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Gender Gap of Immigrant Groups in the United States

Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to explore the determinants of the gender gaps in the U.S. of immigrant
groups from different countries. More specifically, the purpose of this paper is two-folded. First, it will
explore how in theory the social norms in the country of origin determine the gender gap through two
avenues. Second, it will create an empirical model to test the hypotheses generated by the theory.
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Gender gap of Immigrant groupsin the United States

Gender Gap of Immigrant Groups In
the United States

l. Introduction

he gender wage gap isaphenomenon that ap

pearsto persst and prevail inmany countries;

however, theleve of thegender gapisfar from
uniform from country to country. For example, in
1990 the average wage of awomanwaorking in manu-
facturing in Brazil was 54% of the average mae's
wageinthat industry, whereasin Myanmar thisper-
centage was 106 (Statistics Division of the United
Nations Secretariat, 2000). Moreover, researchers
havefound evidencethat thereare statistically sgnifi-
cant differencesin the gender wage gap across coun-
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The purpose of this paper isto explorethe
determinants of the gender gapsintheU.S. of immi-
grant groupsfromdifferent countries. More specifi-
cally, the purpose of this paper istwo-folded. Frg, it
will explore how intheory the socid normsinthe coun-
try of origin determine the gender gap through two
avenues. Second, it will createan empirical model to
test the hypotheses generated by the theory.

Therest of thispaper isorganized asfollows.
The next section will describethetheory relevant to
the subject of gender gap and discusshow it relates
toimmigrant groupsinparticular. Section 1 will de-

tries (Antecol, 2001). The
variation in the gender gap
acrossnationsseemsto persist
even after immigration — i.e.
immigrationgroupsfromdiffer-
ent countries exhibit different

“Immigrant Groupsfrom
different Countries exhibit differ-
ent gender gapsin the same host
country”

scribe the hypotheses gener-
ated by thetheory and theem-
pirical model that will be used
to test the hypotheses. Section
IV presentsthe results of the
test and discussesthoseresults

gender gaps in the same host
country. For instance, in 1990 working Syrian fe-
male immigrants earn on average 28% of the male
working immigrants from the same group, whereas
for Russian immigrants this percentage was 100
(Rugglesand Sobek, 1997).

To explain the variation of the gender gap
acrossimmigrant groupsfromdifferent countries af-
ter they arrive inthe U.S., we need to explore the
determinants of the gender gapingenera. Thispa-
per will argue that the gender gap of an immigrant
groupintheU.S. isdetermined mainly by socia norms
inthe country of origin. Inaddition, it will also be
argued that the effect of social norms takes place
through two avenues. First, social normsdetermine
theinvestmentsin formal education, whichisanim-
portant determinant of earnings. Furthermore, socia
norms determine the pattern of participationinthe
labor market, thefamily structure and the choiceof a
field of work.

in the context of the theory.
Section V will draw conclusionsand expand onthe
policy implicationsthat follow fromtheresults.

II. Theory and Literature Review

As mentioned earlier, two main avenues
through which social normsinthe country of origin
influence the gender gap will be discussed inthispa-
per. Frg, thissectionwill discussthe effect thet takes
placethrough forma education investment decisons.
Then, other possiblewaysinwhich social normscan
reflect onthe gender gap will be considered.

Effect of Country-of-Origin Gender Norms
Through Formal Education

Oneof the avenuesthroughwhich the social
norms affect the gender gap isthrough the choice of
investment informal education. By investigating the
theoretical connection between societal valuesand
persond preferenceswewill draw conclusons about
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thegender gap of immigrant groups. A smplesupply
and demand model can explainwhy higher levels of
human capitd, and formd educationin particular, gen-
erdly earn higher rewards. Theaccumulation of for-
mal education— onetype of human capita — increases
the productivity of aworker. Itiswidely accepted
that the relationship between education and earnings
issignificant (Chiswick, 1978). Since under com-
petitive assumptionsthe margina productivity of the
worker isequal to theworker’swage, higher levels
of formal educationin general trandate into higher
earnings. The payoff of each dollar spent on educa-
tion is on average between 1.05 and 1.15 dollars
(Psacharopoulos, 1985). However, the acquisition
of formal education comesonly at the expense of di-
rect cogs, forgoneearningsand leisure. For example,
the cost of acollege degreeiscomprised of tuition
costs, and the opportunity costs of thetime spent in
school rather than in the labor market or at leisure
(Parsons, 1974). Thus, economists often perceive
accumulation of formal education as aninvestment
that will yield returnsin terms of higher wages (Par-
sons, 1974; Sicilian and Grossberg, 2001; Khan,
1997).

