Between Two Worlds: How Young Latinos Come of Age in America

Hispanics are the largest and youngest
minority group in the United States. One-
in-five schoolchildren is Hispanic. One-in-
four newborns is Hispanic. Never before in
this country’s history has a minority ethnic
group made up so large a share of the
youngest Americans. By force of numbers
alone, the kinds of adults these young
Latinos become will help shape the kind of
society America becomes in the 21%
century.

This report takes an in-depth look at
Hispanics who are ages 16 to 25, a phase of
life when young people make choices
that—for better and worse—set their path
to adulthood. For this particular ethnic
group, it is also a time when they navigate
the intricate, often porous borders between
the two cultures they inhabit—American
and Latin American.

The report explores the attitudes, values,
social behaviors, family characteristics,
economic well-being, educational
attainment and labor force outcomes of

1. Overview and Executive Summary

Figure 1.1

For Young Latinos, a Difficult Passage to Adulthood
(%)

Females age 19 who are mothers

Hispanics 26
Blacks 22
Whites 1
Asians 6

High school dropout rate

Hispanics
Blacks 9
Whites | 6
Asians | 4

Living in poverty

Blacks 28
Whites 13
Asians 18

Notes: Whites, blacks and Asians include only non-Hispanics. Asians
includes Native Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders. The high school dropout
rateis the share of 16- to 24-year-olds who have not received a high
school diploma or equivalent and are not enrolled in school or college.
Poverty rate is estimated for 16- to 25-year-olds.

Sources: Pew Hispanic Center tabulations of Current Population Survey
data from 2004, 2006 and 2008 (June fertility supplements) for
motherhood and March 2009, Annual Social and Economic Supplement,
for the dropout and poverty rates

these young Latinos. It is based on a new Pew Hispanic Center telephone survey
of a nationally representative sample of 2,012 Latinos, supplemented by the
Center’s analysis of government demographic, economic, education and health

data sets.

The data paint a mixed picture. Young Latinos are satisfied with their lives,
optimistic about their futures and place a high value on education, hard work and

career success. Yet they are much more likely than other American youths to drop
out of school and to become teenage parents. They are more likely than white and
Asian youths to live in poverty. And they have high levels of exposure to gangs.

These are attitudes and behaviors that, through history, have often been associated
with the immigrant experience. But most Latino youths are not immigrants. Two-
thirds were born in the United States, many of them descendants of the big,
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ongoing wave of Latin American immigrants who began coming to this country
around 1965.

As might be expected, they do better than their Native-Born Y Fig‘l‘_"-‘_"'z Do Better Th
foreign-born counterparts on many key at':e' orn foung Latinos Do Better than

. ) A oreign Born on Some Measures...
economic, social and acculturation indicators %)

analyzed in this report. They are much more
proficient in English and are less likely to
drop out of high school, live in poverty or Foreign bormn
become a teen parent. Native born 98

Proficent in English

But on a number of other measures, U.S.-born | Enrolledin high school or college
Latino youths do no better than the foreign Foreign born
born. And on some fronts, they do worse.

Native born 59
For example, native-born Latino yOUthS are Notes: Foreign bom refers to those born outside of the U.S.
. . . including Puerto Rico. Proficent in English refers to those 16-to 25-
abOUt twice as Ilkely as the fOfe'gn born to year-olds who can carry on a conversation, both understanding and
H : speaking, very well or pretty well. High school enrollment is
h_ave ties to a gang or to have gotten into a e latont for 16.t0 24 yean olds.
flght orto have Carrled a Weapon n the paSt Sources: Pew Hispanic Center, 2009 National Survey of Latinos, and

tabulations from the March 2009 Current Population Survey,

year. They are also more likely to be in prison. | anualsocial and Economic Supplement

The picture becomes even more murky when comparisons are made among

youths who are first generation (immigrants themselves), second generation

(U.S.-born children of immigrants) and third

and higher generation (U.S.-born Figure 1.3
grandch”dren or more far-removed ... But Native-Born Young Latinos Do Worse

descendants of immigrants).l Than Foreign Borr};}m Other Measures

For example, teen parenthood rates and high Knows someonein a gang
school dropout rates are much lower among Forelgn born
the second generation than the first, but they Native born %
appear higher among the third generation than
the second. The same is true for poverty rates. Gotinto afightin the last year
Foreign born
Identity and Assimilation _
Native born 17

ThroughOUI thls natlon S hIStory’ Immlgrant MNotes: Foreign born refers to those born outside of the U.S.
assimilation has a|WayS meant Something more including Puerto Rico. Figures refer to 16- to 25-year-olds.

