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Spatial Patterns of Immigrant Assimilation*

James P. Allen and Eugene Turner
California State University, Northridge

This research compares the contemporary areal patterning of cultural and economic assimilation with patterns
expected from a model of urban spatial assimilation described by Massey and modified by us. Using 1990 census
data (PUMS) for 12 immigrant groups in the greater Los Angeles area, we locate the ethnic concentrations of each
group and identdfy two additional zones based on distance from the concentration. The zones represent varying
degrees of spatial assimilation. This method allows us to compare the distribution of immigrant cohorts over time
and the degree of cultural and economic assimilation of residents of the different zones. Our findings confirm most
geographical aspects of the modified model. Zonal differentiation occurs in the expected direction and is statistically
significant although not strong for most groups. More recently arrived immigrant groups and those with higher
incomes tend to show greater differences in assimilation between zones. Key Words: immigrant, assimilation,

ethnic concentration, Los Angeles.

he changing pattern of immigrant distri-

bution in American cities, especially in
relation to cultural and economic assimilation,
has been the subject of much research. Most
studies examining these matters have focused
on the experiences of European immigrants
and their children. For many years the theo-
retical basis for the connections between the
various processes and patterns was not for-
mally developed, but this has been elaborated
by Douglas Massey (1985) into what is now
usually called the model of spatial assimilation
or the model of residential segregation. The
central observation of the model is the direct
connection between cultural, economic, and
spatial assimilation. Immigrants who share a
culture initially settle together for mutual sup-
port, but they and their children leave that
concentration and find homes among English-
speaking U.S. residents as they become more
familiar with the country’s culture, find better
jobs, and earn more money.

The spatial pattern of immigrant assimila-
ton is of current interest because of the large
number of recent immigrants to metropolitan
areas and the radical changes experienced by
cides and suburbs during the last 40 years.
Compared with the earlier European immi-
grants, many post-1965 immigrants arrive with
much higher levels of education and profes-
sional attainment, and many also bring much

wealth with them. It seems plausible chat such
immigrants may form ethnic concentrations in
different types of places, settle less frequently
in ethnic concentrations, or show weaker con-
nections between spatial assimilation and cul-
tural and economic assimilation. Furthermore,
metropolitan areas themselves have deconcen-
trated and expanded many times over, and
transportation developments have increased
accessibility across metropolitan areas and
loosened constraints that formerly made ethnic
concentrations small in areal extent, often on
the scale of neighborhoods.

During the last decade there have been sev-
eral studies that have assessed areal differences
in assimilation among recent immigrants (Alba
and Logan 1991, 1993; Logan and Alba 1993;
White et al. 1993). Such studies, using individ-
ual-level data in the 1980 Public Use Micro-
data Sample (PUMS) file, have tested the
influence of certain variables representing cul-
tural and economic assimilation on immigrant
residence in areas representung spatial assimi-
lation. However, in these studies areas of spa-
tial assimilation have been defined without any
spatial relationship to areas of concentration.
Moreover, overly broad identification of areas
of ethnic concentration enabled the re-
searchers to uncover only a portion of the
potential areal differences in assimilation. Part
of the reason for less attention to these geo-
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graphical parameters was the limited areal
units available for the 1980 PUMS data.

Our goal is to add to the understanding of
the geography of contemporary immigrant as-
similation in three ways. First, as in other re-
cent studies we measure the assimilation of
individuals by means of the most recent
PUMS data, but the greater number of areal
units for which 1990 data are available com-
pared with 1980 enables us to define more
tightly and appropriately the areas of ethnic
concentration for different specific immigrant
groups. Second, this research adds the concept
of accessibility or distance to an ethnic concen-
tration to the model as described by Massey,
and it redefines spatial assimilation as reduced
accessibility to that concentration. Third, our
findings rest on an unusually broad, large, and
current base. We analyze 12 groups of immi-
grants in the five-county Los Angeles Consoli-
dated Metropolitan Statistical Area (CMSA), a
region that contains a fifth of all foreign-born
people in the United States and more foreign-
born than any other metropolitan area.

Our identification of specific zones of ethnic
concentration and others of lesser accessibility
to those concentrations makes possible a more
geographical test of spatial variations in assimi-
lation. For each zone and immigrant group we
calculate the percentage or median value of
selected assimilation variables, thus permitting
comparison of characteristics in the different
zones. In addition, we statistically test for ob-
served differences among zones and measure
the association between selected characteristics
of the groups and the extent of their zonal
differentiation.

In the next section we explain how our re-
search design extends previous findings. Con-
cepts of assimilation and the model described
by Massey are then briefly summarized and the
results of other studies of spatial assimilation
are reviewed. Next we discuss the geographical
parameters of our design, including the radon-
ale for inclusion of accessibility and our defini-
tions of three zones of varying spatial assimi-
lation. The immigrant groups are then intro-
duced and the choice of assimilation variables
is explained. Results reveal the relative assimi-
lation of individuals in the three zones of vary-
ing ethnic concentration/dispersal. Compara-
tive distributions of ethnic groups and cohorts
across the three zones are followed by zonal

comparisons of cultural and economic assimi-
lation of immigrants and, for some variables,
the U.S.-born members of groups. Finally, we
show how specific groups differ in their zonal
differendation and provide a more detailed
look at three immigrant groups (Japanese, Ar-
menians, and Mexicans) that were somewhat
exceptional.

The Theoretical Basis for Spatial
Patterns of Assimilation

Cultural assimilation, or acculturation, is usu-
ally the first and the easiest in the series of
stages of assimilation by which immigrants be-
come theoretically integrated into U.S. society
(Gordon 1964). Later stages in assimilation,
such as social and marital, are dependent on
prior cultural assimilation. Both English lan-
guage skills and formal education represent
important aspects of cultural assimilation. At
the same time, the learning of English and
other cultural skills on the part of immigrants
and their progeny leads to better jobs, result-
ing in higher incomes. Because U.S.-born
whites generally earn higher incomes than im-
migrants and nonwhites, rising income indi-
cates economic assimilation.

