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Abstract 

This dissertation consists of three separate studies that examine patterns of 

immigrant incorporation in the United States. The first study tests competing 

hypotheses derived from conflicting theoretical frameworks: transnational perspective 

and cross-national framework to determine whether transnational engagement and 

incorporation are concurrent processes among Chinese, Indian, and Mexican 

immigrants. This study measures transnational engagement and incorporation as home 

and home country asset ownership using multi-panel, nationally representative data 

from the New Immigrant Survey (NIS) collected in 2003 and 2007. Results support a 

cross-border framework and indicate that transnational asset ownership decreases 

among all immigrant groups, while U.S. asset ownership increases. Findings from this 

study also indicate that due to disadvantaged pre-migration SES and low human capital, 

Mexican immigrants are less likely than other immigrants to own home country assets 

during the year after receiving their green card.  

The second study examines the doubly disadvantaged position of elderly 

immigrants in the U.S. wealth distribution by applying the life course perspective to the 

dominance-differentiation theory of immigrant wealth stratification. I analyze elderly 

immigrant wealth in respect to U.S. born seniors and younger immigrant cohorts using 

two data sets: the Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) and the New 
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Immigrant Survey (NIS). The Survey of Income and Program Participation (2001 to 2005) 

is a nationally representative of U.S. households. The first series of analyses reveals a 

significant wealth gap between U.S.- and foreign-born seniors which becomes more 

pronounced among the wealthiest households in my sample; however, U.S. tenure 

explains much of this difference. The second series of analyses suggests that elderly 

immigrants experience greater barriers to incorporation compared to their younger 

counterparts.  

In the third study, I apply a transnational lens to the forms-of-capital and 

opportunity structure models of entrepreneurship in order to analyze the role of foreign 

resources in immigrant business start-ups. I propose that home country property use 

represents financial, social, and class resources that facilitate immigrant 

entrepreneurship. I test my hypotheses using survey data on Latin American 

immigrants from the Comparative Immigrant Entrepreneurship Project. Findings from 

these analyses suggest that home country asset ownership provides financial and social 

capital that is related to an increased likelihood of immigrant entrepreneurship.  
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1. Introduction  

Since the passage of the Hart-Cellar Act in 1965 −which abolished discriminatory 

quotas limiting the number of migrants from non-Western nations−immigration to the 

United States has been defined by increasing economic, racial, and cultural diversity. 

Instead of prioritizing immigrants from Western Europe as had previously been the 

case, the Hart-Cellar Act placed greater preference on admission for relatives of U.S. 

citizens and skilled workers.  

Half a century after the passage of this law, the enormous demographic shifts 

resulting from it are apparent: the total number of immigrants in the United States 

quintupled, from 9.6 to 45 million, the number of European immigrants decreased from 

7.3 to 4.9 million, and Latin Americans and Asians now comprise a much larger portion 

of new immigrants, growing from 1.4 to 24.3 million (Walters and Trevelyan 2011). 

Increased diversity has generated scholarly debate on the incorporation patterns of these 

new immigrants. This dissertation consists of three separate studies that test theories 

associated with the incorporation patterns of new immigrants. 

Chapter 2 explores two opposing theoretical frameworks concerning the 

durability of cross-border ties in the face of immigrant assimilation. Transnational 

perspectives envision cross-border engagement as a process that is concurrent with 

immigrant settlement in the United States. In contrast, the cross-border framework 

conceives home country ties as an intrinsic characteristic of immigration that deteriorate 

over time as immigrants become more invested in their host country society. I test 

competing hypotheses based on these theoretical frameworks by analyzing asset 
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ownership in both the home country and United States among Chinese, Indian, and 

Mexican immigrants over time. Asset ownership represents an immigrant’s literal 

investment and thus symbolizes either transnational engagement (home country assets) 

or host country adaptation (U.S. assets). In this chapter, I use multi-panel data from the 

New Immigrant Survey (NIS) collected in 2003 and 2007. The NIS is a nationally 

representative survey of legal permanent residents interviewed within one year of 

receiving their green card. Findings from this chapter support the cross-border 

framework and indicate that transnational asset ownership decreases among all 

immigrant groups during the beginning of an immigrant’s U.S. tenure, while U.S. asset 

ownership increases. Findings from this chapter also indicate that due to disadvantaged 

pre-migration SES and low human capital, Mexican immigrants are less likely than other 

immigrants to own home country assets during the year after receiving their green card. 

However, this disadvantage disappears over time as all immigrant groups divest home 

country assets. This chapter provides important insights for research on immigrant 

home country ties and economic incorporation. 

Chapter 3 examines the doubly disadvantaged position of elderly immigrants in 

the U.S. wealth distribution by applying the life course perspective to the dominance-

differentiation theory of immigrant wealth stratification. In doing so, I propose that age 

is a primary factor influencing immigrant wealth security and that older immigrants are 
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doubly disadvantaged compared to both U.S. born seniors and younger cohorts of 

immigrants. I analyze elderly immigrant wealth in respect to these two groups (U.S. 

born seniors and younger immigrant cohorts) using two data sets: the Survey of Income 

and Program Participation (SIPP) and the New Immigrant Survey (NIS). The Survey of 

Income and Program Participation (2001 to 2005) is a nationally representative of U.S. 

households and contains detailed information on asset ownership and value as well as 

migration characteristics. The first series of analyses reveals a significant wealth gap 

between U.S.- and foreign-born seniors which becomes more pronounced among the 

wealthiest households in my sample; however, U.S. tenure explains much of this 

difference. The second series of analyses suggests that elderly immigrants experience 

greater barriers to economic incorporation compared to their younger counterparts. 

Elderly immigrants are less likely to own homes and bank accounts or have sufficient 

wealth. Taken together, this chapter indicates that elderly immigrants− especially recent 

arrivals− are a doubly disadvantaged population. 

While Chapters 2 and 3 focus primarily on wealth and asset ownership as 

incorporation measures, Chapter 4 turns its attention to immigrant entrepreneurship. 

Entrepreneurship is an important form of immigrant incorporation, because it provides 

employment opportunities for immigrants who might otherwise experience labor 

market exclusion. In Chapter 4, I apply a transnational lens to the forms-of-capital and 
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opportunity structure models of entrepreneurship in order to analyze the role of foreign 

resources in immigrant business start-ups. I propose that home country property use 

represents financial, social, and class resources that facilitate immigrant 

entrepreneurship. I test my hypotheses using survey data on Latin American 

immigrants from the Comparative Immigrant Entrepreneurship Project. Findings from 

these analyses suggest that home country asset ownership provides financial and social 

capital that is related to an increased likelihood of immigrant entrepreneurship. 

Additionally, I find that contexts of departure and home country political/economic 

conditions likely shape the relationship between home country property and 

entrepreneurship. This chapter contributes to immigrant entrepreneurship literature by 

establishing home country property as an important form of financial and social capital. 

Chapter 5 provides concluding remarks and addresses the implications and 

limitations of my dissertation as well as directions for future research. Overall, the 

studies in this dissertation indicate that home country ties provide important forms of 

capital, but these connections are not durable and wither as immigrants settle in the 

United States. Additionally, incorporation is a multi-faceted process, and some 

immigrant groups (e.g., senior immigrants) experience greater difficulty in establishing 

themselves and achieving financial security compared to others. 
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2. Cross-Border and U.S. Investments among Chinese, 
Indian, and Mexican Immigrants 

Cross-border ties−defined as any political, social, or economic relationships 

between a migrant and their home country−are a defining feature of contemporary 

immigration to the United States. Technological advances in communication and 

transportation have enabled immigrants to participate in a wide variety of cross-border 

activities (i.e., remitting earnings, calls or emails to the home country, voting in home 

country elections, or contributing to home country community or charity organizations) 

at an unprecedented rate (Marcelli and Lowell 2005; Waldinger 2008; Waldinger and 

Soehl 2013). Indeed, the majority of immigrants participate in some form of cross-border 

engagement; a nationally representative survey of Hispanic immigrants found visiting 

the home country (67%) and sending remittances (51%) to be the most popular cross-

border ties (Waldinger 2008). Cross-border ties are not only common among today’s 

immigrants, they also play a powerful role in shaping the global economy. For instance, 

in 2009, international migrant remittances were over $300 billion, which was almost 

equal to global foreign direct investments in the same year (The World Bank 2011). 

Observing the myriad ways immigrants continue to interact with their home country 

after putting down roots in the United States, scholars in the 1990s formed a cohesive 

literature focused on these ties called the transnational perspective. Proponents of the 
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transnational perspective emphasize the enduring nature of cross-border ties and the 

fact that immigrant home country engagement and assimilation are simultaneous 

processes (Levitt and Glick Schiller 2004; Portes et al. 2002). However, critics of the 

transnational perspective have developed an alternative theoretical perspective, the 

cross-border framework, which proposes that although home country ties are prevalent, 

they are not durable and “wither” as immigrants settle in the United States (Waldinger 

2010, 2015). 

Real and financial assets are an immigrant’s literal investment in the country in 

which it is located and therefore can represent either cross-border engagement or host 

country incorporation. Thus, studying the location of immigrant investments provides a 

unique opportunity to arbitrate this debate. Immigrants maintain homes and bank 

accounts in their country of origin for several reasons, including to maintain social 

status, support family, and prepare for retirement (Joseph 2012; Owusu 1998; Thai 2006). 

Indeed transnational scholars view home country investment as one of the most 

enduring cross-border ties, because it requires immigrants to interact with public and 

private institutions and navigate the legal system (Levitt and Glick Schiller 2004). In 

contrast, accumulating U.S. assets represents immigrant host country economic 

incorporation and can signify their labor market integration, familiarity with the 

housing and financial markets, and context of reception (i.e., mortgage discrimination) 
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(Marcelli and McConnell 2008; Myer and Lee 1998; Osili and Paulson 2008). Studying 

immigrant investment portfolios, especially the location of their investments, over time, 

provides insight into the durability of cross-border ties in the face of incorporation.  

 Due to different levels of pre-migration socioeconomic status (SES), migration 

histories, and human capital, the levels of home and host country investment is likely to 

vary by country of origin. Chinese, Indian, and Mexican immigrants typify three distinct 

migration trajectories; since 2005, Chinese, Indian, and Mexican immigrants comprised 

the three largest immigrant groups in the United States, with Chinese comprising 8.8 

percent, Indians 7.3 percent, and Mexicans 19.3 percent of newly-arrived immigrants in 

the United States (Walters and Trevelyan 2011). Mexican immigrants are the largest 

undocumented population in the United States with many coming as unskilled workers 

(Bean, Leach, Brown, Bachmeier, and Hippo 2011; Massey 2010). For Mexican 

immigrants, low educational attainment combined with an unwelcoming host country 

environment are barriers to incorporation, fostering home country ties. Chinese 

immigrants represent a range of socioeconomic realities; some enter as millionaire 

entrepreneurs while others arrive as low-wage workers (Ley 2010; Zhou 2009). This 

variation is reflected in a diversity of visa statuses (e.g., employment and family 

reunification visas) and countries of origin (e.g., Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Mainland 

China) (Hao 2007; Ley 2010; Zhou 2009). Indian immigrants are one of the most highly-
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educated immigrant groups and as such have median incomes and wealth higher than 

that of white, non-Hispanic U.S. natives (Hao 2007; Pew Research Center 2012; Walters 

and Trevelyan 2011).  

In this chapter, I analyze home and host country asset ownership over time in 

order to examine the relationship between immigrant transnational engagement and 

U.S. incorporation. To do so, I ask the following questions: 1) How does immigrant 

home and host country investment change over their U.S. tenure?; 2) How do diverse 

backgrounds, reflected by country of origin, shape these investment patterns?; and How 

is home country asset ownership related to U.S. asset ownership? In the following 

section, I first review the literature on transnational perspective and cross-border 

framework and provide competing hypotheses representing both propositions. Next, I 

establish asset ownership as a measure of both cross-border engagement and U.S. 

incorporation, depending on location, and provide a brief background on the migration 

histories and SES of Chinese, Indian, and Mexican immigrants. To test my hypotheses, I 

use data from the New Immigrant Survey (2003, 2007) to explore the home and host 

country asset ownership among recent green card recipients over a period of three years. 

My findings suggest that cross-border investments are not enduring and immigrants are 

eager to invest in the United States, although asset preferences vary by country of origin. 
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2.1 Conceptual Framework 

 In this section, I first outline the ongoing debate between immigration scholars 

over the durability of cross-border ties and the extent to which immigrant assimilation 

and transnational engagement are simultaneous processes and I propose competing 

hypotheses that represent both sides of this debate. Second, I provide a brief overview of 

the migration experiences and U.S. stratification outcomes of Chinese, Indian, and 

Mexican immigrants, and I discuss how I expect these factors to differentially shape 

their investment patterns in their home countries and the United States. Finally, I 

propose that asset ownership is an important measure of immigrant transnational 

engagement and incorporation, and that studying investments by location over time 

may provide important insights for this debate.  

2.2.1 Transnationalism or Withering Ties?  

The transnational perspective developed over the past the past twenty years to 

describe the increasingly international context in which immigrants live (Glick-Schiller 

et al. 1992, 1995). The transnational social field includes economic (e.g., sending 

remittances, investing in or owning home country real estate, land, or businesses), 

political (e.g., donating money to home country political causes, direct participation in 

home country politics, affiliation with home country politics), or cultural (e.g., 

participating in home town associations or sports clubs, returning to home town for 
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holiday celebrations, contributing money to home country charities) ties that connect 

immigrants to their home countries. Previous research has demonstrated that the extent 

and manner in which immigrants participate in transnational activities vary: some 

engage in daily communication with and regular travel to their home country, while 

others interact more sporadically with their home country (Levitt and Jaworsky 2007). 

Reflecting these complex and multi-dimensional relationships, scholars often refer to 

participation in transnational activities as belonging to a transnational space in which a 

core group of individuals participate regularly in a range of activities, and a periphery 

participates periodically in a limited number of activities (Itzigsohn and Giorguli-

Saucedo 2005; Levitt 2001).  

Proponents of the transnational perspective emphasize the simultaneity of 

transnational engagement and host country incorporation (Basch et al 1994; Levitt and 

Glick Schiller 2004; Portes, Guarnizo, and Haller 2002). These scholars envision cross-

border ties as facilitating an immigrant’s incorporation in their new nation-state and vice 

versa. For instance, as an immigrant becomes more established in their host country, 

they have greater economic, legal, and social resources which may enable investment, 

travel, and business transactions with their home country. Transnational scholars do not 

expect that immigrants will be fully embedded in either their home or host country, but 

instead describe the simultaneity of cross-border engagement and incorporation as an 
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axis, with immigrants engaging in home and host country social fields as necessary 

(Levitt and Glick Schiller 2004). Supporting this concept of multiple embeddedness, 

transnational research finds that immigrants with the greatest home country 

involvement are also the most firmly established in their host country (Portes et al. 2002; 

Smith and Guarnizo 1998). For instance, they cite research on Latin American 

immigrants that demonstrates that those with U.S. citizenship and broader host country 

networks are more likely to engage in transnational entrepreneurship compared to less 

established immigrants (Portes et al. 2002). Following the transnational perspective, I 

expect: 

H1a: As host country tenure increases, immigrants will be more likely to own assets in their 

home and host countries. 

Responding to the transnational perspective, scholars proposed an alternative 

position─ the cross-border framework─ which stresses the importance of host country 

incorporation in the migration process. The cross-border framework grants that home 

country ties are an important aspect of the immigrant experience, but it differs from the 

transnational perspective in that it envisions these ties as unimportant in immigrant’s 

daily lives and host country incorporation (Waldinger 2010, 2015; Waldinger and 

Fitzgerald 2004). These scholars view cross-border ties as inevitable; migrants often 

intend to return after a sojourn in the United States and thus maintain home country 
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relationships and identities. However, these intentions of return are not often realized as 

immigrants establish themselves and their families in the host country, which results in 

diminished home country attachment. Thus, research drawing upon the cross-border 

framework views host country incorporation and cross-border engagement as separate 

and conflicting processes, and accordingly refers to the “withering” of immigrants’ 

transnational ties (Waldinger 2010, 2015). As evidence, these scholars point to nationally 

representative data demonstrating that the frequency of Latino immigrant remittances 

and phone calls to their home country decreases over their U.S. tenure (Soehl and 

Waldinger 2010; Waldinger 2008). Following the cross-border framework, I expect:  

H1b: As host country tenure increases, immigrants will be less likely to own assets in their home 

and more likely to own assets in their host countries. 

2.2.2 Disparate Backgrounds: Mexican, Chinese, and Indian 
Immigrants 

Diverse SES backgrounds, migration circumstances, and human capital among 

Chinese, Indian, and Mexican immigrants likely shape patterns of transnational 

engagement and host country incorporation. This section reviews the socioeconomic 

characteristics of these three groups in order to establish context for this research. 
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Table 1: Disparate SES Backgrounds and Investment Trends among Chinese, Indian, and Mexican Immigrants 

 

 

Pre-Migration 

Experiences 
Migration 

Experiences 
Human Capital 

Home Country 

Assets 
U.S. Asset Ownership 

Country of Origin      

      

China High childhood 

poverty; low 

parental education 

Low U.S. Tenure; 

Low English 

proficiency; 

Employment and 

family reunification 

visas 

 

Moderate 

educational 

attainment; 

Moderate Income 

Moderate Moderate 

India Low childhood 

poverty; high 

parental education 

Low U.S. Tenure; 

High English 

proficiency; 

Employment Visas 

 

High educational 

attainment; High 

Income 

High High 

Mexico High childhood 

poverty; low 

parental education 

High U.S. Tenure; 

Low English 

proficiency; 

Adjusted LPR 

status and family 

reunification visas 

 

Low educational 

attainment; low 

income 

Low Low 
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Large-scale Mexican migration began in 1942 with the Bracero Program, which 

established annual quotas for Mexican agricultural labor migrants. Currently, Mexican 

immigrants are the largest immigrant group in the United States, 3.3 million (25%) of 

whom are legal permanent residents (Rytina 2012). Mexican immigration, although 

heterogeneous, is characterized by low-wage sojourners who migrate to the United 

States for work, and after several trips, settle their families (Grieco et al. 2012; Stoney 

and Batalova 2013); accordingly, the majority (63%) of Mexican LPRs receive family 

reunification visas. While Mexican LPRs are more socioeconomically advantaged than 

their co-nationals without legal status, they still have lower levels of educational 

attainment than other foreign-born populations. For instance, only 6 percent of Mexican 

immigrants ages 25 or older have achieved a bachelor’s degree, and 69 percent report 

low levels of English proficiency (Zong and Batalova 2014). However, Mexican 

immigrants have high levels of labor market incorporation (70%) and are employed 

primarily in service and labor occupations (Grieco et al. 2012; Zong and Batalova 2014). 

Despite high levels of employment, the median household income of Mexican 

immigrants in the United States is only $36,700 and in 2013, 28 percent of households 

had incomes beneath the federal poverty level (Zong and Batalova 2014).  

Similar to Mexican immigrants, Chinese immigrants have a long history in the 

United States which began with the arrival of male laborers in the 19th century. The 
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Chinese Exclusion Act in 1882 curbed this migration stream, and Chinese immigrants 

did not migrate to the United States again in significant numbers until the 1980s (Zhou 

2009). Compared to Mexican immigrants, Chinese are more likely to arrive on 

employment-based visas, contributing to a greater degree of socioeconomic diversity 

among Chinese immigrants;  in fact, Chinese immigrants receive one in ten employment 

visas every year (McCabe 2012; Zong and Batalova 2014). The prevalence of 

employment visas among Chinese immigrants is reflected in relatively high educational 

attainment. The majority of Chinese immigrants (51%) graduated with a bachelor’s 

degree or higher, which situates them between Indian and Mexican immigrants in terms 

of educational attainment (American Immigration Council 2014). Despite high 

educational attainment, Chinese immigrants have low levels of English language 

proficiency. Comparable to the low rates of English proficiency among Mexican 

immigrants, nearly two-thirds (63%) of Chinese immigrants report having limited 

English proficiency, which often results in blocked occupational mobility among this 

population (American Immigration Council 2014; McCabe 2012; Zhou 2009). The 

average age of Chinese immigrants is higher than that of Mexican and Indian 

immigrants because many arrive as parents or grandparents of citizens (15% are over the 

age of 65) (McCabe 2012). These older adults generally have limited English language 

proficiency, lower rates of labor force participation, and lack knowledge about American 
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culture which may result in unbanked status and difficulty acquiring formal assets in 

the United States (Kim et al. 2011; Treas 2008).  

Indian immigrants began arriving in substantial numbers after the passage of the 

1965 Immigration Reforms, which abolished country quotas limiting the number of 

racially and ethnically diverse immigrants to the United States and created avenues for 

those with family or employment opportunities (Barringer and Kassebaum 1989). Indian 

immigrants are highly selected on educational attainment and occupational skills and 

receive more employment visas than immigrants of any other nationality (Pew Research 

Center 2012; Whatley and Batalova 2012). Dating back to British colonialism, the English 

language became widely used in public sectors in India, including education, 

government, and business. As a result, 70 percent of Indian immigrants in the United 

States report having strong English language skills, compared to only 49 percent of all 

other immigrants (Whatley and Batalova 2012). They are also highly educated, with 76 

percent of Indian immigrants over the age of 25 having attained a bachelor’s degree or 

higher and only 2 percent having attained less than 12 years of education (American 

Immigration Council 2014; Whatley and Batalova 2012). Commensurate with these 

attributes, Indian immigrants have experienced considerable occupational success and 

are concentrated in the IT sector, management, business, and finance (Whatley and 

Batalova 2012). In terms of demographic characteristics, Indian immigrants are relatively 
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young (85% are in their working years, between the ages of 16 to 64) and have spent less 

time in the United States compared to other immigrant groups (Whatley and Batalova 

2012).   

2.2.3 Home Country Asset Ownership as Transnational Engagement 

Cross-border investment indicates an immigrant’s embeddedness in the 

transnational social field as it necessitates their engagement with home country legal 

and financial institutions. Financial assets held abroad (e.g., bank accounts, mutual 

funds, or stocks) are more likely to have been established pre-migration because 

immigrants may need one or more of these forms of financial support to facilitate 

migration. For instance, immigrants entering with authorization need to show proof of 

financial resources in order to receive visas or permits essential for migration. However, 

maintaining and investing in financial assets after a sojourn in the United States 

represents a durable form of cross-border engagement, and immigrants do so for several 

reasons (Levitt and Glick Schiller 2004). Immigrants may maintain home country 

financial assets to facilitate remittance transfers or to support relatives in the home 

country. Additionally, immigrants may invest in interest earning accounts in their home 

country in order to take advantage of unique market conditions. Immigrants’ knowledge 

of home country markets may allow them to take advantage of favorable investment 

conditions, and social networks may increase their exposure to business or investment 
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opportunities in their home country (Hao 2007; Saxenian 2002; Wadwa et al. 2007). Some 

nations experiencing high levels of outmigration incentivize home country financial 

investment through targeted programs. For example, India increased its foreign-

exchange reserves by creating special deposits for non-resident Indians and diaspora 

bonds (Gupta and Hegde 2009; Naujoks 2009).  

