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INTERGENERATIONAL MOBILITY IN THE POST-1965 
IMMIGRATION ERA: ESTIMATES BY AN IMMIGRANT 
GENERATION COHORT METHOD*

JULIE PARK AND DOWELL MYERS

The new second generation of the post-1965 immigration era is observed as children with their 
parents in 1980 and again as adults 25 years later. Intergenerational mobility is assessed for both men 
and women in four major racial/ethnic groups, both in regard to children’s status attainment relative to 
parents and with regard to the rising societal standards proxied by native-born non-Hispanic whites. 
A profi le of intergenerational mobility is prepared using multiple indicators of status attainment: high 
school and college completion, upper white-collar occupation, poverty, and homeownership. The 
immigrant generation cohort method we introduce accounts for four distinct temporal dimensions of 
immigrant progress, clarifying inconsistencies in the literature and highlighting differences in mobility 
between racial/ethnic groups and with respect to different outcome measures. The immigrant genera-
tion cohort method consistently fi nds greater intergenerational mobility than suggested by alternative 
approaches. Our analysis also shows that the intergenerational progress of women is greater than that 
of men and provides a more complete record of immigrant mobility overall. Findings for individual 
racial/ethnic groups accord with some expectations in the literature and contradict others.

he children of post-1965 immigrants to the United States are regarded as the “new” 
second generation (Massey 1995; Portes and Zhou 1993; Rumbaut 1997) to distinguish 
them from the second generation of the great wave of immigration during the earlier part of 
the twentieth century. As the children of this earlier era of immigration entered adulthood, 
theories of acculturation and assimilation were created and tested to understand the adapta-
tion processes of immigrants and their descendants. Aspects of these theories are still called 
upon today in reference to the new second generation, but new theories have also emerged. 

Why are there new theories of immigrant adaptation or assimilation for the new sec-
ond generation? Many scholars, such as Gans (1992) and Portes and Zhou (1993), have 
explained that there have been substantial changes in immigration fl ows as well as the U.S. 
context in such a way as to warrant these new theories. First and foremost, post-1965 im-
migrants are more racially and economically diverse than past immigrants, which may sub-
stantially infl uence the likelihood of intergenerational progress. Second, the economic con-
text has been restructured from being heavily dominated by solid middle-class, blue-collar 
jobs to an hourglass economy that has bifurcated economic opportunity. Furthermore, the 
social context of rising equality for women in educational and occupational attainment has 
also warranted a new narrative of gendered paths of socioeconomic progress.1 Finally, the 
advent of much richer microdata sets, including historical Public Use Microdata   Samples 
(PUMS) fi les, has enabled more nuanced investigation than was possible before 1980.

The diversity of immigrants and the changing context of reception have prompted 
pessimistic theoretical assertions for immigrant mobility (Perlmann and Waldinger 1997). 
Gans (1992) identifi ed second-generation “decline” as a possible description of what will 

*Julie Park, Department of Sociology and Asian American Studies Program, University of Maryland 2112 
Art-Sociology Building, College Park, MD 20742; e-mail: juliepark@socy.umd.edu. Dowell Myers, School of 
Policy, Planning, and Development, University of Southern California. Research underlying this article is supported 
by the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (R01 D0489102). We gratefully acknowledge 
Seong Hee Min for research assistance and anonymous reviewers for their helpful comments and suggestions.

1. A more detailed comparison of immigration and U.S. context at the turn of the century and post-1965 is 
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occur when second-generation expectations are not met and immigrants’ children are 
not willing to take the kinds of low-wage jobs that their parents had. Followed by many, 
Portes and Zhou (1993) described divergent destinies for different ethnic groups in their 
“segmented assimilation” theory. Within a changing economic context, the central question 
remains: Will the new second generation no longer merge into the mainstream as the second 
generation of the past did?

The changing U.S. context in the past few decades certainly impacts the socioeconomic 
prospects for the new second generation, but it also impacts those in the mainstream. Is 
there a method to capture both the intergenerational progress of immigrant generations as 
well as the changing U.S. context? In this article, we offer the immigrant generation cohort 
method that simultaneously assesses how the second generation has progressed relative 
to their parents and how the mainstream has changed. We use the 1980 PUMS and 2005 
Current Population Survey to observe actual parents of the second generation and their 
children when they reach the same age some 25 years later. The socioeconomic status of 
both generations is within a societal context that is concurrently changing, as scholars 
have emphasized, so the tracking of the mainstream is an integral part of this method. We 
attempt to be temporally specifi c so that we can be more explicit about what changes we 
are actually measuring.

In this article, we use the immigrant generation cohort method to address the following 
questions: Does the new second generation have higher socioeconomic status than their im-
migrant parents, or are they in fact experiencing decline? Is this progress or decline more or 
less than is experienced by members of the mainstream who are of a similar age? Does the 
level of progress or decline remain consistent across multiple indicators of socioeconomic 
status? Beyond gender differences in socioeconomic attainment, is the intergenerational 
mobility from immigrant mothers to second-generation daughters more than what was 
experienced by mothers and daughters in the mainstream?

BACKGROUND
Defi ning Immigrant Mobility

The concept of immigrant mobility hinges on tracking changes over time. However, schol-
arship on immigrant mobility has not always been clear about the dimension of change 
being analyzed. Early scholarship on the turn-of-the-century immigrants and their children 
relied mostly on the conception of melting into the American mainstream (Zangwill 1908). 
Mid-century scholars of immigrant assimilation theorized about this pace of change without 
recourse to any data (Gordon 1964) or based only on what was observable at the present 
moment (Glazer and Moynihan 1963). More explicit status comparisons of the fi rst and 
second generations began with Warner and Srole (1945) and continued in the post-1965 
era but were hampered by the absence of generational data collected on a large national 
scale between 1970 and 1994.2 Data for earlier decades also were very limited, required 
resourceful use of zones of residence and address directories, and identifi ed occupations of 
fathers (Thernstrom 1964). Mid-century quantitative studies of intergenerational mobility 
of fathers and sons, ignoring nativity, relied on retrospective surveys of parents’ status (e.g., 
Blau and Duncan 1967; Duncan, Featherman, and Duncan 1972). While the concept of 
social mobility in these studies is measured by indicators of educational and occupational 
achievement, Gans (2007) emphasized that economic mobility differs from social mobility, 
and others have observed that earlier scholars of immigrant assimil  ation often confl ated 
mobility and assimilation (Alba 1985; Kasinitz, Mollenkopf, and Waters 2004). The  current 

2. The introduction since 1994 of a question on parental nativity in the Current Population Survey has enabled 
a new era of research on generational comparisons (Farley and Alba 2002). More recently, scholars have been able 
to tap public use microdata fi les newly constructed for early decades in the twentieth century (Perlmann 2006).
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availability of more detailed data on generational changes now requires more explicit 
choices about relevant comparisons and their interpretation. Measurement of mobility on 
different social and economic dimensions certainly should be kept separate from interpreta-
tion of assimilation, even if that mobility can be used to inform those interpretations.

