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Abstract: We use data from the Current Population Survey from 2007 and 2013 to investigate
demographic differentials in unemployment during the Great Recession in the U.S. Although our
analysis is primarily exploratory and descriptive, our major research objective is to illuminate the
unemployment differential between the foreign born and the native born. The findings indicate that
during the height of the Great Recession, the foreign born had higher unemployment rates than the
native born. However, this differential is statistically explained by their observed characteristics,
such as race/ethnicity, gender, age and education. With the net of those variables and a few other
demographic covariates, foreign born workers as an overall group actually had somewhat lower
chances of being unemployed than native born workers. This finding is discussed in terms of the
selectivity of immigrant workers and the possibility that they are somewhat more immediately
dependent on having a job. After breaking down the foreign born into major racial/ethnic groups,
the results suggest that foreign-born blacks and foreign-born Hispanics are particularly selective with
the net of their observed characteristics. The possible sources of such differentials by race/ethnicity
and by gender are discussed.
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1. Introduction

The last recessionary period in the U.S. began at the end of 2007 and lasted for several years.
Its magnitude was quite large by U.S. standards. Now known as the Great Recession, it began with
the mortgage lending market and the financial crisis associated with the bursting of the housing
bubble. It quickly led to additional financial turmoil in the U.S. and then spread to other parts of
the world. The Great Recession ended up being the worst economic crisis in the U.S. since the Great
Depression [1].

The Great Recession began impacting the U.S. labor market in 2008. Unemployment rose to levels
not seen since the 1930s. In addition, the unemployment duration reached a historic peak. According
to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the annual unemployment rate jumped to 9.3% in 2009 and 9.8% in
2010. By traditional U.S. standards, the unemployment rate still remained high at 6.2% in 2014 [2].
Kochhar et al. [3] reported that about one out of every three adult workers had been unemployed for
some period of time during the Great Recession.

The consequences of unemployment are detrimental not only at the societal level, but also
at the individual level, including low labor participation rates [1], low rates of reemployment,
difficulty finding full-time jobs, earnings losses and reduced productivity in the overall economy [4].
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Unemployment is typically a central concern for an individual’s economic, psychological and social
well-being [5]. For example, unemployment has detrimental consequences for one’s personal finances,
mental health, marital stability and criminal activity [6–9].

Unemployment, like other economic indicators, is known to vary by race/ethnicity [10], as well
as by nativity [11]. Unemployment is thus immediately implicated in broader societal patterns of
socioeconomic inequalities. Being critically important for almost all groups in American society,
unemployment differentials and trends need to be constantly monitored by social scientists. In this
regard, one major issue is whether immigrants and the native born fared differently during the
economic contraction. The Great Recession provides researchers with a unique opportunity to study
demographic differentials in unemployment during a major macroeconomic downturn.

Growing Diversity in the American Labor Force

The American labor force is increasingly characterized by demographic diversity, such as
race/ethnicity and gender [12]. Racial/ethnic minorities and women often face obstacles in obtaining
jobs and achieving labor market parity with non-Hispanic white men [1,13,14]. Earnings gaps between
whites versus African Americans and Hispanics are well known, as are the generally lower wages of
women [15].

Regarding nativity, the foreign born (also referred to as “immigrants”) have increased their
presence in the U.S. labor force [16]. Immigrants currently constitute about 13% of the total U.S.
population, but about 16% of the labor force. For immigrants, employment in the labor market is
generally viewed as “one of the powerful immigrant-integrating institutions” [17]. Employment plays
an important role in immigrants’ economic integration and social assimilation. Previous research
suggests that immigrants have relatively lower unemployment rates, lower wages and higher labor
force participation rates compared to the native born [3]. However, immigrants are typically less
forceful in using laws to protect their rights in the labor market and are more likely to take jobs in a
lower-tier section of the labor market [18].

Immigrants often face various barriers in the U.S. labor market. Compared to the native born,
the foreign born frequently lack extensive social networks and are typically unfamiliar with local
social norms and culture. Additional limitations may include a lack of English language proficiency
and educational credentials from foreign institutions that usually are not recognized in the U.S. labor
market [19,20]. For these and other related reasons, the foreign born have lower average pay than the
native born with the net of age, region of residence and the highest level of education [20,21].

