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Immigration, Union Density,
and Brown-Collar

Wage Penalties

 

L ISA CATANZARITE

 

A critical concern for researchers and policymakers alike

 

 

 

i s

 

the potential impact of the recent wave of less-skilled immigrants on the wages of
other workers. This is particularly salient in light of recent labor market polarization
and the declining fortunes of the less-skilled workforce (Milkman and Dwyer 

 

2002

 

).
Less-skilled immigrants are highly segregated from native-born workers, and many

metropolitan areas have witnessed the emergence of “brown-collar” occupations—
occupations in which immigrant Latinos are overrepresented. These jobs are con-
centrated in low-level service, construction, agriculture, and manufacturing and in-
clude waiters’ assistants, gardeners and groundskeepers, cooks, farm workers, and
painters. Immigrant Latinos account for up to two-thirds of the overall workforce
in many of these 

 

fi

 

elds. Moreover, Latino men who have recently immigrated are
especially highly concentrated in such jobs: nationally they constituted only 

 

1

 

% to

 

5

 

% of the total labor force in immigrant-receiving metropolitan areas in 

 

1990

 

, yet
they accounted for up to 

 

29

 

% of workers in certain occupations (Catanzarite

 

2003

 

).

 

1

 

Recent research includes some evidence that other workers experience wage pen-
alties when they are employed in occupations with a large proportion of immigrants
(Catanzarite 

 

1998

 

, 

 

2003

 

, 

 

2004

 

; Howell and Mueller 

 

2000

 

), but the mechanisms of
wage suppression and the policies that might mitigate wage penalties need further
attention. Are brown-collar wage penalties smaller in occupations where union den-
sity is higher?

This study investigates the impact of union density on pay penalties. Results indi-
cate that unionization signi

 

fi

 

cantly eases the downward pressure on wages that is
associated with the presence of newcomer Latinos in an occupation. The focus is on
greater Los Angeles and the San Francisco Bay area. These two regions constitute the
two largest metropolitan areas (CMSAs) in California, and they are among the

 

1

 

. Generally, occupations are considered to have an overrepresentation of a particular group
when that group’s share exceeds 

 

1

 

.

 

5

 

 or 

 

2

 

 times their representation in the labor force as a
whole. The brown-collar occupations cited above include gross overrepresentations of immi-
grant Latinos.
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nation’s major immigrant-receiving urban areas as well.

 

2

 

 The analyses also include
comparisons with other important immigrant-receiving CMSAs in the United
States. Although the potential for immigrant-native competition is a prominent
issue nationally, it is of overarching signi

 

fi

 

cance in California. California is the coun-
try’s premier immigrant-receiving state: 

 

26

 

% of its population in 

 

2000

 

 was foreign
born. Further, like immigrants nationally, California’s newcomers are dispropor-
tionately less skilled and Latino. Thus, analyses of wage e

 

ff

 

ects in California are
important in their own right and amplify understanding of the potential impact of
immigrants on less-skilled workers more generally.

 

BACKGROUND

 

The extent and type of competition between newcomers and others has been a sub-
ject of intense debate. Some argue that immigrants negatively a

 

ff

 

ect natives’ wages,
but until recently only limited evidence has appeared in the research literature (see
Borjas 

 

1999

 

 for a review). Most studies have focused on comparing overall wage lev-
els in immigrant-receiving metropolitan areas to wages in other areas. The weak and
inconsistent 

 

fi

 

ndings resulting from this work have prompted scholars to argue that
research on immigrant-native wage competition should more directly attend to the
wage consequences of occupational segregation and occupations within local labor
markets (Catanzarite 

 

1998

 

; Howell and Mueller 

 

2000

 

; Tienda 

 

1998

 

).
Research on immigrant wage e

 

ff

 

ects that focuses on occupation as a critical locus
of wage setting provides evidence that native-born workers experience pay penalties
in heavily immigrant 

 

fi

 

elds in New York (Howell and Mueller 

 

2000

 

) and that native-
born workers and earlier-immigrant Latinos experience penalties in brown-collar
occupations in Los Angeles (Catanzarite 

 

1998

 

). In addition, analyses across multiple
immigrant-receiving metropolitan areas yield evidence of substantial wage penalties
in local brown-collar occupations (Catanzarite 

 

2003

 

, 

 

2004

 

). These wage penalties are
signi

 

fi

 

cant, even when workers’ quali

 

fi

 

cations and occupational characteristics
are taken into account. Evidence of 

 

longitudinal

 

 pay erosion in Los Angeles further
supports the claim that a large concentration of recent immigrants in an occupation
depresses wages for all workers (Catanzarite 

 

2002

 

).
As a large literature suggests, wage suppression in minority occupations—speci

 

fi-

 

cally, brown-collar occupations—may have multiple causes, including the devalua-
tion of work done by low-status groups (Piore 

 

1979

 

; also see England et al. 

 

1994

 

;
Tomaskovic-Devey 

 

1993

 

), the poor market position of labor-intensive occupations
(Catanzarite 

 

2002

 

; Cohn 

 

1985

 

), the limited political power of low-status workers

 

2

 

. The greater Los Angeles CMSA encompasses Los Angeles, Orange, Riverside, Ventura, and San
Bernardino counties. The Bay Area CMSA is comprised of Alameda, Contra Costa, Marin,
Napa, Santa Clara, Santa Cruz, San Francisco, San Mateo, Solano, and Sonoma counties.
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(Catanzarite 

 

2002

 

), the labeling of brown-collar occupations (Catanzarite 

 

2000

 

; also
see Oppenheimer 

 

1985

 

 on female-dominated 

 

fi

 

elds), and the willingness of low-
status workers to accept low wages (Bonacich 

 

1972

 

; Hodge and Hodge 

 

1965

 

). These
are alternative explanations for the process by which a group’s low social status may
make an occupation susceptible to wage suppression. Importantly, these models sug-
gest that wage suppression occurs for all incumbents in an occupation and is not
restricted to low-status workers.

