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THE IMMIGRATION PROJECT

This booklet is one result of an ongoing study of immigration to the
United States being conducted at the East—-West Population Institute,
East-West Center, Honolulu, Hawaii. The goal of the project is to
gather information obtainable in no other way on immigration from
the two countries in Asia that send the most immigrants to the Unit-
ed States: the Republic of Korea and the Philippines. Information on
immigrants before their 1986 departures from Korea and the Philip-
pines was collected during face-to-face interviews conducted by
researchers from Hanyang University in Seoul, Korea, and from the
University of the Philippines in Manila. The research team from Korea
was headed by Dr. In-Sook Park, while the team from the Philippines
was led by Dr. Benjamin Carino. Data on immigrant experiences af-
ter arrival in the United States were collected through mail surveys
and telephone interviews by researchers at the East-West Population
Institute, headed by Dr. James T. Fawcett and Dr. Robert W. Gardner.
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SUMMARY This report provides a brief statistical profile of Korean
immigration to the United States, with a special focus on those who ar-
rived in 1986. The statistics show that Korean immigrants are quite a
diverse group, coming from different backgrounds in Korea and making
their living in the United States through a variety of occuparions. They
face many obstacles and difficulties—especially in learning English—
but with energy and determination most were doing quite well economi-
cally after two years in the United States. Many had already started their
own businesses. A new survey planned for 1991 will give a better picture
of the social and economic adaptation of the 1986 immigrants after they
have been in the United States for five years.

The statistics presented in this report are mostly drawn from other
reports that contain more detail and are somewhat more technical in na-
ture. These are included in the suggested readings on Korean-Americans
and Asian Americans at the end of this report for those who want o
gain a deeper knowledge about this important segment of American
society.

Korean immigration to the United States began at the turn of the
century—about 1903—and has gone through three main histori-
cal phases. First, Korean farmers were recruited to work on sugar
plantations in Hawaii; many were joined a few years later by “pic-
ture brides,” where the marriages were arranged based partly on
an exchange of photographs. About 8,000 Koreans came to the
United States in this way, mostly during 1903-24.

The second phase of immigration took place around the time
of the Korean War. Between 1951 and 1965, over 17,000 Koreans
came to the United States. This group was about equally divided
among wives of American servicemen, orphans (including Amer-
asians), and Koreans who immigrated as professionals.

By far the largest group—about 600,000—has arrived since 1963,
when the U.S. immigration law was changed to eliminate discrimi-
nation based on country of origin (Figure 1). Initially, a high propor-
tion of the Koreans entering under the new law were admitted on
the basis of their job skills. More recently, however, the great majori-
ty have been admitted based on petitions from family members al-
ready living in the United States.

This report focuses on immigrants who entered the United States
during one recent year—1986—and provides a portrait of that group.
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Figure 1

Cumulative Number of Korean Immigrants
Admitted to the United States, 1903-1988
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Figure 2
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The findings are drawn primarily from surveys that were carried
out by Hanyang University in Seoul and by the East-West Center
in the United States.

The Korean-American population is made up of both immigrants
from Korea and ethnic Koreans who were born in the United States.
In the 1970 census, only 69,000 Korean-Americans were counted,
but the number rose rapidly to 357,000 in 1980. The results from
the most recent census are not yet available, but over 800,000
Korean-Americans are likely to have been counted in 1990 (Figure
2).

The most rapid growth in the Korean-American population oc-
curred during the period 1968-74. Since then, growth has con-
tinued, but at a slower pace (Figure 3}, and, according to records
kept by the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS), over
600,000 Koreans have been legally admitted to the United States.
In 1987, Koreans were the third largest group of new immigrants,
after Mexicans and Filipinos (Figure 4).

