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Abstract Background The occupational mobility of

immigrants may be an important link between length of

US residence/generation and health insurance status.

Methods 2003 and 2005 Current Population Survey data

are analyzed to assess the relationship between occupa-

tion and length of residence/generation and their

association with health insurance for immigrant workers.

Using a decomposition method, we measure how much

of the differences in coverage are due to length of res-

idence/generation versus occupation. Results Newly-

arrived immigrants have lower insurance rates across all

occupations, compared to longer-settled immigrants and

native-born persons. Improvements are observed among

immigrants with longer length of residence while the

second generation reaches parity with the third? gener-

ations. Coverage differs by occupation, with high-skilled

occupations maintaining high levels and lower-skilled

occupations experiencing the largest gains. While dif-

ferences in coverage are mostly due to shifts in length of

residence, occupational attainment makes significant

contributions—particularly among Hispanics. Discussion

The inclusion of occupational status increases under-

standing of the role that length of residence/generation

plays in determining insurance status.

Keywords Immigrants � Health insurance � Occupation �
Immigrant duration and generation � Race

Introduction

The uncertain health insurance status of the immigrant

population is well-documented in the literature. Immigrants

remain a vulnerable population, encountering lower rates

of health insurance coverage than the native-born

population—even after adjusting for demographic and

socioeconomic characteristics [1, 2]. Immigrants who have

lived a longer time in the US have higher rates of insurance

coverage, suggesting that any initial disadvantage is tem-

porary and dissipates over time [3, 4]. Subsequent

immigrant generations, e.g. second, third, etc., are also

more likely to be insured than members of the first gen-

eration [5]. However, much of the research has simply

interpreted length of US residence/generation as the effects

of acculturation without investigating further other con-

current processes that may be associated with increased

experience in the US [6]. Consequently, the underlying

explanations for why insurance coverage improves with

longer length of US residence or across generations are not

well understood.

For the majority of the nation’s population, health

insurance is tied to a person’s employment. In 2006, 60%

of Americans had employment-based insurance coverage

while another 9% had the financial means to purchase
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their own private insurance [7]. In the case of many

households, family members would get their health ben-

efits through the primary wage earner’s employment [8].

However, not all jobs offer health insurance and thus, the

type of employment is an important factor. While full-

time employment is usually a prerequisite [1, 9–11],

research shows that individuals with higher-level jobs or

occupations are more likely to be insured [5, 12–18]. For

example, a greater proportion of workers in high-skilled

jobs have health insurance compared to those in low-

skilled jobs [12].

Given the importance of one’s job, the occupational

mobility of immigrants might be seen as a potentially

critical link between length of US residence/generation and

health insurance coverage. Immigrants—particularly, more

newly-arrived immigrants—are more likely to be concen-

trated in low-wage jobs and in some cases, move

‘‘downward’’ upon initial entry into the US labor market

(compared to their pre-migration job status) [19–21]. As a

result, immigrants are less likely to work for an employer

that offers health benefits, compared to the native-born

population [16, 17] or have employment-based coverage

[3]. However, a growing body of literature shows that

immigrants are economically mobile and eventually move

into better jobs with increased length of US residence [19,

20, 22]. As their occupational status improves, immigrants

are likely to increase their probability of getting benefits

through their employment.

This paper examines the employer-based insurance

coverage of immigrant adults and its variation in rela-

tion to occupational status (an indicator of economic

mobility into job categories with generally better ben-

efits) and length of US residence/generation (a proxy for

labor market experience or seniority that may lead to

specific jobs with better benefits). By studying the

intervening role of occupational status, we aim to

increase understanding of differences of the effects of

varying length of US residence/generation on insurance

coverage. We focus on the likelihood that a person’s job

will provide their primary health coverage, exploring

this by race/ethnicity, age, and other factors. Next, we

assess whether the effects of length of US residence/

generation on being a policyholder differ between spe-

cific occupation categories. Finally, we examine the

extent to which the change in policyholder status is due

to shifts in occupational status or shifts in length of US

residence/generation. This research provides a better

understanding of the ways in which growing length of

US residence improves health insurance coverage,

both through occupational mobility and through

lengthening seniority and US experience with the same

occupation.

Methods

Data

Our sample consists of full-time workers aged 18–64 from

the Current Population Survey (CPS). The CPS is a

monthly survey of the civilian non-institutional population

ages 16 years and older that is conducted jointly by the

Bureau of Labor Statistics and U.S. Census Bureau. The

March Supplements of the 2003 and 2005 Current Popu-

lation Surveys (CPS)—which includes information

regarding health insurance coverage—were pooled in order

to increase our sample size (n = 162,062). Due to a 50%

sample overlap in the sampling between consecutive years,

the 2004 CPS was not used to avoid duplicate cases. Sur-

vey respondents are asked separate insurance coverage

questions, and thus, can be reported as having two or more

different types of health insurance, i.e. employment-based,

private, public, etc. Unlike the National Health Interview

Survey and other national surveys, the CPS also collects

information regarding occupational status.

