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R a c i a l  a n d  E t h n i c  I n e q u a l i t y  i n  E a r n i n g s  and  E d u c a t i o n a l  At t a inment  

I n  i t s  well-known r e p o r t  i s s u e d  i n  1968, the  Kerner Commission 

conc luded  t h a t  "our n a t i o n  i s  moving toward two s o c i e t i e s ,  one b l a c k ,  one 

whi t e - - sepa ra  te and unequal .  "l This  s t a t e m e n t  and t h e  tone  of t h e  r e p o r t  

i m p l i e d  t h a t  n o t  only  were b l a c k s  and w h i t e s  unequal ,  b u t  c o n d i t i o n s  were 

d e t e r i o r a t i n g .  A f t e r  a r e c e n t  confe rence  on '?he Kerner  Repor t  Twenty 

Y e a r s  L a t e r , "  former  S e n a t o r  Fred R. H a r r i s  and former Johnson 

a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  o f f i c i a l  Roger Wilkins  i s s u e d  a summary document t h a t  

s ta t e d  "The Kerne r  R e p o r t  i s  coming t rue:  America is a g a i n  becoming two 

s o c i e t i e s ,  one b lack  (and,  today,  w e  can  add H i s p a n i c ) ,  one whi te- -  

s epa r a  te and uneq ua 1. 112 

No t  a l l  o b s e r v e r s  s h a r e  t h i s  p e s s i m i s t i c  view. Based on a n  a n a l y s i s  

o f  d a t a  c o l l e c t e d  by t h e  U.S. Bureau of t h e  Census f o r  the  1940-1980 

p e r i o d ,  Smith  and Welch found: '?he e x t e n t  of the  improvement i n  t h e  

r e l a t i v e  economic s t a t u s  of b l a c k s  over  t h e  l a s t  f o r t y  y e a r s  is obv ious ly  

impress ive .  T h i s  improvement i s  l a r g e l y  a n  u n t o l d  s t o r y ,  b e l y i n g  t h e  

w i d e l y  h e l d  view t h a t  t h e  r e l a t i v e  economic p o s i t i o n  of b l a c k s  i n  America 

h a s  been s t a g n a n t .  However, one must remember t h a t  even i n  1980, b l a c k  

male  incomes s t i l l  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  lagged behind those  of w h i t e s  .l13 

One r e a s o n  f o r  t h e s e  d i f f e r e n t  a s sessment s  is t h a t  b o t h  the  o r i g i n a l  

Kerner Commission and H a r r i s  and Wi lk ins  focused on the  m i n o r i t y  popula- 

t i o n  of c e n t r a l  c i t i e s ,  whereas Smith and Welch focused on the  n a t i o n a l  

b l a c k  popu la t ion .  Most o b s e r v e r s  a g r e e  t h a t  c o n d i t i o n s  among m i n o r i t y  

group members i n  t h e  c e n t r a l  c i t i e s  have d e t e r i o r a t e d ,  b u t  t h e r e  con- 

t i n u e s  t o  be a good d e a l  of  d i sagreement  a b o u t  t h e  g e n e r a l  s i t u a t i o n  of 



minori ty group members r e  l a  t i v e  to whi t e s  i n  con temporary American 

soc ie ty .  A review of o ther  work on t h i s  general  problem suggests t h a t  

the a c t u a l  s i t u a t i o n  i s  very complex, and t h a t  there i s  a g r e a t  deal we 

do n o t  know about the e f f e c t s  of race on one's l i f e  chances i n  American 

soc ie ty .  Most work has concentrated on blacklwhite male d i f fe rences .  

Research ind ica t e s  t h a t  the earnings of employed black and white men have 

been converging a t  l e a s t  s ince 1940, whereas the gap between the 

employment r a t e s  of blacks and whites has been widening.4 I n  addi t ion ,  

t he  black middle c l a s s  i s  growing, but  there i s  a l s o  a group of inner- 

c i t y  blacks (charac ter ized  by some a s  an underclass)  who seem to be mired 

i n  unemployment, poverty, and a very low qua l i ty  of l i f e .5  Conventional 

soc io log ica l  and economic theor ies  have d i f f i c u l t y  accounting f o r  the 

convergence i n  earnings, the divergence i n  employment, and the per- 

s i s  tence of extreme poverty among some blacks. 

Very l i t t l e  research  has been done on minority groups o ther  than 

b lack men. A 1  though Hirschman and h i s  col leagues have examined the 

economic s i t u a t i o n  of ~ s i a n s  ,6 Sandefur and S c o t t  have examined the 

s i t u a t i o n  of American ~ n d i a n s , '  and Tienda and her col leagues have exa- 

mined d i f f e r e n t  Hispanic groups,8 few other  at tempts  have been made t o  

compare the experiences of minority groups. The concern with blacks i s  

understandable, given t h e i r  s t a t u s  a s  the l a r g e s t  minority group in  the 

United S ta t e s .  This research,  however, does no t  t e l l  us very much about 

the  changing e f f e c t s  of race and e t h n i c i t y  f o r  o ther  groups. 

I n  t h i s  paper we take an e x p l i c i t l y  comparative focus by examining 

the  earnings of minor i t i e s  born i n  the United S ta t e s .  We look a t  r a c i a l  

minori ty groups (e.g. , blacks) and e thn ic  minority groups (i .e. ,  those 



d i s t i n g u i s h e d  from the  whi te  major i ty  by language o r  o the r  c u l t u r a l  

d i f f e r e n c e s )  . A 1  though r a c i a l l e  t h n i c  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  e a rn ings  a r e  n o t  the  

only f e a t u r e  of r a c i a  l l e  t h n i c  i n e q u a l i t y  , earn ings  a r e  the major com- 

ponent  of income f o r  a l l  groups i n  the United ~ t a t e s . ~  We inc lude  

American Ind i an ,  Asian American, b lack,  Hispanic ,  and whi te  men and women 

i n  1960, 1970, and 1980. We b u i l d  on p r i o r  work through ( 1 )  i nc lud ing  

American Ind i ans ;  ( 2 )  i n c lud ing  women; and (3) examining a  longer  

h i s t o r i c a l  per iod.  Our major r e s ea r ch  ques t i ons  a r e  very s t r a i g h t f o r -  

ward: To what e x t e n t  has t he  impact of r a c e l e t h n i c i t y  on ea rn ings  

changed over  time? and What a r e  t he  imp l i ca t i ons  of these  changes f o r  

s o c i a l  p o l i c i e s  designed t o  add re s s  r a c i a l  i n e q u a l i t y ?  

DECLINING RACIAL DIFFERENCES: THEORIES, POLICIES, AND EVIDENCE 

The p r e d i c t i o n  t h a t  r a c e l e t h n i c i  ty  would d e c l i n e  i n  s i g n i f i c a n c e  a s  

American s o c i e t y  developed i s  f i rmly  rooted i n  s e v e r a l  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e  

t r a d i t i o n s .  I n  ~ e b e r '  s a n a l y s i s  of Western c i v i l i z a t i o n  and the  develop- 

ment of c ap i t a l i sm ,  he observed t h a t  t r a d i t i o n a l  c r i t e r i a  f o r  the  

d  i s  t r i b u  t i o n  of p o s i t i o n s  and rewards were being rep laced  w i th  

r a t i o n a l l l e g a l  c r i t e r i a ,  and he p r ed i c t ed  t h a t  the  r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n  of 

s o c i e t y  would proceed i n t o  t he  fu  ture.1° A 1  though l ineage ,  family ,  sk in  

c o l o r ,  and e t h n i c i t y  might have been widely  used c r i t e r i a  i n  the  p a s t ,  

Weber argued t h a t  they would g radua l ly  diminish i n  importance t o  be 

r ep l aced  by a n  emphasis on performance-rela ted c r i t e r i a .  I n  pa r sons ' s  

a n a l y s i s  of s t r a t i f i c a t i o n  sy s tems, he c h a r a c t e r i z e d  American s o c i e t y  a s  

one which valued performance.ll This  led t o  an emphasis on univer-  

s a l i s t i c  a s  opposed t o  p a r t i c u l a r i s t i c  c r i t e r i a  i n  t he  d i s t r i b u t i o n  of 



rewards. Parsons charac ter ized  race and e t h n i c i t y  a s  p a r t i c u l a r i s t i c  

c r i t e r i a  and perf ormance-rela ted f ac to r s ,  such a s  education and a b i l i t y ,  

a s  u n i v e r s a l i s t i c  c r i t e r i a .  

