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Introduction 

The improvement in the relative economic status of African-American workers in the 

1960’s and 1970’s was reversed in the 1980’s, a decade that also featured a collapse in the relative 

(and real) wages of the least skilled (Bound and Freeman, 1992; Blau and Kahn, 1992; Levy and 

Mumane, 1992). At the same time, the U.S. experienced the largest absolute and per capita levels 

of immigration since the early part of the century. Significantly, this recent wave of immigrants 

was far less skilled, at least in terms of educational attainment, than earlier waves of immigrants in 

the post-war period. Friedberg and Hunt (1995) report that 43% of new immigrants did not 

possess the equivalent of a high school degree. And according to a recent study by David Jaeger 

(1995), in the 50 largest metropolitan areas employed male immigrants were about 16% of the 

civilian workforce with less than a high school degree in 1980; by 1990 this figure was over 30%. 

For women, this figure rose from 17% to almost 28%. 

Not surprisingly, there is a concern that growing numbers of immigrant workers have 

negatively affected the standing of African-Americans in urban labor markets. But with the 

exception of Borjas, Freeman and Katz (1996) and Jaeger (1995), the consensus in the research 

community appears to be that there has been little if any negative wage effects (see the surveys by 

Borjas, 1994; Friedberg and Hunt, 1995; and DeFreitas, 1996; National Academy of Sciences 

1997). This is a rather surprising finding, since it requires a nearly instantaneous adjustment to 

labor supply shocks in local labor markets. Borjas (1994) terms this an “unresolved puzzle.” 

Indeed, it is particularly puzzling since the sharp growth in the supply of low-skill immigrants 

took place during a decade in which the power of labor market institutions to shelter low-skill 

workers from intense wage competition was severely eroded. 

In our view, the failure to find earnings effects from sharply rising supplies of low-skill 



foreign-born workers in increasingly deregulated labor markets may reflect the dominant research 

methodology, which has been to explore these effects with across-metropolitan tests. Since 

immigrants are overwhelmingly concentrated in a small number of urban labor markets, such as 

Los Angeles, New York, Houston, San Francisco, and Miami, we would expect wage effects to 

be concentrated in these same cities. In addition, the effects of increasing supplies of low-skill 

workers on wage outcomes are likely to be strongest in jobs that are unsheltered by unions, civil 

service rules, or craft- and firm-specific skill requirements. Indeed, if wage-setting for low-skill 

workers takes place mainly at the job-level (see Thurow, 1975)’ then the effects of a large 

increase in labor supply should be explored at the level of detailed jobs in specific metropolitan 

labor markets. 

Our focus on African-Americans2 in this chapter stems from a widespread concern over 

the causes of the reversal in their relative economic status at the national level, noted above, but 

also by the poor and declining status of native-born black men in New York City in the 1980’s and 

by the vulnerability of both African-American men and women to the public sector employment 

declines that characterize big cities in the early 1990’s. Data from New York City in the 1980s 

reinforce these concerns. Examining data on men ages 18 to 65 in various demographic groups 

who worked at least 20 weeks in 1980, we find that Afiican-American men had much lower 

employment rates than foreign-born men (or, disaggregating further, foreign-born black men).’ 

’ For example, truck driving positions in light manufacturing industries, food service 
occupations in hospitals, or secretarial positions in the financial sector 

2 We use “African-American” and “native-born black” interchangeably in this paper. 

3 The rate for African-American men was 63.2% in 1980, for Foreign-born men it was 
79.3 and for foreign-born black men it was 74.3. 



By 1990, while the employment rate for African-American women rose, it fell for African- 

American men had declined, reaching a level below the foreign-born women rate.* Equally 

troubling, and in sharp contrast to foreign-born men, Af?ican-American men held a smaller share 

of total male employment (for those working at least 20 weeks) in 1990 than they held in 1980 

(see Table 1). Unlike their male counterparts, African-American women increased their share of 

total female employment.’ 

