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Using the 1980 and 1990 Census of Population, this paper examines the distribution, growth, and demographic and socioeconomic 
characteristics of minority groups (African-Americans, Native Americans, Asians, and Hispanics) in Wisconsin. Measures of 
concentration and a series of maps and graphs are used to study the four officially-recognized minority groups, and, where ap
propriate, their particular subgroups. Minority groups collectively comprised approximately 9 percent of Wisconsin's population 
in 1990 and were characterized by a high degree of territorial concentration and by a predominantly urban - - especially central city 
-- residence. At the same time, significant differences in territorial distribution of particular minority groups were observed. During 
the 1980-90 period, Wisconsin's minority populations were characterized by a much faster rate of growth than the population of 
European origin. On the whole, all of Wisconsin's minority groups had a significantly larger proportion of young people and smaller 
percentages of the elderly than was the case for the general population. Additionally, the state' s minority populations were 
characterized by lower median ages, higher fertility rates, and larger families than European-origin residents. There were some 
important differences among minority groups, especially between Asians and others, with respect to social and economic 
characteristics, such as educational attainment, ability to speak English, income levels, and structure of employment. 

Introduction 

The rapid growth of ethnic minority populations 
has been one of the most peculiar demographic trends 
in the United States over the past three decades. 
Between 1960 and 1990, the U.S.'s minority population 
tripled in size, from approximately 21 million to 
approximately 61 millio~ and increased its share of the 
country's total from 15% to 25%. 

Although what constitutes "minority" populations 
in the United States has traditionally been significantly 
determined by physical characteristics (i.e., "race"), the 
liberalization of laws governing both "racial" relations 
and immigration in the decades since World War II 
appears to has resulted in a broadening of the cultural 
base of the country, and has necessarily required a 
concomitant modification of pre-existing views on 
socially-defmed groups in general, and on minority 
populations in particular. For example, most persons of 
Latin American origin in the U.S. have in recent 
censuses been classified within the "white" group, while 
continuing to be regarded as minorities in many aspects 
of political and social life. While the determination of 
"ma-jority" and "minority" group membership is 
somewhat relative, it is clear that groups classified as 
"white" have origins which are predominantly Euro
pean, and -- generally -- elements included in this group 
trace the preponderance of their ancestry either directly 
or indirectly to various parts of Europe. On the other 
hand, "minorities" tend to either trace most of their 
ancestry to non-European sources, or to have come 
directly from non-European areas. For example, 
although the U.S.'s black population is comprised ofa 

mixture of racial elements, it is widely assumed that the 
group's shared physical ancestry in some part of Africa 
is the single most important distinguishing factor in its 
socio-cultural experience as well as in its position and 
identification within the larger society. With respect to 
minorities from Asia and Latin America, the degree to 
which both culture (including language, world view, 
life-style, etc.) and physical characteristics playa part 
in their identification as minorities tends to vary 
considerably. Moreover, while the identification of 
most Asians as minorities is a function of both physical 
and cultural characteristics, this is only indirectly the 
case with Hispanics. 

Approach and Setting in View of the Literature 

U.S. minority groups have received considerable 
attention among social scientists in recent years, and 
numerous studies have examined these groups from 
various perspectives at both the national and local 
levels. Given the likelihood of the continued growth of 
minority populations in the country as a whole in the 
future, one may expect that the study of demographic 
patterns among minority-groups will also increase. It is 
predicted that by the middle of the next century, 
minorities will collectively comprise almost one-half of 
the total U.S. population. These demographic changes 
will have a profound impact on many aspects of 
American life, including the racial composition of 
schools, the workplace, and neighborhoods. Moreover, 
the growth of minority populations may require a 
significant revision of policies affecting immigration, 
employment, and education, and -- over time -- have 
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a significant impact on income and wealth distribution, 
business ownership, and participation in the political 
process (O'Hare, 1992). 

Although Wisconsin is well-known for its Euro
pean ethnic heritage, minorities comprised almost 9 
percent of the state's population in 1990, and some 
minority groups more than doubled their size during the 
1980s. The 1990 U.S. Census of population revealed 
that 65% of Wisconsin's non-white population was 
African-American, 14% was Asian, and 10% was of 
Native American origin. People of Spanish origin 
comprised about 2% of the state's total population. 

With the exception of Native Americans, all mi
nority groups are underrepresented in Wisconsin in 
comparison with their representation within the U.S. 
general population. For example, African-Americans 
comprised only 5% of the state's total population in 
1990, while the national average was approximately 
12%; Asian-Americans comprised just over one percent 
of Wisconsin's population, although the U.S. average 
was almost 3%. Likewise, out of more than 21 million 
people of Hispanic origin residing in the United States 
in 1990, only 88 thousand were residents of Wisconsin 
(Table I). 

The relatively small size of minority groups in 
Wisconsin may be one of several factors responsible for 
the paucity of geographic studies focused on this issue. 
Indeed, attention devoted to Wisconsin's minority 
groups has risen as such populations have grown in 
recent years, as evidenced by several studies of 
minority health issues (Nametz, 1993; Hayward 1988), 
immigrants from Southeast Asia (Besl, 1994; Fass, 
1991), minority business ownership (Bauman, 1986), 
and demographic trends (Krantz, 1985; Kale and 
Naylor, 1981). Several studies and statistical reports, 
most of them examining a particular minority group, 
have also been published (Berry-Caban, 1981; Busurto 
and Slessinger, 1985; Christenson and Kanaskie, 1985; 
Hodge, 1975; Kale and Harrier, 1994; Lurie, 1969; 
Rippley, 1985; Siessinger and Parra, 1988). However, 
there are no comparative studies examining Wis
consin's relatively fast-growing minority population 
from a geographic perspective. This paper examines the 
four major and several smaller minority groups in 
Wisconsin in order to assess differences between these 
groups and relative to the majority popUlation. Factors 
to be considered include spatial distribution, rates of 
growth, and selected demographic and socio-economic 
characteristics. 

