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ment within the context of New York City’s shifting 
labor market. Drawing upon the demographic and
socioeconomic characteristics of recent migrants, we
identify trends among different groups and consider the
implications such trends will have on the city’s labor
market and their potential effects on the city’s short- and
long-term economy.

Migration & Upward Mobility

Migration patterns are intimately tied to regional develop-
ment and economic growth. Individuals are motivated to
migrate by changing conditions in their current locations
and by incentives in potential destination locations. These
two factors are often referred to, respectively, as “push” 
and “pull,” and include a wide array of potential stimuli
including, but not limited to, family and ethnic concentra-
tions,3 welfare benefits and other social transfer programs,4

and changes in demand for other goods and services, such 
as housing.5 

The strength of the market for and variety of opportunities
to engage in self-employment in New York City may serve
as one of these “pull” factors. Self-employment has long
been considered a vehicle for enhancing individual and 
collective economic mobility, particularly among ethnic
minorities and the foreign born.6 Upward mobility is a
motivation for many migrants to move to New York City, as
demonstrated by the number of young and single individ-
uals flowing into the city and the number of individuals
with children and higher incomes flowing out.7 

The importance of recognizing the dichotomy between
“people” and “place” perspectives on urban change is well
established. The finding that increased focus on the “peo-
ple” perspective allows researchers to account for the
strong impact of “demographic dynamism” (i.e., the fluid-
ity of demographic status) on the prevalence of the upward
mobility dynamic in the urban context.8 This agent-orient-
ed perspective on urban development encourages an
emphasis on policies that foster the innovation, ambition,
and interests of city residents themselves as they shape the
city around them through their own goals and successes. 

New York City offers a unique environment in which to
explore entrepreneurial opportunities for both foreign and
domestic migrants. Due to the density and diversity of 
its population, as well as the multiplicity of sectors repre-

sented in its market, New York City attracts businesses,
workers, and entrepreneurs from around the world. The
city is also home to a vast array of migration networks,
which can be vital to the entrepreneurial success of recent
arrivals.9 Migration networks are relationships formed in
the interest of reducing the social, economic, and emotion-
al costs of migration.10 These relationships, which include
ethnic concentrations and enclaves, are often formed with-
in the context of residential concentrations of co-national
migrants. Because these relationships allow recent migrants
to tap into human and financial capital that might not 
otherwise be available to them, they are a particularly
lucrative resource for the self-employed.11

Although 42% of immigrants to the United States arrive
with significant financial capital and twelve or more years
of formal education, another third of immigrants enter the
country as unskilled labor.12 For those who arrive with 
relatively little education and few financial assets, self-
employment can play an invaluable role in creating 
broader economic opportunities by helping individuals to
overcome labor force disadvantages, including exclusion
from professional networks, lack of American diplomas,
and limited English proficiency. Within the context of
enclaves, in which a relatively high number of co-nationals
reside, self-employment provides international migrants
with the opportunity to provide certain goods or services to
their co-nationals at a comparative advantage relative to
natives or other migrants.13

Self-employment does not always function equally as a
form of upward mobility however; recent research demon-
strates that the experience varies by group.14 In examining
self-employment rates by immigrant status and gender, the
finding that the self-employment rate among immigrant
females (7.7%) is higher than U.S.-born females (6.1%)
suggests a higher rate of success in entrepreneurship
among foreign-born women.15 However, both immigrant
males (10.3%) and U.S.-born males (10.5%) demonstrate
higher self-employment rates than their female counter-
parts. While the self-employment sector continues to be
dominated by men, both in terms of the number of male
entrepreneurs and the levels of income they are able to
earn, the rate of growth among female entrepreneurs is
gaining pace. In fact, female entrepreneurs now comprise
the fastest growing segment of the small business popula-
tion, with the rate of women-owned business creation two
times that of businesses owned by men.16 The number of
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self-employed women in the United States increased 
from 1.6 million to 3.9 million between 1974 and 1994.
However, an examination of earnings data from 1994 found
that self-employed women continued to earn much less
than their wage and salary counterparts.17 Women entre-
preneurs still face difficulties accessing capital, gaining
high levels of management experience and entering non-
traditional sectors.

