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1. National Academies of Science, Engineering, and Medicine (2016) shows small aggregate positive effects of 
immigration on total income and wages in the United States.

Immigrants come to the United States to work 
and to improve their earnings and material liv-
ing conditions, and in doing so, they often 
drive economic growth and local revitalization. 
Their labor market involvement may either 
supplement or displace employment opportu-
nities for native-born populations, and immi-
grant groups can vary significantly in the eco-
nomic success they achieve in this country. The 
consensus among economists who assess the 
macro effects of economic activity and among 
sociologists who address the impact of non-
economic forces on economic activity is that, 
on balance, the U.S. national economy—as well 
as immigrants themselves—benefit from their 
labor market contributions.1

The essays in this issue deepen our under-
standing of different labor market experiences 
of immigrant groups by drawing on the exper-
tise and insight not only of economists and 
sociologists but also of demographers, geogra-
phers, and anthropologists who value interdis-
ciplinary scholarship. Drawing on somewhat 
different but overlapping frames and methods 
of analyses, these essays enhance our under-
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standing of the labor market experiences of 
new immigrants and of the opportunities and 
constraints they face in the economic niches 
in which they obtain work. The qualitative 
scholars contribute insight into the distinctive 
features and dynamics of different occupa-
tional niches that quantitative analyses fail to 
capture. At the same time, quantitative schol-
ars elucidate the broad trends and regularities 
in labor market activity that are missed by case 
studies. Few quantitative sociologists talk of 
“niches,” and virtually no economist does. 
They instead focus on “labor markets”—con-
sidered as broad aggregates of workers and 
firms—and on wage effects and wage differen-
tials across immigrant groups and between im-
migrants and U.S.-born workers. Yet quantita-
tive social scientists have come to recognize 
the large heterogeneity of skills in the native 
and immigrant populations and to understand 
that specific labor market involvements are 
also shaped by institutions and informal social 
dynamics.

Our own research spans these two ap-
proaches. Likewise, our goal in this volume is 
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to combine the insights that scholars of dif
ferent disciplines, making use of different 
methodologies, contribute to our understand-
ing of immigrant labor market involvements. 
Giovanni Peri, a quantitative economist, has 
devoted much of his research to enriching the 
quantitative analysis of the labor market effects 
of immigrants by incorporating the important 
building blocks of immigrants’ skill specificity, 
their complementarity to native-born skills, 
and the heterogeneity of their experiences into 
the quantitative models used to analyze immi-
grants in labor markets and understand their 
effects.2 Susan Eckstein, a qualitative historical 
sociologist, has enhanced our understanding 
of immigrant and native-born labor market ex-
periences by demonstrating that immigrant 
labor market experiences may be transnation-
ally embedded in both the supply of labor for 
distinctive “niches” and the evolution of U.S.-
formed immigrant niches. Her work highlights 
how immigrants do not merely respond to pre-
existing demand for particular labor but some-
times create demand for their labor. In other 
words, across the skill spectrum, they may con-
struct new markets.

In combining the expertise of the scholars 
of diverse social science disciplines repre-
sented in this volume with our own respective 
areas of expertise, we hope to “open the box” 
of immigrant labor market dynamics with new 
synergy and insight into new immigrant labor 
market experiences. Simple quantitative sta
tistics, case studies, and more sophisticated 
regression analyses are used together in this 
volume to highlight the “value added” of ex-
amining new immigrant labor market experi-
ences from different analytic perspectives 
associated with different social science disci-
plines and different methods of analysis.

As coeditors of this volume, we begin here 
by describing first the characteristics of niches 
and then the occupational niches in which to-

day’s foreign-born workers cluster and are 
overrepresented relative to their percentage 
of U.S. employment. We then address the spe-
cific labor market sectors in which the main 
immigrant groups work. We explain the de-
pendence of niching on demand for their 
skills, their abilities, and, more generally, 
their individual characteristics. Once an im-
migrant group gets a footing in a particular 
line of economic activity, in-group social net-
works and informal dynamics contribute to 
that group’s continued association with the 
niche. Immigration and labor policies and in-
stitutional practices may also contribute, in-
tentionally or not, to the ongoing involvement 
of particular immigrant groups in certain la-
bor market niches. These forces impede un-
fettered market forces from determining who 
does what work, but in ways that may enhance 
economic production and productivity by in-
ducing worker loyalty, commitments, and in-
vestments.

The Formation of  
Immigr ant Niches
Many immigrants are concentrated in an oc-
cupation, or a segment of an occupation, that 
we call a “labor market niche”: a specific line 
of work found either within a single commu-
nity or nationwide. A specific line of work rep-
resents an “immigrant niche” if an immigrant 
group is overrepresented in it relative to the 
group’s portion of the country’s employment. 
Some occupations are dominated by immi-
grants in general; in other cases, specific im-
migrant groups are associated with specific la-
bor market niches.3 Some heavily “niched” 
immigrant groups come from particular re-
gions of a country or from specific ethnic 
groups in a country. Armenians from Syria and 
Persian Jews, for instance, dominate specific 
retail store sectors; Indians from the state of 
Punjab are highly concentrated as employees 

2. Peri (2015) illustrates how economists have expanded their analysis to more complex models and more so-
phisticated empirical approaches in which heterogeneity and occupation specificity (niching) play a very impor-
tant role in the labor market analysis of immigrants.

3. Roger Waldinger and Mehdi Bozorgmehr (1996) define a niche as a line of work that employs a minimum of 
1,000 people among whom one group’s share is at least 150 percent of its share of the total labor market. Unlike 
our focus on the foreign-born, their focus is on ethnic groups, which may involve second and subsequent gen-
erations of immigrants.
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of gas stations, while Indians from the state of 
Gujarat mainly work in the hotel and motel 
business (Dhingra 2012).

Immigrant niching is not new. Historically, 
distinctive groups of immigrants engaged in 
distinctive work. Niching was already taking 
place in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, as documented by several histori-
cal accounts of the Chinese (for example, 
Kwong and Miščević 2005) and other groups. 
Siobhan O’Keefe and Sarah Quincey (this is-
sue) illustrate one of these historical exam-
ples. The authors detail how a large wave of 
Russian Jews was encouraged to settle in rural 
New Jersey and to engage in farming during 
the last decades of the nineteenth century. 
This was a somewhat special case in that 
these colonies were partially supported by 
Jewish philanthropists to divert the large flow 
of Russian Jews away from the cities where 
Jews had settled earlier, but the dynamic they 
produced in rural New Jersey was rather typi-
cal. As O’Keefe and Quincy show, the immi-
grants’ arrival revitalized local markets, re-
ducing natives’ out-migration because of new 
opportunities to sell to and work for the new 
settlers. However, their presence increased 
the unemployment of local workers in similar 
jobs. Zai Liang and Bo Zhou (this issue), in 
turn, trace the occupational niches involving 
Chinese immigrants in the late nineteenth 
century that became the basis for Chinese im-
migrant niches and niche diversification in 
the last thirty years.

