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SEGMENTED ASSIMILATION THEORY:
A REFORMULATION AND EMPIRICAL TEST

Abstract
Segmented assimilation theory has been a popular explanation for the diverse experiences of assimilation
among new waves of immigrants and their children. In this paper, we review the theory as it is currently
articulated in the literature and propose a more restricted reformulation of the theory that yields sharp,
empirically falsifiable hypotheses. Our reformulation is based on the idea that segmented assimilation
theory is really about the differential outcomes of micro-level assimilation behaviors, depending on
macro-level social conditions. We then test the empirical implications of the revised theory with respect
to the well-being of immigrant children, using data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent
Health. Our empirical analyses yield two main findings. First, for immigrant adolescents living in nonpoverty neighborhoods, we find assimilation to be positively associated with educational achievement and
psychological well-being but also positively associated with at-risk behavior. Second, there is little
empirical evidence supporting our reformulation of segmented assimilation. We interpret these results to
mean that future research would be more fruitful focusing on differential processes of assimilation rather
than differential consequences of assimilation.

SEGMENTED ASSIMILATION THEORY:
A REFORMULATION AND EMPIRICAL TEST
In the past decade, there has been considerable debate in the sociological literature concerning the wellbeing of immigrant children (Hernadez 1999; Hirschman, Kasinitz, and DeWind 1999; Gans 1992; Harris
1999; Harris, Harker, and Guo 2003; Jasso and Rosenzweiz 1990; Perlmann and Waldinger 1997; Portes
and Rumbaut 1996, 2001; Zhou and Bankston 1998). While some scholars argue that new immigrant
children of Latin American and Asian descent face unique challenges and difficulties that set them
qualitatively apart from earlier generations of European immigrants, other scholars are more optimistic
about the new immigrants’ prospect of gradual assimilation into the American mainstream. One
prominent theory that has emerged from the debate is segmented assimilation theory, originally proposed
by Portes and Zhou (1993).
Segmented assimilation theory is based on the recognition that American society is now
extremely diverse and segmented, with an underclass residing in central cities where many new
immigrant families first settle upon arrival. Thus, it is argued that different groups are available to which
the new immigrants may assimilate, and that as a result they may take divergent assimilation paths.
These paths include conventional upward, or “straight-line,” assimilation, downward assimilation, and
“selective acculturation.” Portes and Rumbaut (1996, 2001) base their celebrated study of immigrant
children in Miami and San Diego on this theoretical framework, although they do not explicitly test the
theory.
Despite its potential to replace the old assimilation paradigm in sociological studies of
immigrants, segmented immigration theory, as it has been understood in the existing literature, is actually
a broad theoretical perspective subject to diverse interpretations. This explains in part why the theory has
often been invoked, but not explicitly tested, in past empirical work. In this paper, we review the theory
as it is currently articulated in the literature and propose a more restricted reformulation of the theory that
yields sharp, empirically falsifiable hypotheses. We then test the empirical implications of the revised
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theory with respect to the well-being of immigrant children, using data from the National Longitudinal
Study of Adolescent Health.

Theoretical Issues
Historical Background
From the mid 1920s until around 1965, the flow of immigrants into the United States slowed to a trickle.
Since the passage of the landmark 1965 Immigration Act, the country has been once again experiencing a
period of mass immigration. Whereas earlier immigrants were mainly European in origin, today’s
immigrants are primarily from Asia and Latin America. They are often referred to as “new immigrants.”
It remains an open question whether or not the experiences of these new immigrants and their children
resemble those of earlier European immigrants and their descendants. If the experience of earlier waves
of European immigrants and their descendants can be characterized as successful assimilation into the
American mainstream, should we expect the same or similar paths of assimilation among new immigrants
and their children? (Alba and Nee 1997, 2003).
There has been considerable scholarly interest in understanding the adaptation and assimilation
processes of the new immigrants and their children (Alba and Nee 1997, 2003; Bankston and Zhou 1997;
Farley and Alba 2002; Hernadez 1999; Hirschman, Kasinitz, and DeWind 1999; Gans 1992; Harris 1999;
Harris, Harker, and Guo 2003; Jasso and Rosenzweiz 1990; Perlmann and Waldinger 1997; Portes and
Rumbaut 1996, 2001; Waldinger and Feliciano 2004; Zhou and Bankston 1998). This scholarship
generally recognizes that the processes of adaptation and assimilation among new immigrants may be
different from those experienced by earlier European immigrants. Most notably, it has been suggested
that theories of assimilation developed in response to earlier waves of immigration in the late
nineteenth/early twentieth century are no longer adequate for understanding the experiences of the new
immigrants. By popular accounts, classical assimilation theories considered assimilation to be part of the
process of upward mobility for immigrants and their offspring. Each subsequent generation was thought
to achieve higher social and economic status as it became more culturally and linguistically similar to the
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American middle class (Rumbaut 1997; Zhou 1997a). Assimilation and upward mobility were thought to
go hand in hand. Some scholarly work on new immigrants, by contrast, suggests that there may no longer
be such a straightforward relationship between assimilation and upward mobility (Rumbaut 1997).
It is a truism, though a trivial one, that the new immigrants are different from the old immigrants.
Scholarly disagreement therefore centers on the extent, as well as the consequences, of such differences.
The differences between the new and the old immigrants to America are manifested in two important
dimensions: changes in the immigrants themselves and changes in America as a host society. In terms of
the first dimension, some scholars emphasize that the new immigrants from Latin America and Asia are
considered racial/ethnic minorities in America, and their minority status may therefore hinder their full
integration into the white middle class (Gans 1992; Portes and Rumbaut 1996, 2001; Portes and Zhou
1993; Zhou 1997b, 1997a). However, the very notion of race is socially constructed in a historical
context, and some groups of European immigrants (such as the Irish, Jews, and Italians) were perceived
as racially distinct when they first arrived in the United States (Alba and Nee 1997, 2003; DeWind and
Kasinitz 1997). The real question is whether or not the racial/ethnic barrier to assimilation for the new
immigrants is now much higher than or qualitatively distinct from that of the earlier immigrants. In
addition, many scholars (Alba and Nee 1997, 2003; Portes and Rumbaut 1996; Suarez-Orozco and
Suarez-Orozco 2001; Waldinger 2001; Zhou 1997b) have noted that contemporary immigrants come
from a much wider variety of socioeconomic backgrounds than those in the previous wave, suggesting
that different groups will start out on different “rungs” of the American class system. This makes any
single, uniform model of immigrant incorporation into the United States inherently less appropriate than it
may have been for earlier, more homogeneous groups.
In terms of changes in America as a host society, the new immigrants are entering the United
States during a period when demand for semi-skilled and skilled labor has been substantially reduced by
changes in the economy. Several scholars have argued that the assimilation and upward mobility of the
1890-1920 wave of immigrants were facilitated by the manufacturing-based economic expansion of that
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time period, but that today’s economic context is less favorable for the incorporation of new workers due
to the advent of a service-based postindustrial economy (Suarez-Orozco and Suarez-Orozco 2001; Zhou
1997a; Massey 1995; Fernandez-Kelly and Schauffler 1994; Portes and Zhou 1993; Gans 1992). This
new economy is sometimes referred to in the literature as the “hourglass” economy: a relatively large
demand for both college-educated professional workers at the top and low-pay and low-skilled service
workers at the bottom, but not much in between. In addition, the fact that the present wave of
immigration shows no sign of stopping is another factor that may affect immigrant adaptation, due to the
continual replenishment of immigrant communities with new, unassimilated first-generation members
(Massey 1995). This may make complete cultural assimilation less likely for contemporary immigrant
groups than it was for earlier groups.
However, not all scholars agree that these circumstances are sufficiently unique or significant to
render classical assimilation theory inapplicable. Some contend that the distinctiveness of contemporary
immigrants, in comparison to earlier immigrants, has been overstated (Alba and Nee 1997, 2003;
Perlmann and Waldinger 1997). As reviewed by Alba and Nee (1997, 2003), assimilation theory had
undergone many revisions and refinements before it began to face fundamental challenges in the 1990s.
What is assimilation? Alba and Nee (1997, p.863) define assimilation as “the decline, and at its endpoint
the disappearance, of an ethnic/racial distinction and the cultural and social differences that express it.”
In their 2003 book, Alba and Nee further clarify that assimilation is not necessarily unidirectional,
meaning that the American mainstream can be transformed by immigration so as to “blur” the
ethnic/racial distinction between immigrants and non-immigrants. Assimilation can take many forms,
including social, structural, residential, and socioeconomic assimilation. In this research, we
operationalize assimilation at three levels: demographic group, family, and individual. Details are given
below.

Segmented Assimilation, Page 5
Segmented Assimilation Theory
Gans (1992) outlines several distinct trajectories that the children of the new immigrants, or the “new
second generation,” can follow. These paths include downward as well as upward mobility among the
possible outcomes. Further developing these ideas as a critique of classical assimilation theory, Portes
and Zhou (1993) propose the theory of “segmented assimilation.” This theory asserts that the United
States is a stratified and unequal society, and that therefore different “segments” of society are available
to which immigrants may assimilate. Portes and Zhou delineate three possible paths of assimilation that
immigrants may take. The first is essentially what is predicted by classical assimilation theory, i.e.,
increasing acculturation and integration into the American middle class (for brevity, referred to
henceforward as Path 1). The second is acculturation and assimilation into the urban underclass, leading
to poverty and downward mobility (Path 2). The third, “selective acculturation” (Portes and Rumbaut
2001, p.54), is the deliberate preservation of the immigrant community’s culture and values, accompanied
by economic integration (Path 3) (Rumbaut 1994; Portes and Zhou 1993; Zhou 1997a). The theory
emphasizes that there is more than one way of “becoming American,” and that Americanization is not
necessarily beneficial (Bankston and Zhou 1997; Zhou 1997a).
Portes and Rumbaut (2001) further expand segmented assimilation theory by specifying the
factors that influence these disparate outcomes. They identify human capital, modes of incorporation into
the host society, and family structure as the relevant background factors that shape the experience of the
first generation. These, in turn, affect the relationship between the type of acculturation experienced by
immigrant parents and the type experienced by their children. Portes and Rumbaut view this relationship
as central to the outcomes of the second generation. When parents and children acculturate at a similar
pace and in similar ways, this is considered consonant acculturation (if both either move smoothly into
American culture, or remain unacculturated) or selective acculturation (if both agree on limited
acculturation). When children acculturate faster or more completely than parents, this is considered
dissonant acculturation. According to Portes and Rumbaut, this last type of acculturation leads to parent-

Segmented Assimilation, Page 6
child conflict and a breakdown in communication between the generations. Because it diminishes
parents’ ability to guide and support their children, they see dissonant acculturation as a major risk factor
for downward assimilation among the second generation. Thus, the relationship between parents’ and
children’s acculturation is considered important because it influences the family and community
resources available to support children, who confront numerous challenges in adapting to life in the host
society.
Some of these challenges are posed by the communities that receive present-day immigrants. The
continuing tendency of immigrant families to settle in poor, inner-city neighborhoods means that
immigrant children frequently must attend poorly performing, underfunded, and highly segregated innercity schools (Suarez-Orozco and Suarez-Orozco 2001; Waldinger 2001). The environment they
encounter in such schools is thought to put adolescents at higher risk of acculturating into the
“oppositional youth culture” or “adversarial outlooks” found among their native minority peers
(Hirschman 2001; Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Zhou 1997a; Portes and Zhou 1993) 1 . This culture
discourages school engagement, and therefore is seen as harming adolescents’ chances at upward
mobility. Under these circumstances, the segmented assimilation framework asserts that maintaining the
culture of origin can have a protective effect for immigrant children. The immigrant community may be
able to reinforce the achievement-related and behavioral norms that parents try to teach their children and
thus help adolescents avoid the pitfalls of poor neighborhoods. If adolescents assimilate too fully into the
surrounding social environment, however, they may experience dissonant acculturation and lose access to
the social and cultural resources of the ethnic community. Therefore, the segmented assimilation

