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groups cannot explain the higher poverty rates among immigrants today relative 
to past decades. On the other hand, table 1.2 also reveals higher poverty rates 
among immigrant groups that have come to comprise larger proportions of the 
immigrant population (for example, immigrants from Mexico, Central America, 
and Asia) and lower poverty rates among immigrant groups whose relative share 
in the immigrant population is declining (for example, European immigrants). 
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Figure 1.1  / � U.S. Poverty Rates

Source: Authors’ tabulations of microdata from the 1970, 1980, 1990, and 2010 One Percent Pub- 
lic Use Microdata Sample of the U.S. Census of Population and Housing and the 2000 American 
Community Survey.

Card-Raphael.indb   5 6/20/2013   11:20:17 AM



Immigration, Poverty, and Socioeconomic Inequality

4    /

increase in poverty overall among the foreign born is contrasted with poverty 
rates for specific immigrants groups. Table 1.2 presents poverty rates for 1970 
through 2009 for immigrant groups by region of origin. For the most part, poverty 
rates are fairly stable within each group after 1980, or even declining (for Southeast 
Asians in particular). Hence, an increase in poverty within specific national-origin 

Table 1.1  / � Distribution of the U.S. Resident Population

1970 1980 1990 2000 2009

Foreign-born status of U.S. residents
Native born 95.18 93.82 92.03 88.82 87.10
Immigrant 4.82 6.18 7.97 11.18 12.90

Immigrant arrival group
Recent (≤five years) 17.54 23.85 24.85 24.37 17.37
Later (>five years) 82.46 76.15 75.15 75.63 82.54

Ethnicity of native–born
Non-Hispanic white 84.50 81.61 81.52 76.67 70.31
Non-Hispanic black 11.43 11.94 10.50 11.71 13.72
Non-Hispanic Asian 0.50 0.69 1.07 2.11 3.01
Non-Hispanic other 0.42 0.74 0.99 1.39 1.11
Hispanic 3.15 5.02 5.91 8.10 11.84

Country of origin of immigrants
Canada 9.60 6.13 4.12 2.90 2.07
Latin America

Mexico 8.22 15.82 22.77 30.74 29.45
Central America 1.21 2.54 5.52 6.46 7.49
Caribbean 7.05 9.12 9.08 9.09 9.35
South America 2.71 4.08 5.18 5.93 6.87

Europe
Westerna 40.94 26.27 16.37 9.99 6.73
Easternb 11.36 6.58 4.22 3.48 3.00

Russian Empire 6.09 3.51 1.99 2.79 2.82

Asia
East 4.31 6.84 8.90 8.63 9.30
Southeast 1.74 6.60 10.13 9.89 9.47
India/SW 0.92 2.79 4.13 5.45 7.16

Middle East 1.33 2.02 1.95 1.71 1.85
Africa 0.63 1.35 1.54 2.50 3.92
Oceania 0.43 0.58 0.53 0.53 0.45
Other 3.45 5.77 3.57 0.00 0.06

Source: Authors’ tabulations of microdata from the 1970, 1980, 1990, and 2010 One Percent Public 
Use Microdata Sample of the U.S. Census of Population and Housing and the 2000 American 
Community Survey.
aExcludes Warsaw Pact Countries plus the components of the former Yugoslavia.
bIncludes former Warsaw Pact countries plus the components of the former Yugoslavia.
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This suggests that the changing internal composition of the immigrant population 
is the likely driver of the immigrant poverty trends documented in figure 1.1.

To summarize the relative importance of changes in within-group poverty rates 
and changes in the internal composition of the U.S. resident population in driving 
national poverty trends, table 1.3 presents the results from various decompositions 
of the change in national poverty rates. The first set of results decomposes changes 
between various starting years and 2004, a relatively low-poverty year. The second 
decomposes changes from the same base years to 2009, in the midst of the Great 
Recession. For each interval, the entry in the first column shows the actual change 
in the national poverty rate. The second column shows the contribution of chang-
ing population shares to the poverty change (assuming that each group had con-
stant poverty rates).2 The third column presents the contribution of changes in the 
group-specific poverty rates between the base and end years.

Between 1970 and 2004, the overall poverty rate declined by roughly 1 percent-
age point. Behind this modest decline, changes in the composition of the popula-
tion (defined by nativity, ethnicity, and country of origin) actually caused a 1.15 
percentage point increase in poverty, which was offset by a decline in poverty 
rates for each group that averaged roughly 2.1 percentage points. Hence, the de-

Table 1.2    /    Poverty Rates Among Immigrants

1970 1980 1990 2000 2009

North America 0.090 0.080 0.081 0.076 0.091
Latin America

Mexico 0.292 0.264 0.294 0.265 0.281
Central America 0.159 0.206 0.224 0.199 0.211
Caribbean 0.147 0.164 0.186 0.175 0.193
South America 0.145 0.153 0.146 0.155 0.129

Europe
Westerna 0.126 0.085 0.081 0.078 0.083
Easternb 0.143 0.089 0.092 0.117 0.098

Russian Empire 0.161 0.149 0.197 0.196 0.157
Asia

East 0.134 0.127 0.156 0.151 0.153
Southeast 0.162 0.198 0.184 0.122 0.117
India/SW 0.146 0.172 0.124 0.110 0.113

Middle East 0.143 0.201 0.195 0.183 0.261
Africa 0.125 0.204 0.149 0.176 0.213
Oceania 0.119 0.159 0.161 0.121 0.099
Other 0.208 0.231 0.247 — 0.364

Source: Authors’ tabulations of microdata from the 1970, 1980, 1990, and 2010 One Percent Public 
Use Microdata Sample of the U.S. Census of Population and Housing and the 2000 American 
Community Survey.
aExcludes Warsaw Pact Countries plus the components of the former Yugoslavia.
bIncludes former Warsaw Pact countries plus the components of the former Yugoslavia.
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composition suggests that if one were to roll back the demographic composition to 
1970, the poverty rate in 2004 would have been an additional 1.15 percentage 
points lower. Relative to an overall poverty rate for 2004 of 13.8 percent, this sug-
gests that eliminating the post-1970 wave of immigrants, and thereby stabilizing 
the various population groups’ shares, would only reduce poverty by about 10 
percent. The contributions of changes in the population composition using other 
base years are generally smaller, and between 2000 and 2004 are actually slightly 
negative. 

Our decomposition results relative to 2009 show larger overall increases in pov-
erty associated with the Great Recession, but again relatively small contributions 

Table 1.3  / � Decomposition of Changes in National Poverty Rates 

National  
Poverty Rate

Population  
Shares

Group–Specific  
Poverty Rates

1970 to 2004 –0.94 1.15 –2.09
1980 to 2004 0.56 0.63 –0.07
1990 to 2004 –0.01 0.54 –0.56
2000 to 2004

1970 to 2009
1980 to 2009
1990 to 2009

0.90

1.43
2.94
2.36

–0.28

2.27
1.70
1.61

1.18

–0.84
1.24
0.75

2000 to 2009 3.28 0.84 2.44

Source: Authors’ tabulations of microdata from the 1970, 1980, 1990, and 2010 One Percent Public 
Use Microdata Sample of the U.S. Census of Population and Housing and the 2000 and 2005 
American Community Survey.
Notes: The decompositions above are calculated as follows.  Let wit be the proportion of the U.S. 
population at time t accounted for by group i, where the index i encompasses the native born and 
each of the country-of-origin groups listed in Tables 1.1 and 1.2.  In addition, define povertyit as 
the corresponding poverty rate for group i in year t.  The national poverty rate for 1970 and 2004 
can be expressed as a weighted sum of the group-specific poverty rates:
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The first component on the right-hand side shows the contribution to the poverty change associ-
ated with the shift in population shares between 1970 and 2004. This component is reported in 
the second column of the table. The second component represents the contribution of changes in 
group-specific poverty rates between 1970 and 2004 holding the population shares constant at 
1970 levels. This component is reported in the third column of the table. 
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immigrants who arrived between 1965 and 1970 in the 1970, 1980, 1990, and 2000 
censuses and the 2010 American Community Survey (ACS).3 The data in the first 
panel pertain to all immigrants, in the second panel to those between eighteen and 
thirty-four in the survey year closest to their arrival date, and in the third panel to 
natives roughly the same age as the various younger arrival cohorts. 

Table 1.4 reveals three notable patterns. First, immigrant poverty rates decline 
sharply within arrival cohorts across census years, greatly narrowing the poverty 
gaps between immigrants and comparably aged natives.4 Second, the poverty 
rates of the newest arrivals are much higher today than in the past (for example, 
the most recent arrivals in the 1970 census had an 18 percent poverty rate, versus 
28 percent in the 2010 census). This of course is consistent with the changing com-
position of immigrants documented in table 1.1. Third, even for the relatively re-
cent arrival cohorts that start in the United States with historically high poverty 
rates, we observe large declines in poverty with time in the United States and 
convergence toward the lower poverty rates of natives from comparable birth co-
horts.

Table 1.5 presents comparable tabulations for immigrants from specific national-
origin groups. For Central American, South American, East Asian, and Southeast 

Table 1.4  / �  Immigrant Poverty Rates by Census and Arrival Years

Year of first arrival

Census Year

1970 1980 1990 2000 2009

A: All immigrants
1965–1970 0.180 0.123 0.108 0.103 0.103
1975–1980 — 0.279 0.163 0.131 0.126
1985–1990 — — 0.303 0.179 0.158
1995–2000
2005–2009

—
—

—
—

—
—

0.278
—

0.166
0.280

B: Immigrants age 18 to 34 in census year immediately following arrival
1965–1970 0.168 0.104 0.095 0.095 0.098
1975–1980 — 0.270 0.148 0.120 0.111
1985–1990 — — 0.296 0.175 0.147
1995–2000
2005–2009

—
—

—
—

—
—

0.285
—

0.216
0.295

C: Natives age 18–34 in reference year
1970 0.107 0.083 0.072 0.074 0.081
1980 — 0.114 0.089 0.071 0.094
1990 — — 0.134 0.085 0.102
2000 — — — 0.138 0.121
2009 — — — — 0.188

Source: Authors’ tabulations of microdata from the 1970, 1980, 1990, and 2010 One Percent Public 
Use Microdata Sample of the U.S. Census of Population and Housing and the 2000 American 
Community Survey.
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Asian immigrants, we see patterns that are comparable to those for immigrants 
overall. Poverty drops sharply with time in the United States, even among the 
most recent arrivals who experience very high poverty rates upon arrival. The 
table does reveal a slower decline in poverty rates among Mexican immigrants, 
especially in the most recent decades. This may be driven in part by the high pro-
portion unauthorized within the Mexican immigrant population.

The poverty rates of the offspring of immigrant families depend on the degree 

Table 1.5  / � Immigrant Poverty Rates by Region of Origin

Census Year

Year of first arrival 1970 1980 1990 2000 2009

A: Mexico
1965–1970 0.292 0.209 0.222 0.163 0.151
1975–1980 — 0.298 0.272 0.264 0.178
1985–1990 — — 0.350 0.264 0.231
1995–2000 — — — 0.325 0.336
2005–2010 0.362

B: Central America
1965–1970 0.220 0.147 0.094 0.125 0.140
1975–1980 — 0.303 0.161 0.126 0.114
1985–1990 — — 0.303 0.193 0.162
1995–2000 — — — 0.267 0.231
2005–2010 — — — — 0.299

C: South America
1965–1970 0.200 0.089 0.087 0.073 0.086
1975–1980 — 0.259 0.112 0.098 0.103
1985–1990 — — 0.223 0.103 0.109
1995–2000 — — — 0.257 0.138
2005–2010 — — — — 0.182

D: East Asia
1965–1970 0.213 0.046 0.048 0.057 0.123
1975–1980 — 0.229 0.054 0.057 0.136
1985–1990 — — 0.317 0.098 0.183
1995–2000 — — — 0.357 0.149
2005–2010 0.234

E: Southeast Asia
1965–1970 0.157 0.037 0.024 0.056 0.070
1975–1980 — 0.284 0.078 0.075 0.102
1985–1990 — — 0.264 0.106 0.108
1995–2000 — — — 0.215 0.119
2005–2010 — — — — 0.302

Source: Authors’ tabulations of microdata from the 1970, 1980, 1990, and 2010 One Percent Public 
Use Microdata Sample of the U.S. Census of Population and Housing and the 2000 American 
Community Survey.
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migration rates for the last twenty years were, in decreasing order, Nevada, Ari-
zona, Texas, Florida, California, Georgia, Utah, Colorado, and New Jersey. I add 
New York, which in spite of being only fourteenth in terms of immigration rates 
between 1990 and 2009, ranks second in the percentage of foreign born, 27 percent 
in 2009. Similarly, I consider sixteen of the top twenty MSAs in terms of their im-
migration rates over the last two decades. They include cities in Nevada, Georgia, 
Texas, Arizona, California, North Carolina, Connecticut, New Jersey, and Florida. 
I add Los Angeles, Miami, New York, and San Francisco, which are the largest 
MSAs with populations of more than 30 percent foreign born.

Table 2.A2 shows the immigration rates in four schooling groups by decade in 
the ten top states. Some tendencies are clear. First, the overall net immigration 
rates dropped dramatically from the 1990s to the 2000s. Nevada experienced a 
stunning immigration rate of 23 percent in the 1990s, which declined to 12 percent 
in the 2000s. Arizona saw a drop from 14.2 percent to 7.8 percent. Old immigration 
states, such as California and New York, had even larger declines in immigration 
rates, and in the 2000s saw rates of 4.2 percent and 2.1 percent, among the lowest 
in the group. Even more interesting is the composition of immigrants by skills. The 
states with largest immigration rates and the new immigration states, especially in 
the 1990s, had a tendency to attract disproportionately large fractions of immi-
grants among the least educated workers. Nevada and Arizona in the 1990s had 
immigration rates, among individuals with no diploma, of 61.6 percent and 38.8 
percent, respectively. However, the immigration rates among the college educated 
for those two states were, respectively, “only” 19 percent and 10 percent. Similarly, 
new immigration states—such as Colorado, Georgia, and Utah—experienced 
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Figure 2.1  / � Correlation Between Immigration and Poverty Rates 

Source: Author’s compilation based on the U.S. Census 1990 and 2000 and the 2009 American 
Community Survey.
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when considering the counterfactual relative to the actual wage. Those will gener-
ate differences in native poverty rates with or without immigration. Because 
groups of less-educated and young individuals are more concentrated in proxim-
ity of the poverty line, it is likely that a given wage change will cause larger effects 
on poverty for those groups. I document in table 2.2 that women were more sus-
ceptible of being in families below the poverty line relative to men. Hence, it is 
useful to show the effect of immigration on native poverty by education, age, and 
gender groups. Figure 2.3 and figure 2.4 show the simulated effect of immigration 
on native poverty rates across skill groups in the 1990 to 1999 and the 2000 to 2009 
periods, respectively. The figures report the changes in poverty rates, as a percent-
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Figure 2.2  /  � Effect of Immigrants on Native Wages

Source: Author’s compilation based on the U.S. Census 2000, the 2009 American Community 
Survey, and the author’s own calculations. 
Note: The changes as a percentage of the native wage are calculated using the model in the 
chapter and three parameter combinations, as described in the table 2.1. The schooling groups 
are individuals with no degree, high school graduates, individuals with some college educa-
tion, and college graduates. Each schooling group is divided into Young (individuals with less 
than twenty years of potential labor market experience) and Old (individuals with more than  
twenty years of potential labor market experience). We assumed that the national market is in-
tegrated in the run.
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Figure 2.3  / � National Poverty Rate Change, 1990–2000

Source: Author’s calculations based on the procedure described in the text.
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Figure 2.4  / � National Poverty Rate Change, 2000–2009

Source: Author’s calculations based on the procedure described in the text.
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Figure 2.5  /   State Poverty Rate Change, 1990–2000

Source: Author’s calculations, based on the procedure described in the text.
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Figure 2.6  /   State Poverty Rate Change, 2000–2009

Source: Author’s calculations, based on the procedure described in the text.
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Figure 2.7  / � Metropolitan Statistical Area Poverty Rate Change, 1990–2000

Source: Author’s calculations, based on the procedure described in the text.
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Figure 2.8  / � Metropolitan Statistical Area Poverty Rate Change, 2000–2010

Source: Author’s calculations, based on the procedure described in the text.
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The estimates of the parameter σIN have been the focus of some recent papers. 
Potentially sensitive to the sample chosen and the method of estimation, the elas-
ticity between immigrants and natives in the United States has been estimated at 
twenty by Ottaviano and Peri (2012) and at infinity by Borjas and colleagues (2012). 
Using data on California and a different methodology, Peri (2011) finds smaller 
values of σIN  in the neighborhood of twelve. Estimates for the United Kingdom, 
provided by Marco Manacordao, Alan Manning, and Jonathan Wadsworth (2012) 
find even smaller values, around six. I consider only the estimates based on U.S. 
data for the range of our simulations. As for schooling externalities, I use the exist-
ing estimates that measure the elasticity of average wages (or total factor produc-
tivity) to the share of college educated workers. The existing studies estimate the 
parameter λ across cities or states in the United States. Enrico Moretti (2004a, 
2004b) finds an elasticity around 0.75, which is at the high end of the range found 
in the literature. Daron Acemoglu and Joshua Angrist (2000) find a value close to 
zero; Susana Iranzo and Peri (2009) use a similar formulation and estimate a pa-
rameter value of 0.45. The reader should consider the full range of simulations to 
have a complete picture of the possible outcomes. In the interest of conciseness, 
however, I usually comment in greater detail the results obtained in the intermedi-
ate scenario.

Immigration and Poverty:  
Trends in the 1990s and 2000s

The focus of this chapter is the analysis of immigration and its effect on native 
poverty in the last decade of available data, from 2000 to 2009. As a comparison, I 
also present some facts and the simulations for the period 1990 to 1999, a decade 
characterized by remarkable and steady economic growth. The present section 
describes some trends in immigration and poverty during those decades.

Table 2.1  /  Parameter Range in Simulations

Parameter Estimates
Most  

Pessimistic
Preferred 
Estimates

Most  
Favorable

σHL, Elasticity between more and 
less educated

1.5 1.75 2.0

σIN, Elasticity between immigrants 
and natives

infinity 20 12

λ, Strength of college externality 0.0 0.45 0.75

Source: Author’s compilation based on estimates from the literature.
Note: The table summarizes the values of the parameters taken from the previous literature and 
used in our simulation of wage effects of immigrants and emigrants. 
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distribution and likely to live as single mothers with children, and hence at very 
high risk of poverty. More interesting for our purposes, however, is the change of 
poverty rates in the considered decades. If the inflow of immigrants has affected 
wages differentially across demographic groups, then the cells with high immigra-
tion rates should show larger increase in poverty rates. Even a cursory look at the 
data in tables 2.2 and 2.3 reveals that during the 2000s the weakest groups—the 
less educated, the young, and women—experienced the largest increases in their 
poverty rates and had smaller immigration rates. On the other hand, the “stron-
ger” groups of more educated and older individuals did not experience any in-
creases in poverty rates, but did see relatively large immigration rates.

Figure 2.1 shows a simple scatterplot of changes in native poverty rates and im-
migration rates across the eighteen skill groups and across the two decades. While 
the figure is only meant to describe the data it shows a negative correlation, which 

Table 2.2  / � National Immigration Rates 

Schooling Group Age-Experience Gender

Net Rates

1990–2000 2000–2009

No diploma young women 11.4% –3.0%
young men 15.8 –2.4

old women 8.6 8.2
old men 10.3 11.2

High school graduate young women 6.6 –0.3
young men 8.0 1.3

old women 5.4 3.5
old men 7.7 4.8

Total less educated 7.1 2.4
Some college education young women 1.3 2.3

young men 0.8 2.7
old women 2.9 5.6
old men 3.3 5.2

College graduate or more young women 8.3 5.5
young men 6.5 3.8

old women 13.5 8.6
old men 9.5 7.1

Total more educated 4.3 4.1

Total 5.8 3.4

Source: Author’s compilation based on the U.S. Census 1990 and 2000 and the 2009 American 
Community Survey.
Note: Net immigration rates for a group are measured as the net inflows of immigrants in the 
group during the period, relative to the population (natives + immigrants) in the group, at the 
beginning of the period. Young individuals are those with less than twenty years of potential 
experience in the labor market. Potential experience is (age-years of schooling—6). The popula-
tion considered covers noninstitutionalized individuals in working age (sixteen to sixty-five).
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implies larger increase in poverty rates in cells with lower immigration rates. If 
wage competition of immigrants was an important driver of changes in poverty 
across skill groups, we should observe the opposite correlation. Obviously, many 
other factors affect poverty, and hence wages and incomes of natives—and in turn 
the wage competition effect of immigrants—even if important, may be completely 
masked by other factors in the scatterplot.

States and Metropolitan Areas

Within the general trends described in the previous section, individual states and 
MSAs experienced vastly different immigration rates and they also differed in the 
distribution of immigrants across skills. At the same time, poverty rates were quite 
different across U.S. states and cities. In this section I describe some of the notable 
characteristics of immigration in the top ten immigration states and in the top 
twenty immigration metropolitan areas (MSAs). The states with the highest im-

Table 2.3  / �  Adult Poverty Rates Among U.S. Born

Schooling Group
Age- 

Experience Gender

Poverty Rates

2000 2009

Change  
1990– 
2000

Change 
2000– 
2009

No diploma young women 34.5 42.4 8.3 7.9
young men 20.0 26.1 4.9 6.1

old women 26.6 33.5 –6.9 6.9
old men 19.2 24.3 –9.5 5.1

High school graduate young women 17.0 23.9 –5.5 6.8
young men 9.5 13.1 –1.0 3.6

old women 8.9 11.7 –2.6 2.8
old men 7.2 9.4 –3.1 2.2

Total less educated 16.0 22.0 1.5 6.0
Some college education young women 11.0 16.5 –3.3 5.5

young men 7.9 11.3 –0.7 3.4
old women 5.6 7.9 –2.1 2.4
old men 4.4 6.5 –3.3 2.0

College graduate or more young women 3.5 4.6 3.7 1.0
young men 3.2 4.0 2.9 0.8

old women 2.5 3.3 2.8 0.8
old men 2.2 3.0 1.3 0.8

Total more educated 4.2 5.4 0.3 1.2

Total U.S. born 12 16 1.1 4

Source: Author’s compilation based on the U.S. Census 1990 and 2000 and the 2009 American Community 
Survey.
Note: All numbers in percentages. Poverty rates are equal to the percentage of people in the group below 
the Federal Poverty line. The groups are defined as in table 2.1.
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Table 2.4  / � Imputed Effect of Immigrants on Poverty Rates and Actual Rate Changes

1990–2000 2000–2009

Skill Group

Imputed, 
High 

Estimates

Imputed, 
Intermediate 

Estimates

Imputed, 
Low 

Estimates Actual

Imputed, 
High 

Estimates

Imputed, 
Intermediate 

Estimates

Imputed,  
Low 

Estimates Actual

Overall, U.S. born 0.02 –0.02 –0.04 –0.38 –0.07 –0.10 –0.12 2.10
Male 0.02 –0.02 –0.04 –0.09 –0.08 –0.08 –0.09 2.04
Female 0.02 –0.02 –0.04 –0.65 –0.06 –0.11 –0.13 2.18

Overall black 0.04 –0.01 –0.06 –2.90 –0.13 –0.17 –0.20 1.52
Male 0.04 –0.01 –0.05 –1.39 –0.09 –0.12 –0.14 1.98
Female 0.04 –0.01 –0.07 –4.15 –0.15 –0.20 –0.24 1.23

Overall  Hispanic 0.06 0.00 –0.06 –2.35 –0.15 –0.18 –0.21 –0.34
Male 0.05 –0.01 –0.06 –1.57 –0.15 –0.16 –0.18 –0.35
Female 0.07 0.00 –0.07 –3.11 –0.14 –0.20 –0.24 –0.16

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: The calculations are based on the imputed wage effects of immigrants, calculated based on the model in the text. The effect of immigration 
is calculated as the difference in poverty rates considering wage income with and without net immigration of the considered decade.
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Table 2.A1  / � Federal Poverty Thresholds for Pre-Transfer Family Income, 1999

Number of Related Children

Number of People None One Two Three Four Five Six Seven Eight +

One person under 65 years 8,667                
One person, 65 years or older 7,990                
Two people, RP under 65 years 11,156 11,483              
Two people, RP 65 years or older 10,070 11,440              
Three people 13,032 13,410 13,423            
Four people 17,184 17,465 16,895 16,954          
Five people 20,723 21,024 20,380 19,882 19,578        
Six people 23,835 23,930 23,436 22,964 22,261 21,845      
Seven people 27,425 27,596 27,006 26,595 25,828 24,934 23,953    
Eight people 30,673 30,944 30,387 29,899 29,206 28,327 27,412 27,180  
Nine or more people 36,897 37,076 36,583 36,169 35,489 34,554 33,708 33,499 32,208

Source: Author’s compilation based on “Poverty Thresholds by Size of Family and Number of Children,” U.S. Census Bureau (1999). Available at: 
http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/Poverty/data/threshld (accessed  May 23, 2013).
Note: Poverty thresholds (yearly income) by size of family and number of children under 18 years. All numbers in 2000 dollars. To obtain those 
in 2009 multiply by 0.773. The poverty thresholds are the same for all parts of the country; they are not adjusted for regional, state, or local varia-
tions in the cost of living. For a detailed discussion of the poverty definition, see U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Reports, Series P-60, No. 
210, Poverty in the United States, 1999.
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Table 2.A2  / � Immigration Rates in Top Immigration States

State

1990–2009

Total  
1990– 
2000

2000–2009

Total  
2000– 
2009

No  
Degree

High 
School 

Graduate
Some 

College
College 

Graduate
No  

Degree

High 
School 

Graduate
Some 

College
College 

Graduate

Arizona 38.8 16.3 3.5 10.4 14.2 9.7 7.6 5.8 9.3 7.8
California 19.9 16.5 1.5 14.6 11.8 –1.2 3.2 5.3 9.8 4.6
Colorado 36.1 8.6 1.6 7.3 8.8 12.7 3.0 3.6 3.1 4.2
Florida 10.1 14.0 4.6 15.2 10.8 2.0 5.2 8.3 11.1 6.8
Georgia 15.2 7.3 3.5 10.1 8.5 7.9 4.0 4.7 7.5 5.6
Nevada 61.6 24.0 6.8 19.0 23.0 21.7 8.7 12.0 16.0 12.6
New Jersey 8.7 9.8 3.6 13.5 9.1 0.5 1.9 5.9 9.1 4.8
New York 8.9 10.7 2.2 11.1 8.3 0.6 –0.7 3.7 6.4 2.4
Texas 23.7 11.9 2.7 10.0 11.3 11.0 5.5 6.3 8.9 7.5
Utah 32.4 10.7 2.3 7.1 8.7 11.6 3.4 3.3 3.2 4.1

Source: Author’s calculations based on the U.S. Census 1990 and 2000 and the 2009 American Community Survey.
Notes: All numbers in percentages. The top immigration states included in the table are the nine states with the highest immigration rate 1990–
2006 and the six states with the highest share of foreign-born as of 2009.
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Table 2.A3  / � Immigration Rates in Top Immigration MSAs

State

1990–2009
Total  
1990– 
2000

2000–2009
Total  
2000– 
2009

No  
Degree

HS 
Graduate

Some 
College

College 
Graduate

No  
Degree

HS 
Graduate

Some 
College

College 
Graduate

Atlanta, GA 42.1 16.9 6.2 14.3 16.0 14.2 7.1 7.4 9.1 8.6
Austin, TX 61.6 19.9 4.1 14.2 17.6 32.6 8.7 4.7 9.7 10.9
Dallas-Fort Worth, TX 46.8 17.2 3.5 11.4 16.3 18.5 7.8 6.2 9.2 9.7
Fayetteville, AR 67.9 16.7 6.0 15.4 22.2 34.0 6.0 5.7 2.2 9.2
Fort Lauderdale-

Hollywood, FL
20.2 29.5 16.5 32.1 24.7 4.8 7.5 11.6 19.6 11.3

Houston-Brazoria, TX 36.4 18.4 4.1 14.0 16.8 17.0 9.3 11.8 11.7 11.9
Las Vegas, NV 78.1 31.7 9.7 27.4 30.8 27.3 11.3 14.3 22.1 16.2
Los Angeles-Long 

Beach, CA
14.1 18.2 1.0 14.0 11.2 -10.8 0.6 6.3 10.3 1.7

McAllen-Edinburg, TX 33.4 35.1 11.5 29.4 29.5 8.6 12.0 22.2 28.6 14.1
Miami-Hialeah, FL 0.7 35.4 2.5 28.3 17.2 -18.5 2.3 13.9 17.0 4.0
New York-

Northeastern NJ
12.5 16.2 4.3 15.9 12.6 -1.2 -0.7 5.9 8.4 3.4

Orlando, FL 21.5 17.3 7.5 15.6 14.4 10.1 8.5 12.2 10.7 10.2
Phoenix, AZ 60.6 20.4 3.9 12.3 18.1 13.3 10.2 6.9 11.1 10.0
Raleigh-Durham, NC 60.4 17.5 5.5 16.2 18.1 22.9 4.8 7.3 8.9 8.9
Reno, NV 89.5 34.8 8.7 19.6 29.7 13.5 4.7 7.5 4.9 6.6
Riverside-San 

Bernardino, CA
33.3 17.5 2.4 13.2 14.6 17.8 10.9 11.1 20.1 13.6

San Francisco- 
Oakland,CA

26.6 16.1 1.6 17.3 12.8 0.8 3.1 1.8 7.4 4.1

Sarasota, FL 44.5 17.5 8.0 15.9 17.5 5.0 5.7 6.6 11.7 7.2
Stamford, CT 97.0 63.0 24.9 56.5 55.3 4.0 0.5 9.6 5.2 4.7
Yuma, AZ 44.4 27.3 9.9 8.0 25.3 2.0 6.6 3.9 25.5 6.6

Source: Author’s calculations based on based on the U.S. Census 1990 and 2000 and the 2009 American Community Survey.
Notes: All numbers in percentages. The top immigration metropolitan areas included in table 2.5 are the sixteen metro areas with the highest im-
migration rate between 1990 and 2009 and the four largest metro areas with a share of foreign-born above 30 percent.

C
ard-R

aphael.indb   56
6/20/2013   11:20:23 A

M



Immigration, Poverty, and Socioeconomic Inequality

64    /

group and as a group have poor English skills. (For example, 74 percent of Mexi-
can immigrants in this sample report speaking English not well or not at all.) 
Among the U.S.-born Spanish speakers surveyed, who make up 7.7 percent of the 
working-age population, only 82 percent claim to be fluent in English, and almost 
7 percent say they do not speak English well or at all.4

The following analysis also exploits variation in English skills by immigrants’ 
age at arrival and time in the United States. Figures 3.1 and 3.2 show average lan-
guage skills by these characteristics. The proportion who speak English well has a 
positive monotonic association with time in the United States, rising from half of 
those who arrived in the past five years to 90 percent of those who have been in the 
country at least forty years, a pattern that may partly reflect cohort differences in 
English skills. Figure 3.2 shows the sharp decline in English skills in adults in age 
at arrival: it is much higher among those who arrived before age ten than among 

1

.8

.6

.4

.2

0−4 5−9 10−14 15−19 20−24 25−29 30−40 40+

Years in U.S.

Only, very well, or well
Only or very well

Figure 3.1  / � Immigrants Speaking English, Years in United States

Source: Author’s compilation based on the 2007–2009 American Community Surveys (Ruggles et 
al. 2010),  and the U.S. Bureau of the Census (2003).
Note: Sample limited to working-age foreign-born living in 136 large metropolitan areas and not 
in group quarters.
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those who arrived at older ages. This fact was exploited in Hoyt Bleakley and 
Aimee Chin (2004) to study the effect of language skills on wages. They argued 
that there is a “critical period” at young ages when children are able to easily learn 
English. I ask whether there is a similar kinked relationship in the substitutability 
of immigrants for natives by age at arrival.5 Figures 3.3 and 3.4 show that this 
kinked relationship is mainly present among less-educated immigrants; among 
more educated immigrants, the relationship is smoother.6

Suggestive evidence that English skills are important for economic well-being is 
shown in table 3.2, which shows mean log hourly wages and poverty by nativity, 
education, and English- and Spanish-language skills. The first two rows of col-
umns 1 through 3 show that even within education category, immigrants tend to 
earn less than natives. For example, less-educated immigrants earn on average 18 
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Only, very well, or well
Only or very well

Figure 3.2  / � Immigrants Speaking English, Age at Arrival

Source: Author’s compilation based on the 2007–2009 American Community Surveys (Ruggles et 
al. 2010),  and the U.S. Bureau of the Census (2003).
Note: Sample limited to working-age foreign-born living in 136 large metropolitan areas and not 
in group quarters.
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log points (about 18 percent) less than less-educated natives. The next row shows, 
pertinent to the idea that language skills might matter for this wage gap, the wages 
of immigrants who are fluent in English are very similar to that of natives, includ-
ing among less-educated immigrants and natives. Self-reported English skills 
show a steep wage gradient. These wage differences translate to differences in 
poverty as well, shown in columns 4 through 6. Whereas 30 percent of less-edu-
cated immigrants—and even 23 percent of those with college education—who do 
not speak English are in poverty, only 14 to 16 percent of less-educated immi-
grants who speak English well or very well are in poverty, similar to poverty rates 
among less-educated natives. Finally, the bottom rows of table 3.2 show that Span-
ish speakers are worse off than the typical immigrant, something their poor Eng-
lish skills (table 3.1) likely contributes to. Immigrants who speak only Spanish, 
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0−9 10−19 20−29 30−39 40−49 50−59

Age at arrival in U.S.

Only, very well, or well
Only or very well

Figure 3.3  / � Immigrants Speaking English, High School or Less

Source: Author’s compilation based on the 2007–2009 American Community Surveys (Ruggles et 
al. 2010),  and the U.S. Bureau of the Census (2003).
Note: Sample limited to working-age foreign-born living in 136 large metropolitan areas and not 
in group quarters.
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shown in the bottom row of the table, have wages and poverty rates about the 
same as the typical non-English speaker.

The wage gap between less-educated immigrants and natives is analyzed di-
rectly in multivariate regressions in table 3.3. Column 1 repeats the finding in from 
column 2 of table 3.2, that less-educated natives earn about 18 percent less than 
less-educated natives. Column 2 of table 3.3 shows that a single control variable—
a dummy for speaking English only or very well—can account for most of this 
gap. The coefficient on this control suggests that a 21 percent wage premium to 
speaking English fluently, a finding consistent with previous estimates of the re-
turns to speaking English in the U.S. labor markets (see, for example, Chiswick 
and Miller 1995; Carliner 1996). This likely overstates the causal effect of English-
speaking ability, however. Column 3 shows that the addition of simple demo-
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Only or very well

Figure 3.4  / � Immigrants Speaking English, More than High School

Source: Author’s compilation based on the 2007–2009 American Community Surveys (Ruggles et 
al. 2010),  and the U.S. Bureau of the Census (2003).
Note: Sample limited to working-age foreign-born living in 136 large metropolitan areas and not 
in group quarters.
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Figure 3.5  / � Immigrant Relative Wage Response, Age at Arrival

Source: Author’s compilation based on the 2007–2009 American Community Surveys (Ruggles et 
al. 2010),  and the U.S. Bureau of the Census (2003).

what I referred to earlier as fluent. Although some of the workers in this category 
may not be truly fluent in English, a reasonable interpretation of this is that fac-
tors other than English skills make immigrants imperfectly substitutable with 
natives.

Figures 3.5 and 3.6 examine how the wage response varies, respectively, by age 
at arrival and time in the United States. The figures plot coefficient estimates (and 
confidence intervals) from estimates of equation (3)—that is, still using the same 
variation in immigrant relative labor by broad education, metropolitan area, and 
year—separately for immigrants in the age-at-arrival categories and years-in-
United-States categories shown on the x-axis. Figure 3.5 shows that the response 
of wages by age at arrival follow the same “kinked” pattern that self-reported 
English-language skills did in figure 3.2. Although it is possible that other unob-
served factors that affect immigrants’ substitutability with natives follow this 
kinked pattern, this reinforces the direct evidence from English-language skills in 
table 3.5. On top of this, the kinked relationship in the response appears to be 
limited to the less-educated subsample where it was found (figures 3.3, 3.4, 3.7, 
and 3.8). There is also a monotonic relationship with time in the United States 
(figure 3.6).
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Figure 3.6  / � Immigrant Relative Wage Response, Years in the United States

Source: Author’s compilation based on the 2007–2009 American Community Surveys (Ruggles et 
al. 2010),  and the U.S. Bureau of the Census (2003).
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Figure 3.7  / � Immigrant Relative Wage Response, High School or Less

Source: Author’s compilation based on the 2007–2009 American Community Surveys (Ruggles et 
al. 2010),  and the U.S. Bureau of the Census (2003).
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Figure 3.8  / � Immigrant Relative Wage Response, More than High School

Source: Author’s compilation based on the 2007–2009 American Community Surveys (Ruggles et 
al. 2010),  and the U.S. Bureau of the Census (2003).

