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Original Article

The socioeconomic circumstances of the African American/
black population are often portrayed in monolithic terms 
(e.g., Massey and Denton 1993; Pettit 2012; Saenz and 
Morales 2005; Western 2006). Although these studies are 
important and informative of the majority of the African 
American/black population, the latter is nonetheless increas-
ing in its demographic heterogeneity and ethnic diversity in 
the twenty-first century (Kebede 2019). One major source of 
demographic heterogeneity is immigration (Hamilton 2019). 
In the 1960 U.S. census, before the Immigration and 
Naturalization Act of 1965, only about 0.7 percent of the 
African American/black population was foreign born (i.e., 
first generation), while another 0.7 percent was native born 
with foreign-born parents (Sakamoto, Woo, and Kim 2010). 
By the second decade of the twenty-first century, however, a 
sizable population of first-generation and second-generation 
black Americans has accumulated (Capps, McCabe, and Fix 
2012). The number of immigrants from Africa doubled from 

about 800,000 in 2000 to more than 1.6 million in 2010, with 
particular increases from West Africa and East Africa 
(American Immigration Council 2012). By 2016, the first 
generation had grown to about 10 percent, while the second 
generation had grown to 8 percent of the African American/
black population (Anderson and López 2018).1 The foreign 
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Abstract
Second-generation black Americans have been inadequately studied in prior quantitative research. The authors seek 
to ameliorate this research gap by using the Current Population Survey to investigate education and wages among 
second-generation black Americans with a focus on Nigerian Americans. The latter group has been identified in some 
qualitative studies as having particularly notable socioeconomic attainments. The results indicate that the educational 
attainment of second-generation Nigerian Americans exceeds other second-generation black Americans, third- and 
higher generation African Americans, third- and higher generation whites, second-generation whites, and second-
generation Asian Americans. Controlling for age, education, and disability, the wages of second-generation Nigerian 
Americans have reached parity with those of third- and higher generation whites. The educational attainment of 
other second-generation black Americans exceeds that of third- and higher generation African Americans but has 
reached parity with that of third- and higher generation whites only among women. These results indicate significant 
socioeconomic variation within the African American/black category by gender, ethnicity, and generational status that 
merits further research.
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1Using a stricter definition of second generation and limited age 
ranges, Tran (2018:110) estimated the combined size of the first 
generation and the second generation to be about 13 percent of the 
total African American/black population.
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stock (i.e., first-generation and second-generation immi-
grants) has thus become a significant component of the 
African American/black population in twenty-first-century 
America.2

Some prior studies investigated the labor market out-
comes of first-generation black immigrants whose earnings 
trajectories differ from those of third-generation African 
Americans (e.g., Hamilton 2014, 2019). Quite neglected in 
the demographic literature on black immigrants, however, 
are the socioeconomic attainments of second-generation 
black Americans. The socioeconomic incorporation of sec-
ond-generation Hispanic and Asian Americans has been 
widely researched (e.g., Kao and Thompson 2003; Lee and 
Zhou 2015; Portes and Zhou 1993; Tienda and Mitchell 
2006; Tran and Valdez 2017), but demographic studies using 
representative data on second-generation blacks are still 
very scarce. As stated by Kebede (2019), “the New African 
Diaspora’s second generation in the United States is one of 
the least studied groups” (p. 119).

In the following, we seek to help fill this obvious research 
gap by investigating racial, ethnic, and generational socio-
economic differentials using data from the Current Population 
Survey (CPS). Our primary focus is on second-generation 
Nigerian Americans, but for comparative purposes we con-
sider a variety of reference groups, including other second-
generation black Americans (i.e., all second-generation black 
Americans except those who are Nigerian). The socio-
economic differentials associated with a second-generation 
group will vary depending on which reference group is being 
considered (e.g., Park, Myers, and Jiménez 2014).

At the outset, we emphasize that future research should 
investigate all discernable groups in the African American/
black category to better appreciate its heterogeneity. Our 
findings below focusing on Nigerian Americans are only a 
first step toward that broader research agenda. Because of 
space limits, we center this analysis on understanding the 
socioeconomic outcomes of second-generation Nigerian 
Americans because prior qualitative research has identified 
them as being particularly notable with regard to education 
and labor market attainments (Arthur 2000; Casimir 2018; 
Chua and Rubenfeld 2014; Imoagene 2017). In general, 
sociologists from very different methodological approaches 
agree that research findings that are seemingly unexpected 
in terms of prevailing perspectives often have substantial 

potential for promoting theoretical advancement (Habermas 
and McCarthy 1984; Kuhn 1962; Merton 1968; Weber 
1958). In future research, we plan to investigate other African 
American/black groups for whom adequate sample sizes 
are available, but currently most lacking are analyses of sec-
ond generation black Americans, among whom Nigerian 
Americans may be exceptional (Tran et al. 2018).3

Prior Literature

With regard to educational attainment, second-generation 
black Americans are more likely to attend college than 
third-generation African Americans (Sakamoto et al. 2010). 
Furthermore, the “overrepresentation of immigrants is higher 
in private than in public institutions and within more selec-
tive rather than less selective schools” (Massey et al. 
2007:243). Using data from the National Longitudinal Study 
of Freshmen, Massey et al. (2007) concluded that the greater 
preponderance of second-generation black Americans over 
third-generation African Americans is not explained by 
higher socioeconomic background factors because there are 
“few differences in the social origins of black students from 
immigrant and native backgrounds” (p. 243).

Using more detailed data from the National Education 
Longitudinal Study, Bennett and Lutz (2009) reached similar 
conclusions about the higher educational attainment of 
second-generation black Americans over third-generation 
African Americans. That observed advantage is not explained 
by higher socioeconomic background. Bennett and Lutz also 
found that after controlling for socioeconomic background, 
second-generation black Americans are more likely to attend 
selective colleges than whites.

