
Should nativity then be eliminated as a stratification factor? I propose a
further distinction between elimination, in which a secondary factor (na-
tivity) is eliminated because it does not differentiate within groups, and
a two-tiered system of dominance-differentiation, in which primary fac-
tors (race and class) dominate and secondary factors (nativity) differen-
tiate within groups. The elimination of a factor reduces the complexity of
social inequality and simplifies the stratification order—a scenario of re-
duction. On the other hand, the dominance-differentiation system pro-
vides an opportunity for change in an unusual way. Although primary
factors dominate initially, differentiation by secondary factors within
primary-factor groups creates great within-group variations, ultimately
leading to the weakening of the divides by the primary factors. For in-
stance, concerning wealth, Hong Kong and Taiwan immigrants surpass
native whites, Cuban immigrants within the Hispanic group are compa-
rable with the Asian group and Dominican immigrants within the His-
panic group are comparable with the black group. These differentiations
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low the entire life cycles of birth and arrival cohorts to tease out the age,
period, and cohort effects. Existing data, such as censuses and surveys,
do not follow households for the entire life cycle, and thus are not ideal.

Such data limitation raises a double challenge to ascertaining nativity
differences in life cycle wealth patterns: a need to separate both age, pe-
riod, and cohort effects for all households and the effects of length of res-
idence and arrival cohorts for immigrant households. The first challenge
comes in the perfect linear combination of age (of a householder), period
(of a calendar year), and birth cohort (of a group of householders born in
the same year) as age equals calendar year minus birth year, a well-
known dilemma in population studies (Ryder 1964; Mason and Fienberg
1985). By the same token, the second challenge comes in the perfect lin-
ear combination of length of residence, calendar year, and arrival cohort
(a group of immigrants arriving in the United States in the same year) as
length of residence equals calendar year minus arrival year (Myers and
Lee 1996). 

When only one cross-section of data is available, researchers use a
synthetic cohort, which is based on data from several age cohorts and
shows  hypothetical observations over time. For instance, if on average
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arrival cohorts in 1996: later ages for the earlier and earlier ages for the
later arrival cohort. Relative to natives’ wealth profile, the 1965 to 1974
cohort is moderately worse off, the 1975 to 1984 cohort’s wealth profile
started to rise at age thirty-seven but fell at age forty-seven, and the post-
1984 cohort’s wealth profile is notably low and flat. That these four pro-
files do not connect challenges the synthetic cohort assumption that later
cohorts would follow the track of earlier cohorts.

Synthetic Cohort with Pooled Cross-Sections

The major advantage of a synthetic cohort with pooled cross-sections
over a synthetic cohort with one cross-section is the allowance for fuller
observations of immigrant arrival cohorts (see the complete profiles for
the four arrival cohorts in figure 3.15). Figure 3.15 uses eighteen cross-
sections from the years from 1984 to 2003. We see that at age thirty-nine,
the 1965 to 1974 arrival cohort falls below the native profile. The 1975 to
1984 cohort members’ wealth stops growing after age forty-five, and the
post-1984 cohort’s wealth profile remains flat at all ages. Other than data
improvements, the patterns shown in figure 3.15 resemble those in figure
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3.14 and may be contaminated by the unsubstantiated assumptions of
synthetic cohort approach.

Cohort Evolution

A cohort evolution approach takes advantage of the eighteen cross-sec-
tions to depict birth cohort evolution along the life cycle and to check the
birth cohort assumption of the synthetic cohort approach. Here, that
later birth cohorts will trace the same trajectory of earlier birth cohorts is
no long assumed. Instead, separate profiles are drawn for natives and
immigrants for each of the six cohorts. Because the data cover only two
decades but the age range is forty years, we can follow birth cohort evo-
lution for shorter periods for the oldest and youngest cohorts and longer
periods for those in the middle. Figures 3.16 and 3.17 are for natives and
immigrants, respectively. In figure 3.16, the six age profiles connect
nicely to form an underlying native profile very similar to the one in fig-
ure 3.15. This suggests that the synthetic cohort assumption holds for na-
tives. The synthetic cohort approach may therefore be appropriate for
the native population. Figure 3.17, however, does not suggest the same

Wealth Distribution, An Overview 73

N
et

 W
or

th
 in

 $
10

00
110

80

50

20

−10

Age
25 2927 31 33 35 37 39 41 43 45 47 49 51 53 55 57 59 61 63 65

Native
Arrival 1965 to 1974
Arrival 1975 to 1984
Arrival post-1984

Figure 3.15 Age Profile of Net Worth, Synthetic Cohorts 1984 to 2003

Source: Author’s compilation.



74 Color Lines, Country Lines

N
et

 W
or

th
 in

 $
10

00
140

120

100

80

60

40

20

0

25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65
Cohort Median Age

Born 1920 to 1929
Born 1930 to 1939
Born 1940 to 1949
Born 1950 to 1959
Born 1960 to 1969
Born 1970 to 1979

Figure 3.16 Age Profile of Net Worth, Evolution of Native Birth Cohorts,
1984 to 2003

Source: Author’s compilation.

N
et

 W
or

th
 in

 $
10

00

140

120

100

80

60

40

20

0

25 30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65
Cohort Median Age

Born 1920 to 1929
Born 1930 to 1939
Born 1940 to 1949
Born 1950 to 1959
Born 1960 to 1969
Born 1970 to 1979

Figure 3.17 Age Profile of Net Worth, Evolution of Immigrant Birth
Cohorts, 1984 to 2003

Source: Author’s compilation.



76 Color Lines, Country Lines

N
et

 W
or

th
 in

 $
10

00
80

60

40

20

0

Cohort Median Age
30 32 34 36 38 40 42 44 46 48

Native
Arrival 1965 to 1974
Arrival 1975 to 1984

Figure 3.18 Age Profile of Net Worth, Evolution of 1950 to 1959 Birth
Cohort, 1984 to 2003

Source: Author’s compilation.

N
et

 W
or

th
 in

 $
10

00

40

30

20

10

0

Cohort Median Age
25 27 29 31 33 35 37 39

Native
Arrival 1965 to 1974
Arrival 1975 to 1984
Arrival after 1984

Figure 3.19 Age Profile of Net Worth, Evolution of 1960 to 1969 Birth
Cohort, 1984 to 2003

Source: Author’s compilation.



at a lower point than the native born, but the two earlier arrival cohorts
speed up and the most recent cohort fails to do so. Taken together, the
three birth cohorts depicted in figures 3.18 through 3.20, both native and
immigrant, appear to fare successively worse. For instance, at age thirty,
the median net worth is lower for those born later than for those born
earlier. This may reflect a period effect.

The major lesson we have learned from these examinations is that
portraying life cycle patterns of wealth for immigrants requires extreme
care. Although the synthetic cohort approach is appropriate for natives,
it yields misleading results for immigrants. The method here, following
cohort evolution and keeping PAYUS constant, provides more appropri-
ate comparisons than the traditional synthetic cohort or cohort evolution
approaches, which do not consider PAYUS. 

Conclusion

The national picture of wealth disparity, then, can be described both qual-
itatively and quantitatively. The qualitative measure includes five cate-
gories of wealth holding status—sufficient, insufficient, and asset-poor
among those with positive net worth, and net debtor and paycheck-to-
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groups or among education groups.
Wealth is accumulated along the life cycle of a household, captured by

the householder’s age. Figure 3.4 shows the pattern of wealth holding
status by four age groups. The life cycle pattern is clearly seen from the
monotonic increase of being sufficient and decline in all other statuses. 

In examining wealth holding statuses by the four basic demographic
characteristics, we have learned about the stratification of wealth, which
is measured qualitatively. The refined definition of wealth holding based
on the asset poverty concept helps reveal the stratification by race-eth-
nicity, education, nativity, and age. It is essential to distinguish the best
off  (sufficient) and worst off  (paycheck-to-paycheck) among various de-
mographic groups. The stratification by race-ethnicity, education levels,
and age groups are much wider than that by nativity. These qualitative
measures, however, cannot reflect the levels and variations of wealth
among demographic groups. We now turn to these issues.
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Table 3.1 Percentage Distribution of Wealth Holding Status by Nativity and
Demographic Characteristics, in Percentages 

Asset Net Paycheck- % Total 
Group Sufficient Insufficient Poor Debtor to-Paycheck Households

Race-ethnicity
White 55.2 27.2 5.9 10.2 1.4 76.3
Black 25.3 30.8 13.3 16.8 13.7 11.6
Hispanic 29.1 28.9 15.9 16.0 10.1 9.1
Asian 50.4 28.7 7.4 10.5 3.1 3.1

Education
Bachelor’s 62.6 25.0 2.6 9.2 0.5 29.1
Some college 47.0 30.4 7.2 13.4 2.1 27.8
High school 45.2 29.6 9.4 11.5 4.3 30.2
Schooling <12 33.6 24.8 16.6 12.2 12.9 12.9

Nativity
Native 50.2 27.9 7.2 11.3 3.4 89.8
Immigrant 40.4 27.9 12.8 12.6 6.4 10.2

Age
25–34 24.2 38.9 12.3 19.5 5.2 25.1
35–44 46.2 30.7 8.1 11.5 3.5 30.8
45–54 61.0 22.9 5.2 8.0 2.9 25.9
55–64 72.2 14.9 4.6 5.3 3.1 18.2

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: The statistics are the average for the years 1984 to 2003.
The data are based on respondents whose net worth is within the lower 99.5 percent of the original
net worth distribution in the SIPP data (see appendix for details).



Table 3.2 Selected Percentiles of Net Worth, Asset, and Debt by Race-Ethnicity (2001 Dollars)

Group 5th 10th 25th 50th 75th 90th 95th 99th

Net Worth
Total −8,850 −975 4,650 47,874 155,448 353,932 548,575 1,102,228
White −8,023 −90 10,524 66,501 186,994 400,930 604,642 1,173,296
Black −11,111 −3,347 0 6,013 43,620 105,756 168,004 414,617
Hispanic −10,982 −3,125 0 7,510 54,869 154,830 258,840 654,248
Asian −11,130 −360 6,462 60,335 204,161 440,580 663,984 1,238,326

Assets
Total 81 2,080 16,932 113,279 248,552 478,310 704,901 1,327,954
White 1,441 5,515 35,086 138,481 283,469 528,943 769,144 1,396,391
Black 0 0 1,559 17,777 97,100 188,370 269,526 559,652
Hispanic 0 0 2,600 21,930 131,282 262,293 396,234 898,767
Asian 532 3,300 17,552 156,096 353,699 639,750 879,467 1,527,597

Debts
Total 0 0 2,362 28,982 98,205 174,542 233,868 405,700
White 0 0 4,922 39,000 106,037 182,221 244,000 422,969
Black 0 0 0 6,046 44,116 107,236 153,248 261,865
Hispanic 0 0 0 8,167 64,374 142,399 193,936 322,156
Asian 0 0 2,716 49,222 153,371 246,633 320,000 517,622

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: The statistics are the average for the years 1984 to 2003.
Percentiles are based on respondents whose net worth is within the lower 99.5 percent of the original net worth distribution in the SIPP data. 



Table 3.3 Selected Percentiles of Net Worth, Asset, and Debt: by Nativity (2001 Dollars)

Percentile 5th 10th 25th 50th 75th 90th 95th 99th

Net Worth
Native −8,772 −886 5,361 50,739 158,555 358,350 554,047 1,111,890
Immigrant −9,416 −1,575 1,217 22,267 123,581 318,376 499,130 1,000,942

Assets
Native 260 2,658 19,611 116,574 250,587 480,416 707,319 1,335,257
Immigrant 0 552 5,861 70,529 230,160 459,400 676,524 1,271,094

Debts
Native 0 0 2,934 30,518 98,037 172,752 231,629 400,554
Immigrant 0 0 0 15,373 100,181 191,000 256,500 435,574

Source: Author’s compilation using data from the SIPP 1984−2001 panels. 
Note: The statistics are the average for the years 1984 to 2003.
Percentiles are based on respondents whose net worth is within the lower 99.5 percent of the original net worth distribution in the SIPP data.



constant U.S. dollars) in 2003 (World Bank 2005), placing the country in
the middle to lower tier of Latin America’s economic development. Re-
cent and rapid urbanization has led to an urban population of about 75
percent of the population. Although the government mandates nine
years of education, only five years are offered in rural areas (World Bank
2005). A former Spanish colony, Colombia gained its independence in
1819 (Sturges-Vera 1990). Recent decades have witnessed civil wars, in-
surgent movements, and guerrilla warfare. No single explanation fully
addresses the deep roots of the troubles Colombia sees today, but among
the contributing factors are social inequities, lack of state presence in ru-
ral areas, the expansion of illicit drug cultivation, and the violence that
accompanies it.

Figure 4.1 shows that almost 60 percent of Colombian immigrant
households are younger, a higher percentage than native whites but a
lower one than Latino Americans, indicating that Colombians have rela-
tively slow chain migration. The marriage rate for Colombians is lower
than for native whites and higher than for Latino Americans. This may
be in part due to the relatively younger age structure. The proportion
having three or more children (5 percent) is also surprisingly low, even
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top group among all Latinos, whether natives or immigrants, almost
reaching parity with native whites. A hidden difference, however, lies in
the relatively lower consumption levels of Cuban immigrants ($44,000)
when compared to native whites ($53,000). Nonetheless, Cubans surpass
native Latinos by a wide margin. It appears that nativity differences are
trivial in comparison with differences by origin countries. This point is
further supported by examining other Latino immigrant groups.

Economic security is hard to achieve among Latino immigrant groups
other than Cubans. The least secure group is Dominican, with only 15
percent having sufficient wealth and only about 30 percent living above
the asset poverty line (total net worth equals three months living ex-
penses at the official poverty line). Colombian, Salvadoran, Guatemalan,
and Mexican immigrants are better off than Dominicans but worse off
than native Latinos and Cubans. These patterns suggest that when eco-
nomic buffers are concerned, differences in nativity are smaller than
those among Latino immigrant groups.

With an important modification of the notion that Robert Haveman
and Edward Wolff first introduced (2004), asset poverty defined in this
volume is the financial situation when a household owns less positive
net worth than what is needed to maintain the household at the poverty
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cause the distributions of net worth, assets, and debts are widely spread
and highly skewed, examining the distribution—rather than the mean or
median—is more productive. To depict the distributions’ unevenness,
we first draw the percentile distribution of net worth for native whites,
native Latinos, and the six Latino immigrant groups in figure 4.3. We
then report three exact percentiles in the distribution—the fifth, fiftieth,
and ninety-fifth percentiles—for details.

Figure 4.3 draws the 99 percentiles of net worth against the cumula-
tive proportion of the population, for each of the groups in comparison.
Because net worth is highly right-skewed, we see a relatively flat curve
for the lower 70 percent of the population. The higher the position of the
curve for a group, the higher the level of net worth. Native whites have
the highest net worth except in the bottom 30 percent of the distribution.
The Cuban curve is located not much below the native white curve, and
all other group curves, including the native Latino, lie much lower than
the native white. The Dominican curve is the lowest. 

The left panel of table 4.3 shows the three selected percentiles of net
worth. The median for native whites is about $72,000, more than four
times that for Latino Americans ($16,000) and about twice that for
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may reduce future assets. I express net worth, secured debt, and unse-
cured debt each as a percentage of two bases—native whites’ average to-
tal assets (see figure 4.4) and the group-specific total assets (see figure
4.5). Figure 4.4 facilitates between-group comparisons and figure 4.5 fa-
cilitates within-group analysis.

In figure 4.4, the three sections of the bar for native whites denote net
worth, unsecured debt, and secured debt as a percentage of the total as-
sets. For other groups, in addition to the sections for net worth, secured
debt, and unsecured debt each as a percentage of native whites’ total as-
sets, the top section denotes the gap in total assets between the group
and native whites. For instance, the gap between native whites and
Latino Americans is nearly 50 percent, meaning that the total assets of
the average Latino American household are about 50 percent those of the
average native white household. Comparing a particular section (for ex-
ample, secured debts) across bars reveals the absolute size differences
across groups. For instance, Cubans have a lower level of net worth than
native whites but both groups carry similar secured debt.

The graph shows lower absolute amounts of net worth for all Latino
groups than for native whites and yet a wide variation among Latino
groups. Compared with the large net worth variation, the secured debt
variation is smaller. A key institutional factor in asset building is the
lending market. Before 1995, when home equity loans did not yet allow
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Unsecured debts include consumer debt, medical bills, private debt, and
loans from banks that are not for asset building. Guatemalan immigrants
have the largest unsecured debt share among the groups shown in figure
4.5. However, given the low value of their total assets, their large unse-
cured debt share should not be taken as a sign of huge consumer debts.
This portfolio examination indicates that even Latino immigrant groups
who are better off do not have an immediate financial buffer and thus are
not in a mature asset building stage. Those who are worse off have asset
values too low for any meaningful discussion of future financial buffers.

Theoretically, a household can liquidate all its assets, pay off all its se-
cured debt, and use the balance to cover living costs in an emergency sit-
uation. Total equity is used to mean the balance between total assets and
total secured debt. Realistically, homes and retirement accounts are less
liquid than other equity, such as bank accounts, stocks and bonds, and
other real estate. I call home and retirement accounts quasi-liquid and
the other seven components liquid. Figure 4.6 describes nine portfolio
components as percentages of the specific group’s total equity. Each bar
consists of nine sections: home equity (home); IRA, Keogh, and 401(k)
accounts (ira); interest-earning saving and checking accounts, money
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market deposit accounts, and certificates of deposit (intbk); municipal
bonds, corporate bonds and U.S. securities (intot); non–interest earning
checking accounts, saving bonds, and other financial investment (otast);
sale value of cars (vehcl); business equity (beq); stocks and mutual funds
(stk); other real estate (ore). If the group’s total equity is adequate, a
smaller percentage of home equity indicates a higher capacity and pref-
erence for diverse financial investments. Native whites’ home equity is
about 40 percent of their total. The proportion for Latino Americans,
Colombian immigrants, and Cuban immigrants is about 50 percent, also
indicating diverse investment behavior. By contrast, given their low lev-
els of equity, Mexican, Salvadoran, Guatemalan, and Dominican immi-
grants can invest only in their homes. Retirement accounts weigh more
heavily for native whites than for any other group, but Latino Ameri-
cans, Colombian immigrants, and Cuban immigrants also gravitate to-
ward retirement savings. As might be expected, other Latino immigrant
groups, who have a higher propensity for return migration, show a low
preference for saving for old-age security, at least in the United States.

Business equity, though included here as a component, is fundamen-
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homeownership. This suggests that, rather than female headship, hu-
man capital is the key to elevate this group out of poverty and welfare
dependency.

As a whole, the patterns emerging from table 4.4 and figure 4.7 sug-
gest that the compositions of age, marital status, and number of children
do not help explain much of the white-Latino homeownership gaps.
However, education composition does explain a substantial portion. We
now turn to investigate whether each demographic characteristic affects
homeownership differently within groups.

