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Table 2.1     Characteristics of the ethnographic sample of First- and 
second-Generation Latin american immigrants in the new 
York–to–Philadelphia urban Corridor

Characteristic Females Males Total

Region of origin
  Mexico 26.5% 40.7% 34.6% 
  Central America 16.2 11.0 13.2
  South America 23.5 29.7 27.1
  Caribbean  33.8 18.7 25.2
Place of interview
  New York 26.5% 29.7% 28.3%
  New Jersey 36.8 35.2 35.9
  Philadelphia 36.8 35.2 35.9
Generation
  First 54.4% 81.3% 69.8%
  Second 45.6 18.7 30.2
Legal status
  Documented 42.7% 30.8% 35.9%
  Undocumented 36.8 55.0 47.2
  Suspicious documents 17.7 12.1 14.5
Age
  Fourteen or younger 4.4% 2.2% 3.1%
  Fifteen to nineteen 26.5 9.9 17.0
  Twenty to thirty-nine 64.8 84.7 76.1
  Forty or older 4.4 3.3 3.8
  Average (years) 24.4 26.8 25.7
Years of schooling
  Zero to eleven 26.5% 27.5% 27.0%
  Twelve 33.8 38.5 36.5
  Thirteen to fifteen 25.0 18.7 21.4
  Sixteen or more 13.2 11.0 11.9
  Average (years) 11.6 11.8 11.7
U.S. occupation
  Not working 30.8% 17.5% 23.3%
  Unskilled laborer 1.5 6.6 4.4
  Unskilled services 35.3 33.0 34.0
  Small business owner 8.8 5.5 6.9
  Skilled services 11.8 29.7 22.0
  Professional 11.8 7.7 9.4

Sample size (N) 68 91 159

Source: Immigrant Identity Project (Office of Population Research 2009).
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cent were classified medium dark, compared with only 25 percent rated 
as light. This distribution probably understates the actual distribution of 
African origins in the region, however, since migration to the United 
States tends to be selective of lighter-skinned inhabitants, who are more 
likely to possess the class resources to effect an international move. 
Nonetheless, the distribution of skin tone among Caribbean respondents 
stands in stark contrast to that among immigrants from other regions.

Among South Americans, for example, not a single respondent was 
rated as dark, and only 2 percent were seen as medium dark, compared 
with 56 percent rated as light and 5 percent as medium light. Although 
Brazil has a very large Afro-origin population (Telles 2004), U.S. emigra-
tion is concentrated in the Southeast, a region of the country settled by 
Europeans that is still quite white (Goza 2004; Jouët-Pastré and Braga 
2008). Similarly, although Venezuela, Colombia, Ecuador, and Peru have 
isolated populations of African slave descendants, immigrants generally 
do not come from these areas. Argentina is perhaps the most European 
of all nations in South America, having exterminated most of its indige-
nous inhabitants in the early nineteenth century and experienced little 
mestizaje; the country then actively sponsored European immigration 
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in a deliberate 
national program of “whitening.” These factors combine to yield a de-
cided skew in skin tone toward the lighter end of the color spectrum 
among Argentineans.

Table 2.2     skin Tone and racial-ethnic roots exhibited by Latin american 
immigrants from different regions

 Central South
Characteristic Mexicans Caribbeans Americans Americans Total

Skin tone
  Light 23.6% 25.0% 19.1% 55.8% 32.1%
  Medium light 7.3 7.5 19.1 4.7 8.2
  Medium 65.5 50.0 57.1 37.2 52.8
  Medium dark 1.8 12.5 4.8 2.3 5.0
  Dark 1.8 5.0 0.0 0.0 1.9
Racial-ethnic roots
  African 7.2 92.5 52.4 30.2 40.9
  European 81.8 97.5 95.2 93.0 90.6
  Indigenous 98.2 90.0 100.0 93.0 95.0
  Asian 9.1 2.5 9.5 7.0 6.9

Total (N) 55 40 21 43 159

Source: Immigrant Identity Project (Office of Population Research 2009).



Roots and Motivations   35

In the right-hand columns of table 2.3, we estimate an ordered logit 
model of the association between region and skin tone, controlling for 
racial and ethnic roots, demographic background, generation, legal sta-
tus, and class origins. As can be seen, once a person’s roots are held con-
stant, interregional differences in skin tone are muted. Indeed, the strong 
association between darker skin tone and Caribbean origins not only 

Table 2.3     Logit regression Predicting african roots from the region of 
origin, Controlling for demographic Background and social-
Class origins

 African Roots Darkness of Skin Tone

 Regression Standard Regression Standard
Predictors Coefficient Error Coefficient Error

Racial-ethnic roots
  African — — 1.709*** 0.484
  European — — –2.378*** 0.654
  Indigenous — — 2.807* 1.294
Region of origin
  Mexico — — — —
  Caribbean 5.000*** 0.937 –1.215+ 0.665
  Central America 2.674*** 0.736 –0.669 0.554
  South America 1.587** 0.661 –1.819*** 0.498
Demographics 
  Age 0.097* 0.043 0.022 0.033
  Male –0.267 0.495 0.234 0.383
Generation
  First generation — — — —
  Second generation 0.713 0.683 –0.539 0.498
Legal status
  Documented –0.176 0.610 1.095* 0.472
Class origins
  Years of schooling  –0.003 0.021 –0.020 0.014
  Parental International
   Socioeconomic Index –0.011 0.016 –0.001 0.012

Intercepts –4.527*** 1.674 0.054 1.860
   0.529 1.864
   4.213* 1.878
   5.693** 1.940

Log-likelihood –60.334***  –143.080***
Pseudo-R-squared 0.397***  0.151
Sample size (N) 147  147

Source: Immigrant Identity Project (Office of Population Research 2009).
+p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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expressing immigrant Motivations

In describing conditions in their countries and communities of origin, 
respondents were often quite blunt about the economic problems they 
faced. One male respondent, for example, when queried about his rea-
sons for coming to the United States, said flatly that “the Mexican econ-
omy does nothing.” When asked to elaborate, he said that in Mexico 
“one earns little and cannot seem to give oneself the pleasure of doing 
well, with nice clothes, clean pants—not only clean but brand-new 
pants—like that, you know? Because there isn’t any money.”

Another Mexican who headed north with a friend said, “We were 
both flat broke economically, really, so we had to come here,” and a Gua-
temalan female attributed her departure simply to “the economic situa-
tion in my country,” citing the need “to have a little more money to help 
my family.” A Honduran male candidly opined that “the truth is that in 
my country I work, but there are hardly any jobs, and those that exist are 
very badly paid. There one does not earn enough to get ahead—just 
enough to get by if nothing bad happens—barely enough for food. These 
are the things there that motivate one to come, to migrate here, to the 
United States.” A Honduran woman noted that poverty was a motivator 
for action: “My parents were always very poor, and for me poverty was 
good up to a certain point, as poverty made me long for not suffering 
hunger.”

Generalizing from his own experiences and those of his friends, one 
undocumented male migrant from Guatemala went on at some length 
about his poor economic prospects at home, telling us that

Table 2.4     Motivations for Migration, by Gender, among Latin american 
immigrants to the united states

Variable Females Males Total

Motivation for migration
  Economic conditions at origin 17.0% 22.5% 20.3%
  Opportunities at destination 17.0 22.5 20.3
  Network links 3.8 18.8 12.8
  Violence at origin 5.7 1.3 3.0
  Family reasons 24.5 20.0 21.8
  Other 32.1 15.0 21.8
Settlement intentions
  Intends to return 47.2 42.5 44.4
  Intends to stay 34.4 27.5 32.1
  Doesn’t know 18.9 30.2 25.6

Total born abroad (N) 53 80 133

Source: Immigrant Identity Project (Office of Population Research 2009).



Table 2.5    Multinomial Logit regression Predicting Motivation for Migration from selected Variables

 Origin Conditions Destination Conditions Family and Network

 Regression Standard Regression Standard Regression Standard
Predictors Coefficient Error Coefficient Error Coefficient Error

Racial-ethnic roots
  African  1.029 0.947 1.264 1.009 1.401 0.917
  Indigenous  0.140 1.625 1.465 1.751 2.319 1.581
Region of origin
  Mexico — — — — — —
  Caribbean 0.312 1.343 0.654 1.456 0.205 1.211
  Central America 0.471 1.042 –1.058 1.283 –1.410 1.102
  South America 0.211 0.903 0.829 0.923 0.143 0.811
Demographics 
  Age 0.181** 0.065 0.280*** 0.073 0.185** 0.061
  Male 1.035 0.725 0.443 0.770 0.893 0.665
Immigrant status
  Documented –0.617 1.120 0.386 1.072 1.455+ 0.906
  Years in the United States –0.080 0.065 –0.263** 0.083 –0.190** 0.067
Class origins
  Years of schooling –0.186+ 0.111 –0.011 0.049 –0.197* 0.101
  Parental International
   Socioeconomic Index –0.037 0.026 –0.035 0.026 –0.009 0.024