Tran et al. (2018) used nationally representative data on 
educational attainment from the 2008–2012 CPS to obtain a 
sample size of 44 second-generation Nigerian Americans 
aged 25 and older. That study revealed that 73.5 percent of 
second-generation Nigerian Americans were college gradu-
ates, in comparison with 32.9 percent of whites and 18.9 
percent of third-generation African Americans (Tran et al. 
2018:195). These findings suggest that specifically second-
generation Nigerian Americans have particularly high levels 
of educational attainment in recent years.

As for labor market outcomes, Kalmijn (1996) used data 
from the 1990 U.S. census to investigate immigrant black 
Americans versus third-generation African Americans. 
However, Kalmijn’s (1996) analysis grouped first-generation 
with second-generation black immigrants, so that the net 
effect of being second generation per se is not identified in 
his results. Although somewhat dated, his results suggest that 

2Terminology for these groups is not well established, but building 
upon the linguistic patterns of Bennett and Lutz (2009), Hamilton 
(2019), and Kebede (2019), we use “black Americans” or “blacks” 
to refer to first-generation and second-generation persons who iden-
tify with the African American/black racial category in the Current 
Population Survey. We use “third-generation African Americans” to 
refer to third- and higher generation persons who identify with that 
category, while the “African American/black population” includes 
everyone who identifies with that category.

3Hamilton’s (2019) book is titled Immigration and the Remaking 
of Black America, but he curiously considers only first-generation 
black immigrants and third-generation African Americans, omitting 
second-generation blacks.



Sakamoto et al. 3

immigrant blacks from the English-speaking Caribbean 
nations have slightly higher socioeconomic outcomes rel-
ative to immigrant blacks from French-speaking and 
Spanish-speaking Caribbean nations as well as relative to 
third-generation African Americans. Hamilton (2014) simi-
larly concluded that first-generation blacks from English-
speaking backgrounds may adjust faster to the U.S. labor 
market than other first-generation blacks, which may be 
advantageous for their second-generation offspring. With 
regard to Nigerian Americans, English is an official language 
and the lingua franca in Nigeria because of its British colo-
nial history.

To our knowledge, the only multivariate analysis focusing 
specifically on the wages of second-generation black 
Americans is that of Sakamoto et al. (2010). Using data from 
the CPS from 1994 to 2006, they found that net of education, 
age, disability status, region, and metropolitan status, sec-
ond-generation black American women have wages that 
have reached parity with those of white women and are 
about 8 percent higher than those of third-generation 
African American women. The multivariate results for sec-
ond-generation black American men indicate that they have 
about 5 percent higher wages than third-generation African 
American men but about 16 percent lower wages than white 
men. These findings suggest that although second-generation 
black American women have reached wage parity with white 
women, second-generation black American men are still dis-
advantaged relative to white men (i.e., more similar to third-
generation African American men) in the labor market. 
Because of limitations of sample size, Sakamoto et al. did 
not investigate ethnic differentials among second-generation 
black Americans.

Data and Methods

We build upon Sakamoto et al. (2010) as well as Tran et al. 
(2018) by investigating more recent data from the CPS. 
We study educational and wage attainment among second-
generation black Americans with a focus on Nigerian 
Americans in the twenty-first century. Specifically, we use 
the March Annual Social and Economic Supplement files 
for the CPS from 2009 to 2019 to obtain a substantially 
larger sample size of second-generation black Americans 
than did Sakamoto et al. and Tran et al. Because of the rota-
tional sampling design of the CPS, about one third of the 
sample overlaps between successive years. To obtain a 
larger sample size, we included each year of CPS data but 
deleted duplicate records of the same individual in adjacent 
years by using the unique identifiers for individuals that are 
available in every year of the data that we investigate. This 
approach has been successfully used in prior research 
(Sakamoto and Hsu 2020).4

Among second-generation black Americans, we identify 
a separate category consisting of second-generation Nigerian 
Americans. We refer to all other (i.e., non-Nigerian) second-
generation black Americans as other second-generation 
black Americans. Although the CPS includes data on racial 
categories, no question on the survey directly asks about eth-
nic identity. We therefore define second-generation Nigerian 
Americans as U.S.-born individuals who identify as African 
American/black and who have at least one parent who was 
born in Nigeria.

This “place of parental birth” approach differs from a 
purely subjective self-assessment of ethnic identity. With 
regard to the latter, prior studies consistently describe how 
second-generation black Americans (including Nigerian 
Americans) often adopt more ethnic and “foreign” identities 
for strategic purposes to avoid racial discrimination (e.g., 
Arthur 2000; Imoagene 2017; Ludwig 2019; Waters 1990). 
As stated by Berthelemy (2019), “the ethnic label tends to be 
perceived as a kind of ‘exit option’ under the threat of being 
racially discriminated” (p. 175). According to Sall (2019), 
“embracing Black ethnic identities might provide a buffer 
from racial discrimination” (p. 140).

More generally, Saperstein and Penner (2012) argued 
that ethnic identities are themselves influenced by having 
particular socioeconomic outcomes. All of these aforemen-
tioned studies imply that ethnic identity may sometimes be 
partially “endogenous” (i.e., simultaneously defined) with 
respect to educational and income attainments (Liebler et al. 
2017; Villarreal 2014). These processes may apply not only 
to blacks but also to other minority groups such as Hispanics 
and Native Americans (Duncan and Trejo 2011; Liebler 
et al. 2017).