Differential Effects

The age effect captures income growth and motives to save along the life
cycle. The marriage effect may differ among groups because some
groups may not have the asset building advantage that married native
white households have. A lower return on human capital for racial mi-
norities and those holding foreign degrees, residential segregation by
race or class, more responsibility for extended families, weaker saving
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marriage and children do not have much influence on Latino immigrant
homeownership. When the compositions of demographic characteristics
are held constant, homeownership rates are similar between Cuban im-
migrants and native whites but lower for other Latino immigrant
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Table 4.6 Negative Home Equity Rates Among Homeowners by 
Latino Group

Crude Adj1a Adj3b Adj4c

Native white 0.034 0.034 0.034 0.034
Latino American 0.055 0.054 0.054 0.054

Colombian 0.039 0.039 0.027 0.052
Salvadoran 0.108 0.111 0.062 0.065
Guatemalan 0.049 0.031 0.022 0.009
Mexican 0.060 0.055 0.055 0.062
Cuban 0.028 0.027 0.018 0.023
Dominican 0.058 0.064 0.048 0.026

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Adj1 adjusts for age composition.
b Adj3 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, and number of children.
c Adj4 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, number of children, and educa-
tion levels.



household pool $20,000 from their liquid financial assets to pay for their
essential needs? The last two bars for each group present the crude rate
of owning liquid assets of at least $20,000 and the corresponding rate ad-
justed for the composition of age, marital status, number of children, and
education levels. Native whites (the baseline group) are the most likely
to have at least $20,000 in liquid assets (28.4 percent). The crude rates for
all other groups are much lower. Cuban immigrants rank a distant sec-
ond at 17.4 percent but higher than Latino Americans at 12.7 percent. The
rates for other immigrant groups are very low, particularly Salvadorans,
Guatemalans, Mexicans, and Dominicans, all lower than 6 percent. After
adjusting for demographic composition, all nonwhite groups improve,
with Dominican immigrants seeing the greatest increase (from 3.7 to 14.3
percent).

Overall, all Latino immigrant groups seem to lag behind native whites
in their rates of investing in the modern financial economy in the forms of
stocks and mutual funds. Perhaps the most striking finding is that Latino
immigrant households have much lower levels of liquid financial assets
even when their demographic compositions are comparable to those of
native whites. This makes Latino households financially vulnerable.
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Figure 4.9 Financial Asset Rates by Latino Group

Source: Author’s compilation.



neither IRAs nor Keoghs include employer contributions. I maintain
401(k) accounts separately because they often include employer contri-
bution. Households in which the head is older than fifty-nine or house-
holds with liquid assets in excess of $20,000 are more likely to own re-
tirement accounts (Gale and Scholz 1994). The early withdrawal penalty
discourages young households or households with limited liquid finan-
cial assets from setting up retirement accounts because of the high trans-
action costs when early withdrawal is likely. Thus, a more valid group
comparison must adjust for the composition of these two characteristics.
Figure 4.10 shows both the crude rates and the rates adjusted for the
composition of head of household’s age (younger or older than fifty) and
household’s liquid financial assets (less or more than $20,000).

Among native whites, the crude rate of IRA-Keogh ownership is 30.8
percent, much higher than any other group. The Cuban immigrant rate
is 16.8 percent, which though a low second is far above the remaining
groups. At the bottom are Guatemalan, Salvadoran, Mexican, and Do-
minican immigrants, with rates ranging from 0 to 3 percent. Adjusting
for the composition of age and liquid financial asset compositions leads
to a large increase in the adjusted rates for Latino Americans, Colombian,
Mexican, Cuban, and Dominican immigrant groups and virtually no
change for Salvadoran immigrants.4
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Figure 4.10 Crude and Adjusted Retirement Account Rates by Latino Group

Source: Author’s compilation.



likely to be insured. Adjusting for the demographic compositions of na-
tive whites narrows the life insurance gap somewhat, but it still remains
large. The overall low rates of life insurance ownership among Latino
immigrants reflect that some of them plan an eventual return to their
countries and therefore feel no need to purchase this type of insurance in
the United States.
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Table 4.12 Life Insurance by Latino Group

Employer-Provided Self-Bought Total

Crude Ad4ja Crude Adj4a Crude Adj4a

Native white 0.564 0.564 0.457 0.457 0.784 0.784
Latino American 0.434 0.493 0.317 0.384 0.598 0.690

Colombian 0.380 0.392 0.241 0.241 0.496 0.507
Salvadoran 0.228 0.257 0.177 0.240 0.346 0.417
Guatemalan 0.233 0.294 0.126 0.071 0.291 0.324
Mexican 0.188 0.275 0.132 0.202 0.269 0.393
Cuban 0.400 0.402 0.254 0.289 0.510 0.537
Dominican 0.187 0.322 0.122 0.297 0.270 0.451

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Adj4 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, number of children, and education levels.
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Figure 4.11 Crude and Adjusted Life Insurance Rates by Latino Group



The SIPP survey asks whether a household owes money on credit
cards or store bills. Store bills have declined as a source of consumer
debt, and information collected from this question refers mainly to credit
cards. Figure 4.12 (table 4.13) presents the statistics on consumer debts
by groups: crude rate, rate adjusted for the composition of age, marital
status, number of children, and education, average debt, and trimmed
average debt (eliminating the very small and very large amounts). The
most striking feature of figure 4.12 is the similarities, rather than the dif-
ferences, among groups. Looking at the crude rates, though all Latino
immigrant groups have lower consumer debt rates, the differences are
small. Native whites have the highest rate at 59.8 percent and Mexican
and Dominican immigrants have the lowest at about 42 percent. With the
adjustment for the composition of age, marital status, number of chil-
dren, and education levels, Guatemalan immigrants rise to the top in
consumer debt. These statistics reflect the national trend of sweeping
consumer debts in all segments of the population, including presumably
prudent immigrants.

The third column of table 4.13 shows the average amount of consumer
debt for indebted households. From 1996 to 2003, the average amount of
consumer debt per indebted household ranged from $4,668 for Domini-
can immigrants to $7,828 for Mexican immigrants. The native-white av-
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Figure 4.12 Crude and Adjusted Rates of Consumer Debts by Latino Group



have a business ownership rate close to that of native whites, or even
greater than native whites. The low entrepreneurship for Salvadoran
and Mexican immigrants can be greatly enhanced by improving their ed-
ucational levels.
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Figure 4.13 Crude and Adjusted Rates of Business Ownership by 
Latino Group

Table 4.14 Business Ownership by Latino Group

Crude Adj1a Adj3b Adj4c

Native white 0.158 0.158 0.158 0.158
Latino American 0.087 0.092 0.099 0.105

Colombian 0.202 0.201 0.181 0.188
Salvadoran 0.092 0.098 0.096 0.137
Guatemalan 0.145 0.172 0.163 0.192
Mexican 0.082 0.088 0.093 0.121
Cuban 0.183 0.177 0.177 0.159
Dominican 0.086 0.078 0.056 0.050

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Adj1 adjusts for age composition.
b Adj3 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, and number of children.
c Adj4 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, number of children, and education
levels.



Figure 4.14 The Wealth Regime Typology, 2002

Source: Author’s compilation.
Notes: The wealth regime typology is constructed based on 199 countries 1997 to 2002. The graph shows only the types that characterize the sending countries
examined in this volume.
* Indicates unstable growth: 2 to 5 negative annual growth during 1997 to 2002.
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Table 4.1 Demographic and Socioeconomic Differences by Latino Group

Age Sample
Group (25 to 44) Married No Children 3 + Children Education < 12 Povertya Size

Native White 0.518 0.626 0.498 0.104 0.064 0.091 98,010
Latino American 0.655 0.552 0.352 0.204 0.222 0.190 5,179

Colombian 0.580 0.561 0.419 0.048 0.136 0.109 209
Salvadoran 0.721 0.594 0.298 0.177 0.522 0.201 422
Guatemalan 0.792 0.617 0.261 0.225 0.350 0.209 177
Mexican 0.681 0.654 0.200 0.352 0.629 0.339 4,362
Cuban 0.384 0.597 0.444 0.041 0.232 0.181 471
Dominican 0.621 0.356 0.211 0.210 0.372 0.413 317

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Smaller than 130 percent of the official poverty line.



Table 4.2 Wealth Holding Status by Latino Group

Paycheck-to- Trimmed 
Sufficient Insufficient Asset Poor Net-Debtor Paycheck Annual Incomea

Native white 0.564 0.257 0.052 0.114 0.014 $52,867
Latino American 0.341 0.310 0.110 0.181 0.058 $48,071

Colombian 0.291 0.288 0.153 0.207 0.062 $41,806
Salvadoran 0.216 0.243 0.203 0.257 0.081 $41,766
Guatemalan 0.196 0.370 0.158 0.217 0.058 $40,607
Mexican 0.263 0.288 0.195 0.158 0.095 $42,228
Cuban 0.490 0.270 0.071 0.107 0.063 $44,284
Dominican 0.152 0.147 0.141 0.228 0.331 $38,900

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Annual income is trimmed at 130 percent of the poverty line at the bottom and $100,000 at the top.



Table 4.3 Selected Percentiles of Net Worth, Assets, and Debts by Latino Groups

Net worth Assets Debts

5th 50th 95th 5th 50th 95th 5th 50th 95th

Native white –11,670 71,886 685,416 1,693 152,786 847,945 0 47,837 262,501
Latino American –17,228 15,834 331,626 0 56,052 485,250 0 19,135 225,092

Colombian –13,475 6,918 341,516 0 19,459 496,247 0 9,379 196,403
Salvadoran –18,763 1,929 159,233 0 9,996 304,188 0 7,986 186,805
Guatemalan –16,763 6,069 170,531 0 19,139 238,936 0 14,561 133,885
Mexican –12,598 5,967 188,939 0 15,946 303,475 0 5,644 174,000
Cuban –7,457 37,517 630,857 0 112,894 770,452 0 37,471 260,763
Dominican –9,880 0 124,574 0 850 246,596 0 394 158,924

Source: Author’s compilation.



Table 4.4 Homeownership by Demographic Characteristics and Latino Group

25 to 45 to No 1 to 2 3 + Education Education
Total 44 64 Unmarried Married Children Children Children < 12 ≥ 12

Native white 0.708 0.632 0.790 0.498 0.834 0.643 0.771 0.780 0.485 0.724
Latino American 0.527 0.460 0.653 0.359 0.663 0.474 0.564 0.536 0.414 0.559

Colombian 0.407 0.329 0.513 0.315 0.478 0.311 0.457 0.682 0.430 0.403
Salvadoran 0.343 0.349 0.327 0.090 0.516 0.137 0.340 0.699 0.294 0.406
Guatemalan 0.368 0.337 0.487 0.074 0.550 0.221 0.475 0.294 0.245 0.429
Mexican 0.424 0.374 0.531 0.279 0.501 0.321 0.440 0.462 0.403 0.463
Cuban 0.636 0.485 0.730 0.447 0.763 0.577 0.662 0.944 0.543 0.663
Dominican 0.217 0.192 0.257 0.154 0.330 0.223 0.249 0.120 0.095 0.289

Source: Author’s compilation.



motives, and more impatient consumption behaviors can lead to lower
probabilities of homeownership.

Comparing the odds of homeownership for older versus younger
households or for married versus unmarried households within the
same group can yield rough estimates of the group-specific age effect
and marriage effect. For instance, the homeownership odds ratio of older
whites to younger whites takes the ratio of older to younger whites’
odds. A ratio greater than one indicates a greater probability of home-
ownership for older whites than younger whites; a ratio of one indicates
the same probability for both groups; and a ratio smaller than one indi-
cates a smaller probability for older whites than younger whites. In table
4.5, within each group, I examine the odds ratios for older vs. younger,
married vs. unmarried, having no versus one or two children, having
three or more versus one or two children, and having high school educa-
tion or above versus no high school education.

Age The odds of homeownership among older native whites are 2.19
times those of younger native whites and the comparable Latino odds are
2.22 times that of younger native Latinos, consistent with the life cycle hy-
pothesis. The odds ratios have a wide spread among the six Latino
groups. Cubans’ older-younger homeownership odds ratio is even higher
than native whites’ (2.86), whereas Salvadorans’ is 0.9, meaning that older
Salvadorans are less likely to own a home than their younger counter-
parts. The high Cuban figure has to do with the fact that many more
Cuban households are long-term U.S. residents and the low Salvadoran
figure has to do with their older age at arrival. The ratios of the other
Latino immigrant groups are greater than one, supporting the life cycle
hypothesis, but they are all below the odds ratio of native whites, sug-
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Table 4.5 Odds Ratio of Homeownership by Demographic Characteristics
and Latino Group

Age No 3 +
(45 to 64) Married Children Children Education ≥ 12

Native White 2.19 5.05 0.53 1.05 2.79
Latino American 2.22 3.50 0.69 0.89 1.80

Colombian 2.15 1.99 0.53 2.55 0.90
Salvadoran 0.90 10.79 0.31 4.50 1.64
Guatemalan 1.87 15.27 0.31 0.46 2.31
Mexican 1.89 2.60 0.60 1.09 1.28
Cuban 2.86 3.98 0.70 8.53 1.66
Dominican 1.46 2.72 0.86 0.41 3.86

Source: Author’s compilation.



marriage and children do not have much influence on Latino immigrant
homeownership. When the compositions of demographic characteristics
are held constant, homeownership rates are similar between Cuban im-
migrants and native whites but lower for other Latino immigrant
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Figure 4.8 Crude and Adjusted Negative Home Equity Rates Among
Homeowners, by Latino Group

Source: Author’s compilation.

Table 4.6 Negative Home Equity Rates Among Homeowners by 
Latino Group

Crude Adj1a Adj3b Adj4c

Native white 0.034 0.034 0.034 0.034
Latino American 0.055 0.054 0.054 0.054

Colombian 0.039 0.039 0.027 0.052
Salvadoran 0.108 0.111 0.062 0.065
Guatemalan 0.049 0.031 0.022 0.009
Mexican 0.060 0.055 0.055 0.062
Cuban 0.028 0.027 0.018 0.023
Dominican 0.058 0.064 0.048 0.026

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Adj1 adjusts for age composition.
b Adj3 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, and number of children.
c Adj4 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, number of children, and educa-
tion levels.



ship is less than ten, the statistics are unstable, indicated in the table as
NA. The left panel shows the proportion of households falling in each
length of homeownership. More than 70 percent of all Latino immigrant
homeowners except Cubans bought their houses within ten years. More
than 16 percent of Cuban homeownerships are long term, similar to the
native white proportion. Small sample sizes are found for Colombian,
Salvadoran, Guatemalan, and Dominican homeowners in the long-term
category, and Guatemalan and Dominican homeowners in the medium-
length category.

When do households start to take more than one mortgage? From the
middle panel of table 4.8, the native white pattern is curvilinear with a
higher rate at the medium-length and lower rates at the short- and long-
term ownership. This pattern repeats for native Latinos, as well as for the
two immigrants groups (Mexicans and Cubans) among the three with
sufficient sample sizes. Among new homeowners, two or more mort-
gages are most likely to occur with native whites and Guatemalans and
Mexicans are least likely to take second mortgages. It appears that Latino
immigrants have certain but limited access to the lending market.

NHE occurs more often in the short term than in the medium or long
term (see the right panel of table 4.8). The proportion of new homeown-
ers with a NHE is higher than that of long-term homeowners for all
Latino immigrant groups (except Cubans). This helps us pinpoint the
timing of financial risk facing these immigrant homeowners.

Because the first mortgage represents the initial step of purchasing a
home, it is informative to describe the terms of the first mortgage. Buy-
ing a home is a big step in asset building. For more than fifty years, gov-
ernment policies have helped Americans achieve homeownership. Fed-
eral income tax laws provide incentives to taxpayers of all income levels.
The Federal Housing Administration (FHA) and Veterans Benefit Ad-
ministration (VBA) provide loan guarantee programs to low income
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Table 4.7 Number of Mortgages by Latino Group

0 1 2 +

Native white 0.200 0.674 0.126
Latino American 0.217 0.700 0.083

Colombian 0.131 0.806 0.063
Salvadoran 0.145 0.788 0.068
Guatemalan 0.127 0.842 0.032
Mexican 0.210 0.746 0.044
Cuban 0.177 0.713 0.110
Dominican 0.056 0.879 0.065

Source: Author’s compilation.



Table 4.8 Mortgages and NHE by Years of Ownership and Latino Group

Proportion 2+ Mortgages Prop. NHE

< 10 10 to 19 20 + < 10 10 to 19 20 + < 10 10 to 19 20 +

Native white 0.580 0.245 0.175 0.129 0.151 0.080 0.053 0.033 0.017
Latino American 0.618 0.213 0.170 0.075 0.136 0.045 0.083 0.062 0.045

Colombian 0.785 0.192 0.022 0.070 0.041 n.a. 0.091 0.065 n.a.
Salvadoran 0.793 0.168 0.038 0.085 0.000 n.a. 0.129 0.032 n.a.
Guatemalan 0.750 0.146 0.104 0.011 n.a. n.a. 0.130 n.a. n.a.
Mexican 0.712 0.180 0.108 0.041 0.062 0.031 0.101 0.048 0.037
Cuban 0.563 0.276 0.161 0.074 0.247 0.000 0.038 0.044 0.012
Dominican 0.750 0.111 0.140 0.085 n.a. n.a. 0.100 n.a. n.a.

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: n.a. indicates a cell size < 10.



households. These programs may have contributed to the homeowner-
ship growth from 44 percent in 1940 to 64 percent in 1990 for the whole
population (Masnick 2001). Do immigrants benefit equally from these
programs? Table 4.9 combines the FHA and VA programs into one cate-
gory and separately shows the proportion of the first mortgage under
low or high interest rates. As expected, higher-income groups, such as
native whites and Cuban immigrants, are less likely to use FHA and VA
loans (20 percent or lower) whereas lower-income groups, such as Lati-
nos, are more likely (29 to 45 percent). The FHA-VA program participa-
tion rates are largely in tandem with poverty status. About 41 percent of
Dominican immigrants live below 130 percent of the official poverty line
and their FHA-VA participation rate is 45 percent. Similarly, the high
poverty rate among Mexicans (34 percent) corresponds to a higher rate
of FHA-VA participation (32 percent). This indicates that immigrants
have adequate access to government policies. However, Salvadorans ex-
hibit the lowest usage rate (18.7 percent), which may reflect less favor-
able reception from the federal government.

An important aspect of mortgages is the interest rate because, in addi-
tion to principal, it determines the amount of the monthly loan payment.
A low interest rate significantly reduces monthly mortgage costs and
makes the payment easier to handle in a financial crunch. In contrast, a
high interest rate greatly increases monthly payments, which can be-
come hard to manage during an unemployment spell. Literature has
documented the consistent and pervasive racial disparities and concen-
tration of unfair lending in minority communities and to minority bor-
rowers at all income levels (National Predatory Lending Task Force 2000;
Bradford 2002). The help of white parents with down payments and the
costs of points on mortgages are proposed as a major reason that white
homeowners enjoy relatively low mortgage interest rates compared to
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Table 4.9 Program and Interest Rate of First Home Mortgage by 
Latino Group

FHA/VA Interest Rate < 7.0 Interest Rate ≥ 8.5

Native white 0.200 0.331 0.172
Latino American 0.370 0.289 0.218

Colombian 0.285 0.228 0.191
Salvadoran 0.187 0.305 0.203
Guatemalan 0.416 0.213 0.265
Mexican 0.321 0.255 0.238
Cuban 0.196 0.203 0.300
Dominican 0.447 0.305 0.241

Source: Author’s compilation.



Retirement Accounts

The most popular retirement accounts are individual retirement ac-
counts (IRAs), Keogh plans, and 401(k) plans. IRAs were first established
in 1974 to help employees without pension plans save for retirement.
IRAs feature tax-deductible contributions up to an annual limit and tax-
free accrual of interest. In 1981, IRA eligibility was extended to all tax-
payers and the contribution limits were raised (up to $3000 in 2001). A re-
tirement program particularly designed for self-employed workers is a
Keogh plan, in which contributions are deductible from income and
taxes on interests are deferred. The 401(k) plan is a deferred compensa-
tion plan, in which an employee can elect to have the employer con-
tribute a portion of his or her wages to a plan on a pre-tax basis. These
deferred wages are not subject to income tax withholding at the time of
deferral but are subject to social security, Medicare, and federal unem-
ployment taxes. An employee can contribute more ($12,000 in 2003) to a
401(k) plan than an IRA. Employers sometimes match employee contri-
butions but are not required to do so. The major advantages of 401(k)
plans are tax deferral and possible employer matches. Self-employed
workers can also set up a 401(k) plan. In general, before the account
holder reaches the age of fifty-nine and a half, early withdrawal from re-
tirement accounts is subject to substantial penalties (Gale and Scholz
1994).