In a systematic conception, progress or mobility with respect to status attainment can 
be defi ned in four distinct ways. First, upward mobility, or lifetime mobility, occurs during 
an individual’s lifetime. Second, each subsequent generation may achieve higher socioeco-
nomic status than its predecessor, or what can be referred to as intergenerational mobility. 
Third, convergence (or divergence) with respect to the mainstream is often termed assimila-
tion. And fourth, as backdrop to these individual changes, societal progress occurs as the 
prevailing norms or standards in the American mainstream rise or fall. Thus, an individual 
could make substantial lifetime progress but still end up below her or his parents’ level, or 
she or he could achieve mobility that exceeds the parents’ attainments but still lag behind 
the rising societal standards. 

Any assessment of mobility necessarily involves some combination of these tem-
poral dimensions, even if it is not explicitly recognized. Rather than seize on a single 
 dimension, it is preferable to track all four. The greater information obtained also guards 
against the risk of making misleading interpretations because of omitted temporal dimen-
sions. A further advantage of introducing greater clarity of temporal analysis is that this 
may help to reduce ambiguity and inconsistencies in how “mobility” is treated in the im-
migrant literature. 

Identifying the Status Attainment of Immigrant Parents and Grown Children
The mobility of the second generation cannot be assessed unless we fi rst develop a mea-
surement of the status achieved by the fi rst generation. In the fi rst great immigration wave 
of the twentieth century, the socioeconomic status of immigrant parents was assumed to be 
low and fi xed (Lieberson and Waters 1988). However, there are now well-known differ-
ences between immigrants from different origins. In fact, the post-1965 era of immigration 
witnessed great diversity not only in the countries of origin for immigrants but in their 
educational, occupational, and economic status as well as their profi ciency in English (Alba 
and Nee 2003; Bean and Stevens 2003; Perlmann and Waldinger 1997; Portes and Rumbaut 
2006). This diversity among immigrants requires a more exact measurement of the fi rst 
generation, against which children’s mobility can be assessed. 

The immigrant mobility literature has almost wholly focused on the progress of immi-
grants and their children in their country of new settlement. This focus usually disregards 
immigrants’ status relative to others in the country of origin and the selective nature of im-
migration, even though it is an important context for understanding mobility globally. As 
Zeng and Xie (2004) pointed out, many immigrants fi nish their education in their country of 
origin, and the place of education has an impact on earnings in the United States. Feliciano 
(2005) has also raised the important point that immigrants are often drawn from higher 
education classes in their home country, whereas their children are relatively less advan-
taged in the United States. This could have the implication of downward mobility for the 
second generation, although that also requires assessing the education differences between 
countries. Though these are important considerations, we focus here on the mobility that 
occurs within the United States and therefore use the U.S. mainstream, rather than source 
countries, as the reference group. The question of appropriate reference group is crucial, 
and we return to it in a later section.

Measuring generational progress requires some precision about the age when genera-
tions are compared. Some aspects of status attainment are relatively fi xed over the life 
course (e.g., education and occupation), but others vary more substantially (e.g., earnings 
and homeownership). Because of this variability, it is essential to compare generations 
when they are the same approximate age. Given that the second-generation children of 
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post-1965 immigrants are now well established in early adulthood, it is possible to compare 
them to their parents when they were of similar age.

At the same time, prevailing societal standards for some attainments have changed 
substantially from 1970 into the twenty-fi rst century. A comparison of two different genera-
tions observed at the same age must also take account of changes in average attainments 
in society. Among the clearest examples is the rising college education norm for women 
(Stoops 2006). Another is the changes over the decades in homeownership attainment that 
are infl uenced by rising prices and new credit arrangements. Accordingly, it is important to 
assess intergenerational mobility relative to ongoing societal progress.

Multiple indicators surely provide a better measure of status attainment of generations 
than reliance on only one or two. It may not be reasonable to equate status attainment with 
a single indicator, such as education or earnings, nor is it reasonable to assume that men 
and women, or different ethnic groups, can be equally well assessed on one single indicator. 
Further, whether intergenerational mobility proceeds in tandem with respect to all indica-
tors deserves to be tested. For all these reasons, comparing outcomes of status attainment 
on multiple indicators is preferable. 

Variations in Mobility by Race/Ethnicity
The racial/ethnic as well as economic diversity of immigrants and their children is a distinc-
tive aspect of the post-1965 era (Gans 1992; Portes and Zhou 1993). As of 2005, 51.8% of 
the second generation is Latino and 17.9% is Asian, and most scholarly attention has been 
devoted to these groups. Distinctive lessons for scholarly understanding of immigrant prog-
ress have been drawn also from black immigrants, as well as from specifi c ethnic groups 
among Latinos and Asians. For example, some fi ndings from research on Mexican or Puerto 
Rican intergenerational progress lend support to the thesis of “second-generation decline” 
(Gans 1992), while research on Cubans in Miami has bolstered a different notion of the im-
portance of enclave economies (Portes 1987; Waldinger and Der-Martirosian 2001). Mean-
while, many of the post-1965 Asian immigrants arrived with high occupation levels and 
education levels that were higher than the U.S. average. However, it is important to note 
that there is considerable diversity within the Asian group and that some Asian immigrants 
do not have high socioeconomic status. In general, will second-generation Asians maintain 
these high status attainments, achieve even higher levels, or converge to societal standards?

Non-Hispanic blacks compose only 4.8% of the second generation, but they also have 
made an imprint on scholarly notions of second-generation mobility. As the children of 
black immigrants navigate through the entrenched racial climate of the United States, the 
intrinsic value of assimilation is challenged (Waters 1999). A question we can begin to ad-
dress is, How do second-generation blacks fare socioeconomically as compared with their 
immigrant parents? Remarkably, little attention in recent years has been given to white 
immigrants and their children, even though the children compose 25.5% of the second 
generation. Tracking this group, although they are of many different national origins, can 
be particularly telling because they evidence less racial difference from the established, 
native-born white population, and yet they also are learning to adapt to the United States 
like other immigrants. The lifetime mobility and intergenerational progress of white im-
migrants provides a useful reference for gauging the progress of other immigrant groups. 
Similarities in progress observed across racial/ethnic groups would substantiate a general 
story of immigrant intergenerational progress. Alternatively, if the white second generation 
experiences greater progress than the second generation of other groups, that would cor-
roborate the importance of race.

