December 15, 2005

The Occupational Status and
Mobility of Hispanics
by

Rakesh Kochhar
Associate Director for Research

1615 L Street, NW, Suite 700
Washington, D.C., 20036
Phone: 202|419|3600
Fax: 202|419|3608
www.pewhispanic.org

The Occupational Status and Mobility of Hispanics

Contents
Executive Summary

i

Introduction

1

The Occupational Characteristics of Hispanic Workers

2

A Measure of Occupational Dissimilarity and the Socioeconomic Status of Occupations

5

Changes in Occupational Distributions and Status between 1990 and 2000

10

The Determinants of Socioeconomic Status

15

The Occupational Mobility of College-Educated Hispanics

17

Conclusions

22

About the Author

24

FIGURES
Figure 1:
Figure 2:
Figure 3:
Figure 4:
Figure 5:

Occupation Distribution by Race and Ethnicity, 2000
Occupation Distribution of Hispanics by Gender, 2000
Occupation Distribution of Hispanics by Detailed Ethnicity, 2000
Occupation Distribution of Foreign Born Hispanics by Place of Origin, 2000
The Dissimilarity Index – A Measure of Occupational Segregation Relative to
Non-Hispanic Whites, 2000
Figure 6: The Dissimilarity Index for Hispanics Relative to Non-Hispanic Whites by
Education, 2000
Figure 7: Percentage Point Change in the Occupational Distribution of Male Workers
1990 to 2000
Figure 8: Percentage Point Change in the Occupational Distribution of Female Workers
1990 to 2000

3
3
4
4
6
7
10
11

The Occupational Status and Mobility of Hispanics

Contents (continued)
TABLES
Table 1:
Table 2:
Table 3:
Table 4:
Table 5:
Table 6:
Table 7:
Table 8:
Table 9:

Socioeconomic Status Scores and the Distribution of Workers by Occupation, 2000
Socioeconomic Status Scores by Nativity, Gender and Place of Origin, 2000
Socioeconomic Status Scores for Hispanics by Place of Birth and Years since
Arrival in the U.S., 2000
The Dissimilarity Index in 1990 and 200
The Education Levels of Hispanics, Whites and Blacks, 1990 and 2000
The Effects of Demand Conditions on the Occupational Employment of
Male Workers, 1990 to 2000
Percent of College-Educated Workers Changing Occupation or Employer,
1988 to 1993
The Probability of Changing Occupation between 1988 and 1993 by the
Characteristics of College-Educated Workers
Percent of College-Educated Hispanics Changing Employers and Receiving
Promotions or Demotions between 1988 and 1993

8
9
9
12
13
14
18
19
21

The Occupational Status and Mobility of Hispanics

Executive Summary

H

ispanics and whites perform different types of work in
the labor market.* Moreover, the occupational divide
between the two largest segments of the labor force
appears to be widening. The occupations in which Hispanics
are concentrated rank low in wages, educational requirements
and other indicators of socioeconomic status. Those indicators
also show a worsening in the occupational status of Latinos
and a growing gap with respect to whites during the 1990s.
That is surprising because the decade was witness to the
longest economic expansion in recent U.S. history. But even as
unemployment was on the decline for all racial and ethnic
groups, structural shifts in employment across industries
contributed to a greater division in the occupational status of
Hispanics and whites.
These findings emerge from a research project
sponsored by the Pew Hispanic Center to examine the
occupational status and mobility of Hispanic workers. The
study focuses on the 1990 to 2000 time period and uses data
from three sources—the Census Bureau, the University of
Michigan, and the National Science Foundation. Comparisons
of occupational status over time and across groups of workers
are facilitated by the development of a composite indicator that
assigns a score to each occupation based on its experience and
education requirements. Another tool developed for the study
is the Dissimilarity Index that provides a measure of the
difference in occupational distributions across groups of
workers. Utilizing these and other analytical tools, the report
presents a rich array of conclusions regarding the occupational
distribution of Hispanics, its diversity across country-of-origin
groups, changes in the distribution over time, the factors that
influence the speed of those changes, and the status of Latinos
relative to whites and other racial and ethnic groups.

This report summarizes
the major findings of a
research project
sponsored by the Pew
Hispanic Center. The
research was conducted
by Maude ToussaintComeau of the Federal
Reserve Bank of Chicago,
Thomas Smith of the
University of IllinoisChicago, and Ludovic
Comeau, Jr. of DePaul
University. Their paper is
titled “Occupational
Attainment and Mobility
of Hispanics in a
Changing Economy” and
a copy is available at the
Web site of the Pew
Hispanic Center
(www.pewhispanic.org).
The full report should be
consulted for additional
analysis and further
details on the findings
discussed in this summary
report.

*

The terms Hispanic and Latino are used interchangeably, and references to other racial and ethnic groups are to
their non-Hispanic elements only.

Pew Hispanic Center
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The key findings of the study are as follows:
•

Hispanics are concentrated in non-professional, service occupations, such as, building
and ground cleaning and maintenance and food preparation and serving. The
representation of Hispanics in management and professional occupations declined
between 1990 and 2000.

•

Occupations in which Hispanic workers are concentrated rank low in earnings,
education requirements and a general measure of socioeconomic status.

•

The occupational status of Mexicans and Puerto Ricans lags the furthest in
comparison to the status of whites. Cubans and whites are comparable in occupational
status.

•

A measure of occupational dissimilarity reveals an increasing degree of separation
between Hispanics and whites from 1990 to 2000. Whites increased their
representation in professional occupations while Hispanics trended towards
construction and service occupations.

•

Changes in the structure of industries, such as the rise of the technology sectors and
the decline of manufacturing, diminished the prospects for upward occupational
mobility for Hispanics in the 1990s. These shifts led to a decline for Hispanics in
employment in several professional occupations with high socioeconomic status.

•

Education contributes to improving the occupational status of a worker but less so for
foreign-born Hispanics.

•

The length of time that foreign-born Latinos have been in the U.S. contributes to a
narrowing of the gap in occupational status with respect to whites. Assimilation
proceeds faster for the more educated and it is estimated that the less educated will
never fully assimilate in occupational status.

•

More recently arrived cohorts of Hispanic immigrants have lower occupational status
than previously arrived cohorts even if they have the same level of education and
experience.

•

Looking just at the college-educated, Hispanics are found to be more likely to change
occupations—either in the upward or downward direction—than other workers.
Recently arrived immigrants and immigrants who do not speak English have a very
high probability of switching occupations within five years.

