
 Report 

 

  December 15, 2008  

The Pew Hispanic Center is a nonpartisan research organization that seeks to improve public understanding 
of the diverse Hispanic population in the United States and to chronicle Latinos' growing impact on the nation. 
It does not take positions on policy issues. The center is part of the Pew Research Center, a nonpartisan "fact 
tank" based in Washington, D.C., and it is funded by The Pew Charitable Trusts, a Philadelphia-based public 
charity. All of the Center’s reports are available at www.pewhispanic.org. The staff of the Center is: 

Paul Taylor, Director   
Rakesh Kochhar, Associate Director for Research Mark Hugo Lopez, Associate Director 
Richard Fry, Senior Research Associate  Jeffrey S. Passel, Senior Demographer 
Gretchen Livingston, Senior Researcher  Ana Gonzalez-Barrera, Research Analyst 
Daniel Dockterman, Research Assistant  Mary Seaborn, Administrative Manager
  

 

 

 

1615 L Street, NW, Suite 700 • Washington, DC 20036-5610 • Phone: 202-419-3600 • Fax: 202-419-3608 
www.pewhispanic.org 

 

Latino Workers in the Ongoing Recession: 
2007 to 2008 

 
 

Rakesh Kochhar 
Associate Director for Research, Pew Hispanic Center 

 

 



Latino Workers in the Ongoing Recession: 2007 to 2008  i 

Pew Hispanic Center   December 15, 2008 

Executive Summary 
A small but significant decline has occurred during the current recession in the 
share of Latino immigrants active in the U.S. labor force, according to a Pew 
Hispanic Center analysis of Census Bureau data. In a year when jobs have 
become scarce for everyone, the proportion of working-age Latino immigrants 
participating in the labor force has fallen, at least through the third quarter of 
2008, while the proportion of all non-Hispanics as well as of native-born 
Hispanics has held steady.  

Jobs attract many Hispanic immigrants to the United States, and their labor force 
participation rate — the proportion of the working-age population that is either 
working or actively seeking work — is typically higher than the rate in the native-
born population. That remains the case now. 

However, among Latino immigrants, 71.3% were in the labor force at the close of 
the third quarter of 2008, compared with 72.4% a year earlier. This 1.1 percentage 
point decrease follows on the heels of a steady increase in the labor force 
participation rate of foreign-born Latinos since 2003 when the economy started its 
recovery from the 2001 recession.1 The drop in labor market activity was about 
twice as high among immigrants from Mexico and among immigrants who 
arrived in the U.S. since 2000. Among all non-Hispanics, the labor force 
participation rate was essentially unchanged during this period — it was 66.2% at 
the end of the third quarter of 2008, up marginally from 66.0% a year earlier. 
Among native-born Hispanics, the rate was 66.4%, up from 66.0% a year earlier. 

The absolute number of immigrant Latinos in the labor force did increase slightly 
— by 150,000 — between the third quarters of 2007 and 2008. But this increase 
is much smaller than it had been in previous years. And because it is also much 
smaller than the growth in the working-age population of Latino immigrants, the 
share that is active in the labor force has declined. 

It is not possible to conclude from these data whether or not some of the foreign-
born Latinos who left the labor force have returned to their countries of origin. 
The growth in the immigrant Latino population has leveled off in recent years, but 
it is not clear whether this has been due to an increased outflow of migrants. 
Passel and Cohn (2008) do find a decrease in the annual inflow of undocumented 

                                                      
1 The labor force participation rate of foreign-born Hispanics had decreased by somewhat larger magnitudes in 2003 in 

comparison with 2002. That year marked the tail end of a nearly three-year long period of an economic slowdown, 
including a recession in 2001. 

http://pewhispanic.org/reports/report.php?ReportID=94
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migrants to the U.S. since 2005. About four-in-five undocumented migrants come 
from Latin America. 

The labor market data do not paint an unrelentingly negative picture for Latino 
immigrants, who make up about 8% of the total U.S. labor force. Their 
unemployment rate in the third quarter of 2008 was 6.4%, not much higher than 
the 6.1% rate for the total U.S. workforce and much lower than the 9.6% rate for 
native-born Hispanics (who account for about 45% of the Hispanic labor force in 
this country). However, workers who withdraw from the labor force are not 
counted among the unemployed. If foreign-born Latinos had remained as active in 
the labor market in 2008 as they were in 2007, their unemployment rate would be 
much higher today. 