. Source: Pew Hispanic Center, 2009 National Survey of Latinos
than the sum of the sorts of economic and

! In this report when we refer to the third and higher generations of Latinos, we are describing a group with diverse family
histories vis-a-vis the United States. We estimate that 40% of this group are grandchildren of immigrants. The rest are
more far removed from the immigrants in their families. And a small share comes from families that never immigrated at
all—their ancestors were living in what was then Mexico when their land became a part of the United States in the 19"
century as a result of war, treaty, annexation and/or purchase.
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social measures outlined above. It also has
a psychological dimension. Over the
course of several generations, the
immigrant family typically loosens its
sense of identity from the old country and
binds it to the new.

It is too soon to tell if this process will play
out for today’s Hispanic immigrants and
their offspring in the same way it did for
the European immigrants of the 19" and
early 20" centuries. But whatever the
ultimate trajectory, it is clear that many of
today’s Latino youths, be they first or
second generation, are straddling two
worlds as they adapt to the new homeland.

According to the Pew Hispanic Center’s
National Survey of Latinos, more than half
(52%) of Latinos ages 16 to 25 identify
themselves first by their family’s country
of origin, be it Mexico, Cuba, the
Dominican Republic, El Salvador or any

Figure1.4
Different Generations, Different Outcomes among

Young Latinos
(%)

Females ages 18 and 19 who are mothers

First generation
Second generation

Third and higher generations 21

High school dropout rate

First generation
Second generation

Third and higher generations | 12

Motes: First generation refers to persons born outside the 50 states or the
District of Columbia, including those born in Puerto Rico. Second
generation refers to persons born in the US. with at least one first-
generation parent. Third and higher generations refers to persons born in
the U.S. with both parents born in the US. The high school dropout rate is
the share of 16- to 24-year-olds who have not received a high school
diploma or equivalent and are not enrolled in school or college.

Sources: Pew Hispanic Center tabulations of Current Population Survey
data from 2004, 2006 and 2008 (June fertility supplements) for
motherhood and March 2009, Annual Social and Economic Supplement,
for the dropout rate

of more than a dozen other Spanish-speaking countries. An additional 20%
generally use the terms “Hispanic” or “Latino” first when describing themselves.
Only about one-in-four (24%) generally use the term “American” first.

Among the U.S.-born children of

immigrants, “American” is somewhat
more commonly used as a primary
term of self-identification. Even so,

The First Term Latino Youths Use to Describe Themselves

Figure 1.5

Question: In general, which of the terms that you use to
describe yourselfis the term you use first? (%)

just 33% of these young second
generation Latinos use American first,
while 21% refer to themselves first by

the terms Hispanic or Latino, and the Generations

plurality—41%—refer to themselves First

first by the country their parents left in Second

order to settle and raise their children Third and higher 32 15 Fe

in this country.

Only in the th”'d and hlgher Puerto Rico. Second generation refers to persons born in the U.S. with at least
B L. B ) one first-generation parent. Third and higher generations refers to persons born
generatlons doa majorlty of HISpanIC in the U.5. with both parents born in the US.

youths (50%) use “American” as their

| Country of origin W Hispanic or Latino American

All Latino youths 52 20 24

[ Notes: "Youths" refers to 16- to 25-year-olds. First generation refers to persons
borm outside the 50 states or the District of Columbia, including those born in

Source: Pew Hispanic Center, 2009 National Survey of Latinos

first term of self-description.
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Immigration in Historical Perspective

Measured in raw numbers, the modern Latin American-dominated immigration
wave is by far the largest in U.S. history. Nearly 40 million immigrants have
come to the United States since 1965. About half are from Latin America, a
quarter from Asia and the remainder from Europe, Canada, the Middle East and
Africa. By contrast, about 14 million immigrants came during the big Northern
and Western European immigration wave of the 19" century and about 18 million
came during the big Southern and Eastern European-dominated immigration wave
of the early 20" century.?

