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1. National Academies of Science, Engineering, and Medicine (2016) shows small aggregate positive effects of 
immigration on total income and wages in the United States.

Immigrants come to the United States to work 
and to improve their earnings and material liv-
ing conditions, and in doing so, they often 
drive economic growth and local revitalization. 
Their labor market involvement may either 
supplement or displace employment opportu-
nities for native-born populations, and immi-
grant groups can vary significantly in the eco-
nomic success they achieve in this country. The 
consensus among economists who assess the 
macro effects of economic activity and among 
sociologists who address the impact of non-
economic forces on economic activity is that, 
on balance, the U.S. national economy—as well 
as immigrants themselves—benefit from their 
labor market contributions.1

The essays in this issue deepen our under-
standing of different labor market experiences 
of immigrant groups by drawing on the exper-
tise and insight not only of economists and 
sociologists but also of demographers, geogra-
phers, and anthropologists who value interdis-
ciplinary scholarship. Drawing on somewhat 
different but overlapping frames and methods 
of analyses, these essays enhance our under-
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standing of the labor market experiences of 
new immigrants and of the opportunities and 
constraints they face in the economic niches 
in which they obtain work. The qualitative 
scholars contribute insight into the distinctive 
features and dynamics of different occupa-
tional niches that quantitative analyses fail to 
capture. At the same time, quantitative schol-
ars elucidate the broad trends and regularities 
in labor market activity that are missed by case 
studies. Few quantitative sociologists talk of 
“niches,” and virtually no economist does. 
They instead focus on “labor markets”—con-
sidered as broad aggregates of workers and 
firms—and on wage effects and wage differen-
tials across immigrant groups and between im-
migrants and U.S.-born workers. Yet quantita-
tive social scientists have come to recognize 
the large heterogeneity of skills in the native 
and immigrant populations and to understand 
that specific labor market involvements are 
also shaped by institutions and informal social 
dynamics.

Our own research spans these two ap-
proaches. Likewise, our goal in this volume is 
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to combine the insights that scholars of dif
ferent disciplines, making use of different 
methodologies, contribute to our understand-
ing of immigrant labor market involvements. 
Giovanni Peri, a quantitative economist, has 
devoted much of his research to enriching the 
quantitative analysis of the labor market effects 
of immigrants by incorporating the important 
building blocks of immigrants’ skill specificity, 
their complementarity to native-born skills, 
and the heterogeneity of their experiences into 
the quantitative models used to analyze immi-
grants in labor markets and understand their 
effects.2 Susan Eckstein, a qualitative historical 
sociologist, has enhanced our understanding 
of immigrant and native-born labor market ex-
periences by demonstrating that immigrant 
labor market experiences may be transnation-
ally embedded in both the supply of labor for 
distinctive “niches” and the evolution of U.S.-
formed immigrant niches. Her work highlights 
how immigrants do not merely respond to pre-
existing demand for particular labor but some-
times create demand for their labor. In other 
words, across the skill spectrum, they may con-
struct new markets.

In combining the expertise of the scholars 
of diverse social science disciplines repre-
sented in this volume with our own respective 
areas of expertise, we hope to “open the box” 
of immigrant labor market dynamics with new 
synergy and insight into new immigrant labor 
market experiences. Simple quantitative sta
tistics, case studies, and more sophisticated 
regression analyses are used together in this 
volume to highlight the “value added” of ex-
amining new immigrant labor market experi-
ences from different analytic perspectives 
associated with different social science disci-
plines and different methods of analysis.

As coeditors of this volume, we begin here 
by describing first the characteristics of niches 
and then the occupational niches in which to-

day’s foreign-born workers cluster and are 
overrepresented relative to their percentage 
of U.S. employment. We then address the spe-
cific labor market sectors in which the main 
immigrant groups work. We explain the de-
pendence of niching on demand for their 
skills, their abilities, and, more generally, 
their individual characteristics. Once an im-
migrant group gets a footing in a particular 
line of economic activity, in-group social net-
works and informal dynamics contribute to 
that group’s continued association with the 
niche. Immigration and labor policies and in-
stitutional practices may also contribute, in-
tentionally or not, to the ongoing involvement 
of particular immigrant groups in certain la-
bor market niches. These forces impede un-
fettered market forces from determining who 
does what work, but in ways that may enhance 
economic production and productivity by in-
ducing worker loyalty, commitments, and in-
vestments.

The Formation of  
Immigr ant Niches
Many immigrants are concentrated in an oc-
cupation, or a segment of an occupation, that 
we call a “labor market niche”: a specific line 
of work found either within a single commu-
nity or nationwide. A specific line of work rep-
resents an “immigrant niche” if an immigrant 
group is overrepresented in it relative to the 
group’s portion of the country’s employment. 
Some occupations are dominated by immi-
grants in general; in other cases, specific im-
migrant groups are associated with specific la-
bor market niches.3 Some heavily “niched” 
immigrant groups come from particular re-
gions of a country or from specific ethnic 
groups in a country. Armenians from Syria and 
Persian Jews, for instance, dominate specific 
retail store sectors; Indians from the state of 
Punjab are highly concentrated as employees 

2. Peri (2015) illustrates how economists have expanded their analysis to more complex models and more so-
phisticated empirical approaches in which heterogeneity and occupation specificity (niching) play a very impor-
tant role in the labor market analysis of immigrants.

3. Roger Waldinger and Mehdi Bozorgmehr (1996) define a niche as a line of work that employs a minimum of 
1,000 people among whom one group’s share is at least 150 percent of its share of the total labor market. Unlike 
our focus on the foreign-born, their focus is on ethnic groups, which may involve second and subsequent gen-
erations of immigrants.
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of gas stations, while Indians from the state of 
Gujarat mainly work in the hotel and motel 
business (Dhingra 2012).

Immigrant niching is not new. Historically, 
distinctive groups of immigrants engaged in 
distinctive work. Niching was already taking 
place in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, as documented by several histori-
cal accounts of the Chinese (for example, 
Kwong and Miščević 2005) and other groups. 
Siobhan O’Keefe and Sarah Quincey (this is-
sue) illustrate one of these historical exam-
ples. The authors detail how a large wave of 
Russian Jews was encouraged to settle in rural 
New Jersey and to engage in farming during 
the last decades of the nineteenth century. 
This was a somewhat special case in that 
these colonies were partially supported by 
Jewish philanthropists to divert the large flow 
of Russian Jews away from the cities where 
Jews had settled earlier, but the dynamic they 
produced in rural New Jersey was rather typi-
cal. As O’Keefe and Quincy show, the immi-
grants’ arrival revitalized local markets, re-
ducing natives’ out-migration because of new 
opportunities to sell to and work for the new 
settlers. However, their presence increased 
the unemployment of local workers in similar 
jobs. Zai Liang and Bo Zhou (this issue), in 
turn, trace the occupational niches involving 
Chinese immigrants in the late nineteenth 
century that became the basis for Chinese im-
migrant niches and niche diversification in 
the last thirty years.

The main focus of this volume is on the fea-
tures and dynamics of labor market niches that 
employ contemporary immigrants, commonly 
referred to as “new immigrants.” We address 
the formation, perpetuation, and, in some in-
stances, transformation and transnationaliza-
tion of today’s niches by the interplay of social 
and economic dynamics that sociology and 
economics—and secondarily other social sci-
ences—can help us understand.

Even as labor market niching provides op-
portunities for immigrants, a group’s success-
ful occupation of a niche often closes oppor-
tunities for nongroup members. Sometimes 

tensions arise—or at least difficult coexis-
tence—from the displacement of local workers 
or previous immigrant groups.4 Tod G. Hamil
ton, Janeria A. Easley, and Angela R. Dixon (this 
issue) analyze whether the lower degree of 
niching in the U.S.-born African American com-
munity, documented using census data, is a 
determinant of their wage disadvantage rela-
tive to foreign-born blacks. While African- and 
Caribbean-born blacks tend to be more con-
centrated in specific niches than native blacks, 
the authors do not find this to be a significant 
determinant of their wage advantage.

Contempor ary Immigr ant Niches
The national origins of U.S. immigrants 
changed markedly in the last half-century; at 
the same time, the foreign-born share of the 
U.S. population reached levels not experienced 
since the 1920s, with record levels in absolute 
numbers. In this introduction, we focus (with 
the exception of the O’Keefe and Quincy essay) 
on immigrants who came to the United States 
after the enactment of the Immigration and 
Nationality Act of 1965. This legislation elimi-
nated national-origins quotas and opened U.S. 
borders to persons from countries previously 
excluded.

Until 1965, most immigrants to the United 
States came from Europe. Today’s immigrants, 
in contrast, come mainly from Mexico, Central 
America, China, India, and, secondarily, other 
Asian countries. Many of these immigrants 
work in distinctive labor market niches where 
they account for a high percentage of those em-
ployed. In some instances, they replaced ear-
lier immigrants within the niche. Others 
carved out new niches of their own, often pro-
viding products and services not previously 
available.

Using American Community Survey (ACS) 
data from 2014, the most recent year available 
at the time of writing, table 1 shows the thirty 
occupations in which today’s immigrants ac-
count for the largest share of employment. For 
each occupation, column 2 shows the share of 
immigrants employed and column 3 the aver-
age weekly wages of workers. 

4. See, for instance, Jennifer Lee’s (2006) analysis of tensions between Jews and Koreans in the New York retail 
store market.
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These thirty occupations are those in which 
niching by specific groups of immigrants is 
most prominent. Although the ACS covers 
more than 300 occupations, ensuring the most 
accurate picture of the U.S. labor force, its clas-
sifications can be too broad to capture some 
very specific niches. For instance, nail salon 

workers—a specific niche we discuss later—oc-
cupy only a subgroup of the ACS occupation 
category “hairdressers and cosmetologists.” 
Still, the ACS data on occupations do show the 
range of occupations in which immigrants 
cluster. The variety and diversity of these oc-
cupations span the skills and earnings spec-

Table 1. Occupations with Highest Shares of Foreign-Born Workers and Weekly Wages, 2013

Occupationa� Immigrant Share
Weekly Wage  

(in 2013 Dollars)

Graders and sorters of agricultural products 0.64 447
Plasterers 0.62 671
Textile sewing machine operators 0.60 488
Drywall installers 0.56 672
Dressmakers and seamstresses 0.55 602
Farmworkers 0.53 506
Roofers and slaters 0.50 643
Painters, construction and maintenance 0.50 649
Housekeepers, maids, butlers, stewards, and lodging cleaners 0.49 417
Pressing machine operators (clothing) 0.47 465
Masons, tilers, and carpet installers 0.45 704
Medical scientists 0.45 1,747
Shoe repairers 0.44 522
Taxi cab drivers and chauffeurs 0.42 609
Upholsterers 0.42 621
Packers, fillers, and wrappers 0.42 540
Physical scientists 0.41 1,572
Packers and packagers by hand 0.41 470
Laundry workers 0.41 481
Gardeners and groundskeepers 0.38 519
Art/entertainment performers and related 0.38 962
Computer software developers 0.37 1,888
Construction laborers 0.36 721
Carpenters 0.36 745
Butchers and meat cutters 0.35 598
Production helpers 0.35 605
Hairdressers and cosmetologists 0.34 487
Bakers 0.34 500
Parking lot attendants 0.34 507
Hand molders and shapers, except jewelers 0.34 755

Source: Authors’ calculations from American Community Survey (ACS) 2014 data.
Notes: The sample includes people ages eighteen to sixty-five not residing in group quarters, working for 
salary for at least one week in the previous year. “Foreign-born” is defined as born outside the United 
States. Weekly wages are for workers who worked at least thirty-five weeks in the previous year for at 
least thirty hours per week.
a We use the definition of “occupation” contained in the variable “Occ1990,” which has been constructed 
by the Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS) in such a way as to be consistently defined over 
time.
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trums. At one extreme are a variety of manually 
intensive craft niches in agriculture (graders, 
farmworkers), construction (plasterers, dry-
wall installers, roofers, painters, carpenters, 
masons, tilers), and personal services (house-
keepers, dressmakers, laundry workers, gar-
deners, hairdressers). These jobs tend to re-
quire physical skills that low-educated workers 
may have acquired already in their homeland 
and that are easily transferable to the U.S. labor 
market, such as construction skills and skills 
in personal services. Their pay scales vary con-
siderably, from a low average in 2014 of $408 
per week for housekeepers to $745 per week for 
carpenters. Sometimes immigrants take low-
skilled jobs that build on work they did in their 
homeland without remuneration, such as 
when immigrant women work in the United 
States as nannies and housecleaners. Other im-
migrants learn skills in the United States for 
the jobs they take—for example, Vietnamese 
who become manicurists. At the low-skilled 
end of the work spectrum, the lowest-paying 
jobs are in agriculture, housekeeping, and ho-
tel and personal services (housekeepers, laun-
dry workers, shoe repairers), with weekly sala-
ries below $500 per week in 2014. Moreover, 
there is often a wage gap in these jobs of 
around 20 to 30 percent between immigrants 
and natives.

At the other extreme are high-skilled sci-
ence- and technology-intensive occupations for 
which demand has grown in recent decades, 
such as medical scientists, physical scientists, 
and computer software developers. Typically 
requiring college and postgraduate education, 
this work pays well. Computer programmers, 
the best paid among the occupations listed in 
table 1, earned on average $1,888 per week in 
2014. Moreover, the table shows that in science, 
technology, engineering, and math jobs, such 
as physical scientists and computer software 
developers (as shown in Hanson and Slaughter 
2016), immigrants earn the same as compara-
ble natives, and sometimes even more. The 
knowledge of specific skills and the high qual-
ity of their academic education may be the rea-
sons for such a reverse gap.

Table 2 shows that immigrants in the states 
where they make up large shares of the popu-
lation dominate manually intensive niches, 

particularly in construction. For instance, in 
California, Nevada, New Jersey, New York, 
Maryland, Arizona, and Massachusetts in 2014, 
more than 61 percent of housekeepers and 
maids were foreign-born, while in California 
and Texas more than 65 percent of workers in 
construction occupations (roofers, painters, 
drywall installers) were foreign-born. And in 
all states with an important agricultural sec-
tor—California, Florida, Washington, and Or-
egon—more than 60 percent of farmworkers 
were immigrants. At the same time, 63 percent 
and 65 percent of medical scientists in Mary-
land and Massachusetts, respectively, were 
foreign-born. These two states have high-
quality research and medical institutions.

Table 3 focuses on the numerically largest 
immigrant groups: Mexicans, Chinese, Indi-
ans, and the combined small Central American 
countries. For each of these immigrant groups, 
we show the five occupations that employ the 
largest share of the group. The niches identi-
fied in this table display an especially high de-
gree of overrepresentation of these immigrant 
groups in the five occupations relative to native 
workers. We see in the table that Indian immi-
grants have the greatest occupational concen-
tration, with 15 percent working as computer 
software developers and another 8 percent as 
computer analysts. These occupations offer 
high earnings and good career opportunities. 
The characteristics and evolution of the infor-
mation technology sector, and Indians’ role in 
it, are detailed later in this essay.

Like Indians, Chinese immigrants are heav-
ily involved in computer-related and other 
high-skilled occupations, with 6 percent work-
ing as computer developers and 5 percent as 
managers and college instructors. In these 
jobs, both high-skilled Chinese and Indians 
build not only on schooling acquired before 
migration but also on the graduate education 
they obtain in this country, made possible by 
the accessible U.S. study visa program.

Unlike Indian immigrants, however, there 
are many Chinese in less-skilled and lower-
paying jobs, such as cooks. Liang and Zhou 
(this issue) describe the expansion of different 
types and varieties of Chinese restaurants that 
cater not merely to Chinese but also to the 
broader U.S. population and that employ less-
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Table 2. Top Thirty-Five State-Occupation Groups with the Highest Shares of Foreign-Born Workers, 
2013

Rank  State Occupation
Share of 

Immigrants

1 California Textile sewing machine operators 0.93
2 California Farmworkers 0.81
3 Texas Drywall installers 0.81
4 California Graders and sorters of agricultural products 0.78
5 California Housekeepers, maids, butlers, stewards, and lodging 

quarters cleaners
0.78

6 California Drywall installers 0.78
7 Hawaii Housekeepers, maids, butlers, stewards, and lodging 

quarters cleaners
0.75

8 California Wood lathe, routing, and planing machine operators 0.75
9 Nevada Housekeepers, maids, butlers, stewards, and lodging 

quarters cleaners
0.73

10 Texas Roofers and slaters 0.73
11 Texas Masons, tilers, and carpet installers 0.72
12 Washington Farmworkers 0.72
13 California Gardeners and groundskeepers 0.72
14 New York Taxi cab drivers and chauffeurs 0.71
15 Texas Painters, construction and maintenance 0.71
16 Florida Farmworkers 0.70
17 California Packers, fillers, and wrappers 0.68
18 California Packers and packagers by hand 0.68
19 California Painters, construction and maintenance 0.68
20 California Roofers and slaters 0.68
21 California Assemblers of electrical equipment 0.67
22 New Jersey Housekeepers, maids, butlers, stewards, and lodging 

quarters cleaners
0.67

23 California Laundry workers 0.67
24 Massachusetts Medical scientists 0.66
25 New York Housekeepers, maids, butlers, stewards, and lodging 

quarters cleaners
0.66

26 California Bakers 0.66
27 Oregon Farmworkers 0.66
28 New Jersey Packers and packagers by hand 0.64
29 Maryland Housekeepers, maids, butlers, stewards, and lodging 

quarters cleaners
0.64

30 Massachusetts Housekeepers, maids, butlers, stewards, and lodging 
quarters cleaners

0.64

31 Colorado Housekeepers, maids, butlers, stewards, and lodging 
quarters cleaners

0.63

32 Maryland Medical scientists 0.63
33 Arizona Housekeepers, maids, butlers, stewards, and lodging 

quarters cleaners
0.62

34 Nevada Miscellaneous food prep workers 0.62
35 Texas Gardeners and groundskeepers 0.61

Source: Authors’ calculations from ACS 2014 data.
Note: The sample and variables are defined as in table 1.
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educated Chinese workers. Chinese immi-
grants have creatively diversified this niche to 
include labor recruiters in specific regions of 
China and a domestic transport system to 
bring workers to restaurants across the United 
States.

Chinese immigrant involvement in low-
skilled work dates back to the nineteenth cen-
tury, when Chinese laborers were hired to con-
struct the American railroad system; they also 
worked in service industries, such as laundries, 
that catered to coethnics in the urban neigh-
borhoods where they settled (which came to 
be known as Chinatowns) as well as to other 
city-dwellers. Following enactment of the Chi-
nese Exclusion Act in 1882, immigration to the 
United States from China was prohibited. The 
act was the first U.S. legislation to prevent a 
specific national group from immigrating; it 
would be followed by legislation in the 1920s 

that restricted immigration from other coun-
tries, especially countries other than those in 
northern Europe. When the Chinese Exclusion 
Act was repealed in 1943 and immigration re-
sumed, Chinese gravitated anew to low-skilled 
jobs as cooks and launderers. However, after 
the Chinese government in the post-Mao pe-
riod began aggressively promoting high-skilled 
economic development and lifting Maoist-era 
restrictions on emigration, growing numbers 
of high-skilled Chinese took advantage of U.S. 
postgraduate training and U.S. labor market 
opportunities.

By contrast, Mexicans, the largest foreign-
born group in the United States, have the low-
est average education level of any immigrant 
group (see Peri 2015) and have clustered in low-
skilled manual occupations in construction 
(laborers), agriculture (farmworkers), and per-
sonal and food services (cooks, janitors). These 

Table 3. Top Five Occupations for the Four Largest Immigrant Groups, 2013

Country/Region  
of Origin Occupation 

Occupation Share 
Within Country-of-

Origin Group

Mexico Cooks, variously defined 0.068
Farmworkers 0.053
Construction laborers 0.051
Truck, delivery, and tractor drivers 0.041
Janitors 0.040

Central America Nursing aides, orderlies, and attendants 0.048
Janitors 0.043
Cooks, variously defined 0.036
Housekeepers, maids, butlers, stewards, and lodging 

quarters cleaners
0.035

Truck, delivery, and tractor drivers 0.035

India Computer software developers 0.146
Managers and administrators 0.080
Computer systems analysts and computer scientists 0.078
Cashiers 0.037
Supervisors and proprietors of sales jobs 0.033

China Computer software developers 0.064
Cooks, variously defined 0.057
Managers and administrators 0.051
Subject instructors (high school and college) 0.051
Computer systems analysts and computer scientists 0.035

Source: Authors’ calculations from ACS 2014 data.
Note: The sample and variables are defined as in table 1.
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occupations pay poorly, offer very limited op-
portunities for upward mobility, and subject 
workers to the risk of living below the poverty 
level. In several industries, Mexican immi-
grants and second-generation Mexicans oc-
cupy the least-skilled and lowest-paying jobs. 
Eli R. Wilson’s essay (this issue) describes the 
work that Mexicans do in the restaurant indus-
try in the “back of the house,” mainly cleaning, 
restocking supplies, and preparing food; these 
jobs offer little if any opportunity for advance-
ment. Contrasting their work with that of the 
better-paid, English-speaking “front of the 
house” customer service employees, Wilson 
notes that some second-generation Hispanics, 
being proficient in English as well as Spanish, 
have acquired language skills that enable them 
to attain jobs that bridge these two distinctive 
restaurant labor markets. In connecting the 
“low-skill” niche with the more dynamic, 
skilled customer service–oriented niche, these 
new immigrants, with their combination of 
manual and language skills, exemplify an im-
portant complementarity that opens up this 
industry not only to provide services, both new 
and old, in new ways but to expand employ-
ment opportunities as well.

Central Americans have a specialization pat-
tern similar to that of Mexicans. Besides work-
ing as janitors and cooks, many of them—es-
pecially women—work as housekeepers and 
health aides. Those engaged in health care may 
improve their earnings opportunities over 
time. The expansion of the health care sector, 
particularly government-funded health care, 
combined with the aging of the U.S. popula-
tion, has contributed to specific labor short-
ages, such as of licensed nurses. Such market 
forces may exert an upward pressure on the 
earnings possibilities for immigrant workers 
in this field, especially those who upgrade their 
skill sets and learn English. Like bilingual res-
taurant workers in “bridge” jobs, bilingual 
health care workers are especially well posi-
tioned to take jobs that provide a bridge be-
tween U.S.-born doctors and the fast-growing 
group of Spanish-speaking patients. (Hispan-

ics now constitute the largest immigrant group 
in the United States.) Ming-Cheng M. Lo and 
Emerald T. Nguyen (this issue) describe the ex-
periences of bilingual Hispanic health care 
workers, including the dilemmas they face in 
attempting to conform with professional stan-
dards while addressing cultural practices of 
Hispanic patients that are premised on differ-
ent norms. They emphasize that more support 
and institutional change are needed to allow 
for effective cross-cultural bridging between 
doctors and patients.

Immigrants from other countries also play 
a central role in specific occupations or seg-
ments of occupations. For example, Vietnam-
ese immigrants, who account for less than 1 
percent of the U.S. population, are heavily in-
volved in the nail care sector—the least-skilled 
and poorest-paying sector of the beauty indus-
try—across America (see Eckstein and Nguyen 
2011). Vietnamese have transformed the nail 
care industry and in so doing created demand 
for their work. They established “McNails,” 
walk-in shops offering manicures and pedi-
cures at a fraction of the price of beauty salons. 
Vietnamese immigrants have been easily able 
to do this work, which requires minimal En-
glish fluency. Before Vietnamese created Mc-
Nails, only the well-to-do could afford nail care 
in the high-end hair salons that offered expen-
sive manicures and pedicures as a secondary 
service for their clientele. The new model of 
nail care provided by Vietnamese has expanded 
demand for their services by lowering their 
cost, so that nail care is now within reach for 
people who previously could not afford it.5 
Standards for nail beauty in due course have 
risen, further expanding demand for manicur-
ists and pedicurists.

The creation of this new service and market 
has benefited Vietnamese women, both as 
shop owners and as employees. However, con-
ditions in nail care salons are far from ideal. 
Earnings, being contingent on the number of 
customers a salon attracts—which varies sea-
sonally—are low and variable, and workers are 
exposed to toxic supplies. In addition, oppor-

5. In New York, however, Koreans and, more recently, Chinese are heavily involved in nail care, as detailed in the 
essay by Liang and Zhou (this issue). See also Kang 2010.
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tunities for advancement are minimal, typi-
cally only to those who open their own salon; 
the most ambitious open multiple salons in 
different locations.

Many female immigrants from the Philip-
pines—another of the top ten sending coun-
tries today—secure mid-skill jobs in nursing, 
a niche created by the U.S. and Philippine gov-
ernments. U.S. immigration authorities ex-
tended special work visas to Philippine-trained 
nurses to meet the rising demand for nurse 
care in the United States that arose from both 
the aging of the American population and cost-
cutting on the part of hospitals and other med-
ical institutions. Nurses cost less than doctors 
to employ, and Filipina nurses cost less than 
American nurses. The Philippine government 
promoted the labor export strategy on the pre-
sumption that nurses who go overseas send 
remittances to the families they leave behind, 
providing a valuable source of income not only 
for the recipients but also for the government, 
which needs hard currency to finance imports 
and foreign debt payments. Meanwhile, private 
schools in the Philippines took advantage of 
the demand for nurse training for the U.S. la-
bor market—to the point that they trained an 
oversupply of nurses relative to the number of 
nurses the United States would admit from the 
Philippines. While the schools profited, stu-
dents bore the costs of training for U.S. jobs 
they could not attain. Yasmin Y. Ortiga (this 
issue) describes the unfortunate and unin-
tended consequences of the outsourcing of 
U.S. health care training.

Other immigrant groups are associated with 
local labor market niches in the cities where 
they mainly live. For example, many Ethiopian 
and Eritrean immigrants in Washington, D.C., 
work as taxi drivers, an occupational special-
ization they acquired in the United States in 
response to local demand. Their involvement 
in this niche is city-specific: most immigrants 
from these countries live in the U.S. capital.

Black immigrants from Africa and the Ca-
ribbean are also associated with occupational 
niches. Hamilton, Easley, and Dixon (this is-
sue) document that while foreign-born blacks, 
especially those from the Dominican Republic, 
Ghana, Nigeria, and Ethiopia, are likely to be 

employed in niche occupations (70 percent), 
U.S.-born blacks are the least-niched black 
group. U.S.-born blacks earn less than the other 
black groups they studied, but immigrant nich-
ing does not seem to explain this earnings dif-
ferential.

Another new immigrant niche that mainly 
involves immigrants from Central America, the 
Caribbean, and the Philippines has arisen in 
response to demand for housekeeping and 
child care among the U.S. middle class. In pro-
viding affordably priced care, these immi-
grants have also generated demand for their 
services (see Brown 2011; Kasinitz and Vicker-
man 2001), such that middle-class women con-
tinue to work after they have children, with 
positive effects on their long-term earnings and 
their careers (see Cortés and Tessada 2011).

Xiaochu Hu (this issue) shows that highly 
educated immigrant groups also benefit from 
female niche work, including unpaid niche 
work. She analyzes how highly educated Chi-
nese women benefit from the unpaid, family-
based child care provided by their China-based 
parents, mainly their mothers. Taking advan-
tage of the high priority given to family mem-
bers in the current U.S. immigration prefer-
ence system, Chinese grandparents come to 
the United States on special short-term visas. 
Hu shows that the unpaid child care provided 
by temporary immigrant grandparents in-
creases the probability that their immigrant 
daughters with children will work for pay. 
Other immigrant groups also turn to immi-
grant grandparents for unpaid child care.

The Factors Accounting for 
Immigr ation Niche Specializ ation
To organize our thinking about immigrants in 
labor market niches, we focus on four sets of 
factors that contribute to the new immigrant 
labor market niching: the skills that immigrant 
groups have to offer; their ability to address 
existing demand or create demand for new and 
expanded goods and services; the institutional 
practices and regulations of occupations; and 
the nature and strength of immigrant group 
ties that are useful in the world of work. These 
factors together create, sustain, and, under cer-
tain conditions, transform immigrant niche 
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specialization, with other factors also playing 
a role at times.

Immigrant Skill Sets and Demand for Labor
The work done by immigrants hinges on de-
mand for their skill sets. Many immigrants of-
fer abilities and skills that differ from those of 
the native-born. These skills may include not 
just craftsmanship and specific competencies 
but also broader attributes such as a willing-
ness to work, ability to endure outdoor condi-
tions, punctuality, work ethic, and stamina.

The so-called new immigrants arrived in the 
United States as the economy shifted from be-
ing predominantly manufacturing-based to 
predominantly service-based, and they contrib-
uted to making this transformation possible. 
The shift foreclosed certain labor market op-
tions, while opening others. The industrial 
jobs that had employed Southern and Eastern 
European immigrants from the early to the 
mid-twentieth century declined as businesses 
moved their production offshore to countries 
where labor was cheaper and technological 
changes and mechanization reduced overall 
demand for manual labor in manufacturing. 
The manufacturing jobs that remain in the 
United States and employ the new immigrants 
are low-skilled jobs in the food-processing and 
meatpacking industries.

Interestingly, immigrants have displayed a 
high degree of versatility, filling niches in the 
service sector that require face-to-face interac-
tions and cultural sensitivity; some observers 
in the 1980s thought that these requirements 
were not conducive to immigrant labor market 
incorporation. The ability of immigrants to in-
troduce new services—for instance, in the food 
and restaurant sector (think of the current eth-
nic variety and new fusion varieties of restau-
rants in many cities)—have increased differen-
tiation, adding consumption options for 
natives and improving their own economic 
welfare. This is documented for the restaurant 
sector by Francesca Mazzolari and David New-
mark (2012), who show that the presence of im-
migrants widely increases the supply of restau-
rant varieties.

In other sectors, immigrants may displace 
native-born workers when employers prefer to 
hire the foreign-born if they perceive them to 

be more skilled, more disciplined, or willing to 
work for longer, less convenient hours or at 
lower pay. Immigrant contributions strengthen 
the economy and benefit consumers when 
lower costs reduce prices for the goods pro-
duced or the services offered. (Such an effect 
on local service prices is shown in Cortés 
2008.) However, the natives or previous immi-
grants competing with new immigrants for 
jobs can experience reduced opportunities and 
downward pressure on their wages.

 For several cognitive- and analytical-
intensive occupations, new immigrants some-
times offer skills that U.S. companies strongly 
demand and that U.S.-born workers do not ad-
equately provide because of the fast-growing 
demand. In particular, foreigners have contrib-
uted to innovation and productivity growth in 
the science and technology sector (see Peri, 
Shih, and Sparber 2015; Kerr and Lincoln 2010). 
Highly skilled immigrants have been crucial to 
the growth during the last thirty years of the 
information technology (IT) sector—which has 
revolutionized production in many indus-
tries—by bringing their skills and abilities to 
IT-intensive jobs and science, technology, en-
gineering, and mathematics (STEM) jobs (see, 
for instance, Hanson and Slaughter 2016).

Although, as previously noted, Indians have 
played an especially important role as workers, 
entrepreneurs, and professionals in the IT and 
computer sector, they are not the only immi-
grant group to contribute to the development, 
transformation, and transnationalization of 
this sector. So too have Chinese and Taiwanese 
(see, for example, Yu-Ling Luo and Wei-Jen 
Wang 2002) and Israelis, as analyzed by Steven 
J. Gold (this issue).

Foreign-born workers are attracted to U.S. 
high-tech companies at the cutting edge of the 
industry worldwide because they pay well by 
international standards, and also because de-
mand for electrical engineers, computer pro-
grammers, and software developers has soared 
since 1980. Many of the immigrants hired for 
these jobs are well trained abroad—for exam-
ple, at India’s famous Indian Institutes of Tech-
nology or in China’s top universities. They ob-
tain these coveted jobs because, on the one 
hand, they are highly skilled, and on the other, 
because U.S. immigration policy makes their 
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employment possible. The United States pri-
oritizes their admission by allowing U.S. em-
ployers to hire skilled foreign labor on special 
H-1B visas, for a maximum of six years. Since 
the turn of this century, over 80 percent of H-
1B visas have gone to highly educated foreign 
professionals in computer-related occupa-
tions, and most of those have gone to Indians. 
These workers have been fundamental to Sili-
con Valley’s ability to establish and maintain 
a global competitive edge in information tech-
nology.

Building on U.S.-acquired skills, capital, and 
networks, Indian immigrants have also formed 
their own start-up companies, in India as well 
as in the United States. In India, they have de-
veloped businesses that complement the work 
of U.S. firms. U.S. multinational companies in 
the high-tech sector have also turned to high-
skilled, well-trained Indian immigrants to 
manage the subsidiaries they have established 
in India to capitalize on the talent and lower 
wages in the Indian market. In so doing, Indian 
immigrants have transnationalized, as well as 
transformed, this initially exclusively U.S.-
based niche.

New immigrants also meet the demand for 
labor that native-born workers shun. Immi-
grants, for example, increasingly dominate 
hard, physically demanding, outdoor jobs in 
the agriculture and construction sectors. Even 
in skilled sectors of the labor market, immi-
grants fill many of the jobs that native-born 
workers find unattractive because of where 
they are located or the conditions of work. For 
example, many doctors from India work in the 
inner cities, where their U.S.-born counterparts 
resist working. Their willingness to take these 
positions is good for minority and poor pa-
tients in the inner cities, the economy, and the 
health of Americans.

In the last half-century, the entry of large 
numbers of native-born women into the labor 
force has in turn increased demand for low-
paid, low-skilled labor to do the housekeeping 
and child care work that women used to pro-
vide, unpaid, within the household. Central 
American and Mexican immigrant women are 
employed for much of this paid labor.

Overall, new immigrant niches have evolved 
mainly in response to the growth and differen-

tiation of the service sector—from manual and 
personal services for which there still is high 
demand (housekeeping, food preparation, 
child care, personal assistance) to knowledge-
intensive and cognitive services at the other 
extreme (high-tech, human resources, re-
search). New technology, new tastes, and new 
demand have interacted with the variety of 
skills, abilities, and attitudes of immigrants to 
create new niches and expand existing ones.

Institutional Regulations and Practices
In general, the federal government sets immi-
gration policies that determine which foreign-
ers, with which skill sets, may immigrate with 
work rights, and government policies dictate 
work conditions and requirements at both the 
local and national levels. The federal govern-
ment also prioritizes the admission of foreign-
ers with certain skills, as discussed earlier in 
the case of Indian IT workers and Filipina 
nurses. In addition, businesses, business 
groups, and other nongovernmental groups es-
tablish practices that affect immigrant work 
experiences.

Labor regulations also affect the work that 
immigrants do legally and, by default, illegally. 
Some immigrant groups can establish a foot-
ing in regulated work, while others face barri-
ers. Many states limit jobs that require licenses 
to U.S. citizens and legal permanent residents 
and offer qualifying tests only in English or se-
lective foreign languages, such as Spanish. 
Non-English speakers can qualify for licensed 
jobs only when the exams are offered in lan-
guages they know. For example, many Cuban 
doctors who immigrated with little proficiency 
in English and with training that did not meet 
U.S. standards failed tests to qualify for prac-
ticing medicine in the United States (Eckstein 
2009, 99). Cuban American state legislators in 
Florida, where most Cuban immigrants set-
tled, tried to get the state to bend regulations 
for Cuba-trained doctors. Otherwise, the Cuba-
trained doctors who failed the Florida qualify-
ing tests needed to find other lines of work.

Even low-skilled manicure work requires li-
censing, although the requirements are not as 
stringent as for doctors. Vietnamese have ac-
cessed nail care jobs, not merely because they 
attained the requisite skills, but because many 
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states where they have settled offer the licens-
ing exams in Vietnamese. Initially accessing 
the jobs informally, Vietnamese established 
themselves in the sector and then successfully 
pressed for the licensing exams to be offered 
in their native language. Thus, Vietnamese sa-
lon owners have been able to recruit low-wage 
workers from their homeland who easily meet 
licensing requirements.

Liang and Zhou (this issue) highlight the de-
pendence of immigrant labor market niche in-
volvement on immigrant employment agen-
cies. With Chinese employment agencies 
channeling immigrants from certain regions 
of China to jobs across America—for example, 
in the restaurant sector—Chinese immigrants 
have become less dependent on the local labor 
market where they initially settled for work  
and Chinese businesses have become less de-
pendent on local labor markets for workers. 
Supply and demand for certain types of labor 
have therefore become less geographically 
constricted, allowing for greater efficiency in 
matching workers’ wants to employers’ needs. 
These immigrant employment agencies, in 
turn, contribute to a professionalization and 
formalization of immigrant job recruitment.

Other, less formalized, non-state-based in-
stitutional practices also influence immigrant 
labor market involvement. Banks, for instance, 
may discriminate against immigrants on the 
presumption that, with their limited credit his-
tory, if any, they are high-risk borrowers. In the 
absence of access to bank capital, entrepre-
neurial immigrants have gravitated to activities 
that do not require a large initial investment, 
such as small food and concession stands. 
Other immigrants have established their own 
banks to fill the lending gap. For example, 
wealthy Cubans who fled their homeland after 
Castro came to power mainly settled in Miami, 
where some of them established banks that 
lent to fellow Cuban immigrants on the basis 
of trust, including trust established in Cuba 
before moving to America (Portes and Stepick 
1993). The Small Business Administration 
(SBA) also favored Cuban immigrants over oth-
ers in Miami. Thus, an exceptionally large 
number of Cubans opened small businesses in 
the city. Although they initially catered to per-
sons from their shared homeland, over the 

years the more entrepreneurial businesses 
have reached out to others in the city, espe-
cially to the other Spanish-speaking Latin 
Americans who have also settled in Miami in 
recent decades. Cuban entrepreneurs have 
benefited from their command of Spanish and 
their cultural capital in the “new Miami,” 
which has been dubbed the “northernmost 
Latin American city.”

Vietnamese manicurists exemplify yet an-
other source of investment capital to which 
immigrants have turned in the absence of ac-
cess to bank capital: pooled family funds. 
Business opportunities in nail care are lim-
ited, but with pooled funds, Vietnamese have 
been able to enjoy the economic mobility as-
sociated with transitioning from being a 
worker to owning and managing a business 
(Eckstein and Nguyen 2011).

The least-skilled immigrants and those who 
came to the United States undocumented are 
mostly confined to the occupations that work-
ers with better options leave unfilled, mainly 
in the agricultural and construction sectors. 
These jobs have the lowest entry barriers and 
are minimally protected by labor regulations. 
The work is low-paid and seasonal, with very 
high turnover, and it subjects workers to harsh 
working conditions; workers in agriculture,  
for instance, are exposed to toxic herbicides 
and pesticides, as well as to extreme heat or 
cold. Although many of the foreign-born in 
these jobs are responding to a demand for their 
labor, they often have been unable to attain  
immigration visas and the legal protections 
provided by legal entry. As such, they are par-
ticularly vulnerable to employer abuse and fear 
of deportation. Table 2 shows that the vast ma-
jority of farmworkers in California, Florida, 
and Washington—states with large agricultural 
sectors—are from Mexico. The jobs usually pay 
minimum wage, at best, and offer workers little 
legal protection. Undocumented immigrants 
represent a large share of those workers.

Regulations have combined with practices 
and traditions to attract specific immigrant 
groups not only to private-sector niches but 
also to some public-sector niches. The Irish, 
for instance, have a long tradition of working 
as police officers and firefighters in the cities 
where they mainly live (notably New York and 
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Boston). In general, however, citizenship re-
quirements result in public-sector niches being 
occupied by more second-generation immi-
grants than first-generation immigrants.

Among return immigrants, a reverse type of 
niching may even take hold. Michaël Da Cruz 
(this issue) details the establishment by U.S. 
companies of call centers in Mexico to take ad-
vantage of much cheaper labor costs than in 
the United States. They rely on Mexicans who 
grew up in the United States and thus are pro-
ficient in American-style English; many of 
these returnees were deported because they 
were not authorized immigrants with rights to 
work in the United States. Bilingual expertise 
is a form of cultural capital, in this case in Mex-
ico, for persons without formal credentials for 
more-skilled jobs. U.S. companies have set up 
similar call centers in Central American coun-
tries that also draw on U.S.-attained immigrant 
cultural capital.

Immigrant Network Niche Formation, 
Maintenance, and Transnationalization
People rely on social contacts to attain jobs, 
and immigrants are no exception, even when 
they turn to immigrant employment agencies. 
Immigrant groups become entrenched in dis-
tinctive lines of work through informal ties 
among “their own.” Historically, friends and 
family have told immigrants about job oppor-
tunities where they work or in the same line of 
work and provided them with job contacts (La-
fortune and Tessada 2012), and that remains 
true today. The tendency of new immigrants to 
attain work in “immigrant enclaves” has been 
analyzed at length by sociologists and econo-
mists (see, for example, Altonji and Card 1991; 
Card and DiNardo 2000; Gold 2000; Waldinger 
2001; Wilson and Portes 1980).

Immigrant women are known to rely espe-
cially heavily on personal ties for securing 
work. Their networks channel them into work 
with clusters of other women from their coun-
try of origin (see Sassen 1995). Some occupa-
tions in the service sector, such as housekeep-
ers and maids, are dominated by immigrant 
women from Mexico and Central America, who 
often learn of and secure jobs through people 
they know not only in the United States but 
also from their communities of origin in their 

homeland. Immigrant groups—Brazilians in 
particular—are known to informally sell rights 
to cleaning jobs as they leave them, either to 
take other jobs or to return to Brazil (Braga 
Martes 2011). Once some members of an im-
migrant group establish a beachhead in a cer-
tain line of work, other group members, in-
cluding new arrivals, gravitate to the same 
work. Immigrants like to work where they know 
others.

Informal social networks thereby serve as 
fundamental building blocks for (often gender-
specific) immigrant group labor market nich-
ing. The inclusionary dynamic within immi-
grant groups excludes immigrants from other 
countries, as well as the native-born, from at-
taining job information and job contacts. Such 
exclusion is not by design, but rather an unin-
tended consequence of in-group relations. 
Inclusionary-exclusionary practices transpire 
across the labor market in work commanding 
different levels and types of skills.

The network dynamics that result in distinc-
tive immigrant group concentration in specific 
niches extends to the small business sector, 
even to self-employment. The same networks 
that allow workers to find jobs among their co-
ethnics encourage investments and firm own-
ership by immigrants in those niches. William 
Kerr and Martin Mandorff (2015) discuss Kore-
ans coming to own most of the dry-cleaning 
shops where they previously worked, and Er-
itreans and Ethiopians owning and operating 
the taxi companies that first employed them. 
Meanwhile, Chinese own not only restaurants 
but, in recent years, the bus companies that 
transport Chinese to work in restaurants across 
the United States. Thus do immigrant net-
works contribute to business clustering. Small 
business ownership often builds on the ties as 
well as the expertise that immigrants from spe-
cific countries first acquired as workers in par-
ticular lines of work. Alternatively, newly ar-
rived entrepreneurs and investors may focus 
on a sector where they already have ties with 
coethnics. Thus, both entrepreneurial and 
labor-driven immigrant networks contribute to 
the concentration of specific immigrant groups 
in specific economic niches.

The in-group ties that contribute to labor 
market niching may even extend beyond U.S. 
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borders, and not only to immigrant homelands 
but also to other countries. The close ties that 
today’s immigrants maintain with friends and 
family in their country of origin have contrib-
uted to the transnationalization of niche activ-
ity in a variety of ways. Immigrant groups may 
develop their niche “vertically” across borders 
by establishing supply chains that extend to 
their country of origin. Because owners of 
niche businesses may prefer to hire immi-
grants from their homeland when looking for 
new workers, the supply chains may center on 
labor recruitment. Their common language 
makes communication easy, and they also 
share feelings of trust and loyalty. Moreover, 
the new arrivals are likely to work for less pay 
than more-established immigrants and to tol-
erate less attractive work conditions. The very 
establishment of an immigrant group niche in 
the United States may, in turn, inspire people 
in the homeland to acquire the skills required 
to work in the niche, knowing that, upon im-
migrating, they are more likely to attain work 
easily on the basis of their transnational ties. 
For example, Vietnamese first became involved 
in the manicure business in the United States, 
but once they established the niche, others be-
gan to train for the work in Vietnam so that 
they could secure employment as manicurists 
upon their arrival in the United States.

The networks of immigrants consolidated 
within U.S. niches can also evolve into trans-
national connections. For example, some im-
migrant group restaurateurs draw on food sup-
ply chains in their homeland. Economists have 
measured for a long time the transnational im-
pact of immigrant networks on business by 
showing that countries with larger communi-
ties of immigrants from a specific origin tend 
to trade more with that country and also invest 
more there (see Rauch and Trindade 2002). By 
representing a bridge between two cultures 
and countries, the network of migrants in a 
labor market niche produces economic ties 
with the country of origin, promoting foreign 
investment and business there.

Members of an immigrant group may also 
take their niche work to other countries, ex-
panding the niche “horizontally.” Vietnamese, 
for example, have established nail salons in 
Europe that build on the U.S. “McNails” model, 

inspired by the work of friends and family in 
the United States.

The experience of Indians who have drawn 
on the capital, expertise, and networks they de-
veloped in Silicon Valley to establish related 
businesses in India points to another form of 
niche transnationalization: in what has been 
dubbed “brain circulation” (Saxenian 1994), In-
dians transfer not only technology but their 
expertise to the country from which they orig-
inated. The success of Indians in this high-tech 
niche has come to be transnationally embed-
ded through networks of immigrants, return 
immigrants, and immigrants with economic 
interests spanning the United States and India. 
Their high-tech activity is no longer based in 
the American labor market (see Commander 
et al. 2008).

The top research universities have also 
come to be dominated increasingly by scholars 
immigrating from select countries. As universi-
ties have globalized the pool from which they 
recruit their “best and brightest,” competition 
has become steeper for the U.S.-born. More 
competition allows for higher-quality scholars 
in universities, although it concomitantly 
crowds out opportunities for native-born re-
searchers.

Foreign-born professors in U.S. universities, 
in turn, recruit graduate students from top 
schools in Europe, Asia, Latin America, and Is-
rael through their connections with and knowl-
edge of the schools these students attended 
abroad. Recruiting foreign graduate students 
creates networking channels for research proj-
ects, coauthorships, and technological transfer 
between U.S. and foreign universities. More-
over, immigrant groups, sometimes from par-
ticular foreign universities, dominate niches in 
U.S. university departments—for example, 
Russians in mathematics, Israelis in engineer-
ing, and Indians in computer science.

Niche Specializ ation and 
Economic Opportunities
The niches in which immigrant groups get in-
volved often affect their long-term economic 
prospects. Niches differ substantially in the op-
portunities they afford. Some are relatively 
“flat,” offering very limited opportunities for 
vertical career improvement. Other more com-
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plex and differentiated niches provide oppor-
tunities for immigrant job advancement and 
earnings improvements and contribute more 
to the economy at large.

Immigrant groups that get involved in low-
wage, low-skilled niches experience few oppor-
tunities for economic advancement or career 
advancement. Most Mexicans and Central 
Americans have been stuck in low-paying 
niches in agriculture and construction, where 
their career opportunities are limited. This is 
a consequence of both their lower levels of 
schooling and the location of these jobs, which 
are primarily found in rural and economically 
stagnant communities. Thus, the economic 
possibilities for these immigrants are limited, 
both within and outside these niches.

In contrast, immigrant groups involved in 
more-skilled niches that offer within-niche 
economic opportunities are well positioned to 
build on their human and social capital. They 
may not only respond to but also create oppor-
tunities for themselves, including through 
niche transnationalization. Typically, niches in 
the information technology, medical science 
and research, and applied life science sectors 
offer such opportunities. Indians, highly edu-
cated Chinese, Israelis, and other Asian groups 
have been major beneficiaries of such expan-
sive niche-based opportunities.

A related and interesting issue we know lit-
tle about concerns the intergenerational trans-
formation and evolution of niches. Does the 
second generation of immigrants find success 
within a niche, possibly occupying its higher 
ranks (that is, moving from workers to employ-
ers and managers)? Or do they find success af-
ter leaving the niche? Roger Waldinger’s (1999) 
descriptions of some niches typical in New 
York (for example, in the garment and fashion 
industry) imply that second-generation immi-
grants (such as Italians and Israelis) have suc-
ceeded by climbing the job ladder to become 
designers and traders within that niche. Other 
researchers emphasize that the second genera-
tion tends to leave the parents’ niche to achieve 
economic success. Second-generation Viet-
namese, for example, rarely work as manicur-
ists, because the work offers no stable income, 
exposes them to toxic chemicals, and pays 
poorly (Eckstein and Nguyen 2011). In this is-

sue, Eli R. Wilson describes how a bilingual, 
U.S.-born second generation generates its own 
upward growth opportunities in the restaurant 
industry by advancing from the lower-ranked 
jobs typically filled by the first generation to 
the upper tiers.

Conclusion
Immigrant specialization in labor market 
niches that build on immigrant social net-
works and sometimes also on immigrant social 
institutions helps immigrants attain jobs upon 
their arrival in America. This specialization 
contributes to an efficient allocation of skills 
to jobs as immigrants with different human 
and social capital assets attain jobs that fill la-
bor market needs and broaden demand for la-
bor by creating new products and services. New 
immigrants respond to but also create markets 
for their labor, as sociological dynamics help us 
understand. The opportunities open to immi-
grants depend on the match between their as-
sets and the robustness or flatness of the 
niches in which they become engaged.

Immigrants respond to conditions where 
they settle as best they can, not necessarily cog-
nizant of the macroeconomic efficiency of their 
labor market involvements. Niching can be a 
valuable channel for immigrant labor market 
integration while simultaneously generating 
economic growth and efficient specialization, 
provided it does not introduce distortionary 
barriers and exclusion through niche-based 
immigrant institutions but keeps those niches 
open to the forces of competition. The high-
skilled immigrant niches contribute the most 
to the economy, even if they leave some highly 
qualified U.S.-born workers on the sidelines.

This introduction has pointed to ways in 
which concepts and insights from sociology 
and economics can be combined to advance 
our understanding of the conditions that con-
tribute to the formation of distinctive new im-
migrant niches and their unintended as well 
as intended consequences. The essays that fol-
low examine in rich detail both general and 
specific immigrant labor market engagement 
from diverse disciplinary and methodological 
perspectives. Together, they deepen our under-
standing of how and why different immigrant 
groups have become associated with different 
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lines of work across the skill spectrum, with 
different consequences for immigrants, for the 
native-born, for the country at large, and for 
immigrant countries of origin. We hope that 
these essays will inspire other studies that 
deepen our understanding of immigrant labor 
market experiences in the globalized economy 
in which we live.

References
Altonji, Joseph, and David Card. 1991. “The Effects 

of Immigration on the Labor Market Outcomes of 
Less-Skilled Natives.” In Immigration, Trade, and 
the Labor Market, edited by John M. Abowd and 
Richard Freeman. Cambridge, Mass.: National 
Bureau of Economic Research.

Braga Martes, Ana Cristina. 2011. New Immigrants, 
New Land: A Study of Brazilians in Massachu-
setts. Gainesville: University Press of Florida.

Brown, Tamara Mose. 2011. Raising Brooklyn: Nan-
nies, Childcare, and Caribbeans Creating Commu-
nity. New York: New York University Press.

Card, David, and John DiNardo. 2000. “Do Immi-
grant Inflows Lead to Native Outflows?” Ameri-
can Economic Review 90(2): 360–67.

Commander Simon, Rupa Chanda, Mari Kangasni-
emi, and Alan Winters. 2008. “The Conse-
quences of Globalization: India’s Software Indus-
try and Cross-Border Labour Mobility.” The World 
Economy 31(2): 187–211.

Cortés, Patricia. 2008. “The Effect of Low-Skilled 
Immigration on U.S. Prices: Evidence from CPI 
Data.” Journal of Political Economy 116(3): 381–
422.

Cortés, Patricia, and José Tessada. 2011. “Low-
Skilled Immigration and the Labor Supply of 
Highly Skilled Women.” American Economic 
Journal: Applied Economics 3(3): 88–123.

Da Cruz, Michaël. 2018. “Offshore Migrant Workers: 
Return Migrants in Mexico’s English-Speaking 
Call Centers.” RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation 
Journal of the Social Sciences 4(1): 39–57. DOI: 
10.7758/RSF.2018.4.1.03.

Dhingra, Pawan. 2012. Life Behind the Lobby: Indian 
American Motel Owners and the American 
Dream. Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University 
Press.

Eckstein, Susan. 2009. The Immigrant Divide: How 
Cuban Americans Changed the U.S. and Their 
Homeland. New York: Routledge.

Eckstein, Susan, and Thanhnghi Nguyen. 2011. “The 
Making and Transnationalization of an Ethnic 
Niche: Vietnamese Manicurists.” International Mi-
gration Review 45(4): 639–74.

Gold, Steven J. 2000. Ethnic Economies. San Diego, 
Calif.: Academic Press.

———. 2018. “Israeli Infotech Migrants in Silicon Val-
ley.” RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation Journal of 
the Social Sciences 4(1): 130–48. DOI: 10.7758/
RSF.2018.4.1.08.

Hamilton, Tod G., Janeria A. Easley, and Angela R. 
Dixon. 2018. “Black Immigration, Occupational 
Niches, and Earnings Disparities Between U.S.-
Born and Foreign-Born Blacks in the United 
States.” RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation Jour-
nal of the Social Sciences 4(1): 60–77. DOI: 
10.7758/RSF.2018.4.1.04.

Hanson, Gordon H., and Matthew J. Slaughter. 2016. 
“High-Skilled Immigration and the Rise of STEM 
Occupations in U.S. Employment.” Working Pa-
per 22623. Cambridge, Mass.: National Bureau 
of Economic Research.

Hu, Xiaochu. 2018. “Filling the Niche: The Role of 
the Parents of Immigrants in the United States.” 
RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation Journal of the 
Social Sciences 4(1): 96–114. DOI: 10.7758/RSF 
.2018.4.1.06.

Kang, Miliann. 2010. The Managed Hand: Race, Gen-
der, and the Body in Beauty Service Work. Berke-
ley: University of California Press.

Kasinitz, Philip, and Milton Vickerman. 2001. “Jamai-
cans in the New York Regional Economy.” In Mi-
gration, Transnationalization, and Race in a 
Changing New York, edited by Robert Smith, 
Héctor Cordero-Guzmán, and Ramón Grosfoguel. 
Philadelphia: Temple University Press.

Kerr, William R., and William F. Lincoln. 2010. “The 
Supply Side of Innovation: H-1B Visa Reforms 
and U.S. Ethnic Invention.” Journal of Labor Eco-
nomics 28(3): 473–508.

Kerr William R., and Martin Mandorff. 2015. “Social 
Networks, Ethnicity, and Entrepreneurship.” 
Working Paper 21597. Cambridge, Mass.: Na-
tional Bureau of Economic Research.

Kwong, Peter, and Dušanka Miščević. 2005. Chinese 
America: The Untold Story of America’s Oldest 
New Community. New York: New Press.

Lafortune, Jeanne, and José Tessada. 2012. 
“Smooth(er) Landing? The Dynamic Role of Net-
works in the Location and Occupational Choice 



r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

	 i m m i g r a n t  n i c h es   a n d  n e t w o r k s 	 17

of Immigrants.” Working Paper 14. Santiago: 
Pontificia Universidad Católica de Chile, Instituto 
de Economía, Clio Lab.

Lee, Jennifer. 2006. Civility in the City: Blacks, Jews, 
and Koreans in Urban America. Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press.

Liang, Zai, and Bo Zhou. 2018. “The Rise of Market-
Based Job Search Institutions and Job Niches for 
Low-Skilled Chinese Immigrants.” RSF: The Rus-
sell Sage Foundation Journal of the Social Sci-
ences 4(1): 78–95. DOI: 10.7758/RSF.2018.4.1.05.

Lo, Ming-Cheng M., and Emerald T. Nguyen. 2018. 
“Caring and Carrying the Cost: Bicultural Latina 
Nurses’ Challenges and Strategies for Working 
with Coethnic Patients.” RSF: Russell Sage Foun-
dation Journal of the Social Sciences 4(1): 149–71. 
DOI: 10.7758/RSF.2018.4.1.09.

Luo, Yu-Ling, and Wei-Jen Wang. 2002. “High-
Skilled Migration and Chinese Taipei’s Industrial 
Development.” In Organization for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD), Interna-
tional Mobility of the Highly Skilled (Paris: 
OECD).

Mazzolari, Francesca, and David Neumark. 2012. 
“Immigration and Product Diversity.” Journal of 
Population Economics 25(3): 1107–37.

National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and 
Medicine. 2016. The Economic and Fiscal Conse-
quences of Immigration, edited by Francine D. 
Blau and Christopher Mackie. Washington, D.C.: 
National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, 
and Medicine, Division of Behavioral and Social 
Sciences and Education, Committee on National 
Statistics.

O’Keefe, Siobhan, and Sarah Quincy. 2018. “Old Im-
migrants, New Niches: Russian Jewish Agricul-
tural Colonies and Native Workers in Southern 
New Jersey, 1880–1910.” RSF: The Russell Sage 
Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences 4(1): 
20–38. DOI: 10.7758/RSF.2018.4.1.02.

Ortiga, Yasmin Y. 2018. “Learning to Fill the Labor 
Niche: Filipino Nursing Graduates and the Risk 
of the Migration Trap.” RSF: The Russell Sage 
Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences 4(1): 
172–87. DOI: 10.7758/RSF.2018.4.1.10.

Peri, Giovanni. 2015. “Economic Performance of Im-

migrants Following the Immigration and Nation-
ality Act of 1965.” In The Immigration and Nation-
ality Act of 1965: Legislating a New America, 
edited by Gabriel J. Chin and Rose Cuison Vil-
lazor. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Peri, Giovanni, Kevin Shih, and Chad Sparber. 2015. 
“STEM Workers, H-1B Visas, and Productivity in 
U.S. Cities.” Journal of Labor Economics 33(S1): 
S225–55.

Portes, Alejandro, and Alex Stepick. 1993. City on 
the Edge: The Transformation of Miami. Berkeley: 
University of California Press.

Rauch, James, and Vitor Trindade. 2002. “Ethnic 
Chinese Networks in International Trade.” Review 
of Economics and Statistics 84(1): 116–30.

Sassen, Saskia. 1995. “Immigration and Local Labor 
Markets.” In The Economic Sociology of Immigra-
tion: Essays on Networks, Ethnicity, and Entrepre-
neurship, edited by Alejandro Portes. New York: 
Russell Sage Foundation.

Saxenian, AnnaLee. 1994. Regional Advantage: Cul-
ture and Competition in Silicon Valley and Route 
128. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press.

Waldinger, Roger. 1999. Still the Promised City? 
African-Americans and New Immigrants in 
Postindustrial New York. Cambridge, Mass.: Har-
vard University Press.

———. 2001. “The Immigrant Niche in Global City-
Regions: Concept, Pattern, Controversy.” In 
Global City-Regions: Trends, Theory, Policy, ed-
ited by A. J. Scott. New York: Oxford University 
Press.

Waldinger, Roger, and Mehdi Bozorgmehr. 1996. 
“The Making of a Multicultural Metropolis.” In 
Ethnic Los Angeles, edited by Roger Waldinger 
and Mehdi Bozorgmehr. New York: Russell Sage 
Foundation.

Wilson, Eli R. 2018. “Bridging the Service Divide: 
Dual Labor Niches and Embedded Opportunities 
in Restaurant Work.” RSF: The Russell Sage 
Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences 4(1): 
115–27. DOI: 10.7758/RSF.2018.4.1.07.

Wilson, Kenneth L., and Alejandro Portes. 1980. “Im-
migrant Enclaves: An Analysis of the Labor Mar-
ket Experiences of Cubans in Miami American.” 
Journal of Sociology 86 (2, September): 295–319.





PART I
Immigrants and 
Labor Markets in 
Time and Space



Siobhan O’Keefe is a graduate student in economics at the University of California–Davis. Sarah Quincy is a 
graduate student in economics at the University of California–Davis 

© 2018 Russell Sage Foundation. O’Keefe, Siobhan, and Sarah Quincy. 2018. “Old Immigrants, New Niches: 
Russian Jewish Agricultural Colonies and Native Workers in Southern New Jersey, 1880–1910.” RSF: The Russell 
Sage Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences 4(1): 20–38. DOI: 10.7758/RSF.2018.4.1.02. Thank you to Kath-
erine Eriksson and Giovanni Peri for invaluable guidance and to the seminar participants at UC Davis and  
the Russell Sage Foundation for comments. Direct correspondence to: Siobhan O’Keefe at smokeefe 
@ucdavis.edu, Department of Economics, University of California, 1 Shields Avenue, Davis, CA 95616; and Sarah 
Quincy at squincy@ucdavis.edu, Department of Economics, University of California, 1 Shields Avenue, Davis, 
CA 95616.

American history is populated by immigrants 
who came to the United States to escape per-
secution, economic disaster, and violence. Like 
other groups before them, 1.5 million Jews 
from the Russian Empire found their way to 
the United States, starting in 1881 (Spitzer 
2015). The similarity of their plight to that of 
earlier immigrant groups was not lost on con-
temporaries. As William Stainsby (1901, 3–4), 
the chief statistician for New Jersey, wrote in a 
1901 report:

They had been cast out as paupers; their 
humble homes in Russia had been taken 
from them, and they fled as did the Pilgrim 
fathers from tyranny and relentless persecu-
tion to a land they knew not, but with the 
promise of such assistance as would enable 
them to make homes for themselves and chil-
dren, and where they would be free to wor-
ship God in their own way, assured of liberty 
and the protection of the laws.

Old Immigrants, New Niches: 
Russian Jewish Agricultural 
Colonies and Native Workers in 
Southern New Jersey, 
1880–1910

Siobh a n O’Keefe a nd Sar ah Quincy

We look at the effect of immigration shocks on native workers in a labor niche by testing how workers in the 
farm and nonfarm sectors were affected by the establishment of Russian Jewish agricultural colonies in 
southern New Jersey in the late nineteenth century. By following the same individuals across the 1880 and 
1910 U.S. censuses, we avoid making assumptions about the substitutability of immigrants and native work-
ers. Many native workers improved their occupational standing by transitioning to occupations complemen-
tary to agricultural and semiskilled factory work, the immigrants’ main niches. We see no impact on farm-
ers, probably owing to the structure of agricultural markets. We also find a decreased probability of 
out-migration for natives living near an agricultural colony, with occupational upgrading concentrated 
among stayers.
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As the population of ethnic enclaves in 
U.S. cities swelled, some of these newcomers 
were dispersed to the countryside, where, 
with the help of aid agencies, farming colo-
nies were established across the United 
States (Shpall 1950). We focus on the effects 
of the flagship agricultural colonies in south-
ern New Jersey on native workers in both the 
farm and nonfarm sectors by combining lon-
gitudinal, individual-level data and new 
quasi-experimental variation. In their intro-
duction, the economist Giovanni Peri and 
the sociologist Susan Eckstein discuss the 
potential displacement of natives in occupa-
tions that become niches for new immi-
grants. We examine the impact of new immi-
grants entering labor market niches—pockets 
of concentrated employment in specific oc-
cupations within a community—on the out-
comes of natives both inside and outside the 
niches in a uniquely rural context.

Jewish charities funneled refugees and 
funds into clusters of farms across southern 
New Jersey chosen for their affordability and 
relative proximity to New York City and Phila-
delphia. Because no Russians lived in the area 
before the establishment of the first agricul-
tural colony at Alliance in 1882, we can isolate 
the effect of the immigrant inflow. We compare 
the 1910 labor market outcomes of native-born 
men living next to the colonies in 1880 to the 
outcomes of native-born men living elsewhere 
in southern New Jersey. The influx of Russian 
immigrants was equivalent to approximately 1 
percent of the total population in areas next to 
the agricultural colonies. Although restrictions 
on landowning in Russia had prevented Rus-
sian Jews from farming, they eked out a living 
in New Jersey as farmers, with the help of 
charity-funded training. To keep the Russian 
Jewish immigrants employed when demand 
for crops was low, international aid societies 
also helped construct factories in the colonies.

We find that men living near a colony were 
not only less likely to move away by 1910 but 
also more likely to upgrade to higher-paying 
jobs that were complementary to refugee-
occupied niches. Men who lived near agricul-
tural colonies had a 4.7 percent higher income 
in 1910 than men who did not live near a col-
ony. In contrast to the positive results for the 

nonfarm sector, we find no effect of living near 
a colony on farmers, despite the influx of new 
farmers.

We begin with a brief literature review, fol-
lowed by a thorough investigation of the his-
torical context of this immigration shock. Next, 
we detail our data and describe our specifica-
tion. Finally, we present and discuss our quan-
titative results.

Liter ature Review
The literature on the impact of immigration 
on the labor market outcomes of native work-
ers is vast. Our study fits neatly into the inter-
section of historical work on the “Age of Mass 
Migration,” more modern work using longitu-
dinal, individual-level studies, and examina-
tions of refugee and immigrant shocks using 
natural experiments.

At the heart of the debate on the effect of 
immigration on native worker outcomes lie 
two different potential assumptions about the 
extent of labor market similarities between na-
tive and immigrant workers. Data constraints 
often compel researchers to use cross-sectional 
survey data. Identification of this effect then 
requires an assumption on the extent of sub-
stitutability between immigrants and natives; 
before determining how immigrants affect 
workers, the researcher must decide how sus-
ceptible each worker’s job is to an influx of 
immigrants. On the one hand, the economist 
George Borjas (1999) assumes immigrants and 
natives are completely substitutable within an 
education and work experience group. On the 
other hand, the economists Giovanni Peri and 
Chad Sparber (2009) allow for differences be-
tween native and immigrant workers; doing 
so shifts the direction of the impact on native 
wages from negative to zero. We will track the 
same individuals over time, allowing us to re-
frain from making either assumption. The 
economists Mark Partridge, Dan Rickman, 
and Kamar Ali (2008) have results consistent 
with other nationwide studies when looking 
specifically at rural areas, but they note that, 
for high-poverty regions, higher immigration 
is associated with higher in-migration of na-
tives, suggesting that immigrants add to the 
economic vitality of a local area. Other re-
searchers have used unexpected events as 
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quasi-experiments to estimate the impact of 
immigrants on native workers. The economist 
David Card’s 1990 examination of the Mariel 
Boatlift is probably the best-known use of this 
empirical strategy in the immigration litera-
ture; in using this method to examine the ef-
fects of a large and unexpected influx of Cuban 
immigrants on the Miami labor market, he 
finds no impact on the wages or unemploy-
ment rates of low-skilled workers already in 
Miami.