Pew Hispanic Center
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Introduction

T

he rapidly growing presence of Hispanics in the labor force has sharpened the interest in
their economic well-being. Fueled by immigration, the Hispanic labor force nearly tripled
in size from 6.1 million to 16.7 million between 1980 and 2000.1 Latinos now make up 13
percent of the labor force in the U.S., higher than the share of blacks. But the growth in numbers
has not been accompanied by great success as measured by the traditional metrics of earnings
and employment. The unemployment rate for Latinos remains persistently above the rate for
whites and their earnings are lower than those of either whites or blacks.
The focus of this report is on the occupational status and mobility of Hispanics.
Occupation is an important determinant of earnings and employment prospects in an evolving
economy. And occupations often bestow a status upon workers that extends beyond mere
economic outcomes. The 1990s witnessed both a record economic expansion and the emergence
of an information economy. Were Hispanic workers able to take advantage of those
developments to climb the occupational ladder and narrow the gap between them and whites?
That is among the central questions addressed in this report.
The analysis finds considerable evidence of an occupational divide across Hispanics and
whites. In particular, the occupations in which Hispanics are concentrated rank low in wages,
educational requirements and other indicators of socioeconomic status. Those indicators also
show a worsening in the occupational status of Latinos in both absolute and relative terms during
the 1990s. That is surprising in light of the strong growth in the U.S. economy during most of
that decade. But while unemployment was generally on the decline, structural shifts in
employment across industries favored different groups of workers in a varying fashion. That, in
turn, contributed to a greater division in the occupational status of Hispanics and whites.
The report uses three major sources of data. Foremost are the Public Use Micro Statistics
(PUMS) files from the Decennial Censuses of 1990 and 2000. These large datasets are good for
studying the occupational status of Hispanics in general and smaller sub-groups of immigrants
based on country of origin or year of arrival in the United States. The analysis of the Census data
is supplemented with the 1990 Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) and the 1993 National
Survey of College Graduates (NSCG). The PSID is a longitudinal data set, i.e. it follows the
same panel of individuals over a period of time. The specific PSID panel used in this report
features an over sample of Hispanics and covers the 1990 to 1993 time period. The longitudinal
nature of the PSID provides an alternative perspective on the occupational mobility of Hispanics
and the assimilation of Latino immigrants. The NSCG is a National Science Foundation database
that is useful for focusing on the status of the most highly educated Hispanics. The 1993 NSCG
enables a study of the occupational mobility of college graduates between 1988 and 1993.

1

The source for these estimates is the Bureau of Labor Statistics.

Pew Hispanic Center
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The analysis of occupational status is facilitated by the development of a measure of
socioeconomic status that assigns a score to each occupation based on its experience and
education requirements. Such an indicator is useful because just looking at the distribution of
workers across occupations does not necessarily yield the information needed to infer the
direction of change in occupational status. For example, if more Latinos moved from production
to construction occupations, does that mean an improvement or worsening in their occupational
status? That type of question is answered in this report by comparing the socioeconomic status
score across occupations. Another tool developed for the study is
…if more Latinos moved from
the Dissimilarity Index that yields a measure of the difference in
production to construction
occupational distributions across groups of workers. That is a
occupations, does that mean an useful method for summarizing the gap in the occupational
improvement or worsening in
distributions across workers from different racial and ethnic
groups. Utilizing these and other analytical tools, the report
their occupational status?
presents a rich array of conclusions regarding the occupational
distribution of Hispanics, its diversity across country-of-origin groups, changes in the
distribution over time, the factors that influence the speed of those changes, and the status of
Latinos relative to whites and other racial/ethnic groups.

The Occupational Characteristics of Hispanic Workers

A

distinctive feature of the occupational profile of Hispanic workers is their lack of
representation in professional occupations. Instead, Hispanics are more likely than
average to be found in construction and production occupations. This trait is particularly
true of Latinos of Mexican or Puerto Rican origin. The ongoing immigration of workers from
Mexico has served to reinforce these occupational characteristics during the 1990s.
Both white and Asian workers are more than twice as likely as Latino workers to be
found in professional occupations. Only 16 percent of Latinos worked in professional
occupations in 2000 compared with 34 percent of white and 42 percent of Asian workers (Figure
1). In contrast, Hispanics are much more likely than white and Asian workers to be employed in
farming, construction, and production occupations. Over one-third of Latino workers are
employed in construction and production work. And while farming engages only 3 percent of
Hispanic workers, it is particularly dependent on Latino workers as they are five to ten times
more likely than other workers to participate in those occupations. In fact, while Hispanics were
only 12 percent of the labor force in 2000, they made up more than 40 percent of workers in
farming occupations. Overall, the occupational distribution of Latinos resembles the profile of
black workers most closely with similar proportions of both to be found in professional, service,
sales, and production occupations.
Hispanic male and female workers have very different occupational attributes. Almost
half of Hispanic male workers—49 percent to be more exact—were concentrated in construction
and production occupations in 2000 (Figure 2). In contrast, 61 percent of Hispanics females
worked in service and sales occupations. Hispanic women are also more likely than their male
counterparts to be in professional occupations.

Pew Hispanic Center
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Figure1: Occupation Distribution by Race and Ethnicity, 2000
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Figure 2: Occupation Distribution of Hispanics by Gender, 2000
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Of the three largest components of the Hispanic community—Mexicans, Puerto Ricans,
and Cubans—the occupational profile of Cubans comes closest to resembling that of whites and
Asians. Nearly 30 percent of Cubans worked in professional occupations in 2000 (Figure 3). On
the other hand, only 13 percent of Mexicans were engaged in professional occupations and
nearly twice as many, or 24 percent, were in production occupations. Mexican workers are also
the most likely among Latinos to engage in construction and production work and farming
occupations are almost their exclusive preserve within the Hispanic workforce.

Pew Hispanic Center
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Figure 3: Occupation Distribution of Hispanics by Detailed
Ethnicity, 2000
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Figure 4: Occupation Distribution of Foreign Born Hispanics
by Place of Origin, 2000
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The occupational traits among Hispanics are reinforced by immigration, especially so for
Mexicans. As shown in Figure 4, only 8 percent of immigrant Mexican workers were in
professional occupations in 2000. Mexican immigrants are also much less likely to engage in
sales occupations than the average for all Mexicans. That is a likely consequence of the lack of
English-language skills among recently arrived immigrants. Nearly one-half, or 48 percent, of
Mexican immigrant workers were engaged in construction and production occupations in 2000.
Similar tendencies, albeit on a much smaller scale, are observed for workers born in Cuba and
Puerto Rico.2
2

Strictly speaking, there are no Puerto Rican immigrants since they are U.S. citizens by birth. However, a
distinction is maintained here to observe if workers born in Puerto Rico reveal occupational traits similar to other
foreign-born Hispanic workers.

Pew Hispanic Center
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A Measure of Occupational Dissimilarity and the Socioeconomic Status of Occupations

T

his section develops two composite measures that may be used to measure differences in
occupational distributions and rank occupations by socioeconomic status. The
occupational profile of Latino immigrants is found to be the most dissimilar from the
profile of white workers. An important reason for this gap is differences in the levels of
education. Hispanics and immigrant from Mexico, in particular, are concentrated in occupations
that rank among the lowest in socioeconomic status. There is evidence, however, that the
socioeconomic status of immigrant workers improves with time spent in the United States.