The growth of the foreign-born share of the NYC labor market, particularly among low- 

skill workers, and the declining relative position of African-American men raises a number of 

employment-related questions that have not been adequately addressed to date. Do Afiican- 

American men and women tend to work in the same jobs as foreign-born workers, particularly 

foreign-born black workers? While we have a good idea about the industries in which African- 

Americans work, little work has addressed employment trends at thejob level - detailed 

occupation-industry cells. Defined this way, what are the key Af?ican-American “job niches” in 

New York City, and did they increase, maintain, or lose hold on these jobs in the 1980’s? Was the 

share of recent immigrants in African-American job niches statistically associated with differences 

in African-American wage levels? If so, was this link stronger by 1990, after a period of high 

low-skill immigration? More precisely, was the change in African-American earnings at the job 

level associated with the change in the number of immigrants in these job niches? 

In this chapter we address these questions using data grouped into “jobs,” created by 

* Based on our calculations, using the 1980 and 1990 5% Public Use Microdata Samples, 
the rate for African-American men in 1990 were 61.9%, for foreign-born women, above 65%. 

5 African-American women increased their employment rate from 50% to 58.7% and their 
employment share from 15.7% to 16.3%. 
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aggregating individual-level Census data for the New York Metropolitan area into detailed 

occupation-industry cells for 1980 and 1990.6 This job level focus allows us to concentrate on the 

particular areas of the labor market where effects are likely to occur. Section I presents an 

overview of the distribution of employment for native-born blacks and immigrants using a “job 

contour” framework developed by Gittleman and Howell (1995) which categorizes jobs into six 

contours based on job quality (see below). While the distribution of black workers across these 

contours changed little, the share of immigrants grew substantially in all six job contours. Recent 

immigrants continue to be heavily concentrated in secondary jobs where wage-based competition 

among groups is likely to be the strongest. 

Native-born black workers are highly concentrated in particular jobs, and strong wage 

effects would be most likely to occur if recent immigrants were successful in competing for them. 

The significance of ethnic job niches is well established in the immigration literature (Model, 

1993; Waldinger, 1994, 1996a, 1996b), and is usually understood as a job in which a demographic 

group (defined by race, ethnicity, gender, and foreign/native born status) is highly concentrated. 
. 

In Section 2 we identify the 12 largest native-born black job niches separately for male and female 

workers and present the change in the foreign-born share of employment for each. We find that 

while the average foreign-born share in the 12 black female niches was about 16 percent in 1980, 

it was over 3 1 percent in 1990. Across black male job niches, the foreign born share increased 

from just over 20 percent to about 37 percent in this decade. 

6 We use as our definition of the New York City labor market the five boroughs that make 
up the city itself (Manhattan, Brooklyn, the Bronx, Queens and Staten Island), Westchester 
county to the north and Nassau county to the east. For convenience, throughout the remainder of 
the paper we will refer to this metropolitan area as “New York City.” In a forthcoming paper we 
use an expanded definition of the regional labor market, adding suburban counties in New Jersey, 
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Substantial penetration into black native-born job niches by recent immigrants, may signal 

either crowding or the adoption of low-wage management strategies aimed at reducing labor 

costs, or both. Low-wage management strategies became increasingly attractive in the 1980’s as 

changes in public policy and social norms undermined the effectiveness of protective labor market 

institutions. In this setting, the immigrant share ofjob employment may have negative effects on 

wage levels, particularly for African-Americans. Section 3 presents the results of regression tests 

of this hypothesis for detailed jobs in the New York City area. Our findings confirm that the 

recent immigrant share of job employment is negatively associated with African-American male 

earnings (in all jobs) in both 1979 and 1989. In addition, the change in the new immigrant share of 

job employment show a strong negative association with the change in Afi-ican-American male 

earnings in this decade. The results for females are more ambiguous. The separate tests for 1979 

and 1989 do not produce measurable immigrant wage effects on African-American female 

workers. But like the results for men, the change in recent immigrant share is strongly associated 

with the 1979-89 change in female African-American average job earnings. 

