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ABSTRACT 

NINA MICHALIKOVA 

ADAPTATION EXPERIENCE OF POST-1991 EASTERN EUROPEAN 
IMMIGRANTS IN THE UNITED STATES 

 
MAY 2013 

Despite the rapid growth in the numbers of new Eastern Europeans in the United 

States, very little is known about this immigrant population. There is no published 

systematic study of their adaptation to American life. Using the latest nationally 

representative quantitative data, this dissertation attempts to fill this gap in the literature 

by systematically examining the cultural, socioeconomic, structural, and political 

adaptation of post-1991 Eastern European immigrants in the United States. Two research 

questions will guide this study. First, to what extent do post-1991 Eastern European 

immigrants in the United States adapt culturally, socioeconomically, structurally, and 

politically to American life? Second, what are the major determinants of cultural, 

socioeconomic, structural, and political adaptation of post-1991 Eastern European 

immigrants in the United States? 

This dissertation is the first comprehensive study of the adaptation experience of 

post-1991 Eastern European immigrants in the United States. The study contributes to the 

field by simultaneously examining the cultural, socioeconomic, structural, and political 
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adaptation of these new immigrants. In addition to an important methodological 

contribution and policy implications, the project reviews contesting perspectives of 

immigrant adaptation and develops a theoretical base for understanding Eastern European 

immigration. Since different Eastern European groups adapt to their new lives in the 

United States differently, their adaptation experiences can be best explained by different 

theoretical frameworks.  

Data from the Department of Homeland Security were used to describe the recent 

trends and patterns of immigration from Eastern Europe to the United States. The 2006-

2010 American Community Survey (ACS), the 2008-2010 Civic Engagement 

Supplement of the Current Population Survey (CES-CPS), and the 2002-2010 Voting and 

Registration Supplement of the Current Population Survey (VRS-CPS) collected by the 

U.S. Bureau of the Census were used to address aspects of cultural, socioeconomic, 

structural, and political adaptation of new Eastern European immigrants. Ordinary least 

squares regression and logistic regression were used to test the hypotheses. 

The results show that new Eastern European immigrants have achieved a 

relatively high degree of English proficiency, and being recent immigrants, they have a 

higher likelihood of retaining their native language than other immigrant groups. Overall, 

new Eastern European immigrants tend to be highly educated and professional, but their 

average personal income is surprisingly low. Participation in civic organizations and 

neighborhood interaction of new Eastern European immigrants is somewhat limited, 
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indicating that a relatively high degree of cultural and socioeconomic adaptation might 

not result in better structural adaptation for these immigrants. The naturalization rate 

among new Eastern European immigrants is comparable to that of American immigrants 

in general, but it is lower than the naturalization rate among other European and Asian 

immigrants. Voting behavior of new Eastern European immigrants is similar to other 

American immigrants.  

Overall, it appears that new Eastern European immigrants adapt well culturally, 

socioeconomically, structurally, and politically, but there are cross-group differences in 

their adaptation. In addition, empirical evidence suggests that new Eastern European 

immigrants have become only partially assimilated in the United States, while partially 

maintaining their ethnic cultures. Therefore, assimilation theory has no relevance when 

explaining their diverse adaptation paths and experiences. However, cultural pluralism 

theory, revisionist assimilation theory, and segmented assimilation theory appear to be 

applicable to the experiences of various Eastern European groups across different 

adaptation dimensions.  

The effect of a variety of individual and country-level factors on various 

dimensions of adaptation was tested. Age and length of stay are among the key 

determinants of cultural adaptation. The degree of socioeconomic adaptation of 

immigrants increases with length of stay, age, and English proficiency. Married 

immigrants tend to adapt better socioeconomically across all measures of this adaptation 
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dimension. Length of stay, marital status, education, and self-employment consistently 

increase the degree of structural adaptation among immigrants. Immigrants who reside in 

the United States for a longer period of time, are males, have more education, and are 

married tend to adapt better politically than their respective counterparts. In addition to a 

variety of individual factors, results show that adaptation of new Eastern European 

immigrants is affected by socioeconomic and political conditions in their countries of 

origin. Immigrants from economically stronger, ethnically homogeneous countries where 

political and personal freedoms are granted to the citizens tend to adapt better culturally 

and socioeconomically. However, immigrants originating in countries with weaker 

economies tend to adapt better structurally and politically than immigrants from 

economically more stable countries. In addition, ethnic diversity and limited political and 

personal freedoms in home countries facilitate immigrants` structural and political 

adaptation in the United States. 

This dissertation has important implications not only for scholars of immigration, 

but also for policy makers, and immigrant groups themselves. Collectively, Eastern 

European immigrants adapt well in the United States, but this overall trend conceals wide 

cross-group differences. This study will, hopefully, draw the attention of policy makers to 

this understudied immigrant population, and will lead to an improvement in policies and 

increased support for groups in need.  It is hoped that the information on different 

dimensions of adaptation included in this dissertation may be beneficial to immigrants 
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themselves, and help later waves of Eastern European immigrants live lives that are more 

meaningful.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The immigration of Eastern Europeans to the United States is not a recent 

phenomenon, and Eastern Europe has been a constant source of immigrants since the 

1880s (Daniels 2002; Healey 2003; Jones 1992; Parillo 2006).  The numbers of Eastern 

European immigrants have fluctuated considerably over time.  Hungary, Romania, 

Poland, the former Czechoslovakia, and other Eastern European countries sent large 

numbers of immigrants before 1945.  However, during the Cold War, Eastern Europe was 

isolated from the Western capitalist countries, and emigration was interrupted for several 

decades (Massey 1995).  The latest data from the U.S. Department of Homeland Security 

demonstrate a clear trend: the level of Eastern European immigration was the lowest from 

the end of WWII until the late 1980s, followed by significant increases after the fall of 

communism and the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991.  Overall, it is estimated that in 

the past two decades, more than one million Eastern Europeans settled in the United 

States (Morawska 2004).  The number of immigrants born in Eastern Europe increased 

from 1.2 million in 1990, to 1.9 million in 2000, and their numbers continued to increase 

between 2000 and 2010 (Migration Policy Institute 2012).  From 1987 to 2001, there was 

almost a six-fold increase in the number of Eastern European legal immigrants admitted 

to the United States (Robila 2007).  During the same period, Poland, Russia, Ukraine, and 

Bosnia-Herzegovina were among the top ten immigrant-sending countries (Nesturek and 
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Marks 2009).  Less than 160,000 Polish immigrants came to the United States between 

1950 and 1989, but about 280,000 arrived since 1990.  Similarly, about 64,000 Russians 

came to the United States during the 40-year post-war period, but more than 600,000 

arrived in the past two decades (Robila 2010).  According to the 2000 U.S. Population 

Census, it is estimated that 466,742 foreign-born in the U.S. originated in Poland, 

340,177 in Russia, and 275,173 in Ukraine (Migration Policy Institute 2012).  These 

trends clearly indicate the beginning of a new phase of Eastern European immigration, 

and call for renewed research on Eastern European immigration.  

Scholars of immigration disproportionately focus on adaptation experiences of 

immigrants from Asia and Latin America, because these are the largest and fastest 

growing immigrant groups since 1965 (Morawska 2004; Yang 2011).  Although the 

population of new Eastern Europeans is much smaller and less visible, it is rapidly 

growing.  Despite this fact, very little is known about new Eastern European immigrants 

in the United States.  There is no published systematic study of their adaptation to 

American life.  A very few published articles and unpublished dissertations address 

certain aspects of the adaptation process.  In addition, these existing studies have 

important limitations (Gold 2004; Morawska 2004; Robila 2007, 2010; Stodolska 2008).  

First, the researchers focus on a particular dimension of the adaptation process such as 

cultural or socioeconomic adaptation, and fail to provide a more complete picture by 

addressing other important dimensions of adaptation.  Second, they examine the 

adaptation of immigrants from certain countries, but fail to examine immigrants from the 
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entire region of Eastern Europe.  More specifically, existing studies tend to investigate 

the largest groups, such as Polish and Russian immigrants, while overlooking immigrants 

originating from smaller countries.  Finally, most studies focus on adaptation experiences 

of adolescent immigrants who are refugees rather than adult non-refugee immigrants.  No 

study has simultaneously addressed cultural, socioeconomic, structural, and political 

adaptation of various Eastern European groups in the United States.  Using the latest 

nationally representative quantitative data, this dissertation attempts to fill these gaps in 

the literature.  

Scholars have challenged the classical assimilation theory as a major explanation 

of incorporation of contemporary immigrants in major immigrant-receiving counties, 

including the United States.  In addition, in the age of globalization, adaptation 

experiences of immigrants are altered by easy and inexpensive transportation, as well as 

new technologies and modes of communication facilitating immigrants` transnational 

connections (Foner 2001; Portes 1999; Portes et al. 1999).  Transnationalism is not a new 

phenomenon, and immigrants have always maintained transnational ties (Morawska 

2001).  However, most of the recent technological developments were not available to 

earlier generations of immigrants arriving in the United States at the turn of the century, 

or even to those who immigrated several decades ago.  How do these changes affect the 

adaptation processes of new Eastern European immigrants in the United States?  Do these 

hinder or facilitate their process of adaptation?  How different is it to be an immigrant in 

the 21st century?  The examination of new Eastern Europeans, most of whom are first-
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generation immigrants with limited ties to the United States, provides a unique 

opportunity to examine the adaptation experiences of contemporary American 

immigrants.  While the study will examine immigrant adaptation of Eastern Europeans in 

the context of the American experience, the findings will be applicable to other recent 

immigrant groups and to a broader international context.  

THE RESEARCH PROBLEM 

The purpose of this dissertation is to examine the adaptation experiences of post-

1991 Eastern European immigrants in the United States.  This population includes legal 

immigrants who were born in Eastern Europe and immigrated to the United States in 

1991 or later.  Unlike other immigrant groups who have been in the United States for 

several generations, such as some Asian and Latino groups, a majority of new Eastern 

Europeans have been recent immigrants residing in the United States for about a decade 

(Robila 2010).  Because many of these immigrants might not even meet the minimum 

five-year residency requirement and thus may not qualify to apply for citizenship, this 

study includes both citizens by naturalization, and non-citizens.  Including Eastern 

Europeans with diverse immigration backgrounds and statuses might provide some 

interesting insights into their adaptation process.  

There are many definitions of Eastern Europe.  This region encompasses many 

different cultures, ethnicities, languages, and histories, and grouping all that diversity 

under a single label is rather problematic.  Like any other spatial identity, Eastern Europe 

is a social and cultural construct.  This part of Europe can be described according to 
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different criteria.  According to the definition by the United Nations Statistics Division 

(2012), Eastern Europe includes the following countries: Belarus, Bulgaria, Czech 

Republic, Hungary, Poland, Moldova, Romania, Russia, Slovakia, and Ukraine.  This 

definition, however, disregards one important commonality shared by most of the 

countries in this region of Europe: having lived under communist rule.  Therefore, this 

study will use the definition that groups the countries broadly classified as being part of 

Eastern Europe based on their common experience of the “Iron Curtain” (Robila 2010).  

Considering this political boundary of the 20th century that determined the development 

of many countries until the early 1990s, the region of Eastern Europe includes: Albania, 

Belarus, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, 

Latvia, Lithuania, Macedonia, Moldova, Poland, Serbia and Montenegro, Slovakia, 

Slovenia, Romania, Russia, and Ukraine.  These countries formed the so-called 

“communist bloc,” and had been separated from the Western capitalist countries for more 

than forty years after 1945, when the Soviet Union established control over Eastern 

Europe.  Thus, they conform to the definition of Eastern Europe in geopolitics.  Estonia, 

Slovenia, Serbia and Montenegro belong to this region, but are not included in all 

datasets used in this study, and thus cannot be studied.  This dissertation focuses on 

immigrants (the first generation).  Children of immigrants who can trace their origins to 

one of the Eastern European countries, but were born in the United States (the second 

generation), will not be included in the analysis.  Because of a lack of immigration 
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experience, the adaptation experience of the second generation could be vastly different 

from that of the first generation.  

Adaptation refers to the adjustment of immigrants to their life in the host country.  

More precisely, the process of immigrant adaptation is defined as “relatively stable 

changes that take place in an individual or group in response to environmental demands” 

(Berry 1997: 20).  The adaptation process has many dimensions.  This dissertation will 

concentrate on cultural adaptation, socioeconomic adaptation, structural adaptation, and 

political adaptation.  Cultural adaptation refers to the extent to which immigrants adopt 

the culture of the host country or retain their own cultures.  Socioeconomic adaptation 

refers to how immigrants fare socioeconomically in the host society.  Structural 

adaptation is defined as integration into the social groups (e.g., social clubs, cliques of 

friends, peers, and neighborhoods) and economic, social, political, legal, and educational 

institutions and organizations of the host country (Yang 2000).  Finally, political 

adaptation refers to the extent to which immigrants participate in the political process of 

the host society (Yang 2011). 

Two research questions will guide this study.  First, to what extent do post-1991 

Eastern European immigrants in the United States adapt culturally, socioeconomically, 

structurally, and politically to American life?  Second, what are the major determinants of 

cultural, socioeconomic, structural, and political adaptation of post-1991 Eastern 

European immigrants in the United States? 
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SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 

This dissertation is the first comprehensive research project on the adaptation 

experience of new Eastern European immigrants in the United States, with an emphasis 

on the post-1991 period.  The new Eastern European immigrants have been neglected in 

the sociology of contemporary immigration, and their adaptation experience is virtually 

unknown.  The fall of communism in the late 1980s ended the isolation of Eastern Europe 

and resulted in a resurgence of immigration from this region to the United States.  This 

new phenomenon requires a systematic study.  It is important to systematically 

investigate the experiences of new Eastern European immigrants, considering their rapid 

increase over the past two decades.  This dissertation is the first study that seeks to 

simultaneously examine the cultural, socioeconomic, structural, and political adaptation 

of these new immigrants. 