The 1990 Census of Population is the main source 
of statistical infonnation used in this study. Com
paris ions of popUlation growth within local political 

units over time is also based on data collected in pre
vious censuses. Two measures of concentration and a 
series of graphs and maps are used to describe the 
spatial and social patterns ofWisconsin-based minority 
groups. 

Wisconsin's Minority PopUlations: Structure by 
Ethnic and Geographic Origins 

Among minority groups within the United States, 
people ofAsian and Spanish origin are characterized by 
the greatest diversity in tenns of ethnicity and country
of-origin. lndeed, while African-American and Native 
American populations may be both assumed to exhibit 
considerable homogeneity, and to have evolved cultures 
and identities rooted in experiences within the United 
States, Asian and Hispanic groups are characterized by 
considerable heterogeneity in both ethnic identity and 
socio-economic status. Clearly the most diverse of the 
four major minority groups is the Asian, which is 
comprised ofnumerous subgroups, each with distinctive 
spatial and social origins, languages, educational levels, 
values, and other characteristics. 

Among Wisconsin's Asian population, almost one
third was Hmong, 14 percent was Chinese, 12 percent 
was Asian lndian, and II percent was Korean in 1990 
(Figure I). Other sizable Asians groups in the state 
included Filipinos, Laotians, Japanese and Vietnamese. 

As Table I indicates, African Americans were by 
far the largest minority population in Wisconsin in 
1990, accounting for almost 250,000 people, while 
Hispanics were a distant second, accounting for less 
than 90,000. Among Hispanics, Mexicans were the 
largest Hispanic group in Wisconsin in 1990, 
comprising 65 percent of the states's total Spanish
origin population. Puerto Ricans accounted for 20 
percent of the Hispanic population, while Cubans 
accounted for only 1.7 percent, and fonned the third 
largest Hispanic group in the state. 

In assessing differences between minority groups, 
it is particularly instructive to note the fact that -
whereas the U.S.Hispanic group has been largely con
structed through individual and family migration for 
economic reasons -- the Asian group is comprised of 
two major types of elements, namely one with a 
significant refugee component, and which originates in 
the countries of mainland Southeast Asia, and another 
which has come to the U.S. as immigrants in the more 
traditional sense. Significant segments of the fonner 
group -- consisting principally of elements from Laos, 
Cambodia and Vietnam -- have been settled under 
sponsorship by Catholic relief agencies and other social 
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service organizations since the end of the U.S.'s direct 
involvement in Indo-China in the mid-1970's. The other 
major group of Asians which had become demo
graphically important in Wisconsin by 1990 included 
Chinese, Japanese, Asian Indians and Filipinos whose 
movement to the U.S. (and to the state) was apparently 
due mostly to economic factors . 

Although almost all minority groups are underre
presented in Wisconsin relative to their percentages in 
the population of the U.S. as a whole, the state has 
attracted a disproportionate population of some Asian 
groups, particularly from Laos. This primarly includes 
people of Hmong origin, although Laotians were also 
represented in significant numbers. 

By 1990, almost 17,000 Hmong lived in Wis
consin, comprising approximately 18% of the total 
Hmong population in the United States. Indeed, only 
California and Minnesota had larger numbers of the 
Hmong population than did Wisconsin. 

As with the other major groups which immigrated 
from mainland Southeast Asia in recent years, the bulk 
of the Hmong population found in the U.S. today 
migrated from Laos after 1975. Many of the Hmong 
provided assistance to American forces in Southeast 
Asia during the U.S.'s war in Indo-China, and sought 
refuge in the United States to escape persecution from 
Communist governments which emerged as a 
consequence of their victory over forces supported by 

Table 1. Race and Spanish Origin ofthe Populations ofthe United States and Wisconsin, 1990 

Race/Spanish Origin United States Wisconsin WI Pop. WI 

Number Percent Number Percent as % of Rank 

US Pop. 

White 199,827,064 80.35 4,514,315 92.28 2.26 15 

African American 29,930,524 12.03 244,305 4.99 0.82 26 

Native American 2,015,143 0.81 39,725 0.81 1.97 16 

AsianlPacific Islander 7,226,986 2.91 53,058 1.08 0.73 20 

Chinese 1,648,696 0.66 7,397 0.15 0.45 23 

Filipino 1,419,711 0.57 4,013 0.08 0.28 27 

Japanese 866,160 0.35 2,744 0.06 0.32 28 

Asian Indian 786,694 0.32 6,270 0.13 0.80 19 

Korean 797,304 0.32 5,718 0.12 0.72 21 

Vietnamese 593,213 0.24 2,294 0.05 0.39 31 

Hmong 94,439 0.04 16,980 0.35 18.00 3 

Laotian 147,375 0.06 3,389 0.07 2.30 8 

Spanish Origin 21,900,089 8.81 87,609 1.79 0.40 24 

Mexican 13,393,208 5.39 56,903 1.16 0.42 16 

Puerto Rican 2,651,815 1.07 17,813 0.36 0.67 13 

Cuban 1,053,197 0.42 1,502 0.03 0.14 25 

Total Population 248,709,873 100.00 4,891,769 100.00 2.00 16 

Source: U.S. Department ofCommerce. Bureau ofthe Census, 1992. 
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WISCONSIN: POPULATION COMPOSITION 

BY RACE AND SPANISH ORIGIN, 1990 
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the United States. Most of the Hmong population 
came to Wisconsin under church sponsorship (mainly 
Catholic and Lutheran). Hmong social organization is 
centered around clans, and clan leaders had a 
significant influence in deciding where Hmong 
refugees would settle (Besl 1994). 

The Laotian population, closely related to the 
Hmong, also settled in Wisconsin during the past two 
decades. In 1990 there were over 3,300 people of 
Laotian descent in Wisconsin, representing the eighth 
largest concentration of Laotians within the United 
States. 

The Spatial Distribution of Minority Groups 

All minority groups in Wisconsin are character
ized by a higher degree of territorial concentration than 
the state's population of European origin. At the same 
time, there are some notable differences between these 
groups with respect to geographic distribution. In this 
section, the relative clustering of the four major 
minority groups is narratively described. Additionally, 
Hoover's index of concentration and location quo
tients are used to examine the distribution of minority 
groups in Wisconsin. 

