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Abstract  
  
 The majority of the latest wave of immigration has gone to only a 
handful of the largest U.S. metropolitan area. The robust economic 
performance of these “immigrant centers” has sparked a debate about merits 
of attracting foreign-born immigrants as part of a strategy to stem population 
loss and spur economic growth in economically lagging metro areas.  
However, any policy decisions require a better understanding of the nature 
and spatial implications of immigrants’ location decisions.  We employ a non-
linear model that uses two key individual location decision factors to predict 
the distribution of foreign-born citizens among metropolitan areas at three 
(U.S. Census) points in time: 1980, 1990, and 2000.  The model guides an 
examination of the consequences in time of spatial distribution of immigrants 
based on the assumption that location decisions are driven by concentrations 
of co-ethics more than employment opportunity.    
 
INTRODUCTION 

Throughout American history, immigration has affected culture, politics, 
and the economy in momentous ways.  Essentially a land of immigrants, the US has 
absorbed repeated waves of newcomers contributing to the country’s economic 
growth, while aspiring to improved quality of life.  Immigrants in search of 
economic opportunity have had a presence in all economic sectors (Winnick, 1990; 
Muller, 1993). 



 

The arrival of immigrants stimulates local housing construction, 
consumption, and demand for services, as well as commercial and banking 
activities, which in turn stimulate economic growth.  Thus effects of immigration 
are no different from those of natural population growth (births in excess of deaths) 
and in-migration (1) from other regions of the country.   However, diversity of 
minds and ways of life accompanying immigration have the added benefits of new 
market demands for different products and services and new marketable ideas that 
can contribute to economic diversification of the economy and add to its robustness. 
  

An added argument in favor of immigration is that driven to the US by 
economic aspirations, immigrants may arrive with a resolve to contribute and be 
rewarded by the market that might exceed that of the native-born population.  
Researchers recognize the role played by immigrants’ personal ambitions and have 
devised means to measure their entrepreneurship levels relative to native-born 
Americans (Winnick, 1990; Borjas, 1990). On average, immigrants’ drive and place 
in society lead to a higher self-employment.  Muller (1993, 1998) found a positive 
correlation between rates of in-migration and job growth, as well as a positive 
correlation between the percentage of the foreign-born and the economic well 
being of natives.  This, in conjunction with work by Richard Florida (2000; 2002) 
suggesting that the greater the diversity of metropolitan areas, the more attractive 
they are to certain desirable industries such as high-tech, strengthens the case for 
beneficial effects of immigration.  

Such economic arguments have historically garnered support for 
immigration, but counter-positions exist.   Sometimes rooted in xenophobic 
tendencies, and at other times in fear over job loss and wage deflation, resistance to 
immigration has been a very powerful political and social force (Simon, 1989; 
Borjas, 1990; Muller, 1993.)  Arguments leveled against unimpeded immigration 
have nationalistic and economically intuitive appeal, which accounts for periodic 
moves throughout history to restrict or to selectively discourage immigration.  
Often, arguments for, or against, immigrants from specific regions are couched in 
economic terms, with some of the newcomers predicted to become an economic 
burden and others expected to boost it.  



  

During the rise of industrialization in the U.S. in the late Nineteenth and 
early Twentieth Centuries, for example, immigration helped fuel economic growth 
by meeting the labor demand of northern manufacturers (Mooney, 1990; Denison, 
1962).  However, as globalization put increasing pressure on these industries during 
the 1970’s and 1980’s, wages and employment opportunities for low-skilled 
workers were negatively affected by the presence of immigrants with similar skills 
(Kuznets, 1977 and Defreitas & Marshall, 1983 as cited in Simon, 1989).  It follows 
that the immigration’s economic effects are dependent on local or regional 
characteristics such as the state of the economy at arrival, the nature of the local 
demand, and the supply of certain skills.   

The result of the perennial tension between expectations of economic 
benefits from immigration and fear of a reduction in the number of jobs available to 
all others and of increasing social welfare expenditures results in an ambiguous, and 
often inconsistent, national policy on immigration.  Mixed political motives are 
overlaid on the cyclical nature of the American economy that at times demands 
more labor while at other times cannot employ all Americans at desired wage 
levels.  