Theoretical Significance 

This dissertation is based on the framework by Milton Gordon (1964), who 

proposed seven stages of adaptation: cultural, structural, marital, identificational, attitude 

receptional, behavioral receptional, and civic assimilation.  Consistent with this 

framework, this dissertation will examine cultural and structural dimensions, and add the 

socioeconomic dimension, which has been recognized by researchers as important in 

explaining immigrants` overall degree of adaptation (Yang 2011).  Due to unavailability 

of data, other stages proposed by Gordon (1964) will not be examined.  
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Over the past few decades, scholars proposed several theoretical frameworks to 

explain immigrants` incorporation into American society.  These will be reviewed and 

discussed in more detail in subsequent chapters, but generally, the most influential 

frameworks include: classical assimilation theory, melting-pot theory, cultural pluralism 

theory, revisionist assimilation theory, and segmented assimilation theory.  This 

dissertation will test the applicability of these frameworks to explain immigrants` 

adaptation experiences.  New Eastern European immigrants may be simultaneously 

similar to, and different from, new immigrants from Asia and Latin America in terms of 

ethnicity, class, context of exit, and context of reception.  By examining their adaptation 

experience through the lenses of existing theories of adaptation, this study can help reveal 

the diverse adaptation experiences of contemporary immigrants in the United States and 

assess the utility of theoretical perspectives on immigrant adaptation.  This study is 

unique in that it will test the applicability of various theories – some classical, some more 

recent – to explain the experiences of very recent immigrants.  By doing so, the goal of 

this dissertation is to develop a theoretical base for understanding not only experiences of 

new Eastern European immigration, but contemporary American immigrants in general.  

 Methodological Significance 

This dissertation will also make an important methodological contribution.  

Using a quantitative approach, nationally representative data, and a large sample size, it 

will empirically examine important adaptation dimensions of major Eastern European 

groups who immigrated to the United States since 1991.  Existing studies of this 
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immigrant population are almost exclusively qualitative.  While there is a great value to 

the qualitative approach, findings of qualitative studies cannot be generalized to the 

entire population.  Generalizability is, however, one of the primary goals of this 

dissertation.  Quantitative studies of new Eastern European immigrants are limited to 

simple statistical techniques, such as descriptive statistics and cross tabulations, and fail 

to analyze the recent nationally representative data.  These studies provide some 

interesting findings and manage to assess the level of adaptation of certain groups.  At 

the same time, however, they fail to examine factors that play a role in the immigrant 

adaptation process.  Employing various regression techniques, this study moves beyond 

description to examine important determinants of immigrant adaptation.  Each 

adaptation dimension is measured by a variety of indicators to increase the validity of 

measurements.  The selection of measures is determined by the findings of existing 

literature on immigrant adaptation.  This study tests several new variables that have only 

been available from the U.S. Population Census since 2008, and thus, it is among the 

first studies to test these measures.  Merging data files across several years increases the 

pooled sample sizes and allows for cross-group comparisons.  In addition, linking 

consecutive years adds a longitudinal dimension to the study and creates a unique 

opportunity to examine changes over time.  The dissertation attempts to incorporate 

recent developments in the field of quantitative methodology and is guided by social 

statistics literature. 
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Practical Significance 

Currently, there is no study addressing the experiences of post-1991 Eastern 

European immigrants.  In the United States, these immigrants tend to be classified as 

“white,” and thus can be easily confused with the majority.  However, regardless of their 

perceived racial classification, they are still immigrants with needs stemming from their 

immigrant status.  Being confused with the majority might not necessarily facilitate their 

process of adaptation.  It is likely that wide cross-group variations exist among these 

immigrants in terms of their language abilities, socioeconomic status, or other 

characteristics.  Perhaps new Eastern Europeans are overlooked due to their racial 

similarity with whites, but doing so might create additional barriers to their adaptation, 

rather than facilitating it.  New Eastern European immigrants are unlike contemporary 

immigrants from Western Europe who have always adapted very well.  Importantly, lives 

of immigrant Eastern Europeans have been affected by fifty years of communist regimes 

that their countries of origin were subjected to.  Holding on to the cultures of their 

homelands, quite distant from the American culture, values of new Eastern Europeans 

may be largely inconsistent with the idea of American individualism and assertiveness.  

Simply put, coming to the United States might be a cultural shock in many respects and 

having to adapt might be a difficult and complex process.  For these reasons, the results 

of this dissertation will have significant practical implications.  The findings can reveal 

how well new Eastern European immigrants adapt to American life and how diverse the 

experience of adaptation across groups actually is.  The findings of this study can help to 
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develop policies that may aid immigrants to overcome challenges, facilitate the 

adaptation process, and make a positive impact on their lives.  The conclusions can assist 

acculturating groups and individuals themselves by revealing to what extent the groups 

are similar or heterogeneous across different adaptation dimensions.  They will reveal 

what obstacles they have to overcome and what pathways to adopt in order to 

successfully adapt in the United States.  

Contributions to the Literature 

Several important contributions to the literature will be made by studying new 

Eastern European immigrants.  First, no other study before has examined the adaptation 

of this particular group systematically.  The examination of a new immigrant group with 

unique backgrounds and immigration history might yield some interesting results that 

may alter the way contemporary immigration to the United States is currently understood.  

Second, this study will employ a wide variety of measures at both the individual and 

country-level, which makes it unique.  Such a variety of measures has never before been 

employed when examining new Eastern European immigrants, and it is likely that some 

country-level characteristics considered in this dissertation are new to the studies of 

immigrant adaptation altogether.  Lastly, this dissertation examines adaptation 

dimensions that are largely understudied.  While many studies examined cultural and 

socioeconomic adaptation of immigrants, very few studies investigated structural and 

political dimensions.  Thus, this dissertation not only contributes to knowledge regarding 

the experiences of a new immigrant group in the United States, but it will also contribute 
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to knowledge pertaining to the complexities of adaptation among contemporary 

immigrants in the United States and worldwide.  

DISSERTATION OVERVIEW 

Chapter 2 describes contemporary trends in immigration from Eastern Europe to 

the United States, with a focus on numbers of immigrants, their demographic 

characteristics, settlement patterns, and class of admission.  Chapter 3 summarizes the 

literature on cultural, socioeconomic, structural, and political adaptation of post-1991 

Eastern European immigrants, reviews existing theories of adaptation applicable to 

explaining the experiences of this immigrant population, and proposes hypotheses for 

testing.  Chapter 4 provides details about the data, samples, variables and measurements, 

coding, methods, and analytical strategies used in this study.  Chapters 5 through 8 

present the findings of cultural, socioeconomic, structural, and political adaptation.  Each 

chapter consists of descriptive and multivariate analyses.  The final chapter discusses the 

major findings of this dissertation, contributions to the existing literature, and proposes 

directions for future research.   
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CHAPTER II 

THE NEW EASTERN EUROPEAN IMMIGRANTS IN THE UNITED STATES: 

AN OVERVIEW 

During the final decades of the 20th century, a new wave of immigration to the 

United States occurred, and the number of immigrants increased significantly (Martin and 

Midgley 1999; Portes and Rumbaut).  The foreign-born population grew from 6 percent 

(14.1 million individuals) of the total US population in 1980, to 8 percent (19.8 million 

individuals) in 1990.  By 2000, the foreign-born made up 11 percent (31.1 million 

individuals) of the total US population.  As of 2010, immigrants comprised 13 percent 

(40 million) of the total US population (Batalova and Lee 2012).  Unlike in the early 

1900s, a majority of recent immigrants originates in Latin America and Asia, and they 

represent the most frequently studied immigrant populations.  Among recent immigrants, 

the new Eastern European immigrants have been increasing in numbers since the late 

1980s.  Volumes have been written about Eastern Europeans who came to the United 

States at the turn of the century, and numerous studies describe their characteristics, 

context of their departure and reception, and their adaptation experience.  The research 

examining new Eastern Europeans is surprisingly limited.  The United States today is not 

the place encountered by immigrants in the early twentieth century (Portes and Rumbaut 

2006).  In the context of changes that took place in the 20th century, the examination of 
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adaptation experiences of new Eastern European immigrants will yield findings that may 

contribute to the field of contemporary immigration.  

TRENDS IN IMMIGRATION FROM EASTERN EUROPE 

The following sections discuss the pre-1991 immigration from Eastern Europe to 

the United States.  The discussion opens with a brief chronology of immigration from 

Eastern Europe to the United States.  I analyzed several major waves of immigrants who 

arrived since the late 1880s: early Eastern European immigration (1880-1919), Eastern 

European immigration between the wars (1920-1949), during the communist regimes 

(1950-1990), and post-1991 Eastern European immigration.  The overview includes the 

discussion of characteristics of early immigrants, such as their numbers, settlement 

patterns, demographic and socioeconomic backgrounds, and cultural values.  Immigration 

policies in the sending countries and in the United States are also discussed.  

Early Eastern European Immigration (1880-1919) 

Small numbers of Eastern Europeans immigrated to the United States during early 

colonial times.  These were mostly upper-class immigrants, such as merchants, soldiers, 

or nobles (Blumenthal 1981).  During the 1880s, Eastern Europeans started to immigrate 

in large numbers, and the “classic” era of immigration began (Massey 1995).  More 

accessible ways of travel combined with worsening conditions in Europe and a need for 

low-wage workers in America contributed to the mass immigration from Eastern Europe 

(Blumenthal 1981).  Due to frequently changing boundaries and political turmoil in 

Eastern Europe, it is difficult to estimate the precise numbers of early Eastern European 
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immigrants.  The U.S. Department of Immigration classified various groups under 

different names over time, or lumped distinct groups together.  Immigration officials 

often counted Eastern Europeans as Germans or Austrians.  Similarly, Ukrainians, 

Lithuanians, Latvians, Estonians, and other groups were sometimes classified as Russians 

(Olsen 1994).  Eastern European Slavs were the second largest group of immigrants after 

the Italians entering the United States during this period.  The largest Slavic groups were 

the Polish, Czechs, Slovaks, and Russians (Wepman 2002).  According to the data by the 

Department of Homeland Security presented in Table 1, more than 3 million Russians 

immigrated to the United States during the early period, followed by about 1.6 million 

immigrants coming from Hungary, and about 150,000 from Poland.  Olsen (1994) 

estimated that the number of Polish immigrants arriving between 1877 and 1924 was as 

high as 3 million, while about 200,000 Lithuanians and 400,000 Ukrainians immigrated 

to the United States during the same period.  In addition, about 527,000 Hungarian, 

500,000 Czech, and 728,000 Slovak immigrants originated in the Austria-Hungary 

Empire (Olsen 1994).  

Many studies examined characteristics and adaptation experiences of Eastern 

Europeans who came to the United States at the turn of the century.  The literature 

portrays their adaptation process as more problematic than the smooth, straight-line 

assimilation experienced by immigrants from Northern and Western Europe (Blumenthal 

1981; Healey 2003; Jaret 1999; Parillo 2006; Thomas and Znaniecki 1927; Zhou 2002).  

Early Eastern European immigrants tended to be non-Protestant, less educated, and less 
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skilled peasants, but there were important cultural and socioeconomic differences 

between groups (Perlmann and Waldinger 1997).  Poles, Slovaks, Russians, Bulgarians, 

and other Slavic groups spoke different languages, had different customs, and came from 

countries with very different histories.  They also differed in their socioeconomic 

backgrounds.  Czechs, for example, were less likely to be illiterate than Germans or 

English immigrants, and Jews had a higher percentage of skilled workers than virtually 

any other European group, except the Scots (Jones 1992).  Despite this incredible 

diversity, these groups were lumped together as “Slavs,” and perceived as homogeneous 

(Parillo 2006; Wepman 2002).  

Despite their rural origins, Eastern Europeans had not become farmers in America 

(Jones 1992).  Having no capital and unable to buy land, they performed mostly manual, 

low-paying jobs that required limited skills and knowledge of English.  Concentrated in 

the large cities of the Northeast and Midwest, such as Detroit, Milwaukee, Buffalo, 

Cleveland, Pittsburgh, and Chicago, men worked as laborers in factories, mines, or mills, 

and women were predominantly domestic servants in white middle-class households 

(Daniels 2002; Healey 2003; Olsen 1994).  Many early Eastern European immigrants did 

not intend to stay in the U.S. permanently, and their goal was to save enough money to 

buy land back home.  In fact, in some years, return migration to Eastern Europe was as 

high as fifty percent.  Many immigrants, however, never returned to their home countries 

(Blumenthal 1981).  
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Finding a job in America was easy, but jobs available to immigrants did not allow 

for status improvement.  Insecurity, limited pay, and lack of promotions perpetuated 

immigrants` poverty.  The common workweek for a non-skilled worker was 84 hours – 6 

days a week, 14 hours per day (Parillo 2006).  The pay was often insufficient to cover 

basic necessities.  For example, in a Pittsburgh steel district, two thirds of workers earned 

$12.50 a week, and the rest had to be content with $10, while $15 was the minimum 

amount necessary for immigrants` families to make it through the week (Dinnerstein and 

Reimers 1999).  The entire family – including children – had to work out of economic 

necessity.  Immigrant children were expected to take after-school jobs, or leave school 

altogether, and help their parents to overcome economic hardship.  Education of Eastern 

European immigrant children typically ended by the time they were 14, but in many 

documented cases, children as young as 10 years old were already working at the mines 

with their fathers (Greene 1968; Znaniecki-Lopata 1976).  The consequences of child 

labor were significant and limited opportunities for upward socioeconomic mobility in 

the second and third generation.  

Although child labor was common in immigrant families, not all Eastern 

European immigrants discouraged education of their children.  Romanians, for example, 

tended to achieve the middle-class status by the second generation by keeping the family 

size small, and encouraging their children to continue their education (Olsen 1994).  This 

pattern was not unusual for other Eastern European groups.  For example, 50 percent of 

first generation Czechs and Slovaks moved into skilled jobs, and about 80 percent of the 
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second generation tended to experience some degree of upwards social mobility.  

Similarly, about 67 percent of Jews who immigrated in early 20th century were skilled 

workers (Olsen 1994).   

In addition to their lower socioeconomic background, religious beliefs further 

distinguished Eastern Europeans from earlier immigrants.  They were largely Roman 

Catholics or Jews (Robila 2010).  Some groups, like Bulgarians, Romanians, Russians, 

and Ukrainians were predominantly Orthodox Christians (Olsen 1994).  About 90 percent 

of over 2 million Jews who left Europe in the late 19th century settled in the United 

States, and 70 percent of them originated in Russia (Dinnerstein and Reimers 1999).  