Immigrants own real assets abroad (e.g., homes and businesses) in order to enact 

transnational identities in several ways, including: supporting non-migrant family 

members, preserving home country social status, or preparing to retire abroad. 

Households with family members still living in the home country may maintain homes 

and businesses abroad for their benefit; homes provide shelter and businesses generate 

income for non-migrant relatives (Joseph 2012; Thai 2006). Immigrants who experience a 

negative context of reception may invest in their home country in order to maintain 

social status and symbolic presence among family and friends (Dalakoglou 2010; Thai 

2006). For instance, Thai (2006) found that investment in home country investment 

property or businesses was common among Vietnamese males in Southern California 

because it helped them to maintain their social status among family and friends at home. 

As their social status is often challenged in the United States while working low-wage 

jobs, investing in property or businesses that create jobs for family and friends in their 

home village and reinforces their social status in Vietnam as a successful migrant (Thai 
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2006). Accumulating home country property in anticipation of retiring abroad is also 

common among immigrants, especially those from nation-states with greater purchasing 

power parity than the United States and stable housing markets (Hao 2007; Joseph 2012; 

Owusu 1998).  

Investing abroad is a complex financial behavior which is likely shaped by an 

immigrant’s early life SES, migration experiences, and human capital. Early life SES 

(e.g., parental education and experiencing childhood poverty) is likely to influence 

cross-border asset ownership. For instance, financial literacy is a learned behavior, and 

research demonstrates that high parental education is associated with greater financial 

market participation (Kim and Chatterjee 2013). Migration experiences refer to an 

immigrant’s legal status and context of reception. LPRs who arrived in the United States 

with no legal documentation are less likely to engage with formal financial institutions, 

as thus will be less likely to make cross-border investments (Osili and Paulson 2009). 

Human capital is also an important factor; immigrants with high levels of educational 

attainment and occupational prestige are more likely to own an array of financial 

instruments, including those located abroad (Kim et al. 2012; Osili and Paulson 2009). 

Because Mexican immigrants are more likely to experience pre-migration poverty, to 

have adjusted legal status, and to have low levels of educational attainment and work in 

low-wage sectors, I expect: 
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H2a: Mexican immigrants will be less likely to own home country assets compared to Chinese 

and Indian immigrants. 

2.2.4 Host Country Asset Ownership as Incorporation 

Host country assets, including home and bank account ownership, are a measure 

of immigrant incorporation (Borjas 2002; Ley 2010). Bank accounts are one of the first 

assets immigrants own after migration, as they are easily accessed, are low-risk, and do 

not require loans or mortgages. Although they are basic, bank accounts represent an 

important first step in promoting household saving and economic incorporation. 

However, due to unique SES trajectories, Mexican immigrants face a number of barriers 

to owning U.S. bank accounts that result in lower rates of “banked” households 

compared to Chinese and Indian immigrants. Mexican immigrants are less likely to 

participate in the formal labor market than Chinese and Indian immigrants who have 

higher educational attainment and receive employment visas at higher rates. Immigrants 

employed in the formal economy likely receive wages via direct deposits, thereby 

providing additional motivation for bank account ownership. Additionally, Mexican 

immigrants are less likely to have the necessary resources (e.g., English ability or 

financial literacy) that facilitate access to bank accounts. Pre-migration SES likely 

influences an immigrant’s “banked” status in their host country; previous research 

demonstrates that immigrants from nations with strong asset protection laws and stable 
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financial markets are more likely to maintain a bank account and use other financial 

instruments in the United States (Osili and Paulson 2008).  

U.S. homeownership plays an important role in the incorporation process, 

denoting a commitment to place and familiarity with host country financial institutions 

(Chiang and Leung 2011; Ratner 1996). Additionally, homeownership is often 

considered an essential measure of immigrant economic incorporation and upward 

mobility and many immigrant groups value homeownership as a symbol of middle class 

achievement. Several factors, including migration experience and group processes may 

explain why Mexican immigrants are less likely to own home compared to other 

immigrant groups. For example, U.S. tenure and English proficiency explain low rates of 

homeownership among Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, Cubans, and other Hispanics 

compared to U.S. natives, but  but are less salient when determining home equity (Krivo 

1995). Immigrants belonging to groups with large proportions of undocumented or low 

SES co-nationals increases expectations that one will give back to the community if they 

are successful (Agius Vallejo and Lee 2009). Financially supporting relatives in need is 

costly and can inhibit an immigrant’s ability to save for a down payment and can restrict 

home ownership and slow U.S. incorporation (McConnell and Akresh 2008). Compared 

to Chinese and Indian immigrants, Mexican immigrants are more likely to have arrived 
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in the United States without documentation and to have undocumented, low-wage co-

nationals. Considering all of these factors, I expect: 

H3: Mexican immigrants will be less likely to own assets in the United States compared to 

Chinese and Indian immigrants. 

2.2 Data and Methods 

I use data from the New Immigrant Survey (NIS 2003, 2007) to study home 

country and U.S. asset ownership over time. The NIS is a nationally representative, 

multi-panel survey of newly-arrived immigrants who are legal permanent residents. 

Baseline interviews were conducted in May to November 2003 and follow-up interviews 

began in June 2007. Several aspects of the NIS make it uniquely suited for my research 

compared to other datasets. First, it is the only nationally representative survey which 

specifies the location of various assets and liabilities, thus enabling the estimation of 

cross-border asset ownership. Other data sources, such as the Survey of Income and 

Program Participation (SIPP) or National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY) do not 

include information about the location of individual assets and therefore cannot be used 

to study cross-border investments. Second, NIS respondents are relatively recent 

immigrants to the United States and have shorter durations than immigrants in other 

nationally representative databases (e.g., SIPP or NLSY), which is particularly important 

because I expect cross-border ties to wither or endure during the first decade post-
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migration. Finally, respondents were asked questions on asset ownership in both panels, 

allowing me to study changes in immigrant investments during their first years of U.S. 

tenure. 

The NIS sampled respondents from the U.S. Naturalization Services’ (formally 

known as the INS) records by visa category, resulting in a total sampling frame of 12,500 

adult immigrants (Massey et al. 2000). From this sampling frame, 8,573 individuals 

participated in the survey, resulting in a 69 percent response rate. The NIS adult sample 

has four sampling strata based on immigrant visa category (Massey 2010). These 

categories include: 1) visas given to spouses of U.S. citizens, 2) visas given to those 

employed by U.S. businesses, 3) visas given to those who won diversity visa lotteries in 

their home country, and 4) visas not in the three preceding categories. Researchers 

selected an equal number of respondents from each of these categories in order to reach 

a larger number of populations of interest (e.g., immigrants with employment visas), 

resulting in the oversampling of some groups. To account for this oversampling, I use 

sampling weights in all analyses. The NIS sampling design includes new arrival 

immigrants with legal documentation and those whose status was recently adjusted 

from temporary or non-legal to legal permanent residency and excludes most foreign-

born students, immigrants with temporary visas, and any immigrants without legal 

status due to over-staying temporary visas or not obtaining documentation prior to 
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entering the United States. Therefore, although my sample excludes any currently 

undocumented immigrants, it includes immigrants who may have entered the United 

States without documentation, but obtained it at a later time. NIS interviews were 

conducted in the respondents’ preferred language; 46 percent of interviews were 

conducted in English. I omitted respondents who did not answer key questions (e.g., 

gender or age); I used multiple imputation using SAS proc mi to impute the values of 

other missing variables (e.g., earned income).  

I limited my sample to immigrants who reported China, India, and Mexico as 

their country of origin. Chinese immigrants in my sample include those from mainland 

China, Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan. My final sample 2436 respondents; Mexican 

immigrants are the largest group in my sample with 1163 immigrants.  

2.2.1 Dependent Variables  

To measure home and host country investments, I use four dependent variables: 

home country real estate ownership, home country financial asset ownership, U.S. home 

ownership, and U.S. bank account ownership. I measure home country asset ownership 

using two dichotomous variables: home country real estate ownership and home 

country financial asset ownership. Home country real estate includes the ownership of 

homes or rental properties. Home country financial asset ownership includes bank 

accounts or taxed-favored accounts located in the respondent’s country of origin. I 
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model host country investment as homeownership and bank account ownership in the 

United States. Homeownership is a dichotomous variable indicating whether the 

respondent or their spouse owns their primary residence in the United States. Bank 

account ownership is a dichotomous variable measuring whether the respondent or 

their spouse has any checking or savings account in their name in the United States. 

Interviewers requested that the family member who was the most familiar with 

household finances complete the module on assets and liabilities. In this module, 

respondents were asked about the ownership, value, and location of several asset types. 

To determine whether respondents have checking/saving accounts, respondents were 

asked “Aside from anything you have already told me about, do you have any checking 

or savings account or money market funds?” If the respondent answered in the 

affirmative, they were then asked “In what country are these checking or savings 

accounts held?” If the respondent owned multiple assets of this type, then they were 

asked the location for each asset. Interviewers asked respondents the exact same 

questions regarding asset ownership and location in the second panel of the survey. This 

allows me to analyze which country immigrants invested in or divested from over time.  

2.2.2 Independent Variables 

The independent variable of interest in these analyses is country of origin. I 

categorize immigrants as Chinese, Indian, and Mexican based on their self-reported 
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country of birth. I measure country of origin as a series of dichotomous variables with 

Mexican immigrants as the reference category. Mexican immigrants serve as the 

reference group in my analyses because they are the largest and most disadvantaged 

immigrant group in the United States and thus are the most commonly studied in both 

research on transnationalism and immigrant incorporation (Levitt 2001; Portes and 

Rumbaut 2006; Telles and Ortiz 2008). Three attributes influence whether an immigrant 

maintains assets in the home or host country: early life/pre-migration SES, migration 

experience, and human capital. Pre-migration SES is an important factor in whether 

immigrants are able to invest later in life (Painter et al. 2015). I measure pre-migration 

SES using childhood poverty and parental education. Experiencing childhood poverty 

can greatly hinder immigrant incorporation by decreasing access to education and other 

socioeconomic resources. Childhood poverty is a dichotomous variable indicating the 

respondent’s answer to the following question: “Thinking about the time when you 

were 16 years old, compared with families in the country where you grew up, would 

you say your family income during that time was far below average, below average, 

average, above average, or far above average” (1=far below average, below average; 

0=average, above average, far above average). Parental education is positively correlated 

with adult immigrant educational attainment, and predicts adult asset ownership 

(Keister 2005). Father’s education is measured as a continuous variable in years.    
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Migration experience and human capital are also important factors which shape 

immigrant economic incorporation and cross-border investment (McConnell and Akresh 

2010; Portes et al. 2002). I operationalize migration experience using three variables: visa 

type, U.S. tenure, and household earnings. I include dichotomous measures of visa 

category including parent of a citizen (reference), family reunification, employment, and 

other (including refugee and diversity visas). U.S. tenure is a continuous variable 

measured in years. Household earnings measures the extent to which immigrants are 

integrated into the labor market and is the total annual amount earned from wages, 

salaries, and tips by the respondent and, if married, the respondent’s spouse. I logged 

household earnings to reduce the skew. I operationalize human capital as education and 

I use three different measures for education. In models of home country asset ownership 

I control for total education as a continuous variable in years. In models of U.S. asset 

ownership, I control for U.S. education and foreign education as continuous variables in 

years. English language proficiency can facilitate both home and bank account 

ownership among immigrants (Alba and Logan 1992; Myers and Lee 1998); I measure 

English language proficiency as a dichotomous variable (1= speak well or very well; 

0=all other).   
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2.2.3 Control Variables 

I control for a number of variables which are known to influence immigrant 

home and bank ownership, including family size and demographic characteristics (Hao 

2007; Painter 2013). Family size and composition are important correlates of asset 

ownership. Family characteristics include marital status, child abroad, and household 

number. I control for family characteristics with a dichotomous variable for married 

(1=married; 0=unmarried) and a continuous variable indicating household number. 

Supporting family, especially offspring, abroad is a powerful motivation for immigrants 

to maintain real estate or bank accounts abroad (Joseph 2012; Thai 2006). To control for 

the effect of having family abroad, I include a dichotomous variable indicating whether 

the respondent has at least one biological child living in their home country. Asset 

ownership is a gendered behavior, so I control for this with a dichotomous variable 

(1=male; 0=female) (Deere and Doss 2006). Finally, I control for age and age-squared as 

continuous variables in years. Finally, I control for U.S. region of residence using a series 

of dichotomous variables, including the Pacific, Midwest, South, and the North East 

(reference).  

2.2.4 Model Details 

I use generalized estimating equations to model home and host country asset 

ownership over time. Generalized estimating equations are often used to analyze data 
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with correlated observations, which is important in this study because individual 

responses are correlated over time. In models of home country asset ownership, I control 

for education, migration characteristics, home country SES, adult family characteristics, 

demographic characteristics, and survey year. In models of U.S. asset ownership I 

control for U.S. and foreign education (separately), for household earnings, assimilation 

characteristics (U.S. tenure and English proficiency), visa type, home country SES, adult 

family characteristics, demographic characteristics, and survey year. I only include 

controls for region of residence in models of U.S. homeownership, because it is not a 

factor known to influence bank account ownership or foreign investment. 
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Table 2: New Immigrants: Descriptive Statistics (Means) 

 

 Full 

Sample 
India China Mexico 

Pre-migration Experiences     

Childhood Poverty 0.34 0.11 0.27 0.47 

Father's Education (years) 7.32 11.19 8.60 5.30 

Migration Experiences     

English Proficiency (Very well, 

well) 
0.40 0.68 0.28 0.32 

U.S. Tenure 7.49 4.26 4.36 9.85 

Employment Visa 0.13 0.37 0.17 0.02 

Family Reunification .54 0.38 0.48 0.63 

Parents of Citizen 0.18 0.15 0.22 0.18 

Other Visa 0.14 0.10 0.13 0.16 

Human Capital     

Total Education (years) 10.81 14.25 12.17 8.94 

U.S. Education (years) 0.21 0.13 0.19 0.25 

Foreign Education (years) 9.83 13.95 11.52 7.58 

Family Characteristics     

Married 0.82 0.91 0.86 0.78 

Cohabiting 0.02 0.00 0.00 0.03 

Separated/Divorced 0.03 0.01 0.03 0.04 

Widow 0.04 0.04 0.04 0.03 

Single  0.09 0.04 0.08 0.11 

Child Lives Abroad 0.20 0.20 0.25 0.19 

Household Number 4.04 3.98 3.64 4.19 

Demographic Characteristics     

Male 0.41 0.43 0.42 0.40 

Age 41.15 42.09 46.17 39.12 

Region of Residence     

Pacific 0.51 0.24 0.44 0.64 

South 0.19 0.17 0.09 0.22 

Central 0.12 0.19 0.10 0.10 

North East 0.18 0.40 0.36 0.04 

Source: New Immigrant Survey (2003) 
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2.3 Results 

Patterns of privilege and poverty emerge by country of origin in descriptive 

statistics displayed in Table 1. Consistent with previous research, Indian immigrants in 

my sample have advantageous background characteristics and human capital, while 

Mexican immigrants represent the other end of the socioeconomic spectrum. Indian 

immigrants in my sample have the highest levels of educational attainment (14.25 years 

of total education) and English proficiency, but have relatively short U.S. tenure (4.3 

years). High educational attainment among Indian immigrants in my sample is likely 

due to their pre-migration SES: they have low levels of childhood poverty (11%) and 

their parents achieved relatively high educational attainment (11 years). In contrast, 

Mexican immigrants in my sample have lower levels of educational attainment (8.9 

years) and English proficiency (32%), although this group has been living in the United 

States the longest (9.9 years). It is important to note, this sample likely represents a 

privileged segment of the Mexican immigrant population, as it does not include 

undocumented immigrants who tend to have lower levels of educational attainment and 

higher rates of poverty compared to LPRs (Agius Vallejo 2012; Bean et al. 2011). Despite 

this advantage, almost half of the Mexican immigrants in my sample experienced 

childhood poverty and there are low levels of parental educational attainment (average 

5.3 years). Likely due to their heterogeneous migration experiences, Chinese immigrants 
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in my sample occupy an intermediary socioeconomic position between Indian and 

Mexican immigrants: on average, they received 12 years of education and 27 percent 

experienced childhood poverty. Similar to Indian immigrants, Chinese immigrants have 

short U.S. tenure (4.4 years) compared to Mexican immigrants, but they have the lowest 

levels of English proficiency in my sample (only 28% reported proficiency). While these 

immigrant groups have diverse migration experiences and levels of SES, there is little 

variation in the family and demographic characteristics in my sample. The sample is a 

middle-aged population (average age is 41 years old) with high marriage rates. 

Households in my sample have an average of four household members and about 20 

percent have children still living in their home country. 

Table 3: New Immigrant Asset Ownership: Descriptive Statistics (Means) 

 India China Mexico 

 2003 2007 2003 2007 2003 2007 

Asset Ownership       

 Home Country Real Estate 0.15 0.01 0.06 0.00 0.05 0.01 

 Home Country Bank Account 0.24 0.04 0.12 0.05 0.05 0.02 

 U.S. Home 0.19 0.48 0.25 0.45 0.34 0.50 

 U.S. Bank Account 0.58 0.62 0.45 0.65 0.36 0.56 

Annual Household Income $29,490 $30,676 $17,612 $27,283 $17,272 $23,512 

Source: New Immigrant Survey (2003, 2007) 

 Descriptive statistics in Table 2 provide preliminary support for the cross-border 

framework expectation that home country ties wither as immigrants experience U.S. 

incorporation. These initial findings indicate a pattern of divesting home country assets─ 
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both real and financial─ and increased investment in the United States. Among all 

immigrants, home country asset ownership decreased by 9 percent; in contrast, U.S. 

homeownership increased by 19 percent and U.S. bank account ownership increased by 

17 percent, supporting the “withering ties” perspective of cross-border engagement. 

Although this pattern is visible across immigrant groups, it is most notable among 

Indian immigrants, 24 percent of whom owned home country bank accounts in 2003, 

which fell to 4 percent in 2007. Consistent with my expectations, Mexican immigrants 

have the lower rates of home country asset ownership compared to Indian and Chinese 

respondents, with only 5% owning real or financial assets abroad. However, contrary to 

my expectation, Mexican immigrants have the highest rates of U.S. homeownership 

(34% homeowners) compared to Indian (19%) and Chinese (25%) respondents. This 

finding that Indian immigrants have the lowest rates of homeownership is particularly 

interesting considering that they are advantaged in terms of SES characteristics (e.g., 

English proficiency and educational attainment).  

Although heterogeneity in U.S. asset ownership exists by country of origin in 

2003, these patterns diminish after four years. For instance, at the time of the first 

interview, Indian immigrants have the lowest rates of U.S. homeownership (19%) and 

highest rates of U.S. bank account ownership (58%). In contrast, Mexican immigrants 

have the highest rates of U.S. homeownership (34%) and the lowest rates of U.S. bank 
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account ownership (36%). However, by the second interview, the range of U.S. 

homeownership and bank account ownership has shrunk dramatically (45 to 50% and 56 

to 65%, respectively). These findings suggest widespread economic incorporation and 

are consistent with previous research demonstrating that immigrants are upwardly 

mobile and accumulate assets despite disadvantaged backgrounds, negative migration 

experiences, and low levels of human capital (Hao 2007; Keister et al. 2015). Considering 

their privileged background, it is interesting that Indian immigrant U.S. asset ownership 

does not increase more over time; however, my findings do not include asset value, and 

it is likely that Indian immigrants have higher valued financial assets compared to 

Chinese and Mexican immigrants.   

2.3.1 Findings: Transnational Embeddedness or Withering Ties? 

Multivariate models in Table 3 provide additional support for the cross-border 

framework. Table 3 includes estimates from generalized estimating equation models of 

home country real estate and financial asset ownership. Models 1 and 3 are base models 

and include controls for home country SES and family and demographic characteristics. 

In Models 2 and 4, I add controls for educational attainment, migration experience and 

an interaction between country of origin and year. Including an interaction between 

immigrant group and year in Model 2 allows me to estimate the change in home country 

real estate by country of origin over time. Findings suggest that although Indian 



 

35 

 

immigrants are more likely to own real estate and financial assets abroad, they are 

divesting them at a significantly faster rate compared to Mexican immigrants.  
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Table 4: Home Country Asset Ownership: Generalized Estimating Equations 

 

 
Home Country 

Real Estate 
Home Country Financial 

Assets 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Country of Origin     

India 0.79*** 0.67** 1.33*** 1.34*** 

 (0.18) (0.22) (0.16) (0.21) 

India*year -- -1.32* -- -0.96** 

  (0.53)  (0.30) 

China/HK/Taiwan -0.36 -0.52* 0.79*** 0.58* 

 (0.23) (0.26) (0.18) (0.23) 

China/HK/Taiwan*year -- -0.92 -- -0.08 

  (0.80)  (0.35) 

Educational Attainment     

Total Education (years) -- 0.03 -- 0.07*** 

  (0.02)  (0.02) 

U.S. Tenure (years) -- -0.04* -- -0.01 

  (0.02)  (0.01) 

Visa Type     

Employment Visa -- -0.30 -- -0.60* 

  (0.32)  (0.27) 

Family Reunification Visa -- -0.26 -- -0.59** 

  (0.24)  (0.23) 

Other Visa -- -0.24 -- -0.48 

  (0.31)  (0.26) 

Household Income -- 0.03 -- 0.02 

  (0.02)  (0.01) 

Pre-migration SES     
Childhood Poverty -0.06 -0.03 -0.33* -0.28 

 (0.17) (0.17) (0.15) (0.16) 

Father’s Education (years) 0.01 0.00 0.03** 0.01 

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

Family Characteristics     
Child(ren) Lives Abroad 0.51** 0.43* -0.13 -0.09 

 (0.18) (0.19) (0.17) (0.18) 
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Table 4: Continued 
 

Married 0.31 0.26 -0.01 -0.05 

 (0.22) (0.23) (0.16) (0.17) 

Household Number 0.16*** 0.17*** 0.05 0.06* 

 (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) 

Demographic 

Characteristics 
    

Male 0.17 0.18 0.25* 0.17 

 (0.14) (0.15) (0.11) (0.12) 

Age 0.08** 0.08** 0.08** 0.09*** 

 (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.03) 

Age2 0.00 0.00 0.00** 0.00*** 

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

Survey Year -2.56*** -1.91*** -1.35*** -0.84*** 

 (0.24) (0.35) (0.13) (0.25) 

Intercept -6.23*** -6.05*** -5.09*** -5.53*** 

 (0.75) (0.82) (0.56) (0.64) 

Source: New Immigrant Survey (2003, 2007); ***p ≤ 0.001, **p ≤ 0.01, *p ≤ 0.05 

A similar pattern emerges when I model home country financial assets; although 

I find that Indian immigrants are significantly more likely than Mexican immigrants to 

own financial assets, adding an interaction for survey year in Model 4 suggests that 

Indian immigrants are divesting these assets at a significantly higher rate. In contrast, 

findings in Table 3 suggest that after controlling for human capital and migration 

experiences, Chinese immigrants are significantly less likely to own home country real 

estate compared to Mexican immigrants, but there is no significant difference in the rate 

of divestment. However, Chinese immigrants are significantly more likely to own 

financial assets abroad compared to Mexican immigrants, although I do not find a 
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significant difference in the rate of divestment in Model 4. Considered together, findings 

from Table 3 provide support for my expectation that Mexican immigrants will be less 

likely to own home country assets than other immigrant groups. However, it is 

important to note that characteristics (e.g., pre-migration SES, migration experiences, 

and human capital) which I expected to explain these differences did not do so. This 

suggests that there are additional distinctions between these groups which may account 

for this disparity in cross-border investment. The strength of family and demographic 

characteristics is consistent with wealth attainment and cross-border literature: 

immigrants with children living abroad and older immigrants are significantly higher 

odds of owning home country real estate. Findings from Table 3 also indicate that 

different factors are associated with home real estate and financial asset ownership. For 

instance, immigrants with greater educational attainment are significantly more likely to 

own home country bank accounts. Additionally, adding migration characteristics 

reveals that immigrants with longer U.S. tenure are less likely to own home country real 

estate.  

