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West Indian Prosperity: Fact or Fiction?* 

SUZANNE MODEL, University of Massachusetts, Amherst 

Both scholars and the public often express the opinion that, in the United States, West Indian Blacks are 
more economically successful than African Americans. This paper explores two dimensions of this hypothesis, 
labor force participation and earnings, for residents of the New York SMSA in 1970, 1980, and 1990. The 
outcomes of West Indian men and women, both foreign and native born, are compared to African American 
men and women. The results show West Indians typically have higher labor force participation, but earnings 
display a more complex pattern. Other things equal, the earnings of the foreign born surpass African American 
earnings only after the immigrants have spent some years in the United States, while the earnings of native- 
born West Indians are usually higher than those of native Blacks. These results are most consonant with the 
theory that immigrants are a positively selected population. 

The belief that West Indian Blacks are more successful than African Americans first ap- 
peared in the 1920s, shortly after these immigrants began arriving in the United States in 

recognizable numbers. Early justifications for this opinion included that West Indian immi- 

grants were more entrepreneurial, familistic, scholarly, and diligent than their African Amer- 
ican counterparts (Reid [1939] 1969). Today, assumptions about Caribbean "superiority" 
remain widespread. A white male manager's comments illustrate public perceptions: 

If I had one position open and if it was a West Indian versus an American black, I'd go with the West 
Indian. . .their reliability, their willingness to do the job. . .they have a different drive than Ameri- 
can blacks (Waters 1994a: 11). 

Not until the late 1970s did social scientists scrutinize this supposition with any rigor. 
Using the 1970 U.S. Census Public Use Sample, Thomas Sowell contrasted the earnings of 
first- and second-generation British West Indians with those of African Americans. He found 
the earnings of the Caribbean Islanders were higher, even after the introduction of some 
controls for gender, education, geography, and occupation (Sowell 1978). Despite the policy 
implications of this conclusion, only a few scholars have re-examined it. Drawing upon the 
same data source, Chiswick (1979) studied black immigrant males-the great majority of 
whom were Caribbean born-and observed that only those who had resided in the United 
States at least 13 years outearned comparably qualified African American men. Similarly, 
using the 1980 PUMS, Farley and Allen (1987) found African Americans the higher earners, 
a result replicated by Dodoo (1991), who associated the gap with lower resource returns for 
the foreign born. Another 1980-based study, this by Butcher (1994), uncovered an interac- 
tion between education and foreign birth, such that less educated black male immigrants had 

higher employment and weekly earnings than native born Blacks. Butcher noted further 
that a similar interaction appeared for native-born black internal migrants. Finally, the only 
study to include women as well as men revealed no net earnings differences between British 
West Indian immigrants and African Americans, though persons from some Spanish and 
French islands earned significantly less (Model 1991). 

These investigations leave a number of questions unanswered. Sowell did not report 
any statistical tests, the few controls he introduced appeared in cross tabulations, and much 
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of his data conflated first and second generations. No studies of native-born West Indians 
have been published for 1980, nor of any Caribbean Americans for 1990. Research on wo- 
men also has been minimal, though women comprise more than half of all immigrants from 
the Caribbean. Perhaps most intriguing is the evidence that both the general public and the 
social science community still believe that West Indians are more successful than African 
Americans (Harrison 1992; Mead 1992; Conti and Stetson 1993; Waters 1994a). For all 
these reasons, this paper takes another look at West Indian economic performance. 

The research reported here is based on three public use samples - 1970, 1980, and 1990 
- but is limited to individuals residing within the New York metropolitan area, the pre- 
eminent region of West Indian settlement. West Indians, both foreign and native bor, and 
African Americans are compared on labor force participation and earnings. Labor force par- 
ticipation is included because of the possibility that American beliefs about West Indians 
more accurately describe a greater involvement in the world of work than a higher financial 
gain from that work. And the analysis confirms that, other things equal, West Indians of 
both generations usually do have higher labor force participation rates than African Ameri- 
cans. On earnings, the results reveal inconsistent advantages for the native born but a consis- 
tent pattern for immigrants: Foreign-born advantage requires the passage of time. New 
arrivals earn less, catch up after a decade or so, and thereafter surpass their African American 

counterparts. Such an earnings trajectory, moreover, is typical of other immigrant groups, 
past and present. The theoretical implication of these results is that West Indian "superiority" 
reflects positive selection, as Chiswick (1979, 1986) has argued. 

Theoretical Considerations 

This section reviews four perspectives relevant to economic differentials between West 
Indians and African Americans: cultural distinction theory, queuing theory, traditional selec- 

tivity theory, and its competing version, Roy's model. Of the four theories, only queuing 
formally addresses labor force participation; the other three usually target earnings differen- 
tials. In the discussion that follows, however, each perspective is presented as if it generalized 
to either outcome. 

Cultural Distinction Theory 

One of the most popular explanations for the purported pre-eminence of West Indians 
over African Americans is that the immigrants have the more useful cultural legacy. One 

justification is that, since Blacks in the Caribbean have long held all but the most influential 

jobs, these immigrants are less deterred by white racism; that is, they seek good jobs more 

doggedly than do native Blacks (Domingo 1925; Ottley 1943; Glazer and Moynihan 1963). 
Thomas Sowell (1978) has proposed additional reasons, including that Caribbean Blacks en- 

joyed more autonomy under slavery, tasted freedom sooner, and encountered fewer post 
emancipation barriers than Blacks in the United States. As a result, Caribbean islanders be- 
lieve that hard work and self-sacrifice bring economic rewards, and they act accordingly. 
Such an outlook is less characteristic of African Americans, Sowell maintains, because they 
competed more directly with whites and suffered greater racist indignities. 

Exacerbating these differences is the emergence of an African American ghetto culture 
that is antithetical to mainstream white culture. Some writers believe that poor inner city 
Blacks devalue many of the traits rewarded in today's work place (Jencks 1992; Anderson 

1990). While debate rages over the causes of this development, it seems possible that, in 

ghetto areas, the growing alienation of African Americans might leave West Indians with the 
greater cultural resources. However, fieldwork by Mary Waters (1994b) suggests this inter- 
pretation does not apply to those second-generation West Indians who are exposed to ghetto 
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life. She describes native-born Caribbean youth living in central Brooklyn as less conscious 
of their West Indian heritage and more assimilated into African American ghetto culture than 
native-born Caribbean youth living in New York City's suburban, middle-class 
neighborhoods. 