While Catholics immigrated to the United States due to economic hardship and did not 

plan to stay in the U.S. permanently, Jews left Europe because of religious persecution.  

Unlike many other Eastern Europeans, Jews had no intentions to return to their countries 

of origin, and aspired to become American citizens.  In addition, unlike Catholics who 

were mostly peasants, many Jewish immigrants had entrepreneurial skills that helped 

them to secure skilled jobs outside the industrial sector (Healey 2003).  

The relationship between early Eastern Europeans and other immigrant groups 

were not harmonious.  By the time Eastern Europeans started arriving in large numbers, 

immigrants from Northern and Western Europe were skilled workers in the mines, mills, 

and factories where later immigrants worked as unskilled laborers.  Relations between 

Eastern European groups were also tense.  Groups shared the Eastern European origin, 

but spoke different languages, and had distinct customs and socioeconomic backgrounds 
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(Bankston et al. 2006).  Resentment, isolation, and stereotyping inspired by intergroup 

differences resulted in Eastern Europeans` preference for ethnic communities, 

neighborhoods, and parishes where they could interact with immigrants of the same 

origin and ethnicity.  They tended to be surrounded by friends and relatives of the same 

ethnicity who spoke the same language and practiced the same religion (Parillo 2006).  

Ethnic communities formed by immigrants in America closely resembled the European 

communities they left behind.  In most cases, social mobility would require immigrants to 

abandon these communities.  Socioeconomic advancement, however, was not as 

important to these immigrants as the sense of stability provided by ethnic neighborhoods.  

Holding onto their cultures and values, early Eastern Europeans maintained their ethnic 

affiliations, sacrificing opportunities for social mobility (Olsen 1994). 

Growing numbers of Eastern European immigrants fueled anti-immigrant 

sentiments, and perceptions of social, cultural, political, and economic threat.  

Immigrants were considered unable to adopt American culture and values, and unfit to 

become fully American (Jaret 1999).  Not only were immigrants viewed as threatening 

the established cultural values, they were also viewed as politically dangerous, loyal to 

foreign ideologies, and wanting to destroy American democratic institutions (Jaret 1999).  

In the eyes of nativists, Eastern European immigrants also posed a danger to a pure 

American race (Wepman 2002).  The fears of racial inferiority inspired a frequently 

asked question: Are these immigrants white? The book Passing of the Great Race by 

historian Madison Grant (1916) represented anti-immigrant sentiments of this era, 
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proposing that the “old stock” was disappearing through what Grant labeled as “racial 

suicide.”  Perceived differences in physical characteristics among various Eastern 

European groups, combined with their inferior cultural background, and low 

socioeconomic status were interpreted as indicators of their lower moral and intellectual 

qualities (Jacobson 1998).  Some immigrant groups were favored over others, but in 

general, all immigrants from Eastern Europe occupied a strange, in-between position in 

the American racial hierarchy: above blacks, but below “white” Americans.  According 

to a 1926 survey, for example, Serbo-Croatians ranked near the bottom of the list of 

groups whites were willing to interact with, and Poles ranked just above them (Barrett 

and Roediger 2005).  

Early Eastern Europeans were frequently subjected to discrimination, prejudice, 

physical violence, threats, and lynching (Brodkin 2005; Healey 2003; Jaret 1999; Olsen 

1994).  The 1886 general strike in Chicago is one of the most significant documented 

incidents of physical violence against early Eastern European immigrants.  During a 

peaceful demonstration, someone threw a bomb at the police, wounding 70 people, and 

killing an officer.  Although it was never determined who was responsible for the 

incident, six immigrants were sentenced to death (Parillo 2006).  Another incident 

happened in 1890, when dozens of Slavic coal miners were wounded and killed by 

Pennsylvania militia (Jaret 1999).  Following similar events, the press portrayed 

immigrants as unruly, radical, violent, and lawless, contributing to anti-immigrant 
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hysteria, and paving the way for future restrictive immigration policies (Parillo 2006; 

Wepman 2002).     

Eastern European Immigration between the Wars (1920-1949) 

This era marks the sharp decline, and eventual termination of mass immigration 

from Europe (Massey 1995).  Major contributing factors were restrictive immigration 

laws, the Great Depression, and World War II.  New immigration legislation was passed 

as a response to nativist reactions and fears on the part of the dominant group.  By the 

1920s, most Americans were anti-immigrant, and the idea that the United States could 

ever become a melting pot was abandoned (Jaret 1999).  Pressured by anti-Semitic, anti-

Catholic, and anti-immigrant organizations, and by the general public that viewed 

newcomers as inassimilable, Congress passed the Emergency Quota Act of 1921.  The 

law imposed a total limit of 357,000 immigrants per year.  For the first time, the law 

limited the number of immigrants of each nationality to 3 percent of the number of earlier 

immigrants and their descendants of that nationality who resided in the United States 

according to the 1910 Population Census (Jones 1992; Wepman 2002; Yang 2011).  The 

law was amended in 1924 and replaced with the National Origins Act, which further 

curtailed the number of immigrants admitted annually to only 150,000, and limited 

annual immigration to 2 percent of the number of people from each country present in the 

United States in 1910 (Jones 1992; Wepman 2002).  The legislation was designed to 

promote immigration of Northern and Western Europeans, and reduce the numbers of 

Southern and Eastern European immigrants by allocating quotas much lower than the 
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prospective number of immigrants (Massey 1995; Parillo 2006).  For example, while the 

annual quota for Britain was 65,000, the quota for Poland was only 5,982 per year.  The 

number of Romanians who were allowed to immigrate was limited to 1,000, and only 100 

Bulgarians were allowed to enter the United States after the passage of the Act (Robila 

2010; Schaefer 2010).  The legislation had no consideration for personal relationships, 

separating families if some family members had been born in a country with its quota still 

open, from others born in a country whose quota was exhausted (Wepman 2002).   

The law, combined with the impact of the Great Depression, curtailed the 

numbers of immigrants from all Eastern European countries, and the overall immigration 

dropped to the lowest levels in the century (Healey 2003).  Unemployment in the United 

States eliminated the demand for immigrant workers, and annual average in this period 

dropped to 53,000 immigrants (Massey 1995).  In 1933, for example, only 23,068 

immigrants arrived, the lowest number since 1831.  Immigration decreased again during 

WWII.  With the annual average of 40,000, the inflow of immigrants was even lower 

than during the Great Depression (Wepman 2002). 

Despite the restrictive immigration policies, sizable numbers of Eastern 

Europeans managed to immigrate to the United States during this period.  According to 

the data from the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service, about 223,000 

immigrants from Poland and 101,000 immigrants from Czechoslovakia entered the 

United States in the 1920s (Table 1).  Like early immigrants, Eastern Europeans who 

immigrated after WWII faced language barriers, and had limited skills and resources.  
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However, postwar economic prosperity, relatively immigrant-friendly climate, and a 

variety of ethnic, religious, and governmental organizations established to assist 

immigrants likely facilitated their adaptation process (Massey 1995).  

The postwar period marks the beginning of the Cold War, often dated from 1947 - 

1991.  During this period, immigration from Eastern Europe was blocked, and the 

numbers of immigrants decreased dramatically.  The Soviet Union established its 

dominance over countries that in prewar times sent the largest numbers of immigrants, 

such as Czechoslovakia, Hungary, or Romania.  With the rise of communism by the 

1950s, countries occupied by the Soviet Union adopted the strict Soviet approach to 

border control, which made emigration from these countries to the capitalist West nearly 

impossible (Dowty 1989).  Despite these restrictions, in five years after WWII, 15 million 

Eastern Europeans managed to immigrate to West Germany, and thousands continued to 

apply for political asylum in the 1950s (Böcker at al. 1998).  Having limited space and 

resources, West Germany could not accommodate all prospective immigrants.  However, 

the legislation passed in the United States after the war increased resettlement quotas and 

allowed immigration of limited numbers of Eastern Europeans (Loescher 2001).  The 

Displacement Person`s Act of 1948 was the first U.S. law recognizing refugees (Rumbaut 

1994).  Because of this policy, 400,000 people arrived to the U.S., many of whom were 

refugees from Eastern Europe, fleeing oppressive communist regimes (Dinnerstein and 

Reimers 1999; Martin and Midgley 1999).  
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Eastern European Immigration during the Communist Regime (1950-1990) 

The Displaced Person`s Act eventually expired, and was replaced by the Refugee 

Relief Act of 1953.  This law facilitated the immigration of 190,000 refugees, primarily 

from Europe (Martin and Midgley 1999).  Sizable numbers of Yugoslavs, Bulgarians, 

Russians, Ukrainians, Poles, and other Eastern Europeans immigrated under this law, but 

their numbers were significantly lower than in earlier periods (Robila 2010).  For 

example, 228,000 Polish immigrants entered the United States in the 1920s, but only 

10,000 came in the 1950s (Massey 1995).  Significant political events in Eastern Europe 

were often followed by new U.S. legislations to facilitate immigration of refugees.  For 

example, after the Hungarian revolution in 1956, the U.S. Congress passed the law that 

resulted in admitting 29,000 refugees, mostly from Hungary (Dinnerstein and Reimers 

1999).  The most significant immigration legislation during this period was the 

Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965, which abolished the national origin quotas 

system.  The Act established an annual limit of 170,000 immigrants from the Eastern 

hemisphere, and for the first time, the immigration from the Western hemisphere was 

limited to 120,000 immigrants (Yang 2011).  The primary goal of this new policy was 

family reunification (Schaefer 2010; Yang 2011).  The passage of the Act increased 

immigration by one third, but the numbers of Eastern European immigrants have not 

reached the levels from earlier periods.   

In addition to declining numbers, the characteristics of Eastern European 

immigrants who entered the U.S. in this period were different compared to the previous 
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waves.  In the post-war period, immigrants were political, rather than economic refugees 

(Robila 2010).  They viewed immigration primarily as a means to escape communist 

regimes and political instability in their home countries.  While immigrants from Eastern 

and Southern Europe in 1910 constituted almost 70 percent of all American immigrants, 

this percentage decreased to 16 percent by 1960.  In fact, this year marks the beginning of 

the sharpest reduction in Eastern European immigration to the United States (Rumbaut 

1994).  Numbers clearly demonstrate this trend.  Out of approximately 390,000 

immigrants from Poland in the United States, almost half arrived before 1960, but only 3 

percent immigrated in the 1960s.  The pattern of immigration from the former Soviet 

Union is very similar (Rumbaut 1994). 

Post-1991 Eastern European Immigration 

 During the late 1980s and early 1990s, communist countries of Eastern Europe 

were transformed into democracies, and after more than fifty years of oppressive regimes, 

people were free to migrate to the West.  Because of these political changes, several new 

waves of Eastern European immigrants entered the United States during the past two 

decades.  Although the numbers never reached the magnitude of earlier eras, empirical 

evidence suggests that their numbers have been gradually increasing (Morawska 2004; 

Robila 2010).  This increase can be attributed to changes in political regimes in all of 

Eastern Europe, and economic hardship forcing migrants to look for better opportunities 

abroad (Okolski 2000).  Table 1 shows that slightly less than 65 thousand Russian 

immigrants came to the United States during the 40-year period between 1950 and 1989, 
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but almost ten times more emigrated from this country since 1990.  Similar patterns can 

be observed for other Eastern European countries, demonstrating an increase in the 

numbers of new Eastern European immigrants. 

As can be seen in Table 2, the highest number of immigrants from Eastern Europe 

who obtained legal permanent resident status during 1991-2010 were from Ukraine 

(290,591), followed by Poland (286,437), Russia (267,780), Bosnia and Herzegovina 

(128,129), and Romania (111,161).  A mixture of patterns and a great variation in 

numbers of Eastern European immigrants admitted to permanent residency since 1991 

emerges.  This diversity possibly reflects the events in immigrants` countries of origin, 

and the speed of economic transformation and development after the fall of communist 

regimes, which can serve as push factors and affect decisions to migrate (Robila 2010).  

The flow of immigrants from some Eastern European countries has been relatively stable 

between 1991 and 2010, with approximately equal numbers of immigrants arriving 

during each 5-year period (e.g. Hungary, Latvia, or Romania).  The number of 

immigrants from Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Macedonia, or Slovakia was the lowest 

between 1991 and 1995, and then gradually increased and remained stable.  Immigration 

from other Eastern European countries – including the countries historically sending the 

largest numbers of immigrants – reached a peak at a certain point, and then decreased.  

For example, the number of legal permanent residents from Poland was the highest after 

the fall of communism, and then decreased and remained stable in the subsequent 

decades.  Russia and Ukraine, on the other hand, registered the highest number of 
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permanent residents during the 2001-2005 period.  The number of permanent residents 

from former Yugoslavia increased significantly during the civil war period (1995-2000), 

reached its peak during the post-war period (2001-2005), and then decreased.  

NEW EASTERN EUROPEAN IMMIGRANTS AT A GLANCE 

Who are the new Eastern European immigrants in the United States?  Existing 

studies provide an incomplete answer to this question.  According to the limited 

literature, contemporary immigrants from Eastern Europe may be unlike their earlier 

predecessors in many respects.  In addition, wide cross-country differences exist among 

those who immigrated after 1991 (Robila 2007, 2008, 2010).  This dissertation focuses on 

various dimensions of adaptation, therefore, cultural, socioeconomic, and other 

characteristics of new Eastern Europeans will be addressed in later chapters.  The rest of 

this chapter will only describe demographic backgrounds of new Eastern Europeans, such 

as their age, length of stay in the U.S., and marital status.  

Table 3 shows selected demographic characteristics of post-1991 Eastern 

European immigrants.  Calculations are based on the data from the Department of 

Homeland Security for all Eastern European immigrants who obtained legal permanent 

residency between 2006 and 2010.  Both new arrivals and immigrants adjusting their 

status are included.  Almost half of all immigrants were between 18 and 34 years old (46 

percent), followed by the age category 35-64 (34 percent) and under 18 (15 percent).  

Almost all groups followed this age pattern, with exception of Albanian immigrants who 

tended to be 35 to 64 years old and Russian immigrants who tended to be younger than 



 28 

18 years.  In fact, Russian immigrants were the youngest, with 40 percent being younger 

than 18 years.  Compared to other groups, immigrants from Moldova and Ukraine were 

also relatively young, with 24 percent being younger than 18 years.  The overall pattern 

suggests that immigrants from countries of the former Soviet Union tend to be younger 

than immigrants from other Eastern European countries.  The largest number of 

immigrants aged 18 to 34 comes from Slovakia (62 percent), Latvia (55 percent), and 

Czech Republic (53 percent).  Immigrants from Croatia, Albania, and Poland tend to fall 

in the 35-64 age category. 