Overall, what is the evidence of second-generation decline for any of the groups of im-
migrant children? Comparing children and parents at the same stage of life, we can control 
the variation in lifetime mobility. That allows us to focus on tracking the other three dimen-
sions of change. Surely, if immigrant children achieve levels of status attainment that are 
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higher than their parents and higher than the societal standard, which is also rising, that is 
not second-generation decline. But what is the assessment when they exceed their parents 
but fail to keep up with the rising standard? Or what is the assessment when immigrant 
children exceed the societal standard but fall short of their parents’ attainments? All of these 
outcomes may be expected in the data analysis to follow. With an accumulated set of fi nd-
ings, we can then discuss better the meaning of second-generation decline. 

Mobility of Women and Men 
Gender has received much less attention in the literature on intergenerational mobility 
than race and class. Among others, Feliciano and Rumbaut (2005) have voiced concern 
that gender is also an important factor in understanding how mobility is experienced. 
Especially in the areas of educational, occupational, and earnings attainment, most schol-
ars recognize that there can be vast differences between men and women. Some studies 
of the new second generation’s educational attainment have revealed that women tend 
to have higher educational attainment then men (Feliciano and Rumbaut 2005; Kao and 
Tienda 1995; Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Rumbaut 2005; Zhou and Bankston 2001). Many 
point out that this is particularly noteworthy because of the sharp departure from the fi rst 
generation, who have educational attainment levels refl ecting their more traditional home 
countries (Feliciano and Rumbaut 2005; Lopez 2003; Zhou and Bankston 2001). Many 
like Feliciano and Rumbaut (2005) have focused on the educational expectations of immi-
grant parents and then subsequently on the differences between men and women in actual 
educational attainment.

Meanwhile, much of the research on occupation and earnings has sidestepped this 
issue by limiting the sample to men (Borjas 1985, 1995; Card 2005; Duleep and Regets 
1997; Duncan et al. 1972; Smith 2003). When gender has been addressed, research most 
often entailed comparisons between men and women at a given point in time (Waldinger 
and Feliciano 2004). Those differences in attainments are important, but they do not get 
at the actual progress made from one generation of women to the next. The conception of 
gendered paths for intergenerational mobility (Feliciano and Rumbaut 2005; Waldinger and 
Feliciano 2004) could be concretely tested by comparing the attainment levels of immigrant 
mothers with that of their second-generation daughters. More specifi cally, how much better 
off are second-generation women than their immigrant mothers? How does this pattern of 
intergenerational mobility differ from that of their male counterparts? 

METHODOLOGY AND DATA
Alternative Temporal Frameworks for Immigrant Mobility

The four dimensions of immigrant mobility identifi ed above are not readily extracted from 
data commonly available. Instead, scholars have mined data sets for what generational in-
formation they contain, and the inherent limitations necessitate various compromises. The 
most common approach is comparison of all generations at a single point in time (Bean et 
al. 1994; Grogger and Trejo 2002; Kao and Tienda 1995; Zsembik and Llanes 1996). This 
approach of a generation cross-section within one period can be faulted because today’s 
fi rst generation cannot also be the parents and grandparents of today’s second and third gen-
erations. At least, they cannot all be young adults at the same moment in time. Furthermore, 
today’s fi rst generation has arrived in an economic and social context far different from the 
context that received the fi rst generation decades earlier.

A second approach tries to solve these problems by comparing an older cohort from 
the fi rst generation (e.g., 50 years and older) to a younger cohort of the second generation. 
Farley and Alba (2002) compared the status of different generations in a single cross section 
by selecting progressively older age groups to represent the earlier generations. This lagged 
birth cohorts approach using cross-sectional data is widely accepted as a way to measure 
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intergenerational progress (Reed et al. 2005). The drawback in this approach is that the 
age groups’ current status attainments are being compared, not their status when they oc-
cupied similar adult ages at an earlier point in time. In addition, when all generations are 
compared at a single point in time, it is impossible to compare their mobility relative to the 
societal standard that has been changing over the last several decades. We prefer to adopt 
a third alternative temporal framework, an alternative that compares the fi rst generation 
observed in one decade with the second generation observed in a later period, employing 
an historical time spread that matches the approximate spacing between generations. We 
can describe this general design as a generation lagged across periods. Major examples 
of this design, which was only recently developed as an analytical strategy, are offered by 
Smith (2003) and Card (2005). They not only matched staggered age groups, as did Reed et 
al. (2005), but also compiled an historical time series of censuses and CPS surveys. Thus, 
Smith matched parent birth cohorts from earlier eras to birth cohorts born 25 years later 
and observed during their adult years. While this approach avoids the artifi ce of the method 
of lagged birth cohorts in a single period, which compares generations at the same point in 
history, it must overcome an additional problem. Essentially, generations are being com-
pared from different eras, under different economic conditions, and so we are comparing 
both generations and periods of history. Some means to separate out those period effects is 
needed. Smith’s solution was to compare Mexican and Hispanic status relative to the status 
of native-born whites in the same birth cohort in the same period.

Immigrant Generation Cohort Method
In this article, we introduce a new model design for tracing immigrant mobility that em-
ploys the general strategy of generations lagged across periods. We term this new method 
the “immigrant generation cohort” method. Generations are specifi cally defi ned in this 
method by observing foreign-born parents living with U.S.-born children in 1980. Parents 
and children are selected from specifi c age groups in 1980, and the status of grown children 
who report foreign-born parents is assessed in 2005 when their cohort reaches the same 
approximate age as that observed for the parents’ generation in 1980. The model employs 
a white native-born or third- and higher-generation reference group to represent changes in 
societal standards over the decades, and all groups are compared at age 35. 

The model structure effi ciently captures multiple dimensions of immigrant mobility 
in a compact design adapted from the double cohort model of Myers and Lee (1996) and 
Myers and Cranford (1998). The foundation for the model is in the data selection to repre-
sent generations. The analysis focuses on the second generation observable in the Current 
Population Survey in recent years. Accordingly, parents are observed a generation earlier 
in the decennial census of 1980. For this intergenerational mobility analysis, in place of 
arrival cohorts, we have generational status (G), which comprises four pooled groups: 
fi rst-generation parents from the 1980 sample and second-generation grown children from 
the 2005 sample, both coded G = 1; and the native-born from both 1980 and 2005, both 
coded G = 0. What might be ideal, consistent with Alba and Nee’s (2003) notion of a 
merged mainstream, is a pooled sample of all the native-born combined who are third or 
higher generation. However, limitations in the 1980 data permit us only to observe all the 
native-born (second generation and higher), and to better approximate the changing societal 
standard in the United States, as well as to provide a more specifi cally defi ned reference 
group, we restrict this native-born reference to non-Hispanic whites in both 1980 and 2005. 
This group offers a fairly stable measurement of mainstream societal attainment since more 
than three quarters of the third and higher generations, according to the 1970 census, is 
non-Hispanic white. This is discussed in greater detail in the Data section.