Figure 4.10 (table 4.11) shows the distribution of retirement accounts
by groups. I combine IRA and Keogh accounts into one category because
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Table 4.10 Ownership of Liquid Financial Assets by Latino Group

$20,000 or More Combined

Stock and Int. Bank Non-Int 
Mutual Fund Account Checkinga Liquid Crude Liquid Adj4b

Native white 0.328 0.720 0.434 0.284 0.284
Latino American 0.136 0.517 0.321 0.127 0.165

Colombian 0.125 0.514 0.456 0.088 0.124
Salvadoran 0.013 0.351 0.230 0.053 0.064
Guatemalan 0.059 0.479 0.304 0.037 0.056
Mexican 0.032 0.336 0.213 0.052 0.104
Cuban 0.134 0.503 0.447 0.174 0.186
Dominican 0.052 0.316 0.193 0.037 0.143

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Among those who have no interest-earning bank accounts.
b Adj4 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, number of children, and education levels.



Because 401(k) plans offer greater tax incentives than IRAs and
Keoghs and unique saving incentives as some employers match em-
ployee contributions, we expect that at the population level, more house-
holds have 401(k) accounts than IRA or Keogh accounts. In figure 4.10,
all groups show higher rates of 401(k) ownership than IRA-Keogh own-
ership. Again the percentage of native whites who own 401(k) accounts
is the greatest. The three groups least likely to have IRA or Keogh ac-
counts are also at the bottom in the 401(k) ranking, but are not as distant
from the higher ranked groups. After being adjusted for the composition
of age and liquid financial asset, the rates of all disadvantaged groups in-
crease considerably, suggesting that age and liquid financial asset com-
positions contribute substantially to the observed 401(k) gaps. Nonethe-
less, Latino groups are not reaching parity with native whites, and
Latino immigrants, including Cubans, are not reaching parity with
Latino Americans. These gaps may be attributable to the kinds of jobs
that nonwhite workers most commonly hold. We expect that a worker is
more motivated to contribute to a retirement account if the employer
matches the contribution. If employers of Latino workers, particularly
Latino immigrant workers, are less likely to make matches, it is not sur-
prising that these immigrants’ 401(k) ownership rates are lower even af-
ter being adjusted to the same composition of age and liquid financial as-
set compositions for native whites.

Combining IRA-Keogh and 401(k) provides an overall picture of sav-
ing for retirement. The Latino-white gaps are large: where 56.8 percent of
native whites have some sort of retirement account, among Latino immi-
grants the high is 30.5 percent for Cubans and the low is 11.3 percent for
Salvadorans. Except for Cuban immigrants, whose preparation for old-
age security is similar to that of Latino Americans, Latino immigrant
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Table 4.11 Retirement Account Ownership by Latino Group

IRA-Keogh 401k Total

Crude Adja Crude Adja Crude Adja

Native white 0.308 0.308 0.434 0.434 0.568 0.568
Latino American 0.117 0.159 0.274 0.303 0.328 0.375

Colombian 0.125 0.204 0.225 0.292 0.292 0.386
Salvadoran 0.032 0.034 0.102 0.199 0.113 0.207
Guatemalan 0.000 0.000 0.121 0.168 0.121 0.168
Mexican 0.030 0.057 0.108 0.160 0.121 0.184
Cuban 0.168 0.231 0.208 0.254 0.305 0.378
Dominican 0.032 0.069 0.102 0.192 0.120 0.221

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Adj adjusts for the composition of age and ownership of $20,000 liquid financial asset.



likely to be insured. Adjusting for the demographic compositions of na-
tive whites narrows the life insurance gap somewhat, but it still remains
large. The overall low rates of life insurance ownership among Latino
immigrants reflect that some of them plan an eventual return to their
countries and therefore feel no need to purchase this type of insurance in
the United States.
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Table 4.12 Life Insurance by Latino Group

Employer-Provided Self-Bought Total

Crude Ad4ja Crude Adj4a Crude Adj4a

Native white 0.564 0.564 0.457 0.457 0.784 0.784
Latino American 0.434 0.493 0.317 0.384 0.598 0.690

Colombian 0.380 0.392 0.241 0.241 0.496 0.507
Salvadoran 0.228 0.257 0.177 0.240 0.346 0.417
Guatemalan 0.233 0.294 0.126 0.071 0.291 0.324
Mexican 0.188 0.275 0.132 0.202 0.269 0.393
Cuban 0.400 0.402 0.254 0.289 0.510 0.537
Dominican 0.187 0.322 0.122 0.297 0.270 0.451

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Adj4 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, number of children, and education levels.
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Figure 4.11 Crude and Adjusted Life Insurance Rates by Latino Group



erage of $6,141 is close to the national average of $6,648 (Federal Reserve
Statistical Release 2000). Worth noting is the particularly large average
consumer debt among Mexican immigrant households that carry debt.
Examining the full distribution, I find that the high average amount re-
sults primarily from four households being indebted more than $100,000
each. To document the consumption debts for most households, I elimi-
nated the top 0.02 percent (more than $50,000) and the bottom 1.63 per-
cent (less than $100) and recalculated the trimmed average debt (see the
last column). This trimming effectively reduces the average amount for
Mexican and Colombian immigrants as well as for native whites. Mexi-
can immigrants are now the group with a lower average amount, but
Cuban immigrants still have a relatively high ranking. As for consumer
debt status, the consumer debt amount does not vary much across
groups. On this point, we should not forget that the recent trend of tak-
ing home equity loans disguises consumer debt. Because native whites
are more likely to take home equity loans, some of their consumer debts
may be transferred to second mortgages.

These data show that approximately half of all households in each
group incur consumer debts. The rate and the amount of this debt do
not vary much across groups. Together, the rate and average debt re-
flect the national trend of all populations accumulating consumer debt.
This similarity presents a completely different pattern than do other as-
set and debt comparisons, in which gaps are huge and the spread is
wide.

Business Ownership

Most ethnic enterprises are founded in retail and service sectors. The
risks are high because of their smallness and newness. Entrepreneurs of-
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Table 4.13 Unsecured Debts by Latino Group

Credit Card Debts
Crude Adj4a Amount Trim. Amount

Native white 0.598 0.598 $6,141 $5,658
Latino American 0.560 0.615 $5,704 $5,642

Colombian 0.559 0.534 $5,922 $4,915
Salvadoran 0.517 0.585 $5,489 $5,622
Guatemalan 0.580 0.628 $5,184 $5,220
Mexican 0.416 0.497 $7,828 $4,474
Cuban 0.550 0.560 $6,587 $6,343
Dominican 0.421 0.589 $4,668 $4,726

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Adj4 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, number of children, and education
levels.



have a business ownership rate close to that of native whites, or even
greater than native whites. The low entrepreneurship for Salvadoran
and Mexican immigrants can be greatly enhanced by improving their ed-
ucational levels.
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Figure 4.13 Crude and Adjusted Rates of Business Ownership by 
Latino Group

Table 4.14 Business Ownership by Latino Group

Crude Adj1a Adj3b Adj4c

Native white 0.158 0.158 0.158 0.158
Latino American 0.087 0.092 0.099 0.105

Colombian 0.202 0.201 0.181 0.188
Salvadoran 0.092 0.098 0.096 0.137
Guatemalan 0.145 0.172 0.163 0.192
Mexican 0.082 0.088 0.093 0.121
Cuban 0.183 0.177 0.177 0.159
Dominican 0.086 0.078 0.056 0.050

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Adj1 adjusts for age composition.
b Adj3 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, and number of children.
c Adj4 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, number of children, and education
levels.



in all demographic characteristics except age—some 65 percent have
heads younger than forty-five, compared to 51.8 percent of native whites.
Although the SIPP does not identify their ancestry, Asian Americans aged
twenty-five to sixty-four between 1996 and 2002 were born from 1932 to
1977, so a majority of them are most likely the second or third generations
of the early Asian immigrants from mainland China, Japan, and the
Philippines. They appear to have assimilated successfully, in that they
have attained as much or more education than native whites. In addition,
a similarly low proportion of Asian Americans and native whites live be-
low 130 percent of the official poverty line, and the two groups exhibit
similar demographic characteristics regarding marital status and number
of children. To compare native whites and Asian Americans with each of
the Asian immigrant groups, it is important to review each origin coun-
try’s background and history of sending immigrants to the United States.

Mainland China

With 1.3 billion people in 2003, China is the most populous country in
the world, accounting for a quarter of the world’s population. Despite its
low GDP per capita ($1,209 in 2003), China’s high economic growth rate
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wan. The trimmed annual income of Japanese immigrants ($57,000) is
higher than that for immigrants from Hong Kong and Taiwan. Among
the 14 percent of Japanese households at financial risk, only 2.4 percent
live paycheck to paycheck. The wealth holding status of Japanese immi-
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Table 5.2 Wealth Holding Status by Asian Group

Trimmed
Asset Net- Paycheck- Annual 

Sufficient Insufficient Poor Debtor to-Paycheck Incomea

Native white 0.564 0.257 0.052 0.114 0.014 $52,867
Asian American 0.523 0.251 0.055 0.147 0.024 $57,359

HK–Taiwan Chinese 0.685 0.202 0.027 0.061 0.025 $54,010
Mainland Chinese 0.549 0.250 0.060 0.082 0.059 $52,394
Filipino 0.468 0.325 0.059 0.124 0.023 $54,759
Japanese 0.491 0.373 0.037 0.076 0.024 $56,984
Asian Indian 0.491 0.302 0.053 0.137 0.016 $58,720
Korean 0.451 0.290 0.079 0.159 0.022 $49,184
Vietnamese 0.407 0.287 0.131 0.131 0.045 $51,613

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Annual income is trimmed at 130 percent poverty line at the bottom and $100,000 at the top.
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figure 5.3. With one exception, all groups’ percentile function seems to
cluster in close neighborhood. The Hong Kong and Taiwan group is
above the others, particularly over the population proportion of .3 to .95.

Using three percentiles—the fifth, fiftieth, and ninety-fifth—captures
the location and spread of the distribution of net worth, assets, and
debts, shown in table 5.3. The differences in the median (fiftieth per-
centile) indicate the central location differences among groups and the
ranges between the fifth and ninety-fifth percentiles indicate the spread
differences among groups. The median net worth for native whites is
about $72,000, less than half of that for those from Hong Kong and Tai-
wan ($162,000) and is also lower than that for Chinese and Indian immi-
grants, but is double that for Korean and Vietnamese. The spread of net
worth is similar for native whites and Chinese and Indian immigrants. It
is widest for those from Hong Kong and Taiwan, Asian Americans, and
Japanese immigrants, in that order. The narrowest distribution is among
Korean immigrants. These comparisons show that not only the median
differences but also the spread differences are greater among Asian im-
migrant groups than between Asian immigrants and native whites.

The amount of assets gauge future financial security, assuming that
debts are eventually paid off. The asset distribution is widest for Asian
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Figure 5.4 Net Worth and Debts as Percentage of Hong Kong and Taiwan
Assets by Asian Group

Source: Author’s compilation.
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to Indian immigrants. Although mainland Chinese, Filipino, and Japa-
nese immigrants have similar total assets, the low secured and unse-
cured debts and high net worth of Chinese immigrants provide them
with a more secure buffer than either Filipino or Japanese immigrants.
In the two least advantaged groups, Korean immigrants have fewer av-
erage assets and a lower percentage of net worth than their Vietnamese
counterparts.

Because secured debts are obtained using particular asset components
as collateral, one way to examine portfolios is to use equity components,
that is, the value of an asset less its secured debts. For example, home eq-
uity is a home’s market value less any mortgages. Each equity compo-
nent is expressed as the percentage of total equity. In figure 5.6, each eq-
uity component is expressed as a percentage of the total equity, and all
equity components add to 100 percent for each group.

One guiding principle to examine figure 5.6 is to determine whether
home equity (home) occupies an overwhelming percentage of total eq-
uity, an indicator of lack of diversity in portfolios. All Asian groups ex-
hibit a diverse portfolio because home equity counts for no more than
half of the total equity, except Hong Kong and Taiwan immigrants, for
whom it is slightly more than half . All Asian immigrant groups have a
substantial percentage in a number of components: retirement accounts
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children can be seen through the odds ratios of homeownership in table
5.5. Take the age effect as an example. For each group, the older-to-
younger ratio of homeownership is the ratio of the odds for older house-
holds to those for younger households. When the odds are greater for the
older than for the younger, the ratio is greater than 1. When the odds are
the same, the ratio is 1. When the odds are smaller for the older than for
the younger, the ratio is less than 1. Thus, when comparing odds ratios
across groups, the larger the odds ratio, the greater the age effect.

The effects of demographic characteristics are quite different among
Asian groups. The age effect is strongest for Japanese immigrants, with an
odds ratio of 4.13, meaning that older Japanese immigrant households are
more than four times as likely as their younger counterparts to own a
home. The weakest effect is among Vietnamese immigrants, whose ratio
is 1.01, meaning almost no difference. The marriage effect varies even
more widely. It is the strongest for Hong Kong and Taiwan immigrants,
whose ratio of 5.68 is higher than that that of native whites (5.05). Korean
immigrants have the weakest effect: married households are only 27 per-
cent more likely to own a home than their unmarried counterparts. The
children effect also differs substantially among groups. Hong Kong and
Taiwan immigrants have the strongest no-child effect: the likelihood of
owning a home is 84 percent (1 minus 0.16) less than for households with
one or two children. The effect is the weakest for Korean immigrants,
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Figure 5.8 Crude and Adjusted Negative Home Equity Rates Among
Homeowners by Asian Group

Source: Author’s compilation.

Table 5.6 Negative Home Equity Rates Among Homeowners by 
Asian Group

Crude Adj1a Adj3b Adj4c

Native white 0.034 0.034 0.034 0.034
Asian American 0.046 0.048 0.049 0.045

HK–Taiwan Chinese 0.027 0.023 0.020 0.019
Mainland Chinese 0.023 0.021 0.022 0.016
Filipino 0.075 0.074 0.077 0.076
Japanese 0.076 0.075 0.118 0.115
Asian Indian 0.034 0.025 0.024 0.022
Korean 0.047 0.051 0.045 0.031
Vietnamese 0.036 0.036 0.045 0.044

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Adj1 adjusts for age composition.
b Adj3 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, and number of children.
c Adj4 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, number of children, and education
levels.



ferences in such a status among Asian immigrant groups are examined,
using both crude and adjusted rates. Figure 5.9 describes whether and
how Asian immigrant groups are prepared for financial emergency.

Figure 5.9 (see details in table 5.10) shows large group differences in
stocks and mutual funds (see the first bar for each group in the graph).
Among immigrant groups, Hong Kong–Taiwan and Indian immigrants
have a higher percentage of owning stocks and mutual funds and Fil-
ipino, Korean, and Vietnamese immigrants a lower percentage. The
prevalence of owning bank accounts is high among most Asian immi-
grants, with Korean and Vietnamese lagging more than 10 percentage
points. Korean immigrants are more likely to have non–interest-earning
checking accounts. These liquid components lead to the total liquid as-
sets, resulting in low percentages of owning $20,000 liquid financial assets
among Korean and Vietnamese immigrants. Adjusting for demographic
composition does not have much of an effect on the distribution of own-
ing sufficient liquid financial assets among Asian immigrant groups.

In short, liquid financial assets are another area in which substantial
heterogeneity among Asian immigrant groups appears. Similar to the
patterns of total assets, total equity, and total net worth, Hong Kong, Tai-
wan, and Indian immigrants are consistently more advantaged than na-
tive whites, and Korean and Vietnamese immigrants more disadvan-
taged. Although Filipino and Japanese immigrants are more likely to
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Figure 5.9 Financial Asset Rates by Asian Group
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Filipino and Korean immigrants having a lower rate. Adjusting for the
composition of age and liquid financial assets raises the rate only for Ko-
reans. The rate of 401(k) ownership is high for four groups: native
whites, Asian Americans, Filipino immigrants, and Vietnamese immi-
grants. The Korean immigrant rate remains the lowest. This pattern sug-
gests that the types of jobs Filipinos and Vietnamese hold tend to make
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Figure 5.10 Crude and Adjusted Retirement Account Rates by Asian Group

Source: Author’s compilation.

Table 5.11 Retirement Account Ownership by Asian Group

IRA–Keogh 401k Total

Crude Adja Crude Adja Crude Adja

Native white 0.308 0.308 0.434 0.434 0.568 0.568
Asian American 0.330 0.337 0.467 0.459 0.595 0.590

HK–Taiwan Chinese 0.322 0.282 0.400 0.329 0.500 0.430
Mainland Chinese 0.242 0.233 0.297 0.290 0.404 0.393
Filipino 0.222 0.229 0.453 0.458 0.552 0.560
Japanese 0.293 0.275 0.317 0.318 0.444 0.428
Asian Indian 0.258 0.257 0.430 0.414 0.515 0.526
Korean 0.138 0.218 0.204 0.244 0.267 0.358
Vietnamese 0.245 0.282 0.420 0.450 0.464 0.503

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Adj adjusts for the composition of age and ownership of $20,000 liquid financial asset.



A major difference between Asian and Latino immigrants is the Asian
advantage in obtaining employer-provided life insurance. Except for Ko-
reans, many of whom are self employed, a higher percentage of nearly all
Asian immigrant groups have employer-provided life insurance than
their Latino counterparts, reflecting more ability to obtain jobs with de-
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Figure 5.11 Crude and Adjusted Life Insurance Rates by Asian Group

Source: Author’s compilation.

Table 5.12 Life Insurance by Asian Group

Employer-Provided Self-Bought Total

Crude Adja Crude Adja Crude Adja

Native white 0.564 0.564 0.457 0.457 0.784 0.784
Asian American 0.553 0.534 0.349 0.361 0.722 0.710

HK–Taiwan Chinese 0.475 0.527 0.414 0.348 0.686 0.693
Mainland Chinese 0.328 0.288 0.378 0.368 0.591 0.556
Filipino 0.566 0.556 0.452 0.430 0.775 0.746
Japanese 0.406 0.402 0.441 0.432 0.685 0.687
Asian Indian 0.548 0.451 0.300 0.331 0.719 0.677
Korean 0.273 0.288 0.281 0.239 0.488 0.482
Vietnamese 0.378 0.410 0.247 0.238 0.536 0.556

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Adj4 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, number of children, and education levels.



Consumer debt is the one of a few areas in which Asian and Latino im-
migrant groups are notably similar. All groups have a substantial rate
and a similar amount of consumer debt. In the sense of consumption as-
similation, both Asian and Latino immigrants have “successfully” as-
similated to the American consumer debt culture.
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Figure 5.12 Crude and Adjusted Rates of Consumer Debts by Asian Group

Source: Author’s compilation.

Table 5.13 Consumer Debts by Asian Group

Credit Card Debts

Crude Adj4a Amount Trim. Amount

Native white 0.598 0.598 $6,141 $5,658
Asian American 0.578 0.539 $6,840 $6,704

HK–Taiwan Chinese 0.426 0.404 $11,175 $5,729
Mainland Chinese 0.378 0.351 $5,863 $6,177
Filipino 0.655 0.627 $7,349 $6,769
Japanese 0.498 0.501 $8,749 $7,740
Asian Indian 0.475 0.453 $7,150 $6,623
Korean 0.510 0.447 $6,513 $6,460
Vietnamese 0.461 0.440 $6,270 $6,339

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Adj4 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, number of children, and education
levels.



porary Asian immigrant ethnic businesses will better our understanding
of the relative importance of financial, social, and human capital in eth-
nic entrepreneurship.

