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Metropolitan labour markets vary in terms of how demographic categories of workers
are positioned relative to each other. With mounting recent attention to who gained or
lost out in the recent recession, | aim to estimate the relative earnings position of major
gender, race, and nativity groups for 15 large US metropolitan areas, employing an ine-
quality of opportunities approach that focuses analysis on between-group differences.
How and to what extent did between-group earnings inequality characterize metropoli-
tan labour markets before the recession, and what changed as the recession played out?
What forms of wage inequality were attenuated or intensified and where? Which differ-
ences were the most significant? What follows is then an analysis of 1) how between-
group inequality is configured and varies geographically and 2) how these configurations
changed over the decade. Results show varying configurations of labour market inequali-
ty both pre- and post-recession, as well as generally declining gender inequality, an in-
verse relationship between gender and immigrant/native inequality at the metropolitan
level, and generally increasing or static racial wage gaps. All cities move away from gen-
der inequality and toward greater racial or immigrant inequality over the period, alt-
hough the nature of the shifts varies in ways that reflect cities’ differing inequality of op-
portunity contexts.

As the US economy turns from reces-
sion to recovery, economic inequality
has become a focal point of academic
and popular discussion. Most accounts
suggest that US economic inequality is
at its highest level in nearly a century
(Sommeiller & Price 2014). With a bevy
of research focusing on the pulling
away of the top few percentiles, this
paper takes a more inductive ap-
proach to mapping varying metropoli-
tan-level configurations of between-
group wage inequality by gender,
race, and nativity. As part of a larger
research agenda examining unequal
geographies of the recession, | seek a
better understanding of the patterns
and variance in city configurations of
inequality.

In recent years, sociologists have
undertaken and called for more com-
parative geographic work on earnings
inequality (Morris & Western 1999,
McCall 2001b, Reskin 2003, McCall &
Percheski 2010, Leicht 2014), making
the argument that racial and gender
gaps vary geographically. While critical
of group-based analyses, they have all
called for approaches in which mech-
anisms of difference are brought to
the fore and overall wage distributions
examined. Development economists’
recent ‘inequality of opportunities’ fo-
cus provides a theoretical and meth-
odological approach to address some
of these concerns. This literature theo-
rizes between-group differences as
constitutive of varying economic con-
figurations, rather than as a residual
from human capital models of out-

bution to and across regimes.

1 adopt this approach here in order
to look at the composition of be-
tween-group inequality across 15 US
labour markets before and after the
recent recession began. Geographers
and regional scientists have often
used decomposable inequality
measures to understand the contribu-
tion of sub-regions to overall inequali-
ty and its change over time. Here, |
use them cross-sectionally within US
cities to compare between-group ine-
quality. How do major demographic
groups fare in terms of earnings, rela-
tive to each other? How much of met-
ropolitan-level earnings inequality is
between-group inequality? What be-
tween-group patterns underlie shifts
in overall inequality? Which groups
gain or lose relative to each other, and
where? Which patterns are consistent,
and which vary geographically or
change over the decade? These ques-
tions will have to be answered before
explanations of differing and shifting
configurations can be attempted in
future research.

Background

Regional variations in earnings ine-
quality received a great deal of focus
in the 1990s as geographers and other
social scientists considered the impli-
cations of economic restructuring for
different demographic groups, includ-
ing women (Scott 1992, England 1993,
Kodras & Padavic 1993, Blau & Kahn
1994), and immigrants (Borjas, Free-
man, & Katz 1996, Waldinger 1999).
Analysis of geographic variance in
wage and employment conditions
faced by different groups of workers
yielded new understandings of pat-
terns and processes of inequality.
Among men, less-educated workers
and racial minorities were dispropor-
tionately imperilled (Bound & Freeman
1992, Holzer & Offner 2001), due to
their higher job loss in areas shifting
away from well-paying manufacturing
employment. As the gender wage gap
diminished with increasing class dif-
ferences (McDowell 1991, Bernhardt,
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Morris, & Handcock 1995) McCall
found that the gender gap declined
most where less-educated men lost
position (1998). Researchers also iden-
tified geographic explanations for im-
migrants’ relative labour market dis-
advantages as regional economies and
demographics changed (Wright & Ellis
2000, Clark 2001, Ellis 2001). A com-
parative geographic perspective on
immigrant labour market outcomes
continues due to the importance of
local contextual inequalities (Ellis,
Wright, & Parks 2007, Goodwin-White
2008) and the shifts of immigrants to
non-traditional locations in the U.S.
(Stamps & Bohon, 2006, Goodwin-
White 2012).