All else being equal, unionization should be a counterweight to such downward
pressure on wages. Coverage under union contracts can protect low-status workers
by increasing their political clout and market power, reducing their willingness to
accept low wages, combating the devaluation process, and, more generally, counter-
acting the e

 

ff

 

ects of low social status. Moreover, policies aimed at raising the social sta-
tus of immigrants (for example, extending worker protections) should have the e

 

ff

 

ect
of protecting 

 

native-born

 

 workers from immigrant competition and brown-collar
wage penalties (as I have argued elsewhere; see Catanzarite 

 

2003

 

, 

 

2004

 

).
Union presence in an occupation has spillover e

 

ff

 

ects. If collective bargaining
agreements are secured for any substantial group of workers in a given occupation,
other workers in the same labor market are likely to bene

 

fi

 

t (even those not cov-
ered under such contracts), as the prevailing wage is likely to be pushed upward by
the union’s presence. Of course, occupations may be signi

 

fi

 

cantly bifurcated:
incumbents in some industrial segments of an occupation may be more likely to
be covered under a union contract and therefore better protected from downward
wage pressures, including immigrant-related wage suppression, than those in other
segments.

Generally, recent-immigrant Latinos are concentrated in the most marginal occu-
pational settings. Marcelli and Heer (

 

1997

 

) provide evidence that this group of
immigrants is particularly likely to be undocumented. Given the constraints on
employment introduced by the 

 

1986

 

 Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA),
many workers without viable documents are restricted to informal and marginal
work arrangements. Recent-immigrant Latinos are highly unlikely to 

 

fi

 

nd employ-
ment in the public sector in California, where unionization levels are highest (Milk-
man and Rooks 

 

2003

 

). These Latinos tend to be most heavily represented in the
least regulated occupations and industries, where union coverage is rare. In fact,
immigrants have lower unionization rates than native-born workers do, particularly
in California, and particularly among newcomers and Mexicans (Milkman and
Rooks 

 

2003

 

; Waldinger and Der-Martorisian 

 

2000

 

). This is not to say that union-
ization is unattainable for California’s immigrants; indeed, there is ample evidence
to the contrary (Bonacich 

 

2000

 

; Delgado 

 

1993

 

; Milkman and Wong 

 

2000

 

; Sherman
and Voss 

 

2000

 

; Wells 

 

2000

 

; Zabin 

 

2000

 

). Because newcomer Latinos have relatively
low representation in unionized industries, however, union coverage may mitigate
pay penalties for native workers and earlier-immigrant Latinos without necessarily
bene

 

fi

 

ting recent immigrants themselves.
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THE STUDY

 

This study focuses on greater Los Angeles and the San Francisco Bay Area, which are
the two largest metropolitan areas (CMSAs) in California. Using data from the

 

2000

 

 

 

5

 

% Census Public-Use Microdata Sample (PUMS) (U.S. Census Bureau

 

2000

 

) in conjunction with pooled data on unionization from the 

 

1998

 

–

 

2002

 

 Cur-
rent Population Surveys (CPS 

 

1998

 

–

 

2002

 

), I analyzed wage penalties associated with
the presence of recent-immigrant Latino men (those who arrived in the United
States between 

 

1995

 

 and 

 

2000

 

) for men aged eighteen to sixty-four who are U.S.-
born Whites, African Americans, or Latinos or earlier-immigrant Latinos (those
who arrived prior to 

 

1995

 

).

 

3

 

 (See Appendix A for further detail on data and meth-
ods.) To assess the generalizability of findings, national analyses are also conducted
for all major immigrant-receiving urban areas combined. These number ten CMSAs,
including Los Angeles and San Francisco.

 

Descriptive Statistics

 

Table 

 

4.1 provides descriptive statistics for the individuals in the sample, which
comprised 158,143 men in greater Los Angeles and 67,839 men in the San Francisco
Bay Area. Annual earnings for these workers in 1999 averaged $42,796 in greater Los
Angeles. Earnings were higher in the Bay Area, where the mean was $58,224. Educa-
tional attainment was also higher in the Bay Area (13.65 years) than in Los Angeles
(12.21 years). The racial/ethnic composition of the sample differed considerably
between the two metropolitan areas. Los Angeles had a smaller share of Whites and
a larger share of native-born Latinos and, especially, earlier-immigrant Latinos than
did the Bay Area. Native-born Whites comprised less than half of the sample in Los
Angeles (47%) and more than two-thirds in the Bay Area (69%); the L.A. sample
included 16% native Latinos and 31% earlier-immigrant Latinos, compared to 10%
native Latinos and 14% earlier-immigrant Latinos in the San Francisco Bay Area.
The share of native-born African Americans was similar (6% in Los Angeles, 7% in
the Bay Area).4

Potential labor force experience averaged about twenty years for men in both
metropolitan areas.5 Other individual labor force characteristics that were similar
were average hours per week (42.18 in Los Angeles, 42.77 in San Francisco), weeks
worked (about 46 in both), and marital status (58% married in Los Angeles, 55% in
the Bay Area).

Table 4.2 presents descriptive statistics at the occupational level for each metro-
politan area. The percentage of recent-immigrant Latino men in local occupations

3. Asians, Pacific Islanders, and men of other ethnicities are omitted from the analyses because of
their extreme heterogeneity in terms of both ancestry and immigration.

4. Throughout the text, “White” and “African American” refer to non-Latinos.
5. Labor force experience was computed as age minus education minus 6.
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table 4 . 1 . Descriptive Statistics for Individuals, Greater Los Angeles and
San Francisco Bay Area, 2000

los  angeles  cmsa
(N 5  1 58 , 143

indiv idual  men)

san francisco cmsa
(N 5  67 ,839

indiv idual  men)

Variable Mean s.d. Mean s.d.

