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Chicago’s New Latino Workforce – A Generation of Growth,  
Uneven Mobility, and Poor Schooling 

 
Executive Summary 

The quality of life of all metropolitan Chicago residents—from young families just starting out 
to a rising count of retirees—will depend on the education and productivity of Latino workers. 
Three in five of all new workers entering the metro Chicago labor market were of Latino origin 
over the past decade, new census figures reveal. The overwhelming majority are citizens and 
poorly educated. 

This report—built on new census and collateral data sources through 2010—details this 
dramatic shift in who will come to dominate the greater Chicago workforce over the next two  
generations. As Chicago still struggles to adapt to the decline of manufacturing and the 
competition for high-tech and knowledge industries, the metro area’s labor force is failing to 
keep pace in terms of education levels and work experience.  

We know that Latinos work hard, laboring for longer hours and contributing billions to the 
local tax base. But diminishing education investments—from declining access to preschool to 
constrained college access—will continue to stifle the labor productivity and upward mobility 
of young Latinos. This will, as shown in this report, undercut the economic vitality of the 
Chicago region unless stronger public investment is mustered in coming decades. 

Chicago’s demographic future reflects nationwide trends. The Census Bureau now projects that 
minority groups in the U.S. will become the majority of the nation’s population by 2042. 
Chicago is at the front of the wave. Growth in metro Chicago’s Latino-led minorities—coupled 
with a decline in the region’s white population over the past two decades—will result in a 
minority majority for metro Chicago in the near future. The economic impact this will have on 
Chicago’s future is dependent on the city’s ability to educate and train its minorities right now.  

The data harbor further demographic challenges for metro Chicago and its workforce. 
Minorities have joined whites in large-scale migration to the suburbs. In fact, the count of 
public school students residing in the suburbs has climbed by 3.4 million in the last decade, 
and the Pew Hispanic Center reports that almost all (99 percent) of this growth was due to the 
enrollment of new Latino, African American, and Asian students.  

This means suburban school districts—with uneven experience in serving minority students—
face a dauntingly steep learning curve. These demographic tides are not turning in ordinary 
economic times. They are rolling in as the region’s economy struggles to remain globally 
competitive. Short-term difficulties aside, Chicago continues to shed manufacturing jobs and 
strives to attract high-technology and knowledge-based firms. Yet this shift is underway as 
metro Chicago’s labor force is becoming more Latino in composition and less educated 
overall.  

This report details these consequential trends for Chicago’s labor force and striking 
implications for civic leaders, employers, and educators:  
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• Asians and Latinos (nearly 80 percent of Mexican origin) have doubled as a proportion 
of metropolitan Chicago’s population since 1990. Latinos grew from 11 percent to 22 
percent and Asians grew from three percent to six percent of the population. 

• The white proportion of metropolitan Chicago’s population has declined from 66 
percent in 1990 to 53 percent in 2010. 

• Were it not for sizable population increases in Chicago’s Latino and Asian 
communities (29 percent and 37 percent, respectively), the past decade would have 
resulted in a significant population decline. Chicago’s white and African American 
communities each declined by over four percent over the last decade.  

• The majority of Chicago’s Latino, African American, and Asian minorities now live in 
the suburbs. Similarly, the majority of K-12 students in the City of Chicago are now 
minority, soon to be the case in the suburbs. 

Latino growth, matched with diminished public investment in education, already strains the 
region’s school system. Nearly a quarter of a million Latinos under the age of five could 
benefit from expanded and improved preschool programs. We know that without early 
interventions, Latino learning gaps will be firmly in place before these children start school, 
achievement disparities that persist throughout their school years.  

At the same time, baby boomers are retiring and depending on Latino service workers to 
ensure a sufficient quality of life. The vitality of health care and social security, for the children 
of white retirees, now depends on the productivity of young Latino workers. Further, the birth 
rate among young whites continues to decline through 2010, further shifting metro Chicago’s 
demographic complexion.  

Most Latinos now entering the Chicago labor force are U.S. citizens. And whether native-born 
or foreign-born, Latinos in general, and Mexicans in particular, are at or near the bottom of 
Chicago’s education and wage hierarchies. Latinos of Mexican origin have the lowest 
intergenerational mobility of any minority groups in the Chicago metropolitan area. 

The median income of metro Chicago’s white non-Latino labor force is over twice as large as 
Chicago’s foreign-born Latino labor force—$65,000 versus $29,000—and over 50 percent 
more than Chicago’s native-born Latino labor force—$65,000 versus $41,800. 

The educational gap between metropolitan Chicago’s Latino population and its majority white 
non-Latino population, those with a bachelor’s degree or higher, has increased markedly over 
the past two decades—a gap of 21 percent in 1990 widened to 31 percent by 2009. 

In the absence of stronger education investments that focus on blue-collar Latino families, 
metro Chicago’s labor productivity is likely to decline. In turn, this will constrain the region’s 
capacity to attract globally competitive firms over the next generation. This would undercut the 
quality of life for all Chicago area residents, young and old.  
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1. Core Trends – Chicago’s Rising Latino Labor Force1 

August Comte, the nineteenth century French philosopher and social scientist, famously 
proclaimed that “demography is destiny.” This destiny is being played out in the U.S. and the 
majority of its largest cities. More specifically, The Census Bureau reports that a Latino-led 
demographic revolution “will shift the country’s racial and ethnic makeup as dramatically as 
slavery transformed the racial composition of the South and immigration from Eastern and 
Southern Europe reshaped the ethnic composition of the Northeast and the Midwest.”2 

In quantitative terms, the Census Bureau projects minorities to become a collective majority by 
2042. By 2050 the national population will be 30 percent Latino, 15 percent African American, 
and nine percent Asian. If present trends continue, white non-Latinos will constitute a numeric 
minority at 46 percent of the population, down from 66 percent in 2008.3 This projection is 
referred to as “the minority/ majority demographic shift.”  

The Census Bureau’s description of the future is based on growth trends that have been 
emerging for a decade. According to the data, minorities accounted for a whopping 92 percent 
of the nation’s population growth from 2000 to 2010. The vast majority of these new 
minorities are young, foreign-born immigrants or native-born children of immigrants.  

America’s shifting demographic balance is accelerated by trends on the other end of the life-
cycle, too. As of January 1, 2011 the first of 79 million baby boomers hit 65 years of age. 
Approximately 11,000 boomers per day will reach that retirement age and their outflow from 
the workforce will continue for the next 19 years.4 

Just as the largely white boomers begin to end their working lives, a similar number of new 
minorities will be starting theirs. The net shift of over 160 million workers in and out of the 
U.S. labor force over three decades is unprecedented in this country’s history. Coupling that 
with the need to move the labor force from an industrial-based economic core to a high 
technology, information and service economy-based economic core is a monumental task.  

Chicago’s metropolitan region reflects these national trends of demographic change in 
distinctive ways. In the Chicago area, the Latino and Asian populations have grown 
significantly, while the white and African American populations have decreased somewhat 
(see Table 1). 
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2. The Chicago Scene and Latino Suburbanization 

The Chicago metropolitan area has a population of 8.43 million people—5.7 million of whom 
live in the suburbs. Only one in three residents of the area lives within the city itself. Chicago’s 
suburban population is spread unequally over 305 municipalities and 132 separate school 
districts.  

While metropolitan Chicago consists of seven counties—Cook, Lake, McHenry, Kane, 
Kendall, DuPage, and Will—differences in income, education, and occupation in relation to 
ethnicity, along with the location of industry, service, and high technology businesses, play an 
important role in the geography of residence and residential growth. These differences form 
three regions of analysis: 1) a core, defined as the city of Chicago proper, 2) an inner ring, 
defined as Cook County minus Chicago, and 3) an outer ring comprising the remaining six 
counties of the metropolitan area.  

With some exceptions, the suburban communities of Cook County that make up the inner ring 
tend be well-established. Middle- and upper-middle income white collar and professional 
residents live in relatively expensive housing stock interspersed among small, medium, and 
large service businesses and industries. Many of these enterprises are refugee businesses from 
the city at an earlier time.  

The suburban communities comprising the six outer ring counties tend to be growth 
communities profiting from recent moves of light and medium industries from the city in 
search of tax and land cost relief and, increasingly, home to recent immigrants (see Figure 2). 
The inner ring, consisting of Cook County, is more well-established, consisting of “old” 
bedroom communities with industrial and business parks cutting through them and some outer 
ring suburbs.  

Currently, the ethnic distribution across Chicago’s three regions follows a clear pattern: the 
farther from the urban core, the higher the proportion of white non-Latinos. As Table 2 
indicates, the city itself, the “core,” is 33 percent white non-Latino, 34 percent African 
American, 27 percent Latino, and five percent Asian. The inner ring of Cook County minus 

% Change
 Race/Ethnicity 2000 2010 2000‐2010

Total 8,146,264 8,431,386 3.5
Asian Non‐Latino 375,993 513,694 36.6
Black Non‐Latino 1,537,534 1,465,417 ‐4.7
Latino 1,409,202 1,823,609 29.4
White Non‐Latino 4,687,259 4,486,557 ‐4.3
Other Non‐Latino 136,276 142,109 4.3

Source: U.S.Census Bureau, American Community Survey (ACS), 2009. Rob Paral and Associates.