Changes over time and between the generations are represented by Year and its interac-
tions. The main effect of Year represents period change in outcomes for the “mainstream” 
reference group between 1980 (Year = 0) and 2005 (Year = 1). The differential effect of 
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passage between immigrant generations is represented by Year × G. The resulting inter-
generational model is represented thus: 

(O) = Year + G + (Year × G) + Age + X,

where (O) is the outcome variable of interest; Year is the observation year (1980 = 0 and 
2005 = 1), capturing period effects for the “mainstream” reference group; G represents 
generation, represented by second generation in 2005 and fi rst generation in 1980, con-
trasted with a reference group proxy for the “mainstream” (native-born whites); (Year × 
G) is the differential effect of passage of time between fi rst and second generations over 
and above changes for the “mainstream” reference group; Age is measured in exact years, 
center-coded to age 35; and X is a vector of covariates (gender, marital status, education, 
area contextual factors, or other).

We defi ne the second generation as U.S.-born children who do not have a U.S.-born 
parent. Our defi nition is more specifi cally targeted than what has been common practice. 
Some scholars use an overly inclusive defi nition of the second generation to include chil-
dren with one foreign-born and one U.S.-born parent.3 However, Ramakrishnan (2004) has 
shown that there are signifi cant differences in status attainments between the true second 
generation and those with one U.S.-born parent, who he terms the 2.5 generation. Another 
practice uses an over-inclusive defi nition of the fi rst generation to include all immigrants 
over the age of 50 as a proxy for the parents of the second generation (e.g., Farley and Alba 
2002). However, there are several downsides to this method. First, many older immigrants 
are not truly parents of the second generation. They may have lived in the United States 
since 1980 but immigrated with foreign-born children or they had no children at all. In ad-
dition, this broad defi nition also includes those who immigrated to the United States more 
recently and could not possibly be the fi rst-generation parents of today’s second generation. 
In some ways, this defi nition is not inclusive enough because not all of the parents of today’s 
second generation had survived to be surveyed in 2005 either due to emigration or mortality. 
The immigrant generation cohort method avoids these potential pitfalls by selecting only 
immigrant parents who are living with second-generation children in 1980.

The treatment of age deserves explanation because it differs from the cross-sectional 
controls commonly employed in many models. Although most authors have applied some 
form of age control, this effort to hold age constant does some violence when other time 
factors are allowed to proceed. A good illustration of the difference between cross-sectional 
age and lifetime aging is provided in Myers and Cranford (1998), who showed how im-
migrant women in the Los Angeles region moved briskly out of low-wage factory jobs 
as they grew older and resided longer in the United States (the cohort trajectories steeply 
declined from 1980 to 1990). Nonetheless, despite their decline, older women retained a 
much higher likelihood of holding these jobs than did young women. This was a relic of 
the older women’s earlier job choices, something not being followed by young women. In 
a static picture, the age effect is positive on this choice of low-wage job, but in a dynamic 
view, the effect of aging is negative. Simple insertion of a control for age effects could 
not capture the correct direction of lifetime mobility and might lead to erroneous conclu-
sions. Thus, a model that performs well by controlling age in the case of education, which 
is invariant over the life course, such as tested by Smith (2003), should not be assumed to 
perform equally well for other outcomes.

3. Most use this conventional defi nition of the second generation without distinguishing the possible combi-
nations of parents’ nativity (Bean and Tienda 1987; Chapa 1990; Jensen and Chitose 1994; Lieberson and Waters 
1988; Portes and Schauffl er 1994; Rumbaut 1994). Some studies have considered only the nativity status of the 
mother, whereas others have used the nativity status of the father (Jasso and Rosenzweig 1990; Model 1988; 
Thernstrom 1964; Watkins 1994). For an in-depth discussion of alternative defi nitions of the second generation, 
see Oropesa and Landale (1997).
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Data

The data set used in this analysis is constructed from the 1980 census Public Use Microdata 
Samples (PUMS) and the pooled data from the 2003, 2005, and 2007 Current Population 
Survey (CPS) data (from here on referred to as “2005”).4 The sample drawn from the entire 
United States is designed to repeatedly observe second-generation birth cohorts in 1980, 
when they were ages 0 to 16, and again in 2005, when they were 25 years older (i.e., ages 
25 to 41). The presence of these children in 1980 is the marker for locating their parents, the 
fi rst generation in 1980.5 We identify them as foreign-born parents living with native-born 
children who are between the ages of 0 and 16.6 This sample of parents, restricted to ages 
25 to 44 for comparability, is then compared with a separate sample of second-generation 
children in 2005, drawn from cohorts now grown 25 years older and approximating the 
same age as the parents were in 1980.7 It deserves note that the sample is constructed from 
repeated cross sections and does not longitudinally trace kin between generations. 

Separately, there is the issue of defi ning the group to represent the American “main-
stream” for use in tracking the rising societal standards. We stated earlier that a third-
generation reference group is desired as a proxy for the mainstream in both 1980 and 2005. 
Given the parental nativity questions in the CPS, it is possible to identify the third and 
higher generations in 2005. However, there is a long lapse between the 1970 decennial 
census and the 1994 CPS, during which questions about parents’ nativity or other means 
of determining third-generation status were not included in large federal data sets (Gibson 
and Jung 2006). Accordingly, we cannot identify the third generation in 1980 separately 
from all native-born. Our challenge is to defi ne a reasonable proxy for the third-generation 
mainstream. Our solution is to select the white, non-Hispanic native-born between the ages 
of 25 and 44, just as for the fi rst generation. Although these native-born adults include some 
who are second-generation, analysis of this cohort in 1970, when it was 10 years younger, 
shows that 77.4% are third or higher generation. For consistency’s sake, in 2005, we again 
defi ne a proxy for the mainstream as white, non-Hispanic, native-born persons. Due to the 
extremely large sample size of the “mainstream” in 1980 that far outweighed the fi rst gen-
eration in statistical analyses, we randomly selected 2% of the sample for our analysis so 
that the sample size would be more comparable to that of the fi rst generation. Because the 
2005 CPS sample is much smaller than the decennial PUMS, we randomly selected 10% of 
the native-born non-Hispanic whites to again be more comparable to the second generation. 