The main focus of this volume is on the fea-
tures and dynamics of labor market niches that 
employ contemporary immigrants, commonly 
referred to as “new immigrants.” We address 
the formation, perpetuation, and, in some in-
stances, transformation and transnationaliza-
tion of today’s niches by the interplay of social 
and economic dynamics that sociology and 
economics—and secondarily other social sci-
ences—can help us understand.

Even as labor market niching provides op-
portunities for immigrants, a group’s success-
ful occupation of a niche often closes oppor-
tunities for nongroup members. Sometimes 

tensions arise—or at least difficult coexis-
tence—from the displacement of local workers 
or previous immigrant groups.4 Tod G. Hamil
ton, Janeria A. Easley, and Angela R. Dixon (this 
issue) analyze whether the lower degree of 
niching in the U.S.-born African American com-
munity, documented using census data, is a 
determinant of their wage disadvantage rela-
tive to foreign-born blacks. While African- and 
Caribbean-born blacks tend to be more con-
centrated in specific niches than native blacks, 
the authors do not find this to be a significant 
determinant of their wage advantage.

Contempor ary Immigr ant Niches
The national origins of U.S. immigrants 
changed markedly in the last half-century; at 
the same time, the foreign-born share of the 
U.S. population reached levels not experienced 
since the 1920s, with record levels in absolute 
numbers. In this introduction, we focus (with 
the exception of the O’Keefe and Quincy essay) 
on immigrants who came to the United States 
after the enactment of the Immigration and 
Nationality Act of 1965. This legislation elimi-
nated national-origins quotas and opened U.S. 
borders to persons from countries previously 
excluded.

Until 1965, most immigrants to the United 
States came from Europe. Today’s immigrants, 
in contrast, come mainly from Mexico, Central 
America, China, India, and, secondarily, other 
Asian countries. Many of these immigrants 
work in distinctive labor market niches where 
they account for a high percentage of those em-
ployed. In some instances, they replaced ear-
lier immigrants within the niche. Others 
carved out new niches of their own, often pro-
viding products and services not previously 
available.

Using American Community Survey (ACS) 
data from 2014, the most recent year available 
at the time of writing, table 1 shows the thirty 
occupations in which today’s immigrants ac-
count for the largest share of employment. For 
each occupation, column 2 shows the share of 
immigrants employed and column 3 the aver-
age weekly wages of workers. 

4. See, for instance, Jennifer Lee’s (2006) analysis of tensions between Jews and Koreans in the New York retail 
store market.
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These thirty occupations are those in which 
niching by specific groups of immigrants is 
most prominent. Although the ACS covers 
more than 300 occupations, ensuring the most 
accurate picture of the U.S. labor force, its clas-
sifications can be too broad to capture some 
very specific niches. For instance, nail salon 

workers—a specific niche we discuss later—oc-
cupy only a subgroup of the ACS occupation 
category “hairdressers and cosmetologists.” 
Still, the ACS data on occupations do show the 
range of occupations in which immigrants 
cluster. The variety and diversity of these oc-
cupations span the skills and earnings spec-

Table 1. Occupations with Highest Shares of Foreign-Born Workers and Weekly Wages, 2013

Occupationa� Immigrant Share
Weekly Wage  

(in 2013 Dollars)

Graders and sorters of agricultural products 0.64 447
Plasterers 0.62 671
Textile sewing machine operators 0.60 488
Drywall installers 0.56 672
Dressmakers and seamstresses 0.55 602
Farmworkers 0.53 506
Roofers and slaters 0.50 643
Painters, construction and maintenance 0.50 649
Housekeepers, maids, butlers, stewards, and lodging cleaners 0.49 417
Pressing machine operators (clothing) 0.47 465
Masons, tilers, and carpet installers 0.45 704
Medical scientists 0.45 1,747
Shoe repairers 0.44 522
Taxi cab drivers and chauffeurs 0.42 609
Upholsterers 0.42 621
Packers, fillers, and wrappers 0.42 540
Physical scientists 0.41 1,572
Packers and packagers by hand 0.41 470
Laundry workers 0.41 481
Gardeners and groundskeepers 0.38 519
Art/entertainment performers and related 0.38 962
Computer software developers 0.37 1,888
Construction laborers 0.36 721
Carpenters 0.36 745
Butchers and meat cutters 0.35 598
Production helpers 0.35 605
Hairdressers and cosmetologists 0.34 487
Bakers 0.34 500
Parking lot attendants 0.34 507
Hand molders and shapers, except jewelers 0.34 755

Source: Authors’ calculations from American Community Survey (ACS) 2014 data.
Notes: The sample includes people ages eighteen to sixty-five not residing in group quarters, working for 
salary for at least one week in the previous year. “Foreign-born” is defined as born outside the United 
States. Weekly wages are for workers who worked at least thirty-five weeks in the previous year for at 
least thirty hours per week.
a We use the definition of “occupation” contained in the variable “Occ1990,” which has been constructed 
by the Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS) in such a way as to be consistently defined over 
time.
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trums. At one extreme are a variety of manually 
intensive craft niches in agriculture (graders, 
farmworkers), construction (plasterers, dry-
wall installers, roofers, painters, carpenters, 
masons, tilers), and personal services (house-
keepers, dressmakers, laundry workers, gar-
deners, hairdressers). These jobs tend to re-
quire physical skills that low-educated workers 
may have acquired already in their homeland 
and that are easily transferable to the U.S. labor 
market, such as construction skills and skills 
in personal services. Their pay scales vary con-
siderably, from a low average in 2014 of $408 
per week for housekeepers to $745 per week for 
carpenters. Sometimes immigrants take low-
skilled jobs that build on work they did in their 
homeland without remuneration, such as 
when immigrant women work in the United 
States as nannies and housecleaners. Other im-
migrants learn skills in the United States for 
the jobs they take—for example, Vietnamese 
who become manicurists. At the low-skilled 
end of the work spectrum, the lowest-paying 
jobs are in agriculture, housekeeping, and ho-
tel and personal services (housekeepers, laun-
dry workers, shoe repairers), with weekly sala-
ries below $500 per week in 2014. Moreover, 
there is often a wage gap in these jobs of 
around 20 to 30 percent between immigrants 
and natives.