Because immigrants typically provide inexpensive (or at least less expensive) labor, they are
often cited as being a significant factor in the widening of earnings inequalities between less educated
versus more educated workers [22,23]. However, some prior research casts doubt on the unqualified
acceptance of this claim because immigrants do not always compete for the same kinds of jobs
preferred by the native born [24,25]. In addition, a large amount of research and data has affirmed that
immigrants significantly contribute to the U.S. economy [26]. According to the Fiscal Policy Institute,
the contributions immigrants make to the U.S. directly correlate to their share of the population and
more specifically to their share of the labor force.

Even though a great deal of previous research finds that immigrants are beneficial to the economy
overall, they are often used as a scapegoat for America’s labor market problems. Serious investigation
about how immigrants have fared in the labor market during the Great Recession is therefore even
more needed. For example, Kochhar et al. [3] claim that after the recent recession, immigrants gained
jobs while the native born lost them, but this study does not investigate immigrants’ unemployment
by race/ethnicity or gender. Moreover, simply looking at a particular unemployment rate cannot
reveal the whole story of how much the demographic features of immigrants shape their employment
opportunities. Understanding unemployment differentials between the foreign born and the native
born is not only important from the point of view of descriptive social demography, but also in regard
to public policy [27].
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2. Research Methods

In the following, we investigate demographic differentials in unemployment during the Great
Recession. While the analysis is primarily exploratory and descriptive, our research focus is on
illuminating the unemployment differential between the foreign born and the native born. In doing so,
we also consider differentials by race/ethnicity and gender.

2.1. Data

We analyze data from the Current Population Survey (CPS) from 2007 to 2013 [28]. The CPS
is a well-known household survey conducted jointly by the U.S. Census Bureau and the Bureau of
Labor Statistics. We investigate the CPS because it is the main survey that is designed to measure and
monitor unemployment trends in the U.S. Although the CPS is fielded monthly, we aggregate the
monthly data by year in order to provide annual figures. Data from 2007 to 2013 are studied so as to
document the unemployment changes associated with the recessionary period from its onset through
its gradual waning.

For our study, the CPS is appropriate because it includes information on demographic and
socioeconomic variables, such as age, race/ethnicity, gender, nativity and education. The CPS is
nationally representative and available annually using a careful and consistent methodology for the
measurement of unemployment. The CPS provides a sample size that is large enough to investigate
smaller demographic groups. As is common in studies of unemployment, our sample is restricted to
individuals aged 16 to 64 at the time of the survey.

2.2. Variables

Unemployment is the dependent variable for our study. In the dataset, persons are classified
as unemployed if they were not employed during the reference week, but were available for work
(excluding temporary illness) and had made specific efforts to find employment some time during the
previous 4 weeks. In addition, individuals are classified as unemployed if they had been temporarily
laid off. At the individual level, unemployment is a dichotomous variable, which is coded as 1 for
respondents who were unemployed and 0 for respondents who were employed.

Nativity status is an important independent variable in our analysis. This variable is defined
as referring to the dichotomous distinction between being native born (i.e., born in the U.S.) versus
foreign born (i.e., an immigrant). Native born includes individuals who were born in the U.S. or in U.S.
territories, such as Puerto Rico. Persons born abroad of American parents are also classified as being
native born. Foreign born is defined as persons who were residing in the U.S. at the time of the survey,
but who were born outside the U.S. and U.S. territories to parents who were not U.S. citizens. In our
analysis, foreign born includes, but does not distinguish between persons who are U.S. naturalized
citizens, U.S. permanent residents, immigrants with valid visas and undocumented immigrants.

Race and ethnicity is defined in terms of 5 mutually-exclusive categories. These include:
non-Hispanic whites (NH-whites) (N = 4,018,539), non-Hispanic African Americans (blacks)
(N = 522,617), Hispanics (N = 720,203), Asians (N = 282,387) and others (N = 125,927). While
Native Americans and persons with mixed-race identities are included in “other,” many foreign-born
Mexican immigrants also seem to prefer that racial designation in recent years (Choi, Sakamoto and
Powers, 2008). In our detailed analyses, we broke down these racial and ethnic groups by nativity
(i.e., whether native born or foreign born), resulting in 10 separate groups.