We carry out this analysis for the total population as well as for Hispanics, non-
Hispanic Asians and Pacifi c Islanders, non-Hispanic blacks, and non-Hispanic whites. 
The (mostly) third-generation sample of native-born whites is used as a consistent refer-
ence group for gauging mobility of all ethnic groups, not as a goal for assimilation but as 
a marker of changing socioeconomic standards across periods. To further refi ne the age 
comparisons, analyses will be controlled to age 35, a point at which adult status attainment 
should be fully revealed for the new second generation.

Key selected outcome variables are used to measure socioeconomic characteristics 
of the generations: educational attainment is determined by measuring the percent of the 
population that has completed a high school diploma or higher and a bachelor’s degree or 

4. Due to the nature of sampling for the CPS, we take every other year of data to have a larger sample without 
replicating or throwing out any cases. For a detailed discussion of the CPS sampling method, see U.S. Census 
Bureau (2006).

5. In order not to have duplicate observations of parents for households with more than one child, our sample 
selection is based on the fi rstborn child. 

6. This includes children living with only one parent who is foreign-born. We cannot identify parents of 
second-generation children if they are not living in the same household.

7. The 25-year spacing between generations was also used by Smith (2003), whereas Reed et al. (2005) used 
27 years.
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higher. Occupational attainment is determined by the percent of all workers in upper white-
collar occupations (those in professional and managerial occupations).8 Poverty status is 
determined by the percentage of persons who fall below the federally determined 100% 
poverty level. Finally, homeownership is measured by the percentage of householders and 
spouses who live in homes that are owner-occupied. 

COMPARISON OF CROSS-SECTIONAL AND IMMIGRANT GENERATION 
COHORT APPROACHES
Table 1 shows the socioeconomic status of the fi rst and second generations measured by 
alternative methods. The central question of interest is, how different are the conclusions 
about intergenerational mobility that are reached with the cross-sectional and immigrant 
generation cohort approaches? First, the simplest method for measuring socioeconomic sta-
tus for immigrant generations is to take a cross section of the fi rst and second generation at 
the same point in time for all adults age 25 years and older. Next, because we understand that 
the fi rst generation necessarily has to be older than the second generation, the lagged birth 
cohort cross-section also takes the fi rst and second generation from the same point in time 

8. Models were also run for a full-time worker universe to determine whether there were any systematic 
differences. We observed only minute differences between the two sets of coeffi cients, so we present only the 
results for all workers.

Table 1. Alternative Measures of Intergenerational Mobility for the Total Population (percentages)
  First Second Intergenerational
Variable Approach Generation Generation Mobility

High School Completion
 Simple cross sectiona 66.3 82.4 16.1
 Lagged birth cohort cross sectiona 69.0 90.3 21.3
 Immigrant generation cohortb 58.1 90.3 32.2
College Completion
 Simple cross sectiona 25.9 28.0 2.1
 Lagged birth cohort cross sectiona 28.9 36.8 8.0
 Immigrant generation cohortb 20.3 36.8 16.5
Upper White-Collar Occupation
 Simple cross sectiona 27.5 42.5 15.0
 Lagged birth cohort cross sectiona 31.6 40.5 8.9
 Immigrant generation cohortb 22.5 40.5 18.0
Above Poverty
 Simple cross sectiona 85.8 91.8 6.0
 Lagged birth cohort cross sectiona 88.8 90.9 2.1
 Immigrant generation cohortb 84.9 90.9 6.1
Homeownership
 Simple cross sectiona 59.4 76.2 16.8
 Lagged birth cohort cross sectiona 71.3 63.7 –7.6
 Immigrant generation cohortb 56.7 63.7 7.0

aSimple Cross-Section is derived from 2005 data for those aged 25 and older. Lagged birth cohort cross section is derived 
from 2005 data. Th e fi rst generation was aged 50–69 and second generation was aged 25–41.

bImmigrant generation cohort is derived from 1980 and 2005 data. Th e fi rst generation was aged 25–44 in 1980. Th e 
second generation was aged 25–41 in 2005.
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but with the fi rst generation being limited to ages 50 to 69 and with the second generation 
being limited to ages 25 to 41. Lastly, the immigrant generation cohort method observes 
the fi rst generation (immigrant parents of the second generation aged 0 to 16) between the 
ages of 25 and 44 in 1980 and the second generation in 2005 between the ages of 25 and 41. 
The socioeconomic status of the second generation is exactly the same in both approaches 
(observed at ages 25–41 in 2005). What differs is the characterization of the fi rst generation. 
In the cross-sectional approach, this is represented by an age group that is approximately 
the parents’ generation in 2005 (those between the ages of 50 and 69). For the immigrant 
generation cohort approach, the fi rst generation is specifi cally observed to be the parents of 
the second generation in 1980 and was between the ages of 25 and 44 at that time.

The simple cross section broadly misestimates attainments because of the broad age 
category and the many decades of experience pooled together. It underestimates educational 
attainment for the second generation because it includes older adults who have lower edu-
cation that was completed decades earlier. On the other hand, the inclusion of older adults 
then overestimates occupational, economic, and homeownership attainments because older 
adults have had more time to achieve upward mobility in their lifetimes. Alternatively, the 
lagged birth cohort cross section corrects for life cycle spacing between generations by con-
trolling the fi rst generation to only those aged 50 to 69 and narrows the ages of the second 
generation to younger adults. However, it does not adequately control for life cycle factors 
since the generations are not compared at comparable stages in their lives, nor is there any 
adjustment for changing societal standards. In contrast, the fi ndings from our preferred im-
migrant generation cohort approach correct for both these age and generation mismatches. 
The results reveal generally greater intergenerational mobility than estimated by the other 
methods and remain consistent across different racial/ethnic groups. 

FINDINGS FROM STATISTICAL MODELS 
The foregoing comparison is descriptive and without controls save those of our sample 
defi nitions. A series of logistic regression models are estimated according to the speci-
fi cations detailed above. Five different outcome variables are estimated for four major 
racial/ethnic groups, with the estimated coeffi cients reported in Tables 2–6. As explained 
above, the coeffi cient for Year in the statistical models indicates the rate of change for the 
“mainstream” reference group, while the coeffi cient for Year × Generation indicates the 
relatively greater change when the second-generation adults in 2005 are compared with 
the status of the parent generation in 1980. For example, in the case of Hispanic college 
completion (Table 2), the logistic coeffi cient for Year is 0.5014, while that for Generation 
(–1.4598) indicates that Hispanic immigrant parents were greatly disadvantaged in 1980. 
The subsequent intergenerational mobility measured by Year × Generation is given by the 
logistic coeffi cient of 0.8583. This represents the children’s mobility in excess of the chang-
ing mainstream standard. 