Table 1
Metropolitan Chicago Population by Race and Ethnicity

Trends Among Major Groups
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Total Population 2,824,064 2,432,937 3,099,766
Hispanic or Latino (of any race) 774,190 27.4% 407,577 16.8% 504,115 16.3%
Latinos of Mexican Origin 570,162 20.2% 337,904 13.9% 420,591 13.6%
Non‐Hispanic White 917,622 32.5% 1,459,240 60.0% 2,190,019 70.7%
Black or African American alone 954,920 33.8% 374,865 15.4% 182,273 5.9%
Asian 137,820 4.9% 157,282 6.5% 176,997 5.7%
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey (ACS) , 2005‐2009 Public Use Microdata

Outer RingChicago Inner Ring

Table 2
Inner/Outer Ring, Ethnic Metropolitan Chicago Population

Chicago is 60 percent white non-Latino, 15 percent African American, 17 percent Latino, and 
seven percent Asian. Lastly, the outer ring is 71 percent white non-Latino, 16 percent Latino, 
six percent African American, and six percent Asian. 

It is also important to note that the vast majority of Latinos living in the Chicago metropolitan 
area are of Mexican origin. Of the 1,685,882 Latinos in the region, 1,328,657 are of Mexican 
origin – 79 percent (see Table 2). This presents a statistically significant majority for analysis 
later in this report. 

 

 

 

 

This pattern, however, is clearly in flux as Latino and Asian growth is outpacing all other 
groups in all three regions. In Chicago’s core, for example, the Asian population increased 37 
percent from 2000 to the 2010 while the Latino population grew 29 percent. The African 
American and white populations decreased five percent and four percent respectively over the 
same period. The net result of these population shifts across all three regions finds the Latino 
share of metropolitan Chicago’s population doubling over the decade from 11 percent to 22 
percent, while the white population decreased from 66 percent to 53 percent (see Table 1). 

2.1 Minority Residential Dispersion 

Urban life has been synonymous with “immigrant” and “minority” for over 150 years across 
America. And the above data show urban cores such as Chicago’s continue to attract 
newcomers. But a new, parallel reality has emerged since the turn of the millennium for 
Chicago (and most other large American cities). Presently, 57 percent of all metropolitan 
Chicago Latinos reside in the suburbs5 and can be found in most of the 305 suburban 
municipalities (see Figure 1). African American suburbanites, on the other hand, are clustered 
in Chicago’s southwest suburbs. 
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Figure 1 
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suburbs—12 percent in the city and 10 percent in the suburbs. Those who live in the suburbs 
are also near equally divided between high-income and low-income suburbs.  
 

 
 
While metropolitan Chicago’s suburbs are surprisingly heterogeneous in terms of race, 
ethnicity, and social class, economically speaking, some particular suburban municipalities 
such as the North Shore communities of Wilmette, Kenilworth, Northbrook, and Highland 
Park, as well as far western suburbs like Naperville, have populations with highly homogenous 
income brackets. However, an examination of the residence of Latinos with bachelor’s degrees 
shows no socioeconomic clustering when the median household incomes of various 
communities are examined. 

3. Education Disparities and Latino Communities 
 

The U.S. is an increasingly credentialed society and a college degree has come to be the 
primary credential necessary for success and attaining a rich quality of life in an industrial and 
post-industrial society. Higher education is increasingly the dividing line separating the upper 
strata of the economy from the lower strata. The educational level of this country’s two major 
minority groups, African Americans and Latinos, is striking evidence of this reality. 

This educational snapshot, shown in Table 4, poses a serious dilemma for the future of the 
country. The preponderance of population growth in the U.S. over the immediate and long term 
will be Latino and African American, resulting in the minority/majority projected by the 
Census Bureau. However, their present unequal educational attainment will limit their full 
integration into societal institutions and their potential contributions to tomorrow’s labor force.  

Community Latino 25 yrs+
Latino 25 yrs+ 

with BA+
% Latino 25 yrs+ 

with BA+
City of Chicago 431,405 49,399 11.5
Suburbs 366,094 38,222 10.4
Metro Chicago 797,499 87,621 11.0
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey (ACS) , 2005‐2009 Public Use Microdata

Table 3
Residence of Latinos with BA+
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The possession of a bachelor’s degree has come to be the threshold credential that separates the 
successful from the less than successful in today’s post-industrial society. Yet the great 
divide—the gap between Latino and African American minorities with bachelor’s degrees 
versus whites and Asians—has increased over the past 20 years. Asians and whites improved 
their college and higher educational attainment by 13 percent over that period, while Latinos 
saw only a three percent improvement.  

The white and Asian increase in bachelor’s degrees outstripped the Latino bachelor’s degree 
increase four-fold. Most telling, from 1990 to 2010 the higher education gap between Latinos 
and white non-Latinos increased by 10 percent. The African American-white gap also 
increased, but to a lesser degree—six percent.  

The picture is not without signs of improvement. High school completion rates for Chicago’s’ 
Latino and African American student populations, for example, have noticeably increased over 
the past 20 years (see Table 5). African American graduation rates are up to 51 percent and 
Latinos are up to 59 percent. Asian and white high school graduation rates still remain a good 
deal higher, however, at 80 percent and 64 percent, respectively, indicating a sizable lag for 
these two minority populations. 

Each racial/ethnic group shows somewhat different trends in high school graduation rates over 
the 11 years shown in Table 5. And, while graduation rates increased for all four groups over 
that period, increases for each occurred at different times. White graduation rates, for example, 
were down-up repeatedly from 1999 to 2002, then had a steady increase from 2003 to 2004 to 
2007, and then they level off from 2007 to 2010. Latinos, on the other hand, had relatively flat 
graduation rates from 1999 to 2003. Then a rise in 2004 was followed by a relatively stable 
increase in graduation rates from 2005 to 2010.  

Race/Ethnicity 1990 2000 2005‐2009
Asian NL < HS 16 13 09
Asian NL HS only 34 29 29
Asian NL BA+ 49 58 62
Black NL  < HS 34 26 18
Black NL HS only 54 59 63
Black NL  BA+ 12 16 19
Latino  < HS 56 52 42
Latino HS only 36 39 47
Latino  BA+ 08 09 11
White NL < HS 17 11 07
White NL HS only 54 52 51
White NL  BA+ 29 37 42

Table 4

U.S. Census Bureau, ACS 2005‐2009. Rob Paral and Associates

Educational Attainment by Ethnicity in Percentages
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These two different trends suggest a different set of social dynamics were operating for each of 
the two groups. Further research is needed, given the sizable demographic and geographic 
shifts already undergone by the each of the four groups in the table—and the even greater 
shifts projected. 

 

Any absolute gains in education for minorities are important signs of progress for under-
represented groups. For the economy as a whole, however, the relative educational 
discrepancies between traditional majorities and traditional minorities may end up being the 
more important figure. This is because minorities are becoming the majority faster than they 
are closing the educational gap. The end result will be a less educated workforce—despite 
marginal gains.  

3.1 The K-12 and College Educational Spike 

In August 2011 the Pew Hispanic Center reported a surge of 24 percent in Latino college 
enrollment from 2009-to-2010—a growth of 349,000, compared with an increase of 88,000 
young African Americans and 43,000 young Asian Americans and a decrease of 320,000 
young non-Latino whites—resulting for the first time in young Latinos outnumbering young 
African Americans on campus.8 

The Pew Hispanic Center report is careful to point out that only a share of that 34 percent spike 
can be attributed to population growth, since the total population of 18-to-24-year-old Latinos 
only grew seven percent during the same time frame. The report argues that the overall trend 
over the last 40 years of rising educational attainment by Latinos is exceedingly positive, and 
points to the rise in Latino college enrollment from 13 percent in 1972 to 27 percent in 2009 to 
32 percent in 2010. The national importance of Latino college educational growth is 
underscored by the dramatic drop of 320,000 in the number of 18-to-24 year-old white students 
entering college in 2010.  

In spite of the 2010 college enrollment spike, Latinos have a long way to go to reach parity 
with the dominant majority. For example, there is a 23 point gap between Latino college 
enrollment in 2010 and students from the lowest household income quintile in the general 
population in 2008, and a 48 point gap when compared to students from households in the 
highest income quartile in 2008.9 In addition, a recent study by the American Enterprise 
Institute (AEI), underwritten by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, reported that “51 

Race/Ethnicity 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010
Asian 77.6 77.4 75.1 77.5 75.8 74.3 75.1 74.6 77.4 76.4 77.2 79.8
Black 43.2 42.6 43.0 42.8 44.5 45.6 46.9 48.3 50.9 51.0 50.6 51.1
Hispanic 49.8 50.3 50.5 48.5 50.6 52.9 55.8 55.5 57.2 55.0 56.2 58.8
White 52.0 54.8 52.2 54.0 54.0 56.8 58.3 60.2 62.2 62.1 62.8 63.7
Source: Chicago Public Schools Rolling Database

Table 5
Chicago Public Schools ‐ High School Graduation Rate
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percent of Hispanic students who start college complete a college degree in six years, 
compared to 59 percent of white students.10 A 50 percent Latino high school dropout rate 
combined with a 49 percent dropout rate in college for those who do enter college indicates to 
the need for concerted action to make progress on the path to parity. 