1

However, it remains an open question whether an “oppositional culture” actually exists among poor,

inner-city black youth (Downey and Ainsworth-Darnell 2002). McKeever and Klineberg’s (1999) study
attempts to directly measure the relationship between assimilation and “oppositional” attitudes among
Hispanics in Houston but found no evidence of their assimilation into oppositional culture.
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framework would predict that in disadvantaged contexts, the third path of assimilation (that of limited or
lagged acculturation accompanied by economic assimilation) would be most beneficial.
Segmented assimilation theory is a broad perspective, encompassing many interrelated
components pertaining to the experiences and outcomes of the new immigrants and their children. In the
relatively short time since Portes and Zhou’s (1993) seminal paper, segmented assimilation theory has
attracted much attention in the scholarship on immigrants. However, the theory is ambiguous about
specific details relevant to empirical research, and thus is open to alternative interpretations. While
classical assimilation theory primarily seeks to explain the process of assimilation – that is, why one
immigrant family may be more or less assimilated than another – segmented assimilation theory explicitly
considers both the process and the outcomes of assimilation. Path 3 is distinguished from Paths 1 and 2
by process, specifically whether assimilation has been partial or complete. Paths 1 and 2, which are both
forms of complete assimilation, can be differentiated from each other only by divergent outcomes –
upward versus downward mobility. Thus, it is not appropriate to discuss the effects of segmented
assimilation, per se, as the term already presumes that assimilation has a variable effect on outcomes.
Paradoxically, both the attraction and the ambiguity of segmented assimilation theory lie in the
fact that, at a fundamental level, the theory is descriptive, and indeed accurately so, of the variable range
of assimilation experiences: immigrants’ actual experiences are so diverse that there are always some
individual immigrants who undergo classical assimilation (Path 1), some who undergo downward
assimilation (Path 2), and some who experience selective acculturation (Path 3). As a general description
of differential assimilation experiences, the theory is not really falsifiable. Indeed, given the inevitable
variability of any sociological phenomena (Lieberson and Lynn 2002), we can make an argument that the
theory, with a narrow interpretation, was also applicable to the earlier waves of immigrants from Europe.
Thus, for the theory to hold analytical value, it is necessary to specify concrete conditions under which
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immigrant groups follow particular paths of assimilation, at least on average. 2 Since the original authors
(Portes and Zhou 1993) allowed for many such conditions, their work has sparked several different
interpretations of segmented assimilation theory.
Three major and potentially interrelated dimensions differentiate assimilation experiences in the
literature on segmented assimilation. First, some scholars have argued that assimilation outcomes may
differ by immigrants’ characteristics such as ethnicity, socioeconomic status (SES), social capital, family
cohesion, and perhaps gender (Farley and Alba 2002; Hirschman 2001; Nagasawa, Qian, and Wong 2001;
Portes and Rumbaut 2001; Rong and Brown 2001; St-Hilaire 2003; Waldinger and Feliciano 2004). It is
argued that immigrant groups with relatively good resources (i.e., physical, cultural, and/or social capital)
are able to follow the traditional assimilation path (Path 1) without too much trouble, whereas those
lacking such resources are at risk of experiencing downward assimilation. Second, assimilation outcomes
may differ by the characteristics of natives to whom immigrants assimilate (Gans 1992; Rumbaut 1994,
1997; Bankston and Zhou 1997). 3 If immigrants assimilate to middle-class, white natives, the
assimilation is straight-line (Path 1). If immigrants assimilate to inner city, underclass minorities
struggling with poverty, crime, and joblessness, the assimilation is downward (Path 2). Third,
assimilation outcomes may depend on whether assimilation is “wholesale” or selective, with the
implication that limited assimilation is beneficial (Bankston and Zhou 1995; Portes and Rumbaut 2001;
Portes and DeWind 2004; Portes and Schauffler 1996). The notion of selective acculturation is perhaps
the most common interpretation of segmented assimilation theory. Indeed, Hartmann and Gerteis (2005)
even go so far as to attribute to segmented assimilation theory a radical version of multiculturalism –

2

For a rational-choice approach to assimilation and segmentation, see Esser (2004). In Esser’s theoretical

framework, assimilation decisions are rational responses to immigrants’ situations. Put in this view,
segmented assimilation is no more than a logical response to different sets of circumstances.
3

By “natives,” we refer in this paper to U.S.-born persons with parents who were also born in the U.S.
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“fragmented pluralism” – which views individuals as bounded primarily by self-contained cultural groups
rather than integrated into a larger society.
While segmented assimilation theory provides an insightful and in some sense necessary
perspective on the experiences of today’s immigrants and their children, it also suffers from
interpretational ambiguity, which results in operational imprecision. In light of these limitations, we
reconceptualize segmented assimilation by focusing on a particular aspect of the theory – the
characteristics of native-born Americans to whom immigrants assimilate. Operationally, we focus on the
local context of the immigrant family. As shown in the next section, our approach leads directly to
sharply specified hypotheses subject to empirical tests.
The ability to empirically test hypotheses derived from segmented assimilation theory is
particularly helpful, given the on-going debates about the usefulness of the theory. A major critique of
segmented assimilation theory is that the experience of today’s immigrants and their offspring is not truly
all that different from that of the 1890-1920 wave of immigrants from Europe. For example, Alba and
Nee (1997, 2003) argue that the offspring of earlier European immigrant groups often did not fully
assimilate until the third or fourth generation. Thus, observations of limited assimilation on the part of
today’s second generation youth should not be surprising. Reacting to Borjas’ (1985, 1995) contention
that immigrants are disadvantaged by low levels of human capital, Perlmann and Waldinger (1997) show
that immigrants from most national origin groups are actually more likely to have a college degree than
native-born Americans. Alba and Nee (1997, 2003) and Perlmann and Waldinger (1997) are also
skeptical of the idea that the racial distinctiveness of contemporary immigrants will be a long-term
disadvantage. Because racial boundaries in the United States have proven to be fluid with regard to past
“white” immigrants (Irish, Italians, and Jews, for example), they argue that contemporary Asian and Latin
American immigrant groups may not be considered racially distinct in the long term. Furthermore, Alba
and Nee (2003, pp.54-57) contend that today’s immigrants have benefited from the civil rights
movements in the 1960s, which increased the “cost of discrimination.”
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Critics have pointed out that the causal link between assimilation into the underclass and
development of “oppositional cultures” among immigrant children is questionable. Perlmann and
Waldinger (1997, p.915) argue that second generation rebellion was not uncommon among earlier
European groups, but that it did not ultimately hinder the upward mobility of these groups in later
generations. They further suggest that if today’s second generation does develop an “oppositional
culture,” it is no more likely to result from the process of assimilation into the American underclass than
to arise spontaneously out of the immigrant working class experience. Alba (2005) also presents
evidence that Maghrebin immigrants in France experience a trajectory of disengagement from school,
troubles with police, and unemployment that is very similar to the type of “downward assimilation”
posited by segmented assimilation theory. However, this occurs despite the fact that the contextual
elements that gave rise to segmented assimilation theory – inner city ghettos and a harsh regime of racial
exclusion – are absent in France. The Maghrebins thus lack the opportunity to be acculturated into a
minority urban underclass, and yet they still experience worsening outcomes over time.
Another critique of segmented assimilation theory addresses the relative advantages and
disadvantages of deliberately limiting assimilation and maintaining strong ethnic social ties. The
segmented assimilation hypothesis suggests that such limited assimilation will have a protective effect for
contemporary immigrants, allowing them to achieve better outcomes than if they were to assimilate fully.
Dewind and Kasinitz (1997), however, raise the possibility that avoidance of incorporation into the U.S.
mainstream may have costs as well as benefits. For instance, lack of social ties outside the ethnic
community may restrict immigrants’ knowledge of the full range of available opportunities. Strong ties
within the community may also burden them with excessive obligations toward relatives and other coethnics. These disadvantages could potentially outweigh the benefits posited by segmented assimilation
theory. Thus, in order to succeed in American society, according to Alba and Nee (2003), it is
functionally necessary to assimilate, regardless of whether or not immigrant families intend to.
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Finally, segmented assimilation theory has also been criticized for “essentializing central-city
black culture in the image of the underclass” (Alba and Nee 2003, p. 8). A variety of cultural models are
found among urban African Americans. It is thus naive to think that assimilation into native minority
culture is necessarily downward assimilation into the underclass. In fact, Neckerman, Carter, and Lee
(1999) suggest that immigrants may well assimilate into the black middle class, a possibility overlooked
by proponents of segmented assimilation theory.
Although scholars have previously criticized segmented assimilation theory from various
theoretical and historical standpoints, there has been little effort to test the theory rigorously on empirical
grounds. This paper focuses precisely on this task and represents the most systematic examination of
segmented assimilation theory to date. Before conducting empirical tests, however, we must first
reformulate the theory in a way that makes it testable.
Reformulation: Assimilation Outcomes and Social Context
It is a well accepted principle in the philosophy of science that sound scientific theory should yield
concrete hypotheses that are empirically falsifiable (Popper 1972). Only after testing specific hypotheses
that are logically derived from a theory can we then assess the validity or invalidity of that theory. We
believe that segmented assimilation has important, testable empirical implications, and we reformulate the
theory in order to develop testable hypotheses that can be checked against empirical data. Throughout the
paper, we are concerned with outcomes that indicate the well-being of immigrant children.
Specifically, we conceptualize segmented assimilation as a function of interactions between
micro-level assimilation processes and macro-level community contexts (also see Zhou 1997a). We
address measurement issues in the next section. For the sake of illustration, we focus on two types of
communities, low SES and high SES, and two types of assimilation, full assimilation and partial
assimilation (which is called “selective acculturation” by Portes and Rumbaut, 2001). In reality, there are
continuous gradations in both dimensions. Let us examine the following 2x2 table:
Table 1 about Here
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In Table 1, there are four groups of immigrant children, depending on assimilation experience and
community context. The two different columns reflect the view that contemporary America is a
diverse—i.e., segmented—society. Given immigrants’ own diverse socioeconomic backgrounds, some
immigrants settle in high-SES communities, whereas others live in low-SES communities. Within each
type of community, it is further assumed that the degree of assimilation differs across immigrant children.
As will be discussed later in the paper, we employ different operationalizations of assimilation. For the
purpose of this study, however, it is assumed that the sorting process of individuals into the different cells
is a given condition exogenous to our study. That is, we do not explicitly study the processes by which
immigrant parents and their children may choose whether and how to assimilate on the basis of the
anticipated consequences of their assimilation behavior. Instead, we are interested in whether the
different assimilation paths, depending on social context, lead to disparate outcomes.
Based on the classification system presented in Table 1, let us now discuss the implications of
segmented assimilation theory for immigrant children’s outcomes.
Groups A and B: Immigrant children are only partially assimilated into the community. They still retain
certain aspects of the culture of origin but have learned what is necessary to do well in school. This path
of assimilation is called “selective acculturation,” or Path 3. The difference between Group A and Group
B lies in community context: while children in Group A live in a high SES community, children in Group
B live in a low SES community. In Portes and Zhou’s original formulation, segmented assimilation
theory emphasizes the value of retaining the culture of origin for immigrants who live in low SES
communities. However, there is no a priori reason (nor was any given by Portes and Zhou) why selective
acculturation cannot occur for immigrants who live in high SES communities. The real difference is that
retaining the culture of origin may be optional for Group A but essential for Group B, as it may protect
immigrant children in unfavorable social contexts from downward assimilation into the underclass.
Group C: Immigrant children who live in a high SES community are fully assimilated into the
community. Group C follows the assimilation path described by classical assimilation theory (Path 1).
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Although Portes and Zhou (1993) emphasize the greater difficulty following this path for today’s
immigrants because of their racial minority status, Portes and Zhou’s original formulation of segmented
assimilation theory clearly points to this as one possible assimilation path for many of today’s immigrants
(p.82).
Group D: Immigrant children who live in a low SES community are fully assimilated into the community.
However, because low SES inner-city communities offer “oppositional” cultural models, in addition to
other possible cultural models, acculturation in this context could lead to “downward assimilation” (Path
2). This observation was first made by Gans (1992). The divergent outcomes of full assimilation
between Groups C and D constitute the core argument of segmented assimilation theory.
Predictions from the Reformulation
We now proceed to discuss the impact of the different assimilation paths on immigrant children’s
outcomes. Let Y denote a positive outcome for an immigrant child. For example, Y could be a measure
of academic performance. There is an average of Y for immigrant children in each of the cells of Table 1.
Thus, we have Table 2:
Table 2 about Here
Based on segmented assimilation theory, we can now make some predictions a priori about the
average of Y for the four groups. All of our statements are predicated on the assumption that the groups
are otherwise identical in other relevant attributes. In the actual analyses, we control for differences in
other attributes statistically. In other words, the following statements refer to group averages within
levels of other covariates, i.e., expectations conditional on values of X, where X represents covariates.
For simplicity, we omit the notation for covariates and compare unconditional expectations in our
discussion.
Prediction 1: E(Ya) > E(Yb). Because Group A lives in a more favorable community context than
Group B, the outcome for Group A should on average surpass that of Group B, everything else being
equal. Given this,
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E(Yb) - E(Ya) = r1 < 0.

(1)

Prediction 2: E(Yc) > E(Yd). This relationship is analogous to Prediction 1, because Group C lives in
a more favorable community context than Group D. Similarly to equation (1), we have
E(Yd) - E(Yc) = r2 < 0.

(2)

Prediction 3: r1 > r2 . This is true because, according to segmented assimilation theory, retaining the
culture of origin protects immigrant children from the influences of the community context so that
outcome differences attributable to community SES are smaller for immigrant children who are
partially assimilated than for those who are fully assimilated. This prediction reflects the interaction
effect, discussed earlier, between assimilation and social context. Now let us take the difference of
the differences:
r2 - r1 = s < 0.

(3)

The quantity s is of central interest. If s < 0, there is evidence in support of segmented assimilation
theory. We call equation (3) the difference-in-difference estimator of segmented assimilation.
Predictions 1 through 3 are row-wise comparisons. We can also make column-wise comparisons.
The column-wise comparisons give us a different perspective, although the information about the
difference-in-difference estimator (i.e. equation 3) is the same.
Prediction 4: E(Yb) > E(Yd). That is to say, in a low SES community context, it is better to be
partially assimilated than to be fully assimilated. This statement has been advocated strongly by
proponents of segmented assimilation theory (Portes and Zhou 1993; Portes and Rumbaut 1996,
2001). Let us take the difference between the two:
E(Yd) - E(Yb) = c2 < 0.