To sum up predictions based on a cultural perspective, observers have long considered 
culture a cause of Caribbean economic advantage. But with African Americans undergoing 
some residential dispersion by social class, geography and culture may have begun to inter- 
act. If so, cultural advantages are growing for foreign-born West Indians in the central city, 
while remaining moderately important for those residing elsewhere. The opposite situation 
is predicted for the native born, among whom cultural effects may be growing in the suburbs 
and shrinking in the inner city. 

A second rationale for West Indian achievement rests on the considerable ethnographic 
evidence that employers view West Indians as more desirable workers than African Ameri- 
cans (Dominquez 1975; Arnold 1984; Foner 1985; Waters 1994a). Several factors might mo- 
tivate this opinion, including that West Indians display the work attitudes mentioned earlier, 
the greater docility generally associated with immigrant status (and especially illegal immi- 
grant status), and, in the case of British West Indians, the high prestige Americans accord 
English cultural background (Fussell 1983). 

Because the primary way employers can identify West Indians is via their speech, em- 
ployer preference should be an advantage mainly for the foreign born, whose accents are 
readily perceived. This logic motivated Sowell (1978) to study only the incomes of the "ac- 
centless" second generation when estimating the effect of West Indian culture. A modest 
objection to this strategy is that some native-born West Indians, hoping to secure better treat- 
ment from employers, find ways other than pronunciation to communicate their West Indian 
heritage (Waters 1994b). Nevertheless, if employer attitudes are a critical factor in West In- 
dian-African American differences, research should uncover significant advantages predomi- 
nantly among the foreign born. 

Queuing Theory 
An additional complication of the white favoritism perspective is that foreign-born ad- 

vantage may vary over time. Queuing theory provides a useful way to conceptualize this 
variation. From a queuing perspective, employers place applicants in a progression that re- 
flects the expected costs of training different types of workers. Such queues are often based 
on race, sex, other observable or merely fictive traits (Hodge 1973). Since the degree of sex 
segregation in the labor market is substantial, most observers posit separate queues for men 
and women (Reskin and Roos 1990). Within gender categories, applicants from the most 
highly ranked ascriptive group are hired first and into the best jobs, with applicants from less 
favorable backgrounds filling the remainder in ordered succession. 

An important corollary of this perspective is that the average position of group members 
depends on both the group's rank and its size (Lieberson 1980). Poorly ranked groups profit 
from large size because having more members pushes them higher on the job ladder, piggy- 
back style. Conversely, highly ranked groups suffer from large size because having more 
members pulls them lower on the job ladder. Therefore, even though West Indians may be 
more highly ranked than African Americans, the magnitude of their advantage depends on 
the size of their group. This corollary is relevant because, between 1970 and 1990, the 
number of foreign-born West Indians in the New York labor market grew, with the number 
of women growing faster than the number of men. Under the assumption that employers 
will hire and promote foreign-bor West Indians more readily than African Americans, the 
predicted effect of these compositional changes is an increasing advantage for the West Indi- 
ans, with women accruing a greater edge than men. 



538 MODEL 

Traditional Selectivity Theory 
A third reason why West Indians might outperform African Americans is that economi- 

cally motivated migrants are self-selected for positive traits. This position, here labeled tradi- 
tional selectivity theory, holds that persons who migrate are more ambitious, talented, and 
diligent than those who do not. And if traits are distributed similarly across nations, then 
migrants will be above average at origin and at destination. Several scholars have used this 
reasoning to explain the high attainment of first- and second-generation persons (Chiswick 
1977, 1979; Carliner 1980; Featherman and Hauser 1978). In a similar vein, studies have 
found that southern-born African Americans residing in the North had higher incomes and 
lower rates of unemployment and welfare dependency than the northern born (Long 1974; 
Long and Heltman 1975). These results parallel Butcher's (1994) conclusion that Jamaican 

immigrants and native-born African American migrants were both positively selected. 

Selectivity proponents also argue that immigrants will not outearn their later generation, 
non-migrant counterparts until after a "catching up" period. An initial shortfall is expected 
because pre-migration schooling and work experience are not tailored to the U.S. labor mar- 
ket. Another qualification to traditional selectivity is that achievement motivation is less 
marked in persons who relocate for non-economic reasons, such as to escape political oppres- 
sion or to reunite family members. Because an increasing proportion of immigrants entering 
the United States after 1965 have done so on kinship grounds, Chiswick (1986) predicts a 

lengthening of the adjustment period. In addition, this argument implies that if economic 
incentives motivate men's migration more often than women's, immigrant men will be the 
more positively selected gender. Chiswick (1977) has in fact used this idea to explain the 

slightly greater earnings advantage of sons whose only foreign-born parent was a father ver- 
sus sons whose only foreign-born parent was a mother. 

In the case of Caribbean women, however, economic motives have probably varied in 
salience. Before 1965, many entered as dependents, but in the late 1960s, when more than 
70 percent of arrivals were female, West Indian women were filling occupational shortages as 
nurses and domestics. Thereafter, an increasing proportion of legal Caribbean newcomers 
entered on kinship grounds (Foner 1986; Gordon 1989a), although Gordon notes that West 
Indian women remain disproportionately "principal aliens-those from whom other aliens 
derive privilege or status under immigration regulation" (1989b:85). Taken together, these 

imputed motivations imply a curvilinear trend in women's selectivity, with women most 

positively selected in the late 1960s. At the same time, they imply a negative linear trend in 
men's selectivity, with men most positively selected before 1965. 

Roy's Theory 

Shortly after Chiswick published his results, George Borjas found theoretical and meth- 

odological grounds for dispute. Drawing on the contributions of Roy (1951), Borjas (1987) 
argued that unfettered immigration may produce positively or negatively selected newcom- 
ers, depending upon whether or not the income distribution in the nation of origin is more or 
less unequal than in the nation of destination. If destination income is less unequal-as is 
the case for Caribbean migrants to the United States - Roy's theory predicts that immigrants 
will be negatively selected because high earners fare better remaining at home, while low 
earners fare better relocating. Thus, once kin ties to a U.S. resident became the preponderant 
basis for entry (i.e., after 1965), Borjas expects persons low on ability, aspirations, persever- 
ance, and other "unobserved" traits will be disproportionately represented among immi- 

grants from the West Indies. 
In 1991, Borjas and Bronars extended this approach to families, hypothesizing that the 

initial migrant within a family will be more negatively selected than the relatives who follow. 