Hoover's index of concentration is a useful 
technique for examining the extent to which a pop
ulation is concentrated or uniformly dispersed across a 
set of geographic units. The value of the index ranges 
from 0 to 100. The lower the value, the more evenly is 
the spatial distribution of a particular minority popu
lation across a given spatial unit. 

In the present study, Hoover's index of concen
tration was also used to examine changes in the 
territorial distribution of selected minority groups 
during the past several decades. Location quotients, on 
the other hand, are used to compare the concentration 
of persons of a particular minority group in each 
county relative to the concentration of such persons 
within the overall population of the state. If the location 
quotient is below 100, the county has a lower 
percentage of a particular minority group than the state 
as a whole; if it is above 100, the county has a higher 
percentage of the same group than the state as a whole 
(plane and Rogerson, 1994). Due to a problem of data 
availability, the formal statistical analysis is largely 
limited to African Americans, Native Americans, and 
people of Spanish origin. Moreover, due to differential 
socio-cultural characteristics and patterns of distri
bution of various Asian nationalities and ethnic groups, 
an analysis of the total Asian population would be of 

little value. 
More than 80% of Wisconsin's minority popu

lation is found in five southeastern and south-central 
counties: Milwaukee, Racine, Dane, Kenosha, and 
Rock. One of the reason for this significant spatial 
concentration is the fact that the state's largest minority 
-- the African-American group -- is heavily concen
trated in the aforementioned counties, particularly in 
the Milwaukee area. Indeed, as will be re-emphasized 
later, African-Americans are not only signficantly 
concentrated in the southeast comer of the state 
(Milwaukee, Racine and Kenosha counties), and in the 
Madison-Dane county area, but also comprise the 
largest-single minority group by far in southeastern 
Wisconsin. 

Milwaukee county accounts for more than 60% of 
all minorities in the state, a figure which is rendered 
particuarly high, due to the high concentration of 
Blacks and Hispanics in the city of Milwaukee and the 
surrounding areas. While Native American and Asian 
popUlations are also significantly concentrated in the 
Milwaukee area, specific ethnic components of the 
latter group are found in significant levels in other parts 
of the state. Due in large measure to U.S. settlement 
policies following the Vietnam War, groups from the 
mainland Southeast Asian countries of Vietnam, 
Cambodia and Laos have clustered both in Milwaukee 
and in other parts of the state, including the Fox Valley 
area, in Manitowoc and Sheboygan counties in the 
northeast, in Marathon county in the central part of the 
state, and in Eau Claire and La Crosse counties in the 
western part of Wisconsin. In contrast, other popu
lations of Asian origin have grown significantly in the 
Madison-Dane County area, in addition to being found 
in significant numbers in the Milwaukee area as well. 

The relatively dispersed nature ofNative American 
and Asian populations is obvious when one examines 
the concentration of these groups compared with that 
for Blacks and Hispanics in the Milwaukee area. In 
1990, Milwaukee accounted for 80% of the Black 
population and 48% of Hispanics, but only 28% ofall 
Asians and 18% of all Native Americans (see Figures 
2 to 5) 

It is important to once again note that ultimately, 
the specific ethnicity of Asians and Hispanics is more 
highly correlated with particular geographk locations 
and is more meaningful than the spatial concentration 
of either of the major groups as a whole. For example. 
despite the fact that only 48% of the Hispanic 
population resided in Milwaukee county, the area 
accounted for 80% of Wisconsin's Puerto Ricans in 
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1990. Moreover, although Milwaukee county 
accounted for a relatively low percentage of Asians as 
a whole, approximately 60% of the state's Laotians, 
40% of its Vietnamese, and approximately one-third of 
its Chinese and Filipino populations lived in the 
county. On the other hand, Dane county, the location of 
the city of Madison -- which is both the state capital 
and the site of the state's foremost educational, 
technical, and research establishment -- has the largest 
number of Chinese, Japanese, and Koreans in 
Wisconsin. 

Of the four major minority groups examined, the 
highest degree of spatial clustering was observed 
among African-Americans, while the lowest was 
among Native Americans (Table 2). In 1990, the vast 
majority (approximately 91 %) of Wisconsin's Black 
popUlation was concentrated in only three counties, 
namely Milwaukee, Racine and Dane, which accounted 
for 80%, 7%, and 4%, respectively. On the other end of 
the spectrum, twenty-two counties together have less 
than one percent of the total Black population in the 
state. Although relatively large numbers of Native 
Americans are -- like other minorities -- concentrated 
in the southeastern part of Wisconsin, a relatively 
significant share of this group is found in the northern 
and northeastern parts of the state. The relatively 
dispersed nature of the Native American population is 
indicated by the fact that no county accounted for 
more than 19 percent of the state's total Native 
population in 1990. While Milwaukee county thus has 
the largest single cluster of Native Americans in the 
state, more than three-fourths of the Native American 
population lives in northern and northeastern 
Wisconsin, including on eleven Indian reservations, of 
which those belonging to the Oneida and Menominee 
groups are the largest -- 2,500 and 3,000, respectively 
(U.S. Department of Commerce, 1992). 

In general, Asians and Hispanics tend to be less 
concentrated than African-Americans, but more con
centrated than Native Americans. Due to the diverse 
nature of Asian and Hispanic groups, spatial clustering 
patterns vary significantly within these groups. Among 
Hispanic populations, Puerto Ricans and Cubans are 
characterized by a high degree of territorial concen
tration, similar to that of the Black population. How
ever, such high levels of clustering is not characteristic 
of the Mexican-origin population. 