Levels of English-language ability and educational attainment
are increasingly important in determining the extent 
to which self-employment may provide individuals with
opportunities for socioeconomic mobility.  Over the previous
census period, English-proficiency premiums increased 
significantly for both male and female entrepreneurs and
groups (based on national origin) who displayed an improve-
ment of relative earnings also exhibited overall increases in
education.18 However, while the gap between self-employed
and wage/salary natives decreased during the 1980s, the 
educational attainment gap between self-employed and
wage/salary immigrants increased.  Thus, while some immi-
grant entrepreneurs, like their U.S.-born counterparts, 
exhibited high education levels, others demonstrated very
low levels of educational attainment and English-proficiency.
This may be the result of certain types of discrimination faced
by less-educated, limited-English-proficiency international
migrants, which have disproportionately pushed these 
individuals into self-employment.19

Rates of self-employment have also been found to vary
between ethno-racial groups. Because enclaves—and the
resources they provide—have been shown to play a critical
role in the success of many immigrant entrepreneurs, 
variable experiences along ethno-racial lines may indicate
some groups have been more successful than others in 
taking advantage of the resources generated by enclaves.
Certain groups—including Chinese, Iranians, Koreans, and
Israelis—have demonstrated particularly high self-employ-
ment rates.20 Additional research has found Cubans and
Koreans experienced an improvement in annual earnings
tied to self-employment, while no such improvement was
experienced by Chinese or Blacks.21 However, when com-
pared to native-born persons of any particular ethno-racial
group, foreign-born persons of the same group tend to 
display higher self-employment rates.22-23

On a national level, immigrants who arrived during the
1990s remained concentrated in wage and salary positions.

While these new immigrants were found in every private
sector industry, they were most highly concentrated in
three sectors: construction and manufacturing, leisure/
hospitality/other service industries, and health/educa-
tion/professional/business services. It is interesting to note
that “nearly 320,00 new immigrants obtained employment
in the nation’s manufacturing industries at a time when
total wage and salary employment in these industries
declined by more than 2.7 million positions.”  Sectoral con-
centration among international migrants is equally strong
among entrepreneurs as wage and salary workers, as
demonstrated in the analysis below. 

These dynamic trends highlight the importance of look-
ing at self-employment on a more detailed level. The
role of self-employment in the occupational behavior of
New York City’s international and domestic migrants is
affected by both the broader forces of restructuring in
the metropolitan economy, as well as by changes in the
demographic characteristics of any particular migrant
group. Other contextual factors—including the make 
up of the local labor market, the availability of public
transportation, and social infrastructure—will also 
differentiate the effectiveness of self-employment for a
particular individual or group.25

This paper, which examines the interplay between patterns
of migration and patterns of self-employment, affords a
unique opportunity to strike a balance between “people”
and “place” perspectives on urban change. We can expect
structural changes in the local and regional economies,
which affect the labor opportunities available to recent
migrants and the kinds of skills and services that will be in
demand, to have an impact on the demographic and eco-
nomic characteristics of incoming populations. However,
the demographic dynamism of recent migrant populations
and the patterns of variation between those who arrived
between 1985 and 1990 and those who arrived ten years
later will have critical effects not only on the shape of the
city’s economy but also on the shape of the lives of those
considered within this study as well.

Data & Definitions

For our empirical analysis, we examined data from the 1%
sample of the 1990 and 2000 censuses, which contain a full
range of economic and demographic information on 1 of
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every 100 people in the full U.S. population.26 In addition,
and most importantly for the purposes of this study, the
data sets include several migration variables that permit the
identification of an individual’s location five years prior (in
this case, 1985 and 1995). Combining this with the indi-
vidual’s current location, we can map a respondent’s move
from one location to another. The geographic variables
identify countries, U.S. states and metropolitan areas with
populations larger than 100,000 people. The data set
enables a comparison of different types of jobs and incomes
of current residents and migrants. 