Measures

Our focus is on the attainment and use of health insurance

provided through one’s job. The primary outcome is the

likelihood of being a primary policyholder of health

benefits, either directly supplied through one’s employ-

ment or privately purchased. The latter category amounts

to a small proportion of the sample (3.7%), but is inclu-

ded to account for the self-employed or other individuals

with sufficient means to purchase insurance. Non-policy-

holders include working-aged adults who are not offered

benefits through their employment (including the unin-

sured), are dependents, or receive publicly-funded

insurance (e.g. Medicaid). By focusing on primary poli-

cyholders, we hope to directly link the individual’s

occupational status with their own ability to obtain health

insurance. This approach is an important improvement

upon previous research which tends to assess insurance

coverage regardless of whether or not the individual is the

primary policyholder [17].

The predictors of interest include the length of US res-

idence, immigrant generation, and occupational status.

Foreign-born or first generation individuals are disaggre-

gated by their length of US residence: less than 10 years

(termed the ‘‘newly-arrived’’); 10–19 years; or 20 years or

more (termed the ‘‘longer-settled’’). Due to data limita-

tions, we do not look at shorter intervals for length of US

residence. The CPS provides recoded year of entry cate-

gories that are 2-year, 3-year, 5-year, 10-year, or open-

ended. These unequal ranges make it difficult to group data
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into equal intervals smaller than 10 years (e.g. 5 years),

especially when pooling data from different years. Since

we are interested in looking at differences in primary

policyholder status by length of US residence, race/eth-

nicity, and occupation, the larger 10-year intervals provide

more adequate sample sizes for the statistical and decom-

position analysis, particularly for the Asian and Pacific

Islander (API) population. One advantage of the CPS is the

question regarding parental place of birth, which allows us

to distinguish the second generation from other native-born

residents. For this analysis, the second generation is defined

as a U.S.-born person with at least one foreign-born parent

and the third-and-higher generations include U.S.-born

persons whose parents were both born in the U.S. For

occupational status, this analysis utilizes six merged

occupation categories: (1) management and professional;

(2) service; (3) sales and office; (4) farming, fishing, and

forestry; (5) construction, extraction, and maintenance; and

(6) production, transportation, and material moving. Indi-

viduals who were unemployed, retired, or not in the labor

force—and military personnel—were excluded from the

analysis.

Several demographic and socio-economic variables are

included as control variables, including age, sex, race/

ethnicity (i.e. Hispanic persons, non-Hispanic whites, and

non-Hispanic APIs), educational attainment (i.e. less than

high school, high school graduate, and college graduate),

and poverty status (i.e. 0–99%, 100–149%, and [150% of

the federal poverty level). Due to their relatively small

foreign-born samples sizes, blacks and other races are not

in the data tables but are included in the analyses.

Data Analysis

Population estimates are obtained by applying weights

provided by the Census Bureau. For the multivariate

analysis, logit regression models are utilized due to the

dichotomous nature of our outcome. Two primary ques-

tions are tested in the logit models: (1) Are occupation and

length of US residence/generation significant determinants

of primary policyholder status, adjusting for other demo-

graphic and socioeconomic variables? and (2) Does the

effect of length of US residence/generation differ across

distinct occupational categories?

Finally, we apply a components-of-change analysis that

decomposes the observed differences in insurance rates

between successive categories of immigrant settlement, i.e.

between the different length of US residence and genera-

tion groups. Specifically, this analysis addresses our third

research question: How much of the difference in policy-

holder status is due to shifts in occupational status or shifts

in length of US residence/generation? Kitagawa [23]

showed that the aggregate change in prevalence of a given

condition—in this case, policyholder status—can be

derived from the compositional change—in this case,

occupational category—and the rate of behavior (i.e. pri-

mary policyholder status) within each category of the

compositional variable. This overall difference from one

length of US residence group 1 to the subsequent length of

US residence group 2 (or from one generation to the sub-

sequent generation) in the prevalence of being a

policyholder can be represented as:

P2 � P1 ¼
X

j

P2jc2j �
X

j

P1jc1j

where P = probability of being a policyholder,

c = occupational type j. The observed differences in

insurance rates are then apportioned into two

components: the change in relation to differences in

insurance rates within occupational categories (holding

constant the occupational distribution) and the change

based on differences in occupational distribution (holding

constant insurance rates within each occupational

category). Together, this can be represented as:

P2�P1¼
X

j

½ðc2jþc1jÞ=2�ðP2j�P1jÞþ
X

j

½ðP2jþP1jÞ=2�

ðc2j�c1jÞ

All of the descriptive and logistic regression analyses

were conducted using SAS 9.1; the decomposition of

differences was conducted using Microsoft Excel.

Results

Estimates of Occupational Distributions

and Policyholder Status

Table 1 presents the distribution of occupations, by race

and length of US residence/generation. Similar shares of

whites and APIs are in management/professional and

sales/office occupations while Latinos are much more

likely to be concentrated in service, construction, and

production occupations. The occupational distribution

among the native-born groups (i.e. 2nd and 3rd? gener-

ations) is similar to that of the total population, with

25.1% in the management/professional occupations and

24.0% in sales/office occupations. Immigrants, on the

other hand, are overrepresented in construction and

production occupations while underrepresented in man-

agement-related jobs. The most common occupations

among newly-arrived immigrants (less than 10 years in

the US) are service-related (31.5%); the same holds

true for longer-settled immigrants, although to a lesser

degree.