The residential location of immigrants re-
flects their level of cultural and economic as-
similation (Massey 1985). Prior to cultural and
economic assimilation, immigrants live in resi-
dental concentrations of their own group for
mutual support. Being poor and unfamiliar
with this country, they choose low-cost hous-
ing in the older central areas of cities, often
located near centers of employment. With
growth, the area of concentration becomes siz-
able enough to support a range of institutions
that ease the adjustment of newcomers. There
has been no consensus as to the conditions that
maximize the viability of ethnic groups in a
metropolitan area, but theoretically they in-
volve both population size and geographical
concentration rather than proportion in the
total population. An ethnic group’s absolute
size within a city is probably of greatest impor-
tance in establishing and maintaining group
culture, social networks, and institutions
(Fischer 1984), but geographical concentration
in certain neighborhoods may be especially
important for groups that are smaller in size
(Darroch and Marston 1984).
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Cultural and economic assimilation makes
possible residential dispersal out of the ethnic
concentration into less central areas of newer,
better housing where the dominant population
is U.S.-born white Americans. This represents
spatial assimilation. In such places interactions
with American neighbors and more assimilated
immigrant families reinforce cultural assimila-
tion and may increase economic assimilation.
Spatial assimilation, or at least residence out-
side the ethnic concentration, is probably a
necessary prerequisite for social assimilation,
which occurs when there are frequent, close
friendships with Americans outside the ethnic
group. Thus, residential dispersal outside the
ethnic concentration is an important geo-
graphic manifestation of cultural and economic
assimilation and may also be required for sub-
stantial social integration in the larger Ameri-
can society.

Adding to Massey’s model of spatial assimi-
lation, we argue that access to an ethnic con-
centration remains important for most immi-
grants and sometimes even for U.S.-born
members of ethnic groups. Because distance
from frequently needed service facilities and
other central places is an important factor in
residential location decisions (Knox 1982), im-
migrant and ethnic populations also consider
this factor, but for them the frequently needed
services and institutions are often located in
areas of ethnic concentration. Residential dis-
persal out of an ethnic neighborhood does not
eliminate the need for visiting, shopping for
special ethnic goods, and otherwise participat-
ing in the life of institutions located in the
concentration. However, individuals who are
more assimilated culturally should need to visit
that area less often. Thus, assimilation can be
expected to show a distance gradient from the
concentration: as distance from the concentra-
tion increases, the relative assimilation of indi-
viduals should also increase.

A second addition to Massey’s model in-
volves our expectation that many newly arriv-
ing immigrants will not settle within ethnic
concentrations. Migration chains direct new
immigrants to the locations of friends and rela-
tives (Choldin 1973; Massey 1986), but be-
cause these chains operate over years rather
than just months, many earlier imumigrants
have already dispersed out of ethnic concentra-
tions. The likelihood of some initial settlement

dispersal was confirmed directly from a survey
of 185 Korean immigrants in Los Angeles who
were asked the reason for selecting the loca-
tion of their first residence: 64% said to be
“close to relatives or friends,” while only 17%
said “live in Korean-concentrated area” (Kim
1986).

Previous Research on Spatial
Assimilation

Until the 1980s, most research on spatial pat-
terns of assimilation has measured them in
terms of ethnic residential segregation at the
tract level. A group’s level of segregation from
whites is indicated by an index of dissimilarity
so that groups can be compared and the asso-
ciation between the index and various meas-
ures of cultural and economic assimilation for
the group can be measured. Research results
have generally supported expectatons regard-
ing spadal assimilation for both European im-
migrant groups in the past (Lieberson 1963;
Massey 1985) and more recent immigrant
groups (Langberg and Farley 1988). Lower
segregation has been associated with greater
cultural and economic assimilation; foreign-
born members of ethnic groups are more seg-
regated from whites than are their U.S.-born
counterparts; and members of those groups
with higher levels of education and income are
less segregated than their compatriots of lower
status. Over time the socioeconomic status of
immigrants increases (Neidert and Farley
1985). Among nonimmigrant ethnic groups,
blacks have been the major exception to these
associations (Massey and Denton 1993).

Such segregation measures, however, pro-
duce only a single measure of spatial assimila-
tion for a group over an entire city or metro-
politan area and do not permit a direct assess-
ment of the cultural and economic assimilation
in specific areas. More recently, spatial assimi-
lation has been measured in larger areal units
like municipalities and suburbs as compared to
central cities. In these cases, the ethnic group’s
spatial assimilation is indicated by the propor-
tion of its population that lives in certain types
of areas. This has usually been defined as resi-
dence outside a central city, in a high-income
suburb, or in an area containing a high per-
centage of whites. The larger areal units make
possible the use of data on individuals available
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in the PUMS data file, permitting more pene-
trating analyses of cultural and economic char-
acteristics of residents in specific areas relevant
to spatial assimilation.

Major findings for newer immigrants consis-
tent with the model of spatial assimilation are
that Asian and Hispanic residents of higher
income suburbs have higher levels of education
and income, and Asians with higher levels of
education and income tend to live closer to
whites (Alba and Logan 1991, 1993; Logan
and Alba 1993; White et al. 1993). Among
Hispanics in greater New York City, English
language ability is clearly associated with resi-
dential proximity to whites (Alba and Logan
1993). Also, expected associations between cul-
tural assimilation variables and spatial assimi-
lation are stronger in regions of the United
States where ethnic group proportions are
higher (Alba and Logan 1991).

On the other hand, some findings have been
inconsistent for new immigrants with respect
to expectations regarding spatial assimilation.
An immigrant’s length of residence in the
United States has a surprisingly weak influence
on residential assimilation (White 1988; Alba
and Logan 1991), as does U.S. citizenship for
the foreign-born (White 1988; White et al.
1993). Among Asians, English language skills
and birth in the United States have little or no
effect on residential proximity to whites, which
depends more on economic characteristics
(Alba and Logan 1993; Logan and Alba 1993).

There are also important differences among
ethnic groups in the expected association be-
tween cultural and spadal assimilation, and
specific ethnic identity was found to be a more
important factor in residental assimilation
than was birth in the United States (White
et al. 1993). For example, Japanese, Vietnam-
ese, and foreign-born Filipinos show little vari-
ation in English language skills between cen-
tral city and suburb (Alba and Logan 1991).
Also, Japanese immigrants are less segregated
than U.S.-born Japanese, while Japanese immi-
grants are less segregated than earlier arrivals
(White et al. 1993).

Thus, previous research has confirmed a
general association between spatial assimila-
tion and other types of assimilation, but it has
raised questions about the variables and groups
that do not fit the expected patterns. We be-
lieve that a more careful measurement of the

geography connected with assimilation can
lead to a clarification of these matters.