However, the population of the United States was much smaller during those
earlier waves. When measured against the size of the U.S. population during the
period when the immigration occurred, the modern wave’s average annual rate of
4.6 new immigrants per 1,000 population falls well below the 7.7 annual rate that
prevailed in the mid- to late 19™ century and the 8.8 rate at the beginning of the
20" century.

All immigration waves produce backlashes of one kind or another, and the latest
one is no exception. Illegal immigration, in particular, has become a highly-
charged political issue in recent times. It is also a relatively new phenomenon;
past immigration waves did not generate large numbers of illegal immigrants
because the U.S. imposed fewer restrictions on immigration flow in the past than
it does now.

The current wave may differ from earlier waves in other ways as well. More than
a few immigration scholars have voiced skepticism that the children and
grandchildren of today’s Hispanic immigrants will enjoy the same upward
mobility experienced by the offspring of European immigrants in previous
centuries.’

% These estimates do not include U.S. residents born in Puerto Rico. However, in the rest of the report, people born in Puerto
Rico are included among the foreign born because they are from a Spanish-dominant culture and because on many points
their attitudes, views and beliefs are much closer to Hispanics born abroad than to Latinos born in the 50 U.S. states and
the District of Columbia.

® See, for example, Gans (1992) and Portes, Fernandez-Kelly and Haller (2008).
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Their reasons vary, and not all
are consistent with one another.
Some scholars point to structural
changes in modern economies
that make it more difficult for
unskilled laborers to climb into
the middle class. Some say the
illegal status of so many of
today’s immigrants is a major
obstacle to their upward
mobility. Some say the close
proximity of today’s sending
countries and the relative ease of
modern global communication
reduce the felt need of
immigrants and their families to
acculturate to their new country.
Some say the fatalism of Latin
American cultures is a poor fit in
a society built on Anglo-Saxon
values. Some say that America’s
growing tolerance for cultural
diversity may encourage modern
immigrants and their offspring to
retain ethnic identities that were
seen by yesterday’s immigrants
as a handicap. (The melting pot is
dead. Long live the salad bowl.)
Alternatively, some say that
Latinos’ brown skin makes
assimilation difficult in a country
where white remains the racial
norm.

It will probably take at least
another generation’s worth of
new facts on the ground to know
whether these theories have
merit. But it is not too soon to
take some snapshots and lay

5
Table 1.1
Three Great Waves of Immigration to the United States
Immigrants
Era & Total Share of per 1,000
Country (thousands)  Immigrants (%)  Population
Modern Era (1965 to 2008)
Total 39,847 100 4.6
Mexico 11,468 29
China 2,070 5
Philippines 1,782 4
India 1,696 4
Vietnam 1,203 3
Korea 1,189 3
Former USSR 1,162 3
El Salvador 1,051 3
Cuba 994 2
Dominican Republic 789 2
Region totals
Latin America 20,013 50
South & East Asia 10,048 25
Europe & Canada 5621 14
Mideast (Asia & Africa) 1,531 4
Southern/Eastern Europe Wave (1890-1919)
Total 18,244 100 8.8
Italy 3,764 21
Austria-Hungary 3,690 20
Russia & Poland 3,166 17
Germany 1,082 6
Ireland 917 5
United Kingdom 1,170 6
Other Northern Europe 1,581 9
Other South-Eastern Europe 757 4
Canada 835 5
Latin America 551 3
Asia 631 3
Northern Europe Wave (1840-1889)
Total 14,314 100 7.7
Germany 4,282 30
Ireland 3,209 22
United Kingdom 2,586 18
Other Northern Europe 1,620 11
South-Eastern Europe 1,058 7
Canada 1,034 7
Latin America 101 1
Asia 296 2

Motes: Persons from Puerto Rico not included. China includes Hong Kong, Taiwan and
Macao. Data for 1965-2008 include legal and unauthorized immigrants. Data for 1840-

1919 include only legal admissions. Immigrants per 1,000 population is estimated
separately for each five-year period in the interval. The figure shown is the numeric average
of the five-year rates.

