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ABSTRACT

We provide new evidence on earnings gaps between non-Hispanic White and three generations of 
Black workers in the United States during 1995-2024, using nationally representative data. Results 
reveal remarkable earnings advances among 2nd-generation Black immigrants, opposite to the 
well-documented widening in overall Black-White earnings gap. Among women, 2nd-generation 
Black workers have earnings higher than or equal to White women; among men, they earn 10% 
less at the median, but the gap vanishes at the top decile. The gap for 1st-generation Black men is 
shrinking, halving at the top decile; for 1st-generation Black women it shows initial widening then 
shrinking at the median. The native Black-White gap remains stubbornly high. Educational 
attainment largely drives 2nd-generation success, while residential patterns play a protective role 
for the 1st and 2nd generations. These findings provide critical data to set the record straight on the 
accomplishments of the highly successful and rising demography of Black immigrants and their 
US-born children.
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I. Introduction 

Immigration has changed the composition of the Black workforce in the 

United States. In 1994, only five percent of the Black working-age population (ages 

25-64) were foreign-born or US-born individuals with foreign-born parents 

(Hansen and Bachu 1995). Three decades later, their combined share has increased 

more than four-fold to 23% and their share in the Black workforce is even higher—

at close to 27% in 2024. While extant research documents widening of the earnings 

gap between Black and White men, as well as women, over the past five decades, 

there is little research on the relative earnings of the foreign-born Black population 

and their US-born children (Bayer and Charles 2018; Black et al. 2006; Bound and 

Freeman 1992; Chandra 2000; Grogger 1996; Heckman, Lyons, and Todd 2000; 

Pettit and Ewert 2009; Villarreal and Tamborini 2018). In this paper, we focus on 

the changing composition of Black workers to provide new evidence on the levels 

and trends in earnings gap between non-Hispanic White and three groups of Black 

men and women: Black immigrants (1st generation), US-born Black individuals 

with at least one foreign-born parent (2nd generation), and US-born Black 

individuals with both US-born parents (native Blacks). 

We argue and document that grouping the three categories of Black workers 

under the broader umbrella of race overlooks their distinct ethnic backgrounds, 

skills, and labor market experiences (Hamilton 2019; Thomas 2012; Waters, 

Kasinitz, and Asad 2014). First, Black immigrants and their US-born children have 

exceptionally high levels of educational attainment surpassing not just those of 

Black natives but also US-born non-Hispanic Whites (Kaushal 2024). Second, the 

three groups experience different labor market dynamics. Black natives have low 

rates of employment. For men, it is partly associated with their high 

institutionalization rate and the linked challenges of securing and maintaining 

employment after incarceration (Bayer and Charles 2018). Black immigrants, on 
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the other hand, often have fewer US-specific skills (e.g., English proficiency, US 

labor market networks) and limited US work experience compared to the two 

groups of US-born Black workers (Thomas 2015). In contrast, the 2nd generation, 

benefitting from their own and their parents’ high educational attainment, are more 

likely to hold jobs in managerial or professional occupations (Villarreal and 

Tamborini 2023). Third, Black immigrants and their children emphasize their 

transnational identities to distinguish themselves from native Black people and to 

shield themselves from certain forms of racism and discrimination (Imoagene 2018; 

Kebede 2020; Sall 2020). They avoid settling in historically Black neighborhoods, 

and this improves their access to local public amenities (e.g. quality schools, low 

crime rates) and may also influence their opportunities (Crowder 1999; Waters 

1999; Waters, Kasinitz, and Asad 2014). One likely reason why previous research 

did not distinguish between the three groups of Black workers is that in the period 

covered by those studies, 1st and 2nd generations of Black immigrant workers were 

a small proportion of the overall Black workforce, which is no longer the case. 

The rising presence of Black immigrants and their children raises a number 

of questions that we address in this research. First, how do the levels and trends in 

earnings of 1st- and 2nd-generation Black workers (relative to Whites) differ from 

those of native Black workers? Black immigrants and their US-born children are 

important comparison groups to study progress or persistence in racial inequality 

in the country. They do not carry all the historical disadvantages that have burdened 

native Black people and their ancestors, but they are victims of rising xenophobia. 

In recent years, Black immigrants have been subject to pejorative descriptions in 

the public arena by prominent political leaders, including being labelled as 

individuals from “shithole countries”, or individuals who eat “pets”, who should 

not be allowed into the United States because “they all have AIDS” or because 

“they will not go back to their huts” (Dawsey 2018; Maher, Bauerlein, and Hobbs 

2024; Shear and Davis 2017). Such descriptions are likely to push Black 
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immigrants and their descendants into an underclass and severely damage their 

integration with the mainstream US society. Research on their actual credentials 

and contributions is critical to set the record straight. 

Second, to what extent do the observed trends in the Black-White earnings 

gap simply reflect compositional changes and to what extent are they indicative of 

structural changes shaping racial inequality? Bayer and Charles (Bayer and Charles 

2018) find that Black men at higher quantiles of the earnings distribution have 

experienced significant advances in relative earnings due to strong positional gains 

among those with a college education. We investigate the extent to which the 

positional changes are linked with compositional changes in the Black workforce. 

Because factors impacting the labor market experience differ by gender, we 

conduct all analyses separately for men and women (Blau, Kahn, and Papps 2011; 

Muchomba, Jiang, and Kaushal 2020). 