Findings from Models 3 and 4 also indicate that while early life SES is associated 

with home country account ownership, this relationship is mediated by educational 

attainment and migration experiences. I also find that, in contrast to models of home 

country real estate, a significant relationship between human capital/migration 
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experience and home country account ownership exists, while no such relationship 

exists with family characteristics. In other words, immigrants with children living 

abroad or more household members are more likely to own home country real estate, 

while immigrants with higher educational attainment or who are parents of citizens are 

more likely to own home country bank accounts. 

2.3.2 Findings: Host Country Asset Ownership as Incorporation 

Transnational perspectives and the cross-border framework are not only 

concerned with the extent to which home country ties are durable, but also the extent to 

which they persist in the face of immigrant incorporation. Table 4 indicates that the 

immigrants in my sample do experience economic incorporation in the United States in 

the form of asset accumulation. Table 4 displays estimates from generalized estimating 

equations modeling U.S. home and bank account ownership. Contrary to my 

expectations, findings from Models 1 and 2 indicate that Mexican immigrants are 

significantly more likely to own U.S. homes compared to Indian or Chinese immigrants, 

and this difference is not mediated by human capital or migration experience controls. 

However, adding an interaction between country of origin and survey year indicates 

that Indian and Chinese immigrants enter into homeownership at a significantly faster 

rate than Mexican immigrants.  My results also indicate that measures of pre-migration 

SES are significant factors determining U.S. homeownership. For instance, childhood 
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poverty is associated with a decreased likelihood of homeownership, and this 

relationship remains significant even after I add controls for adult human capital and 

migration experience in Model 2. This finding is significant because it suggests that 

disadvantages experienced in an immigrant’s home country may accumulate in ways 

that are detrimental to U.S. incorporation, but are not captured in my models of 

homeownership. However, previous research demonstrated that inheritance receipt is 

an important factor in explaining disparities in homeownership between Mexican 

immigrants and non-Hispanic white natives (Keister et al. 2015). Intervivos transfers and 

inheritances may also explain ethnic differences in LPR homeownership; for instance, 

immigrants who did not experience childhood poverty may be more likely to inherit 

and use the money they received to purchase a home in the United States. 
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Table 5: Host Country Asset Ownership: Generalized Estimating Equations 

 Home Bank Account 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Country of Origin     
India -0.71*** -1.18*** 0.43*** 1.01*** 

  (0.10) (0.14) (0.10) (0.13) 

India *year -- 0.65*** -- -1.37*** 

   (0.15)  (0.15) 

China/HK/Taiwan -0.44*** -0.58*** 0.47*** 0.82*** 
  (0.10) (0.14) (0.09) (0.13) 

China/HK/Taiwan* year -- 0.38* -- -0.51** 
   (0.17)  (0.17) 

Human Capital     

U.S. Education (years) -- 0.05 -- 0.14 

   (0.09)  (0.10) 

Foreign Education (years) -- 0.02* -- 0.00 
   (0.01)  (0.01) 

Household Earnings (logged) -- 0.02** -- 0.09 
   (0.01)  (0.01) 

English Proficiency -- 0.24** -- 0.31*** 

   (0.09)  (0.09) 

U.S. Tenure (years) -- 0.03*** -- 0.01** 

   (0.01)  (0.01) 

Visa Type     

Employment Visa -- 0.44** -- 0.66*** 

   (0.16)  (0.16) 

Family Reunification  -- 0.01 -- 0.30* 

   (0.13)  (0.13) 

Other Visa -- 0.04 -- 0.36* 
   (0.15)  (0.15) 

Pre-migration SES     
Childhood Poverty -0.24** -0.21** -0.06 -0.02 

  (0.07) (0.08) (0.07) (0.08) 

Father’s Education (years) 0.02*** 0.01 0.02*** 0.01 

  (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 
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Table 5: Continued 
     

Demographic Characteristics     

Married 1.00*** 1.00*** 0.46*** 0.39*** 

  (0.09) (0.10) (0.08) (0.09) 

Household Number -0.03 0.00 -0.04** -0.01 

  (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

Male 0.13* -0.05 0.41*** 0.24*** 

  (0.06) (0.07) (0.06) (0.07) 

Age 0.01 0.00 -0.03* -0.04** 

  (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

Age2 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 

  (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

Survey Year 1.00*** 0.59*** 0.80*** 1.04*** 

 (0.06) (0.09) (0.06) (0.10) 

Intercept -2.43*** -2.23*** 0.35 -1.12 

  (0.38) (0.37) (0.32) (0.36) 

Source: New Immigrant Survey (2003, 2007); ***p ≤ 0.001, **p ≤ 0.01, *p ≤ 0.05; Region of 

residence controlled for but not shown to conserve space 

 

Findings from Models 3 and 4 indicate that despite their advantage in 

homeownership, Mexican immigrants are less likely to own bank accounts than Chinese 

or Indian immigrants. This low rate of banked households among Mexican immigrants 

compared to Chinese and Indian immigrants is consistent with literature on financial 

assimilation (Chatterjee and Zahirovic-Herbert 2014). In Model 4, I add an interaction 

term between immigrant and survey year and human capital and migration experience 

measures. Interestingly, I find that the interaction terms between country of origin and 

survey year is negative and significant for both Chinese (β = -0.51) and Indian 

immigrants (β = -1.37). This finding suggests the advantage in banked status I observed 
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in Model 3 may not last, as Mexican immigrants accumulate bank accounts at a higher 

rate. Consistent with wealth attainment literature, I find a positive relationship between 

father’s education and bank account ownership, which is mediated by the addition of 

human capital and migration experience controls in Model 4. This indicates that pre-

migration SES influences whether a household is banked indirectly, by facilitating 

immigrant educational attainment and positive migration experiences. Interestingly, I 

found no evidence educational attainment (abroad or in the United States) is related to 

bank account ownership. However, my results do indicate that English proficiency and 

U.S. tenure are associated with increased likelihood of a household becoming “banked”. 

This suggests that incorporation and familiarity with U.S. institutions are more 

important factors influencing bank account ownership than adult human capital or pre-

migration SES. Overall, the findings from Table 4 indicate a pattern of incorporation 

among Chinese, Indian, and Mexican immigrants. While significant differences in asset 

ownership exist between these three groups, I find these differences decrease over time. 

Additionally, Mexican immigrants achieved higher rates of homeownership than I 

expected, and these higher rates could not be explained by any factors in my models.  
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Table 6: Immigrant Asset Ownership: Bivariate Correlations 

 

H.C. Real 

Estate 

H.C. Bank 

Account 

U.S. 

Home 

U.S. Bank 

Account 

H.C. Real Estate  1    

H.C. Financial Assets 0.24*** 1   

U.S. Home -0.08*** -0.03 1  

U.S. Bank Account 0.00 0.14*** 0.11*** 1 

Source: New Immigrant Survey (2003); ***p ≤ 0.001, **p ≤ 0.01, *p ≤ 0.05 

How is home country asset ownership related to U.S. asset ownership? Findings 

from Table 5 provide several important insights into this question by examining the 

bivariate correlations between different types of asset ownership. I use chi-squares to 

test for significance. First, results suggest a positive, significant correlation between 

owning real estate and financial assets abroad. That is, an immigrant who owns home 

country real estate is more likely to also have a home country bank account. Conversely, 

my results also suggest a positive, significant correlation between owning a home in the 

United States and having a U.S. bank account. This makes intuitive sense, as access to 

homeownership or other types of real estate is usually precluded by owning financial 

assets, and obtaining a mortgage in the United States may require proof of a local bank 

account. More surprisingly, I found that immigrants who own home country real estate 

are less likely to own U.S. homes, while immigrants who own bank accounts in their 

home country are more likely to own U.S. bank accounts. This may indicate that 

immigrants have a preference for investing in real estate in one country at time, while 



 

45 

 

owning a bank account is learned behavior which, due to the low entry barrier, is easily 

replicated in the United States (Chatterjee and Zahirovic-Herbert 2014). More generally, 

these results provide further support for the cross-border framework by indicating that 

home country investment and host country asset accumulation are distinct processes. 

Although owning bank accounts in either country may occur simultaneously, that is 

more likely to reveal portfolio preferences than cross-border engagement in the face of 

incorporation. 

2.4 Discussion and Conclusion 

  Immigrants inhabit the unique social position of belonging to their home 

country society while at the same time establishing themselves in the United States. As a 

result, cross-border ties form, allowing immigrants to remain active participants in their 

native lands while living abroad. However, scholars debate the extent to which these ties 

are durable throughout the process of incorporation. Proponents of the transnational 

perspective contend that cross-border ties and U.S. incorporation are simultaneous 

processes and that characteristics associated with assimilation (e.g., U.S. citizenship, 

professional occupation, extensive local social networks) facilitate home country 

engagement (Guarnizo et al. 2003; Levitt and Glick Schiller 2004; Portes et al. 2002). In 

contrast, advocates of the cross-border framework assert that home country ties are 
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prevalent among recent immigrants, but become less common as immigrant become 

established in their host country (Waldinger 2010, 2015).  

By focusing on cross-border and U.S. asset ownership, this study examined the 

durability of cross-border ties as immigrants incorporate into United States. I introduced 

ideas from transnational perspectives, the cross-border framework, and immigrant 

incorporation to develop hypotheses regarding transitions in immigrant asset 

ownership. I proposed that home country asset ownership is an appropriate measure of 

immigrant transnational engagement, because it necessitates involvement with a range 

of home country legal and financial institutions and thus is more durable than other 

forms of cross-border participation (e.g., sending remittances or traveling home) (Levitt 

2004). I also proposed that U.S. home and bank ownership are important measures of 

immigrant economic incorporation. I tested these theoretical frameworks using 

multiple-panel survey data of Chinese, Indian, and Mexican LPRs collected in 2003 and 

2007. Specifically, this chapter explored the home and host country asset ownership of 

Chinese, Indian, and Mexican LPRs to arbitrate theoretical debates about the 

simultaneity of cross-border engagement and U.S. incorporation. Broadly, this chapter 

suggests that immigrants divest their home country assets and increasingly invest in the 

United States as their tenure increases, although this pattern varies by country of origin.  
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My results make several important contributions to transnational engagement 

and immigrant incorporation literatures. First, my findings suggest that although a 

substantial portion of immigrants own home country assets when they receive their 

green card, cross-border investment decreases rapidly during their first half-decade of 

U.S. tenure. However, this pattern varied by country of origin. Most notably, Indian 

immigrants were most likely to own home country assets in 2003, but also divested them 

at a faster rate compared to Chinese and Mexican immigrants. Indian LPRs in my 

sample experience many advantages that likely facilitated higher rates of home country 

asset ownership, including low levels of childhood poverty, high educational attainment 

and English proficiency, and advantageous migration status.  Overall, my results 

strongly suggest that immigrants do not maintain home country assets throughout their 

duration in the United States.  

Second, my findings suggest that while immigrants are divesting in their cross-

border investments, they are accumulating homes and bank accounts in the United 

States at a fast rate, which is an indication of their economic incorporation. Contrary to 

my expectations, I found that Mexican immigrants were more likely to own homes than 

Indian and Chinese immigrants. This finding was surprising, and measures of pre-

migration SES, human capital, and migration experience did not explain it, although 

Mexican immigrants often have extensive family and social capital in the United States 
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which may facilitate homeownership (Granberry and Marcelli 2007).  Results from this 

chapter also suggest that Mexican immigrant households are less likely to be banked 

compared to Chinese and Indian households; however, similar to homeownership, this 

disadvantage diminished over time. Finally, by demonstrating a strong correlation 

between owning home country real estate and financial assets and between host country 

home and bank account ownership, my results suggest that immigrants have clear 

preferences for the locations of their investments. Additionally, these finding support 

previous research which indicates that financial institution stability in an immigrant's 

home country is associated financial asset ownership in their host country (Osili and 

Paulson 2008). Indeed, distrust of banks and lack of financial literacy are two barriers 

often cited in studies of unbanked Mexican immigrants (Drever and Blue 2011). 

While this study has important implications for scholarship on cross-border ties 

and immigrant incorporation, there are several limitations which future research should 

address. First, although my data consists of two waves of panel data, it spans only three 

years, which limits my ability to study how immigrants invest in the United States and 

their home country over time. Immigrants in my sample have lived in the United States 

for seven years, on average, and it is possible that significant cross-border investment 

may occur later in an immigrant’s tenure. Additionally, my data includes only legal 

permanent residents, so undocumented immigrants are omitted from my analyses. 
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Undocumented immigrants encounter greater barriers to asset ownership because they 

face exclusion from formal institutions, limiting their access to mainstream U.S. labor 

markets and financial institutions (Massey 2010). In contrast, immigrants with 

employment visas have higher pre-migration SES indicated by higher levels of 

education than any other legal category; immigrants in my sample are therefore more 

likely to have had advantageous pre-migration SES and high levels of human capital 

(Feliciano 2005, 2006). My findings revealed significant differences in home country 

asset ownership between Chinese, Indian, and Mexican immigrants; however, my 

analyses were not able to account for all of these differences. Using multi-level models to 

investigate whether host country economic and political conditions may be a fruitful line 

of future research and previous studies have already laid the theoretical groundwork for 

such an investigation (Gao 2008; Hao 2007).  

Although my results suggest that immigrants are quickly accumulating assets in 

the United States, there are several reasons to be cautious when interpreting my results. 

First, asset ownership cannot convey asset value; although my analyses indicate the 

extent to which immigrants invest in either country, they do not provide insight into the 

value of these investments. Therefore, in this chapter, I am not able to compare the 

actual net worth of these immigrants. Considering the difference between ownership 

and value raises important questions that future research should address. For example, 
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do immigrants gain or lose net worth when divesting home country assets and investing 

in the United States? Are their investments profitable or a necessary cost of migration? 

And are different immigrant groups making equally profitable investments? 

Additionally, my results indicated that Chinese, Indian, and Mexican LPRs attain similar 

rates of home and bank ownership over a period of about four years. However, since I 

was not measuring home equity, these findings cannot provide insight into home and 

mortgage values. This is especially important, as the NIS interviews occurred during the 

housing bubble, and many subprime lenders targeted immigrants with adjustable 

mortgages, often leading to foreclosures and bankruptcy (Allen 2011; Rugh 2014).  
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3. Doubly Disadvantaged: Wealth Security of Older 
Immigrants  

Wealth is an important measure of well-being for seniors and even more 

consequential for immigrant seniors, who have varying access to social benefit programs 

such as Supplemental Security Income (SSI) and Medicare (Borjas 2009; Bauer, Cobb-

Clark, Hildebrand, and Sinning 2011; Huang, Nam, and Lee 2015). Wealth includes the 

sum total of all household assets minus debts and loans and therefore represents the 

aggregate of immigrant earnings, savings, consumption, and investments. Among U.S. 

seniors, wealth can also represent the cumulative socioeconomic advantages or 

disadvantages experienced by an individual or household over their life course. Wealth 

is an especially critical outcome for older households who are less likely to receive 

incomes and who may depend on wealth accumulated during their working years to 

provide funds necessary during medical crises or in other times of financial hardship 

(Keister and Moller 2000; Smith 1997). As wealth is inherited, older immigrant wealth 

also has important implications for scholarship on economic incorporation; older 

immigrants lacking sufficient wealth will likely become financially dependent on their 

children and will be unable to pass down any inter vivos transfers or inheritances. 

Intergenerational transfers are a key factor contributing to wealth inequality, and thus 

wealth insecurity has profound implications for the wealth mobility of 1.5- and 2nd -



 

52 

 

generation immigrants (Haller, Portes, and Lynch 2011; Myers and Lee 1998; Portes and 

Rumbaut 2001). Additionally, intergenerational transfers are likely to flow in the 

opposite direction as inheritances, as the children of impoverished senior immigrants 

‘give back’ by providing financial aid to support their parents (Agius Vallejo and Lee 

2009; Smith 2014). 

Older immigrants are a rapidly growing segment of the U.S. population, 

comprising 8 percent of Americans ages 65 and up; projections estimate that by 2050 

there will be 16 million older immigrants living in the United States (Leach 2008). The 

growing population of older immigrants is not only the result of aging immigrants who 

migrated as younger adults to raise families and work in the United States, but it is also 

the consequence of an increase in the number of elderly individuals among recent 

immigrants. The majority of senior recent arrivals are parents of U.S. citizens who 

received family reunification visas—a legal avenue created by the 1965 immigration 

reforms—which increased the number of recently arrived older immigrants from 

around 100,000 in 1970 to 450,000 in 2006 (Leach 2008). Due to limited English abilities, 

constrained labor market participation, and lack of familiarity with U.S. financial 

institutions, older immigrants face unique disadvantages to economic incorporation. For 

older immigrants, owning sufficient wealth and assets represents financial stability after 

retirement. In current immigration research, the concepts of economic incorporation and 
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labor market participation are deeply enmeshed, and therefore most scholars of 

immigrant wealth focus on respondents in their working years, particularly those 

between the ages of 25 to 65 (Hao 2004, 2007). Analyzing the financial security of older 

immigrants can provide useful insights into how the process of economic incorporation 

operates across the life course. 

In this chapter, I draw upon the life course perspective to propose that age is an 

important factor determining the incorporation of immigrants into the U.S. wealth 

stratification system, and considering immigrant’s position in the life course reveals 

older immigrants as a doubly disadvantaged population compared to U.S. born seniors 

and immigrants in younger age cohorts. To that end, I pose the following research 

questions: 1) To what extent does the nativity wealth gap exist among U.S. seniors and 

what factors account for this difference?; and 2) How does senior legal permanent 

resident (LPR) wealth compare to their younger counterparts and what factors influence 

this difference? In the following section, I apply insights from life course perspectives to 

the dominant theory in immigrant wealth scholarship -dominance-differentiation 

theory- in order to create a series of testable hypotheses. Next, I test these hypotheses 

using two nationally representative data sets in order to compare older immigrants to 

both older U.S. natives and younger immigrants. First, I use data from the Survey of 

Income and Program Participation (2001-2005) to explore the nativity wealth gap 
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between U.S. natives and foreign-born seniors. Immigrants in this sample are, for the 

most part, economic migrants who arrived during their working years and have lived in 

the United States for 25 years or longer. Second, I use data from the New Immigrant 

Survey (2003) to analyze wealth differences by age group among LPRs in the United 

States. Older immigrants in this sample are mostly recent immigrants who arrived 

under family reunification visas. My aim in this chapter is to situate older immigrants in 

the U.S. wealth distribution and determine which factors influence their wealth security. 

3.1 Conceptual Framework 

3.1.1 Life Course Perspective 

In this section I draw on dominance-differentiation theory and life course 

perspectives in order to establish a comprehensive understanding of the role of aging in 

immigrant wealth. Using the life course perspective to examine the role of aging in 

immigrant wealth provides two important insights for this research. First, the life course 

perspective suggests that economic inequality is exacerbated among older cohorts, 

specifically those 65 years or older, because of the process of “cumulative 

disadvantages” (O’Rand 1996). Cumulative disadvantages throughout the life course 

refers to the idea that an individual’s socioeconomic starting point in childhood confers 

privileges or disadvantages which then become the source of additional income or 

wealth gains or deficits in older age. Characteristics associated with immigrant status 
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can be a source of cumulative disadvantages; for instance, individuals who received 

their terminal degree abroad have lower incomes because foreign educations are 

devalued in the U.S. labor market and, consequently, attain lower wealth (Painter 2013). 

Advantages and disadvantages associated with wealth are exacerbated over time, and 

therefore wealth is quite dispersed among the elderly. For example, among seniors 70 

years or older, households in the top 10th percentile have 2,500 times more wealth 

compared to those in the lowest 10th percentile (Smith 1997).  

The life course perspective also emphasizes the need to examine how family 

dynamics, labor market participation, and health conditions at different points of the life 

course lead to patterns of inequality (Ulker 2009). This is especially important for 

immigrants, whose position in the life course at the time of migration greatly influences 

their economic integration into the United States. Individuals who immigrate as children 

accompany their parents and largely have no choice in migration. However, because 

they arrive at a young age and attend school in the United States, they are able to 

become fluent in English and become fully integrated in the U.S. stratification system. 

Immigrants who arrive during their working years (25 to 50) are most likely economic 

migrants seeking labor market opportunities that may be unavailable in their home 

country. Immigrants in their working years are also likely at a point in their life course 

where they are starting a family, and thus have powerful incentives (i.e., paying for their 
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children’s education) for saving income and accumulating wealth (Angel, Angel, Lee, 

and Markides 1999; Hao 2007). In contrast, immigrants who arrive later in life (after age 

50) have less opportunity to participate in the U.S. labor market, save money for 

retirement, or purchase a home. Although wealth research posits that individuals save 

assets during their working years in order to have resources available to spend during 

retirement, this pattern may not hold for immigrants, who often spend much of their 

savings or go into debt during the migration process (Hao 2007). Therefore, it is possible 

for middle-aged or elderly immigrants to have zero savings upon arrival in the United 

States.  