Assuming that peoplearerationd, theinvest-
ment informal educationwill depend onthe payoff of
theinvestment; morespecificaly, apersonwill choose
aleve of investment that maximizesher gains. Thisis

the main idea behind the human capital theory. We
will consider a specific type of formal educationin-
vestment — college education. Let anindividual be
consdering whether to pursue acollege degree; this
decisionisdiscrete rather than continuous and the
problemof maximizationissmply aproblemof choos-
ing the better of two options. Figure 1 showsthe
costsand benefitsthat one hasto takeinto consider-
ation when deciding whether or not to obtain acol-
lege degree (Blau, 2002). Boththe college graduate
and high school graduate' searningsincreasewith ex-
perience; however, the college graduate’s earnings
increase faster than do the high school graduate’ sas
the higher qudifications of the college graduate al-
lows her to benefit more from on the job training.
Thus, the person making the decison will chooseto
invest inacollege degreeif the present value of the
benefitsisgreater than the present value of the sum of
theindirect and direct costs.

However, if the person making the decision
expectsto interrupt her career for caring for children,
then the benefits of the degree change as shownin
Figure 2. The new benefit congsts of only the high-
lighted partsof thegraph. Whilethewomanisout of
thelabor market her wage doesnot increase. More-
over, whenthewoman interruptsher career, her ex-
perience beforetheinterruption matterslessthan if
therewasnointerruption. Thus, whenawoman goes

Figure 1 The costsand benefits of a college degree. (Blau, 2002)
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back to work after theinterruption, shehasto start at
alower salary than the one at which sheleft (Blau,
2002).

Thus, the persond preferenceto interrupt her
career decreasesthe worker’s payoff of obtaining a
college degree and makesit lesslikely that she will
chooseto pursue higher education. If thispreference
isshared by womenin acertain country, but not by
themeninthe country, thenwewill observe agender
formal educationgap. Infact, gender normsinacoun-
try affect such preferences. There are severa rea-
sonsto believe that thisistrue. For example, ina
society inwhichwomen hold relatively disadvantaged
positioninthelabor market thelack of same-sex role
modeds of the same nationdlity might increasethe per-
ceived discrimination and the Satistica discrimination.
Womenwill then be discouraged from participating
consstently inthelabor market. Second, inasociety
inwhichwomen are expected to participate lessthan
meninthelabor market, theremight be higher costs—
such associd disgpprova — for women thanfor men
of |abor force participation.

Human capital, and formal educationin par-
ticular, can bethought of asa*stock” of income-pro-
ducing skill and knowledgethat isacquired through a
flow of investment over anindividud'slifetime. When
aworker choosesto immigrate, they carry with them-
selveshuman capital baggage. Moreover, thelevel

of formal education accumulation caninfact be pre-
dicted to be fixed in the short run for older immi-
grants. Onereasonisthat onceformal educationis
accumulated, the cost isusually sunk. Althoughfor-
md education eventualy wearsout (by forgetting) and
becomes obsolete, it isfixed inthe short run. More-
over, additiona accumulation of human capita reguires
both significant preliminary planning, aswell astime
and funds. For younger immigrantswith lessexperi-
enceinthework force and lessformal educationthe
opportunity cost of the time spent in school will be
lower and they will be more likely to pursue more
education. For older immigrants however, the op-
portunity cost ishigher and their formal educational
attainment islikely to befixed inthe short run. Addi-
tiondly, onemight find it moredifficult to borrow dur-
ing theeducationd investment period (Parsons, 1974).
Immigrants may experience even greater difficulty in
financing their education asthey often have alesses-
tablished credit history and since they often spend a
ggnificant amount of money toimmigrate. Such diffi-
cultieswill additionally make older immigrants' for-
mal education fixed and thus, human capital gender
gapswould carry over asthe immigrants enter the
U.S.