More multi-dimensional work has
examined metropolitan labour mar-
kets as components of a system of in-
equality  working  simultaneously
across race, ethnicity, class, and gen-
der lines. This approach provides
glimpses of how one form of inequali-
ty gains ground where/as another de-
clines, or how multiple stratifications
cement wage differences. Cotter,
Hermsen, & Vanneman (1999) exam-
ined the likelihood that race-gender
groupings attained percentiles of
white male earnings, finding gender
gaps related to varied metropolitan-
level configurations of race and class.
Parks’ analysis of men’s racial wage
differentials integrated metropolitan-
level institutional explanations (specif-
ically incarceration, unionization, and
public employment) with demograph-
ic and industry characteristics, estab-
lishing that racial gaps are geograph-
ically variant but also geographically
produced (2012). McCall’s attention to
four city ‘configurations of inequality’
from 1980-1990 established ‘industrial’
Detroit’s high class and low gender in-
equality, ‘immigrant’ Miami’s low gen-
der and higher racial and class inequal-
ity, and the still different shifting con-
figurations of ‘high-tech St. Louis’ and
‘post-industrial Dallas’ (20013).
McCall’s uniquely intensive cross-MSA
analysis has also uncovered dimin-
ished racial wage gaps for women
(1998) but penalties for Asian and La-
tino men (2001b) in high-immigration
cities, as well as relatively better wag-
es of African Americans in areas with

substantial manufacturing employ-
ment and unionization (2001b).

Many of the studies above echo
sociological work on labour queues
wherein employers rank workers on
the basis of socially-configured demo-
graphic characteristics such that the
highest-ranked workers get jobs first,
lose them last, and get better jobs.
Reskin & Roos (1990), following
Thurow’s (1983) explanation of the
employment patterns and divergent
consequences of African American
and white men, argue that gendered
labour market outcomes are: ‘“no
longer merely the result of individual
decisions but the result of socially-
structured rankings”. Similarly, la-
menting sociologists’ near abandon-
ment of earnings inequality to econo-
mists, Morris & Western noted that
earnings inequality is “shaped by
structures of power and inequality
that originate outside of the market-

place” (1999).

Morris & Western (1999) initiated
an array of pieces chronicling sociolo-
gy’s engagement with economic ine-
quality. These challenged sociology’s
prevailing emphasis on group compar-
isons, pointing out neglect of demo-
graphic, political, and institutional-
level changes that affect all workers,
and unexamined rising within-group
inequality. Reskin (2002) argued that
accepted explanations of group dif-
ferences rely on individual-level data
that cannot point to motives of job al-
locators or specify contextual effects.
Thus ascriptive differences are de-
scribed without explaining the mech-
anisms converting them to labour
market outcomes. Leicht (2008) add-
ed that group wage models are flawed
in starting with human capital expla-
nations before describing the residual
as discrimination, failing to examine
how group differences vary over the
wage distribution. All of these cri-
tiques fault after-the-fact theorizing of
wage gaps for suggesting that ascrip-
tion exists independently of allocation,
and that the constitution of inequality
is explained by ascriptive group cir-
cumstances. These authors suggest
greater attention to mechanisms and
contexts, often in terms of compara-
tive analysis of labour markets or insti-

tutions. Reskin argues that studying
groups simply calls attention to differ-
ences that need explanation, but she
suggests that contexts can ‘proxy’ for
mechanisms, such as McCall’s promis-
ing finding of women’s low racial
wage gaps in Midwestern manufactur-
ing cities with few immigrants (2001b).
A later review by McCall and Percheski
also suggests that geographic varia-
tion in income inequality is understud-
ied (2010).

The current paper follows Mccall
in looking across various groups and
labour markets, although it falls short
of institutional explanations of the
patterns of changing inequality and
does not concern itself with within-
group variance. Rather, the work pre-
sented here is an attempt to see how
fifteen top metropolitan-area configu-
rations of between-group inequality
are configured, vary, and change over
the decade, based on a pointedly sim-
plified division of labour. | suggest that
Reskin’s question of how allocation
happens could thus be extended to
ask how ascription happens in and
across labour markets, given the con-
tinued stasis of some gender and ra-
cial wage gaps even as differences be-
tween these groups attenuate. This
simplification allows greater compara-
tive attention to relative overall posi-
tion of groups vis-a-vis each other, be-
tween different labour markets, and
pre- and post-recession. My main con-
cern is modeling overall conditional
relative wage distributions, thus avoid-
ing problems plaguing comparisons of
averages and average-based models
amongst groups and metros with dif-
ferently ranged and shaped earnings
distributions (Bernhardt, Morris, &
Handcock 1995).

Motivated by Darity and his col-
leagues’ argument that worker cate-
gories explain a greater share of eco-
nomic inequality than skills do (Darity,
Guilkey, & Winfrey 1996) I adopt an
“inequality of opportunity” approach.
I adopt this from development econ-
omists, who increasingly argue that
individuals’ opportunities for and
choices of education, skills acquisition,
and work are not independent of the
unequally constituted societies they
inhabit (Bourguignon, Ferreira, &
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Menendez 2007, Ferreira & Gignoux
2011, 2014; following Roemer 2006). In
this formulation, between-group dif-
ferences are at the forefront of ine-
quality analysis rather than what re-
mains to be explained once human
capital variables have been taken into
account. In the words of its propo-
nents “ ... preferences are formed by
circumstances” (Roemer & Trannoy
2013). This seems a particularly useful
framework in a period of economic
decline, and also bearing in mind the
limitations of human capital models’
black box of decision and preference.