Demographic data also suggests a sizable Latino spike at the entry level of K-12 education in 
the very near future, as demonstrated in the age pyramid for native-born metro Chicago Latinos 
in Table 6. This K-12 spike will ultimately become the largest part of the minority spike that 
the Census Bureau projects will result in 45 percent of the country’s labor force being minority 
by 2050. When Latinos were but a small proportion of the labor force, their limited education 
did not adversely affect the economy. However, when they become a major proportion of the 
labor force, this population’s lack of education and occupational skills will become 
problematic to the economy. 

Two conclusions flow from the diamond-shaped age pyramid of foreign-born Latinos shown in 
Table 6 and Figure 3: One, presently the bulk of the Latino labor force in metropolitan Chicago 
is foreign-born and two, the bulk of Latino women of child-bearing age are also foreign-born, 
which, in turn, accounts for the large number of 0-4 and 5-9 year-old Latino children at the 
bottom of the native-born age hierarchy, as detailed in Table 10. This is because, due to their 
age group, they are starting their families after they arrive in the U.S.  

 

Two other conclusions flow from the age pyramid for native-born Latinos. One, a demographic 
Latino youth bubble of several hundred thousand is emerging that, in the face of low white 
birth rates, will transform metro Chicago’s K-12 student population into a majority Latino 
student population with needs distinctively different from the current white majority.  

Two, a change will take place in the predominately poorly educated and low-skilled foreign-
born Latino labor force of today. If current trends continue as the U.S. Census Bureau predicts, 
over the next 20-25 years this will be transformed into a predominantly native-born U.S. 
educated and trained Latino labor force. 

As Table 6 illustrates, a significant proportion—some 382,000 individuals—of metro 
Chicago’s Latino population are under the age of 10. Slightly over 200,000 of them are under 
the age of five. The vast majority of these youth are US-born: Only 12 percent of all Latino 0-4 
year-olds are foreign-born and 10 percent of 5-9 year-olds are foreign-born. If adequately 

Age White Non‐Latino Latino
% of Latinos 
Foreign‐Born

0‐4 247,712 203,646 11.5
5‐9 250,669 178,746 10.1

Totals 498,381 382,392
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey (ACS), 2005‐
2009 Public Use Microdata

Table 6
Age by Ethnicity
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prepared for high-skilled jobs, they will replace Chicago’s aging baby boomers who will be 
leaving the labor force over the next 25 years.  

Figures 3.0 and 3.1 echo the data illustrated in Table 6.  The horizontal bars on each line of the 
pyramid reflect the percent of the Latino population for each half of the pyramid (by gender) in 
that age category.  In Figure 3.0, the bottom horizontal bar for 0-4 year-olds in the top pyramid, 
for example, indicates that nearly 20 percent of the total Latino US-born male population is 0-4 
year-old boys and nearly 20 percent of the US-born female population is 0-4 year-old girls. 
Combining both halves results in nearly 20 percent of the total US-born population being 0-4 
year olds. Similarly, each half of the 5-9 year old group is approximately 17 percent, and the 
combination of these two results in approximately 17 percent of the US-born population being 
5-9 year olds. The net result is that approximately 37 percent percent of the US-born Latino 
population is under the age of 10.  

Figure 3.1 provides a similar analysis for the foreign-born population, the largest cohort of 
whom are currently ages 35 to 39.  
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Figure 3.0: Chicago Latino Population Age Pyramid 
Metropolitan Chicago Native‐Born Latino Population Pyramid 

Figure 3.1: Chicago Latino Population Age Pyramid 
Metropolitan Chicago US‐Born Population 

 

Source: The State of Latino Chicago 2010: The New Equation (Institute for Latino Studies,          
University of Notre Dame: 2011). 
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3.2 The Urban and Suburban Graduation Gap 

An important question about Latino and minority suburbanization relates to “the urban-
suburban high school graduation rate gap.” A recent study by the Editorial Projects in 
Education (EPS) Research Center of the 50 largest cities in the U.S., funded by the Gates 
Foundation, reported that collectively these cities had a high school graduate rate of 52 
percent—ranging from a high of 77 percent for Mesa, Arizona to a low of 25 percent for 
Detroit, Michigan. The Chicago Public School system ranked somewhat below the median at 
52 percent.11 These numbers gave fuel to the title of the report, “Cities in Crisis,” an 
appropriate description of the situation.  

A glaring difference in the rates of high school graduation is found throughout the nation when 
comparing urban and suburban high school graduation rates. For example, according to the 
EPE Research Center report, the urban-suburban graduation rate gap is 15 percent nationally, 
17 percent for the 50 largest cities in the U.S., and 28 percent for metropolitan Chicago—the 
eighth worst of the country’s 50 largest cities. 

Conventional wisdom tells us that the urban-suburban graduation rate gap is primarily the 
result of suburban America offering better schools than urban America. Recently, others have 
taken a different position that calls for a closer and more broad-based look at this issue.  

For them, the urban-suburban graduation rate gap is an inexact term, since the issue revolves 
around not where a student goes to school but who he goes to school with; that is, aside from 
an individual’s intellectual capability, commitment, and personal motivation, the type of 
community in which a student lives and attends school—place—exerts a strong and pervasive 
influence on a variety of educational outcomes, not the least of which are graduation rates and 
college attendance. If basic values, frames of reference, and criteria for making judgments and 
evaluations come from home and family, peers, community, and school, given the mix of these 
factors in different suburban communities, we might expect differential dropout rates for 
Latino high school students living in different types of communities.12 

This position is particularly relevant for looking into the pre-school “readiness gap” since 
Latino entrants into first grade are known to lag behind their non-Latino counterparts, even 
though they have yet to be exposed to any formal education. Some other factors, then, must be 
at play. 

A recent study by the Institute for Latino Studies at the University of Notre Dame presented 
tentative findings that the suburban Latino high school graduation rate is higher than those of 
urban Latinos.13 Therefore, this education gap also applies to the Latino population 
specifically. Suburban schools and/or suburban environments may have a positive effect on the 
high school dropout rate of Latino children, which could have important policy implications.  

4. Chicago’s Latino Labor Force14 
 

As of 2010, metropolitan Chicago’s Latino labor force was 893, 338 strong, growing, and 
spread throughout the metropolitan region.15 In addition, Latinos filled three out of every five 
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new jobs that came on line in metro Chicago over the past decade.16 Because Chicago’s Latino 
labor force is neither homogeneous nor uniform, to speak about “the” Latino labor force 
holistically confuses rather than clarifies the structure and dynamics of this labor force.  

While Metropolitan Chicago contains a plethora of Latino communities, Latinos of Mexican 
origin constitute the core Latino population analyzed in this report. They make up 79 percent 
of all Latinos in Chicago—the bulk of all Chicago Latinos by far—and, with the exception of 
Puerto Ricans at nine percent, none of the remaining 20-plus Latino national origin populations 
in Chicago are over one percent. Since there are marked sociocultural and socioeconomic 
differences among these Latino national origin groups, adding them into the analysis would 
result in less, rather than more, clarity in the analysis.  

Further, in an important analytic sense, there is not one labor force of Latinos of Mexican 
origin in metropolitan Chicago but four; that is, sex and nativity make an important difference 
in locating the industry, the occupation, and the pay level of individual workers.  

Male occupations are significantly different from female occupations, as are those of native-
born and foreign-born males and females, so the analysis that follows breaks up the labor force 
of Latinos of Mexican origin into four sub-sets: 1) native-born males, 2) native-born females, 
3) foreign-born males, and 4) foreign-born females. 

4.1 Economic Niches: Industrial and Occupational  

Latinos of Mexican origin share one trait with most other minority and immigrant workers: 
they are not randomly spread throughout the labor force. They cluster in a remarkably small 
number of industries and occupations. And the composition of those clusters varies from one 
ethnic group to another—so much so as to constitute a veritable ethnic division of labor by 
occupation and industry.  

One way to get a statistical handle on these concentrations is through the Index of 
Representation (RI). The statistic is mathematically configured to give an index of 1.0 if a 
group’s proportional representation in an industry or occupation is the same as its proportion in 
the labor force. A number higher than 1.0 indicates over-representation, and a lower number 
indicates under-representation. An RI of 1.5 or greater—which indicates 50 percent over-
representation or more—has become the conventional criterion for labeling such loadings as 
“niches.”17  

The use of the RI not only brings precision to the concept of industrial and occupational 
concentration, but also begins to lay out the pieces of an ethnically based occupational mosaic: 
that is, workers in any given ethnic group are neither randomly distributed among occupations 
in the labor force nor among the various industries within the economy. They concentrate both 
in occupations and industries. As these pieces are laid out and arranged, the social and ethnic 
mosaic of the labor force begins to take form. 

4.2 Industrial Concentrations 

Industries consist of large, complex, and multilayered networks of occupations. What follows 
is not meant to be exhaustive but, rather, intended to identify some of the larger pieces of the 
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Chicago-area mosaic of immigrant labor and, in particular, to identify the place of the labor 
force of Latinos of Mexican origin in that mosaic. 