Additional demographic and socioeconomic variables are also included in our analysis. Age
is treated as a continuous variable in years that is often used in labor analyses to indicate years
of potential work experience.1 Marital status is a dichotomous variable referring to persons who

1 As is commonly done, a quadratic term for age (i.e., age-squared) is also included in the regressions in order to account for
the non-linear effect of age.
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are currently married versus unmarried (i.e., single, divorced or widowed). Gender is coded as a
dichotomous variable. Education level is measured in terms of several categories for the highest
level completed including: less than high school; high school graduate; associate’s degree or some
college; bachelor’s degree; master’s degree; Ph.D.; and professional degree (e.g., law or medical).
Residential region is based on the standard classification used by the U.S. Census, including the
following 9 categories: New England; Mid-Atlantic; East North Central; West North Central; South
Atlantic; East South Central; West South Central; Mountain; and Pacific. Class of worker is included
as an additional control variable defined as: no previous experience (i.e., new entrants to the labor
force without prior paid employment); self-employed; private-sector workers (including for-profit and
non-profit businesses); federal government; state government; and local government. These groups
are indicated by a set of dichotomous variables.

2.3. Statistical Methods

We first present descriptive statistics. Unemployment rates from 2007 to 2013 are shown for
the various demographic groups. Unemployment rates refer to the percentage of those in the labor
force who are without a job but are actively seeking work (i.e., unemployment rate = (number of
unemployed)/(total labor force)). We report unemployment rates based on our own calculations using
the individual-level CPS data.

We then estimated logistic regression models in order to obtain multivariate effects for the various
demographic groups with the net of the control variables, including age, age squared, education,
marital status, region and class of work.2 We use this set of control variables in order to assess whether
the bivariate differentials in unemployment are statistically explained by these covariates. While
other control variables could of course be considered, we use this limited set because they are largely
exogenous with respect to (i.e., are not themselves caused by) annual fluctuations in unemployment.
Because our analysis is primarily descriptive and exploratory, we do not present a strong theoretical
justification for this regression specification. However, we generally seek to provide estimates of
broad demographic differentials in the overall labor market rather than focusing on specific industries,
occupations or metropolitan areas, which may sometimes deviate from the national average. A more
detailed analysis is beyond the scope of our research concerns, since workers may change industries
and occupations in response to unemployment.

3. Empirical Results

3.1. Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics for the independent variables used in our analysis. We
computed descriptive statistics for each year of our data from 2007 to 2013. In general, the descriptive
statistics for the demographic characteristics did not vary much over these years. Table 1 therefore
displays the results for the average across all years. These results pertain to all persons in the labor
force including both the employed and the unemployed.

2 In the preliminary analyses, we analyzed additional model specifications. We do not, however, report the results for these
other models because they do not differ much from those discussed below. All of our statistics are obtained using STATA,
and the regression results are calculated using CPS person weights.
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics for demographic groups averaged across 2007 to 2013.

NH-Whites Blacks Hispanics Asians Others

Age (mean in years) 40.95 38.66 36.68 40.04 36.62

Nativity (%)
Native Born 94.90 87.22 43.50 22.76 93.51
Foreign Born 5.10 12.78 56.50 77.24 6.49

(Total) (100.00) (100.00) (100.00) (100.00) (100.00)

Gender (%)
Male 53.01 46.88 59.00 53.03 51.00

Female 46.99 53.12 41.00 46.97 49.00
(Total) (100.00) (100.00) (100.00) (100.00) (100.00)

Marital Status (%)
Married 58.00 37.43 52.39 65.52 42.08

Not Married 42.00 62.57 47.61 34.48 57.92
(Total) (100.00) (100.00) (100.00) (100.00) (100.00)

Education Level (%)
Less Than High School 6.27 10.21 30.90 7.35 10.69

High School 47.30 57.58 47.97 31.70 54.73
Some College 10.85 9.97 7.05 7.23 10.92

Bachelor’s 23.65 15.28 10.18 32.28 16.24
Master’s 8.69 5.50 2.84 14.36 5.39

Professional 1.77 0.77 0.58 2.96 1.04
Doctoral 1.48 0.69 0.47 4.13 0.98
(Total) (100.00) (100.00) (100.00) (100.00) (100.00)

Region (%)
New England 6.13 2.36 2.29 4.39 2.95
Mid-Atlantic 13.52 13.96 11.26 16.03 6.61

East North Central 18.27 13.75 6.68 8.32 10.60
West North Central 9.11 3.44 2.11 3.37 8.44

South Atlantic 17.93 35.30 15.02 12.86 15.07
East South Central 6.29 9.37 1.34 1.51 3.51
West South Central 8.97 13.15 20.52 8.04 15.54

Mountain 7.46 2.08 10.13 4.63 11.75
Pacific 12.33 6.58 30.65 40.86 25.53
(Total) (100.00) (100.00) (100.00) (100.00) (100.00)

Class of Worker (%)
NA 0.69 1.67 1.22 0.97 1.50

Self-Employed 10.77 5.08 7.54 9.95 7.89
Private Sector 74.18 75.37 81.63 77.88 72.18

Federal Government 2.29 4.07 1.61 3.01 4.39
State Government 4.41 5.32 2.53 4.10 5.49
Local Government 7.65 8.50 5.47 4.09 8.55

(Total) (100.00) (100.00) (100.00) (100.00) (100.00)

Note: Results are based on the authors’ calculations using the Current Population Survey (CPS) using survey
sampling weights.

