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Abstract

This investigation into effects of metropolitan-area black population proportions on
earnings inequality differs from previous studies in two principal ways: It examines
black population effects on gender as well as black-white inequality; and it employs a
hierarchical linear model for individual and metropolitan area data from the 1990
Census. Principal findings are that greater relative black population size is associated
with (1) higher white earnings and lower black earnings for men and women, and
(2) reduced gender inequality among black workers. Thus, black-white inequality is
higher relative to gender inequality in labor markets with greater black representation,
which has important implications for the study of interaction in stratification systems.

Several generations of researchers have found a positive relationship between black
population proportions and black-white inequality (e.g., Beggs, Villemez & Arnold
1997; Blalock 1956, 1967; Burr, Galle & Fossett 1991; Fossett 1988; Frisbie & Neidert
1977; Semyonov, Hoyt & Scott 1984; Tienda & Lii 1987; Tomaskovic-Devey &
Roscigno 1996; Wilcox & Roof 1978). This investigation expands upon the
tradition in two principal ways. First, it examines effects on gender inequality as
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well as black-white inequality. The interactions of racial-ethnicity and gender have
thus far not been a significant part of minority concentration studies. Second, it
employs a hierarchical linear model (HLM) that combines individual and
metropolitan area (MA) data from the 1990 Census.! Multilevel models are
necessary for studies of labor market effects on earnings inequality (e.g., Cotter et
al. 1997), and this technique provides greater accuracy and more flexibility than
standard contextual models or purely aggregate-level studies (Bryk & Raudenbush
1992).

Black-White Earnings Inequality

Structural perspectives consider economic, political, and social characteristics of
labor markets as determinants of black-white labor market inequality (Tomaskovic-
Devey & Roscigno 1996). If individual characteristics such as education or other
human capital variables contribute as well, these are often understood as functions
of social inequality (Fossett 1988; Roscigno 1995). Much of this research has
therefore focused on local labor markets, using a range of data and methods, and
most studies find that labor market proportion black (PB) is positively associated
with black-white inequality.

The most common explanation for this phenomenon is that higher PB increases
a perception of threat on the part of whites and provokes a greater level of
discrimination, leading to a greater gap between black and white labor market
outcomes. This has been called the “visibility-discrimination” or “competition”
hypothesis (Beggs, Villemez & Arnold 1997; Burr, Galle & Fossett 1991). The
hypothesis receives support from research showing the association between
increased black-white contact and racial discrimination or inter-group tensions.
PB is associated with anti-black attitudes across regions and time (Quillian 1996),
with increased whites’ perceptions of threat from blacks, and with decreased support
for integration (Fossett & Kiecolt 1989). Increased black-white contact has been
shown to provoke opposition to busing (Olzak, Shanahan, & West 1994) and race
riots (Olzak, Shanahan & McEneaney 1996). And studies of lynching have
consistently found that white racist mobilization was greater in higher PB counties
(e.g., Tolnay & Beck 1995; Tolnay & Deane 1996).

However, existing studies of PB-effects on labor market outcomes do not have
adequate data to explain the mechanisms at work. Identifying discrimination at
the employer level, for example, requires data on skills, training, and tenure as
well as more commonly available variables (Cancio, Evans & Maume 1996).
Similarly, showing racial mobilization in the wider community requires evidence
of collective action that cannot be assumed from cross-sectional earnings data,
and studies of white racial attitudes (e.g., Fossett & Kiecolt 1989; Quillian 1996)
are generally not linked to labor market outcomes. Beggs, Villemez and Arnold



Black-White and Gender Inequality / 209

(1997) do find that local support for equality of opportunity reduces black-white
occupational inequality, but adding this variable does not substantially reduce the
effect of black population concentration, which it would be expected to do if local
attitudes were the mechanism by which PB operates on inequality. So causal claims
should be considered cautiously. Findings of an association between black
concentration and increased inequality do not necessarily support the visibility-
discrimination hypothesis.

A crowding-effect hypothesis complements the visibility-discrimination theory,
positing that because of occupational segregation, the greater supply of workers
considered suitable for minority-dominated occupations will result in lower wages
in those occupations. Iflocal attitudes contribute to occupational segregation, and
both influence earnings inequality (Tomaskovic-Devey 1993), it is likely that
crowding and competition work together.

