration 
and fertility rates. White gains and losses for different regions and com-
munities depend heavily on migration to and from other parts of the 
country. Consequently, white population shifts are a zero-sum game. 
White migrants tend to favor non-coastal, New Sun Belt destinations, 
similar to those chosen by dispersing minorities. Therefore large metro-
politan areas like New York, Los Angeles, and San Francisco are losing 
whites to areas like Atlanta, Phoenix, and Las Vegas, among others, in 
growing parts of the South and West. 

Yet whites favor smaller metropolitan areas and exurban communi-
ties more than dispersing minorities do. The reasons for this new white 
flight, particularly among young families and retirees, include the cost of 
living, amenities, and lifestyle preferences instead of the racial antago-
nism that fueled neighborhood white flight decades ago. Although the 
white shift represents an initial soft separation from more clustered 
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minority populations, the dispersion of new minorities and blacks, dis-
cussed earlier, will close this separation in the near future. At the same 
time, there appears to be a growing geographic divide within the white 
population as younger, better-off whites distance themselves from 
increasingly older, less affluent white populations. This chapter reviews 
these and other aspects of the nation’s ongoing white population shifts.1  

AN AGING AND SLOWLY GROWING POPULATION

For most of U.S. history, the white population has been viewed as “main-
stream” society, and earlier laws concerning immigration and voting 
rights and other privileges gave whites priority over other racial and eth-
nic minorities. For decades, sociologists have viewed the assimilation of 
immigrants and ethnic minorities into American society as dependent on 
their adoption of the way of life practiced by the largely white mainstream 
society.2 For all of that time, whites were the numerically dominant racial 
group in the United States. Between 1790 and 1980, whites ranged from 
80 to 90 percent of the population, and in 2010, they still constituted 64 
percent of the population.3 On standard social and economic measures, 
whites fared better as a group than most racial minorities.4

However, the image of whites as America’s mainstream population is 
on the wane, in a demographic sense. Population projections based on 
the 2010 census show that in the 2040s, whites will become a minority 
of the total population.5 Whites already are a minority in 22 of the 
nation’s 100 largest metropolitan areas, and they represent no more than 
60 percent of the population in 13 states, including California, Texas, 
New Mexico, and Hawaii, as well as in Washington, D.C., where they 
constitute less than one-half of the population. Although some of this 
change is connected to the rapid growth of the nation’s minorities, it also 
is driven by the slowing growth of the white population. As figure 7-1 
indicates, white growth sank to just 1.2 percent for the 2000–10 period. 
Furthermore, the nation’s white population is projected to decline for 
the first time in 2020–30. The decline is due in part to projected low 
white immigration and natural decrease in the white population (that is, 
more deaths than births). Fewer births and more deaths will be part and 
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Source: 1970–2010 U.S. censuses and U.S. Census Bureau projections.

FIGURE 7-1
Past and Projected White Population Growth
Growth (%)
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parcel of an aging white population. Thus, for most of the lifetime of 
today’s children—nearly one-half of whom already are members of racial 
minorities—the nation’s white population will be in decline.

Yet while the overall white population is headed for decline, the 
senior population—those age 65 and older—will grow substantially in 
the next two decades as the large baby boom generation—born between 
1946 and 1964—makes its way into the ranks of the senior population. 
Consequently, the slowly growing white population will begin an accel-
erated aging process. This contrasts with the experience of the more 
rapidly growing minority population. With higher fertility rates and 
greater immigration, the minority population will not age nearly as rap-
idly as whites. In 2010, 16 percent of the white population already was 
age 65 or older while just 7 percent of the minority population had 
reached that age (see figure 7-2). Moreover, that gap will increase: by 
2030 approximately 26 percent of the nation’s whites but just 13 percent 
of minorities will be seniors. The disparity between older whites and 
younger minorities will further magnify the cultural generation gap dis-
cussed in chapter 2.



134 WHITE POPULATION SHIFTS: A ZERO-SUM GAME

Source: 2010 U.S. census and U.S. Census Bureau projections.

FIGURE 7-2
Percent Age 65+, White and Non-White 
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At the same time that the older 
portion of the white population is 
growing, the younger portion will 
be shrinking. The nation’s white 
population under age 18 had 
already begun to decline in 2000–
10. This decline will continue into 
the future, as will the decline in 
the white population under age 
65. Between 2015 and 2040, the 
non-senior white population will 
be reduced by more than 20 mil-
lion. Smaller white populations 
already are evident in institutions 
that serve youth, such as elemen-
tary and secondary schools. The 
increased absence of large num-
bers of whites also will soon be 

seen in the ranks of the labor force, as older, mostly white baby boomers 
begin to retire in large numbers. Yet the demise of whites as America’s 
mainstream population in terms of sheer numbers should not change its 
uniqueness in terms of social and economic attributes. Whites are still 
more highly educated and more likely to have professional, managerial, 
or “white collar” jobs than the combined minority population, and they 
are far less likely to live in poverty. Although there are segments within 
the white population that are doing less well on each of those dimensions, 
the general trend continues to be that whites do better than the popula-
tion as a whole on standard socioeconomic measures (see table 7-1).6 

Even so, the aging of the white population shows up in other ways. 
There are almost as many seniors as children in the white population—
in sharp contrast with the case of the minority population, which has 
more than four times as many children as seniors. In addition, the house-
hold makeup of the white population is older, more independent, and 
less child-centric than that of the rest of the population. Despite its 
higher socioeconomic standing, the older white population reports 
higher rates of disability. With regard to age, household type, and medi-
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TABLE 7-1
White and Minority Social and Demographic Profiles, 2010 
Percent 

   Whites Minorities

Educationa  
College graduate 32 21
Not high school graduate  9 26

Occupationb  
Management, business, science, 40 28 
  and arts occupations  

Poverty  
Persons in poverty 11 24

Age  
Under 18 20 31
Age 65+ 16  7

Household type  
Household with children 26 40
Childless married couple 32 19
Single person living alone 29 22

Disability status  
Disabled 13 10

Source: 2010 U.S. census; American Community Survey, 2010.
aPersons age 25 and over. 
bPersons in labor force.  

cal needs, the slowly growing white population and the nation’s growing 
minorities are at opposite ends of the spectrum.

GAINING AND LOSING AREAS

The fact that the nation’s white population is growing so tepidly means 
that white population growth and decline across different areas is a 
zero-sum game. That is, because hardly any demographic cushion is 
provided by fertility and immigration, white migration is the primary 
source of growth or loss. Therefore, areas that are gaining substantial 
numbers of whites are taking growth prospects away from areas that are 
losing whites. Some areas that are seeing declines in the white popula-
tion caused by migration—particularly many counties in the Great 
Plains, Midwest, and parts of the South—also are experiencing a natural 
decrease in their largely white populations.7
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At the state level, white population shifts that favor New Sun Belt 
states are associated with migration flows that have been emerging for 
several decades.8 In the first decade of the 2000s, notable white growth 
occurred in a swath of Mountain West states, including Arizona, Idaho, 
Nevada, and Utah, and southeastern states such as Georgia and North 
Carolina. The attraction of these areas, as indicated in chapter 3, lies in 
their generally low cost of living, the growth of employment in a variety 
of old and new economy industries, and recreational and environmental 
amenities that make them attractive to people both in and out of the 
workforce. Changes in area economies, especially during the 2007−09 
recession, led to short-term growth fluctuation in these areas.9 But the 
broad trends favoring the interior West and the Southeast are part of the 
prevailing long-term pattern of U.S. domestic migration, of which whites 
constitute a major part (see map 7-1).
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MAP 7-1 
White Population Growth and Decline, 2000–10
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TABLE 7-2
Greatest White Losses and Gains, by Metropolitan Area, 1990–2010

Rank             Greatest white losses
 1 New York –1,179,718

 2 Los Angeles –1,116,531

 3 San Francisco –323,705

 4 Chicago –283,282

 5 Miami –271,415

 6 Philadelphia –251,489

 7 San Jose –240,604

 8 Detroit –239,158

 9 Pittsburgh –203,823

 10 Boston –181,839

 11 Cleveland –162,429

Rank             Greatest white gains
 1 Phoenix 754,565

 2 Atlanta 489,191

 3 Dallas 403,483

 4 Las Vegas 377,080

 5 Denver 374,988

 6 Austin 367,598

 7 Portland 331,197

 8 Raleigh 307,308

 9 Nashville 302,187

 10 Charlotte 295,333

 11 Minneapolis 254,750

Source: 1990 and 2010 U.S. censuses.    

The biggest losers of white migrants are exemplified by two types of 
states. The first group includes heavily urbanized coastal states with 
high costs of living where employment growth was less pronounced 
than in other parts of the country. California, New York, and New Jersey 
are prime examples of these. The second group includes states where 
employment slowdowns have spurred major out-migration. Such states, 
including Michigan, Ohio, and Pennsylvania, are located largely in the 
Midwest and Northeast. These are among 15 states that registered abso-
lute declines in their white populations in the first decade of the 2000s.

White declines are even more evident in metropolitan areas—areas 
that more closely represent labor markets. Of the 366 metropolitan  
areas across the country, the 145 that lost whites in 2000–10 are heavily 
concentrated in the country’s Heartland—in the Northeast, Midwest, 
and interior South. Yet, as with states, the metropolitan areas losing the 
most whites are in coastal areas, including metropolitan New York and 
Los Angeles, each of which lost more than 1 million whites between  
1990 and 2010. Also represented among the 11 areas losing the most 
whites are Heartland metropolitan areas including Detroit, Pittsburgh, 
and Cleveland (see table 7-2). The metropolitan areas gaining the most 
whites, on the other hand, are located in the interior West, the Southeast, 
and Texas, including Phoenix, Atlanta, Raleigh, Charlotte, and Dallas—
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areas with diversified economies that include knowledge-based indus-
tries. They are attractive for a broad spectrum of migrants who are 
leaving the expensive coastal areas and northern areas with more 
depressed economies.

To some degree, whites are gradually shifting from whiter states in 
the Northeast, Midwest, and Great Plains to economically vibrant 
states in the South and Mountain West—New Sun Belt states that are 
now attracting new minorities as well as whites. As depicted in chapter 
3 and in maps 3-11 and 3-12, this pattern is especially evident across 
counties. Over 1,600 of the nation’s 3,100 counties are at least 85 per-
cent white, including many in the nation’s Heartland and in large num-
bers of rural and small-town counties. Two-fifths these mostly white 
counties showed losses in white population from 1990 to 2010. 
Although many of these counties began receiving some dispersing new 
minorities in recent years, they represent a large swath of mostly white, 
declining or slowly growing counties across the country’s midsection 
whose populations are aging more rapidly than the country’s popula-
tion as a whole.

THE NEW WHITE FLIGHT

The term “white flight” was used to describe the massive movement of 
white families from cities to newly minted suburban communities in the 
1950s and 1960s, a period when suburbs were developing in metropoli-
tan areas across the country. This movement—a result of the post−World 
War II economic surge, highway development, G.I. Bill–subsidized 
home loans for returning war veterans, the baby boom, and the rise in 
family households—allowed families to enjoy the economic and lifestyle 
benefits afforded by relocation to the suburbs. A wide array of factors led 
to postwar white flight. Among them was the desire to escape urban 
congestion, aging housing, deteriorating services, and the high costs of 
city living by moving to newer, more spacious single-family housing in a 
more family-friendly environment. Racial attitudes also were an import-
ant motivation.10 Whites often left city neighborhoods because they felt 
threatened by the increased presence of blacks, from whom they wished 
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to distance themselves. Blacks, then the nation’s predominant minority, 
were effectively barred from moving because of housing restrictions and 
other forms of discrimination. 

As chapter 8 discusses, movement by whites from the city to the  
suburbs has diminished over time, and the presence of minorities in  
suburbia has increased, particularly the presence of Hispanics. Yet there 
is a new form of white flight that is less associated with local suburban 
movement per se and more associated with movement to outer, smaller 
areas, especially in the New Sun Belt. This movement is less racially 
motivated than its predecessor was. But like its predecessor, it is associ-
ated with the quest for lifestyle improvements and opportunities in 
newer communities that are less congested and less expensive than the 
cities and the suburbs of the metropolitan areas that whites are leaving. 

White Flight to Smaller New Sun Belt Areas
The regional and metropolitan dimensions of white flight follow those 
of the white “winner” and “loser” areas discussed above. The loser areas 
include the costly coastal areas of the Northeast megalopolis and Cali-
fornia. Since the late 1980s, white movement from these areas has 
included more than just job-related migration, which typically involves 
the youngest and best-educated residents; it also has included migration 
by middle-class residents escaping high housing costs for more afford-
able opportunities elsewhere.11 This group includes a broad range of 
people, from families with children to empty nesters and retirees of all 
education and income levels—the same demographic groups that in ear-
lier generations relocated from cities to nearby suburbs.12 In addition, 
metropolitan areas in the less vibrant, northern, middle of the country 
are bleeding white migrants, particularly young people in search of jobs. 
The same goes for hard-hit smaller and rural areas. 

Unlike the earlier white flight, the new white flight is extra-local and 
in many cases interregional. Yet its deconcentrated nature is similar to 
that of its earlier counterpart—that is, it involves movement to newer, 
smaller, and suburban-oriented metropolitan areas and, within those 
areas, to outer suburbs and exurbs. Figure 7-3 shows the broad parame-
ters of white population growth in the first decade of the 2000s. There is 
a pervasive shift from the Northeast and Midwest to the South and West, 
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Source: 2000–2010 U.S. censuses.
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as has been occurring for many decades, and growth rates are especially 
pronounced in medium-size and smaller metropolitan areas in the latter 
regions. Although white numeric gains are greatest in large areas such  
as Phoenix, Dallas, and Raleigh, the fastest white growth rates are seen  
in smaller metropolitan areas. Palm Coast, Florida; St. George, Utah; 
Greeley, Colorado; Wilmington, North Carolina; and Bend, Oregon, each 
increased its white population by more than 30 percent in 2000–10.  
Of the 73 metropolitan areas that increased their white population by 
more than 10 percent, the vast majority are smaller metropolitan areas in 
the South and West.

White Flight to the Exurbs
Another part of the new white flight is occurring within the suburbs. 
Because of decades of postwar white flight, the majority—seven in 

ten—of metropolitan whites 
already reside within the sub-
urbs, broadly defined. In recent 
years, whites, particularly the 
young, have been shifting from 
the suburbs of older metropol-
itan areas to newer, expanding 
suburbs in metropolitan areas 
in the Sun Belt, and they have 
been gravitating from inner to 
outer suburbs. This trend fol-
lows the continuing quest for 
more affordable single-family 
homes, perceived greater safety, 
and a more desirable lifestyle, 
which requires those in the 
workforce to commute a bit  
farther, although many can 
now telecommute. For retir-
ees, the outer suburbs provide 
an opportunity for some to 
take advantage of a small com-
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munity and less stressful environment in close proximity to natural 
amenities.

Over 2000–10, the white populations of the outer exurban counties of 
the nation’s largest metropolitan areas grew by a whopping 12 percent. In 
contrast, white populations grew by only 2 percent in middle and denser 
inner suburbs and declined by 7 percent in urban core counties.13 The 
outward spread of whites within the suburbs is evident in coastal and 
northern metropolitan areas, which are losing whites overall, and in rap-
idly growing New Sun Belt metropolitan areas. Map 7-2 depicts an exam-
ple of each. Although the New York metropolitan area lost more than 
500,000 whites between 2000 and 2010, that was not the case for each of 
its 23 counties, which extend into the states of New York, New Jersey, 
and Pennsylvania. Three of these counties—Pike County, Pennsylvania; 
Ocean County, New Jersey; and Hunterdon County, New Jersey—in 
addition to the Manhattan and Brooklyn boroughs of New York City, 
showed white population gains. These three counties are the farthest 

NEW YORK

Source: 2000 and 2010 U.S. censuses.

MAP 7-2 
White Urban and Suburban County Growth: New York and Atlanta 
Metropolitan Areas, 2000–10
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flung of the metropolitan area. Of the 18 counties that lost white popula-
tion, the greatest rates of decline were in Middlesex County, Union 
County, and Essex County in New Jersey and the New York City bor-
oughs of Queens and the Bronx.

The same spread to the periphery is also evident in Atlanta, a metro-
politan area that gained more than 100,000 whites over the decade. Of 
its 28 counties, the white population grew in all but seven near the urban 
core. However, the most rapidly growing counties—those registering 
white growth rates of more than 30 percent—include Forsythe, Paulding, 
Pike, Cherokee, and Dawson, in the northern and outer suburbs. Their 
white gains came from migrants originating both inside and outside of 
the metropolitan area. In this respect, they mirror broader trends that 
are evident in most of the New Sun Belt.

Of course, not all white gains are occurring in the suburbs and outer 
suburbs. As shown, parts of New York City—Manhattan and Brooklyn—
are havens for young, gentrifying whites and empty nesters. A select 
group of cities—including Washington, D.C., Seattle, and Denver—exhib-
ited white gains while most inner urban cores were losing whites. The 
draw of cities for young people during their dating and mating years is 
not new. In the past, however, they usually moved to the suburbs when 
children arrived. Yet today’s trends in these cities suggest that a counter-
trend is under way, which could spread to more places, especially as 
white urban-oriented baby boomers retire and if more youth embrace 
the urban lifestyle.

A “Soft Separation” Between Whites and Minorities
Just as the old city-to-suburb white flight exacerbated the sharp sep-
aration between whites and blacks, the new regional white flight to 
smaller and outer suburban areas is shaping a somewhat softer racial 
separation. Although Hispanics, Asians, and blacks also are dispers-
ing from traditional urban clusters, their numbers have not reached 
parity with that of the white population for two reasons: first, the 
white population was already more heavily located in smaller-sized 
areas and the suburbs; second, the dispersion of the new, slowly grow-
ing white population continues. Thus, although many rural counties 
are losing whites and gaining some minorities, nearly one-half of the 
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nation’s rural and small metropolitan counties are more than 90 per-
cent white. At the other extreme, 67 percent of Hispanics, 79 percent 
of Asians, and 64 percent of blacks still reside in major metropolitan 
areas with more than 1 million residents. That is the case for less than 
one-half of whites.

Consequently, recent minority gains are still far more prevalent in 
major metropolitan areas than in smaller-sized metropolitan areas or 
locations outside of metropolitan areas, where white gains prevail. 
Between 1990 and 2010, minorities came to constitute 44 percent of the 
combined major metropolitan area populations (see figure 7-4). Yet out-

FIGURE 7-4  
Race Profiles, by Type of Metropolitan Area, 1990–2010
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side metropolitan areas, whites still accounted for eight in ten residents. 
A similar pattern also has occurred within metropolitan areas. Inner-
urban-core counties are now majority-minority, although outer-exurban 
counties are 80 percent white. Over time, the dispersal of younger gen-
erations of minorities will close the geographic gap with the nation’s 
aging white population. But in the near term, the different social and 
political interests of these groups will continue to sustain the gap 
between them.

DIVISIONS WITHIN THE WHITE POPULATION

The population shifts of whites from “loser” to “winner” areas over the 
last two decades have also created social and demographic divisions 
within the white population. White migration, like most migration, 
favors young adults and young families. The whites remaining in areas 
that are losing their white population, particularly rural areas and small 
towns that have lost their economic magnetism, are older, less privi-
leged, and less educated. That stands in contrast to rapidly growing, 
white-gaining areas, which are becoming the most youthful. This con-
trast is demonstrated in the upper panel of table 7-3, which compares 
1,164 counties outside metropolitan areas that lost whites between 1990 
and 2010 with 587 counties that had at least a 25 percent increase in 
whites in the same period. These quickly growing counties are located 
largely in the South and Mountain West (depicted in chapter 3, map 
3-11). The former counties have already aged to such an extent that 
nearly one-fifth of their white population is age 65 or older and close to 
three in ten households are single-person households.

The faster-growing counties include more children and married cou-
ples and fewer seniors. Many are located in the outer suburbs of New 
Sun Belt metropolitan areas, including places such as Forsythe County 
in suburban Atlanta, Douglas County in suburban Denver, and Loudon 
County in suburban Washington, D.C. In each of these counties, married 
couples with children constitute more than one-third of all white house-
holds. Married-with-children households have dwindled to less than 
one-fifth of white households for the nation as a whole.
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The distinctions within large metropolitan areas are shown in the 
lower panel of table 7-3. Here, white children and married couples  
are most plentiful in outer-suburban and exurban counties. Inner- 
urban-core areas, especially those that have sustained decades of white 
flight, generally house older populations and have a higher proportion of 
single-person households. For example, in Cuyahoga County, Ohio, 
which surrounds the city of Cleveland, seniors make up nearly 20 per-
cent of the white population and 36 percent of white households consist 
of one person. Still, as discussed earlier, some cities continue to attract 
young singles and childless couples for short periods of their lives and 
for even longer periods in cities with strong economies and vibrant 
downtowns. 

Disparities within the white population also are evident with regard to 
social and economic attributes. Rural areas, particularly those with 
declining white populations, have high levels of white poverty. The high-
est white poverty rates can be found outside metropolitan areas in the 
interior Midwest and South. In 2010, more than one-half of white resi-
dents in Shannon County, South Dakota, were poor. Within metropolitan 
areas, poverty among whites is somewhat higher in the exurbs than in 
much of the metropolitan area because of the outward movement of 
younger lower-income whites to the far-flung suburbs. Suburban poverty 
has increased notably in the past decade and was exacerbated by the 
2007–09 recession.14 

Education attainment of the white population is lowest in areas of the 
country that have experienced a prolonged brain drain—sometimes for 
decades—of their younger population. Counties outside metropolitan 
areas with declining white populations are among those that have experi-
enced such a brain drain and therefore fare worse than most other places 
in the country. Only 19 percent of whites living in these counties obtained 
a bachelor’s degree while 32 percent of whites in the nation as a whole did 
so. Among the counties with the least educated populations are Clinton 
County, Kentucky; Morgan County, Ohio; and Roane County, West Virginia, 
where less than 10 percent of white adults have graduated from college.

The link between local white population growth and education 
attainment is not strong within metropolitan areas. For example, some 
of the most well-educated white populations live in urban core areas 
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MAP 7-3 
White College Graduates: Major Metropolitan Areas with Highest and 
Lowest Percenta
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with modestly growing or declining white populations, such as the Man-
hattan borough of New York City and the city of San Francisco, in both 
of which 70 percent of the white adult population are college graduates. 
These are expensive cities where well-educated, well-paid professionals 
can afford to live, even if the broader segment of the white population 
resides elsewhere. Even so, quickly growing white counties, largely in 
the suburbs, show education levels similar to and sometimes higher than 
levels for whites overall. 

Large metropolitan areas also are seeing a similar education-related 
population growth phenomenon (see map 7-3). The areas with the high-
est white education attainment—Washington, D.C., San Francisco, and 
San Jose—are not the highest in terms of white population gains. But due 
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to the nature of their economic bases—government and knowledge-based 
industries—they selectively attract and retain highly educated residents. 
Other metropolitan areas with high costs of living and strong profes-
sional job sectors, such as Los Angeles and New York, have experienced  
middle-class flight, leaving behind both a largely white, well-educated 
population and, because of past immigration, a large minority popula-
tion with less education.15

Yet there are metropolitan areas with growing white populations, 
largely in the New Sun Belt, such as Austin, Raleigh, Denver, and Atlanta, 
that rank in the top tier of white education attainment. These areas are 
attracting large numbers of white migrants who are disproportionately 
young and well educated. They differ from other New Sun Belt areas, 
such as Las Vegas and Riverside, whose population gains include a broad 
range of white migrants. In contrast, other metropolitan areas that have 
been losing whites because of their economic woes, such a Detroit,  
Buffalo, and Pittsburgh, share the “left behind” syndrome experienced 
by many rural and small town areas and are home to older, less educated 
white populations. 

The increasing divide between white “winner” and “loser” areas will 
no doubt continue as America’s aging and slowly growing white popula-
tion continues its shift to popular areas in the New Sun Belt. These are 
the same general destinations to which young blacks and black retirees 
are headed, particularly in the South, and where dispersing new minori-
ties—Hispanics and Asians—have been moving, during good economic 
times in particular. 

The remaining parts of the country, where white growth is modest  
or declining, are gaining population mostly from new minorities (for 
example, coastal global cities) or are destined to age and decline with 
their predominantly white populations (for example, rural or industrial 
areas in the country’s interior). In the latter areas in particular, the social, 
economic, and demographic makeup of the white population is becom-
ing ever more distinct. They represent the extreme of an aging America, 
where the consumer tastes, service needs, and political preferences of 
their older white populations will dominate the local social and eco-
nomic landscape at the same time that the rest of the country becomes 
relatively younger and more racially diverse. 