This report analyzes labor market outcomes for workers using a variety of 
indicators. Some labor market indicators, such as the working-age population 
(those 16 and older) and the size of the labor force (those either employed or 
actively seeking work), respond principally to demographic forces. For 
immigrants, economic forces may play a stronger role in shaping the working-age 
population and labor force by triggering changes in inflows and outflows of 
migrants. Tracking those indicators establishes the size of a racial or ethnic group 
in the labor market and whether its relative size is expanding or shrinking. 

Other important labor market indicators respond principally to economic 
developments. Those include employment levels and the employment, 
unemployment and labor force participation rates. The employment rate is the 
percentage of the working-age population that is employed and the unemployment 
rate is the percentage of the labor force that is unemployed and looking for work. 
Tracking those indicators, along with estimating wages, is the key to 
understanding economic outcomes for workers. 

The data for this report are derived from the Current Population Survey, a 
monthly survey of about 55,000 households conducted jointly by the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics and the Census Bureau. Data from three monthly surveys were 
combined to create larger sample sizes and to conduct the analysis on a quarterly 
basis. 
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Introduction 
This report focuses on economic outcomes for Hispanic and non-Hispanic 
workers during the ongoing recession. According to the National Bureau of 
Economic Research, the semiofficial arbiter of these dates, the U.S. economy 
entered a recession in December 2007. Earlier this year, the Pew Hispanic Center 
released a report that analyzed labor market developments for Latinos through the 
first quarter of 2008.2 That report showed that outcomes for Latino workers, such 
as the unemployment rate, had turned markedly worse during 2007, even prior to 
the recession. 

A year into the recession, it is now feasible to update labor market outcomes 
through the third quarter of 2008. These outcomes are compared with the labor 
market status of workers in the third quarter of 2007.3 Developments over that 
one-year period provide a fuller understanding of the effects of the recession on 
Hispanic and non-Hispanic workers, as well as on native-born and foreign-born 
workers. 

Prior to the onset of the recession in December 2007, Latino workers seemed to 
be feeling the brunt of the slump in the construction sector (Kochhar, 2008). Their 
unemployment rate had climbed sharply in 2007, much more so than for non-
Hispanics. Moreover, the impact on foreign-born Hispanics had been especially 
hard. In the first quarter of 2008, the unemployment rate for foreign-born Latinos 
exceeded the rate for native-born Latinos. That was the first such occurrence since 
2003. 

The impact of the deepening recession is now pervasive as job losses and rising 
unemployment affect all workers. From the third quarter of 2007 to the third 
quarter of 2008, 1.7 million non-Hispanics, 287,000 native-born Hispanics and 
239,000 foreign-born Hispanics are newly unemployed. 

This report analyzes labor market outcomes for workers using a variety of 
indicators. Some labor market indicators, such as the working-age population 
(those 16 and older) and the size of the labor force (those either employed or 
actively seeking work), respond principally to demographic forces. For 
immigrants, economic forces may play a stronger role in shaping the working-age 
population and labor force by triggering changes in inflows and outflows of 

                                                      
2 Released in June 2008, this report focused on the impact of the construction slowdown on Latino workers (see Kochhar, 

2008). 
3 Estimates in this report account for the annual revisions to the weights in the source data, the Current Population Survey. 

Details are provided in Appendix A.  

http://www.nber.org/
http://www.nber.org/
http://pewhispanic.org/reports/report.php?ReportID=88
http://pewhispanic.org/reports/report.php?ReportID=88
http://pewhispanic.org/reports/report.php?ReportID=88
http://pewhispanic.org/reports/report.php?ReportID=88
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migrants. Tracking those indicators establishes the size of a racial or ethnic group 
in the labor market and whether its relative size is expanding or shrinking.  

 

Other important labor market indicators respond principally to economic 
developments. Those include employment levels and the employment, 
unemployment and labor force participation rates (see definitions in the text box). 
Tracking those indicators, along with estimating wages, is the key to 
understanding economic outcomes for workers. 

The data for this report are derived from the Current Population Survey, a 
monthly survey of about 55,000 households conducted jointly by the Bureau of 
Labor Statistics and the Census Bureau. Data from three monthly surveys were 
combined to create larger sample sizes and to conduct the analysis on a quarterly 
basis. 