After breaking out Latinos of Mexican origin into specific populations segments that clearly 
trend to differing industries of employment, an examination of where they work reveals several 
industries where they are over-represented: manufacturing, food service, retail trade, 
construction, and FIRE (only native-born females). Two of these are niche industries for 
foreign-born males, as determined by and RI of 1.5 or higher: manufacturing and food service; 
manufacturing is a niche industry for foreign-born females. Native-born males and females 
have no niche industries. Other industries of concentration where Latinos of Mexican origin 
remain under-represented, are management and education/health/social services.  

Each of the four groups in Table 7 contains the four industries with the highest proportion of 
Latinos of Mexican origin workers for that group. While there are some differences among the 
four subgroups, the most striking fact is that the vast majority of these workers are found in 
three industries: manufacturing, food service, and construction. Over 70 percent of all foreign-
born Latinos of Mexican origin—depending on the way some occupations are classified—are 
found in these three industries.  

This conclusion is reinforced when the “Top 15 Occupations” for immigrant Mexican males is 
examined (see Table 10). Each of the first four occupations on the list is from one of the four 
niche industries (see Table 7) and each is three to five times over-represented in that 
occupation. In addition, the majority of occupations listed in Table 8 can be slotted into one of 
the four industries and, in most all cases, each of those occupations is two to five times over-
represented.  

Another occupational area, nursery and grounds maintenance, also merits special attention 
since it is so large and heavily dominated by Latinos of Mexican origin (see Tables 10 and 
10.1). Slightly more than five percent of all immigrant Mexican males are grounds 
maintenance workers—the third largest occupational group for immigrant males. (Retail trade 
and food service are not identified here as concentration industries since, due to the vagaries of 
census occupational classifications, many workers in those categories are also managers or 
owners of retail businesses in the food industry.)  

More than four in 10 foreign-born Mexican women in the labor force are found in some type of 
manufacturing in 2000. That over-representation continued into 2005-2009, with a RI of 3.71 
and 3.44 respectively (Tables 9 and 9.1). All but one of the women’s top 15 occupations have 
RIs of 1.50 or higher (see Table 10.1)—and, in the majority of cases, these occupations have 
two to five times more workers than their expected proportional representation.  

The industrial and occupational world of native-born females is both different from that of 
foreign-born women—no light industrial work, housekeeping or child care, for example— and 
more consistent with traditional white female occupations—secretarial, clerical, retail sales, 
receptionists, and the like (see Tables 10.6 and 10.7). 
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*“Management” as designated by the Bureau of Labor Statistics and the Census Bureau is a broad category, 
ranging from Fortune 500 CEOs to managers of one or two employees in an effectively blue-collar environment. 
In the case of Mexican immigrants as managers these are mainly small business owners, many of whom are 
providing a service to co-ethnics in the Mexican community.  
**FIRE refers to finance, insurance, and real estate. 

Foreign‐Born Male   %   RI Native‐Born Male   %   RI
Manufacturing 33.1 1.74 Manufacturing 18.5 0.97
Food service 17.2 2.14 Retail trade 14.4 1.45
Construction 13.4 1.38 Food service 10.9 1.35
Management* 9.9 0.81 Construction 9.3 0.96
Total 73.6 Total 53.1

Foreign‐Born Female   %   RI Native‐Born Female   %   RI
Manufacturing 41.9 3.71 Educ/Hlth/SocServ 23.1 0.83
Food service 11.0 1.36 Retail trade 15.6 1.26
Retail trade 9.9 0.8 FIRE** 11.9 1.22
Management* 8.1 0.71 Manufacturing 11.5 1.02
Total 70.9 Total 62.1

Table 7
Industrial Concentrations of Metropolitan Chicago Native‐Born and

Foreign‐Born Mexican Men and Women, 2000

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2000 Census, 1% Public Use Micro‐Sample (PUMS).

Foreign‐Born Male   %   RI Native‐Born Male   %   RI
Manufacturing 27.7 1.74 Manufacturing 17.6 1.10
Construction 17.2 1.55 Retail trade 12.7 1.22
Food Services 16.4 1.82 Food Services 11.4 1.26
Management 12.7 0.98 Construction 11.3 1.03
Total 74.0 Total 53.0

Foreign‐Born Female   %   RI Native‐Born Female   %   RI
Manufacturing 29.5 3.44 Educ/Hlth/SocServ 24.4 0.80
Food Services 16.9 1.75 Retail trade 16.8 1.42
Management 13.0 1.10 Food Services 12.4 1.29
Educ & Soc Services 12.4 0.41 FIRE 10.2 1.11
Total 71.8 Total 63.8
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey (ACS), 2005‐2009 Public Use Microdata

Table 7.1
Industrial Concentrations of Metropolitan Chicago Native‐Born and

Foreign‐Born Mexican Men and Women, 2005‐2009
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Overall, Latinos of Mexican origin, whether native-born or foreign-born, are enormously 
underrepresented in the Education, Health, and Social Service industries, as they are in Public 
Administration, Transportation and Public Utilities, and Information and Communications—
the high-tech world—with one percent or fewer foreign-born in those fields and less than 10 
percent of native-born. Similarly, Latinos of Mexican origin, whether native-born or foreign-
born, are underrepresented in STEM occupations—science, technology, engineering, and 
mathematics—accounting for seven percent or less of such jobs.18  

A closer look at the 2000 data in Table 7 helps refine the findings. First, native-born Latinos of 
Mexican origin, especially men, are spread through a wider range of industries than are 
foreign-born. More notably, native-born women of Mexican origin work in industries that are 
least similar to the three other groups with respect to industrial concentration; for them, white-
collar industries and occupations are most salient, with manufacturing occupations a low fourth 
place (12 percent).  

This is especially striking when compared to foreign-born Mexican women’s massive over-
representation in manufacturing, with an RI of 3.71 and encompassing 42 percent of all 
foreign-born female workers. This is important because: 1) it points to fewer occupational 
options for foreign-born females and 2) given their heavy concentration in manufacturing, 
points to future occupational stress and unemployment as the availability of manufacturing 
jobs continue to decline. 

More current data from the American Community Survey of 2009 (Table 9.1) is a near mirror 
image of the findings from the 2000 census. Three of the four top industries foreign-born male 
Latinos of Mexican origin work in are, for them, niches. This is not the case for native-born 
males. None of the four top industries for native-born males is a niche industry and nearly half 
work in other than top four industries—an indication of their greater integration into the labor 
force at large. This is reasonable evidence to conclude that most (74 percent) foreign-born male 
Latinos of Mexican origin live and work in credentialed, unchanging and tightly confined 
service and blue-collar occupational world. 

While the industrial and occupational profiles of native-born and foreign-born Mexicans are 
quite similar and they both experience the “no college degree” ceiling, it would be a mistake to 
define them as being identically disadvantaged. Those who are native-born have other 
advantages that foreign-born workers do not; their English language fluency, cultural 
knowledge, and familiarity with the nuances of a post-industrial society have real economic 
payoffs (for example, see Table 11). The near $20,000 median personal income difference 
between native-born and foreign-born Mexicans is, in all likelihood, due to those advantages. 
The near $20,000 median personal income difference between native-born Mexicans and non-
Latino whites demonstrate another income divide. Leaping that divide mainly resides in the 
coming native-born generations that will not experience those same barriers. 

Comparatively, foreign-born and native-born female Latinos of Mexican origin are most 
diverse in their industry employment. For example, the native-born are the only group that 
does not have manufacturing as one of its top industries, has no industrial niches, and 
concentrates in two industries, retail trade and FIRE, which are not seen for any of the other 
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Ethnicity 50% 65% 75% 50% 65% 75%
Mexican  13 23 35 11 19 28
Polish  17 29 45 15 26 37
Indian 15 27 40 15 25 35
Filipino 22 35 46 10 20 29
Chinese 13 22 30 16 26 35
Korean 15 22 29 14 23 30

FemalesMales 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2000 Census, 1% Public Use Micro‐Sample (PUMS).

Table 8
Ethnic Immigrant Occupational Concentrations:

Number of Occupations Required to Encompass 50–65–75% of Ethnic Labor Force

three groups. Their heavy concentration in four industries (64 percent) likely speaks to the 
limited number of occupations and industries culturally defined as women’s work. 

4.3 Occupational Concentrations 

The U.S. Census Bureau assigns all jobs in the entire national labor force into approximately 
480 occupations. Foreign-born Latinos of Mexican origin are clustered into a small number of 
these occupations: 75 percent of all males are found in 35 occupations and 75 percent of all 
females are found in 28 occupations.  

The occupational experiences and characteristics experience of Mexican immigrants are 
commonplace to all U.S. immigrants. The figures are remarkably consistent for all six of 
Chicago’s largest immigrant groups listed in Table 8. That is:  

• 50 percent of Chicago’s immigrant labor force is in 10 to 15 occupations. 

• 65 percent of Chicago’s immigrant labor force is in 20 to 30 occupations.  

• 75 percent of Chicago’s immigrant labor force is in 30 to 45 occupations.  

Table 8 shows that even among the two most occupationally diverse of all immigrant groups—
Polish and Filipino immigrant workers—75 percent can be found in only 45 jobs—less than 10 
percent of the possible 480 occupations defined by the U.S. Department of Labor.  