Annual earnings $42,796 — $58,224 —
Log of annual earnings 10.15 1.10 10.46 1.14
Hours per week 42.18 — 42.77 —
Log of hours per week 3.69 .35 3.71 .36
Weeks worked 45.75 — 46.38 —
Log of weeks worked 3.74 .52 3.77 .47
Years of education 12.21 3.93 13.65 3.39
Married .58 — .55 —
Native-born White .47 — .69 —
Native-born African American .06 — .07 —
Native-born Latino .16 — .10 —
Earlier-immigrant Latino .31 — .14 —
Potential experiencea 20.12 11.89 19.95 11.53

a Potential experience is estimated as age minus years of education minus 6.
source : 2000 5% PUMS files.

table 4 .2 . Descriptive Statistics for Local Occupations, Greater Los Angeles and
San Francisco Bay Area, 2000

Variable

los  angeles  cmsa
(N 5  4 52  occupations)

san francisco cmsa
(N 5  400  occupations)

Mean s.d. Range Mean s.d. Range

Proportion recent-immigrant 
Latino men .02 .04 0–.26 .02 .04 0–.34

Proportion female .36 .26 0–.98 .40 .27 0–.99
Natives’ years of education 13.47 1.71 9.0–19.2 13.86 1.76 9.6–19.6
Natives’ potential experiencea 20.31 4.50 4.8–44.5 20.51 4.81 3.7–40.4
Proportion part-time .18 .15 0–.78 .20 .16 0–.76
Proportion public sector .15 .24 0–1.00 .15 .23 0–1.00
Union density (proportion

covered) .18 .11 .02–.56 .19 .11 .03–.54
Private sector union density .11 .05 .02–.30 .13 .07 .03–.34

a Potential experience is estimated as age minus years of education minus 6.
source : 2000 5% PUMS files.
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ranged widely, from 0% to 26% in Los Angeles and 0% to 34% in the Bay Area. The
distribution is highly skewed, meaning that recent-immigrant Latino men were
highly concentrated in a relatively small number of occupations. The representation
of women in local occupations varied widely (0% to 98% in Los Angeles and 0% to
99% in the San Francisco Bay Area), with averages of 36% in Los Angeles and 40%
in the Bay Area. Occupations’ mean education levels for native-born workers had a
broad range (9 to 19.2 years in Los Angeles and 9.6 to 19.6 years in the San Francisco
Bay Area), with averages of 13.5 and 13.9, respectively. The other proxy for occupa-
tional skill, natives’ mean experience, averaged just over 20 years and ranged widely
(nearly 5 to 45 years in Los Angeles, nearly 4 to 40 years in the Bay Area). The share
of part-time workers in occupations averaged 18% in Los Angeles and 20% in the
San Francisco Bay Area; the range was 0% to 78% and 0% to 76%, respectively.
Occupations’ average representation of public sector employees was 15%, and union
coverage in these occupations ranged from 2% to 56% in greater Los Angeles and
3% to 54% in the Bay Area, with means of 18% and 19%, respectively. Private sector
union coverage averaged 11% in greater Los Angeles and 13% in the Bay Area, with
respective ranges of 2% to 30% and 3% to 34%.

Labor Force Representation and Occupational Segregation

Recent-immigrant Latino men comprise a relatively low proportion of the total
workforce, even in California’s largest metropolitan areas. Figure 4.1 compares their
share of the labor force in each metropolitan area with the shares of native White,
native African American, native Latino, and earlier-immigrant Latino men.6

Recent-immigrant Latino men constituted only 2.1% of the local labor force in greater
Los Angeles and 1.4% in the Bay Area labor force. The representation of earlier-immi-
grant Latino men was 11.2% in Los Angeles and 4.5% in the Bay Area. Native White men
had the highest representation, with 22.3% in Los Angeles and 27.2% in the Bay Area.7

Despite their very small share of the total labor force, recent-immigrant Latino
men were overrepresented in many brown-collar occupations, making up more than
a quarter of incumbents in some of these fields. Table 4.3 lists local occupations with
the most pronounced representation of recent-immigrant Latino men (column 1).
In many of these fields the majority of incumbents were immigrant Latino men
(combining earlier immigrants and recent arrivals; see column 3).8 These brown-
collar occupations are largely in low-level service, construction, manufacturing, and
agriculture. Columns 4, 5, and 6 show the percentages of occupational incumbents

6. The denominator for these percentages is total workforce (including women and men of all
ethnic and immigrant groups).

7. The figure does not show the shares of other groups in the labor force (for example, women or
Asian Americans), so the bars do not total 100%.

8. Because the analyses here are limited to males, and given the pronounced gender segregation, this
list does not include those brown-collar fields in which immigrant Latina women predominate.
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who were native Latino, native African American, and native White. Using 1.5 times
the labor force share as a cutoff for overrepresentation, native Latino men are over-
represented in more than half of these fifty occupations, native African Americans
are overrepresented in eleven, and native Whites in only three.

The final two columns of Table 4.3 provide information on union coverage in
these fields. Although these brown-collar occupations show generally low levels of
union coverage, union density levels were above the mean in approximately one-
third of these occupations (sixteen occupations with above-average union coverage,
and eighteen with above-average private sector union coverage).

Figure 4.2 indicates that newcomer Latino men are highly segregated from native-
born men, especially Whites. The measure of segregation shown in the figure may be
interpreted as the percentage of recent-immigrant Latino men that would have to change
to an occupation currently typical of the other group to achieve integration relative to
that group. For example, approximately two-thirds of newcomer Latino men (66% in
Los Angeles and 70% in the Bay Area) would have to switch to occupations held by
native White men to integrate these two groups across occupations. The least extent of
segregation was found between newcomer Latinos and earlier-immigrant Latinos; never-
theless, at 25% for Los Angeles and 28% for the Bay Area, it was still substantial.9

San Francisco Bay Area

Greater Los Angeles

25

20

10

15

5

0

30%

P
er

ce
nt

ag
e 

of
 W

or
kf

or
ce

22.3%

27.2%

2.9% 2.8%

6.6%

3.8%

11.2%

4.5%

2.1% 1.4%

Native
White Men

Native
African American

Men

Native
Latino Men

Recent-Immigrant
Latino Men

Earlier-Immigrant
Latino Men

  4 . 1 . Labor Force Share of Men of Select Ethnic-Immigrant Groups, 
Greater Los Angeles and San Francisco Bay Area, 2000
source :  2000 5% PUMS files.