Again, the logic is that the Caribbean worker whose income gains most from relocation is 
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negatively selected; hence, such individuals are the first within their families to move. Fam- 
ily members who follow do so less for economic motives than to effect family reunification. 
These followers are more positively selected, else they would have departed first (Borjas and 
Bronars 1991). To summarize, Caribbean immigrants who arrived in the United States after 
1965 will do relatively poorly in the United States, and the earliest arrivals within family 
groupings will fare even worse. 

A yet unresolved question, however, is worse relative to whom. Most of Borjas's re- 
search has compared male immigrants to white native-born men (1987, 1991, 1994). How- 
ever, as Chiswick points out, "A comparison with native-born men of the same race and 
ethnicity (italics added) would seem appropriate if it is believed there is discrimination or there 
are important cultural differences that vary on the basis of race or ethnicity" (1986:182).' 
Because discrimination and/or cultural factors are relevant to the black experience and be- 
cause the theoretically critical comparison in this paper is between West Indians and African 
Americans, this research compares these two groups. 

The inability to utilize Borjas's perspective to generate a hypothesis about West Indian 
outcomes relative to African American does not justify neglecting his approach, because it 
makes other important contributions. On the one hand, traditional selectivity theory and the 
Roy model concur that male immigrants were more positively selected before 1965. On the 
other hand, the two approaches diverge in their expectations about gender differences 
among West Indians arriving after 1965. The Roy model predicts men to be the more posi- 
tively selected gender because women were more frequently the first in their families to 
migrate (i.e., disproportionately "principal aliens"). 

Finally, in adjudicating among these possibilities, it is necessary to attend to the impor- 
tant methodological criticism of traditional selectivity studies that Borjas (1987) has raised. 
They are cross-sectional and thus confound the effect of date of arrival with the effect of 
years of U.S. residence. In order to measure the net effects of date of arrival and years since 
arrival, researchers must pool observations over at least two points in time. 

Before moving to the data analysis, it is necessary to address one last factor that might 
distort the earnings gap between West Indians and African Americans, namely differences in 
each group's probability of exclusion from the census. Although its record has improved over 
the years, the U.S. Census Bureau is most likely to overlook males, Blacks, the poor, the 
unmarried, and those in group quarters (Fern 1990). Obviously, immigrant groups have an 
additional incentive for under-enumeration: Many are undocumented. Warren and Passel 
(1987) estimate that one-fifth of post-1960 Jamaican immigrants were both undocumented 
and uncounted in the 1980 Census. When this figure is compared with the 5 percent un- 
dercount of African Americans in 1980 (Farley and Allen 1987), the Caribbean population 
appears the more excluded. Yet, studies of other undocumented immigrants suggest that 
Caribbean immigrants absent from the census have, on average, values and behaviors closer 
to their excluded compatriots than do uncounted African Americans (Chiswick 1988). Taken 
together, these observations imply that a more accurate picture of the two groups would raise 
the profile of West Indian immigrants relative to African Americans, though less in 1990 than 
1970. 

Data and Methods 

This research focuses on 25- to 64-year-old native-born African Americans and on black 
British West Indians-both foreign and native born.2 Non-British Caribbean Blacks are 

1. For a similar criticism, see LaLonde and Topel (1991). 
2. The British West Indies are here defined as Belize, Guyana, Bermuda, all past and present British colonies in 

the Caribbean Sea, and Caribbean locations "not elsewhere classified." The decision to include persons in this residual 
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excluded because their cultural and linguistic distinctiveness complicates their assimilation. 
Residents of the New York SMSA were extracted from the 15 percent 1970 PUS and the 1980 
and 1990 5 percent PUMS. Although a 5 percent 1970 PUS is also available, the 15 percent 
was chosen because it yields more cases and because the 5 percent does not support identifi- 
cation of the second generation. Regrettably, the 15 percent fails to provide information on 
year of immigration or on the presence of a work disability. Even at 15 percent, the 1970 
data yield only around 100 second-generation West Indian Blacks of each sex. Conversely, 
the 1980 and 1990 PUMS are sufficiently large that the African Americans in these two files 
were sampled in order to facilitate statistical comparison with the West Indians, whose size 
was smaller but quite adequate. In the analysis, however, only the descriptive statistics util- 
ize the weights associated with sampling the African Americans. All multivariate analyses are 
conducted on unweighted data, as recommended by Winship and Radbill (1994). 

For each of the three years under consideration, two dependent variables are predicted: 
labor force participation at the time of the census and annual earnings in the preceding year. 
Probit regression is used to estimate the dichotomous labor force variable; OLS techniques are 
used on earnings. Following neo-classical economics, the labor force participation decision is 
modeled as a function of potential wages, income from sources other than work, and em- 

ployment costs. These predictors are operationalized as age, age squared, education, non- 

wage income (family income minus personal earnings), number of children ever bor (for 
women only), and the following dummy variables: being married, being a family head, living 
in the central city, currently attending school, and having a physical disability (1980 and 
1990 only). A human capital model is used to estimate earnings, which are logged and pre- 
dicted as a function of age, age squared, education, being married, the logarithm of weeks 
worked per year, and the logarithm of hours worked per year.3 

Two slightly different analytic strategies were undertaken. First, separate models of labor 
force participation and earnings were estimated by gender and year, using a combined sam- 

ple of African Americans, native-born West Indians, and foreign-born West Indians. Dummy 
variables distinguishing the two West Indian generations as well as distinguishing New York- 
born and non-New York-born African Americans were added. However, because this latter 
distinction proved statistically insignificant in all models, it was deleted from the analysis. 
Second, to disentangle assimilation and cohort effects, those African Americans and foreign- 
born West Indians appearing in the 1980 and 1990 cross-sections were pooled, separately by 
sex, and earnings again estimated. The pooled model contained the previously described 

predictors of earnings, as well as 10 dummy variables denoting time of arrival to the United 
States (cohort), the number of years since arrival, the square of the number of years since 

arrival, and a dummy variable coded 1 if the observation was obtained in 1980, zero if in 
1990. As Borjas (1994) explains, despite the interdependence among time, cohort, and pe- 
riod effects, this model can be estimated because it assumes that the period effect is identical 
for West Indian immigrants and African Americans. In addition, African Americans were 
coded zero on the time and cohort measures. 