Park argued t h a t  the spread of Western-style economies and cu l tu re  

had led  to  con tac t  between r a c i a l  and e thn ic  groups.12 He argued t h a t  

over time (perhaps seve ra l  cen tu r i e s )  these groups would go through a 

cyc le  of contac t ,  competition and con£ l i c t ,  accommodation, and ass imi la-  

t ion .  Assimilat ion would be f a c i l i t a t e d  by the increas ing  i r re levance  of 

r a c i a l / e  thnic  c r i t e r i a  i n  modern i n d u s t r i a l  economies, and by the 

changing a t t i t u d e s ,  values,  and behavior pa t t e rns  of both the majori ty 

group and minority groups. Minority groups would accept ,  while a l s o  

modifying, major s o c i e t a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  and values, and the majority group 

would gradual ly accept  minori ty group members a s  f u l l  p a r t i c i p a n t s  i n  

soc ie ty .  Class would replace race a s  the fundamental bas is  f o r  p o l i t i c a l  

and economic c o n f l i c t  i n  society.  

Many of Weber' s ,  parsons 's ,  and Park ' s  predic t ions  seem to be coming 

true.  Research on t rends i n  r a c i a l  prejudice shows t h a t  the leve l  of 

p re jud ice  d i r ec t ed  a t  blacks and o ther  minority groups has declined con- 

s  iderably  over the pas t  half  century. l3 Further ,  the major p o l i t i c a l  

a c t i o n  groups represent ing  the i n t e r e s t s  of minor i t ies  (e.g., the 

Nat ional  Associat ion f o r  the Advancement of Colored People, the Urban 

League, and the National  Congress of American ~ n d i a n s )  have emphasized 

working wi th in  the American p o l i t i c a l  sys tem. These organizat ions and 

most members of minority groups seem to define success in  the same way 

t h a t  i t  i s  defined by members of the majori ty group. I n  sum, there has 

been a  convergence i n  the a t t i t u d e s ,  values, and behavior pa t t e rns  of 



major i ty  and minority groups, and an increas ing  acceptance by a l l  groups 

t h a t  they a r e  members of one society.  

Pub l i c  policy has played an important ro l e  i n  changing the way i n  

which minority group members a r e  t rea ted  i n  American society.  Beginning 

wi th  the 1954 Supreme Court decis ion on school desegregation, the three 

branches of the f ede ra l  government have general ly pursued courses of 

a c t i o n  (with a  g r e a t  dea l  of debate and some reve r sa l s )  t ha t  have opened 

previously unavai lable  oppor tuni t ies  to people of color.  The C i v i l  

Rights  Act, the Fa i r  Housing Act, and the Voting Rights Act of the 1960s 

e s t a b l i s h e d  a  l e g i s l a t i v e  foundation f o r  f a i r e r  treatment of blacks and 

o t h e r  minor i t ies .  This and o ther  l e g i s l a t i o n  led to a  number of f ede ra l  

i n i t i a t i v e s  i n  the educat ional  and employment arenas. During the 1960s 

t h e  federa 1 government expanded i t s  f  inancia 1 support f o r  education a t  

a  11 leve l s ,  including compensatory programs such a s  Head S t a r t ,  which 

was designed to a s s i s t  disadvantaged students  i n  beginning the educa- 

t i o n a l  process. The l a t e  1960s and e a r l y  1970s saw the development of 

pub l i c  se rv ice  employment jobs ( jobs  c rea ted  in  the public  sec to r )  and 

j  ob t r a i n i n g  programs t h a t  provided oppor tuni t ies  f o r  disadvantaged 

workers to  obtain employment and s k i l l s .  The i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z a t i o n  of 

a f f  i rmat ive  a c t i o n  and the general  support of its p r inc ip l e s  by the U.S. 

Supreme Court led to the expansion of black and o ther  minority employment 

i n  jobs, firms, and i n d u s t r i e s  to  which they had previously had l i t t l e  or 

no access.  14 

Research has uncovered what appears to be a  f a i r l y  cons i s t en t  pa t t e rn  

of dec l in ing  r a c i a l  d i f f e rences  i n  socioeconomic outcomes accompanying 

these  changes in  public  a t t i t u d e s  and public  policy. The t i t l e  of the 



r e p o r t  by Smith and Welch, Closing the Gap: Forty Years of Economic 

Progress  f o r  Blacks, r e f l e c t s  t h e i r  judgment t h a t  blacks made s i g n i f i c a n t  

ga ins  r e l a t i v e  to  whites during the period from 1940 through 1980. 

Hirschman and Wong found t h a t  the e f f e c t s  of race and e t h n i c i t y  on earn- 

ings  decl ined f o r  black, Hispanic, and Asian men (with the exception of 

Chinese men) between 1960 and 1976.15 Tienda, Smith, and Or t iz  examined 

some of the f a c t o r s  involved i n  the improved labor market performance of 

d i f f e r e n t  groups of minority women and concluded t h a t  i n  1979 Hispanic 

women earned a s  much a s  white women with s imi l a r  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ,  whereas 

black women averaged s l i g h t l y  higher earnings than t h e i r  white 

equivalents .16 Consequently, a body of evidence suggests  t h a t  the impor- 

tance of race and e t h n i c i t y  a s  determinants of socioeconomic outcomes has 

decl ined over time. 

Other  evidence ind ica t e s ,  however, t ha t  the p i c tu re  of steady 

progress  i s  inappropriate .  Butler  and Heckman suggested tha t  some of the 

improvement i n  the r e l a t i v e  earnings of blacks r e f l ec t ed  an exodus of 

low-wage blacks from the labor  force.17 Mare and Winship, i n  an e f f o r t  

t o  expla in  the "paradox" of decreasing inequal i ty  in  education and earn- 

ings among black and white youth accompanied by increasing inequa l i ty  in  

employment r a t e s ,  argued t h a t  educat ional  oppor tuni t ies  f o r  black youth 

have grown. This  has led to  increased school enrollment and educat ional  

a t t a inmen t  among blacks,  but  "disadvantaged" black youth who a r e  unable 

( o r  unwil l ing)  to  take advantage of these oppor tuni t ies  continue to face  

a g r e a t  dea l  of d i f f i c u l t y  f inding  jobs.18 Freeman and Holzer argue t h a t  

jobs a r e  a v a i l a b l e  f o r  inner -c i ty  black youth, but  they a r e  jobs tha t  pay 

l e s s  than those a v a i l a b l e  to white youth. They suggest t ha t  "black youth 



c l e a r l y  want t o  work, b u t  only a t  jobs and with  wages t h a t  a r e  comparable 

t o  those  rece ived  by t h e i r  whi te  counte rpar t s .  1119 

The growing r ecogn i t i on  t h a t  some people a r e  being " l e f t  behind" and 

t h e  accumulat ing evidence t h a t  these  people may be geographica l ly  con- 

c e n t r a  ted i n  the  c e n t r a l  c i t i e s  l ed  t o  the  c u r r e n t  focus  on what many 

r e f e r  t o  a s  the  urban underc lass .  There is, however, need f o r  a  c a r e f u l  

assessment  of the  p rog re s s  of groups i n  gene ra l ,  i n c lud ing  the  subgroups 

which may have been " l e f t  behind." 

