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Racial/Ethnic Diversity and 
Economy - A Broad Overview of 
U.S. Counties, 2000-2014:
County Scale Diversity and Economy
Madhuri Sharma, University of Tennessee, Knoxville, USA

ABSTRACT

This article explores the relationships between diversity, its components, and their change with
economic health at the scale of counties, using major economic characteristics such as change
in population, labor-force participation, employment and unemployment, and median household
income(overallandbyrace/ethnicity).Tract-scaleandcounty-scaledatafromtheNationalHistorical
GeographicInformationSystemareusedtocomputediversityscoresanditscomponents,tovisually
analyze the spatialdistributionpatterns.Correlations&stepwise regressionmodels suggest that
diversity-2000associatespositivelywithgreaterdiversity(overallandamongnon-whites)in2014,
butnegativelywithachangeindiversity(overall,andnon-white).Whilemedianhouseholdincome
associateswithapositivechange indiversity, those forBlacksassociatenegativelywithchange
in diversity, largely supporting the inertia effects of Black presence as an ‘unattractive’ factor.
Unemploymentassociateswithdiversity&change/non-white-diversity,suggestingunemployment
likelyprevalentamongwhites.Thishashugesocio-economicandpolitics-basedpolicyimplications.
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INTRODUCTION

Racial/ethnicdiversityintheUnitedStateshasbeenincreasingoverlastfewdecades,particularly
aftertheenactmentoftheImmigrationandNaturalizationAct(1965),whichopenedpathwaysfor
immigrantsfromCentralandSouthAmericanandAsiancountries.Inaddition,theVietnamWar
(Wood,1997),theglobalscaleeconomicrestructuringcoupledwithriseindemandsforhighlyskilled
laborinagloballyinterconnectedeconomy(Li,1998,2006),alongwithpoliticalasylumseekersfrom
variousothercrisesandturmoilinnumerousCentralandSouthAmericancountries(e.g.,Cuban
exiles)--cumulativelyfacilitatedtheinternationalmigrationofdiversesetsofpopulationgroupsinto
USA(Duany,2017),whoeventuallysoughtacceptanceasrefugees,whileintegratingintothehost
society’seconomy.Therealsoexistedothertypesofmigrants,suchastherefugeesfromunfavorable
andexploitativeeconomicconditions,drug-wars,crimevictims,includingnaturaldisastervictims
fromtheLatinAmericas(seereportsbyEESI,2017andGIZ,2017).Allof theseaddedtoward
dramaticgrowthinUSA’stotalpopulationaswellasitsracial/ethnicplurality.Inparticular,these
manifested throughsignificantgains in thesharesofAsiansandHispanicssince the1970s,and
moresooverlasttwodecades.Subsequently,thesechangesinpopulationgroupshavemanifested
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itselfspatiallythroughchangingdiversityandavarietyofracial/ethnicmosaics,changingthesocial
geographiesofUSAacrossthesmall-to-mid-sizedandlarge-sizedurban(Singer,2003,2004)and
ruralAmerica(Lichteretal.2006).Duringthisprocessofimmigrantsanddiversepopulationgroups
settlingacrossAmerica,manynew-immigrantdestinationswereformed.Thisonceagainrenewedthe
academicinterestofregionalandnationalscholarstoexaminethechangingsocio-spatialdynamics
andtheirlinkageswithregional,nationalandglobalpolitical-economy(e.g.,Lichteretal.,2006;
Smith&Furuseth,2004;Winders,2006,2011a,2011b).TheNAFTA(NorthAmericanFreeTrade
Agreement)of1990sfurtherboostedfastgrowthofHispanicsacrossmanyU.S.regions/states,asit
createdopportunitiesacrossbothspectrumofeconomyandhumancapitalsupply(Parrado&Kandel,
2011;Mohl,2007;Odem&Lacy,2009;Sharma,2016,2018).