3.1.2 Dominance-Differentiation Theory 

Immigration scholars have developed the dominance-differentiation theory in 

order to explain how various factors, including education, race/ethnicity, and nativity 

affect wealth attainment in the United States (Diaz McConnell and Akresh 2013; Hao 

2004, 2007; Painter 2013). This theoretical perspective describes U.S. wealth as the 

product of a two-tiered stratification system, in which education and race/ethnicity are 

primary characteristics which independently influence wealth, and nativity is a second-

tier characteristic. Education and race/ethnicity are considered primary factors because 

they affect all individuals in the United States, while nativity is considered a secondary 

characteristic because it only affects immigrants and not U.S. natives. Higher 
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educational attainment leads to greater wealth through two mechanisms. First, it leads 

to more prestigious jobs and higher salaries, although this relationship is dependent on 

whether one completed their education abroad, because the income returns are higher 

for degrees obtained in the United States (Painter 2013). Second, higher educational 

attainment increases individual financial literacy and exposes individuals to a greater 

variety of investment opportunities (Huang, Nam, and Jeong 2015). It is well-established 

that racial/ethnic minorities face significant barriers to attaining wealth parity with non-

Hispanic whites, including labor market and residential discrimination, and differential 

rates of inheritance receipt (Conley 1999; Keister 2000; Oliver and Shapiro 1995). Such 

exclusion can lead to decreased income, under-valued housing, and denied access to 

loans/mortgages for racial minorities, which in turn impedes a household’s ability to 

save and accumulate assets. 

Nativity is considered a secondary factor in the dominance-differentiation theory 

because it only influences immigrants and, as such, it works as a stratifying 

characteristic within both educational attainment and race/ethnicity. For instance, 

immigrants and natives with similar levels of educational attainment will not necessarily 

have equal wealth, and the same is true for immigrants and natives of the same 

race/ethnicity (Painter 2014; Hao 2007). Research on the nativity gap has consistently 

demonstrated a significant difference between native and foreign-born household 
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wealth, with native households owning significantly greater wealth (Bauer et al. 2011; 

Cobb-Clark and Hildebrand 2006; Hao 2004). Several factors contribute to this wealth 

gap, including low, English proficiency and educational-occupational mismatch, both of 

which depress immigrant incomes resulting in the lower rate of intergenerational 

transfers among immigrants (Hao 2007; Painter 2013, 2014).  

Although the dominance-differentiation theory provides a useful model of 

immigrant incorporation into the U.S. stratification system for individuals their working 

years (ages 18 to 65), when studying wealth at all points of the life course age becomes a 

more salient factor. Considering insights from life course perspectives, I propose the 

addition of age as a first tier factor to the dominance-differentiation model, as it affects 

the wealth attainment of both immigrants and natives. Similar to the other primary 

factors in this model—education and race/ethnicity—the relationship between age and 

wealth is observed in both native and immigrant households but is likely to vary by 

nativity. Age has a strong and positive correlation with wealth for U.S. natives, as 

households save assets during their working years in order to have resources to spend 

during retirement. Therefore, a significant age gap is visible among U.S. natives; in 2009, 

households headed by individuals younger than 35 years old have a median wealth of 

$3,662, while households 65 years or older have a median wealth of $170,494 (Pew 

Research Center 2011). However, the same pattern does not hold for immigrants, who 

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
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often spend their savings or incur debts during the migration process but cannot always 

recoup these losses with income earned in the United States. Therefore, the relationship 

between wealth and age may be the opposite among immigrants, with older households 

owning the lowest levels of wealth. For older immigrants, it’s useful to consider an 

immigrants point in the life course at time of migration. As an immigrant’s tenure 

increases, their cultural, linguistic, and institutional knowledge of the United States 

increases, which improves an immigrant’s ability to secure a job and navigate host 

country financial institutions, thus increasing immigrant earnings and savings (Kim et 

al. 2012).  

3.1.3 Older Immigrant Wealth  

Senior immigrants are a doubly disadvantaged population in the United States; 

as immigrants they are often isolated due to low English proficiency and lack of 

knowledge of U.S. society and institutions and as older adults they are in an 

economically precarious position due to lack of income and increased health issues. 

Compared to U.S. natives, older immigrants experience greater isolation due to cultural 

and linguistic differences that can hinder their abilities to interact with government and 

financial institutions (Treas 2008a, 2008b; Treas and Mazumdar 2002). This leads to 

lower levels of public and private benefit receipt among older immigrants. Only 70 

percent of foreign-born seniors receive SSI or Medicare benefits despite higher rates of 
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poverty compared to U.S.-born seniors (Huang et al. 2015). Additionally, only 22 percent 

of older immigrants receive any form of non-SSI income, compared to 40 percent of U.S. 

natives (Nam, Lee, Huang, and Kim 2015). Indeed, this disparity in retirement benefit 

receipt contributes to an increasing income gap between U.S. natives and immigrants 

among those 65 and older. In 1970, older immigrants received incomes 5 percent below 

those of U.S. natives, but in 2007, their incomes dropped to 30 percent below U.S. natives 

(Borjas 2009). Additionally, elderly immigrants are more vulnerable to loan sharks and 

predatory lenders than U.S. natives because they are less familiar with traditional 

banking institutions. This can lead to costly financial behaviors among immigrant 

seniors, including acquiring of high-interest loans, using check-cashing services with 

hefty fees, or keeping cash savings at home where they are vulnerable to burglary. Older 

immigrants are also more financially vulnerable during health crises compared to native 

seniors, because they are less likely to have health insurance and LPRs are not eligible 

for Medicaid until 5 years after their arrival (Choi 2006; Leach 2008). Considering these 

disadvantages, I expect the nativity wealth gap to persist among senior U.S. households (ages 

65 and older). 

However, it is important to note that while older immigrants face barriers to 

wealth attainment, these impediments are not distributed equally among all immigrants. 

Consistent with the life course perspective, an immigrant’s stage in the life course at 
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time of arrival will play an important role in their subsequent wealth attainment. 

Established older immigrants are those who arrived before or during their working 

years, participated in the labor market, and began accumulating U.S. wealth prior to 

retirement (Angel et al. 1999). These immigrants are primarily economic migrants and 

are highly motivated to limit consumption and build substantial wealth (Hao 2007). 

Recent older immigrants migrated during their later working years or after retirement 

and most likely received a family reunification visa. Although these immigrants may 

transfer wealth attained in their home countries to the United States, they are less likely 

to participate in the labor market, receive public benefits, and use formal financial 

institutions associated with asset ownership and wealth. Therefore, I expect duration in 

the United States to mediate the nativity wealth gap between U.S.-born and foreign-born senior 

households (ages 65 and older). 

Homeownership is an important measure of immigrant incorporation, wealth 

stability, and general well-being (Borjas 2002; Ley 2010). Previous research also finds 

that homeownership plays a symbolic role in the incorporation process, denoting a 

commitment to place and a desire to control one’s surroundings (Chiang and Leung 

2011; Ratner 1996). Homeownership is likely to be especially advantageous for newly-

arrived older immigrants, whose reliance on their children for housing can, in worse-

case scenarios, make them vulnerable to homelessness (Treas and Mazumdar 2002). 
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However, due to their lower English proficiency, short U.S. tenure, and reliance on kin, 

newly-arrived older immigrants are less likely to own homes than their younger 

counterparts (Myers and Lee 1998; Painter, Yang, and Yu 2003). Additionally, as many 

recent elderly immigrants have few financial resources in the United States and come 

mainly to care for their children and grandchildren, they are more likely to live with kin 

and thus less likely to own their own homes (Kritz, Gurak, and Chen 2000). Therefore, I 

expect older immigrants (ages 65 and over) will be less likely to own their home than immigrants 

in younger age cohorts (ages 18 to 64). 

Bank accounts are one of the most accessible financial assets, evidenced by the 

fact that they are the most widely owned by immigrants. Although they are basic, bank 

accounts represent an important first step in promoting household saving and building 

sufficient wealth. However, older immigrants face greater barriers to owning bank 

accounts compared to immigrants in younger age cohorts. First, older immigrants are 

much less likely to participate in the formal labor market than working age immigrants 

who likely immigrated with the intention of securing employment. Jobs in the formal 

economy are likely to require employees use direct deposits, thereby eliminating one 

motivation for immigrants to own a bank account. Second, older immigrants are less 

likely to have the necessary resources (e.g., English ability or financial literacy) to open 

and access bank accounts (Huang, Nam, and Lee 2015). Considering these factors, I 
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expect older immigrants (ages 65 and over) will be less likely to own a bank account than 

immigrants in younger age cohorts (ages 18 to 64). 

In addition to barriers older immigrants face in obtaining homes and bank 

accounts in the U.S. (e.g., lack of proficiency in English and institutional knowledge), 

increased health expenses are more likely to negatively impact older immigrant wealth 

compared to younger immigrant cohorts. Additionally, LPRs are not eligible for 

Medicare until five years after arrival, so public benefits are unlikely to cover any 

healthcare costs of newly-arrived older immigrants and an unexpected medical crises 

could deplete their wealth (Kim 2006). Therefore, I expect older immigrants (ages 65 and 

over) will be less likely to own sufficient wealth than immigrants in younger age cohorts (ages 18 

to 64). 

3.2 Data and Methods 

  I use two nationally representative data sets to explore elderly immigrants’ 

position of double economic disadvantage. To compare the financial security of 

immigrant and U.S.-born seniors, I use data from the Survey of Income and Program 

Participation (SIPP). The SIPP is a multi-panel, nationally representative survey of 

households in the United States. SIPP panels consist of 14,000 to 36,700 households 

which are interviewed every 2 to 4 years. This research uses data from 2001 to 2005. The 

SIPP contains separate topical modules with questions on household income and wealth 
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(e.g., asset ownership and value) and migration history (e.g., details on country of 

origin, time of arrival in the United States, and citizenship status). These topical modules 

are applied in separate panels (on a semi-annual basis), so because economic security 

and immigrant status are central to this study, I limit my sample respondents who 

participated in both modules. The Survey of Income and Program Participation 

interviews all respondent household members ages 15 and over. Economic security is a 

household-level attribute, so in order to avoid the possibility of analyzing multiple 

observations per household, I limit my analyses to household heads ages 18 and over. 

Immigrant status is the key independent variable in my SIPP analyses, so I also limit my 

sample by excluding any respondents who did not report their country of birth. 

To explore the wealth of senior immigrants compared to younger counterparts, I 

use the New Immigrant Survey-2003 (NIS). The NIS uses a representative national 

sample of immigrants to the United States with legal permanent resident (LPR) status. 

The NIS is uniquely suited for this research, as it includes a large sample of newly-

arrived, older immigrants and contains detailed information on personal assets in the 

United States and abroad. The survey also contains questions concerning immigrants’ 

income, asset ownership and values, debt, employment, and pre-migration 

characteristics, enabling accurate measurement of immigrant economic security and 

incorporation. Immigrants in my sample were all interviewed within the first year after 
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receiving their green card. Thus, studying their wealth and income provides a snap-shot 

of the most recent cohort of documented immigrants to the United States. This is 

important because past studies have demonstrated the need for separating documented 

and undocumented immigrants due to stark differences in their incorporation patterns. 

The NIS sampled respondents from the U.S. Naturalization Services’ (formally 

known as the INS) records by visa category, resulting in a total sampling frame of 12,500 

adults immigrants (Massey et al. 2000). From this sampling frame, 8,573 individuals 

participated in the survey, resulting in a 68.6 percent response rate. The NIS adult 

sample has four sampling strata based on immigrant visa category (Massey 2010). These 

categories include: 1) visas given to spouses of U.S. citizens, 2) visas given to those 

employed by U.S. businesses, 3) visas given to those who won diversity visa lotteries in 

their home country, and 4) visas not in the three preceding categories. Researchers 

selected an equal number of respondents from each of these categories in order to reach 

a larger number of populations of interest (e.g., immigrants with employment visas), 

resulting in oversampling of some groups. To account for oversampling, I use sampling 

weights in all analyses. The NIS sampling design includes new arrival immigrants with 

legal documentation and those whose status was recently adjusted from temporary or 

non-legal to legal permanent residency and excludes most foreign-born students, 

immigrants with temporary visas, and any immigrants without legal status due to over-
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staying temporary visas or not obtaining documentation prior to entering the United 

States. Therefore, although my sample excludes any currently undocumented 

immigrants, it includes immigrants who may have entered the United States without 

documentation, but obtained it at a later time. NIS interviews were conducted in the 

respondents’ preferred language; 46 percent of interviews were conducted in English. I 

omitted respondents who did not answer key questions (e.g., gender or age); I used 

multiple imputation using SAS proc mi to impute the values of other missing variables 

(e.g., home value, earned income).  

Immigrant seniors sampled in these two surveys differ in several important 

ways. The NIS restricted their sample to legal permanent residents, so by design there 

are no undocumented immigrants in the sampling frame. In contrast, the SIPP did not 

select respondents based on legal status and did not ask pointed questions concerning 

this characteristic, so it is not possible to know the percentage of undocumented 

respondents included in the sample. Additionally, because the NIS sampled recent green 

card recipients, respondents in that survey have significantly shorter U.S. tenure 

compared to immigrant respondents interviewed in the SIPP.  

3.2.1 Dependent Variables 

In this research, I use four dependent variables to measure immigrant economic 

security: net worth, sufficient wealth ownership, homeownership, and owning a cash 
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account. Using the SIPP, I operationalize the economic security of immigrant and U.S.-

born seniors with total household net worth. The SIPP asks an extensive array of 

questions on household asset ownership and value, allowing me to calculate the total 

net worth of the respondent household. I estimate net worth as total household assets 

minus total household liabilities, or debts. Total household assets are comprised of real 

assets (i.e., real estate, housing, businesses, and transportation) and financial assets (i.e., 

bank accounts, bonds, Individual Retirement Accounts (IRAs), Certificates of Deposit, 

and stocks). Total debt consists of home mortgages, credit card debt, student loans, and 

any other debts accrued. I convert all monetary units to 2003 U.S. dollars. 

Using the NIS, I operationalize immigrant economic security using three 

measures: sufficient wealth ownership, homeownership, and owning a cash account. 

First, I measure sufficient wealth as a binary variable indicating whether a household 

owns total net worth greater than or equal to three months of income (1=owns sufficient 

wealth; 0=does not own sufficient wealth) (Hao 2007). I use the 2003 Federal Poverty 

Guidelines to determine the monthly income threshold for each household size (see 

appendix). Notably, the income threshold in the Federal Poverty Guidelines are lower 

for households with members over age 65. Interviewers asked the family member who 

was the most familiar with household finances to complete the module on assets and 

liabilities. NIS respondents were given the opportunity to be interviewed in their native 
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language, so in some instances they answered survey questions on income and asset 

value using their home country currency. To address this, I converted all currencies to 

U.S. dollars using 2003 conversion rates. 

Second, I measure homeownership as a binary variable indicating whether a 

member of the respondent household owns the immigrant’s U.S. place of residence 

(1=homeowner; 0=not a homeowner). Third, I measure cash account ownership as a 

binary variable indicating whether a member of the household has a bank account in 

their name (1=has cash account; 0= no cash account). 

3.2.2 Independent Variables 

Age category is the independent variable of interest in this chapter. I categorize 

respondents into five different age groups depending on their reported age at the time 

of the interview: 18 to 34 years old, 35 to 44 years old, 45 to 54 years old, 55 to 64 years 

old, and 65 years or older. These age categories are consistent with those used in 

previous studies on age differences in wealth and income (Pew Research 2015).  

3.2.3 Control Variables 

I use a series of variables to operationalize labor market status and income. 

Household income is the sum of all salaries, wages, and tips earned by household 

members. Household income is highly skewed, so I use log transformed income in all of 

my multivariate analyses. Labor market participation is a categorical variable that 
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indicates whether the respondent is employed (reference), unemployed but searching 

for a job, retired, or a homemaker. I use a dichotomous variable to measure whether the 

respondent receives Supplemental Security Income (SSI). 

In NIS analyses, I use two variables to operationalize immigrant health 

condition: self-rated health and diagnosed with chronic condition(s). Self-rated health is 

a dichotomous variable measuring whether an immigrant reported excellent or very 

good health in response to the question “Would you say your health is excellent, very 

good, fair, or poor?” (Akresh 2009). Previous research suggests that this measure 

accurately predicts disability and morbidity, and may have serious economic 

consequences which are exacerbated with age (Read and Reynolds 2012). Diagnosed 

with chronic condition(s) is a dichotomous variable indicating whether the respondent 

has ever been told by a doctor that they have either diabetes or hypertension. 

In SIPP analyses, I operationalize educational attainment using a series of 

variables indicating the level of education which the respondent completed: some high 

school, graduated high school, some college, graduated college, and higher education 

(i.e., completing professional or graduate degrees). In NIS analyses, I use two variables 

to operationalize educational attainment: foreign education and U.S. education. Foreign 

education measures years of education attained abroad; U.S. education measures years 

of education attained in the United States.   
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I measure migration experience as LPR status, class of admission, English 

proficiency, and U.S. duration. The NIS has much more detailed questions on legal 

status than the SIPP, so in my NIS analyses I am able to include measures of LPR status, 

class of admission, and English proficiency. LPR status is a binary variable indicating 

whether the respondent received their green card as a new arrival or by adjusting from 

their previous visa status (1= adjustment as a new arrival; 0=adjusting from previous 

status). Class of admission is a series of dichotomous variables indicating the 

respondent’s visa status, including parent of U.S. citizen, employment, family 

reunification, or another visa status. Parent of U.S. citizen is the most prevalent visa 

category among older immigrants; 50% of my sample received a visa because they are 

parents of a U.S. citizen. I use a sequence of dichotomous variables to measure the 

respondent’s English proficiency: native proficiency (1= Never spoke any language other 

than English), proficient (1=speaks English very well or well), and not proficient 

(1=speaks English not well or not at all. In SIPP analyses, U.S. duration is measured as a 

series of dichotomous variables indicating the number of years since the respondent 

arrived in the U.S.: 5 years or less, 6 to 10 years, 11 to 25 years, and more than 25 years 

(reference). It would be ideal to measure U.S. duration in years and years squared as I 

do in the NIS analyses, but the wording in the SIPP interview question on U.S. duration 
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does not allow me to estimate the exact number of years the respondent has lived in the 

United States, limiting this measure to broad categories of tenure.  

In SIPP analyses, I operationalize race/ethnicity using a series of variables 

indicating the self-reported race/ethnicity of the respondent: Asian, Black, Hispanic, and 

non-Hispanic white. In NIS analyses, I used a continuous variable to measure 

respondent skin tone. Skin tone is an important correlate of new immigrant income and 

wealth (Frank, Redstone, and Lu 2010; Painter, Holmes, and Bateman 2015), and NIS 

interviewers used a skin color test (see appendix) to assign respondent skin color on a 

scale of 1 to 10 (from light to dark pigmentation). 

I measure family structure using marital status and number of household 

members. Marital status is operationalized as a categorical variable indicating whether 

the respondent is married, single/cohabiting, or divorced/separated/widowed. Number 

of household members is a continuous variable counting everyone living in the 

household at the time of the interview. 

I control for demographic characteristics, including gender, residency, and 

region of origin (only in NIS analyses). Residency is a categorical variable indicating the 

region of respondent’s primary residence in the United States, including West coast, 

South, Central, and North East. Following Akresh (2011), I included categorical variables 

indicating respondent region of origin, including Asia, Latin American/Caribbean, 
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Western (e.g., from Britain, Western Europe, Australia, New Zealand, or Canada), 

Eastern Europe (i.e., Russia and form USSR states), and Africa/Middle East. The 

reference category are Western immigrants. Gender is a dichotomous variable (male=1, 

female=0).  

3.2.4 Modeling Strategy 

In my SIPP analyses (Figure 1 and Table 2), I use quantile regressions to model 

total net worth. Quantile regression models estimate the conditional median and 

specified points along the net worth distribution. Quantile regression models are ideal 

for analyzing net worth because it does not require normally distributed data and makes 

no distributional assumption about error terms, which is important for wealth which is 

highly skewed. The focus of my SIPP analyses is comparing net worth between U.S.- 

born and foreign-born seniors, so I limit my sample to respondents 65 years and older. 

In my NIS analyses (Tables 4 and 5), I use logistic regression to estimate the odds of 

owning sufficient wealth, U.S. homeownership, and cash account ownership. 

 

 

 

 



 

73 

 

Table 7: Descriptive Statistics of U.S. Seniors (Ages 65 and Older) 

 

 

U.S. Born Foreign Born 

Net Worth (Median) $135,080 $100,300 

Homeownership 0.813 0.653 

Has Bank Account 0.66 0.597 

Foreign Born 0 1 

U.S. Duration   

5 years or less -- 0.01 

6 to 10 years -- 0.03 

11 to 25 years -- 0.13 

25 years or more -- 0.82 

Educational Attainment 
  

Some Education 0.27 0.402 

High School 0.327 0.237 

Some College 0.227 0.153 

Bachelor's Degree 0.105 0.118 

Higher Education 0.071 0.09 

Household Income (logged) 1.625 1.876 

Race 
  

White 0.80 0.35 

Black 0.14 0.10 

Latino 0.05 0.36 

Asian 0.01 0.20 

Household Size 1.64 1.814 

Marital Status 
  

Married 0.418 0.429 

Single 0.04 0.051 

Separated/Divorced 0.095 0.116 

Widowed 0.447 0.404 

Age 74.6 74.9 

Gender (Male) 0.455 0.482 

Residence 
  

South 0.285 0.262 

West 0.04 0.034 

Central 0.235 0.093 
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Table 7: Continued 

Mountain 0.046 0.032 

California 0.078 0.245 

New York 0.062 0.147 

North East 0.166 0.136 

Metro 0.741 0.915 

n 8143 654 

Source: Survey of Income and Program Participation (2001-2005); n=8,797 

 

3.3 Results 

3.3.1 Findings: Nativity Wealth Gap among U.S. Seniors 

Descriptive statistics from the SIPP sample displayed in Table 1 sheds light onto 

my first research question: To what extent does the nativity wealth gap exist among U.S. 

seniors? Consistent with my expectation that the nativity wealth gap would persist 

among U.S. seniors, my findings reveal the median household wealth of U.S.-born 

seniors is $34,780 higher than that of foreign-born seniors ($135,080 vs. $100,300). These 

net worth estimates are consistent with other wealth research drawing on SIPP data, but 

due to the SIPP sampling design, which oversamples households receiving public 

assistance, they likely underestimate the median wealth of all U.S. seniors. Also 

consistent with previous research are my findings on senior asset ownership. I find that 

U.S.-born seniors have homeownership rates 16 percent higher than foreign-born 

seniors. Additionally, a higher percentage of U.S. born seniors are banked (66 compared 

to 60%). Turning to factors related to wealth ownership, there are important differences, 

as well as similarities, in demographic characteristics of the U.S.-born and foreign-born 
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seniors in my sample. Both native and immigrant family structures are typical of U.S. 

seniors, and are comprised of married or widowed individuals and their partners. U.S.-

born and immigrant households have similar age and gender compositions (average 

respondent age is 75 years old, and less than 50% are male). However, patterns of 

educational attainment differ. Although a greater percentage of immigrants in my 

sample have less than a high school education compared to U.S. natives (40 compared to 

27%), they also have a higher rates of completing a bachelors’ degree or higher (20 

compared to 17%). High levels of educational attainment may also be responsible for 

higher income levels among immigrant seniors compared to their native counterparts. It 

is also notable that the vast majority (82%) of foreign-born seniors in my sample are 

primarily established immigrants with U.S. durations of 25 years or longer. The majority 

of established immigrant seniors are economic migrants who came to the United States 

during their working years and thus have higher English proficiency and knowledge of 

U.S. institutions than peers with shorter U.S. tenure. 