8
Perhaps the most visible demographic impact of America’s diversity 
explosion is occurring within urban areas. The classic image of an Amer-
ican metropolis was that of a polyglot city surrounded by mostly white 
suburbs—the “chocolate city/vanilla suburbs” of the 1950s and 1960s, 
when white-dominated suburbanization left largely black minority pop-
ulations stranded in many of the nation’s largest cities.1 The black city/
white suburb paradigm has almost entirely broken down. Only in slowly 
growing northern parts of the country does this stereotype partially 
hold, and even there changes are afoot as newly arriving Hispanics and 
Asians contribute to population gains. The old dichotomy stands in 
sharp contrast to residential patterns in the Melting Pot region of the 
country, where suburbs and cities alike are receiving large waves of 
immigrant minorities, often within the context of declining white popu-
lations. The old path of white flight to the suburbs is now followed by 
Hispanics, Asians, and, to a greater degree than ever before, blacks—all 
aspiring to achieve the suburban American Dream. This chapter explores 
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Source: 2000 and 2010 U.S. censuses.
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how America’s diversity explosion is playing out within the nation’s larg-
est metropolitan areas, especially in the suburbs.2 

MINORITIES DOMINATE CITY AND SUBURBAN GROWTH

The rise of new minority populations, the sharp slowdown of white pop-
ulation growth, and the economic gains and increased residential free-
dom of new generations of blacks are rapidly changing the classic image 
of suburbanization. Together these trends paint a picture of population 
growth dynamics in the nation’s cities and suburbs that is very different 
from the one etched in the minds of pollsters, political consultants, and 
the public at large. Figure 8-1 presents a broad view of racial population 
dynamics for the nation’s 100 largest metropolitan areas during the first 
decade of this century. What stands out most is that Hispanics are the 
major source of both city and suburban population gains in those areas 
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during that period. About one-half of the nation’s suburban population 
gain is attributable to Hispanics, both native born and immigrant. In the 
cities, Hispanics account for the lion’s share of gains, more than making 
up for cities’ loss of white and black residents.

The national picture, then, is one in which the new minorities, His-
panics and Asians, are now the main contributors to city population 
growth and each of the major minority groups—Hispanics, Asians, and 
blacks—contributes more than whites to suburban gains. This stands in 
stark contrast to the white-dominated suburbanization that was a signa-
ture trend of the last half of the twentieth century. Of course, the national 
picture varies greatly across regions of the country, as discussed in chap-
ter 3. This is especially the case for Hispanics, who originally settled in 
mostly coastal gateway cities in the nation’s Melting Pot region and often 
expanded to their suburbs. Today immigrant as well as native-born  
Hispanics are dispersing to New Sun Belt suburbs in the Southeast and 
Mountain West.3 

The suburbs of all 100 metropolitan areas experienced Hispanic pop-
ulation gains in 2000–10. Areas with the largest numeric gains were  
Riverside, New York, Houston, and Miami. Yet the fastest Hispanic 
growth rates, all more than 150 percent, are found in the suburbs of the 
New Sun Belt cities of Nashville, Charlotte, Raleigh, and Provo as well  
as the Heartland cities of Indianapolis and Scranton. Although overall 
Hispanic populations are small in the latter areas, their rapid growth 
indicates where the shifts are trending. 

Each central city of the 100 largest metropolitan areas also saw His-
panic gains. As with the suburbs, numeric gains were largest in Melting 
Pot cities such as Dallas, Houston, and Los Angeles, while growth rates 
were fast in all parts of the country, including rapidly growing Florida 
cities such as Cape Coral, Lakeland, and Palm Bay. Hispanics contrib-
uted to city population gains (or reduced city losses) more than any 
other racial group in 76 of the 100 largest metropolitan areas. Asians also 
contributed to city and suburban population gains in each of the 100 
largest metropolitan areas. Asians made substantial contributions to 
suburban gains in Los Angeles, New York, San Francisco, and Washing-
ton, D.C. They contributed more than other racial minorities to city gains 
in San Francisco, New York, and San Jose. Hispanics and Asians already 
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were responsible for nearly all of the population gains in central cities 
nationwide in 2000–10. Moreover, these new minorities and their later 
generations are poised to become the backbone of future suburban 
growth in ways that will transform the nation. 

The Diminished Role of Whites in Twenty-First-Century Suburbanization 
Chapter 7 demonstrated that whites will play an increasingly smaller role 
in the nation’s population growth. In fact, on the national level, white 
population loss is projected to occur in about a decade. This diminished 
white role is now beginning to play out in U.S. suburbs as well as cities. 
White population losses in cities are not new. Many of the nation’s large 
older cities showed white losses beginning in the 1950s, during the peak 
period of white migration to the suburbs.4 Today, the slowdown in 
national white population growth is driving white losses in cities more 
broadly (see table 8-1). Nearly three-quarters (72) of central cities in the 
nation’s 100 largest metropolitan areas lost whites during the past two 
decades. Still, the magnitude of those losses has diminished somewhat—a 
consequence of the renewed attraction of cities for some whites. Fifty of 
these 72 cities lost fewer whites during the first decade of the 2000s than 
the decade before, including New York, Los Angeles, Chicago, Boston, 
and St. Louis. As a group, cities lost one-half as many whites in 2000–10 
as in the 1990s.

What is new and likely to be a long-term trend is the slowdown in 
white population gains in the suburbs. As the white population ages  
and the childbearing population increasingly consists of minorities, the  

TABLE 8-1
City and Suburb Gains and Losses among 100 Largest 
Metropolitan Areas  
  Gains/Losses Primary citiesa Suburbs

Number with total population gains  
2000–2010 77 96
1990–2000 74 98

Number with white population losses
2000–2010 73 32
1990–2000 72 25

Source: 1990, 2000, and 2010 U.S. censuses.
a Primary cities of metropolitan areas (include one to three large cities in the 
metropolitan area)       
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Source: 2000 and 2010 U.S. censuses.
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MAP 8-1 
White Gains and Losses in Cities and Suburbs of the 100 Largest Metropolitan Areas
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traditional attraction to the suburbs will be felt more by the latter groups. 
In addition, the “new white flight,” discussed in chapter 7, has directed 
whites away from the cities and the suburbs of many large metropolitan 
areas in both coastal areas and interior metropolitan areas, especially in 
the Heartland (see map 8-1).

Nearly one-third of large metropolitan areas experienced absolute 
declines in their white suburban populations over 2000–10. The greatest 
white suburban losses occurred in large coastal  metropolitan areas like 
New York, Los Angeles, and San Francisco as well as northern industrial 
areas such as Detroit, Cleveland, and Buffalo. Nationally, whites contrib-
uted only 9 percent to the growth in the suburban population during this 
decade. Map 8-1 depicts the geography of white population changes in 
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cities and suburbs in 2000–10. More than one-quarter of the 100 largest 
metropolitan areas experienced white losses in both cities and suburbs. 
Yet 23 areas recorded white gains in both cities and suburbs. These areas—
which include Austin, Denver, Atlanta, and Las Vegas—are located pri-
marily in the New Sun Belt region, and they have been attracting whites 
from parts of the country that either are more expensive or are in a state 
of economic decline. There also are 45 metropolitan areas that exhibit the 
traditional patterns of white flight, including Midwest areas such as 
Columbus, Kansas City, and Minneapolis–St. Paul. Whites still dominate 
population gains in a few suburban areas, including Des Moines, Provo, 
Louisville, and Omaha, but in 78 metropolitan suburbs, such as those of 
Los Angeles, New York, San Francisco, and Chicago, minorities accounted 
for most or all of the population gains. In addition, among the 77 cities 
that gained population during the past decade, minorities contributed to 
all or most of the gains in 71 of those cities. As new minorities, particularly 
Hispanics, continue to diffuse across the country, they will increase their 
presence in suburban communities and cities.

Black Flight
An important counterpoint to slowing white flight in recent decades is 
the emergence of “black flight” from major cities with established black 
populations. Black population losses have been occurring in some cities 
since the 1970s.5 However, the magnitude and pervasiveness of black 
losses in cities during the first decade of the 2000s were unprecedented. 
As shown in figure 8-1, there was a total decline of 300,000 blacks in the 
central cities of the 100 largest metropolitan areas, the first absolute 
population decline among blacks for these cities as a group.

Thirteen of the 20 cities with the largest black populations (including 
nine of the ten largest) registered declines in their black populations in 
2000–10. Among central cities of the 100 largest metropolitan areas, 33 
cities experienced declines in their black populations and 68 showed 
first-time losses, larger losses, or smaller gains among blacks than in the 
1990s. Clearly, the black presence, which has been the mainstay of many 
large city populations, is diminishing.

Three cities with large black declines—Detroit, Chicago, and New 
York—were among the primary destinations for blacks during the Great 
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TABLE 8-2
Cities with Largest Loss of Blacks,  
2000–10
   Change in 
Rank/City black populationa

 1 Detroit  –185,393

 2 Chicago  –181,453

 3 New Orleans –118,526

 4 New York  –100,859

 5 Los Angeles  –54,606

 6 Washington, DC –39,035

 7 Oakland –33,502

 8 Cleveland  –33,304

 9 Atlanta  –29,746

 10 Baltimore –24,071

 11 Birmingham –22,451

 12 St. Louis –21,057

 13 Gary –18,341

 14 San Francisco  –12,010

 15 Dallas –10,665

Source: 2000 and 2010 U.S. censuses. 
aNon-Hispanic blacks

Migration out of the South in the first part of the twentieth century. 
However, black losses were not confined to northern cities. Southern 
and western cities such as Atlanta, Dallas, and Los Angeles were also 
among those losing blacks in 2000–10 (see table 8-2). Much of that pop-
ulation is shifting to the suburbs of these metropolitan areas. 

The sharp rise in black suburbanization can be attributed in part to 
the black population’s economic progress in recent decades, especially 
among younger people aspiring to the suburban lifestyle that eluded 
their parents and grandparents. Among blacks ages 25 to 34, 19 percent 
were college graduates in 2010; in contrast, 12 percent were graduates 
in 1990 and only 6 percent in 1970. Also, more than four decades have 
now elapsed since the 1968 Fair Housing Act outlawed racial discrimi-
nation in the housing market and made suburban developments open to 
blacks who have the economic means to move. As discussed in chapter 
9, segregation between blacks and whites is now diminishing gradually 
but consistently across metropolitan 
areas, with the growing southern and 
western parts of the country exhibiting 
the least segregation. Metropolitan areas 
in these less segregated, growing parts 
of the country are registering the great-
est numeric gains in the suburban black 
population. The suburbs of Atlanta, 
Houston, Washington, D.C., and Dallas 
experienced the largest increases in black 
population during 2000–10, although 
Detroit and Chicago also make the list, 
due in part to large black losses from 
their central cities (see map 8-2). Among 
the largest 100 metropolitan areas, 96 
showed gains in their suburban black 
populations. Of those, more than three- 
quarters had larger increases in the past 
decade than in the 1990s. While delayed 
for decades, the full-scale suburbaniza-
tion of blacks is finally under way.
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MAP 8-2 
Greatest Black Suburban Gainers, 2000–10
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MINORITY WHITE CITIES, MELTING POT SUBURBS

The new demographic dynamics affecting the nation’s metropolitan 
areas—substantial Hispanic and Asian population gains, unprecedented 
slowdowns and losses in white population growth, and an emerging 
black flight from the city—have already affected city and suburban pop-
ulations, sometimes dramatically. Two benchmarks tell the story. First, it 
is now Hispanics, not blacks, who constitute the largest minority group 
in cities. Second, the white share of the suburban population, 65 percent, 
is now nearly the same as the white share of the national population. 
From a racial standpoint and in other respects, the suburbs are becom-
ing a microcosm of the general American population.6 Both cities and 
suburbs are being transformed because of these shifts. 
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MAP 8-3 
Cities with Minority White Populationsa

Source: 2010 U.S. census
aMap displays 58 primary cities with minority white populations in 2010 among the 100 largest 
 metropolitan areas.

Largest non-white minority
Blacks
Hispanics
Asians

Minority White Cities Are the Norm
Minority white cities are not new. Some major cities, including Wash-
ington, D.C., and Atlanta, had fewer whites than blacks by 1960, and 
several others, such as Baltimore and Detroit, became majority black 
by 1980.7 By 2000, with continued white suburbanization and increased 
Hispanic and Asian gains, central cities in 42 of the nation’s 100 largest 
metropolitan areas had minority white populations. By 2010, more 
than one-half (58) of the central cities were minority white (see map 
8-3). Among the 16 cities that shifted to minority white status in 2010, 
Hispanics were responsible for 14 of the shifts, including those in rap-
idly diversifying areas such as Phoenix, Austin, and Las Vegas.
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FIGURE 8-2  
City and Suburb Racial Profiles, 100 Largest Metropolitan Areas, 1990–2010
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Because of the long history of city segregation and white flight, 
blacks are still the dominant racial minority in more cities than His-
panics and Asians are, but the latter groups are catching up. In 1990, 
blacks were the largest minority in 68 of the central cities in the 100 
largest metropolitan areas. Now they dominate in only 54 of them, 
with Hispanics dominating in 41 and Asians in 5. Chicago, a long- 
standing “white-black” city, is now about one-third white, one-third 
black, and one-third Hispanic or other races, with an even greater  
Hispanic presence in the offing. As figure 8-2 indicates, Hispanics 
dominate all minorities with respect to the nation’s city population as 
a whole, due to their large numbers in Los Angeles and other large  
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cities in the Melting Pot region. Yet changes are occurring elsewhere. 
The rise of Hispanics as the “major city minority” foreshadows tomor-
row’s urban America. Their rise will affect education, the workplace, 
commercial life, and patterns of civic engagement.

The Rise of Melting Pot Suburbs
More than ever, major metropolitan suburbs reflect the rest of American 
society. A growing number of suburban areas are achieving what might 
be termed “melting pot” status. In 36 of the 100 largest metropolitan 
areas, minorities represent at least 35 percent of the suburban popula-
tion, approximately the same as their share of the national population. 
Within those areas, 16 have majority-minority populations, up from just 8 
in 2000. With a few exceptions, such as suburban New York and Chicago, 
these “melting pot” suburbs are located in the South and West (see map 
8-4). Hispanics are the predominant racial minority in most of these  
suburban areas, an edge that they already held by 1990 and continue to 
hold today despite the increasing share of blacks in the suburbs. Hispan-
ics represent the largest minority group in 25 of these 36 highly diverse 
suburbs while blacks are the largest group in 9 suburbs and Asians in 2.

Five of the metropolitan suburbs that tipped into majority-minority 
status in the 2000s were in California: San Francisco, San Jose, River-
side, Sacramento, and Modesto. Others are Houston, Las Vegas, and 
Washington, D.C. In each of these eight areas, the white share of  
the population dropped by at least 9 percent. In suburban Las Vegas,  
the drop was even more dramatic, from 61 percent white in 2000 to  
48 percent white in 2010. The racial transitions giving rise to newly 
majority-minority suburbs also were evident in suburbs nationwide. In 
the suburbs of all 100 large metropolitan areas, the white share of the  
population declined over 2000–10. Still, there are wide variations in 
suburban racial profiles across the country, mirroring regional demo-
graphic patterns. For example, the suburbs where Hispanics constitute 
the largest part of the population—more than 50 percent—are on the 
Texas border, including the areas of El Paso and McAllen, in addition  
to the interior California areas of Fresno and Bakersfield. Those  
with highest black percentages are in the Deep South: Jackson,  
Mississippi; Virginia Beach, Virginia; and Columbia, South Carolina. 
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MAP 8-4 
Melting Pot Suburbsa

Source: 2010 U.S. census.
aMap displays 36 suburbs with at least 35 percent minority populations in 2010 among the 100 largest 
 metropolitan areas

Largest non-white minority
Blacks
Hispanics
Asians

The largest Asian shares of suburban populations are in Honolulu and 
San Jose.

In many cases the racial mix in the suburbs closely resembles the mix 
in the cities. This is especially the case in Melting Pot metropolitan areas 
such as Los Angeles (see figure 8-3). Other areas, epitomized by Atlanta, 
showed brisk black suburban gains following considerable white subur-
ban growth, creating a sizable black suburban presence. For many south-
ern and western areas, the city-suburb minority gaps are declining as 
suburbs become a magnet for all racial groups. At the other extreme are 
northern metropolitan areas like Detroit, where decades of nearly exclu-
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FIGURE 8-3
City and Suburb Racial Profiles: Los Angeles, Atlanta, and Detroit
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sive white suburban growth have only recently been accompanied by a 
breakthrough in black suburban growth. Detroit shows a substantial 
city-suburb/black-white disparity that is unlikely to be erased soon, 
despite new minority growth. Other areas that show similar city-suburb 
disparities are located primarily in the North. They include Milwaukee 
and Cleveland—areas with a tradition of high black-white neighborhood 
segregation that continues today.

Of course, racial shifts are constantly occurring within the suburbs, 
especially in recent decades and in the inner and middle rings of sub-
urbs. Racial minorities constitute approximately two-fifths of the popu-
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lation of inner and middle suburbs in the nation.8 Outer exurbs, which 
constitute only about 10 percent of the metropolitan population, are 
four-fifths white and are driven largely by white growth. So while His-
panics, Asians, and blacks are now main players in the suburbanization 
movement, they do not yet have a substantial presence in the outer sub-
urbs and show some clustering in same-race communities, in many cases 
as a result of quasi-legal exclusionary practices.9 

Still, demographic forces will continue to diversify the nation’s cities 
and suburbs, with important implications for both policy and politics. 
Both suburbs and cities face increasing demands for the services needed 
by new populations, particularly those of different economic circum-
stances and cultural and linguistic backgrounds. Increasing suburban 
diversity may cause suburbs to become more “purple” than their tradi-
tional red in local and national elections, making them less reliable bases 
for either Republicans or Democrats, who have depended on demo-
graphically homogeneous voting blocs. Similarly, the changing demo-
graphics of big cities indicate that success for urban politicians may 
hinge on cultivating growing Hispanic and Asian constituencies along 
with traditional black voters and gentrifying whites. The historically 
sharp racial divisions between cities and suburbs in metropolitan Amer-
ica are more blurred than ever. The shifting social, economic, and politi-
cal structures of these places will challenge leaders at all levels to 
understand and keep pace with the consequences.

ACHIEVING THE SUBURBAN DREAM

For generations, young adults of all backgrounds, but especially racial 
minorities, viewed a residence in the suburbs as both a means and an end 
toward achieving the classic American Dream. As far back as the 1920s, 
when the widespread use of the automobile enabled the development of 
early suburbs, a move away from the city was associated with upward 
mobility—a larger, more spacious house, a less crime-ridden community, 
and a greater distance from neighborhoods composed of disadvantaged 
and lower-status minority segments of the population.10 By the end of 
World War II, many of the nation’s older industrial cities already showed 
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sharp city-suburb gaps in their racial profiles as well as in their predom-
inant family types and socioeconomic attributes. Those gaps became far 
more pronounced after the massive, largely white suburbanization that 
took place in the immediate postwar years, making the suburbs an even 
more alluring destination for whites.11 In contrast, Asians, Hispanics, 
and particularly blacks dispersed from cities far more gradually. For 
them, the suburban American Dream was still a goal rather than a given. 
Hispanics and Asians initially settled primarily in the city’s racially cir-
cumscribed communities, and until recently, most blacks resided in 
largely segregated neighborhoods. 

As recently as 1980, less than one-half of metropolitan minorities 
resided in the suburbs.12 Only beginning in 1990 did more than half of 
metropolitan Asians become suburban residents, while more than half 
of Hispanics did not do so until 2000. Moreover, it was not until 2010 
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that more than half of metropolitan blacks became suburban residents 
(see figure 8-4). Thus, an important milestone was passed when the 
2010 census became the first to show a majority of each of the nation’s 
largest racial minority groups residing in the suburbs. These recent 
trends were fueled by increased suburban development, especially in 
growing southern and western parts of the country, and the desire 
among new minorities to follow the broader postwar trend toward sub-
urban living. For blacks, the substantial rise in suburbanization coun-
tered decades of concentration in urban residential neighborhoods  
fostered by housing discrimination in suburban communities and previ-
ously sharp economic disparities with whites.  

While suburbs today are far less homogenous in many respects than 
in the immediate postwar decades, a suburban residence is still a goal for 
many American households and, for minorities especially, a symbol of 
“making it” in America. Sociologists have treated the suburban resi-
dence of racial and ethnic groups as an outcome commensurate with 
their achievement of certain other levels of economic and social status.13 
This is consistent with the earlier experience of whites, who were most 
likely to be suburban residents if they were well educated, had higher 
incomes, and were raising children.14 Of course, by now a supermajority 
of whites resides in the suburbs. White households of all types are far 
more likely to live in suburbs than cities. But among minority groups, 
selective suburbanization is still taking place (see figure 8-5). Among 
each minority group, more than one-half of college-graduate metropoli-
tan residents reside in the suburbs. The likelihood of suburban residence 
decreases with declining level of education. In fact, among blacks, a sub-
urban residence is likely only for those who achieve at least some post–
high school education. Furthermore, although Asians overall are the 
most suburbanized of the three minority groups, those without a high 
school diploma are more likely to reside in the city than in the suburbs.15 

Suburbs also have been the prime destination for families, especially 
married couples with children, in keeping with the long-held view that 
the suburbs are better for childrearing. Among Asians, Hispanics, and 
blacks, married-with-children families are more likely to reside in the 
suburbs than any other household type. This is significant in light of the 
fact that minorities will constitute an increasing portion of the nation’s 
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Source: 2010 U.S. census.
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Percent of Residents Residing in Suburbs, 100 Largest Metropolitan
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child population. From now on, suburban schools and other child- 
related services will need to become more tailored to a far more diverse 
child population than in the past. For blacks especially, there is a sharp 
difference between married-couple households (with or without chil-
dren) and other household types with respect to suburban residence. 
For them especially, there appears to be a clear dividing line between 
“suburban” middle-class attributes, such as education and marriage, and 
“urban” attributes associated with lower education levels and other 
types of households. 

Living in the suburbs does not, of course, guarantee a middle-class 
lifestyle. Communities that develop within the broad “suburban” cat-
egory can take many forms. Studies on early black and immigrant 
minorities who were suburban pioneers show that in many cases, 
their places of residence were only barely an upgrade from the city 
neighborhoods that they left behind.16 The experiences of recent 
minority suburbanites are more mixed, with some residing in racially 
stable mainstream suburban communities and others in largely 
minority, less advantaged communities vacated by the new white 
flight.17 This pattern will play out as melting pot suburbs proliferate, 
increasingly in the New Sun Belt and eventually in the Heartland 
region of the country.

In sum, the first decade of the twenty-first century has set the table 
for a very different city-suburban racial dynamic, one that stands in stark 
contrast to what existed in the past. The new minorities, Hispanics and 
Asians, and others are becoming primary engines of growth in the 
nation’s cities and suburbs in an era when the aging white population 
will be barely holding its own. There will be hurdles to overcome, includ-
ing continued racial segregation at the neighborhood level. This is dis-
cussed in the next chapter. But for the first time, more of the minority 
population in the nation’s largest metropolitan areas lives in the suburbs 
than in the city. That is surely an important milestone on the road toward 
becoming a central part of the American mainstream. 



9
One of the most intimate settings of American life—one that has an espe-
cially important role in shaping community race relations—is the neigh-
borhood. Neighborhoods are where Americans socialize, shop, and attend 
school and where civic matters have the most impact. Most directly 
related to the subject of this book is the fact that the racial makeup of a 
neighborhood can either foster or prevent interactions with other groups. 
And for many Americans, the term that comes to mind when thinking 
about race and neighborhoods is “segregation.” This term conjures up the 
image of the stark separation between blacks and whites across broad 
swaths of American neighborhoods that prevailed for much of the twen-
tieth century, when segregation was hardly voluntary on the part of blacks. 
It was deeply rooted in the discriminatory forces that denied blacks  
anything resembling equal access to jobs, adequate schooling, and public  
services—both before and after the civil rights movement of the 1960s.1

A less stark type of segregation, pronounced in the earlier part of the 
last century, was seen in the separate neighborhoods composed of mostly 
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white ethnic immigrant groups in major cities as they assimilated into 
American life. The immigrant enclaves of Irish, Poles, Italians, Jews, and 
others created economic and cultural “comfort zones” for them and 
their co-ethnics. But compared with black ghettos, these enclaves were 
relatively transitory, usually lasting no longer than a generation. As emi-
gration from Europe waned in the middle of the twentieth century, these 
areas became less prominent as later generations voluntarily moved to 
the suburbs or other parts of the country.2 

The twenty-first century began with some vestiges of past segrega-
tion but also in the midst of the new diversity explosion, which holds the 
potential to reshape the image of neighborhood segregation and integra-
tion as the country moves forward. In the case of blacks, the emergence 
of a middle class, their continuing flow to prosperous metropolitan 
regions in the South, and their more widespread movement to the sub-
urbs are driving a shift toward less segregated neighborhood settings 
than was the norm for much of the last century. 