9. Figure 4.2 uses the Duncan and Duncan (1955) Dissimilarity Index (DI), which has a possible
range of 0 (indicating complete integration) to 100 (indicating absolute segregation). The
Association Index (Charles and Grusky 1995) shows a similar pattern of pronounced occupa-
tional segregation from native workers and far less from earlier-immigrant Latinos. The Associ-
ation Index is compositionally invariant and therefore is better suited to the comparisons of
interest here. I present the DI because it is more widely used and understood.
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Union Density

Figure 4.3 provides information on union density by major industry group for the
Los Angeles and San Francisco areas; it shows unionization rates for public and pri-
vate sectors combined.10 Because newcomer Latinos are less likely to find employ-
ment in the public sector, any analysis of the impact of union density on wage
penalties must examine the mediating effects not only of overall union density
within occupations but also of private-sector unionization within those fields. Figure
4.4 provides comparable data for the private sector only.

As expected, overall union density—that is, for public and private sectors
combined—was highest in public administration, at 56% and 54% in the Los Ange-
les and San Francisco areas, respectively. Transportation, communications, and utili-
ties also had a high rate of unionization. Unionization was least common in finance,
insurance, and real estate (FIRE); agriculture, forestry, fishing, and mining; business
and repair services; durable goods manufacturing; and wholesale trade.

Contrast between the two metropolitan areas was greatest in the construction
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  4 .2 . Occupational Segregation of Recent-Immigrant 
Latino Men from Other Men, Greater Los Angeles and 
San Francisco Bay Area, 2000
source :  2000 5% PUMS files.

10. Union coverage includes both (a) members of unions and employee associations and (b)
others covered by union or employee association contracts. The vast majority of covered
workers are in the former category. (See Appendix A for more detail on the construction of
this variable.)



catanzar ite  /  immigrat ion ,  un ion  dens ity ,  and  wage  penal it ie s 117

50

30

40

20

10

0

P
er

ce
nt

ag
e 

of
 U

ni
on

 C
ov

er
ag

e

60%

8%
11%

38%

44%

6%
4%

2% 3%

8%

15%

20%

34%

5%

14%

23%

12%

28% 27%

9%
6%

54%
56%

7%
4% 3%

8%

Ag
ric

ul
tu

re
, F

or
es

try
,  

Fi
sh

in
g,

 a
nd

 M
in

in
g

C
on

st
ru

ct
io

n

D
ur

ab
le

 G
oo

ds
 M

an
uf

ac
tu

rin
g

N
on

du
ra

bl
e 

G
oo

ds
 M

an
uf

ac
tu

rin
g

Re
ta

il 
Tr

ad
e

En
te

rta
in

m
en

t a
nd

 R
ec

re
at

io
n 

Se
rv

ic
es

Pr
of

es
si

on
al

 S
er

vic
es

Pe
rs

on
al

 S
er

vic
es

Fi
na

nc
e,

 In
su

ra
nc

e,
 a

nd
 R

ea
l E

st
at

e

B
us

in
es

s 
an

d 
Re

pa
ir 

Se
rv

ic
es

Tr
an

sp
or

ta
tio

n,
 C

om
m

un
ic

at
io

ns
, a

nd
 U

til
iti

es
W

ho
le

sa
le

 T
ra

de

Pu
bl

ic
 A

dm
in

is
tra

tio
n

San Francisco Bay Area

Greater Los Angeles

  4 .3 . Union Coverage by Industry, Greater Los Angeles and 
San Francisco Bay Area, 2000
source :  1998–2002 MORG files.

industry: overall union density was 34% in the Bay Area, but only 20% in greater
Los Angeles. This difference was even more pronounced in the private sector, with
almost twice as many unionized construction workers in the Bay Area (32%, versus
17% in greater Los Angeles). The difference in entertainment and recreation services
was also marked: 23% of public and private sector workers in Los Angeles, but
only 12% in the Bay Area, were covered by a union contract. For the private sector
of this industry group the difference was similar: 22% in Los Angeles versus 9% in
the Bay Area.

Impact of Unionization on Pay Penalties

Men with brown-collar jobs experienced a substantial wage penalty, as Figure 4.5
shows. Workers in these fields—whether they were native-born White, African
American, or native Latino men or earlier-immigrant Latino men—earned less than
did other workers with similar labor force characteristics and in comparable local
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occupations. This finding holds even when other occupational characteristics are
taken into account: brown-collar occupations pay less than do jobs in other fields
when other variables are controlled.11

The average worker employed in an occupation in which 15% of incumbents were
newcomer Latino men earned $8,855 per year less in Los Angeles and $6,522 less in
the Bay Area than did a comparable worker in an occupation with no newcomer
Latino men.12 The penalties decreased as the percentage of newcomer Latino men
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  4 .4 . Union Coverage in the Private Sector, by Industry, Greater Los Angeles
and San Francisco Bay Area, 1998–2002
source :  1998–2002 MORG files.

11. These variables are: percentage female, proportion part-time, proportion in the public sector,
natives’ average education, natives’ average experience, and union density. The model on
which Figure 4.5 is based is the “intermediate” model described in Appendix A. They are sim-
pler versions of the models presented in the first column of Appendix B; they include the
main effect of union density, but not the interaction of unionization with recent-immigrant
Latino men. Parameter estimates are available on request. Also note that the skill proxies are
based on average education and experience data for native workers and, thus, they are unaffected
by the relatively low average human capital of newcomer Latinos.