The Mexican experience, in other words, is part of the larger immigrant story. The text of that 
story varies depending on the immigrant group in question, since particular concentrations are 
typically the result of several factors linked to a group’s background and its social capital—
factors such as opportunity, network support, re-enforcement, selective immigration, and 
selective occupational recruitment. In addition, there are marked differences among the 
occupations and industries populated by different immigrant ethnic groups. Still, while the 
processes may vary, the net result of these occupational concentrations is a decidedly 
disproportionate representation in certain occupations in the labor force. 
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4.4 The Mexican-Origin Labor Force and Its Occupational Niches  

In just 30 years, the labor force of Latinos of Mexican origin in the seven-county Chicago 
metropolitan area has increased by more than 400 percent (see Table 9). While some of that 
growth is the result of large numbers of second- and third-generation Mexican-Americans 
entering the labor force, the largest growth is attributable to the continued flow of immigrants 
from Mexico over that time period, which has resulted in a near quadrupling of their numbers 
in the labor force. In 2000 Mexican immigrants—Mexicans born outside the U.S.—constituted 
71 percent of Chicago’s Mexican labor force. This was up from 61 percent in 1980. That 
percentage rose again in the past decade and now rests at nearly 66 percent. 

If we disaggregate the data by gender, we find that immigrant men constitute 77 percent of the 
male labor force of Latinos of Mexican origin in the metro area. Therefore, much of the 
analysis that follows is tilted in the direction of Mexican-born male immigrants in metropolitan 
Chicago.  

 

Tables 12 and 12.1 provide some insight into the intersection and relationship between 
occupations and industrial areas that were extracted from the one percent PUMS (Public Use 
Micro Sample) data in the 2000 census, especially with respect to similarities and differences 
between foreign-born and native-born Mexicans. The tables list, in descending order, the 15 
occupations with the largest numbers of foreign-born and native-born Mexican males. 

It should be noted that all but one of the occupations of the foreign-born males have RIs of 
1.50 or higher, indicating occupational niches. In two-thirds of the cases those occupations 
have two to seven times more workers than its expected proportional representation. 

On the other hand, none of the 15 largest occupations of native-born Mexican men had an RI 
of over 1.50. In all probability, nativity provided them with more occupational options and, as 
a result, they are not crammed into a small number of occupations as are foreign-born males. In 
addition, several of the 15 largest occupations of native-born Mexican males are in supervisory 
positions. Not so for foreign-born Mexican males. 

To fully grasp the information provided in these tables, it is important to consider what is not 
included: that is, no professional, technical, scientific, or white-collar jobs are found in the 15 

Ethnicity NB* FB* Total NB* FB* Total NB* FB* Total
Mexican     67,840 105,250 173,090 166,151 407,904 574,055 245,037 464,343 709,380
Polish 347,004 44,987 391,991 301,269 100,812 402,081 258,612 105,785 364,397
Indian 940 19,266 20,206 6,536 58,442 64,978 6,942 78,497 85,439
Filipino 1,240 24,282 25,522 8,011 52,295 60,306 14,050 50,376 64,426
Chinese       2,681 11,726 14,407 6,409 38,458 44,867 11,722 41,038 52,760
Korean 160 10,402 10,562 4,305 23,518 27,823 8,100 20,787 28,887
NB=native born; FB=foreign‐born
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 1980, 2000, and 2010 Census, 1% Public Use Micro‐Sample (PUMS).

2000 2010
Growth of Ethnic Labor Force: 1980–2010

Chicago Metropolitan Area
Table 9

1980
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largest male occupations, regardless of whether they are foreign-born or native-born. Also 
absent are government, transportation, and administrative jobs. In anticipation of locating these 
occupations within specific industries, we see that the manufacturing, food service, 
construction, and building and grounds maintenance jobs dominate the occupational landscape 
for both native-born and foreign-born Latinos of Mexican origin.  

 

Occupations Frequency % RI
Cooks 18,352 7.03 3.80
Construction Laborers 12,881 4.93 4.20
Grounds Maintenance Workers 12,365 4.74 6.16
Metal and Plastic Workers, all others 12,051 4.62 3.73
Production Workers, all others 12,018 4.60 2.65
Janitors and Building Cleaners 11,170 4.28 1.92
Laborers Freight, Stock, and Material Movers 10,864 4.16 1.69
Driver/Sales Workers and Truck Drivers 8,619 3.30 1.15
First‐line Sprvisrs/Mgrs of Prod & Operators 7,447 2.85 1.99
Assemblers and Fabricators 7,385 2.83 2.28
Shipping, Receiving, and Traffic Clerks 5,610 2.15 2.47
Carpenters 5,546 2.12 1.59
Packers and Packagers, Hand Truck Operator 5,361 2.05 2.46
Dining room & Cafe Attdnts & Bar Help 5,143 1.97 4.49
Industrial Truck and Tractor Operators 4,877 1.87 3.48
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2000 Census, 1% Public Use Micro Sample (PUMS).

Table 10
Chicago Metropolitan Area

Fifteen Largest Occupations for Foreign‐Born Mexican Men: 2000
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Occupations Frequency % RI
Laborers Freight, Stock, and Material Movers 3,896 4.68 0.65
Stock Clerks and Order Fillers 3,308 3.98 0.90
Retail Salespersons 2,917 3.51 0.31
Driver/Sales Workers and Truck Drivers 2,888 3.47 0.42
Janitors and Building Cleaners 2,499 3.00 0.46
Construction Laborers 2,456 2.95 0.86
Shipping, Receiving, and Traffic Clerks 2,392 2.87 1.13
Cooks 2,356 2.83 0.53
Other Production Workers 2,179 2.62 0.52
Cashiers 2,088 2.51 0.26
First Line Supervisors:  Retail Sales 1,700 2.04 0.30
First Line Supervisors:  Production Workers 1,419 1.71 0.41
Automotive Service Technicians and Mechanics 1,375 1.65 0.68
Industrial Truck and Tractor Operators 1,356 1.63 1.04
First Line Supervisors 1,238 1.49 0.25
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2000 Census, 1% Public Use Micro Sample (PUMS).

Table 10.1
Chicago Metropolitan Area

Fifteen Largest Occupations for Native‐Born Mexican Men: 2000

Occupations Frequency % RI
Cooks 22,659 7.28 3.47
Grounds Maintenance Workers 19,471 6.25 5.33
Other Production Workers 17,167 5.51 3.12
Construction Laborers 16,669 5.35 3.22
Janitors and Building Cleaners 14,530 4.67 1.60
Driver/Sales Workers and Truck Drivers 13,058 4.19 1.36
Laborers And Freight, Stock, and Material Movers 11,932 3.83 1.61
Carpenters 8,868 2.85 2.18
Miscellaneous Food Preparation and related 7,472 2.40 4.58
Miscellaneous Assemblers and Fabricators 6,972 2.24 2.31
Miscellaneous Metal Workers and Planers 6,747 2.17 3.01
Industrial Truck and Tractor Operators 6,662 2.14 3.18
Painters, Construction and Maintenance 5,416 1.74 2.79
Butchers and Other Meat related  5,314 1.71 3.00
Packers and Packagers 5,310 1.71 1.87
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 Census, 1% Public Use Micro Sample (PUMS).

Table 10.2
Chicago Metropolitan Area

Fifteen Largest Occupations for Foreign‐Born Mexican Men: 2010
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When we compare the 2010 census data in Tables 10.2 and 10.3 for foreign-born and native-
born Latinos of Mexican origin with the 2000 census data for the two groups, we find little or 
no change in the structure and dynamics of either group occurred in the decade between 2000 
and 2010. What is noticeable, however, is that the growth of the foreign-born labor force from 
2000 to 2010 has simply produced a numeric piling up of occupations already piled up in the 
2000 census. For example, in 2010 cooks have an RI of 7.28 compared to 3.80 in 2000 and 
grounds maintenance workers have an RI of 5.33 in 2010 compared to 6.16 in 2000. 

In all likelihood, given the structural characteristics of our post-industrial society, this 
condition will not change for this generation of foreign-born or native-born Mexicans. The 
future economic and educational well-being of American Latinos rests, in the main, in the   
hands of the children and grandchildren of present immigrants.  

• None of the 15 largest occupations for foreign-born or native-born Mexican males was 
professional, administrative, or white collar occupations in 2000 or 2010. 

• Nine of the 10 largest occupations for foreign-born Mexican males in 2010 can be 
considered as occupational niches; that is, their RI is equal to or greater than 1.50—the 
conventional measure of an occupational niche—and similarly nine of the 10 largest 
occupations of foreign-born males in 2000 were occupational niches. 

• Eight of the 10 largest occupations of foreign-born males in 2010 were also eight of the 
same 10 largest occupations for foreign-born males in 2000.  