MI?lORITY GROUPS AND EARNINGS: RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

One impor tan t  purpose of an  exp lo r a t i on  of the  economic progress  of 

m ino r i t y  groups is t o  examine the  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  t h e i r  r e c e n t  exper ien-  

ces .  The p u b l i c  po l i cy  debate  about  minori ty  i s sue s  is of t e n  rooted i n  

o u r  unders tanding of what has happened t o  b lacks  s i nce  the  major c i v i l  

r i g h t s  and a n t i p o v e r t y  i n i t i a t i v e s  of the  e a r l y  1960s. Th is  is inappro- 

p r i a t e  i f  the  exper iences  of o t h e r  minor i ty  groups d i f f e r  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  

from those  of black Americans. One reason t h a t  these  exper iences  may 

have been q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t  i s  t h a t  t he  h i s t o r y  of the  major r a c i a l / e t h n i c  

m ino r i t y  groups i n  the  United S t a t e s  p u t  them i n  somewhat d i f f e r e n t  

s o c i a l  and economic p o s i t i o n s  a t  the  beginning of the  1960s. Although 

As ians  had exper ienced a  g r e a t  d e a l  of d i s c r im ina t i on  dur ing  the  l a t e  

1800s and e a r l y  1900s and t he  Japanese had been v i c t im ized  dur ing  the  

19409, by 1960 Asians born i n  t h i s  country had, on average,  more yea r s  of 

educa t i on  than whi tes .  Asians were a l s o  p ropo r t i ona t e ly  over represen ted  

i n  p r o f e s s i o n a l  and t e c h n i c a l  f i e l d s  and occupat ions .  For example, 13.6 



p e r c e n t  of Japanese  and 17.9 p e r c e n t  of Chinese were i n  p r o f e s s i o n a l  

o c c u p a t i o n s  i n  1960 compared t o  11.8 p e r c e n t  of ~ h i t e s . ~ o  

Black Americans, on t h e  o t h e r  hand, were more l i k e l y  than Asians  o r  

w h i t e s  t o  be i n  low-sk i l l ed  occupat ions .  Although t h e  migra t ion  of 

b l a c k s  from a g r i c u l  t u r a  1 a r e a s  t o  i n d u s t r i a l  a r e a s  had been going on f o r  

some time, b l a c k s  were s t i l l  somewhat over represen ted  i n  a g r i c u l t u r a l  

j o b s  (9.1 p e r c e n t  compared t o  6.4 p e r c e n t  of whi tes  i n  1960).  They were 

a l s o  o v e r r e p r e s e n t e d  i n  low-wage jobs  i n  o t h e r  i n d u s t r i e s ,  and black 

women were d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e l y  r e p r e s e n t e d  i n  domestic work. 21 

But  b l a c k s  were n o t  t h e  only  group i n  a p r e c a r i o u s  p o s i t i o n  i n  1960. 

A c o n s i d e r a b l y  h i g h e r  p r o p o r t i o n  of Hispan ics  than b lacks  were i n  a g r i -  

c u l t u r a l  jobs ,  e s p e c i a l l y  Mexican-Americans i n  the  Southwest  and West. 

P u e r t o  Ricans ,  who i n  1960 l i v e d  predominantly i n  t h e  urban N o r t h e a s t ,  

were d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e l y  r e p r e s e n t e d  i n  low-wage i n d u s t r i a l  jobs.22 I n  

1960 American I n d i a n s  had t h e  h i g h e s t  l e v e l  of unemployment of any group 

(15 p e r c e n t  f o r  I n d i a n  men over  age 14 compared t o  8.9 p e r c e n t  f o r  black 

men over  age 1 4 ) .  Among those  who were employed, 17.6 p e r c e n t  were i n  

a g r i c u l t u r a l  j 0 b s . ~ 3  American I n d i a n s  and Hispan ics  were, however, more 

l i k e l y  than  b l a c k s  t o  l i v e  i n  t h e  western  Uni ted S t a t e s ,  a reg ion  t h a t  

exper ienced  c o n s i d e r a b l e  p o p u l a t i o n  and economic growth a f t e r  1960, and 

they were l e s s  l i k e l y  than  b l a c k s  t o  l i v e  i n  the  urban a r e a s  of the 

Nor theas  t ( w i t h  t h e  e x c e p t i o n  of Puer  t o  Ricans)  and Midwest, a r e a s  t h a t  

had s e r i o u s  economic problems, e s p e c i a l l y  dur ing  t h e  1970s.24 

A second purpose  of examining t h e  evidence on g e n e r a l  r a c i a l / e t h n i c  

d i f f e r e n c e s  is t h a t  t h i s  ev idence  may s u g g e s t  what f u t u r e  s t e p s  a r e  

l i k e l y  t o  be most e f f e c t i v e  i n  ach iev ing  f u r t h e r  r e d u c t i o n s  i n  



inequal i ty .  We as ses s  two policy issues:  the connection between educa- 

t i o n  and earnings f o r  minority members and the impact of simply belonging 

t o  a  minority group. Because the census microdata samples used i n  t h i s  

paper conta in  information on educat ional  at ta inment ,  i t  i s  possible  to  

examine r ac i a  l l e  thnic  inequal i ty  i n  educational at ta inment  and how i t  has 

changed over the 1960-1980 period. These data can t e l l  us what groups 

have approached educat ional  equa l i ty  with whites,  and what gaps p e r s i s t .  

For example, we can learn  what gaps i n  high school graduation r a t e s  per- 

s i s t  and i f  gaps i n  co l lege  graduation r a t e s  have narrowed. Further ,  the 

evidence can show to what ex ten t  educat ional  d i f fe rences  continue to play 

a  r o l e  i n  producing d i f fe rences  i n  earnings. Such information can t e l l  

us  a t  what l e v e l s  to  focus pol icy i n i t i a t i v e s  i f  our goal i s  to achieve 

p a r i t y  i n  educat ional  at ta inment  a s  a  means of achieving equa l i ty  i n  eco- 

nomic outcomes. 

We as ses s  a s  well  the ex ten t  to which the e f f e c t s  of r a c e l e t h n i c i t y  

on earnings have diminished over time, a f t e r  ad jus t ing  fo r  the e f f e c t s  of 

educat ion and o the r  var iab les .  A 1  though such evidence does no t  explain 

any changes i n  the earnings of minority groups, i t  does provide one indi-  

c a t o r  of the value of cu r ren t  po l i c i e s ,  which requi re  employers to incor- 

po ra t e  a f f i rma t ive  ac t ion  p r inc ip l e s  i n  h i r ing  and promotion decisions.  

DATA AND HETHOD 

The data used i n  these analyses come from the 1960, 1970, and 1980 

Pub l i c  Use Microdata Samples prepared by the U.S. Bureau of the Census. 



These da t a  conta in  a  v a r i e t y  of ind iv idua l  and household informa t ion.  We 

examine ind iv idua l s  aged 25-54 who were born i n  the United S ta t e s .  

Ind iv idua l s  i n  t h i s  age range a r e  sometimes r e fe r r ed  to  a s  the 

II p r  ime-aged labor  fo rce ,  " s i n c e  they have probably comp l e  ted t h e i r  edu- 

c a t i o n  and a r e  unl ike ly  t o  be vo lun ta r i l y  r e t i r e d .  

Examining t rends among nat ive-born non-Hispanic whites  and blacks i s  

f a i r l y  s t ra ight forward ,  s i n c e  the c r i t e r i o n  used by the U.S. Bureau of 

t he  Census t o  de f ine  whites and blacks has been cons i s t en t  over the 

1960-1980 per iod ,  i .e. ,  i nd iv idua l s  have been asked t o  i d e n t i f y  them- 

se lves  a s  white  o r  black when each census has been taken. Examining 

t rends  among Asians and Hispanics  i s  somewhat more complicated because of 

changes i n  the c r i t e r i a  used by the Bureau of the Census to  i d e n t i f y  

t hese  groups. We have taken a  number of s teps  to  improve comparabi l i ty  

over  the  years.25 

Examining trends over time i n  the American Indian  populat ion p re sen t s  

somewhat d i f f e r e n t  problems. Although the c r i t e r i o n  used to  def ine  the 

Ind ian  populat ion has been c o n s i s t e n t  over the 1960-1980 per iod  ( i . e . ,  

people a r e  given the opportuni ty to  i d e n t i f y  themselves o r  o the r  members 

of t h e i r  household a s  Ind ians ) ,  the Census Bureau improved i t s  a b i l i t y  t o  

l o c a t e  and enumerate Indians  between 1960 and 1980, and a  s i z a b l e  number 

of individua 1s changed t h e i r  s e l f -  i d e n t i f  i ed  r ace  from non-Indian t o  

Indian.  The Indian  populat ion i n  1970 inc ludes  a  s u b s t a n t i a l  number of 

i nd iv idua l s  who were missed i n  1960, and the population i n  1980 con ta ins  

a  s u b s t a n t i a l  number who were missed i n  1970.26 



He thod 

Our a n a l y s i s  of t h e  e f f e c t s  of r a c e / e t h n i c i t y  on e a r n i n g s  u s e s  a  

model s i m i l a r  t o  t h a t  of Hirschman and wong.27 T h i s  model is d i sp layed  

i n  f i g u r e  1; t h e  measures of the  v a r i a b l e s  a r e  d e s c r i b e d  i n  t a b l e  1. Our 

approach d i f f e r s  from t h a t  of Hirschman and Wong i n  t h r e e  major ways: ( 1 )  

we c o n f i n e  our  a t t e n t i o n  t o  i n d i v i d u a l s  born i n  the  Uni ted  S t a t e s ;  ( 2 )  we 

add two a d d i t i o n a l  independent  v a r i a b l e s  ( m a r i t a l  s t a t u s  and c h i l d r e n ) ;  

and  (3) we exc lude  occupa t ion ,  i n d u s t r y ,  and l a b o r  supply  (weeks worked 

d u r i n g  p r e v i o u s  y e a r  and u s u a l  hours  worked d u r i n g  a  week) from t h e  s e t  

o f  independen t  v a r i a b l e s .  