1. Changes in the New York City Job Structure 

We begin by documenting the distribution of various racial and national origin groups 

across jobs grouped by various measures ofjob quality. This allows us to see where immigrants 

enter the New York City labor market, where they are most concentrated and how their 

concentration compares to that of African-American workers. Without a strong overlap between 

the types ofjobs held by these two groups, particularly in the more competitive secondary sector 

of the labor market, we would not expect to find that immigration affects the earnings of Afiican- 
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American workers 

A Job Contour Framework 

Using standard Census and Current Population data, the best measure of a “job” is to 

make use of both industry and occupation level data (Costrell, 1990). Why are occupation- 

industry cells a better level of job analysis than either industries or occupations separately? There 

are vast differences in the quality ofjobs in each industry, no matter how narrowly defined is the 

industrial sector (orderlies and doctors in the Hospital industry, for example). Similarly, occupa- 

tion groups include very different kinds ofjobs depending upon the industry of employment. 

Compare, for example, the earnings of a legal secretary with a secretary employed in, say, a 

private university. Or compare the pay of a truck driver for a local f?_n-niture store with a driver 

for the U.S. Postal Service. 

One could, therefore, define jobs by both occupation and industry, and then group these 

occupation-industry cells into a small number of categories based on a variety of indicators of job 

quality. This would offer the advantages of both simplicity (a small number ofjob groups) and 

usefulness (job groups that are relatively similar in terms of quality). Using cluster analysis, 

Gittleman and Howell (1995) grouped 621 jobs (94% of the nonagricultural workforce) on the 

basis of 17 measures ofjob quality’ and found that the structure ofjobs could be characterized in 

three tiers, or “segments,” each with two component “contours.” Each of these job contours em- 

ployed between 11 and 21 percent of total employment in 1979 (see Table 2). The segments and 

’ Demographic characteristics like gender, race, age, and marital status were not employed 
in the cluster analysis. 
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contours conform nicely to the divisions in the labor market described in segmentation theories 

(Gordon, Edwards and Reich, 1982). 

These six contours were defined using national data for 1979 (primarily from the 1980 

Census). Nationally, average earnings ranged from $17,400 in the highest contour (the Private 

Independent-Primary contour), where 86 percent worked full-time, to $4,700 in the bottom 

contour (the Low-Skill Service contour), where only 37 percent were full-time. Despite educa- 

tional attainment that was almost a year and a half greater (12.8 compared to 11.4), the average 

hourly wage varied greatly across the two contours of the second segment of the labor market, 

the Routine White-Collar and High-Wage Blue Collar contours. The hourly average wage in 

Routine White Collar jobs was just 70 percent of the High-Wage Blue-Collar wage ($5.24, 

compared to $7.44). Not surprisingly, 75% of Routine White-Collar job holders were female, 

compared to just 15% of High-Wage Blue-Collar employees. Both unionization and health 

insurance coverage were aIso highest in the High-Wage Blue-Collar contour. 

The Distribution of Workers Across Job Contours in New York City 

We employed this job contour framework to discover where recent immigrants were 

found in the New York City labor market in 1980 and how their distribution across job contours 

changed during the 1980s. Comparing the pattern found for immigrants to that for African- 

Americans (both male and female), we find that large shares of immigrant and native-born 

workers were found in the same job contours in 1980. 

To begin, we checked the consistency of the contour framework developed with national 

data to conditions in New York City. Figure 1 reports average 1980 wage and salary earnings for 
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all workers with at least 20 weeks of work in the New York City labor market by job contour, 

separately for males and females.* The bars show that earnings generally decline from left to right 

for both men and women, confirming that the nationally-defined job contours (Gittleman and 

Howell, 1995), which were defined to range in quality from Contour 1 (highest) to contour 6 

(lowest), reflect the relative quality of jobs (at least when defined as average earnings) in NYC. A 

closer look shows that each pair of contours (1 and 2, 3 and 4, 5 and 6) appears to lie on a 

plateau, suggesting that the six contours can also be usefully viewed to comprise three labor 

market segments (Independent Primary, Subordinate Primary, and Secondary). 

Figure 2 presents the distribution of employment across job contours by sex in 1980. 