The third and final question we address is to what extent do skill differences 

and settlement patterns influence the earnings gaps? Understanding the 

mechanisms behind earnings disparities is crucial for developing effective policies. 

While educational attainment serves as a key indicator of labor market skills, 

residential choices may also play a significant, yet often overlooked, role (Chetty 

and Hendren 2018; Chetty, Hendren, and Katz 2016). Black immigrants and their 

children often make strategic settlement decisions that differ from those of native 

Blacks, potentially altering their economic opportunities (Kaushal and Muchomba 

2024). By disentangling human capital effects from residential pattern effects, we 

can better determine whether gaps stem from individual characteristics or structural 

barriers embedded in specific geographic contexts. 

 Our empirical analysis consists of two parts: First, we present new evidence 

on the evolution of the Black-White earnings gap, across the three groups of Black 

male and female workers, defined by own and parental nativity over the three-

decade period from 1995 to 2024, using Outgoing Rotation Group files of the 
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Current Population Surveys (CPS-ORG). To bolster sample sizes, we study five 

time points comprising six years each. 

Second, we explore two different mechanisms to understand the difference 

in earnings gaps. One, to examine the role of education in racial earnings gaps, we 

conduct a decomposition analysis of earnings using quantile regressions. Two, we 

test if differences in residential patterns between Black immigrants (or 2nd 

generation Blacks) and Black natives explain the difference in their respective 

racial earnings gaps with non-Hispanic White workers. Here, we implement a 

simulation approach to investigate how Black-White earnings gaps would differ if 

immigrant groups followed the same geographic settlement pattern as Black natives 

while maintaining their own earnings structures. We use historical settlement 

patterns of native Blacks to address concerns about endogeneity in residential 

patterns.   

Our results show remarkable earnings parity between 2nd-generation Black 

immigrants and non-Hispanic Whites, with Black women leading the progress. The 

gap is falling for 1st-generation Blacks but remains stubbornly high for native 

Blacks. Underlying the extraordinary performance of 2nd-generation Blacks is their 

exceptionally high and escalating educational attainment. A simulation analysis 

highlights the protective effect of residential patterns on the earnings of 1st- and 

2nd-generation Black men and women. 

II. Data 

We use the CPS-ORG data covering three decades, from 1995 to 2024 

(Flood and others 2024). Starting in 1994, the CPS provides detailed data on 

respondents’ and their parents’ countries of birth, which we use to stratify male and 

female workers with self-reported Black race into three groups: 1st generation, 2nd 

generation, and natives. 
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We use non-imputed earnings from the CPS to ensure data quality. The CPS 

imputes earnings for individuals who do not report their earnings, and these 

imputed values may introduce bias in estimates of racial earnings gaps (Lemieux 

2006). In our samples, 25% of the non-Hispanic White workers’ earnings data were 

imputed. The corresponding proportions for Black workers were 38% for natives, 

36% for 2nd generation immigrants and 37% for 1st generation immigrants. We 

repeated the analysis including the imputed earnings data and it yielded similar 

findings. 

We restrict our analysis to working-age individuals (aged 25 to 64 years) 

and focus on the period starting in 1995, as this is when the indicator for non-

imputed earnings first becomes available in the data. We exclude self-employed 

individuals (16% of the sample) due to missing earnings information, and members 

of the armed forces (1% of the sample). 

Our empirical analysis on earnings consists of three parts: (1) examining 

gaps across time in both earnings levels and ranks (within the White earnings 

distribution) at the 50th and 90th percentiles as well as analyzing the differences in 

full earnings distributions for the 2019-2024 period, (2) investigating how 

educational differences contribute to earnings disparities by comparing earnings 

gaps before and after adjusting for educational attainment, and (3) exploring the 

role of geographic settlement patterns through simulation analysis that examines 

how earnings gaps would change if immigrant groups followed the same residential 

patterns as native Black workers.  

III. Methods and Results 

A. Educational Profile 

[Insert Fig. 1 Here] 
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Fig. 1 highlights a secular increase in the educational attainment of all 

groups over the three-decade study period. 2nd-generation Black men and women 

saw the largest gains: each experiencing a 20-percentage point increase in 

proportions with bachelor’s or higher (BA+) education between 1995-2000 and 

2019-2024 (p<0.01). In 2019-2024, in comparison with non-Hispanic Whites of the 

same gender, 2nd-generation Black men are 3 percentage points more likely and 2nd-

generation Black women are 5 percentage points more likely to have a BA+ degree 

(p<0.01). 

Closely following the 2nd generation are the 1st generation of Black 

immigrant men, who over the past three decades lowered the gap in proportions 

with a BA+, any college and high school degrees with the non-Hispanic White men. 

While 1st-generation Black women experienced secular gains in educational 

attainment, the educational gap relative to White women shows mixed results: the 

high school completion gap narrowed, but the gaps for some college and BA+ 

widened (Table S1). 

Black native working-age men and women, while steadily experiencing 

improvement, have the lowest proportion with a BA+ of all four groups, and the 

gap relative to Whites widened over the study period. Their educational attainment 

foreshadows their employment, resulting in close to a third of native Black men 

and women not working during 2019-2024 (Fig. S1). 