This report is not able to identify immigrant workers by whether they are 
documented or undocumented because the immigration status of workers is not 
recorded in the source data. However, estimates by the Pew Hispanic Center show 
that unauthorized migrants account for about 5% of the U.S. labor force and about 
one-third of the foreign-born labor force. They are overrepresented in certain 
industries such as construction, where they account for 12% of employment 
(Passel, 2006). Most unauthorized migrants are from Latin American countries, 
with those from Mexico accounting for about 55% of the total. 

The principal findings of the analysis, organized by major labor market indicators, 
are below. More detailed analysis and data are presented in subsequent sections 
and the appendices. 

Working-Age Population 

• Latinos have remained an important source of workers to the U.S. 
economy during the recession. Their working-age population increased 1.1 

Pew Hispanic Center   December 15, 2008 

http://www.census.gov/cps/
http://pewhispanic.org/reports/report.php?ReportID=61
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million between the third quarters of 2007 and 2008, accounting for 42% 
of the total increase in the U.S. working-age population. 

• The contribution of foreign-born Latinos to the growth in the working-age 
population has leveled off. The number of immigrant Hispanics in the 
workforce increased 470,000 from the third quarter of 2007 to the third 
quarter of 2008. That was similar to the previous two years. 

Labor Force 

• The number of Hispanic immigrants in the labor force increased by 
150,000 between the third quarters of 2007 and 2008. That was not a 
statistically significant change, however, meaning one cannot say with 
certainty that the estimated change is different from zero.4 

• The modest growth in the foreign-born Hispanic labor force is due to 
diminishing numbers of those who entered the U.S. between 1990 and 
1999. The working-age population of that group of immigrants is 
estimated to have fallen by 234,000, either as a result of deaths or 
departures from the U.S. 

• Relative to the size of their population, fewer immigrant Latino workers 
were either employed or actively seeking work in the third quarter of 2008 
compared with a year ago. The labor force participation rate for foreign-
born Latinos fell from 72.4% in the third quarter of 2007 to 71.3% in the 
third quarter of 2008, a drop of 1.1 percentage points. 

• The decrease in labor force activity among foreign-born Hispanics was led 
by those from Mexico or those who arrived in the U.S. in 2000 or more 
recently. 

• In contrast, the labor force participation rates for native-born Hispanics 
and all non-Hispanics were up slightly in the third quarter of 2008 
compared with a year earlier. 

Employment 

• Employment growth came to a halt between the third quarter of 2007 and 
the same period in 2008. Employment of Hispanic workers increased by 
88,000, but employment of non-Hispanic workers fell by 323,000. Thus, 
total employment was down 235,000. 

                                                      
4 All tests of statistical significance in this report are conducted at the 90% level of confidence. If a number is not 

significantly different from zero, it means that there is a 90% chance the number lies within a range that encompasses 
zero. 
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• Employment of foreign-born Hispanics decreased by 90,000 and their 
employment rate fell from 69.1% in the third quarter of 2007 to 66.7% in 
the third quarter of 2008, a drop of 2.4 percentage points. The decrease in 
the employment rate of foreign-born Hispanics exceeded that for native-
born Hispanics and non-Hispanics. 

Unemployment and Job Losses 

• About 2.2 million workers joined the ranks of the unemployed from the 
third quarter of 2007 to the third quarter of 2008. The breakdown is 1.7 
million non-Hispanics, 287,000 native-born Hispanics and 239,000 
foreign-born Hispanics. 

• The unemployment rate for Hispanics increased from 5.7% to 7.9%. The 
2.2 percentage point rise was greater than the 1.2 percentage point 
increase for non-Hispanics, whose unemployment rate went from 4.6% to 
5.8%. 

• The unemployment rate for native-born Hispanics rose sharply from 7.1% 
in the third quarter of 2007 to 9.6% by the third quarter of 2008, an 
increase of 2.5 percentage points. 

• The unemployment rate for immigrant Latinos, which stood higher than 
the rate for native-born Hispanics in the first quarter of 2008, has now 
dropped to its familiar perch below. For foreign-born Hispanics, the rate 
increased from 4.5% to 6.4% between the third quarters of 2007 and 2008. 