To summarize, gender norms can affect the
immigrant group gender gap inthe U.S. by affecting
theaccumulation of formal education. Thereasonto

Figure2: Thecostsand benefitsof a collegedegreewhen thereisan interruption in the career.
(Blau, 2002)
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believethat formal education gap will carry onto the
new society isthat formal educationisfixedinthe
short run. Having considered how gender normsin
the country of origin of theimmigrantsaffect thegen-
der gapintheU.S. through formal education, wewill
now explore other avenuesthrough which the social
normsaffect the gender gap.

Effect of Country-of-Origin Gender Norms
Through Non-Formal-Education Avenues

Family Labor Divison

One avenuethroughwhich the gender norms
inthe country of origin can affect the gender gap of
thegroup inthe U.S. isfamily structure. If women
arriveinthenew country withtherr family, the Cournot-
Nash model of family decision making (Chen and
Woolley, 2001) predictsthet their decisonsof whether
to pursue an uninterrupted career might betaken by
thefamily asthedeciding unit rather than by thewomen
asanindividual. Eventhoughindividualswithinthe
family attempt to maximizetheir own utility, they are
interdependent because they care about each other
and because they share assets (e.g. housing) and re-
sponsihilities (e.g. child care) (Chen and Woolley,
2001). Thus, decisonsconcerning labor divisonare
likely to betaken by thefamily asthe deciding unit. If
thereisapreexisting divison of labor withinthefam-
ily beforeimmigration, thisdivison might perss after
immigration evenif it isnot benefit maximizing for the
woman. |If thefamily comesfromasociety inwhich
the societal model dictates that the woman should
devotelittletimeto work outsdethe home, theinert
divison of labor withinthe family will result ininert
pseudo-preferences of thewoman.

Choiceof Occupation and Accumulation of
Experiencein theCountry of Origin

Economigtsreason that thereisan additiona
explanation of the gender gap. Wagesin technical
fields of work are higher than the average and grow-
ing (Berman, Bound and Machin, 1998), but women
arelesslikely than men to pursue amathematics ma
jorincollege (Weinberger, 1999). Infact, eventhough
women represented 46% of the United Stateslabor
forcein 1996, they held only 22% of thejobsinmath-
ematics, scienceor engineering (Hanson, 1996). One
possible explanation of thisisthat individualswho
expect that their labor market participation will be
interrupted, for child bearing for example, might avoid
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fields such as science, computer science, engineer-
ing, inwhich changeisrapid (Blau, et d, 2002). Thus,
if traditional gender rolesrequirethat thewomanin-
terrupt her career to carefor her children, shewill be
lesslikely to takeonajobin such afield. Thechoice
of afield of work usually requires preliminary plan-
ning and isthuslesslikely to change after immigra-
tion. Thisisan additional reason of why traditional
gender rolesinthe native society can influence the
gender gap inthe host country (throughthewomen’s
choiceof field of work).

Moreover, thework experience of animmi-

grant depends on thelabor force participationinthe
country of origin. If traditional gender rolesinthe
country of origin require that awoman spend little
timeinthework force, awoman immigrant will be
lesslikely to have much work experience when she
enterstheU.S. Since experienceisone of the deter-
minantsof earnings, awork experience gap will lead
to ahigher gender gapinthehost country.
To conclude, the gender normsinthe country of ori-
gin of theimmigrant group affect the gender gap of
thegroup inthe U.S. through avenues other than hu-
man capital, aswell. Namely, gender norms affect
thegroup’sgender gapinthe U.S. throughtheinert
family structure aswell asthrough carrying choices of
field of specialization and work experience obtained
inthe country of origin.

I11. Hypothesesand Empirical M odel
Thedataused inthe empirica section of this
work isextracted from the Economic Commission
for Latin Americaand the Caribbean (1998), then-
ternational Labour Organization Bureau of Statistics
(1998-2002), Rugglesand Sobek et. a. (1997), the
Statistics Divison of the United Nations Secretariat
(2000) and the United Nations Children’s Fund
(1999). The dataused isfrom the years 1980 and
1990. All dataisan averagefor countriesor anaver-
agefor immigrant groupsfromdifferent countries.
Asdiscussed inthe previous section, gender
normsinthecountry of origin affect thegender gapin
thehost country intwo ways— through formd educa
tion accumulation on one hand, and through choice of
field, work experiencein the country of originand
inert family labor divison ontheother. Thisisalso
illustrated in Figure 3. Thus, thetwo hypothesesto
betested will be associated with those two avenues.
Theindependent variable, which will measure
the gender gap, will be ImmWoMen — the average
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Figure3: lllustration of theavenuesthrough which gender normsin thecountry of origin affect the
gender gap intheU.S.

