Assimilation across the Latino Generations

By James P. Suitht]

There is concern that Hispanics have not |I. Intergenerational Assimilation: The Puzzle
mimicked the European immigrant experience
of great generational advance (Jeffrey Grogger It is the alleged inability of successive His-
and Stephen Trejo, 2002). Reasons for concermpanic generations to close their schooling gap
vary, but a theme is that Latino immigrants and that led to pessimism about generational assim-
their offspring are less committed to assimila- ilation. To justify pessimism, the first two pan-
tion than Europeans were. Discrimination, ad-els in |Table 1 list education levels for three
herence to Spanish, and frequent trips “home”generations of Hispanic men and their educa-
due to proximity are said to be reasons. tion deficits with native white men. While

| examine two aspects of generational mobil- Latino schooling levels mostly rise and their
ity of Hispanic and Mexican men: education education deficits fall between the 1st and 2nd
and wages. A major problem in studying this generation, the gains are not very large. Across
assimilation is ambiguity in defining genera- three generations, Latino schooling gains were
tions and ethnicity across Census and Currentess than one year of schooling. Since these
Population Survey (CPS) files. Generations aregenerations span at least 50 years, at this pace
defined as follows: 1st generation, born outsidegeneration progress could rightly be labeled
the United States; 2nd generation, at least oneslow, especially given beliefs about the consid-
parent born outside the United States; 3rd gen-erable progress made by the children and grand-
eration or more, both parents born in the Unitedchildren of the European immigrants. While
States. While reference is made for convenienceTlable 1 contains data for Hispanics in 1970, the
to the 3rd generation, it includes all generationsstory for other years and for Mexicans is
beyond the second. Since no distinction wassimilar.
made between the 2nd and subsequent genera- An equally pessimistic story emerges with
tions in the 1980 and 1990 Censuses or thegeneration wage gaps, listed in the third panel
March CPS’s until 1994, | use data from four of Table 1. There is almost no evidence of
decennial Censuses between 1940 and 197@eneration progress. The Latino wage gap de-
four special CPS supplements on language analines between the 1st and 2nd generation, but
immigration (1979, 1983, 1986, 1988) to cover the narrowing is very modest. Retrogression
the 1980’s, and four successive March CPS’sthen begins, as the Hispanic wage gap expands
starting in 1994 to represent the 1990's. in the 3rd generation.

Ethnicity is straightforward to define for the ~ These and similar data created the view that,
1st and 2nd generation, where place or birth orwhile Latinos made some minor progress be-
self-reported ethnicity can be used to definetween the 1st and 2nd generation, progress then
Hispanic ethnicity. The problem is the 3rd gen- ceased. However, such data do not speak to
eration, where information available for His- intergeneration assimilation since we should not
panic descent and specific ethnicity differs be comparing 2nd- and 3rd-generation workers
across the Censuses and CPS’s. Details of thef the same age in the same year. For example,
rules adopted to define specific Hispanic ethnic-the 1970 40-year-old 3rd-generation Latinos
ity are available in Smith (2001). in are not sons of 40-year-old 2nd-

generation Latino men in the same year, and
certainly not the grandsons of the 1970 1st

* RAND, 1700 Main Street, Santa Monica, CA 90407 generation immigrants who were 40 years old.
The excellént programming a’ssistance of Da;/id Rumpel isT0 evaluate generatlc_)nal assimilation correctly,
gratefully acknowledged. This research was supported bythe data must be realigned to match up the sons
grants from NIH. and grandsons of the Hispanic immigrants.
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TABLE 1—HispANIC MALE EDUCATION AND WAGES
BY GENERATION, 1970

MAY 2003

TABLE 2—HispANIC AND MEXICAN MEN’S EDUCATION
(YEARS), BY GENERATION

Age Hispanic Mexican

Generation 21-30 3140 41-50 51-60 All Year of birth  1st 2nd 3rd 1st 2nd 3rd
Hispanic Male Education: 1830-1834 3.17 2.80
1 9.96 9.01 8.56 7.64 8.96 1835-1839 4.34 4.61
1840-1844 3.69 3.49

