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INTRODUCTION 

 

In the middle and late nineteenth century, when this country faced the challenge and 

necessity of transforming its economy from an agricultural base to an industrial base, 

Chicago led the way. By the early twentieth century the United States was the greatest 

industrial country in the world, and Chicago its greatest industrial city. Our nation and this 

city along with it are now faced with an even greater challenge that will once more require a 

reshaping of the economy, this time from an industrial base to a high-technology 

information and service base. Hopefully Chicago will once again lead the way. 

This volume focuses on Latinos in metropolitan Chicago with the goal of locating 

them within Chicago‘s economic, political, and educational context and understanding the 

critical role that they can play in enhancing the present and future well-being of the 

metropolitan area. Latinos are on the front line of a demographic revolution that in all 

likelihood will fundamentally transform the social and economic landscape of Chicago and 

the nation. By 2050 the US population is projected to be 55 percent Latino, African American, 

and Asian. In addition, the majority of K–12 students are expected to be Latino, African 

American, or Asian by 2020 and, as a result of a Latino baby boom, majority Latino by 2050. 

Therefore, the future of Latinos affects the future of us all as well as the social institutions 

that hold us together.  

These statistics indicate that the Latino demographic revolution will have a 

significant impact on virtually every American institution. A complementary set of bullet 

points drawn from recent US Census Bureau and the Pew Hispanic Research Center work 

identifies some other significant numbers: 

 If current trends continue, the population of the United States will rise to 438 

million in 2050 from 296 million in 2005, and 82 percent of the increase will be 
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due to immigrants arriving between 2020 and 2050 and their US-born 

descendants.  

 Of the 142 million people added, 76 million will be immigrants themselves and 

50 million will be their children or grandchildren. The Latino population will 

triple in size between 2005 and 2050. 

 Latinos will make up 29 percent of the US population in 2050, compared with 14 

percent in 2005. 

 After 2020 the Latino population is projected to add more people to the United 

States every year than would all other race/ethnic groups combined. 

 From 2030 to 2050 the nation‘s non-Hispanic white population will experience an 

absolute numerical decline.  

Latinos and African Americans have long been marginalized educationally, 

economically, and politically. As they become a numeric majority their educational, 

occupational, and political liabilities shift from important to critical for this country‘s future 

quality of life, prosperity, and global competitiveness. 

To add to the complexity of this challenge, America‘s ongoing demographic 

revolution is taking place at the same time the country is reeling from the impacts of the 

current recession and longer term globalization processes; adjusting to employment stresses 

related to de-industrialization and a new information, high-technology, and service 

economy; reconfiguring the physical and social order of its urban and suburban spaces—all 

of which is accompanied by loud public rumbling and outbursts of civic unrest. The country, 

its political leaders, and its institutional decision-makers are scrambling to understand what 

is happening, what to do, and how to commit resources.  

Amid the uncertainty one thing is clear: this and coming generations of K–12 

minority students are destined to be a significant component of the city‘s and the country‘s 

future labor force, citizenry, and leadership. If these minorities will be as educationally, 

economically, and politically marginalized in 2050 as they are in 2010 the economic and 

cultural divide in this country will intensify. They will be in no position to help maintain the 
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present status quo, let alone steer this country into a leadership position in the competitive 

global world of tomorrow.  

The future of our minority communities is critical to the future of all and, as such, 

must become a matter of prime importance for policy-makers. Clearly, Chicago and the 

nation cannot meet the challenges of a global world if the energy and creative potential of 

over half of its population and labor force continue to be stifled educationally, 

occupationally, economically, and socially. The problem belongs to all of us. The solution is 

our shared responsibility. A recent report from the Brookings Institution, The State of 

Metropolitan America, speaks clearly and bluntly to the importance of a shared response to 

the stress of demographic change and growth: 
 

Failure to maximize shared responses to the inevitable challenges of change, 

and common ownership of the solutions, will only serve to sow the seeds of 

intergenerational, interracial, and inter-ethnic conflict.1 
 

For the sake of us all, Chicago and the nation need an aggressive program for 

minority educational and occupational advancement. The consequences of inaction are 

monumental, and time may be running out. Policy-makers, stakeholders, NGOs, and 

community organizations need to break down the barriers preventing minority mobility and 

unleash their energy, creativity, and ambition for the benefit of our entire society.  

But how do we get there? Since there is no ―silver bullet,‖ the solution needs to be 

found the old-fashioned way: clearly identify a goal, determine the appropriate path to 

achieve that goal, marshal the necessary resources, and then go to work.  

The Institute for Latino Studies, with support from the Chicago Community Trust 

and the Arthur Foundation, has embarked on a policy research project aimed at increasing 

the long-term educational, economic, and civic prospects of metropolitan Chicago Latinos. 

Capitalizing on its primary area of expertise, policy-based research, the Institute has chosen 

four research areas deemed especially instrumental in enhancing the well-being of Chicago 

Latinos: 1) urban change, 2) education, 3) work and the economy, and 4) civic participation. 

The research project funded by this collaborative has established four 

interdisciplinary research teams with researchers from four partner institutions in 

                                                 
1 http://www.brookings.edu/metro/stateofmetroamerica.aspx. 
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metropolitan Chicago: the University of Illinois at Chicago, DePaul University, Roosevelt 

University, and National-Louis University. The research teams provide specialized 

knowledge and research expertise in the four topic areas. 

The white papers in this volume constitute a survey of the existing state of 

knowledge, theoretical and factual, about Latinos in metropolitan Chicago, each focusing on 

one of our four research topics. They are designed to be a starting point for decision-makers, 

stakeholders, CBOs, and other parties interested in digesting the information, understanding 

its implications, and using it to frame effective policies that incorporate the present reality 

and future prospects of Latinos within the American landscape. 

 

John P. Koval, Editor  

Chicago, June 2010 
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INTRODUCTION 

Over the past 30 years Latinos have played an increasingly important role in the 

economy of metropolitan Chicago. Their share of the population has increased, as has their 

presence in the labor force. However, they are still concentrated in only a handful of 

occupations. Many Latinos work in the low-wage labor market in both the city of Chicago 

and its surrounding suburbs. 

Why do Latinos experience substantial occupational segregation? Why do Latino 

men earn less than white men and African American men? Why do Latino women earn less 

than white women and African American women? Is there evidence of systematic 

discrimination against Latinos in the labor market? If such discrimination exists, has the 

extent and nature of such discrimination changed over time?  

There is not one agreed upon theoretical perspective for explaining the nature of 

Latino labor market experience in the Chicago metropolitan area. Not surprisingly, analysts 

disagree. One group of explanations emphasizes the structure of the labor market, including 

the number and nature of job opportunities and the role played by Latinos in the labor 

market. Over the past 30 years the Chicago economy has become less manufacturing-based 

and more service-oriented with an important construction sector. This restructuring of job 

opportunities together with employer human resource management strategies have led to 

interested in lowering labor costs and having workers bear more of the costs of economic 

uncertainty have increasingly turned to contingent and non-standard employment relations. 

Labor markets are segmented and there is occupational segregation by race and ethnicity. 

Housing discrimination also plays a role in a spatial mismatch with Latinos living far from 

available high-paying jobs. These structural explanations focus more on the nature of the 

demand for labor and less on the nature of the supply of labor. 

A second theoretical perspective emphasizes the nature of Latinos themselves, their 

, skills, training, 

work experience, and immigrant status, for example, on Latino labor market success. While 

discrimination in the labor market nor the existence of pre-market discrimination against 
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Latinos, particularly in the educational system, the emphasis is less on discrimination and 

more on differences among Latinos in their skills and capabilities. The literature on Latinos 

in the Chicago labor market only occasionally investigates the roles of class, family, and peer 

group within the human capital framework to account for their effects on decision-making in 

such matters as schooling and training. Years of schooling or amount of training are taken as 

given prior 

success. 

There is a third perspective that is not as well developed. This framework 

L

Latino economic progress. 

There has been some work describing the Latino labor market experience in Chicago 

over the past 30 years relying primarily, though not exclusively, on data from the decennial 

Census and the American Community Survey. However, the literature is less strong in 

delineating explanations for the patterns of employment, unemployment, and earnings of 

Latinos in Chicago. 