The occupation of a worker is an important determinant of his or her earnings and
employment prospects. Occupations also convey a status upon workers based on the skill
requirements and compensation generally associated with that occupation. But the mere
distribution of a group of workers across occupations does not yield the information needed to
infer their placement in the hierarchy of occupations. Some occupations require high education
but pay relatively little, e.g. priests or teachers, while others require less education but pay
relatively well, e.g. hazardous occupations in construction and mining. Which set of occupations
is more prestigious depends upon the criterion that is applied. A related issue arises with respect
to comparisons over time. If Latinos moved from production to construction occupations over
time, does that mean an improvement or worsening in their occupational status? And how can we
quickly ascertain whether the occupational characteristics of two or more groups of workers are
converging over time? Finding answers to these sorts of questions is facilitated by the use of two
composite indicators.
The first indicator, termed the Dissimilarity Index, is a measure of the spread across
occupational distributions.3 This index ranges in value from 0 to 100 and is a pure measure of
differences in the occupational distributions of two groups of workers. The index does not in any
sense imply that one distribution is better than the other. It works as follows: Suppose that all
Latinos worked in production occupations and all whites worked in sales occupations. The
Dissimilarity Index (DI) would then take a value of 100. If Latinos and whites all worked in
sales, the DI value would be zero. The index will also equal zero if the same proportions of
Latinos and whites are employed in the two occupations. A value of, say, 20, would mean that 20
percent of Latino workers have to switch occupations so that their occupational distribution
resembles the occupational distribution of whites.
The occupational profiles of immigrant Hispanic and white workers are the most
dissimilar. Figure 5 shows the extent to which the occupational distributions of Hispanics and
other workers differ from that of whites. Not surprisingly, 31 percent of male, foreign-born
Hispanic workers would have to change occupations to match the occupational profile of male
white workers in 2000. For all male Hispanics, blacks, and Asians, the DI index is on the order
of 22 to 23 percent. Differences across female workers are less pronounced. About 14 to 18
percent of female Hispanic, black, and Asian workers would have to switch occupations to have
occupational profiles that resemble the profile of female white workers. However, the gap among
female, foreign-born Hispanic workers and white females—28 percent—is as large as the gap
observed for male workers.
3

Details on the Dissimilarity Index are available in the full report.

Pew Hispanic Center
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Figure 5: The Dissimilarity Index - A Measure of
Occupational Segregation Relative to Non-Hispanic Whites,
2000
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The evidence in Figure 5 shows that the occupational profile of Hispanic workers is just
as different from that of white workers as the profiles of black and Asian workers. It is important
to note that this does not mean Hispanic workers have the same occupational characteristics as
black and Asian workers. For example, in the case of Latinos and whites the difference is driven
by the greater concentration of Hispanics in construction and production occupations. But, with
respect to Asians and white, the gap is a consequence of the greater presence of Asians in
professional and scientific occupations.
A key factor behind the dissimilarity in occupations is education. When college-educated
Hispanic males are compared to their white counterparts, the DI index value shrinks to 13
percent (Figure 6). Similarly, a value of 12 percent emerges when less educated Hispanic and
white male workers are compared to each other. But, in the aggregate, it was observed that the
gap between Hispanic and white male workers is 22 percent. That is because white males are
much more likely to be college-educated than Hispanic male workers. A similar conclusion
emerges for Hispanic and white females, but it is worth noting that the gap between collegeeducated Latino and white females is much narrower than the gap among similar males.
The Dissimilarity Index is a useful tool for summarizing differences in occupational
characteristics but it offers no judgment on the status of occupations in which groups of workers
are engaged. That is provided by a second indicator that assigns a socioeconomic status score to
each occupation. This score is derived from statistical analysis that, based on wages, measures
the value each occupation assigns to an additional year of education or experience. The scores
are scaled to fall within the range of 0 to 100. Occupations in which education and experience
are highly valued will receive scores closer to 100. The average socioeconomic status score
across the 475 detailed occupations listed in the Census data in 2000 was 34.8.
Table 1 shows the socioeconomic status score for each of 23 broad occupational
categories. The highest score of 61 is attained by education, training and library occupations.
Management occupations are close behind with a score of 54. The lowest scoring occupations,
all with scores less than 20, are building and grounds cleaning, food preparation and serving, and
farming, fishing and forestry.
Pew Hispanic Center
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Figure 6: The Dissimilarity Index for Hispanics Relative to
Non-Hispanic Whites by Education, 2000
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Hispanics are concentrated in occupations that rank the lowest in socioeconomic status.
In Table 1, 23 occupations are divided into three groups as follows: the seven occupations with a
score of 45 or higher, the next seven with scores of at least 30 but less than 45, and the final eight
with scores below 30. The occupational distribution of Hispanics (also shown in Table 1) reveals
that 55 percent of them were engaged in occupations falling in the bottom third of the rankings.
The same is true of 44 percent on blacks, but only about 30 percent of whites and Asians work in
occupations with the lowest socioeconomic status scores. The roles are reversed at the top as
only 13 percent of Hispanics and 17 percent of blacks are employed in the seven highest ranking
occupations. Whites and Asians work in these occupations at double these rates—26 percent and
32 percent respectively.
The average socioeconomic status score achieved by Hispanic workers is well below the
average for white workers As shown in Table 2 the average socioeconomic status score for white
males in 2000 was 37. This is slightly above the overall average of 35. Native-born Hispanic
males score only 29 and foreign-born Hispanic males achieve a score of only 23. The lowest
score of all belongs to Mexican immigrants whose average is 20 regardless of gender. That
average is below the score for all but three of the 23 occupations listed in Table 1. Puerto Ricans
and Cubans score above the average for all Hispanics. In fact, Cubans rank along with whites
with respect to their socioeconomic status. The scores for male and female workers are virtually
identical, differing only by a point here or there.
While the socioeconomic status of foreign-born Hispanics is low, it does improve with
time spent in the United States. The data in Table 3 show that Mexican immigrants who have
been in the U.S. for five years of less attain a score of only 17, but those who arrived in the U.S.
over 30 years ago score 30 points, much closer to the overall average of 35 and the average of 37
for whites. Cuban immigrants started high on the scale relative to other Hispanics and those who
arrived 20 years ago now have scores of 38 and above, higher than the U.S. average. It should be
noted, however, that not all of this increase is necessarily a sign of progress with years spent in
the U.S. At least some of this effect could be due to the possibility that immigrants who arrived
earlier had a higher level of skills and, therefore, higher occupational attainment regardless of
years spent in the U.S. This point is touched upon in greater detail at a later point in the report.
Pew Hispanic Center
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Table 1: Socioeconomic Status Scores and the Distribution of Workers by Occupation, 2000
Occupation Distributions (%)
Occupation Categories