The Korean-American population contains more females than
males (Figure 5). There are several reasons for this gender im-
balance, including the large number of Korean women who mar-
ried American military men, the predominance of females among
Korean orphans adopted in the United States, and the fact that more
mothers than fathers are petitioned by Korean-Americans (proba-
bly because females live longer than males, on the average). Be-
cause of its recent rapid growth through immigration, the
Korean-American population contains many more Korea-born than
U.S.-born persons (Figure 6).

Recent Korean immigrants tend to be well educated (Figure 7).
The immigrant group contains a higher percentage of college-
educated persons than does the whole population of Korea, for ex-
ample, and Koreans in the United States are slightly ahead of the
total population in educational attainment (Figure 8). Male im-
migrants are more highly educated than female immigrants, reflect-
ing the greater perceived importance of education for boys in the
Korean cultural context,

When asked why they intended to go to a particular place in the
United States, the great majority of Korean immigrants cited fami-
ly connections as the reason (Figure 9). Often, the immigrants went
to the places where their “petitioners” lived. The particular family
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Figure 3

Number of Korean Immigrants Admitted to the
United States Each Year, 1966-1988
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Figure 4

Top Ten Source Countries of Immigrants
to the United States in 1986
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Figure 5

Percentage of Males and Females in the
Korean American Population, 1980

Males 42%

Females 58%

Source: 1980 Census of Population

Figure 6

Percentage of Korean Americans Born In
and Outside the United States, 1980
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Source: 1980 Census of Population




Figure 7

Educational Attainment of 1986 Korean Immigrants
and of the Korean Population, 1986
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Figure 9

Reasons Given by 1986 Korean Immigrants
for Choosing Intended U.S. Destination
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Figure 10
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relationships mentioned most by the 1986 immigrants as influenc-
ing their choice of destination were spouses or fiancees, followed
by brothers and sisters (siblings), parents, and children (Figure 10).
The 1980 census showed that California was by far the most popular
place for Koreans (Figure 11). The 1986 survey showed a very simi-
lar pattern for where new immigrants expected to live, except that
Texas displaced Hawaii in the listing of the top five destinations
(Figure 12).

When new Korean immigrants were asked about their reasons
for immigrating to the United States, family factors were most often
mentioned, but work and education were also important (Figure
13). A somewhat different picture of motivations emerged in
response to a question about what things new immigrants were
“looking forward to the most” in the United States. The economic
and business-related benefits of being in the United States were men-
tioned most frequently, with education and a comfortable, secure
life also mentioned often as things to look forward to when mov-
ing to the United States (Figure 14).

Most Koreans who immigrated in 1986 had jobs when they were
recontacted in 1988, two years after their arrival in the United States.
Fewer women than men were working (54 percent versus 81 per-
cent), but an even smaller proportion of women (36 percent) had
worked in Korea before departure, so many women experienced
a major change in their daily lives upon immigrating to the United
States. More men than women were self-employed (22 percent ver-
sus 12 percent) (Figures 15 and 16). Among those who were work-
ing, 83 percent were employees and 17 percent were self-employed,
that is, they had their own business (Figure 17). Korean immigrants
were engaged in a wide variety of businesses, with the most fre-
quent category of business being retail trade (such as grocery stores,
gift shops, or liquor stores) (Table 1).

Koreans who held salaried jobs tended to work for other Koreans.
A sample of Korean immigrant workers showed a surprisingly high
proportion—69 percent—who were employed by Koreans, with
most of the remainder—27 percent employed by Caucasians (Figure
18).

