
HISPANIC WORKERS IN THE MIDWEST:
A DECADE OF ECONOMIC CONTRAST

1970-1980
by

Santos,Richard, Ph.D.
University of New Mexico

Working Paper No. 02
October 1989



HISPANIC WORKERS IN THE MIDWEST:
A DECADE OF ECONOMIC CONTRAST

1970-1980
by

Santos,Richard, Ph.D.
University of New Mexico

Working Paper No. 02
October 1989

Abstract:
This paper examines how Latinos in the Midwest have fared in the labor market during the changing economic con-

ditions of the last decade.  In the economic downturn of the 70’s, Latinos experienced higher rates of unemployment that
whites.  Latinos continued to be especially vulnerable to a decline in industrial jobs.  Although Latinos will benefit from
efforts to revitalize basic industries, revitalization of industrial America will not by itself guarantee jobs for Latinos.
Unless revitalization involves addressing the low educational attainment of Latinos, these new industrial jobs will be
beyond their grasp.
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Introduction

According to the 1980 U.S. Census, nearly 15 million
persons of Hispanic origin were residing in the U.S.
mainland.  Although Hispanics are the second largest
minority group in the nation, the socioeconomic prob-
lems of Hispanics are generally viewed in a regional con-
text; Mexican Americans in the Southwest; Cubans in
Florida, and Puerto Ricans in the Northeast.  To be sure,
the majority of the Hispanic groups reside in the respec-
tive regions noted.1  Yet one would not have a complete
picture of Hispanics by limiting the analysis to regions
where the majority of Hispanics predominantly reside.
Indeed, in 1980 a million Hispanics resided in five Mid-
western states:  Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Ohio and
Wisconsin.  The migration of Hispanics to the Midwest
has been shown to be directly related to the labor needs
of agriculture and manufacturing in the region.2  Much
less, however, is known about how Hispanics have fared
economically in this major industrial setting.

The purpose of this study is to examine the economic
performance of Hispanics in the Midwest under contrast-
ing conditions—favorable employment opportunities in
the early seventies and high unemployment in the early
eighties.  Comparative data from 1970 and the end of the
decade on the socioeconomic status of Hispanic workers
age 16-64 in the Midwest will come from several sources:
(1)  the 1970 U.S. Census public use tapes; (2)  the 1976
Survey of Income and Education; and (3)  the March
1981 Current Population Survey (CPS).3  Prior to 1970,
the U.S. Census did not identify persons of Hispanic ori-
gin in the Midwest.  Census data on Hispanics became
available in 1970 on a sample basis.  In 1980 the U.S.
Census for the first time identifies persons of Hispanic
origin in the complete national count.

Using data from several different surveys collected
during the decade, the study will examine the effect of
changing economic conditions on the size of the Hispanic
population, changes in the survey week employment sta-
tus, annual work experience, and total earnings.  In addi-
tion, the effects of the recession on Hispanic workers will
be compared with the impact on white workers.  A m o r e
complete picture of how Hispanics performed in the labor
market during this period could have been obtained if a
longitudinal data analysis from several data sources will
permit an aggregate employment evaluation of Hispanics
in the Midwest.

Migration to the Midwest

Hispanic migration to the Midwest reflects economic
as well as political considerations.  Employment played a
primary force in attracting Hispanics to the Midwest.4
Many Mexican immigrants and chicanos from the South-
west, for example, were attracted to the rapidly increas-
ing jobs in manufacturing, railroad construction, and
harvesting of sugar beets and other agricultural crops in
Northern and Midwestern states.5  The demand for
migrant farm labor by Northern growers was, however,
not satisfied by the inflow of chicanos from the South-
west.  Agricultural interests turned to the federal govern-
ment for relief, and the government in 1943 responded
with Public Law 78, more commonly known as the
Bracero Act.  The legislation, which remained in effect
until 1964, permitted the U.S. Department of Labor to
import foreign workers to harvest crops.  Although the
exact number of braceros who remained illegally in the
Midwest is not known, the legislation permitted the intro-
duction of economic opportunities available in the Mid-
west to Mexicans.6

Manufacturing in the Midwest has likewise benefit-
ted from the supply of Mexican labor and has contributed
to the growth of the Hispanic population.  The need for
industrial labor during both World War I and II as well as
during strike activities in the steel industry in 1919 and
the meat packing industry in 1921 assured the continued
migration of chicanos to the Midwest.7  Moreover, as the
decline in migrant farm workers accelerated in the late
sixties and early seventies as a result of agricultural
mechanization, manufacturing—especially the auto-
related industries—tapped former migrant workers for
work.  One study of chicanos in Michigan viewed the
period in the early seventies as a transition for chicanos
from field workers to factory workers.8