Measuring Geographic Parameters

In previous studies, the area that defines spatial
assimilation has typically been composed of
many separate subareas that have no necessary
spatal connectdon. These widely located
subareas also share no common spadal rela-
tionship with ethnic concentrations. For this
reason, such areal definitions can give no indi-
cation of the broad pattern of changes in cul-
tural and economic assimilation across a met-
ropolitan area. Also, recent research has not
identified distinctive areas of ethnic concentra-
tion, which are the expected centers of new
immigrant settlement; and only one recent
study acknowledged the role of accessibility to
ethnic concentrations as a factor in the loca-
tional decisions of households (Massey and
Mullan 1984). In contrast, our research gives
special attention to defining the relevant spa-
tial parameters that presumably affect cultural
and economic assimilation.

Because theory has focused on ethnic con-
centrations as settings favorable to the mainte-
nance of ethnic life, our primary goal is to
compare the characteristics of people living
within ethnic concentratons with those of
people living outside such places. However, the
vast area] extent of Southern California and its
large immigrant populations made it possible
for us to differentiate three theoretically rele-
vant zones. The first is the ethnic concentra-
tion itself and the other two differ in accessi-
bility or distance to the concentradon. The three
zones are labeled as (1) concentrated, (2) dis-
persed, and (3) highly dispersed. Our expecta-
dons are that less-assimilated individuals tend
to reside in the concentrated zone, whereas
more-assimilated individuals are found most
frequently in the highly dispersed zone.

Zones were constructed from PUMAs (Pub-
lic Use Microdata Areas) because the PUMA
is the smallest areal unit for which individual-
level census data can be obtained. The 92
PUMAs of the five-county Los Angeles Con-
solidated Metropolitan  Statistical ~ Area
(CMSA) divide the area fairly evenly in popu-
lation and in sufficient detail for our purposes:
85% of the PUMAs contained between
100,000 and 200,000 residents, and the City of
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Los Angeles was itself divided into 21 PUMAs,
resulting in an effective set of areal units.

Concentrated zomes are distinctive for each
group and, consistent with theory, are defined
in terms of absolute numbers in the group
rather than proportion in the total population.
Since research has not identified any popula-
tion threshold above which ethnic concentra-
tions are viable, we attempted to include in our
concentrated zones those specific areas locally
recognized as important ethnic centers while
excluding areas not so acknowledged. Famili-
arity with the area and its ethnic communities,
as well as previous mapping of ethnic popula-
tions in terms of census tracts, helped us to
determine a criterion for ethnic concentration
that could be applied systematically to the
groups. In this way we decided empirically that
the concentrated zone for each group should
be defined as those PUMAs that contained
3.7% or more of the total five-county South-
emn California populaton of that group.!
Groups differed in the number and location of
PUMAs in which they were concentrated
(Fig. 1), but even the smallest groups were
sufficiently large to support a range of ethnic
institutions in their PUMAs of concentration.

The bighly dispersed zone is the same for all
groups and is composed of those PUMAs that
are farthest from the major ethnic concentra-
tions. This zone includes all of Ventura, San
Bernardino, and Riverside counties, as well as
northern Los Angeles County (small towns
and two cides in the Mojave Desert north of
the San Gabriel Mountain barrier) and the
inhabited portion of southern Orange County
(Fig. 1.2

In between the highly dispersed and concen-
trated zones are dispersed zones, which are com-
posed of the PUMAs not already classified as
concentrated or highly dispersed. The large
PUMA in eastern Orange County, extending
from the far north to the south, is correctly
included as dispersed because nearly all its resi-
dents live in the northern end; the middle and
southern portions are sparsely populated rug-
ged land in a national forest.

Population and Assimilation
Variables

We rely on data for adults as reported in the
5% PUMS of the 1990 U.S. census. Because

we wished to select those who were most likely
to have completed their education and who
were influential in making locational decisions,
our study includes only adults from age 25
through age 64. The major focus is on immi-
grants (the foreign-born), but we also include
U.S.-born members of the groups for appro-
priate variables—English language skills, edu-
cational attainment, and income.

Because the 1990 census contains no data on
the birthplace of the parents of reported indi-
viduals, we cannot differentiate the second
generation (children) of immigrants from ear-
lier immigrant generations. Japanese, Chinese,
Armenians, and Mexicans had established
communities here prior to the 1930s so that
the U.S.-born in these groups include many
third- and fourth-generation Americans. How-
ever, for other groups, more recent immigra-
don means that U.S.-born adults are almost all
in the second immigrant generation (Table 1).

Immigrant Populations

Our analysis is based on the largest immigrant
groups in Southern California except for Asian
Indians and Puerto Ricans, who were excluded
because they were not sufficiently concen-
trated anywhere. By far the largest immigrant
group and the one with the longest history in
this area are people of Mexican origin. During
this century they have provided most of the
workers for many construction, manufactur-
ing, and low-level service jobs; the number of
immigrants who arrived during the 1980s was
particularly large. Beginning in the late 1970s,
this labor force was supplemented by refugees
from Central America and Indochina. At the
other extreme in income are Japanese, includ-
ing foreign-born managers on temporary as-
signment in Southern California as well as the
highly educated U.S.-born.

In general, group differences in median in-
come (Table 1) reflect variatons in English
language skills and occupational specialties.
For example, Filipino immigrants are typically
fluent in English and are often professionally
trained, which frequently leads to high salaries.
Korean immigrants are also well educated but
their income level is not as high, perhaps be-
canse of the difficulties that beset the small
businesses they have so frequently opened.
Nearly all Iranians arrived here in the very late
1970s or 1980s, but their median income also
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Ethnic Group

San Gabriel Mountains

Areas of Concentration

Armenian 56

Cambodian 7,26, 30

Chinese 7,8,9,10, 11

Filipino 5,7, 8, 14, 25, 26, 27

Guatemalan 5,7,14,15, 16

Iranian 1,2,4,6,12,13, 14

Japanese 10, 22, 23, 24

Korean 5,6, 14, 27 Concentrated
Mexican 8, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 30 .

Salvadoran 5,7,14,15, 16 Dispersed

Thai 3,56 ) )
Vietnamese 10, 26, 28, 29, 30 Highly Dispersed
Identified areas are PUMASs, statistical reporting units created by the U.S. Census.

