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The current economic recession has been marked by rising 
poverty, long-term joblessness, and numerous challenges 
for economic development policy. A December 2010 

Community Service Society Policy Brief, “Unemployment In New 
York City during the Recession and Early Recovery” provides 
compelling evidence that young Black men ages 16-24 have 
endured exceptionally high unemployment rates, exacerbating an 
alarming level of detachment from the formal labor market. On the 
other hand, New York City is purported to lead the state and the 
nation in economic recovery as the private sector has steadily 
added jobs. In his 2011 State of the City address, Mayor Michael 
Bloomberg touted New York City’s addition of 51,000 private 
sector jobs in the past year, in industries with average annual 
earnings of $35,000 to $92,000.1 New York City represents one of 
the country’s largest urban labor markets but the economic 
fortunes of New Yorkers are still sharply divided by race, gender, 
and nativity.  

This paper examines recent Census 
Bureau data on the New York City 
private sector labor force to provide a 
profile of labor force participation 
rates, industry and occupational 
niches, and average earnings by race, 
gender, and nativity. While the historic 
sociospatial divide between urban and 
suburban is slowly eroding due to 
immigrant settlement near employment 
opportunities,2 labor market 
segmentation by race and nativity 
persists in New York City and anchors 
heightening patterns of income and 
wealth inequality (Parrott 2011). As 
the most economically polarized city 
in the United States, New York City’s 
urban labor market is defined by stark 
patterns in industry and occupational 
niches. The persistence of a racially 
segmented labor market should inform 
policy strategies for economic recovery 
and growth that advance fairness and 
equity for all New Yorkers.

Profile of the City’s Current Labor Force

In order to provide a detailed profile of New York City’s labor 
force by race, gender, and nativity groups, this paper utilizes the 
2006-2008 American Community Survey data collected by the 
U.S. Census Bureau.  The ACS replaces the “long form” portion of 
the decennial census and is conducted annually based on a 
nationwide sample size of one in 40 American households. The 
ACS provides 1, 3, and 5 year period estimates which represent the 
average population and housing characteristics over the data 
collection period. The analysis presented in this paper is based on 
the 2006-2008 ACS and represents data averages for the period 
January 1, 2006 through December 31, 2008.

Race and nativity are important qualities that distinguish New York 
City’s urban labor force. New York City’s urban labor force is 
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racially diverse with a majority 60% who are non-White and heavily 
immigrant as nearly one in two (47%) workers is foreign-born. 
Reflecting immigration trends, 59% of Latino New Yorkers and an 
astounding 87% of Asian New Yorkers in the labor force is foreign-
born. Moreover, virtually one in every two Black New Yorkers (47%) 
in the labor force is also an immigrant. While it is not surprising that 
immigration drives labor force participation patterns among Asians, 
Latinos, and Blacks, it is notable that a full 25% of Non-Hispanic 
White New Yorkers in the labor force is also foreign-born.  

Labor Force Participation and Employment Sectors

There is significant variation in the labor force participation rates of 
New Yorkers based on race, nativity, and gender. Immigrant Blacks 
and Latinos participate in the labor market at a much higher rate 
than any other race and nativity group.  In fact, the differential labor 
force participation rates for immigrants relative to native-born 
compatriots are striking among Black and Latino New Yorkers. 
While the labor force participation rates for immigrant Latinos and 
Blacks in particular are high at 68% and 71% respectively, their 
native-born compatriots participate in the urban labor market at a 
rate well below the city average. While there is virtually no 
difference in the labor force participation rates of Asians based on 
nativity, this was not the case for non-Hispanic Whites whose 
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$50,000 but there are significant earnings 
differentials by industry lending evidence 
to a bifurcated service economy. While 
those employed in professional and financial 
services have average earnings that exceed 
the city-wide average, workers employed in 
retail, medical services, and food, 
accommodations and recreation have 
earnings that range from $28,000 to $39,000 
– well below the city-wide average. 
Moreover, these industries are differentiated 
by race and nativity.  

Among New Yorkers employed in the 
private sector, race is a key differentiating 
factor in their industry location. This is 
evident upon an examination of the racial 
composition of the top five industries where 
New York City private sectors are 
concentrated. Approximately one in two 
New Yorkers employed in professional 
(48%) and financial (51%) services is Non-
Hispanic White, while New Yorkers heavily 
concentrated in low-income industry sectors 
such as retail, food, accommodations, and 
recreation, and medical services are majority 
workers of color. 

Race and nativity are also important qualities that define the 
occupational niches of New York City workers.  For non-Hispanic 
White New Yorkers employed in the private sector, immigrant 
status does not factor into the type of job one is likely to have. 
Office, sales, and management-related employment are key 
occupations regardless of nativity status for non-Hispanic Whites.  
In contrast, nativity status is quite significant in differentiating the 
occupational categories of Black, Asian, and Latino private sector 
workers. For Black New Yorkers, nearly one in five (16%) 
immigrant workers is employed in a healthcare related occupation 
where nearly all are home health aides while native-born Blacks are 
more likely to hold office or sales related jobs. Asians regardless of 
nativity status are concentrated in sales and office related 
occupations however immigrant Asians are also concentrated in 
food services and industrial production jobs while their native-born 
compatriots are more likely to hold a finance or management 





                                           

2928

employed in the private sector. Whereas non-Hispanic Whites are 
likely to have earned a Bachelor’s degree or more, the opposite is 
true for Blacks and Latinos who are concentrated among those 
having completed some high school or have earned a high school 
diploma as the highest level of educational attainment. The low 
level of human capital is particularly alarming for immigrant 
Latinos as nearly one in five (39%) have not completed a high 
school education.

Household and Per Capita Earnings

The ACS data provides compelling evidence of income disparity 
among New York City households by race and nativity groups. In 
addition to significant differences in average annual household 
incomes, the breakdown of households by income categories 
underscores concern about the economic sustainability of Latino 
and native-born Black households since one in two households earn 
less than $35,000. Correspondingly, these same households 
experience high poverty rates. The per capita income reinforces a 
narrative of economic hardship particularly for Latinos, Blacks, and 
immigrant Asians. The per capita income for Latinos, regardless of 
nativity status, hovers around a mere $18,600.  While this per capita 
income is comparable for native-born Blacks, the per capita income 
for immigrant Blacks and Asians is in the mid $20,000.

Following native born non-Hispanic White households, native born 
Asian households have the highest average household income at 
$105,348. However, the per capita income for native-born Asians at 
$39,369 is significantly less than their non-Hispanic White 
counterparts. The finding that a higher percentage of Asian 
families have three or more workers may be an explanatory factor 
in the difference in average household income. Across all racial 