Detailed comparative attention to
inequality shows where group circum-
stances (whether because of sup-
ply/composition factors or simple dis-
crimination) matter most. Within the-
se 15 metros are labour markets
wherein earnings inequality is more
about race than gender, where gender
inequality is not decreasing, and
where immigration intersects with
race and gender differentials different-
ly pre and post- recession. Some cities
evidence increasing between-group
inequality, others show diminishing
between-group inequality, and in oth-
ers the relative position of worker
groupings changes over the decade.
Conflating McCall’s work on contextu-
al inequality, sociological perspectives
on group rankings, and inequality of
opportunity research, | am interested
in what might be called earnings
queues, or city-level structures of the
relative wage positions of gender,
race, and nativity. What does the geo-
graphic variance in these tell us about
the social structure of the economy
and how who ends up at the bottom is
configured? What do local labour mar-
ket configurations of inequality look
like, and how do these change be-
tween 2000 and 2010? This preliminary
investigation provides theoretical and
empirical groundwork for more in-
depth analyses of the mechanisms be-
hind the patterns seen here, as well as
for iteration for different groups and
locations.

Methodology
The data come from the 2000 Public
Use Microdata and the pooled 2006-

2010 American Community Survey
(Ruggles et al. 2010), and are matched
on metropolitan  statistical area
(CMSA). Although the ACS samples
are much smaller they are commonly
used for comparison with the 2000
IPUMS given the comparability of de-
mographic and labour market data,
with larger sample sizes than the Cur-
rent Population Survey data. Since |
use only broad demographic group-
ings and the 15 largest metropolitan
areas, these samples are quite large
(although caution in interpreting im-
migrant Asian wages in some of the
smaller labour markets is warranted as
noted below). From each sample, | ex-
tract waged and not self-employed
workers 25-55 years of age and resi-
dent in one of 15 top metropolitan sta-
tistical areas. Only those who worked
near full-time, near full-year hours last
year (at least 40 weeks out of the year
and at least 35 hours per week) are in-
cluded.

The samples are divided by immi-
gration status, race/ethnicity, and
gender. Men are further divided by
race and immigration status, but US-
born women are undifferentiated. This
division privileges gender wage gaps
and racial and ethnic wage gaps
among men, but does so to present a
simplified profile across US labour
markets. The US does not include in-
formation on legality or undocument-
ed status in official statistics and so
these data include undocumented
workers subject to the above exclu-
sions on participation. At any rate, un-
documented immigrants are an im-
portant component of US economic
inequality and its geography. These
are then ethnic and gender divisions of
wages across metropolitan statistical
areas between 2000 and 2010 with
seven generalized categories:

white US-born white men;
black US-born black men;
nbh US-born Hispanics;
nba US-born Asians;
female  US-born women;
fbh Immigrant Hispanics;
fba Immigrant Asians.

They represent major groupings of
workers generally seen to constitute
the US labour market and society, as
well as groups that experience differ-

ent average earnings and occupational
profiles. They are arbitrary but are
used here as a necessary compromise
toward presenting generalized pro-
files of local labour market inequali-
ties.

In order to get a picture of the
overall within-and-between group
wage distributions by metropolitan
area, | construct metropolitan-level
scalar inequality indices jointly deter-
mined by earnings and group (gender,
race, nativity) status. The estimation
method makes use of recent devel-
opments in theorizing and estimating
“inequality of opportunity”. Specifical-
ly, Ferreira & Gignoux (2014) propose
the application of scale-invariant ine-
quality indices to measurement of
Roemer’s ‘equality of opportunity’ ar-
gument, which posits that the distri-
bution of outcomes should be inde-
pendent of ‘morally irrelevant’ circum-
stances beyond individuals’ control.
Following Bourguignon, Ferreira, &
Menendez (2007), these are simply
the joint distributions of earnings es-
timated typically as follows:

Y = f[C,E(C,v),u] (M

where Y = advantage, C = circumstanc-
es, and E=efforts

These authors conceptualize y as
an ‘advantage’ (often earnings or in-
come), for which inequality of oppor-
tunity inheres if the conditional distri-
bution F(y|C) differs for k-type parti-
tions of C. The continuous joint wage
distribution is partitioned out as a sca-
lar measure capturing the degree of
inequality in earnings (Y) attributable
to circumstances (C) and a standard-
ized residual (u). Race, gender, and
parental background are often thus
considered ‘circumstances’, but ‘ef-
forts’ such as education and work
choices are not exogenously deter-
mined and are thus bracketed. (Fer-
reira & Gignoux estimate earnings
conditional on mother’s education and
ethnicity.) The choice of the inequality
of opportunities approach is thus the-
oretically driven. As well as modeling
wage gaps conditional on characteris-
tics across an entire population distri-
bution, this approach privileges be-
tween-group inequality and captures
how broad demographic groupings
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Figure 1. Group Income Inequality (Mean Log Deviations)
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sort into regional economies. Rather
than trying to ‘explain away’ wage
gaps, this approach seeks to describe
the hierarchical array of demograph-
ically-typed workers that characterize
metropolitan labour markets, finding
the relative rankings and distance be-
tween different worker categories.
Different groups could well have been
chosen, although choosing too many
groupings renders comparisons chal-
lenging.

