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Locational Preference and Unemployment  
of Asian-born Immigrant in the U.S. Metropolises

Introduction
Many geographers and demographers nowadays try to 
find out why some urban areas (usually located in large 
metropolises) are more attractive to migrants and for-
eign-born individuals than other seemingly similar ar-
eas (see e.g. Park, Iceland, 2011; Zhang, 2011; Rérat, 2012; 
MacDonald, Sampson, 2012; Stojsavljević, Pantelić, 
2013; Hall, 2013). They are very keen on understanding 
what exactly forms the migrants’ decisions about set-
tling down in certain areas. Migrants’ and foreign-born 
individuals’ decisions can be effectively channeled and 
shaped up by the urban development policies that aim 
at changing and re-defining certain problematic neigh-
borhoods and areas within the city.

There is a plethora of scientific theories that might 
provide an insight into migrants’ decision-making 

processes. It becomes apparent that in the case of the 
majority of migrants, emigration to the U.S. becomes 
one of the measures how improving their social and 
economic situation, the process that is very similar, in 
its nature, to those in the other parts of the world (see 
Madzevic, et al, 2013). Thence, our paper tests the hy-
pothesis whether there exists a significant correlation 
between the share of foreign-born (mostly Asian) mi-
grants and the rate of unemployment within U.S. me-
tropolises. Moreover, it appears that metropolitan ar-
eas distinguished by low unemployment might yield 
higher percentage of foreign-born individuals. In or-
der to keep the methodology and the empirical mod-
el at a simple level, we use the data on Asian-born in-
dividuals residing in the U.S. obtainable from the 2010 
U.S. Census.
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Abstract

Our paper focuses on the problematique of the locational preferences and unemployment of Asian-
born migrants in U.S. metropolises. We employ the data from the 2010 United States Census on mostly 
Asian-born individuals and run a thorough analysis of immigrants’ segregation and placement in 23 U.S. 
largest cities. 

Our results show there are no areas with high unemployment and a high share of Asian-born individu-
als. Moreover, a relationship between unemployment and the share of foreign-born individuals in the 
U.S. cities comes through as insignificant. Our results support the thesis that Asian-born migrants are 
sensitive to the presence of unemployment while looking for the suitable habitat. In addition, it appears 
that they might avoid areas with disproportionally high unemployment rate on purpose. It also stems 
from our findings that Asian-born migrants in United States work harder and do longer hours in com-
parison with the other migrants, which also means that they do not constitute a significant burden for 
U.S. social welfare. We come to the conclusion that our findings might also hold for other groups of im-
migrants in major U.S and world’s metropolises.
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It is well-known that Asian-born immigrants tend 
to spatially cluster, so if there is a strong previous pres-
ence of Asians in a city, it will attract more new Asian 
migrants (hence, the existence of numerous Chinatowns, 
Little Koreas, Little Saigons, etc.). Immigrants’ clustering 
or networks formation has long been of a specific inter-
est among scientists. Networking or geographical con-
centration of migrants from the same source region who 
are distinguished by the same ethnic origin, background 
or language is frequently observed in many countries. 
For instance, there is a large immigrants’ community 
of Tamils in Switzerland, Turks in Germany, Italians in 
Argentina, Albanians and Bosnians in Italy, Ukrainians 
in the Czech Republic, Romanians in Italy, or Mexicans 
in the U.S. While in some cases the formation of immi-
grants’ networks is influenced by the geographic prox-
imity of the host and target countries (i.e. Mexico and 
U.S. or Albania and Italy), in other cases it might be the 
language proximity (i.e. Romania and Italy), while there 
are also cases when one has a reason to believe that there 
are some other determinants of the process of migrants’ 
networking (see Strielkowski, Welkins, 2015). 

It seems that in a large number of cases not only eth-
nic and language similarities do matter but also spatial 
characteristics create basis for such networks’ forma-
tion: for instance, there are Macedonians from Skopje 
who constitute large immigrants’ community in Goth-
enburg, Sweden or people from the town of Siemiatyc-
ze in the north-east of Poland who form a large emi-
grants’ group in Brussels, Belgium. The story of these 
networks is quite simple: a person from a small town or 
a rural community moves to the foreign country. Af-
ter a considerable period of time necessary for settling 
down this person is followed by the closest family and 
relatives. Those people are then followed by their clos-
est relatives, friends and neighbors and so on. In such 
a case local knowledge and “knowing-your-neighbor” 
which is mostly developed in dense communities where 
people know each other well appear to be of greater im-
portance than the ethnic or cultural ties.