Intercept –1.246 2.537 –6.255* 2.769 –3.816+ 2.051

Log-likelihood –128.553***
Pseudo-R-squared 0.239
Sample size (N) 124

Source: Immigrant Identity Project (Office of Population Research 2009).
Note: The reference category is “other.”
+p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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the desire to return cuts across all major motivational categories. Com-
pared with the “other” motivation category, those migrating because of 
origin conditions, destination conditions, and family considerations are 
all more likely to express a desire to return, and this desire is equally 
powerful across the three categories. The desire to return is unrelated to 
racial and ethnic roots, but is less strong among South Americans and 
Caribbeans compared with Mexicans and Central Americans, who enjoy 
greater access to a land border. The background characteristic most 

Table 2.6     Logit regression Predicting intention to return Home from 
selected independent Variables

 Regression Standard
Predictors Coefficient Error P-Value

Motivation for migration
  Conditions at origin 1.482* 0.726 0.041
  Conditions at destination 1.413+ 0.781 0.071
  Family-network 1.244+ 0.677 0.066
  Other — — —
Racial-ethnic roots
  African –0.052 0.528 0.921
  Indigenous –0.963 1.053 0.361
Region of origin
  Mexico — — —
  Caribbean –1.616+ 0.879 0.066
  Central America –0.865 0.697 0.215
  South America –1.484** 0.579 0.010
Demographics
  Age –0.023 0.041 0.580
  Male –0.757 0.481 0.116
Immigrant status
  Documented 0.732 0.627 0.464
  Years in United States –0.102* 0.050 0.042
Class origins
  Years of schooling –0.011 0.027 0.693
  Father’s International
   Socioeconomic Index 0.025+ 0.015 0.090

Intercept 1.190 1.586 0.453

Log-likelihood –72.446***
Pseudo-R-squared 0.149***
Sample size (N) 124

Source: Immigrant Identity Project (Office of Population Research 2009).
+p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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When people feel confident about their prospects for continued employ-
ment and ample earnings, they naturally tend to feel less threatened by 
potential competitors and are less likely to impose mechanisms of exclu-
sion or discrimination on foreigners or other socially defined out-groups. 
Unfortunately, over the past several decades the prospects for employ-
ment and earnings have been anything but sanguine for most Ameri-
cans. Although a minority of households did extremely well up at least 
until the economic collapse of 2008, the vast majority saw their economic 
circumstances steadily deteriorate.

Figure 3.1 begins our consideration of economic trends by document-
ing the singular rise in income inequality in the United States since the 
late 1960s (using data from U.S. Bureau of the Census 2009). Whereas in 
1968 the Gini coefficient for income inequality stood at a record low level 
of 0.386, thereafter it steadily rose to peak at 0.470 in 2006, a remarkable 
increase of 22 percent over three decades. By 2006 it was as if the equal-
izing gains of the New Deal had been wiped out. Indeed, by then the 
distribution of U.S. income was more unequal than at any time since 
1929.

Figure 3.1   Household income inequality in the united states

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census (2009).
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What this increase in inequality meant for American households in 
practical terms is suggested by figure 3.2, which shows the share of in-
come earned by the top quintile compared with the share earned by the 
next two quintiles combined (U.S. Bureau of the Census 2009). If posi-
tions in the socioeconomic hierarchy are to open up for immigrants with 
the retirement of the baby boom generation, as Richard Alba (2009) and 
Dowell Myers (2007) suggest, then most of the openings are likely to 
occur in these two middle segments of the income distribution. As can 
be seen, however, the earnings of these two classes have not fared well in 
recent decades. Whereas the top and the next two quintiles accounted 
for about the same fraction of total U.S. income in 1970, 42 to 43 percent, 
their fortunes steadily diverged over the ensuing decades. By 2006 the 
top quintile was earning 51 percent of total income, whereas the next 
two quintiles together earned just 37 percent. Under these circumstances, 
it is hard to imagine those living in the middle two fifths of the income 
distribution feeling secure enough to perceive a non-zero-sum economy 
with respect to immigrants.

Figure 3.2   share of income earned by Top Quintile and next Two 
Quintiles

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census (2009).
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On the contrary, beyond the simple rise in inequality and stagnating 
earnings, the economic fortunes of most Americans have grown steadily 
more precarious in other ways. As wages fell in real terms for most 
American workers, households reacted by sending more family mem-
bers into the labor force to bolster total income, a trend that was ex-
pressed most clearly as a rise in female labor force participation. Even 
with multiple earners, however, many households were still unable to 
maintain desired levels of consumption and covered the shortfall in 
funds by borrowing, leading to an explosion of household debt. Figure 
3.3 shows average consumer debt per household in recent decades, 
using constant 2009 dollars (U.S. Federal Reserve Board 2009). Whereas 
in 1980 the average household owed around $10,000, this figure rose 
steadily to reach $22,000 in 2008. Over the past twenty-eight years, in 
other words, the indebtedness of the typical American household more 
than doubled.

In a context of stagnating earnings, rising debt sharply and necessar-
ily increased the debt service ratio faced by American households—the 
money they must pay as interest on consumer loans divided by total in-

Figure 3.3   average Consumer debt per u.s. Household

Source: U.S. Federal Reserve Board (2009).

$23,000

$21,000

$19,000

$17,000

$15,000

$13,000

$11,000

$9,000

A
ve

ra
ge

 C
on

su
m

er
 D

eb
t (

20
09

 D
ol

la
rs

)

19
80

19
82

19
84

19
86

19
88

19
90

19
92

19
94

19
96

19
98

20
00

20
02

20
04

20
06

20
08

Year



62   Brokered Boundaries

come. As can be seen in figure 3.4, the average household devoted 
around 11 percent of its income to debt service in 1980, but by 2006 the 
figure had climbed to 14 percent (U.S. Federal Reserve Board 2009). Iron-
ically, as households borrowed more to maintain current consumption, 
they had less disposable income for future consumption.

In addition to borrowing, households also dipped increasingly into 
savings, and over the same period the savings rate dwindled. Figure 3.5 
shows the personal savings rate among American income earners from 
1980 to the present (U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis 2009). In the early 
1980s, Americans were saving around 10 to 11 percent of income, but by 
2005 the savings rate had reached a record low of just 1.4 percent. As 
they went further into debt, therefore, Americans also whittled down 
their cash assets. Taking debt and money devoted to debt service into 
account, Americans actually had a negative savings rate by 2005.

With no savings to fall back on, a rising mountain of debt, and more 
intense pressure on earnings to service that debt, American households 
drew closer and closer to the financial edge and increasingly courted 
economic disaster when unanticipated but costly needs arose. This risk 
was exacerbated by the steady fraying of the U.S. social safety net; one of 

Figure 3.4   debt service ratio for u.s. Household

Source: U.S. Federal Reserve Board (2009).
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the most serious risks faced by American households was the illness or 
injury of a breadwinner, which did not simply reduce earnings but often 
brought serious costs. Figure 3.6 shows the percentage of Americans 
without health insurance, which rose from 12 percent in 1980 to peak at 
over 16 percent in the late 1990s (Levit, Olin, and Letsch 1992; Cohen et 
al. 2009). The lack of insurance coverage is greatest for young workers. 
Around 30 percent of nineteen- to twenty-four-year-olds and 26 percent 
of fifteen- to thirty-four-year-olds lacked health insurance in 2009 (see 
Andrea Fuller, “Young Adults Swelling Ranks of Uninsured,” New York 
Times, September 5, 2009).

With so many households living so close to the edge with so little pro-
tection, it is inevitable that many are pushed into insolvency. A recent 
study in California found that 14 percent of working-age people had ac-
cumulated medical debt by 2009 and that, among those with medical 
debt, 35 percent responded by taking out loans or drawing on savings, 
32 percent took on additional credit card debt, and 20 percent stopped 
buying basics (cited by Reed Abelson, “Insured but Bankrupted by 
Health Crises,” New York Times, July 1, 2009). For many people, these 

Figure 3.5   Personal savings rate in the united states

Source: U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis (2009).
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defensive measures proved insufficient: as figure 3.7 shows, bankruptcy 
filings in the United States climbed from just 330,000 in 1980 to reach 2.1 
million in 2005 (Administrative Office of the U.S. Courts 2009).

With so many households filing for protection to escape accumulated 
debts, the banking industry struck back in 2005 by prevailing upon Con-
gress to pass the Bankruptcy Abuse Prevention and Consumer Protection 
Act. Bankruptcy laws in the United States historically had been forgiving 
of overstretched borrowers, allowing them to go to court to wipe out a 
significant share of their debt and start over. After 2005, however, declar-
ing bankruptcy was made more difficult. Under the new law, debtors 
were required to undergo “credit counseling” in a government-approved 
program before filing for bankruptcy, and they were forced to pay back 
taxes before being allowed to proceed in court. Moreover, debtors whose 
monthly income fell above the state median were compelled to continue 
making payments to creditors based on a strict expense-to-income for-
mula (Henry 2006). As a result of these legislative changes, bankruptcy 

Figure 3.6   share of americans Without Health insurance

Source: Authors’ compilation based on Levit, Olin, and Letsch (1992) and U.S. Bureau of 
the Census (2009).
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filings plummeted between 2005 and 2006, going from 2.1 million to 
618,000 within twelve months. The decline, however, proved to be tem-
porary: by 2008 the number of filings was back over 1 million and rapidly 
rising. By February 2009, Americans were filing for bankruptcy at the 
rate of 5,400 per day, yielding an annualized rate of 2 million.