Most population projections on Midwest Hispanics in
the early seventies were sanguine.  The favorable indus-
trial climate of the Midwest was seen as providing con-
tinued migration incentives for Hispanics.9  Favorable
manufacturing conditions would absorb displaced chi-
cano workers from agriculture as well as attract Hispanic
labor from the Southwest and Northeast.  Illegal and legal
migration from Mexico and other Latin countries would
also play a role in the growth of the Midwest Hispanic
population.  The seventies did not materialize into a
favorable economic decade but rater, one of contrast.
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A Decade of Economic Contrast

Economically, the late sixties represented the best of
industrial conditions, whereas near depression conditions
reflect the late seventies and early 1980’s.  In 1970, all of
the states in the Midwest except one reported higher
median income for Hispanic males 16 years and older
than other states with a Hispanic population of 100,000 or
more.10  The national economy, spurred by increased
government spending for both social and military pro-
grams to finance a war on poverty as well as the Vietnam
Was, contributed to favorable employment conditions;
the national unemployment rate in 1969 was 3.5 percent
and in April 1970, the Census month , the rate was 4.3
percent.11  Economic conditions, however, changed dra-
matically with recessions in 1975 and 1982.

By 1980, employment in the manufacturing sector,
especially the auto industry, had declined substantially;
employment of production workers in the automobile
industry dropped by one-fourth from the previous year.12
Midwest cities with large Hispanic populations experi-
enced high unemployment:  Detroit, 13 percent; Flint,
Michigan, 18 percent; and Toledo, Ohio, 12 percent.13
Although the U.S. economy is recovering, the industrial
heartland of America is not likely to regain its previous
employment levels.

Changes in the Hispanic Population:
1970 to 1980

Preliminary data from the 1980 Census suggest the
earlier projected Midwest Hispanic population increases
of the decade did not occur. To be sure, Hispanic popu-
lation in the Midwest increased by one-fourth from 1970.
Table 1, however, indicates that the population increase
was not uniform throughout the region.  Illinois experi-
enced a 62 percent increase which was commensurate
with the increase in Hispanics nationwide.14  The Mid-
western state with the second largest Hispanic increase
was Michigan, 8 percent.  Wisconsin’s Hispanic popula-
tion remained stable between 1970 and 1980, but two
other states in the region experienced Hispanic popula-
tion losses; Indiana by one-fifth and Ohio by nearly one-
tenth.  Without the Hispanic increase in Illinois, the rest
of the region suffered a decline in the Hispanic popula-
tion during the decade.

The increase of Hispanics in Illinois is specifically
attributable to Chicago where in 1980 an estimated half
million Hispanics resided.15  In comparison to other
Midwest cities, Chicago has not experienced a high level

of unemployment.  Chicago has also historically attracted
Hispanics, especially foreign born workers.16  T h e
migration pattern of Hipanics to Chicago and other Mid-
west labor markets have to await further study until
detailed 1980 U.S. Census tapes are available.

The March 1979 CPS tape doe, however, permit a
preliminary examination of migration patterns by identi-
fying place of residence five years ago.17 Table 2 shows
that most Midwest Hispanic workers lived in the same
region five years ago, but one-tenth were living in a for-
eign country.  For the Midwest, foreign migration contin-
ues to contribute to the growth of the Hispanic
population.

Finally, the Hispanic population in the Midwest has
not changed in one important demographic characteristic,
educational attainment.  For the population age 16-64
years, whites average 12 years of schooling in 1970 in
comparison to 10 years for Hispanics.  In March 1981,
whites gained on average an additional year of school
from 1970 but mean years of school remained the same
for Hispanics.  In favorable and unfavorable economic
periods, Hispanic workers competed in the labor market
with a substantial educational disadvantage.

Employment Status, 1970, 1976,
and 1981 Survey Weeks

Table 3 compares by sex the employment status of
Hispanics and whites age 16-64 in the 1970, 1976, and
1981 survey weeks.18  Among males, whites and His-
panics participated about equally in the labor force in the
survey weeks.  Changes in the labor force participation
rates (LFPR) between surveys were slight.  For women
the LFPR of whites increased during the decade, despite
unfavorable economic conditions, but for Hispanic
females the LFPR did not change substantially.  Cultural
factors may account for the lower LFPR of Hispanic
Females but the role of the economic downturn cannot be
discounted either.