292 J Immigrant Minority Health (2010) 12:290–301

123



Primary policyholder status also varies by both occu-

pation and length of US residence/generation, as shown in

Table 2. Immigrants generally have lower rates than the

native-born groups with the most newly-arrived immi-

grants exhibiting the lowest overall rate (40.9%). However,

higher proportions of longer-settled immigrants are pri-

mary policyholders (61.4%), with rates similar to the total

population (65.4%), the second generation (66.3%), and

third-and-higher generations (67.9%). In addition, the

results show that the second generation has virtually closed

the gap with third-and-higher generation workers. This

pattern is consistent across race/ethnicity, however, there

are stark differences for the Hispanic population. For

example, only 27.7% of newly-arrived Hispanic immi-

grants are primary policyholders—much lower than

Hispanics who are longer-settled immigrants or native-born

(54.9% and 60.3%, respectively).

Similar differences between newly-arrived and longer-

settled immigrants and between immigrants and native-

born persons also occur within each occupation. In general,

foreign-born persons are less likely to be policyholders

than the native-born population across all the occupations.

Table 1 Occupational distribution (in percent) of full-time workers aged 18–64 by length of US residence/generation and race

Sample Occupation Total Foreign born (by length of US

residence)

Native born (by generation)

Total 0–9 yrs. 10–19 yrs. 20? yrs. Total 2nd gen. 3rd? gen.

Total Management/professional 25.1 14.0 9.9 13.2 20.4 28.0 30.0 27.9

Service 19.9 27.4 31.5 27.0 22.3 17.9 17.5 18.0

Sales/office 24.0 15.5 11.9 15.3 20.5 26.2 27.7 26.0

Farming/fishing/forestry 1.5 3.4 3.7 3.3 2.9 1.0 1.0 1.0

Construction/extraction/maintenance 14.6 18.2 21.5 17.6 14.5 13.7 11.3 13.9

Production/transportation/material

moving

14.9 21.6 21.5 23.5 19.5 13.2 12.4 13.3

Total (n = 162,062) 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

White Management/professional 30.5 30.4 23.2 32.6 35.6 30.5 39.5 30.1

Service 16.0 19.6 25.6 17.4 15.5 15.9 14.9 15.9

Sales/office 25.9 22.1 15.4 24.5 26.6 26.1 25.8 26.1

Farming/fishing/forestry 1.1 0.7 0.9 1.0 0.4 1.1 0.6 1.1

Construction/extraction/maintenance 14.3 12.6 16.6 11.9 9.3 14.4 11.5 14.5

Production/transportation/material

moving

12.2 14.6 18.3 12.6 12.7 12.1 7.8 12.3

Total (n = 111,402) 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Hispanic Management/professional 10.3 6.0 3.7 6.1 9.6 18.3 18.6 18.2

Service 26.9 29.9 33.8 28.2 26.1 21.3 20.4 21.8

Sales/office 17.3 11.4 8.2 11.6 16.1 28.4 29.5 27.8

Farming/fishing/forestry 3.6 4.9 5.1 4.6 4.8 1.3 1.8 1.0

Construction/extraction/maintenance 20.1 23.4 26.6 22.2 19.7 14.0 12.8 14.6

Production/transportation/material

moving

21.8 24.5 22.7 27.2 23.6 16.8 16.9 16.7

Total (n = 22,888) 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Asian & Pacific

Islanders

Management/professional 32.1 31.6 30.4 28.8 35.4 33.4 35.4 31.1

Service 21.1 22.3 24.1 24.8 18.3 17.9 17.1 18.7

Sales/office 24.9 24.3 23.2 23.1 26.3 26.5 28.4 24.4

Farming/fishing/forestry 0.5 0.7 0.5 0.8 0.7 0.0 0.0 0.0

Construction/extraction/maintenance 6.0 4.9 3.4 5.8 5.2 9.2 7.6 11.1

Production/transportation/material

moving

15.4 16.2 18.3 16.8 14.1 13.0 11.5 14.6

Total (n = 7,570) 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Data source: 2003 and 2005 Current Population Surveys (March Supplement)

Note: Percents and observations are weighted. Blacks and other races are excluded due to small samples of foreign-born persons (n = 703 and

n = 126, respectively)
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In addition, length of US residence is also an important

factor within each occupation where newly-arrived immi-

grants tend to have lower proportions of policyholders than

longer-settled immigrants. For example, in the service-

related jobs, 26.8% of all newly-arrived immigrants are

primary policyholders compared to 50% of longer-settled

immigrants and native-born workers in the same jobs. One

notable exception is within management/professional

occupation where there are smaller differences between

immigrants and native-born persons.

To the extent that certain occupations are more likely

to offer health benefits, differences in the occupational

distribution by length of US residence/generation could

contribute to large differentials in the rate of primary

policyholder status. As Table 2 shows, the highest rates

of primary policyholder status are found in the man-

agement/professional, sales/office, and production/

transportation occupations while the lower rates tend to

occur in the service and farming/fishing/forestry occu-

pations. This pattern is consistent across the three racial/

ethnic groups, as well as by nativity and length of US

residence. As seen earlier in Table 1, the native-born

population tends to be concentrated in the occupations

that have higher proportion of primary policyholders

Table 2 Percent primary policyholder by occupation, length of US residence/generation, and race

Sample Occupation Total Foreign born (by length of US

residence)

Native born (by generation)

Total 0-9 yrs. 10–19 yrs. 20? yrs. Total 2nd gen. 3rd? gen.

