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ABSTRACT: Although assimilation theories acknowledge that the host society adopts aspects 

of migrant culture, empirical work continues to focus on the assimilation trajectories of 

immigrants. This study represents the first effort to investigate, on a national level, whether 

Asians and Hispanics exert a cultural influence on local populations. We assess this possibility 

by using ethnic restaurants—both national chain and local establishments—as a test case. 

County-level data is pooled from the decennial U.S. Census, the American Community Survey, 

the Economic Research Service, the Voting and Elections Collection from CQ Press, and 

Reference USA to investigate the association of interest; Nielsen Marketing data is used to 

further supplement analyses. Results indicate that Asians and Hispanics may indeed influence 

local community expressions of culture—both in terms of restaurant availability and the extent to 

which those outside of the co-ethnic community engage in restaurant ownership. Moreover, we 

find compelling evidence that assimilation may be stronger in locations with advantaged 

majority populations. In combination, this manuscript offers innovative theoretical perspectives 

as well as preliminary evidence to suggest assimilation is indeed a multidirectional process. 
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Empirical work investigating patterns of assimilation and incorporation overwhelmingly 

assess the actions, behaviors, and trajectories of immigrants and their children. Because foreign-

born persons arrive to the US with relatively low levels of English proficiency (Feliciano 2001; 

Portes and Hao 2002), attainment (Chiswick and Deb-Burman 2004; Schnepf 2006), and 

earnings (Hall and Farkas 2008; Hall, Greenman, and Farkas 2010; Zeng and Xie 2004), a focus 

on immigrants and subsequent generations is warranted. However, this empirical tradition 

contrasts with theoretical contributions made throughout the 20th century that asserted the host 

society would also experience social and cultural shifts due to immigration (Park and Burgess 

1921; Gordon 1964).  

We argue that contemporary assessments of assimilation must consider the possibility 

that social and cultural exchanges between ethnic groups are multidirectional in nature. While 

immigrant-origin populations become more similar to the US-born over time and across 

generations (Akresh 2007; Parrado and Morgan 2008; Portes and Zhou 1993; Tran and Valdez 

2017; Waters et al. 2010), it is also likely that US-majority and minority groups are influenced 

by new populations. Shifting the focus toward the host society not only aligns with traditional 

conceptualizations of assimilation, it can also shed light on intergroup dynamics across contexts 

of reception. To effectively determine whether immigrants are assimilating, one must ask 

whether the mainstream is likely to transform as new populations are incorporated into American 

life. We assess this possibility by using ethnic restaurants—both national chain and local 

establishments—as a test case.  

We begin by drawing on Jimenez’s (2017) concept of relational assimilation, which 

argues that immigrants and their children influence local expressions of culture, to test whether 

Asian and Hispanic populations are associated with the availability of co-ethnic restaurants at the 



 

county-level. We also consider two alternative scenarios. The first, which we refer to as 

appropriative assimilation, argues that segments of immigrant and minority culture will be 

incorporated into the local landscape regardless of the size of the co-ethnic community. The 

second scenario, racial/ethnic threat, relies on existing work to argue that ethnic restaurants 

should exhibit a nonlinear relation with the size of the respective co-ethnic community. We then 

specify two additional tests that explicitly account for the tastes of those outside of the ethnic 

community: we ask whether restaurant ownership and management among non-co-ethnics is 

more pronounced in locations with larger numbers of Asians or Hispanics, and we incorporate 

arguments from cultural sociology (e.g., Peterson and Kern 1996) to test whether highly 

educated populations are especially likely to exhibit tastes for exotic and authentic cuisine.  

Given that restaurants overlap with existing classifications of the mainstream, they offer 

an ideal vantage point to evaluate assimilation as a relational phenomenon. The American 

mainstream, as defined by Alba and Nee (2003:12), consists of “a core set of interrelated 

institutional structures and organizations” that reflect traditions and tastes of the ethnic majority 

(i.e., non-Hispanic whites) as well as those found among minority and immigrant populations. 

And as sites of organized cultural production and consumption (Jepperson and Swidler 1994), 

ethnic restaurants can be understood as the amalgamation of practices and traditions belonging to 

multiple origin groups. Restaurants shape how the American city is experienced from car 

windows and sidewalks as well as on the tables and in the kitchens of restaurants themselves, 

making them important expressions of ethnicity and culture. Moreover, cuisine should be among 

the first markers of ethnicity to become absorbed into local communities (e.g. Gordon 1964). If 

we do not observe patterns that suggest Asians and Hispanics are associated with local tastes via 

restaurants, it is unlikely these populations will transform other dimensions of social life.        



 

Conceptual Framework  

The Influence of Immigrants on American Society 

Theories of assimilation gained momentum in the 20th century as political leaders and 

scholars debated whether immigrants, who arrived from Europe in dramatic numbers, could 

successfully adapt to American life. While much of this work focused on the social and ethnic 

characteristics that distinguished migrants, theoretical considerations offered a nuanced account 

of the blending of social groups. Park and Burgess, for instance, likened assimilation to a fusion-

like process in which “…persons and groups acquire the memories, sentiments, and attitudes of 

other persons or groups, and, by sharing their experiences and history, are incorporated with 

them in a common cultural life” (1921, p.735). This seminal work argued that American society 

would also transform as a result of new populations—including immigrant and minority groups. 

Scholars went on to hypothesize that assimilation would be asymmetric, with the host society 

exhibiting less movement toward new traditions and practices (Fichter 1957; Green 1952).  

When refining theories of assimilation and incorporation, Gordon (1964) stressed that the 

influence of new groups would remain concentrated within the arts, religion, and cuisine. Indeed, 

foods once considered distinctively foreign—such as the hot dog, hamburger, and pizza—are 

staples of the contemporary American diet (Anderson 2005; Gordon 1964; Hirschman 2013; 

Levenstein 1985). Art and artistic expression (Gabler 1989; Hirschman 2013), film production 

(Buhle 2004; Phillips 1998), athletics (Anderson and Andrew 2006), and science and technology 

(Sana 2010) have each markedly transformed due to the influence and/or participation of 

immigrants. The popularity of ethnic festivals offers further evidence of the changing social and 

cultural landscape; Cinco de Mayo, Oktoberfest, Chinese New Year, and St. Patrick’s Day are 



 

major events in cities and towns across the US that are celebrated by increasingly diverse 

populations (Alba 1990; Alba and Nee 2003; Roosens 1995).  

A larger body of scholarship considers the extent to which immigration alters local 

economic conditions. Although references to assimilation are absent, this work is undergirded by 

a belief that migration may affect US-born populations. Most frequently, scholars examine the 

effect of immigration on natives’ wages and skills (Borjas 1999, 2003; Dustmann, Schönberg, 

and Stuhler 2016; McHenry 2015; Ottaviano and Peri 2006), housing markets (Card 2007) and 

crime rates (Chalfin 2015; Hagan and Palloni 1999; Lee, Martinez, and Rosenfield 2001; Ousey 

and Kubrin 2009). The penalties associated with immigration vary depending on the 

identification strategy used, but evidence suggests that new populations can transform intergroup 

dynamics and local economic conditions. It is less clear, however, when and under what 

circumstances established populations and institutions will resemble immigrant-origin groups.  

The Blurring of Social and Ethnic Boundaries  

There are numerous ways ethnic boundaries can become more or less salient. For some, 

immigration represents a necessary and sufficient condition for the transformation of group 

boundaries (Abascal 2015; Coleman 2006). This perspective posits that new population flows 

can lead to sociocultural disruptions—including shifts in language use, the revision of local 

norms and legislation, and the loss of national solidarity—that are presumably heightened in 

homogenous societies (Coleman 2006). Boundaries will thus be altered if institutions 

accommodate the needs and demands of a new population, allowing these groups to gain 

influence over multiple dimensions of social life. This perspective is relatively silent, however, 

in addressing how established groups engage with new populations.     