There is currently a strong impetus to understand both the mechanics of 
immigration and its effects on the economies of urban areas.  Researchers contend 
that data, showing economic growth and rising per capita incomes following waves 
of immigration, provide a strong rationale to conclude that immigrants improve the 
standard of living of the host population (Borts & Stein, 1964; Chiswick, 1982; 
Kuznets, 1964; Mooney, 1990; Muller, 1998).  Some authors nevertheless caution 
that costs of immigration may exceed benefits, as when the immigrants’ (low) skill 
characteristics drive up income inequalities (Chiswick, 1992), or cause per capita 
incomes to fall (Borts & Stein, 1964), and poverty to increase (Camarota, 1998).   

Faced with depressed economies, older manufacturing cities searching for 
policy solutions have begun to consider strategies to attract immigrants.  Cities 
frustrated by economic decline and shrinking population see in-migration as a 
possible response.  However, policy design requires clarity as to whether population 
trends are causes or consequences of rigional economic health (Greenwald, 1975; 
Muth, 1971).  Should they be a cause or even a necessary condition, it would follow 
that policies designed to attract people to a region – whether from other regions or 
from other countries – could contribute to a reversal of economic decline. It is 
critical to understand the relationship between economic health and a growing 
population, since policy measures to attract immigrants can be costly and may result 
in added tax burdens if the presence of immigrants does not improve the local 
economy.  Costs and benefits of immigration appear to be temporally sensitive and 
dependent on characteristics of both immigrants and economies in which they 
settle.  Therefore, at a time and place characterized by a declining or stagnant 



 

population, it seems the prospect of immigrant-led population growth should be 
welcomed, though potential benefits would hinge on immigrant education, skills, 
socio-economic status, and on the costs of absorbing this influx.    

If immigration has a positive effect on economic development, can it be 
fostered through public policy? What decision factors should policies include? To 
answer this question it is necessary to understand the components of an individual’s 
decision to migrate, including the complex array of “push” factors that impel people 
to leave their initial location and “pull” factors that attract them to specific locations 
in the US.   

Push factors include political and economic hardships (Zavodny, 1998) in 
the immigrants’ native countries. Pull factors include work opportunities in general, 
demand for specific skills, business climate, and presence of like communities.  
From an émigré’s  perspective, push factors are affected by education, skills, 
language skills and age-related factors affecting mobility - life cycle stage, 
economic endowment, and subjective likelihood of success. Pull factors combine 
with the prospects of community and family assistance, and social climate at the 
target location.   

Since no push factor and only a subset of the pull factors are susceptible to 
policies, it is necessary to understand the cumulative spatial outcome of individual 
location decisions, to enable prediction of outcomes and assessment of likelihood of 
success of policy decisions.  This article begins to address this need by proposing a 
non-linear model that uses two key individual location decision factors to predict the 
distribution of foreign-born citizens among metropolitan areas at three (U.S. 
Census) points in time: 1980, 1990, and 2000.  The first section takes an 
immigrant’s decision perspective to explore pull factors that could translate into 
policy elements.  The second section describes the proposed model and results 
using the top 48 metropolitan areas (according to population size in 2000).  The 
article concludes with an assessment of how the model could be refined and how 
its results could inform the issues facing policy makers in declining metropolitan 
areas.  
 
INDIVIDUAL IMMIGRANT DESTINATION CHOICE  

Devising policies that attract immigrants to regions that are atypical 
destinations requires an understanding of the expected results of an influx of an 
immigrant population, as well as the mechanisms by which individuals make 
destination choices.  This section examines immigration trends as aggregates of 
individual choices, in contexts of growing and declining economies, to derive insights 
useful to policy decisions.  After outlining the essence of individual emigration 
decisions in terms of push and pull factors, we examine immigration impacts on 



  

current immigration centers, as well as areas that are not traditionally targets of 
immigration that have seen their recent share of newcomers rise. 

The decision to immigrate has two components: the decision to leave the 
country of origin, which is a response mainly to origin push factors, and the choice 
of a target location, which is a function mainly of destination pull factors.  The push 
factors are relevant to this report only insofar as they determine characteristics of 
new arrivals and their potential effect on the local economy.  Pull factors are 
candidates for policy decisions as regions attempt to increase or reduce their share 
of the annual immigration.   
 