Although we believe that self-assessed indicators of 
ethnic identity need to be investigated in future research, 
in the following we restrict our analysis to the place of 
parental birth approach. The latter is more appropriate for 
our research purposes because place of parental birth 
occurs prior to and is therefore exogenous with respect to 
socioeconomic attainments of an individual. Using place 
of parental birth to categorize second-generation Nigerian 
Americans allows us to use conventional methods for 
recursive regression models. By contrast, analyzing the 
socioeconomic outcomes of minorities on the basis of 
purely subjective self-assessment of ethnic identity may 
be better studied using nonrecursive statistical models 
(Villarreal and Bailey 2020) or data linking racial/ethnic 
identities across generations (Duncan and Trejo 2011; 
Liebler et al. 2017).

Other groups that we investigate include third- and higher 
generation African Americans (which we have been refer-
ring to as “third-generation African Americans”), second-
generation non-Hispanic whites (hereafter “second-generation 
whites”), third- and higher generation non-Hispanic whites 
(hereafter “whites”), third- and higher generation non–
African American/black Hispanics (hereafter “Hispanics”), 4Our computer program is available upon request.
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and second-generation Asian Americans (hereafter “second-
generation Asians”).5 To obtain an adequate sample size, we 
additionally include persons who are 1.5th generation (i.e., 
foreign-born but arrived in the United States at age 15 or 
younger). As is customary, these 1.5th-generation individu-
als are grouped together with their respective racial/ethnic 
category of second-generation individuals (Portes and 
Rumbaut 2005; Sakamoto et al. 2010). For convenience, our 
use of the term second-generation actually refers to 1.5th 
generation and second generation combined.6 Because of our 
focus on second-generation individuals, who are generally 
younger because they are mostly post-1965 immigrants, we 
restrict our target population to persons aged 25 to 54.

Our first dependent variable of interest is ordinal and is 
the highest level of educational attainment completed. The 
levels include less than high school, high school, associate 
degree or two years of college, bachelor’s degree, and PhD 
or professional degree. This outcome is investigated using an 
ordered logit model that incorporates the ordinal ranking 
inherent in the educational levels. The control variables used 
in this regression include age, age squared, and disability 
status.

The second dependent variable is the hourly wage, which 
is recognized as a critically important indicator of labor mar-
ket outcomes that is central to the stratification system (e.g., 
Cheng 2016; England et al. 1988; Mouw and Kalleberg 
2010; Stolzenberg 1975; Western and Rosenfeld 2011), 
including with regard to racial and ethnic inequalities (e.g., 
Grodsky and Pager 2001; Hamilton 2014; Sakamoto et al. 
2010; Western 2002; Wang, Takei, and Sakamoto 2017). It is 
computed as total labor earnings (i.e., salary earnings as well 
as income from self-employment) from the previous calen-
dar year divided by total hours worked during that year.7 
Dollar values were adjusted to the 2019 price level using the 
Consumer Price Index. Total hours worked is calculated as 
the total number of weeks worked multiplied by the “usual 
hours worked per week.” In the specification of our regres-
sion models, we follow conventional practice by investigat-
ing the log of hourly wage because of the skewed distribution 
of the unlogged hourly wage (Mouw and Kalleberg 2010).

Some prior studies using the CPS delete cases for which 
the computed hourly wage is deemed to be very small or very 
large (Mouw and Kalleberg 2010). We do not follow this 

practice for several reasons. First, it unnecessarily reduces 
the sample size. Second, it underestimates the level of 
inequality (i.e., to the extent that hourly wages that are very 
small or very large are not totally invalid values). Third, the 
ordinary least squares estimation of regression coefficients 
requires a conditional random sample of the dependent vari-
able to be best linear unbiased estimates, and the deletion of 
such cases can lead to bias to the extent that they derive from 
values that have a greater variance than the other observed 
values (Bollinger and Chandra 2005; Bollinger et al. 2019).

Although following usual practice, our calculation of the 
total hours worked in the previous calendar year necessarily 
involves some measurement error because “usual hours 
worked per week” is not exactly precise given some variabil-
ity across weeks during the course of a year. Some resulting 
measurement error in the hourly wage is therefore unavoid-
able, but rather than deleting extreme cases, we recoded val-
ues less than $1 to be equal to $1 and values greater than 
$750 to be equal to $750. We believe that this approach is 
preferably because if the African American/black population 
is more likely to have extremely lower values than whites 
(Kim and Tamborini 2014), then deleting extreme values 
would generate downward bias in the estimate of racial 
inequality. As an additional methodological precaution, our 
sample for the wage analysis is limited to persons who 
worked at least 500 hours during the year.

Because our analysis includes so many different demo-
graphic groups, large variations in labor supply are typical 
depending on a variety of factors such as age, gender, marital 
status, family size, education, generational status, region of 
residence, and other factors (e.g., Bowen and Finegan 2015). 
As an essentially exploratory analysis of racial and ethnic 
differentials relating to second-generation black Americans 
versus a wide variety of reference groups, the investigation 
of wages is preferable to annual earnings because the latter 
might obscure discrimination due to immigrants’ and minori-
ties’ having to work longer hours to obtain the same earnings 
(net of other relevant factors) as whites. Although no single 
measure of labor market outcomes is perfect or completely 
informative, wages are increasing in their socioeconomic 
significance, while occupations are becoming more hetero-
geneous (Sakamoto and Wang 2020). Relatedly, wage dif-
ferentials between whites and African Americans persist 
even within detailed occupational categories (Grodsky and 
Pager 2001).