The raw estimates will miss two sets of individuals. First,
because the data set is a representative sample of the U.S.
Census, the estimates will miss people who emigrated 
from the U.S. Thus, in any comparison of net migration,
outmigration estimates will be underestimated. Second, the
estimates will not capture anyone who moved twice during
the five-year periods, which should not bias the estimates
in any systematic way. Although one might be concerned
about immigrants’ entry point to the U.S., we do not expect
this to overtly bias the results, given that New York City is
still the major port of entry. The self-employed group
includes all self-employed workers, regardless of incorpo-
ration status, as delineated by IPUMS. We also make no
further categorization based on income level or source 
(i.e., wage and salary versus self-employment income,
etc.). The general nature of these criteria enables larger
sample sizes, which allow us to make conclusions about
economic outcomes that are significant both conceptually
and statistically. As a final caveat, because these are repre-
sentative samples from the Census, the final estimates may
vary from the actual values found in the full Census
because of sampling variation or other issues.27-28

The estimates found below are weighted by IPUMS person-
level weights. Tables 2 through 8 also include a statistical
check for the equality of reported medians between 1990
and 2000; nearly all the results are statistically significant at
the 1% level. In Table 1, a two-tailed proportion test is
included to check the statistical significance of the 1990 to
2000 percent change, the results from which show that all
of these changes are all statistically significant.29

Since in particular we want to examine the city’s labor force,
the sample is also restricted to the population eighteen years
of age and older. The income variable is the total income the

respondent received in the previous calendar year. This
includes pre-tax wage and salary income, in addition to
income gains or losses from other sources, including Social
Security, Supplementary Security Income (SSI), welfare
(public assistance), and other retirement and investment
income. This income measure has two advantages over the
basic wage and salary income measure. One, we expect
migrants—especially international migrants—to have
income from a variety of sources other than their wages and
salaries making the more comprehensive total income mea-
sure preferable. Two, because total income captures a wide
range of taxes and transfers, it may be a better measure of
income for self-employed workers whose incomes often
include significant revenues from capital investments.30 Of
course, Census respondents are answering questions about
their current income status. Thus, an individual who moved
from Atlanta to New York City is reporting the income she
earned in New York City, not Atlanta. Since incomes are on
average higher in New York City than many other places in
the country and world (partly due to New York City’s high-
er costs of living) one would expect a priori that income
estimates for New York City’s in-migrants will be biased
upwards, although this may be less true for people migrat-
ing from overseas. Hence, the income estimates may capture
the higher wages paid in New York City in addition to job
shifting and experience effects borne by people who move
from one location to another.

For employment, the Census records seven levels of employ-
ment status, including “at work,” “has job, not working,”
“armed forces, at work,” “armed forces, not at work but with
job,” “unemployed,” “not in labor force,” or “not available
(N/A).” We define “workers” as those who fall within the first
four categories; the two not-working categories in that group
may be affected by seasonal variation. 

One of the potential weaknesses of this study is the choice of
examining New York City as the geographic region as
opposed to the larger metropolitan area. Economic change is
largely regional, especially for a major urban center like New
York. New York City draws on workers from surrounding
areas and thus their contribution to the city’s economic
health cannot be underemphasized. One of the major rea-
sons for looking at the city proper, as opposed to the larger
metropolitan area, is because this allows us to make infer-
ences about the city’s fiscal situation, including its potential
tax base and the goods and services it may have to provide.
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Main Findings

Between 1990 and 2000, the number of self-employed
workers in New York City grew by 2.9%. In the first period
of analysis—between 1985 and 1990—over 28,000 of
workers moving to New York City were self-employed,
accounting for 6% of migrants to the city. A decade later,
between 1995 and 2000, this number had risen to almost
32,000: a 13% increase. The expansion of the self-
employed sector will have a direct impact on such issues as
the demand for public services, the growth of small busi-
ness, and the dynamics of community development. In this
section, we focus on the characteristics of self-employed
workers who moved to New York City in the periods
between 1985 and 1990 and between 1995 and 2000. In
order to focus on the characteristics of those who moved to
the city over the last ten years we do not analyze the exist-
ing stock of self-employed workers in the city. The results
underscore the growth and changing dynamics of the self-
employment sector and demonstrate trends that policy
makers should be aware of as the New York City economy
readies for a new and different wave of migration. While
the extent to which demographic change is integrated into
broader forces of economic restructuring is still not well
understood, attention to the dynamics of this relationship
is critical if we are to judge the desirability of economic
change through the consequences it has for people.31