Total Management/professional 75.8 73.0 73.3 71.1 74.0 76.2 75.0 76.3

Service 49.3 38.5 26.8 39.7 51.5 52.7 50.8 52.8

Sales/office 65.0 54.2 45.1 51.0 61.1 66.2 64.8 66.4

Farming/fishing/forestry 35.9 26.8 23.5 25.0 33.8 42.0 34.0 42.6

Construction/extraction/maintenance 56.3 35.1 23.6 35.0 49.7 60.7 58.9 60.8

Production/transportation/material

moving

63.8 48.2 37.8 45.6 60.3 67.9 62.6 68.2

Total (n = 162,062) 65.4 51.1 40.9 49.1 61.4 67.8 66.3 67.9

White Management/professional 76.6 74.6 77.0 74.2 73.2 76.6 76.7 76.6

Service 52.7 46.0 32.3 51.4 56.0 53.0 54.6 53.0

Sales/office 66.6 59.0 57.9 55.3 61.6 66.8 68.6 66.7

Farming/fishing/forestry 42.4 38.9 37.5 42.9 33.3 42.5 43.8 42.5

Construction/extraction/maintenance 61.8 56.9 38.5 59.1 70.2 62.0 63.5 61.9

Production/transportation/material

moving

69.0 58.5 46.4 59.7 67.7 69.4 75.6 69.2

Total (n = 111,402) 68.8 63.7 58.0 64.2 67.6 69.0 71.3 68.8

Hispanic Management/professional 70.5 66.7 60.1 60.6 73.1 72.4 70.4 73.3

Service 38.3 32.4 20.8 34.6 46.2 49.7 44.7 51.7

Sales/office 57.0 50.1 36.0 45.1 60.8 61.0 60.0 61.5

Farming/fishing/forestry 25.0 23.6 19.8 22.6 30.5 33.8 16.7 44.7

Construction/extraction/maintenance 36.1 28.5 20.0 28.9 41.5 51.7 49.9 52.5

Production/transportation/material

moving

48.8 44.3 33.5 42.1 57.6 57.9 52.9 60.1

Total (n = 22,888) 49.4 40.5 27.7 39.0 54.9 60.3 57.8 61.5

Asian & Pacific

Islanders

Management/professional 75.0 74.6 75.4 74.0 74.4 75.9 73.4 78.6

Service 53.9 49.9 41.2 48.7 57.8 64.0 57.3 68.9

Sales/office 62.5 57.2 48.2 57.9 61.6 71.6 63.9 77.7

Farming/fishing/forestry 71.1 62.9 75.0 50.0 61.5 100.0 100.0 100.0

Construction/extraction/maintenance 63.8 58.6 54.8 53.7 64.3 69.6 66.3 71.8

Production/transportation/material

moving

59.8 58.6 48.5 57.8 66.4 63.3 60.6 65.4

Total (n = 7,570) 66.3 64.1 60.8 62.6 67.5 71.3 67.2 74.9

Data source: 2003 and 2005 Current Population Surveys (March Supplement) for full-time workers aged 18–64

Note: Percents and observations are weighted. Blacks and other races are excluded due to small samples of foreign-born persons (n = 703 and

n = 126, respectively)
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(e.g. management/professional and sales/office), while

immigrants tend to be in occupations with lower rates

(e.g. service). Individuals in the management/professional

occupations have relatively high rates of primary poli-

cyholder status, regardless of their length of US

residence/generation.

Table 3 Logistic regression models predicting primary policyholder status (odd-ratios)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Intercept 2.47* 4.05* 4.21* 4.50* 4.65*

Age group

15–24 0.32* 0.38* 0.38* 0.40* 0.39*

25–34 0.89* 0.91* 0.92* 0.92* 0.93*

35–44 (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

45–54 1.16* 1.11* 1.09* 1.10* 1.08*

55–64 1.34* 1.30* 1.28* 1.29* 1.27*

Sex

Male (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

Female 0.85* 0.83* 0.82* 0.78* 0.78*

Race/ethnicity

White (ref) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

Hispanic 0.48* 0.71* 0.89* 0.74* 0.91*

Black 0.89* 1.07* 1.11* 1.10* 1.13*

Asian & Pacific Islander 0.88* 0.84* 1.13* 0.85* 1.13*

Other 0.70* 0.82* 0.82* 0.84* 0.83*

Education

Less than high school – 0.30* 0.32* 0.39* 0.41*

High school graduate – 0.59* 0.57* 0.69* 0.67*

Bachelor’s degree or higher (ref) – 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

Income

0–99% of FPL – 0.25* 0.25* 0.26* 0.27*

100–149% of FPL – 0.45* 0.46* 0.48* 0.49*

150 ? % of FPL (ref.) – 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

Generation/length of US residence

FB (Less than 10 years) – – 0.47* – 0.49*

FB (10–19 years) – – 0.61* – 0.63*

FB (20? years) – – 0.80* – 0.82*

NB/2nd generation – – 1.00 – 0.98*

NB/3rd? generation (ref) – – 1.00 – 1.00

Occupation

Management/professional (ref) – – – 1.00 1.00

Service – – – 0.54* 0.56*

Sales/office – – – 0.82* 0.81*

Farming/fishing/forestry – – – 0.37* 0.39*

Construction/extraction/maintenance – – – 0.59* 0.59*

Production/transportation/material moving – – – 0.87* 0.88*

Observations 162,062 162,062 162,062 162,062 162,062

-2 log likelihood 201,130 192,700 191,889 191,161 190,464

BIC -7,897 -16,279 -17,042 -17,759 -18,407

* P \ 0.01

Notes: FPL = federal poverty level; FB = foreign-born; NB = native-born; BIC = Bayesian information criterion. The BIC is a measure of

model goodness-of-fit with a more negative number indicating a better fitting model [30]