Patterns of Intergenerational Mobility
Intergenerational mobility proceeds differently in each case, but a strong overall pattern 
is shared. To make this evidence more accessible and to facilitate comparison across out-
comes and groups, we provide graphic summaries of the expected values from models with 
signifi cant effects.9 The expected values are computed at the mean value for all variables 
in the specifi c race-generation group. A separate subplot of the resulting mean status at-
tainment is presented for each of the four major racial/ethnic groups, and within that sub-
plot is a depiction of changes estimated for each of the fi ve outcome measures (Figure 1). 
Those changes depict the shift in the reference standard from 1980 to 2005 (grey line), and 

9. Where the estimated coeffi cients were not statistically signifi cant at .05, the models were reestimated with 
the variable omitted. Expected values were then computed from this model of signifi cant effects.
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against that background they display the intergenerational mobility from fi rst to second 
generation (black line), all controlled to status estimated at age 35. The advantage of this 
inter generational mobility profi le chart is that it not only presents the fi tted values for both 
immigrant generations and the mainstream at two different points in time but also presents 
the slopes of progress. This format allows for the evaluation of intergenerational progress, 
not only in absolute terms, but also in relation to societal progress.10

Latinos have experienced substantial mobility across all socioeconomic outcomes from 
the fi rst to the second generation. They have more than doubled their share completing 
a high school diploma, but they have not reached the high school completion rate of the 
mainstream reference group, which has also increased over time. (All other racial/ethnic 
groups have reached this standard). The same pattern emerges for college completion, but 
in this case, grown children of the white and black second generation have both exceeded 
the white third-generation standard. In the case of upper white-collar occupational attain-
ment, there is a sizable gap between Latinos and the reference group that persists in both 
1980 and 2005 (see Table 3). Progress was made between the fi rst and second generation 
that was in addition to the rising societal standard, so the gap with the mainstream closed 
moderately.11 Latino progress with respect to rising above poverty and entering homeown-
ership is even more substantial because the Latino second generation not only achieved 
intergenerational mobility but also converged with the mainstream (which fell slightly on 
those two indicators).

The most noteworthy issue with regard to Asians and Pacifi c Islanders is their excep-
tionally high college completion in the fi rst generation, due to the selective nature of Asian 
immigration prior to 1980. The subsequent college completion rates of their children are 
only marginally higher, so one could say that there is very little intergenerational progress. 
In fact, the parents’ educational advantage over the mainstream (coeffi cient of 1.3211 in 
Table 2) has been eroded by their children (coeffi cient of –0.3235). Nonetheless, this loss 

10. The statistical estimations used for Figure 1 are detailed in the tables.
11. Hispanic parents were greatly disadvantaged relative to the mainstream in 1980 (coeffi cient of –1.2971 

in Table 3), but their children partially closed this gap with the societal standard in 2005 (coeffi cient of 0.9203) 
even though the societal standard rose by another 0.5608.

Table 3. Logistic Regression Results of Occupational Attainment, 1980 and 2005
 Upper White-Collar Occupations __________________________________________________________
  Non-Hispanic Non-Hispanic Non-Hispanic
Variable Hispanic White Black Asian

Intercept –0.9537*** –0.9566*** –0.9630*** –0.9474***
Year

1980 (ref.)
2005 0.5608*** 0.5620*** 0.5638*** 0.5589***

Generation
Parents of second generation –1.2971*** –0.2918*** –0.4563*** 0.5959***

Year × Generation
2005 × Second generation 0.9203*** 0.6298*** 0.7302*** –0.0177

Age (age 35 = 0) 0.0226*** 0.0207*** 0.0165*** 0.0270***
Number of Observations 80,728 70,281 54,260 64,943
–2 Log-Likelihood 80,788 81,808 63,875 79,688

***p < .001



382 Demography, Volume 47-Number 2, May 2010

is relative to a rising mainstream standard that is even higher (coeffi cient of 0.4996), and 
so the children’s generation still managed some absolute progress. In the end, the second 
generation of Asians and Pacifi c Islanders retain a college completion rate that is nearly 
twice as high as the mainstream standard (Figure 1). 

The high educational attainment of Asians and Pacifi c Islanders has not been matched 
by corresponding levels of occupational attainment. In fact, Asian and Pacifi c Islanders 
have a lower level of occupational attainment relative to their college completion rate for 
both the fi rst and second generation, which is opposite the case for native-born whites and 
the other racial/ethnic groups. The unique case of Asians and Pacifi c Islanders warrants 
further investigation into the impact of educational attainment on occupational attainment. 

Table 4 presents model results with and without education controls for Asians and 
Pacifi c Islanders. Higher education is shown to have the expected strong effect on holding 
a higher-status occupation. Once educational attainment is controlled in Model 2, the fi rst 
generation has a lower level of occupational attainment than the mainstream (coeffi cient of 
–0.1539), showing that the fi rst generation’s occupational advantage was due to higher edu-
cation, but at the same time indicating that the fi rst generation did not receive as much oc-
cupational benefi t from its higher education than did the mainstream. Among their children, 
however, we fi nd substantial occupational gains, controlled for education (coeffi cient of 
0.2558), relative to the rising occupational achievement in the mainstream. This indicates 
that the second generation of Asians and Pacifi c Islanders has more than overcome its par-
ents’ earlier low attainment relative to their education. As a result, even though educational 
attainment of the children may have fallen off from the previous high standard, they have 
succeeded in converting that education into occupational rewards much more effectively. 

A fi nal issue of interest with regard to Asians and Pacifi c Islanders is homeownership 
attainment. Substantial variation in the prevalence of homeownership across the states could 
bias fi ndings, especially analysis of changes over time, given that the fi rst generation was 
more concentrated in the low homeownership states of California and New York ( especially 

Table 4. Logistic Regression Results of Asian and Pacific Islander 
 Occupational Attainment, 1980 and 2005

 Upper White-Collar Occupations _________________________________
Variable Model 1 Model 2

Intercept –0.9474*** –2.8067***
Year

1980 (ref.)
2005 0.5589*** 0.3699***

Generation
Parents of second generation 0.5959*** –0.1539***

Year × Generation
2005 × Second generation –0.0177 0.2558***

Age (age 35 = 0) 0.0270*** 0.0391***
Education less than high school (ref.)

