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Introduction
In this study, we set out to accomplish two goals, 
the first of which allows the possibility for the next: 
(1) Draw a direct connection between the two dom-
inant research traditions in the segregation litera-
ture and (2) explore in greater detail than before the 
role of spatial assimilation and place stratification 
dynamics in determining White-Latino residential 
segregation patterns in select metropolitan areas. 
Until now, research investigating residential 

segregation has followed one or the other of two 
distinct traditions. One is the tradition of locational 
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Abstract
This study examines White-Latino residential segregation in six U.S. metropolitan areas using new 
methods to draw a connection between two dominant research traditions in the segregation literature 
and empirically analyze prevailing conceptual frameworks. Based on microlevel locational attainment 
analyses, we find that for Latinos, acculturation and socioeconomic status are positively associated with 
greater residential contact with Whites and thus promote lower segregation consistent with predictions of 
spatial assimilation theory. However, standardization and decomposition analysis reveals that a substantial 
portion of White-Latino segregation can be attributed to White-Latino differences in the ability to translate 
acculturation and socioeconomic assimilation into co-residence with Whites. Thus, consistent with 
predictions of place stratification theory, evidence suggests that spatial assimilation dynamics are limited by 
continuing race-based factors leading to the expectation that segregation will persist at moderate to high 
levels even after Latinos reach parity with Whites on social and economic resources that shape locational 
attainments. Therefore, we offer two conclusions. First, contemporary White-Latino segregation is due in 
part to group differences in social and economic resources that determine locational attainments and that 
this component of White-Latino segregation will continue to be significant so long as Whites and Latinos 
differ along these social and economic characteristics. Second, while spatial assimilation dynamics can 
promote partial reductions in White-Latino segregation, we expect segregation to continue at moderate 
to high levels because place stratification dynamics limit Latino residential integration even when Latinos 
and Whites are comparable on relevant resources.
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attainment studies that examine how the social 
characteristics of individuals or households relate 
to neighborhood-level residential outcomes such as 
ethnic composition or percent in poverty. These 
studies provide valuable insights about the micro-
level attainment process that ultimately gives rise 
to segregation, but they have not been used to 
directly analyze aggregate-level segregation. The 
second tradition is to study segregation by investi-
gating the level and variation in the uneven distri-
bution of groups across residential areas of 
metropolitan areas and other aggregate units. These 
studies provide insights about the macrolevel con-
sequences of individual-level attainment processes 
for different communities, but this approach is lim-
ited in its ability to precisely delineate the separate 
roles that race and other social and economic char-
acteristics may play in determining the overall 
level of segregation.

These two research traditions complement each 
other, each one addressing limitations of the other, 
to increase our sociological understanding of racial 
residential patterns. We are still left with the prob-
lem that it has not been possible to draw direct 
quantitative connections between microlevel pro-
cesses of locational attainments and macrolevel 
patterns of residential segregation. Our study 
addresses and overcomes this limitation by draw-
ing on new methods for segregation analysis that 
allow us to establish how aggregate-level segrega-
tion is directly determined by the parameters of 
microlevel processes of the locational attainments 
of households. Specifically, we draw on a new for-
mulation of the dissimilarity index, a well-known 
measure of uneven distribution, where the index is 
recast in terms of individual-level residential out-
comes that additively determine the aggregate-
level index score. This innovation in methods for 
analyzing segregation allows us to draw conclu-
sions about how the extent of segregation between 
two groups is driven not only by the impact of race 
group membership but also by group differences in 
individual-level resources and the rates of return on 
those resources. These are two important aspects of 
residential segregation that previously have not 
been empirically assessed together.

We focus on White-Latino segregation in metro-
politan areas because Latinos are one of the most 
sociodemographically dynamic major racial groups 
in the United States and have residential outcomes 
that can be explained by both spatial assimilation 
and place stratification frameworks. With a selection 
of six major metropolitan areas in 2010 as case stud-
ies, we conduct our analysis using restricted- 
use microdata from the 2010 decennial census and 

the 2008–2012 American Community Survey. 
Combining new methods of analysis with the rich-
ness of the restricted-use microdata enables us to 
quantitatively analyze how the impact of relevant 
indicators of social status and acculturation join with 
the impacts of race to determine the level of White-
Latino segregation in the metropolitan area.

Background
The Latino Population: Demographics 
and Residential Segregation
We focus on White-Latino segregation given that 
Latinos are the most dynamic population in the 
United States, driving a wide range of major  
demographic shifts. Of particular interest to us, 
White-Latino segregation is substantial in most 
metropolitan areas, but it varies significantly across 
areas. In addition, the Latino population exhibits 
great internal diversity with respect to social and 
economic characteristics that are relevant in indi-
vidual-level locational attainment processes, and 
these differences also vary across metropolitan 
areas. Thus, the complexities of White-Latino seg-
regation present an intriguing opportunity to inves-
tigate how segregation at the aggregate level arises 
out of White-Latino differences in the parameters 
of individual-level locational attainment processes 
and White-Latino differences in the inputs to the 
attainment process.

