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CHAPTER 4

TODAY'S SECOND GENERATION:
CETTING AHEAD OR FALLING
BEHIND?

ROGER WALDINGER AND RENEE REICHL

I

INTRODUCTION

he United States is once again a country of mass immigration —

testimony to its undiminished capacity to provide newcomets opportu-

nities to better their lives. Comparison to the circumstances newcomers
leave behind makes it clear that arrivals from abroad generally do well for
themselves by moving to the United States. Two decades of scholarship sug-
gest, however, that while conditions for newcomets may certainly be improv-
ing, they are not at a pace needed to catch up with the native born. In the
long run, however, the fate of immigrants may not be the central issue. They,
after all, are a transitional generation, caught between here and there. What is

_ more important are the prospects for integration and social and economic

mobility of the second generation — the US-born children of immigrants.

As the fate of today’s second generation is still unfolding, research has not yet
produced a definitive analysis of the paths that the children of immigrants are
likely to follow. The most pessimistic scenatio, formulated by sociologists, is
associated with the hypothesis of segmented assimilation.! It contends that a
sizeable portion of today’s second generation — especially the children of work-
ing-class immigrants — may be a “rainbow underclass” in the making, com-
prised of those who have failed to acquire the skills needed to move ahead and
of those who are disconnected from regular participation in the labor market.
The more conventional perspective posits “assimilation” of the second genera-
tion as some Progress beyond their parents’ socioeconomic status. This modestly
optimistic view is almost surely correct, at least as concerns the great majority.

-
{ See A. Portes and R. G. Rumbaut, Legacies: The Story of the Immigrant Second Generation (Berkeley, CA:
University of California Press, 2001).
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On the other hand, relative, not absolute progress may be the more lmPlor—
tant factor: Divergence from the parenral generation does .not nec.essagl y
imply convergence with the dominant or majority group (i.e., ndat‘livi— }(:mec,
whites). For example, convergence may be postoned or preclu ; 'fl- the s
ond generation never quite succeeds at educanox.\al catch-up anh i l‘mco$ﬁe
growth is largely concentrated among workers with the most. sC oohmi.. X
question of which contrast counts is also a matter of perception: T ek igl
school-educated children of barely literate dishwashe}-s or factory w(ci):1 1ers1
may well outpace their parents, but be unable to attain the very mi tfa—c ass
American dream that teachers, media, and peers have been e‘xhortmg rlom
day one. If over time their prospects remain .bl.eak a.nd tbey find (tiheméeil\leesed
stagnating in lower socioeconomic ranks (joining hlstorlcally.un erp}l;l\flor g
groups), second-generation youth may also conclude that their 'sear(i >
advancement has stalled and resign themselves to lower educational an
occupational outcomes.

In this chapter we focus on the experience of the contemporary second ger'uz.ra;'
tion, examining their most salient educational and lal?or market c,haractezs ics:
What is the ethnic, national origin, and age composition of today‘s second gen-
eration? How does the second generation compare to firs.t— and third- (an N
later) generation Americans in terms of educational. attainment gnfi attf\z -
ment to the workforce? Are they becoming economically self-sufficient? Are
they getting ahead or falling behind in America!

The chapter begins by depicting overall numbers and tr.ends, comparing the
characteristics of the second generation to that of the ﬁrst.. We ther.l move on
to our key concern: gauging progress made by US-born children oz 1mm1gra;1ts
by examining key indicators regarding schooli‘ng, employment, an eim;relgr.e’
We pay special attention to the Mexican-origin second generation who p
sent a quatter of the entire second-generation population and more thana
third of the second-generation children under age ten. Our goal is to examI;ne
whether the rainbow underclass hypothesis is well-founded and suppor.ted y
evidence (especially in the case of the Mexican—origilj\ second generagoni. '
The analysis involves a series of contrasts: by generation, gender, nationa (jirl—
gin, and race/ethnicity to determine whether and tg what extent the s.ecor;
generation is diverging from their parents, their w.hllte peers (the ;lomman
group), and African American peers (the underprivileged group).

.. . of ir g
2 A word of caution is in order: Al though we compare the generation and origin groups in terms their educa-
. L ionifican
tional and work characteristics, we did not test the group differences for their statistical significance. As suc
ional and rk characteristics, i 'ﬂ 1 f A h
our analysis providcs only a descriptive p()rtmydl of group differences.
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DEFNITIONS AND DATA

The second generation is still an emerging phenomenon. It has an unusual age
structure, strongly skewed toward youth and reflecting the ebbs and flows of
immigration over an extended, almost century-long period. Most importantly,
adult offspring of immigrant parents from the Americas and Asia remain a
comparatively small group. With the exception of Mexicans, the numbers are
too small for disaggregating by distinctive national origin. Consequently, we
have grouped all second-generation persons into one national category,
Mexicans, and three global categories: Europeans/Canadians/Australians (to be
referred to as Europeans/Canadians), “other Americas” (all countries in the
Western hemisphere except Mexico and Canada), and “Asians” ( including all
countries in Asia, whether in eastern or western Asia). While these global cat-
egories undoubtedly conceal a good deal of internal heterogeneity, further

breakdowns would not yield reliable numbers; for now, this is the best that we
can do.

We define the first generation as persons who were born abroad (i.e., our defini-
tion includes children born abroad to US citizens, persons from US outlying
territories, persons who acquired US citizenship through naturalization, and
non-US citizens). The second generation consists of persons born in the United
States, with at least one foreign-born parent. Finally, the third generation con-
sists of persons born in the United States to parents also born in the United
States. Though we will refer to this latter group as a “third generation,” in real-
ity it is a “third-plus” generation, as many have ancestors whose residence in
the United States dates back several generations. Given our interest in genera-
tional differences, we restrict our third generation to two groups of native born
that comprise the great bulk of America’s third generation population: whites
and African Americans. Any reference to whites or African Americans only
extends to third generation members of these groups.’