Data source: 2003 and 2005 Current Population Surveys (March Supplement) for full-time workers aged 18–64
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Occupation as a Predictor of Policyholder Status

Having established the demographic and occupational

composition of being primary policyholder, this section

now addresses our first research question of how occupa-

tional status affects policyholder status. Table 3 displays

the odds ratios derived from five logistic regression models

testing for various determinants of primary policyholder

status. Age and gender are significant predictors across all

the models, with the older age groups and men being more

likely to be a policyholder. In the demographic model

(Model 1), all of the racial/ethnic groups are less likely to

be policyholder than whites, with Hispanics being less than

half as likely (OR = 0.48). Socioeconomic characteristics

are added in Model 2, which shows that the odds of being

the policyholder are significantly lower for non-college

graduates and individuals with family incomes less than

150% of the federal poverty level. After controlling for

education and income, the likelihood of being a policy

holder increases for both Hispanic and Black workers rel-

ative to white workers, indicating that much of these

differences is explained by the lower socioeconomic status

of Hispanics and Black workers.

Length of US residence and generation are introduced in

Model 3 and the results confirm that immigrants—regard-

less of their length of US residence—are less likely to be a

policyholder than the third-and-higher generation. How-

ever, longer-settled immigrants (OR = 0.80) are more

similar to the third-and-higher generation than newly-

arrived immigrants (OR = 0.47). There is also no signifi-

cant difference between the second and third-and-higher

generations. In addition, the initial differences between the

racial/ethnic groups are also influenced by the introduction

of length of US residence/generation, particularly for APIs

and Hispanics—both of which have large immigrant pop-

ulations. Although still significantly less likely than white

workers, the odds for Hispanic workers improve when

length of US residence/generation are controlled, rising

from an odds-ratio of 0.71 in Model 2 to an odds-ratio of

0.89 in Model 3. The improvement is even greater for API

workers, who become 1.13 times more likely to be a pol-

icyholder than white workers.

Model 4 introduces the occupational categories to

Model 2 (leaving out length of US residence/generation).

Compared to managers and professionals, workers in the

other occupation are all less likely to be a policyholder—

the least likely being those in the farming/fishing/forestry,

service, and construction/extraction/maintenance types of

jobs. The introduction of occupational status also has a

slight influence on the effects of education on primary

policyholder status. Relative to college graduates, the odds

of being a policyholder improve for both high school

graduates (OR = 0.59 in Model 2 to OR = 0.69 in Model

4) and workers who did not graduate from high school

(OR = 0.30 to OR = 0.39). Finally, both length of US

residence/generation and occupational status are included

in Model 5, and the effects of the two variables remained as

described in previous models.

Interactive Effects of Length of US Residence/

Generation and Occupation

To assess whether differences in policyholder status by

length of US residence/generation vary within specific

occupations, interaction terms are introduced in a new

model (Table 4). In general, newly-arrived immigrants are

less likely to be a policyholder than the third-and-higher

generations across all occupations. However, newly-

arrived immigrants in certain occupations are especially

disadvantaged. This is particularly the case in the con-

struction-related occupations, but also for the production-

and service-related occupations. Newly-arrived immigrants

in the construction-related occupations are only about 0.40

times as likely to be a policyholder as third-and-higher

generation workers in similar occupations. While the odds

are slightly improved, newly-arrived immigrants in the

production- and service-related occupations are still only

about half as likely to be a policyholder as their third-and-

higher generation counterparts.

The differences between longer-settled immigrants, the

second generation, and the third-and-higher generation are

relatively small across most of the occupations. One

notable exception is found within the service occupations

where longer-settled immigrants and the second generation

actually surpass the third-and-higher generation. The dif-

ferences between immigrants and the third-and-higher

generation are also noticeably smaller for managers and

professionals as compared to workers in the other occu-

pations. For example, as indicated by the direct effects for

length of US residence/generation, newly-arrived immi-

grants in the management/professional occupations are

about 0.83 times as likely to be a policyholder as the third-

and-higher generation. On the other hand, the odds of

policyholder status for newly-arrived immigrants in the

service and production/transportation sectors are roughly

50% less than the odds for their third-and-higher genera-

tion counterparts (as indicated by the respective interaction

effects).

In Fig. 1, we plot the expected probabilities of policy-

holder status for each of the length of US residence/

generation groups (controlling for other socio-demographic

factors). It is important to note that lines are used in order

to simplify the graphs and do not imply trajectories across

the categories. Regardless of length of US residence or

generation, workers in the management and professional

occupations have the highest probability of being a
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policyholder, relative to other workers. This is also the case

among newly-arrived immigrants who are managers or

professionals, who actually have similar rates as native-

born workers in other occupations. Consistent with the

odds ratios discussed above, the initial probabilities for

newly-arrived immigrants in the construction- and service-

related occupations are much lower relative to their

counterparts in other occupations. Newly-arrived

immigrants in the production- and sales/office occupations

fare better, but their probabilities are still about 18 per-

centage points lower than those in the management/

professional occupations.