With regard to our statistical models, different specifica-
tions are estimated that increasingly include additional inde-
pendent variables that may be argued to be less exogenous 
with respect to the hourly wage in the previous year (Wang 
et al. 2017). Model 1 is the baseline (i.e., bivariate) specifica-
tion, which includes only the racial/ethnic and generational 
categories. Model 2 includes age, age squared, disability sta-
tus, dichotomous variables indicating the highest level of 
education completed, and a dichotomous variable indicating 
the receipt of any self-employment income. The rationale for 

5Because of our analytic focus on the African American/black pop-
ulation, we include black Hispanics in that population rather than 
allocating black Hispanics into the Hispanic population. Space con-
straints as well as limited sample sizes prevent us from analyzing all 
possible demographic categories and contrasts.
6Nigerian Americans who are 1.5th generation are defined as per-
sons who identify as African American/black and were born in 
Nigeria but came to the United States at age 15 or younger.
7We deleted a tiny percentage of persons who report only farm busi-
ness income because the latter is subject to greater measurement 
error.
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the latter variable is because prior research has shown that 
self-employed persons tend to have lower hourly wages 
(Portes and Zhou 1996), which may be related to a certain 
degree of underreporting of earnings (Hurst, Li, and Pugsley 
2014).8 Model 3 adds marital status and the presence of own 
children to the model 2 specification. Model 4 adds region 
and metropolitan status to the model 3 specification.

Because of well-known differences between men and 
women in terms of educational attainment, labor force par-
ticipation and labor market outcomes, our analyses are bro-
ken down by gender (Valdez and Tran 2020). Furthermore, 
racial and ethnic differences are known to vary substantially 
by gender (Greenman and Xie 2008) as is also evident in the 
literature review discussed above with regard to second-gen-
eration black Americans (Sakamoto et al. 2010). In general, 
however, our focus is on racial and ethnic differentials within 
gender rather than on explicating gender differentials per se.

Wang et al. (2017) found some empirical evidence that 
the cost of living associated with one’s place of residence is 
to some degree endogenous with respect to one’s hourly 
wage; regional migration is not random with respect to one’s 
income (e.g., Frey 1995; Ganong and Shoag 2017). If that 
conclusion is generally valid, then model 3 (which does not 
include region or metropolitan status) might be the most 
appropriate specification. Having said that, the empirical 
results indicate that our major conclusions are not sensitive 
to the particular multivariate specification (i.e., they are evi-
dent throughout our models 2, 3, and 4) which suggests a 
certain degree of robustness.

Empirical Results

Table 1 shows the sample sizes for the analysis of educational 
attainment. In this case, the dependent variable is defined 

whether the individual is employed in the labor force. For 
men aged 25 to 54, the sample sizes are 109 second-
generation Nigerian Americans, 1,083 other second-generation 
black Americans, 22,363 third-generation African Americans, 
10,408 Hispanics, 6,569 second-generation whites, 149,223 
whites, and 5,805 second-generation Asians. Table 1 also 
shows that among women aged 25 to 54, the sample sizes are 
89 second-generation Nigerian Americans, 1,315 other 
second-generation black Americans, 29,548 third-generation 
African Americans, 11,772 Hispanics, 6,693 second-
generation whites, 157,332 whites, and 5,771 second-
generation Asians.

Table 2 shows the sample sizes for the analysis of the 
hourly wage. These sample sizes are somewhat smaller for 
each respective group in Table 1 because some persons aged 
25 to 54 are not employed as workers in the labor force 
(although they have completed educational attainment). 
For men aged 25 to 54 with an hourly wage, Table 2 shows 
that the sample sizes are 93 second-generation Nigerian 
Americans, 893 other second-generation black Americans, 
17,274 third-generation African Americans, 8,817 Hispanics, 
5,887 second-generation whites, 132,743 whites, and 5,083 
second-generation Asians. Table 2 also shows that among 
women aged 25 to 54 with an hourly wage, the sample sizes 
are 71 second-generation Nigerian Americans, 1,061 other 
second-generation black Americans, 22,134 third-generation 
African Americans, 8,752 Hispanics, 5,308 second-genera-
tion whites, 122,329 whites, and 4,610 second-generation 
Asians.

Table 3 shows descriptive statistics for the sample for the 
educational analysis. For both men and women, Table 3 
shows that second-generation Nigerians, other second-gen-
eration black Americans, and second-generation Asians are 
younger on average than third-generation African Americans, 
Hispanics, and whites. The average age of second-generation 
whites does not differ significantly from that of whites, per-
haps because many second-generation whites were able to 
immigrate to the United States before the 1965 Immigration 
and Naturalization Act.

Table 1. Sample Sizes for the Analysis of Educational Attainment for Persons Aged 25 to 54 by Racial/Ethnic/Generational Group and 
Gender, 2009 to 2019.

Race/Ethnicity/Generation

Male Female Total

n Percentage n Percentage n Percentage

3rd+ generation non-Hispanic whites 149,223 76.31 157,332 74.03 306,555 75.12
3rd+ generation blacks (including Hispanics) 22,363 11.44 29,548 13.90 51,911 12.72
3rd+ generation nonblack Hispanics 10,408 5.32 11,772 5.54 22,180 5.44
2nd-generation non-Hispanic Asians 5,805 2.97 5,771 2.72 11,576 2.84
2nd-generation Nigerians (including Hispanics) 109 0.06 89 0.04 198 0.05
2nd-generation non-Hispanic whites 6,569 3.36 6,693 3.15 13,262 3.25
2nd-generation blacks (including Hispanics) 1,083 0.55 1,315 0.62 2,398 0.59
Total 195,560 100.00 212,520 100.00 408,080 100.00

Source: Current Population Survey, 2009 to 2019.

8Detailed analysis shows that the negative effect of self-employment 
is reduced by age because more experienced self-employed persons 
have higher earnings. We do not report these results, because they 
do not affect the estimates of the racial and ethnic differentials.
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With regard to educational distributions, Table 3 is consis-
tent with the well-known findings that second-generation 
Asians have higher educational attainment than whites and 
that the latter group has higher educational attainment than 
third-generation African Americans. The results for other 
second-generation black Americans are also consistent with 
prior studies discussed above, which demonstrated that this 
group has higher educational attainment than Hispanics and 
third-generation African Americans. Relative to whites, the 
educational attainment compared with other second-genera-
tion black Americans is generally slightly lower. The only 
slight exception to this generalization is that other second-
generation black American women are more likely to have 
professional or PhD degrees than white women.