2 10.83 9.85 8.36 7.02 9.32

3 10.78 9.82 9.04 7.71 9.82 1845-1849 530 a7
’ ’ ’ ’ ’ 1850-1854 5.27 5.43
. ; . L ) ; . 1855-1859 6.34 597 550 5.68
Hispanic Male Education Deficit with Native White Men: 18601864 519 6.62 375 632
1 -260 -314 -295 -299 -282 1865-1869 4.46 7.33 372 6.9
2 -174 -231 -315 -—-361 —246 1870-1874 5.26 797 370 7.75
3 -178 -234 -247 -292 -196 1875-1879 477 8.40 477 820

Hispanic Male Wages as a Percentage of Native White
Men:

1 80.5 714 70.1 66.5 72.3
2 83.2 80.1 75.2 735 79.5
3 81.6 75.7 731 72.8 73.8

I1. Intergenerational Assimilation: A Resolution

To obtain asingle estimate for each five-year
birth-cohort cell, means across all Census and
groups of CPS years were averaged. To track
generation progress, Table 2|is indexed by im-
migrant generation birth cohorts for Hispanics
and Mexicans. With a 25-year lag between gen-
erations, education of the 2nd generation refers
to 2nd-generation Latinos born 25 years after
the birth-years indexed for immigrants in the
first column. A similar 25-year offset is as
sumed for the 3rd and 2nd generations.

L atino schooling advances across generations
are impressive. Consider Mexican immigrants
born during 1905-1909 with 4.3 years of
school. Their American-born sons, with 9.4
years, doubled their schooling, and their grand-
sons were high-school graduates. The average
education gain across three generations of Mex-
ican men is more than seven years, in contrast to

the impression of the cross section.
shows how generations closed

schooling gaps with native white men. There is
no simple story about trends in relative quality
of new immigrants. Education gaps of Mexican
immigrants fell between the birth cohorts of the
1880's and 1920 but then expanded, raising

1880-1884  3.12 5.65 955 267 508 917
1885-1889  3.62 6.22 1005 279 566 9.75
1890-1894  4.98 755 10.89 456 7.04 1047
1895-1899  4.68 813 11.74 380 7.47 1161
1900-1904  4.55 775 1208 381 7.37 1240
1905-1909  5.06 959 1224 427 927 1217

1910-1914 610 1056 1213 502 10.30 12.13
1915-1919 741 1117 1247 6.20 10.93 1245
1920-1924 791 1180 1240 6.22 11.61 1229
1925-1929 828 12.28 596 12.04
1930-1934 876 12.10 6.23 11.64
1935-1939 840 1250 6.15 12.26
1940-1944 9.09 12.88 6.86 12.51
1945-1949 956 1242 7.79 12.08
1950-1954  9.13 7.72

1955-1959  9.47 8.23

1960-1964  9.79 8.71

1965-1969  9.90 9.30

1970-1974  9.66 9.10

concerns about the relative quality of new Mex-
ican immigrants (Smith and Barry Edmonston,
1997). This has reversed again as education
gaps of Mexican immigrants have fallen since
the 1950 birth cohort (Guillermina Jasso et al.,
2000). Despite secular swings, schooling gaps
for immigrants are large, averaging over more
than three years among Hispanics and five years
among Mexicans.

Schooling deficits are much smaller in the
2nd generation than in the 1st and are always
lower still in the 3rd. The mean education gap
among all 1st-generation Mexicans in
8 was 4.94 years. This deficit fell to 2.95 years
among 2nd-generation Mexicans. The youngest
3rd-generation cohorts included in and
8 (whose immigrant grandfathers were born
between 1920 and 1924) had less than a one-
year schooling gap with white men— half as big
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TABLE 3—EDUCATION DEFICIT RELATIVE TO NATIVE
WHITE MEN (YEARS), BY GENERATION

Hispanic Mexican
Year of birth 1t  2nd  3rd 1st 2nd  3rd
1830-1834 4,95 5.32
1835-1839 4,02 3.75
1840-1844 4.86 5.07
1845-1849 341 3.23
1850-1854 3.58 342
1855-1859 1.78 3.03 262 332
1860-1864 316 2.68 461 298
1865-1869 410 225 483 2.62
1870-1874 344 230 501 252
1875-1879 364 235 4,08 256