Push Factors 

For those who arrive in large numbers, the most common push factor is a 
poor economic situation in the country of origin, while the most powerful pull factor 
is the perception that at least their offspring will be better off in the country of 
destination.  The individual decision is based on a comparison of pros at destination 
and cons at origin, with different weights on each according to specific situations:   

§ At times, the origin situation is so extreme – including political persecution, 
starvation, war – that pull factors become irrelevant and people’s primary goal 
becomes leaving their country and gaining admission to the US rather than 
concern with a specific destination.  Typically in such cases international 
organizations are involved in the process and will send the immigrants to 
locations willing and organized to absorb and support them, regardless of any 
individual characteristics or of economic conditions at destination.  Their 
numbers in any year vary with politics.  Since theirs is not an independent 
individual location decision, they present some interest insofar as they form a 
nucleus that can subsequently attract other immigrants from the same country of 
birth, providing a pull factor at their destination.  

§ For some individuals, push factors pale in comparison to pull.  They have unique 
or highly specialized skills and are enticed to emigrate for work reasons, 
regardless of the home conditions.  They head to the location of their 
employment, a pull that dominating all other considerations.  These constitute, 
however, a relatively small proportion of the annual immigration.   

§ Many individuals face a combination of pressures to leave their country of birth 
and varying degrees of ability to choose their American destination.  
Immigration is a difficult process, fraught with uncertainties and risk, as well as 
challenges of language, culture and social status.  Therefore, an observed 
decision to leave one’s country of birth on the part of individuals not physically 
threatened at home and not recruited for specific skills means the pull factors 
have outweighed by a considerable margin considerations such as risk, 



 

uncertainty, the prospect of difficulties at least at the outset, and the 
psychological downsides of leaving one’s country of birth.  These immigrants 
are interesting, because their location calculus involves destination factors 
susceptible to policies, and because they may arrive in numbers sufficient to 
affect the economies of their new hometowns.   

 
Pull Factors 

The next important individual decision is the selection of a new location.  
Given the possibility of settling in any American city, and neglecting transportation 
costs from the point of departure, immigrants from abroad choose their target 
settlement mostly based on: their own individual characteristics and the extent of 
their match to varying combinations of the local economic conditions; socio-
cultural conditions of which the presence of other immigrants from the same 
country of origin  is key, and relative welfare benefits within each city.   

The individual’s age, education, skills, and transferable wealth play a great 
role in this decision.  Those who are older, poorer, or less educated contemplate far 
fewer choices than those who are able to compete with Americans in any job 
market and can therefore locate in many areas.  Those less endowed must rely on 
assistance from family, community and social services, and therefore will tend to 
gravitate to locations that already host others from the same country of origin or are 
known for generosity in assistance to newcomers.  Even those able to select and 
reach any location tend to prefer metropolitan areas that, by virtue of being 
immigration targets, are more tole rant of differences, as well as locations with like 
communities that enhance the cultural climate for newcomers.  This is evidenced 
by the historic gravitation of ethnic groups to a number of large metropolitan areas, 
and their clustering in the urban space that has yielded in the past San Francisco’s 
Chinatowns, New York’s Little Italy, Detroit’s Poletown, Cleveland’s Slavic 
Village, and Miami’s Little Havana.  This trend continues although the ethnic 
composition of immigration is changing. 

Research investigating the role of local economic conditions in inducing 
immigrants to locate in a region observes a link between the two, but does not 
establish a cause-and-effect relationship.  Subsequent research focused on 
immigrants’ choice of first destination as well as on the mobility of foreign-born (2) 
men.  These results are relevant to any policies designed to attract in-migration at 
locations currently losing population.  Greenwood & Sweetland (1972) found that 
median incomes and government expenditures affected the choice of immigrant 
settlement.  Bartel (1989) found that foreign-born adult men are more likely to live 
in SMSAs with higher average wages and higher average general assistance 
payments, and that Hispanic foreign-born are less likely to live in areas with high 
unemployment rates.   

However, Bartel and Koch (1991) found that the probability of foreign-born 



  

adult men moving between SMSAs between 1975-1980 did not rise with the 
unemployment rate at the initial location – a likely push factor; the average wage 
and level of general assistance benefits also did not affect mobility in their sample.  
Kritz and Nogle (1994) corroborate this, noting that higher state unemployment 
rates do not prompt foreign-born individuals to move, a result they consider 
surprising (3) since higher unemployment rates cause natives to migrate.  Filer 
(1992) makes the case for a limited role of economics in the location decision, 
contending that local labor market conditions do not significantly affect where the 
foreign-born live—initially or anytime after arrival.  Finally, a recent Census Bureau 
survey estimates that less than one-third of all inter-county movers between 1999 
and 2000 moved due to work-related reasons.  