The group with the highest level of educational attain-
ment is second-generation Nigerian Americans. For both 
men and women, the educational distributions for second-
generation Nigerian Americans are generally more highly 
concentrated at the upper levels than for any of the other 
groups shown in Table 3. For example, among second-gener-
ation Asian men, 3.6 percent dropped out of high school and 
7.3 percent obtained PhD or professional degrees, whereas 
the corresponding figures for second-generation Nigerian 
American men are 0.4 percent and 14.1 percent, respectively. 
The specific group with the highest level of educational 
attainment is arguably second-generation Nigerian American 
women; Table 3 indicates that 71.1 percent of them have 
bachelor’s or higher degrees in comparison with 68.2 percent 
for second-generation Nigerian American men.9

Table 4 shows the results for the ordered logit regression 
of highest educational level. Model 1 is the bivariate 
specification, while model 2 controls for age and age 
squared. Model 3 then adds disability status to the model 2 

specification. The coefficient for each group indicates the 
multiplicative change in the odds ratio for completing a 
higher level of education relative to the reference category, 
which is whites. The ordered logit model stipulates a con-
stant (i.e., proportional) change across each educational 
level for each group. The descriptive results in Table 3 sug-
gest that this proportionality assumption is not always pre-
cisely, accurate so the estimates in Table 4 may be interpreted 
as an average across the different educational levels for each 
group.

The results for model 1 for men indicate that, relative to 
white men, the differentials in educational attainment are sta-
tistically significant for third-generation African Americans, 
Hispanics, second-generation Nigerian Americans, second-
generation Asians, and second-generation whites. The educa-
tional differential between whites and other second-generation 
black Americans is not statistically significant for the bivari-
ate model. Table 4 shows the same conclusion for women on 
the basis of model 1; relative to white women, the differen-
tials in educational attainment are statistically significant for 
third-generation African Americans, Hispanics, second-gen-
eration Nigerian Americans, second-generation Asians, and 
second-generation whites but not for other second-generation 
black Americans.

After controlling for age and disability in model 3 in 
Table 4, the coefficients indicate the net differential for each 
group relative to whites. The results for model 3 indicate that 
this net differential for other second-generation black 
Americans relative to whites is statistically significant for 
men but not for women. The groups with the lowest levels 
of educational attainment are third-generation African 
Americans and Hispanics, while second-generation Asians 
and second-generation whites have higher educational attain-
ment than whites.

The group with the largest differential is second-genera-
tion Nigerian Americans. The coefficient for model 3 in 
Table 4 indicates that second-generation Nigerian American 
men have 247.4 percent (i.e., 3.474 – 1.000) greater odds 
than white men of achieving a higher educational level, 

Table 2. Sample Sizes for the Analysis of Hourly Wage for Workers Aged 24 to 54 by Racial/Ethnic/Generational Group and Gender, 
2009 to 2019.

Race/Ethnicity/Generation

Male Female Total

n Percentage n Percentage n Percentage

3rd+ generation non-Hispanic whites 132,743 77.72 122,329 74.47 255,072 76.13
3rd+ generation blacks (including Hispanics) 17,274 10.11 22,134 13.47 39,408 11.76
3rd+ generation nonblack Hispanics 8,817 5.16 8,752 5.33 17,569 5.24
2nd-generation non-Hispanic Asians 5,083 2.98 4,610 2.81 9,693 2.89
2nd-generation Nigerians (including Hispanics) 93 0.05 71 0.04 164 0.05
2nd-generation non-Hispanic whites 5,887 3.45 5,308 3.23 11,195 3.34
2nd-generation blacks (including Hispanics) 893 0.52 1,061 0.65 1,954 0.58
Total 170,790 100.00 164,265 100.00 335,055 100.00

Source: Current Population Survey, 2009 to 2019.

9Combining second-generation Nigerian American men and 
women, our results imply that 69.5 percent obtained at least a bach-
elor’s degree, which is similar to although slightly lower than the 
73.5 percent figure reported by Tran et al. (2018) using data from 
the 2008–2012 CPS.
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Table 4. Odds Ratios Estimated from Ordered Logistic Regressions of Educational Attainment for Persons Aged 25 to 54,  
2009 to 2019.

Independent Variable

Men Women

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Race/ethnicity/generation
 3rd+ generation  

non-Hispanic whites
Reference Reference Reference Reference Reference Reference

 3rd+ generation blacks 
(including Hispanics)

.495*** .492*** .499*** .535*** .525*** .532***
(.008) (.007) (.008) (.007) (.007) (.007)

 3rd+ generation 
nonblack Hispanics

.464*** .455*** .457*** .437*** .419*** .418***
(.011) (.011) (.011) (.010) (.009) (.009)

 2nd-generation  
non-Hispanic Asians

2.218*** 2.146*** 2.103*** 1.954*** 1.824*** 1.772***
(.063) (.061) (.060) (.056) (.053) (.051)

 2nd-generation Nigerians 
(including Hispanics)

3.762*** 3.584*** 3.474*** 3.684*** 3.404*** 3.612***
(.660) (.631) (.613) (.776) (.714) (.779)

 2nd-generation  
non-Hispanic whites

1.669*** 1.670*** 1.659*** 1.662*** 1.661*** 1.639***
(.048) (.048) (.048) (.049) (.049) (.049)

 2nd-generation blacks 
(including Hispanics)

.916 .883* .887* 1.004 .930 .933
(.060) (.058) (.058) (.061) (.057) (.057)

Age 1.069*** 1.064*** 1.085*** 1.080***
 (.006) (.006) (.006) (.006)

Age squared .999*** .999*** .999*** .999***
 (7.35e-05) (7.39e-05) (7.04e-05) (7.06e-05)

Any disability .352*** .349***
 (.008) (.007)