Over the past several decades, the Latino popu-
lation has grown nationally due to immigration and 
natural growth (Saenz 2010). Today Latinos are the 
largest ethnic minority group in the United States. 
As of 2010, Latinos of all races and nationalities 
comprise over 16 percent of the total U.S. popula-
tion, up from 12.5 percent in 2000. As Saenz (2010) 
and others have noted, due to historical factors and 
immigration trends, the Latino population is highly 
diverse in language usage and ability, immigration 
status, and levels of socioeconomic status. In gen-
eral, foreign-born Latinos have lower levels of edu-
cation, lower levels of income, and are less likely to 
speak English in comparison to native-born Latinos 
(Saenz 2010). The implications for Latino residen-
tial outcomes is that we may expect to see a wide 
dispersion of residential outcomes based on levels 
of socioeconomic status and social distinctiveness 
from Whites. This is important to note because the 
consequences of racial residential segregation are 
widely documented and are known to impact mul-
tiple aspects of life, including socioeconomic 
opportunities, health outcomes, and exposure to 
crime (Sharkey 2013).
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To place Latino segregation in perspective, the 
consistent finding in the literature is that Latinos 
are less segregated from Whites than are Blacks, 
but more segregated than Asians (Charles 2003; 
Iceland 2004; Iceland, Weinberg, and Hughes 
2014; Iceland, Weinberg, and Steinmetz 2002; 
Zubrinsky and Bobo 1996). Previous research also 
indicates that while White-Black segregation has 
been slowly declining over the past several decades, 
Latino segregation from Whites has stayed stable 
or has slightly increased on the dimension of even-
ness1 while the residential isolation of Latinos has 
increased markedly (Charles 2003; Farley and Frey 
1994; Iceland et al. 2002, 2014). These unique 
aspects of trends in Latino residential segregation 
have prompted researchers to consider a variety of 
explanations. Much of the focus has been on how 
Latino population growth, and especially the role 
of immigration, shapes changes in Latino segrega-
tion over time (Charles 2003; Massey 2001; 
Massey and Denton 1987).

Trends in both uneven distribution and isola-
tion for Latinos have been seen as impacted by 
Latino population growth based on consequences 
of immigrant settlement and community (Iceland  
et al. 2002; Massey and Denton 1987) and com-
petitive ethnic relations and place stratification 
(Blalock 1967; Marshall and Jiobu 1975; Tienda 
and Lii 1987). The consensus in the literature is 
that Latinos’ decreased exposure to Whites results 
in part because Latino population growth is pro-
ducing changes in ethnic composition in metro-
politan areas. All else equal, the necessary result 
is that Latinos have more residential contact with 
each other and a lessening amount of contact with 
Whites (Charles 2003; Iceland 2004; Iceland et al. 
2002, 2014; Massey 2001; Massey and Denton 
1987). There is also more attention in the litera-
ture being given to the outcomes of Latinos in 
nonmetropolitan areas as the Latino population 
continues to grow in “new destinations” located 
primarily in the Midwest and South (Lichter et al. 
2007, 2010). While we include one Southern met-
ropolitan area in this study (Atlanta), we do not 
give attention to nonmetropolitan areas—despite 
their increasing relevance for Latino social out-
comes—so that we may focus on accomplishing 
the goals of this paper without overcomplicating 
the analysis and results.

Arguments suggesting that foreign-born pres-
ence in the Latino population may account for why 
uneven distribution of Latinos has been stable and 
even rising are more complex. They point to the 
impact of immigration in maintaining White-Latino 
differences in socioeconomic characteristics, 

immigrant settlement on White-Latino residential 
distributions, and the growing size and social dis-
tinctiveness of the foreign-born Latino population 
on White-Latino group relations (Lichter et al. 
2010). It is plausible that all of these factors may be 
relevant. Aggregate-level analyses are not well 
suited for sorting through these kinds of hypotheses 
as they involve complex interconnections between 
the inputs to and the parameters of the attainment 
processes, a limitation we address.

Conceptual Frameworks: Spatial 
Assimilation Theory
The first conceptual framework that we draw on is 
the spatial assimilation perspective, which predicts 
that residential integration follows when a minority 
group makes gains in socioeconomic status and 
acculturation as part of a more general process of 
assimilation and incorporation (Massey 1985; 
Massey and Mullen 1984). Thus, acculturation and 
gains in socioeconomic status occurring within and 
across generations are seen as enabling minority 
households to experience locational attainments in 
the form of access and movement to more desirable 
neighborhoods and co-residence with higher status 
groups, typically operationalized as living in neigh-
borhoods with a higher proportion of Whites (Alba 
and Logan 1991; Charles 2003; Duncan and 
Lieberson 1959; Massey 1985). Using neighborhood 
proportion White as a metric for locational attain-
ment has its limitations, but the practice is widely 
accepted because neighborhood percent White is 
often a correlate of neighborhood advantage. On a 
more practical note, this measure also has clear rele-
vance for residential segregation at the aggregate 
level as minority movement to neighborhoods where 
proportion White is higher is the fundamental mech-
anism for bringing about even distribution.

There has been mixed support for the spatial 
assimilation model in the literature where research 
findings show it to be most relevant for the case of 
European ethnic groups for whom immigration and 
nativity played a major role in shaping minority ethnic 
status (Lieberson 1981; Massey 1985). Contemporary 
research indicates spatial assimilation theory is also 
relevant for explaining the residential outcomes of 
Latinos. In general, studies show that with accultura-
tion and socioeconomic gains, Latinos experience 
locational attainment and increased contact with 
Whites (Alba and Logan 1993; Charles 2003; 
Iceland et al. 2014; Iceland and Nelson 2008; Iceland 
and Scopilliti 2008; Massey 1985; Yu and Myers 
2007). In particular, past research has devoted con-
siderable attention to how immigration impacts the 
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trajectory of residential outcomes for Latinos, argu-
ing that at first immigrant settlement and enclave 
formation causes a succession process where the 
neighborhoods that immigrants inhabit are aban-
doned by native-born Whites and areas of ethnic 
concentration emerge. Later, after immigration 
slows, the process of spatial assimilation accelerates 
and integration occurs as the social distance from 
native-born Whites decreases (Massey 1985). 
Contemporary studies also note that the spatial 
assimilation perspective anticipates that segregation 
may initially be high for immigrant groups due in 
part to the desire to at first reside in ethnically 
homogenous communities where social support in 
the form of ethnic-serving community institutions 
offer practical advantages for settlement and adapta-
tion to life in the United States (Clark 2002; Hall and 
Stringfield 2014; Iceland et al. 2014; Iceland and 
Nelson 2008; Iceland and Scopilliti 2008; Lichter et 
al. 2010; Massey 1985; Yu and Meyers 2007; 
Zubrinsky and Bobo 1996).