(4)

However, segmented assimilation theory is vague about whether or not delayed or limited
acculturation (Path 3) may also be beneficial for immigrant children living in favorable community
contexts. That is, we do not know whether E(Ya) > E(Yc) or E(Ya) < E(Yc). However, the theory clearly
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predicts that we should see less of a gain from following Path 3 for immigrant children in high SES
communities than we do for those who live in low SES communities. To see this, let us define c1 as:
E(Yc) - E(Ya) = c1.
It is easy to show that
s = r2 - r1 =E(Yd-Yc)-E(Yb-Ya) =E(Yd-Yb)-E(Yc-Ya) = c2 – c1 < 0 .

(5)

Because c2 < 0 (equation 4), equation (5) states that segmented assimilation allows a range of possible
scenarios for the effect of full assimilation on immigrant children living in privileged environments: they
either benefit from full assimilation or at least do not suffer from it to the same extent as immigrant
children living in low SES communities. That is to say, although we cannot determine a priori from the
theory the relationship between E(Ya) and E(Yc), we know that their relationship is bounded somehow by
equation (5).
In fact, knowing the relationship between E(Ya) and E(Yc) will greatly improve our ability to
make predictions and thus sharpen segmented assimilation theory. Let us consider three possible
scenarios.
Scenario 1: E(Ya) = E(Yc). That is, given a high SES community context, there is no difference
between partial assimilation and full assimilation. In this case, our difference-in-difference estimator
is reduced to the difference in the second column, differences between partial assimilation and full
assimilation among immigrant children living in a low SES community:
s = c2 .

(6)

Scenario 2: E(Yc) > E(Ya). This is the situation where immigrant children living in a high SES
community benefit from full assimilation (Path 1). In this case,
s < c2 < 0

(7)

Scenario 3: E(Yc) < E(Ya). This is the situation where immigrant children living in a high SES
community are disadvantaged from full assimilation, just like immigrant children living in a low SES
community, albeit at a smaller magnitude. In this case,
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0 > s > c2

(8)

The three scenarios have very different substantive meanings. If Scenario 2 is true, partial assimilation is
beneficial only for immigrant children facing unfavorable community environments. In this case, a
rational decision concerning whether or not to assimilate fully would depend on the community context.
If Scenario 3 is true, partial assimilation is beneficial for all immigrant children, regardless of their local
contexts. In this case, selective acculturation would be advisable for all immigrant children. If Scenario
1 is true, whether to fully assimilate or partially assimilate is optional among children living in a high SES
community– in the sense that it carries only cultural meanings but does not materially impact their lives.
In sum, in our reformulation, segmented assimilation theory is tantamount to an interaction effect
between social context at the macro level and assimilation behavior at the individual or family level. 4 We
operationalize segmented assimilation using a difference-in-difference estimator (equation 3 or 5). In
formalizing empirical implications, we find another hole of segmented assimilation theory: it remains
silent on the issue of whether partial assimilation or full assimilation is better for immigrant children
living in favorable social environments. We allow a range of possibilities but will come to a conclusion
based on our empirical research, thus filling a gap in the theory.

4

Only one previous study has explicitly recognized that segmented assimilation theory implies

differential effects of assimilation depending on community context. In their study of patterns of
generational change in education and employment among Mexican American youth, Landale et al (1998)
test an interaction between residential context and immigrant generation. However, this interaction is not
a central focus of the paper, nor do the authors explicitly formulate it as a test of segmented assimilation
theory. In fact, they do not present the full results of the interaction in the paper, and it is difficult to
discern from their discussion what the results actually mean.
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Data and Research Methods
Data
Our empirical work draws upon data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health (Add
Health). Add Health is a school-based survey of adolescents in grades 7-12 at the baseline in 1994-1995.
At the school level, 80 high schools (defined as any school containing the 11th grade) were selected from
a list of 26,666, with probability of selection weighted in proportion to enrollment size. These schools are
representative of U.S. high schools with respect to size, school type, region, ethnic makeup, and school
type. After the selection of the high schools, a feeder school (usually a middle school) that contributed
students to each high school was identified and included in the study for all schools not containing 7th and
8th grades. The total sample of schools includes 52 such feeder schools in addition to the 80 high schools
(Bearman, Jones, and Udry 1997).
The in-school portion of the survey was administered to all students in the sampled schools who
were present on the day of the survey. The in-school questionnaire covered topics such as demographic
characteristics, parental education and occupation, health status, academic grades, and friendships, and
was completed by more than 90,000 adolescents. Each student was asked to name up to 10 close friends
in the same school in this portion of the survey, making it possible to map friendship networks within a
school.
A smaller “core” sample was selected to complete more in-depth interviews at home. This group
included some 200 adolescents from each of the 80 high school/middle school pairs. In addition, separate
samples were drawn among adolescents with certain characteristics, such as the disabled, twins and
sibling pairs, and certain ethnic groups, making a total of 20,745 completed interviews. Additional topics
covered by this portion of the survey include national origins of students and of their parents, language
spoken in the home, and many detailed measures of health risk behaviors, family dynamics, and psychosocial adjustment. Three waves of the in-home surveys have now been conducted. The Wave 1
interviews took place between April and December of 1995. Respondents’ parents were also interviewed
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separately at this time. Wave 2 re-interviewed Wave 1 respondents (except those who had been in 12th
grade during Wave 1) between April and August of 1996. Wave 3 interviews were conducted between
August 2001 and April 2002 with all Wave 1 respondents who could be located. The cumulative attrition
rate between Wave 1 and Wave 3 was approximately 27%, yielding 15,197 completed interviews in
Wave 3. In all statistical analyses of the data, we use appropriate weights to account for stratified
sampling, non-proportionate non-responses, and non-proportionate attrition. 5
There are a few unique features of the Add Health study that make it a good data source for the
proposed study. First, not only is its sample large and nationally representative, it also contains oversamples of Chinese (334), Cubans (450), and Puerto Ricans (437). As a result, we have adequate sample
sizes of both Asian and Hispanic first and second generation adolescents. Unfortunately, we do not have
an adequate sample size of other groups, such as Caribbean or African-origin adolescents. Therefore, we
limit our analysis to Asians and Hispanics, who in any case make up more than 75% of current
immigrants to the United States (Malone et al 2003). There have been previous studies of immigrant
children using the data (e.g., Bankston and Zhou 2002; Harker 2001; Harris 1999; Harris, Harker, and
Guo 2003). Second, at Wave 1, the study collected residential location of each respondent included in the
in-home interview and provided to researchers (under special arrangement) the attributes of neighborhood
and community contexts, either linked from external sources such as the U.S. Census or created by the
aggregation of respondent reports. As discussed earlier, information about community contexts is crucial
to our attempt to test empirical implications of segmented assimilation theory. Third, Add Health
collected valuable friendship network data at the school level in Wave 1. As will be described below, one
of our operationalizations of assimilation capitalizes on these unique data. Fourth, the Add Health home
interview collected a wealth of information covering a variety of topics, such as academic performance,
psychological well-being, and at-risk behavior. Finally, the study is longitudinal, covering six to seven
5

We also appropriately correct for standard errors in regression analyses due to clustering, stratification,

and using weights.
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years of information in early stages of the life course, when adolescents encounter new experiences, take
new directions, and formulate career plans and aspirations that will affect them in the future. This is also
the time they are prone to be influenced by significant others, such as parents, peers, and teachers (Sewell,
Haller, and Portes 1969). The longitudinal nature of the study will make it easier to draw inferences
based on the temporality of events, though certain unrealistic assumptions are still needed to derive causal
interpretations from our results.
Add Health was designed primarily to study health-related behaviors and sexual experiences of
adolescents. Immigrant children are not the focus of the study. As a result, the use of this data source
presents some limitations to our study, two of which are particularly significant. One limitation is that we
do not have good measures of the retention of native culture for immigrant children. Following a
standard practice in the literature (e.g., Mouw and Xie 1999; Portes and Rumbaut 1994, 2001), we
approximate the retention of native culture with the use of non-English language at home. Second, social
contexts and friendship networks, on the basis of which we construct measures of assimilation, were
measured only at the baseline survey (Wave 1). Therefore, we capitalize on inter-person variation in the
degree of assimilation at the baseline but do not have information pertaining to temporal changes in
assimilation within persons. 6
Operationalization of Assimilation
To test segmented assimilation theory, it is critical that we first operationalize assimilation. Following
Alba and Nee (1997, p.863), we refer to assimilation as the closing of cultural and social distances that
separate immigrants and their children from mainstream American society. Below, we discuss various
ways to operationalize assimilation (given the constraints of Add Health data). Note that our focus is on
the assimilation experience of immigrant children. When we say a measure is “exogenous,” it means that
it is something that is not affected by an immigrant child’s behavior.
6

We recognize that there should be an increase in the degree of assimilation within persons over time.

Thus, we include age in Wave I to capture the age effect on the assimilation measure.
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We use a variety of possible measures of assimilation and categorize them under three headings:
the demographic approach, the contextual approach, and the behavioral approach. The three approaches
vary in the extent to which assimilation measures are exogenous, with demographic measures most
exogenous and behavioral measures least exogenous, and contextual measures in between. We present a
detailed discussion of the approaches below.
Demographic Approach: The demographic approach is essentially an exposure-based approach,
based on the insight that the longer the time spent in the U.S., the more potential for assimilation. As a
result, demographic measures of assimilation are exogenous to an immigrant child’s behavior. Two such
measures have been extensively used in the literature. One is generation, and the other is length of stay in
the U.S. for first-generation immigrants. The generational measure assumes that the second generation of
immigrants is necessarily more assimilated than the first generation of immigrants, and the third
generation is necessarily more assimilated than the second generation. An example of using generation as
a measure of assimilation is a study by Rong and Brown (2001), who explored whether or not
generational patterns of educational attainment are the same for African-ancestry immigrant groups as for
European immigrant groups. Like Waters (1994), Rong and Brown raise the possibility that if Africanorigin immigrants assimilate, they may be likely to assimilate to impoverished, inner-city groups of native
African Americans. If this is the case, we would expect to see a decline in educational attainment with
later generation for African origin immigrants. Rong and Brown find that educational attainment tends to
be lower among the third generation immigrants, and this is true not only for immigrants of African origin
but also for those of European and Caribbean origins.
An example of using length of stay in the U.S. is Hirschman’s (2001) study. With this measure,
it is assumed that longer residence in the United States is equivalent to a greater degree of assimilation.
In an attempt to test segmented assimilation theory, Hirschman argues that at least among some
disadvantaged groups, those who have been in the United States longer would be expected to have lower
school enrollment rates due to being acculturated into inner-city minority peer groups (Hirschman 2001:
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319). To test this prediction, Hirschman interacts national origin group with year of arrival. He finds that
year of arrival seems to have different effects for different national origin groups, although he does not
find a consistent pattern.
Demographic measures of assimilation have the advantage of not being contaminated by the
behavior of the individual or family. In this sense, they are exogenous. 7 However, this virtue is also
precisely their drawback: they impose an implausible homogeneity assumption that individuals of the
same demographic characteristics (e.g., generation and length of stay) have exactly the same levels of
assimilation. To be sure, more time spent in the U.S. gives more exposure to American society, and thus
more potential for assimilation. However, the approach ignores the heterogeneity in how this potential
translates to actual assimilation. In fact, there is a great deal of spatial heterogeneity in terms of exposure
to the American mainstream given the same generation and length of stay: some immigrants have lived
exclusively in immigrant communities and are thus less assimilated, while others have lived in middleclass suburbs and are thus more assimilated.
In this study, we use both immigration generation and length of stay as demographic measures of
assimilation, for two reasons. First, demographic measures have been common measures of assimilation
in the literature. Our use of generation and length of stay allows us to compare our results to earlier
findings. Second, demographic measures of assimilation are free from the influences of family and
individual behaviors and as such are exogenous. Thus, results using demographic measures will not be
subject to the criticism that assimilation is an effect, rather than a cause, of an outcome variable (say
academic achievement).
Immigration generation is binary, denoting whether or not a respondent is a second-generation (as
opposed to first generation) immigrant (yes=1). We further differentiate first-generation immigrants by
length of stay with both a continuous variable (in years) and a dichotomous version denoting whether or
7