The rest of our paper is structured as follows: Sec-
tion 2 outlines a short literature review that describes 
the factors influencing migrants’ decisions when 
it comes to the selection of urban areas for residing 
within the cities. Section 3 presents our data and our 
methods. Section 4 describes our main results and 
discusses their significance. Finally, section 5 con-
cludes with closing remarks and policy implications.

Migrants in the cities:  
determinants of spatial selection
The array of factors that influence migrants’ decision 
on where to settle is broad. Researchers have found 
various often contradicting determinants that in their 

mind influence migrants’ decisions on settling down 
in a certain country, region, or the city. Among the 
first researches explaining the formation of migrants’ 
groups, enclaves and Diasporas was the “Schelling 
segregation model” that used a mathematical model 
showing how white and non-white residents moved 
round and about in the artificial settlement before the 
balance was finally reached. The status quo situation 
was very similar to the real-life segregation of white 
and non-white population in U.S. metropolises such 
as Philadelphia, or Chicago (Crooks, 2010; Baldwin, et 
al., 2013).

Most of the studies come to the conclusion that an 
area with a high share of foreign-born people tends 
to attract subsequent migrants (see e.g. Zavodny, 
1997; Clark, Blue, 2004; Park, Iceland, 2011). Several 
research papers from the late 1990s hypothesize that 
there is likely a relation between immigration and 
the generosity of the social welfare system (see Borjas, 
1999). Migrants analyze their economic opportunities 
when they make their decisions about where to settle 
down and chose the highly-ranked opportunity in the 
list of all available alternatives. 

Taking all of the above into account, it makes sense 
that many researchers found negative or insignificant 
correlations between unemployment and the share 
of foreign-born population in many urban areas that 
were the subject of their analysus. Åslund (2005), Jae-
ger (2000), Glaeser and Shapiro (2003), Glaeser et al. 
(2006), Zhang (2011), Glaeser (2011), or Otto and Stein-
hardt (2014) all concluded that unemployment and 
segregation of migrants are not related. On the con-
trary, Åslund (2005) states that foreign-born residents 
prefer to stay in the areas with low unemployment. 
Additionally, he demonstrates that migrants that 
move around their new country of residence are like-
ly to be attracted by the areas with more employment 
opportunities. These results might mean that unem-
ployment is not the only important factor for mi-
grants’ decision-making and the selection of the place 
to reside. Furthermore, Åslund (2005) states that mi-
grants originating from different countries also have 
different sensitivities towards unemployment. Taking 
the U.S. into consideration, he found people from the 
Middle East and South America were the most sensi-
tive to the situation on the local labour markets (Ås-
lund, 2005). Glaeser and Shapiro (2003) showed that 
in the 1990s U.S. cities yielding the unemployment 
rates of 10 percent and higher were growing at a rate 
rates below 3 percent, while the cities with unemploy-
ment rates below 5 percent were growing with a rate of 
about 21 percent. They explain their results by using 
the argument that the areas with robust labor markets 
might have a general appeal and are therefore more at-
tractive and productive.
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While many studies find that high employment 
rates attract migration from both abroad and other 
less-developed and rural areas within the U.S., there 
are other studies that come up with different results. 
For instance, Zavodny (1997) found out that high un-
employment attracted incoming migration while the 
economy dominated by manufacturing businesses 
potential migrants. Since those outcomes seemed to 
be illegitimate, Zavodny (1997) believed that they were 
not robust. However, she denied that there was a re-
lationship between unemployment and immigration 
and claimed that only migrants shape up their deci-
sion about settling down based on their expectations 
on the number of their countrymen they expect to 
meet across in the desired areas.