Effects of Language Supply

All of the regressions presented so far have used the same independent variable: 
the natural log of the ratio of immigrants’ aggregate hours to natives’ aggregate 
hours. This section instead uses direct measures of the supplies of language skills, 
including as the natural log of the aggregate hours of those who speak English not 
well or not at all (those with “poor English”) to those who speak English only, very 
well, or well (those with “strong English”). In addition, to clarify what happens in 
markets with a large number of Spanish speakers, controls are included for the 
relative hours of workers who speak Spanish at home.

The results are presented in table 3.6. To keep things simple, the table examines 
only workers with a high school education or less. Column 1 repeats the estimate 
from the first panel of table 3.5: it says the overall immigrant-native log wage gap 
declines 3.4 percent for a 1 unit increase in immigrants’ relative hours. Column 2 
replaces this independent variable with the one measuring the relative hours of 
those with poor English relative to strong English. The coefficient is the same to 
two decimal places. This supports the argument made earlier that, as a practical 
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Figure 3.9  / � Natural Log of Spanish Relative Hours, 2008

Source: Author’s calculations based on Ruggles et al. (2010).
Note: Dotted lines are medians. Points above sloped line have above-average wages for Spanish-speaking immigrants, relative to natives 
according to estimates in table 2.6, column 4. 
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exploit the fact that much of the variation in the relative size of the immigrant 
workforce in Puerto Rico is driven by changes in the raw numbers of U.S.-born 
ethnic Puerto Ricans and Puerto Rican natives. As these reflect education and fer-
tility decisions made long in the past, they are unlikely to be systematically related 
to present demand.24

The size of these two populations is computed using the combination of Puerto 
Rican and U.S. data, which is necessary because one-third of the Puerto Rican–
born population lives in the United States. When relative weeks worked is re-
placed by the relative population size, in column 2, the coefficient is indeed non-
positive and is close to zero. Column 3 shows that this variable moves almost 
exactly one-for-one with the weeks worked variable, a highly significant relation-
ship.25

The relationship in column 2 is unfortunately very noisy, and figure 3.11 shows 
why. It plots the relationship in column 2. The Puerto Rican wage estimates are 
much noisier than U.S. estimates, as shown by the large mean squared error (verti-
cal variation around the line) in the Puerto Rican figure compared with the U.S. 
figure (see figure 3.12), owing to the much smaller number of observations in the 
Puerto Rican data. 
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Figure 3.10  / � Foreign-Born in Puerto Rico

Source: Author’s calculations based on Ruggles et al. (2010).
Note:  Sample limited to population age sixteen to sixty-five, not living in group quarters, and 
old enough to be out of school with normal progression. 
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The remaining columns of table 3.7 examine separately the relative wage re-
sponse in the continental United States of immigrants with poor and strong Eng-
lish, measured in the same way as in the second panel of table 3.5.26 This measure 
is not available until 1980, and so column 5 shows estimates excluding 1970, which 
are smaller in magnitude and less precise. Broken out separately by English skills, 
in columns 6 and 7, the negative response is limited to immigrants with poor Eng-
lish. Although these estimates are not precise, they are similar in magnitude to the 

Figure 3.11  / � Immigrant Relative Wages and Supply, Puerto Rico

Source: Author’s calculations.
Note: Labels identify education × five-year experiences cells. All variables are residuals from a 
regression on an exhaustive set of education × year, experience × year, and education × experi-
ence dummies. Raw data sources are Puerto Rican Population Censuses, Puerto Rican Commu-
nity Surveys, and Ruggles et al. (2010).
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difference in response between high- and low-English immigrants that was found 
in table 3.5, around 3 percentage points.

Implications for Poverty

What can we say about the effects of immigration on poverty in light of these esti-
mates? A full answer requires estimates of the effect of immigration on a broader 
set of wage outcomes than were studied in this chapter, but are explored in other 
research (Raphael and Smolensky 2008, 2009). Chapter 2 explains this in greater 
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Figure 3.12  / � Immigrant Relative Wages and Supply, United States

Source: Author’s calculations.
Note: Labels identify education × five-year experiences cells. All variables are residuals from a 
regression on an exhaustive set of education × year, experience × year, and education × experi-
ence dummies. Raw data sources are U.S. Population Censuses, American Community Surveys, 
and Ruggles et al. (2010). 
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Notes

1.	 In Ottaviano’s and Peri’s preferred specification, for example, the largest estimated im-
pact of immigration since 1990 they can find on the average wages of native-born high 
school dropouts is –0.1 percent, compared with –8.1 percent for immigrants. Much of 
the more recent literature (for example, Card 2001, 2009) does not examine impacts on 
average wages directly, but instead focuses on the wage gaps between groups of native 
workers. Even measured this way, however, the impact on less-skilled natives is gener-
ally found to be small.

2.	 Although poverty rates rose among immigrants overall during this period—see the 
introduction to this volume—poverty rates among less-educated non-English-speaking 
immigrants fell from 35 to 30 percent between 1990 and 2008, and among Spanish 
speakers from 25 to 22 percent.

3.	 Working age is defined as being between age sixteen and sixty-five and with at least one 
year of potential work experience, which means being old enough to have spent time out-
side of school given normal progression through school.
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Figure 3.A1. Natural Log of Spanish Relative Hours, Residuals

Source: Author’s compilation based on Ruggles et al. (2010).
Note: Points are residuals of a regression of ln(Spanish/English hours) on ln(poor/strong Eng-
lish hours), separately by education (high school or less on the x-axis, more than on the y-axis). 
Points above sloped line have above-average wages for Spanish-speaking immigrants, relative 
to natives conditional on ln(poor/strong English hours), according to estimates in table 6, col-
umn 4.
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tives. It was constructed by combining data from the 2007, 2008, and 2009 Ameri-
can Community Surveys (Ruggles et al. 2010) for the working-age residents of 136 
high immigration metropolitan areas.3 These areas are home to more than 80 per-
cent of the immigrants living in the United States. Table 3.1 also shows separate 
means by whether the respondent has any college education. Throughout this 
chapter, those with a high school degree or less will be referred to as “less edu-
cated” and will be a focus of the analysis, because they make up a disproportion-
ate share of those in poverty.

The first row of table 3.1 shows that only 46 percent of immigrants speak English 
“only” or “very well.” In contrast, among the native born, this figure is over 98 
percent. To a useful first approximation, U.S. natives are fluent in English, whereas 
only half of immigrants are. The latter rises to 68 percent if you include immi-
grants who say they speak English “well” but not “very well.” By this broader 
measure, about half of immigrants without college are proficient in English, and 
90 percent of immigrants with college education are proficient in English (columns 
2 and 3).

Spanish speakers are also a focus of this study. Table 3.1 shows the English skills 
of just those immigrants and natives who report speaking Spanish at home. Span-
ish-speaking immigrants have below-average English skills, and only 26 percent 
are fluent in English; even within education category, their English skills are below 
average. This rating is mostly driven by Mexicans, who are the largest immigrant 

Table 3.1  /  English-Speaking Ability

All Working Age Speaks Spanish at Home

All  
Education 

Levels

High 
School or 

Less

More than 
High 

School

All  
Education 

Levels

High 
School or 

Less

More than 
High 

School

Foreign-born, share speaks 
English . . .

Only/very well 0.464 0.278 0.679 0.261 0.177 0.516
Well 0.221 0.227 0.214 0.234 0.227 0.257
Not well 0.211 0.318 0.088 0.317 0.365 0.173
Not at all 0.104 0.178 0.019 0.188 0.232 0.054

Native-born, share speaks  
English . . .

Only/very well 0.983 0.971 0.990 0.820 0.764 0.879
Well 0.011 0.017 0.007 0.113 0.139 0.086
Not well 0.005 0.009 0.003 0.054 0.074 0.033
Not at all 0.001 0.003 0.000 0.013 0.023 0.002

Source: Author’s compilation based on the 2007–2009 American Community Surveys (Ruggles et al. 2010),  
and the U.S. Bureau of the Census (2003).
Note: Sample limited to working-age population (age sixteen to sixty-five with positive years of potential 
work experience) living in 136 large metropolitan areas and not in group quarters. Sample weights used to 
construct shares.
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graphic and skill controls reduces the magnitude of this coefficient. Estimates in 
the Bleakley and Chin study exploiting age at arrival are, in fact, consistent with 
no causal effect of English-language skills on wages. They could account for wage 
gaps across immigrants with varying English-language skills entirely with educa-
tion differences across these groups.

The last three columns of table 3.3 focus on the large minority of Americans—
both immigrants and natives—who speak Spanish at home. Column 4 presents 
evidence of a somewhat smaller return to English fluency among Spanish speak-
ers, and that, conditioning on English fluency, no immigrant-native wage gap ex-
ists. Might English skills matter less when large numbers of other Spanish speak-
ers are in the same labor market? Column 5 presents an interaction between the 
English-fluency dummy and the proportion of the metro area’s population who 
speak Spanish at home. The coefficient on this interaction is negative and signifi-
cant, consistent with the idea that English skills become less valuable for Spanish 
speakers as the size of the Spanish-speaking population increases. Indeed, this 
control raises the coefficient on English-fluency dummy back to its level in the full 
sample; in other words, that Spanish speakers are geographically concentrated 

Table 3.2  / � Mean Wages and Poverty Rates

Mean ln(hourly Wage), 1999$ Share of Group in Poverty

All 
Education 

Levels

High 
School or 

Less

More than 
High 

School

All 
Education 

Levels

High 
School or 

Less

More than 
High 

School

Native born
All native born 2.25 1.94 2.39 0.10 0.16 0.06

Foreign born
All foreign-born 2.05 1.76 2.35 0.15 0.20 0.08
Speaks English:

Only/very well 2.31 1.91 2.46 0.09 0.14 0.06
Well 1.99 1.83 2.19 0.13 0.16 0.10
Not well 1.70 1.67 1.87 0.21 0.22 0.17
Not at all 1.55 1.54 1.71 0.29 0.30 0.23

Speaks Spanish at home
All foreign-born Spanish 

speakers
1.80 1.70 2.07 0.19 0.22 0.11

Speaks no English 1.54 1.53 1.66 0.30 0.30 0.24

Source: Author’s compilation based on the 2007–2009 American Community Surveys (Ruggles et al. 2010),  
and the U.S. Bureau of the Census (2003).
Note: Sample in columns 4 through 6 limited to working-age population (age sixteen to sixty-five with 
positive years of potential work experience) living in 136 large metropolitan areas and not in group quar-
ters. Sample in columns 1 through 3 limited to respondents from columns 4 through 6 who are currently 
employed and had hours worked, positive wage and salary earnings, and zero self-employment and farm 
earnings in the past year. Wages are adjusted to 1999 dollars using the consumer price index, and wages 
exceeding $200 and less than $2 in 1999 dollars are replaced with these thresholds.
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Table 3.3  /  Language Skills and Wage Gaps

ln(Hourly Wage),  
Workers with High School or Less Spanish Speakers Only

Immigrant –0.186 –0.041 –0.021 0.000 –0.003 –0.004
(0.009) (0.007) (0.007) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013)

Speaks English
Only or very well 0.209 0.168 0.149 0.208 0.174

(0.008) (0.009) (0.008) (0.021) (0.019)
Only or very well × share of MSA who speak Spanish 

at home
Among entire working-age population –0.212

(0.081)
Among those with high school or less 0.069

(0.081)
Among those with more than high school –0.306

(0.165)
Sample size 724,737 724,737 724,737 173,590 173,590 173,590
R2 0.019 0.028 0.189 0.016 0.018 0.018
Other controls?a No No Yes No No No

Source: Author’s compilation based on Ruggles et al. (2010) and the 2007–2009 American Community Surveys.
Note:  Sample limited to working-age population (age sixteen to sixty-five with positive years of potential work experience) who have twelve or 
fewer years of education, who live in 136 large metropolitan areas and not in group quarters, who are currently employed, and who had positive 
wage and salary earnings, and zero self-employment and farm earnings in the past year. Wages exceeding $200 and less than $2 in 1999 dollars 
are replaced with these thresholds. Standard errors, in parentheses, computed to be robust to arbitrary error correlation within metropolitan 
areas.
aOther controls are a quartic in potential work experience; years of education, years of interacted with education below nine years; born after 1950, 
and both; and dummies for education less than nine years, born after 1950, female, black, Hispanic, female black, and female Hispanic.
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Table 3.4  / � Regression Data Descriptive Statistics

All Education  
Levels

High School  
or Less

More than  
High School

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

ln(imm hours/nat 
hours)

–1.934 1.019 –1.581 1.113 –2.288 0.769

Immigrant-native 
wage gap

All immigrants –0.125 0.079 –0.156 0.072 –0.093 0.073
High English 

immigrants
–0.076 0.066 –0.088 0.064 –0.063 0.065

Low English 
immigrants

–0.360 0.201 –0.251 0.105 –0.469 0.215

Observations 544 272 272

Source: Author’s compilation based on the 2007–2009 American Community Surveys (Ruggles et 
al. 2010),  and the U.S. Bureau of the Census (2003).
Note: Sample for constructing hours worked includes all those age sixteen to sixty-five who are 
old enough to be out of school (given normal progression) and live in 136 large metropolitan 
areas and not in group quarters. To be in the wage sample requires being in the hours worked 
sample plus being employed, with positive weeks and hours worked last year, nonzero wage 
and salary earnings, and zero self-employment and farm earnings; for natives it also requires 
speaking English only or very well. Hourly wages above $200 and below $2 in 1999 dollars are 
reset to these thresholds. Data have been aggregated to 136 metropolitan areas × two education 
groups × two years (2000 and “2008,” combining the three ACSs). Table shows unweighted 
means and standard deviations (SD).

will be referred to as 2008 data (Ruggles et al. 2010). Information on hours worked 
and hourly wages were aggregated to the metropolitan area by year by broad edu-
cation group. Included in the calculation of workers’ hours were workers age six-
teen to sixty-five, with positive potential experience (old enough to be out of school 
given a normal progression through school), living in one of the 136 metropolitan 
areas in the sample.15 The wage sample is the subsample of these workers who are 
currently employed with positive wage and salary earnings and zero farm or busi-
ness earnings in the past year.16 Metropolitan areas were defined consistently 
using public use microdata areas (PUMAs) and 1990 metropolitan area boundar-
ies.

Table 3.4 presents the unweighted means and standard deviations of these data. 
The relative log hours of immigrants in the average area are negative both overall 
and by education level, which indicates that immigrants are on average a minority 
of workers; in the mean education-metro-year observation, immigrants’ hours 
represent about 14.4 percent (= e-1.934 × 100) of natives’ hours. The relative hours of 
immigrants shows considerable variation across these metro areas: the standard 
deviation is around 1, which will be useful for interpreting the magnitude of the 
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Table 3.5  /  Immigrant Relative Wage Response by English Skills

All
High School  

or Less
More than  

High School

All immigrants –0.040  –0.034  –0.054
(0.003) (0.004) (0.006)

By broad English-language skills
Speaks English only, –0.022 –0.011 –0.045

very well, or well (0.004) (0.004) (0.006)
Speaks English not well

or not at all
–0.057 –0.047 –0.078
(0.006) (0.006) (0.016)

P-value, equal coefficients 0.000 0.000 0.030
By detailed English-language skills  

(112 MSAs)
Speaks English only or –0.020 –0.012 –0.036

very well (0.004) (0.004) (0.007)
Speaks English well –0.028 –0.018 –0.047

(0.005) (0.006) (0.011)
Speaks English not well –0.049 –0.037 –0.071

(0.006) (0.007) (0.013)
Speaks English not at all –0.083 –0.050 –0.144

(0.014) (0.008) (0.035)

P-value, equal coefficients 0.000 0.000 0.005

Source: Author’s compilation based on the 2007–2009 American Community Surveys (Ruggles et 
al. 2010),  and the U.S. Bureau of the Census (2003).
Note: Table shows coefficient estimates from regressions of the wage gap between specified im-
migrants and “similar” natives (see below) on the natural log of the ratio of aggregate hours 
worked of immigrants and natives, using variation across metropolitan areas, year (2000 or 
“2008”), and the two broad education of columns 2 and 3. All regressions control for year by 
education effects. Standard errors, in parentheses, computed to be robust to arbitrary error cor-
relation within metropolitan area. Sample for constructing mean wages limited to working-age 
respondents (age sixteen to sixty-five and old enough to be out of school given normal progres-
sion), who reside in one of 136 large metropolitan areas and not in group quarters, who are cur-
rently employed, and who had positive hours and weeks worked, positive wage and salary earn-
ings, and zero business and farm earnings in the past year; for natives, sample is further limited 
to those who report speaking English “only” or “very well.” Hourly wages above $200 and below 
$2 in 1999 dollars were reset to these thresholds. The mean ln hourly wage of “similar” natives is 
computed by weighting natives to have the same distribution across potential experience (in 
five-year bands) × education (four groups: high school dropouts, high school, some college, and 
at least four years college) cells as the specified group of immigrants in the metropolitan area and 
year.

not speaking English at all are rare.) The wage response is monotonic in self- 
reported English-language skills, both overall and separately by education, and 
the differences across English categories are statistically significant. Interest-
ingly, there is a significant negative response even in the top English category, 
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matter, the relative supply of English-language skills moves one-for-one with the 
relative supply of immigrants.

Column 3 of table 3.6 repeats the estimates of column 2 for the subgroup of im-
migrants who report speaking Spanish at home. The estimated wage response is 
nearly identical for this subgroup. To investigate whether the responses vary with 
the density of Spanish speakers in the market, column 4 adds controls for the ag-
gregate hours of workers who speak Spanish at home relative to workers with 
strong English. This measure is entered separately for college and noncollege 
workers, following the results in table 3.3. Column 4 presents weak evidence of an 
additional depressing effect of having a large number of Spanish-speaking noncol-
lege workers on the wages of noncollege Spanish speakers, in addition to the im-

Table 3.6  /  Immigrant Relative Wages and Language

ln(Immigrant Wage/Native Wage), High School or Less

All Spanish-Speaking Other

ln(immigrant hours/ 
native-born hours)

–0.034
(0.004)

ln(poor/strong English-
speaking hours)

–0.034
(0.004) 

–0.036
(0.007) 

–0.033
(0.028) 

–0.060
(0.018)

ln(Spanish-speaking hours/
strong English-speaking 
hours)

Among workers with high 
school education or less 

–0.045
(0.035) 

0.052
(0.024)

Among workers with more 
than high school education

0.065
(0.017) 

–0.015
(0.017)

Metro × year observations 272 272 272 272 272
R2 0.300 0.298 0.157 0.224 0.110

Source: Author’s compilation based on the 2007–2009 American Community Surveys (Ruggles et 
al. 2010),  and the U.S. Bureau of the Census (2003).
Note: Wage sample limited to working-age respondents (age sixteen to sixty-five and old enough 
to be out of school, given normal progression) that have twelve or fewer years of education (or a 
GED), that reside in one of 136 large metropolitan areas and not in group quarters, that are cur-
rently employed, and that had positive hours worked, positive wage and salary earnings, and 
zero self-employment earnings in the past year; for natives it also requires speaking English only 
or very well. The dependent variable is the difference in the mean ln hourly wage between the 
specified group of immigrants and similar natives, where the mean ln hourly wage of “similar” 
natives is computed by weighting natives to have the same distribution across potential experi-
ence (in five-year bands) × education (high school dropouts or completers) cells as the specified 
group of immigrants in the metropolitan area and year. Strong English-speaking hours worked 
is the sum of hours worked by those who report speaking English only, very well, or well. Poor 
English-speaking hours are the sum of hours worked reported by those who speak English not 
well or not at all among working-age respondents. Spanish-speakers are respondents who report 
speaking Spanish at home. All regressions are unweighted and control for year effects. Standard 
errors, in parentheses, computed to be robust to arbitrary error correlation within metropolitan 
area.
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Table 3.7  /  Aggregate Estimates, 1970–2000

Puerto Rico Continental United States

Y=ln  
(foreign/

native 
weekly 
wage)

Y = ln  
(foreign/native  

weeks)
Excluding 

1970 

Excluding 
1970  

Strong 
English

Excluding 
1970  
Poor  

English

ln(foreign-born  weeks/native-
born weeks)

0.150 –0.033 –0.021 –0.002 –0.031
(0.061) (0.017) (0.019) (0.020) (0.049)

ln(continental U.S. born ethnic 
Puerto Ricans/Puerto Rican– 
born)

–0.002
(0.126)

1.003
(0.126)

Observations 224 224 224 180 144 144 144
R2 0.489 0.457 0.919 0.935 0.942 0.913 0.976

Source: Author’s compilation based on Ruggles et al. (2010).
Note: Sample for independent variable includes workers age sixteen to sixty-five who are old enough to be out of school given normal progression 
through school and not living in group quarters. The sample used to compute the dependent variable, weekly wages, is this sample with the ad-
ditional requirement of being currently employed (U.S.) or reporting an occupation (Puerto Rico), not enrolled in school and without business or 
farm income. In U.S. data (columns 4–7), weekly wages exceeding $10,000 or below $10 in 1999 dollars were reset at these thresholds. In columns 
5–7, native-born workers who did not report speaking English were excluded from the wage sample. Sample weights used to aggregate variables 
to the five-year experience × education cells used in the analysis (see text). Standard errors are calculated to be robust to arbitrary error correlation 
within education × experience cells.
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Table 3.A1  /  Spanish-Speaking at Home

Area

High  
School  
 or Less

More  
than High 

School Area

High  
School  
or Less

More  
than High 

School

Anaheim, CA 0.543 0.118 McAllen, TX 0.928 0.789
Aurora, IL 0.502 0.097 Miami, FL 0.684 0.612
Bakersfield, CA 0.507 0.198 Oxnard-Ventura, CA 0.528 0.147
Brownsville, TX 0.816 0.670 Riverside, CA 0.505 0.213
El Paso, TX 0.846 0.678 Salinas, CA 0.673 0.193
Jersey City, NJ 0.526 0.270 San Antonio, TX 0.540 0.292
Laredo, TX 0.890 0.818 Santa Barbara, CA 0.589 0.151
Los Angeles, CA 0.633 0.216 Santa Cruz, CA 0.515 0.093

Source: Author’s compilation based on Ruggles et al. (2010).
Note: Sample limited to working-age population (age sixteen to sixty-five and old enough to be out of 
school, given a normal progression), and not living in group quarters. Computed using ACS sample 
weights.

Table 3.A2  / � National Immigrant Arrivals

2000–2008 1990–2000

High School 
or Less

More than 
High School

High School 
or Less

More than 
High School

Mexican 1,944,656 292,542 2,618,328 296,963
Central American 517,066 105,261 493,669 92,671
South American 290,534 302,840 333,430 275,063
Caribbean (ex Cuban) 202,625 131,153 331,827 148,237
SE Asian (ex Filipino) 139,257 104,244 288,013 173,567
Chinese 135,836 220,608 158,375 302,729
Russian or E European 133,065 286,665 283,883 385,346
Sub-Saharan African 129,245 178,315 129,346 173,449
South Asian 123,072 497,999 148,698 430,311
Cuban 89,306   56,648 109,769 56,659
Middle Eastern (ex Israeli) 88,988 165,310 94,684 137,885
Filipino 56,810 229,456 91,406 219,320
Commonwealth 51,432 189,733 74,478 264,485
Korean or Japanese 50,217 220,028 84,669 248,958
Southern European 27,374   46,875 34,168 48,243
Northern Europeana 9,521   63,872 55,668 169,033

Source: Author’s compilation based on Ruggles et al. (2010) and U.S. Bureau of the Census (2003).
Note: Sample limited to working-age population (age sixteen to sixty-five and old enough to be 
out of school, given a normal progression), and not living in group quarters.
aIncludes Israelis.
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Table 3.A3  /  Instrumental Variables Estimates 

All

High  
School  
or Less

More than  
High School

All immigrants –0.035 –0.030 –0.052
(0.005) (0.006) (0.007)

By broad English-language skills
Speaks English only, very well, or well –0.018 –0.010 –0.044

(0.005) (0.005) (0.006)
Speaks English not well or not at all –0.043 –0.033 –0.074

 (0.009) (0.009) (0.016)
P-value, equal coefficients 0.000 0.001 0.060
By detailed English-language skills (112 MSAs)

Speaks English only or very well –0.022 –0.018 –0.036
(0.005) (0.005) (0.007)

Speaks English well –0.015 –0.005 –0.046
(0.007) (0.008) (0.011)

Speaks English not well –0.030 –0.017 –0.069
(0.010) (0.011) (0.015)

Speaks English not at all –0.057 –0.030 –0.137
(0.014) (0.013) (0.029)

P-value, equal coefficients 0.000 0.009 0.001

Source: Author’s compilation based on Ruggles et al. (2010), the 2007–2009 American Community 
Surveys, and the U.S. Bureau of the Census (2000).
Note: Table shows coefficient estimates from regressions of the wage gap between specified im-
migrants and “similar” natives (see below) on the natural log of the ratio of aggregate hours 
worked of immigrants and natives, using variation across metropolitan areas, year (2000 or 
“2008”), and the two broad education of columns 2 and 3. All regressions control for year by 
education effects and are estimated by instrumental variables using the lagged origin mix instru-
ment described in the appendix. Standard errors, in parentheses, computed to be robust to arbi-
trary error correlation within metropolitan area. Sample for constructing mean wages limited to 
working-age respondents (age sixteen to sixty-five and old enough to be out of school given 
normal progression), who reside in one of 136 large metropolitan areas and not living in group 
quarters, who are currently employed, and who had positive hours and weeks worked, positive 
wage and salary earnings, and zero business and farm earnings in the past year; for natives, 
sample is further limited to those who report speaking English “only” or “very well.” Hourly 
wages above $200 and below $2 in 1999 dollars were reset to these thresholds. The mean ln 
hourly wage of “similar” natives is computed by weighting natives to have the same distribution 
across potential experience (in five-year bands) × education (four groups: high school dropouts, 
high school, some college, and at least four years college) cells as the specified group of immi-
grants in the metropolitan area and year.
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Figure 4.1  / � Index of Dissimilarity by Country of Origin

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: Weighted by respective immigrant group.
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y = 0.153* × + 0.282
R2 = 0.069
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R2 = 0.230

Weighted by immigrant population:

y = 0.118* × + 0.321
R2 = 0.121
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(no gateway metro areas included):

Figure 4.2  / � Scatterplot of Dissimilarities

Source: Author’s compilation.
*p < .05
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Figure 4.3  / � Immigrant and Black Segregation

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: Weighted by respective immigrant group. All MSAs included except where noted.
* p < .05
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Figure 4.4  / � Segregation and English-Language Difficulty

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: Weighted by respective immigrant group. All regressions include control variables listed in respective place in text.
*p < .05
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Figure 4.5  / � Dissimilarity, Immigrants and Whites, Age of Housing

Source: Author’s compilation.

Table 4.2  /  Dissimilarity, Immigrants and Whites, Age of Housing

All Metro  
Areas

Age Housing  
Stock—10th  
Percentile

Age Housing  
Stock—25th  
Percentile

Europe 0.331 0.337 0.339
Asia 0.454 0.482 0.469
Eastern Asia 0.542 0.582 0.564
Southeast Asia 0.546 0.577 0.561
Latin America 0.621 0.676 0.642*
Mexico 0.630 0.784 0.709*
Central America 0.595 0.730 0.695*
Other Latin America 0.681 0.681 0.655
Africa 0.650 0.674 0.656
Caribbean 0.691 0.770 0.761*
African American 0.638 0.713 0.659*

Source: Author’s calculations.
*Indicates F-test of null hypothesis of equal means across region is statistically significant at at 
least the 5 percent level.
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(by about 5 points) than those between native-born blacks and native-born non-
blacks, and between native-born blacks and others (native-born nonblacks + the 
foreign born). This implies that among these groups, native-born blacks are less 
segregated from immigrants than others, suggesting that the greater the share the 
immigrant population, the less segregated blacks should be in metropolitan areas, 
(relative to segregation from native-born nonblacks). The data also reveal that 
native-born nonblacks are also less segregated from immigrants than from native-
born blacks, suggesting that that growing immigration could mediate the segrega-
tion of native-born blacks from native-born nonblacks as well.

How does this pattern unfold across major regions in the United States? Table 
4.3 provides the segregation scores for these pair-wise combinations of mutually 
exclusive groups by region. The data show that patterns across regions are similar 
to that for metropolitan areas as a whole: native-born blacks are less segregated 
from immigrants than from native-born nonblacks, and that immigrants are less 
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0.562
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NB Blacks/
Foreign Born

NB Blacks/
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NB Non-Blacks/
Foreign Born

Index of dissimilarity

Figure 4.6  / � Index of Dissimilarity for Blacks

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: NB = Native Born
*p < .05, between the foreign born and native-born blacks or native-born nonblacks
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a stronger potentially casual impact of immigrant segregation limiting English-
language acquisition. Model 5 excludes the established gateway metro areas from 
the sample. The estimate using the IV approach is smaller in magnitude than that 
for the full sample, but still remains statistically significant. Taken together, the 
results of these exercises provide strong evidence that immigrant segregation also 
limits immigrants’ English-language acquisition and that this effect is stronger in 
the established gateway metro areas, though the exact mechanism or mechanisms 
by which this might occur remains unknown. 

Table 4.6 provides coefficients for similar exercises examining the influence of 
sub-immigrant segregation on English-language difficulty. Three main findings 
are worth noting. First, the results indicate that the significant positive relation-
ships between immigrant segregation and English proficiency are being driven by 
those from Asia, including Southeast Asians, and from Latin America, especially 
South America. Second, the significant, positive relationship between immigrant 
segregation and English-language difficulty shown for these groups does not ap-
pear to be driven by differences in metropolitan observable characteristics or by 
reverse causation. Finally, the effect of immigrant segregation on English-language 
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Figure 4.7  / � Immigrant English-Language Difficulty and Segregation

Source: Author’s calculations.
*p < .10; **p < .05; ***p < .01
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mate 2.3 point increase in immigrant poverty rates. Of course, it is difficult to in-
terpret this results as being causal because of problems of spurious relationships, 
reverse causation and omitted variables.

Model 2 includes the measure for English-language difficulty and this simple 
inclusion knocks out the significance of segregation on poverty, indicating that 
language is an important intermediating factor between segregation and poverty. 
That is, language may drive location decisions to live in or near co-ethnic commu-
nities, and influences immigrants’ poverty outcomes such as through limiting em-
ployment or lowering wages as demonstrated in chapter 3. Model 3 adds the full 
set of controls and the coefficient result is not affected.

Another problem in estimating the effect of segregation on poverty concerns the 
direction of causation. Segregation could affect poverty in ways implied or under-
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Figure 4.8  / � Immigrant Poverty and Segregation

Source: Author’s calculations.
Note: ELD = English-language difficulty.
*p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01
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bean. For these groups, segregation levels are lower in the South and West than 
in the Midwest or Northeast, following regional patterns of segregation experi-
enced by African Americans. In particular, segregation levels of immigrants from 
Latin America and Mexico are highest in the Northeast and lowest in the South. 
Immigrants from African and the Caribbean experience higher levels of segrega-
tion in the Midwest, but the lowest levels of segregation differ for each group: 
slightly lower for Africans in the West, and lower for those from the Caribbean 
in the South. 

The reasons for these regional variations are likely many, but could include a 
few noteworthy factors. Segregation levels are on average higher for more recent 
immigrants than those with a longer vintage (Park and Iceland 2011). Conse-
quently, the higher levels of segregation in the Northeast for those immigrants 
from Latin American and in particular Mexico could reflect their relatively new 
presence in these areas.9 On the other hand, the lower levels of segregation in the 
South and West could reflect trends consistent with notions of a new South char-
acterized by more openness as displayed lower levels of segregation over the past 
decades despite the residue of Jim Crow. 

Factors Influencing Immigrant Segregation

The preceding evidence reveals rather high segregation levels for many immigrant 
groups, a few nearly equal to the levels of segregation experienced by African 
Americans. A key question is the factors that drive immigrant segregation levels. 
This section examines whether historic segregation, English-language difficulty, 
or age of dwelling influence these outcomes. Of course, these are not the only fac-
tors likely to influence immigrant segregation levels. Among other factors, studies 
have shown that levels of income, homeownership, and recency of arrival play 

Table 4.1  /  Dissimilarity, Immigrants and Whites, Region

Northeast Midwest South West

All Immigrants 0.463 0.415 0.428 0.438*
Europe 0.335 0.382 0.321 0.291
Asia 0.486 0.482 0.441 0.436
Latin America 0.676 0.624 0.538 0.598*

Mexico 0.787 0.677 0.593 0.628*
Africa 0.679 0.693 0.623 0.619*
Caribbean 0.769 0.783 0.609 0.657*

African American 0.737 0.728 0.573 0.578*

Source: Author’s calculations.
*Indicates F-test of null hypothesis of equal means across region is statistically significant at at 
least the 5 percent level.
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Source: Author’s compilation.

Table 4.2  /  Dissimilarity, Immigrants and Whites, Age of Housing

All Metro  
Areas

Age Housing  
Stock—10th  
Percentile

Age Housing  
Stock—25th  
Percentile

Europe 0.331 0.337 0.339
Asia 0.454 0.482 0.469
Eastern Asia 0.542 0.582 0.564
Southeast Asia 0.546 0.577 0.561
Latin America 0.621 0.676 0.642*
Mexico 0.630 0.784 0.709*
Central America 0.595 0.730 0.695*
Other Latin America 0.681 0.681 0.655
Africa 0.650 0.674 0.656
Caribbean 0.691 0.770 0.761*
African American 0.638 0.713 0.659*

Source: Author’s calculations.
*Indicates F-test of null hypothesis of equal means across region is statistically significant at at 
least the 5 percent level.
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segregated from native-born nonblacks than blacks. However, the gaps in segrega-
tion scores across these groups are much larger in the Northeast and smallest in 
the West, where segregation scores in general are the lowest across regions. Note 
also that, consistent with data in table 4.1, segregation scores are uniformly higher 
in the Midwest where overall segregation scores are highest across regions.

What immigrant subgroups appear most likely to integrate with native-born 
blacks? To help answer this question, table 4.4 presents segregation scores of im-
migrant subgroups to native-born blacks for all metropolitan areas and by region. 
The data indicate that the lower segregation scores are driven by lower segrega-
tion levels between native-born blacks and immigrants from Africa, the Carib-
bean, and Latin America, especially those from South America. Given the rela-
tively smaller immigration flows of those from African and the Caribbean, 
immigrants from Latin America likely make up the bulk of this influence. These 
patterns largely hold across regions as well, along with the usual caveats consis-
tent with earlier results that these segregation scores are highest in the Midwest 
and Northeast and lowest in the West.

The second approach entails estimating the influence of immigrants on mea-
sures of black segregation directly through regressions of the pair-wise combina-
tions of mutually exclusive groups as a function of the percentage of the metro-
politan area population that is immigrants. I do so by conducting a series of 
regressions that estimate the influence of immigration on segregation given the 
following equation:

	 seg imm Xi i i i= + +β β ε11 12 1' 	 (3)

where i indexes metropolitan areas, segi is the dissimilarity index for the relevant 
mutually exclusive pair-wise group, immi is the percentage of the metropolitan 
area that is foreign born (and area of origin of the foreign born), and Xi is a variety 

Table 4.3  /  Dissimilarity, Mutually Exclusive Groups, Region

Index of Dissimilarity

Region

NBa Blacks/NBa 
Nonblacks and 
Foreign Born

NBa Blacks/
Foreign Born

NBa Blacks/ 
NBa Nonblacks

NBa Nonblacks/
Foreign Born

Northeast 0.617* 0.520* 0.654* 0.381
Midwest 0.673 0.623 0.682 0.386
South 0.521 0.490 0.542 0.346
West 0.479 0.463 0.497 0.297

Source: Author’s calculations.
*Indicates F-test of null hypothesis of equal means across region is statistically significant at at 
least the 5 percent level.
aNB = native born.
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of basic metropolitan area characteristics variables previously discussed, and ε1i is 
a mean-zero, randomly distributed disturbance term. 