Demographic measures, such as generation and length of stay, are not exogenous if there is selectivity

with respect to the likelihood of immigrants’ return to their home countries.
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not the respondent has been in the U.S. for more than 5 years (1=yes). See Appendix for descriptive
statistics of the variables by race.
Contextual Approach: The contextual approach is also an exposure-based approach. Differing
from the demographic approach, however, the contextual approach does not assume that all individuals of
the same demographic characteristics (say in the same generation with the same length of stay) have the
same levels of assimilation. Instead, the contextual approach differentiates the intensity with which
immigrant children are exposed to American culture in the local context. For example, immigrant
children living in neighborhoods with a heavy concentration of other immigrants have less exposure to
American culture than immigrant children living in neighborhoods populated mostly by native-born
Americans. In other words, the contextual approach capitalizes on the spatial variation in exposure to
American culture and thus potential for assimilation.
We emphasize that the spatial variation in exposure is across families, as all members of a family
share the same local environment. Where to live is a decision made at the family level. We recognize
that the decision of where to live is endogenous in the sense that it reflects the level of assimilation and
other attributes at the family level. For example, an immigrant family that is unassimilated may live in a
neighborhood with many other co-ethnic immigrant families. Note that the decision of where to live is
made not by immigrant children but by their parents. It is possible that a family’s residential decision is
affected by children’s previous or anticipated outcomes. However, for most families, residential decision
precedes and determines children’s outcomes rather than the other way around. In this sense, the
contextual approach yields measures that are relatively exogenous (but less exogenous than demographic
measures). As a tradeoff, contextual measures also provide far more detailed information about
assimilation at the family level than purely demographic measures such as immigration generation and
length of stay.
The idea of using information about residential location as a measure of assimilation is not new.
A long tradition in sociology treats residential location as an indicator of social status for minorities (e.g.,
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Massey and Denton 1993). In the location attainment model for immigrants, residence in desirable
neighborhoods (such as those with a high average family income, those with a high percentage of nonHispanic whites, or those in suburbs) has long been viewed as “spatial assimilation” or “residential
assimilation” (Alba et al. 1999; Alba, Logan, and Stultz 2000; Alba and Nee 2003; White, Biddlecom,
and Guo 1999).
In our study, we use two contextual measures of assimilation: (1) percentage of native-born
persons in a neighborhood, and (2) percentage of non-co-ethnics in a neighborhood. The percentages
were computed from the 1990 U.S. Census at the level of a census tract. Besides these percentages as
continuous measures, we also use categorical versions of them to zero in on respondents who are not
living in highly concentrated immigrant/co-ethnic neighborhoods. For the percentage of native-born
persons, we set the cut-point of concentration at 70%. For the percentage of non-co-ethnics, we set the
cut-points at approximately the group-specific means for Hispanics and Asians, at 60% non-Hispanic (for
Hispanics) or 75% non-Asian (for Asians). See Appendix for a description of the variables and the
descriptive statistics by race.
Behavioral Approach: Demographic measures of assimilation contrast demographic groups with
different amounts of temporal exposure to American culture, whereas contextual measures compare
families in different locales with different amounts of intensity of exposure to American culture.
However, the assumption that there is no individual-level variation given exposure is unrealistic. To
better measure assimilation, we attempt to uncover variations in behavior at the individual level. That is,
given the same generation and the same length of stay in the U.S., persons of the same ethnicity living in
the same neighborhood can and do have different levels of assimilation. Such differences are reflected in
their behaviors. In this study, we use two behavioral measures of assimilation at the individual level:
non-English language use and friendship segregation.
We noted earlier that the demographic approach is exogenous, and that the contextual approach is
partly exogenous, to the behavior of an immigrant child. Because the behavioral approach measures
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assimilation at the same level as outcomes – the individual – there is a risk that behavioral measures
suffer from endogeneity, which can take two forms. The first is unobserved heterogeneity, or omitted
variable bias: both a behavioral manifestation of assimilation and an outcome can be attributable to some
unobserved factors (such as family resources) not captured by measures available in the data. The second
is a classic-form endogeneity: the choice to assimilate (or not to assimilate) is affected by the knowledge
of the anticipated impact of assimilation. It is commonly assumed that individuals choose assimilation
behaviors in order to maximize their “utility” in outcomes (Alba and Nee 2003; Esser 2004). Statistical
methods for dealing with the two problems are available (such as instrumental variable estimation, fixedeffects models, or Heckman-type endogenous sample-selection models), but they all demand extra
information – in the form of additional data and/or unverifiable assumptions. In this paper, we take a
simple approach to addressing the problem of endogeneity -- using multiple measures of assimilation and
multiple measures of outcomes. As discussed before, some measures of assimilation (such as those based
on the demographic and the contextual approaches) are more immune to the endogeneity problem than
others. Similarly, some outcome measures are more immune to the endogeneity problem than others.
Among immigrant children, native language use is commonly viewed as a form of cultural
resistance to full assimilation. Because immigrant children attend American schools, lack of English
proficiency is very rare among all but very recently arrived immigrant children (Alba and Nee 2003;
Portes and Schauffler 1996; Mouw and Xie 1999; Portes and Rumbaut 2001). Non-English language use
is associated with partial assimilation in the segmented assimilation literature. For example, Bankston
and Zhou (1995, 1998) find a positive relationship between Vietnamese language literacy and academic
achievement among youth in an urban Vietnamese community. They argue that having strong native
language skills helps academic success among students by giving them access to social capital and
achievement-related cultural values within their ethnic community. Similarly, Portes and Schauffler
(1996) and Portes and Rumbaut (2001) also report a positive relationship between bilingualism and
academic achievement. However, there is debate about whether such a relationship holds for all
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immigrant children or just those whose parents are not fluent in English. Mouw and Xie’s (1999) results
indicate that bilingualism does not have a causal effect per se but positively affects academic achievement
only for children whose parents do not speak English well. This finding implies that effective
communication between parents and children is important in fostering children’s academic success, and
that children’s bilingualism is helpful only insofar as it facilitates parental communication. In response to
Mouw and Xie’s findings, Portes and Hao (2002) take another look at bilingualism using a different data
source. They find a positive effect of fluent bilingualism across the board, regardless of parental language
ability. Thus the relationship between bilingualism and outcomes is still open to debate. In this study, we
use a dichotomous variable to measure non-English language usage at home at Wave 1 (no=1).
The composition of an immigrant child’s friendship network is a measure of assimilation in
Portes and Zhou’s (1993) original paper on segmented assimilation. The basic idea is that more
assimilated children are likely to have friends who are native-born Americans. Conversely, less
assimilated children are likely to have friends within their same ethnic/immigrant groups. Harris, Harker,
and Guo’s (2003) recent study, also based on the Add Health data, examines the impact of friendship
context on immigrant children’s academic performance and school-related behavioral problems. Other
studies that use friendship data to measure assimilation include Fernandez-Kelly and Schauffler (1994),
Zhou and Bankston (1994), Bankston and Zhou (1997) and Portes and Rumbaut (2001). In this research,
we intend for inter-ethnic friendship to represent the degree to which an immigrant child has fully
assimilated.
The opportunity structure for intergroup interactions is essentially determined by relative group
sizes (Zeng and Xie 2005). That is, the composition of potential friends affects the composition of actual
friends: the fewer co-ethnics available, the lower the likelihood of having co-ethnic friends. Therefore, in
measuring intergroup friendship it is necessary to make a distinction between absolute measures and
relative measures: A relative measure of in-group friendship removes (or purges) the part of in-group
friendship due to opportunity structure and therefore better represents the actual behavior of an individual.
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In contrast, an absolute measure is a result of both opportunity structure and individual preference.
Because absolute measures confound the influences of opportunity structure, which is outside an
individual’s control, and individual choice, we prefer relative measures of intergroup friendship.
Specifically, we propose as a relative measure the difference between the predicted and the
observed number of co-ethnic friends, where the predicted number is determined by a) the proportion of
co-ethnics in the school and b) the total number of friends nominated. We observe that the ith respondent
chooses Fi friends (Fi ≤ 10), of which F1i belongs to the same ethnicity as i. 8 Let Ji denote the number of
potential friends for the ith respondent, so that Ji is the size of the school that the ith respondent attends.
Let us further divide Ji into J1i and the balance of Ji (i.e., J1i ≤ Ji), with J1i denoting the number of potential
friends of the same ethnicity. Thus, for most immigrant children, J1i is much smaller than Ji. Our first
proposed relative measure is simply:

R1i =

J 1i
( Fi ) − F1i
Ji

(9)

We derive the predicted number of co-ethnic friends from two quantities: the proportion of co-ethnics in
the school

J 1i
, and the total number of friends nominated Fi . R1 is then simply the difference between
Ji

the predicted and observed number of co-ethnic friends.

R1 is a relative measure because it takes into account the opportunity structure for co-ethnic
friendship in the school. It is, however, closely related to an individual’s total number of friends ( Fi ).
Because F1i ranges from 0 to Fi , R1i ranges from (

8

J 1i
− 1)( Fi ) (when all friends are co-ethnic) to
Ji

Here, the same ethnicity refers to specific ethnic groups (such as Chinese and Mexicans). We also call

individuals of the same ethnicity “coethnics.” We experimented with measures based on pan-Hispanic
and pan-Asian affinity, and the results were similar.
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J 1i
( Fi ) (when no friends are co-ethnic). Thus, R1i is sensitive to Fi , the total number of friends. We
Ji
further standardize the measure to purge the influence of Fi :

J 1i
( Fi ) − F1i
Ji
J
F
Ri =
= 1i − 1i
Fi
Ji
Fi

(10)

This new measure is interpretable as the difference between the proportion of co-ethnics in the school and
the proportion of co-ethnics among i’s friends. Unlike R1 , R is invariant with respect to the total
number of friends and constitutes our preferred measure of cross-ethnic friendship.
The behavioral interpretation of our measure R is straightforward: if an immigrant adolescent’s
friendship network consists of more co-ethnics than random encounters would produce (i.e., R < 0), then
the immigrant adolescent retains his/her cultural distinction in forming friendships and is thus not fully
assimilated. The greater the values of R , the higher the degree of assimilation. If R = 0, the adolescent
is considered fully assimilated. If R > 0, he/she is said to be “over-assimilated” in the sense that he/she
avoids co-ethnics as friends. In practice, we use both the continuous measure of R and a dichotomous
measure equaling 1 if R >=0, 0 otherwise. 9
In summary, we proposed six concrete measures of assimilation, two under each of the three
approaches: the demographic approach, the contextual approach, and the behavioral approach. For four
of the measures, we apply both the continuous version and a dichotomous version. To facilitate the
interpretation of the results, all measures are coded so that a higher value (or in the case of a binary
measure, a one) always means more assimilation. Definitions and descriptive statistics for the measures

9

Note that the R measure is based on the number of friends nominated, which is 10 or less by design. As

a result, the measure suffers from a “small n” problem—unreliability due to chance.
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are given in the top panel of the Appendix. We use the measures alternately in the statistical analyses
reported below.
Characterizing Community Contexts
In our reformulation of segmented assimilation theory, we place special emphasis on the interaction
between micro-level measures of assimilation and macro-level measures of community context. The Add
Health study is rich not only in providing multiple measures of assimilation (discussed earlier), but also in
its measurements of community characteristics.
We characterize two community contexts: neighborhood context and school context. That is, we
measure the characteristics of the neighborhoods in which Add Health respondents live and the schools
that they attend. Our emphasis is on the aggregate socioeconomic condition (not the immigrant
composition) of community contexts. We briefly discuss these measures below.
Neighborhood context: According to Crane (1991), neighborhood can be defined as “a
geographic area with unbroken borders in which the density of social ties among residents is significantly
greater than the density of ties between residents and nearby non-residents” (p.1246). In reality,
measurement of neighborhood characteristics is often constrained by data sources. Like most other
studies of neighborhood effects (i.e., Brooks-Gunn et al. 1993), we take the census tract to be the
operational definition of a neighborhood. The Add Health respondents who were interviewed at home at
Wave 1 lived in 2,449 census tracts. 10
The Add Health study provides a large array of measurements of local contexts (including those
measured at the level of geographic units both smaller and larger than the census tract). From previous
10