Socioeconomic
Status Scores

Hispanics

Whites

Blacks

Asians

Education, Training and Library
Management
Business and Financial Operations
Computer and Mathematical Science
Life, Physical, and Social Science
Architecture and Engineering
Community and Social Services

61
54
52
51
49
49
45

3.1
4.3
2.1
0.9
0.4
0.8
1.0

5.9
9.5
4.3
2.3
0.9
2.1
1.3

4.3
4.6
3.2
1.4
0.4
0.8
2.0

4.4
7.8
5.1
7.0
2.3
4.1
0.9

Arts, Design, Entertainment, Sports and Media
Legal
Sales
Protective Services
Healthcare
Installation, Maintenance, and Repair
Office and Administration Support

44
42
39
37
36
33
30

1.2
0.4
9.8
1.5
1.8
3.9
13.4

2.1
1.1
12.0
1.8
4.6
4.1
15.6

0.9
0.5
9.8
3.0
3.6
3.1
17.6

1.9
0.7
11.7
0.8
7.3
2.3
13.7

Construction and Extraction
Production
Healthcare Support
Transportation and Material Moving
Personal Care and Service
Building and Grounds Cleaning
Food Preparation and Serving
Farming, Fishing, and Forestry

27
26
24
24
22
18
17
14

9.1
13.4
2.1
8.5
3.0
8.0
7.9
3.1

5.7
7.8
1.8
5.8
2.8
2.7
5.0
0.6

4.4
10.2
4.6
9.1
3.4
5.6
6.4
0.5

1.5
10.7
1.8
3.2
3.3
2.2
6.7
0.3

12.6
32.0
55.1

26.3
41.3
32.2

16.7
38.5
44.2

31.6
38.4
29.7

Workers with index scores of 45 or more (%)
Workers with index scores of 30 to 44 (%)
Workers with index scores of less than 30 (%)
Source: Authors’ tabulations from the 2000 Census PUMS files
Note: References to whites, blacks and Asians are to their non-Hispanic components only.
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Table 2
Socioeconomic Status Scores by
Nativity, Gender and Place of Origin
2000
Males
Non-Hispanic whites
Native-born Hispanics
All
Mexican
Puerto Rican
Cuban
Foreign-born Hispanics
All
Mexican
Puerto Rican
Cuban

December 15, 2005

Table 3
Socioeconomic Status Scores for
Hispanics by Place of Birth and
Years since Arrival in the U.S.
2000

Females

37

36

29
29
29
35

30
29
30
36

23
20
30
36

24
20
30
35

Source: Authors’ tabulations from the 2000 Census PUMS files

Mexico
<=5 years
6-10 years
10-20 years
20-30 years
>30 years
Puerto Rico
<=5 years
6-10 years
10-20 years
20-30 years
>30 years
Cuba
<=5 years
6-10 years
10-20 years
20-30 years
>30 years

Males

Females

17
18
21
24
30

17
18
20
24
29

27
27
28
31
34

28
28
29
31
33

28
30
32
38
46

27
29
30
37
42

Source: Authors’ tabulations from the 2000 Census
PUMS files

Pew Hispanic Center
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Changes in Occupational Distributions and Status between 1990 and 2000

T

he occupational divide across Hispanics and whites grew wider between 1990 and 2000.
That is perhaps surprising in light of the record economic expansion that lasted virtually
the entire decade. However, restructuring within and across industries tended to fuel
demand for Hispanic and non-Hispanic workers in a differential manner and they trended into
different occupation over the decade. Hispanic workers expanded their presence mostly in
construction and service occupations during this time. On the other hand, white workers were
much more likely to be found in professional occupations in 2000 than in 1990.4

Changes in the distributions of employment of male and female workers are shown in
Figures 7 and 8. The data in these figures show the percentage point change between 1990 and
2000 in the proportions of workers in six major occupations. In Figure 2 above it was shown
that 13 percent of Hispanic males were engaged in professional occupations in 2000. Figure 7
shows that this share was 1.8 percentage points less than the proportion of Hispanic males in
professional occupations in 1990. The opposite happened with white male workers as they
increased their representation in professional occupations by more than 2 percentage points
between 1990 and 2000. More specifically, the proportion of white male workers in professional
occupations increased from about 30 percent to 32 percent in that decade. Another big difference
in the occupational trends of Latino and white male workers was that the proportion of Hispanics
in construction increased by 4 percentage points between 1990 and 2000, four times the
percentage point increase for white male workers. Both groups of workers decreased their
representation in production occupations with the reduction being slightly greater for white
males.

Figure 7: Percentage Point Change in the Occupational Distribution
of Male Workers, 1990 to 2000
Percent
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4

A major problem in drawing comparisons across occupational distributions in 1990 and 2000 is that the 2000
Decennial Census features a new occupational classification. The specific issues that must be confronted and their
resolution are discussed in the main report.
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Like their male counterparts, white female workers also increased their presence in
professional occupations. The proportion of white females in professional occupations went up
by 4.8 percentage points between 1990 and 2000 (Figure 8). At the same time, the representation
of Hispanic females decreased by one-half of a percentage point. On the other hand, the
proportion of Hispanic women in service occupations increased by over 4 percentage points.
This was four times higher than the 1 percentage point increase in the share of white female
workers.

Percent

Figure 8: Percentage Point Change in the Occupational Distribution
of Female Workers, 1990 to 2000
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The growing gap in the occupational distributions of Hispanics and whites is captured by
the dissimilarity index. As shown in Table 4, the dissimilarity index between Hispanic and white
male workers increased from 19.7 in 1990 to 22.2 in 2000. The dissimilarity index between
Hispanic and white female workers also increased in this time, from 16.1 in 1990 to 17.9 in
2000. The opposite result obtains for black and white workers as the dissimilarity index for this
pair of workers, male or female, shrunk between 1990 and 2000.
Several factors contributed to the growing dissimilarity in the occupational distributions
of Hispanics and whites. One factor is education. Hispanics are less likely to be college educated
than non-Hispanics and this disparity widened during the 1990s. Table 5 shows the schooling
level of Hispanics, whites and blacks (ages 16 and older) in 1990 and 2000. About 27 percent of
Hispanic workers had at least some college education in 1990. By 2000, this proportion had
increased only slightly to 28 percent.5 In contrast, 47 percent of white workers had at least some
college education in 1990 and this proportion increased to 53 percent by 2000. Black workers too
5

One reason for the stagnant education level of the Hispanic workforce is that its growth was driven by new
immigrants, many without a college education, during the 1990s.
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registered increases in their level of education during the 1990s. Thus, non-Hispanic workers
were relatively more educated in 2000 than in 1990 and this would be one reason why they
increased their representation in professional occupations.