The spatial assimilation perspective suggests a 
number of variables as being relevant for locational 
attainment research. Massey (1985), Massey and 
Denton (1987), and Alba and Logan (1991, 1992, 
1993) emphasize socioeconomic status and accul-
turation as primary factors. Standard measures of 
socioeconomic status include variables such as edu-
cation and income. Measures of acculturation 
include nativity as an important marker, with 
English ability and naturalization being related con-
siderations. Overall, studies have found positive 
relationships between socioeconomic gains and 
acculturation with locational attainments whether it 
is defined as suburbanization or residential contact 
with Whites (Alba and Logan 1991, 1992, 1993; 
Massey and Denton 1987; Yu and Myers 2007).

To conclude, this framework will provide the pri-
mary guidance for the research design of the analy-
ses conducted in this study. However, it is important 
to note that while spatial assimilation dynamics are 
evident for Latinos, overall segregation between 
Latinos and Whites is persisting over time. In the 
following, we review a perspective that raises the 
alternative possibility that segregation may persist 
despite Latino spatial assimilation trends.

Conceptual Frameworks: Place 
Stratification
The place stratification perspective is sometimes 
framed as a counter-theory to spatial assimilation 
given its emphasis on discrimination and barriers to 
integration, but the two are not necessarily mutually 
exclusive. If spatial assimilation dynamics are weak, 

place stratification concerns naturally become the 
main focus. However, when both place stratification 
and spatial assimilation dynamics are evident, place 
stratification can also serve as a complementary 
theory to help explain residential dynamics where 
spatial assimilation stops short (Alba and Logan 
1991; Charles 2003). Place stratification is a theory 
of discrimination focusing on residential segregation 
that essentially addresses the role of group member-
ship and race in determining residential patterns. At 
the micro level of analysis, the key explanatory vari-
able is race both in its additive effect and its interac-
tion with other relevant factors.

Under place stratification theory, racial preju-
dice and notions of racial hierarchy and concern for 
maintaining group advantage motivates the White 
majority group to minimize minority presence in 
their neighborhoods through a welter of practices, 
ranging from formal and informal housing market 
discrimination against minority households to hos-
tility toward minority households in White residen-
tial areas to White avoidance of predominately 
non-White neighborhoods (Ellen 2000; Logan 
1978; Massey and Denton 1993). Previous research 
provides compelling documentation of past and 
ongoing discrimination (Massey and Denton 1993; 
Turner 1992) and thus provides a basis for predict-
ing that minority gains in socioeconomic status and 
acculturation may not necessarily lead to residen-
tial integration and co-residence with Whites.

Studies have found evidence that gains in socio-
economic status and acculturation do not provide 
returns on residential outcomes equally across all 
racial and ethnic groups (Bobo and Zubrinsky 
1996; Denton and Massey 1989; Rosenbaum 1996; 
Zubrinsky and Bobo 1996). Audit studies provide 
some of the more compelling cases of direct evi-
dence of race-based discrimination in the housing 
market at levels highly relevant for explaining seg-
regation (Galster 1990; Massey and Lundy 2001; 
Purnell, Idsardi, and Baugh 1999; Turner 1992). 
Other studies (Desmond 2016; Ross and Turner 
2005) indicate that while discriminatory practices 
may be declining, they are hardly negligible and 
remain relevant for explaining segregation. In 
addition, declines in formal and overt institutional 
discrimination do not necessarily blunt the impact 
of institutional racism.

To summarize, place stratification points to the 
role of race-based factors, both attitudinal and insti-
tutional-structural, that can hinder minority residen-
tial contact with Whites and thus limit residential 
integration. The place stratification perspective 
leads us to focus on whether White-Latino differences 
in segregation-determining residential outcomes 
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may still persist even after taking account of differ-
ences in social and economic characteristics. Given 
that both spatial assimilation and place stratification 
dynamics have notable theoretical implications for 
the Latino population, the case of White-Latino seg-
regation is ideal for a methodological approach that 
can address both frameworks.

Data, Measures,  
and Methods
Data Sources, Units of Analysis,  
and Samples
The data in this study are drawn from the restricted-
use 2010 decennial census microdata and the 
restricted-use 2008–2012 American Community 
Survey (ACS) pooled microdata. The 2010 decen-
nial census has 100 percent population coverage 
with information on race and ethnicity. We use these 
data to compute block-level2 racial composition 
(i.e., pairwise proportion White) for calculating seg-
regation scores and modeling locational attainments. 
With the restricted-use file, we are able to combine 
the results at the block level with a second data set 
created by pooling the restricted-use ACS for the 
five-year period 2008–2012. The ACS is nationally 
representative, and the five-year pooled restricted-
use data set results in a roughly 7.5 percent sample. 
The ACS provides detailed social and economic 
information on individuals and households, relevant 
for our locational attainment models.

We use the merged data set to perform locational 
attainment analyses where the dependent variable 
pertaining to residential location is developed from 
the decennial census and independent variables 
relating to household-level demographic, social, and 
economic characteristics are developed from the 
ACS. The units of analysis in our locational attain-
ment models are White and Latino householders in 
six metropolitan areas of interest, selected from dif-
ferent regions of the United States with varying lev-
els of segregation—Atlanta, Chicago, Houston, Los 
Angeles, San Diego, and Seattle. This selection was 
motivated by a desire to include major metropolitan 
areas with established Latino populations3 where 
spatial assimilation and place stratification dynam-
ics have had time to unfold as well as cities where 
the Latino population is smaller and newer.