How do these factors contribute to the nativity wealth gap among seniors? 

Figure 1 provides a snapshot of the wealth gap between U.S.- and foreign-born seniors 

by displaying coefficient estimates from quantile regression models of the difference 

between immigrant and U.S. native net worth. The lines in Figure 1 correspond with two 

separate quantile regression models. Results from Figure 1 indicate that a significant 
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nativity gap in wealth exists among U.S. seniors, even when controlling for 

socioeconomic, family, and demographic characteristics. This nativity gap is quite 

negligible among the lower deciles of net worth, but it becomes significant and remains 

as soon as the 30th percentile. At its most pronounced, the nativity wealth gap is around -

$30,000, suggesting that after including controls, immigrants still have $30,000 dollars of 

wealth less than their native counterparts. 

 

Figure 1. Nativity Wealth Gap among U.S. Seniors, Decile Regression 

Estimates 
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 However, estimates from Model 2 displayed in Figure 1 suggest that U.S. 

duration explains about half of the nativity gap among U.S. seniors. Indeed, when I add 

U.S. duration to the quantile regression model, the estimates of the nativity gap decrease 

at every point in the wealth distribution. In Model 2 estimates, the greatest difference 

between immigrant and native wealth exists at the 50th and 60th percentile and is only -

$15,000.  

Table 2 further explores my first research question and displays quantile 

regression estimates of net worth at the 25th, 50th, and 75th percentile of the wealth 

distribution. Results from Table 2 are consistent with Figure 1, and suggest that 

although senior immigrants own less net worth than U.S. natives, U.S. duration accounts 

for much of this gap. Model 1 display estimates from the basic model of senior wealth. 

At each quartile, I found significant difference between immigrant and native wealth, 

which is largest (-$28,560) at the 75th percentile. However, when I added U.S. duration in 

Model 2 the estimated gap is greatly reduced, and only remains significant at the 50th 

percentile.  
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Table 8: Nativity Wealth Gap in Net Worth: Quantile Regression Estimates 

 

 
Model 1 Model 2 

 25th 50th 75th 25th 50th 75th 

Foreign Born -18.44*** -27.83*** -28.56** -8.61 -15.78* -14.89 

  (5.29) (7.32) (10.27) (4.86) (7.33) (12.03) 

U.S. Duration (ref= 

25+ years) 
      

11 to 25 years -- -- -- -42.88*** -62.89*** -93.68*** 

  
   

(6.73) (15.36) (25.91) 

6 to 10 years -- -- -- -33.33** -61.61** -96.20 

  
   

(11.32) (20.70) (53.33) 

5 years or less -- -- -- 4.91 -5.25 -37.64 

  
   

(39.57) (70.19) (89.64) 

Educational 

Attainment (ref=some 

high school) 

      

Graduated High 

School 
31.05*** 44.43*** 75.11*** 29.75*** 44.60*** 76.25*** 

  (3.22) (4.36) (6.96) (3.09) (4.51) (7.35) 

Some College 36.30*** 60.75*** 113.57*** 35.05*** 62.38*** 114.50*** 

  (3.59) (5.39) (8.39) (3.34) (5.09) (8.61) 

Bachelor’s Degree 64.58*** 143.47*** 259.92*** 64.67*** 144.74*** 260.06*** 

  (8.05) (11.39) (16.42) (7.73) (11.82) (16.11) 

Higher Education 108.31*** 20.64*** 335.73*** 104.38*** 207.83*** 335.89*** 

  (10.39) (12.48) (23.01) (10.09) (12.36) (24.42) 

Household Income 

(logged) 

  

-1.89*** -1.26* -1.00 -1.87** -1.38* -1.11 

(0.36) (0.59) (0.80) (0.37) (0.56) (0.86) 

Race/Ethnicity 

(ref=white) 
      

Black -22.25*** -39.60*** -64.99*** -22.05** -39.02*** -65.99**** 

  (2.59) (3.32) (5.85) (2.60) (3.38) (6.17) 

Hispanic 2.38 7.37 -10.83 -8.78 7.56 -8.569.1 

  (13.42) (15.07) (15.04) (12.99) (15.49) (14.72) 

Asian -5.31 -20.75 -26.00 -9.09 -7.40 -29.08 

  (8.02) (14.52) (25.70) (7.33) (15.43) (23.80) 

Household Size -1.80 -0.89 -0.66 -2.15* -0.63 -0.43 

  (0.98) (1.75) (2.72) (0.88) (1.54) (2.37) 

Male 22.14*** 34.00*** 47.22*** 21.51*** 33.43*** 46.29*** 
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  (2.22) (3.27) (6.00) (2.47) (3.34) (5.60) 

       

Table 8: Continued 

 

Marital Status 

(ref=Married) 
      

Single -59.85*** -106.51*** -143.99*** -60.59*** -105.78*** -143.68*** 

  (2.56) (4.76) (7.50) (2.83) (4.65) (7.37) 

Separated/Divorced -49.78*** -74.43*** -99.21*** -50.00*** -74.91*** -97.28*** 

  (2.49) (3.80) (6.58) (2.31) (3.70) (6.98) 

Region of Residence 

(ref=Pacific) 
      

Central -8.69* -29.22*** -51.52*** -9.80** -29.03*** -49.67*** 

  (3.39) (4.80) (7.64) (3.07) (4.72) (7.78) 

Mountain 6.38 -14.04 -44.53** 5.92 -18.93* -43.59** 

  (7.81) (9.10) (14.82) (7.58) (8.96) (15.36) 

North East -4.46 -21.96*** -42.36*** -5.10 -22.28*** -40.11*** 

  (3.59) (5.39) (8.21) (3.54) (5.55) (9.60) 

South -1.78 -24.11*** -51.58*** -3.49 -24.31*** -49.93*** 

  (3.55) (4.54) (8.08) (3.35) (4.33) (8.02) 

Metropolitan Area -7.80*** -17.33*** -31.82*** -8.24*** -17.56*** -32.29*** 

 
(2.21) (3.32) (5.13) (1.98) (3.48) (5.24) 

Intercept 48.50*** 119.12*** 0.21*** 52.33*** 119.09*** 212.22*** 

  (6.09) (7.91) (1.30) (5.11) (7.89) (12.20) 

Source: Survey of Income and Program Participation (2001-2005); Estimates in 

thousands of US dollars; n=8797 

 

3.3.2 Findings: Immigrant Wealth Inequality by Age Group 

Table 3 addresses my second research question by displaying descriptive 

statistics for age group differences in wealth among recent immigrants. I also examine 

differences in migration and socioeconomic differences which may affect financial 

stability among legal permanent residents. Several important patterns emerge from 

Table 3. First, older immigrants in my sample are less likely than all other age groups to 
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own sufficient wealth. Only 19 percent of immigrants age 65 or older have net worth 

that is equal to or greater than three months of poverty-level wages which is much lower 

than other age groups and the full sample (36% of whom own sufficient wealth). This is 

consistent with previous research and provides initial support for my expectation that 

older immigrants are economically disadvantaged. Rates of homeownership vary across 

age categories, peaking for immigrants 35 to 44 years old (33%) and reaching a nadir for 

immigrants ages 65 and older (9%). Older immigrants have equally low rates of cash 

account ownership: approximately half of the full sample (50%) owns a cash account, 

compared to 12 percent of older immigrants. In other words, 88 percent of elderly LPRs 

are unbanked and do not use the most basic financial tool available. This includes ethnic 

or foreign banks (e.g., Cathay, Shinhan Bank) that provide services in their native 

language and can facilitate money transfers with their home country. Notably, 

immigrants ages 65 or older have poverty rates 40 percent higher than those ages 35 to 

44. This stark difference may reflect differential migration motives by age group: LPR 

households in their prime working years are more likely to migrate for employment 

purposes than older immigrants, who are more likely to migrate for the purpose of 

family reunification. Because older immigrants are more likely to be retired or 

unemployed, high levels of poverty alone does not indicate economic insecurity. 

However, when considered in combination with their low rates of sufficient wealth and 
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asset ownership, findings from Table 3 suggest that older immigrants are financially 

disadvantaged compared to younger immigrants. 

Table 9: Descriptive Statistics by Age Cohort 

 Age Cohort 

 18 to 34 35 to 44 45 to 54 55 to 64 65 plus 

Dependent Variables      

  Sufficient Wealth 0.35 0.43 0.37 0.29 0.19 

  Home 0.25 0.33 0.27 0.17 0.09 

  Cash Account 0.55 0.51 0.46 0.29 0.12 

Independent Variables      

Household Earnings 

(logged) 

$23,411.92 $26,623.99 $22,541.30 $10,253.81 $1,573.25 

Employment Status      

  Employed 0.61 0.64 0.57 0.35 0.08 

  Unemployed 0.24 0.22 0.28 0.29 0.23 

  Retired 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.08 0.39 

  Homemaker 0.15 0.14 0.14 0.27 0.30 

Social Security Recipient 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.02 0.05 

Health Conditions      

Fair/poor self-reported 

health 

0.05 0.08 0.11 0.21 0.33 

Diagnosed chronic 

condition 

0.04 0.08 0.17 0.33 0.47 

Human Capital      

Foreign Education (in 

years) 

11.68 12.23 11.23 9.48 7.32 

US Education (in years) 1.48 0.53 0.38 0.16 0.28 

Migration Experience      

US duration 5.83 7.81 7.26 6.13 5.55 

English Proficiency      

Native Proficiency 0.07 0.08 0.07 0.05 0.05 

Very well or well 0.58 0.46 0.36 0.26 0.18 

Not well or not at all 0.36 0.46 0.57 0.68 0.77 

      

      

Table 9: Continued 
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Qualification for LPR 

status 

     

New Arrival 0.36 0.35 0.47 0.60 0.62 

Class of Admission      

Parent of US Citizen 0.00 0.01 0.11 0.50 0.81 

Employment 0.10 0.13 0.11 0.05 0.01 

Family Reunification 0.59 0.43 0.43 0.25 0.10 

Other Visa 0.31 0.43 0.35 0.20 0.08 

US Education (in years) 1.48 0.53 0.38 0.16 0.28 

US duration 5.83 7.81 7.26 6.13 5.55 

Marital Status      

  Single or Cohabiting 0.28 0.14 0.08 0.08 0.04 

  Divorced, Separated, or 

Widowed 

0.02 0.05 0.11 0.19 0.38 

Household Number 3.52 4.05 3.97 4.04 4.19 

Skin Tone (Light to Dark) 4.18 4.24 4.25 4.24 4.34 

Male 0.43 0.47 0.42 0.42 0.41 

Residency      

West 0.37 0.36 0.41 0.41 0.41 

South 0.23 0.23 0.20 0.18 0.19 

Central 0.14 0.11 0.10 0.12 0.09 

North East 0.27 0.29 0.29 0.29 0.31 

Region of Origin      

Western 0.02 0.03 0.03 0.02 0.02 

Latin America/Caribbean  0.44 0.45 0.39 0.40 0.40 

Asia 0.25 0.28 0.35 0.36 0.39 

Eastern Europe 0.14 0.12 0.11 0.13 0.10 

Africa 0.08 0.06 0.05 0.05 0.04 

n 3,458 2,290 1,215 634 550 

Source: New Immigrant Survey 2003; n=8147 

 

Findings from Table 3 also indicate that older immigrant family structure may 

contribute to their financial hardship. Older immigrants have the highest rates of 

divorce, separation, and widowed compared to younger age categories and have, on 
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average, larger households. Both of these characteristics are related to owning less 

wealth and higher instances of poverty. 

Table 4 focuses on my second research question by examining the extent to 

which differences in owning sufficient wealth are due to factors known to shape wealth 

accumulation among immigrants. Remember that sufficient wealth is defined as 

whether or not the respondent household owns wealth equal to three months of salary. 

Following previous research in immigrant wealth (Painter et al. 2015; Painter and Qian 

2015), I use a modeling sequence to determine how migration experience, health 

conditions, and labor market participation/income streams mediate age differences in 

owning sufficient wealth. Previous research has demonstrated a significant, positive 

relationship between age and wealth, even among immigrant populations. These studies 

have all included a measure of age and age-squared as a continuous variables, which is 

appropriate when using age as a demographic control. Consistent with these previous 

studies, my results in Model 1 include age and age squared, and suggest a significant, 

positive relationship between age and owning sufficient wealth. This finding, 

considered on its own, contradicts my expectation that older immigrants will experience 

economic insecurity.  
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Table 10: Sufficient Wealth Ownership among Legal Permanent Residents: 

Logistic Regression Coefficients 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Age Group (ref= 65 and older)     

18 to 34 0.72*** 0.15 0.20 0.00 

 
(0.11) (0.16) (0.17) (0.19) 

35 to 44 1.17*** 0.45** 0.48** 0.28 

 
(0.12) (0.16) (0.17) (0.19) 

45 to 54 1.00** 0.46** 0.47** 0.30 

 
(0.12) (0.16) (0.16) (0.19) 

56 to 64 0.61*** 0.29 0.30 0.19 

 
(0.14) (0.16) (0.16) (0.17) 

Income Related Variables     

Earned Income (logged) -- -- -- 0.11*** 

    
(0.01) 

Labor Market Participation 

(ref=employed) 
    

Unemployed -- -- -- 0.01 

    
(0.07) 

Retired -- -- -- 0.56** 

    
(0.20) 

Homemaker -- -- -- 0.45*** 

    
(0.09) 

Social Security Recipient -- -- -- -0.06 

    
(0.34) 

Health Conditions 
    

Fair/poor self-reported health -- -- -0.31** -0.27* 

   
(0.11) (0.11) 

Diagnosed with Chronic Condition -- -- 0.25** 0.21* 

   
(0.09) (0.09) 

Foreign Education (years) -- 0.06*** 0.06*** 0.06*** 

  
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

U.S. Education -- 0.02 0.01 0.01 

  (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

New Arrivals (ref=adjusted status) -- -0.40*** -0.41*** -0.34*** 

  
(0.07) (0.07) (0.07) 
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Table 10: Continued 

     

Visa Category (ref=Parent of 

Citizen) 
    

Employment -- 0.44** 0.44** 0.31* 

  
(0.14) (0.14) (0.15) 

Family Reunification -- -0.09 -0.10 -0.22 

  
(0.13) (0.13) (0.14) 

Other -- -0.48*** -0.48*** -0.55*** 

  
(0.13) (0.13) 0.14 

U.S. Duration -- 0.09*** 0.09*** 0.09*** 

  
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

U.S. Duration2 -- 0.00*** 0.00*** 0.00*** 

  
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

English Proficiency (ref=not 

proficient) 
    

Native Speaker -- 0.24 0.22 0.30* 

  
(0.12) (0.12) (0.13) 

Proficient -- 0.49*** 0.48*** 0.48*** 

  
(0.06) (0.06) (0.07) 

Skin Tone 1       10  -- -0.03** -0.03* -0.03* 

  
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

Male -- 0.02 0.01 0.04 

  
(0.05) (0.05) (0.06) 

Household Number -- -0.04 -0.04* -0.04* 

  
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

Marital Status (ref=Married)     

Cohabiting/Single -- -0.86*** -0.86** -0.73*** 

  
(0.08) (0.08) (0.08) 

Divorced/Widow -- -0.75*** -0.76*** -0.68*** 

  
(0.11) (0.11) (0.12) 

Region     

South -- 0.25*** 0.25*** 0.30*** 

  
(0.07) (0.07) (0.07) 

Central -- 0.34*** 0.33*** 0.32*** 

  
(0.09) (0.09) (0.09) 

North East -- -0.19** -0.20** -0.17* 

  
(0.07) (0.07) (0.07) 
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Region of Origin (ref=Western)     

Latin America/Caribbean -- -0.14 -0.14 -0.12 

  
(0.10) (0.10) (0.10) 

Asia -- -0.18 -0.18 -0.08 

  
(0.09) (0.09) (0.10) 

Eastern Europe -- 0.07 0.08 0.10 

  
(0.11) (0.11) (0.11) 

Africa -- -0.49*** -0.50*** -0.46*** 

  
(0.13) (0.13) (0.13) 

Intercept -1.46*** -1.51*** -1.51*** -2.07*** 

 
(0.11) (0.20) (0.21) (0.24) 

Source: New Immigrant Survey 2003; n=8147 
 

However, including measures for age categories in Model 2 reveals greater 

complexity in the relationship between age and owning sufficient wealth. Findings from 

Model 2 suggest that LPRs in all other age groups have a greater likelihood of owning 

sufficient wealth than immigrants ages 65 and older. Owning sufficient wealth acts as a 

reserve for households to draw upon during financial emergencies, such as periods of 

unemployment or sickness, and thus is vital for financial stability. Therefore, fact that 

elderly immigrants are less likely to own sufficient wealth compared to other age groups 

bodes poorly for their wealth security.  

In Model 3, I add measures of migration experience in addition to controls for 

family and demographic characteristics. Including these controls mediates the 

significant, positive relationship between the 18 to 34 and 56 to 64 year old age groups 

and owning sufficient wealth. That is, differences in migration experience explain the 

age gap in sufficient wealth ownership for immigrants 18 to 34 and 56 to 64 and 
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immigrants 65 and older. In findings from Table 3, I demonstrated that immigrants ages 

18 to 34 in my sample experience a host of advantages over their senior counterparts, 

including greater educational attainment (an average of 4 years more) and higher levels 

of English proficiency. In Model 4, I include measures of respondent health conditions. 

Previous research has found that medical crises account for wealth depletion among 

U.S. seniors, and in Model 4 I test this theory. My findings indicate that although both 

fair/poor self-rated health and being diagnosed with chronic conditions are significantly 

related to owning sufficient wealth, these factors do not account for the remaining age 

gap. Interestingly, while fair/poor self-reported is related to a significantly lower 

likelihood of owning sufficient wealth (which is consistent with expectation based on 

previous research), being diagnosed with a chronic condition is associated with an 

increased likelihood of owning sufficient wealth. This finding is the opposite of what I 

would expect, and may be explained by the fact that the measure is dependent on seeing 

a doctor (you must visit a doctor to receive a diagnosis), and immigrants without 

sufficient wealth are less likely to interact with the healthcare system due to their limited 

resources.   

In Model 5, I find that adding measures of labor market participation and income 

finally explains the age disparities in owning sufficient wealth. When I include controls 

for earned income, labor market participation, and social security receipt, there is no 
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longer a significant difference in the likelihood of owning sufficient wealth between 

senior immigrants and any other age group. Although I included a measure for SSI 

receipt, findings from Model 5 indicate that this is not a significant factor in predicting 

sufficient wealth ownership. In comparison, earned income and voluntarily leaving the 

labor market (through retirement or becoming a homemaker) are all associated with 

significantly higher odds of owning sufficient wealth. Taken together, findings from 

Table 4 suggest that immigrants ages 65 and older are much more likely than younger 

age cohorts to own sufficient wealth, and this disparity between age groups is likely due 

to a combination of factors, including differences in English proficiency, educational 

attainment, and labor market participation/income. This highlights the financial 

difficulty that recent, elderly immigrants experience as they are no longer engaged in the 

workforce and raises the possibility that these immigrants become dependent on adult 

children. Additionally, the relationships observed between control variables added in 

Models 3 and 4 and owning sufficient wealth are consistent with previous studies on 

immigrant wealth and my expectations. 

Table 5 further explores age differences in wealth among recent immigrants by 

focusing on two important components of net worth: homes and cash accounts. Home 

equity comprises the majority of U.S. household wealth, and thus owning one’s primary 

residence is an important step in wealth accumulation. However, as observed in Table 1 



 

89 

 

and demonstrated in prior studies, immigrants have lower rates of homeownership than 

U.S. natives. Model 1 displays coefficient estimates from a logistic regression model of 

homeownership. Model 1 includes controls for health conditions, educational 

attainment, and migration experience (in addition to demographic characteristics). 