The procedure, as implemented by
Stata’s 10P routine (Wendelspiess
Chavaz Juarez & Soloaga 2013) in-
volves the construction of a reduced
form OLS regression of a continuous
earnings outcome variable on circum-
stances, with US-born white men as
the reference group, such that:

Iny (earnings) = a + By + By female +
B,black + B;US Hispanic +

Bsimmigrant Hispanic + BsUS Asian +
Bsimmigrant Asian + & (2)

Subsequently, a decomposable in-
equality index (here, I use Theil’s L, al-
so known as the mean log deviation
from the generalized entropy class) is
applied to the resulting conditional
expectation of earnings. Theil’s L, or
the mean log deviation, is GE(0) =

le?n In (%), where the choice of o

(rather than 1, as in Theil’s T) indicates
a measure more sensitive to the bot-
tom of the earnings distribution. The
mean log deviation of the predicted
values is divided by the mean log devi-
ation of the original values, such that:

8(0F}) = 1B(IN/1(F ) 3)
(equation 5 in Ferreira & Gignoux, 2014),

with IB= between-group inequality and
I=overall inequality.

The resulting scalar ‘inequality of
opportunity’ measure 8({y¥}) allows
comparability of the amount of earn-
ings inequality between groups across
metropolitan areas. The difference be-
tween the conditional earnings func-
tion estimated for independent de-
mographic categories (circumstances)
and the overall marginal distribution is
applied to examine how returns to
population subgroups vary across lo-
cal labour markets. Bootstrapping in
I0P is computationally intensive and
not recommended for this reason as
well as because it has no obvious sta-
tistical interpretation with regard to
the decompositions (which elucidate
samples’ inequality). Since the empha-
sis in the analysis here is overwhelm-

ingly descriptive, focused more on
configurations between cities rather
than on change over time, and since
sample sizes are large, bootstrap es-
timates are not used here.

The metropolitan-level inequality
of opportunity measure is decompos-
able by means of a Shapley type de-
composition, accounting for shares of
2000 and 2010 metropolitan-level
earnings inequality due to each
group’s distance from the reference
category. Shapley values are used here
as in Ferreira & Gignoux, to estimate
the amount of between-group ine-
quality attributable to group circum-
stances. They are simply descriptive
constituents and should not be inter-
preted as causal factors. The decom-
position simultaneously estimates the
independent contribution of each cir-
cumstance (group) variable to the sca-
lar inequality of opportunity measure
6({yk}). The use of the Shapley value
in decomposition has become wide-
spread in studies of income inequality,
especially where subregional or sub-
group differences are constitutive.

Regional scientists and economists
have specialized in using similar de-
compositions to entropy/Theil and Gini
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measurements of inequality to assess
convergence and divergence of eco-
nomic development between regions
(Terrasi 1999, Akita 2003, Shorrocks &
Wan 2005, Fan & Sun 2008). At first
glance, these investigations, which
consider the contribution of economic
development within regions to inter-
regional inequality, seem to have little
to do with the current analysis. The
connection is in the continuous ine-
quality measurement and its decom-
position for constitutive but non-
causal components.

Shorrocks points out that the
Shapley value approach can be used to
decompose any sub-group contribu-
tions to inequality (1999). Specifically,
the decomposition involves eliminat-
ing the effect of each contributing fac-
tor variable (in all possible sequence
permutations) and assigning in its
place the average value of its marginal
contribution, taking into account that
interactions of factors affect inequali-
ty estimates. The approach comes
from game theory, and further details
of its development and estimation can
be found in Sastre & Trannoy, 2002 as
well as in Shorrocks 1999. As estimat-
ed here, the decomposition provides a
glimpse of the varying ways between-
group inequality is configured be-
tween metropolitan areas, both be-
fore and after the recession.

The analysis is presented in three
sections, in which 1) the degree of be-
tween-group earnings inequality is
captured for each metropolitan labour
market, 2) this overall inequality
measure is decomposed such that its
specific racial/gender/nativity compo-
sition can be compared across labour
markets, and 3) group-specific earn-
ings gaps can be compared across la-
bour markets. Each subset of results is
analysed in 2000 and 2010 in order to
assess metropolitan configurations of
group inequality pre- and post-
recession.

Results

What proportion of overall metropoli-
tan-level earnings inequality do simple
between-group gender, race, and eth-
nic divisions explain? Overall mean log
deviations are reported in Figure 1.
Most cities here have between-group

inequality in the teens, although less
than ten percent of Philadelphia, Bos-
ton, Minneapolis, Seattle, and post-
recession Detroit’s total wage inequal-
ity is between-group differences. Los
Angeles’ notably high economic ine-
quality is nearly 1/5™ between-group
differences in 2000, meaning that dif-
ferent demographic groups occupy
distinctly segmented points in the
overall wage distribution. Prior to the
recession, Houston looked less like Los
Angeles in this regard than it does by
2010. Both cities have reduced their
between-group share of inequality by
2010.