The chapter draws on a variety of statistical sources. As is well known, the
great workhorse of the American statistical system — the US Census of
Population — is of limited use for this purpose, as it ceased asking questions
about parents’ place of birth in 1970, making it impossible to track the chil-
dren of immigrants once they had moved out of their parents’ home. We use
Census data for the 1970 results. For later years, we fall back on the Current
Population Survey (CPS), which began asking respondents about their parents’
nativity on a periodic basis, starting in 1979, and began doing so on a regular

3 In the following narrative, the terms “foreign born” and “immigrant” are used interchangeably.
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basis in 1994. Reliance on CPS entails drawbacks of its own, mainly the sur-
vey’s small sample size. Consequently, we have followed a now common prac-
tice of combining (or concatenating) several survey years to increase the
sample size.4

THE NEW SECOND GENERATION COMES OF AGE.
A DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE

ORIGINS OF THE FIRST AND SECOND GENERATIONS

The shift in national origins — from Europe to other parts of the world — is
perhaps the single most distinctive aspect of post-1965 US immigration. Since
hitting its nadir in 1970, when the foreign born accounted for just over 5.4 per-
cent of the US population, immigrant numbers have been steadily rising. In
2004, nearly 13 of every 100 persons living in the United States were born
abroad. National origins have transformed as numbers have grown (see Table
1). Although, in 1970, the great bulk of the foreign-born population originated
in Burope and Canada, the relative size of that group quickly eroded, tumbling
to less than 20 percent by 2004. By the turn of the 21st century, the foreign-
born mix was overwhelmingly dominated by persons of non-European origin,
with Mexicans and a diverse group of immigrants from Asia each comprising

roughly 30 percent.

The transformation of the second generation, however, has been a more pro-
tracted development, clearly in evidence, but far from complete. The legacy of
the era of mass migration took the form of a large second generation, dominat-
ed by cohorts born roughly between 1905 and 1925, tailed by a smaller, though
not insignificant group, born in the succeeding 15 years. Those immigrant off-
spring were later augmented by the descendants of the smaller waves of
European immigrants who arrived during the 1930s, and again, in the immedi-
ate post-World War II period. In contrast, the “new immigration” from Asia
and the Americas is still of quite recent vintage. Many of today’s major groups
are very recently arrived: For all practical purposes, Vietnamese and Central
American immigration dates from the late 1970s.

Consequently, in relative size and composition, today’s second generation has
evolved in ways far different from that of the first wave. As of 1970, second-
generation persons comprised 11.5 percent of the US population; that propor-

4 This reporr principally relies on merged data from the 1997, 1999, 2001, and 2003 CPS; as the year 2000 falls
in the midpoint among these years, we will refer to this merged sample as the “2000” survey.
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TABLE | WEIGHTED PERCENT OF FIRST AN
By ORIGIN, 1970 10 2004 D SECOND GENERATION

. 1970 1979 1990 2000 2004
First Generation

Canada/Europe/Australia 68.8 48.7 33.2 20.2 17.1
Asna. 9.1 21.2 23.2 26.3 289
Mexico 9.7 15.2 24.8 27.9 28.8
Other Americas 11.4 13.6 174 233 22.8
Africa 1.1 1.2 1.5 2.4 2.4
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100:0

Second Generation

Canada/Europe/Australia 87.8 81.3 329 43.4 34.9
Asxa‘ 2.8 43 23.6 15.1 194
Mexico 6.9 10.2 25.5 26.1 28.5
Other Americas 2.3 3.9 16.8 14.2 15.5
Africa 03 03 1.2 1.2 1:7
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Sources: 1970 IPUMS; 1979 N H
e 79 November CPS; 1989 November CPS; 1997-2003 March CPS; 2004

tion bas slightly declined over time, falling to 10.4 percent as of 2004. Thus in
relative size, th? two groups have flipped: Formerly less than half the size of the
second generation, the foreign born are now a good deal more numerous.

Likewise, national origins have also changed, while still reflecting the impact
of the immigration patterns of the first half of the 20th century. Thirty—ﬂf/)e
years ago, European origins were far more prevalent among the second genera-
tion (see Table 1). While the mix has since changed greatly, the ranks of immi
grant offspring still retain a European plurality (34.9 percen;). Moreover, the i
US-born children of the recent arrivals have only begun to make their H,lark'
note the large proportion of the second generation with Mexican-born arer;ts
(28.5 percent), reflecting the long-standing nature of Mexican immi ra]tpion to
the United States, and the much smaller share maintained by very digverse
Astan-origin second generation (19.4 percent). Surely, this will all shift in the
years to come. Still, the nature of the demographic processes at work — having
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to do with mortality rates among the aging descendants of the European immi-
grants and fertility differentials among the new immigrants — means that the
composition of the second generation will continue to look quite different from

the first generation for quite some time.

In terms of national origins, Mexicans accounted for 28.8 percent of all foreign-
born persons living in the United States, as of 2004. No single country of ori-
gin was remotely as numerous; Filipinos, the next largest group, made up only
4.4 percent of the foreign born. Seven of the ten largest sending countries were
cither in Asia (China, India, Vietnam, and Korea) or in the Americas (Cuba,
Canada, and El Salvador). The national origins of the second generation, how-
ever, take a very different form. Though Mexicans predominate (accounting for
25 percent), the legacy of earlier immigrations can still be readily detected:
Italy, Russia, Poland, Germany, Canada, England, and Ireland still rank among
the top ten countries of origin among the second-generation population.
However, if the focus is on the very young, a different profile is emerging: The
national origins of second-generation children ages ten or under closely resem-
ble the national origins of the foreign-born population. However, there is one
key exception: Mexican-origin persons account for 36.5 percent of this group,
as opposed to 28.8 percent among the foreign born.