Table 1 shows that Hispanics and respondents of other race are relatively young with an average
age of about 37, while NH-whites are older with an average age of about 41. The majority of Hispanics
and Asians are foreign born (about 57% and 77%, respectively) reflecting the relative recency of the
bulk of Hispanic and Asian immigrants to the U.S. The sex ratios for Hispanics and blacks tend to
be more imbalanced than the other groups. Most blacks were not married (i.e., 63%) in contrast to
the other groups. Asians have the highest level of educational achievement, while Hispanics have
the lowest. Asians have the highest concentration in the Pacific region, while Hispanics are more
concentrated in southern areas. For all of the racial/ethnic groups, the private sector is the most
common class category. NH-whites and Asians are, however, slightly more likely than the other
groups to be self-employed.
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3.2. Unemployment Rates

In regard to our dependent variable, Table 2 shows the unemployment rates from 2007 to 2013 for
various demographic groups. As expected, unemployment rates for the native born, as well as the
foreign born increased after 2007 as the Great Recession began to impact the labor force. Unemployment
rates peaked in 2009 and 2010.

Table 2. Unemployment rate in percentages by demographic group, 2007 to 2013.

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

All
Native born 4.80 5.99 9.40 9.73 8.09 8.19 7.60
Foreign born 4.46 5.91 9.88 9.93 9.20 8.23 7.12

NH-Whites
Native born 3.94 4.90 7.95 8.12 7.29 6.60 6.04
Foreign born 3.81 5.00 7.92 7.55 7.56 7.07 6.49

Blacks
Native born 8.89 10.82 15.64 16.80 16.81 14.70 13.77
Foreign born 6.24 7.55 11.67 12.45 12.55 11.30 10.67

Hispanics Native born 6.82 8.76 13.30 13.98 13.26 11.62 10.80
Foreign born 5.04 6.97 11.58 11.59 10.42 9.31 7.80

Asians
Native born 4.18 5.24 9.74 9.17 9.00 7.86 7.34
Foreign born 3.12 3.77 7.04 7.29 6.74 5.89 5.01

Others
Native born 7.73 9.90 13.54 14.11 14.65 12.76 12.85
Foreign born 5.14 6.28 10.47 8.90 7.85 7.27 6.13

Males
Native born 4.98 6.43 10.58 10.72 9.65 8.48 8.07
Foreign born 4.18 5.77 10.23 10.13 8.92 7.57 6.64

Females
Native born 4.61 5.51 8.11 8.65 8.47 7.88 7.10
Foreign born 4.89 6.12 9.38 9.66 9.59 9.12 7.76

Note: Results are based on the authors’ calculations using the CPS using survey sampling weights.

In 2007 at the beginning of the recession, the native born and the foreign born had approximately
the same unemployment rate (i.e., 4.80% versus 4.46%, respectively). As the recession began to
unfold, Table 2 shows that the unemployment for immigrants began to slightly exceed the native born.
Unemployment began decreasing as the recession subsided in 2011, but immigrants still exhibited
rates that were a little higher. By 2013, however, unemployment rates for the native born and the
foreign born returned to the 2007 situation of proximate parity (i.e., 7.60% versus 7.12%, respectively).

Table 2 also shows the unemployment rates broken down by nativity and race/ethnicity. These
results show the nativity differential with the net of race/ethnicity. Ironically, the overall pattern
discussed above for immigrants as a whole is not really evident for any of the groups when considered
separately. While there are some specific differences by race/ethnicity at the beginning of the recession,
in general, the unemployment rate for each immigrant group was actually somewhat lower than for
the corresponding native born group at the height of the recession. That is, for each racial/ethnic
group, the unemployment rate for the foreign born was lower than for the native born in 2009 and 2010.
This apparently contradictory pattern is likely driven by Hispanics because they are a large group that
is mostly foreign born, and their unemployment rate rose substantially during the recession due to
major downturns in certain sectors, such as construction, which employ many Hispanics [29–31].