B. Black-White Earnings Gap 

We estimate quantile regressions at the median and 90th quantile to examine 

the Black-White earnings level gap. We use the natural logarithm of weekly 

earnings (reported in 2024 dollars) and implement two specifications. The baseline 

model controls for age using categorical five-year age intervals (25-29, 30-34, 35-

39, 40-44, 45-49, 50-54, 55-59, and 60-64), while the second specification adds 



 8 

controls for educational attainment (four categories: less than high school, high 

school, some college, BA+). We estimate these models separately for five time 

periods: 1995-2000, 2001-2006, 2007-2012, 2013-2018, and 2019-2024. 

Throughout all analyses, we employ CPS earnings weights to ensure our estimates 

are representative of the US population. 

[Insert Fig. 2 Here] 

Fig. 2 reports trends in earnings level gap between Black and non-Hispanic 

White workers, stratified by gender at the median and the 90th quantile of each 

group. For male workers, the earnings level gap is lowest for 2nd-generation Black 

workers (green line), close to (minus) 0.1 log points at the median for most of the 

study period and diminishes to 0 at the 90th quantile. The earnings level gap is 

largest for 1st-generation Black working men (blue line), at close to (minus) 0.4 log 

points over the study period at median, whereas at the 90th quantile there is a 

significant shrinking of the gap from (minus) 0.4 log points in 2007-2012 to (minus) 

0.2 log points in 2019-2024. Note that this is a period of record Black immigration 

and the trend we observe could be on account of improved productivity of the 

immigrant population as well as changes in the composition of new immigration 

(e.g., immigration of more educated working-age adults as shown in Fig. 1). 

At the median, Black native male workers (red line) experience an earnings 

gap that falls between the gaps for 1st- and 2nd-generation Black men and overlaps 

with the gap for all Black-White men (black line), but at the 90th quantile, there is 

evidence of a faster decline in the earnings gap for 1st-generation Black men, 

leaving native Black men with the largest gap among the three groups starting in 

2013. Indeed, our estimates suggest that since 2013, the higher earnings of 1st- and 

2nd-generation male workers and the rise in their share in the Black population has 

lowered the earnings gap between all Black and White men at the top end of the 

distribution. 
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Among women, 2nd-generation Black workers have earnings higher than or 

equal to those of White workers at both the median and the top end of the earnings 

distribution. At the median, 1st-generation Black women experience the highest 

earnings gap of the three groups. At the top end of the distribution, the earnings 

gaps (relative to White women) for 1st-generation and native Black women are 

statistically the same. 

The bottom panel of Fig. 2 combines the samples of men and women, and 

the estimates adjust for age and sex. Here we see earnings parity between 2nd-

generation Black and White workers at the median as well as the top decile. 1st-

generation Blacks have the highest earnings gap with White workers at the median, 

but at the top end of the distribution the earnings gap for this group falls below that 

for native Blacks in the most recent period. We acknowledge that important gender 

differences exist in labor market participation, occupational segregation, and 

returns to education that could be obscured in pooled analyses. Therefore, in 

subsequent analyses, we focus exclusively on gender-specific estimations to 

provide more nuanced insights into Black-White earnings differentials across the 

distribution. 

Controlling for age and education (Fig. S2) lowers the earnings gap for 

Black native male workers as well as 1st-generation Black male workers, suggesting 

that at least a part of the difference in the earnings gaps (relative to White men) of 

these two groups is on account of the difference in educational attainment (and 

skills correlated with education). Controlling for education, in addition to age, does 

not change the earnings gap for 2nd-generation Black men, who have higher 

educational attainment than non-Hispanic White men. For female workers, 

education appears to be the key factor: the earnings gaps for 1st-generation and 

native Black women (compared to White women) are nearly identical and much 

reduced. Earnings parity (and superiority in some years) for 2nd-generation Black 
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women, compared to White women, continues to prevail even after adjusting for 

education. 

We also replicate these analyses using a sample including not only workers 

but also non-working populations (Fig. S3-S4). The primary finding is that the 

earnings gap between native Black and White men widens enormously, 

underscoring the grave reality that a third of Black working-age men do not work. 

For other groups, we find evidence of a narrowing of the earnings gap with White 

populations of the corresponding gender, during the study period. Here we find a 

divergence between Black native and all Black earnings gap (compared to Whites), 

in particular at the median, reflecting the rise in the influence of 1st- and 2nd-

generation immigrant population in lowering the Black-White earnings gaps. 

C. Earnings Distributions 

Next, we use kernel density estimation to investigate Black-White 

differences in the earnings distributions of male and female workers. Since our 

objective here is to understand the difference in the earnings distributions across 

race/ethnicity and gender groups rather than over-time trends, we plot the 

distributions for the most recent period (2019-2024). 

[Insert Fig. 3 Here] 

Fig. 3 presents these distributions of various groups of male and female 

workers. For male workers, the earnings distributions of 1st-generation Black 

immigrant and native Black men largely overlap. The distribution for 2nd-

generation Black male workers is positioned somewhat between these groups and 

non-Hispanic White workers (dashed line), whose distribution is the furthest to the 

right, indicating higher earnings. This positioning reflects the intermediate progress 

that 2nd-generation Black men have achieved—better than other Black male 

workers but still trailing White men. 
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For female workers, while the distributions of 1st-generation Black 

immigrants and native Black women overlap considerably, the earnings distribution 

of 2nd-generation Black women is notably often furthest to the right, actually 

crossing and sometimes exceeding the non-Hispanic White women’s distribution. 

This visual representation confirms our earlier findings that 2nd-generation Black 

female workers have achieved earnings parity or even superiority compared to 

White women across much of the earnings distribution. 