In order to provide an overview of the trends in migration to
and from New York City over the past decade, Table 1 shows
the number of people who lived in New York City in 2000 and
the two migration classes: those who moved from the city and
those who moved to the city. Those who migrated into the city
are further decomposed into domestic and international
migrant groups.32 The city’s in-migration exceeded the city’s
outmigration by about 36,000 people in 2000, a pace that had
slowed since the 1985-1990 period (see Table 1, bottom
panel).33 The table also shows the large number of foreign-
born migrants who moved to the city (469,632), especially rel-
ative to the number of foreign-born people who moved out of
the city (294,737). The 13% growth rate in immigrant self-
employment status between 1990 and 2000 exceeds the 2.9%
growth rate of self-employment among current residents by
more than four times (see also Figure 1). The slight difference
between domestic and international migrants (12.9% and
13.3%) who were self-employed is not tremendous; yet it sug-
gests a greater likelihood of international migrants who work
for themselves when they arrive in New York City. 

We distinguish between four general sectors in the econo-
my: Industry, High Skill, Government, and Services. The
Industry category includes the construction, manufactur-
ing, wholesale trade, transportation, and warehousing and
utilities sectors. The High Skill category includes workers
from the information and communications, finance, 
insurance and real estate (FIRE), professional and technical
services, and educational and health services sectors. 
The Services category includes those in retail trade and per-
sonal service jobs, while the Government category includes
those in the armed forces and public administration.34

These sector distinctions permit an analysis of migration
trends first by self-employment status and then within the
self-employment sector itself. Table 2 presents median
incomes by self-employment status for the worker sample.
As expected, workers in the High Skill sector have the
highest incomes while workers in the Services sector have
the lowest.  Over time, the income gap between these two
sectors has grown markedly.  In 1990, self-employed High
Skill workers earned 1.3 times as much as those in the
Services sector; by 2000, this ratio had grown to 2.2. As
incomes for self-employed workers in the High Skill sector
grew by 54%, wage and salary workers saw their incomes
fall by 2%, resulting in a substantial shift in the relative
rankings of the two median income levels.35 Within the
Services sector, the combination of the 5% decline in medi-
an incomes for self-employed workers and the 3% decline
in median incomes for wage and salary workers, reduced
the $3,700 income gap that existed in 1990 by over $500. 
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In the Industry sector, incomes for both groups fell by 9%
with self-employed workers maintaining their relative
income advantage. Overall, these findings illustrate the rel-
ative income advantage the self-employed had over wage
and salary workers in the Industry and Services sectors in
2000. Returns to self-employment in the High Skill sector,
in particular, significantly outpaced income increases for
wage and salary workers. While incomes for the self-
employed still exceed the incomes of wage/salary workers,
there is wider variation in incomes among this self-
employed group.36

Focusing directly on self-employed migrants, the differ-
ences in income by origin (i.e. international or domestic)
are demonstrated in Table 3. Domestic migrants hold a dis-
tinct advantage over international migrants for all three
sectors in the table with the largest difference found in the
High Skill sector. However, the ratio of median incomes in
the High Skill sector grew only slightly, from 2.5 to 2.6 over
the period. Incomes in the Industry sector were effectively
equal in both sets of years. In the Services sector, domestic
migrants saw their incomes decline by 8% as international

migrants experienced an 18% income increase over the
period, resulting in a decline of the income ratio from 2.1
to 1.7. Whether these trends reflect labor supply or labor
demand effects is difficult to disentangle yet the change in
relative income levels does suggest changes in both the
structure of the economy and in migrants’ expectations for
future income growth.