This report has three sections. The first analyzes the leading theoretical perspectives 

in the literature on the labor market experiences of Latinos in Chicago. The second discusses 

the leading empirical findings and links, to the extent possible, the empirical findings with 

the theoretical perspectives presented in the previous section. We also present data on labor 

force participation, unemployment, industry and occupational distributions, and commuting 

practices for Latinos and other racial and ethnic groups. The third section presents a series of 

research questions and accompanying research projects designed to provide more detailed 

explanations for the patterns of employment, unemployment, and earnings of Latinos, 

thereby advancing our understanding of Latino engagement and mobility in the labor force 

and economy of metropolitan Chicago. 
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PRESENT STATE OF KNOWLEDGE THEORETICAL/CONCEPTUAL 

FRAMEWORKS 

In broad terms, the labor market experiences of Latinos depend primarily on two 

factors: 1) the number, nature, and location of job opportunities, together with the 

functioning of the labor market, and 2) the treatment of Latinos in the labor market. 

 

The Structure of Job Opportunities in the Chicago Metropolitan Area 

Betancur, Cordova, and Torres (1993) and Toro-Morn (2001) place the process of 

economic restructuring of the Chicago economy at the center of their analysis of the 

incorporation of Latinos into the Chicago economy. For Betancur, Cordova and Torres (1993) 

the transformation of the Chicago economy from predominantly manufacturing-based to 

more service-oriented has been destructive for Latinos, while Toro-Morn (2001) has a more 

balanced view. Both take a historical perspective. Betancur, Cordova and Torres (1993) begin 

with the Mexican immigration to Chicago in the 1916 1929 period and continue with the 

later immigration of Puerto Ricans, Cubans, and South and Central Americans. Toro-Morn 

(2001) focuses on Puerto Rican women who began coming to Chicago in the 1950s. Both see 

Latinos as being explicitly recruited by Chicago employers to fill low-wage positions. The 

limited opportunities faced by these Latinos over their working lives were, to an important 

degree, determined by the nature of their recruitment to Chicago. 

During the late 1940s manufacturing jobs began to leave the city of Chicago for the 

surrounding suburbs. Latinos living in Chicago often followed these jobs, experiencing long 

and expensive commutes. By the late 1960s the overall number of manufacturing jobs was 

declining in the Chicago metropolitan area. Latinos were tied to low-skilled manufacturing 

jobs, more so than whites or African Americans, thereby suffering more from the 

restructuring of the Chicago economy away from manufacturing and toward a more service-

oriented economy. For example, in 1970 61.6 percent of Latino workers in the Chicago 

metropolitan area worked in manufacturing, in contrast to 31.1 percent of white workers and 

31.3 percent of African American workers. With the decline of manufacturing, workers 

shifted to other industries. Nevertheless, the labor market remained racially and ethnically 
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segregated with Latinos still being concentrated in manufacturing. In 1980 48.3 percent of 

Latinos held jobs in manufacturing, as did 24.8 percent of whites and 24.1 percent of African 

Americans. Within manufacturing Latinos were concentrated in low-paying operative 

positions. With the disappearance of jobs in manufacturing, Latinos found work in low-

paying jobs in the growing service sectors. Being weak politically and facing discrimination 

in the labor market, Latinos were unable to benefit from the opportunities for upward 

occupational mobility available in the growing service economy. Rather, the process of 

economic restructuring reinforced their role as a cheap labor pool (Betancur, Cordova, and 

Torres 1993). 

Toro-Morn (2001) accepts the overall analysis of economic restructuring found in 

Betancur, Cordova, and Torres (1993) but has a different evaluation of its implications for 

Latinos, at least for Puerto Rican women, the subjects of her analysis. Puerto Rican women 

were also initially concentrated in manufacturing. In 1970 62.0 percent of Puerto Rican 

women employed in Chicago worked as operatives. By the 1990s, operatives accounted for a 

far smaller share of Puerto Rican women employees. Only 17 percent were holding such 

positions. Rather, Puerto Rican women workers were more likely to be holding white-collar 

positions. Approximately one-third of employed Puerto Rican women were clerical workers 

in 1990, in contrast to only 18.4 percent in 1970. For the most part, these were low-paying 

white collar jobs with little chances for advancement. Having low levels of education and 

facing discrimination in the labor market, many Puerto Rican women already living in 

Chicago were not able to move to higher paying positions with opportunities for upward 

mobility. 

This appeared to change during the 1980s when many middle-class and educated 

women left Puerto Rico and moved to Chicago to find jobs in the growing fields of high-tech, 

education and health care. Toro-Morn (2001) implies, but does not convincingly 

demonstrate, that they were the ones holding better paying professional and managerial 

positions, and an increasing proportion of Puerto Rican women were found in these 

positions in Chicago. The share of employed Puerto Rican women working in professional 

and technical jobs rose from 3.2 percent in 1970 to 14.0 percent in 1990 and the share of 

employed Puerto Rican women in Chicago working as managers and administrators rose 

from 0.8 percent in 1970 to 7.8 percent in 1990. Though Toro-Morn does not systematically 
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address the growing presence of Puerto Rican women in professional and managerial 

positions, she does point to self-employment as a possible avenue for economic 

advancement. 

Both Betancur, Cordova, and Torres (1993) and Toro-Morn (2001) use decennial 

Census data. They focus on the broad Census occupational and industrial categories and 

investigate Latino presence in these categories over time. They find a labor market 

segmented along gender, racial, and ethnic lines. Had they used the more finely defined 

Census occupational categories, the evidence of Latino occupational concentration would 

likely have been even stronger since the broad Census categories are very heterogeneous. 

The decennial Census data are very useful for describing racial, ethnic, and gender 

differences in the labor market at a moment in time. However, these authors do not exploit 

the data appropriately to draw conclusions about the operation of local labor markets over 

time and the careers of workers in those labor markets. They do not follow age cohorts over 

time. Furthermore, Toro-Morn (2001) does not separate out the newly arrived more educated 

Puerto Rican women from the Puerto Rican women living in Chicago for a more extended 

period of time. Thus, she can merely assert rather than demonstrate that the longer term 

Puerto Rican women residents of Chicago were not achieving upward occupational mobility 

and the better jobs were being held by the newly arrived more educated Puerto Rican 

women.  

The more recent analyses of Latinos in the Chicago labor market better utilize the 

decennial Census data together with the American Community Survey to analyze the 

careers of Latinos. While not all Latinos in the Chicago area labor force are immigrants, 

many are foreign born. Koval (2004, 2006) analyzes the labor market experiences of Latinos 

by focusing primarily on Mexican immigrants. He, too, emphasizes the negative impact of 

economic restructuring on Latinos. His analysis is more developed, both theoretically and 

empirically, than the earlier studies.  

He utilizes a segmented economy framework emphasizing a duality in the structure 

of the economy. The Chicago econo

jobs, core and periphery information and technology jobs, and a service sector that 

administers to the core and periphery of the economy. While Koval does not extensively 
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economy are typically characterized by relatively high wages, relatively good working 

conditions, relative employment stability and opportunities for advancement. Jobs in the 

minimal job security and few opportunities for advancement. 

With the economic segmentation and the labor market segmentation which flows 

strongly influenced by where a worker is located in the structure of the economy. As a 

prospects. Two individuals with the same skills and capabilities holding similar jobs have 

very different earnings and career prospects depending on whether they are working in a 

 industry or firm. 

Not only is the economy segmented but the ongoing restructuring is leading to an 

with job growth at the top and bottom of the occupational structure. Jobs in the middle, 

its two-tiered reward structure does not bode well for individuals with low levels of 

education, limited job training and job skills, and less then complete proficiency in English. 

They will be restricted to low paying, dead-end jobs in the periphery of the economy. 

Latinos, African Americans, and the white working poor dominate these positions while 

more affluent whites and Asian workers are more likely to be employed in the upper-tier of 

 

Koval points out that Mexicans are concentrated in a few industries and occupations. 

In 2000 more than half of foreign-born Mexican men and women worked in manufacturing 

and food service. Construction is another important source of jobs for Mexican immigrant 

men while many Mexican immigrant women work in education, health, and social services. 