The probabilities are higher among immigrant with

longer length of US residence and for the second genera-

tion—a pattern that is consistently found for most of the

occupations. One exception is among management/

Table 4 Logistic regression of primary policyholder status with interaction terms between occupation and generation/length of US residence

(odd ratios)

OR OR

Intercept 4.55* Occupation by generation/length of US residence (interaction terms)

Age groups Service occupations and…
15–24 0.39* FB (Less than 10 years) 0.52*

25–34 0.93* FB (10–19 years) 0.96

35–44 (ref) 1.00 FB (20? years) 1.24*

45–54 1.09* NB/2nd generation 1.05*

55–64 1.27* NB/3rd? generation (ref) 1.00

Sex Sales/office occupations and…
Male 1.00 FB (Less than 10 years) 0.57*

Female 0.78* FB (10–19 years) 0.79*

Race/ethnicity FB (20? years) 0.93

White (ref) 1.00 NB/2nd generation 1.08

Hispanic 0.92* NB/3rd? generation (ref) 1.00

Black 1.12* Farming/fishing/forestry occupations and…
Asian & Pacific Islander 1.09* FB (Less than 10 years) 0.92

Other 0.83* FB (10–19 years) 1.10

Education FB (20? years) 1.22

Less than high school 0.41* NB/2nd generation 0.98

High school graduate 0.68* NB/3rd? generation (ref) 1.00

Bachelor’s degree or higher (ref) 1.00 Construction/extraction/maintenance occupations and….

Income FB (Less than 10 years) 0.40*

0–99% of FPL 0.27* FB (10–19 years) 0.64*

100–149% of FPL 0.49* FB (20? years) 0.94

150 ? % of FPL 1.00 NB/2nd generation 1.06

Generation/length of US residence NB/3rd? generation (ref) 1.00

FB (Less than 10 years) 0.83* Production/transportation/material moving occupations and…
FB (10–19 years) 0.75* FB (Less than 10 years) 0.50*

FB (20? years) 0.79* FB (10–19 years) 0.73*

NB/2nd generation 0.95 FB (20? years) 1.02

NB/3rd? generation (ref) 1.00 NB/2nd generation 0.97

Occupation NB/3rd? generation (ref) 1.00

Service 0.56* Observations 162,062

Sales/office 0.83* -2 log likelihood 190,279

Farming/fishing/forestry 0.36* BIC -18,352

Construction/extraction/maintenance 0.63*

Production/transportation/material moving 0.92*

* P \ 0.01

Notes: FPL = federal poverty level; FB = foreign-born; NB = native-born; BIC = Bayesian information criterion

Data Source: 2003 and 2005 Current Population Surveys (March Supplement) for full-time workers aged 18–64
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professional workers, for whom there is very little differ-

ence across the length of US residence/generation groups.

Within the other occupations, longer-settled immigrants

and second generation workers exhibit much higher prob-

abilities than their more newly-arrived counterparts—in

most cases, achieving parity with the third-and-higher

generation. Moreover, the rates for native-born workers in

the production and sales/office occupation are very similar

to those for the native-born managers and professionals.

However, the rates for native-born service workers are still

over 10 percentage points lower than the rates found

among native-born workers with management/professional

jobs.

Decomposing the Effects of Occupation and Length

of US Residence/Generation

The results of the decomposition method are summarized

in Table 5, showing the total increase in prevalence of

primary policyholder status between newer and more set-

tled categories of immigrants. As mentioned earlier, that

total increase is then broken down into components of

change that accompanies lengthening settlement,

attributable first to the shift in occupation and, second, to

increases in primary policyholder status within occupation.

For the total population we find that policyholder status is

8.2% more common among immigrants residing 10–

19 years in the US than among newly-arrived immigrant

workers. About 20.7% of that total improvement is attrib-

utable to shifts in occupation, while the great portion

(79.3%) is due to increases accrued within occupation.

Even greater overall increases in policyholder status are

found between longer-settled groups of immigrants and

between the first and second generations, only one-third or

less of which is due to shifts between occupational sectors.

After the second generation, only negligible further change

is observed for the third generation.

A broadly similar pattern of decomposition is observed

for each of the three race-ethnic groups. We note that these

absolute gains in policyholder status and the importance of

occupation are especially pronounced for Hispanics and

least substantial for APIs. Among more newly-arrived

immigrants, policyholder status increases 11.3% for His-

panics and 1.9% for APIs. Similarly, between the first and

second generation, status increases 17.3% among Hispan-

ics and 3.1% among APIs. In these same categories,

occupational shifts account for a large share of the

improved status in the case of Hispanics than for APIs. Of

the total improvement in status between first and second

generation, 37.2% for Hispanics and 17.9% for APIs is

contributed by the shift in occupation. Among APIs, the

minor benefits from occupational shifts are accompanied

by only slightly larger increases due to improved status

within occupations. The pattern of improved status among

white workers is intermediate between that of Hispanics

and APIs, although it more closely resembles the API

experience.

Discussion

This study examines the combined effects of length of US

residence/generation and occupational status on the health

insurance status of full-time workers in the U.S.—specifi-

cally, linking an individual’s occupation with the

likelihood of obtaining benefits through his or her job (or

primary policyholder status). Overall, several important

findings emerge from the study that helps to more fully

understand the health insurance coverage of immigrants.