DIFFERENCES IN' AGE STRUCTURE BETWEEN THE HRST
AND SECOND GENERATIONS

Age structure provides another significant dimension of variation. Migration

is a selective activity, most likely to be undertaken by younger adults. The age
distribution of the foreign-born population highlights this propensity, as chil-
dren are under-represented and adults aged 20 to 29 and 30 to 49 are over-
represented among this group (see Figure 1). The age structure among the sec-
ond generation takes a very different, U-shaped form, with the largest groups
either younger than ten or older than 50 and a small population of prime-age
adults. This distinctive U-shape reflects the discontinuities in America’s migra-
tion history. The large cohort at the older end of the age structure represents
the US-born children of the immigrants of the last age of mass migration. The
even larger cohort at the young end of the age structure is the offspring of
today’s arrivals. By contrast, the cohorts of prime-age adults are persons born in
the United States between the end of World War Il and the very early 1980s.

Controlling for national origin provides an important refinement. The second
generation with origins in Europe, Canada, or Australia is an especially old

group: Almost 60 percent are 50 years of age and above. By contrast, young
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second-generation children are still in school, the base size of the population is
such that small proportions translate into large numbers of second-generation
persons, already either in the labor force or making the transition from school
to work. Acknowledging that the future is always unpredictable, the remainder
of this chapter focuses on the education and employment of youth and young
adult members of the second generation. While partial, their current experi-
ence in the worlds of school and work is sufficiently extensive to offer at least a
reasonable benchmark from which to make forecasts.

FROM SCHOOL TO WORK

Schooling is a prerequisite for advancement in the 21st-century United States.
A critical hurdle is obtaining a high school diploma, a credential which a large
and rising share of prime-aged native-born adult Americans has attained. A
large proportion of immigrants, however, arrive in the United States with just a
few years of secondary schooling and many possess less. Thus, for immigrants’
offspring to move beyond their parents, graduation from high school often rep-
resents a major leap. However, the fact that low-skilled immigrants are
employed at impressively high rates may mean that a failure to complete high
school may not have equally negative effects for all. To examine this crucial
passage, we begin by looking at the transition from school to work.

VOUTH, AGES 16 TO 20

School enrollment is lowest among first-generation Mexicans 16-20; only 40 per-
cent of whom are in school (see Table 2). Going to school is much more com-
mon among all other first- and second-generation groups, with rates generally
hovering either around or above the level for third-generation whites and sub-
stantially above the level for African Americans. Among the second generation,
enrollment rates of persons originating in Europe, “the other Americas,” and
especially Asia compare favorably with the pattern for third-generation whites.
Not surprisingly, all groups report lower full-time enrollment rates. Relative to
whites, the Asian advantage in full-time enrollment rates is even greater than for
enrollment of all types; whether one focuses on general or full-time enrollment
rates, African Americans appear equally (and slightly) disadvantaged.

In general, individuals who leave school early suffer a greater risk of joblessness.

Among third-generation whites, 71.4 percent of males and 65.1 percent of
females report having a job (see Table 2, “Youth aged 16-20” panel). Qverall,
employment rates for out-of-school youth from most first- and second-generation
groups fall below the Jevel enjoyed by whites; the gap, however, is modest.
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TABLE 2. PERCENTAGE TEENAGERS (A
GES 16
By NATIONALITY AND GENERATION, ZOOZ)O 2O N scHooL

Enrollment types All  Full-time All  Full-time
First Generation S d
G .

CanadafEurope/Australia 72% 69% ;c;; eneraétlﬁ;

: (] 0

.:\Asxa' 77% 73% 79% 6%

Oex1c0 . 40% 35% 64% 57%

ther Americas 61% 56% 2% 68%

(]
. Third Generation
Whites 66% 62%
African Americans 62% 59%

Source: Current Population Survey March 1997-2003.

The glriu{) leasg likely to be in school, immigrant Mexicans, is also the group
most likely to be at work: 81.3 percent of out :
. . -of-school men in thi h
a job. By contrast, out-of-school Afric i e ol
, an Americans a he 1 i
have moved from school to a j B e et
o a job: Whether male or female, |
: ‘ , less than half of
African Americans out of school hold a job. Young African Americans areo

p lCul y dl ntage h mn;
art all SadVa d, ()l(l ()bs at leSS Illa]l ()O erce of t e rate 1()1
g ] ol nt h r
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o ’ L
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oth first and second generation, as well as s ,
oth , second-generation perso ith ori
gins in the “other Americas” com i b diplayed by

pare favorably with the pat displ
whites. As young adulthood is al i byt by
also the prime age for migration ( i
among the low-skilled), school enroll i VIS
, ment is rare among Mexi i i
by contrast, enrollmen s all oot oy
, t among second-generation Mexicans j
o coneass, entollmen . on Mexicans falls just modestly
ites. While rates of full-time
| . : - enrollment are lower for
all groups, whites lag behind first- and second-generation persons of "
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1 TO 25)
TABLE 3. PERCENTAGE YOUNG ADULTS (AGES 2
IN SCHOOL By NATIONALITY AND GENERATION, 2000

Enrollment types All  Full-time All  Full-time

First Generation Second Generation
Canada/Europe/Australia  34.9% 28.8% 34.0% 27 .9‘;/0
Asia 44.8% 38.8% 45.3% 36.8?
Mexico 7.3% 4.71% 24.4% 15.40/0
Other Americas 22.4% 16.4% 38.8% 31.4%

Third Generation
Whites 27.2% 21.7%
African Americans 22.7% 17.6%

Source: Current Population Survey March 1997-2003.