• The increase in the unemployment rate for foreign-born Hispanics would 
have been greater if not for the fact that many of these workers withdrew 
from the labor market. Absent any withdrawal from the labor market, it is 
estimated the unemployment rate for foreign-born Hispanics in the third 
quarter of 2008 would have been 7.8% rather than 6.4%. That means their 
unemployment rate would have increased 3.3 percentage points since the 
third quarter of 2007, the greatest increase among the groups examined in 
this study. 

• The construction sector was the leading source of job losses for both 
Hispanic and non-Hispanic workers. Hispanics lost 156,000 jobs in this 
industry, and non-Hispanics lost 544,000 jobs. 

Wages 

• Median weekly wages in constant dollars fell 1.4% for non-Hispanics 
from the third quarter of 2007 to the third quarter of 2008. Wages for 
Hispanic workers, however, were unchanged. 

Pew Hispanic Center   December 15, 2008 
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• Weekly wages for native-born Hispanics decreased 1.9%. Surprisingly, 
wages for foreign-born Hispanics are estimated to have increased 5.5% 
since the third quarter of 2007. That may be a result of low-wage 
immigrants departing the labor force. 

Pew Hispanic Center   December 15, 2008 
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Changes in the Labor Force 
Latinos are still an important source of workers to the U.S. economy. However, 
this growth is now led more by native-born Hispanics and less by immigrant 
workers. The growth in the working-age population of foreign-born Latinos has 
leveled off. Moreover, the growth in the number of immigrant Latinos in the U.S. 
labor force from the third quarter of 2007 to the third quarter of 2008 was less 
than in the recent past. But the extent to which this slowdown is due to an 
increased outflow of migrants is not clear. Passel and Cohn (2008) found a 
decrease in the annual flow of undocumented migrants to the U.S. Most of those 
migrants are from Latin American countries. 

The slowdown in growth in the number of immigrant Latinos who are in the labor 
force is a notable development. It is also a testament to the character and depth of 
the current recession, which was triggered by the slump in housing markets. 
Latino immigrants, many undocumented, had found plentiful job opportunities in 
the construction boom earlier this decade. It was a sector in the economy that 
grew even during the 2001 recession. Therefore, there had been sizable annual 
growth, albeit with some fluctuations, in the labor force of immigrant Latinos 
over the past decade and more.5 

The Working-Age Population 

The Latino working-age population continues to grow at a faster rate than 
average. From the third quarter of 2007 to the third quarter of 2008, the total 
working-age population in the U.S. increased by 2.6 million, or 1.1% (Table 1). 
The Hispanic working-age population increased by 1.1 million, or 3.5%. 

Thus, Latinos remain a significant source of workers to the U.S. economy. They 
accounted for 41.7% of the total increase in the working-age population from the 
third quarter of 2007 to the third quarter of 2008. That is much higher than the 
current share of Latinos in the U.S. working-age population — 32.3 million out of 
234.1 million, or 13.8%. 

 

                                                      
5 In both 2006 and 2007, more than 300,000 foreign-born Hispanic workers had entered the U.S. labor force (Kochhar, 2008). 

Growth in preceding years had been even greater (Kochhar, 2006 and Kochhar, 2005). The role of the construction 
sector in employment for immigrant Latinos has also been documented in previous reports published by the Pew 
Hispanic Center (Kochhar, 2007). See Passel and Suro (2005) for longer term trends in U.S. immigration. 

http://pewhispanic.org/reports/report.php?ReportID=94
http://pewhispanic.org/reports/report.php?ReportID=88
http://pewhispanic.org/reports/report.php?ReportID=70
http://pewhispanic.org/reports/report.php?ReportID=45
http://pewhispanic.org/factsheets/factsheet.php?FactsheetID=28
http://pewhispanic.org/reports/report.php?ReportID=53


Latino Workers in the Ongoing Recession: 2007 to 2008 7 

 

The Labor Force 

The total growth in the labor force kept pace with the growth in the working-age 
population. From the third quarter of 2007 to the third quarter of 2008, an 
additional 2.0 million workers streamed into the labor market (Table 1). That kept 
the labor force participation rate virtually unchanged — 66.6% in the third quarter 
of 2008 compared with 66.5% in the third quarter of 2007. 