Male workers were concentrated in contours 1 and 5 and most female workers held jobs in 

contours 3 and 6. Table 3 reports virtually no change in the distribution of employment across the 

contours for men, but a substantial upward shift for women. While 16 percent of all experienced 

(20 weeks plus) women held Private Independent Primary jobs in 1980, 22 percent held these jobs 

in 1990. There was also a 3 percentage point shift towards Public Independent Primary jobs. 

These increases were made possible by shifts away from Routine White-Collar (contour 3) and 

Low-Wage Service (contour 6) jobs. 

We look next to how recent immigrants fit into the city’s labor market during the same 

’ Throughout the remainder of the paper we use the 5% Public Use Microdata Sample 
from the Census of Population for 1980 and 1990. By including individuals ages 18-65 who 
worked at least 20 weeks in the year prior to the census, we limit ourselves to those with work 
experience who are strongly attached to the labor market. It should be noted that one of the 
effects of an increasing supply of low-skill foreign-born labor may be to push African-Americans 
out of the labor market altogether, a result that Ong and Valenzuela (1996) report for Los 
Angeles, We focus only on those who are more than intermittently employed in the above-ground 
labor market as reported in the Census. 
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period. Table 4 reports the distributions of native-born black and recent immigrant workers 

across job contours in 1980 and 1990. The top panel shows that while the distributions of 

African-American and immigrant women were broadly similar - both were heavily concentrated in 

contours 3, 5 and 6 - African-American women were more much highly represented in the 

independent primary contours (1 and 2) and less concentrated in the secondary contours (5 and 

6). 

The lower panel of Table 4 shows that, with the notable exception of the very best jobs 

(contour l), African-American men had a higher quality mix ofjobs than recent immigrant men: 

11.6 percent held jobs in contour one in 1980, compared to just 4.3 percent of immigrant men; 

and while about 34 percent of African-Americans held secondary jobs (contours 5 and 6) almost 

half of all employed immigrant men worked at these jobs in 1980. 

This Table shows that the quality mix ofjobs improved most for native-born black 

women, followed by irnmigrant women and native-born black men. Only immigrant men 

experienced a downward shift: their concentration in the secondary contours increased slightly, by 

about 1.5 percentage points. Based on these data, we should be alert to possible gender 

differences in the effect of immigration on African-American workers. 

Another dimension of employment change that may be relevant for understanding wage 

trends is the change in the within-contour share of employment of recent immigrants. A sharp 

increase in a population known to be least capable of resisting employer efforts to reduce wages 

may signal either crowding or a downward shift in wage norms. Figures 3a and 3b show that with 

one exception (a small decline in contour 4 for females), recent immigrants increased their share 

of employment in each contour. This growth in the presence of immigrants was most pronounced 
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in the secondary contours, particularly for men, where the increases were on the order of 30-35 

percent (7-8 percentage points). 

In conclusion, the bar charts show the growing presence of foreign-born workers in each 

job contour. Unlike immigrant workers, African-Americans accounted for a lower share ofjobs in 

the two secondary sectors, which could be viewed as a positive development ifit resulted from a 

shift to better jobs as a result of skill upgrading or greater access to good jobs. It may, however, 

simply reflect an abandonment of the secondary labor market by low-skill African-Americans, 

particularly men, in the face of greater competition from foreign-born workers. This is certainly a 

plausible explanation, given the adverse employment trends for native-born black men outlined at 

the beginning of this paper. We examine employment trends in more detail in the next section by 

focusing on native-born black job niches - those jobs in which African-Americans are most highly 

represented and concentrated. 

2. African-American Job Niches in 1980 

The last section examined employment shifts in NYC with a job contour framework, in 

which each contour is simply defined as a group ofjobs of similar quality. In this section we focus 

on a small number of jobs in which African-American workers are concentrated in relatively large 

numbers. We define a “job niche” for any given demographic group as a job (occupation-industry 

cell) in which that group’s share of employment is 150% of that group’s share of city’s employed 

work force (those working at least 20 weeks in the previous year).’ For African- 

9 This 150 percent threshold follows Model (1993) and Waldinger (1996). But we add the 
constraint that the niche must account for a relatively large number of workers. In this study, a job 
qualifies as an African-American job niche if it meets the 150 percent threshold and has at least 99 
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American men, this threshold was 18% (since this group comprised about 12% of the 1980 New 

York metropolitan area employed workforce in our sample); for native-born black women, the 

threshold was 24%. These criteria produced 12 female and 12 male job niches (a threshold of 100 

would have resulted in 11 male niches). The smallest job niche comprised just under 1 percent 

(.8%) of both total male and total female employment. 