Mexicans born in the United States find jobs in a wider range of industries. Men are less 

concentrated in manufacturing and food service and much more likely to be working in 

retail trade. US-born Mexican women are much less likely to be employed in manufacturing 

than Mexican immigrant women and much more likely to be working in education, health, 

and social services. Food service is not an important source of employment for US-born 
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Mexican women. Rather, finance, insurance, and real estate is an important job destination 

for them. The differences in employment patterns of immigrant and US-born Mexicans 

service and blue-  

Not only are there Mexican occupational and industrial niches in the Chicago labor 

market, over time Mexicans appear to be losing economic ground in Chicago. Lacking 

explicit longitudinal data, Koval (2004) performs a cohort analysis. Mexican immigrants 

aged 25 to 34 who came to Chicago between 1970 and 1979 represent the 1980 cohort. Given 

cludes Mexican immigrants aged 35 to 44 who had come 

to the United States more than 10 years before and the 2000 cohort includes Mexican 

immigrants who had come to the United States more than 20 years before. These cohorts of 

Mexican immigrants are compared to similar aged whites, African Americans, and foreign-

born Asians. From 1980 2000, the total personal income differentials between Mexican 

immigrants and whites and foreign-born Asians widened substantially. Furthermore, the 

total personal income of African Americans increased somewhat more rapidly than the total 

personal income of Mexican immigrants. 

over time, while provocative, is ultimately only suggestive and not conclusive. First, only 

one cohort of Mexican immigrants is analyzed, making it difficult to reach conclusions about 

Mexicans as a whole. A more extensive study of the entire Mexican population in Chicago 

would be required prior to concluding that Mexicans are losing ground in Chicago. Second, 

median total personal income in Illinois is used as the measure of relative economic 

standing. Given that the analysis is of Mexicans in Chicago, it would have been preferable to 

use personal income measures for Chicago, not Illinois. Third, total personal income includes 

both labor and non-labor income. Given that this is an analysis of the Mexican labor force, a 

measure of labor income alone would have been more consistent with the focus of the study. 

Fourth, explicit longitudinal data would be more useful for determining the extent to which 

Mexicans are reaching economic parity with individuals from other racial and ethnic groups 

as well as for determining the factors fostering or hindering the achievement of income 

parity. 
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Data from the decennial Census do not lend insight into employer human resource 

management policies. Yet the increased use of contingent and non-standard employment 

pa -wage sector of the labor market. 

Large numbers of Latinos are said to find employment, albeit short-term, through temporary 

agencies, day-labor hiring halls, and by lining up on street corners waiting for potential 

employers to drive by. 

Peck and Theodore (2001) and Theodore (2003) analyze the role of temporary 

markets. By generating a suitable labor force, these labor market intermediaries enable 

employers to transform jobs that were once long-term and stable into positions that are more 

short-term and contingent. They allow firms to locate in the suburbs while still having access 

to underemployed individuals living in low-income urban areas willing to work for lower 

pay than people living in the suburbs. Given the extent of racial and ethnic segregation in 

housing, temporary and day labor agencies help to further rigidify the racial and ethnic 

balkanization of the Chicago labor market by locating in Latino neighborhoods and 

explicitly targeting Latino workers. They worsen conditions for workers in the low end of 

positions. Since Latinos comprise a large share of contingent employment in general and 

temporary work in particular, the operation of temporary agencies and day labor hiring halls 

serves to worsen the long-term employment opportunities for Latinos.  

These articles, while provocative, provide minimal empirical data to support their 

analyses of the role and impact of these labor market intermediaries. They do not provide 

convincing data on the share of the Latino labor force in Chicago working under such 

contingent arrangements. Nor do they investigate whether Latinos can use low-paid 

temporary work as stepping-stones to more long-term, better-paying jobs. Here, too, 

longitudinal data would be needed to determine the role of temporary work in the careers of 

Latino workers in Chicago.  
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Chicago 

labor market structure and the dynamics of economic restructuring, to analyze their 

employ

than other racial and ethnic groups. Given that they have completed fewer years of 

schooling, have less US labor market experience, and weaker English language proficiency 

than whites, for example, they would be expected to earn lower wages, work in lower status 

occupations, and be less likely to experienced substantial upward occupational mobility than 

whites. While Latinos may face discrimination in the labor market, the fact that they earn 

lower wages and are more likely to be unemployed than whites is not necessarily evidence 

of discrimination. 

Stier and Tienda (2001) is the most extensive treatment of Latino labor market 

findings are not fully consistent with the expectations of human capital theory. With data 

from the Urban Poverty and Family Structure Survey, a survey of people living in low-

income neighborhoods in Chicago in 1987, they take a life-course perspective to human 

capital accumulation and its impact on labor market success. It is a cross-sectional survey 

taken at one moment in time and includes a series of retrospective questions used to 

generate information over the life course.  

While Stier and Tienda place their study in the context of the economic and social 

transformations affecting the Chicago metropolitan area in the 1970 to 1990 time period, they 

argue that demand-side stories emphasizing economic restructuring are inadequate for 

explaining the large racial and ethnic differences in the Chicago labor market. Rather, they 

begin with a supply-side story, one focusing on human capital differences, which they 

supplement with a theory of employer discrimination.  

-income 

neighborhoods were less likely to complete high school than were African Americans and 

whites. Family background has an influence on educational attainment. Even after 
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status, Latinos still had higher high school dropout rates.2 Thus, Latinos enter the labor 

market with fewer years of education completed than whites or African Americans.  

Once in the labor market Mexican men had higher labor force participation rates 

than whites, Puerto Ricans, and African American men (Stier and Tienda 2001). Labor force 

participation rates encompass those who are employed and those who are unemployed. 

Mexican men were most likely to be employed and they had the lowest unemployment 

rates. Given their higher high school dropout rates, this is contrary to what theories of 

human capital would predict. While the unemployment rate of Puerto Rican men exceeded 

that of whites, it was substantially less than the unemployment rate of African American 

men. 

The labor force participation rate of Mexican women was slightly below that of white 

women and somewhat higher than that of African American women. Puerto Rican women 

were much less likely to participate in the labor force than women in the other racial and 

ethnic groups. Mexican women were almost as likely as white women to be employed and 

much more likely than African American women to be holding a job. Puerto Rican women 

were much less likely to be employed than the other women. Latinas had lower 

unemployment rates than white or African American women.  

Family background, family status, and human capital may influence the likelihood of 

labor force participation. While there are differences in labor force participation along racial 

and ethnic lines, after controlling for family background, family status, and human capital, 

there are no significant differences in labor force participation among Mexican, Puerto Rican, 

white, and African American men and women. Thus, most of the differences in labor force 

participation reflect group differences in human capital, family background, and family 

status. 

If employed, many people living in low-income neighborhoods in Chicago have 

relatively short job tenure. For example, after 5 years only 30 percent of African American, 

white, and Puerto Rican men and 40 of percent Mexican men remained in the same job. 

Women had shorter job tenure than men. After 5 years only 25 percent of African American, 

                                                 
2 Many Mexicans immigrated to the United States after completing their formal schooling in Mexico. The analysis of high school 

dropout rates does not account for location of schooling. The factors influencing educational attainment in Mexico may differ from 
those in the United States in general, and Chicago in particular. 
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white, and Puerto Rican women and 35 percent of Mexican women remained in the same 

job. These findings imply that the day-labor hiring halls and temporary agencies said to be 

located primarily in Latino neighborhoods (Peck and Theodore, 2001;; Theodore, 2003) only 

account for a small share of the Mexican labor force. If they represented a major element of 

employers of Latino labor, then the job tenure of Mexicans would likely not exceed the job 

tenure of whites, African Americans, and Puerto Ricans.  

If unemployed after having held a job, there are racial, ethnic and gender differences 

in the likelihood of being reemployed. Women have much more difficulty finding a job than 

do men. African American men have longer jobless spells than their white and Latino 

counterparts. Puerto Rican women have the most difficulty being reemployed. If 

unemployed, residents of low-income neighborhoods in Chicago have difficulty finding 

work. This is not because they do not wish to work (Tienda and Stier 1991) or because their 

reservation wage is too high (Stier and Tienda 2001). It is due to a lack of job offers. For 

African Americans and, to a lesser extent Puerto Ricans, the primary issue is discrimination. 