Modern longitudinal work has focused on 
European countries for data accessibility rea-
sons. Several papers have treated a Danish 
refugee settlement program as a natural exper-
iment. From 1986 to 1998, this program ran-
domly dispersed new refugees to municipali-
ties across the county. Looking at wages within 
Danish firms from 1993 to 2004, the economists 
Nikolaj Malchow-Møller, Jakob Munch, and Jan 
Rose Skaksen (2012) find that when firms in-
crease their employment of low-skilled immi-
grant workers, the wages of native workers at 
the same firm drop significantly. However, a 
study that looked specifically at Danish farms 
found that farms that employ immigrants are 
larger, create more jobs, and have higher rev-
enue (Malchow-Møller et al. 2013). In the work 
that is the most similar in spirit to ours, the 
economists Mette Foged and Giovanni Peri 
(2016) leverage this program to examine the 
long-term outcomes of low-skill native workers 
in cities that received a substantial shock of 
immigrants. Overall, they find a small positive 
mean effect on income for native workers from 
1991 to 2008. Consistent with earlier work, low-
skilled native workers were more likely to tran-
sition into occupations with less manual inten-
sity as low-skilled immigrants arrived. On the 
migration margin, Danish-born workers were 
less likely to migrate away from their original 
municipality when more refugee immigrants 
moved into their municipality. Spillovers—the 
ripple effects of the immigration shock across 
the economy—provide some explanation for 
why these results differ from those of Malchow-
Møller and his colleagues (2012). Although we 

use a similar time window, we focus more on 
skill upgrading and migration responses in a 
much less industrialized society.

In the literature on the Age of Mass Migra-
tion—the large wave of unchecked immigra-
tion into the United States from 1880 to 1913—
most work has focused on the experience of 
immigrants, not native workers.1 Some of this 
work complements our work focused on Rus-
sian immigrants. The economist Yannay Spit
zer (2015) finds that pogroms did not drive Rus-
sian Jewish emigration to the United States. 
The economist Leah Platt Boustan (2007) con-
cludes that demographic growth was a key 
driver of Russian Jewish immigration. Using a 
1909 Immigration Commission report on 
weekly wages across industries and immigrant 
groups, the economist Barry Chiswick (1992) 
finds that Russian-born Jews’ lifetime earnings 
profiles were higher than those of other immi-
grant groups, though still lower than those of 
natives, indicating that their language differ-
ences made them imperfect substitutes for na-
tive workers, just as the modern literature 
would suggest.

The economic historian Claudia Goldin 
(1994) provides the closest analog to our work. 
She combines city-level annual wages, decen-
nial demographic information, and decennial 
industry-city wage series to look at the change 
in wages after immigration shocks, measured 
as the change in the share of the foreign-born 
population. Goldin concludes that immigra-
tion pushed down wages in the clothing and 
unskilled labor sectors. We complement this 
work by moving away from using aggregate 
data (and the substitution assumptions em-
bedded in that method) to using longitudinal 
data. Further, we address the potential endo-
geneity of immigrants’ locational choices and 
natives’ economic outcomes by using a cleanly 
identified natural experiment.

Additionally, there is a specific literature on 
the impacts of refugees, much of it in the con-
text of developing countries. Refugees require 
separate analysis because their migration is 
forced and external aid charities often ease 

1. Classic works on immigration to the United States includes work by economists like Barry Chiswick (1992) 
and the two books by Timothy Hatton and Jeffrey Williamson (1998, 2005). More recent scholarship includes 
work by Ran Abramitzky, Leah Platt Boustan, and Katherine Eriksson (2012, 2014).
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their transition. The economists Isabel Ruiz 
and Carlos Vargas-Silva (2016) examine a large 
inflow of refugees into Tanzania in the early 
1990s as a result of ethnic conflicts in Burundi 
and Rwanda. Looking at individuals before the 
shock and then seventeen to nineteen years af-
ter it, they find evidence that individuals in ar-
eas that received a larger flow of refugees were 
more likely to be engaged in household agri-
cultural work or self-employment rather than 
casual day work, where they would have com-
peted with the incoming refugees. Although 
the economist Javier Baez (2011) finds imme
diate adverse health impacts for children in  
the areas that experienced these refugee in-
flows, the economists Jean-François Maystadt 
and Philip Verwimp (2014) present evidence of 
net economic benefits, although with substan-
tial heterogeneity across occupations. Self-
employed farmers were most likely to benefit 
from the refugee inflow, consistent with the 
occupational transitions that Ruiz and Vargas-
Silva find. None of these studies take into ac-
count the outcomes of those individuals who 
migrated after the inflow, an important poten-
tial mechanism for natives’ adjustment.

By combining a previously unused natural 
experiment with longitudinal data, we provide 
a minimally structured environment in which 
to test how native workers respond to the en-
trance of immigrants into their labor market, 
both generally and into their specific niche. In-
stead of having to impose how and if immi-
grants competed with native-born Americans, 
we can measure the impact directly. Addition-
ally, this article is the first to our knowledge to 
examine this question in the Age of Mass Mi-
gration. Finally, with most previous work fo-
cused on urban labor markets, our examina-
tion of a rural context is novel. We turn next to 
the historical record to examine how Russian 
Jews ended up farming in some parts of south-
ern New Jersey.

The Historical Conte x t
About half of the world’s Jewish population in 
1880 lived in the Pale of Settlement, an area of 
the Russian Empire consisting of most of 
modern-day Lithuania, Poland, Belarus, Mol-
dova, Latvia, and Ukraine (Popper 2006, 2). 
This concentration did not come about organ-

ically. Beginning with decrees passed by Cath-
erine the Great in the 1790s, Russian law con-
fined the Jewish population to the Pale, 
wherein many already resided (Eisenberg 1995, 
4). Jewish craftsmen found themselves pushed 
out by new factories, which often refused to 
hire Jewish workers (Popper 2006, 3). Such tar-
geted policies resulted in widespread poverty. 
In 1849, only 3 percent of the Jewish Pale pop-
ulation owned any capital, and they were con-
sidered a “separate, inferior category,” below 
even peasants (Eisenberg 1995, 5; Lederhendler 
2008, 514). Jewish military conscripts were sub-
stantially shorter than non-Jewish conscripts, 
suggesting lower standards of living (Kopczyń
ski 2011, 206).

After the assassination of Alexander II in 
1881, the Russian government enacted the ex-
plicitly anti-Semitic May Laws. Jewish people 
could no longer move to rural areas or enter 
beyond a certain quota into schools or profes-
sional work. Further, villages could expel any-
one deemed “undesirable” (Brandes and Doug-
las 1971, 18; Eisenberg 1995, 13). When mob 
violence erupted, Jewish workers in the more 
manufacturing-driven North had an easier 
time emigrating. Jewish people in the South 
were at the center of anti-Jewish violence and 
needed international aid to escape (Eisenberg 
1995, 6–17; Spitzer 2015, 26). Pogrom survivors 
from the southern Pale joined people from 
nearby towns in a mass exodus to the Austro-
Hungarian border town of Brody, where the 
refugees quickly exhausted the resources of in-
ternational aid foundations (Spitzer 2015, 8).

The international community was divided 
on the “Jewish problem.” European Jews did 
not want to absorb the refugee inflows on their 
own. German Jews worried that visibly support-
ing other Jews might violate their German cit-
izenship, and French Jews were just entering 
the period of anti-Semitism characterized by 
the Dreyfus Affair (Eisenberg 1995, 63–65). 
Many in the Jewish community in the United 
States worried that an influx of poor, unedu-
cated, Yiddish-speaking migrants bearing “the 
ineffaceable marks of permanent pauperism” 
would set them back socially (Osofsky 1960, 
183). The Hebrew Emigrant Aid Society (HEAS) 
emissary declared to European aid societies 
that “America [was] not a poorhouse . . . [or] an 
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asylum for the paupers of Europe” (Szajkowski 
1950, 225). In the 1880s, American aid societies 
even paid to deport the poorest immigrants on 
cattle steamers to avoid saturation (Brandes 
and Douglas 1971, 122).

If the flood of refugees could not be stopped 
from entering the United States, however, then 
perhaps it could be diverted to undersettled 
areas. To that end, the international Jewish 
community settled on the idea of lending 
skilled, able-bodied refugees money to estab-
lish farms in the United States and Argentina 
(Osofsky 1960, 174–75; Shpall 1950, 124).

Although the larger Jewish philanthropic 
community in the United States wished settlers 
well, they also were trying to divert as many im-
migrants as possible away from large urban cen-
ters. This “marked antagonism” resulted in 
sites being chosen “with almost no thought to 
the agronomic phase of the colonization” (Gold-
stein 1921, 13). In 1881, thirty-four families from 
pogrom-stricken Kiev and Elizabethgrad left 
Brody for New York with the help of French char-
ities and settled on a tract of land in Sicily Is-
land, Louisiana, purchased by the HEAS (Shpall 
1950, 129; Eisenberg 1995, 37). Histories attribute 
the selection of low-lying, mosquito-ridden, iso-
lated land in the north of Louisiana to corrup-
tion or ignorance (Price and Shpall 1958, 84; 
Shpall 1950, 130; Eisenberg 1995, 38). In any 
event, a spring Mississippi River flood destroyed 
the colony’s crops at the same time as it was 
struck by a malaria outbreak (Shpall 1950, 130–
31). Other farm colonies followed across the 
western United States, and all failed quickly.

By mid-1882, it was clear that these colonies 
were not set up to survive without constant aid 
inflows. Even if several of the colonies did not 
fail, immigration continued to surge, suggest-
ing that a more efficient system was imperative 
if the Russian newcomers were to be diverted 
from urban centers. In response, philanthro-
pists were determined to find a site that had a 
good climate and was close to preexisting Jew-
ish communities, where they would better serve 
as safety valves for continued elevated levels of 
immigration and more easily receive financial 

and religious support. New Jersey had recently 
appointed a commissioner of immigration, Au-
gustus Seeman, who was a partner in a realty 
firm near Vineland. He was eager to bring im-
migrants into New Jersey, particularly if they 
were willing to buy his land. There was land 
with good soil available near the New Jersey 
Central Railroad, which connected to both Phil-
adelphia and New York City, and the HEAS was 
happy to oblige (Shpall 1950, 22). Seeman’s en-
thusiasm notwithstanding, southern New Jer-
sey was not abnormally pro-immigrant. When 
the Russians arrived in Vineland, natives 
scorned them because they could not tell toma-
toes from weeds (Brandes and Douglas 1971, 86).

Alliance, New Jersey, was thus established. 
Settlers were assigned land through a lottery: 
each family got twelve to fifteen acres of land 
with generous mortgage terms and a weekly 
wage for clearing the land. Income was supple-
mented by picking berries, working in the 
nearby cigar factory (which charities wooed to 
the area), or doing needlework at home 
(Stainsby 1901, 5). Several other colonies were 
subsequently established, and those that re-
ceived help, like Carmel, Rosenhayn, and 
Norma, survived. Contemporary observers at-
tributed the quick failure and abandonment of 
seven other colonies to a lack of start-up capi-
tal, stemming from either rank exploitation or 
mismanagement, not to the quality of the land 
itself (Stainsby 1901, 27; Eisenberg 1995, 105; 
Brandes and Douglas 1971, 67).2

The biggest colony, Woodbine, was founded 
in 1891 by one of the most prominent Jewish 
philanthropists of the age, Baron Maurice de 
Hirsch, who believed that farming was a 
healthy and ennobling endeavor that would 
raise the profile of the Jew no matter what ex-
ternal prejudice he faced; “rainfall,” de Hirsch 
claimed, was “insensitive to religion” (Popper 
2006, 11). When suburban land around New 
York City, Philadelphia, and Trenton proved 
too expensive and a deal for land near Newark 
fell through, the Baron de Hirsch Fund turned 
to a 5,000-acre plot twenty miles southeast of 
Vineland (Brandes and Douglas 1971, 114). Un-

2. We conducted falsification tests on the placement of these failed colonies and found no relationship between 
failed colony placement and 1880 characteristics of our matched sample (results available upon request). Natives 
living near these failed colonies are not considered treated in our analysis.
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like the earlier colonies, industry was planned 
in Woodbine. The town included an electrical 
plant, larger houses, a hotel, a Russian bath, 
and many houses intended for factory workers 
(ibid., 115).

The climate was similar across the New Jer-
sey colonies on which we focus our examina-
tion of immigrant shock: Alliance, Rosenhayn, 
Carmel, Norma, and Woodbine. Because the 
soil was ill suited for growing wheat or other 
staple crops, farmers grew a variety of fruits 
and vegetables for sale at market (Stainsby 
1901, 8). In particular, the colonies were re-
nowned in Philadelphia and New York for their 
sweet potatoes, berries, and farm animals 
(ibid., 20, 60). This fame may have derived in 
part from the marketing cooperatives that the 
farmers organized on their own initiative, start-
ing in 1889 (Brandes and Douglas 1971, 96). The 
colonies expanded from 1,109 people in 1889 to 
approximately 2,227 in 1901 and 2,739 in 1919 
(Robinson 1912, 65–67; Stainsby 1901; Rosen-
thal 1906; Goldstein 1921, 29).3 The Jewish Ag-
ricultural Society (1954, 9) attributed the colo-
nies’ survival to settlers’ innovation, daring, 
and frugality. While their hard work cannot be 
denied, it is certain that external aid also 
played a large role in the colonies’ continued 
existence. For instance, well before the passage 
of the Federal Farm Loan Act, the Jewish Agri-
cultural and Industrial Aid Society (JAIAS) pro-
vided Jewish farmers with farm improvement 
loans (Stainsby 1901, 95; Robinson 1912, 52–53).

Jewish aid societies remained heavily in-
volved in the day-to-day lives of the colonists 
in other ways as well. To help the new farmers, 
who were so ignorant about farming that they 
did not know if potatoes grew above or below 
ground, the JAIAS published a Yiddish-
language newsletter and sent experts to dis-
cuss innovations with them (Robinson 1912, 72; 
Brandes and Douglas 1971, 86). The nation’s 
first agricultural secondary school was estab-
lished in Woodbine in 1893 (Stainsby 1901, 22; 
Goldstein 1921, 22). Other educational direc-
tives established community libraries and ed-
ucation supervising bureaus, which helped the 
immigrants’ children outpace natives in school 
(Eisenberg 1995, 148; Robinson 1912, 67).

These aid society efforts were helpful, but 
colonists needed still more. Despite the colo-
nies’ agricultural ethos, the aid societies real-
ized very early that nonfarm employment 
would be needed to sustain the immigrants. 
The soil was workable, but still required sub-
stantial investment to sustain a family. With 
industry, “it should not take forty years to lead 
their brethren out of the wilderness” (Brandes 
and Douglas 1971, 120–26). After the first year 
in Alliance, charities donated $3,000 to fund 
factory construction to provide off-season em-
ployment (ibid., 58). After 1900, the JAIAS pro-
vided mortgages, below-market rent, and an-
nual subsidies for factories willing to relocate 
to the colonies in order to keep Jewish families 
fed during the winter (Dubrovsky 1992, 20; 
Brandes and Douglas 1971, 149). Norma, in par-
ticular, enjoyed high economic and population 
growth after the construction of the Allivine 
Canning Company in 1901. The JAIAS helped 
build the factory to provide a local market for 
farmers’ produce (Robinson 1912, 66). By 1919, 
there were twenty-one factories in the Jewish 
colonies, with more in the surrounding areas 
(Goldstein 1921, 41).

Anti-Semitism was present in southern New 
Jersey before the arrival of the Russian immi-
grants, but increased with the expansion of the 
colonies. In 1885, for example, the Vineland Eve-
ning Journal printed that Eastern European 
Jews had murdered one of their own, just as 
they killed Jesus Christ, reiterating the blood 
libel that had provided a spark for several 
Russian pogroms (Brandes and Douglas 1971, 
173). Jewish businesses were open on Sundays, 
which proved to be a temptation for some 
neighboring Christians who went shopping in 
Rosenhayn. The Vineland Evening Journal sug-
gested that businesses closing on Sundays was 
an “American custom” and that anyone open 
for business on that day should leave the coun-
try (ibid., 187–88). Anti-Semitism also flared up 
in the workplace. In September 1891, workers 
at a glass factory refused to work alongside 
Jewish workers, chased the Jewish workers 
through the streets, and went on strike until 
the factory fired the Jews for being “unfit to 
work” (Eisenberg 1995, 124).

3. Population in 1901 uses 1889 values for Rosenhayn owing to missing data.
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However, even though there was some cul-
tural tension, for the most part native-born 
Americans welcomed the work ethic and pa-
tronage of Jewish workers. When some accused 
the Jews of not being good workers, one em-
ployer wrote the local newspaper to dismiss 
those charges as “slanderous,” and the founder 
of Vineland suggested that some non-Jewish 
farmers could learn from the colonists’ dili-
gence (Brandes and Douglas, 175). Other ben-
efits came as spillovers from Jewish charity. 
When philanthropists’ labor-oriented guide-
lines proved to constrain profits, some facto-
ries relocated to nearby Vineland (ibid., 156–
59). These differential responses suggest that 
there may have been substantial heterogeneity 
in the effects of the colonial immigration 
shock on native worker outcomes.

We turn next to a quantitative analysis to 
distinguish just how native-born workers 
changed their labor market behavior after ex-
posure to immigrants.

Data 
From the historical record, we can clearly lo-
cate areas in southern New Jersey with agri-
cultural colonies. Starting in 1880, the Census 
Bureau divided counties into smaller districts 
in order to administer the census. Each 
census-taker would have been assigned one 
or more districts across which they would ad-
minister the census questionnaire to each 
household (Haddad 2012). Using these enu-
meration districts allows us to take advantage 
of finer and more precise locational variation 
in exposure to the immigrant shock. To our 
knowledge, we are the first researchers to use 
enumeration district–level variation in his-
torical work. This gives us 108 localities in 
New Jersey with which to work instead of eight 
counties.

In southern New Jersey, the enumeration 
district boundaries follow each county’s estab-
lished municipal boundaries, called town-

ships, which are analogous to local labor mar-
kets (Morse 2016).4 Using the 1872 State Atlas 
of New Jersey (Beers 1872), we can match the 
colony locations to their census enumeration 
districts. The darkest-shaded townships in fig-
ure 1 denote the locations of the agricultural 
colonies. Only townships in southern New Jer-
sey, here defined as Atlantic, Burlington, Cam-
den, Cape May, Cumberland, Gloucester, 
Ocean, and Salem Counties, are included in 
our sample. We exclude the city of Camden, as 
our analysis focuses on more rural labor mar-
kets. Townships colored white in figure 1 did 
not contain any observations in our matched 
sample.

Given this township-level shock, we take 
men observed in both the 1880 and 1910 U.S. 
censuses as our unit of study (Ruggles et al. 
2015). This time frame allows us to look at long-
term outcomes, but other events occurring in 
those thirty years could affect our results.5 Us-
ing a procedure similar to that observed in 
Abramitzky, Boustan, and Eriksson (2014), we 
take an 1880 observation and a 1910 observa-
tion as matched if they share a first and last 
name, share a state of birth, and have birth 
years within five years of each other. Names are 
cleaned using the New York State Identification 
and Intelligence System (NYSIIS), a phonetic 
algorithm, to correct for enumerator spelling 
errors. We first match those with the same 
birth year and remove them from the pool of 
available matches, then those with birth years 
within one year of each other, and finally those 
with birth years within two years of each other, 
also removing the latter two groups from the 
pool. Then we keep only those observations 
that are unique by first name, last name, and 
birth place within a centered five-year birth 
year window to ensure that the matches are 
unique and to maximize the probability that 
we have indeed found the same person in both 
censuses. We undertook further cleaning to 
create uniform occupation variables across our 

4. There are slight deviations in enumeration district borders from modern township boundaries in south-central 
New Jersey, as mapped in figure 1. We have chosen to color townships based on the proximity of the majority of 
the township to a colony.

5. The 1890 census schedules were destroyed by a combination of fire and congressional mandate, and 1900 
census schedules are still being digitized. We thank Katherine Eriksson for her assistance with the 1910 full-
count data.
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sample in 1910.6 We restrict our sample to 
native-born men under age sixty-five in 1880 
living in the counties described earlier. Al-
though the matched sample is technically a 
panel data set, our specifications use it as a 
1910 cross-section with preperiod information 
from 1880.

As we see in table 1, our sample began the 
period at age twenty-five. Most of them were 
living in rural areas, but fewer than 7 percent 
were farmers in 1880. One-fifth of the sample 
were exposed to a colony, and on average they 

were twenty miles away from a colony. The av-
erage occupational score is around that of a 
laundry operative or a fisherman. By the end 
of the period, their occupational score nearly 
doubled to the level of a teacher or a stonecut-
ter. Well over half the sample migrated away 
from their initial county of residence. Appen-
dix table A1 demonstrates the similarity be-
tween the entire 1880 southern New Jersey 
male population under sixty-five and our 
matched sample.

In 1880, when we first observe our matched 
sample, southern New Jersey was still very ru-
ral. Eighty percent of all people living in the 
area were classified as rural by the Census Bu-
reau, and 28 percent were in a household with 
at least one person involved in agriculture. 
Given the rural nature of the area, it is not 
surprising that these townships were small. 
Their average population in 1880 was 1,944; the 
townships that received colonies were slightly 
smaller, with an average population of 1,872. 
An inflow of over 2,000 refugees would defi-
nitely have been noticed by the locals. The 
modal occupation category, representing 18 
percent of men over age sixteen, was owning, 
managing, or renting a farm. Agriculture was 
also the most common industry in which to 
work, claimed by 43 percent of men who re-
ported a sectoral specialization. This was an 
important economic niche for native workers 
as well. Ninety-nine percent of working-age 
men were literate, and 90 percent of them were 
born in the United States. There were no im-
migrants from the Russian Empire in the area 
in 1880 (Ruggles et al. 2015).

Midsize farms were the norm in southern 
New Jersey. In 1880, fewer than 8 percent were 
under ten acres and not even 1 percent were 
over five hundred acres. The average farm size 
was eighty-nine acres, and 13.8 percent were 
between ten and forty-nine acres; these farms 
were similar in size to those the colonists 
would later work (Haines and ICPSR 2010; 
Stainsby 1901). The average farm’s output was 
$888, equivalent to approximately $21,800 in 
2016. Although farming was still the dominant 
industry, manufacturing also had a presence 
in this area. Even Cape May County, the least 

6. Additional information on the matching and cleaning processes described here is available upon request.

Figure 1. Agricultural Colonies by Township in 
Southern New Jersey

Source: Authors’ calculations based on New Jer-
sey Office of Information Technology 2010.

N/A
In Sample

Agricultural Colony
Contiguous Township
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developed, had thirty-six manufacturing estab-
lishments in 1880. On a per capita basis, the 
value of manufacturing output had already sur-
passed agricultural output, with manufactur-
ing establishments producing about $104 of 
output per person in 1880 and farming produc-
ing about $50 per person (approximately $2,490 
and $1,230, respectively, in 2016) (Haines and 
ICPSR 2010).

Specification
To estimate the impact of newly arrived immi-
grants on native workers using this natural ex-
periment and linked individual data, we use 
specifications of the following form:

	 Yid = α + βColonyd + γi + ρc(d) + εid,	 (1)

where i is the linked individual, d is the enu-
meration district, and c is the county of the 
individual’s initial enumeration district. γi rep-
resents individual controls, which include 

controls for individuals’ age and their initial 
occupational category. We considered cluster-
ing standard errors at the county level, but we 
would have run into the small number of clus-
ters problem (Cameron and Miller 2015). In-
stead, we use robust standard errors and ac-
cept that our standard errors are likely to be 
reduced because there is some spatial correla-
tion that remains unaccounted for in our es-
timates.

We control for variation in county economic 
composition stemming from proximity to ei-
ther the Atlantic Ocean or Philadelphia with 
ρc(d), which divides the townships in our sample 
into three categories: those in a county with an 
Atlantic border, those with a Philadelphia bor-
der, and those with neither. Thus, any initial 
conditions relating to port or major city activ-
ity are washed out.

Colonyd is an indicator for whether an indi-
vidual lived in a township with a colony or next 
to one with a colony. We chose this proximity 

Table 1. Summary Statistics for Russian Jewish Immigrants in Agricultural Colonies in Southern  
New Jersey, 1880–1910

  (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Variable Observations Mean
Standard 
Deviation Minimum Maximum

A. 1880 starting point          
Age 3,693 25.010 13.817 0 65
Rural 3,693 0.704 0.454 0 1
Occupation score 3,693 15.589 13.504 0 80
Farmer 3,693 0.069 0.254 0 1
White-collar job 3,693 0.170 0.375 0 1
Craftsman 3,693 0.163 0.370 0 1

B. Colony distance          
Same or contiguous district  

of a colony
3,693 0.180 0.384 0 1

Distance to closest colony 3,693 23.884 12.353 0 64

C. 1910 outcomes          
Migrated 3,693 0.841 0.341 0 1
Occupation score 3,210 27.341 12.064 4 80
Farmer 3,693 0.135 0.341 0 1
White-collar job 3,693 0.290 0.454 0 1
Craftsman 3,693 0.180 0.384 0 1

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 1880 and 1910 U.S. censuses.
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measure to reflect the localized nature of rural 
labor markets at the time (Parman 2012). The 
Vineland Evening Journal expressed amazement 
that colonists walked about five miles from Al-
liance to Vineland to shop every day (Brandes 
and Douglas 1971, 172), but nonetheless immi-
grants walked from one township to another 
daily. We try a variety of distance-based mea-
sures and find similar results (available in ap-
pendix figures A1 to A3).

Yid is either the native worker i’s occupa-
tional standing in 1910 or an indicator variable 
that takes on a value of 1 for individuals who 
migrated out of their 1880 county of residence 
by 1910. Additionally, we examine the probabil-
ity of entering three specific occupational 
niches: farming, white-collar work, or crafts-
man (skilled blue-collar work). Unfortunately, 
the Census Bureau did not collect earnings in-
formation at this time. We follow the lead of 
other economic historians by using occupa-
tional standing as a proxy for labor earnings 
(Abramitzky et al. 2014). Specifically, we use 
the occupational score calculated by the Inte-
grated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS), 
which gives each occupation a score based on 
the median income of individuals in that oc-
cupation in 1950, measured in hundreds of 
1950 dollars. For ease of interpretation, we 
convert these incomes to 2016 dollars using 
the consumer price index (CPI) deflator in the 
discussion of our results (Ruggles et al. 2015). 
For men who were younger than sixteen in 
1880, we use the father’s occupation score to 
measure economic status before the immigra-
tion shock (Abramitzky et al. 2014).

We are interested in the migration response 
of natives to the Jewish agricultural colonies. 
Migration away from the township-level shock 
is defined as moving away from the county of 
observation in 1880 by 1910. A main advantage 
of following the same individuals over time is 
the ability to examine this migration response. 
Migration, both westward and into cities, was 
a major force at this time. As seen in table 1, 
more than half of our sample migrated over 
this time period. Many of them moved to Phil-

adelphia or other urban centers on the East 
Coast, and some of them moved west.

For this specification to give us a true esti-
mate of the impact of these immigrants on na-
tive workers, we need to make a parallel trends 
assumption: in the absence of the colonies, the 
occupational and migratory patterns of native-
born men in areas near a colony would have 
been the same as the patterns of those living 
farther away. As we are comparing the same 
individuals across time, we do not have to 
make assumptions about the comparability of 
people living in a given area in 1880 and in 1910. 
Owing to the quasi-random nature of the agri-
cultural land selection process—the southern 
New Jersey tracts of land purchased by Jewish 
charities happened to be available for sale by 
newly appointed commissioner Seeman—we 
believe that any preexisting trends in our sam-
ple should be unrelated to the shock experi-
enced by our treated group, that is, those who 
lived in or contiguous to a township with an 
agricultural colony.

Because the data necessary for an examina-
tion of pre-immigration shock trends in indi-
vidual labor market outcomes do not exist, we 
look for possible pre-trend shocks at the county 
level.7 Figure 2 shows average farm value, in-
cluding crops and livestock, across the coun-
ties with and without colonies in our sample. 
While the no-colony group had more valuable 
farms, the trends in farm value appear to be 
similar, suggesting that no other economic 
trends were driving the selection of the colo-
nies and that immigrants did not receive par-
ticularly unusable land.

Finally, to address any remaining concerns 
about international aid organizations’ selection 
of local labor markets in which to invest within 
southern New Jersey, we use our matched sam-
ple to run the following regression:

	 Cid = α + δXi + γi + ρc(d) + υid.	 (2)

Cd indicates if an enumeration district contains 
a colony or any treated individuals (adding 
enumeration districts that are contiguous to 

7. Occupational information has been digitized only for a small subset of 1870 census returns. The sample from 
the counties relevant to our study is too small for meaningful analysis.
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those with colonies). Xi is one of our three char-
acteristics of interest: occscorei, the 1880 occu-
pation score of a matched individual; agei, his 
1880 age; or farmi, the matched individual’s 
household’s farm status.8 γi represents the in-
dividual’s age and age squared in 1880 (in-
cluded only when looking at occupation or 
farm status), ρc(d) indicates if the enumeration 
district is in a county that borders either Phil-
adelphia or the Atlantic Ocean, and υid is a ran-
domly distributed error term. We find no rela-
tion between the initial occupational score, 
age, or farm status of our matched sample and 
the location of the agricultural colonies. All the 
estimates, presented in appendix table A2, are 
very small in magnitude; none are statistically 
significant.

Results
We present our quantitative results in tables 2 
through 4. All subgroups are defined by initial 
period characteristics. We chose age and farm 
household as subgroups because age at the 
time of this event is likely to influence the spec-
trum of possible responses, and the introduc-
tion of the agricultural colonies may represent 

a different type of shock for farm households 
versus nonfarm households. We find that be-
ing next to a Jewish agricultural colony is as-
sociated with a 4.2-percentage-point decrease 
in the probability that a native-born worker 
would leave his 1880 county, which is similar 
to findings in Foged and Peri (2016). Given the 
general population’s tendency to migrate at 
this time, the choice to stay implies positive 
impacts from immigrants. These migration re-
sults also rule out the story that natives left the 
treated areas, perhaps owing to competition 
with immigrants, and found better jobs in 
other labor markets. This result underscores 
the importance of using a matched sample; if 
we had compared areas contiguous to the col-
onies before and after the inflows, the two 
groups would have been systematically differ-
ent because of this reduced probability of mi-
gration.9

Not only were workers in areas with inflows 
of refugees and international aid less likely to 
move, but they also experienced increases in 
occupational scores relative to workers in labor 
markets that were not next to colonies. As seen 
in panel B of table 2, native workers living next 

8. A household is categorized by the Census Bureau as a farm household if it is located on a tract of land used 
for agricultural purposes or if any member of the household gives “farmer” as their occupation.

9. Note that, unless otherwise specified, all matched individuals are included in the following analyses, regard-
less of migration status.
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Figure 2. Average Farm Values in Southern New Jersey, 1860–1900
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to a Jewish agricultural colony earned $1,277 
more (in 2016 dollars) in 1910. This represents 
a premium of approximately 4.7 percent at the 
mean 1910 occupational score. Although this 
is larger than the 2.4 percent wage premium 
found in Foged and Peri (2016), we also have 
an immigrant shock approximately double the 
size of the shock in that study. This response 
is primarily driven by men who started the pe-
riod in nonfarm households. Their incomes 
increased $1,893 on average in 1910, a premium 
of 6.9 percent.

Next we look at natives’ occupational sector 
choices in order to better understand the dif-
ference between farm and nonfarm house-
holds. The combined impact of the refugee la-
bor shock and the philanthropic capital shock 
can be felt through natives’ occupational 
choices. Part of this premium may be due to a 
shift away from farming, as shown in panel A 
of table 3. Younger men and men starting the 
period in nonfarm households were both rela-
tively less likely to be in a farming occupation 
in 1910. For natives under the age of sixteen in 
1880, there was a decline in the probability of 
being a farmer in 1910 of 3.5 percentage points 
when living near a successful agricultural col-

ony. This is consistent with a complementarity 
story: as immigrants moved in and began to 
farm, more native-born workers could tran
sition to better-paid, nonfarm occupations, 
particularly given the establishment of aid-
supported industry nearby.

In fact, as demonstrated by panels B and C 
of table 3, workers near agricultural colonies 
in 1880, particularly those not living on farms 
at the time, were 3 to 4 percent more likely to 
be white-collar or crafts workers in 1910. This 
is an effect of approximately 10 percent relative 
to the mean for white-collar workers, and al-
most 25 percent for craftsmen. International 
aid organizations provided substantial funding 
in the colonies for Russian Jews to farm and 
work in factories, allowing native workers to 
reap the benefits of increased demand for po-
sitions that required more specialized training 
or intrapersonal skills, like mechanics or floor 
managers. We find additional support for this 
conclusion by examining the effect on occupa-
tion score separately for those who migrated 
and those who did not by interacting an indi-
vidual’s occupation score with his migration 
status. Because migration is also affected by 
the location of an agricultural colony, these 

Table 2. Russian Jewish Immigrants’ Presence in Agricultural Colonies and Later Outcomes in 1910

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

All Farm Household
Nonfarm 

Household
Under Age 

Sixteen
Age Sixteen  
and Older

A. Migration
Colony −0.0419* −0.00598 −0.0587** 0.00493 −0.0587**

(0.0218) (0.0381) (0.0265) (0.0315) (0.0274)
Observations 3,693 807 2,886 1,021 2,672

B. Occupational score
Colony 1.277* −0.261 1.893** 1.319 1.280

(0.744) (1.345) (0.892) (1.190) (0.923)
Observations 3,210 723 2,487 938 2,272

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 1880 and 1910 U.S. censuses.
Notes: The panel A dependent variable is an indicator that takes the value of 1 if an individual is observed 
in a different county in 1910 than in 1880. The panel B dependent variable is the individual’s 1910 occu-
pational score; to translate to approximate 2016 dollars, we multiply coefficients by 1,000. “Colony” indi-
cates if the individual was in or contiguous to a township with a colony. Robust standard errors are in 
parentheses. All specifications include controls for age, initial occupation category, and proximity to 
Philadelphia and the Atlantic Ocean.
*p < .10; **p < .05; ***p < .01
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conditional correlations are not necessarily 
causal but do provide additional information 
on the impacts of the colonies. Table 4 pres-
ents the results of the following regression:

	 occscore * I(migration)id = α + θColonyd  
	  + γi + ρc(d) + εid.	 (3)

The exercise is repeated for both migrants 
and nonmigrants. We find the strongest posi-
tive effects on occupation status for individuals 
who did not migrate but stayed in southern 
New Jersey. Overall, the occupation score in-
creases by 1.84, associated with an increase of 
$1,840 (in 2016 dollars), for native workers near 
an agricultural colony who did not move. Al-
though this is a larger impact than we found 
in panel B of table 3, we cannot reject the hy-
pothesis that the two coefficients are the same 
(p = 0.58). Although the coefficient of interest 
is negative for the regression focusing on those 
who moved, the results are also very imprecise 
and not statistically different from zero.

Given the nature of these refugee inflows, 

we cannot separately identify the impacts of 
the refugees and of the aid that accompanied 
them. We use the variation in funding within 
the colonies to test roughly whether increases 
in external aid provided an additional benefit 
to native workers. To do so, we add an inter-
action term to several of our main specifica-
tions to measure the specific effect of the 
Woodbine colony, which received the most in-
vestment and guidance from aid organiza-
tions. The extra funding associated with prox-
imity to the Woodbine colony did not affect 
native outcomes more than proximity to other 
colonies did. Although the aid agencies’ in-
vestment and programming are an important 
part of the effects we observe, we believe that 
this is evidence that our results are not solely 
driven by external aid flows, but also by im-
migration.

The concentration of this effect in nonfarm 
households across the initial occupational 
distribution indicates that native workers who 
were poised to compete with refugees in the 
labor market actually benefited from the im-

Table 3. Russian Jewish Immigrants’ Presence in Agricultural Colonies and Occupation Choice in 1910

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

All
Farm 

Household
Nonfarm 

Household
Under Age 

Sixteen
Age Sixteen 
and Older

A. Farming occupation
Colony −0.0418** −0.0375 −0.0400* −0.0354 −0.0473**

(0.0195) (0.0395) (0.0224) (0.0334) (0.0238)
Observations 3,693 807 2,886 1,021 2,672

B. White-collar job
Colony 0.0429* 0.0123 0.0535* 0.0355 0.0433

(0.0259) (0.0497) (0.0305) (0.0537) (0.0294)
Observations 3,693 807 2,886 1,021 2,672

C. Craftsman
Colony 0.0344 0.00797 0.0471* 0.0153 0.0378

(0.0223) (0.0362) (0.0278) (0.0447) (0.0259)
Observations 3,693 807 2,886 1,021 2,672

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 1880 and 1910 U.S. censuses.
Notes: The dependent variables are indicators that equal 1 if the individual is employed in a farming oc-
cupation, a white-collar job, or a skilled craft. “Colony” indicates if the individual was in or contiguous to 
a township with a colony. Robust standard errors are in parentheses. All specifications include controls 
for age, initial occupation category, and proximity to Philadelphia and the Atlantic Ocean.
*p < .10; **p < .05; ***p < .01
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migrants’ presence. Native-born workers near 
agricultural colonies moved into nonfarming 
niches that might not have existed otherwise 
at a higher rate, leading to higher occupa-
tional scores. Ultimately, the impact of these 
Jewish colonists on natives depended on both 
the natives and the market in which the two 
interacted. For farming households, we see no 
impacts across the board. Agricultural mar-
kets were already regionally integrated by 1880 
(Kim and Margo 2004). The colonies’ farms 
were just drops in the bucket compared to the 
larger markets in Philadelphia and New York, 
where both native and immigrant farmers 
sold their products. However, labor markets 
were more locally constrained by transporta-
tion. Individuals not engaged in farming were 
more likely to directly engage or compete with 
these newcomers. There appear to have been 
no knowledge spillovers from the colonies to 
native farmers from the large investments in 
refugee agricultural development, like the 
Woodbine school, and from refugees’ agricul-
tural innovations, like the marketing cooper-
atives. Within the agricultural niche, we do 
not find impacts either way from the immi-
grant shock.

Conclusion
Using the establishment and continued pres-
ence of Jewish agricultural colonies in south-
ern New Jersey as a natural experiment, we 
have estimated the impact of an influx of refu-
gees on native workers’ long-term outcomes 
using rich historical data and fine-grained lo-
cational variation. Overall, our results are con-
sistent with a complementarity story. Many 
workers, particularly young workers and work-
ers with skills different from the immigrants’, 
were able to make profitable adjustments to 
these labor market changes. Because rural la-
bor markets in this period were relatively self-
contained, spillovers from Jewish aid societies 
and immigrant innovations were concentrated 
in groups of natives who would have inter-
acted with immigrants in the labor market. 
Although we see no impacts on farmers, men 
living in nonfarm households in 1880 were less 
likely to move away, and they upgraded their 
occupational standing. Philanthropic efforts 
to open factories benefited natives, who could 
shift toward crafts work or white-collar work 
in particular. The colonies’ original intention 
was to divert part of the massive inflow of Rus-
sian Jewish immigrants away from cities and 

Table 4. Presence in Agricultural Colonies of Migrants and Nonmigrants and Occupation Score in 1910

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

A. Nonmigrants
All

Farm 
Household

Nonfarm 
Household

Under Age 
Sixteen

Age Sixteen  
and Older

Colony 1.840*** 0.834 2.279** 1.386 2.022**
(0.696) (1.024) (0.894) (1.029) (0.881)

Observations 3,210 723 2,487 938 2,272
         

B. Migrants
All

Under Age 
Sixteen

Age Sixteen 
and Older

Semiskilled  
and Service Laborer

Colony −0.563 −1.096 −0.385 −0.0665 −0.743
(0.929) (1.647) (1.132) (1.433) (1.166)

Observations 3,210 723 2,487 938 2,272

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 1880 and 1910 U.S. censuses.
Notes: The panel A dependent variable is the individual’s 1910 occupation score interacted with an indi-
cator for if he had not migrated. The panel B dependent variable is the individual’s 1910 occupation score 
interacted with an indicator for if he had migrated. “Colony” indicates if the individual was in or contigu-
ous to a township with a colony. Robust standard errors are in parentheses. All specifications include 
controls for age, initial occupation category, and proximity to Philadelphia and the Atlantic Ocean.
*p < .10; **p < .05; ***p < .01
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keep the ire of native-born Americans at bay. 
In retrospect, native-born Americans had no 
economic reason to be angry. Instead of 
crowding out the communities already estab-
lished in southern New Jersey, immigrants and 
their funding created new opportunities for 
them.

The children of Russian immigrants and 
native-born Americans alike left the southern 
New Jersey colonies for bigger cities (Eisenberg 
1995, 164). As observed in the 1920 census, 
these two groups’ average occupational scores 
are incredibly close, suggesting that the colo-
nies achieved the assimilation desired by Jew-
ish philanthropists. Those who stayed pro-
vided the basis for a close-knit agricultural 
community that would attract Jewish refugees 
from Germany and Poland well into the 1950s 
(Eisenberg 1995, 168; Brandes and Douglas, 
1971, 327). The JAIAS would not found more 
colonies on the scale of those in southern New 
Jersey, but it did continue to offer educational 
and financial support to new Jewish immi-
grants and to channel some of them toward 
southern New Jersey, suggesting that the JAIAS 
found the experiment to be a success.

Eventually, Jewish immigrants stopped 
electing to become farmers. Today the ease 
with which workers historically moved out of 
the agricultural niche has disappeared. Agri-
cultural work is still a common niche for low-
skilled modern-day immigrants (Eckstein and 
Peri, this issue), but the nature of their agricul-
tural work and socioeconomic context are both 
very different from the work encountered by 
the Russian Jewish immigrants and the eco-
nomic realities of their settlement in New Jer-
sey. In modern agricultural work, immigrants 
are often seasonal workers in positions with 
little to no upward mobility. Many of them are 
undocumented, which leaves them particularly 
vulnerable to exploitation (Eckstein and Peri, 
this issue). A surge of immigrants into agricul-

ture today would probably not be associated 
with occupation upgrades for those already ad-
jacent to the niche, as happened in southern 
New Jersey in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries.

Another caveat limits the external validity 
of our results: unlike other immigrant settle-
ments, the colonies received a large amount of 
institutional support. When demand within 
the agricultural niche slackened, charities 
helped attract capital to build factories and 
maintain employment for immigrants and 
native-born workers alike. Thus, an increase in 
the southern New Jersey labor supply did not 
make it more difficult for native-born workers 
to leave agriculture, in contrast to the Filipino 
nurses described by the sociologist Yasmin Y. 
Ortiga in this issue. Immigrants were not ma-
rooned within the niche either, unlike call cen-
ter employees in Mexico City (Da Cruz, this 
issue). By becoming educated in farming, colo-
nists could leave the niches they would have 
entered in urban areas. The differences in im-
migrant experiences between the agricultural 
colonies and other labor market niches dis-
cussed in this issue can be traced back to the 
continued involvement of Jewish charity, which 
provided another instance of the positive im-
pact of coethnic proximity, as seen in work by 
the sociologists Ming-Cheng M. Lo and Emer-
ald T. Nguyen (this issue). The colonies were 
good for the native-born Americans living 
nearby at least in part because of spillovers 
from Jewish charity.

If we take our results at face value, relocat-
ing immigrants to a new niche does not have 
a negative impact on native-born workers in 
the same labor market, particularly with con-
tinuing philanthropic involvement. Inserting 
immigrants into a labor market in which par-
ticipants do not compete directly and provid-
ing them with training does not hurt native-
born workers.
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Figure A3. Coefficients of Interest at Varying 
Degrees of Distance from a Colony, Probability of 
Farming Occupation

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 1880 and 
1910 U.S. censuses.
Notes: See notes to tables 1 through 4 for descrip-
tions of dependent variables. Coefficient is an indi-
cator for whether a colony is within X miles or less 
of an individual’s enumeration district. Coefficient is 
in solid line, robust standard errors are in dashed 
lines.
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scriptions of dependent variables. Coefficient is 
an indicator for whether a colony is within X 
miles or less of an individual’s enumeration dis-
trict. Coefficient is in solid line, robust standard 
errors are in dashed lines.

Figure A1. Coefficients of Interest at Varying 
Degrees of Distance from a Colony, Occupation 
Score

Table A1. 1880 Balancing Table

  1880 Total Matched

Age 32.22 25.01
(17.58) (13.82)

Percentage literate 99.1 98.9
(9.55) (10.5)

Percentage live on farm 32.6 22.5
(46.9) (41.8)

Occupational score 15.51 15.59
(12.14) (13.50)

Percentage white 93.7 85.9
(24.4) (34.8)

Observations 75,778 3,693
Match rate 4.87%

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 1880 U.S. 
census.
Notes: Standard deviations are in parentheses. 
Native-born males living in specified counties are 
included. Occupation score is for those with an oc-
cupation. 
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Table A2 tests the relationship between the 
1880 characteristics of our sample and the lo-
cation of the colonies. Column 1 is the most 
critical: it contains the results for our treat-
ment variable as we define it in our main spec-
ification (1). These results support our decision 
to run our analyses as a cross-section with pre-
period information.

Using our matched sample, we run the fol-
lowing regression, presented in appendix table 
A3:

	 Yid = α + βColonyd + θWoodbined + δColony 
	      * Woodbined + γi + ρc(d) + υid,	 (A1)

where i is the linked individual, d is the enu-
meration district, and c is the county of the in-
dividual’s initial enumeration district. We run 
this regression for all Yid described in the spec-
ification section. Colonyd is an indicator for 
whether an individual was located in a town-
ship with a colony or next to one with a colony. 
Woodbined is an indicator that equals 1 if the 
closest colony to enumeration district d is 
Woodbine, regardless of whether the township 
is contiguous to Woodbine. Colony*Woodbined 
interacts these two and takes a value of 1 if the 
township is next to Woodbine. δ is the coeffi-
cient of interest in this table. γi represents in-
dividual controls, which include controls for 

Table A2. Predicting Colony Placement with 1880 
Characteristics

(1)
Contiguous  
or Colony

(2)
Colony 

1880 occupation 
score

0.000493 −0.000181

(0.000535) (0.000535)

Observations 3,693 3,693

1880 farm status 0.000893 0.000520
(0.0162) (0.00471)

Observations 3,693 3,693

1880 age −0.000248 0.0000302
(0.000358) (0.0000829)

Observations 3,693 3,693

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 1880 U.S. 
census.
Notes: The dependent variable is an indicator vari-
able that takes the value of 1 if the individual’s 
township satisfies the column category. Robust 
standard errors are in parentheses. All specifica-
tions include controls for age and proximity to 
Philadelphia and the Atlantic Ocean.
*p < .10; **p < .05; ***p < .01

Table A3. Woodbine Specific Effects on Main Outcomes of Interest

(1)
Occupation  

Score
(2)

Migration
(3)

Farming

(4)
White-Collar 

Job
(5)

Craftsman

Colony 1.368* −0.0442* −0.0401* 0.0542** 0.0294
(0.786) (0.0234) (0.0214) (0.0275) (0.0231)

Woodbine −0.977 0.101*** 0.0324 −0.0102 −0.0861***
(1.028) (0.0300) (0.0280) (0.0355) (0.0292)

Woodbine*colony −0.230 −0.0277 −0.0264 −0.0778 0.0736
(2.050) (0.0608) (0.0486) (0.0694) (0.0597)

Observations 3,210 3,693 3,693 3,693 3,693

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 1880 and 1910 U.S. censuses.
Notes: Dependent variables are indicated by column titles. “Colony” indicates if the individual was in or 
contiguous to an enumeration district with a colony. “Woodbine” indicates if the closest colony to the 
individual was the Woodbine colony. Robust standard errors are in parentheses. All specifications in-
clude controls for age and proximity to Philadelphia and the Atlantic Ocean.
*p < .10; **p < .05; ***p < .01



r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

	 o l d  i m m i g r a n t s ,  n e w  n i c h es  	 3 7

individuals’ age and their initial occupational 
category. As in our main specifications, we con-
trol for variation in county economic composi-
tion stemming from proximity to either the At-
lantic Ocean or Philadelphia with ρc(d), which 
divides the townships in our sample into three 
categories: those in a county with an Atlantic 
border, those with a Philadelphia border, and 
those with neither. μid is a random error term.
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filled by the Philippines (Lee 2015). Meanwhile, 
a strong call center industry developed in Latin 
American countries to offer bilingual services 
to an English-speaking market that increas-
ingly includes a demand for Spanish-speaking 
services. To compete with India and the Philip-
pines, Latin American call centers promote 
their higher cultural proximity to the United 
States. In Mexico, the majority of employees in 
call centers are students and graduates of the 
local universities (Da Cruz and Fouquet 2010; 
Micheli Thirión 2007, 2011).

How are offshore call centers in Mexico rel-
evant to the debate in the United States about 
new immigrant labor market niches? Recently, 
one group of employees has been growing in 
size and even becoming, in some call centers, 
the main workforce: Mexican return migrants 

Offshore Migrant Workers: 
Return Migrants in Mexico’s 
English-Speaking Call Centers

Mich aël Da Cruz

This article examines the offshore bilingual (English/Spanish) call centers in Mexico City that serve as the 
entry into the labor market for young Mexican return migrants. Thanks to the English skills and cultural 
capital they gained from their experience in the United States, they are able to compete with more-skilled 
workers and are better suited to manage the cultural dimension of this transnational labor. Return migrants 
become stuck in this economic niche, however, owing to a lack of professional possibilities outside of the 
sector.

Keywords: return migration, Mexican 1.5 generation, offshore call centers, labor market incorporation, 
life stories

In joining the “new immigrant labor market 
niches” debate in the United States, this article 
analyzes an economic niche on the other side 
of the southern border: offshore call centers in 
Mexico City. It is well known that American 
firms make use of offshore call centers’ ser-
vices to fulfill a wide range of purposes: cus-
tomer assistance, contact centers, banking, 
marketing and sales activities, technical sup-
port, and even health care services. With infor-
mation and communication technologies (ICT) 
putting customers and workers separated by 
thousands of miles in direct contact, we are 
forced to rethink national and international 
divisions of labor (Freeman and Soete 1994; 
Richardson and Belt 2001).

In the late 1990s, ICT permitted India to be-
come “the call center to the world,” a role now 
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from the United States. These are people who 
have been expelled from the United States and 
who, after returning to Mexico, enter this labor 
market niche and work directly with American 
customers located in the United States. Indeed, 
offshore call centers in Mexico can be consid-
ered extensions of the U.S. labor market be-
yond its political borders.

In this article, I examine how Mexican re-
turn migrants from the United States become 
workers at offshore call centers that cater to 
the U.S. market. I show that certain attributes 
of this migrant group account for their exper-
tise in the skills necessary to participate in this 
labor market niche: their life experience in the 
United States, their mastery of the English lan-
guage, and their knowledge of the cultural as-
pects of everyday life in the United States. This 
knowledge of U.S. culture compensates to 
some degree for their lack of educational qual-
ifications for jobs that, despite being consid-
ered nonqualified, require high-skilled workers 
(Frenkel et al. 1998).

The article draws from research I conducted 
in Mexico City from 2010 to 2013, during which 
time I interviewed forty-three young return mi-
grants employed in English-speaking call cen-
ters. I used a mixed method—a combination 
of biographical interviews, group interviews, 
and participant observation of everyday life 
with a select group from the sample. Observa-
tion took place during interviewees’ free time. 
The biographical interview—an established 
method in migration studies (Rivera Sánchez 
2015)—is the “method par excellence” when it 
comes to grasping such “lived experiences” 
(Demazière 2008, 16). It allowed me to under-
stand the three phases of our interviewees’ mi-
gration process: their life in the United States, 
their return to Mexico, and, above all, the piv-
otal process of deciding to return (for those 
who were not being deported). Life stories al-
low us to locate and understand such an im-
portant moment in the life trajectory, which 
can be identified as a “turning point” or bifur-
cation: the key moment when individuals ques-
tion perhaps their entire life trajectory (Hughes 
1997; Bidart 2009). This method also allowed 
me to collect in-depth descriptions of the labor 
insertion process in Mexico and call center 
work activity.

My sample is divided into two groups: those 
who migrated to the United States as adults 
and those who migrated as minors with their 
parents. The latter group is defined as the 1.5 
generation of migrants (Rumbaut 2004). The 
young people in my sample had lived all their 
lives in the United States as undocumented im-
migrants, and they experienced their arrival 
back in Mexico as more akin to emigration 
than to a “return.” The life trajectories of both 
those who were forced to return and those who 
decided to leave instead of accepting the con-
ditions of life as an undocumented adult in the 
United States were highly subject to U.S. im-
migration laws (Gonzales 2011).

I set the stage by discussing the literature 
on return migration and labor market integra-
tion and the specific case of the Mexican 1.5 
generation. I then explore features of offshore 
call centers in Mexico and Central America, fo-
cusing on the cultural component of this trans-
national labor. After describing my research 
method and the characteristics of my sample, 
I review empirical data on return migrant labor 
incorporation into Mexico City call centers. 
The article concludes with some final observa-
tions.

The L abor Market Incorpor ation 
of Return Migr ants
Return migration is not a new topic in migra-
tion studies in Mexico, but it has never been 
more than a minor field of study, one that up 
until recently was limited to analysis of the re-
turn phenomenon in rural areas. However, the 
increase in unemployment in the United States 
due to the Great Recession, which led an un-
precedented number of returns to Mexico, has 
prompted a need for further study.

From 2005 to 2010, 824,000 migrants re-
turned to Mexico, three times more than the 
period between 1995 and 2000 (Giorguli 
Saucedo and Gutiérrez 2012) This sudden 
growth in the number of returns has renewed 
interest in the topic (Gandini, Lozano-Ascencio, 
and Gaspar Olvera 2015), especially with regard 
to the high number of people who have re-
turned since 2008 and their reinsertion into 
the professional Mexican labor market (Men-
doza Cota 2013; Padilla and Jardón Hernández 
2014). These studies aim to understand the ex-
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tent to which return migrants invest savings in 
their original community and invest skills ac-
quired from their migrant experience in the 
United States. This approach is limited, as it 
has examined data on return migration from 
a geographic perspective only; in other words, 
it mainly focuses on migrant communities of 
origin. Such a focus may not account for return 
migration to someplace other than the point 
of origin of the migration process.

Return mobilities can be much more com-
plex than the original migration (Cassarino 
2004; Rallu 2007). People do not always go back 
to the place they came from, and their move-
ments can also be influenced by the state of 
the labor market in their country of origin. Ad-
ditionally, research on small cities and rural 
areas often depicts return migrants as entre-
preneurs. This bias becomes evident in the 
high percentage of business owners emerging 
from these studies. Consequently, I decided to 
focus in my study of return migration, not on 
the community of origin, but rather on a labor 
sector characterized by a significant number 
of returnees: bilingual call centers offering En-
glish/Spanish service.

Before describing the population I studied, 
it is important to review the theories that draw 
an analytical link between return migration 
and professional reinsertion. Despite the fact 
that return migration is viewed less and less 
frequently as the final step of the migratory 
process, it is still analyzed under the prism of 
failure or success (De Haas, Fokkema, and Fi-
hri 2015). This view generally conceives of two 
outcomes: lasting settlement in the commu-
nity of origin or remigration (Rivera Sánchez 
2015). What determines an individual’s out-
come? According to the structural approach, it 
is the context of the society of origin, more 
than competencies acquired and earnings ac-
cumulated during the migratory experience, 
that shapes the possibility—or the impossibil-
ity—of making use of them (Cassarino 2004). 
From Cerase (1974) on, it is understood that if 
the social or economic context is not receptive 
to innovation (whether economic or social), a 
return tends to lead to failure.

Therefore, transnational ties show their im-
portance in that the longer migrants are absent 
from their community of origin, the more re-

mote their expectations will be from the cur-
rent context, owing to the changes that have 
occurred during their absence (Gmelch 1980). 
This is why successful return migrants tend to 
be those who regularly visit their homeland to 
keep in touch and remain socially visible in 
their community of origin (Conway, Potter, and 
St. Bernard 2009; Massey et al. 1987). These two 
aspects—the context in the home country and 
the duration of the migration or absence—de-
termine whether the migrant will be able to 
transfer the human capital acquired during the 
migration experience back to the homeland 
(Battistella 2004). Together with the situation 
in the home country (security, politics, the eco-
nomic situation, and so on), the local context 
of migrants’ point of origin and the duration 
of their absence are the three main factors to 
consider when determining a good “return pre-
paredness” (Cassarino 2014). It is also impor-
tant to consider migrants’ capacity to mobilize 
other resources such as tangible resources 
(such as financial capital), intangible resources 
(such as contacts, relationships, skills, and net-
works), and social capital (ibid).

The Me xican 1 . 5 Gener ation in the 
United States and Their Return to 
Me xico
Most of the studies about return migration an-
alyze “traditional migrants”: those who emi-
grated as adults to work abroad and who later 
come back to their home country. The issues 
associated with return become increasingly 
complex when the migrants returning are 
those same migrants’ children. Whether they 
are second- or third-generation, and whether 
or not they emigrated as children with their 
parents, the issues are not the same.

Since the beginning of the 2000s, the return 
of later-generation migrants has been at the 
center of a vast scholarly production. Their re-
turns have been defined as next-generation re-
turns (Conway, Potter, and St. Bernard 2009), 
transgenerational returns (Durand 2004), eth-
nic returns (Tsuda 2003), and counter-diaspora 
returns (King and Christou 2011). These studies 
show that even after two generations, people 
still migrate to the country of their parents or 
even their grandparents, not to a random other 
country. The reasons they cite for this decision 



42 	 n e w  i m m i g r a n t  l a b o r  m a r k e t  n i c h es

r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

range from sentimental affection and idealiza-
tion of their country of origin and culture 
(Tsuda 2003; King and Christou 2011) to more 
pragmatic economic and social concerns.

The main economic and social concerns 
motivating their decisions to return are factors 
related to the difficulties they face in the United 
States: unemployment, racism, lack of family 
support, and so on (Conway, Potter, and St. Ber-
nard 2009; Phillips and Potter 2009; Potter, 
Conway, and St. Bernard 2009; Reynolds 2011). 
In other words, they decide to return to their 
own or their parents’ homeland in search of a 
better “quality of life” (Phillips and Potter 
2009). These young people are ill prepared for 
return migration, mainly because of their weak 
ties with their origin country. But for some of 
them, the decision to return is a response to a 
more structured mobility strategy, especially 
among the university graduates, who take into 
account the lower competition in their country 
of origin (Conway, Potter, and St. Bernard 
2009). The returns of these migrants tend to 
be more successful because they are better pre-
pared and they have visited their origin country 
more frequently before they return.

This article analyzes a previously unstudied 
category of return migrants in Mexico: the 1.5 
generation (Rumbaut 2004). This concept en-
capsulates the singular socialization experi-
ence of those who neither were born in their 
host country nor immigrated as adults. This 
distinction from the second-generation group 
is particularly relevant among Mexican mi-
grants to the United States because the migra-
tory status of Mexico’s 1.5 generation is very 
often marked by its irregularity. As a conse-
quence, these migrants’ socialization is differ-
ent from that of the children of Mexican im-
migrants born in the United States, who have 
American citizenship. Thus, it is relevant to 
distinguish 1.5-generation migrants from 
those who arrived as adults (first-generation) 
and whose socialization has been mainly 
linked to work. For the 1.5 generation, by con-
trast, school has been a central part of their 
socialization.

The Mexican second generation in the 
United States experiences numerous social and 
economic disadvantages: high college dropout 
rates; low rates of mastery of the English lan-

guage compared to other immigrant commu-
nities; racism; a high incidence of incarcera-
tion; and one of the lowest rates of economic 
mobility. These disadvantages can be explained 
in part by the disappearance of the blue-collar 
jobs that once helped immigrants transition to 
more-qualified jobs (Waldinger and Feliciano 
2004; Waldinger, Lim, and Cort 2007). The 1.5 
generation suffers from these same difficulties, 
but these immigrants must also cope with the 
critical problem of irregular migratory status.

Their schooling experience also does not dif-
fer from that of their documented peers. Pro-
tected during their K–12 education by the Su-
preme Court’s 1982 ruling in Plyler v. Doe, they 
adopt the same meritocratic American values 
transmitted by the school system as their 
schoolmates (Abrego 2006; Rojas García 2013). 
The sixteenth birthday marks the rupture of 
this protective sphere: as 1.5-generation mi-
grants seek their driver’s licenses and their first 
jobs, they have their first experiences as adults 
outside of the schooling system. These are the 
first moments when the young undocumented 
1.5-generation Mexicans experience through 
praxis the implications of their migratory sta-
tus.

In his study of the undocumented Mexican 
1.5 generation’s transition to adulthood, Ro-
berto Gonzales (2011) calls this moment the 
phase of “discovering.” He identifies the next 
phase as “learning to be illegal,” a stage marked 
by drastically reduced social and economic ex-
pectations—especially for those who were aca-
demically successful and were planning to at-
tend college (Gonzales 2011; Gonzales and 
Chavez 2012). The last phase, identified as 
“coping,” is the moment when individuals 
once and for all abandon their expectations of 
upward social mobility and cope with all the 
implications and limitations of their illegal sta-
tus. In my research, I identified return to Mex-
ico as an alternative to the dashed hopes of the 
phase of coping; many 1.5-generation migrants 
saw return as an opportunity to break the glass 
ceiling they faced in the United States (Da Cruz 
2014).

Before exploring the experiences of the 
1.5-generation return migrants in the Mexican 
labor market and comparing them to the expe-
riences of first-generation return migrants, let 
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us first consider the role of offshore call cen-
ters in Mexico and Central America.

Offshore Call Centers in Me xico 
and Centr al America: Neither 
Ethnic Entrepreneurship nor 
Pl anned Migr ant Economic Niches
The call center industry in Mexico and Central 
America experienced constant growth from the 
mid-1990s until the present, becoming one of 
the principal sources of job creation in the re-
gion (Da Cruz 2014). There is strong competi-
tion between these countries to attract call cen-
ter companies because call centers not only 
create many new jobs but offer a solution for 
those countries facing crisis in the job market 
for educated youth. However, with the excep-
tion of El Salvador (Da Cruz 2013), the sector 
has never shown a direct interest in employing 
return migrants.1

This explains in part why the workforce of 
Latin American call centers is made up mainly 
of local university and high school students 
(Da Cruz 2013; Da Cruz and Fouquet 2010; Del 
Bono and Bulloni 2008; Micheli Thirión 2007, 
2011). This type of local workforce is a common 
feature in other developing countries, such as 
India and the Philippines (Holman, Batt and 
Holtgrewe 2007; Messenger and Ghosheh 
2010). It is also interesting to note that in these 
countries the education level of call center 
workforces is generally above the national av-
erage. Mexico is no different from other Latin 
American countries: the vast majority of call 
center employees are high school students, 
university students, or recent university gradu-
ates (Da Cruz and Fouquet 2010; Micheli 
Thirión 2007, 2011).

Call centers maneuver to attract young em-
ployees and combat the high turnover com-
mon in the industry (Da Cruz and Fouquet 
2010; Hualde, Tolentino, and Jurado 2014). As 

a growing sector in constant need of workforce 
renewal, the largest call centers use various 
strategies to target this population, including 
installing their facilities close to universities, 
awarding scholarships to their best employees, 
offering flexible schedules based on school 
timetables, and fostering a youthful atmo-
sphere in their workplaces. Salaries for employ-
ees providing these outsourced bilingual ser-
vices can also be considered high compared to 
many local qualified jobs. This is the context 
in which young return migrants find an entry 
into the Mexican labor market.

One question arises: considering the char-
acteristics of the call center sector, particularly 
the level of workforce qualification, how have 
much less qualified young return migrants 
managed to enter this sector and compete with 
the existing workforce? My hypothesis is that, 
despite their lower level of qualifications, 
young returnees from the United States and 
Canada have other skills that give them a com-
petitive edge over their coworkers. 

While the cultural capital (Bourdieu 1979) 
derived from a migratory life can compensate 
for a lack of formal qualifications, there is 
some question as to the level of prior education 
that in fact is necessary for employment at a 
call center. Studies of call centers have reached 
the singular conclusion that there is a signifi-
cant contradiction in this industry between its 
employment of a qualified workforce and the 
unqualified nature of the work, which is ro-
botic and repetitive and offers no space for au-
tonomy or creativity (Cousin 2002; Stanworth 
2000). Call centers seek employees with high-
level communication skills, which they attri-
bute to university graduates (Belt, Richardson, 
and Webster 2002). At the same time, call cen-
ter work is considered emotional labor: em-
ployees must be able to empathize with the 
client, convey a sense of good mood, and 

1. The program “Meet Your Roots,” led by the Export and Investment Promotion Agency of El Salvador (PROESA), 
which tried to attract young Salvadorans from the United States using the cultural argument and offering “well-
paid jobs” in English-speaking call centers, was a great failure. Meanwhile, the call center Teleperformance 
promoted its Salvadoran services by arguing that the Salvadorans it employed had “English-neutral” accents 
owing to their time in the United States and ongoing links to it. Also, I interviewed some call center employees 
who had been deported to El Salvador and who told me that, in the professional orientation flyers they were 
given by American migratory authorities on the plane back to Salvador, call centers were listed first (Da Cruz 
2014).
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“smile on the phone.” This aspect of the work 
probably explains the prominence in call cen-
ter of women workers, to whom such skills are 
commonly attributed (ibid).2

Offshore outsourced services have these 
same requirements for employees, but with an 
additional dimension: an ability to close the 
cultural gap between the call center agent and 
the client. The quality of offshore call center 
service lies in the ability of the agent to make 
the client feel that the interaction is taking 
place “here and now” (Mirchandani 2012; 
Poster 2007; Puel 2003), with the “here” being 
the most crucial aspect. To mimic local flavor, 
call centers in India make use of a large panel 
of intercultural management skills, such as ac-
cent neutralization, cultural lessons, and an 
ability to express an interest in American base-
ball and football scores. To exhibit these skills, 
the employee needs to be immersed in clients’ 
culture and everyday life. Winifred Poster 
(2007) defines the practices that firms imple-
ment to bridge a cultural gap as “national iden-
tity management.” In North African call cen-
ters serving the French market, another 
common practice is to “Frenchify” the names 
of local employees (Nyobe 2015).