Table 4.5 provides a series of coefficients from these regressions predicting seg-
regation between these pair-wise mutually exclusive groups as a function of im-
migrant representation in metropolitan areas, for all immigrants and by their area 
of origin. Each cell shows the coefficient for immigrant representation and there-
fore each cell represent a separate regression. For each of these groups, three re-
gression models are estimated that include sequentially only a measure of immi-
grant representation, include controls for metropolitan area characteristics, and 
exclude the established gateway metro areas from the sample.16 The first column 
of estimates are for all immigrants combined, and the next set of columns are for 
the sub-immigrant groups. A positive coefficient on immigrant representation in-
dicates that the measure of segregation for the relevant group increases with the 
percentage of immigrants in the metro area.

Table 4.5 shows in the first column these results of black segregation measures 
as a function of immigrant representation in the metro area for all immigrants. The 
first measure of black segregation, panel 1, is native-born blacks from all others 
(native-born nonblacks and the foreign born), a measure of native-born blacks’ 
total isolation. For all model specifications, the results show virtually no influence 
of immigrant representation on this measure of black segregation. In the next 
panel, the second measures of segregation is native-born blacks’ segregation from 
the foreign born. The positive and statistically significant coefficient of immigrant 
representation on this measure of black segregation disappears after the full set of 
controls are entered into the equation (mostly from metro size); excluding estab-
lished gateway metro areas from the sample has no impact on the estimated coef-
ficient. 

Table 4.4  /  Dissimilarity, Immigrants and Blacks, Region

Northeast Midwest South West

All Immigrants 0.515 0.521 0.660 0.502 0.482*
Europe 0.686 0.716 0.775 0.635 0.605
Asia 0.630 0.715 0.724 0.614 0.568*

Eastern Asia 0.726 0.801 0.800 0.711 0.669*
Southeast Asia 0.603 0.713 0.701 0.619 0.554*

Latin America 0.517 0.441 0.699 0.520 0.516*
Mexico 0.580 0.743 0.742 0.566 0.542*
Central America 0.602 0.625 0.778 0.616 0.553*
Other Latin America 0.494 0.430 0.676 0.529 0.512*

Africa 0.512 0.483 0.547 0.502 0.549
Caribbean 0.466 0.393 0.718 0.515 0.658*

Source: Author’s calculations.
*Indicates F-test of null hypothesis of equal means across region is statistically significant at at 
least the 5 percent level.
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Table 4.5  /   Immigrant and Black Segregation

Index of Dissimilarity

% of Metro-Population Immigrants from:

All 
Immigrants Europe Asia

Latin 
America Mexico Africa Caribbean

1. NB blacks/(NB nonblacks and FB) 
No controls 0.065 2.846*** –0.190 –0.005 –0.225 0.278 0.129
Metro P + SE controls 0.114 0.935 –0.158 0.052 0.091 –0.385 –0.209
Metro P + SE controls, no gateway MSAs 0.118 1.452*** –0.167 0.159 0.072 –0.493 –0.287

2. NB blacks/FB 
No controls 0.145* 1.149** –0.191 0.285** 0.235* 0.131 0.313**
Metro P + SE controls –0.071 1.632* –0.262 0.080 0.115 –0.256 –0.240
Metro P + SE controls, no gateway MSAs 0.060 1.746 –0.311 0.064 0.096 –0.350 –0.331

3. NB blacks/NB nonblacks 
No controls 0.141* 2.764*** –0.132 –0.020 –0.348** 0.305 0.191**
Metro P + SE controls 0.122 1.883** –0.199 0.103 0.118 –0.301 0.115
Metro P + SE controls, no gateway MSAs 0.111 1.930** –0.197 0.072 0.181 0.411 0.218

4. (NB blacks/NB nonblacks), (NB blacks/FB) 
No controls –0.003 –0.428* –0.054 –0.327** –0.044 2.701*** –0.139
Metro P + SE controls 0.132 0.990** 0.106 0.212 0.026 –1.030 –0.306
Metro P + SE controls, no gateway MSAs 0.119 1.481** 0.294 –0517 –0.072 0.800 0.322

Source: Author’s calculations.
Note: NB = native born; P = metro physical controls; SE = metro socioeconomic controls.
*p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01
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Table 4.6  /  English-Language Difficulty and Immigrant Segregation

Index of Dissimilarity from NB Whites

All 
Immigrants Europe Asia East Asia

Southeast  
Asia

Latin 
America Mexico

Other  
Latin 

America Africa Caribbean

No controls 0.763*** –0.055 0.170** –0.038 0.347*** 0.111 0.203** 0.187* 0.005 –0.046
Metro physical and 

socioeconomic 
controls 0.312*** 0.025 0.133 0.170 0.252** 0.165* 0.133 0.066 0.093 –0.177

Segregation IV with 
full controls 0.605*** 0.893 0.504* 0.089 0.302* 0.849** 0.371 1.286** –1.309 –0.288

Segregation IV with 
full controls, no 
gateways MSAs 0.411** –0.083 0.499* 0.030 0.266** 0.467** 0.322 0.558** 0.209 0.170

Source: Author’s calculations.
Note: Segregation IV = IV regressions (without further controls) using 1990 black/white Index of dissimilarity as instrument for respective im-
migrant segregation indices. Immigrant English-Language Difficulty is a function of immigrant segregation from whites for each respective im-
migrant group.
*p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01
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Table 4.7  /  Immigrant Poverty and Segregation

Metro Poverty 
Rate for:

All  
Immigrants Europe Asia

Eastern 
Asia

Southeast 
Asia

Latin 
America Mexico

Other 
Latin 

America Africa Caribbean
African 

American

No controls 0.225*** 0.040 0.105 –0.041 0.198** –0.040 –0.135 –0.147** 0.173 0.073 0.202***
ELD –0.042 0.047 0.091 –0.034 0.156* –0.076 –0.081 –0.117* 0.172 0.088 0.205***
Metro P + SE 

controls
–0.047 –0.092 –0.142 –0.062 0.005 –0.121 0.003 –0.156 0.161 –0.033 0.143**

Segregation IV 
with full 
controls 

–0.306 –0.198 0.141 0.131 –0.177 0.181 –0.045 –0.109 0.101 0.166 0.111*

Segregation IV 
with full 
controls + no 
gateway MSAs

–0.295 0.133 0.282 –0.253 0.195 0.126 –0.134 –0.109 0.152 –0.071 0.092

Source: Author’s calculations.
Note:  Segregation IV = IV regressions (without further controls) using 1990 black/white Index of dissimilarity as instrument for respective immigrant 
segregation indices. Immigrant poverty is a function of immigrant segregation from whites for each respective immigrant group. African American 
poverty is a function of African American segregation from whites. ELD = English-language difficulty; P = metro physical controls; SE = metro socio-
economic controls.
*p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01
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they move to better housing and increase their spatial assimilation with native-
born whites. 

However, what is less known is that immigrants segregation levels are height-
ened above and beyond what English-language difficulty and length of residence 
in the United States would predict as a result of existing segregation. The evidence 
indicates that immigrant segregation is influenced by historic black-white segrega-
tion across metropolitan areas such that immigrant segregation levels are higher 
in metropolitan areas that have higher older black segregation scores, and that this 
is especially true in established gateway metropolitan areas and for immigrant 
from Latino American and Southeast Asia. This is of social concern because the 
influence of this segregation infrastructure could stunt immigrant spatial assimila-
tion and limit the extent to which they make material gains absolutely and relative 
to the native born. 

The consequences of increased immigration and immigrant segregation, how-
ever, are more mixed. The evidence in this chapter is consistent with previous re-
search in this area, that increased immigration has little influence on black segre-
gation levels in the United States. However, immigrant segregation itself could 
have deleterious effects on English-language proficiency. Thus, the evidence 
strongly suggests that English-language difficulty is both cause and negative con-
sequence of immigrant segregation, especially in more established gateway met-
ropolitan areas and for those from Latin America and Southeast Asia. This finding 
is all the more important in light of other findings in the chapter relating to immi-
grant segregation and poverty. The positive association between immigrant pov-
erty and immigrant segregation is completely accounted for by English-language 
difficulty. This strongly suggests that English-language challenges are driving 
some immigrant groups to segregate partly because of the reduced transition and 
transaction costs of living near others who speak similar languages, but such seg-
regation provides perhaps disincentives to gain English-language skills and in 
turn limits labor market opportunities and economic mobility more generally.

Appendix

Table 4A.1  /  Means for MSA Independent Variables

(1)  
Unweighted

(2)  
Weighted  
by Metro  

Population Size

Population Size (Log) 13.571
(0.924)

14.785
(1.189)

Northeast 0.145
(0.353)

0.204
(0.379)

Midwest 0.243
(0.441)

0.212
(0.430)

South 0.401
(0.489)

0.328
(0.475)
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Table 4A.1  /  (Continued)

(1)  
Unweighted

(2)  
Weighted  
by Metro  

Population Size

West 0. 211
(0.409)

0.256
(0.429)

City age (log) 5.169
(0.322)

5.228
(0.393)

Percent Black 0.121
(0.106)

0.135
(0.088)

Percent Latino 0.127
(0.161)

0.173
(0.153)

Percent over sixty-five years old 0.122
(0.026)

0.112
(0.028)

Percent with college degree or more 0.270
(0.072)

0.299
(0.063)

Percent in poverty 0.133
(0.042)

0.125
(0.036)

White male employment-to-population  rate 0.805
(0.047)

0.821
(0.033)

Share of employment in manufacturing 0.115
(0.067)

0.106
(0.042)

Share of employment in retail trade 0.118
(0.014)

0.114
(0.099)

Share of employment in service 0.449
(0.050)

0.455
(0.038)

Number of political jurisdictions (log) 3.319
(1.152)

3.943
(1.115)

Average years in U.S. foreign born (FB) 19.2
(2.985)

18.8
(2.502)

Average years in U.S. Europe FB 27.8
(4.646)

26.6
(3.761)

Average years in U.S. Asia FB 17.4
(2.652)

17.3
(1.931)

Average years in U.S. East Asia FB 19.0
(4.358)

18.3
(2.921)

Average years in U.S. Southeast Asia FB 19.1
(2.926)

18.9
(1.971)

Average years in U.S. Latin America FB 15.2
(3.482)

15.7
(3.157)

Average years in U.S. Mexico FB 13.9
(4.913)

13.9
(3.997)

Average years in U.S. other Latin America FB 16.9
(3.615)

 16.6
(2.907)

Average years in U.S. Caribbean FB 21.6
(7.892)

22.4
(7.063)

Average years in U.S. Africa FB 15.3
(7.069)

15.7
(6.697)
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Table 4A.1  /  (Continued)

(1)  
Unweighted

(2)  
Weighted  
by Metro  

Population Size

English-language difficulty foreign born (FB) 0.236
(0.101)

0.267
(0.091)

English-language difficulty Europe FB 0.072
(0.066)

0.101
(0.065)

English-language difficulty Asia FB 0.176
(0.070)

0.201
(0.069)

English-language difficulty East Asia FB 0.184
(0.101)

0.244
(0.115)

English-language difficulty Southeast Asia FB 0.207
(0.113)

0.203
(0.088)

English-language difficulty Latin America FB 0.399
(0.112)

0.429
(0.092)

English-language difficulty Mexico FB 0.462
(0.145)

0.486
(0.109)

English-language difficulty other Latin America FB 0.248
(0.139)

0.301
(0.114)

English-language difficulty Caribbean FB 0.063
(0.072)

0.068
(0.071)

English-language difficulty Africa FB 0.072
(0.084)

0.079
(0.060)

Poverty rate foreign born (FB) 0.174
(0.058)

0.166
(0.044)

Poverty rate Europe FB 0.104
(0.055)

0.098
(0.039)

Poverty rate Asia FB 0.132
(0.067)

0.127
(0.048)

Poverty rate East Asia FB 0.132
(0.118)

0.132
(0.072)

Poverty rate Southeast Asia FB 0.111
(0.088)

0.103
(0.058)

Poverty rate Latin America FB 0.234
(0.092)

0.221
(0.067)

Poverty rate Mexico FB 0.272
(0.135)

0.253
(0.093)

Poverty rate other Latin America FB 0.157
(0.087)

0.156
(0.064)

Poverty rate Caribbean FB 0.175
(0.160)

0.157
(0.106)

Poverty rate Africa FB 0.184
(0.183)

0.183
(0.129)

N 150 150

Source: Author’s calculations.
Note: Standard errors in parentheses. FB = foreign born.
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column in each panel divide the percentage of the immigrant poor population by 
the percentage of the foreign-born population—the second column by the first 
column in each panel. In all locations these ratios dropped between 2000 and 2009. 
Thus, across the country, regardless of location type, the disproportionate concen-
tration of the foreign-born among the ranks of the poor continued through the 
2000s but became less pronounced by decade’s end.

Building on this share perspective, we next explore how the rates of being poor 
changed for immigrants and the native born. Table 5.4 lists poverty rates by nativ-
ity in each period and the percentage difference between them. Nationally, the 
poverty rate differential between immigrants and natives halved during the 2000s, 
a trend replicated more or less in all locations. This occurred largely because of 
substantial percentage increases in native-born poverty rates—see figure 5.2. In 
some gateway types, this convergence is accelerated because of declining rates of 
poverty among the foreign born (for example, continuous, post–World War II, and 
re-emerging gateways, plus small metropolitan and rural areas in the West). In 
others, it occurred because the rise in native-born poverty is much greater than the 
rise in foreign-born poverty (for example, pre-emerging gateway, rural and small 
metropolitan areas in the Midwest). In the remainder, it occurred because native-
born rates increased and foreign-born rates virtually did not change. 

Foreign-born poverty rates are higher than native-born in all locations in both 
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Source: Authors’ compilation based on U.S. Census Bureau (2003, 2010).
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periods but the gaps are uneven. In traditional gateway metropolitan areas, such 
as continuous and post–World War II gateway types, the difference between im-
migrant and native-born poverty at the start of the decade was below the national 
average. It was considerably above that average in new destination gateway types, 
especially in pre-emerging and re-emerging gateways. This difference perhaps re-
flects the presence in traditional gateways of diverse native-born populations many 
of whom are second-generation descendants of Asian and Latino immigrants. 
These people, who may contribute to elevated native-born poverty rates, will be 
much smaller fractions of pre-emerging and re-emerging gateway populations. 

The Geography of Immigrant Poverty: A 
Decomposition Approach

What factors cause immigrant poverty rates to vary across gateway types—to be 
lower, for instance, in continuous than in post–World War II gateways, or to be 
higher in pre-emerging than in emerging gateways? One possible reason is that 
immigrants do not have the same personal-household characteristics in each loca-
tion. In some places, they might be less likely to have the skills necessary to get a 
decent job and more likely to be in household types (for example, single parent) 
prone to economic marginality. Locations with greater concentrations of the for-
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Figure 5.2  / � Native- and Foreign-Born Changes in Poverty Rates
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tially interesting; it is a measure of how well we can separate these two influences. 
If this covariation is positive then subgroups that are disproportionately poor tend 
to cluster in locations that are unfavorable for escaping poverty and vice versa. 
The covariances involving the interaction effect—the final term in equation (2)—
are likely to be very small. 

Householders age eighteen and older are the demographic units in the decom-
position. We switch the unit of analysis because some of the key determinants of 
poverty vary by household type (single, married, presence of children) rather than 
by individual; or they are most logically associated with an adult member of the 
household (for example, education), typically the householder. The mixture of im-
migrants and native-born individuals in the same household, typically native-
born children of immigrant parents, further complicates analysis at the individual 
scale. For example, the native-born children of immigrants will likely experience 
risks of poverty based on their parent’s characteristics. In our household scale 
analysis, such children are members of a foreign-born headed household.
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Figure 5.3  / � Poverty Rate Variation, Native Born

Source: Authors’ compilation based on U.S. Census Bureau (2003, 2010).
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Figures 5.3 (native-born) and 5.4 (foreign-born) chart household poverty rates 
by categories of key sociodemographic variables used in the decomposition: race, 
education, age, family type, and duration of U.S. residence (foreign-born house-
holds only). Poverty rates vary in broadly similar ways for the native and the for-
eign born. Married households with children have the lowest rates of poverty; 
unmarried households with children have the highest. Whites have the lowest 
poverty rates in both native- and foreign-born households. Blacks have the highest 
native-born poverty rate whereas Hispanics do among the foreign born. More 
education reduces the chances of being poor for both the native and the foreign 
born. At all grades, however, equivalent levels of education translate into lower 
poverty rates for the native born than the foreign born. For immigrants, more time 
in the country corresponds to substantially lower household poverty rates. 

We acknowledge that finer categorizations of these variables might capture 
more subtle effects and that other characteristics, for example region of origin of 
the foreign-born householder, might affect the odds of being poor. The categoriza-
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tions of variables presented in figures 5.3 and 5.4, however, are enough to explain 
national variation in household poverty rates. Log-linear models successfully pre-
dict household poverty as a function of the main effects and the two-way interac-
tion of education with other main effects.6 

The decomposition procedure actually uses the full interaction of these vari-
ables, which strengthens our conclusion that the variable categorizations in these 
figures are fully capable of capturing the effects of subnational differences in de-
mographic structure on the geography of poverty. In the native-born case (figure 
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Source: Authors’ compilation based on U.S. Census Bureau (2003, 2010).
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5.3), the procedure subdivides households in each gateway location j into 144 demo-
graphic categories i: 4 (race) × 4 (age) × 3 (education) × 3 (family). It subdivides for-
eign-born households (figure 5.4) into 288 levels of i (double the native-born number 
because of the binary category of years in the United States). Applying the decom-
position technique in equation (2) to these data yields the distribution of demo-
graphic and metro context effects by gateway type displayed in figures 5.5 and 5.6 
(native born) and figures 5.7 and 5.8 (foreign born). Because the decomposition ex-
plains the poverty rate, any positive direction (rightward) on the figures raises pov-
erty and is thus, descriptively, disadvantageous. By extension, leftward trending 
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Source: Authors’ compilation based on U.S. Census Bureau (2003, 2010).
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bars are advantageous or favorable, indicating conditions or characteristics that 
reduce poverty.

Native-Born Decomposition

As shown in figures 5.5 and 5.6, metro context effects for the native born in the top 
fifty metro areas are generally leftward in orientation, meaning that they reduce 
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poverty. At the same time, they are substantially positive or rightward trending, 
meaning unfavorable, in rural and small metro areas. Trends over time suggest 
that local economies have become relatively more favorable for poverty reduction 
(that is, the bars have shifted more to the left) in continuous, post–World War II 
and emerging gateways and in small metro and rural areas of the South and West. 
The trend from 2000 to 2000–2009 also suggests an attenuating of the advanta-
geous metro context effect in pre-emerging, re-emerging, and former gateways 
and especially in the Midwest. The Midwest region was hit especially hard by the 
Great Recession, so its distinctiveness in these findings is not surprising. 

Figure 5.8  / � Geographic Variation, Foreign-Born Poverty, Demographic
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location categories—by the components on the right side of equation (2) confirms 
this impression (see figure 5.9).7 

Before we turn to a lengthier discussion of this covariation, we offer some in-
sights on the trends in the other major components of the variance decomposition. 
The first is that for both groups in both years variations in metropolitan context 
effects explains most of the geography of poverty. This means place effects ac-
count for more of the variance in poverty rates than variation in the characteristics 
of local populations does. Metropolitan context effects account for more of the 
variations in native-born than immigrant poverty in both 2000 and 2007–2009 and 
these effects become markedly more important for the native born at decade’s end. 
The growing importance of place for native poverty during the 2000s accords with 
the notion that this group has been substantially harmed by the recession and that 
the geographic unevenness of the effects of the economic downturn is increasingly 
driving spatial variability in native-born poverty rates. The opposite appears to be 
true for the foreign born; difference in context effects became a little less important 
source of the variance in immigrant poverty. 

The reasons for this divergence become clear on inspection of the trends in vari-
ance attributable to demographic structure and, especially, its covariation with 
metropolitan context. Demographic structure effects are more important sources 
of variation in native- than foreign-born poverty in both 2000 and 2007–2009, and 
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Source: Authors’ compilation based on U.S. Census Bureau (2003, 2010).

Card-Raphael.indb   158 6/20/2013   11:20:35 AM



“New Destinations” and Immigrant Poverty

/    141

Table 5.1  /  Gateway Classification

Gateway Type Metro Area
Total Pop. 

2000
% Foreign-

Born

Continuous
Boston, MA-NH 3,951,557 14.64
Chicago, IL 8,804,453 16.53
New York-Northeastern NJ 18,372,239 26.33
San Francisco-Oakland-Vallejo, CA 4,645,830 26.33

Post–WWII

Fort Lauderdale-Hollywood-Pompano 
Beach, FL

1,624,272 25.22

Houston-Brazoria, TX 4,413,414 19.66
Los Angeles-Long Beach, CA 12,368,516 34.86
Miami-Hialeah, FL 2,327,072 49.67
Riverside-San Bernardino, CA 3,253,263 18.73
San Diego, CA 2,807,873 21.53

Emerging

Atlanta, GA 3,987,990 10.45
Dallas-Fort Worth, TX 5,043,876 15.45
Las Vegas, NV 1,375,174 18.01
Orlando, FL 1,652,742 11.85
Washington, DC/MD/VA 4,733,359 17.41
West Palm Beach-Boca Raton-Delray 

Beach, FL
1,133,519 17.35

Pre-emerging

Austin, TX 1,167,216 12.76
Charlotte-Gastonia-Rock Hill, NC-SC 1,499,677 6.75 
Greensboro-Winston Salem-High  

Point, NC
1,252,554 5.52

Raleigh-Durham, NC 1,182,869 9.21
Salt Lake City-Ogden, UT 1,331,833 8.53

Re-emerging

Denver-Boulder, CO 2,412,400 10.84
Minneapolis-St. Paul, MN 2,856,295 7.22
Phoenix, AZ 3,070,331 14.47
Portland, OR-WA 1,789,019 11.25
Sacramento, CA 1,632,863 13.94
San Jose, CA 1,688,089 34.09
Seattle-Everett, WA 2,332,682 13.99
Tampa-St. Petersburg-Clearwater, FL 2,386,781   9.83

Former

Baltimore, MD 2,513,661 5.82
Buffalo-Niagara Falls, NY 1,175,089 4.36 
Cleveland, OH 2,255,480 5.04
Detroit, MI 4,430,477 7.49
Milwaukee, WI 1,499,015 5.12
Philadelphia, PA/NJ 5,082,137 6.99
 Pittsburgh, PA 2,500,497 2.50
St. Louis, MO-IL 2,602,448 3.14
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share of the FB(NB) population in a particular metropolitan category at time t di-
vided by the share of the total population in that category at time t. If the foreign 
born were distributed across the country in proportion to the total population in 
each location, location quotients everywhere would equal one. The location quo-
tients for the foreign born show high concentrations of immigrants (double or 
more of that expected) in continuous and post–World War II gateways. Emerging 
and re-emerging gateways location quotients are smaller but still greater than one. 
All other gateway metros show relative concentrations of immigrants less than 
one, though in all these cases, the location quotients increased over the course of 
the decade. The variation of location quotient values for the foreign born is much 
greater than those for the native born. Most LQ scores for the native born are 

Table 5.1  /  (Continued)

Gateway Type Metro Area
Total Pop. 

2000
% Foreign-

Born

Other >1m

Cincinnati-Hamilton, OH/KY/IN 1,473,012 2.75
Columbus, OH 1,443,293 4.99
Indianapolis, IN 1,603,021 3.22
Jacksonville, FL 1,101,766 5.42
Kansas City, MO-KS 1,682,053 4.88
Nashville, TN 1,234,004 4.70
New Orleans, LA 1,381,841 4.72
Norfolk-VA Beach-Newport News,  

VA
1,553,838 4.45 

Oklahoma City, OK 1,157,773 5.38
Providence-Fall River-Pawtucket,  

MA/RI
1,025,944 12.89 

Rochester, NY 1,030,303 5.89
San Antonio, TX 1,551,396 10.61

Source: Authors’ compilation based on U.S. Census Bureau Decennial Census (2003).
Note: Continuous, Post–World War II, Emerging, and Re-Emerging gateways have foreign-born 
populations greater than 200,000 and either foreign-born shares higher than the 2000 national 
average (11.1 percent) or foreign-born growth rates higher than the national average (57.4 per-
cent), or both. Former gateways are determined through historical trends (see below). Pre-Emerg-
ing gateways have smaller foreign-born populations but very high growth rates in the 1990s. The 
gateway definitions and selection are also based on the historical presence (in percentage terms) 
of the foreign-born in their central cities:

Former: Above national average in percentage foreign-born 1900–1930, followed by percent-
ages below the national average in every decade through 2000

Continuous: Above-average percentage foreign-born for every decade, 1900–2000
Post–World War II: Low percentage foreign-born until after 1950, followed by percentages 

higher than the national average for remainder of century
Emerging: Very low percentage foreign-born until 1970, followed by a high proportions in the 

post-1980 period
Re-emerging: Similar pattern to continuous gateways: Foreign-born percentage exceeds na-

tional average 1900–1930, lags it after 1930, then increases rapidly after 1980
Pre-emerging: Very low percentages of foreign-born for the entire twentieth century.
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Table 5.2  /  Distribution of Populations

Foreign Born Native Born

2000 2007 2008 2009 2000 2007 2008 2009

Population share
Metro > 1m

Continuous 25.7% 23.4% 23.6% 23.0% 10.6% 10.1% 10.2% 10.2%
Post-WWII 25.6% 23.6% 23.3% 23.5% 7.5% 7.8% 7.8% 7.8%
Emerging 8.5% 10.0% 10.3% 10.2% 6.1% 6.6% 6.7% 6.8%
Pre-emerging 1.7% 2.1% 2.2% 2.3% 2.4% 2.6% 2.7% 2.7%
Re-emerging 8.0% 8.8% 8.7% 8.5% 6.3% 6.6% 6.6% 6.7%
Former 3.9% 4.0% 4.0% 4.1% 8.3% 7.9% 7.8% 7.8%
Other metro > 1m 3.3% 3.6% 3.6% 3.8% 6.5% 6.5% 6.5% 6.6%

Metro < 1m 15.9% 16.8% 16.7% 16.9% 25.9% 26.1% 26.1% 26.1%
Nonmetro 7.4% 7.6% 7.6% 7.7% 26.3% 25.8% 25.7% 25.5%
TOTAL 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Location quotient
Metro > 1m

Continuous 2.09 1.98 1.99 1.95 2.09 1.98 1.99 1.95
Post-WWII 2.68 2.42 2.40 2.41 2.68 2.42 2.40 2.41
Emerging 1.34 1.41 1.44 1.42 1.34 1.41 1.44 1.42
Pre-emerging 0.76 0.83 0.85 0.86 0.76 0.83 0.85 0.86
Re-emerging 1.23 1.28 1.26 1.24 1.23 1.28 1.26 1.24
Former 0.50 0.54 0.54 0.56 0.50 0.54 0.54 0.56
Other metro > 1m 0.53 0.59 0.58 0.61 0.53 0.59 0.58 0.61

Metro < 1m 0.64 0.68 0.67 0.68 0.64 0.68 0.67 0.68
Nonmetro 0.31 0.32 0.32 0.33 0.31 0.32 0.32 0.33

Source: Authors’ compilation based on U.S. Census Bureau (2003, 2010).
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Table 5.3  /  Foreign-Born Share of Poor Population

2000 2007–2009

% pop FB % poor pop FB

% poor  
pop FB  

/ % pop FB % pop FB % poor pop FB
% poor pop FB 

/ % pop FB

Metro > 1m
Continuous gateway 22.94 29.04 1.27 24.56 28.13 1.15
Post-WWII gateway 30.12 39.09 1.30 30.53 35.39 1.16
Emerging gateway 15.03 22.91 1.52 18.04 23.21 1.29
Pre-emerging gateway 8.55 15.92 1.86 10.73 16.69 1.56
Re-emerging gateway 13.88 25.14 1.81 16.06 23.31 1.45
Former gateway 5.64 7.08 1.26 6.99 7.94 1.14
Other metro > 1m 5.81 8.63 1.48 7.37 9.97 1.35

West
Metro < 1m 13.69 22.48 1.64 14.55 20.27 1.39
Rural 6.66 10.09 1.51 7.13 9.52 1.34

South
Metro < 1m 5.93 9.99 1.69 7.41 10.68 1.44
Rural 2.95 4.28 1.45 3.74 4.97 1.33

Midwest
Metro < 1m 3.88 6.48 1.67 4.76 6.44 1.35
Rural 1.93 3.35 1.74 2.25 3.41 1.51

Northeast
Metro < 1m 6.67 8.73 1.31 8.29 9.47 1.14
Rural 3.56 3.95 1.11 4.21 4.26 1.01

US 11.24 16.09 1.43 12.68 15.24 1.20

Source: Authors’ compilation based on U.S. Census Bureau (2003, 2010).
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Table 5.4  /  Native- and Foreign-Born Poverty Rates

2000 2007–2009

Native-Born Foreign-Born Difference Native Born Foreign-Born Difference

Metro > 1m
Continuous gateway 10.79 14.83 37.46 10.99 13.21 20.23
Post-WWII gateway 13.31 19.82 48.93 13.13 16.37 24.65
Emerging gateway 8.76 14.71 67.98 10.66 14.64 37.31
Pre-emerging gateway 8.92 18.06 102.33 11.50 19.17 66.72
Re-emerging gateway 8.26 17.22 108.37 10.36 16.46 58.90
Former gateway 10.57 13.48 27.54 12.40 14.23 14.75
Other metro > 1m 11.21 17.17 53.07 12.65 17.58 39.05

West
Metro < 1m 12.71 23.23 82.79 13.80 20.60 49.28
Rural 13.95 21.93 57.18 14.28 19.60 37.21

South
Metro < 1m 13.98 24.63 76.10 15.76 23.55 49.39
Rural 17.07 25.10 47.07 18.35 24.68 34.54

Midwest
Metro < 1m 10.02 17.20 71.68 13.56 18.66 37.60
Rural 10.54 18.56 76.09 13.30 20.37 53.15

Northeast
Metro < 1m 10.05 13.46 33.97 11.42 13.21 15.72
Rural 9.80 10.91 11.32 10.86 11.01 1.36

US 11.79 17.85 51.43 13.26 16.43 23.85

Source: Authors’ compilation based on U.S. Census Bureau (2003, 2010).
Note: All numbers in percentages.
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born in the country but also for the diffusion of immigrants to places where pov-
erty rates differ from those in traditional gateways, and the changing characteris-
tics of foreign- and native-born populations in the 2000s. This counterfactual uses 
household rather than person data for the same reasons as the decomposition tech-
nique—the need to subdivide the population into subcategories at risk for poverty 
is most effectively cued on characteristics of the householder. This renders alterna-
tive estimates of poverty rates than for individuals but the differences between 
native- and foreign-born rates and their trends over time are very similar. 

Table 5.5 reports the 2000 and 2007–2009 national poverty rates calculated 
using householders rather than individuals. These rates are lower than for indi-
viduals by about 1.2 percentage points but the magnitude of the increase over this 
period is almost identical to that registered with person data. The shaded cells 
report what the U.S. poverty rate would have been under various conditions. The 
shaded cells in row three report the household version of the simple national 
counterfactual discussed previously. Under this condition—the same foreign-
born percentage of the population in 2007–2009 as in 2000—overall poverty 
would have increased by 1.06 percentage points compared to the actual increase 
of 1.16 points—a small difference. The next row allocates the foreign-born popula-
tion to its 2000 geography in addition to rolling back the foreign-born percentage 
of the population to the same date. Without diffusion in the 2000s, and with no 
relative growth in the foreign-born population over this time, the increase in over-
all poverty would have been 1.04 points. In other words, immigrant settlement 
diffusion to new destinations in the 2000s accounts for a very small fraction of the 
increase in overall poverty above that accounted for by the changing relative size 
of the foreign-born population. 

The final two rows account for changing immigrant and native-born household 
characteristics. Essentially, whether we only roll back immigrant characteristics to 
what they were in 2000 (row five) or roll back both immigrant and native-born 
characteristics to their 2000 distributions (row six)—the effect on national poverty 

Table 5.5  /  Counterfactual Change in Overall U.S. Poverty Rate

National Poverty 
Rate

Percentage Point 
Difference Since 

2000

2000 Actual 11.72
2007–2009 Actual 12.88 1.16
2007–2009 (2000: FB%) 12.77 1.06
2007–2009 (2000: FB%, Geography) 12.75 1.04
2007–2009 (2000: FB%, Geography, FB 

Characteristics)
12.77 1.05

2007–2009 (2000: FB%, Geography, FB and NB 
Characteristics)

12.91 1.19

Source: Authors’ compilation based on U.S. Census Bureau (2003, 2010).
Note: All numbers in percentages.
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group may obtain only high prestige, professional jobs, regardless of parental 
background, thanks to a high degree of ethnic capital. Another group may be clus-
tered uniformly in low prestige laboring occupations, again regardless of parental 
background, due to a lack of legal status. Both of these groups would have the 
same β3, but the key to their very different social position would be found in the 
main effect β2, which would be high in the case of the former and low in the case 
of the latter.

To account for these two components of intergenerational change, slope, and 
intercept, we draw from the literature review. These hypotheses are also repre-
sented graphically in figures 6.1 through 6.4.

Segmented assimilation

•  Intercepts: Advantaged groups will maintain their advantage, and disadvan-
taged groups without a positive context of reception will maintain their disad-
vantage. Intercepts for these groups will reflect the starting place of first gen-
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Figure 6.1  / � Assimilation Perspectives, Segmented

Source: Authors’ original work.
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eration, without much movement up or down. Only those disadvantaged 
groups with a positive context of reception (such as Cubans or Vietnamese) 
will have intercepts higher than their parents’ starting points.

•  Slopes: slopes will approach 1 for negatively received groups and for advan-
taged groups, who are expected to reproduce their class position. Slopes will 
approach 0 for disadvantaged groups with a positive context of reception, who 
will improve upon their parents’ position.

Neo-assimilation

•  Intercepts: Neo-assimilation theory predicts convergence toward the receiving 
country mean. Intercepts will reflect the starting place of parents, but be much 
more compressed around the receiving country mean. This means that inter-
cepts for the children of disadvantaged migrant groups, such as Mexicans, will 
be higher than those of their parents, whereas those children of advantaged 
migrants will be lower.
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•  Slopes: Slopes will be moderate for the children of immigrants, and the rate of 
intergenerational transmission will be similar across groups.

Working Class

•  Intercepts: legal difficulties and very low (socioeconomic status) SES will re-
sult in lower intercepts for the children of working-class immigrants than for 
advantaged immigrants and native whites but still higher than their parents.	

•  Slopes: Slopes will be moderate for the children of immigrants, but due to neg-
ative main effects for undocumented and low SES immigrants this will still 
result in working-class incorporation.

Immigrant Selection Perspective

•  Intercepts: The immigrant selection perspective predicts very high intercepts 
for the children of positively selected groups, with lower intercepts for less 
positively and negatively selected groups.
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•  Slopes: Positively and negatively selected immigrants will have fairly shallow 
slopes, because due to unobserved heterogeneity (selection) parental educa-
tional and occupational outcomes are less efficient indicators for the relevant 
unobserved characteristics in predicting performance in children. Groups that 
are not strongly negatively or positively selected will have steeper slopes that 
are more similar to the native population.