Note that the number of neighborhoods is very large compared to the number of adolescents we

actually analyze. This suggests that it would not be advisable to conduct multi-level models with “fixedeffects.” Instead, we chose to model variability across neighborhoods through the influence of the
characteristics of neighborhoods discussed below. We use robust standard errors to account for
clustering.
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studies on neighborhood effects (e.g., Crane 1991; Brooks-Gunn et al. 1993), we know that neighborhood
characteristics are so correlated, and the variation in social outcomes by neighborhood net of individuallevel effects is so tenuous, that we cannot include too many neighborhood measures in the same statistical
model. Thus, we chose to use a simple measure of the poverty rate in the census tract. 11
School context: While most of the sociological literature on contextual effects has focused on
neighborhood effects, researchers in education have studied the effects of schools (see Raudenbush and
Bryk 1986). We note that children spend most of their daylight hours in school. If immigrant children
are assimilated, it is plausible that they are assimilated more into the school context than into the
neighborhood context. Of course, because American public schools are community based, for most
children there is a high correlation between the neighborhood context and the school context. However,
to the extent that for some individuals the school context differs from the neighborhood context, we wish
to allow for the differences empirically.
As in the case for neighborhood context, we begin with a simple variable measuring the overall
socioeconomic background of the students attending the school. It is operationalized as the proportion of
the students’ mothers who have not completed high school. The information comes from students’ own
reports of their mothers’ education in the in-school questionnaire at Wave 1.
In earlier rounds of the analyses, we used the contextual measures both as continuous variables
and as dichotomous variables. The dichotomized forms allow us to focus on the contrast between lowSES contexts and high-SES contexts. Although the substantive results are very similar, we chose to
present the results using dichotomized forms of the contextual measures to better capture the idea,
prominent in segmented assimilation theory, that immigrant children may assimilate to the urban
underclass. We set the neighborhood poverty rate threshold at 30% for Hispanics and at 15% for
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We also experimented with alternative measures available in the data. The results are similar to those

using the poverty rate but tend to be less statistically significant. Results are available upon request.
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Asians. 12 For the school contextual measure -- the percentage of mothers with less than a high school
education-- we set the threshold at 20%. Sample statistics for both measures of community context are
given in the second panel of the Appendix. A higher value means a less favorable community context.
Outcomes
As outcomes of interest, we focus on three domains: educational outcomes, psychological well-being, and
at-risk behaviors. While measures of assimilation and community contexts are based on data from Wave
1, outcome measures are based on cumulative data from all three waves. Thus, for some of the analyses,
there is an implicit lag model in which past assimilation behavior and community contexts affect later
outcomes. One major advantage of using multiple measures in multiple domains from multiple
observation periods is that they provide a triangulation of results. If they yield results that consistently
reject or confirm hypotheses derived from segmented assimilation theory, we are more confident in
drawing either affirmative or negative conclusions. If the results differ, they push us to look for
explanations for the divergence. Below, we discuss outcome measures in the three domains in turn.
Educational outcomes have been frequently studied in research on immigrant children. See, for
example, Bankston and Zhou (1995, 2002), Mouw and Xie (1999), Portes and Rumbaut (1996 and 2001),
Portes and Schauffler (1996), Zhou (2001), and Zhou and Bankston (1994). In this research, we use three
measures of academic achievement: high school completion, college enrollment, and self-reported grades.
Our first measure is graduation from high school. Recall that Add Health respondents were in
grades 7-12 at Wave 1 in the academic year of 1994-1995. They were last interviewed at Wave 3 seven
years later in year 2001-2002. By Wave 3, even the youngest cohort of Add Health respondents should
have graduated from high school. (In fact, they should have been 2 years past graduation following the
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The lower threshold for Asians is necessary because most of them live in low-poverty neighborhoods.

Setting a higher threshold would result in very few Asians living in low-SES neighborhoods. Results
using the continuous forms of the contextual variables and different thresholds are available upon request.
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normal progression schedule.) We construct a variable indicating high school graduation from responses
to the Wave 3 survey (yes=1, no=0).
Our second measure is college enrollment. As mentioned earlier, by Wave 3, almost all of the
Add Health respondents should have either graduated from or dropped out of high school. For the
analysis of college enrollment, we construct a variable indicating whether or not respondents have ever
attended a postsecondary education within 2 years of the date they either graduated from or should have
graduated from high school (yes=1, no=0). We use “ever attendance” because the Add Health study
contains multiple school cohorts that are at different educational points at a given time. “Ever
attendance” within 2 years of high school graduation is a meaningful measure that is applicable to all the
school cohorts in Add Health.
Third, we construct a measure of academic performance based on self-reported grades in Wave 1.
The in-school questionnaire asked the respondents to report their grades “at the most recent grading
period” in four subjects: English/Language Arts, Mathematics, History/Social Studies, and Science. One
shortcoming of grades as an outcome measure is that they are not comparable across schools. That is, an
A student in a school with students who all perform poorly may not have learned as much as a B student
in a better school. To “normalize” grades across schools, we use data from the Peabody Picture
Vocabulary Test administered to Add Health respondents at home in Wave 1. 13 To do this, we first run a
fixed-effects model in which we regress the test score for the ith respondent in the hth school as a
function of school dummies so that we obtain the average differences across schools and the proportion of
the total variance that is between schools (R2). We then compute his/her normalized grade (tih) by

13

While standardized scores of Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test are useful to adjust for between-school

differences, we do not think that they constitute a good outcome measure for our research, because
English proficiency is a major component of the assimilation process for most immigrant children.
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summing the standardized school component from the test scores (δh) and the standardized within-school
component from self-reported grades (Gih), weighted by a factor (λ): 14
tih = λδh + Gih + εih,

(12)

where εih is the residual term. We then further standardize tih so that it has a standard deviation of one.
The normalized grade is comparable across schools. Here, we see that λδh gives the adjustment for
between-school differences. We average the standardized grade across the four subjects to obtain an
overall measure of academic achievement. 15
Psychological well-being is another outcome that has been studied extensively in the literature.
See, for example, studies by Bankston and Zhou (2002), Espiritu and Wolf (2001), Harker (2001), Kao
(1999), Portes and Rumbaut (2001), and Zhou (2001). This emphasis is justified because immigrant
children are specifically characterized by what Thomas and Znaniecki (1974) termed “marginality,” the
experience of living in two worlds and not fully belonging to either. Marginality refers to a painful split,
with accompanying feelings of insecurity, alienation, and ambivalence toward both the ethnic subculture
and the dominant society. We examine how the psychological well-being of immigrant adolescents is
influenced by the process of assimilation and its interaction with macro-level community contexts.
We measure depression, the most common mental health problem among adolescents, with a 19item Epidemiological Studies Depression (CES-D) scale in Wave 1. We borrow the same set of selfesteem indicators used by Bankston and Zhou (2002), six items that were implemented in Wave 1. For
both depression and self-esteem, we combine the items, after reverse-coding certain items, to form

14

We set λ2 = R2/(1- R2), under the assumption that the proportion of between-school variation is the

same for normalized grades as for the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test scores. For our data, λ is .513.
15

A small number of students did not have grades in all four subjects. For them, the average was

computed from grades in all available subjects.
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composite scales. A higher value means greater depression or higher self-esteem. Variable definitions
and sample statistics for all the outcome variables are given by race in the third panel of the Appendix.
At-risk behaviors are important outcomes in studies of immigrant children. For example, Harris’s
(1999) study examines health risk behaviors among immigrant children, using data from Add Health.
More recently, Harris, Harker, and Guo (2003) focus on school-related behavior problems (such as not
completing homework) among immigrant children, also using Add Health data. A focus on at-risk
behaviors permits an appropriate test of segmented assimilation theory. If immigrant children follow Path
3 of downward mobility by assimilating to “oppositional youth culture,” there should be observable
behavioral manifestations. Thus, we are interested in how assimilation paths affect the likelihood that an
immigrant child is engaged in at-risk behaviors. For this paper, we use four measures of at-risk
behaviors: (1) delinquency, (2) violence, (3) use of controlled substances, and (4) age at first sexual
intercourse.
Our delinquency and violence measures are based on series of questions that measure the
frequency of various delinquent or violent behaviors. We use 10 items of delinquent behavior to
construct a composite measure of delinquency and 9 items of violent behavior to construct a composite
measure of violence. We create the composite scales by summing the self-reported occurrences in the
past 12 months on all relevant items. For example, the delinquency scale potentially ranges from 0 (for a
respondent who reported no delinquent behaviors) to 10 (for a respondent who engaged in every behavior
at least once).
We derive our measure of controlled substance use from the self-reported use of tobacco, alcohol,
and marijuana. Smoking and marijuana usage were measured by the number of days used in the past
month. Alcohol consumption was measured by the frequency of use over the past 12 months, with
possible responses being “never,” “once or twice,” “once a month or less,” “2 or 3 times a month,” “once
or twice a week,” “3 to 5 days a week,” and “nearly everyday.” As expected, use of controlled substances
varies highly by age and substance. Therefore, we standardize the three items on smoking, drinking, and
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marijuana use by age. Starting with the age-specific distributions of use for each substance, we first
determine respondent’s age-specific percentile scores along each of the distributions. We then combine
the information from the three items into a single scale by taking the average percentile score across all
three.
Finally, we model age at first sexual intercourse. Adolescents who have sex at young ages are at
greater risk of pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases than those who delay the onset of sexual
intercourse. Sexual intercourse is not an easy outcome to examine, for two reasons. First, the crucial
information is about the timing of initiation of sex. Second, this outcome variable may be censored for
some respondents who had not experienced sex by the time they were last interviewed. For these two
reasons, it is necessary to construct event-history records concerning the timing of sex initiation. We
construct this variable using information from all three waves. In each wave, respondents are asked if
they have had sexual intercourse, and if so, when they did so for the first time. For respondents who were
virgins at Wave 1, we ascertain if and when they had initiated sex in Wave 2; and for respondents who
were virgins at Wave 2, we ascertain if and when they had initiated sex in Wave 3. We model the hazard
rate of sex initiation given that one has not initiated sex. We estimate Cox proportional hazard models to
study the effect of assimilation and context on the hazard of experiencing first sexual intercourse (Powers
and Xie 2000).
Statistical Analysis
Our analytical strategy for testing the empirical implications of segmented assimilation theory is to
estimate regression models with Add Health data. Specific forms of actual regressions differ depending
on the nature of the dependent (i.e., outcome) variable. For continuous outcome variables (academic
performance, self-esteem, depression, delinquency, violence, and controlled substance use), we use
ordinary least squares (OLS) linear regressions. For the dichotomous outcome variables (high school
graduation and college enrollment), we estimate logit regression models. For the hazard of sex initiation,
we use the Cox proportional hazards event history model. Note that both the logit model and the hazard
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model can be viewed as transforming the dependent variable via a nonlinear function (Powers and Xie
2000). Thus, in all of our statistical models, the “structural,” or systematic, part of regression is still
linear with respect to independent variables. Throughout the analyses, we apply appropriate sampling
and panel weights to account for stratified disproportionate sampling and differential rates of nonresponse and attrition over time. Thus, for ease of illustration, we present our statistical analytical
strategy below in terms of OLS regressions.
We know that there are substantial differences in immigration experiences across racial/ethnic
groups and wish to allow for such differences in our analyses. However, the data are of a limited sample
size and do not allow us to estimate too many interaction parameters. Thus, we make the following
compromise: we estimate all the statistical models separately for Hispanics and for Asians but assume
ethnic differences to be additive (i.e., affecting only the intercept) within each race. The structural portion
of the regression models takes the following form (omitting subscript i for the ith individual):
μ(Y) = τ’X + βA’A + βC’C + βI’I

(13)

Let us define notations in equation (13):
μ(Y) = the expected value of Y.
X = other covariates, beyond ethnicity, that are controlled: age, gender, and parental background
(Appendix, bottom panel).
A = assimilation measure (higher value means more assimilation).
C = community context measure (1 = low community SES; 0=high community SES).
I = interaction between A and C.
We expect that the interaction effect (βI ) is statistically significant and, and more precisely, for a
positive outcome, βI < 0. This is true because immigrant children in a low SES community benefit less
from assimilation than those in a high SES community. Note that, in the presence of interactions, it is
usually not advisable to discuss the coefficients of the “main effects,” since interaction means that the
effect of one variable depends on the value of another variable. That is, the so-called “main effects” do
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not exist in the presence of interactions. If there is no interaction term in the model, we expect βc < 0
because low community SES should have a negative influence on children’s outcomes. According to
segmented assimilation theory, the negative effect of living in a low SES neighborhood strengthens as an
immigrant is more assimilated.
Let us now highlight additional features of equation (13):
1. There are multiple measures of both A (for assimilation) and C (for community). Altogether,
we use a total of 10 measures of assimilation and two measures of community context. The
different combinations of A and C measures give rise to different model specifications.
2. We include country of origin, or ethnicity, as one of the key covariates in X.
3. We apply the model to all of the nine outcome variables, separately for Asians and for
Hispanics. Altogether, we estimate a total of 360 regressions with interactions (as in
equation 13) due to the combination of the dimensions 10(A)×2(C)×9(Y)×2 (race).
Results
Effects of Assimilation in a High-SES Context
We estimated the full interaction model as specified by equation (13) for all the outcome variables.
Given the dummy variable coding of the community context (C) measure, the coefficient of A reveals the
estimated effect of assimilation on the outcomes of adolescents living in a “high”-SES community
context. The word “high” should not be taken literally. For the neighborhood measure, it means a
community that does not have a high concentration of persons living under the official poverty line. For
the school measure, it means a school wherein the majority (80% and above) of the students’ mothers
have completed a high school education. The estimated assimilation effects for adolescents living in
high-SES neighborhood contexts are reported in Table 3, separately for Hispanics (upper panel) and
Asians (lower panel). 16