Furopean/Canadian and Asian origin, as well as.seco'nd—generation you}r:g Eldﬁl,lts
of origin in the “other Americas.” For Mexican 1mm1grant.s, however(i the :
time enrollment rate is a fifth of the white level; the Mexican second genera
tion does much better, but in comparison to whites, only three quarters as many
Mexican American young adults are studying full-time.

Although youth is a period of protracted transition from school}to work,t tohfe
early adult years tend to yield stable job attachment. Overa.dl, i . percen '
out-of-school young men and 71 percent of young women in t. is age rang o
working. Among men, Mexican immigrant mex: work at the hlil;-eﬁ raEe: o
(88.6 percent) (see Table 3, “Youth aged 21—25 pz.me.l).. ]obfhcc; ing ;aue
among other foreign-born and second-generation individuals do not uf ym .
match up to that of white men (86.8 percent), though the gap ranges fro 2
percentage point for European/Canadian foreign bom' to' 10 percentz;lge1 c[130t :
for the second-generation “other Americas” men. A similar pattern holds Tu
for women, with the notable exception being Mexicans: Whether flr.st or sec-
ond generation, their employment rate lags 34 ar.ld 10 percentagée pomts,t )
respectively, behind the employment rates of white women (76. per'cer;ro.m
That disparity notwithstanding, Mexican female employment rates rise

42.3 percent to 66.6 percent between the first and second generations.

Although the job-holding gap among African Americans ages 16-20 narrows
Although the job

i i is c.
in the 21 to 25 age range, African Americans remain at a great disadvantag
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African American men do particularly poorly, working at rates substantially
below those of all other groups. African American women, by contrast,
have employment rates roughly comparable to those of immigrant women
from Asia and the “other Americas,” as well as second-generation

Mexican women.

As noted earlier, the bleaker social science view forecasts the emergence of a
rainbow underclass scenario, in which the offspring of working-class immi-
grants fail to acquire the skills they need to get ahead and, if they drop out of
school, to barely enter the labor force. As a result, they join a population
locked out of the labor force on a long-term or, perhaps, even permanent
basis. The patterns reviewed above provide little support for this pessimistic
assessment. The group least likely to stay in school — Mexican immigrants —
are also the most likely to be at work, a pattern that persists to older ages, as
we shall see below. In all likelihood, the low enrollment rates capture the
behavior of both Mexican-born, but US-raised youth, as well as young
Mexican immigrants, who move right from Mexico into employment in the
United States. For these young newcomers, as with older immigrants from
Mexico, the strength and prevalence of nerworks connecting veteran settlers

with newcomers provide relatively easy access to US workplaces, albeit at
poorly paid jobs.

By contrast, we find that second-generation Mexican youth maintain enroll-
ment patterns fairly close to whites’ levels. To be sure, the fall-off in school
enrollment is greater among young Mexican adults in the college-attending
ages, with the full-time enrollment rate dropping noticeably. Nonetheless,
out-of-school second-generation youth of Mexican origin tend to be working;
young adults in their early 20s maintain employment rates close to the white
level, suggesting that difficulties in securing employment experienced by the
slightly younger group (aged 16 to 20) are a transitional phenomenon. The
pattern among second-generation Mexican women, who are both advancing
well beyond the schooling levels of the first generation and maintaining high-
er employment levels, is particularly striking. Thus, there is ample evidence of
integration, though the sharp drop-off in school enrollment rates among
young adults suggests that, whether male or female, relatively few young sec-
ond-generation Mexican adults will complete college, a factor that will surely
limit their ability to catch up with whites in terms of economic rewards.

Regarding the other first- and second-generation groups, caution needs be
taken given the global nature of the categories used in this chapter. However,
there is certainly no support for the notion of a rainbow underclass. The dara
for Asians, both foreign and native born, point in the direction of a very
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positive outcome, a pattern consistent with the findings of other studies.3 The
chief source of concern, rather, involves African Americans, and particularly
men, for whom a “youth employment crisis” identified well over two decades
ago does not seem to have abated. Moreover, employment difficulties experi-
enced in the late teenage and early adult years prove more persistent than
among all other groups, a pattern evident among prime-age adults as well.

THE WORKING-AGE POPULATION

This section focuses on adults between ages 25 and 65, with a particular focus

on employment, wages, and non-monetary forms of compensation. As econom-
ic atrainments are likely to be influenced by the skills that workers bring to the
market, we begin by examining changes in both the absolute and relative levels

of their education.
EDUCATIONAL LEVELS

A paradox of the new immigration patterns is that the influx of a large group of
low-skilled workers occurs just as the American economy shifts to ever higher
levels of skill intensity. Less-skilled workers have seen earnings growth stagnate
as demand has shifted to workers with higher levels of education. Employment
in manufacturing has also eroded as low-skilled production jobs have moved
overseas. In the view of many researchers, the decline of manufacturing
accounts for the persistent employment problems experienced by less-skilled
African American men. At the same time, components of both the native and
the immigrant labor force have engaged in substantial skill upgrading. The past
three decades have witnessed a large growth in the size of the college-educated
domestic population; likewise, significant numbers of highly skilled immigrants
have entered the US economy. How second-generation Americans fit into this
evolving skills structure will determine their access to employment and the jobs

and compensation they attain.

As shown in Table 4, the relative size of the less-educated labor force has been
in sharp decline for over 30 years. While 48.5 percent of all adults did not pos-
sess a high school degree in 1970, by 2004, only 12.1 percent had failed to fin-
ish high school. Although these declines are found among every group, there
are'considerable inter-group differences in educational progress.