The relatively high education levels and relatively low wealth levels
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Figure 5.13 Crude and Adjusted Rates of Business Ownership by
Asian Group

Source: Author’s compilation.

Table 5.14 Business Ownership by Asian Group

Crude Adj1a Adj3b Adj4c

Native white 0.158 0.158 0.158 0.158
Asian American 0.161 0.171 0.173 0.165

HK–Taiwan Chinese 0.247 0.253 0.206 0.193
Mainland Chinese 0.167 0.170 0.163 0.159
Filipino 0.077 0.076 0.085 0.084
Japanese 0.164 0.179 0.229 0.215
Asian Indian 0.146 0.179 0.188 0.176
Korean 0.252 0.275 0.214 0.205
Vietnamese 0.181 0.179 0.166 0.185

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Adj1 adjusts for age composition.
b Adj3 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, and number of children.
c Adj4 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, number of children, and education
levels.



Table 5.1 Demographic and Socioeconomic Differences by Asian Group

Age Sample
(25 to 44) Married 0 Children 3 + Children Education < 12 Povertya Size

Native white 0.518 0.626 0.498 0.104 0.064 0.091 98,010
Asian American 0.674 0.605 0.459 0.115 0.040 0.086 ,943

HK–Taiwan Chinese 0.603 0.661 0.307 0.120 0.029 0.083 ,276
Mainland Chinese 0.590 0.693 0.369 0.082 0.096 0.173 ,448
Filipino 0.492 0.671 0.361 0.116 0.052 0.053 ,659
Japanese 0.622 0.574 0.479 0.074 0.038 0.115 ,168
Asian Indian 0.729 0.791 0.307 0.110 0.028 0.044 ,548
Korean 0.637 0.764 0.304 0.133 0.023 0.185 ,363
Vietnamese 0.557 0.638 0.318 0.213 0.168 0.187 ,462

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Less than 130 percent Poverty Level.



wan. The trimmed annual income of Japanese immigrants ($57,000) is
higher than that for immigrants from Hong Kong and Taiwan. Among
the 14 percent of Japanese households at financial risk, only 2.4 percent
live paycheck to paycheck. The wealth holding status of Japanese immi-
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Table 5.2 Wealth Holding Status by Asian Group

Trimmed
Asset Net- Paycheck- Annual 

Sufficient Insufficient Poor Debtor to-Paycheck Incomea

Native white 0.564 0.257 0.052 0.114 0.014 $52,867
Asian American 0.523 0.251 0.055 0.147 0.024 $57,359

HK–Taiwan Chinese 0.685 0.202 0.027 0.061 0.025 $54,010
Mainland Chinese 0.549 0.250 0.060 0.082 0.059 $52,394
Filipino 0.468 0.325 0.059 0.124 0.023 $54,759
Japanese 0.491 0.373 0.037 0.076 0.024 $56,984
Asian Indian 0.491 0.302 0.053 0.137 0.016 $58,720
Korean 0.451 0.290 0.079 0.159 0.022 $49,184
Vietnamese 0.407 0.287 0.131 0.131 0.045 $51,613

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Annual income is trimmed at 130 percent poverty line at the bottom and $100,000 at the top.
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Figure 5.2 Wealth Holding Status by Asian Group

Source: Author’s compilation.



Table 5.3 Selected Percentiles of Net Worth, Asset, and Debt by Asian Group

Net Worth Assets Debts

5th 50th 95th 5th 50th 95th 5th 50th 95th

Native white −11,670 71,886 685,416 1,693 152,786 847,945 0 47,837 262,501
Asian American −18,247 66,085 816,792 706 161,054 1,037,901 0 63,996 336,680

HK–Taiwan Chinese −807 161,254 956,785 3,667 305,769 1,010,827 0 93,788 369,831
Mainland Chinese −8,267 74,642 756,422 0 160,304 977,757 0 23,599 287,977
Filipino −13,025 56,900 607,440 1,729 173,979 820,307 0 83,678 322,829
Japanese −13,546 42,484 716,746 1,309 134,365 977,894 0 39,378 341,603
Asian Indian −16,911 76,250 632,971 2,658 158,477 871,203 0 55,150 320,930
Korean −16,221 31,576 475,782 2,282 93,438 640,419 0 24,020 284,100
Vietnamese −15,330 30,851 693,123 0 100,500 952,600 0 28,220 281,945

Source: Author’s compilation.



Table 5.4 Homeownership by Demographic Characteristics and Asian Group

25 to 45 to 
Total 44 64 Unmarried Married 0 1 to 2 Children 3 + Education < 12 Education ≥ 12

Native white 0.708 0.632 0.790 0.498 0.834 0.643 0.771 0.780 0.485 0.724
Asian American 0.636 0.559 0.796 0.451 0.758 0.533 0.754 0.612 0.648 0.636

HK–Taiwan Chinese 0.740 0.664 0.855 0.513 0.857 0.464 0.842 0.960 0.404 0.750
Mainland Chinese 0.570 0.527 0.631 0.373 0.657 0.425 0.653 0.665 0.231 0.606
Filipino 0.642 0.529 0.751 0.476 0.723 0.608 0.639 0.760 0.623 0.644
Japanese 0.503 0.376 0.713 0.390 0.587 0.362 0.591 0.888 0.596 0.499
Asian Indian 0.551 0.510 0.662 0.252 0.630 0.301 0.640 0.778 0.331 0.557
Korean 0.490 0.459 0.546 0.445 0.504 0.448 0.467 0.685 0.853 0.482
Vietnamese 0.548 0.547 0.549 0.383 0.642 0.450 0.674 0.419 0.264 0.603

Source: Author’s compilation.



whose ratio is close to 1 (0.92). For some groups, having more children has
a promoting effect, which is the strongest for Japanese immigrants. For
others, such as native whites and mainland Chinese immigrants, it has lit-
tle effect, whereas for Asian Americans and Vietnamese immigrants, it
has a detrimental effect. Education, too, promotes homeownership for
some groups, including Hong Kong–Taiwan, mainland Chinese, Viet-
namese, and Indian immigrants, but has either no effect or a negative one
for Filipino, Japanese, and Korean immigrants.

In sum, the differential effects of age, marital status, number of chil-
dren, and education are much more important than composition effects
in explaining homeownership gaps among Asian immigrant groups, na-
tive whites, and Asian Americans. Although the gaps observed within
Asian immigrant groups are smaller than those within their Latino coun-
terparts, the conclusion about a small role of composition effects and the
large role of differential effects of demographics holds for both.

Negative Home Equity

Some homeowners have mortgages that exceed the current market value
of the home, that is, negative home equity (NHE). NHE is a hidden risk
among the middle class. Figure 5.8 (details in table 5.6) examines the
crude rate and three adjusted rates of NHE among homeowners. Filipino
and Japanese immigrants stand out in that their NHE doubles all other
groups shown. After adjustments are made for the composition of mar-
riage and number of children, Japanese immigrants show the elevated
NHE rate. This uniqueness  may suggest an excessive use of home equity
loans. It is worth noting that it is not the less-advantaged groups such as
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Table 5.5 Odds Ratio of Homeownership by Demographic Characteristics and
Asian Group

45 to 64 Married 0 Children 3 + Children Education ≥ 12

Native white 2.19 5.05 0.53 1.05 2.79
Asian American 3.07 3.81 0.37 0.51 0.95

HK–Taiwan Chinese 2.98 5.68 0.16 4.51 4.42
Mainland Chinese 1.54 3.21 0.39 1.06 5.10
Filipino 2.68 2.88 0.88 1.79 1.09
Japanese 4.13 2.23 0.39 5.51 0.67
Asian Indian 1.89 5.04 0.24 1.97 2.54
Korean 1.42 1.27 0.92 2.48 0.16
Vietnamese 1.01 2.89 0.40 0.35 4.24

Source: Author’s compilation.
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Figure 5.8 Crude and Adjusted Negative Home Equity Rates Among
Homeowners by Asian Group

Source: Author’s compilation.

Table 5.6 Negative Home Equity Rates Among Homeowners by 
Asian Group

Crude Adj1a Adj3b Adj4c

Native white 0.034 0.034 0.034 0.034
Asian American 0.046 0.048 0.049 0.045

HK–Taiwan Chinese 0.027 0.023 0.020 0.019
Mainland Chinese 0.023 0.021 0.022 0.016
Filipino 0.075 0.074 0.077 0.076
Japanese 0.076 0.075 0.118 0.115
Asian Indian 0.034 0.025 0.024 0.022
Korean 0.047 0.051 0.045 0.031
Vietnamese 0.036 0.036 0.045 0.044

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Adj1 adjusts for age composition.
b Adj3 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, and number of children.
c Adj4 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, number of children, and education
levels.



Korean and Vietnamese immigrants but instead the relatively well-off
groups (Filipino and Japanese) who exhibit the NHE problem.

Mortgages

Some homeowners have paid off their mortgages, and others have not.
Although most take a single mortgage, in the past two decades more and
more have taken either second mortgages or home equity loans. Because
home equity loans do not have a fixed term or a fixed amount, a home-
owner using then to cover consumption debt may end up with negative
home equity or even face foreclosure of the loan and sale of their home.
Table 5.7 classifies Asian immigrant households into three categories:
those who have paid off mortgages, those with one mortgage, and those
with second mortgages or home equity loans. Similar to native whites,
about 20 percent of Chinese immigrants have paid off their mortgages.
The percentage for all other groups who have paid off mortgages is
lower. For all groups, more than 65 percent are paying one mortgage.
The proportion of second mortgages is 12.6 percent among native-white
homeowners and 14.6 percent among Asian Americans, reflecting the
trend of increasing financial risk among the middle class. For Japanese
immigrant homeowners, the figure is 20 percent, and for Filipino it is
12.9 percent. These relatively high rates among are a reason for the
higher NHE rates documented earlier. By contrast, among mainland
Chinese immigrants the proportion taking second mortgages is only 6.1
percent. Immigrants from Hong Kong, Taiwan, India, Korea, and Viet-
nam also take out fewer second mortgages than native whites.

Mortgages can be better understood with the duration of homeown-
ership, examined in table 5.8. About 65 percent of all Asian immigrant
homeowners had bought their home within the previous ten years.
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Table 5.7 Number of Mortgages Among Homeowners by Asian Group

0 1 2+

Native white 0.200 0.674 0.126
Asian American 0.136 0.718 0.146

HK–Taiwan Chinese 0.191 0.724 0.085
Mainland Chinese 0.180 0.759 0.061
Filipino 0.067 0.805 0.129
Japanese 0.065 0.734 0.201
Asian Indian 0.069 0.818 0.113
Korean 0.149 0.756 0.095
Vietnamese 0.164 0.766 0.070

Source: Author’s compilation.



Table 5.8 Mortgages and NHE among Homeowners by Years of Ownership and Asian Group

Proportion 2 + Mortgages Prop. NHE

< 10 10 ∼ 19 20 + < 10 10 ∼ 19 20 + < 10 10 ∼ 19 20 +

Native white 0.580 0.245 0.175 0.129 0.151 0.080 0.053 0.033 0.017
Asian American 0.670 0.216 0.114 0.142 0.154 0.161 0.059 0.060 0.027

HK–Taiwan Chinese 0.713 0.245 0.042 0.075 0.077 0.309 0.052 0.018 0.000
Mainland Chinese 0.700 0.199 0.101 0.037 0.117 n.a. 0.027 0.000 0.043
Filipino 0.633 0.269 0.098 0.098 0.180 n.a. 0.104 0.069 0.000
Japanese 0.642 0.298 0.060 0.147 0.296 0.298 0.104 0.070 0.000
Asian Indian 0.789 0.184 0.027 0.113 0.129 n.a. 0.054 0.000 n.a.
Korean 0.691 0.253 0.056 0.075 0.168 0.000 0.082 0.034 0.000
Vietnamese 0.752 0.217 0.031 0.065 0.071 n.a. 0.060 0.015 n.a.

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: n.a. indicates a cell size < 10.



play important roles here. Filipino and Vietnamese immigrants, for ex-
ample, are more likely to participate in the government programs than
native whites. High mortgage interest rates are not always a problem for
immigrants. In fact, some groups, such as Hong Kong, Taiwan, and In-
dian immigrants are generally able to obtain lower interest rates than na-
tive whites. In short, mortgage behaviors among Asian immigrant
groups vary widely, much more so than homeownership.

Compared to Latino immigrants (see chapter 4), Asian immigrants are
more likely to take second mortgages, but they are less likely to have
NHE. Although high poverty rates may explain the high FHA-VA partic-
ipation of many Latino immigrant groups, it is the immigration history
that seems to explain the high participation among Filipino immigrants,
whose poverty rate is low, and Vietnamese immigrants, whose poverty
rate is high but not higher than that of many Latino immigrant groups. A
most noteworthy difference between Asian and Latino immigrants is that
the proportion of all Latino groups shouldering high interest rates is
greater than that of most of their Asian counterparts. Filipino and Japa-
nese proportions are comparable with those of Latino immigrants.

Liquid Financial Assets

Financial emergencies are unavoidable. Households with enough liquid
financial assets are more secure than those with no assets or only illiquid
or quasi-liquid assets. This section examines assets such as stocks, mu-
tual funds, interest-earning savings and checking accounts, bonds, and
securities, and non-interest-earning checking accounts. These are liquid
assets families can draw on in an emergency. In this sense, both the prob-
ability of having such assets and enough of them are important to as-
sessing financial security. Using a cutoff of $20,000 as sufficient, the dif-
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Table 5.9 Program and Interest Rate of First Home Mortgage by 
Asian Group

FHA–VA < 7.0 ≥ 8.5

Native white 0.200 0.331 0.172
Asian American 0.205 0.371 0.102

HK–Taiwan Chinese 0.104 0.429 0.066
Mainland Chinese 0.131 0.399 0.147
Filipino 0.270 0.261 0.212
Japanese 0.111 0.345 0.200
Asian Indian 0.132 0.513 0.071
Korean 0.133 0.277 0.133
Vietnamese 0.246 0.401 0.123

Source: Author’s compilation.



have NHE, their liquid financial security is sound, meaning that they are
less likely to be at risk of losing their homes.

A remarkable difference between Asian and Latino immigrants (see
results from chapter 4) is the economic security of the former and the
vulnerability of the latter. Evidence of this difference includes the higher
percentages of Asian immigrants who own stocks and mutual funds,
easy-withdrawal accounts in financial institutions, non–interest-earning
checking accounts, and an adequate amount of liquid financial equity.

Retirement Accounts

Liquid financial assets are used to cope with emergencies. Retirement ac-
counts are for old-age security. Even among the well-educated in the
mainstream economy, the average immigrant works fewer adult produc-
tive years in the United States (PAYUS) than the average native. It is
therefore important to assess how prepared Asian immigrants are for
their retirement support. Figure 5.10 presents the crude and adjusted
rates of two types of retirement accounts—IRA and Keogh combined,
which are funded by individual contributions, and 401(k)s, which are
funded by both employee and employer contributions, and the total re-
tirement accounts (see table 5.11 for detail).

Retirement accounts are an area where the native advantage is clear
but the native-immigrant gap is nonetheless remarkably small. The
crude rate of IRA-Keogh ownership is highest for Asian Americans, with

Asian Immigrants 167

Table 5.10 Ownership of Liquid Financial Assets by Asian Group

$20,000 or 
More Combined

Stock Non-
Mutual Int. Bank Interest 
Fund Account Checkinga Crude Adj4b

Native white 0.328 0.720 0.434 0.284 0.284
Asian American 0.323 0.764 0.477 0.281 0.292

HK–Taiwan Chinese 0.438 0.795 0.443 0.383 0.339
Mainland Chinese 0.309 0.748 0.290 0.310 0.285
Filipino 0.209 0.690 0.478 0.245 0.235
Japanese 0.258 0.719 0.404 0.361 0.430
Asian Indian 0.388 0.735 0.376 0.336 0.308
Korean 0.174 0.537 0.528 0.172 0.167
Vietnamese 0.206 0.611 0.365 0.190 0.216

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Among those who have no interest-earning bank accounts.
b Adj4 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, number of children, and education levels.



Filipino and Korean immigrants having a lower rate. Adjusting for the
composition of age and liquid financial assets raises the rate only for Ko-
reans. The rate of 401(k) ownership is high for four groups: native
whites, Asian Americans, Filipino immigrants, and Vietnamese immi-
grants. The Korean immigrant rate remains the lowest. This pattern sug-
gests that the types of jobs Filipinos and Vietnamese hold tend to make
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Figure 5.10 Crude and Adjusted Retirement Account Rates by Asian Group

Source: Author’s compilation.

Table 5.11 Retirement Account Ownership by Asian Group

IRA–Keogh 401k Total

Crude Adja Crude Adja Crude Adja

Native white 0.308 0.308 0.434 0.434 0.568 0.568
Asian American 0.330 0.337 0.467 0.459 0.595 0.590

HK–Taiwan Chinese 0.322 0.282 0.400 0.329 0.500 0.430
Mainland Chinese 0.242 0.233 0.297 0.290 0.404 0.393
Filipino 0.222 0.229 0.453 0.458 0.552 0.560
Japanese 0.293 0.275 0.317 0.318 0.444 0.428
Asian Indian 0.258 0.257 0.430 0.414 0.515 0.526
Korean 0.138 0.218 0.204 0.244 0.267 0.358
Vietnamese 0.245 0.282 0.420 0.450 0.464 0.503

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Adj adjusts for the composition of age and ownership of $20,000 liquid financial asset.



A major difference between Asian and Latino immigrants is the Asian
advantage in obtaining employer-provided life insurance. Except for Ko-
reans, many of whom are self employed, a higher percentage of nearly all
Asian immigrant groups have employer-provided life insurance than
their Latino counterparts, reflecting more ability to obtain jobs with de-
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Figure 5.11 Crude and Adjusted Life Insurance Rates by Asian Group

Source: Author’s compilation.

Table 5.12 Life Insurance by Asian Group

Employer-Provided Self-Bought Total

Crude Adja Crude Adja Crude Adja

Native white 0.564 0.564 0.457 0.457 0.784 0.784
Asian American 0.553 0.534 0.349 0.361 0.722 0.710

HK–Taiwan Chinese 0.475 0.527 0.414 0.348 0.686 0.693
Mainland Chinese 0.328 0.288 0.378 0.368 0.591 0.556
Filipino 0.566 0.556 0.452 0.430 0.775 0.746
Japanese 0.406 0.402 0.441 0.432 0.685 0.687
Asian Indian 0.548 0.451 0.300 0.331 0.719 0.677
Korean 0.273 0.288 0.281 0.239 0.488 0.482
Vietnamese 0.378 0.410 0.247 0.238 0.536 0.556

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Adj4 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, number of children, and education levels.



Consumer debt is the one of a few areas in which Asian and Latino im-
migrant groups are notably similar. All groups have a substantial rate
and a similar amount of consumer debt. In the sense of consumption as-
similation, both Asian and Latino immigrants have “successfully” as-
similated to the American consumer debt culture.
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Figure 5.12 Crude and Adjusted Rates of Consumer Debts by Asian Group

Source: Author’s compilation.