Data

This chapter relies on three data sources. To obtain measures of the current adult 
children of immigrants, we rely on the 2006, 2008, and 2010 March Current Popu-
lation Survey, a large nationally representative survey (King et al. 2010). By com-
bining several survey years, these surveys allow the identification of sufficient 
numbers of 1.5- and second-generation origin groups and provide detailed educa-
tion and occupational information as well as poverty indicators. The next survey 
is the IPUMS 1% Metropolitan Sample of the 1980 Census (Ruggles et al. 2010), 
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Figure 6.5  / � Parental and Respondent Education, Men
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Figure 6.6  / � Parental and Respondent Education, Women
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Figure 6.7  / � Occupational Prestige, Men
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Figure 6.8  / � Occupational Prestige, Women
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Table 6.1  /  Sending and Receiving Starting Points

Percentage 
 in Poverty

Less than  
High  

School
College  
or More

 Mean  
Occupational  
Status Score

Net  
Difference  

Index: 
Educational 
Selectivity

Whites 3+ generation .077 .073 .336 49.1
Blacks 3+ generation .207 .159 .185 44.4
Hispanics 3+ generation .143 .202 .159 45.5

Foreign-born U.S. population, 
2006–2010

Western Hemisphere
Caribbean .179 .230 .202 41.2 .650
Cuban .189 .214 .191 42.5 .399
Mexican .256 .637 .053 35.7 .208
Puerto Rican .236 .304 .172 43.5 –.064
Salvadoran .157 .563 .076 36.2 .350

Asia
Chinese .149 .133 .580 55.4 .671
Filipino .055 .059 .532 49.8 .597
Korean .174 .053 .578 40.6 .525
Vietnamese .102 .237 .247 48.1 .595

Foreign-born U.S. population, 
1980

Western Hemisphere
Caribbean .182 .437 .101 39.5
Cuban .136 .367 .175 44.3
Mexican .235 .782 .034 36.5
Puerto Rican .299 .655 .045 39.1
Salvadoran .196 .557 .078 36.9

Asia
Chinese .127 .310 .372 46.9
Filipino .080 .227 .431 46.5
Korean .123 .269 .313 43.4
Vietnamese .307 .409 .122 41.0  

Source: Authors’ calculations based on the U.S. 1% Census (1980) and the March Current Population Sur-
veys (2006, 2008, 2010).
Note: Weighted percentages from the U.S. Bureau of the Census 1% Census (1980) and the March current 
population surveys (2006, 2008, and 2011). Age adjusted with composite second generation (2006–2010) as 
standard population. The 1.5 generation is defined as foreign born who immigrated before secondary 
school (younger than thirteen). The second generation are children born in the United States to at least one 
foreign-born parent. Where national origins of the mother and father differ, the national origin of the father 
is used. Poverty is defined as the official poverty status of the individual’s household according to the 
definition of poverty originally developed by the Social Security Administration in 1964, later modified by 
federal interagency committees in 1969 and 1980. High school completion includes GED. College comple-
tion includes a bachelor’s degree or higher. Occupational status scores are created from ISCO-88 occupa-
tion codes into the International Socio-Economic Index Scores (Ganzeboom and Treiman 1996). Net Differ-
ence Score from Feliciano (2005).
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Educational Attainment  Table 6.3 displays the percentage of each group at the 
lowest and highest ends of the educational spectrum. Observing rates of high 
school noncompletion, on the one hand, and college completion on the other, we 
see that in most cases the second generation outperforms the first generation. Al-
though comparing the foreign- to the U.S.-born demonstrates that rates of high 
school completion increase in every case, the contrast in college completion among 
the foreign and U.S. born is less consistent. Moreover, the pattern of change from 
one generation to the next varies, both across groups and depending on the bench-
mark.

Not surprisingly, offspring in the least skilled groups show the largest gains 
relative to their immigrant parents. For example, among the Mexican second gen-
eration, the percentage of those with less than a high school degree drops by more 
than two-thirds, and the level of college completion rises by more than four. The 

Table 6.2  /  Age-Adjusted Poverty Rates 

1980 2006–2010  

Whites 3+ generation .084 .077
Blacks 3+ generation .252 .207
Hispanics 3+ generation .170 .143

Generation

1st 1.5 2nd  

Western Hemisphere
 Caribbean .182 .071 .133
 Cuban .136 .055 .069
 Mexican .235 .159 .116
 Puerto Rican .299 .202 .154
 Salvadoran .196 .081 .122

Asia
 Chinese .127 .041 .065
 Filipino .080 .037 .067
 Korean .123 .075 .081
 Vietnamese .307 .067 .048

Standard deviation .080 .056 .037

Source: Authors’ calculations based on the U.S. 1% Census (1980) and the March Current Popula-
tion Surveys (2006, 2008, 2010).
Note: Weighted percentages from the U.S. 1% Census (1980) and the March current population 
surveys 2006, 2008, and 2010. Age adjusted with composite second generation (2006–2010) as 
standard population. The 1.5 generation is defined as foreign born who immigrated before sec-
ondary school (younger than thirteen). The second generation are children born in the United 
States to at least one foreign-born parent. Where national origins of the mother and father differ, 
the national origin of the father is used. Poverty is defined as the official poverty status of the 
individual’s household according to the definition of poverty originally developed by the Social 
Security Administration in 1964, later modified by federal interagency committees in 1969 and 
1980.

Card-Raphael.indb   184 6/20/2013   11:20:37 AM



Table 6.3  /  High School and College Completion

1980 2006–2010    

Less than  
High School

College  
or More

Less than  
High School

College  
or More

Whites 3+ generation .240 .200 .073 .336
Blacks 3+ generation .441 .089 .159 .185
Hispanics 3+ generation .475 .080 .202 .159

Generation

1st 1.5 2nd

Less than  
High School

College  
or More

Less than  
High School

College  
or More

Less than  
High School

College  
or More

Western Hemisphere
 Caribbean .437 .101 .217 .328 .069 .395
 Cuban .367 .175 .210 .269 .132 .384
 Mexican .782 .034 .406 .093 .239 .156
 Puerto Rican .655 .045 .274 .108 .165 .169
 Salvadoran .557 .078 .478 .164 .172 .264

Asia
 Chinese .310 .372 .192 .552 .043 .669
 Filipino .227 .431 .142 .389 .048 .426
 Korean .269 .313 .178 .481 .114 .508
 Vietnamese .409 .122 .281 .363 .186 .426

Standard deviation .185 .149 .111 .161 .067 .163

Source: Authors’ calculations based on the U.S. 1% Census (1980) and the March Current Population Surveys (2006, 2008, 2010).
Note: Weighted percentages from the U.S. 1% Census (1980) and the March current population surveys (2006, 2008, and 2010). Age adjusted with 
composite second generation (2006–2010) as standard population. The 1.5 generation is defined as foreign born who immigrated before second-
ary school (younger than thirteen). The second generation are children born in the United States to at least one foreign-born parent. Where na-
tional origins of the mother and father differ, the national origin of the father is used. High school completion includes GED. College completion 
includes a bachelor’s degree or higher.
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We also note considerable variation in occupational assimilation trajectories. As 
would be expected from their education profiles, the Mexican and Salvadoran sec-
ond generation make large gains relative to the first generation. The change in ISEI 
scores from first to second generations is roughly equivalent to a shift from a semi-
skilled factory worker to a factory supervisor, making the intergenerational con-
trast quite similar to the earlier experience of Poles or Italians (Perlmann 2005). 
Although occupational upgrading of this sort is a significant improvement, the 
occupational status of these second-generation groups continues to lag behind the 
status of third-generation whites.

As noted, all of the other second-generation groups enjoy ISEI scores that match 
or exceed the native white benchmark. Every group, with the exception of Puerto 
Ricans, experiences at least a 9 point increase in their average score. Given that the 
Korean second generation does not quite achieve the educational attainment of the 

Table 6.4  /  Mean Occupational Status Scores

Native Group 1980 2006–2010

White 45.9 49.1
Black 40.3 44.4
Hispanic 41.8 45.5

Generation

1st 1.5 2nd

Western Hemisphere
Caribbean 39.5 50.1 51.1
Cuban 44.3 50.6 53.8
Mexican 36.5 42.1 45.0
Puerto Rican 39.1 44.2 46.4
Salvadoran 36.9 44.0 47.5

Asia
Chinese 46.9 52.4 56.6
Filipino 46.5 53.3 55.1
Korean 43.4 47.4 54.1
Vietnamese 41.0 51.1 52.1

Standard deviation 3.900 4.063 4.126

Source: Authors’ calculations based on the U.S. 1% Census (1980) and the March Current Popula-
tion Surveys (2006, 2008, 2010).
Note: Weighted means from the U.S. 1% Census (1980) and the March current population surveys 
(2006, 2008, and 2010). Age adjusted with composite second generation (2006–2010) as standard 
population. The 1.5 generation is defined as foreign born who immigrated before secondary 
school (younger than thirteen). The second generation are children born in the United States to 
at least one foreign-born parent. Where national origins of the mother and father differ, the na-
tional origin of the father is used. Occupational status scores are created from ISCO-88 occupa-
tion codes into the International Socio-Economic Index Scores (Ganzeboom and Treiman 1996). 
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Table 6.5  /   Descriptive Statistics, Los Angeles 2004

Whites  
3+

Blacks  
3+

Mexicans  
3+ Mexico Salvador China

Philip-
pines Korea Vietnam

Respondent’s years education 14.8 13.7 13.4 13.1 13.5 16.3 15.2 16.0 15.7
Father’s years education 14.4 13.0 12.3 8.1 10.2 14.8 15.0 15.0 13.1
Mother’s years education 13.9 13.3 12.0 8.1 9.6 13.0 15.0 13.8 10.9
Respondent’s occupational prestige 43.2 43.9 53.3 48.6 52.3 50.5
Father’s occupational prestige 36.5 36.6 48.3 49.9 47.7 43.5
Generation status

1st: arrived age thirteen+ .093 .092 .121 .049 .091 .119
1.5: arrived before thirteen .307 .466 .450 .468 .606 .687
2nd: born in United States .457 .411 .375 .405 .266 .187
2.5: one U.S.-born parent .187 .031 .054 .078 .037 .008

Legal status
Birthright citizen .644 .442 .429 .482 .303 .194
Naturalized citizen .176 .288 .532 .444 .583 .742
Permanent resident .112 .221 .032 .067 .098 .060
Other       .067 .049 .007 .007 .014 .004

Source: Authors’ calculations based on the Immigration and Intergenerational Mobility in Metropolitan Los Angeles (2004).
Note: Men and women, age twenty-two to thirty-nine. IIMMLA Multiple Imputed Data (M=30), mean and proportion estimates using  Stata mi 
estimation commands. The first generation is defined as foreign born who immigrated at age thirteen or older. The 1.5 generation defined as 
foreign born who immigrated before secondary school (younger than thirteen). The second generation are children born in the United States to 
two foreign-born parents, 2.5 generation defined as those with one foreign born, one native-born parent. Where foreign national origins of the 
mother and father differ, the national origin of the father is used. Occupational status scores are created from ISCO-88 occupation codes into the 
International Socio-Economic Index Scores (Ganzeboom and Treiman 1996).
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vergence in their intercepts: the second generation intercepts are closer to the 
mean years of education of fourteen years than the mean outcomes among the 
foreign born. Three different integration pathways are clearly visible. Chinese, 
Vietnamese, and Korean respondents form one pattern—high intercepts and flat 
slopes. As expected by the segmented assimilation and selectivity perspectives, 
these highly selected groups perform well regardless of parental educational back-
ground. 

The next identifiable pattern includes Mexican and Salvadoran respondents, 
and is what we would expect from the working-class hypothesis: they do not re-
produce the low levels of education of their parents, as evidenced by their higher 
intercepts than both native-born groups and their parents, yet they share with 
Eastern Hemisphere respondents a flatter slope than native groups. This combina-
tion of flat slope and lower intercept, however, means that their attainment is 
lower than other groups among the children of higher educated parents. The end 
story is consistent with the working-class hypothesis: strong improvement over 
parents, but continued disadvantage relative to other groups.

Table 6.6  /  Parental Education and Completed Schooling, Los Angeles 2004

Men Women

Father’s 
Education

Mother’s 
Education Intercept

Father’s 
Education

Mother’s 
Education Intercept

Whites 3+ generation .039 .320 7.757 .146 .318 7.974
SE .062 .074 .067 .073

Blacks 3+ generation .101 .206 7.810 .095 .190 9.511
SE .063 .084 .059 .062

Mexican 3+ Generation .212 .160 6.764 .137 .224 8.716
SE .079 .073 .081 .074

Mexico .092 .089 9.842 .080 .126 10.890
SE .033 .035 .031 .031

Salvadoran .022 .045 11.166 .045 .215 10.643
SE .059 .066 .082 .070

Chinese .076 .053 12.717 .135 –.013 14.010
SE .067 .066 .059 .063

Filipino .160 .197 8.088 .113 .232 9.652
SE .079 .093 .083 .077

Korean .124 .009 12.149 .074 .042 13.927
SE .068 .081 .074 .082

Vietnamese .019 .083 12.703 .069 –.006 14.378
SE .068 .061   .075 .052  

Source: Authors’ calculations based on the Immigration and Intergenerational Mobility in Metropolitan 
Los Angeles (2004).
Note: Men and women, age twenty-two to thirty-nine. IIMMLA Multiple Imputed Data (M=30),  effects 
and standard errors computed using  Stata mi estimation commands. Dependent variable is respondent’s 
years of schooling. Models include controls for respondent’s age.
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tional status. In contrast, there is no difference between naturalized and birthright 
citizens, and that between those with a green card and those with temporary sta-
tus is also insignificant for both men and women at the 0.05 level. It is important 
to remember from the descriptive statistics that the majority of noncitizen respon-
dents in this sample are of Mexican origin; however, the negative association be-
tween noncitizen status and educational attainment remains strong and significant 
even if Mexican-origin respondents are omitted from the analysis.

As expected by both segmented assimilation and the working-class perspec-
tives, a lack of citizenship and working-class employment in the first generation 
delays the academic performance of the second generation. The majority of non-
citizens are Mexican and Salvadoran, and thus legal disadvantage has the most 
substantive application to these groups. However, controlling for compositional 
differences in legal status and parental occupational prestige does little to account 
for the difference in educational attainment between Eastern and Western Hemi-
sphere respondents. The main effect (not shown) of Chinese, Korean, and Viet-

Table 6.7  /  Generation, Prestige, and Status, and Completed Schooling, Los Angeles 2004

Years Completed  
Schooling: Men

Years Completed  
Schooling: Women

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Generation (1st generation omitted)
1.5 generation .402 .455 .699 .714

SE –.241 –.241 –.239 –.241
2nd generation .472 .508 1.104 1.114

SE –.250 –.250 –.248 –.250
2.5 generation .496 .540 .499 .499

SE –.295 –.295 –.287 –.288
Father’s occupational prestige .013 .011 .005 .005

SE –.005 –.005 –.005 –.005
Legal status (birth citizens omitted)

Naturalized citizens .156 .036
SE –.141 –.137

Green card / applying for citizenship –.746 –1.181
SE –.210 –.213

Other status –.833 –2.443
SE –.367 –.407

Parental education, country of 
origin fixed effects, and 
interactions 

X X X X X X

Source: Authors’ calculations based on the Immigration and Intergenerational Mobility in Metropolitan 
Los Angeles (2004).
Note: Men and women, age twenty-two to thirty-nine. IIMMLA Multiple Imputed Data (M=30), marginal 
effects and standard errors computed using  Stata mi estimation commands. Dependent variable is respon-
dent’s years of schooling. Models include controls for respondent’s age, country of origin, mother’s educa-
tion, father’s education, and interaction terms between parental education and country of origin.
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Korean and Chinese women have high intercepts and shallow slopes, though 
steeper than men’s. Mexican and Salvadoran women have shallow or flat slopes, 
and low intercepts. Vietnamese women display flatter slopes, with higher inter-
cepts than Vietnamese men, breaking away from the Filipino pattern.

In sum, intergenerational transmission in occupational prestige is similar to 
educational transmission: intercepts for all groups are higher than the average oc-
cupational prestige scores of the most disadvantaged foreign-born groups, Mexi-
can and Salvadorans. They are also somewhat less varied than the average occu-
pational prestige scores of their immigrant parents. Korean, Chinese, and to a 
lesser extent Vietnamese respondents display a highly advantaged, select or ethnic 
mobility pattern of high intercepts and flat slopes. Salvadoran and Mexican re-
spondents display flat slopes and low intercepts, a working-class or less-selective 
transmission pattern. Finally, Filipinos display a more mainstream or middle-class 
incorporation pattern of stronger intergenerational transmission, at least for men.

We next turn to the effect of generation, parental education, and legal status on 
second generation occupational prestige. The results of these models are found in 
table 6.9. Generational status is collectively insignificant at the 0.05 level for 
women. For men, 1.5-generation respondents who arrived before the age of thir-
teen or were born in the United States have higher occupational prestige than first-
generation respondents, but this association is primarily accounted for by the 

Table 6.8  /  Occupational Prestige, Los Angeles 2004

Men Women

Father’s 
Prestige Intercept

Father’s 
Prestige Intercept

Mexican .104 37.7 .009 44.5
SE .068 .065

Salvadoran .116 37.9 .084 42.8
SE .112 .131

Chinese .041 51.0 .099 48.9
SE .074 .068

Filipino .195 38.0 .064 46.2
SE .087 .073

Korean .011 50.2 .140 47.1
SE .082 .074

Vietnamese .241 39.4 .008 50.8
SE  .103   .082  

Source: Authors’ calculations based on the Immigration and Intergenerational Mobility in Metro-
politan Los Angeles (2004).
Note: Men and women age twenty-two to thirty-nine with at least one foreign-born parent. IIM-
MLA Multiple Imputed Data (M=30), marginal effects and standard errors computed using Stata 
mi estimation commands. Dependent variable is the occupational prestige of respondent’s pri-
mary occupation, father’s occupational prestige derived from respondent’s report of father’s oc-
cupation during respondent’s childhood. Models include controls for respondent’s age.
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Table 6.9  /  Generation, Education, and Status, and Occupational Prestige, Los Angeles 2004

Men Women

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Generation (1st generation omitted)
1.5 generation 4.015 3.450 –1.849 –1.966

SE –1.580 –1.572 –1.428 –1.426
2nd generation 3.206 1.897 –.927 –1.246

SE –1.604 –1.615 –1.459 –1.467
2.5 generation 3.908 2.106 –1.974 –2.549

SE –1.890 –1.892 –1.667 –1.689
Mother’s education .235 .223 .063 .005

SE –.133 –.133 –.113 –.112
Father’s education .377 .355 .203 .187

SE –.135 –.134 –.114 –.113
Legal status (birth citizens omitted)

Naturalized citizens 2.925 1.024
SE –.886 –.784

Green card / applying for citizenship –2.630 –2.796
SE –1.344 –1.252

Other status –6.664 –8.149
–2.391 –2.487

Father’s occupational prestige, country of origin 
fixed effects, and interactions 

X X X X X X

Source: Authors’ calculations based on the Immigration and Intergenerational Mobility in Metropolitan Los Angeles (2004).
Note: IIMMLA Multiple Imputed Data (M=30), marginal effects and standard errors computed using Stata mi estimation commands. Dependent 
variable is occupational prestige of respondent’s primary occupation. Models include controls for respondent’s age, country of origin, father’s 
occupational prestige, and interaction terms between parental education and country of origin.
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Table 7.1  /  Selected Characteristics of Los Angeles’ New Second Generation

1.5 and Second Generation Third-Plus Generation

Characteristics Chinese Vietnamese Mexican Mexican Black White

Female 43.5 49.9 49.7 52.0 53.7 50.6
Median age 27.0 25.0 28.0 29.0 31.0 30.0
Citizenship status

Citizen by birth 45.3 29.4 65.6 100.0 100.0 100.0
Citizen through naturalization 49.8 64.3 15.1 — — —
Permanent resident 4.4 6.1 11.8 — — —
Undocumented status 0.5 0.2 7.5 — — —

Parental SES
Father with no English proficiency 7.0 7.9 15.2 — — —
Mother with no English proficiency 7.8 12.0 19.1 — — —
Father with no high school diploma 7.5 15.6 54.5 17.2 10.9 3.5
Mother with no high school diploma 12.2 30.5 58.0 22.4 9.0 4.4
Father with a bachelor’s degree or more 61.3 31.9 7.3 14.7 35.0 46.5
Mother with a bachelor’s degree or more 42.3 16.1 5.3 11.3 28.0 36.3
Parent ever been undocumented 1.0 0.6 10.4 — — —
Parent owning a home 86.5 58.8 62.8 73.1 67.5 89.2

Family situation
Both parents married 85.5 83.6 72.0 53.8 43.3 51.9
Grew up living with both parents 85.6 83.1 72.2 62.2 45.4 64.8

Total 400 401 844 400 401 402

Source: Authors’ compilation based on Immigration and Intergenerational Mobility in Metropolitan Los Angeles.
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Table 7.2  /  Divergent Outcomes of Los Angeles’ New Second Generation

1.5 and Second Generation Third-Plus Generation

Outcomes Chinese Vietnamese Mexican Mexican Black White

Education
No high school diploma 0.0 1.0 13.8 9.5 6.7 3.7
High school diploma 4.5 6.7 32.7 30.3 24.2 17.7
Some college 32.4 44.1 35.9 41.4 45.1 32.5
Bachelor’s degree 41.5 37.7 12.6 14.5 18.8 31.8
Graduate degrees 21.6 10.5 5.0 4.3 5.2 14.3

Labor market status*
Professional occupations 17.9 14.0 3.6 5.9 4.6 9.6
Earnings

$20,000 or less 43.6 53.3 76.7 70.4 73.7 60.2
$20,001 to $50,000 48.4 39.0 22.5 28.3 24.7 33.9
Over $50,000 8.0 7.7 0.8 1.3 1.7 5.9

Family situation
Married 26.0 24.4 39.5 41.0 25.9 44.6
Mean age when first child was born 30.2 27.5 22.0 22.7 22.3 25.4
Having children at teen age 0.0 2.2 12.5 12.8 12.0 2.9

Incarceration 1.8 3.2 9.8 15.0 19.3 10.6

Total 400 401 844 400 401 402

Source: Authors’ compilation based on Immigration and Intergenerational Mobility in Metropolitan Los Angeles.
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abilities of undocumented entry and exit using data from the Mexican Migration 
Project and then applied these to population counts taken from the Mexican cen-
sus to compute annual net undocumented migration between Mexico and the 
United States.

As can be seen, when the Bracero Program ended in 1965 and dramatically re-
duced opportunities for migration in legal status, both documented and especially 
undocumented migration from Mexico began to increase. Net undocumented en-
tries rose from near zero in the early 1960s to peak at around 300,000 per year in 
1990. Documented migration also rose from around 50,000 per year in the early 
1960s to fluctuate between 100,000 and 150,000 during the late 1970s and early 
1980s as legal immigrants circumvented the country caps by naturalizing, thus 
rendering their spouses, minor children, and parents exempt from numerical lim-
itation. In addition, Congress in 1986 authorized and amnesty for undocumented 
residents and enacted a special legalization for agricultural workers that caused 
another surge of adjustments to permanent resident status and ultimately citizen-
ship in subsequent years. 

Owing to U.S. policy shifts between the early 1960s and the early 1980s, there-
fore, Mexican immigration was transformed from an overwhelmingly legal to a 
substantially illegal flow. According to the data shown in figure 9.1, among Mexi-
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Figure 9.1  / � Mexican Migration to the United States 

Source: Author’s compilation of data from the Office of Immigration Statistics, U.S. Department 
of Homeland Security and predecessor agencies.
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Building a New Underclass

Paradoxically, the effect of increased immigration enforcement was actually to in-
crease the net inflow of undocumented migrants and to spread them more widely 
throughout the nation (Massey, Durand, and Malone 2002; Massey 2008; Massey, 
Rugh, and Pren 2010). Once they had experienced the costs and risks of undocu-
mented border crossing, migrants declined to repeat the experience and remained 
north of the border rather than returning home, bringing about a pronounced de-
cline in levels of out-migration (Redburn, Reuter, and Majmundar 2011). With the 
full-scale militarization of the border in San Diego and the erection of a steel wall 
from the Pacific Ocean to the peaks of the Sierra Madre, immigrants were diverted 
from California toward new crossing points along the border with Arizona and to 
new destinations throughout the United States (see the chapter 5, this volume). 
Mexican migration was thus transformed from a largely circular movement of 
male workers going to three states into a settled population of families living in 
fifty states (Massey, Durand, and Pren 2009). By 2010, more Latinos were living in 
undocumented status in more places than at any point in American history 
(Massey 2011; Massey and Pren 2012a). 

As a result of U.S. actions over the past several decades, never before have so 
many U.S. residents lacked basic legal protections. Undocumented migrants cur-
rently constitute 33 percent of all foreigners present in the United States, more 

Figure 9.2  / � Immigration Enforcement Relative to Levels
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Over the past several decades, U.S. immigration and border policies have thus 
increased the number of Latinos in vulnerable positions, dramatically increased 
the level of official repression directed against them, and provided new incentives 
for employers to discriminate and exploit those with undocumented or marginally 
legal status. With more people occupying ever more vulnerable and exploitable 
positions in the U.S. labor market, the socioeconomic status of Latinos generally 
declined over the past several decades. After 1990, after holding an intermediate 
position between blacks and whites in the American status hierarchy, Latinos in-
creasingly joined African Americans at the bottom to make up a new American 
underclass (Massey 2007). In the absence of meaningful immigration reform and a 
curtailment of repression against immigrants, this population can only be expected 
to see its problems proliferate and multiply.

Figure 9.3 illustrates the decline in Latino socioeconomic status with trends in 
median personal income earned by white, black, and Latino males from 1972 
through 2010 (in constant dollars). Obviously, white men earned substantially 
more income than black and Latino workers throughout the period, but whereas 
Latinos clearly occupied a middle position during the early 1970s, their intermedi-
ate status began to erode during the 1980s; after a crossover in 1992, Latino males 
supplanted black males at the bottom and have remained there ever since. 

These figures, of course, do not control for human capital and other characteris-
tics of white, black, and Latino workers; and some have argued that the deteriora-

Figure 9.3  / � Median Personal Income, Males
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tion in the relative economic standing of Latinos reflects the declining quality of 
successive immigrant cohorts, especially for Mexicans (Borjas 1995, 1999; see also 
chapter 3, this volume). In their analysis of Mexican male wages from 1950 through 
2008, however, Douglas Massey and Julia Gelatt (2010) show that on observable 
traits such as education and experience the average quality of immigrant cohorts 
steadily improved over time, both absolutely and relative to native white workers. 
Although it is possible that unobservable indicators of quality deteriorated, this is 
unlikely because one would then have to argue that observable and unobservable 
indicators of productivity were negatively correlated. Massey and Gelatt suggest 
that what changed over time was not so much the characteristics of immigrants, as 
how various forms of human capital were rewarded in the U.S. labor market. Their 
analysis documented declining rates of earnings return to English-language abil-
ity, U.S. experience, education, skill, and age, beginning in the 1990s and accelerat-
ing after 2000. The share of variance in male wages explained by background char-
acteristics fell from 0.28 in 1950 to 0.11 in 2007, indicating a significantly weaker 
connection between human capital inputs and wage outputs. 

In a counterfactual analysis, Massey and Gelatt (2010) also estimated that if 
background characteristics had been rewarded at the same rate as in 1980, male 
Mexican wages would have risen by 10 percent, whereas if means had been held 
to their 1980 values, wages would have declined by 4 percent. That male immi-
grants wages declined occurred despite and not because human capital levels 
were rising, and this came about because the rewards to human capital were si-

Figure 9.4  / � Median Personal Income, Females
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multaneously falling. Although Massey and Gelatt did not consider female wages, 
figure 9.4 reveals that the earnings of Latinas have deteriorated even more dra-
matically than among their male counterparts. 

In the early 1970s, all women earned relatively low incomes—both absolutely 
and compared with men. Things began to change in 1980, however, when the in-
comes of white women began to rise steadily, going from a little over $12,000 that 
year to peak at almost $23,000 in 2007. Although the upturn for black women 
trailed that of white women, beginning around 1985 their incomes also began to 
rise and this increase accelerated during the 1990s to narrow the black-white gap 
substantially, with black female income peaking at almost $21,000 in 2007. In con-
trast, the income of Latinas remained flat until 1993 and then rose at a slower rate 
than either white or black women, so that by 2010 the Latina-white gap was wider 
than it had ever been. Whereas white and Latina women earned roughly the same 
incomes in 1972, by 2010 Latinas earned 25 percent less than whites.

The shifting fortunes of Latinos and African Americans in U.S. labor markets are 
clearly reflected in U.S. poverty statistics. Figure 9.5 shows trends in the poverty 
rate for white, black, and Latino families from 1972 to 2010. Once again, Latinos 
occupied a middle position until 1994, when black and Latino poverty rates con-
verged. From then until 2000, black and Latino families shared the same poverty 
trajectory. In 2000, black poverty rates began to rise above those of Latinos until 
2008. The onset of the Great Recession brought them back together at around 24 
percent in 2010, some 3.4 times greater than the 7 percent among white families.

Figure 9.5  / � Poverty Rate, Families
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The growing segregation and isolation of Latinos in the United States contrib-
utes strongly to their vulnerability to exogenous economic shocks (see chapter 4, 
in this volume). First, any shock that increases poverty and disadvantage among 
members of a segregated group will increase the spatial concentration of poverty 
and disadvantage that group experiences (Massey and Denton 1993; Massey and 
Fischer 2000; Quillian 2012). In addition, residential segregation is a powerful pre-
dictor of the number and rate of foreclosures experienced during the housing bust 
of 2008, in that segregated minority neighborhoods were explicitly targeted for 
predatory lending during the housing boom (Rugh and Massey 2010). As a result, 
groups that were more segregated residentially experienced greater risk to their 
wealth when the housing bust caused home values to deflate rapidly after 2007. 
Indeed, Latinos were doubly disadvantaged, not only by their relatively high resi-
dential segregation, but also by their regional concentration areas hardest hit by 
the housing crisis, such as California, Florida, Nevada, and Arizona. 

The effect of the crisis on Latino wealth is indicated in figure 9.7, which shows 
trends in median net wealth for black and Latino households. Historically, both 
groups have been characterized by low levels of wealth, which before 2000 aver-
aged between just $6,000 and $10,000, compared with a range of $70,000 to $80,000 
for white households (not shown). Beginning in 2001, the net wealth of Latino and 
black households began to rise as the housing boom began to reach into their 
neighborhoods; both groups were targeted for extensive subprime mortgage lend-

Figure 9.6  / � Latino Residential Segregation, 287 Metropolitan Areas
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ing. Given that Latinos were disproportionately living in states affected by the 
boom, their net wealth rose faster and higher than blacks, peaking at $24,000 in 
2007; the peak for blacks was only $14,000. With the collapse of housing prices, 
however, both groups ended up much at the same place, with a net worth of just 
$6,000 for Latinos and $5,000 for blacks by 2009. Latinos, however, saw the great-
est decline in net wealth of any major group—a drop of 73 percent between peak 
and trough.

Immigration Reform as Social Justice

Over the past four decades, the immigration enforcement system of the United 
States has become increasingly important a major race-making institution in 
much the same way that the criminal justice system did for African Americans 
over the same period. Arrests and incarcerations increased dramatically, as did 
apprehensions and deportations. At the same time, relevant agency budgets also 
increased dramatically. The immigrant detention system is now the fastest grow-
ing component of America’s prison industrial complex. In 2011, for example, 
some 429,000 immigrants were incarcerated and awaiting trial or deportation, 

Figure 9.7  / � Median Net Household Wealth
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397,000 were expelled from the United States, and 328,000 were apprehended at 
the Mexico-U.S. border (American Civil Liberties Union 2012; U.S. Office of Im-
migration Statistics 2012). Figure 9.8 reveals that the number incarcerated among 
Latinos is rapidly rising relative to African Americans. Whereas the ratio of La-
tino to black prisoners in state and federal penal institutions averaged between 
0.34 and 0.39, after 2001 it rose steadily, to peak at around 0.59 in 2010. At this rate 
of change, Latinos will surpass African Americans as the largest prison popula-
tion within two decades.

Whereas the prison industrial complex created among African Americans a 
large population of current and ex-felons who suffer a variety of forms of exclu-
sion and discrimination (Pager 2007; Pettit 2012), it has among Latinos generated 
a population of marginalized, repressed, and eminently exploitable undocu-
mented migrants as well as of felons. Despite all their well-documented disadvan-
tages, however, black felons at least retain basic social and economic rights as 
American citizens, whereas undocumented migrants under current circumstances 
have virtually no rights. They are subject to arrest, incarceration without represen-
tation, and summary deportation without trial or benefit of counsel. Even docu-
mented migrants may now be arrested, detailed, and deported on the say-so of 
low-level Justice Department officials; they have been declared by Congress to be 
deportable ex post facto for crimes they committed earlier (see Legomsky 2000).

The situation is especially dire for Mexicans, the nation’s largest immigrant 

Figure 9.8  / � Latinos and Blacks Incarcerated in State and Federal Prisons

1995 2000 2005 2010

Year

Ra
tio

 o
f L

at
in

o 
to

 b
la

ck
 p

ri
so

ne
rs

0.7

0.6

0.5

0.4

0.3

0.2

0.1

0

Source: Author’s compilation of data from the U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics.

Card-Raphael.indb   275 6/20/2013   11:20:43 AM



Immigration, Poverty, and Socioeconomic Inequality

292    /

zona—close to 11 percent of total private employment in 2006—and thus declines 
in the state’s economy can have a significant impact. Thus, it is important in our 
evaluation strategy to ensure that we do not attribute changes in population to 
LAWA if they were in fact driven by the decline in construction and real estate in 
Arizona specifically. To validate our empirical approach, we assess official statis-
tics on employment trends in Arizona and neighboring states during the recession, 
based on the Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages (QCEW) data.

The recent recession caused a clear reduction in Arizona’s workforce. Figure 
10.1 shows strong employment growth from 2003 to 2006 and a noticeable slow 
down in 2007. This was followed by 3 and 8 percent decreases in 2008 and 2009, 
respectively. Figure 10.1 also shows that the negative employment effects of the 
recession on employment were not any stronger in Arizona than in neighboring 

Figure 10.1  / � Annual Employment Growth
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areas, including inland California (an area that shares many of the characteristics 
and trends of Arizona, and therefore used in our empirical analysis). Last, an ap-
plication of the synthetic cohort method to employment growth fails to reveal a 
LAWA effect in Arizona.

Importantly, the recession was precipitated by a housing crisis, which brought 
new housing construction to a near standstill. That many unauthorized immi-
grants are, or perhaps more accurately were, employed in the construction sector 
means that they may have been particularly affected by the recession. However, a 
look at construction employment data reveals no evidence that Arizona’s con-
struction industry fared much differently in the recession than its neighboring 
areas (figure 10.2).

Overall, the QCEW data indicate that though Arizona’s labor market was 
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Mexico at 0.077. For the same group in our analysis of the self-employment rate, 
nine states received positive weights—Massachusetts at 0.42, Florida at 0.143, and 
Tennessee at 0.141 having the largest.

LAWA Effects on Formal Employment

Figure 10.4 shows that before LAWA, the wage and salary employment rates of 
noncitizen Hispanics matched those of noncitizens in the synthetic Arizona quite 
well. Average pre-intervention differences between Arizona and the synthetic 
control groups are near zero for each outcome, with quite small root mean squared 
errors. Hence, the synthetic control approach passes the first hurdle—succeeds in 
obtaining of convex combination of states that match Arizona’s pre-LAWA trend. 
Beginning in 2007, we observe a divergent pattern. In the two post-LAWA years, 
we observe the noncitizen Hispanic employment rate is between 11 and 12 per-
centage points lower than in the comparison states.

Average differences between Arizona and the synthetic control are calculated in 
the pre-LAWA period (1998–2006) and post-LAWA period (2008–2009). These and 
the difference-in-difference estimate, DDAZ, are presented in table 10.1 (third row). 
Following LAWA, the employment rate of noncitizen Hispanic men with lower 
levels of educational attainment fell slightly more than 11 percentage points rela-
tive to the synthetic control. To obtain a p-value on DDAZ as well its nonparametric 
rank, we replicate the synthetic control method on each state in the donor pool and 
obtain a distribution of difference-in-difference estimates. 

Figure 10.3  / � Wage-Salary Employment Rates, Groups
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The set of difference-in-difference point estimates, DD, is used to calculate the 
p-value and rank of DDAZ. These statistics are given in the last two columns of 
table 10.1 (see also figure 10.5).7 We find that the difference-in-difference estimate 
for Arizona stands out as a clear outlier in the distribution of placebo estimates. 
The 11.4 point decline is the largest among all states and is a statistically significant 
decline. Using the size of the noncitizen Hispanic population and workforce in 
Arizona in 2006 as the base, about 531,000 and 308,000 respectively, our estimates 
suggest that LAWA caused a drop in wage and salary employment of roughly 
56,000 noncitizen Hispanic workers.

The first panel of table 10.1 reveals that wage and salary employment declines 
among likely unauthorized workers in Arizona comes from the less educated and 
males. This is driven, of course, by the fact that most unauthorized immigrants in 
the state are in these two subgroups. Note, however that we do not detect any 
statistically significant declines in wage and salary employment among likely un-
authorized women due to LAWA.

The next three panels of table 10.1 show a lack of evidence for impacts of LAWA 
on the competing groups of workers we examine. No declines or improvements in 
wage and salary employment for less-skilled naturalized Hispanics, native-born 

Figure 10.4  / � Wage-Salary Employment Rates, Hispanic Noncitizen Men with High  
School or Less
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Hispanics, or native-born whites are statistically significant. The full set of wage 
and salary employment results suggests that LAWA achieved its goal of reducing 
the employment of unauthorized immigrants in Arizona. No evidence, however, 
indicates success toward the secondary goal of such legislation—to improve the 
employment opportunities for competing workers. 