Based on a Census Bureau survey and research by Zavodny (1998), it 
appears that the most important pull factor in the individual immigrant’s choice of 
location is presence of other immigrants from the same country of origin .  Other 
research lends support to this observation.  For instance, both Dunlevy (1991) and 
Buckley (1996) found number of new legal permanent residents to be positively 
correlated with number of persons born in the same country already present in a 
state.  Bartel (1989) had similar findings at the metropolitan level.  Moreover, Kritz 
and Nogle (1994) found that the presence of groups from the same country of 
origin at the state level deters interstate migration of individuals from such groups.  
This suggests immigrants hesitate to move away from places that offer them social 
capital in the form of association with others with whom they share a native 
country.  Hence, as a factor in both the initial and subsequent locational choices of 
immigrants, it is the existing social networks already present in metropolitan areas 
that acts as magnets. 

Preference for kin combined with the tendency of immigrants to settle in 
large, growing cities have led to a strong concentration of the foreign-born in 
relatively few, mostly coastal, metropolitan areas.  Nearly 28% of foreign-born 
have located in one of the country’s four largest metropolitan areas – New York, 
Los Angeles, Chicago, and Houston, while two thirds of all immigrants who arrived 
between 1990 and 1998 located in just ten of the nation’s metropolitan areas (US 
Census Bureau, 2000).  Just as dramatic, over one-fourth of all the foreign-born 
located in central cities of urban areas with populations of 5 million or more.   

 
IMMIGRANT DESTINATIONS 
 
The Current Picture 

Immigrants constitute an increasingly significant percentage of the 
population.  According to US Census Bureau statistics, while in 1970 there were 
fewer than 10 million immigrants (or 4.7% of the population), by 2000, that number 



 

had risen to 20 million (or 10.4 %).  Not since the 1930s have immigrants 
represented such a large fraction of the total population.  Although statistics 
indicate that immigration represents a substantially smaller proportion than at the 
turn of the past century (they constituted 14.8% of the population in 1890), the 
number of foreign-born in 2000 was 28.4 million, approximately three times that of 
1890. 

The demographic landscape of the largest cities is rapidly changing (see 
Figures 1 and 2).  According to the Census 7.3 million (over 92 percent) of the 
foreign-born in 1960 were of European descent, while just less than 1 million (6.7 
%) were from Latin America.  In 1970, Italy sent more people to the US than any 
other country (about one million) followed by Germany (830,000) and Canada 
(812,000).  Mexico ranked fourth among immigrant source countries, sending 
760,000.   By 2000, 4.4 million immigrants (15.3%) came from Europe, while 14.5 
million (51%) came from Latin America.  The number of foreign-born from Asian 
countries has also risen sharply, from less than 500,000 (1%) in 1960 to over 7 
million (25.5%) by 2000.   

Now, the majority of immigrants arrive from Mexico (U.S. Census Bureau, 
2001).  In 2000, an estimated 7.8 million people migrated into the US from Mexico, 
up 3.6 million from 1990.  China and the Philippines follow as source countries, 
each contributing close to 900,000 immigrants.   

Figure 1
Percentage of Immigrants by Source: 1960
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Figure 2
Percentage of Immigrants by Source: 2000
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Although the largest cities receive the largest share of immigration, a 
growing number of areas unaccustomed to receiving immigrant flows have, in the 
last decade, absorbed a considerable number.  These new immigration destinations 
are located in the South and Midwest, with cities in Georgia, Minnesota, and 
Kentucky heading the list for new arrivals relative to the existing number of 
foreign-born (Camarota & Keeley, 2001).  Numbers of the foreign-born in Atlanta, 
for example, grew by over 50 % from 116,624 in 1990 to 178,641 by 1998.  With a 
comparable percentage gain, Minneapolis-St. Paul’s number of foreign-born grew 
from 88,093 in 1990 to 132,595 by 1998.  Other metropolitan areas, receiving large 
numbers relative to their existing foreign-born populations, were Washington, D.C., 
Indianapolis, Raleigh-Durham-Chapel Hill, Louisville, Seattle, Portland-Vancouver, 
Denver, St. Louis, Baltimore, Sacramento, and New York.  (Note that the larger 
the existing number of foreign-born at a location, the smaller the increase will 
appear in relative terms.) 