The r e a s o n  we c o n f i n e  our a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  na t ive -born  is t h a t  they 

have been exposed f o r  t h e i r  e n t i r e  l i v e s  t o  American s o c i e t y .  Immigrants,  

on  t h e  o t h e r  hand, va ry  a  g r e a t  d e a l  i n  t h e  p r e p a r a t i o n  they have had f o r  

p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  American s o c i e t y  and t h e  American l a b o r  f o r c e .  

I n c l u d i n g  immigrants  and n a t i v e s  i n  the  same a n a l y s i s  may be m i s l e a d i n g  

i f  t h e  l a b o r  market  p r o c e s s e s  invo lv ing  immigrants a r e  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  d i f -  

f e r e n t  from t h o s e  i n v o l v i n g  na t ives .28  We have added marital s t a t u s  and 

c h i l d r e n  t o  t h e  model because t h e s e  a r e  i m p o r t a n t  d e t e r m i n a n t s  of l a b o r  

f o r c e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  f o r  bo th  men and women and a l s o  have independent  

e f f e c t s  on e a r n i n g s .  We exc lude  i n d u s t r y ,  occupa t ion ,  and l a b o r  supp ly  

f  rom t h e  l i s t  of independent  v a r i a b l e s  because l a b o r  supp ly  is a f f e c t e d  

by e a r n i n g s  a s  w e l l  a s  being a  de te rminan t  of ea rn ings ,29  and i n d u s t r y  

and  o c c u p a t i o n  a r e  measured a t  t h e  t ime t h e  census  is  taken,  b u t  e a r n i n g s  

r e f e r  t o  t h e  p rev ious  year .  We canno t  t h e r e f o r e  be c e r t a i n  that a n  i n d i -  

v i d u a l ' s  occupa t ion  and i n d u s t r y  g iven  i n  t h e  census  a r e  t h e  same a s  

h i s / h e r  occupa t ion  and i n d u s t r y  d u r i n g  t h e  p rev ious  year .  



Figure 1 

MODEL OF RACIAL INEQUALITI 



Table 1 

VARIABLES AND MEASURES 

V a r i a b l e  Measure 

Y e a r l y  e a r n i n g s a  Earn ings  from wage o r  s a l a r y  i n  1979 d o l l a r s  

Weekly e a r n i n g s  Year ly  e a r n i n g s  i n  1979 do1 l a r s /weeks  worked 

Weeks workedb Number of weeks worked 

Age Age i n  y e a r s  

Educa t ion  Years of completed s c h o o l i n g  

Race Asian;  Non-Hispanic Black; Hispanic ;  Non-Hispanic 
I n d i a n ;  Non-Hispanic White 

M a r i t a l  s t a t u s  Marr ied ,  widowed, d ivorced ,  s e p a r a t e d ,  never  
mar r i ed  

Ages of c h i l d r e n  No c h i l d r e n ;  a t  l e a s t  one c h i l d  under 6 ,  b u t  no 
c h i l d r e n  over  5 ( C H L T ~ ) ;  a t  l e a s t  one c h i l d  
under  6 and one c h i l d  6-17 (CHO-17); a t  l e a s t  
one  c h i l d  6-17, b u t  no c h i l d  under 6 ( c H ~ - 1 7 ) .  

South ,  N o r t h e a s t ,  Midwest and West a s  d e f i n e d  
by U.S. Bureau of the  Census 

a ~ n  1960 and 1970, e a r n i n g s  a r e  coded i n  c a t e g o r i e s .  We recoded e a r n i n g s  
t o  t h e  midpoint  of each ca tegory .  

b ~ n  1960 and 1970, weeks worked a r e  coded i n  c a t e g o r i e s .  We recoded 
weeks worked t o  t h e  midpoint  of each category.  

re he South  i n c l u d e s  Alabama, Arkansas,  Delaware, F l o r i d a ,  Georgia ,  
Kentucky,  Lou i s iana ,  Maryland, M i s s i s s i p p i ,  North C a r o l i n a ,  Oklahoma, 
S o u t h  C a r o l i n a ,  Tennessee ,  Texas ,  V i r g i n i a ,  and West V i r g i n i a .  The 
N o r t h e a s t  i n c l u d e s  Connec t i cu t ,  Maine, Massachuse t t s ,  New Hampshire, New 
J e r s e y ,  New York, Pennsy lvan ia ,  Rhode I s l a n d ,  and Vermont. The Midwest 
( a l s o  known a s  North C e n t r a l )  i n c l u d e s  I l l i n o i s ,  I n d i a n a ,  Iowa, Kansas, 
Michigan,  Minnesota,  Missour i ,  Nebraska, North Dakota, Ohio, South 
Dakota,  and Wisconsin. The West i n c l u d e s  Alaska,  Arizona,  C a l i f o r n i a ,  
Colorado,  Hawaii, Idaho,  Montana, Nevada, New Mexico, Oregon, Utah,  
Washington, and Wyoming. 



RESULTS 

Trends in Earnings and Employment 

T a b l e  2 c o n t a i n s  the  average y e a r l y  and weekly ea rn ings  f o r  n a t i v e -  

born men and women; t h e  l a s t  t h r e e  columns show weekly minor i ty  group 

e a r n i n g s  a s  a p r o p o r t i o n  of w h i t e  male The t rends  f o r  b lack 

and w h i t e  men a r e  c o n s i s t e n t  w i t h  those  found i n  p rev ious  resea rch :  t h e  

y e a r l y  and weekly ea rn ings  of bo th  groups inc reased  c o n s i d e r a b l y  dur ing  

t h e  1960s, a p e r i o d  of economic h e a l t h  and growth.31 The ea rn ings  of 

b l a c k  men i n c r e a s e d  l e s s  dur ing  t h e  1970s,  whi le  the  y e a r l y  ea rn ings  of 

w h i t e  men a c t u a l l y  dec l ined .  T h i s  led to  black male g a i n s  r e l a t i v e  t o  

w h i t e  men dur ing  bo th  the  1960s and 1970s. A s u b s t a n t i a l  gap remained, 

however, s i n c e  i n  1979, b lack  male weekly ea rn ings  were on ly  75 p e r c e n t  

o f  those  of whi te  men.32 Although whi te  women d id  n o t  g a i n  r e l a t i v e  t o  

w h i t e  men over  t h e  1959-1979 p e r i o d ,  b lack women did .  I n  1979, the  

weekly e a r n i n g s  of b lack  women were h i g h e r  than  those  f o r  w h i t e  women, 

b u t  only 53 p e r c e n t  of those  f o r  whi te  men. 

The weekly e a r n i n g s  of Asian men and women inc reased  subs  t a n  t i a  l l y  

d u r i n g  t h e  1960s ,  b u t  very  l i t t l e  dur ing  t h e  1970s. During the  1960s,  

t h e  weekly e a r n i n g s  of Asian men grew t o  be 98 p e r c e n t  of those  of whi te  

men, whereas those  of Asian women grew t o  be 62 p e r c e n t  of those  of whi te  

men. The e a r n i n g s  of Asian women were cons iderab ly  h i g h e r  than those  of 

w h i t e  women. Asian women made l i t t l e  p r o g r e s s  r e l a t i v e  t o  whi te  men 

d u r i n g  t h e  1970s,  b u t  they cont inued t o  r e c e i v e  s u b s t a n t i a l l y  h i g h e r  

wages than any o t h e r  minor i ty  women. 