16

Results for respondents in high-SES school contexts are similar and available upon request.
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Table 3 about Here
Despite the use of a variety of measures of assimilation and outcomes, the results in Table 3 show
a surprisingly consistent pattern. Let us divide the table into three segments: (1) the first five columns-from “High School Graduation” to “Depression”; (2) a single column--“Delinquency”; and (3) the last
three columns--from “Violence” to “Sexual Intercourse.” In the first segment, assimilation either has
beneficial effects or is statistically insignificant from zero, with one exception. Most of the estimated
coefficients are statistically insignificant. Some statistically significant assimilation effects in this
segment are not the same between Hispanics and Asians. For example, speaking English at home is
significantly associated with a (88%) higher odds of attending college and a lower (1.66 points)
depression level among Hispanics, but not among Asians. Having interethnic friends is associated with a
higher (.21 standard deviation) level of academic achievement among Asians, but not among Hispanics.
The one exception in the segment is the estimated negative effect of the length of stay on academic
achievement among Hispanics.
In the third segment, assimilation has either “detrimental” effects or no statistically significant
effect, again with the latter being more common. For example, speaking English at home is associated
with a significant increase in controlled substance use, by 3.27 percentile points among Hispanics and
7.52 percentile points among Asians. This pattern of detrimental effects is quite consistent among the
statistically significant results. These detrimental effects of assimilation in segment 3 seem to contradict
the beneficial effects in the first segment. The apparent contradiction can be understood in terms of
classical formulations of assimilation theory (e.g., Gordon 1964): assimilation is a process by which
immigrants gradually become more similar to natives. Given that immigrants started off having lower
rates of violence, lower rates of substance use, and later ages of sexual initiation (Harris 1999),
“assimilation” for these outcomes means that immigrant adolescents increase their rates of engaging in
such activities and thus approach their native-born peers in these risk behaviors. (The term “detrimental
effects” is not really appropriate, as it presumes a cultural norm that is valued but actually enforced less
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rigidly in American society than the societies from which immigrants tend to come.) As they assimilate,
immigrant adolescents gradually gravitate towards their native-born peers. If we accept assimilation as a
description of a process, the observed “detrimental effects” in segment 3 are thus interpretable.
Ambiguous results emerge in segment 2, pertaining to the assimilation effects on delinquency, where we
find some beneficial but some detrimental effects of assimilation among Asians.
In summary, among Hispanics living in high-SES neighborhoods, we find some evidence that
assimilation is positively associated with college enrollment, academic achievement, and self-esteem, and
negatively associated with depression. There is also evidence that for these same adolescents assimilation
is positively associated with delinquency, violence, use of controlled substance, and early sex initiation.
Out of a total of 90 coefficients, 18 are statistically significant from zero at the 0.05 level, and all but one
of the significant ones fit the above generalization.
Although the sample size is smaller for Asians than for Hispanics, we find 21 estimated
coefficients that are statistically significant from zero for the Asian subsample. Of these, all but 3
(pertaining to delinquency) fit the same generalization that we drew earlier for Hispanics: assimilation is
positively associated with educational outcomes and psychological well-being but also positively
associated with at-risk behaviors. Thus, overall, the evidence is more consistent with classic assimilation
theory than against it.
Earlier in the paper we reformulated segmented assimilation theory as an interaction effect
between community SES and assimilation behavior. The key idea is that partial or limited assimilation is
beneficial to children living in a low-SES context. We left open the question of whether assimilation is
beneficial or merely less harmful to immigrant children living in high-SES contexts, and proposed three
possible scenarios. Our results in Table 3 yield evidence consistent with all three scenarios, depending on
the particular outcome and assimilation measure. In a majority of cases, there is no significant difference
by assimilation. For educational outcomes and psychological well-being, if there is a difference,
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assimilation seems to benefit immigrant adolescents. For at-risk behaviors, assimilation seems to be
associated with a higher likelihood of engaging in such behaviors.
Testing Segmented Assimilation Theory with Interaction Parameters
To test segmented assimilation theory, we now turn to the interaction parameters, βI in equation (13). As
we discussed earlier, according to segmented assimilation, immigrant children living in low-SES
communities are worse off if they assimilate fully than if they do not. According to this reasoning, for a
positive outcome (say academic achievement), the estimated coefficient for the interaction between
assimilation (A) and community outcome (C) should be negative.
We present the estimated coefficients for Hispanics in Table 4. Each coefficient we report was
extracted from a different model, as specified in equation (13), using a combination of measures for
assimilation, community context, and outcomes. Again, we focus on estimated interaction coefficients
that attain the 5% statistical significance level. In the first panel, we present results using a poverty rate
measure in the residential neighborhood as the community context. A census tract with 30% or higher
percentage of persons living in poverty is considered a low-SES neighborhood. Among a total of 90
coefficients, only ten attain statistical significance. Of them, six are in the direction that support
segmented assimilation theory, whereas four contradict it. In particular, the results suggest that living in a
poor neighborhood with a high concentration of immigrants and coethnics is better than living in a poor
but non-immigrant, non-Hispanic neighborhood for Hispanic immigrant adolescents’ educational
attainment. In the second panel, we change the community context to be measured at the school level; a
school wherein the high school completion rate among students’ mothers is less than 80% is considered a
low-SES school. After this change in context, we only find two statistically significant interaction
coefficients, and neither is consistent with segmented assimilation theory.
Table 4 about Here
We turn to similar results for Asians in Table 5. In the first panel, we present the estimated
interaction effects between assimilation measures and neighborhood context. A census tract in which
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15% or more of persons are living in poverty is considered a low-SES neighborhood. Among a total of
90 interaction coefficients, we find only nine of them to be statistically significant from zero. Of the nine
significant coefficients, only two of them support segmented assimilation theory. They pertain to the
beneficial effects, for delinquency, of having many other Asians as neighbors for adolescents in poor
neighborhoods. In the second panel, where we use the school-level measure of community context, there
are eight significant interaction parameters, five of which are consistent with segmented assimilation
theory. Of the five coefficients consistent with the theory, two of them suggest the protective effects, for
academic achievement, of having coethnic neighbors and speaking native languages for adolescents
attending low-SES schools. The other three coefficients suggest that, for sex initiation, having immigrant
and coethnic neighbors mitigates the negative effects of attending a low-SES school.
Table 5 about Here
On the whole, it seems that there is very little empirical evidence supporting our reformulation of
segmented simulation theory in terms of interaction effects between assimilation and community context.
We conducted a total of 360 tests and found only 13 of them in favor of the theory. Since we conducted
so many tests, we should find some tests to be significant and in support of the theory simply by chance.
Further, we found even a larger number (16) of statistically significant coefficients in the direction
contradicting the theory.

Conclusion
In this paper, we have reformulated segmented assimilation theory so as to make it testable with
observational data. Our reformulation is based on the idea that segmented assimilation theory is really
about the interaction between macro-level conditions and individual-level assimilation behaviors or
experiences. According to the theory, immigrant children living in poor social contexts are better off not
fully assimilating to American culture, as assimilation is “downward” in this situation and would have
negative causal consequences. Conversely, immigrant children living in non-poor social contexts either
should do well assimilating to natives or at least should not suffer as much from full assimilation.

Segmented Assimilation, Page 41
Our study tested these theoretical propositions empirically with longitudinal data from a
nationally representative survey of youth. We devised a large number of assimilation measures, based on
demographic, contextual, and behavioral characteristics. We constructed a total of nine outcome
measures covering the domains of educational outcomes, psychological well-being, and at-risk behaviors.
The analyses made use of two alternative measures of community context – one based on the
socioeconomic characteristics of neighbors and one based on the socioeconomic characteristics of
schoolmates’ parents. Finally, our statistical models allowed for overall differences by ethnicity, age,
gender, and family socioeconomic status, but we conducted the statistical tests separately for Hispanics
and Asians.
The empirical analyses yield two main findings. First, for immigrant adolescents living in nonpoverty neighborhoods, we find assimilation to be positively associated with educational outcomes and
psychological well-being but also positively associated with at-risk behavior. The beneficial effects of
assimilation lend direct support to classical assimilation theory. However, the “detrimental” effects of
assimilation on at-risk behaviors can also be interpreted within the classical formulation of assimilation
theory, which predicted the gradual disappearance of differences between immigrants and native-born
Americans. Immigrants are more likely to exhibit at-risk behaviors if they are “assimilated” because
immigrant groups in general start off less likely than native-born Americans to be engaged in such
behaviors.
Second, there is little empirical evidence supporting our reformulation of segmented assimilation.
For most of the combinations of context and assimilation in our research design (in fact, 331 out of 360),
we do not find statistically significant results and thus cannot reach a firm conclusion about their
implications for segmented assimilation theory. The 29 interactive coefficients that are statistically
significant have a slight tendency to be in the opposite direction from that predicted by segmented
assimilation theory. Thus in only a small fraction of instances do we find support for the theory, and we
cannot rule out the possibility that we obtained these supportive results by chance.
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These empirical results force us to think harder about the real differences in assimilation
experiences between the new immigrants and the old immigrants. America today is very diverse, and
arguably more diverse (at least in terms of social norms and economic structure) than America a century
ago. Today’s immigrants also have diverse experiences of living in America, perhaps more diverse than
those of earlier immigrants. While proponents of segmented assimilation theory attribute the latter to the
former, it is unclear to us that the relationship is necessarily causal. However, even a close, causal
relationship between the two would not necessarily make classical assimilation theory obsolete. Classical
assimilation theory predicts that immigrants come to resemble native-born Americans over time.
One difficulty with the original statement of segmented assimilation theory (Portes and Zhou
1993) is that it confounds the processes of assimilation with the consequences of assimilation. In this
paper, we reformulated the theory to test the hypothesis that the consequences of assimilation depend on
social context. In doing so, we assumed that assimilation is exogenous. While this assumption is
reasonable for the demographic measures of assimilation (such as immigration generation and length of
stay), it is unrealistic for the contextual and behavioral measures of assimilation, such as the racial and
ethnic composition of neighbors and school friends. We can only observe the consequences of contextual
and behavioral assimilation experiences after such experiences have taken place. However, we have little
insight into the processes that influence assimilation, and we suspect that assimilation behavior and
assimilation outcomes may be simultaneously determined. We know that human beings are rational in
the sense that they anticipate the outcomes of their behaviors and adjust their behaviors accordingly
(Heckman 2000). This classic endogeneity problem presents a serious methodological challenge for the
analyses presented in this paper. For example, immigrants living in poor neighborhoods may be aware of
the danger of “downward assimilation” and may respond by withholding their children from full
assimilation into their neighborhood peer group, or by soon moving to better neighborhoods. Thus, we
may not observe the negative consequences of “downward assimilation” because immigrant families have
found various ways to avoid, or at least minimize, its effects.
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The argument that immigrants adjust their assimilation behaviors in response to local contexts is
an alternative interpretation of segmented assimilation theory. In contrast to our reformulation, this
alternative interpretation is more explicitly concerned with the process of assimilation than with the
outcomes of assimilation. The main idea is that dire economic and social conditions in poor inner city
neighborhoods pose the realistic threat of “downward assimilation” to immigrant families who reside in
close physical proximity to them. A keen awareness of this threat molds immigrant families’ assimilation
decisions, resulting in adaptation strategies that in the aggregate enable most (but not all) of their children
to avoid actually falling into the trajectory of downward assimilation. Chief among their effective
adaptation strategies may indeed be “selective acculturation” (Portes and Rumbaut, 2001) and reliance on
ethnic communities as forms of social capital -- factors that are emphasized by proponents of segmented
assimilation theory. Thus, this interpretation views assimilation behaviors as more or less rational
responses to external situations, with immigrant families acting as free agents with bounded rationality
(Esser 2004).
While focusing on assimilation processes rather than assimilation consequences, this
interpretation nonetheless follows from our reformulation of segmented assimilation theory, which posits
that the consequences of assimilation depend on the local context. If the anticipated consequences of
assimilation indeed vary by the local context, immigrants would then adjust their assimilation behaviors
accordingly. The end result is that, with observational data, we as researchers may not find differential
consequences of assimilation according to the local context. We appreciate the appeal and plausibility of
this interpretation of segmented assimilation theory, but our empirical results have no direct bearing on it.
We welcome future research that evaluates this alternative interpretation empirically.

Appendix about Here

Segmented Assimilation, Page 44
References
Alba, Richard. 2005. “Bright vs. Blurred Boundaries: Second-Generation Assimilation and Exclusion in
France, Germany, and the United States.” Ethnic and Racial Studies 28(1): 20-49.
Alba, Richard D., John R. Logan, Brian J. Stultz, Gilbert Marzan and Wenquan Zhang. 1999.
“Immigrant Groups in the Suburbs: A Reexamination of Suburbanization and Spatial Assimilation.”
American Sociological Review 64: 446-460.
Alba, Richard D., John R. Logan and Brian J. Stultz. 2000. “The Changing Neighborhood Contexts of
the Immigrant Metropolis.” Social Forces 70(2): 587-621.
Alba, Richard and Victor Nee. 1997. “Rethinking Assimilation Theory for a New Era of Immigration.”
International Migration Review 31(4): 826-874.
Alba, Richard and Victor Nee. 2003. Remaking The American Mainstream: Assimilation and
Contemporary Immigration. Harvard University Press.
Bankston, Carl L. and Min Zhou. 1995. “Effects of Minority-Language Literacy on the Academic
Achievement of Vietnamese Youths in New Orleans.” Sociology of Education 68(1): 1-17.
Bankston, Carl L., and Min Zhou. 1997. “The Social Adjustment of Vietnamese American Adolescents:
Evidence for a Segmented-Assimilation Approach.” Social Science Quarterly 78(2): 509-523.
Bankston, Carl L. and Min Zhou. 2002. “Being Well vs. Doing Well: Self-Esteem and School
Performance among Immigrant and Nonimmigrant Racial and Ethnic Groups.” International
Migration Review 36(2): 389-415.
Bearman, Peter S., Jo Jones, and J. Richard Udry. 1997. The National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent
Health: Research Design [WWW document]. URL: http://www.cpc.unc.edu/addhealth.
Borjas, George J. 1985. “Assimilation, Changes in Cohort Quality, and the Earnings of Immigrants.”
Journal of Labor Economics 3(4): 463-489.
Borjas, George J. 1994. “The Economics of Immigration.” Journal of Economic Literature, 32(4): 16671717.
Borjas, George J. 1995. “Assimilation and changes in cohort quality revisited: what happened to
immigrant earnings in the 1980’s?” Journal of Labor Economics 13:201-245.
Brooks-Gunn, Jeanne, Greg J. Duncan, Pamela Kato Klebanov, Naomi Sealand. 1993. “Do
Neighborhoods Influence Child and Adolescent Development?” American Journal of Sociology 99(2):
353-395.
Crane, Jonathan. 1991. “The Epidemic Theory of Ghettos and Neighborhood Effects on Dropping Out
and Teenage Childbearing” American Journal of Sociology, Vol. 96(5): 1226-1259.
Dewind, Josh and Philip Kasinitz. 1997. “Everything Old is New Again? Processes and Theories of
Immigrant Incorporation.” International Migration Review, 31(4): 1096-1111.