Korean immigrants held a variety of jobs before they left Korea
and most of them changed to a different type of job when they
first started working in the United States. For example, the largest
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Figure 11 - -
Top Ten States of Residence of Koreans
in the United States, 1980
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Figure 12

Top Ten States of Intended Residence for
1986 Korean Immigrants
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Figure 13

Why 1986 Korean Immigrants Wanted
to Move to the United States
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Figure 14

Things That 1986 Korean Immigrants Were
Looking Forward to About the United States
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Figure 15

What Male Korean Immigrants Were Doing
Two Years After Their Arrival
in the United States
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Figure 16

‘ What Female Korean Immigrants Were Doing
‘ Two Years After Their Arrival
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Figure 17

Self-Employed
17%

Employees 83%

Source: 1988 Follow-up Survey

Whether Working Korean Immigrants are
Self-Employed or Work for Someone Else

Figure 18

Ethnicity of Employers of 1986
Korean Immigrants
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Source: 1988 Follow-up Survey
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Table 1. Types of Businesses Owned by Self-Employed
Korean Immigrants

Job Total

Retail trade 3
Construction

Laundry

..Restaurant

. Sanitary services

. Wholesale trade

. Business services

. Domestic services

. Land transport

10. Manufacturing clothing

11. Agriculture/livestock production
12. Education

13. Financial institution

14. Food manufacturing

15. Insurance

16. Leather manufacturing

17. Manufacturing metal products
18. Medical, dental, etc.

19. Miscellaneous personal service
20. Other manufacturing industries
21. Water transport

22. Business, not adequately defined

| N N e e el = N N N SN Sl SR FCRN G NI N AN RN

Q0
wn

Total

Source: 1988 Foliow-up Survey.

job category for men in Korea involved administrative and manageri-
al work (Figure 19). In the United States, the most common first
job was in the area of crafts and production (such as working in
a factory), with sales jobs and jobs providing services next (Figure
20). The picture had not changed much after two years in the United
States, but there was a slight increase for both men and women
in the percentage holding higher status jobs (professional and tech-
nical, administrative and managerial) at the later date (Figure 21).

A more detailed picture of the employment of recent Korean im-
migrants is shown in the listings for the top 20 jobs first held after
arrival in the United States and the top 20 jobs held two years later
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Figure 19

Types of Jobs Employed Korean Immigrants
Held in the Year Before Immigration
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Figure 20

Types of Jobs Employed Korean Immigrants
Held Upon Arrival in the United States
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Figure 21

Types of Jobs Employed Korean Immigrants
Held After Two Years in the United States
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(Tables 2 and 3). Of particular interest in comparing the first and
later jobs is the increase in the percentage of proprietors, especial-
ly of grocery stores and laundry/dry cleaning businesses.

For those Koreans who went into business for themselves, the
average amount of capital needed to start their business was $37,000
(Figure 22). Most of this money was accumulated through the per-
sonal savings of the immigrant family. About 15 percent of the bus-
iness owners said they had obtained loans from relatives, 11 percent
had obtained bank loans, 9 percent got funds from rotating credit
associations, and 6 percent received loans from friends.

The average market value of businesses owned by these Korean
immigrants two years after arriving in the United States was esti-
mated to be $94,000 (Figure 23).

The monthly income of immigrants two years after arrival varied
widely. Men earned more than women on the average (Figures 24
and 25).

The incomes of Korean-Americans compared quite favorably with
earnings of other groups in America in 1980. For the groups shown,
among men, Koreans were second only to whites in average income,
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‘Table 2. Top 20 Types of Jobs Among 1986 Korean Immigrants
Upon Arrival in the United States

Males Females Total
Job No. No. No. %
1. Salesman/saleslady/
salesclerk 37 30 67 9.6
2. Tailor/dressmaker/
upholsterer 14 43 57 8.2
3. Cashier 14 40 54 7.7
4. Launderer/drycleaner/
presser 18 12 30 4.3
5. Baker/cook/related
foodworkers 9 17 26 3.7
6. Charworker/cleaner/
custodian 15 11 26 3.7
7. Waiter/bartender 5 20 25 3.6
8. Hotel & restaurant
helper 10 12 22 3.2
9. Building caretaker 10 10 20 2.9
10. Maid/valet, domestic
helper, babysitter 2 17 19 2.7
11. Precision instrument
maker/watchmaker 5 11 16 2.3 .
12. Electrician & electronic
worker 14 1 15 2.2
13. Carpenter & related
worker 14 1 15 2.2
14. Bottle/dishwasher 9 4 13 1.9
15. Packer/labeller/factory
worker 3 10 13 1.9
16. Painter & paper
hanger/construction 13 10 13 1.9
17. Proprietor, grocery store 3 9 12 1.7
18. Stock clerk/control clerk 11 1 12 1.7
19. Working proprietor,
retail trade (not classified
elsewhere) 8 4 12 1.7
20. Market vendor 5 6 11 1.6
Total number of
immigrants surveyed 351 348 699