Besides initially moving to the largest metropolitan areas, foreign-born 
individuals also engage in interstate migration.  Although Kritz and Nogle (1994) 
found that some immigrant groups are less likely than natives to migrate between 
states, Belanger & Rogers (1992) conclude that, over a lifetime, in most instances 
they are less “attached” to their region of residence on average than are the US-
born.  Both studies agree that the most important factor in shaping the decision to 
relocate (or not) is the presence (or absence) of others from the same country of 
origin.  In fact, presence of others of from the same country of origin appeared 
more important than individual education level, state economic situation, and 
language proficiency in the decision to relocate. 

Besides propensity to relocate among others from the same country of 
origin, an immigrant’s first destination plays a role in later migration decisions. For 
example, when controlling for the presence of others from the same country of 
origin, immigrants residing in New York State in 1975 were much more likely to 
migrate to another state than those in California (Kritz & Nogle, 1994). (4) To 



 

better understand this difference, it would be necessary to explore other 
characteristics of the immigrants at the two locations, such as education and types 
of employment.  Also important is the presence of SMSAs that are accessible (in 
the sense that the distance to other SMSAs is relatively short) because immigrants 
appear to have relatively low (in absolute value) distance elasticities (Greenwood & 
Sweetland, 1972).   

There is a greater likelihood that the more educated an immigrant, the more 
likely he/she will be able to move both within and between states (Kritz & Nogle, 
1994).  Especially for Hispanics, secondary migration within the US plays a critical 
role in the process by which the more educated individuals loosen their ties to their 
fellow ethnics (Bartel, 1989).   The potential gain to income may also be significant. 
 Greenwood & Sweetland (1972) conclude that both higher median incomes and 
local government expenditures have prodded immigrants to move to specific 
SMSAs.  Finally, Kritz & Nogle (1994) suggest that the legal status of some 
immigrant groups may deter interstate migration.  They posit, for example, that 
Mexican immigrants, many of whom arrive illegally or overstay their visas illegally, 
are less likely to leave the security of their present living and occupational situations 
in order to move to another state. 

 
THE MODEL 

In what follows, we propose a non-linear model to predict the distribution of 
foreign-born (5) from one time period to another, based on the information on how 
individuals make location decisions, and on two key pull factors.  The model is 
transparent and economic in the data used, but it simplifies immigrant location 
decisions. 

The preceding sections suggest a preponderance of evidence for the two 
variables in the model.   We assume that all else being equal, foreign-born 
individuals choose their location according to two criteria: 

§ The expectation of employment opportunities. 

§ The existence at the target location of other foreign-born individuals (as 
an approximation for immigrants’ preference to locate in proximity to 
others from the same country of origin). 

If these assumptions reflect immigrant choice behavior, we expect the 
model to perform reasonably well (considering its parsimony) in predicting the 
distribution of newcomers across the country.   

We examined the top 48 PMSAs (according to population size in 2000).  
We considered total population in the PMSA, number of foreign-born citizens, and 
number of non-farming jobs for four U.S. Census years: 1970, 1980, 1990 and 
2000.  Although at any time the foreign-born are a larger group that includes the 



  

immigrants, the difference in foreign-born between two time periods captures 
immigration during this period (because there is no natural growth for this group – 
the children of foreign-born are American-born). 

Assumptions are consistent with the observed correlations displayed in 
Table 1.  While there is a relatively strong correlation between number of jobs and 
presence of foreign-born in a metropolitan area at all four time points, the 
correlation is not perfect, and has decreased in 1990 and 2000.  This correlation is 
comparable to that between foreign-born and metropolitan population size, 
suggesting other criteria besides employment play a role in location.  The significant 
and relatively high positive correlation between foreign-born and metropolitan 
population is consistent with research suggesting that the foreign-born tend to 
prefer large cities, though not at the exclusion of other criteria.  

 

Table 1 

Correlations of number of foreign-born in 48 PMSAs with number of non-farming 
jobs, and with total population. 

 1970 1980 1990 2000

Foreign-born and non-farming jobs  0.92 0.87 0.82 0.82
Foreign-born and population 0.88 0.85 0.84 0.86

(all correlations significant at p = .000)  



 

Table 2 

Correlations of added foreign-born in 48 PMSAs with number of foreign-born 
already there and with number of jobs. 

