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Outline
• Hispanic paradox

– Markides, Eschbach 2005

• Selective migration and Hispanic paradox
– Bostean 2013

• Review of Hispanic paradox
– Teruya, Bazargan-Hejazi 2013

• Demographic and epidemiologic approaches
– Palloni, Morenoff 2001

• Obesity among young children of immigrants (discussion)
– Baker, Rendall, Weden 2015
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Overview
• Migration may help reduce socioeconomic inequalities in 

population health (Markides, Coreil 1986; Markides, Eschbach 2005; Teruya, 
Bazargan-Hejazi 2013)

• There is evidence of migrants with healthy profiles even
when they have low socioeconomic status

• However, acculturation appears to reduce immigrant 
health advantages

• Children of immigrants have emerged as uniquely 
susceptible to obesity, which is one of the most important 
population health issues currently facing the U.S.
(Baker, Rendall, Weden 2015; Hamilton, Teitler, Reichman 2011)
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Hispanic paradox
• Hispanic paradox: Hispanics have favorable health and 

mortality profiles relative to non-Hispanic White
– Advantages have been mostly confined to mortality
– Advantage appears to be greater in old age

• This is a paradox because
– Most Hispanics in the U.S. are socioeconomically 

disadvantaged, compared to non-Hispanic Whites
– Literature shows consistent association between low 

socioeconomic status and poor health outcomes
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1st study: epidemiologic paradox
• In the Southwestern United States (Markides, Coreil 1986)

– Health status of Hispanics was more comparable with health 
status of non-Hispanic Whites

– Than with health status of African Americans

– Despite the fact that socioeconomically, Hispanics were more 
similar to African Americans than non-Hispanic Whites

• Data on
– Infant mortality, overall life expectancy

– Cardiovascular diseases, certain major cancers

– Functional health

• Possible explanations
– Certain cultural practices

– Strong family supports

– Selection: Immigrants have disproportionate good health

– Salmon bias: Less healthy Hispanics return home where they die

5Source: Markides, Eschbach 2005.
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– Data
Vital statistics (registered 
deaths) and 2000 Census 
population counts

– Problems with data
Hispanic identification on 
the death certificate is often 
made by a funeral director 
or other individual who may 
not know the decedent well

– Older ages
Black-White mortality 
crossover phenomenon



Databases and findings
• Vital statistics data

– Greatest mortality advantage compared with non-Hispanic Whites 
for all Hispanics combined

– The advantage is greatest among older people

• National Community Surveys & National Death Index
– Narrowing of the advantage
– Mexican origin mortality advantage can be attributed to selective 

return migration of less healthy immigrants to Mexico
– Immigrant residential concentration & lower all-cause mortality. 

Selective immigration? Which are the cultural mechanisms?

• Medicare & Social Security Administration NUDIMENT file
– Advantage in mortality among Hispanic elders
– This advantage is considerably lower than is found using the vital 

statistics method

7Source: Markides, Eschbach 2005.
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Palloni and Arias (2004)
• These authors offer partial tests of four primary classes of 

explanations
– Poor data quality with respect to ethnic classification, age report, 

or mortality ascertainment
– Hypotheses that aspects of Hispanic culture (e.g., increased 

social support or superior health-related behaviors) reduce 
mortality risks

– Health selective in-migration: healthy migrant effect
– Health selective return migration: salmon bias hypothesis

• They find little support for
– Data quality: irrelevant given data source (ethnic classification)
– Cultural hypothesis: ethnic isolation does not improve health
– Healthy migrant effect: does not attenuate with residence duration

• They find evidence that the salmon bias hypothesis may 
explain the Mexican American advantage

12Source: Markides, Eschbach 2005.



Main results
• Some studies have begun to question whether all 

Hispanic groups enjoy a mortality advantage

• However, majority of the evidence continues to support 
the Hispanic paradox
– At least among people of Mexican origin
– Especially in old age, at least among men

• Support for a selective return migration
– Salmon bias effect
– Need to explore existence of selective return migration effect
– Need to expand data for various Hispanic origins

13Source: Markides, Eschbach 2005.