Sources: 1965-2008—Pew Hispanic Center tabulations from Integrated Public Use
Microdata Samples for 1980, 1990, and 2000 Censuses and 2008 American
Community Survey, 1840-1919—Table 2 from Office of Immigration Statistics,
Yearbook of Immigration Statistics, 2008

down some markers. This report does so by assembling a wide range of empirical
evidence (some generated by our own new survey; some by our analysis of
government data) and subjecting it to a series of comparisons: between Latinos
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and non-Latinos; between young Latinos and older Latinos; between foreign-born
Latinos and native-born Latinos; and between first, second, and third and higher
generations of Latinos.

The generational analyses presented here do not compare the outcomes of
individual Latino immigrants with those of their own children or grandchildren.
Instead, our generational analysis compares today’s young Latino immigrants
with today’s children and grandchildren of yesterday’s immigrants. As such, the
report can provide some insights into the intergenerational mobility of an
immigrant group over time. But it cannot fully disentangle the many factors that
may help explain the observed patterns—be they compositional effects (the
different skills, education levels and other forms of human capital that different
cohorts of immigrants bring) or period effects (the different economic conditions
that confront immigrants in different time periods).

Readers should be especially careful when interpreting findings about the third
and higher generation, for this is a very diverse group. We estimate that about
40% are the grandchildren of Latin American immigrants, while the remainder
can trace their roots in this country much farther back in time.

For some in this mixed group, endemic poverty and its attendant social ills have
been a part of their families, barrios and colonias for generations, even centuries.
Meantime, others in the third and higher generation have been upwardly mobile in
ways consistent with the generational trajectories of European immigrant groups.
Because the data we use in this report do not allow us to separate out the different
demographic sub-groups within the third and higher generation, the overall
numbers we present are averages that often mask large variances within this
group.

A summary of the major findings of the report:

Demography

e Two-thirds of Hispanics ages 16 to 25 are native-born Americans. That
figure may surprise those who think of Latinos mainly as immigrants. But
the four-decade-old Hispanic immigration wave is now mature enough to
have spawned a big second generation of U.S.-born children who are on
the cusp of adulthood. Back in 1995, nearly half of all Latinos ages 16 to
25 were immigrants. This year marks the first time that a plurality (37%)
of Latinos in this age group are the U.S.-born children of immigrants. An
additional 29% are of third-and-higher generations. Just 34% are
immigrants themselves.

e Hispanics are not only the largest minority population in the United States,
they are also the youngest. Their median age is 27, compared with 31 for
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blacks, 36 for Asians and 41 for whites. One-quarter of all newborns in the

United States are Hispanic.

e About 17% of all Hispanics and
22% of all Hispanic youths ages 16
to 25 are unauthorized immigrants,
according to Pew Hispanic Center
estimates. Some 41% of all foreign-
born Hispanics and 58% of foreign-
born Hispanic youths are estimated
to be unauthorized immigrants.

e Latinos make up about 18% of all
youths in the U.S. ages 16 to 25.
However, their share is far higher in
a number of states. They make up
51% of all youths in New Mexico,
42% in California, 40% in Texas,
36% in Arizona, 31% in Nevada,
24% in Florida, and 24% in
Colorado.

e More than two-thirds (68%) of
young Latinos are of Mexican
heritage. They are growing up in
families that on average have less
“educational capital” than do other
Latinos. More than four-in-ten
young Latinos of Mexican origin
say their mothers (42%) and fathers
(44%) have less than a high school
diploma, compared with about one-
quarter of non-Mexican-heritage
young Latinos who say the same.

Identity and Parental Socialization

Figure 1.6
Age Distribution of Hispanics and Non-Hispanics,
March 2009
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Source: Pew Hispanic Center tabulations of the March 2009 Current
Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplement

e Asked which term they generally use first to describe themselves, young
Hispanics show a strong preference for their family’s country of origin
(52%) over American (24%) or the terms Hispanic or Latino (20%).
Among the U.S.-born children of immigrants, the share that identifies first
as American rises to one-in-three, and among the third and higher

generations, it rises to half.
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e Young Hispanics are being socialized in a family setting that places a
strong emphasis on their Latin American roots. More say their parents
have often spoken to them of their pride in their family’s country of origin
than say their parents have often talked to them of their pride in being
American—42% versus 29%. More say they have often been encouraged
by their parents to speak in Spanish than say they have often been
encouraged to speak only in English—60% versus 22%. The survey also
finds that the more likely young Latinos are to receive these kinds of
signals from their parents, the more likely they are to refer to themselves
first by their country of origin.