The concentration of Wisconsin's Asian-origin 
populations varies significantly between those who 
came to the U.S. as war-related "refugees" (e.g. 
Cambodians and Laotions) and other groups which are 

comprised either of long-time residents or of more 
regular immigrants (including Chinese, Japanese, 
Filipinos, and Asian Indians). While the Asian group as 
a whole had the second highest degree of territorial 
concentration among the four minority groups, after 
the Black population, this is due to a heavy con
centration of Asians in Wisconsin's largest cities. 
Recent Asian migrants to the state, particularly those 
with high refugee concentrations, exhibit especially 
high degrees of territorial clustering. Indeed, people of 
Southeast Asian ongm (Vietnamese, Hmongs, 
Laotians) are even more clustered than Blacks. 

Wisconsin's most important Asian group, the 
Hmong, provides an important example of the spatial 
clustering of minority groups within the state. Although 
most Hmong come from rural areas within Laos, most 
are clustered in Wisconsin's large and mediun-size 
cities. The clustering of the Hmong population in cities 
is likely explained by the particular conditions under 
which most of the popUlation came to the U.S. and 
Wisconsin . As fairly recent immigrants to the United 
States and Wisconsin, these populations have not had 
enough time to adjust to highly industrial societies. 

The Hmong came from a culture with no written 
language and possessed few skills fitting the U.S. job 
market. As economically independent subsistence far
mers in Laos, most Hmong males upon their arrival in 
the U.S. had to look for unskilled jobs in manu
facturing and services (Auerbach, 1994). Thus, the 
Hmong found adjustment rather difficult, and like 
many other minority groups, found the means to 
survival through the formation of urban clusters and a 
high degree of intra-group dependency. 

With respect to the statistical analysis of more 
long-term patterns of concentration among Wisconsin's 
minority groups, two interesting trends can be ob
served: I) a significant increase in the territorial con
centration of people of Black American origins bet
ween 1900 and 1990; a_nd 2) a gradual and steady 
trend toward greater territorial dispersion of Native 
Americans during the same period. As Table 3 reveals, 
although both groups were characterized by similar 
levels of concentration in 1900, by 1990 the index of 
concentration for the black population was more than 
90, while that for Native Americans was only 53. Table 
3 also reveals a trend toward greater territorial 
dispersion of the African-American population during 
the last three decades. No significant changes in the 
territorial distribution of the Hispanic population in 
Wisconsin was observed during the last two decades . 

Although most of Wisconsin's minority groups, 
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with the exception of Native Americans, are heavily 
concentrated in urban areas, especially in central cities, 
there are considerable differences among these groups 
with regard to place of residence. Over 95 percent of 
A frican-Americans, Chinese, Asian Indians, the 
Hmong, Laotians and Puerto Ricans reside in urban 
areas, and over 80 percent of members of these groups 
live in central cities. Blacks in Wisconsin, particularly 
those in Milwaukee, are among the most highly 
segregated minority groups in the nation . A slightly 
lower level of territorial segregation is characteristic of 
the Laotian and Hmong populations, but even in these 
cases central city residence is the way of life for over 
85 percent of people in these groups. 

As was previously indicated, a large proportion of 
Native Americans in Wisconsin is found in the north
ern and northeastern parts of the state. Unlike other 
minority groups or the population of European origin, 
American Indians are fairly evenly divided into two 
groups with respect to residence: one predominantly 

rural, and one predominantly urban. Indeed, half of the 
population lives in urban areas, including 30 percent in 
central cities, and the other half in rural areas (Figure 
6 ). Among Asians and Hispanics, relatively large 
proportions of the Korean, Filipino, Japanese, Mexi
can and Cuban populations were found in rural areas. 
However, this factor may be more driven by residential 
preferences than by economic activity, as very few of 
the latter groups are engaged in agricultural activities. 

The Major Demographic Characteristics of Wiscon
sin's Minority Populations 

Demographic characteristics such as rates of 
growth, fertility rates, gender and age structures and 
social and economic position provide considerable 
insight into the overall condition of population groups, 
both individually, and relative to each other. While 
some characterics are examined using objective values, 
such as the unemployment rate and the rate of poverty, 

Table 2. Wisconsin: Population Distribution by Race and Spanish Origin, 1990 

Race/Spanish Origin Hoover's Index of 
Concentration 

WisconsinPopulation - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 70.5 - - - - - - - 

White 69.3 

African American 96.6 

Native American 81.8 

Asian/Pacific Islander 91.3 

Chinese 95.7 

Filipino 91.5 

Japanese 92.8 

Asian Indian 95.6 

Korean 88.0 

Vietnamese 97.2 

Hmong 98.4 

Laotian 98.7 


Spanish Origin 88.6 
Mexican 89.5 
Puerto Rican 94.7 
Cuban 96.4 

Source: Compiled by the author from information supplied by the U.S. Department ofCommerce, 
Bureau ofthe Census, 1992. 
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WISCONSIN: POPULATION RESIDENCE 

BY RACE AND SPANISH ORIGIN, 1990 
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Table 3. Changes in Distribution ofSelected Minority Groups in Wisconsin, 1900-1990 

Hoover's Index of Concentration 
Year Total African Native Spanish 

Population Americans Americans Origin 

1900 32.8 63.1 64.2 

1930 41.3 85.6 60.9 

1960 49.7 93.1 58.8 

1970 5l.5 92.2 57.3 75.5 

1980 49.8 9l.4 53.8 74.4 

1990 50.2 9l.0 53.0 74 .8 

Source: Computed by the author from selected U.S. decennial population censuses. 

the most significant comparison is that between 
minorities and the state's larger population. 

In recent years, all of Wisconsin's minority groups 
have been characterized by a much faster rate of 
growth than the white population. While the total 
population of Wisconsin increased by 4 percent, and 
the white population by only 1.5 percent during the 
decade from 1980 to 1990, the combined rate ofgrowth 
for the state's four major racial and ethnic minority 
groups was over 40 percent (Table 4). The highest rate 
of growth was observed among the Asian population 
(141 %), while the lowest was among Native Americans 
(29%). The population of Spanish origin experienced 
a 40 percent increase, while the Black American 
population increased by 33 percent during the same 
period. 