Measurement
The analyses we conduct draw on a new formula-
tion of segregation indices, wherein the value of 

the index can be obtained as a difference of group 
means on index-specific scores for individual-level 
residential outcomes (Fossett 2017). Fossett (2017) 
establishes that all popular segregation indices, 
including the dissimilarity index, can be formu-
lated in a common “difference-of-means” frame-
work under which index values can be obtained 
from:

S Y Y= −1 2, 	 (1)

where S is the relevant segregation score (here the 
dissimilarity index), Y

–
1 is the mean score on yi for 

individuals in Group 1 in the analysis (here 
Whites), and Y

–
2 is the mean score on yi for indi-

viduals in Group 2 in the analysis (here Latinos).
The specific scoring of individual residential 

outcomes yi varies depending on which index of 
uneven distribution is being used. The dissimilarity 
index is the best known and most widely used mea-
sure of uneven distribution (Massey and Denton 
1988). The following is perhaps the most com-
monly used formula:

D w W l Lk k= ⋅ −1 2/ / / ,Σ
	 (2)

where k is an index for areas, w
k
 is the count of 

Whites in area k, l
k
 is the count of Latinos in area k, 

and W and L are the city-wide totals for Whites and 
Latinos, respectively.

While this formula is attractive for some pur-
poses, it has very limited value here because it pro-
vides little basis for understanding how the overall 
level of segregation for the city arises out of group 
differences in individual-level locational attain-
ments. Fossett (2017) addresses this limitation of 
prevailing approaches by developing the differ-
ence-of-means framework, wherein D can be 
obtained by computing the group difference-of-
means on individual-level locational attainments 
(y

i
) scored from area proportion White (p

k
).

Within this framework, index scores are 
obtained using the generic Equation 1 introduced 
earlier in combination with index-specific func-
tions y

i
 = f(p

k
) to assign values of y

i
 to individuals 

based on the ethnic proportion p
k
 of the area they 

reside in. For D, the scoring function y
i
 = f(p

k
) for 

individuals is simple: assign values of 1 or 0 based 
on how proportion White for the individual’s area 
of residence (p

k
) compares to proportion White for 

the city as a whole (P).4 If the proportion White in 
the neighborhood is at or above parity, that is, 
greater than or equal to the proportion White in the 
city as a whole, assign a score of 1. If the propor-
tion White in the individual’s neighborhood is 
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below parity, assign a score of 0. The resulting for-
mula is:

D W w y L l yi i i i= ( ) ⋅ − ( ) ⋅1 1/ / ,Σ Σ
	 (3)

where y
i
 = 1 if p

k
 ≥ P, y

i
 = 0 if p

k
 < P, and i and k 

index individuals and blocks, respectively. The 
value of D obtained using this formula is the same 
as that obtained by the more familiar computing 
formula given in Equation 2.5

Conceptually, the formulation explicitly links 
individual residential outcomes to aggregate-level 
segregation index scores in a mathematically sim-
ple and easy way to understand. Additionally, the 
formula for D given in Equation 3 has an intui-
tively appealing interpretation from the point of 
view of locational attainments; D registers the 
White-Latino difference in proportions residing in 
areas that attain parity on proportion White. This 
leads to the practical advantage of the formulation; 
one can account for the overall level of segregation 
as measured by D by accounting for how Whites 
and Latinos come to differ in residing in parity 
neighborhoods. Thus, this formulation makes it 
possible to investigate segregation in greater quan-
titative detail than previously possible by conduct-
ing individual-level analyses of segregation-relevant 
residential outcomes. Conclusively, the dependent 
variable for analysis is the individual scoring for D.

Another advantage of this approach is that it 
places the quantitative analysis of segregation on the 
same methodological footing as analyses of group 
inequality generally. For many decades, it has been 
routine to quantitatively explore crucial racial strati-
fication outcomes by estimating microlevel models 
of individual-level outcomes to gain insight into how 
group differences on the outcomes that determine 
inequality arise from group differences in attainment 
processes. This was not previously possible in segre-
gation analysis because segregation indices have not 
been formulated and interpreted in terms of group 
differences on individual-level locational attainments 
(Fossett 1988; Fossett and Cready 1998). The differ-
ence-of-means framework addresses this and gives 
researchers new options for segregation analysis 
while maintaining complete continuity with previous 
options for segregation analysis.

At this point, we clarify that in using a scoring 
based on parity on percent White as the outcome for 
our individual-level analysis, we are not attempting 
to make any normative evaluations of neighbor-
hoods or imply that reaching parity on percent 
White is the desired neighborhood outcome. The 
use of this individual scoring based on parity is nec-
essary as it is the individual component of the 

dissimilarity index and equal outcomes on parity is 
the condition under which even distribution can 
occur. Thus, in discussing White-Latino differences 
in parity, we are addressing deviances from even 
distribution rather than suggesting any normative 
prescriptions for social mobility. Consistent with 
the literature, we refer to attainments toward neigh-
borhood parity as locational attainments.

Finally, we adjust the scoring of the residential 
outcomes that determine the dissimilarity index to 
remove a source of upward bias that can be prob-
lematic when segregation is assessed using small 
spatial units, which is a well-known issue in segre-
gation measurement (e.g., Winship 1977). The 
solution is simple but highly effective; it involves 
the adjustment of removing the reference individ-
ual from the calculation of proportion White (p

k
) 

(Fossett 2017). We do not discuss the issue at length 
because while the adjustment can have important 
consequences in the analysis of segregation, it does 
not have important implications for this study.

Independent Variables
Spatial assimilation theory provides the basis for 
developing the set of independent variables to 
include in the locational attainment models we esti-
mate. The variables reflect selected aspects of 
acculturation and socioeconomic status as well as 
other factors that might affect where one lives in a 
way that might shape White-Latino segregation. 
For the sake of brevity, we refer to the full set of 
variables as resources. We review the independent 
variables as follows.

Socioeconomic status.  We measure socioeconomic 
status with educational attainment and income. We 
measure education using a six-category ordinal vari-
able with the lowest category being those who did 
not attend high school and the highest being those 
who completed a postgraduate degree. We measure 
income as the natural logarithm of household 
income to better capture the effects of income, which 
are nonlinear when income is measured in dollars.6

Acculturation.  We include several indicators of 
acculturation relevant for White-Latino segrega-
tion. The first is English ability, coded as a four-
category measure ranging from “Speaks English 
not at all” to “Speaks only English/speaks English 
very well.” For immigration status, we use U.S.-
born as the reference group and include dummy 
variables for foreign-born noncitizens and natural-
ized U.S. citizens. We also include dummy 
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variables to control for having immigrated within 
the last 15 years7 and recent migrant (moved within 
the last year).