The twenty-first century counterpart to early twentieth-century 
immigrant enclaves is the neighborhood composed of new minorities—
Hispanics and Asians. Yet their recent, more widespread dispersion 
beyond the traditional melting pots also provides opportunities for 
greater integration at the local level, although perhaps after an initial 
period of self-segregation. This chapter discusses the decline of black 
segregation and the uneven shifts in Hispanic and Asian segregation as 
these groups disperse across the country. In highlighting the trend 
toward more multiracial neighborhoods of the future, the chapter also 
examines specific neighborhood racial profiles today.

FROM GHETTOS TO THE DECLINE IN BLACK SEGREGATION

The recent decline in black segregation is especially remarkable when 
viewed in the context of what might be termed the “ghettoization” of 
America’s black population for much of the last century. The rise of black 
neighborhood segregation in large urban ghettos is one of the most 
defining and regrettable episodes in America’s social and demographic 
history. Beginning more than a half-century after the Emancipation 
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FIGURE 9-1
Black-White Segregation: Average Levels for Metropolitan Areas, 
1930–2010
Segregation levela

Source: Cutler, Glaeser and Vigdor (1999) Appendix A1 for 1930–1980, U.S. Census, 1990–2010. 
aSegregation levels represent the percent of blacks who would have to change neighborhoods 
  to be completely integrated with whites. Values range from 0 (complete integration) to 100 
  (complete segregation). 
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Proclamation, black ghettoization was bound up in the separation of 
most of the nation’s black population from mainstream society, which 
limited blacks’ access to schools, public services, private sector ameni-
ties, and ultimately opportunities for upward mobility. Black neighbor-
hood segregation continued unabated until 1970, after which it began to 
loosen over the next two decades, with declines becoming more perva-
sive as the country approached the new century.

This pattern is depicted in figure 9-1, which shows average black-
white segregation levels for U.S. metropolitan areas between 1930 and 
2010.3 Segregation levels are measured by the “dissimilarity index,” 
which, as used here, compares black and white population distributions 
across metropolitan neighborhoods. It ranges from a value of 0 (com-
plete integration), where blacks and whites are distributed similarly 
across neighborhoods, to 100 (complete segregation), where blacks and 
whites live in completely different neighborhoods. Values can be inter-
preted as the percentage of blacks who would have to change neighbor-
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hoods to become completely integrated with whites. Values of 60 and 
above are considered high; values of 30 and below are considered low.4 

The Great Migration and the Rise of Black Segregation
The Great Migration of blacks from the South to northern cities, dis-
cussed in chapter 6, was a major factor in the rise of black ghettos, which 
were later perpetuated by a host of private and public sector forces.5 The 
first wave of the Great Migration, between 1910 and 1930, drew large 
numbers of blacks to northern cities such as Chicago, Detroit, Cleveland, 
New York, and Philadelphia. However, after arrival they found that they 
were allowed to live only in certain neighborhoods and parts of the city 
because of the white backlash against integration. That backlash first 
erupted as open violence in the form of riots, bombings, and other forms 
of intimidation to keep blacks from entering all-white neighborhoods. In 
addition, homeowner associations were formed to work with real estate 
agents and city planning offices to find ways to restrict black movement. 
One common device was to attach a restrictive covenant to a deed, which 
specified that a property could not be occupied by blacks or other groups 
deemed undesirable for a specified period, such as 99 years. Such cove-
nants were deemed legal by the Supreme Court in 1926, a decision that 
was overturned in 1948 at the behest of the NAACP.6 

 Even when population pressure made black expansion into white 
neighborhoods inevitable, coalitions of real estate agents employed a 
strategy called “blockbusting”—inducing a black family to become the 
first black occupants in a neighborhood in order to scare resident whites 
into moving. Blockbusting ensured that black expansion could be 
restricted to selected neighborhoods as they “turned over” from white to 
black, and it enabled agents to reap above-market profits from black 
migrants.7 In 1940, black segregation already was high and most city 
blacks lived in almost exclusively black ghettos.8 A national survey in 
1942 showed that 84 percent of whites agreed that “there should be  
separate sections in towns and cities for Negroes to live in.” 9  

The second wave of the black Great Migration took place during 
the post–World War II period, but for the most part, blacks were 
excluded from the postwar suburbanization movement. Again, the 
continued strong resistance among whites to accepting blacks as 
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neighbors led real estate agents to employ discriminatory practices in 
selling and renting homes, including the “steering” of blacks away 
from available white neighborhoods or the outright refusal to sell or 
rent homes to blacks in those locations. Local suburban governments 
also practiced exclusionary zoning to limit areas where blacks could 
obtain residences.

 Lending practices such as “redlining” also were designed to restrict 
blacks, continuing a process that began in the 1930s.10 Their impact was 
magnified in the postwar period due to the expansion of mostly subur-
ban housing and the availability of federally insured loans that, in prac-
tice, were given largely to whites. At the same time, the concentration of 
poor urban blacks in city neighborhoods was exacerbated by 1960s-era 
public housing programs that, while eliminating blighted ghetto neigh-
borhoods, re-segregated black residents into large housing complexes.11 

Although heavily focused on cities in the Northeast and Midwest, 
these practices occurred in all regions of the country. In 1970, the aver-
age black-white segregation level among all metropolitan areas was  
well above 70. But in the large metropolitan areas where most blacks 
lived, segregation levels were much higher, with levels of 90 or more in 
Chicago, Detroit, and Los Angeles. Segregation levels greater than 80 
were found in the southern metropolitan areas of Atlanta, Dallas, Miami, 
and Washington, D.C.

Segregation Declines in the Decades Following  
the Civil Rights Movement 
On the heels of large urban riots in the 1960s and the Kerner Commis-
sion’s warning that America was evolving into two racially and spatially 
separated societies, Congress passed the 1968 Fair Housing Act, a key 
piece of civil rights legislation that prohibited racial bias in the sale and 
rental of housing and, by extension, discouraged racial segregation.12  
These events raised awareness of the hardship that extreme racial segre-
gation was imposing on blacks, cities, and society at large. Soon thereaf-
ter, as part of the “open housing” movement, additional legislation, court 
decisions, and government and citizen-initiated efforts were put in 
action to discourage discriminatory lending and real estate practices. 
For example, the Home Mortgage Disclosure Act required financial 
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institutions to report information on the race and income of those who 
obtained or were denied mortgages.13 

Segregation began to decline between 1970 and 1980, although the 
greatest declines occurred in modest-sized metropolitan areas in the 
South and West that housed relatively small numbers of blacks. Unlike 
with other groups, an increase in income or educational attainment for 
black households did not translate into access to appreciably more inte-
grated or higher-status neighborhoods.14 Areas with the largest, most 
concentrated black populations, including Chicago, Detroit, and Cleve-
land, remained highly segregated, with minimal black suburbanization. 
On average, large non-southern metropolitan areas showed declines of 
fewer than 5 points in segregation between 1970 and 1980. 

In American Apartheid, published in 1993, Douglas Massey and Nancy 
Denton argued that the open housing efforts in the immediate post−civil 
rights years had little impact on the strong institutional forces that  
maintained segregation.15 In spite of legislation, an array of informal and 
quasi-legal discriminatory practices on the part of the real estate indus-
try and financial institutions continued, some of which were docu-
mented in housing market “auditing” investigations by the Department 
of Housing and Urban Development.16 Yet declines in black-white segre-
gation continued between 1980 and 1990, again with the greatest reduc-
tions occurring in southern and western cities—including those with 
considerable black populations.17 Between 1970 and 1990, segregation 
levels declined from 87 to 63 in Dallas, from 82 to 66 in Atlanta, and from 
78 to 66 in Houston (see figure 9-2). 

Many of these areas were beginning to attract black migrants, part of 
the emerging reverse black movement to the South. The overall popula-
tion gains in these areas, part of a general migration to the Sun Belt, 
helped to trigger increased suburban development and growth. Because 
substantial suburban growth in these areas took place after the enact-
ment of the Fair Housing Act, the impact of that law in reducing segrega-
tion was greater there than in more stagnant areas of the country.

The large northern areas with the highest segregation levels were still 
most resistant to integration. As of 1990, Chicago, Cleveland, and Detroit 
continued to show segregation levels above 80, and the majority of their 
northern counterparts registered levels in the high 70s or above. Most of 
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1970 1990b 2010b

Chicago Detroit Cleveland Dallas Atlanta Houston

aSegregation levels represent the percent of blacks who would have to change neighborhoods 
  to be completely integrated with whites. Values range from 0 (complete integration) to 100 
  (complete segregation). 
b1970 pertains to all blacks, while 1990 and 2010 pertain to non-Hispanic blacks.

Source: Douglas S. Massey and Nancy Denton, American Apartheid: Segregation and the 
Making of the Underclass (Harvard University Press, 1993) for 1970; 1990 and 2010 U.S. censuses.

FIGURE 9-2

Black-White Segregation in Selected Metropolitan Areas, 1970–2010
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these areas had relatively modest growth and therefore little new hous-
ing development compared with their southern and western counter-
parts. Within them, old stereotypes persisted about which communities 
were appropriate for whites and blacks, with whites expressing a strong 
distaste for integrated neighborhoods.18 

The Beginnings of Black-White Integration
The 2010 census shows that black-white segregation is still quite evident 
in the United States. But it also reveals forces that will lead to an easing 
of segregation, well below the ghettoized patterns of the mid-twentieth 
century. Among all metropolitan areas, the average segregation level is 
47. Among the 100 largest metropolitan areas, including those with the 
largest black populations, segregation stands at 55—well below the levels 
of 70 or more in the immediate postwar decades. A total of 93 of these 
areas showed declines in segregation between 1990 and 2010, making 
neighborhoods without any black residents extremely rare.19 
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Some of the trends spurring these shifts were suggested in the 1990s.20  
One is the continued decline in segregation in southern areas that are 
magnets for both blacks and whites as well as in areas in the West where 
new suburban housing continues to be constructed. As more of the black 
population moves to these areas, fewer of the nation’s blacks will live in 
highly segregated neighborhoods.21 The pattern of declining segregation 
is beginning to spread outward from Atlanta, Dallas, and other larger 
southern metropolitan areas. For example, Tampa, Bradenton, and 
Lakeland, in Florida, are among the cities where segregation has declined 
markedly since 1990. In the North, black population losses in cities, the 
destruction of large public housing projects, and increased suburbaniza-
tion of blacks are contributing to declines in segregation. In Detroit,  
segregation levels declined from 88 in 1990 to 75 in 2010. Chicago and 
Cleveland, among others, also experienced marked declines during this 
period (see figure 9-2). 

Another impetus toward less segregation is the growth of the Hispanic 
and Asian populations. Although all minority groups still show a prefer-
ence for members of their own group as neighbors, there is also tolerance 
for other groups, particularly in multiracial settings.22 That leaves open 
the possibility that in metropolitan areas where blacks are one of two or 
more major minority groups, other minorities can serve to “buffer” these 
divisions. In the 1980s and 1990s, there already was a marked tendency 
for black-white segregation to decline in multiracial metropolitan areas, 
especially those in Melting Pot regions such as Houston, Dallas, Los 
Angeles, and Riverside.23 The 2010 census shows that some of the lowest 
black-white segregation scores are in areas with large or growing new 
minority populations, including Phoenix, Las Vegas, Riverside, Tucson, 
Stockton, and San Antonio. Several southeastern areas that have had 
notable recent declines in black-white segregation, such as the cities in 
Florida cited above, also are home to substantial Hispanic populations. 
The increased multiracial character of New Sun Belt metropolitan areas, 
both inside and outside the South, should pave the way for even further 
attenuation of segregation in metropolitan areas.

Another reason to expect further meaningful declines in black-white 
segregation is the emergence of the black middle class, discussed in chap-
ter 6, along with the increased ability of blacks to translate economic 



  NEIGHBORHOOD SEGREGATION: TOWARD A NEW RACIAL PARADIGM 175

advancement into housing in less segregated and higher-quality neigh-
borhoods. Because of the refusal of whites to accept any blacks in their 
neighborhoods, there was scant evidence as recently as 1980 of any trans-
lation of improvement in blacks’ personal economic circumstances into 
better neighborhood quality. White attitudes began to change in the 
1990s. Although—limited by persistent discriminatory attitudes and 
social inertia—blacks still are less able to make this transition than His-
panics or Asians, upper-income and more educated blacks are now more 
able to live in integrated, well-off neighborhoods than blacks who are less 
well off.24  Segregation also is less prevalent and becomes even more 
reduced in metropolitan areas where there is greater convergence of 
black and white incomes.25 The upward mobility of a segment of the black 
population now brings the promise of greater declines in segregation.

The current geography of black-white segregation shows a noticeable 
regional difference, but segregation scores are generally lower than in 
1990 (see map 9-1). Among 87 large areas with at least minimal black 
populations, 47 areas, located primarily in the South and West, show 
scores below a “high” value of 60.26 In contrast, in 1990 only 29 areas 
registered such scores. Among the new areas with segregation levels 
below 60 are Atlanta, Louisville, Dallas, Nashville, and Tampa. Three 
northern areas, Minneapolis–St. Paul, Des Moines, and Providence, also 
fell below 60. About one-fifth of these areas have segregation scores 
below 50, including western areas such as Phoenix and Las Vegas and 
southeastern areas such as Charleston and Raleigh.

Even more revealing is the reduction of segregation in areas with  
traditionally higher levels. Each of the areas with segregation levels of 60 
or more showed declines—by more than 5 points for most—since 1990. 
In 1990, 27 areas had segregation scores exceeding 70, with five areas 
(Detroit, Chicago, Cleveland, Milwaukee, and Buffalo) exceeding 80. By 
2010, only seven areas reached that level, and only one (Milwaukee) 
stayed above 80 (see table 9-1). A number of forces—such as increased 
black suburbanization, demolition of urban public housing, city losses  
of black residents, and some reduction in the discriminatory practices of 
financial institutions and real estate agents—are contributing to new 
reductions in segregation in places where until recently segregation 
would not budge.27 
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MAP 9-1 
Black–White Segregation, 2010a

Source: 2010 U.S. census.
aSegregation for 87 of the largest 100 metropolitan areas where blacks represent at least 3 percent of the 
 total population.
bWhere 0 indicates complete integration and 100 indicates complete segregation.
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The recent widespread reduction in black-white segregation should 
not in any way be confused with its elimination. Segregation levels in the 
50 to 60 range, found in many large metropolitan areas, are still substan-
tial by any standard. Social and demographic inertia, particularly in 
older, slower growing metropolitan areas, still isolates many black chil-
dren in high-poverty areas in ways that perpetuate disadvantages across 
generations and deprive a substantial segment of the black population of 
the wherewithal to relocate to higher-quality communities.28 

 Yet new forces affecting black-white segregation are ushering in an 
era that will be quite different from the era of wholesale ghettoization of 
the black population 50 years ago. The shift of the black population to 
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MOST SEGREGATED

 Rank/Area Segregation levelb

 1 Milwaukee 82

 2 New York 78

 3 Chicago 76

 4 Detroit 75

 5 Cleveland 74

 6 Buffalo 73

 7 St. Louis 72

 8 Cincinnati 69

 9 Philadelphia 68

 10 Los Angeles 68

LEAST SEGREGATED

 Rank/Area Segregation levelb

 1 Tucson 37

 2 Las Vegas 38

 3 Colorado Springs 39

 4 Charleston 42

 5 Raleigh 42

 6 Phoenix 44

 7 Greenville 44

 8 Lakeland 44

 9 Augusta 45

 10 Riverside 46

TABLE 9-1
Black-White Segregation Ranks, 2010a

Source: 2010 U.S. census. 
a Among 87 of the 100 largest metropolitan areas where blacks comprise at least 3 percent of the total population.
b As measured by the dissimilarity index, defined in text.

more prosperous areas in the South, the movement of younger genera-
tions of blacks to the suburbs, the general change in racial relations 
among blacks and whites, and the substantial period that fair housing 
laws and practices have had to take root have dramatically expanded the 
opportunities to increase integration. Moreover, the growth and disper-
sion of new minority groups to all parts of the country, especially to the 
New Sun Belt, where all groups are moving, have the potential to ease 
the animosities associated with the long-standing black-white divide. 
Asian, Hispanic, and soon multiracial groups will serve to buffer those 
animosities at the neighborhood and community levels. 

HISPANIC AND ASIAN SEGREGATION IN FLUX

The severity and persistence of black segregation in the twentieth cen-
tury stand in contrast to the lower, more transitory segregation trends of 
earlier white immigrant groups as well as to the current segregation  
patterns of Hispanics and Asians. Both Hispanics and Asians owe their 
growth to the more open immigration laws since 1965, and like earlier 
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groups, they have continued to disperse across the country. Hispanic 
and Asian segregation levels are, on average, markedly lower than those 
for blacks. Yet as black segregation levels continue to decrease for the 
majority of metropolitan areas, no similar trend exists for the newer 
minorities. In fact, among the 100 largest metropolitan areas, average 
Hispanic and Asian segregation appears flat between 2000 and 2010 
after increasing somewhat in the 1990s (see figure 9-3). Although this 
may not appear to follow the transitory paths of ethnic immigrants a 
century ago, there is an important caveat. Both Hispanic and Asian com-
munities continue to be replenished with new immigrants, whose segre-
gation levels are higher than those of their native-born counterparts. So 
the average “static” segregation picture for Hispanics and Asians con-
flates both a turn toward integration among long-term residents and 
higher segregation levels among new immigrants.

In Where We Live Now, John Iceland provides evidence that “spatial 
assimilation” into more integrated neighborhoods is occurring among 
Hispanics and Asians who have lived in the United States the longest 
and among those who were born in the United States.29 It is also the case 
that Hispanic and Asian residents with higher incomes and education 
are able to translate their status into residence in more integrated neigh-
borhoods. These trends play out across individual metropolitan areas 
that, as discussed in chapters 4 and 5, vary in size, growth, and makeup 
with regard to their Hispanic and Asian groups. Because there is no  
typical segregation pattern for metropolitan areas, it is useful to see how 
they differ.

Hispanic Segregation across Metropolitan Areas
Hispanic segregation patterns vary across regions of the country, 
reflecting Hispanic settlement histories and the locations of primary 
Hispanic groups. Map 9-2 displays Hispanic-white segregation levels 
in 2010 for 93 large metropolitan areas with a minimal Hispanic popu-
lation.30 Segregation levels range from a low value of 25 to a high value 
of 63. Two kinds of metropolitan areas are positioned at the upper end 
of the Hispanic segregation spectrum. First are the areas that are home 
to the largest Hispanic populations and have served as major gateways 
for Hispanic immigration. Both Los Angeles and New York have segre-
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FIGURE 9-3  
Black, Hispanic, and Asian Segregation: Average Levels for 100 
Largest Metropolitan Areas, 1990–2010 

Segregation levela

Source: 1990–2010 U.S. censuses. 
a Segregation levels represent the percent of blacks, Hispanics, or Asians who would have to 
  change neighborhoods to be completely integrated with whites. Values range from 0 
  (complete integration) to 100 (complete segregation) 
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gation levels of 62. Miami, Chicago, San Francisco, San Diego, Dallas, 
and Houston register scores of 50 or higher. Because these areas con-
tinue to attract new immigrants, who begin to establish themselves in 
clustered racial enclaves, segregation in most of these areas did not 
change dramatically in the last two decades. A second set of areas with 
Hispanic-white segregation levels above 50 are in the Northeast and 
Midwest, particularly those areas with large Puerto Rican enclaves. 
This includes a swath of areas of all sizes in New England and Pennsyl-
vania, including Boston, Providence, Philadelphia, Allentown, and oth-
ers. Also included in this group are industrial areas such as Milwaukee, 
Cleveland, and Buffalo.

Metropolitan areas with lower Hispanic-white segregation levels—in 
the 40s and below—are spread over the country, especially in the South 
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MAP 9-2 
Hispanic–White Segregation, 2010a

Source: 2010 U.S. census.
a Segregation for 93 of the largest 100 metropolitan areas with Hispanic populations of at least 3 percent 
  of the total population.
b Where 0 indicates complete integration and 100 indicates complete segregation.
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and interior West. These tend to be areas where Mexicans are the pri-
mary Hispanic group and areas with small or quickly growing Hispanic 
populations. Among the larger areas in this category are Atlanta, Char-
lotte, and Nashville in the South and Phoenix, Las Vegas, and Salt Lake 
City in the West. The smaller areas are located in swaths of New Sun Belt 
states in the Southeast, Mountain West, and interior California.

One of the reasons that Hispanic segregation, on average, has not 
declined is that segregation is increasing in many of the new destina-
tion metropolitan areas that have attracted Hispanics as part of the 
larger dispersion phenomenon. As discussed in chapter 4, these areas 
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have lured Hispanics who are more likely to be foreign born, to be less 
fluent in English, and to have lower levels of education attainment than 
Hispanics residing in other kinds of areas. As a consequence, these  
Hispanics are less likely to assimilate quickly, especially in places where 
the Hispanic population is new and subject to indifferent or discrimi-
natory behavior on the part of established whites and blacks.31 Table 9-2 
lists 13 large areas with the greatest increase in Hispanic segregation 
between 1990 and 2010. For the most part, these are new Hispanic des-
tinations, located primarily in the South, including Nashville, Memphis, 
Raleigh, Charlotte, Greensboro, and Atlanta. New destinations outside 
the South, Scranton and Indianapolis, also showed noticeable gains in 
segregation. 

Overall, 27 of the 93 metropolitan areas showed meaningful (at least 
10-point) gains in segregation during the two-decade period. In most 
of these areas, the Hispanic population is small, new, and rapidly grow-
ing. And in all but three areas (Miami, Scranton, and Memphis), the 

TABLE 9-2
Greatest Increases in Hispanic-White Segregation,1990–2010a

    Segregation levelb 

   2010  1990–2010  
Rank/Area level  increase

 1 Miami 57 +25

 2 Nashville 48 +24

 3 Scranton 53 +23

 4 Indianapolis 47 +21

 5 Tulsa 45 +20

 6 Memphis 51 +18

 7 Raleigh 37 +17

 8 Greensboro 41 +17

 9 Little Rock 40 +16

 10 Birmingham 45 +16

 11 Charlotte 48 +15

 12 Richmond 45 +15

 13 Atlanta 49 +14

Source: 1990 and 2010 U.S. censuses. 
a Among 93 of the 100 largest metropolitan areas where Hispanics comprise at least 3 percent of the 
total population.

b  As measured by the dissimilarity index, defined in text.
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2010 segregation levels are relatively low—below 50 and in several 
cases in the 30s. In Raleigh, for example, the Hispanic population grew 
more than 150 percent as its segregation level rose from 20 in 1990 to 
37 in 2010. 

So at present, the Hispanic population is dispersing away from highly 
segregated areas to new areas that provide greater opportunities than 
earlier gateway regions. Even though new Hispanic enclaves are making 
these new destinations more segregated than before, they are still less 
segregated than the former areas. In addition, if these new residents are 
able to translate their opportunities into economic mobility for them-
selves and their children, they will be following the trajectories of earlier 
immigrant and racial groups toward even greater integration.

Asian Segregation across Metropolitan Areas
The Asian population has shown more recent rapid growth than the 
Hispanic population. As discussed in chapter 5, well over one-half of 
Asians are foreign born and they are far more concentrated in estab-
lished gateway areas than Hispanics are. But there is still variation 
across metropolitan areas in Asian-white segregation levels. Among 
the 45 largest metropolitan areas with minimal Asian populations 
(shown in map 9-3), segregation levels range from 29 (for Las Vegas) to 
52 (for New York).32 

Metropolitan areas that have served as traditional Asian immigrant 
gateways tend to have higher levels of Asian-white segregation. New 
York, Los Angeles, and San Francisco register segregation levels in the 
47−52 range, though those levels are markedly lower than the levels for 
Hispanics. Other areas with segregation levels exceeding the mid-40s 
tend to be those with large established Asian populations (Sacramento, 
San Jose, San Diego, Boston, and Chicago), those with quickly growing 
Asian populations (Houston, Dallas, Atlanta, and Raleigh), and a few 
older Northeast and Midwest areas (Philadelphia, Detroit and Wichita). 
Areas with the lowest levels of Asian segregation tend to be located in 
the Mountain West (Las Vegas, Salt Lake City, and Denver), Florida 
(Orlando and Jacksonville), interior California (Modesto and Fresno), 
and “suburban-like” metropolitan areas (Oxnard and Bridgeport) that 
are near major metropolitan areas.
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MAP 9-3 
Asian–White Segregation, 2010a
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Source: 2010 U.S. census.
a Segregation in 45 of the largest 100 metropolitan areas with Asian populations of at least 3 percent 
  of the total population.
b Where 0 indicates complete integration and 100 indicates complete segregation.