WhilethesevarioustypesofimmigrationflowshavecertainlychangedUSA’sracial/ethnicmake-
upatamuchfasterratesincethe1970s,themorerecenttimeshavealsobeennotedforsignificant
increaseinanti-immigrant,anti-diversityandanti-minoritysentimentsandrhetoricacrossthesocial
andpoliticaldiscoursesallthroughoutthecountry.Thesehavebeenwelldocumentedandcaptured
ineverydaynewsandmediaoutlets(forexample,seeLewis,2011;Nowrasteh,2011), including
increaseinincidencesofviolenceandthreatstowardminorities.Somepeoplehaveevenexpressed
concernsabout‘toomuchdiversity’andhowthathasbeennegativelyaffectingtheireconomiclives.
Growingpresenceofimmigrantsanddiversityhasbeenoftenmisrepresentedbysomemediasourcesas
‘immigrantstakingawaytheirjobs’,andthat‘theirpresence’inthelabormarkethasnegativelyaffected
their(nativepopulations’)wagebargainingcapacitiesattheirworkplaces(formorediscussionsabout
thisfearamongthenativepopulation,seethepapersbyPassel&Cohn,2009,2011).

Whilenumerousmediaoutletshavesuccessfullycreatedthisfearamongpeople,tothisdate,there
hasbeennoempiricalanalyseslinkingimmigrants’presencewithloweringofworkopportunities
(orwages)fordomestic/nativepopulation.Brookingsinstitutereportshaveratherfoundevidence
onthecontrary.Scholarlyresearchhasalsosuggestedthatgrowthandchangeindiversityaresocial
manifestationsofchangingeconomicneedsaswellasgrowingeconomy,andthatingeneral,greater
diversityispositivelyassociatedwithbettereconomichealth(Sharma,2016,2018).Researchalso
suggeststhatdiversityislinkedwithgrowthinspecifictypesofeconomy,suchas,manufacturing,
ortheprimarysector,ortheresearch&developmentactivities,andthelike(forexample,seeMaxim
&Mark’s(2018)BrookingsreportonthegrowthofmanufacturingintheheartlandofAmerica,and
Muro&Whiton’s(2018)analysesofhigh-techskillconcentrationinspecificmetropolisesofUSA).
Fewothershaveindicatedthatchangingdiversityanddiversity-typesareindeedoutermanifestations
ofchangingeconomicstructuresintheMidwesternstatesaccompaniedbygrowthofindustriesin
thesouthernstatesofAlabama,Georgia, theCarolinas,andthe like(seeworksbyMohl,Passel
&Cohn,Parrado&Kandell,Smith,Winders,andmanyothers).Alabama,forexample,gainedin
racial/ethnicdiversityduetosignificantgrowthandexpansioninthemanufacturingindustriesfrom
NAFTAanddeindustrializationintheMidwest(Sharma,2016).Inotherpartsofthecountry,suchas
NorthCarolina,Smith&Furuseth(2004)attributefastgrowthofLatinapopulationduetonumerous
constructionjobsthatCharlottehadundertakenduringlargescaleurbanredevelopmentandexpansion,
andtheshort-termtemporarylaborgraduallysettleddownovertimeperiods,astheydecidedtomake
Charlottetheirpermanenthavens.Similarchangesintheracial/ethnicmosaicsoccurredacrossother
partsofthecountryaswell,whereinchangingeconomy-typesalongwithmarketvariationsaffected
urbanexpansionandredevelopments,whicheventuallyhavetransformedtheirdiversity(Brown&
Sharma,2010;BrownandWebb,2011;Mohl,2007;Odem&Lacy,2009;Sharma&Brown,2012;
Sharma,2013,2014,2016;Smith&Furuseth,2004,2006).

Whilesomerecentresearchhaslinkedchangingdiversitywitheconomyinthesouthernstates
(Smith&Furuseth,2004,2006;Winders2006,2011a,2011b),theongoingdemographicchanges
havebeenoccurringnationwide,andthisrequiresatimelyinvestigationsothatadequateplace-based
policiescanbeimplementedtoaddresschangingneedsofdiversity.Thesecouldincludecreating
bi/multi-lingual schools, appropriate job trainings and skill development, human capital needs
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