The new surge in bankruptcies was heightened by a major financial 
collapse that unfolded in the latter half of 2008, an economic tsunami 
that not only put many consumers underwater but wiped out a number 
of major financial institutions as well. Overnight, credit markets froze, 
home foreclosures skyrocketed, and for a time economic activity came to 
a virtual standstill. The acuteness of the crisis is illustrated in figure 3.8, 
which shows the sharp turnaround in the U.S. gross domestic product 
between 2006 and 2009 (U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis 2009). In the 
first quarter of 2006, GDP stood at $12,916 billion, and by the fourth 
quarter of 2007 it had reached $13,391 billion. Growth then stalled, and 
GDP inched slightly upward to reach $13,415 billion in the second quar-
ter of 2008, but then plummeted to $12,893 billion in the second quarter 

Figure 3.7   Bankruptcy Filings in the united states

Source: Administrative Office of the U.S. Courts (2009).
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of 2009. Billions of dollars in equity were wiped out as GDP contracted 
by 3.9 percent in twelve months, the largest yearly decline in production 
since the end of the Second World War.

Inevitably such a sharp contraction was accompanied by rising job-
lessness, as indicated in figure 3.9, which shows trends in unemploy-
ment and underemployment since 1980 (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 
2009). As can be seen, the unemployment rate bottomed out at just 4 per-
cent in early 2000 and then, after oscillating from 2002 through 2007, 
surged to reach 9.7 percent by August 2009. The increase in underem-
ployment was even greater. The underemployment rate takes into ac-
count those who are working part-time involuntarily as well as those 
who have given up looking for work, in addition to those searching for 
work. From 2007 to 2009, the rate of underemployment more than dou-
bled, going from 8 percent to 18.1 percent (Haugan 2009). A recent sur-
vey of the unemployed by the Center for Workforce Development at 
Rutgers University found that 84 percent received no severance pay, 63 
percent were drawing down their savings or retirement accounts, 56 per-
cent had borrowed from friends or family, and 34 percent were incurring 

Figure 3.8   Trend in u.s. Gross domestic Product

Source: U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis (2009).
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greater credit card debt (cited in Bill Marsh, “Jobless, Sleepless, Hope-
less,” New York Times, September 5, 2009).

Needless to say, the sharp rise in joblessness, the rapid contraction of 
the economy, and the surge in bankruptcies took a toll on consumer con-
fidence. As shown in figure 3.10, the consumer confidence index peaked 
at 145 in January 2000, fell to 95 in February 2002, then rose back to 112 
in July 2007 before collapsing to a record low value of just 27 in March 
2009 (Consumer Confidence Board 2009). Since the Consumer Confi-
dence Board began taking its measurements back in the 1960s, the Amer-
ican confidence index had never been shaken so badly.

In sum, at the end of the first decade of the twenty-first century, the 
U.S. economy finds itself in worse shape than at any time since the Great 
Depression, with rising joblessness, declining production, cascading 
bankruptcies, mounting debt, and record low levels of consumer confi-
dence, and these dire trends come at the end of a remarkable period dur-
ing which, even before the crash, most Americans had found themselves 
working more, earning less, and taking on additional debt simply to stay 
afloat. For the past two decades, economic growth has been fueled by 

Figure 3.9   rates of u.s. unemployment and underemployment

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2009).
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easy credit, surging stocks, and rising real estate values, but these bub-
bles have all burst. American households must now live on reduced in-
comes while paying down huge debts on devalued assets in the face of 
rising unemployment. Most baby boomers do not have the assets to re-
tire anytime soon, and neither young nor old workers have the income 
to support the kind of broad-based demand that might fuel a full and 
speedy recovery. For the foreseeable future, we appear to be mired in a 
zero-sum economy in which the economic progress of immigrants is 
likely to be perceived as coming at the expense of deserving natives.

The Latino Threat

The increase in income inequality and the deterioration of economic 
circumstances for most American households over the past several de-
cades have been accompanied, probably not coincidentally, by a new 
framing of immigrants in the public media. Increasingly, Latin Ameri-
can and particularly Mexican immigrants have been portrayed as dan-
gerous to America’s culture, society, and economy, a trope that Leo 
Chavez (2008) calls the “Latino threat narrative.” Among the national 
magazine covers on immigration between 1965 and 2000 that he exam-
ined, two-thirds portrayed immigration as threatening or alarming, 

Figure 3.10   Monthly Consumer Confidence index (1984 = 100)

Source: Consumer Confidence Board (2009).
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In the end, the number of annual migrants did not change very much 
between the 1960s and the 1980s, but the legal auspices of entry shifted 
dramatically, and this made a huge difference in how immigrants were 
framed in the American mind. Whereas before 1965 undocumented mi-
gration was virtually nonexistent and the overwhelming majority of 
Mexicans entered as legal guest workers or permanent immigrants, by 
the late 1980s three-quarters of all Mexican entries were unauthorized. 
This shift gave ivory tower intellectuals, media pundits, and enterpris-
ing political entrepreneurs new opportunities to portray Mexican immi-
grants as lawbreakers and criminals and thus people deserving of exclu-
sion from and discrimination within the United States.

In response to the rising tide of demonization, in 1986 Congress 
passed the Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA), which launched 
a new militarization of the Mexico-U.S. border and criminalized the hir-
ing of undocumented migrants. Although the legislation also established 
two legalization programs that ultimately provided residence docu-
ments to 3.1 million immigrants, these programs required that adjusting 

Figure 3.11   Mexican Migration to the United States in Three Legal 
Categories

Source: Authors’ compilation based on Office of Immigration Statistics (2009), and the 
Mexican Migration Project (2009).
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As can be seen, U.S. enforcement actions began to rise somewhat in 
the mid-1980s and then increased more rapidly in the 1990s, but the ac-
celeration during the last decade of the twentieth century proved to be 
nothing compared with what happened after 9/11, when all three series 
grew exponentially. By 2008, line-watch hours stood at nearly eight 
times the 1986 level, the number of Border Patrol agents had increased 
by a factor of 4.7, and the Border Patrol’s budget was twenty times its 
1986 level. In terms of size, the Border Patrol went from around 3,700 of-
ficers in 1986 to 18,000 in 2008.

The massive increase in immigration enforcement occurred despite 
the steady decline in the rate of undocumented migration since 1990, 
and in fact the rate plummeted after 2001 to reach levels near zero by 
2008 (see figure 3.11). Despite the decline in traffic, apprehensions of un-
documented migrants at the border nonetheless continue apace, while 
internal arrests and deportations of undocumented migrants from 
within the United States have risen to unprecedented heights. As figure 
3.13 shows, since 1980 border apprehensions have fluctuated between 
800,000 and 1.2 million per year, but what is truly remarkable is the 
steady rise in deportations. Whereas in 1986 only 25,000 immigrants 

Figure 3.12   indicators of immigration enforcement (1986 = 1)

Source: Authors’ compilation based on U.S. Office of Immigration Statistics (2009).
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were arrested and deported from the United States, by 1996 the figure 
had climbed to 160,000, and by 2001 to 189,000. Thereafter, deportations 
surged to reach a record 359,000 in 2008; this level has never been seen 
before in U.S. history and outdoes the mass deportation campaigns of 
the 1930s by a factor of three.

In a very real way, then, the United States now increasingly looks like 
a police state to immigrants, whatever their documentation. Under cur-
rent conditions, it is as if the militarized border program of 1953 and 
1954 (Operation Wetback) has been made permanent and the mass de-
portation campaigns of 1929 to 1934 have been institutionalized at three 
times their earlier size. As a result, the number of immigrants under de-
tention has exploded, increasing by 50 percent since 2001. In 2008, the 
most recent fiscal year for which data are available, some 320,000 immi-
grants were incarcerated and awaiting trial or deportation, 350,000 more 
were expelled from the United States, and 860,000 persons were appre-
hended at the southern border and summarily returned to Mexico.

Figure 3.13   Border apprehensions and deportations from the united 
states

Source: Authors’ compilation based on U.S. Office of Immigration Statistics (2009).
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United States, having intentions to return home, and having good En-
glish skills (the last probably because English ability opens up counter-
vailing opportunities in education). Labor force participation does not 
vary by race, gender, documentation status, or years in the United States. 
Thus, entry into the labor force is most strongly a matter of age, human 
capital, and perceptions and motivations about the United States and is 
not a matter of race, gender, or documentation.