Findings demonstrate that immigrants ages 35 to 44 and ages 45 to 54 are significantly 

more likely to be homeowners than older immigrants. However, there is no significant 

difference in the likelihood of homeownership between senior immigrants and those 

ages 18 to 34 or ages 56 to 64. These results make intuitive sense, as individuals 35 to 54 

are in prime working years and more likely to have children living in the household, 

two factors which are strongly correlated with homeownership. Contrary to my 

expectations, the significant difference in homeownership between 35 to 44 and 45 to 54 

year olds and senior immigrants is not explained by labor market participation or 

income. When I add these measures in Model 2, a significant difference remains in the 

likelihood of homeownership.  
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Table 11: Home and Cash Account Ownership among Legal Permanent 

Residents: Logistic Regression Coefficients 
 

 Homeownership Cash Account Ownership 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Age Group (ref= 65 and older)     

18 to 34 0.28 0.23 1.34*** 1.02*** 

  (0.21) (0.23) (0.18) (0.21) 

35 to 44 0.63** 0.57* 1.22*** 0.85*** 

  (0.21) (0.23) (0.18) (0.21) 

45 to 54 0.56** 0.52* 1.13*** 0.78*** 

  (0.21) (0.23) (0.18) (0.21) 

56 to 64 0.34 0.31 0.81*** 0.58** 

  (0.21) (0.22) (0.18) (0.20) 

Earned Income (logged) -- 0.02* -- 0.14*** 

   (0.01) 
 

(0.01) 

Labor Market Participation 

(ref=employed) 
    

Unemployed -- -0.29** -- -0.55*** 

   (0.29) 
 

(0.07) 

Retired -- 0.03 -- 0.05 

   (0.26) 
 

(0.23) 

Homemaker -- 0.30** -- -0.20* 

   (0.10) 
 

(0.09) 

Social Security Recipient -- 0.00 -- 0.71* 

   (0.35) 
 

(0.33) 

Health Condition     

Fair/poor self-reported health -0.23 -0.19 0.00 0.09 

  (0.12) (0.12) (0.10) (0.11) 

Diagnosed with Chronic Condition 0.03 0.01 0.12 0.12 

  (0.10) (0.10) (0.09) (0.10) 

Foreign Education (years) 0.05*** 0.05*** 0.05*** 0.05*** 

  (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

U.S. Education 0.01 0.02 0.08*** 0.09*** 

  (0.01) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01) 

New Arrivals  -0.99*** -0.94*** -0.79*** -0.65*** 

  (0.08) (0.09) (0.07) (0.08) 
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Table 11: Continued 

     

Visa Category (ref=Parent of 

Citizen) 
    

Employment  0.25 0.24 1.40*** 1.12*** 

  (0.17) (0.17) (0.15) (0.16) 

Family Reunification -0.02 0.01 0.77*** 0.62*** 

  (0.16) (0.16) (0.14) (0.15) 

Other -0.53** -0.50** 0.65*** 0.48** 

  (0.16) (0.16) (0.14) (0.15) 

U.S. Duration 0.14*** 0.13*** 0.02* 0.01 

  (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

U.S. Duration2 -0.00*** -0.00*** 0.00 0.00 

  (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

English Proficiency (ref=not 

proficient) 
    

Native Speaker 0.44** 0.47*** 0.18 0.31* 

  (0.14) (0.14) (0.12) (0.13) 

Proficient 0.38*** 0.38*** 0.37*** 0.33*** 

  (0.08) (0.08) (0.06) (0.07) 

Skin Tone 1       10  -0.08*** -0.08*** -0.03 -0.02 

  (0.02) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01) 

Male -0.18** -0.13 0.32*** 0.22*** 

  (0.06) (0.07) (0.05) (0.06) 

Household Number 0.02 0.03 -0.07*** -0.06*** 

  (0.02) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01) 

Marital Status (ref=Married)     

Cohabiting/Single -1.21*** -1.15*** -0.61*** -0.47*** 

  (0.10) (0.10) (0.07) (0.07) 

Divorced/Widow -1.03*** -0.98*** -0.19 -0.12 

  (0.14) (0.14) (0.11) (0.12) 

Region     

South 0.55*** 0.57*** -0.21** -0.21** 

  (0.08) (0.08) (0.07) (0.08) 

Central 0.36*** 0.36*** -0.06 -0.16 

  (0.10) (0.10) (0.09) (0.09) 

North East -0.33*** -0.32*** -0.31*** -0.31*** 

  (0.08) (0.08) (0.07) (0.07) 
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Table 11: Continued 

     

Region of Origin (ref=Western)     

Latin America/Caribbean  0.03 0.04 -0.84*** -0.95*** 

  (0.11) (0.11) (0.10) (0.10) 

Asia -0.55*** -0.52*** 0.01 0.12 

  (0.11) (0.11) (0.09) (0.10) 

Eastern Europe -0.26* -0.24 -0.10 -0.10 

  (0.13) (0.13) (0.10) (0.11) 

Africa -0.31 -0.26 -0.24* -0.13 

 
(0.16) (0.13) (0.12) (0.12) 

Intercept -1.96*** -2.09 -1.79*** -1.86*** 

  (0.25) (0.28) (0.22) (0.26) 

Source: New Immigrant Survey 2003; n=8,147 

Although money kept in cash accounts does not comprise a large percentage of 

U.S. wealth, bank accounts are the most basic financial tool available to immigrants, and 

therefore represent the extent to which an individual is tapped into formal U.S. 

institutions. Additionally, the absence of a formal bank account may compel immigrants 

to use check-to-cash or pay day loan services to cash their checks or transfer money 

abroad, both of which are associated with large penalties and can impede a household’s 

ability to save. Consistent with my expectations, I find in Model 3 that older immigrants 

are significantly less likely to own cash accounts compared to every other age cohort. 

When I add measures of labor market participation and income in Model 4, the 

coefficient estimates are reduced, but each of the younger age cohorts remains 

significantly more likely than senior immigrants to own bank accounts. Notably, health 

conditions are not related with either home or bank account ownership despite the fact 
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they were significantly related to the likelihood of owning sufficient wealth. This finding 

suggests that medical crises do not impact immigrant wealth ownership through 

blocked access to assets, but through either the depletion of financial assets or incurred 

debt.  

3.5 Conclusion 

Pursuit of wealth is a primary motivation behind immigration to the U.S. 

However, wealth ownership varies greatly by age and immigrant life course stage at 

time of migration. Research on immigrant wealth often treats age as a control variable, 

and does not look at the more nuanced way that wealth differs by age cohort and 

nativity. However, age is an important dimension along which to explore wealth 

disparities. This study contributes to this line of inquiry by examining the two important 

dimensions of stratification in the United States: the nativity gap and immigrant wealth 

disparities by age group. Broadly, this study finds that older immigrants occupy a 

precarious position in the U.S. wealth distribution, especially recent immigrants who are 

not incorporated into the U.S. economy and have low English proficiency. 

This chapter makes several important contributions to the literature on 

immigrant economic incorporation. First, I found that the nativity wealth gap exists 

among U.S. seniors, although U.S. duration accounts for about half of this difference. 

Specifically, I found that among those over the age of 65 in the U.S., immigrants have a 
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median net worth of about $30,000 less than U.S. natives. This gap persists in a basic 

quantile regression model, but was reduced to $15,000 when I included measures of U.S. 

duration. Previous research emphasized the importance of education and race in 

explaining the nativity wealth gap, and consistent with this my analyses demonstrated 

that these are significant correlates, even among respondents age 65 and older. 

However, my research also demonstrated the importance of U.S. duration in accounting 

for wealth disparities between U.S.- and foreign-born seniors. Indeed, it is likely that 

U.S. duration explains a larger portion of the nativity wealth gap in seniors compared to 

other age groups because establishing oneself in the U.S. during working years is 

essential for accumulating wealth comparable to U.S. natives.  

Previous research examining wealth disparities within immigrant groups have 

always included controls for age, but never examined it as social category. However, the 

proponents of the life course perspective stress the importance of age cohorts in 

stratification outcomes. This study found that senior immigrants are significantly less 

likely than younger immigrant cohorts to have sufficient wealth, own their home, or 

have a cash account. Several factors account for this difference in wealth and asset 

ownership, including disparities in earned income, educational attainment, and English 

proficiency. In comparison to findings from the SIPP, my NIS analyses indicate that 

recent senior immigrants experience a great wealth disadvantage compared to 
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established senior immigrants. For instance, 65 percent of foreign-born seniors in the 

SIPP own homes and 60 percent have cash accounts, compared to 9 percent 

homeowners and 12 percent with cash accounts in the NIS.  

While this study provides important insights into older immigrant wealth 

insecurity, there are several limitations that future research should address. First, the 

data I use are not longitudinal, and therefore I cannot compare the rate at which wealth 

grows by nativity or age group. This is would be a fruitful avenue for future research; 

although I found that older immigrants own less wealth than their native counterparts, 

it is possible that they accumulate wealth at a faster rate after arriving in the United 

States. Another constraint of this study is that my data are limited to documented 

immigrants, and therefore I cannot comment on the wealth security of undocumented 

seniors. However, research indicates that this population faces even greater 

disadvantages in accessing formal financial institutions in the United States than 

documented elderly immigrants (Drever and Blue 2011). 

Despite these limitations, there are several important implications of this study. 

My finding that senior LPRs have low levels of sufficient wealth ownership has 

profound implications for the incorporation of future immigrant generations. Elderly 

immigrants who own few assets and little wealth will likely depend on their children for 

financial support during times of economic hardship (e.g., medical crisis). Inheritances 
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and inter vivos transfers play a key role in the widening wealth gap in the U.S., with 

those receiving fiduciary support in either form attaining higher levels of wealth. 

Therefore, it will be much more difficult for the children of financially dependent 

parents to attain wealth parity with U.S. natives who inherited. This study also has 

broad implications for both immigration and stratification research as it locates senior 

immigrants within the wider U.S. wealth distribution. Older immigrants are often 

overlooked by sociologists, who instead focus on the economic incorporation of 

immigrants in their working years. While this makes sense when engaging with 

assimilation theories which focus on the ability of immigrants to achieve earnings, it is 

vital that we study the financial security of this group and how it compares to the U.S. 

peers and younger immigrants. In addition to highlighting the fact that older 

immigrants are a doubly disadvantaged group, this study is also an invitation for other 

scholars to focus on the outcomes of older immigrants, who are quickly becoming a 

significant portion of the U.S. immigrant population.  
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4. Foreign Property Use and Entrepreneurship among 
Latin American Immigrants 

Entrepreneurship is an important form of immigrant incorporation, because it 

provides employment opportunities for immigrants who might otherwise experience 

labor market exclusion or discrimination. In addition to being a path towards economic 

integration and symbolic of the American dream, first generation immigrant 

entrepreneurship is associated with 1.5 and second generation educational and 

occupational mobility (Kim 2006). Although self-employment does not always lead to 

greater average immigrant earnings, immigrant entrepreneurs are more likely than 

those in wage-employment to experience professional success and earn high, outlying 

wages (Portes and Zhou 1992; Zhou and Portes 1996). Immigrants are often limited in 

their resources; compared to U.S. natives they possess less wealth, smaller social 

networks, and, for some, limited English proficiency. Despite these barriers, immigrants 

enter into entrepreneurship at high rates. For instance, in 2012, immigrants were almost 

twice as likely to start businesses compared to U.S. natives, and almost 30 percent of all 

nascent entrepreneurs in the U.S. were immigrants (Strangler and Konczal 2013). 

Considering this, an important question in the immigrant entrepreneur literature is: how 

do immigrant entrepreneurs leverage available resources in order to establish and 

maintain successful start-ups? Scholarship on the topic has argued that personal 
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financial capital (Bates 1994, 1997, 1999; Kushnirovich and Heilbrunn 2008), social 

networks, and socioeconomic status are all important resources in facilitating immigrant 

entrepreneurship. However, these studies have focused primarily on resources based in 

the United States, and thus we still know little about the relationship between 

transnational capital and immigrant entrepreneurship.  

Foreign assets are real or financial assets attained prior to migrating or through 

investment/inheritance during their U.S. tenure and likely represent forms of financial, 

social, or class resources available to immigrants (Glick-Schiller et al. 1992, 1995; Nee 

and Sanders 2001). Previous research has found that immigrants use home country 

property to ensure their future financial stability in case of return migration (Joseph 

2012), to serve as a resource for family members (Durand et al. 1996; Massey and 

Parrado 1994), or to maintain pre-migration social status (Thai 2006). There is also 

evidence that immigrants may liquidate or use income/interest from foreign assets to 

finance their U.S. transition and aid incorporation (Hosler 1998; Yoon 1995); however, 

previous research has primarily focused on the home country financial assets of Asian 

immigrants (Hosler 1998; Nee and Sanders 2001; Yoon 1995). Because financial assets 

can be transferred directly to fund business start-ups or expansion, the link between 

home country financial assets and entrepreneurship is clear. Less studied, and perhaps 

more interesting, is the relationship between home country property and 
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entrepreneurship, because property ownership could provide financial capital for 

nascent entrepreneurs through rental income or social capital by enabling immigrants to 

maintain ties to their home community that may be essential for (Owusu 1998, 2003; 

Thai 2006). Additionally, foreign property may be a signal of important class resources, 

such as educational attainment or occupational prestige, which may facilitate 

entrepreneurship. Latin Americans are an ideal group in which to study this 

relationship as they are more likely to own home country property than financial assets, 

due to their home country investment environment and credit market (Hao 2007). 

Additionally, research has shown that many immigrants from Latin America engage in a 

diverse range of transnational economic activities, including home country property 

maintenance (Waldinger and Soehl 2010, 2012; Waldinger 2014). 

This research applies a transnational lens to the forms-of-capital model by 

examining the relationship between foreign resources and immigrant entrepreneurship 

and asking the following research questions. First, is home country property use related 

to entrepreneurship among Latin American immigrants to the U.S.? And, if a 

relationship does exist, does it vary by nationality and property usage? Second, is home 

country property ownership related to immigrant entrepreneurship directly, as a 

financial/material resource, or indirectly, as an indicator of an immigrant’s social or class 

resources? Finally, is there a relationship between home country property and 
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immigrant entrepreneurial success? To answer these questions, I use data from the 

Comparative Immigrant Entrepreneur Project (1998), which focuses on Dominican, 

Colombian, and Salvadoran immigrants, three of the largest and most rapidly-growing 

Latin American subgroups (Landolt 2001; Lopez et al. 2013) who experience unique 

migration circumstances and disparate contexts of reception. In this paper, I first 

synthesize theories of immigrant entrepreneurship and transnational engagement to 

establish home country property as a form-of-capital that may be related to immigrant 

entrepreneurship. Second, I theorize foreign asset ownership as financial and class 

resources that may provide immigrants with access to business start-ups. Third, I 

identify three important and distinctive types of home country property use—rental 

property, property occupied by family and friends, and vacant property—and use 

logistic regression models to examine whether these types of property use are associated 

with entrepreneurial activity. Finally, I use data from the New Immigrant Survey (2003) 

to replicate my results and end with a discussion of my findings. My results suggest that 

home country property is an important form of financial and social capital for business 

start-ups, although the salience of foreign property is not experienced equally by all 

Latin American immigrants. 
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4.1 Conceptual Framework 

 In this section, I first discuss the two models which are most pervasive in the 

literature on immigrant entrepreneurship and how transnational theories can be applied 

to these models. Next, I introduce foreign property as an important form-of-capital in 

immigrant entrepreneurship and hypothesize that foreign property use may signal the 

type of capital (i.e., financial, social, class) and reveal the underlying mechanism 

between foreign property ownership and immigrant entrepreneurship. Finally, I 

provide a brief overview of the political and economic conditions experienced by 

Dominican, Colombian, and Salvadoran immigrants and how I expect these factors to 

differentially shape the relationship between foreign property use and self-employment. 

4.1.1 Opportunities and Capital in Immigrant Entrepreneurship 

Two models of immigrant entrepreneurship inform this research: the 

opportunity structure model (Aldrich and Waldinger 1990; Waldinger et al. 1990) and 

the forms-of-capital model (Nee and Sanders 2001). Proponents of the opportunity 

structure model argue that pre-migration characteristics, circumstances of migration, 

and post-migration characteristics are essential in determining which immigrants will 

become entrepreneurs. Pre-migration characteristics are traits which are ascribed or 

which an immigrant acquires before arrival in the United States (e.g., educational 

attainment, work skills and training, and language abilities) and which may endow 
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immigrants with the human capital necessary for successful entrepreneurial endeavors. 

Circumstances of migration describes immigrants’ motives for migrating (e.g., political 

or economic), their legal status and visa assignment, their U.S. tenure, and their 

migration intentions (e.g., whether they plan to live permanently in the host country). 

Post-migration characteristics refer to the environment that surrounds immigrants in 

their host country, including whether they live in co-ethnic neighborhoods, their local 

market conditions, and whether they experience ethno-racial discrimination. 

Similar to the opportunity structure model, the forms-of-capital model also 

emphasizes the role of immigrant cultural, social, and financial capital in predicting 

entrepreneurship. True to its moniker, the forms-of-capital model places greater 

emphasis on how various forms of capital may facilitate transitions into 

entrepreneurship than an immigrant’s life history or host country environment. 

Specifically, the forms-of-capital model highlights the role of these resources in 

immigrant entrepreneurship: social capital (i.e., having a co-ethnic employer, living with 

co-ethnic relative), human (i.e., immigrant educational attainment and English 

proficiency), and financial capital (i.e., foreign asset ownership) (Nee and Sanders 2001; 

Sanders and Nee 1996). 

The opportunity structure model and forms-of-capital model differ in important 

ways. First, while the opportunity structure model emphasizes how the specific time-
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series order of the migration experience predicts business startups, the forms-of-capital 

model focuses on how types of capital predict entrepreneurship. Second, the forms-of-

capital model only considers individual resources (e.g., human or social capital), thus 

neglecting to analyze economic and social structural factors, such as business cycles or 

labor market discrimination, two factors research has demonstrated are important in 

predicting immigrant entrepreneurship (Waldinger et al. 1990; Zhou 2004). Third, the 

forms-of-capital model includes foreign asset ownership as a form of financial capital 

and business funding source. In contrast, the opportunity structure model considers 

financial capital as an important resource predicting entrepreneurship, only indirectly, 

by measuring the availability of financial capital through loans, co-national or otherwise. 

This research draws on the strengths of both theories; I consider pre-migration human 

capital (e.g., educational attainment, pre-migration occupation), circumstances of 

migration (e.g., U.S. tenure, legal status), post-migration characteristics (e.g., experiences 

of discrimination, co-national networks), and transnational capital (e.g., home country 

property) as important factors facilitating immigrant entrepreneurship.  

An important focus of the opportunity structure model is how post-migration 

characteristics, or context of reception, influence immigrant entrepreneurship. 

Experiencing labor market discrimination, resulting in blocked mobility, is one aspect of 

context of reception that often motivates immigrants to seek self-employment. For 
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example, many Korean immigrants received college education and held professional 

occupations prior to migration. However, Korean immigrants often experience blocked 

mobility due to low English proficiency, which limits their job opportunities, motivating 

a high proportion of Korean immigrants to turn to entrepreneurship as an employment 

alternative (Kim 1999; Min and Bozorgmehr 2000; Yoon 1995). Ethnic resources are an 

important aspect of context of reception that predicts immigrant entrepreneurship; co-

national networks can facilitate business ownership by providing access to loans, 

business advice, and a co-national labor market (Levanon 2011; Raijman and Tienda 

2003; Yoon 1991; Zhou 2006).  A frequently cited example of co-national lending is the 

Korean rotating-credit associations, or kyes, in which members donate a certain amount 

to the club every month, and in return can access loans for their businesses (Choi 2010; 

Light 1972; Oh 2007; Yoon 1991). However, research emphasizing the importance of co-

national lending is primarily based on case studies; analyses of nationally representative 

data on immigrant business owners has demonstrated that personal savings, family 

wealth, and formal loans comprise the majority of immigrant business funding sources 

(Bates 1994, 1997). Furthermore, immigrant businesses reliant on co-national social 

support are less profitable and more likely to fail in comparison to immigrant 

entrepreneurs with ready financial capital and high educational attainment (Bates 1994, 

1999).  
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Using a transnational perspective provides important insights into how home 

country resources may facilitate immigrant entrepreneurship. Transnationalism is a 

concept that migration scholars developed over the past twenty years to describe the 

increasingly international context in which immigrants live (Glick-Schiller et al. 1992, 

1995). Transnational activities can be economic (e.g., sending remittances, investing in or 

owning home country real estate, land, or businesses), political (e.g., donating money to 

home country political causes, direct participation in home country politics, affiliation 

with home country politics), or cultural (e.g., participating in home town associations or 

sports clubs, returning to home town for holiday celebrations, contributing money to 

home country charities) actions that connect immigrants to their home countries. It is 

also possible for an immigrant to have transnational connections to a country other than 

their home country, but naturally, this is more unusual. The significance of transnational 

activities for incorporation extends beyond first-generation immigrants; there is growing 

evidence that 1.5- and second-generation immigrants also participate in transnational 

activities (i.e., remitting, traveling to parental country of origin, consuming cultural 

products) to varying degrees (Soehl and Waldinger 2012). Previous research has 

demonstrated that the extent and manner in which immigrants participate in 

transnational activities vary: some engage in daily communication with and regular 

travel to their home country, but others interact more sporadically with home country 
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(Levitt and Jaworsky 2007). Reflecting these complex and multi-dimensional 

relationships, scholars often refer to participation in transnational activities as belonging 

to a transnational space in which a core group of individuals participate regularly in a 

range of activities, and a periphery participates periodically in a limited number of 

activities (Itzigsohn and Giorguli-Saucedo 2005; Levitt 2001). 

In opportunity structure and forms-of-capital models, scholars consider context 

of reception to encompass the totality of an immigrant’s social and economic 

environment, thus overlooking the role of cross-border resources in providing 

entrepreneurial opportunities to U.S. immigrants. In contrast, transnational scholarship 

indicates that cross-border engagement and U.S. incorporation are concurrent and 

mutually reinforcing processes that occur throughout an immigrant’s life course, and 

that home country social and financial ties play a significant role in immigrant economic 

integration (Guarnizo et al. 2003; Itzigsohn and Giorguli-Saucedo 2005; Landolt 2001; 

Portes et al. 2002).  

4.1.2 Foreign Property as a Form of Capital 

Foreign assets are an important component of immigrant wealth and may be a 

critical form of capital for immigrant start-ups. Foreign assets refer to any property or 

bank accounts an immigrant owns in their home country and are either owned prior to 

migration or attained afterwards through inheritance or investment. Owning assets 
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prior to migration is an important indicator of immigrant class resources and prior 

research has demonstrated that owning liquid assets upon arrival is associated with 

transitions into entrepreneurship for Korean, Filipino/a, and Chinese immigrants (Nee 

and Sanders 2001). Post-migration, immigrants acquire home country assets either 

through family inheritances or their own investments. In addition to economic benefits, 

social and familial dynamics also influence immigrants’ decision to invest abroad. 

Altruism, social status maintenance, and social contracts all motivate immigrants to 

establish home country property, and these disparate motivations have important 

implications for whether receiving households invest or consume remittances, whether 

remittances are converted into foreign assets, and if so, which family member controls 

the asset (Amuedo-Dorantes and Pozo 2006; Thai 2006). Remittances invested in foreign 

homes or businesses can benefit immigrants and may provide supplementary income or 

a place of residence during trips home (Joseph 2012; Treas and Mazumdar 2002). Home 

country investment environment, economic growth, and property rights are all factors 

which may influence an immigrant’s decision to invest in their home country (Hao 

2007).  

Home country property represents financial, social, and class capital that have 

both direct and indirect relationships with immigrant entrepreneurship. As a form of 

financial capital, foreign assets have a direct relationship with immigrant 
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entrepreneurship; immigrants may receive income or interest from home country 

property to provide financial support for business start-ups. On a smaller scale, because 

home country real estate may provide a free place to stay during business trips homes, 

foreign assets may provide financial support to transnational entrepreneurs who 

maintain home country property for the use of family or friends. Sociologists have 

focused a great deal of research attention on the role of co-national lending in financing 

immigrant businesses. Social resources are benefits, tangible and intangible, derived 

from one’s social network, including friends, family, co-workers, and employers. These 

social resources provide information, labor, and business relationships that are 

especially important for immigrant entrepreneurs. Foreign asset ownership may 

indirectly promote business start-up because it is an indicator of class resources. Class 

resources are those specific to an individual’s socioeconomic position that are privately 

controlled, such as education, occupational skills, or wealth; class resources are usually 

endowed or given by parents, are specific to individuals, and thus can be hoarded (Light 

and Sanchez 1987; Tilly 1998; Yoon 1991). Examples of class resources include wealth 

(e.g., foreign property), education, or occupational skills.  

Focusing on the use of foreign assets can provide insight into which form of 

capital they provide. I consider rented home country property a financial resource, 

because it generates income which an immigrant may use to finance their business. I 



 

109 

 

consider home country property occupied by family or friends a social resource, because 

maintaining a home may promotes good relationships in an immigrant’s home 

community. Indeed, preserving one’s social networks while abroad is a common motive 

for home property ownership (Owusu 1998, 2003; Thai 2006). Maintaining social 

networks through property usage is especially important for transnational immigrant 

entrepreneurs, who may use those networks to access home country markets and 

business relationships. Owning home country property that is vacated is likely to be an 

indicator of immigrant class resources. Vacant home country property likely stimulates 

entrepreneurship indirectly, via their positive association with human capital: 

immigrants who own property are likely to be middle or upper class, have high 

educational and occupational attainment, and thus are more likely to be entrepreneurs 

once they arrive in the United States. 