_ e

5  See M. Zhou, “Contemporary Immigration and the Dynamics of Race and Ethnicity,” pp- 200-242 1 N.
Smelser, W. . Wilson, and B Mitchell, eds., America Becoming: Racial Trends and Their Consequences. Volume
1. Commission on Behavioral and Social Sciences and Education, National Research Council. Washington

DC: National Academy Press, 2001.
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TABLE 4. PERCENT WITH LESS THAN
ADULTS (AGES 25 TO 65) 1970, ZOBHEH SCHOOL EDUCATION

Difference Difference
T Percent
from whites from whit h.
from
1970 (1970) 2004 2 gy e
First Generation ey o
Canada/Europe/Australia  48.8 8.7 6.1 0.4 88
z:x/lsta. 315 -8.6 9.5 3.0 -70
exico 81.2 41.1 58.0 51.5 -28
Other Americas 48.3 8.2 26.5 20.0 45
Second Generation
Canada/Europe/Australia  40.2 0.1 2.9 3.6 93
Asm. 24.6 -15.5 3.6 2.9 -85
Ig/le})lnci\ 69.1 29.0 16.9 10.4 -76
ther Americas 31.6 -8.5 2.4
. . -4.2 -93
Third Generation
Whites 40.1 - 6.5- - 84
African Americans 65.5 25.5 12.1 5.6 81
Total population 48.5 8.4 12.1 5.6 75

Sources: 1970 IPUMS; 2004 March CPS.

gr;lgng‘ immigrants, Mexicans have consistently been the least educated. In
1970, eight out of ten adult Mexican immigrants lacked a high school d ;
én 2904, the proportion fell to just under six in ten (see Table 4). This giizlzea’l
Te;chn?, h;\)/lwe\.rer, was out of line with the shifts experienced by other groups.
actﬁ:ﬂ ;)rg Y ;x;c\asr; 1mm}1}gragF;f, the education gap with whites and other groups
. mewhat different story holds tr i
gexican adults, who in 1970 were an ovirwhelmiltlieglf;) rlets}:?eflf:;j:igz:::amn
thce)\:;al\;: ofve}: time, Fhey experienced a substantial educational upgrading as
of the Mexican second generation without a high school degree fell
from 69 to 17 percent between 1970 and 2004. ) .

Tcli\e };:ropf)rtion of col}ege«educated workers grew rapidly during the same peri-
od, though the rate of growth at the high end of the educational spectrum was
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TABLE 5. PERCENT WITH A COLLEGE DEGREE, ADUITS

(AGES 25 TO 65) 1970, 2004

i Difference Percent
frlgxlrf\f:ﬁ?tce‘: from whites change from
1970 (1970) 2004 (2004) 1970
First Generation "
Canada/Europe/Australia 109 -0.9 42.2 10.5 .
Asia 354 23.6 51.2 19.5 b
Mexico 2.2 -9.7 5.7 —26.(5) o
Other Americas 121 03 21.2 -10.
Second Generation »
Canada/Europe/Australia 12.2 0.4 42.6 10.9 S
Asia 16.2 44 57.4 25.7
Mexico 3.2 -8.6 14.1 -11.6 ﬁ:
Other Americas 15.1 33 413 9.6
Third Generation — o
Whites 11.8 - 31.'{75 s et
African Americans 4.7 7.1 17. R
-2.0 192
Total population 10.2 -1.6 29.8

Sources: 1970 IPUMS, 2004 March CPS.

not as sharp as the rate of decline at the low end. In 1970, a colleggoidgc?;zn
(or higher) was relatively rare, possessed by one in ten ad.ults; by 2 4, it ad
become a good deal more commonplace, with about a third completing colleg

(see Table 5).

Whites have consistently lagged behind a number. of ﬁrst— vand seconigenfliaiiin
groups. In 1970, the relatively small group of A51an. lmmlgrz;r;ts‘ Lesxz Olg‘g} " e
United States already possessed a markedly high-skilled profile; by bl,e ot
than half of Asian-born adults had a college diploma. Even r.norednotfli o
shift among Asian second-generation adults, who ?lready enjoyed a s dg3 e
over whites in 1970, but are now almost twice as likely to have earne

lege degree.

. . ¢
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Groups that lagged in 1970 have made little progress toward reducing the gap.
A college education was rare among Mexican immigrants in 1970. At the time,
it was almost as scarce among African Americans and second-generation
Mexican adults. A college education remained highly uncommon among
Mexican immigrants throughout the intervening years; as a result, Mexican
immigrants were just as disadvantaged at the turn of the 21st century as they
had been three decades before. Levels of college education rose more rapidly
among second-generation Mexicans and African Americans. Although the

increasing educational attainment of these two groups narrowed the gap, it still
left them well behind whites.

To sum, we find that the educational levels of the workforce have risen sharply
over the past three decades. At the same time, the ranks of the least skilled
immigrants, arriving with schooling levels far below the norm for any native
group, have burgeoned. As noted, one can detect a change toward a betrer-
educated migrant flow from Mexico, but the shift is so slight that the educa-
tional attainment gap separating Mexicans from whites has actually grown.

Other groups that were highly disadvantaged in 1970 — most notably the US-
born offspring of Mexican immigrants and African Americans — have made
considerable strides since then, as evidenced by a sharp fall-off in the propor-
tion of persons lacking a high school degree. That progress, however, has not
matched the rate of change among whites. Thus, although only a small minori-
ty of second-generation Mexicans and African Americans possess low levels of

schooling, the share of those with less than a high school degree remains dis-
proportionately large.

A college education is far more common in 2004 than it was in 1970, a state-
ment that holds for almost all groups except Mexican immigrants. Compared
to their parents, members of Mexican second-generation are more likely to pos-
sess a college degree; however, they still lag behind whites. Low levels of col-
lege completion are likely to translate into depressed earnings capacity among
the Mexican second generation, to the extent that the economy continues to
pay a premium for levels of schooling including college completion.