 
Added foreign-born  
(proxy for immigration) 

 
1970-
1980 

1970-
1980 1970-1980 

Foreign-born 1970 0.63   
Foreign-born 1980  0.83  
Foreign-born 1990   0.81 
    
Jobs, 1980 0.67   
Jobs, 1990  0.67  
Jobs, 2000   0.86 

(all correlations significant at p = .000)    
 

Table 2 correlates presence of foreign-born at three time points (t) with 
number of added foreign-born between t and t+1 in the 48 metropolitan areas, 
supporting the model assumption that immigrants to locate where other foreign-born 
are present.  Correlation between number of jobs at time t and number of added 
foreign-born between t and t+1 is positive but relatively weak for two of the three 
time periods considered, also supporting the model assumption that immigrants 
consider employment opportunities in location decisions, but not to the exclusion of 
other concerns.  We denote: 

§ Jtj the number of jobs at time t (one of the four Census years, ’70, ’80, ’90, 
’00, so t = 1…4), at location j (one of the 48 PMSAs, so j = 1 … 48)  

§ FBtj the number of foreign-born individuals at time t, at location j  

§ It,t+1 the total number of foreign-born added to all 48 PMSAs between time 
t and time t+1 (so for example, I70 is the difference between the total 
number of foreign-born in 1980 and the total for 1970 over all 48 PMSAs) 

§ M a fitting parameter that captures the balance between the presence of 
other foreign-born at a specific location and the attraction of employment; 
so: 
  

• M = 1 would mean the two criteria matter equally in  
 an individual’s selection of a location 



  

• M < 1 the presence of other foreign-born is less  
 important than job availability in an individual’s      
     selection of location. 
  

• M > 1 would mean the presence of other foreign-born 
 is more important than job availability in an  
 individual’s selection of location. 

 

§ FBt+1,j - FBt+1,j the added number of foreign-born at location j between time 
t and time t+1. 

Then, based on our assumption, we propose that the fraction of the total 
number of foreign-born individuals added between times t and t+1 to location j 
(proxy for immigration), is proportional to the fraction of jobs and foreign-born 
already present at that location (out of the total jobs and foreign-born at time t):     
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To test this model, we began with the 1970 data and predicted the number 
of foreign-born to be found in each PMSA in 1980, 1990 and 2000.  Figure 3 
displays the actual number of foreign-born in 1970, and the predicted number 
of foreign-born in each PMSA for the years 1980 – 2000, with the PMSAs 
ranked in ascending order of number of foreign-born in each in 1970), using a high 
value (>1) for the M parameter.  Note the seeming exponential dependence of the 
predicted number of foreign born in a city on its rank order among the 48 PMSAs. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 

 
 

Figure 3a 
Two views of the foreign-born presence in the 48 PMSAs at 4 points in time, 

ranked by PMSA population in 1970. 

 

Foreign born by year and city

Year rank, FB,( )

 

 

The four graphs in Figure 4 show the relationship at the four Census time 
periods between the actual (discrete points) and the predicted number (line) of 
foreign-born in each PMSA (ranked in ascending order of foreign-born population 
in 1970), using a high value for the M parameter.  These graphs are “slices” (at 
each of the four points in time) through the three-dimensional graphs of Figure 3.  
As would be expected, the fit between observed and predicted points decreases 
from one time period to another.  In other words, using 1970 data to predict 1980 
patterns yields a very good fit, as does using 1980 data to predict 1990 patterns; 



  

however, using 1970 data to predict patterns in 2000 yields a weaker fit.  Such a 
prediction would cover 30 years, which is notoriously more difficult than predicting 
over shorter horizons − and in fact, even a 10-year span (as from 1970 to 1980) is 
relatively long for reliable prediction.  Therefore, using 2000 Census data to predict 
the 2010 distribution of foreign-born among PMSAs, we can expect a relatively 
good fit between model and reality. 

Figure 3a 

Foreign born by year and city

Year rank, FB,( )

 

Testing the goodness of fit for various values of the M parameter (which 
captures the relative importance of foreign-born versus job availability at each 
location), we found that the higher this value, the better the fit in time between 
observed and predicted points.   