 

Symbolic boundaries, which can be expressed through attitudes and tastes (Bourdieu 

2002; Lamont and Molnár 2002), categorize individuals into social groups. To the extent that 

such distinctions influence the allocation of resources, they also play a key role in reproducing 

systems of stratification (DiMaggio 1987; Tilly 1998). Yet, symbolic boundaries are subject to 

continual negotiation (Brubaker 2004; Nagel 1994)—especially when hierarchies are challenged 

(Bonilla-Silva 2004; Wimmer 2009). This may occur when structural barriers are weakened or 

when dominant classes engage in prolonged contact with new minority populations (Alba 2009; 

Alba and Nee 2003). In either scenario, mainstream institutions and norms are likely to shift as a 

result of ongoing interaction between new and established populations. As groups interact, 

certain elements of “ethnic” culture may be brought into the American mainstream. For Alba and 

Nee (2003), the blurring of ethnic boundaries and subsequent declines in ethnic distinction 

represent key components of multidirectional assimilation. We suspect that declines in group 

distinction, which include changes in eating habits and restaurant preferences (e.g., Shelton 

1990), will further facilitate the presence of ethnic restaurants in communities by increasing 

interethnic tolerance, widening palates, and ensuring resources are available for their operation. 

Jiménez’s (2017) landmark study offers direct support of multidirectional assimilation in 

northern California. Rather than assessing the behaviors of immigrants, he explores longstanding 

residents’ interpretation of social and cultural changes within immigrant-dense communities. 

While respondents believe that increased diversity in language use, grocery stores, and cuisine 

can be attributed to new populations, there is also concern about the loss of longstanding cultural 

practices—especially within established minority communities. Thus, if immigrant-origin 

populations lack socio-political resources or encounter resistance, relational assimilation may 

ultimately be stunted.  



 

Restaurants and the Mainstream: A Case Study  

An adequate definition of the mainstream often evades discussions of the relationship 

between immigration and cultural change. While it is tempting to equate the mainstream with 

historically dominant groups, this would mean committing to the one-sided concept of 

assimilation we seek to problematize. Instead, we follow past work and begin with the 

assumption that what might pass as contemporary middle-class American culture is in fact an 

amalgamation of categories that have been affixed into formal and informal norms and 

preferences that characterize the poor- and working-classes, as well as subordinate racial and 

ethnic groups (Alba and Nee 2003; Gans 1992; Portes and Zhou 1993; Zhou 1997). The 

mainstream is thus a product of the complex interaction of European and non-European ethnic 

categories, institutions, and practices over time and across place. More recent discussions argue 

the mainstream represents a conglomeration of “social and cultural spaces where members of the 

dominant population feel at home” (Alba, Beck, and Sahin 2018:101).    

This conception of the American mainstream also serves as a useful avenue to evaluate 

power dynamics that result from ethno-racial hierarchies (Alba and Duyvendak 2019). Our study 

of ethnic restaurants considers relational assimilation, appropriative assimilation, and 

racial/ethnic threat as distinctive outcomes, each of which have unique implications for 

intergroup dynamics. If overall demands for ethnic products are linked to the co-ethnic 

population, it would suggest ethno-racial hierarchies may potentially weaken with prolonged 

intergroup exposure and the continued mobility of co-ethnics. At the same time, the persistence 

of ethno-racial hierarchies may allow ethnic goods to be appropriated by dominant groups 

without minority involvement; this would expand mainstream food preferences (and possibly 

bolster the economic status of majority populations) while doing very little to reduce structural 



 

disadvantages faced by minority populations. A third possibility is that minority and majority 

groups compete to increase control or influence over mainstream institutions, including public 

spaces and restaurant enterprises. If the mainstream is tightly coupled with the dominant group’s 

preferences, immigrant and minority groups will have little capacity to change the basic terms of 

existing intergroup hierarchies.   

We focus on ethnic restaurants for several reasons. As establishments that cater to a wide 

and diverse customer base, restaurants operate under a set of informal and formal regulations 

(e.g. state and local departments of food safety, public health) that can be found in nearly all 

communities. In this way, restaurants represent formal institutions whose leading actors are 

members of the native majority as well as minorities who subscribe to existing standards of 

practice (Alba and Duyvendak 2019). And as sites of cultural expression, restaurants provide a 

familiar setting that invokes some degree of predictability and control. This includes the presence 

of employees or waitstaff, receiving menus and meals in a timely manner, customer service, and 

so on. According to Alba and colleagues (2018), individuals from heterogenous backgrounds—

not only the native majority—are afforded the freedom to engage and participate within these 

spaces. Given that ethnic restaurants represent formal institutions that also offer familiarity (Alba 

and Duyvendak 2019), they clearly conform to existing conceptions of the mainstream. 

Perhaps most importantly, restaurants are a visible feature of society that, according to 

early assimilation scholars, would be among the first sites to facilitate cultural and social 

exchanges (Alba and Nee 2003; Gordon 1964). Although ethnic restaurants are certainly sites of 

material transactions, they also reflect demands for cultural products and experiences by those 

outside the co-ethnic community (Fine 1996; Gaytán 2008; Parzer and Astleithner 2018; 

Somashekhar 2019). For Lu and Fine (1995, p. 536), restaurants are displays of “public 



 

ethnicity” that contribute to the creation of symbolic meaning. In this way, restaurants and the 

consumption activities that occur within these establishments cannot be reduced to simple 

economic exchanges. A wide range of research supports this notion, arguing that reoccurring 

intergroup transactions facilitate interethnic communication, tolerance, and relationships (Lee et 

al. 2004; Millard et al. 2004; Peters and de Haan 2011). This process is likely to be accelerated, 

we suspect, when the employment opportunities and financial well-being of majority groups is 

tied to “ethnic” establishments.  

Ethnic Cuisine and Cultural Omnivores  

Culture is a product of the activities that compose daily life and the logics that actors use 

to lend it meaning (Breiger 2000; Mohr and Duquenne 1997). Because cultural practices can be 

operationalized in terms of actions and representations (Jepperson and Swidler 1994), scholars 

explore the negotiation of meaning and practice among individuals, groups, and institutions 

(Mohr 1998). Some of this literature also implies that culture can be diffused between racial and 

ethnic groups—even in the presence of stark inequality. As noted by Hall (1993), dominant 

groups frequently appropriate the products of subordinate groups for personal consumption, or to 

repackage and sell to a mainstream audience. The African American musical tradition, for 

instance, is appropriated by white artists and producers who fail to acknowledge its cultural 

origins (hooks 1992; Rodriquez 2006). In this way, racial hierarchies are reinscribed while non-

majority culture is marketed to mainstream audiences. It is thus reasonable to believe that 

declines in cultural distinction can occur even as racial and ethnic hierarchies persist.  

With respect to ethnic restaurants, cultural omnivorism represents a compelling set of 

cultural practices. For our purposes, omnivorism describes how high-status individuals from the 

mainstream invest in the consumption of specific ethnic products. Peterson and colleagues 



 

(Peterson and Simkus 1992; Peterson and Kern 1996) assert that cultural signals of elite status 

have shifted from a “highbrow” cultural monism to a cultural pluralism, or “omnivorousness,” as 

educated individuals became more inclined to exhibit a taste for diverse goods during the second 

half of the 20th century. As Johnston and Baumann (2007) argue, elite omnivores use rhetorical 

frames of “authenticity and exoticism” as criteria for high-status foods. The authenticity frame is 

signaled by the geographic, historical, and technical conditions under which the food is 

conceived and produced—meaning the ethnic context from which it emerges. The exotic is 

rooted in ethnic difference, a standard of contrast from an elite reference category.  

Treating omnivorousness as a disposition (Lizardo and Skiles 2012), we assume that 

large concentrations of educated populations create dense ideological currents that lead to the 

adoption of omnivorous tastes. Longer exposure to education systems extends socialization, 

allowing greater opportunities to cultivate preferences that signal high status (Bourdieu and 

Passeron 1990). Educated populations may be especially likely to engage in cultural exchanges 

with immigrant and minority communities, particularly as consumers of “ethnic” products and 

services. Locally owned Hispanic and Asian restaurants fit both criteria of authenticity and 

exoticism. Though national chain restaurants advertise their environment and products as 

authentic (Gayátn 2008), menus are largely designed to align with the tastes of the American 

market (Decker 2003).   

Formulation of Hypotheses 

Figure 1 illustrates three scenarios that could emerge if new populations influence cultural 

landscapes. The black line represents relational assimilation, which occurs when ethnic visibility 

is tied to the local ethnic population. In the case of restaurants, we would anticipate that the 

presence of ethnic restaurants becomes increasingly pronounced in communities with a large co-



 

ethnic population (Hypothesis 1). Relational assimilation draws on the notion that the presence 

of a new population results in increased exposure and intergroup relations within communities; it 

is this contact that is largely responsible for generating new tastes, demands, and a transformed 

cultural landscape (Alba and Nee 2003; Jiménez 2017). However, Jiménez draws conclusions 

from a few communities with large immigrant stocks, making it impossible to disentangle the 

influence of new groups from larger—and more general—shifts toward diverse products.   