e By aratio of about two-to-one, young Hispanics say there are more
cultural differences (64%) than commonalities (33%) within the Hispanic
community in the U.S. At the same time, about two-thirds (64%) say that
Latinos from different countries get along well with each other in the U.S.,
while about one-third say they do not.

e Most young Hispanics do not see themselves fitting into the race
framework of the U.S. Census Bureau. More than three-in-four (76%) say
their race is “some other race” or volunteer that their race is “Hispanic or
Latino.” Young Hispanics also do not see their race in the same way as
Hispanics ages 26 and older. Only 16% of Hispanic youths identify
themselves as white, while nearly twice as many (30%) older Hispanics
identify their race as white.

Language

e About one-third (36%) of Latinos ages 16 to 25 are English dominant in
their language patterns, while 41% are bilingual and 23% are Spanish
dominant.

e The language usage patterns of Latinos change dramatically from the
immigrant generation to the native born. Among foreign-born Latinos ages
16 to 25, just 48% say they can speak English very well or pretty well.
Among their native-born counterparts, that figures doubles to 98%.

e For the children of immigrants and later generations, embracing English
does not necessarily mean abandoning Spanish. Fully 79% of the second
generation and 38% of the third report that they are proficient in speaking
Spanish. These figures are below the share of immigrant youths who are
proficient in Spanish (89%), but they demonstrate the resilience of the
mother tongue for several generations after immigration.

e For both native-born and foreign-born young Hispanics, the boundaries
between English and Spanish are permeable. Seven-in-ten (70%) say that
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when speaking with family members and friends, they often or sometimes
use a hybrid known as “Spanglish” that mixes words from both languages.

Teenage Parenthood

e Young Hispanic females have the highest rates of teen parenthood of any
major racial or ethnic group in the country. According to the Center’s
analysis of Census data, about one-in-four young Hispanic females (26%)
becomes a mother by age 19. This compares with a rate of 22% among
young black females, 11% among young white females, and 6% among
young Asian females.

e Notwithstanding those numbers, the rate of births to Hispanic females
ages 15 to 19 declined by 18% from 1990 to 2007. But among the full
population, the rate of births to teenagers in this age group declined by
29% during the same period.

e A heavy majority of older Latinos (81%) and Latino youths (75%) say that
more teenage girls having babies is a bad thing for society. Even higher
shares of the full U.S. population say the same thing—94% of all adults
and 90% of all 18- to 25-year-olds.

e About seven-in-ten (69%) Latino youths say that becoming a teen parent
prevents a person from reaching one’s goals in life; 28% disagree.

e Native-born Latino youths have a somewhat more negative view of teen
parenthood than do the foreign born. Some 71% of the second generation
and 78% of the third say teen parenthood interferes with one’s goals in
life. Just 62% of foreign-born youths agree. The pattern is the same on the
question of whether more teen parenthood is bad for society.

e On average, Hispanic females are projected to have just over three
children in their lifetime. In comparison, African-American women are
projected to have an average of 2.15 children in their lifetime, and for
whites this number is 1.86.

Life Priorities and Satisfaction

e Like most youths, young Latinos express high levels of satisfaction with
their lives, with half saying they are “very” satisfied and 45% saying they
are “mostly” satisfied. They are also optimistic about their futures. More
than seven-in-ten (72%) expect to be better off financially than their
parents, while just 4% expect to be worse off. Optimism on this question
runs a bit higher among native-born Latinos (75%) than among the foreign
born (66%).
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Even more so than other youths, young Latinos have high aspirations for
career success. Some 89% say it is very important in their lives, compared
with 80% of the full population of 18- to 25-year-olds who say the same.

Other life priorities rank a bit lower among Latino youths. About half say
that having children (55%), living a religious life (51%) and being married
(48%) are very important to their lives; about a quarter (24%) say the
same about being wealthy. All of these ratings are very similar to those
made by non-Latino youths.