LABOR. MARKET OUTCOMES

Employment provides the best gauge for assessing the contention that the off-
spring of today’s working-class immigrants are likely to enter the ranks of a
rainbow underclass. Although there are many ways to define the “underclass,”
William Julius Wilson’s description of a world where “work has disappeared”
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captures the phenomenon’s central trait.6 In this section we compare rates of
dicator of labor force attachment. The sections

current employment as an in
nds of labor market outcomes, namely, groups’

that follow examine other ki
earnings and health and pension coverage.

FMPLOYMENT

In the years since 1970, employment trends for men and women have followed
two very different paths, with job-holding rates eroding modestly among men,
while increasing substantially among women. In 1970, 87 percent of adult

males were employed. By 2004, only 82 percent of men were holding a job.

This overall shift closely corresponds to the trend among white men and
e Table 6). Paradoxically,

and second-generation men (se
given the economy’s evolving structure of skilled work, the great exception to
employment decline occurs among the one group — Mexican immigrant men
—_ that should be most at risk of job loss. While Mexican immigrant men wete
less likely than white men to be employed in 1970, they have consistently
become more likely to hold jobs (see Table 6). US-born men of Mexican origin
have seen a slight erosion in job-holding, with employment rates always
remaining just a few percentage points below the white level. The most severe
decline in job-holding has occurred among African American men. Already a
good deal less likely than whites to be employed in 1970, barely seven out of
ten African American men were employed in 2004

among most first-

the story is quite different: In 1970, 46 percent of adult women

004, the figure stood at 68 percent. Employment rose among
all groups, though the increase started from disparate beginnings and changed
at varying rates. The sharpest gains were made by second-generation Mexican
women: 38.8 percent were employed in 1970 and 70.2 percent in 2004 —
essentially equivalent to white women (70.5 percent) (see Table 6). That pat-
tern differs from the experience of Mexican immigrant women, among whom
job-holding rates rose from very low levels recorded in 1970, but at such a slow
pace that they fell further behind whites, in both absolute and relative terms.
Unlike their male counterparts, African American women increased job-
holding rates in the years after 1970; however, the pace of change was modest,
with the result that employment rates, which earlier had exceeded those of
white women, subsequently slipped below the white job-holding level by 2004.

For women,
were working; by 2

This review of employment patterns finds lictle support for the view that
how underclass in the making. The

the new second generation may be a rain

6 See W. . Wilson, When Work Disappear

s: The World of the New Urban Poor, New York: Knopf, 1996.
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TABLE 6. PERCENT EMPLOYMENT
L ABOR FORCE B AMONG ADULTS IN THE
970 16 260 2/ (GENERATION AND ORIGIN (AGES 25 TO 65),

1970
VEN 1980 1990 2000 2004
First Generation
Canada/Europe/Australia  88.7 87.9 83.6 84.5 83.4
o . . . .
Mseliic 87.8 83.4 85.0 84.4 86.4
o o . 84.9 87.9 85.4 87.6 87.3
At .er Americas 89.1 88.4 81.6 85.1 84‘9
frica 84.3 92.9 82.2 85:1 84.7
Second Generation
Canada/Europe/Australia  90.0 81.8 79.6 81.2 8
Co . . . 2.6
Msnav 93.6 90.0 88.8 84.0 83.6
exico 86.3 85.6 78.0 80.9 .
Other Americas 88.6 18.6 83.3 84.7 S;é
Third Generation |
Whites 89.1
A . 87.8 86.7 85
African Americans 80.3 p e
. 77.8 3.1 73.3
. . 69.7
WOMEN
First Generation
Canada/Europe/Australia  43.9 52.6 59.0 629 6
o . . . 2.9
Mezico 474 56.7 60.7 63.4 62.6
dexieo 30.8 38.2 42.6 47.5 453
At .er mericas 54.6 59.8 58.2 64.3 66‘0
frica 38.9 59.2 62.5 63:2 62-5
Second Generation |
Canada/Europef/Australia  46.2 52.2 60.4 69.1 6
" . . ) 9.9
Msna. 58.5 62.0 68.4 4.3 68.3
Oe}z{lco ' 38.8 51.5 54.4 66.7 70.2
ther Americas 54.7 55.3 60.0 75‘0 84.0
Third Generation |
Whites
43.8 57.3
African Americans 52.8 58.7 2?; ;13: By
. . . 67.4

Sources: 1 UMS; November emoer - a Z
S 97 P! S; 1979 Ne ber CPS; 1989 b S: 1997.2003 4
v ops 5 9 Nov er CPS; 2003 March CPS; 20
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experience of second-generation Mexican women, in particular, is at odds with
the predictions of this pessimistic scenario: Labor force attachment is far
stronger in the second, as opposed to the first generation, yielding strong evi-
dence of convergence, not divergence, with the dominant group. The trends
among Mexican men differ, in part, because employment rates among the first
generation are exceptionally high, an aspect probably intrinsic to the immigrant
phenomenon itself and not likely to be reproduced by those who never undergo
the migration experience. That being said, the employment rate of second-gen-
eration Mexican men is close to white men and diverges widely from that of
African American men, among whom there is the weakest attachment to work.

THE TERMS OF COMPENSATION. MEDIAN EARNINGS

In 2000, median earnings for third-generation white men were close to $49,000,
a figure that put them above most, but not all groups of men (see Figure 2).
Second-generation Europeans/Canadians reported the highest earnings of all
($59,330), followed by first-generation members of the same group, and then
second- and first-generation Asians, respectively. Mexican immigrants stand at
the other end of the spectrum, earning half as much as whites; African
Americans, with earnings two-thirds those of whites; and immigrants from the
“other Americas,” reporting earnings 68 percent of the white level. Second-
generation Mexican men also lagged: with earnings 76 percent those of whites,
they fall at the mid-point between first-generation Mexican and white men.