No disability Reference Reference
Cut point 1 .065*** .192*** .165*** .050*** .164*** .144***

(.001) (.021) (.018) (.001) (.017) (.015)
Cut point 2 .564*** 1.670*** 1.485*** .392*** 1.289** 1.163

(.004) (.182) (.163) (.003) (.135) (.122)
Cut point 3 1.858*** 5.519*** 4.987*** 1.469*** 4.876*** 4.490***

(.013) (.603) (.547) (.009) (.511) (.472)
Cut point 4 8.325*** 24.770*** 22.630*** 6.262*** 20.920*** 19.500***

(.080) (2.696) (2.473) (.053) (2.189) (2.047)
Cut point 5 30.460*** 90.670*** 83.050*** 34.180*** 114.400*** 107.000***

(.494) (9.942) (9.147) (.578) (12.100) (11.360)
Observations 195,560 195,560 195,560 212,520 212,520 212,520

Source: Current Population Survey, 2009 to 2019.
Note: Exponential of robust standard error in parentheses.
*p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .01.

while second-generation Nigerian American women have 
261.2 percent (i.e., 3.612 – 1.000) greater odds of achieving 
a higher educational level than white women. The coeffi-
cients for second-generation Nigerian Americans are statisti-
cally significant at any conventional level.

To accurately assess the statistical significance across dif-
ferent groups, Table 5 shows some of the results for the 
ordered logit regression of highest educational level after 
varying the reference category to be some group other than 
whites. Table 5 shows the coefficient and its statistical sig-
nificance for second-generation Nigerian Americans using 
different reference categories. For example, model 3 in 
Table 5 indicates that second-generation Nigerian American 

men have 596 percent greater odds of achieving a higher 
educational level than third-generation African American 
men, while second-generation Nigerian American women 
have 579 percent greater odds of achieving a higher educa-
tional level than third-generation African American women. 
These effects are statistically significant at any conventional 
level.

Table 5 further indicates that the higher educational 
attainment of second-generation Nigerian American women 
is statistically significant relative to every other female 
group for each of the model specifications. For example, 
model 3 shows that second-generation Nigerian American 
women have 104 percent greater odds of achieving a higher 
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Table 5. Odds Ratio for the Nigerian Coefficient Estimated from Ordered Logistic Regressions of Educational Attainment Using 
Different Racial/Ethnic/Generational Reference Groups for Persons Aged 25 to 54, 2009 to 2019.

Reference Category

2nd-Generation Nigerian Men  
(Including Hispanics)

2nd-Generation Nigerian Women  
(Including Hispanics)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

3rd+ generation  
non-Hispanic Whites

3.762*** 3.584*** 3.474*** 3.684*** 3.404*** 3.612***
(.660) (.631) (.613) (.776) (.714) (.779)

3rd+ generation  
blacks (including Hispanics)

7.603*** 7.290*** 6.958*** 6.883*** 6.486*** 6.787***
(1.337) (1.287) (1.230) (1.451) (1.362) (1.466)

3rd+ generation  
nonblack Hispanics

8.112*** 7.876*** 7.598*** 8.436*** 8.115*** 8.635***
(1.434) (1.397) (1.350) (1.785) (1.710) (1.871)

2nd-generation  
non-Hispanic Asians

1.696*** 1.670*** 1.652*** 1.886*** 1.866*** 2.038***
(.301) (.297) (.295) (.400) (.395) (.443)

2nd-generation  
non-Hispanic whites

2.254*** 2.147*** 2.094*** 2.217*** 2.050*** 2.203***
(.400) (.383) (.374) (.471) (.434) (.480)

2nd-generation  
blacks (including Hispanics)

4.108*** 4.059*** 3.918*** 3.670*** 3.661*** 3.872***
(.768) (.761) (.735) (.803) (.799) (.868)

Control variables Age Age Age Age
 Age squared Age squared Age squared Age squared

 Disability Disability

Source: Current Population Survey, 2009 to 2019.
Note: Exponential of robust standard error in parentheses.
***p < .01.

10More exactly, the percentage change in the (unlogged) dependent 
variable for a unit change in X is equal to (eb – 1) × 100, where b is 
the regression coefficient for X. However, for discursive simplicity 
in the text, we do not use this formula but will just refer to the coef-
ficient as (an approximate) percentage effect directly.

educational level than second-generation Asian women, and 
that coefficient is statistically significant at any conven-
tional level. For second-generation Nigerian American men, 
Table 5 indicates that their higher educational attainment is 
also statistically significant relative to all of the other male 
groups for each of the model specifications. For example, 
model 3 shows that second-generation Nigerian American 
men have 65 percent greater odds of achieving a higher edu-
cational level than second-generation Asian men, and that 
coefficient is statistically significant.

Table 6 shows descriptive statistics for the sample that is 
used in the analysis of the hourly wage. The results are gen-
erally similar to those shown earlier in Table 3 for the sample 
used in the analysis of educational attainment. Some addi-
tional data considered in Table 6, however, are family- and 
geography-related variables. The male groups that are most 
likely not to have children are second-generation Nigerian 
Americans and other second-generation black Americans. 
Among women, the groups that are most likely not to have 
children are second-generation Nigerian Americans and sec-
ond-generation Asians. Hispanic women and third-genera-
tion African American women are the groups that stand out 
as being the most likely to be residing with an own child. A 
commonality across all three African American groups is 
that they are less likely than the other racial/ethnic groups 
(within the same gender) to be currently married.

Table 7 shows statistics regarding the hourly wage in con-
stant 2019 dollars. These are bivariate statistics (i.e., not con-
trolling for other characteristics), so they should not be used 

to make conclusions about overall patterns of wage determi-
nation in the labor market. Nonetheless, not surprisingly, the 
average wage is higher at higher levels of education for each 
demographic group. Married persons have a higher average 
hourly wage than unmarried persons across all demographic 
groups.