Formad
Education

Gender Norms
in the Country
of Origin

Family labor

____—? division

Gender gap of
the immigrant

y

group inthe U.S.

Choice of Occupation
and Experienceinthe
Country of Origin

U.S. wageof working womenintheimmigrant group
divided by theaverage U.S. wage earned by work-
ing meninthesamegroup. Thedatafor thisvariable
isextracted from Steven and Mathew Sobek et. al.
(1997). Theaveragesare computed only for work-
ing individuals so that peoplewho arestudents, arein
atraining program, or areretired areexcluded. Itis
important to acknowledgethat thismight result ina
lower gender gap thantherea gender gapinearnings
(if women participateinthework forceless). Thisis

necessary because thetheory isbased only on cases
of individualswho are participating in the labor mar-
ket. Moreover, the excluson of non-working indi-
vidualsisconsistent in all other measures. Therea
son that wages are used rather than total incomeis
that the gender wage gap is of concern especialy
because men and women earn different wages, not
becausethey receive different incomesasawhole.
Thetheory presented in Section |1 advocates
that one of the factors determining the gender wage

Table 1: Determinantsof thegroup gender gap, the proxiesused to estimatethem and the predicted
effect on thegender gap of theimmigrant group.

Proxy
Dependent Variable
1 - Gender Wage Gap

men's average wage

Ratio of working immigrant women's
average wage to working immigrant

Effect of Gender Norms in the Country of Origin to be Captured

Through formal education
immigrant men's

Through the family divison of
labor, through choice of career
and work experience in the
source country

country

Ratio of working women's immigrant
average education rescaled to working

Ratio of women's to men's average
wages in manufacturing in the native

Symbol used Source Exp. sign
ImmWoMen Steven and
Mathew Sobek
et. a. (1997)
EdWoM en Russ and (+)
Sobek et. al.
(1997)
NatWoM en * (+)

* Economic Commission for Latin Americaand the Caribbean (1998), I nternational Labour Organization Bureau of Statistics
(1998-2002), StatisticsDivision of the United Nations Secretariat (2000) and United Nations Children’s Fund (1999)
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gap of theimmigrant group in the U.S. will be the
formal education. Thereasonthat thisfactor will be
ggnificant inexplaining the variation of thegender gap
acrossimmigrant groupsis because any significant
human capital gap inthe country of originisexpected
topersst. Asarguedin Sectionll, thelower thefor-
mal education gap intheimmigrant group, the lower
we can expect the gender wage gap to be. Thisfol-
lowssmply fromthefact that forma education accu-
mulation paysoff intermsof higher wagesasargued
intheprevioussection. Thevariable used to measure
educationwill betherecoded education variablefrom
the Rugglesand Sobek et. al. (1997). Therecoded
education variable depends on the number of grades
completed and degreesreceived rather than onthe
number of yearsof study. Thus, the variable takes
value 1 for O yearsto kindergarten, 2 for grades 1
through 4, etc. dl theway to 9 for agraduate or medi-
cal school degree. Thevariable used to measurethe
education gap will be EdAWoMen — the average
recoded education for women divided by the aver-
agerecoded educationfor men. Thehigher thisratio,
the lower the gender wage capital cap and thus, the
higher theratio of women'saverageto men'saverage
wage. Thisway, theexpected coefficient associated
with EAWoM en ispositive.