LAWA Effects on Self-Employment

Wage and salary employment tells only part of the story. LAWA’s E-Verify man-
date includes only licensed businesses within its employer definition and specifi-
cally excludes independent contractors from its definition of an employee.8 Thus, 
one way to avoid E-Verify is to enter into independent contractor arrangements 
rather than formal wage and salary employment. Using self-employment as a 
proxy to potentially capture this effect, we next assess the impact of LAWA on 

Figure 10.5  / � Difference in Wage-Salary Employment Rates Relative to the Synthetic 
Control Group, Hispanic Noncitizen Men with High School or Less
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self-employment among the likely unauthorized workers in Arizona and their 
substitutes. 

The synthetic cohort results strongly suggest that Arizona’s legislation substan-
tially increased self-employment among noncitizen Hispanic immigrants. Figure 
10.6 indicates that the self-employment rate among Hispanic noncitizen men was 
on the rise before LAWA in both Arizona and the comparison states. However, the 
rise between 2007 and 2009 is substantially greater in Arizona. The estimate of the 
magnitude of LAWA’s self-employment effect is about 8 percentage points, 
roughly double the self-employment rate. Table 10.2 presents the point estimates 
of difference in pre- and post-LAWA for Arizona relative to the synthetic control. 
The difference-in-difference estimate suggests that the self-employment rate for 
likely unauthorized men in Arizona rose 8.3 percentage points higher relative to 
the synthetic control group. 

Conducting the same placebo test on the set of self-employment rate outcomes 
yields similar conclusions. For likely unauthorized less-skilled men, the rise in 
self-employment rate is a clear outlier among all states, as shown in figure 10.7. 
The 8.3 percentage point relative increase ranks second-largest among states and 
is statistically significant at the 5 percent level (see table 10.2). Calculating from the 

Figure 10.6  / � Self-Employment Rates, Hispanic Noncitizen Men with High School or 
Less
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base of 308,000 workers in 2006 yields an increase of approximately 25,000 self-
employed Hispanic noncitizens due to LAWA. For men and women of other eth-
nic and nativity groups, there is no evidence of statistically significant change in 
the self-employment rate due to LAWA. 

In sum, these results suggest that among unauthorized men in Arizona, wage 
and salary employment opportunities became quite limited as a result of LAWA, 
and many opted to shift their efforts to self-employment. These effects are concen-
trated among the group of less-skilled and likely unauthorized men. We find no 
convincing evidence of spillover effects to competing low-skilled groups.

Not only did the unauthorized population of decline by roughly 90,000 (Bohn, 
Lofstrom, and Raphael 2011), the unauthorized workers who chose to live in Ari-
zona following LAWA saw sizeable changes in employment opportunities. LAWA 
caused a decline of more than 50,000 unauthorized workers in wage and salary 
jobs. This drop appears not to have had deleterious consequences—or observable 
benefits—for competing workers. The unintended consequence of declining em-
ployment opportunities for unauthorized workers, however, is a sizeable shift—
about 25,000 people—into self-employment. 
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Figure 10.7  / � Difference in Self-Employment Rates Relative to the Synthetic Control 
Group, Hispanic Noncitizen Men with High School or Less, All States
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Table 10.1  /  Estimated Impact of LAWA, Wage–Salary Employment

 

Pre-Average 
Difference 
Relative  

to Synthetic 
Cohort

Post-Average 
Difference 
Relative  

to Synthetic 
Cohort

Change, Post 
Minus Pre 

(Difference-In-
Difference 
Estimate)

Rank,  
Difference- 

In-Difference 
Estimate

P-value  
From One- 
Tailed Test, 

P(|Δ|<|ΔAZ|)

Hispanic noncitizens
All –0.0033 –0.1081 –0.1048 43/45 0.067
High school or less –0.0036 –0.0660 –0.0623 34/40 0.175
High school or less, men –0.0009 –0.1151 –0.1142 40/40 0.025
High school or less, women –0.0138 –0.0294 –0.0156 24/40 0.425

Hispanic citizens
All –0.0061 –0.0074 –0.0013 22/44 0.523
High school or less –0.0104 0.0273 0.0377 21/35 0.429
High school or less, men –0.0129 –0.0755 –0.0626 28/38 0.289
High school or less, women –0.0042 0.0945 0.0987 22/35 0.400

Hispanic natives
All 0.0002 0.0229 0.0227 23/45 0.511
High school or less 0.0009 0.0513 0.0504 24/45 0.489
High school or less, men –0.0001 0.0106 0.0107 23/45 0.511
high school or less, women –0.0027 0.0054 0.0080 21/44 0.455

Non–Hispanic white natives
All –0.0006 –0.0032 –0.0027 23/45 0.511
High school or less 0.0002 –0.0154 –0.0156 33/45 0.289
High school or less, men 0.0022 –0.0335 –0.0357 37/45 0.200
High school or less, women 0.0002 0.0142 0.0139 36/45 0.222

Source: Authors’ compilation based on 1998–2009 monthly Current Population Survey.
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Table 10.2  /  Estimated Impact of LAWA, Self-Employment

 

Pre-Average 
Difference 
Relative to  
Synthetic  

Cohort

Post-Average 
Difference 
Relative to 
Synthetic  

Cohort

Change, Post 
Minus Pre 

(Difference-In-
Difference 
Estimate)

Rank,  
Difference-In-

Difference 
Estimate

P–value  
From One- 
Tailed Test, 

P(|Δ|<|ΔAZ|)

Hispanic noncitizens
All 0.0002 0.0423 0.0421 41/45 0.111
High school or less 0.0000 0.0305 0.0305 32/40 0.225
High school or less, men 0.0002 0.0836 0.0834 39/40 0.050
High school or less, women 0.0004 0.0012 0.0008 21/40 0.500

Hispanic Citizens
All 0.0002 0.0200 0.0198 34/44 0.250
High school or less 0.0005 0.0235 0.0230 22/35 0.400
High school or less, men 0.0057 0.0849 0.0792 32/38 0.184
High school or less, women –0.0001 –0.0327 –0.0326 23/35 0.371

Hispanic Natives
All –0.0001 –0.0072 –0.0072 32/45 0.311
High school or less –0.0001 –0.0094 –0.0093 29/45 0.378
High school or less, men 0.0001 0.0002 0.0001 25/45 0.467
High school or less, women –0.0006 –0.0088 –0.0082 25/44 0.477

Non–Hispanic White Natives
All –0.0001 –0.0075 –0.0074 38/45 0.178
High school or less –0.0003 –0.0117 –0.0115 41/45 0.111
High school or less, men –0.0009 –0.0072 –0.0063 34/45 0.267
High school or less, women –0.0004 –0.0067 –0.0063 31/45 0.333

Source: Authors’ compilation based on 1998–2009 monthly Current Population Survey.
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Table 10.3  /  Sensitivity of Estimated Impact of LAWA, Hispanic Noncitizen Men with High School or Less

 

Pre-Average 
Difference 
Relative to  
Synthetic  

Cohort

Post-Average 
Difference 
Relative to 
Synthetic  

Cohort

Change, Post 
Minus Pre 

(Difference-In-
Difference 
Estimate)

Rank,  
Difference-In-

Difference 
Estimate

P–value  
From One- 
Tailed Test, 

P(|Δ|<|ΔAZ|)

Wage-salary employment
Exclude 2007 (Row 3, table 10.1) –0.0009 –0.1151 –0.1142 40/40 0.025
Include 2007 as a pre-period –0.0010 –0.1032 –0.1021 40/40 0.025
Include 2007 as a post-period –0.0009 –0.0954 –0.0944 38/40 0.075
Excluding states bordering Arizona –0.0009 –0.1151 –0.1142 37/37 0.027
Falsification test, 2004 as treatment year –0.0005 0.0311 0.0316 27/40 0.350

Estimates based on employment generated state 
weights, matched on subsample:

Noncitizen Hispanic men with high school  
or lessa

–0.0136 –0.1185 –0.1049 N/A N/A

Self-Employment
Exclude 2007 0.0002 0.0836 0.0834 39/40 0.050
Include 2007 as a pre-period 0.0003 0.0796 0.0793 39/40 0.050
Include 2007 as a post-period 0.0011 0.0645 0.0634 38/40 0.075
Excluding states bordering Arizona 0.0002 0.0836 0.0834 36/37 0.054
Falsification test, 2004 as treatment year 0.0018 0.0435 0.0417 34/40 0.175

Estimates based on employment generated state 
weights, matched on sub-sample:

Noncitizen Hispanic men with high school or 
lessa

0.0108 0.0799 0.0691 N/A N/A

Source: Authors’ compilation based on 1998–2009 monthly Current Population Survey.
aStates receiving nonzero weights (weight): California (0.771), New Mexico (0.121), Washington (0.098), Louisiana (0.007), and Indiana (0.003) . 
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out in terms of employment outcomes, especially in construction employment (as 
figure 10.2 indicates). The results, shown in row five of each panel in table 10.3, fail 
to convincingly identify any noticeable effects in Arizona.

Last, we explore the sensitivity of the results stemming from the synthetic con-
trol method, which—to obtain the most appropriate counterfactual for Arizona—
generates different state weights across the outcomes and subgroups analyzed. 
That is, the composition of the synthetic control group varies with each outcomes 
and subgroup. Our approach here is to match on the total employment rate (both 
wage-salary and self-employment) for noncitizen Hispanic men with high school 
or less. This will generate a set of state weights that we then apply equally to the 
wage-salary and self-employment rate time series. Repeating this exercise for all 
donor states is cumbersome at best, and hence we do not have placebo estimates 
to compare the difference-in-difference estimates with. Our discussion instead fo-
cuses on the magnitudes of the estimated effects, shown in the bottom rows of 
each table 10.3 panel. Not surprisingly, given that we do not use the combination 
of state weights yielded by the constrained minimization problem for the specific 

Table 10.4  /   �Descriptive Statistics, Hispanic Noncitizens Residing in Arizona Before and/or  
After LAWA

Pre-LAWA Post-LAWA

2005–2006 2008–2009 2009–2010

Group AZ AZ AZ Leavers

Average:
Age 33.7 35.5 36.4 32.6
High school dropout 0.50 0.52 0.49 0.48
High school or less 0.85 0.84 0.82 0.84
Female 0.43 0.44 0.46 0.41
Married 0.58 0.53 0.55 0.54
Born in Mexico 0.94 0.94 0.93 0.92
Recent immigrant (<10 years) 0.57 0.45 0.39 0.41
Limited English proficiency 0.64 0.60 0.57 0.42
Employed 0.67 0.62 0.58 0.44
Unemployed 0.07 0.10 0.14 0.22
Self-employed 0.07 0.09 0.09 0.02

For employed persons, median:
Total personal income 18,000 20,000 19,200 20,000
Income from wage and salary 17,000 18,300 18,000 20,000
Total family income 31,200 34,000 30,900 25,000

N 6,353 6,001 5,839 136

Source: Authors’ compilation based on 2005–2010 American Community Survey.
Note: Restricted to age sixteen through sixty-five. Leavers are defined by current residence in any state 
other than Arizona and reporting lived in Arizona one year before survey. All other columns include all 
Hispanic noncitizens in Arizona. 
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industries of self-employment: construction (46.6 percent) and landscaping ser-
vices (17.7 percent). Rounding out the top five are automotive repair and mainte-
nance (4.9 percent), truck transportation (3.7 percent), and restaurant and food 
services (3.1 percent). The industry concentration is consistent with that of the in-
formal sector discussed earlier, and not surprising given the skill background of 
noncitizen Hispanic men as represented by their reported occupations. Table 10.5 
also shows that construction laborers (14.2 percent), carpenters (7.4 percent), and 
painters (6.5 percent) are three of the top five occupations. The other two are 
grounds maintenance workers (14.8 percent) and drivers (4.6 percent). Overall, the 
industry and occupational distributions are those that typify informal employ-
ment and the conditions and concerns of this sector plausibly apply to noncitizen 
Hispanic self-employment.

Table 10.6 reveals only minor differences separate our sample of noncitizen His-
panic men in self-employment and wage and salary employment. Those who re-
port being self-employed are slightly older (38.4 years old in self-employment and 
35.5 years old in wage and salary employment) and have been in the United States 
longer (15.5 and 13.2 years respectively) but are roughly equally likely to be high 
school graduates (30 and 31 percent), of limited English proficiency (82 and 84 
percent) and work roughly the same number of hours per week (39.6 and 40.7 

Table 10.5  / � Industrial and Occupational Distributions, Low-Skilled Self-Employed Hispanic 
Noncitizen Men

Top Fifteen Industries %   Top Fifteen Occupations %

Construction 46.6 Grounds maintenance workers 14.8
Landscaping services 17.7 Construction laborers 14.2
Automotive repair and maintenance 4.9 Carpenters 7.4
Truck transportation 3.7 Painters, construction, and maintenance 6.5
Restaurants and other food services 3.1 Drivers, sales workers, and truck drivers 4.6
Building services 2.5 Automotive service technicians and 

mechanics
3.3

Private households, services 1.5 Supervisors-managers, construction 2.6
Crop production 1.1 Supervisors-managers, landscaping 2.6
Taxi and limousine service 0.9 Carpet, floor, and tile installers and 

finishers
2.3

Independent artists and performing 
arts

0.9 Managers, all other 2.1

Grocery stores 0.8 Construction managers 2.1
Automobile dealers 0.7 Supervisors-managers, retail sales 2.1
Other direct selling establishments 0.7 Retail salespersons 2.1
Car washes 0.7 Drywall and ceiling tile installers and 

tapers
2.0

Recyclable material, merchant 
wholesalers

0.7 Roofers 1.9

All other industries 13.8   All other occupations 29.6

Source: Authors’ compilation based on 2008–2009 American Community Survey.
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hours). Household composition shows several differences. The self-employed are 
more likely to be married (62 and 55 percent) and to have more children (1.30 and 
1.02). Overall, the differences are quite small and unlikely to be sources of substan-
tial differences in economic well-being.

A comparison of income and benefits indicate lower economic well-being 
among the self-employed than among those in formal employment. Although 
mean annual earnings and income among the self-employed is generally higher 
(the exception is total household income), the lower median annual earnings re-
veal that this is driven by a few relatively successful individuals. The low median 
annual personal income of $18,000 and annual family income of $30,000 of those 
who report being self-employed are about 10 percent lower than those in formal 
employment.12 The self-employed are also substantially more likely to have in-
comes below the poverty threshold: 27 percent of the self-employed versus 18 per-

Table 10.6  /  Descriptive Statistics, Low-Skilled Hispanic Men

  Noncitizens Naturalized 

 
Self- 

Employed
Wage- 
Salary

Self- 
Employed

Wage- 
Salary

Age 38.4 35.5 46.8 44.2
Years in the U.S. 15.5 13.2 26.5 24.9
High school graduate 0.30 0.31 0.43 0.45
Limited English proficiency 0.82 0.84 0.61 0.63
Married 0.62 0.55 0.81 0.75
Family size 3.77 3.69 3.87 3.96
Number of children 1.30 1.02 1.57 1.44
Number of children younger than 5 0.28 0.27 0.19 0.20
Usual hours work per week 39.56 40.67 43.06 41.73
Mean

Total personal income 26,000 23,700 41,400 35,500
Total personal earnings 25,600 23,500 39,700 34,500
Total family income 44,600 43,400 65,600 61,200
Total household income 52,700 55,200 69,900 66,300

Median
Total personal income 18,000 20,000 30,000 30,000
Total personal earnings 18,000 20,000 28,800 30,000
Total family income 30,000 34,400 50,000 52,200
Total household income 39,000 46,000 54,400 57,100

Income percent of poverty threshold 193 205 266 273
Below poverty threshold 0.27 0.18 0.12 0.07
Any health insurance 0.18 0.32 0.43 0.70
Private health insurance 0.12 0.28 0.33 0.64
Public health insurance 0.06 0.05 0.12 0.09
Number of observations 5,466 51,946 2,150 14,929

Source: Authors’ compilation based on 2008–2009 American Community Survey.
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net participation. This measure includes cash welfare (AFDC-TANF, general as-
sistance), food stamps, Medicaid or SCHIP, SSI, public housing, subsidized hous-
ing, school lunch, and energy assistance. Shaded regions are periods of labor mar-
ket contractions.18 We mark federal welfare reform in 1996 with a vertical line. The 
figure shows higher use of the safety net overall for immigrants compared with 
natives. Both groups show a reduction in safety net use post welfare reform and 
are trending similarly. Figure 11.2 presents two key elements of the cash or near 
cash safety net, cash welfare (solid line and dashed line) and food stamp benefits 
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Figure 11.1  / � Household Safety Net Participation Rates, Children by Immigrant Status 
of Head, Any Safety Net

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 1995–2010 Current Population Survey and Annual Social 
and Economic Supplement data.
Note: Sample includes children under eighteen and program participation is measured at the 
household level. Any safety net program participation means someone in the household partici-
pated in public assistance, food stamps, Medicaid, free or reduced price school lunch, SSI, public 
housing or received a rental subsidy from the government, or energy assistance. Shaded areas 
refer to annual periods of labor market contraction. Native household heads are those who were 
born in the United States or Puerto Rico or outlying areas or who were born abroad to U.S. par-
ents, immigrant heads are other foreign born. See text for details.
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Figure 11.2  / � Household Safety Net Participation Rates, Children by Immigrant Status 
of Head, Public Assistance and Food Stamps

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 1995–2010 Current Population Survey and Annual Social 
and Economic Supplement data.
Note: Sample includes children under eighteen and program participation is measured at the 
household level. Any safety net program participation means someone in the household partici-
pated in public assistance, food stamps, Medicaid, free or reduced price school lunch, SSI, public 
housing or received a rental subsidy from the government, or energy assistance. Shaded areas 
refer to annual periods of labor market contraction. Native household heads are those who were 
born in the United States or Puerto Rico or outlying areas or who were born abroad to U.S. par-
ents, immigrant heads are other foreign born. See text for details.
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Figure 11.3  / � Household Safety Net Participation, Rates in Households with Income 
Less than 200 Percent Poverty, Children by Own and Head’s Immigrant 
Status, Any Safety Net

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 1995–2010 Current Population Survey and Annual Social 
and Economic Supplement data.
Note: Sample includes children under eighteen with household income below 200 percent pov-
erty, Program participation is measured at the household level. Any safety net program partici-
pation means someone in the household participated in public assistance, food stamps, Medic-
aid, free or reduced price school lunch, SSI, public housing or received a rental subsidy from the 
government, or energy assistance. Shaded areas refer to annual periods of labor market contrac-
tion. Native household heads are those who were born in the United States or Puerto Rico or 
outlying areas or who were born abroad to U.S. parents, immigrant heads are other foreign born. 
Children’s immigration status defined in same way. Figures are weighted. Shaded areas refer to 
annual periods of labor market contraction. See text for details.
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Figure 11.4  / � Household Safety Net Participation, Rates in Households with Income 
Less than 200 Percent Poverty, Children by Own and Head’s Immigrant 
Status, AFDC-TANF

Source: Authors’ calculations from 1995–2010 Current Population Survey Annual and Social Eco-
nomic Supplement data.
Note: Sample includes children under eighteen with household income below 200 percent pov-
erty, Program participation is measured at the household level. Any safety net program partici-
pation means someone in the household participated in public assistance, food stamps, Medic-
aid, free or reduced price school lunch, SSI, public housing or received a rental subsidy from the 
government, or energy assistance. Shaded areas refer to annual periods of labor market contrac-
tion. Native household heads are those who were born in the United States or Puerto Rico or 
outlying areas or who were born abroad to U.S. parents, immigrant heads are other foreign born. 
Children’s immigration status defined in same way. Figures are weighted. Shaded areas refer to 
annual periods of labor market contraction. See text for details.
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Figure 11.5  / � Household Safety Net Participation, Rates in Households with Income 
Less than 200 Percent Poverty, Children by Own and Head’s Immigrant 
Status, Food Stamps

Source: Authors’ calculations from 1995–2010 Current Population Survey Annual and Social Eco-
nomic Supplement data.
Note: Sample includes children under eighteen with household income below 200 percent pov-
erty, Program participation is measured at the household level. Any safety net program partici-
pation means someone in the household participated in public assistance, food stamps, Medic-
aid, free or reduced price school lunch, SSI, public housing or received a rental subsidy from the 
government, or energy assistance. Shaded areas refer to annual periods of labor market contrac-
tion. Native household heads are those who were born in the United States or Puerto Rico or 
outlying areas or who were born abroad to U.S. parents, immigrant heads are other foreign born. 
Children’s immigration status defined in same way. Figures are weighted. Shaded areas refer to 
annual periods of labor market contraction. See text for details.
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Figure 11.6  / � Household Safety Net Participation, Rates in Households with Income 
Less than 200 Percent Poverty, Children by Own and Head’s Immigrant 
Status, Medicaid-SCHIP

Source: Authors’ calculations from 1995–2010 Current Population Survey Annual and Social Eco-
nomic Supplement data.
Note: Sample includes children under eighteen with household income below 200 percent pov-
erty, Program participation is measured at the household level. Any safety net program partici-
pation means someone in the household participated in public assistance, food stamps, Medic-
aid, free or reduced price school lunch, SSI, public housing or received a rental subsidy from the 
government, or energy assistance. Shaded areas refer to annual periods of labor market contrac-
tion. Native household heads are those who were born in the United States or Puerto Rico or 
outlying areas or who were born abroad to U.S. parents, immigrant heads are other foreign born. 
Children’s immigration status defined in same way. Figures are weighted. Shaded areas refer to 
annual periods of labor market contraction. See text for details.
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Figure 11.7  / � Household Safety Net Participation, Rates in Households with Income 
Less than 200 Percent Poverty, Children by Own and Head’s Immigrant 
Status, School Lunch

Source: Authors’ calculations from 1995–2010 Current Population Survey Annual and Social Eco-
nomic Supplement data.
Note: Sample includes children under eighteen with household income below 200 percent pov-
erty, Program participation is measured at the household level. Any safety net program partici-
pation means someone in the household participated in public assistance, food stamps, Medic-
aid, free or reduced price school lunch, SSI, public housing or received a rental subsidy from the 
government, or energy assistance. Shaded areas refer to annual periods of labor market contrac-
tion. Native household heads are those who were born in the United States or Puerto Rico or 
outlying areas or who were born abroad to U.S. parents, immigrant heads are other foreign born. 
Children’s immigration status defined in same way. Figures are weighted. Shaded areas refer to 
annual periods of labor market contraction. See text for details.
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Figure 11.8  / � Household Safety Net Participation, Rates in Households with Income 
Less than 200 Percent Poverty, Children by Own and Head’s Immigrant 
Status, SSI

Source: Authors’ calculations from 1995–2010 Current Population Survey Annual and Social Eco-
nomic Supplement data.
Note: Sample includes children under eighteen with household income below 200 percent pov-
erty, Program participation is measured at the household level. Any safety net program partici-
pation means someone in the household participated in public assistance, food stamps, Medic-
aid, free or reduced price school lunch, SSI, public housing or received a rental subsidy from the 
government, or energy assistance. Shaded areas refer to annual periods of labor market contrac-
tion. Native household heads are those who were born in the United States or Puerto Rico or 
outlying areas or who were born abroad to U.S. parents, immigrant heads are other foreign born. 
Children’s immigration status defined in same way. Figures are weighted. Shaded areas refer to 
annual periods of labor market contraction. See text for details.
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(p-value 0.002) and immigrant SSI participation has declined by 1.6 percentage 
points relative to natives (p-value 0.01). School lunch participation also declined 
by 1.2 percentage points for immigrants relative to natives, but the differences are 
not statistically significant. Medicaid-SCHIP is the main exception, with an in-
crease of 4.2 percentage points for immigrants relative to natives (p-value 0.05). 
Interestingly, for participation in Medicaid-SCHIP, children in native-headed 
households and native children in mixed-status households have almost identical 
levels and trends in participation, which may reflect SCHIP’s outreach efforts 
aimed at immigrant families (Aizer 2003, 2007).

Overall, given the greater severity of the restrictions on access to food stamps 
and SSI (versus TANF and Medicaid-SCHIP), we would expect to see larger rela-
tive declines for immigrants since reform for use of those programs. Similarly, we 
would expect the smallest changes in participation for school lunch, given that 
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Figure 11.9  / � Percent Distribution of Children in Households, with Income Less than 
200 Percent Poverty, by Own and Head’s Immigrant Status

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 1995–2010 Current Population Survey Annual Social and 
Economic Supplement data.
Note: Sample includes children under eighteen in households with income less than 200 percent 
of poverty. Native household heads are those who were born in the United States or Puerto Rico 
or outlying areas or who were born abroad to U.S. parents, immigrant heads are other foreign 
born. Children’s immigration status defined in same way. Figures are weighted. See text for de-
tails.
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trol data. That data show a similar pattern, a sharp decline in the noncitizen share 
in 1997 with little recovery since then. Overall, 7.1 percent of the food stamp case-
load consisted of noncitizens in 1989; in 2009 only 3.8 percent did.

Results: Income and Poverty

Having established the basic facts on program participation, we move on to ana-
lyze immigrant well-being before and after welfare reform. In particular, we quan-
tify the importance of safety net programs by exploring the sources of household 
income and how they have changed over time. We also examine child poverty and 
extreme poverty for immigrants and natives.

We begin by presenting the share of the quantity household cash income plus 
food stamps contributed by each source for households with children in extreme 
poverty (below 50 percent of official poverty). We compare these sources of in-
come for a year before reform (1994) and a year after reform (2009). Ideally, we 
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Figure 11.10  / � Noncitizens as Percentage of all SSI Recipients

Source: Authors’ calculations based on Social Security Administration (2010), table 29.

Card-Raphael.indb   342 6/20/2013   11:20:49 AM



Immigration, Welfare Reform, and the Safety Net

/    343

would have compared data for two similar points in the business cycle, but data 
limitations prohibit this. In 2009, U.S. unemployment was 9.3 percent, the peak in 
the annual rate for the Great Recession. The early 1990s recession level of unem-
ployment peaked at 7.5 percent in 1992 and by 1994 was down to 6.1 percent. We 
present a graph for households headed by natives (figure 11.12) and households 
headed by immigrants (figure 11.13). We show shares for some important income 
sources for lower income households: Earnings, cash welfare, food stamps, SSI, 
unemployment compensation (pooled with workers compensation and veterans 
payments), and child support combined with alimony.

The most striking feature of figures 11.12 and 11.13 is that households headed 
by low-income immigrants rely much more heavily on earnings than native-
headed households do. In 2009, among households with children in extreme pov-
erty, almost 50 percent of income comes from earnings for immigrant-headed 
households versus less than 30 percent for native-headed ones. This difference 
was present before reform but has grown since. Second, the figures clearly show 
the declining role of cash welfare as a countercyclical income source for the poor 
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Figure 11.11  / � Child-Only Caseload in AFDC-TANF, per 1,000 Population

Source: Authors’ calculations based on United States Department of Health and Human Services 
1995–2008.

Card-Raphael.indb   343 6/20/2013   11:20:49 AM



Immigrants, Poverty, and Socioeconomic Inequality

344    /

and the increasing role played by food stamps and earnings for both immigrants 
and natives. The other categories of income presented are less important sources 
for this group. That said, the share of income from SSI is increasing over this pe-
riod for natives and decreasing for immigrants (the opposite pattern holds for 
child support and alimony).

Figures 11.14 through 11.17 present the same information for samples of house-
holds with children below 100 percent of poverty (figures 11.14 and 11.15) and 
below 200 percent poverty (Figures 11.16 and 11.17). Although the magnitudes 
change, the basic findings are similar: immigrants tend to rely more on earnings 
and that has increased over time; cash welfare is now much less important than it 
was; food stamps are much more important. Notably, in 2009, earnings represent 
70 percent (80 percent) of total income (cash income plus food stamps) for immi-
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Figure 11.12  / � Share of Income, by Source, for Households with Children Below 50 
Percent Official Poverty, 1994 and 2009, Native-Headed Households

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 1995 and 2010 Current Population Survey Annual and 
Social Economic Supplement data.
Note: Sample includes households with children in which income is below 50 percent of official 
poverty, poverty is assigned at the household level. Total income includes the value of food 
stamps. Native household heads are those who were born in the United States or Puerto Rico or 
outlying areas or who were born abroad to U.S. parents, immigrant heads are other foreign born. 
Categories of income do not sum to 1, some income categories are omitted. Figures are weighted.
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grant households below poverty (below 200 percent poverty). For natives, earn-
ings are 45 percent for those below poverty and just over 60 percent for those 
below 200 percent of poverty.24

One reason the results may differ for immigrants and natives may be the immi-
grants’ more disadvantaged status even within a given poverty sample. To ad-
dress this, we examined similar graphs in which we reweighted the native group 
to match the income distribution of immigrants (based on 25 percent bins of the 
income-to-poverty distribution).25 This made little difference in the results, which 
perhaps is not surprising given the similarity in the income distribution in the two 
groups once we condition on being below 200 percent of poverty (see table 11.3). 
In addition, it is well known that, beginning in the 1990s, immigrant populations 
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Figure 11.13  / � Share of Income, by Source, for Households with Children Below 50 
Percent Official Poverty, 1994 and 2009, Immigrant-Headed Households

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 1995 and 2010 Current Population Survey Annual and 
Social Economic Supplement data.
Note: Sample includes households with children in which income is below 50 percent of official 
poverty, poverty is assigned at the household level. Total income includes the value of food 
stamps. Native household heads are those who were born in the United States or Puerto Rico or 
outlying areas or who were born abroad to U.S. parent(s), immigrant heads are other foreign 
born. Categories of income do not sum to 1, some income categories are omitted. Figures are 
weighted.
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grew significantly beyond the traditional immigrant destination states (for exam-
ple, Massey 2008).26 Much of the growth has been in areas where the safety net is 
less generous, such as the southeast. To address this, we reweighted the immi-
grant groups in 1994 and 2009 to represent their state population shares in 1990.27 
This too made little difference to the results, which may reflect that though the 
growth rate increased in new destination areas, the overall population of immi-
grants is still dominated by their shares in traditional destination states.28

What is the result of all these changes to the safety net? One important measure 
is the incidence of poverty, and how it compares between immigrants and natives. 
In the remainder of our analysis, we present new evidence on trends in child pov-
erty for immigrants versus natives.29 We return to our three groups analyzed ear-
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Figure 11.14  / � Share of Income, by Source, for Households with Children Below 
Official Poverty, 1994 and 2009, Native-Headed Households

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 1995 and 2010 Current Population Survey Annual and 
Social Economic Supplement data.
Note: Sample includes households with children in which income is below 100 percent of official 
poverty, poverty is assigned at the household level. Total income includes the value of food 
stamps. Native household heads are those who were born in the United States or Puerto Rico or 
outlying areas or who were born abroad to U.S. parents, immigrant heads are other foreign born. 
Categories of income do not sum to 1, some income categories are omitted. Figures are weighted.
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lier: native children living in households headed by natives, immigrant children 
living with immigrant heads, and native children living with immigrant heads. 
Figure 11.18 presents the percentage of children living in extreme poverty for 1994 
through 2009, using the official poverty measure. Figure 11.19 presents those liv-
ing in poverty for the same period. Overall, poverty rates for children in immi-
grant households exceed those of their counterparts in native households. This is 
true before and after welfare reform. Interestingly, during the 1990s, the gap be-
tween extreme poverty rates for native children living in mixed-status households 
and for those in native households narrowed substantially. All of these series il-
lustrate the countercyclical nature of poverty, and improvements during this pe-
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Figure 11.15  / � Share of Income, by Source, for Households with Children Below 
Official Poverty, 1994 and 2009, Immigrant-Headed Households

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 1995 and 2010 Current Population Survey Annual and 
Social Economic Supplement data.
Note: Sample includes households with children in which income is below 100 percent of official 
poverty, poverty is assigned at the household level. Total income includes the value of food 
stamps. Native household heads are those who were born in the United States or Puerto Rico or 
outlying areas or who were born abroad to U.S. parent(s), immigrant heads are other foreign 
born. Categories of income do not sum to 1, some income categories are omitted. Figures are 
weighted.

Card-Raphael.indb   347 6/20/2013   11:20:50 AM



Immigrants, Poverty, and Socioeconomic Inequality

348    /

riod were especially apparent in the long economic expansion of the 1990s. How-
ever, it is striking that child poverty among immigrant-headed households has 
increased more in the current recession compared with natives. 

Many concerns have been raised about the ability of the official poverty measure 
to capture resources households have. In particular, the official poverty measure 
uses pre-tax income—which does not include the EITC, child tax credits, and the 
effects of the tax system—and does not count in-kind transfers such as food stamps 
in the measure of household income.30 To address this concern, and to explore 
more the role of the safety net in the wake of welfare reform, we present in figure 
11.20 the percentage of children living below poverty using our alternative income 
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Figure 11.16  / � Share of Income, by Source, for Households with Children Below 200 
Percent Official Poverty, 1994 and 2009, Native-Headed Households

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 1995 and 2010 Current Population Survey Annual and 
Social Economic Supplement data.
Note: Sample includes households with children in which income is below 200 percent of official 
poverty, poverty is assigned at the household level. Total income includes the value of food 
stamps. Native household heads are those who were born in the United States or Puerto Rico or 
outlying areas or who were born abroad to U.S. parents, immigrant heads are other foreign born. 
Categories of income do not sum to 1, some income categories are omitted. Figures are weighted.
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measure. We construct alternative income by adding to money income the cash 
value of food stamps, school lunch, energy assistance, and housing subsidies and 
then subtracting payroll taxes, and net federal and state taxes (including the EITC 
and child tax credits). Poverty rates are lower using alternative income, and ap-
pear to be slightly less countercyclical, as we would expect if the safety net is in-
suring families against short-term income losses. Interestingly, alternative poverty 
actually declines for children in immigrant-headed households in 2009, which is 
surprising given that the unemployment rate rose between 2008 and 2009. It ap-
pears that the large increase in food stamp participation in these households at the 
end of the period (figure 11.5) may explain part of this difference.
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Figure 11.17  / � Share of Income, by Source, for Households with Children Below 200 
Percent Official Poverty, 1994 and 2009, Immigrant-Headed Households

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 1995 and 2010 Current Population Survey Annual and 
Social Economic Supplement data.
Note: Sample includes households with children in which income is below 200 percent of official 
poverty, poverty is assigned at the household level. Total income includes the value of food 
stamps. Native household heads are those who were born in the United States or Puerto Rico or 
outlying areas or who were born abroad to U.S. parents, immigrant heads are other foreign born. 
Categories of income do not sum to 1, some income categories are omitted. Figures are weighted.
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The difference-in-difference estimates show that poverty rates declined for chil-
dren in immigrant-headed households, compared with natives, after welfare re-
form (2008–2009) relative to before reform (1994–1995). This result is unexpected 
but may be explained by a change in the composition of immigrant children (see 
figure 11.9). That is, although the time series plot in figures 11.18 through 11.20 
shows that a rise in poverty for immigrant children beginning in 2007, the 
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Figure 11.18  / � Child Poverty Rates, by Immigrant Status of Child and Head of 
Household, Below 50 Percent Official Poverty

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 1995–2010 Current Population Survey Annual and Social 
Economic Supplement data.
Note: Sample includes children and poverty is assigned at the household level. Official poverty 
uses total household income and household size and the official census poverty thresholds; alter-
native poverty uses total cash income plus the EITC and child tax credits and other transfers 
minus FICA and state and local taxes. Native household heads are those who were born in the 
United States or Puerto Rico or outlying areas or who were born abroad to U.S. parents, immi-
grant heads are other foreign born. Children’s immigration status assigned analogously. Figures 
are weighted. Shaded areas refer to annual periods of labor market contraction. See text for de-
tails.
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difference-in-difference reflects the decrease in immigrant poverty between 1994 
and 1999.