However, the growth in the Latino labor force lagged behind the growth in the 
working-age population. Latinos added 614,000 workers to the labor force from 
the third quarter of 2007 to the third quarter of 2008. That was an increase of 
2.8%, less than the increase of 3.5% in the Hispanic working-age population. 
Thus, the Latino labor force participation rate fell from 69.4% in the third quarter 
of 2007 to 69.0% in the third quarter of 2008. But that decline is not statistically 
significant, implying that labor force participation among all Latinos may have 
held steady in the first year of the recession. 

Foreign-Born Hispanics in the Labor Force 

The growth in the foreign-born Hispanic working-age population appears to have 
leveled off (Table 2). This population increased by 470,000 from the third quarter 
of 2007 to the third quarter of 2008, similar to the increases in 2007 and 2006 
(Kochhar, 2008). But recent increases in the working-age population of foreign-

Pew Hispanic Center   December 15, 2008 
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born Latinos are less than in preceding years. For example, in 2005, this 
population had increased by 784,000.6 

One cannot conclude from these labor market trends that foreign-born Latinos are 
returning to their countries of origin due to the recession. The exact cause of the 
slowdown in the growth of the working-age immigrant population is not clear. 
Research by Passel and Cohn (2008) suggests that slower growth in the Latino 
immigrant working-age population is partly associated with reduced inflows of 
undocumented migrants since 2005. However, the role played by increased 
outflows of workers is not known. 

 

Foreign-born Latinos, however, appear to be withdrawing from the labor force in 
the face of the recession. From the third quarter of 2007 to the third quarter of 
2008 only 150,000 foreign-born Latinos are estimated to have entered the labor 
force (Table 2). That change is not statistically significant, meaning there is a 
90% chance the estimated change lies within a range that encompasses zero. 

The virtual lack of growth in the Hispanic foreign-born labor force contrasted 
with the relatively steady growth in the working-age population. Therefore, the 
labor force participation rate for foreign-born Latinos fell from 72.4% in the third 
quarter of 2007 to 71.3% in the third quarter of 2008, a statistically significant 
drop of 1.1 percentage points (Table 2). This means that, relative to the size of 
their population, fewer immigrant Latino workers were either employed or 
actively seeking work in the third quarter of 2008 compared with a year ago. 

                                                      
6 Unpublished Pew Hispanic Center estimate from the Current Population Survey. 

http://pewhispanic.org/reports/report.php?ReportID=94
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Immigrants from Mexico also entered the labor force in reduced numbers between 
the third quarters of 2007 and 2008. In particular, the Mexican-born labor force 
increased by 225,000 workers in that one-year period (Table 3). But this growth 
was less than the 404,000 Mexican-born workers who entered the labor force in 
2007 (Kochhar, 2008). It also did not keep pace with the increase in the Mexican-
born working-age population. Consequently, there was a significant decline in the 
labor force participation rate for Mexican-born workers — from 72.7% in the 
third quarter of 2007 to 70.7% in the third quarter of 2008. 

 

Immigrants from Central or South America did not register an increase in either 
their working-age population or their labor force from the third quarter of 2007 to 
the third quarter of 2008. Estimates suggest a decline in the immigrant workforce 
from South America, but it is not a statistically significant change. 

The overall lack of growth in the foreign-born Hispanics labor force is driven by 
declining numbers of those who entered the U.S. between 1990 and 1999 (Table 
4). From the third quarter of 2007 to the third quarter of 2008, the size of this 
labor force decreased by 217,000, a statistically significant decline. That is 
roughly the same as the change in the working-age population of this group of 
immigrants. This population can change for one of two reasons — deaths or 
departures from the U.S. Therefore, these trends suggest that at least some 
foreign-born Latinos are not only leaving the labor force but, perhaps, also 
returning to their countries of origin. 

Pew Hispanic Center   December 15, 2008 

http://pewhispanic.org/reports/report.php?ReportID=88
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Changes in Employment 
The current recession has led to sharp increases in unemployment for all groups 
of workers. Unemployment among Hispanics increased more than for non-
Hispanics from the third quarter of 2007 to the third quarter of 2008. Also, the 
unemployment rate for native-born Hispanics rose more than the rate for foreign-
born Hispanics. However, increases in measured unemployment for immigrant 
Latinos were dampened by their apparent exit from the labor force in large 
numbers. Absent their withdrawal from the labor force, the unemployment rate 
for foreign-born Latinos may have registered the largest increase among all 
groups of workers.  