12. Because the modeling uses the natural logarithm of earnings, the effects are nonlinear—that
is, the wage penalties associated with recent-immigrant Latino men vary at different points of
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dropped: 10% representation produced penalties of $6,128 and $4,433 in Los Ange-
les and the Bay Area, respectively; 5% representation yielded penalties of $3,182 and
$2,261. These are substantial wage discounts, given that in 1999 the average annual
earnings for the men in the study sample were $42,796 in Los Angeles and $58,224
in the Bay Area. Those working in Los Angeles not only had lower average wages
than did their counterparts in San Francisco but also experienced considerably larger
wage penalties.

How are these pay penalties affected by unionization? The analyses suggest that
penalties are smaller where union density is higher, as Figures 4.6 and 4.7 show.13

For example, in greater Los Angeles (see Figure 4.6), a man working in an occupa-
tion in which newcomer Latino men comprised 15% of the workforce absorbed a

Percentage of Recent-Immigrant Latino Men in Local Occupations
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  4 .5 . Wage Penalties for Average Worker in 
Brown-Collar Occupations, Greater Los Angeles and
San Francisco Bay Area, 2000
source :  2000 5% PUMS files.
note :  Penalties are computed at the mean of annual earnings: 

Los Angeles, $42,796; San Francisco, $58,224.

the earnings distribution (for workers with different individual and occupational characteris-
tics). The penalties represented in Figure 4.5 are calculated at the mean of earnings. Also note
that, while the range of recent-immigrant Latino men goes up to 34%, these graphs are trun-
cated at 20%, as there are only five occupations with more than 20% newcomer Latino men.

13. Parameter estimates for the greater Los Angeles and Bay Area models with overall versus pri-
vate sector union density are provided as Appendix B. The values for union density in the
figures start at 2% (the minimum), and the distribution is truncated at 32%. Although union
density ranges up to 56%, highly unionized occupations tend to have very fairly low represen-
tation of newcomer Latinos, as Table 4.3 shows. There are no brown-collar occupations with
more than 34% union coverage. To be specific, at union coverage rates greater than 34%, the
share of newcomer Latino men ranges from 0% to 3%.
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Percentage of Recent-Immigrant Latino Men in Local Occupations
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by Union Density, Greater Los Angeles, 2000
source :  2000 5% PUMS files and 1998–2002 MORG files.
note :  Penalties are computed at the mean of annual earnings: Los Angeles, $42,796.
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note : Penalties are computed at the mean of annual earnings: San Francisco, $58,224.
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wage penalty of $10,921 when only 2% of the workers in this occupation were
unionized. When 32% of workers were covered by a union contract the penalty
plummeted to $4,045.14 The brown-collar penalties declined steadily as union den-
sity rose in both metropolitan areas, although the brown-collar penalties varied more
in the Bay Area than in Los Angeles.15

Because newcomer Latinos are so highly concentrated in the private sector, pri-
vate sector workers are likely to be most susceptible to brown-collar pay penalties.
Public sector workers, who are unlikely to share workplaces with newcomer Latinos,
tend to be buffered from penalties, and this buffer is reinforced by the greater union
density that is characteristic of the public sector. Unionization rates mitigated wage
penalties in the private sector, as shown in Figures 4.8 and 4.9. In fact, in greater Los
Angles the mediating effect of private sector unionization (see Figure 4.8) was stron-
ger than that of overall unionization (see Figure 4.6).16 This is reflected in the larger
spread between lines on the graph in Figure 4.8 than in Figure 4.6.

Unionization, then, did have an impact on brown-collar wage penalties in greater
Los Angeles and the San Francisco Bay Area. Workers in fields that had a higher rate
of unionization suffered smaller penalties than did workers in less unionized occupa-
tions. It appears that workers without union representation bear the brunt of wage
penalties in brown-collar occupations.

Nationwide Comparison

To determine whether the results for California’s two largest immigrant-receiving
metropolitan areas represent a general phenomenon, further analyses were con-
ducted for all the ten immigrant-receiving CMSAs in the United States combined.17

Brown-collar wage penalties were significantly lower in local occupations with higher
rates of overall union density. However, wage penalties did not vary significantly by
private sector union density in the national analyses. Further, both the brown-collar

14. These penalties are calculated at the mean of annual earnings. Hence, they approximate pen-
alties for workers with average individual and local occupation characteristics.

15. The interaction of overall union density*proportion recent-immigrant Latino men is statisti-
cally significant in the Bay Area, but just shy of statistical significance in greater Los Angeles
(p , .054). An alternative model combining the two CMSAs also shows a statistically signifi-

cant interaction. The results for overall union density in Los Angeles should be regarded as
strongly suggestive.

16. The interaction of private sector union density with recent-immigrant Latino men is statisti-
cally significant in both the Los Angeles and San Francisco CMSAs.

17. Results are available on request. This sample is comprised of CMSAs in which at least 1% of
the labor force is recent-immigrant Latinos: greater Los Angeles, the San Francisco Bay Area,
Chicago-Gary-Kenosha, Dallas–Ft. Worth, Denver-Boulder-Greeley, Houston-Galveston-
Brazoria, Miami–Ft. Lauderdale, New York–Northern New Jersey–Long Island, Portland-
Salem, and Washington-Baltimore. These multilevel models utilize data for 766,570 individu-
als and 3,877 local occupations (occupations-in-CMSAs).