Table 5.13 Consumer Debts by Asian Group

Credit Card Debts

Crude Adj4a Amount Trim. Amount

Native white 0.598 0.598 $6,141 $5,658
Asian American 0.578 0.539 $6,840 $6,704

HK–Taiwan Chinese 0.426 0.404 $11,175 $5,729
Mainland Chinese 0.378 0.351 $5,863 $6,177
Filipino 0.655 0.627 $7,349 $6,769
Japanese 0.498 0.501 $8,749 $7,740
Asian Indian 0.475 0.453 $7,150 $6,623
Korean 0.510 0.447 $6,513 $6,460
Vietnamese 0.461 0.440 $6,270 $6,339

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Adj4 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, number of children, and education
levels.



porary Asian immigrant ethnic businesses will better our understanding
of the relative importance of financial, social, and human capital in eth-
nic entrepreneurship.

The relatively high education levels and relatively low wealth levels
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Figure 5.13 Crude and Adjusted Rates of Business Ownership by
Asian Group

Source: Author’s compilation.

Table 5.14 Business Ownership by Asian Group

Crude Adj1a Adj3b Adj4c

Native white 0.158 0.158 0.158 0.158
Asian American 0.161 0.171 0.173 0.165

HK–Taiwan Chinese 0.247 0.253 0.206 0.193
Mainland Chinese 0.167 0.170 0.163 0.159
Filipino 0.077 0.076 0.085 0.084
Japanese 0.164 0.179 0.229 0.215
Asian Indian 0.146 0.179 0.188 0.176
Korean 0.252 0.275 0.214 0.205
Vietnamese 0.181 0.179 0.166 0.185

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Adj1 adjusts for age composition.
b Adj3 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, and number of children.
c Adj4 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, number of children, and education
levels.



Most waves of Haitian immigration to the United States have arisen
from the country’s political and economic instability (Pedraza and Rum-
baut 1996). The first group of Haitian immigrants arrived during the
American occupation of Haiti at the beginning of the twentieth century.
In the late 1950s and early 1960s, upper-class Haitians came to the United
States fleeing dictatorship, resulting in a brain drain. The large wave of
uneducated peasants and urban residents who escaped the country’s re-
pression and violence during the late 1970s and early 1980s arrived in
small boats, and were therefore known as the boat people. The 1981 U.S.
policy to interdict Haitian immigrants made them unwelcome economic
refugees subject to deportation. A coup in 1991 killed many Haitians and
created another large-scale exodus from the country. More than 40,000
came to the United States by boat in 1991 and 1992. In 1992, U.S. policy
dictated deportation of Haitians without screening, an order supported
by the Supreme Court in 1993. Economic embargos, diplomatic isolation,
and economic problems continued to sustain large-scale emigration.
This has created a large overseas Haitian population: about one out of
every six Haitians lives abroad. About 420,000 Haitian immigrants were
living in the United States in 2000, many of whom were unauthorized.

Figure 6.1 shows that the age structure of Haitian immigrants is fairly
balanced—58 percent are in the younger group, between twenty-five
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Figure 6.1 Demographics by Black Group
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nual income to reveal the masked differences by examining only the
wealth holding status. The trimmed average annual income is highest
for native whites, varies among the black immigrant groups, and is low
for African Americans.

Although 56 percent of native whites achieve sufficient wealth hold-
ing, only 17 percent of African Americans do. The large trimmed income
gap between native whites and African Americans ($53,000 versus
$40,000) exacerbates this gap. When sufficient and insufficient statuses
are combined, 82 percent of native whites and 56 percent of African
Americans live above asset poverty. Compared to native whites, African
Americans are substantially more likely to be net-debtors (18 percent
versus 11 percent) and living paycheck to paycheck (13 percent versus
1.4 percent).

Among black immigrant groups, Jamaicans fare the best. Approxi-
mately 40 percent achieve sufficient status and 70 percent are above the
asset poverty line. Their trimmed annual income is $54,000, similar to
that of native whites, and their paycheck-to-paycheck rate of 6 percent is
the lowest. The next in line are Haitians, with a trimmed annual income
of $39,000, 23 percent achieving sufficient status, 50 percent escaping as-
set poverty, and 9 percent living paycheck to paycheck. Economic inse-
curity is also severe for African immigrants, only 17 percent achieving
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Figure 6.2 Wealth Holding Status by Black Group
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percentile, Haitian immigrants stand out as having the highest negative
net worth. African immigrants come in a distant second. At the ninety-
fifth percentile, native white net worth ($685,000) is 1.8 times that of Ja-
maicans, the most prosperous black group. Haitian immigrants, African
Americans, and African immigrants are lower and in a rank order at
their ninety-fifth percentile of net worth. As a result, the spread of net
worth distribution is widest for native whites and narrowest for African
immigrants.

Between-group differences in assets are similar to but slightly less
dramatic than those in net worth. For example, the median for native
whites is now about six times of that for African Americans and 50 per-
cent more than that for Jamaicans. This is true at the two ends of the dis-
tribution. The between-group disparities in debts are higher at the me-
dian than at the ninety-fifth percentile. At the ninety-fifth percentile, the
debts of Jamaican and African immigrants almost reach parity with
those of native whites. African Americans and Haitians are similarly low
at both the median and the ninety-fifth percentile. Because most debts
are secured with assets as collateral, the high level of debt among Ja-
maican and African immigrants suggests that they have greater credit
worth than other black groups. At the same time, they are constrained by
the housing, lending, and financial market discrimination and are sub-
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Figure 6.4 Net Worth and Debts as Percentage of Native Whites' Total
Asset by Black Group

Source: Author’s compilation.

100

80

60

40

20

0
nv_wht nv_blk HTI JAM AFR

tnw scdbt usdbt

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge

Figure 6.5 Net Worth and Debts as Percentage of Total Asset by Black Group

Source: Author’s compilation.



own a home. The connection between having children and owning a
home is the strongest for Haitian and African immigrants. A larger num-
ber of children also increases the odds for Haitians. The reason the num-
ber of children does not increase the homeownership much for Ja-
maicans may be because Jamaicans’ better financial situation allows
them to purchase a home before having children. Finally, education is
most important for African immigrants. For those having a high school
degree or above versus those who do not have a degree, the ratio is as
high as 5.63, which is much higher than that of native whites (2.79) and
African Americans (2.07). Because education is a component of social
class, those with higher education are more likely to be middle class, al-
lowing them to cross the color line. Education, however, is not a decisive
factor for Jamaicans. Perhaps, as a new model minority group, their eth-
nic niche provides them opportunities for upward mobility regardless of
education.

Another useful way to examine group differences in homeownership
is to compare rates after adjusting black group demographics to match
those of native whites. Figure 6.7 presents the crude homeownership
rates (without adjustments), the rates adjusting for age, marital status
and number of children, and education. The homeownership of black
groups is not sensitive to age adjustment. After adjusting for marital sta-
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tus and number of children, African American and Haitian immigrant
rates increase but those of African immigrants decrease. Adjustment for
education does not significantly affect rates. Overall, the composition in
marriage and presence of children explains the homeownership gap
among black groups.

A household cannot have home equity without owning a home. Nega-
tive home equity (NHE) indicates that the market value of the home is
lower than the mortgage or mortgages on the home, a grave financial dan-
ger for a household. Figure 6.8  shows that the NHE rates for all black
groups are higher than the rate for native whites (see table 6.6 for detail).
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Table 6.5 Odds Ratio of Homeownership by Demographic Characteristics and
Black Group

45 to 64 Married 0 Children 3 + Children Education ≥ 12

Native white 2.19 5.05 0.53 1.05 2.79
African American 2.80 4.04 0.84 0.66 2.07

Haitian 1.33 5.66 0.67 2.13 1.83
Jamaican 0.81 1.27 1.14 0.64 0.98
African immigrant 0.98 4.13 0.21 2.22 5.63

Source: Author’s compilation.
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Figure 6.7 Crude and Adjusted Homeownership Rates by Black Group
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Even for Jamaicans, who are better off than all other black groups, the rate
is more than 7 percent greater than that for African Americans and African
immigrants. Haitians have the highest rate, 10 percent. The rate for African
immigrants is a relatively low 5.5 percent. Adjusting for demographic
compositions reverses the NHE gap between native whites and Haitian
immigrants—the adjusted Haitian rate is the lowest. The African immi-
grant rate declines significantly after the full adjustment. Adjustments,
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Table 6.6 Negative Home Equity Rates by Black Group

Crude Adj1a Adj3b Adj4c

Native white 0.034 0.034 0.034 0.034
African American 0.072 0.073 0.072 0.072

Haitian 0.106 0.114 0.084 0.022
Jamaican 0.078 0.075 0.087 0.074
African immigrant 0.067 0.064 0.040 0.039

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Adj1 adjusts for age composition.
b Adj3 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, and number of children.
c Adj4 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, number of children, and education
levels.
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Figure 6.8 Crude and Adjusted Negative Home Equity Rates Among
Homeowners by Black Group

Source: Author’s compilation.



funds, interest-earning bank accounts, non-interest-earning bank ac-
counts, and $20,000 or more in financial assets. In liquid assets, native
whites have the absolute advantage over any black group. Although 33
percent of native whites own stocks and mutual funds, only 11 percent of
African Americans, 6 percent of Haitian and African immigrants, and 17
percent of Jamaican immigrants do. Black group, particularly African
American and Haitian, percentages for the interest-earning bank ac-
counts are much lower than native white. African Americans and Hait-
ian and African immigrants are also the most disadvantaged in owner-
ship of non-interest-earning checking accounts. It is for the $20,000 or
more in financial assets that African immigrants sink to the bottom, with
their ownership rate at 3.1 percent, compared to 28 percent for native
whites, 16 percent for Jamaican immigrants, 7 percent for African Amer-
icans, and 6 percent for Haitian immigrants. If adjustments are made for
demographic composition, the African immigrant rate is still the lowest.
Thus, among black groups, Jamaicans are better financially prepared for
emergencies and African immigrants the least prepared.

The purpose of retirement accounts is to ensure security in old age.
Retirement accounts can also be used as collateral or be liquidated in an
emergency, making these accounts quasi-liquid assets. Figure 6.10 (table
6.11) shows that the gaps between whites and black gaps are large in
ownership of the two major types of retirement accounts, IRA or Keogh
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are similar among native whites, African Americans, and Jamaican im-
migrants, with Haitian and African immigrants lagging.

Consumer debts are an area in which white-black gaps are small (see
figure 6.12 and table 6.13). Jamaican immigrants appear to adapt Ameri-
can consumerism quickly and surpass native whites in consumer debt
rates (62 percent versus 60 percent). The African American rate is the low-
est (48 percent) but is still not substantially lower than that of native
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Figure 6.10 Crude and Adjusted Rates of Retirement Accounts by 
Black Group

Source: Author’s compilation.

Table 6.11 Crude and Adjusted Rates of Retirement Accounts by 
Black Group

Ira/Keo 401k Total

Crude Adja Crude Adja Crude Adja

Native white 0.308 0.308 0.434 0.434 0.568 0.568
African American 0.072 0.131 0.239 0.296 0.272 0.351

Haitian 0.095 0.107 0.122 0.186 0.186 0.236
Jamaican 0.092 0.120 0.297 0.323 0.333 0.370
African immigrant 0.062 0.126 0.301 0.287 0.329 0.338

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Adj adjusts for the composition of age and ownership of $20,000 liquid financial asset.



whites. After being adjusted for demographic composition, the rates for
both Jamaicans and African immigrants are higher than those for native
whites and the gap between native whites and African Americans and
Haitians is only 1 to 3 percentage points. Little group difference can be
found in the average amount of credit card debt. After the very small and
very large debts are trimmed, the average credit card debt level is high-
est for African Americans. With low levels of net worth and liquid finan-
cial assets, the white-parity rates and amount of consumer debts place all
blacks, native or immigrant, in greater financial instability.
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Figure 6.11 Crude and Adjusted Rates of Life Insurance by Black Group

Source: Author’s compilation.

Table 6.12 Crude and Adjusted Rates of Life Insurance by Black Group

Employer-provided Self-bought Total

Crude Adj4a Crude Adj4a Crude Adj4a

Native white 0.564 0.564 0.457 0.457 0.784 0.784
African American 0.450 0.546 0.366 0.422 0.658 0.755

Haitian 0.317 0.299 0.258 0.424 0.503 0.638
Jamaican 0.491 0.513 0.379 0.378 0.667 0.668
African immigrant 0.410 0.398 0.282 0.274 0.568 0.575

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Adj4 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, number of children, and education levels.



It is conventional wisdom that immigrants are more likely than na-
tives to be self-employed. Figure 6.13 ( table 6.14) examines ownership of
business equity. Like net worth, business equity ranges from negative to
positive. Ownership of business equity therefore indicates household
members are self-employed or own small businesses. The business eq-
uity ownership rate is 15.8 percent for native whites, with African immi-
grants coming in a close second at 13.1 percent. The rate is particularly
low among African Americans (5.4 percent) and Haitian immigrants (3.5
percent) and also low among Jamaican immigrants (8.6 percent), consis-
tent with findings about low self-employment rates among these three
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Figure 6.12 Crude and Adjusted Rates of Consumer Debts by Black Group

Source: Author’s compilation.

Table 6.13 Crude and Adjusted Consumer Debts by Black Group

Crude Adj4a Amount Trim. Amount

Native white 0.598 0.598 $6,141 $5,658
African American 0.477 0.587 $5,233 $5,068

Haitian 0.508 0.573 $5,551 $5,346
Jamaican 0.616 0.633 $5,268 $5,328
African immigrant 0.517 0.619 $6,243 $6,400

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Adj4 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, number of children, and educa-
tion levels.



groups. However, adjusting for age composition (proxy for experience)
boosts the business ownership rate for African immigrants to approach
that of native whites. Additional adjustment for the composition of mar-
riage and presence of children (proxy for social capital), increases the
business ownership rate for African Americans. Education composition,
however, does not appear to influence the group gaps. After the full ad-
justment, African immigrants are the only ones who match native whites
in business ownership. All other black group rates remain very low.
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Figure 6.13 Crude and Adjusted Rates of Business Ownership by 
Black Group

Source: Author’s compilation.

Table 6.14 Business Ownership by Black Group

Crude Adj1a Adj3b Adj4c

Native white 0.158 0.158 0.158 0.158
African American 0.054 0.055 0.070 0.072

Haitian 0.035 0.035 0.044 0.043
Jamaican 0.086 0.082 0.075 0.074
African immigrant 0.131 0.154 0.157 0.156

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Adj1 adjusts for age composition.
b Adj3 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, and number of children.
c Adj4 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, number of children, and education
levels.



Table 6.1 Demographic and Socioeconomic Differences by Black Group

25 to 44 Married 0 Children 3 + Children Education < 12 Povertya Sample

Native white 0.518 0.626 0.498 0.104 0.064 0.091 98,010
African American 0.564 0.338 0.421 0.155 0.150 0.275 14,322

Haitian 0.575 0.482 0.183 0.272 0.240 0.279 14,204
Jamaican 0.567 0.562 0.443 0.132 0.134 0.145 14,247
African immigrant 0.755 0.526 0.388 0.335 0.087 0.173 14,184

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Less than 130 percent poverty level.



Table 6.2 Wealth Holding Status by Black Group (Percentage)

Paycheck- Trimmed
Sufficient Insufficient Asset Poor Net Debtor to-paycheck Annual Incomea

Native white 0.564 0.257 0.052 0.114 0.014 $52,867
African American 0.256 0.307 0.120 0.184 0.134 $40,330

Haitian 0.233 0.263 0.173 0.239 0.091 $38,637
Jamaican 0.400 0.302 0.098 0.142 0.059 $54,030
African immigrant 0.167 0.432 0.096 0.215 0.089 $47,224

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Annual income is trimmed at 130% poverty line at the bottom and $100,000 at the top.



Table 6.3 Selected Percentiles of Net Worth, Asset, and Debt by Black Group

Net Worth Assets Debts

5th 50th 95th 5th 50th 95th 5th 50th 95th

Native white −11,670 71,886 685,416 1,693 152,786 847,945 0 47,837 262,501
African American −14,625 6,183 174,963 0 20,000 277,776 0 7,782 157,784

Haitian −30,701 3,696 233,808 0 12,852 331,918 0 6,773 166,300
Jamaican −14,161 27,705 373,885 0 108,289 462,069 0 40,500 244,949
African immigrant −21,931 5,976 133,524 0 19,285 314,725 0 13,500 240,300

Source: Author’s compilation.



Table 6.4 Homeownership by Demographic Characteristics and Black Group

25 to 45 to 
Total 44 64 Unmarried Married 0 Children 1 to 2 Children 3 + Education < 12 Education ≥ 12

Native white 0.708 0.632 0.790 0.498 0.834 0.643 0.771 0.780 0.485 0.724
African American 0.447 0.338 0.588 0.333 0.669 0.437 0.481 0.380 0.303 0.473

Haitian 0.399 0.370 0.439 0.211 0.602 0.278 0.365 0.551 0.296 0.435
Jamaican 0.612 0.633 0.584 0.579 0.637 0.643 0.613 0.503 0.615 0.611
African immigrant 0.395 0.396 0.391 0.226 0.547 0.147 0.446 0.641 0.115 0.423

Source: Author’s compilation.



tus and number of children, African American and Haitian immigrant
rates increase but those of African immigrants decrease. Adjustment for
education does not significantly affect rates. Overall, the composition in
marriage and presence of children explains the homeownership gap
among black groups.

A household cannot have home equity without owning a home. Nega-
tive home equity (NHE) indicates that the market value of the home is
lower than the mortgage or mortgages on the home, a grave financial dan-
ger for a household. Figure 6.8  shows that the NHE rates for all black
groups are higher than the rate for native whites (see table 6.6 for detail).
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Table 6.5 Odds Ratio of Homeownership by Demographic Characteristics and
Black Group

45 to 64 Married 0 Children 3 + Children Education ≥ 12

Native white 2.19 5.05 0.53 1.05 2.79
African American 2.80 4.04 0.84 0.66 2.07

Haitian 1.33 5.66 0.67 2.13 1.83
Jamaican 0.81 1.27 1.14 0.64 0.98
African immigrant 0.98 4.13 0.21 2.22 5.63

Source: Author’s compilation.
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Figure 6.7 Crude and Adjusted Homeownership Rates by Black Group

Source: Author’s compilation.



Even for Jamaicans, who are better off than all other black groups, the rate
is more than 7 percent greater than that for African Americans and African
immigrants. Haitians have the highest rate, 10 percent. The rate for African
immigrants is a relatively low 5.5 percent. Adjusting for demographic
compositions reverses the NHE gap between native whites and Haitian
immigrants—the adjusted Haitian rate is the lowest. The African immi-
grant rate declines significantly after the full adjustment. Adjustments,
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Table 6.6 Negative Home Equity Rates by Black Group

Crude Adj1a Adj3b Adj4c

Native white 0.034 0.034 0.034 0.034
African American 0.072 0.073 0.072 0.072

Haitian 0.106 0.114 0.084 0.022
Jamaican 0.078 0.075 0.087 0.074
African immigrant 0.067 0.064 0.040 0.039

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Adj1 adjusts for age composition.
b Adj3 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, and number of children.
c Adj4 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, number of children, and education
levels.
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Figure 6.8 Crude and Adjusted Negative Home Equity Rates Among
Homeowners by Black Group

Source: Author’s compilation.



however, do not change the rates for African Americans and Jamaican im-
migrants. These mixed Caribbean and African patterns suggest that
Africanness versus Caribbeanness is not necessarily an explanation.