Honolulu

Changes in Asian segregation for individual areas are not as pro-
nounced as changes in Hispanic segregation, although areas experiencing 
large Asian population increases, including new Asian destinations, expe-
rienced higher segregation in 2010 than in 1990. Among areas showing a 
20-year increase in segregation of at least 5 points are Richmond, Atlanta, 
Las Vegas, Dallas, Orlando, and Phoenix. Most of these areas have modest 
or low levels of segregation. Other areas with established Asian popula-
tions, such as Los Angeles and San Jose, showed only small increases in 
segregation. As indicated in chapter 5, Asians residing in many new desti-
nations have high education attainment, so segregation in these areas does 
not conform to the low-skilled profile associated with some Hispanic and 
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immigrant groups. Yet if the past experiences of other Asians and other 
immigrant groups are an indicator, their segregation levels should decline 
with increased length of residence in their new locations.

TOWARD NEW MULTIRACIAL NEIGHBORHOODS

The discussion thus far has focused on segregation levels as measured 
by the dissimilarity index. Although it serves its purpose, in a sense the 
measure is detached from reality because it does not give an “on-the-
ground” picture of the kinds of neighborhoods in which a typical white, 
black, Hispanic, or Asian will reside. That is because real-world neigh-
borhoods represent several racial groups, not just a pairing between 
one group and whites. Furthermore, the size of each racial group in a 
given neighborhood is affected by the overall racial makeup of the met-
ropolitan area.

For example, an average neighborhood in a multiracial metropolitan 
area like Los Angeles will look very different from an average neighbor-
hood in a much whiter metropolitan area like Minneapolis–St. Paul. 
Both areas show some segregation between whites and blacks, Hispan-
ics, and Asians. But there are many more minorities in Los Angeles than 
in Minneapolis–St. Paul, meaning that an average neighborhood where 
whites live in Los Angeles will be more diverse than an average neigh-
borhood where whites live in Minneapolis–St. Paul.

To illustrate this, figure 9-4 shows the neighborhood racial composi-
tion for the average resident of each racial group in Los Angeles. The 
average white Los Angeles resident does indeed live in a neighborhood 
that has a healthy smattering of Hispanics and some black and Asian 
residents. But there are also far more white residents—54 percent— 
in this neighborhood than in neighborhoods that are home to the aver-
age black, Hispanic, or Asian.33 So segregation still matters in the way 
that it affects on-the-ground neighborhoods, even in Los Angeles. That 
is not to say that there are no neighborhoods that are completely white 
or completely Hispanic in Los Angeles. But, on average, residents of  
each race are exposed somewhat to members of all races, especially  
Hispanics. The multiracial character of the Los Angeles region does spill 
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Asians Other races

Percent racial groups in neighborhood 

Whites Blacks Hispanics

Source: 2010 U.S. census. 

FIGURE 9-4 
Los Angeles Metropolitan Area: Neighborhood Racial Makeup of the
Average White, Black, Hispanic, and Asian Resident, 2010
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over across the area’s neighborhoods. Such spillover is also seen in many 
of the other places in the Melting Pot regions of the country.34 

Of course, the situation changes in regions that have quite different 
racial makeups. Both Detroit and Atlanta are areas where blacks are the 
predominant minority (see figure 9-5). Yet they also differ in important 
respects. Detroit is a stagnating metropolitan area, located in the nation’s 
Heartland region. It has lost black migrants for decades while register-
ing only modest population gains from other minorities. In contrast, 
Atlanta has been the primary magnet for black migrants and has also 
experienced rapid growth in its Hispanic and Asian populations. More-
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Other races

FIGURE 9-5
Detroit and Atlanta Metropolitan Areas: Neighborhood 
Racial Makeup of the Average White and Black Resident, 2010
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over, in recent decades, black migration waves included many middle- 
class blacks and occurred in a post-civil rights environment when new 
residential development was subject to stricter antidiscrimination regu-
lations. For these and other reasons, Atlanta witnessed a greater decline 
in black-white segregation than Detroit did.

A comparison of typical white and black neighborhoods in each met-
ropolitan area shows noticeable differences. In both metropolitan areas, 
the average white person lives in a neighborhood that is mostly white. 
But in Detroit, whites constitute 83 percent of white resident neighbor-
hoods while in Atlanta whites make up 67 percent of white resident 
neighborhoods. Blacks in Atlanta also live in neighborhoods that are 
somewhat more integrated, with greater percentages of whites and  
Hispanics and smaller percentages of same-race neighbors than one 
finds in Detroit. Of course, even in Atlanta, there is a high rate of segre-
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gation. Blacks, on average, live in neighborhoods that are more than  
one-half black while whites live in neighborhoods that are two-thirds 
white. But the segregation in Atlanta is becoming less extreme. 

A NATIONAL NEIGHBORHOOD SNAPSHOT

As indicated in previous chapters, America’s racial mosaic is changing in 
cities, suburbs, states, and regions. Although the broad Melting Pot, New 
Sun Belt, and Heartland regions discussed in chapter 3 are still some-
what distinct, the dispersion of new minorities virtually everywhere and 
the continuing southward movement of blacks is leading to shifts that 
will, for the most part, blur long-maintained spatial divisions, even at the 
neighborhood level. Therefore, it is useful to observe the kind of neigh-
borhood in which the “average” white, black, Hispanic, and Asian resi-
dent lives to provide a benchmark of where things stood at the time of 
the 2010 census. This picture is given in figure 9-6—which is drawn from 
all of the neighborhoods in the United States, including those in metro-
politan and nonmetropolitan areas of all sizes and in every part of the 
country—for the “average” resident of each racial group. 

The average white resident, for example, lives in a far less diverse 
neighborhood—one that is more than three-quarters white—than resi-
dents of any other group. Nonetheless, the average white person today 
lives in a neighborhood that includes more minorities than was the case 
in 1980, when such neighborhoods were nearly 90 percent white.35 
Moreover, the average member of each of the nation’s major minority 
groups lives in a neighborhood that is at least one-third white, and in the 
case of Asians, nearly one-half white. Hence, there is a tendency toward 
more integrated living among these groups as more minorities relocate 
to white-dominated or multiracial neighborhoods.36

One issue that is especially important is the segregation of minority 
children into neighborhoods and school districts that often have fewer 
resources and show poorer overall performance. National statistics com-
paring neighborhood profiles for average black, Hispanic, and Asian 
children show them to be decidedly more exposed to members of their 
own racial group—or having less contact with whites—than is the case 
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Other races

Percent racial groups in neighborhood 

AsiansWhites Blacks Hispanics

Source: 2010 U.S. census. 

FIGURE 9-6 
Neighborhood Racial Makeup of the Average White, Black, Asian, and 
Hispanic Resident across the United States, 2010
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for their adult population (see figure 9-7). In part, that reflects a continu-
ing tendency for white families to choose local areas with better 
resources and schools and fewer minorities than the local areas that are 
available to minorities.37 Given today’s more diverse youth and their 
important role in the future workforce, the inequality of opportunities 
associated with their segregation across neighborhoods needs to be 
addressed.

Still, overall, population shifts that are bringing Hispanics and Asians 
to previously whiter New Sun Belt and Heartland regions will almost 
certainly continue to alter the neighborhood experiences of these groups 
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by bringing them into more contact with whites than was the case in the 
past. The nation’s blacks have seen a marked shift from a mostly “ghet-
toized” existence five decades ago to one that more closely follows the 
path of other racial minorities and immigrant groups as more blacks 
move to more suburban and integrated communities, particularly in the 
South. So the broader migration patterns of blacks, Hispanics, and 
Asians are moving in the direction of greater neighborhood racial inte-
gration, even if segregation is far from being eliminated. 

FIGURE 9-7
Neighborhood Racial Makeup of the Average Black, Asian, and Hispanic 
Child and Adult Resident, 2010a
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Source: 2010 U.S. census.
aYouth pertain to persons under age 18; adults to those age 18 and over 
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10
The usual way that race labels are applied in the United States in every-
day parlance and in government statistics belies the increase in multira-
cial marriages and births, which almost certainly will lead to more 
blended populations in future generations. As this trend continues, it will 
bring about a blurring of the racial boundaries that were evident and 
often inflamed in the last half of the twentieth century. The nation is not 
there yet. But the evidence for multiracial marriages and multiracial indi-
vidual identity, as with neighborhood residential integration—another 
measure of interaction at the local, personal level—shows an unmistak-
able trend toward a softening of racial boundaries that should lead to new 
ways of thinking about racial populations and race-related issues.

This chapter first discusses multiracial marriages: marriages between 
whites, blacks, Asians, Hispanics, and members of other smaller racial 
groups in the United States.1 The diversity explosion of the new minori-
ties, Hispanics and Asians, which has affected many aspects of the 
nation’s demography, has also led to a noticeable increase in the number 
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of multiracial marriages across the nation as well as the dispersion of 
such marriages away from the traditional Melting Pot states. In addition, 
while still lagging in comparison with new minority multiracial mar-
riages, white-black multiracial marriages also have been on the rise.

Over time, the rise in multiracial marriages will lead to a rise in the 
multiracial population. In 2000, recognizing that prospect, the federal 
government for the first time permitted residents to declare on the cen-
sus that they belonged to more than one race. The responses to the ques-
tion of racial identity from the past two censuses and their implications 
for the future of the multiracial population are discussed in the last part 
of the chapter. Special attention is given to the increase in those declar-
ing themselves simultaneously “white and black” in a country where,  
for most of its history, the racial boundary between whites and blacks 
was virtually insurmountable.

MULTIRACIAL MARRIAGES: STIRRING A NEW MELTING POT?

The long-held ideal of America as a melting pot was manifest in the inter-
group marriages among the children and grandchildren of white ethnic 
immigrants who arrived in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries.2 Initially, fairly sharp divisions existed between these ethnic groups, 
particularly between “old” European groups such as those from Britain, 
Germany, and Scandinavia and “newer” groups from Italy, Poland, and 
Russia.3 The latter had difficulty assimilating with the existing U.S. popu-
lation because of their limited ability to speak English, lower levels of 
education, and less-skilled occupations. They also were viewed as having 
low status or being morally inferior and therefore not suitable marriage 
partners for native-born Americans. Of course, several generations later, 
because of the upward mobility and geographic dispersion of these white 
ethnic groups, marriages across the groups became much more common. 
Today, while many Americans take pride in the Italian or Irish heritage of 
their parents or grandparents, white ethnic origin is hardly the defining—
or divisive—trait that it was a century ago.4  

This “melting pot” marriage experience of white ethnics might be 
used as a model to gauge the assimilation of the new minorities, Hispan-
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ics and Asians, into the American mainstream. Sociologists have viewed 
multiracial marriage as a benchmark for the ultimate stage of assimila-
tion and acceptance of a particular group into society.5 For that to occur, 
members of the group will already have reached other milestones, such 
as facility with a common language, similar levels of education, regular 
interaction in the workplace and community, and, especially, some level 
of residential integration. 

Hispanics and Asians differ from the earlier white ethnic groups in 
many respects. Most important, most Americans view them as racial 
groups rather than ethnic groups. Because race divisions, especially 
between whites and blacks, have historically been far less permeable 
than those between white ethnic groups, the blending of today’s new 
racial minorities through multiracial marriage is breaking new ground. 
As discussed in chapter 5, native-born Americans have viewed Asian 
Americans as a race throughout U.S. history. In addition, although the 
Census Bureau defines “Hispanic” as an ethnic group rather than a race 
(discussed further below), it is common to view Hispanics—as is done in 
this book—as a racial group on par with blacks and Asians and as one of 
the three large minority groups.

 Assimilation for these groups into the American mainstream may 
also mean something different in the future. In the past, the assimilation 
involved “fitting in” with the largely white core of American society or 
even with a select part of that core—the “older” European immigrant 
groups.6 Yet because the white majority is constantly shrinking in the 
midst of the much higher growth of new minority populations, today’s 
racial minorities will almost certainly become an integral part of tomor-
row’s American mainstream. 

Multiracial Marriage Explosion
Multiracial marriages have been rising dramatically over the past 50 
years (see figure 10-1). In 1960, before federal statistics enumerated  
Hispanics and before the 1965 legislation that opened up immigration to 
more countries, multiracial marriages constituted only 0.4 percent of all 
U.S. marriages. That figure increased to 3.2 percent in 1980 (including 
multiracial marriages for Hispanics and other groups) and to 8.4 percent 
in 2010. Moreover, more than one in seven newlywed couples are multi-
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Source: 1960–2000 U.S. censuses; American Community Survey 2008–10.   
aMultiracial marriages involving Hispanics were not included.
bMarriages that occurred in last 12 months. 

FIGURE 10-1
Multiracial Marriages as a Percent of All Marriages, 1960–2010
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racial. Some of this gain can be traced to the rise in the number of new 
minorities following the 1965 immigration policy reform and the ten-
dency of some of these minorities to marry other minorities and whites. 
In 2010, six in ten multiracial marriages were of white-Hispanic or 
white-Asian couples (see figure 10-2). Yet changes in the racial makeup 
of the population are not the sole explanation for this shift. The propen-
sity to marry out of one’s racial or ethnic group differs by minority group. 
Blacks, for example, have a much lower propensity to do so than other 
minorities. Hence, white-black marriages account for only three-fifths 
as many marriages as white-Asian marriages, even though blacks make 
up a much larger share of the marriage-age population.

To better understand the relative propensity of each group to “marry 
out,” it is useful to look at the prevalence of multiracial marriages  
specific to each racial group. Figure 10-3 shows the prevalence of multi-
racial marriages among current married couples of different groups.  
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Hispanic and Asian: 2%
Hispanic and Black: 3%

Source: American Community Survey, 2008–10. 

FIGURE 10-2

Multiracial Marriages in the United States by Type, 2010
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It also shows prevalence trends since 1990 and the multiracial preva-
lence for recent marriages—those of one year or less in duration. Among 
the large minority groups, Hispanics and Asians show a markedly higher 
prevalence of multiracial marriages than do blacks. Among all current 
Hispanic and Asian marriages, about three in ten are multiracial, and 
among Hispanic and Asian recent marriages, more than four in ten are 
multiracial. The vast majority of marriages involving American Indians 
are multiracial marriages. Many of these marriages include spouses who 
identify as multiracial persons, signaling the extensive blurring of 
boundaries that has already occurred among the American Indian and 
white populations.7

In contrast to minorities, whites show a small prevalence of multira-
cial marriages—less than 10 percent of all currently married whites. In 
part, this low prevalence reflects the relative sizes of the white and non-
white populations. Because far fewer minority individuals are available 
as potential marriage partners for whites than vice versa, “blended” mar-
riages are much more visible within the smaller Hispanic, Asian, and 
black populations. Yet among recently married whites, 17 percent were 
married to someone of another race. The high prevalence of multiracial 
marriages for both Hispanics and Asians suggests that as these popula-
tions continue to grow rapidly, the number of multiracial marriages will 
proliferate—emulating the melting pot patterns of early white ethnic 
groups. Appearing to counter this prediction is the fact that since 1990 
there has been no meaningful increase in the prevalence of multiracial 
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a Each race group value indicates multiracial marriages involving that group as a percent of the sum of 
  multiracial and same-race marriages for that group.

Source: 1990–2000 U.S. censuses; American Community Survey, 2008–10.
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FIGURE 10-3  
Multiracial Marriages as Percent of All Marriages for Specified 
Race Groups, 1990, 2000, and 2010a
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marriages within the currently married populations of either Hispanics 
or Asians. The multiracial share of each has remained around 30 percent 
for both groups and has even declined slightly. 

One explanation for this apparent cap on multiracial marriage is the 
fact that new immigrant waves of Hispanics and Asians continue to 
expand the pool of same-race marriage partners. This expansion pro-
vides greater opportunities for in-group marriages, particularly among 
the first generation, which is not strongly integrated into mainstream 
society.8 One could make the case that this would promote greater racial 



  MULTIRACIAL MARRIAGES AND MULTIRACIAL AMERICA 197

TABLE 10-1
“ White and Black” Multiracial Marriages 
as a Percent of Black Same-Race 
Marriages, 1960–2010
 Yeara Percent

 1960  1.7
 1970  1.9
 1980  3.5
 1990  5.7
 2000  8.3
 2010 12.3

Source: 1960–2000 U.S. censuses; American 
Community Survey, 2008–10.  
a All blacks for years 1960–80 and non-Hispanic  
blacks for years 1990–2010.

solidarity for these groups, leading to less multiracial blending in the 
future and solidifying the line between these groups, other minorities, 
and whites.9 Yet a more likely outcome is continuing integration and 
increased long-term out-marriage of the new minorities as more of their 
members become assimilated with respect to other measures, such as 
education, income, and improved facility with English. As discussed 
below, this assimilation will occur with longer residence, generationally, 
for each group.

America’s black population continues to have the lowest prevalence 
of multiracial marriages. This continues the legacy of black separation 
from mainstream America on a host of dimensions, which stemmed 
from the virtual ghettoization of the black population for much of the 
twentieth century, discussed in chapter 9. Most relevant were the 
anti-miscegenation statutes, which were prevalent in the antebellum 
South and persisted in 16 states until 1967, when the Supreme Court 
declared them unconstitutional in the landmark Loving v. Virginia deci-
sion.10 It was only after this ruling in the post–civil rights environment 
that black multiracial marriages began to rise noticeably.11 

The prevalence of black multiracial marriages is well below that of 
Hispanics and Asians. Black marriage partners still are often seen as 
less socially desirable, even among other minorities and those minori-
ties’ families and close associates.12 Even so, the prevalence of multira-
cial marriages has risen markedly. Among recent, typically younger 
marriages involving blacks, nearly three 
in ten were multiracial marriages. 
These trends signal the onset of an 
important breakthrough in the long 
history of black marital endogamy. 
Especially noteworthy is the rise in 
white-black multiracial marriages (see 
table 10-1). In 1960, white-black mar-
riages amounted to only 1.7 percent of all 
black same-race marriages, but in 2010, 
they amounted to 12 percent. White-
black marriages are still not plentiful, 
but a clear trend is in the works.
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Who Marries Out?
The future prevalence of multiracial marriages depends, to a large 
degree, on who is marrying out—particularly, who is marrying a white 
spouse. If those most likely to marry out are in assimilating demographic 
segments that are on the rise, then it is likely that a greater blurring  
of the races is in the offing. One thing is clear: most spouses of out- 
marrying minorities are white. Figure 10-4 displays the racial profiles of 
the spouses of those who have out-married among all currently married 
Hispanics, Asians, and blacks. Whites constitute well over one-half of 
spouses. Whites are still far more prominent as spouses among Hispan-
ics and Asians than they are among blacks. One reason is lingering atti-
tudes. A 2010 poll indicated that among whites, fewer respondents 
thought that it “would be fine” if a family member married a black spouse 

Asians

Hispanics in
multiracial
marriages

Asians in
multiracial
marriages

Blacks in
multiracial
marriages

Whites Blacks Hispanics Other races

Source: American Community Survey, 2008–10. 
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FIGURE 10-4 
Race of Spouses for Hispanics, Asians, and Blacks in 
Multiracial Marriages
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than thought so if the relative married a Hispanic or Asian spouse—
although, among younger whites, the vast majority would be fine with 
any of the three groups as spouses.13 

There is a noteworthy gender difference regarding white and black 
multiracial marriages. The majority of white-black marriages—nearly 
three-quarters—involve white women and black men, a pattern that  
has increased since 1970.14 This helps to explain a higher overall out- 
marriage rate among white women than white men and a lower out- 
marriage rate among black women than black men.

The tendency to marry whites, especially among new minority 
groups, is an important gauge of assimilation. This is particularly the 
case if it occurs among the more highly educated and advantaged mem-
bers of the group—signaling their further incorporation into mainstream 
society as more of them achieve the American Dream. This is clearly 
happening for Hispanics and, for the most part, for Asian Americans.  
As shown in table 10-2, the percent of Hispanics married to whites rises  
at higher education and family income levels. The percent of Asians  
married to whites also rises according to income and, to a lesser extent, 
education. Asian women are more likely to out-marry than Asian men, 
but both follow similar patterns.

TABLE 10-2
Percent Married to a White Spouse, by Education and Income:  
All Married Hispanics, Asians, and Blacks 
Percent

  Demographic attribute Hispanics Asians Blacks

Education     
College graduate 33.5 13.1 7.1
Some college 25.0 16.9 6.1
High school graduate 14.5 13.2 4.6
Not high school graduate  4.1  7.4 3.4

Family income
Upper quartile 32.5 15.4 7.1
Second quartile 20.2 14.1 6.0
Third quartile 11.9 12.5 4.9
Bottom quartile  6.6  7.1 4.4

Source: American Community Survey, 2008–10.
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Percent

FIGURE 10-5  
Percent Married to a White Spouse by Nativity: 
All Married Hispanics and Asians 
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ASIANS

Perhaps even more important for longer-term blending are the higher 
out-marriage rates to whites for native-born Hispanics and Asians than 
for both longer-term and more recently arrived foreign-born immigrants 
(see figure 10-5). There is always the possibility, discussed earlier, that 
continued new waves of Hispanics and Asians—who are less assimilated 
with regard to status measures—may hold down the overall out- 
marriage rates for their groups.15 Yet over time, the native-born popula-
tions—including the second and third generations and beyond—will 
greatly outnumber their foreign-born counterparts, allowing further 
blurring to take place.16

Among the mostly native-born black population, out-marriage rates 
also rise with education and family income, for both black men and 
women. This contrasts with earlier periods and suggests that further 

blending between blacks and 
whites should occur with the 
upward mobility of younger 
generations of blacks. Further-
more, white-black relationships 
are more prevalent among 
recent cohabiting couples than 
they are among married cou-
ples.17 Some may view this as a 
temporary phenomenon related 
to the hesitation to “legitimize” 
these relationships through 
marriage because of family or 
peer disapproval. However, it 
can also signal a trend that could 
lead to greater acceptance of 
white-black marriages overall, 
especially among members of 
the younger generation who are 
more tolerant of both cohabiting 
relationships and multiracial 
marriages.
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MAP 10-1 
Multiracial Marriages as a Percent of All Marriages, 2010

Geographic Dispersion of Multiracial Marriages
The geographic dispersion of new minority populations from traditional 
Melting Pot regions to the New Sun Belt states in the South and Moun-
tain West—and into the largely white, interior Heartland states—sets the 
stage for the dispersion of multiracial marriages as well. As discussed in 
chapter 3, the states in the Melting Pot region tend to have the highest 
concentrations of Hispanic and Asian populations and therefore a higher 
prevalence of multiracial marriages. But multiracial marriages are begin-
ning to spread. 

The highest prevalence of multiracial marriages is found in Hawaii, 
where three in ten marriages are multiracial, followed by Alaska and 
Oklahoma, where nearly two in ten marriages are multiracial (see map 
10-1). These states have long-standing populations of Asians, Alaska 
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TABLE 10-3
Growth in Multiracial Marriages, 2000–10
Growth (%)

  Region/selected Multiracial 
  states   marriage growth

Melting Pot Region  
Florida 30 
Texas 29  
California 13  
New Mexico 5 

New Sun Belt 
Georgia 54  
Utah 54  
Idaho 46 
North Carolina 42

Heartland 
Minnesota 67 
Connecticut 51 
Pennsylvania 47 
Indiana 45 

Source: 2000 U.S. census; American Community Survey, 
2010.     

Natives, and American Indians, respectively. Beyond these is a mix of 
states where earlier Hispanic and Asian immigrants have maintained a 
long-term presence and more recent immigrants are becoming estab-
lished, including New Mexico, California, Texas, Washington, Oregon, 
Arizona, Nevada, and Colorado. At least one in ten marriages in these 
states is multiracial, and the largest portion of multiracial marriages in 
these states—and for that matter in most states—is white-Hispanic mar-
riages. However, the mix varies within each state. In California, about 
one-half of all multiracial marriages are white-Hispanic, while white-
Asian marriages constitute one-fifth. In New Mexico, white-Hispanic 
marriages make up seven in ten such marriages. At the other end of the 
spectrum are 14 states where multiracial marriages account for less than 
5 percent of all marriages. They are located largely in New England, the 
industrial Midwest and Great Plains, and parts of the Old South. In West 
Virginia, only about 3 in 100 marriages are multiracial.

More relevant for the future is the dispersion of multiracial mar-
riages to the quickly growing parts of the country, which serve as new 
destinations for Hispanics and Asians. Using the regional typology 

introduced in chapter 3, it is clear that 
multiracial marriages are growing rap-
idly outside of the Melting Pot states. 
Growth is especially strong in the New 
Sun Belt, in states such as Georgia, 
Utah, Idaho, and North Carolina—
states with rapid growth in their His-
panic populations as well as growth  
in largely white-Hispanic multiracial 
marriages (see table 10-3). Several 
Heartland states, such as Minnesota, 
Connecticut, Pennsylvania, and Indi-
ana, are also experiencing rapid growth 
in multiracial marriages.