Figure 1: Zones of concentrated and dispersed settlement for selected ethnic populations in the Los

Angeles CMSA, 1990.

reflects high levels of education as well as prior
affluence in Iran. Averages for the Chinese and
Armenians hide the great range within those
groups, which include very poor and unassimi-
lated immigrants as well as wealthy newcomers

from Taiwan and third-generation Armenian
professionals and businessmen.

The numbers of foreign-born from each
group in each of the three zones are
sufficiently large to ensure statistical reliability
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Table 1 Summary Statistics for Ethnic Populations, Ages 25-64, Los Angeles CMSA, 1990

Percent Median
Population Percent Foreign- Foreign-born Household Income

Group Total born (Immigrants) Arrived 1989-1990 (U.S.- and Foreign-born}
Mexican 1,607,081 63.7 373 $29,160
Chinese 171,922 90.0 55.2 $39,602
Filipino 158,859 92.1 50.3 $48,000
Salvadoran 142,250 98.1 64.8 $22,200
Korean 107,717 98.2 56.3 $32,000
Japanese 106,546 396 41.8 $46,000
Guatemalan 74,778 98.1 64.3 $22,650
Vietnamese 71,083 99.2 57.6 $34,696
Armenian 61,558 80.8 55.2 $30,300
Iranian 42,344 98.0 48.4 $45,000
Thai 14,449 99.3 435 $40,000
Cambodian 14,142 99.5 77.9 $20,160

Source: 1990 U.S. Census, 5% PUMS. Housebold income is the total income of individuals aged 16 and older in a housebold. Because
the 25-64 age restriction was not applied to bousebold income calculations, medians are based on all bousebolds in which the house-

holder veported the listed ethnic identity.

(Table 1). For the U.S.-born, however, Cam-
bodians and Thais were too few to be included.
People of Mexican origin represent 58% of all
immigrants and 84% of the U.S.-born from all
12 ethnic groups. So that analyses are not un-
duly dominated by the size of this group, our
results are presented in ways that differentiate
Mexicans from the aggregation of the other
groups.

The distribution of immigrant arrival co-
horts by zone is a good indicator of the pattern
of initial immigrant settlement and later dis-
persal. We define four cohorts in terms of their
year of inidal arrival in the United States:
1987-1990, 1980-1986, 1970-1979, and be-
fore 1970. Our expectations are that the most
recent immigrants will be represented in high-
est proportions in the zone of concentration
because the model predicts initial settlement in
ethnic concentrations. Assimilation over time
has presumably resulted in the movement of
earlier immigrants out of those concentrations
and into still more outlying areas such that
their proportion would be greatest in the
highly dispersed zone.

Indicators of Assimilation

Three measures of acculturation or cultural
assimilation are used: English language ability,
educational attainment, and U.S. citizenship.
We measure variations in self-assessed Eng-
lish language ability by calculating the per-
centage of individuals who reported either that
they spoke only English at home or that they
used another language but did speak English
very well. To measure educational attainment

we calculate the percentage of adults who were
high school graduates and the percentage
who had earned at least a bachelor’s degree.
Although many immigrants never choose to
become citizens and citizenship is not neces-
sary in order to achieve assimilation, a decision
to naturalize reflects a commitment to the
United States that usually expresses some de-
gree of familiarity and comfort with life here.
For this reason our third indicator of accul-
turadon is the percentage of those born in
another country who became citizens by natu-
ralization.

Economic assimilation is indicated by indi-
vidual median income. Even though residential
location decisions are typically made by house-
holds, our focus on the characteristics of indi-
viduals favors individual incomes as the better
indicator of economic assimilation. In addi-
tion, this eliminates any problem connected
with ethnically mixed marriages or households
composed of both U.S.- and foreign-born
adults.

Although we do include indicators of assimi-
lation for U.S.-born adults in two tables (Eng-
lish language ability and educational attain-
ment), our statistical analyses and presentation
of characteristics of specific groups (Fig. 2) are
based only on immigrants themselves because
they outnumber the U.S.-born in most groups
and exhibit a greater zonal differendation in
characteristics.

For each of the three zones we calculate the
percentage or median value of selected assimi-
lation variables for each of 12 ethnic groups.
We also measure the association between se-
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Percent of Immigrants
Who Are Naturalized Citizens

Percent of Immigrants
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Percent of Immigrants
Speaking English Only or V. Well

Armen. w——o——+p  Armen. ————————— ¥
Korean —o Japanese —O—H Zone
Thai o—| Thai —0—H
Japanese *—o—p Korean po—% X Concentrated
Cambod| »—ob Vietnam.| p—ox O Dispersed
Iranian -0 Chinese _—_ty P Highly Dispersed
Chinese o Iranian o
Filipino wo—p Filipino b-0¢
Vietnam. L od Salvador.| pm
Salvador.| »o—p Guatem. o3 For each chant, ethnic groups
Guatem,| wo> Mexican | are ordered by decreasing
Mexican o Cambod. OB differences between the Highly
Dispersed and the Concentrated
N | [ (| (| Zones.
0 50 0 25 50
Percent Parcent

Percent of Immigrants
with High School Diploma

Armen. a1 Armen, o—1 Chinese —o—
Chinese —o—3 Salvador. H—o0— Armen. H—a—p
Japanese H—O—b Chinese ¥—o—p Thai —ob
Salvador. »o—> Guatem. ¥—o0—p Korean H—>
Guatem.| »wo— Cambod. > Vietnam, W-0—

Iranian —od Vietnam. »-0p Iranian o—
Korean »a-d Mexican ¥-ob Cambod. ¥-Ob
Vietnam, wob Iranian Salvador wob
Cambod| Mo Korean JD Filipino ¥

Thai w0 Thai -0 Guatem. 30
Mexican Mo Filipino Mexican w
Filipino ¥4 Japanese >F Japanese p—o—¥
L 2 O | I | ol | e &2 U TR N N B O N |
0 50 0 50 ap 0 $10 $20 530 S0 S50
Percent Percent Income in Thousands of §

Median Income of Male Immigrants

Figure 2: Assimilation of immigrants by zone of concentration/dispersal, Los Angeles CMSA, 1990.

lected characteristics of ethnic groups and the
extent of their zonal differentiation by means
of Spearman rank-correlation and test for sta-
tistical differences of the observed zonal differ-
entiation.