Another notable result in Table 2 is the consistently high unemployment rate of native-born
African Americans. They have a higher unemployment rate than any other group in each year,
including foreign-born blacks. In general, the unemployment rate of foreign-born blacks more closely
resembles the unemployment rate of foreign-born Hispanics than native-born blacks.

Table 2 also shows the unemployment rates by nativity broken down by gender (rather than
race/ethnicity). At the beginning of the recession in 2007, native-born males, native-born females,
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immigrant males and immigrant females all had similar unemployment rates (i.e., 4.98%, 4.18%, 4.61%
and 4.89%, respectively). The unemployment rates for each of these groups rose during the height of
the recession, but slightly more for the foreign born.

In general, these basic demographic patterns are worthwhile to document. However, they do not
provide a very clear assessment of the net effect of nativity status on the chances of being unemployed.
More multivariate analysis is needed to further investigate this issue.

3.3. Results for Logistic Regressions

Tables 3 and 4 show the results for the logistic regression models of unemployment. Table 3 is for
reference purposes and shows the effect of being foreign born on unemployment without any control
variables. These results are substantively similar to the first row of Table 2 because they both refer to
the overall bivariate association. Both Tables 2 and 3 indicate that the chances of being unemployed
rose more for the foreign born during the height of the Great Recession.

Table 3. Logistic regression of unemployment without control variables, 2007 to 2013.

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

Foreign Born 0.9263 *** 0.9868 1.0571 *** 1.0230 1.0138 1.0056 0.9316 ***
Native Born REF REF REF REF REF REF REF

Note: *** p < 0.001; REF refers to the reference group.

Of more immediate interest are the multivariate results shown in Table 4, which refer to the net
effect of being foreign born after including the control variables. The coefficients are shown after
exponentiation, meaning that they indicate the percentage change in the odds ratio for a unit change
in the independent variable (net of the other regressors in the model). When the coefficient is less
than 1.0000, then the effect is negative (i.e., the odds ratio is reduced), while the effect is positive
when the coefficient is greater than 1.0000 (i.e., the odds ratio is increased). Multiplying a coefficient
by 1.0000 does not change the odds ratio (i.e., the independent variable has no effect).

Table 4. Logistic regression of unemployment with control variables, 2007 to 2013.

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

Foreign Born 0.8444 *** 0.8759 *** 0.9079 *** 0.8407 *** 0.8711 *** 0.9159 *** 0.8742 ***
Native Born REF REF REF REF REF REF REF

NH-Whites REF REF REF REF REF REF REF
NH-Blacks 1.9199 *** 1.9221 *** 1.7504 *** 1.8783 *** 2.0478 *** 1.9210 *** 1.9743 ***
Hispanics 1.1513 *** 1.2176 *** 1.2230 *** 1.2403 *** 1.2281 *** 1.1784 *** 1.1895 ***

Asians 0.9667 0.9462 1.1379 *** 1.0495 1.0802 ** 0.9905 1.0002
Others 1.6107 *** 1.6425 *** 1.4950 *** 1.4851 *** 1.7051 *** 1.5789 *** 1.8049 ***

Male REF REF REF REF REF REF REF
Female 0.9445 *** 0.8670 *** 0.7569 *** 0.8024 *** 0.8925 *** 0.9740 * 0.9130 ***

Age Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Age 2 Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Education Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Marital status Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Region Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Class of worker Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Note: * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.

Table 4 shows that the net effect of being foreign born is consistently negative. After controlling
for race/ethnicity, gender, age, region, education, marital status and class of work, then the foreign
born actually had lower chances of being unemployed throughout the entire period of 2007 to 2013.
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For example, Table 4 shows that the coefficient for the foreign born in 2010 (during a high point in
the recession) is 0.8407, implying that the odds of an immigrant being unemployed in that year were
about 16% lower than for a native-born worker. The other results in Table 4 indicate that the net
effect of being foreign born is consistently lower during this period, ranging from 9% to 16% reduced
odds. Thus, the higher unemployment rates observed for the foreign born during the Great Recession
(as shown in Table 2) derive from their other observed characteristics (i.e., race/ethnicity, gender, age,
region, education, marital status and class) rather than from their nativity per se. The negative effect of
being foreign born is consistently observed in Table 4, but it is fairly random across the years regardless
of the stage of this recessionary period.