 Table 3 further indicates that a majority of new immigrants from Eastern Europe 

were married (66 percent), with some cross-country differences.  Immigrants from 

Hungary and Slovakia were the most likely to be married (77 percent).  On the contrary, 

Russian, Moldovan, and Ukrainian immigrants were the most likely to be single (51 

percent, 39 percent, and 37 percent, respectively), which is not surprising, considering that 

these immigrants tend to be the youngest. 

The data from the Department of Homeland Security did not include the 

information on length of stay, but existing limited research found that new Eastern 

European immigrants are not homogeneous in terms of their average length of residency 

in the United States.  According to Robila (2010), the mean length of residence in the 

United States varied between 10 years for immigrants from Latvia and Lithuania to 22 

years for Czech, Slovak, and Hungarian immigrants. 
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CONCENTRATION OF EASTERN EUROPEAN IMMIGRANTS 

Eastern Europeans at the turn of the century settled predominantly in the growing 

cities of the Northeast, where they found work in plants, mills, mines, and factories 

(Blumenthal 1981; Daniels 2002; Healey 2003; Jones 1992; Parillo 2006; Thomas and 

Znaniecki 1927).  Lacking capital and English language skills, the pioneers concentrated 

in the ports on the East coast, including Chicago, Boston, Philadelphia, Baltimore, New 

Orleans, and New York.  The later waves moved further inland, and settled in cities like 

Cleveland, Chicago, Cincinnati, Pittsburgh, and St. Louis (Handlin 1951).  In 1910, 

almost 80 percent of Eastern European immigrants were concentrated in the cities, 

compared to less than half of native-born Americans (Jones 1992).  In the same year, the 

highest numbers of Russians and Romanians resided in New York City, Philadelphia, and 

Chicago, while Hungarians tended to settle in New York City, Chicago, and Cleveland 

(Lieberson 1980).  Among early Eastern European immigrants, Russian were the most 

likely to live in the cities, with 5 out of 6 immigrants being concentrated in urban centers 

(Jones 1992).  The size of immigrant populations in American cities mirrored that of the 

cities in Europe.  Chicago, for example, was a leading Polish city of residence, with a 

population of 360,000 Poles.  After Warsaw and Lodz, it was considered the largest 

Polish center worldwide (Thomas and Znaniecki 1927).   

According to the 2000 Population Census, it is estimated that about 1.9 million 

first-generation immigrants from Eastern Europe resided in the United States.  Of that 

number, 40 percent (762,884) were concentrated in the Northeast (Migration Policy 
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Institute 2012).  The region with the second highest population of new Eastern European 

immigrants was the Midwest; here they constituted about 26 percent of all Eastern 

European immigrants (489,795).  About 21 percent of all new Eastern European 

immigrants settled in the West (389,953), followed by 14 percent in the South (263,424).  

Table 4 demonstrates that in 2000, the five states with the largest populations of foreign 

born from Eastern Europe were New York, Illinois, California, New Jersey, and Florida.  

Combined, these five states constituted 60.4 percent of the total foreign-born population 

from Eastern Europe in the United States.  New York remains the state with the largest 

percentage of Eastern European immigrants - 1 in 4 foreign-born Eastern Europeans in 

the United States resides in New York (22 percent).  Among all foreign-born people in 

New York, approximately 1 in 10 originates in Eastern Europe (11 percent).  

Table 5 shows the cross-country differences in settlement patterns.  It appears that 

between 2006 and 2010, immigrants from most Eastern European countries tended to 

settle consistently in the same states.  For example, over the span of five years, immigrants 

from Albania, Belarus, and Latvia tended to settle in New York.  The state of first choice 

for Bulgarian, Lithuanian, and Polish immigrants was Illinois.  Hungarians tended to settle 

in Florida, while Romanians and Russians preferred California.  The settlement patterns of 

immigrants from other Eastern European countries were less consistent.  Immigrants from 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, for example, settled in Missouri (2006), Illinois (2007-2009), 

Florida (2008), and New York (2010).  Immigrants from Croatia and Ukraine were most 
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likely to settle in New York and California, while Slovaks resided in both New York and 

New Jersey.  

TYPES OF IMMIGRANTS 

Table 6 shows the percentage distributions of Eastern European immigrants by 

type of admission and sending countries of birth for fiscal years 2006-2010.  On average, 

it appears that immediate relatives of U.S. citizens provides the main path of immigration 

for new Eastern European immigrants, as almost half of them entered the U.S. as 

immediate relatives of U.S. citizens between 2006 and 2010.  The second most prevalent 

category is refugees and asylees, represented by 20 percent of all immigrants from 

Eastern Europe, followed by employment based preferences with 15 percent of 

immigrants falling in this category.  

Family-sponsored Immigrants 

This category of admission includes family-sponsored preferences and immediate 

relatives of U.S. citizens (Yang 2011).  Comparisons of different Eastern European 

groups presented in Table 6 indicate that the majority of immigrants from Bulgaria, 

Croatia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Macedonia, Poland, Romania, and Slovakia were 

admitted as family-sponsored immigrants.  For example, between 70 and 72 percent of 

immigrants from Poland, Lithuania, Hungary, and Macedonia entered under this 

category, more than half of them as immediate relatives of U.S. citizens.  
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Employment-sponsored Immigrants 

Another possible path of post-1991 Eastern European immigration is through 

employment preferences, which include five categories: priority workers; professionals 

with advanced degrees; skilled workers, professionals without advanced degrees or 

needed unskilled workers; special immigrants; and investors (Yang 2011).  As seen in 

Table 6, a significant portion (20 percent of more) of Czech, Hungarian, Polish, Russian, 

and Slovak immigrants were admitted under this category.  Of these groups, this category 

was a dominant mode of entry for Czech immigrants (45 percent), as well as immigrants 

from Slovakia (28 percent).  

Refugees and Asylees 

A refugee is “a person who has been forced out of his or her country of 

nationality” (Weeks 2009: 556).  An asylee is defined as “a person who has been forced 

out of this or her country of nationality and who is seeking legal refuge (permanent 

residency) in the country to which he or she moved” (Weeks 2009: 546).  Table 6 further 

indicates that the refugee/asylee category was the main mode of admission for individuals 

from Bosnia and Herzegovina (54 percent) and Moldova (46 percent).  Above average 

numbers of Albanians, Belarusians, Croatians, Russians, and Ukrainians were also 

admitted as refugees or asylees.  

Diversity 

A significant portion of immigrants from several Eastern European countries was 

admitted under the diversity program.  Through the lottery process, this program 
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attempted to diversify the sources of immigration since 1990, when it was created by the 

Immigration Act (Yang 2011).  Above average numbers of Albanians, Belarusians, 

Bulgarians, Lithuanians, Macedonians, Romanians, and Russians benefited from this 

program.  

SUMMARY 

This chapter describes historical and contemporary trends in Eastern European 

migration, as well as characteristics, settlement patterns, and types of new Eastern 

European immigrants.  This immigrant population is smaller and less visible than other 

recent immigrant groups, but rapidly growing.  Despite this fact, researchers have not 

systematically examined new Eastern European immigrants.  Preliminary results indicate 

that these immigrants are diverse in terms of their demographic characteristics.  Their 

settlement patterns and context of admission are also not uniform.  While existing studies 

recognize these differences, they fail to examine how the variations affect immigrants` 

adaptation experiences.  In the following chapters, this dissertation will seek to fill the 

gap in the literature by systematically examining adaptation experiences of post-1991 

Eastern European immigrants in the United States.   
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CHAPTER III 

LITERATURE REVIEW, CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORKS, 

AND HYPOTHESES 

This chapter reviews existing research on various dimensions of the adaptation 

process among post-1991 Eastern European immigrants in the United States, including 

cultural, socioeconomic, structural, and political adaptation.  Theoretical frameworks 

relevant to the understanding of immigrants` adaptation are discussed, and hypotheses for 

testing are proposed.   

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Existing research on new Eastern European immigrants is very limited.  

Therefore, prior studies of Eastern Europeans who immigrated to the U.S. during the 

decades prior to 1991 are also included in the review.  

Cultural Adaptation 

The seminal work by Lieberson and Waters (1988) is a comprehensive study of 

white ethnics, including several groups of Eastern European ancestry.  Using the 1980 

Census data, the authors examined whether white ethnic groups, including Polish, 

Russians, Czechs, and Hungarians, differed in their cultural characteristics, more 

specifically their fertility and propensity to marriage.  The results showed that the fertility 

level was low and decreased for all groups.  Similarly, there were small differences in 

their marital patterns, with the exception of Russians, who were the least likely to get 
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married.  The study offers a systematic quantitative analysis of the adaptation process, 

but focuses primarily on the second and third generations. 

Prior studies of cultural adaptation use mainly a qualitative approach to 

investigate experiences of specific Eastern European groups, and thus do not allow for 

generalization to the entire population of Eastern Europeans.  In a qualitative study of 

recent immigrants from Poland and Russia in Philadelphia, Morawska (2004) found that 

these two groups did not follow the same adaptation trajectories.  Rather than being 

incorporated into the American mainstream, Polish immigrants tended to follow the 

ethnic path regardless of their socio-economic status.  Most of them self-identified as 

Polish, maintained strong transnational ties, and had limited knowledge of English.  

Russian Jews, on the other hand, tended to be host-country oriented.  They were more 

likely to self-identify as “Jewish American,” maintained only minimal transnational 

connections, and spoke English fluently. 

In a different qualitative study, Huseby-Darvas (2003) found that Hungarian 

immigrants in Michigan tended to preserve their ethnic cultures through cooking 

Hungarian food, organizing ethnic festivals, or celebrating ethnic holidays.  In a study of 

Russian Jews in San Francisco and California, Gold (2004) concluded that these 

immigrants “feel ambivalent about American culture and social practices” (2004: 34).  

Rather than socializing with American Jews, they tended to build their own communities.  

Belozersky and Borschevsky (2004) examined Russian Jews in Boston who arrived in the 

1980s.  Results showed that about 83 percent of these immigrants read Russian 
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newspapers, 43 percent listened to Russian radio, 61 percent visited Russian websites, and 

58 percent watched Russian TV.  

Quantitative studies focus primarily on acculturation among pre-1991 immigrants, 

and fail to use up-to-date data.  Using the 1980 Census data, Chiswick (1993) found that 

immigrants from the former Soviet Union are more likely to speak a language other than 

English at home, and tend to be less fluent in English than other immigrants from Europe.  

Among immigrants from the former Soviet Union, more education and immigrating with 

children improved language skills, while older age, fewer years in the United States, 

refugee status, and having a spouse who speaks Russian delayed learning English.  

Prior studies concentrate primarily on cultural adaptation of adolescent 

immigrants.  Birman, Trickett, and Vinokurov (2002) assessed acculturation styles of 

Soviet Jewish refugee adolescents, and concluded that acculturation to both American 

and Russian cultures were associated with reduced loneliness and increased support from 

parents.  Furthermore, acculturation into American culture was found to be associated 

with better school achievement and support from American peers, while acculturation to 

Russian culture was linked to support from Russian peers.  Tartakovsky (2012) found 

acculturation of Russian adolescents to be impacted by their attitudes towards both the 

country of origin and the host country, in addition to environmental constraints including 

experiences of discrimination.  Immigrants who felt accepted in the host country were 

more likely to be acculturated that those who felt rejected.  Using a qualitative design and 

a small sample size, Stodolska (2008) examined cultural adaptation problems among 
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Polish adolescent immigrants brought about by the process of immigration.  According to 

the author, the main adaptation problems these adolescents had to negotiate were related 

to the new environment in the host country, negative school experiences, discrimination 

by their peers, and lack of English proficiency.  

Several qualitative dissertations addressed cultural adaptation of new Eastern 

European immigrants.  Sanallutov (2004) focused on various dimensions of acculturation 

among young Slavic-speaking refugees in the Midwest United States, and found their 

acculturation to be determined by their native cultures, experiences in home countries, 

and the ability to acquire education.  The dissertation by Lyubansky (2000) explored the 

effects of cultural involvement on adjustment among older immigrants from the former 

Soviet Union.  Stress experienced by immigrants was found to be a significant predictor 

in overall adjustment.  Involvement in American culture was also significant to some 

extent.  For example, immigrants who adopted U.S. values faced fewer psychological 

problems and were better adjusted; however, the effect of adopting U.S. behaviors on the 

process of immigrant adjustment was not significant.  

Socioeconomic Adaptation 

Chapter 2 discussed socioeconomic background characteristics of early Eastern 

European immigrants.  Generally, these immigrants had limited education and resources, 

were concentrated at the bottom of the occupational hierarchy, performed mostly manual 

jobs requiring limited skills, and their earnings were very low.  Despite the common 

perception that all early Eastern European foreign-born were uneducated peasants, there 
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were differences between groups in their socioeconomic background.  In 1910, for 

example, illiteracy rate ranged from 3 percent among Czech immigrants to 37 percent 

among Croatian immigrants.  In the same year, 36 percent of Russian immigrants were 

laborers, farmers, or servants, compared to 63 percent of Hungarian immigrants 

(Lieberson 1980).  Additionally, after 1917 when a literacy test became a requirement for 

immigration to the U.S., the socioeconomic characteristics of Eastern European 

immigrants noticeably improved (Lieberson 1980).  

Despite the limited socioeconomic adaptation of early immigrants, subsequent 

generations were able to achieve socioeconomic mobility.  Lieberson and Waters (1988) 

found that in 1980, the median year of schooling among the native-born minorities of 

Eastern European ancestry was about thirteen, with Russian women having the highest 

educational level.  In terms of occupational attainment, Czech men were more likely to be 

employed in agriculture compared with other groups.  On the contrary, Czech and Polish 

women were the most likely to work in the service sector.  The income of men of Russian 

origin exceeded the income of men in all other European groups, with Hungarian men 

being the second highest group.   