Distribution of Ethnic Populations

Many ethnic concentrations are stll located
centrally, close to downtowns in the old central
citdes of Los Angeles, Long Beach, and Santa

Ana (Fig. 1). These remain areas of relatively
low-cost housing, particularly for immigrants
unable to afford to live in newer, more attrac-
tive areas. The large Salvadoran and Guatema-
lan settlement (7, 14-16), focused on Westlake,
just west and southwest of L..A.’s downtown,
and the Cambodian center in the older part of
Long Beach (26) represent such concentra-
tions. So do Koreatown (14), the Filipino set-
tlement in the Temple/Alvarado area (7), and
the Armenian settlement in Hollywood (5).
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Nearly all the largest Mexican concentrations Redondo Beach areas (24); and Iranians in
are on the east side of L.As downtown, in- Westwood (12), Beverly Hills (13), the nearby
cluding Lincoln Heights and Highland Park  Santa Monica Mountains (4), and the south-
(8), Boyle Heights (17) East Los Angeles (18), western San Fernando Valley (1 and 2). Such
Huntington Park (20), and the east side of locations reflect the greater affluence of some
South Central Los Angeles (16). of the newer immigrant groups (Table 1) and
Many other concentrations, however, are lo-  indicate that many upper-income immigrants
cated in older suburban areas: Armenians and  wish to live in ethnic concentrations despite
Koreans in Glendale (6), Thais in the eastern  having the income or wealth to live almost
San Fernando Valley (3), Japanese in Gardena  anywhere in Southern California.
(22), Filipinos in Carson (25), Chinese, Viet- In nearly all ethnic groups the U.S.-born
namese, and Japanese in the Monterey Park  adults are much more spatially dispersed than
area (10), and Vietmamese in northern Orange  the foreign-born adults (Table 2A). Except for
County (28 and 29). Such locations demon-  the Japanese, the concentrated zones contain
strate that ethnic concentrations are no longer  higher percentages of immigrants than of U.S.-
found only in the oldest, poorest, and most born, and the highly dispersed zones have
central parts of cities, as was once the case. All  higher percentages of U.S.-born. For several
of the above suburbs have higher income levels  groups the concentrated zone is more than
than the more centrally located ethnic concen-  twice as important as a residental area for the
trations, and many Chinese take pride in iden-  foreign-born as it is for the U.S.-born.
tifying Monterey Park as the first suburban Considering only immigrants from coun-
Chinatown in the United States. tries other than Mexico, the distribution of
There are also ethnic concentrations in ar-  arrival cohorts shows a pattern of concentrated
eas of more expensive housing: Filipinos and  zones containing higher proportions of recent
Koreans in the newer suburb of Cerritos (27);  arrivals (Table 2B). Highly dispersed zones
Chinese in San Gabriel, Arcadia, and prestig-  have higher proportions of earlier arrivals. The
ious San Marino (11); Japanese on the Palos  percentage of recent immigrants (those arriv-
Verdes Peninsula and in the Manhattan and ing in the United States during 1987-1990)

Table 2 Distribution in Two Zones of Relative Concentration/Dispersal, Los Angeles CMSA, 1990

A Immigrants and U.S.-born in Ethnic Groups

Percent in Concentrated Zone Percent in Highly Dispersed Zone
Group Foreign-born U.S.-born Foreign-born U.S.-born

Mexican 292 12.1 16.1 30.7
Chinese 37.7 19.4 6.9 10.9
Filipino 328 214 16.4 201
Salvadoran 435 209 4.0 9.8
Korean 30.0 1.6 80 85
Japanese 214 22.0 115 9.5
Guatemalan 1.8 13.3 6.3 73
Vietnamese 387 * 11.2 *
Armenian 52.6 5.0 2.3 203
Iranian 453 * 1.0 *
Thai 19.5 * 14.0 *
Cambodian 44.2 * 9.4 *

B. Immigrant Cohorts

Percent in Concentrated Zone Percent in Highly Dispersed Zone
Arrival Cohort Mexicans Other Groups Mexicans Other Groups
1987-1990 26.2 46.8 15.7 5.7
1980-1386 2841 412 15.5 7.0
1970-1979 314 33.0 14.7 10.3
before 1370 26.5 239 19.9 15.6

Note: Distributions are percent of five-county populations residing in zones (Fig. 1). Percentages in the dispevsed zone are not shown
because they can be calculared readily from this table as the sum of concentrated and highly dispersed zone percentages subtracted from
100.

*indicates <1,000 persons.
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residing in zones of ethnic concentration is
nearly twice that of pre-1970 immigrants,
while the percentage of recent immigrants in
the highly dispersed zone is only one-third the
percentage of pre-1970 immigrants in that
zone. These findings strongly confirm expec-
tations of initial settlement in concentrations
and later dispersal. (The much smaller and
inconsistent zonal differentiation of Mexican
immigrant cohorts is discussed later,)

The pattern of initial settlement in an ethnic
concentration and later dispersal is particularly
associated with more recently arrived and
higher-income groups. This is demonstrated
by the results of correlation analysis among all
12 groups (Table 3). The fact that recent im-
migrant groups tend to be more zonally differ-
entiated by arrival cohort suggests that disper-
sal from such concentratons and residential
mixing of cohorts may proceed quite rapidly
among immigrants. The association between
higher male incomes and greater zonal differ-
entiation of arrival cohorts implies that after an
initial few years of settlement in ethnic con-
centrations those groups with greater eco-
nomic resources find it easier to move out of
ethnic concentrations.

Although we have demonstrated the higher
proportions of recent immigrants in ethnic
concentrations that are expected from the
model of spatial assimilation, the fact remains
that a majority of recent immigrants do not
live within concentrated zones. This contra-
dicts the assumption of the Massey model that
new arrivals settle in ethnic concentrations,
and it supports our modifications of that
model. Soine new arrivals live sufficiently close
to ethnic concentrations so that trips can be

easily made in automobiles, but the dispersed
location of many recently arrived immigrants
certainly means that residence in an ethnic
concentration is no longer necessary. A loca-
tion near friends and relatives is probably more
important, and it is likely that telephones and
television now eliminate many of the trips to
ethnic concentrations that had been necessary
in former times. Altogether, the tendency for
new immigrants to locate in ethnic concentra-
tions and disperse from these over time is still
evident, but this pattern has been substantially
blurred by the widespread settlement of new
immigrants outside such concentrations.