The right-hand columns of table 4.2 show the results of an ordinary 
least squares (OLS) regression equation estimated to predict hours of 
work from the same set of variables. The fit of this model is somewhat 
poorer, with an R-squared of 0.44, meaning that the predictors explain a 
little over 40 percent of the variance in the hours worked. As can be seen, 
hours worked per day rise with age but do not differ by gender. Unlike 
labor force participation, the length of the workday is generally unaf-
fected by human capital characteristics. In general, the workday is sig-
nificantly longer for those who migrated because of economic exigencies 
at home and for those who reported experiences of discrimination in the 

Table 4.1     Labor Market outcomes for Latin american Migrants to the 
united states, by Legal status

Labor Market Outcome Documented Undocumented Total

U.S. labor force participation
  In labor force  0.754 0.775 0.767
  Hours worked per day  7.857 9.149 8.705
U.S. occupational outcomes
  Parental occupational status 42.19 36.44 38.53
  Status of first U.S. occupation 44.65 39.53 41.35
  Status of current U.S. occupation 51.25 44.63 46.98
Occupational mobility in the  
   United States
  Downward 0.116 0.128 0.124
  Upward 0.419 0.436 0.430
  Same 0.465 0.436 0.446
U.S. wage outcomes
  First hourly wage 8.92 12.50 11.22
  Current hourly wage 9.32 12.98 11.66
  Earns under minimum wage 0.325 0.282 0.298
U.S. wage mobility
  Downward 0.000 0.000 0.000
  Upward 0.070 0.090 0.083
  Same 0.930 0.910 0.917
  Difference 0.39 0.48 0.45

Source: Immigrant Identity Project (Office of Population Research 2009).
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Table 4.2     regression of selected Variables on Labor Force Participation 
(Logit) and Hours Worked per Week (oLs) at the Time of the 
survey

 Labor Force Participation Hours Worked per Day

 Regression Standard Regression Standard
Predictors Coefficient Error Coefficient Error

Class background
  Parental occupational  
   status –0.023 0.038 0.004 0.017
Human capital
  Years of schooling 0.281+ 0.161 –0.018 0.025
  Good English –2.719* 1.346 –0.765 0.572
Perceptions of United  
   States
  More opportunity 6.055** 1.980 –1.101 0.687
  More inequality –1.033 1.001 0.551 0.491
  Experienced  
   discrimination 1.122 0.926 1.103* 0.036
Motivation for migration
  Origin conditions –1.879 1.638 1.731* 0.865
  U.S. conditions –2.552+ 1.540 0.158 0.882
  Family or network 2.858* 1.279 0.724 0.789
  Other — — — —
Intentions
  Intends to return –2.171** 1.055 0.388 0.452
Racial-ethnic roots
  African 0.291 1.580 –0.237 0.645
  Indigenous — — –0.118 1.028
  Dark-skinned 1.333 1.131 –1.058* 0.506
Region of origin
  Mexico — — — —
  Caribbean 2.222 1.946 0.120 0.957
  Central America 4.330* 1.986 –1.573+ 0.826
  South America 2.241 1.667 –0.235 0.682
Demographics
  Age 0.728*** 0.188 0.162*** 0.044
  Male 0.593 1.057 0.741 0.465
Immigrant status
  Documented –0.226 1.453 –0.007 0.752
  Years in United States –0.009 0.018 –0.006 0.012

Intercept  –21.850*** 6.418 4.471* 1.975

Likelihood ratio X2 97.510***  —
R-squared 0.665***  0.443***
Sample size (N) 137  95

Source: Immigrant Identity Project (Office of Population Research 2009).
+p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001



Table 4.3    Comparison of status Between respondent’s First and Current u.s. occupation

 Status of Current U.S. Occupation

Status of First Not 
U.S. Occupation Working 16 18 31 34 36 40 51 54 70 N

Not working  84.4 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 6.4 0.0 6.4 3.1 32 
Farm worker (18) 20.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 60.0 0.0 20.0 0.0 5
Unskilled laborer (31) 13.0 0.0 0.0 13.0 0.0 0.0 43.5 8.7 13.0 8.7 23

Transport worker (34) 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 100.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 1

Skilled laborer (36) 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0  0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 100.0 0.0 1

Unskilled services (40) 2.7 4.1 0.0 5.5 0.0 0.0 49.3 6.9 20.6 11.0 73

Small-business owner (51) 0.0 0.0 0.0  0.0 0.0 0.0 50.0 50.0 0.0 0.0 3 
Skilled services (54) 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 6.7 13.3 73.3 6.7 15
Professional (70) 0.0 14.3 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 14.3 28.6 42.9 7

Total 20.8 2.5 0.0 4.4 0.0 0.0 34.0 6.9 22.0 9.4 159

Source: Immigrant Identity Project (Office of Population Research 2009).
Note: Numbers in bold help facilitate interpretation of the discussion in the text.
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Table 4.4     Multinomial Logistic regression Predicting Change in status 
Between First and Current u.s. occupation

 Downward Mobility Upward Mobility

 Regression Standard Regression Standard
Predictors Coefficient Error Coefficient Error

Class background
  Parental occupational  
   status 0.135* 0.058 –0.340*** 0.089
Human capital
  Years of schooling –0.080 0.079 0.065+ 0.039
  Good English 1.185 1.052 1.272 0.851
Perceptions of United  
   States
  More opportunity 2.289 1.472 1.434 0.942
  More inequality 0.844 0.982 –0.683 0.693
  Experienced  
   discrimination 0.642 0.981 0.447 0.631
Motivation for migration
  Origin conditions –1.743 1.734 –0.673 1.182
  U.S. conditions –2.347 1.743 –1.487 1.271
  Family or network –2.251 1.554 –1.144 1.126
  Other — — — —
Intentions
  Intends to return 0.642 0.897 0.675 0.609
Racial-ethnic roots
  African  1.396 1.098 –0.907 0.847
  Indigenous 20.119*** 4.020 0.472 1.278
  Dark-skinned 1.376 0.966 1.398* 0.695
Region of origin
  Mexico — — — —
  Caribbean –2.335 1.753 –2.985+ 1.703
  Central America –0.438 1.389 0.934 1.041
  South America –1.207 1.379 1.327 0.908
Demographics 
  Age 0.011 0.084 –0.001 0.059
  Male –0.408 0.877 –1.100 0.702
Immigrant status
  Documented 0.160 1.379 1.331 1.059
  Years in United States –0.055* 0.028 –0.002 0.019

Intercept –28.270*** 9.212 10.934***  4.562

Likelihood ratio X2 95.880***
Pseudo-R-squared 0.415
Sample size (N) 117

Source: Immigrant Identity Project (Office of Population Research 2009).
+p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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Table 4.5     oLs regression Predicting Change in occupational status and 
Change in Wage earned Between First and Current u.s. 
occupation

 Change in  
 Occupational Status Change in U.S. Wage

 Regression Standard Regression Standard
Predictors Coefficient Error Coefficient Error

Initial U.S. job
  First U.S. occupation  
   status –0.843*** 0.109 –0.005 0.019
  First U.S. wage — — –0.008 0.009
Human capital
  Years of schooling 0.187* 0.097 –0.010 0.017
  Good English 3.932 2.648 –0.286 0.472
Perceptions of United  
   States
  More opportunity 1.746 3.331 0.104 0.598
  More inequality –4.484* 2.344 0.102 0.413
  Experienced  
   discrimination  1.576 2.420  –0.423 0.424
Motivation for migration
  Origin conditions –4.550 4.107 0.562 0.717
  U.S. conditions –2.503 4.115 –0.321 0.720
  Family or network –2.909 3.663 0.108 0.643
  Other — — — —
Intentions
  Intends to return 0.703 2.211 –0.019 0.388
Racial-ethnic roots
  African –5.359+ 2.997 –0.171 0.547
  Indigenous 3.915 5.271 0.872 0.921
  Dark-skinned 2.828 2.372 –0.534 0.415
Region of origin
  Mexico — — — —
  Caribbean 0.395 4.426 0.187 0.793
  Central America 3.759 3.724 –0.494 0.661
  South America 5.941+ 3.156 0.906 0.564
Demographics
  Age 0.351+ 0.201 –0.015 0.036
  Male –0.024 2.259 –0.085 0.395
Immigrant status
  Documented 6.531* 3.436 0.280 0.606
  Years in United States –0.013 0.057 0.004 0.010

Intercept 20.550* 9.328 0.670 1.642

Adjusted R-squared 0.367***  0.001
Sample size (N) 117  116

Source: Immigrant Identity Project (Office of Population Research 2009).
+p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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Table 4.6     regressions Predicting the Likelihood of earning Below the 
Minimum Wage and the natural Log of Wages on Current  
u.s. Job

 Earned Below
 Minimum Wage Log of Hourly Wage

 Regression Standard Regression Standard
Predictors Coefficient Error Coefficient Error

Labor supply
  Hours worked per day –0.176 0.138 0.031 0.027
Human capital
  Years of schooling –0.044 0.092 –0.006 0.006
  Good English 0.532 0.694 –0.122 0.134
Perceptions of United  
   States
  More opportunity –0.529 0.823 0.157 0.163
  More inequality –0.034 0.577 0.141 0.114
  Experienced  
   discrimination  –0.408 0.594  –0.012 0.118
Motivation for migration
  Origin conditions 0.871 0.953 –0.072 0.204
  U.S. conditions 0.200 0.974 0.032 0.206
  Family or network 0.601 0.878 –0.038 0.190
  Other — — — —
Intentions
  Intends to return 1.017+ 0.547 –0.084 0.104
Racial-ethnic roots
  African  0.026 0.754 –0.051 0.157
  Indigenous –2.302* 1.172 0.583* 0.237
  Dark-skinned –0.006 0.567 –0.017 0.118
Region of origin
  Mexico — — — —
  Caribbean –1.746 1.129 0.291 0.215
  Central America –1.374 0.968 0.098 0.189
  South America –1.278 0.801 0.155 0.147
Demographics 
  Age 0.140** 0.054 –0.018+ 0.010
  Male –0.561 0.527 0.067 0.108
Immigrant status
  Documented 0.289 0.861 –0.078 0.167
  Years in United States 0.004 0.015 0.004 0.003