We propose a second possibility (shown by the solid grey line), called appropriative 

assimilation, which anticipates that immigrant or minority restaurants will not be correlated with 

the presence of minority or immigrant populations (Hypothesis 2). Instead, ethnic restaurants 

may be driven by demands for specialty foods or rigorous marketing. Taco Bell, for example, 

was started by hot-dog salesman Glen Bell after he persuaded a neighboring Mexican 

restaurateur to share their recipe (Arellano 2012). In this way, privileged members of the 

mainstream (usually, but not necessarily, well-resourced whites) can create new markets by 

appropriating the materials and practices of immigrant-origin communities.  

Finally, there may be a nonlinear association between community expressions of culture and 

the local ethnic population. This could occur if established populations mobilize economic and 

political resources to prevent new groups from gaining further representation (e.g., Millard et al. 

2004). We draw on the racial threat literature (Blalock 1967; Olzak 1990; Quillian 1995) and 

extend key arguments to restaurants. In our case, suppression would take the form of a 

curvilinear relationship represented by the dashed line shown in Figure 1. This scenario may 

emerge if those outside of the community boycott Asian/Hispanic restaurants or open competing 

establishments in response to shifting demographic landscapes. As opposed to relational 



 

assimilation, racial threat anticipates that ethnic restaurants will be lowest in areas with relatively 

small and large ethnic populations (Hypothesis 3).  

Potential Boundary Crossing        

Although these hypotheses consider the relation between population stocks and ethnic 

visibility vis-à-vis restaurants, they do not necessarily emphasize the characteristics and actions 

of established populations. We thus consider three additional hypotheses. If the demand for 

ethnic foods is driven by advantaged persons who seek “authentic” experiences—which would 

be consistent with scholarship on highbrow omnivore culture (Lizardo and Skiles 2008)—

counties with a larger share of educated white residents should have a greater number of ethnic 

restaurants that do not qualify as national chains; this relation may be greater when there is a 

sizable ethnic population. Put differently: relational assimilation should be pronounced in 

locations with larger numbers of potential omnivores (Hypothesis 5a). And given that educated 

minority populations may seek to retain their cultural practices or avoid further stigmatization 

(Feagin and Sikes 1994; Gay 2006; Jiménez 2017), we expect to find fewer ethnic restaurants in 

areas with large numbers of college educated minorities (Hypothesis 5b). We do not anticipate 

finding an association between educated persons and chain establishments.    

There are many ways Asians and Hispanics could influence the socioeconomic well-

being of outsiders, but we choose to investigate restaurant ownership and management. The 

employment of outsiders in traditionally closed spaces signals that ethnicity may be a less salient 

qualification for practicing these cultural forms. Similarly, ownership and management by 

outsiders suggests that such establishments are unlikely to frequented by and marketed toward 

immigrant-origin communities. Thus, we should observe a positive relation between Asian 

(Hispanic) restaurants owned or managed by non-Asians (non-Hispanics) and the size of the co-



 

ethnic population (Hypothesis 6). In this way, we anticipate results to be most consistent with 

predictions made under relational assimilation. Of course, the association between non-Asian 

and non-Hispanic ownership/management and the respective ethnic population may instead 

resemble appropriative assimilation or threat, and we take care to investigate these possibilities.  

Data  

 We combine county-level data from 5 unique sources: the decennial U.S. Census, the 

American Community Survey (ACS), the Economic Research Service (ERS), the Voting and 

Elections Collection from CQ Press, and Reference USA—a proprietary database maintained by 

the Infogroup marketing company. Infogroup relies on yellow page listings, industry and tourism 

directories, utility records, web-scraping, and places approximately 25 million annual phone calls 

to verify and update records. The database contains such measures as: company name and 

description, location, gender and race of executives, employee size, and NAICS code.i The 

efforts employed by Infogroup make Reference USA one of the most comprehensive restaurants 

databases available. We define Asian restaurants as those specializing in Chinese, Japanese, 

Korean, Thai, Vietnamese, and other Asian cuisine. Hispanic restaurants are establishments that 

specialize in Mexican, Cuban, as well as South and Central American cuisine. Although these 

designations are not inclusive of all ethnic foods, they align with visible immigrant-origin 

populations. Records of Hispanic and Asian restaurants were accessed in Fall/Winter 2017.  

Measures 

Dependent Variables 

 We begin by assessing 4 outcomes at the county-level. Using address data from the 

Reference USA database, we aggregate observations to create a count of Asian and Hispanic 

local restaurants that were operational as of Winter 2017. We also investigate the number of 



 

Asian and Hispanic restaurant chains in each county during the same period.ii Distinguishing 

between restaurant types allows us to test whether the relation between local demand and the co-

ethnic population differs among establishments with distinctive social meanings. Unfortunately, 

we could not convert counts into percentages as it is extremely difficult to acquire records for all 

672,028 food service establishments in the U.S. It will thus be important to adjust for factors that 

are associated with restaurant density—including population size and metropolitan designation.iii  

In addition, we calculate the number of Asian and Hispanic chain and local restaurants 

owned or managed by those within and outside of the Asian or Hispanic community. For this 

portion of analyses, restaurants missing racial composition of owners/managers do not contribute 

to our final counts when data are aggregated to the county-level.iv We test whether missingness 

is correlated with other restaurant-level covariates (i.e., number of employees, most recent sales 

volume, and the number of years the restaurant has been in the Reference USA database), and 

find that none of these attributes are substantively or statistically associated with missingness.  

Predictors  

The presence of the Asian and Hispanic population represents a key component of 

relational assimilation. As such, our main predictors are the percentage of county residents who 

are Hispanic or non-Hispanic Asian in the 2010-14 ACS. A quadratic term is included in all 

specifications to test our racial threat hypothesis. We believe that the inclusion of immigrant and 

native-born persons best aligns with our goals for two reasons: first, a large body of work finds 

majority groups often conflate race/ethnicity with nativity. In settings with large stocks (and 

continued flows) of immigrants, individuals who share the same phenotype are perceived as 

foreign—regardless of their place of birth (Fennelly and Federico 2008; Jiménez 2008). Second, 

it would be naïve to assume that Asian and Hispanic immigrants are the sole transmitters of 



 

cultural traditions. Despite assimilating economically, many second- and later generations 

engage in practices rooted in ethnic customs and identity formation (Alba 1990; Gans 1979).   

Covariates   

We begin by adjusting for two factors that are associated with overall restaurant demand: 

the size of the total population (logged) and the county’s metropolitan designation (located in 

metro area of any size, a non-metro area that is adjacent to a metro area, or a non-metro area that 

does not share borders with a metro location). We also include political, socioeconomic, and 

demographic factors that likely confound the relationship of interest. To the extent that voting 

behaviors reflect local ideology (Abramowitz and Saunders 1998; Palfrey and Poole 1987)—and 

influence settlement patterns of minority populations—we control for the percent of Republican 

votes in the 2012 presidential election. And because local economic conditions are likely 

associated with entrepreneurial activities, consumer purchasing, and population composition, we 

include the unemployment rate, median household income, and the percent of workers employed 

in professional, construction, and farming/fishing/forestry occupations in 2010-14; these 

categories represent occupations with historically large numbers of Asians and/or Hispanics 

(Flippen 2012; Kandel and Parrado 2005; Kanjanapan 1995).    

We control for geographic region (Northwest, South, Midwest, West) and the percentage 

point change in the Asian/Hispanic population between 1990 and 2000 to account for a period of 

pronounced growth (Lichter and Johnson 2009). We also include the share of non-white, non-

Hispanic persons when estimating the number of Hispanic restaurants in a county and the share 

of non-white, non-Asian persons when predicting Asian establishments. Both measures represent 

the potential for ethnic competition that could lower the likelihood of certain goods/tastes being 

adopted by local populations.  



 

Finally, we include the percent of non-Hispanic white residents with a bachelor’s degree 

or a higher level of attainment in the 2010-14 period. When predicting Hispanic (Asian) cuisine, 

the share of non-white, non-Hispanic (non-Asian) persons with a college degree or more is also 

added to our specifications. This approach allows us to approximate whether educated majority 

and minority groups exhibit heterogeneous tastes. See Table S1 for additional details on data 

sources and measures.   