1880-1884 500 335 248 545 392 287
1885-1889 474 307 234 557 363 264
1890-1894 357 203 219 399 253 261
1895-1899 403 214 164 490 280 177
1900-1904 430 301 116 504 338 132
1905-1909 394 245 108 473 276 114
1910-1914 320 184 107 427 209 107
1915-1919 217 191 103 337 215 1.06
1920-1924 236 158 071 405 177 082

1925-1929 248 144 479 1.68
1930-1934 327 122 581 168
1935-1939 399 070 6.24 094
1940-1944 399 062 6.22 1.00
1945-1949 382 070 559 1.04
1950-1954 4.59 6.00
1955-1959 3.85 5.09
1960-1964 341 4.49
1965-1969 3.60 4.20
1970-1974 3.46 4.01
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TABLE 4—HispaNIC AND MEXICAN MEN'S ADJUSTED
WAGE VALUES (PERCENTAGES OF NATIVE WHITE MEN'S
LIFETIME EARNINGS), BY GENERATION

Hispanic Mexican
Year of birth  1st 2nd  3rd st  2nd  3rd
1830-1834 58.20 61.98
1835-1839 50.69 51.19
1840-1844 63.47 50.37
1845-1849 68.07 74.04
1850-1854 65.37 63.54
1855-1859 64.20 65.32 62.30 67.41
1860-1864 77.87 73.32 55.44 74.53
1865-1869 73.95 74.74 56.98 74.37
1870-1874 63.57 75.83 5752 74.71
1875-1879 62.83 72.85 62.28 73.68
1880-1884 5553 7150 78.65 4159 63.14 77.82
1885-1889 5293 70.26 78.74 39.98 68.70 77.63
1890-1894 7181 7458 7741 64.72 74.24 73.32
1895-1899  60.51 76.25 81.88 54.54 76.81 83.80
1900-1904 7414 7847 79.11 70.19 75.09 74.38
1905-1909  75.11 79.17 8296 67.43 80.06 78.79
19101914 69.70 82.85 80.17 65.32 81.15 79.17
1915-1919  70.92 8234 84.77 65.84 83.78 83.15
19201924 7252 83.19 67.65 88.26
1925-1929  71.83 86.22 65.36 86.60
1930-1934 72.65 86.51 66.11 84.97
1935-1939  70.40 79.45 63.64 76.83
1940-1944 69.97 84.25 65.41 82.19
1945-1949  67.27 60.63
1950-1954 70.36 65.86
1955-1959  67.26 62.96
1960-1964 68.49 66.59
1965-1969 71.15 70.15

as their fathers' education deficit. Compared to
the 1st generation, schooling gaps of 2nd-genera-
tion Latinos have closed more quickly, implying
that the eventual education gap of the grandsons
of Hispanic immigrants born in the 1940’s will
be small indeed.

Did progress in schools signal similar gener-
ational progress in incomes? Table 4, which
arranges age-normalized wage gaps by genera-
tion in the same manner as previoustables, tells
a story of generational progress. Mexican im-
migrants born during 1895-1899 earned 55 per-
cent as much as native white men over their
lifetimes. When their American-born sons com-
peted in the labor market, their lifetime wage
gap averaged 23 percent. By the time their
grandsons worked, the Mexican wage gap av-
eraged 16 percent.

Table 4 shows that the size of the wage gap
among 3rd-generation Mexicans became pro-

gressively smaller, reaching about 17 percent
among the most recent birth cohort listed. Since
there remain quantifiable differences in skills
(e.g., less schooling) compared to native white
men born at the same time, an adjusted wage
deficit is even smaller. Adjusting for their own
schooling deficits only, the wage gap of 3rd-
generation Mexicans would only be about 10
percent.

I11. Models of Intergeneration Transmission

These data are used to model generational
transmission of schooling and wages among
immigrants. contains estimated coeffi-
cients obtained for Mexican men. The column
and row headings list the outcome measure
studied (education or log wages) and the
generation represented. The first model re-
gresses education of 2nd-generation Mexican
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TABLE 5—MODELS OF INTERGENERATION TRANSMISSION
(MExicAN MEN)