 



 

Figure 4 

Model predictions vs. actual data in 48 PMSAs, in 1970, ’80, ’90, ’00. 
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§ )(tχ is mean square error at time t (1980, 1990 or 2000) 

§ M is the fitting parameter that captures the balance between the presence of 
other foreign-born at a specific location and the attraction of employment 

§ fbtj is the number of foreign-born individuals at time t, at location j 

§ FBtj  is the number of foreign-born individuals at time t, at location j 

We Hypothesize that the job availability at any location counts far less in 
the foreign-born individual’s location decision than the existence of other foreign-
born at that location.  One possible explanation in that immigrants to the United 
States come from countries with more difficult economic conditions, and often with 
high unemployment.  Upon arrival, many are willing, at least at the beginning, to 
consider a broader range of jobs than typical Americans.  Thus individuals with 
college education may be willing at the outset to take jobs that do not require such a 
qualification.   As a result, immigrants’ willingness to consider a broad range of 
occupations enables them to find jobs even in times of relatively high 
unemployment, which may account for the lower importance they seem to attach to 
job availability compared to the presence of other foreign-born at the location of 
their choice. 

In Figure 5, we graphed the observed vs. predicted number of foreign-born 
in a number of PMSAs differing in size, to explore the fit quality: New York 
(largest number of foreign-born in 1970, rank 48); Boston (rank 29); Cleveland 
(rank 26); San Antonio (rank 18); Las Vegas rank 8) and Nashville (lowest number 
of foreign-born in 1970 rank 1).  The quality of the fit varies for reasons for which 
this model cannot account in its current form.  For example, Cleveland (rank 26 in 
1970) seems to have a particularly poor fit and we notice that it, together with 
Milwaukee (rank 21) and Detroit (rank 30), are the only cities for which the 
number of foreign-born has declined in two of the three study periods.  
Interestingly, all three cities’ ranks (according to the foreign-born presence in 1970) 
are relatively high.  Since model results presented here have weighted the foreign-
born presence much more than the availability of jobs, it is not surprising for 
example that Cleveland’s fit is poor, since it started out with a relatively high rank in 
1970 and failed to attract foreign-born in subsequent periods. 

 



  

Figure 5 

Model predictions vs. actual data in selected PMSAs, 1970, ’80, ’90, ’00. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

Immigration volume and location patterns should interest proponents and 
opponents of immigration. Privileging the evidence of immigration benefits to the 
local economy, we have developed a framework to analyze the components of 
individual immigrant location decisions which, when aggregated, would enable 
prediction of the distribution of immigration among American metropolitan areas.  
We relied on literature to examine push and pull factors, and to posit that key pull 
factors for foreign-born individuals are the presence of other foreign-born 
individuals and availability of employment at the location considered.  We have then 
proposed and tested a non-linear model that incorporates these two pull factors and 
one parameter expressing their balance, to predict the share of total immigration 
(using a foreign-born proxy) in three time periods - 1970-80, 1980-90, and 1990-
2000 – going to each of the 48 metropolitan areas that ranked highest in terms of 
their number of foreign-born in 1970. 

Interest in this model is two-fold. If it proves effective at prediction, it can 
serve policy by providing valuable information about what is likely to happen in the 
absence of change.  While it does not in itself validate its underlying assumptions, it 
may be useful as means for testing policy implications– a “what if” type of tool. 

In our exploratory analysis, we opted for simplicity (two variables, one 
parameter), gaining transparency and predictive power.  Enhanced explanatory 
power would require more accurate data on actual number of immigrants, as well 
as elaboration of this model.  For example, it would be useful to incorporate other 
relevant factors, such as existence and level of support services for immigrants at 
various locations, immigrants’ country or region of origin, and characteristics such 
as age and education level.  Foreign-born groups at each location could also be 
characterized in those terms.  This would enable us to determine how important is 
the presence of foreign-born from the same country of origin (as opposed to mere 
presence of other foreign-born at that location) and to explore whether employment 
opportunities are differentially important across education levels and countries of 
origin or how much support services matter in the location calculus.  All these could 
prove important in designing policies to increase a region’s share of immigrants. 
 
NOTES 

(1) In-migration will be the term of choice for designating the arrival of 
population into a city regardless of whether its origin is some other US region or 
another country.  In contrast, immigration will be used strictly to designate the 
latter group. 

(2)  “Foreign-born” designates residents born in another country, regardless of 
the time of their arrival in the US; “immigrant” designates a recent arrival.  