Los Angeles’ greater decline over-
all may be attributable to the worst-
off individuals improving their relative
lot, or to the best-off having their
earnings reduced. This could of course
be due to a change in composition,
such that the worst-off immigrants,
for example, no longer come to or
stay in Los Angeles, or that the most
affluent US-born white men leave, ra-
ther than that the absolute earnings of
either group change. The former is
more plausible. In Figure 2, LA demon-
strates little change in the group com-
position of earnings inequality, alt-
hough minor shifts away from gender
inequality toward US-born racial ine-
quality are evident. Figure 3 demon-
strates that most of the diminished
between-group inequality is due to
higher wages of Asian immigrants rel-
ative to other groups in 2010. This
could be due to improvement of this
group’s wages, either absolutely or
through selection, or simply evidence
that other groups fared worse.

Wage variance within gross cate-
gories is a much larger component of
metropolitan level economic inequali-
ties, especially as these groups’ vary-
ing skills profiles are not taken into ac-
count. However, between-group dif-
ferences (or inequality of opportunity)
are still considerable, especially for
full-time, full-year, prime-age workers.
Highest inequality cities (Los Angeles,
Houston, and Dallas) see some decline
in this figure by 2010, as do low-
inequality Phoenix, Detroit, and Phila-
delphia. Chicago, Minneapolis, and At-
lanta remain fairly stable in terms of
the proportion of wage inequality ex-

perienced between these major
groupings, and the remaining 6 met-
ropolitan areas (New York, DC, San
Francisco, Boston, Miami, and Seattle)
increase.

Before looking at earnings returns
to specific groups it is critical to com-
pare metropolitan-level configura-
tions. What is the racial, ethnic, and
gender cast of inequality of opportuni-
ty? How does this vary between labour
markets and change with the reces-
sion? In Figure 2 the fifteen metros are
divided into three groups of five cities
each:

A In these metros, inequality is
marked by high but falling gender
wage gaps;

B In these metros, between-group
inequality is largely about differ-
ences between immigrants and
others;

C In these metros, African American
wages are most distant from all
other groups.

The figures report the shares of be-
tween-group earnings inequality at-
tributable to each category, subject to
wage gaps with white men and also
group sizes. The importance of the
various group sizes in each metropoli-
tan area becomes evident in the next
section where group wage gaps are
compared. The US-born Hispanic share
of group inequality increases in cities
where their share of the labour market
increases, even though their actual
wage gaps might go down.

Declining gender inequality
marked all 15 metros. Again, these are
reporting group shares of inequality.
Although the importance of gender
inequality diminishes vis-a-vis other
group differences (notably immigrant)
in Seattle, the following section will
make clear that Seattle’s gender gap
does not decrease. In the Group A
metropolitan areas, it dominated their
reconfigured inequality profiles as the
recession proceeded; although they
also had the lowest group inequality
(in which all but Seattle showed de-
clines). In 2000, these inequality pro-
files were at least % about gender, or
more than 2/3 in Detroit, Seattle, and
Minneapolis. Racial and ethnic wage
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gaps matter less here. Philadelphia’s
drop in gender inequality places it in
this category, although the doubling
of already high African-American ine-
quality would shift it into the third
group of metros by 2010. These cities
move gradually away from gender-
dominant inequality toward greater
racial and ethnic inequality between
men (African American for Philadelph-
ia, immigrant Hispanic for Boston,
both for Minneapolis). Seattle replac-
es some pre-recession gender inequal-
ity with that of immigrant Hispanics,
and Detroit with that of African Amer-
icans, although gender inequality re-
mains dominant in both metros. These
cities’ changed inequality profiles are
not simply because men fare worse in
these cities by 2010 as the recession
takes hold, but also because immi-
grants are increasing shares of these
cities’ workers as immigrants’ migra-
tion and residence patterns shift from
more traditional immigrant locations
(Suro & Singer 2002, Singer 2004).

The five Western immigrant met-
ros in group B are dominated by His-
panic immigrants’ wage distance from
all other groups, with Boston moving
into this category by 2010. Falling gen-
der inequality is not half that of the
previous cities in 2000, and well below
20% by 2010. This metropolitan-level
pattern of the inverse relationship be-
tween immigrant and gender inequali-
ty is similarly found by McCall (1998).
Hispanic differences are more signifi-
cant in Los Angeles and Phoenix, while
African American differences matter in
San Francisco, Dallas, and Houston.
With the exception of Phoenix, these
metros experience the highest be-
tween-group inequality. All but San
Francisco are declining. Immigrant-
native inequality so dominates these
metropolitan profiles that they look
remarkably stable as the economy
shifts toward recession. Los Angeles,
this group’s paradigmatic metropoli-
tan area, is almost completely stable in
its group inequality configuration.
These cities are becoming more en-
trenched in their own systems of
group inequality as the recession pro-
ceeds.

The moderate-high inequality cities
in Group C evidence the historic trinity

of group inequality in the US: a wage
disadvantage marked by immigration,
race for African Americans, and gen-
der. Inequality of opportunity is more
immigrant in New York and more Afri-
can American and female in Atlanta.
(New York could be classified in Group
B except for its higher African Ameri-
can inequality.) Gender inequality di-
minishes as immigrant inequality in-
creases (dramatically in Washington
and Miami). US-born Hispanic differ-
ences are small but increasing in New
York and Chicago, where racial differ-
ences increase overall. The critical
point here is that African American in-
equality with white men is an increas-
ing share of overall inequality, and
close to levels of gender and immi-
grant inequality. Philadelphia could
have been included with its increasing
African American inequality and de-
creasing gender inequality were it not
marked more by the latter and a two-
part (race and gender) rather than a
three-part (race, gender, and immigra-
tion) configuration.