The weekly e a r n i n g s  of Hispan ic  men i n c r e a s e d  from 73 p e r c e n t  of 

those  of w h i t e  men i n  1959 t o  79 p e r c e n t  i n  1969, bu t  they made no 



Table 2 

EARNINGS OF NATIVE-BORN MEN AND WOMEN, AGED 25-54, BY 
RACE/ETHNICITY I N  1959, 1969, 1979 

Mean Yearly Mean Weekly Weekly Earnings 
Earnings  i n  Earnings  i n  a s  a P ropo r t i on  
Thousands of Hundreds of of White Male 

Race/ 1979 d o l l a r s  1979 d o l l a r s  Earnings  
E t h n i c i t y  1959 1969 1979 1959 1969 1979 1959 1969 1979 

A .  Men 

Asian 12.9 18.5 18.8 2.68 3.80 3.89 .9 2 .98 .9 9 

Black 7.7 11.6 13.1 1.77 2.51 2.94 .6 1 .65 .75 

Hispan ic  9.7 14.5 14.1 2.13 3.06 3.08 .73 .79 .79 

I n d i a n  6.8 11.0 13.6 1.83 2.63 3.31 .63 .68 .84 

White 13.9 19.0 18.6 2.92 3.89 3.92 - - - --- --- 
B . Women 

As ian  6.6 10.4 11.2 1.60 2.40 2.47 .55 .62 .6 3 

Black 3.7 6.6 8.8 1.01 1.70 2.08 .35 .44 .53 

Hispan ic  4.8 6.9 7.8 1.37 1.83 1.94 .47 .47 .49 

I n d i a n  3.9 6.5 7.4 1.42 1.87 1.96 .49 .48 .50 

White 6.1 7.8 8.4 1.59 1.98 1.97 .54 .5 1 .50 

SOURCE. Computations us ing  the  1960, 1970, and 1980 Pub l i c  Use Microdata 
Samples. 

NOTE. The means were computed us ing  only those i nd iv idua l s  w i th  p o s i t i v e  
ea rn ings .  



progress  r e l a t i v e  to white men during the 1970s. Hispanic women 

experienced l i t t l e  progress r e l a t i v e  to white men. The f igures  f o r  

Hispanics  i n  tab le  2 d i sguise  the d i v e r s i t y  i n  the Hispanic population. 

Among fu l l - t ime,  fu l l -yea r  workers i n  1979, f o r  example, the earnings of 

Pue r to  Rican men were 78 percent of the earnings f o r  Mexican-origin 

men. 3 3 

The earnings of American Indian men increased drama t i c a l l y  during 

both the 1960s and the 1970s. The earnings of American Indian women 

increased  during both decades a s  well. Unfortunately, i t  is not  poss ib le  

t o  know how much of th i s  improvement i s  due to more prosperous individ-  

u a l s  choosing to iden t i fy  themselves as  Indians. Analyses of subsec t o r s  

of the American Indian population show tha t  American Indians who l i v e  i n  

t r a d i t i o n a l  Indian a reas  and those who l i v e  on reserva t ions  were more 

l i k e l y  to be poor than Indians who l i v e  i n  o ther  areas.  34 To the ex ten t  

t h a t  improvement has taken place, i t  has been most dramatic among Indians 

who l i v e  outs ide  t r a d i t i o n a l  Indian areas.  

Taken a s  a group the evidence on earnings i n  tab le  2 suggests t ha t  

a l l  groups made s u b s t a n t i a l  gains during the 19609, but  t ha t  gains were 

much more l imi ted  during the 1970s. The gains r e f l ec t ed  i n  tab le  2 look 

l e s s  impressive i f  they were accompanied by the withdrawal of some 

minori ty group members from the labor force. Table 3 provides a break- 

down of weeks worked during 1959, 1969, and 1979. This tab le  allows us 

t o  examine changes i n  the l eve l  of part-time employment (defined a s  1-47 

weeks of work) a s  wel l  a s  f u l l -  time and no employment. 

Among men, there was l i t t l e  change i n  the proportion who did n o t  

work between 1959 and 1969, and f o r  Asians, no change i n  the proport ion 



Table 3 

WEEKS WORKED BY NATIVE-BORN MEN AND WOMEN, AGED 25-54, 
BY RACE/ETHNICITY I N  1959, 1969, AND 1979 

( ~ r o p o r t i o n  of r a c i a l / e  t h n i c  group i n  ca tegory)  

Race/ 1959 1969 1979 
E t h n i c i  t y  None 1-47 48+ None 1-47 48+ None 1-47 48+ 

A .  Men 

A s i a n  .02 .13 .85 .03 .12 .85 .05 .15 .80 

Black .07 .32 .62 .08 .20 .72 .14 .22 .63 

Hispan ic  .05 .26 .69 .05 .18 .77 .11 .20 .68 

I n d i a n  .12 .44 .45 .09 .33 .57 .12 .29 .59 

White .02 .18 .80 .03 -12 .85 .05 .16 .79 

B . Women 

As ian  .37 .25 .38 .30 .2 1 .49 . 2 1  .23 .57 

Black .39 .32 .29 .35 .28 .37 .31 .25 .44 

Hispan ic  .58 .22 .19 .51 .24 .25 .43 .24 .33 

I n d i a n  .64 ,23 .14 .52 .25 .23 .36 .29 .35 

White .54 .22 .24 .44 .25 .31 .32 .27 .42 

SOURCE. Computations u s i n g  the  1960, 1970, and 1980 P u b l i c  Use 
M i c roda  t a  Samples. 



who worked f u l l  time. For b l a c k s ,  Hispan ics ,  American I n d i a n s ,  and 

w h i t e s ,  on t h e  o t h e r  hand, t h e r e  was a  s i g n i f i c a n t  s h i f t  from p a r t -  time 

t o  f u l l -  time work between 1959 and 1969. Among b lack  men, f o r  example, 

t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  who worked p a r t  time dropped from .32 i n  1959 to  .20 i n  

1969, w h i l e  the  p r o p o r t i o n  who worked f u l l  time inc reased  from .62 i n  

1959 t o  .72 i n  1969. These t r ends  l ed  t o  a  d e c l i n e  i n  r a c i a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  

i n  f u l l -  t ime employment between 1959 and 1969. The gap between whi tes  

and b l a c k s ,  f o r  example, narrowed from 18 percen tage  p o i n t s  t o  13 percen- 

t a g e  p o i n t s ;  the  gap between whi tes  and Hispan ics  narrowed from 11 to  8  

p e r c e n t a g e  po in t s .  Consequently,  the  1960s appear  t o  have been a  pe r iod  

o f  movement toward r a c i a l  e q u a l i t y  i n  both  e a r n i n g s  and employment among 

men. 

Be tween 19 69 and 19 79, the  p r o p o r t i o n  of men who did  n o t  work o r  who 

worked p a r t  time inc reased ,  whereas the  p r o p o r t i o n  who worked f u l l  time 

dropped. T h i s  decrease  i n  f u l l - t i m e  work occurred among a l l  groups w i t h  

t h e  e x c e p t i o n  of American I n d i a n  men, who exper ienced a  smal l  gain.  

R a c i a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  f u l l -  time employment widened to  16 percen tage  

p o i n t s  between b l a c k s  and whi tes ,  and 11 percen tage  p o i n t s  between w h i t e s  

and Hispan ics .  Also, r a c i a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  the  p r o p o r t i o n  who d id  n o t  

work, which remained c o n s t a n t  between 1959 and 1969, inc reased  drama ti- 

c a l l y  between 1969 and 1979. American I n d i a n  men a r e  a n  excep t ion  t o  

t h e s e  p a t t e r n s .  T h e i r  l eve  1 of f u l l -  time employment d id  n o t  d e t e r i o r a t e  

between 1969 and 1979. Yet  they remained the  l e a s t  l i k e l y  group of men 

t o  be working f u l l  time i n  1979. Considered t o g e t h e r ,  the  r e s u l t s  i n  

t a b l e s  2  and 3  s u g g e s t  t h a t  the  1970s were a  pe r iod  i n  which r a c i a l  ine- 

qua li t y  i n  e a r n i n g s  and emp loymen t among men widened r a t h e r  than 

d e c l i n e d .  



Among women, t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  who d i d  n o t  work decreased s t e a d i l y  over  

t h e  1959-1979 pe r iod .  T h i s  has  been matched by a s t e a d y  i n c r e a s e  i n  

f u l l -  time employment among a l l  groups  of women and a n  i n c r e a s e  i n  p a r t -  

t ime  employment among American I n d i a n  and w h i t e  women. A l l  groups of 

women have narrowed t h e  gap i n  employment between themselves and whi te  

men d u r i n g  t h e  1959 t o  1979 pe r iod .  