To further explore the role of welfare reform, we present mean poverty rates for 
immigrant groups in table 11.5 adopting the same groups we presented in table 
11.4 (before and after welfare reform, five years or fewer and six years or more 
since arrival, and pre-and post-enactment arrival). Again, at the bottom of the 
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Figure 11.19  / � Child Poverty Rates, by Immigrant Status of Child and Head of 
Household, Below 100 Percent Official Poverty

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 1995–2010 Current Population Survey Annual and Social 
Economic Supplement data.
Note: Sample includes children and poverty is assigned at the household level. Official poverty 
uses total household income and household size and the official census poverty thresholds; alter-
native poverty uses total cash income plus the EITC and child tax credits and other transfers 
minus FICA and state and local taxes. Native household heads are those who were born in the 
United States or Puerto Rico or outlying areas or who were born abroad to U.S. parents, immi-
grant heads are other foreign born. Children’s immigration status assigned analogously. Figures 
are weighted. Shaded areas refer to annual periods of labor market contraction. See text for de-
tails.
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table we present the two before and after reform comparisons. We find increases 
or no change in most poverty measures for immigrants who came at least six years 
ago, but surprisingly, we find decreases in poverty for those who arrived five or 
fewer years ago. This is puzzling, given the expectation that these recent immi-
grants are the least likely since reform to have access to the safety net. Several ex-
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Figure 11.20  / � Child Poverty Rates, by Immigrant Status of Child and Head of 
Household, Below 100 Percent Alternative Poverty

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 1995–2010 Current Population Survey Annual and Social 
Economic Supplement data.
Note: Sample includes children and poverty is assigned at the household level. Official poverty 
uses total household income and household size and the official census poverty thresholds; alter-
native poverty uses total cash income plus the EITC and child tax credits and other transfers 
minus FICA and state and local taxes. Native household heads are those who were born in the 
United States or Puerto Rico or outlying areas or who were born abroad to U.S. parents, immi-
grant heads are other foreign born. Children’s immigration status assigned analogously. Figures 
are weighted. Shaded areas refer to annual periods of labor market contraction. See text for de-
tails.
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islation that is restrictive toward the unauthorized, though this seems unlikely to 
drive our findings for citizen children of immigrants.

Given the severity of the Great Recession, during which the unemployment rate 
has risen from 4.6 in 2007 to 9.3 in 2009, it is of interest to explore more fully the 
well-being of immigrants and natives in the current period. In particular, we take 
advantage of the substantial geographic variation in the severity of the recession 
and plot the change in state unemployment rates against the change in the state 
child poverty rate between 2007 and 2009. (Chapter 5 of this volume presents a 
complementary analysis of the effects of metro area’s contributions to the variance 
of poverty.) We present the results for native-headed and immigrant-headed 
households in a series of scatter plots. Figures 11.21 and 11.22 show extreme child 
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Figure 11.21  / � Change in Unemployment Rate and Child Poverty, 2007–2009, by State, 
Below 50 Percent Poverty, Native Heads

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 2008 and 2010 CPS Annual and Social Economic Supple-
ment Data.
Note: Scatterplots of state data where each point is the change in unemployment rate and poverty 
for a state between the peak and through of the contraction (2007–2009). Sample includes chil-
dren and poverty is assigned at the household level. Official poverty uses total household in-
come and household size and the official Census poverty thresholds; alternative poverty uses 
total cash income plus the EITC and child tax credits and other transfers minus FICA and state 
and local taxes. Native household heads are those who were born in the United States or Puerto 
Rico or outlying areas or who were born abroad to U.S. parents, immigrant heads are other for-
eign born. See text for details.
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poverty, Figures 11.23 and 11.24 show official child poverty. Figures 11.25 and 
11.26 show child alternative poverty. In each graph, the x-axis is the change in 
unemployment rates by state between 2007 and 2009. On the y-axis is the change 
in state child poverty rates over the same period. The size of each state-group’s 
population is represented by the size of the circle representing the data point. 
These figures show that variation is considerable across states in the magnitude of 
the Great Recession: between 2007 and 2009, state changes in the unemployment 
rate ranged from about 1.2 percentage points in North Dakota to 7.9 in Nevada. 
We leverage this variation to explore how the Great Recession affects child pov-
erty in immigrant and native families. 

Several findings are apparent from these figures. First, they reveal an upward 

C
ha

ng
e 

in
 o

ffi
ci

al
 c

hi
ld

 p
ov

er
ty

 ra
te

 fo
r H

H 30

10

−10

−30

0 2 4 6 8

Change in unemployment rate

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 2008 and 2010 CPS Annual and Social Economic Supple-
ment Data.
Note: Scatterplots of state data where each point is the change in unemployment rate and poverty 
for a state between the peak and through of the contraction (2007–2009). Sample includes chil-
dren and poverty is assigned at the household level. Official poverty uses total household in-
come and household size and the official Census poverty thresholds; alternative poverty uses 
total cash income plus the EITC and child tax credits and other transfers minus FICA and state 
and local taxes. Native household heads are those who were born in the United States or Puerto 
Rico or outlying areas or who were born abroad to U.S. parents, immigrant heads are other for-
eign born. See text for details.

Figure 11.22  / � Change in Unemployment Rate and Child Poverty, 2007–2009, by State, 
Below 50 Percent Poverty, Immigrant Heads
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sloping tendency, showing the strong positive correlation between the severity of 
the recession and the increase in official child poverty. Second, the poverty rate 
changes are everywhere higher for children in immigrant-headed households, im-
plying that this recession led to larger increases in poverty for that group (note the 
different y-axis scales for immigrant and native groups). Third, the scatterplots 
have steeper slopes for children in immigrant-headed households, suggesting that 
a given increase in unemployment leads to larger increases in poverty for immi-
grants compared to natives. 

To explore this more fully, table 11.6 presents estimates of the correlation be-
tween changes in state unemployment rates and child poverty (for example, the 
implied best-fit slope of the data in the scatterplots). Specifically, we regress the 
change in state poverty rates on the change in state unemployment rates and a 
constant. The regression is weighted using the population in each state-group cell. 
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Figure 11.23  / � Change in Unemployment Rate and Child Poverty, 2007–2009, by State, 
Below 100 Percent Poverty, Native Heads

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 2008 and 2010 CPS Annual and Social Economic Supple-
ment Data.
Note: Scatterplots of state data where each point is the change in unemployment rate and poverty 
for a state between the peak and through of the contraction (2007–2009). Sample includes chil-
dren and poverty is assigned at the household level. Official poverty uses total household in-
come and household size and the official Census poverty thresholds; alternative poverty uses 
total cash income plus the EITC and child tax credits and other transfers minus FICA and state 
and local taxes. Native household heads are those who were born in the United States or Puerto 
Rico or outlying areas or who were born abroad to U.S. parents, immigrant heads are other for-
eign born. See text for details.
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An advantage of this approach over the time series approach is that it allows for a 
common time trend that may confound the simple time series. The first panel of 
the table presents the estimates for the data in figures 11.21 through 11.26—chil-
dren in immigrant- and native-headed households. The first number, for example, 
shows that a 1 percentage point increase in the unemployment rate leads to a 0.82 
percentage point increase in the official poverty rate for children in native-headed 
households versus a 0.92 percentage point increase for immigrants. We present 
similar figures for alternative poverty and extreme poverty. Although few of the 
coefficients are statistically significant, the results from this first panel of table 11.6 
show that immigrant child poverty rates increase more with unemployment than 
those of native children; that is, the estimates in the second row are everywhere 
higher than those in the first row. Second, the safety net provides less protection 
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Figure 11.24  / � Change in Unemployment Rate and Child Poverty, 2007–2009, by State, 
Below 100 Percent Poverty, Immigrant Heads

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 2008 and 2010 CPS Annual and Social Economic Supple-
ment Data.
Note: Scatterplots of state data where each point is the change in unemployment rate and poverty 
for a state between the peak and through of the contraction (2007–2009). Sample includes chil-
dren and poverty is assigned at the household level. Official poverty uses total household in-
come and household size and the official Census poverty thresholds; alternative poverty uses 
total cash income plus the EITC and child tax credits and other transfers minus FICA and state 
and local taxes. Native household heads are those who were born in the United States or Puerto 
Rico or outlying areas or who were born abroad to U.S. parents, immigrant heads are other for-
eign born. See text for details.
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for immigrant children than for native children: a 1 percentage point increase in 
the unemployment rate increases alternative poverty by 0.59 for natives (down 
from 0.82 for official poverty), whereas immigrant poverty increases by 1.5 per-
centage points (up from 0.92 for official poverty). This is consistent with lower 
safety net participation for immigrants since reform.31

We explore this further by presenting similar estimates for non-native children 
with Mexican heads versus non-Mexican non-native heads (panel 2), naturalized 
heads versus noncitizen heads (panel 3), and noncitizen Hispanic heads versus 
noncitizen non-Hispanic heads (panel 4). In each panel, the second row represents 
the group (for example, Mexican, noncitizen, Hispanic noncitizen) more likely to 
be affected by the changes in eligibility due to welfare reform. The results are strik-
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on 2008 and 2010 CPS Annual and Social Economic Supple-
ment Data.
Note: Scatterplots of state data where each point is the change in unemployment rate and poverty 
for a state between the peak and through of the contraction (2007–2009). Sample includes chil-
dren and poverty is assigned at the household level. Official poverty uses total household in-
come and household size and the official Census poverty thresholds; alternative poverty uses 
total cash income plus the EITC and child tax credits and other transfers minus FICA and state 
and local taxes. Native household heads are those who were born in the United States or Puerto 
Rico or outlying areas or who were born abroad to U.S. parents, immigrant heads are other for-
eign born. See text for details.

Figure 11.25  / � Change in Unemployment Rate and Child Poverty, 2007–2009, by State, 
Below 100 Percent Alternative Poverty, Native Heads
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ing, though not always very precisely estimated. In each panel, the more affected 
group shows a far larger increase in child poverty and far less protection from the 
safety net. For example, a 1 percentage point increase in the unemployment rate 
leads to a 0.89 percentage point increase in official poverty for children in house-
holds headed by the Mexican born versus a 0.34 percentage point increase for 
those in households headed by other foreign born. Using alternative poverty, the 
gap grows to 2.69 for Mexican-born heads compared to 0.17 for other foreign-born 
heads. In each panel, the group more affected by welfare reform (second in panel)
shows a larger sensitivity of alternative poverty to increases in the unemployment 
rate. All four coefficients for the effect of unemployment on poverty for the non-
citizen heads are statistically significant.
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Figure 11.26  / � Change in Unemployment Rate and Child Poverty, 2007–2009, by State, 
Below 100 Percent Poverty, Immigrant Heads

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 2008 and 2010 CPS Annual and Social Economic Supple-
ment Data.
Note: Scatterplots of state data where each point is the change in unemployment rate and poverty 
for a state between the peak and through of the contraction (2007–2009). Sample includes chil-
dren and poverty is assigned at the household level. Official poverty uses total household in-
come and household size and the official Census poverty thresholds; alternative poverty uses 
total cash income plus the EITC and child tax credits and other transfers minus FICA and state 
and local taxes. Native household heads are those who were born in the United States or Puerto 
Rico or outlying areas or who were born abroad to U.S. parents, immigrant heads are other for-
eign born. See text for details.
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means tested, unemployment compensation is obviously a critical element of the 
safety net and the central income replacement program in recessions. The program 
differs from the programs mentioned because it is a social insurance program, 
determined by work history, and not conditioned on current income. In 2009, on 
average, about 6 million persons per week received some form of unemployment 
compensation at a cost of nearly $131 billion dollars (2009 dollars).

The average monthly payment per recipient family in 2009 was $397 for cash 
welfare and $276 for food stamps. Earned Income Tax Credit payments in 2008 
averaged $2,046 per year, or $171 per month. In the final column of table 11.1, we 

Table 11.1  /  �Expenditures and Participation in Cash or Near-Cash Safety Net Programs

Number of 
Recipients 

(thousands)

Total Benefit 
Payments 

(millions of 
2009$)

Average 
Monthly 
Benefit 
(2009$)

Estimated 
Number of 
Children 

Removed from 
Poverty 

(millions, in 
2011)

Cash or near cash means tested 
programs

Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families

1,796 $9,324 $397 0.4

Food Stamp Program 15,232 $50,360 $276 2.1
Federal Earned Income Tax Credit 24,757 $50,669 $171 4.7
Supplemental Security Income, 

non-Disabled
6,407 $41,023 $517 0.6

Noncash means tested programs
Medicaid, Children (2007) 27,527 $53,716 n/a n/a
Medicaid, All (2007) 56,821 $276,246 n/a n/a
National School Lunch Program, 

Free and Reduced Price (2009)
19,446 $7,563 n/a 0.7

School Breakfast Program, Free 
and Reduced Price (2009)

9,068 $2,498 n/a n/a

Other short-term income 
replacement programs

Unemployment Compensation, 
Total

5,757 $131,420 n/a 1.0

Source: Authors’ compilation based on the following: For TANF, Food Stamps, the child nutrition pro-
grams, and Unemployment Compensation program data sources, see the appendix; EITC data are from 
the Tax Policy Center (2010); SSI data are from Social Security Administration (2010); poverty data are from 
Short (2012).
Note: Data for all programs refer to calendar year 2009 and are in 2009 dollars except the EITC, which refers 
to 2008 (and amounts are in 2008 dollars), TANF and the child nutrition programs (National School Lunch 
Program and School Breakfast Program), which are for fiscal year 2009 (year ending September 30, 2009), 
and Medicaid which refers to 2007 (and amounts are in 2007 dollars). SSI includes federal and state supple-
ment payments and participation and the EITC includes the total tax cost (not just refundable portion). 
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Table 11.2  / � Federal Laws Regarding Immigrant Eligibility for Federal Safety 
Net Programs

Prior to 
PRWORA

August 22, 1996 
Illegal Immigration  

Reform and Immigrant  
Responsibility Act (IIRIRA)a 

Personal Responsibility and Work 
Opportunity Reconciliation Act 

(PRWORA)b

1997 
Balanced  

Budget Actc

1998 
Agriculture, Research 

Extension  
and Education  
Reform Actd

2002 
Farm Security  

and Rural  
Investment Acte

2009 
Children’s Health 

Insurance Program 
Reauthorization Actf

TANF
Pre-enactment immigrants 

Qualified immigrants Eligible Eligible; State option to bar
Exempted groups

40 quarters of work Eligible Eligible
Military Eligible Eligible
Refugees/asylees Eligible Eligible for first 5 yrs; State option after

Post-enactment immigrants
Qualified immigrants Eligible Barred for first 5 yrs; State option after
Exempted groups

40 quarters of work Eligible Barred for first 5 yrs; State option after
Military Eligible Eligible
Refugees/asylees Eligible Eligible for first 5 yrs; State option after

Medicaid
Pre-enactment immigrants 

Qualified immigrants Eligible Eligible; State option to bar
Exempted groups

40 quarters of work Eligible Eligible
Military Eligible Eligible
Refugees/asylees Eligible Eligible for first 5 yrs; State option after Eligible for first 7 yrs; 

State option after
Post-enactment immigrants

Qualified immigrants Eligible Barred for first 5 yrs; State option after Eligible; State option  
to bar

Exempted groups
40 quarters of work Eligible Barred for first 5 yrs; State option after

Military Eligible Eligible
Refugees/asylees Eligible Eligible for first 5 yrs; State option after Eligible for first 7 yrs; 

State option after
SCHIP

Pre-enactment immigrants [SCHIP enacted in 1997]
Qualified immigrants Eligible
Exempted groups

40 quarters of work Eligible
Military Eligible
Refugees/asylees Eligible

Post-enactment immigrants
Qualified immigrants Barred for first 5 yrs Eligible; State option  

to bar
Exempted groups

40 quarters of work
Military Eligible
Refugees/asylees Eligible
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Table 11.2  / � Federal Laws Regarding Immigrant Eligibility for Federal Safety 
Net Programs

Prior to 
PRWORA

August 22, 1996 
Illegal Immigration  

Reform and Immigrant  
Responsibility Act (IIRIRA)a 

Personal Responsibility and Work 
Opportunity Reconciliation Act 

(PRWORA)b

1997 
Balanced  

Budget Actc

1998 
Agriculture, Research 

Extension  
and Education  
Reform Actd

2002 
Farm Security  

and Rural  
Investment Acte

2009 
Children’s Health 

Insurance Program 
Reauthorization Actf

TANF
Pre-enactment immigrants 

Qualified immigrants Eligible Eligible; State option to bar
Exempted groups

40 quarters of work Eligible Eligible
Military Eligible Eligible
Refugees/asylees Eligible Eligible for first 5 yrs; State option after

Post-enactment immigrants
Qualified immigrants Eligible Barred for first 5 yrs; State option after
Exempted groups

40 quarters of work Eligible Barred for first 5 yrs; State option after
Military Eligible Eligible
Refugees/asylees Eligible Eligible for first 5 yrs; State option after

Medicaid
Pre-enactment immigrants 

Qualified immigrants Eligible Eligible; State option to bar
Exempted groups

40 quarters of work Eligible Eligible
Military Eligible Eligible
Refugees/asylees Eligible Eligible for first 5 yrs; State option after Eligible for first 7 yrs; 

State option after
Post-enactment immigrants

Qualified immigrants Eligible Barred for first 5 yrs; State option after Eligible; State option  
to bar

Exempted groups
40 quarters of work Eligible Barred for first 5 yrs; State option after

Military Eligible Eligible
Refugees/asylees Eligible Eligible for first 5 yrs; State option after Eligible for first 7 yrs; 

State option after
SCHIP

Pre-enactment immigrants [SCHIP enacted in 1997]
Qualified immigrants Eligible
Exempted groups

40 quarters of work Eligible
Military Eligible
Refugees/asylees Eligible

Post-enactment immigrants
Qualified immigrants Barred for first 5 yrs Eligible; State option  

to bar
Exempted groups

40 quarters of work
Military Eligible
Refugees/asylees Eligible

(Table continues on p. 324)
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Table 11.2  /  (Continued)

Prior to 
PRWORA

August 22, 1996 
Illegal Immigration  

Reform and Immigrant  
Responsibility Act (IIRIRA)a 

Personal Responsibility and Work 
Opportunity Reconciliation Act 

(PRWORA)b

1997 
Balanced  

Budget Actc

1998 
Agriculture, Research 

Extension  
and Education  
Reform Actd

2002 
Farm Security  

and Rural  
Investment Acte

2009 
Children’s Health 

Insurance Program 
Reauthorization Actf

Food Stamps
Pre-enactment immigrants 

Qualified immigrants Eligible Ineligible Eligibility restored if as 
of 8/22/96 are children, 
disabled, blind, elderly

Exempted groups
40 quarters of work Eligible Eligible
Military Eligible Eligible
Refugees/asylees Eligible Eligible for first 5 yrs Eligible for first 7 yrs

Post-enactment immigrants
Qualified immigrants Eligible Ineligible Eligibility restored to 

children, disabled; rest 
barred first 5 yrs

Exempted groups
40 quarters of work Eligible Barred for first 5 yrs
Military Eligible Eligible
Refugees/asylees Eligible Eligible for first 5 yrs Eligible for first 7 yrs

SSI
Pre-enactment immigrants 

Qualified immigrants Eligible Ineligible Eligibility extended to 
SSI recip as of 8/22/96 
and those legally 
residing in US on 
8/22/96

Exempted groups
40 quarters of work Eligible Eligible
Military Eligible Eligible
Refugees/asylees Eligible Eligible for first 5 yrs Eligible for first 7 yrs

Post-enactment immigrants
Qualified immigrants Eligible Ineligible
Exempted groups

40 quarters of work Eligible Barred for first 5 yrs
Military Eligible Eligible
Refugees/asylees Eligible Eligible for first 5 yrs Eligible for first 7 yrs

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Note: Table refers to eligibility for programs under Federal law for qualified immigrants, see text 
for more details. Rules under SCHIP apply to standalone SCHIP programs. SCHIP programs 
offered through Medicaid operate under Medicaid rules.
aLegislation can be found in http://www.nacua.org/documents/iirira.pdf (accessed May 23, 
2013).
bLegislation can be found in Section 400-451 of http://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/rules/Legisla- 
tion/pdfs/PL_104-193.pdf (accessed May 23, 2013).

cLegislation can be found in Sections 5301-5308 and 5561-5574 of http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/
pkg/BILLS-105hr2015enr/pdf/BILLS-105hr2015enr.pdf (accessed May 23, 2013).
dLegislation can be found in Section 501-510 in http://www.csrees.usda.gov/about/offices/
legis/pdfs/areera98.pdf (accessed May 23, 2013).
eLegislation can be found in Section 4401 of: http://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/ap-admin 
istrative-publication/ap-022.aspx#.UaoyFUAccl8 (accessed May 23, 2013).
fLegislation can be found in Section 214 of: http://frwebgate.access.gpo.gov/cgi-bin/getdoc 
.cgi?dbname=111_cong_public_laws&docid=f:publ003.111 (accessed May 23, 2013).
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Table 11.2  /  (Continued)

Prior to 
PRWORA

August 22, 1996 
Illegal Immigration  

Reform and Immigrant  
Responsibility Act (IIRIRA)a 

Personal Responsibility and Work 
Opportunity Reconciliation Act 

(PRWORA)b

1997 
Balanced  

Budget Actc

1998 
Agriculture, Research 

Extension  
and Education  
Reform Actd

2002 
Farm Security  

and Rural  
Investment Acte

2009 
Children’s Health 

Insurance Program 
Reauthorization Actf

Food Stamps
Pre-enactment immigrants 

Qualified immigrants Eligible Ineligible Eligibility restored if as 
of 8/22/96 are children, 
disabled, blind, elderly

Exempted groups
40 quarters of work Eligible Eligible
Military Eligible Eligible
Refugees/asylees Eligible Eligible for first 5 yrs Eligible for first 7 yrs

Post-enactment immigrants
Qualified immigrants Eligible Ineligible Eligibility restored to 

children, disabled; rest 
barred first 5 yrs

Exempted groups
40 quarters of work Eligible Barred for first 5 yrs
Military Eligible Eligible
Refugees/asylees Eligible Eligible for first 5 yrs Eligible for first 7 yrs

SSI
Pre-enactment immigrants 

Qualified immigrants Eligible Ineligible Eligibility extended to 
SSI recip as of 8/22/96 
and those legally 
residing in US on 
8/22/96

Exempted groups
40 quarters of work Eligible Eligible
Military Eligible Eligible
Refugees/asylees Eligible Eligible for first 5 yrs Eligible for first 7 yrs

Post-enactment immigrants
Qualified immigrants Eligible Ineligible
Exempted groups

40 quarters of work Eligible Barred for first 5 yrs
Military Eligible Eligible
Refugees/asylees Eligible Eligible for first 5 yrs Eligible for first 7 yrs

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Note: Table refers to eligibility for programs under Federal law for qualified immigrants, see text 
for more details. Rules under SCHIP apply to standalone SCHIP programs. SCHIP programs 
offered through Medicaid operate under Medicaid rules.
aLegislation can be found in http://www.nacua.org/documents/iirira.pdf (accessed May 23, 
2013).
bLegislation can be found in Section 400-451 of http://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/rules/Legisla- 
tion/pdfs/PL_104-193.pdf (accessed May 23, 2013).

cLegislation can be found in Sections 5301-5308 and 5561-5574 of http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/
pkg/BILLS-105hr2015enr/pdf/BILLS-105hr2015enr.pdf (accessed May 23, 2013).
dLegislation can be found in Section 501-510 in http://www.csrees.usda.gov/about/offices/
legis/pdfs/areera98.pdf (accessed May 23, 2013).
eLegislation can be found in Section 4401 of: http://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/ap-admin 
istrative-publication/ap-022.aspx#.UaoyFUAccl8 (accessed May 23, 2013).
fLegislation can be found in Section 214 of: http://frwebgate.access.gpo.gov/cgi-bin/getdoc 
.cgi?dbname=111_cong_public_laws&docid=f:publ003.111 (accessed May 23, 2013).
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thus the data cover calendar years 1994 through 2009. We begin by stratifying 
children using the immigration status of the head of household, splitting the sam-
ple into households headed by natives (born a citizen) and immigrants (foreign 
born). Figure 11.1 presents the proportion of children with any household safety 

Table 11.3  /  �Characteristics of Households with Children, by Immigrant Status of 
Head of Household

All Households Households < 200% Poverty

Natives Immigrants Natives Immigrants

Characteristics of household 
head (at survey)

Mean age 40.1 40.5 37.5 39.2
Male 0.467 0.524 0.327 0.470
White, non-Hispanic 0.715 0.140 0.550 0.082
Black, non-Hispanic 0.156 0.092 0.268 0.095
Hispanic 0.098 0.544 0.149 0.696
Less than high school 0.089 0.319 0.199 0.476
High school 0.285 0.241 0.389 0.281
More than high school 0.625 0.440 0.412 0.242
Never married 0.154 0.111 0.303 0.159
Married 0.661 0.758 0.410 0.687
Female unmarried family 0.226 0.153 0.435 0.216
Employed 0.725 0.716 0.522 0.611
Not in labor force 0.192 0.201 0.338 0.277
Any health insurance 0.847 0.648 0.691 0.479

Characteristics of the household
Number of children 1.8 2.0 2.1 2.2
Any elderly 0.05 0.07 0.05 0.06
Number of persons 3.9 4.4 4.0 4.5
Own home 0.679 0.515 0.403 0.336
Household earnings $74,210 $61,938 $17,894 $22,913
Household income $81,615 $66,423 $23,639 $25,854
Less than 50% FPL 0.058 0.081 0.180 0.161
Less than 100% FPL 0.139 0.222 0.433 0.440
Less then 150% FPL 0.230 0.376 0.715 0.746
Greater than 200% FPL 0.678 0.496 0.000 0.000
Any foreign born 0.058 1.000 0.055 1.000
Any adult born citizen 1.000 0.248 1.000 0.193
Any child born citizen 0.996 0.877 0.998 0.873
Any child foreign born 0.008 0.226 0.004 0.263

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 2010 CPS Annual Social and Economic Supplement data 
for households with at least one child.
Note: Demographics and living arrangements refer to the time of the survey (February, March, or 
April 2010) and income and program receipt refer to calendar year 2009. Statistics are weighted.
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which shows that SSI participation rates never rise above 10 percent and are mostly 
below 5 percent of children in immigrant households. Given the small share of el-
derly persons in our sample of households with children (table 11.3), the SSI dis-
abled caseload is the most relevant for our purposes. This said, figure 11.10 shows 
a dramatic decline in noncitizen SSI participation following federal welfare reform, 
with little recovery through 2009. Potentially more relevant is the AFDC-TANF 
child-only caseload. This consists of administrative cases without an adult partici-
pant, the largest group of which being when the child is a citizen but the parent is 
not (Blank 2001; DHHS 2008). As such, child-only caseloads may be a useful proxy 
for program participation among native children in mixed-status households. Fig-
ure 11.11 presents the administrative data on the child-only caseload per thousand 
persons for fiscal years 1995 through 2008. The child-only caseload declines sharply 
and dramatically following welfare reform. It then steadily and slowly increases, 
but never returns to its pre-reform level. Ruth Wasem (2010) reports trends in the 
noncitizen fraction of food stamp participation based on Food Stamp Quality Con-

Table 11.4  / � Household Safety Net Participation Rates, for Immigrant-Headed Households with 
Children with Income Less than 200 Percent of Poverty

N 

Any 
Safety 

Net
Public 

Assistance
Food 

Stamps
Medicaid- 

SCHIP
School 
Lunch SSI

Pre-reform (1994–1995)
Arrived six+ years ago, 

pre-enactment 
(1) 6294 0.811 0.221 0.353 0.474 0.680 0.058

Arrived ≤ five years ago, 
pre-enactment 

(2) 1648 0.792 0.287 0.394 0.553 0.569 0.049

Post-reform (2008–2009)
Arrived six+ years ago, 

pre-enactment 
(3) 6898 0.837 0.076 0.301 0.672 0.634 0.048

Arrived six+ years ago, 
post-enactment 

(4) 3669 0.843 0.072 0.316 0.676 0.601 0.022

Arrived ≤ five years ago, 
post-enactment 

(5) 1875 0.836 0.073 0.330 0.645 0.532 0.018

Post-reform–Pre-reform
Arrived six+ years ago (4)–(1) 0.032 –0.149 –0.037 0.202 –0.079 –0.036
Arrived ≤ five years ago (5)–(2) 0.044 –0.214 –0.064 0.092 –0.036 –0.031

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 1995, 1995, and 2010 CPS Annual Social and Economic Supplement 
data.
Note: Sample includes households with children under eighteen with heads born not a U.S. citizen and 
living in households with income under 200 percent of poverty and program participation is measured at 
the household level. Any safety net program participation means someone in the household participated 
in public assistance (AFDC-TANF or GA), food stamps, Medicaid-SCHIP, free or reduced price school 
lunch, SSI, public housing or received a rental subsidy from the government, or energy assistance. Arrival 
cohort is assigned using when the household head came to the United States to stay. See text for details 
about coding of time of arrival. 
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planations are possible. First, it is possible that the recession has led to reduced 
return migration (say, from Mexico) or increased outflows, and that those who 
leave or don’t return are negatively selected. Michael Rendall, Peter Brownell, and 
Sarah Kups (2011) suggest a possible decline in return migration from the United 
States to Mexico in the Great Recession. Jennifer Van Hook and Weiwei Zhang 
(2011) show that having children is negatively correlated with emigration. A sec-
ond explanation is that immigrant households are doubling up in response to the 
Great Recession, and that this is most common for those with the least amount of 
access to the safety net, those who arrived within the last five years. Rakesh Koch-
har and D’Vera Cohn (2011) use the American Community Survey data, finding 
that living in multigenerational households is more common in 2009 than 2007 as 
a share of households, and that some part of this might reflect doubling up in re-
sponse to the Great Recession. A third possibility is that the CPS is simply missing 
more unauthorized immigrants who are reluctant to participate given recent leg-

Table 11.5  /  �Poverty Rates for Immigrant-Headed Households with Children

N

Below  
50%  

Poverty

Below  
100% 

Poverty

Below  
50%  

Alternative 
Poverty

Below  
100% 

Alternative 
Poverty

Pre-reform (1994–1995)
Arrived six+ years ago, 

pre-enactment 
(1) 10245 0.103 0.296 0.044 0.256

Arrived ≤ five years ago, 
pre-enactment 

(2)   2301 0.187 0.425 0.124 0.372

Post-reform (2008–2009)
Arrived six+ years ago, 

pre-enactment 
(3) 13377 0.082 0.229 0.045 0.155

Arrived six+ years ago, 
post-enactment 

(4)   5979 0.109 0.319 0.057 0.218

Arrived ≤ five years ago, 
post-enactment 

(5)   2982 0.153 0.359 0.079 0.277

Post-reform–Pre-reform
Arrived six+ years ago (4)–(1) 0.006 0.023 0.013 –0.038
Arrived ≤ five years ago (5)–(2) –0.034 –0.066 –0.045 –0.095

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 1995, 1995, and 2010 CPS Annual Social and Economic 
Supplement data.
Note: Sample includes households with children under eighteen with heads born not a U.S. citi-
zen and program participation is measured at the household level. Extreme poverty and official 
poverty calculated using official CPS poverty thresholds and income sources and household size; 
alternative poverty calculated using official CPS poverty thresholds and household size, and 
using household income measured as CPS cash income minus FICA and state and local taxes 
plus the EITC and relevant child tax credits plus cash transfers. Arrival cohort is assigned using 
when the household head came to the United States to stay. See text for details about coding of 
time of arrival. 
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Table 11.6  /  �Impact of State Unemployment Rates on State Child Poverty Rates,  
2007–2009

Below 
100% 

Poverty

Below  
100% 

Aternative 
Poverty

Below  
50% 

Poverty

Below  
50% 

Alternative 
Poverty

Sample: All children
Native head 0.82** 0.59** 0.04 0.17

(0.31) (0.29) (0.22)  (0.17)
Non-native head 0.92 1.50** 0.82* 0.76

(0.83) (0.63) (0.47) (0.46)
Sample: All children with non-native heads

Non-Mexican head 0.34 0.17 0.31 0.16
(1.03) (0.80) (0.60) (0.47)

Mexican head 0.89 2.69** 1.38 1.32*
(1.22) (1.11) (0.83) (0.76)

Sample: All children with non-native heads
Naturalized head –0.42 0.74 0.36 0.15

(1.15) (0.96) (0.74) (0.66)
Noncitizen head 2.54** 2.46** 1.43** 1.28**

(1.06) (0.94) (0.68) (0.57)
Sample: All children with noncitizen heads

Non-Hispanic head 0.79 –0.80 1.59 1.56
(1.76) (1.37) (1.15) (1.01)

Hispanic head 2.44** 3.18*** 1.29 1.14
(1.05) (1.14) (0.84) (0.76)

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Each cell in the table presents the estimate of a regression of change in state child poverty 
rates on change in state unemployment rate for 2007–2009. Estimates are weighted using the 
population in the cell. Sample includes children and poverty is assigned at the household level. 
Official poverty uses total household income and household size and the official Census poverty 
thresholds; alternative poverty uses total cash income plus the EITC and child tax credits and 
other transfers minus FICA and state and local taxes. Native household heads are those who 
were born in the United States or Puerto Rico or outlying areas or who were born abroad to U.S. 
parent(s), immigrant heads are other foreign born. See text for details.
*p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01

Conclusions

The 1996 federal welfare reform legislation has ushered in a new era for the safety 
net in the United States. As is well known, welfare reform replaced AFDC with 
TANF, introducing lifetime limits on participation and stringent work require-
ments. Some fifteen years later, welfare caseloads have decreased dramatically 
and TANF provides minimal countercyclical aid. But, less known is that not only 
did PRWORA “change welfare as we know it,” it also changed immigration policy 
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Table 11.A1  /  Immigrant Eligibility, State TANF

State Option to Bar but State 
Chooses Not to

State Fill-in Programs, Post-Enactment Immigrants During Five-Year BarPre- 
Enactment 
Immigrants

Post-
Enactment 

Immigrants, 
Post Five-Year 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008

Alabama X X
Alaska X X
Arizona X X
Arkansas X
California X X X X X X X X X X X X X
Colorado X X
Connecticut X X Xa Xa Xa Xa Xa Xa X X X X X X
Delaware X X
District of Columbia X X
Florida X X
Georgia X X X X X X X X X X X X X
Hawaii X X X X X X X X X X X X X
Idaho X X
Illinois X X
Indiana X
Iowa X X
Kansas X X
Kentucky X X
Louisiana X X
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Table 11.A1  /  (Continued)

State Option to Bar but State 
Chooses Not to

State Fill-in Programs, Post-Enactment Immigrants During Five-Year BarPre- 
Enactment 
Immigrants

Post-
Enactment 

Immigrants, 
Post Five-Year 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008

Maine X X X X X X X X X X X X X X
Maryland X X X X X X X X X X X X X X
Massachusetts X X Xa Xa Xa Xa Xa Xa

Michigan X X
Minnesota X X
Mississippi
Missouri X X X X X X X X
Montana X X
Nebraska X X X X X X X X X X X X X
Nevada X X
New Hampshire X X
New Jersey X X
New Mexico X X X X X X X X X X X X X
New York X X X X X X X X X X X X X
North Carolina X X
North Dakota X X
Ohio X X
Oklahoma X X
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Oregon X X X X X X X X X X X X X X
Pennsylvania X X X X X X X X X X X X X X
Rhode Island X X X X X X X X X X X X X X
South Carolina X X
South Dakota X X
Tennessee X X X X X X X X X X X
Texas X
Utah X X X X X X X X X X X X X X
Vermont X X X X X X X X X X X X X X
Virginia X X
Washington X X X X X X X X X X X X X
West Virginia X X
Wisconsin X X X X X X X X X X X X X
Wyoming X X X X X X X X X X X X X

Source: Authors’ compilation based on Welfare Rules Database (http://anfdata.urban.org/wrd/WRDWelcome.cfm) cross-checked with Wendy 
Zimmerman and Karen Tumlin (1999) and the National Immigration Law Center (2002) and (2004).
Note:  An “X” indicates that the state covers Legal Permanent Residents (LPRs) in that year without any caveats and the state has implemented 
TANF. Prior to TANF implementation, AFDC rules dictate eligibility. Certain subgroups of immigrants may be covered in unmarked states (see 
source data for details). State policies electing whether to bar immigrants (first two columns) rarely changed over time; “X” indicates covered as 
of TANF implementation. Exceptions include Idaho and North Dakota (both began coverage for post-enactment, post-five-year bar group in 
2004) and Montana (coverage for pre-enactment group discontinued in 2002; coverage for post-enactment, post-five-year bar discontinued in 
2002 and reinstated in 2009). The coverage indicator is consistent across sources except for the following cases: for pre-enactment immigrants: 
Alabama in 1998; Mississippi in 1998, 2002, and 2004; and Montana in 2002 and 2004. For post-enactment post, five-year bar: Alabama, Florida, 
Idaho, Louisiana, Ohio, and Utah in 1998; Arkansas, Montana, and South Carolina in 2002 and 2003; North Dakota in 2004. For post-enactment, 
during five-year bar: Hawaii, New Mexico, and New York in 1998 and Georgia in 2004. In these cases the cross checked sources indicate opposite 
coverage of what is listed.
aImmigrants only eligible after they have resided in this state for six months.
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Table 11.A2  /  Immigrant Eligibility, State Medicaid