Employment Fails to Grow, and Unemployment Increases Sharply 

Growth in employment has come to a halt in the ongoing recession. The U.S. 
economy employed 146.7 million workers in the third quarter of 2007 and 146.4 
million workers in the third quarter of 2008 (Table 5). That represented a loss of 
more than 200,000 jobs. While this was not a statistically significant change, it 
was a sharp turnaround from the period before the recession. From the first 

Pew Hispanic Center   December 15, 2008 
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quarter of 2007 to the first quarter of 2008, the economy had added nearly 
700,000 jobs (Kochhar, 2008). 

 

The most notable manifestation of the recession is the addition of 2.2 million 
workers to the ranks of the unemployed. Consequently, the unemployment rate 
climbed from 4.7% in the third quarter of 2007 to 6.1% in the third quarter of 
2008. The increase in unemployment also means that a smaller proportion of the 
working-age population is now employed. That can be seen in the decline in the 
employment rate, from 63.4% in the third quarter of 2007 to 62.5% in the third 
quarter of 2008. 

The increase in the unemployment rate was much greater for Hispanics than for 
non-Hispanics. For Latinos, the unemployment rate increased by 2.2 percentage 
points, from 5.7% in the third quarter of 2007 to 7.9% in the third quarter of 2008. 
The unemployment rate for non-Hispanics increased by less and remains well 
below the rate for Hispanics. It increased from 4.6% in the third quarter of 2007 
to 5.8% in the third quarter of 2008. 

Neither Hispanics nor non-Hispanics registered significant changes in 
employment in the past year. As a result, smaller proportions of both populations 
were employed in the third quarter of 2008 compared with the third quarter of 
2007. For Hispanics, the employment rate fell from 65.5% to 63.6%, a decrease of 

Pew Hispanic Center   December 15, 2008 
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1.9 percentage points (Table 5). For non-Hispanics, the employment rate fell from 
63.0% to 62.4%, a decrease of 0.6 percentage points. 

Native and Foreign-Born Hispanics Feel the Effects of the Recession 

Both native-born and foreign-born Hispanics have felt the effects of the recession. 
While the estimates suggest a modest growth of 178,000 in employment for 
native-born Hispanics and a decline of 90,000 jobs for foreign-born Hispanics, 
neither change was statistically significant. For both groups of workers, however, 
there were significant increases in unemployment and significant decreases in the 
shares who were employed. 

 

The unemployment rate for immigrant Latinos increased from 4.5% to 6.4% from 
the third quarter of 2007 to the third quarter of 2008 (Table 6). The increase in the 
unemployment rate would have been even greater if not for the fact that many 
foreign-born Latinos withdrew from the labor market (see Table 2 above). If a 
worker withdraws from the labor force — in other words, does not actively look 
for employment for any reason — that worker is not counted as unemployed. 

By reducing their labor force participation rate, foreign-born Latinos, in effect, 
curbed the observed increase in their unemployment rate. If immigrant Hispanics 
had maintained the same level of labor force participation in the third quarter of 
2008 as in the third quarter of 2007 (72.4%), 185,000 more workers would have 
been added to the ranks of the unemployed in the period. As a result, the 
unemployment rate for foreign-born Hispanics in the third quarter of 2008 would 
have been 7.8%, not 6.4%, and their unemployment rate would have increased by 
as much as 3.3 percentage points. 

Pew Hispanic Center   December 15, 2008 
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The unemployment rate for native-born Hispanics is now approaching double 
digits. Starting at 7.1% in the third quarter of 2007, the unemployment rate for 
native-born Latinos shot up to 9.6% by the third quarter of 2008, an increase of 
2.5 percentage points. 

The Experiences of Mexican Immigrants and New Arrivals 

The experiences of Mexican-born workers reflect the trends for the foreign-born 
Hispanic workforce. That is not surprising because Mexican-born workers 
account for two-thirds of Latinos immigrants in the workforce. Thus, there was no 
significant change in the employment of Mexican-born workers from the third 
quarter of 2007 to the third quarter of 2008. Absent employment growth, the 
proportion of the Mexican-born population that is employed fell sharply from 
69.6% to 66.3%, a 3.3 percentage point decrease since the third quarter of 2007 
(Table 7). 