The quality of call center service partially 
depends on these assumed cultural similari-
ties. Within the global outsourcing market, in 
fact, reducing cultural distance between oper-
ator and client is crucial and in the long run 
has a measurable economic impact. For exam-
ple, in the Philippines and El Salvador, the 
need for workers with these skills among em-
ployers offering outsourced services has led to 
the creation of national educational programs 
that explicitly train the local population to be 
competitive in this arena (Da Cruz 2013; Frigi-
nal 2007). That these countries have under-

taken such national measures can be easily un-
derstood when we consider that business 
processing outsourcing (BPO) activities may 
account for up to 10 percent of their GDP, as is 
the case in the Philippines (Lee 2015). With so 
much at stake, employers are glad to avoid the 
use of these cultural management tools by hir-
ing young Mexican returnees from the United 
States—and to an even greater extent, the 1.5 
generation who grew up there—because they 
can meet these job requirements with no such 
training.

Rese arch Sample
My study is based on forty-three in-depth bio-
graphical interviews with Mexican return mi-
grants from the United States and, to a lesser 
extent, from Canada. At the time of the inter-
view, they were between nineteen and thirty-
five years old and employed by call centers in 
Mexico City. The ages of the migrants from the 
1.5 generation corresponded more closely to 
the average age of call center workforces.3 The 
returnees who had migrated to the United 
States as adults were older on average. (Almost 
all were older than thirty.) They had returned 
to Mexico between one and five years prior to 
the interview; most had come back two to three 
years earlier.

This sample is a snowball selection. Since I 
did not work in a call center, I gained access to 
the respondents through two gatekeepers—
one male and one female—who were working 
in two different call centers.4 From there, I 
asked each interviewee to provide a list of con-
tacts, ideally individuals who did not work in 
the same call center.

Most interviewees (thirty-one) were male. 
Return migration to Mexico is predominantly 
a masculine phenomenon. The census data 

2. The same gendered assumptions are made in services that predominantly employ male workers, such as help 
desks, which see men as more likely to be techies (Belt, Richardson, and Webster 2002).

3. All 1.5-generation interviewees were between eighteen and twenty-seven years old. Sixty-six percent of the 
Mexican call center workforce are younger than twenty-seven. Only 12 percent are older than thirty-five (IMT 
2012).

4. I decided not to conduct the field research directly from a call center for two reasons. First, and most promi-
nently, was that my oral English skills, and particularly my strong French accent, disqualified me for the job. 
Second, if I had taken opportunities to conduct observation from inside the call center, I would have risked 
misrepresenting myself; my respondents insisted that they would have reconsidered giving the interviews if they 
had believed that I was linked with company management.
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show that 72 percent of returnees from the 
United States are male, and the percentage of 
males among those returning because they 
were deported is even more dramatic: 90 per-
cent or more of these involuntary returnees are 
male (Gandini, Lozano-Ascencio, and Gaspar 
Olvera 2015). As such, the fact that all of my 
interviewees who were deported were male is 
not a surprise. At the same time, most of them 
worked in predominantly masculine services, 
such as sales and help desk activities.

Eleven U.S. states are represented in my 
sample, two of them most prominently: thir-
teen interviewees had lived in California, and 
eight in Texas.5 Compared to the return mi-
grant population I interviewed in Monterrey—
almost all of whom had returned from neigh-
boring Texas (Da Cruz 2013; Da Cruz and 
Fouquet 2010)—my Mexico City sample shows 
an uncommon variety of origin states. Like-
wise, their original provenance in Mexico is 
scattered. Almost one-third of the interviewees 
were from a Mexican state other than Mexico 
City and the neighboring Estado de Mexico. 
These data reinforce my initial position that 
studying return migration only from origin 
communities is limited at best. With only three 
exceptions, these migrants’ period spent 
abroad had always exceeded five years.

To better understand how returnees had en-
tered the Mexican labor market, I gave priority 
to interviewees with longer experience working 
in call centers. When I interviewed them, all 
but two interviewees had spent more than one 
year working in the industry in Mexico, and I 
was thus able to analyze the processes of pro-
fessional insertion in greater depth. With this 
goal, I also chose respondents for the sample 
who represented different call center activities 
because they worked in different positions, 
from customer service to technical support 
and sales.

My sample is divided into two main catego-
ries. Young return migrants who had emi-

grated to the United States or Canada as adults 
(eleven males and four females) and 
1.5-generation return migrants (twenty males 
and eight females). In the latter group, the 
great majority (twenty-six) had arrived in the 
United States before they were ten years old, 
and seven of them before they were six. I chose 
to study these two categories of migrants—who 
were socialized in distinctly contrasting ways—
in order to understand the differences in how 
they found work and mobilized their specific 
skills when they arrived in Mexico.

The 1.5-generation interviewees were fluent 
in English; indeed, most of them considered 
English their first language. When they lived 
in the United States, they tended to speak 
Spanish with their parents and English with 
their brothers and sisters, cousins of similar 
age, and friends. There were many different 
reasons for their return to Mexico, depending 
on whether they had been deported or had 
made the decision themselves. The portrait 
painted of the global Mexican 1.5 generation 
in the United States (Chavez 2015) is very dif-
ferent from the circumstances of those in my 
sample: they were good students (two of them 
had graduated from college), with a high level 
of English fluency. They had experienced the 
glass ceiling, either in school or in their profes-
sional careers. Their choice to return to Mexico 
was generally the result of a variety of factors, 
but among the most important were the im-
possibility of upward social mobility and fam-
ily separation. The desire to reunite with a 
loved one (a sibling or a partner) who had al-
ready returned to Mexico or been deported was 
a decisive factor for all but one interviewee. It 
is important to note that, even if this group 
was much more qualified than the average re-
turn population, six of the twenty-eight 1.5- 
generation respondents did not finish high 
school, five of them because they had been de-
ported.6

The respondents who had emigrated to the 

5. The other states were New York (four respondents), Georgia (four), Arizona (four), North Carolina (three), Il-
linois (three), Michigan (two), Utah (one), Missouri (one), and Tennessee (one). Four respondents had lived in 
Canada, and three had lived in more than one state.

6. In 2010, of all return migrants in the Mexican population, only 26.5 percent of the women and 17.7 percent of 
the men had finished high school (Gandini, Lozano-Ascencio and Gaspar Olvera 2015). In my sample, only eight 
of the forty-three interviewees had not finished high school.



4 6 	 n e w  i m m i g r a n t  l a b o r  m a r k e t  n i c h es

r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

United States or Canada as an adult corre-
sponded much more closely to the traditional 
Mexican migration pattern. Their migratory 
experiences in these two countries were related 
to work—in sectors such as construction, the 
restaurant industry, and agriculture. It is im-
portant to note that, with the exception of two 
respondents, all had concluded their prepara-
toria (high school) before leaving Mexico. 
Again, family reunification after relatives had 
been deported or “voluntarily” returned for 
economic reasons (unemployment, health is-
sues) were catalysts for their own return.

“ This Is My Country and I  Don’ t 
Even Know It!”:  Adjusting 
E xpectations and Preparing to 
Look for Work in Me xico
The first question that begs to be asked about 
the presence of young return migrants in Mex-
ico City call centers is: how did they manage 
to penetrate this sector? With the exception of 
one interviewee who had been employed in a 
call center in Vancouver, Canada, no interview 
subject had previous call center experience be-
fore arriving back in Mexico. Moreover, only 
one was even aware of the existence of call cen-
ters before arriving in Mexico. So how did they 
make that jump? My research revealed that the 
majority of the interviewees were ill prepared 
for their return. Their accounts—especially 
those of the 1.5 generation—showed very little 
knowledge (if any at all) of the Mexican labor 
market reality. Most of them had imagined that 
their mastery of English would give them an 
edge in the labor market and afford them cer-
tain job opportunities, such as teaching En-
glish. The first problem they faced, however, 
was their lack of educational credentials, which 
are highly valued in the Mexican labor market. 
Then, like twenty-five-year-old Gloria, they re-
alized that fluency in English would generally 
not be sufficient:

This is the picture we have of Mexico in the 
United States: that it is Tierra de Nadie [No 
Man’s Land] . . . that you can come here, do 
whatever you want, and nobody will say any-
thing to you. This is the erroneous image 
they have of Mexico in the United States. 
Even for me, a Mexican, but well, because I 

lived there so many years, I came here myself 
with this idea, “I come from the United 
States, I speak better English than everyone 
else!” And suddenly you arrive here and, 
“What is this accent?” and a thousand things 
like that. “Where is the proof? Where is the 
certificate that shows you worked there?” 
And suddenly you realize you are inexperi-
enced. . . . I didn’t know what was a good or 
a bad salary here in Mexico. Well, I came 
from the United States, and of course I knew 
that I would not earn the same. So I was 
thinking that if they paid me more than a 
thousand pesos [about U.S.$60], it would be 
fine, no? [laughter] And in my first job, I was 
earning five thousand, they were giving me 
five thousand, so I thought, Well, that is not 
so bad… It’s great! . . . And then Teletech 
called me: “Gloria, I offer you nine thousand 
pesos.” And I was like, Wow! I’m earning five 
thousand and now I will earn nine! [laughter] 
(interview by the author, Mexico City, 2013)

Gloria’s testimony is particularly illustra-
tive: having lived in Dallas, Texas, from ages 
eight to twenty-two, Gloria had overvalued the 
importance of English-language skills in the 
Mexican labor market and was unable to gauge 
the cost of living and salary values in Mexico. 
The distance between her professional expec-
tations and the reality in Mexico can be attrib-
uted to her weak transnational links with Mex-
ico. A widening breach forms between members 
of the 1.5 generation and their families left be-
hind when they were young because their ille-
gal status carries too many risks; they and their 
families become increasingly unwilling to run 
those risks by making return visits. In fact, ex-
cept for three of my 1.5-generation interview-
ees, none had previously returned to Mexico 
since immigrating to the United States. An-
other reason for their lack of preparation for 
the labor market may have been that, even with 
plenty of family support available—uncles, 
aunts, and grandmothers being cited most of-
ten—they did not have information about the 
labor market. This is easily explained by the 
low educational backgrounds of most of them 
and the lack of knowledge among their family 
members about the qualified job sector.

Migrants who left Mexico after the age of 
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eighteen encountered different problems upon 
their return. Most of them had labored in man-
ual industries in Mexico before leaving for the 
United States, such as construction, food ser-
vice, and agriculture. Upon their return, they 
tried to find jobs in which they believed they 
could reinvest the professional skills they had 
acquired in the North. Yet they quickly gave up 
when confronted with the much lower pay of-
fered in these sectors in Mexico. This account 
from thirty-three-year-old José, who lived in 
Ann Arbor, Michigan, from ages nineteen to 
thirty-one, is representative:

When I arrived here, my mom had taxis. But 
I came here with the idea of staying only two 
or three months before going back to the 
United States. So my mom said, “Hey, why 
don’t you work with one of the taxis?” I told 
her yes. I got my driver’s license and went to 
discover Mexico City, because I was very 
young when I left. And a lot of people were 
afraid, like, “This guy doesn’t know what he’s 
doing, he must be drunk!” I worked like one 
month, one month and a half. But the truth 
is that it wasn’t enough money. My mom told 
me, “Don’t worry. Take care of the car, gas it 
up, and be careful.” . . . But then she began 
to say, “Hey, don’t worry too much, but I do 
need you to bring me money!” She began to 
ask me to help with the bills, and it didn’t 
seem fair to me. So she put me in touch with 
Sanborns, and I worked there for a month, 
but it was the same!7 The job didn’t seem 
good to me. There was no possible compari-
son with the dollar. (interview by the author, 
Mexico City, 2012)

In light of such frustration, one can imagine 
how someone like José ends up at a call center. 
The call centers are visually omnipresent in ur-
ban hubs like Mexico City and Monterrey. This 
is an economic sector in constant search of 
workers, and advertisements, written in En-
glish, can be found in many public spaces, like 
buses, subway stations and trains, and on the 
streets. Another path to the call centers is the 
Internet. Putting great stock in their language 

competence, many began their job search with 
keywords like “English-speaking,” “job,” and 
“Mexico.” The resulting list of job offers is 
dominated by call centers. Others published 
their curriculum vitae online. We learned from 
these interviewees that after publishing their 
curriculum vitae, they would almost immedi-
ately receive a call from a call center expressing 
interest. Very few interviewees found their first 
job in a call center through personal networks. 
The only ones who did so had a sibling who 
had returned before them. For instance, 
Miguel, who was twenty-seven years old and 
had lived in San Jose, California, from ages 
eight to twenty-five, had a brother working in 
the industry:

And then I arrived here. . . . And fucking cul-
tural shock, man! And then I saw my brother 
and it was like, “What the fuck, Jay? What’s 
going on?” And then he told me what hap-
pened. And I saw that my brother was work-
ing. He had two jobs. . . . But when I arrived 
here I was like, “No kidding, you’re working 
two jobs!” I thought it was going bad for him, 
you know? And him: “Yes, I’ve got two jobs. 
But here, as long as you speak English, you 
get a job at a call center like that!” [snaps his 
fingers] And I was like, “Not bad, you know?” 
And I asked, “And how much can you make?” 
And he told me, “I only make. . . .” How much 
did he tell me? 3,600, 3,800 . . . he was prob-
ably making $300 a fortnight. I was like: 
“Fuck . . . are you serious, man? No kid-
ding . . . can you survive with that?” And he 
told me, “Yeah, everything is way cheaper 
here, the economy is way down in Mexico.” 
He told me that, yeah, there are some places 
as expensive as in the United States, nice 
spots. But, well, you’ve got plenty of really 
cheap places! (interview by the author, Mex-
ico City, 2013)

Applying for a job in a call center is simple: 
it consists of a phone interview and the fur-
nishing of a requisite preparatoria diploma. 
Returnees who had not finished high school 
did not find this to be a stumbling block: 

7. Sanborns is a well-known Mexican restaurant and pharmacy chain owned by the Mexican billionaire Carlos 
Slim.
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when they mentioned that they had grown up 
in the United States and presented themselves 
as native English speakers, human resources 
departments waived this formal requisite. In-
terviewees said that just mentioning these de-
tails to recruiters would get them very inter-
ested.

As nineteen-year-old Juanito, who lived in 
Provo, Utah, from ages nine to eighteen (inter-
view by the author, Mexico City, 2012), ex-
plained to us, “No curriculum [vitae], no cover 
letter, just your phone number and your email 
address.” Having prerequisites waived eased an 
otherwise complicated professional transition 
for many returnees who did not have cover let-
ters or proof of past employment. With other 
jobs, however, prerequisites were not waived 
for returnees; in fact, “they ask you [for] an arm 
and a leg,” said Israel, a twenty-seven-year-old 
who lived in Atlanta, Georgia, from ages sev-
enteen to twenty-six. “They ask you for so 
much stuff” (interview by the author, Mexico 
City, 2013). In call centers, by contrast, all of 
the subsequent recruitment filters were pre-
sented as formalities, particularly for the 
1.5-generation returnees. If the interview in En-
glish was very easy, the basic computer knowl-
edge test was also very simple for young people 
who had attended American schools and 
passed “half of their lives in front of a com-
puter,” as Gloria put it.

The Invisible Dimension of  
Call Center Work
The “invisible dimension” of the work also ex-
plains the presence of young returnees in call 
centers. For some of our interviewees, their ap-
pearance was a strong handicap to finding a 
job once they had come back to Mexico. Call 
centers appeared to be their only employment 
opportunity. Many young return migrants who 
were part of Latino gangs in the United States 
carried on their bodies the marks of this previ-
ous association; upon returning to Mexico, 
these tattoos became stigmata (Goffman 1975), 
which foreclosed many job opportunities for 
them. The bad reputation that tattoos have in 
Mexico and Central America is directly related 

to their association with criminal organiza-
tions such as the Maras in El Salvador, where 
tattoos have even become sufficient reason for 
arrest within the framework of the Mano Dura 
law.8 But not all of our tattooed interviewees 
were members of gangs. As they informed us, 
tattooing is a very common practice in the 
United States. They all mentioned how hard it 
was for them to find a job when, as Jorge said, 
“people don’t trust you.” Twenty-nine-year-old 
Jorge, who had lived in various U.S. states from 
ages nineteen to twenty-eight, added, “As soon 
as they see your tattoos, they think you’re a 
criminal” (interview by the author, Mexico City, 
2012). Gloria, whose arms are completely tat-
tooed, described the problems her tattoos 
caused her even when she was employed in 
low-qualifying jobs:

Gloria: And I came back, but in San Luis [Po-
tosi], people are even more . . . narrow-
minded. So when I got off the bus, I had a 
T-shirt on, and everyone saw my arms. And 
they were looking at me like this. . . . So I 
got here, and I’m someone who works, you 
know? So I looked for a job as soon as I ar-
rived. And I found that the only available 
jobs in San Luis were in factories. And if you 
have tattoos, they don’t give you the job.

Author: Did your tattoos bother you a lot?
Gloria: I never told my boss [in her job previ-

ous to the call center], but you have to 
imagine: in this job I had to wear heels, 
with nice trousers and a shirt with the 
sleeves down to here [she shows her wrist]. 
So it was really hot, and I was there with my 
shirt. . . . Everyone rolled up their sleeves, 
but I couldn’t because it would have meant 
losing my job. . . . In the U.S., you can wear 
whatever you want and people won’t say: 
“Uh, this one’s a gangster!” First, they see 
who you are, how you behave, and based on 
that, they judge you. In Mexico, on the 
other hand, if you don’t dress correctly. . . . 
The “how you look” is very important: 
“What will they say if I employ someone 
with tattoos? What will they say if I employ 
someone with purple hair?” Things like 

8. Mano Dura (literally “firm hand”) is a law of exception (2003) to fight against the criminal activities of gangs; 
it allows police to arrest individuals based on their physical appearance alone.
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that. . . . And that didn’t happen here at 
Teletech.

Interviewees who lived in more problematic 
neighborhoods encountered more than work-
related difficulties because of their tattoos: 
their security was threatened as local gangs, 
assuming their appearance was the result of a 
gang experience in the United States, tried to 
recruit them. Tattooed young people were not 
the only ones who mentioned discrimination. 
The testimonies of gay returnees were very sim-
ilar. The presence of these two minorities in 
Mexico City call centers has even given rise to 
jokes about alternative names for one of the 
main call centers: “Telegay” or “Homietech.”9 
As a result, Mexican call centers have become 
places where “people that in the past didn’t 
look at each other, or could even hate each 
other,” now work together and sometimes be-
come friends.

The Emergence of a Litt le United 
States in English-Spe aking 
Me xican Call Centers
During their orientation, one particular prac-
tice left a mark on the returnees who were 
hired by call centers: the “circle reunions.” This 
ritual seems to be very common in Mexican 
call centers. All the new members of a new re-
cruitment wave are brought together to intro-
duce themselves to each other and start getting 
acquainted. Nineteen-year-old Juanito found it 
be a positive experience:

I remember that I felt at home very quickly. 
They organized these meetings in which ev-
erybody gets in a circle and each one tells the 
others who he is, what kind of music he likes 
[imitating one of these conversations]: “I’m Fu-
lano, I like this kind of music, I like to go for 
walks, etc. etc.”10 I felt like I was home, be-
cause in the United States we always did this 
kind of thing the first day of school. . . . I 
think they do this kind of thing because they 
know well the backgrounds of the people 
they employ. (interview by the author, Mexico 
City, 2012)

Like Juanito, who lived in Provo, Utah, from 
ages nine to eighteen and was deported  
just before finishing high school, many 1.5- 
generation interviewees mentioned this prac-
tice in the call centers where they worked. It is 
a practice directly inspired by the American 
school system. Like Gloria, most of them found 
the circle reunion “kitsch,” but it gave them a 
“homey feeling” that they had not felt until 
then since returning from the United States. 
In fact, with the exception of those who joined 
brothers or sisters who had already returned 
to Mexico, most of the interviewees had arrived 
in Mexico feeling that their migratory experi-
ence was an isolated case.

Even if most returnees had the support of 
their extended family when they arrived in 
Mexico, they quickly discovered a strong cul-
tural gap between them and their Mexican rel-
atives, and cohabitation rarely lasted long. This 
was especially true for the 1.5-generation inter-
viewees. As a result, many felt isolated, misun-
derstood, and even discriminated against be-
cause of their appearance or the way they spoke 
Spanish, and some felt judged because of their 
behavior. In this context, call centers were 
more than just an employment niche: they 
played the important role of providing a place 
where for the first time young returnees could 
meet people who shared their background. 
Call centers became the place where they could 
rebuild what Marcelo Suárez-Orosco (1998, 52) 
calls a “safety background”—a place of shared 
meanings. It is easy to see this re-creation of a 
“Little United States” when walking past call 
centers like Teletech in central Mexico City; 
one can hear young Mexicans speaking fluent 
English together at lunchtime and after work 
in nearby bars.

As discussed earlier, the general require-
ment that applicants have at least completed 
high school was often waived for the returnees 
who were employed in these enterprises be-
cause call centers valued other skills they had 
acquired through their migrant experience—
most obviously their mastery of the English 
language. Like other returnees, Gloria distin-

9. Homie originally meant “buddy.” Here it refers to youngsters identified as being “from the hood” because they 
wear baggy pants, oversized shirts, and so on.

10. “Fulano” is the Mexican equivalent of “John Smith.”
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guished between the classroom English her lo-
cal colleagues had mastered and her own more 
“natural” spoken English:

Well, with English, it’s not that I want to say 
that “I am wow!” but concretely, the English 
that they [local employees] speak and mine 
are very different. A big difference. And the 
difference is not only “my English is better,” 
no? The problem is also that, let’s make an 
example, I can tell you that I write better in 
English than in Spanish, and I often express 
myself better in English than in Spanish. But 
if you ask someone who studied English here 
what is past perfect and why you say it that 
way and not this way, they can explain it to 
you because they studied English like this at 
school. But I can’t, because my English is na-
tive. So I can tell you when you said it wrong, 
but I can’t explain why. . . . For me, it’s some-
thing very natural! . . . So it’s complicated. . . . 
I have a disadvantage in this way, but in the 
end I have an advantage because they can’t 
pronounce correctly, sometimes they don’t 
understand, there are lots of sentences they 
don’t get.

With their facility in English, 1.5-generation 
employees are the best at posing as American 
employees. Miguel was amused by some of his 
interactions with American clients:

No, people speaking with us [mentions his 
own case and that of two of his friends] some-
times think that we’re in the United States. 
Sometimes: “Oh, are you in New Jersey? 
Where in New Jersey?” [laughter] And I [say]: 
“I’m not in New Jersey, dude. . . . I’m in Mex-
ico.” And they’re like: “Wow! Really? But you 
don’t even have an accent!” “Yeah . . . I lived 
like twenty years over there . . . so I guess 
that’s why.” [laughter]

Since English was generally their first lan-
guage, returnees, unlike their local colleagues, 
spoke the same English as their clients—or at 
least a form of English familiar to these clients. 

This ability to hide from clients that they are 
speaking with an employee located in another 
country plays an essential role in the quality of 
call center services. Interviewees noted that 
this aspect of the work was one of the most 
important when it came to understanding cli-
ent dissatisfaction. Thirty-year-old Paloma, a 
local worker, described how her young re-
turnee colleagues, particularly the ones who 
had grown up in the United States, could con-
vey this sense of security to clients:

The thing is that a lot of these people coming 
back from the United States are very pochi-
tos.11 They have this slang from the United 
States, and they even have this tone when 
they speak, and this can create a lot of inse-
curity for the American [client]. Because of 
the bad reputation, because of cultural refer-
ences, they won’t trust the person they are 
speaking with on the phone. But go figure: if 
a person calls and I, who have difficulties 
speaking English . . . he won’t call back. He 
won’t call back because I will not be able to 
transmit to him the same security, that I 
really understood his problem. . . . But them 
(the pochos), even if they have this slang, 
they understand everything: “Okay, I under-
stood you.” (interview by the author, Mexico 
City, 2012)

More Than a L anguage: Mastering 
the Gr ammar of Cultur al Codes
English fluency is not returnees’ only advan-
tage in call center jobs. As twenty-eight-year-
old Ricardo, who had lived in Dallas from ages 
twenty to twenty-six, told us: “Speaking En-
glish helps you to do your job. But if you want 
to do your job correctly, or with quality, you 
need to know your clients, you need to have 
had some contact with them before so you can 
understand their forms of thinking. This helps 
you. A lot!” (interview by the author, Mexico 
City, 2011).

In this exercise of “presentation of self” 
(Goffman 1973), the activity is more than a ba-
sic linguistic exchange: it is a total cultural in-

11. Diminutive of pocho. The term referred originally to Mexican Americans, Chicanos, Mexicans who lost their 
culture. Today Mexicans use it more commonly in reference to young Mexicans who grew up in the United States 
and are assimilated to gang culture or urban cultures like rap or hip-hop.
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teraction, one that is all the more significant 
for taking place on an international scale 
(Mirchandani 2012; Poster 2007). After men-
tioning the linguistic dimension of their work, 
all of the interviewees agreed that their life ex-
perience in the United States had given them 
an advantage over local workers: they had mas-
tered the cultural codes of their clients and 
could manage the diversity of these clients. 
Their familiarity with these cultural codes gave 
them a considerable advantage in their inter-
actions, for example, with some Puerto Rican 
and African American clients.12 Local employ-
ees were often simply unable to comprehend 
these clients’ accents.

On this subject, one of our interviewees told 
us that when African American clients (“from 
the hood”) called, local employees commonly 
transferred the call to him. For some of the 
returnees, this was one of the dimensions they 
most valued in their job: their work briefly tak-
ing on a social dimension that they were the 
ones most capable of attending to successfully. 
Indeed, their ability to manage what might 
have been problematic situations for other 
workers conferred on them a particular status, 
which became a driver of self-esteem for some 
of them. This dimension of the job helped 
them experience a solidarity link with these 
client communities, in contrast to the negative 
attitude of their local colleagues, who did not 
understand, as Ricardo said, “what it is to live 
in the United States”:

Another thing is that [the local workers], they 
study [English], but they don’t have relations 
with these people, the daily problems people 
have there. When these people talk to you, 
they ask you . . . or they tell you their prob-
lems: “I couldn’t pay my bill because. . . .” 
You understand because you’ve been there. 
At best, the ones who are undocumented and 
who do have services like AT&T, they can’t get 
welfare and so they have to pay all at once 
and medical care in the U.S. is so expensive! 
And you can understand them, no? It’s not 
only a matter of getting rid of these people 
for work, no? You understand their problems 

better because you experienced the same sit-
uations. The truth is that it is very different. 
They [the local workers] take their job as very 
mechanized, and you, it is like you are a little 
bit more involved. . . . Let’s say you under-
stand them. When you have the experience 
of how it is there, you understand every-
thing.

Outsiders Among the Outsiders: 
Returnees Who Emigr ated as 
Adults
For return migrants who had moved to the 
United States after reaching adulthood, the sit-
uation was somewhat different from the expe-
rience of the 1.5-generation returnees. They did 
not have the same skills as the 1.5 generation, 
especially the latter’s mastery of English and 
computing skills. As such, they can be consid-
ered outsiders even more so than the 1.5 gen-
eration returnees in that they related even less 
to the standard qualified workers who nor-
mally made up the call center workforce. Many 
of them had never envisaged themselves work-
ing at an office job: “I never imagined that one 
day I would work at a desk job,” said José.

The main difference in the discourse of 
these returnee migrants can be seen in their 
argument that, more than the cultural capital 
gained in the United States and mentioned by 
the 1.5 generation as their main advantage, 
they acquired the competencies that gave them 
access to this kind of job through their migra-
tion experience and what they learned about 
American work values. To them, their migra-
tory experience was an educational experience 
that allowed them to acquire new skills and 
become “better workers,” and they were now 
applying these new skills in their current job. 
Like their 1.5-generation colleagues, they in-
sisted that their life experience in the United 
States, living among the American people, gave 
them a serious advantage in their job by en-
abling them to understand aspects of Ameri-
can culture. One of those making this argu-
ment was Mario, a thirty-two-year-old who had 
lived in New York City from ages twenty to 
twenty-nine:

12. Puerto Rican and African American clients were the examples most often cited by the interviewees and even 
by the local employees.
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They ask you what the weather’s like. I don’t 
know why Gringos love to know about the 
weather so much. If there were no Weather 
Channel, they’d all die! And in conversation, 
it’s something they bring up without even 
thinking about. They ask you: “Hey, how’s 
the weather?” It’s a way to start the conversa-
tion. So you tell them, “Around seventy, 
eighty,” something they like, you know? 
Whatever . . . these little things help you a lot. 
These little guys who learned English at 
school but who never lived with the raza, they 
don’t understand.13 There are some things, 
like, that a Gringo doesn’t like you lying to 
him. If you lie to him and he realizes it, he 
doesn’t insult you, but he doesn’t let you es-
cape until you tell him why you lied to him. 
A Gringo doesn’t like you to apologize. A 
Gringo, after hearing “I’m sorry” three times, 
is like “Wow, this guy is crazy.” Once is 
enough. One “I’m sorry” is the max. So when 
you know all that, it’s way easier, of course! 
(interview by the author, Mexico City, 2012)

Although they had not moved to the United 
States until adulthood, these returnees did not 
consider themselves local workers, and they 
emphasized the strong differences between 
themselves and the local workers, especially 
with respect to work values. They tended to 
make dichotomous comparisons between 
“here and there,” opposing Mexican values 
(which characterized the local employees) to 
American values (which characterized them-
selves). Males who had emigrated as adults 
were particularly prone to refer frequently to 
American values, citing American punctuality 
versus Mexican lack of punctuality, the merit 
system versus the old-boy network, pride in 
work done well versus a blasé attitude, and be-
lieving that the “customer is king” versus 
mocking American values. They believed that 
their adherence to American work values was 
the reason why, even though they were not as 
proficient in English as their 1.5-generation 
colleagues, their work was particularly valued 
by their employers.

Finding an Economic Niche in 
Offshore Call Centers
One of the reasons for the preponderance of 
returnees in the call center industry is that it 
offers what can be considered good salaries. 
For the university-educated employees enter-
ing the labor market in markedly increasing 
numbers in the last ten years, call center jobs 
are attractive because they offer higher sala-
ries than the salaries offered in some other 
qualified jobs (Micheli Thirión 2007). Al-
though taking a call center job represents a 
move into another professional sector, these 
returnees, with their lack of educational qual-
ifications, have few well-paying alternatives. 
Some interviewees had held jobs outside the 
call center sector, but the incomes were lower, 
a fact that was even more relevant to those 
who lacked educational qualifications: “For 
someone who only finished high school, it’s 
good money,” said Mario. “In other jobs, you 
can get six or seven [thousand pesos]. Eight is 
a lot. . . . I looked for what paid best. And I 
only finished high school, and if you have only 
that here, the truth is that those jobs are badly 
paid. That’s why, since I came back, I’ve only 
worked in call centers. You speak English and 
that’s it!”

We received many testimonies from inter-
viewees who had tried to work in other sectors 
but ended up coming back to the call centers, 
mainly because of the income. There certainly 
are jobs that offer equivalent or superior in-
comes, but they may require higher qualifica-
tions or have inferior working conditions (in 
particular the number of working hours re-
quired): “I think all these people who come 
back from the United States, well, they find 
themselves in a place where they don’t get their 
hands dirty and where they’re well paid,” said 
Roberto, a thirty-two-year-old who had lived in 
California and Missouri from ages twenty-two 
to thirty. “Look, for me, who was working as a 
builder, they’re paying me the same amount of 
money and I am not killing myself” (interview 
by the author, Mexico City, 2012).

Roberto, who had worked double shifts in 

13. Raza is a Mexican term for the common people, or the folk. It differs from the meaning attributed to it by 
Mexican Americans, who use it specifically to refer to Mexican people.
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the construction sector and the restaurant in-
dustry when he was in the United States, 
stressed an important point: a lot of the inter-
viewees had worked in “3D” (Dirty, Dangerous, 
Demanding) jobs while living in the United 
States. Therefore, many of them considered 
their current position a step up the social and 
professional ladder, from 3D jobs to a desk job. 
They also maintained that their current call 
center jobs offered them good working condi-
tions in comparison with other jobs that they 
could find in the Mexican labor market. Mario 
and twenty-eight-year-old Adrian, who had 
lived in Chicago from ages eight to twenty-five 
(interview by the author, Mexico City, 2012), 
had this lively exchange:

Mario: This is the advantage compared to 
other jobs. Here, you work from seven to 
four, with one and a half hours for lunch, 
and it’s from Monday to Friday. You get out 
at four and “see you!” This is one of the ad-
vantages: you have a good salary, and it 
doesn’t kill you. No, really, it doesn’t kill you. 
How can you kill yourself sitting in a chair?

Adrian: In the worst-case scenario, you get fat! 
[laughter] . . . Look, my girlfriend earns like 
12,000 [pesos] a month, with vouchers.14 But 
no kidding, she works twelve hours a day, 
she’s always tired. She does nothing after 
work because she’s tired. And she’s also bi-
lingual. She also worked in Teletech, but 
only for two months. But now, in the hotel, 
she earns 12,000 pesos, sometimes even 
more with tips. But no kidding, she works 
twelve hours a day, six days a week.

At the same time, these young returnees 
found themselves in a paradoxical situation. 
On the one hand, they were able to earn a sal-
ary that was hard to match in other jobs with 
equivalent qualifications. On the other hand, 
they were stuck in the call center sector be-
cause they would have run the risk of lowering 

their income or encountering inferior working 
conditions if they moved to another sector.

 As a consequence, they tended to develop 
careers in the call center sector, which is not a 
uniform sector. Some call centers pay more but 
offer less security, featuring short campaigns 
and short contracts; others give employees the 
opportunity to augment their salary with many 
bonuses; other call center jobs are lower-paid 
but come with a wide array of social security 
benefits (permanent contract, medical care, 
vouchers, housing credits, and so on). Each re-
turn migrant seemed to prefer one or another 
type of call center, according to their own in-
dividual needs. Thus, young single men tended 
toward the less secure jobs, which enabled 
them to earn more money more quickly, while 
older men with children tended to take more 
secure positions whose benefits were better 
aligned with their family’s security and long-
term plans.

The female return migrants were different; 
indeed, they showed the highest inclination to 
choose ascendant careers in the call center in-
dustry. There seemed to be two main reasons 
for this tendency. Female respondents stressed 
the importance of the age factor, which made 
career changes more difficult for them. They 
were more aware than men of the impact of 
getting older faster in the Mexican labor mar-
ket. The women were also much more likely 
than their male counterparts to speak about 
their desire for independence.15 In addition to 
age and desire for independence, the stigma 
of tattoos in Mexico made call centers appear 
to be the only option for those who had them. 
Gloria was glad that remaining with the call 
center was a career option for her:

I learned a lot. Really. I never thought I would 
get it so easy. I learned a lot, and I like it. . . . 
It’s not what you plan to do when you’re a kid 
(laughter): “Ah, I want to work in a call cen-
ter!” I don’t know, perhaps it sounds bad, like 

14. If they earned the bonuses (a fixed salary of 10,000 pesos plus 2,000 pesos in bonuses), Mario and Adrian 
would also earn about 12,000 pesos in the call center.

15. Among eight 1.5-generation female interviewees, five said that they had suffered conjugal violence within 
their first relationship after returning to Mexico. This experience—as described in off-the-record testimonies—
was heavily related to their desire of independence.
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other employees say to me: “You sound really 
whiny! How can you want to stay here?” Well, 
I want to stay here, and the reason is that I 
am very aware that I have tattoos, that I’m 
not so young . . . that to pursue a career now, 
it would be complicated.

Conclusion
Call centers appear to be the principal entry 
into the labor market for young returnees when 
they arrive back in Mexico. Some of the de-
ported migrants I interviewed even reported 
that U.S. migration authorities pointed them 
toward this labor market sector. Although their 
language skills make them suitable for em-
ployment in English-speaking call centers, 
most returnees cannot aspire to jobs that re-
quire higher education as well as English skills 
because they lack formal qualifications. This 
explains why the majority of interviewees, after 
imagining that call center employment would 
be a transitional situation for them, were stuck 
years later in the same sector: it offered a 
higher salary than other nonqualified jobs. 
Last but not least, the invisibility of their work 
receiving calls allowed tattooed individuals—
some of them former gang members in the 
United States—to enter the formal labor mar-
ket after their previous attempts at employ-
ment had been met with rejection because of 
their stigmata.

The cultural capital that these return mi-
grants accumulated during their lives in the 
United States had put them on a par with a lo-
cal workforce of university students and grad-
uates, who were more qualified but lacked the 
returnees’ unique capital. Mexican call center 
employees are generally expected to have at 
least completed high school, but even return-
ees who lack this prerequisite are employed in 
these enterprises. As anticipated, call centers 
value more highly the other skills possessed by 
returnees, which are closely tied to their mi-
grant experience. Besides a mastery of English, 
their knowledge of American culture is a cru-
cial skill that they bring to the call center work-
place. Confronted with American customers, 
they can understand a wide range of situations 
that are unfamiliar to their local colleagues, 

such as American regional accents and slang 
and day-to-day situations that they themselves 
experienced in the United States. Additionally, 
values learned in the American labor market 
are highly prized by call center employers: 
punctuality, the idea that the client is always 
right, and pride in “work well done.” The in-
terviewees felt that these attributes run coun-
ter to the Mexican way of working. Returnees 
reinvest the human capital they acquired dur-
ing their U.S. migration experience as a set of 
skills in this economic sector, despite their 
weak preparation for call center work. This 
confirms that the structural context in the ori-
gin country is the main factor in human capi-
tal transferability.

Return migrants consider their jobs in call 
centers financially and socially rewarding: they 
have a formal job rather than the informal jobs 
they held in the United States; in progressing 
from “3-D” jobs in the United States to a desk 
job in Mexico, their status has been elevated; 
and they earn a good salary compared to what 
nonqualified jobs, and even some skilled jobs, 
would offer in Mexico. Finally, job security is 
not a concern in a sector that is continuously 
looking to renew its workforce; some even 
move from one call center to another, accord-
ing to the benefits that they can obtain.

Nevertheless, returnees experience the par-
adox of occupying an advantageous position, 
considering their level of qualifications, while 
also being trapped in one labor market niche. 
Their lack of skills would make it difficult to 
find a better job in another sector, and any 
such job they found would most likely offer a 
much lower salary.

The young returnees working in English-
speaking call centers in Mexico reflect the com-
plexity of the international division of labor in 
a time of economic globalization and intense 
human mobility. New communication technol-
ogies, beyond their capacity to compress space 
and time, have allowed the creation of unprec-
edented forms of “migrations” of work without 
the bodies (Aneesh 2006) and created an unex-
pected scenario: an expelled migrant can find 
himself working, from within his country of 
origin, for the very country from which he was 
expelled. 
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Every census of the U.S. population since 1970 
has shown that, even after adjusting for a stan-
dard set of labor market characteristics, black 
immigrants from the English-speaking Carib-
bean (West Indies) have higher labor force par-
ticipation rates, higher employment rates, and 
higher earnings than U.S.-born blacks. A num-
ber of studies have also shown that West In-
dian immigrants have become the primary 
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source of labor in sectors of the economy once 
dominated by U.S.-born blacks (Waldinger 
1996; Waters 1999). Although researchers have 
examined whether selective migration, differ-
ential patterns of discrimination, or differ-
ences in cultural practices explain disparities 
between the two groups (Hamilton 2014; Ifa-
tunji 2016; Model 2008; Sowell 1975, 1978, 1981, 
1983; Vickerman 1998; Waters 1999), few have 
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comparatively examined variation in the types 
of employment typically held by black immi-
grants and U.S.-born blacks or analyzed 
whether employment in ethnic niche occupa-
tions helps explain labor market disparities be-
tween the two groups.

 A common feature of immigrant economic 
incorporation is the proclivity of new immi-
grants to gravitate toward a narrow set of eco-
nomic activities (Eckstein and Peri, this issue; 
Waldinger 1996). The organization of economic 
activity can take different forms, such as ethnic 
economies or ethnic enclaves (Adelman, Hui-
shien, and Tolnay 2006; Fong and Shen 2011; 
Light and Gold 2000; Portes and Jensen 1989; 
Portes and Manning 2005; Portes and Shafer 
2007). One of the most common and basic 
forms of economic clustering, however, is eth-
nic niches—the overrepresentation of mem-
bers of a particular ethnic group in a given set 
of occupations or industries.

Roger Waldinger (1996) shows that public-
sector employment has been a niche for U.S.-
born blacks since the 1990s. Conversely, Su-
zanne Model and Gene Fisher (2001) show that 
West Indian immigrants are overrepresented 
in a number of private-sector industries. Prior 
research has suggested that immigrant occu-
pational niches provide employment opportu-
nities for black immigrants, particularly less-
skilled immigrants upon arrival in the United 
States, but considerable debate remains re-
garding whether niche-sector employment 
leads to greater earnings.

Most of the studies on ethnic niches among 
black immigrants have focused almost exclu-
sively on the experiences of pre-2000 black im-
migrants from the English-speaking Caribbean 
residing in New York City (Model 1997a; 
Waldinger 1994). Between 2000 and 2013, the 
number of black immigrants in the United 
States increased by 56 percent: Caribbean im-
migration increased by 33 percent during this 
period, while African immigration increased by 
a remarkable 137 percent (Anderson 2015). 
Therefore, understanding whether niche em-
ployment provides pathways to economic in-
tegration for both African and Caribbean im-
migrants could provide valuable insights into 
the types of economic incorporation experi-
enced by newer waves of black immigrants, as 

well as shed light on how niche employment 
shapes disparities among blacks by nativity in 
the United States.

This study has three goals. First, given the 
absence of research documenting the degree 
to which different black immigrant subgroups 
are employed in ethnic niches, we examine 
variation in niche employment for the major 
black immigrant subgroups: immigrants from 
the Dominican Republic, Haiti, Jamaica, Trini-
dad and Tobago, Guyana, Ghana, Nigeria, and 
Ethiopia. Second, we evaluate the degree to 
which niche employment explains variation in 
labor market outcomes between U.S.-born 
blacks and immigrant blacks. Finally, we look 
at whether the earnings return to employment 
in ethnic niches varies between U.S.-born and 
immigrant blacks as well as among black im-
migrants by birth country.

Our descriptive results show that, relative 
to U.S.-born blacks, a similar or greater propor-
tion of individuals from every black immigrant 
subgroup is employed in an ethnic niche. Im-
migrant groups with the largest share of indi-
viduals employed in niche occupations hail 
from Ghana and Ethiopia, and the subgroups 
with the smallest share hail from Guyana and 
Jamaica. Our regression results show that em-
ployment in niche occupations has a small but 
statistically significant positive association 
with weekly earnings. However, ethnic niches 
do not account for earnings disparities be-
tween U.S.-born and immigrant black men and 
women. Results also show that, relative to U.S.-
born blacks, the returns to niche employment 
are greater for black immigrants, particularly 
immigrant women.

Theoretical Background
Researchers have proposed three primary ex-
planations for labor market differences be-
tween native and immigrant blacks: cultural 
differences in attitudes toward work, disparate 
patterns of discrimination, and selective mi-
gration (Foner 1985; Hamilton 2014; Ifatunji 
2016; Kasinitz 1992; Model 2008; Sowell 1975, 
1978, 1981, 1983; Vickerman 1998; Waters 1999).

The Creation of an Ethic Niche
Mary Waters (1999) suggests that a combina-
tion of selective migration, network hiring, 
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and discrimination by white employers pro-
duces a labor market advantage for black West 
Indian immigrants in New York. She argues 
that because black immigrants are immi-
grants, they are positively selected on a num-
ber of unobserved factors that lead to more 
favorable outcomes in the United States. More-
over, she contends, immigrants’ point of refer-
ence regarding the value of a particular type of 
employment is their country of origin and the 
opportunities available in their home coun-
tries. As a result, at the food services firm that 
she studied, black immigrants placed greater 
value on the menial jobs available to them. Ac-
cording to Waters, the result was that West In-
dian immigrants stayed longer and worked 
harder at jobs that many Americans, black or 
white, would have considered dead-end em-
ployment. In addition, the firm relied on the 
social networks of existing immigrant employ-
ees to fill vacancies. These factors, combined 
with discrimination, make it virtually impos-
sible for U.S.-born blacks to find employment 
in the firm.

The process that Waters (1999) describes is 
the creation of an ethnic niche. Waldinger 
(1996) outlines this general phenomenon for 
other ethnic groups in New York. Because of 
unusual demand for labor in particular occu-
pations, the resources specific to particular 
ethnic groups, and differential discriminatory 
practices across industries and occupations, 
different ethnic groups gravitate toward differ-
ent occupations or industries that offer ave-
nues for upward mobility. Waldinger also 
shows that niches are dynamic and follow a 
process of ethnic succession whereby mem-
bers of one ethnic group replace another eth-
nic group as the dominant workforce in the 
industry. Two primary factors drive the evolu-
tion of niches: better employment opportuni-
ties for a particular ethnic group outside of 
niche sectors, and, perhaps more importantly, 
immigration.

 One of the most visible patterns of ethnic 
succession is the formation of different immi-
grant niches in segments of the economy that 
were once U.S.-born black niches (Waldinger 
1996; Rosenfeld and Tienda 1999). Michael 
Rosenfeld and Marta Tienda (1999) show that 

Mexican immigrants are now dominant in seg-
ments of the economy once held by U.S.-born 
blacks. Waldinger (1996) also shows that West 
Indians and Dominicans have replaced U.S.-
born blacks as the dominant workforce in 
many segments of the economy.

Both Waldinger (1996) and Rosenfeld and 
Tienda (1999) also highlight that while many 
U.S.-born black niches have been transformed 
into immigrant niches, U.S.-born blacks, par-
ticularly those who are moderately and highly 
skilled, have become the dominant workforce 
in many public-sector occupations. Waldinger 
notes that one of the key factors in the cre-
ation of modern U.S.-born black niches is 
stringent hiring practices that make it more 
difficult to discriminate. Consequently, U.S.-
born black niches tend to form in large private-
sector industries and in the public sector. 
Firms in large industries, being highly visible, 
are forced to engage in more transparent hir-
ing practices, and the public sector’s bureau-
cratic hiring protocols, which tend to reduce 
discrimination, help U.S.-born blacks gain em-
ployment.

Earnings and Immigrant  
Occupational Niches
Prior studies show that occupational niches 
lead to employment opportunities for both 
new immigrants and U.S.-born blacks, particu-
larly less-skilled new immigrants (Waldinger 
2001). However, the evidence regarding the 
earnings benefits of employment in niche oc-
cupations is mixed.

Research has shown that the benefits of 
niche employment vary by industry and sector 
of the labor market (Model 1997a; Wilson 
2003). For example, Jennifer Lee (2013) finds 
that, for Asian immigrants, the relationship be-
tween occupational niches and earnings de-
pends on whether the niche is in a low-tech or 
high-tech industry. Steven J. Gold (this issue) 
shows that Israeli immigrants also tend to 
gravitate toward high-paying jobs in the tech-
nology sector. There is robust evidence that Af-
rican Americans, because of lower levels of dis-
crimination in public-sector niches, fare 
particularly well in these niches (Logan and 
Alba 1999; Rosenfeld and Tienda 1999; Wal
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dinger 1994). Using data from 1990, Waldinger 
(1996) also finds that African Americans have 
higher wages in public-sector niches than in 
the dominant economy. In contrast, he shows 
West Indian and Dominican immigrants have 
lower wages when employed in niche occupa-
tions than when employed in non-niche sec-
tors.

The economic benefits of employment in 
niche sectors also vary by gender. When com-
paring how nonwhite groups fare in the dom-
inant labor markets of New York and London, 
Model (1997b) finds that ethnic niches are 
more beneficial for West Indian female immi-
grants in New York than for West Indian male 
immigrants.

The Current Study
Most of the extant literature on black immi-
grant ethnic niches focuses on the employ-
ment experiences of immigrants from the Ca-
ribbean. Less is known about the impact of 
niche-sector employment on earnings dispari-
ties between black immigrants from the Carib-
bean and those from Africa.

There are several reasons to expect black im-
migrants from sub-Saharan Africa to have dif-
ferent patterns of employment than black Ca-
ribbean immigrants. The first relates to 
education. Among individuals ages twenty-five 
and older, 30 percent of the entire U.S. popula-
tion has a college degree or an advanced de-
gree, and 20 percent of U.S.-born blacks have 
a college degree. This figure is 20 percent for 
immigrants from the Caribbean and a remark-
able 35 percent for immigrants from Africa (An-
derson 2015). Although niches can form in 
high-skilled occupations, much of the existing 
research suggests that niche employment ben-
efits less-skilled immigrants in occupations 
where it is easy to bypass bureaucratic hiring 
procedures and little formal training is needed 
to start employment (Waldinger 1996). Conse-
quently, it remains an open question whether 
the patterns of labor market concentration for 
newer and more-educated waves of black im-
migrants from Africa will be similar to those 
for black immigrants from the Caribbean, and 
whether the benefits to niche occupations will 
vary across the groups.

Second, the gender composition of immi-
gration varies considerably for immigrants 
from the Caribbean and those from sub-
Saharan Africa. Women represent more than 
50 percent of the stock of immigrants from the 
West Indies. Moreover, relative to West Indian 
men, West Indian women have a longer tenure 
of U.S. residence and are also often the family 
member who initiated the migration decision 
(Foner 2009; Model 2008), a factor that affects 
both the likelihood and type of niche employ-
ment (Kasinitz and Vickerman 2001). By con-
trast, men account for a greater proportion of 
flows from sub-Saharan Africa and also tend 
to be the primary migrant. These factors, in 
combination with the gendered nature of oc-
cupations in the United States, make it likely 
that men and women from the two regions 
would cluster in different types of occupa-
tions.

Finally, many of the seminal papers docu-
menting patterns of ethnic niching among 
blacks were written using data from the 1990s. 
Given the changes in the U.S. economy since 
that period, during which many occupations 
requiring lower levels of skill have been elimi-
nated, it is unclear whether the economic re-
turns to niche employment have remained sta-
ble since the 1990s or how the returns to ethnic 
niching vary across a more diverse black popu-
lation. Such variation could help explain differ-
ences in labor market outcomes between U.S.-
born blacks and black immigrants.

 We address these gaps in the literature by 
examining three questions: (1) Is there varia-
tion in the degree to which U.S.-born blacks 
and foreign-born men and women are em-
ployed in occupational niches? (2) Does niche-
sector employment explain wage disparities 
between black immigrants and U.S.-born 
blacks? (3) Do the earnings returns to niche-
sector employment vary among blacks?

Data , Me asures, and  
Methods

Data
This study uses data on black men and women 
between the ages of twenty-five and sixty-four 
taken from the 5 percent Integrated Public Use 
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Microdata Series (IPUMS) of the 2000 U.S. cen-
sus and the 2010 to 2014 waves of the American 
Community Survey (ACS) to evaluate labor 
market differences between native and immi-
grant blacks (Ruggles et al. 2015). In this study, 
blacks are defined as individuals who self-
identify as black and who do not reside in in-
stitutions or group quarters. To avoid includ-
ing individuals in the immigrant sample who 
are more similar to natives than to immigrants, 
we exclude people who were born abroad to 
American parents and those born in Puerto 
Rico. Because one of the primary goals of this 
study is to examine the impact of occupational 
niches on earnings, we exclude individuals for 
whom we do not have occupation data and in-
dividuals who are in school, out of the labor 
force, or in the military.

Blacks are separated into two categories: 
U.S.-born blacks and immigrant blacks. Immi-
grants are defined as individuals who were 
born outside of the United States. We divide 
the black immigrant population into nine pri-
mary source countries: the Dominican Repub-
lic, Haiti, Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago, Guy-
ana, Ghana, Nigeria, and Ethiopia.

Ethnic niches are created and maintained 
based on the strength of coethnic social net-
works (Waldinger 1996). Consequently, the 
influence of ethnic niches on labor market 
opportunities must be studied in areas with 
relatively large numbers of coethnics. In this 
study, we examine occupational niches in 
the fifteen metropolitan statistical areas 
(MSAs) that had the largest black popula-
tions in 2014 (Anderson 2015): New York–
Newark–Jersey City, NY-NJ-PA; Miami– 
Fort Lauderdale–West Palm Beach, FL; 
Washington-Arlington-Alexandria, DC-VA-
MD-WV; Boston-Cambridge-Newton, MA-
NH; Atlanta–Sandy Springs–Roswell, GA; 
Philadelphia-Camden-Wilmington, PA-NJ-
DE-MD; Orlando-Kissimmee-Sanford, FL; 
Los Angeles–Long Beach–Anaheim, CA; 
Houston–The Woodlands–Sugar Land, TX; 
Minneapolis–St. Paul–Bloomington, MN-WI; 
Chicago-Naperville-Elgin, IL-IN-WI; Dallas–
Fort Worth–Arlington, TX; Baltimore-
Columbia-Towson, MD; Seattle-Tacoma-
Bellevue, WA; and Columbus, OH.

Measures and Methods

Dependent Variable 
Weekly earnings is the outcome of interest. 
This variable is generated by summing a re-
spondent’s wage or salary income with any pos-
itive business or farm income, divided by the 
reported number of weeks worked in the previ-
ous year.

Independent Variables
Education and work experience are standard 
predictors of earnings (Borjas 1986, 1987; Model 
2008). To account for these factors, each equa-
tion includes years of education and predicted 
work experience (age-education-6). To capture 
the nonlinear effect of work experience on 
earnings, work experience squared is also in-
cluded in each model. Research suggests that 
labor market outcomes vary by marital status 
(Correll, Benard, and Paik 2007; Korenman and 
Neumark 1991). To account for this factor, each 
model includes a variable indicating whether 
an individual is married with the spouse pres-
ent. In addition, because some immigrants do 
not speak English or speak English poorly, 
each equation includes an indicator variable 
that equals 1 if an individual reports not speak-
ing English or not speaking English well, and 
0 otherwise (Chiswick 1991; Chiswick and 
Miller 1995). To account for the geographic 
clustering of different immigrant groups, the 
regression models also include an indicator for 
the exact metropolitan area in which a respon-
dent resides. Finally, to capture differences in 
labor market conditions over time, the survey 
year of each observation is included in each 
regression.

Immigrants have less favorable labor mar-
ket outcomes and are more likely to be em-
ployed in niche occupations when they first ar-
rive in the United States because they are 
unfamiliar with the U.S. labor market. As they 
adapt to the host labor market, however, im-
migrants improve their labor market outcomes 
and are more likely to work outside of niche 
sectors of the economy (Borjas 1985; Waldinger, 
Bean and Bell-Rose 1999). We account for this 
factor in our regression models by including a 
set of variables that control for tenure of U.S. 



r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

	 b l a c k  i m m i g r a t i o n  a n d  o c c u pa t i o n a l  n i c h es  	 6 5

residence. Labor market outcomes vary con-
siderably by gender in the United States (Model 
2008). Moreover, while some occupational 
niches are gender-neutral, others are extremely 
segmented by gender. Consequently, we ana-
lyze labor market outcomes separately for male 
and female immigrants.

To evaluate the importance of occupational 
niching for blacks, we create an odds ratio 
where the numerator represents the odds of 
working in a particular occupation for a par-
ticular group, and the denominator represents 
the odds of working in the same occupation 
for all other persons in the labor force (Rosen-
feld and Tienda 1999, 100).

Using this measure, an odds ratio of 1 indi-
cates that an immigrant group is proportion-
ally represented in a particular occupation rel-
ative to other ethnic groups (Rosenfeld and 
Tienda 1999). An odds ratio greater than 1 
means that a group is overrepresented, and an 
odds ratio of less than 1 means that a group is 
underrepresented in a particular occupation. 
While the analytical threshold for defining an 
occupational niche is arbitrary, consistent with 
prior studies, we define a group as having a 
niche in an occupation if the odds ratio is 
greater than 1.5 (Lee 2013; Wilson 2003).1 The 
odds ratio is calculated separately for each 
group, in each of the fifteen metropolitan ar-
eas, and in each survey year.

We construct the occupational niche vari-
able using the “OCC1990” variable contained 
in the IPUMS samples of the 2000 census and 
the 2010–2014 five-year file of the American 
Community Survey. The OCC1990 variable is a 
modified version of the 1990 Census Bureau 
occupational classification scheme. The origi-
nal 1990 occupation scheme contained 514 
categories. OCC1990 combines a number of oc-
cupational categories to maximize the vari-
able’s consistency over time. The resulting 
OCC1990 classification scheme contains 389 
categories. To avoid small cell sizes, we further 
collapse these 389 categories down to 79 cate-
gories. Given that occupational niches vary 
across time and place, we allow niches to vary 

across both metropolitan areas and survey 
years. For example, the construction of the 
niche variable allows black Jamaican immi-
grants to have a different set of niches in Wash-
ington, D.C., and in New York. It is also pos-
sible for the exact set of niches to vary in 2000 
and 2010 for black Jamaican immigrants. More-
over, an occupation is not considered a niche 
unless at least 200 individuals are employed in 
it in a given metropolitan area and year (Wil-
son 2003). We treat the 2010 to 2014 time period 
as a single cross-section of data to allow for 
sufficient sample sizes across time periods.

The Empirical Model
The following equations show the fully speci-
fied empirical models used in the study. Mod-
els are estimated using ordinary least squares 
(OLS) regression. 

	 Log(Yi) = Xiβ + Ciγ + Aiθ + Tiπ + εi,	 (1) 

	 Log(Yi) = Xiβ + Oiδ + Ciγ + Aiθ + Tiπ + εi,	 (2)

	 Log(Yi) = α1niching + Xiβ + Ciγ + Aiθ  
	         + Tiπ + εi,	 (3)

	 Log(Yi) = α1niching + Oiδ + Xiβ + Ciγ  
	         + Aiθ + Tiπ + εi.	 (4)

In equation 1, Y is weekly earnings. X is a 
vector of standard social and demographic 
characteristics that include predicted experi-
ence, predicted experience squared, education, 
marital status, an indicator for each of the fif-
teen metropolitan areas, English proficiency, 
and citizenship status. C is a vector of dummy 
variables identifying immigrants’ country of 
birth. The reference group for these variables 
is U.S.-born blacks. A is a vector of dummy vari-
ables indicating how long an immigrant has 
lived in the United States; these variables are 
set to 0 for U.S. native-born individuals, and the 
reference group is immigrants who have re-
sided in the United States for more than fifteen 
years. T is a vector of dummy variables indicat-
ing the survey year of each observation. Equa-

1. We also estimate models in which occupational niches are defined by an odds ratio of 2. This change does 
not affect any of the substantive findings reported in this article.
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tion 1 serves as the base model for the study 
and establishes the magnitude of the wage gap 
between black immigrants and native blacks.

Equations 2 to 4 attempt to isolate the im-
pact on earnings of employment in a particular 
occupation from the impact of employment in 
an occupation that is an occupational niche. 
Immigrants’ social networks might help new 
immigrants find employment in an occupation 
where their group clusters. After employment 
is secured, niche employment might not offer 
any additional benefits. Under this scenario, 
after controlling for occupation, the niche vari-
able might not have a significant association 
with earnings. Alternatively, if employment in 
an occupation with a relatively large number 
of coethnics leads to greater earnings than em-
ployment in the same occupation with a lim-
ited number of coethnics, then, after control-
ling for occupation, niching would have a 
statistically significant positive association 
with earnings.

To examine these possibilities, equation 2 
augments equation 1 by including O, a vector 
of dummy variables that identify the occupa-
tion of each respondent. Consequently, wage 
differences among blacks in equation 2 are 
based on wage variation between immigrants 
and native blacks employed in the same occu-
pation. Equation 3 augments equation 1 by in-
cluding an indicator for whether an individual 
is employed in a niche occupation. Finally, 
equation 4, the full model, includes both O and 
an indicator for whether an individual is em-
ployed in a niche.2 Equation 4 examines whether 
ethnic niche employment is statistically associ-
ated with earnings after adjusting for differ-
ences in occupation. This niche variable is es-
timated using variation among individuals with 
the same occupation.

Given that the impact of niching on earn-
ings varies across origin countries, we also es-
timate regression models based on equation 4 
that include a set of interactions between coun-
try of birth and the niche indicator.

Descriptive Results
Table 1 shows descriptive statistics for native 
and immigrant black men and women, with 
the immigrant sample stratified by birth coun-
try. Tables 2 and 3 show descriptive statistics 
for individuals employed in niche occupations 
and for those employed outside of niche occu-
pations, respectively.

Across the subgroups identified, table 1 
shows considerable variation in niche employ-
ment. U.S.-born blacks and black immigrants 
from Guyana had the smallest proportion of 
individuals employed in occupational niches 
(36 percent). Among Caribbean immigrants, 
those from the Dominican Republic (55 per-
cent) and Haiti (55 percent) had the largest per-
centages of individuals employed in niche oc-
cupations, and those from Guyana (36 percent) 
had the smallest share. Among the three coun-
tries from sub-Saharan Africa, Nigeria (52 per-
cent) had the smallest share of individuals em-
ployed in niche sectors, ten percentage points 
less than Ghana and thirteen percentage 
points less than Ethiopia.

In addition, table 1 shows considerable dif-
ferences in weekly earnings across the sub-
groups. For example, black immigrants from 
Nigeria ($1,062) had higher weekly earnings 
than U.S.-born blacks ($859) as well as all the 
other black immigrant subgroups. In contrast, 
immigrants from the Dominican Republic 
($652) and Haiti ($685) earned the least.

The demographic and socioeconomic char-
acteristics of blacks in the sample also vary 
substantially. Looking at educational attain-
ment, one of the strongest predictors of earn-
ings, table 1 shows that, on average, U.S.-born 
blacks had 13.27 years of education. Among all 
blacks, black immigrants from the Dominican 
Republic had the lowest (11.97) mean years of 
education, and immigrants from Nigeria had 
the highest (15.11) mean years of education.

Table 1 also indicates that immigration pat-
terns differ significantly between immigrants 
from the Caribbean and those born in Africa. 

2. In supplemental analysis, tables 4 and 5 were reestimated using data for each survey year. The substantive 
results from these analyses are the same as those presented here. For simplicity, we use the same arguments 
to represent the coefficients in equations 1 to 4. However, we are not assuming that the coefficient values or 
error terms are constant across the empirical models.
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A larger share of immigrants from African 
countries were more recent arrivals. For exam-
ple, column 4 shows that 8 percent of Jamaican 
immigrants came to the United States within 
the last five years. In contrast, column 8 shows 
that 17 percent of Nigerian immigrants arrived 
during this period. Similarly, 48 percent of im-
migrants from Jamaica had resided in the 
United States for more than twenty years, com-
pared to only 30 percent of Nigerian immi-
grants.

Tables 2 and 3 show descriptive statistics for 
individuals who were and were not employed 
in niche occupations, respectively. Together, 
these tables highlight two interesting data pat-
terns. First, with the exception of Nigerians, 
across the subgroups, individuals employed in 
occupational niches earned considerably less 
than those employed outside of occupational 
niches. Second, individuals employed in niche 
occupations had lower mean years of educa-
tion than those employed outside of niches, 
suggesting that niching is more common 
among less-educated blacks.

Multivariate Results
This section presents OLS regression models 
of log weekly earnings. Column 1 of table 4 
shows estimates from our base model (equa-
tion 1) for the entire male sample. It estab-
lishes our baseline estimates before adjusting 
for occupational niching or occupational com-
position. The results from this model show 
that, with the exception of black immigrants 
from Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago, and Guy-
ana, the adjusted earnings of all other black 
immigrant subgroups were lower than or sim-
ilar to those of U.S.-born blacks, the reference 
group. Relative to U.S.-born black men, men 
from Ethiopia had the largest earnings deficits. 
Column 1 of table 4 also shows how male im-
migrants’ earnings changed the longer they 
live in the United States. Immigrants who have 
resided in the United States for more than fif-
teen years are the reference group for the years 
of U.S. residence variables. The coefficients on 
years of U.S. residence variables are universally 
negative, and less negative for the categories 
showing longer tenures of U.S. residence. 
These results suggest that immigrants’ earn-
ings increase the longer they live in the United 

States, a finding consistent with prior studies 
(Hamilton 2014).

Column 2 of table 4 presents estimates from 
equation 2, which includes a set of dummy vari-
ables for a person’s current occupation. Among 
male immigrants from the Caribbean, control-
ling for current occupation has no impact on 
earnings disparities between U.S.-born blacks 
and black immigrant men from Haiti. Relative 
to the results in column 1, however, accounting 
for occupation differences reduces the estimate 
on the Jamaica coefficient by 42 percent, from 
0.07 to 0.04. Moreover, while the Trinidad and 
Tobago and Guyana coefficients are both sta-
tistically and substantially significant in col-
umn 1, they lose their significance after ac-
counting for respondents’ occupations. This 
change suggests that differences in earnings 
between U.S.-born blacks and black immigrants 
from Trinidad and Tobago and Guyana are 
driven largely by differences in the distribution 
of occupations held by members of each group.

Among immigrants from Africa, columns 1 
and 2 show that controlling for occupation has 
no substantive impact on the Ghana or Ethio-
pia coefficient. By contrast, adjusting for oc-
cupation changes the significance and in-
creases the adjusted earnings deficit for 
immigrants from Nigeria, changing the coeffi-
cient from −0.04 to −0.08. This result suggests 
that, relative to similarly skilled U.S.-born black 
men, black men from Nigeria tend to hold jobs 
in better paying occupations.

Column 3 of table 4 presents estimates 
based on equation 3 for men, which includes 
a variable that captures whether the respon-
dent is employed in an occupational niche. Im-
portantly, this model does not include controls 
for occupation. Consequently, comparing the 
results from columns 1 and 2 to those in col-
umn 3 allows us to examine the degree to 
which adjusting for occupational niches differs 
from adjusting for occupation. In other words, 
we can see whether controlling for niche em-
ployment, characterized by the overrepresenta-
tion of own-group members in a particular oc-
cupation, and simply accounting for occupation 
has a different impact on earnings disparities 
among blacks.