Analytic Approach  

 The final sample consists of 3,107 US counties as Alaska, Hawaii, and Puerto Rico are 

excluded from analyses. Following past work on Hispanic population growth, we treat 

independent cities and county-equivalents in New England states as counties (Johnson and 

Fuguitt 2000; Johnson and Lichter 2008). And while counties do not neatly correspond to social, 

political, and labor markets, they are intuitive approximations of local communities in urban and 

rural areas. We believe counties provide a reasonable level of aggregation to assess the 

correlation between population composition and demand for ethnic goods; they are not so small 

that the relation is likely operating at a higher level of geography, and not so large that the 

relation may be undetectable.          

  Given the form of our outcome variables, we rely on count data estimation techniques to 

look for evidence of relational assimilation, appropriation, or threat. Because outcome variances 

are more than 10 times greater than their means, a Poisson model would likely yield artificially 

small standard errors and inflated test statistics. Likelihood ratio tests of alpha and BIC 

goodness-of-fit tests confirm that negative binomial models, which account for overdispersion, 

are indeed preferable to Poisson models. The expected count of ethnic restaurants, denoted by 

exp[∑ #$%&)], is obtained using a vector of slopes (b), predictors (X), and an error term ($) via 



 

maximum likelihood estimation. Using the same analytic approach, we predict the number of 

Asian and Hispanic restaurants that are owned by co-ethnics (Asians, Hispanics) and those 

outside of the respective co-ethnic community.  

Finally, we conduct placebo tests to help rule out plausible alternative explanations. 

Counties could presumably attract large minority populations and host numerous ethnic 

restaurants if residents value generalized notions of diversity, for instance. If local tastes are truly 

moving closer to Hispanic culture due to the size and influence of this group, a large Asian 

presence should not be associated with a higher demand for Hispanic cuisine. In a similar vein, a 

sizable Hispanic population should not yield demands for Asian cuisine. Placebo tests are 

generated by exchanging the outcome variable so that the percent Asian serves as the primary 

predictor for the total number of Hispanic restaurants, and vice versa.  

Results  

Descriptive Statistics 

 Figure S1 illustrates the distribution of Asian and Hispanic restaurants across the United 

States. Hispanic and Asian restaurant distributions are similar, with the highest concentrations 

appearing on the coastlines and scattered throughout metropolitan areas of the interior. While 

Asian restaurants tend to be concentrated in the northeast and northwest, Hispanic restaurants are 

prevalent in the southwest, especially in Texas. This suggests that historical and contemporary 

immigration patterns influence local availability and demand for ethnic cuisine.    

 County-level summary statistics are provided in Table 1. We identify a total of 38,592 

local and 13,124 chain Hispanic restaurants—the vast majority of which serve Mexican cuisine. 

We also identify 52,023 Asian local restaurants and 2,361 national chains (e.g. Panda Express, 

Pei Wei). It is striking that the number of Asian local restaurants is substantially greater than 



 

Hispanic restaurants while Hispanic chains outnumber Asian chains by a ratio of nearly 6:1. This 

could indicate that certain Hispanic foods have entered the mainstream economy as a result of 

high demand by majority and minority populations (Gallo-Torres 2014), or that the 

predominance of local Asian restaurants reflects discriminatory immigration policies that 

restricted the employment of Asian workers to food preparation and restaurant work (Chen 

2014). And while the average county has approximately 12 Hispanic restaurants (plus 4 chains) 

and 16 Asian restaurants (plus 1 chain), nearly 25% and 20% of U.S. counties do not have Asian 

or Hispanic eateries.  

Relational Assimilation or Threat? The Hispanic Case 

Table 2 contains results from 2 separate negative binomial regressions that predict the 

number of Hispanic local and chain restaurants in a county. After the inclusion of total 

population size, metropolitan designation, and demographic, social, and political factors, we 

observe a positive and significant relation between the Hispanic population and the number of 

local restaurants. Specifically, the number of local restaurants is predicted to grow by 5.8 

percentage points for each percentage point increase in the Hispanic population.v And while the 

quadratic term is precisely estimated, the magnitude is quite small.  

We observe a weak and non-significant association between the local Hispanic 

population and chain restaurants after the inclusion of relevant controls. It is striking that 

increases in the relative size of the Hispanic population are not associated with the availability of 

chain restaurants, though we find a substantively and significant association for local 

establishments. If anything, prior growth exhibits a stronger relation to chain restaurants than 

does the size of the current Hispanic population; this could potentially indicate that such 

establishments are more likely to be introduced in communities after demographic shifts occur. 



 

Figure 2, which illustrates both outcomes in the form of expected counts, yields patterns 

consistent with relational assimilation for local restaurants and appropriative assimilation for 

chain establishments. We find little evidence that local demand for restaurants is lower in 

counties with both smaller and larger numbers of Hispanics (racial threat).      

Relational Assimilation or Threat? The Asian Case 

Before turning to results for Asian restaurants, it is important to highlight the size and 

distribution of the Asian population. As shown in Table 1, the typical county contains 

significantly fewer Asians than Hispanics, and Asians make up less than 3% of the overall 

population in 90% of counties. Given the relatively small amount of variation that exists, we 

present this set of analyses with some caution.  

Results (Table 3) are broadly consistent with our findings for Hispanics. The availability 

of local restaurants is predicted to increase by 5 percentage points for each percentage increase in 

the Asian population. And although the quadratic term is statistically significant, the estimated 

value is very close to 0. We observe a similar pattern for chain restaurants. Unlike for Hispanic 

chains, however, the relation between the local Asian population and chains is statistically 

significant and similar to that of local restaurants. While the estimated coefficient is sizable, 

chain establishments are less common than local restaurants, so comparable percentage changes 

will correspond to much smaller changes in the actual numbers of chain restaurants. Figure 3 

illustrates the predicted restaurant counts from these two regressions. We again find support for 

relational (local restaurants) and appropriative (chains) assimilation, and little support for the 

racial threat hypothesis.  

A partial exception to this may be found when examining political ideology and racial 

composition. The share of Republican votes and the non-white, non-Asian population are 



 

predicted to decrease the number of local eateries but increase the availability of Asian chains. 

Minority and conservative populations may view local restaurants as a source of cultural, 

economic, and/or political competition, whereas national chains are perceived to be closer to the 

American market, i.e. already integrated into a perceived American mainstream.  

Do Those Outside of Ethnic Communities Participate?   

The above tests assess the linkages between population stocks and ethnic visibility in the 

form of restaurants, but they do not consider the characteristics and actions of whites and 

outsiders who may be influenced by Asians and Hispanics. To overcome this limitation, we 

consider the extent to which outsiders engage with the local ethnic community.  

Cultural Omnivorism. We use the share of educated majority and minority residents—as 

well as associated interaction terms—to assess the potential influence of cultural omnivorism 

(Hypothesis 5a and 5b). For local Hispanic restaurants, a sizable and significant correlation 

emerges: each percentage point increase in the share of educated whites is associated with a 3-

percentage point increase in Hispanic restaurants; this effect is nearly half as large as the 

estimate for the Hispanic population (Table 4). We find no evidence that the influence of co-

ethnics varies depending on the supply of this educated population. Moreover, the coefficient for 

educated minority populations—as well as the interaction term—is essentially zero. We find 

similar results when assessing chain restaurants, though the influence of educated whites appears 

much weaker. We thus find some support for the notion that concentrations of advantaged 

majority groups demand and/or seek out new cultural experiences—particularly cuisine that is 

most likely to be deemed “authentic” or “exotic” (Johnston and Baumann 2007).vi    

With respect to Asian restaurants, counties with larger shares of educated whites are 

predicted to offer more local restaurants. The corresponding interaction is substantively small, 



 

but statistically significant. And again, the educated minority population bears little relation to 

such establishments. We find similar patterns for Asian restaurant chains: a positive correlation 

emerges between the educated white population and the presence of chains, though this influence 

is somewhat weaker in counties with a large Asian population. Advantaged majority groups may 

be less inclined to demand “Americanized” ethnic cuisine when they encounter—and possibly 

interact with—a large Asian community.          

Restaurant Ownership among non-ethnics 

Next, we examine the correlation between the size of the co-ethnic population and the 

ethnicity of restaurant owners/managers. Figures 4a and 4b highlight predicted counts from a 

series of negative binomial regressions (see Tables S2-S3 for additional information). In each 

figure, results from 4 separate specifications are presented: the number of chain restaurants with 

non-Hispanic (non-Asian) and Hispanic (Asian) owners and the number of local restaurants with 

non-Hispanic (non-Asian) and Hispanic (Asian) owners.  