 

The number of unemployed Mexican-born workers increased from 326,000 in the 
third quarter of 2007 to 498,000 in the third quarter of 2008. That led to an 
increase in the unemployment rate from 4.3% to 6.3% (Table 7). As noted above 
for all foreign-born Latinos, the unemployment rate for Mexican-born workers 
would have increased even more if their labor force participation rate had 
remained unchanged from the third quarter of 2007 to the third quarter of 2008. 
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Under those hypothetical circumstances, it is estimated that the unemployment 
rate for Mexican-born workers, which was 6.3% in the third quarter of 2008, 
would have been as high as 8.9%. 

Newly arrived foreign-born Hispanics — those who arrived in 2000 or later — 
registered the largest decline in the employment rate among the various groups of 
workers examined in this report. These immigrants secured 247,000 new jobs in 
the past year (Table 8). But these gains notably lagged behind the growth in their 
working-age population, and their employment rate fell from 70.3% in the third 
quarter of 2007 to 66.8% in the third quarter of 2008, a decline of 3.5 percentage 
points.  

 

Newly arrived Latino immigrants also added 78,000 workers to the 
unemployment rolls. Thus, the unemployment rate for these workers jumped from 
5.5% to 7.2% from the third quarter of 2007 to the third quarter of 2008. 

Immigrant Hispanics who arrived between 1990 and 1999 lost 307,000 jobs since 
the third quarter of 2007 (Table 8). That trend is consistent with the decrease in 
the working-age population and labor force of this group (Table 4). As noted 
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above, this may be due, at least in part, to the emigration of some of these 
workers. For these workers, the unemployment rate increased from 4.5% to 7.0% 
from the third quarter of 2007 to the third quarter of 2008. 

Jobs Losses and Gains by Industry 
Not surprisingly, the construction industry led all sectors in shedding jobs for both 
Hispanics and non-Hispanics. But in most other respects, the experiences of 
Hispanics and non-Hispanics have differed since the third quarter of 2007. These 
workers tended to lose and gain jobs in different industries. That also proved to be 
true of the experiences of native-born and foreign-born Latinos. 

Employment of Latinos in the construction industry fell by 156,000 workers, or 
5.3%, from the third quarter of 2007 to the third quarter of 2008 (Table 9). 
Similarly, employment of non-Latinos in the industry decreased by 544,000 
workers, or 5.9%. These trends, of course, reflect the source and character of the 
ongoing recession. 

Hispanic workers also lost jobs in another mainstay industry — professional and 
other business services. This industry is the third-largest employer of Hispanics 
and offers myriad job opportunities, ranging from landscaping services to 
janitorial services to waste disposal. However, Hispanics found themselves with 
65,000 fewer jobs in this industry in the third quarter of 2008 compared with the 
third quarter of 2007. 
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Latinos also lost 66,000 jobs in finance, insurance and real estate, an industry that 
is rich in white-collar jobs. Indeed, most of these job losses accrued to native-born 
Latinos. Compared with foreign-born Latinos, the native born have higher levels 
of education and are more likely to work in white-collar occupations. 

Despite the recession, Hispanics found more job opportunities in three industries: 
agriculture, forestry, fishing and mining; repair and maintenance services; and 
transportation and warehousing. Non-Hispanics found new employment in 
educational services; hospitals and other health services; and eating, drinking and 
lodging services. 

Employment trends by industry reveal that foreign-born and native-born 
Hispanics have had differing experiences in the current recession (Table 10). 
Although foreign-born Hispanics lost a total of 198,000 jobs in wholesale and 
retail trade and in eating, drinking and lodging services, native-born Hispanics 
gained 182,000 jobs in the same industries. Overall, native and foreign-born 
Latinos have tended to lose and gain jobs in different industries. 
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Trends in Wages 
Most workers suffered a loss in real earnings in the past year. Wage declines were 
greater for non-Hispanics than for Hispanics. Indeed, median wages for foreign-
born Hispanics are estimated to have increased since the third quarter of 2007. 
Although this appears paradoxical in light of the ongoing recession, it may simply 
be a result of low-wage immigrant workers exiting the labor force. At the same 
time, median earnings of recently arrived Latino immigrants decreased sharply 
from the third quarter of 2007 to the third quarter of 2008. 

In the third quarter of 2007, the median weekly wage in the economy was $632 — 
half of workers earned more and the other half earned less (Table 11). The median 
earnings of non-Hispanics — $683 — were higher than for all workers. However, 
Hispanic workers earned much less in the third quarter of 2007 — $486 per week 
(all wages expressed in third quarter, 2008 dollars). 