Need further explorations
• Studies of self-reports of health status do not support 

health advantage for Hispanics
– Older Mexican Americans have been found to report 

their health as poorer than non-Hispanic Whites

• Older Mexican Americans might live longer than older 
non-Hispanic Whites
– But do so with more disability and in poorer health

• High disability rates in older Mexican Americans is 
associated with
– High rates of obesity and diabetes
– Low rates of physical activity

14Source: Markides, Eschbach 2005.



Controversies
• Comparisons should not be between Hispanics and non-

Hispanic Whites

• Hispanics should be compared to African Americans
– Different mortality outcomes
– Similar socioeconomic status

• If Hispanics are perceived as advantaged in health, they 
may receive diminished attention from policymakers
– Hispanics experience disparities in health care access
– They have higher rates of infectious diseases, 

diabetes, and disability
– It is important to understand Hispanic paradox, as well 

as address health disparities concerning Hispanics
15Source: Markides, Eschbach 2005.





Selective migration
• Cultural theories have been used to explain the Hispanic 

paradox

• This study addresses health selectivity in activity 
limitation, self-rated health, and chronic conditions
– Data from Mexico and U.S.
– Mexican immigrants, 18+

• The analysis tested healthy migrant and salmon bias 
effect
– Comparison of health of Mexican immigrants in the U.S. to non-

migrants in Mexico, and to return migrants in Mexico

17Source: Bostean 2013.
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Main findings
• Healthy migrant and salmon-bias effects in activity 

limitation, but not other health aspects

• Immigrants are negatively selected on self-rated health

• Future studies should
– Investigate complexities of migrants’ health profiles
– Examine selection mechanisms, as well as other 

factors such as acculturation

22Source: Bostean 2013.





Review of Hispanic paradox
• Results about immigrant paradox and Hispanic paradox 

are inconsistent

• Issues pointed by the literature
– Healthy migrant hypothesis indicates that studies are considering 

only healthy groups (self-selection)
– Underreporting of deaths
– Data usually investigated do not have important variables
– Paradox is not generalizable across races, ethnicities, age groups 

and genders

• Factors predicting beneficial effects
– Acculturation, health behaviors and diet, ethnicity, acculturative 

stress, adolescence, undocumented and uninsured status, age of 
arrival in the U.S., length of exposure, gender, age

24Source: Teruya, Bazargan-Hejazi 2013.
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Demography & Epidemiology
• The Hispanic Paradox is composed of three dimensions

• Outcome of interest

– Infant and child mortality

– Adult mortality

– Birthweight

– Adult health status

• Target population

– Mexican-origin population (born in Mexico) but residing in the U.S.

– Hispanic-origin population (born in Mexico and other countries in 

South and Central America) and residing in the U.S.

– Spanish surname population residing in the U.S.

• Population used as a standard to compare outcomes

– Non-Hispanic white population and others

– Non-Hispanic black population

– Puerto Ricans born in the U.S. or abroad are not included

29Source: Palloni, Morenoff 2001.
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– When lambda is very small, selection is relatively minor



33Source: Palloni, Morenoff 2001.

– When lambda is very small, selection is relatively minor



Main results of simulations
• Mild distortions due to selection combined with mild 

reporting errors may produce the appearance of a 
Hispanic paradox when there is none

• Further studies need to
– Integrate conditions affecting migration to the U.S. and 

conditions that regulate and constrain the lives of migrants 
who reside in the U.S.

– Undertake historical approaches: longitudinal or 
retrospective

– Understand sending populations and returning migrants, not 
only migrant population in the U.S.

– Investigate interactions between behaviors of groups and 
social contexts (geographical locations)

34Source: Palloni, Morenoff 2001.
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