In comparison to the LFPR, unemployment rates in
1981 were four to five times higher than the previous lev-
els in 1970.  In 1981 about one-fourth of the Hispanic male
labor force was unemployed.  The incidence of unemploy-
ment was more severe for Hispanics than whites; about
one-and-a-half times greater than whites.  Among females,
unemployment was higher than males in the 1970 and
1976 surveys.  By 1981, the unemployment rate of females
was lower than that of males.  The average hours worked
showed slight variations in the survey periods.  For males,
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Hispanics worked on average fewer hours in the later sur-
veys than in the 1970 survey, while whites worked more
hours.  Among females, the hours worked on average
remained the same irrespective of race or survey period.

Work Experience in 1969, 1975, and 1980

Table 4 presents the proportions by race and sex who
worked in 1969, 1975, and 1980, as well as the mean
number of weeks worked in each year. Among males, the
proportion of whites who worked remained stable, but
Hispanics experiences a decline from 1969 in the propor-
tion who worked.  For whites and Hispanics, the 1975
recession produced the lowest mean number of weeks
worked; Hispanics, however, worked on average about
two weeks less in 1975 than whites.  Among the groups
under study, white females were the only ones who
increased their proportion who worked during the decade.
The proportion who worked during the decade basically
remained constant for Hispanic females, and was the low-
est rate among the groups.  Once in the work force, His-
panic females , with the exception of the 1975 recession,
worked on average about the same mean number of
weeks as whites.

The occupational distributions by race and sex in
1970 and 1981 are compared in Table 5.19  As one would
expect from a predominantly industrial region, operative
and craft occupations dominated the type of work done
by males in both 1970 and 1981.  Half of the Hispanics
and over a third of the whites in both survey years were
employed in operative and craft occupations.  Operative
work, however, comprised more and crafts less of the
occupations for Hispanics than whites.

In comparison to whites, Hispanics continued in both
survey years to be under-represented in the profes-
sional/technical occupations and as managers, but over-
represented as laborers.  For example, Hispanics were
about half as likely as whites to work in the professional
occupations and nearly twice as likely to work as labor-
ers.  Whites and Hispanics were equally likely in 1970 to
be employed as service workers but in 1981 Hispanics
had increased their proportion.

Among females, clerical work was a major occupa-
tion in both 1970 and 1981.  During the decade the pro-
portion of whites in clerical work declined but such work
nevertheless remains the most frequent occupation for
whites. the proportion of Hispanic females in clerical
occupations remained about the same during the decade,
but the proportion employed as operatives was equal to

clerical work in 1970 and greater in 1981.  For whites, the
proportion of women in service work in 1981 increased
from 1970 but remained the same for Hispanics.  As in
the case of males, the underrepresentation of Hispanics in
comparison to whites in the professional/technical occu-
pations continued through the decade.

Manufacturing generated the bulk of employment for
males in 1970 as well as 1981, as shown in Table 6.  The
proportion employed in manufacturing remained the
same throughout the decade, but provided more jobs for
Hispanics than whites.  For example, in 1981 over half of
the jobs for Hispanics were attributed to manufacturing,
in comparison to one-third for whites.  Retail/wholesale
trade employed the second largest proportion of males in
both periods; whites were only slightly more likely than
Hispanics to be in the trade industry.  For both whites and
Hispanics, the remaining industries generally provided
less than one-tenth of the employment.

In comparison to males, the employment of females
was more diverse (Table 6).  Manufacturing, retail/whole-
sale trade, and professional services provided most of the
jobs for the females in both periods but not in equal pro-
portions. Manufacturing in 1981 provided two-fifths of the
jobs for Hispanics in comparison to one-fifth for whites,
increasing from 1970 for Hispanics and declining for
whites. In wholesale and retail trade, employment declined
from 1970 for Hispanics but remained the same for whites.
Whites were more likely than Hispanics to be employed in
the professional and related services, and the 1981 propor-
tion of whites in this industry increased from 1970.

Total Earnings; 1969, 1975, and 1980

Among males in 1969, Hispanics earned on average
one-fifth less than whites.  Table 7 presents average total
earnings in three time periods and the earnings ratios of
Hispanics to whites.  For males, the Hispanic earnings
ratio in 1980 declined from 1969.  Among females the
earnings gap between whites and Hispanics was not so
great as those of males and, with the exception of the
1975 recession, remained constant in the surveys.

In order to examine more closely the earnings of white
and Hispanic workers, an earnings equation was estimated.
The dependent variable was the natural logarithm of total
earnings in 1980.  Several variables were hypothesized to
influence earnings:  labor force experience (proxy variable
measured by age of respondent minus years of schooling
minus age 6), years of schooling, SMSA r e s i d e n c y, state of
Midwest residency, marital status, and Hispanic origin
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group.  For males, whether one was an armed forces vet-
eran was included as an independent variable and presence
of children was included in the female equations.  T h e
means and standard deviations of the variables used in the
earnings equations are presented in Table 8.