Consistent with the descriptive results, col-
umn 3 shows that men employed in niche oc-
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Table 4. Regression of Log Weekly Earnings for U.S.-Born and Immigrant Black Men

Men

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

  Base Model

Occupation  
Fixed  

Effects Niching Full Interaction

Country of birth (reference: U.S.-born blacks)
Caribbean countries

Dominican Republic −0.04 −0.05* −0.03 −0.06* −0.07*
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03)

Haiti −0.05*** −0.05*** −0.04*** −0.05*** −0.06***
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Jamaica 0.07*** 0.04*** 0.06*** 0.04*** 0.04***
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Trinidad and Tobago 0.03* 0.00 0.03* 0.00 0.00
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Guyana 0.05** 0.02 0.05** 0.02 0.03
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

African countries
Ghana −0.02 −0.02 0.01 −0.02 −0.03

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03)
Nigeria −0.04** −0.08*** −0.02 -0.09*** −0.09***

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02)
Ethiopia −0.17*** −0.16*** −0.14*** −0.16*** −0.06*

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03)

Years of U.S. residence (reference:  
more than fifteen years)

Zero to five years −0.20*** −0.15*** -0.20*** -0.15*** −0.15***
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Six to ten years −0.07*** −0.05*** −0.06*** −0.04*** −0.04***
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Eleven to fifteen years −0.04** −0.03* −0.04** −0.03* −0.03*
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Occupational niche: index value 1.5 -0.12*** 0.02*** 0.02***
(0.00) (0.01) (0.01)

Dominican Republic x niche 0.03
(0.04)

Haiti x niche 0.03
(0.02)

Jamaica x niche −0.02
(0.02)

Trinidad and Tobago x niche 0.00
(0.03)

Guyana x niche −0.01
(0.04)

Ghana x niche 0.02
(0.03)

Nigeria x niche 0.02
(0.03)

Ethiopia x niche −0.16***
(0.04)

Observations 157,071 157,071 157,071 157,071 157,071
R-squared 0.17 0.25 0.17 0.25 0.25

Sources: 2000 U.S. census of population and 2010–2014 ACS.
Note: All models also control for education, experience, experience squared, English proficiency, marital status, citizenship, survey 
year, and a set of dummy variables for metropolitan area.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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cupations earned less than men who are not 
employed in non-niche occupations (−0.12). 
Relative to the results in column 1, our baseline 
model, the inclusion of the occupational niche 
variable into the regression model has either 
no effect or a very modest impact on most of 
the birth country coefficients. Two notable ex-
ceptions are the results for men from Nigeria 
and Ethiopia. Relative to the results from col-
umn 1, the coefficients on Nigeria and Ethiopia 
increase in magnitude (become less negative). 
This finding suggests that men from these two 
countries tend to find employment in low-
earnings niche occupations.

Because column 3 does not include occupa-
tion, the niche variable is based on variation 
across occupations. Consequently, the niche 
variable captures both the impact of employ-
ment in a particular occupation and the impact 
of employment in an occupation in which own-
group members are overrepresented (a niche). 
To determine whether the results in column 3 
are driven by variation in the distribution of 
occupations held by respondents, column 4 of 
table 4 uses a regression model that takes into 
account both occupation and niching. After 
controlling for respondent occupation, the oc-
cupational niche variable remains statistically 
significant, but the sign on the coefficient 
changes from negative to positive. This result 
suggests that among individuals with the same 
occupation, those for whom that occupation is 
a niche earn more.

Comparing the results in column 2 to those 
in column 4 provides insights into whether 
niche-sector employment is a primary driver 
of earnings disparities among blacks. Note that 
the coefficients on the birth country variables 
in columns 2 and 4 of table 4 are nearly identi-
cal. Thus, after accounting for occupation, 
niche employment does not explain earnings 
disparities between U.S.-born blacks and most 
subgroups of black immigrants. Together, 
these results suggest that niching is more likely 
to occur in low-wage occupations. When U.S.-
born blacks and black immigrants with the 
same occupation are compared, however, 
niche employment, on average, is modestly as-
sociated with greater earnings.

To determine whether the association be-
tween niche employment and earnings varies 

across subgroups, in column 5 we interact the 
niche indicator with each birth country indica-
tor. In these models, the main effect for occu-
pational niching represents the relationship 
between niching and wages for U.S.-born 
blacks, while the coefficients on the interaction 
terms represent the additional impact of nich-
ing on wages for a particular foreign-born 
group. The coefficient on the occupational 
niche variable in column 5 is positive and sta-
tistically significant, suggesting that U.S.-born 
black men employed in niche sectors earn ap-
proximately 2 percent more than comparably 
skilled U.S.-born black men employed outside 
of niche sectors. With the exception of the in-
teraction term for Ethiopian immigrants, all 
the interaction terms are statistically insignifi-
cant, suggesting that there are no additional 
returns to niche employment for most black 
immigrant men relative to U.S.-born men. Ethi-
opian men employed in niche occupations 
earn approximately 16 percent less than U.S.-
born black men employed in niche occupa-
tions.

Table 5 shows the results of these models 
for the sample of women. Column 1 of table 5 
shows that women from Jamaica, Trinidad and 
Tobago, Guyana, and Ghana had significantly 
greater earnings than U.S.-born black women. 
In contrast, relative to U.S.-born black women, 
black immigrant women from the Dominican 
Republic and Ethiopia had lower adjusted 
earnings and women from Haiti and Nigeria 
had similar adjusted earnings. Column 2 
shows how earnings disparities among black 
women change after adjusting for variation in 
current occupation. The inclusion of occupa-
tional controls has no substantive impact on 
the Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago, and Guyana 
coefficients, suggesting that the differences in 
the distribution of occupations do not explain 
disparities between these groups and U.S.-born 
black women. In contrast, the coefficient on 
the Dominican Republic, Ethiopia, Haiti, and 
Ghana variables increases in magnitude after 
accounting for occupation. This result sug-
gests that relative to U.S.-born black women, 
these immigrant women tend to gravitate to-
ward lower-paying occupations.

Similar to the results for men, column 3 
shows that black women employed in niche 
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Table 5. Regression of Log Weekly Earnings for U.S.-Born and Immigrant Black Women

Women

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

  Base Model
Occupation 

Fixed Effects Niching Full Interaction

Country of birth: (reference: U.S.-born blacks)
Caribbean countries

Dominican Republic −0.16*** −0.10*** −0.15*** −0.10*** −0.10**
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03)

Haiti 0.00 0.05*** 0.02 0.04*** −0.04**
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Jamaica 0.08*** 0.09*** 0.10*** 0.08*** 0.06***
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Trinidad and Tobago 0.05*** 0.05*** 0.06*** 0.05*** 0.03
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02)

Guyana 0.05** 0.04* 0.05** 0.04* 0.05*
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

African countries
Ghana 0.08*** 0.11*** 0.11*** 0.11*** 0.05

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03)
Nigeria 0.03 −0.02 0.05** −0.02 −0.07**

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Ethiopia −0.08*** −0.03 −0.06** −0.04 −0.04

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03)

Years of U.S. residence (reference:  
more than fifteen years)

Zero to five years −0.21*** −0.14*** −0.21*** −0.14*** −0.14***
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Six to ten years −0.14*** −0.08*** −0.13*** −0.08*** −0.09***
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Eleven to fifteen years −0.07*** −0.04** −0.06*** −0.04*** −0.04***
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Occupational niche: index value 1.5 −0.10*** 0.03*** 0.01
(0.00) (0.01) (0.01)

Dominican Republic x niche 0.01
(0.04)

Haiti x niche 0.16***
(0.02)

Jamaica x niche 0.08***
(0.01)

Trinidad and Tobago x niche 0.06*
(0.02)

Guyana x niche −0.01
(0.03)

Ghana x niche 0.11**
(0.04)

Nigeria x niche 0.10**
(0.03)

Ethiopia x niche 0.03
(0.04)

Observations 195,300 195,300 195,300 195,300 195,300
R-squared 0.19 0.29 0.20 0.29 0.29

Sources: 2000 U.S. census of population and 2010–2014 ACS.
Note: All models also control for education, experience, experience squared, English proficiency, marital status, citizenship, survey 
year, and a set of dummy variables for metropolitan area.
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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occupations earned less (−0.10) than women 
employed outside of niche occupations. Col-
umn 3 also indicates that accounting for niche 
employment either has no impact or modestly 
increases the magnitude of the immigrant 
birth country variables relative to column 1.

The model used in column 4 controls for 
both occupation and niche employment for 
women. Similar to the results for men, after 
including occupation controls, the occupa-
tional niche variable remains statistically sig-
nificant, but the sign on the coefficient changes 
from negative to positive, suggesting that 
women employed in niche occupations earn 
slightly more (0.02) than similarly skilled 
women employed outside of niche occupa-
tions. Again similar to the results for men, the 
fact that results in column 4 of table 5 are vir-
tually identical to those found in column 2 im-
plies that differences in occupations between 
immigrant and U.S.-born black women account 
for more of the variation in weekly earnings 
between the groups than differences in niching 
patterns.

Finally, column 5 looks for differences in the 
relationship between niching and wages across 
groups. In contrast to the results for U.S.-born 
men, niching is not significantly correlated 
with wages for U.S.-born black women. Also in 
contrast to the results for men, niching is sig-
nificantly and positively correlated with greater 
wages for five of the eight immigrant women 
subgroups. This finding suggests that the 
niche result in column 4 is primarily driven by 
immigrant women.

Discussion
Four key findings emerge from this study. First, 
consistent with prior research, after adjusting 
for a standard set of labor market characteris-
tics, only black immigrant men from the 
English-speaking Caribbean (Jamaica, Trini-
dad and Tobago, and Guyana) had greater earn-
ings than U.S.-born black men. Black immi-
grants from the other countries studied had 
similar or lower adjusted earnings. In contrast, 
every subgroup of black immigrant women ex-
cept Dominicans and Ethiopians had earnings 
similar to or greater than those of U.S.-born 
black women. Second, after controlling for oc-
cupational choice, employment in an occupa-

tional niche has a small, positive association 
with earnings (approximately 2 percent for 
men and 3 percent for women). Models inter-
acting niche employment with country of birth 
show that the returns to niche employment are 
similar for U.S.-born black men and most coun-
try subgroups of black immigrant men. In con-
trast, relative to U.S.-born black women, most 
subgroups of black immigrant women have 
greater earnings returns to niche employment. 
Finally, although we document variation in 
both niche employment and returns to niche 
employment for earnings, the results suggest 
that niching does not account for earnings dis-
parities among blacks in the United States.

These findings raise two important ques-
tions about the role of niche-sector employ-
ment in understanding earnings disparities 
among blacks in the United States.

1. Why does niche-sector employment seem to 
play such a limited role in labor market dispari-
ties among blacks in the United States? Waldinger 
(1996) shows that the clustering of coethnics in 
particular occupations or industries is largely 
a network-based phenomenon. The social net-
works found within particular ethnic commu-
nities facilitate the flow of information about 
job opportunities to other coethnics seeking 
employment. Although our results suggest that 
this phenomenon may lead to the clustering 
of different immigrant groups in particular oc-
cupations, they also suggest, after accounting 
for choice of occupation, that the overrepre-
sentation of coethnics within an occupation 
does not account for earnings disparities be-
tween blacks in the United States.

These results are largely consistent with 
prior research. Model (1997a) compares the 
economic attainment of ethnic group mem-
bers within their ethnic economy industries 
with that of “outsiders” in the same industries. 
She finds few differences in economic attain-
ment. Together, these findings suggest that oc-
cupation choice itself is more consequential 
than employment in an occupation with a large 
number of coethnics for understanding earn-
ings disparities among blacks by nativity.

2. What explains variation in the returns to 
niche employment among blacks? Among men, 
returns to niche employment for earnings are 
statistically similar for both U.S.-born and 
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most black immigrant subgroups. This finding 
suggests that black men in general tend to 
form niches in sectors where the presence of 
coethnics does not facilitate upward mobility. 
Similar to U.S.-born black men, black immi-
grant men tend to niche in occupations such 
as motor vehicle operators, cleaning services 
workers, and security guards. The presence of 
niches in these occupations may provide ac-
cess to jobs, but because they tend to be low-
paying jobs that offer few opportunities for ad-
vancement, the role that coethnics can play in 
aiding upward mobility is limited.

In contrast to the results for men, sub-
groups of black immigrant women from both 
the Caribbean and sub-Saharan Africa had 
greater returns to niche employment than 
U.S.-born black women. This suggests that im-
migrant women tend to form niches in occu-
pations where the presence of coethnics is 
beneficial. Like immigrant men, black immi-
grant women tend to form niches in low-
paying occupations with few opportunities for 
advancement (such as private household 
work), but a number of niche occupations for 
immigrant women offer considerable path-
ways for upward mobility. For example, health 
care occupations, such as nurses and nurse’s 
aides, are two of the largest niches for women 
from both sub-Saharan Africa and the Carib-
bean (authors’ tabulations). Both of these oc-
cupations offer coethnics pathways to aid each 
other to upward mobility. Additionally, many 
of the primary niches that employ U.S.-born 
black women are in the public sector (Kasinitz 
and Vickerman 2001; Waldinger 1996). Al-
though these occupations offer opportunities 
for upward mobility, they often require ad-
vanced education, and their more bureau-
cratic workplaces, with stringent hiring and 
promotion protocols, may mitigate the influ-
ence of coethnic ties (Kasinitz and Vickerman 
2001).

Our results also show that the returns to 
niche employment vary among black immi-
grant women, among whom Haitian women 
have the largest returns to niche employment 
followed by women from Ghana and Nigeria, 
then by women from Jamaica and Trinidad and 
Tobago. This variation is likely to be driven by 
differences in education and U.S. tenure across 

the groups, which could lead to the formation 
of different types of niches as well as region-
specific demand for female labor.

Conclusion
During the 1990s and 2000s, waves of black im-
migrants drastically changed the composition 
of the black population in the United States. 
Although flows of black immigrants from the 
Caribbean to the United States date back to the 
early 1900s (Model 2008), fewer than 60,000 
black individuals migrated to the United States 
from Africa prior to 1990. In contrast, 323,000 
black Africans migrated during the 1990s, and 
another 353,000 between 2000 and 2005 (Kent 
2007).

Immigrant occupational niches, an impor-
tant aspect of the assimilation process for 
many immigrants, are often associated with 
favorable labor market outcomes (Lee 2013; 
Waldinger 2001). Despite the growing demo-
graphic diversity of the black immigrant popu-
lation, few studies have examined the degree 
to which occupational niche employment ex-
plains variation in earnings between U.S.-born 
blacks and black immigrants or among black 
immigrants. Our findings show that while oc-
cupational niche employment does not explain 
variation in earnings between the two groups, 
niche employment remains an important as-
pect of the economic incorporation of black 
immigrants, particularly immigrant women.
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Immigration scholars have long noted that 
immigrant groups tend to concentrate in cer-
tain occupations as they adapt to the U.S. la-
bor market (Eckstein and Peri, this issue). His-
torically, Irish immigrant women were known 
to work as housemaids, Jewish immigrants 
specialized in the garment industry, and Ital-
ian immigrants were heavily represented in 
the construction business (Lieberson 1980; 
Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Rischin 1962; 

The Rise of Market-Based  
Job Search Institutions and  
Job Niches for Low-Skilled 
Chinese Immigrants

Z ai Li a ng a nd Bo Zhou

Increasingly, market-based job search institutions, such as employment agencies and ethnic media, are play-
ing a more important role than migrant networks for low-skilled Chinese immigrants searching for jobs. We 
argue that two major factors are driving this trend: the diversification of Chinese immigrants’ provinces of 
origin, and the spatial diffusion of businesses in the United States owned by Chinese immigrants. We also 
identify some new niche jobs for Chinese immigrants and assess the extent to which this development is 
driven by China’s growing prosperity. We use data from multiple sources, including a survey of employment 
agencies in Manhattan’s Chinatown, job advertisements in Chinese-language newspapers, and information 
on Chinese immigrant hometown associations in the United States.

Keywords: employment agencies, networks, Chinese immigrants, ethnic media, job niches

Waldinger 1986, 1994). Chinese immigrants, 
one of the oldest immigrant groups in the his-
tory of the United States, are no exception. In 
their early settlement in the United States, 
Chinese immigrants were known to concen-
trate in two major occupations: restaurant 
work and laundry work (Chen 2015; Siu and 
Tchen 1988; Sung 1967). Restaurant-related 
work was cited as one of the occupations pur-
sued by Chinese immigrants in the United 
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States as early as the 1860 census (Kwong and 
Mis̆c̆ević 2005).

Some have argued that discrimination by 
mainstream society limited Chinese immi-
grants’ occupational choices. After all, the first 
discriminatory immigration law in the United 
States, passed in 1882, targeted Chinese immi-
grants. Today, however, the occupational pat-
terns of Chinese immigrants have fundamen-
tally changed. Chinese immigrants can be 
found in diverse occupations, from engineers 
in Silicon Valley to professors in academic in-
stitutions, from workers in state or federal gov-
ernment to soldiers who fought in Iraq. Com-
pared to Mexican immigrants in the United 
States, Chinese immigrants occupy two labor 
market niches: high-skilled jobs, on the one 
hand, and low-skilled jobs, on the other. Data 
from the 2013 American Community Survey 
(ACS) reveal that 42 percent of Chinese immi-
grants worked in high-skilled occupations and 
46 percent in low-skilled occupations.1 Only 
about 10 percent of Chinese immigrants 
worked in restaurant-related jobs.

Our article focuses on low-skilled Chinese 
immigrants because upward mobility is often 
a challenge for them, owing to low levels of 
education and sometimes lack of legal status 
(Eckstein and Peri, this issue). One major oc-
cupation we study is the Chinese restaurant 
business, which employs a great many immi-
grant workers. By some accounts, there are 
more than 40,000 Chinese restaurants in the 
United States—more than McDonald’s, Burger 
King, and Wendy’s combined (Lee 2008). Be-
sides the large number of Chinese restaurants, 
several large Chinese restaurant chains—such 
as Panda Express (now operating 1,500 restau-
rants in the United States) and P. F. Chang’s—
have changed the landscape of the Chinese 
food service industry in the United States.

The purpose of this article is threefold. 
First, in documenting the continuing signifi-
cance of restaurant work among a large num-
ber of low-skilled Chinese immigrants, we ar-
gue that the recruitment mechanisms for 
employing these immigrants in restaurant 
work have changed from traditional migrant 
networks to market-based institutions, such as 

employment agencies, the media, and the In-
ternet. Second, using data from a variety of 
sources, we show that this change in the re-
cruitment process has been driven by two ma-
jor forces—the diversification of the provinces 
of Chinese migrant origin and the spatial dif-
fusion of businesses owned by Chinese immi-
grants. Our third goal is to explore some 
emerging new Chinese immigrant job niches 
and evaluate the extent to which these niches 
are driven by the growing prosperity of China, 
as manifested in the growing number of Chi-
nese tourists and China’s investment in the 
United States. We also discuss the potential 
implications of the market-based institutions 
now used to recruit Chinese immigrants. Will 
they lead to Chinese-owned businesses becom-
ing more akin to modern organizations than 
to traditional mom-and pop-operations? Most 
of the other articles in this issue use either a 
qualitative or a quantitative approach (Eckstein 
and Peri, this issue); we combine the two ap-
proaches, and we also rely in some cases on 
nontraditional data sources.

The Emergence of Market- Based 
Job Se arch Institutions
One key difference between immigrants who 
work in niche jobs today and immigrants who 
worked in niche jobs forty years ago is the 
change in the methods they used to find their 
jobs. In particular, today’s low-skilled Chinese 
immigrants rely on market-based institutions 
more than earlier immigrant cohorts did. In 
carefully observing the Chinese community in 
New York, we have noticed some major, socio-
logically interesting changes. Strolling through 
Chinatown in Manhattan, Flushing in Queens, 
or Sunset Park in Brooklyn, we frequently see, 
among the dazzling signs of restaurants, driv-
ing schools, legal services, and hometown as-
sociations (HAs), the signs of employment 
agencies (EAs). We have also become aware of 
the growing presence of EAs in the Chinese 
immigrant labor market through Chinese-
language newspapers and Chinese yellow 
pages. In New York City alone, our online 
search came up with 132 EAs (excluding some 
duplicated entries). The lion’s share of EAs are 

1. Authors’ calculations from 2013 ACS data.
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located in Queens and Manhattan (see figure 
1), and in Manhattan the vast majority are lo-
cated in Chinatown, a main settlement area for 
low-skilled Chinese immigrants. The mush-
rooming of EAs is not only an East Coast phe-
nomenon; a similar development has been re-
ported in Los Angeles (Dolnick 2011). As 
students of immigration, we believe that this 
new pattern of job recruitment deserves our 
attention and further exploration.

Net work-Based Versus Market-
Based Job Se arch Processes
Much of the earlier sociological research on 
immigration focused on the so-called enclave 
economy, such as is found in Chinatown in 
Manhattan or among Cuban immigrants in Mi-
ami (Portes 2010; Wilson and Portes 1980; Zhou 
1992). This literature continues and expands 
earlier work by Ivan Light (1984) and others 
who have explored the issues of immigrants 
and ethnic enterprises in the United States. 
Light’s earlier work sought to explain varia-
tions in entrepreneurship by immigrant group, 

and he stressed the role of ethnic and class 
resources in the formation of immigrant en-
terprises. Subsequent sociological studies by 
Alejandro Portes (2010) and others (for exam-
ple, Sanders and Nee 1987; Waldinger 1986) 
aimed to examine whether ethnic enclaves rep-
resent not simply a means of survival but an 
alternative vehicle for economic mobility. 
There is a consensus between the two strands 
of literature that immigrant workers become 
spatially concentrated in neighborhoods with 
an immigrant labor market based on a strong 
sense of immigrant identity and connection. 
For example, earlier immigrants who settled in 
Manhattan’s Chinatown came mainly from 
Guangdong Province and spoke the same dia-
lect. In this scenario—an immigrant group 
originating from the same place and being spa-
tially concentrated in a particular neighbor-
hood—migration networks work effectively to 
allocate immigrant labor for jobs in restau-
rants and laundry shops (the traditional Chi-
nese immigrant job niches) (Massey, Goldring, 
and Durand 1994). Today the increase in the 

2

0

52

0

78

Figure 1. Distribution of Employment Agencies by New York City Borough, 2016

Source: Authors’ compilation from “List of Employment Agencies by New York 
City Borough,” 2017, available at: http://newyork.jinti.net/yellowpages/309_l0/ 
(accessed May 15, 2017).
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number of EAs reflects not only dramatic 
changes in the job search process for immi-
grants in the last two decades in the United 
States, but also changes in the size of immi-
grant groups, their origins, and the spatial dif-
fusion of immigrant-owned businesses.

Figure 2 summarizes the logic and key com-
ponents of our theoretical framework. Our core 
argument is that the emergence of EAs is a 
market-based response to two major forces: 
the diversification of Chinese immigrants’ 
provinces of origins and the spatial diffusion 
of businesses owned by Chinese immigrants. 
This response has strong implications for both 
individual immigrants and the formation of a 
national labor market for low-skilled Chinese 
immigrants. For average low-skilled Chinese 
immigrants, we expect that market-based job 
searches will be more successful than searches 
conducted through a traditional migrant net-
work. At the same time, the formation of a 
broad immigrant labor market has given rise 
to the establishment of national supply chain 
networks and immigrant-based transportation 
systems (such as Chinatown Bus). In turn, the 
national supply chain networks and transpor-
tation systems further strengthen and expand 

the broad labor market for Chinese immigrant 
workers. In the following sections, we elabo-
rate our key arguments and present systematic 
empirical evidence.

Data Collection for the Study
We have relied on multiple data sources for 
this study. The first is our own previous study 
of employment agencies in New York’s China-
town (Liang et al. 2015). We surveyed a total of 
thirty-two EAs in Chinatown, obtaining infor-
mation on type of job, location, and salary for 
each sampled EA. Most of these EAs were lo-
cated between Canal Street and East Broadway 
in Lower Manhattan rather than along Mott 
and Canal Streets, the traditional area of settle-
ment for Cantonese immigrants. The majority 
of today’s low-skilled Chinese immigrants no 
longer come from Guangdong Province but 
from Fujian Province, and they tend to settle 
along East Broadway. Another source of data 
for the present study is a 2004 survey of Chi-
nese immigrants containing detailed informa-
tion on respondents’ job history, such as job 
changes, workplace location, and wages (for a 
detailed discussion of this survey, see Liang et 
al. 2008). We use these survey data to examine 

Source: Authors’ compilation.

Figure 2. Theoretical Framework
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how immigrants’ wages and wage growth are 
related to the job search methods they use.

The third data source is the Chinese-
language newspaper World Journal. We use in-
formation on all job listings published on a day 
in February 2004, a day in February 2016, and 
another day in April 2016. Some employers 
posted one ad for several jobs. So, for example, 
we generated four positions in our data from 
an ad for a travel agency that needed four work-
ers. For our analysis, we use two pieces of in-
formation from these job ads: types of jobs and 
locations of jobs.

To understand the growing diversification 
of the provincial origins of Chinese immi-
grants in the United States, we needed infor-
mation on these provinces of origin, but this 
information was difficult to obtain. Typical 
data sources such as the U.S. census and the 
American Community Survey do not contain 
information on the province or state of immi-
grant origin. Thus, in collecting data on Chi-
nese immigrant organizations, we assumed 
that the establishment of immigrant organiza-
tions from a specific Chinese province re-
flected a major increase in immigration from 
that province to the United States.2 Given that 
most immigrant associations are headquar-
tered in large cities or states with large popula-
tions of immigrants, we focused on Chinese 
immigrant organizations in New York City, 
Washington, D.C., California, and Texas.

We began the process by searching for 同乡
会, the Chinese term for “hometown associa-
tion,” in selected locations (such as New York 
City). We looked through ten pages of search 
results looking for specific names of associa-
tions in that location. Sometimes we would find 
a useful link to an association’s website and be 
able to obtain information on the year the as-
sociation was established. Sometimes we found 
one website listing Chinese immigrant associa-

tions in a selected location (such as Washing-
ton, D.C.). Then we would search for reports on 
the anniversary events associated with each 
Chinese immigrant association in that location 
because they would help us identify the year 
the association was established. For example, 
an immigrant association having a twentieth-
anniversary celebration in 2016 would have 
been established in 1996. When we could not 
find such information, we phoned or emailed 
the manager or another staff member of the 
Chinese immigrant association to inquire 
about the year of the association’s founding.

Overall, the four data sources complement 
each other and provide a comprehensive por-
trait of the linkages among the diversification 
of Chinese immigrant origins, the spatial dif-
fusion of Chinese immigrants, and the rise of 
market-based job search institutions. We 
should also mention some caveats: these data 
do have limitations. For example, our survey 
of employment agencies does not include jobs 
advertised in the World Journal. This limitation 
is overcome somewhat by our inclusion of the 
jobs posted in the Chinese-language newspa-
per. Likewise, our use of job information con-
tained in the World Journal during the two 
months (February and April) may overlook po-
tential seasonal variations. Finally, the infor-
mation on Chinese immigrant associations ob-
tained from the Internet is likely to be 
incomplete and to underestimate the number 
of Chinese immigrant associations in the 
United States.

The Incre asing Diversification of 
Chinese Immigr ants
In 2015, the U.S. Census Bureau reported that 
China had replaced Mexico as the number-one 
immigrant-sending country to the United 
States, as measured by migrant flow (Shah 
2015).3 The more than 150,000 Chinese immi-

2. The history of Chinese immigrant associations in the United States is consistent with this assumption. The 
Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association was established in 1883 as the number of Chinese immigrants 
from Guangdong Province was increasing significantly (see the association’s website at http://www.ccbanyc 
.org/eindex.html, accessed August 31, 2017). Likewise, the Fukien Benevolent Association of America (http://
www.usfujian.com/viewthread.php?tid=21, accessed August 31, 2017) was established in New York City in 1942 
because more and more immigrants from Fujian Province were arriving in the United States.

3. The Census Bureau defines an “immigrant” as a foreign-born person who was in a foreign country one year 
earlier and was living in the United States at the time of the American Community Survey.

http://www.ccbanyc
.org/eindex.html
http://www.ccbanyc
.org/eindex.html
http://www.usfujian.com/viewthread.php?tid=21)
http://www.usfujian.com/viewthread.php?tid=21)
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grants who came to the United States in 2012 
were recorded in the American Community 
Survey of 2013 (U.S. Census Bureau 2013). In 
1990, there were 681,000 Chinese immigrants 
in the United States, and by 2000 that number 
had nearly doubled, reaching 1.2 million. By 
2013, according to ACS data, there were 2 mil-
lion Chinese immigrants, which is clearly an 
underestimate: a significant number of undoc-
umented Chinese immigrants are often not 
counted in the official data. 

To most casual observers, all Chinese im-
migrants are the same, or at least not that dif-
ferent. In reality, however, there are significant 
variations between the Chinese immigrants we 
observe today and Chinese immigrants thirty 
or forty years ago. Most Chinese immigrants 
in the United States before 1965 came from 
Guangdong Province in southern China and 
spoke Cantonese (Nee and Nee 1974; Sung 
1967). They were often seen in Chinatowns in 
different cities and either worked in restau-
rants and laundry businesses or ran grocery 
stores and gift shops.

Today immigrants from China are funda-
mentally different and represent much broader 
origins in China—an immigration trend that 
has been recently reported on by National Pub-
lic Radio (Wang 2016). In April 2016, the humor-
ist Calvin Trillin (2016), a longtime New Yorker 
contributor, wrote a poem complaining that 
Americans could not keep up with the different 
Chinese regional cuisines. “Have they run out 
of provinces yet? / If they haven’t, we’ve reason 
to fret.” The poem may be innocent and hu-
morous, but it actually created something of a 
global controversy: commentators from both 
the United States and China joined the debate 
(Li 2016; Ramzy 2016). The English edition of 
the influential Global Times, a newspaper pub-
lished in China, ran its own poem, which be-
gan: “Have they run out of xenophobia?” (Li 
2016).

That controversy aside, the mainstream me-
dia clearly take notice of the unmistakable im-
migration story: immigrants from different 
provinces and regions of China to the United 
States are becoming increasingly diverse. For 
scholars, the challenge is to document this di-
versification systematically. In the federal data 
collection system, we can obtain information 

on Chinese immigrants from the U.S. census 
and the American Community Survey and ad-
ministrative data from the U.S. Department of 
Homeland Security. But none of these data 
sources identifies Chinese immigrants’ prov-
ince of origin in China. To overcome this chal-
lenge we decided to use data on Chinese im-
migrant hometown associations in the United 
States, on the assumption that a higher num-
ber of HAs for immigrants from certain prov-
inces in China represents a larger volume of 
immigrants from these provinces. Of course, 
this approximation may not be entirely accu-
rate.

 Table 1 shows recent changes in Chinese 
immigrant hometown associations in the 
United States. The top panel reveals increasing 
provincial diversification over time in four ma-
jor immigrant locations in the United States: 
New York City, Washington, D.C., California, 
and Texas. In 1965 in New York City, for exam-
ple, three Chinese provinces were represented 
among Chinese immigrant hometown associa-
tions. By 2015, New York City HAs represented 
twenty-three provinces in China (out of thirty-
one). Similar findings are revealed for Chinese 
immigrant HAs in Washington, D.C., Califor-
nia, and Texas. The lower panel of table 1 
shows the total number of Chinese immigrant 
HAs in each location. We identified twelve HAs 
in 1965 in New York City that represented im-
migrants from three provinces of China. In ad-
dition to comparing HAs across time in New 
York City, it is informative to make compari-
sons between cities. Compared to New York 
City HAs, for example, HAs in Washington, 
D.C., represent more provinces in China 
(twenty-eight versus twenty-three). But this is 
only part of the story: New York City in 2015 
had 130 HAs, nearly four times the number in 
D.C., suggesting that Chinese immigrants in 
the D.C. region may be more diverse, but there 
are many more Chinese immigrants in New 
York City than in D.C., as is consistent with the 
official account (Hooper and Batalova 2015).

Table 2 gives us more detailed information 
on how the change in HAs differs by province 
of origin. First, let us compare Guangdong and 
Fujian Provinces, using New York City as an 
example. In 1965, clearly the most important 
immigrant-sending province was Guangdong, 
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which was represented by nine HAs in New 
York City, compared to only one Fujian HA. By 
2015, the picture had changed dramatically: 
now there were seventy-five Fujian-based HAs, 
compared to only thirteen Guangdong HAs. At 

the same time, the number of HAs represent-
ing immigrants from Zhejiang Province (lo-
cated in coastal China) had increased in both 
New York City and California.

Chinese immigrants from different prov-

Table 1. Distribution of Chinese Hometown Associations in the United States, by Year

  Number of Chinese Provinces with Hometown Associations

Year
New York  

City
Washington,  

D.C. California Texas

1965 3 0 1 0
2000 12 11 14 6
2010 15 21 22 10
2015 23 28 26 16

  Number of Chinese Hometown Associations

Year
New York  

City
Washington, 

D.C. California Texas

1965 12 0 2 0
2000 33 9 18 4
2010 47 22 36 9
2015 130 36 57 19

Source: Authors’ compilation.

Table 2. Distribution of Hometown Associations of Selected Chinese Provinces in the United States, by 
Year

Province/Year

Number of Chinese Hometown Associations

New York  
City

Washington,  
D.C. California Texas

From Fujian
1965 1 0 0 0
2000 4 2 2 1
2010 6 3 2 1
2015 75 3 2 2

From Guangdong
1965 9 0 2 0
2000 11 0 3 1
2010 12 1 4 1
2015 13 2 4 1

From Zhejiang
1965 0 0 0 0
2000 4 0 3 0
2010 6 1 7 0
2015 8 1 8 1

Source: Authors’ compilation.
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inces speak different dialects and are often em-
bedded in their own networks. Even among 
immigrants from Fujian Province, a person 
from one Fujian town who runs a restaurant 
and needs to hire a worker might not know 
that someone from another town in Fujian is 
looking for a job. Thus, this Chinese restaura-
teur from Fujian Province, unable to staff his 
restaurant from his own small network of 
friends and relatives, has to look beyond it. In 
this case, the traditional network-based job 
search process has reached its limit. A differ-
ent version of the strength of “weak ties” may 
apply here: job information and choice are lim-
ited for those immigrants who know only the 
job availability of those within their own 
province-of-origin network (Granovetter 1985).

The Spatial Diffusion of Chinese 
Immigr ant Entrepreneurs
In addition to the diversification of Chinese 
immigrants’ provinces of origin, we also ob-
serve spatial diffusion of Chinese immigrant 
entrepreneurs. Here we report results from a 
survey of eleven employment agencies that we 
carried out in Manhattan’s Chinatown in 2011. 
Before discussing our findings from this sur-
vey, we give a brief overview of the history of 
EAs in New York City. In our interviews with 
owners of selected EAs, all mentioned that the 
first person to start an EA was Jackson Lee, an 
immigrant from Guangdong Province, al-
though no one could say exactly when. In New 
York Times reporter Jane Lii’s 1994 report on a 
case against Jackson Lee, however, a quote 
from Lee implies that his EA business started 
in 1969. This time frame is broadly consistent 
with the information from our interviews with 
other EA owners. For example, another EA 
owner, Mr. Yang, told us that when he first 
came to New York in 1973, he saw Jackson Lee’s 
EA in Chinatown.4 Mr. Yang also remembered 
that the fee for EA services was $30 at that time. 
(That today’s fee of $30 to $35 is virtually un-
changed after more than twenty years points 
to the fierce competition among modern EAs.) 
Although earlier EAs primarily provided ser-
vices for immigrants from Guangdong and 
other Chinese immigrants, over time the num-

ber of EAs has expanded dramatically; now 
they cater mainly to immigrants from other 
provinces, such Fujian, and from northeast 
China. One key difference is that owners of EAs 
today are primarily immigrants from Fujian 
Province, because most restaurant owners in 
New York City are Fujianese immigrants.

We obtained all of the job listings of the EAs 
we surveyed—over 2,000 jobs in total. All of 
these jobs were in businesses owned by Chi-
nese entrepreneurs. Most of them were jobs in 
restaurants (serving both Chinese food and 
Japanese food). For the most part, job appli-
cants were Chinese immigrants, but some La-
tino workers also used the services of Chinese 
immigrant EAs. Just as in high-end restaurants 
in Los Angeles, there is a hierarchy among res-
taurant workers in Chinese restaurants (Wil-
son, this issue), where Latino workers tend to 
work mainly as busboys.

For our survey, the most important job in-
formation posted at an EA was the phone area 
code for each job, which could be perceived to 
imply an immigrant business in operation 
within the geographical boundaries of that area 
code. Thus, this job information could be used 
to examine the spatial locations of immigrant-
owned businesses. Figure 3 shows the spatial 
distribution across the United States of these 
immigrant-owned businesses in 2011. From a 
survey of employment agencies in Chinatown 
in Manhattan, we can study the spatial diffu-
sion of Chinese immigrant–owned businesses 
(mainly restaurants) across the United States. 
In figure 3, we see that Chinese immigrant busi-
nesses can be found in nearly all U.S. states, 
excepting only Montana, Wyoming, South Da-
kota, North Dakota, Idaho, and Nevada.

One implication of the expansion of Chi-
nese immigrant–owned businesses across the 
country is that the labor demand is high and 
constant and there are no sizable local popula-
tions of Chinese low-skilled workers to depend 
on to meet that demand. Given how wide-
spread these job locations are, even if business 
owners could find people in their migrant net-
works who are looking for jobs, there is no 
guarantee they would be willing to move. Thus, 
the recruitment of restaurant workers for the 

4. Our interview with Mr. Yang was conducted on June 4, 2016.
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whole country is better served by reliance on 
market-based institutions such as EAs, which 
can cast a much bigger net to identify workers 
willing to take these jobs, rather than tradi-
tional migrant networks.

A Chinese- L anguage Newspaper 
and the New Immigr ant Job Niches
The second market-based job search institution 
on which we focus is the Chinese-language 
newspaper World Journal (世界日报). Estab-
lished in 1976, the World Journal celebrated its 
fortieth anniversary in 2016 and is the most in-
fluential Chinese-language newspaper in the 
United States, with a circulation of about 300,000 
(Zhou and Cai 2002). The World Journal’s cover-
age is broad, from news in the United States and 
New York City’s Chinese community to news 
from mainland China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong, 
along with news on the economy and stock mar-
ket. The World Journal also posts job openings. 
We use information from the World Journal’s job 
listings for three periods: April 2004, February 
2016, and April 2016. Our decision to use data 
from these time periods was driven by the avail-
ability of job information for earlier time peri-
ods; we needed that earlier job data because we 
planned to examine any changes in job catego-
ries over time. Job information in the World Jour-
nal for 2016 was easier to obtain. We obtained 

data for two different months in 2016 to detect 
any seasonal variations.

Nancy Foner (2013), one of the immigration 
scholars who have studied ethnic media, 
reports that in New York City there are 198 mag-
azines and newspapers published in thirty-
seven languages; this high number of pub
lications suggests the importance of ethnic 
media in many immigrant communities in 
New York City. In analyzing their systematic 
collection of information on ethnic media (in-
cluding Chinese-language newspapers), Min 
Zhou and Guoxuan Cai (2002) ask whether eth-
nic media hinder or facilitate immigrants’ as-
similation into American society—for example, 
by providing information on purchasing a 
home or investing in education, or helping 
readers learn about American culture. Using 
information from two Chinese newspapers  
and interviews with nine Chinese immigrant 
women, Yu Shi (2009) examines the interaction 
between newspapers’ discourse and the dis-
course of the working immigrant women 
among their readers.

None of these studies focus on the job 
search dimension of ethnic newspapers. As an 
information channel for job openings, news-
papers differ from employment agencies. First, 
newspapers cover a much broader range of 
jobs, including not only restaurant jobs but all 
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r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

	j  o b  n i c h es   f o r  l o w - s k i l l e d  c h i n ese    i m m i g r a n t s 	 8 7

other jobs that employers, large or small, are 
trying to fill. This broader coverage gives re-
searchers a more comprehensive view of the 
immigrant labor market. Second, job ads in 
newspapers come and go quickly because em-
ployers have to pay for them and no one wants 
to pay more than necessary to advertise a job. 
The moment a job is taken, the ad is taken out 
of the newspaper. And finally, because newspa-
pers cover diverse job categories on a timely 
basis, they are better positioned to capture new 
developments in the labor market—such as 
new labor market niches for immigrants.

In table 3, we present job distribution data 
that we collected from the World Journal for 
April 2004, February 2016, and April 2016. In-
terestingly, a higher proportion (31 percent) of 
nail salon jobs were advertised in February 
than in April (16 percent); salon owners were 
preparing for increased demand for nail ser-
vices as the weather got warmer. Several addi-
tional observations can be made from table 3. 
First, for both years we see that restaurant jobs 
were among the most important job categories; 
this time-tested finding confirms that today’s 
low-skilled immigrants continue to rely on res-
taurant jobs. Equally important, however, is 
another service job category: nail/massage/
tuina. We combine these three types of jobs 
because all three are new jobs, not traditional 

niche-type jobs. Second, Chinese immigrants 
are latecomers in the nail salon industry, which 
was initiated by other Asian immigrants (Eck-
stein and Nguyen 2011). Recent reports suggest 
that Chinese immigrants are taking an increas-
ingly larger share of this business in the market 
once dominated by Korean immigrants in New 
York City.5 The declining share of Korean-
owned nail salons is due to low immigration 
from Korea and low fertility in Korea combined 
with the unwillingness of second-generation 
Koreans to follow in their parents’ footsteps. 
Third, a careful study of this job market shows 
that many nail salon jobs advertised in the 
World Journal are actually for nail salon busi-
nesses owned by Korean immigrants. This sug-
gests that Chinese and Korean immigrants 
work together in the nail salon market.

The presence of Chinese immigrants in this 
market generated a great controversy in 2015 
after a New York Times article reported viola-
tions of employees’ labor rights by some nail 
salon owners, such as paying below minimum 
wage or requiring unpaid overtime (Nir 2015). 
That report prompted Governor Andrew Cuo-
mo’s immediate action to shut down some of 
these businesses and begin to implement new 
business standards and regulations, leading to 
many protests by Chinese and Korean business 
owners. In pursuing their case and publicizing 

5. In the aftermath of Governor Andrew Cuomo’s announcement of new regulations concerning the nail salon 
industry in New York State, nearly 500 Chinese nail salon owners showed up at meetings with state government 
officials (Zhu 2015). At present, most nail salon businesses in New York and along the East Coast are owned by 
Korean and Chinese immigrants (see Kang 2010; Yin 2016; Zhu 2015), while Vietnamese dominate this business 
on the West Coast (Eckstein and Nguyen 2011).

Table 3. Job Advertisements in a Chinese-Language Newspaper, by Job Category, 2004 and 2016

April 16, 2004 February 25, 2016 April 8, 2016

Number  
of Jobs %

Number  
of Jobs %

Number  
of Jobs %

Nail salon jobs 238 19.80 453 31.20 171 16.16 
Massage or tuina jobs 92 7.65 195 13.43 134 12.67 
Restaurant jobs 408 33.94 348 23.97 340 32.14
Other jobs 464 38.60 456 31.40 413 39.04

Total 1,202 100 1,452 100 1,058 100

Source: World Journal, job advertisements in the New York City edition, April 16, 2004, February 25, 2016, 
and April 8, 2016.
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their side of the story, Chinese and Korean 
business owners have worked together to put 
pressure on the state to implement more prac-
tical and realistic policies so that their busi-
nesses can survive and workers can keep their 
jobs (Yin 2016; Zhu 2015).

 From table 3 and detailed job distributions 
(not shown in the table), we also detect the in-
fluence of China’s increasing economic pros-
perity on labor market niches in the United 
States. For example, the job categories of mas-
sage and tuina are clearly new job niches in the 
United States for low-skilled Chinese immi-
grants. Massage services have become very 
popular in China for the last three decades and 
accessible to middle-class customers. Anyone 
who travels to urban China can easily find mas-
sage services—both body massage and foot 
massage—everywhere, not only in fancy hotels 
but on street corners as well. The arrival of 
tuina in the United States from China is more 
recent. Tuina is a hands-on body treatment 
that uses Chinese Taoism to bring the eight 
principles of traditional Chinese medicine 
(TCM) into balance.6 In China, the services of 
tuina professionals are often offered in some 
hospitals and clinics as a way to treat body pain 
and discomfort. Sometimes tuina is combined 
with massage to give massage service more le-
gitimacy. Chinese immigrant entrepreneurs 
brought these newly popular massage and 
tuina services from China to the United States, 
first offering these services in cities with large 
immigrant concentrations, such as New York. 
The initial business strategy was to target Chi-
nese tourists and middle-class Chinese immi-
grants, but businesses offering massage and 
tuina have now expanded to other clients be-
sides Chinese, in other locations.

Another consequence of the growing influ-
ence of China’s prosperity is the global reach 
of Chinese tourists. From 2011 to 2014, China 
was ranked number one in international trav-
elers, and Chinese tourist spending rose from 
$40 billion in 2008 to $140 billion by 2014—a 
nearly fourfold increase (Feng and Zhang 2015). 
Of course, the United States is one of the most 
popular destinations for Chinese tourists. The 
number of tourists visiting the United States 

from China rose to 2.2 million in 2014, from 
270,000 in 2005 (U.S. Department of Commerce 
2015). This increase in Chinese tourists has 
generated labor demand for tourist-related 
jobs in the United States. Our data from Chi-
nese newspapers reveal that tourism- and 
travel-related jobs account for about 2.1 per-
cent of all job listings (not shown in table 3). 
For example, one travel agency alone was hir-
ing four new workers. Of course, our data re-
flect only the demand for new workers in this 
industry and do not account for the immi-
grants who already work in these jobs. Besides 
tour guides, tour bus drivers are in particularly 
high demand.

Chinese shoppers are also having an impact 
on immigrant labor market niches in the 
United States. Compared to travelers from 
other countries, Chinese travelers are said to 
be “aggressive shoppers” with an enthusiastic 
desire for designer products. Major department 
stores such as Macy’s try hard to entice Chinese 
tourist shoppers, and Woodbury outlet stores 
have many signs written in Chinese for Chinese 
buyers. In almost every major designer store, 
at least one salesperson can speak Mandarin 
Chinese. (Some of these retail workers are in-
cluded in the category “other” in table 3.)

China’s growing economic power is also re-
flected in U.S. companies’ increasing interest 
in doing business with China and their search 
for bilingual workers who can speak both En-
glish and Chinese. For example, many sales 
jobs posted include jobs in long-distance tele-
communications, global trading, and interna-
tional express shipping. The demand for inter-
national express shipping services especially 
is mushrooming because of strong Chinese 
demand for U.S.-made products. These kinds 
of companies are quite visible in places like 
Flushing and Chinatown in New York. The 
World Journal also advertises jobs in English, 
such as the many import-export business jobs 
that require applicants to be bilingual—an-
other sign of the economic interdependence 
between the United States and China, the two 
largest economies in the world.

In tables 4 and 5, we focus on the two most 
important job categories for low-skilled Chi-

6. For more information on tuina, see the Wikipedia entry at: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tui_na (accessed 
August 31, 2017).

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tui_na.
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nese immigrants and examine their spatial dis-
tribution: jobs in nail salons, spas, and mas-
sage and jobs in restaurants. Confirming the 
findings from our employment agency survey, 
only about half of the job postings were located 
in New York City; the rest were located in other 
parts of New York State and other parts of the 

country. We should note that we are using the 
New York City edition of the World Journal, 
which also has Chicago and California editions.

Table 6 displays the spatial distribution of 
nail salon jobs. The nail salon business seems 
to have been diffused to other parts of New 
York State to a significant degree. In 2004, 

Table 4. Massage and Tuina Job Advertisements in a Chinese-Language Newspaper, by Job Location, 
2004 and 2016

April 16, 2004 February 25, 2016 April 8, 2016

Number  
of Jobs %

Number  
of Jobs %

Number  
of Jobs %

New York City 53 57.61 72 36.92 53 39.55 
New York State (excluding 

New York City)
3 3.26 18 9.23 22 16.42 

Other 36 39.13 105 53.85 59 44.03 

Total 92 100 195 100 134 100

Source: World Journal, job advertisements in the New York City edition, April 16, 2004, February 25, 2016, 
and April 8, 2016.

Table 5. Restaurant Job Advertisements in a Chinese-Language Newspaper, 2004 and 2016

April 16, 2004 February 25, 2016 April 8, 2016

Number  
of Jobs %

Number  
of Jobs %

Number  
of Jobs %

New York City 187 45.83 159 45.69 172 50.59 
New York State (excluding 

New York City)
62 15.20 62 17.82 76 22.35 

Other 159 38.97 127 36.49 92 27.06 

Total 408 100 348 100 340 100

Source: World Journal, job advertisements in the New York City edition, April 16, 2004, February 25, 2016, 
and April 8, 2016.

Table 6. Nail Salon Job Advertisements in a Chinese-Language Newspaper, 2004 and 2016

April 16, 2004 February 25, 2016 April 8, 2016

Number  
of Jobs %

Number  
of Jobs %

Number  
of Jobs %

New York City 165 69.33 138 30.46 60 35.09 
New York State (excluding 

New York City)
65 27.31 196 43.27 81 47.37 

Other 8 3.36 119 26.27 30 17.54 

Total 238 100 453 100 171 100

Source: World Journal, job advertisements in the New York City edition, April 16, 2004, February 25, 2016, 
and April 8, 2016.
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nearly 70 percent of the job ads for New York 
City were nail salon jobs; by 2016, that propor-
tion had declined to 30 to 35 percent. One pos-
sible explanation is that the diffusion of these 
jobs was accelerated by Governor Cuomo’s 
tightening of industry regulations after the 
2015 New York Times report. What table 6 also 
reveals is that, as with Chinese restaurant 
workers, the nail salon business is becoming 
a broad national labor market.

Implications of a Market- Based 
Job Se arch Process
The rise of market-based job search institu-
tions has several implications for immigrant 
job outcomes as well as our conceptualization 
of the immigrant labor market (Sassen 1995). 
First, we argue that traditional network-based 
job searches have advantages and disadvan-
tages. On the one hand, newly arrived immi-
grants are happy to get jobs through migration 
networks—that is, through friends, relatives, 
or shared hometown origins—but on the other 
hand, it is hard to negotiate wages for jobs ob-
tained through networks if those wages are not 
consistent with market-based wages. Thus, im-
migrants obtaining jobs through networks 
may receive only the wages that employers can 
afford and are willing to pay, but not necessar-
ily market wages. By contrast, jobs obtained 
through market-based institutions such as em-
ployment agencies and newspaper listings 
must pay market wages, for several reasons. 
First, with other employers also posting ads in 
employment agencies and newspapers, any 
employer that does not offer market wages is 
unlikely to receive job applicants (unless the 
job market is bad). Second, employers try to 
avoid high turnover rates, which are likely to 
occur if they do not offer market wages and 
their employees have an incentive to find 
better-paying jobs elsewhere. And third, be-
cause there is no prior connection between em-
ployers and job applicants—such as is the case 
in network-based employment—many appli-
cants do not hesitate to negotiate for market-
level wages or higher. For these reasons, we 
hypothesize that immigrants who obtain jobs 
through market-based job search institutions 
receive higher pay than they would in jobs ob-
tained through migrant networks.

We test this idea using the 2004 survey of 
Chinese immigrants carried out by Zai Liang. 
We use logged wages for current job as the de-
pendent variable. Job search methods include 
friends, relatives, neighbors, smugglers, em-
ployment agencies, newspapers, and direct ap-
plications to the employer. We group employ-
ment agencies and newspapers as market-based 
job search methods and classify the rest as 
network-based. We use ordinary least squares 
(OLS) regression to estimate the wage models 
and report the results in table 7.

As shown in table 7, immigrant men are 
paid more than immigrant women, and the 
duration of U.S. residence has a positive im-
pact on wages; these findings are consistent  
with previous studies. We also find that age is 
negatively related to wages, probably, we sus-
pect, because restaurant jobs are very labor-
intensive, demand long hours, and are essen-
tially a young person’s game. Thus, older 
immigrants who stay in the restaurant busi-
ness are not being rewarded as they would be 
in other businesses.

Surprisingly, there is no significant differ-
ence in wages between immigrants who ob-
tained their current job through market-based 
institutions and those who relied on migrant 
networks. To further explore the linkage be-
tween job search method and wages, we use 
wage growth between the first job and the cur-
rent job using job search method as one of the 
key independent variables. Here we find that 
wage growth for immigrants who found their 
current job through a market-based search 
method is significantly higher than wage 
growth for immigrants who found their current 
job through migration networks. It seems that 
the immigrants who found their jobs through 
market-based institutions were better in-
formed about market wages and better able to 
negotiate with employers than immigrants 
who got their jobs through migrant networks.

Beyond wages, we also argue that immi-
grants’ use of market-based job searches is part 
of a larger movement in the immigrant labor 
market of employers relying increasingly on 
market institutions rather than migrant net-
works for their business operations. In the res-
taurant business in New York’s Chinatown, we 
observe a set of businesses that support res-
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taurant operations for the whole country: 
buses that send immigrants to work in differ-
ent states, printing companies that create 
menus for Chinese restaurants nationwide, 
kitchen equipment stores that supply restau-
rants, companies that produce cashier systems 
and surveillance cameras, and so on. In other 
words, the operation of Chinese restaurants, 
traditionally a mom-and-pop operation, has 
begun to resemble the operation of a modern 
industrial organization. Moreover, the rise of 
market-based institutions has prompted us to 
reconceptualize our notion of the immigrant 
labor market. No longer confined to singular 
enclaves in one location, the immigrant labor 
market is now often national in scope (Liang 
et al. 2015; Sassen 1995)—as is clearly the case 
for both the restaurant and nail salon busi-
nesses, based on the evidence we present here.

Summary and Conclusion
This article began with the observation that 
there has been a rise in market-based job 
search institutions, such as employment agen-
cies and newspapers, in the Chinese immi-

grant labor market. We argue that this increase 
is driven by two major forces. One is the chang-
ing pattern of Chinese immigration, as re-
flected in both the large size and, especially, 
the diversification of immigrant provinces of 
origin. To the extent that network-based job 
searches rely on kinship and friendship ties 
and shared community of origin, any employer 
relying only on the limited number of people 
from his or her own community of origin look-
ing for a job may soon reach the limit of the 
labor supply. This is likely to happen as em-
ployees themselves become entrepreneurs, 
start their own businesses, and need workers. 
In fact, this is exactly what happens in the res-
taurant business. Most of the restaurant work-
ers we interviewed dreamed of having their 
own business down the road. The diffusion of 
Chinese immigrant businesses across the 
country further complicates the recruitment 
process as businesses open in places with no 
local low-skilled Chinese immigrant popula-
tion and find it difficult to persuade those liv-
ing in locations with large immigrant popula-
tions, such as New York City, to move to faraway 

Table 7. OLS Regression Predicting Logged Hourly Wage and Growth of Monthly Wage for Chinese 
Immigrants, 2004

Logged Hourly Wage Wage Growth

Variable Coefficient
Standard

Error Coefficient
Standard

Error

Age 0.03* 0.01 47.42* 21.46 
Age*age –0.0004** 0.00 –0.59* 0.25 
Male 0.26*** 0.04 354.20*** 69.60 
Married –0.04 0.06 –73.89 92.99 
With high school or higher education 0.05 0.05 53.31 74.63 
Years in the United States 0.01* 0.00 19.87* 7.93 
With legal status 0.04 0.04 27.72 63.36 
Found job through market methodsa –0.07 0.04 139.26* 59.48 
Poor English proficiencyb –0.15*** 0.04 –193.89** 69.86 
Working in restaurants 0.04 0.04 210.31** 67.47 
Constant 1.20*** 0.24 –855.12* 395.65 

Adjusted R2 0.265 0.263
N 320 320

Source: 2004 survey of Chinese immigrants by Zai Liang.
aThe reference group for “found job through market methods” is “found job through social network.”
bThe reference group for “poor English proficiency” is “speaks English well or fluently.”
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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places. These employers must rely on a larger 
potential pool of labor to recruit willing em-
ployees.

It is natural to wonder what the rise of 
market-based job search institutions means for 
average workers. Using Liang’s 2004 survey of 
Chinese immigrants, we find that immigrants 
who obtained jobs using market-based institu-
tions experienced higher wage growth than im-
migrants who obtained their jobs through mi-
grant networks. This finding points to the 
limits of migrant networks and ethnic solidar-
ity and the advantages of market mechanisms. 
One policy implication is that policymakers 
should design policies to help the employment 
agencies in the Chinese community and 
Chinese-language newspapers that are created 
by immigrants and immigrant entrepreneurs—
for example, by providing guidelines for em-
ployment agencies to use in educating their 
employees. In the last few years, employment 
agency owners have reported that city govern-
ment officials often visit their offices to see 
whether government policies and regulations 
are being followed and penalize agencies 
found not to be in compliance. In 2012, for ex-
ample, officials from New York City’s Con-
sumer Affairs Bureau penalized employment 
agencies for failing to provide job assignment 
forms written in both English and Chinese and 
for not putting all labor contracts in writing 
(Wang 2012). Business owners complained that 
they did not know what policies should be fol-
lowed in the first place. One agency owner 
complained that he had run his business for 
twenty years without knowing how contracts 
between workers and his agency should be 
written. Clearly, the city government could 
help these business owners by educating them 
about New York City policies that relate to em-
ployment agencies. In fact, under the strong 
encouragement of Governor Cuomo, New York 
State officials are already doing this for nail 
salon owners.

We also analyzed job listings in a Chinese-
language newspaper, the World Journal. Not 
surprisingly, our findings confirm those from 
a survey of employment agencies that restau-
rant jobs continue to be the backbone of the 
low-skilled Chinese immigrant labor market. 
However, new niche jobs are emerging, such 

as nail salon jobs. In addition, we find evidence 
that the rising prosperity of China has implica-
tions for Chinese immigrant jobs in the United 
States. In particular, we show that the market 
for jobs that meet the growing needs of Chi-
nese travelers to the United States is strong and 
likely to expand even further. Twenty years ago, 
Chinese visiting the United States were likely 
to be high-ranking officials, scholars, or upper-
class citizens. Today China’s international 
tourism industry has taken advantage of the 
growing economic wealth of the Chinese mid-
dle class, for whom travel to the United States 
and other countries has become more acces-
sible. Jobs related to China’s investment in the 
United States are also expected to grow. Chi-
nese immigrants with English-language skills 
and cultural knowledge of both China and the 
United States are well positioned to take these 
jobs. Recently, the Asia Society released a re-
port about China’s investment in U.S. real es-
tate (Rosen et al. 2016): between 2010 and 2015, 
both China and Chinese customers invested 
significantly in residential and commercial 
property in the United States. This is clearly 
good news for Chinese immigrants, both low-
skilled and high-skilled, as job opportunities 
are likely to expand in sectors related to Chi-
na’s investment in the United States.

The spatial diffusion of Chinese immigrant 
businesses and increasing use of employment 
agencies to recruit workers have raised impor-
tant theoretical questions about the study of 
ethnic enclaves such as Manhattan’s China-
town. Compared to Chinatown’s traditional 
enclave economy, the new type of Chinese en-
clave we report on here continues to rely on 
Chinese immigrant labor but is no longer lo-
cated in Chinatown in Manhattan. There are 
other striking differences as well. First, the 
new Chinese enclave economy serves mostly 
non-Chinese customers, raising interesting 
questions about intergroup contacts and as-
similation. Moreover, some of these Chinese 
immigrant–owned businesses are located in 
minority neighborhoods, making the middle 
man minority thesis relevant as well (Min 
1996). Second, we cannot use traditional mea-
sures to define an enclave economy, whether 
by residential location or job location in Chi-
natown, because most of the Chinese immi-
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grant workers employed by today’s Chinese im-
migrant–owned businesses do not work or live 
in Chinatown. However, Chinatown in Manhat-
tan continues to play an important role as a 
transportation hub for immigrant workers, a 
center of supply chains, the home of Chinese-
language media, a source of political mobiliza-
tion, and the setting for social events and cer-
emonies such as weddings and the celebrations 
of hometown associations. This change in Chi-
natown’s role is an important new develop-
ment that deserves more attention from im-
migration scholars.7

We conclude with a methodological note for 
the study of immigration. As immigration 
scholars who specialize in quantitative re-
search, we are used to relying on data from the 
U.S. census, national surveys—for example, the 
American Community Survey (ACS) and the 
Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID)—and 
administrative data. Such research is extremely 
valuable for understanding key issues for im-
migrants, such as broad patterns of spatial lo-
cation, occupations, and family, but it is also 
limited in some ways. For example, we can 
learn almost nothing about immigrants’ ori-
gins in their home countries, whether at the 
state and provincial or regional level. At a time 
when immigration scholars are recognizing the 
importance of links between origins and des-
tinations and of transnationalism (Liang and 
Chen 2004; Singley and Landale 1998; Waldinger 
2015), it is important to bring migrant origins 
back into the discussion.

Addressing these concerns, we have at-
tempted to try some new approaches. Using 
data on immigrant hometown associations to 
gauge the diversification of Chinese immi-
grants met with some success. For immigra-
tion scholars, gaining knowledge of migrant 
origins is extremely important because differ-
ent provinces represent differences in levels of 
socioeconomic development (rich versus poor, 
working-class versus middle-class), differences 
in immigration history, differences in cultures 
of entrepreneurship, differences in dialects, 
and, of course, differences in food tastes (as 
Calvin Trillin noticed). Likewise, ethnic media 

can also make valuable contributions to our 
understanding of the immigrant labor market. 
Although ACS data can tell us the proportion 
of immigrants who work in service jobs, 
Chinese-language newspapers describe these 
jobs more specifically: restaurant workers, nail 
salon workers, tour company bus drivers, work-
ers in Chinese banks in New York City, and 
clerks in international shipping companies. 
Job ads in the ethnic media also provide an 
up-to-the-minute picture of labor market de-
mand, which is useful for detecting changes in 
the labor market.

Recognizing the limitations of our approach 
of using job information from only a few mo-
ments in time, we nevertheless hope that we 
have demonstrated the utility of this approach 
well enough to encourage future researchers 
to explore it further. We are optimistic, par-
ticularly in these days of “big data,” that the 
rich data available in ethnic media can be fully 
utilized to advance immigration research.
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dition, grandparent-provided child care is usu-
ally trustworthy and considered the “next best 
thing” (compared to mother’s care) (Falk and 
Falk 2002; Wheelock and Jones 2002).

Since intergenerational support for working 
women is not a new phenomenon, it is useful 
to begin with the literature of intergenerational 
support in different countries and cultures and 
then look at how immigration has transnation-
alized it into the U.S. labor market.

The evidence on this topic from Europe is 
abundant and often focuses on regional differ-
ences. Many European studies are comparative 
analyses using panel data to control for unob-
served family factors (Aassve, Arpino, and Go-
isis 2012; Albertini, Kohli, and Vogel 2007; 
García-Morán and Kuehn 2013; Hank and Bu-
ber 2008). In addition to confirming that 

Filling the Niche: The Role of 
the Parents of Immigrants in 
the United States

Xi aochu Hu

Care-providing parents of immigrants fill a labor market niche in the receiving economy. My research exam-
ines the intergenerational support for working women in immigrant families in the United States. Using 
panel data derived from the Current Population Survey (CPS), I find that having a coresiding parent in-
creases the labor force participation probability of foreign-born women with children by about 7.4 percent, 
and that the effects differ by birth region and educational level. I use a difference-in-differences approach to 
reinforce the finding that coresiding parents significantly alleviate the short-term labor force participation 
decline of foreign-born females after their transition to motherhood.

Keywords: niches, parents of immigrants, caregiving grandparent, intergenerational support, female 
labor force participation 

The prevalence of intergenerational support 
for working women has been documented in 
many countries and cultures. When immi-
grants arrive and work in the United States, 
this support is likely to follow. In my research, 
I have investigated this transnationalized phe-
nomenon and quantified the important yet ne-
glected role of immigrants’ parents in support-
ing their children in the U.S. labor market.

The main mechanism through which care-
giving parents of immigrants increase female 
labor force participation is by increasing the 
availability of child care and reducing the cost 
of child care. As James Heckman (1974) found 
in his study of the labor force participation 
choices of mothers, living with a relative de-
creases the quality-adjusted child care price for 
white American families by 67 percent. In ad-
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grandparent-provided child care affects female 
labor force participation, they all agree that 
grandparenting practices vary among the 
countries under study. Family ties in southern 
Europe are known to be stronger than in the 
rest of Europe (Albuquerque and Passos 2010). 
Marco Albertini, Martin Kohli, and Claudia Vo-
gel (2007) note that family ties in southern Eu-
ropean countries are different from family ties 
in Continental or Nordic countries. In south-
ern Europe, multigenerational families are 
more common and more resource exchange 
takes place between the generations. Studying 
ten European countries, Karsten Hank and Is-
abella Buber (2008) discover, using the Survey 
of Health, Ageing, and Retirement in Europe 
(SHARE), that the pattern may be more com-
plex than a dichotomy of “strong versus weak” 
or “Scandinavian versus Mediterranean.” They 
find three distinctive regional groups in terms 
of grandparent caring: Danish, Dutch, French, 
and Swedish grandparents are the most likely 
to provide care but the least likely to provide 
regular care; grandparents in the Mediterra-
nean countries are less likely to provide care, 
but the most likely to provide regular care; and 
Austrian, German, and Swiss grandparents are 
in the middle. The SHARE data also reveal that 
European grandparents vary with respect to 
whether they feel obligated to provide care to 
their young grandchildren: in the Netherlands 
and Denmark, fewer than 60 percent of grand-
parents agree that it is their duty to provide 
weekly care, but 95 percent of Greek grandpar-
ents see caring for their grandchildren as their 
duty.

Naohiro Ogawa and John F. Ermisch (1996) 
document the child-caring role of coresiding 
grandparents in Japan, an established indus-
trialized country that suffers from low female 
labor force participation. Margaret Maurer-
Fazio and her colleagues (2009) examine the 
topic in the context of rural-to-urban migration 
in China, using Chinese census data from 1982 
to 2000. They conclude that coresidency with 
parents or in-laws increases the labor force par-
ticipation rate of nonmigrant urban women by 
4.6 percentage points. Maurer-Fazio and her 
colleagues hypothesize that because housing 
constraints have not been a major issue for 
most urban Chinese families since around 

2000, elderly parents who coreside with their 
children are more likely to be frail and there-
fore add to the burden of the working female 
in the family. Thus, their finding of a positive 
impact of the presence of parents and in-laws 
on labor market outcomes is unexpected. Be-
cause in broader Asian culture women are ex-
pected to do the housework, I would expect to 
find a more significant supporting role for 
working mothers being filled by grandmoth-
ers—particularly the maternal grandmother, 
since she typically does the housework that is 
considered the mother’s responsibility.