Although many new Hispanic 
migrants to these regions are less 
assimilated than elsewhere with regard 
to measures such as English language 
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proficiency and education, they are likely to have substantial interaction 
with the larger non-Hispanic populations in these states, which may lead 
to higher multiracial marriage rates. For example, in Georgia and North 
Carolina, the prevalence of multiracial marriages among Hispanics is 35 
percent. In Idaho and Utah, the prevalence is 43 and 44 percent, respec-
tively. These rates stand in contrast to rates of 26 and 21 percent in the 
more mature Melting Pot states of California and Texas. 

The Future of Multiracial Marriage
Overall, the evidence suggests a continuing surge in multiracial marriages 
in the United States. In some ways, the trends mirror those pointing to 
greater racial residential integration, discussed in chapter 9. For Hispan-
ics and Asians, the new minorities, both multiracial marriage and resi-
dential integration are more prevalent among the more assimilated 
members of each group—those with higher education and incomes and 
those who have been in the United States the longest. The greatest “blend-
ing” of marriages, as with neighborhoods, may occur in new destination 
regions of the New Sun Belt and eventually in the Heartland regions of 
the country as the new minorities continue to disperse outward. There-
fore, as Hispanics and Asians continue to become more established  
generationally, more assimilated economically, and more dispersed geo-
graphically, multiracial marriages among them will continue to rise. 

The increase in black multiracial marriages parallels the increase in 
residential integration. That is, there have been rises in both multiracial 
marriages and residential integration in the post–civil rights era— 
rises that tend to be most marked for those who are upwardly mobile  
(in terms of education and social status) and geographically mobile  
(in terms of moving toward the suburbs and the South, for blacks). 
Clearly, white-black marriages are still less common than white mar-
riages with Hispanics or Asians, but the gap is moving in the direction of 
closure. The new trend toward increased multiracial marriage is cou-
pled with the greater acceptance of such marriages by younger genera-
tions. A 2011 Pew survey showed that young adult millennials were most 
accepting of multiracial marriage, with 60 percent saying that it was a 
change for the better, while only 47 percent of generation Xers and just 
36 percent of baby boomers had the same view.18 
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MULTIRACIAL AMERICANS

An obvious consequence of a rise in multiracial marriages would be an 
increase in multiracial children, which would lead to a greater share of 
the population claiming a mix of racial backgrounds. The marriage of 
individuals from various European immigrant backgrounds led to the 
melting pot that characterizes much of today’s white population. It 
would seem only natural to anticipate a similar boom of multiracial per-
sons in the years ahead. Yet in the case of multiracial marriages, national 
and cultural boundaries are not the only lines being crossed. New ground 
is being broken, pushing back against long-standing social and even legal 
constraints that often subjugated multiracial persons—particularly 
those with white-black ancestry—to second-class status. In many cases, 
individuals who could “pass” as white tried to do so in order to become 
part of the mainstream.19  

The racial divide in the United States has been so stark that it was not 
until recently that nationwide federal statistics were collected for per-
sons identifying with “two or more” races. The historical practice, which 
was to divide whites from blacks and other nonwhites, began in the early 
years of nationhood, when the slave population was counted separately.20 
For a long period, persons were identified as blacks according to the 
“one drop” rule, which stipulated that if they had any black ancestors, 
they could not be classified as white. The classification for American 
Indians, for some periods, was also bound by similar standards.21  

Although classifications in later censuses included Chinese, Japa-
nese, Filipino, and Hindu, there was little attempt to think of these 
largely “racial” categories as subject to mixing. This stands in contrast to 
the collection of information on parental birthplace and ancestry or 
national origin, which was widely used to study the blending of white 
ethnic populations.22 Thus, although multiracial populations emanating 
from multiracial marriages certainly existed, they were not well docu-
mented in national statistics.

Census Classification of Multiracial Persons
Beginning with the 2000 census, federal guidelines mandated that when 
U.S. government statistical agencies collect information on race, they 
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TABLE 10-4
Multiracial Populations Reported in 2010 Census 
Percent 

     Percent change Percent of 2010 
   Multiracial group Size since 2000 U.S. population 

Two racesa 8,265,318 +30  2.7  
   White and black 1,834,212 +134  0.6  
   White and Asian 1,623,234 +87  0.5  
   White and American Indian/Alaska Native 1,432,309 +32  0.5  
   White and Some Other Race 1,740,924 –21  0.6  
   Black and American Indian/Alaska Native 269,421 +48  0.1  
   Black and Asian 185,595 +74  0.1 

Three races 676,469 +65  0.2 

Four, five, or six races 67,286 +41  0.0 

All multiracial groups 9,009,073 +32  2.9 

Source: 2000 and 2010 U.S. censuses.
a The specific two-race combinations shown do not include all possible two-race combinations.  

must provide options for persons who identify with more than one 
race.23 The impetus for this change came initially from a well-organized 
grassroots effort by people who thought of themselves as multiracial and 
wanted to be recognized as such in government statistics. There also was 
widespread recognition of an increase in the population that could be 
defined in terms of two or more racial groups. Therefore, an earlier 1977 
set of federal standards for the collection of racial information was 
revised in 1997 to allow people to identify with two or more races.24 The 
2000 census was the first decennial census to take this approach, which 
was continued with minor revisions in 2010. Table 10-4 presents the 
2010 census results for persons identifying with two or more races. It is 
important to note that the census distinguishes between “racial” 
groups—such as whites, blacks, Asians, and American Indians/Alaska 
Natives—and Hispanics, who are considered an ethnic group. Strictly 
speaking, because the census responses of “two or more races” apply 
only to racial groups, Hispanics are not counted in this classification.25 

The census permits identification of combinations of up to six spe-
cific racial categories, including “some other race,” a catch-all category 
for those races not specifically identified. Those identifying as “white 
and black” make up the largest single group—a population that more 
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FIGURE 10-6
Persons Identified as "White and Black" as a Percent of Black Persons, by Age, 
2000 and 2010

Source: 2000–2010 U.S. censuses.
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than doubled over 2000–10, especially among the young. For every 100 
black toddlers under age five, 15 toddlers are identified as both white and 
black—a sharp rise since 2000 (see figure 10-6). Other groups with pop-
ulations nearly as large are those identifying as “white and Asian” and 
“white and American Indian or Alaska Native.” Another large group 
includes those identifying as whites and the catch-all “some other race,” 
although many of these individuals may have been attempting to identify 
their Hispanic status as a race, confounding the race-ethnicity distinc-
tion that the census tried to preserve.26 

A question of interest to advocacy and political organizations  
representing the concerns of a racial group is how much of a racial 
group’s national population might be “inflated” by including multira-
cial persons who declare that particular race as one of their back-
grounds. The answer to this question differs by group (see table 10-5). 
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In 2010, the black population would have increased by 8 percent  
and the Asian population by 18 percent if multiracial persons were 
included in each separate racial category (that is, if multiracial Asians 
were counted as Asian and multiracial blacks were counted as black). 
Yet the American Indian/Alaska Native population would increase 
far more substantially—by 78 percent—if multiracial populations that 
included some American Indian or Alaska Native ancestry were 
counted as such. This reflects their longer history of multiracial mar-
riages, particularly with whites, and the increased awareness of and 
pride in their Native American heritage of many formerly “white-
only” citizens.27 Because early advocates for racial minorities raised 
this issue, federal guidelines allowed certain multiracial minority 
combination populations to be added to their counterpart single-race 
populations for purposes of monitoring and enforcing civil rights  
legislation.28 The question of whether persons who identify as multi-
racial wish to be classified with single-race populations is an open 
one and should be less likely to arise in the future as these multiracial 
populations become larger in size. 

Overall, the census statistics with regard to multiracial persons show 
a rise in this population—by one-third over 2000–10. In states such as 
Hawaii, Alaska, and Oklahoma, they represent a share of 6 percent or 
more of the total population and of nearly 5 percent in California, 
Nevada, and Washington.29 Yet overall, the share of the U.S. total popula-
tion that is multiracial—2.9 percent—is surprisingly small in light of the 
pervasiveness of multiracial marriages and the general public percep-
tion that a larger multiracial population exits.

TABLE 10-5
Multiracial Population as Percent of Single-Race Population, 2010 
    Population  Multiracial as percent
  Group Single-race Multiraciala of single-race population

Black 38,929,319 3,091,424 8% 
Asian 14,674,252 2,646,604 18% 
American Indian/Alaska Native 2,932,248 2,288,331 78%

Source: 2010 U.S. census.
a Includes multiracial persons for whom one race is the designated group’s race.
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A Larger Multiracial Population
There are several reasons to believe that the census numbers markedly 
understate current and likely future multiracial populations. One such 
reason is that the census does not include Hispanics in its count of 
multiracial persons because they are considered an ethnic rather than 
a racial group. It can be argued that the distinction between race and 
ethnicity, as the Census Bureau applies it to the Hispanic population, is 
an artificial one. In an earlier era, race categories in government statis-
tics were often identified by a person’s physical traits. That has not 
been the case since at least 1970, when the census was first sent by mail 
and individuals were asked to self-identify their race. Over time, the 
broad race categories used to refer to minorities in civil rights legisla-
tion, mainstream media, and the public at large considered Hispanics 
on par with blacks, Asians, American Indians, and others. These cate-
gories pertained to major minority groups with distinctive social and 
cultural identities.

After the 2010 census, the Census Bureau began investigating alter-
native questionnaire formats that included Hispanics along with the 
other traditional racial categories in a single self-identification ques-
tion—or, in practical terms, treating Hispanic as a race.30 It allowed for 
multiple responses such as “white and Hispanic” or “black and Hispanic” 
along with the other multiracial categories used in earlier censuses. This 
change led, in one scenario, to a rise in the multiracial share of the popu-
lation to 6.8 percent, well above the 2.9 percent in the 2010 census. More-
over, earlier projections using a similar approach by non-census 
researchers show the U.S. multiracial population reaching 10 percent in 
the year 2020 and 18 percent in the year 2050.31 

A second reason why the multiracial population may be larger than 
enumerated in the 2010 census is that the single racial status or multi-
racial status of children is often determined by the adult who fills out 
the census form. Other surveys suggest that in identifying the race of 
their children, multiracial couples often select single-race identities 
that they believe will be more socially acceptable or will better prepare 
their children for success.32 This, of course, may change as these chil-
dren come of age and find that many of their peers also are multiracial. 
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A similar bias also occurs among the reports of adults of multiracial 
heritage, particularly adults who think that it is more desirable to be 
associated with a single race. For example, President Barack Obama, 
the child of a multiracial marriage, announced through his spokesper-
son that he identified himself as “black” rather than “white and black” 
on his 2010 census form.33 It is likely, however, that younger and future 
generations of Americans with a multiracial heritage of any type will 
be more likely to embrace their multiracial heritage as it becomes more 
commonplace.

SOFTENING THE WHITE-BLACK DIVIDE

The foregoing discussion makes clear that the racial lines are softening 
at the personal level between whites and the newer minorities—Asians 
and Hispanics—as well as American Indians and Alaska Natives. This 
trend is evident when examining the high prevalence and growth of 
multiracial marriages, signaling greater gains in multiracial populations. 
Yet even more significant from a historical standpoint is the clear and 
steady softening of the white-black racial divide. The rise in white-black 
marriages is unmistakable, as are the gains in the population that identi-
fies itself as “white and black,” especially among the very young. For fur-
ther evidence that the white-black divide is eroding, it is useful to look to 
the South, the region historically most resistant to change. Because of 
past prejudices and customs, the white-black population, as a percent-
age of all blacks, is still considerably lower in southern states than in 
other parts of the country (see map 10-2). In a slew of states from Mary-
land to Texas, “white and black” populations amount to less than 5 per-
cent of the black-only populations; in Mississippi and Louisiana, “white 
and black” populations constitute only 1 percent. In contrast, in a hand-
ful of states with sparse black populations in the West, Great Plains, and 
New England, the population of “white and black” persons is more than 
20 percent of the black-only population.

Yet, as discussed in chapter 6, the South is attracting blacks in large 
numbers, including multiracial blacks, from all parts of the country.  
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Persons Identifying as “White and Black” as a Percent of Black Persons, 2010
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It is significant, then, that when states are ranked by the growth in 
their “white-black” multiracial populations in the first decade of the 
2000s, the southern states lead all others (see table 10-6). In that 
period, the Carolinas, Georgia, Mississippi, and Alabama more than 
tripled their white-black multiracial populations, while Tennessee, 
Florida, Arkansas, Louisiana, and Kentucky were not far behind.

In fact, southern states as a whole accounted for 41 percent of the 
nation’s decade-long gain in the “white and black” multiracial popu-
lation. Responsible for this gain is a combination of the following fac-
tors: children born to multiracial parents, migration from other 
regions, and an increase in individuals’ willingness to identify with a 
multiracial heritage in a region where it was long discouraged and 
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penalized. The fact that the white-
black divide was etched in stone by 
laws, public and private institutions, 
and even the ways in which population 
statistics were collected makes these 
shifts—incremental as they may 
seem—a major breakthrough toward 
the blurring of the nation’s racial 
boundaries. These changes, coupled 
with the continued growth and inter-
mingling of new minorities, are a fur-
ther sign that integration at the 
personal level is part of the new racial 
reality in the twenty-first century.

TABLE 10-6
States with Greatest Growth in Persons  
Identifying as “White and Black,” 
2000–10
Growth (%)

  Rank/Area Growth

 1 South Carolina 248 
 2 North Carolina 232 
 3 Georgia 223 
 4 Mississippi 220 
 5 Alabama 209 
 6 Tennessee 196 
 7 Florida 192 
 8 Arkansas 183 
 9 Louisiana 181 
 10 Kentucky 180 

Source: 2000 and 2010 U.S. censuses.





11
The sweeping diversity explosion that is now under way in the United 
States will continue to change the social and demographic personalities 
of all parts of the country in ways that would not have been anticipated 
20 or 30 years ago. Its impact on national politics is one of these. This is 
nothing new. Since the nation’s founding, significant episodes of demo-
graphic change have shaped and reshaped regional interests and voting 
blocs in unforeseen ways.1 The country is now in the midst of one of 
these episodes. The election of the nation’s first black president, Barack 
Obama, a progressive Democrat, would have been unthinkable to voters 
in the Reagan Republican–dominated 1980s. Obama’s election, largely 
on the shoulders of a growing young minority electorate—in some previ-
ously Republican-leaning New Sun Belt states—is probably the most  
visible symbol of how the diversity explosion has already made its mark.

The racial demographics that brought about this change are still evolv-
ing, in a way that makes it difficult to predict future election outcomes. 
The “browning” of America, from the bottom of the age structure upward, 
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has already been manifested in the politics of the younger millennial gen-
eration. Yet their views will be countered by those of the aging, mostly 
white senior population, whose size will mushroom as the large baby 
boom generation ages. The new diversity is also affecting the nation’s 
political geography by blurring the sharply separated Democratic “blue” 
and Republican “red” parts of the country as Democratic-leaning new 
minorities disperse from blue to red states and as blacks continue to flow 
into the heavily Republican South.

This chapter examines the impacts of the nation’s new racial demo-
graphics on presidential politics. There is a considerable delay between 
purely demographic change and its effect on votes and elections. Despite 
this lag, minorities were responsible for giving Barack Obama the popular 
vote in both 2008 and 2012, and minorities will be an important—though 
not necessarily decisive—voice in future elections. These shifts are affect-
ing states and electoral votes in presidential elections by expanding the 
number of battleground states, where minorities can make a difference.

A MORE DIVERSE ELECTORATE—WITH A DELAY

The increased growth of new minorities—Hispanics and Asians—
described in earlier chapters has begun to make its mark on the nation’s 
electorate by reducing the white portion of total voters. As recently as 
the 1980 presidential election, whites constituted 90 percent of all vot-
ers; in contrast, just 74 percent of voters were white in 2012. Yet in 2012, 
whites constituted only 63 percent of the total U.S. population.  

The large discrepancy between whites’ share of voters and their share 
of the total population can be seen as a “voter representation gap” 
between whites and minorities. A substantial part of this gap for Hispan-
ics and Asians is attributable to the fact that smaller portions of their pop-
ulations are eligible to vote. Greater percentages of these groups than of 
whites or blacks are under 18 years of age and therefore are too young to 
vote. And among those who are old enough to vote, larger percentages do 
not have citizenship, even if they reside in the United States legally, and 
therefore cannot vote.2 Consequently, the portion of all Hispanics and 
Asians who are eligible to vote—citizens of the age of 18 and above— 
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FIGURE 11-1
Share of Population Eligible to Vote, 2012
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constitutes only about one-half or less of their total populations. As a cen-
sus survey taken during the 2012 election shows, among all Hispanics in 
the U.S. population, only 44 percent were eligible to vote (see figure 11-1). 
Furthermore, among all Asians, only 52 percent were eligible to vote. This 
contrasts with blacks and whites, of whom 69 percent and 79 percent of 
their respective populations were eligible to vote.

Figure 11-2 illustrates the lag for Hispanics and Asians in translating 
their representation in the total population (left panel) to their represen-
tations in the eligible voter population (middle panel). While the Hispanic 
portion of the total population increased from 14 to 17 percent between the 
2004 and 2012 elections, the Hispanic portion of eligible voters remained 
lower for both elections, increasing from just 8 to 11 percent. Asian repre-
sentation among eligible voters also remained lower than among the total 
population. Blacks maintained the same share, 12 percent, among eligible 
voters and among the total population for all three elections. In stark con-
trast, whites continue to be more highly represented among eligible voters 
than among the total population (71 percent versus 63 percent in 2012) 
because of their older age structure and higher citizenship rates.
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The representation gap for Hispanics and Asians is further widened 
among actual voters (figure 11-2, right panel) because fewer Hispanics and 
Asians than whites and blacks who are eligible to vote actually turn out at 
the polls. Often, because of their recent residence status or lack of infor-
mation, Hispanics and Asians are less likely to register to vote and cast 
ballots.3 As a result, Hispanics represented only 8 percent of voters in the 
2012 presidential election despite constituting more than twice that share 
of the total population. Furthermore, although the white share of the  
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population continues to shrink, whites are far more highly represented 
among voters (74 percent in 2012) than in the population as a whole.4  

The representation gap should eventually close as new minority 
groups age and become eligible for citizenship. Among Hispanics this 
will occur fairly gradually in the near term due to their somewhat higher 
fertility and more youthful immigration. Yet as the Hispanic population 
ages, the “too young to vote” portion of its population is projected to 
decrease over time. It has been estimated that as more Hispanics turn 18 
years of age, they will add up to 1 million new voting-age citizens annually 
for the foreseeable future.5 

New minority voter participation will increase for two additional rea-
sons. First, there will be higher rates of naturalization among Hispanic 
and Asian permanent residents who are eligible to become citizens.  
Naturalized citizenship rates have increased in recent years, although 
there is room for further growth. This is especially the case for Mexicans, 
who constituted more than one-third of the nearly 10 million legal per-
manent U.S. residents in 2011 and have one of the lowest naturalization 
rates. A survey conducted by the Pew Research Center indicates that lan-
guage, administration, and financial barriers are keeping Hispanics from 
naturalizing.6 These barriers are likely to be overcome with increased 
assistance as more public and nonprofit services become available.

 Second, voter turnout rates among Hispanics and Asians, discussed 
below, will increase as members of these communities—particularly 
those in new destinations—become more familiar with registration 
and voting practices with the help of local government and civic orga-
nizations. There was concern during the 2012 election season that 
overly stringent voter identification legislation, proposed in some 
states, was intended to prevent uninformed minorities from register-
ing to vote.7 Furthermore, there were accusations that voting opportu-
nities and poll station hours were deliberately restricted in some 
minority-populated areas.8 Such concerns deserve attention and 
should be monitored by local citizenship groups, civil rights organiza-
tions, and government authorities. Yet over the long haul, the effects of 
any such attempts to suppress voters will pale in comparison with the 
larger demographic sweep of minority groups that will shape the 
nation’s civic decisionmaking.
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RACE AND PRESIDENTIAL ELECTIONS: THE POPULAR VOTE

Although the nation’s electorate still lags behind the nation’s population 
with respect to racial makeup, there is no doubt that the minority popu-
lation made the difference in electing Barack Obama in the 2008 and 
2012 presidential elections. Blacks, Hispanics, Asians, and other minori-
ties showed their electoral clout in ways that would not have been possi-
ble in the past. How did they impact the national popular vote for the 
president? What does this more diverse electorate imply for future pres-
idential elections? 

The Election and Reelection of Barack Obama
Presidential elections are affected by a myriad of forces—such as the mood 
of the country, the national economy, the particular candidates chosen to 
run, and the demographic makeup of the electorate. The electorate’s mul-
tifaceted demographic makeup has been subject to millions of dollars of 
research by political pollsters and strategists in an attempt to garner a vot-
ing margin advantage among the various demographic segments for their 
respective candidates. The changing racial demographics of the American 
electorate, coupled with distinct race-specific voting margins and turnout 
patterns, were central to the 2008 and 2012 election outcomes.

Racial Voting Trends
Race-related voting patterns in presidential elections—with minorities 
favoring Democrats and whites favoring Republicans—have been evi-
dent since at least the mid-1960s. The nation’s black population has 
shown the most consistent voting pattern, having voted for Democratic 
presidential candidates since the 1936 second-term election of Franklin 
D. Roosevelt. Yet it was during the 1960s that Democratic tendencies 
among black voters intensified, influenced by the passage of civil rights 
legislation by the Democrat-controlled White House and Congress. 
Since the election of Lyndon B. Johnson in 1964, no Republican candi-
date has received more than 15 percent of the black vote.9 

Hispanics also favor Democrats in presidential elections but not nearly 
as overwhelmingly as blacks do. Since 1980, the percentage of His- 
panics favoring Democratic candidates has ranged from 56 percent to 71 
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percent.10 Despite a general rise in Hispanic support for Democrats in 
recent years, there have been fluctuations. One occurred in 2004, when 
only 58 percent of Hispanics voted for Democrat John Kerry and 40 per-
cent voted for George W. Bush—the narrowest Democratic margin for 
Hispanics (18 percent) in 32 years. More than previous Republican candi-
dates, Bush and his campaign staff made a special effort to court Hispanics 
on issues such as immigration reform. That said, the Hispanic vote is 
hardly monolithic, given the different national origins of its components. 
Traditionally, Cuban Americans have tended to vote Republican, though 
that may be shifting. Protestant—particularly evangelical—Hispanics, a 
relatively small group, also lean Republican. Surveys have suggested that 
in the 2012 election, strong Democratic votes were cast by Dominicans, 
Puerto Ricans, and Mexicans in particular.11

The Asian population has only recently shown a sizable national pres-
ence in the electorate. Its voting record has changed since the 1990s, 
moving more decidedly to the Democratic column in recent presidential 
elections. In both 1992 and 1996, when many older Asian Americans 
sided with the pro-business and anticommunist positions of the Republi-
can Party, Asians voted for Republican candidates George H. W. Bush and 
Bob Dole instead of Bill Clinton. The more recent swing toward Demo-
crats is connected to the growth of younger and more diverse Asian pop-
ulations that have more progressive views on social and economic issues. 
In the 2012 election, surveys showed substantial support for Democrats 
among Asian Indians, Chinese, and Koreans, but there was continued 
support for Republicans among Vietnamese.12

In contrast to racial minorities, white Americans favored Republican 
candidates in every presidential election after 1964, when they favored 
Lyndon B. Johnson over Barry Goldwater. Since then, white Republican 
voting margins (the percent voting Republican minus the percent voting 
Democratic) have varied from values of higher than 30 in the landslide 
wins of Richard Nixon in 1972 and Ronald Reagan in 1984 to values of 
under 5 in 1976, 1992, and 1996, when Democrats Jimmy Carter and Bill 
Clinton (twice) won despite white support for the Republicans. Whites, 
of course, are not a monolithic group, and they change voting prefer-
ences over time. For example, well into the 1960s, working-class or blue- 
collar whites were the backbone of the strong, union-based Democratic 
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constituency. That has changed, especially since 1980s, as this group 
eschewed the “cultural changes” associated with the socially progres-
sive positions that the Democratic Party adopted in the aftermath of the 
Great Society. Over time they began to embrace the lower-tax, smaller- 
government message of the Republican Party.13

Yet since then, Republicans have done less well—although they still 
mostly win—among educated whites, especially women, and white 
unmarried women.14 Given this scenario, the recent goal of Democrats 
has been to minimize their losses among the white working class and 
increase their appeal to educated whites, especially college graduate 
women and single women. 

Election Outcomes: 2004, 2008, 2012
The long-term trends in presidential voting, showing minorities skew-
ing toward Democrats and whites favoring Republicans, may very well 
have reached a point where the minority electorate itself has become 
critical to a Democratic victory. It was in the election of Barack Obama in 
2008—and especially his reelection in 2012—that the minority popula-
tion, through its size, turnout, and voting preferences, demonstrated its 
considerable heft.