Researchers investigating socioeconomic adaptation of post-1991 foreign-born 

Eastern Europeans fail to provide a complete picture by focusing on immigrants from 

particular countries, without examining cross-country differences.  Using the 1990 

Census data, Huseby-Darvas (2003) found that about 70 percent of recent Hungarian 

immigrants in Michigan completed high school, and 25 percent had attained at least a 
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bachelor`s degree.  Their family income was about $59,000, exceeding the income of 

native-born Americans of Hungarian origin.  Gold (2004) studied patterns of social and 

economic adaptation of Soviet Jewish immigrants in San Francisco and Los Angeles.  He 

found that Jewish immigrants from the former Soviet Union were highly educated, and 

skilled, and had access to ethnic networks.  Consequently, they tended to experience 

rapid economic mobility.  One-third of former Soviet Jews worked as white-collar 

workers, such as professionals, managers, administrators, or technical specialists.  

Apparently, not all Eastern European immigrant groups experienced upward economic 

mobility.  Erdmans (1998) interviewed 31 Polish refugees in Chicago and California, and 

conducted several surveys of Polish newcomers, a great majority of whom arrived in the 

United States in the 1980s.  Results showed that most immigrants experienced a decline 

in their occupational status, and were unable to find positions corresponding to their 

educational level and experiences.  Regardless of their similar socioeconomic 

backgrounds, immigrants experienced different patterns of incorporation into the labor 

market.  The adaptation depended on their immigration status, with permanent 

immigrants being the most likely to find employment as skilled workers and 

professionals.  

Very few studies use quantitative, nationally representative data to examine 

socioeconomic adaptation among new Eastern European immigrants.  Based on the data 

from the 1980 Census, Chiswick (1993) found that earnings of immigrants from the 

former Soviet Union did not correspond to their high educational attainment, and these 
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immigrants earned 60 percent less than did other European immigrants.  Similarly, using 

the 2000 Census data, Logan and Drew (2011) found that despite their strong educational 

and professional backgrounds, women from the former Soviet Union were employed in 

less prestigious occupations and earned less than their male counterparts, or female 

immigrants in general.  In several quantitative studies, Robila (2007, 2008, 2010) 

examined socioeconomic characteristics of recent immigrants from Eastern Europe.  The 

results showed wide disparities between groups.  For example, immigrants from Bulgaria, 

Russia, and Romania tended to have the highest level of education, while immigrants from 

Bosnia and Herzegovina and Macedonia had the lowest.  Immigrants originating in 

Hungary, Latvia, and Croatia had the highest per capita income and the lowest percentage 

of people below poverty level, and those from Bosnia and Herzegovina, Albania, and 

Moldova the highest.  According to Robila (2010), such diversity in socioeconomic 

profiles can be attributed to different socioeconomic and historical backgrounds of Eastern 

European countries, and differences in the immigration process.  

Structural Adaptation 

Eastern European immigrants who arrived at the turn of the 20th century were 

likely to socialize with other immigrants of the same ethnic origins (Dinnerstein and 

Reimers 1999).  Immigrants were not hesitant to join organizations, but they were likely 

to be members of organizations established and attended by their co-ethnics.  A variety of 

organizations established by immigrants helped to preserve their cultural heritage, 

language, and values.  In 1910, about 7,000 ethnic Polish organizations existed in the 
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United States, and two thirds of Polish Americans belonged to at least one of them 

(Daniels 2002).  Some examples of ethnic civic organizations established during this 

period include Polish National Alliance, Polish Roman Catholic Union, Ukrainian 

Women`s Alliance, Croatian Catholic Society, or South Slavic Socialist Federation 

(Daniels 2002; Dinnerstein and Reimers 1999).  The most important agencies for 

preserving immigrants` cultural heritage were churches.  Other ethnic organizations 

included various aid societies, charities, credit unions, libraries, gymnastics societies, 

cafes, and taverns (Blumenthal 1981).  In addition to ethnic organizations, native 

language press was published in every immigrant community, further strengthening the 

desire of immigrants to maintain connections to their own ethnic groups.  In the peak of 

early Eastern European immigration, about sixty Polish newspapers were published in the 

United States.  In 1920, there were four Czech dailies in Chicago alone (Blumenthal 

1981).  Struggling to survive, immigrants had little interest in becoming involved outside 

their ethnic communities.  

Based on the scarce literature, it appears that recent European immigrants also tend 

to limit their social contact to immigrants of the same ethnic background.  Hungarians in 

Michigan tend to interact with other Hungarian immigrants during the cultural events and 

festivals (Huseby-Darvas 2003).  Russian Jews in San Francisco, Boston, and Los Angeles 

tend to meet other immigrants in their communities and in organizations established to 

preserve their cultural roots (Gold 2004).  According to in-depth interviews with 

immigrants from various Eastern European countries, Robila (2010) found that 
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immigrants tend to select friends from the same ethnic group because it facilitates their 

mutual understanding and support, and enables them to connect through similar life 

events, family circumstances, and shared history.  According to Robila (2010), immigrants 

from Romania and Armenia are mostly Orthodox Christians, and rather than attending 

American religious institutions, they tend to practice their religion in ethnic churches with 

immigrants of the same faith and ethnic background.  Similarly, Erdmans (1998) found 

that recent Polish immigrants are not particularly willing to join established Polish 

American organizations because they perceive them as being “too formal, autocratic, and 

centralized” (1998: 103).  Rather than joining existing organizations, immigrants from 

Poland in Chicago tend to form their own political and educational institutions that meet 

the needs of first generation immigrants.    

Researchers believe that immigrants who are proficient in English and have a 

higher level of socioeconomic status are more likely to adapt structurally than immigrants 

who do not speak English well, or have lower socioeconomic status (Thapa-Oli 2011).  

Consistent with this argument, the level of structural adaptation may vary across Eastern 

European groups because of their diverse demographic and socioeconomic backgrounds.  

For example, according to the 2000 Census data, about 33 percent of Bulgarians had a 

graduate degree, as opposed to only 5 percent of Macedonians.  The Hungarians had an 

average per capita income of $34,624, and immigrants from Bosnia and Herzegovina 

$12,513.  Immigrants from Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, and Slovenia were the most likely 

to speak only English at home, and immigrants from Belarus, Moldova, and Bosnia and 
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Herzegovina the least likely (Robila 2010).  These great variations may result in 

differences in structural adaptation.   

Political Adaptation 

Handlin (1951) described early European immigrants as uprooted peasants who 

found it difficult to participate in political institutions in the United States because they 

had no prior experience with democracy.  They tended to be suspicious of the state, and 

needed time to internalize values and norms of American democracy.  Empirical 

evidence suggests a high degree of political mobilization among early Eastern European 

immigrants.  However, these immigrants were oriented towards the politics in Eastern 

Europe, and their participation in American politics was very low.  For example, in 

Chicago, where every 8th person was a Polish American, the first representative of Polish 

origin was not elected to Congress until 1920 (Daniels 2002).  Eastern European 

immigrants actively promoted independence of their home countries.  For example, 

Polish immigrants promoted a reconstruction of free Poland during WWI, while Czechs 

and Slovaks campaigned to create a free Czechoslovakia (Olsen 1994).   

Post-1991 Eastern Europeans were brought up in a political vacuum of 

communist regimes where governments suppressed freedom of political expression.  

Thus, the investigation of their political adaptation in the United States may yield some 

interesting findings.  No study empirically examined the likelihood of American 

citizenship acquisition among new Eastern European immigrants.  The preliminary 

examination of the data from the Department of Homeland Security suggests that the 



 44 

naturalization pattern varies across countries.  Between 2000 and 2009, the number of 

naturalized persons has been steadily increasing for Albanians, Ukrainians, Czechs, or 

Estonians.  For other groups, including the Russian, Polish, and Ukrainian immigrants, 

naturalization has been declining.  According to Simpson-Bueker (2005), immigrants 

from the former Soviet Union are more likely to naturalize than, for example, immigrants 

from Canada, Mexico, or Great Britain.  One explanation for this trend is that reverse 

migration to the countries of former Soviet Union is difficult, and thus, American 

citizenship becomes more desirable among these immigrants. 

Very little is known about specific patterns of political participation of new 

Eastern Europeans.  Huseby-Darvas (2003) found that political activities of recent 

Hungarian immigrants in Michigan are quite diverse.  Some are politically inactive, 

focusing more on making a living.  Others, however, are very active in politics, but their 

interest is in political and social problems of their home countries.  Limited information 

exists on voter registration and voting.  Using a 1991 Jewish population study of New 

York, Gold (2004) found that 33 percent of Jews born in the former Soviet Union were 

registered to vote.  Using the nationally representative quantitative data, Simpson-Bueker 

(2005) concluded that immigrants from the former Soviet Union are less likely to vote 

than are immigrants from Canada, Mexico, or Great Britain.  This is most likely because 

they lack previous democratic experience. 

The existing literature on new Eastern Europeans in the United States lacks the 

systematic analysis of their adaptation.  Prior studies also fail to examine experiences of 
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immigrants from all Eastern European countries.  Their focus is mainly on adolescent 

immigrants.  In addition, researchers use primarily qualitative approach, which does not 

allow for generalizations of results to the entire population of Eastern European 

immigrants.  Existing quantitative studies employ simple statistical techniques and fail to 

examine determinants of immigrant adaptation.  To fill these gaps, this dissertation will 

offer a first systematic empirical analysis addressing the adaptation experiences of post-

1991 Eastern European immigrants in the United States. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS 

Several theoretical perspectives are relevant to the understanding of the adaptation 

process among new Eastern European immigrants.  Gordon (1964) proposed the seven 

stages of assimilation: cultural assimilation (acculturation); structural assimilation 

(entrance into cliques, clubs, and institutions of the host society on a primary group 

level); marital assimilation (intermarriage); identificational assimilation (sense of 

peoplehood); attitude receptional assimilation (absence of prejudice); behavioral 

receptional assimilation (absence of discrimination); and civic assimilation (absence of 

value and power conflict) (Yang 2000). This perspective suggests that all new immigrant 

groups will eventually assimilate into the mainstream culture in the process of 

homogenization, and ethnic or cultural differences will disappear (Parillo 2009).  In 

addition, this perspective predicts that adaptation of immigrants is supposedly a one-way 

process: the immigrant culture changes and eventually disappears, while the host culture 

remains the same (Yang 2000, 2011).  Because of diminished ethnic cultures, all post-
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1991 Eastern European immigrants should reach a high level of cultural, socioeconomic, 

structural, and political adaptation. 

According to the cultural pluralism perspective, two distinct cultures are not 

expected to merge as assimilation theories predict, but rather remain distinct and 

coexistent (Yancey 2003; Yang 2000).  This theory emphasizes the persistence of cultural 

heritage among different groups and assumes that society benefits from their cultural 

distinctiveness (Greeley 1974).  This framework predicts that new immigrant groups will 

preserve their own traditions, languages, customs, and lifestyles, while also sharing a 

number of traits with the dominant group (Herring and Amissah 1997; Patchen 1998; 

Yang 2000).  Cultural pluralism advocates “the preservation and appreciation of ethnic 

cultures and identities, as well as peaceful existence among groups” (Parillo 2009: 8).  

According to this perspective, all immigrant groups should be only partially adapted 

culturally, socioeconomically, structurally, and politically, while also partially 

maintaining the aspects of their ethnic heritage.   

Alba and Nee (2003) argue that the process of assimilation is not uniform.  

Instead, assimilation occurs at different rates for different ethnic and racial groups.  Even 

within the same ethnic group, great variations exist in the extent of assimilation.  This is 

because no single factor can explain immigrants` adaptation to their host society, but a 

variety of mechanisms operating at different levels should be taken into consideration.  

Alba and Nee (2003) offer the following key arguments: 1) Assimilation could be an 

unintended outcome or consequence of actions undertaken in order to achieve specific 
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goals; 2) the process of assimilation might be bumpy, but immigrants will likely 

experience upward social mobility in the second generation; 3) assimilation is a two-way, 

rather than a one-way process – not only do the natives influence the immigrants, but also 

vice versa; 4) variations exist in rates of assimilation depending on factors such as family 

capital.  This theory continues to view assimilation as an inevitable characteristic of 

immigrant adaptation, but proposes diversity in adaptation outcomes.  According to this 

perspective, while all Eastern European immigrants adapt to some extent, some groups 

may reach a higher degree of cultural, socioeconomic, structural, and political adaptation 

than other groups.   

Portes and Zhou (1993) challenge previously discussed theories by proposing a 

segmented assimilation theory.  This view confronts the myth that immigrant success is 

inevitable; assimilation is not a straight-line process, and upward mobility is not the only 

possible outcome.  Instead, adaptation outcomes can be diverse, depending upon the 

sector of American society into which a particular immigrant group assimilates.  This 

theory identifies three possible assimilation outcomes: 1) Upward mobility into white 

middle class; 2) downward mobility into an underclass; and 3) upward economic 

mobility, but lack of acculturation and preservation of immigrant cultures and 

institutions.  According to this theory, different immigrant groups can experience 

different adaptation trajectories.  Due to diversity among Eastern European immigrants, 

their adaptation process could be segmented.  Some groups may reach a high level of 

overall adaptation, while other groups may not assimilate at all.  This framework was 
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originally intended to explain the experiences of the second generation – children of 

immigrants – and it was limited to only three possible adaptation outcomes.  Thus, its 

applicability to explain adaptation of new Eastern Europeans may be limited. 

Researchers argue that descendants of “old” Eastern European immigrants are on 

the verge of full assimilation into the dominant society (Healey 2003).  Different 

measures of equality indicate that these groups have reached average or above average 

levels of educational attainment, income, and poverty status.  In addition, native 

Americans of Eastern European descent are likely to have a spouse of a different ethnic 

background, and their ethnicity is largely symbolic (Schaefer 2010).  How do newcomers 

from Eastern Europe fit in this picture?  To what extent have they adapted to their new 

lives in the United States?  This dissertation will examine empirical data to determine 

which theoretical approach best captures various dimensions of the adaptation process 

among new Eastern European immigrants.  Because of their diverse characteristics and 

unique challenges, I expect that no single approach can fully explain the adaptation 

process of these immigrants.   