Employers seem to prefer Mexican and white workers (Kirschenman and Neckerman 1991;; 

Stier and Tienda 2001).  

Since Stier and Tienda (2001) focus on low-income areas in Chicago, they cannot 

speak to the relative economic standing of Latinos in the Chicago metropolitan area. Given 

their higher relative incomes, whites are less likely to be living in these low-income areas 

than are African Americans or Latinos. Furthermore, even though they develop a life-course 

analysis from cross-section and retrospective data, they are not able to address in detail long-

term trends in Latino labor market experiences. Nevertheless, it is unlikely that they would 

agree with Koval (2004) that Latinos as a whole are falling further behind in their relative 

economic standing. Instead, they seem to emphasize the difficulties facing African 

Americans and, to a lesser extent, Puerto Ricans living in low-income neighborhoods in the 

city of Chicago. 

 

 

A third perspective acknowledges that Latinos live in ethnically segregated 



Latino Engagement and Mobility in the Labor Force and Economy of Metropolitan Chicago   137 

 

and strong informal economies. Immigrant workers are very likely to use neighborhood 

contacts and networks to locate jobs. Within ethnic enclaves, there are likely to be many 

small businesses able to provide employment comparable to jobs in the more mainstream 

economy to recent immigrants and those who do not speak English. Furthermore, ethnic 

enclaves may provide opportunities for entrepreneurship for recent immigrants from the 

people living in the ethnic enclave. In short, ethnic enclaves can provide immigrants with 

alternative paths to economic success.  

assimilate into the mainstream economy where over the longer term there are better 

employment opportunities available than in the ethnic enclave. Furthermore, if the ethnic 

enclave is located far from the areas with dynamic economies and plentiful employment 

opportunities, living in the ethnic enclave may result in a spatial mismatch with a resulting 

geographic barrier to employment. 

Tienda and Raijman (2000, 2004) and Raijman (2001) analyze Mexican immigrant 

entrepreneurship in Little Village, a Latino neighborhood in Chicago. Half of the Mexican 

population in Little Village reported wanting to start a business. Social ties linked to 

business foster the desire to be an entrepreneur. Household savings affect the desire to start 

a business since these economic resources can be a source of start-up capital. The lack of 

financial capital and inadequate social capital serve as barriers to starting a business. Many 

did not know of organizations that would be able to provide them with training, technical 

assistance and useful business contacts. Thus, many remained latent entrepreneurs rather 

than actual entrepreneurs. 

Those who became entrepreneurs typically created very small businesses. During the 

1980s and 1990s there was a rapid growth in the number of Latino-owned businesses. 

However, these businesses were typically very small and very economically precarious. In 

1987 Latino-owned and operated firms accounted for 19 percent of the total sales generated 

by minority-owned enterprises in the Chicago PMSA. In 1997 there were three times as 

many Latino-owned businesses. However, these businesses accounted for only 21 percent of 

the total sales generated by minority owned businesses. Firms owned and operated by 

Asians increased their share of sales generated by minority-owned businesses from 46.1 
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percent in 1987 to 63.2 percent in 1997. The share of minority firm sales produced by African 

American owned businesses declined from 34.6 percent in 1987 to 15.7 percent in 1997 

(Tienda and Raijman 2004, 6). Latino-owned businesses in Little Village were primarily self-

started rather than bought or inherited. Approximately 25 percent of these businesses were 

begun in the informal economy. More than half of these were home-based businesses. The 

rest began in flea markets or on the street. 

 

EMPIRICAL FINDINGS 

The previous section presents three theoretical perspectives on Latino employment 

and earnings in Chicago. In this section we examine descriptive data taken largely from the 

decennial Census supplemented by the American Community Survey on the Latino 

employment experience in Chicago and its suburbs.  

 

Labor Force Participation 

Generally, Latinos have shown since 1970 through 2006 a consistently strong 

attachment to the labor force in the Chicago metropolitan area at rates that are generally 

higher than those for whites and African Americans and, in 1990 and 2006, higher than those 

for Asians as well. This suggests that Latinos are not obviously excluded from participating 

in the labor market relative to other racial and ethnic groups. The only anomaly appears in 

the year 2000, when Latino labor force participation dropped below the rate for whites and 

by nearly 10 percentage points from the 1990 level. Although the rates for Latinos rebounded 

by slightly less than 8 percentage points by 2006 and did not reach the level in 1990, the 

overall participation rate for Latinos pushed them ahead of whites, African Americans and 

Asians.  

These persistently high rates of labor force participation by Latinos are remarkable 

when one considers that: 

1) The composition of Latinos shifted from being predominantly Puerto Rican 

in 1970 to one that is comprised of large numbers of Mexican-born workers 

in 2006, with many of the Mexican-born working age residents not 
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authorized to work in the United States. We could not find any study that 

could guide us as to whether the legal status of workers has a material effect 

on whether they are reported in either the count of people who are working 

age or in the count of people in the labor force. This is significant because, 

assuming that the true numbers of Mexican-born working residents 

(irrespective of status) and of labor force participants remain proportionate 

to the official counts (a very large assumption), Latino participation rates grew 

and remained relatively high in the face of legal barriers to entry in the labor 

force. But if no such assumption can be made, then, in the absence of credible 

estimation methodologies, the validity of the labor force participation rate 

calculation is somewhat suspect for groups with large immigrant 

populations.3 

2) The rate of growth of the Latino population far exceeded the rates of growth 

of all other major racial and ethnic groups. This is significant because the 

overall rate of growth in the size of the Latino population might lead to a 

dilution in the take-up rate that would be seen in the participation numbers. 

Instead, the participation rate for Latinos generally trended up during the 

period 1970 to 2006. Here, again, the issue is whether the data capture the full 

picture of the Latino labor force. If it does, then the rates are relatively robust 

despite significant barriers for those who are not authorized to work. If the 

size of the labor force is understated and the raw participation number is not, 

then the participation rates are somewhat smaller.  

These data also do not explain the causes of these phenomena. If the participation 

rates are accurate, the relatively high rates seen for Latinos may be due to a fundamental 

restructuring of the economy where job growth and opportunity is at the low end of an 

income and skills continuum where a large number of Latino immigrant workers tend to 

pool. Also, the growth of ethnic enclaves has created formal and informal economies 

separate from the mainstream. There are currently no estimates regarding the size of these 

                                                 
3 The data on labor force participation and on unemployment are not adjusted to take full account of unauthorized immigrant working 

age adults, employed workers, or unemployed workers. Jeffrey Passel at the Pew Hispanic Center has developed methodologies for 
making these estimates, but, to our knowledge, they have not been independently validated, nor have these methodologies been 
applied to areas on the scale of the Chicago metropolitan area or smaller. 
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enclave economies in Chicago and their capacity to absorb new workers. Given the size of 

the Latino community in Chicago, it is reasonable to test the hypothesis that it is able to 

sustain a growth cycle that encourages high rates of labor force participation within the 

community.  

Finally, while these data indicate that Latinos are actively engaged in the labor 

market, it is by no means clear that they do not face discrimination. For instance, Latinos 

may not be afforded a real means of advancement. Employers may take advantage of the 

unauthorized status of some immigrant workers by underpaying them or placing them in 

dangerous working conditions.  

 
Figure 1. 

Percent of Persons Participating in the Civilian Labor Force, 

Chicago Metropolitan Area, 1970 20064 

 
 

                                                 
4 ng of 

Minorities and Women in the Chicago Metropolitan Area 1970
US Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2006. 
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Labor force participation rates are lower in the City of Chicago than those outside of 

the City of Chicago (Figures 2 and 3), but the inter-racial and ethnic patterns generally 

remain the same. Except in 2000, Latinos in the suburbs have equivalent or higher rates of 

participation compared to other groups between 1970 and 2006. In Chicago Asians eclipse 

Latinos in 1970, 1980 and 200, but show lower labor force participation rates in 1990 and 

2006. These city/suburban differences may be due to the relative differences in the overall 

rate of job growth or decline by industry or occupation. Another explanation is that more 

jobs are being created in the suburbs that attract a high proportion of workers who perceive 

themselves as having fewer employment options (e.g., immigrants who will work in low 

wage, low skills jobs). These differences, however, do little to favor the argument that the 

growing number of ethnic enclaves is creating a second labor market that has a large effect 

on participation rates. If this were the case, then city of Chicago labor force participation 

rates should be higher for Latinos since the highest population concentrations of Latinos 

exist in city of Chicago neighborhoods. 
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Figure 2. 