The Obama victories came on the heels of the 2004 election, in which 
George W. Bush was reelected by 3 million votes—gaining a net of 16 
million white votes and losing 13 million minority votes (see table 11-1). 
In the subsequent two elections—Obama versus John McCain in 2008 

TABLE 11-1
Racial Contributions to Presidential Election Outcomes, 2004, 2008, and 2012
  Net Vote Gains for Democatic versus Republican Candidate (1000s)a

 Group 2004 2008 2012

Total –3,012 9,549 4,985

Whites –16,008 –11,676 –18,555
Minorities 12,996 21,225 23,540

Winning candidate Bush (R)  Obama (D) Obama (D)

Losing candidate Kerry (D) McCain (R) Romney (R) 

Source: Author’s analysis of national popular votes reported in David Leip’s Atlas of U.S. Presidential Elections and 
margins reported by the National Election Pool media consortium, as reported in CNN Election Center (http://www.
cnn.com/election/2012/results/main).
aIndicates votes for Democratic candidate minus votes for Republican candidate.
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and Obama versus Mitt Romney in 2012—the size of minority Demo-
cratic support mushroomed to 21 million and then to 23 million votes 
respectively. Meanwhile, the Republicans showed a decline in white 
votes, down to just 11 million in 2008, before registering an insufficient 
rise to 18 million votes in 2012.

Obama’s continued gains in the minority vote were attributable, in 
part, to the rise in the portion of eligible voters who were minorities 
(shown in figure 11-2). But it was also attributable to an increase in 
Democratic voting margins and voter turnout rates for minorities. This 
can be seen, first, by comparing Democratic voting margins (the percent 
voting Democratic minus the percent voting Republican) for blacks, 
Hispanics, and Asians in the three elections (see figure 11-3). As in pre-
vious elections, blacks exhibited the largest Democratic margins in each 
election. Yet the magnitudes of those margins were higher in both of the 
Obama elections than in the 2004 Bush-Kerry election. A similar trend 
is apparent for the lower, but still solid, Democratic margins among 

Source: National Election Pool media consortium, Edison Research as reported in CNN 
Election Center, http://www.cnn.com/election/2012/results/main.
aMargin is defined as percent voting for Democratic candidate minus percent voting
 for Republican candidate.
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Source: Current Population Survey, November 2004, 2008, and 2012 Supplements.
aTurnout rate is defined as percent of eligible voters who voted.
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Hispanics and Asians. In fact, for each of these groups, the Democratic 
margin was as high as the margin in any previous election. Clearly, the 
support for the first minority candidate, Obama, was accentuated by 
the voting preferences of all three groups. 

Perhaps even more important for Obama was the rise in voter turnout 
rates among black, Hispanic, and Asian eligible voters in his two elections. 
As indicated above, the turnout of eligible minority voters has typically 
been well below that of whites. But if more minority voters could be ener-
gized to vote by civic organizations or political campaigns, they would 
amplify the impact of the groups’ collective voting clout. That was the 
case for all three major minority groups in the 2008 and 2012 elections.

As shown in figure 11-4, black voter turnout increased so that nearly 
two-thirds of black eligible voters cast ballots in 2008 and 2012. Along 
with the decline in white voter turnout, this resulted in black voter turn-
out exceeding white voter turnout in 2012, for the first time since such 
statistics have been recorded.15 Although lower than the black voter 
turnout, Hispanic and Asian turnouts were higher in both Obama elec-
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tions than in 2004. A combination of greater enthusiasm and a dedicated 
campaign to turn out the vote enlarged the size and effect of these 
minority groups on the final election outcome.

The increased influence of minorities was important in both of 
Obama’s victories but especially so in 2012, when the white Republican 
vote advantage swelled beyond its 2004 level. That advantage had 
declined in the 2008 election because of lower white turnout and a lower 
Republican vote margin among whites who did vote. This election was 
held during a time when overall Republican support hit a low point due 
to the onset of the financial crisis in September 2008 and general dissat-
isfaction with the economy and the Iraq and Afghanistan wars. There-
fore, at a time when minority support for the first minority presidential 
candidate was on the rise, enthusiasm for the Republican candidate, 
McCain, was declining among several key white voting blocs. 

In 2012, the economy continued to fade, and there were increasing 
expectations that Obama might not be reelected, particularly with the 
potential for stronger white support for the Republican candidate, Rom-
ney. Yet this time the story was mixed. White voters who actually cast 
ballots rang up the largest Republican voting margin since 1984 (figure 
11-3), when Ronald Reagan beat Walter Mondale. The increased margin, 
in 2012, was evident among almost all demographic segments of the 
white population, from blue-collar whites to white college-graduate 
women.16 However, the voters who did cast ballots were part of an 
extremely low white turnout—a decline from the previous two elections.

Still, the rising demographic clout of minorities demonstrated its true 
heft in the 2012 election. In earlier elections when Democrats won while 
whites voted Republican (1976, 1992, and 1996), minorities were able to 
make a difference because the white Republican margins were small. 
But in 2012, when whites generated one of the largest Republican  
margins in 30 years, the combined minority population still prevailed to 
elect a Democratic president. Although it is true that Obama’s reelection 
was the result of several factors operating together—more minorities in 
the electorate, high voter turnout, and strong Democratic voting  
margins—the results demonstrate the strength of the minority vote in 
American politics. It is a strength that will need to be reckoned with by 
both parties in future elections.
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Minorities, Generation Gaps, and Future Elections
The 2012 election clearly validated the importance of minorities on the 
national political stage. But it also was an extremely polarizing election, 
with the Republican candidate gaining nine of his 10 votes from whites 
and the Democratic candidate capturing eight of every 10 minority votes. 
In addition to their potential for increasing racial divisions, future elec-
tions such as this one will not be demographically sustainable. If Rom-
ney could have eked out a victory, perhaps with greater white voter 
turnout, it would probably have been the “last hurrah” for a party strat-
egy that relied primarily on whites as its base. Yet Obama’s win, which 
required supersized minority outreach and turnout efforts while losing 
historically large numbers of white votes, is not a viable long-term strat-
egy either. The projected rise in the minority portion of the electorate—
from more than 30 percent in 2016 to nearly 40 percent in 2028—demands 
that both parties cross the racial divide to succeed in the future (see fig-
ure 11-5).17 Hispanics will contribute the most to this gain as they over-
take blacks among eligible voters in 2020—two decades after Hispanics 
overtook blacks in the total population.

Potential crossover voting blocs also are on the horizon. Republican 
strategists such as Karl Rove, who engineered George W. Bush’s rela-
tively strong showing among Hispanics in 2004, have long advocated for 
greater GOP outreach to minorities, Hispanics in particular.18 Although 
not completely successful in his efforts, Bush supported initiatives that 
would appeal to Hispanic voters, like education and immigration reform. 
Such initiatives received far less emphasis in the subsequent unsuccess-
ful presidential bids of Republicans John McCain and Mitt Romney, but 
they are likely to be revisited as the GOP attempts to expand its reach to 
minorities. They may find some openings. The 2012 General Social  
Survey indicates that for both blacks and Hispanics, those under age 30 
were more likely than their elders to call themselves independents and 
less likely to identify as Democrats.19

Democrats, for their part, have continued to eye potentially winna-
ble segments of the white electorate. In their 2002 book The Emerging 
Democratic Majority, John B. Judis and Ruy Teixeira show that 
although the Democrats have lost their advantage with the white 
working class, their focus on progressive issues is increasing the  
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Source: Author’s calculations based on U.S. Census Bureau projections. 
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Projected Eligible Voter Population, by Race, 2016–28
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party’s appeal to rising white demographic segments in a postindus-
trial economy—professionals and women who, along with minorities, 
could reinvigorate the party’s base.20 More recently, political writer 
Ronald Brownstein coined the term “coalition of the ascendant” to 
identify key growing voting blocs that Democrats could cultivate to 
their advantage. These include minorities, white college graduates—
particularly women—and the younger millennial generation.21 
Although minorities are clearly a cornerstone of the party’s future, 
Brownstein points out that white college graduates are demographi-
cally significant. Among voters, they are becoming as numerous as  
traditional blue-collar whites and, especially among women, could 
become a solid Democratic constituency.22
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The millennial generation, in its overlap with the previous two blocs, 
could hold the most long-term promise. As young adults in both the 
2008 and 2012 election, millennials propelled the strong 18- to 29-year-
old vote for Obama. They are the most minority-dominant generation, 
and Pew Research Center polls show them to be more socially tolerant, 
liberal, open to larger government, and inclined to vote Democratic.23  
If this generation, born between 1982 and 2003, continues to hold fast to 
those attitudes as they advance into middle age, Democrats would bene-
fit greatly.24 Yet not all generations have held onto their youthful visions, 
as evidenced by many early baby boomers, who shifted politically to the 
right as they aged.25 The challenge for Democrats will be to retain the 
loyalties of millennials over the long term.

Given these trends, the country could be on the cusp of an emerging 
generation gap in voting patterns and in politics more broadly. As dis-
cussed in chapter 2, the browning of America, starting with the younger 
generations, has caused a cultural generation gap between the young and 
the old. That became evident in past debates over immigration reform 
and in the competition for government resources between the young and 
the aged, as the largely white older generation feels disconnected from 
the increasingly diverse younger population. These kinds of divisions 
will emerge in national politics and in future presidential elections. 
Although the new racial shifts introduced by the millennial generation 
may very well drive current and future Democratic vote advantages, the 
national electorate will also include a large and growing senior popula-
tion as the baby boom population continues to age.

The importance of the youth and minority voting blocs for Democrats 
is evident from the 2012 Democratic voting margins by age, shown in 
figure 11-6. Among all voters, it was the more youthful 18- to 29-year-old 
segment that gave Obama his greatest advantage, and within this age 
group, minorities clearly were the biggest contributors. Although young 
whites voted slightly against Obama (unlike in 2008, when they sup-
ported him), they showed the lowest Republican margins of all age 
groups among whites.

What these results also show is that older voters, especially older 
whites, favored the Republican candidate, Mitt Romney, most heavily.  
It is within older age groups that Republican-leaning, blue-collar whites 
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who do not hold college 
degrees are prominent. These 
older age groups include 
members of the baby boom 
generation and the earlier 
“silent generation.” A Pew 
Research Center survey shows 
that in recent elections both of 
these cohorts favored Republi-
can candidates, expressed res-
ervations about the changing 
face of America, and generally 
wanted a smaller government 
with fewer services—with the 
exception of Social Security, 
for which they favor Demo-
cratic more than Republican 
approaches.26 More important, 
from a demographic stand-
point, is the fact that these 
older generations of whites 
will continue to have staying 
power in the electorate. This is 
evident in figure 11-7, which 
depicts eligible voters in 2012 and the projected eligible voters in 2024 
for each age group. 

There will clearly be a browning of the 18- to 29-year-old and 30- to 
44-year-old segments of the electorate as the large millennial generation 
begins entering middle age in 2024. By then, minorities will constitute 
nearly one-half of young adult eligible voters and 40 percent of those 
ages 30 to 44. They represent voting blocs that are ripe for Democratic 
retention if current race and generational political affinities continue. 
During the same period, the large, mainly white group of voters age 45 to 
64 will lose some of its white baby boom population as the latter advances 
into a sharply rising senior population. Votes from these two older 
groups will be easier for the Republican Party to retain if current gener-

Source: National Election Pool media consortium, Edison Research 
as reported in CNN Election Center, http://www.cnn.com/election/
2012/results/main.
aMargin is defined as percent voting for Democratic 
 candidate minus percent voting for Republican candidate.
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ational voting affinities continue. Even if these trends do continue, there 
will still be a contest. That is, in 2024, the eligible voter population age 
45 and above will be 26 percent larger than the population of eligible 
voters under age 45—a disparity that will be further widened by the 
higher turnout of older eligible voters.

Of course, today’s racial and generational proclivities are not neces-
sarily destined to continue in a straight-line fashion. Democrats could 
make greater strides with key white voting blocs, including white col-
lege graduates—both men and women—who will increasingly dominate 
post-boomer generations of white voters. Republicans could make gains 
among Hispanics and other minorities. Furthermore, both parties will 
do their best to garner the favor of the growing, high-turnout senior pop-
ulation, which will be increasingly composed of baby boomers. In fact, 
the greatest challenge for both parties will be to meet the often conflict-
ing needs of voters on both sides of the emerging cultural generation gap 

FIGURE 11-7 
Projected Eligible Voters, by Race and Age, 2012 and 2024
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while still keeping the country on sound fiscal ground. To do so, they will 
have to persuade seniors that the key needs among striving young 
minorities—education, affordable housing, and steady employment—
will work to benefit the Social Security and medical care programs that 
seniors will need in retirement. 

RACE AND THE NATION’S BATTLEGROUND STATES

It might seem safe to assume that the popular vote scenario presented 
for future presidential elections will easily translate into actual election 
outcomes. But because presidents are elected on the basis of state- 
specific Electoral College votes, those outcomes could be muddied by 
state geography. The 2000 presidential election, in which Democrat Al 
Gore won the national popular vote but George W. Bush won the Elec-
toral College vote, is a recent reminder that the two kinds of votes can 
differ. This is especially important to consider as the nation’s racial 
makeup shifts across regions and states. In particular, the New Sun Belt 
region, discussed in chapter 3, is becoming part of an enlarged battle-
ground of states as minorities become increasingly represented there.

The dispersal of the overall minority population, documented in early 
chapters, is also occurring—with a lag—in the eligible voter population. 
Map 11-1 portrays the racial makeup of eligible voters by state at the time of 
the 2012 election. Clearly, minorities are a sizable presence in many states, 
including those that are not in traditional coastal settlement areas. Minori-
ties constitute nearly one-half or more of the electorate in Hawaii, New 
Mexico, California, Texas, and Washington, D.C., and at least one-third or 
more in a swath of additional states in the South and interior West. 

Hispanics account for a substantial and increasing portion of the elec-
torate in many western states as well as in Texas, Florida, New Jersey, New 
York, and Connecticut; in the latter states, they may soon approach blacks 
in electoral clout. Minorities constitute more than one-quarter of the elec-
torate in most southern states, where blacks are the largest group (Florida, 
Texas, and Oklahoma excepted). Blacks still dominate the small minority 
populations in whiter Heartland states such as Michigan, Ohio, and Penn-
sylvania, although their much smaller Hispanic populations are rising, as 
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MAP 11-1
Minorities as a Percent of Eligible Voters, November 2012

Source: Current Population Survey, November 2012 Supplement.
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in other parts of that region. Therefore, although the nation’s electorate is 
still divided somewhat between whiter Heartland states and heavily 
minority coastal states, states in the New Sun Belt stand at the forefront of 
electorate change. These include fast-growing western interior states that 
are receiving Hispanics and other minorities and prosperous southern 
states that are attracting blacks along with Hispanics from other regions. 

This trend is illustrated in the minority contributions to the growth 
in eligible voters between the 2004 and 2012 elections in selected 
fast-growing states (see figure 11-8). In Arizona, Nevada, and Georgia, 
minorities contributed more than four-fifths to the growth of those 
states’ electorates, with Hispanics accounting for more than one-half 
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in the first two states and blacks accounting for more than one-half in 
Georgia. Minorities contributed more than two-thirds to the increase 
in the eligible voter population in Texas and Florida and about one-half 
to the increase in Virginia. In contrast, Colorado and North Carolina, 
two other quickly growing New Sun Belt states, exhibited substantial 
white growth—although minorities still accounted for about one-third 
of the new eligible voters. 

Minorities and Battleground State Expansion
The geographic dispersion of new minorities and the southward 
migration of blacks work to the advantage of the Democrats by enlarg-
ing the number of battleground states and allowing Democrats to cut 
into electoral turf that Republicans held steadily over a long period. In 
the 2004 election, as in the election four years earlier, George W. Bush 
won by making a nearly clean sweep of the interior West and South, 
along with Great Plains and several northern states—most notably 
Ohio—which were then dubbed battleground states (see map 11-2). 
This Sun Belt sweep was not new to Republicans. Although they lost 
some Sun Belt states when southerner Bill Clinton ran in the three-
way elections of 1992 and 1996 and when southerner Jimmy Carter ran 
in 1976 and 1980, the Republicans have held fairly firm control of the 
South since the civil rights years, when white southerners started vot-
ing in large numbers for Republican candidates.27 With very few excep-
tions, the mostly white conservative-leaning interior West states voted 
for Republicans continuously from 1968 to 2004, aside from the three-
way elections of the 1990s.

The Democratic strongholds for the two elections prior to 2008 
consisted of urbanized, racially diverse coastal states such as Califor-
nia and New York and a swath of states in New England, the Northeast, 
and the Midwest with industrial or farming histories. Although these 
states’ constituencies reflected both the new and the old strengths of 
the party—minorities, union workers, progressive professionals, and 
women—they did not represent the most rapidly growing parts of the 
country. This geographic map changed with both the 2008 and 2012 
elections due to the changing racial demographics of a number of New 
Sun Belt states.28 This change can be seen in map 11-2, which shows 
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MAP 11-2 
States Won by Democratic and Republican Candidates, 
2004, 2008, and 2012

Source: Author’s analysis of National Election Pool media consortium, 
Edison Research as reported in CNN Election Center, 
http://www.cnn.com/election/2012/results/main
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that, in contrast to the Democratic performance in 2004, Obama won 
the new South and West battleground states of Nevada, New Mexico, 
Colorado, Virginia, Florida, and, in 2008, North Carolina. 

 The impact of demographic changes along with the new enthusi-
asm for Obama is illustrated in Nevada. In 2004, Nevada’s voters were 
80 percent white, 8 percent Hispanic, 6 percent black, and 6 percent 
Asian or another race. Nevada’s white share dropped to 73 percent in 
2008 and to 67 percent in 2012, when the Hispanic share rose to 15 
percent, the black share to 9 percent, and the share of Asians or another 
race also to 9 percent. Aside from demographics alone, the Democratic 
voting margins increased, especially for Hispanics—from 21 in 2004 to 
54 in 2008 and 47 in 2012. 

Shifts in this direction were evident in most of the other Sun Belt 
states that Obama won in 2008, where a rise in the minority Demo-
cratic vote overcame the Republican white vote.29 For most of these 
South and West battleground states (North Carolina was the excep-
tion), Obama’s minority support was strong enough to overcome an 
increased white Republican margin in 2012. That was especially  
crucial in Florida, where the white Republican margin increased from 

TABLE 11-2
Battleground States Where Minorities Were Responsible for Obama’s 
Win, 2008 and 2012a 
  2008 2012

Northeast and Midwest Ohio Ohio
 Pennsylvania Pennsylvania
 Indiana Wisconsin

South and West Florida Florida
 Nevada Nevada
 New Mexico New Mexico
 Virginia Virginia
 North Carolina Colorado

Electoral votes for these states 117 110

Obama’s total electoral votesb 365 332

Source: Author’s analysis of National Election Pool media consortium, Edison Research as 
reported in CNN Election Center, http://www.cnn.com/election/2012/results/main.
a  Battleground states for each election that were won by Democrats in which whites voted 
Republican or split the vote. (Battleground states include those defined by pollsters prior to the 
election or those that showed a Democratic margin of less than 7 percent.) 

b  270 needed to win.  
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FIGURE 11-9
Race Profiles of Eligible Voters and U.S.-Born Children 
under 18 in Selected States, 2012
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14 to 24 between 2008 and 2012. But due to a larger minority turnout 
and increased Democratic margins, Obama won this key battleground 
state again.

As shown in table 11-2, minorities were responsible for winning five 
South and West battleground states in both 2008 and 2012, defeating 
the white Republican advantage for those states. That means that the 
growth of Hispanics and other new minorities and the southward 
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migration of blacks were opening the door to greater future Demo-
cratic prospects in the Sun Belt—perhaps including previous Republi-
can bastions such as Texas, Georgia, and Arizona, whose U.S.–born 
populations under age 18 are dominated by minorities (see figure 11-9). 
The Democrats’ short-term challenge in Georgia and Texas, particu-
larly, will be to narrow the typically high white Republican voting 
margins, which have continued to offset gains in the size of the Demo-
cratic-leaning minority populations.30 This dynamic cannot last for-
ever, as Texas is projected to have a minority-majority electorate as 
soon as the 2020 presidential election.31 

Battlegrounds in the Heartland
It should not go unnoticed that minorities also were responsible for 
winning battleground states for Obama in the slowly growing Heart-
land, such as Ohio and Pennsylvania (see table 11-2). Voters in both of 
these states were primarily white (83 and 85 percent, respectively,) 
with modest recent minority gains. Obama won these states for two 
reasons: both Democratic margins and the turnout of their small 
minority populations, especially blacks, were high; and the white 
Republican voting margins were smaller than in other states.32 Even 
so, these were among the closest states in the 2012 election and point 
up a potential geographic fissure that may play out more vividly in 
future elections. That is, Democrats may become more successful at 
garnering fast-growing populations—millennials, minorities, and col-
lege graduates—as they open new geographic opportunities in the Sun 
Belt. Yet the older, whiter, slowly growing battlegrounds will be more 
open to Republicans if current party voting proclivities persist. 

Despite their slow growth, the Heartland battleground states of 
Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin—along with potential battle-
grounds in Michigan, Minnesota, and Iowa—contain an impressive 80 
votes in the Electoral College. As a group, their November 2012 eligible 
voter population was composed of 18 percent whites age 65 and over; 
47 percent working-age, blue-collar whites; and 15 percent minorities. 
That contrasts with 16 percent whites age 65 and over; 34 percent 
working-age, blue-collar whites; and 31 percent minorities in the com-
bined New Sun Belt battlegrounds of Virginia, North Carolina, Florida, 
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Nevada, New Mexico, and Colorado, which together represent 77 Elec-
toral College votes.33

Although the six northern Heartland states voted for Obama in 
2012, their future demographics are likely to consist of voters who are 
open to Republican messages tailored to older baby boomers and 
blue-collar workers. These demographic and voting trends contrast 
with those in previous Republican-leaning Sun Belt states, in which 
blacks, Hispanics, and youth are open to the Democrats’ outreach 
efforts. Thus, the cultural generation gap that both parties face nation-
ally divides along a geographic dimension. Each party has to find ways 
to compete for both younger and older voting blocs in future presiden-
tial elections as the battleground expands into the Sun Belt.





12
The diversity explosion that the United States is now experiencing is 
ushering in the most demographically turbulent period in the country’s 
recent history. By “turbulent” I do not mean that the nation is about to 
experience sharp conflicts over its growing diversity. In fact, I believe 
just the opposite. As the United States comes to understand the magni-
tude and significance of this new diversity for its demographic and eco-
nomic future and for its interconnectedness in an increasingly global 
village, it will seek to find ways to both embrace and nurture its diversity. 
This demographic turbulence, rather, offers the vibrancy, hope, and 
promise associated with young generations of new minorities from a 
variety of backgrounds interacting with older minorities and white 
Americans in their pursuit of opportunities in a country that is in dire 
need of more youth. As discussed in chapters 1 and 2, the growth of 
young, new minority populations from recent immigration and some-
what higher fertility is providing the country with a “just in time” infu-
sion of growth as the largely white U.S. population continues to age. 
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FIGURE 12-1  
Projected Growth in Labor Force–Age Populations, 
Selected Countries, 2010–30a
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The nation is benefiting from the healthy growth that these minori-
ties are creating in the nation’s workforce—growth that is needed in 
many U.S. peer nations. In contrast to the labor force–age population of 
Japan, Germany, Italy, and the United Kingdom, countries with gener-
ally older populations, lower fertility, and lower immigration, the U.S. 
labor force–age population is projected to grow more than 5 percent 
between 2010 and 2030 (see figure 12-1). Yet were it not for new minori-
ties—Hispanics, Asians, and multiracial Americans—the country’s labor 
force would decline by 8 percent. Moreover, within the labor force, new 
minorities add needed youthfulness that brings with it innovation and 
an entrepreneurial spirit. Projections of the labor force–age population 
show that in 2030, 54 percent of  new minorities but well under half of 
the rest of the labor force–age population will be under the age of 40. 

The significance of new minorities in the U.S. economy is already 
being felt in the private sector. The buying power of the Hispanic popu-
lation is projected to be $1.7 trillion in 2017, a 350 percent gain since 
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TABLE 12-1
Minority White “Tipping Points” for  
Different Age Groups
 Year when age group  
  Age group becomes “minority white”a

Under age 18 2018

Age 18–29 2027

Age 30–39 2033

Age 40–49 2041
Source: U.S. Census Bureau Population Projections. 
a Year indicates first year when the size of the age group’s 
white population is superceded by that of the age group’s 
nonwhite population. 