A household can have paid off the mortgage on its home or it can have
one or more mortgages. Table 6.7 shows that among homeowners,
African Americans appear to be better off than native whites, given that
24.6 percent have paid off their mortgages (compared to 20 percent of na-
tive whites) and only 6.4 percent have more than one mortgage (com-
pared to 12.6 percent of native whites). Lending institutions sometimes
aggressively encourage homeowners to use home equity loans for home
improvement, investment in other areas, or payoff of credit card debts.
Although having more than one mortgage may reflect middle-class fi-
nancial strategies, it has been pointed out that such strategies may lead
to accruing overwhelming debts that in turn lead to foreclosure. In this
sense, the high rate of multiple mortgages among African immigrants
(17.7 percent) is not a good sign. Given their low mortgage payoff rate of
9 percent, African immigrant homeowners are financially unstable
among groups compared here.

Mortgage characteristics may differ by length of homeownership.
Table 6.8 looks more deeply into this possibility. When the sample size
under specific length of ownership is less than ten, its statistics are un-
stable, indicated as n.a. in the table. The left panel shows the proportion
of household falling in each length of homeownership. Around 70 per-
cent of all black immigrant homeowners bought their houses within ten
years. Small sample sizes in the long-term (twenty or more years) cate-
gory are found for Haitian and African immigrant homeowners. A small
sample size in the medium-length (ten to nineteen years) category is
found for African immigrant homeowners.

The native white pattern of more than one mortgage is curvilinear
with a higher rate at the medium-length and lower rates at the short- and
long-term ownership. This pattern repeats for Jamaican immigrants.
Compared with native white new homeowners, new African immigrant
homeowners are more likely to take two or more mortgages and their
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Table 6.7 Number of Mortgages Among Homeowners by Black Group

0 1 2 +

Native white 0.200 0.674 0.126
African American 0.246 0.690 0.064

Haitian 0.155 0.770 0.075
Jamaican 0.117 0.794 0.090
African immigrant 0.090 0.732 0.177

Source: Author’s compilation.



Table 6.8 Mortgages and NHE Among Homeowners by Years of Ownership and Black Group

Proportion 2 + Mortgages Prop. NHE

< 10 10 ∼ 19 20 + < 10 10 ∼ 19 20 + < 10 10 ∼ 19 20 +

Native white 0.580 0.245 0.175 0.129 0.151 0.080 0.053 0.033 0.017
African American 0.515 0.248 0.236 0.064 0.070 0.055 0.111 0.065 0.048

Haitian 0.701 0.231 0.067 0.064 0.133 n.a. 0.134 0.082 0.000
Jamaican 0.687 0.227 0.085 0.060 0.192 0.059 0.133 0.051 0.284
African immigrant 0.831 0.096 0.073 0.180 n.a. n.a. 0.100 n.a. n.a.

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: n.a. indicates cell size < 10.



Haitian and Jamaican counterparts less likely. This mixed pattern sug-
gests that being black might not be the major factor blocking the access
to the lending market. The timing of NHE (see the right panel of table
6.8) is more often during the short term than the medium or long term of
homeownership. Among new homeowners, the proportions of NHE for
black groups more than double the native white rate. Among long-term
homeowners, Jamaican immigrants are more likely to have negative
home equity. This analysis identifies the timing of financial risk facing
black immigrant homeowners.

Do black groups benefit from government programs sponsored by the
FHA and VA? Table 6.9 suggests that this is the case. However, relative to
other black groups, a smaller percentage of Haitians benefit from these
programs. This may have to do with the U.S. policy toward Haitian im-
migrants, who have not been treated as refugees. Another important as-
pect of mortgages is the interest rate. It has been documented that
African Americans are subject to higher mortgage rates. Do other black
groups face the same problem? Table 6.9 shows large variations in mort-
gage interest rates among black groups. The percentage of having a low
rate (under 7.0) is similar for native whites (33.1 percent) and Jamaican
immigrants (37.7 percent) and lower for African Americans (25.7 per-
cent), Haitian immigrants (14.9 percent), and African immigrants (19.3
percent). On the other end of the continuum, native whites have the ab-
solute advantage: the percentage having a high rate (greater than or
equal to 8.5 percent) is 17.2  percent, much lower than that for any black
group. Among black groups, the highest percentages occur among
African Americans and Haitian immigrants (31.7 percent and 33.3 per-
cent). This points to the insignificance of Africanness or Caribbeanness.

Other Assets and Debts

Liquid financial assets provide buffer against immediate hardships. Fig-
ure 6.9 (table 6.10) examines liquid asset ownership: stocks and mutual
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Table 6.9 Program and Interest Rate of First Home Mortgage by 
Black Group

FHA/VA < 7.0 ≥ 8.5

Native white 0.200 0.331 0.172
African American 0.452 0.257 0.317

Haitian 0.252 0.149 0.333
Jamaican 0.357 0.377 0.219
African immigrant 0.456 0.193 0.244

Source: Author’s compilation.



and 401(k). Whereas 31 percent of native whites have IRA-Keogh ac-
counts, only 6 to 10 percent of blacks do, with African immigrants at 6
percent. Adjusting for the composition of age and ownership of $20,000
or more in financial assets raises the rate of IRA-Keogh ownership to 11
to 13 percent for all black groups. That after-adjustment gaps are still
large suggests different planning strategies and constraints regarding
retirement accounts. Most 401(k) plans combine employer and em-
ployee contributions. More than 43 percent of native whites own 401(k)
accounts, a higher percentage than any black group. Among black
groups, about 30 percent of Jamaicans and African immigrants, 24 per-
cent of African Americans, and only 12 percent of Haitians do so. Ad-
justing for the composition of age and financial assets ownership does
not push Jamaican and African immigrant rates up but does for those of
African Americans and Haitians. This again suggests that old age sup-
port strategies and constraints differ between native whites and black
groups.

Life insurance is another way to protect family members in an emer-
gency situation. For workers in the primary labor market, employers
provide life insurance. When employers do not, individuals may buy it
on their own. Figure 6.11 (table 6.12) shows that the employer-provided
life insurance rate is the highest for native whites at 56 percent, higher
than for African Americans (45 percent), Haitian immigrants (32 per-
cent), Jamaican immigrants (49 percent), and African immigrants (41
percent). Adjusting for demographic composition does not significantly
affect the gaps except for African Americans. African Americans and Ja-
maican immigrants, however, compensate the deficit in employer-pro-
vided life insurance by buying it. The adjusted total life insurance rates
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Table 6.10 Ownership of Liquid Financial Assets by Black Group

$20,000 or 
More Combined

Stock Non-
Mutual Int. Bank Interest Liquid Liquid 
Fund Account Checkinga Crude Adj4b

Native white 0.328 0.720 0.434 0.284 0.284
African American 0.111 0.417 0.209 0.065 0.098

Haitian 0.055 0.418 0.253 0.057 0.101
Jamaican 0.168 0.554 0.290 0.160 0.199
African immigrant 0.082 0.567 0.231 0.031 0.065

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Among those which have no interest-earning bank accounts.
b Adj4 adjusts for age composition, marital status, number of children, and education levels.



are similar among native whites, African Americans, and Jamaican im-
migrants, with Haitian and African immigrants lagging.

Consumer debts are an area in which white-black gaps are small (see
figure 6.12 and table 6.13). Jamaican immigrants appear to adapt Ameri-
can consumerism quickly and surpass native whites in consumer debt
rates (62 percent versus 60 percent). The African American rate is the low-
est (48 percent) but is still not substantially lower than that of native
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Figure 6.10 Crude and Adjusted Rates of Retirement Accounts by 
Black Group

Source: Author’s compilation.

Table 6.11 Crude and Adjusted Rates of Retirement Accounts by 
Black Group

Ira/Keo 401k Total

Crude Adja Crude Adja Crude Adja

Native white 0.308 0.308 0.434 0.434 0.568 0.568
African American 0.072 0.131 0.239 0.296 0.272 0.351

Haitian 0.095 0.107 0.122 0.186 0.186 0.236
Jamaican 0.092 0.120 0.297 0.323 0.333 0.370
African immigrant 0.062 0.126 0.301 0.287 0.329 0.338

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Adj adjusts for the composition of age and ownership of $20,000 liquid financial asset.



whites. After being adjusted for demographic composition, the rates for
both Jamaicans and African immigrants are higher than those for native
whites and the gap between native whites and African Americans and
Haitians is only 1 to 3 percentage points. Little group difference can be
found in the average amount of credit card debt. After the very small and
very large debts are trimmed, the average credit card debt level is high-
est for African Americans. With low levels of net worth and liquid finan-
cial assets, the white-parity rates and amount of consumer debts place all
blacks, native or immigrant, in greater financial instability.
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Figure 6.11 Crude and Adjusted Rates of Life Insurance by Black Group

Source: Author’s compilation.

Table 6.12 Crude and Adjusted Rates of Life Insurance by Black Group

Employer-provided Self-bought Total

Crude Adj4a Crude Adj4a Crude Adj4a

Native white 0.564 0.564 0.457 0.457 0.784 0.784
African American 0.450 0.546 0.366 0.422 0.658 0.755

Haitian 0.317 0.299 0.258 0.424 0.503 0.638
Jamaican 0.491 0.513 0.379 0.378 0.667 0.668
African immigrant 0.410 0.398 0.282 0.274 0.568 0.575

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Adj4 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, number of children, and education levels.



It is conventional wisdom that immigrants are more likely than na-
tives to be self-employed. Figure 6.13 ( table 6.14) examines ownership of
business equity. Like net worth, business equity ranges from negative to
positive. Ownership of business equity therefore indicates household
members are self-employed or own small businesses. The business eq-
uity ownership rate is 15.8 percent for native whites, with African immi-
grants coming in a close second at 13.1 percent. The rate is particularly
low among African Americans (5.4 percent) and Haitian immigrants (3.5
percent) and also low among Jamaican immigrants (8.6 percent), consis-
tent with findings about low self-employment rates among these three
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Figure 6.12 Crude and Adjusted Rates of Consumer Debts by Black Group

Source: Author’s compilation.

Table 6.13 Crude and Adjusted Consumer Debts by Black Group

Crude Adj4a Amount Trim. Amount

Native white 0.598 0.598 $6,141 $5,658
African American 0.477 0.587 $5,233 $5,068

Haitian 0.508 0.573 $5,551 $5,346
Jamaican 0.616 0.633 $5,268 $5,328
African immigrant 0.517 0.619 $6,243 $6,400

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Adj4 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, number of children, and educa-
tion levels.



groups. However, adjusting for age composition (proxy for experience)
boosts the business ownership rate for African immigrants to approach
that of native whites. Additional adjustment for the composition of mar-
riage and presence of children (proxy for social capital), increases the
business ownership rate for African Americans. Education composition,
however, does not appear to influence the group gaps. After the full ad-
justment, African immigrants are the only ones who match native whites
in business ownership. All other black group rates remain very low.
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Figure 6.13 Crude and Adjusted Rates of Business Ownership by 
Black Group

Source: Author’s compilation.

Table 6.14 Business Ownership by Black Group

Crude Adj1a Adj3b Adj4c

Native white 0.158 0.158 0.158 0.158
African American 0.054 0.055 0.070 0.072

Haitian 0.035 0.035 0.044 0.043
Jamaican 0.086 0.082 0.075 0.074
African immigrant 0.131 0.154 0.157 0.156

Source: Author’s compilation.
a Adj1 adjusts for age composition.
b Adj3 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, and number of children.
c Adj4 adjusts for the composition of age, marital status, number of children, and education
levels.
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Figure 7.2 Differential Effects of Race-Ethnicity on Positive Net Worth

Source: Author’s compilation.
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Figure 7.3 Differential Effects of Education on Positive Net Worth
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grants, which may reflect difficulty in transferring education brought
from eastern European countries. The same reasoning may explain why
the discount rates for black and Hispanic immigrants are higher than
those for white immigrants, given that the economies and educational
systems of countries in the Caribbean Basin, Africa, and Latin America
are less developed.

Asian immigrant education, however, is not discounted (the coeffi-
cient is small and insignificant). This result suggests that the demand for
skilled workers and the characteristics of the educational system of send-
ing countries must be taken into account. Many Asian immigrants, par-
ticularly those from the Philippines and India, earned degrees in their
home countries. The 1965 immigration law established the employment-
based preference policy, drawing professionals from the Philippines and
India. An upward-spiral feedback process thus began with new devel-
opments in sending countries’ educational systems, such as adopting a
substantive American curriculum and making knowledge applicable to
the American economy. As a result, these countries sent increasing num-
bers of professionals to the United States to meet increasing demand re-
sulting from rapid technological development and the aging population
in the United States. These professionals are admitted to industries with
substantial shortages of highly skilled workers, such as the health and
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Figure 7.4 Differential Effect of Education on Amount of Positive Net
Worth, by Nativity

Source: Author’s compilation.



Figure 7.5 Effects of Latino and Puerto Rican Origin on Amount of
Positive Net Worth Compared with Native-Born Latinos

Source: Author's compilation.
Note: Puerto Ricans are excluded from the basis of comparison (native-born Latinos). Puerto
Ricans, who are U.S. citizens, are separated from other native-born Latinos and compared
with Latino immigrant groups because many Puerto Ricans experienced migration.
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Figure 7.6 Effects of Asian Origin on Amount of Positive Net Worth
Compared with Native-Born Asians

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: Bars without a border indicate insignificant effects.
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vation among most immigrants. That is, the interaction effect of age and
immigrant status should be positive. Contrary to my expectation, the es-
timates are negative and statistically significant for Hispanics, though in-
significant for whites, blacks, and Asians. The predicted age profiles of
wealth by nativity for Hispanics are shown in figure 7.7. The age effects
are changes in the log of positive net worth. The age profile for immi-
grants is flatter than that for natives.

The null finding about the differential saving rate for non-Hispanic
groups may be a result of failing to account for the fact that over half of
immigrants start to accumulate wealth later than natives because they
arrive in the United States after age twenty-five. In other words, the ex-
pected stronger age effect for these immigrants is trumped by the late
start of wealth accumulation. But how do we explain the slower wealth
accumulation rate of Hispanic immigrants, who are likely to arrive at
younger ages? The flatter wealth profile for Hispanic immigrants over
their native-born counterparts is likely to capture a substantial propor-
tion of Hispanic immigrants who have experienced a long process of il-
legal-to-legal transition that pushes the start of wealth accumulation to a
later age. Moreover, as discussed in chapter 4 regarding the likelihood of
investing in the homeland, both the type of the wealth regime and the
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Figure 7.7 Nativity Difference in Wealth Profile Among Hispanics

Source: Author’s compilation.
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The decomposition factor for the amount of positive net worth involves
a nonlinear combination of z, fz and Fz, as well as the estimated standard
error of the model error term, evaluated at the observed proportion of
households that have positive net worth (about 85 percent) (see table
7A.3 for details.)

To check whether positive net worth follows a normal distribution, I
examine the histogram of positive net worth. The SIPP did not collect
data for very wealthy households, so the wealth distribution excludes
the top 0.5 percent of the population (see details in appendix). Even ex-
cluding the top 0.5 percent, the positive net worth distribution has a very
long, thin upper tail, as shown in figures 7A.1 and 7A.2. The over-
whelming majority of households (more than 95 percent) fall below
$500,000, but the right tail stretches to over a million dollars. This distri-
bution is far from a normal distribution, violating the distributional as-
sumption of the Tobit model. The few data points with very high values
may be influential in the estimates, which then will not reflect the true re-
lationships for the majority of households.

This analysis uses a log transformation for positive net worth and re-
tains the value of zero for the group having either zero or negative net
worth.5 Log transformation is the most commonly used technique to
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Figure 7A.1 Distribution of Positive Net Worth, Raw Scale

Source: Author’s compilation.

D
en

si
ty

.15

.1

.05

0

Net Worth in $10000

0 30 60 90 120 150 180 210 240



transform a right-skewed distribution to one that is closer to a normal
curve. Figure 7A.2 shows the density function of log positive net worth.
Although the original right-skewed distribution is slightly overcor-
rected, it is now much closer to a normal curve (imposed on the graph)
than figure 7A.1. In addition, log transformation is better than other
transformations that address right skewness, such as squared root trans-
formation, because of its mathematical tractability and meaningful coef-
ficient interpretations. The estimated parameter for an explanatory vari-
able is approximately the percentage change in positive net worth
brought about by a unit change in the explanatory variable. The percent-
age change interpretation is preferred to the metric interpretation be-
cause a metric change at the higher tail of the conditional distribution of
positive net worth means much less than the same metric change at the
lower tail of the conditional distribution. For example, an increase of a
thousand dollars means a lot to a family with $10,000 net worth but it
would be a trivial increase for a family with a million dollars net worth.
In contrast, the same percentage change at the higher and lower tails
measures the impact in relative terms, keeping in mind though that the
metric amount differs dramatically.
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and amount) presents a challenge to modeling strategies. An appropriate
model is the Tobit model (see the appendix of this chapter for details).

How Wealth Attainment Is Stratified?

Models 1 and 2 (see figure 7.1) are fitted to determine whether, as hy-
pothesized, the stratification system for wealth is a dominance-differen-
tiation system and nativity a secondary stratification factor. The fits of
the models are also informative about the strength of the primary factor
effects. The analysis of models 1 and 2 is applied to the whole popula-
tion. The Tobit models estimate the effects of race-ethnicity, education,
and nativity on the probability of positive net worth and on the log pos-
itive net worth (given positive net worth is achieved), controlling for
household characteristics and period effects.

Table 7.2 shows the results for the three stratification factors in model
M1 and the additional interaction terms among the three factors in
model M2 (the estimates for household characteristics and period effects
are not reported in the table). The top panel presents the estimates for the
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Table 7.1 Sample Size of Race-Ethnicity and Nationality Groups

Ethnicity or Nationality White Black Hispanic Asian

Native white 175,973
Western European 3,056
Eastern European 590
Former Soviet 404
Polish 162
Native black 23,562
Mexican 5,909
Cuban 781
Dominican 451
Puerto Rican 2,452
Mexican American 6,268
Cuban American 2,284
Asian American 1,601
Chinese 1,041
Filipino 912
Japanese 254
Indian 602
Korean 549
Vietnamese 613
Other immigrant 2,004 1,154 2,397 879

Total 182,189 24,716 20,542 6,451

Source: Author’s compilation.
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Table 7.2 Wealth Stratification Factors: Race-Ethnicity, Education, 
and Nativity

Variable M1 M2

Effect on positive net worth
Race-Ethnicity

Black −1.962 ** −1.388 **
Hispanic −1.346 ** −0.983 **
Asian −0.456 ** −0.285 **

Education
Years of schooling 0.232 ** 0.160 **

Nativity
Immigrant status −0.005 0.011

Race × Nativity
Black × Immigrant status — −0.106
Hispanic × Immigrant status — −0.156 **
Asian × Immigrant status — −0.161 ^

Education × Nativity
Years of schooling × Immigrant status — −0.096 **

Race × Education
Black × Years of schooling — 0.109 **
Hispanic × Years of schooling — 0.049 **
Asian × Years of schooling — 0.134 **

Effect on probability of positive net worth
Race-Ethnicity

Black −0.037 ** −0.117 **
Hispanic −0.022 ** −0.083 **
Asian −0.006 ** −0.024 **

Education —
Years of schooling 0.003 ** 0.013 **

Nativity
Immigrant status 0.000 0.001

Race × Nativity
Black × Immigrant status — −0.009
Hispanic × Immigrant status — −0.013 **
Asian × Immigrant status — −0.014 ^

Education × Nativity
Years of schooling × Immigrant status — −0.008 **

Race × Education
Black × Years of schooling — 0.009 **

Hispanic × Years of schooling — 0.004 **
Asian × Years of schooling — 0.011 **

Fraction positive net worth .852 .852
n 233,898 233,898

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: Models 1 and 2 control for household characteristics and period effects.
**p <. 01 
*p < .05
^p < .10



cient investigation into the differentiation by nativity is to use model M3
for each of the four racial-ethnic groups.2

Differentiation

Models M3 and M4 are designed to evaluate the differentiation with
racial-ethnic groups, and both are applied to each of the four groups. M3
specifies how nativity differentiates wealth of members within racial-
ethnic groups by education. M4 replaces the indicator of nativity with
country of origin, naturalization, and place of education. The results of
these models are presented in tables 7.3 and 7.4.