The actual relative group wage dif-
ferentials, expressed by the coeffi-
cients on the mean log deviations re-
gressions, underlie these metropoli-
tan-level indices and their shares. The
group coefficients are thus reported in
Figure 3. The r’s were reported in Fig-
ure 1, and the decompositions in Fig-
ure 2. Full tables of results for each
metropolitan area are available upon
request. Regularities across metropol-
itan areas in group distances and rank-
ings demonstrate the utility of the
race/ethnic/gender ‘earnings queue’
approach, while deviations illustrate
the variability of hierarchical labour
market constitution.

The gender wage gap favours men
by about 20-30% in 2000, but it de-
clines over the decade by about 10
percentage points (except Seattle,
where it remains a high 30%). Hispanic
immigrants earn 80% less than US-born
white men in New York and San Fran-
cisco, 60-70% less in Los Angeles,
Washington, Dallas, Houston, and Chi-
cago, and about 50% less in Philadelph-
ia and Detroit. This gap increases eve-
rywhere as the recession takes hold,
excepting Los Angeles (where it could
hardly increase), Phoenix, and Detroit.

US-born Hispanics’ wage gaps are
generally 20-30% and stable: highest in
large immigrant cities, but lower in
Washington, Minneapolis, Phoenix,
Seattle, and Detroit. African Ameri-
cans show strikingly persistent relative
wage penalties of 30-50% worsening
over the decade in most cities, with
highs in New York (51% and increasing)
and lows in Phoenix, Seattle and De-
troit (24-26% and stable or decreasing).
Asian immigrants started off at a 10-
20% disadvantage, (with the exception
of low-wage Detroit, where they had
an 11% advantage) but only maintained
significant disadvantages in the major
immigrant cities of Los Angeles, New
York, and San Francisco by 2010. In
Boston, Dallas, Seattle, Phoenix, and
Detroit Asian immigrants pulled ahead
of US-born whites. US-born Asians’
wages are not significantly different
from US-born whites in 2000. By 2010,
they are the highest earners in Boston
and Chicago, but face 15-25% earnings
penalties in Houston, Minneapolis, and
Detroit. It is difficult to interpret met-
ropolitan-level wage gaps for Asians as
their wages are similar to those of
whites and their group size small.

Figure 3 provides a visualization of
metropolitan configurations of group
inequality via plotted relative wage
distributions. The values are group co-
efficients from the modeled condi-
tional wage distributions. The axes ex-
tend from o at the outer edge to -.8 in
the center (the largest wage differen-
tial, for Hispanic immigrants in New
York). The closer each endpoint of the
hexagon gets to the outer edge the
nearer the overall wage distributions
for that group are to those of white
men, while centrality indicates maxi-
mal inequality. More symmetrical
rounder plots indicate places where
inequality is distributed more evenly
amongst all non-white male groups.
Narrower ranges indicate higher be-
tween-group inequality overall. The
figures are again in groups of five
based roughly upon the shape shifts
of these profiles.

Figure 3(a) shows the largest US
metropolitan areas, all characterized
by large immigrant populations and
high between-group inequality. The
shape exemplifies US inequality gen-
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Figure 2. Group shares of income inequality (Shapley decompositions)
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erally, reflecting greatest disparity for
Hispanic immigrants followed by US-
born blacks and Hispanics. In New
York, Chicago, and San Francisco
women and Asians improve while His-
panics and especially African Ameri-
cans fare worse, increasing traditional
racial segmentation. Washington
shows stability for all groups except
Hispanic immigrants, who may very

well be disadvantaged newcomers to
Washington. And Los Angeles shows
slight improvement for all groups but
African Americans. Again, this could
quite easily be about selective out-
migration from Los Angeles, given the
importance of immigrant and Hispanic
inequality in this metropolitan area.
New York and Chicago’s extremely
punitive environment for African

Americans worsens significantly over
the decade. These cities are marked
by pronounced inequality for African
Americans and Hispanics, worsening
everywhere except Los Angeles.

The next five cities—see Figure
3(b)—evidence stable moderate-low
levels of between group inequality.
These plots spread out from the more
unequal immigrant metropolitan area
plots in Figure 3(@) simply through the
equalization of Asian immigrants, a
pattern that actually began with San
Francisco and Chicago. More groups
share distance from US-born white
men here than in the previous cities’
more immigrant configurations. Hou-
ston is a more punitive version of Los
Angeles, with even lower wages for
US-born Hispanics, African Americans
and women. Excepting Houston, Afri-
can Americans’ wage disadvantages
are moderate and stable. Their lowest
disadvantage by far is in Phoenix,
where they improve slightly. These cit-
ies show slightly less racial inequality,
and slightly more gender disad-
vantage, as well as no Asian immi-
grant penalty. Phoenix’s more even
shape, wherein even Hispanic immi-
grants’ wages improve, and all groups
(especially immigrants and women)
fare relatively better by 2010, is the
transition into the last five cities.