The log earnings regression results are noted in Table
9.  In the white and Hispanic male equations, experience
in the work force, years of school, residency in an SMSA
and being married contributed to total earnings in 1980.
The effects of experience on earnings appeared identical
for whites and Hispanics, but the effects of education
were twice the return for whites than Hispanics.  Being an
armed forces veteran significantly affected the earnings
of whites but not Hispanics.  State of Midwest residency
did not yield a significant earnings effect for whites or
Hispanics.  Among Hispanics, significant differences
among the groups (Chicano, Cuban, Puerto Rican, other)
were noted. 

For females, experience and education increased total
earnings; experience in about the same percentage for
Whites and Hispanics and education more so among His-
panics.  In comparison to women with no children, earn-
ings were lower for those with preschool age children, as
well as those with older children.  For Hispanic females,
no significant differences were noted between those with
no children and women with preschool age children.
Once in the workforce, Hispanic women with preschool
age children may have a high economic necessity to
remain working.

Summary and Conclusions

Economically, 1969 represented the best of recent
economic times for the Midwest, whereas near depres-
sion conditions characterized the end of the decade.  As
one would expect, the economic downturn in the decade
was more clearly reflected in unemployment rates than
employment characteristics like labor force participation
rates and hours worked.  The incidence of unemployment
in 1981 among males increased from 1970 over four
times.  The unemployment rate in 1981 approached 17
percent for Hispanic males and 10 percent for whites.  In
addition, the proportion of Hispanic males who worked in
1980 declined from the beginning of the decade.

Females also experienced higher unemployment in
1981 as compared to 1970.  White females, however, had
in 1981 the lowest unemployment of the groups.  In addi-
tion, the economic downturns did not reduce either LFPR
or proportion who worked in 1980 among white females.
Instead, white females increased their participation in the

work force during the decade.  One would expect a
declining economy to reduce work participation among
women, but the changing role of women during this
period could have cushioned the economic impact.  His-
panic females, however, experienced no change in LFPR
or proportion who worked during the seventies.  For His-
panics, economic conditions may have been more signif-
icant in explaining their participation in the work force
than the changing nature of women’s role in society.

The high level of unemployment in the late seventies
may also account for the lack of an increase in the Mid-
west Hispanic population (excluding Illinois) reported by
the 1980 U.S. Census.  Rapid economic growth in the
sunbelt region may have also deterred the migration of
chicanos from the Southwest to the Midwest.  On the
other hand, Illinois, with the Chicago labor market, wit-
nessed a 62 percent increase in the Hispanic population.
In comparison to other Midwest areas, Chicago had lower
rates of unemployment.  Further study will be needed to
determine the reasons for the Hispanic population growth
in Illinois.  For example, what proportion of the growth
can be attributed to factors such as better counting meth-
ods used by the Census, increase in foreign migration, or
the structure of industry in Chicago?

The comparison ofjobs held by Midwest workers
during the decade also revealed the continuing vulnera-
bility of the region to unemployment.  In 1970 and 1981,
manufacturing provided most of the jobs for workers in
the region except for white females.  Hispanics were
especially vulnerable to a decline in industrial jobs; over
half of the males and two-fifths of the females attributed
their employment in 1981 to manufacturing.  The role of
Hispanic females in the work force is especially linked to
occupations associated with manufacturing; over a third
in 1981 worked as operatives.

The concentration of Hispanics in manufacturing and
their work as operatives suggests that workers stand to
benefit substantially from the establishment of a national
program to revitalize basic industries such as automobile,
rubber, and steel.  The revitalization of industrial Amer-
ica will not by itself guarantee employment for Hispan-
ics.  Many of the jobs will require advanced skills and
training.  For Hispanic workers, the new industrial jobs
may be beyond their grasp.  Hispanics are not making
improvement in education; in 1981 and 1970 Hispanics
averaged only 10 years of schooling.  For Hispanics to
benefit from revitalization of basic industries or creation
of high tech jobs, extensive training and education will be
an important prerequisite.
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Finally, efforts to combat discrimination in the labor
market need to be continued.  Even in the best of times,
Midwest Hispanic males in 1969 earned about one-fifth
less than whites and the earnings gap has continued into
the eighties.  Once the 1980 U.S. census public use tapes
become available, the influence of education and other
human capital skills, as well as the effect of foreign birth
on the structure of earnings, can be examined and com-
pared with results from the 1970 Census.  Prior study,
however, has indicated that earnings differences in 1969
were not removed after controlling for socioeconomic
factors.20  Furthermore, a cursory analysis of earnings in
1980 suggests that among males the returns of education
for whites are twice that of Hispanics.  Both the findings
from the 1970 study as well as the discrimination efforts
by the government in both favorable and unfavorable
economic conditions.
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