Table 4
The Dissimilarity Index in
1990 and 2000

Dissimilarity Index Relative to Whites
1990
2000
Change
Men
Hispanics
Blacks
Asians
Women
Hispanics
Blacks
Asians

19.7
23.4
20.0

22.2
22.3
23.1

2.5
-1.1
3.1

16.1
16.4
17.4

17.9
15.0
13.8

1.8
-1.4
-3.6

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 1990 and 2000 Census PUMS files
Note: References to whites, blacks and Asians are to their non-Hispanic
components only.

In addition to schooling, demand conditions in the labor market also play a role in shaping
the occupation distributions of workers. Table 6 summarizes the effect of demand factors in
changing the occupation distributions of Hispanic and non-Hispanic white male workers between
1990 and 2000.6 The data in Table 6 show the actual change in employment by occupation and
the influence of three factors in determining the extent of the employment change. The first
factor is labeled the “job growth effect.” In a world of perfectly balanced growth all industries
would expand at the same rate and the demand for workers in all occupations would also
increase in the same proportions. If overall employment increases by, say, 10 percent, the job
growth effect raises employment in each occupation by 10 percent. Thus, the only difference in
the economy and the labor force over time would be in the scale of operations and the
occupational distributions of all workers would remain unchanged.

6

The analysis in Table 6 covers a cohort of male workers of ages 25 to 54 in 1990 and ages 35 to 64 in 2000. This
helps to control for changes in schooling and the effect of retirements in an analysis focused on the impact of
changes in demand conditions.
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Table 5
The Education Levels of Hispanics, Whites and Blacks,
1990 and 2000
(Percent Distribution)

1990
Hispanics
Whites
Blacks
2000
Hispanics
Whites
Blacks

Less than
High School

High School

Some
College

College plus

51.6
23.0
38.6

21.9
30.5
28.0

19.2
26.7
23.9

7.4
19.8
9.5

49.6
17.6
31.2

22.3
29.0
29.1

19.7
29.2
27.6

8.5
24.2
12.1

Source: Pew Hispanic Center tabulations from the 1990 and 2000 Census PUMS files
Note: Whites and blacks refer to their non-Hispanic components.
The sample is restricted to ages 16 and older.

In reality, of course, industries grow at different rates and production technologies shift
over time. Differences in the growth rates of industries will alter the relative demand for
occupations and this effect is labeled the “industry shift effect” in Table 6. For example, a
relatively high growth rate in the construction industry will cause the demand for construction
workers to increase at a higher than average rate. That may work in favor of Hispanic male
workers who are disproportionately concentrated in the construction industry. On the other hand,
a more rapid rate of growth in the professional services industry might mean greater demand for
the relatively better educated non-Hispanic workers.
Even if industry growth effects are not at work, changes in production technologies can
favor one group of workers over another. For example, the advent of information technologies in
the 1990s contributed to increased demand for computer-literate workers. That may have
contributed to the growing movement of non-Hispanic white workers into professional
occupations. This effect is labeled as the “occupation mix effect” in Table 6.
The data in Table 6 cover six broad occupational categories. The calculations underlying
the results, however, were performed at a much greater level of detail for industries and
occupations. Thus, it should be noted that the industry and occupation effects can operate in
different directions for different groups of workers depending on their particular distribution
across detailed industries and occupations within the broad categories shown in the table.
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Table 6
The Effects of Demand Conditions on the
Occupational Employment of Male Workers
1990 to 2000
Employment

Job
Growth
Effect

Industry
Shift
Effect

Occupation
Mix
Effect

1990

2000

Change

561,720
401,312
413,807
542,500
774,585
79,214
2,773,155

738,059
774,367
554,586
1,028,311
1,311,333
164,029
4,570,685

176,339
373,055
140,779
485,811
536,748
84,815
1,797,530

364,107
260,131
268,225
351,643
502,080
51,346

-66,688
107,296
-73,323
46,968
-38,462
24,209

-121,079
5,628
-54,128
87,195
73,124
9,280

Non-Hispanic White Males
Professional
12,420,319
Service
2,897,595
Sales and Office
6,404,226
Construction
6,586,960
Production
8,476,665
Farming
356,153
Total
37,141,918

13,371,499
2,907,831
6,022,223
6,591,636
7,164,197
256,644
36,314,030

951,180
10,236
-382,003
4,676
-1,312,468
-99,509
-827,888

-276,847
-64,587
-142,749
-146,822
-188,944
-7,939

370,269
382,016
-254,310
-172,311
-308,419
-17,244

857,798
-307,193
15,057
323,810
-815,105
-74,327

Hispanic Males
Professional
Service
Sales and Office
Construction
Production
Farming
Total

Source: Authors’ calculations based on 1990 and 2000 Census PUMS files
Note: The analysis covers a cohort of male workers of ages 25 to 54 in 1990 and ages 35 to 64 in 2000.

There were 2.8 million Hispanic male workers of ages 25 to 54 employed in the U.S.
labor market in 1990. Driven by immigration, the size of this cohort increased by 1.8 million
workers, or 65 percent, between 1990 and 2000 (Table 6). Under conditions of balanced growth,
the employment of Hispanic males would have increased by 65 percent in each occupation. That
would have meant, for example, an additional 364,107 Hispanic male workers in professional
occupations. In actual fact, however, the employment of Hispanic males increased by only
176,339 between 1990 and 2000. This lower-than-expected increase in the employment of
Hispanic professionals is due to the presence of negative industry and occupation effects. The
occupation mix effect shows a loss of 121,079 jobs for Hispanics in professional occupations.
This means that as a result of reorganization within industries, professional jobs held by Hispanic
workers were less in demand in 2000 than in 1990. Hispanic professionals also tended to be in
industries with sub-par growth rates, leading to a loss of 66,688 jobs due to the industry shift
effect.
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Job growth for Hispanics was above expectation in four occupations—farming, service,
production, and construction. Job growth in production
occupations happened despite the general decline in Job growth for Hispanics was above
manufacturing which was responsible for the negative expectation in four occupations—farming,
industry shift effect. Hispanics benefited from a positive service, production, and construction.
occupation mix effect, i.e. there was a shift in the hiring
of workers in manufacturing that favored jobs in which Latinos were well represented.
The cohort of white male workers (ages 25 to 54 in 1990) diminished in size by 827,888
workers, or 2 percent, between 1990 and 2000. This decline is not surprising since, unlike
Hispanics, immigration is not a significant force for replenishing the size of this demographic
group. The overall decline implies a negative job growth effect for white males in all
occupations. However, there was positive job growth for white males in professional, service,
and construction occupations. Job gains in professional occupations were especially notable with
an employment increase of nearly 1 million. Both industry and occupation effects worked to the
benefit of white male workers. However, the same effects caused a loss of 1.3 million
production jobs for white males between 1990 and 2000.
Overall, the increase in employment of Hispanic workers between 1990 and 2000 is
largely explained by the increase in the size of their workforce. Their growth in numbers was
either responsible for most of their increase in employment in an occupation, e.g. in service,
construction and production occupations, or it was large enough to overcome negative industry
and occupation effects, such as, in professional occupations. On the other hand, the size of the
white male workforce is stationary and growth in any occupation, such as, in professional
occupations, was dependent on the beneficial effects of industry and occupation effects.