Cultural Assimilation

Although this study focuses on zonal differen-
tiation of characteristics, observed interrela-
tions between variables characterizing entre
immigrant groups are evident and expected,
based on previous research (e.g., Chiswick
1978; Poston 1994) and human capital theory
(Becker 1975). Groups with higher levels of
education and better language skills tend to
have higher incomes. Such interrelationships
among important assimilation variables are
also demonstrated here for immigrants by sta-
tistically significant (p < .01) Spearman rank-
correlations between the median personal in-
come of men and both the percentage of high
school graduates (.748) and the percentage of
people who speak English only or very well
(.762).

Differences between zones in cultural as-
similation are in the expected direction and are
often substantial. Among immigrants other
than Mexican (Table 4), the percentages of

Table 3 Correlation between Selected Group Characteristics and Zonal Differentiation of Immi-

grants from 12 Ethnic Groups

Percent
Median Percent High Percent
Male Recent Schoof Skilied
Income immigrant Graduates English
Zonal differentiation of male median income 27 26 16 09
Zonal differentiation of percent arriving 1987-1990 67 a2 49 47
Zonal differentiation of percent high school graduates -32 ~.09 -.78% .56%
Zonal differentiation of percent skilled in English 25 61* -32 -.08
Zonal differentiation of percent citizens 62* .53 .40 .34

Notes: Figures are Spearman rank-corvelation coefficients; N = 12 groups. Zonal differentiation is the difference in variable value be-
tween the concentvated zone and the highly dispersed zone. Percent skilled in English indicates percent of adults speaking English anly

or very well.
<05,
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citizenship and English language skill are only
about half as high in the zones of concentra-
tion as they are in the highly dispersed zone,
and rates of high school and college graduation
in the zones of concentration are less than
75% of the rates in the highly dispersed zone.
These findings, and particularly those con-
cerning English skills, demonstrate very clearly
that spatal patterns of cultural assimilation are
consistent with those of earlier European im-
migrants from which Massey’s model of spatial
assimilation was derived. The often substantial
differences in cultural assimilation between the
intermediate (dispersed) zone and the two ex-
treme zones (concentrated and highly dis-
persed) support the notion of a gradient of
increasing assimiladon extending outward
from zones of concentration.

Zonal differentiadon of English language
ability and educational attainment is much
greater among first-generation immigrants
than among the U.S.-born because of the con-
sistently higher level of education and English
fluency among the U.S.-born. The fact that a
much weaker effect of zonation was found
among the U.S.-born for all three variables is
not surprising because cultural assimilation ap-
pears to occur most rapidly during the lives of
immigrants rather than those of their children.
This is consistent with the expected rapidity of
cultural assimilation compared with other
types of assimilation (Gordon 1964).

Among people of Mexican origin, the differ-
ences in assimilation between the concentrated
and dispersed zones are consistent with the

model (Table 5), but the size of differences
between zones is less than for the aggregation
of other groups. As was expected, the presence
of long-established Mexican centers, originat-
ing as farm labor communides, in Ventura,
Riverside, and San Bernardino counties ex-
plains the fact that assimilation is not consis-
tently greatest in the highly dispersed zone
(Note 2).

Correlation analysis shows that groups with
higher proportions of more recent (1987-
1990) immigrants tend to be more zonally dif-
terentiated with respect to English language
skill and citizenship rate (Table 3). It is not
clear whether this results from a geographical
sorting of newly arrived immigrants in terms
of their already acquired language skill or from
the more rapid acquisition of English among
those people living outside zones of concentra-
ton. Nevertheless, these results imply that the
expected spatial patterning of cultural assimi-
lation diminishes or blurs over time.

Also, groups with very high levels of educa-
ton and English language ability tend to be
less differentiated by zone with respect to edu-
cation. Very few of these immigrants are with-
out high school diplomas. For example, Filipi-
nos have such high levels of English language
ability and educational attainment that it is
almost impossible for sizable zonal differences
in those characteristics to exist.

Zonal differences in cultural assimilation are
statistically significant (p < .01) for all groups.
However, values for Cramer’s V are low (gen-
erally ranging from .05 to .15), indicating that

Table 4 Assimilation in Three Zones of Relative Concentration/Dispersal: Adults in Ethnic Groups

{other than Mexican) in Los Angeles CMSA, 1990

Concentrated Dispersed Highly Dispersed

Percent speaking English only or very well

immigrants 29.3 384 52.1

U.S.-born 90.4 94.0 94.5
Percent high school graduates

Immigrants 59.0 716 80.2

U.S.-born 93.7 94.4 95.3
Percent 4-year college graduates

Immigrants 239 331 346

U.S.-born 42.7 46.8 42.2
Percent citizens of immigrants 284 375 51.2
Median income for immigrant men $14,500 $16,239 $24,000
Median income for immigrant women $10,000 $11,000 $15,000
Median income for U.S.-born men $21,021 $28,599 $35,000
Median income for U S -born women $15,000 $18,000 $21.840

Note: Percentages ave based on an aggregation of adults in the 11 groups. Incomes are medians of employed persons aged 25-64 in the

11 groups. Only persons who reported a positive income for 1989 are included.
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of Relative Concentration/Dispersal: Mexican-Origin Adults in

Concentrated Dispersed Highly Dispersed

Percent speaking English only or very well

Immigrants 19.9 24.7 295

U.S.-born 81.2 89.0 87.9
Percent high school graduates

Immigrants 19.2 26.9 27.7

U.S.-born 54.7 70.7 68.5
Percent 4-year college graduates

{mmigrants 1.8 35 3.1

U.S-born 6.1 10.2 7.3
Percent citizens of immigrants 18.4 209 205
Median income for immigrant men $13,500 $14,040 $15,000
Median income for immigrant women $9,000 $9,600 $9.000
Median income for U.S.-born men $18,500 $26,444 $26,527
Median income for U.S.-born women $12.814 $16,748 $14,000

See Table 4 notes for details.

zonal differentiation for most groups is not
strong, as is illustrated in Figure 2.

Thus, the spatial pattern of culcural assimi-
lation of immigrant groups in Los Angeles is
consistent with the pattern described by
Massey (1985). However, findings for Mexican
immigrants with respect to cohort distribu-
dons and cultural assimilation suggest an
elaboration of the model. Recent Mexican im-
migrants are no more likely to be living in the
concentrated zone than are earlier immigrants,
but there is less cultural assimilation in the
concentrated zone as expected. This indicates
that zonal differences are not primarily a func-
tion of assimilation processes acting equally in
all areas over time. Rather, such zonal differ-
ences in cultural assimilation must occur either
because local residential mobility patterns are
selective with respect to assimilation prefer-
ences or because people respond culturally to
differences in the cultural environments of the
concentrated and dispersed zones.