Source: 1988 Follow-up Survey.
Note: Columns do not sum to totals because not all persons surveyed were
working in the top 20 types of occupations.



Table 3. Top 20 Types of Jobs Among 1986 Korean Immigrants
After Two Years in the United States

Males  Females Total
Job No. No. No. Yo
1. Tailor/dressmaker/
upholsterer 8 37 45 7.2
2. Launderer/drycleaner/
presser 19 12 31 5.0
3. Cashier 9 20 29 4.7
4. Salesman/saleslady/
salesclerk 15 14 29 4.7
5. Baker/cook/related
foodworkers 12 15 27 4.3
6. Proprietor, grocery store 10 11 21 3.4
7. Proprietor, dry cleaning 10 10 20 3.2
8. Precision instrument
worker/watchmaker 7 12 19 3.1
9. Working proprietor,
retail trade (not classified .
 elsewhere) 12 5 17 2.7
10. Painter & paper hanger/
construction 14 0 14 2.3
11. Proprietor, restaurant &
bar 5 9 14 2.3
12. Building caretaker 6 6 12 1.9

13. Charworker/cleaner/
custodian 8 5 13 2.1
14, Maid/valet, domestic

helper, babysitter 1 12 13 21
15. Market vendor 6 6 12. 1.9
16. Waiter/bartender 0 12 12 1.9
17. Carpenter & related

worker 11 0 11 1.8
18. Electrician & electronic

worker 10 1 11 1.8
19. Proprietor, variety & gift

shop 6 ) 11 1.8
20. Manager, wholesale &

retail trade 8 2 10 1.6

Total number of

immigrants surveyed 330 300 630

Source: 1988 Follow-up Survey.

Note: Columns do not sum to totals because not all persons surveyed were
working in the top 20 occupations.



Figure 22

Capital Needed by 1986
Korean Immigrants to
Start Their Businesses

Average: $ 37,350
Median: $ 20,060
Range: $1,500 - $350,000

Source: 1988 Follow-up Survey

Figure 23

Current Market Value
of the Businesses of 1986
Korean Immigrants

Average: $94,170
Median: $ 75,025
Range: No value - $ 550,000

Source: 1988 Follow-up Survey
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Erratum: Title of Fig.25 should read "Monthly Income of Self-
Employed 1986 Korean Immigrants After Two Years in the
United States".



Figure 24

Monthly Income of Employed
1986 Korean Immigrants
After Two Years in the United States

Less than $500
$1000-$1199
$1200-$1499
$1500-$1999

Income

m Males
Females

0 5 10 15 20 25 30
Percentage

Source: 1988 Follow-up Survey

Figure 25
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and well ahead of Hispanics and blacks. Among women, incomes
varied less. Within this narrow range, though, Korean women did
better than whites, blacks, or Hispanics (Figure 26).

Before departing for the United States, most Koreans expected
two kinds of problems: difficulty with the English language and
discrimination (Figures 27 and 28). These expectations were con-
firmed by experience. After two years in the United States, English
was still a problem for most Koreans and many also felt that Koreans
were discriminated against in the United States. However, only 19
percent felt that discrimination had been a serious problem for them
personally (Figures 29 and 30).

Most immigrants felt that they could turn to relatives in the Unit-
ed States for help with problems, and over half also saw their church
as a source of assistance (Figure 31). When asked to specify which
source would be most helpful, 52 percent chose relatives and 23
percent chose their church (Figure 32).