Percent of Persons Participating in the Civilian Labor Force, 

City of Chicago, 1970 20065 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
5 Ibid. 
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Figure 3. 

Percent of persons participating in the civilian labor force, 

Chicago suburbs, 1970 20066 

 
 

Figure 4 shows that labor force participation rates for women in metropolitan 

Chicago in the same years were lower than those of men. Among all ethnic and racial 

groups, however, the gap was greatest between Latino males and females. Latino women are 

much less likely to participate in the labor force than Latino men. 

Throughout this period Latino men generally show higher labor force participation 

rates relative to the other ethnic and racial groups. Asian males have a higher rate in 1970 

and white and Asian males have higher rates in 2000 (consistent with Figure 1). Throughout 

this series of years African American males exhibit consistently lower participation rates. 

The data for Latino women, however, display a very different pattern. In addition to 

the sharp differences in rates between Latino males and females, Latino females often exhibit 

                                                 
6 Ibid. 
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lower participation rates than any other ethnic or racial group. In 1980 and 1990 Latino 

women show slightly higher participation rates than African American women, but the 

situation is reversed in 1970, 2000 and 2006. 

While these data do not explain the underlying reasons, they are consistent with the 

view that Latino men may perceive more or different work opportunities than African 

American men and are therefore more likely to remain active in the labor force. By the same 

token, Latino women are much less inclined to be active in the labor force, although this is 

changing so that Latino women are becoming much more like women of other ethnicities. 

These data do not speak to the quality of work opportunities for each group, the 

compensation received by different groups, or the long-term career paths. 

 

Figure 4. 

Civilian Labor Force Participation Rates by Gender, 

Chicago Metropolitan Area, 1970 20067 

                                                 
7 Ibid. 
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Unemployment 

Labor force participation quantifies those who are employed or unemployed and 

who remain engaged in the labor force (actively seeking work, engaged in re-training, etc.). 

The unemployment rate focuses on those who are out of work but remain in the labor force. 

Taking the Chicago metropolitan area as a whole (Figure 5), African Americans have 

experienced the highest unemployment rates throughout the decades. Latinos, too, have 

experienced unemployment rates persistently much higher than those for whites and for 

Asians, but they have fared much better than African Americans. Latino unemployment 

rates are consistently far lower than those of African Americans and the gap in 

unemployment rates between African Americans and Latinos has grown over time. 

Figures 6 and 7 tell similar stories. The unemployment rates for Chicago, which are 

higher overall for the city when compared to the suburbs, show that Latinos have 

experienced unemployment levels higher than whites and Asians but lower than African 

Americans. The suburbs also show a similar pattern of relatively high unemployment for 

African Americans, somewhat better rates for Latinos, and still better rates for whites and 

Asians. 

These data suggest that whites and Asians have an advantage over Latinos and 

African Americans in the labor market, but do not provide illumination as to the underlying 

causes. It would be a mistake to conclude that since Latinos and African Americans show 

persistently higher unemployment rates that the reasons for these relatively higher rates are 

the same. In addition, the reported unemployment rates for Latinos may not adequately 

account for Latino immigrants who are not authorized to work in the United States. Official 

statistics may not account for the portion of the unauthorized workforce that is employed as 

either day laborers, contingent workers or as informal workers, and the same is true for the 

unauthorized workforce that is seeking work. Furthermore, the data track relative 

differences by ethnicity and race, but as the literature show, it is not clear whether these 

differences in the Chicago metropolitan area are the result of racial or ethnic preferential 

advantage. 
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Figure 5.  

Unemployment Rates by Race/Ethnicity 

Chicago Metropolitan Area, 1970 20068 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
8 Ibid. 
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Figure 6. 

Unemployment Rates by Race/Ethnicity, 

City of Chicago, 1970 20069 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
9 Ibid. 
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Figure 7. 

Unemployment Rates by Race/Ethnicity, 

Chicago Suburbs, 1970 200610 

 
 

One possible way of understanding the extent to which contingent or day labor 

employment may play a role in the overall employment experience is to examine the splits 

between part-time and full-time employment by race over time. Figure 8 displays 

employment status in five periods from 1980 to 2008 subdivided by full-time/part-time and 

by race/ethnicity. In each of the five periods, a higher percentage of employed Latinos 

worked full-time than African Americans, Asians or whites. However, the proportion of 

part-time workers increased over time for all groups. Assuming that there is no significant 

undercount in the sample of unauthorized workers within the Latino community and that 

the undercounted portion of the Latino workforce exhibits the same proportional splits 

between part-time and full-time employment, these data suggest that Latinos exhibit a 

                                                 
10 Ibid. 
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strong attachment to full-time work and are consistent with the data showing strong labor-

force participation rates. 

 

Figure 8. 

Employment Status by Race/Ethnicity, 

Chicago MSA, 1980  200811 

 

Industry Concentrations 

Table 1 shows the percentage distributions by gender for whites, African Americans, 

and Latinos in each of four industries in which whites are most concentrated. Table 2 shows 

the actual counts. In both cases, the four industries with the highest concentration of white 

males or females in 2008, respectively, were selected. 

                                                 
11 Steven Ruggles, Matthew Sobek, Trent Alexander, Catherine A. Fitch, Ronald Goeken, Patricia Kelly Hall, Miriam King, and Chad 

Ronnander. Integrated Public Use Microdata Series: Version 4.0 [Machine-readable database]. Minneapolis, MN: Minnesota 
Population Center, 2009: 5 percent 1980 2000 Census samples, 2006 and 2008 ACS samples. 
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Overall, the pattern that emerges is that foreign-born Latinos are much more 

concentrated in manufacturing than in any of the other three industries. For example, in 2008 

26 percent of all foreign-born Latino males were employed by manufacturing businesses. In 

2008 US-born Latino males were also somewhat concentrated in manufacturing (16.8 

percent), but in recent years they were more concentrated in retail (20.3 percent). In addition, 

foreign-born Latino males are more heavily concentrated in construction than the other 

groups. Both male Latino groups were more heavily concentrated than whites or African 

Americans in retail, and US-born Latino males had a growing concentration in professional 

and related services, which include waste management services such as janitorial services. 

 

Table 1. 

Industry Presence by Race, Ethnicity, and Place of Birth 

for Males and Females (percentages)12 

 

- -  

 

While the share of US-born Latinas working in manufacturing has dropped 

substantially between 1970 and 2008, the actual number of US-born Latinas working in this 

industry has remained relatively constant. US-born Latinas have become increasingly likely 

to work in professional and related services, retail, and FIRE (finance, insurance, and real 

estate). We cannot determine from these data the distributions across sub-industry sectors 

within the broad industry categories. For example, US-born Latinas have become more 

                                                 
12 Steven Ruggles, Matthew Sobek, Trent Alexander, Catherine A. Fitch, Ronald Goeken, Patricia Kelly Hall, Miriam King, and Chad 

Ronnander. Integrated Public Use Microdata Series: Version 4.0 [Machine-readable database]. Minneapolis, MN: Minnesota 
Population Center [producer and distributor], 2009: 1970 1% Form 1 Metro sample, 5 percent 1980-2000 Census samples, 2006 
and 2008 ACS samples. 
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heavily concentrated in professional and related services, but it is not clear from these data 

whether the much of this growth has been in waste management services or some other 

industry.  

 

Table 2. 

Industry Presence by Race, Ethnicity, and Place of Birth 

for Males and Females (numbers)13 

 

The proportional distributions within a given group need to be seen within the 

broader context of the overall numbers. In each industry white men and women remain the 

majority groups even when one combines foreign-born and US-born Latinos. In the case of 

males, the primary distinction is that by 2008 no more than 18 percent of white men and 19 

percent of African American men are concentrated within one industry. In the same year 

more than 20 percent of foreign-born Latino men were employed in manufacturing and 

retail, respectively, and more than 20 percent of US-born Latino men were employed in 

retail. This is especially troublesome given that Latinos are concentrated in two industries 

that are being hit especially hard by the current recession. 