A number of r e a s o n s  have been sugges ted  f o r  t h e s e  d i f f e r e n t  t r e n d s  

among men and women. P a r s o n s  argued t h a t  t h e  i n c r e a s e  i n  t h e  a v a i l a b i l i t y  

o f  nonwage income (e. g., d i s a b i l i t y  payments through S o c i a l  S e c u r i t y ,  

Supplementa l  S e c u r i t y  Income, and g e n e r a l  r e l i e f )  have induced marg ina l  

and low-paid men t o  withdraw from t h e  l a b o r  force.35 O t h e r s  have 

s u g g e s t e d  t h a t  t h e  economic t r o u b l e s  t h a t  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  a l m o s t  the  e n t i r e  

p e r i o d  from 1969 through 1979 were a t  l e a s t  p a r t i a l l y  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  

d e c l i n e s  i n  t h e  l a b o r  f o r c e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  of men. The g e n e r a l  i n c r e a s e  

i n  t h e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  of women over  t h i s  p e r i o d  has  been a t t r i b u t e d  t o  t h e  

i n f l u e n c e  and s t r e n g t h  of t h e  women's movement and t o  t h e  a t t e m p t s  of 

c o u p l e s  t o  m a i n t a i n  t h e i r  l i v i n g  s t a n d a r d s  i n  t h e  f a c e  of s t e e p  i n f l a -  

t i o n .  

How Important I s  Education In Accounting for Racial/Ethnic Differences 
in  Earnings? 

The f i g u r e s  i n  t a b l e s  2 and 3 r e v e a l  t h e  t r e n d s  i n  e a r n i n g s  and 

employment d u r i n g  t h e  1960s and 19708, b u t  they do n o t  i n d i c a t e  t h e  r o l e  

o f  e d u c a t i o n  i n  t h e s e  t r e n d s  o r  t h e  e f f e c t s  of r a c e  and e t h n i c i t y  a f t e r  

a d j u s t i n g  f o r  o t h e r  f a c t o r s .  Tab le  4 g i v e s  some b a s i c  d e s c r i p t i v e  i n f o r -  

ma t ion  on t h e  e d u c a t i o n a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of each r a c i a l / e t h n i c  group: 



Table 4 

EDUCATIONAL CHARACTERISTICS OF NATIVE-BORN MEN AND WOMEN, 
AGED 25-54, BY RACEIETHNICITY I N  1960, 1970,  AND 1980 

P e r c e n t a g e  
High Schoo l  

P e r c e n t a g e  
C o l l e g e  

Race  Mean Years G r a d u a t e s  G r a d u a t e s  
E t h n i c i t y  1960 1970 1980 1960 1970 1980 1960 1970 1980 

A. Men 

A s i a n  11.8 12.7 14.2 68.0 79.5 91.9 16.9 22.0 38.7 

B l a c k  8.0 9.6 11.5 22.3 37.8 62.7 3.3 4.8 9.8 

H i s p a n i c  8.0 9.9 11.0 24.6 44.5 57.8 4.0 8.6 11.2 

I n d i a n  7.7 9.4 11.5 22.4 37.5 65.5 2.6 4.7 10.0 

Whi t e  11.0 11.9 13.1 52.1 66.2 81.0 12.5 17.7 25.5 

B . Women 

A s i a n  11.2 12.3 13.7 65.4 79.5 91.1 8.7 16.0 32.0 

B l a c k  8.7 10 .1  11.6 26.4 40.3 63.6 3.8 5.2 9.5 

H i s p a n i c  7.7 9.3 10.6 23.2 40.0 54.5 2.1 4.5 6.8 

I n d i a n  7.7 9.2 11.2 22.9 36.4 61.8 1.5 2.9 6.8 

Whi te 11.0 11.7 12.6 55.7 67.8 81.9 7.0 9.9 16.9 

SOURCE. Computa t ions  u s i n g  t h e  1960,  1970,  and 1980 P u b l i c  Use 
M i c r o d a t a  Samples.  



mean years  of education, the percentage of each group who were high 

school  graduates ,  and the percentage of each group who were co l lege  

graduates .  36 These s t a t i s  t i c s  i nd ica t e  t h a t  the educat ional  c r e d e n t i a l s  

of the prime-aged labor  force  i n  each r a c i a l ,  e thnic ,  and gender group 

have improved cons i s t en t ly  over the 1960-1980 period. 

There a re ,  however, some p e r s i s t i n g  group d i f fe rences .  The mean 

yea r s  of education f o r  native-born Asian men and women have been higher  

than those f o r  white men a t  l e a s t  s ince  1960. The gap i n  mean years  of 

educat ion has narrowed between whites and the non-Asian minority groups, 

b u t  there  has no t  been a  narrowing i n  the gap between Asians and the 

o t h e r  groups. Although the d i f fe rences  in  the percentages of each group 

who have f in i shed  high school have converged over time, the gap i n  the 

percentage who have f in ished  col lege  between Asians and the o ther  groups, 

and between whites and the non-Asian minority groups, has remained q u i t e  

large.  The gap in  the percentage of co l lege  graduates i s  d i s t r e s s i n g ,  

e s p e c i a l l y  when viewed i n  l i g h t  of recent  evidence t h a t  i nd ica t e s  a  

growing gap i n  the percentage of black and white high school graduates 

who go on to college.37 Unfortunately, there has been no research on the 

co l l ege  at tendance of recent  Hispanic, Asian, and American Indian high 

school  graduates.  3  8 

The convergence i n  the average years  of education across  groups may 

he lp  account f o r  the convergence i n  earnings,  but  the gap in  the percent- 

age i n  co l l ege  graduates  may have helped maintain a  r a c i a l  gap in  earn- 

ings.  To examine the e f f e c t s  of education on r a c i a l  d i f fe rences  in 

earn ings ,  we estimated regress ion  equations f o r  each group i n  each of the 

years .  The dependent va r i ab le  was log of weekly earnings,  and the inde- 

pendent va r i ab le s  were those i n  f igu re  1 and table  1. We then followed 



s tandard  r e g r e s s  i o n  decomposit ion procedures  t o  determine t h e  e f f e c t s  of 

d i f f e r e n t  e d u c a t i o n a l  l e v e l s  on whi te /minor i ty  group d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  

earnings .39 These e f f e c t s  a r e  d i sp layed  i n  t a b l e  5. The r e s u l t s  f o r  

b lack  men show that i n  1959 t h e i r  weekly e a r n i n g s  would have i n c r e a s e d  by 

16 p e r c e n t  i f  they had t h e  same e d u c a t i o n a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  a s  w h i t e  men. 

I n  1979, t h e i r  wages would have i n c r e a s e d  by 10 p e r c e n t  i f  they had the  

same e d u c a t i o n a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  a s  w h i t e  men. Although it is  

i n a p p r o p r i a t e  t o  t r e a t  t h e s e  a s  p r e c i s e  e s t i m a t e s  of t h e  e f f e c t s  of 

r a c i a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  e d u c a t i o n  on r a c i a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  e a r n i n g s ,  t h e  

g e n e r a l  t r e n d  f o r  b lack men sugges ts t h a t  e d u c a t i o n a l  g a i n s  among b lacks  

narrowed t h e  gap i n  b lack /whi te  weekly e a r n i n g s ,  b u t  t h e  e d u c a t i o n a l  gap 

con t inued  t o  be an  impor tan t  f a c t o r  i n  the e a r n i n g s  gap i n  1979. 

The t r e n d s  f o r  the  o t h e r  groups i n  t a b l e  5 ,  w i t h  the  excep t ion  of 

As ians  and w h i t e  women, a r e  s i m i l a r  t o  those  f o r  b lack men ( i . e . ,  a  

d e c l i n e  i n  t h e  s i z e  of the  ea rn ings  d i f f e r e n t i a l  due t o  e d u c a t i o n a l  d i f -  

f e r e n t i a l s  b u t  a p e r s i s t i n g  s i z a b l e  e f f e c t  i n  1979, ranging from 7 per-  

c e n t  f o r  American I n d i a n  men t o  11 p e r c e n t  f o r  black women). The 

n e g a t i v e  e f f e c t s  f o r  Asians  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  i f  Asians had the  e d u c a t i o n a l  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of whi te  men, t h e i r  weekly e a r n i n g s  would go down r a t h e r  

than  up. T h i s  is  what would be expected given the  h i g h e r  e d u c a t i o n a l  

a t t a i n m e n t  of Asians  shown i n  t a b l e  4.  The smal l  e f f e c t  f o r  w h i t e  women 

r e f l e c t s  the  very s m a l l  d i f f e r e n c e  i n  t h e  e d u c a t i o n a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of 

w h i t e  men and w h i t e  women. 