Occupations Frequency % RI
Laborers And Freight, Stock, and Material Handlers 7,803 5.54 0.91
Driver/Sales Workers and Truck Drivers 7,571 5.38 0.68
Construction Laborers 5,000 3.55 0.83
Janitors And Building Cleaners 4,200 2.98 0.40
Other Production Workers 4,060 2.88 0.64
Cleaners of Vehicles And Equipment 3,855 2.74 1.88
Retail Salespersons 3,639 2.58 0.26
Cooks 3,441 2.44 0.45
Customer Service Representatives 3,439 2.44 0.36
Cashiers 3,430 2.44 0.24
First‐Line Supervisors of Retail Sales 3,372 2.39 0.37
Stock Clerks And Order Fillers 2,750 1.95 0.43
Shipping, Receiving, And Traffic Clerks 2,666 1.89 0.92
Security Guards and Gaming Surveillance 2,595 1.84 0.50
Grounds Maintenance Workers 2,247 1.60 0.53
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 Census, 1% Public Use Micro Sample (PUMS).

Fifteen Largest Occupations for Native‐Born Mexican Men: 2010

Table 10.3
Chicago Metropolitan Area
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The economic world of immigrant Mexican women is similar in many ways to that of their 
male co-ethnics, especially with respect to their industrial engagement. Not only are three of 
their four major industries identical but the proportion of immigrant males and females in each 
of those industries is near identical as well.  

When it comes to occupations, the largest number of immigrant Mexican males cluster into 
three categories: manufacturing, construction and industrial machine, and transportation jobs 
(see Table 10.2). Immigrant Mexican women, on the other hand, cluster in light industrial jobs, 
food service, and house and child care. In either case, the majority of their jobs are 
characterized as very high RI occupations; that is, they both are in a small number of jobs and 
industries, typically interpreted by analysts as reflective of few other industrial or occupational 
options (see Table 10.6).   

The data for native-born Mexican women, like their male counterparts, suggests they have 
more options when they engage in work. In addition, they work in industries and occupations 
that are less ethnically stereotyped (see Table 10.7).  

 

 

 

 

Occupations Frequency % RI
Other Production Workers 12,112 8.25 4.25
Miscellaneous Assemblers And Fabricators 9,115 6.21 4.47
Packers and Packagers 8,590 5.85 6.27
Packaging and Filing Machine Operators and Tenders 7,862 5.35 7.90
Maidsand Housekeeping Cleaners 7,464 5.08 4.08
Cashiers 6,613 4.50 1.23
Planing, & Machine Tool Operators 6,536 4.45 3.22
Laborers and Freight, Stock, and Material Movers 5,405 3.68 1.34
Inspectors, Testers, Sorters, Samplers, and Weighers 4,604 3.13 3.02
Janitors and Building Cleaners 3,986 2.71 1.09
First Line Supervisors of Production/Operating Workers 3,395 2.31 1.45
Childcare Workers 3,014 2.05 1.32
Secretaries And Administrative Assistants 2,734 1.86 0.39
Cooks 2,670 1.82 0.88
Waiters and Waitresses 2,659 1.81 0.97
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2000 Census, 1% Public Use Micro Sample (PUMS).

Table 10.4
Chicago Metropolitan Area

Fifteen Largest Occupations for Foreign‐Born Mexican Women: 2000
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Occupations Frequency % RI
Cashiers 6,606 7.81 0.78
Secretaries and Administrative Assistants 6,461 7.64 0.59
Retail Salespersons 3,835 4.54 0.38
Receptionists and Information Clerks 3,105 3.67 0.80
Customer Service Representatives 2,952 3.49 0.45
Teacher Assistants 1,955 2.31 0.83
Office Clerks, General 1,736 2.05 0.36
Stock Clerks and Order Fillers 1,639 1.94 0.42
Data Entry Keyers 1,576 1.86 0.70
Nursing, Psychiatric, and Home Health Aides 1,561 1.85 0.43
Accountants And Auditors 1,424 1.68 0.26
Bookkeeping, Accounting, and Auditing Clerks 1,407 1.66 0.33
Waiters and Waitresses 1,347 1.59 0.31
Elementary and Middle School Teachers 1,284 1.52 0.17
First Line Supervisors of Production/Operating Workers 1,205 1.43 0.23
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2000 Census, 1% Public Use Micro Sample (PUMS).

Table 10.5
Chicago Metropolitan Area

Fifteen Largest Occupations for Native‐Born Mexican Women: 2000

Occupations Frequency % RI
Maidsand Housekeeping Cleaners 13,289 7.19 4.80
Other Production Workers 10,592 5.73 2.98
Packers and Packagers 10,592 5.73 5.77
Janitors and Building Cleaners 10,205 5.52 1.74
Cashiers 8,261 4.47 1.05
Cooks 7,624 4.12 1.81
Packaging and Filling Machine Operators and Tenders 7,218 3.90 6.41
Miscellaneous Assemblers and Fabricators 5,951 3.22 3.06
Childcare Workers 5,096 2.76 1.53
Waiters and Waitresses 4,427 2.39 1.04
Food Preparation Workers 4,398 2.38 2.43
Planing, & Machine Tool Operators 3,734 2.02 2.58
Secretaries and Administrative Assistants 3,572 1.93 0.48
Customer Service Representatives 2,983 1.61 0.56
Retail Salespersons 2,961 1.60 0.38
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 Census, 1% Public Use Micro Sample (PUMS).

Table 10.6
Chicago Metropolitan Area

Fifteen Largest Occupations for Foreign‐Born Mexican Women: 2010
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However, the data above need to be qualified. It is not to imply that there has been no mobility 
of Latinos of Mexican origin over the past decade, whether native-born or foreign-born. 
Because this analysis is at the aggregate macro level, even if relatively large numbers (but 
small proportions) of Latinos of Mexican origin achieved mobility over the last decade, they 
would not be reflected in the level of analysis employed here.  

As baby boomers exit the labor market, fewer workers will remain to fill their roles, 
particularly at the highest levels of the occupational structure. The largely segmented Latino 
population is currently unable to fill the demand for a highly skilled workforce. The Latino 
labor force is the largest and fastest growing labor force in the Chicago metro region, yet they 
are almost exclusively employed in very few low-skilled industries and occupations. These are 
not the highly skilled tech and STEM jobs that are becoming vacant as baby boomers leave the 
labor force.   

5. Latinos and the Economics of Life 

Income variations between Chicago’s racial, ethnic, male, and female labor forces are 
astounding on all counts (see Table 11). Since the focus of this paper is Latino-based, this 
analysis will be restricted to a comparison between Non-Latino white, the majority population, 
and the Latino population—and, more specifically, Latinos of Mexican origin. The 
Latino/Mexican labor force has the lowest comparative income than any other ethnic group in 
metropolitan Chicago. Simply put, they are at the economic bottom—and the gap from the 
bottom of the wage hierarchy to the top is large—approximately $20,000 for native-born 
Latinos and Latinos of Mexican origin and a gap of over $35,000 for foreign-born Latinos. 

Occupations Frequency % RI
Cashiers 10,357 8.46 0.74
Secretaries and Administrative Assistants 7,043 5.76 0.54
Retail Salespersons 5,135 4.20 0.37
Receptionists and Information Clerks 4,891 4.00 0.91
Customer Service Representatives 4,019 3.28 0.42
Teacher Assistants 3,497 2.86 0.82
Office Clerks, General 3,037 2.48 0.54
Dental Assistants 2,523 2.06 2.39
Medical Assistants 2,502 2.04 1.94
Elementary and Middle School Teachers 2,468 2.02 0.21
Miscellaneous Managers  2,458 2.01 0.21
Nursing, Psychiatric, and Home Health Aides 2,390 1.95 0.41
Hairdressers, Hairstylists, and Cosmetologists 2,140 1.75 0.74
Waiters and Waitresses 2,131 1.74 0.28
Tellers 1,910 1.56 1.13
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 Census, 1% Public Use Micro Sample (PUMS).

Fifteen Largest Occupations for Native‐Born Mexican Women: 2010

Table 10.7
Chicago Metropolitan Area
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Put differently, the median income of Chicago’s white non-Latino labor force is over twice as 
large as the median income of Chicago’s foreign-born labor force and over 50 percent more 
than Chicago’s native-born labor force. 

 

6. Can Latinos Push to Get Ahead: Two Case Studies 

Some researchers have taken the position that immigrant Latinos are in the wrong place at the 
wrong time with the wrong skills to make a “go” of it in a developed economy like that of the 
U.S. They are certainly right if they mean that income and occupational equity with the 
dominant majority of the labor force are out of their reach. Thus, the term “mismatch” has been 
used to refer to Latinos’ comparatively low level of educational and occupational human 
capital.   

The question, “Can Latinos make a go of it?” is treated as two layers in this section. First, do 
they find jobs, gain economic stability, and show indications of income growth over the span 
of their work history? Second, given their low human capital on entry into the U.S. labor force, 
what conclusions, if any, can be made about economic and occupational success for Latinos in 
the complex U.S. economy?  

Therefore, the two case studies below tell two succinct and different stories. The first case 
study, “The Economics of One Latino Age Cohort’s Work Life,” is macro in nature, looks at 
the Latino labor force nationally, and follows the occupational history of two Latino age 
cohorts in a comparative context with whites, Asians, and African Americans. The intent is to 
address the first-layer question above and see how they fare economically over their work life 
and, especially, if there is any evidence of their incorporation into the economic mainstream of 
the dominant society.  

The second case study, micro in nature, is the economic story of a sub-set of Latinos in 
metropolitan Chicago who have made a “go” of it in one select industry, the food service 
industry. It addresses the second-layer question above and speaks to occupational and 
industrial exceptions to the mismatch thesis related to Latino immigrants. 