Segmented Assimilation, Page 45
Downey, and Douglas B. and James W. Ainsworth-Darnell. 2002. "The Search for Oppositional Culture
among Black Students.” American Sociological Review 67: 156-164.
Duleep, Harriet Orcutt and Mark C. Regets. 2003. “Immigrants and Human-Capital Investment.” The
American Economic Review 89(2): 186-191.
Espiritu, Yen Le and Diane L. Wolf. 2001. “The Paradox of Assimilation: Children of Filipino
Immigrants in San Diego.” In Ethnicities, edited by Ruben G. Rumbaut and Alejandro Portes. New
York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Esser, Hartmut. 2004. “Does the “New” Immigration Require a “New” Theory of
Intergenerational Integration?” International Migration Review38(3): 1126-1159.
Farley, Reynolds and Richard Alba. 2002. “The New Second Generation in the United States.”
International Migration Review 36(3): 669-701.
Fernandez-Kelly, M. Patricia and Richard Schauffler. 1994. “Divided Fates: Immigrant Children in a
Restructured U.S. Economy.” International Migration Review 28(4): 662-689.
Gans, Herbert J. 1992. “Second-Generation Decline: Scenarios for the Economic and Ethnic Futures of
the post-1965 American Immigrants.” Ethnic and Racial Studies 15(2): 173-192.
Goyette, Kimberly and Yu Xie. 1999. “Educational Expectations of Asian-American Youth:
Determinants and Ethnic Differences.” Sociology of Education 71: 24-38.
Harker, Kathryn. 2001. “Immigrant Generation, Assimilation, and Adolescent, Psychological WellBeing.” Social Forces 79(3): 969-1004.
Harris, Kathleen Mullan. 1999. “The Health Status and Risk Behaviors of Adolescents in Immigrant
Families.” Pp. 286-347 in Donald J. Hernandez (ed.), Children of Immigrants: Health, Adjustment,
and Public Assistance. Washington, DC: National Academy Press.
Harris, Kathleen Mullan, Kathryn Harker and Guang Guo. 2003. “The Role of Peers in the Adaptation
Processes of Immigrant Youth.” Paper presented at the Population Association of America annual
meeting, Minneapolis, MN.
Harmann, D. and J. Gerteis. 2005. “Dealing with diversity: Mapping Multiculturalism in Sociological
Terms.” Sociological Theory 23(2): 218-240.
Heckman, James. 2000.. Causal parameters and policy analysis in economics: A Twentieth Century
Retrospective. Quarterly Journal of Economics, 115(1), 45-97.
Hernadez, Donald J. 1999. (editor) Children of Immigrants: Health, Adjustment, and Public Assistance.
Washington, DC: National Academy Press.
Hirschman, Charles. 2001. “The Educational Enrollment of Immigrant Youth: A Test of the Segmented
Assimilation Hypothesis.” Demography 38(3): 317-336.

Segmented Assimilation, Page 46
Hirschman, Charles, Philip Kasinitz, and Josh DeWind. 1999. (editors) The Handbook of International
Migration: The American Experience. New York: Russell Sage Foundation.
Hsia, Jayjia. 1988. Asian Americans in Higher Education and at Work. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum
Associates.
Jasso, Guillermina and Mark R. Rosenzweig. 1990. The New Chosen People. New York: Russell Sage
Foundation.
Kao, Grace. 1999. “Psychological Well-Being and Educational Achievement Among Immigrant Youth”
Pp. 410-477 in Donald J. Hernandez (ed.), Children of Immigrants: Health, Adjustment, and Public
Assistance. Washington, DC: National Academy Press.
Landale, Nancy S., R. S. Oropesa, and Daniel Llanes. 1998. “Schooling, Work, and Idleness Among
Mexican and Non-Latino White Adolescents.” Social Science Research 27: 457-480.
Lieberson, Stanley. and Freda B. Lynn. 2002. "Barking Up the Wrong Branch: Scientific Alternatives to
the Current Model of Sociological Science." Annual Review of Sociology 28:1-19.
Long, J. Scott. 1997. Regression Models for Categorical and Limited Dependent Variables. Thousand
Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.
Malone, Nolan, Kaari F. Baluja, Joseph M. Costanzo, and Cynthia J. Davis. 2003. “The Foreign-Born
Population: 2000.” U.S. Census Bureau.
McKeever, Matthew and Stephen L. Klineberg. 1999. “Generational Differences in Attitudes and
Socioeconomic Status among Hispanics in Houston.” Sociological Inquiry 69(1): 33-50.
Massey, Douglas S. 1995. “The New Immigration and Ethnicity in the United States.” Population and
Development Review 21(3): 631-652.
Massey, Douglas S. and Nancy A. Denton. 1993. American Apartheid Segregation and the Making of
the Underclass. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Mouw, Ted and Yu Xie. 1999. “Bilingualism and the Academic Achievement of First- and SecondGeneration Asian Americans: Accommodation with or without Assimilation?” American
Sociological Review 64: 232-252.
Nagasawa, Richard, Zhenchao, Qian, and Paul Wong. 2001. “Theory of Segmented Assimilation and the
Adoption of Marijuana Use and Delinquent Behavior by Asian Paicific Youth.” The Sociological
Quarterly 42(3): 351-372.
Neckerman, Kathryn M., Prudence Carter and Jennifer Lee. 1999. “Segmented Assimilation and Minority
Cultures of Mobility.” Ethnic and Racial Studies 22(6): 945-965.
Perlmann, Joel and Roger Waldinger. 1997. “Second Generation Decline? Children of Immigrants, Past
and Present – A Reconsideration.” International Migration Review 31(4): 893-922.
Popper, Karl R. 1972. The Logic of Scientific Discovery. 6th edition. London: Hutchinson.

Segmented Assimilation, Page 47
Portes, Alejandro and Josh DeWind. 2004. “A Cross-Atlantic Dialogue: The Progress of Research and
Theory in the Study of International Migration.” International Migration Review 38(3): 828-851.
Portes, Alejandro, and Lingxin Hao. 2002. “The Price of Uniformity: Language, Family, and Personality
Adjustment in the Immigrant Second Generation.” Ethnic and Racial Studies 25(6): 889-912.
Portes, Alejandro and Dag MacLeod. 1996. “Educational Progress of Children of Immigrants: The
Roles of Class, Ethnicity, and School Context.” Sociology of Education 69(4): 255-275.
Portes, Alejandro and Ruben G. Rumbaut. 1996. Immigrant America: A Portrait. Berkeley: University
of California Press.
Portes, Alejandro and Ruben G. Rumbaut. 2001. Legacies: The Story of the Immigrant Second
Generation. New York: Russell Sage Foundation.
Portes, Alejandro and Richard Schauffler. 1996. “Language and the Second Generation: Bilingualism
Yesterday and Today.” In The New Second Generation, edited by Aljandro Portes. New York:
Russell Sage Foundation.
Portes, Alejandro and Min Zhou. 1993. “The New Second Generation: Segmented Assimilation and Its
Variants.” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Sciences 530: 74-96.
Powers, Daniel A. and Yu Xie. 2000. Statistical Methods for Categorical Data Analysis. Academic
Press.
Raudenbush, Stephen, and Anthony S. Bryk. 1986. “A Hierarchical Model for Studying School Effects.”
Sociology of Education. 59(1): 1-17.
Rong, Xue Lan and Frank Brown. 2001. “The Effects of Immigrant Generation and Ethnicity of
Educational Attainment among Young African and Caribbean Blacks in the United States.” Harvard
Educational Review 71(3): 536-565.
Rumbaut, Ruben G. 1997. “Assimilation and Its Discontents: Between Rhetoric and Reality.” The
International Migration Review 31(4): 923-960.
Sewell, William H., Archibald O. Haller, and Alejandro Portes. 1969. “The Educational and Early
Occupational Attainment Process.” American Sociological Review 34:82-92.
St-Hilaire, Aonghas. 2002. “The Social Adaptation of Children of Mexican Immigrants: Educational
Aspirations Beyond Junior High School.” Social Science Quarterly 83(4): 1026-1043.
Suarez-Orozco, Carola and Marcelo M. Suarez-Orozco. 2001. Children of Immigration. Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press.
Thomas, William I. and Florian Znaniecki. 1974. The Polish Peasant in Europe and America. New York:
Octagon Books.
Waldinger, Roger (ed). 2001. Strangers at the Gates: New Immigrants in Urban America. Los
Angeles: University of California Press.

Segmented Assimilation, Page 48

Waldinger, Roger and Cynthia Feliciano. 2004. “Will the New Second Generation Experience
‘Downward Assimilation?’ Segmented Assimilation Re-Assessed.” Ethnic and Racial
Studies 27(3): 376-402.
Waters, Mary C. 1994. “Ethnic and Racial Identities of Second-Generation Black Immigrants in New
York City.” International Migration Review 28(4): 795-820.
Waters, Mary C. 1999. Black Identities: West Indian Immigrant Dreams and American Realities. New
York: Russell Sage Foundation.
White, Micheal J., Ann E. Biddlecom, and Shenyang Guo. 1993. “Immigration, Naturalization, and
Residential Assimilation among Asian Americans in 1980.” Social Forces 72(1):93-117.
Zhen Zeng, and Yu Xie. 2005. “A Preference-Opportunity-Choice Framework with Applications to
Intergroup Friendship.” Unpublished manuscript.
Zhou, Min. 1997a. “Segmented Assimilation: Issues, Controversies, and Recent Research on the New
Second Generation.” International Migration Review 31(4): 975-1008.
Zhou, Min. 1997b. “Growing up American: The Challenge Confronting Immigrant Children and
Children of Immigrants.” Annual Review of Sociology 23: 63-95.
Zhou, Min. 2001. “Straddling Different Worlds: The Acculturation of Vietnamese Refugee Children.”
In Ethnicities, edited by Ruben G. Rumbaut and Alejandro Portes. New York: Russell Sage
Foundation.
Zhou, Min and Carl L. Bankston III. 1994. “Social Capital and the Adaptation of the Second Generation:
The Case of Vietnamese Youth in New Orleans.” International Migration Review 28(4) 821-845.
Zhou, Min and Carl L. Bankston III. 1998. Growing Up American: The Adaptation of Vietnamese
Adolescents in the United States. New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Segmented Assimilation, Page 49
Table 1: Interaction Between Community Context and Assimilation behavior
Community Context
Assimilation Experience
High SES
Low SES
Partial Assimilation

A (Path 3)

B (Path 3)

Full Assimilation

C (Path 1)

D (Path 2)
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Table 2: Average of Y by Community Context and Assimilation Behavior
Community Context
Assimilation Experience
High SES
Low SES
Partial Assimilation

E(Ya) (Path 3)

E(Yb) (Path 3)

Full Assimilation

E(Yc) (Path 1)

E(Yd) (Path 2)

Table 3: Effects of Assimilation, High SES Community
High School
Graduationa

College
Enrollmenta

Academic
Achievementb

-0.031
-0.385
-0.247
-0.031
0.075
-0.047
-0.263
0.365
-0.184
-0.389

0.064
0.532
-0.118
-0.036
-0.059
0.008
0.067
0.630 **
0.390
0.320

-0.032
-0.164
-0.055
0.086
0.231
0.068
0.299
0.119
0.022
0.050

0.324 *
3.787 ***
0.113
0.051
0.095
-0.043
-0.907
-0.687
-1.459
-0.967

0.034
2.082 ***
0.051
-0.187
-0.004
-0.043
-0.141
-0.643
-0.336
-0.182

0.002
0.052
-0.062
0.051
0.070
0.017
-0.051
-0.168 *
0.377 ***
0.211 **

Self-Esteemb Depressionb

Delinquencyb

Violenceb

Controlled
Substance

0.042
0.140
0.392 ***
0.023
0.106
0.028
0.195
-0.171
-0.138
-0.059

0.672
3.238
5.561
0.102
1.308
0.321
2.536
3.265
-2.475
1.675

0.004
0.216
0.048
-0.083
-0.235
-0.085 *
-0.414 *
-0.005
-0.136
-0.042

0.883
5.226
3.457
0.428
0.812
-0.701
-2.986
7.519
1.801
1.887

Sexual
Intercourseb,d

Hispanic:
Assimilation Measure
Length of Stay
Length of Stay > 5 years
U.S.- Born
% U.S.-Born in Neighborhood
% U.S.-Born > 70%
% Non-Co-Ethnics in Neighborhood
% Non-Co-Ethnics>60%
English language use in home
Propensity for inter-ethnic friends
Propensity > 0