The rapid rate of growth of the Asian population 
-- particularly of the Hmong -- was probably the most 
interesting demographic event in Wisconsin during the 
1980s. The state's Hmong population increased from 
408 in 1980 to 16,980 ten years later, an increase of 
over 4000 percent. Less high but nonetheless signi
ficant increases were also recorded for Cambodians and 
Laotians, which experienced rates of growth of 378% 
and 130%, respectively. 

While factors other than "normal" movement and 
migrations -- namely major wars and social upheavals 
in Southeast Asia -- help to explain the large increases 
in the aforementioned Asian populations, particularly 
that of the Hmong, even Asian groups whose move
ments are substantially due to regular migration pro

cesses experienced rates of growth over the decade 
which were similar to Blacks and Native Americans. 

In general, Wisconsin's racial and ethnic minorities 
are significantly different from the European-origin 
population in terms of age and gender structures. All of 
the state's minority groups have a significantly higher 
proportion of their populations in the over 65 age group 
than does the state's population as a whole. Likewise, 
the proportion of older people among minority groups 
was about three to four times higher than that for the 
white population in 1990. Even Native Americans, the 
minority group with the lowest proportion of young 
people within its population, was substantially 
comprised of people under age 18 (38% of the 
total).The comparable percentage for Wisconsin's 
popUlation of European origin was 25 percent (Table 
5). 

Levels of fertility are very closely linked to age 
and gender structures ofeach popUlation segment. Data 
on median age suggest that -- relatively speaking -- the 
popUlation of Asian origin is the youngest, while 
Native Americans are the oldest minority group. The 
the data shows that within the four major groups -
particularly within the Spanish-origin and Asian-origin 
populations -- differences in age structures vary 
significantly. Comparable observations automatically 
excludes the Black population, which is assumed to be 
a single group. 

Chinese and Japanese, and to a lesser extent. Cu
bans, are characterized by greater demographic rna·· 
turity than are populations of Southeast Asian and 
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Table 4. Wisconsin: Population Change by Race and Spanish Origin,1980-1990 

Race/Spanish Origin 

White 

African American 

Native American 

AsianlPacific Islander 

Chinese 


Filipino 


Japanese 


Asian Indian 


Korean 


Vietnamese 


Hrnong 


Laotian 


Spanish Origin 

Mexican 

Puerto Rican 

Cuban 

Wisconsin Population 

US Population 

Population 
in 1980 

4,446,088 

183,169 

30,788 

22,043 

4,835 

3,036 

2,123 

3,902 

2,900 

1,699 

408 

1,472 

62,782 

40,679 

10,693 

1,064 

4,705,767 

226,542,203 

Population 
in 1990 

4,514,315 

244,305 

39,725 

53,058 

7,397 

4,013 

2,744 

6,270 

5,718 

2,294 

16,980 

3,389 

87,609 

56,903 

17,813 

1,502 

4,891,769 

248,709,873 

Percent 

Change 


1.5 

33.4 

29.0 

140.7 

53.0 

32.2 

29.3 

60.7 

97.2 

35.0 

4061.8 

130.2 

39.5 

39.9 

66.6 

41.2 

4.0 

9.8 

Source: u.S. Department ofCommerce. Bureau ofthe Census, 1983 and 1993. 

Korean origins. For example, the proportions of the 
Japanese and Chinese popUlation which were below 18 
years old was 18 percent and 21 percent, respectively, 
proportions which were less than that for the state's 
combined popUlations of European origin. In contrast, 
among several of the groups from Southeast Asia, more 
than half of the popUlation is under 18 years of age. 
Indeed, more than 60 percent of the Hmong population 
in Wisconsin was below 18 years of age in 1990. Such 
varying levels of youth would imply equal1y differing 
median ages and levels of the elderly among the 
Hispanic and Asian populations. For example, while 

the median age of Wisconsin's Hmong population is 
only 12 years, that of the Japanese group is 31 years. 

Since women live longer than men, and more boys 
are born than girls, one would expect to see some dif
ferences in gender structure between demographically 
younger and older minority groups. This assumes that 
the younger the population, the higher the proportion of 
males among its members. Although this relationship 
holds true for most of Wisconsin's minority groups, 
there are some notable exceptions to this rule. For 
example, among Hispanics, Cubans, and to some 
extent, Mexicans, have neither the highest proportions 
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Table 5. Wisconsin: Demographic Characteristics ojPopulation by Race and Spanish Origin, 1990 

Social! % of Pop. % of Pop. Median Males Persons Children 
Ethnic Group Below >65 Years Age Per 100 Per Born Per 

18 Years of of Age (Years) Females Family 1000 
Family and Over Females 

15-44 
White 25 .1 14.1 33.7 95.2 3.10 1,218 

African American 40.1 4.4 23.4 90.0 3.59 1,703 

Native American 38.4 5.1 24.4 97 .6 3.55 1,610 

AsianlPacific Islander 42.9 2.9 21.3 97.7 4.50 1,646 

Chinese 21.1 4.4 28.1 106.8 3.31 644 

Filipino 26.9 4.4 28.9 75 .6 3.69 1,172 

Japanese 18.4 6.7 31.4 64.7 3.06 842 

Asian Indian 37.4 2.1 24.5 114.3 4.01 1,250 

Korean 48.3 1.8 18.8 67.4 3.31 988 

Vietnamese 36.6 2.6 23.3 113.2 4.18 1,283 

Hmong 60.8 2.6 12.5 105.8 6.31 3,603 

Laotian 52.3 2.0 16.8 111.6 5.37 2,156 

Spanish Origin 42.2 3.6 21.9 107.8 3.82 1,573 

Mexican 43.2 3.3 21.4 111.2 3.93 1,679 

Puerto Rican 43 .8 2.8 21.0 101.6 3.77 1,708 

Cuban 29.4 6.1 29.8 167.4 3.22 1,129 

Wisconsin Population 26.4 13.3 32.9 95.8 3.14 1,258 

US Population 25.6 12.6 32.9 95.1 3.16 1,223 

Source: U.S. Department ojCommerce. Bureau ojthe Census, 1992. 

of younger nor the lowest proportions ofolder people, 
yet do have the highest sex ratios (the number of 
males per 100 females) among minority groups. 
Relatively high sex ratios is also observed among 
Asian Indians (114), Vietnamese (113), and Laotians 
(III). High sex ratios for all of the aforementioned 
groups is not surprising, given the fact that all are 
recent immigrants to both the United States and 
Wisconsin, and it is a well-known fact that young 
males comprise a very large percentage of all 
immigrant populations. 