With a median salary of roughly $28,000, white women earned just over half
as much as white men. They earned more than all the foreign-born groups
but less than second-generation European/Canadian, Asian, and “other
Americas” women. As with men, Mexican immigrant women earned less
than all other groups and earned slightly more than half ($14,552) that of
the level of white women. As compared to their male counterparts, second-
generation Mexican women and African American women experienced a
much smaller earnings gap.

The source of earnings disparity cannot only be linked to differing educational
levels but to earnings within major educational categories. To simplify, we limit
the following discussion to the contrast among first- and second-generation
Mexican workers, African Americans, and third-generation whites. Higher lev-
els of education yield higher earnings for all groups, whether among men or
women. However, the impact of education varies by level received, as college
completion (or continuation beyond college) boosts earnings more sharply
than any other increment in schooling. Moreover, inter-group earnings dispari-
ties vary both by education and gender. Disparities are smallest for workers
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with the lowest levels of education but expand with higher levels of schooling

However, int i
, inter-group differences are consi
sistently greater amon
among women. : g men than

FIGURE 2. MEDIAN VEARLY W AGE
D 2 AND SALARY INC
OF W ORKERS* BY GENERATION, ORICIN, AND GE/NDER(,)EAC%g())
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FIGURE 3. PERCENT OF ADULTS WITH EMPLOYER-PROVIDED THE TERMS OF COMPENSATION, BENEFITS

HEALTHCARE COVERAGE. BY GENERATION AND ORIGIN, 2000
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s
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Source: Current Population Survey March 1997-2003.

Although more schooling has a positive effect on all groups, it ;?es :c;)dti szf:atl
them uniformly. Mexican-born workers are pooﬂy cs)mpensatgd. or o
skills acquired prior to migration. For Mexican }mmlgrams, a ;tltgroxn e
schooling tend to widen earnings disparities, with ;ollggei complet ll] it
only a limited positive effect. By contrast, eacb major 1ncreme1(;( ;\ schoond
pushes the earnings of second-generation Mexican men upwarh . vl
tional levels, second-generation Mexican workers éam more t aE t etker
American counterparts, for whom college completion has a much wea

impacr for all groups except Mexican foreign-born workers.
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Fringe benefits — most notably pensions and health insurance — comprise a
crucial dimension of job quality. In the United States, health and pension ben-
efits are largely provided by employers.?

HEALTH INSURANCE

Seventy percent of white male workers receive some form of health coverage
from their employer (see Figure 3). Other groups do better, most notably
European/Canadian and Asian second-generation workers. Foreign-born work-
ers, however, lag behind whites, with Mexican immigrants — only 35 percent of
whom receive any form of health insurance — being the most disadvantaged.
By contrast, 65 percent of African American men and close to 60 percent of
second-generation Mexican men get health insurance from their employer.

Health insurance coverage is uniformly lower among women than among men
for all groups but one: African American women. Close to two-thirds of African
American women receive health coverage from their employers, a rate roughly
equivalent to African American men and higher than white women (see Figure
3). Most second-generation women are also insured at higher rates than whires,
with Mexican second-generation women being the exception. While employer-
provided health coverage is much higher among second- versus first-generation
Mexican women, low insurance levels for both may be related to the prevalence
of employment within private households and other similar jobs.

Employer-provided health insurance usually entails partial premium coverage;
only 19 percent of men and 15 percent of women workers have the entire cost
paid by the employer. Among men, all immigrants (except those from Europe/
CanadafAustralia) are less likely than whites to receive full premiums. Mexican
immigrants are particularly disadvantaged, having full premium coverage at
half the rate received by whites. All second-generation groups do better than
their first-generation counterparts. Thus, while second-generation Mexican men
lag substantially behind whites, they do much better than Mexican-born men,
enjoying full benefit coverage at roughly the rate of African American men.

Information on both health benefits and pension provision is collected in the CPS, though only from persons
employed as wage and salaried workers; no comparable data are available for the self-employed. In the CPS,
respondents are asked whether the employer provides a pension plan for any of the employers; those answer-
ing yes are then asked whether they are covered in the plan. Respondents are also asked whethet they
received health insurance, and if so, whether coverage extended to other family members and to what extent
payments were made by the employer.
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TABLE 7. PERCENT OF ADULTS INCLUDED IN EMPLoyEg-PROWDED
PENSION PLAN, By GENERATION AND ORIGIN, 200

Men - Women
First Generation . ”
Canada/Furope/Australia ~ 47.2 % 41.900
Asia 43.3% 40.9%
Mexico 20.9% 19.6‘(:/0
QOther Americas 28.7% 29.7%
S d Generation
Cifri’;ia/Europe/Australia 58.3% 52.2‘;&
Asia 53.6% 54.4%
Mexico 43.3% 43.9‘(’)/0
Other Americas 48.4% 45.5%
. "
&lﬁfif eneration 56.4% 50.4‘;&
African Americans 49.6% 48.1%

Source: Current Population Survey 1997-2003.

PENSION BENEFITS

Employers are more likely to provide health than pension benefiFs. About ?8
percent of white males are covered by a pension; §econd-generat10n m?n o
European/Canadian origin slightly exceed whites in p§n510n coverage dsc;e
Table 7). Foreign-born men are all less likely than whites t.o be 'covere y a
pension plan. Pension coverage is particularly low for Mexman 1mm1.grants —’
with their coverage being just over one third of the .whlte rate. Pensngn ccl;ver
age of US-born men of Mexican origin is twice as high as among foreign-born
Mexicans, though it still lags well below the white rate.