Female Job Niches 

Table 5 presents data on African-American female job niches. The column labeled “Job 

Niches” defines each niche, giving the occupation on the first line and the industry on the second. 

General Offrce Clerks define three of the 12 job niches. Health service occupations, the focus of 

much case study research on West Indian women (Mueller and Howell, 1996), appear in two 

others, Perhaps most significant, the second largest niche for native-born black women in New 

York City was Household Workers in 1980; over the course of the decade, the African-American 

share of this job declined from 36 to 15 percent - by 1990, this job was no longer an Afiican- 

American job niche. 

African-American women are heavily concentrated in a small number of industries in New 

York City. Ten of the twelve job niches are located in just three industries: four are in the Welfare 

Services and Education industries; three are in Medical Services and Hospitals; and three are in 

NBB male (female) workers with at least 20 weeks of work experience in 1979 in the 5% PUMS 
sample for the 7 counties, Since this figure of 99 workers comes from a 5% sample, there were at 
least 1,980 native-born male (female) black workers employed in each of our 12 New York 
metropolitan job niches in 1980. 
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Transportation, Communications and Public Utilities.” 

While these 12 jobs accounted for 10.6% of all experienced female workers in the 

metropolitan area in 1980, they employed 23.3% of all African-American female workers. This 

figure declined to 20% in 1990. Even more striking is the concentration in the first five jobs 

listed, in which 16.1% of all African-American female workers worked in 1980 and 14.6% 

worked in 1990. In these top five female job niches, African-American women accounted for 29- 

60% of total female employment. These five jobs were also job niches for foreign-born black 

women; column 5 shows that these workers held between 10 and 26% of the positions in these 

jobs (the 150% threshold for a foreign-born black female niche is 9%). Interestingly, the black 

native-born share of these largest niches declined over the 1980’s, while the share of black 

foreign-born workers increased or was stable in four of the five. Among the full set of 12 job 

niches, foreign-born black workers experienced a declining share in only two, compared to nine 

for native-born black women. 

The results are even more striking for all foreign-born female workers (columns 5 and 6). 

While foreign-born female workers were not particularly concentrated in African-American job 

niches in the 1980 (the foreign-born female threshold is 34%), the foreign share increased sharply 

from 1980 to 1990 for each of these 12 native-born black female job niches: for example, the 

lo Some of these niches could probably be merged together without losing too much 
information, but we have been conservative and avoided this step, preferring to go with the full 
detail available in the Gittleman-Howell classification The dangers of collapsing these jobs can be 
illustrated by the three General Office Clerk jobs (282,283 and 333) which appear at the bottom 
of Table 5. While similar on most criteria in the Table (cohnnns), the share of employment in the 
public sector varies dramatically, from 18 percent for those in the Transportation, 
Communications and Public Utilities, to 40 percent for those in Medical Services and Hospitals, 
to 100 percent for those in Public Administration. These differences may be significant for the 
effects of immigrants on wages in these three jobs. 
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foreign-born share rose from 36 to 52% for Health Service Workers (job 457); from 26 to 78% 

for Household Workers (job 594); and from 12 to 45% for Child Care Workers (job 610). The 

last row shows that the mean share of foreign-born workers in these 12 African-American female 

job niches almost doubled, from 16.3% in 1980 to 31.3% in 1990. 

Finally, with just a few exceptions, these African-American female job niches were 

characterized by large shares of public sector jobs. Despite the fact that the second largest job 

niche had no public sector workers, 35.5% of the workers in these 12 job niches held public 

sector jobs, about twice the rate (18.6%) for the entire sample of female workers. Columns 7 and 

8 show that the three job niches showing a substantial decline in the public share of female job 

employment were in the Welfare Services and Education industries. For all 12 niches, the last 

row shows that the mean public share fell from 46 to 4 I%, due in large part to the privatization of 

Child Care (row 7). 