Ethnic Racial Group    Male  Female
Non‐Hispanic White $65,000 $40,000
Non‐Hispanic Black $42,200 $34,000
Native Born Asian $50,000 $47,500
Foreign Born Asian $42,000 $31,000
Native Born Mexican $47,000 $32,000
Foreign Born Mexican $28,000 $20,000

Table 11
Median Personal Income in 6‐County Metro Chicago Area

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey (ACS) , 2005‐
2009 Public Use Microdata
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6.1 The Economic Life Span of Two Latino Age Cohorts  

The median income of Mexican immigrants in 1980, while very close to that of African 
Americans, was the lowest of the four comparative groups considered. White Americans had 
the highest median income, followed closely by Asian immigrants. Figure 4 also shows that the 
median income of whites and Asians are quite similar for three time frames, as are those of 
African Americans and the two Mexican age cohorts, although the median incomes for both 
groups differ initially and those differences increased over time. The two pairs remained 
wedded over the next 20 years, with Asian immigrants surpassing whites between 1990 and 
2000 to attain the highest median income of all five groups by the year 2000. The income 
differential between the Mexican immigrant /African American pair and the white/Asian pair 
increased over each decade, and by 2000 the absolute dollar difference nearly doubled between 
the two sets, with African Americans slightly distancing themselves from immigrant Mexicans. 

So, over a 20-year span the two Mexican age cohorts not only did not reach or approximate 
income parity with the white American majority, but comparatively, they lost a significant 
amount of income ground. Collectively, their relative economic status did not improve over 
time; rather, it got worse. 

The decade from 2000 to 2010 was a rather dramatic trend breaker on three counts. First, four 
of the groups experienced a dramatic decline in their personal median income. Second, the 
median personal income of white non-Latinos continued to rise. Third, both these shifts 
resulted in a dramatic increase in the income difference between white non-Latinos and native-
born as well as foreign-born Mexicans.  

The Mexican immigrant (and African American) career income story and the increasing 
income gap between them and whites and Asians is probably most intimately linked to the 
increasing importance of a college degree in our credentialed society and the income 
differences/gap between college graduates, the top 30 percent of the labor force, and workers 
with a high school diploma or less.  

It has been pointed out that once we get beyond the top one percent of income households with 
enormous household incomes, the remaining 29 percent of wealthy households can be 
hierarchically ordered by 1) the professional class, 2) post-baccalaureate degree holders, and 3) 
baccalaureate degree holders.19 The bottom 70 percent—or the bottom 99 percent in the eyes of 
some analysts—are left to scramble for the income dregs of the wealthy. So, while poor 
language facility and lack of higher level occupational skills are liabilities for Mexican 
immigrants trying to enhance their economic well-being, their lack of a college degree or 
higher is the most telling.  
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Figure 4 

Source: Author’s computation of 1980, 1990, 2000, 2010 U.S. Census data  

This case study highlights two points: 1) economic inequality between Mexican immigrants/ 
African Americans and whites/Asian immigrants was small in 1980, but the inequality 
increased markedly over the last 20 years. So, while Mexican immigrant income increased over 
time, white and Asian income increased at an increasing rate. 2) While language facility, 
education, cultural knowledge, and occupational skills for Mexican immigrants—human and 
cultural capital—are poor, they are equal in personal income at Time 1 and only slightly higher 
at Time 2. As an income underclass, Mexican immigrants have not moved up the income 
ladder but are relatively worse off in 2000 than they were in 1980 and have relatively much 
less economic resources to enable them to provide the economic resources for their children’s 
education. 

6.2 Latinos in an Industrial Meritocracy 

No single industry in the Chicago metropolitan areas has experienced as strong a presence of 
Latinos of Mexican origin as food service. Here, over the same 20 year period, an immigrant 
economic success story has evolved. Not only has the industry come to be a niche for this 
population, but the majority of jobs within the industry are also occupational niches for Latinos 
of Mexican origin. It is, perhaps, the best available example of a growth industry with few or 
no formal requirements for hiring and with individual merit the primary criterion for upward 
mobility. 
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Occupations Proportion RI Proportion RI
Chefs and Head Cooks 24.10% 3.20 17.60% 1.88
Cooks 28.66% 3.80 32.62% 3.47
First‐Line Supervisors of Food Preparation 12.43% 1.65 8.61% 0.92
Waiters and Waitresses 6.37% 0.85 5.03% 0.53
Food Preparation Workers 13.47% 1.79 12.37% 1.32
Dinning Rm and Cafeteria Attendants 33.83% 4.49 43.05% 4.58
Dishwashers 44.15% 5.86 43.70% 4.64
Source: US Census Bureau, 2000 Census, 1% Public Use Micro Sample (PUMS); U.S. Census Bureau, 2009 ACS

2000 Census 2009 ACS

Table 12
Immigrant Mexican Occupations in Food Service Industry

And the Percent of Mexican Immigrants in Each Occupation

 

Extremely large numbers of Mexicans migrated to metropolitan Chicago and its labor market 
in the decade of the 1990s and, especially, into Chicago’s food service industry; so much so 
that the 2000 census reported sizable concentrations and proportional over-representation of 
Mexicans both at the low end and the high end of the food service occupational hierarchy. By 
2000 approximately a quarter (24% and 28%) of all metro Chicago chefs, head cooks and 
cooks were Mexican, the high end, and over one-third  all bus boys (34%) an dishwashers 
(44%), the low end,  were Mexican. 

While all but one of the seven food service occupations in Table 12 above show an over-
representation of Mexican workers, the RIs for chefs, head cooks and cooks as well as bus 
boys and dishwashers are dramatically high.  So, while ownership, managerial, and front-line 
service personnel (waiters, waitresses, and bartenders) may be other than Latinos of Mexican 
origin, Mexicans have come to constitute the major ethnic group in the Chicago metro area 
restaurant scene .  

The decade from 2000 to 2010 saw slight declines the proportion of Mexicans in the food 
service occupations but still a very strong presence in both the high end and low end 
occupations which re-affirms the reality that the food service industry is indeed a Mexican 
industry and occupational niche. 

If we rank occupations in terms of their median hourly wage, an income hierarchy emerges, as 
seen in Table 13. In addition to the reality that food service is an industrial and occupational 
niche, occupational and economic mobility is in clear evidence. The doubling in the number of 
cooks and frontline supervisors from 1990 to 2000 reflects a doubling of two of the three 
highest paid occupations in this occupational set, not counting the 25 percent of all chefs and 
head cooks—the highest paid occupations—who are Latinos of Mexican origin.  
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Table 13 

 

*The median pay for fast food, institution, restaurant, and short order cooks. 
**Not a reliable figure, since undeclared tips, a major part of total income, are not included in this computation. 
 
While the community of Latinos of Mexican origin is large, they are still a minority in terms of 
political and economic power. Why such an evolved over-riding presence and, perhaps, 
dominance in the food industry? This may be due to the convergences of a number of factors:20 

• No credentials are required for hiring and informal on-the-job training has a long-
standing tradition in the industry for those who are prepared to work hard and put in 
long hours.  

• Lack of English-language fluency is not a major barrier for many jobs in the industry. 

• Occupational mobility is based more on merit and less on credentials. 

• Growth in the food service component of an expanding service economy is an arena for 
employment opportunity. 

• Entrepreneurship, through the start-up of a small food business, often by a husband and 
wife, can be relatively inexpensive and, if successful, can lead to growth and 
expansion; this, in turn, typically leads to more jobs and the hiring of relatives and co-
ethnics.  

• The continuing change in the culture and eating habits of Chicagoans has, for many, 
resulted in “eating Mexican’’ becoming one of the favorite less-expensive dining 
options. 

• The restaurant and food industry has a notoriously high job turnover rate. Latinos of 
Mexican origin have gained a reputation in the industry as hard working and reliable, 
and they come with fewer job preconceptions. In the industry, adaptability has come to 
be synonymous with their ethnic identity.  

• One feature of this population’s networking works exceptionally well in the food 
industry. Since turnover rates are high, recruitment of new employees is usually high on 

Food Preparation and Service Occupation Median Hourly Wage
Chefs and head cooks $15.09
Frontline supervisors/managers $12.01
Cooks* $9.14
Dishwashers $6.92
Food preparation workers $6.60
Waiters and waitresses** $6.47
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey (ACS) , 2005‐2009 Public Use Microdata
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management’s ‘to do’ list. Not only do immigrant Mexican workers offer to recruit 
relatives or friends for new jobs, but they typically offer to train the worker and be 
responsible for his/her work habits and job performance. What manager wouldn’t 
support that form of networking? Duplicated several times over, there is quickly an 
over representation of Mexicans in the restaurant workforce.  

To conclude, while this country is rapidly evolving from an industrial to a high technology and 
information post-industrial society, there are industries in the present economy where upward 
mobility and middle income jobs are possible (like food service) for Latinos until they are 
stopped by the credential ceiling. While not every occupation in a post-industrial economy can 
or will be high-tech, those that are not will continue to be grasped by Latinos as rungs on the 
economic ladder. Their children and their grandchildren, the primary focus of this study, need 
to be prepared to move beyond that ceiling and become the college-educated professionals, 
administrators, college professors, and political leaders of the future. 