At the other extreme are high-skilled sci-
ence- and technology-intensive occupations for 
which demand has grown in recent decades, 
such as medical scientists, physical scientists, 
and computer software developers. Typically 
requiring college and postgraduate education, 
this work pays well. Computer programmers, 
the best paid among the occupations listed in 
table 1, earned on average $1,888 per week in 
2014. Moreover, the table shows that in science, 
technology, engineering, and math jobs, such 
as physical scientists and computer software 
developers (as shown in Hanson and Slaughter 
2016), immigrants earn the same as compara-
ble natives, and sometimes even more. The 
knowledge of specific skills and the high qual-
ity of their academic education may be the rea-
sons for such a reverse gap.

Table 2 shows that immigrants in the states 
where they make up large shares of the popu-
lation dominate manually intensive niches, 

particularly in construction. For instance, in 
California, Nevada, New Jersey, New York, 
Maryland, Arizona, and Massachusetts in 2014, 
more than 61 percent of housekeepers and 
maids were foreign-born, while in California 
and Texas more than 65 percent of workers in 
construction occupations (roofers, painters, 
drywall installers) were foreign-born. And in 
all states with an important agricultural sec-
tor—California, Florida, Washington, and Or-
egon—more than 60 percent of farmworkers 
were immigrants. At the same time, 63 percent 
and 65 percent of medical scientists in Mary-
land and Massachusetts, respectively, were 
foreign-born. These two states have high-
quality research and medical institutions.

Table 3 focuses on the numerically largest 
immigrant groups: Mexicans, Chinese, Indi-
ans, and the combined small Central American 
countries. For each of these immigrant groups, 
we show the five occupations that employ the 
largest share of the group. The niches identi-
fied in this table display an especially high de-
gree of overrepresentation of these immigrant 
groups in the five occupations relative to native 
workers. We see in the table that Indian immi-
grants have the greatest occupational concen-
tration, with 15 percent working as computer 
software developers and another 8 percent as 
computer analysts. These occupations offer 
high earnings and good career opportunities. 
The characteristics and evolution of the infor-
mation technology sector, and Indians’ role in 
it, are detailed later in this essay.

Like Indians, Chinese immigrants are heav-
ily involved in computer-related and other 
high-skilled occupations, with 6 percent work-
ing as computer developers and 5 percent as 
managers and college instructors. In these 
jobs, both high-skilled Chinese and Indians 
build not only on schooling acquired before 
migration but also on the graduate education 
they obtain in this country, made possible by 
the accessible U.S. study visa program.

Unlike Indian immigrants, however, there 
are many Chinese in less-skilled and lower-
paying jobs, such as cooks. Liang and Zhou 
(this issue) describe the expansion of different 
types and varieties of Chinese restaurants that 
cater not merely to Chinese but also to the 
broader U.S. population and that employ less-
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Table 2. Top Thirty-Five State-Occupation Groups with the Highest Shares of Foreign-Born Workers, 
2013

Rank  State Occupation
Share of 

Immigrants

1 California Textile sewing machine operators 0.93
2 California Farmworkers 0.81
3 Texas Drywall installers 0.81
4 California Graders and sorters of agricultural products 0.78
5 California Housekeepers, maids, butlers, stewards, and lodging 

quarters cleaners
0.78

6 California Drywall installers 0.78
7 Hawaii Housekeepers, maids, butlers, stewards, and lodging 

quarters cleaners
0.75

8 California Wood lathe, routing, and planing machine operators 0.75
9 Nevada Housekeepers, maids, butlers, stewards, and lodging 

quarters cleaners
0.73

10 Texas Roofers and slaters 0.73
11 Texas Masons, tilers, and carpet installers 0.72
12 Washington Farmworkers 0.72
13 California Gardeners and groundskeepers 0.72
14 New York Taxi cab drivers and chauffeurs 0.71
15 Texas Painters, construction and maintenance 0.71
16 Florida Farmworkers 0.70
17 California Packers, fillers, and wrappers 0.68
18 California Packers and packagers by hand 0.68
19 California Painters, construction and maintenance 0.68
20 California Roofers and slaters 0.68
21 California Assemblers of electrical equipment 0.67
22 New Jersey Housekeepers, maids, butlers, stewards, and lodging 

quarters cleaners
0.67

23 California Laundry workers 0.67
24 Massachusetts Medical scientists 0.66
25 New York Housekeepers, maids, butlers, stewards, and lodging 

quarters cleaners
0.66

26 California Bakers 0.66
27 Oregon Farmworkers 0.66
28 New Jersey Packers and packagers by hand 0.64
29 Maryland Housekeepers, maids, butlers, stewards, and lodging 

quarters cleaners
0.64

30 Massachusetts Housekeepers, maids, butlers, stewards, and lodging 
quarters cleaners

0.64

31 Colorado Housekeepers, maids, butlers, stewards, and lodging 
quarters cleaners

0.63

32 Maryland Medical scientists 0.63
33 Arizona Housekeepers, maids, butlers, stewards, and lodging 

quarters cleaners
0.62

34 Nevada Miscellaneous food prep workers 0.62
35 Texas Gardeners and groundskeepers 0.61

Source: Authors’ calculations from ACS 2014 data.
Note: The sample and variables are defined as in table 1.



r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

	 i m m i g r a n t  n i c h es   a n d  n e t w o r k s 	 7

educated Chinese workers. Chinese immi-
grants have creatively diversified this niche to 
include labor recruiters in specific regions of 
China and a domestic transport system to 
bring workers to restaurants across the United 
States.

Chinese immigrant involvement in low-
skilled work dates back to the nineteenth cen-
tury, when Chinese laborers were hired to con-
struct the American railroad system; they also 
worked in service industries, such as laundries, 
that catered to coethnics in the urban neigh-
borhoods where they settled (which came to 
be known as Chinatowns) as well as to other 
city-dwellers. Following enactment of the Chi-
nese Exclusion Act in 1882, immigration to the 
United States from China was prohibited. The 
act was the first U.S. legislation to prevent a 
specific national group from immigrating; it 
would be followed by legislation in the 1920s 

that restricted immigration from other coun-
tries, especially countries other than those in 
northern Europe. When the Chinese Exclusion 
Act was repealed in 1943 and immigration re-
sumed, Chinese gravitated anew to low-skilled 
jobs as cooks and launderers. However, after 
the Chinese government in the post-Mao pe-
riod began aggressively promoting high-skilled 
economic development and lifting Maoist-era 
restrictions on emigration, growing numbers 
of high-skilled Chinese took advantage of U.S. 
postgraduate training and U.S. labor market 
opportunities.