Table 6 lists the 12 largest native-born black male job niches. The largest three niches in 

both 1980 and 1990 were located in the Transportation, Communications, Public Utilities industry 

group: Bus and Taxi Drivers, Postal Clerks/Mail Carriers, and Heavy Truck Drivers. Only two, 

Misc. Health Setvice Workers (Job 457) and Social, Religious and Recreation Workers (Job 159) 

also make the African-American female list. But like the female list (Table 5), there is one male 

niche in the Private Households/Personal Services industry. Both female and male niches in this 

industry showed a sharp decline in the share of African-Americans employed between 1980 and 

1990: Household Workers fell from 3.6% to 1.2% of all female African-American workers, while 
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Cooks fell from 1.5% to 1.1% of all male African-American workers. Two African-American 

male job niches with large increases in employment shares were Heavy Truck Drivers in 

Transportation, Communications and Public Utilities (Job 417) and Guards in Business and 

Repair Services (Job 444). 

The 12 job niches listed in Table 6 accounted for 9.2% of total male employment in 1980, 

but accounted for 18.1% of Afi-ican-American male employment in New York City. The most 

serious erosion in the employment share of African-Americans in African-American job niches 

took place among bus, taxi and truck drivers in the high-wage Transportation, Communications 

and Public Utilities industries (niches 1 and 3). Compared to a mean earnings for all 12 niches of 

$12,3 79 in 1979, Bus and Taxi drivers earned $13,509 on average, and Truck Drivers earned 

$14,063. 

Foreign-born men (columns 5-6) as well as foreign-born black men (columns 3-4) sharply 

increased their share of employment in all 12 African-American male job niches: the mean 

employment share increased from 7.1 to 12% for foreign-born black workers, and from 20.4% to 

36.9% for all foreign-born workers. Yet, the mean African-American share of employment in their 

job niches remained unchanged over the decade at just over 22 percent, This suggests that recent 

immigrants are replacing white workers in these African-American job niches. This pattern may be 

significant for African American wages if the replacement of older white men by younger 

immigrants has the effect of bidding down the prevailing wage for the job - particularly the 

prevailing wage for NBB men. 

Columns 7 and 8 show the public sector share of male job employment in the 12 African- 

American job niches. While 17.5% of all male jobs in the NY metropolitan area were in the public 
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sector, 40.4% of the workers in these African-American niches held government jobs. The last 

row shows that the average public share of employment in these 12 niches was 36.9% in 1980, 

falling slightly to 34.9% in 1980.’ 

In summary, our analysis of the largest African-American job niches shows that foreign- 

born workers increased their share of employment in each of the 12 male and 12 female job 

niches. By 1990, foreign-born workers accounted for over 25 percent of the workforce with over 

20 weeks of work in all 12 male niches compared to just 4 job niches in 1980. Among female job 

niches, at least 20 percent of employment was foreign-born in each of the 12 niches in 1990; ten 

years earlier there were only 5 niches with at least this foreign-born share. Particularly for female 

job niches, the increases corresponded to declining native-born black employment shares. But in 

most cases, it appears that most of the foreign-born gain occurred at the expense of white native- 

born workers who moved out of the metropolitan area (see Waldinger, 1996a). 

3. Earnings Analysis 

The previous section documented the extraordinary success of immigrant workers in 

carving out for themselves large portions of native-born black job niches in New York during a 

decade in which the capacity of labor market institutions to shelter low-wage workers from wage 

competition was significantly undermined. If this success stemmed at least in part from wage 

competition, and if African-Americans are among the workers in a given job who are most 

vulnerable to this competition (either due to racism or to real or perceived shortfalls in cognitive 

skills, “soft” skills, or motivation), then we should expect to find negative effects of the share of 

immigrants in total job employment on mean African-American earnings across jobs in the New 














