Other notable results that are evident in Table 4 include the very large net effect for blacks
indicating that they have substantially higher unemployment than expected based on their observed
characteristics in comparison to whites. Although not quite as large, others and Hispanics also have
higher unemployment. Conversely, the effect for women is significantly negative.

A further level of multivariate detail is next investigated in Tables 5 and 6, which shows the effects
of nativity after breaking down by racial/ethnic group. That is, the same regression model is estimated
separately for each of the racial/ethnic groups. This approach yields a higher level of precision and
is akin to adding interaction terms by race/ethnicity into the model shown in Tables 3 and 4. In the
following, Table 5 shows the results for NH-whites; Table 6 shows the results for blacks; Table 7 shows
the results for Hispanics; and Table 8 shows the results for Asians. Note, however, that in these tables,
the reference group for the immigrant effect is the native born of the same race/ethnicity.

Table 5. Logistic regression of unemployment for non-Hispanic whites, 2007 to 2013.

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

Immigrants 1.0911 * 1.1451 *** 1.1551 *** 1.0295 1.1584 *** 1.1878 *** 1.2229 ***
Native-Born REF REF REF REF REF REF REF

Male REF REF REF REF REF REF REF
Female 0.9217 *** 0.617 *** 0.7364 0.7742 *** 0.8788 *** 0.9545 ** 0.8803 ***

Age Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Age 2 Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Education Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Marital status Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Region Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Class of worker Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Note: * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.

Table 6. Logistic regression of unemployment for blacks, 2007 to 2013.

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

Immigrants 0.8384 ** 0.8040 *** 0.8583 ** 0.7863 *** 0.8180 *** 0.8319 *** 0.8400 ***
Native-Born REF REF REF REF REF REF REF

Male REF REF REF REF REF REF REF
Female 0.8323 *** 0.7583 *** 0.6889 *** 0.7379 *** 0.7758 *** 0.8360 *** 0.8910 ***

Age Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Age 2 Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Education Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Marital status Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Region Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Class of worker Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Note: ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.
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Table 7. Logistic regression of unemployment for Hispanics, 2007 to 2013.

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

Immigrants 0.7095 *** 0.7662 *** 0.8048 *** 0.7539 *** 0.7640 *** 0.8263 *** 0.7323 ***
Native-Born REF REF REF REF REF REF REF

Male REF REF REF REF REF REF REF
Female 1.1683 *** 1.0153 0.8840 *** 0.9487 * 1.0722 ** 1.1718 *** 1.0659 *

Age Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Age2 Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Education Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Marital status Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Region Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Class of worker Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Note: * indicates p < 0.05; ** indicates p < 0.01; *** indicates p < 0.001.

Table 8. Logistic regression of unemployment for Asians, 2007 to 2013.

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

Immigrants 0.9834 0.9782 0.9485 1.0116 0.9353 0.995 0.9339
Native-Born REF REF REF REF REF REF REF

Male REF REF REF REF REF REF REF
Female 1.0267 0.8416 * 0.7886 *** 0.8245 *** 0.9787 0.9712 0.8561 **

Age Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Age2 Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Education Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Marital status Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Region Y Y Y Y Y Y Y
Class of worker Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

Note: * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. REF refers to the reference group.

The findings in these tables indicate that interactions by race/ethnicity do seem to be evident.
Three basic patterns emerge in regard to the odds of being unemployed. First, in almost all of the
years, NH-white immigrants have significantly higher odds of unemployment (ranging from 9% to
22%) compared to NH-whites that are native born. Second, throughout this period, black immigrants
and Hispanic immigrants have substantially lower unemployment compared to their native born
counterparts. In regard to Asians, the nativity effect is not statistically significant; no difference
between immigrants and the native born is discernable with the net of the control variables.

In regard to gender, some variation in unemployment by race/ethnicity is apparent. Among
whites and blacks, women have lower chances of being unemployed than their corresponding male
workers throughout this period. Among Asians, the same is mostly true, except that the gender
differential is not statistically significant in a few of the years. The group that stands out most is
Hispanics for whom women have slightly higher unemployment than Hispanic men at the start and
the end of the recession, but significantly lower unemployment during the height of the recession in
2009 and 2010.