As is evident in Table 7, three groups have an average 
hourly wage greater than $35, including second-generation 
Asian men, second-generation white men, and second-gener-
ation Nigerian American men. The mean wage of the latter 
group is the highest in Table 7 (i.e., $40.05). The female 
group with the highest average wage is second-generation 
Asian women (i.e., $31.96). The mean wage for second-gen-
eration Nigerian American women closely follows (i.e., 
$31.24).

Table 8 shows the estimates for the log wage regressions. 
Because the dependent variable is logged, the coefficients 
are approximately equal to percentage effects for a unit 
change in the independent variable.10 For example, control-
ling for self-employment, age, education, and disability in 
model 2, other second-generation black American men have 
about 14 percent lower wages than white men, while third-
generation African American men have about 21 percent 
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lower wages than white men. Both of these negative effects 
are statistically significant at the .01 level, as shown in 
Table 8.

After further controlling for marital status and the pres-
ence of own children in model 3, and then region and met-
ropolitan status in model 4, the negative effects of other 
second-generation black American men and third-genera-
tion African American men change slightly but not very 
much. Relative to white men, other second-generation 
black American men still have 13 percent lower wages, 
while third-generation African American men have about 
18 percent lower wages after all of the control variables are 
included in model 4. These negative coefficients remain 
statistically significant at the .01 level.

Table 8 also shows, however, that these negative effects 
are not evident for second-generation Nigerian American 
men. Their coefficient in model 2, which controls for self-
employment, age, education, and disability, is –3 percent, but 
it is not statistically significant at any conventional level or 
even at the 10 percent level using a one-tailed test. The coef-
ficient is still –3 percent in the full specification of model 4, 
but its standard error remains much larger than that regres-
sion coefficient. In other words, we fail to reject the null 
hypothesis that the net effect for second-generation Nigerian 
American men relative to white men is zero. We interpret 
these findings as indicating that the wages of second-genera-
tion Nigerian American men are not statistically disadvan-
taged relative to white men. This conclusion for men 
contrasts with the wages of other second-generation black 
American men and third-generation African American men 
in Table 8.

Table 8 furthermore shows that relative to white women, 
second-generation Asian women and second-generation 
white women have slightly higher wages. Third-generation 
African American women have about 8 percent lower wages 
than white women, which is fairly close to the disadvantage 
reported by Sakamoto et al. (2010). Other second-generation 
black American women have reached parity with white 
women, as their coefficient is not statistically significant in 
any of the models in Table 8, and that conclusion is also con-
sistent with Sakamoto et al. (2010). Second-generation 
Nigerian American women have also reached parity with 
white women, because their coefficients are not statistically 
significant at any conventional level in models 2, 3, and 4 in 
Table 8. The coefficient for second-generation Nigerian 
American women is statistically significant in model 1, but 
that result indicates that this group, before controlling for 
any independent variables, has a higher average wage than 
white women.

To readily assess the statistical significance across differ-
ent groups, Table 9 shows the coefficient and its statistical 
significance for second-generation Nigerian Americans using 
different reference categories in the log hourly wage regres-
sions. Among women, the coefficient for second-generation 
Nigerian Americans is not negative and statistically 

significant in the multivariate models (i.e., models 2, 3, and 
4) in Table 9. That is, after controlling for education and other 
demographic characteristics, the labor market does not disad-
vantage second-generation Nigerian American women in 
comparison with other female groups. The only theoreti-
cally important differential is that second-generation Nigerian 
American women are consistently paid more than third-gen-
eration African American women, because those coefficients 
are positive and statistically significant for each of the multi-
variate models in Table 9.

Among men as well, the results for the multivariate 
models in Table 9 show that second-generation Nigerian 
Americans have higher wages than third-generation African 
Americans (i.e., 18 percent according to model 3). However, 
after accounting for education and other demographic char-
acteristics, second-generation Nigerian American men have 
wages that are not statistically different from those of 
other second-generation black Americans, second-generation 
Asians, second-generation whites, Hispanics, and whites. The 
coefficient for second-generation Nigerian American men 
is statistically significant only relative to third-generation 
African American men in models 2, 3, and 4 in Table 9.

Discussion

A common critique of discussions of the higher average 
socioeconomic attainments of Asian Americans is that that 
category is heterogeneous and includes some ethnic groups 
that are disadvantaged (Kao and Thompson 2003).11 We 
agree, but we would also suggest that all broad racial/ethnic 
categories may have some degree of internal heterogeneity. 
In the foregoing, the empirical evidence suggests that the 
socioeconomic characteristics of second-generation black 
Americans exceed third-generation African Americans. 
Other second-generation black American women have 
achieved educational and wage parity relative to white 
women. Second-generation Nigerian Americans stand out 
as having higher educational attainment not only compared 
with other second-generation black Americans but also 
compared with whites and even second-generation Asians. 
Second-generation Nigerian Americans (including men) 
have reached wage parity compared with whites with similar 
characteristics such as age, education, and disability status. 
Other second-generation black Americans and second-
generation Nigerian Americans are thus a source of hetero-
geneity in the socioeconomic profile of the African American 
category.

Our findings from the CPS are nationally representative, 
but they are consistent with various qualitative studies in 

11For example, Kao and Thompson (2003) contended that “Chinese 
and Koreans outperform whites on a number of measures, but 
low-achieving Asian American groups, such as Cambodians and 
Laotians, have outcomes comparable to African Americans” 
(p. 436).
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which the high socioeconomic attainments of second-
generation Nigerian Americans is a consistent theme (Arthur 
2000; Casimir 2018; Chua and Rubenfeld 2014; Imoagene 
2017; Waters 1990). Our results are also consistent with prior 
studies finding a high level of educational attainment among 
second-generation black Americans compared with third-
generation African Americans (Bennett and Lutz. 2009; 
Massey et al. 2007; Sakamoto et al 2010; Tran et al. 2018). 
Given these prior studies, our results do not appear to be 
prima facie problematic, although they are clearly different 
from the socioeconomic patterns of third-generation African 
Americans.