The previous section dso concluded that the
native gender norms' effect consists not only of an
effect through formal education but also of an effect
through the somewheat rigid family division of labor,
gender differencesin choice of career and in work
experience accumulated inthe country of origin. To
capturethiseffect, it isnecessary to include amea-
sure of gender norms. A somewhat imperfect mea-
sure of the gender normsistheratio of women'sav-
erage sdlariesto men'saverage wagesin the country
of origin. More specifically, the proxy chosen —
NatWoMen — will betheratio of averagewomen’s
wagesin manufacturing to average men’'swagesin
manufacturing in the country of origin. Naturally,
NatWoMenisnot aperfect measure of the societal
gender norms. Thereasonthat manufacturingischo-
senishbecause of dataavailability and because manu-
facturing wages depend on experience but littleon
education. Thus, thismeasure partly avoidsthe cor-
relation with EdAWoMen. The sourcesfromwhich
the dataisextracted will be the Economic Commis-
sion for Latin America and the Caribbean (1998),
International Labour Organization Bureau of Statis-
tics(1998-2002), StatisticsDivision of the United
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Nations Secretariat (2000) and United Nations
Children’'sFund (1999). Inthismodel NatWoMen
can be expected to account for the effect of the gen-
der normsother than through formal education. We
can expect that thehigher the nativeratio of women's
to men'ssdaries, the higher theratio of wagesfor the
immigrant group. Thus, the expected sign of the co-
efficient associated with the nativewagerétio ispos-
tive.

Therefore, theempirical mode will be equa-
tion (1)

ImmWoM en = A*EdWoM en + B*NatWoM en
+C((1)

The main hypothesesarethat the coefficients
A and B are positive and significant. Inthenext sec-
tion A and B areestimated through alinear regresson
and theresultsare discussed inthe context of the hy-
potheses and the theory presented.

V. Empirical Test and Results

The linear least-square regression with
ImmWoMen as the dependent variable and
EdWoMen and NatWoM en as the independent
variableswasrun. The coefficientsthat theregres-
sion yielded and their significance are described in
Table2.

Table2: Coefficientsfromthelinear regression analysis
with dependent variablelmmWoMen. R2is74%.

Variable Coefficient t value Significance
Congtant 272 2.463 018
EdWoM en .346 10.846 .000
NatWoM en -.115 -.797 430

Theregresson explains 74% of thevariation
of the dependent variable (Adjusted R Squareis.74).
Thus, themodel isrelatively successful in explaining
the gender wage gapsof immigrant groups. Also, the
coefficient of the human capita proxy — the education
ratio EdWoM en — hasthe expected sgnandishighly
ggnificant inexplaining thewageratio lmmWoMen
of immigrant groups. Thismeansthat thegender wage
gapisinfact sgnificantly positively correlated with
the gender formal education gap.

However, Nat\WoM en isnot significant in
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explaning mmwWoM en. Therefore, possbly, theef-
fect of gender normsthrough family divison of labor
and the choice of field of work isnot assignificant as
expected. Itispossblethat, inredity, thefamily inert
divison of labor islessrestricting to theindividua’s
profit maximizing decisonsthan theorized. Itisim-
portant to mentionthat not dl immigrantsimmigratein
theU.S. withther families. Theeffect of gender norms
through thefield of specidization, onthe other hand,
might be accounted for by theeducationvarigble. The
level of educationrequired ishigher for adynamicaly
changing field. Therefore, the human capital gap is
highly correlated with the different participation of men
and women in the highly dynamic fields. Itisalso
important to notethat the measure used for the gen-
der social normsinthe country of originisquitelim-
ited.

V. Conclusion and Policy Implications

Themost important finding of thisstudy isthat
formal education gender gap isasignificant determi-
nant of the gender wage gaps of immigrant groupsin
theU.S. Moreover, when controlling for theformal
education gender gap of thegroupinthe U.S,, other
factorsrelated to the gender normsproveto beinsgg-
nificant in explaining the gender gap of theimmigrant
groupsinthe same host country. It canbe concluded
that the main determinant of the gender gapsof immi-
grant groupsinthe U.S. isthe human capital gender
gap.

Gender gap isusually perceived asan unde-
grable phenomenon. To facilitate the overcoming of
the gender gap the government could facilitatethe ac-
quigtionof forma education of immigrant womenwho
have switched their preferencestowardslonger labor
market participation but do not have the meansto
changetheir formal education accordingly. Onein-
centive systemthat could achievethiseffect would be
onethat secureseasier financing of education for the
targeted group. Future studieswould benefit from
more explicit measures of the gender normsin the
country of origin. Two examples of such more spe-
cific measuresare the size of the average family and
the proportion of women who choose dynamically

changing fields.
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