4. Summary and Discussion

Our results indicate that unemployment rates increased for all demographic groups during
the Great Recession, particularly at its height in 2009 and 2010. Relative to that time period, the
unemployment rates for all demographic groups also declined by 2013 as the recession came to an end.
Nonetheless, unemployment rates in 2013 still remained above their levels in 2007 at the start of the
recession for all demographic groups.
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The unemployment rate of the foreign born did not differ much from the native born at the
start of the Great Recession. At its height, however, the unemployment rate of the foreign born came
to exceed the native born. This latter differential stems largely from the observed characteristics of
immigrants, including their race/ethnicity, gender, age, region, education, marital status and class.
After controlling for those covariates, the net effect of being foreign born is consistently lower, ranging
from a 9% to 16% reduced odds during different years of the Great Recession. Rather than being
an intrinsic disadvantage in regard to unemployment, immigrants as an overall group appear to
be less likely to be unemployed when compared to the native born with similar demographic and
socioeconomic characteristics.

This conclusion is partly, but not entirely confirmed in more detailed estimates that are broken
down by specific racial/ethnic group. With the net of observed characteristics, foreign-born blacks
have significantly less unemployment than native-born blacks, and foreign-born Hispanics have
substantially less unemployment than native-born Hispanics. The two exceptions are Asians (for
whom nativity has no statistically significant effect) and whites (for whom immigrants actually have
slightly higher chances of being unemployed than comparable native born). Native born Asians are
mostly second generation who are well-known for having high levels of educational achievement,
including in dimensions not measured (i.e., fields of study, such as majoring in science, technology,
engineering or math; college prestige or Carnegie classification; whether the college is in the U.S. or
overseas) in our analysis [20,32], which may help to explain why the Asian native born does as well as
the Asian foreign born in terms of unemployment. Regarding white immigrants, they may possibly be
less economically selected and motivated than the immigrants of other racial/ethnic groups; white
immigration (i.e., from Canada and Europe) may perhaps be more associated with social networks,
existing family ties and marital relations with American citizens. White immigrants are a particularly
understudied group, and additional research on them is warranted.

Our analysis also investigated other demographic effects when the immigration effect is held
constant as an overall group. In general, after controlling for observed characteristics, substantially
higher unemployment rates are observed among blacks, others and Hispanics compared to whites.
Native-born blacks have particularly higher chances of being unemployed. Many persons who
identify as others could also be considered to be immigrant Hispanics [33]. On the other hand, the
differential between Asians and whites is usually not statistically significant. Women as a group have
less unemployment than men as a group.

Overall, our results suggest the particular significance of Hispanics (and possibly others) in
affecting the patterns of unemployment during the Great Recession. As noted above, the higher overall
unemployment rate of the foreign born relative to the native born in 2009 and 2010 was likely driven
by Hispanics because they are a large group that is mostly foreign born, and their unemployment rate
rose substantially during the recession due to major downturns in certain sectors, such as construction,
that employ many Hispanics [14,30,31]. Hispanic migration also differs somewhat from the other
groups due the close geographic proximity of the U.S. to Mexico, so that patterns of circular and return
migration are quite feasible [14,34].

Despite suffering substantial unemployment during the height of the Great Recession, the irony is
that the net effect of being foreign born (i.e., after controlling for observed characteristics) for Hispanics
was actually lower than for any of the other racial/ethnic groups in 2009 and 2010. This apparent
paradox might derive from the greater selectivity (the net of observed characteristics) of Hispanic
workers who were in the U.S. at the start of the recession. That is, they may have been those who
were the most skilled or well-matched in their jobs in the U.S. due to continuous return migration of
Hispanics who were less successful here [35].

The other indicator of the uniqueness of Hispanic immigration is that Hispanics are the only
group for whom the net effect of being female is positive for most of these years, except during the
height of the Great Recession in 2009 and 2010. The reasons for this are unclear, and gender differentials
in unemployment by race/ethnicity certainly merit further research. We speculate that this pattern
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may arise because Hispanic families tend to have lower incomes and are especially dependent on dual
earners due to their higher family sizes. At the same time, in contrast to black men, Hispanic men have
higher levels of employment.

In general, the overall female effect is probably negative for most other groups. Some researchers
have even referred to the Great Recession as a “mancession” because the industries in which women
are more heavily concentrated (i.e., education, health and social services) were less heavily impacted
by the economic downturn than were industries in which men are more heavily concentrated (i.e.,
manufacturing and construction). Moreover, many women are probably more able than men to
withdraw from labor force participation when suitable employment is unavailable. The latter
circumstance may help to account for why the female effect on employment is negative even for
Hispanics at the height of the Great Recession in 2009 and 2010 (i.e., when job loss in the U.S. was at a
record high).