Other.  We include controls for military participa-
tion, age, and family structure as these variables 
have been found to be associated with locational 
attainments.

Model Estimation and Standardization 
and Decomposition Analysis
We use fractional logit regression to estimate loca-
tion attainment models assessing how social charac-
teristics affect segregation-relevant residential 
outcomes for Whites and Latinos. The method 
draws on the generalized linear modeling (GLM) 
framework and was first introduced by Papke and 
Wooldridge (1996), having gained popularity since 
that point (Kieschnick and McCullough 2003). It is 
specifically geared to modeling the mean of a 
bounded variable, and so it is well suited for the 
needs of our analyses. Estimated coefficients are 
similar to logit-style coefficients with the key differ-
ence being that the model is predicting the logit of 
the mean of the original scores rather than the mean 
of logit scores. The regression equations can be used 
to obtain predicted values for the mean in the depen-
dent variable’s original metric, bounded between 0 
and 1 (based on applying the inverse logit transfor-
mation). Accordingly, it is a good choice for model-
ing scores that determine the dissimilarity index.

While the locational attainment models are nec-
essary to build on the tradition of previous research, 
our more informative findings are drawn from 
analysis procedures that make use of the model 
estimates to decompose segregation outcomes. We 
use the results of the regression models to perform 
regression standardization and decomposition to 
assess how segregation is shaped by the separate 
impacts of group differences in resources (i.e., dis-
tributions on the independent variables) and group 
differences in “rates” (i.e., the effects of the inde-
pendent variables). Variations on this technique 
have been implemented since Kitagawa (1955), 
illustrating how standardization and decomposition 
analysis can be used to partition a group difference-
of-means on an outcome into separate components. 
Althauser and Wigler (1972) and Jones and Kelley 
(1984) extended the Kitagawa method to regres-
sion-based analysis, and Powers, Yoshioka, and 
Yun (2011) extended application of these methods 
with nonlinear regression models.

We use standardization and decomposition 
analysis to answer two questions. The first is: How 

does the average Latino residential outcome change 
when Latinos are matched with Whites on social 
characteristics? We answer this by performing 
regression standardization, wherein predictions are 
generated for the White cases in the metropolitan 
area based on coefficients from the attainment 
model for Latinos. This generates the hypothetical 
distribution of predicted values that would be 
obtained if Latinos had the exact distribution on 
resources observed for Whites but converted these 
resources into locational attainments based on the 
rates observed for Latinos. The second question we 
address is: How does the average Latino residential 
outcome change when Latinos are matched with 
Whites on rates of return? Here we generate predic-
tions for Latino cases using the coefficients from 
the attainment model for Whites. These predictions 
can be used to assess how the average Latino resi-
dential outcome would change if Latinos converted 
their resources into locational attainments at the 
rates of return observed for Whites.

The findings from these standardization analyses 
allow us to assess the separate and joint contributions 
that White-Latino differences in resources and 
White-Latino differences in rates of return make to 
the overall level of segregation in the city. If White-
Latino segregation is due primarily to group differ-
ences in resources, it will provide evidence consistent 
with the spatial assimilation prediction that even dis-
tribution will follow as Latinos acquire social 
resources relevant for locational attainments. 
However, if White-Latino segregation is due primar-
ily to group differences in the ability to convert 
resources into locational attainments, it will provide 
evidence consistent with the place stratification pre-
diction that racial dynamics prevent integration. Here 
we note that there are limitations to quantitatively 
modeling the effects of race and discrimination on 
patterns of segregation. Nevertheless, we believe that 
this exercise holds an advantage over other strategies 
in that we are able to assess White-Latino differences 
in the rates of return on other social characteristics, 
isolating the effect of race group membership and its 
interaction with other factors.

If both factors play a non-negligible role in 
determining the level of White-Latino segregation, 
as we theoretically expect they might, the decom-
position will also provide an estimate of the “joint” 
impact of the components. This component reflects 
the fact that the estimated impact of equalizing 
resources will vary depending on whether rates are 
as observed or have been equalized, and similarly, 
the estimated impact of equalizing rates will vary 
depending on whether resources are as observed or 
have been equalized. Following the advice of 
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Althauser and Wigler (1972) and Jones and Kelly 
(1984), we report the joint component to permit 
flexibility in assessing its implications.

In the context of nonlinear, nonadditive multi-
variate attainment models, the approach we use is 
to perform standardization exercises based on pre-
dictions at the individual level to calculate the val-
ues of the resources and rates components and then 
obtain the value of the joint impact component by 
subtraction. The first step in the approach is to cal-
culate values for two observed group means and 
two standardized group means. The two observed 
group means are given as:

YW WRe Ra
 = the observed White mean (i.e., the 

mean of predicted values [ŷi] for Whites 
under the attainment model for Whites)

YL LRe Ra
 = the observed Latino mean (i.e., the 

mean of predicted values [ŷi] for Latinos 
under the attainment model for Latinos).

The two standardized group means are given as:

YW LRe Ra
 = the Latino mean standardized to 

Whites’ resources (i.e., the mean of pre-
dicted values [ŷi] for Whites under the 
attainment model for Latinos)

YL WRe Ra
 = the Latino mean standardized to 

Whites’ rates of return (i.e., the mean of pre-
dicted values [ŷi] for Latinos under the 
attainment model for Whites).

The overall level of segregation (i.e., D) is given 
by the difference between the observed means for 
Whites and Latinos. The value of this and the three 
component terms can be obtained as follows:

( )D Y YW W L LRe Ra Re Ra
− =  observed overall segregation

( )DRe Y YW L L LRe Ra Re Ra
− =  the resources component

( )DRa
Re Ra Ra Re

Y YL W L L− =  the rates component

(DJ) D – (DRe + DRa) = the joint impact component.