Real wages of Hispanic workers were unchanged from the third quarter of 2007 to 
the third quarter of 2008. However, weekly wages for non-Hispanics fell to $673, 
a loss of 1.4%. For all workers combined, wages dropped to $625, 1.1% less 
compared with the third quarter of 2007. 
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Losses incurred by native-born Hispanics were larger than average. Their weekly 
wage decreased from $568 in the third quarter of 2007 to $558 in the third quarter 
of 2008, a loss of 1.9%.  

In sharp contrast, wages of foreign-born Hispanics are estimated to have increased 
5.5%, from $426 to $450, over the same period. That gain, however, may be 
illusory. As noted above, there are indications that some Latino immigrant 
workers have exited the labor force in the past year. If those departing from the 
labor force were low-wage workers — a fairly likely outcome in a recession — 
that would raise the median wage observed for foreign-born Latinos who 
remained in the labor force. 

Support for this possibility comes from the divergent trend in wages for two 
groups of immigrant Latinos — those who arrived between 1990 and 1999 and 
those who arrived in 2000 or since. The median wage of the former group of 
workers increased 4.5% from the third quarter of 2007 to the third quarter of 
2008, while the median wage of the more recent arrivals fell 5.2%. The key 
difference between these two groups is that the working-age population, labor 
force and employment of Latino immigrants who arrived between 1990 and 1999 
has decreased in large numbers since the third quarter of 2007 (Tables 4 and 8 
above). 
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Median wages in the construction industry are also estimated to have increased 
since the third quarter of 2007. Median wages for all workers in construction were 
2.7% higher in the third quarter of 2008 and median wages of Latinos in 
construction were 2.6% higher. This trend may also be due to a disproportionate 
number of departures of low-wage workers from the industry. 
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Appendix A: Revisions of the CPS 
Each January, the U.S. Census Bureau makes adjustments to the population 
controls in the Current Population Survey. These adjustments are typically based 
on revised estimates of net international migration and updated vital statistics. 
According to a note released by the Bureau of Labor Statistics (“Adjustments to 
Household Survey Population Estimates in January 2008”), the cumulative effect 
of the adjustment in January 2008 was to reduce the estimate of the Hispanic 
working-age population by 349,000, the Hispanic labor force by 270,000 and the 
number of employed Hispanics by 252,000. 

The BLS has also published a methodology that can be used to adjust previously 
published CPS data for the effects of ongoing January revisions (see “Creating 
Comparability in CPS Employment Series,” by Marisa L. Di Natale). That 
methodology was applied to make revisions to estimates of the Hispanic 
population, labor force and employment in 2007 and earlier years. 

It is assumed in this report that the principal force underlying revisions in the CPS 
population controls is revised estimates of net international migration. In 
principle, that means some of the revision could be attributed to emigration by 
second- and third-generation Hispanics. However, that effect is assumed to be 
negligible in the current analysis, and the full extent of the CPS revision for 
Hispanics was assumed to apply to first-generation Hispanics arriving in the U.S. 
in 2000 or later. Previously computed distributions of the Hispanic first 
generation by education, age, industry, occupation and other categories were then 
utilized to distribute the total change in the Hispanic population along those 
dimensions. 

The January 2008 revisions also affected estimates of the non-Hispanic 
population. The estimates for all non-Hispanics are adjusted to reflect those 
revisions. However, no adjustments were made to the data for non-Hispanic 
whites, blacks, Asians and others. For whites and blacks, those revisions were 
relatively small in proportion to their working-age population and have a 
negligible effect on comparability of the data over time. However, estimates of 
the working-age population, labor force, employment and unemployment of non-
Hispanic Asians are sensitive to the effects of CPS revisions and should be treated 
with caution. Rates — for employment, labor force participation and 
unemployment — are not affected by the January CPS revisions.  

 

Pew Hispanic Center   December 15, 2008 

http://www.bls.gov/cps/cps08adj.pdf
http://www.bls.gov/cps/cps08adj.pdf
http://www.bls.gov/cps/cpscomp.pdf
http://www.bls.gov/cps/cpscomp.pdf


Latino Workers in the Ongoing Recession: 2007 to 2008 22 

Appendix B: Data Tables 
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Appendix C: Long-Term Trends in Labor Market 
Indicators 
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