In the case of females, white, African American, and US-born Latino women are 

heavily concentrated in professional and related services. Foreign-born Latino women, 

however, are more concentrated in manufacturing and both foreign- and US-born Latino 

women are more concentrated than either their white or African American counterparts in 

retail trade and manufacturing both industries that are harshly affected by the current 

downturn. 

                                                 
13 Ibid. 
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In addition, there have been large shifts in the mix of industries in which both 

foreign- and US-born Latino men and women are employed. In the case of men, there have 

been large proportional shifts into retail trade and construction and away from 

manufacturing. In the case of Latino females, there are increasing concentrations in retail 

trade and service industries, and for US-born Latinas, in FIRE. These data, therefore, suggest 

that the Latinos diversified into several industries in 2008 and that there is no single 

prototypical industry in which most Latinos are concentrated (unlike manufacturing in the 

1970s, for example). These data do not, however, indicate whether there is greater 

diversification in the skill levels of the jobs in which Latinos are employed, whether there are 

differences in the quality of jobs in which US-born Latinos are employed compared to the 

foreign born, or whether some industries offer greater opportunities for economic 

advancement than others. 

 

Racial/Ethnic Composition by Industry  

Whites are the dominant group in the Chicago metro area overall, but Latinos 

comprise the largest group in key industries in the City of Chicago. Tables 3 and 4 display 

the racial and ethnic composition of males and females respectively in selected industries by 

geographic area for each of three periods: 2000, 2006 and 2008. In Chicago in 2000, Latino 

men were dominant in manufacturing. In 2006, foreign-born Latinos alone became dominant 

also in retail trade. By 2008, the combined Latino totals for men exceed those for whites and 

African Americans in wholesale trade, and eclipsed the totals for African Americans in 

business and repair services. In all three periods, they comprised a substantial proportion of 

the construction industry and their numbers nearly equal those of whites by 2008. 

 While Latino men comprised significant proportions of several industries in the 

suburbs including manufacturing, construction, and retail, they do not dominate any 

industry like they do manufacturing in the City of Chicago. This same pattern of dominance 

is not repeated in either suburban Cook or in the collar counties, although there are similarly 

relatively high numbers in manufacturing, construction, wholesale and retail trade, 

entertainment and recreation services, and business and repair services in which foreign 
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born Latinos alone exceed the numbers of African Americans in these industries by 2008, 

and for some industries, dating back as early as 2000. 

 

Table 3. 

Demographic Distributions across Industries (males)14 

                                                 
14 Steven Ruggles, Matthew Sobek, Trent Alexander, Catherine A. Fitch, Ronald Goeken, Patricia Kelly Hall, Miriam King, and Chad 

Ronnander. Integrated Public Use Microdata Series: Version 4.0 [Machine-readable database]. Minneapolis, MN: Minnesota 
Population Center [producer and distributor], 2009: 5 percent 2000 Census sample, 2006 and 2008 ACS samples. 
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Latino women have become prominent in retail and professional services in the city 

of Chicago. In all three periods Latinas were dominant in manufacturing. Foreign-born 

Latino women alone outnumbered white women in 2000, but their margin and dominance 

dwindled by 2008 as manufacturing employment overall has declined. One possible 

explanation is that Latino women, especially the foreign-born, are concentrated in low-wage, 

low-skill manufacturing and assembly jobs that are vulnerable to being outsourced or off-

shored to lower-cost operations. While the production work may remain in the Chicago area, 

and even on-site, it is often performed by workers employed by companies not classified as 

actually be the result of how they are classified. Undoubtedly, however, the number of 

workers performing manufacturing production tasks has declined in the region and it 

appears that foreign-born Latino women have experienced the greatest losses as a result.  

Suburban Latino women, unlike the men, do not dominate any particular industry in 

any of the three periods, although they outnumber African American women throughout in 

wholesale and retail trade, business and repair services, personal services and in finance, 

insurance and real estate in both suburban Cook and in the collar counties. In 2006 and 2008 

Latino women also outnumbered African American women in professional and related 

services in the collar counties.  
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Table 4. 

Demographic Distributions across Industries (females)15 

 

Occupational Distributions 

Table 5 displays the ethnic and racial distribution of male workers across thirteen 

occupations and by region for each of three years 2000, 2006, and 2008. Table 6 accomplishes 

the same for female workers across eleven occupations. 

 Latino men have emerged as the dominant group in several occupations. In each of 

the three years, foreign-born Latinos alone outnumbered whites and African Americans, 

respectively, in precision production and machine operation. Latinos as a group also 

outnumbered whites and African Americans, respectively, in other services and as 

mechanics and repairers. In 2006 and 2008 Latinos eclipsed African Americans in 

                                                 
15 Ibid. 
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transportation and material moving occupations, and were essentially even with African 

American in sales in both those years as well. 

Whites are the unequivocal leaders as jobholders in both Suburban Cook and the 

collar counties. In these areas, the story is more focused on the comparisons between Latinos 

and African Americans, where foreign-born Latino men outnumber African Americans 

across a range of occupations. By 2008 more foreign-born Latinos in suburban Cook County 

were employed as technicians, other service providers, mechanics and repairers, 

construction workers, precision production workers, machine operators, and transportation 

and material movers than African Americans. In 2008 foreign-born Latinos in the collar 

counties also outnumber African Americans in executive, administrative and managerial 

occupations, administrative support, other services, mechanics and repairers, construction, 

precision production, machine operation, and in transportation and material moving. It is 

noteworthy that Latinos are not generally confined to the least skilled occupations, and in 

several occupations the foreign born are eclipsing African Americans. It is not clear whether 

the experience of Latino immigrants matches the experience of other immigrant groups. 
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Table 5. 

Occupational Distribution (males)16 

 

Despite relatively low labor participation rates, Latino women, especially those who 

are foreign-born, have dominated as machine operators in Chicago compared to whites and 

African Americans. By 2008 the combination of foreign- and US-born Latinos also held the 

plurality of precision production, transportation and material moving, and private 

household jobs. In suburban Cook and the collar counties, foreign-born Latino women 

consistently outnumber whites and African Americans respectively as machine operators. 

In the collar counties, Latino women outnumber African American women in several 

occupations, although both lag significantly behind white women. The occupations now 

filled by more Latino women than African American include executive, administrative and 

managerial occupations, specialty professions, management related jobs, technicians and 
                                                 
16 Ibid. 
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related support jobs, sales, administrative support, private household, other services, 

precision production and transportation and material moving. 

 

Table 6. 

Occupation Distribution (females)17 

 

While these data show changes in the demographic composition of the workforce for 

each occupation, the underlying reasons remain unclear. Is one group displacing the other 

groups? Or is one group entering the labor market in larger numbers than others at times 

when new jobs are opening, especially in the suburbs? While we cast employment data in 

terms of race and ethnicity, other factors such as education, occupational skills, English-

language proficiencies, housing and transportation also play important roles in determining 

who fills the available jobs. For example, Latinos are filling jobs across the social hierarchy, 

including high-precision, high-wage occupations and, in the case of collar-county women, to 

a small degree in executive and managerial positions. Is this because Latinos are gaining 

                                                 
17 Ibid. 
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more preferential treatment in hiring? Or has the community engaged in more advanced 

training and education leading into these occupations? And has this engagement been the 

result of policy or simply encouraged through social networks? These data are inconclusive 

and the current state of the research in Chicago does not go deeply enough to provide an 

adequate set of explanations. 

Figure 9 shows the mean income by race and ethnicity for the Chicago metropolitan 

area. While the occupational and industrial data point to Latinos working in a wider variety 

of jobs, on average their income from work (wage and business income) remains low. In fact, 

the real income of Latinos in 2008 was below that of African Americans and only 50 percent 

that of whites. Over the 1980 to 2008 time period Latino real income stagnated. Whites 

experienced a sharp growth in real income while African Americans experienced a small 

increase in real income. However, these data, being mere averages, are limited in that they 

cannot address the issue of income mobility over a working career. And given the sharp 

growth in the Latino population in the Chicago metropolitan area, the stagnation in real 

income may reflect more the entrance of newly arrived Latinos into low-wage jobs at the 

bottom of the labor market rather than the stagnation of Latino income over a working 

career. 
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Figure 9. 

