
Leaving Gateway Metropolitan Areas in the United 
States:  Immigrants and the Housing Market 

Immigration has long shaped the hous-
ing and labor markets of “gateway” 
metropolitan areas in the U.S. (e.g., Bor-
jas, 1999).  In the last 15 years, or so, 
however, the pattern of immigrant flows 

has changed somewhat, as large numbers 
of immigrants have been leaving established 
gateways and even migrating directly to new 
areas, which have been described as either 
emerging gateways or secondary gateways.  
For example, in the latter part of the 1990s, 
Las Vegas saw the arrival of over 66,000 im-
migrants, comprising almost 25 percent of the 
foreign-born population in that metropolitan 
area; in addition, over 40,000 immigrants 
moved there from established gateways (pri-
marily Los Angeles).  In total, more than half of 
the growth from migration is from immigrant 
groups.  Las Vegas is by no means unique in 
this respect.  The Atlanta metro area received 
over 200,000 foreign born residents over the 
latter half of the decade of the 1990s, increas-
ing the total immigrant population from 4 
percent in 1990 to over 10 percent in 2000. 

While many of these emerging gateways are 
magnets for domestic migrants as well as im-
migrants, Table 1 demonstrates that many also 
experienced larger migrations of new immi-
grants than of domestic migrants.  As a result 
of these migration patterns, all of the emerg-
ing gateways except Philadelphia (7.0 percent) 
and Tampa (9.8) now have over 10 percent 
of their population that are foreign born.

Research on labor markets (e.g., Borjas, 2001; 
Card, 2001) has documented the important 
role of immigration in shaping gateway metro-
politan areas.  Only recently, however, has the 
research on housing (e.g., Painter et al., 2001) 

begun to investigate the different factors that 
lead various immigrant groups to achieve ho-
meownership, focusing at either the national 
level or at the gateway metropolitan area level. 

This study fills a gap by examining immi-
grant homeownership in these emerging 
gateway metropolitan areas.  Understanding 
homeownership in this context is of particular 
policy interest for at least two reasons.  First, 
homeownership is an important milestone in 
immigrants’ residential assimilation (Alba and 
Logan, 1992).  Second, research indicates that 
homeownership generates positive externali-
ties and has long-lasting effects on the well-
being of homeowners, their children, and their 
neighbors (e.g., Haurin et al., 2002).  

The study upon which this brief is based tests 
a number of hypotheses concerning the fac-
tors that influence the homeownership rates 
of immigrants in the emerging gateways.  The 
analysis first compares the homeownership 
rates of immigrants with samples of native-
born households that have migrated from the 
six largest gateway metropolitan areas, as well 
as households that have moved within the 
emerging gateway metropolitan areas.  Next, 
this study investigates a number of secondary 
issues related to the performance of immigrant 
households in the housing market, namely, the 
impact of migrating from a high cost area, the 
impact of living in crowded conditions, the ex-
istence of multiple workers in the household, 
and the relative youth of immigrant households.
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Results
The basic results of this study are consistent 
with the past studies of homeownership.  
Demographic and financial variables have the 
expected effect.  Higher ages, being married, 
having higher levels of education, larger 
households, higher incomes, lower house prices, 
and higher rents all increase the likelihood 
of owning a home Minority households and 
immigrants are less likely to own a home, 
and there is no differentiation between Latino 
and Asian immigrants.  The negative effect of 
immigration is smaller for Latino and Asian 
immigrants than for other immigrants, and the 
negative effect of immigrant status is greatly 
reduced after immigrants have been in the 
United States for 15-20 years.   Speaking English 
only or speaking English well predicts higher 
homeownership compared to not speaking 
English well.  Presumably, better language 
skills allow more residential choices and 
greater access to mortgage markets.  English 
proficiency may be particularly important 
for immigrants in emerging gateways where 
ethnic support is less available than in 
established gateways (Painter et al, 2004).  

Also consistent with past literature (Painter et 
al., 2003), households that move from outside 
the metropolitan area have worse housing 
outcomes than those that move from within 
the metropolitan area.  Once immigrant status 
is interacted with the migration variable, it is 
apparent that immigrants do no worse than 
native-born households moving from gateway 
metropolitan areas to emerging gateways.  At 
the same time, immigrants have slightly higher 
homeownership rates than native-born house-
holds when moving from other parts of the 
United States, but this point estimate is small 
(2.5 percentage points).  Finally, immigrants 
moving from a foreign country are found to be 
the most disadvantaged in the housing market. 

House price differentials 
The results suggest that the probabilities 
of homeownership are higher when the 
gateway metro area from which the im-
migrant moves has higher house prices 
and lower rents than the destination 
metropolitan area.  Higher house prices 
in the origin metro area  may be associ-
ated with the immigrants having more 
housing equity.  Likewise, lower rents 
in the origin metro area  may indicate 
that households were able to accumu-
late sufficient funds for a down payment.  