By contrast, Mexicans, the largest foreign-
born group in the United States, have the low-
est average education level of any immigrant 
group (see Peri 2015) and have clustered in low-
skilled manual occupations in construction 
(laborers), agriculture (farmworkers), and per-
sonal and food services (cooks, janitors). These 

Table 3. Top Five Occupations for the Four Largest Immigrant Groups, 2013

Country/Region  
of Origin Occupation 

Occupation Share 
Within Country-of-

Origin Group

Mexico Cooks, variously defined 0.068
Farmworkers 0.053
Construction laborers 0.051
Truck, delivery, and tractor drivers 0.041
Janitors 0.040

Central America Nursing aides, orderlies, and attendants 0.048
Janitors 0.043
Cooks, variously defined 0.036
Housekeepers, maids, butlers, stewards, and lodging 

quarters cleaners
0.035

Truck, delivery, and tractor drivers 0.035

India Computer software developers 0.146
Managers and administrators 0.080
Computer systems analysts and computer scientists 0.078
Cashiers 0.037
Supervisors and proprietors of sales jobs 0.033

China Computer software developers 0.064
Cooks, variously defined 0.057
Managers and administrators 0.051
Subject instructors (high school and college) 0.051
Computer systems analysts and computer scientists 0.035

Source: Authors’ calculations from ACS 2014 data.
Note: The sample and variables are defined as in table 1.
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occupations pay poorly, offer very limited op-
portunities for upward mobility, and subject 
workers to the risk of living below the poverty 
level. In several industries, Mexican immi-
grants and second-generation Mexicans oc-
cupy the least-skilled and lowest-paying jobs. 
Eli R. Wilson’s essay (this issue) describes the 
work that Mexicans do in the restaurant indus-
try in the “back of the house,” mainly cleaning, 
restocking supplies, and preparing food; these 
jobs offer little if any opportunity for advance-
ment. Contrasting their work with that of the 
better-paid, English-speaking “front of the 
house” customer service employees, Wilson 
notes that some second-generation Hispanics, 
being proficient in English as well as Spanish, 
have acquired language skills that enable them 
to attain jobs that bridge these two distinctive 
restaurant labor markets. In connecting the 
“low-skill” niche with the more dynamic, 
skilled customer service–oriented niche, these 
new immigrants, with their combination of 
manual and language skills, exemplify an im-
portant complementarity that opens up this 
industry not only to provide services, both new 
and old, in new ways but to expand employ-
ment opportunities as well.

Central Americans have a specialization pat-
tern similar to that of Mexicans. Besides work-
ing as janitors and cooks, many of them—es-
pecially women—work as housekeepers and 
health aides. Those engaged in health care may 
improve their earnings opportunities over 
time. The expansion of the health care sector, 
particularly government-funded health care, 
combined with the aging of the U.S. popula-
tion, has contributed to specific labor short-
ages, such as of licensed nurses. Such market 
forces may exert an upward pressure on the 
earnings possibilities for immigrant workers 
in this field, especially those who upgrade their 
skill sets and learn English. Like bilingual res-
taurant workers in “bridge” jobs, bilingual 
health care workers are especially well posi-
tioned to take jobs that provide a bridge be-
tween U.S.-born doctors and the fast-growing 
group of Spanish-speaking patients. (Hispan-

ics now constitute the largest immigrant group 
in the United States.) Ming-Cheng M. Lo and 
Emerald T. Nguyen (this issue) describe the ex-
periences of bilingual Hispanic health care 
workers, including the dilemmas they face in 
attempting to conform with professional stan-
dards while addressing cultural practices of 
Hispanic patients that are premised on differ-
ent norms. They emphasize that more support 
and institutional change are needed to allow 
for effective cross-cultural bridging between 
doctors and patients.

Immigrants from other countries also play 
a central role in specific occupations or seg-
ments of occupations. For example, Vietnam-
ese immigrants, who account for less than 1 
percent of the U.S. population, are heavily in-
volved in the nail care sector—the least-skilled 
and poorest-paying sector of the beauty indus-
try—across America (see Eckstein and Nguyen 
2011). Vietnamese have transformed the nail 
care industry and in so doing created demand 
for their work. They established “McNails,” 
walk-in shops offering manicures and pedi-
cures at a fraction of the price of beauty salons. 
Vietnamese immigrants have been easily able 
to do this work, which requires minimal En-
glish fluency. Before Vietnamese created Mc-
Nails, only the well-to-do could afford nail care 
in the high-end hair salons that offered expen-
sive manicures and pedicures as a secondary 
service for their clientele. The new model of 
nail care provided by Vietnamese has expanded 
demand for their services by lowering their 
cost, so that nail care is now within reach for 
people who previously could not afford it.5 
Standards for nail beauty in due course have 
risen, further expanding demand for manicur-
ists and pedicurists.

The creation of this new service and market 
has benefited Vietnamese women, both as 
shop owners and as employees. However, con-
ditions in nail care salons are far from ideal. 
Earnings, being contingent on the number of 
customers a salon attracts—which varies sea-
sonally—are low and variable, and workers are 
exposed to toxic supplies. In addition, oppor-

5. In New York, however, Koreans and, more recently, Chinese are heavily involved in nail care, as detailed in the 
essay by Liang and Zhou (this issue). See also Kang 2010.
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tunities for advancement are minimal, typi-
cally only to those who open their own salon; 
the most ambitious open multiple salons in 
different locations.

Many female immigrants from the Philip-
pines—another of the top ten sending coun-
tries today—secure mid-skill jobs in nursing, 
a niche created by the U.S. and Philippine gov-
ernments. U.S. immigration authorities ex-
tended special work visas to Philippine-trained 
nurses to meet the rising demand for nurse 
care in the United States that arose from both 
the aging of the American population and cost-
cutting on the part of hospitals and other med-
ical institutions. Nurses cost less than doctors 
to employ, and Filipina nurses cost less than 
American nurses. The Philippine government 
promoted the labor export strategy on the pre-
sumption that nurses who go overseas send 
remittances to the families they leave behind, 
providing a valuable source of income not only 
for the recipients but also for the government, 
which needs hard currency to finance imports 
and foreign debt payments. Meanwhile, private 
schools in the Philippines took advantage of 
the demand for nurse training for the U.S. la-
bor market—to the point that they trained an 
oversupply of nurses relative to the number of 
nurses the United States would admit from the 
Philippines. While the schools profited, stu-
dents bore the costs of training for U.S. jobs 
they could not attain. Yasmin Y. Ortiga (this 
issue) describes the unfortunate and unin-
tended consequences of the outsourcing of 
U.S. health care training.