New York City’s self-employed population is emblematic of
the city’s considerable diversity. In 2000, the only year for
which specific country-origin data is available, 14% of all
migrants to New York City originated in Central or South
America (Figure 2). Migrants from Europe accounted for
11% of the total, while over half of the city’s migrants
moved from other parts of the United States. Median
incomes varied significantly by country of origin, ranging
from $9,830 for those who originated in Mexico to $55,443
for migrants coming from Canada. The median income lev-
els of all groups differed statistically from the U.S. median
income level of $42,068. Hence the observation that the
higher incomes of domestic migrants overall (Table 3)
masks the considerable variation among international
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migrant groups when broken down by country of origin. In
particular, Canada, Australia, and the European countries
exhibit substantially higher median incomes than other
areas around the globe.

Changes in the relative education levels of the city’s latest
migrants play a critical role in the trends presented thus far.
The estimates in Table 4 illustrate the growth in the medi-
an incomes of New York City’s highly educated self-
employed migrants. Higher aggregate levels of education
are the result of both a 38% increase in the number of self-
employed migrants with four or more years of education
(from 12,530 to 17,317) and a 50% decline in the number
of workers with less than a high school education (from
4,116 to 2,066).37 This sharp increase in the number of
highly educated migrants was accompanied by a 60%
increase in median incomes to over $47,000 for those with
four or more years of college. Clearly, returns to educa-
tion—as has been documented elsewhere38—are being
borne out in the latest wave of migration to New York City.

This finding is further demonstrated in Table 5, which
breaks down by sector, the changes in education levels
between 1990 and 2000. In both 1990 and 2000, workers
with 4 or more years of college in the High Skill sector had
the highest median income. Over the decade, their income
levels grew by 49%. The returns for education were greatest
in the Industry sector where the highest median incomes
shifted from the Grade 12 category in 1990 to workers with
four or more years in 2000.  In the Services sector, workers
with 1 to 3 years of college continued to be the highest
earners, with median incomes that increased by 30% over
the decade. The income growth for workers in the Services
sector with 1 to 3 years of college outpaced the income
growth for those with four or more years of education, as
demonstrated by the slight decline in the income ratio from
0.8 to 0.6 (bottom panel). 

The distribution of education is decomposed further by
migration origin in Table 6. The gap in income between
domestic and international migrants with 1 to 3 years of
college shrunk over the period, as incomes among domes-
tic migrants decreased by 8% and those among interna-
tional migrants increased by 13%. This trend was consis-
tent for those who had attained a Grade 12-level education
as well, with median income levels dropping 11% among
domestic migrants and rising 4% among international

migrants. Among the most highly educated however, the
income gap widened, although both domestic and interna-
tional migrants saw an increase in income level returns for
education attained (37% and 33%, respectively).  At the
same time, as the number of highly educated domestic
migrants increased from 8,512 to 12,042 (a 41% increase)
the number of international migrants increased to 5,275 in
2000 or less than half the total number of their domestic
migrant counterparts. These trends indicate that while
domestic migrants still dominate the self-employment sec-
tor, both in terms of number of workers and levels of
income attained the importance of international migrants
to the self-employment sector and the demographic and
economic characteristics of these international migrants
are shifting.

Tables 7 and 8 further elucidate these shifts in the compo-
sition of the self-employed workforce and emphasize the
changing dynamics of gender. In Table 7, which tabulates
incomes by sector and gender, female migrants are making
significant advancements in the New York City economy. In
both the Industry and High Skill sectors, women are seeing
substantial income increases, 20% in the former and an
astounding 131% in the latter. In fact, income increases for
both international and domestic migrants in the High Skill
sector appear to be driven predominantly by women (Table
7). These observations of the women’s advancements are
reinforced by the (statistically significant) differences
between men’s and women’s median incomes.

In the Services sector, women’s median incomes fell by
nearly two-fifths. Although beyond the scope of this paper,
the small increase in the total number of workers (a 4%
increase) and the decline in total incomes in this sector may
reflect a crowding-out by New York City’s current resident
workforce. The observed trends for men in the Services sec-
tor are exactly opposite those for women—higher incomes
(+24%) but a smaller labor force (-19%).