State Option to Bar State Fill-in Programs,  
Post-Enactment Immigrants  

During Five-Year BarPre- 
Enactment

Post-Enactment,  
Post Five-Year Bar

1998 2002 2005 2008 1998 2002 2005 2006 2007

Alabama X a a a

Alaska X X X X X
Arizona X X X X
Arkansas X X X X X
California X X X X X X X X X X
Colorado X X X X X
Connecticut X X X X X X X X X X
Delaware X X X X X X X X X X
District of Columbia X X X X X X
Florida X X X X X
Georgia X X X X X
Hawaii X X X X X X Xb Xb Xb,c Xb,c

Idaho X X X
Illinois X X X X X Xb,c Xd Xd Xd Xb

Indiana X a X X
Iowa X X X X X
Kansas X X X X X
Kentucky X X X X X
Louisiana X X X X X
Maine X X X X X X X X X X
Maryland X X X X X Xb,c Xb,c X Xc Xb,c

Massachusetts X X X X X X X Xe Xe Xe

Michigan X X X X X Xc

Minnesota X X X X X X X X X X
Mississippi X a a a

Missouri X X X X X
Montana X X X X X Xb

Nebraska X X X X X X X X X X
Nevada X X X X X
New Hampshire X X X X X
New Jersey X X X X X X X Xf Xf

New Mexico X X X X
New York X X X X X X X X X
North Carolina X X X X X
North Dakota X X a a a

Ohio X a a a

Oklahoma X X X X
Oregon X X X X
Pennsylvania X X X X X Xg X X X X
Rhode Island X X X X X Xb,c Xb,c Xb,c Xb Xb

South Carolina X X X X
South Dakota X X X X
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Table 11.A2  /  (Continued)

State Option to Bar State Fill-in Programs,  
Post-Enactment Immigrants  

During Five-Year BarPre- 
Enactment

Post-Enactment,  
Post Five-Year Bar

1998 2002 2005 2008 1998 2002 2005 2006 2007

Tennessee X X X X X
Texas X a a a Xb Xb Xb Xb

Utah X X X X X
Vermont X X X X X
Virginia X a a a

Washington X X X X Xg Xb,c Xh Xh Xh

West Virginia X X X X
Wisconsin X X X X X
Wyoming a a a a

Source: Authors’ compilation based on Wendy Zimmerman,  Karen Tumlin, and Jason  Ost (1999) for 1998 
and National Immigration Law Center for 2002, 2005, 2006, 2007, and 2008.
Note: An “X” indicates that the state covers Legal Permanent Residents (LPRs) in that year (see footnotes 
for major exceptions). Certain subgroups of immigrants may be covered in unmarked states (see source 
data for details). In 1998 a blank for post-enactment, post- five-year bar can mean the state has not imple-
mented this policy yet.
aOnly to LPRs with forty quarters of work and the veteran and “refugee” categories.
bAvailable for children.
cAvailable for pregnant women.
dOnly available to children, pregnant women, or disabled immigrants.
eSeniors and disabled eligible up to 100 percent FPL; children up to 200 percent FPL. All children are eli-
gible for preventative care.
fChildren and parents are eligible. Beginning in 2007, limited funds for prenatal care are available for up to 
200 percent of the federal poverty line.
gMust be a resident for six months (Pennsylvania) or one year (Washington) before eligibility begins.
hSeniors and disabled immigrants receiving cash assistance are eligible. Prenatal care is available. Children 
are covered up to 100 percent of the FPL, however total allowances are capped.
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Table 11.A3  /  Immigrant Eligibility, State SCHIP

State Fill-in Programs, Post-Enactment  
Immigrants During Five-Year Bar

2002 2004 2005 2006 2007

Alabama
Alaska
Arizona
Arkansas
California X X X X X
Colorado
Connecticut X X X X X
Delaware
District of Columbia X X X X X
Florida X X Xa Xa Xa

Georgia
Hawaii X X X X X
Idaho
Illinois X X X X X
Indiana X
Iowa
Kansas
Kentucky
Louisiana
Maine X X X X X
Maryland X X X
Massachusetts X X X X X
Michigan
Minnesota X X X X X
Mississippi
Missouri
Montana
Nebraska X X X X X
Nevada
New Hampshire
New Jersey X X X X X
New Mexico
New York X X X X X
North Carolina
North Dakota
Ohio
Oklahoma
Oregon
Pennsylvania X X X X X
Rhode Island X X X X X
South Carolina
South Dakota
Tennessee
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Table 11.A3  /  (Continued)

State Fill-in Programs, Post-Enactment  
Immigrants During Five-Year Bar

2002 2004 2005 2006 2007

Texas X X X X X
Utah
Vermont
Virginia
Washington X X X X X
West Virginia
Wisconsin
Wyoming

Source: Authors’ compilation based on the National Immigration Law Center for 2002, 2005, 2006, 
and 2007 and Shawn Fremstad and Laure Cox (2004) for 2004.
Note: Policies listed for SCHIP plans via Medicaid, separate state program, or a combination of 
the two. An “X” indicates that the state covers Legal Permanent Residents (LPRs) in that year (see 
note for major exceptions). Sources include the National Immigration Law Center for 2002, 2005, 
2006, and 2007 and Shawn Fremstad and Laure Cox (2004) for 2004. Certain subgroups of im-
migrants may be covered in unmarked states (see source data for details).
aFunding is capped such that everyone is covered who was covered as of July 1, 2000. However, 
anyone applying afterwards was put on a waiting list. A second freeze and removal of the wait-
ing list was done in July 2003.
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Table 11.A4  /  Immigrant Eligibility, State SSI

State Fill-in Programs, Post-Enactment Immigrants

1998 2002 2005 2006

Alabama
Alaska
Arizona
Arkansas
California X X X
Colorado
Connecticut
Delaware
District of Columbia
Florida
Georgia
Hawaii X X X
Idaho
Illinoisa

Indiana
Iowa
Kansas
Kentucky
Louisiana
Maine X X X X
Maryland
Massachusetts
Michigan
Minnesota
Mississippi
Missouri
Montana
Nebraska X X X
Nevada
New Hampshire Xb Xb Xb Xb

New Jersey
New Mexico
New York
North Carolina
North Dakota
Ohio
Oklahoma
Oregon X
Pennsylvania
Rhode Island
South Carolina
South Dakota
Tennessee
Texas
Utah
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Table 11.A4  /  (Continued)

State Fill-in Programs, Post-Enactment Immigrants

1998 2002 2005 2006

Vermont
Virginia
Washington
West Virginia
Wisconsin
Wyoming

Source: Authors’ compilation based on Wendy Zimmerman and Karen Tumlin (1999) for 1998, 
and the National Immigration Law Center for 2002, 2005, and 2006.
Note: An “X” indicates that the state covers Legal Permanent Residents (LPRs) in that year (see 
footnotes for major exceptions). Following the Balanced Budget Act of 1997, all immigrants re-
ceiving SSI prior to 1996 as well as those who entered before 1996 and would become eligible, 
were eligible for SSI.
aIllinois is recorded immigrants was also covering pre-enactment immigrants who are sixty-five 
or older, and are determined ineligible because they do not have a disability in 2002, 2005, and 
2006 and covering refugees past their seven-year quota in 2005 and 2006.
bFunds only available after the individual exceeds the five-year bar.
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Table 11.A5  /  Immigrant Eligibility, State Food Stamps

State Fill-in Programs, 
Pre-Enactment 

Immigrants
State Fill-in Programs,  

Post-Enactment Immigrants

1998 2001 2002 2003 1998 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009

Alabama
Alaska
Arizona
Arkansas
California X X X X X X X X X X X X X X
Colorado
Connecticut X X X X X X Xa X X X X X X X
Delaware
District of 
  Columbia
Florida Xb

Georgia
Hawaii
Idaho
Illinois X Xc Xc

Indiana
Iowa
Kansas
Kentucky
Louisiana
Maine X X X X X X X X X X X X X X
Maryland Xd1 Xd Xd Xd

Massachusetts X X Xa X X Xa

Michigan
Minnesota X X X X X X X X X X X X X X
Mississippi
Missouri Xe

Montana
Nebraska X X X X X X X X X X X X X X
Nevada
New Hampshire X
New Jersey X Xf Xf

New Mexico
New York Xd Xg Xg

North Carolina
North Dakota
Ohio Xe Xh Xh

Oklahoma
Oregon
Pennsylvania
Rhode Island X Xi Xi

South Carolina
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Table 11.A5  /  (Continued)

State Fill-in Programs, 
Pre-Enactment 

Immigrants State Fill-in Programs, Post-Enactment Immigrants

1998 2001 2002 2003 1998 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009

South Dakota
Tennessee
Texas Xe Xj Xj 

Utah
Vermont
Virginia
Washington X X X X X X X X X X X X X X
West Virginia
Wisconsin X X X X X X X X X X X X X X
Wyoming

Source: Authors’ compilation based on Wendy Zimmerman and Karen Tumlin (1999) for 1998, Schwartz 
(2001) for 2001, National Immigrant Law Center for 2002, and the USDA’s “Food Stamp Program State 
Options Report” for 2003–2009.
Note: An “X” indicates that the state covers legal permanent residents (LPRs) in that year (see footnotes for 
major exceptions). In 1998 the Agriculture Research, Extension, and Education Reform Act restored eligi-
bility for pre-enactment immigrants receiving payments or assistance for blindness or disability, those 
who were sixty-five or older on August 22, 1996, and pre-enactment minors. The 2002 Farm Bill gave eli-
gibility for Post-Enactment immigrants who have lived in the United States for five years, and for all im-
migrant children and disabled individuals. Effective October 1 , 2002, “qualified” immigrants receiving 
disability-related assistance will be eligible. Effective April 1, 2003, “qualified” immigrants who have lived 
in the United States for five or more years as a “qualified” immigrant will be eligible. Effective October 1, 
2003, “qualified” immigrant children will be eligible, regardless of their date of entry.
aQualified immigrants in Massachusetts in 2002 and immigrants entering after April 1, 1998, in Connecti-
cut in 2002 must meet a six-month residency requirement.
bOnly children, elderly, and disabled are covered.
cOnly available to those age sixty to sixty-four (without a disability) or parents residing with children who 
are eligible for federal food stamps.
dOnly available to children younger than eighteen.
eOnly available to former food stamp recipients.
fOnly eligible if the immigrant is sixty-five or older; a legal guardian living with dependent children under 
eighteen; mentally or physically incapacitated; receiving GA benefits and considered unemployable. Must 
apply for citizenship within sixty days of being certified for food stamps.
gOnly eligible between the ages of sixty and sixty-eight. Must live in the same county as on August 22, 
1996.
hOnly eligible if between sixty-five and sixty-eight, are eligible for SSI, have been in the United States for 
five years, and are Ohio residents as of August 22, 1996.
iMust be residents of Rhode Island before August 22, 1996.
jOnly eligible if turned sixty-five after August 22, 1996, but before March 1, 1998, and have received food 
stamps anytime from September 1996 to August 1997.
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General Assistance, Energy Assistance, Refugee Assistance, and foster care pay-
ments.15

Figure 12.2 plots total income maintenance transfers per poor person from 1965 
to 2008 (in constant 2008 dollars) against the foreign-born share of the popula-
tion.16 As the foreign-born share grew from 5 percent to more than 12 percent over 
the four decades, per poor person transfers for all income maintenance programs, 
combined, also increased. In figure 12.3, we disaggregate the total-transfer mea-
sure into its component parts. Here we can see that much of the increase in total 
transfers came from “other social spending,” reflecting the significant expansion 
of the EITC program over this period. SSI and SNAP transfers grew much more 
modestly, while family assistance transfers declined significantly over time, pro-
viding a similar story to that of program participation numbers in Figure 12.1. 
Clearly no simple story supports an immigration–social spending trade-off.

Income transfer spending per poor person is a function of eligibility rules, take-
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Figure 12.1  / � Recipients of Income Maintenance Programs

Source: Adapted from Scholz, Moffit, and Cowan (2008) (see also the note below).
Note: Figures in thousands. Most of the data for the period from 1970–2005 are adapted from 
Scholz et al. (2008). Where possible, we extended the figure backward and forward with data 
from the USDA; the 1969, 1972, and 2011 U.S. Statistical Abstract; and the Tax Policy Center. In 
some instances, there are slight discrepancies in measurement between Scholz et al. and the data 
points we added. Where the discrepancies were large, we did not extend the graph. Prior to 1972, 
SSI data included recipients of Old Age Assistance, Aid to the Blind, and Aid to the Permanently 
and Totally Disabled.
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Figure 12.2  / � Social Spending and the Foreign Born

Source: Authors’ compilation based on Bureau of Economic Analysis (2011), Ruggles et al. 
(2010), and King et al. (2010).

20
08

 d
ol

la
rs

1,000

800

600

400

200

0

12

10

8

6

4

%
 fo

re
ig

n-
bo

rn

1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010

Year

Other social spending
SSI
Foreign-born population (%)

SNAP
AFDC/TANF

Source: Authors’ compilation based on Bureau of Economic Analysis (2011), Ruggles et al. 
(2010), and King et al. (2010).

Figure 12.3  / � Disaggregated Social Spending and the Foreign Born
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up rates, and benefit levels. Figure 12.4 homes in on this last component: changes 
in the maximum state AFDC-TANF benefit for a family of three, averaged across 
all states for each year in the time series.17 We clearly see that the real value of such 
benefits has declined precipitously over time as the proportion of the immigrant 
population has increased; the relationship is consistent with the argument of a 
trade-off between immigration and welfare generosity.

In sum, social spending as a whole has increased during this period of rising 
immigration, but AFDC-TANF benefits—whether measured as the number of re-
cipients, the dollar amount spent per poor person, or maximum benefit levels—
have clearly declined. The two opposing trends—increases in total redistributive 
spending, but decreases in welfare spending—indicate no simple relationship be-
tween redistribution policy and immigration. Of course, it is possible that total 
social spending might have increased even more had there been little or no im-
migration. Alternatively, the overall increase in spending could suggest a positive 
relationship between immigration and redistribution, at least in some areas. Sig-
nificantly, although growth in the population of poor immigrants might increase 
total social spending (given a larger pool of recipients), our measures of spending 
per poor person suggest that, even net of demographic growth, governments in 
the United States have been, on average, providing more financial resources per 
poor resident. We cannot tell, however, from this simple set of national trend lines 
whether the correlations between the growing proportion of foreign-born resi-
dents and redistributive social spending might be spurious, driven by other fac-
tors that have changed over time. To get some purchase on this, we increase our 
effective sample size by turning to interstate differences in spending.
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Source: Authors’ compilation based on Hoynes (2011), Urban Institute (2011), and Ruggles et al. 
(2010).

Figure 12.4  / � Maximum State Benefit per Family and the Foreign Born
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the Public Policy Institute of California’s (PPIC) Statewide Survey, a poll that seeks 
to reflect the views of all adult Californians, regardless of nativity or citizenship.5 
Two questions are particularly germane: whether the respondent would be willing 
to pay higher taxes to maintain health and human services in California, and 
whether the respondent supported or opposed spending cuts to health and human 
services. Table 12.1 shows differences of opinion—some of which are substantial—
between various groups of Californians. Noncitizens are by far the most support-
ive of using tax dollars to maintain program funding, 72 percent, and the most 
likely to oppose spending cuts, 77 percent. Support for taxpayer-funded health 
and human services diminishes as we move from naturalized citizens to U.S.-born 
citizens, and even further when we consider only those who report being regis-
tered voters. Strikingly, those who are likely voters—people who have voted regu-
larly in the past—are the least likely to favor tax increases to maintain funding, 48 
percent, and they are the least likely to oppose spending cuts, 56 percent, relative 
to the other groups. This suggests a wide gulf in policy preferences, at least on this 
issue, between noncitizens and those citizens most likely to vote in California.

But are these attitudinal differences large enough to affect the outcome of redis-
tributive policy battles? A second assumption of the disenfranchisement hypoth-

Table 12.1  /  �Attitudes Toward Taxes and Spending, California Residents, 2010–2012

Noncitizens
Naturalized 

Citizens
U.S.-Born 
Citizens

Registered 
Voters

Likely 
Voters

Would you pay higher taxes to maintain health and human services?a

Yes 71.9 52.5 51.5 50.5 48.0
No 26.0 45.2 45.7 46.9 49.6
Don’t know 2.1 2.4 2.8 2.6 2.4
Totalc 100.0 100.1 100.0 100.0 100.0
N 1,119 1,789 8,965 10,063 7,911

Would you support or oppose spending cuts to health and human services?b

Support 21.3 33.6 36.5 38.1 39.8
Oppose 77.1 63.3 60.0 58.4 56.2
Don’t know 1.7 3.1 3.5 3.6 4.1
Totalc 100.1 100.0 100.0 100.1 100.1
N 527 860 4,551 5,136 4,100

Source: Authors’ compilation based on pooled Public Policy Institute of California Statewide Sur-
veys, January and May, 2010–2012 (Public Policy Institute of California 2013).
aThe survey question was “What if the state said it needed more money just to maintain current 
funding for health and human services? Would you be willing to pay higher taxes for this pur-
pose, or not?” The question in May 2012 differed slightly, asking, “Would you be willing to pay 
higher taxes for health and human services, or not?” All questions were preceded by the state-
ment, “Tax increases could be used to help reduce the state budget deficit.”
bThe survey question was “Spending cuts could be used to help reduce the state budget defi-
cit. . . . How about cutting spending on health and human services? Do you support or oppose 
this proposal?”
cPercentages are calculated using survey weights and do not always equal 100 due to rounding. 
The number of survey respondents reported is the unweighted sample.
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Table 12.2  /  �Correlation Matrix of Main Independent Variables

Proportion  
Asian

Proportion  
Latino Fractionalization

Proportion  
Foreign Born

Proportion  
Non-citizens 

VAP

Proportion  
Naturalized 

VAP

Proportion Asian 1.000
Proportion Latino 0.4941 1.000
Fractionalization 0.4866 0.6323 1.000
Proportion foreign born 0.8067 0.6163 0.4801 1.000
Proportion noncitizens, VAP 0.8630 0.6877 0.5740 0.9637 1.000
Proportion naturalized, VAP 0.6636 0.4690 0.3100 0.9352 0.8258 1.000

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Note: Figures include only the lower forty-eight states. VAP = voting age population.
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Table 12.3  /  �Total Income Maintenance Transfer Models, 1965–2008

Noncitizen 
Disenfranchisement

Immigrant 
Threat

Racial 
Threat

Racial 
Fractionalization

National social spending 0.903*** 0.923*** 0.939*** 0.967***
Poverty rate –90.777 –91.157 –71.955 –53.414
Personal income –0.004** –0.005*** –0.003 –0.002
Proportion unemployed 15.771 70.600 121.196 118.704
Proportion over sixty-five 57.693 48.367 276.775 314.645
Proportion under eighteen –647.765** –605.964* –353.631 –272.963
Proportion black –619.200 –612.759 –412.357 –653.633
Proportion noncitizen, VAP 317.269
Proportion naturalized, VAP 704.644
Proportion foreign born 586.496***
Proportion Asian –886.824
Proportion Latino 461.252
Racial fractionalization –5.869

Constant 318.640* 306.307* 142.956 121.746

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Note: Fixed-effects models. Spending and income per capita, 2008 dollars. VAP = voting age population.
*p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01

Table 12.4  /  �Total Income Maintenance Transfer Models, Comparative, 1965–2008

Noncitizen  
Disenfran- 

chisement vs.  
Racial Threat

Noncitizen  
Disenfranchise- 

ment vs.  
Fractionalization

Racial Threat  
vs. Immigrant  

Threat

Fractional
ization vs.  
Immigrant  

Threat

National social spending 0.892*** 0.930*** 0.946*** 0.955***
Poverty rate –8.495 –57.324 28.228 –36.634
Personal income –0.003* –0.003* –0.003* –0.003*
Proportion unemployed –33.408 1.051 40.025 25.282
Proportion over sixty-five 124.614 –22.240 71.264 –66.122
Proportion under eighteen –611.995** –633.162** –549.687* –623.401**
Proportion black –374.257 –143.365 –272.750 –73.896
Proportion noncitizen, 

VAP
2,030.071*** 1,017.030**

Proportion naturalized, 
VAP

1,189.524** 499.835

Proportion Asian –2,465.378*** –2,504.313***
Proportion Latino –740.529* –707.997*
Racial fractionalization –350.777** –365.176**
Proportion foreign born 2,094.938*** 1,056.114***

Constant 230.560 310.127* 169.223 287.805

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Note: Fixed-effect models. Spending and income per capita, 2008 dollars. VAP = voting age population.
*p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01
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Explaining Family Assistance Transfers

Next, we model spending on family assistance transfers, moving from a broad-
based redistribution measure to a much more targeted one. The total income trans-
fer model aimed to capture the totality of redistribution benefits paid from federal 
or state government coffers that might be available to poor residents; this measure 
narrows down to a prominent state-controlled welfare benefit. Unlike the total 
income transfers model, we start this model in 1973, just after Nixon’s re-election 
and his rightward shift on welfare policy. As we saw in figure 12.1, the family as-
sistance program expanded considerably from 1965 to 1972. Eligibility for AFDC 
expanded in response to several Supreme Court decisions, the demands of the 
civil rights and welfare rights movements, and growing urban unrest (Quadagno 
1994; Piven and Cloward 1971, 1977). This was a distinct political moment in the 
history of the U.S. welfare state, and the models that best describe welfare spend-
ing throughout much of American history simply break down here.

In table 12.5, we consider each model independently and find results for AFDC-
TANF spending to be quite similar to those for total income transfers. That is, the 
proportion noncitizen and foreign born continue to have a surprising positive re-
lationship with per capita spending, albeit a small and statistically insignificant 
one. These results contradict the disenfranchisement and immigrant threat hy-
potheses. Conversely, we also find that higher racial fractionalization and a larger 
share of Asians is associated with less AFDC-TANF spending per capita, though 

Table 12.5  /  AFDC-TANF Spending Models, 1973–2008

Noncitizen 
Disenfran- 
chisement

Immigrant 
Threat

Racial 
Threat

Racial 
Fractional- 

ization

National social spending 0.594*** 0.589*** 0.650*** 0.527***
Poverty rate –80.421*** –77.044** –41.504 –67.495**
Personal income –0.002* –0.002* 0.000 –0.001
Proportion unemployed 205.176** 204.916** 241.137** 218.399**
Proportion over sixty-five 196.928 210.146 327.780 268.750
Proportion under eighteen –92.579 –101.456 10.290 –16.177
Proportion black –731.653*** –733.687*** –350.614 –727.874**
Proportion noncitizen, VAP 220.156
Proportion naturalized, VAP –96.493
Proportion foreign born 107.056
Proportion Asian –1,681.787***
Proportion Latino 458.092***
Racial fractionalization –17.750

Constant 141.997* 137.076 –2.909 109.537

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Note: Fixed-effect models. Spending and income per capita, 2008 dollars. VAP = voting age population.
*p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01
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the factionalization coefficient fails to achieve statistical significance.34 A larger 
Latino share is, in contrast, positively and significantly associated with per capita 
AFDC-TANF transfers.

In table 12.6, we again pit pairs of theories against one another. The findings are 
largely consistent with the emerging story: negative but insignificant coefficients 
for racial fractionalization and proportion Latino once controlling for immigrant 
variables, negative and significant coefficients for proportion Asian, and largely 
positive coefficients for the various immigrant-related measures, a number of 
which are statistically significant. Thus, holding constant changing racial demo-
graphics, a larger foreign-born population or noncitizen population (net of the 
naturalized citizen population) is associated with increased spending on family 
assistance transfers. 

Explaining AFDC-TANF Benefit Levels

We shift now to models that predict the maximum AFDC-TANF benefit level for 
a family of three across states and over time. This is a simpler outcome than the 

Table 12.6  /  AFDC-TANF Spending Models, Comparative, 1973–2008

Noncitizen Disen-
franchisement  

vs. Racial Threat

Noncitizen  
Disenfranchise- 

ment vs.  
Fractionalization

Racial Threat 
vs. Immigrant 

Threat

Fractionaliza-
tion vs.  

Immigrant 
Threat

National social spending 0.704*** 0.535*** 0.706*** 0.553***
Poverty rate –22.101 –69.873** –24.926 –68.921**
Personal income 0.000 –0.001 0.000 –0.001
Proportion unemployed 231.283** 212.648** 229.392** 208.311**
Proportion over sixty-five 327.980 191.153 336.558 208.430
Proportion under eighteen –113.443 –67.169 –100.263 –98.316
Proportion black –379.050* –567.963** –397.591** –626.153**
Proportion noncitizen, 

VAP
927.771** 456.036

Proportion naturalized, 
VAP

503.391 –159.777

Proportion Asian –2,315.617*** –2,303.207***
Proportion Latino –93.869 –14.407
Racial fractionalization –128.187 –84.775
Proportion foreign born 859.597** 210.810

Constant 15.700 145.628* 8.849 139.352

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Note: Fixed-effect models. Spending and income per capita, 2008 dollars. VAP = voting age population.
*p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01
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previous two, because it does not include the complex dynamics of benefit take-
up, that is, who learns about and is deemed eligible for government assistance. 
Because figure 12.4 does not show the same dramatic rise in AFDC benefit levels 
before 1973 as in AFDC spending levels (see figures 12.1 and 12.3), our analysis 
includes all years for which we have data (1968 to 2008).

Perhaps surprisingly, given that this analysis sidesteps issues of benefit take-up 
and eligibility restrictions, our results are not dramatically different than in the 
spending models. Table 12.7 presents a test of each hypothesis separately. Unlike 
previous results, we do find that as the proportion of noncitizens in a state’s popu-
lation grows (net of the proportion of naturalized immigrants), AFDC-TANF ben-
efit generosity appears to decline, but the association is statistically insignificant. 
Conversely, as naturalized immigrants make up a larger proportion of the voting 
age population in a state, maximum benefit levels increase, and this effect is mar-
ginally significant. In the immigrant threat model, as in prior models, we see a 
positive but insignificant effect of immigrant population size. For racial fractional-
ization and proportion Asian, we find the same negative, significant relationship 
and slightly positive but insignificant results for proportion Latino.

We test whether these results hold up when examining multiple theories simul-
taneously. The findings, reported in table 12.8, show that disenfranchisement re-
sults change direction once we consider race: net of racial composition and frac-
tionalization measures, the higher a state’s proportion of immigrants and even 

Table 12.7  /  Maximum AFDC-TANF Models, 1968–2008

Noncitizen  
Disenfran
chisement

Immigrant 
Threat

Racial  
Threat

Racial  
Fractionali- 

zation

National social spending 0.957*** 1.234*** 1.077*** 0.660**
Poverty rate –750.531*** –859.960*** –690.890*** –553.024***
Personal income –0.013*** –0.015*** –0.008** –0.001
Proportion unemployed –1,048.064*** –912.713** –674.384* –485.324
Proportion over sixty-five –232.895 –291.315 382.784 315.084
Proportion under eighteen 1,599.532** 1,659.211** 2,332.939*** 2,407.062***
Proportion black –2,492.898 –2,636.293 –2,083.541 –909.264
Proportion noncitizen, VAP –1,955.730
Proportion naturalized, VAP 3,122.905*
Proportion foreign born 227.209
Proportion Asian –3,555.975*
Proportion Latino 122.655
Racial fractionalization –1,308.582***

Constant 915.333** 975.159** 483.799 523.283

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Note: Fixed-effect models. Spending and income per capita, 2008 dollars. VAP = voting age population.
*p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01
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noncitizen immigrants, the higher the maximum benefit level. Thus the disenfran-
chisement and immigrant threat hypotheses continue to find no support: a higher 
proportion of immigrants, including noncitizens, is associated with higher benefit 
levels. Conversely, racial diversity, either measured through a fractionalization 
score or by proportion Asian or Latino in the state population, has a statistically 
significant negative relationship with benefit levels for a family of three when we 
include disenfranchisement or immigrant threat variables. 

Explaining Immigrant Welfare Generosity

Finally, we consider an outcome variable most directly tied to immigration: a 
state’s welfare generosity toward immigrants in 1998. Because we have only one 
year of data and a continuous dependent variable, we run an ordinary least 
squares regression and use all fifty states. The results, in table 12.9, show—not 
surprisingly, given limited cases—that few of the coefficients reach statistical sig-
nificance, although the direction of the estimated effects are in line with a racial 
threat or fractionalization explanation of changes in redistribution. For the immi-
grant variables, the direction of the relationship is similar to the simple models 
predicting maximum AFDC-TANF spending for a family of three: the proportion 

Table 12.8  / � Maximum AFDC-TANF Benefit Models, Comparative, 1968–2008

Noncitizen  
Disenfran

chisement vs.  
Racial Threat

Noncitizen  
Disenfran

chisement vs. 
Fractionali- 

zation

Racial  
Threat vs.  
Immigrant  

Threat

Fractionali- 
zation vs.  

Immigrant  
Threat

National social spending 0.807*** 0.583** 1.433*** 0.858***
Poverty rate –440.751*** –524.692*** –416.015** –517.673***
Personal income –0.009** –0.004 –0.007* –0.003
Proportion unemployed –1,161.597*** –888.294*** –1,099.620*** –883.811***
Proportion over sixty-five 59.982 –592.602 –259.451 –789.292
Proportion under eighteen 1,778.527*** 1,509.098*** 1,514.329** 1,331.673**
Proportion black –1,869.172 831.025 –1,737.741 979.713
Proportion noncitizen, VAP 4,487.089*** 2,813.003***
Proportion naturalized, VAP 4,987.320*** 2,042.061
Proportion Asian –8,110.224*** –9,052.977***
Proportion Latino –3,167.644*** –3,760.216***
Racial fractionalization –2,461.637*** –2,512.258***
Proportion foreign born 7,169.028*** 3,437.550***

Constant 623.254 985.029*** 583.741 987.851***

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Note: Fixed-effect models. Spending and income per capita, 2008 dollars. VAP = voting age population.
*p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01
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of foreign-born residents shows a positive correlation, as does the proportion of 
naturalized citizens in the voting age population, but the relationship with the 
proportion of noncitizens is negative. In the AFDC-TANF benefits model, this par-
tial support for a disenfranchisement hypothesis disappeared when we included 
race variables, but here we cannot do a similar test given only fifty cases. The bot-
tom line, based on the statistical insignificance of the coefficients, is consistent with 
the results of previous studies (Hero and Preuhs 2006, 2007). Specifically, no strong 
evidence exists for noncitizen disenfranchisement, threat, or fractionalization in 
explaining whether a state will be more or less generous toward immigrants right 
after federal rules regarding social welfare changed in 1996.

Lessons from State Models and  
Concluding Thoughts

The American welfare state is a complex institution, encompassing numerous pro-
grams that redistribute money to the poor and working poor, with various levels 
of generosity and with distinct rules for eligibility. Because of this system, we have 
considered numerous measures of social redistribution to examine the extent to 
which rising numbers of immigrants might affect redistribution policy. 

In the end, our results suggest that race—an enduring challenge for the U.S. 
welfare state and at the center of redistributive politics for so long—continues to 

Table 12.9  /  Immigrant Welfare Generosity Models, 1998

Immigrant 
Threat

Racial  
Threat

Racial 
Fractionali

zation

Noncitizen 
Disenfran
chisement

Poverty rate –4.093 –3.362 –3.025 –3.731
Personal income 0.000** 0.000*** 0.000*** 0.000**
Proportion unemployed 25.108* 26.825* 32.307** 23.066
Proportion over sixty-five 12.857 12.894 12.896 12.165
Proportion under eighteen 0.737 2.229 4.145 1.289
Proportion black –0.1491 –1.549 –1.461
Proportion foreign born 0.146
Proportion Asian 0.027
Proportion Latino –0.689
Racial fractionalization –1.123
Proportion noncitizen, VAP –2.459
Proportion naturalized, VAP 3.757

Constant –5.151 –6.049 –7.149* –5.174

Source: Authors’ compilation.
Note: Spending and income per capita, 2008 dollars. VAP = voting-age population.
*p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01
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Table 12.A1  / � Proportion of Foreign-Born or Noncitizen U.S. and State Population, 
1965–2008

Foreign Born 
1965

Foreign Born 
2008

Percentage Point  
Change in 

Foreign Born  
1965–2008

Noncitizen 
Residents,  

2008

United States 5.1 12.4 7.3 7.1
Alabama 0.6 2.8 2.2 2.2
Alaska 3.4 6.2 2.8 3.3
Arizona 5.2 14.4 9.2 9.5
Arkansas 0.6 3.8 3.2 2.9
California 8.9 26.8 17.9 14.6
Colorado 3.6 10.2 6.6 6.5
Connecticut 10.1 13.2 3.1 7.1
Delaware 2.9 7.9 5.0 4.8
Florida 6.9 18.6 11.7 9.7
Georgia 0.9 9.4 8.5 6.1
Hawaii 10.8 17.6 6.8 7.3
Idaho 2.2 5.8 3.6 4.2
Illinois 6.4 13.9 7.5 7.4
Indiana 1.9 4.0 2.1 2.8
Iowa 1.8 3.8 2.0 2.5
Kansas 1.6 6.1 4.5 4.2
Kentucky 0.7 2.7 2.0 2.0
Louisiana 1.1 3.0 1.9 1.9
Maine 5.6 3.1 –2.5 1.5
Maryland 3.4 12.6 9.2 7.0
Massachusetts 10.1 14.4 4.3 7.3
Michigan 6.1 5.8 –0.3 3.2
Minnesota 3.6 6.8 3.2 3.8
Mississippi 0.4 2.0 1.6 1.4
Missouri 1.7 3.6 1.9 2.0
Montana 3.9 2.1 –1.8 0.9
Nebraska 2.4 6.0 3.6 4.1
Nevada 4.8 19.1 14.3 11.6
New Hampshire 6.5 4.9 –1.6 2.5
New Jersey 10.0 20.0 10.0 10.1
New Mexico 2.5 9.3 6.8 6.4
New York 14.1 21.7 7.6 10.2
North Carolina 0.7 7.0 6.3 4.9
North Dakota 4.3 2.2 –2.1 1.5
Ohio 3.6 3.8 0.2 1.9
Oklahoma 0.9 5.0 4.1 3.4
Oregon 3.7 9.6 5.9 6.1
Pennsylvania 4.6 5.3 0.7 2.7
Rhode Island 9.2 12.5 3.3 6.6
South Carolina 0.7 4.3 3.6 3.0
South Dakota 2.3 1.9 –0.4 1.6
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Table 12.A1  /  (Continued)

Foreign Born 
1965

Foreign Born 
2008

Percentage Point  
Change in 

Foreign Born  
1965–2008

Noncitizen 
Residents,  

2008

Tennessee 0.6 4.0 3.4 2.7
Texas 3.3 16.0 12.7 10.9
Utah 3.5 8.2 4.7 5.2
Vermont 5.6 3.9 –1.7 1.4
Virginia 1.7 10.2 8.5 5.6
Washington 6.0 12.3 6.3 6.7
West Virginia 1.2 1.3 0.1 0.7
Wisconsin 3.9 4.5 0.6 2.6
Wyoming 2.9 2.4 –0.5 2.0

Source: Authors’ compilation. 1965 figures from 1960 and 1970 U.S. decennial census statistics; 2008 
figures from the American Community Survey.

Table 12.A2  /  Districts with Highest Proportion of Foreign-Born Residents, 2009–2011

Congressional  
District

Percent 
Foreign- 

Born
Represen- 

tative Party
Ideology 

(according to Govtrack.us)

Represents  
District  
Since

FL District 21 55.5 Diaz-Balart R rank and file Republican 2011
FL District 18 51.9 Ros-Lehtinen R moderate Republican leader 1989
CA District 31 51.4 Becerra D rank and file Democrat 2003
CA District 47 48.1 Sanchez D rank and file Democrat 2003
NY District 5 47.1 Ackerman D rank and file Democrat 1993
FL District 25 45.3 Rivera R centrist Republican follower 2011
CA District 34 44.5 Roybal-

Allard
D rank and file Democrat 2003

NY District 6 43.3 Meeks D rank and file Democrat 1997
CA District 29 43.2 Schiff D moderate Democratic leader 2003
CA District 28 42.3 Berman D moderate Democratic leader 2003
CA District 32 41.8 Chu D rank and file Democrat 2009
NY District 9 40.4 Weiner D rank and file Democrat 1999
NJ District 13 39.9 Sires D rank and file Democrat 2006
NY District 12 39.8 Velazquez D moderate Democratic follower 1993
NY District 7 39.4 Crowley D moderate Democrat leader 1999
NY District 11 38.9 Clarke D far-left Democrat 2007
CA District 27 37.9 Sherman D rank and file Democrat 2003
CA District 13 37.6 Stark D far-left Democrat 1993
CA District 16 37.4 Lofgren D moderate Democratic leader 1995
CA District 38 37.3 Napolitano D rank and file Democrat 2003

Source: Authors’ compilation based on Public Policy Institute of California (2013), U.S. Census Bureau 
(2012), and Govtrack (2012).
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countries only since the late 1990s, immigrants have a higher probability of em-
ployment than natives.