 

 

Quality of Work, Work Opportunities, and Other Empirical Issues 

While unemployment is certainly a problem facing Latinos, the nature of their 

employment is also problematic. While the share of Latinos earning high wages has 

increased significantly (Ready and Brown-Gort 2005), many other Latinos are numbered 

-time employment 

throughout the year, and many who work full-time, full-year do not earn enough to support 

a family. Between 1990 and 2000 there was a sharp increase in the number of working poor 

families in the city of Chicago and in the Chicago metropolitan area as a whole. Latinos were 

ed from 1990 to 2000. In 

2000, 20.3 percent of all Latino working adults in metropolitan Chicago were working poor 

in contrast to 18.9 percent in 1990. The same held in the city of Chicago. In 2000 23.2 percent 

of all Latino working adults were working poor, compared to 21.2 percent in 1990. Adult 
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Latino workers were over-represented among the working poor in 2000. In metropolitan 

Chicago Latino adults comprised 16.4 percent of the employed but 37.0 percent of the 

working poor. In the city of Chicago Latino adults comprised 25.8 percent of the employed 

but 39.4 percent of the working poor (Chicago Urban League, Northern Illinois University, 

and Roosevelt University n.d., 14 17). Latino working poor adults were most likely to be 

working in manufacturing and accommodation and food service activities and in production 

occupations. Latino working poor adults were much more likely to be full-time, full-year 

workers than other working poor adults. More than 80 percent of working poor Latino 

adults worked 35 hours or more per week though they did not necessarily work full-year 

(Chicago Urban League, Northern Illinois University, and Roosevelt University n.d.). In 

short, Latinos predominate in jobs paying low wages.  

 Not only do many Latinos work in low-paying positions, Latinos may be more likely 

to face dangerous working conditions. Work-related deaths among Latinos in Illinois are 

high. Buchanan, Nickels, and Morello (2005) report on the results of a survey of day laborers 

at one street-corner hiring site in Chicago. While the sample size was very small, only 21 

men, 90 percent were Latinos. Most worked construction jobs, and more than 50 percent of 

extensive survey of documented and undocumented immigrants living in the Chicago 

metropolitan area reported that Latinos were significantly more likely to experience a 

serious injury on the job than were other immigrant workers. Whether a worker was 

documented or undocumented did not seem to influence the likelihood of a serious injury on 

the job.  

While educational attainment is not the only factor influencing labor market 

opportunities, it is likely that the low educational attainment of Latinos restricts their 

employment options. Latinos are the least well educated of the four major racial and ethnic 

groups in the Chicago metropolitan area. Over three-fourths of Asian adults, two-thirds of 

non-Latino whites and over half of African Americans aged 25 and over have some college 

level education or higher, but less than one-third of Latinos have attained the same level of 

post-secondary education. Over one-third of Asian adults, one-fourth of white adults, and 

one- ent of 

Latinos have graduated from college. Latinos with some post-secondary education were 
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very unlikely to be part of the working poor. Furthermore, 45 percent of working poor 

Latino adults in the Chicago metropolitan area had poor English language ability (Chicago 

Urban League, Northern Illinois University, and Roosevelt University n.d., 38 41).  

Employer discrimination might also limit the job prospects of Latinos. Kenney and 

Wissoker (1994) report findings from an audit study of young Latinos in Chicago and San 

Diego. Matched pairs of white and Latino male job seekers between the ages of 20 and 24 

were created. They responded to a random sample of newspaper advertisements for entry-

level jobs. White job seekers were significantly more successful than Latino job seekers, 

obtaining 30 percent more interviews and 52 percent more job offers with the audited firms 

relative to their Latino counterparts. Even when they both received interviews, white job 

seekers were more likely to receive job offers than Latino job seekers. The evidence of 

discrimination against Latinos was strong. 

Living in an ethnic enclave might also influence the job prospects of Latinos. Liu 

(2008) compares the employment accessibility of low-skilled immigrant and US-born Latinos 

(those with less than a high school degree) between the ages of 16 and 65 living in and out of 

ethnic enclaves in the central city, inner-ring suburbs, and outer-ring suburbs of Chicago, 

Los Angeles and Washington DC. The study uses data from the 2000 Census to determine 

the extent to which there is an ethnic enclave effect and a spatial mismatch effect. A majority 

of low-skilled Latino workers in Chicago reside in the central city with many living in ethnic 

enclaves. Latinos in the Chicago suburbs were less likely to live in ethnic enclaves. US-born 

Latinos are less likely to be employed than those who are foreign born in the city of Chicago 

and in the suburbs. This holds whether or not they are living in ethnic enclaves. Residents of 

Chicago have longer commutes than suburban residents. Ethnic enclave residents in the 

suburbs have longer commute times than non-enclave workers. There are no differences in 

commuting times between enclave and non-enclave workers in Chicago. Living in an ethnic 

enclave does not increase the probability of being employed. In fact, foreign-born Latinos are 

negatively affected by living in a central city ethnic enclave. Furthermore, living in ethnic 

-

employment probability. In addition, living in an inner-ring suburban enclave or an outer-

ring suburban enclave increases commuting time for women. Overall, it appears that women 

are more disadvantaged by living in an enclave than men in the Chicago area. Finally, the 
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tendency cited above that Latinos living in the city tend to rely more heavily than others on 

car pooling suggests the possibility that the enclave extends to the place of work. That is, 

people from the same neighborhood also commute to the same geographic area. 

Ethnic enclaves in Chicago do not seem to foster Latino entrepreneurship. Herring 

(2004) uses the Urban Poverty and Family Life survey to study the determinants of 

entrepreneurship in low-income neighborhoods in Chicago. He distinguishes between two 

-

person was self- -

informal self-employment activity. Six percent of Latinos were self-employed while 18 

percent were nominal entrepreneurs. Controlling for a variety of factors likely to influence 

entrepreneurship such as sex, education, immigrant status, marital status, experience with 

job training programs, language skills and age, Latinos were significantly less likely than 

comparable whites to be either self-employed or nominal entrepreneurs. Contrary to ethnic 

enclave theory, working in an ethnic enclave significantly decreases the likelihood of being 

self-employed and of being a nominal entrepreneur. Entrepreneurship is unlikely to be able 

to reduce levels of poverty. For Mexican-Americans, self-employment results in a decrease in 

personal earnings greater than $4,000. 

Tienda and Raijman (2000) disagree with Herring (2004). Using Little Village as a 

case study, they find that self-employment rates of Mexican immigrants are higher in 

-

employment might be thought of as a second job for some. Taking account of multiple job 

holding leads to the conclusion that self-employment is quite pervasive. Rather than 

resulting in lower incomes, for families involved in informal self-employment, the additional 

income generated often enables them to live above poverty. 

 

CONCLUSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

Since 1970 Latinos have played an increasingly important role in the economy of 

metropolitan Chicago. Their share of the labor force has grown both in the city of Chicago 

and in the surrounding suburbs. Initially, they found work primarily in manufacturing. 

Eventually, they became more likely to be employed in other sectors of the economy. 
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Nevertheless, even though Latino employment is no longer primarily associated with a 

single industry, Latinos are still concentrated in only a handful of occupations and 

industries. Many Latinos appear to work in the low-wage labor market of the Chicago 

metropolitan area, and, on average, the real income of Latinos has stagnated since 1980 while 

whites experienced sharp growth African-Americans a small increase in real income  

 The data on average real income of Latinos suggest that Latinos are not making any 

progress in the Chicago economy. In fact, they point to a relative deterioration in the position 

of Latinos relative to members of other racial or ethnic groups. However, the data, being 

mere averages and not longitudinal, are limited in that they cannot address the issue of 

income mobility over a working career. The stagnation in Latino real income may reflect 

more the entrance of newly arrive Latinos into low-wage jobs at the bottom of the labor 

market rather than the stagnation of Latino income over a working career. 