1st- and 2nd-generation Black immigrants encompass multiple ethnicities. 

Although sample sizes across ethnic groups in the CPS are too small to allow 

analysis by specific country of origin, we present findings by slicing the 1st and 2nd 

generations into three regions of origin: Africa, Caribbean, and ‘other’ (Table S2 

and Fig. S5). Educational attainment follows a hierarchy among these groups: 

across gender and regions of origin, 2nd-generation Black immigrants have higher 

educational attainment than 1st generation. Among the 1st generation, workers from 

Africa have the highest education levels, closely followed by those from the 

Caribbean, while those from ‘other’ regions have the lowest levels. While this 

hierarchy remains in the 2nd generation, the gap generally shrinks. This educational 

gradient is reflected in the earnings distributions as well, yet all three groups of 2nd-

generation Black female workers have earnings higher than or equal to non-

Hispanic Whites. Among men, Caribbean and African workers have earnings closer 

to non-Hispanic Whites, whereas Black native and 1st-generation Black men from 

other regions have distributions most to the left—indicating lower earnings. 

D. Earnings Rank Gap 

Next, we study how Black workers’ earnings rank has changed within the 

White earnings distribution over the three decades of our study period. In the 

Supplementary Text “Earnings Distribution Framework”, we provide a theoretical 
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framework underlying this analysis, which is guided by Bayer and Charles (2018). 

To estimate the rank of the three groups of Black male (female) workers in the 

White male (female) workers’ earnings distributions, we construct quantile ranks 

by first creating a reference distribution using non-Hispanic White working men’s 

(women’s) earnings within each period. Specifically, we calculate weighted 

quantile positions within the White working men’s (women’s) distribution and then 

assign all individuals (regardless of race) a rank based on where their earnings fall 

in this White reference distribution, with ranks ranging from 0 to 100. In calculating 

ranks within the White earnings distribution, we use weighted counts to determine 

the position of each earnings level, ensuring that the reference distribution properly 

reflects the population structure. This ensures that the estimated gaps represent 

population-level disparities. We estimate quantile regressions at median and 90th 

quantile where the dependent variable is the weighted quantile position within the 

White working men’s (women’s) earnings distribution. Here too, we estimate two 

specifications: the baseline model controls for age and the second specification adds 

controls for educational attainment. 

[Insert Fig. 4 Here] 

Analyzing how Black workers’ earnings rank within the White earnings 

distribution provides insight into the structure of earnings disparities. As Fig. 4 

shows, for male workers, there’s evidence that the rank gap improved for all three 

groups over the study period. 2nd-generation Black men consistently experienced 

the smallest rank gap compared to White men, followed by native Black men, with 

1st-generation Black men showing the largest gaps initially, though this gap narrows 

over time. At the 90th quantile, rank gaps also improved for native and 1st-

generation Black men, with 2nd-generation Black men maintaining positions closest 

to White men throughout the period. 

For female workers, at the median, 2nd-generation Black women started 

with positive rank gaps (indicating higher ranks than White women) in the earliest 
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period, but this advantage steadily declined toward zero by the study’s end. Native 

Black women and 1st-generation Black immigrant women maintained relatively 

stable negative rank gaps throughout. At the 90th quantile, all groups of Black 

women show smaller rank gaps compared to their male counterparts, with 2nd-

generation Black women consistently performing closest to White women. 

When controlling for education (Fig. S6), the earnings rank gaps among the 

three groups of Black male and female workers are reduced, highlighting 

education’s crucial role in explaining these earnings rank disparities. Fig. S7 and 

Fig. S8 broaden the sample to all working-age adults, including non-workers, and 

the primary patterns identified in our primary analysis remain. 

A key finding that resonates across all analyses—both earnings level and 

rank, and across samples of men and women, workers and working-age 

populations—is the significant role of education in reducing earnings gaps across 

groups. In the following sections, we present in greater detail how education and 

residential patterns contribute to earnings gaps. Since our focus is on the overall 

impact of these factors rather than changes over time, in these analyses we focus 

on the most recent period, 2019-2024. 

E. Black and White Earnings Gap: The Role of Education Attainment 

Educational differences between racial groups is one of the most cited 

explanations of earnings disparities (Thompson 2024), underscoring the 

importance of quantifying education’s explanatory power. We assess this by 

comparing two model specifications: the first controls only for age (labeled as 

unadjusted in Table 1) and the second controls for both age and education (labeled 

as adjusted in Table 1). The change in estimates between the unadjusted and 

adjusted models measures the extent to which educational attainment accounts for 

the observed Black-White earnings gap. A positive difference (decline in earnings 
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gap) indicates that educational differences between groups account for part of the 

observed earnings disparity. Here we focus on Black-White earnings gaps at the 

median and 90th quantile of the earnings distribution.   

[Insert Table 1 Here] 

We present residual earnings gaps (adjusted for age and education) to 

understand the role of education in Black-White earnings gap (Table 1, the Role of 

Education panels). We do not show the standard errors because they could be biased 

in regression models when the dependent variable is the residuals from a different 

regression (Chen, Hribar, and Melessa 2018). At the 50th quantile, adjusting for 

education lowers the earnings gap for all groups of male and female workers except 

for 2nd-generation men. Because 2nd-generation Black men have a higher 

educational attainment than non-Hispanic White men, adjusting for education 

actually increases their earnings level gap. For female workers, 2nd-generation 

Black women have higher unadjusted earnings than non-Hispanic White women, 

and the gap is reduced in models that adjust for education. Results are similar at the 

90th quantile, suggesting that education continues to play an important role at the 

top end of the earnings distribution. 