In regard to immigrants as an overall group, our results are largely inconsistent with the view that
the foreign born are especially more prone to unemployment. Immigrants are prone to unemployment
when they have lower levels of education and work experience, but the same applies to the native born,
as well. One reason for our findings, as we have already discussed, is the pattern of return migration
for immigrants who are less successful. While we have described this pattern as being particularly
pronounced among Hispanics due to geographic propinquity, it may also apply at least to a lesser
extent for the other racial/ethnic groups, as well (e.g., [36]).

Another related factor is visa enforcement, which has likely become somewhat stricter since 9/11.
Immigrants who are not permanent residents or citizens of the U.S. typically need to have a job in
order to secure their visa to stay in the U.S. Those who were in the U.S. when answering the CPS
surveys usually had to have jobs in order to remain here. Those who lost their jobs during the Great
Recession (and could not find other employment) might have already left the country. In addition,
many Hispanic immigrants do not have an authorized visa to stay in the U.S. During the recession,
many undocumented Hispanic immigrants might have been unable to secure a job and, thus, returned
to Mexico. This could further reduce unemployment in general for immigrants during the recession.

In addition, visa holders and unauthorized immigrants often have less accessibility to social
welfare benefits and unemployment insurance (being ineligible or even just less aware of American
bureaucracy). When immigrants were laid off at some point during the recession, they might have
been more motivated than the native born to take lower-paying jobs. While immigrants were more
willing to take lower-paying jobs, the native born were more likely to engage in a longer job search
while being subsidized by unemployment insurance benefits. For all of these reasons, unemployment
among the foreign born often seems to be less likely than among the native born.

5. Conclusions

The observed unemployment rate for the foreign born was greater than for the native born
during the height of the Great Recession. However, after controlling for observed characteristics,
including race/ethnicity, gender, age, region, education, marital status and class, the chances of being
unemployed were actually lower for the foreign born overall compared to the native born overall. This
advantage is especially evident among blacks and Hispanics, though not among whites and Asians.
The view that immigrants are intrinsically disadvantaged in the labor market in regard to employment
may be exaggerated by the selectivity of many immigrants and possibly their greater motivation to be
employed, especially in the case of blacks and Hispanics.

For those groups in particular and for many individuals in other groups in general, jobs are one of
the important factors for immigrating to a destination country in the first place [37,38]. Villarreal [31]
thus argues that the Great Recession has reduced migration outflows from Mexico to the U.S. especially
among less educated Mexican men. Immigrants are also motivated to stay employed so that they can
continue to send remittances back to their family relations still residing in their place of origin [39,40].
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For all of these reasons, immigrants seem to more rapidly adjust to the economic opportunities
that are actually available to them in the U.S. labor market. In our results, that pattern seems most
evident for blacks and Hispanics. For white and Asian immigrants, on the other hand, perhaps they can
be somewhat choosier in searching longer for jobs that they feel are more suitable to them. White and
Asian immigrants generally have higher incomes (due to having higher levels of education, which is
an observed covariate in our analysis), which allows them to search longer for alternative employment
after becoming unemployed.

While the Great Recession obviously had severe short-term consequences for unemployment
for all demographic groups, our findings underscore how this economic outcome is a little different
from wages and earnings. Almost all individuals would prefer, ceteris paribus, a higher wage. Being
paid a lower wage is generally a clear disadvantage. Black and Hispanic immigrants generally
have lower wages than white and Asian immigrants. However, our results indicate that white and
Asian immigrants have a higher chance of being unemployed than their native-born counterparts,
whereas black and Hispanic immigrants have a lower chance of being unemployed relative to their
native-born counterparts with equivalent observed characteristics. One could argue that white and
Asian immigrants can afford to be unemployed longer and to be choosier in accepting new employment
than black and Hispanic immigrants. To the extent that unemployment represents an investment of
foregone earnings at a lower wage so as to look for a better job at a higher wage, unemployment may
not be quite as much of an absolute bad as is having a lower wage in itself. Relatedly, women generally
have lower wages than men [41], but women seem to have lower unemployment.

Our study has shed some light on the short-term relations between immigration, race/ethnicity,
gender and social inequality in regard to unemployment in the U.S. labor market. Future research will
be needed to assess demographic differentials in the possible long-term consequences of the Great
Recession. For example, racial/ethnic differentials in wages and inequality in long-term earnings may
be affected by differential unemployment experiences. Future research might also investigate other
related datasets, such as the American Community Survey, which has other possible control variables,
such as a measure of English language proficiency.
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