In all models, the possibility that group membership interacted with the other independ- 
ent variables was explored, and significant multiplicative terms were retained in the final 

equation. The hypothesis that each West Indian generation responded differently to central 

category is based on their strong English proficiency. Sowell (1978) likewise concluded that persons bom in the "other 
West Indies' were primarily from islands with British legacies. 

3. Ideally, the earnings regressions should control for any selection bias associated with the labor force participa- 
tion decision. However, efforts to model this bias and include the appropriate correction factor in the earnings models 
were abandoned due to multi-collinearity between the determinants of labor force participation and earnings. An addi- 
tional complication is that, in 1970, responses to both labor supply questions-weeks worked and hours worked-were 
assigned one digit codes. For this reason, the frequently preferred dependent variable "hourly wages" is not used nor 
are weeks and hours combined into one labor supply variable. Beginning in 1980, two digits were used to code hours. 
A minor drawback of this procedure is that weekly hours are 'top-coded' at 99. 
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city residence was also tested by adding the requisite interaction terms. However, these in- 
teractions never reached statistical significance and were thus dropped from the equations. 

Before turning to the results, it is necessary to mention some of the obstacles stemming 
from the longitudinal design. The 1970 Census inquired about parents' nativities, and if both 
parents were born abroad, only the father's birthplace was recorded in the public use sample. 
In 1980 and 1990, instead of parents' birthplaces, individuals were asked to supply up to two 
national ancestries. Thus, after 1970 native-born West Indians are no longer limited to the 
second generation, although Caribbean immigration is recent enough that the great majority 
of Blacks reporting Caribbean ancestry are probably the children of immigrants. Another 
significant change has to do with education, which, until 1990, was coded as years of school- 
ing, but, in 1990, was coded as a diverse set of year and/or credential aggregates. In the effort 
to maximize comparability and to permit pooling 1980 with 1990, the 1990 intervals were 
recoded to their year of school equivalents (Reimers 1994). Finally, because intervals are 
also used to denote year of arrival, years of U.S. residence can only be approximated. This is 
done by subtracting the midpoint of the year of arrival interval from the appropriate census 
year. 

Results 

Cross-sectional descriptive statistics on the major variables for the three black groups 
appear in Table 1A (men) and Table 1B (women). To begin with the dependent variables, on 
labor force participation two trends are striking: the decline in male rates and the rise in 
women's. These shifts are strongest among African Americans, with most of the change in 
their activity occurring in the 1970s. Beyond these shifts, the tables indicate that labor force 
participation is usually greatest among the foreign born and weakest among African Ameri- 
cans, with native-born West Indians falling in the middle. On income, the rankings vary 
more. For men, native-born West Indians earn most in the first two years, followed by Afri- 
can Americans and then the foreign born. In 1990, though, African American earnings are 
slightly higher than native-born West Indian. This change is worth emphasizing: In 1970 and 
1980, native-born West Indian men received about 25 percent more pay than African Ameri- 
can men; by 1990 this gap had evaporated. Among women, a similar but not as striking 
pattern holds: Native-born West Indians earned nearly 33 percent more than African Ameri- 
cans in 1970, but only 10 percent more by 1990. In all years, foreign-born West Indian 
women earned least, but the gap between them and African Americans was a little larger in 
1990 than previously. 

Moving to the independent variables, observe that, on age, the differences are small and 
the gender patterns quite similar. In 1970 African Americans were youngest, but across time, 
they grew older, while both generations of West Indians grew younger. As a result, by 1990, 
African Americans had become the oldest of the three groups. On education, gender differ- 
ences are again very modest, but the time trend is one of improvement for all groups. This 
trend helped keep native-born West Indians at the top of the educational ladder, but African 
American schooling levels improved most. Thus, by 1990 the difference between native- 
born West Indians and African Americans had dropped from two years to one, doubtless a 
factor in reducing the earnings gap between the two subgroups. Finally, with respect to mar- 
riage, again a similar trend obtains: Marriage rates are down. Men have higher rates than 
women, and the foreign born are more often married than natives. 

To summarize, means on the independent variables do explain some of the changes in 
means on the dependent variables. In particular, by gaining in age and education, African 
Americans improved their human capital, which contributed to the erosion of native-born 
West Indians' pay advantage. Another pattern is that African Americans experienced a very 
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Table 1A * Means and Standard Deviations of Major Variables by Group Membership New 
York SMSA, Males, 1970-1990a 

Labor 
Year/Group Age School Married Force Earnings N 

1970 Men 
FB West Indians 42.3 10.1 81.1% 95.2% $21,589 228 

(10.6) (3.47) (12,253) 
NB West Indians 43.9 12.0 81.2% 93.8% $29,871 96 

(8.19) (2.72) (13,827) 
African Americans 41.3 10.0 69.8% 85.1% $23,616 3736 

(10.9) (3.29) (11,958) 

1980 Men 
FB West Indians 40.6 11.6 72.1% 90.8% $21.494 3227 

(10.7) (3.40) (13,653) 
NB West Indians 43.8 12.9 57.1% 86.8% $28,040 364 

(12.1) (2.93) (16,352) 
African Americans 41.4 11.3 54.3% 77.9% $22,059 2901 

(11.1) (3.21) (13,413) 

1990 Men 
FB West Indians 40.6 12.0 56.8% 89.1% $25,172 3860 

(10.6) (3.49) (17,398) 
NB West Indians 40.8 13.1 43.1% 79.4% $26,093 425 

(11.8) (3.01) (21,825) 
African Americans 42.3 12.1 42.5% 76.8% $26,216 3833 

(11.1) (2.95) (18,290) 

a All figures in 1990 dollars. Earnings limited to persons with positive earnings. 

sharp decennial decline in marriage rates during the 1970s, the same period when their gen- 
der-specific labor force participation rates were reversing. Doubtless the causality between 
these two variables is reciprocal. 