High school and some college  1.2457***
College degree or more  3.4901***

Number of Observations 64,943 64,943
–2 Log-Likelihood 79,688 63,296

***p < .001
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true of Asians) and if the second generation dispersed to states with higher prevalence of 
homeownership. In order to measure more accurate progress in homeownership net of area 
effects, the location effects of both generations and the reference group must be controlled. 
The statistical model introduces a control for state area homeownership rates (the prevailing 
percent of white native-born households in each state that remain as renters). Models with 
and without this geographic adjustment are reported in Table 5. Results for all groups show 
that the parent generation had lower homeownership than the mainstream (although this 
was especially lower in the case of Hispanics and blacks), but over time, the mainstream 
prevalence of homeownership has risen, and the second-generation children have achieved 
even greater progress into homeownership than the rising standard. Even though the area 
prevalence of homeownership has the expected effect, it does not appear to alter any of 
the observed differentials or trends for the fi rst or second generation among either Asians 
or other groups. 

Analysis of white immigrant generations highlights the immigrant effects distinct from 
race because they share the same race (if not ethnicity) with the white native-born refer-
ence group used to proxy the mainstream. Second to Latinos, white immigrants have a very 
low rate of high school completion in 1980. By 2005, the second-generation whites have 
converged with the mainstream. In college completion, the second-generation whites have 
surpassed the educational and occupational attainment of the mainstream. In escape from 
poverty, the white second generation has converged to the mainstream and has surpassed 
the mainstream in homeownership attainment. 

Finally, the pattern of intergenerational mobility for black immigrant generations is 
somewhat distinct. Black immigrants came in with a relatively high level of high school 
completion, and the second generation closed the gap with the mainstream. In college 
completion, the black second generation has surpassed that of the societal mean. We also 
see that the second generation has caught up to and surpassed the mainstream’s standard 
of employment in upper white-collar jobs (Figure 1). Finally, we observe that second- 
generation blacks have achieved intergenerational mobility relative to their parents’ 
achievement of homeownership, but they remain with the lowest homeownership rates of 
all second-generation young adults.

Gender Differences in Intergenerational Mobility
The foregoing analysis has treated the fi rst and second generations irrespective of 
 gender. In status attainments often shared by men and women living together, such as 
 homeownership or poverty, it is diffi cult to attribute household or family-level attain-
ments to individual characteristics. However, education and occupation are individual 
attainments that vary substantially between men and women, and as a result, women and 
men may experience and contribute to the overall intergenerational change in very differ-
ent ways. The substantial increases in women’s status in recent decades makes it likely 
that mobility for women is substantially greater than for men, and so the intergenerational 
progress we have observed could be mainly due to increases in women’s educational at-
tainment and growing participation in paid employment. It bears emphasis that the com-
mon approach of focusing on men alone could be especially misleading because that 
leaves out an entire half of the second generation; indeed, the half that might be experi-
encing the greatest changes. 

For these reasons, it is important to separately examine the intergenerational mobility 
of men and women with regard to their individual status attainments. We focus here on the 
likelihood of college completion and of holding an upper white-collar job (i.e., employed in 
a professional or managerial occupation). Introducing a mainstream reference standard spe-
cifi c to women (and to men) will refl ect period changes, and thus a key question is whether 
immigrant women have kept up with or exceeded these societal changes. A second question 
is then how great is the difference between the estimated intergenerational mobility of men 
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and women. Does the previously estimated overall intergenerational progress more closely 
refl ect the mobility of women than of men? 

The gendered paths of intergenerational mobility are reported in Figure 2, detailing 
the expected educational and occupational attainment by race and sex. As before, these 
expected values are computed from mean characteristics of each race-sex group, with age 
adjustment to 35 and signifi cant coeffi cients in the estimated models (Table 7). Separate 
lines for men and women depict the level of attainment and mobility estimated for each 
racial/ethnic group. For reference, the fi rst group plotted is the native-born white popula-
tion. The results for high school completion are very similar for both men and women, 
and so we present results only for college completion. Among the native-born whites in 
Figure 2 (top graph), women in 1980 had a lower college completion rate than men. How-
ever, these women in 2005 had completed college at approximately the same rate as their 
male counterparts.

In general, women exhibit steeper advancement toward college completion than do the 
men in the same racial/ethnic group. Against the background of rising “mainstream” status 
(coeffi cient of 0.7739), the estimated coeffi cients for Year × Generation show very sub-
stantial added mobility for Latinas (0.8142), whites (1.0667), and blacks (0.9471). Among 
Asian and Pacifi c Islanders, however, the second generation experienced less progress than 
the reference group (–0.3208). However, women of the fi rst generation in that group held 
college completion rates far above the mainstream in 1980 (coeffi cient of 1.3364), and the 
second-generation women still attained college completion at higher rates than any other 
group. In contrast, Latinas held the greatest disadvantage in 1980 and also achieved the 
least progress (other than Asians), leaving them with the lowest college attainment in 2005.

The pattern of increasing college attainment among men is generally much weaker 
than for women. Increase is less in the reference group (0.2513 in Table 7) and in each of 

Table 6. Logistic Regression Results for Being Above Poverty, 1980 and 2005
  Non-Hispanic Non-Hispanic Non-Hispanic
Variable Hispanic White Black Asian

Intercept 3.2806*** 3.3216*** 3.3261*** 3.3235***
Year

1980 (ref.)
2005 –0.0626 –0.0738 –0.0662 –0.0680

Generation
Parents of second generation –1.6378*** –0.6842*** –1.2273*** –0.5067***

Year × Generation
2005 × Second generation 1.4423*** 0.8627*** 1.2940*** 0.8440***

Age (age 35 = 0) 0.0108*** 0.0241*** 0.0113*** 0.0161***
Gender 

Male (ref.)
Female –0.2965*** –0.3732*** –0.4330*** –0.3985***

Marital Status
Married (ref.)
Unmarried –1.2400*** –1.1649*** –1.1689*** –1.1818***

Number of Observations 93,996 81,763 61,258 74,138
–2 Log-Likelihood 62,749 42,038 30,918 35,812

***p < .001
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Figure 2. Gender Diff erences in Intergenerational Mobility in Educational and Occupational 
 Attainment, 1980 and 2005