To what extent are these differences due to a different composition of the im-
migrant and native workforce in terms of age, education (see table 13.3), and gen-
der mix? The lighter bars of figure 13.1 display differences in probability of em-
ployment after conditioning on these variables, as well as on the region of residence 
within a country (for details, see note 4). Clearly, if immigrants and natives lived 
in the same areas, and were identical in their demographic characteristics, immi-
grants would still be worse off in most countries. Moreover, conditioning on ob-
servable characteristics turns the immigrant-native employment differential nega-
tive in Ireland, Italy, and Portugal, and eliminates the positive difference in Greece. 
Thus, comparing immigrants to natives with the same observable characteristics, 
and who live in the same geographical areas, shows that immigrants have lower 
employment probabilities than natives in all countries, except for Greece, where 
differences disappear.

We have shown that the composition of the immigrant population varies across 
European countries, and that different origin groups differ, for instance, in their 
human capital. How do immigrants from different origin regions compare with 
natives within each of the countries we consider? In table 13.5, we report employ-
ment probability differentials where we distinguish between EU and non-EU im-
migrants, with natives of each country as the reference group.
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Figure 13.1  / � Immigrant-Native Employment Differentials

Source: Authors’ compilation based on European Labor Force Survey (2007–2009).
Note: The differences in employment probabilities are obtained from regressions of a dummy for 
employment on a dummy for immigrants. Separate regressions by country.
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those of columns 1 and 2, but the pattern is very similar. This indicates that differ-
ences in the educational composition are not the main reason for the differences 
occupational distribution of immigrants and natives.

How do immigrants assimilate in the host country labor market? Do they be-
come more similar to natives in terms of their occupational distribution as their 
stay in the country increases? Figures 13.2 and 13.3 suggest that this is indeed the 
case.

In the figures,  we plot the value of the Duncan index versus years of residence 
in the host country for the five largest EU destination countries: Germany, France, 
Spain, Italy, and United Kingdom. Figure 13.2 reports the index for EU immi-
grants, while figure 13.3 displays the index for non-EU immigrants.

In all countries and for both EU and non-EU immigrants, the dissimilarity index 
decreases with years since migration: the longer the time spent in the host country, 
the more similar the occupational distribution of immigrants and natives becomes. 
Interestingly, and especially for non-EU immigrants, the relative ranking of coun-
tries remains quite stable over time. Italy has consistently the largest dissimilarity 
in the occupational distribution of immigrants and natives, save for EU immi-
grants who have been in the country for more than ten years. Conversely, the 
United Kingdom, especially for non-EU immigrants, has the highest occupational 
similarity, although 20 percent of non-EU immigrants who live in the United King-
dom for no more than two years would have to change jobs for their occupational 
distribution to equalize that of natives. The changes of the index over time could 
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Figure 13.2  / � Occupational Dissimilarity and Years Since Migration, EU Immigrants

Source: Authors’ compilation based on European Labor Force Survey (2007–2009).
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also be due to changes in cohort composition, as well as selective emigration. 
Changes in cohort composition may be particularly relevant in countries such as 
Spain and Italy, where immigration is a recent phenomenon, and immigrants who 
were in the country for more than ten years in 2007 through 2009 may differ sub-
stantially from later cohorts.

This analysis shows that immigrants and natives are employed in different oc-
cupations, but it does not allow establishing whether immigrants are employed in 
“better” or “worse” occupations than natives.

We now measure the occupational status with the Socio-Economic Index of Oc-
cupational Status (ISEI),which captures the attributes of occupations that convert 
education into income (for a description of the index and its construction, see Gan-
zeboom, De Graaf, and Treiman 1992). Higher values correspond to occupations 
that reward education more, and lower values to those with lower returns.

Figure 13.4 shows the differences in the distribution of EU (dashed line) and 
non-EU (dotted line) immigrants relative to natives across the ISEI scale. If immi-
grants and natives had the same occupational distribution, then both lines would 
be horizontal at 0. The figure shows clearly that natives are more concentrated 
than immigrants in the more skilled (higher indexed) occupations. Within immi-
grants, non-EU immigrants are more concentrated than EU nationals in less-skilled 
occupations.
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Figure 13.3  / � Occupational Dissimilarity and Years Since Migration, Non-EU 
Immigrants

Source: Authors’ compilation based on European Labor Force Survey (2007–2009).
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Figure 13.4  / � Occupational Distribution of Immigrants Relative to Natives

Source: Authors’ compilation based on European Labor Force Survey (2007–2009).
Note: The figure reports differences between kernel density estimates of the distribution of im-
migrants and the distribution of natives across the ISEI scale.

Is this pattern common to all countries? We investigate the cross-country hetero-
geneity in occupational distributions in table 13.7, where we report the average 
standard deviation differences in the ISEI index between immigrants and natives 
in each country.

Columns 1 and 2 report unconditional differences, controlling for year and sea-
sonality only. Non-EU immigrants (column 2) are employed in lower-skill occupa-
tions than natives in all countries, except for Ireland and Portugal, where the aver-
age value of the index is the same for both extra-EU immigrants and natives. In the 
United Kingdom, non-EU immigrants are on average employed in slightly higher-
skill occupations than natives (7 percent of a standard deviation). The gap between 
immigrants and natives is highest in southern European countries, except Portu-
gal, between 62 percent and 84 percent of a standard deviation, whereas in Nordic 
countries the gap is about 35 percent of a standard deviation, and a bit lower in 
Finland. EU immigrants, conversely, have markedly different performances in dif-
ferent European countries. In Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, Norway, and 
Portugal, they are employed in more skilled occupations than natives, with an 
advantage as high as 30 percent of a standard deviation in Portugal. Conversely, 
in Germany, Spain, France, Greece, Ireland, Italy, and the United Kingdom EU, 
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we report the share of natives and immigrants in each decile of the national earn-
ings distribution, and we distinguish between immigrant groups.

Immigrants from all areas are more likely than natives to be in the bottom de-
ciles of the earnings distribution, except for those from North America and Ocea-
nia. Latin American immigrants are most disadvantaged: 21 percent are in the first 
decile, and another 20 percent in the second decile. Citizens of the new EU mem-
ber states are also among the most disadvantaged: 19 percent in the bottom decile 
and 17 percent in the second.

For most origin groups, the distribution over earnings deciles is roughly de-
creasing. The exceptions are North Americans and Oceanians, for which the distri-
bution is increasing (though not monotonically), and EU-15 immigrants. The latter 
group has a clearly U-shaped distribution, with higher density at the two tails, and 
a lower concentration in the central deciles.

In table 13.9, we study the probability of being in the lowest earnings decile 
across destination countries, and distinguish between EU and non-EU immigrants.

Columns 1 and 2 report differences between EU (column 1) and non-EU (col-
umn 2) immigrants in the unconditional probability of being in the bottom decile 
of the earnings distribution, net of seasonality effects.6 In all countries, both EU 
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Figure 13.5  / � Immigrant and Native Earnings Distribution

Source: Authors’ compilation based on European Labor Force Survey (2009).
Note: The figure reports the share of natives, EU immigrants, and non-EU immigrants in each 
decile of the national earnings distribution in Belgium, Germany, Finland, France, and Italy 
pooled.
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Figure 13.7  / � Historical Immigration and Occupational Dissimilarity, Recent Non-EU 
Immigrants

Source: Author’s compilation based on World Bank World Development Indicators and Euro-
pean Labor Force Survey (2007–2009).
Note: We define recent immigrants as immigrants who have been in the country for no more than 
two years.
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Figure 13.6  / � Historical Immigration and Occupational Dissimilarity, Recent EU 
Immigrants

Source: Authors’ compilation based on World Bank World Development Indicators and Euro-
pean Labor Force Survey (2007–2009).
Note: We define recent immigrants as immigrants who have been in the country for no more than 
two years.
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Figure 13.8  / � Historical Immigration and Employment Probability, Recent EU 
Immigrants

Source: Author’s compilation based on World Bank World Development Indicators and Euro-
pean Labor Force Survey (2007–2009).
Note: We define recent immigrants as immigrants who have been in the country for no more than 
two years. Gaps in employment probabilities are relative to natives, and conditional on age, edu-
cation, region, and gender.
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Figure 13.9  / � Historical Immigration and Employment Probability, Recent Non-EU 
Immigrants

Source: Author’s compilation based on World Bank World Development Indicators and Euro-
pean Labor Force Survey (2007–2009).
Note: We define recent immigrants as immigrants who have been in the country for no more than 
two years. Gaps in employment probabilities are relative to natives, and conditional on age, edu-
cation, region, and gender.
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Figure 13.10  / � Employment Protection Legislation and Occupational Dissimilarity, 
Recent EU Immigrants

Source: Authors’ compilation based on OECD Indicators of Employment Protection and Euro-
pean Labor Force Survey (2007–2009).
Note: We define recent immigrants as immigrants who have been in the country for no more than 
two years.
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Figure 13.11  / � Employment Protection Legislation and Occupational Dissimilarity, 
Recent Non-EU Immigrants

Source: Authors’ compilation based on OECD Indicators of Employment Protection and Euro-
pean Labor Force Survey (2007–2009).
Note: We define recent immigrants as immigrants who have been in the country for no more than 
two years. 
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Figure 13.12  / � Employment Protection Legislation and Employment Probability, 
Recent EU Immigrants

Source: Authors’ compilation based on OECD Indicators of Employment Protection and Euro-
pean Labor Force Survey (2007–2009).
Note: We define recent immigrants as immigrants who have been in the country for no more than 
two years. Gaps in employment probabilities are relative to natives, and conditional on age, edu-
cation, region, and gender.
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Figure 13.13  / � Employment Protection Legislation and Employment Probability, 
Recent Non-EU Immigrants

Source: Authors’ compilation based on OECD Indicators of Employment Protection and Euro-
pean Labor Force Survey (2007–2009).
Note: We define recent immigrants as immigrants who have been in the country for no more than 
two years. Gaps in employment pro
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Table 13.1  /  Immigrants as Percentage of Total Population, 2007–2009

Immigrants  
in Total 

Population

Composition of Immigrant Population 

EU-15 NMS-12
Other 

Europe

North  
Africa and 

Middle  
East

Other  
Africa

South  
and East 

Asia

North  
America 

and  
Oceania

Latin 
America

Austria 15.68 17.55 18.7 51.18 3.58 1.2 5.44 1.07 1.29
Belgium 11.76 41.53 6.45 13.83 18.09 10.96 5.48 1.16 2.5
Germany 14.5 25.36 8.38 46.9 7.16 2.33 6.14 2.14 1.6
Denmark 7.98 20.05 5.39 26.27 16.12 4.76 16.75 8.04 2.63
Spain 13.09 13.83 13.76 3.89 15.13 2.86 3.28 0.65 46.6
Finland 2.71 29.86 10.51 33.75 7.16 5.08 8.89 2.73 2.02
France 10.66 27.57 2.99 6.11 40.23 12.08 6.79 1.56 2.67
Greece 7.79 5.85 12.89 61.34 11.98 1.02 4.36 2.21 0.35
Irelanda 15.59 40.16 32.66 3.21 1.54 5.71 9.59 5.6 1.53
Italy 7.41 11.37 18.11 26.72 14.03 5.48 11.27 1.81 11.2
Netherlands 10.66 17.39 3.57 16.64 17.22 5.86 17.45 2.51 19.38
Norway 8.69 30.4 5.54 14.16 11.22 7.58 20.99 4.62 5.49
Portugal 6.48 18.51 3.06 8.31 0.23 45.04 1.73 2 21.12
Sweden 15.16 26.33 8.2 21.56 20.45 4.37 10.8 1.55 6.73
United Kingdom 11.34 18.08 13.47 3.56 4.62 16.93 29.05 7.67 6.61
Total 11.27 20.61 10.63 18.91 15.39 8.34 11.25 2.83 12.03
United States 12.50 7.44 3.23 2.57 2.82 3.04 24.75 2.79 53.37

Source: Authors’ compilation based on for Europe, EULFS, years 2007, 2008, and 2009; for USA, 2006–2008 American Community Survey 3-Year 
Estimates, authors’ elaboration based on U.S. Census Bureau Table B05006. 
Note: Immigrants are defined as foreign born in all countries in the first column. In columns 2 through 9, they are defined as foreign born in all 
countries, except for Germany, where they are defined as foreign nationals.
aData refer to 2008 and 2009 only. 
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percent of the total EU-15 immigrant population would be undocumented. In con-
trast, Michael Hoefer and his colleagues (2010) estimate that 10.8 million unau-
thorized immigrants, about 28 percent of the total immigrant population, were 
living in the United States as of January 2009. Based on these estimates, undocu-
mented immigrants are a much larger share of the population in the United States 
than in Europe. However, the estimates of undocumented immigrants vary largely 
across EU countries. Table 13.2 reports country-by country estimates of the mag-
nitude of the unauthorized immigrant population in EU-15 countries in 2008; the 
last row reports for comparison estimates for the United States.

The figures in table 13.2 should be interpreted with caution, given the likely 
poor quality of estimates for the illegal population of immigrants in the European 
countries. The estimates suggest that undocumented immigration is close to zero 
in the Scandinavian countries; the exception is Finland, where legal immigrants 
are less than 3 percent of the total population (see table 13.1). On the other hand, 
the undocumented population is estimated to be much larger in southern Europe, 
except for Spain, and in countries like the Netherlands and the United Kingdom. 
The upper-bound estimates for Portugal and the United Kingdom point at one in 
four immigrants being undocumented. Note also that the size of the undocu-
mented population in countries like Italy and Spain fluctuates considerably over 
time, due to repeated amnesties (see Fasani 2010).

Table 13.2  /  Estimates of Undocumented Immigrants, 2009

As Percent of  
Total Population

As Percent of  
Immigrant Population

Minimum Maximum Minimum Maximum

Austria 0.22 0.65 2.23 6.55
Belgiuma 0.82 1.24 9.44 14.16
Denmarka 0.02 0.09 0.34 1.69
Finland 0.15 0.23 6.57 9.86
Francea 0.28 0.63 4.88 10.96
Germany 0.24 0.56 2.70 6.30
Greece 1.53 1.86 19.40 23.50
Irelanda 0.68 1.41 6.66 13.78
Italy 0.47 0.77 9.50 15.68
Netherlandsa 0.38 0.80 9.14 19.21
Norway 0.22 0.68 2.75 8.39
Portugala 0.75 0.94 18.40 22.99
Spain 0.62 0.78 6.08 7.68
Swedena 0.09 0.13 1.63 2.14
United Kingdom 0.68 1.41 11.39 23.58
EU-15a 0.46 0.83 6.63 11.87
United States 3.5 28.4

Source: Authors’ compilation based on Vogel and Kolacheva (2009) (European countries) and 
Hoefer et al. (2010) (United States).
aDenotes low-quality estimates.
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we consider. The analysis relies on the variable highest qualification achieved, which 
is coded in each country according to the ISCED (International Standard Classifi-
cation of Education).3

Education

In table 13.3, the left columns present the share of natives and immigrants with 
lower-secondary education (ISCED levels 0–2), and the right columns the share of 
natives and immigrants with tertiary (ISCED levels 5 and 6) education, for each 
country.

The numbers show that, on average, immigrants in Europe are slightly less edu-
cated than natives: tertiary and lower-secondary education among immigrants is 
24 percent and 38 percent; among natives, 26 percent and 32 percent. Further, the 
correlation between natives’ and immigrants’ qualifications is positive and statisti-
cally significant: 0.7 for tertiary education and 0.6 for lower secondary. These num-
bers conceal the substantial differences that exist across countries of origin, even 
within destination country. The last column of table 13.3 presents the (unweighted) 
standard deviations of the share of lower-secondary educated immigrant from 

Table 13.3  /  Immigration and Education, by Country

 

Percent with Lower 
Secondary Education

Percent with Tertiary 
Education Standard 

Deviation Natives Immigrants Natives Immigrants

Austria 16.33 33.93 17.51 18.07 14.00
Belgium 29.03 42.72 32.8 28.4 15.92
Germany 10.47 37.53 27.02 19.31 15.93
Denmark 23.78 27.10 33.18 33.41 10.11
Spain 50.72 40.60 30.15 24.38 19.70
Finland 19.59 24.54 36.75 31.86 10.65
France 28.38 46.07 27.58 23.98 12.68
Greece 39.25 46.08 22.9 15.69 19.09
Ireland 33.04 18.51 31.32 46.34 10.43
Italy 48.36 45.32 13.62 12.85 13.19
Netherlands 27.18 37.91 31.14 25.91 12.71
Norway 19.90 27.02 34.01 38.51 12.34
Portugal 74.69 52.41 13.01 21.82 14.01
Sweden 15.31 25.18 30.9 31.94 9.19
United Kingdom 30.00 24.28 30.57 33.96 6.79

Total 31.74 38.05 25.83 23.51 15.4

Source: Authors’ compilation based on EULFS (2007–2009).
Note:  The Standard Deviation column shows the standard deviation of the share of individuals 
with lower secondary education across different immigrant groups within each country. The 
sample is restricted to working-age population older than twenty-five, not in full-time education, 
and not in military service. We define immigrants as foreign born in all countries.
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different origin groups within each country. It shows that there is considerable 
heterogeneity in the educational attainment of different immigrant groups within 
the same destination country (for more detail, see Dustmann and Glitz 2011).

We present differences in educational attainment across countries of origin in 
table 13.4, where we pool all European countries of destination.

The figures in the table show that North American and Oceanian immigrants 
are better educated than natives: almost 50 percent of individuals from these 
groups have a tertiary education, and only 14 percent have less than secondary 
education. By contrast, non-EU European and North African immigrants appear 
to have less education than natives, about 50 percent having at most a lower-
secondary education. The educational distribution of EU-15 immigrants, on the 
other hand, is similar to that of natives, though more polarized. Even more dra-
matic is the polarization of African and Asian immigrants, who display higher 
tertiary education rates than European natives but also a substantially larger share 
of less educated individuals.

Employment

Figure 13.1 presents differences in employment probabilities between immigrants 
and natives across the different countries we consider.

The darker bars report the unconditional immigrant-native difference in em-
ployment probabilities (net of year and seasonality effects).4 The figures show that 
in most countries immigrants experience a substantial labor market disadvantage. 
In Spain and Ireland, employment rates of natives and immigrants are not signifi-
cantly different. In Greece, Italy, and Portugal, however, all three immigration 

Table 13.4  /  Immigration and Education, by Area of Origin

Percent with Lower 
Secondary Education

Percent with 
Tertiary Education

Natives 31.74 25.83
EU-15 35.08 29.35
NMS-12 23.40 21.03
Other Europe 49.01 14.74
North Africa and near Middle East 50.98 20.52
Other Africa 39.01 27.84
South and East Asia 40.04 26.26
North America and Oceania 14.10 49.55
Latin America 37.19 22.79

All immigrants 38.05 23.51

Source: Authors’ compilation based on EULFS (2007–2009).
Note: The sample is restricted to working-age population older than twenty-five, not in full-time 
education, and not in military service. We define immigrants as foreign born in all countries, ex-
cept for Germany, where they are defined as foreign nationals.
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Columns 1 and 2 show that in all countries—save Greece, Spain, and Italy—EU 
immigrants perform better than non-EU immigrants: the difference in EU immi-
grants’ employment rate relative to natives is at least half that of non-EU immi-
grants. In columns 3 and 4 and 5 and 6, we gradually make immigrants “more 
similar” to natives. Columns 3 and 4 report the difference in employment proba-
bility of EU and non-EU immigrants relative to natives, after controlling for gen-
der composition and regional distribution. The results are only marginally differ-
ent from those in columns 1 and 2. In columns 5 and 6, we control additionally for 
differences in age and education between the two populations. This eliminates any 
difference in the employment probability of natives and EU immigrants in Fin-
land, France, Greece, and Norway. EU immigrants have a higher probability of 
employment than natives in the United Kingdom, however. In the other countries, 
the employment gap ranges between 7.9 percentage points in Sweden and 2.7 in 
Italy in favor of natives. Non-EU immigrants are significantly more disadvantaged 
in all countries. Even if they had the same characteristics as natives, they would 

Table 13.5  /  Immigrant-Native Employment Rate Differentials 

EU Non-EU EU Non-EU EU Non-EU

Austria –0.058** –0.128** –0.048** –0.129** –0.059** –0.118**
Belgium –0.088** –0.207** –0.062** –0.195** –0.029** –0.197**
Germany –0.053** –0.219** –0.067** –0.227** –0.032** –0.162**
Denmark –0.028** –0.118** –0.029** –0.121** –0.034** –0.146**
Spain –0.006 –0.003 –0.008 –0.011* –0.059** –0.044**
Finland 0.032* –0.122** 0.030* –0.119** –0.013 –0.150**
France –0.065** –0.135** –0.074** –0.151** –0.010 –0.129**
Greece 0.012* 0.040** 0.045** 0.026** 0.003 0.003
Ireland 0.015** –0.028** 0.013** –0.027** –0.035** –0.130**
Italy 0.042** 0.048** 0.044** 0.010** –0.027** –0.032**
Netherlands –0.053** –0.149** –0.043** –0.147** –0.061** –0.156**
Norway 0.019* –0.100** 0.014 –0.105** –0.009 –0.108**
Portugal 0.069** 0.041** 0.069** 0.042** –0.029** –0.022**
Sweden –0.090** –0.158** –0.094** –0.167** –0.079** –0.174**
United Kingdom 0.037** –0.073** 0.033** –0.076** 0.013* –0.101**

Year and quarter effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Gender No No Yes Yes Yes Yes
Region effects No No Yes Yes Yes Yes
Age No No No No Yes Yes
Education No No No No Yes Yes

Source: Authors’ compilation based on EULFS (2007–2009).
Note: The values are the estimated coefficients of separate regressions by country of a dummy for having a 
job on dummies for EU and non-EU immigrants. Separate regressions are run for each country. The sam-
ple are individuals in working-age population not in military service and not in education or training. We 
define an individual as in employment if he or she is employed or self-employed. Year and quarter effects: 
year-quarter interaction dummies. Gender: dummy for female. Age: dummies for five-year age groups. 
Education: dummies for lower secondary, secondary, and tertiary education.
*p < 0.10, **p < 0.01 
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Table 13.6  /  Dissimilarity in Occupational Distribution

 

Overall Index

Index by Educational Level Weighted Average 
Across EducationLow Medium High

EU Non-EU EU Non-EU EU Non-EU EU Non-EU EU Non-EU

Austria 11.4 34.4 10.2 30.5 11.7 32.9 9.6 19.4 11.1 30.0
Belgium 9.7 18.4 9.5 12.7 7.7 12.8 10.1 16.5 9.0 14.2
Germany 12.2 26.1 12.1 16.1 11.6 19.5 0.1 13.4 8.6 17.4
Denmark 4.1 18.3 1.8 14.5 7.6 18.1 4.1 12.8 5.0 15.5
Spain 17.1 31.4 12.6 21.4 31.9 31.0 20.0 29.7 19.8 26.6
Finland 1.2 13.4 2.1 14.8 6.7 12.0 8.4 19.5 6.6 15.3
France 17.5 12.2 25.0 14.6 8.8 6.7 6.7 13.2 12.0 10.6
Greece 31.9 50.0 32.3 43.9 33.7 45.5 18.5 58.8 29.3 48.4
Ireland 12.1 19.4 9.0 12.7 19.1 20.4 14.8 12.8 15.2 15.8
Italy 27.5 36.2 19.7 19.8 41.7 42.9 19.8 44.5 29.8 34.5
Netherlands 5.4 14.8 8.1 12.9 4.7 9.6 2.0 11.2 4.7 11.0
Norway 10.4 17.2 11.3 9.4 9.0 19.2 9.7 19.6 9.7 17.3
Portugal 8.3 12.2 5.0 15.3 15.2 26.6 6.9 15.6 7.0 17.2
Sweden 4.7 20.8 6.0 19.6 1.8 21.0 8.3 25.8 4.5 22.3
United Kingdom 12.5 9.9 18.7 15.3 18.1 12.2 2.8 4.4 13.1 10.3

Source: Authors’ compilation based on EULFS (2007–2009).
Note: The table reports the Duncan dissimilarity index for the occupational distribution of immigrants relative to natives.
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immigrants are employed in less-skilled occupations than natives. Interestingly, in 
France and in the United Kingdom, the gap with natives in occupational prestige 
is higher for EU than for non-EU immigrants.

In columns 3 and 4, we control for differences in gender composition, regional 
distribution, age structure, and education of immigrants natives. This has impor-
tant effects for both EU and non-EU immigrants. Once individual characteristics 
are controlled for, EU immigrants turn out to be employed in less-skilled occupa-
tions than natives in all countries, except for Belgium, where there is no significant 
difference, and Finland, where the occupational advantage of EU immigrants is 
magnified. Among non-EU immigrants, the difference turns negative also in Por-
tugal and Ireland, where there was no unconditional difference with natives, and 
in the United Kingdom. Non-EU immigrants in the United Kingdom now display 

Table 13.7  /  Immigrant-Native Occupational Differences

  EU Non-EU EU Non-EU EU Non-EU

Austria 0.075** –0.584** –0.103** –0.429** –0.053** –0.047**
Belgium 0.039** –0.350** –0.010 –0.294** –0.006 –0.082**
Germany –0.181** –0.509** –0.103** –0.295** –0.049** –0.066**
Denmark 0.064* –0.310** –0.076** –0.248** –0.026** –0.044**
Spain –0.405** –0.620** –0.445** –0.492** –0.082** –0.081**
Finland 0.073* –0.199** 0.113** –0.141** 0.008 –0.038**
France –0.232** –0.173** –0.182** –0.232** –0.029** –0.036**
Greece –0.525** –0.845** –0.477** –0.591** –0.112** –0.121**
Ireland –0.263** –0.008 –0.249** –0.221** 0.001 –0.108**
Italy –0.603** –0.779** –0.595** –0.634** –0.114** –0.125**
Netherlands 0.028 –0.344** –0.100** –0.252** 0.007 –0.026**
Norway 0.158** –0.317** –0.049* –0.336** –0.015 –0.056**
Portugal 0.295** –0.006 –0.111** –0.317** –0.024* –0.071**
Sweden 0.006 –0.333** –0.118** –0.381** 0.010** –0.036**
United Kingdom –0.208** 0.069** –0.237** –0.115** –0.039** –0.030**

Year and quarter effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Gender No No Yes Yes Yes Yes
Region effects No No Yes Yes Yes Yes
Age No No Yes Yes Yes Yes
Education No No Yes Yes Yes Yes
1-digit occupation No No No No Yes Yes

Source: Authors’ compilation based on EULFS (2007–2009).
Note: Table reports the differences (as fractions of a country-specific standard deviation) in Socio-Economic 
Index (SEI) of immigrant workers relative to native workers. The values are the estimated coefficients of 
separate regressions by country of the ISEI index (normalized by its standard deviation) on dummies for 
EU and non-EU immigrants and year-quarter interaction dummies (columns 1–2), and other control vari-
ables (columns 3–6). Year and quarter effects: year-quarter interaction dummies. Gender: dummy for fe-
male. Region: regional dummies. Age: dummies for five-year age groups. Education: dummies for lower 
secondary, secondary, and tertiary education. 1-digit occupation: dummies for 1-digit ISCO codes. 
*p < 0.10, *p < 0.01

Card-Raphael.indb   440 6/20/2013   11:20:58 AM



Table 13.8  /  Position in National Earnings Distribution

Decile

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Natives 9.6 9.7 9.3 10.0 10.1 10.4 10.0 10.2 10.4 10.5
EU-15 11.8 10.7 8.2 9.0 8.9 9.2 10.3 10.0 10.8 11.3
NMS-12 18.9 17.3 13.0 13.0 11.1 6.9 7.5 5.5 4.2 2.8
Other Europe 16.1 15.2 10.9 10.7 9.7 9.2 9.4 8.3 6.7 3.8
North Africa and Middle East 12.8 12.7 12.7 11.4 11.9 8.2 7.5 7.2 7.1 8.6
Other Africa 13.7 15.2 15.0 11.4 13.2 8.0 6.6 6.3 5.5 5.1
South and East Asia 17.0 19.7 12.0 13.7 9.0 7.6 6.5 5.3 4.8 4.5
North America and Oceania 7.9 6.9 11.6 10.3 10.6 9.2 6.0 9.9 8.6 19.0
Latin America 20.8 19.8 11.8 9.4 10.4 6.2 5.4 4.7 6.1 5.4

Source: Authors’ compilation based on EULFS (2009).
Note: The table reports the percentage of natives and immigrants in each decile of the national earnings distribution in Belgium, Germany,  
Finland, France, and Italy pooled. We define immigrants as foreign born in all countries except for Germany, where they are defined as foreign 
nationals.
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and non-EU immigrants are more likely than natives to be in the bottom decile, 
except Finland, where there are no differences between natives and EU immi-
grants. Disadvantage relative to natives is highest for EU immigrants in Italy: their 
probability of being in the bottom decile is 9 percentage points higher than natives, 
versus just above 3 points in Belgium and Germany. Italy is also the only country 
where EU immigrants are worse off than non-EU immigrants, relative to natives. 
Conversely, in Finland, extra-EU immigrants are more than 11 percentage points 
more likely than natives and EU immigrants to be at the bottom of the earnings 
distribution.

In columns 3 and 4, we investigate the extent to which the differences in the 
probability of being at the bottom of the distribution of earnings are due to differ-
ences in immigrants’ and natives’ characteristics. We report probability differen-
tials after accounting for differences in gender, age, and education, and for the 
regional distribution of immigrants and natives, which accounts for immigrants’ 
being more likely to settle in the areas with higher wage levels. Conditioning on 
these characteristics reduces slightly the difference between natives and EU im-
migrants in Germany and Italy, but has no effect in other countries. For non-EU 
immigrants, after controlling for all observable characteristics, the probability of 
being at the bottom of the earnings distribution increases in Finland and France, 
decreases in Belgium and Germany, and is unaffected in Italy. Finally, in columns 
5 and 6, we compare immigrants and natives within the same broad occupation 
group (1-digit ISCO code). As expected, in most countries controlling for 1-digit 
occupation makes the probability of being in the bottom decile more similar be-
tween immigrants and natives. However, except for Germany, even within the 

Table 13.9  / � Immigrant-Native Differential Probability of Being in Bottom  
Earnings Decile 

EU Non-EU EU Non-EU EU Non-EU

Belgium 0.035** 0.054** 0.032** 0.048** 0.029** 0.022**
Germany 0.032* 0.065** 0.023* 0.037** 0.016 0.016
Finland –0.030 0.114** –0.016 0.126** –0.020 0.110**
France 0.028** 0.037** 0.029** 0.053** 0.016* 0.032**
Italy 0.093** 0.068** 0.073** 0.067** 0.024** 0.016**
Quarter effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Gender No No Yes Yes Yes Yes
Region effects No No Yes Yes Yes Yes
Age No No Yes Yes Yes Yes
Education No No Yes Yes Yes Yes
1-digit occupation No No No No Yes Yes

Source: Authors’ compilation based on EULFS (2009).
Note: Values are the estimated coefficients of separate regressions by country of a dummy for 
being in the bottom decile of the earnings distribution on dummies for EU and non-EU immi-
grants. Separate regressions are run for each country. Quarter effects: quarter dummies. Gender: 
dummy for female. Age: dummies for five-year age groups. Education: dummies for lower sec-
ondary, secondary and tertiary education.
*p < 0.10, **p < 0.01
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same broad occupation group, immigrants are more likely than natives to be at the 
bottom of the distribution of earnings.

Children of Immigrants

The economic and social integration of the descendants of immigrants is likely to 
be one of the key challenges for many European countries over the next several 
decades. As we show at the beginning of this chapter, many have only a short his-
tory of immigration, but the children of immigrants are a sizable and increasing 
fraction of their populations.

Table 13.10 reports the share of children with immigrant parents over all chil-
dren under the age of fifteen for all the countries for which we have information 
on household composition. We distinguish between children of EU and non-EU 
immigrants, and of mixed couples, where we differentiate between different pa-
rental mixes. We also report, for comparison, the share of EU and non-EU immi-
grants among the adult population (fifteen and older).

In all countries, the descendants of non-EU immigrants account for a larger share 
of the children population than their parents’ share of the adult population. Mean-

Table 13.10  /  Children in Immigrant Households

Children Living in an Immigrant Household Percentage of 
Immigrants  

in Adult Population

EU Non-EU

Mixed

EU/
Non-EU

EU/ 
Native

Non-EU/
Native EU Non-EU

Austria 3.16 17.47 0.66 4.47 4.32 5.21 8.36
Belgium 4.09 10.69 0.69 3.78 5.11 5.08 5.49
Germany 1.68 7.97 0.38 2.89 6.05 2.11 3.8
Spain 1.8 8.04 0.21 2.92 3.43 3.39 8.51
France 1.68 10.08 0.28 2.94 6.52 2.89 6.99
Greece 0.93 9.68 0.08 2.16 2.4 1.18 5.4
Ireland 7.73 4.94 0.61 9.86 2.41 8.96 3.3
Italy 1.66 7.81 0.17 2.94 3.91 1.72 4.6
Netherlands 0.84 12.9 0.35 3.11 6.18 1.5 8.14
Portugal 0.68 5.89 0.32 3.24 6.59 0.54 4.02
United 
  Kingdom

2.12 11.03 0.48 2.37 5.06 3.03 7.44

Total 1.86 9.43 0.34 2.95 5.16 2.58 5.96

Source: Authors’ compilation based on EULFS (2007–2009).
Note: All numbers are percentages. Children are those under fifteen. EU (non-EU) households are defined 
as households where the reference person and her or his spouse, if there is a spouse, is an EU (Non-EU) 
immigrant. Mixed households are households where the reference person and her or his partner have a 
different immigrant status. We define immigrants as foreign born in all countries except for Germany, where 
they are defined as foreign nationals.
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Anglo-Saxon countries, differences in test score gaps between children of immi-
grants and children of natives disappear after conditioning on family character
istics. In many European countries, instead, significant differences in test scores  
between natives and immigrants remain, even after controlling for family charac-
teristics. This suggests that there may be considerable diversity in educational in-
stitutions between countries, possibly related to their experience with larger scale 
immigration.

Discussion and Conclusion
This chapter provides an overview of immigration to Europe, and of the experi-
ence of immigrants in the European labor markets. Our brief historical review 
shows that the different historical circumstances of European countries (like their 
colonial past) as well as their economic developments, and the demand for labor 
of their industries in the period after the Second World War, led to different im-
migration intensities from different origin countries. As a result, different coun-
tries in Europe today are home to very dissimilar immigrant populations, in 
terms of origin, ethnicity, and education. Further, while some countries were 
home to large immigrant populations already in the 1960s, others experienced 
large immigration only over the last two decades. Overall, however, large-scale 
immigration, and in particular immigration from remote parts of the world, is a 
far more recent phenomenon for any European country, in comparison to the 
United States.

Across all countries in Europe, immigrants tend to have lower levels of educa-
tion than natives, with the exception of the United Kingdom. There is a large vari-
ation in educational attainments of immigrants according to their origin countries. 

Table 13.11  /  Households with Both Spouses in Bottom Decile of Earnings Distribution

House- 
holds 

Children  
in House- 
holds with 

Both 
Parents in 

Bottom 
Decile

Children in Immigrant Households of All Children  
in Households with Both Parents in Bottom Decile

EU Non-EU

Mixed

EU/
Non-EU

EU/
Native

Non-EU/
Native

Belgium 4.88 4.60 6.50 23.01 0.22 2.86 3.39
Germany 1.15 0.80 0 19.19 0 0 5.25
France 4.22 3.35 2.54 19.11 0.08 0.69 5.70
Italy 4.05 3.30 5.55 20.06 0.11 2.01 3.03

Total 2.98 2.53 3.62 19.84 0.10 1.26 4.57

Source:  Authors’ compilation based on EULFS (2009).
Note: EU (Non-EU) households are defined as households where the reference person and her or 
his spouse, if there is a spouse,  is an EU (Non-EU) immigrant. Mixed households are households 
where the reference person and her or his partner have a different immigrant status. We define 
immigrants as foreign born in all countries except for Germany, where they are defined as foreign 
nationals.
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