***

***
***
***
***

-0.005
-0.045
0.004
0.031 **
0.051
0.009
0.048
0.058
0.013
0.035

0.008
1.785
-0.480
-0.235
-0.745
-0.099
-0.391
-1.657 **
-0.534
-1.577 *

0.014
0.161
0.059
0.036
0.137 *
0.024
0.126
-0.030
0.012
0.016

-0.272
-2.218
-1.691
-0.816
-2.864
-0.579
-2.656
-0.183
-0.230
-0.137

0.082 ***
0.320
0.579 ***
0.031
0.261 *
0.031
0.068
0.223
0.278
0.202

***
*
***

*
**

1.037
1.338
1.336
1.055
1.194
1.056
1.279
1.166
1.169
1.212

*
***
**
*
***
**

Asian:
Assimilation Measure
Length of Stay
Length of Stay > 5 years
U.S.- Born
% U.S.-Born in Neighborhood
% U.S.-Born > 70%
% Non-Co-Ethnics in Neighborhood
% Non-Co-Ethnics> 75%
English language use in home
Propensity for inter-ethnic friends
Propensity > 0

*
*
***
***
***
***

Notes: a) Wave 3 data. N = 713 for Asians; N = 1,204 for Hispanics
b) Wave 1 data. N = 993 for Asians; N = 1.661 for Hispanics
All models control for specific ethnicity, age, sex, family income, parental education, and family structure.
Models using assimilation measures other than length of stay and generation also control for length of stay and generation.
Highlighting indicates a beneficial effect of assimilation that is statistically significant at the .05 level
Underlining indicates a detrimental effect of assimilation that is statistically significant at the .05 level

0.055
0.486
0.135
-0.132
-0.535
-0.151
-0.583
0.579
-0.202
-0.171

**
**
*
***
***
***
***

***
***
*

***

1.058
1.193
1.284
1.184
1.889
1.020
1.413
1.948
0.901
0.917

Statistical Significance:
* p<.10
** p< .05
*** p<.01

***

***
***
*
***

Table 4: Interaction between Disadvantaged Context and Assimilation: Hispanics

High School
Graduationa

College
Enrollmenta

Academic
Achievementb

SelfEsteemb

Depressionb

-0.006
0.280
0.145
-0.041 *
-0.095
-0.040 *
-0.272 *
0.003
-0.269
-0.105

0.033
0.451 **
0.062
0.004
0.124
-0.004
-0.107
0.042
0.129
-0.025

-0.186
-5.341 *
1.603
-0.068
-0.653
0.044
1.042
-0.042
2.447
2.967

-0.114
-0.956
0.150
-0.102
-0.215
-0.051
-0.226
-0.602
0.735
0.189

-0.021
0.346 *
0.216 *
0.013
0.006
0.037
0.342 *
-0.019
-0.071
0.131

0.001
0.066
0.188 *
-0.028
-0.022
-0.035
-0.083
0.119
0.223
0.172

0.170
0.608
-1.548
0.147
-0.880
0.157
-1.032
-1.319
-1.058
-0.535

-0.034
-0.887 ***
-0.012
0.035
0.051
-0.009
-0.171
-0.231
-0.513
-0.192

Violenceb

Controlled
Substance
Useb

Sexual
Intercourseb,d

0.013
-0.766
0.030
0.034
0.215
-0.001
-0.142
-0.191
0.506
0.063

-0.508
-7.741 *
-1.149
0.060
-1.100
0.065
-1.037
0.928
8.092 ***
1.531

0.995
0.683
1.058
1.022
1.287
1.015
1.150
0.876
1.310
0.975

0.013
-0.236
-0.181
-0.026
-0.089
0.011
-0.084
0.147
-0.452
-0.052

0.498
-4.371
-1.645
-0.069
-2.071
-0.124
-0.589
-2.322
-5.646
-4.389 *

0.879
0.090
0.372
1.490
3.244
1.222
3.087
1.179
0.346
1.199

Delinquency
b

Neighborhood Disadvantage:d
Assimilation Measure
Length of Stay
Length of Stay > 5 years
U.S.- Born
% U.S.-Born in Neighborhood, /10
% U.S.-Born > 70%
% Non-Co-Ethnics in Neighborhood, /10
% Non-Co-Ethnics> 60%
English language use in home
Propensity for inter-ethnic friends
Propensity > 0

-0.110
2.473
-0.042
-0.346
-1.335
-0.087
-0.397
-0.406
2.352
2.649

***
***

0.055
2.352
-0.457
-0.234
-0.891
-0.179
-1.112
-0.821
1.564
0.947

-0.127
-1.139
1.746 ***
-0.044
-0.561
-0.159
-0.822
-0.650
0.497
0.973

0.068
0.273
0.693
0.149
0.226
-0.033
-0.233
-0.685
-0.496
0.004

***
**

*
**
*
**
**
*

***
*
*

*

d

School Disadvantage:
Assimilation Measure

Length of Stay
Length of Stay > 5 years
U.S.- Born
% U.S.-Born in Neighborhood, /10
% U.S.-Born > 70%
% Non-Co-Ethnics in Neighborhood, /10
% Non-Co-Ethnics> 60%
English language use in home
Propensity for inter-ethnic friends
Propensity > 0

Statistical Significance:
Notes:

a) Wave 3 data. N = 713 for Asians; N = 1,204 for Hispanics
b) Wave 1 data. N = 993 for Asians; N = 1.661 for Hispanics
c) Hazard ratio of intitiating sexual intercourse.
d) Models control for specific ethnicity, age, sex, family income, parental education, neighborhood poverty rate, and family structure.
Models using assimilation measures other than length of stay and generation also control for length of stay and generation.
Highlighting indicates a significant effect consistent with segmented assimilation theory
Underlining indicates a a significant effect consistent contradictory to segmented assimilation theory

* p<.10
** p< .05
*** p<.01

Table 5: Interaction between Disadvantaged Context and Assimilation: Asians

High School
Graduationa

College
Enrollmenta

Academic
Achievementb

SelfEsteemb

Depressionb

Delinquencyb

Violenceb

Controlled
Substance
Useb

0.266
1.908
0.623
0.217
0.201
0.194
2.412
-1.240
-6.239 ***
-5.218 ***

-0.028
-0.654
0.071
0.143
0.630
0.272 ***
1.545 ***
-0.413
-0.657
-1.000 *

-0.049
-0.376
-0.201
-0.009
-0.485
0.098
0.707
0.070
-0.784
-0.977 *

-0.503
-5.707
-1.608
0.157
1.510
1.216
7.031
-5.769
-5.807
-7.008

0.235
2.818
-1.014
-0.198
-0.770
-0.113
1.652
1.547
-1.459
-1.928

-0.048
-0.054
-0.206
0.030
-0.284
0.111
0.072
0.237
-0.663
-0.088

0.014
-0.055
-0.154
0.052
-0.450
0.051
-0.118
0.465
-0.350
-0.077

-0.239
-2.427
3.968
1.187
2.413
1.077 *
1.896
-1.189
2.641
5.570 *

Sexual
Intercourseb,c

Neighborhood Disadvantage: d
Assimilation Measure
Length of Stay
Length of Stay > 5 years
U.S.- Born
% U.S.-Born in Neighborhood, /10
% U.S.-Born > 70%
% Non-Co-Ethnics in Neighborhood, /10
% Non-Co-Ethnics> 75%
English language use in home
Propensity for inter-ethnic friends
Propensity > 0

-0.069
-2.688
-0.436
0.334
2.531
0.131
-0.946
2.963
5.187
4.956

*

*

*
*
***

-0.218
-1.879
-0.723
0.862
5.952
0.223
-2.058
2.480
3.457
3.512

***
***

*
*

0.045
0.539 **
0.235
-0.005
0.163
-0.055
-0.424 *
-0.051
0.132
0.330

-0.057
-0.457
0.031
0.073
0.239
0.093
0.383
0.397
0.242
0.142

-0.024
-0.094
-0.312 *
-0.073
-0.163
-0.106 ***
-0.203
-0.400 ***
-0.142
0.009

0.016
-0.105
-0.190
0.041
0.133
0.047
-0.134
-0.113
0.029
-0.044

*
*
*
***
*
*

*

*
*
*
*

0.974
0.693
0.915
0.915
0.608
1.055
1.110
0.552
0.612
0.574

School Disadvantage: d
Assimilation Measure
Length of Stay
Length of Stay > 5 years
U.S.- Born
% U.S.-Born in Neighborhood, /10
% U.S.-Born > 70%
% Non-Co-Ethnics in Neighborhood, /10
% Non-Co-Ethnics> 75%
English language use in home
Propensity for inter-ethnic friends
Propensity > 0

0.050
-0.718
0.815
-0.019
0.612
-0.243
-0.816
2.154
-1.031
0.393

0.213
0.737
1.569
0.756
3.346
0.323
0.264
1.766
3.323
5.903

*
**
***
*
*
*
***

1.243
18.371
29.101
3.420 **
15.567
2.872 ***
138.745 **
0.346
9.840
1.288

Statistical Significance:
Notes:

a) Wave 3 data. N = 713 for Asians; N = 1,204 for Hispanics
b) Wave 1 data. N = 993 for Asians; N = 1.661 for Hispanics
c) Hazard ratio of intitiating sexual intercourse.
d) Models control for specific ethnicity, age, sex, family income, parental education, neighborhood poverty rate, and family structure.
Models using assimilation measures other than length of stay and generation also control for length of stay and generation.
Highlighting indicates a significant effect consistent with segmented assimilation theory
Underlining indicates a a significant effect consistent contradictory to segmented assimilation theory

* p<.10
** p< .05
*** p<.01

Appendix: Variable Descriptions and Means

Variable

Variable Description

Mean for
Hispanics

Mean for
Asians

8.46

8.38

0.74

0.75

0.62

0.41

73.7

78.2

0.66

0.65

62.6

80.2

0.61
0.35

0.68
0.54

-0.24

-0.30

0.36

0.42

0.25

0.20

0.60

0.42

0.73

0.91

0.55

0.84

-0.43

0.29

3.02
12.61
1.22
1.37

2.98
12.21
1.06
0.96

45.97

43.11

16.05
0.51

16.13
0.47

0.17

0.32

9.75

10.40

10.98
0.28
0.15

13.65
0.17
0.09

Assimilation Measure
Length of Stay
Length of Stay > 5 years
U.S.- Born
% U.S.-Born in Neighborhood
% U.S.-Born > 70%
% Non-Co-Ethnics in Neighborhood
% Non-Co-Ethnics> 75% (Asians),
>60% (Hispanics)
English language use in home
Propensity for inter-ethnic friends
(R)
Propensity (R) > 0

Years since arrival in U.S., for first-generation
immigrants
Binary: 1= Length of stay > 5 years, 0= Length
of stay <=5 years
Binary: 1=second generation, 0=first
generation
% of U.S-born persons in respondent's
neighborhood (higher=fewer co-ethnics)
Binary: 1=neighborhood population more than
70% U.S. born
% of non-Hispanics (non-Asians) in
neighborhood, for Hispanic (Asian)
respondents
Binary: 1=% Co-ethnics in neighborhood less
than approximate race-specific median
Uses English language at home
Difference between proportion co-ethnics in
school and proportion among friends
Binary: Has more inter-ethnic friends than
predicted by chance

Context Meausure
Poor Neighborhood

Neighborhood context: Neighborhood poverty
rate > 15% (Asians), or 30% (Hispanics)

Low SES School

School context: More than 20% of students'
mothers in R's school have less than a high
school education

Outcome Measure
High School Graduationa
a

College Enrollment

Academic Achievement
Self-Esteem
Depression
Delinquency
Violence
Controlled Substance Use
Initiation of Sex
Control Variables
Age
Gender
Parent interview missing
Family Income
Average parental education
Single parent family
Stepparent family

Binary: 1=respondent graduated from high
school by Wave 3
Binary: 1=respondent enrolled in college by
Wave 3
Average grades in Wave 1, standardized and
adjusted for achievement differences across
schools
Score on self-esteem scale (higher=more self
esteem)
Score on depression scale
Frequency of delinquent acts in last year
Frequency of violent acts in last year
Age-specific percentile score in combined use
of alcohol, tobacco, and marijuana
Age of first sexual intercourse

Respondent's age at Wave 1 interview
Binary: 1=Female
No parent interview (hence no family income
information)
Log of family income, imputed for those with
missing parent interview
Average of parental education in 2-parent
family, parent's education in single-parent
family
Binary: 1=single parent family, 0 otherwise
Binary: 1=stepparent family, 0 otherwise

Notes: a) Wave 3 data. N = 713 for Asians; N = 1,204 for Hispanics
b) All other measures came from Wave 1 data. N = 993 for Asians; N = 1.661 for Hispanics