Table 1C presents cohort differences by gender on schooling and the two dependent 
variables for West Indian immigrants. The erratic coding of the cohort (immigration year) 
variable parallels the dates provided in the PUMs data. On all three variables, a similar, 
slightly curvilinear pattern is evident. Persons in the first and last arrived cohorts have lower 
education, labor force participation, and earnings than those in the middle. At the same 
time, slight variations in peak schooling, work activity, and earnings can be discerned. For 
instance, men arriving between 1960 and 1964 report most education and earnings, but labor 
force participation is highest for the 1975-79 group. More striking, though Tables 1A and 1B 
show a rise in the mean educational attainment of the foreign born, disaggregation by cohort 
reveals a downward trend. Whether or not fewer years of school is also associated with 

declining cohort "quality" (or "negative selection") will be explored further. 
Next, the analysis considers the net differences between each generation of West Indians 

and African Americans on the two dependent variables. Tables 2A and 2B contain cross- 
sectional results for men and women respectively.4 On labor force participation, the additive 
effect of West Indian birth is significantly positive in every regression. For both sexes of 

immigrants, two interactions frequently appeared, details of which appear in Appendix A.5 

4. For reasons of space, the tables of multi-variate results emphasize the contrast between West Indians and 
African Americans. More complete tables, containing the coefficients for all the independent variables in each model, 
are available from the author. 

5. In ordinary least squares, a significant interaction is one that adds significantly to the equation's explained 
variance. Under this criterion, no interaction attained significance. To identify interactions in probit models is more 
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Table 1B * Means and Standard Deviations of Major Variables by Group Membership New 
York SMSA, Females, 1970-1990a 

Labor 
Year/Group Age School Married Force Earnings N 

1970 Women 
FB West Indians 41.8 9.99 53.7% 74.2% $15,486 322 

(11.2) (3.22) (8,154) 
NB West Indians 43.3 12.1 45.9% 77.5% $20,441 111 

(8.41) (2.99) (10,195) 
African Americans 41.1 10.2 51.9% 51.2% $15,543 5007 

(11.1) (2.94) (8,815) 

1980 Women 
FB West Indians 41.1 11.4 52.0% 80.9% $16.475 4425 

(10.9) (3.29) (10,049) 
NB West Indians 44.2 12.8 38.9% 76.9% $19,935 498 

(11.5) (2.85) (10,770) 
African Americans 41.8 11.5 40.4% 61.1% $16,662 3133 

(11.2) (2.92) (10,049) 

1990 Women 
FB West Indians 40.9 12.2 40.9% 83.0% $20,760 5379 

(10.7) (3.24) (13,533) 
NB West Indians 41.6 13.4 25.8% 77.8% $24,264 541 

(12.0) (2.88) (15,654) 
African Americans 43.3 12.5 32.6% 69.2% $21,813 5358 

(11.1) (2.66) (14,436) 

a All figures in 1990 dollars. Earnings limited to persons with positive earnings. 

For men and women, foreign birth interacts negatively with education, indicating that at 
very high levels of schooling, African Americans have greater labor force participation than 
West Indian immigrants.6 This result, similar to Butcher's (1994), may reflect stronger net- 
works connecting native Blacks to prestigious positions. In addition, for women, being a 
household head in 1990 enhances labor force participation more for foreign-born West Indi- 
ans than for African Americans; for men, being disabled is a weaker deterrent of labor force 
activity among immigrants than African Americans. Perhaps native-born Blacks are more 
often eligible for and knowledgeable about welfare programs and disability payments than 
the foreign born. Many observers have attributed declining black labor force participation in 
part to increased reliance on such income supplements (Farley and Allen 1987). 

As for the probit results predicting labor force participation for native-born West Indians, 
these vary by gender, with the women's coefficients uniformly positive and significant, and 
the men's behaving so only in 1980. In 1970, the small sample of native-born West Indian 
men or the undercount of impoverished African American males may have affected signifi- 
cance. In 1990, insignificance is consonant with the declining labor force disparity between 
native-born West Indian men and African Americans, from more than 8 percent in 1970 and 
1980 to only 2.6 percent in 1990. 

complicated. First, all estimates were run separately by ethnicity. For those coefficients on which ethnic differences 
were suspiciously large, the appropriate interaction terms were added to the three-group model. When an interaction 
retained significance in the three-group model without reducing the standard error of either of its two additive compo- 
nents, that interaction was judged strong enough to include in the final probit model. 

6. For example, among men with more than 21.5 years of schooling in 1980, African Americans were more likely 
to be in the labor force than their West Indian born counterparts. 
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Table 1C * Means and Standard Deviations of Major Variables by 1980-1990 Sample of Foreign 
Born West Indians by Gender and Immigration Year 

MEN WOMEN 
Labor Labor 

Year School Force Earnings' School Force Earningsb 

1987-90 11.1 84.0% $16,440 11.2 75.8% $13,581 
(3.75) (12,540) (3.23) (11,664) 

1985-86 11.8 90.2% $20,441 11.6 84.0% $16,283 
(3.28) (11,624) (3.61) (10,609) 

1982-84 11.3 90.5% $20,823 11.6 81.7% $16,331 
(3.78) (10,915) (3.31) (11,814) 

1980-81 11.8 89.5% $24,368 11.9 81.7% $18,999 
(3.61) (16,785) (3.55) (12,220) 

1975-79a 12.2 91.1% $24,812 12.4 85.6% $20,080 
(3.23) (14,244) (3.11) (10,573) 

1970-74 12.3 90.6% $27,880 12.6 85.6% $23,128 
(3.33) (20,792) (3.17) (14,847) 

1965-69 12.2 89.7% $28,322 12.5 84.9% $24,042 
(3.39) (17,304) (2.97) (13,724) 

1960-64 12.8 88.7% $32,219 12.7 83.1% $24,864 
(3.58) (24,881) (3.32) (14,116) 

1950-59 12.6 80.1% $31,016 13.1 75.4% $25,987 
(3.54) (19,878) (2.65) (17,527) 

<1950 11.3 71.6% $26,667 12.1 64.6% $25,425 
(2.92) (12,481) (2.94) (15,411) 

a In the 1980 Census, this interval extended to April 1, 1980. 
b All figures in 1990 dollars. Earnings limited to persons with positive earnings. 