122 the  state  of  cal i fornia  l abor  /  2004

Percentage of Recent-Immigrant Latino Men in Local Occupations

20%151050

–$15,000

–$10,000

–$5,000

$0

–$20,000

A
nn

ua
l W

ag
e 

P
en

al
ty

–$14,165

–$482

–$3,662

–$6,603

–$9,323

–$11,838
–$11,138

–$362

–$2,777

–$5,055

–$7,202

–$9,228

–$7,792

–$4,947
–$6,397

–$242

–$1,872

–$4,091

–$121
–$946
–$1,756
–$2,550
–$3,328

$0

Union Coverage 14%

Union Coverage 20%

Union Coverage 8%

Union Coverage 2%

Union Coverage 26%

Union Coverage 32%

–$3,440

  4 .8 . Wage Penalties for Average Worker in Brown-Collar Occupations 
in Private Sector, by Union Density, Greater Los Angeles, 2000
source :  2000 5% PUMS files and 1998–2002 MORG files.
note : Penalties are computed at the mean of annual earnings: Los Angeles, $42,796.

Percentage of Recent-Immigrant Latino Men in Local Occupations

20%151050

–$15,000

–$10,000

–$5,000

$0

–$20,000

A
nn

ua
l W

ag
e 

P
en

al
ty

–$15,623

–$748

–$4,090

–$7,237

–$10,201

–$12,993
–$12,162

–$562

–$3,095

–$5,517

–$7,832

–$10,046

–$8,420

–$5,346
–$6,906

–$375

–$2,082

–$4,374

–$188
–$1,050
–$1,900
–$2,737
–$3,562

$0

Union Coverage 14%

Union Coverage 20%

Union Coverage 8%

Union Coverage 2%

Union Coverage 26%

Union Coverage 32%

–$3,738

  4 .9 . Wage Penalties for Average Worker in Brown-Collar Occupations 
in Private Sector, by Union Density, San Francisco Bay Area, 2000
source :  2000 5% PUMS files and 1998–2002 MORG files.
note : Penalties are computed at the mean of annual earnings: San Francisco, $58,224.



catanzar ite  /  immigrat ion ,  un ion  dens ity ,  and  wage  penal it ie s 123

wage penalty and the mitigating effect of unionization appeared to be smaller in the
national models than in California.

CONCLUSION

Employment in brown-collar occupations carried substantial wage disadvantages for
native-born workers and earlier-immigrant Latinos, both in California and nation-
ally, in 2000. This was the case across primary metropolitan statistical areas in 1990
(Catanzarite 2003, 2004) and for greater Los Angeles, at least, in 1980 as well (Cat-
anzarite 1998). In addition, the presence of newcomer Latinos lowered relative wages
for other workers in Los Angeles between 1980 and 1990, thus establishing a causal
order (Catanzarite 2002). The findings reported here provide further evidence that
new immigrants adversely influence wages for both natives and earlier immigrants
working in brown-collar jobs.

The analyses also demonstrate that wage competition with new immigrants can
be mitigated. The presence of unionization significantly reduces wage suppression in
brown-collar occupations by improving working conditions and wages; where union
density is high, workers incur smaller wage penalties than do their counterparts in
less unionized fields. Union density is treated here as a structural feature of local
occupations, and the implied mechanism for its influence is that the greater power
to shape wages and working conditions benefits workers in the unionized segment of
an occupation and those in the nonunionized segment as well. Those most likely to
benefit from unionization are individuals covered under collective bargaining agree-
ments, but the mere presence of such arrangements in a local occupation should
push up prevailing wages and provide some benefits for nonunion workers.

This study suggests that recent-immigrant Latinos should be reaping some of the
benefits brought about by high unionization rates in their local occupations. Yet,
because newcomers are less likely to join a union (Waldinger and Der-Martorisian
2000), and because they are more likely to be employed in informal arrangements
(for example, in residential construction or private household gardening), the effects
of union density, including spillover effects, are likely to be small, particularly for the
most marginalized workers.

The same logic applies to earlier-immigrant Latinos. Although they are more
established than newcomers, this group is relatively unlikely to be unionized and
includes a large share of unauthorized workers who are employed under informal
arrangements. Unionization is less likely to buffer these workers from brown-collar
wage penalties than is the case for native-born workers. In general, earlier immi-
grants suffer more negative consequences of immigration than do natives simply
because they compete most directly with recent-immigrant Latinos. They are more
likely than natives to be working side by side with newcomer Latinos (see Catan-
zarite 1998, 2004; Grossman 1982; Smith and Edmonston 1997); they are also more
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likely than natives to be employed at the same worksites as newcomer Latinos and to
have jobs that are similar. Earlier-immigrant Latinos also suffer larger pay penalties
than do native-born workers (Catanzarite 1998, 2004).

Union representation may give greater protection to natives than to immigrants,
but native-born workers still experience wage competition in the form of substantial
brown-collar pay penalties. Both native-born men and earlier-immigrant Latino
men in these jobs suffer a substantial wage discount relative to their counterparts in
other fields.

These findings do not support a sweeping conclusion that immigration is gener-
ally harmful to native workers (as I have also noted elsewhere; see Catanzarite 2003,
2004). Many brown-collar occupations thrive precisely because of the availability of
immigrant labor. If cheap immigrant labor were not abundant, more labor-intensive
operations would relocate overseas and private household jobs might be performed
by family members.18 Further, the population growth that accompanies immigra-
tion creates a broad range of job opportunities for native-born workers in produc-
tion and services, and it thus provides many potential avenues for employment for
native-born workers outside brown-collar fields.19

The debate about competition between native-born and immigrant workers has
given scarce attention to policies that would lessen the potentially negative effects of
immigration on wages. Given the likelihood that undocumented immigration will
continue, and that policies intended to prevent it will remain relatively ineffective,
policy debate should focus on identifying mechanisms to raise the status of less-
skilled immigrants, not continually reargue the pros and cons of immigration restric-
tion. The finding that union density buffers other workers from brown-collar wage
effects indicates that policies to address immigrant wage competition can be mutu-
ally beneficial to newcomers and to the more established groups with whom they
may compete. Strengthening the position of marginal workers in this way may,
indeed, protect those higher in the employment hierarchy.