For local Hispanic restaurants, we observe that the number of restaurants with non-

Hispanic owners/managers is predicted to increase almost linearly with the Hispanic population. 

Such a correlation suggests local demographic composition may help facilitate intergroup 

exposure and relations via economic opportunities. Hispanic ownership also significantly 

increases (by nearly 7 percentage points) in counties with a larger number of co-ethnics; this is 

not entirely surprising as there may be more opportunities to participate in ethnic businesses. 

Moreover, ownership/management is predicted to converge in locations with larger co-ethnic 

populations, which may point to intensified competition. Even if non-ethnic owners primarily 

serve non-ethnic customers, this set of findings provides solid evidence of relational 



 

assimilation: larger numbers of Hispanics are driving restaurant ownership and management 

among both co-ethnics and outsiders.vii   

For Hispanic chain establishments, a flat relationship emerges between the Hispanic 

population and number of restaurants owned or managed by co-ethnics. Alternately, we find a 

modest negative correlation between the local Hispanic population and chains owned by those 

outside of the ethnic community. It is striking that non-Hispanics are more likely to own/manage 

chain establishments (e.g. Taco Bell, Chipotle) than Hispanics—regardless of local demographic 

composition. This is broadly consistent with our appropriative assimilation hypothesis as the 

availability and demand for these restaurants cannot solely be attributed to the ethnic community.  

Asian local restaurants exhibit a positive relation between the Asian population and the 

number of co-ethnic owners. However, estimates reveal a steeper slope for non-Asian owners, 

where ownership is predicted to increase in counties with larger numbers of Asians. Again, this 

suggests that those outside of the ethnic community may be inclined to pursue employment or 

investment opportunities in traditionally ethnic spaces if local populations are more diverse, 

lending support to the relational assimilation hypothesis. We also find a comparably flat but 

positive correlation between the Asian population and the number of chain restaurants—

regardless of the owner’s ethnicity.  

Placebo Tests 

To help rule out plausible alternative explanations, we begin by using the Hispanic 

population to predict the total number of Asian restaurants and local eateries in a given county 

(Figure S2, Table S4). We also present the expected count of all Hispanic restaurants for visual 

comparison. The relation that emerges is statistically insignificant and essentially zero: the 

number of Asian restaurants is estimated to decline by approximately 0.1% for each percentage 



 

point increase in the Hispanic population. However, we find that an increase in the Asian 

population is associated with a nontrivial increase in the expected count of Hispanic restaurants. 

We suspect that relative population size and settlement patterns are driving this counterintuitive 

finding. Of the 32 counties with especially high concentrations of Asians (i.e. those in the 99th 

percentile), 20 have significantly larger proportions of Hispanics. The estimated coefficient 

substantially declines, but remains significant, with the inclusion of the Hispanic population. 

While we are confident results for Hispanic restaurants (and outsider-ethnic engagement) are 

driven by the Hispanic population, we are less certain this is the case for Asian restaurants. 

Discussion  

Our study represents the first effort to test relational assimilation throughout the US. We 

find strong evidence that Asian and Hispanic populations are important contributors to local 

cultural landscapes: counties with proportionally larger numbers of these ethnic groups contain 

significantly more Asian and Hispanic restaurants. Our findings also demonstrate that the 

incorporation of cultural products is not limited to densely populated ethnic communities. If 

anything, the distribution of Hispanic and Asian chain restaurants has far less to do with the 

presence of co-ethnics; this suggests that “ethnic” goods may be appropriated into the 

mainstream without intergroup contact or a sizable minority population. Unfortunately, these 

appropriative actions may do little to alter the ethno-racial hierarchy.     

While the correlation between local restaurants and the co-ethnic populations is not large, 

this aligns with predictions made by early assimilation scholars: that the influence of new 

populations is relatively modest (e.g., Gordon 1964). To the extent that boundary blurring 

activities require acceptance and participation by majority groups—who may monopolize access 

to institutional and political power (Wimmer 2013)—results may partially reflect the presence of 



 

social closure. It is striking, however, that we find little evidence of racial/ethnic threat. We 

suspect that restaurant spaces may be less likely to invoke hardened protest by majority groups 

than other markers of ethnicity, such as foreign-language programs in schools or employer 

preferences for specific skills (Millard et al. 2004).    

To test whether those outside of the ethnic community are embedded in traditionally 

ethnic spaces, we examine patterns of restaurant ownership and management. Not only is non-

Hispanic (non-Asian) local restaurant ownership more pronounced in areas with a dense 

Hispanic (Asian) population, which is again suggestive of relational assimilation, non-ethnic 

ownership is predicted to exceed rates of ethnic ownership in all counties. When assessing 

national chains, we find evidence consistent with appropriative assimilation for those within and 

outside the co-ethnic community. And while chain ownership is higher among non-Hispanics 

than Hispanics, we do not find comparable patterns for Asian establishments. These patterns 

indicate that new populations also have the power to influence local economic opportunities.  

Results are also consistent with theories of cultural omnivorism. That the concentration 

of educated whites is associated with Asian and Hispanic restaurants suggests advantaged groups 

exhibit tastes for local “authentic” cuisine. Because the consumption of ethnic foods signals 

tolerance for diversity (Lu and Fine 1995), and also helps shape interpersonal relationships and 

identity formation (DiMaggio 1987; Gaytán 2008), large numbers of potential omnivores likely 

expedite relational assimilation. We do not, however, observe a similar relation for educated 

minority populations; this aligns with scholarship on ethnic competition and marginalization 

(Belanger and Pinard 1991; Olzak and Nagel 1986). When we repeat our omnivore analyses 

(available upon request) by racial ownership/management, results are remarkably similar: 

regardless of ownership, the educated white and minority population bear a weak relation to 



 

chain restaurants, there is little indication that counties with larger shares of educated minorities 

offer additional local Asian or Hispanic restaurants, and a larger share of educated whites is 

positively (and significantly) associated with local ethnic restaurants.     

Other Considerations  

This study is not without limitations. An ideal test of relational assimilation would assess 

how changes in the Asian and Hispanic population are associated with changes in co-ethnic 

restaurants. Unfortunately, longitudinal data on the lifecycle of individual (ethnic) restaurants are 

impossible to obtain. We attempt to rule out plausible alternative explanations by conducting a 

series of placebo tests; these results indicate that our findings are not confounded by an 

association between broader cultural tolerance and the Asian and Hispanic population.  

Though we follow a tradition of scholarship that explores how new groups influence 

public spaces, local culture, and the built environment (Park 1915; Gordon 1964; Jiménez 2017), 

theories of relational assimilation also make predictions about individual behaviors. We thus 

examine the household consumption of Asian and Hispanic grocery items in the 2012 period to 

further illustrate that our findings are not solely driven by the co-ethnic community. The 

Consumer Panel Data (CPD) is an ongoing survey administered by Nielsen Holdings to monitor 

the private consumption activity of nearly 40,000 U.S. households. Purchases made in grocery 

stores, convenience and drug stores, mass merchandise/superstores, and health stores each 

qualify for inclusion in the CPD. Households, which are randomly selected from larger units of 

geography that overlap with US counties, receive universal product code (UPC) scanners to 

record all purchases. Given the breadth of available ethnic foods, we draw on 5 items that can be 

considered broadly Hispanic (tortillas, refried beans, salsa, tequila, beer from Latin America) and 

broadly Asian (noodles, tofu, soy/sriracha/teriyaki sauces, sake, beer from Asia).  



 

Table S5 contains purchasing patterns among non-Hispanic households who live in 

counties with low, moderate, and large numbers of Hispanics; Table S6 contains similar 

information for households living in counties with a low, moderate, and a dense Asian 

population. Not surprisingly, the consumption of Hispanic goods tends to be larger for 

households located in counties with more Hispanics; this trend is reflected in the overall counts 

of grocery items as well as when ethnic items are expressed as a share of all grocery purchases. 

And regardless of local population composition, households purchase Hispanic products at non-

zero rates. Moreover, non-Hispanic white households exhibit the highest purchasing rates while 

black households exhibit the lowest; that we observe such patterns makes it unlikely that our 

findings on restaurant availability and educated majority/minority populations are solely driven 

by disparities in purchasing power. We observe weaker and less consistent patterns for the 

consumption of Asian items, though purchases by non-Asian households are also non-zero 

(Table S6). While these data do not directly shed light on restaurant patronage, grocery 

purchases reflect a higher level of commitment and knowledge of Asian and Hispanic 

“ethnicity.” It is thus not unreasonable to assert that the rate at which outsiders frequent Asian 

and Hispanic restaurants is likely to be much higher.   