Latinos believe in the rewards of hard work. More than eight-in-ten—
including 80% of Latino youths and 86% of Latinos ages 26 and older—
say that most people can get ahead in life if they work hard.

Nearly four-in-ten (38%) young Latinos say they, a relative or close friend
has been the target of ethnic or racial discrimination. This is higher than
the share of older Latinos who say the same (31%). Also, perceptions of
discrimination are more widespread among native-born (41%) than
foreign-born (32%) young Latinos.

Educational Expectations and Attainment

The high school dropout rate among Latino youths (17%) is nearly three
times as high as it is among white youths (6%) and nearly double the rate
among blacks (9%). Rates for all groups have been declining for decades.

The high school dropout rate for the second generation of Latino youth
(9%) is higher than the rate for whites (6%) and Asians (4%) but
comparable to the rate for blacks (9%).

Nearly all Latino youths (89%) and older adults (88%) agree with the
statement that a college degree is important for getting ahead in life.
However, just under half of Latinos ages 18 to 25 say they plan to get a
college degree.

The reason most often given by Latino youths who cut off their education
before college is financial pressure to support a family. Nearly three-
quarters of this group say this is a big reason for not continuing in school.
About half cite poor English skills; about four-in-ten cite a dislike of
school or a belief that they do not need more education for the careers they
plan to pursue.

Native-born Latino youths go much farther in school than do their foreign-
born counterparts. Among 16- to 24-year-olds who were born abroad, just
21% are enrolled in high school. Among their native-born counterparts,

Pew Hispanic Center
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38% of second-generation and 32% of third-generation young Latinos are
enrolled in high school.

e The high school completion rate (89%) and the college enrollment rate
(46%) for second generation Latino youths are similar to those of whites
in this cohort, 94% of whom have completed high school and 46% of
whom are enrolled in college. However, second generation Latinos who
attend college are only about half as likely as white college students to
complete a bachelor’s degree (Fry, 2002).

Economic Well-Being

e The household income of young Latinos lags well behind that of young
whites and is slightly ahead of young blacks. Poverty rates follow the
same pattern: Some 23% of young Latinos live in poverty, compared with
13% of young whites and 28% of young blacks.

e The poverty rate among young Latinos declines significantly from the first
generation (29%) to the second (19%). The rate for the third and higher
generations is 21%.

e Foreign-born Latino youths are more likely to be working or looking for
work than the native born (64% versus 56%) and have lower rates of
unemployment (17% versus 23%). Labor market activity and
unemployment among foreign-born Latino youths match that of all youth.

e Foreign-born Latino youths are much more likely than their native-born
counterparts to be employed in lower-skill occupations. More than half
(52%) of all employed foreign-born youths are in food preparation and
serving; construction and extraction; building, grounds cleaning and
maintenance; and production occupations, compared with 27% of native-
born Latino youths. The native born are more dispersed across
occupations, including in relativity high-skill occupations.

Gangs, Fights, Weapons, Jail

e About three-in-ten (31%) young Latinos say they have a friend or relative
who is a current or former gang member. This degree of familiarity with
gangs is much more prevalent among the native born than the foreign
born—40% versus 17%.

e The same pattern applies to other risk behaviors explored in the survey.
Some 17% of native-born Latino youths say they got into a fight in the
past year, compared with just 7% of foreign-born youths. Some 7% of the
native born say they carried a weapon in the past year, nearly double the
3% share of foreign born who say the same. And 26% of the native born
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say they were questioned by police for any reason in the past year,
compared with 15% of the foreign born.

e Mexican-heritage young Latinos have more experience with gangs than
other young Latinos. More than half (56%) say gangs were in their
schools, while just four-in-ten (40%) other young Latinos say the same. In
addition, young Latinos of Mexican origin are nearly twice as likely as
other young Latinos to say that a friend or a relative is a member of a
gang—37% versus 19%.

e About 3% of young Hispanic males (ages 16 to 25) were incarcerated in
2008, compared with 7% of young black males and 1% of young white
males. Native-born young male Hispanics are more likely than their
foreign-born counterparts to be incarcerated—3% versus 2%.
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