By adding insights from the transnational literature to the forms-of-capital 

model, I propose the following hypotheses:  

H1a: Immigrants owning rental property in one’s home country will be more likely to be 

entrepreneurs and own larger firms. 

H1b: Immigrants owning home country property occupied by family or friends will be more 

likely to be entrepreneurs and own larger firms. 
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H1c: Immigrants owning vacant property in one’s home country will be more likely to be 

entrepreneurs and own larger firms. 

4.1.3 Latin American Immigrants in the United States 

Latin Americans are the largest group of immigrants in the United States and in 

2010 accounted for more than half of the immigrant population (21.2 million people) 

(Walter and Trevelyan 2011). Colombian, Dominican, and Salvadoran immigrants are 

three growing Latin American nationalities in the U.S.; in 2010, there were 

approximately 650,000 Colombians, 880,000 Dominicans, and 1.2 million Salvadorans 

living in various U.S. states (Camarota 2012). These three groups provide an ideal case 

study for my research because they have similar rates of entrepreneurship despite 

encountering diverse migration circumstances and contexts of reception in the United 

States (Guarnizo and Diaz 1999; Guarnizo et al. 2003; Portes et al. 2002). Additionally, 

these groups are especially pertinent to this study as they encounter diverse home 

country investment environments.  

Dominican immigrants in the U.S. are primarily economic migrants who work in 

a wide variety of professional, service, and labor industries (Portes et al. 2002). Because 

their home country is geographically close to the U.S., politically stable, and 

economically vibrant, Dominican immigrants maintain social and economic 

relationships with their home country to a greater extent than the other two nationalities 
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(Amuedo-Dorantes and Pozo 2006; de la Briere et al. 2002; Itzigsohn et al. 1999). In 

contrast, Salvadoran immigrants, particularly those entering the United States during 

the 1980s and 1990s, were rural farmers escaping violent massacres in their home 

country; although many of these immigrants were denied refugee status, they remained 

in the United States and the government has recognized their legal status after several 

decades (Landolt 2001; Landolt et al. 1999; Massey et al. 2000). Colombia, the third most 

populous nation in Latin America after Mexico and Brazil, has the fifth largest economy 

in the region. Although Colombia experienced steady economic growth for the past 50 

years, foreign investment is limited due to security concerns (United Nations 2006). 

During the 1990s, the majority of Colombian immigrants were urban professionals 

migrating to escape drug-related violence. Due to U.S. prejudices related to drug cartels, 

there tends to be little inter-ethnic trust or cooperation among Colombians, resulting in 

high geographic dispersion and low rates of transnational engagement (Guarnizo and 

Diaz 1999; Guarnizo et al. 1999). 

Considering the political and economic factors which enable Dominican 

transnational engagement, but hinder home country engagement among Columbian and 

Salvadoran immigrants, I propose the following hypothesis:  

H2: I expect that the positive relationship between home country property and 

entrepreneurship will only exist among Dominican immigrants.  
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4.2 Data and Methods   

To test these hypotheses, I use data from the Comparative Immigrant 

Entrepreneur Project (CIEP), a survey conducted by researchers at Princeton University 

in 1998. This project interviewed Colombian, Dominican, and Salvadoran immigrants in 

cities with high concentrations of these nationalities: New York, NY, Providence, RI, 

Washington, DC, and Los Angeles, CA. The purpose of the CIEP was to determine to 

what degree immigrants participate in economic, political, social, and cultural 

transnational activities.  CIEP researchers asked respondents a range of questions 

concerning immigrant economic engagement with their home country, such as 

remittance sending and cross-border investments. Especially pertinent to this study, the 

CIEP collected information on whether each respondent owns property in their home 

country, and if so, how the respondent uses the property.  

Immigrant entrepreneurs are a hard-to-reach population, so the survey 

administrators used several techniques to ensure that they interviewed an adequate 

number of entrepreneurs and obtained a representative sample of immigrant household 

heads in each survey location. In the first stage, researchers met key informants in each 

immigrant community and then used snow-ball sampling to contact all the 

entrepreneurs that they could identify within that community. In the second stage, 

survey administrators conducted a two-stage residential sample in order to survey non-
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entrepreneurial immigrants in those communities. They did this by first selecting a 

simple random sample of blocks within census tracts with a heavy concentration of the 

target immigrant groups. Next, survey administrators randomly selected individual 

households for interview from each of these blocks. Ultimately, a total of 1,202 

household heads were interviewed for this survey, including 418 Dominicans, 311 

Colombians, and 473 Salvadorans (n=1,202). Because this survey purposively over-

sampled entrepreneurs, I experimented with using weights based on both the 1990 and 

2000 Census estimates of Colombian, Dominican, and Salvadoran immigrants in the 

cities from my sample. However, these weights did not substantively change my 

descriptive statistics or results, and I display the original results to ease the 

interpretation of my findings.  

I also use data on Latin American immigrants from the New Immigrant Survey 

(2003) to determine whether my findings are replicable. The NIS is a nationally 

representative survey of recently-arrived legal permanent residents. The NIS sampled 

respondents from the electronic records of the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization 

Services using four strata based on adult respondent visa category (Massey 2010). To 

create a sampling frame, the NIS randomly selected an equal number of respondents 

from the following four visa categories: 1) spouses of U.S. citizens, 2) employed by U.S. 

businesses, 3) diversity lottery winners, and 4) other visa categories. This sample differs 
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in important ways from the CIEP sample. Due to the NIS sampling design, immigrants 

from the NIS sample have shorter mean U.S. tenure and none are U.S. citizens. 

Additionally, immigrants in the NIS sample are more geographically dispersed than 

respondents from the CIEP sample. However, the samples are similar on a range of 

other demographics traits (e.g., age, gender composition, educational attainment) that 

make replication possible. 

4.2.1 Dependent Variables 

 In this paper, I use a series of dependent variables to test my hypotheses. First, I 

measure entrepreneurship as a dichotomous measure indicating that the respondent is 

either a firm proprietor or self-employed. However, this definition of entrepreneurship 

is broad, and could include high-grossing real estate or manufacturing businesses to 

small profit enterprises (e.g., independently owned taxis or concession stands). I use two 

dependent variables in order to determine the degree to which home country property is 

associated with entrepreneurial characteristics. First, I use a dichotomous variable to 

determine whether the respondent is a transnational or domestic entrepreneur. A 

transnational entrepreneur is any respondent who answered in the affirmative to one of 

these two questions: (1) “the success of my firm depends on regular contact with foreign 

countries,” or (2) “the success of my firm depends on regular contact with [country of 

origin].” Second, I represent firm size using a continuous measure of the number of 
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employees in a respondent’s primary business. Research has demonstrated that firm 

size, broadly, and number of employees, specifically, is associated with business 

longevity and other important measures of entrepreneurial success (Williams and Jones 

2010).  

4.2.2 Independent Variables 

The key independent variable in this research is home country property use. The 

CIEP survey asked respondents whether they owned any property in their home 

country, and, if so, how they use the property; response options included 1) “occupied 

by family or friends”, 2) “rented”, 3) “vacant until my return”, or 4) “other”. Because 

this research focuses on financial, social, or class resources associated with home country 

property, I create a series of variables representing whether the respondent’s home 

country property is occupied by family or friends, rented, or vacated. 

4.2.3 Control Variables 

Consistent with opportunity structure and forms-of-capital models, I include 

controls for immigrant incorporation, context of reception, human capital, and 

respondent demographic characteristics. I measure the concept of incorporation using 

two variables: duration and citizenship. Duration is a continuous variable measured as 

years lived in the U.S. and citizenship is a dichotomous measure indicating whether the 

respondent is naturalized (1=U.S. citizen; 0=not a U.S. citizen). I operationalize context of 
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reception with two variables: experienced discrimination and co-national network size. 

Experienced discrimination is a dichotomous variable indicating whether the 

respondent reported experiencing discrimination in the U.S. To measure co-national 

network size, I use the name-generator module of the CIEP; this module asked 

respondents the first name, age, nationality, and sex of their friends, acquaintances, and 

co-workers (Burt and Minor 1983; Guarnizo et al. 2003). I counted the number of ties 

from the respondents’ home country to create a continuous variable measuring co-

national network size.  

I operationalize human capital as educational attainment and pre-migration 

occupation. Specifically, I measure educational attainment as a series of dichotomous 

variables indicating whether the respondent did not graduate from a secondary or 

vocational school (reference group), whether the respondent graduated from secondary 

school and completed some university or technical school (but did not graduate), or 

whether the respondent graduated university or received a higher degree. Pre-migration 

occupation is also a series of dichotomous variables indicating whether the respondent 

worked as a laborer (reference group), in sales or office work, as a foreman, supervisor, 

or administrator, as a professional, self-employed, or whether the respondent did not 

work prior to migration.  
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In addition to these independent variables, I also control for a number of 

demographic characteristics in my models. In each model, I control for nationality using 

a series of dichotomous variables; I use Colombian immigrants as the reference category. 

Gender is an important factor that shapes both entrepreneurship and transnational 

engagement, so I control for it using a dichotomous variable (1=female; 0=male) 

(Itzigohn and Giorguli-Saucedo 2005). To control for family structure, I include a 

dummy variable indicating marital status (1=married; 0=unmarried). I measure age and 

age squared as continuous variables. Current residence of respondent is measured a 

dichotomous variable indicating whether they live in New York. 

4.2.4 Methods 

I use logistic regression to model entrepreneurship and entrepreneurship type. 

Number of employees is a count variable with a high zero-count and highly non-normal; 

therefore, I use a negative binomial model for this dependent variable using proc 

genmod in SAS.  

4.3 Results 

Table 1 displays descriptive statistics illustrating characteristics of the full CIEP 

sample. Most notably, I find entrepreneurship rates (34%) among immigrants in this 

sample are three times greater than the national entrepreneurship rate in 1998 (11%) 

(Bates 1999). The high prevalence of entrepreneurship is consistent with previous 
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research demonstrating that entrepreneurship is more common among immigrants 

compared to the U.S. natives (Strangler and Konczal 2013). Entrepreneurs in my sample 

are more likely to be transnational than domestic (23 versus 15%) and to have a firm size 

of a little more than one paid employee (excluding the respondent). Additionally, 40 

percent of respondents own property in their home country, with the majority (27%) 

owning property used by family or friends. There is also evidence that immigrants who 

rent out home country property are an elite group: the number of immigrants renting 

their home country property is less than one-third the number of immigrants in our 

sample whose property is used by family and friends. Findings reveal that about half the 

immigrants in the CIEP sample report being discriminated against and maintain broad 

co-national networks, with an average co-national network work size of about 5 

contacts. Immigrants in my sample are well incorporated: they have an average tenure 

of 15 years and 34 percent are U.S. citizens. However, they have relatively low levels of 

human capital. Almost half (42%) only received a primary level of education or less, 

while 18 percent received a bachelor’s degree. Additionally, 57 percent of immigrants in 

my sample either worked in labor occupations or did not work prior to migration. 

Interestingly, only about 7 percent of survey respondents were self-employed prior to 

migration, which suggests that entrepreneurship may be a strategy used to circumvent 

labor market discrimination or otherwise blocked mobility that is used only in the host 
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country context. The average age of immigrants in my sample is 41 years old and a little 

of half (55%) of respondents are married. 
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Table 12: Descriptive Statistics by Nationality 

 
Full Sample Colombian Dominican Salvadoran 

Dependent Variables     

Entrepreneurship 0.34 0.33 0.27 0.40 

  Domestic 0.11 0.21 0.07 0.10 

  Transnational 0.23 0.12 0.21 0.30 

Firm Size 1.16 1.87 0.65 1.14 

Independent Variables 
    

Home Country Property Use 
    

  Used by Family or Friend 0.27 0.37 0.20 0.29 

  Rented 0.09 0.10 0.05 0.12 

  Vacated 0.04 0.02 0.04 0.05 

Context of Reception     

  Experienced discrimination 0.50 0.45 0.38 0.54 

  Co-national network size 5.20 7.22 4.71 4.97 

Migration Experience     

  U.S. tenure (years) 15.08 17.02 14.79 14.06 

  U.S. citizen 0.34 0.43 0.35 0.26 

Human Capital     

Education     

  Primary or less 0.42 0.18 0.45 0.55 

  High school or less 0.40 0.48 0.40 0.34 

  Bachelor’s degree or higher 0.18 0.34 0.15 0.11 

Pre-migration Occupation     

  None 0.31 0.22 0.34 0.34 

  Labor 0.26 0.14 0.26 0.35 

  Sales 0.10 0.17 0.07 0.09 

  Supervisor 0.05 0.08 0.04 0.03 

  Professional 0.21 0.29 0.24 0.13 

  Self-employed 0.07 0.10 0.06 0.07 

Country of Origin     

  Dominican Republic 0.35 0.00 1.00 0.00 

  Colombia 0.26 1.00 0.00 0.00 

  El Salvador 0.39 0.00 0.00 1.00 

Age 41.01 43.25 41.45 39.14 

Gender (female) 0.45 0.48 0.53 0.37 

Married 0.55 0.55 0.57 0.54 
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Source: Comparative Immigrant Entrepreneur Project (1998) 

Table 1 also presents sample characteristics by nationality, revealing significant 

heterogeneity by country of origin. Among these three immigrant groups, Salvadoran 

immigrants have the highest rate of entrepreneurship (40%). The prevalence of 

Salvadoran immigrant entrepreneurship most likely reflects their blocked occupational 

mobility due to low educational attainment and high levels of reported discrimination; 

half of Salvadorans in the sample have completed only primary school or less and they 

have the highest rates of reported discrimination. Almost half (46%) of Salvadorans own 

home country property and of which occupied by friends or family is the most common 

use. While Salvadoran immigrants are the most disadvantaged nationality in my 

sample, Colombian immigrants are the most advantaged. This is advantage is evident in 

the fact that 34 percent of Colombian respondents have a bachelor’s degree or higher, 

compared to 15 percent of Dominicans and 11 percent of Salvadorans. Accordingly, a 

greater percentage of Colombian respondents worked as supervisors (8%) or 

professionals (29%) prior to migration. Additionally, Colombian immigrants in this 

sample experience a greater degree of U.S. incorporation; their average U.S. tenure is 17 

Residence     

  Washington, DC 0.19 0.00 0.00 0.49 

  Providence, RI 0.13 0.00 0.38 0.00 

  Los Angeles, CA 0.20 0.00 0.00 0.51 

New York, NY 0.47 1.00 0.62 0.00 

n 1202 311 418 473 
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years (compared to 15 years for the overall sample) and 43 percent of respondents are 

U.S. citizens. This may account for the fact that they have broader co-national networks 

in the United States: Colombian respondents report having an average of seven ties. 

4.3 Findings: Property Ownership Type and Entrepreneurship 

Bivariate correlations displayed in Figure 1 provide preliminary support for my 

hypotheses. Figure 1 displays the percentage of immigrant entrepreneurs for each type 

of property use for all immigrants and by nationality. I estimated these percentages 

using a chi-square test comparing each property use to immigrants without any home 

country property. Recall that 34 percent of immigrants in my sample are entrepreneurs. 

Looking at entrepreneurship by property use among all immigrants, I find that owning 

any type of property, regardless of use, is associated with an increased likelihood in 

entrepreneurship compared to those who do not own any foreign property. 

Additionally, there is little variance in the percentage of business start-ups by property 

use (46 to 48%), indicating initial support for H1a, H1b, and H1c and suggesting that 

home country property may provide financial, social, and class resources that support 

entrepreneurships. Findings in Figure 1 also provide partial support for my expectation 

that the relationship between home country property use and entrepreneurship limited 

to Dominican immigrants. When I limited my sample to Dominican immigrants, I found 

a statistically significant relationship between owning rental or occupied property and 



 

123 

 

entrepreneurship. However, contrary to my expectations, when I limited my sample to 

Colombian immigrants, I found that a significantly greater percentage (76%) of 

immigrants who rented property in their home country were entrepreneurs compared to 

immigrants with no home country property. However, among Colombian immigrants I 

found no significant difference in entrepreneurship between immigrants who own 

property in their home countries and those with no home country property. This may be 

due to the fact that Colombian immigrants are the most privileged in this sample. Their 

relatively positive context of reception, greater degree of assimilation, and high levels of 

human capital may make them less dependent on home country financial, social, and 

class capital for business start-ups. 
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Figure 2. Bivariate Correlations between Property Ownership and 

Entrepreneurship 

 

Ancillary analyses (see Appendix) report demographic characteristics of each group of 

property owners and suggest that immigrants in my sample who own home country 

rental property are unique in several ways. First, these immigrants have significantly 

longer U.S. tenure and are more likely to be U.S. citizens compared to other immigrants, 

which both signal a higher degree of U.S. incorporation. Immigrants who rent out home 

country property are also more likely than others to have a bachelor’s degree or higher 

or to have held a prestigious role (e.g., supervisor or professional) prior to migration. 

These ancillary analyses also provide interesting insight into role of gender in the 
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relationship between home country property use and entrepreneurship. I found that 

while 42 percent of immigrants with property occupied by family/friends and 50 percent 

of those with no property are female, only 27 percent of immigrants who rent out their 

home country property are women. That is, women are more likely to maintain home 

country properties for the use of family and friends, and less likely to financially 

capitalize off of their home country properties by renting. However, as I hypothesize 

that occupied home country property provides important social capital through social 

network/status maintenance, it is not clear whether this gender difference in property 

use is associated with entrepreneurial disadvantage. 
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Table 13: Entrepreneurship and Foreign Property Use: Logistic Regression 

Coefficients 

 Entrepreneurship Domestic Transnational 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Foreign Property Use     

 Occupied by 

Family/Friends 
0.36* 0.48** 0.07 0.50* 

 
(0.16) (0.18) (0.21) (0.20) 

  Rented 0.49* 0.35 -0.24 0.66* 

 
(0.21) (0.23) (0.27) (0.26) 

  Vacant 0.26 -0.08 -0.61 0.23 

 (0.33) (0.37) (0.50) (0.40) 

Country of Origin     

  Dominican Republic 0.40* 1.23*** -0.09 1.72*** 

 
(0.17) (0.21) (0.22) (0.25) 

  El Salvador 0.37* 1.48*** -0.75** 2.50*** 

 
(0.17) (0.22) (0.24) (0.26) 

Context of Reception     

  Co-national Ties  0.09*** -0.01 0.12*** 

 
 (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) 

  Experienced  

Discrimination 
 0.03 0.03 0.05 

 
 (0.15) (0.18) (0.18) 

Migration 

Characteristics 
    

  U.S. tenure (years) 
 

0.05*** 0.06*** 0.02 

  
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

  U.S. citizenship 
 

0.59*** -0.01 0.74*** 

  
(0.17) (0.20) (0.19) 

Educational Attainment     

   High school or less 
 

1.06*** 0.278 1.16*** 

  
(0.17) (0.21) (0.21) 

   Bachelor’s degree or 

higher  
1.77*** 0.23 1.98*** 

  
 

(0.24) (0.27) (0.26) 
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Table 13: Continued 

     

Pre-migration Work 

Experience 
    

  No Experience 
 

0.41 -0.05 0.53* 

  
 

(0.21) (0.26) (0.24) 

  Sales 
 

0.34 0.20 0.19 

  
 

(0.28) (0.33) (0.35) 

  Supervisor 
 

0.96** 0.21 1.03** 

  
 

(0.35) (0.40) (0.38) 

  Professional 
 

0.58* 0.32 0.47 

  
 

(0.23) (0.27) (0.26) 

  Self-Employed 
 

1.22*** 0.32 1.08** 

  
(0.30) (0.35) (0.34) 

Demographic Traits     

  Age -0.49*** -0.47*** -0.43*** -0.03** 

 
(0.09) (0.09) (0.13) (0.11) 

  Age2 6.49*** 5.94*** 528 4.01** 

 
(1.12) (1.21) (1.61) (1.41) 

  Female -1.05*** -1.02*** -0.45* -0.97** 

 
(0.13) (0.15) (0.19) (0.18) 

  Married 0.54*** -0.49*** 0.54** 0.19 

 
(0.13) (0.15) (0.18) (0.17) 

R-square 0.14 0.27 0.07 .23 

Likelihood Ratio 179.59*** 383.69*** 90.05*** 321.40*** 

Source: Data used is CIEP (1998);  a p < 0.10     * p < 0.05     ** p < 0.01      *** p < 0.001, 

n=1,202 

Findings from Table 2 provide additional support for my expectation that home 

country property provides financial and social resources associated with 

entrepreneurship. Coefficient estimates displayed in Table 2 are from a series of logistic 

regression models testing the relationship between home country property use and 

immigrant entrepreneurship. Findings from Model 1 indicate owning home country 
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property that is either occupied by family/friends or rented is associated in significantly 

higher odds of being an entrepreneur. In contrast, there is no significant relationship 

between owning vacant property and immigrant entrepreneurship. This provides 

further evidence supporting H1a and H1b and suggests that home country property 

may be related to immigrant entrepreneurship because it provides financial and social 

capital. Model 2 models entrepreneurship and introduces controls for context of 

reception, migration experience characteristics, and human capital. Adding these 

measures in Model 2 mediates the relationship between rented home country property 

and entrepreneurship, although the significant relationship between owning home 

country property that is occupied by family and friends is still significant. The fact that 

the relationship between home country property used by family/friends and 

entrepreneurship is not mediated by these controls suggests that it may provide home 

country social important for business start-up. The relationships between the control 

measures and immigrant entrepreneurship are consistent with previous research; 

immigrants who are married, with larger co-national networks, who are more 

assimilated, or with higher educational attainment are significantly more likely to be 

entrepreneurs (Portes et al. 2001). Consistent with previous research, respondents who 

are older or female are less likely to be entrepreneurs (Itzigohn and Giorguli-Saucedo 

2005). 
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In Models 3 and 4 of Table 2, I use logistic regression models to test whether 

there the relationship between home country property use and entrepreneurship differs 

depending on venture type (i.e., domestic versus transnational).  My findings indicate 

that owning home country property that is either rented or occupied is related to a 

significant increase in the likelihood of being a transnational entrepreneur. This 

relationship exists in a base model of transnational entrepreneurship (not shown here to 

conserve space), and it remains statistically significant when I add controls for context of 

reception, migration experience, and human capital to the model. However, I did not 

find a statistically significant relationship between owning any type of home country 

property and domestic entrepreneurship. Results from Models 3 and 4 provide 

important insights into the relationship between home country property and 

entrepreneurship. Most importantly, these findings indicate that home country property 

does not provide capital that facilitates solely entrepreneurial ventures operating solely 

in the U.S. Home country property that is rented or lived in by family/friends is only 

associated with business start-ups when they are transnational in nature. These findings 

support results from Chapter 2 which suggested that transnational processes are not 

concurrent with immigrant incorporation. 
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4.3.1 Findings: Entrepreneurship by Country of Origin 