In a case when migrants move to the areas distin-
guished by lower unemployment, the obvious conclu-
sion would be that they are not a priori interested in 
social welfare and family support programs, but rath-
er prefer to find employment and make their own sal-
ary. The majority of researchers are in accord that mi-
grants prefer to live in the areas that are also inhabited 
by their countrymen of people of the same origin or 
religious background. When it comes to the relation-
ship between unemployment and immigration, most 
of the researchers think that migrants tend to incline 
towards areas with favorable economic opportunities 
and low unemployment rates. However, there are also 
researchers that report the results indicating an exist-
ence of the positive relationship between unemploy-
ment and immigration.

The data and the model
In order to conduct an empirical analysis executed 
in this paper, we employed the data from the United 
States 2010 Census. The data was initially collected by 
the Census Bureau and contains a number of useful 
variables including the total number of foreign-born 
individuals, race, gender, population size, age, hous-
ing, employment status, and the like. The data can 
be employed to conduct the comprehensive analy-
sis of social and economic relationships for the Unit-
ed States and for the given year. The first Census was 
conducted in 1790 and since then there was a census 
run every 10 years. In 2010, the Census Bureau mailed 
98 million forms to households in the US and deliv-
ered 22 million extra forms intended for the house-
holds that could not be reached by regular mail. Due 
to this massive effort, the data set contains detailed 
information on a very high sub-set of the U.S. popu-
lation. There exist several summary files for the data 
and the data used for the empirical analysis described 
in this paper are sample data from summary file 3 de-
rived from the long-form survey.

In order to support or to reject our hypothesis that 
aims to test whether the unemployment in a certain 
region is determined by the migrants’ decision about 
which region of the U.S. they want to settle down, we 
created an empirical model with two main variables. 
The first variable (ΔA) describes the percentage of 
Asian-born individuals and residing in a certain re-
gion. Thence, we divided the total number of Asian-
born individuals in a region (Ai) by the correspond-
ing total population (TP). The following relationship 
(1) describes the results of the described outcome:

ΔA= Ai

TP
(1)

The second variable created for our empirical anal-
ysis is the unemployment rate (Ur). In order to create 
this variable, we subtracted the sum of employed peo-
ple (E) from the labor force (LF), and then divided 
the obtained result by the total amount of people pre-
sent in the labor force (TA). This procedure can be de-
scribed by the following formula (2): 

U
LF E

TA
(2)r =

−

Following these procedures, we run the scatter plot 
relationship between the two above-mentioned vari-
ables ΔA and Ur .The obtained graphical relationship 
enables us to identify the interdependence between 
these two variables in question and to make some 
conclusions about their relationship and about the 
significance of this relationship.

Main results and discussions
The scatter plot described in the previous sub-chapter 
demonstrates a slightly positive correlation between 
unemployment rate (x-axis) and the share of Asian-
born migrants (y-axis). The plot itself is depicted in 
Figure 1.

One can see that the vast majority of the dots are 
located at the bottom left part of the scatter plot. The 
other dots can be found either at the upper left side 
or at the lower right side. There are no dots at the up-
per right side. These results mean that there are ei-
ther areas with low unemployment rate and low share 
of Asian-born individuals, areas with low unemploy-
ment and high share of Asian born individuals, or 
areas with high unemployment rate and low share 
of Asian-born individuals. It is quite surprising that 
there are no areas with both high unemployment and 
high share of Asian-born individuals.

In our analysis, every dot in the scatter plot possess-
es the same importance for our trend curve. A single 
person settling down in a small city where she/he is the 
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only Asian-born migrants is equally important for the 
trend curve as, say, 300.000 Asian-born migrants that 
have decided to settle down in some other area. 

Of course, this leads to a certain bias in the trend 
curve. In order to avoid this bias one should look at 
a second scatter plot that only takes into account top 
10 areas with the highest total amount of Asian-born 
residents. This other scatter plot reports the data for 
the 36 percent of the Asian-born individuals in the 
largest U.S. cities. The resulting scatter plot demon-
strates a very strong negative correlation between un-
employment and the share of Asian-born individuals 
(see Figure 2).

Both scatter plots yield a holistic and comprehen-
sive picture. First, there appear to be no U.S. are-

as with both high unemployment and high share of 
Asian-born migrants. When one looks at the second 
scatter plot (Figure 2), it becomes apparent that there 
is a negative correlation between unemployment and 
the share of foreign-born migrants. 