Nativity differentiates racial-specific distributions of wealth through
the interaction between education and nativity. Returns to education
may depend on the country in which the highest degree was granted.
Some immigrants received their highest postsecondary education in the
United States and others did so in their home countries. Among whites,
western European degrees may be considered somewhat comparable
with U.S. degrees, but U.S. employers are unfamiliar with degrees from
the former Soviet Union and other eastern European countries and don’t
see these degrees’ applicability to the U.S. economy. Table 7.3 and figure
7.4 show a significant negative interaction effect (-.06) for white immi-
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Table 7.3 Differentiation by Nativity (M3)

Variable White Black Hispanic Asian

Effect on positive net worth
Nativity

Immigrant status −0.026 −0.024 −0.254 ** −0.180 *
Education

Years of schooling 0.167 ** 0.237 ** 0.203 ** 0.231 **
Education × Nativity

Years of schooling × Immigrant status −0.060 ** −0.098 ** −0.120 ** −0.022

Effect on probability of positive net worth
Nativity

Immigrant status −0.002 −0.003 −0.028 ** −0.014 *
Education

Years of schooling 0.012 ** 0.029 ** 0.023 ** 0.018 **
Education × Nativity

Years of schooling × Immigrant status −0.004 ** −0.012 ** −0.013 ** −0.002

Fraction positive net worth 0.885 0.701 0.740 0.859
n 182,189 24,716 20,542 6,451

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: Model 3 controls for household characteristics and period effects.
** p < .01
* p < .05
^  p < .10
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Table 7.4 Differentiation by Immigrant Characteristics (M4)

Effect on Effect on 
Positive Probability of 

Variable Net Worth Positive Net Worth

White
Western European 0.523 ** 0.038 **
Eastern European 0.167 0.012
Former Soviet −0.937 ** −0.067 **
Polish 0.108 0.008
Other white immigrant −0.031 −0.002
Age at arrival −0.028 ** −0.002 **
Non-naturalized −0.437 ** −0.031 **
Education 0.165 ** 0.012 **
Education received at home country −0.218 ^ −0.016 ^

Black
Black immigrant 0.550 ** 0.067 **
Age at arrival −0.014 −0.002
Non-naturalized −0.644 ** −0.078 **
Education 0.229 ** 0.028 **
Education received at home country 0.104 0.013

Hispanic
Mexican 0.355 ** 0.040 **
Cuban 0.355 ** 0.040 **
Dominican −2.327 ** −0.264 **
Other Hispanic immigrant −0.219 * −0.025 *
Puerto Rican −1.423 ** −0.161 **
Age at arrival −0.032 ** −0.004 **
Non-naturalized −0.514 ** −0.058 **
Education 0.134 ** 0.015 **
Education received at home country −0.031 −0.003

Asian
Chinese 0.654 ** 0.051 **
Filipino 0.056 0.004
Japanese 0.630 ** 0.049 **
Indian −0.033 −0.003
Korean −0.174 −0.014
Vietnamese −0.049 −0.004
Other Asian immigrant −0.191 −0.015
Age at arrival −0.038 ** −0.003 **
Non-naturalized −0.616 ** −0.048 **
Education 0.194 ** 0.015 **
Education received at home country 0.094 0.007

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: Model 4 controls for household characteristics and period effects.
** p <. 01 
* p < .05
^ p < .10



dren. In contrast, female-headed households have 80.4 percent less posi-
tive net worth than married couples without children. Single women
have lower positive net worth than single men. In all types of house-
holds with children (married, female-headed, and other types), net
worth increases with number of children at a decelerating rate and
reaches the maximum at 1.3 children, meaning that household wealth is
less if there are two or more children.

Immigration theory and assimilation theory suggest that immigrants’
wealth accumulation behaviors can be quite different from those of na-
tives, as explained in chapter 2. The assumption of no differences in the
effects of household characteristics is relaxed in a separate analysis for
each of the four racial-ethnic groups. Estimates for the differential effects
of demographics are from model 5, which includes interaction terms be-
tween nativity and various demographic characteristics (see table 7.6).
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Table 7.5 Effect of Demographic Characteristics on Wealth 
Attainment (M1)

Variable M1

Effect on positive net worth
Age 0.2245 **
Age-squared −0.0017 **
Married with children 0.1256 **
Female headed −1.6279 **
Single man −1.1245 **
Single woman −1.4257 **
Other household type −0.7198 **
Number of children 0.0577 **
Number of children squared −0.0222 **
Rural residence −0.0452 **

Effect on probability of positive net worth
Age 0.0189 **
Age-squared −0.0001 **
Married with children 0.0106 **
Female headed −0.1368 **
Single man −0.0945 **
Single woman −0.1198 **
Other household type −0.0605 **
Number of children 0.0049 **
Number of children squared −0.0019 **
Rural residence −0.0038 **

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: Other coefficients of model 1 are shown in table 7.2. Model 1 controls for period ef-
fects for fourteen years.
** p < .01



The life cycle hypothesis posits that households save and invest in as-
sets along the life cycle up until retirement, then spend the wealth after-
ward. The study population is aged twenty-five to sixty-four, and we
therefore expect that the age profile increase with a deceleration for all
racial-ethnic groups. This is in fact the case, but we are reminded of the
differential growth rates of wealth by race-ethnicity, ranking from
whites, Asians, Hispanics, and blacks. Within racial-ethnic groups, one
would expect that the saving rate (through the age effect) would be
higher for immigrants than for natives, given the strong economic moti-
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Table 7.6 Specific Immigrant Wealth Behavior (M5)

Variable White Black Hispanic Asian

Effect on positive net worth
Age 0.24916 ** 0.13354 ** 0.19820 ** 0.19994 **
Age × immigrant −0.00178 0.07781 −0.08249 * 0.07336
Age-squared −0.00189 ** −0.00070 ** −0.00154 ** −0.00146 *
Age-squared × immigrant −0.00004 −0.00097 0.00091 * −0.00113
Married with children 0.05213 0.25502 * 0.23222 * 0.97869 **
Married with children ×
immigrant −0.33941 ** −0.37117 −0.21811 * −0.82489 **

Number of children 0.07927 ** 0.05311 −0.07010 −0.44429 *
Number of children ×
immigrant 0.25903 ** 0.20020 0.18999 * 0.43379 *

Number of children squared −0.02013 ** −0.04475 ** −0.00282 0.01662
Number of children squared 
× immigrant −0.05284 ** −0.03031 −0.01257 −0.03479

Effect on probability of 
positive net worth

Age 0.01788 ** 0.01613 ** 0.02204 ** 0.01544 **
Age × immigrant −0.00013 0.00940 −0.00917 * 0.00567 *
Age-squared −0.00014 ** −0.00009 ** −0.00017 ** −0.00011 **
Age-squared × immigrant 0.00000 −0.00012 0.00010 * −0.00009 *
Married with children 0.00374 0.03081 * 0.02582 * 0.07559 *
Married with children ×
immigrant −0.02436 ** −0.04484 −0.02425 * −0.06371 *

Number of children 0.00569 ** 0.00642 −0.00779 −0.03432
Number of children ×
immigrant 0.01859 ** 0.02419 0.02113 * 0.03350 *

Number of children squared −0.00144 ** −0.00541 ** −0.00031 0.00128
Number of children squared 
× immigrant −0.00379 ** −0.00366 −0.00140 −0.00269

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: Model 5 controls for education, interaction between education and nativity, and period effects.
** p < .01
* p < .05
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Table 7A.1 Negative, Zero, and Positive Net Worth

Group Negative Zero Positive

Total 0.112 0.362 0.852

Race-ethnicity
White 0.100 0.014 0.886
Black 0.165 0.140 0.695
Hispanic 0.158 0.100 0.742
Asian 0.105 0.031 0.863

Native
White 0.100 0.014 0.886
Black 0.164 0.143 0.693
Hispanic 0.160 0.099 0.741
Asian 0.125 0.022 0.853

Immigrant
White 0.082 0.027 0.891
Black 0.185 0.084 0.731
Hispanic 0.156 0.101 0.743
Asian 0.099 0.035 0.867

Immigrant nationality
Western European 0.061 0.009 0.930
Eastern European 0.089 0.022 0.890
Former Soviet 0.096 0.106 0.798
Polish 0.122 0.032 0.846
Other white immigrant 0.105 0.035 0.859

Black immigrant 0.185 0.084 0.731

Mexican 0.141 0.091 0.767
Cuban 0.103 0.070 0.827
Dominican 0.192 0.368 0.440
Other Hispanic immigrant 0.200 0.086 0.714

Chinese 0.061 0.031 0.909
Filipino 0.095 0.024 0.880
Japanese 0.072 0.022 0.906
Indian 0.119 0.016 0.865
Korean 0.143 0.022 0.836
Vietnamese 0.106 0.056 0.838
Other Asian immigrant 0.107 0.062 0.831

Native ethnicity
Native white 0.100 0.014 0.886
Native black 0.164 0.143 0.693
Puerto Rican 0.174 0.217 0.610
Mexican American 0.158 0.057 0.785
Cuban American 0.151 0.090 0.759
Asian American 0.125 0.022 0.853

Source: Author’s compilation.



Table 7A.2 Household Characteristics of Race-Ethnicity and Nationality Groups

Metro. Married Married Female- Single Single Other Age at Non- Foreign
Age Ed. Children residence w/o w/ headed Man Woman HH Type Arrival natural. Ed.

Total 43.34 13.49 1.06 0.79 0.19 0.41 0.11 0.11 0.09 0.09 — — —

Race-ethnicity
White 43.78 13.86 0.98 0.76 0.22 0.41 0.08 0.11 0.10 0.08 — — —
Black 42.55 12.68 1.21 0.83 0.09 0.26 0.29 0.12 0.12 0.11 — — —
Hispanic 41.03 10.97 1.55 0.89 0.09 0.47 0.17 0.08 0.06 0.13 — — —
Asian 41.94 14.68 1.29 0.95 0.13 0.55 0.06 0.09 0.05 0.11 — — —

Immigrant nationality
Western European 46.81 13.83 0.99 0.90 0.22 0.42 0.09 0.10 0.10 0.08 23.56 0.42 0.24
Eastern European 45.24 13.94 0.94 0.95 0.20 0.46 0.06 0.12 0.09 0.07 27.09 0.44 0.25
Former Soviet 45.64 15.00 1.07 0.98 0.23 0.46 0.07 0.07 0.08 0.08 32.00 0.53 0.45
Polish 42.03 14.86 1.05 0.89 0.26 0.43 0.03 0.13 0.03 0.13 25.23 0.45 0.31
Black immigrant 41.86 12.63 1.28 0.97 0.09 0.35 0.19 0.12 0.10 0.13 25.38 0.51 0.11
Mexican 40.03 8.55 2.05 0.89 0.06 0.60 0.12 0.05 0.02 0.14 22.42 0.75 0.03
Cuban 47.33 12.16 0.87 0.91 0.16 0.42 0.11 0.11 0.08 0.11 24.71 0.46 0.13
Dominican 41.69 11.08 1.55 0.99 0.06 0.26 0.42 0.05 0.06 0.15 24.95 0.59 0.09
Chinese 42.41 14.93 1.20 0.96 0.11 0.60 0.04 0.09 0.07 0.09 27.16 0.43 0.24
Filipino 44.87 14.92 1.26 0.95 0.14 0.55 0.08 0.05 0.06 0.11 27.34 0.30 0.57
Japanese 42.12 15.33 0.88 0.95 0.14 0.41 0.07 0.14 0.13 0.10 26.21 0.70 0.42
Indian 39.05 16.79 1.33 0.94 0.14 0.69 0.01 0.05 0.02 0.10 26.62 0.62 0.51
Korean 42.39 14.74 1.24 0.98 0.18 0.59 0.06 0.04 0.05 0.08 26.63 0.48 0.33
Vietnamese 42.75 12.87 1.52 0.98 0.08 0.56 0.09 0.08 0.02 0.18 27.00 0.32 0.14

Native ethnicity
Native white 43.73 13.85 0.97 0.75 0.22 0.41 0.08 0.11 0.10 0.08 — — —
Native black 42.59 12.68 1.21 0.83 0.09 0.25 0.30 0.12 0.12 0.11 — — —
Puerto Rican 41.81 11.68 1.31 0.95 0.09 0.33 0.26 0.10 0.11 0.10 — — —
Mexican American 41.11 11.81 1.49 0.84 0.11 0.45 0.17 0.09 0.06 0.12 — — —
Cuban American 40.55 12.92 1.16 0.88 0.12 0.34 0.20 0.12 0.08 0.14 — — —
Asian American 41.07 14.63 1.12 0.93 0.16 0.45 0.08 0.13 0.06 0.11 — — —

Source: Author’s compilation.



An appropriate model to handle both the probability and size of
wealth attainment is the Tobit model, a hybrid of probit analysis and
multiple regression analysis. It considers the reasons that some house-
holds have positive net worth and that, once the threshold of wealth at-
tainment is reached, the amount of positive net worth differs. Like other
regression models, the Tobit model assumes that the errors of the model
follow a normal distribution (a symmetric bell curve.)

The estimates directly provided by the Tobit model are not sufficient
for interpretation in terms of the probability and size of wealth attain-
ment. The decomposition technique proposed by John McDonald and
Robert Moffitt (1980) provides two sets of coefficients for the probability
of attaining positive net worth and the size of positive net worth, two im-
portant questions in the analysis of wealth attainment. Using the results
from model 1, table 7A.3 illustrates the relationship between the coeffi-
cients obtained from the Tobit estimation and the decomposition of the
two effects evaluated at the observed proportion of households that have
positive net worth. This proportion can be expressed as the cumulative
standardized normal distribution (Fz), its corresponding density (fz),
and the corresponding value of the standardized normal variable (z).
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Table 7A.3 An Illustration of Marginal Effects at the Observed Censoring
Rate: Decomposition of Tobit Coefficients

Tobit Positive Probability of 
Variable Coefficient Net Worth Positive Net Worth

Black −2.278 −1.962 −0.037
Hispanic −1.539 −1.346 −0.022
Asian −0.510 −0.456 −0.006

Observed proportion 
positive net worth 0.852

Standard deviation of 
the error term 4.257

Factor for effect on 
positive net worth 0.644

Factor for effect on 
probability 0.054

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: Let z be a value of the random variable for the cumulative probability Fz of the stan-
dardized normal distribution, fz is the corresponding density function, and σ is the stan-
dard error of the error term in the tobit model. According to McDonald and Moffitt (1980),

the factor for the effect on positive net worth is and the factor for the effect

on the probability of having positive net worth is . In this case, from the data we get

Fz = 0.852 and from the estimation we get σ = 4.257. Given these, we obtain z = 1.047 and 
fz = .231, then we calculate factor1=0.644 and factor2=0.054. The resulting decomposed ef-
fects are obtained by multiplying the respective factor with the tobit coefficient.

fz
σ

1
2

2− −z
fz
Fz

fz
Fz



white segregation has also been understudied. My analysis shows the
importance of extending the focus on black segregation to Hispanic seg-
regation, distinguishing between the dominant group and the subordi-
nate group, and distinguishing between target and nontarget minority
groups. My findings about the harm of Hispanic-white segregation for
Hispanics and the spillover effects of both black-white and Hispanic-
white segregation on the wealth attainment of nontarget minority
groups provide strong evidence for this analytic approach.

The last set of bars in figure 8.1 depicts the effect of immigrant share.
The effect is mildly positive and significant for whites, and is somewhat
greater than that for the total population. However, no effect of immi-
grant share is detected for any racial minority groups. The nativity dif-
ferential effect of immigrant share may obscure what we observed in Fig-
ure 8.1 for each racial-ethnic group as a whole.

Differential Effects by Nativity and 
Race-Ethnicity

The next analysis allows that contextual conditions have differential ef-
fects by nativity. Figures 8.2, 8.3, and 8.4 present results from this analy-
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Figure 8.1 Effects of Racial Residential Segregation and Immigrant Share,
by Race-Ethnicity

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: Bars without a border indicate insignificant effects.



sis based on the coefficients in table 8.4. The black-white segregation ef-
fect differs markedly between native whites and immigrant whites.
Whereas native whites benefit from black-white segregation, immigrant
whites do not: combining the main effect and interaction effect yields a
nonsignificant, close-to-zero effect (.1344 − .1365). Immigrant whites are
not part of the U.S. black-white segregation history, and the analysis
shows that living in highly segregated areas does not benefit immigrant
whites as it does for native whites.

Figure 8.2 shows that the detrimental effect of black-white segregation
is significant for African Americans but insignificant for immigrant
blacks from African or Caribbean countries. This finding is consistent
with the previous finding that immigrant blacks have fewer black-white
work relationship problems and develop economic niches (Waters 1999;
Waldinger 1996). It also suggests, however, that black immigrants may
face less discrimination in housing and lending markets so that their net
worth is not significantly affected by black-white segregation, which is
different from what Mary Waters found (1999). Black-white segregation
is more detrimental for native-born Hispanics (−.2132) than for immi-
grant Hispanics (−.2132 + .1505 = −.0627). Perhaps Hispanic immigrants
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Figure 8.2 Effects of Black-White Racial Residential Segregation, by
Nativity and Race-Ethnicity

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: Bars without a border indicate insignificant effects.



are less affected because some have moved into working-class black
communities with established public services.

Regarding Hispanic-white segregation, the nativity differential occurs
only among Hispanics (see figure 8.3). Among whites, Hispanic-white
segregation benefits native whites, but the effect becomes small and in-
significant. A spillover of the negative effect of Hispanic-white segrega-
tion is significant for native-born blacks but not significant for immigrant
blacks. The analysis reveals a very different effect of Hispanic-white seg-
regation for immigrant versus native-born Hispanics. The negative effect
of Hispanic-white segregation is much stronger for Hispanic immigrants
than for Hispanic Americans. An increase of 10 percent in the Hispanic-
white dissimilarity index decreases Hispanic Americans’ positive net
worth by 17.6 percent and Hispanic immigrants’ by 28.7 percent. Under-
standably, new, overcrowded Hispanic communities may have limited
economic opportunities and public services.

Nativity composition also has differential effects for immigrants and
natives (see figure 8.4). The effect of nativity composition is positive for
native whites (.0515) but negative for immigrant whites (.0515 −.2688 = 
−.2173) (about 19.5 percent reduction in net worth due to an increase of
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Conclusion

This chapter examines contextual conditions under which immigrant
and native households accumulate their wealth. Chapter 7 demonstrated
that though race-ethnicity is the primary factor in wealth stratification,
nativity, and nationality within racial-ethnic groups further stratify
wealth. The driving forces of racial-ethnic stratification and nativity-
nationality stratification are structural. This chapter investigated the
contextual conditions created by the distribution of race and immigrants.
Theory regarding the racial-ethnic stratification of wealth emphasizes
racial residential segregation, which combines multiple forms of dis-
crimination and creates differential social contexts in which households
accumulate their wealth. 