Intercept 0.148 2.441 1.353** 0.439

Likelihood ratio X2 52.890  —
Pseudo-or adjusted  
   R-squared 0.390  0.044
Sample size (N) 102  97

Source: Immigrant Identity Project (Office of Population Research 2009).
+p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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Table 4.7     Logistic regressions Predicting Business ownership in the 
united states

 Regression Standard
Predictors Coefficient Error

Initial U.S. job
   First U.S. wage –0.207 0.153
   First occupational status  0.123* 0.061
Human capital
  Years of schooling –0.364+ 0.215
  Good English –3.504 2.440
Perceptions of United States
  More opportunity –0.203 1.939
  More inequality 0.889 1.047
  Experienced discrimination –1.263 1.201
Motivation for migration
  Origin conditions 2.887 2.469
  U.S. conditions 3.793 2.707
  Family or network 2.485 2.478
  Other — —
Intentions
  Intends to return –1.952 1.369
Racial-ethnic roots
  African  –0.567 1.747
  Dark-skinned 0.311 0.973
Region of origin
  Mexico — —
  Caribbean –0.234 2.167
  Central America –0.579 1.958
  South America 1.071 1.798
Demographics 
  Age 0.198+ 0.109
  Male –2.889+ 1.151
Immigrant status
  Documented 1.031 1.438
  Years in United States 0.067 0.051

Intercept –8.497+ 0.215

Likelihood ratio X2 26.57+

Pseudo-R-squared 0.396
Sample size (N) 110

Source: Immigrant Identity Project (Office of Population Research 2009).
+p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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papers, because if you have a good document, then you will not have 
[the problem] of lacking work. They give it to you.”

Other respondents focused not on the money they could earn in the 
United States but on low wages at home as the key factor accounting for 
the differential in opportunities. When asked about the relative opportu-
nities “here” or “there,” an Ecuadoran female was quick to answer: 
“Here . . . because Ecuador, you know, is a country with low pay. There 
is much poverty in my country.” A woman from Mexico framed the 
issue similarly, seeing more opportunity “here, especially because in 
Mexico the wages you get are really low; because here you earn in one 
day what it would take you a week to earn in Mexico.” A male compa-
triot’s view of wages at home was even more contemptuous; he noted 
that his nephew had just finished training as an auto mechanic, and al-
though he quickly found a job, “the salary he earns is a humiliation.” He 
went on to express some anger at Mexican politicians who in their cam-
paigns emphasize the nation’s economic progress, arguing that “it is a 
stupidity of the Mexican president or whoever . . . it is a humiliation to 
have one’s studies cost more than what one earns afterward.”

Many respondents viewed American opportunity in terms of a strong 
demand for labor and the wider possibilities for occupational mobility. 
According to an Ecuadoran woman, “Well, if we are realistic, we know 
that the opportunities are here. At present, no matter what kind of work 
you consider, there is employment.” Indeed, although she noted that the 
United States was experiencing an economic downturn, she insisted 
that, “even so, there are more opportunities than in our own countries.” 
This sentiment was echoed by a young Mexican male who said unequiv-
ocally that, despite his lack of documents, “I perceive more opportuni-
ties here.” When pushed to elaborate, he said, “I’ll tell you this, that 
whatever one wishes to do here, one can achieve it.” This positive atti-
tude was shared by another undocumented Mexican who underscored 
her belief in greater opportunities “here, because here, for example, you 
can do what you want to get ahead.”

Table 5.1     Perceptions of relative economic opportunities in the united 
states and in the Country of origin

Opportunity Documented Undocumented Total

Greater in United States 87.7% 79.6% 80.5%
Greater at origin 1.8 5.1 4.4
Same in both 3.5 12.2 8.8
No answer 7.0 3.1 6.3

Sample size (N) 57 98 159

Source: Immigrant Identity Project (Office of Population Research 2009).
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States: “Here . . . the very, very poor here, they treat them very badly. In 
my neighborhood they are all black, and it’s terrible how they treat them. 
From the time you get on the bus, the blacks are apart, and as they are so 
very poor, they cannot get ahead. The idea of poverty for them is very 
deep-rooted, and they do not rise.” She saw this poor treatment in stark 
contrast to what she knew from her home country: “You see a poor per-
son in Colombia, and he is a happy poor person. . . . A poor person in 
Colombia is someone you like, who knows how to take advantage of 
what he’s got, appreciate what he’s got, values what he has, and helps 
other people. . . . The poor person here is cold and bitter.”

Like the United States, Brazil is a former slave society with a large 
African-origin population. Although dark-skinned Brazilians do suffer 
exclusion from jobs and education, in social terms skin tone is not as 
sharp a marker of social status in Brazil, and interpersonal relations are 
more fluid between blacks, browns, and whites, with substantially lower 
levels of segregation compared with the United States (Telles 2004). The 
difference between a color line and a color continuum probably accounts 
for the shock of the Brazilian man who very emphatically told us that 
“inequality here exists. It exists because American society is very seg-
mented.” He went on to discuss what he saw as the American “philoso-
phy” of race and how it made him feel as a Brazilian:

Here people have the philosophy of putting themselves into a group—for 
example, Latinos with Latinos, blacks with blacks, whites with whites, In-
dians with Indians, and so on—because they feel good together. Maybe 
they think, “I am in the middle of people like me, of my Latin friends and 
everything.” And at times you feel a little bit low because culturally it gen-
erates prejudice and preconceptions, like when people don’t know how to 
get on with another group.

The Dominican Republic is another former slave society with a strong 
African presence, first from the importation of Africans under colonial 

Table 5.2     Perceptions of relative inequality in the united states and the 
Country of origin

Opportunity Documented Undocumented Total

Greater in United States 33.3% 36.8% 34.6%
Greater in country of origin 29.8 38.8 35.2
Same in both 26.3 21.4 22.6
No answer 10.5 3.1 7.5

Sample size (N)  57 98 159

Source: Immigrant Identity Project (Office of Population Research 2009).
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[you] don’t have a good accent, do not speak English well. So when you 
speak it the person on the other side of the window doesn’t understand.” 
Like many other respondents, she was particularly upset by the lack of 
courtesy and sympathy for someone who is trying hard and doing the 
best they can in a second language:

Here the Americans talk very fast and all. You have to quickly say exactly 
what you need, and then someone with a thick tongue arrives, and the 
person on the other side of the window has no patience, and, and then 
they treat you like, like . . . they don’t let you try to speak. They just cast 
you aside or something. Above all it has happened to me, like, in offices, 
in offices where I went, for example, to get my social security, public of-
fices. They have no patience.

Respondents reported sometimes feeling shunned or stigmatized for 
the simple act of speaking Spanish with other Latinos in public, like the 
Peruvian man who related that “I was speaking Spanish, and this guy—I 
was with my friends—and he said something in English, and all of us, 
we were speaking Spanish. When we are around other people speaking 
English, they give us a hard look, as if they wanted to say something bad 
about us or something.” This sort of treatment often produced hurt feel-
ings and bruised egos, as with a Mexican woman who admitted that 
“it’s not that they treat you badly, just that they don’t offer you decent 
help, and for this reason one is made to feel bad for not speaking the 
language.” She described a particularly humiliating incident in which 
she was stopped for a traffic violation and the police officer “just shouted 
that I had to speak English, and I just say, ‘I don’t speak English,’ but he 
says, ‘You have to speak English because you are living here now.’. . . 
But he just yelled at me, which was humiliating for me because I also 
would like to speak the language and to be able to take care of myself 
when these things happen.”

A Dominican man expounded on his perception of how Americans 

Table 5.3    experiences of discrimination in the united states

Opportunity Documented Undocumented Total

Discrimination 59.6% 60.2% 59.8%
No discrimination 35.1 38.8 36.5
No answer 5.2 1.0 3.7

Sample size (N) 57 98 159

Source: Immigrant Identity Project (Office of Population Research 2009).



 Table 5.4     Logistic regression equations Predicting Perceptions of opportunity, inequality, and 
discrimination

 More Opportunity in  More Inequality in  Discrimination in 
 United States United States United States

 Regression Standard Regression Standard Regression Standard
Predictors Coefficient Error Coefficient Error Coefficient Error

Motivation for migration
  Origin conditions 3.679** 1.409 0.850 0.656 1.583* 0.772
  U.S. conditions 0.010 0.802 0.178 0.682 0.974 0.816
  Family or network –0.096 0.775 –0.134 0.586 2.160** 0.704
  Other — — — — — —-
Intentions
  Intends to return –0.186 0.545 0.460 0.392 –0.804+ 0.425
Racial-ethnic roots
  African  –0.041 0.707 0.187 0.505 0.394 0.589
  Indigenous 1.154 1.437 –0.927 0.991 –1.497 1.306
  Dark-skinned 0.465 1.039 1.500* 0.756 0.215 0.900
Region of origin
  Mexico — — — — — —
  Caribbean –0.515 1.137 0.806 0.741 –1.095 0.831
  Central America –2.421* 1.043 0.740 0.637 0.298 0.717
  South America –0.024 0.696 0.938+ 0.547 –1.477* 0.634

(Table continues on p. 144.)