For men, median incomes in the Industry sector fell by a
fifth even as the number of workers in the sector grew by
over 20%. This decrease in median incomes among men is
in contrast to the 20% increase for women in this sector.
Thus, the decline in the median income levels for interna-
tional and domestic migrants in this sector, observed in
Table 3, is driven by men. The number of men in the High
Skill sector rose from 4,984 to 6,701 (a 34% increase) over
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the decade and incomes grew at about half the rate (19%),
which serves to not only maintain men’s income advantage
over women but to extend it—the ratio of median incomes
almost doubled from 0.4 to 0.7. We also observe an
increase in the female-male median income ratio in the
Industry sector, but a decline in the ratio—from 1.0 to
.06—in the Services sector. 

Trends in gender labor market status can be further decom-
posed by origin (Table 8). As in Table 3, domestic migrants
have significantly higher incomes than their international
counterparts—in 2000, domestic female migrants attained
almost three times the total income of women from over-
seas. Differences between men, on the other hand, actually
fell between 1990 and 2000, although domestic male

migrants still earned more than one-and-a-half times the
incomes of international male migrants.

The estimates in these tables demonstrate significant
changes in the characteristics of New York City’s self-
employed migrants. They are much more likely to have high
levels of education and earn higher incomes. They are more
likely to be in High Skill sector industries. The premiums
afforded to those with four or more years of college working
in the High Skill and Industry sectors rose substantially, par-
ticularly in the Industry sector where incomes increased by
220% from 1990 (see Table 5). With respect to gender, the
growth rate in the number of self-employed women migrat-
ing to the city is nearly twice that of men while the growth
in female incomes is four times as fast as men’s. 
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However, these trends are affecting migrant groups in 
different ways. For example, while domestic migrants out-
perform international migrants in terms of median income 
levels achieved, when examined by specific region of ori-
gin, we find that certain international migrant groups—
including those from Europe, Canada & Mexico, and
Central/South America—are achieving significantly higher
median incomes than others, including domestic migrants.
The increasing importance of international migrants to
New York City’s self-employment sector will undoubtedly
afford opportunities for certain regional groups to make
greater inroads into the city’s economy, particularly as
female migrants—both domestic and international—are

increasingly participating in the self-employment sector.
This will affect not only the structure of the city’s labor
market and small business industry, but also the shape of
New York City’s communities and the role of social struc-
tures such as enclaves within the self-employment sector.

Conclusion

As New York City’s economy has changed in nature over the
past three decades, it has become increasingly reliant upon High
Skill industries and the highly educated and talented labor pool
that sustain them. The heightened importance of the High Skill
sector—among the self-employed as well as wage and salary
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workers—intensified in the period between 1990 and 2000.
Among the city’s recent migrant population, there was an
increase in educational attainment levels as well as a corre-
sponding increase in the median incomes being achieved.
However, not all recent migrants faired above the average and
median lines, with certain groups—broken down by sector of
employment, gender, educational attainment level, and 
origin—achieving greater socioeconomic mobility than others. 
Nevertheless, these shifts in New York City’s overall econ-
omy created opportunities for various groups previously
less engaged in self-employment—such as international
migrants and women—to take advantage of the potential
benefits of entrepreneurship in higher levels. For example,

as the incomes of domestic migrants in the
Services sector dropped between 1990 and
2000 and less domestic migrants sought
self-employment within this sector, the
number of international migrants engaging
in self-employment in the Services sector
increased, accompanied by a correspond-
ing increase in median incomes. In anoth-
er example, as the number of women
engaged in self-employment in the
Industry sector increased by 88%, their
median incomes increased by 20%, shifting
the income ratio from 0.8 to 1.1 in
women’s favor. Although the High Skill
sector remains the dominant force in the
city’s economy, there are certainly strides
being made in other areas as well. 

Overall, we find that the changing nature
of New York City’s economy continues to
draw an increasingly diverse and talented
labor pool and to create new opportuni-
ties for recent migrants. The demographic
dynamism and socioeconomic mobility of
the city’s population have important con-
sequences for the future of New York
City’s development. Thus, policies and
programs that facilitate the further growth
and diversity of the self-employment 
sector will be critical to the socioeconom-
ic mobility of the city’s labor pool, as well
as to the growth of small business, the
dynamics of community development,
and the shape of the overall economy.
Further research in this area, both at the

local and national levels, can help inform debates on 
the impact of urban migration on new job and 
business growth.
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