The finding that second-generation Nigerian Americans 
have reached parity with whites in the labor market might be 
contested on the grounds that the sample size is relatively 
small. However, a small sample size does not lead to bias in 
the ordinary least squares estimate of a regression coeffi-
cient or its standard error. Although a small sample size does 
reduce statistical power, the Nigerian sample sizes do not 
prevent any of their coefficients from being statistically 
significant at the .01 level in the educational attainment 
regressions in Table 4. Furthermore, the point estimates for 
second-generation Nigerian American men in the wage 
regressions are all substantively close to zero, while for sec-
ond-generation Nigerian American women, the point esti-
mates are actually slightly positive in Table 8. Despite the 
more modest sample sizes for second-generation Nigerian 
Americans, their coefficients are consistently statistically 
significant relative to third-generation African Americans 
(who have smaller sample sizes relative to whites), as shown 
in Table 9. For these reasons, we believe that our finding of 
wage parity for Nigerian Americans relative to whites is 
worthy of consideration rather than being dismissed as a sta-
tistical artifact.

In general, groups with extremely high levels of educa-
tional attainment might be somewhat less selective on unob-
served variables (Mare 1980), which could lead to a slightly 
negative net effect in the multivariate analysis of wages (Kim 
and Sakamoto 2014). Relative to individuals with the same 
level of education from a less selective group, individuals 
from a very high achieving group may have slightly lower 
wages, as in the case of Japanese Brazilians versus white 
Brazilians (Maia, Sakamoto, and Wang 2015). The fact that 
none of the coefficients for second-generation Nigerian 
American men or women is ever statistically significant and 
that all of these coefficients are close to zero or slightly posi-
tive is therefore especially notable in the wage regressions in 
Table 8.

Conclusion

As stated by Hamilton (2014), “Black immigrants are one of 
America’s most diverse immigrant subgroups” (p. 1000). 
Our findings are consistent with that assessment. As the 
African American population is becoming increasingly 

diverse in the twenty-first century, we encourage further 
research on all discernable black ethnic groups. Particularly 
second-generation black Americans have been neglected in 
prior studies. Further research on black immigrant groups 
would be informative for understanding the growing diver-
sity of the African American population while providing new 
insights into diverse assimilation processes (Hamilton 2019; 
Imoagene 2017; Waters 1990).

Our results show that other second-generation black 
Americans have higher levels of educational attainment and 
wages compared with third-generation African Americans. 
However, the group that stands out the most is second-
generation Nigerian Americans. Their educational attain-
ment exceeds all other racial/ethnic groups, including Asian 
Americans. To our knowledge, second-generation Nigerian 
Americans are the only group of African Americans for 
whom systematic evidence indicates that they have higher 
educational attainment than whites while also achieving 
wage parity with whites using these sorts of standard demo-
graphic models.

Future research should investigate the sources of the high 
socioeconomic attainments of second-generation Nigerian 
Americans. Selective immigration of more highly educated 
first-generation immigrants is likely an important factor.12 
According to Hamilton (2019:11), 63 percent of first-
generation Nigerian immigrants to the United States are 
college educated, which is significantly higher than in the 
U.S. population (Tran et al. 2018). This selectivity is further 
evident because “in Nigeria, however, only 7 percent of 
the population had earned a bachelor’s degree” (Hamilton 
2019:11), as is also emphasized in Tran et al.’s (2018) dis-
cussion of “hyper-selectivity” (p. 188).

However, as discussed by Sakamoto and Wang (2021), 
these typical discussions are not very clear about the specific 
variables that are being selected. Because the selectivity is 
usually being measured with regard to educational attain-
ment, perhaps an important characteristic that is being 
selected is educational aspirations. High educational expec-
tations for second-generation children seem to be common 
among Nigerians (Imoagene 2017), as is typically the case 
for Asian Americans (Xie and Goyette 2003), which is 
another group with high educational attainment among both 
the first and second generations. As shown by Xie and 
Goyette (2003) and Hsin and Xie (2014), high educational 
expectations affect behavior in schools as well as educational 

12Although beyond the scope of our research objectives and page 
constraints, the subject of intergenerational socioeconomic mobil-
ity for black immigrants overall was to some extent investigated by 
Chetty et al. (2020). The latter study, focusing on income mobil-
ity, does not break down by ethnicity, but second-generation black 
immigrants overall have higher upward mobility than third-
generation African Americans, slightly lower upward mobility than 
native-born whites, and substantially lower upward mobility than 
other racial immigrant groups (Chetty et al. 2020:735–36).
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outcomes. How Nigerian American families foster these 
high levels of educational aspirations might be investigated 
in future research.13

Educational aspirations relate to the more general issue of 
cultural effects, including “cultural differences in work ori-
entation” (Hamilton 2019:15) and “differing perceptions of 
the benefits of U.S. employment” (Hamilton 2019:13). These 
cultural aspects are in turn shaped by actual opportunities 
and experiences with discrimination (Hamilton 2019:79–80), 
which are themselves influenced by the historical context 
(Hamilton 2019:13). Addressing these complex issues is 
beyond the scope of our analysis, which lacks information 
beyond basic socioeconomic and demographic variables for 
a few years of data. However, we concur that the study of 
educational expectations needs to be contextualized to 
account for the broader societal and historical conditions. As 
stated by Hamilton (2019), “much of the extant work on dis-
parities among blacks implicitly assumes that a single 
factor—culture, selection, or discrimination—is the primary 
driver of disparate outcomes across groups. The three mech-
anisms, however, are not mutually exclusive” (p. 61).
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