Results
Descriptive Results
In Table 1, we present descriptive statistics for 
White and Latino householders in our six metro-
politan areas from the 2008–2012 American 
Community Survey Public Use Microdata Sample.8 

The results highlight well-known disparities 
between Whites and Latinos, with Whites having 
in general a greater socioeconomic advantage. We 
also find that, reflecting sustained Latino immigra-
tion in recent decades, a much higher proportion of 
Latinos are foreign-born9 and are either bilingual or 
do not speak English at all. Finally, we find notable 
differences between Whites and Latinos in terms of 
age and household structure, with Latinos being 
much younger than Whites and Latinos and also 
having larger proportions of single-mother house-
holds. These contrasts are sharper in metropolitan 
areas with established Latino areas such as Los 
Angeles, Chicago, San Diego, and Houston and 
less pronounced in metropolitan areas like Atlanta 
and Seattle, where major Latino presence is more 
recent by comparison.

In Table 2, we document the level of segregation 
across the six metropolitan areas as measured by the 
dissimilarity index. As noted earlier, the dissimilar-
ity index reflects the White-Latino difference in the 
percent of householders residing in neighborhoods 
that are at or above parity with proportion White for 
the city overall. Accordingly, we list the dissimilar-
ity index scores and also the White and Latino 
means on individual-level parity contact with 
Whites, the group-specific components that deter-
mine the aggregate level score. For example, in 
Atlanta, we find that 81 percent of Whites live in 
neighborhoods that are at or above parity on propor-
tion White compared to 34 percent of Latinos, with 
the White-Latino difference determining the dis-
similarity index score of 47. As expected, we find 
the highest levels of White-Latino segregation in 
Los Angeles, Chicago, and Houston.

The greatest disparity in White-Latino parity-
contact with Whites is in Los Angeles, where only 
23 percent of Latinos live in neighborhoods that are 
at or above parity on proportion White as compared 
to 84 percent of Whites. Chicago and Houston are 
not far behind, where 28 percent of Latinos live in 
neighborhoods at or above parity as compared to 
81 percent of Whites. By far, the lowest level of 
segregation is in Seattle, where 41 percent of 
Latinos live in neighborhoods at or above parity 
compared to nearly 68 percent of Whites, produc-
ing a segregation score of only 27. The variation in 
the values of D across these cities is substantial and 
documents that our sample includes both highly 
segregated cities where Latinos differ greatly from 
Whites on parity as relevant for even distribution 
and also cities where these differences in parity are 
modest.
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Micro-models of Segregation-related 
Locational Attainments

In Table 3 we find that generally, the estimated 
effects are consistent with the spatial assimilation 
perspective in that parity-level contact with Whites 
is related to indicators of socioeconomic standing, 
which have similar effects for both Whites and 
Latinos. For example, for both Whites and Latinos, 
income and education have positive effects on the 
probability of residing in neighborhoods that are at 
or above parity. The impact of education is substan-
tial and statistically significant for both groups 
across all cities. This is similarly true for the effect 
of income, with the exception of Latinos in Atlanta. 
In contrast to education, however, the effect of 
income is larger for Whites in comparison with 
Latinos in all of the six cities. In combination, these 
effects indicate that parity-level contact with 
Whites tracks socioeconomic standing, and thus 
Latino socioeconomic assimilation is, all else 
equal, associated with greater parity-level contact 
with Whites and even distribution.

The estimated effects of nativity, citizenship, 
and English language proficiency are generally 
consistent with the spatial assimilation perspective, 
especially in the results for Latinos. The combina-
tion of effects suggests that Latinos have greater 
contact with Whites if they are U.S.-born and as 
they acculturate specifically in terms of English 
ability. In turn, this suggests that continuing immi-
gration serves to sustain White-Latino segregation 
but may take on less importance in the future as the 
native-born Latino population grows. The role of 
these variables is both less consistent and generally 
less important for Whites. At least one category of 
being foreign-born has statistically significant neg-
ative effects in three cities, statistically significant 
positive effects in two cities, and no appreciable 
effect in one city. So it appears that the effect of 

being foreign-born is more idiosyncratic across cit-
ies in the low immigration context for Whites, per-
haps varying with factors that we do not consider 
here.

Briefly we note that the effects of age and 
household structure operate as expected. The 
results indicate that younger households have a 
substantially lower probability and elderly house-
holds have a substantially higher probability of liv-
ing in neighborhoods that are at or above parity for 
both groups. These age effects have relevance for 
segregation based on the fact that the Latino popu-
lation is much more youthful than the White popu-
lation. In comparison to married couple households, 
single-mother householders and other household-
ers are significantly less likely to live in neighbor-
hoods that are at or above parity.

The last two variables we discuss are military 
service and recent mover status. The effect of mili-
tary service for Whites is consistent with expecta-
tions; it has statistically significant negative effects 
on the probability of parity contact. For Latinos, 
however, effects of military service are generally 
weak and inconsistent. The inconsistent effects for 
Latinos do not provide a basis for concluding that 
Latino convergence with Whites serving in the 
military will contribute to reducing segregation. 
Recent mover status also has inconsistent effects. 
Based on this, we do not see any suggestion that it 
has meaningful implications.

To summarize, the analyses reported in Table 3 
provide a basis for anticipating that spatial assimi-
lation dynamics may play an important role in 
shaping observed White-Latino segregation. This 
is based on the pattern of effects observed in the 
locational attainment models and observed White-
Latino differences on resources. In particular, the 
effects of key resources are consistent with spatial 
assimilation theory and are likely to combine with 
White-Latino differences in distributions on these 

Table 2.  Observed Dissimilarity Index in Metropolitan Areas.

Metropolitan Area

Percent at or above Parity on Proportion White

Dissimilarity IndexWhites Latinos

Atlanta 80.75 33.80 46.95
Chicago 81.29 27.89 53.40
Houston 81.22 28.05 53.17
Los Angeles 83.56 23.12 60.44
San Diego 79.61 31.46 48.15
Seattle 67.99 41.22 26.77
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characteristics to contribute to higher levels of seg-
regation. The effects are also such that all else 
equal, movement toward White-Latino conver-
gence on these characteristics will lead to even 
distribution.