Among women, second-generation Asian and European/Canadian wotjkers are
covered at higher rates than white women; all other groups are covered at‘. .
lower rates. Mexican immigrant women are again highly disadvantaged, wit
just a fifth covered by an employer-provided plan.

i i its indi -skilled immigrant
Our review of earnings and fringe benefits indicates that low sh o fne
workers have surely found a place in America’s economy, but they have

so at a price — namely, jobs that pay low wages and provide little in the way of

. > :
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non-monetary rewards. For Mexican immigrants, other factors seem to com-
pound the disadvantages of being low skilled. Higher levels of schooling pro-
duce a smaller increase in rewards for Mexican immigrants than for other
groups, although characteristics not measured here, such as English-language
proficiency or years of work experience in the United States, may keep the
returns on educational investment depressed.

Compared to immigrants, Mexican second-generation workers do better on
several counts: They receive higher wages; they are less likely to work in the
lowest paying jobs; they are more likely to hold jobs at higher ends of the earn-
ings distribution; and their jobs are more likely to be accompanied by health
and pension benefits. Additional increments in schooling yield substantial
increases in earnings, in contrast to the Mexican foreign born. Still, although
US-born workers of Mexican parentage are rewarded for college completion,
college completion rates remain relatively low. Low completion rates are a
powerful constraint on compensation, and all the more so in an era where
college-educated workers are especially well-rewarded.

Another important finding is that second-generation Mexican women demon-
strate the greatest inter-generational progress and convergence with the native
white women. Compared to their Mexico-born counterparts, second-generation
Mexican women have substantially higher earnings and health and pension
coverage. Moreover, their job-holding rate is the same as that of whites.

While the prevalence of low-wage work among Mexican immigrants is trou-
bling, the more dismaying evidence involves the levels of compensation earned
by African American men, a disproportionate share of whom have no earnings
at all. Though certainly better paid than Mexican immigrants, African
American men still lag far behind whites. As with second-generation Mexican
men, persistently low levels of education account for a good part of this gap.

Nonetheless, college-educated African American men do consistently worse
than their white counterparts.

CONCILUSION

Research on the “new” second generation has begun on a note of inflected pes-
simism. Concern for the prospects of the children of today’s immigrants is cer-
tainly warranted. While low-skilled immigrants are moving to the United
States in large numbers, they are entering an economy that provides little
reward for workers with modest schooling, regardless of ethnicity. The cultural,
linguistic, and legal challenges that the foreign born face impose a further
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penalty, adding to the difficulties that derive from low schooling. And although
extensive migration networks connect immigrants — or at least immigrant
men — to employers quickly, the social connections that generate attachment
seem less able to produce the skill acquisition needed for occupational mobility.
Mexican immigrants, the largest single group of poorly schooled newcomers,
are members of the working poor, with limited access to jobs beyond the low-
wage sector. Given these circumstances, can we expect that their US-born and
US-raised children will make progress!

In the view of some researchers, the answer should be no. But this chapter
finds little support for the point of view that the offspring of working-class
immigrants will experience downward assimilation into a rainbow underclass.
While second-generation Mexican men do not retain the extraordinary job-
holding rates of the foreign-born generational groups, their employment rates
approximate those of native-born whites. As the second generation is signifi-
cantly better educated than the first, Mexican second-generation men find jobs
associated with greater stability, significantly higher levels of pay, and much
greater fringe benefit coverage.

Taking gender into account alters the picture still more. As shown in this
chapter, the labor force behavior of Mexican immigrant men and women
sharply diverges: Mexican immigrant women show much lower levels of labor
force attachment than do their male counterparts. By contrast, the labor force
behavior of US-born women of Mexican origin looks a good deal more like the
pattern evident among native white women. Though a gap persists, the dispari-
ty is of greatly diminished proportions. As with their male counterparts, US-
born women of Mexican parentage enjoy higher levels of schooling, which in
turn generates more handsome economic rewards.

Moreover, pessimism about second-generation prospects is hard to reconcile
with the socioeconomic diversity that is such a salient feature of contemporary
immigration. While there are certainly large numbers of low-skilled immi-
grants, the situation still stands in contrast to the pattern of the last age of
migration. At the turn of the 20th century, newcomers were largely concentrat-
ed at the bottom of the occupational distribution. Today, there is substantial
inflow of highly skilled immigrants, many of whom equal or exceed the attain-
ments of native whites. The children of these immigrants are succeeding on all
counts as well.

If a pessimistic assessment is not warranted, there are still ample grounds for
concern. The progress of second-generation Mexican men and women exem-

plifies assimilation, but only if one defines it in absolute terms. Relative to the
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majgrity, that is to say, whites, a very substantial gap remains. Catching up will
require continued schooling, indeed persistence through the college yearS'pfor
many of the US-born offspring of Mexican immigrants, that achievement’still
seems far off. Enrollment patterns in the high school and college years clearl
leave. much to be desired. It is important to remember that second—generatioz
Me?<1can drop-outs do find jobs, at rates very close to their counterparts amon
whites. The problem, however, is that whites are far more likely to remain ¢
enrolled; furthermore, while college completion rates have grown, the pace of
change for the Mexican second generation is very modest. The c<;nse Eenceos
of the college completion gap might be different were the econom rr?ovin
along a different path. But under current conditions, the best educited aregthe
best rewarded, and to a much greater extent than was true when the offsprin
of the last great migration came of age. If today’s second-generation adulfs ari
struggling to catch up, one also wonders how tomorrow’s will manage; after all
tl'mtse are the children of the immigrant working poor, for whom econ’omic cor;—
ditions certainly have not improved over the past 20 years. And their future

cannot .be of .academic interest only, as demography ensures that the second
generation will be a force not to be ignored.
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