The above review of the limited literature suggests that not all Eastern European 

immigrant groups easily adapt to their new lives in the United States.  Wide cross-group 

variations make it impossible to present a single uniform theory explaining the 

experiences of Eastern European immigrants to the United States within the past two 

decades.  It is not plausible to assume that all immigrants will share the same adaptation 

experience.  Instead, I expect that various Eastern European groups tend to go through 
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different adaptation trajectories, and the process of adaptation may be unique for each 

group.  Because no single theory is broad enough to capture such diversity, I propose that 

different theoretical frameworks should explain the adaptation experience of various 

Eastern European groups.   

HYPOTHESES 

The hypothesis addressing the first research question assumes that, overall, post-

1991 Eastern European immigrants adapt well to American life culturally, 

socioeconomically, structurally, and politically, but with variations existing among 

groups.  There are several reasons to support this expectation.  Diversity in adaptation 

outcomes may result from different socioeconomic and historical backgrounds of 

immigrants` countries of origin (Robila 2010).  Immigrants from economically less 

developed countries, such as countries where the communist regime was the most 

oppressive, will likely adapt less well than immigrants from economically stronger 

countries.  In addition, diverse adaptation experiences among immigrants may stem from 

variations in their length of residence in the United States.  While all new Eastern 

Europeans are recent immigrants, some Eastern European groups are more established 

than others.  For example, immigrants from former Czechoslovakia were most likely to 

have arrived before 1990, making this origin group more deeply rooted in the United 

States.  On the other hand, Bosnians, Albanians, or Bulgarians, and other more recent 

immigrants, may experience somewhat different adaptation trajectories (Russell and 

Batalova 2012).  Possible diversity in adaptation outcomes could be attributed to 
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differences in immigration process – while some Eastern Europeans are skilled workers 

and professionals on arrival, others arrive as political refugees.  The existing literature 

documents that individual characteristics of new Eastern European immigrants are also 

quite diverse.  This immigrant population is far from homogenous in terms of 

demographic characteristics and socioeconomic backgrounds, further supporting the 

prediction about variations in adaptation outcomes (Russell and Batalova 2012).   

Scholars suggest that a range of individual and country-level factors determines 

immigrant adaptation (Portes and Rumbaut 2006).  To account for possible differences in 

individual and country-level characteristics, I will test several hypotheses to answer the 

second research question:  

Hypothesis 1: The length of U.S. residency is positively related to the degree of cultural, 

socioeconomic, structural, and political adaptation, controlling for other variables in the 

analysis.  

The existing literature suggests that as the length of stay in the U.S. increases, 

immigrants are more likely to use English, have more American friends, and live in less 

segregated neighborhoods (Kim and Hurh 1993; Portes and Rumbaut 2006).  The length 

of residency is also positively associated with immigrants` attitudes toward the host 

country.  According to Jasinskaja-Lahti (2008), the longer immigrants reside in a host 

country, the higher the degree of their sociocultural and socioeconomic adaptation.  

Immigrants living in the U.S. for longer periods are also more likely to acquire American 
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education, and are better informed about occupational opportunities in the U.S. job 

market (Logan and Drew 2011). 

Hypothesis 2: Older immigrants tend to adapt less well culturally, socioeconomically, 

structurally, and politically than younger immigrants, all else being equal. 

The likelihood of successful adaptation is lower for older immigrants, because the 

portion of life they spent in a different cultural setting is harder to ignore (Berry 1997).  

Older immigrants are not able to acquire new sociocultural skills as fast as their younger 

counterparts.  This is often attributed to their greater attachment to the culture and 

language of their home countries (Espenshade and Fu 1997).  While older immigrants 

tend to be better employed, they have more difficulties in developing new language skills 

than do younger immigrants (Jasinskaja-Lahti 2008). 

Hypothesis 3: Males tend to reach a higher degree of cultural, socioeconomic, structural, 

and political adaptation than females, holding other variables constant. 

According to the literature, immigrant adaptation is gender specific, with women 

generally demonstrating poorer well-being than men (Berry 2006).  Female immigrants 

are perceived as being psychologically more vulnerable to distress, especially those of 

lower socioeconomic status (Aroian 2001).  Women are likely to reach a lower level of 

psychological and socioeconomic adaptation (Jasinskaja-Lahti 2008).  Female 

immigrants may lack opportunities for networking and economic success available to 

their male counterparts (Waldorf 1995).  Labor force participation of female immigrants 

may be constrained by caretaking responsibilities.  Number of children, as well as 
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husbands` earnings, tends to negatively affect economic integration among female 

immigrants (Logan and Drew 2011).  

Hypothesis 4: Married immigrants whose spouse is present in the U.S. adapt better 

culturally, socioeconomically, structurally, and politically than married immigrants 

whose spouse is not present in the U.S., or immigrants who are not married, controlling 

for other variables. 

Marriage is generally perceived as rewarding and having a positive effect on 

individuals` well-being (Lucas et al. 2003).  Among immigrants, marital status may not 

have a direct effect on the level of their adaptation, but it may depend on whether or not a 

spouse is present in a host country.  Presence of spouse represents an important 

attachment to a host country, and may serve as an important source of social support for 

married immigrants (Constant and Massey 2002).  According to the literature, social 

support has moderating effects on stressful life events, promotes acculturation, and 

reduces depression.  Social support provided by close relatives is perceived as being the 

most effective (Renner et al. 2012). 

Hypothesis 5: Immigrants who settle in the Northeast adapt better culturally, 

socioeconomically, structurally, and politically than immigrants living in other parts of 

the country, holding other variables constant. 

Immigrants tend to settle close to others from the same area of origin (Chiswick 

and Miller 2004).  Historically, Eastern European immigrants settled in the states of the 

Northeast.  According to the U.S. Population Census, this region remains preferred by 
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new immigrants from Eastern Europe (U.S. Population Census 2009).  Immigrant 

concentrations may positively affect the level of adaptation among newcomers by 

facilitating their entrepreneurship or gaining political influence (Chiswick and Miller 

2004). 

Hypothesis 6:  Immigrants surveyed in later years tend to adapt better culturally, 

socioeconomically, structurally, and politically than immigrants who were surveyed 

earlier.  

Combining several subsequent years of data creates a possibility to examine 

changes in adaptation across different immigrant cohorts.  This examination will reveal 

variations in adaptation processes over time, resulting from possible differences in 

characteristics of subsequent cohorts.  Economic or political events in the United States 

may affect adaptation processes.  Developments in countries of origin may also play a 

role.  With time, post-communist countries gradually develop into more stable 

democracies, and these positive changes may affect the characteristics of later 

immigrants.  Overall, it is expected that immigrants interviewed in later years adapt 

better, as later cohorts are more likely to include immigrants who are more likely to be 

adjusted, and are positively selected for immigration.  

Hypothesis 7: English proficiency is positively related to the degree of socioeconomic, 

structural, and political adaptation, controlling for other variables.  

Language adaptation is the first step towards acculturation, and affects all 

subsequent stages of the adaptation process.  Low English proficiency may decrease 
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chances to secure employment (Jackman 1995), and block access to education, social 

services, and other institutions (Thomas 1995).  Poor English language skills may create 

stressful situations within immigrant families; complicate communication between 

parents and their U.S. born children, and cause tensions between spouses who reached 

different levels of English proficiency (Kisselev et. al 2010; Remennick 2005).  English 

proficiency is associated with many positive outcomes, such as higher self-esteem, better 

academic performance, and lower stress (Kang 2006). 

Hypothesis 8: Immigrants with a higher socio-economic status (measured by education, 

occupational background, and self-employment) tend to experience a higher degree of 

structural and political adaptation to the U.S. society than immigrants with a lower 

socioeconomic status, controlling for other variables. 

Education is consistently associated with better immigrant adaptation.  It is 

perceived as a resource that facilitates problem solving and predicts lower stress.  

Education is also an important correlate of other socioeconomic indicators, such as 

income, occupation, and overall position in society (Berry 1997).  Immigrant 

professionals report higher levels of well-being and satisfaction than do their non-

professional counterparts.  They are also less likely to live in ethnic communities, 

increasing the likelihood of their interaction with the U.S. born population, thus 

facilitating the adaptation process (Portes and Rumbaut 2006). 
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Hypothesis 9: Immigrants from Ukraine adapt less well culturally, socioeconomically, 

structurally, and politically than immigrants from other Eastern European countries. 

Researchers recognized the importance of country of origin in explaining 

immigrants` adaptation (Simpson-Bueker 2005).  Ukraine was selected as a reference 

category for several reasons.  Based on the 2005 data from the World Bank, Ukraine`s 

gross national income of $1,520 was the lowest in the analysis (World Bank 2005).  

Moldova had even lower GNI ($930), however, the small sample size did not allow for 

using this country as a reference category.  Ukraine was a part of the former Soviet 

Union, another reason for its selection as a reference category.  Researchers recognized 

that immigrants from the former Soviet Union are disadvantaged, compared to other non-

Hispanic white immigrants (Logan and Drew 2010).  They tend to be less proficient in 

English, and have lower earnings than other immigrants from Europe (Chiswick 1993).  

The share of refugees among immigrants from the former Soviet Union is higher than 

among other Eastern European groups, which could be another disadvantage and barrier 

to successful adaptation (Logan and Drew 2010). 

Hypothesis 10: Immigrants who originate in countries with lower gross national income 

tend to adapt less well culturally, socioeconomically, structurally, and politically than 

immigrants from countries with higher gross national income. 

The GNI is an important indicator of the level of countries` economic 

development.  In economically less developed countries, the opportunities for schooling 

and learning a foreign language might be limited, and immigrants originating in 
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economically weaker countries could possibly possess fewer resources.  Immigrants with 

low human capital, such as low level of education and  limited skills, experience negative 

reception in a host country by the authorities, and by the native population (Haller, Portes 

and Lynch 2011; Rumbaut 2005).  Disparities in human capital and contexts of reception 

result in different adaptation patterns among immigrants and their children.  Immigrants 

who are negatively received adapt less well across all adaptation dimensions.  However, 

because it is more difficult, costly, and less desirable to return to economically less 

developed countries, immigrants from these countries may be more intent upon staying in 

the United States permanently.  Consequently, they may be more likely to acquire 

citizenship, and adapt better politically in that respect.  

Hypothesis 11: Immigrants who originate in more ethnically diverse countries tend to 

adapt less well culturally, socioeconomically, structurally, and politically than 

immigrants from ethnically more homogeneous countries. 

 Ethnic diversity has often been linked with negative effects on economic 

development.  Easterly and Levine (1997) argued “…interest group polarization leads to 

rent-seeking behavior and reduces the consensus for public goods…”  (1997: 1241). 

According to these authors, ethnic diversity often results in low schooling, 

underdeveloped financial markets, high government deficits, and insufficient 

infrastructure.  Four out of six countries in the analysis were classified as “most diverse,” 

where ethnic minorities accounted for 20 percent or more of the population.  These were 

also among the least economically stable countries (Bosnia and Herzegovina, Macedonia, 
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Moldova, and Ukraine).  Similarly, consistent with the arguments of Easterly and Levine 

(1997), three out of four countries in this dissertation classified as “least diverse” were 

also economically strongest (Czech Republic, Hungary, and Poland).  Therefore, a lower 

degree of economic development in the countries of origins, resulting from ethnic 

heterogeneity, may negatively affect the process of immigrant adaptation in the United 

States. 

 Hypothesis 12: Immigrants who originate in countries classified as partly free or not 

free tend to adapt less well culturally, socioeconomically, structurally, and politically 

than immigrants from countries classified as free. 

Immigrants who originate in countries where political and personal freedoms are 

limited may be more likely to immigrate as refugees, rather than economic immigrants.  

If immigrants leave their countries to escape political or religious tensions, they are less 

likely to be selected based on class (Ryan 2009).  According to the literature, immigrants 

fleeing tensions in their home countries tend to arrive with limited resources and lack 

access to social capital.  Therefore, they are less likely to adapt well in a host country 

than other immigrants.  On average, they have limited English language skills, lower 

education, poorer health, and tend to be concentrated in disadvantaged neighborhoods 

(Connor 2010; Ryan 2009).  In addition, refugees are offered minimal support by the U.S. 

public and voluntary organizations to facilitate their integration process (Chiswick 1993).  

Researchers found that the effect of limited political and personal freedom on the 

degree of political adaptation varies, depending on how this adaptation dimension is 
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measured (Simpson-Bueker 2005).  If measured by citizenship acquisition, immigrants 

from unfree countries may adapt better politically, as it is more desirable for these 

immigrants to secure permanent residence in the U.S. and acquire citizenship (Yang 

1994).  On the other hand, political adaptation measured by voter registration and voting 

may reveal that, due to lack of democratic experience, immigrants whose freedoms were 

oppressed in their home countries may be less likely to participate in political life in the 

U.S., and adapt less well politically. 

SUMMARY 

The limited literature suggests that post-1991 Eastern European immigrants in the 

United States are very diverse in terms of their individual characteristics, historical, and 

socio-economic backgrounds of their home countries.  I expect to find disparities in their 

level of adaptation, resulting from these wide cross-group variations.  Because no single 

existing theory of immigrant adaptation can account for such diversity, it is assumed that 

the adaptation process may be unique for each Eastern European group, and 

consequently, different theoretical frameworks should explain adaptation experiences of 

new Eastern European immigrants.  The effect of various individual and country-level 

predictors of cultural, socioeconomic, structural, and political adaptation was proposed 

for testing. 
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CHAPTER IV 

DATA AND METHODS 

The purpose of this chapter is to discuss the sources of data, and describe the 

samples and the variables used in the analysis.  Statistical methods, analytical strategies, 

and limitations of the study are also introduced.  

DATA  

Data Sources 

Due to the scarcity of data, this study combined several data sources to answer the 

research questions.  Data from the Department of Homeland Security were used to 

describe the recent trends and patterns of immigration from Eastern Europe to the United 

States.  In addition, these data included profiles of immigrants, providing various 

demographic and socioeconomic characteristics, settlement patterns, and class of 

admission.  The 2006-2010 American Community Survey (ACS), the 2008-2010 Civic 

Engagement Supplement of the Current Population Survey (CES-CPS), and the 2002-

2010 Voting and Registration Supplement of the Current Population Survey (VRS-CPS) 

collected by the U.S. Bureau of the Census were used to address aspects of cultural, 

socioeconomic, structural, and political adaptation of new Eastern European immigrants.  