A. Dependent Variable = Education (2nd or 3rd
Generation)

Independent (i) (i) (iii) (iv) (V)
variable Ed? Ed? Ed® Ed® Ed®
Ed* 1.59 0.50 —-0.54
(9.07) (3.84) (4.16)
Ed? 077 022 0.52
(5.81) (2.94) (7.24)
MEd 1.09 1.09 1.56
(9.44) (9.08)  (11.6)
Constant 151 -5.88 452 —-473 —11.09
(1.61) (6.94) (4.64) (4.39) (6.84)
RZ: 0.862 0984 0.716 0.969 0.985
B. Dependent Variable = In(Wages) (2nd or 3rd
Generation)
Independent (vi) (vii) (viii)
variable Lnw? Lnw?® Lnw?
Lnw?t 0.46 —0.52
(4.79) (2.23)
Lnw? 0.27 0.57
(2.52) (1.74)
Constant 3.66 4.68 5.66
(6.55) (7.24) (6.08)
R?: 0.646 0.309 0.402

men against that of their immigrant fathers. The
estimates imply that for a year increase in
schooling of Mexican immigrants, schooling of
their American sonsrose by 1.6 years. Thishigh
degree of generational transmission in school-
ing by immigrants is well above estimates
for nonimmigrant populations. Historical gen-
eration data show lower rates of generation
transmission for both native-born white and
African-American men (see Smith, 1986) so
that, across generations, descendants of Latino
immigrants achieve schooling gains relative to
both groups.

Why would schooling transmission be so
high relative to native populations? A reason is
given in column (ii) which adds a variable
(MEd) measuring mean schooling of al Amer-
ican men born in the same years as 2nd-generation
Mexican men. Schooling transmission from 1<t to
2nd Mexican generations can be partitioned into
two parts. The first results from equal sharing in
secular gains in schooling, so periods of ris-
ing education levels adso produced more rapid
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increases in schooling among 2nd-generation
Mexican men. The remaining is the direct trans-
mission effect from 1st-generation to 2nd-genera
tion schooling. This coefficient of 0.5 is now
within the range of estimates for nonimmigrant
populations.

The next three columns have estimates of
education transmission for 3rd-generation Mex-
ican men. These estimates imply a smaller rate
of generation transmission between 3rd- and
2nd-generation Mexicans than between 2nd-
and 1st-generation Mexicans. Declining rates of
transmission across immigrant generations may
be due to the original immigrants being unusu-
ally able and motivated, so as their descendants
blend into the more general population, they
lose their distinctiveness.

Column (v) contains a model predicting 3rd-
generation Mexican schooling which includes
the schooling levels of both the 2nd and 1st
Mexican generations. The estimated coefficient
of 2nd-generation schooling (fathers’) is posi-
tive, while that of 1st-generation (grandfathers’)
schooling is negative. This result is consistent
with the implications of the Becker-Tomes
model (Gary Becker, 1981). Controlling for
2nd-generation (fathers’) schooling, an increase
in 1st-generation (grandfathers’) schooling is a
signal of less-able 1st-generation grandparents
which lowers schooling levelsin the 3rd (sons')
generation.

The final columns (Table 5B) contain esti-
mates of the intergenerational elasticity of sons
earnings with respect to fathers' earnings. Since
these wages have been normalized to place all
generations at the same place in their life-cycle
earnings profiles, these parameters may mea
sure long-run elasticities. The estimate of earn-
ings elasticity between the 1st and 2nd
generation of 0.46 would be on the high side of
the estimates surveyed by Gary Solon (1999) in
nonimmigrant samples which ranged from 0.3
to 0.5. The elasticity decreases when measured
between the 2nd and 3rd generation so that over
time generations increasingly converge toward
the mean.

V. Summary

The conventional view regarding Hispanic
immigrants ability to secure a better life for
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their children and grandchildren has been pes-
simistic. They have been seen as not sharing in
the successful European experience, perhaps
due to a reluctance to assimilate into American
culture. These fears are unwarranted: 2nd and
3rd-generation Hispanic men have made great
strides in closing their economic gaps with
native whites. The reason is simple: each suc-
cessive generation has been able to close the
schooling gap with native whites which then
has been translated into generational progress
in incomes. Each new Latino generation not
only has had higher incomes than their fore-
fathers, but their economic status converged
toward the white men with whom they com-
peted. The methodological problems that have
marred interpretation of immigrants' generational
progress in schooling and earnings would apply
equaly to hedth, where it is alleged that the
descendants of immigrants lose their initiad health
advantage.
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