Although the impact of intergenerational 
support on female labor force participation has 
been well studied, research has not examined 
such intergenerational support in the light of 
immigration. Care-providing parents of immi-
grants play a unique role in the receiving econ-
omy. My research unifies the intergenerational 
support practices of different countries and 
cultures in the U.S. labor market context. It 
also contributes to the immigration literature 
by providing possible explanations for the la-
bor force participation rates of foreign-born 
females and the relationship between those 
rates and the level of intergenerational support 
they receive.

Destination countries and home countries 
may differ not only in their grandparenting 
practices but also in the impacts of those 
practices. First, the international immigration 
process, both permanent and temporary, is 
characterized by strong positive selection: the 
most willing and able grandparents come to 
the United States to offer care. Hence, I expect 
to find a larger positive effect of grandparental 
support on the immigrant mothers’ labor force 
participation compared to the non-immigrant 
coresiding mothers. Second, foreign-born 
grandparents who follow their children to  
the United States—that is, who are not first- 
generation or primary immigrants—are less 
independent financially and psychologically 
and more likely than their American counter-
parts and their counterparts in the home coun-
try to coreside with their children. Third, the 
help-receiving immigrants may have less com-
petition for this parental support from sib-
lings, owing to geographic separation from 
them. Finally, foreign-born grandparents’ age 



9 8 	 n e w  i m m i g r a n t  l a b o r  m a r k e t  n i c h es

r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

at migration, language restrictions, citizenship 
status, and low mobility (from an inability to 
drive) make them less likely than native grand-
parents to be in the paid labor force and, there-
fore, more likely to contribute to child care and 
other housework.

Since the 1990s, the age composition of im-
migrants to the United States has changed: the 
share of seniors (ages sixty-five and older) has 
increased from 9 to 12 percent. Senior immi-
grants also have a growing representation in 
legal permanent resident (LPR) admissions, in 
part because, as Jeanne Batalova (2012) points 
out, previous immigrants took advantage of 
U.S. immigration policy’s family preference 
and sponsored their parents to come to this 
country.

In examining the extent to which intergen-
erational support exists in U.S. immigrant fam-
ilies, such support should not only be put in 
the context of the immigrants’ ethnic groups 
in the home country but also analyzed in com-
parison with the host country. Part of that con-
text in the United States is its cultural empha-
sis on independence and the nuclear family. In 
addition, the geographical distance between 
the host and home countries may severely limit 
grandparents’ ability to provide child care and 
household assistance (Fields, O’Connell, and 
Downs 2011). Eva García-Morán and Zoë Kuehn 
(2013) exclude the foreign-born from the sam-
ples in their study using German data because 
both “availability of child care by relatives” and 
“residence relative to parents” may be deter-
mined by very different factors. Studies of in-
tergenerational support using U.S. data are 
sparse. Josefine Posadas and Marian Vidal-
Fernandez (2013) quantify that grandparents’ 
provision of child care increases female labor 
force participation rate by 15 percent.

In my research, I compare the education lev-
els of immigrant mothers who receive inter-
generational help. Recent literature diverges in 
its assessment of which level of education 
brings a bigger motherhood penalty for 
women. Yanka Byker’s study (2016) shows that 
new mothers at the very high end of the educa-
tion scale (master’s degree or higher) and 
those at the low-middle and low end (non-
college-educated) experience steeper drops in 

labor force participation than those in the mid-
dle (bachelor’s degree). Paula England and her 
colleagues (2016) find that high-skilled, high-
paid women experience the largest mother-
hood penalty, and Olena Nizalova, Tamara Sliu-
sarenko, and Solomiya Shpak (2016), using data 
from Ukraine, find that low-educated women 
suffer the largest motherhood penalty. In look-
ing at family networks and low-skilled immi-
gration, Patricia Cortés and José Tessada (2011) 
find that low-skilled immigration increases 
paid labor market work hours for women at the 
top quartile of the pay scale because the eco-
nomic return for highly educated females is 
larger in that market. However, evidence for 
the opposite impact can also be found: in her 
work using U.K. Time Use Survey data, Anne 
Grey (2005) concludes that there is a significant 
difference between mothers’ labor force par-
ticipation with and without grandparental 
help, and that this difference is especially large 
for non-college-educated mothers.

Identif ying the Niche
Susan Eckstein and Giovanni Peri (this issue) 
define an immigrant niche as “occupations in 
which a high percentage of workers are foreign-
born.” If providing nonpaid, contingent child 
care is an “occupation,” then immigrants’ par-
ents definitely occupy a niche: a higher per-
centage of foreign-born than native-born 
grandparents coreside with and provide care 
to their grandchildren. Compared to other la-
bor market niches discussed in this issue, the 
niche occupied by immigrants’ care-providing 
parents is “flatter”: these grandparents are a 
relatively homogenous group, they are older, 
and their expected “work” time is short. Once 
the children are no longer dependents, and as 
these immigrants’ parents become older, they 
may receive care themselves and become con-
sumers of welfare if they stay in the country.

The support of their own parents may free 
immigrants who are parents (most likely the 
mothers) from child care and household 
chores and allow them to be engaged in the 
paid labor force or to pursue the type of work 
that best matches their skills. This effect is 
similar to the complementarity effect observed 
between new low-skilled immigrants, on the 
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one hand, and high-skilled natives and existing 
immigrants, on the other (Borjas 1999; Peri  
and Sparber 2009, 2011). The complementarity 
effect within families is even more direct and 
efficient because the inflow of foreign-born 
grandparents is totally demand-driven—
foreign-born parents are always tied to an ex-
isting immigrant family, and there is a per-
fectly matched position for them. Research has 
documented that the presence of grandparents 
in immigrant households has a positive impact 
on the children’s language development and 
assimilation (Tran 2010), as well as on the 
maintenance of family and ethnic ties (Waters 
et al. 2011). In the extreme case where a new 
mother trusts only her own mother to look af-
ter the baby (Falk and Falk 2002), the market 
cannot provide alternative care and this niche 
will go unfilled if the grandmother is absent. 
Even if grandparents’ work could be replaced 
with day care services, one could argue that, 
given the shortage of day care services in most 
U.S. cities, the inflow of caregiving grandpar-
ents, rather than taking jobs from American 
day care workers, probably adds new day care 
“workers” to the market.

In discussing grandparent care preferences 
in their comparative study of European coun-
tries, Arnstein Aassve and his colleagues (2012) 
develop a typology of families in terms of the 
mother’s labor force participation and the 
grandmother’s care preferences: (1) modern 
families with highly motivated working women, 
weak family ties, and working grandmothers; 
(2) traditional families with a negative prefer-
ence for working mothers, strong family ties, 
and a preference for family child care; and (3) 
mixed families with highly motivated working 
mothers mismatched with the available grand-
mothers. In U.S. immigrant families, the first 
family type (modern) may not be observed as 
often, since those grandmothers who prefer 
working or other retired activities other than 
caring for grandchildren are less likely to end 
up in the United States. Families with coresid-
ing grandparents are likely to be either the sec-
ond type (traditional) or the third (mixed), and 
the most important factor distinguishing these 
two types of families may be the mother’s edu-
cation level.

This typological analysis points to two com-
peting mechanisms that my research tests em-
pirically: (1) in traditional immigrant families, 
the presence of a grandparent will not increase 
the mother’s labor force participation; and (2) 
in mixed immigrant families, although moth-
ers and grandparents come from the same 
country and culture and may have similar pref-
erences, being primary immigrants and more 
likely to be risk-seeking makes it more likely 
that these immigrant mothers are the modern 
type of mother, and therefore that intergener-
ational support will increase their labor force 
participation.

To explore regional differences, figure 1  
illustrates the correlation of grandparent-
provided care (proxied by a grandparent’s pres-
ence in the same household) with the labor 
force participation of immigrant mothers by 
region. If we consider the U.S. average as the 
original and divide the panel into four quad-
rants, we have three groups of regions with dif-
ferent preferences for the working and caretak-
ing roles of mothers and grandparents. The 
upper-right quadrant, where both the percent-
age of households with a coresiding grandpar-
ent (GPinhh) and immigrant mothers’ labor 
force participation rate (FLPR) are higher than 
the U.S. average, encompasses those regions 
represented by the traditional type of grand-
parents and modern mothers (mixed families). 
East and Southeast Asia and Africa fall into this 
category. Regions in the lower-right quadrant 
have larger percentages of coresiding grand-
parents in the household and lower female la-
bor force participation rates (traditional fami-
lies). Central and South America, Southwest 
Asia, Southern Europe, and the Middle East 
fall into this category. In the lower-left quad-
rant—with rates lower than the U.S. average of 
coresiding grandparents and female labor 
force participation rates—we find the modern 
type of grandparents mixed with traditional 
mothers (Central and Eastern Europe, Western 
Europe, Northern Europe, and North America, 
not including Mexico). No regions are located 
in the upper-left quadrant. Note that this divi-
sion applies only to immigrants in the United 
States from those regions, not to the actual 
populations of those regions.
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Data and Methods
To examine the relationship between grand-
parents’ presence and female immigrants’ la-
bor force participation, the empirical analysis 
uses CPS data sets obtained through the Inte-
grated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS). 
Managed by the Bureau of Labor Statistics 
(BLS), the CPS follows one family for four 
months and then, eight months later, follows 
up with the family for another four months. 
Thus, each family is interviewed for a total of 
eight months during a span of sixteen months. 
Taking advantage of the CPS’s longitudinal de-
sign, I construct a panel of linked households 
across interview periods using the unique 
household and person identifications pro-
duced by Julia Drew, Sarah Flood, and John 
Warren (2014) for IPUMS CPS data.

My research examines the effects of the non-
first-generation foreign-born grandparents’ co-
residence on the labor force participation of 
primary (first-generation) female immigrants 
by focusing on foreign-born female household 

heads and spouses, who are more likely to be 
primary immigrants.

The key explanatory variable, GPinhh 
(grandparent in the same household), is cre-
ated by using information on household rela-
tions. (I recode relations into generational 
marks, then identify multigenerational fami-
lies as GPinhh.) A grandparent’s presence in 
any given family can vary from period to pe-
riod, as can the dependent variable, female la-
bor force participation. Because CPS data do 
not contain information about whether a core-
siding grandparent provides care for the chil-
dren in the household, I make the plausible 
assumption that coresiding grandparents are 
providing such care and also helping with 
household chores to some extent. This as-
sumption is supported by the positive selection 
inherent in the international migration pro-
cess: the most willing and able grandparents 
are most likely to migrate. Although the pres-
ence of non-coresiding grandparents who live 
nearby and provide occasional or regular care 
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Figure 1. Correlation of Labor Force Participation of Immigrant Mothers Ages Sixteen 
and Older with the Percentage of Households with a Coresiding Grandparent, by Region 
of Birth, 2014
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has been documented to have a positive im-
pact, the CPS does not provide this informa-
tion, and therefore it is not possible for me to 
examine the impacts of non-coresiding grand-
parents.1 As discussed earlier, foreign-born 
grandparents who are nonprimary immigrants 
are more likely to live with their children; un-
fortunately, those who reside elsewhere are not 
included in this research.

Panel Regression
The first empirical approach I take is a panel 
regression using CPS data. For convenience, I 
use a linear probability model (LPM) for panel 
data with fixed effects for a binary dependent 
variable (labor force participation of immi-
grant mothers).

	 Pi,t = α0 + α1GPinhhi,t + Xi,t + γi + γt + ui,t.	 (1)

Since our key independent variable is also bi-
nary (having a parent in the same household), 
using an LPM is more reasonable than an or-
dinary least squares (OLS) model, and the “fit-
ted probabilities are simply the average yi 
within each cell defined by the different values 
of x and no need to worry about probabilities 
less than zero or greater than one” (Wooldridge 
2002, 454–57).

Let i denote an individual woman who is 
age eighteen or older, foreign-born, the 
mother of preschool-age children (under age 
six), and either a household head or the 
spouse of a household head, and let t denote 
the combination of year and month (the vari-
able “mish”). Yi,t indicates the labor force par-
ticipation outcome of women i at time t; 
GPinhhi,t indicates whether a grandparent is in 
the same household of women i at time t; Xi,t 
presents a vector of time-varying characteris-
tics that include age, age squared, years of ed-
ucation, citizenship status (only for foeign-
born: noncitizen or naturalized citizen), 
marriage status (dummy), birth region, and 
family income. Individual and time fixed ef-
fects are included in order to control the 
individual-invariant characteristics, such as 
location and personal preferences, as well as 

the time-invariant factors, such as the overall 
labor market environment.

I group birth countries into nine regions ac-
cording to geographic adjacency as well as dif-
ferences in European grandparenting prac-
tices, as suggested by the literature (Hank and 
Buber 2008): North America (excluding the 
United States), Central and South America, 
Northern Europe, Western Europe, Southern 
Europe, Central and Eastern Europe plus the 
Russian Empire, East and South Asia, India 
and Southwest Asia, the Middle East, and Af-
rica.

Construction of the Panel Data and the 
Instrumental Variable
To better establish the causal relationship be-
tween a coresiding grandparent and a mother 
in the labor force, the previously used instru-
mental variable (IV) was the maternal grand-
mother being alive (Aassve, Arpino, and Goisis 
2012; Posadas and Vidal-Fernandez 2013). Since 
this information is not provided by the CPS, I 
choose to use the source country’s retirement 
age as IV. I argue that earlier retirement directly 
increases the availability of grandparents and 
that retired grandparents are more likely to 
travel to the United States to coreside with their 
adult immigrant children and care for their 
grandchildren. At the same time, the retire-
ment age in the parents’ source country is not 
likely to affect the labor force participation (de-
pendent variable) of female household heads 
or spouses in the United States. I use retire-
ment age data on sixty-seven countries, rang-
ing from age fifty (China) to age sixty-seven 
(Iceland, Norway, and Greece), with some 
countries setting the retirement age in incre-
ments of 0.3 years (four months) and 0.4 years 
(three months).

In many cases, the grandmother came to 
the United States alone or, if she traveled with 
her husband, stayed for a longer period than 
her husband. Both child care experience and 
retirement age are factors in explaining why 
grandmothers more often provide child care, 
and for longer periods, than grandfathers. Be-
cause grandmothers outnumber grandfathers 

1. On the positive impacts of non-co-residing grandparents, see two studies that use SHARE data: Hank and 
Buber 2008 and García-Morán and Kuehn 2013.
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and are more likely to provide care when they 
coreside with children, when the retirement 
age for a source country differs for males and 
females—for example, in China women retire 
at age fifty-five while men retire at sixty—I 
choose to use the female retirement age.

Technically, testing the effect of having a 
grandparent in the household on labor force 
participation requires a binary panel data 
model with endogeneity. To keep the methods 
simple, I choose to implement panel regres-
sion with fixed effects using two-stage least 
squares (2SLS) with instruments for both bi-
nary outcomes (labor force participation) and 
continuous outcomes (hours worked last 
week).

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics of 
the dependent and independent variables of 
the panel regressions. The variable “in labor 
force” for foreign-born mothers (47.9 percent) 
is substantially lower than that for natives (67.8 
percent), with the standard deviation around 
0.5 (50 percent) for both. The logged hours 
worked last week for those in the labor force 
are relatively equal (3.41 and 3.49). Foreign-
born mothers are almost twice as likely to have 

a parent present in the same household as na-
tive mothers (5.4 percent versus 2.9 percent). 
Foreign-born mothers are also more likely than 
natives to be married (87.4 percent versus 77.9 
percent). With an average of 14.0 years of edu-
cation, native mothers are better-educated 
overall compared to foreign-born mothers (12.4 
years), but the standard deviation for foreign-
born mothers is larger, reflecting a more wide-
spread distribution. High education (HE) and 
medium education (ME) dummies are defined 
as “college degree and above” and “some col-
lege education but no degree.” A third educa-
tion category, low education (LE)—defined as 
“high school diploma and less than high 
school education”—is omitted by the regres-
sion owing to collinearity. Indeed, a much 
larger portion of foreign-born mothers belong 
to the low-education group (53 percent) com-
pared to natives (29.6 percent).

The Difference-in-Differences Method: 
Following Women Before and After  
They Give Birth
Another empirical approach I use is a 
difference-in-differences model to identify the 

Table 1. The Impact of a Coresiding Grandparent on the Female Labor Force Participation Rate: Panel 
Regression Descriptive Statistics

Native Mothers Foreign-Born Mothers

Mean
Standard 
Deviation Mean

Standard 
Deviation

In labor force 0.678 0.467 0.479 0.500
Ln(hrs) 3.414 0.598 3.486 0.486
Parent 0.030 0.172 0.058 0.234
Age 31.875 6.876 32.648 6.637
Education year 14.051 2.459 12.364 3.946
Married 0.779 0.415 0.874 0.332
Naturalized — — 0.280 0.449
High education (HE) dummy 0.382 0.486 0.309 0.462
Medium education (ME) dummy 0.321 0.467 0.161 0.367
Low education (LE) dummy 0.296 0.457 0.530 0.499

Observations 514,946 123,598

Source: Author’s compilation based on 2006–2014 CPS monthly data (Flood et al. 2015).
Notes: Sample contains females who were age eighteen or older, mothers of at least one child under the 
age of six, and household heads or spouses of household heads. The hours worked sample is construct-
ed using “in labor force” samples only (with therefore fewer observations). The table shows unweighted 
means and standard deviations.
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effect of a grandparent on new (immigrant) 
mothers. Handling “having a child” and “hav-
ing a coresiding parent” as two independent 
treatments, this approach improves on the 
panel regression, where only mothers are ex-
amined, by allowing me to examine both 
women with children and those without chil-
dren. Specifically, using 2006–2015 CPS data, I 
identify the month (interview period) in which 
a woman gave birth and mark all months after 
that as postpartum months. The other treat-
ment—whether or not a parent resides in the 
same home—is the same variable as in the 
panel regression. The two treatments are inde-
pendent, which means that they may or may 
not happen during the same period. Because 
the CPS follows individuals only over a span of 
sixteen months, this model focuses only on 
women with a child under two years old. (As-
suming that a woman gives birth in the second 
period during which she and her family are in-
terviewed by the CPS, the baby will be fifteen 
months old in the last period in which they are 
interviewed.) Most of the new births happen 
during the eight months when families are not 
interviewed. In other words, the period in 
which I see a change in the number of children 
is not likely to be the month in which the new 
baby was born. Hence, paid maternity leave is 
less of a concern for disrupting regression re-
sults. It would be ideal to know the exact 
months when women gave birth, but this in-
formation is not provided in the CPS.

The difference-in-differences model is con-
structed as a panel linear probability regres-
sion:

	 Yi_t = α0 + α1GPinhhi_t + α2Childi_t + α3GPinhh 
	     *Childi_t + Xi_t + ui_t.� (2)

Yi_t indicates the labor force participation out-
come—whether a woman is in the labor force 
(dummy variable) and hours worked per week 
at all jobs—of women i at time t. (Notice that 
this is different from Yi,t in a panel regression.) 
GPinhhi_t indicates whether a parent lives in the 
same household as a woman i at time t; Childi_t 

indicates whether a woman i is in a postpartum 
month at time t; GPinhh*Childi_t is the interac-
tion term of having a coresiding parent and 
having given birth; Xi_t presents a vector of 

time-varying characteristics that include age, 
years of education, naturalized citizen 
(dummy), and marriage status (dummy). The 
coefficient, α3, is the difference-in-differences 
estimator.

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics of 
the dependent and independent variables of 
the difference-in-differences regressions. The 
sample contains eighteen- to forty-five-year-old 
foreign-born females who are household heads 
or spouses of household heads. For a better 
before-and-after comparison, only individuals 
appearing eight times are included. A total of 
18,705 women are included in the regression, 
and about 14.7 percent of them gave birth dur-
ing the period followed in the data.

Empirical Results

Regression Results
Table 3 presents the results for equation 1 
(panel LPM regression with fixed effects) using 
CPS all-month data from 2006 to 2015. Except 
for column 4, all other models’ standard errors 
are clustered. Column 1 shows results for the 
labor force participation of native-born moth-
ers who have at least one preschool-age child 
and are household heads or spouses of house-
hold heads. The key explanatory variable, “par-
ent present in the same household,” has a sig-
nificantly negative effect on labor force 
participation: with everything else controlled, 
having a coresiding parent in the household is 

Table 2. The Impact of a Coresiding Grandparent 
on the Labor Force Participation Rate of 
Foreign-Born Mothers: Difference-in-Differences 
Regression Descriptive Statistics

Mean
Standard 
Deviation

In labor force 0.632 0.482
Post-childbirth 0.077 0.270
Grandparent in the 

household
0.059 0.236

Source: Author’s compilation based on 2006–2014 
CPS monthly data (Flood et al. 2015).
Notes: Sample contains 148,981 observations of 
eighteen- to forty-five-year-old female household 
heads or spouses of household heads. Only indi-
viduals appearing eight times are included.
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estimated to reduce the probability of partici-
pating in the labor force by about 4 percent 
(0.042). This may reflect the American culture 
and also the negative selection of elderly core-
siding grandparents: women may opt out of 
the labor force because they are more likely to 
care for coresiding parents than to get help 
from them. In addition, being married and 
having one additional preschooler are esti-
mated to reduce the probability of participat-
ing in the labor force by 11 and 8 percent, re-
spectively.

Column 2 shows results for the labor force 
participation of foreign-born mothers of at 
least one preschool-age child who are house-
hold heads or household heads’ spouses. Ev-
erything else controlled, having a coresiding 
parent significantly increases the probability 
of participating in the labor force for a foreign-
born female with a preschooler by about 7 per-
cent (0.074). This result is highly significant. 
The magnitude of this effect of intergenera-
tional support on female labor force participa-
tion falls in between what Posadas and Vidal-
Fernandez (2013) find (15 percent) using 
Southern European data and what Maurer-
Fazio and her colleagues (2009) find (4.6 per-
cent) using Chinese data. This result is plau-
sible considering that the U.S. immigration 
population includes so many nationalities and 
cultural norms. Later in my analysis, regional 
interactions will shed light on this issue. Un-
like Posadas and Vidal-Fernandez, who can 
clearly identify care-providing grandparents in 
their study, I have to proxy coresiding with 
care-providing, and this may discount the ef-
fect to some extent. That I find a larger effect 
than what Maurer-Fazio and her colleagues 
find may be due to the strong positive selection 
that international migration offers: compared 
to coresiding grandparents in native house-
holds, grandparents who are willing and able 
to travel internationally are more likely to pro-
vide care and to enable women to join the paid 
labor force.

In addition, column 2 shows that being a 
naturalized citizen (compared to being a non-
citizen or legal permanent resident) increases 
the probability of participating in the labor 
force by 15 percent. For immigrant mothers, 
being married and having one additional pre-

schooler are estimated to reduce the probabil-
ity of participating in the labor force by 22 and 
8 percent, respectively. This model also con-
trols for the immigrant’s birth region; the re-
sults show that mothers from India, Southwest 
Asia, and the Middle East are less likely to be 
in the labor force, while those from Southern 
Europe and Africa are more likely to be in the 
labor force.

Column 3 uses the same variables as col-
umn 2, but here the key explanatory variable 
is instrumented. The coefficient of “parent” on 
the second stage becomes implausibly large, 
denoting a weak instrument. The fitness of the 
model is also poor. Table 4 shows the first-stage 
estimates of this 2SLS. The F-statistic of the 
first-stage estimates is 37.7, well above the 
threshold of IV qualification (10.0). “Parent” is 
statistically significant, but the coefficient is 
tiny (−0.002). Retirement age is a weak IV, pos-
sibly because variation (which is not large) oc-
curs only by country, not by year. Also, working 
grandparents’ eligibility in many countries to 
take family leave to visit and take care of their 
U.S.-based grandchildren may also weaken the 
effectiveness of using retirement age as an IV 
in this analysis.

Columns 4 and 5 of table 3 combine the 
regional dummy and each region’s interaction 
terms with “parent” to reveal the regional dif-
ference in grandparental support and its im-
pact on mothers’ labor force participation in 
the United States without clustered standard 
errors (column 4) and with clustered standard 
errors (column 5). In the model without clus-
tered standard errors, the regional interaction 
terms of “India and Southwest Asia” and “East 
and Southeast Asia” have significantly posi-
tive effects. Considering that preschoolers’ 
mothers from these two regions have a lower 
probability of participating in the labor force, 
having a parent in the household is estimated 
to increase the probability of the mother be-
ing in the labor force for families from these 
two regions. In other words, for immigrant 
women from these two regions, grandparen-
tal support has a fairly large positive effect on 
their labor force participation. However, with 
the standard errors clustered, all regional in-
teractions’ significant effects disappear (col-
umn 5).
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Table 3. Female Immigrants’ Labor Force Participation Response, by Parents’ Presence

Y = In Labor Force (1,0)

(1)
Native- 

Born

(2)  
Foreign- 

Born

(3)
Foreign-Born 

with 
Instrumental 

Variable

(4)
Foreign-Born, 
Region, and 

Parent 
Interaction
(Without 
Clustered 
Standard 

Error)

(5)
Foreign-Born, 
Region, and 

Parent 
Interaction

(6)
Foreign- 

Born, 
Education, 
and Parent 
Interaction

Parent present in the same 
household

−0.042***
(−0.003)

0.074***
(0.004)

4.728***
(0.790)

0.064***
(0.024)

0.563
(68.204)

0.062***
(0.006)

Years of mother’s education 0.079***
(0.001)

0.060***
(0.001)

0.103***
(0.007)

0.061***
(0.001)

0.061***
(0.001)

Age 0.009***
(0.000)

0.020***
(0.001)

0.038***
(0.004)

0.020***
(0.001)

0.020***
(0.001)

0.020***
(0.001)

Age squared −0.000***
(0.000)

−0.000***
(0.000)

−0.000***
(0.000)

−0.000***
(0.000)

−0.000***
(0.000)

−0.000***
(0.000)

Married −0.111***
(0.001)

−0.224***
(0.0025)

0.038
(0.030)

−0.225***
(0.003)

−0.225***
(0.003)

−0.220***
(0.003)

Number of children under 
age six

−0.076***
(0.001)

−0.079***
(0.002)

−0.064***
(-6.060)

−0.079***
(0.002)

−0.079***
(0.002)

−0.078***
(0.002)

Naturalized citizen 0.153***
(0.003)

−0.003
 (0.006)

0.153***
(0.003)

0.153***
(0.002)

0.158***
(0.003)

North America (not 
including the United 
States and Mexico) 

0.037*
(0.020)

n.o. omitted 0.181***
(0.018)

0.023**
(0.020)

Latin America 0.006
(0.018)

−0.168***
(0.026)

−0.029***
(0.009)

0.015***
(0.016)

−0.029
(0.019)

Northern Europe 0.027
(0.019)

−0.020
(0.020)

−0.005
(0.013)

0.176***
(0.020)

0.015
(0.019)

Western Europe omitted −0.016
(0.020)

−0.037**
(0.018)

0.144***
(0.024)

omitted

Southern Europe 0.059***
(0.022)

−0.084
(0.042)

0.031*
(0.016)

0.215***
(0.019)

0.037***
(0.022)

Central Europe −0.017
(0.018)

−0.185***
(0.029)

−0.052***
(0.010)

0.128*** 
(0.017)

−0.030
(0.018)

East and Southeast Asia 0.027
(0.019)

−0.333***
(0.056)

−0.014
(0.010)

0.167***
(0.016)

0.009
(0.019)

India and Southwest Asia −0.141***
(0.018)

−0.396***
(0.043)

−0.181***
(0.010)

−0.002
(0.016)

−0.148***
(0.019)

Middle East −0.153***
(−7.490)

n.o. −0.182***
0(.020)

omitted −0.168***
(0.023)

Africa 0.050***
(0.019)

−0.298***
(0.046)

0.014
(0.010)

0.193***
(0.017)

0.025**
(0.019)

N America_parent 
interaction

−0.115
(0.099)

−0.605 
(68.835)

Latin_parent interaction −0.013
(0.024)

−0.512 
(120.345)

(continued)
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N Europe_parent interaction −0.327***
(0.068)

−0.829 
(130.285)

W Europe_parent 
interaction

−0.663**
(0.333)

−1.159 
(141.142)

S Europe_parent interaction −0.213***
(0.062)

−0.711
(136.196)

Central Europe_parent 
interaction

−0.028
(0.033)

−0.525
(113.526)

East/Southeast Asia _ 
parent interaction

0.058**
(0.026)

−0.441
(50.908)

India/SW Asia_ parent 
interaction

0.087***
(0.027)

−0.410
(73.661)

Middle East_ parent 
interaction

−0.351***
(0.118)

−0.851
(61.069)

Africa_parent interaction −0.499
(59.400)

High-edu (dummy) 0.144***
(0.003)

Middle-edu (dummy) 0.104***
 (0.003)

HE_parent interaction 0.024**
(0.010)

ME_parent interaction 0.011 
(0.010)

Constant 0.482***
(0.003)

0.204
(0.026)

0.304***
(0.026)

0.235***
(0.018)

0.062***
(0.023)

0.132***
(0.026)

Group number 120 120 120 120 120 120
Observations 752,120 178,206 115,328 178,206 178,206 178,206
Within R-squared 0.056 0.114 0.020 0.114 0.114 0.108
Between R-squared 0.06 0.006 0.200 0.006 0.006 0.010
Overall R-squared 0.056 0.113 0.020 0.113 0.113 0.107

Source: Author’s compilation based on 2006–2014 CPS monthly data (Flood et al. 2015).
Notes: Sample includes foreign-born females who were mothers of at least one child under age six. Robust standard 
errors are reported in brackets. n.o. = no observation.
*p < .10; **p < .05; ***p < .01

Table 3. (cont.)

Y = In Labor Force (1,0)

(1)
Native- 

Born

(2)  
Foreign- 

Born

(3)
Foreign-Born 

with 
Instrumental 

Variable

(4)
Foreign-Born, 
Region, and 

Parent 
Interaction
(Without 
Clustered 
Standard 

Error)

(5)
Foreign-Born, 
Region, and 

Parent 
Interaction

(6)
Foreign- 

Born, 
Education, 
and Parent 
Interaction
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Finally, the regression on column 6 of table 
3 includes college-educated (HE) and medium-
educated (ME) dummies and allows interac-
tions between these education indicators and 
a parent’s presence in the same household in 
order to examine whether parental support 
helps highly educated immigrant women more 
than their less-educated counterparts. The in-
teraction term of college-educated and par-
ent’s presence being highly significant indi-
cates that the effects of grandparental support 
on labor force participation for college-
educated immigrant mothers are larger than 
the effects on their less-educated counter-
parts. Everything else controlled, a college-
educated immigrant mother living with a par-
ent has a 16.8 percent higher probability of 

being in the labor force than an immigrant 
mother with a high school education or less 
who lives with a parent.2 This is also evidence 
that the labor force niche of immigrants’ par-
ents has an economic rationale: it is more ec-
onomically beneficial for a grandparent to pro-
vide child care and enable the higher-educated 
mother to work because highly educated 
women are paid more in the labor market. The 
interaction of being medium-educated with 
having a parent present in the household is 
not statistically significant; thus, the benefit 
from having a grandparent present is signifi-
cant only when the mother is college-educated. 
This finding echoes the research by Cortés and 
Tessada (2011), who find that low-skilled im-
migration increases work hours for highly paid 
and high-skilled women.

To test the robustness I ran the same sets 
of fixed-effects panel OLS regressions on 
logged hours worked last week. The results 
(signs, significance levels, and relative magni-
tudes of the key explanatory variable) are sim-
ilar. (Results are not shown here but are avail-
able upon request.)

Difference-in-Differences Regression Results
Table 5 shows the unweighted relations of the 
two treatments—having a newborn and having 
a coresiding parent. Foreign-born females 
from eighteen to forty-five years old who gave 
birth during the sixteen-month interview pe-
riod are included. The labor force participation 
rate of the group with no parent present in the 
same household drops about five percentage 
points postpartum, compared to almost no 
change for the group with a parent present.

Table 4. First-Stage Estimates of the Relationship 
Between the Probability of a Parent’s Presence 
and Retirement Age in a Fixed-Effects Model

Dependent Variable: 
Parent Present in the 

Same Household

Retirement age coefficient 
(t-statistic)

−0.002***
(0.000)

F-statistics for IV 37.700
Between R-squared 0.137
N (group number) 115,328 (120)

Source: Author’s compilation based on 2006–2014 
CPS monthly data (Flood et al. 2015).
Notes: Other independent variables include edu-
cation, age, age squared, marital status, region 
dummies, and citizenship.
***p < .01

2. College (highly educated) dummy’s coefficient (0.144) plus interaction term’s coefficient (0.024).

Table 5. Labor Force Participation Rate of Foreign-Born Women Ages Eighteen to Forty-Five Before 
and After Giving Birth, by Parent Presence in the Same Household

No Parent in the 
Household Parent in the Household Total Observations

Before new birth 58.21% 65.31% 10,451
After new birth 53.51% 65.08% 11,449
Total observations 20,301 1,599 21,900

Source: Author’s compilation based on 2006–2014 CPS monthly data (Flood et al. 2015).
Notes: Unweighted. Only women who were interviewed for eight completed periods, had given birth 
during the interview period, and were household heads or spouses of household heads are included.



10 8 	 n e w  i m m i g r a n t  l a b o r  m a r k e t  n i c h es

r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

Table 6 presents the results of the difference-
in-differences method implemented by a re-
gression with interaction terms of the two 
treatments. Column 1 shows that the difference-
in-differences estimator is statistically signifi-
cant at the 5 percent level. The coefficients of 
the first three explanatory variables show that 
for a foreign-born woman who does not have 
a coresiding parent, the probability of being in 
the labor force declines 6.7 percent after she 
has a child, compared to a decline of 3.4 per-
cent for those who have a coresiding parent. 
In other words, having a coresiding parent sig-
nificantly alleviates the decline in labor force 
participation of new immigrant mothers.

Column 2 presents the results of the same 
model run on the native-born counterparts of 
these foreign-born mothers. Both having a 
newborn and having a coresiding parent de-
crease the probability of being in the labor 
force for a native mother. The difference-in-
differences estimator is positive (meaning hav-
ing a coresiding parent may alleviate the post-
partum labor force participation decline), but 
it is not statistically significant.

When I run the same regressions using 
logged hours worked as the dependent vari-
able, the difference-in-differences estimator is 
not statistically significant. The effect on hours 
worked may not be as significant as on labor 
force participation because, with the CPS data 

following women for only a relatively short pe-
riod (sixteen months), there might not be 
much difference in work hours for women who 
have already shortened their work hours prior 
to giving birth. On the other hand, pregnant 
women who intend to stop working are likely 
to stay in their job (although cutting down 
their hours) until the baby’s arrival and then 
choose not return to work. Therefore, using 
CPS data and this research design, labor force 
participation is a better outcome to examine 
rather than hours worked.

Non-Immigr ant Parents and the 
Case of China
More recently arrived parents of immigrants 
are more likely to be on non-immigrant visas 
(usually the B-2 type), and they are not well 
represented in CPS or census data. As dis-
cussed earlier, the non-immigrant parents of 
immigrants can obtain LPR status and eventu-
ally become naturalized citizens through fam-
ily sponsorship from their immigrant children. 
Not much attention has been paid, however, to 
the recent rise in the number of older tempo-
rary visitors. We can better understand the cur-
rent magnitude and the future trend of this 
caregiving population by examining the non-
immigration visa data.

Figure 2 shows the recent fifteen-year trends 
in B-2 admissions for those age fifty and older 

Table 6. Female Immigrants’ Labor Force Participation: Difference-in-Differences Regression Results

Y = In Labor Force (1,0)
(1)

Foreign-Born
(2)

Native-Born

Observations 148,981 771,627
R-squared 0.0971 0.0396
Post-childbirth −0.067    (−14.330)*** −0.063    (−35.600)***
Coresiding parent 0.051    (9.390)*** −0.047    (−15.700)***
Child-parent interaction 0.033    (2.040)** 0.024    (2.880)
Years of education −0.0200  (61.660)*** −0.0300  (155.910)***
Age 0.009    (40.770)*** 0.002    (32.240)***
Marital status −0.216    (−69.510)*** −0.083    (−79.170)***
Naturalized 0.129    (50.450)*** —

Constant 0.206    (24.080)*** 0.335    (90.600)***

Source: Author’s compilation based on 2006–2014 CPS monthly data (Flood et al. 2015).
Note: Sample contains eighteen- to forty-five-year-old females who were household heads or spouses of 
household heads.
*p < .10; **p < .05; ***p < .01
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from selected countries. B-2 visas are issued 
for tourists and for those visiting friends and 
family in the United States temporarily. Given 
that we do not have detailed information about 
the purpose of these visits, we have to assume 
that some of these visitors are care-providing 
grandparents. Numbers for these grandparents 
are mixed in with those for tourists and tem-
porary visitors in this age group. While the 

care-providing visitors typically stay longer 
than others (usually up to six months, the max-
imum length of stay allowed by this visa), we 
have no specific information about their length 
of stay that would give us a better estimate of 
their numbers.

In figure 2, data for Mexico, which has ex-
perienced the most drastic increase in B-2 ad-
missions,3 has been graphed separately so as 

3. This might in part be due by a change in counting methods by the Department of Homeland Security (DHS). 
Until 2005, typically only the initial land admission of an I-94 non-immigrant was recorded by the DHS. That 
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Figure 2. B-2 Admissions for Tourists and Visitors Age Fifty and Older from Selected Countries 
(Not Including Mexico), 2000–2014
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not to dwarf the changes in B-2 admissions 
from the other countries. China, Brazil, and 
India are the other three countries that have 
recently sent a soaring number of older B-2 
visitors to the United States—a trend that 
echoes the observation earlier in this article 
that the cultures and practices of Latin Amer-
ica and East and Southeast Asian countries are 
among the most noteworthy in providing 
grandparental support. The dramatic increases 
in older B-2 visitors may also be explained by 
the rise of the middle class in these countries, 
as well as the existing immigrant population 
from these countries in the United States. It is 
also interesting to compare China with Taiwan 
and South Korea, two other countries that have 
similar Confucian cultures and that emphasize 
intergenerational support. The economies and 
immigration inflows to the United States of 
these two countries took off prior to the more 
recent period of Chinese economic develop-
ment and increasing immigration inflows, 
their fertility rates have been low, and their 
“grandparent” inflow has been stable. (We 
even see a decline in the number of older B-2 
visitors from South Korea.) Examining the 
older B-2 visitor trends helps us understand 
how the caregiving grandparents’ niche is per-
petuated by family ties to earlier immigrants 
as well as by the economic development of the 
major immigrant-sending countries.

I examine China not only because of its 
grandparental culture but also because, in the 
current Chinese economic and political con-
text, more parents of current Chinese immi-
grants are expected to arrive. Chinese elderly 
are highly involved with their grandchildren. 
Studies have found that this tradition is main-
tained in Chinese immigrant families in the 
United States and that grandparents in Chinese 
immigrant families do more than take care of 
children and help with household chores: they 
also educate children about Chinese language 
and culture (Xie and Xia 2011), provide role 
models, and maintain the family’s historical 
continuity (Falk and Falk 2002, 134–36).

Many Chinese immigrants who arrived in 
the last couple of decades were at the prime 
age for getting an education or taking a high-
skill job. Immigrants in this wave were mostly 
born after the implementation of China’s one-
child policy and are likely to be the only child 
in their family; as such, they are accustomed 
to their parents’ care. As these highly educated 
immigrants settle in the United States and 
have their own children, their parents follow 
as caregivers. In light of the financial success 
of the Chinese middle class, it is likely that the 
number of migrating Chinese grandparents 
will continue to increase in the near future.

To supplement the quantitative analysis of 
non-immigrant, care-providing Chinese grand-
parents, I conducted semistructured inter-
views with fifteen Chinese immigrant families 
that include grandparents who are on B-2 visas. 
Although the limited sample does not permit 
generalization, this qualitative part of the re-
search allows me to describe the dynamics of 
this special population in greater detail.

Yang came to the United States for an ad-
vanced degree in 2004 and currently holds a 
full-time job on the East Coast. Both Yang and 
her highly educated husband, also born in 
China, are the only children in their families. 
Even when Yang was in school, her mother 
would come to the United States for a couple 
of months to provide care and cook for her dur-
ing critical exam times. When Yang had her first 
daughter, their family had the typical “4-2-1” 
family structure of Chinese households after 
the implementation of the one-child policy 
(which stayed in place for over a generation): 
four grandparents, two parents, and one child. 
Recently Yang and her husband had a second 
daughter. Ever since Yang’s older child was 
born, her parents (mostly her mother) and her 
in-laws have been taking turns staying with the 
family, each for around six months, and this 
pattern has continued with the addition to the 
family. Besides taking care of the kids, her par-
ents and her in-laws also cook and help around 
the house when they have a chance. Yang’s 

year, the DHS began an effort to record all land admissions. For more information, see Department of Homeland 
Security, “The Impact of Counting Changes on Nonimmigrant Admissions: An Update,” 2012, available 
at: https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/publications/Impact%20of%20Counting%20Changes%20on%20
NI%20Admissions%20August%202012.pdf (accessed June 2, 2017).

https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/publications/Impact%20of%20Counting%20Changes%20on%20NI%20Admissions%20August%202012.pdf
https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/publications/Impact%20of%20Counting%20Changes%20on%20NI%20Admissions%20August%202012.pdf
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older daughter, now three, speaks mostly Chi-
nese so far, since Chinese is the only language 
spoken at home. Yang considers herself very 
lucky to have both sets of parents providing 
care: “It saves us so much money. If not for their 
help, I don’t think it would make sense for me 
to go to work while sending both kids to day 
care. I told them they do not need to take care 
of the elder one after she turns two, and was 
thinking about sending her to day care. But 
they insist on keeping her at home for longer.” 
Yang and her husband are legal permanent res-
idents and in the process of being naturalized. 
They plan to sponsor their parents for LPR sta-
tus as soon as they become eligible.

Wang and her two-year-old son followed her 
husband, who took a faculty position at a Mid-
western U.S. university in 2011. Wang has been 
working on a PhD degree at the same univer-
sity. Their son was born in Singapore in 2009, 
when Wang’s husband held a postdoc position 
there, and Wang’s mother went to Singapore 
to take care of her and the baby. Later, they 
moved back to a city not far from Wang’s 
hometown in China, and her mother often vis-
ited them there to help out. Since they moved 
to the United States, her mother has visited 
three times, each visit lasting three to six 
months. Wang’s daughter was born in 2015. Be-
cause her mother was experiencing health is-
sues at that time, her in-laws came from China 
to stay with them right before the baby arrived 
to provide care. During that period, her father-
in-law’s own father in China became sick and 
he had to return. Her mother-in-law stayed for 
the whole six months allowed by her B-2 visa. 
Wang has a younger brother who has stayed in 
Canada after going there for his master’s de-
gree. He and his wife are expecting a child, and 
Wang’s mother plans to help them when the 
new grandchild arrives. She will stay for only 
two weeks, however, since her daughter-in-
law’s parents will also be there and plan to be 
the primary caregivers.

In Wang’s case (and her brother’s), we see 
the strong preference for the maternal grand-
mother as the first choice of caregiver. The first 
month after childbirth, known as yuezi (mean-
ing “month”), is crucial for both mother and 
baby in Chinese culture and practice. Because 
new mothers are expected to lie down when-

ever possible, they need help taking care of the 
baby as well as themselves. Traditionally, most 
women married into the husband’s family and 
the paternal grandmother was the main care-
giver during the yuezi period. Now that more 
and more young couples live apart from their 
parents, however, the first choice for this role 
is the maternal grandparents—especially the 
maternal grandmother, because she knows 
best the new mother’s eating and living prefer-
ences.

Zhang came to the United States for an ad-
vanced degree in 2009. Her husband is a third-
generation Chinese immigrant born and raised 
in a Latin American country. They recently 
moved from the South to the West Coast while 
Zhang was pregnant, and her husband took a 
job there. After their baby arrived, Zhang’s par-
ents came to stay with them to take care of the 
baby, and when the baby was three months, 
Zhang happily went back to work in a new job. 
Without her parents’ support, according to 
Zhang, it would have been a lot more difficult 
for her to return to the labor force. “I know that 
they will do a good job, a better job than I per-
haps,” said Zhang. She also mentioned that her 
in-laws, who are second-generation Chinese 
immigrants living in Latin America, are not 
likely to offer such child care, partly because 
they are still working in their country, but also 
because, being more Westernized, they are not 
used to the idea of offering to care for grand-
children, as Zhang’s parents are. Zhang has ap-
plied for an extended stay for her parents of 
another six months so that they can remain 
until her baby is close to a year old and more 
ready for day care.

In the absence of grandparents willing and 
able to provide care, my interviewees’ backup 
plans included care by the mother herself, care 
by the other set of grandparents, day care, and 
nanny service. No one mentioned “satellite ba-
bies” as an option: in an earlier prevalent prac-
tice, Chinese immigrants sent infants back to 
China to be raised by members of their ex-
tended families (Bohr and Tse 2009; Skeldon 
1997; Waters 2001).

All child-caring grandparents I interviewed 
had close social network ties in China. Some 
had other grandchildren who also needed care, 
and some were caregivers for their own parents 
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in China. Their double caregiving role and 
close social ties back in China required that 
they travel frequently. At the same time, their 
limited free time while providing care, cultural 
differences, language barriers, and the low 
walkability of American cities made Chinese 
grandparents more socially dependent during 
their time in the United States than they were 
back in China.

The one-child policy may have reduced the 
competition for attention from other grand-
children, but when the only child lives over-
seas, the China-based parents face a difficult 
choice about where to settle long-term. I 
gleaned from my interviews that the main con-
sideration in determining the long-term plan 
is whether the immigrant is the only child. If 
they have other children in China, the parents 
tend to say that they will eventually go back to 
China. Those with an only child who lives in 
the United States, especially widowed parents, 
seem to be indecisive and concerned about the 
future. Huang, the only child of her family, 
came to the United States for her PhD, is now 
married to a U.S. citizen, and has a two-year-
old son. She told me: “I grew increasingly wor-
ried about my mother after my father passed 
away four years ago. I feel obliged to call her 
every day to make sure she is doing well when 
she is in China. My mother is happier here to 
see us every day, but I can tell she still misses 
her sisters and friends at home. In another ten 
years, her friends and sisters may all leave our 
hometown and stay near their own children in 
other cities. It’s almost definite that she will 
need to stay with us in the future, although she 
says she is undecided.”

Other concerns about staying in the United 
States include the language barrier, lifestyle dif-
ferences, lack of health insurance, and social 
dependency. Song, a sixty-two-year-old caregiv-
ing grandmother in the United States, told me 
that once when she had to be hospitalized, the 
doctor gave a long explanation and instruc-
tions to her through her daughter, but her 
daughter translated it into only a few sentences 
in Chinese. “I feel very frustrated, not being 
able to understand anything,” Song said. Liang, 
a caregiving grandfather I interviewed, said, 
“Even in China nowadays, young people do not 
want to live with their elderlies because it is 

not convenient that way. We do not want to live 
with them [his children] either. We are freer by 
ourselves. Not to mention in the United States 
we do many things differently.” Although most 
of the China-based grandparents I interviewed 
were middle-class, they spoke no English or 
very limited English. Most of them could not 
afford housing in a major U.S. city and also 
found it socially hard to maintain a household 
by themselves in the United States. In China, 
they might have been leading a happy retired 
life, just without their beloved grandchildren. 
The advantages of staying in the United States 
mentioned by these grandparents included be-
ing close to children and grandchildren, the 
nice weather and environment, better eco-
nomic and educational opportunities for chil-
dren and grandchildren, and readily available 
Chinese produce.

Conclusions and Discussion
Overall, I find that immigrants’ parents fill an 
important yet often overlooked niche in the 
U.S. labor market—providing care for their 
grandchildren and freeing up female immi-
grants to participate in the paid labor market. 
Although grandparental support is not a new 
phenomenon and has been analyzed in the lit-
eratures of many regions, it has not been ex-
amined and documented in the context of im-
migration before; nor has it received much 
attention from immigration researchers and 
policymakers. Care-providing parents of immi-
grants work for free, and their economic con-
tribution is largely hidden. Foreign-born, care-
providing grandparents are unpaid contingent 
workers in the U.S. labor market who fill a 
niche that otherwise might not be filled (in the 
case of stay-at-home mothers).

My empirical analysis using panel regres-
sion finds that having a coresiding grandpar-
ent increases the labor force participation 
probability of immigrant new mothers by 
about 7.4 percent and that the effects differ by 
birth region or country and educational level. 
Further, my difference-in-differences analysis 
shows that coresiding parents significantly al-
leviate the labor force participation decline of 
new immigrant mothers.

A case study of China-based care-providing 
parents illustrates that the role of immigrants’ 
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parents goes beyond lifting female immigrants 
into the paid labor market. Over the long term, 
their presence and caregiving may improve the 
health of their immigrant children and grand-
children as well as the grandchildren’s school 
performance. The time and help that immi-
grants’ parents devote to the third generation 
also seem to increase their own mental health.

Because of limited data availability, this 
study assumes that coresiding grandparents 
provide care, since the CPS does not provide 
this information. Therefore, I have examined 
the impact of coresiding grandparents only, 
not of those who live nearby and provide care. 
Also, the short longitudinal coverage of the 
CPS confines the difference-in-differences 
analysis to children between ages zero and fif-
teen months. This is reasonable for examining 
the impact of grandparents visiting and provid-
ing temporary care, but it is not ideal for look-
ing at those who are permanent legal resi-
dents—that is, the parents of children who 
have become naturalized citizens. As for the 
dependent variable, I use women’s labor force 
participation as a measurement of the impact 
of intergenerational support, on the assump-
tion that coresiding grandparents provide 
child care to an extent that affects the mother’s 
decision to be employed in paid work. Though 
providing child care might not necessarily lift 
mothers to the paid labor force, help from co-
residing grandparents could influence a num-
ber of other factors. Future research should 
examine other labor market outcomes, such as 
the family wage gap, gender inequality, and re-
lated health outcomes such as women’s fertil-
ity rate and postpartum health. 

Finally, both the availability of immigrants’ 
parents and their future in this country are 
largely shaped by U.S. immigration policy. 
Many primary immigrants who are in their 
child-bearing years (the time when they need 
help the most) are work-visa holders, LPRs, or 
working on becoming naturalized, which is a 
lengthy process. The caregiving parents of this 
population arrive on B-2 visas and are restricted 
by the six-months-per-year rule (and three 
months for those from Visa Waiver Program 
[VWP] member countries, who are traveling 
without a visa). These parents’ path toward 
naturalization is determined by U.S. naturaliza-

tion policy, which differs by country of birth 
and sponsor’s citizenship status. In addition 
to immigration status, foreign-born grandpar-
ents providing child care face many other chal-
lenges that call for policy responses, including 
health insurance coverage, language barriers, 
and adaptation to U.S. life. Even those grand-
parents who have become LPRs face the tough 
choice as they grow older and overseas travel 
becomes increasingly inconvenient between 
living with their children and grandchildren in 
the United States, with all the language and 
cultural barriers, and remaining in their home 
country and not being able to see their ex-
tended family in the United States—perhaps 
their only remaining family.
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perform the other’s job but could not even 
communicate in the same language.

How does the presence of dual employment 
niches affect the labor dynamic within contem-
porary interactive service workplaces? How are 
these niches maintained, and with what con-
sequences for workers? Traditional scholarship 
on labor relations focuses primarily on the ten-
sion between workers and management (Bura-
woy 1979) or, more recently, between workers 
and customers (see Leidner 1993; Lopez 2010). 
Yet these perspectives, with a few notable ex-
ceptions (for example, Kanter 1977), tend to ne-
glect or downplay intra-worker relations in the 

Bridging the Service Divide: 
Dual Labor Niches and 
Embedded Opportunities in 
Restaurant Work

Eli R.  W ilson

Restaurants and other interactive service workplaces in the United States serve as labor niches for two very 
different kinds of workers doing different tasks. Immigrant Latinos primarily work “back-of-the-house” jobs 
doing manual tasks, while class-privileged whites work “front-of-the-house” jobs performing customer-
facing tasks. How do these social and structural cleavages between dual labor niches affect the workplace 
dynamic? Drawing on ethnographic research in upscale Los Angeles restaurants, I describe the closed bound-
aries between these distinct labor niches and the valuable bridging between them performed by certain 
workers who are able to ease social tensions and buffer the service labor process. I discuss the implications 
of these findings for the study of contemporary immigrant labor niches and the nature of the opportunities 
within them and between them.

Keywords: immigrant niches, second generation, restaurants, labor markets, Latinos

In many global U.S. cities, a growing number 
of restaurants, hotels, and other “interactive” 
service workplaces serve as employment 
niches for two distinct types of individuals do-
ing two distinct and unequal types of labor. On 
the one hand, unskilled Latino immigrants 
work the majority of the “back-of-the-house” 
jobs, with tasks like cleaning, stocking, and 
cooking. On the other hand, class-privileged 
whites fill “front-of-the-house” jobs whose pri-
mary tasks involve customer service. Although 
often stationed just feet apart in the workplace, 
these two different worker cohorts have little 
in common: most would not only be unable to 
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workplace. Similarly, existing literature on im-
migrant and ethnic labor niches provides us 
with valuable insight into the high concentra-
tion of particular immigrant groups in certain 
lines of work (Filipinas in nursing, Vietnamese 
women in nail salons, Mexican men in agricul-
ture, and so on), but the analytical toolkits that 
scholars usually deploy are geared toward cap-
turing either descriptive employment trends of 
immigrant groups or the process of niche for-
mation itself (Eckstein and Peri, this issue; 
Waldinger and Lichter 2003). This leaves us 
with an incomplete understanding of the 
worlds of work within which immigrant niches 
are embedded. As a consequence, we remain 
unclear on how immigrant niches in particular 
industries today are affecting the labor process, 
shop-floor social relations between members 
and nonmembers (who themselves may be 
members of other niches), and the nature of 
opportunity in these workplaces.

Restaurants in immigrant gateway cities 
like Los Angeles provide excellent settings in 
which to examine contemporary labor niches 
up close. The food and beverage industry has 
grown into one of the largest sectors of the U.S. 
economy, generating billions of dollars in an-
nual revenue and employing 14.4 million Amer-
icans nationwide.1 With 276,000 food and drink 
establishments in the city alone, Los Angeles 
is the nation’s largest regional restaurant in-
dustry (Restaurants Opportunities Center of 
Los Angeles 2011). It also employs an extremely 
diverse group of workers: nearly two-thirds of 
all Los Angeles restaurant workers are His-
panic, and over half (55.2 percent) are foreign-
born, mostly from Mexico, Central America, 
and Asia (ROC-LA 2011). Many of these non-
white immigrant workers are concentrated in 
low-wage, manual-labor positions such as 
cooking, dishwashing, and bussing tables. By 
contrast, white men and women are concen-
trated in customer-facing restaurant jobs such 
as serving, bartending, and management (Res-
taurants Opportunities Centers United 2014). 
In effect, the strong patterning found in Los 
Angeles restaurants by race, class, and gender 

reflects two distinct labor niches in these work-
places: a white front of the house and an im-
migrant Latino back of the house.

This study draws on over two years of eth-
nographic fieldwork within upscale, full-
service Los Angeles restaurants in which I ex-
amined how the two unequal labor niches in 
restaurant work are maintained and kept 
closed against one another. On this divided 
shop floor, I show that some workers, as a func-
tion of their particular skills and attributes, are 
able to function as crucial agents helping to 
bridge social and structural inequalities be-
tween workers and facilitate the flow of food 
service. I close by discussing how this research 
advances the study of contemporary immi-
grant labor niches, particularly those located 
in expanding interactive service industries.

Methods and Field Sites
The research discussed in this article is part of 
a larger project examining labor, immigration, 
and inequality in the Los Angeles restaurant 
industry. I derive the data from participant ob-
servation within two upscale Los Angeles res-
taurants in which I was employed as a waiter 
(“server”). My fieldwork within the first restau-
rant described here lasted fourteen months be-
tween 2012 and 2013, and my fieldwork within 
the second restaurant lasted five months, from 
the fall of 2015 to the spring of 2016. At each 
field site, as I worked two to five shifts per week 
(totaling twelve to thirty-five hours), I recorded 
observations on a wide variety of work-related 
events such as hiring interviews, employee 
training sessions, daily service on “the floor,” 
and post-shift parties. I compiled notes imme-
diately following fieldwork each day, storing 
them on dated, password-protected files on a 
personal computer. All of the individuals I in-
teracted with regularly, including manage-
ment, were made aware of my research inten-
tion.

Participant observation is a unique meth-
odological tool for understanding shop-floor 
dynamics since it allows the researcher to ex-
amine the unfolding of micro-relationships in 

1. National Restaurant Association, “News and Research: Facts at a Glance,” November 18, 2016, available at: 
http://www.restaurant.org/News-Research/Research/Facts-at-a-Glance (accessed November 20, 2016).

http://www.restaurant.org/News-Research/Research/Facts-at-a-Glance
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a particular context. My initial approach to this 
fieldwork followed the tenets of grounded the-
ory (Glaser and Strauss 1967), according to 
which a researcher enters the field without for-
mal hypotheses or theoretical assumptions 
and allows the ensuing analysis to emerge in-
ductively. After initial data collection, I began 
to focus on refining my working theories by 
actively seeking out “deviant cases” in the field 
(see Timmermans and Tavory 2012). Following 
this logic, I decided to enter a second field site 
with slightly different characteristics so as to 
expand, contrast, and cross-check my overall 
body of data.2 Additionally, I supplemented my 
data with a series of in-depth, nonrandom in-
terviews with workers from both restaurants. 
Each interview lasted between thirty and 
ninety minutes on average and centered on 
three broad discussion topics: personal work 
history, workplace social relations, and long-
term goals and career aspirations.

Field Site 1: Match Restaurant
Match (pseudonym) is a popular, casual-
upscale restaurant located in an affluent area 
of west Los Angeles near the posh neighbor-
hoods of Santa Monica, Venice, and Brent-
wood. As an exclusive site for upper-middle-
class consumption, Match has a primary 
clientele of white young professionals, in their 
twenties and thirties, who are local residents, 
nearby office workers, and foreign tourists. 
Dining at Match is expensive, though not un-
usually so for the area. For example, lunch av-
erages $25 per person, and dinner is $40 before 
tip, tax, and alcohol.

As of 2013, Match had roughly half a dozen 
managers and eighty workers split evenly be-
tween the front and back of the house. The 
demographic breakdown of these employees 
closely resembled patterns found in many 
other higher-end U.S. restaurants: servers, 
bartenders, hosts, and baristas were primarily 
young, white, and college-educated, whereas 
cooks, dishwashers, bussers, and food run-
ners were almost exclusively first- or second-

generation Latino men of working-class back-
grounds.

Field Site 2: Terroir Restaurant
Terroir is an upscale restaurant on the west 
side of Los Angeles. Formally opened in the fall 
of 2015 after several years as a “pop-up” (tem-
porary) restaurant, Terroir offers chef-driven, 
pan-Asian cuisine. The average cost of a meal 
per person is $30 at lunch and $50 to $80 at 
dinner, excluding tax, alcohol, and tip. In con-
trast to Match’s yuppie clientele, Terroir’s reg-
ulars tend to be middle-aged and monied; 
most are either white or Asian American.

Terroir is a modest-sized operation com-
pared to Match; it has a smaller seating capac-
ity (80 compared to 120), and a full staff of three 
managers and forty employees. Like Match, 
Terroir has mostly white front-of-the-house 
workers in lead positions, while the kitchen 
and support workers are primarily Latino im-
migrant men. At both restaurants, the compen-
sation structure for employees is roughly in 
line with industry standards nationwide: front-
of-the-house workers rely heavily on tips to 
supplement their minimum-wage earnings, 
whereas kitchen-based employees do not earn 
tips but instead make slightly higher hourly 
wages (approximately $9 to $15). At Match, serv-
ers and bartenders get to keep what they make 
after “tipping out” their support staff (host, 
busser, runner, and so on). By slight contrast, 
tips are “pooled” at Terroir: tips are combined 
at the end of the night and distributed based 
on a fixed percentage to all customer-facing 
workers. (Back-of-the-house workers are ex-
cluded.) The effect is that tip-based earnings 
are more volatile at Match than at Terroir, 
where a slow night can mean no tips for the 
staff.

Inside Restaur ant Work
Like other interactive service workplaces (Sher-
man 2007), restaurant work requires coordinat-
ing, producing, and distributing a service that 
is to be consumed on-site and under time con-

2. I do not treat my two field sites as formally comparative cases. Rather, I appraise them as having a family 
resemblance—both are upscale, full-service Los Angeles restaurants—but with variations in their social and 
organizational characteristics.
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straints (Whyte 1948). This demands a close 
coordination between different employees: a 
server must relay specific customer orders to 
the kitchen (and drink orders to the bar), where 
the correct dishes (and drinks) are assembled. 
The dish is handed off to a food runner who 
must successfully relay it to the correct table. 
At the conclusion of the meal, a busser clears 
the table, and the host is notified that the table 
may be reseated.

This sequence of service tasks is divided 
into “front-of-the-house” and “back-of-the-
house” labor. Each has its own logic, norms, 
and internal job ladders. Those in lead front-
of-the-house positions, such as servers, ca-
shiers, and bartenders, are primarily respon-
sible for guest relations and must ensure that 
diners leave satisfied (“the customer is always 
right”). Particularly in higher-end establish-
ments, this labor requires that front-of-the-
house workers monitor their emotional and 
physical displays, which scholars refer to as 
“emotional” or “aesthetic” labor (Hochschild 
1983; Warhurst and Nickson 2009). Food run-
ners, barbacks, bussers, and hosts interact less 
frequently with guests and are commonly re-
ferred to as the “support” staff at the front of 
the house. Functionally, however, their role is 
no less important to the overall operation. Sup-
port staff often must provide assistance to mul-
tiple groups of actors in the workplace, such 
as customers, managers, cooks, and servers. 
For example, a host greets guests at the door 
but also must stay in frequent contact with 
servers and managers in order to know when 
new tables are ready to be seated. Similarly, a 
food runner communicates—often using thick 
industry slang—with kitchen workers to help 
shuttle food out to the dining room. Once 
there, he or she must formally introduce each 
dish to diners.

Back-of-the-house workers prep, stock, 
clean, and assemble food items in the restau-
rant, often behind the scenes. They labor on 
goods and materials instead of with people. 
Back-of-the-house labor thus demands differ-
ent capabilities and skills from front-of-the-
house labor: physical strength, dexterity (for 
example, knife skills), and stamina (an ability 
to endure, for instance, ten- to twelve-hour 
shifts), not to mention hot, loud, and often dan-

gerous job conditions. Playing out largely out-
side customers’ view, the norms of the back-of-
the-house shop-floor culture often contrast 
with the hospitality focus of the front of the 
house to include cursing, shouting, sexual 
jokes, and even physical violence (see Bour
dain 2000; Fine 1996; Whyte 1948). With the 
exception of management, many back-of-the- 
house workers acquire their skills informally 
and on the job (Hagan, Hernández-León, and 
Demonsant 2015), relying on informal training 
systems to first learn the work by shadowing 
incumbent workers (Bailey and Waldinger 1991; 
Fine 1996) and then later demonstrating the 
proficiency necessary for kitchen-based promo-
tions (see Lowe, Hagan, and Iskander 2010).

Relations between front- and back-of-the-
house restaurant workers periodically swell 
into conflict. The sociologist William F. Whyte 
(1948) noted more than half a century ago that 
waitresses and male cooks in restaurants were 
frequently at odds. Cooks, attempting to 
achieve an efficient work rhythm in the kitchen, 
would view any special requests (or errors) 
coming from the front of the house as a nui-
sance at best, a disruption meriting retaliation 
at worst. Waitresses, focused on maximizing 
their tips from customers, were primarily in-
terested in bending rules to please diners—re-
gardless of the headaches this created for the 
kitchen.

In the United States, the divides between 
front- and back-of-the-house workers are ac-
centuated by the earnings inequality between 
the two kinds of labor. Cooks, dishwashers, 
and other pantry workers earn low hourly 
wages and average scarcely more than mini-
mum wage. With limited job benefits, little em-
ployment security, and usually no advance-
ment opportunities, most back-of-the-house 
restaurant work is seen as dead-end labor—as 
quintessentially “bad” jobs in the service in-
dustry (Kalleberg 2011). In California, front-of-
the-house workers earn a minimum wage of $9 
an hour plus tips (as of 2015). Tip earnings, 
however, can be quite substantial at many full-
service restaurants, particularly in fine-dining 
establishments where check averages are 
higher. For example, a recent multi-city study 
found that restaurant servers averaged roughly 
$22 an hour in gross earnings—and sometimes 
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much more (Haley-Lock and Ewert 2011).3 Food 
runners, bussers, and those in other support 
positions earn slightly less. In most restau-
rants, they are each apportioned a smaller 
share of tips each night (“tipped out”); recent 
ethnographic accounts suggest that food run-
ners and bussers typically earn around half the 
tips that servers and bartenders make (see 
Gomberg-Muñoz 2011).

Maintaining Unequal L abor Niches
Today front-of-the-house restaurant workers 
often do not share the same social character-
istics as those scrubbing pots and sweating 
over a hot grill behind kitchen doors. Particu-
larly in diverse metropolitan centers such as 
Los Angeles, New York, and Chicago, high-
earning serving and bartending jobs function 
as an employment niche for middle-class white 
men and women, while back-of-the-house jobs 
serve as employment niches for Latinos, espe-
cially the foreign-born (Gomberg-Muñoz 2011; 
Jayaraman 2014; ROC-LA 2011; Sherman 2007; 
Waldinger and Lichter 2003).4

A series of overlapping processes channel 
different restaurant workers into one of the 
two employment niches. Hiring biases are a 
powerful way in which management niches 
employment from the outset. For example, re-
search shows that hiring managers often favor 
Latino immigrants for the more labor-
intensive, low-paying back-of-the-house jobs. 
As the anthropologist Ruth Gomberg-Muñoz 
(2011) observes, restaurant managers often see 
immigrant Latino men as a source of reliable 
hard workers who are relatively complacent 
about low wages and difficult working condi-
tions. Such racialized and stereotyped hiring 
preferences for these positions are found 
throughout the industry. In many immigrant-
heavy areas of the country, cooking, bussing, 
and janitorial restaurant jobs are now paradig-
matic of the “brown-collar” work (Cantazarite 
2000) into which Latino immigrants are chan-
neled (Barret 2006).