The cities in Figure 3(c) have a
more even distribution of lower ine-
quality, and so more regular, wider
shapes. Asians fare best in all cases.
Hispanic immigrants are less disadvan-
taged, and women and US-born His-
panics relatively more so. Seattle’s
symmetrical shape comes from in-
creasing African American inequality,
and general stasis otherwise including
high gender gaps. Boston shows im-
provements for women, Asians, and
US-born  Hispanics.  Philadelphia’s
symmetry comes from relatively bet-
ter immigrant conditions while US-
born Hispanics and African Americans
fare as badly as in the most unequal
cities. Like Phoenix, Detroit shows
high falling gender inequality accom-
panied by relatively low racial inequali-
ty. Wage gaps decline over the decade
for what are probably newer immi-
grants to low-inequality Detroit. While
Miami’s women and Asians fare better
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Figure 3(a). Metropolitan-level between-group inequality configurations
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over the decade, African American and
Hispanic disparities increase, leaving
Miami with the highest levels of group
inequality in 3c. These cities are not
marked overwhelmingly by immigrant
inequality, but by high and declining
shares of gender inequality. Their
shapes are more symmetrical because
white and Asian men maintain dis-
tance more equally from all other
groups including women, even as
overall metropolitan area between-
group inequality is low. While the met-
ros in Figure 3(a) (and Houston) could
be crudely summarized as having the
highest racial inequality, and those in
Figure 3(b) as having comparatively
higher gender and immigrant disad-

vantages, these last metros show
more widely-shared inequality of
women and all non-white men.

Discussion

Comparison across metropolitan areas
points out that how different groups
of workers fare from recession to re-
covery will depend upon local configu-
rations of inequality. While women
fared relatively better everywhere ex-
cept Seattle, and Asians fared stable
or better, African American men fared
better in Phoenix and Los Angeles but
worse (far worse in New York, Chica-
go, and Philadelphia) or no better eve-
rywhere else. Immigrants fared better

in Phoenix, Los Angeles, Detroit, and
Dallas but worse in immigrant cities
with higher racial inequality (New
York, Washington, Miami, San Francis-
co, and Chicago). Border cities may
simply get fewer (more highly select-
ed) immigrants as the recession pro-
ceeds, and newer further destinations
may have more worse-off immigrant
newcomers. However, high racial
wage gaps that increase in New York
and Chicago whilst remaining stable or
diminishing in western cities cast
doubt on simple compositional expla-
nations. While US-born Hispanics’ al-
ready high inequality increased where
all racial inequalities increased (New
York and Miami), they also increased
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Figure 3(b). Metropolitan-level between-group inequality configurations
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in new destination Atlanta. They fared
somewhat better in Dallas, Boston,
Philadelphia and Minneapolis —where
moderate-inequality African Ameri-
cans fared worse over the period. This
group needs further investigation to
establish reasons for their relative
shifts, although they fit the overall
trend whereby diminishing gender in-
equality shares are replaced by in-
creasing racial and/or immigrant ine-
quality.

There are three models for the six
cities showing increased inequality of
opportunity. Boston and Seattle’s la-
bour markets become more immigrant
while gender shares of inequality di-

minish; Washington and San Francis-
co’s Hispanic immigrants and African
Americans fare worse; and New York
and Miami’s racial wage gaps increase
overall. Stability can mean Los Ange-
les’ resiliently high inequality profiles
in the face of recession, or Chicago’s
repositioning of relatively equivalent
2000 groups toward entrenched Afri-
can American disadvantage. Declining
group inequality can mean that most
groups fare relatively better if few do
better absolutely (Phoenix), or that
some attenuated gaps remain dispro-
portionately high (Hispanics in Dallas).
To contextualize questions of who lost
or gained relatively from the reces-
sion, it is thus important to realize var-

ying local inequality configurations.
Several trends are apparent.

First, cities with lower overall vari-
ance (Seattle, Boston, Philadelphia,
Detroit, and Minneapolis) have gender
dominant inequality of opportunity,
although this is changing. These cities
had lower and declining/stable group
inequality as the recession proceeded
because the wages of white men de-
clined. Figure 2 provides the answer to
Seattle’s exception, as gender’s declin-
ing component was replaced by an
immigrant Hispanic share. Since immi-
grant wages are stable and high, this
means that increased between-group
inequality is produced by an influx of
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Figure 3(c). Metropolitan-level between-group inequality configurations

Seattle wage gaps

female
0+

0.2 -4

yrbh

*foh

black

Philadelphia wage gaps

female

A nbh

black

Miami wage gaps

female
0+

black

Key: 2000 2010

noh

Boston wage gaps

female
0+

nth

black

Detroit wage gaps

female

ynbh

Sources: 2000 US Public Use Microdata Samples and pooled 2006-2010 American Community Survey

immigrants and the relative stagnation
of other wage gaps including that for
women. That said, these cities have
relatively low levels of racial inequali-
ty, benefitting from strong manufac-
turing economies and union density,
although Detroit’s coverage has fallen.
(Hirsch & MacPherson, 2014). This may
have placed women lower on an em-
ployment hierarchy while equalizing
wages for men across racial groups.
Unionization benefits men regardless
of race, ethnicity, or education (Parks
2012), and also generates more prom-
ise for equalizing men’s racial wage
gaps (MccCall 2001b). A less-continuous
history of immigration from Mexico
may explain why US-born Hispanic

men fare reasonably well, in that they
face less stigmatization from continu-
ous immigration (Telles & Ortiz, 2009).
Even though racial inequality in these
cities was relatively low, African Amer-
icans fared worse (especially in Phila-
delphia and Seattle) with the reces-
sion.