Immigrant settlement patterns may change the dynamics of residen-
tial segregation. Large inflows of Latino immigrants make it inevitable
that new immigrants cluster in previously settled Latino communities as
well as black communities because these areas are generally the most af-
fordable. Moving into established Latino communities increases His-
panic-white segregation, whereas entering black communities changes
black-white segregation to both black-white and Hispanic-white segre-
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assets. Confined to less-desired neighborhoods, blacks see a much lower
average rate of return to their housing investments than whites do. Be-
cause credit worthiness depends on wealth, lower home values for
blacks mean that they are less able to get credit on favorable terms than
otherwise equally qualified whites are. Segregation raises the costs of as-
set building for blacks but lowers them for whites. Among these higher
costs are real estate industry practices such as redlining and higher mort-
gage rates. Blacks and Hispanics are turned down for home financing
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Table 8.1 Contextual Conditions for Race-Ethnicity and Nationality Groups

Nationwide MSA Sample

Black- Hispanic- Percentage
Group Unemployment White D White D Foreign Born

Total 5.63 68.26 48.28 14.85

Race-ethnicity
White 5.58 68.17 47.25 13.17
Black 5.63 70.73 47.82 13.81
Hispanic 5.96 66.90 53.82 23.52
Asian 5.94 66.68 51.48 22.04

Immigrant nationality
Western European 5.95 71.17 53.27 19.19
Eastern European 5.74 77.01 58.51 21.82
Former Soviet 5.87 73.50 57.32 24.21
Polish 5.81 69.99 55.88 21.51
Black immigrant 5.60 75.18 56.53 27.33
Mexican 6.15 64.39 54.17 24.09
Cuban 5.43 73.21 50.66 37.96
Dominican 5.91 78.75 62.89 29.23
Chinese 6.00 69.24 54.05 24.79
Filipino 6.07 66.38 51.38 24.02
Japanese 6.12 66.49 51.32 22.49
Indian 5.68 73.43 55.94 21.19
Korean 5.83 69.19 55.06 21.84
Vietnamese 5.99 65.40 49.42 21.20

Native ethnicity
Native white 5.57 68.00 46.91 12.79
Native black 5.63 70.44 47.24 12.90
Puerto Rican 5.66 75.12 58.88 22.05
Mexican American 6.00 61.12 51.32 20.33
Cuban American 5.95 67.56 50.45 19.80
Asian American 5.95 61.41 47.67 20.97

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: D denotes dissimilarity index.



with a 3.7 percent3 decrease in positive net worth for the national popu-
lation and a 4.2 percent decrease for the metropolitan population. The as-
sociated decreases in the probability of wealth attainment for the na-
tional and metropolitan populations are −.0032 and −.0036, respectively.
Thus, the effect of the unemployment rate is quite similar for the national
and metropolitan populations.

Using the unemployment rate improves the explanatory power of the
model.4 The effects of all the variables in the original M1 model, however,
remain unchanged. This suggests that local economic and labor market
conditions operate independently of household-level variables, which is
also true for the segregation measures and nativity composition added in
further model specifications. The independence is important because my
data show that the contextual variables are not a function of the measured
household characteristics included in the model, and thus that those
household-level variables can be treated as exogenous in the model.
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Table 8.2 Contextual Conditions and Wealth Attainment, a Pooled Analysis 
(M1a and M1b)

M1a M1b

Nationwide Metropolitan
Variable sample sample

Effect on positive net worth
Local economy and labor market
State unemployment (%) −0.0376 ** −0.0422 ** −0.0464 **

Segregation
Black-white segregation (D 10%) — — 0.0245 **
Hispanic-white segregation (D 10%) — — −0.0102

Immigration
Percentage foreign born (10%) — — 0.0188 *

Effect on probability of positive net worth
Local economy and labor market
State unemployment (%) −0.0032 ** −0.0036 ** −0.0040 **

Segregation
Black-white segregation (D 10%) — — 0.0021 **

Hispanic-white segregation (D 10%) — — −0.0009
Immigration
Percentage foreign born (10%) — — 0.0016 *

Fraction positive net worth 0.852 0.847 0.847
n 233,898 134,845 134,845

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: The models control for all variables specified in Model 1 (M1) of Chapter 7, including race−
ethnicity, household characteristics and period effects.
** p < .01
* p < .05



should not necessarily be a big surprise. Among Asians, the unemploy-
ment rate does not influence wealth attainment. A possible reason is that
jobs done by the well educated are relatively stable and the ethnic com-
munity protects the less educated.

Metropolitan contexts of residential segregation and nativity compo-
sition shape wealth attainment differently by race-ethnicity and nativity.
Figure 8.1 visualizes the contrasting effect across the four racial-ethnic
groups based on table 8.3 and against the pattern for the total metropol-
itan population from table 8.2. Black-white segregation has a large posi-
tive effect for whites, a large negative effect for blacks, an even larger
negative effect for Hispanics, and no significant effect for Asians. These
varying effects drive a small positive effect for the total population. The
exact coefficients in table 8.3 show that an increase of 10 percentage
points in black-white segregation raises average positive net worth of
whites by about 13 percent and their probability of wealth attainment by
.0088. The effect of residential segregation for blacks is as hypothesized:
an increase of 10 percentage points in the black-white dissimilarity index
causes a drop in positive net worth by about 10 percent and the proba-
bility of wealth attainment by −.0125. The estimated negative effect of
black-white segregation is stronger for Hispanics: an increase of 10 per-
centage points in the black-white dissimilarity index reduces the size of
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Table 8.3 Contextual Conditions and Wealth Attainment, a Separate 
Analysis (M3a)

Variable White Black Hispanic Asian

Effect on positive net worth
State unemployment (%) −0.0750 ** −0.0377 ^ 0.0775 ** 0.0381
Black-white segregation (D 10%) 0.1270 ** −0.1023 ** −0.1563 ** −0.0645
Hispanic-white segregation (D 10%) 0.0193 * −0.1277 ** −0.2471 ** −0.0069
Percentage foreign born (10%) 0.0330 ** 0.0058 0.0222 0.0178

Effect on probability of positive 
net worth
State unemployment (%) −0.0052 ** −0.0046 ^ 0.0087 ** 0.0029
Black-white segregation (D 10%) 0.0088 ** −0.0125 ** −0.0176 ** −0.0049
Hispanic-white segregation (D 10%) 0.0013 * −0.0156 ** −0.0278 ** −0.0005
Percentage foreign born (10%) 0.0023 ** 0.0007 0.0025 0.0013

Fraction positive net worth 0.890 0.687 0.734 0.863
n 97,976 16,099 15,582 5,188

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: The estimates are based on the metropolitan sample. The model adds the presented variables to
model M3 of chapter 7, including education, the interaction between education and immigrant status,
household characteristics and period effects.
** p < .01
* p < .05
^ p < .10



10 percentage point increase in immigrant share). For native whites, a
large immigrant presence is an advantage. For immigrant whites, a large
presence of immigrants constrains wealth attainment opportunities.

The analysis, however, detects that higher proportions of foreign-
born residents have a positive effect for immigrant blacks but no effect
for African Americans. The labor market composition hypothesis is thus
not supported for African Americans. How immigrant blacks find a
niche in areas with high immigrant concentrations is a topic for future
research. The analysis does not detect a significant impact of immigrant
share on either native or immigrant Hispanics’ wealth attainment. Sim-
ilarly, the immigrant share does not impact Asians, whether native-born
or immigrant.
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Table 8.4 Differential Contextual Conditions by Nativity on Wealth Attainment, 
a Separate Analysis (M3b)

Variable White Black Hispanic Asian

Effect on positive net worth
Main effect

Black-white segregation (D 10%) 0.1344 ** −0.1107 ** −0.2132 ** −0.0251
Hispanic-white segregation (D 10%) 0.0151 ^ −0.1107 ** −0.1932 ** 0.0321
Share of foreign born (10%) 0.0515 ** −0.0210 0.0524 0.0599

Interactive effect
Black-white segregation (D 10%) −0.1365 ** 0.1763 0.1505 ** −0.0677
Hispanic-white segregation (D 10%) 0.0456 −0.1720 −0.1447 * −0.0463
Percentage foreign born × immigrant −0.2688 ** 0.1918 * −0.0728 −0.0478

Effect on probability of positive 
net worth

Main effect
Black-white segregation (D 10%) 0.0094 ** −0.0136 ** −0.0240 ** −0.0019
Hispanic-white segregation (D 10%) 0.0010 ^ −0.0136 ** −0.0218 ** 0.0024
Share of foreign born (10%) 0.0036 ** −0.0026 0.0059 0.0045

Interactive effect
Black-white segregation (D 10%) −0.0095 ** 0.0216 0.0170 ** −0.0051
Hispanic-white segregation (D 10%) 0.0032 −0.0211 −0.0163 * −0.0035
Percentage foreign born × immigrant −0.0187 ** 0.0235 * −0.0082 −0.0036

Fraction positive net worth 0.890 0.687 0.734 0.863
n 97,976 16,099 15,582 5,188

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: The estimates are based on the metropolitan sample. The model adds the presented variables to
model M3 of chapter 7, including education, the interaction between education and immigrant status,
household characteristics and period effects.
** p < .01
* p < .05
^ p < .10



The Social Security Administration (SSA), a primary user of SIPP, re-
cently published a report, prepared by John Czajka, Jonathan Jacobson,
and Scott Cody of Mathematica Policy Research (2003), comparing the
SIPP and the SCF with respect to survey estimates of wealth data. Using
family units, which align with the “primary economic unit” in the SCF,
their analysis uses the 1998 SCF and wave 9 of the 1996 SIPP panel,
which has a reference period covering late 1998 and early 1999. Table A.1
summarizes the estimated SIPP aggregates as the percentage of those of
the SCF for all families and for all families excluding those with $2 mil-
lion or more net worth. Among assets for all families (see column 2),
home and 401(k) and thrift accounts almost match those in the SCF. The
percentages for IRA-Keogh, stocks and mutual funds, and bank accounts
are 55 to 63 percent of those in the SCF, and the percentage for business
equity is merely 17 percent of that in the SCF. Because of the underesti-
mates of asset components surveyed in the SIPP and a lack of compo-
nents relevant to the rich, such as pension accounts, annuities, and trusts,
the SIPP total assets amounts to only 55 percent of that in the SCF. Net
worth is defined as total assets minus total debts. Even though the debts
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Table A1 The SIPP Estimated Aggregate as Percentage of SCF: 
1998 to 1999

Without Wealthy 
Families (Net Worth

Type All Families < $2 Million)

Net worth 50 75
Assets 55 80
Home 91 100
Vehicles 76 82
Bank accounts 63 79
Stocks and mutual funds 59 84
401(K) and thrift 99 100
IRA/Keogh 55 76
Other real estate 41 74
Business equity 17 50
Other financial assets 71 100

Debts 90 101
Home mortgage 95 —
Vehicle loans 100 —
Other secured debts 100 —
Mortgage on rental property 42 —
Margin and broker accounts 30 —
Credit card and store debt 100 —
Loan from financial inst. 73 —

Source: Author’s compilation, Czajka, Jacobson, and Cody 2003.



data in the SIPP are excellent, accounting for 90 percent of that in the
SCF, net worth is hampered by the low amount of total assets such that
the net worth in the SIPP is only 50 percent of that in the SCF. Excluding
the very wealthy (those with $2 million or more net worth) greatly im-
proves these percentages, particularly the quality of IRA-Keogh, stocks
and mutual funds, and bank accounts. The one component that remains
poor is business equity (50 percent). John Czajka and his colleagues’ de-
composition analysis shows that the SIPP wealth data fail to measure the
assets of the very wealthy by underestimating the assets of the wealthy
(accounting for 72 percent of the difference) and not measuring all assets
(accounting for 13 percent). Their results support excluding the very
wealthy when using the SIPP net worth and asset data.

Excluding the very wealthy, however, does not raise the percentile
distribution to the SCF percentiles. We must keep in mind that the per-
centile distribution of net worth and assets is systematically lower in the
SIPP than in the SCF. Table A.2 shows a set of selected percentiles in the
SCF as the benchmark and the corresponding percentiles in the SIPP. For
instance, the SCF tenth percentile of net worth is corresponding to the
SIPP fifteenth percentile. Other examples for net worth are twenty-fifth
versus thirty-first, fiftieth versus fifty-eighth, seventy-fifth versus eighty-
first, ninetieth versus ninety-fourth, and ninety-fifth versus ninety-
eighth. The assets distribution has smaller gaps up to the median and
then remains similar to net worth above the median. In contrast, the SIPP
debt distribution is in close agreement with the SCF debt distribution.

Four other findings from the SSA report are worth noting. First, SIPP
ownership rates for checking and savings account, IRA and Keogh ac-
counts, real estate other than the home, and other financial assets lag be-
hind SCF rates. Second, the SIPP tracks the SCF in the growth of aggre-
gate assets by type. Between 1993 and 1999, SIPP assets grew by 39
percent and SCF assets grew by 43 percent. The growth for financial as-
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Table A2 Corresponding SIPP and SCF Percentiles of Net Worth, Assets,
and Debts, 1998

Benchmark Net Worth Assets Debts

SCF Percentile SIPP Percentile
10 15 13 10
20 26 24 20
25 31 29 25
50 58 56 50
75 81 81 75
90 94 94 90
95 98 98 95

Source: Author’s compilation, Czajka, Jacobson, and Cody 2003.



Table A3 SIPP as Proportion of SCF, Selected Percentiles, 1998

Net Worth Asset Debt

Original SCF-rew. CPS-rew. Original SCF-rew. CPS-rew. Original CF-rew. CPS-rew. 
Percentile SIPP SIPP SIPP SIPP SIPP SIPP SIPP SIPP SIPP

10 —a — a — a 0.38 0.36 0.43 — a — a — a

25 0.30 0.33 0.35 0.57 0.60 0.65 — a — a — a

50 0.58 0.63 0.65 0.80 0.85 0.87 1.05 1.18 1.22
75 0.66 0.72 0.71 0.75 0.81 0.81 1.04 1.13 1.14
90 0.66 0.74 0.72 0.69 0.78 0.76 1.04 1.11 1.10
95 0.58 0.65 0.64 0.62 0.71 0.68 1.04 1.15 1.14
99 0.32 0.36 0.34 0.59 0.69 0.65 0.83 0.90 0.89

Source: Author’s compilation; Czajka, Jacobson, and Cody 2003.
a The SCF percentile is zero.



Table A4 Aggregate Shares of Net Worth Excluding Top 1 Percent of Households, 2001

Net Worth Assets Debts

Percentile Original SCF-rew. CPS-rew. Original SCF-rew. CPS-rew. Original SCF-rew. CPS-rew.
groups SCF SIPP SIPP SIPP SCF SIPP SIPP SIPP SCF SIPP SIPP SIPP

0–50 4.1 2.4 2.5 2.8 7.9 11.8 11.0 11.7 27.6 35.3 33.0 34.2
50–90 40.7 50.7 49.4 50.3 42.3 49.8 49.0 49.6 51.0 47.6 47.9 47.7
90–95 18.0 19.2 19.3 19.1 16.6 16.3 16.6 16.4 9.2 9.2 9.8 9.5
95–99 37.2 27.8 28.8 27.8 33.2 22.1 23.4 22.4 12.3 7.9 9.3 8.6

Source: Author’s compilation; Kennickell 2003.



results also confirm that it is not necessary to reweight the debt data. Sec-
ond, excluding the top tail of the net worth distribution is effective to fur-
ther overcome the underestimation of the very wealthy.

Analytic Sample

The study population in this book is restricted to households headed by
those aged twenty-five to sixty-four years old. Households headed by in-
dividuals younger than twenty-five are excluded because they are less
likely to start accumulating wealth. Elderly households are excluded be-
cause elderly immigrants may have a very different portfolio from eld-
erly natives. Elderly immigrants are less likely to have social security
and more likely to receive Supplemental Security Income (SSI) than do
natives (Hu 1998; Hao and Kawano 2001). Thus elderly households de-
serve a separate study focusing on life-time employment, private and
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Table A5 Selected Percentiles of Net Worth, Assets and Debts Among Households
with Heads Aged Twenty-Five to Sixty-Four, 2001

Net Worth Assets
Original SCF-rew. CPS-rew. Original SCF-rew. CPS-rew. 

Percentile SIPP SIPP SIPP SIPP SIPP SIPP

Households
10 −4,000 −3,400 −3.450 2,600 2,500 2,750
25 3,350 3,800 4,354 15,775 16,500 18,620
50 49,374 54,500 56,500 120,000 128,600 132,520
75 171,354 192,100 192,750 272,104 299,762 300,800
90 402,668 459,550 449,170 530,911 611,609 594,360
95 638,352 751,300 715,375 801,541 926,903 893,775
99 1,536,420 1,816,268 1,717,519 1,752,208 2,130,161 2,026,225

Native households 
10 −3,721 −3,090 −3,092 3,145 3,100 3,600
25 4,650 5,162 5,404 20,854 22,854 25,800
50 55,650 61,400 63,050 128,650 136,850 140,550
75 181,925 203,354 203,300 281,200 309,499 309,922
90 418,707 479,899 468,570 546,425 632,372 611,400
95 659,939 777,062 734,444 823,986 943,228 914,118

Immigrant households 
10 −4,082 −3,410 −3,600 600 600 750
25 750 1,000 1,100 5,356 5,504 5,902
50 17,850 20,804 22,008 59,000 66,120 70,000
75 113,425 130,316 132,625 214,400 238,637 242,275
90 295,750 355,404 347,362 462,625 523,708 523,150
95 485,354 583,318 568,450 680,355 779,675 759,470

Source: Author’s compilation.



employer-provided pensions, social security, social insurance, and wel-
fare programs.

Because the study population differs from the total population, it is
necessary to examine how these aforementioned adjustments improve
the wealth distribution of the study population and whether the im-
provements differ between native and immigrant households. Table A.5
presents selected percentiles of net worth, assets, and debts among
households with heads aged twenty-five to sixty-four in 2001. Results in
table A.5 show that the percentile distribution for the study population is
similar to that for the total population. The CPS-reweighting does a bet-
ter job than the SCF-reweighting in correcting underestimation up to the
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Table A6 Household Samples in SIPP, 1984 to 2001 Panels

Study Sample

Panel Wave (year) Total Sample Total Native Immigrant

1984 3 (1984) 19,997 7,394 6,903 491
7 (1985) 16,078 7,720 7,195 525

1985 3 (1985) 13,799 7,993 7,489 504
7 (1987) 11,000 7,284 6,800 484

1986 4 (1987) 11,423 7,453 6,898 555
7 (1988) 10,932 7,262 6,732 530

1987 7 (1988) 11,465 7,639 7,226 413
1990 4 (1991) 22,058 14,766 13,288 1,478
1991 7 (1993) 13,732 7,516 6,845 671
1992 4 (1993) 19,628 13,205 11,994 1,211
1993 7 (1995) 18,963 12,484 11,316 1,168
1996 3 (1996) 33,853 23,763 21,325 2,438

6 (1997) 30,745 21,321 19,159 2,162
9 (1998) 29,000 19,949 17,938 2,011

12 (1999) 28,215 19,321 17,427 1,894
2001 3 (2001) 27,330 18,975 16,730 2,245

6 (2002) 26,521 17,951 15,841 2,110
25,401 17,118 15,140 1,978

Total 370,140 239,114 216,246 22,868

Source: Author’s calculation.
Note: To total sample includes households with heads whose age ranges 0 to 93. The study sample is
defined as households headed by twenty-five to sixty-four year olds, are members of white, black,
Hispanic, or Asian, and having valid data on immigrant status. The study sample also excludes the
top 0.5 percent in the net worth distribution in each wave among the twenty-five to sixty-four year
olds. The reduction in size from the full sample to the study sample is due to the definition and the
fact that wealth data were collected in waves different from the wave when the migration history
questions were asked (therefore considerable missing information on immigrant status). The study
sample in 1984 is particularly small because the migration history was asked in Wave 8 when only
three out of four rotation groups of the sample were interviewed and a larger attrition occurred in this
late wave than earlier waves.
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