Further scrutiny of the trends in labor force participation yields two patterns. Control- 

ling for gender and year, foreign-born contrasts are larger than native and, controlling for 

nativity and year, female contrasts are larger than male. Taken together, these findings fit 

relatively well with queuing theory, which predicts that the foreign born will have an easier 
time finding work because employers react favorably to West Indian accents and predicts a 

foreign-born female advantage because the number of (more highly ranked) foreign-born 
West Indian women is greater than the number of foreign-born West Indian men. Still, the 

appearance of significant coefficients for the native born is best explained on grounds of cul- 
ture, not queuing. As for labor force predictions based on selectivity theory, these are best 

judged when cohort and years in the United States are disaggregated, as shown in Table 2C. 
The results in Table 2C are limited to the main effects, with the significant interactions 

again appearing in Appendix A. Considering the coefficients for arrival first, observe that 

they are positive and nearly always statistically significant. This result means that, control- 

ling for years in the United States, all cohorts of immigrants seek employment at higher rates 
than African Americans. Moreover, the cohort coefficients display no time trend, contra- 

dicting the expectation that persons admitted after 1965 have a declining commitment to 
work. This lack of a time trend also discredits the hypothesis that women arriving in the late 
1960s were especially likely to be positively selected (as predicted by traditional selectivity) or 
that men's post-1965 propensity to arrive under women's sponsorship translated into more 

positively selected men than women (as predicted by the Roy model). The effects of years in 
the United States, net cohort, are also informative. For men, this coefficient and its square 
are significant; for women the effect is nil. A possible interpretation of this difference is that 
men who have not obtained jobs soon after arrival are, in time, expected to do so, while 
women's employment is less a matter of norms than financial exigency. 
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Table 2A * Coefficients for Net Effect of Group Membership on Labor Force Participation and 
on Log Earnings, New York SMSA Males, 1970-1990' 

Year/Group Labor Forceb Log Earnings' 

1970 Men 
FB West Indian .4834** -. 1314** 

(.1516) (.0399) 
NB West Indian .2235 .1313* 

(.2243) (.0625) 
R2 .0985 .1939 
N 3921 3169 

1980 Men 
FB West Indian .7088*** -.0456* 

(.1586) (.0209) 
NB West Indian .3261** .1581*** 

(.1006) (.0448) 
R2 .2323 .3294 
N 6492 5352 

1990 Men 
FB West Indian .6418*** -.0049 

(.1401) (.0181) 
NB West Indian -.0058 .0036 

(.0828) (.0403) 
R2 .2420 .4709 
N 8118 6711 

a Standard errors in parentheses. Omitted group is African Americans. 
b Coefficients based on probit regressions, which also include age, age-squared, years of education, unearned 

income, number of children ever born (for women only), and dummy variables signifying current school 
enrollment, family head, married, central city residence, and physical disability (1980 and 1990 only). 
Coefficients based on OLS regressions, which also include age, age-squared, years of education, marital status, 
the natural log of hours worked per year, and the natural log of weeks worked per year. 

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 

All told, the labor force participation results do not provide a strong basis for adjudicating 
among the theoretical alternatives. This discovery is not surprising since the primary goal of 
the relevant theories is to explain differences in earnings. Returning to Table 2A to deter- 
mine if earnings operate in a more consistent fashion, note the erratic pattern. Foreign-born 
West Indian men earned significantly less than African Americans in 1970 and 1980, while 
their native-born counterparts earned more. In 1990, neither generation of West Indians 
displays an earnings difference. As for women, Table 2B shows no effects in 1970, advan- 
tages for both generations in 1980, and only for the native born in 1990. 

Before theory can be fit to data, however, the foreign born need to be disaggregated by 
cohort of arrival. Returning to Table 2C, observe that, among men, all cohort coefficients are 
significantly negative. However, net arrival cohort, years since immigration imparts a posi- 
tive, curvilinear effect. The requisite calculations reveal results quite similar to those reported 
in Chiswick's (1979) cross-sectional investigation. After 10?1 years, men arriving between 
1982 and 1984 will earn as much as their African American counterparts; thereafter, they 
will make more. Because the 1982-84 coefficient is smallest (-0.1812), every other cohort 
must wait longer to catch up. Still, there is no discernible time trend in these "quality differ- 
entials;" indeed, the equation predicts that the catch-up time for the most recently arrived 
men is about the same as for those longest resident. 
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Table 2B * Coefficients for Net Effect of Group Membership on Labor Force Participation and 
on Log Earnings, New York SMSA Females, 1970-199Oa 

Year/Group Labor Forceb Log Earningsc 

1970 Women 
FB West Indian 1.5625*** .0629 

(.2779) (.0441) 
NB West Indian .4854*** .0874 

(.1397) (.0710) 
R2 .0843 .3313 
N 5376 2476 

1980 Women 
FB West Indian 1.4425*** .0464* 

(.1291) (.0204) 
NB West Indian .3943*** .1390*** 

(.0734) (.0398) 
R2 .1551 .4022 
N 8056 5778 

1990 Women 
FB West Indian 1.1187*** .0032 

(.1209) (.0136) 
NB West Indian .1430* .0679* 

(.0682) (.0309) 
R2 .1807 .5251 

N 11278 8634 

a.b, See Table 2A. 
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 

On the other hand, the women's coefficients display a marked temporal pattern, shifting 
from essentially zero (before 1950), to increasingly large negative values. A statistically sig- 
nificant shortfall first appears in 1975-79. This negative effect, however, is mitigated by the 
positive coefficient for years in the United States. Taken together, these translations mean 
that, other things the same, the earnings of women arriving between 1975 and 1979 will 
meet those of African Americans in 10.8 years, but the 1987-90 cohort will not do as well for 
more than 25 years. 