The Determinants of Socioeconomic Status

T

he occupational attainment of all workers improves rapidly with education. Experience in
the labor market is another factor that adds significantly to a worker’s occupational status.
However, the contribution of experience to a worker’s status does eventually fade over
time. Two factors that are important to the success of immigrant workers are English-language
skills and time spent in the United States. Not surprisingly, the lack of English-language skills
depresses the status of immigrant workers. Years of experience does raise the occupational
profile of foreign-born Hispanics but at a relatively slow rate. It is estimated that only collegeeducated immigrant workers are likely to converge to the status of white workers in the course of
their working years.
This section presents the results from a statistical analysis designed to understand the
contribution of various factors to the occupational attainment of Hispanic and other workers.7
Occupational attainment is measured by the socioeconomic status score of an occupation. Since
the socioeconomic status score is a quantitative measure in the range of 0 to 100 it is possible to
estimate the how much of a contribution is made by, say, a college degree versus a high school
7

The statistical approach applies regression analysis to ascertain the relationship between the dependent variable—
the socioeconomic status score of a worker’s occupation—and a set of independent variables, such as, age,
education, experience, gender, race, ethnicity, nativity, years since migration, etc.

Pew Hispanic Center

15

The Occupational Status and Mobility of Hispanics

December 15, 2005

degree to raising the occupational status of a worker. The analysis is conducted with data from
the Panel Survey of Income Dynamics (PSID). The PSID is a longitudinal dataset, i.e. it collects
information from the same panel of families and individuals over time. The PSID data used in
this study come from the 1990 panel which includes a larger than usual sample of Hispanic
households and covers the 1990 to 1993 time period.8 The analysis of the data is designed to
estimate the relationships between a worker’s characteristics and his or her occupational
attainments. Absent a sudden shift in those relationships the findings from these data are just as
relevant for today’s labor market.
Education, not surprisingly, has a strong impact on occupational attainment. It is
estimated that with each additional year of schooling workers can attain an 8.5 percent higher
score in socioeconomic status. This implies that four years of college opens doors to occupations
that have a socioeconomic status score that is nearly 40 percent higher than the occupations in
which high school graduates are typically employed. The impact of education does vary across
sub-groups. Comparing across some racial or ethnic groups, the highest return to education—8.1
percent—is received by non-Hispanic whites. The return for native-born Hispanics is 7.1 percent
and Mexican immigrants receive a 6.2 percent yield for each additional year of education. But
even if these returns are somewhat lower it is clear that education has a significant effect on the
occupational attainment of all workers.
Labor market experience also contributes to occupational attainment but in a more
complicated manner. Experience initially leads to increases in the socioeconomic status score.
However, the rate of increase diminishes with more experience and eventually the scores begin
to diminish. The first year of labor market experience, for example, leads to an increase of over 2
percent in the socioeconomic status score. The return to experience decreases with each
subsequent year of experience and eventually, after about 25 years of experience, turns negative.
In other words, occupational attainment reaches a peak after about 25 years in the labor market.
That is consistent with other research that shows a decline in the occupational mobility of
workers over time along with the opportunity for advancing their socioeconomic status score.
The lack of English language skills has a detrimental effect on the achievement of
Hispanic immigrants. Compared to other workers, Hispanic immigrants who do not speak
English have an 8.5 percent lower occupational attainment score. However, when immigrants
from Mexico and Cuba are compared among themselves, the ability to speak English emerges as
an unimportant factor. In other words, immigrants from Mexico are in occupations with similar
socioeconomic status scores whether or not they speak English. This suggests that, in addition to
language skills, segregation by origin and occupation are also important influences on the
occupational attainments of Hispanic immigrants.
The possibility that different waves of immigrants brought different levels of skills with
them to the U.S. is also tested with the statistical analysis. Hispanic immigrants are first
separated into different cohorts depending upon whether they arrived before 1960 or between
8

The PSID data contain an occupational classification that predates the classification used in the 2000 census data.
Therefore, the socioeconomic status scores used in the analysis of the PSID are also different. In particular, the
analysis uses scores developed by C.B. Nam and M.G. Powers, 1983, The Socioeconomic Approach to Status
Measurement, Houston, TX: Cap and Gown Press. The Nam-Powers scores are also scaled to range in value from 0
to 100 with 0 representing the lowest status.
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1960-69, 1970-79, 1980-85 and 1986-90. The statistical analysis then controls for differences in
education, experience, years since migration and other attributes across cohorts. Even after those
controls are applied the pattern that emerges is that earlier arriving cohorts have higher
occupational attainment scores. In particular, the cohort that arrived between 1986 and 1990 has
socioeconomic status scores that are 36.5 percent below the level for whites. By contrast the
cohort that arrived in the 1960s had a disadvantage of 19.3 percent and the 1970s cohort lagged
whites by 25.5 percent. Factors that may have contributed to this phenomenon include changes in
the regional origin of immigrants and the shift in immigration laws to favor family reunification.
Regardless of the arrival cohort, the length of time Hispanic immigrants have been in the
U.S. does raise their occupational attainment but the pace of improvement is slow. Relative to
other workers, the socioeconomic status of Hispanic immigrants climbs at the rate of 0.7 percent
per year. This means that even 30 years spent in the U.S. leads to a climb of only 23 percent up
the ladder of socioeconomic status scores. It was shown earlier in Table 2 that the average
socioeconomic status score of Hispanic immigrants would have to increase by about 50 percent
to reach the level for whites. Thus, a 30-year career in the U.S. cuts this disadvantage by just
under one-half. The pace of assimilation does proceed faster for more educated immigrants. A
more detailed analysis shows that the occupational attainment of Mexican immigrants with a
college degree converges to the median score for whites in about 15 years. Unfortunately, only a
small minority of Mexican immigrants has earned a college degree and economic assimilation
for the majority remains a slow process.