Our findings appear to bring evidence about the 
Asian-born migrants’ sensitivity to the existing un-
employment in their choice of areas for settling down 
within the large U.S. cities. It appears that they espe-
cially avoid areas with exceptionally high unemploy-
ment rates. We think that it seems rational to assume 
that this kind of behavior is similar for other groups of 
migrants as well as for other channels of rural-urban 
migrations in both the United States and in the other 
parts of the world (see e.g. Pantelić et al., 2011). In ad-

Figure 1. Unemployment and foreign-born individuals (U.S. 2010 Census). Note: y-axis: share of 
Asian-born individuals; x-axis: unemployment rate

Figure 2. Unemployment and foreign-born individuals (U.S. 2010 Census, areas with highest numbers 
of Asian-born individuals). Note: y-axis: share of Asian-born individuals; x-axis: unemployment rate
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dition, it might be shown that Asian-born migrants in 
United States and Canada tend to work harder than 
the representatives of other migrant groups and that 
they rarely rely upon any form of social welfare (see 
e.g. Belanger and Rogers, 1992; or Almond et al., 2013). 

Even though they should be taken with care, our 
findings seem to be relevant for a number of reasons. 
Nowadays, lots of changes are happening in the world 
economy. Many jobs are outsourced to other coun-
tries or even continents using modern communica-
tion tools and information technologies as well as the 
opportunities provided by the Internet. Thence, it be-
comes very important for an individual on a job mar-
ket to demonstrate skills that might positively distin-
guish her or him from the others. Education presents 
one of the most important foundations for being able 
to obtain and exert such skills. More developed areas 
with low unemployment tend to boast by better edu-
cation systems and thence it makes more sense for mi-
grants to choose these areas for residing.

Moreover, migrants might be wise in avoiding areas 
with high unemployment. Not that it is cumbersome 
to find employment in these areas, but the influence 
and the effect of the bad neighborhood might also be 
prevalent. This might be illustrated on the example 
when the child growing up in a neighborhood with 
a large share of unemployed people might get used to 
the fact that being unemployed means no harm and 
is, in fact, very natural. This belief might lower her or 
his efforts at school and therefore exert a negative in-
fluence on her or his future grown-up life, job market 
perspectives and potential earnings. Desperation that 
is very often prevalent in many low-income residential 
areas tends to hold people down and prevents them 
from developing their creativity and potential. 

Conclusions and policy implications
Even though our results seem to be corroborated up 
by the real-life evidence, there exist some arguments 
that might cast doubt on their quality and signifi-
cance. First, it comes through as quite surprising that 
we found a positive correlation in the first scatter plot. 
Furthermore, the unemployment data we used did not 
take into account the fact that when migrants had in-
itially moved to the new place of residence, the unem-
ployment rate used to be different. This fact could un-
dermine the results of the correlation and imply that it 
does not mean anything. The question is whether the 
today’s unemployment rate can really be a factor for 
an immigrant’s decision made in the past. 

Moreover, it is not quite obvious which direction 
predetermines the possible causation. One can argue 
that it very well may be that migrants do not choose 
an area with low unemployment but induce low un-

employment (or higher unemployment) in certain ar-
eas by stimulating the local economy with their skills. 
For instance, immigration might lead to higher densi-
ty of population which could in turn have positive ef-
fects on the economy and the employment situation in 
the certain region or a city. 

It also has to be acknowledged that low unemploy-
ment rates might just be an indicator of a good and 
lively labor market. Therefore, immigrants do not 
come due to low unemployment rate but better labor 
market opportunities.

In spite of all those concern, both the results ob-
tained from using the U.S. 2010 Census data and the 
common sense indicate that Asian-born migrants and 
most likely all migrants in general tend be inclined 
to moving into areas with high employment and low 
unemployment. Although our results should be tak-
en with care, they might provide grounds for an ex-
istence of a clear relationship that are apparent from 
the second scatter plot provide an indication that U.S. 
metropolises with their vast employment opportu-
nities act like magnets and attract migrants from far 
and away. This process helps to level out the regional 
disparities and differences and to sustain a balanced 
development and growth throughout the vastly-pop-
ulated urban areas.
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