Other immigrant groups are associated with 
local labor market niches in the cities where 
they mainly live. For example, many Ethiopian 
and Eritrean immigrants in Washington, D.C., 
work as taxi drivers, an occupational special-
ization they acquired in the United States in 
response to local demand. Their involvement 
in this niche is city-specific: most immigrants 
from these countries live in the U.S. capital.

Black immigrants from Africa and the Ca-
ribbean are also associated with occupational 
niches. Hamilton, Easley, and Dixon (this is-
sue) document that while foreign-born blacks, 
especially those from the Dominican Republic, 
Ghana, Nigeria, and Ethiopia, are likely to be 

employed in niche occupations (70 percent), 
U.S.-born blacks are the least-niched black 
group. U.S.-born blacks earn less than the other 
black groups they studied, but immigrant nich-
ing does not seem to explain this earnings dif-
ferential.

Another new immigrant niche that mainly 
involves immigrants from Central America, the 
Caribbean, and the Philippines has arisen in 
response to demand for housekeeping and 
child care among the U.S. middle class. In pro-
viding affordably priced care, these immi-
grants have also generated demand for their 
services (see Brown 2011; Kasinitz and Vicker-
man 2001), such that middle-class women con-
tinue to work after they have children, with 
positive effects on their long-term earnings and 
their careers (see Cortés and Tessada 2011).

Xiaochu Hu (this issue) shows that highly 
educated immigrant groups also benefit from 
female niche work, including unpaid niche 
work. She analyzes how highly educated Chi-
nese women benefit from the unpaid, family-
based child care provided by their China-based 
parents, mainly their mothers. Taking advan-
tage of the high priority given to family mem-
bers in the current U.S. immigration prefer-
ence system, Chinese grandparents come to 
the United States on special short-term visas. 
Hu shows that the unpaid child care provided 
by temporary immigrant grandparents in-
creases the probability that their immigrant 
daughters with children will work for pay. 
Other immigrant groups also turn to immi-
grant grandparents for unpaid child care.

The Factors Accounting for 
Immigr ation Niche Specializ ation
To organize our thinking about immigrants in 
labor market niches, we focus on four sets of 
factors that contribute to the new immigrant 
labor market niching: the skills that immigrant 
groups have to offer; their ability to address 
existing demand or create demand for new and 
expanded goods and services; the institutional 
practices and regulations of occupations; and 
the nature and strength of immigrant group 
ties that are useful in the world of work. These 
factors together create, sustain, and, under cer-
tain conditions, transform immigrant niche 
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specialization, with other factors also playing 
a role at times.

Immigrant Skill Sets and Demand for Labor
The work done by immigrants hinges on de-
mand for their skill sets. Many immigrants of-
fer abilities and skills that differ from those of 
the native-born. These skills may include not 
just craftsmanship and specific competencies 
but also broader attributes such as a willing-
ness to work, ability to endure outdoor condi-
tions, punctuality, work ethic, and stamina.

The so-called new immigrants arrived in the 
United States as the economy shifted from be-
ing predominantly manufacturing-based to 
predominantly service-based, and they contrib-
uted to making this transformation possible. 
The shift foreclosed certain labor market op-
tions, while opening others. The industrial 
jobs that had employed Southern and Eastern 
European immigrants from the early to the 
mid-twentieth century declined as businesses 
moved their production offshore to countries 
where labor was cheaper and technological 
changes and mechanization reduced overall 
demand for manual labor in manufacturing. 
The manufacturing jobs that remain in the 
United States and employ the new immigrants 
are low-skilled jobs in the food-processing and 
meatpacking industries.

Interestingly, immigrants have displayed a 
high degree of versatility, filling niches in the 
service sector that require face-to-face interac-
tions and cultural sensitivity; some observers 
in the 1980s thought that these requirements 
were not conducive to immigrant labor market 
incorporation. The ability of immigrants to in-
troduce new services—for instance, in the food 
and restaurant sector (think of the current eth-
nic variety and new fusion varieties of restau-
rants in many cities)—have increased differen-
tiation, adding consumption options for 
natives and improving their own economic 
welfare. This is documented for the restaurant 
sector by Francesca Mazzolari and David New-
mark (2012), who show that the presence of im-
migrants widely increases the supply of restau-
rant varieties.

In other sectors, immigrants may displace 
native-born workers when employers prefer to 
hire the foreign-born if they perceive them to 

be more skilled, more disciplined, or willing to 
work for longer, less convenient hours or at 
lower pay. Immigrant contributions strengthen 
the economy and benefit consumers when 
lower costs reduce prices for the goods pro-
duced or the services offered. (Such an effect 
on local service prices is shown in Cortés 
2008.) However, the natives or previous immi-
grants competing with new immigrants for 
jobs can experience reduced opportunities and 
downward pressure on their wages.

 For several cognitive- and analytical-
intensive occupations, new immigrants some-
times offer skills that U.S. companies strongly 
demand and that U.S.-born workers do not ad-
equately provide because of the fast-growing 
demand. In particular, foreigners have contrib-
uted to innovation and productivity growth in 
the science and technology sector (see Peri, 
Shih, and Sparber 2015; Kerr and Lincoln 2010). 
Highly skilled immigrants have been crucial to 
the growth during the last thirty years of the 
information technology (IT) sector—which has 
revolutionized production in many indus-
tries—by bringing their skills and abilities to 
IT-intensive jobs and science, technology, en-
gineering, and mathematics (STEM) jobs (see, 
for instance, Hanson and Slaughter 2016).

Although, as previously noted, Indians have 
played an especially important role as workers, 
entrepreneurs, and professionals in the IT and 
computer sector, they are not the only immi-
grant group to contribute to the development, 
transformation, and transnationalization of 
this sector. So too have Chinese and Taiwanese 
(see, for example, Yu-Ling Luo and Wei-Jen 
Wang 2002) and Israelis, as analyzed by Steven 
J. Gold (this issue).