Immigrants with longer length of US residence and later

generation (e.g. second generation) are more likely to be

primary policyholders, irrespective of occupational status.

More importantly, the differences in the immigrant insur-

ance coverage by length of US residence/generation vary

greatly by occupation. Both of these trends contribute to

the overall improvement in insurance coverage that is

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

< 10 yrs 10-19 yrs 20+ yrs 2nd gen 3rd+ gen

Foreign-born by length of residence Native-born

Management/ professional

Production/ transportation/
material moving 

Sales and office 

Construction/ extraction/
maintenance 

Service

Farming/fishing/ forestry 

Fig. 1 Expected Probabilities of Primary Policyholder Status Notes:

Expected values based on the model in Table 4. Lines used to simply

the graphs and do not imply trajectories across the length of US

residence/generation categories. Data source: 2003 and 2005 Current

Population Surveys (March Supplement) for full-time workers aged

18–64

298 J Immigrant Minority Health (2010) 12:290–301

123



T
a

b
le

5
D

ec
o

m
p

o
si

ti
o

n
o

f
d

if
fe

re
n

ce
s

in
p

er
ce

n
t

u
ti

li
za

ti
o

n
o

f
em

p
lo

y
m

en
t-

b
as

ed
h

ea
lt

h
in

su
ra

n
ce

b
y

ra
ce

S
am

p
le

B
et

w
ee

n
0

–
9

y
rs

in
U

S

&
1

0
–

1
9

y
ea

rs
in

U
S

B
et

w
ee

n
1

0
–

1
9

y
rs

in

U
S

&
2

0
?

y
ea

rs
in

U
S

B
et

w
ee

n
1

st
g

en
er

at
io

n

&
2

n
d

g
en

er
at

io
n

B
et

w
ee

n
2

n
d

g
en

er
at

io
n

&
3

rd
?

g
en

er
at

io
n

C
o

n
tr

ib
u

te
d

d
if

fe
re

n
ce

%
o

f

to
ta

l

C
o

n
tr

ib
u

te
d

d
if

fe
re

n
ce

%
o

f

to
ta

l

C
o

n
tr

ib
u

te
d

d
if

fe
re

n
ce

%
o

f

to
ta

l

C
o

n
tr

ib
u

te
d

d
if

fe
re

n
ce

%
o

f

to
ta

l

T
o

ta
l

T
o

ta
l

d
if

fe
re

n
ce

8
.2

1
0

0
.0

1
2

.3
1

0
0

.0
1

5
.2

1
0

0
.0

1
.6

1
0

0
.0

D
u

e
to

sh
if

ti
n

g
o

cc
u

p
at

io
n

1
.7

2
0

.7
2

.1
1

7
.5

5
.0

3
2

.8
-

0
.4

-
2

3
.6

D
u

e
to

in
cr

ea
se

d
h

ea
lt

h

in
su

ra
n

ce
w

it
h

in
o

cc
u

p
at

io
n

6
.5

7
9

.3
1

0
.1

8
2

.5
1

0
.2

6
7

.2
2

.0
1

2
3

.6

W
h

it
e

T
o

ta
l

d
if

fe
re

n
ce

6
.2

1
0

0
.0

3
.4

1
0

0
.0

7
.6

1
0

0
.0

-
2

.4
1

0
0

.0

D
u

e
to

sh
if

ti
n

g
o

cc
u

p
at

io
n

1
.9

3
1

.2
0

.4
1

1
.2

1
.4

1
7

.9
-

1
.0

3
9

.8

D
u

e
to

in
cr

ea
se

d
h

ea
lt

h

in
su

ra
n

ce
w

it
h

in
o

cc
u

p
at

io
n

4
.3

6
8

.8
3

.0
8

8
.8

6
.2

8
2

.1
-

1
.5

6
0

.2

H
is

p
an

ic

T
o

ta
l

d
if

fe
re

n
ce

1
1

.3
1

0
0

.0
1

5
.9

1
0

0
.0

1
7

.3
1

0
0

.0
3

.7
1

0
0

.0

D
u

e
to

sh
if

ti
n

g
o

cc
u

p
at

io
n

1
.8

1
6

.3
1

.4
8

.7
6

.4
3

7
.2

-
0

.1
-

2
.8

D
u

e
to

in
cr

ea
se

d
h

ea
lt

h

in
su

ra
n

ce
w

it
h

in
o

cc
u

p
at

io
n

9
.5

8
3

.7
1

4
.5

9
1

.3
1

0
.9

6
2

.8
3

.8
1

0
2

.8

A
si

an
&

P
ac

ifi
c

Is
la

n
d

er

T
o

ta
l

d
if

fe
re

n
ce

1
.9

1
0

0
.0

4
.9

1
0

0
.0

3
.1

1
0

0
.0

7
.7

1
0

0
.0

D
u

e
to

sh
if

ti
n

g
o

cc
u

p
at

io
n

-
0

.1
-

7
.8

1
.0

2
0

.7
0

.6
1

7
.9

-
0

.6
-

8
.1

D
u

e
to

in
cr

ea
se

d
h

ea
lt

h

in
su

ra
n

ce
w

it
h

in
o

cc
u

p
at

io
n

2
.0

1
0

7
.8

3
.9

7
9

.3
2

.6
8

2
.1

8
.3

1
0

8
.1

D
a

ta
so

u
rc

e:
2

0
0

3
an

d
2

0
0

5
C

u
rr

en
t

P
o

p
u

la
ti

o
n

S
u

rv
ey

s
(M

ar
ch

S
u

p
p

le
m

en
t)

fo
r

fu
ll

-t
im

e
w

o
rk

er
s

ag
ed

1
8

–
6

4

J Immigrant Minority Health (2010) 12:290–301 299

123



enjoyed by a more-settled immigrant population. However,

newly-arrived immigrants represent a vulnerable popula-

tion, especially workers in certain occupations, such

construction-, production-, and service-related jobs, who

have the lowest rates of being a policyholder.