Theoretically, these results indicate that both genders remained positively selected, 
though the "quality" of West Indian immigrant men changed little over the years, while the 

"quality" of the women declined. Traditional selectivity theorists might interpret this pattern 
as reflecting a growing rate of kinship-based entry among immigrating women and a con- 
stant rate among men. Adherents of the Roy model might hypothesize the converse: a grow- 
ing rate of women arriving independently and a constant rate among men. A problem for 
both these interpretations, however, is that men's and women's immigration decisions are 

unlikely to be independent of one another. In other words, neither theory is consonant with 
changes in the quality of one gender and uniformity in the quality of the other. At the same 
time, the findings of the 1980-1990 pooled analysis strongly contradict the expectations of 
cultural and queuing perspectives. Neither of these formulations predicts that West Indian 
immigrants will earn less than African Americans, for a short or a long period of time. 

A final question is whether the earnings of the native born mesh with the expectations 
of traditional selectivity theory. That they earn more than African Americans in four of six 
comparisons fits quite well. The insignificant women's result in 1970 is perhaps a function of 
small sample size, but sampling error is certainly not affecting men in 1990. As Table 1A 
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Table 2C * Coefficients for Cohort, Years in U.S., and Period Effects on Labor Force 
Participation and on Log Earnings, 1980-1990 Sample of African Americans and 
Foreign-Born West Indians" 

MEN WOMEN 
Variable Labor Forceb Log Earnings' Labor Forceb Log Earnings' 

1987-90 .4053** -.3363*** 1.135*** -.2851*** 
(.1319) (.0453) (.1107) (.0368) 

1985-86 .5663*** -.2140*** 1.3741*** -.2368*** 
(.1562) (.0496) (.1253) (.0425) 

1982-84 .5086** -.1811*** 1.3302*** -.2451*** 
(.1572) (.0517) (.1182) (.0410) 

1980-81 .4201* -. 1877*** 1.2512*** -.1370** 
(.1643) (.0555) (.1262) (.0465) 

1975-79 .3437* -.2315*** 1.3328*** -.1213** 
(.1358) (.0449) (.1078) (.0381) 

1970-74 .3914* -.2141*** 1.4054*** -.0655 
(.1568) (.0551) (.1207) (.0476) 

1965-69 .2757 -.2214*** 1.501*** -.0204 
(.1785) (.0668) (.1341) (.0570) 

1960-64 .3323 -.3011*** 1.3934*** -.0306 
(.2128) (.0834) (.1582) (.0722) 

1950-59 .3243 -.2202* 1.2915*** .0020 
(.2349) (.0968) (.1785) (.0865) 

<1950 .6078* -.3382** 1.2889*** .0188 
(.2735) (.1169) (.2037) (.1039) 

Yrs in U.S. .0547*** .0207*** .0119 .0112* 
(.0131) (.0058) (.0093) (.0047) 

Yrs Squared -.0014*** -.0003* -.0006* -.0002 
(.0003) (.0002) (.0002) (.0001) 

1980 .0520 -.6441*** -.0914** -.7153*** 
(.0397) (.0204) (.0332) (.0187) 

R2 .2333 .4731 .1707 .5472 
N 13668 11262 18111 13447 

a,b, See Table 2A. 
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 

documents, these men's earning's dropped substantially, from 127 percent of African Ameri- 
can earnings in 1980 to 99.5 percent in 1990. Several additional analyses were undertaken 
to explain this drop, but none proved fruitful. For instance, native-born West Indian men are 
more likely to live in the central city (an earnings depressant) and more likely to work for 
local government (an earnings inflator) than are African American men. But the extent of 
these disparities changed little between 1980 and 1990, and controlling for them had no 
effect on the results. Defining native-born West Indians more stringently, by response to the 
first ancestry question only, likewise had no impact. 

In short, the data exhibit but do not explain declines in the labor force participation and 

earnings of native-born West Indian men. Changes in employers' attitudes toward West Indi- 
ans seem an unlikely cause, since few employers can distinguish native-born West Indians 
from African Americans. Changes in employers' feelings about black males in general is a 
more plausible hypothesis. The fact that African American men lost more ground than Afri- 
can American women during the 1980s also fits this hypothesis (Bound and Freeman 1992; 
Corcoran and Parrott 1992). Clearly, additional research on this question is needed. 

To summarize the data analysis, popular perceptions about West Indian immigrants' eco- 
nomic performance simplify a complex reality. On the one hand, the immigrants have 
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higher gross and net labor force participation than African Americans. On earnings, the story 
is more complicated. The gross earnings of foreign-born West Indians are consistently lower 
than African Americans', while the net income is sometimes higher, sometimes lower, and 
sometimes the same. However, when cohort of arrival and years in this country are taken 
into account, after a period of adjustment, the earnings of West Indian immigrants catch up 
with their African American counterparts. As for the native born, on the raw measures, they 
emerge ahead on every outcome save 1990 male earnings. Controlling for other variables 
reduces the number of instances in which natives retain this edge, but by and large they 
continue to do so. 

This story is fairly typical of immigrants to the United States. There is nothing here to 

suggest cultural advantages or employer favoritism. Rather, West Indians assimilate econom- 

ically to the black population, not the white. Of the explanatory frameworks offered above, 
this conclusion is most compatible, though not perfectly so, with traditional selectivity the- 

ory, which predicts earnings advantages over time for the foreign born as well as for the 
second generation. While traditional selectivity has not sought to explain differences in labor 
force participation, this lack of attention reflects the assumption that economically motivated 

migrants will exhibit high rates of labor force activity, an assumption confirmed by the re- 
search reported here. 

Discussion 

The main goal of this section is to re-examine, in light of the analysis, the theories 

presented at the outset. To begin with cultural difference theory, the strongest evidence 

countering this view, at least as formulated by Sowell and his followers, is the negative earn- 

ings effect that West Indian immigrants typically suffer in their first years in the United States. 
Even in the absence of this empirical challenge, however, Sowell's cultural argument is un- 

likely to account adequately for West Indian-African American differences because the expla- 
nation is too general. For instance, one reason that Caribbean islanders-foreign and native 
born, men and women-are supposedly more productive than African Americans is that 

slavery was less oppressive in the British West Indies than in the southern United States. But 
this assertion overlooks variations in the slave experience within the West Indies. As 
Stinchcombe's (1994) study of slavery in the Caribbean reveals, Blacks faced very different 
conditions depending on where they were enslaved, what occupation they pursued, and 
what time period is considered. Apparently, Britain did not leave a unified "legacy of 

slavery." 
Furthermore, even if national origin did mean a relatively unified cultural milieu, locale 

is only one source of cultural content. Individuals are also members of religious denomina- 
tions, social classes, voluntary organizations, neighborhoods-all of which transmit ideals, 
norms, and values. On the contemporary scene, differences in social class are associated with 
differences in outlook for Blacks in the West Indies and in the United States. For instance, in 