Foreign-born workers are attracted to U.S. 
high-tech companies at the cutting edge of the 
industry worldwide because they pay well by 
international standards, and also because de-
mand for electrical engineers, computer pro-
grammers, and software developers has soared 
since 1980. Many of the immigrants hired for 
these jobs are well trained abroad—for exam-
ple, at India’s famous Indian Institutes of Tech-
nology or in China’s top universities. They ob-
tain these coveted jobs because, on the one 
hand, they are highly skilled, and on the other, 
because U.S. immigration policy makes their 
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employment possible. The United States pri-
oritizes their admission by allowing U.S. em-
ployers to hire skilled foreign labor on special 
H-1B visas, for a maximum of six years. Since 
the turn of this century, over 80 percent of H-
1B visas have gone to highly educated foreign 
professionals in computer-related occupa-
tions, and most of those have gone to Indians. 
These workers have been fundamental to Sili-
con Valley’s ability to establish and maintain 
a global competitive edge in information tech-
nology.

Building on U.S.-acquired skills, capital, and 
networks, Indian immigrants have also formed 
their own start-up companies, in India as well 
as in the United States. In India, they have de-
veloped businesses that complement the work 
of U.S. firms. U.S. multinational companies in 
the high-tech sector have also turned to high-
skilled, well-trained Indian immigrants to 
manage the subsidiaries they have established 
in India to capitalize on the talent and lower 
wages in the Indian market. In so doing, Indian 
immigrants have transnationalized, as well as 
transformed, this initially exclusively U.S.-
based niche.

New immigrants also meet the demand for 
labor that native-born workers shun. Immi-
grants, for example, increasingly dominate 
hard, physically demanding, outdoor jobs in 
the agriculture and construction sectors. Even 
in skilled sectors of the labor market, immi-
grants fill many of the jobs that native-born 
workers find unattractive because of where 
they are located or the conditions of work. For 
example, many doctors from India work in the 
inner cities, where their U.S.-born counterparts 
resist working. Their willingness to take these 
positions is good for minority and poor pa-
tients in the inner cities, the economy, and the 
health of Americans.

In the last half-century, the entry of large 
numbers of native-born women into the labor 
force has in turn increased demand for low-
paid, low-skilled labor to do the housekeeping 
and child care work that women used to pro-
vide, unpaid, within the household. Central 
American and Mexican immigrant women are 
employed for much of this paid labor.

Overall, new immigrant niches have evolved 
mainly in response to the growth and differen-

tiation of the service sector—from manual and 
personal services for which there still is high 
demand (housekeeping, food preparation, 
child care, personal assistance) to knowledge-
intensive and cognitive services at the other 
extreme (high-tech, human resources, re-
search). New technology, new tastes, and new 
demand have interacted with the variety of 
skills, abilities, and attitudes of immigrants to 
create new niches and expand existing ones.

Institutional Regulations and Practices
In general, the federal government sets immi-
gration policies that determine which foreign-
ers, with which skill sets, may immigrate with 
work rights, and government policies dictate 
work conditions and requirements at both the 
local and national levels. The federal govern-
ment also prioritizes the admission of foreign-
ers with certain skills, as discussed earlier in 
the case of Indian IT workers and Filipina 
nurses. In addition, businesses, business 
groups, and other nongovernmental groups es-
tablish practices that affect immigrant work 
experiences.

Labor regulations also affect the work that 
immigrants do legally and, by default, illegally. 
Some immigrant groups can establish a foot-
ing in regulated work, while others face barri-
ers. Many states limit jobs that require licenses 
to U.S. citizens and legal permanent residents 
and offer qualifying tests only in English or se-
lective foreign languages, such as Spanish. 
Non-English speakers can qualify for licensed 
jobs only when the exams are offered in lan-
guages they know. For example, many Cuban 
doctors who immigrated with little proficiency 
in English and with training that did not meet 
U.S. standards failed tests to qualify for prac-
ticing medicine in the United States (Eckstein 
2009, 99). Cuban American state legislators in 
Florida, where most Cuban immigrants set-
tled, tried to get the state to bend regulations 
for Cuba-trained doctors. Otherwise, the Cuba-
trained doctors who failed the Florida qualify-
ing tests needed to find other lines of work.

Even low-skilled manicure work requires li-
censing, although the requirements are not as 
stringent as for doctors. Vietnamese have ac-
cessed nail care jobs, not merely because they 
attained the requisite skills, but because many 
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states where they have settled offer the licens-
ing exams in Vietnamese. Initially accessing 
the jobs informally, Vietnamese established 
themselves in the sector and then successfully 
pressed for the licensing exams to be offered 
in their native language. Thus, Vietnamese sa-
lon owners have been able to recruit low-wage 
workers from their homeland who easily meet 
licensing requirements.

Liang and Zhou (this issue) highlight the de-
pendence of immigrant labor market niche in-
volvement on immigrant employment agen-
cies. With Chinese employment agencies 
channeling immigrants from certain regions 
of China to jobs across America—for example, 
in the restaurant sector—Chinese immigrants 
have become less dependent on the local labor 
market where they initially settled for work  
and Chinese businesses have become less de-
pendent on local labor markets for workers. 
Supply and demand for certain types of labor 
have therefore become less geographically 
constricted, allowing for greater efficiency in 
matching workers’ wants to employers’ needs. 
These immigrant employment agencies, in 
turn, contribute to a professionalization and 
formalization of immigrant job recruitment.

Other, less formalized, non-state-based in-
stitutional practices also influence immigrant 
labor market involvement. Banks, for instance, 
may discriminate against immigrants on the 
presumption that, with their limited credit his-
tory, if any, they are high-risk borrowers. In the 
absence of access to bank capital, entrepre-
neurial immigrants have gravitated to activities 
that do not require a large initial investment, 
such as small food and concession stands. 
Other immigrants have established their own 
banks to fill the lending gap. For example, 
wealthy Cubans who fled their homeland after 
Castro came to power mainly settled in Miami, 
where some of them established banks that 
lent to fellow Cuban immigrants on the basis 
of trust, including trust established in Cuba 
before moving to America (Portes and Stepick 
1993). The Small Business Administration 
(SBA) also favored Cuban immigrants over oth-
ers in Miami. Thus, an exceptionally large 
number of Cubans opened small businesses in 
the city. Although they initially catered to per-
sons from their shared homeland, over the 

years the more entrepreneurial businesses 
have reached out to others in the city, espe-
cially to the other Spanish-speaking Latin 
Americans who have also settled in Miami in 
recent decades. Cuban entrepreneurs have 
benefited from their command of Spanish and 
their cultural capital in the “new Miami,” 
which has been dubbed the “northernmost 
Latin American city.”