The Occupational Mobility of College-Educated Hispanics

A

college degree opens the doors to higher levels of occupational attainment for Hispanics
both in absolute terms and relative to the attainment of whites. Among immigrants, a
college degree appears to be strongly related with the
…a college degree appears to be
possibility of reaching parity in occupational status with
strongly related with the
whites. Consistent with the findings in the preceding section,
possibility of reaching parity in
results from a sample of college graduates show a high
absolute degree of occupational mobility among the college
occupational status with whites.
educated. This tendency is most pronounced among recently
arrived immigrants and immigrants who do not speak English. However, Latinos with postgraduate levels of education and tenure in U.S. schools are less likely than average to change
occupations.
This section presents evidence from the analysis of the 1993 National Survey of College
Graduates (NSCG). As the name suggests, the NSCG is a database of college graduates only.
The 1993 NSCG has information on whether a worker is in the same occupation or with the
same employer as in 1988. Thus, the data can be used to study the mobility of college-educated
workers across occupations and employers over a five-year period. With the application of
socioeconomic status scores it is also feasible to determine whether a change in occupation was
in an upward or downward direction.9
9

Upward mobility typically arises from the acquisition of experience and skills. Downward mobility could be
voluntary—to allow more time for childrearing, for example—or an involuntary consequence of job loss or
technological change.
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Data on the percentage of Hispanic and white workers that changed occupations or
employers between 1988 and 1993 are shown in Table 7. Approximately 45 percent of workers,
whether Hispanic, white, immigrant or native born, changed employers between 1988 and
1993.10 The rate at which workers changed occupations—about 35 percent—was slightly lower.
The most notable aspect of Table 7 is that the propensity of Hispanic immigrants to change
occupations and employers is highest in the first few years spent in the U.S. and then decreases
steadily. For example, 60 percent of Hispanic immigrants who arrived in the U.S. between 1987
and 1990 had switched occupations by 1993. In the same group of immigrants 75 percent also
switched employers by 1993. But among Hispanic immigrants who arrived in the 1950s these
proportions are only 27 percent and 37 percent respectively, or less than half the rate. Thus, the
process of assimilation among Latino immigrants involves a very high rate of occupation and
employer turnover in the early years presumably as they acquire U.S. labor market experience
and find the right match for their skills.

Table 7
Percent of College-Educated Workers Changing Occupation or Employer,
1988 to 1993

Non-Hispanic whites
Native born
Foreign born
Hispanics
Native born
Foreign born
Foreign born by year of arrival
1987-1990
1985-1986
1982-1984
1980-1981
1975-1979
1970-1974
1965-1969
1960-1964
1950-1959
Before 1950

Percent Changed
Occupation

Percent Changed
Employer

34.9
33.1

43.3
44.8

37.5
35.2

44.7
45.3

59.8
45.8
40.7
41.2
33.0
34.9
30.2
30.1
27.3
34.3

75.1
61.3
56.1
49.0
43.5
43.9
40.2
38.6
36.8
32.4

Source: Authors’ tabulations from the 1993 National Survey of College Graduates

10

This may seem to be a high percentage but is consistent with statistics from the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS)
which show a high rate of job creation and destruction in the economy. BLS estimates show that upwards of 15
million jobs—about 7.5 million created and about 7.5 million lost—turn over in the space of one calendar quarter.
That amounts to more than 10 percent of total employment. BLS data are available at
http://www.bls.gov/bdm/home.htm.
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Are there any characteristics that make a worker more or less likely to change
occupations? To answer this question, the statistical analysis was first used to estimate the
probability, or the likelihood, that the “typical” college-educated worker would switch
occupations between 1988 and 1993. The typical, or benchmark, person is defined by the mean
values of the characteristics of the workers in the sample.11 For non-Hispanic whites, the
benchmark worker is U.S. born with a bachelor’s degree, 16.5 years of labor market experience,
and married with one child under six years of age. Among Hispanics, the benchmark worker is
U.S. born with ancestry other than Mexican, Cuban or Puerto Rican, has a bachelor’s degree,
14.5 years of labor market experience, and is married with one child under six years of age. Once
the probability of switching jobs for the benchmark person has been determined it is possible to
alter one characteristic at a time to determine the change in the likelihood of that worker
changing occupations.

Table 8
The Probability of Changing Occupation between 1988 and 1993 by the
Characteristics of College-Educated Workers (in Percent)

Non-Hispanic whites

Hispanics

Female

Male

Female

Male

Benchmark

36.2

28.5

47.6

45.5

M.A.

33.2

25.9

Ph.D.

27.1

20.8

Immigrant
Recent arrival (3-6 years)

37.9

30.1

46.5

44.4

50.6

41.9

60.7

58.5

Speak English Very Well

35.9

28.3

46.0

43.9

Speak English Well

42.6

34.3

47.1

45.0

Speak English Not Well

49.9

41.3

61.2

59.1

Speak English Not at All

72.9

65.5

86.2

85.1

Educated in U.S.

28.8

22.2

41.7

39.7

Source: Authors’ tabulations from the 1993 National Survey of College Graduates
Note: A benchmark white person is U.S.-born with a Bachelor’s degree, 16.49 years of experience, married with 1 child
under 6 years of age. A benchmark Hispanic is of origin other than from Mexico, Cuba or Puerto Rico, with a Bachelor’s
degree, 14.5 years of experience, married with 1 child under 6 years of age.

Table 8 shows the occupation-switching probabilities of white and Hispanic workers and
the variation in those probabilities across workers with different characteristics. The data in the
table show that there was a 28.5 percent probability that the benchmark white male worker
changed occupations between 1988 and 1993. The likelihood of occupation change diminishes
with education. For example, there was only a 21 percent chance that white males with a Ph.D.
switched occupations between 1988 and 1993. That is consistent with the idea that highly
educated workers with specific skills are matched better to their job.
11

The modal value is used for characteristics that are not continuous, e.g. whether or not a person is married.
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Being an immigrant is associated with a slightly elevated likelihood of changing
occupations. However, the probability climbs sharply if the immigrant is a new arrival—42
percent for white males who arrived three to six years ago—and does not speak English—65
percent for white males. An immigrant who is educated in the U.S. has a much reduced
tendency—22 percent—to move from one occupation to another. Similar results emerge for
white female workers, although it is worth noting that female workers in general reveal a higher
proclivity for changing occupations.
The benchmark Hispanic worker reveals a much higher tendency to change occupations
in comparison to the benchmark white worker. In particular, the typical college-educated male
Latino worker was likely to change occupations
Almost all male Latinos that do not speak between 1988 and 1993 with a 45 percent probability.
English …are likely to have switched
The probability among immigrant Hispanics is similar
although, once again, it is found that the most recently
occupations between 1988 and 1993.
arrived immigrants switch occupations with a much
higher probability. Almost all male Latinos that do not speak English—85 percent to be exact—
are likely to have switched occupations between 1988 and 1993. Having received an education in
the U.S. does diminish the probability of shedding one occupation for another. The results for
Hispanic males and females are very similar.
A change in occupation is often accompanied by a change in employer and the
association between the two is presented in Table 9. The data in the table show the percentage of
college-educated Hispanics that changed, or did not change, employers between 1988 and 1993
and whether there was a change in their occupational status. Workers are listed as having
received a promotion (demotion) if they changed occupations and their socioeconomic status
score increased (decreased). If there was no change in their socioeconomic status score,
regardless of whether or not their occupation changed, they are listed as having received neither
a promotion nor a demotion.
For all college-educated Hispanics combined, Table 9 shows that 45 percent changed
employers between 1988 and 1993. This move was more likely to be accompanied by a
demotion than a promotion. In particular, 13.8 percent of Hispanics switched employers and
received a demotion while only 9.5 percent received a promotion with a change in employer.
Nearly 50 percent of Hispanics saw no change in employer and socioeconomic status score. In
fact, staying with the same employer was unlikely to yield either a promotion—3.2 percent—or
demotion—2.3 percent. Almost exactly the same pattern emerges for Hispanic males, females
and immigrants. It is somewhat notable that female Hispanics were more likely than men to
receive a demotion with a change in employer.
The most distinctive pattern is associated with Hispanic immigrants who arrived between
1987 and 1990. Out of these recent arrivals, only 24.9 percent were with the same employer in
1993 as in 1988. That was less than the 31.1 percent of these immigrants who changed firms and
received demotions at the same time. This rate of demotion is double that for all Hispanic
combined. At the same time, however, 17.2 percent of recently arrived immigrants earned a
promotion when they changed employers, a higher rate than for any other group of Latinos.
Thus, Hispanic immigrants with only a brief history in the U.S. are also the most mobile workers
moving both up and down the occupational ladder as they assimilate into the labor market.
Pew Hispanic Center
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Table 9
Percent of College-Educated Hispanics Changing Employers and
Receiving Promotions or Demotions between
1988 and 1993