Unionization generally improves wages, regardless of the composition of any
given occupation or industry in which it appears. The findings reported here suggest
that in immigrant-rich labor markets, like those in California’s two largest metropol-
itan areas, improving conditions for disadvantaged immigrants through unioniza-
tion might be an effective strategy to protect the interests of native-born workers. It
is perhaps no accident, then, that organized labor in recent years has become much
more supportive of immigrants’ rights and has devoted considerable attention to
organizing immigrants, especially in California. Indeed, the AFL-CIO has been a

18. See Milkman et al. 1998 on the positive relationship between the incidence of domestic service
employment and cities’ immigrant presence.

19. Note also that some disadvantaged natives experience mobility out of brown-collar occupa-
tions into better positions; such workers complement immigrants and benefit from their
influx. Others, however, may be pushed out of the labor force entirely if employers prefer
newcomer Latinos in particular jobs.
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leading voice in support of an amnesty for undocumented immigrants and, more
generally, has emerged at the forefront of the immigration reform movement. This
implicit recognition that native-born and immigrant workers have interests in com-
mon is borne out by the analyses presented here.
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APPENDIX A.  Data and Methods

The analyses employ the 2000 5% Census PUMS in conjunction with the pooled 1998–2002
Current Population Survey (CPS) Merged Outgoing Rotation Group (MORG) files. The
individual-level PUMS data are for men who are U.S.-born Whites, African Americans, or
Latinos, or earlier-immigrant Latinos (arrived before 1995).1 The age range is eighteen to
sixty-four; individuals must have worked in the prior year and lived in either the Los Angeles–
Riverside–Orange CMSA or the San Francisco–Oakland–San Jose CMSA, both of which re-
ceived substantial shares of recent-immigrant Latinos in the late 1990s. Recent immigrants
are defined as those who came to the United States between 1995 and 2000. Supplemental
analyses include eight other Latino immigrant-receiving CMSAs.2

Multilevel models, discussed in detail below, predict workers’ earnings as a function of
individual and occupation-within-CMSA characteristics.

Level-1 independent variables include: years of education, potential labor force experience
(age minus education minus 6), potential experience squared, marital status, the natural loga-
rithm of hours worked per week last year, the natural log of weeks worked, and dummy vari-
ables distinguishing native African Americans, native Latinos, and earlier-immigrant Latinos
(with native Whites the omitted category). The dependent variable is the natural logarithm of
annual earnings in the prior year.

At level two, I construct a dataset for occupation-within-CMSAs, aggregated from PUMS
data on all individuals at least sixteen years of age in the relevant CMSAs who worked in the
prior year. The analyses are restricted to occupation-CMSAs with at least twenty incumbents
in order to avoid estimation problems associated with small cell sizes.3 The resulting level-2
datasets have 452 units for greater Los Angeles and 400 for the Bay Area.

The level-2 file includes information on the demographic composition of occupations
within each CMSA (for example, the percentage of recent-immigrant Latino men, the per-
centage of women).4 It also contains aggregate indicators of skills in the local occupation
(natives’ mean education, natives’ mean potential labor force experience). Because recent-
immigrant Latinos tend to pile up in low-skill occupations (Catanzarite 2002), I control for

1. PUMS data are weighted by the census weighting field divided by the mean weight; thus, the
sample size is still 5% of the population.

2. In preliminary analyses with the 1% Census PUMS, I identified CMSAs for potential inclusion
based on labor force share of recent-immigrant Latinos. Casting a broad net, I included
CMSAs with a minimum of 1% recent-immigrant Latinos (women and men combined). After
compiling the 5% data on these candidate CMSAs, I eliminated three that had less than 1%
recent-immigrant Latinos in this larger dataset (Boston-Worcester-Lawrence, Milwaukee-
Racine, and Sacramento-Yolo). The ten that are included in the national analyses are: greater
Los Angeles, the San Francisco Bay Area, Chicago-Gary-Kenosha, Dallas–Ft. Worth, Denver-
Boulder-Greeley, Houston-Galveston-Brazoria, Miami–Ft. Lauderdale, New York–Northern
New Jersey–Long Island, Portland-Salem, and Washington-Baltimore.

3. Because of this restriction, results may not be generalizable to very small local occupations.
4. In the Los Angeles and San Francisco areas, the lion’s share of immigrant Latinos are Mexican

or Central American. Alternate analyses using local occupations’ share of recent-immigrant
Mexican or Central American men did not differ substantially from those using the larger
group of recent-immigrant Latino men either nationally or in California; hence I use the latter
variable in the analyses presented here.
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these skill proxies to avoid spurious effects. To further guard against possible spurious effects
associated with contingent work, I construct controls for the proportion of part-time jobs
and the proportion of public sector jobs in the occupation-CMSA. The level-2 data file also
includes aggregated information on union density in each local occupation.

Union density in the occupation-CMSA is estimated using the CPS’s annual merged out-
going rotation group (MORG) data for 1998–2002. These five years of data, centered around
2000, are pooled to construct a sample large enough to produce reliable estimates of union
density for major industry groups (MIGs) within CMSAs. The 1998–2002 pooled, un-
weighted Ns are 34,947 for greater Los Angeles and 12,348 for the San Francisco Bay Area.
CPS data are weighted prior to constructing the union density variables, and the five-year
weighted Ns are 27,992,967 for greater Los Angeles and 13,748,611 for the Bay Area.5

Employed civilian wage and salary workers, ages sixteen and over, are asked two questions
concerning union coverage: whether the individual is a member of a labor union or an em-
ployee association similar to a union; and, if not, whether she or he is covered by a union or
employee association contract. I constructed two unionization variables: union coverage (in-
cluding both members and nonmembers), and private sector union coverage (for those em-
ployed in the private sector). I then collapsed the detailed industry categories to thirteen MIGs
based on the 1990 industry classifications and aggregated the CPS data to obtain unionization
rates in each local major industry group (that is, each MIG-within-CMSA). These data were
then merged onto the individual-level PUMS file, matching by 1990 MIG.6 Thus, each indi-
vidual in the census was assigned a union density variable corresponding to their local industry
(for example, workers employed in the greater Los Angeles wholesale trade industry receive a
union coverage score of 7%). When these data are aggregated to the occupation-CMSA level,
they are averaged across incumbents in the local occupation and represent union density in the
occupation—that is, each individual is assigned the unionization rate for their industry, and
these are then averaged across workers in an occupation to get the occupation’s unionization
rate.