The evidence i n  t a b l e  4 combined w i t h  t h a t  i n  t a b l e  5 s u g g e s t s  t h a t  

improvements i n  the  e d u c a t i o n a l  a t t a i n m e n t  of minor i ty  groups have been 

i m p o r t a n t  i n  reducing r a c i a l  i n e q u a l i t y  i n  ea rn ings .  I t  a l s o  s u g g e s t s  



Table 5 

THE EFFECTS OF EDUCATIONAL DIFFERENCES ON 
RACIALIETHNIC DIFFERENCES I N  EARNINGS 

A. Men 

Asian 

Black 

Hispanic 

Indian  

B . Women 

Asian 

Black 

Hispanic 

Ind ian  

W h i  t e  

SOURCE. Computations using the 1960, 1970, and 1980 
Pub l i c  Use Microdata Samples. 

NOTE. Each f igu re  i s  the percentage increase  ( o r  
decrease)  i n  earnings t h a t  would r e s u l t  i f  
minori ty  groups had educat ional  charac te r -  
i s t i c s  equal  to those of white men. 



t h a t  f u r t h e r  ga ins  i n  educa t iona  1 a t ta inment  by minori ty  group members 

could f u r t h e r  reduce t h i s  i nequa l i t y .  Unfortunately,  the evidence does 

n o t  sugges t  what kinds of educa t iona l  i n i t i a t i v e s  would be most success- 

f u l .  I t  does provide some l imi ted  guidance about  t a rge t ing  these i n i -  

t i a  t i v e s .  Most educa t iona l  programs concent ra te  on improving graduat ion 

r a t e s  among those c u r r e n t l y  i n  school o r  those about  to  e n t e r  high school 

o r  co l lege .  These a r e  d e f i n i t e l y  important f o r  achieving f u t u r e  reduc- 

t i o n s  i n  r a c i a l  i nequa l i t y ,  bu t  such programs neg lec t  the educa t iona l  

needs o f ,  and b e n e f i t s  t h a t  could r e s u l t  from providing oppor tun i t i e s  to, 

c u r r e n t  members of the prime-aged labor  fo rce  who were unable to complete 

h igh  school  o r  a t t e n d  co l l ege  before  they entered the labor force.  

How Important Are Race and Ethnici ty as Determinants of Earnings? 

S o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t s  have o f t e n  assessed the e f f e c t s  of race  on earn ings  

through r eg re s s ion  decomposition. We follow t h i s  procedure here ,  and the 

r e s u l t s  a r e  repor ted  i n  t ab l e  6. The numbers r ep re sen t  the percentage 

i n c r e a s e  i n  earn ings  t h a t  would r e s u l t  i f  the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of the 

minor i ty  group had the same e f f e c t  a s  those of whites.40 I f  the s i g n i f i -  

cance of race  has decl ined over time, t h i s  d i f f e r ence  w i l l  have declined. 

The r e s u l t s  f o r  black men show t h a t  i n  1959 black male weekly earn- 

ings  would have increased by 31.8 percent  i f  t h e i r  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  had 

had the  same e f f e c t s  a s  those of white  men. This  f i g u r e  decl ined to  28.1 

pe rcen t  i n  1969 and 21.4 percent  i n  1979. I n  sum, the e f f e c t  of being 

b lack  dec l ined  but  i t  continued to  be s i z a b l e  i n  1979.~'  I f  the charac- 

t e r i s t i c s  of Asian men had the same e f f e c t s  on earnings a s  those of white  

men, the earn ings  of Asian men would have increased by 14.4 percent  i n  



Table 6 

THE EFFECTS OF RACE, ETHNICITY AND GENDER 
O N  WEEKLY EARNINGS 

A .  Men 

Asian 14.4 6.2 -3.8 

Black 31.8 28.1 21.4 

Hispan ic  9.5 11.7 9.5 

I n d i a n  37.2 30.6 12.6 

B . Women 

As ian  71.3 46.1 44.0 

Black 107.9 84.6 58.4 

Hispan ic  62.8 75.8 59.8 

I n d i a n  97.2 75.4 68.4 

White 69.8 77.3 71.4 

SOURCE. Computations us ing  the  1960, 1970, and 1980 
P u b l i c  Use Microda t a  Samples. 

NOTE. Each f i g u r e  is the  pe rcen tage  i n c r e a s e  i n  
e a r n i n g s  t h a t  would r e s u l t  i f  the  c h a r a c t e r -  
i s t i c s  of the  minor i ty  group had the  same 
e f f e c t  a s  those  of whi tes .  



1960 and 6.2 percent  i n  1970, but  would have decreased by 3.8 percent  i n  

1980. This  suggests  t h a t  the e f f e c t s  of being Asian r a t h e r  than white on 

earn ings  decl ined between 1959 and 1979. For Hispanic men, there has 

been r e l a t i v e l y  l i t t l e  change i n  the e f f e c t s  of race,  bu t  f o r  American 

Ind ians ,  the e f f e c t s  of race have declined considerably over the 

1959-1979 period.42 

The r e s u l t s  f o r  women i n  t ab l e  6 i nd ica t e  t h a t  the e f f e c t  of being a 

minori ty  woman on earnings has decl ined f o r  a l l  groups; t h i s  dec l ine  has 

been most pronounced f o r  black women, and l e a s t  f o r  Hispanic women. The 

e f f e c t  of being a white  woman has a l s o  changed l i t t l e .  Although the 

e f f e c t s  of "not being a white  man" a r e  l a rge r  f o r  women than f o r  men, 

p a r t  of t h i s  d i f f e r ence  i s  due t o  d i f fe rences  between men and women i n  

the  e f f e c t s  of m a r i t a l  s t a t u s  and ch i ldren  on earnings. Being married 

and having ch i ld ren  a r e  both assoc ia ted  with higher  earnings f o r  men but  

lower earnings f o r  women. These d i f f e r ences  a r e  p a r t i a l l y  due to the 

s o c i a l  norm t h a t  married men with ch i ldren  w i l l  provide monetary support 

f o r  t h e i r  f ami l i e s  while married women with ch i ld ren  w i l l  s t ay  a t  home 

and provide care  f o r  t h e i r  famil ies .  

The evidence i n  tab le  6 i nd ica t e s  t h a t  among men, the e f f e c t  of being 

b lack ,  Indian,  and Asian on earnings declined over the 1959-1979 period. 

The e f f e c t  of being an Asian, black, or  Indian woman a l s o  decl ined during 

t h i s  period. The e f f e c t  of being Hispanic of e i t h e r  sex or  a white woman 

appear  t o  have changed l i t t l e .  I n  general ,  the r e s u l t s  suggest t h a t  the 

e f f e c t s  of race and e t h n i c i t y  on earnings were smaller  i n  1979 than 1959, 

b u t  such e f f e c t s  were s t i l l  p resent ,  e spec i a l ly  f o r  blacks. 



Unfor tuna te ly ,  the pol icy implicat ions of a  dec l in ing ,  but  s t i l l  pre- 

s e n t ,  race  e f f e c t  a r e  no t  obvious. Early research  on blacklwhite  d i f f e r -  

ences a t t r i b u t e d  the r a c i a l  d i f f e r ences  i n  earnings to discr iminat ion.  

Such a n  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  would lead one to  conclude t h a t  d i scr imina t ion  had 

decreased over the 1959-1979 period. This i s  no t  an appropr ia te  conclu- 

s ion ,  s ince  there may be unmeasured va r i ab l e s  (e.g., d i f f e r ences  i n  the 

q u a l i t y  of education) t h a t  vary ac ros s  r a c i a l l e t h n i c  groups and may have 

changed during the period i n  question. Following the same reasoning, i t  

i s  n o t  appropr ia te  to a t t r i b u t e  the 1979 d i f fe rence  in  earnings to 

d iscr imina t ion .  Fur ther ,  the evidence may be somewhat misleading because 

of the d i v e r s i t y  of each r a c i a l / e t h n i c  group. The experiences of na t ive-  

born F i l i p i n o s  may, f o r  example, d i f f e r  from those of native-born 

Japanese. A l l  one can say wi th  c e r t a i n t y  i s  t h a t  the r a c i a l l e t h n i c  d i f -  

f  erence i n  earnings t h a t  can be a t t r i b u t e d  t o  r a c e l e t h n i c i t y  decl ined 

over  the 1959-1979 period f o r  a l l  groups wi th  the exception of Hispanics,  

and was h ighes t  f o r  blacks and lowest f o r  Asians i n  1979. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

The r e s u l t s  i n  t h i s  paper i nd ica t e  t h a t  the observed r a c i a l  d i f f e r -  

ences i n  earnings among men ( t a b l e  2 )  decl ined during the 1959-1969 

per iod ,  a  time of economic growth, improvements i n  education, and 

p rog res s ive  l e g i s l a t i o n .  Black and Asian women a l s o  experienced gains  

r e l a t i v e  t o  white  men during t h i s  period. During the 1969-1979 period, a  

time of i n f l a t i o n  and recess ions ,  only blacks and American Indian men 

made gains  i n  earnings r e l a t i v e  to  white men. Once we con t ro l  f o r  the 



e f f e c t s  of o the r  va r i ab l e s  ( t a b l e  6 ) ,  we f i n d  evidence of a  dec l in ing  

s i g n i f i c a n c e  of race f o r  Asians, blacks, and American Indians ,  but  no t  

f o r  Hispanics.  The e f f e c t s  of race (and gender) have n o t  disappeared. 