Although the phenomenon under study has persisted over time (Burr, Galle &
Fossett 1991; Fossett & Seibert 1997), recent patterns of investment and
development, combined with residential segregation, may also play a role in
contemporary PB effects. Industrial restructuring has disproportionately hurt black
communities (Logan & Molotch 1987; Squires 1992; Wilson 1987). Corporate and
local businesses have made relocation decisions in ways that disadvantage blacks
(Squires 1984; Squires, Velez & Taeuber 1991), and the shrinking of local tax bases
in traditionally black areas has hurt school districts that serve predominantly black
populations (Roscigno 1995). Continued high levels of residential segregation
(Farley & Frey 1994), the geographic concentration of poor blacks within
metropolitan areas (Massey, Gross & Shibuya 1994), the suburbanization of capital
(Kasarda 1995; Squires, Velez & Taeuber 1991) and its flight from metropolitan
areas with more blacks (Squires 1992), all contribute to difficulties in finding and
keeping good jobs — a problem worsened by discrimination against job applicants
known to live in poor black neighborhoods within metropolitan areas (Wilson
1996). Larger black populations could thus increase the distance to, and difficulty
in finding and keeping, good jobs for black workers, putting downward pressure
on their wages.

GENDER INTERACTIONS AND THEORETICAL EXPECTATIONS

Tienda and Lii (1987) believe it is important to examine within-group
differentiation, and thus include education differences within racial-ethnic groups.
Tomaskovic-Devey and Roscigno (1996:583) concur, arguing that “dominant ethnic
or racial groups are often internally divided along class and regional lines,” so that
“who benefits from racial inequality cannot be answered from within a simple
group competition model.” However, although these authors are sensitive to the
interactions of race and class, they are silent on the question of gender
differentiation. Indeed, most studies include only men in their analyses (Burr, Galle'
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& Fossett 1991; Fossett 1988; Tienda & Lii 1987; Semyonov, Hoyt & Scott 1984;
Tigges & Tootle 1993; McCreary, England, & Farkas 1989).

This is problematic for several reasons. First, there is no basis offered from which
to generalize from men to women; we cannot assume women’s labor market
experience parallels men’s along racial-ethnic lines. Second, labor markets include
a substantial if less than equal proportion of women, so any analysis of labor
market dynamics that excludes women runs the risk of missing substantive effects
and interactions that compromise the value of their conclusions. For example,
Tienda and Lii (1987) discuss the implications of their results for an “overflow”
(or queuing) hypothesis wherein PB might help more educated members of
minority groups (and whites) to improve their earnings by moving into better jobs
when the racially-typed jobs below them are filled (Lieberson 1980; Olzak 1992).
But with women excluded from the analysis, the possibility of white women
competing for these “overflow” jobs cannot be examined. Semyonov, Hoyt and Scott
(1984), who broadly examine this hypothesis, do so without considering women
in labor markets.

A few studies have measured PB effects on black-white inequality for women
as well as men (Cassirer 1996; Grant & Parcel 1990; Beggs, Villemez & Arnold
1997). Beggs, Villemez and Arnold (1997) find that the effect of PB in adjacent
labor markets on inequality is greater for women than for men, supporting the
idea black women might be especially hampered by difficulties traveling to jobs.
Grant and Parcel (1990) find that PB has greater effects on black-white inequality
for women than men.? However, these studies do not examine the effects of PB on
gender inequality, but rather its effects on black-white inequality separately for men
and women. ‘

White women might gain more or less from PB effects on labor markets than
white men. At the same time, black women might lose more or less than black
men. This range of possible outcomes would have different implications for black-
white as well as gender inequality. Methods that model men and women separately
cannot adequately distinguish these effects. If PB-related inequality is reflective of
more ascriptive hierarchical structures, for example, white women might also suffer
greater discrimination in higher-PB markets. If PB has specifically racial-ethnic
effects, it might affect men and women equally, although differential effects by
education or occupational level might help or hurt black or white women in
particular.

The lack of previous research on gender interactions warns against over-
ambitious theorizing, but there are several ways white women in particular might
be expected to benefit from black-white inequality resulting from PB, to a greater
or lesser extent than white men do. The first is a gender variation of the “overflow”
thesis. If women largely work in occupations that are typed as “reproductive” and
sex segregated but hierarchically distributed by racial-ethnicity, then we might
expect greater PB to allow white women to move up to higher positions in the