Despite these limitations, we are able to uncover some of the ways in which demographic 

factors determine whether and how ethnicity is consumed and expressed in the cultural 

environment. This marks a promising step towards further research into the many sources and 

modalities of cultural change in response to population composition. 

 

 

 



 

Endnotes

 
i We define restaurants as full service, limited-service, and cafeteria eating places as designated by 2017 

NAICS codes (722511, 722513, and 722514). 
ii We draw on a 2017 report from Restaurant Business that listed the top 250 chain restaurants in the 

country and ensured eateries were present in 2 or more states. Taco Bell, Chipotle Mexican Grill, Qdoba 

Mexican Eats, Del Taco are among some of the establishments included in our measure of Hispanic chain 

restaurants. Panda Express, Pei Wei Asian Diner, WaBa Grill, and P.F. Chang’s Asian Bistro are included 

for Asian chain restaurants.  
iii In separate analyses, we explicitly account for population size in our key outcome measures (number of 

Asian and Hispanic restaurants per 10,000 residents). Results are identical in magnitude, direction, and 

statistical significance.     
iv Reference USA does not distinguish between owners and managers. Approximately 53% and 45% of 

Asian chains and local eateries are missing racial/ethnic data on owners and/or managers, whereas 40% 

and 41% of Hispanic chain and local restaurants are missing values.      
v Percentage values are calculated by the following formula: (100 ∗ (exp(() − 1) 
vi We conducted numerous additional tests to help rule out plausible alternative explanations, including 

the possibility that the concentration of high-earning Hispanics is heightened in locations with educated 

whites. When we predict median Hispanic income using the share of educated majority populations (net 

of relevant controls), we find a negative, statistically significant relation between these two measures.       
vii To further interrogate this argument, we predict the number of Hispanic (Asian) restaurants by 

ownership using the share of the respective co-ethnic population as well as a measure of racial/ethnic 

diversity within a county. If the availability of co-ethnically owned restaurants was only driven by the 

Hispanic population, these establishments should be especially common in locations with high numbers 

of Hispanics and low diversity. Instead, these restaurants are significantly more frequent in highly diverse 

counties and are predicted to increase alongside the co-ethnic population. We find similar results when 

examining counts for non-co-ethnic owners. Results are available upon request.       
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Table 1. Selected Descriptive Statistics 

     
  Mean SD Min. Max. 

Number of Restaurants by Type     
Hispanic restaurants, local 12.42 61.25 0 2134 

Asian restaurants, local 16.74 74.42 0 2577 

Hispanic chains 4.22 16.93 0 569 

Asian chains 0.76 4.71 0 168 

Number of Restaurants by Type and Ownership     
Local Hispanic, non-Hispanic owners 6.46 29.53 0 1032 

Hispanic chain, non-Hispanic owners 3.48 11.22 0 305 

Local Hispanic, Hispanic owners 4.72 25.12 0 898 

Hispanic chain, Hispanic owners 0.75 6.47 0 264 

Local Asian, non-Asian owners 9.15 44.50 0 1625 

Asian chain, non-Asian owners 0.64 3.89 0 140 

Local Asian, Asian owners 7.84 30.41 0 952 

Asian chain, Asian owners 0.12 0.91 0 28 

Percent Hispanic population 8.69 13.47 0 95.68 

Percent Asian population 1.19 2.19 0 33.71 

Total Population (logged) 10.28 1.46 4.489 16.12 

Metro status     
metro area 0.37    
non-metro, adjacent 0.33    
non-metro, not adjacent 0.30    

Hispanic change (percentage point) 1.72 2.65 -9.27 23.88 

Asian change (percentage point) 0.21 0.52 -1.11 8.87 

% Minority, non-Hispanic 11.63 15.41 0 93.94 

% Minority, non-Asian 19.14 19.10 0 96.53 

% Republican votes  59.71 14.74 5.98 95.86 

% Unemployed 8.56 3.74 0 29.56 

% Construction  10.67 3.29 1.75 38.28 

% Professional 18.04 4.18 3.05 45.59 

% Farming, fishing, forestry 2.10 2.63 0.00 26.11 

Median hh income ($10,000) 4.64 1.19 1.92 12.40 

% Whites w/ college degree 22.20 10.09 3.75 89.62 

% Minority non-Hispanic w/ degree 18.50 14.88 0 100 

% Minority non-Asian w/ degree 11.81 8.69 0 100 

Notes: N=3,107. 



 

Table 2. Negative binomial regressions predicting Hispanic restaurants 
 

 Local Restaurants   Chain Restaurants 
 B se     B se   

% Hispanic  0.056*** (0.003)    -0.003 (0.004)   
% Hispanic2  -0.000*** (0.000)    -0.000 (0.000)   
Total Population (logged) 0.993*** (0.014)    1.105*** (0.016)   
Metro status          

(metro area)          
non-metro, adjacent 0.119*** (0.033)    -0.061 (0.045)   
non-metro, not adjacent 0.217*** (0.040)    0.083 (0.055)   

Region          
South 0.278*** (0.034)    -0.094* (0.039)   
(Midwest)          
West 0.393*** (0.040)    0.248*** (0.044)   
Northeast -0.365*** (0.042)    -0.710*** (0.045)   

Hispanic change (pct. point) -0.001 (0.006)    0.034*** (0.008)   
% Minority 0.000 (0.001)    -0.001 (0.001)   
% Republican votes  0.002 (0.001)    0.007*** (0.001)   
% unemployed -0.037*** (0.005)    -0.033*** (0.006)   
% Construction  -0.022*** (0.005)    -0.037*** (0.007)   
% Professional 0.012** (0.004)    0.012** (0.005)   
% Farming, fishing, forestry -0.045*** (0.007)    -0.038*** (0.009)   
Median hh income ($10,000) -0.054*** (0.011)    -0.051*** (0.012)   

          
Intercept -9.33*** (0.213)    -11.07*** (0.270)   
Notes: N=3,107. Percent minority represents percent of non-white, non Hispanic residents. 
* p <.05, **p <.01, *** p <.001  
  
    



 

Table 3. Negative binomial regressions predicting Asian restaurants 
 

 Local Restaurants            Chain Restaurants 
 B se     B se   

% Asian 0.047*** (0.010)    0.055** (0.020)   
% Asian2  -0.001*** (0.000)    -0.002*** (0.001)   
Total Population (logged) 1.084*** (0.013)    1.194*** (0.039)   
Metro status          

(metro area)          
non-metro, adjacent -0.001 (0.031)    -0.697*** (0.171)   
non-metro, not adjacent 0.090* (0.039)    -0.541** (0.203)   

Region          
South 0.396*** (0.031)    -0.085 (0.092)   
(Midwest)          
West 0.396*** (0.037)    0.788*** (0.093)   
Northeast 0.314*** (0.033)    -1.384*** (0.127)   

Asian change (pct. point) -0.015 (0.023)    -0.005 (0.050)   
% Minority -0.003*** (0.001)    0.014*** (0.0026)   
% Republican votes  -0.009*** (0.001)    0.016*** (0.003)   
% unemployed -0.006 (0.004)    -0.071*** (0.016)   
% Construction  -0.041*** (0.005)    -0.104*** (0.021)   
% Professional 0.008* (0.003)    0.013 (0.011)   
% Farming, fishing, forestry -0.027*** (0.007)    -0.034 (0.018)   
Median hh income ($10,000) 0.031** (0.010)    -0.034 (0.029)   

          
Intercept -9.68*** (0.207)    -14.30*** (0.704)   
Notes: N=3,107. % minority represents the percent of non-white, non-Asian residents.     
* p <.05, **p <.01, *** p <.001         

 

 



 

Table 4. Negative binomial regressions predicting ethnic restaurants by attainment   
 

 Local Restaurants  Chain Restaurants  

 B se B se 

Panel A:     
% Hispanic  0.062*** (0.003) 0.012* (0.005) 

% Hispanic2  -0.000*** (0.000) -0.000 (0.000) 

% white college degree 0.030*** (0.002) 0.006* (0.003) 

% minority college degree -0.002 (0.001) 0.000 (0.002) 

Hispanic x white college  -0.000*** (0.000) -0.000*** (0.000) 