Economic Assimilation

Differences among zones in men’s median in-
come are in the expected direcdon for the
aggregation of 11 immigrant groups (Table 4).
To test the significance of zonal differences in
income we compare lognormal income distri-
butions for each group in each of the three
zones using ANOVA for a random effects
model and measure significance by the Scheffé
procedure. Differences in income among all
three zones are statistically significant (p < .01)
for Cambodians, Chinese, Guatemalans, Kore-

ans, Mexicans, Salvadorans, Thais, and Viet-
namese. The incomes of Filipinos, Armenians,
and Japanese are significantly different (p <
.01) between only two of the zones, and for
Iranians no zonal differentiation is statistically
significant at that level. The expected zonal
differentiation of income occurs despite the
location of ethnic concentrations for Chinese,
Filipinos, Koreans, Thais, and Armenians in
middle- and higher-income areas. Thus, such
zonal differences do not require that the ethnic
concentration be located in a low-income area,
as was the case for European immigrants.

In contrast to the substantial and generally
consistent zonal differentiation found for
men’s incomes, the pattern for women’s in-
comes is weaker and inconsistent (Table 4).
This finding suggests that women’s income is
less important than men’s as a factor in house-
hold residendal decisions, not surprising con-
sidering the lower income of women.

Income levels in metropolitan areas tend to
increase with distance from the older central
parts of cities (Bogue and Hartmann 1987).
Because zones of ethnic concentration are gen-
erally located toward the center of the five-
county area, median income could be expected
to increase with distance from concentrated
zones simply as a result of this general urban
pattern. Support for the notion that spatal
patterns of income are primarily a function of
prior metropolitan areal differentiation is
found in the fact that the correlation analysis
identified no group characteristic that was sig-
nificantly associated with zonal differentiation
of income (Table 3). The lack of stadstically
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significant correlation between zonal differ-
ences of income and both percentage high
school graduates and English skill appears con-
sistent with other research results reporting
that Asians who live close to whites in suburbs
often do not have the expected English lan-
guage skills (Alba and Logan 1993; Logan and
Alba 1993).

Tt seems likely that the small zonal differ-
ences found for groups with unusually low in-
comes occur because these groups do not have
the diversity of incomes that would make
greater income zonation possible (Fig. 2). This
limitation presumably applies most to Sal-
vadorans, Guatemalans, and Mexicans, for
whom frequency distributions of income cate-
gories show the smallest standard deviation.

Special Cases: Japanese,
Armenians, and Mexicans

The zonal differentiation among Japanese im-
migrants with respect to educational attain-
ment and median income is the reverse of the
expected direction. This pattern may well oc-
cur because of two special circumstances: (1)
the presence in the highly dispersed zone of
long-established Japanese families with origins
in farming, and (2) Japanese corporate manag-
ers living temporarily in a PUMA of especially
high income within the concentrated zone (24
on Fig. 1). In that PUMA, many of the for-
eign-born are Japanese nationals who manage
the Southern California operations of Japanese
corporations and have frequenty chosen
homes on the Palos Verdes Peninsula and in
nearby Torrance (Moffat 1994). There, they
form a mostly self-contained community of
transplanted sojourners, most of whom have
little intention of remaining in the United
States. This is reflected in their relatively re-
cent arrival and their low rate of naturalization.
The special circumstances of these Japanese
may also explain findings from previous studies
that are inconsistent with the model of spatial
assimilation: high rates of suburbanization
without English proficiency (Alba and Logan
1991) and lower levels of Japanese-white seg-
regation for more recent immigrants than for
earlier immigrants and lower levels for imni-
grants in general than for U.S.-born (White
et al. 1993).

The large zonal differences in Armenian co-
hort settlement and assimilation dramatize the
areal differentiation expected from the model.
The Armenian concentrated zone contains
only two PUMAs: the eastern part of Holly-
wood and Glendale. The fact that 77% of all
Armenian immigrants arriving since 1986 live
in just these two areas is the result of chain
migration and the highly focused operations of
churches, refugee relief agencies, and a sup-
portive ethnic community (Arax and Schrader
1988; Shay 1992). In Hollywood, where most
poor Soviet Armenians settled, half of all Ar-
menian immigrants arrived during the 1987-
1990 period, when the Soviet Union permitted
many to emigrate. Fifty-eight percent of Ar-
menian immigrants in this area speak English
poorly or not at all. Glendale’s better housing
and neighborhoods attracted many business
and professional families, especially those from
Iran, and cultural assimilation is greater: only
42% of immigrants speak English poorly or
not at all. This much large zonal differentia-
tion among Armenians can conceivably be re-
lated to the pointed focus of settlement and the
intensity of recent immigration—temporary
phenomena that happened to be caught by the
1990 census.

Among people of Mexican origin, there are
much larger zonal differences between the dis-
tributions of U.S.-born and immigrants than
between immigrant cohorts (Table 2A, B).
This is consistent with the greater economic
assimilation of the U.S.-born, who have a me-
dian income that is 66% higher than that of
immigrants (Table 5). This clearly makes
more and better residential areas available to
them. Another factor in the differing distribu-
dons of the U.S.-born and immigrants may be
a weakening of the networks of chain migra-
tion. Just as identification with the problems of
Mexican immigrants is much weaker among
those who have departed from the traditional
ethnic concentration (Navarro and Acufia
1990), many Mexican-origin families whose
roots here were established long ago but who
are now living in dispersed and highly dis-
persed zones may have found that former ties
of family and friendship to Mexican villages
have eroded over time. This slow weakening
of geographical linkages has been observed for
other immigrant groups (Walker and Hannan
1989). Why do recent Mexican immigrants
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have no greater tendency to settle in ethnic
concentrations than did earlier immigrants?
The net flow of imunigrants during the last
decade was so large that many newcomers
could not find sufficient housing in Mexican
areas. They spilled over into adjacent low-cost
housing areas, including many that had been
predominantly black, where Mexican families
frequently shared homes (Turner and Allen
1991; Tobar 1992).