We conclude this section by noting that the 
locational attainment models can provide some 
insight into place stratification dynamics that shape 
White-Latino segregation. For example, in all 
equations, the constant for Latinos is much lower 
than the constant for Whites, consistent with the 
place stratification perspective’s expectation that 
under conditions of being equal on other character-
istics, Latinos are less likely than Whites to attain 
residence in neighborhoods that are at parity.10 We 
can assess both spatial assimilation and place strat-
ification dynamics more systematically in the anal-
yses to follow, which allow us to move beyond the 
limitations of locational attainment models and 
connect these outcomes to overall segregation 
patterns.

Standardization and Decomposition 
Analysis
In Table 4, the standardization analysis results 
based on the dissimilarity index for the six case 
studies are presented. In all cities, applying the 

White distributions to the Latino equation raises 
the proportion of Latinos who live in blocks at or 
above parity by a large amount, which would imply 
that segregation would be much lower as a result. 
This finding confirms that some integration can be 
achieved through the acquisition of resources that 
would be relevant for reaching parity. But the larg-
est change happens when the White rates of return 
are applied to the Latino equations while retaining 
the Latino distributions on the independent vari-
ables, suggesting that it is the disparity in the abil-
ity to convert these resources into locational 
attainments that contributes the most to segrega-
tion. In cases such as Seattle, where segregation is 
relatively lower, the changes are less dramatic as 
the existing residential disparity is lower in magni-
tude compared to high segregation cities.

The way in which group differences in resources 
and rates of return separately and jointly result in 
changes in predicted levels of segregation can be 
quantified using decomposition analysis. In Table 
4, it was evident that both factors made large con-
tributions to White-Latino differences in residen-
tial outcomes: group differences in resources that 
predict segregation and group differences in rates 
of return on those resources. In the following, we 
review the decomposition analysis results based on 
the dissimilarity index, presented in Table 5.

Table 4.  Standardization Analysis for Dissimilarity Index in Metropolitan Areas.

Comparison

Predicted Group Mean on D-specific Scoring

Atlanta Chicago Houston Los Angeles San Diego Seattle

Latino resources and Latino 
rates of return

33.80 27.89 28.05 23.12 31.46 41.22

White resources and Latino 
rates of return

62.63 48.21 52.73 46.98 52.35 60.65

Latino resources and White 
rates of return

59.56 67.35 60.66 76.17 68.35 53.42

White resources and White 
rates of return

80.75 81.29 81.22 83.56 79.61 67.99

Table 5. C omponents Analysis for Dissimilarity Index in Metropolitan Areas.

Component

Contribution to Index Score

Atlanta Chicago Houston Los Angeles San Diego Seattle

Resources 28.83 20.32 24.68 23.86 20.89 19.43
Rates of return 25.76 39.46 32.61 53.05 36.89 12.20
Joint impact –7.64 –6.38 –4.12 –16.47 –9.63 –4.86
Total difference (D) 46.95 53.40 53.17 60.44 48.15 26.77
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We find a telling pattern in these results, which 
is that in our highly segregated cities, the group dif-
ferences in rates of return make a greater contribu-
tion to the overall segregation score, whereas in 
lower segregation cities, it is the existing resources 
held by householders that tend to matter more. This 
can be interpreted as the role of race being much 
greater in high segregation cities such as Los 
Angeles as compared to lower segregation cities 
like Seattle. With regards to the joint impact, this 
term can be interpreted as the portion of either 
component that is linked to the other component. 
For example, when Whites and Latinos in Los 
Angeles are matched on resources, thereby reduc-
ing the score by 24 points, the effect of then match-
ing on rates of return is moderated by 16 points 
because that is the portion of the disparity in rates 
that is dependent on the disparity in resources, 
which have already been accounted for.

The finding that the largest contribution to seg-
regation is the White-Latino differences in rates of 
return in high segregation cities does not downplay 
the role of White-Latino differences in resources 
for locational attainments. In every city where 

segregation is high, the role of disparities in 
resources is not trivial, often accounting for nearly 
half of the overall score. With regards to the sub-
stantive implications of the findings from this exer-
cise, we argue that there is support for spatial 
assimilation in that group differences in resources 
play a non-negligible role in producing segrega-
tion, implying that even distribution is more likely 
when Whites and Latinos are matched on resources. 
However, we also find evidence of place stratifica-
tion, or the effect of race-based barriers to integra-
tion, in that the White-Latino differential in the 
ability to convert resources into residential contact 
with Whites is substantial, especially in high segre-
gation cities.

One final exercise that can be done with stan-
dardization is to examine the magnitude of the 
effects by observing the changes in overall segre-
gation at varying levels of resource “profiles” 
where Whites and Latinos are set to low and high 
scores on resources. We demonstrate this in Table 6 
with outcomes for three profiles. The low resource 
profile is based on an individual set of characteris-
tics where they have not attended high school, their 

Table 6.  Predicted Dissimilarity Index at Three Levels of Resources.

Group Low Observed High

Atlanta
  Whites 18.18 80.75 85.65
  Latinos 3.41 33.80 78.75
  Dissimilarity index 14.77 46.95 6.90
Chicago
  Whites 26.83 81.29 90.75
  Latinos 2.75 27.89 73.91
  Dissimilarity index 24.08 53.40 16.84
Houston
  Whites 17.98 81.22 89.57
  Latinos 2.63 28.05 75.83
  Dissimilarity index 15.35 53.17 13.74
Los Angeles
  Whites 53.20 83.56 90.39
  Latinos 1.29 23.12 71.26
  Dissimilarity index 51.91 60.44 19.13
San Diego
  Whites 21.80 79.61 86.89
  Latinos 2.81 31.46 74.36
  Dissimilarity index 18.99 48.15 12.53
Seattle
  Whites 10.51 67.99 78.02
  Latinos 5.50 41.22 72.93
  Dissimilarity index 5.01 26.77 5.09
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household income is set to $15,000, they have not 
served in the military, they are noncitizen recent 
immigrants, they do not speak English, and they 
are between the ages of 15 and 29. The high 
resource profile is an individual, aged 60 or older, 
with a postgraduate degree, a household income of 
$90,000, who has served in the military, is U.S.-
born, and speaks English exclusively or very well.