7. A Shared Economic Future 

The U.S. economy and labor force of yesterday and today is not the economy and labor force 
of tomorrow. It is not a simple matter of white faces being replaced by black and brown ones 
and smoothly transitioning from an industrial to a post-industrial economy. Today and in the 
future a premium will be placed on workers who have the educational background, 
occupational skills and credentials, and cultural sophistication to adapt to an ever-changing 
knowledge-based, high technology and service economy. 

This and future generations of K-12 Latino minority students—in the main still living in urban 
and suburban low-income enclaves, receiving inferior educations, experiencing high school 
dropout rates of 50 percent and greater, with dim prospects for a better future— will be the 
majority of our future labor force, citizenry, and leadership population. 

8. Chicago’s Changing Economy 

Data tell important stories about the future of minorities in America and about the future of 
America with a minority majority. But extra-analytic engagement is also needed. What follows 
factually based interpretation about the changing structure of the economy and the occupations 
encompassed within it. It stems from dissatisfaction with the seemingly unquestioned 
assumption that, since we now live in a global post-industrial society, all things depend on and 
flow from that system, coupled with a pervasive disregard of the manufacturing sector of our 
economy.  

Economic restructuring for Chicago has meant an adaptive and, in some cases, reactive process 
in which the city restructures its manufacturing sector in the face of globalization while, at the 
same time, moving into a post-industrial phase and developing its high technology service 
capabilities. Yet, the passage from an industrial to a post-industrial economy consists in the 
decline, but not the elimination, of the economic power of the former and the rise, but not the 
absolute dominance, in the economic power of the latter.  

The last portion of this paper is predicated on the assumption that economic restructuring is a 
Janus-faced phenomenon. The one face is industrial, still vibrant but changing, characterized 
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less by large Fordist corporations geared to mass production and more by smaller, scattered, 
often non-union plants geared to just-in-time production. The second face is high technology, a 
service-consulting face with an employment base clustered in Chicago’s central business 
district which fuels a broadening service sector. Each of these two economies is a different 
occupational world. The first reflects much of the structure and dynamics of the once-dominant 
industrial society; the second, the emerging post-industrial society with skill requirements, 
rules, dynamics, and cultures that are different.  

8.1 Service Occupations in a Changing Economy 

Even if Chicago attracts globally competitive firms in high-tech and knowledge industries, 
many Latinos will, of course, remain in the unevenly paid service sector. This includes 
everyday food service or healthcare services that will determine a varying quality of life for 
retirees across the region.  

Inherent in a post-industrial society is a set of cultural values—consumerism values—that have 
produced an explosion of “old” and “new” service jobs. From 1980 to 2000, for example, 
Chicago’s labor force grew by 20 percent. In comparison, lawn care jobs grew by 142 percent, 
chef and cook jobs by 48 percent, animal caretakers by 89 percent, and recreation and fitness 
workers by 460 percent21—all indicative of a much larger service occupation growth. Here too, 
an ethnic division of labor is in place. To give a few illustrations: 

• Grounds maintenance work (Table 12) is a niche for foreign-born Latinos of Mexican 
origin and one of the two to three occupations in which they are most heavily over-
represented (an RI of 5.03). 

• Home health aides, especially for the elderly, are a niche for immigrant Polish women 
(an RI of 1.6).  

• Lodging managers in the hotel/motel business are an especially strong niche for 
immigrant Indian women (an RI of 37.7).  

• Immigrant Korean women have double niches: dressmakers and sewers (an RI of 19.3) 
and workers in laundry and dry cleaning establishments (an RI of 13.3). 

As stated at the outset, the reasons for the origins and growth of ethnic niches vary. It begs the 
question, however, to relegate explanations to “chance” or to network theory: “one got a job, 
got his friend a job, they got their friends a job.” It is more likely a case of distinctive needs in 
the economy becoming matched with the distinctive skills, backgrounds, and human capital of 
certain immigrants, with networking kicking in as the social dynamic that fills the niche.  

There is nothing high-technology about dog-walking, exercise clubs, or lawn maintenance 
services, but these occupations are spin-offs of a culture where more and more people are 
defining their quality of life to include using and being catered to by a host of service 
occupations. In that sense these occupations are elements of and, perhaps, core to a post-
industrial society. After all, an industrial society makes “things” to provide workers with the 
income to support a consumer lifestyle and to consume those self-same “things.” But a 
consumer society consumes services as well as things.  
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8.2 Persisting Structural Factors 

U.S. culture places great stress on the acquisition of human capital to ensure economic success, 
well-being, and mobility. The unspoken assumption is that the economy is an even playing 
field and that human capital—equally available to all who seek it and are willing to make the 
effort—provides the individual with the resources to negotiate that playing field. This is part of 
the American mythology of individualism, which asserts that the individual is master of his/her 
destiny. Deindustrializing and corporate downsizing have tempered that thinking to some 
degree, and “structural unemployment” has become a staple in the economic vocabulary. 
Industrial workers, white-collar workers, administrators, and executives have lost their jobs 
through no personal fault, even when they had sterling human capital. One structure, that of the 
economy, had changed, and domino-like consequences followed. 

Where a worker is located in the structure of the economy can be just as important as the 
amount of human capital acquired, so much so that it has become customary for the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics to include a “hi-lo range” dollar figure when it reports the median income of 
select occupations—because, in many instances, the “within occupation” variability is so great. 
Part of the reason for that variability is whether a given occupation is in a core or periphery 
industry. For example, two administrative assistants with the same human capital will have 
very different incomes if one works for the manager of a company in the scrap metal industry 
and the other works for a manager in the headquarters of a major corporation. The two workers 
are not different from one another; the difference is in the industries they work for. So, for 
analytic purposes we can use the metaphor of a three-legged stool to describe Chicago’s 
economy: 1) one leg consists of core and periphery industrial jobs; 2) there is a second leg of 
core and periphery information and technology jobs; and 3) a third leg is a ubiquitous and 
wide-ranging service sector administering to both. 

Even though the past two decades have seen a significant reduction of immigrant Mexicans 
working in manufacturing—the present 33 percent for men is markedly down from the 57 
percent in 1980 as is the current 42 percent rate for women when compared to 56 percent in 
1980.22 The bulk of the immigrant Mexican labor force is still found in the devolving industrial 
economy. Their gradual disengagement with manufacturing parallels the decline of Chicago’s 
manufacturing jobs—seemingly at no serious economic cost at the collective level, since the 
job loss has been supplemented by job gain, and advancement, in food service. In the main, 
however, the service economy is a mobility and economic trap for Mexican immigrants. Low 
pay and dead-end jobs are all that await the unskilled and semi-skilled. When it comes to the 
professional, administrative, and technical occupational components of a post-industrial world, 
there is very little in the past or present to suggest significant or even evolving engagement of 
Latinos in that new economy. 

 

9. Implications and Final Comments 

The strategy of the civil rights movement of the 1960s and 1970s was criticized by some for 
placing too little emphasis on job discrimination and the resultant economic inequality. This 
critique is not without merit. In spite of the gains made in civil rights since then, nationally and 
locally African Americans lag significantly behind white and Asian Americans in terms of 
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median income and all the opportunities that greater economic resources could provide. 
Indeed, as the age cohort analysis performed earlier in this paper demonstrates, African 
Americans and Latinos of Mexican origin share an increasing income gap between themselves 
and whites and Asians over the last 20 years. The continued decline of the manufacturing 
sector, coupled with a burgeoning high-tech sector from which neither group is adequately 
qualified to profit, only bodes a widening of the economic chasm in the future.  

An increasingly large body of data identifies the attainment of a college or post-secondary 
degree as the single most important factor in becoming successful in a high-tech, information, 
and service society. Now individual merit must be accompanied by a higher educational 
credential to enter management or technical and professional fields—to gain entry to the top 
half of the hourglass. A Bureau of Labor Statistics report unambiguously makes the point: 

“The fastest and largest occupational growth is predicted to occur among professional and 
related occupations, and …occupations requiring a post-secondary vocational award or an 
academic degree, which account for 29 percent of all jobs in 2000, will account for 42 percent 
of total job growth from 2000 to 2010.”23 

So from this perspective, the economic fates of first- and second-generation Latinos are 
intimately related. Currently, research and policy issues are focused on the second generation, 
but it is difficult to see how second-generation mobility can be attained without first-generation 
mobility preceding it. A middle-class income of parents is still the major launching platform 
for higher educational attainment.24 

The stakes are enormous. If the United States does not figure out how to integrate and fully 
incorporate its minority populations into the twenty-first century workforce, the nation will 
drop down the international league tables in almost every category that ranks national well-
being.   

The intent of this paper has been to make a case that the future social, political, educational, 
and familial well-being of the Latino community is intimately linked to Latino’s economic 
well-being and their progress toward economic equality.  

The structure of a post-industrial economy is not as mobility fluid as that of yesterday’s 
industrial economy. For those who say extreme economic inequality is the inevitable result of 
our new economy—and some analysts take this position—the response needs to be that the 
inevitable is defined as inevitable only because we chose to do nothing about it.
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