Using a decomposition method, this study further reveals

how much of the overall improvement in coverage is con-

tributed by the shift between occupational groups as

opposed to length of US residence/generation effects within

each occupation. For the most part, the findings suggest that

improvements in coverage across duration and generation

are partially due to gains within each occupation—in other

words, immigrants in a given occupation exhibit increasing

rates with increasing duration or across generation groups.

For Hispanics, however, changes in occupational status also

appear to make a more significant contribution to observed

gains in policyholder status. Overall, these ethnic differ-

ences in improved policyholder status reflect the substantial

upward mobility of Hispanic workers from their more

modest beginnings as recent arrivals.

This study departs from previous research in three sig-

nificant ways. First, by focusing on primary policyholder

status as our outcome, we attempt to link an individual’s

own occupational status directly with his or her ability to

obtain insurance. One possible confounding factor may be

the effect of the spouse’s immigration or occupation status.

We do not take into account cases where persons obtain

health insurance coverage through their spouse’s or part-

ner’s policy—in which case the partner’s occupational

status could play an important role. Given the nature of

employment-based insurance, both adults in a household

may potentially have access to health benefits through their

respective employers but may choose one spouse’s/part-

ner’s plan over the other’s plan. However, the competing

effects of householder and spousal characteristics on

household insurance coverage add another layer of com-

plexity to this issue and warrants future research [8, 24].

Second, since very few studies have disaggregated the

native-born adult population into the second and third-or-

later generation categories [5], our study provides a more

nuanced look at the native-born adult children of immi-

grants. The majority of studies focus on the children of

immigrants under the age of 18 whose insurance status is

largely contingent on their parents’ status [25, 26]. Con-

sequently, very little is known about the insurance status of

the adult second generation—a population that is growing

rapidly, both in size and influence, and therefore, warrant

increased attention [27–29]. The findings regarding the

effects of generation on insurance coverage are consistent

with other studies [1, 4, 16] and further suggest that the

second generation (i.e. the children of immigrants) has

reached parity with the third-and-later generation in

regards to obtaining health insurance.

Third, a key importance of this paper is that it attempts

to link both the occupational mobility of immigrants and

their growing length of US residence (as well as genera-

tional status). To date, little is known as to why increasing

length of US residence or generation leads to increasing

insurance rates among immigrant populations. This study’s

results suggest that occupational mobility may be an

important underlying mechanism in the relationship

between immigrant length of US residence/generation and

obtaining health insurance. Depending on the length of US

residence and generational status, individuals are distrib-

uted in different occupational categories, which in turn,

may affect their risk of being uninsured. In addition,

occupational status varies greatly by race/ethnicity, with

greater proportions of APIs and whites found in occupa-

tions with higher probabilities of insurance (e.g.

management or sales/office) and greater proportions of

Hispanics in occupations with lower probabilities (e.g.

construction or service). Finally, these findings highlight

that the effects of length of residence and generation—

shown in previous studies [4, 5]—can differ depending on

the immigrant’s occupation.

This study has several potential limitations. First, this

analysis was based on cross-sectional data, which may

limit our ability to infer causal relationships or changes

across time. Although our data only reveals a cross-sec-

tional comparison of categories revealed at a moment in

time, nonetheless, the findings may be instructive of

changes that could be expected to occur over time. Second,

data and sample limitations prevent us from representing

the full range of occupations. Given the broad scope of jobs

in the U.S., it is possible that some of the variation pre-

sumed to occur across duration and generation may be due

to mobility between more specific types of jobs contained

within our broad categories. For example, the service

occupation category includes a broad range of jobs,

including fire fighters, food preparers, and maintenance

workers. Third, because the CPS is administered only in

English, the immigrants in our sample are those who are

proficient enough in the English language to participate in

the survey. Previous studies have shown that limited

English proficiency can decrease one’s likelihood of hav-

ing health insurance coverage [5, 9]. Consequently, these

findings may reflect a more favorable assessment of

immigrant workers and their health coverage—particularly

among the newly-arrived immigrant population. Fourth, by

narrowing our focus to full-time workers and primary

policyholders, we attempted to construct a better link

between an individual’s occupational status and the like-

lihood they and their family members have access to health

insurance. Therefore, our sample also does not reflect the

full labor force (e.g. part-time workers). However, given

the importance of employment-based insurance in the U.S.
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and more specifically, full-time employment, our analysis

addresses the central mechanism important today.

Overall, despite these limitations, this study provides a

significant contribution to the literature first, by showing

that occupational status is an important predictor of

obtaining insurance coverage, and second, by suggesting

that occupational status may play an important role over

time in how immigrants and their children gain access to

health insurance. Other measures of immigrant assimila-

tion, such as educational attainment or English language

proficiency, may also be important factors shaping access

to health insurance and are potential topics for future

research.
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