Discriminatory hiring also reinforces the 
class-privileged white labor niche in the front 
of the house. Research shows that employers 
consistently prefer applicants who they believe 
possess “soft skills” and other personality-
based attributes, such as a “friendly demeanor” 
(Moss and Tilly 2001). As the sociologist Mary 
Gatta and her colleagues Heather Boushey and 
Eileen Appelbaum (2009) have noted, manag-
ers’ reliance in their hiring decisions on an as-
semblage of looks, personality, and poise is of-
ten a smoke screen for a preference for hiring 
white, middle-class young adults (Warhurst 
and Nickson 2009; Williams and Connell 2010). 
Managers may also share sociocultural traits 
with those whom they offer the more desirable 
jobs, reinforcing networks of inequality in the 
workplace (Rivera 2012). Similarly, the non-
white immigrants who do manage to obtain 
lead front-of-the-house jobs often are more Eu-
ropean in appearance and have urbane, 
middle-class mannerisms (Zukin 1995, 154–73).

The boundaries between the two employ-
ment niches of restaurant work are further re-
inforced through social networks. As the soci-
ologist Mark Granovetter (1974/1995) famously 
noted, workers often help those in their social 
circles connect to jobs by alerting them when 
jobs become available and vouching for their 
character and skills when talking with employ-
ers. These social ties are specific and highly 
directional: they help connect certain people 
to similar jobs already held by others in their 
social network (Granovetter 1985).

Because individuals within a network tend 
to have similar social traits—a principle known 
as homophily—social networks contribute to 
the uniformity of labor niches. This contri
bution has been well documented among im-
migrant laborers, who often lean heavily on 
network ties to gain employment in niche 
worksites (Hagan 1998; Hondagneu-Sotelo 
2001; Massey, Durand, and Malone 2002; Wal
dinger and Lichter 2003). In this way, back-of-
the-house restaurant jobs (as well as some sup-

3. This earnings figure may be low, since tip earnings are notoriously underreported. However, yearly earnings 
figures are often lower for many front-of-the-house workers because they do not work forty-hour weeks (and do 
not accrue vacation time when they take time off).

4. Many fast-food (or “quick-serve”) establishments, particularly in poorer urban areas, are staffed by minorities, 
immigrants, and those with little education—regardless of position (see Ehrenreich 2001; Newman 1999).
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port jobs) can become “colonized” by networks 
of male, immigrant Mexicans and Central 
Americans (Massey, Durand, and Malone 2002; 
Waldinger and Lichter 2003). Network dynam-
ics pattern front-of-the-house jobs in similar 
ways, but within very different social circles. In 
step with managerial preferences for hiring the 
right “look” for customer-facing positions, 
white middle-class servers and bartenders are 
often able to “hook up” their friends with sim-
ilar jobs. Employers may even reach out to 
workers who appear to exemplify the right 
traits for the job to see if they have any friends 
who want to “join the team” (Besen-Cassino 
2014; Warhurst and Nickson 2007).

Thus, for the well-connected individuals 
who fit the right profile for the right restaurant 
positions, social networks lubricate their en-
trance into different labor niches in the work-
place. These same forces also foreclose access 
to, or movement between, the two niches. 
Thick social networks threaded with race, 
class, and other social characteristics severely 
curtail the prospect of workers within differ-
ent labor niches switching from back-of-the-
house to front-of-the-house jobs, or vice versa. 
This goes beyond a mere mismatch of skill. 
Plainly, few employees fit into both social 
worlds of work. Being embedded in one labor 
niche (immigrant Latinos working in the back 
of the house) necessarily means not being a 
part of the other niche (middle-class whites 
working in the front of the house). The pro-
cesses that encourage in-group membership 
in certain labor niches also close the niches 
off from one another.

Bet ween Niches: Tension, 
Distance, and Conflict
At Match and Terroir, the social inequalities 
between white, middle-class workers and im-
migrant Latino workers are accentuated by 
their structural differences as front- and back-
of-the-house employees, respectively. The ten-
sions that often ripple along these fault lines 
manifest in a variety of ways. Most commonly, 
front- and back-of-the-house workers simply 
ignore each other at work, as I noted while 
working at Match:

I take my lunch meal to the break area be-
yond the kitchen. It is prime break time—
right before the lunch rush—and there are 
two tables already taken. Around one [sit] 
three white servers who alternate between fu-
rious texting on their cell phones and chat-
ting loudly with one another. [Around] the 
other [sit] four immigrant Mexican cooks, 
three of [whom] are hastily shoving food into 
their mouths. The fourth is fast asleep. I hear 
Charlie, one of the servers seated at the first 
table, call out my name: “Eli, so glad you 
could make it to the party!”5 He speaks loudly 
and directly over the heads of the cooks, in-
cluding his sleeping coworker. “Crystal [a 
server] and I were just talking about where to 
head for a beer after work!” (October 7, 2012).

Charlie’s actions here suggested that he reg-
istered only his young, white tablemates as col-
leagues and social peers. Similarly, often no 
one in the front of the house was aware when 
the Mexican immigrant dishwashers, prep 
cooks, and line cooks at Match clocked in and 
out. Even floor managers, for example, usually 
did not notice when the Mexican cook Xeno 
left for the day and José took over his job work-
ing on the kitchen line.

The social distance between those in each 
labor niche was also clearly illustrated by who 
knew whose name in the workplace: many 
white servers did not know the names of their 
coworkers preparing the food, nor did the La-
tino cooks know who was serving it. José, a 
first-generation line cook at Match in his early 
forties, would occasionally flag me down to ask 
who “the one with glasses” was (Jerry) or to 
relay a message to “the blond girl” (Pamela) 
about the chicken sandwich ticket she had just 
entered into the point of sale (POS) system. 
Servers were just as oblivious toward their 
back-of the-house coworkers. “There are so 
many of them,” complained Pip, a white wait-
ress in her midtwenties who had worked at 
Match for two years. “Besides, all I care about 
is that the food comes out quickly with no er-
rors, you know?”

The smaller scale of operations at Terroir 
eased the estrangement between front- and 

5. I have changed names to protect the privacy of those cited in this study.
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back-of-the-house workers, but did not neces-
sarily eliminate it. With about half as many 
workers compared to Match during even the 
busiest shifts, Terroir presented more intimate 
opportunities for them to interact across the 
front- and back-of-the-house labor divide. 
Bobby, a white server in his late thirties, quickly 
became well liked among the Mexican dish-
washers for the deft sexual jokes he would di-
rect at them when he dropped off dirty plates 
(“did I hear you say you wanted my culo, Papi? 
Absolutely, I’ll give it to you. Can you wait until 
after work or should we head into the walk-in 
[fridge] right now?”). Few other white front-of-
the-house workers went to such lengths to es-
tablish rapport with their Latino back-of-the-
house coworkers. For example, after I witnessed 
Reggie, a white waiter in his early twenties, 
chatting with the head chef and two Mexican 
line cooks stationed in the kitchen, Reggie 
leaned over to me and whispered, “Hey, Eli, is 
our new line cook’s name Ana?”

Tips also brightened the boundaries be-
tween the two labor niches. Despite the differ-
ent tip distribution structures at Match and 
Terroir (individualized tips versus pooled tips), 
tips always flowed primarily to the white server 
staff, trickled down to the Latino support staff, 
and stopped short of the kitchen—an unequal 
reward for a busy day of labor at the restaurant 
that prompted tense interactions. I made the 
following field note at the end of a hectic Sun-
day brunch at Match:

I was happy that all my tables went smoothly 
today. They also tipped well, averaging over 
20 percent of each bill. Before leaving, I 
ducked into the kitchen to crack a joke with 
Xeno and Juan [cooks] and thank them for 
doing a good job on the line today: I had re-
ceived no customer [complaints] and lots of 
compliments on the food. Xeno, looking 
weary after nine-plus hours of hard cooking, 
approached me and said, “[It] was really busy 
today, yeah? You guys must have made a lot 
of money in tips. Like, what, two hundred 
dollars maybe?”

“Yeah, we did [okay],” I say, thrown by the 
line of inquiry. We both stare off towards the 
dining room. “But not two hundred . . .” I 
protested.

“How much you made then?” he inter-
rupted, staring at me and looking tired.

“Uhhh, we don’t make that much money 
here . . .” I stammered while Xeno turned and 
walked away without a word. (February 5, 
2013)

As several Mexican cooks also suggested to me, 
they perceived their white coworkers in the 
front of the house as lazy gringos who did not 
work very hard for the money they earned. It 
is worth noting, however, that few complained 
to management or otherwise attempted to ad-
dress the issue.

Managerial practices also affect the bound-
aries between labor niches. Though managers 
at both Match and Terroir preached collectivist 
sentiments such as “we are all one family” and 
“let’s take care of each other out there,” actual 
workplace practices suggested the opposite 
was true. For example, staff meetings for the 
whole staff were rarely held at Match; instead, 
meetings were announced as being for “servers 
and bartenders only,” or as “mandatory for all 
kitchen personnel.” At Terroir, during pre-
opening training, the general manager, a white 
man in his forties named Jim, painstakingly 
welcomed new front-of-the-house staff to “the 
team.” He spent the beginning hour of each 
day leading group icebreakers, encouraging us 
to be goofy and to share something unusual 
about ourselves. By striking contrast, I was 
never formally introduced to any of the cooks 
or dishwashers at the restaurant.

Other policies actually inhibited interaction 
between employees in the front and back of 
the house. For instance, Match servers were 
not allowed to communicate directly with line 
cooks during service, as I learned when I tried 
to correct an order:

A guest flags me down to say she forgot to 
mention to put the cream sauce on the side 
instead of directly on top of her [omelet]. I 
hurry back to the kitchen to convey the mes-
sage to the cooks. I go directly to Juan, who I 
know is manning the egg station today. I be-
gin to explain the instruction to him when 
[executive] chef Eric screams over to me, 
“Hey! Don’t talk directly to him, you give me 
the instruction, then I’ll relay the message!” 
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Humiliated, I repeat the special instructions 
to him while all the cooks look on. (October 
5, 2012)

Match management argued that forcing serv-
ers to follow a formal chain of command and 
to not communicate directly with line cooks 
had a practical purpose: the person responsi-
ble for directing the flow of kitchen production 
expected to know what was happening in the 
kitchen at all times. Yet, in practice, following 
this protocol was sometimes had operationally 
clunky and socially alienating results. Servers 
and cooks separated by only a few feet were 
forced to speak to a third party—the chef— 
to convey even the simplest of information 
(“sauce on the side for the omelet on twenty-
one!”).

Cleavages between niched restaurant work-
ers can also threaten the flow of the food ser-
vice. White servers who were unable (or unwill-
ing) to appreciate the occupational stresses 
that Latino kitchen workers regularly faced 
would inadvertently create more problems for 
them, and in turn create more problems for 
themselves as well. As I found out from Xeno 
only after months of working with him, servers 
at Match frequently ordered dishes during the 
heart of the lunch or dinner rush that had been 
out of stock (“eighty-sixed”) for hours, or that 
required the most labor-intensive preparation. 
The resulting bottlenecks in kitchen produc-
tion then caused delays in getting food to the 
tables. Oblivious to the kitchen issues they had 
created, servers, dealing with frustrated diners, 
saw only the cooks’ collective ineptitude. A 
comment during one such delay from Jerry, a 
white, twenty-six-year-old waiter, is a case in 
point: “Jeez, it’s like all of them [the Latino 
cooks] went out partying last night and are 
hungover this morning!”

Personal beefs on the shop floor can also 
spill over into food service problems. For ex-
ample, a white Terroir waitress named Doro-
thy, who could not understand Spanish, com-
plained that Carlos and Jorge, two Guatemalan 

prep cooks, were “talking shit” about her in 
Spanish. When management proved reluctant 
to get involved, Dorothy took matters into her 
own hands. She announced loudly that she re-
fused to enter the area where Carlos and Jorge 
were working, which happened to be next to 
the dishwashing station. Her refusal left her 
front-of-the-house coworkers scrambling—and 
none too pleased about it—to help buss her 
tables and bring dirty dishes to the dish pit. 
This added duty in turn decreased the time 
they could spend attending to the needs of 
guests. Similarly, Antonio, a second-generation 
Mexican American food runner, told me that 
he was going to “slack off” with his job duties 
since he was frustrated about the paltry tips he 
was receiving. He made it clear that his dimin-
ished efforts would not be noticeable enough 
that management would call him out, but serv-
ers would nevertheless have to work harder to 
run food, clear plates, and reset tables in their 
sections (thus affecting their tips).

Bridging the Service Divide
If the social and structural cleavages between 
the two labor niches can disrupt the food ser-
vice process, the same forces also give value to 
skills, people, and technologies that can allevi-
ate these disruptions. Electronic POS systems, 
for example, are an automated means by which 
restaurants like Match and Terroir can enable 
different restaurant workers to communicate 
customer orders using standardized language 
and procedures. POS systems reduce a restau-
rant’s dependence on the traditional face-to-
face communications between servers and 
kitchen workers—through verbal orders, hand-
written ticket stubs, and so on.6 No less impor-
tantly, technological restaurant systems also 
allow immigrant workers with poor English 
abilities to function adequately in the kitchen 
by learning how to interpret a few basic com-
mands.

Yet the growing use of sophisticated POS 
systems and other smart restaurant technology 
has had the unintended consequence of rein-

6. Other restaurant technologies that have become commonplace have had similar deskilling effects in different 
areas of the labor process. The software Open Table, for instance, generates an electronic system for online 
guest reservations, and Hot Schedules is an online employee scheduling hub that centralizes (and digitizes) 
time-off requests and shift swaps for managerial approval.
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forcing the social boundaries between immi-
grant Latino kitchen workers and white dining 
room workers. Although such technology fur-
ther reduces the need for interpersonal dia-
logue between the two sets of coworkers, it 
cannot entirely eliminate it; restaurant guests 
frequently and inevitably voice questions, sug-
gest menu revisions, and make special re-
quests that servers need to convey directly to 
the kitchen. Here lies the distinct advantage of 
having on staff individuals with the skills to 
bridge social divides between the white niche 
and the Latino niche.

A number of Los Angeles restaurants adver-
tise employment opportunities for workers 
who are bilingual in English and Spanish. Con-
sider the following hiring ads posted to the 
Craigslist Los Angeles “Food and Beverage” job 
forum in April 2016:

HIRING NOW Bilingual Spanish/Eng  
Cashiers & Cooks

COME WORK AT A HAPPY, FUN & FAST PACE 
ENVIRONMENT

Hiring Cashiers & Cooks with Great growth 
opportunity.

Job Requirements:

•	 Must be at least 18 years of age

•	 Able to work varied shifts including hol-
idays & weekends

•	 Excellent customer service skills

•	 Positive attitude

•	 Attention to detail and quality

•	 Bilingual in English & Spanish Preferred

•	 May lift materials and/or product up to 
50 pounds or more. (italics added)

Kitchen Manager for Popular Restaurant! 

Long-standing restaurant group with con-
cepts based on the westside and greater LA 
area with multiple locations is seeking a 
Kitchen Manager!

Please have previous experience with man-
aging a high-volume kitchens, maintaining 
consistency in menu execution, carrying out 
health and safety standards. Having full 

knowledge of administrative responsibilities 
is expected, as well as having an understand-
ing of financials (food/labor costs, P&Ls).

Must also have great communication 
skills as this person will be supervising, 
training, coaching, and motivating staff by 
giving constructive feedback. Looking for a 
true and honest leader in the kitchen! Must 
be fluent in English and Spanish. (italics added)

As both of these ads attest, being bilingual 
in Spanish and English has become an increas-
ingly essential skill for restaurant work in Los 
Angeles. To be sure, some of this skill demand 
stems from growing ethnic consumer bases in 
the immigrant neighborhoods of East and 
South Los Angeles. Yet L.A. restaurants, I ar-
gue, also seek bilingual workers to buffer in-
ternal employee relations. This is evident in 
the fact that the positions in these Craigslist 
ads do not require customer engagement 
(cooks, kitchen manager) and may in fact be 
located in predominantly white, English-
speaking neighborhoods of the city (“west-
side”).

At both Terroir and Match, bilingual work-
ers function as crucial social bridges, facilitat-
ing communication between the white and La-
tino labor niches. They fill what social network 
scholars refer to as a “structural hole”—a lack 
of ties between two or more social groups 
within a given network (Burt 2005). At Terroir, 
the chef-owner’s self-proclaimed right-hand 
man for the past ten years has been a Mexican 
immigrant named Jon. Forty-one years old and 
originally from Veracruz, Mexico, Jon speaks 
English and Spanish fluently, though his En-
glish remains heavily accented. By most mea-
sures, Jon would make for an excellent kitchen 
hire in any restaurant: he is exceptionally hard-
working, skilled in a variety of culinary tech-
niques, and intensely loyal to the chef. That 
said, arguably Jon’s greatest value to Terroir—
which he demonstrates daily—is his ability to 
manage Spanish-speaking back-of-the-house 
workers and coordinate their work with the 
front of the house. He swiftly translates com-
munication back and forth between cooks, 
servers, managers, and even the head chef, 
who does not speak Spanish. Jon conducts hir-
ing interviews for new line cooks and dish-
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washers, sets kitchen schedules, and mediates 
the occasional dispute between kitchen em-
ployees, all in Spanish. As a result, when Jon 
is around the restaurant—which is almost al-
ways, given his salaried sous chef position—
the head chef seldom has to say a word to any 
of the Spanish-speaking Mexican and Central 
American back-of-the-house workers whom he 
employs. After years of working with Jon at his 
side, he simply trusts Jon to get the job done.

Jon’s ability to fill structural holes in the 
workplace has undoubtedly played a part in 
helping him achieve his status as a salaried 
sous chef in an upscale restaurant like Terroir. 
He and other bilingual Spanish-English 
kitchen workers possess the skills necessary to 
orchestrate food service across the two socially 
distinct labor niches. However, as central as 
Jon is to Terroir’s operation, his pride in his 
Veracruzano-born heritage makes him less re-
latable to his white and middle-class coworkers 
in the front of the house. Jon speaks lovingly 
of salsa dancing in Latin clubs on his days off 
and is outspoken in his belief that beer “should 
be ice-cold and light, like Modelo, not that bit-
ter India Pale Ale shit that Americans want to 
drink these days!” Out of touch with the cul-
tural milieu of his front-of-the-house cowork-
ers (as well as of many of the restaurant’s pa-
trons), Jon remains socially embedded within 
the immigrant Latino niche. Like other immi-
grant Latino workers at Terroir, I never once 
witnessed Jon being invited to go out after 
work for a drink with his front-of-the-house 
colleagues.

Jon and other bilingual immigrants may lu-
bricate work-based relations between the two 
niches of restaurant employment, but they do 
little to close the social and cultural cleavages 
between the niches. This is where second-
generation Latino restaurant workers like Pe-
dro have an edge. Pedro is a thirty-two-year-old 
Mexican American born in South-Central Los 
Angeles to Guadalajaran parents. Despite hold-
ing only a high school degree, Pedro has rap-
idly risen through Match’s kitchen ranks in the 
sixteen months since he began working there. 
Having grown up speaking both Spanish and 
English, Pedro was first hired as a dishwasher 
at minimum wage ($9 at the time). Six months 
later, he was promoted to prep cook. He con-

tinued climbing the kitchen ladder until he 
was—in his words—“at the top of the heap”: 
he became the lead line cook at Match, work-
ing just under the sous chef, with responsibil-
ity for the primary grill and pizza-baking sta-
tions. He now makes $15 an hour.

Like Jon, Pedro says that he benefited from 
his ability to translate between English and 
Spanish, both of which he speaks natively and 
without an accent. When I met him in late 
2012, while he was still a prep cook, it was clear 
that Pedro was already the point person in 
Match’s kitchen for front- and back-of-the-
house workers alike. Pedro would hustle 
around the kitchen furiously chopping vegeta-
bles while talking just as fast in two languages. 
Unlike Jon, Pedro’s bi-cultural fluency deep-
ened his rapport with front-of-the-house work-
ers and managers beyond his ability merely to 
deliver translation services. During meal 
breaks at Match, Pedro liked to joke around 
with young, white servers like Charlie and Amy. 
To Charlie, he would exclaim, “What’s up, dog-
gie! How was that bar you hit up last Friday? 
Meet any niiiiiccee chicas?” With Amy, Pedro 
would chat excitedly about developments in 
their mutual favorite TV show, The Walking 
Dead. Back on the kitchen line during busy 
meal rushes, Pedro would hum popular Mexi-
can hits playing on the radio alongside the im-
migrant cooks. Mid-song, he could code-switch 
back to American youth slang when a white 
server stopped by to ask him a question or mo-
mentarily hang out. Before I left Match in the 
summer of 2013, Pedro had received yet an-
other promotion—this time to kitchen man-
ager and regional trainer of Match’s newly 
opened second location near Hollywood. Hav-
ing been with Match less than two years, Pedro 
had skills that had enabled him to make a re-
markably fast ascent up the back-of-the-house 
hierarchy.

Pedro’s central position within multiple em-
ployee networks at Match made him an indis-
pensable figure in a workplace spliced into di-
vergent occupational communities. Other 
second-generation Latino workers were also 
able to carve out similarly advantageous posi-
tions for themselves. Twenty-year-old Victor, a 
second-generation Mexican American, began 
at Match as a busser—the lowest position in 
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the dining room hierarchy. Within six months, 
management promoted Victor to food runner, 
a position that allowed Victor to leverage his 
bilingual skills from outside the kitchen. As a 
food runner, Victor conversed with kitchen 
workers in Spanish about the dishes he re-
ceived, then turned around and described the 
food to English-speaking diners. Within a year, 
Victor had his eye on what he viewed as “the 
next step” for him: becoming a “flex” employee 
at the restaurant, working part-time as a cook 
and part-time as a waiter. He was convinced 
that he could do it. Victor told me one day, ges-
turing toward a group of white servers, “It’s 
pretty simple what they do. I mean, I can do 
that for sure: just bullshit with customers, get 
them what they want, then make a bunch of 
tips.” He envisioned a kitchen role as also com-
ing easily for him: he had always helped his 
mother cook for the family and had past work 
experience assembling sandwiches at a local 
Subway.

When I left Match in 2013, it remained to be 
seen whether Victor would be given the unprec-
edented opportunity to work in both front- and 
back-of-the-house capacities—straddling the 
divided labor niches. Management had seemed 
favorable to the idea. In Victor, personal ambi-
tion was coupled with an attractive mixture of 
social and cultural competencies that the res-
taurant could have used. Able to schmooze 
with Match’s white customers in English while 
double-checking the accuracy of the food com-
ing out of the kitchen in Spanish, Victor, like 
Pedro, bridged the service divide in the work-
place.

Conclusion
The growth of the service economy alongside 
continued migration from Latin America is re-
shaping not only local labor markets but also 
shop-floor dynamics in the workplaces in 
which immigrants are concentrated. Drawing 
from ethnographic data on full-service Los An-
geles restaurants, my research examined a 
workplace characterized by dual labor niches: 
immigrant Latinos employed in back-of-the-
house capacities and middle-class whites em-
ployed in front-of-the-house capacities. I have 
shown that the social (race, class, gender, im-
migration status) and structural asymmetries 

of these labor niches, reinforced by employer 
hiring preferences and unequal social net-
works, effectively close them off to each other. 
As a result, the bright boundary between the 
class-privileged white niche and the immigrant 
Latino niche can produce everyday shop-floor 
tensions, food service snafus, and lingering in-
equalities in the workplace.

I argue that dual-niched workplaces hold 
situational opportunities for those able to 
bridge the divide. Bilingual English-Spanish 
workers at both restaurants studied here put 
their linguistic skills to use by brokering com-
munication between an English-speaking front 
of the house (and management) and a Spanish-
speaking back of the house. They smoothed 
the food service process while simultaneously 
acting as a social bridge on the shop floor be-
tween otherwise profoundly divided employ-
ees.

Individuals with dual social and cultural 
competencies may be of even greater utility in 
such workplaces. Because many of the bilin-
gual, second-generation workers in this study 
not only linguistically code-switched when in-
teracting with different worker cohorts (see 
Hernández-León and Lakhani 2013; Morando 
2013) but also deployed appropriate sociocul-
tural scripts as needed, they could serve afflu-
ent white guests in line with managerial expec-
tations and socialize with both white coworkers 
and immigrant Latino coworkers. For many 
second-generation Latino workers, this ability 
to partially transcend the boundary between 
the two labor niches proved valuable, helping 
them secure promotions, raises, and greater 
job responsibilities at the restaurants (see also 
Wilson 2017). As other recent scholarship also 
indicates, individuals’ ability to showcase their 
“cross-cultural” capital is likely to be valuable 
in increasingly diverse institutional settings 
(Agius Vallejo 2012; Da Cruz, this issue; Lee 
1998).

In sum, this research contributes to our un-
derstanding of contemporary immigrant labor 
markets in two primary ways. First, it show-
cases the complicated interaction of race, 
class, and immigration on “global” shop floors. 
As the case of restaurants illustrates, a given 
immigrant labor niche may be only one slice 
of a firm’s larger social organization in which 
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other types of individuals are concentrated in 
different aspects of the work (see, for example, 
Peri and Sparber 2009). Drawing attention to 
the broader organizational contexts within 
which immigrant labor niches are embedded 
is crucial to understanding the worlds of 
work—their labor relations, opportunity struc-
tures, inequalities, and shop-floor experi-
ences—that immigrants and their offspring are 
encountering today. Second, this study pro-
vides a valuable supplement to macro-level 
data suggesting the intergenerational “stagna-
tion” of Latinos on the lower rungs of the U.S. 
labor market (Portes and Rumbaut 2006; Telles 
and Ortiz 2008; Waldinger, Lim, and Cort 2007). 
Although the Latino workers in this study re-
main in the marginalized service sector—few 
stood to make giant leaps in socioeconomic 
mobility—other workers, as this study demon-
strates, are encountering nuanced mobility 
pathways at the intersection of personal skills 
and competencies with the social organization 
of work. Against a backdrop of the larger struc-
tural barriers facing Latino immigrants and 
their offspring, it remains to be seen how far 
these intangible and contextualized “skills” 
can take workers as they continue building 
work careers.
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Israeli immigrants have among the highest 
rates of entrepreneurship of all national-origin 
groups in the United States, and they sustain 
similar patterns in other places where they 
have settled in Europe, South Africa, Australia, 
and Asia. Their rate of self-employment in 
2000, according to that year’s U.S. census, was 
33.4 percent. Areas of economic specialization 
include garments, jewelry, construction and 
real estate, entertainment, restaurants, grocery 
stores, media, moving companies, and multi-
ple professions (Y. Cohen 2009; Gold 2002).

Among their various realms of economic 
specialization, information technology has re-
ceived the most interest because of its global 
economic importance as well as the particular 
conditions associated with its emergence. In-
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the Israeli high-tech industry. I also summarize the patterns of communal cooperation that permit emigrant 
families to maintain an Israel-oriented way of life in suburban communities south of San Francisco, and I 
compare these patterns with those of Indians, a nationality engaged in the same pursuit. I conclude by con-
sidering the impact of infotech involvement on Israeli immigrants and on the U.S. economy.
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deed, Israelis and migrants from other coun-
tries who work as entrepreneurs, professionals, 
and financiers in high-tech and are engaged in 
other cutting-edge economic activities have 
been the focus of a growing body of attention. 
Regarded as the world’s most powerful engines 
of economic growth and innovation, they are 
associated with the establishment of Silicon 
Valley and similar locations in other regions 
and national settings (Kotkin 1992; Rebhun 
and Lev Ari 2010; Saxenian 2006; Senor and 
Singer 2009). According to a report produced 
for the U.S. Small Business Administration, 
high-tech migrants have been found “to ac-
count for a disproportionate share of job cre-
ation and economic growth” in recent years 
(Hart, Acs, and Tracy 2009, 5).

mailto:gold%40msu.edu?subject=
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The economic desirability of these entrepre-
neurs has now been recognized by business 
experts, academics, government officials, jour-
nalists, and policymakers who had previously 
paid little attention to immigrant entrepre-
neurship (Hart, Acs, and Tracy 2009; Hohn 
2012; Light 2010). Multiple nations now com-
pete to attract these immigrants with ever 
more generous incentives, and high-tech im-
migrants have become associated with eco-
nomically advanced host societies like the 
United States. At the same time, their countries 
of origin are well aware of their value. Seeking 
to benefit from their development magic, the 
homelands of these entrepreneurs have re-
formed long-standing policies regarding citi-
zenship, offshore investment, government fi-
nancing, money transfer, and taxation. As a 
consequence, environments that formerly fa-
vored protectionism now encourage global en-
gagement through “tax incentives, government 
grants and funding of R&D, training grants, in-
cubators for start-ups and support for venture 
capital” (Saxenian 2006, 104; Cohen 2010; Ray 
2013).

In addition to reworking their financial and 
business-related policies, high-tech migrants’ 
countries of origin have also revisited national 
understandings of patriotism, identity, occupa-
tion, military service, and place of residence. 
In many cases, perspectives on family, gender, 
culture, and religious practices have been 
transformed to encourage and endorse emi-
grants’ involvement in the global economy 
(Frenkel 2008). Drawing on opportunities and 
resources associated with multiple locations, 
acquired from assorted nation-states, net-
works, and organizations, and motivated by an 
array of loyalties, affinities, and relationships, 
Israeli immigrants’ extensive involvement in 
information technology is a product of such a 
transnational process.

Because “infotech” entrepreneurs enjoy un-
precedented levels of income, state-granted 
permission to work and travel, and access to 
elite institutions, some observers argue that 
this group represents a fundamentally new cat-
egory in the realm of migration. These mi-
grants are distinct not only from laborers but 
also from other skilled migrants such as mer-

chants and professionals (Saxenian 2006; Se-
nor and Singer 2009). Such is the contention 
of Israel Drori, Benson Honig, and Mike Wright 
(2009, 1003–4), who identify infotech migrants 
as “transnational entrepreneurs (TEs)” and as-
sert that they “are not simply passive adherents 
to institutional constraints, but actively mold 
them to suit their own unique initiatives. . . . 
TEs modify and create environments including 
new and existing institutions, as well as struc-
tures, inclusive of rules and procedures, that 
go on to define new and emergent ‘rules of the 
game.’”

Drori and his colleagues point out that im-
migrant entrepreneurs are “frequently obli-
gated to rely on their group’s ethnic resources 
and social capital,” of the type associated with 
enclaves or ethnic economies, for their eco-
nomic viability, and their experience is codified 
with the language of marginality, as suggested 
in concepts like “Pariah people,” “middleman 
minorities,” “marginal men,” and “disadvan-
tage” theory (Drori, Honig, and Wright 2009, 
1004; Portes 2010; Light and Gold 2000). On the 
contrary, transnational infotech entrepreneurs 
are able to obtain services, investment funds, 
and business contacts from mainstream 
sources. They are welcomed to the host societ-
ies’ corridors of power—places to which, until 
quite recently, persons of their nationality, re-
ligion, or race had little access (Wishingrad 
2015).

Given that “the debate on whether ethnic 
niches are harmful or beneficial for earnings 
continues to interest immigration scholars,” 
infotech migrants’ productivity and status can 
be seen as challenging widely accepted as-
sumptions in the study of international migra-
tion (Lee 2013, 748; Portes 2010; Sanders and 
Nee 1996; Waldinger and Bozorgmehr 1996; Xie 
and Gough 2011). Accordingly, their achieve-
ments and the contexts that produce them are 
topics worthy of scholarly research.

This article explores the experience of im-
migrants from Israel who are employed in the 
United States in infotech and related high-level 
occupations—such as academics, engineers, 
managers, and venture capitalists—in order to 
gain insight into the ways in which highly 
skilled immigrants are involved in entrepre-
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neurship. To consider the place of occupation 
versus nationality in the development of the 
high-tech niche, I include a cursory compari-
son of Israeli emigrants’ patterns of involve-
ment in infotech to those of Indians, the mi-
grant nationality most heavily represented in 
this endeavor both in Silicon Valley and nation-
ally (Wadhwa, Saxenian, and Siciliano 2012). 
Finally, I consider the implications of involve-
ment in the infotech industry, both for immi-
grants themselves and for American society.

Methods
This multi-sited ethnography focuses on inter-
views with twenty-one Israelis employed in in-
fotech and related high-level occupations such 
as academics, engineers, and venture capital-
ists. Interviews were conducted between 1991 
and 2016 in California and among returnees 
(including former California residents) in Is-
rael by the author and two Israeli women re-
search assistants. Additional interviews and 
fieldwork data were provided by an Israeli jour-
nalist living with her family in Silicon Valley. 
Contacts were established through snowball 
referrals and via the networks of the author 
and research assistants. Four respondents 
were interviewed on multiple occasions.

Background information was obtained from 
additional interviews and fieldwork with about 
one hundred Israeli emigrants (forty-four 
women and fifty-three men, including both the 
wife and husband of nine couples) between 
1991 and 2014. Locations included California 
and, for returned emigrants, several places in 
Israel. Further, interviews were conducted with 
persons with special knowledge of Israeli emi-
grant communities, including community ac-
tivists, journalists, and employees of Jewish 
community agencies. Interviews were open-
ended, but based on an interview guide. Most 
were audio-recorded, translated into English 
(if conducted in Hebrew), and transcribed. All 
names of respondents in this report are pseud-
onyms (Gold 2002; Gold and Hart 2013). Finally, 
additional data were collected through a review 
of the academic and journalistic literature, an 
examination of surveys and official statistics, 

and a perusal of websites regularly used by 
members of the Israeli high-tech community.

From Condemnation to 
Encour agement of Emigr ant 
Entrepreneurship
Israel’s status as a recently formed nation en-
gaged in protracted conflict with many of its 
neighbors and populated by Jews from through-
out the world suggests some of the reasons why 
members of its population have been well rep-
resented among high-tech immigrants. Israe-
lis’ propensity for emigration is explained by 
the population’s relatively short tenure in Is-
rael. As of 2007, almost 30 percent of Israelis 
were foreign-born, and 90 percent had resided 
there for three generations or less (Jewish Vir-
tual Library 2014; Senor and Singer 2009). 
Thus, many Israelis possess abilities, expecta-
tions, language skills, cultural knowledge, cit-
izenship, and contacts associated with the 
places where their families once lived. Israelis 
facing the difficulties associated with their ca-
reers, the Israeli cost of living, and the coun-
try’s social or political alienation, security, and 
other concerns may find a solution in emigra-
tion (Gold and Hart 2013).

Israeli emigrants’ inclination toward entre-
preneurship can be traced to Jews’ long history 
of self-employment as well as the presence of 
extensive Jewish and Israeli ethnic economies 
in the major points of settlement (Gold 2002; 
Kotkin 1992).1 Their significant representation 
in technical occupations is associated with the 
importance of defense to the country’s sur-
vival. Finally, the sheer number of Israelis with 
high-tech training can be attributed to the 
country’s institutions of higher education and 
the arrival of almost 1 million immigrants from 
the former Soviet Union during the 1990s; 
many thousands of these Soviet immigrants 
had been trained as scientists, engineers, and 
technical specialists (Gold 2015).

Estimates of the number of Israeli emi-
grants in the United States have been subject 
to controversy and exaggeration by journalists 
and Israeli government sources (Gold 2002). 
The U.S. Census Bureau’s 2011–2013 American 

1. See O’Keefe and Quincy, this issue, for a description of Jewish immigrants’ entrepreneurship in a very different 
time and context.
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Community Survey (ACS) estimates that there 
were 139,980 Israel-born persons in the United 
States during that period (U.S. Census Bureau 
2013). Drawing on U.S. and Israeli census data, 
Uzi Rebhun and Lilach Lev Ari (2010, 15) assert 
that the total population of Israelis in the 
United States—including those born in Israel, 
those born in other countries, and their U.S.-
born children and American spouses—is 
250,000. The actual number involved in info-
tech occupations is impossible to determine 
(as is their residency status in the United 
States—citizen, student visa, tourist, and so 
on), but journalistic sources and community 
activists claim that between 50,000 and 200,000 
reside in the greater San Francisco Bay Area 
(Orpaz 2014).

The Israeli population is well endowed with 
contacts, skills, and aspirations conducive to 
migration, but the country’s national narrative 
emphasizes settlement. Israel came into being 
to provide a homeland for the world’s Jews fol-
lowing the Holocaust. Zionism (Israel’s state-
building ideology) called for the ingathering 
of the exiles and reviled departure. From its 
formation in 1948 until the 1980s, the country 
identified emigration as a personal failing and 
a threat to its military, economic, and demo-
graphic survival (Cohen 2010; Goldscheider 
1996). For a brief time emigration was even il-
legal, and afterward it remained heavily stig-
matized. Until recently—and to a lesser extent 
still—emigrants were depicted in political dis-
course, social science research, journalism, 
and popular culture as disillusioned, lonely, 
impoverished, subject to family breakdown 
and loss of Jewish identity, and alienated from 
coreligionists in points of settlement (Sabar 
1999; Shokeid 1988; Sobel 1986, 55). In a famous 
1970s statement, Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin 
called Israeli emigrants “moral lepers,” “the 
fallen among the weaklings,” and “the drop-
pings of insects” (Ritterband and Zerubavel 
1986, 113).

In addition to discouraging emigration, 
some forms of Israeli ideology prior to the 
1990s denigrated entrepreneurship—a com-
mon means of survival that had been practiced 
by Jews in the Diaspora for millennia. Early 
Zionism posited that Israel was the location 
where Jews could finally extricate themselves 

from the debased livelihood of doing business 
in other people’s countries. Instead, living on 
their own land, Israelis would become “new 
Jews” and make the desert bloom, often 
through ennobling agriculture (Almog 2000). 
Hence, whether in Israel or beyond, a Jewish 
business owner was regarded as a relic of the 
Diaspora—a self-serving tax evader incapable 
of living as a proud and self-confident Jew 
(Freedman and Korazim 1986, 144).

By the 1990s, however, the country’s in-
creased involvement in the global economy—
in large part through activities and links estab-
lished by Israeli emigrants in global centers of 
innovation and commerce—altered Israeli 
views about going abroad and engaging in in-
fotech entrepreneurship. Such activities under-
girded the country’s transformation from a 
business-averse collectivist society with triple-
digit inflation whose largest export was citrus 
to what is now celebrated as the “Start-up Na-
tion,” with high rates of entrepreneurial inno-
vation, ties to the world’s leading companies, 
extensive access to venture capital, and sus-
tained economic growth (Senor and Singer 
2009).

In addition to enjoying greater tolerance for 
travel abroad, infotech migrants have also ben-
efited from the Israeli public’s unique view of 
their occupation. Unlike the reviled Diaspora 
entrepreneur, Israeli infotech migrants are 
seen in a positive light and viewed as pursuing 
an endeavor that is “more than a tool for indi-
vidual success or making profit. Rather, it con-
tributes to the national project and Israel’s po-
litical, economic and security needs.” Such an 
endeavor is collectively oriented and associ-
ated with “transforming the world through the 
mastery of scientific knowledge” (Zilber 2006, 
289). Although a garment manufacturer in Los 
Angeles and a software engineer in Palo Alto 
are both Israeli exiles running a business in 
California, Israelis would tend to see them as 
occupying different moral universes and would 
condemn the former while celebrating the lat-
ter.

In sum, Israel’s migration-driven involve-
ment in high-tech activities has transformed 
popular understandings of both emigration 
and entrepreneurship, reducing the disparage-
ment of these activities and legitimizing their 
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benefits. These new understandings have al-
lowed today’s emigrants to be more confident 
and outspoken about their presence abroad 
than was the case for emigrants prior to the 
late 1990s.

Isr aeli Emigr ation and the 
Origins of Isr aeli Immigr ants’ 
Involvement in High-Technology 
Occupations
Israelis began migrating to the United States 
soon after the country’s formation in 1948, and 
the development of Israeli communities in the 
United States had begun to receive academic 
and communal attention by the early 1980s 
(Ritterband and Zerubavel 1986). Members of 
those communities were diverse in ethnicity, 
religiosity, and class background, but the pop-
ulation generally included young families with 
children (Y. Cohen 2009). Many earned a living 
through self-employment or as professionals. 
Israeli émigrés lived and worked within estab-
lished Jewish neighborhoods in major cities, 
such as New York and Los Angeles (Gold 2002; 
Rebhun and Lev Ari 2010). Unlike most other 
Jewish immigrants, Israelis have often ex-
pressed ambivalence about living in the United 
States and raising their children as Diaspora 
Jews.

Israeli emigrants in high-tech occupations 
are in many ways similar to the broader Israeli-
American population. However, their desirable 
job skills and American degrees make it easier 
for them to acquire legal resident status, earn 
more money, and be much less dependent on 
Israeli and Jewish ethnic enclaves in the United 
States for finding employment and a coethnic 
community. Finally, the largest concentration 
of infotech Israelis is found in ethnically di-
verse communities south of San Francisco 
rather than in the Jewish neighborhoods of 
West Los Angeles, Greater New York City, and 
Miami (Gold 2016).

In this environment, infotech Israelis main-
tain a communal orientation that underlies 
their creation of an ethnic economy and ethnic 
community. Ivan Light and I (Light and Gold 
2000, 4) have defined an ethnic economy as 
“coethnic self-employed and employers, and 
their coethnic employees,” and we discuss the 
conditions under which the development of 

symbiotic solidarity and trust between a group 
and its entrepreneurs facilitates the social and 
economic advancement of both. The literature 
on immigrant entrepreneurship documents 
the importance of shared resources to the busi-
ness success of a wide range of populations—
from Hausa cattle dealers in post-independence 
Nigeria to Korean greengrocers in contempo-
rary New York City (Cohen 1969; Min 2008).

As a highly entrepreneurial group, Israeli 
emigrants display these patterns wherever they 
settle. However, Israel is a highly diverse and 
recently settled country whose subgroups vary 
in nationality, religiosity, educational level, and 
ideological outlook, as well as in a variety of 
other ways. When Israelis emigrate, they there-
fore tend to interact and build communities 
with the conationals whose backgrounds, oc-
cupations, and identities they share—Yemenis 
with Yemenis, Kibbutznicks with Kibbutznicks, 
Ultra-Orthodox Hassidim with Ultra-Orthodox 
Hassidim, and so on (Gold 2002; Rebhun and 
Lev Ari 2010).

Israeli infotech emigrants make up such a 
subgroup in the United States: their social ties 
are based on their shared military and educa-
tional experiences, their similar occupations, 
and their common residential location south 
of San Francisco. Lacking close ties with Amer-
icans, American Jews, and Israeli immigrants 
from backgrounds unlike their own, they col-
laborate in both their work lives and their so-
cial lives, as documented in ethnography and 
journalism. “They don’t strive to become 
American. They see themselves as Israelis who 
live in the U.S.” (Handwerker 2014; Saxenian 
2006). Not surprisingly, then, their strongest 
collective commitments in the United States 
are to the other infotech Israelis with whom 
they work, socialize, and engage in activities 
that maintain their favorite aspects of Israeli 
life while living in the United States.

The Origins of the Infotech Niche
Israeli emigrants’ extensive involvement in in-
formation technology and other high-tech ven-
tures can be traced to the 1970s, when the Jew-
ish state languished through a period of 
geopolitical conflict and inflation. Seeking op-
portunities, young Israelis increasingly went 
abroad in search of advanced training and ed-
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ucation. In her study of Silicon Valley, AnnaLee 
Saxenian (2006, 105) notes that between 1978 
and 2000, more than 14,000 Israeli professional 
and technical workers emigrated to the United 
States. Upon completion of their degrees, a 
fraction stayed on to work. With training in 
engineering, science, and technology, many 
found jobs in leading U.S. electronics and com-
puter firms, first in the Route 128 area near Bos-
ton and later near San Francisco.

Although Israeli emigrants in high-tech 
come from diverse backgrounds, many are af-
filiated with the male Sabra (native-born Is-
raeli) elite. Brought together in selective high 
schools, youth programs, military units, and 
universities, they received advanced training 
in science and math while mastering leader-
ship skills as military officers. For example, a 
significant number of veterans of Unit 8200, a 
division of the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) de-
voted to cybersecurity, have gone on to take 
leadership roles in international high-tech in-
dustries (Swed and Butler 2015; Tendler 2015).

Israeli military and technical organizations 
provide an environment of shared training and 
service that catalyzes the lifelong, cooperative 
relationships that underlie Israel’s innovative 
and collaborative high-tech culture (Senor and 
Singer 2009). In contrast, Israelis who do not 
share this background of combined high-tech 
military training and service—including recent 
immigrants, persons of lower-status origins, 
those from religious families, and women 
(who, though eligible for these programs, are 
underrepresented in them)—have less access 
to these networks and the resources and op-
portunities they provide and are less involved 
in high-tech professions (Swed and Butler 
2015).

Sharing common backgrounds, infotech 
émigrés retained close yet informal connec-
tions as they built lives and careers in the 
United States. Along the way, they acquired 
contacts among American Jews, sometimes 
through the Israeli Economic Consulate in San 
Francisco. Israeli emigrants were also actively 
involved with U.S. investors, and their mastery 
of American ways of doing business facilitated 
cross-fertilization between the United States 
and Israel. Saxenian (2006, 109) quotes an in-
fotech CEO who was also a retired IDF officer 

about the formation of this nexus: “One quar-
ter of my university graduating class went to 
the United States and then stayed on to work 
in high-tech in Silicon Valley. They all started 
coming back to be entrepreneurs . . . they knew 
how to hire U.S. marketers and business devel-
opers.”

Israeli infotech workers’ degrees from 
American universities enable them to find ex-
cellent jobs in leading American corporations. 
When some of those who wanted to return 
home accepted employers’ offer of the option 
of creating Israeli branches of American firms, 
the result was the expansion of leading Amer-
ican firms into the Middle East. “Intel and Na-
tional Semiconductor set up integrated circuit 
design centers in Israel in the 1970s,” notes Sax-
enian (2006, 106), “in order to retain highly val-
ued [Israeli] engineers.” IBM, Motorola, DEC, 
and Microsoft followed suit. Most of these 
plants flourished, and today the largest off-
shore research facilities of several U.S. elec-
tronics firms are located in Israel.

At present, a tremendous amount of social 
capital is shared among high-tech Israelis at 
home and abroad, as well as among Israelis 
and their friends and colleagues in diverse 
businesses in the United States and elsewhere. 
Sharing social capital serves as a vehicle for a 
variety of groups, nationalities, and industries 
to collaborate and to exchange know-how, in-
vestments, and innovative ways of doing busi-
ness (Saxenian 2006).

Israeli emigrants’ initial successes in the 
high-tech and computer industries impressed 
Israeli politicians, business leaders, and poli-
cymakers and seemed to suggest a viable solu-
tion to Israel’s economic challenges. Given the 
nation’s exceptional number of highly skilled 
workers, the idea of employing them in the 
burgeoning computer industry seemed practi-
cal. However, Israel lacked the investment cap-
ital and management skill needed to bankroll 
and supervise the requisite level of industrial 
expansion. Toward this end, and as the country 
was evolving rightward politically from social-
ism to neoliberalism, Israel changed many of 
its economic regulations in such a way as to 
encourage the generation of investment capi-
tal—for instance, by removing restrictions on 
offshore investors and by allowing Israeli com-
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panies to compete in global markets (Goldberg 
2012, 28).

The Israeli labor force was technologically 
proficient but lacking in knowledge of finance 
and management; however, because venture 
capitalists commonly provide their clients with 
mentoring and management training as well 
as funds, workers were able to acquire these 
skills from their investor colleagues as they de-
veloped technology companies (Davone 2007). 
A major step in this process was the Yozma 
program, created by the Israeli government 
during the early 1990s to generate venture cap-
ital for Israeli start-ups (Avnimelech 2009). By 
2009, the program had generated over $3 bil-
lion worth of investment and support for Is-
raeli companies. Not only was the program suc-
cessful in providing start-up funding for Israeli 
firms, but it also helped offshore investors and 
international corporations overcome their fear 
of investing in Israeli companies (Senor and 
Singer 2009, 168–70).

Indeed, as of 2008, Israel had more high-
tech ventures per capita than any other nation. 
It led the world in civilian research-and-
development spending per citizen and ranked 
second behind the United States in the number 
of companies listed on the high-tech NASDAQ 
stock exchange. With a 2008 population of less 
than 8 million, Israel attracted as much ven-
ture capital as France and Germany combined 
(with a total population of 140 million) (Brooks 
2010; Senor and Singer 2009, 33).

The simultaneous and transnational devel-
opment of infotech industries in Israel and by 
Israeli emigrants in Silicon Valley provided 
benefits to the growth and expansion of both. 
Emigrants in California helped Israel develop 
contacts with U.S. and international firms, fa-
cilitated the opening of branches of American 
companies in Israel, fostered access to large 
sources of venture capital, and generated con-
tracts for Israel-based facilities. Emigrants 
shared with colleagues back home their famil-
iarity with the social, business, and communi-
cation styles of American managers, investors, 
and firms. Finally, emigrants’ participation in 
the dynamic, diverse, and creative “melting pot 
of ideas” environment of Silicon Valley allowed 

them to interact with a global network of part-
ners (Orpaz 2014). In turn, research-and-
development tasks requested by offshore col-
leagues were performed in Israel, which also 
provided additional workers.

Saxenian (2006, 105) argues that Israeli mi-
grants’ immersion in and familiarity with 
“technology centers in the U.S.” propelled the 
country’s phenomenal growth in high-tech. In 
contrast, she points out, larger, more affluent, 
and “more advanced industrialized nations 
that boasted well-developed technical educa-
tion and research capabilities, such as Ger-
many and France, failed to develop the entre-
preneurial and technological dynamism that 
characterizes Israel today.”

From the 1990s to the present, Israeli im-
migrants and firms that bridge Silicon Valley 
and Israel have played important roles as in-
novators and leaders in infotech. Companies 
that they started have been purchased or fi-
nanced by major American and international 
infotech companies. Saxenian (2006, 110) cites 
the acquisition of Mirabilis’s ICQ software by 
AOL in 1998 for over $400 million as the turn-
ing point. Created by a group of Israelis living 
in San Jose, the company gave its software to 
users for free, thus establishing “viral market-
ing.”

Eric Benhamou, a Sephardic Jew born in Al-
geria and educated at the Ecole Nationale Su-
périeure d’Arts et Métiers in Paris and at Stan-
ford University, was another early success story. 
From 1990 to 2010, he was CEO or chairman of 
3Com. The company, which was ranked as high 
as 294 on the Fortune 500 list, was sold to 
Hewlett-Packard for $2.7 billion in cash in 
2009. Benhamou remains active in venture cap-
ital, start-ups, philanthropy, and business edu-
cation, serves on the boards of several Silicon 
Valley firms, and speaks passionately about Is-
raelis’ “natural talent for entrepreneurship” 
(Scheck 2009; Shelah 2006).2

With continued growth, Israelis became not 
only sellers but also buyers of U.S. infotech 
firms. In 2003, Israel’s largest high-tech com-
pany, Ness Technologies, purchased APAR In-
fotech, an information services firm with 
corporate headquarters in Pittsburgh, Penn

2. See the Benhamou Global Ventures (BGV) website at: benhamouglobalventures.com.
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sylvania, for $360 million (Hermoni and Dar 
2003).

Coethnic Cooper ation in Business 
Activities
In addition to profiting from offshore ties, the 
Israeli infotech community in Silicon Valley 
benefits from high levels of in-group coopera-
tion. Members jointly engage in business, so-
cial, and philanthropic activities. A variety of 
volunteer and for-profit organizations and 
business accelerators provide recent arrivals 
with socialization, networks, and lessons in do-
ing business with Americans (Efrati 2012). Ini-
tially informal, Israeli emigrants’ associations 
have now become more visible, better orga-
nized, and more likely to be affiliated with the 
Israeli consulate (Orpaz 2014). These centers of 
collaboration are supplemented by newspa-
pers, websites, and forms of social media use-
ful for getting oriented in the Bay Area. Finally, 
community members often shop and socialize 
in a variety of Israeli-style shops and restau-
rants. Bucks of Woodside is well known as the 
restaurant where countless Silicon Valley proj-
ects were brainstormed over coffee and eggs, 
but Oren’s Hummus, created by Oren Dobron-
sky—who had developed and sold four high-
tech start-ups before entering the restaurant 
business—is a popular equivalent for Israeli 
immigrants (Pine 2012; Pollock 2014).

A unique aspect of the Israeli infotech sub-
culture appears to be its high level of coopera-
tion, as discussed in news stories and docu-
mented in our own interviews. That cooperation 
offers a rather striking contrast to the patterns 
generally observed among entrepreneurial eth-
nic groups—including Israelis engaged in 
other occupations (Gold 1994, 2002; Granovet-
ter 1995). Ethnic businesses often operate 
within highly competitive, even parasitical, en-
vironments in which owners conceal practices 
and contacts from firms run by country men 
and women who often have skills, contacts, 
and business resources remarkably like their 
own (Gold 2002). For example, my research 
found that Israeli emigrant restaurateurs, gar-
ment manufacturers, and building contractors 
avoided collaborating with coethnics in order 
to protect their access to consumers and profit 
margins (Gold 1994, 2002).

In contrast, the infotech sector appears to 
reward openness and collaboration (Freedman 
2008). Informants attributed this to conational 
loyalty, common emotional styles, shared lan-
guage (Hebrew), ease in evaluating and com-
municating with coworkers and subcontrac-
tors, and acceptance of flexible work-family 
arrangements (Bluestein 2012; Gold 2002; Or-
paz 2014). Although they occasionally referred 
to the presence of other nationalities, Israeli 
infotech migrants in Silicon Valley were most 
concerned with conationals and seldom de-
scribed Indians or Chinese as competitors or 
rivals (Banerjee 2007). In a 2016 interview, a 
journalist who had lived with her family among 
infotech Israelis in Silicon Valley for almost a 
decade explained its increasingly cooperative 
culture:

As a person who has been working in Israeli 
high-tech all my life, I can tell you that firgun 
[a Hebrew term meaning “unselfish delight 
in the success of others” (Kordova 2014)] 
wasn’t the norm fifteen or twenty years ago, 
but has become the norm. There are tech 
meetups, open source, community activities, 
and they drive people to think well and help. 
Also, the innovation process requires many 
feedback loops. Connections are worth 
money, and cooperation too. People pride 
themselves in the “karma” they get by help-
ing. If you help, it means you are someone. 
Also, let’s say I am a good high-tech Israel 
exec in The Valley—it is in my interest to be-
have well, even towards competitors, since I 
may start-up a future company with them, 
get valuable connections through them, etc.

Finally, the structure of the infotech indus-
try often requires cooperation because teams 
of workers with complementary skill sets are 
most likely to be funded by venture capital-
ists—as suggested in a leading entrepreneur’s 
presentation at an event organized by the Sili-
con Valley–based Israeli Executives and Found-
ers Forum (IEFF) on “The Art of Building Bil-
lion Dollar Start-ups.” The speaker advised his 
audience that “the ideal start-up size is 2-3 peo-
ple; a hacker, a designer and a hustler. A one-
person start-up can’t easily address those three 
roles” (Soffer 2015).
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Business Success and Communal 
Satisfaction
Much of the research on immigrant-driven in-
fotech entrepreneurship has focused on pro-
duction techniques, capital acquisition, will-
ingness to take risks, and other business-related 
concerns. By contrast, social science research 
about immigration, ethnic entrepreneurship, 
and transnationalism emphasizes that the 
maintenance of relations between distant 
groups and locations relies on social, ethnic, 
national, and familial connections. These per-
sonal and affective ties and relationships un-
derlie efficiency, good communication, innova-
tion, trust, and successful collaboration 
(Kanter 1977; Nonini and Ong 1997; Saxenian 
2006).

In other words, migrants’ sentiments and 
decisions with regard to broader aspects of 
their collective life are not just peripheral to 
“the real story” of making money, but instead 
vital to the ability of transnational entrepre-
neurs to engage in economic activities. More-
over, it is important to remember that deci-
sions about economic activities are not just 
made by the largely male groups of entrepre-
neurs but also depend on the appraisals of 
their spouses, children, extended families, net-
works, and communities (Aneesh 2003; Gold 
2013; Kobayashi and Preston 2007; Ray 2013). It 
follows, then, that skilled immigrant entrepre-
neurs’ identities and social engagements are 
worthy topics of consideration within a study 
of transnational entrepreneurship.

Indeed, research exploring diverse popula-
tions of high-level migrants has consistently 
emphasized the importance of non-economic 
factors in shaping transnational behavior 
(Salaff, Wong, and Greve 2010). In her research 
on Indian entrepreneurs traveling between 
their homeland and the United States, Manashi 
Ray (2013, 95) has found that “the family played 
a significant role both as the end goal and the 
means to achieve global migration and re-
turn . . . migrants’ new ways of imagining mi-
gration and return and future work were 
guided as much by their own personal life-
stage transition issues, nostalgia for the Indian 
way of life and feelings of nationalism as by 
the possibility of taking advantage of business 
opportunities.”

Israelis involved in Silicon Valley’s infotech 
industries are often economically successful 
and enjoy the area’s high standard of living and 
good educational opportunities for their chil-
dren. Like Yael, many value the tolerant and 
multicultural environment of the Bay Area over 
the culture of Israel:

Well, I have been out of Israel for eight years, 
and I do feel an enormous difference. On the 
intellectual side, I always had a critique of 
how Israel treats Arab citizens, etc. But only 
after being here [in the United States] and 
seeing what ethnic equality looks like—it 
puts Israel in a very unfavorable light.

[During a visit,] we were just floored by 
some of the racist comments that very good 
friends made that we were not aware of when 
we [previously] lived in Israel because either 
we made them [ourselves] or we were deaf.

 Nevertheless, many Israeli emigrants claim 
that they don’t feel fully comfortable in the 
United States and remain committed to Israel 
(Gold 2002; Sabar 1999). They often attribute 
this to cultural, linguistic, political, and na-
tional differences between Israel and Western 
points of settlement. (Remember that Israel’s 
international involvement in infotech can be 
traced to the desire of Israelis working in the 
United States to return home.) An article in a 
Bay Area Jewish newspaper describes these dif-
ferences:

They’re drawn here by the promise of afflu-
ence, lower tax rates and an entrepreneur-
friendly culture. While some become U.S. citi-
zens, they retain strong ties to the Jewish 
State—both personally and professionally. 
“It’s very easy to take the Israelis out of Israel, 
but almost impossible to take Israel out of the 
Israelis,” said [Shuly] Galili [executive director 
of the California Israel Chamber of Com-
merce (CICC)], who counts more than 200 
members [in her organization]. (Brandt 2000)

Many emigrants claim that they would pre-
fer to reside in Israel eventually, with their rel-
atives and amid the country’s familiar culture, 
language, and system of national identity. In 
fact, many Israelis do return home. Despite 



r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

	 i s r a e l i  i n f o t e c h  m i g r a n t s  i n  s i l i c o n  va l l e y 	 1 3 9

their relatively comfortable positions in Dias-
pora communities and lengthy stays, many 
highly educated Israeli families do not con-
sider their settlement to be permanent. In the 
words of an Israeli woman who, with her info-
tech worker husband and three children, spent 
eight years in Palo Alto:

Israelis have a lot of problems about staying 
here. They say, “We will stay here for the time 
being.” I went to school here [in the United 
States] growing up, and now my child is go-
ing to school here too. I have a lot of good 
feelings about [U.S. schools] compared to the 
Israeli school system. But we want to go back 
now. I have come to the conclusion that I 
can’t bear this permanent sojourn anymore. 
Hopefully, we will be back in less than a year. 

Religious, national, and linguistic identities 
are especially pertinent in shaping infotech 
emigrants’ impression of the United States. 
Some high-tech Israeli emigrants appreciate 
U.S. forms of Judaism (Gold 2002), but most of 
them, coming from a secular and nationalistic 
background, resenting the influence of the Or-
thodox community in Israeli life, and unfamil-
iar with the Reform and Conservative denom-
inations with which most North American Jews 
affiliate, disdain the idea of maintaining their 
Jewish identity, and especially their children’s 
Jewish identity, through participation in Amer-
ican Jewish activities (Gold 2002; Shokeid 
1988).

Accordingly, Israeli infotech workers with 
children were more likely to want to return 
home. Many had been raised as members of 
the elite of Israeli society, and many of them 
were very concerned about their children being 
deprived of a childhood similar to their own. 
Further, because Israeli culture emphasizes the 
centrality of a series of shared experiences to 
socialization and national identity, a child 
growing up abroad will be excluded from these 
forms of engagement, which are essential for 
both social membership and occupational suc-
cess. Deborah and Havah, two Israeli parents, 
described their distance from American Jews:

Deborah: Most of them [American Jews] go 
by the Reformed stream, and I tend to actu-

ally like it because it’s more modern and it 
doesn’t conflict with family life as much as 
the other streams of Judaism do. But I think 
that from a Jewish life perspective, it’s really 
a lot like Christianity. There isn’t that much 
difference.

Havah: There is a big inability to relate to 
American Jews. . . . If I meet an East Coast 
kind of typical Jew, I don’t know what I 
should do. I feel that there is a minority men-
tality there that I can’t decipher. It is very em-
barrassing for me. He is trying to communi-
cate in a way that is fathomable to another 
American Jew, and I can’t figure it out.

Gender and Adap tation
Because of the class, gender, and ethnic char-
acteristics of the Israelis who are most active 
in high-tech occupations (most are educated 
male military veterans), the resources and ben-
efits of migration are unequally distributed 
among the population. In nearly every study of 
high-tech Israelis in the United States, we find 
that, even when migration was a “family deci-
sion” and the family as a whole has enjoyed 
economic benefits as a result of migration, the 
decision to migrate was generally made by the 
men, who were seeking expanded educational 
and occupational opportunities in the United 
States (Lev Ari 2008). Once in the United States, 
men often enjoy the benefits of such expanded 
opportunities and feel more comfortable in the 
country. Women and dependent children, how-
ever, have more negative views of migration 
and of life abroad. Men often wish to stay on, 
but women frequently exert pressure to return 
to Israel to participate in familiar social activi-
ties, interact with family members, and raise 
children according to Israeli and Jewish values.

Consequently, in the view of many Israeli 
infotech emigrant families, the high-paying 
jobs available to male Israeli workers do not 
fully compensate for the unfamiliar environ-
ment in which their children must be raised. 
In the words of a Silicon Valley resident: “No-
body knows if Israelis [in Silicon Valley] can 
perpetuate their culture. The only ones that 
have are the ones that have sent their kids back 
for military service.”

In this way, infotech immigrants’ coopera-
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tion with each other, enduring ties to Israel, 
their country of origin, and selective consump-
tion of Jewish communal services stem from 
their collective discomfort living in the United 
States. While they rely on coethnic networks 
to get into business, Israeli emigrants also de-
pend on another set of collective activities to 
retain an Israeli outlook for themselves and 
their families in the United States.

Retaining Isr ael- ness in America
Israelis and their family members involved in 
the infotech industry patronize and sometimes 
run shops, restaurants, grocery stores and bou-
tiques that satisfy their consumer and social 
needs. Other enterprises provide child care, 
recreation, Hebrew-speaking doctors and den-
tists, catering, and real estate and relocation 
services. Various political organizations, in-
cluding the recently created Israeli American 
Council, provide a venue for Israeli Americans 
to express their views on the U.S. political sys-
tem in order to expand their political influence 
(Gold 2016).

Reflecting Israel’s desire to retain the inter-
est and loyalty of infotech emigrants and en-
courage their eventual return, its government 
provides a package of cultural and economic 
services (N. Cohen 2009), including summer-
in-Israel programs that allow Israeli-American 
youth to maintain language skills and an Is-
raeli identity in the United States. The home-
land also offers the Lone Soldiers Program, 
which enables Americans and others around 
the world to serve in the Israel Defense Forces. 
Finally, the Israeli government provides immi-
grants with a wide range of services and sub-
sidies—assistance with job finding, renting an 
apartment, obtaining access to health care, 
and orienting children to Israeli life—if they 
seek to return. Such benefits are less generous 
than those available to olim (newly arrived Di-
aspora Jews), but they are nonetheless worth 
thousands of dollars.3

Emigrants’ own activities and the services 
delivered by the Israeli government allow them 
to avoid involvement with American Judaism. 
At the same time, local Jewish organizations 

extend a variety of services to their cousins 
from the Middle East. Despite Israelis’ feeling 
of distance from American Jews and the syna-
gogues and community centers that they have 
created, many families are willing to partici-
pate in these activities because they fear that, 
without some form of institutional Jewish en-
gagement, their children will lose their identity 
as Israelis and Jews (Gold 2002; Pine 2012).

Prior to the 1980s, in keeping with Israeli 
policies intended to discourage emigration, 
the American Jewish establishment withheld 
outreach or assistance to Israeli newcomers. 
Once Israel reversed its stance on the issue, 
however, local American Jews began to provide 
a number of services to emigrants. Such efforts 
can be understood as reflecting the host 
group’s desire to assist coreligionists in need. 
At the same time, welcoming Israelis allows 
American Jews to replenish their own commu-
nity, which has been subject to depletion by 
age, assimilation, and intermarriage. Toward 
these ends, American Jewish agencies, syna-
gogues, and organizations have established 
Israeli-oriented chapters of philanthropic or-
ganizations, employed Hebrew-speaking staff 
members for communal services, created 
Israeli-style Hebrew school classes, child care 
centers, folk dancing, and sing-along events, 
and scheduled celebrations of Israeli holidays.

Despite their consumption of these ser-
vices, many Israeli families are still uncomfort-
able in the United States and eventually decide 
to return home. (Visas also mandate their de-
parture.) In fact, the incidence of return among 
infotech Israelis is so high that respondents 
spontaneously told me that they dreaded the 
summer months—many of their closest cona-
tional friends would be leaving then (Gold 
2002). As Orly explained during an interview 
conducted in the summer of 2006:

I am very tired of the Israeli community here 
because it is so transient. A lot of good 
friends have gone back. There was a huge epi-
sode of that this year—150 families at least 
went back. My son’s day care was decimated 
because everybody left. The day cares in Palo 

3. For more information, see the Ministry of Aliyah and Integration website at: http://www.moia.gov.il/English/
Pages/default.aspx (accessed November 16, 2016).

http://www.moia.gov.il/English/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.moia.gov.il/English/Pages/default.aspx
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Alto don’t want Israeli kids because they have 
everybody leave at some point. And I like the 
people that go back better than the people 
who stay. In many respects, I think it is right 
to go back, although it’s a more complex life 
in Israel.