Vietnamese manicurists exemplify yet an-
other source of investment capital to which 
immigrants have turned in the absence of ac-
cess to bank capital: pooled family funds. 
Business opportunities in nail care are lim-
ited, but with pooled funds, Vietnamese have 
been able to enjoy the economic mobility as-
sociated with transitioning from being a 
worker to owning and managing a business 
(Eckstein and Nguyen 2011).

The least-skilled immigrants and those who 
came to the United States undocumented are 
mostly confined to the occupations that work-
ers with better options leave unfilled, mainly 
in the agricultural and construction sectors. 
These jobs have the lowest entry barriers and 
are minimally protected by labor regulations. 
The work is low-paid and seasonal, with very 
high turnover, and it subjects workers to harsh 
working conditions; workers in agriculture,  
for instance, are exposed to toxic herbicides 
and pesticides, as well as to extreme heat or 
cold. Although many of the foreign-born in 
these jobs are responding to a demand for their 
labor, they often have been unable to attain  
immigration visas and the legal protections 
provided by legal entry. As such, they are par-
ticularly vulnerable to employer abuse and fear 
of deportation. Table 2 shows that the vast ma-
jority of farmworkers in California, Florida, 
and Washington—states with large agricultural 
sectors—are from Mexico. The jobs usually pay 
minimum wage, at best, and offer workers little 
legal protection. Undocumented immigrants 
represent a large share of those workers.

Regulations have combined with practices 
and traditions to attract specific immigrant 
groups not only to private-sector niches but 
also to some public-sector niches. The Irish, 
for instance, have a long tradition of working 
as police officers and firefighters in the cities 
where they mainly live (notably New York and 
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Boston). In general, however, citizenship re-
quirements result in public-sector niches being 
occupied by more second-generation immi-
grants than first-generation immigrants.

Among return immigrants, a reverse type of 
niching may even take hold. Michaël Da Cruz 
(this issue) details the establishment by U.S. 
companies of call centers in Mexico to take ad-
vantage of much cheaper labor costs than in 
the United States. They rely on Mexicans who 
grew up in the United States and thus are pro-
ficient in American-style English; many of 
these returnees were deported because they 
were not authorized immigrants with rights to 
work in the United States. Bilingual expertise 
is a form of cultural capital, in this case in Mex-
ico, for persons without formal credentials for 
more-skilled jobs. U.S. companies have set up 
similar call centers in Central American coun-
tries that also draw on U.S.-attained immigrant 
cultural capital.

Immigrant Network Niche Formation, 
Maintenance, and Transnationalization
People rely on social contacts to attain jobs, 
and immigrants are no exception, even when 
they turn to immigrant employment agencies. 
Immigrant groups become entrenched in dis-
tinctive lines of work through informal ties 
among “their own.” Historically, friends and 
family have told immigrants about job oppor-
tunities where they work or in the same line of 
work and provided them with job contacts (La-
fortune and Tessada 2012), and that remains 
true today. The tendency of new immigrants to 
attain work in “immigrant enclaves” has been 
analyzed at length by sociologists and econo-
mists (see, for example, Altonji and Card 1991; 
Card and DiNardo 2000; Gold 2000; Waldinger 
2001; Wilson and Portes 1980).

Immigrant women are known to rely espe-
cially heavily on personal ties for securing 
work. Their networks channel them into work 
with clusters of other women from their coun-
try of origin (see Sassen 1995). Some occupa-
tions in the service sector, such as housekeep-
ers and maids, are dominated by immigrant 
women from Mexico and Central America, who 
often learn of and secure jobs through people 
they know not only in the United States but 
also from their communities of origin in their 

homeland. Immigrant groups—Brazilians in 
particular—are known to informally sell rights 
to cleaning jobs as they leave them, either to 
take other jobs or to return to Brazil (Braga 
Martes 2011). Once some members of an im-
migrant group establish a beachhead in a cer-
tain line of work, other group members, in-
cluding new arrivals, gravitate to the same 
work. Immigrants like to work where they know 
others.

Informal social networks thereby serve as 
fundamental building blocks for (often gender-
specific) immigrant group labor market nich-
ing. The inclusionary dynamic within immi-
grant groups excludes immigrants from other 
countries, as well as the native-born, from at-
taining job information and job contacts. Such 
exclusion is not by design, but rather an unin-
tended consequence of in-group relations. 
Inclusionary-exclusionary practices transpire 
across the labor market in work commanding 
different levels and types of skills.

The network dynamics that result in distinc-
tive immigrant group concentration in specific 
niches extends to the small business sector, 
even to self-employment. The same networks 
that allow workers to find jobs among their co-
ethnics encourage investments and firm own-
ership by immigrants in those niches. William 
Kerr and Martin Mandorff (2015) discuss Kore-
ans coming to own most of the dry-cleaning 
shops where they previously worked, and Er-
itreans and Ethiopians owning and operating 
the taxi companies that first employed them. 
Meanwhile, Chinese own not only restaurants 
but, in recent years, the bus companies that 
transport Chinese to work in restaurants across 
the United States. Thus do immigrant net-
works contribute to business clustering. Small 
business ownership often builds on the ties as 
well as the expertise that immigrants from spe-
cific countries first acquired as workers in par-
ticular lines of work. Alternatively, newly ar-
rived entrepreneurs and investors may focus 
on a sector where they already have ties with 
coethnics. Thus, both entrepreneurial and 
labor-driven immigrant networks contribute to 
the concentration of specific immigrant groups 
in specific economic niches.

The in-group ties that contribute to labor 
market niching may even extend beyond U.S. 
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borders, and not only to immigrant homelands 
but also to other countries. The close ties that 
today’s immigrants maintain with friends and 
family in their country of origin have contrib-
uted to the transnationalization of niche activ-
ity in a variety of ways. Immigrant groups may 
develop their niche “vertically” across borders 
by establishing supply chains that extend to 
their country of origin. Because owners of 
niche businesses may prefer to hire immi-
grants from their homeland when looking for 
new workers, the supply chains may center on 
labor recruitment. Their common language 
makes communication easy, and they also 
share feelings of trust and loyalty. Moreover, 
the new arrivals are likely to work for less pay 
than more-established immigrants and to tol-
erate less attractive work conditions. The very 
establishment of an immigrant group niche in 
the United States may, in turn, inspire people 
in the homeland to acquire the skills required 
to work in the niche, knowing that, upon im-
migrating, they are more likely to attain work 
easily on the basis of their transnational ties. 
For example, Vietnamese first became involved 
in the manicure business in the United States, 
but once they established the niche, others be-
gan to train for the work in Vietnam so that 
they could secure employment as manicurists 
upon their arrival in the United States.