Results displayed in Table 3 reveal important patterns in the relationship 

between entrepreneurship and foreign property use by country of origin. In Table 3, I 

run separate logistic regression models by country of origin in order to analyze how the 

relationship between immigrant entrepreneurship and home country property use 

varies by nationality. I run two models for each immigrant group: a base model which 

includes home country property use and demographic characteristics and a full model 

which introduces controls for opportunity structure (e.g., context of reception, migration 

experience) and human capital. Looking first at the base models by country of origin, 

findings suggest that home country property use is not significantly associated with 

entrepreneurship for Colombian immigrants. In contrast, Dominican immigrants 

owning either rented or occupied home country property have significantly higher odds 

of entrepreneurship. Consistent with findings from Figure 1, Salvadoran immigrants 

with rented home country property also have significantly higher odds of being 

entrepreneurs. This provides partial support for my expectation that due to a favorable 

home country political and economic climate, Dominican immigrants with home 

country property will be more likely to become entrepreneurs.  
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Table 14: Entrepreneurship and Foreign Property Use: Logistic Regression 

Coefficients 

 

 Colombian Dominican Salvadoran 

Foreign Property Use       

Rented -0.17 0.06 0.92* 0.76 1.66** 1.00 

  (0.32) (0.35) (0.41) (0.43) (0.57) (0.71) 

Used by family or friends -0.11 0.14 0.94** 1.01* 0.32 0.41 

  (0.32) (0.37) (0.35) (0.41) (0.23) (0.30) 

Vacant 0.20 0.40 -0.36 -0.96 0.76 0.48 

 (0.81) (0.83) (0.63) (0.73) (0.47) (0.66) 

Context of Reception       

Experienced 

discrimination 
 0.20  0.60*  -0.48 

   (0.29)  (0.29)  (0.29) 

Co-national network size  -0.09  0.17**  0.16*** 

   (0.05)  (0.05)  (0.05) 

Assimilation Measures       

U.S. tenure (years)  0.07**  0.05*  0.03 

   (0.02)  (0.02)  (0.03) 

U.S. citizenship  -0.30  0.52  1.80*** 

   (0.32)  (0.32)  (0.36) 

Educational Attainment       

   High school or less  1.36** 
 

0.41  1.46*** 

 
 (0.51) 

 
(0.31)  (0.30) 

   Bachelor’s degree or 

higher 

  

 1.65** 
 

1.11**  3.36*** 

 (0.55) 
 

(0.42)  (0.64) 

Pre-migration Work Experience     

No Experience 
 

0.60 
 

-0.35  0.74* 

  
 

(0.55) 
 

(0.37)  (0.36) 

Sales 
 

0.90 
 

-0.60  0.08 

  
 

(0.58) 
 

(0.59) 
 

(0.51) 

Supervisor 
 

1.34* 
 

0.34 
 

0.56 

  
 

(0.65) 
 

(0.68) 
 

(0.50) 

Professional 
 

0.44 
 

0.43 
 

0.34 

  
 

(0.55) 
 

(0.37) 
 

(0.46) 

Self-Employed 
 

0.33 
 

1.49* 
 

1.44* 

  
 

(0.67) 
 

(0.66) 
 

(0.56) 

Demographic Traits       

Age -0.12 -0.16 -0.87*** -0.78*** -0.44* -0.46* 

  (0.15) (0.16) (0.18) (0.19) (0.16) (0.20) 

Age2 1.78 1.78 11.01*** 9.71*** 6.00* 6.14* 

  (1.95) (2.11) (2.33) (2.42) (2.02) (2.51) 

Female -0.75** -0.64* -1.81*** -1.79*** -0.64** -0.62 

  (0.26) (0.29) (0.25) (0.29) (0.22) (0.29) 

Married 0.35 0.56* 0.33 0.20 0.75 0.54* 
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 (0.26) (0.28) (0.25) (0.28) (0.21) (0.27) 

R2 0.05 0.17 0.28 0.37 0.14 0.42 

N 311 311 418 418 473 473 

Source: Data used is CIEP (1998); a p < 0.10     * p < 0.05     ** p < 0.01      *** p < 

0.001, n=1,202 

Interestingly, when I add controls for context of reception, assimilation, and 

human capital to the model, while the relationship between occupied property and 

entrepreneurship remains robust, there is no longer a significant relationship between 

renting home country property and entrepreneurship among Dominican immigrants. 

Findings from the Salvadoran base model suggest that immigrants who rent home 

country property are significantly more likely to be entrepreneurs, but when I add 

control measures there is no longer a significant relationship. In ancillary analyses, I 

added the controls gradually to the Salvadoran models of entrepreneurship and found 

that measures of human capital (e.g., education and pre-migration work experience) 

explain the relationship between renting home country property and entrepreneurship. 

This indicates that for Salvadoran immigrants, owing home country rental properties is 

most likely a proxy for educational attainment and work experience, and not a source of 

financial capital. Findings from Table 3 also demonstrate that the relationship between 

entrepreneurship and control measures varies by nationality. For instance, I found no 

evidence of a significant relationship between context of reception and 

entrepreneurship. This may be due to the fact that as a more established immigrant 

group with higher human capital, blocked mobility is not a motivation for business 
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start-up. In contrast, Dominican immigrants who experience discrimination and have 

more co-national ties are significantly more likely to be entrepreneurs. This may be due 

to the fact that Dominican immigrants have lower levels of human capital and are less 

settled (i.e., have shorter U.S. tenure and lower rates of U.S. citizenship) and thus are 

more likely to experience blocked mobility in the formal labor market and therefore 

enter into entrepreneurship. 

4.3.3 Findings: Entrepreneurial Success 

Findings from Table 4 indicate that while rented and occupied home country 

properties are related to increased odds of entrepreneurship, they do not increase 

entrepreneurial success (operationalized as firm size). Coefficient estimates from 

negative binomial regression models examining the relationship between home country 

property use and firm size are displayed in Table 4. The base model includes controls for 

home country property use, country of origin, city of residence, and demographic 

characteristics. Results indicate that immigrants with home country real estate, 

regardless of the use, do not have larger firms.  
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Table 15: Firm Size and Foreign Property: Negative Binomial Regression 

Coefficients 

Parameter Estimates 

 Base Full 

Intercept -5.68* -4.61 

  (5.53) (5.52) 

Foreign Property Use   

   Rented -0.23 -0.10 

  (0.36) (0.35) 

  Used by family or friends 0.23 -0.00 

  (0.47) (0.47) 

  Vacant 1.39 1.08 

 (0.71) (0.71) 

Context of Reception   

  Co-national network size -- 0.03 

  (0.05) 

  Experienced discrimination -- -0.65* 

   (0.29) 

Assimilation Measures   

  U.S. tenure (years) -- 0.02 

   (0.00) 

  U.S. citizenship -- 1.63*** 

   (0.34) 

Educational Attainment   

  High school or less -- 0.13 

 
 (0.46) 

  Bachelor’s degree or higher -- 0.31 

   (0.09) 

Pre-migration Work Experience  
 

  No Experience -- 0.10 

   (0.10) 

  Sales -- 0.37** 

   (0.11) 

  Supervisor -- 0.13 

   (0.12) 

  Professional -- 0.27** 

   (0.10) 

  Self-Employed -- 0.23* 

   (0.11) 

Country of Origin   

 Dominican Republic -1.41*** -0.82* 

  (0.42) (0.39) 
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 El Salvador -1.14 0.12* 

  (0.61) (0.40) 

Residence   

 New York -0.38 -0.35 

  (0.49) (0.27) 

Demographic Characteristics   

 Age -0.15 -0.14 

   (0.13) (0.13) 

 Age2 2.22 1.65 

  (1.71) (1.71) 

 Female -5.62 -0.57 

  (0.29) (0.30) 

 Married 0.65* 0.49 

 

(0.29) (0.28) 

R-Squared 0.03 0.07 

Degrees of Freedom 10 20 

Source: Data used is Comparative Immigrant Entrepreneur Project (1998); a p < 0.10     * p 

< 0.05     ** p < 0.01      *** p < 0.001, n=1,202 

Adding controls in the full model confirms my initial finding. Additionally, I 

find that immigrants with higher educational attainment, pre-migration experience in 

sales, a professional occupation, or self-employment, or with U.S. citizenship have larger 

firms, while experiencing discrimination in the United States is associated with smaller 

immigrant firm size. When I experimented with different modeling strategies, including 

Poisson regression models, I received similar results.  

 Thus far, all of the findings that I have discussed are based on the CIEP. Because 

this survey used a unique, two-stage sampling frame, it was important for me to test 

whether the results are replicable. The CIEP is asked very detailed questions about 

immigrant context of reception (e.g., number of co-national social and experiences of 
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discrimination). Therefore, it wasn’t possible for me to entirely replicate my results. 

However, the NIS asked immigrant respondents similar survey questions during a 

comparable time period, thus allowing me to partially replicate findings from the CIEP. 

For instance, the NIS asked respondents about home country property ownership and 

value, but did not ask about how respondents use this property while in the U.S. I 

measured home country property as whether the respondent owns a primary residence 

or additional homes in their country of origin. Thus, I can only discern whether owning 

home country property is associated with entrepreneurship in this nationally 

representative sample of immigrants.  
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Table 16: Replicability Check: Logistic Regression Coefficients 

 Base Full 

Owns foreign home or real estate  1.40*** 1.32** 

 (0.42) (0.46) 

Country of Origin   

  Colombia -- 8.89 

  (173.90) 

  El Salvador -- 8.92 

  (173.90) 

Education   

  Foreign (years) -- 0.07 a 

  (0.04) 

   U.S. (years) -- -0.11 

  (0.09) 

Migration Experience   

  U.S. Tenure ≥ 5 years -- 0.54 

  (0.49) 

  Legalized -- 0.02 

  (0.49) 

Demographics   

  Age -- 0.01 

  (0.01) 

  Gender (Male) -- 0.28 

  (0.31) 

  Married -- -0.42 

  (0.32) 

Source: NIS (2003) data used; n=549; a p < 0.10  * p < 0.05 ** p < 0.01  *** p < 0.001 

In Table 5, my analyses are limited to NIS respondents who report Colombia, 

Dominican Republic, or El Salvador as their country of origin. However, this replication 

cannot shed light on how property use is related to immigrant entrepreneurship. In 

Model 1 of Table 5, I find that owning home country property is associated with 
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significantly greater odds of entrepreneurship among NIS respondents. This finding 

suggests that results from Tables 2 and 3 are likely applicable to a broader, nationally 

representative group of immigrants. In Model 2, I add controls measuring human 

capital, migration experience, and demographic controls to the model. Although the 

coefficient for owning home country property decreases in Model 2 (from 1.40 to 1.32), it 

still remains statistically significant, suggesting that home country property is not a 

proxy for class resources (i.e., educational attainment), but may be a source of financial 

or social capital. 

4.4 Discussion and Conclusion 

Entrepreneurship is an important path through which immigrants who may 

otherwise experience labor market discrimination or blocked occupational mobility 

integrate into their host society and economy. Although immigrant entrepreneurship is 

not a guaranteed path to upward mobility and financial security, it is a popular form of 

economic incorporation to which scholars have devoted considerable attention. One area 

of great concern is how do social structures provide opportunities or present barriers to 

immigrant entrepreneurs, and what personal resources do they draw upon to overcome 

these barriers (Aldrich and Waldinger 1990; Nee 2001; Sanders and Nee 1996). Adding to 

this large body of research, I propose models of immigrant entrepreneurship consider 

home country property as possible forms of capital. Specifically, I tested whether home 
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country property use can reveal the mechanisms underlying the relationship between 

home country investments and immigrant entrepreneurship. 

My findings reveal an increased likelihood of entrepreneurship among 

immigrants owning home country property, thus indicating that broadening forms-of-

capital models to include a transnational perspective is warranted. Including measures 

of whether an immigrant owns occupied, rented, or vacant properties in models of 

immigrant entrepreneurship allowed me to test whether foreign property provides 

financial, social, or class resources related to entrepreneurship. I found that owning 

property occupied by friends and family or rented property is associated with an 

increased likelihood of entrepreneurship among Colombian, Dominican, and 

Salvadoran immigrants, which indicates that foreign property acts as both financial and 

social capital. Although the relationship between owning rented property and 

entrepreneurship was mediated when I added all the controls to my model, the 

relationship between owning property occupied by family or friends remained 

significant. Not surprisingly, the relationship between home country property and 

entrepreneurship exists only for transnational entrepreneurs. When I limit my sample to 

immigrant entrepreneurs with businesses operating solely in the U.S., there is no 

statically significant relationship between home country property use and business start-

up. This finding has important implications for research on transnational engagement 
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and immigrant incorporation, because it suggests that the financial and social capital 

generated from home country property only facilitates transnational entrepreneurship, 

but not start-ups located solely in the United States. 

Colombian, Dominican, and Salvadoran immigrants experience heterogeneous 

contexts of departure, and the political and economic conditions surrounding their 

migration likely shape the relationship between home country property and 

entrepreneurship. My findings reveal owning property that is rented or occupied by 

family and friends is associated with an increased likelihood of entrepreneurship for 

Dominican immigrants. Similarly, I found that Salvadoran immigrants who rent out 

property in their home country are significantly more likely to be entrepreneurs. This 

suggests that although home country property may provide both social and financial 

capital which may support Dominican entrepreneurship, it only provides financial 

capital to Salvadoran immigrant businesses. Context of departure may account for this 

difference. Dominican immigrants are economic migrants with few constraints on their 

ability to return home and therefore may do so more frequently. Preserving a dynamic 

social network in their home country may benefit transnational entrepreneurs who 

travel home in order meet suppliers or arrange product transportation. In contrast, I 

found no evidence that owning home country property, regardless of the use, is related 

to business start-ups for Colombian immigrants. This may be explained by the fact that 
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Colombian immigrants have higher human capital, greater U.S. tenure, and high rates of 

U.S. citizen compared to the other immigrant groups and thus are less likely to draw 

upon social or financial capital from home country property.  

This study makes several important contributions to the literature on immigrant 

entrepreneurship. First, this research suggests that home country real estate may be an 

important form of financial and social capital for immigrant business start-ups. Previous 

scholarship indicated that immigrant entrepreneurs often use foreign financial assets to 

fund business ventures, but this is the first study to examine the role of real assets—or 

property—in immigrant entrepreneurship. Additionally, my findings suggest while 

owning home country property may signal class resources, I did not find evidence that 

this element of cross-border investment is related to immigrant entrepreneurship. 

Second, I found that the relationship between home country property use and 

entrepreneurship varies by nationality, with home country property representing 

financial and social capital for Dominicans and only financial capital for Salvadorans. 

And although my findings demonstrate a significant relationship between home country 

property use and immigrant entrepreneurship, I did not find evidence that foreign 

property is related to business success, as measured by firm size. Finally, I demonstrate 

that the relationship between home country property and business start-ups is replicable 

in other data samples. This is important, because while the CIEP uses a unique, two-tier 
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sampling design which relies partially on snowball sampling, the NIS uses a nationally 

representative sampling frame, thus suggesting that the enduring presence of a 

relationship between foreign property ownership and entrepreneurship is nationally 

representative. 

Although my research offers important insights, it does have limitations. First, 

my sample was limited to Latin American immigrants from the Dominican Republic, 

Columbia, and El Salvador. Thus, I am unable to assess the relationship between home 

country property and entrepreneurship among immigrants from other sending regions. 

It is likely that such a relationship will vary, as transnational engagement and foreign 

asset ownership varies greatly by sending region (Soehl and Waldinger 2012). Because 

the groups I studied have similar geographical proximity to the U.S. and migrated 

relatively recently, they are more likely than some other immigrant groups (e.g., 

Cambodian refugees) to maintain property in their home country. Future research 

would benefit from exploring whether the relationship I found between home country 

property use and entrepreneurship hold among other immigrant ethnicities. Second, 

because this data is cross-sectional and not longitudinal, I am not able to assess whether 

respondents owned home country property before or after establishing their business. 

Therefore, I cannot determine whether owning home country property facilitates 

nascent businesses by providing necessary funds and social ties or whether Latin 
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American immigrant entrepreneurs invest in foreign assets after establishing their 

business. For instance, letting family or friends use their house may allow established 

entrepreneurs to remain connected to their home community and give them valuable 

insights about local markets and suppliers if they need to access them for business 

needs. Longitudinal data on entrepreneurship and immigrants are rare, but as they 

become available, researchers could usefully expand the analyses presented here to 

explore whether there are differential effects over time and the life course. Despite these 

shortcomings, this research provides an important insights the relationship between 

transnational wealth and immigrant entrepreneurship. 
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5. Conclusion 

June 30th, 2015 marked the fiftieth anniversary of the enactment of the Hart-Cellar 

Act and the beginning of immigration reforms in the United States and researchers 

continue to investigate incorporation patterns of new immigrants. This dissertation 

contributed to immigrant incorporation scholarship by analyzing three data sets: the New 

Immigrant Survey, the Survey of Income and Program Participation, and the 

Comparative Immigrant Entrepreneurship project.  

In Chapter 2, I found support for the cross-border framework by demonstrating 

that home country ties diminish as immigrants settle in the United States.  Transnational 

perspectives emphasize the simultaneity of cross-border engagement and immigrant 

incorporation; however, my findings demonstrated these processes, especially economic 

ties, are not concurrent. On the contrary, I demonstrated that immigrants quickly divest 

their home country assets and invest heavily in the United States. Additionally, my 

findings revealed that while pre-migration characteristics, migration experiences, and 

human capital contribute to initial patterns of ethnic variations in cross-border investment 

and U.S. incorporation, this variation decreases over time.  

Chapter 3 demonstrated that elderly immigrants occupy a doubly disadvantaged 

position in the wealth distribution. I integrated the life course perspective and dominance-

differentiation and proposed that age is a primary factor influencing immigrant wealth 

security and that older immigrants are doubly disadvantaged compared to both U.S. born 
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seniors and younger cohorts of immigrants. I found support for my propositions using 

two nationally representative data sets. First, I demonstrated that elderly immigrants are 

disadvantaged in comparison to U.S. born seniors. My findings suggested a significant 

wealth gap between U.S.- and foreign-born which becomes more pronounced among the 

most wealthy households in my sample. Second, my findings suggested that elderly 

immigrants are disadvantaged compared to their younger counterparts; I demonstrated 

that elderly immigrants are less likely to own homes and bank accounts or have sufficient 

wealth. Overall, my findings in this chapter demonstrated that elderly immigrants, 

especially recent arrivals, are doubly disadvantaged population. 

In Chapter 4, I applied a transnational lens to the forms-of-capital and opportunity 

structure models of entrepreneurship in order to analyze the role of foreign resources in 

immigrant business start-ups. I proposed that home country property represents financial, 

social, and class resources that facilitates immigrant entrepreneurship. Findings from this 

chapter suggested that home country asset ownership provides financial and social capital 

that is related to an increased likelihood of immigrant entrepreneurship. Additionally, my 

findings revealed that contexts of departure and home country political/economic 

conditions likely shapes the relationship between home country property and 

entrepreneurship. Broadly, this chapter contributed to immigrant entrepreneurship 

literature by establishing home country property as an important form of financial and 

social capital.



 

146 

 

Appendix 

Table 17: U.S. Poverty Thresholds  

Size of family unit Weighted 

Average 

Thresholds 

Related children under 18 years 

  
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8+ 

One person  9,393                   

Under 65 years 9,573 9,573                 

 65 years and over 8,825 8,825                 

                      

Two persons 12,015                   

Householder under 

65 years 

12,384 12,321 12,682               

Householder 65 

years and over 

11,133 11,122 12,634               

                      

Three persons 14,680 14,393 14,810 14,824             

Four persons 18,810 18,979 19,289 18,660 18,725           

Five persons 22,245 22,887 23,220 22,509 21,959 21,623         

Six persons 25,122 26,324 26,429 25,884 25,362 24,586 24,126       

Seven persons 28,544 30,289 30,479 29,827 29,372 28,526 27,538 26,454     

Eight persons 31,589 33,876 34,175 33,560 33,021 32,256 31,286 30,275 30,019   

Nine persons or 

more 

37,656 40,

751 

40,948 40,404 39,947 39,196 38,163 37,229 36,998 35,572 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau; estimates in 2003 U.S. dollars 
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Figure 3. Skin Test: New Immigrant Survey (2003) 
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Table 18: Immigrant Characteristics by Home Country Property Use 
 

 Home Country Property Use 

 

Rental 
Occupied by 

Family/ Friends 
Vacant None Owned 

 Entrepreneur 0.32 0.47 0.47 0.32 

Context of Reception 
    

  Experienced Discrimination 0.43 0.54 0.49 0.43 

  Co-national Network Size 5.29 6.08 5.72 5.29 

Migration Experience 
    

  U.S. tenure (years) 14.68 14.72 16.34 14.68 

  U.S. citizen 0.3 0.31 0.43 0.3 

Education 
    

  Primary or Less 0.44 0.47 0.3 0.44 

  High school or less 0.42 0.3 0.43 0.42 

  Bachelor's degree or higher 0.14 0.23 0.28 0.14 

Pre-migration Occupation 
    

  None 0.35 0.22 0.34 0.35 

  Labor 0.27 0.3 0.21 0.27 

  Sales 0.11 0.09 0.04 0.11 

  Supervisor 0.04 0.06 0.06 0.04 

  Professional 0.17 0.24 0.32 0.17 

  Self-Employed 0.06 0.1 0.02 0.06 

Country of Origin 
    

  Dominican Republic 0.39 0.24 0.36 0.39 

  Colombia 0.22 0.25 0.15 0.22 

  El Salvador 0.39 0.51 0.49 0.39 

Demographic Characteristics     

  Age 39.8 43.82 40.72 39.8 

  Female 0.5 0.41 0.26 0.5 

  Married 0.49 0.64 0.66 0.49 

Source: Comparative Immigrant Entrepreneurship Project (1998) 
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Table 19: Home Country Property as a Class Resource 

 Professional HC 

occupation (%) 

Bachelor's degree 

or higher (%) 
n 

Home property type    

   Used by family/friends  26.09**        24.06** 345 

   Rented 29.52* 33.33*** 105 

   Vacant    

No property           17.40***        13.65*** 747 

Source: Comparative Immigrant Entrepreneurship Project (1998); χ2 tests indicate 

significance in comparison to the rest of the sample 
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Table 20: Home Country Property Use among Colombian, Dominican, and 

Salvadoran Immigrants 

 

% of 

Respondents 

Owns Real Estate in Home Country 38.85 

Number of Properties Owned in Home 

Country  

  One Property in Home Country 28.70 

  Two or more Properties in Home Country 9.15 

Use of Properties in Home Country  

   Occupied by Family or Friends 21.05 

   Rented 10.40 

   Vacant Until My Return 3.91 

   Other Uses 2.57 

Owns No Real Estate in Home Country 62.06 

Source: Comparative Immigrant Entrepreneurship Project (1998) 
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