Other members of the Israeli emigrant pop-
ulation besides those involved in infotech ex-
press a desire to return (Gold 2002; Lev Ari 
2008; Shokeid 1988). Moreover, rates of return 
are associated with economic and security con-
ditions. Larger numbers of emigrants tend to 
return during times of relative peace and eco-
nomic growth in Israel (as well as during U.S. 
recessions). Upticks in violence in Israel re-
strain remigration (Y. Cohen 2009).

Because of their valuable skills, infotech 
and other high-level professionals can be con-
fident of finding a good job upon return. Draw-
ing on work-based connections and their ac-
cess to resources through government-run 
anti-brain-drain programs, infotech profes-
sionals are able to set up employment prior to 
remigration and are well represented among 
remigrants.4

In reflecting on their multiple migrations, 
some returned émigrés suggested that rather 
than solving their economic, affiliational, and 
family predicaments, the ever-present possibil-
ity of geographic mobility became a problem in 
itself. A woman in the midst of a difficult read-
justment to Israel described migration as a Pan-
dora’s Box that she regretted opening. “I think 
we would have been happier,” she opined, “if 
we had not traveled to the U.S. that first time.”

Several factors tend to discourage high-tech 
migrants’ permanent settlement: the availabil-
ity of jobs abroad, the relatively easy process 
of migration and return, and personal and 
family-based ambivalence about various points 
of residence. In fact, these factors work to sus-
tain transnational careers. Although regular 
travel may be frustrating for infotech emi-
grants and their families, and difficult for their 
countries of origin and settlement, their con-
tinuous travel across borders may also contrib-
ute to the industry’s ongoing transformation 

as it creates new markets, delivers new sources 
of capital and labor, and introduces new sys-
tems of production.

A Brief Comparison of Isr aeli and 
Indian Infotech Migr ants in 
Silicon Valle y
Israelis are not the only migrant group known 
for their high-tech entrepreneurship; a sizable 
body of research demonstrates that Chinese, 
Taiwanese, and Indians helped to establish Sil-
icon Valley and continue to play leading roles 
in its continuity (Saxenian 2006). Among these 
migrant groups, Indians are by far the most 
dominant population in both Silicon Valley 
and throughout the United States (Saxenian 
2006; Wadhwa, Saxenian, and Siciliano 2012). 
A brief comparison of Israelis and Indians can 
reveal the importance of ethnic versus industry-
based factors in determining these two mi-
grant populations’ involvement in infotech.

According to Vivek Wadhwa, AnnaLee Sax-
enian, and David Siciliano (2012, 2), who ana-
lyzed a random sample of 1,882 out of the 
107,819 engineering and technology companies 
formed in the United States between 2006 and 
2012, 24.3 percent of these companies had at 
least one immigrant founder. India was the 
number-one source of immigrants starting en-
gineering and technology companies in the 
United States during this period, accounting 
for 33.2 percent of the total. Israel was the sixth-
largest source, contributing founders of 3.5 
percent of all immigrant-created engineering 
and technology companies during the period 
(ibid., 3). Looking at Silicon Valley alone be-
tween 2006 and 2012, Indians accounted for 32 
percent of the immigrant-founded companies, 
while Israelis created about 2.5 percent (ibid., 
26).

Perhaps the greatest difference between 
these two nations is in their population. Israel 
has approximately 8 million citizens. In con-
trast, India is the second-largest country in the 
world with 1.252 billion citizens. With over 3 
million residents in the United States, there 
are approximately twelve times as many Indi-
ans here as Israelis, who number 250,000 (Cen-

4. See the Israel Brain Gain Program website at: http://www.israel-braingain.org.il/article.aspx?id=7120 (ac-
cessed November 18, 2016).

http://www.israel-braingain.org.il/article.aspx?id=7120
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tral Intelligence Agency 2013). Despite Israel’s 
smaller population, Israeli Americans have 
close and enduring relations with the sizable, 
educated, and influential American Jewish 
population of some 6 million.

Their differences in size notwithstanding, 
the two countries have a number of features in 
common. Both became independent in the late 
1940s, share a legacy of British colonialism, 
and are noted for their extensive and entrepre-
neurial diasporas (Dossani and Kenney 2002). 
Immigrants from both countries are better ed-
ucated than both the average American and the 
average member of their country of origin (Co-
hen 1996).

Given Indian immigrants’ high educational 
levels and sizable numbers, high-tech is only 
one of several professional niches they occupy 
in the United States; they are also employed as 
engineers, health care professionals, managers 
and administrators, and supervisors and pro-
prietors of sales jobs (Eckstein and Peri, this 
issue). In contrast, infotech is the only well-
known realm of Israeli professional specializa-
tion in Silicon Valley and the United States.

Israeli emigrants had an earlier start in Sil-
icon Valley than Indian immigrants; their in-
volvement dates back to the early 1990s. More-
over, Israeli infotech emigrants are more likely 
to have U.S. degrees, and more of them have 
attained permanent resident status than work-
ers from India. As of 2012, Indians held the 
largest share of the 262,569 H-1B skilled worker 
visas in the United States with 168,367, or 64 
percent. Israelis were not listed among the top 
twenty H-1B nationalities and held fewer than 
1,000 such visas (Arora and Gambardella 2004; 
U.S. Department of Homeland Security 2013). 
These figures reflect the different modes of en-
try into the United States taken by Indian and 
Israeli infotech migrants. Israelis find it easier 
to stay on.

Both Israel and India rely on ties between 
immigrants in Silicon Valley and home-country 
institutions to foster infotech growth at home 
and abroad. Owing to Israel’s higher level of 
national development, more advanced infra-
structure, and cutting-edge research and de-
velopment facilities, Israeli transnationals can 

link up with profitable high-tech firms back 
home that specialize in, for instance, research 
and development as well as hardware design 
and manufacturing.5 In contrast, India-based 
firms are best known for providing low-cost 
software. In their report on the globalization 
of the software industry, Ashish Arora and Al-
fonso Gambardella (2004, 12) assert that, “at 
the risk of some exaggeration, one can say that 
multinational firms came to Israel to do R&D 
[and] to India for inexpensive skilled workers.”

Despite their later start in Silicon Valley, In-
dians had increased their involvement by 2012 
in a wide variety of industrial activities, yield-
ing expanded access to venture capital and a 
growing number of start-ups (Chadha 2015; Da-
had 2015). A 2015 article in the Indian newspa-
per Firstpost noted that Sundar Pichai and 
Satya Nadella were the CEOs of Google and Mi-
crosoft, respectively, Vinod Khosla was co-
founder of Sun Microsystems, Amit Singhal 
was a senior vice president of Google, Shan-
tanu Narayen was president and CEO of Adobe, 
and Padmasree Warrior was chief technical of-
ficer of Cisco. Their many MBA degrees and 
their high levels of English fluency (compared 
to other migrant nationalities) have made In-
dians especially well represented among the 
ranks of managers of U.S. infotech firms (Dos-
sani 2002, 26).

Fieldwork and journalism conducted in Is-
raeli and Indian infotech communities reveal 
that ethnic networks are of vital importance to 
both populations in providing referrals, advice, 
access to funds, and sources of mentoring 
(Eischen 2011). Israelis and Indians alike prag-
matically reach out to conationals in the United 
States and their country of origin for work-
related information and connections. Mem-
bers of both communities also mention being 
motivated by national loyalty and pride to sup-
port the advancement of their coethnics and 
their homelands in high-tech.

I have already reviewed Israeli emigrants’ 
tendency to cling to their home-country iden-
tity and social practices even as they pursue 
careers in the United States. In a like manner, 
Indians are said to “look to their [country] of 
birth as [a place] to return to, subject to the 

5. Israel’s literacy level is close to 98 percent, while India’s is about 75 percent (Central Intelligence Agency 2013).
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right conditions such as professional opportu-
nities” (Dossani 2002, 26). The leading infotech 
scholar Vivek Wadhwa explains the theory and 
practice underlying Indian immigrants’ net-
works:

One reason . . . Indian entrepreneurs have a 
very strong support network here in the U.S. 
[is that] thirty years ago, when Indians began 
building momentum in Silicon Valley, that 
first generation of successful startup found-
ers worked hard to help those who followed. 
They built organizations and created a U.S. 
ecosystem of successful Indian entrepre-
neurs—and, crucially, angel funders—to ac-
celerate the success of newcomers.

They decided to forget which part of In-
dia they were born in and just to focus on 
the cause. When the first generation of Indi-
ans in Silicon Valley succeeded in shattering 
the glass ceiling, they decided to help others 
follow their path. They realized that they 
had all surmounted the same obstacles. And 
that they could reduce the barriers to entry 
for others behind them by sharing their ex-
periences and opening some doors. (Chadha 
2015)

In sum, the patterns of involvement of Is-
raeli and Indian infotech immigrant commu-
nities in Silicon Valley and with conationals 
back home reveal surprising similarities. This 
is striking given the two countries’ vastly dif-
ferent sizes and disparate histories, cultures, 
and levels of development. These common pat-
terns can be traced to not only the structure of 
the infotech industry but also the two migrant 
communities’ shared interactions and experi-
ences of studying and working together.

In fact, fieldwork, journalism, and academic 
research reveal a significant amount of inter-
group collaboration among Israeli and Indian 
infotech entrepreneurs in Silicon Valley (Kapur 
and McHale 2005; Mohan 2013; Sheth 2007). 
Acting as host during Indian president Pranab 
Mukherjee’s visit to the Knesset (the Israeli 
Parliament), Israeli prime minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu indicated his awareness of India’s 
and Israel’s accomplishments in global info-
tech as he joked, “Hindi and Hebrew are the 
main languages of the Silicon Valley, [although] 

you sometimes also hear English” (Times of In-
dia 2015).

The importance of nationality in fostering 
cooperation and accessing home-country re-
sources allows groups like Indians, Chinese, 
and Israelis to limit other nationalities’ access 
to the infotech niche, thus imposing social clo-
sure. At the same time, however, the nationally 
diverse “melting pot of ideas” milieu of Silicon 
Valley encourages collaboration among varied 
populations who exchange complementary 
skills and assets in a mutually beneficial man-
ner (Orpaz 2014; Saxenian 2006).

Social science research often attributes mi-
grants’ social patterns to essentialized cultural 
characteristics. This brief comparison of Israeli 
and Indian infotech entrepreneurs in Silicon 
Valley suggests that structural and industry-
related factors should also be considered as 
important explanations for the strikingly sim-
ilar social practices of apparently dissimilar 
groups engaged in the pursuit of common 
ends.

Communit y- Based Impacts of 
Isr aeli Emigr ants’ Concentr ation 
in Infotech
Israeli migrants’ infotech involvement has had 
considerable impacts on both migrants them-
selves and on American society.

Through their extensive involvement in 
high-tech, Israeli immigrants enhanced their 
access to income and self-determination. They 
are now much freer to travel, to live where they 
wish, and to pursue more lucrative and presti-
gious careers than would have been possible 
had they followed other pursuits. Further, 
through their immersion in transnational 
spaces like Silicon Valley, they can enjoy the 
affluence and what many describe as the “quiet 
life” outside of Israel while simultaneously in-
teracting with fellow Israelis. They find satis-
faction in visiting the homeland regularly, con-
tributing to its development through their 
careers, providing philanthropic support, and 
lobbying host-country governments on Israel’s 
behalf.

At the same time, a considerable fraction of 
Israeli emigrants involved in high-tech entre-
preneurship remain ambivalent about being 
outside of the home country. Israeli women 
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find it difficult to raise children in U.S. suburbs 
and often feel isolated from family, friends, 
and home-country institutions that permit 
married women in Israel to maintain a more 
satisfying work-family mix than is available in 
the United States (Gold 2002; Lev Ari 2008). The 
children of Israeli immigrants feel compelled 
to make momentous decisions about their fu-
ture place of residence while still teenagers, 
since prospects for full participation in Israeli 
society are hindered for those who do not serve 
in the Israel Defense Forces.

Israeli migrants involved in infotech have 
also had a significant impact on the United 
States. Since the start of the Great Recession 
in 2008, economists, policymakers, business 
leaders, and journalists have expressed con-
cern about the country’s reduced ability to at-
tract and compete for high-tech entrepreneurs 
on a global scale. This finding is emphasized 
in a recent report by Wadhwa, Saxenian, and 
Siciliano (2012), who determined that the num-
ber of Silicon Valley start-ups created by im-
migrants was substantially reduced between 
2005 and 2012. In 2005, 52.4 percent of new en-
terprises included at least one key founder who 
was an immigrant. By 2012, that proportion 
had dropped to 43.9 percent. Even more omi-
nous, the study concluded that “immigrant 
founded companies’ dynamic period of expan-
sion has come to an end” (Wadhwa, Saxenian, 
and Siciliano 2012, 2). Viewing as a major threat 
the international competition for migrant en-
trepreneurs coming from countries that offer 
more attractive subsidies or better economic 
conditions than the United States, U.S. politi-
cians, CEOs, and business experts have en-
dorsed policies and incentives to ensure the 
continued supply and retention of this valu-
able form of human capital (Bluestein 2012; 
Hart, Acs, and Tracy 2009). Exemplifying this 
perspective, the CEO of the U.S. Chamber of 
Commerce, Thomas J. Donohue, asserted in 
2012, “We should allow the world’s most cre-
ative entrepreneurs to stay in our country. They 
are going to contribute and succeed some-
where—why shouldn’t it be in the United 
States?” (Hohn 2012). Such sentiments under-

lie the implementation of immigrant investor 
visas.6

Israel continues to be a reliable source of 
skilled workers. To ensure their availability, 
leading Silicon Valley institutions have collab-
orated with Israeli immigrant organizations. 
For example, in October 2014, the first Califor-
nia Israel International Business Summit was 
held at Microsoft’s Mountain View campus. 
The event drew 25 companies and 400 attend-
ees (Cherney 2014). Similarly, in 2015, the Stan-
ford University Graduate School of Business 
(GSB) held its third annual Israeli Entrepre-
neurship Fair, with the target constituency be-
ing Silicon Valley firms with at least one Israeli 
founder. Sponsored by the GSB’s career center 
and the university’s Jewish student associa-
tion, the event sought to identify employment 
opportunities for recent graduates while pur-
suing goals shared by Israel and the GSB (Wish-
ingrad 2015).

From the U.S. perspective, Israeli émigrés’ 
enduring interest in the U.S. economy is grati-
fying. While the number of high-tech workers 
from Taiwan, once a major source country, has 
recently flat-lined, Israelis and emigrants from 
other countries continue to enter the United 
States at a good clip. Policymakers hope that 
these migrants will continue to supplement 
America’s high-tech labor needs over the long 
term.

Conclusion
Israeli infotech migration began when individ-
uals sought opportunities abroad during a pe-
riod when Israel discouraged both emigration 
and entrepreneurship. Relying on social and 
human capital they had already acquired in Is-
rael, they achieved economic success in a man-
ner that both drew on and contributed to the 
growth of the infotech industry in Israel and 
the United States. In response, Israel trans-
formed its economic and labor market policies 
in order to enhance high-tech immigrants’ par-
ticipation in the global economy.

Despite the increased legitimacy of such en-
deavors, we see that migrants’ choices are not 
simply economically based. Rather, Israeli em-

6. See U.S. Department of State, Bureau of Consular Affairs, “Immigrant Investor Visas,” available at: travel.state.
gov/content/visas/en/immigrate/Immigrant-Investor-Visas.html.
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igrants evaluate the quality of life where they 
settle in the host country in light of numerous 
factors, including opportunities for retaining 
religious, cultural, and national identities. Cal-
ifornia offers many benefits, but Israeli emi-
grants remain nostalgic for home and find the 
Bay Area to be a less than ideal location for 
socializing Israeli children. In response, immi-
grants, the Israeli government, and American 
Jewish organizations provide services to make 
the environment more acceptable to these em-
igrants.

Our cursory comparison of Israelis with In-
dians—the largest group of immigrant entre-
preneurs both nationally and in Silicon Val-
ley—reveals marked similarities in their means 
for succeeding in California while also facilitat-
ing home-country development. Both groups 
stress in-group collaboration, national loyalty, 
and a desire to overcome exclusion.

In conclusion, transnational strategies can 
provide infotech migrants with significant op-
tions and resources both at home and abroad, 
but only if they endure unfamiliar and some-
times uncomfortable environments that test 
their identities and create difficulties for their 
families. Migrants often deal with such chal-
lenges by reinforcing their ties with conation-
als and their country of origin. In this, we see 
that collective, familial, and identificational is-
sues still shape patterns of work and travel in 
the contemporary global economy and thus 
deserve continuing attention in studies of 
global migration.

Dealing with expanded options for work and 
travel may make life more complex for migrant 
families and more challenging for their coun-
tries of origin and settlement. At the same 
time, however, regular travel among infotech 
migrants may contribute to the ongoing ex-
change of ideas and the maintenance of net-
works that generate innovation.
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generations) who serve as cultural brokers be-
tween clients and workers and among workers 
whose communications are hindered by cul-
tural and language barriers. These immigrant 
workers’ unique skill set supposedly lies in 
their bilingualism and their alleged familiarity 
with both cultures.

This study focuses on bicultural Latino 
nurses, including licensed practical nurses 
(LPNs), registered nurses (RNs), and nurse-
practitioners (NPs). As one of the most rapidly 
expanding sectors of the economy, health care 

Scholars have richly depicted the span of im-
migrant labor market niches in the United 
States from one end of the spectrum to the 
other—from the most labor-intensive sectors 
to the very high-skilled sectors (for a compre-
hensive review, see Eckstein and Peri, this is-
sue). Building upon and advancing these in-
sights, this article, along with some new 
studies (for example, Da Cruz, this issue; Wil-
son, this issue), identifies and explores an 
emergent type of niche that is filled by bicul-
tural immigrants (including second and later 
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Challenges and Strategies for 
Working with Coethnic Patients
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In an emergent type of labor market niche, bicultural immigrants serve as cultural brokers between clients 
and workers and among different groups of workers whose communications are hindered by cultural and 
language barriers. We focus on the bicultural Latino nurses who are recruited as cultural brokers to facilitate 
“culturally competent care” in a predominantly white institution that serves an increasingly diverse patient 
population, with Hispanics being the majority-minority group. Through a qualitative study based on twenty-
six in-depth interviews in Northern California, we find that these nurses adopt “code hybridization” strate-
gies to manage their roles as cultural brokers. We discuss the larger institutional contexts that shape the 
successes and impacts of these strategies, as well as the theoretical implications for assimilation theories.
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has long been known to rely on immigrant 
workers to address its labor force shortages—
for example, foreign-trained nurses from the 
Philippines (Ortiga, this issue) and Indian doc-
tors who fill the jobs that native doctors avoid 
(Eckstein and Peri, this issue). The hiring of 
bicultural Latino nurses, however, is a re-
sponse to a different demand. Instead of being 
asked to fill the overall RN shortage or to take 
undesirable jobs shunned by native workers, 
these nurses are being recruited as cultural 
brokers to facilitate “culturally competent 
care” in a predominantly white institution that 
serves an increasingly diverse patient popula-
tion, with Hispanics having become the 
majority-minority group (Bosch, Doshier, and 
Gess-Newsome 2012; Institute of Medicine 
2001; Thacker 2005). Put differently, we can 
view bicultural Spanish-speaking nursing as a 
niche formed by the long-term flows over the 
last few decades of Mexican and Central Amer-
ican immigrants who have flocked to the 
United States for low-income, labor-intensive 
jobs and who have become clients for health 
care services.

The need for bicultural Latino nurses has 
been extensively documented (for a literature 
review, see Bosch, Doshier, and Gess-Newsome 
2012), and so has the shortage of these health 
care professionals. Citing the U.S. Census Bu-
reau, the National Association of Hispanic 
Nurses (NAHN) reports that the Hispanic pop-
ulation reached 53 million in 2012, represent-
ing a 50 percent increase since 2000. The NAHN 
also reports that 41 percent of adult Hispanics 
did not speak English proficiently, yet Hispan-
ics made up only 4.8 percent of RNs and 7.5 
percent of LPNs (U.S. Census Bureau 2007). In-
deed, the underrepresentation of minority 
health care professionals was recognized as an 
important health care concern in Healthy Peo-
ple 2010, a U.S. Department of Health and Hu-
man Services (2000) report that set the goal of 
awarding 12 percent of nursing degrees to un-
derrepresented racial and ethnic groups by 

2010. Current efforts to address the shortage 
of bicultural Latino nurses include: Spanish-
English bilingual nursing programs at commu-
nity and four-year colleges; state-funded schol-
arships for Hispanic nursing students; 
Spanish-competency training programs (spon-
sored by NAHN); and certification by the Na-
tional Board of Certification for Medical Inter-
preters (CMI), among other initiatives. In 
short, the rise of the bicultural Latino nursing 
niche is a response to the rapid increase in the 
Hispanic immigrant patient population, and it 
is now recognized by policymakers, health care 
professionals, and educators as an important 
yet underaddressed area of expertise in health 
care.

Situated against this background, our re-
search focuses on the question: How do bicul-
tural Latino nurses address the tensions and 
challenges of “cultural brokerage”?1 Although 
we join other scholars in highlighting the 
shortage of bicultural nurses and underscor-
ing the importance of their recruitment, our 
purpose here is to problematize the assump-
tion that knowing both cultures is tanta-
mount to being able to successfully engage in 
cultural brokerage. More specifically, we situ-
ate bicultural Latino nurses in a workplace 
context—a white, mainstream institution—in 
which they are expected to adhere to profes-
sional norms and organizational regulations 
while simultaneously addressing their coeth-
nic patients’ cultural understandings, prac-
tices, and other life-context concerns, with the 
former expectation routinely regarded by 
most colleagues as more important than the 
latter. How do they work in this context as cul-
tural brokers? How do these immigrant health 
care professionals, straddling both worlds, 
manage to develop a coherent workplace iden-
tity, if any at all? How does the larger organi-
zational environment shape their strategies 
and challenges?

Drawing on twenty-six in-depth interviews 
in Northern California, our research addresses 

1. Originally developed by the anthropologists Eric Wolf and Clifford Geertz, the notion of “cultural brokerage” 
has generally been defined as bridging, linking, or mediating between groups or persons from different cultures. 
Scholars have applied this notion to the context of clinical interactions, especially for studying the roles of nurses 
and medical interpreters. Informed by Lo’s earlier work on patient culture, we further specify cultural brokerage 
as the mutual inclusion of seemingly incongruent sets of schemas or cultural orientations (Lo 2010).
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these questions in a qualitative study. As de-
tailed in the findings section, we find that 
nurses’ practice of cultural brokerage is hardly 
uniform and instead involves diverse strategies 
of what we term “code hybridization”—namely, 
blending different parts of two cultures to 
avoid (or to confront) certain social tensions 
and power hierarchies.

Theoretical Fr amework and 
Contributions
To address our questions about bicultural La-
tino nurses’ cultural brokerage strategies and 
workplace identities, we borrow theoretical in-
sights from two bodies of sociological litera-
ture: studies of ethnic concordance and cul-
tural competency, and research on immigrant 
and minority middle-class identities. The for-
mer helps us conceptualize the tensions of cul-
tural brokerage; the latter offers a frame for 
discussing cultural brokers’ strategies. More 
broadly, our research has important theoretical 
implications for assimilation theories in that 
it highlights the function of bicultural immi-
grants’ “biculturality”—rather than assimila-
tion or ethnic retention—as a special job skill 
in today’s American labor market.

Does Ethnic Concordance Promote  
Cultural Competency?
In almost all sociological literature, it is as-
sumed that assimilated Latino immigrants (in-
cluding second and later generations) are the 
natural candidates for bridging the two cul-
tures. This assumption resonates with the 
larger policy discourse on “ethnic concor-
dance” within health care—the matching of 
the ethnicity of patients and health care work-
ers. In these policy discussions, increasing the 
ethnic concordance between patients and 
health care workers is promoted as a measure 
to deliver “culturally competent health care” 
and thereby improve the quality of clinical in-
teractions for minority patients in the United 
States (Brown et al. 2007; Cooper et al. 2003; 
Institute of Medicine 2001). Proponents of eth-
nic concordance argue that coethnics are likely 
to share similar cultural beliefs and social ex-
periences and thus will develop mutual respect 
and trust (Cooper et al. 2003; LaVeist and Nuru-
Jeter 2002), communicate better, and achieve 

greater partnership in the patient’s health care 
(Meghani et al. 2009).

This assumption is challenged by an am-
biguous empirical picture. On the one hand, 
research does document that some patients re-
port a preference for an ethnically concordant 
provider (Garcia et al. 2003) or that they evalu-
ate concordant health care encounters as more 
satisfying and communicative (Cooper et al. 
2003; LaVeist and Nuru-Jeter 2002; LaVeist, 
Nuru-Jeter, and Jones 2003). Some studies show 
that patients receive better care and are more 
likely to use care services when in an ethnically 
concordant relationship with their provider 
(King et al. 2004; Modi, Whetstone, and Cum-
mings 2007).

However, just as many studies report the op-
posite finding. Several studies find that con-
cordance is not correlated with patients’ rat-
ings of care, clinical experiences, or health 
outcomes (Clark, Sleath, and Rubin 2004; 
McKinlay et al. 2002; Saha, Arbelaez, and Coo-
per 2003; Stevens, Shi, and Cooper 2003). Janice 
Blanchard, Shakti Nayar, and Nicole Lurie 
(2007) report that, for Latinos, concordance 
has negative effects—patients are more likely 
to rate clinical encounters with coethnic pro-
viders as disrespectful. Other studies show that 
the effects of ethnic concordance vary widely 
across racial groups (Blanchard, Nayar, and Lu-
rie 2007; Garcia et al. 2003). Even within the 
same ethnic group, ethnic concordance as-
sumes different levels of significance in the 
varying life contexts of patients (Bender 2007; 
Garcia et al. 2003; Malat and Hamilton 2006).

More fundamentally, many sociologists 
challenge the core premise of ethnic concor-
dance policies for its simplistic view of patient 
culture. Concordance policies rest on the as-
sumption that coethnics share crucial values 
and cultural practices, and that this common 
set of values and practices, in turn, facilitates 
clinical interactions. Explicitly or implicitly, 
this assumption has been questioned by count-
less studies, which reveal that patient culture 
is shaped not only by ethnicity but also by gen-
der, class, educational background, immigra-
tion status, and other social forces manifested 
in the patient’s life context (for a comprehen-
sive review, see Lo and Stacey 2008). Rather 
than equating patients’ culture with their eth-
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nicity, these studies suggest that patients’ cul-
ture should be understood more broadly and 
flexibly as the patients’ sense-making schema 
shaped by diverse social forces (ibid.). Patients 
resort to such schemas or frameworks for un-
derstanding clinical procedures and interac-
tions and situating their medical decisions 
amid competing priorities in their lives.

Viewing culture as intersectional, these re-
searchers argue that the key to accommodating 
patient “culture” in the clinic lies not in match-
ing the ethnicity of patients and health care 
workers, but in prompting health care workers 
to allow and help patients to situate their 
health and health care in relevant life contexts. 
In an influential framework for these discus-
sions, a patient’s life context is conceptualized 
as the patient’s “lifeworld,” which can be briefly 
defined as the patient’s contextually grounded 
experiences of events and problems in every-
day life whose significance depends on the pa-
tient’s biographical situation and position (for 
reviews of the literature on patient lifeworld, 
see Barry et al. 2001; Lo and Bahar 2013). It is 
argued that the quality of care is compromised 
when, in clinical interactions, the “voice of 
medicine” (which is dominated by doctors’ bio-
medical framework and oriented toward the 
goal of patient compliance) overpowers or mar-
ginalizes the “voice of lifeworld” (which is in-
clusive of patients’ preferences and experi-
ences and oriented toward doctor-patient 
consensus through negotiation) (Barry et al. 
2001; Greenhalgh, Robb, and Scambler 2006; 
Leanza, Boivin, and Rosenberg 2010; Mishler 
1984; Porter 1998; Stevenson and Scambler 
2005). Health care professionals, in general, are 
reported to be inclined to disengage from the 
patient’s lifeworld, but they are found to be 
particularly likely to do so with minority or im-
migrant patients, whose lifeworlds are socially 
and culturally more marginalized (Lo 2010; Lo 
and Bahar 2013).

As Sarah Willen and Elizabeth Carpenter-
Song (2013) put it, scholars and practitioners 
have now reached the point where it will be 
fruitful to move beyond rearticulating these 
well-published critiques of ethnic concordance 
and cultural competency policies. To the extent 
that “patient culture” still functions as a place-
holder for talking about many dimensions of 

social experiences in the clinic (in other words, 
the patient lifeworld), it should not be treated 
merely as a conceptual category to be criticized 
and retheorized (Good et al. 2011). Instead, an-
alyzing the ways in which health care workers 
discuss and address “patient culture”—how-
ever imperfectly or simplistically they may de-
fine it—provides us with an important window 
to understanding the on-the-ground chal-
lenges and creativity of health care workers 
who have begun to wrestle with these messy 
lifeworld issues. For example, immigrant 
health care professionals are still commonly 
expected to perform the role of cultural bro-
kers at hospitals and clinics, despite the afore-
mentioned research challenging the very ratio-
nale of this expectation. Yet we have little 
understanding of how these health care work-
ers manage being assigned the task of bridging 
the norms of the clinic and the lifeworlds of 
coethnic patients. Documenting and theoriz-
ing their challenges and coping strategies will 
help us better understand the complexity of 
cultural brokerage in health care.

The Identities of Immigrant Professionals: 
Code-Switching or Code-Hybridizing? 
We take up this task by focusing on the experi-
ences of Latina nurses who regularly care for 
Latino patients. We incorporate insights from 
the literature on immigrant and minority 
middle-class identities to help frame the pat-
terns emerging from our interview data. More 
specifically, this literature sensitizes us to the 
interclass boundaries (with coethnics) and in-
terethnic tensions (with white colleagues) that 
middle-class minorities and immigrant profes-
sionals are challenged to negotiate. Our inter-
viewees reported similar (but not identical) 
patterns of boundary-crossing in their experi-
ences. Meanwhile, studies on Latino and other 
middle-class minorities generally identify 
“code-switching” as their main coping strat-
egy—for example, signaling white middle-class 
cultural cues at work and in public and engag-
ing in ethnic cultural practices when visiting 
coethnics (Agius Vallejo 2012; Agius Vallejo and 
Lee 2009, Neckerman, Carter, and Lee 1999). 
Furthermore, some of these middle-class mi-
norities may establish ethnic professional or-
ganizations that enable them to collectively 
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process the stress of straddling two social 
worlds and reflect on the meanings of their 
identities as middle-class blacks, Latino teach-
ers, and the like. Similar to what Nancy Fraser 
(1995) describes as counterhegemonic publics, 
these ethnic professional associations provide 
a “training ground” for upwardly mobile mi-
norities to experiment with ways of hybridizing 
multiple cultural codes. But in coethnic clini-
cal interactions, multiple sets of tension are 
compressed into the singular social space of 
the clinic, accentuating both ethnic and pro-
fessional identities in a mainstream institu-
tion, which in turn renders unusable the com-
mon coping strategies of code-switching and 
counterhegemonic publics. Indeed, our inter-
viewees were expected to provide “culturally 
sensitive” care to coethnic patients and simul-
taneously adhere to clinical regulations and 
norms and conduct themselves professionally 
in front of patients, doctors, and other hospital 
staff. We investigate how these Latina nurses 
developed new coping strategies—which we 
term “code hybridization”—in this context.

How Does “Biculturality” Function as a  
Job Skill for Immigrants?
Our case study of bicultural Latina nurses has 
broad theoretical implications beyond the dis-
cussions of cultural brokers in health care set-
tings and their workplace identity strategies. 
For immigration scholars in general, the work-
place experiences of our Latina nurses, who 
were both first- and later-generation immi-
grants, broaden the framework of the seg-
mented assimilation theory (Portes and Zhou 
1993). Extending segmented assimilation the-
ory’s argument that immigrants’ “bicultural-
ity” can function as an advantage for school-
age youths, our study is among the first to 
show how biculturality can also function as a 
job skill for immigrant adults. Meanwhile, we 
caution that cultural blending as a job skill can 
be put to use most effectively—benefiting not 
only bicultural immigrant professionals them-
selves but mainstream American society—only 
when appropriate institutional support is in 
place. Furthermore, we qualify segmented as-
similation theory’s assumption that, for immi-
grant youths straddling two cultures, cultural 
blending occurs more or less automatically. 

Indeed, our findings will concretely illustrate 
how immigrant and American cultures are 
blended on the ground.

The segmented assimilation theory has 
been extremely influential in demonstrating 
the benefits of biculturalism for immigrant 
youths. Scholars observe that bicultural immi-
grant youths learn English and participate in 
American cultural activities at school, while 
embracing their parents’ languages and cul-
tural practices at home. The sharing of lan-
guages and cultures in the home space, in turn, 
allows parents to offer guidance and support, 
protecting these youths from the oppositional 
cultures in inner cities. Statistically, the 
second-generation immigrants who follow this 
path—termed “selective acculturation” in this 
literature—appear to perform better in school 
and garner better economic prospects than 
those who opt for either complete assimilation 
or oppositional ethnic pride (Kasinitz et al. 
2008; Portes and Rumbaut 2001). However, as 
Mary Waters and her associates (2010) have ar-
gued, these insights about immigrants’ bicul-
tural advantage rest almost exclusively on the 
empirical evidence about school-age children. 
To date, little is known about whether, and 
how, bicultural second-generation immigrants 
translate their bicultural advantage from edu-
cational settings to the job market. Our study 
is one of the first to illustrate how immigrant 
professionals (including, in our case, first-, sec-
ond-, and later-generation immigrants) can en-
joy a special market niche thanks to their cul-
tural blending skills.

Furthermore, while cultural hybridization 
lies at the core of the selective acculturation 
model, the concrete processes of hybridization 
tend to be assumed rather than analyzed in 
this literature. To be sure, scholars have docu-
mented the mechanisms that can encourage 
the preservation of home cultures for immi-
grant youths—such as ethnic networks or civic 
organizations in their ethnic enclave. But little 
is said about how these youths actually blend 
their ethnic culture with American ways, or 
how they resolve the tensions that arise from 
such cultural blending. Being immersed in two 
cultures is often assumed as tantamount to 
naturally knowing how to mix them. Substan-
tiating as well as qualifying such assumptions, 
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our findings illustrate how Latina nurses can 
deploy ethnic identities at work, and integrate 
them with their professional identity, when 
they have access to particular resources and 
cultural flexibility in their workplace settings. 
In the absence of such institutional support, 
as our findings indicate, their ethnic identities 
can pose challenges to bicultural nurses’ pro-
fessional status or identities. We elaborate 
these theoretical insights in the conclusion.

Method and Data

Design and Setting
We use in-depth interviews and grounded the-
ory methodology to understand bicultural La-
tina nurses’ experiences with Latino patients 
in health care contexts in Northern California. 
Northern California is one of the most diverse 
regions in the United States, with a long his-
tory of receiving immigrants from Asia and 
Latin America. While nationwide Hispanic 
Americans are the largest minority group (16 
percent according to the 2010 census), Califor-
nia is the state with the largest Hispanic popu-
lation. In Northern California, almost one-
quarter of the residents are Hispanic.

The Hispanic residents of Northern Califor-
nia generally mirror their national counter-
parts in terms of education and poverty levels. 
As shown in appendix figure A1, compared to 
the national average, Hispanics are both more 
likely to have less than a high school education 
and less likely to be college-educated. Com-
pared with other racial groups, Hispanics lag 
behind Asians, non-Hispanic whites, and Afri-
can Americans. The trends in Northern Cali-
fornia are similar.

Nationally, Hispanics (along with African 
Americans) are also more likely to live in pov-
erty (see appendix figure A2). Similar patterns 
are found in Northern California. Appendix fig-
ure A2 shows the average proportion of indi-
viduals from each group who are Medicaid-
eligible—that is, those whose individual 
incomes are 133 percent of the federal poverty 
level or less. In Northern California, almost 30 
percent of Hispanics are Medicaid-eligible, 
compared to fewer than 20 percent of non-
Hispanic whites and Asians.

To meet the health care demands of the 
large and socioeconomically disadvantaged 
Hispanic group, many policy prescriptions cen-
ter on increasing the numbers of Hispanic 
health care professionals as cultural brokers, 
as discussed earlier. But as also noted, there 
has been a significant lag in the actual imple-
mentation of these policies (Sánchez et al. 
2015). This national trend is largely mirrored 
in Northern California. In 2012–2013, Hispanics 
made up 6 percent of the physician workforce 
nationwide, and a little over 4 percent in North-
ern California. Hispanics are also underrepre-
sented among registered nurses (4.7 percent 
nationwide, 6.4 percent in Northern California) 
and nurse-practitioners (4.1 percent nation-
wide, 11.1 percent in Northern California) (see 
appendix figure A3). In focusing here on Latina 
nurses, we set aside the experiences of Latino 
physicians for future research, given that the 
two groups differ greatly in professional status, 
workplace identity, and relationships with pa-
tients.

Recruitment
Most, if not all, ethnic concordance policies as-
sume that immigrants (including second and 
later generations) are the natural candidates to 
fill the bicultural nursing niche. But as we dis-
cussed earlier, an intersectional understanding 
of culture has led most sociologists to debunk 
the overly simplistic equating of ethnicity with 
culture. Empirically, bicultural nurses familiar 
with Latino cultures are mostly, but not exclu-
sively, Latino immigrants (both foreign-born 
and later-generation). Acknowledging this ob-
servation, our study includes a small number 
of white Spanish-bilingual nurses; their experi-
ences accentuate the unique identity chal-
lenges faced by our main group of interviewees, 
bicultural Latina nurses.

Those meeting our criteria for recruitment 
were Spanish-bilingual nurses who had worked 
with Latino patients in a health care setting for 
at least six months. After receiving ethics ap-
proval from the institutional review board at 
the University of California–Davis, we recruited 
nurses by posting information about the proj-
ect in medical facilities and on social media 
sites relevant to Latino nursing groups. Snow-
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ball sampling was also utilized to recruit 
nurses.

The Sample
Table 1 offers a summary of the demographic 
characteristics of the nurses in our sample: 
twenty-two Hispanics and four fluently bi
lingual, non-Hispanic whites. In a female-
dominated profession, male nurses (n = 1) were 
less available than female nurses (n = 25) to  
be interviewed. About 60 percent of our inter-
viewees were U.S.-born (second- and third-
generation immigrants); 40 percent were 
foreign-born. They worked in community clin-
ics, hospitals, and county public health ser-
vices, where they provided primary, acute, and 
specialty care.

Data Sources
Data were collected between July 2012 and Oc-
tober 2013 through in-person, in-depth, audio-
recorded interviews with each nurse. The in-
terviews were conducted in English by the 
authors or research assistant and lasted 
roughly one to two hours. We provided a sum-
mary of the research project and obtained writ-
ten informed consent at the start of each in-
terview. A flexible interview schedule guided 
participants through a conversation on three 
broad topics. The first set of questions per-
tained to the interviewee’s educational and 
professional trajectory and previous and cur-
rent workplace settings. The second set of 
questions asked the nurses to discuss their in-
teractions with Latino patients and reflect 
upon what they viewed as the key challenges, 
rewards, and professional goals in serving co-
ethnic patients. We encouraged them to de-
scribe these experiences and reflections in 
their workplace contexts, including organiza-
tional resources, regulations, cultural norms, 
and interactions with other patients, fellow 
nurses, providers, or other hospital personnel. 
Finally, we invited them to reflect on their eth-
nic identity and describe their relationship to 
their ethnic community. Throughout the inter-
view, nurses were encouraged to offer specific 
examples.

Data Analysis
Interviews were transcribed by trained re-
search assistants and analyzed with a grounded 
theory approach. We first read interview tran-
scripts in their entirety to gain a holistic un-
derstanding of the nurses’ experiences. Using 
themes that emerged from these readings, we 
generated broad codes. We then refined and 
reapplied critical codes to the data, which al-
lowed us to inductively identify analytical pat-
terns. Also, we observed relationships between 
these analytical patterns, both within and 
across interviews. This coding process was in-
ductive and recursive, totaling three rounds of 
double-coding by both authors. In each round, 
each author coded all transcripts indepen-
dently, and any discrepancies between coders 
were resolved through discussions and clarifi-
cations of the meanings of specific codes. To 

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Spanish 
Bilingual Nurses in the Sample

Race
Hispanic 80.8%
White 15.4
Biracial (Hispanic-white) 3.8

Ethnicity
Colombian 3.8
Costa Rican 3.8
El Salvadoran 15.4
Guatemalan 11.5
Mexican 34.6
Nicaraguan 3.8
Peruvian 3.8
Multiethnic Latino 3.8
White 15.4
Biracial 3.8

Immigrant generation
First generation 7.7
1.5 generation 34.6
Second generation 42.3
Third or later generation 15.4

Workplace
Community clinic 23.1
Hospital 38.5
Public health 30.8
Other 7.7

Source: Authors’ calculations of Bicultural Nurses’ 
Study data.
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preserve confidentiality, we used pseudonyms 
to refer to all people and places in the nurses’ 
accounts.

Findings
Expected to provide “culturally sensitive” care 
to coethnic patients while simultaneously op-
erating within clinical regulations and profes-
sional norms, the Latina nurses in our study 
engaged in practices that we describe as code 
hybridization. Most of them embraced the key 
professional norms, such as the scientific su-
periority of biomedicine, the rationality or at 
least necessity of institutional procedures, and 
the value of professional universalism—that is, 
the principle that all patients were to be cared 
for equally well regardless of racial or ethnic 
bonds, social status, and other nonprofes-
sional identity markers. At the same time, 
many (though not all) of them endorsed a 
countercurrent within the medical institution: 
an emphasis on the importance of patient life-
world—namely patients' experiences of every-
day events and problems whose meanings are 
shaped by the patient’s larger life context 
(Barry et al. 2001). Latina nurses found their 
voices in the counterhegemonic professional 
ideal of lifeworld communications, through 
which they articulated how their shared ethnic 
heritage improved and enriched their clinical 
interactions with coethnic patients. Further-
more, some nurses developed a vision of what 
we term “relational communities within the 
clinic,” which featured shared emotional bonds 
and vulnerable moments between caregivers 
and care-receivers. For these nurses, relational 
communities with coethnic patients were not 
merely instrumental in providing better bio-
medical care; they were valuable in themselves 
for empowering both nurses and their coethnic 
patients in a white-dominant institution. More 
broadly, they viewed relational communities as 
a means to restoring culture and humanity to 
the practice of health care. In mixing biomed-
ical norms with ethnic bonds and cultural per-
spectives, Latina nurses resorted to, and at 
times broadened, counterhegemonic profes-
sional discourses in U.S. health care institu-
tions.

However, significant and often unresolved 
tensions accompanied nurses’ practices of cul-

tural blending. Many found that professional 
universalism and relational communities were 
difficult principles to reconcile; the institu-
tional norms of efficiency often pushed against 
the space for lifeworld communications, and 
the desire to form ethnic bonds and the quest 
for professional status were at times in com-
petition. These tensions could impose costs 
and present challenges to the nurses’ careers.

How, and how well, our interviewees man-
aged these tensions and challenges differed ac-
cording to their specific mode of code hybrid-
ization. At the same time, code hybridization 
patterns suggest different emergent workplace 
identities among Latina nurses. Specifically, 
our findings suggest four patterns of code hy-
bridization and workplace identity among La-
tina nurses.

The Cross-Functional Professionals
Working within the biomedical framework, 
these nurses expressly incorporated concerns 
from their patients’ lifeworlds; doing so, they 
emphasized, facilitated biomedical approaches 
rather than interfered with them. Their medi-
cal and ethnic representations blended to-
gether to facilitate professional interactions 
that were culturally meaningful to patients. We 
describe these nurses, who engaged in the 
most robust form of code hybridization, as 
“cross-functional professionals.” However, 
nurses only become cross-functional profes-
sionals if they enjoy strong institutional sup-
port—for example, adequate resources, auton-
omy over their work schedule, and a workplace 
culture supporting their unconventional prac-
tices. Not surprisingly, only a few Latina nurses 
in our study derived their workplace identity 
from being able to work cross-functionally.

Cross-functional professionals articulated a 
nuanced and in-depth understanding of how 
coethnic patients’ lifeworlds were imminently 
relevant to their health care and could not be 
bracketed. They illustrated this perspective 
with countless examples of clinical communi-
cations and medical goals being thwarted by 
doctors’ misunderstandings about Latino pa-
tients’ styles of interaction, their cultural cap-
ital deficits shaped by ethnicity, class, immi-
gration status, and so on, and the material 
constraints they experienced from the compet-
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ing priorities in their everyday lives. Alba, a 
fifty-seven-year-old Mexican American pediat-
ric nurse-practitioner, described herself as the 
institution’s “acculturation coordinator”; she 
consulted with patients who had been “yelled 
at by their doctors” for repeatedly disobeying 
their doctor’s recommendations of lifestyle 
changes to control their diabetes, hyperten-
sion, or other chronic diseases. She explained 
to her patients that the doctors “are worried 
about you. But they don’t have time to explain 
everything.” In contrast, she did take the time 
to situate clinical conversations about diet 
changes in the context of a patient’s everyday 
food choices: 

I understand that when they go to make 
food choices in the supermarket, because 
they don’t speak the language, because they 
don’t read or write, sometimes either in En-
glish or Spanish, they look at pictures to 
make . . . a healthy choice. So we have to talk 
a lot about when you see a picture of an ap-
ple on a juice can, that doesn’t mean it’s 
healthy. But they think it does. . . . We also 
talk about . . . McDonald’s, the fast-food 
burgers, because they talk to me about af-
fording to feed their family on the Dollar 
McDonald whatever. And I have to tell them 
that the whole reason it’s affordable is be-
cause it’s high-fat. Fat is affordable and fat’s 
hurting you. . . . So I have to talk to them a 
lot about marketing and advertisement, of 
how it works here in the United States, and 
the kind of ingredients they use in the 
United States, because it’s different from 
what they use in Mexico. And I know that 
because I lived in both countries.

Similarly, Suzanna, a twenty-nine-year-old 
public health nurse, engaged in a contextual-
ized discussion about following a medical reg-
imen with her coethnic patient who got into a 
“yelling match” with the provider:

This provider had been with this family for 
several months. And since the beginning I 
think she could only see the patient as ne-
glectful. . . . And I feel like a lot of interac-
tions, the providers don’t give the education 
or the tools or the knowledge to succeed, and 

work to meet the clients with where they’re 
at. They expect perfection from the begin-
ning. But these are people with very low edu-
cation, language barriers, and cultural barri-
ers. So, with this client, they got into a yelling 
match. And at some point I had to jump in 
and kind of ask some more questions. So I 
said, “Why didn’t you give them [the client’s 
children] medication on time?” She [the cli-
ent] said, “Oh, it’s summer. We’re out and 
about. And seven o’clock is really early. And 
it’s light out. So I forget what time it is, and 
when we realized what time it is when we get 
home, I think it’s already too late.” [Then I 
ask], “Well, what time do you get home?” 
[The client replies], “Well, I get home about 
7:45 to 10:30.” And so then, the doctor says, 
“Well, you can take the medication at 7:45, or 
you know, as late as 8:30, nine o’clock.” So 
that gave the parent a little more information 
to be able to administer the medication cor-
rectly. So after that, she didn’t miss a day of 
the medication because she knew she had 
wiggle [room].

These nurses’ perspective resonates with 
the sociological research on lifeworld commu-
nications in the clinic (Barry et al. 2001; Green-
halgh, Robb, and Scambler 2006; Leanza, 
Boivin, and Rosenberg 2010; Mishler 1984; Por-
ter 1998; Stevenson and Scambler 2005) in il-
lustrating that the quality of care is often com-
promised when the “voice of lifeworld” (which 
is inclusive of patients’ experiences and ori-
ented toward doctor-patient consensus) be-
comes distorted by the “voice of medicine” 
(which is dominated by doctors’ biomedical 
framework and is oriented toward the goal of 
patient compliance).

In addition to being able to engage in in-
depth communications, cross-functional pro-
fessionals address the lifeworld constraints 
faced by Latino patients, who are mostly low-
income, by connecting them with resources 
both inside and outside the system. As illus-
trated in Reyna’s account, lifeworld communi-
cation is not only about being respectful of pa-
tients’ styles or perspectives but also, and 
equally importantly, about finding the re-
sources they need to address their lifeworld 
constraints:
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A lot of them come to the city from towns . . . 
where they can’t get the treatment they 
need. . . . So they bring family from these far-
away places, and our policy is that only one 
person can stay, and I know they don’t have 
the resources to go stay at a hotel. And that’s 
really hard for me, and I tend not to tell 
them, “Only one person can stay.” I usually 
try to accommodate at least two in the room, 
and the other ones, I’ll say, “Okay, you can go 
to the waiting room, I’ll bring you blankets, 
I’ll bring you sheets.” . . . Because I know they 
don’t have the resources, and their family 
member just got out of surgery at like six or 
seven o’clock at night, and then they [would] 
have to drive two and a half hours [if they 
were to go home]. . . . The next day I commu-
nicate with the oncoming nurse, “They need 
social work, they need a case manager.” So-
cial work means to give them food vouchers, 
talk to the family and see what they might be 
able to afford. There’s a church really close to 
us, and they have little dorms. So they work 
with them, on trying to get them a place to 
stay. Or I’ll tell them, “I’m going to be the 
nurse for the next three nights. Your loved 
one is going to be in my hands, they’re going 
to be fine. You can go home and get some rest 
and come back.”

While these nurses offered an intersectional 
view of their coethnic patients’ lifeworlds, they 
nonetheless emphasized that sharing a cul-
tural background with coethnic patients gave 
them a unique set of cultural resources to use 
in addressing these patients’ (intersectional) 
lifeworld concerns. Alba believed that her un-
derstanding of how the Mexican food market 
and health care system differ from their coun-
terparts in the United States facilitated her 
cultural brokerage work for her Latino pa-
tients. Suzanna’s Mexican background, she 
felt, helped inform the types of questions and 
concerns she addressed with her coethnic pa-
tients. These nurses did acknowledge their dif-
ferences from their coethnic patients, but they 
used what they believed to be their shared cul-
ture as a basis for bridging these differences. 
Suzanna, for instance, recognized that, though 
she and her coethnic patients shared the 
Spanish language, she needed to go out of her 

way to learn some specific cultural colloquial-
isms:

I think all Spanish-speaking people under-
stand that there’s some general type of Span-
ish, but then there are colloquial types of 
words that we use. And so I know that, when 
I say a certain word but you are Salvadoran 
and you have a different word for that, we 
know that there’s a difference and we recon-
cile it pretty easily.

Maria, a fifty-two-year-old El Salvadoran 
nurse who worked at a women’s health clinic, 
felt that her language abilities allowed her to 
provide better care and have a warm relation-
ship with her Spanish-speaking patients, but 
she had to speak more simply with these pa-
tients, as well as tune in to a different cultural 
style of interaction:

You can talk right, but [my coethnic patients] 
can’t, [because of] the low education. We 
need to go to their level and explain the stuff 
more slowly and more carefully. And for 
them, they feel more confident when some-
body speak the language. . . . It’s [also] cul-
tural; [Hispanic] people are afraid to [ask 
questions]. Because [providers] explain some-
thing, but [the patients] don’t know clearly 
what they say but they are afraid to ask ques-
tions. I am more sensitive in that point.

Further, even though they had secured re-
markably higher education and socioeconomic 
statuses than most of their coethnic patients, 
the cross-functional nurses said that their La-
tino patients often reminded them of their own 
immigrant parents and relatives. Accordingly, 
they expressed an emotional closeness with 
these patients as well as a strong motivation to 
help and care for them. Reyna, a Mexican 
American nurse who worked in surgical oncol-
ogy, empathized with her coethnic patients 
and wanted to help empower them. This desire 
stemmed in part, she said, to having witnessed 
her own mother’s struggles in the U.S. health 
care system:

One of the greatest things about nursing [is] 
that I can get to know my patients and help 
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them heal and get better, and educate 
them. . . . “This is your body, this is your life. 
Don’t hesitate to ask questions, ’cuz no 
question is dumb.” You know, and a lot of 
people can come in that way, and I know my 
mom did too, and she was educated, and she 
had a daughter who was working in the 
health field, but she still felt she couldn’t ask 
questions.

As illustrated by these examples, lifeworld-
sensitive care requires not only an in-depth un-
derstanding of lifeworld issues and a willing-
ness to help but also time, material resources, 
and the professional autonomy to flexibly ad-
just work schedules and adapt regulations to 
accommodate patients’ needs. Indeed, stories 
featuring a cross-functional professional iden-
tity were told only by interviewees who de-
scribed having significant institutional auton-
omy and access to relevant resources. Alba 
explicitly portrayed her cultural brokerage 
work as not only approved but greatly appreci-
ated by her colleagues, and it was clear that 
institutional support gave her flexibility and 
latitude over her schedule and pace at work. 
Suzanna worked with providers who did not 
tell her to simply do what the doctors had or-
dered, but allowed her to jump in and inter-
vene. Reyna had the institutional autonomy to 
bend the rules and let extra family members 
stay in patients’ rooms, and case workers at her 
institution worked with her to help patient 
families gain access to food vouchers. These 
nurses also mentioned gift cards, financial 
support for motels, and transportation assis-
tance (for example, sending a community vol-
unteer driver to pick up a patient) as concrete 
measures taken at their institution to help pa-
tients obtain the treatment they needed.

In short, the cross-functional professionals 
can be described as “code hybridizing” in that 
they expand professional boundaries to accom-
modate ethnic bonds, an approach that is ac-
cepted at their institutions as an effective way 
to provide high-quality and lifeworld-sensitive 
care. Such an organizational environment 
seems to prevail, however, in only a few small 
pockets within U.S. health care. Among the La-
tina nurses in our study, the cross-functional 
professionals were unique in being able to 

achieve a coherent workplace identity that val-
idated both their professional and ethnic iden-
tities.

The Reformers Within
The nurses who were “reformers within” had 
similar goals for addressing patient lifeworlds 
as their “cross-functional” counterparts, but 
had fewer resources, less institutional auton-
omy, and sometimes deeper conflicts between 
their workplace duties and visions of lifeworld-
sensitive care. Lacking adequate institutional 
support, yet unwilling to compromise their 
professional visions, these nurses felt that they 
were going it alone with their efforts. These 
“reformers within” were nurses who articu-
lated deeper criticisms of the dominant norms 
in their institution than other interviewees, as 
well as more progressive counterhegemonic vi-
sions of care. They also incurred greater profes-
sional costs.

The reformers nurses often challenge work-
place norms directly—for example, by con-
fronting doctors who are rude or culturally in-
sensitive, giving patients permission to modify 
doctors’ orders, making room for alternative 
medicine, and honoring the “wisdom” in the 
community—and go out of their way to help 
patients navigate the system and cobble to-
gether resources. Gabrielle, a triage nurse, 
said, “I sometimes push a little bit further with 
the doctor, and then I’ll just call the patient 
directly.” Yolanda, a fifty-two-year-old public 
health nurse whose parents were migrant 
farmworkers from Mexico, described similar 
interactions: “I remember turning my back to 
[a doctor] and apologizing for the doctor and 
saying, ‘We can do it his [the doctor’s] way. Or 
we can do it the way that you will find more 
comfortable or that you know you can accom-
plish. The goal is to make it successful for your 
son.’” Commenting on helping her low-income 
Latino patients in general, Yolanda said that 
“you have to go begging sometimes” in order 
to find resources for these patients. Both Ga-
brielle’s and Yolanda’s examples illustrate the 
lengths to which reformers will go to advocate 
on behalf of their patients, even sometimes 
risking their professional standing by disagree-
ing with physicians or taking it upon them-
selves to “go begging.”
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Often feeling alienated in their work envi-
ronment, the reformers develop a counterhe-
gemonic vision of a “relational community in 
the clinic” in which health care workers build 
rich relationships with patients that go beyond 
the goal of professional rapport. In these rela-
tionships, reformer nurses position them-
selves as both givers of care and recipients of 
warmth and love. These relationships allow 
immigrant nurses and patients alike to be, as 
one nurse put it, “empowering each other in 
the care.” Isabella, a twenty-eight-year-old Gua-
temalan intensive care unit nurse, described 
caring for and cleaning a patient. She empha-
sized the vulnerability and trust involved in the 
act:

People trust you and invite you into their lit-
tle worlds [to clean their bottoms], and I ac-
tually appreciate that a human being is will-
ing to let another human being take care of 
them. I think it’s actually one of the most 
beautiful parts of our job, even though it’s 
kind of the most demeaning part—seen as 
demeaning by other people. . . . But a lot of 
us, I think, fight to be the advocate for the 
patient. We do care.

These nurses’ experiences are illustrative of 
Arthur Frank’s (1996) “wounded healer,” who, 
in the process of giving care, expressing com-
passion, and developing companionship, re-
covers her own humanity. Their accounts of 
these day-to-day interactions also place Frank’s 
vision in concrete institutional settings. The 
reformer nurses reported having little institu-
tional support; consequently, they individually 
bore the costs of “doing the right thing,” from 
putting in extra work and dealing with time 
management difficulties to suffering the disap-
proval of colleagues and physical and emo-
tional burnout. Dolores was a twenty-eight-
year-old Mexican American nurse working in 
primary care who had previously worked in a 
public health clinic. She would go out of her 
way to assist her patients, even taking one to 
her appointment at Planned Parenthood on 
her own time. Maintaining the same sense of 
mission at her current position, but with less 
institutional support, Dolores felt as if she was 
doing two separate jobs: empowering cultur-

ally marginalized patients while meeting the 
demands of her daily routine:

You’re providing medical care, getting vital 
signs, giving the injection, but then you’re 
also trying to—if you care a lot—you’re try-
ing to give the patient space to express their 
culture, and then having to interpret that to 
the provider who maybe doesn’t care, maybe 
has their own stereotypes. . . . I haven’t burnt 
out yet, but a lot of nurses get burnt out 
eventually.

Furthermore, deviating from the norm of 
professional detachment, nurses in the rela-
tional community allow themselves to be emo-
tionally vulnerable to patients’ deaths, losses, 
and judgments. Isabella described this emo-
tional vulnerability:

I think one of the hardest things working 
with transplant patients is, they’re my favor-
ite patients, but I remember when I lost my 
first transplant patient. . . . Her name was 
[also] Isabella, and she was my same age, and 
she had gotten a heart transplant and then 
four months later, she died. . . . So I think 
that hits you when you start establishing re-
lationships and you’re young, ’cause I was 
twenty-three at the time. And you see, you 
know, these are people, but they’re also—
they’re ticking time bombs in a sense, their 
days are limited.

She elaborated:

I’m glad that I was there. I tend to always be 
there when my favorite patients die, and I 
don’t know why that ends up happening. You 
know, I admit them and I’m there and help 
them pass on. But, I like being there. Because 
I don’t feel like I would trust anybody else to 
do it as good as I could do it, and be there, 
and the family needs me. . . . We’ve built this 
relationship, and it’s just appropriate that 
I’m there, so I feel closure in that sense, or 
satisfaction in knowing that this is the best 
way it could be.

This is an eloquent description of how a nurse 
and her “favorite” patients (and their families) 
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grant each other support with their presence 
during such final moments. For Isabella, the 
emotional bond had grown beyond what  
was prescribed by her professional role—she 
would not “trust anybody else to do it” and she 
needed to be there when a patient died to “feel 
closure.”

By the same token, and notwithstanding the 
ideal of professional universalism, these 
nurses admit that they feel greater emotional 
affinity with coethnic patients than any other 
patient group. Isabella’s “relational commu-
nity” with coethnic patients developed easily 
because they reminded her of “my loud, ob-
noxious Hispanic mother” and because “we 
Hispanics are loud, cynical people.” She con-
trasted these relationships with her interac-
tions with Chinese patients, whom she experi-
enced as culturally distanced from her and 
therefore challenging to bond with. Such ex-
plicit celebration of ethnic solidarity in the 
clinic, however, can invite colleagues’ question-
ing or disapproval. Dolores’s supervisors some-
times reprimanded her for not being “a team 
player” with the other health care workers 
when she advocated for her coethnic patients, 
and her coworkers often asked her: “Why is 
race such a big deal for you?”

If the cross-functional nurses engage pa-
tient lifeworlds to ensure that they provide 
quality care, the reformer nurses enter the re-
lational community as a goal in itself—to se-
cure a space for themselves and for their coeth-
nic patients to express their culture and 
humanity within an otherwise sterile and bu-
reaucratized social world. Reformer nurses 
make their workplace identity coherent largely 
by prioritizing ethnic relationships over insti-
tutional norms—but with certain costs to their 
careers.

The Medical Missionaries
In contrast to the reformers, some Latina 
nurses fully endorse the dominant cultural and 
bureaucratic norms of the clinic. They embrace 
ethnic bonds with coethnic patients only as a 
means to helping them assimilate into the 
world of modern medicine. We describe these 
nurses as “medical missionaries.”

Medical missionaries have a fairly black-
and-white perception of biomedicine and in-

stitutional regulations, which they consider ut-
terly superior and non-negotiable. Patient 
cultures and other lifeworld perspectives, in 
their view, are merely “excuses” for noncompli-
ance or obstacles to assimilation. Xena, a nurse 
who worked in a mobile clinic, said that she 
did not “try to sugarcoat” what the patient said 
when she reported to her supervisors, nor did 
she offer anything “out of the scope of what we 
do” to patients. Beatrice put the responsibility 
on her patients to learn and adopt norms of 
clinical communication. Rather than empa-
thizing with her coethnic patients, who tended 
to be fearful about offending authority figures 
with questions, disagreements, or explanations 
for their “noncompliance,” Beatrice faulted 
them for being “deceitful.” She elaborated:

[Hispanic patients] don’t want to tell you the 
whole story. Because they might feel embar-
rassed for something that they did, or didn’t 
do. . . . I think they have more tendency to 
hide information. . . . I tell them, “If you want 
us to help you, the only way we’re going to 
help you is if you give me all the info.”

Sometimes medical missionaries get exas-
perated with coethnic patients whose views of 
medicine might appear far-fetched and mis-
guided. Zola explained that her patients from 
Mexico believed that, in coming to the United 
States, with its advanced medical practices and 
technology, they would automatically be cured. 
She was impatient with these inaccurate per-
ceptions: “Sir, you are paraplegic; you’re not 
going to get any better. Do you know who Su-
perman [actor Christopher Reeve] is? He had 
all the money in the world, and he didn’t get 
better. If you’re paraplegic, you’re paraplegic.”

Despite their hard-liner attitudes, most 
medical missionaries explicitly convey a sense 
of communal affinity with Latino patients. Like 
their cross-functional counterparts, they are 
often reminded of their immigrant parents and 
relatives by their coethnic patients and thus 
feel particularly obligated to help this patient 
group. Their “help,” however, comes primarily 
in the form of top-down education rather than 
cultural flexibility toward interactional styles 
and other lifeworld practices. Julia, a specialty 
nurse, saw Latino patients’ barriers in terms of 
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their deviation from the cultural norms of the 
clinic—for example, not educating themselves, 
not asking enough questions, and being too 
accepting of authority—and saw medical edu-
cation as the solution. At the same time, she 
recognized these issues in her own family and 
felt sympathetic: “[Even] in my own family . . . 
what the providers say is what it is, and there’s 
no questioning of what the provider’s asking 
for.”

Like the reformers, medical missionaries 
are able to resolve most tensions between their 
professional and ethnic identities, but they do 
so differently. Instead of prioritizing ethnic re-
lationships, medical missionaries resort to in-
stitutional norms and procedures to define pa-
tient deservingness (asking, for example, “are 
they willing to be assimilated?”) and the scope 
of what even a caring professional can do (“my 
hands are tied”). Beatrice stated that “all I can 
do is to give them the information, and then 
it’s their choice.” Xena noted that a nurse fol-
lowing professional norms may seem distant 
and cold to patients, but she was not apolo-
getic about creating that impression. She de-
fended and abided by those professional 
norms.

In short, the medical missionaries’ work-
place identity is primarily informed by profes-
sional cultures and institutional norms, and 
their ethnic identity gives them only an enthu-
siasm for assimilating coethnics into the world 
of modern medicine.

The Conflicted Coethnics
It is noteworthy that the workplace identity of 
almost half of our Latina interviewees was that 
of what we term the “conflicted coethnic.” 
These nurses found it important to engage in 
coethnic patients’ lifeworlds, yet in doing so, 
they reported, they encountered many institu-
tional barriers. For instance, they were sensi-
tive to Latino patients’ styles of interaction (for 
example, storytelling, being overly deferential), 
but they needed direct information to work 
with; they wanted to provide meaningful sup-
port to coethnic patients and take more time 
to help with their cultural capital deficit, but 
they faced pressure from supervisors and hos-
pital management to adhere to a fast-paced 
work schedule; and they wanted to bond with 

and offer extra care for coethnic patients, but 
they felt uncomfortable with the implication 
of favoritism.

Whereas the cross-functional professionals 
can resort to institutional autonomy and re-
sources to deal with similar tensions, and the 
reformers and medical missionaries can do so 
by prioritizing, respectively, ethnic bonds and 
professional norms, the conflicted coethnics 
cannot articulate a consistent framework for 
integrating their ethnic and professional iden-
tities. Instead, they seem to invoke one set of 
norms or the other on an ad hoc basis.

Specifically, if conflicted coethnic nurses 
find a needy coethnic patient “deserving,” they 
tend to expand the professional boundaries of 
care by redefining their relationship with the 
patient in pseudo-familial terms. They may feel 
critical of the coethnic patient’s behaviors, but 
these behaviors also remind them of their own 
family and relatives. They therefore display ex-
tra patience in taking care of these coethnic—
if admittedly challenging—patients and derive 
more emotional reward from doing so. Franc-
esca described how she managed her coethnic 
patients’ extensive “storytelling”: “You ask the 
question and they come up with a long answer. 
If they’re going and going and going, I just go, 
‘Okay. So does that mean yes or does that mean 
no?’ [laughs].” But she also repeatedly said that 
she “worries about my Hispanic patients 
more,” because “I know they will forget [to take 
their medicine]. Because my relatives in Mexico 
are like that.” She regularly called these pa-
tients back to check on them and said that they 
reminded her of her own immigrant parents. 
Likewise, Nancy illustrated how conflicted co-
ethnic nurses try to manage the communica-
tion styles of their less-assimilated coethnic 
patients, while reminding themselves to be 
more patient and accommodating:

But this way of communicating through sto-
rytelling gets in the way of me doing my 
[ job], me being more efficient with my time. 
I can see how I could get exasperated and just 
be like, “Okay, can you get to the point? Can 
you just answer my question?” At the same 
time, I feel like, I know that we [Hispanic 
people] communicate with stories. And I 
know that I get more information when they 
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tell me stories. So, I hope that I’m not one of 
those people that get exasperated and cuts 
them off.