I employed hierarchical modeling (Bryk and Raudenbush 1992; Wong and Mason 1991),
predicting individuals’ annual earnings as a function of both individual-level and occupation-
by-CMSA level characteristics. The key effects of interest are the influence of the proportion
of recent-immigrant Latino men (RILM) in the local occupation on other men’s earnings and
the interaction of RILM by occupations’ union density. I estimate the magnitude of pay pen-
alties associated with brown-collar occupations and the mediating influence of union density
on brown-collar wage penalties.

Models take into account the importance of other local occupation factors on the earnings
determination process. Level 2 controls include local occupations’ proportion women, the
skill proxies (mean of natives’ education, and mean of natives’ potential experience), employ-
ment regularity (proportion part-time, proportion public sector), as well as the main effect of
union coverage.

5. I used the recently-released (and slightly improved) 2000 census-based weights for 2000
through 2002. (This differs from estimates on Hirsch and MacPherson’s www.unionstats.com
website, as the revised weights were not yet released when they published their figures.) These
are provided on the CPS-MORG files compiled by the National Bureau of Economic
Research.

6. The coding of Census’s 2000 industries to 1990 MIGs was informed by the U.S. Census
Bureau’s industry crosswalk (Scopp 2003)
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The full models take the following form and are simultaneously estimated.

yij 5 b0j 1 b1jNative Black 1 b2jNative Latino 1 b3jEarlier-Imm Latino 1 BX 1 eij (1)

where yij is the earnings of individual i in occupation-by-MA j; X is a vector of individual
characteristics, B is a vector of their coefficients, and e is the error term. The control variables
are fixed across local occupations, with the exception of the ethnicity dummy variables. The
latter are permitted to vary across occupation-CMSAs; this estimation decision is based on
other research showing differential ethnicity effects across local occupations (Catanzarite
2004).

The occupation-by-MA models use the intercept, b0j, as the dependent variable:

B0j 5 a00 1 ZO 1 r0j (2)

where O is a vector of occupation-by-MA characteristics, including the main effects of RILM
and union density, and in the final model, the interaction of these two terms. Z is a vector of
their coefficients, and r is the error term.

An intermediate model, including the main effects of RILM and union coverage, but no
error term, uses all grand-mean centered variables, with the exception of RILM. This model
tests the overall effect of RILM on individual wages.

In the final model, all variables are grand-mean centered, except the terms for proportion
RILM, union coverage, and the interaction of these two variables. The interaction of union
coverage3proportion RILM tests whether brown-collar pay penalties are significantly lower
in local occupations where industrial union density is higher. Alternative models use either
overall unionization rates or private sector unionization within industries.

VARIANCE ACROSS OCCUPATION-CMSA

In addition to the two models discussed above, a baseline model, with no variables, but with
an intercept that varies by occupation-CMSA, provides information on the variance of earn-
ings across level 2 units. This analysis of variance yields an intraclass correlation coefficient of
.26 in Los Angeles and .27 in the Bay Area, indicating that 26% of the variance in earnings is
between occupations in Los Angeles and 27% is between occupations in the Bay Area. The
models depicted graphically in Figures 4.8 and 4.9 (with the interaction of RILM by private
sector union density) demonstrate that the wage determination process is strongly influenced
by contextual factors associated with the local occupation: local occupations’ demographic
composition, average skills, employment regularity, and private sector union density explain
94% of the between-occupation variance in greater Los Angeles and 93% in the San Francisco
Bay Area.
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APPENDIX B.  Occupation-Level Effects on Individual-Level Coefficients from 
Between-Context Hierarchical Linear Model Regressions 
Greater Los Angeles and San Francisco Bay Areas, 2000

Independent Variables: 
Occupation-Level Effects

dependent variable :  level- 1  intercept

Los Angeles CMSA San Francisco CMSA

Intercept 10.140 (.026)*** 10.137 (.022)*** 10.363 (.027)*** 10.362 (.023)***
Proportion recent-

immigrant latino 
men (RILM) 22.051 (.397)*** 22.140 (.458)*** 21.782 (.422)*** 21.662 (.413)***

Proportion female 2.095 (.032)** 2.074 (.034)* 2.136 (.038)** 2.131 (.039)***
Natives’ mean 

education .092 (.008)*** .096 (.008)*** .074 (.008)*** .076 (.009)***
Natives’ mean 

potential experience 2.005 (.002)* 2.004 (.002)* 2.007 (.002)* 2.007 (.002)*
Proportion public 

employed .016 (.063) .058 (.046) 2.040 (.065) 2.017 (.047)
Proportion part-time 2.775 (.071)*** 2.760 (.072)*** 2.735 (.075)*** 2.728 (.076)***
Union density 

(proportion covered) .252 (.143)* — .141 (.139)* —
Union density 3 RILM 4.341 (2.694)a — 5.277 (1.535)** —
Private sector 

union density — .434 (.179)** — .217 (.160)
Private sector union 

density 3 RILM — 6.510 (3.632)* — 4.991 (1.627)**

source: 2000 5% PUMS files and 1998–2002 MORG files.
note: * p , .05;  **p , .01;  ***p , .001, one-tailed;  ap , .054, one-tailed.