The r e s u l t s  do no t  show why the earnings of minority men d i f f e r  from 

those f o r  white  men o r  why t h i s  e f f e c t  is smaller  f o r  Hispanic and 

American Indian  men than f o r  black men and e s s e n t i a l l y  nonexis t e n t  f o r  

Asian men i n  1979. The p e r s i s t i n g  race e f f e c t  cannot be used to j u s t i f y  

c a l l s  f o r  group-specif ic  programs such a s  a f f i rma t ive  ac t ion ,  nor can i t  

be used t o  argue t h a t  such programs a r e  n o t  important. I t  does show t h a t  

we need a d d i t i o n a l  research  on why the experiences of d i f f e r e n t  minority 

groups vary. There a r e  a t  l e a s t  two d i r e c t i o n s  i n  which such research  

should proceed. F i r s t ,  we need to  do more comparative work on 

r a c i a l l e  t hn ic  minor i t ies .  Our knowledge about the problems of a  s p e c i f i c  

minor i ty  group can be increased by comparing i t  to other  groups a s  we l l  

a s  t o  whites.  Given the growing d i v e r s i t y  of the minority population i n  

t he  United S t a t e s ,  we can no longer be content  with s tud ie s  of 

b  lacklwhi t e  d i f f e r ences  or  whi te1Hispanic d i f f e r ences  to in£ orm the 

pub l i c  po l icy  debate  on minority issues.  Further ,  we need to begin to  

explore  d i f f e r ences  wi th in  the major r a c i a l l e  t hn ic  minority groups such 

a s  comparing F i l i p i n o s  to  Chinese, and Puerto Ricans to  Hispanics of 

Mexican or ig in .  Second, we need comparative work on the experiences of 

r a c i a l l e t h n i c  minor i t i e s  i n  d i f f e r e n t  geographical s e t t i ngs .  For 

example, research  ind ica t e s  t h a t  the experiences of Indians in  t r ad i -  

t i o n a l  Indian  a reas  a r e  q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t  from those of Indians 

elsewhere.43 Farley and Allen found t h a t  the progress  made by blacks 

v a r i e d  ac ros s  the four  major regions of the country. 4  4 



The r e s u l t s  r e g a r d i n g  r a c i a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  e d u c a t i o n  have somewha t 

more s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  and p o l i c y  i m p l i c a t i o n s .  R a c i a l  

d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  mean y e a r s  of e d u c a t i o n  and t h e  pe rcen tage  of h igh  s c h o o l  

g r a d u a t e s  among t h e  prime-aged l a b o r  f o r c e  d e c l i n e d  o v e r  the  1960-1980 

p e r i o d .  T h i s  was n o t  t r u e  of r a c i a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  the  pe rcen tage  of 

c o l l e g e  g r a d u a t e s .  Minor i ty  g a i n s  i n  e d u c a t i o n  were a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  

d e c l i n e s  i n  r a c i a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  e a r n i n g s ,  b u t  t h e  e d u c a t i o n a l  gap con- 

t i n u e d  t o  e x p l a i n  p a r t  of t h e  r a c i a l  gap i n  e a r n i n g s  i n  1979. We argued 

t h a t  s e r i o u s  a t t e n t i o n  be g iven  t o  a d u l t  e d u c a t i o n a l  programs a s  a  means 

o f  a s s i s t i n g  those  m i n o r i t y  group members who e n t e r e d  t h e  l a b o r  f o r c e  

p r i o r  t o  complet ing h i g h  schoo l  and /o r  a t t e n d i n g  c o l l e g e .  

F u t u r e  r e d u c t i o n s  i n  r a c i a l  i n e q u a l i t y  i n  weekly e a r n i n g s  w i l l  a l s o  

be  p a r t i a l l y  dependent  on o u r  a b i l i t y  t o  improve g r a d u a t i o n  and r e t e n t i o n  

r a t e s  among m i n o r i t y  youth.  The ev idence  on h igh  schoo l  e n r o l l m e n t  and 

g r a d u a t i o n  i n d i c a t e s  t h e  complexi ty  of the  problem. I n  1980, t h e  

e n r o l l m e n t  r a t e s  of Asians  were h i g h e r  than  those  of whi te ,  b l a c k s ,  

H i s p a n i c s ,  and I n d i a n s  f o r  a l l  h igh  schoo l  ages .  Black and w h i t e  

e n r o l l m e n t  r a t e s  have been roughly  t h e  same i n  the  l a t e  t e e n  y e a r s  f o r  a 

number of y e a r s ,  and a r e  s u b s t a n t i a l l y  h i g h e r  than those  of H i s p a n i c s  and 

I n d i a n s .  E q u a l i t y  i n  e n r o l l m e n t  f o r  b l a c k s  and w h i t e s ,  however, has  n o t  

l e d  t o  e q u a l i t y  i n  e d u c a t i o n a l  a t t a inment .45  I n  sum, t h e r e  i s  s t i l l  a  

g r e a t  d e a l  t o  be done i n  a c h i e v i n g  r a c i a l / e  t h n i c  e q u a l i t y  i n  e d u c a t i o n a l  

outcomes through high s c h o o l  g radua t ion .  

Al though h i g h e r  e d u c a t i o n  i s  perhaps  n o t  a  v i a b l e  r o u t e  f o r  the  most 

d i sadvan taged  (who may n o t  have completed h igh  s c h o o l ) ,  i t  does  appear  t o  

be  c r u c i a l  i n  producing f u r t h e r  r e d u c t i o n s  i n  r a c i a l  i n e q u a l i t y  i n  



gene ra l .  Unfor tuna te ly ,  the  p a s t  s e v e r a l  yea r s  have witnessed s eve re  

cu tbacks  i n  f i n a n c i a l  a i d  f o r  h igher  educa t ion ,  and these  cutbacks  have 

been accompanied by a  d e c l i n e  i n  the  percentage of r e c e n t  black high 

s choo l  g radua tes  who go on t o  co l lege .  Care fu l  a n a l y s i s  of the  reasons 

f o r  t h i s  d e c l i n e  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  i t  is n o t  a t t r i b u t a b l e  t o  a  d e c l i n e  i n  the  

q u a l i t y  of r e cen t  black high school  g radua tes ,  a  change i n  p l ans  t o  

a t t e n d  c o l l e g e ,  o r  changes i n  family  income. T h i s  l eaves  cutbacks i n  

f i n a n c i a l  a i d  a s  t he  major s ~ s ~ e c t . 4 6  

The evidence i n  t h i s  paper does no t  suppor t  t h e  conc lus ion  t h a t  we 

a r e  moving t o  two s o c i e t i e s ,  one whi te  and one nonwhite. I n s t e a d ,  i t  

sugges t s  t h a t  minor i ty  groups made cons ide r ab l e  progress  dur ing the  

1960s,  a time of economic growth, b u t  they made few ga ins  dur ing  the  

1970s,  a  time of g e n e r a l  problems i n  the  American economy. The decreases  

i n  t h e  e f f e c t s  of r a c e / e t h n i c i t y  on ea rn ings  a f t e r  a d j u s t i n g  f o r  o t h e r  

f a c t o r s  a r e  encouraging,  bu t  t he  p e r s i s t i n g  presence of these  e f f e c t s ,  

and our  con t inu ing  i n a b i l i t y  t o  keep minor i ty  c h i l d r e n  and youth i n  the  

educa t iona  1 s y s  tem, i n d i c a t e  t h a t  our means of d e a l i n g  w i th  r a c i a l l e t h n i c  

i n e q u a l i t y  a r e  i n s u f f i c i e n t .  
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