In addition to providing the most recent picture, these datasets contained a large 

representative sample of immigrants from most Eastern European countries, and allowed 

for generalization of results to all Eastern European immigrants in the United States.  The 
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disadvantage of these datasets is that they did not adequately address all dimensions of 

the adaptation process.  

Samples 

The data were restricted to respondents who are legal immigrants in the United 

States and were born in one of the following Eastern European countries: Albania, 

Bulgaria, Hungary, Poland, Romania, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, Croatia, Macedonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Belarus, Russia, Moldova, and 

Ukraine.  The data on Estonia were only available in the American Community Survey, 

and the data on Slovenia, Serbia, and Montenegro were included only in the Current 

Population Survey.  Therefore, these three countries were not included in the analysis.  

This dissertation focused on the adaptation experience of immigrants (first generation); 

second generation, or individuals who trace their origins to Eastern Europe but were born 

in the United States were not included in the analysis.  Additionally, only immigrants 

who immigrated to the United States since 1991 were analyzed.  This particular year is 

significant because it marks the collapse of the Soviet Union and communist regimes in 

all of Eastern Europe.  Even though small numbers of Eastern Europeans immigrated to 

the U.S. prior to 1991, numbers of immigrants have increased significantly in the post-

communist period when governments of Eastern European countries removed the legal 

barriers that previously blocked emigration to the West.  The data were weighted to allow 

for generalizations from the sample to the population of all Eastern European immigrants.  

The restrictions of age varied, depending on the dependent variable.  Measures of 
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cultural, structural, and political adaptation were restricted to respondents who were 18 

years old or older.  Among the indicators of socioeconomic attainment, the sample was 

restricted to respondents who were 25 to 64 years old for the dependent variable 

education, and respondents aged 16 to 64 were selected when examining self-

employment and occupational background.  Lastly, the sample was restricted to 

householders when testing the poverty status.  

VARIABLES AND MEASURES 

Table 7 summarizes the dependent and independent variables used in the analysis, 

including the variable names and their measurements. 

Dependent Variables 

Several measures were used to ascertain the level of cultural, socioeconomic, 

structural, and political adaptation.  They are summarized in the following sections.  

Cultural adaptation.  Cultural adaptation was measured by two indicators: 

English proficiency and native language retention.  English proficiency was an ordinal 

variable, and had the following categories: 1. Do not speak English; 2. Speak English, but 

not well; 3. Speak English well; 4. Speak English very well; 5. Speak only English.  The 

variable was coded so that a higher value indicates a higher level of English proficiency.  

The second dependent variable, native language retention, was a dichotomous measure.  

The original variable was dummy coded 1 for “speaking language other than English at 

home,” and 0 for “speaking only English.”  
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Socioeconomic adaptation.  Measures of socioeconomic adaptation included 

educational attainment, occupation, self-employment, income, and poverty status.  The 

variable education was an ordinal variable with the following categories: 1. No schooling 

completed; 2. Nursery school to grade 4; 3. Grade 5 or grade 6; 4. Grade 7 or grade 8;  

5. Grade 9; 6. Grade 10; 7. Grade 11; 8. 12th grade, no diploma; 9. High school graduate; 

10. Some college, but less than 1 year; 11. One of more years of college, no degree; 12. 

Associate`s degree; 13. Bachelor`s degree; 14. Master`s degree; 15. Professional school 

degree; 16. Doctorate degree. 

The original variable measuring occupational background had a broad range of 

categories and was recoded into the following categories according to the 2010 

Occupational Code List of the U.S. Census Bureau: 1. Managerial occupations;   

2. Professional occupations; 3. Sales and office occupations; 4. Service occupations; 5. 

Farming, fishing and forestry occupations; 6. Construction and extraction occupations; 7. 

Installation, maintenance and repair occupations; 8. Production occupations; 9. 

Transportation and material moving occupations; and 10. Military specific occupations.  

This variable was further recoded into two separate dummies.  The dummy variable 

managerial and professional occupations was created by combining categories 

“Managerial occupations” and “Professional occupations” into a category coded 1; all 

other categories were coded 0.  The alternative measure of occupational background was 

the dummy variable white-collar occupations, combining categories “Managerial 
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occupations,”  “Professional occupations,” and “Sales and office occupations” into a 

category coded 1; all other categories were coded 0. 

The measure of income was an interval/ratio variable measured in dollars, based 

on total person`s income.  The categories of original variable ranged from -$19,998 to 

$999,000 (after restrictions, categories ranged from $16,499 thru $943,000).  Income was 

used as an interval ratio variable, and it was also recoded into an ordinal variable.  The 

ordinal level income had 22 categories coded as follows: 1. -$16,499 thru $0; 2. $1 thru 

$4,999; 3. $5,000 thru $9,999; 4. $10,000 thru $14,999; 5. $15,000 thru $19,999;  

6. $20,000 thru $24,999; 7. $25,000 thru $29,999; 8. $30,000 thru $34,999; 9. $35,000 

thru $39,999; 10. $40,000 thru $44,999; 11. $45,000 thru $49,999; 12. $50,000 thru 

$54,999; 13. $55,000 thru $59,999; 14. $60,000 thru $64,999; 15. $65000 thru $69,999; 

16. $70,000 thru $74,999; 17. $75,000 thru $79,999; 18. $80,000 thru $89,999; 19. 

$90,000 thru $99,999; 20. $100,000 thru $149,999; 21. $150,000 thru $199,999; 22. 

$200,000 thru $943,000.  

Poverty was measured by income-to-poverty ratio, which represents the ratio of 

family or unrelated individual income to their appropriate poverty threshold.  “People and 

families are classified as being in poverty if their income is less than their poverty 

threshold.  If their income is less than half their poverty threshold, they are below 50% of 

poverty; less than the threshold itself, they are in poverty (below 100% of poverty); less 

than 1.25 times the threshold, below 125% of poverty, and so on.  The greater the ratio of 

income to poverty, the more people fell under the category, because higher ratios include 
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more people with higher incomes” (U.S. Census Bureau 2012).  The original variable was 

coded so that a higher category indicated a lower poverty level, with categories ranging 

from 0 percent of poverty to 500 percent of poverty.  The last category, 501 percent, 

indicated 501 percent of poverty or more.  The variable was reverse coded, so that a 

higher category indicated a higher poverty level.  In addition, I recoded the income-to-

poverty ratio according to the U.S. Census Bureau categories to determine the percentage 

of respondents classified as severely poor (49 percent of the federal poverty level or less); 

poor (50 to 99 percent of the federal poverty level); near poor (100 to 124 percent of the 

federal poverty level); low income (125 to 199 percent of the federal poverty level); 

middle income (200 to 399 of the federal poverty level); and high income (400 percent of 

above of the federal poverty level). 

Variable class of worker was dummy coded to measure respondents` self-

employment:  categories “Self-employed in own not incorporated business, professional 

practice, or farm” and “Self-employed in own incorporated business, professional 

practice, or farm” were combined in a category designating self-employment coded 1; all 

other categories of employment status were coded 0.  The category “Unemployed and last 

worked 5 years ago or earlier or never worked” was not included in the analysis. 

Structural adaptation.  The level of structural adaptation was measured by 

immigrants` involvement in groups and organizations in the United States.  Four 

dichotomous variables were combined to create a composite measure or scale that gauged 

the degree of immigrants` participation in various organizations: participation in a school 
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group, neighborhood, or community association; participation in a service or civic 

organization; participation in a sports or recreation organization; and participation in a 

church, synagogue, mosque, or other religious institution.  After being summed, the scale 

was dummy coded 1 for participating in an organization, and 0 for otherwise. 

An additional indicator of structural adaptation measured the frequency of 

interaction with one`s neighbors.  It was created by combining two ordinal variables with 

five categories: frequency of communication with one`s neighbors (original categories 

ranged from “basically every day” to “not at all”); and frequency of doing favors for 

one`s neighbors, such as helping with shopping, housesitting or lending garden and house 

tools (original categories ranged from “basically every day” to “not at all”).  Before 

combination, variables were coded in the same direction so that a higher score indicated 

more interaction with one`s neighbors.  

Political adaptation.  Several indicators were used to measure political 

adaptation.  The variable citizenship status was used to create a dummy variable 

citizenship acquisition; category “foreign born, U.S. citizen by naturalization” was coded 

1, and category “foreign born, not a citizen of the United States” was coded 0.  Voting 

was a dummy variable, coded 1 for voting in the election, and 0 for otherwise.  Voter 

registration was dummy coded 1 for being registered to vote, and 0 for otherwise. 

 

 

 



 66 

Independent Variables 

The following independent variables were used in the analysis:  

Length of residence. Is a continuous variable that measures the number of years a 

respondent has lived in the United States.  It was used as a predictor of all dimensions of 

adaptation examined in this dissertation.  

Age. Is also a continuous variable measured by years.  It was used as a predictor 

of all adaptation dimensions.  

Sex. Is a dummy variable with 1 indicating male and 0 female.  It was used to 

predict all adaptation dimensions.  

Marital status. Is a dummy variable with 1 for married respondents whose spouse 

is present in the U.S. and 0 for married respondents whose spouse is absent or those who 

are widowed, divorced, separated, or never married.  It is a predictor of all four 

adaptation dimensions. 

Region of residence. Was created using the variable state of residence.  Regions 

were created according to the coding scheme used in the ipums.USA, a project dedicated 

to collecting and distributing United States census data by the Minnesota Population 

Center at the University of Minnesota (http://usa.ipums.org/usa/).  The following four 

regions were created: Northeast, used as a reference category (coded 1 for Connecticut, 

Maine, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Rhode Island, Vermont, New Jersey, New York, 

and Pennsylvania , and 0 for other states); Midwest (coded 1 for Illinois, Indiana, 

Michigan, Ohio, Wisconsin, Iowa, Kansas, Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska, North 

http://usa.ipums.org/usa/
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Dakota, and South Dakota , and 0 for other states); West (coded 1 for Arizona, Colorado, 

Idaho, Montana, Nevada, New Mexico, Utah, Wyoming, Alaska, California, Hawaii, 

Oregon, and Washington, and 0 for other states); and South (coded 1 for Delaware, 

District of Columbia, Florida, Georgia, Maryland, North Carolina, South Carolina, 

Virginia, West Virginia, Alabama, Kentucky, Mississippi, Tennessee, Arkansas, 

Louisiana, Oklahoma, Texas, and 0 for other states).  Region is a predictor of all 

adaptation dimensions.  

Survey year. Was used to create a series of dummy variables indicating when 

respondents were interviewed.  These variables were created based on the availability of 

particular years in the datasets.  The variable survey year was not available in the 2006-

2010 American Community survey, but I was able to create it, since the first four digits 

of the respondents` serial number indicated the year of interview.  Then, I dummy coded 

this new variable, which was used in the examination of cultural and socioeconomic 

adaptation, as follows: survey year 2006, which served as a reference category (coded 1 

for respondents interviewed in 2006, and 0 for respondents interviewed in 2007, 2008, 

2009, and 2010); survey year 2007 (coded 1 for respondents interviewed in 2007, and 0 

for respondents interviewed in other years); survey year 2008 (coded 1 for respondents 

interviewed in 2008, and 0 for respondents interviewed in other years); survey year 2009 

(coded 1 for respondents interviewed in 2009, and 0 for respondents interviewed in other 

years), and survey year 2010 (coded 1 for respondents who were interviewed in 2010, 

and 0 for respondents interviewed in other years). The original variable survey year was 
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available in the 2008-2010 Civic Engagement Supplement of the Current Population 

Survey (CES-CPS), and it was recoded into 3 dummy variables for respondents 

interviewed in 2008 (used as a reference category), 2009, and 2010.  Similarly, the 

variable survey year from the 2002-2010 Voting and Registration Supplement  

(VRS-CPS) was used to create the following dummy variables: survey year 2002 (used as 

a reference category), 2004, 2006, 2008, and 2010.   

English proficiency. Was used to predict the degree of socioeconomic adaptation.  

It could not be used as a predictor of structural and political adaptation because the 

measure of English proficiency was not included in the Current Population Survey. 

Education. Is used as a predictor of occupational background, self-employment, 

income, and poverty within the socioeconomic dimension.  It is also used as a predictor 

of structural and political adaptation. 

Occupation. Is an appropriate predictor of income, poverty status, and all 

measures of structural and political adaptation. 

Income. Is potentially an appropriate predictor of structural and political 

adaptation.  However, because the income variable included in the Current Population 

Survey was not coded consistently across years, its inclusion would result in a significant 

loss of cases.  Additionally, income is not used as a predictor of poverty status due to a 

high degree of correlation between these two variables.  
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Poverty. Is a potential predictor of structural and political adaptation. However, 

because the measure of poverty was not included in the supplements of the Current 

Population Survey, its effect could not be tested.  

Self-employment. Is used as a predictor of income, poverty, and all indicators of 

structural and political adaptation. 

Country of birth. Was used to create a set of dummy variables for respondents` 

countries of origin.  The analysis of cultural and socioeconomic adaptation included the 

following dummy variables: Ukraine, used as a reference category (coded 1 if 

respondents were born in Ukraine, and 0 for otherwise); Albania, Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Poland, Romania, Russia, and other countries with small sample 

sizes combined (including Hungary, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Croatia, Macedonia, 

Latvia, Lithuania, Belarus, and Moldova).  The country of origin was coded the same 

way in the analysis of structural adaptation.  However, in the analysis of political 

adaptation, I was not able to examine all previously used countries due to inconsistencies 

in coding of the variable country of origin in the 2002-2010 Voting and Registration 

Supplement of the Current Population survey (VRS-CPS).  The following countries were 

included in the analysis of political adaptation: Ukraine, used as a reference category 

(coded 1 if respondents were born in Ukraine and 0 for otherwise); Poland, Romania, 

Russia, and other countries combined (including Czech Republic, Hungary, Latvia, 

Lithuania, and Slovakia).    
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Gross national income. Is a country-level variable created by recoding the 

variable country of birth to indicate the level of economic development in countries of 

origin. The 2005 estimates of gross national income per capita by the World Bank were 

used to create the variable measuring gross national income and it was coded as follows: 

category 1 included countries with GNI per capita lower than $4,000 (Romania, Bulgaria, 

Macedonia, Belarus, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Albania, Ukraine, and Moldova); category 

0 included countries with GNI per capita of $4,000 or higher (Czech Republic, Hungary, 

Croatia, Slovakia, Poland, Latvia, Lithuania, and Russia).  The value $4,000 is a median 

GNI per capita for all countries in the analysis; thus, it is a meaningful cutting point.   