What we find is that segregation is highest 
between the groups at their observed distributions. 
The lowest levels of segregation alternate between 
when Whites and Latinos are set to the low 
resources profile and the high resources profile, but 
what we can assert from this is that lower segrega-
tion can be expected when Whites and Latinos are 
matched on resources as compared to when they 
are as observed. This is especially the case in low 
segregation Seattle, while it is less true for highly 
segregated cities such as Los Angeles. We also find 
that segregation is consistently lower in the low 
resources profile in comparison to the high 
resources profile with the exception of Seattle 
where, again, segregation is low and the impact of 
race group membership is notably smaller than the 
impact of differences in resources.

Discussion
In this study, we investigated and sought to draw a 
connection between two dominant approaches to 
studying residential segregation and further inves-
tigate the prevailing frameworks for understanding 
segregation using the case of White-Latino segre-
gation. We have several conclusions from this 
study. First, we find that in all areas, Latinos have a 
higher probability of living in neighborhoods that 
are at or above parity if they hold resources such as 
education, income, citizenship, and English lan-
guage ability. This finding is consistent with previ-
ous work on spatial assimilation in the context of 
Latino residential outcomes.

Our second primary conclusion is that using 
standardization and decomposition, we find that the 
differences in White and Latino rates of return have 
a notable impact on segregation. In cities where 
segregation is high, the group difference in 
resources is a smaller component of overall segre-
gation as compared to the group difference in the 
rates of return on those resources. This can be inter-
preted as the role that race group membership plays 
in White-Latino segregation in high segregation cit-
ies as compared to low segregation cities where 
group differences in resources matter as much, if 
not more. There remains the possibility that 

equalizing on resources may alleviate the impact of 
race, which is theorized by the spatial assimilation 
framework, and we account for this by also consider-
ing the joint impact of race and resources in our analy-
sis, which we find to be consistently non-negligible.

This study makes two significant substantive 
contributions to the literature. The first is that we 
are able to tell a more complex story about White-
Latino residential segregation by establishing the 
direct quantitative link between microlevel loca-
tional attainments and overall segregation in the 
metropolitan area. From this, we are able to explain 
how these locational attainments give rise to and 
shift segregation patterns, taking research beyond 
the previous limitations of not being able to link 
segregation patterns to the microlevel social pro-
cesses that produce them. The second substantive 
contribution is that we are able to assess the role of 
race even as spatial assimilation dynamics are rel-
evant, making it possible to work toward develop-
ing a synergy between the dominant conceptual 
frameworks of spatial assimilation and place 
stratification.

We also have provided methodological contri-
butions to the discipline. First, we showcase the 
usefulness of calculating segregation indices in a 
difference-of-means format. The difference-of-
means formulations are what allow us to directly 
link segregation scores to individual-level out-
comes, making these analyses possible (Fossett 
2017). Second, we demonstrate how the complexi-
ties of residential segregation can be further 
explored using standardization and decomposition. 
These methods allowed us to draw conclusions 
about the separate and joint impacts of resources 
and race in driving segregation patterns. We recom-
mend both of these techniques as ways to acquire a 
more complex understanding of residential segre-
gation. The methods in this paper are easily appli-
cable to the research of segregation between other 
groups and within other contexts, opening up 
opportunities to pursue larger questions about the 
underlying dynamics of residential segregation.
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Notes
  1.	 “Evenness holds when the proportion of minority 

members within all residential areas equals the city-
wide minority percentage and so ‘as areas depart 
from the ideal of evenness, segregation increases’” 
(Massey and Denton 1989:373).

  2.	 We argue that blocks are preferable to larger spatial 
units such as tracts because larger units can mask 
neighborhood segregation patterns occurring on 
a smaller scale. In the case of large metropolitan 
areas, this is less of an issue, but there is nothing to 
be lost by using blocks as opposed to tracts.

  3.	 Based on summary files from the American 
Community Survey, we found that all metropolitan 
areas were comparable with regards to Latino ethnic 
composition in that they were majority Mexican-
origin, although we note that the Latino composi-
tion in Atlanta deviates from other areas where 
Central Americans are a larger percentage of the 
Latino population at approximately 15 percent.

  4.	 “Pairwise” refers to the proportion calculated using 
only the counts for the two groups in the segrega-
tion comparison. This is not unusual; all measures 
of uneven distribution draw on this construction.

  5.	 See Fossett (2017) for a discussion of the 
equivalence.

  6.	 We follow a common practice of setting a “bottom 
code” of $500 before performing the log transfor-
mation to minimize complications associated with 
very low incomes.

  7.	 Fifteen years since immigration is at some level an 
arbitrary cut-point, however we found that the results 
were not notably impacted by other cut-points. 
Additionally, by identifying immigrants who had 
arrived within the past 15 years, we are able to some 
extent capture immigrants who arrived in “new des-
tination” areas such as Atlanta, a phenomenon that 
characterized migration patterns in the 1990s.

  8.	 To protect the confidentiality of the respondents, the 
public-use version was used to generate descriptive 

statistics. We are confident that these statistics accu-
rately represent our analysis sample.

  9.	 When limiting the sample to adult householders, 
we find that the percent foreign-born is higher for 
Latinos as compared to the overall Latino popula-
tion. This is primarily due to the removal of U.S.-
born children from the sample.

10.	 To give the regression constant a meaningful inter-
pretation, degree is centered on the value for those 
who have a high school education, English ability is 
centered on the value for those who speak English 
only or speak English very well, and income is cen-
tered on the mean income for Whites with a high 
school education.
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