Relatively high proportions of young people 
within minority communities also reflects high 
fertility levels. According to 1990 U.S. Census data, 
a European-origin woman in Wisconsin was expected 

to have 1.2 children during her lifetime. On the other 
hand, a woman classified as a minority was expected 
to have at least 1.5 children if she was Hispanic, and 
1.7 children if she was Black. While these data 
indicate that Hispanic and Black fertility levels are not 
significantly higher than those of the general popu
lation, the same is not true of Asians, particularly for 
those from Cambodia and Laos. Indeed, the same data 
show that the highest fertility levels in Wisconsin 
were among the Hmong -- over 3.6 children per 
female. Fertility levels among Cambodian and Laotian 
women were also significantly higher than that for the 
general population -- 2.2 children per female. 

Such high fertility levels help to explain the 
statistical disparity which exists in family size among 
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Wisconsin's various population groups. While the 
typical family-size in Wisconsin is approximately 3.1 
persons, Hmong families are the largest, with an 
average of 6.3 persons. According to the data, 
Japanese-origin families in Wisconsin are just below 
the average for the European-origin population, with 
the smallest families among all discernible groups 
just over three persons. 

The Social Characteristics of Wisconsin's Minority 
Populations 

The social characteristics examined in this paper 
include place of birth, language spoken at home, and 
educational attainment. Considering the proportion of 
the foreign born within particular segments, two 
minority groups stand apart from the rest of 
Wisconsin's population. While only 2.5 percent of all 
state residents w,ere foreign born in 1990, the same 
figures for Hispanic and Asian populations were 18 
and 64 percent, respectively (see Table 6). 

Upon close examination of data for particular 
subgroups, it is apparent that, although Southeast 
Asian elements on the whole contributed significantly 
to the high level of the foreign born within the Asian 
popUlation, high levels of foreign-born characterized 
all Asian groups. Indeed, while a high proportion of 
the popUlation which was foreign born was recorded 
among the Hmong (65%), Laotians (81 %), and 
Cambodians and Vietnamese (75% for both group), 
the foreign-born element among Chinese and Asian 
Indians was 70 percent of the total for both of these 
latter groups. 

Given the fact that all of the aforementioned 
groups are relatively recent immigrants to the U.S. 
and Wisconsin, high foreign-born levels among them 
is not surprising. On the other hand, the lower 
proportions of foreign-born populations among the 
Hmong can be explained by the group's very high 
fertility rates, which, as was shown earlier, is 
characteristic of the group. Since the average Hmong 
woman has over 3.6 children and over 60 percent of 
the Hmong popUlation is below 18 years of age, it is 
not surprising that 35 percent of the group in 
Wisconsin was born in this country. Among 
Wisconsin's residents of Asian origin, such as the 
Japanese, Filipinos, and Koreans, many of whom 
came to the United States (and Wisconsin) some time 
before the influx of Southeast Asians, there is 
evidence of proportions of the foreign-born 
popUlation which are considerably lower than for 

groups which are largely comprised of recent 
immigrant. 

The proportion of minority popUlations speaking 
a native tongue at home should be strongly correlated 
with the percentage of foreign-born people within 
each particular subgroup. The greater the share of 
recent immigrants among particular populations, the 
greater the extent to which these popUlations tend to 
use their native tongue in daily life, especially at 
home. This observation is supported by census data 
for most minority groups in Wisconsin, particularly 
those of Asian origin, with the exception of the 
Hmong popUlation. Although the latter group had a 
smaller proportion of foreign-born popUlation than 
some other Asian groups, it has the highest percentage 
of people speaking the native language at home of any 
minority group. It must be noted, however, that U.S. 
Census data on language spoken at home includes 
only population segments which are 5 years of age 
and older. As the proportion of youngsters among the 
Hmong population is very high, this deviation from 
the "linguistic rule" seems to be quite normal. On the 
other hand, a much larger percentage of the Hispanic 
popUlation, especially that of Mexican origin, use 
Spanish at home than one would expect, considering 
the relatively low proportion of the foreign-born 
segment among this group. Although only 18 percent 
of people of Hispanic origin were foreign-born in 
1990, 60 percent of them did not use English at home. 
This fact seems to confirm a high degree of linguistic 
isolation of the Hispanic population in American 
society, a phenomenon examined and confIrmed by 
numerous studies and surveys. 

Significant differences among minority groups 
are also observed with regard to educational 
attainment, measured in this study by proportion of 
population with high school and college degrees. 
Hispanics had the lowest percentage of people 25 
years of age and over who completed high school 
(54%), while Asians had the highest (71 %). Dis
parities in educational level, as far as high school is 
concerned, were especially great among various Asian 
groups. On the one hand, East Asian communities 
(Japanese, Chinese and Korean) are characterized by 
a high percentage of people with high school diplo
mas, ranging from 87 percent for the Chinese to 90 
percent for the Japanese. On the other hand, the high 
school completion rate for Wisconsin's major 
populations with origins in mainland Southeast Asia 
was just over 40 percent for Hmong and Laotians, and 
as low as 32 percent for Cambodians. These dif

41 



------------------------------

Table 6. Wisconsin: Social Characteristics ofPopulation by Race and Spanish Origin 

SociaU % Foreign- % Speaking % Completed 0/0 

Ethnic Group Born Native Tongue High School Completed 
College 

White 1.7 4.6 79.6 18.1 

African American 1.2 3.9 61.3 8.3 

Native American 0.6 9.2 66.8 5.5 

AsianlPacific Islander 64 .4 77.4 71.5 40.4 

Chinese 71.6 80.6 87.4 63.8 

Filipino 57.0 50.8 88.4 49.4 

Japanese 50.8 48.4 89.9 39.4 

Asian Indian 71.9 77.5 83.9 67.8 

Korean 50.2 54.1 77.0 50.1 

Vietnamese 75.5 86.6 66.1 19.1 

Hmong 65.6 97.7 41.0 7.7 

Laotian 81.0 96.3 41.2 7.7 

Spanish Origin 17.7 60.0 54.1 10.0 

Mexican 19.5 57.1 50.7 6.7 

Puerto Rican 0.2 74 .3 48.1 7.5 

Cuban 46.9 63.8 65.1 17.1 

Wisconsin Population 2.5 5.8 78.6 17.7 

US Population 7.9 6.1 75.2 20.3 

Source: U.S. Department ofCommerce. Bureau ofthe Census, 1992. 

ferences may be related to the proportion of foreign 
born population and ability to speak English as well 
as to the economic status and cultural traditions of the 
different minority groups. Even more interesting are 
the differences among minority groups with regard to 
higher education. 

While Blacks, Native Americans and Hispanics 
had a much lower proportion of people with college 
diplomas than the European-origin population, some 
Asian groups had college completion rates which 
were more than twice as high as the average for the 
white population . Two-thirds of Asian Indians and 

over 60 percent of the Chinese-origin population in 
Wisconsin which was 25 years of age or more had at 
least a bachelor's degree. It must be noted, however, 
that such high levels of college completion did not 
apply to predominantly "refugee" populations with 
origins in mainland Southeast Asia. Indeed, these 
popula-tions -- Hmong, Laotians, and Cambodians 
had among the lowest college completion rates of the 
state's groups. As is shown in Table 6 (above) the 
college completion rates for these groups was below 
8 percent, roughly the same as that for Mexicans and 
Puerto Ricans. 
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Major Economic Characteristics of Wisconsin's 
Minority Populations 

Differences in economic status among Wiscon
sin's racial and ethnic minority groups were signi
ficantly greater than differences in demographic or 
social conditions. Some groups, especially those of 
Asian origin, ranked quite high -- even higher than 
the white popUlation -- with respect to such charac
teristics as income per capita, and employment in 
professional and managerial occupations. On the 
other hand, several minority groups, most of them 
also of Asian descent, were among the poorest in 
America. Some interesting differences among these 
groups were also observed with respect to 
employment in various types of industries. 

As far as labor force participation is concerned, 
the popUlation of Spanish origin had the highest 
proportion -- 69 percent -- of adults in the labor 
force, while the population of Asian origin had the 
lowest -- 55 percent (see Table 7). A large number of 
economic migrants (both legal and illegal), especially 
of Mexican origin, is probably responsible for high 
labor force participation among Hispanics. Among 
Asians, the large number of refugees, particularly of 
Southeast Asians, and cultural alienation of these 
groups from American society might be behind the 
rather low labor force participation figures. 

Among Wisconsin's minorities, the highest rate 
of unemployment was recorded for African Ameri
cans and native Americans (18% and 17%, 
respectively), while the lowest rate was among 
people of Asian descent (9%). Even in the latter case, 
however, it must be noted that the unemployment rate 
was more than twice as high as that for the white 
population. In spite of a relatively low unemployment 
figure for the Asian group, over 27 percent of the 
Hmong civilian labor force was unemployed in 
1990, compared to less than 5 percent unemployment 
among Chinese and Filipinos. 

Due to the fact that the Asian population as a 
whole ranks first in the state in tenns of educational 
attainment, it is therefore not surprising to see that 
Asians as a whole also rank the highest in tenns of 
persons employed in managerial and professional 
occupations. While only 23 percent of Wisconsin's 
popUlation 16 years of age and over worked in such 
occupations, almost 37 percent of Asians had similar 
jobs. Several groups of Asian descent have a higher 
proportion of professionals than the white popUlation. 
Over half of Asian Indians, 40 percent of the state's 

Chinese and Filipinos, and over 35 percent of 
Japanese and Koreans work as professionals. The 
Hispanic and African-American groups, on the other 
hand, have the lowest proportions of persons 
employed in managerial and professional occupa
tions. Among the Hispanic population, Cubans had 
the highest percentage of professionals (26%), while 
Mexicans had the lowest (15%) (See Figure 7). 

Although Wisconsin's European-origin popula
tion had a significantly higher income per capita than 
any of the four minority groups, Filipinos and Asian 
Indians are among the richest groups in Wisconsin. 
The average income per capita of these two groups in 
1990 was $18,000 and $15,000, respectively. By 
comparison, the per capita incomes for the of Euro
pean-origin population was approximately $13,700. 
The groups with origins in mainland Southest Asia 
were at the bottom of the income hierarchy, with 
incomes of $2,200 for the Hmong, $3,770 for 
Cambodians, and $4,000 for Laotians. In addition to 
having the lowest incomes per capita, these latter 
groups also had the highest relative levels ofpoverty. 
For example, whereas less than 6 percent of the 
state's European-origin population had poverty-level 
incomes in 1990, more than 70 percent of the Hmong 
population, 60 percent ofCambodians and 40 percent 
of Laotian families had incomes below poverty. 

In tenns of the types of industries which em
ployed minority populations, minorities on the whole 
were employed to a greater extent than the larger 
population in non-agricultural enterprises. In general, 
agriculture also tended to employ more Hispanics and 
Native Americans than Blacks. On the other hand, 
manufacturing tends to attract Southeast Asian and 
Hispanic populations to a greater extent than most of 
the other minority groups. Finally, Asian Indians, 
Chinese and Filipinos are substantially employed 
(relatively-speaking) in health services and educa
tion. 

Wisconsin's Minority Populations as Compared to 
Minorities in the United States as 8 Whole 

As the foregoing discussion has shown, Wis~ 
consin's major minority populations vary consider
ably in ,income, education, age and gender structures, 
and levels of spatial concentration. Ofconcern in the 
present section of this paper is how the state's racial 
and ethnic minority groups compare to similar mino
rity groups in the U.S. with respect to these same 
measures. Questions guiding this section of the analy
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WISCONSIN: INDUSTRY OF EMPLOYED PERSONS 

BY RACE AND SPANISH ORIGIN, 1990 
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Table 7. Wisconsin: Economic Characteristics ofPopulation by Race and Spanish Origin, 1990 

SociaVEthnic Group % of Pop. % of Labor % of Pop. Income % of 
in Force in Professional Per Capita Fami-

Labor Unemployed Occupations (Dollars) lies 
Force Below 

Poverty 
Level 

White 68.0 4.5 23.3 13,793 5.6 

African American 60.6 18.0 15.3 7,021 38.0 

Native American 63.9 17.1 15.8 6,878 32.5 

AsianlPacific Islander 54.7 9.4 36.6 8,128 36.3 

Chinese 63.6 3.6 45.0 12,245 15.3 

Filipino 75.6 4.3 41.2 17,954 8.3 

Japanese 53.1 6.7 36.5 12,497 7.3 

Asian Indian 64.0 8.0 54.6 15,128 20.8 

Korean 59.6 8.2 35.7 7,339 30.1 

Vietnamese 55.6 11.2 18.4 7,210 25.3 

Hmong 30.1 27.2 28.2 2,220 73.3 

Laotian 48.1 12.5 18.6 4,063 41.8 

Spanish Origin 68.7 11.7 13.7 7,050 23.5 

Mexican 72.0 11.3 14.7 7,018 21.0 

Puerto Rican 59.7 15.9 21.2 5,980 37.9 

Cuban 66.8 15.0 25.9 9,604 19.0 

Wisconsin Population 67.6 5.2 23.0 13,276 7.6 

US Population 65.3 6.3 26.4 14,420 10.0 

Source: U.S. Department ofCommerce. Bureau ofthe Census, 1992. 

sis include: a) Are there any significant differences 
between minorities with regard to such characteristics 
as place of residence and demographic and socio
economic conditions? If so, how can these dif
ferences be explained? 

First, the proportions of Wisconsin's minority 
population living in central cities are much higher 
than the national average. The difference is especially 
large for African-Americans (93 percent in 
Wisconsin versus 58% in the United States as a 
whole), although a significantly larger proportion of 

Asians and Hispanics in the state also live in central 
cities. On the other hand, greater proportions of 
Wisconsin's Filipinos, Japanese, Koreans, Vietnam
ese and Hispanic population (particularly Cubans) are 
found in mral areas than is the case nationally. 

As Table 4 has shown, Wisconsin's population 
grew at a significantly slower rate than the total U.S. 
population during the 1980s. The same is not true, 
however, with regard to some minority groups. 
Although the state's Native American and most of the 
Asian and Spanish Origin populations were charac
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terized by rates of growth which were below the 
national average for their respective groups, the 
African American and Hrnong populations in 
Wisconsin increased almost three times faster than 
their counterparts within the United States as a 
whole. At the same time, the Cuban population in the 
state recorded a rate of growth above the U.S. aver
age for the group. 

Faster rates of growth among many minority 
groups in Wisconsin can be principally attributed to 
higher fertility and in-migration rates relative to those 
in the U.S. as a whole. All minorities in the state 
except the Chinese, Koreans and Vietnamese were 
characterized by fertility rates which were above the 
national average. For example, fertility rates among 
Blacks in Wisconsin were 20 percent above the 
national rate. 

Most minority groups in the state were also 
characterized by a higher proportion of young 
people, lower median age and larger families than the 
same groups in the United States. Some of the state's 
minority groups (Cubans in particular) had a 
significant surplus of males, while other groups 
(Japanese and Koreans) had surpluses offemales, in 
both cases well above the U.S. average. 

With the exception of the Japanese, the pro
portion of the foreign born element among 
Wisconsin's minorities is smaller than or close to that 
for the U.S. as a whole. Likewise, use of English 
among these groups in Wisconsin is higher than 
among the same groups in the United States as a 
whole. Every Wisconsin minority group except 
African-Americans and Native Americans has also a 
higher proportion of its adult population with a 
college degree than was the case for the country as a 
whole. For example, the proportion of Koreans and 
Chinese in Wisconsin with such a degree is over 45 
and 50 percent above the U.S. average for these 
groups, respectively. 

Closely related to educational attainment is the 
proportion of the labor force of each population seg
ment which is employed in professional and mana
gerial occupations. More Asians (especially Filipinos, 
Asian Indians, Koreans, Hrnong and Laotians) in 
Wisconsin than in the U.S. have such occupations. 
Except for Filipinos, income per capita is lower for 
every racial and ethnic minority group in the state 
than in the United States as a whole. Also, with the 
exception of the Mexican population, every group in 
the state also has a higher proportion of families 
below the poverty level. Indeed, 45 percent more 

Black families, and three times more Asians in 
Wisconsin are below that level than is the case 
nationally. Unemployment rates among minority 
groups in Wisconsin were also higher than those in 
the United States. 

Summary/Conclusion 

Although racial and ethnic minority groups 
are different from the combined white population in 
many respects in both Wisconsin and the United 
States, there are also significant differences between 
these groups in terms ofgeographic distribution and 
demographic and socio-economic characteristics. 
Contrary to popular belief, not every racial or ethnic 
minority group is poor or concentrated in central 
cities. In fact, differences between some racial mino
rity groups are even greater than those between the 
white and non-white populations as a whole. 

This paper has documented the fact that 
populations with origins in Asia are particularly 
diverse. Indeed, given the striking differences which 
is revealed by the data, it is difficult to view the . 
Asian group as an aggregate, or to compare it with 
other minority groups. While much has been done in 
this country and state over the past several decades 
through numerous government-sponsored measures 
and private business initiatives to reduce the 
differences between majority and minority segments 
of our society, such differences still persist, and it 
may take several more decades before greater 
progress in this area is recorded. 
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