Conclusion

This research assesses the extent to which
older generalizations about the spatial patterns
of immigrant settlement and assimilation re-
main valid in the face of important changes in
the characteristics of both immigrants and
metropolitan areas. By carefully defining three
zones of relative ethnic concentration and
measuring assimilation by means of individual-
level data for PUMAs rather than summary
data for smaller area units, we demonstrate the
continued presence of the spatial pattern of
immigrant assimilation that could be expected
from the model of spatial assimilation and the
two additions to it that we proposed. Our iden-
tification of this pattern in terms of the large
areal units of PUMAs raises the possibility that
further areal differences in assimilation might
have been uncovered if it had been possible to
use a smaller areal unit so as to focus more
precisely on ethnic neighborhoods within con-
centrated zones.

Our finding of a definite spatial pattern as-
sociated with relative immigrant assimilation
can be summarized as follows. US.-born
members of ethnic groups are more residen-
tially dispersed than are immigrants, and re-
cent immigrants are more likely to live in eth-
nic concentrations than are those who arrived
earlier. Immigrants residing in ethnic concen-
trations show less English language ability, a
lower educational attainment, a lower rate of
naturalization, and a lower income level than
do those living outside such concentrations.
These results are generally consistent with the
results of earlier studies in which immigrant
cultural and economic assimilation was associ-
ated with spatial assimilation but spatial assimi-
lation was measured by low segregation from
whites or residence in mostly white or high-in-

come suburbs rather than accessibility to eth-
nic concentration.

Two findings directly support our modifica-
tion of Massey’s model of spatial assimilation.
Recently arrived immigrants frequently settle
outside ethnic concentrations because chain
migration leads many toward partially assimi-
lated friends and relatives who are living out-
side those concentrations. Also, cultural and
economic assimilation increases with distance
from ethnic concentrations, suggesting an as-
similation gradient across metropolitan areas.

Despite these generalizations based on an
aggregation of immigrants from many coun-
tries, ethnic groups do differ a great deal, and
those differences affect their assimilation and
its spatial patterns. Differences among ethnic
groups are typically greater than zonal differ-
ences within groups (Fig. 2), just as ethnic
identity is a more significant predictor of as-
similation than is birth in the United States as
opposed to another country (Alba and Logan
1993; White et al. 1993). Exceptional patterns
for some groups may be better understood if
those groups’ special circumstances are known,
as we demonstrate for Japanese, Armenians,
and people of Mexican origin.

Results of our research suggest three exten-
sions of the general understanding of the spa-
tial patterns associated with the modified
model of spatial assimilation. These involve
the location and economic status of ethnic
concentrations, the typical absence of strong
zonal differentiation, and the association of zo-
nal differentadon with certain characteristics
of the ethnic group.

First, the higher educational and income
levels of many modern immigrants mean that
many immigrants are not forced by their pov-
erty to settle in areas of low-cost housing. For
this reason ethnic concentrations are no longer
restricted to the highly centralized older parts
of cities but may include newer suburban and
even wealthy areas. The fact that immigrant
groups having higher incomes still form ethnic
concentrations suggests the continued cultural
and social importance of such concentrations
as a focus for institutions and the less culturally
assimilated members of the group.

Second, although the differentiation of char-
acteristics by zone is consistent and statistically
significant for most groups, differences in im-
migrant characteristics among zones are often
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not large. This echoes Alba and Logan’s
findings for Chinese, Filipinos, and Vietnam-
ese (1991). The fact that newly arrived and
unassimilated immigrants frequently choose
residential locations near friends and relatives
who are living outside ethnic concentrations
tends to weaken and blur the expected zonal
differentiation, and the various factors deter-
mining the assimilation of individuals are so
intricate in detail that only a small portion of
them can be reflected in the broad and simple
zonal patterns we have defined.

Third, ethnic group characteristics affect the
size of zonal differences in assimilation. More
recently arrived immigrant groups and those
with higher incomes tend to show larger dif-
ferences between zones. The special circum-
stances of Armenians and Mexicans suggest
that recent and intense immigration into a
highly focused settlement may increase the zo-
nal differentiation of assimilation for a few
years but that this differentiation may become
weaker over time, even in the face of very large
numbers of new arrivals. Also, to some extent
such zonal differentiation is a function of the
diversity within a populadon. Immigrant
groups averaging extremely high or low on
some measure of assimilation will have rela-
tively few people who vary enough from the
average to produce much in the way of zonal
differentiation regardless of their residential
location.

Thus, ethnic concentratons are no longer
exclusively located in older centralized areas,
and the areal differentiation of relative assimi-
lation is often weaker than that implied by the
model of spatial assimilation. Nevertheless,
changes in the characteristics of immigrants
and a radically expanded metropolitan geogra-
phy over the last half century have not invali-
dated the general spatal pattern of relative
assimilation that once characterized European
immigrants and their children. B

Notes

YIwo well-known tourist and ethnic shopping cen-
ters (Little Tokyo and Chinatown) are relatively un-
important in numbers of residents. Their PUMA
does not come close to qualifying for the concen-
trated zone for either Japanese or Chinese. Also, the
Mexican-origin population is so widely distributed
that only one PUMA contains as much as 3.7% of
that group’s total. Thus, we lowered the Mexican

threshold to 2.5%; by so doing we identified eight
contiguous PUMAs that collectively represent the
best-known ethnic concentration.

Because the highly dispersed zone includes some
long-established Mexican-origin concentrations his-
torically associated with farmwork, this ethnic group
is unlikely to show the expected high level of assimi-
lation in this zone. To determine if a different
definition of highly dispersed zone for this group
would show the greater assimilation that is expected,
we redefined the three zones in terms of the percent-
age ethnic in the PUMAs rather than in metropoli-
tan-wide spatial terms as shown in Figure 1. This
alternative definition of spatial assimilation was
much like that used by sociologists Alba, Logan, and
White. The method produced only minor changes
in the concentrated zone, but the highly dispersed
zone with its very low percentage of people of Mexi-
can origin now comprised nine high-income and
predominantly white PUMAs. The analyses for peo-
ple of Mexican origin were then repeated. When all
three zones were redefined in terms of percentage
Mexican in the total PUMA populations, both im-
migrants and the U.S.-born showed greater zonal
differentiation with respect to English language
skills, educational attainment, and rates of citizen-
ship. The validity of the expected pattern of spatial
assimilation is thus confirmed for Mexican immi-
grants when the areal definitions are changed.
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