No Change in Employer
Promotion Demotion
Same
All Hispanics
Male
Female
Native born
Foreign born
Year of arrival
1987-90
1985-86
1982-84
1980-81
1975-79
1970-74
1965-69
1960-64
1950-59
Before 1950

Total

Change in Employer
Promotion Demotion
Same

Total

3.2
2.9
3.7
3.4
2.9

2.3
2.0
2.6
2.4
2.0

49.7
52.3
46.2
49.5
49.9

55.1
57.2
52.4
55.3
54.8

9.5
9.2
9.9
10.7
7.6

13.8
11.6
16.7
13.2
14.8

21.6
22.0
21.1
20.8
22.9

44.9
42.8
47.6
44.7
45.2

2.4
1.2
2.8
3.6
2.5
3.2
4.4
3.4
1.3
1.0

0.0
1.8
4.7
1.6
1.5
2.0
2.2
1.8
2.8
1.0

22.5
35.7
36.5
45.9
52.5
50.9
53.1
56.3
59.1
63.8

24.9
38.7
43.9
51.0
56.5
56.1
59.8
61.4
63.3
65.7

17.2
12.5
10.8
6.2
10.2
9.0
4.4
5.3
3.9
4.8

31.1
19.1
15.0
15.5
9.6
13.0
12.2
13.6
13.4
20.0

26.8
29.8
30.4
27.3
23.8
22.0
23.6
19.8
19.5
9.5

75.1
61.3
56.1
49.0
43.5
43.9
40.2
38.6
36.8
34.3

Source: Authors’ tabulations from the 1993 National Survey of College Graduates
Note: Workers are listed as having received a promotion (demotion) if they changed occupations and their socioeconomic status score increased
(decreased). If there was no change in their socioeconomic status score, regardless of whether or not their occupation changed, they are listed as
having received neither a promotion nor a demotion.
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Conclusions

T

his report has highlighted the stark differences in the occupational distributions and
socioeconomic status of Hispanic and white workers. Hispanics are concentrated in lowwage occupations with minimal educational requirements and poor socioeconomic status.
The record economic expansion of the 1990s did little to lessen the gap between Hispanics and
whites. In fact, the opposite happened: the occupational distribution and status of Hispanics and
whites grew even further apart during the 1990s. That was a consequence of a shift in the
structure of employment across industries that affected the two groups of workers differentially.
Thus, the recent gains in employment of Latino workers have not translated into improvements
in their occupational status.
Hispanics are much more likely to work in farming, construction and production
occupations than in professional occupations. The main exception to this rule is workers from
Cuba. But this trait is highly characteristic of Mexican workers and is reinforced by immigration.
Many immigrants from Mexico initially lack English-language skills and are unlikely to have a
college education. Not surprisingly, Mexican workers are the dominant group among farm
workers.
The Dissimilarity Index, a quantitative measure of the difference in occupational
distributions, shows that about 20 percent of Hispanic workers would have to change
occupations to match the occupational profile of white workers. This figure rises to 30 percent
when Hispanic immigrant workers are compared with white workers. The leading cause of this
disparity is the gap in educational attainment. The dissimilarity in occupational distributions is
much smaller when comparisons are drawn only across college educated workers or only across
high school educated workers. However, both in absolute terms and relative to whites, Hispanic
workers are much less likely to have a college degree and that drives the overall disparity in the
occupational distributions.
This study also devised a measure that can be used to measure the socioeconomic status
of an occupation. On a scale of 0 to 100, the average score across all occupations is estimated to
be 35. More than half of Latino workers are found to be working in occupations with
socioeconomic status scores below 30. Many of those workers are employed in building and
grounds cleaning, food preparation and serving, and farming, fishing and forestry. These three
occupations score below 20 in socioeconomic status. White workers, on the other hand, are
concentrated in occupations with above average scores. Over one-quarter of whites are employed
in occupations with a socioeconomic status score of at least 45. These, typically, are occupations
in managerial, professional, scientific and technical fields.
The leading determinants of occupational attainment are education and experience. For
immigrants, English-language skills and time spent acquiring U.S. labor market experience also
contribute to higher socioeconomic status. A college degree is found to boost the socioeconomic
status of a worker by 40 percent over the score attained by high school graduates. The boost
received by college-educated Mexican immigrants, albeit substantial, is less than average,
suggesting that the labor market places lesser value on foreign schooling. Immigrant workers
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could also raise their occupational attainment scores by overcoming any English-language
deficiencies they may have.
The analysis also finds that years spent acquiring experience in the U.S. labor market do
make a difference but that most foreign-born Hispanic
…most foreign-born Hispanic workers
workers are unlikely to assimilate to full parity with
white workers. Notably, the occupational attainment of
are unlikely to assimilate to full parity
immigrant cohorts appears to have slipped over time.
with white workers.
The more recently arrived immigrants are further
behind in occupational attainment than previously arrived cohorts. Factors that may have
contributed to this phenomenon include changes in the regional origin of immigrants and the
shift in immigration laws to favor family reunification.
A more detailed examination of the experience of college educated workers shows that
Hispanics are more likely to change occupations than other workers within a five-year period.
The greater likelihood of change extends to moves in both the upward and downward directions
as measured by the socioeconomic status score. Even within the ranks of the college educated,
the level and type of education is found to matter. Hispanics with post-graduate college
education and tenure in U.S. schools are less likely to change occupations. Arrival date and
language skills of immigrants also make a difference. Recent arrivals and immigrants who do not
speak English have a very high probability of switching occupations and employers within five
years. Overall, the process of assimilation for Latino immigrants, described here as the
acquisition of U.S. labor market experience and finding the right match for their skills, involves a
high rate of occupation and employer turnover in the early years even for the college-educated.
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