Crowding 
Living in crowded conditions is detrimental 
to the likelihood of owning a home.  At the 
same time, immigrants that live in crowded 
conditions are more likely to be homeown-
ers than are native-born households in 
similar conditions. Both economic and cul-
tural factors be at work here.  Immigrants, 
especially new arrivals, may prefer to share 
their living space and pool their limited 
resources to achieve homeownership (e.g., 
Krivo, 1995; Rosenbaum and Friedman, 
2004).  Finally, we found that Latino immi-
grants who live in crowded conditions are 
more likely to own than are Asian immi-
grants.  Multiple workers in the household.  
In contrast to previous work on data from 
1990 (Painter et al., 2001), having multiple 
workers per household increases the like-
lihood of owning a home.  This effect is 
largest for immigrants.  Asian immigrant 
households are most likely to benefit from 
the presence of additional workers in the 
household, while Latino immigrants are 
unlikely to experience an additional benefit. 
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Age of the household 
Homeownership rates tend to rise with 
age.  Therefore, a concern for housing pol-
icymakers is the fact that immigrants are 
younger than native-born households, so 
a growing number of younger household 
may reduce demand for owner-occupied 
housing in a metropolitan area.  This study 
demonstrates that the relative youth of im-
migrant households is not as detrimental 
to homeownership as it is for native-born 
households.  At the same time, as immigrant 
families age, their homeownership rates do 
not rise as fast as those of the native-born, 
suggesting that immigrants fare worse 
than native-borns in older age groups. 

1990 Census Results   
This analysis estimated models based on 
the 1990 Census and found a few notable 
over the decades of the 1980s and 1990s. 
First, status as an Asian does not lead to 
lower homeownership in 1990, but does 
in 2000.  As discussed in Painter et al. 
(2004), during the late 1980s, there were 
transfers of wealth and immigration from 
Asia related to the transfer of the control 
of Hong Kong to China and to a large run-
up in real estate values.  This suggests that 
results using 1990 data may be an outlier 
for Asian immigrants.  Second, while status 
as a newly arrived immigrant is similarly 
negative across both decades, status as a 
Latino immigrant increases the likelihood 
that the household will not own a home.  
However, this effect seems to have disap-
peared in 2000.  With respect to migra-
tion, moving from a gateway was not as 
detrimental to homeownership in 1990 
as it was in 2000, although the results for 
immigrants moving from a gateway are 
similar to those in 2000.  Having multiple 
workers is detrimental to homeownership 
holding income constant.  This suggests 
that there may have been changes in liv-
ing arrangements where multiple house-

holds are sometimes living under one 
roof for the purposes of buying a home.

Concluding Remarks
Immigration continues to be one of the driv-
ing forces in the changing demographics in 
the United States.  Because immigrants as 
a group have lower homeownership rates 
than native-born households, many have 
been concerned about adverse impacts on 
the homeownership rates in metropolitan ar-
eas.  In focusing on emerging gateways, this 
study investigated not only the impact of im-
migration, but also the impact of migration 
domestically.  The results suggest that over-
all, immigrants have lower homeownership 
attainment than native-born households in 
these emerging gateway cities, and that this 
deficit persists for about 15-20 years.  This 
result will be important in the near term be-
cause the immigrants in these cities are much 
more likely to be new arrivals to the U.S. than 
the national average.  Although leaving es-
tablished gateways is an intermediate step 
in immigrant assimilation, it does not seem 
to provide immigrants an immediate boost 
in homeownership.  This finding should not 
come as a surprise, because migration delays 
homeownership attainment both for native-
born and foreign-born immigrant households, 
at least in the short run. On the other hand, 
there are signs of progress. The immigrants 
who migrate away from established gate-
ways achieve a homeownership rate similar 
to those who move within a gateway. 

Unlike research from past decades (Painter 
et al., 2003), there were fewer differences 
in outcomes between Latino and Asian im-
migrants.  As with previous research (e.g., 
Painter et al., 2001), domestic migrants have 
lower homeownership rates than do those 
that migrate within a metropolitan area.  In 
this comparison, there is no evidence that 
immigrants that leave established gateways 
do worse than other domestic migrants, and 
that domestic migrants from high house price 
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and low rent areas have a higher probability 
of becoming homeowners in their migration 
destinations.  Finally, the results suggest that 
the homeownership likelihoods of Latino 
households have improved markedly over the 
decade of the 1990s.

In sum, it does appear that both immigration 
and migration have at least short-term nega-
tive impacts on the homeownership rates in 
these emerging gateway metropolitan areas.  
Over time, the negative impact of immigrant 
status fades away as households assimilate into 
metropolitan areas.  The results also suggest 
that moving from a gateway metropolitan area 
is not necessarily a positive signal for assimila-
tion, at least in the short run, but is more likely 
to be indicative of the similar trends in the mo-
bility of the overall population.  Future research 
is needed to discover how long it will take the 
new immigrants in the emerging gateways to 
achieve levels of homeownership similar to 
new immigrants in the traditional gateways 
(Painter et al., 2001).  Perhaps as these im-
migrant communities grow in the emerging 
gateways, the amount of time that immi-
grants need to achieve the homeownership 
rates of native-board born households will fall.  
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