Ethnic diversity. Is another country-level variable, also created by recoding the 

country of birth.  It was created using the data from the 2005 CIA World Factbook, 

indicating the population share of the largest group in each Eastern European country.  

The year 2005 was used because the majority of respondents in the analysis were 

surveyed in 2006 or later.  The population share ranged from 48 percent for Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, which was the most heterogeneous country in the analysis, to 96.7 percent 

for Poland, making it the most ethnically homogeneous country in the analysis.  The 

examination of all percentages indicated that Bosnia, Latvia, Macedonia, Ukraine, 

Moldova, and Russia had the population share of the largest group of 80 percent or lower, 

being the most diverse. The share of the largest group between 80 and 90 percent was 

reported for Belarus, Bulgaria, Lithuania, Slovakia, Romania, and Croatia.  The least 

ethnically diverse countries, with the population share of the largest group of less than 90 
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percent, were Czech Republic, Hungary, Albania, and Poland.  The dummy variable 

designating the level of ethnic diversity was coded 1 for most ethnically diverse countries 

with population share of the largest group of 80 percent or less and 0 for other countries.  

Political and personal freedom. In respondents` countries of origin was 

determined based on country rankings from the Freedom in the World, a survey created 

by Gastil (1980) and published by Freedom House.  The countries were ranked by 

political rights and civil liberties as free, partly free, or unfree.  According to the 2005 

rankings, Eastern European countries in the analysis were classified as follows - free 

countries: Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, 

Romania, and Slovakia; partly free countries: Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

Macedonia, Moldova, and Ukraine; and unfree countries: Belarus and Russia.  These 

rankings were used to create the following two dummy variables:  partly free countries 

(coded one for countries classified as partly free, and 0 for otherwise), and unfree 

countries (coded 1 for countries classified as unfree and 0 for otherwise).  

LIMITATIONS OF THE DATA 

One limitation is that the data did not include the measures of all adaptation 

dimensions.  Thus, I was not able to examine the level of marital, identificational, and 

receptional adaptation among immigrants.  If data are available, these dimensions of 

adaptation should be addressed.  Cultural, socioeconomic, structural, and political 

adaptation could be measured by different indicators rather than by those contained in the 

datasets used in this dissertation.  Furthermore, when examining structural and political 
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adaptation, sample sizes were relatively small.  Consequently, I was not able to determine 

cross-country differences in predictors of these two adaptation dimensions.  Another 

limitation is the unavailability of some variables in the datasets, which could be used as 

predictors of immigrants` adaptation, such as variables measuring immigrants` 

transnationalism.  Restrictions of the samples to post-1991 immigrants preclude an 

inclusion of those who arrived earlier.  Additionally, inconsistency of coding across years 

did not allow for the analysis of all Eastern European countries.  

METHODS OF DATA ANALYSIS 

Descriptive and inferential statistics were used in data analysis.  Descriptive 

statistics were used to assess the extent of cultural, socioeconomic, structural, and 

political adaptation among new Eastern European immigrants, as well as their 

demographic and socioeconomic characteristics.  In order to obtain descriptive statistics, 

frequency distribution reports were employed to provide descriptive information about all 

variables in the analysis, such as measures of central tendency (mean and median) and 

measures of variation and dispersion (standard deviation).  To determine the differences 

in the level of adaptation, descriptive analyses were conducted for the pooled sample of 

all Eastern European immigrants, as well as separately for selected Eastern European 

groups. 

Regression analyses were conducted to test the effects of independent variables 

on the dependent variables for each dimension of adaptation.  The purpose was to 
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ascertain which factors predict the level of cultural, socioeconomic, structural, and 

political adaptation and which factors are more important.  

Cultural Adaptation 

For cultural adaptation, I used ordinary least square regression (OLS) to test the 

effects of all independent variables on the dependent variable English proficiency, as this 

variable is ordinal with five categories.  I tested five regression models.  The first model 

included individual-level variables length of stay, age, gender, marital status, region of 

residence, and survey year.  The second model added dummy variables for countries of 

origin to allow for cross-country comparisons.  Remaining models included all variables 

from the first model in addition to country-level characteristics gross national income 

(Model 3), ethnic diversity (Model 4), and personal/political freedom (Model 5).   

I examined the direction and the significance of unstandardized regression 

coefficients to ascertain the relationship between independent variables and the 

dependent variable in addition to the values of pseudo R², which indicated how much 

variation in the dependent variable was explained by all independent variables.  Using the 

predicted values of the dependent variable, I calculated the squared structure coefficients 

(rs

2
), indicating a proportion of the variation in the dependent variable explained by each 

predictor.  The values of standardized regression coefficients (β) were also examined.  

Since the dependent variable native language retention was dichotomous, I used 

logistic regression.  The values of χ² statistics and -2 log likelihood were examined to 

determine the model fit.  Pseudo R² indicated how much variation in the dependent 
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variable is explained by all independent variables.  The values of odds ratios were 

interpreted as percentages to determine the likelihood that a predictor will affect the 

dependent variable.  The values of eta`s squared were calculated using the values of odds 

ratios, to determine the importance of individual predictors in explaining the dependent 

variable.  I tested the five regression models described in the previous section.  

I ran regression analyses for the pooled sample of all Eastern European 

immigrants.  Then, I tested both dependent variables separately for selected groups with 

sufficient sample sizes.  

Socioeconomic Adaptation 

When examining socioeconomic adaptation, I conducted regression analysis for 

each of the following dependent variables: educational attainment, personal income, 

occupational status, self-employment, and poverty level.  Variables personal income and 

poverty level were interval/ratio with more than five categories, so the most appropriate 

regression technique was ordinary least squares regression (OLS).   

Education was an ordinal variable with more than five categories; hence, OLS 

was the most appropriate technique to use.  Since the variable self-employment was 

dichotomous, I performed logistic regression.  Similarly, I employed logistic regression 

to test the dependent variable occupational status. 

Five regression models described in the previous section were tested.  In addition 

to previously tested independent variables, I included predictor English proficiency, 
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education, occupation, and self-employment, when appropriate.  The models were tested 

for the pooled sample and separately for the groups with sufficient sample sizes.  

Structural Adaptation 

The scale measuring respondents` participation in various organizations was 

dummy coded; therefore, logistic regression was appropriate when testing this dependent 

variable.  I selected OLS regression as a statistical strategy when testing the interaction 

with one`s neighbors, as this indicator was a scale with more than five categories. 

Five regression models were tested; the models were composed of variables 

discussed above, including predictor education, occupation, and self-employment.  Due 

to small sample sizes for individual countries, cross-country differences in structural 

adaptation could not be determined.  

Political Adaptation 

Logistic regression was used to test the effects of predictors on the dichotomous 

dependent variable citizenship status, voter registration, and voting.  The five regression 

models were tested, and the predictors of political adaptation were the same as predictors 

of structural adaptation.  Cross-country differences in political adaptation could not be 

determined.  

SOFTWARE 

The datasets used in this dissertation are large complex samples collected by a 

stratified random sampling technique. While this sampling design is the most feasible, 

researchers have recognized it poses challenges to statistical analyses. Using appropriate 
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strategies to handle these complex sample designs is recommended in order to ensure that 

the results are representative of the population and the variance estimates are accurate 

(Hahs-Vaughn 2005; Hahs-Vaughn et al. 2011). The SAS software is designed to handle 

complex samples; therefore, I used it to conduct multivariate analyses. It allows to 

conduct a weighted analysis, and to compute correct estimates and standard errors. As 

discussed in the previous sections, the level of measurement of dependent variables in the 

analyses requires OLS and logistic regression. Therefore, the following “SURVEY” 

procedures available in the SAS software were used to conduct multivariate analyses: 

“SURVEYREG” appropriate for OLS regression and “SURVEYLOGISTIC” appropriate 

for logistic regression. These specialized procedures ensure that standard errors are not 

underestimated and decrease the probability of Type I error.  Because complex sample 

designs do not affect the accuracy of descriptive statistics, these were conducted using the 

SPSS software.    

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 77 

 
 
 

CHAPTER V 

CULTURAL ADAPTATION 

Gordon (1964) identified cultural adaptation as the first stage in the “seven stages 

of assimilation” model.  According to this author, an important sign of successful cultural 

adjustment was immigrants` ability to communicate in English.  Scholars today still 

consider learning a new language as one of the central elements in the cultural adaptation 

of immigrants.  Researchers argue that inadequate English ability correlates with lower 

earnings, lower educational achievement, or inaccessibility to health care (Espenshade 

and Fu 1997).  Thus, English proficiency opens the door to other stages of immigrant 

adaptation by increasing chances for finding a job, securing an income, and achieving 

overall upward mobility. 

In addition to English proficiency, another important dimension of cultural 

adaptation examined in this dissertation is native language retention.  Views regarding 

the effect of maintaining one`s native language on the likelihood of successful adaptation 

are polarized.  In the past, total acculturation has often been perceived as beneficial for 

immigrants` economic progress and psychological well-being (Portes and Rumbaut 

2006).  Some researchers still believe that to become well adapted, immigrants must shed 

their native language and speak “English only” (Huntington 2004).  Empirical evidence, 

however, is not consistent with English monolingualism as the only route to successful 

adaptation.  The knowledge of more than one language has been perceived as an 
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important intellectual achievement and resource, rather than a disadvantage (Portes and 

Hao 2002).  A majority of immigrants who hold professional positions are fluent 

bilinguals who speak their native language at home (Portes and Rumbaut 2006). 

Therefore, rather than abandoning one`s native language, fluent bilingualism has been a 

preferred way of adaptation for immigrants and their children (Robila 2007).  

Eastern European immigrants at the turn of the century tended to lack English 

proficiency, had high likelihood of native language retention, and did not adapt well 

culturally (Blumenthal 1981; Jaret 1999; Perlmann and Waldinger 1997).  Are new 

Eastern European immigrants different?  This chapter examines the cultural adaptation of 

post-1991 Eastern European immigrants measured by their English proficiency and 

native language retention.  The central research questions of this chapter are: First, to 

what extent do post-1991 Eastern European immigrants in the United States adapt 

culturally to American life?  Second, what are the major determinants of cultural 

adaptation of post-1991 Eastern European immigrants in the United States? 

To answer these questions, I will first present the descriptive statistics for all 

variables used in the analysis and describe the characteristics of the sample.  The 

discussion of correlation analysis will follow.  The results of regression analyses will 

elucidate what factors influence the extent to which new immigrants from Eastern Europe 

adapt culturally to their new lives in the United States.  
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DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSIS 

Means, medians, and standard deviations of the variables used in the analyses are 

presented in Table 8.  Two dependent variables were used to measure cultural adaptation: 

English proficiency and native language retention.  Respondents` overall English 

proficiency was 3.2 (median = 3.0), measured on a 5-point scale ranging from “not 

speaking English at all” to “speaking only English.”  This suggests that, on average, new 

Eastern European immigrants tended to speak English well.  The percentages in each 

category of the dependent variable show that about 66 percent of respondents reported 

speaking English well or very well, and 19 percent did not speak English well.  About 7 

percent of respondents spoke only English, or did not speak English at all.  Results 

further indicate that about 93 percent of respondents spoke a language other than English 

at home.  I tested the effect of the following independent variables: length of stay in the 

United States, age, gender, marital status, region of residence in the United States, survey 

year, respondents` country of origin, gross national income in the country of origin, 

ethnic diversity in the country of origin, and personal freedom in the country of origin.  It 

appears that respondents resided in the United States on average for 12.6 years (median = 

13).  An average age was 40.9 (median = 38), with a standard deviation of 15.9 years.  

Less than half of all respondents in the sample were males (about 44 percent).  The 

majority of respondents – 60 percent - were married, and their spouses accompanied them 

in the United States.  About a quarter of all new Eastern European immigrants in the 

sample resided in the Midwest (26 percent), followed by the West (22 percent), and the 
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South (17 percent).  Several countries were represented by a sufficient sample size to 

allow for cross-country comparisons in cultural adaptation: Albania (5 percent), Bulgaria 

(4 percent), Poland (20 percent), Romania (8 percent), Bosnia and Herzegovina (9 

percent), and Russia (22 percent).  Respondents from other Eastern European countries in 

the analysis comprised 14 percent of the sample.  Half of the respondents were born in 

countries with a gross national income per capita (GNI) below $4,000.  Similarly, half of 

the respondents came from countries where ethnic minority groups accounted for at least 

20 percent of the total population, contributing to a greater ethnic diversity.  About 35 

percent of all Eastern European immigrants in the sample were born in countries 

classified as partly free, and 25 percent were born in countries considered not free.  

I ran separate analyses for Poland, Russia, and Ukraine. The descriptive statistics 

for these three countries are presented in Table 9. English proficiency for all three groups 

indicates that, on average, respondents from each of these countries tended to speak 

English well.  More specifically, immigrants from Russia were the most likely to speak 

English well or very well (67 percent), followed by immigrants from Poland (65 percent) 

and Ukraine (60 percent).  Ukrainian immigrants were the most likely to speak a 

language other than English at home (96 percent), and Russian immigrants were the least 

likely to do so (92 percent), suggesting small differences in native language retention 

across the three groups.  The average length of stay in the United States for all three 

groups was about 13 years, consistent with the results for the pooled sample.  Results 

further indicate that immigrants from the three separately examined countries tended to 
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be in their late thirties or early forties, with Polish immigrants being the youngest (38 

years), and Ukrainian immigrants the oldest (45 years).  Less than half of respondents 

from all three countries were males.  Consistent with the results for the pooled sample, a 

majority of respondents from each country were married (between 57 and 62 percent).  

Polish immigrants tended to concentrate in the Midwest, while Russian and Ukrainian 

immigrants were the most likely to reside in the Northeast. 

CORRELATION ANALYSIS 

I tested the strength of the relationships between both dependent variables and the 

predictors described in the previous section.  The examination of the bivariate correlation 

coefficients indicated moderate to high correlations between several pairs of variables: 

partly free countries and GNI (.734); not free countries and Russia (.911); Russia and 

GNI (-.536); