Demographics Are Not Destiny
In 2013, Business Insider published a list of the top most diverse and least diverse cities in America
(Willet 2013). The general idea was that some cities (the most diverse) were pretty close to 25% Asian
America, Black, Latino and White in terms of their demographic make-up. The least diverse cities are
those where one group may dominate the city demographics, thus making them less diverse. There is a
belief that diversity matters. We believe it should translate into diversity in other areas. A more diverse
neighborhood, should mean diverse schools or a more diverse friend group. Similarly, in a more diverse
city, we expect to see a diverse body of local representatives. If this thinking is correct, we expect to see
more diverse councils in the most diverse cities and obviously less diverse councils in the least diverse
cities. We rely on a new dataset, using the forty cities from the Business Insider list plus the 100 largest
cities in the US, census data (population size in each city and the percent Asian American, Black, Latino,
and White), the size of the council, the race and ethnicity of the councilmembers and the mayor serving
in office at the end of 2017. We determined the representation of each racial and ethnic group on the
council. We find that for Asian Americans, Blacks, and Latinos, the mean and median levels of
representation are all negative. On average, Asian Americans, Blacks, and Latinos are underrepresented
in these cities. Only Whites are over represented, on average across the 134 cities. The literature has
been quite clear: communities need to elect people that look like them in order to get those elected
bodies to pass ordinances that benefit them, but these data show that even in the most diverse cities,
this is not happening. Given this finding, we turn to alternative ways for communities to demand change
in their cities.