Table 5.4     (Continued)

 More Opportunity in  More Inequality in  Discrimination in 
 United States United States United States

 Regression Standard Regression Standard Regression Standard
Predictors Coefficient Error Coefficient Error Coefficient Error

Demographics 
  Age –0.152** 0.052 –0.035 0.032 0.134** 0.043
  Male –1.033+ 0.629 –0.181 0.394 0.369 0.452
Immigrant status
  Documented 1.093* 0.899 –0.848 0.607 0.631 0.705
  Years in United States –0.013 0.012 0.012 0.008 0.007 0.010
  Good English 0.301 0.635 –0.028 0.476 0.730 0.558
Class origins
  Years of schooling –0.012 0.019 0.000 0.017 0.000 0.018
  Parental International 
   Socioeconomic Index –0.004 0.017 0.003 0.013 –0.018 0.015

Intercept 5.270 2.412 0.102 1.484 –1.838 1.823

Log-likelihood –55.511**  –87.141*  –77.051***
Pseudo-R-squared 0.248**  0.087*  0.225***
Sample size (N) 147  147  147

Source: Immigrant Identity Project (Office of Population Research 2009).
+p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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We asked respondents about contacts with both friends and relatives 
in the sending country, and some respondents said that they were in 
regular contact with both groups of people, such as the Colombian man 
from New York who said that he “regularly” talked with both his friends 
and his relatives: “I talk to them, and when I go there I drop by to see 
them.” When asked if this statement applied to friends as well as family, 
his response was, “Naturally.” Likewise, when we asked a Mexican man 
in New York whether he was in contact with family members at home, 
he answered with a simple “Yes,” and when we probed about contact 
with friends, he assured us that he stayed in touch with “them as well.” 
Another man, a Brazilian in Philadelphia, told us that he was in regular 
contact “with my mom, with my siblings, with my friends, with every-
one.” A Peruvian man in Philadelphia underscored the importance of 
regular contact in maintaining his friendships:

I was five years in one school with all of them, secondary school, and three 
or four of them, yes, two guys and two girls, as the closest, and one of the 
girls lives here, in Florida, but I haven’t seen her there yet. But she calls me 
sometimes, and those in Peru are always calling me, and we’re always on 
the Internet. It has been two months since I have seen my friends. If you 
don’t speak with them, you lose touch.

A larger number of respondents, however, reported being in more fre-
quent contact with family than friends. According to one Dominican 
woman we interviewed in New York, “With family, yes, but friends, no, 
because I came here when I was sixteen. During the first years, yes, I did 
have contact with friends, but it has been a long time now since I have 
had any contact.” When asked about maintaining contact with family, a 
Mexican man in New Jersey said, “Of course,” but when we inquired 

Table 6.1     Contact with Family or Friends in the Country of origin as 
reported by Latino immigrants to the united states, by Gender, 
Generation, and Legal status

Behavior  Documented Undocumented  Total

Any contact 86.0% 95.1% 91.8%
Land phone 77.2 87.3 83.6
Cell phone 8.9 2.9  5.0
Calling card 1.8 3.9  3.1
Email 9.8 21.1  3.8
Regular mail 1.8 1.0  1.3

Sample size (N)  57 102 159

Source: Immigrant Identity Project (Office of Population Research 2009).
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tances are sent, and this is the subject of the second panel of table 6.2. In 
general, most respondents were regular contributors to the remittance 
flow: 44 percent said that they sent remittances at least once a month, 
and another 8 percent reported sending remittances at least twice a year. 
Thus, a majority of all respondents (52 percent) said that they sent money 
at least once every six months, representing two-thirds of those who re-
mitted. Only around 23 percent said that they confined their sending to 
“once in a while” or to special occasions such as holidays, birthdays, and 
anniversaries. Whereas 55 percent of all undocumented migrants said 
that they sent remittances at least once a month, the figure was just 25 
percent for those with legal papers. Similarly, the share of undocumented 
migrants who reported remitting only once in a while (14 percent) or 
never (18 percent) was substantially below the corresponding figures for 
documented migrants (33 percent and 26 percent, respectively).

The third panel in the table reports how remittances were sent, and 

Table 6.2     information on Material exchanges Between Latino immigrants 
to the united states and Their Family and Friends in the 
Country of origin

Behavior Documented Undocumented Total

Sends remittances
   Respondent 73.7% 82.3% 79.2%
   Parent 10.5 3.9 6.9
   Either  84.2 86.2 86.1
Frequency of remitting
   Up to once a month 24.6 54.9 44.0
   Once a month to twice a year 8.8 6.9 7.6
   Twice a year to once a year 7.0 2.9 4.4
   Once in a while 33.2 13.7 20.8
   Only on special occasions 0.0 3.9 2.5
   Never 26.3 17.7 20.8
How money is sent
  Money order 59.7  65.7 63.5
  Person 3.5 3.0  3.2
  Bank 7.0 8.8  8.2
  Combination 4.0 3.5  3.8
  Nothing sent 26.3 17.7 20.8
Has bank account
  In the United States 64.9 38.2 47.8
  In the origin country 15.8 38.2 30.2
  In both countries 14.0 14.7 14.5
Sends gifts to friends or family  49.1 55.9 53.5

Sample size (N) 57  102 159

Source: Immigrant Identity Project (Office of Population Research 2009).
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the uses to which the remittances are put. Sending a lot of money and 
investing it productively in the origin community are concrete indicators 
of strong material ties and an intention to return, whereas sending mod-
est amounts to cover current consumption may or may not indicate 
strong ties and an intention to return. In our conversations with respon-
dents, we asked about the absolute amount of remittances, of course, but 
we also asked them to estimate the relative amount on a 1 to 10 scale, 
where 10 represented sending all of one’s earnings and the lower num-
bers indicated the fraction that was sent. This device allowed us to de-
velop a categorization of the relative amount sent, which we break down 
into three broad categories in the top panel of table 6.3: up to one-fifth of 
earnings (categories 1 and 2), between one-fifth and one-half (categories 
3, 4, and 5), and variable from month to month.

Some 19 percent of respondents reported sending home up to one-
fifth of their earnings; another 21 percent said that they sent between 
one-fifth and one-half; and 40 percent said that the amount varied from 
month to month. Expressed as a percentage of those who remitted, 
roughly one-quarter sent at least one-fifth of their earnings, and 27 per-
cent sent between one-fifth and one-half, so a majority of those who were 
actively remitting sent predictable amounts. In general, first-generation 
migrants were more likely to report a consistent amount (not shown): 19 

Table 6.3     relative amount of Money sent by Latino immigrants to 
Family or Friends in the Country of origin and How These 
remittances Were used

Behavior Documented Undocumented Total

Amount remitted
  Up to one-fifth of earnings 5.3% 26.5% 18.9%
  One-fifth to one-half of  
   earnings 25.5 12.3 20.8
  Varies month to month 57.9 29.4 39.6
  Nothing remitted  26.3 17.7 20.8
How remittances are used
  Housing 5.3 17.7 13.2
  Family 57.9 56.9 57.2
  Health  12.3  5.9 8.2
  Education 1.8 9.8  6.9
  Savings 1.8  11.8 8.2
  Debt 1.8 1.8 1.9
  No remittances 26.3 17.7 20.8

Sample size (N) 57 102 159

Source: Immigrant Identity Project (Office of Population Research 2009).
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Table 6.4     Logistic regressions Predicting Whether respondent sent remittances 
and Whether respondent sent Presents to Friends and relatives in the 
Country of origin

 Sent Remittances Sent Gifts

 Regression Standard Regression Standard
Predictors Coefficient Error Coefficient Error

U.S. job situation
  Current wage –0.005 0.008 –0.004 0.008
  Current occupational status –0.006 0.013 –0.009 0.012
  Current hours worked per week –0.012+ 0.068 –0.005 0.006
Class background
  Parental occupational status –0.018 0.016 0.002 0.014
Human capital
  Years of schooling –0.040 0.038 0.775 0.538
  Good English –0.335 0.564 –0.019 0.039
Perceptions of United States
  More opportunity 0.738 0.747 –0.097 0.632
  More inequality –0.411 0.472 0.174 0.428
  Experienced discrimination –0.110 0.522 –0.015 0.467
Motivation for migration
  Origin conditions –0.325 0.824 0.418 0.712
  U.S. conditions –0.343 0.802 0.120 0.695
  Family or network 0.813 0.735 1.961** 0.682
  Other — — — —
Intentions
  Intends to return 0.569 0.469 0.415 0.410
Racial-ethnic roots
  African  –0.768 0.672 –1.053+ 0.604
  Indigenous 1.368 1.118 –0.956 1.152
  Dark-skinned 0.890+ 0.517 0.535 0.470
Region of origin
  Mexico — — — —
  Caribbean 1.554+ 0.904 1.675* 0.810
  Central America 2.640** 0.997 1.800* 0.745
  South America 1.357* 0.687 1.288* 0.622
Demographics 
  Age 0.904+ 0.052 0.005 0.041
  Male –0.311 0.488 –0.694 0.437
Immigrant status
  Documented –0.780 0.700 –0.615 0.618
  Years in United States 0.005 0.010 –0.006 0.009