Most Korean immigrants continued to practice mainly Korean
customs in their own homes in the United States (Figure 33). What
they missed most about Korea were the relatives and friends who
were still there.

Before they left Korea, Korean immigrants rated Korea higher
than the United States in its “moral climate” and its freedom from
crime. The United States was rated higher on a number of economic
and job-related issues, as well as on political conditions, educa-
tional opportunities, and variety of enjoyable things to do (Figure
34).

After two years in the United States, Korean immigrants said that
they worked harder in the United States than they had in Korea
and were better off financially. They also felt that their social sta-
tus had been higher in Korea and that they had more friends there
(Figure 35). When asked in which place they had felt more optimis-
tic about the future, about half said Korea and half said the Unit-
ed States.

This statistical profile has focused on 1986 Korean immigrants
and their experiences during their first few years in the United States.
A survey planned for 1991 will give us a better picture of this diverse
group of immigrants after they have been in the United States for
five years.
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Figure 26

Annual Income of Korean-Americans and
Other Groups in the United States, 1980

Korean-
Americans

Whites
Blacks

Hispanics
Asians/ 8
Pacific Is.
U.s.

Ethnic Group

T ¥ T T

0 2,000 4,000 6,000 8,00010,00012,000 14,000

Median Annual Income

Source: 1980 U.S. Census of Population

Figure 27

Problems That 1986 Korean Immigrants
Expected in the United States

Language 89.5%

Housing 16.7%
Schooling 35.6%

Cost of Living 15.5%

Job 25.7%

Source: 1986 Survey
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Figure 28

Whether 1986 Immigrants
Believed Before Departure
that Koreans are Discriminated Against
in the United States

Yes, and expected
personal

Yes, but did not discrimination 21%
expect personal
discrimination

44% ) Didn't know 13%

No discrimination
expected 22%

Source: 1986 Survey

Figure 29

Problems That 1986 Korean Immigrants
Had Experienced Within Two Years
After Arrival in the United States

English Language o T ‘ 78.8
Adjusting to Life

Cost of Living

Types of Problems

Finding Suitable Job
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Percentage Mentioning Problem

Source: 1988 Follow-up Survey
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Figure 30

-

Whether Immigrants Perceived Discrimination
After Two Years in the United States
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Source: 1988 Follow-up Survey

Figure 31

Expected Sources of Help in Dealing
With Problems in the United States
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Figure 32

Source of Assistance That Korean Immigrants
Expected to be Most Helpful
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Figure 33

Whether Korean or American Customs are
Practiced in New Immigrants’ Homes
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Figure 34

|

Immigrants’ Ratings of Their Home Country
and the United States Before Immigration
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Figure 35

Immigrants’ Ratings of Their Home Country
and the United States After Two Years
in the United States
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THE EAST-WEST CENTER was established in Hawaii in 1960 by
the United States Congress “to promote better relations and under-
standing between the United States and the nations of Asia and the
Pacific through cooperative study, training, and research.”

Some 2,000 research fellows, graduate students, and profession-
als in business and government each year work with the Center’s in-
ternational staff on major Asia-Pacific issues relating to population,
economic and trade policies, resources and the environment, culture
and communication, and international relations. Since 1960, more
than 27,000 men and women from the region have participated in
the Center’s cooperative programs.

Officially known as the Center for Cultural and Technical Inter-
change Between East and West, Inc., the Center is a public, nonprofit
institution with an international board of governors. Principal fund-
ing comes from the United States Congress. Support also comes from
more than 20 Asian and Pacific governments, as well as from private
agencies and corporations.

THE EAST-WEST POPULATION INSTITUTE, established as a
unit of the East—-West Center in 1969, carries out multidisciplinary
research, training, and related activities in the field of population,
placing emphasis on economic, social, psychological, and environ-
mental aspects of population problems in Asia, the Pacific, and the
United States.