Relatedly, many cities move away
from gender inequality but toward
more traditional forms of racial ine-
quality, which become entrenched
with the recession. Not only is the
gender share of inequality being re-
placed by men’s racial inequality, but
African Americans also lose relative
wages. Detroit, Philadelphia, Chicago,
and New York exemplify this, with un-

equal racial wage configurations in-
tensifying as the recession takes hold.
By 2010, Chicago and New York have
between-group inequality as high as
Los Angeles and Houston and increas-
ing rather than diminishing, although
more configured by racial than immi-
grant disadvantage. US-born Hispanic
inequality also increases in New York,
Miami, and Atlanta even as these cities
are otherwise stable. This return to
higher levels of racial inequality as the
recession takes hold, especially for Af-
rican American men, warrants further
investigation. There is little reason to
suspect that worse relative wages for
African American men (or even US-
born Hispanic men) are driven by pop-
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ulation shifts across labour markets
(not to mention legal status or lan-
guage barriers). Further, the common
finding that unionization has helped
men’s wages regardless of race is not
in evidence in New York and Chicago
(the 2 cities in this analysis with among
the highest steady union coverage and
the greatest most persistent racial
wage gaps). In these cities, inequality
of opportunity seems to be persistent-
ly racial.

Finally, immigrant Hispanics’ wage
disparities are high and stable, alt-
hough much lower in the low-
inequality cities of Figure 3(c). They
fare better over the decade in immi-
grant Los Angeles and Phoenix (where
US-born Hispanic wages are relatively
good, and African Americans improve
relatively). Because of these extremely
high wage gaps, and also because of
variable state and local policies, immi-
grants stand to demonstrate the most
impact on these metropolitan areas’
group inequality profiles over time.
This will be due to demographic shifts,
in part, if the expansion of immigrants
away from traditional locations con-
tinues. Geographic variability in immi-
grant wage inequality will also likely
result from the protections or pun-
ishments provided by various loca-
tions. Although significant attention
has been paid to the new geographic
patterns of immigrants, the analysis
presented here demonstrates fertile
ground for further research in examin-
ing how the changing selection of im-
migration and internal migration more
generally relate to the spatial contours
of group inequality. If cities and differ-
ent groups of workers within them
have been disproportionately affected
by variable economic losses, internal
migration and changing residence pat-
terns of all workers will alter the vari-
able contexts of recovery. This is es-
pecially the case where immigrants’
wages interact with other group’s
earnings in negative or positive ways
(McCall 2001b, Reskin 2003).

This paper has been a first step in
modeling the initial varying metropoli-
tan area contexts of labour market in-
equality, although it points to more
questions than it answers. The ine-
quality of opportunity approach and

its application to visualizing metropoli-
tan area configurations of inequality
has added some flesh to sociologists’
calls for more contextual analysis. In
Reskin’s words, however, the analysis
has pointed to differences that need
explaining rather than offering expla-
nations. Seattle’s wage gaps looked
almost identical to Phoenix’s in 2000
(barring Phoenix’s extremely high His-
panic immigrant gap). What explains
why Phoenix’s group differences at-
tenuated and Seattle’s increased in
every case such that Seattle’s gender
and racial wage gaps exceed Phoenix’s
and match the Hispanic immigrant gap
in 20102 What explains the similar
phenomenon such that Los Angeles’s
decreasing and New York’s increasing
racial and immigrant wage gaps di-
verge?

Further research will need to in-
vestigate not only shifting metropoli-
tan area demographics and the selec-
tion of internal migration, but also
changing occupational distributions
and rewards. A good deal of previous
research has found occupational
structure key to the labour market
outcomes of different groups within
metropolitan areas (Wright & Ellis
2000, McCall 2001a, 2008; Parks 2012).
While manufacturing or public sector
employment may benefit workers
across labour markets, they do not do
so evenly. What explains why African
Americans disproportionately lose out
in New York, Chicago, and Philadelphia
while holding ground in Washington?
Is this related to the relative losses of
Hispanic immigrants in Washington, or
the relative gains of women in the re-
maining cities? Which factors define
who ends up at the bottom of the
earnings queue, or which forms of in-
equality persist or increase while oth-
ers diminish? Which factors are pre-
sent in the cities where multiple forms
of inequality have changed versus
those where only some groups face
maintained or increased disadvantage?
There are demographic and institu-
tional factors at work here. Although
this paper has not identified them, the
differences themselves have been
more thoroughly specified and this
yields promise for directing future
analysis. There is much to be gained

from attempting to fill in our under-
standing of labour and earnings
queues through looking both within
and across cities at the shaping of ine-
quality.
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