F. Black and White Earnings Gap: Settlement Patterns 

Residential choices of Black natives are linked to the historical settlement 

of their ancestors. Black immigrants, on the other hand, may choose localities that 

establish and highlight their transnational identities and maximize their access to 

ethnic amenities (Adida and Robinson 2023; Waters, Kasinitz, and Asad 2014). 

Black immigrants would be more likely to follow earlier cohorts of Black 

immigrants, particularly those from their origin countries (Bartel 1989; Kaushal 

2005). Like other immigrant groups, they would choose areas with less crime, low 

housing cost, and better school systems and health facilities, and be less likely to 
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live in Black neighborhoods where many of these amenities are lacking (Charles, 

Camille Zubrinsky 2000; Charles, Camille Zubrinksy 2006; US Department of 

Housing and Urban Development 2002; Zhan 2015). Black natives, on the other 

hand, are more likely to settle in communities with historically high Black 

populations (Kaushal and Muchomba 2024). The settlement patterns of the two 

groups would thus result in Black natives living in more disadvantaged 

neighborhoods. 

We implement a simulation approach to understand how Black-White 

earnings gaps would differ if immigrant groups followed the same geographic 

settlement pattern as Black natives while maintaining their own earnings structures. 

We adopt an approach following Bayer and Charles (2018). The difference is that 

while they examined the association between educational attainment and earnings 

gap, we focus on residential patterns. The simulation process begins with estimating 

empirical distributions of earnings residuals within each state for each racial group. 

These residuals come from quantile regressions that control for age and education. 

We then calculate the share of Black natives in each state to establish the baseline 

settlement pattern. The simulation generates counterfactual samples where 

immigrant groups maintain their earnings structures but are redistributed across 

states according to Black native settlement patterns. 

Ideally, we would like to use a geographic unit that describes a 

neighborhood (e.g. tract-level neighborhood) to investigate the influence of 

settlement patterns on earnings gaps. But the CPS does not allow analysis below 

the state level, and therefore, we can only study state-level settlement patterns. 

We conduct the simulation using the same sampling schemes for the three 

groups of Black men (and women) with equal sample sizes of 200,000 

counterfactual observations for each racial group. We use CPS earnings weights to 

calculate state-level shares and earnings distributions, again, ensuring our 

counterfactuals reflect population-level geographic patterns. We implement these 



 16

specifications using native Black settlement patterns for two specific periods: 2019, 

which we refer to as the current settlement pattern, and 1995, roughly three decades 

earlier, to address endogeneity in settlement patterns. For each specification, we 

examine effects at both the median and 90th quantiles of the earnings distributions. 

Although not reported, in a second simulation, we set the White sample size at 

200,000 (which is close to our sample size for non-Hispanic White men (and 

women) for this period) and determine the sample sizes for the three groups of 

Black men (and women) based on their actual sample size in our data. The results 

are similar to those reported, with the protective influence of residential pattern 

being somewhat higher in this alternate simulation. 

The Residential Pattern panels of Table 1 present the estimates from 

simulations conducted over the sample of male and female workers. The residential 

choices of both 1st- and 2nd-generation men and women are associated with higher 

earnings (comparison between simulated gap and gap adjusted for age and 

education). Specifically, at the 50th quantile, our results suggest that if they had the 

same residential patterns as Black natives (current or historical), 1st-generation 

Black men would have a 5-percentage-points higher earnings gap (4.9=33.9-29.0 

or 5.2=34.2-29.0) and 2nd-generation Black men would have an 8-percentage-points 

higher gap (7.8=20.9-13.1 or 8=21.1-13.1); 1st-generation Black women workers 

would have had a 4-percentage-points higher earnings gap and 2nd-generation 

women would have had a 9-percentage-points higher earnings gap. The results 

remain robust at the 90th quantile, but the point estimates are somewhat smaller. 

Table S3 presents similar analysis for all working-age adults (workers and 

nonworkers) and the findings remain robust. 
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IV. Discussion and Conclusion 

Our investigation of the earnings gap between non-Hispanic White and three 

generations of Black workers, during 1995-2024, a period during which the share 

of 1st- and 2nd-generation immigrants in the Black workforce quadrupled, reveals 

patterns previously obscured in research that treated the Black population as a 

monolithic race. In contrast to the well-documented widening in the overall Black-

White earnings gap, our findings demonstrate remarkable earnings advances among 

1st- and 2nd-generation Black immigrants. Among women, 2nd-generation Black 

workers have earnings equal to or higher than those of White women; among men, 

2nd-generation Black workers earn 10% less than White workers at the median, but 

this gap disappears at the top decile. We find the earnings gap between 1st-

generation Black and White men shrinking at the median, and halving at the top 

decile, over the study period. The earnings gap between Black 1st-generation and 

White working women shows signs of widening and then shrinking at the median, 

with stagnancy at the top decile. In sharp contrast, the earnings gap between native 

Black and White working men and women remains stubbornly high; the gap among 

men is twice that among women. 

Overall, the compositional changes in the Black population resulting from 

the extraordinary rise in 1st- and 2nd-generation Black people are instrumental in 

lowering the earnings gap for all Black workers. Underlying the extraordinary 

performance of 2nd-generation Blacks is their exceptionally high and escalating 

educational attainment. Our simulation analysis highlights the protective effect of 

residential patterns on the earnings of 1st- and 2nd-generation Black men and 

women. 