Jamaica, underemployment and unemployment have become endemic among less educated 

young urban males, many of whom have been displaced by cheaper rural migrants and wo- 
men. In Guy Standing's (1981) opinion, the failure of Caribbean cities to provide young 
working class men with long-term employment has eroded mainstream job skills and en- 
hanced criminal activities. Indeed, worries about working class productivity were so severe 
that in 1982 a Task Force on Work Attitudes (1984) was appointed to study the problem. Yet, 
Anglophone Caribbean societies also support a small but solid middle class and an even 
smaller elite, both of whom hold many of the same values as their former British overlords 

(Lowenthal 1972). Which of these groups exhibits the real Caribbean "culture"? Clearly 
both do. 
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Defining African American culture is equally problematic. In the inner city, where 

three-quarters of New York's Caribbean immigrants now reside, both "respectable" and 
"street" families dwell side by side (Anderson 1990). And the young, at least, may not concur 
that the "respectables" make the most desirable role models (Waters 1994b), though the re- 
gressions in this study do not detect this trend. In any event, it is hard to see how these many 
cross currents could crystallize into a West Indian American culture that imparted a uniform 
effect on the job outcomes of men and women, past and present, foreign and native born. 
More probably, the characteristics that observers attribute to particular foreign cultures- 
diligence, ambition, steadfastness-reflect the positive selection of immigrants across a vari- 
ety of cultures. 

Before returning to this possibility, it is informative to consider the second relevant per- 
spective, queuing theory. The multi-variate analysis supports the hypothesis that, other 
things equal, employers prefer to hire West Indians over African Americans, though they do 
not pay most West Indians higher salaries. Still, employer preference probably contributes 
only modestly to West Indians' greater labor force participation because immigrants and Afri- 
can Americans often do not compete for the same jobs (Kasinitz 1992). Discrepancies arise 
for several reasons. One is the lower expectations of the foreign born. For instance, when 
compared with the native born, West Indian born women are far more likely to work in 
private households. A second is the status of the foreign born, many of whom are illegal. 
Those without green cards face difficulty in securing government jobs-the pre-eminent 
black employment "niche" in New York. Controlling for gender and year, about 10 percent 
more African Americans than West Indian immigrants work in the public sector. A third is 
the operation of ethnically homogeneous channels of information about openings. Waters's 
(1993a) finding, that a food service firm maintained its predominantly Caribbean workforce 
by recruiting labor through the intervention of currently employed West Indians, is typical 
(Waldinger 1986-87). Thus, even if most gatekeepers favor West Indians in the abstract, only 
a subset of these hiring agents will control opportunities that Caribbean Islanders can both 
learn about and qualify for. And if employers rarely have the chance to indulge their prefer- 
ences for particular backgrounds, then queuing theory contributes little to inter-group em- 
ployment differentials. 

Traditional selectivity theory likewise fits imperfectly. The expectation that internal mi- 
gration was associated with positive selection among African Americans did not hold for New 
York's Blacks. Perhaps by the 1970s those with initiative were leaving rather than entering 
the city. Similarly, traditional selectivity cannot account for the lack of an earnings advan- 
tage among native-born West Indian men in 1990. Perhaps a declining commitment to af- 
firmative action is having a leveling impact on all black males. Even more problematic is the 
pattern of cohort coefficients in which a decline in "quality" occurs in the earnings regres- 
sions of women but not of men, at the same time that the educational qualifications of West 
Indians of both sexes have been falling. 

An intriguing resolution to these disparities is found by extending the "cumulative the- 
ory of migration" proposed by Massey, Goldring, and Durand (1994). This view, developed 
from field studies in Mexico, posits that communities go through stages in which departure 
probabilities vary systematically across various demographic and socio-economic categories. 
Massey, Goldring, and Durand concur that over time migrants from a particular location will 
become less positively selected. But because new communities are continually entering the 
process, and depleted communities slowly leaving it, the overall result is a heterogeneous 
mix of migrants, a mix of migrants whose mean abilities, measured and unmeasured, may 
vary little across time. 

On the basis of this theory, the earliest cohort of newcomers from a region will be more 
positively selected than later ones, but as the number of communities contributing migrants 
grows, an equilibrium in quality could be expected at destination. However, because women 
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from a given origin community initiate migration somewhat later than men from that same 
origin, the high quality and the fall to equilibrium should occur at a later historical time for 
women than for men. In the long run, though, there is little reason to expect much differ- 
ence between the "quality" of immigrant men and women. 

This interpretation fits the West Indian experience described here, where men seem to 
have established an equilibrium that women are now approaching. Of course, if women who 
arrive in the future exhibit further declines in "quality," additional explanations will have to 
be sought. Even without that eventuality, research on West Indian migration chains would 
be useful to ascertain whether principal aliens differ positively, negatively, or not at all from 
the kin they sponsor for entry. Such issues are of vital importance in guiding the direction of 
U.S. immigration policy. 

An equally important domestic goal, however, is the muting of claims that black ethnic 
affiliation carries significant interpersonal implications. West Indian "reliability" and "willing- 
ness to do the job" have far more to do with immigrant status than with national origins. 
Rhetoric praising immigrant culture stimulates divisiveness within a subordinate group al- 
ready strongly polarized by social class. And additional fragmentation of black identities adds 
another barrier to racial equality. 
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Appendix * Coefficients for Interactions with West Indian Birth in Probit Regressions of Labor 
Force Participationab 

Variable Men Women 

1970 
Education -.0966*** 

(.0263) 
1980 
Education -.0333* -.0737*** 

(.0133) (.0110) 
Disability .2919* 

(.1404) 

1990 
Education -.0326** -.0610*** 

(.0114) (.0096) 
Disability .2273* 

(.1107) 
Household Head .1299* 

(.0610) 
1980-1990 Pooled 
Education -.0368*** -.0738*** 

(.0089) (.0076) 
Diability .2223* 

(.0896) 

,ab See Table 2A. 

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
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