Laura described the way the familial nature of 
her patient relationships could complicate the 
line between her professional duties and her 
coethnic loyalties: “I felt like I’m taking care 
of my uncle. So that part was, yeah, and I was 
super-aware of it. . . . My boundaries were not 
really as sharp as they could have been.”

At the same time, these nurses are anxious 
about letting such boundary expansion go too 
far; they worry about the situation becoming 
unfair, about letting these patients take advan-
tage of the system, about the extra work for 
themselves simply becoming unmanageable. 
When a patient gives cues that trigger these 
worries, a “needy” coethnic patient becomes a 
“greedy” one. Nurses, in these situations, high-
light their professional boundaries to fend off 
the “greedy” patient’s “excessive” demands. 
Laura wanted to do more for her Latino pa-
tients, but also noted that their demands 
sometimes needed to be curbed:

Sometimes they want more. . . . But you can-
not give more because there’s no more. We 
wish there was more to give, but. . . . As much 
as I want to, I can’t today. . . . I remember one 
family, I moved everything for them. Like 
food-wise, I was ordering double portions so 
that they could eat, but then that was not 
enough. They wanted this specific soda, and 
these specific things. And I was like, “I gave 
you my hand and now you’re taking my el-
bow, my shoulder, you’re jumping all the way 
up.” . . . Or also the sense of time, [they think] 
we have much more. The sense of time for 
Latinos, it’s like a chewing gum.

Ursula was a Peruvian public health nurse 
whose workplace, the county’s tuberculosis 
center, had several resources to help address 
patients’ many financial constraints. Given the 
infectious nature of tuberculosis, Ursula per-
suaded her clients to be compliant using a va-
riety of resources available to her, such as gift 
cards and travel vouchers. Her account illus-
trates especially well the dilemma of nurses 
who are committed to advocating for Latino 

patients yet feel obligated to draw the bound-
ary between need and greed:

I have to advocate more for the Spanish-
speaking patients. . . . Like, I have to try to 
read what is in their minds because some-
times they are shy or they are embarrassed or 
they don’t feel comfortable. . . . And of course 
there is the other extreme. The [Hispanic] 
people who want to take advantage of, “Oh, 
I’m in a private hospital. I want a double 
tray.” Or the ones that ask for everything. 
“Give me soap.” That’s the other extreme. 
They are the ones who want to take advan-
tage of the system, and we see that here also.

There are situations where we have to pay 
for a motel because no one wants the patient. 
It happened a few months ago with one of my 
patients. Nobody wants the patient back 
home because the patient was infectious, so 
they can’t [go home]. They had to pay for a 
motel, but only for a number of days. After 
that, the patient, if he or she is not infectious 
anymore, the patient has to find a place to 
go. But this person demanded, “No, you must 
find me a place to live or you have to find me 
a job.” Oh, it’s ridiculous! That’s the other 
extreme.

With those, we have to set limits. “I’ll give 
you two gift cards and that’s it.” Or, “I’ll give 
you three gift cards a week until you find a 
job. Once you find a job, I’ll bring it down to 
one or two.” And then they get mad. “No, why 
are you giving me less gift cards? I still need 
them.” “Because you have a job. Because 
there are other people who don’t have a job. 
They need more gift cards.”

As richly illustrated here, Ursula had to 
know when to draw the line and limit the 
amount of resources she doled out to her La-
tino patients, whom she otherwise felt com-
mitted to advocating for. The task of defining 
need versus greed on a case-by-case basis is a 
source of tension for these nurses’ workplace 
identity.

Furthermore, conflicted coethnics find their 
own biases and power struggles embedded in 
ethnic communities and cultures. Their sym-
pathy for, and cultural affinity with, coethnics’ 
values and cultural practices notwithstanding, 
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these nurses also think that professional dis-
tance sometimes protects patients from 
nurses’ moral judgments about certain behav-
iors and can also serve as a defense for nurses 
against coethnic patients’ internalized racism. 
(By the same token, professionalism protects 
Latina nurses from the ethnic biases of white 
patients and colleagues.) Further challenging 
a romanticized version of ethnic bonds in the 
clinic was the observation of some nurses that 
they felt excluded by other ethnic “relational 
communities” in the clinic. For example, sev-
eral interviewees described feeling uncomfort-
able and unwelcome in their own work space 
when their Filipino coworkers became “clique-
y” by speaking in Tagalog during work hours 
or otherwise blending professional and com-
munal space.

Straddling their professional world and 
their ethnic community, and constantly on 
guard against one infringing on the other, con-
flicted coethnic nurses experience high work-
place stress. Lacking a coherent workplace 
identity, they become very anxious when chal-
lenged by different groups to demonstrate 
where their singular loyalties lie: “Are you a 
team player with the rest of the doctors and 
nurses?” Or, “Are you too close with your peo-
ple, and therefore a less competent nurse?” Or, 
“You are one of us; you are not really a medical 
professional.”

The Sympathetic Outsiders: Spanish-
Speaking White Nurses
Despite the policy focus on using minority 
health care workers as cultural brokers for co-
ethnic patients, nurses who speak Spanish and 
self-identify as cultural brokers are not exclu-
sively from Latino communities. Our study 
also includes four white Spanish-speaking 
nurses whose experiences accentuate the iden-
tity dilemma of the Latina nurses. In general, 
we find that the white Spanish-speaking nurses 
cared about their Latino patients’ lifeworld 
constraints and were committed to helping 
these patients bridge the gap between their 
lifeworld and the clinic. However, their racial-
ized outsider status provided them with a buf-
fer between these challenges and their profes-
sional identity. They often described unresolved 
cultural tensions as part of “their culture,” for 

instance, rather than as part of a shared expe-
rience.

The white Spanish-speaking nurses in our 
study seemed devoted to addressing Latino pa-
tients’ lifeworld constraints, but they also de-
scribed themselves as “bridge-builders” who 
understood aspects of Latino communities 
without being members of them. In their 
“bridging” efforts, they focused on the gap be-
tween “cultures of poverty” and biomedical 
priorities, deemphasizing the importance of 
ethnicity beyond language. They were critical 
of mainstream health care for making it diffi-
cult for all low-socioeconomic-status patients, 
not just Latino patients, to access quality care.

Instead of talking about ethnic solidarity or 
community empowerment, these white nurses 
characterized their relationships with Latino 
patients in terms of “rich cultural exchanges.” 
(One nurse even talked about being more in 
touch with her emotional side in Spanish than 
in English.) Their self-positioning as sympa-
thetic outsiders vis-à-vis Latino communities 
allowed them to avoid confronting certain ten-
sions between patient lifeworlds and the 
clinic—for example, they saw the practice of 
bringing large families to the ICU as “their cul-
ture,” which “I don’t understand but respect.” 
In contrast, Latina nurses facing similar ten-
sions tended to feel pressured to state a posi-
tion on what to do about “our culture.” Unlike 
the Latina nurses, Spanish-speaking white 
nurses never talked about having to fend off 
overdemanding Latino patients. When asked 
about such patients, they said that their Latino 
patients “never complain” and “never ask for 
anything.” Some of them observed that Latino 
nurses were pressured to distance themselves 
from unassimilated coethnic immigrants and 
that, being white, they faced no such pressure.

Although not the focus of this study, 
Spanish-speaking white nurses’ experiences 
highlight the identity challenges faced by La-
tina nurses. Regardless of their ethnicity, all 
nurses in this study described tensions, many 
of them unresolved, between patient lifeworlds 
and the norms and regulations of the clinic. 
When self-positioning as outside helpers 
reaching out to the Latino community, the 
white Spanish-speaking nurses could look at 
the unresolved tensions as too deeply embed-
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ded in “the community” to come within their 
professional reach. Such experiences exemplify 
the very stance that is unavailable to the Latina 
nurses. Identified as insiders in both their eth-
nic and professional communities, Latina 
nurses’ workplace identities largely hinge on 
addressing the very tensions that “sympathetic 
outsiders” opt to bracket.

Conclusion
This study has examined how bicultural Latina 
nurses bridge patient cultures and clinical 
norms in performing their roles as cultural 
brokers for coethnic patients. Our findings in-
dicate that these health care professionals can-
not succeed in bridging the clinic and coethnic 
patients’ lifeworlds without larger institutional 
transformations in place—for example, greater 
access to resources, more flexible institutional 
regulations, and an organizational culture 
committed to diversifying biomedical norms, 
as illustrated in the experiences of the “cross-
functional professionals.” Most of the Latina 
nurses in our study, lacking such structural 
support, had only several options: they were 
forced to internalize the cost (the “reformers 
within”); they became socialized into a narrow 
view of patient culture (the “medical mission-
aries”); or, as happened with more than half of 
them, they were left to struggle with institu-
tional tensions as personal workplace prob-
lems (the “conflicted coethnics”). Overall, 
these Latina nurses’ practices of code hybrid-
ization were often costly to their career 
(through, for example, difficulty with time 
management, disapproval from colleagues, do-
ing extra work on their own time), but these 
practices often enriched the institutional cul-
ture of their workplace (for example, by creat-
ing richer understandings of patient lifeworlds 
and providing more room for relational bonds 
between patients and caregivers).

Our findings are likely to raise the question 
of why a bicultural nurse engages in a particu-
lar practice of code hybridization as opposed 
to another. This question lies beyond the scope 
of this article. Future research with a large and 
representative sample is needed to address 
whether and how immigrant generation, types 
of clinics, or other variables explain bicultural 
nurses’ choice of code hybridization strategy. 

Here, it remains only to elaborate on the policy 
and theoretical implications of our research.

For policymakers, our study confirms that 
meaningful cultural brokerage in health care 
should focus on helping patients understand 
and situate health care procedures and deci-
sions in their life contexts, and that such ef-
forts on the part of health care providers re-
quire significant amounts of time, material 
resources, and a respectful and flexible insti-
tutional culture. Using immigrant profession-
als as cultural brokers will be a successful pol-
icy only if it also focuses on implementing 
relevant institutional changes. It is worthwhile 
to reemphasize our earlier clarification that 
“patient culture” is not simply patient ethnic-
ity, but instead should be understood as a set 
of meaning-making schemas, shaped by inter-
secting social structures such as class, ethnic-
ity, and immigration status. The Hispanic pa-
tient population discussed by our interviewees 
was by and large low-income and undocu-
mented; these patients spoke little English and 
were more familiar with Latin American than 
North American cultures. Their sense-making 
schema for having to miss work to keep a med-
ical appointment, for example, was not simply 
informed by being Hispanic, or poor, or non-
English-speaking; it was precisely how these 
factors intersected in their lives that shaped 
their decision-making process. A Latina nurse 
may not automatically understand or sympa-
thize with these patients’ sense-making sche-
mas, especially when working under pressure 
to adhere to mainstream professional norms. 
By the same token, a white doctor who speaks 
Spanish might learn to incorporate such life-
world “cultures” into clinical communications 
(this possibility being, of course, beyond what 
our data can address). But more importantly, 
since current policy proposals continue to fo-
cus on ethnic concordance as a shortcut to ad-
dressing linguistic and cultural barriers in the 
clinic, it makes sense to improve upon existing 
policies rather than start from scratch. A sen-
sible policy recommendation, we argue, is to 
give Latina nurses who are expected to work as 
cultural brokers the necessary institutional 
support, both cultural and material, to do so.

For scholars of immigrant labor market 
niches, our article offers a qualitative discus-
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sion of the emergent niche of cultural brokers 
who facilitate the interactions between an in-
creasingly diverse patient population and a 
white-dominant health care system. Our study 
highlights the social and cultural tensions 
faced by these cultural brokers, their familiar-
ities with both languages and cultures notwith-
standing. Our observations resonate with exist-
ing studies. For example, Ming-Cheng Lo and 
Roxana Bahar (2013) have found that Hispanic 
patients experience complex and tension-
ridden relationships with coethnic nurses. Vir-
ginia Elderkin-Thompson, Roxane Cohen Sil-
ver, and Howard Waitzkin (2001) suggest that 
Latino nurses’ social and professional stand-
ing might mitigate their willingness to advo-
cate for coethnic patients or explain medical 
conflicts to their professional superiors. Ad-
vancing this line of conversation, ours is 
among the first studies to show that nurses can 
and do proactively address these tensions, with 
varying degrees of success, as illustrated in the 
patterns of code hybridizing reported here.

Furthermore, our findings have broader 
theoretical implications beyond the discus-
sions of cultural competency policies and 
niche labor markets. The workplace experi-
ences of our Latina nurses broaden the frame-
work of segmented assimilation theory (Portes 
and Zhou 1993). As an extremely influential 
theory in recent debates about immigrant in-
corporation, segmented assimilation theory 
raises alarm about the danger of downward as-
similation for the second generation of racial-
ized minority groups, especially when immi-
grant parents and their American-born children 
adapt at different speeds (termed “dissonant 
acculturation” in this literature). In the context 
of this worrisome trend, it is particularly note-
worthy that some minority immigrant children 
are observed to be protected against the danger 
of downward assimilation. Scholars argue that 
this happens when they adopt behaviors from 
the American mainstream that help them fit 
in, while retaining immigrant languages and 
cultural values, which work as a conduit for 
them to receive parental guidance and support 
(Portes and Zhou 1993). Described as “selective 
acculturation,” this cultural blending has been 
shown to allow these immigrant children to 
reach parity with native-born whites and even 

surpass them in educational attainment and 
occupational status (Jiménez and Horowitz 
2013; Kasinitz et al. 2008; Lee and Zhou 2015).

Our findings advance the segmented assim-
ilation theory’s argument in a number of ways. 
First, while this literature focuses mainly on 
school-age youths, our study is among the first 
to show how “biculturality” can function as a 
job skill for immigrant and later-generation 
adults. Mirroring the pattern of selective ac-
culturation, our Latina nurses largely sought 
to make mainstream American institutional 
practices “work” for an immigrant population 
through the support of shared language and 
communal ties. But in this context, the elderly 
in the community were on the receiving end, 
not the giving end, of guidance and emotional 
support. The role of the cultural broker in 
health care—which is one of the fastest-
growing industries in the United States—may 
be indicative of a growing market niche for bi-
cultural professionals who can provide a bridge 
between predominantly white mainstream in-
stitutions and their increasingly diverse clien-
teles. Immigrants and their offspring are cer-
tainly not the only ones capable of becoming 
bicultural, but their experience of straddling 
both cultural worlds may predispose them to 
developing cultural blending skills.

Second, and relatedly, our findings illustrate 
how such cultural blending actually occurs on 
the ground. In the segmented assimilation lit-
erature, it is often assumed that children of im-
migrants, by virtue of being exposed to two cul-
tures, naturally know how to blend them and 
resolve the tensions therein. To the extent that 
existing research has described concrete pat-
terns of cultural blending, it has done so by 
and large in terms of “code-switching”—for ex-
ample, adopting mainstream cultural styles at 
school or at work and switching back to ethnic 
cultural practices at home and in ethnic com-
munities. Our study moves the discussion on 
the issue forward by challenging researchers to 
recognize that the boundaries between immi-
grants’ social worlds are not always so clear-cut. 
With social boundaries becoming increasingly 
blurred, the practices of code hybridization are 
as important as they have been understudied.

Insights borrowed from the literature on 
black and Latino middle-class identities sup-
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port the observation that cultural blending 
does not happen easily or automatically. As re-
viewed earlier, these studies suggest that 
middle-class minorities and immigrants en-
gage in “code-switching” as a main strategy in 
straddling two cultural worlds. Sometimes 
middle-class immigrants establish ethnic pro-
fessional organizations in order to have small 
cultural spaces where they can experiment 
with hybridizing both cultures. That the major 
mechanisms for embracing bicultural identity 
are code-switching and creating small cultural 
laboratories suggests that cultural blending is 
not really happening in mainstream institutions. 
It follows, then, that we have little understand-
ing of how bicultural immigrants blend both 
cultures in mainstream institutions—in the 
rare cases where they do.

Our study offers an example of the diverse 
forms taken by code hybridization, with diver-
gent impacts on individuals and institutions. 
The most robust practices of code hybridiza-
tion not only empower both immigrant profes-
sionals and their clients but also engender crit-
ical reflections of institutional norms. But 
placed in an unsupportive workplace, code hy-
bridization practices can become profession-
ally costly for immigrant professionals. Other 
practices are lopsided, primarily reinforcing 
dominant institutional norms through a mi-
nority language. Being based on a case study, 
these findings are not meant to be generalized 
to other institutional contexts, but they do de-
bunk the assumption that cultural blending 
happens automatically among bicultural im-
migrants and highlight the need for future re-
search to focus on the patterns, potential, and 

limitations of various practices of cultural hy-
bridization.

We must emphasize that, even as “bicultur-
ality”—achieved through selective accultura-
tion, code hybridization, or other patterns yet 
to be uncovered—is proven to be an advantage 
rather than a barrier on the path to integration, 
integration is still fraught with challenges 
wrought by American mainstream institutions 
themselves. These institutions recognize the 
need to hire bicultural immigrants and their 
offspring as cultural brokers, but they rarely 
provide these individuals with the tools to 
achieve success alongside their non-immigrant 
coworkers. We have demonstrated, for in-
stance, how the burden of the double duty—to 
achieve parity with white colleagues while also 
addressing their coethnic patients’ needs—is 
put on Latina nurses themselves. We have also 
shown that occasionally institutions do pro-
vide such support, and that Latina nurses’ bi-
cultural skills can be best utilized when they 
do. Institutional contexts matter a great deal.

These findings suggest a cautionary note 
against the optimism that bicultural immi-
grants will automatically become agents of so-
cial change to usher in the new era of multi-
culturalism in mainstream America (Alba and 
Nee 2003). By the same token, these observa-
tions underscore that cultural brokerage, in its 
scope and importance, goes beyond how well 
immigrant professionals manage their work-
place identities or help coethnic clients. Future 
research is called for to better understand how 
and why different forms of code hybridization 
take place and contribute to diversifying larger 
institutional cultures.
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Figure A2. Medicaid Eligibility of Americans, by Race, 2012

Source: Authors' calculations based on the 2012–2013 ACS.
Note: Medicaid eligibility is based on income up to 133 percent of the 
federal poverty line.
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largest group of foreign-born nurses comes 
from the Philippines, a country whose colonial 
ties with the United States have facilitated 
nurse migration for more than a century 
(Brush 2010; Choy 2003).

Scholars have raised concerns about the im-
pact of such migration flows on nurse mi-
grants’ countries of origin, given that the U.S. 
health care system, which employs the largest 
professional nurse workforce of any country in 
the world, exerts “a strong pull on global nurse 
resources” (Aiken 2007, 1300). Policy discus-
sions also warn of the disastrous implications 
of “brain drain”—the exodus of trained nurses 
from poorer nations, which need them the 
most (Brush 2010; Lorenzo et al. 2007). Yet 

Learning to Fill the Labor Niche: 
Filipino Nursing Graduates and 
the Risk of the Migration Trap
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Overseas recruitment has become a common strategy in filling nurse shortages within U.S. health institu-
tions, sparking the proliferation of nursing programs in the Philippines. Export-oriented education exacer-
bates a mismatch, however, between available jobs (in both the Philippines and the United States) and the 
number of nursing graduates, thus increasing joblessness and underemployment among Filipino youth. 
Pursing higher education as a means to migrate also puts Filipino students at risk of getting caught in a 
migration trap, where prospective migrants obtain credentials for overseas work yet cannot leave when labor 
demands or immigration policies change. Such problems highlight the complicated impact of immigrant la-
bor niches in places like the United States on developing nations, beyond the brain drain narratives that 
dominate academic and policy discussions.
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As policymakers highlight the growing health 
care demands of the aging populations of de-
veloped nations, foreign nurse recruitment has 
become the fastest and most common strategy 
to fill local manpower needs (Brush and Berger 
2002; Rother and Lavizzo-Mourey 2009). With 
scholars estimating a shortage in the United 
States as severe as 1 million registered nurses 
by 2020, the United States has emerged among 
receiving countries as the most active recruiter 
(Buchan 2006; Keuhn 2007). This demand has 
created an immigrant labor niche within the 
American health care system: foreign nurses 
now fill positions in large urban hospitals as 
well as in a growing number of rural hospitals 
and nursing homes (Brush 2008). To date, the 



r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

	 l e a r n i n g  t o  f i l l  t h e  l a b o r  n i c h e 	 17 3

these problems, while important, do not com-
pletely capture how U.S. nursing shortages af-
fect migrant nurses’ home countries.

The brain drain narrative depicts emigra-
tion as a pressing issue in many developing 
nations, but it fails to recognize that a growing 
number of migrant-sending countries now re-
gard emigration as an economic strategy and 
train workers specifically for overseas markets 
in order to maximize future monetary remit-
tances (Cabanda 2015; Rodriguez 2010). Studies 
have shown that U.S. hospitals’ aggressive re-
cruitment of foreign nurses has sparked the 
proliferation and expansion of nursing pro-
grams in the Philippines; the country’s mostly 
private colleges and universities are now eager 
to offer aspiring migrants the chance to take 
advantage of overseas opportunities (Masse-
link and Lee 2010; Ortiga 2014). The promise 
of immigrant success in the United States has 
also encouraged Filipino families to invest in 
higher education as a means to migration and 
created a widespread demand for nursing de-
grees (Asis and Batistella 2013; Ortiga 2017). In-
ternational policymakers have largely praised 
such efforts as an effective “supply response” 
to global demands and a valid alternative to 
previous government efforts to prevent nurses 
from leaving the country (Tan 2009, 8).

This article challenges such celebratory no-
tions of export-oriented education by discuss-
ing how attempts to educate aspiring migrants 
to fill overseas labor demands actually exacer-
bates the problems of deskilling, youth unem-
ployment, and a growing mismatch between 
postsecondary education and available jobs 
within the local labor market. Drawing on two 
years of ethnographic research within Philip-
pine nursing schools, I argue that as Filipino 
aspiring migrants educate themselves to fill 
the U.S. nursing labor niche, they also risk get-
ting caught in two types of traps. The first is 
the migration trap (Jimenez-David 2008): aspir-
ing migrants obtain specific credentials in the 
hope of working overseas, yet are unable to 
leave when labor demands or immigration re-
quirements change. In the context of the most 
recent U.S. nursing shortage, a backlog of im-
migrant visa applications in the mid-2000s se-
verely curtailed the outflow of Filipino nurses 
to the United States (Acacio 2011), and the fi-

nancial crisis in 2008 reduced migrant nurse 
hires around the world (International Centre 
on Nurse Migration 2012). Lacking public 
funds, Philippine hospitals could not offer per-
manent positions to the staggering number of 
nursing graduates within the country, leaving 
many unemployed and unable to obtain the 
work experience needed for jobs in alternative 
destinations like Japan and Singapore. Filipino 
nursing graduates caught in this situation then 
find themselves in an opportunity trap (Brown 
2003): the never-ending need to collect creden-
tials in order to secure a positional advantage 
in the job market.

The struggles of Filipino nursing graduates 
caught in these two traps show that however 
much the continuous need for foreign nurses 
benefits migrants and the U.S. hospitals in 
need of their labor, the impact of such immi-
grant niches on migrant-sending countries is 
far more complicated. Even as researchers pre-
dict a global demand for nurse labor, aspiring 
migrants grapple with the loss of time and 
money in an effort to remain “employable” for 
jobs they have yet to obtain. Rather than brain 
drain, I argue, the U.S. migrant nurse labor 
niche is more likely to lead to a problem of 
brain waste as qualified nursing graduates find 
themselves in industries and jobs that have 
little need for their skills.

The U.S.  Nursing L abor Niche
For the past fifty years, a cyclical demand  
for registered nurses (RNs) within the Ameri-
can health care system has led to inflows of 
foreign-educated nurses into the United States 
(Glaessel-Brown 1998; Goodin 2003). Such in-
flows have come in fits and starts, largely de-
fined by massive structural changes within U.S. 
health care institutions and policy responses 
seeking to address the impact of these shifts 
on American health professionals.

Nurse shortages in the 1980s were attributed 
to hospital expansions and changes in the 
Medicare payment system that increased 
nurse-to-patient ratios. Foreign nurses played 
a significant role in filling this need until the 
recession of the early 1990s, when hospitals  
offered higher salaries to entice more Ameri-
cans to enter the nursing profession (Glaessel-
Brown 1998; Gordon 2005). The recruitment of 
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foreign nurses increased again toward the turn 
of the century as American nurses became dis-
illusioned with the emergence of managed 
care—a set of structural changes designed to 
make hospitals operate in line with a corporate 
model of efficiency and financial viability (Ai-
ken 2007). Already faced with heavier work-
loads and more administrative duties, Ameri-
can nurses also encountered higher risks of 
retrenchment, given the entry of more “unli-
censed assistive personnel,” such as nurse’s 
aides and licensed practical nurses (LPNs), 
who took on some of nurses’ work (such as 
changing beds and turning patients). Hospital 
administrators justified this change as a way 
to decrease the number of nurses needed on 
the hospital floor, yet they still expected nurses 
to take on the extra work of monitoring nurse’s 
aides (Gordon 2005). When these conditions 
led to another exodus of nurses from U.S. hos-
pitals, the most recent wave of recruitment for 
nurse labor overseas began. According to re-
searchers, one of the largest inflows of foreign 
nurses occurred during this particular period: 
more than 50,000 migrant nurses entered the 
United States from 2000 to 2006 (Acacio 2011).

Nursing salaries increased again in the mid-
2000s, sparking local interest in nursing pro-
grams and encouraging former nurses to 
return to the workforce (Rother and Lavizzo-
Mourey 2009). At the same time, the financial 
crisis of 2008 led to the scaling back of migrant 
nurse recruitment in most destination coun-
tries, like the United States, the United King-
dom, and Canada (Buchan, O’May, and 
Dussault 2013; International Centre on Nurse 
Migration 2012). Some scholars argue that 
these changes signaled a temporary reprieve 
from the nursing shortage (Buerhaus, Auer-
bach, and Staige 2009), while others warn that 
the U.S. nursing labor deficit is far from over 
and that foreign recruitment will eventually re-
sume and intensify in the next decade (Cortés 
and Pan 2014; Kingma 2008).

In seeking to understand the pervasive 
nursing shortages in the United States, schol-
ars have pointed to the inability of U.S. nursing 
programs to train a sufficient pool of registered 
nurses for local hospitals. The majority of U.S.-
educated nurses possess a three-year associate 
degree obtained from a community college, 

while roughly one-third hold a four-year bac-
calaureate degree from a college or university. 
In recent years, nursing schools have offered 
an eighteen-month “accelerated program” for 
applicants who already have a bachelor’s de-
gree (Ellenbecker 2010). Despite these different 
pathways to a nursing credential, U.S. colleges 
and universities continue to admit only limited 
numbers of students owing to the lack of qual-
ified nursing faculty (Aiken, Cheung, and Olds 
2009; Gordon 2005; Rich and Nugent 2010). 
Nurses who hold an associate degree are less 
likely to pursue graduate studies and take on 
a faculty position, and more likely to take lon-
ger when they do. Thus, recruiting foreign 
nurses continues to be the quickest way to ad-
dress nursing needs (Buchan 2006; Rother and 
Lavizzo-Mourey 2009).

Establishing the Labor Niche
Nurse migrants have moved across U.S. bor-
ders in a variety of ways, taking advantage of 
education and training opportunities in the 
United States or, in the case of the Philippines, 
previous colonial ties (Brush 2010; Choy 2003; 
George 2005). What differentiates post-1965 
nurse migration is the emergence of brokers: 
private agencies that facilitate the entry of for-
eign nurses into local hospitals (Acacio 2011; 
Aiken 2007; Kingma 2006). Agency representa-
tives take on the work of advertising open po-
sitions in source countries like the Philippines 
and navigating the bureaucratic process of pre-
paring foreign nurses’ paperwork for emigra-
tion (Guevarra 2010; Kingma 2008; Interna-
tional Council of Nurses 2006).

Contemporary nurse migration has also 
seen the emergence of different immigration 
policies to hasten the entry of nurses into the 
United States. Unlike other recruiting coun-
tries like Japan, the United States did not es-
tablish bilateral ties with source countries to 
facilitate the entry of nurses. However, U.S. of-
ficials introduced visa categories that would 
ease the entry of foreign-educated nurses 
(Kingma 2007). In the 1980s, U.S. lawmakers 
established the H-1A visa, a specific category 
to admit foreign-educated nurses. Subse-
quently, the Immigration Nursing Relief Act of 
1989 enabled foreign nurses with H-1A visas to 
apply for permanent residence after three years 
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as a registered nurse. This act was allowed to 
lapse in 1995, when the nursing shortage was 
perceived as having ended (Glaessel-Brown 
1998). During the most recent shortage, foreign 
nurses entered the United States through the 
EB-3 visa program; this permanent immigrant 
visa is reserved for applicants who work in pre-
ferred occupations or professions. The United 
States granted more than 50,000 EB-3 visas to 
health professionals and their families from 
1999 to 2007 (Acacio 2011). The issuance of such 
visas slowed after the recession in 2008, thereby 
stemming the flow of migrant nurses into the 
United States.

Despite foreign nurses receiving special 
considerations in U.S. immigration policy, 
American requirements for the entry of mi-
grant nurses are the most stringent among re-
ceiving countries. Applicants must pass an En-
glish proficiency test, a review of credentials, 
and the National Council Licensure Examina-
tion for Registered Nurses (NCLEX-RN). In fact, 
foreign nurses were more likely than their local 
counterparts to possess a bachelor’s degree 
and to have more work experience (Polsky et 
al. 2007). Patricia Cortés and Jessica Pan (2015) 
argue that there is a strong positive selection 
among Filipino migrant nurses in particular, 
given that those who make it through this pro-
cess are likely to come from more highly edu-
cated families and possess more social capital. 
As of 2010, 8 percent of the U.S. nursing labor 
force was made up of foreign nurses (Cortés 
and Pan 2015). Filipino nurses are the largest 
group of foreign-born nurses in the United 
States, with other groups originating from the 
Caribbean and Latin America.

The next section illustrates how institutions 

within foreign nurses’ countries of origin have 
also sought to take advantage of nurse short-
ages in the United States, eventually exploiting 
the nursing labor niche as a lucrative source of 
profit. Focusing on the Philippines, I discuss 
the role of private colleges and universities and 
its impact on aspiring migrants and their fam-
ilies.

Educating for E xport:  
The Philippine Model
As one of the largest migrant-sending coun-
tries in the world, the Philippines has been well 
known for its response to overseas labor de-
mands, with state-run institutions playing a 
key role in certifying migrants’ exit papers and 
qualifications, ensuring their safety, and bro-
kering their labor to potential employers (Goss 
and Lindquist 1995; Rodriguez 2008, 2010).1 In 
the case of nursing, the Philippine state pro-
moted Filipino nurses as an ideal source of la-
bor to address global nursing shortages, and 
government-regulated agencies marketed Fili-
pino women’s inherent ability to do care work 
(Guevarra 2010).2 These efforts have resulted in 
a steady increase over the years in the number 
of professional nurses deployed overseas, and 
Filipino nurses now work in a wide range of 
countries, including the United States (see fig-
ure 1).

Although given less attention in the migra-
tion literature, the growth of commercial in-
dustries catering to Filipino nurse migration 
came with the expansion of nursing programs 
within Philippine colleges and universities—
all eager to produce the nursing graduates 
their U.S. counterparts were unable to provide. 
Corporations and family-owned businesses op-

1. As political instability and economic problems pushed more Filipinos to seek overseas employment, migration 
industries grew within the country, offering placement services for individual workers hoping to find better op-
portunities abroad (Asis 2006; Rodriguez 2010). In the 1970s, then-president Ferdinand Marcos chose to insti-
tutionalize the migration process: “labor export” was turned into an economic strategy for national development. 
This period saw a general policy shift toward “managing” migration outflows instead of trying to prevent people 
from leaving the country (Acacio 2008, 104). Government bodies made concentrated efforts to direct the move-
ment of people through “official channels,” thus “allowing for greater transparency in labor transfers, employment 
conditions, migrant earnings, and foreign exchange remittances” (Acacio 2008, 104).

2. Although Filipino aspiring migrants saw the United States as their ideal destination, Philippine nursing schools 
took on the task of educating their students for a “global” market—for instance, by introducing language electives 
for countries like Japan and Germany and offering courses on “transcultural nursing.” Elsewhere (Ortiga 2014) 
I have written about the pressures this puts on Filipino nurse educators.
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erated the majority of these schools and relied 
completely on student tuition for profit. Al-
though Philippine media reports highlighted 
the dubious operations of “fly-by-night” nurs-
ing schools (Bagaoisan and Ching 2009; Uy 
2008), most private colleges and universities 
actually complied with standards set by the 
Philippine Commission on Higher Education 
(CHED) and were state-recognized institu-
tions.3

Research studies on migration and develop-
ment have tended to highlight the negative im-
pact of out-migration on educational attain-
ment within sending communities. Although 
overseas remittances allow migrant house-
holds to pay for tuition and school supplies, 
such benefits are supposedly outweighed by 
the costs of absent parents and increasing 
household responsibilities (Creighton, Park, 
and Teruel 2009; McKenzie and Rapoport 2011; 
Nobles 2011). In contrast, the Philippines has 
emerged as a rare “success” story: the preva-
lence of migration actually leads to better 
school attendance and increased college en-
rollment (Yang 2008). The surges of demand 
and decline in enrollment in Philippine nurs-
ing schools have been in line with the cyclical 

nature of nursing shortages in the United 
States (Choy 2003). The most recent wave of 
foreign nurse recruitment to the United States 
sparked the largest demand for nursing de-
grees, which peaked at 450,000 new nursing 
students in 2005 (Ortiga 2014).

Although the Philippine state brokers Fili-
pino nurse labor to many destination coun-
tries, the United States remains the students’ 
ideal destination—a preference strongly in-
formed by the country’s history as a former 
American colony, but also reinforced by the 
promise of higher wages and the best possibil-
ity of permanent settlement, as compared to 
other receiving nations like Japan and Saudi 
Arabia (Buchan 2006). Thus, Filipino families 
invest in nursing education with the hope that 
their children will eventually be able to work 
in the United States and send remittances 
home.

Until the mid-2000s, Philippine state offi-
cials celebrated the expansion of nursing edu-
cation as an opportunity for both aspiring mi-
grants and the Philippines as a whole. On the 
one hand, nursing shortages in the United 
States encouraged aspiring migrants to work 
toward obtaining higher education, which 

3. After the Philippines achieved independence in 1946, the war-torn government barely had the capacity to run 
its universities, much less establish new institutions. Budgetary constraints continue to this day, and the bulk 
of the state’s education budget is still allotted for basic education. To date, 88.1 percent of the country’s 1,934 
higher education institutions are privately owned (Philippine Commission on Higher Education 2016).

Figure 1. Filipino Professional Nurses Deployed Overseas, 2000–2015

Source: Author’s calculations based on Philippine Overseas Employment Agency 
2015.
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both policymakers and migration scholars as-
sociate with immigrants’ likelihood of success. 
Studies have shown that the better social net-
works and resources of highly educated mi-
grants make it easier for them to be economi-
cally incorporated into their host society 
(Csedo 2008; Menjivar 2010; Portes, Fernandez-
Kelly, and Haller 2005).

On a broader scale, the rise of Philippine 
nursing schools reflects an increasingly popu-
lar strategy of educating migrants for “export”: 
migrant-sending countries create “surpluses of 
certain categories of the highly skilled” on the 
assumption that these individuals will find lu-
crative positions overseas and eventually con-
tribute to the development of their home com-
munities (De Haas 2005, 1272; Ortiga 2017). 
Individuals with higher skill levels also incur 
lower migration costs, thus decreasing the risk 
of being exploited or abused (Martin 2012). As 
such, Philippine state officials have tended to 
regard skilled professionals like nurses as 
“ideal migrants” because they are less likely to 
need protections from the state (see Rodriguez 
and Schwenken 2013).

Such positive interpretations of the Philip-
pines nursing education boom have faced op-
position from nursing activists and academics, 
who question what the outflow of Filipino 
nurses has meant for local institutions and 
health care delivery. Researchers have cau-
tioned government agencies on the problem-
atic implications of brain drain: the loss of 
valuable labor in Philippine hospitals (Buchan, 
Kingma, and Lorenzo 2005; Lorenzo et al. 
2007). The policy analyst Nicola Yeates (2009, 
2010) warns that while nursing schools could 
produce new graduates to replace those who 
leave, nurse migration to the United States still 
leaves Philippine hospitals with a lack of expe-
rienced nurses with more professional exper-
tise.

However, the growth of the foreign nurse 
labor niche in the United States has also led to 
problematic outcomes not easily captured in 
the brain drain narrative. Given the Philip-
pines’ largely private higher education system, 
aspiring migrants pay the cost themselves of 
enhancing their overseas employability, leav-
ing the Philippine state free to benefit from 
their future remittances without having to in-

vest in their education. Aspiring migrants also 
absorb the risk involved in obtaining necessary 
qualifications for future jobs in the context of 
an unstable market. Although these uncertain-
ties affect undergraduates all over the world, 
they are magnified in the Philippine context, 
where both students and schools aim to fill 
nursing labor needs beyond national borders. 
When the most recent nursing “boom” that 
propelled an outflow of Filipino nurses to the 
United States ground to a halt during the 2008 
financial crisis, stemming the recruitment of 
foreign nurses, visa processing for Filipino im-
migrants went into “retrogression”—the term 
used by embassy officials when the number of 
visa applicants exceeds the number of visas 
available (Acacio 2011). Here I discuss the im-
plications of such events for the everyday lives 
of Filipino nurse graduates and their plans for 
the future.

Methods
This article stems from a larger project analyz-
ing the ways in which Philippine universities 
attempt to educate graduates for “export” to 
the global market by adjusting school policies 
and curricula to meet the anticipated needs 
of foreign employers. From 2011 to 2014, I con-
ducted fieldwork in Manila, where I inter-
viewed educators and students from pro-
grams associated with overseas jobs, such as 
nursing programs and hotel and restaurant 
management (HRM) programs. My findings 
are based on a total of 104 interviews with 
nursing students, instructors, and graduates. 
This sample includes fifty-three nurse educa-
tors and twenty-one nursing students who 
were working and studying at private nursing 
schools at the time I conducted my fieldwork. 
I also interviewed thirty individuals who grad-
uated from nursing programs between 2005 
and 2011 but were unable to find work overseas.

It is important to note that in nursing the 
boundaries between instructors, students, and 
graduates are often blurred. At the height of 
the nursing boom, fresh graduates were im-
mediately hired as instructors, often within six 
months, and even if they had limited hospital 
experience. I found that many of the “nursing 
graduates” who had left the profession were 
actually former clinical instructors who had 
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moonlighted in nursing schools at one point 
in their careers. These interviewees shifted be-
tween different perspectives, speaking some-
times as a former nursing student or instruc-
tor, and sometimes as a former nurse who was 
no longer practicing the profession.

I recruited participants by circulating an in-
vitation letter through school associations and 
asking participants to refer me to other faculty, 
students, and recent nursing graduates. At the 
time I conducted my interviews, some gradu-
ates had entered government programs that 
deploy unemployed nursing graduates to rural 
communities; many others had left the profes-
sion and were working as call center agents or 
sales representatives. Interviewees were rela-
tively privileged, given that only one-third of 
Filipino high school graduates are able to pur-
sue higher education (Asis and Batistella 2013). 
Nursing is also one of the most expensive de-
grees in the Philippines. Nevertheless, I would 
not consider my respondents part of Manila’s 
wealthy elite. Most upper-class students at-
tended universities that were far more expen-
sive than the nursing schools I visited. At the 
same time, many of my interviewees had over-
seas relatives who sponsored their school fees, 
without which they would not have been able 
to afford to go.

I asked interviewees why they decided to 
pursue nursing as a profession, how they ex-
perienced the decline in demand for nursing 
degrees, and what happened when they looked 
for work after graduation. This article is lim-
ited in that I did not interview nursing gradu-
ates who had succeeded in finding work in the 
United States.

Le arning to Fill the L abor Niche
Despite the growing emphasis on academic 
credentials, the global economy has seen a de-
cline in permanent employment and increas-
ing instability within workplaces (Brown, 
Lauder, and Ashton 2011; Kalleberg 2009; Smith 
2010). As a result, students today spend more 
on schooling but are less likely to get the jobs 
they want (Brown and Hesketh 2004; Tomlin-
son 2008). Yet the promise of higher education 
and future immigrant success remains a con-
vincing reason for many Filipino students to 
pursue a four-year degree in nursing. A quick 

glance at Philippine migration statistics shows 
that an aspiring migrant could easily leave the 
country as a domestic helper or construction 
worker, with little need for academic training 
or credentials. Still, my interviewees wanted to 
obtain jobs with better wages, higher social sta-
tus, and protections against employer abuse—
privileges that many of their migrant relatives 
had not been able to enjoy. College education 
thus served as an expensive “investment” in a 
better future and a better migration experi-
ence. Joey, a 2011 graduate, explained that the 
idea of becoming a nurse came from his 
mother, who was working as a domestic helper 
in Italy:

Mama was jealous of her friends whose chil-
dren were able to get good jobs in Italy be-
cause they were nurses. . . . So the reason I 
took nursing was so we could swap, I will be 
the one to work there and she can finally 
come home. It’s hard now because [pause] 
she’s not legally allowed to be there.

Joey was lucky to get a scholarship that cov-
ered most of his tuition at a private university. 
However, his mother still struggled to remit 
enough money for miscellaneous fees, field 
trips, uniforms, and the countless supplies 
that nursing students had to bring with them 
during clinical rotations. “For every visit to the 
[hospital], you had to buy surgical gloves, cot-
ton, medicine . . . if your nursing kit was not 
complete, the instructors would take points off 
your grade,” Joey said. “After one semester, I 
could tell Mama was starting to regret choos-
ing this major, but she worked hard to make 
sure I graduated.”

Other interviewees did not have a parent 
who funded their education but relied instead 
on “sponsors” or relatives working overseas. 
Most of these sponsors perceived higher edu-
cation as a means to pass on to a younger mem-
ber of the family the responsibility of support-
ing the family. Some sponsors worked in 
blue-collar positions, like Joey’s mother, but 
many were also professionals within the health 
field. These migrants chose a young family 
member to finance through college with the 
hope that they would eventually be able to go 
overseas as well. Nestor, who graduated in 2014, 
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said that he owed his college degree to his 
dad’s sister, a nurse working in the United 
States.

My tita [aunt] has a lot of influence in our 
family. She’s really successful in the U.S., and 
she was able to help everyone in our family. 
I’m the eldest grandson, so everyone [in the 
family] said that I should take nursing like 
her. Then I can be the one to help my family 
when I graduate. . . . But if you ask me, I 
wouldn’t take nursing. I wanted to take archi-
tecture or business management. Those 
fields are more of my forte. But I don’t really 
have a choice. I can’t just pick a major be-
cause I like it. I have to think of my family 
too.

Pursuing a higher education degree as a 
step toward emigration is not a misguided 
plan. One needs academic credentials to ob-
tain professional work, and in many migrant-
receiving countries, higher degrees are an in-
creasingly important factor in deciding which 
immigrants are granted entry (Kofman 2007). 
This rationale has justified the promotion of 
export-oriented strategies among local univer-
sities and the push in migrant-sending states 
like the Philippines for academic programs 
that train students for labor niches overseas 
(Ortiga 2017). Yet, as mentioned earlier, the 
pursuit of higher education as a means to find-
ing overseas work exacerbates the risk for 
college-educated graduates in the Philippines 
of getting caught in one or both of two types 
of traps that can lead to underemployment and 
brain waste.

The Migration Trap
The opportunity offered by the U.S. nursing la-
bor niche to Filipino nurses is often fleeting 
and unstable. Open positions are filled very 
quickly, and U.S. officials change immigration 
policies depending on nationality quotas and 
domestic conditions. Thus, Filipino students 
who invest in certain degrees in the hope of 
migrating often discover that they are unable 
to leave the country because they have gradu-
ated at the end of an overseas job trend. This 
is the problem of the migration trap.

Rina Jimenez-David (2008) describes the mi-

gration trap as a problem for those who have 
already obtained their degree, but aspiring mi-
grants among my interviewees shared that they 
felt “trapped” even before they graduated. As 
students, many of them were well aware that 
overseas opportunities for Filipino nurses were 
dwindling; subsequently, many were left stuck 
in the Philippines and struggling to find work. 
Gina, a nurse who graduated in 2006, said that 
even while the number of students enrolled in 
her college was still high, she started to hear 
stories about previous cohorts who could not 
find work:

I could tell something was wrong [in senior 
year] when I would see some of our graduates 
around town. I would ask them what they’ve 
been doing, and they’d say, “Wala!” [Noth-
ing!], or, “Nasa bahay lang, tambay!” [Just 
hanging out at home!] Or sometimes I would 
see them in the hospital, working as volun-
teers . . . with no salaries! That’s when I 
started to wonder what would happen to me.

Despite these signs, many nursing students 
did not want to “waste” the money they had 
already spent on books and nursing courses by 
shifting to another program. Daisy, who gradu-
ated in 2014, said that after she graduated from 
high school, “my parents told me that nursing 
is a very expensive major so they really asked 
me if I could handle the load. They said, ‘Once 
you start, no more shifting to another major!’” 
Similarly, Patrick, Daisy’s classmate, shared 
that college was a “luxury” for his family. As 
such, paying extra money for more classes 
would have been out of the question. He ex-
plained, “My mother told me that college is a 
one-shot deal. If I flunk a class or drop a class, 
they will pull me out. I think it’s because the 
money for my tuition is not from them, it’s 
from my aunt in Canada. So yeah, just one 
shot.” Although Patrick and Daisy knew that 
the opportunities for migrant nurses had 
waned, financial and time constraints pre-
vented them from pursuing other courses of 
study. Because Philippine college curricula re-
quire students to take major subjects as early 
as the first semester, it is harder for students 
to shift majors without worrying about delay-
ing their graduation.
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Caught in the migration trap, nursing grad-
uates said that they became depressed with 
their situation: still being required to continue 
with the difficult clinical rotations and board 
exam reviews amid such career uncertainty. 
Few students wanted to practice as nurses in 
the Philippines given the low wages and de-
plorable working conditions in local hospitals 
(Guevarra 2010; Lorenzo et al. 2007). The nurs-
ing profession attains high social status in the 
Philippines only when associated with possible 
emigration. Otherwise, nursing is seen as a 
thankless, undesirable job. “It’s disappointing 
and degrading,” said Jay, who graduated in 
2012. “Before, people would look at you and say 
‘Wow, nursing student!’ They look up to you. 
Now, after the decline, it’s like, ‘Ah, laos na 
course mo, maghanap ka nalang ng iba.’ [Your 
major is obsolete, find something else to 
study.] But I was in my third year already, so 
what else can I do but finish?”

Looking back at their educational experi-
ence, nursing graduates shared that timing was 
the trickiest part of choosing the right college 
major. Parents and relatives had little idea of 
whether the demand for nurses in the United 
States would last until their children com-
pleted a four-year degree. Mira, who took nurs-
ing as a “second course,” shared that she 
always had “bad luck” in choosing college ma-
jors. She first pursued microbiology as a pre-
med major in 1998, but realized as she ap-
proached her senior year that her parents 
could not afford to send her to medical school. 
Not wanting to go into research or teaching, 
she took a job at one of the many call centers 
in Manila. In 2003, her parents suggested that 
she take up nursing, and an aunt who lived in 
the United States volunteered to pay her tu-
ition. Mira recalled that there had been about 
two thousand students in her cohort, about 
one hundred of whom were also pursuing nurs-
ing as a second degree. “I thought I had chosen 
a good time to go back to school. We were so 
many,” she admitted. Yet by the time Mira grad-
uated and passed her board exams in 2008, the 
number of nurses leaving for the United States 
had started to decline, and the sheer number 
of nursing graduates had overwhelmed Philip-
pine hospitals. Feeling trapped with another 

degree that “doesn’t lead anywhere,” Mira re-
turned to call center work.

For other interviewees, the problem of bad 
timing was made worse by employer demands 
for international certification, appropriate 
work experience, and language tests (Kingma 
2006). Lorna, who obtained her nursing degree 
in 2004, claimed that she had completed all her 
requirements for immigration by 2006, right 
when U.S. hospitals started to stem the hiring 
of foreign nurses.

My sister-in-law passed all her requirements 
in 2005, and they processed all her papers in 
less than a year. I thought I would still make 
it, but it was too late. Maybe because of the 
financial crisis in the U.S., they became 
stricter with visa applications. The agency 
tells me there’s still a demand. The govern-
ment just doesn’t want to bring in more peo-
ple. . . . Now, I just think that if a new oppor-
tunity comes again, at least I’ll be the first in 
line.

Lorna comforted herself with the idea that 
her investments in certification would open up 
the possibility of migration in the future. Yet 
she was unsure as to when the “next time” 
would be, and she admitted that some of her 
exam results would become invalid in five 
years. She would then face the risky decision 
of whether to invest even more money in her 
migration plans, given the unpredictable tim-
ing of nurse recruitment in destination coun-
tries.

These Philippine aspiring migrants were 
not stereotypical Third World immigrants, des-
perate to leave under any circumstances, but 
rather sought particular conditions for emigra-
tion. Even though caught in the migration trap, 
they did not necessarily have no means of leav-
ing the country. Rather, they were unable to 
leave in the manner they had envisioned and 
in which they had invested. At the time of my 
interviews, government agencies still reported 
a need for nurses in places like Yemen, Jordan, 
and Saudi Arabia. However, few of my inter-
viewees would consider working in the Middle 
East, mainly because of what they had heard 
about Arab employers. Tanya, a 2014 nursing 
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graduate, said that employers in the Middle 
East were “violent” and “abuse women.” Al-
though she knew little about Middle Eastern 
countries, she said that she had seen enough 
on TV to decide that she did not want to work 
in the region. Similarly, Mara, a 2011 nursing 
graduate, said that her parents wanted her to 
work only in the United States and that “they 
would worry too much if I went anywhere else.”

These views reveal that nursing graduates’ 
decision to emigrate is often more nuanced 
than simply a quest to earn higher wages. Phil-
ippine nursing students pursued higher educa-
tion in the hope of gaining access to the United 
States even with no assurance that their college 
degree would automatically lead to a job in an 
American hospital. Studies of college students 
in other countries echo this trend: students 
spend exorbitant amounts on higher degrees 
with no clear notion of the difficulties they will 
face after graduation (Arum and Roksa 2011; 
Brooks and Everett 2009). In the Philippines, 
however, this problem is made worse by an 
export-oriented education system that directs 
students toward the promise of opportunities 
beyond national borders.

The Opportunity Trap
Nursing graduates caught in the migration trap 
face two choices: find other ways to practice 
nursing, or leave the profession altogether. Yet, 
whichever decision they make, nursing gradu-
ates often find themselves caught in another 
difficult situation: struggling to accumulate 
more and more credentials to improve their 
chances in a poor job market. The sociologist 
Phillip Brown (2003) calls this the problem of 
the opportunity trap: individuals continuously 
pursuing training and education to obtain 
tough-entry jobs, despite little evidence that 
more qualifications will lead to better oppor-
tunities. As more people engage in this strat-
egy, the harder it becomes for anyone to get 
ahead. Yet few can forgo this race for creden-
tials given the risk of completely losing out in 
the end.

In the Philippines, the massive number of 
nursing students has worsened the effects of 
the opportunity trap. As the number of jobs in 
the United States began to drop, graduates 
scrambled to differentiate themselves from the 
thousands of others with the same academic 
qualifications. Many of my interviewees re-
mained hopeful that the U.S. market would 
open up for the recruitment of migrant nurses 
in the future and worked fervently to “build 
up” their résumés with extra training and cer-
tification. With only limited open positions, 
however, Philippine hospitals were unable to 
absorb the thousands of nurses flooding the 
market. Mirielle Kingma (2007), a consultant 
for the International Council of Nurses, notes 
that this problem is common in countries that 
experience high rates of nurse migration, not 
because of a lack of need, but because local 
hospitals lack funds and support for staff. Des-
perate for work experience, many of my inter-
viewees resorted to paying for their own profes-
sional development, thereby adding to the 
thousands of pesos their families had already 
invested in their education.4

One expensive option was pursuing a mas-
ter’s degree in nursing. For many of my inter-
viewees, “going back to school” seemed like a 
better way to spend their time, given the lack 
of hospital jobs for nurses in the current mar-
ket. Yet these nurses had only a vague idea of 
whether such a credential would actually lead 
to higher returns in the United States. Rey, a 
nurse who graduated in 2007, was one of the 
lucky few who found full-time work, at a chil-
dren’s hospital in Manila. He attended gradu-
ate classes during his free time and eventually 
obtained a master’s degree in nursing. Rey ad-
mitted that he was not really sure what oppor-
tunities a master’s degree would bring, but he 
had enrolled in the program because his col-
leagues were doing the same thing:

A lot of people believe that a [master’s] will 
help you get to the U.S., but that’s not true. I 
took it because I would hear all the other 

4. Interviewees did not mention their parents borrowing money or going into debt for their education, although 
it would not be surprising if this was the case for many of them. Rather, interviewees talked about their parents 
using hard-earned savings or relying on remittances from a relative working overseas.
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nurses talking about wanting to take a mas-
ter’s. There would be all this talk about how 
their master’s will be credited abroad or how 
it will make sure you get a higher rank when 
you go abroad. Now I find it funny because 
they wanted the degree, but they don’t really 
know what it involves.

Research does indicate a need for more 
nurses with postgraduate degrees, mainly to 
take on faculty positions in understaffed nurs-
ing schools in the United States. Yet, with for-
eign recruitment mainly channeling migrant 
nurses into hospitals and nursing homes 
(Keuhn 2007), it is unclear whether a master’s 
degree from the Philippines would be an ad-
vantage to them. Nurses like Rey are most 
probably overqualified for the positions they 
are likely to obtain in the United States.

For nursing graduates who find pursuing a 
master’s degree too costly and time-consuming, 
enrolling in short-term “training sessions” can 
be a more viable alternative. Offered by both 
public and private hospitals, these sessions 
provide nursing graduates with “certified” 
skills in specialized areas of the hospital. Amy, 
who graduated in 2008, shared that since she 
passed the board exams, her mother had spent 
26,000 pesos (about U.S.$523) on two training 
sessions: a three-week seminar on inserting in-
travenous tubes, and a six-week session on be-
ing a dialysis nurse. Amy confided that she was 
ashamed to ask her mother for more money, 
given that her parents had already financed her 
college education. However, her mother had 
insisted that she go for the training rather than 
give up and work at a call center. Sheila, who 
graduated in 2007, paid for two training semi-
nars; focused on occupational health and 
safety, they catered to would-be company 
nurses. Like Amy, Sheila paid for her extra 
training with the help of a cousin in the United 
States, who also funded her nursing education. 
She believed that the extra investment in-
creased her ability to perform certain hospital 
tasks, thereby enhancing her employability. 
Both Amy and Sheila rationalized their deci-
sion to undergo further training by arguing 
that training certificates would be useful when 
applying for work overseas.

Although such training certificates do pro-

vide nurses like Amy and Sheila with some ad-
vantage over their peers, they represent a costly 
investment that is fully absorbed by individu-
als and their families. The head nurse of a local 
private hospital confided that such training 
sessions used to be offered as free professional 
development seminars for hospital staff. With 
the large number of unemployed nursing grad-
uates in need of “exposure,” hospital adminis-
trators opened these sessions to the public, 
thus garnering a very lucrative source of extra 
income.

Although paying for what was once offered 
for free may have seemed unfair, many nursing 
graduates felt that enrolling in these training 
sessions was still better than volunteering at 
local hospitals. With nurses outnumbering the 
available positions in Philippine hospitals, 
many resorted to providing their labor for free, 
just to get the work experience required by 
many foreign employers. At one point, local 
hospitals even started charging nursing gradu-
ates for the “experience” of working in the hos-
pital. One interviewee shared that administra-
tors in her university charged their own 
graduates 6,000 pesos for only three months 
of “exposure” in the campus hospital. The fees 
were higher for work in specialized areas such 
as kidney dialysis. Eventually, news of nurses 
paying to work led to a public uproar, prompt-
ing Philippine politicians to ban hospitals 
from collecting these fees. However, hospi-
tals—both public and private—could still ac-
cept nurse “volunteers,” thus continuing to 
benefit from their free labor.

Sadly, these volunteer experiences do not 
always pay off. Aside from paying for training 
sessions, Sheila also volunteered in two medi-
cal institutions: a public community hospital 
and a larger private hospital in her home prov-
ince. Both hospitals gave her a certificate des-
ignating her a “Volunteer Nurse,” but unfortu-
nately, recruitment agencies refused to accept 
it. “They said that the hospitals [overseas],” she 
complained, “will not accept a nurse who only 
had experience as a volunteer. My COE [certifi-
cate of experience] said I was a ‘Volunteer 
Nurse,’ not a ‘Staff Nurse,’ but we did the same 
work as the hospital’s nurses! Of course the 
staff nurses did most of the difficult proce-
dures, but in most wards, there were only two 
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staff nurses. Everyone else working were vol-
unteers!”

In response to this problem, Philippine 
state agencies implemented short-term pro-
grams that employed nurses in health centers 
and provincial hospitals in the country’s rural 
areas. Interviewees saw this program as a tem-
porary way to pay the bills, but not as a training 
ground to enhance their chances of migration. 
Patrick, who finished a one-year stint with this 
program, did not find the experience useful in 
his migration plans because he had been lim-
ited to routine procedures like administering 
vaccines and taking vital signs. In fact, his 
nursing job was so “easy” that he worked part-
time at his aunt’s convenience store and tran-
scribed interviews for a researcher at a local 
university. Many of his classmates avoided 
these government programs, despite the lack 
of nursing jobs elsewhere. “No one really wants 
to work in [rural communities],” Patrick said. 
“Your work there is not credited if you want to 
go abroad, so it’s pretty useless.” The only 
“break” Patrick caught came when the head 
nurse at the government hospital where he was 
volunteering secretly gave him a certificate of 
experience as a staff nurse. “Actually, what she 
did was illegal, because we were volunteers, not 
full-time staff. Naawa lang talaga siya sa amin 
[She just felt so sorry for us].” With his COE, 
Patrick applied for a nursing job on a cruise 
ship. He had given up on making it to the 
United States.

Given the resources needed to remain in 
the nursing field, more than half of my inter-
viewees opted to leave the profession alto-
gether. Facing pressures to contribute to the 
household income, many of them could no 
longer afford to spend more money for train-
ing, work experience, or certification. Unfor-
tunately, the decision to leave nursing did not 
always lead to freedom from the opportunity 
trap. Jimenez-David (2008) argues that many 
nursing graduates are also likely to receive the 
“short end of the employment stick,” partly 
because potential employers fail to recognize 
their qualifications and skills. As a result, 
nursing graduates seeking new professional 
careers must still pursue credentials in order 
to gain entry into other fields. A few parents 
allowed their children to go back to college 

and major in other areas like education or 
business management. Most opted for cheaper 
alternatives such as technical vocational (tech-
voc) certificates awarded by the Philippine De-
partment of Labor and Employment. Although 
a tech-voc certificate was considered a “demo-
tion” from a college degree, nursing graduates 
rationalized that many tech-voc courses were 
related to health and lent some professional-
ism to their résumé. Arnel, a 2007 nursing 
graduate, became a certified “spa therapist” 
after obtaining a tech-voc certificate in mas-
sage therapy. He initially paid for a tech-voc 
certificate in caregiving, thinking that he could 
still go to Canada to work as a live-in caregiver. 
However, available openings for caregivers had 
declined by the time he finished the course, 
so he was now focused on teaching massage 
therapy to other nursing graduates like him-
self. He admitted that, despite his successful 
change in career, his job carried a certain 
stigma among family and friends. “Someone 
once told me, ‘Nag-nursing ka pa eh ngayon 
masehista ka lang.’ [All that work to be a nurse 
and now you just give massages for a living.] I 
just keep quiet and then post pictures of my-
self on Facebook, lecturing my class on mas-
sage therapy.”

While nursing graduates like Arnel were de-
termined to remain within the health field, oth-
ers entered other industries where employers 
were not choosy about academic degrees, 
mostly in the field of business process out-
sourcing (BPO). In the Philippines, call center 
agencies actively recruit new graduates to an-
swer customer queries, transcribe meeting 
notes, and process company databases. These 
jobs offer much higher pay than nursing posi-
tions in Philippine hospitals, yet interviewees 
perceived call center work as requiring few 
skills—especially the kind they worked hard to 
develop in their professional education.

Other nursing graduates settled for either 
domestic work or low-skilled service work, 
both locally and overseas; such jobs were read-
ily available and did not require too much pa-
perwork. Darlene, a 2007 graduate, found work 
as a cashier at a factory canteen after working 
as a salesgirl and a grocery store attendant. She 
had spent the first few years after graduation 
as a volunteer nurse in a public hospital, but 
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because she had to care for her elderly father, 
she decided that she could no longer afford to 
work for free. Now, almost a decade after she 
passed the nursing board exams, she was con-
sidering applying for domestic work positions 
in Singapore. Unlike Darlene, Kim, a 2009 grad-
uate, had spent little time looking for nursing 
jobs or investing in further training. Her par-
ents had used most of their savings on her 
nursing degree, and she was expected to help 
pay for her younger siblings’ education after 
graduation. After a few months of unsuccess-
fully trying to find work as a nurse, she took 
on a housekeeping job at a hotel in New Zea-
land. Despite her current situation, Kim said 
that she would like to return to nursing as a 
profession. Yet her family’s financial needs 
made it hard for her to spend more time and 
money keeping herself employable for the next 
time nurse recruitment resumed.

Conclusion
In seeking to enhance their chances of migra-
tion through education, nursing graduates face 
the risk of getting caught in the migration trap 
and the opportunity trap—continuously up-
grading their skills and credentials in the hope 
of getting jobs that do not exist. These prob-
lems do not affect only migrant-sending coun-
tries. As noted by the sociologist Vicki Smith 
(2010, 280), today’s global economy has made 
it the responsibility of individuals to prove 
their employability—that is, the “professional 
and personal capacity to maximize one’s em-
ployment potential.” Even nonmigrant gradu-
ates in wealthy nations encounter problems of 
underemployment and joblessness; many are 
unable to practice in the field for which they 
have been educated and end up working in 
jobs that do not require a college degree (Asis 
and Batistella 2013; Brown, Lauder, and Ashton 
2011). In the Philippines, however, the promise 
of higher education has been incorporated into 
a state-led system of labor export that encour-
ages students to become educated in fields that 
will fill overseas labor gaps. As such, growing 
labor niches in desirable destination countries 
like the United States, as we have seen with 
nursing, can create massive change within 
Philippine higher education institutions, as 
schools take advantage of the thousands of as-

piring migrants seeking to enhance their over-
seas employability.

These export-oriented education strategies 
complicate typical narratives about the impact 
of U.S. nursing labor shortages on source coun-
tries. On the one hand, the influx of Filipino 
nurses into the United States motivates young 
Filipinos to pursue four-year degrees in nurs-
ing, thus increasing the number of students 
seeking higher education in the country. As an 
immigrant labor niche, nursing is very dy-
namic in that it offers opportunities for profes-
sional growth and vertical mobility not offered 
by other occupations (Eckstein and Peri, this 
issue). The cyclical nature of the U.S. nursing 
labor shortage then provides long-term oppor-
tunities for aspiring migrants looking to invest 
in nursing education. Although changing visa 
requirements and domestic work conditions 
have temporarily stopped the influx of foreign 
nurses, U.S. nursing schools are still unable to 
produce enough graduates for American health 
care institutions. Thus, overseas recruitment 
of nurses is likely to continue in the future.

On the other hand, export-oriented educa-
tion can exacerbate a mismatch between avail-
able jobs (both locally and overseas) and the 
actual number of graduates produced by col-
leges and universities. Philippine private 
schools bear no responsibility for placing their 
students in appropriate jobs after graduation, 
and Philippine government agencies do little 
to address the needs of nursing graduates who 
are unable to find work when overseas oppor-
tunities decline. Studies have highlighted the 
ways in which migration costs usually disad-
vantage workers, especially those from lower 
socioeconomic backgrounds, yet most of these 
studies have focused on recruitment costs paid 
to private placement agencies (see Martin 
2012). This article elucidates the enormous cost 
and effort incurred by Filipino students seek-
ing higher education in order to remain em-
ployable for their future U.S. employers, some-
times with little idea of how long such labor 
demand will last.

In the end, few of my interviewees had the 
luxury of waiting for the long-term benefits of 
their higher education, and as such, their ex-
periences indicated a looming problem of 
brain waste rather than brain drain. Given the 
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dismal work conditions for nurses in the Phil-
ippines and the lack of funding for hospital 
staff, having more nursing graduates does not 
necessarily translate into more nurses working 
in Philippine hospitals. Instead, thousands of 
qualified nurses find themselves back in 
school, working in call centers, or leaving the 
country as domestic and service workers. What 
is wasted is not just the money spent on col-
lege tuition, but the time and effort invested 
in becoming a professional nurse, with expert 
knowledge and health care delivery skills. 
Meanwhile, Philippine government agencies, 
such as the Commission on Higher Education, 
lament the continued dearth of qualified col-
lege graduates in fields that would benefit local 
industries, such as marine biology, mathemat-
ics, dentistry, and social work (Gamil 2011; 
Pazzibugan 2013).

Despite the problems faced by nursing grad-
uates, Philippine state agencies are unlikely to 
prevent private nursing schools from expand-
ing their programs when the recruitment of 
foreign nurses to work in the United States re-
sumes. At the same time, the Philippines faces 
increasing competition in the migrant nurse 
labor market as other countries, like China, In-
dia, and Vietnam, adopt similar strategies to 
facilitate the out-migration of their citizens 
(Brush and Sochalski 2007). This continuous 
push toward export-oriented education strate-
gies amid rising uncertainty forewarns us 
about future problems—problems not fully 
captured in the prevailing brain drain narra-
tives—as new immigrant niches continue to 
emerge within large destination countries like 
the United States.
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