One inference of these findings is that as the proportion of Black immigrants 

and their children within the US Black population grows, their higher educational 

attainment and distinct residential patterns may contribute to a narrowing of the 
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overall Black-White earnings gap. The positive take on our findings is that 

immigration is a major force in lowering the Black-White earnings gap in the US. 

Alas, it also highlights the persistent challenges that native Black men and women 

continue to face and that the improvements in earnings gaps are more a sign of the 

changes in the ethnic composition of the Black population rather than any major 

systemic changes in factors that have historically kept the earnings gap high. 

Researchers attribute the success of Black immigrants to their positive self-

selection (referring to skills and other characteristics at arrival), cultural 

differences, and employer favoritism vis-à-vis native Black workers (Model 2008a; 

Model 2008b; Waters 1999; Waters, Kasinitz, and Asad 2014). Studies also show 

that 2nd-generation Black men and women have benefited disproportionately from 

affirmative action policies (Massey et al. 2007; Rimer and Arenson 2004). More 

research is needed to investigate the role of these aforementioned factors as well as 

of labor market discrimination on the relative performance of Black workers across 

generations. 

Our study has a few limitations. First, our data allow us to identify only the 

1st and 2nd generations of Black immigrants, with all subsequent generations being 

included in the larger category of natives. While large-scale Black immigration is 

a relatively recent phenomenon, the category that we identify as natives includes 

3rd and higher generations of Black immigrants, particularly those from the 

Caribbean whose forefathers arrived at the start of the 20th century. Second, sample 

sizes in our data by country of origin are too small to allow detailed country of 

origin analysis. Our limited analysis by region of origin documents that all groups 

of 2nd-generation Black women have earnings higher than, or equal to, non-

Hispanic White women. Among men, Caribbean and African workers have 

earnings closer to non-Hispanic Whites, whereas Black native and 1st-generation 

Black men from other regions have distributions most to the left—indicating lower 

earnings. Third, in empirical analysis we control for three main factors, age (a 
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marker of experience), educational attainment and residential patterns. Arguably, 

several other factors, including family composition, may influence earnings. 

Because we are interested in overall earnings gaps, following previous literature in 

labor economics, we do not control for other factors, but acknowledge that these 

factors influence labor force participation and earnings of workers, in particular, 

women. 

Despite these shortcomings, our study provides robust evidence that 2nd-

generation Black workers have extraordinary earnings parity with non-Hispanic 

White workers, with women leading this advancement. We also document that the 

rise in 1st- and 2nd-generation immigrants in the Black population, along with the 

relative advances in their earnings, is lowering the overall earnings gap between 

Black and White populations. While racist narratives about Black immigrants and 

their children that paint them as socially backward are growing, our research is the 

first attempt to set the record straight about the accomplishments and contributions 

of this highly successful and rising demography of Blacks in the US. Importantly, 

public discourse, which has often adopted pejorative language, overlooks their 

exceptionally high educational credentials and economic contributions to the US 

economy. 
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FIG 1. EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT OF WORKING-AGE (25-64) MEN AND WOMEN, BY RACE AND ETHNICITY 
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FIG 2. TRENDS IN BLACK-WHITE EARNINGS GAPS, BY GENDER (ADJUSTED FOR AGE) 

Notes: Shaded bands are 95% confidence intervals. The sample includes workers aged 25-64 with non-imputed earnings, 

excluding self-employed and armed forces. All earnings are converted to 2024 dollars. The estimates control for age groups 

and use CPS earnings weights. 

 



 26

 

FIG 3. EARNINGS DISTRIBUTION OF MALE AND FEMALE WORKERS: 2019-2024 

Notes: The sample includes workers aged 25-64 with non-imputed earnings, excluding self-employed and armed forces. All 

earnings are converted to 2024 dollars. 
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FIG 4. TRENDS IN BLACK-WHITE EARNINGS RANK GAPS, BY GENDER (ADJUSTED FOR AGE) 

Notes: Shaded bands are 95% confidence intervals. The sample includes workers aged 25-64 with non-imputed earnings, 

excluding self-employed and armed forces. Ranks are constructed (separately for men and women samples) by first 

calculating percentile positions within the non-Hispanic White male (female) workers’ earnings distribution using the CPS 

earnings weights, then assigning all other male (female) groups ranks based on where their earnings would fall in the non-

Hispanic White male (female) reference distribution. The estimates control for age (categories) and use CPS earnings 

weights. 

 

  



 28

TABLE 1— BLACK-WHITE EARNINGS GAP: THE ROLE OF EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT AND RESIDENTIAL PATTERN 

    Male Workers Female Workers 

    

1st 

Generation 

Black 

2nd 

Generation 

Black 

Native  

Black 
 

1st 

Generation 

Black 

2nd 

Generation 

Black 

Native  

Black 

50th Percentile               

 The Role of Education        

  Unadjusted (controls for age) -0.374 -0.110 -0.340  -0.271 0.077 -0.196 

  Adjusted (controls for age and education) -0.290 -0.131 -0.250  -0.090 0.063 -0.090 

  Diff.= (Adjusted-Unadjusted) 0.084 -0.021 0.090  0.181 -0.014 0.106 

           