The networks of immigrants consolidated 
within U.S. niches can also evolve into trans-
national connections. For example, some im-
migrant group restaurateurs draw on food sup-
ply chains in their homeland. Economists have 
measured for a long time the transnational im-
pact of immigrant networks on business by 
showing that countries with larger communi-
ties of immigrants from a specific origin tend 
to trade more with that country and also invest 
more there (see Rauch and Trindade 2002). By 
representing a bridge between two cultures 
and countries, the network of migrants in a 
labor market niche produces economic ties 
with the country of origin, promoting foreign 
investment and business there.

Members of an immigrant group may also 
take their niche work to other countries, ex-
panding the niche “horizontally.” Vietnamese, 
for example, have established nail salons in 
Europe that build on the U.S. “McNails” model, 

inspired by the work of friends and family in 
the United States.

The experience of Indians who have drawn 
on the capital, expertise, and networks they de-
veloped in Silicon Valley to establish related 
businesses in India points to another form of 
niche transnationalization: in what has been 
dubbed “brain circulation” (Saxenian 1994), In-
dians transfer not only technology but their 
expertise to the country from which they orig-
inated. The success of Indians in this high-tech 
niche has come to be transnationally embed-
ded through networks of immigrants, return 
immigrants, and immigrants with economic 
interests spanning the United States and India. 
Their high-tech activity is no longer based in 
the American labor market (see Commander 
et al. 2008).

The top research universities have also 
come to be dominated increasingly by scholars 
immigrating from select countries. As universi-
ties have globalized the pool from which they 
recruit their “best and brightest,” competition 
has become steeper for the U.S.-born. More 
competition allows for higher-quality scholars 
in universities, although it concomitantly 
crowds out opportunities for native-born re-
searchers.

Foreign-born professors in U.S. universities, 
in turn, recruit graduate students from top 
schools in Europe, Asia, Latin America, and Is-
rael through their connections with and knowl-
edge of the schools these students attended 
abroad. Recruiting foreign graduate students 
creates networking channels for research proj-
ects, coauthorships, and technological transfer 
between U.S. and foreign universities. More-
over, immigrant groups, sometimes from par-
ticular foreign universities, dominate niches in 
U.S. university departments—for example, 
Russians in mathematics, Israelis in engineer-
ing, and Indians in computer science.

Niche Specializ ation and 
Economic Opportunities
The niches in which immigrant groups get in-
volved often affect their long-term economic 
prospects. Niches differ substantially in the op-
portunities they afford. Some are relatively 
“flat,” offering very limited opportunities for 
vertical career improvement. Other more com-
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plex and differentiated niches provide oppor-
tunities for immigrant job advancement and 
earnings improvements and contribute more 
to the economy at large.

Immigrant groups that get involved in low-
wage, low-skilled niches experience few oppor-
tunities for economic advancement or career 
advancement. Most Mexicans and Central 
Americans have been stuck in low-paying 
niches in agriculture and construction, where 
their career opportunities are limited. This is 
a consequence of both their lower levels of 
schooling and the location of these jobs, which 
are primarily found in rural and economically 
stagnant communities. Thus, the economic 
possibilities for these immigrants are limited, 
both within and outside these niches.

In contrast, immigrant groups involved in 
more-skilled niches that offer within-niche 
economic opportunities are well positioned to 
build on their human and social capital. They 
may not only respond to but also create oppor-
tunities for themselves, including through 
niche transnationalization. Typically, niches in 
the information technology, medical science 
and research, and applied life science sectors 
offer such opportunities. Indians, highly edu-
cated Chinese, Israelis, and other Asian groups 
have been major beneficiaries of such expan-
sive niche-based opportunities.

A related and interesting issue we know lit-
tle about concerns the intergenerational trans-
formation and evolution of niches. Does the 
second generation of immigrants find success 
within a niche, possibly occupying its higher 
ranks (that is, moving from workers to employ-
ers and managers)? Or do they find success af-
ter leaving the niche? Roger Waldinger’s (1999) 
descriptions of some niches typical in New 
York (for example, in the garment and fashion 
industry) imply that second-generation immi-
grants (such as Italians and Israelis) have suc-
ceeded by climbing the job ladder to become 
designers and traders within that niche. Other 
researchers emphasize that the second genera-
tion tends to leave the parents’ niche to achieve 
economic success. Second-generation Viet-
namese, for example, rarely work as manicur-
ists, because the work offers no stable income, 
exposes them to toxic chemicals, and pays 
poorly (Eckstein and Nguyen 2011). In this is-

sue, Eli R. Wilson describes how a bilingual, 
U.S.-born second generation generates its own 
upward growth opportunities in the restaurant 
industry by advancing from the lower-ranked 
jobs typically filled by the first generation to 
the upper tiers.

Conclusion
Immigrant specialization in labor market 
niches that build on immigrant social net-
works and sometimes also on immigrant social 
institutions helps immigrants attain jobs upon 
their arrival in America. This specialization 
contributes to an efficient allocation of skills 
to jobs as immigrants with different human 
and social capital assets attain jobs that fill la-
bor market needs and broaden demand for la-
bor by creating new products and services. New 
immigrants respond to but also create markets 
for their labor, as sociological dynamics help us 
understand. The opportunities open to immi-
grants depend on the match between their as-
sets and the robustness or flatness of the 
niches in which they become engaged.

Immigrants respond to conditions where 
they settle as best they can, not necessarily cog-
nizant of the macroeconomic efficiency of their 
labor market involvements. Niching can be a 
valuable channel for immigrant labor market 
integration while simultaneously generating 
economic growth and efficient specialization, 
provided it does not introduce distortionary 
barriers and exclusion through niche-based 
immigrant institutions but keeps those niches 
open to the forces of competition. The high-
skilled immigrant niches contribute the most 
to the economy, even if they leave some highly 
qualified U.S.-born workers on the sidelines.

This introduction has pointed to ways in 
which concepts and insights from sociology 
and economics can be combined to advance 
our understanding of the conditions that con-
tribute to the formation of distinctive new im-
migrant niches and their unintended as well 
as intended consequences. The essays that fol-
low examine in rich detail both general and 
specific immigrant labor market engagement 
from diverse disciplinary and methodological 
perspectives. Together, they deepen our under-
standing of how and why different immigrant 
groups have become associated with different 
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lines of work across the skill spectrum, with 
different consequences for immigrants, for the 
native-born, for the country at large, and for 
immigrant countries of origin. We hope that 
these essays will inspire other studies that 
deepen our understanding of immigrant labor 
market experiences in the globalized economy 
in which we live.
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