Hispanic x minority college  0.000* (0.000) 0.000 (0.000) 

Intercept -9.33*** (0.207) -11.09*** (0.272) 

     
Panel B:     

% Asian 0.077*** (0.012) 0.098*** (0.026) 

% Asian2  -0.000 (0.000) -0.000 (0.001) 

% white college degree 0.018*** (0.002) 0.016* (0.007) 

% minority college degree -0.002 (0.002) 0.006 (0.008) 

Asian x White college  -0.001*** (0.000) -0.002** (0.001) 

Asian x Minority college  0.000 (0.000) 0.001 (0.001) 

Intercept -9.67*** (0.206) -14.55*** (0.700) 



 

 

 
 

Figure 1. Hypothetical distribution of the relationship between ethnic population size and the 

number of ethnic restaurants in a given county.     
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Figure 2. Predicted number of Hispanic local and chain restaurants. Results from separate 

regression models that control for demographic, political, social, and economic measures.
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Figure 3: Predicted number of Asian non-chain and chain restaurants. Results from separate 

regression models that control for demographic, political, social, and economic measures.
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Figure 4a and 4b. Predicting number of Hispanic (top) and Asian (bottom) ethnic restaurants by 

race/ethnicity of owners/managers. Results, which are shown from separate regression models, 

control for demographic, political, social, and economic measures. Note different horizontal 

axes.
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Online Supplement 
 
Table S1. Summary of Data Sources  
Source and variable Definition 
ACS, Census  

Percent Hispanic  Hispanic residents out of county population total 
Percent Asian Non-Hispanic Asian residents out of county population total 
Total Population (logged) Natural log of total county population 
% Hispanic change Percentage change in Hispanic population from 1990 to 2000 
% Asian change Percentage change in Asian population from 1990 to 2000 
% Minority, non-Hispanic Non-Hispanic percent of minority population 
% Minority, non-Asian Non-Asian percent of minority population 
% Unemployed Percent unemployed out of total labor force 

% Construction  Persons employed in construction and extraction occupations out of total 
labor force 

% Professional Persons employed in professional occupations out of total labor force 

% Farming, fishing, forestry Persons employed in fishing, farming, and forestry occupations out of total 
labor force 

Median hh income ($10,000) Median household income by county (in 2014 dollars) 
% Whites w/ college degree Percent of whites with college degree or above out of all whites 
% Minority w/ college degree Percent of minorities with college degree or above out of all minorities 
Region Geographic region of the United States  

Reference USA   

Number of Hispanic restaurants, local Count of local Hispanic restaurants as of winter 2017 
Number of Asian restaurants, local Count of local Asian restaurants as of winter 2017 
Number of Hispanic chains Count of Hispanic restaurant chains as of winter 2017 
Number of Asian chains Count of Asian restaurant chains as of winter 2017 
Hispanic chain ownership  Count of Hispanic chains owned/managed by race/ethnicity 
Hispanic local ownership  Count of Hispanic local restaurants owned/managed by race/ethnicity 



 

Asian chain ownership  Count of Asian chains owned/managed  
Asian local ownership  Count of Asian local restaurants owned/managed by race/ethnicity 

CQ Press - Voting and Elections Collection  

% Republican votes  Votes for Republican presidential candidate in 2012 
Economic Research Service   

Metro status County metropolitan status (2013) 
Notes: All measures listed in section are obtained from the American Community Survey (5-year estimates, 2010-2014) 
unless otherwise stated.  

 
 



 

Table S2. Negative binomial regressions predicting Hispanic restaurant ownership  

 non-Hispanic owners Hispanic owners 
 Local Restaurants Chain Restaurants Local Restaurants Chain Restaurants 
 Model 1 Model 2  Model 3 Model 4  
 B se B se B se B se 

% Hispanic  0.035*** (0.003) -0.012** (0.004) 0.066*** (0.003) 0.071*** (0.008) 
% Hispanic2  -0.000*** (0.000) -0.000 (0.000) -0.001*** (0.000) -0.001*** (0.000) 
Total Population (logged) 0.836*** (0.016) 1.116*** (0.018) 0.944*** (0.018) 1.052*** (0.040) 
Metro status         

(metro area)         
non-metro, adjacent -0.116** (0.041) -0.082 (0.047) 0.161*** (0.046) -0.144 (0.172) 
non-metro, not adjacent 0.169*** (0.048) 0.077 (0.057) 0.152** (0.056) -0.304 (0.229) 

Region         
South 0.120** (0.042) -0.112** (0.041) 0.184*** (0.047) 0.007 (0.113) 
(Midwest)         
West 0.334*** (0.048) 0.203*** (0.047) 0.430*** (0.053) 0.380*** (0.112) 
Northeast -0.293*** (0.050) -0.646*** (0.048) -0.909*** (0.063) -1.106*** (0.132) 

Hispanic change (pct. point) 0.006 (0.007) 0.035*** (0.009) -0.010 (0.007) 0.050** (0.016) 
% Minority 0.006*** (0.001) 0.000 (0.001) -0.000 (0.002) -0.014** (0.004) 
% Republican votes  0.001 (0.001) 0.009*** (0.001) 0.007*** (0.002) -0.001 (0.003) 
% unemployed -0.059*** (0.006) -0.038*** (0.007) -0.028*** (0.007) 0.001 (0.019) 
% Construction  -0.022*** (0.006) -0.034*** (0.008) -0.017* (0.007) -0.066** (0.023) 
% Professional 0.012** (0.005) 0.009 (0.005) 0.009 (0.005) 0.035** (0.013) 
% Farming, fishing, forestry -0.012 (0.008) -0.033*** (0.010) -0.038*** (0.008) -0.066*** (0.018) 
Median hh income ($10,000) -0.047*** (0.014) -0.091*** (0.013) -0.065*** (0.015) 0.183*** (0.027) 
Intercept -7.67*** (0.254) -11.01*** (0.289) -9.97*** (0.292) -14.91*** (0.743) 
Notes: N=3,107. % minority represents the percent of non-white, non-Hispanic residents.     
* p <.05, **p <.01, *** p <.001         



 

Table S3. Negative binomial regressions predicting Asian restaurant ownership 
  non-Asian ownership Asian ownership 

  Local Restaurants Chain Restaurants Local Restaurants Chain Restaurants 
 Model 1 Model 2  Model 3 Model 4 
 B se B se B se B se 

% Asian 0.094*** (0.013) 0.034 (0.022) 0.038*** (0.010) 0.118** (0.043) 
% Asian2  -0.002*** (0.000) -0.002** (0.001) -0.001** (0.000) -0.004** (0.001) 
Total Population (logged) 0.852*** (0.016) 1.198*** (0.041) 1.064*** (0.015) 1.160*** (0.095) 
Metro status         

(metro area)         
non-metro, adjacent -0.243*** (0.040) -0.649*** (0.177) -0.033 (0.038) -1.320* (0.617) 
non-metro, not adjacent 0.085 (0.048) -0.519* (0.214) 0.049 (0.049) -0.824 (0.629) 

Region         
South 0.323*** (0.040) -0.053 (0.098) 0.312*** (0.036) -0.282 (0.237) 
(Midwest)         
West 0.352*** (0.047) 0.762*** (0.100) 0.269*** (0.043) 0.857*** (0.222) 
Northeast 0.325*** (0.044) -1.308*** (0.134) 0.301*** (0.037) -1.918*** (0.368) 

Asian change (pct. point) 0.061* (0.031) -0.005 (0.055) -0.015 (0.024) 0.076 (0.100) 
% Minority 0.002 (0.001) 0.013*** (0.003) -0.006*** (0.001) 0.013 (0.007) 
% Republican votes  -0.008*** (0.001) 0.015*** (0.003) -0.008*** (0.001) 0.020** (0.007) 
% unemployed -0.022*** (0.006) -0.077*** (0.017) -0.004 (0.005) -0.032 (0.041) 
% Construction  -0.032*** (0.007) -0.103*** (0.022) -0.041*** (0.007) -0.103 (0.053) 
% Professional 0.008 (0.004) 0.017 (0.012) 0.006 (0.004) -0.013 (0.028) 
% Farming, fishing, forestry 0.018* (0.008) -0.039 (0.020) -0.009 (0.008) 0.000 (0.039) 
Median hh income ($10,000) 0.022 (0.013) -0.049 (0.031) 0.012 (0.012) 0.083 (0.070) 
Intercept -7.72*** (0.259) -14.33*** (0.746) -9.92*** (0.249) -16.72*** (1.766) 
Notes: N=3,107. % minority represents the percent of non-white, non-Asian residents.  
* p <.05, **p <.01, *** p <.001         