  

Thus the “foreign-born” category includes the immigrant category. 

(3) This result is not entirely unexpected, when seen from the individual’s point 
of view: besides being less mobile than Americans on average, the individual 
moving from city to city repeats the difficult emigration experience, which adds 
to the disincentives even when economic  conditions at the current location 
worsen. 

(4) Incidentally, the research was not able to determine whether the effect 
should be interpreted as a response to economic conditions in New York State 
or to social concerns about crime and the quality of life.   

(5) The use of foreign-born instead of immigrants is made necessary by the 
availability of data. However, this is quite reasonable since it is likely that with 
respect to location decisions the foreign-born are similar to the immigrants they 
were once. 
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APPENDIX 
 
PMSAs ordered low-high by foreign-born population size in 1970: 

 1 Wichita 13 Omaha 
 2 Tulsa 14 Atlanta 
 3 Nashville  15 Columbus  
 4 Charlotte 16 Tucson 
 5 Memphis 17 Kansas City 



  

 6 Oklahoma City  18 Cincinnati 
 7 Albuquerque  19 New Orleans  
 8 Austin 20 Dallas  
 9 Arlington 21 Fresno 
10 Jacksonville  22 Denver 
11 Las Vegas  23 Sacramento 
12 Indianapolis 24 Phoenix 
 
25 Portland 37 Pittsburgh 
26 St. Louis 38 Oakland 
27 Houston 39 Wash. DC 
28 San Antonio 40 Cleveland 
29 El Paso 41 San Francisco 
30 Minneapolis 42 Philadelphia 
31 Honolulu 43 Boston 
32 Baltimore  44 Detroit 
33 Milwaukee 45 Miami 
34 San Jose 46 Chicago 
35 Seattle  47 Los Angeles 
36 San Diego 48 New York 
 
 
 
Descriptive statistics 
 

Foreign-born in 48 PMSAs, 1970 – 2000
1970 1980 1990 2000 

N 48  
Mean 124241.63 184306.42 267355.50 410909.81 

Median 40795.50 66834.50 88082.50 189819.00 
Std. Deviation 256864.811 360191.236 532064.452 678879.817 

Range 1539088 1821019 2881159 3417359 
Minimum 4626 11496 13907 32085 

Maximum 1543714 1832515 2895066 3449444 
Percentiles 25 14491.25 27335.00 35585.75 65981.00 

50 40795.50 66834.50 88082.50 189819.00 
75 107091.00 184334.25 248009.25 495580.00 

 
 

Jobs in 48 PMSAs, 1970 – 2000
1970 1980 1990 2000 

N 48  



 

Mean 698775.69 850022.92 1048058.33 1228368.75 
Median 430150.00 631900.00 772300.00 929700.00 

Std. Deviation 801676.347 817303.106 921552.990 988648.455 
Range 4015800 3585800 3924300 4140300 

Minimum 104800 161900 209000 133900 
Maximum 4120600 3747700 4133300 4274200 

Percentiles 25 250600.00 343200.00 443500.00 602850.00 
50 430150.00 631900.00 772300.00 929700.00 
75 847850.00 994225.00 1180325.00 1538075.00 

 
 

Population in 48 PMSAs, 1970 – 2000 
1970 1980 1990 2000

N 48
Mean 1765450.75 1906708.60 2138006.96 2450606.65

Median 1196231.50 1412989.50 1511834.50 1692605.00
Std. Deviation 1874044.018 1800640.628 1915099.274 2079304.995

Range 9024854 8197488 8758220 9357414
Minimum 50700 77473 104944 161924

Maximum 9075554 8274961 8863164 9519338
Percentiles 25 646667.50 784550.00 919755.00 1159538.25

50 1196231.50 1412989.50 1511834.50 1692605.00
75 1995822.50 2224875.75 2498143.50 2930062.75

 
 

Added Foreign-Born in PMSAs, 1970 – 2000
1970-80 1980-90 1990-00

N 48
Mean 60064.79 83049.08 143554.31

Median 18404.00 19653.50 86199.50
Std. Deviation 137870.050 193570.232 171537.828

Range 903888 1278481 849073
Minimum -26724 -48208 4578

Maximum 877164 1230273 853651
Percentiles 25 6235.00 4417.50 31600.00

50 18404.00 19653.50 86199.50
75 53440.25 74271.75 182503.50

 
 

 
 
  