Intercept –2.397 2.001 0.437 1.849

Likelihood ratio X2  38.050*  32.010+
Pseudo-R-squared 0.219  0.165
Sample size (N) 142  142

Source: Immigrant Identity Project (Office of Population Research 2009).
+p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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Table 6.5     Logistic regressions Predicting Frequency of remittances and How 
remittances Were sent to Friends and relatives in the Country of origin

 Sent at Least  
  Once a Month Sent by Money Order

 Regression Standard Regression Standard
Predictors Coefficient Error Coefficient Error

U.S. job situation
  Current wage 0.017 0.016 –0.033+ 0.018
  Current occupational status 0.008 0.016 0.028 0.029
  Current hours worked per week 0.018 0.013 –0.012 0.014
Class background
  Parental occupational status –0.045+ 0.026 –0.073* 0.038
Human capital
  Years of schooling 0.080 0.123 0.159 0.173
  Good English –0.562 0.740 –0.866 1.121
Perceptions of United States
  More opportunity –0.139 0.952 2.023 1.414
  More inequality 0.633 0.698 0.614 1.045
  Experienced discrimination –0.324 0.688 –1.150 1.005
Motivation for migration
  Origin conditions –1.078 1.079 –3.977+ 2.322
  U.S. conditions 0.457 1.100 –3.968+ 2.375
  Family or network –0.990 0.945 –4.767* 2.202
  Other — — — —
Intentions
  Intends to return 0.840 0.632 –0.358 1.006
Racial-ethnic roots
  African  0.344 0.988 5.194** 1.844
  Indigenous –0.196 1.835 4.883* 2.518
  Dark-skinned –1.223+ 0.727 –0.061 0.937
Region of origin
  Mexico — — — —
  Caribbean –0.873 1.370 –4.985* 2.322
  Central America 0.554 1.171 –2.049 1.450
  South America –0.696 0.974 –1.526 1.279
Demographics 
  Age –0.142** 0.056 –0.175 0.106
  Male 0.587 0.633 0.160 0.975
Immigrant status
  Documented –0.245 0.777 0.030 1.381
  Years in United States –0.015 0.013 0.059 0.037

Intercept 6.087+ 3.352 5.147 4.096

Likelihood ratio X2 37.780*  37.92*
Pseudo-R-squared 0.294  0.404
Sample size (N)  99  99

Source: Immigrant Identity Project (Office of Population Research 2009).
+p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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Table 6.6     Multinomial Logistic regression Predicting amount of remittances sent 
to Friends and relatives in the Country of origin

 Up to One-Fifth   
 of Earnings Up to Half of Earnings

 Regression Standard Regression Standard
Predictors Coefficient Error Coefficient Error

U.S. job situation
  Current wage –0.007 0.013 –0.021 0.016
  Current occupational status –0.018 0.020 0.025 0.020
  Current hours worked per week 0.004 0.012 0.014 0.012
Class background
  Parental occupational status –0.015 0.029 –0.046 0.030
Human capital
  Years of schooling –0.095 0.143 –0.204 0.142
  Good English –0.014 0.828 0.104 0.857
Perceptions of United States
  More opportunity –0.082 0.963 –0.238 0.991
  More inequality 0.388 0.714 –0.256 0.773
  Experienced discrimination –0.215 0.697 –0.056 0.743
Motivation for migration
  Origin conditions 1.100 1.182 –0.303 1.283
  U.S. conditions –0.241 1.212 –0.873 1.249
  Family or network –0.591 1.031 –1.734 1.107
  Other — — — —
Intentions
  Intends to return –0.161 0.728 1.409* 0.709
Racial-ethnic roots
  African  1.145 1.033 0.967 1.048
  Indigenous  19.568*** 2.738 0.995 1.899
  Dark-skinned –0.700 0.799 –1.701* 0.791
Region of origin
  Mexico — — — —
  Caribbean –0.197 1.658 –1.569 1.613
  Central America –1.891 1.266 –1.294 1.194
  South America –0.513 1.095 –0.388 1.050
Demographics 
  Age –0.046 0.065 –0.041 0.065
  Male 0.248 0.750 0.466 0.711
Immigrant status
  Documented –3.586* 1.487 –0.011 1.613
  Years in United States 0.015 0.018 –0.014 0.018

Intercept –15.078 3.211 4.452* 3.708

Likelihood ratio X2  52.770
Pseudo-R-squared 0.247
Sample size (N) 99

Source: Immigrant Identity Project (Office of Population Research 2009).
+p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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Table 6.7     Logistic regressions Predicting Bank Productive use of 
remittances in the Country of origin

 Regression Standard
Predictors                       Coefficient Error P-Value

U.S. job situation
  Current wage 0.015 0.011 0.179
  Current occupational status –0.009 0.015 0.553
  Current hours worked per week 0.003 0.009 0.697
Class background
  Parental occupational status –0.116 0.850 0.891
Human capital
  Years of schooling 0.182 0.115 0.114
  Good English –2.030** 0.756 0.007
Perceptions of United States
  More opportunity –0.116 0.850 0.891
  More inequality –0.645 0.602 0.283
  Experienced discrimination 0.333 0.579 0.566
Motivation for migration
  Origin conditions 0.244 0.946 0.797
  U.S. conditions –0.643 1.028 0.537
  Family or network 1.004 0.808 0.214
  Other — — —
Intentions
  Intends to return 0.423 0.550 0.566
Racial-ethnic roots
  African  –1.147 0.814 0.159
  Indigenous –1.588 2.192 0.469
  Dark-skinned –0.397 0.602 0.510
Region of origin
  Mexico — — —
  Caribbean 2.272+ 1.266 0.073
  Central America 0.910 0.930 0.328
  South America 0.393 0.868 0.651
Demographics 
  Age –0.029 0.050 0.565
  Male 0.098 0.594 0.869
Immigrant status
  Documented –2.029* 0.885 0.022
  Years in United States 0.025+ 0.133 0.065

Intercept 1.163 4.117 0.709

Likelihood ratio X2 27.170
Pseudo-R-squared 0.200
Sample size (N) 99

Source: Immigrant Identity Project (Office of Population Research 2009).
+p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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ent English told us that “I can be among many different groups, but al-
ways I go to find the guy who speaks Spanish, who maybe is Puerto 
Rican. I heard that he said ‘che’ or something like that, and then I’m like, 
oh, boy, this person speaks Spanish, and I try to get to know him.”

A Honduran woman we interviewed in New Jersey explained that 
being able to communicate in a common tongue was critical to her per-
ception of a shared identity with other migrants; she pointed out that 
“you can be Mexican and we speak Spanish. I can be Honduran, the 
other Argentine, and we all speak the same Spanish. Whatever else we 
may be, we can dialogue with one another, and we can understand one 
another a little more.” An Ecuadoran man from New Jersey stated that 
what unites Latinos is simply “their language—a language loaded with 
Spanish.” Even though outside of Brazil everyone in Latin America 
speaks Spanish, there are nonetheless regional differences in vocabulary 
and pronunciation; despite these differences, a Dominican man in Phila-
delphia saw a common underlying reality when he noted that, “if you 
take a look at the food, what in Venezuela they call ‘caraoque’ the Co-
lombians call ‘habichuela,’ but it’s the same bean. I see no difference.”

In working out linguistic differences, interacting with other Latinos is 
essential; this same respondent explained that, after he had been in the 
United States for a while, “there came a time when I spoke like a Venezu-
elan,” because he socialized with Venezuelan friends:

Because all the time we were speaking Venezuelan. Every once in a while 
a few Puerto Rican words came out, and they also used them. . . . So there 
arrives a moment when you say, this, this is a real Latino community, be-
cause even though it is very difficult for a Dominican in the Dominican 

Table 7.1     The Perceptions of Latin american immigrants to the united 
states about sharing a Common identity, by Legal status

Group Identity            Documented Undocumented Total

Perceives a Latino identity
  Yes 77.2% 84.3% 81.8%
  No 7.0 6.9 6.9
  Don’t know/missing 5.3 4.0 4.4
Respondent’s identification
  Latino 57.9 65.7 62.0 
  American 15.8 25.5 22.0
  Both 26.3 5.9 13.2
  Don’t know/missing 0.0 2.9 1.9

Sample size (N) 57 102 159

Source: Immigrant Identity Project (Office of Population Research 2009).
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Table 7.2     Logistic regression Predicting identification as american 
Versus Latino among Latin american immigrants to the united 
states

 Identified as American 

 Regression Standard
Predictors Coefficient Error P-Value

Transnational behavior
   Sends remittances 3.174* 1.518 0.036
U.S. job situation
  Current wage –0.009 0.018 0.609
  Current occupational status 0.047+ 0.026 0.079
  Current hours worked per week –0.037+ 0.020 0.072
Class background
  Parental occupational status 0.047 0.047 9.313
Human capital
  Years of schooling –0.040 0.056 0.474
  Good English –1.677 1.284 0.192
Perceptions of United States
  More opportunity 0.800 1.878 0.670
  More inequality 2.372* 1.191 0.046
  Experienced discrimination –5.134** 2.047 0.011
Motivation for migration
  Origin conditions 3.873 2.455 0.115
  U.S. conditions 6.301* 2.970 0.034
  Family or network 1.708 1.295 0.187
  Other — — —
Intentions
  Intends to return –1.886 1.284 0.142
Racial-ethnic roots
  African  3.776* 1.743 0.030
  Indigenous 4.758* 2.065 0.021
  Dark-skinned 0.579 1.266 0.648
Region of origin
  Mexico — — —
  Caribbean –4.023+  2.146 0.061
  Central America 0.441 2.540 0.862
  South America –2.874 1.818 0.114
Demographics 
  Age –0.116 0.110 0.293
  Male 1.402 1.192 0.240
Immigrant status
  Documented 2.054 1.770 0.246
  Years in United States –0.060** 0.024 0.012