Notes: Fitted values were derived from statistically signifi cant coeffi  cients. Nonsignifi cant coeffi  cients were set to zero. Both 
models control for age.
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the immigrant groups save Latino. The black second-generation men did not achieve any 
signifi cant progress over their fathers’ generation, contrasting sharply with the progress of 
women. Further, men among the Asian and Pacifi c Islander second generation are the only 
ones among all racial/ethnic groups to actually achieve a lower rate of college completion 
than the fi rst generation. Their slippage relative to the parents’ generation (coeffi cient of 
–0.3705) exceeds the background increase of the mainstream reference group. Thus, the 
estimated absolute level of college completion among men actually declines, even if it still 
remains above all other groups.
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Turning to the achievement of upper white-collar occupation, the considerable educa-
tional gains of second-generation women may not necessarily translate into gains in oc-
cupational attainment, which would contradict some recent studies in this area (Feliciano 
and Rumbaut 2005). For the “mainstream” in 1980, young full-time working women and 
men had approximately the same share in upper white-collar occupations. By 2005, occupa-
tional attainment substantially increased for young women, with 44.4% in high occupations 
compared with 35.3% for their male counterparts. This result is consistent with the overall 
U.S. occupational distribution by sex (Fronczek and Johnson 2003) in that men are more 
evenly distributed across different occupation categories while women are more concen-
trated in management/professional or sales/offi ce occupations. That pattern is accentuated 
for women with a college education. 

Within this context, intergenerational mobility in occupational attainment is not the 
same across all racial/ethnic groups. Of Latina second-generation workers, 34.5% are in 
upper white-collar occupations, which is much higher than expected given their educational 
attainment (22.6% college completion). Asian and Pacifi c Islander second-generation wom-
en have slightly lower occupational attainment (55.1%) than they do in college completion 
(59.2%). But because their immigrant mothers had a much lower share in high occupations, 
the second-generation women’s intergenerational progress in occupations is greater than 
what was observed in educational attainment. The occupational attainment of white women 
and men looks similar to the patterns of the “mainstream,” except that the fi rst genera-
tion started off lower and the second generation attained higher. On the other hand, black 
women and men are almost identical in occupational attainment, which is unexpected given 
the fi ndings for educational attainment. Although the educational attainment of all black 
second-generation men is lower than it is for black women, black full-time working men 
have achieved parity with their female counterparts. 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
In this article, we put forth a model for estimating immigrant intergenerational mobility 
that adheres to more detailed and rigorous temporal criteria in order to better assess the 
socioeconomic mobility experienced by today’s second generation. We offer a method that 
not only measures mobility across actual immigrant parents of the new second generation 
but also measures it in comparison with the mobility of the mainstream at comparable ages.

Our proposed method allows for more specifi c measurements of change. However, it 
is not insulated from certain limitations that warrant discussion. First, our defi nition of the 
fi rst generation has been refi ned to include only actual immigrant parents of the second 
generation, but we cannot trace actual kin. This means that we cannot analyze the relation-
ship between specifi c parental attributes and outcomes for children. Our analysis is limited 
to comparisons of average differences between generations. Second, our method requires 
large-scale data from both the current period and a period some 25 or 30 years earlier. Effec-
tively, this limits us to using census data from 1980, and accordingly, we lack variables that 
measure attitudes, or cultural and political behavior. The 1980 data set also lacks questions 
on parental nativity that would allow us to more narrowly defi ne a third- or higher genera-
tion reference group. Lastly, for this article, we track intergenerational mobility for broad 
racial/ethnic groups without regard to specifi c ethnic differences within each racial group.

The fi ndings from this immigrant generation cohort method inform the literature on the 
new second generation in several ways. As a fi rst observation, we fi nd evidence of greater 
intergenerational progress for the new second generation than is commonly reported in 
the literature (Farley and Alba 2002). This is especially important for outcomes that are 
expected to rise over the life cycle, such as economic well-being and homeownership. 
A second contribution is that the use of multiple outcome indicators reveals that not all 
aspects of second-generation socioeconomic status rose at the same rate. This is an indi-
cation that reliance on a single indicator to infer overall mobility can be misleading. Our 
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 intergenerational mobility profi le chart enables clear visual comparisons across indicators 
and groups of expected values from signifi cant effects.

Third, we fi nd that the Latino and black second generations have attained higher 
socioeconomic status than their immigrant parents, a fi nding that challenges the “second-
generation decline” hypothesis. However, our multipart measurement of progress over time 
unveils some deeper insights into the meaning of progress. We fi nd that the second genera-
tion, particularly in the case of Latinos, has not reached parity with the mainstream, which 
is an alternate basis for the decline hypothesis. Separately, the Asian second-generation has 
higher educational and occupational attainment than the mainstream, a fact that is used to 
perpetuate the “model minority” hypothesis. At the same time, however, second-generation 
Asians have lower status attainments than their immigrant parents on several outcomes. 
Therefore, should we conclude that this indicates second-generation decline for Asians? 

These observations seemingly support theories that are diametrically opposed to one 
another. The critical question that must be explicitly addressed is, To whom is the second 
generation being compared? Indeed, our fourth contribution is a method of tracking both 
immigrant generations and the mainstream that enables multiple ways of measuring mo-
bility, whether conceived as the amount of progress from immigrant parents to the second 
generation, or as the amount of intergenerational progress relative to mainstream progress, 
or as the changing difference between immigrant generations and the mainstream. Our 
method of multiple measurements of change on multiple indicators for different racial/
ethnic groups forces attention to the competing emphases often left unclarifi ed in the litera-
ture. The literature about the socioeconomic mobility of the new second generation would 
be improved by making explicit which measurement of change informs which particular 
theory of immigrant assimilation. 

A fi nal contribution and set of fi ndings concern gender, a topic that is frequently 
 ignored in the measurement of intergenerational mobility (Feliciano and Rumbaut 2005). 
A prime example of a rapidly changing aspect of the U.S. context is in the socioeconomic 
attainments of women in the latter part of the twentieth century. It is diffi cult to assess 
intergenerational mobility and immigrant assimilation when the societal standards are so 
rapidly rising. However, focusing only on men’s mobility risks error of neglecting a sub-
stantial portion of the immigrant experience. Our analysis reveals that women experienced 
substantially more intergenerational mobility than their male counterparts. The attainments 
of second-generation women have all but closed the gender gap once observed between 
mothers and fathers in the fi rst generation. In fact, much of the intergenerational mobility 
observed overall can be attributed to the vast socioeconomic progress of women. Scholars 
underestimate intergenerational progress when they leave out those who have experienced 
the most mobility. 

As the new second generation of the post-1965 immigration enters into adulthood, 
we are only beginning to observe what their socioeconomic attainments are. The greater 
diversity of this era of immigration, and the greater prominence of change for women 
alongside men, calls for more refi ned methods for measuring mobility. We hope that the 
insights yielded from the proposed immigrant generation cohort method will contribute to 
continued evolution of the literature on immigrant assimilation.
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