2000, while that of the Asian population is projected to be just over $1 
trillion, a 370 percent gain. In fact, the combined buying power of the 
Hispanic and Asian populations in 2017 is projected to account for 18 
percent the U.S. total—a figure that will continue to rise.1 These growing 
markets will follow the population from the “bottom up” of the age 
structure, racing to accommodate the shifts in demographics of different 
minorities as they age and become a larger part of mainstream America. 
A good example is the shift in strategies to reach new segments of the 
Hispanic market. Not long ago, that meant exclusively Spanish-language 
television, radio, and advertising in general. More recently, some adver-
tisers believe that to target the younger segments of the Hispanic mar-
ket, English “with a Spanish accent” could attract the growing numbers 
of young, U.S.-born, English-speaking Hispanics.2 

Of course, these are the same audiences targeted by public institu-
tions such as schools, social service agencies, and medical clinics, which 
will be catering to Hispanics and Asians of different national origins. 
Furthermore, although the emphasis right now is on the youngest age 
groups, the future focus will move to more mature markets as these 
diverse generations begin to age. This trend is illustrated in table 12-1, 
which indicates the “minority white” tipping point years for different 
age groups. Based on current projections, the child population will tip in 
the year 2018, the 18- to 29-year-old population will tip in 2027, the 
30-something age group will tip in 2033, and the 40-something group 
will tip in 2041. In each of these “tipping years,” whites will make up less 
than one-half of that age group’s 
total population, Hispanics will con-
stitute about one-quarter, and the 
sum of new minorities—Hispanics, 
Asians, and multiracial persons—will 
represent about one-third. And for 
all ages below each “tipping” age, 
minorities will make up even larger 
portions of the population. There-
fore, marketers of age-related prod-
ucts to teens, homebuyers, young 
singles, families, and parents will be 



242 AMERICA ON THE CUSP

tracking these changes closely, as will political strategists targeting 
desired voting blocs.

The demographic turbulence also has a geographic dimension. As 
discussed in chapters 3 through 7, the rapidly growing new minorities 
are spreading outward from Melting Pot areas—the original Hispanic 
and Asian immigrant gateways—to growing New Sun Belt areas in the 
nation’s Southeast and Intermountain West. This is occurring while 
the slower-growing black population is shifting to the South and the 
soon-to-be-declining white population shifts modestly to the New Sun 
Belt. The advent of high-growth new minority populations brings a 
demographic turbulence to parts of the country—suburbs, smaller 
metropolitan areas, and smaller towns—where, until recently, their 
presence was little known or nonexistent. These outward shifts bring 
needed new workers to prospering, rapidly growing labor markets in 
the New Sun Belt and population infusions to stagnating economies  
in the nation’s slowly growing Heartland.3 In fact, were it not for new 
minorities, more than 500 counties, most located outside the Melting 
Pot region, would have experienced population losses rather than 
gains in the first decade of the 2000s. The outward shift of new minori-
ties to these areas slowed during the Great Recession of 2007–09, but 
the long recovery will almost certainly renew these shifts because a 
growing, diverse workforce will be a necessary part of prosperity in all 
regions of the country.

The new minority pioneers, especially those in the New Sun Belt, will 
continue to make their presence known. New trends toward greater 
minority suburbanization, more multiracial marriages, and a changing, 
more diverse electorate—discussed in chapters 8, 10, and 11—are espe-
cially pronounced there. Furthermore, rapid growth in Hispanic and 
Asian buying power is projected in many New Sun Belt states.4 Although 
neighborhood segregation between Hispanics and whites has risen in 
many of these new Hispanic destinations as more newcomers arrive 
(discussed in chapter 9), overall levels of segregation in these areas are 
lower than in more traditional settlements, providing the potential for 
greater interaction among racial groups.

So there is much reason to celebrate the percolating—if turbulent—
upward and outward spread of America’s new minorities as a means of 
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reinvigorating and replenishing a national population that would other-
wise be stagnating. This is not to say that older minorities are not also 
poised to contribute to the nation’s future. As shown in chapters 6, 8, and 
9, more black Americans have entered the middle class and black college 
graduates and black traditional families, in particular, are making inroads 
in suburban communities and in growing metropolitan areas of the 
South. At the same time, neighborhood segregation is declining. Clearly, 
there is more progress to be made, but there also is cause to look at 
America’s demographic future with optimism. 

A DEMOGRAPHIC FRAMEWORK FOR CHANGE

As a demographer, I believe that in periods such as the present, the 
phrase “demography is destiny” is especially relevant. The United States 
undoubtedly is becoming more racially diverse than at any other time in 
the country’s history, and new minorities will be a welcome tonic to 
what would otherwise be a more slowly growing, quickly aging popula-
tion. The generational dynamics now at work ensure that the diversity 
explosion will percolate from the youngest generation upward though 
the age structure. This will occur irrespective of shifts in immigration 
levels.5 There is also reasonable certainty that the outward spread of 
Hispanics, Asians, and multiracial persons from the nation’s traditional 
melting pots, which has already begun in earnest, will continue— 
reinvigorating both the growing New Sun Belt and the stagnating Heart-
land. Yet the destiny that these demographic shifts foretell depends, in 
large part, on how the members of younger, rapidly growing racial 
groups fare, both in the near future and over the long term. Their out-
comes depend not only on their own initiative as individuals and groups 
but also on the opportunities for advancement that become available to 
them. Their outcomes depend on how their local communities receive 
them, how they fare in the workplace, and how they are affected by 
future government programs and policies. 

So while demography may not fully determine destiny, it will 
strongly shape the nation’s destiny in the decades to come. Because of 
the ongoing diversity explosion, those communities, organizations, 
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and institutions that hope to improve the well-being and ease the  
integration of new minorities into mainstream society must under-
stand the key areas in which change will be most effective. To exact 
maximum change, they need to focus on the younger generations, new 
minority destinations, and ways to narrow the cultural generation gap.

Preparing New Generations
This book’s mantra, “Diversity is America’s future,” is best exemplified 
by arrival of the first minority white birth cohort in 2011. Of that year’s 
cohort, Hispanic newborns constituted 26 percent and other new 
minorities—Asian and multiracial newborns—constituted a combined 11 
percent. Those newborns will continue to age into the country’s elemen-
tary and secondary schools and eventually into its workforce. As dis-
cussed in chapter 2, the success of these new minorities—with respect to 
their contributions to the labor force and broader economy as well as 
their general assimilation into the American mainstream—will affect the 
nation’s future considerably. But to be productive workers and citizens, 
the next generations will require suitable formal schooling and other 
training consistent with the nation’s long-term needs.

That is true for all members of the coming generations, but particular 
attention should be paid to young Hispanics. Roughly one-half of today’s 
Hispanic children are second-generation Americans, and a plurality have 
parents with only a high school education or less.6 Hispanics continue to 
make progress in completing high school and in pursuing postsecondary 
education, a pattern that improves for second-generation Hispanics and 
for immigrants the longer that they stay in the United States.7 Yet to make 
progress requires overcoming a number of barriers, including segregated 
schools and lack of access to affordable postsecondary training.

Despite the ongoing dispersion of Hispanics to new destinations with 
lower residential segregation levels, a plurality of Hispanic students attend 
urban school systems that are highly segregated by race and income. A 
2012 study by Gary Orfield, a longtime observer of U.S. school segregation 
trends, concludes that 80 percent of Hispanic students attend majority 
nonwhite schools and more than two-fifths attend schools in which 
whites constitute less than 10 percent of the students. Attendance at 
schools segregated by race and income reflects other barriers to improved 
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education outcomes, including less qualified teachers, high levels of 
teacher turnover, and inadequate facilities and learning materials.8 Less 
exposure to whites is, to some degree, affected by the decline of whites  
in the school-age population. Yet the persistence of Hispanic segregation 
in public schools also reflects the intention of white and high-income  
parents of other races to locate to more exclusive communities where 
school quality is superior. Whites are also opting to withdraw their chil-
dren from public schools and place them in private schools.9 Segregated 
schools are a barrier to Hispanic children, and they have been a continuing 
barrier for a substantial number of black children who, in past decades, 
lived in highly ghettoized residential environments. Although black-white 
residential segregation has begun to decline, many black children remain 
isolated in segregated schools located in poverty-stricken areas.10 

Apart from segregated schools at the K–12 level, broader access to 
training for the future U.S. workforce is an issue. It is projected that the 
plurality of new jobs—and those that are highest paying—will require 
postsecondary training. But once again, the trajectory typically followed 
by Hispanics and blacks contrasts sharply with the one followed by whites. 
Blacks and Hispanics are far more likely to enroll in two-year colleges and 
less selective four-year colleges and to have lower rates of completion.11  
Financial considerations certainly explain part of this trajectory. Among 
the reasons given by young Hispanics for not pursuing a postsecondary 
education, financial pressure to help support a family is cited most often.12 

Segregation in low-quality schools and the inaccessibility of postsec-
ondary education and training are just two of the barriers faced by  
Hispanics, blacks, and other children in today’s diverse young student 
population.13 Clearly, improved access to education is tied to the future 
well-being of minorities and, in fact, the nation. These areas are high-
lighted because, as with many other areas in which barriers to minority 
success exist, solutions for improvement are best focused on children 
and young families .

Preparing New Destinations
The spread of Hispanics and Asians to destinations in the New Sun Belt 
and the Heartland presents opportunities for economic gains in areas 
that already are growing and in areas that are in need of reinvigoration. 
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Initially, Hispanic and Asian population growth was heavily confined to 
Melting Pot areas, usually large cities, but eventually spread to the  
suburbs and then to new regions, as discussed chapter 3. The new 
minority arrivals start out heavily dependent on same-race enclaves for 
social and economic support and often are viewed with suspicion by 
long-term residents of a community—a reaction that is self-defeating 
with respect to the long-term benefit of the community itself.

 Spreading out to new areas has become even more of a challenge for 
Hispanics, who often are conflated with undocumented immigrants by 
some long-term residents. Particularly since 2000, many communities 
have reacted by proposing punitive immigration laws designed to 
restrict access to housing or employment. Some states made special 
efforts to empower local police to enforce federal immigration laws or 
otherwise punish residents who could not present legal documenta-
tion to authorities. In other states, there were efforts to restrict access 
to public services, education, and voting by imposing strict voter regis-
tration and identification rules.14 Although most of these laws focused 
only on undocumented immigrants, they often signal an unwelcoming 
attitude to the broader Hispanic community and new minorities in 
general. Such measures were more pervasive in the New Sun Belt and 
Heartland regions where the immigrant and Hispanic presence is new 
and growing.15 As discussed in chapter 4, Hispanics in new destina-
tions are more likely to be foreign born, are less fluent in English, and 
are less educated than Hispanics in more traditional Melting Pot areas. 
As a result, they face even greater challenges in “fitting in.”

In the New Sun Belt and Heartland areas in particular, new minority 
integration into the community is most important. The long-term eco-
nomic and demographic foundations of these areas can be put in place if 
existing residents take steps to accommodate new minorities just as 
these minorities are beginning to establish their presence. This involves 
providing for their needs with regard to schools, social services, employ-
ment assistance, and civic engagement by mounting specialized out-
reach efforts. A key element in many areas is English language training 
by public, private, and nonprofit organizations, along with partnerships 
that match employment opportunities with both high- and low-skilled 
residents, following the models established in Melting Pot areas.16  
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Bridging the Cultural Generation Gap
Perhaps the biggest demographic fault line in the coming decades is the 
cultural generation gap—the lack of intimate connections between an 
increasingly diverse young population and the mostly white older popu-
lation. As discussed in chapter 2, this gap is already evident, demograph-
ically, in New Sun Belt states such as Arizona and Nevada in that children 
are a much more racially diverse group than seniors are. But this gap 
increasingly will spread, along with the dispersal of youthful minorities, 
to other parts of the New Sun Belt and beyond.

The older generation of whites—today’s baby boomers and senior cit-
izens—spent their youth and in some cases early adult years in a nation 
in which most of the population was white and in which blacks, then the 
largest minority, resided in heavily segregated neighborhoods. Racially 
different immigrant groups were few, as most immigrants then were 
whites from different countries who arrived in the first part of the twen-
tieth century. The older U.S. population, particularly residents of areas 
outside of Melting Pot cities, has met the growth of new minorities with 
skepticism. This is evident in answers to a series of questions on a 2011 
Pew Research Center survey that asked white adults of different ages to 
judge whether various demographic shifts represented a change for the 
better or for the worse or whether the shifts had not made much differ-
ence (table 12-2).17 

Although a substantial number of responses to all questions fell in the 
“did not make much difference” category, the responses of older white 

TABLE 12-2
Percent of White Adults Responding “Change for the Worse” about  
Demographic Trendsa  
 White adults

   Demographic trend Age 18–29 Age 30–44 Age 45–64 Age 65+

A growing population of immigrants 38  39  47  45 

A growing population of Hispanics 15  23  31  29 

A growing population of Asians 6  10  17  15 

More people of different races  5  5  13  22  
   marrying each other     

Source: Analysis of Pew Research Center for the People and the Press, “October 2011 Generations Survey.”
aPossible responses include “Change for the better,” “Change for the worse,” “Hasn’t Made Much Difference,” 
“Mixed Changes,” and “Don’t Know.”
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adults were the most negative. That is, about 45 percent of older whites 
saw the growing population of immigrants as a change for the worse and 
nearly 30 percent thought the same of the growing population of  
Hispanics. Negative responses were not nearly as large with regard to 
the growing population of Asians or the gains in multiracial marriages.  
Of course, whites constitute a much larger portion of the overall older 
population than of the younger population. In addition, minorities—
especially younger minorities—had far more positive reactions to demo-
graphic changes in the United States. 

These assessments reflect the young-old gaps on other issues and 
related voting patterns discussed in chapters 2 and 11. The younger pop-
ulation, now heavily composed of minorities, is more likely to favor 
larger government and support programs such as those that improve 
education, make housing more affordable, and create jobs. The older 
boomer population is wary of a bigger federal government (except to 
preserve the solvency of Social Security) and favors lower taxes. These 
issues help to explain the sharply divergent voting patterns of seniors 
and millennials in the 2012 presidential election, in which whites and 
older adults voted Republican while minorities and young people voted 
Democratic. These issues will continue to play out at the local level in 
referendums on expenditures for public schools and for social services 
for older people.18 

The emerging political divide between the “gray and the brown,” as 
political writer Ronald Brownstein describes it, will be counterpro-
ductive in the long run.19 That is because the older, largely white popu-
lation will need the future minority-dominant adult population to be 
productive workers, taxpayers, and consumers if the nation’s economy 
is to continue to grow and produce revenues and services that benefit 
both the young and the old.20 Both public and private sector planning 
should strive for win-win solutions when interests appear to clash.21 

More important, political, religious, and community leaders in all parts 
of the country should strive to educate both the young and the old 
about the need to accommodate each other as part of the emerging 
demographic transformation. 
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RACE AND “FITTING IN” WITH THE AMERICAN MAINSTREAM

“Fitting in” with American society is an important goal for both new 
minorities and old minorities in light of the cultural generation gap and 
other social and political fissures that may develop as the nation’s racial 
fabric continues to change. Historically, racial minorities have encoun-
tered far more difficulty fitting in than other groups. This is especially the 
case for blacks, who were relegated to separate but unequal status for 
most of the nation’s history. Yet as racial minorities become a larger  
and more influential presence than ever before, the new demographic 
dynamics now at work can soften long-standing barriers. Trends dis-
cussed in earlier chapters point to areas in which boundaries are becom-
ing blurred, including the rise in multiracial marriages, the more pervasive 
presence of minorities in the suburbs and elsewhere, and—for blacks in 
particular—the continued decline in neighborhood segregation. More-
over, younger generations of minorities and whites are more open to the 
idea of racial mixing and to policies that are less racially divisive. 

Despite this optimism about the mainstreaming of new minorities, it 
is important to recognize the continuing sharp social and economic 
divides that exist between many racial minority group members and the 
generally more advantaged white population, discussed in earlier chap-
ters. Among Hispanics—especially Mexicans and groups of Central 
American origin—the gaps with whites are still wide in the areas of  
education attainment and poverty. Although Asians have been dubbed 
the model minority, that is not the case for all Asian groups. Most mem-
bers of Asian nationalities are first-generation Americans, many of 
whom need to overcome language and other obstacles in order to trans-
late their training into successful careers. Furthermore, although some 
strides have been made by new generations of blacks in entering the 
middle class, a substantial portion of the black community, particularly 
blacks who are located in isolated residential communities, is still 
affected by high levels of poverty and unemployment.

The economic disparities between whites and racial minorities, 
attributable to broader society-wide income and wealth inequalities, 
were exacerbated during the Great Recession of 2007–09 and its after-
math.22 For many members of racial minorities, then, there are still major 
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economic barriers that must be overcome if they are to fully assimilate 
into the American mainstream. Racial discrimination continues to exist, 
although often in subtler forms than in the past. The landmark 1960s 
civil rights legislation, enacted during a time of extreme racial discrimi-
nation, helped blacks and other minorities improve their economic 
standing and living conditions to a substantial degree. Given the grow-
ing, more diverse racial populations that are central to the nation’s 
future, it is imperative that the kinds of laws and policies put in place to 
ensure equal access to employment, housing, education, and voting are 
enforced, monitored, and—where necessary—augmented to accommo-
date new groups and needs, including the integration of immigrants and 
their families.

Yet, in the long run, I believe that the demographic die is cast in a way 
that will ensure that the coming generations of what are now thought of 
as racial minorities will not just “fit in” but will hold sway in important 
ways in both public and private sector decisionmaking. The economy 
will wax and wane, as will immigration flows. But through it all, today’s 
minorities—both new and old—will have considerable demographic 
clout in the nation’s politics and economy.

At the time that civil rights legislation was enacted in the 1960s, the 
mostly black racial minority population accounted for just 15 percent of 
the total U.S. population and was geographically concentrated in the 
South and in large cities, mostly in the North and on the West Coast. By 
2020, the combined minority groups—including blacks, Hispanics, 
Asians, American Indians, multiracial individuals, and others—will con-
stitute 40 percent of the U.S. population. These groups already consti-
tute at least two-fifths of the child population in 22 states. Therefore 
future public officials and political candidates at all levels of government, 
if they are not members of racial minorities themselves, will need to pay 
close attention to needs and concerns of minority voters, including 
issues affecting their economic well-being.

It is not just their larger size and increased political clout that will 
bring greater power to racial minorities. Their potential will be most 
clearly understood as members of the older white population begin to 
retire from the labor force, leaving far fewer whites to take their place. 
Between 2010 and 2030, the primary labor force–age population will 
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experience a net loss of 15 million whites; at the same time, it will gain 26 
million racial minorities. All of the latter will be needed, in private and 
public sector jobs in all parts of the country, since the number of workers 
that the economy is expected to require will far exceed the number 
needed to replace retiring workers. Furthermore, although openings 
will skew toward workers with higher education and more experience, 
openings will be available at all skill levels.23 

Thus, as mentioned earlier, the growth of new minorities from the 
bottom of the age distribution upward is happening just in time to fill a 
substantial workforce void. This demographic transformation will also 
serve to enhance the prospects for minority workers themselves. In 
Blurring the Color Line, sociologist Richard Alba shows how the opening 
up of good jobs due to the retirement of baby boomers can provide 
opportunities for upward mobility for immigrant and second-generation 
Hispanics and Asians. Moreover, because the new minority workers are 
replacing and not competing with existing white workers, they will be 
more readily accepted by their co-workers and by society at large.24 

There are many other areas in which racial minorities will make their 
presence felt as they become part of the country’s mainstream—as lead-
ers in industry and government, as celebrities in sports and entertain-
ment, and as contributors to the broader popular culture (beyond just 
youth culture)—as they age further into adulthood. There are several 
reasons why I foresee their eventual widespread acceptance and assim-
ilation into a new American mainstream. 

 First, most Americans take pride in the national immigrant heritage, 
which has been passed down as part of U.S. history, and have learned 
firsthand the value of immigrants’ contributions to the country. Older 
baby boomers, many descending from European ethnic stock, will—over 
time—be inclined to accept new minorities from Latin American, Asian, 
and other national origins as they come to value their contributions to 
U.S. society. Second, by making racial discrimination unacceptable and 
the inclusion of racial groups a broadly held social value for most Amer-
icans, civil rights legislation itself has had a profound and lasting impact 
on American sensibilities that did not exist prior to its passage.25 Third, 
the globalization of commerce and communications, expedited by the 
information technology revolution, will continue to broaden Americans’ 
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understanding and acceptance of people from different cultures and 
nations in ways that would have been impossible to imagine just a decade 
or two ago. The foremost reason why I anticipate the integration of both 
new and old racial minorities into the nation’s mainstream is the sheer 
force of the unprecedented change in the nation’s racial demographics. 
The diversity explosion that the country is now experiencing will alter 
all aspects of society in ways that can help the nation prosper, make  
it more inclusive, and increase its global connectivity. Both the 2010  
census and 2012 presidential election have made it apparent that the 
United States is on the cusp of great change—toward a new national 
demographic transformation in the twenty-first century.
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61–62f, 62, 64, 154; suburban black population, 
155, 160–61, 161f; white population decline in, 
16, 137, 148, 153

Discrimination: anti-immigration laws, 39, 52, 
246; anti-miscegenation statutes, 197; and 
baby boomers, 33; and black population, 
108–09; and Chinese immigrants, 89; history 
of, 5, 15; housing discrimination outlawed, 155; 
prohibited by Civil Rights Acts of 1964, 1965, 
and 1968, 109, 250; as unacceptable in U.S. 
society, 251; and white flight, 149. See also 
Neighborhood segregation

Disintegration: The Splintering of Black America 
(Robinson), 113

Dispersion. See Geographic dispersion
District of Columbia. See Washington, D.C.
Dole, Bob, 219
Dominican Americans, 23, 67f, 77–80, 78t, 81t,  

82, 219. See also Hispanic population

E
Education: of Asian population, 15, 30t, 92, 104, 

105m, 106t, 183; of black population, 30, 30t, 
110, 110t, 121, 245; changing demographics, 
needs of, 244; college graduates’ migration 
patterns for white and black populations, 
123m; desegregation of, 109; funding for, 36;  
of Hispanic population, 12, 14, 30t, 40, 67–68, 
75–76, 76m, 79, 244–45; postsecondary 
education required for high-skill jobs, 245; 
segregation of, 187–88, 244–45; and speaking 
language other than English, 40, 40f, 41, 246; 
suburban migration of educated members of 
minority groups, 164; of white population, 30t, 
110t, 146–47, 245

Elderly. See Aging
Elections. See Politics and race; Presidential 

elections
El Salvador as country of origin. See Salvadoran 

Americans
The Emerging Democratic Majority (Judis & 

Teixeira), 224
Employment. See Labor force
English language. See Language
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European immigrants: descendants of, 251; in 
early twentieth century, 167–68; intermarriage 
among, 192, 204; low number of, from 1946 to 
1964, 32–33; and quota system, 88

Exurbs. See Suburbs

F
Fair Housing Act of 1968, 155, 171
Family reunification, importance in post-1965 

immigration policy, 47
Fears of immigrants, 1–2; baby boomers’ and 

seniors’ fears, 32–33, 247; demographic 
balkanization, 10, 43, 48–49; Great Migration 
and northern white backlash, 170; millennial 
generation’s lack of fears, 32

Fertility rates, 23
Filipino Americans, 23, 88, 89–90, 91, 100, 102, 

103t. See also Asian population
Financial crisis of 2008. See Great Recession
“Fitting in.” See Assimilation
Florida: Asian segregation in, 182; as battleground 

state, 236; black population in, 119; black-
white segregation and integration in, 174; 
child population in, 26; cultural generation 
gap in, 37; Dominican Americans in, 80; 
Hispanic population in, 128, 151, 174; Hispanic 
vote in, 229; history as Melting Pot region, 44; 
minority voters in, 231f, 232; Obama voters in, 
234–35; Puerto Ricans in, 81; retirees 
migrating to, 121; white-black multiracial 
population in, 210

Fresno, California: Asian segregation in, 182; 
Hispanic population in, 72

G
Gateway cities and regions, 43, 47, 51, 54. See also 

Geographic dispersion
General Social Survey (2012), 224
Generation gap. See Cultural generation gap
Generation Xers, 32, 203
Gentlemen’s Agreement of 1907−08, 89
Geographic dispersion, 8–10, 13, 43–63, 242; 

American Indian and Alaska Native popula-
tions, 53–54, 57–58; Asian dispersal, 55–56; 
black concentration in the South, 53, 56–57; 
fears of demographic balkanization, 48–49; 
Heartland region, 48; Hispanic dispersal, 
54–55; majority-minority America, 60–63; 
map of Melting Pot, New Sun Belt, and 
Heartland regions, 45m; Melting Pot region, 

43–46; multiracial marriages, 201–03; 
multiracial population, 58–59; New Sun Belt 
region, 46–47, 49–53; shifts of new minority 
and old minority populations, 53–60; white 
population, 59–60. See also Heartland region; 
Melting Pot region; New Sun Belt region; 
specific destinations and racial and ethnic 
groups