Intercept –0.380 4.912 0.938

Likelihood ratio X2  67.130***
Pseudo-R-squared 0.582***
Sample size (N)  142

Source: Immigrant Identity Project (Office of Population Research 2009).
+p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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Figure 8.1   Two Latino images of Businesses oriented Toward Latin 
american Consumers

Source: Photos taken by photographer sample.
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Figure 8.2   Two Latino images of Workplaces in the united states

Source: Photos taken by photographer sample.
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Figure 8.3   Two Latino images of Latin american storefronts

Source: Photos taken by photographer sample.
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Figure 8.4   Two Latino images of Gang symbols

Source: Photos taken by photographer sample.
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Figure 8.5   Two american images of emptiness in Public space

Source: Photos taken by photographer sample.
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Figure 8.6   Two american images of Cars and Traffic

Source: Photos taken by photographer sample.
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Figure 8.7   Four american images of Monumental architecture in the 
united states.

Source: Photos taken by photographer sample.
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Figure 8.8   Two american images of american symbols or icons

Source: Photos taken by photographer sample.



236   Brokered Boundaries

Figure 8.9   Two american images of Commerce in the united states

Source: Photos taken by photographer sample.
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Figure 8.10   Two american images of Waste or abandonment

Source: Photos taken by photographer sample.
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were given the two cameras, each of which contained twenty-seven ex-
posures. One of the cameras had Latino written on it, and the other was 
labeled American. Respondents were asked to take pictures of what-
ever they saw in their daily lives that, to them, seemed to be “Latino” or 
“American.” They were told to take as many pictures as they wished, up 
to the maximum number of exposures on the camera. No further instruc-
tions were issued.

Of the sixteen respondents selected to participate in the photographic 
study, ten returned cameras to us, for a response rate of 62.5 percent. 
Table 8.1 shows selected characteristics of the final sample of ten photog-
raphers compared with the full ethnographic sample of 159 respondents. 
Compared with respondents on the sampling frame, those in the photo-
graphic subsample were disproportionately of the second generation (60 
percent versus 31 percent), and Caribbean respondents were entirely ab-
sent, with their share being made up by Mexicans. Females were slightly 
overrepresented (58 percent compared with 40 percent on the sampling 
frame), but the distribution of photographers by place roughly paral-
leled that on the frame (allowing for minor departures owing to small 
numbers). What the resulting photographs yield, therefore, are the visu-
alized perceptions of a small sample of first- and second-generation 
Mexicans and Central and South Americans living in the New York–to–
Philadelphia urban corridor.

Table 8.1      Characteristics of sample for study of Visual representations 
of Latino and american identity

  Total
Characteristics Photographer Sample Ethnographic Sample

Generation
  First 40.0% 69.4
  Second 60.0 30.6
National origin
   Mexican 60.0 34.4
   Caribbean 0.0 24.4
   Central or South American 40.0 41.3
Gender
   Male 50.0 41.9
   Female 50.0 58.1
Place
   New York 20.0 29.4
   New Jersey 40.0 36.3
   Philadelphia 40.0 34.4

Sample size (N) 10 160

Source: Immigrant Identity Project (Office of Population Research 2009).
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Picturing Latino identity

Table 8.2 offers a content analysis of Latino identity discerned from our 
systematic inspection of the 134 Latino images in the data set. The top 
panel shows the breakdown of images by whether the subject of the 
photo is a person or people versus places or objects. In conceptualizing 
Latino identity, our photographers were clearly more people-focused: 62 
percent of the images have people as their primary subject matter. Latino 
identity thus appears to be viewed as constructed through interrelation-
ships with people. The fact that 7.5 percent of the images consist of a fa-
cial close-up suggests that the interpersonal construction of identity is 
often personal and intimate. Only 38 percent of the images focus on 
places or objects, most of which (31 percent) contain no discernible per-
son anywhere in the photo.

To gain additional insight into the importance of social elements in the 
perception of Latino identity, we asked the photographers to explain 
why people, faces, and close-ups appear so frequently in their pictures. 
In response, one of them, a second-generation Peruvian, said: “Well, I 
think it is because it’s our identity, our . . . as we see ourselves, we His-
panics have our differences from the Americans—we are of different col-

Table 8.2     Components of Latino identity Coded from “Latino” Pictures 
Taken by Ten respondents in the Photographer sample

Content Categories Number Percentage

Primary subject
  People 83 61.9
     Facial close-up 10 7.5
  Places or objects 51 38.1
     No people at all 41 30.6
Prominent themes
  Interior of Latin business 35 26.1
  Places of work 31 23.1
  People at work 8 6.0
  Latin store front 19 14.2
  Interior of home 10 7.5
  Display of gang symbols 8 6.0
  Latin products 6 4.5
  Contains cars 27 20.1
  Taken from cars 5 3.7
  School settings 7 5.2

Total number of images 134 100.0

Source: Authors’ content analysis of photographs taken by photographer sample.
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interviewer: What do you have to say about this image in which 
there appear all these newspaper boxes? You know this is sup-
posed to be a perception of American identity.

respondent: For this very reason. Like I said, the place looked very 
American to me. More than the building [it] is that, by whatever 
building, there is always news. Americans keep themselves in-
formed in this way.

interviewer: How would it be in your country?

respondent: You would have to go to a kiosk—if you could find one 
nearby. People are in the streets selling, but in Mexico only older 
people, those that have a business or who work in an office, are the 
ones who buy a newspaper to read. For those who ply the streets, 
for example, as a bricklayer or something, it does not matter if 
something is happening elsewhere. Their lives never change ex-
cept at home and at work. Nothing more.

Table 8.3     Components of american identity Coded from  
“american” Pictures Taken by seven respondents in the 
Photographer sample

Content Categories Number Percentage

Primary subject
  People 35 30.4%
      Facial close-up 0 0.0
  Places or objects 80 69.6
      No people at all 55 47.8
Prominent themes
  Marriage to American 23 20.0
  Monumental architecture 19 16.5
  Anonymous street scenes 10 8.7
  Contains cars 37 32.2
  Taken from car 14 12.2
  City or highway traffic 12 10.4
  American symbol or icon 14 12.2
  Commercial displays 10 8.7
  Waste or abandonment 8 7.8
  School settings 2 1.7
  American products 1 0.9

Total number of images  115 100.0

Source: Authors’ content analysis of photographs taken by photographer sample.
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quality of origin neighborhood, experiences of violence at origin, formal 
education at origin, occupation and employment at origin, ideals held 
before migration, and quality of current dwelling. The tree correspond-
ing to migrant motivations has four nodes: reasons for migrating, reasons 
for selecting the United States as a destination, reasons for choosing the 
northeastern United States as a destination, and place of entry. The social 
networks tree has six nodes: the social organization of departure, net-
works of support and assistance, knowledge of destination, family and 
friendship connections, social links to housing and employment, and the 
social organization of border crossing. The documents tree includes just 
two nodes corresponding to information about documents from the 
country of origin and those from the United States.

The remaining sets of nodes and subnodes we created are larger and 
more complex. The work tree includes eleven distinct nodes correspond-
ing to the nature and timing of the initial U.S. job, current U.S. occupa-
tion and employment, current U.S. earnings, current hours worked per 
day, current days worked per week, form of payment, deduction of 
taxes, other jobs held, presence of paisanos at work, presence of Latinos 
at work, and overtime. The tree corresponding to formation at destination 
includes ten nodes: English-language ability, aspirations to learning, 

Table a.1     summary of Topical Trees and nodes of Meaning used in  
Coding Transcriptions of interviews

 Number
Principal Nodes of  Number of Passages
for Tree Subcodes Coded with Subcode

Life history 6 165, 394, 275, 244, 152, 85
Origin formation 7 307, 125, 168, 315, 185, 105, 69
Migrant motivations 4 166, 243, 243, 127
Social networks 6 161, 297, 52, 212, 152, 297
Documents 2 202, 149
Work 11 176, 210, 197, 128, 126, 129, 116, 105, 323, 
   110, 101
Destination formation 10 183, 90, 75, 139, 126, 147, 150, 49, 88, 49
Transnational links 9 175, 155, 127, 87, 136, 156, 131, 159, 162
Values and aspirations 12 189, 177, 115, 130, 114, 109, 170, 140, 166,  
   154, 131
Perceptions of inequality 11 169, 196, 254, 149, 65, 184, 178, 149, 87,  
   176, 152
Facets of identity 12 189, 199, 173, 136, 105, 197, 177, 44, 58,  
   107, 36

Source: Authors’ compilation based on qualitative interviews from the Immigrant Identity 
Project (Office of Population Research 2009).
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