 The Role of Residential Pattern        

 Simulation-1995 -0.339 -0.209 -0.246  -0.136 -0.032 -0.094 

 Simulation-2019 -0.342 -0.211   -0.130 -0.031  

        

90th Percentile        

 The Role of Education        

  Unadjusted (controls for age) -0.184 -0.028 -0.280  -0.170 0.059 -0.218 

  Adjusted (controls for age and education) -0.170 -0.045 -0.164  -0.091 0.000 -0.094 

  Diff.= (Adjusted-Unadjusted) 0.014 -0.017 0.116  0.079 -0.059 0.123 

         

 The Role of Residential Pattern        

 Simulation-1995 -0.152 -0.059 -0.153  -0.145 -0.069 -0.101 

 Simulation-2019 -0.156 -0.062   -0.153 -0.065  

Sample Size of Black men/women 3,125 812 11,940  3,358 961 15,857 

Notes: This analysis is based on CPS-ORG, 2019-2024, workers aged 25-64 with non-imputed earnings, excluding self-employed individuals and armed forces personnel. 

For the analysis of the role of education, the comparison group consists of 137,028 White male workers and 131,967 female workers. Sample sizes for Black workers, by 

gender and generation, are shown in the table’s bottom row. All earnings are expressed in 2024 dollars. Estimates in each cell are based on a combined sample of Black 

men/women (listed in the row heading) and non-Hispanic White men/women. Two types of estimates are presented: “Unadjusted” (controlling for age groups) and 

“Adjusted” (controlling for both age and education). “Diff.” shows the gap between adjusted and unadjusted estimates. For the analysis of the role of residential pattern, 

the simulations are based on a sample size of 200,000 per group. The simulations redistribute immigrant groups according to Black native settlement patterns, using either 

1995 (Simulation-1995) or 2019 (Simulation-2019) as base years. All estimates use CPS earnings weights. 
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Fig. S1. Employment Status of Working-Age (25-64) Men and Women, by Race and 

Ethnicity   
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Fig. S2. Trends in Black-White Earnings Gaps among workers (aged 25-64), by Gender 

(adjusted for age and education) 
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Fig. S3. Trends in Black-White Earnings Gaps among Working-Age Population, by Gender 

(adjusted for age) 
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Fig. S4. Trends in Black-White Earnings Gaps among Working-Age Population, by 

Gender (adjusted for age and education) 
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Fig. S5. Earnings Distribution, by Gender, Immigrant Generation and Region of Origin, 

2019-2024 
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Fig. S6. Trends in Black-White Earnings Rank Gaps among workers (aged 25-64), by 

Gender (adjusted for age and education) 
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Fig. S7. Trends in Black-White Earnings Rank Gaps among Working-Age Population, by 

Gender (adjusted for age) 

 



 

 

36 

 

 

Fig. S8. Trends in Black-White Earnings Rank Gaps among Working-Age Population, by 

Gender (adjusted for age and education) 

 

  



 

 

37 

 

Table S1. Educational Attainment Gaps Between Black People and Non-Hispanic Whites Among Working-

Age Population (25-64), by Gender and Time Period 

 1995-1999  2019-2024 

 

1st 

Generation 

Black vs 

White 

2nd 

Generation 

Black vs 

White 

Black 

Native vs 

White 

 

1st 

Generation 

Black vs 

White 

2nd 

Generation 

Black vs 

White 

Black 

Native vs 

White 

Male Education 

Less than High School 12.4* 3.7* 8.9*  6.2* -0.7 3.9* 

BA or higher -5.5* -6.8* -16.7*  -3.7* 3.0* -17.6* 

Any College -9.3* 0.6 -16.0*  -6.7* 6.9* -14.9* 

Female Education 

Less than High School 13.8* -0.3 9.3*  8.8* -0.4 3.2* 

BA or higher -7.5* 3.8* -11.8*  -10.1* 4.9* -16.1* 

Any College -10.5* 13.4* -10.6*  -14.5* 6.4* -11.2* 

Notes: Numbers represent the percentage point difference in the educational attainment outcome (listed in the row 

heading) between each group of Black men/women and non-Hispanic White men/women. Positive (negative) values 

indicate a higher (lower) percentage of the Black group in that education category than non-Hispanic Whites. “Any 

College” combines “Some College” and “BA or higher” categories. Sample includes population aged 25-64 years. 

 * indicates statistically significant difference at the 5% significance level. 
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Table S2. Educational Attainment of Black Immigrants by Gender and Region of Origin, 2019-2024 

Notes: Sample pertains to individuals aged 25-64 years. ‘Share’ represents the percentage of immigrants from each region within their respective 

gender and generation category. 

    1st Generation     2nd Generation 

  Share 

< 

High  

School 

High  

School 

 Some  

College BA+   Share 

< High  

School 

High  

School 

 Some  

College BA+ 

Men                       

African 46% 6.0% 22.2% 21.6% 50.3%   18% 2.5% 13.3% 26.6% 57.5% 

Caribbean 35% 10.3% 35.0% 26.8% 27.9%   51% 3.7% 23.0% 30.8% 42.5% 

Other 19% 22.4% 31.9% 19.6% 26.1%   31% 5.3% 27.6% 29.2% 37.9% 

Women                       

African 42% 11.7% 24.4% 21.6% 42.3%   17% 3.4% 10.9% 24.5% 61.2% 

Caribbean 39% 10.1% 31.0% 24.2% 34.7%   51% 3.0% 14.2% 29.2% 53.6% 

Other 19% 18.7% 27.6% 22.4% 31.3%   32% 4.2% 23.0% 32.4% 40.4% 
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Table S3. Black-White Earnings Gap among Working-Age Population: The Role of Educational Attainment and Residential Pattern 