Georgia: and anti-immigration laws, 39; black 
population in, 116, 119, 121, 128; child 
population in, 26; eligible voters in, 235f; 
minority voters in, 231–32, 231f; multiracial 
marriages in, 202–03; in New Sun Belt region, 
46; white-black multiracial population in, 210

Ghettoization of black population, 168–69, 169f, 
179f

Globalization, 30, 251–52
Gore, Al, 229
Great Migration, 56, 115–16, 155, 170–71
Great Migration reversal, 4, 15, 56, 107–08, 

117–25, 242; college graduates moving south, 
119–22, 121f, 126; cultural draw of New South 
for blacks, 122–25; by region, 117–18, 118f, 124f; 
retirees moving south, 121f, 122; by state, 
118–19, 120m

Great Plains: multiracial marriages in, 202; white 
population decline in, 135, 138

Great Recession, 13, 111, 113, 223, 242, 249
Greensboro, North Carolina: Hispanic popula-

tion in, 75; Hispanic segregation in, 181
Guatemalan Americans, 23, 67, 67f, 77–79, 78t, 

81–83, 81t

H
H-1B visa program, 104
Hawaii: Asian population of, 95, 96, 160; as 

Melting Pot state, 44; minority voters in, 229; 
multiracial marriage in, 201; multiracial 
population in, 59, 207

Heartland region: battleground states in, 236–37; 
compared to New Sun Belt battleground 
states, 236–37; demographic change in, 13, 
45f, 48, 50f, 54, 188, 242, 246; future voting 
trends of, 236; Hispanic and Asian migration 
to, 8; map of, 45m; minority city-white suburb 
division in, 17; minority share of population 
in, 8, 9f, 52t; minority voters in, 229, 231; 
multiracial marriages in, 18, 202, 202t, 203; 
size of, 48; suburbs of, 166; white population 
decline in, 16, 138; youth exodus from, 48
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Hispanic population, 14, 65–85; achieving better 
lives in U.S., 29; age of, 7f, 23, 24f, 77; and 
anti-immigration laws, 39; buying power of, 
240–41, 242; compared to white population, 
67–68, 69t, 249; counties with Hispanic 
concentration shifts,  55; definition of, 193; 
differences among Hispanics in new areas 
from those in established areas, 73–77, 74t; 
education of, 12, 14, 30t, 40, 67–68, 75–76, 76m, 
79, 244–45; fast-growth areas of, 72, 83f, 
84–85; geographic dispersion of, 8–10, 54–55, 
70–73; growth rate of, 3, 4f, 67f, 83f; and labor 
force, 28, 29f; as “major city minority,” 158–59, 
158f; in metropolitan areas, 17,  55t, 70–71, 71m, 
81t, 143, 150–51, 156, 158, 158f; modest-growth 
areas of, 71–72, 83f; multiple geographies of, 
80–82; multiple origins of, 67–68f, 77–79, 78t; 
multiracial marriages of, 194–95; old-age vs. 
child dependency, 35; overview, 65–70; 
poverty of, 79; racial category of, 10–11, 193, 
208; segregation of, 177–81, 179f, 180m, 181t; 
settling in new destinations, 53, 72–73, 82–85, 
151, 245–46; socioeconomic profile of, 77–79, 
78t; in suburbs, 150–51; and voter representa-
tion gap, 214–17, 215–16f; voting trends of, 
218–19, 221–22f, 221–24; youthful population 
of, 1, 6, 7f, 12–13, 14, 22–24, 22f. See also color 
insert

Home Mortgage Disclosure Act, 171–72
Honduran Americans, 24, 83
Housing and Urban Development Department, 

172
Housing practices. See Neighborhood segregation
Houston: Asian population in, 8, 96, 97, 98, 104; 

Asian segregation in, 182; black population in, 
57, 107, 125; black-white segregation and 
integration in, 172, 174; Hispanic population 
in, 8, 54, 72, 73, 75, 82, 151; Hispanic segrega-
tion in, 179; history as Melting Pot city, 44; 
suburbs gaining black population, 155

I
Iceland, John, 178
Idaho: multiracial marriages in, 202–03; in New 

Sun Belt region, 46
Illinois: black and white college graduates 

migrating from, 121; black population in, 116, 
118, 119; history as Melting Pot region, 44

Immigration: anti-immigration laws, 39, 52, 246; 
black immigrants, 113–14; national pride in, 

251. See also Fears of immigrants; specific 
racial and ethnic groups

Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965, 15, 44, 
88, 90

India as country of origin. See Asian Indians
Indiana, multiracial marriages in, 202
Indianapolis: Asian population in, 99, 104; 

Hispanic population in, 72, 151; Hispanic 
segregation in, 181

Iowa as battleground state, 236
Iraq war, 223

J
Jacksonville, Florida: Asian segregation in, 182; 

Hispanic population in, 83
Japanese Americans, 91, 96, 102, 103t. See also 

Asian population
Jim Crow laws, 5, 115
Jobs. See Labor force
Judis, John B., 224

K
Kansas City, white population decline in, 154
Kentucky, white-black multiracial population in, 

210
Kerner Commission, 171
Kerry, John, 219
King, Martin Luther, 109
Knowledge-based economy, 31
Korean Americans, 23, 88, 90, 97, 103t, 219.  

See also Asian population

L
Labor force: benefits of minority growth for U.S. 

compared to other countries, 240, 240f; 
changing demographics between 2010 and 
2030, 250–51; educational needs for high-
skilled jobs, 245; future diversity of, 28–31, 29f; 
high-skilled jobs and Asian immigration, 92, 
104; and migration flows, 51

Language: Asian language speakers, 92; children 
speaking language other than English, 40–41, 
40f, 92; English language learners, 41, 246; 
Hispanic Spanish speakers, 68, 75, 77, 241

Las Vegas: Asian population in, 50, 55, 98, 100, 
104; Asian segregation in, 182, 183; black 
population in, 57; black-white segregation and 
integration in, 174, 175; cultural generation gap 
in, 37; domestic migration to, 47; Hispanic 
population in, 50, 72, 75, 84f; Hispanic 
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segregation in, 180; racial changes in, 157; 
white population in, 13, 131, 154

Los Angeles: Asian population in, 8, 96, 97, 151; 
Asian segregation in, 182, 183; black migration 
from, 119, 155; black population in, 57, 116, 119, 
125; black-white segregation and integration 
in, 171, 174; Guatemalans in, 82; Hispanic 
migration from, 51, 70; Hispanic population in, 
8, 53, 72, 75, 85, 95, 151, 158, 178; history as 
Melting Pot city, 44; middle-class flight from, 
148; multiracial neighborhoods in, 184–85, 
185f; racial changes in, 61–62, 61–62f, 160, 161f; 
Salvadorans in, 82; suburban racial diversity, 
160, 161f; white population decline in, 16, 60, 
131, 152, 153, 154

Louisiana: black and white college graduates 
migrating from, 121; black population in, 118; 
child population decline in, 25; white-black 
multiracial population in, 210

Louisville, Kentucky: black-white segregation and 
integration in, 175; Hispanic population in, 72; 
white population in, 154

Loving v. Virginia (1967), 197

M
Maps: Hispanic-white segregation, 180m; Melting 

Pot, New Sun Belt, and Heartland regions, 
45m; metropolitan areas with Asian-white 
segregation, 183m; metropolitan areas with 
black-white segregation, 176m; metropolitan 
areas with educated population growth, 147m; 
metropolitan areas with highest and lowest 
educated black populations, 127m; metropoli-
tan areas with highest Asian educational 
attainment, 105m; metropolitan areas with 
Hispanic-white segregation, 180m; metropoli-
tan areas with largest Asian populations,  98m; 
metropolitan areas with largest Hispanic 
populations, 71m; metropolitan areas with low 
Hispanic educational attainment, 76m; 
metropolitan areas with minority-white 
population, 157m; state migration patterns for 
white and black college graduates, 123m; 
states by party outcome in 2004, 2008, and 
2012 presidential elections, 233m; states with 
greatest black population changes, 120m; 
states with minority percent of eligible voters, 
230m; states with multiracial marriages, 201m; 
states with white-black identification as 
percent of black persons, 210m; states with 

white population growth and decline, 136m; 
suburban white population growth and 
decline, 153m. See also color insert

Maryland, black population in, 119
Massey, Douglas, 172
McCain, John, 220, 223, 224
Melting pot, history of America as, 43
Melting Pot region: black-white segregation, 

decline of, 174; child population, racial 
diversity of, 51; demographic change in, 13, 
43–46, 45f, 50f, 246; Hispanic population in, 
151, 159; map of, 45m; minority share of 
population in, 8, 9f, 52t; multiracial marriages 
in, 18, 201, 202–03, 202t; size of, 45; white 
population decline in, 16, 49

Memphis, Tennessee: Hispanic population in, 75; 
Hispanic segregation in, 181

Metropolitan areas, 149–66; American Indian 
and Alaska Native population in, 58t; Asian 
population in,  55t, 105m, 143, 151; black flight 
from cities, 17, 114, 154–55, 155t; black 
population in,  55t, 116, 125–28, 126f, 126t, 
127m, 143, 158; black-white segregation levels 
in, 171–77, 176m, 177t; children speaking 
language other than English in, 41; cultural 
generation gap in, 37, 37t, 144; educated 
population growth in, 147–48, 147m; 
Guatemalans in, 82; Hispanic population in,  
55t, 70–71, 75, 81t, 84–85, 84f, 143, 150–51, 158, 
158f; Mexican Americans in, 80; minority 
white cities, 16, 157–59, 157m; minority-white 
population in, 4, 13,  60–61; multiracial 
population in, 59t; racial changes in, 61–62f, 
150–52, 150f, 156, 158, 158f; Salvadorans in, 82; 
white migration from, 4, 13, 16, 60–61, 137–38, 
137t; white migration to smaller metropolitan 
areas, 139–40, 140f. See also Neighborhood 
segregation; Suburbs; color insert

Mexican Americans: child population of, 77; as 
dominant Hispanic group, 23, 29, 49, 66, 67t, 
79, 85; geographic dispersion of, 81t, 83; as 
legal permanent U.S. residents, 228; 
segregation of, 180; socioeconomic profile of, 
78t; voting trends of, 219. See also Hispanic 
population

Miami: Asian population in, 8; black population 
in, 57, 125; black-white segregation in, 171; 
child population in, 28; Cuban Americans in, 
80–81; Guatemalans in, 82; Hispanic 
population in, 8, 53, 70, 85, 151; Hispanic 
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segregation in, 179, 181; history as Melting Pot 
city, 44; Puerto Ricans in, 81

Michigan: as battleground state, 236; black and 
white college graduates migrating from, 121; 
black population in, 118; black voters in, 229; 
child population decline in, 25; white 
population decline in, 137

Middle class: black population attaining, 3, 
108–09, 111, 168, 174–75, 249; flight from cities, 
148; suburban migration not guarantee of, 166

Midwest: Asian segregation in, 182; black 
migration from, 124f; black migration to, 118f; 
Hispanic migration to, 55; Hispanic segrega-
tion in, 179; multiracial marriages in, 202; slow 
growth or even declines in youth populations 
in, 38; voting trends in, 232; white population 
decline in, 135, 137, 138, 139, 154. See also 
Heartland region; specific states

Migration. See Geographic dispersion; Great 
Migration

Millennial generation, 32, 203, 225–26, 227, 236
Milwaukee: black population in, 127; black-white 

segregation and integration in, 175; Hispanic 
segregation in, 179; suburban vs. urban racial 
diversity, 161

Minneapolis–St. Paul: Asian population in, 98; 
black population in, 130; black-white 
segregation and integration in, 175; multiracial 
neighborhoods in, 184; white population 
decline in, 154

Minnesota: as battleground state, 236; multiracial 
marriages in, 202

Minorities: black population as largest and 
second-largest minority group, 108; Hispanic 
population as “major city minority,” 158–59, 
158f; shifts of new minority and old minority 
populations in U.S., 53–60. See also specific 
racial and ethnic groups

Mississippi: black population in, 116, 118; 
white-black multiracial population in, 210

Modesto, California: Asian segregation in, 182; 
Hispanic population in, 75

Mountain West. See New Sun Belt region
Moynihan Report (1965), 111
Multiracial marriages, 5, 18, 32, 192–203; 

anti-miscegenation statutes, 197; as bench-
mark for assimilation, 193; black-white 
marriages, increase in, 18, 192, 194, 197; 
choosing single race for children of, 208–09; 
cohabiting instead of marrying, 200; ethnic vs. 

racial differences, 193; explosion of, 193–97, 
194–96f, 197t; future of, 203; geographic 
dispersion of, 201–03, 201m; profile of who 
marries out, 198–200, 198f, 199t, 200f; 
tendency to marry white spouse, 199, 199t; 
white women marrying black men, 199

Multiracial population, 17–18, 191–211; black-white 
multiracial individuals, 114, 206, 206f, 211t; 
census classification of, 11, 204–07, 205t; 
choosing single race, 208–09; geographic 
dispersion of,  58–59, 59t, 201–03; growth of, 3, 
6, 208–09; median age of, 23, 24f; multiracial 
individuals, 204–09; multiracial neighbor-
hoods, 184–85; “one drop” rule, 204; as percent 
of single race population, 206–07, 207t; 
softening white-black divide, 209–11; states 
with white-black individuals, 210, 210m, 211t. 
See also Multiracial marriages; color insert

Myrdal, Gunnar, 108

N
Nashville: black population in, 126, 128; black-

white segregation and integration in, 175; 
Hispanic population in, 54, 72, 75, 84f, 151; 
Hispanic segregation in, 180, 181

National Origins Act of 1924, 88, 89
Native Americans. See American Indian and 

Alaska Native population
Neighborhood segregation, 17, 167–89; Asian 

segregation, 17, 177–78, 179f, 182–84, 183m; 
black-white integration in, 17, 168, 173–77, 
176m, 177t, 179f; “blockbusting,” 170; decline in 
black segregation, 130, 168–77; dissimilarity 
index, 169; European immigrants in early 
twentieth century, 167–68; Great Migration 
and rise of black segregation, 170–71; Hispanic 
segregation, 17, 177–81, 179f, 180m, 181t; history 
of black segregation and ghettoization, 168–69, 
169f; multiracial neighborhoods, 184–85, 
185–87f; national neighborhood snapshot, 
187–89; post–civil rights era, 171–73; “redlin-
ing” as lending practice, 171; “steering” and 
exclusionary zoning, 171

Nevada: as battleground state, 237; child 
population in, 24, 26; cultural generation gap 
in, 37; minority voters in, 231, 231f, 234; 
multiracial marriages in, 202; multiracial 
population in, 207

New England: child population decline in, 25; 
Dominican Americans in, 80; Hispanic 
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segregation in, 179; multiracial marriages in, 
202; Puerto Ricans in, 81; voting trends in, 232. 
See also Heartland region

New Jersey: black and white college graduates 
migrating from, 121; Dominican Americans in, 
80; Hispanic vote in, 229; history as Melting 
Pot region, 44; Puerto Ricans in, 81; white 
population decline in, 137

New Mexico: American Indian and Alaska Native 
population in, 57; as battleground state, 237; 
child population in, 28; cultural generation 
gap in, 37; as Melting Pot state, 44; Mexican 
Americans in, 80; minority voters in, 229; 
multiracial marriages in, 202; Obama voters 
in, 234

“New South,” 117, 122–25, 236
New Sun Belt region: Asian migration to, 8, 50, 55; 

black migration to, 46, 47, 107, 122, 128; 
black-white segregation and integration in, 
177; compared to Heartland battleground 
states, 236–37; demographic change in, 8, 13, 
45f, 46–47, 50f, 128, 242, 246; as “emerging 
melting pot,” 49–53, 50f, 188; future voting 
trends of, 236; Hispanic migration to, 8, 14, 50, 
55, 151; Hispanic segregation in, 180; map of, 
45m; minority share of population in, 9f, 52t; 
minority voters in, 231–32; multiracial 
marriages in, 18, 201, 202, 202t, 203; 
multiracial population in, 59, 174; and Obama 
election, 213; size of, 47; suburbs of, 166; voting 
trends in, 232, 236; white migration to, 8, 16, 
46–47, 60, 136–38, 136m, 148, 154, 242; white 
population share, decline of, 50, 50f

New “white flight,” 8, 16, 131, 138–44, 153; 
demographic attributes by geographic area, 
144, 145t; to exurbs, 140–42, 141f, 145t, 146; 
motivation for, 49, 60, 139; to smaller 
metropolitan areas, 139–40, 140f; “soft 
separation” between whites and other groups, 
142–44, 143f

New York State: black and white college 
graduates migrating from, 121; black 
population in, 116, 118, 119; child population 
decline in, 25; Dominican Americans in, 80; 
Hispanic vote in, 229; Puerto Ricans in, 81; 
Salvadorans in, 82; voting trends in, 232; white 
population decline in, 137

New York City: Asian population in, 8, 55, 96, 97, 
151; Asian segregation in, 182; black population 
in, 56, 115, 116, 125, 154, 170; child population 

in, 28; exurbs gaining white population, 
141–42, 141m; Guatemalans in, 82; Hispanic 
population in, 8, 53, 70, 72, 83, 85, 95, 151, 178; 
history as traditional gateway city, 43, 44; 
Mexican Americans in, 80; middle-class 
flight from, 148; white population decline in, 
16, 60, 131, 152, 153, 154; white population 
education in, 147

Nicaragua as country of origin, 77
Nixon, Richard, 219
“No majority” communities, 4–5
North Carolina: as battleground state, 236; black 

population in, 119, 121; child population in, 26; 
minority voters in, 231f, 232; multiracial 
marriages in, 202–03; in New Sun Belt 
region, 46; Obama voters in, 234; white-black 
multiracial population in, 210

North Dakota, child population decline in, 25
Northeast: Asian segregation in, 182; black 

migration from, 124f; black migration to, 118f; 
Hispanic segregation in, 179; voting trends in, 
232; white population decline in, 137, 138, 139; 
youth population, slow growth or decline in, 
38. See also New England; specific states

O
Obama, Barack: choice of race by, 209; election 

and reelection of, 6, 18, 213, 218–23; and 
minority voters in battleground states, 
234–36; socioeconomic status of, 113; and 
white voters, 224; and young voters, 226. See 
also Presidential elections

Ohio: as battleground state, 232, 234t, 236; black 
and white college graduates migrating from, 
121; black voters in, 229; child population 
decline in, 25; white population decline in, 
137

Oklahoma: American Indian and Alaska Native 
population in, 57; multiracial marriage in, 
201; multiracial population in, 207

Oklahoma City: Asian population in, 104; 
Hispanic population in, 72, 83

Omaha: Asian population in, 104; Hispanic 
population in, 72, 75, 84; white population in, 
154

“Open housing” movement, 171
Oregon, multiracial marriages in, 202
Orlando: Asian segregation in, 182, 183; Hispanic 

population in, 70, 75, 84f; Puerto Ricans in, 
81, 85
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Oxnard, California: Asian population in, 102; 
Asian segregation in, 182

P
Pacific Coast. See West coast
Pennsylvania: as battleground state, 234t, 236; 

black population in, 119; black voters in, 229; 
Dominican Americans in, 80; Hispanic 
segregation in, 179; multiracial marriages in, 
202; Puerto Ricans in, 81; white population 
decline in, 137

Pew Research Center polls: on baby boomers’ 
voting trends, 227; on immigration as positive 
or negative for U.S., 32, 247, 247t; on 
millennials’ voting trends, 226; on multiracial 
marriage acceptance, 203; on naturalization of 
Hispanics, 217; on size of government, 36

Philadelphia: Asian population in, 96, 98; Asian 
segregation in, 182; black population in, 115, 
116, 119, 170; Hispanic segregation in, 179; 
Puerto Ricans in, 81

Philippines as country of origin. See Filipino 
Americans

Phoenix: Asian population in, 50, 55, 99, 104; 
Asian segregation in, 183; black population in, 
57; black-white segregation and integration in, 
174, 175; cultural generation gap in, 37; 
domestic migration to, 47; Hispanic popula-
tion in, 50, 72, 85; Hispanic segregation in, 180; 
migration for jobs to, 8; racial changes in, 61, 
61–62f, 62, 157; white population in, 131, 137, 
140

Pittsburgh: Asian population in, 104; changing 
demographics in, 38; white population decline 
in, 16, 137, 148

Politics and race, 18, 213–37; and baby boomers, 
33; battleground states, 229–37; Heartland 
region’s battleground states, 236–37; 
minorities, generation gaps, and future 
elections, 18, 36, 214, 224–29, 237, 250; 
minority percent of eligible voters, 230m; 
more diverse electorate, 18, 36, 214–17, 215–16f; 
Obama election and reelection, 218–23; 
overview, 213–14; presidential elections, 16, 
218–29; and suburban racial diversity, 162. See 
also Presidential elections

Poverty: and Asian population, 94, 104; and black 
population, 111–13, 249; and child population, 
30t; and Hispanic population, 79; and white 
population in rural areas, 146

Presidential elections, 16, 218–29; 1976 election 
outcome, 219, 223, 232; 1980 election outcome, 
232; 1984 election outcome, 219; 1992 election 
outcome, 219, 223, 232; 1996 election outcome, 
219, 223, 232; 2000 election outcome, 229; 
2004 election outcome, 219, 220, 220t, 221–22f, 
232, 233m, 234; 2008 election outcome, 
220–21, 220t, 221–22f, 233m; 2012 election 
outcome, 219, 220t, 221, 221–22f, 223, 233m; 
“coalition of the ascendant,” 225; and 
millennial generation, 225–26; minority 
importance in future elections, 224–29, 225f; 
racial voting trends, 218–20, 226–29, 227–28f. 
See also specific candidates

Providence: black-white segregation and 
integration in, 175; Hispanic segregation in, 
179

Provo, Utah: Hispanic population in, 72, 75, 151; 
white population in, 154

Puerto Ricans: geographic dispersion of, 81, 81t, 
83; number of, 67f, 83; profile of, 77–79, 78t; 
segregation of, 179; voting trends of, 219. See 
also Hispanic population

R
Racial categories, 10–11; differences from census 

and federal guidelines, 10; Hispanic origin as, 
10–11, 193, 208. See also Asian population; 
Black population; Hispanic population; 
Multiracial population; White population

Racial profiling, 39, 52
Raleigh, North Carolina: Asian population in, 55, 

99, 104; Asian segregation in, 182; black 
population in, 57, 121, 126, 128; black-white 
segregation and integration in, 175; Hispanic 
population in, 54, 75, 83, 151; Hispanic 
segregation in, 182; white population in, 137, 
140, 148

Reagan, Ronald, 219, 223
“Redlining” as lending practice, 171
Republicans and demographics of election base: 

and Asian population, 219; battleground states, 
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At its optimistic best, America has embraced its identity as the world’s melting 
pot. Today it is on the cusp of becoming a country with no racial majority, and 
new minorities are poised to exert a profound impact on U.S. society, the 
economy, and politics. 

Bill Frey has mapped the contours of the emerging Next America more powerfully and pre-
sciently than anyone else. With Diversity Explosion, he gives us nothing less than a field guide to 
the American future. Frey has looked deep into the data and emerged with a book that is not 
only comprehensive and compelling but also ultimately hopeful in his faith that Americans will 
come together to seize the enormous opportunities generated by our kaleidoscopic demo-
graphic change.

— RONALD BROWNSTEIN, editorial director, Atlantic Media, and author of The Second Civil War:  
How Extreme Partisanship Has Paralyzed Washington and Polarized America

In a definitive guide to America’s demographic transformation, Frey gives us the facts and 
figures needed to understand how we got to where we are as a people and the even greater 
changes still ahead. Some books speculate about the future; this one calculates certainties. 

— ROBERTO SURO, professor of journalism and public policy at the University of Southern California

Bill Frey is widely acknowledged as America’s leading demographer. In Diversity Explosion  
he extrapolates from current trends and paints a picture of how America will change  
demographically over the next 40 years.

— MICHAEL BARONE, resident fellow at American Enterprise Institute, senior political analyst for the 
Washington Examiner, and coauthor of The Almanac of American Politics

Diversity Explosion is a smart but not daunting exposition of the demographic revolution already 
under way. William Frey breaks down the intriguing ways we’ll watch America change: at work, 
at school, in the voting booth, and in the culture at large. He shows us the next America and 
then tells us all the reasons he’s concluded we can handle it.

— RAY SUAREZ, host of Al Jazeera America’s Inside Story and author of Latino Americans:  
The 500-Year Legacy That Shaped a Nation

“What happened to the country I grew up in?” As a journalist I hear that question all over 
America, especially from older white people. Blacks and all but the most recent immigrants say  
it too. Let Bill Frey expertly explain the change and why it is good for everyone. A great read! 

— JUAN WILLIAMS, Fox News political analyst, The Hill columnist, and author of Eyes on the Prize: 
America’s Civil Rights Years.
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