 

 
Table S4. Sensitivity Analysis 

 Asian Hispanic  

  
Local  

Restaurants 
Total Asian 
Restaurants 

Local 
 Restaurants 

Total Hispanic 
Restaurants 

 Model S1 Model S2 Model S3 Model S4 
 B se B se B se B se 

% Hispanic  0.000 (0.003) 0.001 (0.003) 0.056*** (0.003) 0.044*** (0.002) 
% Hispanic2  -0.000 (0.000) -0.000*** (0.000) -0.000 (0.000) -0.000 (0.000) 
Intercept  -9.95*** (0.201) -9.97*** (0.200) -9.277*** (0.216) -9.202*** (0.182) 

         
% Asian 0.040*** (0.010) 0.043*** (0.010) 0.032** (0.012) 0.030** (0.010) 
% Asian2  -0.001*** (0.000) -0.001*** (0.000) -0.001 (0.000) -0.001** (0.000) 
Intercept -9.61*** (0.208) -9.68*** (0.204) -9.86*** (0.234) -9.65*** (0.194) 
Notes: N=3,107. All specifications control for local political, economic, and social context (as shown in Table 3).  
* p <.05, **p <.01, *** p <.001        

 
 



 

 
Table S5. Household Grocery Consumption by Local Hispanic Population - 2012 

  
Low Hispanic 

(<5%) 
Medium Hispanic  

(5-15%) 
High Hispanic 

(>15%) 
  Mean or % s Mean or % s Mean or % s 
White non-Hispanic households          

Hispanic products as share of all grocery purchases a 1.36 1.31 1.50 1.39 1.64 1.52 
Tortillas as share of all grocery purchases 0.94 0.97 1.02 1.01 1.08 1.08 
Salsa as share of all grocery purchases 0.33 0.45 0.37 0.50 0.40 0.55 
Refried beans as share of all grocery purchases 0.07 0.21 0.09 0.23 0.12 0.28 

Number all Mexican purchasesb 12.06 13.14 13.13 14.29 13.51 14.76 
Number tortillas purchases 8.37 9.59 8.92 10.25 8.87 10.19 
Number salsa purchases 2.90 4.11 3.17 4.36 3.30 4.67 
Number refried bean purchases 0.67 1.84 0.86 2.26 1.03 2.46 

           
Black non-Hispanic households          

Hispanic products as share of all grocery purchases a 1.04 1.18 1.01 1.11 1.30 1.35 
Tortillas as share of all grocery purchases 0.72 0.86 0.69 0.81 0.88 1.00 
Salsa as share of all grocery purchases 0.26 0.40 0.27 0.42 0.31 0.46 
Refried beans as share of all grocery purchases 0.02 0.10 0.03 0.11 0.05 0.17 

Number all Mexican purchasesb 7.37 10.02 7.45 10.03 9.25 11.71 
Number tortillas purchases 5.22 7.46 5.12 7.11 6.33 8.42 
Number salsa purchases 1.83 3.08 1.92 3.16 2.16 3.47 
Number refried bean purchases 0.20 1.00 0.24 1.09 0.38 1.31 

           
Asian non-Hispanic households          

Hispanic products as share of all grocery purchases a 1.40 1.22 1.46 1.39 1.51 1.55 
Tortillas as share of all grocery purchases 1.01 0.95 1.02 1.04 1.06 1.13 



 

Salsa as share of all grocery purchases 0.32 0.35 0.36 0.48 0.35 0.56 
Refried beans as share of all grocery purchases 0.07 0.22 0.06 0.17 0.07 0.23 

Number all Mexican purchasesb 11.02 12.25 10.98 12.71 8.75 9.88 
Number tortillas purchases 7.91 9.32 7.76 9.29 6.15 7.26 
Number salsa purchases 2.46 3.09 2.55 3.44 1.98 2.90 
Number refried bean purchases 0.57 1.60 0.57 1.82 0.44 1.40 

Note: Data from 2012 Consumer Panel Data (Nielsen Holdings) and 2010-14 American Community Survey. "Low" Hispanic counties contain 
fewer than 5% Hispanic residents, "Medium" Hispanic counties contain between 5-15% Hispanic residents, "High" Hispanic counties contain 
over 15% Hispanic residents. Calculated based on data from The Nielsen Company (US) LLC and marketing datasets provided by the Kilts 
Center for Marketing Data Center at the University of Chicago Booth School of Business.   
aCalculated as the number of tortillas, salsa, refried beans, tequila, and imported beer purchased by households divided by the overall number 
of grocery items purchased in the past year. 
bDoes not include all Hispanic items. Only reflects the following products: tortillas, salsa, refried beans, tequila, and imported beer. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 

 
 

Table S6. Household Grocery Consumption by Local Asian Population - 2012 

  Low Asian (<2%) 
Medium Asian 

(2-15%) 
High Asian 

(>15%) 
 Mean or % s Mean or % s Mean or % s 

White non-Hispanic households          
Asian products as share of all grocery purchases a 0.15 0.28 0.15 0.32 0.17 0.43 

Noodles as share of all grocery purchases 0.06 0.19 0.05 0.16 0.05 0.18 
Tofu as share of all grocery purchases 0.01 0.11 0.02 0.19 0.03 0.28 
Sauces as share of all grocery purchases 0.07 0.16 0.08 0.17 0.09 0.19 

Number all Asian purchasesb 1.30 2.55 1.30 2.81 1.37 3.06 
Number noodle purchases 0.57 1.55 0.45 1.43 0.42 1.43 
Number tofu purchases 0.09 1.00 0.16 1.51 0.21 1.83 
Number sauce purchases 0.64 1.44 0.66 1.37 0.71 1.48 

           
Black non-Hispanic households          

Asian products as share of all grocery purchases a 0.12 0.26 0.14 0.34 0.17 0.36 
Noodles as share of all grocery purchases 0.05 0.17 0.05 0.17 0.05 0.18 
Tofu as share of all grocery purchases 0.01 0.11 0.01 0.14 0.03 0.19 
Sauces as share of all grocery purchases 0.06 0.15 0.08 0.26 0.09 0.23 

Number all Asian purchasesb 0.91 1.99 1.02 2.47 1.13 2.43 
Number noodle purchases 0.41 1.24 0.39 1.51 0.34 1.28 
Number tofu purchases 0.08 0.93 0.09 0.81 0.17 1.34 
Number sauce purchases 0.42 1.11 0.53 1.52 0.61 1.33 

           
Hispanic households          

Asian products as share of all grocery purchases a 0.15 0.25 0.19 0.37 0.17 0.35 
Noodles as share of all grocery purchases 0.06 0.14 0.06 0.16 0.05 0.15 



 

Tofu as share of all grocery purchases 0.01 0.08 0.03 0.18 0.03 0.19 
Sauces as share of all grocery purchases 0.08 0.15 0.10 0.26 0.09 0.19 

Number all Asian purchasesb 1.37 2.24 1.73 3.52 1.39 3.03 
Number noodle purchases 0.55 1.31 0.55 1.53 0.39 1.44 
Number tofu purchases 0.12 0.80 0.31 2.37 0.24 1.66 
Number sauce purchases 0.68 1.37 0.86 1.70 0.74 1.49 

Note: Data from 2012 Consumer Panel Data (Nielsen Holdings) and 2010-14 American Community Survey. "Low" Asian 
counties contain fewer than 2% Asian residents, "Medium" Asian counties contain between 2-15% Asian residents, "High" 
Asian counties contain over 15% Asian residents. Calculated based on data from The Nielsen Company (US) LLC and 
marketing datasets provided by the Kilts Center for Marketing Data Center at the University of Chicago Booth School of 
Business.      
aCalculated as the number of noodles, tofu, noodles, tofu, soy/sriracha/teriyaki sauces, sake, and imported beer purchased by 
households divided by the overall number of grocery items purchased in the past year. 
bDoes not include all Asian items. Only reflects the following products: noodles, tofu, noodles, tofu, soy/sriracha/teriyaki 
sauces, sake, and imported beer. 

 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure S1. Number of Total Hispanic and Asian Restaurants per County 
 



 

 

 
Figure S2. Supplemental Analysis: predicting the number of local and chain ethnic restaurants. 
Results, which are shown from four separate regression models, control for demographic, 
political, social, and economic measures.   
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