    Working-Age Male Population  Working-Age Female Population 

    

1st  

Generation Black 

2nd 

Generation 

Black 

Native Black  

1st 

Generation 

Black 

2nd 

Generation 

Black 

Native Black 

50th Quantile               

 The Role of Education        

  Unadjusted (adjusts for age) -0.286 -0.269 -0.537   -0.163 0.011 -0.034 

  Adjusted (adjusts for age and education) -0.221 -0.298 -0.588   0.000 0.006 -0.043 

  Diff.= (Adjusted-Unadjusted) 0.065 -0.029 -0.051   0.163 -0.006 -0.009 

                  

 The Role of Residential Pattern        

 Simulation-1995 -0.261 -0.345 -0.598   -0.183 -0.018 -0.039 

 Simulation-2019 -0.264 -0.344     -0.199 -0.032   

        

90th Quantile               

 The Role of Education        

  Unadjusted (adjusts for age) -0.236 -0.094 -0.454   -0.219 0.059 -0.271 

  Adjusted (adjusts for age and education) -0.195 -0.093 -0.288   -0.066 -0.004 -0.136 

  Diff.= (Adjusted-Unadjusted) 0.041 0.001 0.166   0.154 -0.063 0.135 

         

 The Role of Residential Pattern        

 Simulation-1995 -0.173 -0.062 -0.237   -0.075 -0.001 -0.107 

 Simulation-2019 -0.178 -0.065     -0.102 0.000   

Sample Size of Black men 4,356 1,202 22,984  5,797 1,535 30,827 

Notes: This analysis is based on CPS-ORG, 2019-2024, individuals aged 25-64 with non-imputed earnings, excluding self-employed individuals and armed forces personnel. For the analysis of the 

role of education, the comparison group consists of 189,629 White working-age men and 216,954 working-age women. Sample sizes for Black working-age populations, by gender and generation, are 

shown in the table’s bottom row. We set earnings to one dollar (thus log earnings to zero) for those not working. All earnings are expressed in 2024 dollars. Estimates in each cell are based on a combined 

sample of Black men/women (listed in the row heading) and non-Hispanic White men/women. Two types of estimates are presented: “Unadjusted” (controlling for age groups) and “Adjusted” (controlling 

for both age and education). “Diff.” shows the gap between adjusted and unadjusted estimates. For the analysis of the role of residential pattern, the simulations are based on a sample size of 200,000 per 

group. The simulations redistribute immigrant groups according to Black native settlement patterns, using either 1995 (Simulation-1995) or 2019 (Simulation-2019) as base years. All estimates use CPS 

earnings weights.
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Supplementary Text 

Earnings Distribution Framework  

We present this framework for men, as an example. But the same framework applies for 

women. Consider two populations: B (representing Black working-age men) and W (representing 

White working-age men). The figure below shows hypothetical cumulative distribution functions 

(cdf) of logged earnings for these two groups. Population B has lower employment rate (defined 

here as employment-to-population ratio) compared to W, shown in the cdf with B having a higher 

y-intercept than W (Non-workers are assigned 0 log earnings). Further, B has lower educational 

attainment than W. The two together (lower employment rate and education) result in lower 

median (and mean) earnings for B. Here we present a simple scenario in which we allow a higher 

variance (less skew) in W’s distribution to illustrate higher median earnings for White men 

compared to Black men, even among those working. Given a quantile p (say the 50th quantile), 

shown on the figure with a horizontal line at quantile=p, the difference in earnings between B and 

W is the earnings gap between the two at p.  

 

 
Cumulative Distribution Functions of Log Earnings for Different Hypothetical Populations with 

Earnings Level Gap and Earnings Rank 

 

The rank gap at quantile p is the difference between p (i.e., a person’s rank in the B earnings 

distribution) and the rank that person would hold in the W earnings distribution. Because the 
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intercept (nonworking population) and earnings distribution (of those who work) among B and W 

are dissimilar, the earnings gap and rank gap depend on the chosen quantile. 

Cdf B1 represents a scenario where B has the same employment rate as W, but lower 

educational attainment (e.g., 1st-generation Black men versus non-Hispanic White men). Note that 

B1 has a lower y-intercept and is shifted to the right indicating higher median earnings compared 

to B. Consequently, both the earnings gap and rank gap comparing B1 and W are smaller relative 

to the gaps between B and W.  

Cdf B2 represents a scenario where B has the same employment rate and educational 

attainment as W. Consequently, B2 has higher earnings than both B and B1 at every point of the 

distribution and smaller earnings and rank gaps. However, because of other factors (e.g. workplace 

discrimination, lack of appropriate contacts, unobserved skills), there are still earnings and rank 

differences between B2 and W. 

Cdf B3 represents a scenario where B has the same employment rate as W but a higher 

educational attainment (e.g. 2nd-generation Black men versus non-Hispanic White men). The 

magnitude of earnings and rank gaps will depend not only on how much more educated B3 is, but 

also on other factors. As with B, whether the gaps will be greater at lower or higher quantiles 

depends on the shape of cdf B3. In the figure, where B3 has less variance but more skew than W, 

the difference in earnings initially increases as quantile p increases and then declines at the top of 

the earnings distribution.  

 