Not surprisingly, the literature is inconclusive regarding Latino progress, with Paral 

and Ready (2005) being relatively optimistic and Koval (2004) providing a more pessimistic 

evaluation of Latino progress. Furthermore, the literature is not conclusive concerning the 

posed to labor market structure, employer policies, and labor market 

discrimination is still at issue. The labor market impact of immigration is also a particularly 

contentious issue, specifically whether Latino immigrants positively or negatively impact 

native workers (Rosenfeld and Tienda 1999).  

Future research that more clearly delineates Latino income and occupational 

mobility and the factors impeding or fostering Latino economic progress is necessary, 

though not sufficient, for effective policymaking. 

 There are four primary questions for future research. First, are Latinos progressing 

in the Chicago area labor market and economy? Second, if they are progressing, what are the 

factors facilitating that progress? Third, if they are not progressing, what are the primary 

barriers they face? Fourth, do Latino immigrants positively or negatively impact native 

workers? 

The literature is not conclusive regarding Latino progress. While Paral and Ready 

perspective is one of optimism. 
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(16). Koval (2004) provides a more pessimistic evaluation of Latino progress. From 1980 to 

2000, the relative economic status of Mexi

However, their methodologies are different as are the questions they are asking. 

Nevertheless, the extent and nature of Latino progress in Chicago is still an open question. 

Microdata from the 1980 to 2000 Censuses supplemented by data from the American 

Community Surveys for more recent years, the annual Current Population Surveys, the New 

Immigrant Survey covering authorized immigrants, the Mexican Migration Project database, 

and other data sets can be used to analyze Latino employment, earnings, work hours and 

unemployment. It is possible to compare the labor market experiences of immigrants and 

those born in the United States. While the data are not explicitly longitudinal, they do allow 

for approximations of career employment and earnings patterns. The economic status of 

first-generation, second-generation and third-generation Latinos can be studied as well as 

the role of education and English language proficiency in fostering Latino economic 

progress. 

Analysts disagree on the role of ethnic enclaves in fostering or hindering Latino 

economic progress. Social networks evolving from ethnic enclaves may play the role of labor 

market intermediaries and help Latino immigrants find employment. On the other hand, 

-Household 

Dynamics Program at the US Census Bureau has created a database that provides 

information on demographic variables, employment, earnings, place of residence, and 

employer. This database can be used to analyze the labor markets for different Latino 

enclaves in Chicago and the metropolitan area. Transportation map overlays may be used to 

assess whether and to what extent each mode of transportation is associated with 

employment patterns. 

Koval (2004) theorizes that the Chicago labor market is segmented along industrial 

and occupational lines, with many Mexicans trapped in low-paying, dead-end jobs in the 

periphery of the economy. He is unable to convincingly demonstrate that this is, in fact, the 

case. Occupational and industrial data can be used to determine the jobs in each segment of 

the labor market. Longitudinal data are needed to determine the extent to which Latinos 

have tended to spend their working lives in low-paying, dead-end jobs and the factors 
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causing this to occur. Current longitudinal data on Latinos in Chicago does not seem to exist. 

A survey should be taken of Latinos and other members of other racial and ethnic groups 

living in Chicago and the suburbs and differentiating low-income areas and wealthier 

careers, including positions held, pay levels, job tenure, spells of unemployment, 

unionization, training (both on-the-job and off-the-job), education, language proficiency, 

entrepreneurial activities, job search techniques, and time and patterns of travel to work. A 

survey of employers would complement a survey of individuals and would generate 

information about any changes in occupational structure, employer hiring, training, and 

promotion practices as well as possibilities for upward mobility within and across firms. 

The labor-market impact of immigration is a particularly contentious issue. Within 

the Chicago area, the issue is the extent to which Latino immigrants compete with African 

Americans for similar jobs. Rosenfeld and Tienda (1999) investigate this issue for the 1970 to 

90 time period and find support for two different views of the impact of immigration. The 

first is that immigrants take low-skilled jobs formerly held by native workers. The second is 

that immigrants help push native workers up the occupational hierarchy. Their work, while 

interesting, would have been strengthened by a more careful analysis of the nature of 

segmentation in the labor market. Occupational and industrial data can be utilized to 

determine the jobs in each segment of the labor market. Data from the 2000 Census together 

with the American Community Survey for more recent years can be used to determine the 

extent and nature of labor market competition between Latino immigrants and native 

workers more recently. 



Latino Engagement and Mobility in the Labor Force and Economy of Metropolitan Chicago   167 

 

REFERENCES 

Betancur, John. J., Teresa Cordova, and Ma

Restructuring and the Process of Incorporation of Latinos into the Chicago 

Latinos in a Changing U.S. 

Economy: Comparative Perspectives on Growing Inequality, 109 32. Newbury Park, CA: 

Sage Publications. 

Archives of Environmental & 

Occupational Health 60 (5): 276 80. 

Chicago Urban League, Latino Institute, and Northern Illinois University. 1994. The Changing 

Economic Standing of Minorities and Women in the Chicago Metropolitan Area 1970 1990. 

Complete ref? 

Chicago Urban League, Northern Illinois University, and Roosevelt University. N.d. 

Working Poor Families in Chicago and the Chicago Metropolitan Area: A Statistical 

Profile Based on the 1990 and 2000 Censuses. 

Entrepreneurial Activity in Chi Review of Black Political Economy 

(spring): 35 57. 

Discrimination Facing Young Hispanic Job- American Economic Review 84 

(3): 674 83. 

Kirsch

eds., The Urban Underclass, 203 32. Washington DC: Brookings Institution. 

Interim Report, Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame, Institute for Latino 

Studies. 



168   Latino Engagement and Mobility in the Labor Force and Economy of Metropolitan Chicago 
 

 

Fassil Demissie, Roberta Garner, and Kiljoong Kim, eds., The New Chicago: A Social 

and Cultural Analysis, 197 210. Philadelphia: Temple University Press. 

Workers in Chicago, Los Angel  

Mehta, Chirag, Nik Theodore, Iliana Mora, and Jennifer Wade. 2002. 

Immigrants: An Analysis of Wages, Working Conditions, and Economic Conditions. 

Chicago: University of Illinois at Chicago, Center for Urban Economic Development. 

- and Foreign-Born 

Report, Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame, Institute for Latino Studies. 

International Journal of Urban and Regional Research 25 (3): 471 96. 

eurial Intentions: Mexican Immigrants 

Journal of Socio-Economics 30: 393 411. 

Ready, Timothy, and Allert Brown-Gort. 2005. The State of Latino Chicago: This Is Home Now. 

Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame, Institute for Latino Studies. 

R

and Labor-Market Competition: Evidence from Los Angeles, Chicago, and Atlanta, 

-Rose, eds., Immigration and 

Opportunity: Race, Ethnicity, and Employment in the United States, 64 105. New York: 

Russell Sage Foundation.  

Stier, Haya, and Marta Tienda. 2001. The Color of Opportunity: Pathways to Family, Welfare and 

Work. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Theodore, Nik. 2

Urban Studies 40 (9): 1811 28. 

Social Science Quarterly 81 (1): 291 310. 



Latino Engagement and Mobility in the Labor Force and Economy of Metropolitan Chicago   169 

 

Journal of 

Developmental Entrepreneurship 9 (1):1 21. 

Ch The Urban 

Underclass, 135 54. Washington DC: Brookings Institution.  

Toro-

Experiences of Puerto Rican Wome Centro Journal 13 (2): 25 43. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Latinos in Chicago: Reflections of an American Landscape 

focuses on Latinos in metropolitan Chicago with the goal of locating them within 

understanding the 

critical role that they can play in enhancing the present and future well-being of 

the metropolitan area. Latinos are on the frontline of a demographic revolution 

that in all likelihood will transform the social and economic landscape of Chicago 

and the nation. The white papers in this volume survey the existing state of 

knowledge, theoretical and factual, about metropolitan Chicago Latinos in four 

areas: education, work and the economy, civic participation, and urban change. 

The white papers are designed to be a starting point for decision-makers, 

stakeholders, CBOs, and other parties interested in digesting the information, 

understanding its implications, and using it to frame effective policies that 

incorporate the present reality and future prospects of Latinos within the 

American landscape. 

  

  

  

  

  

  
  
  


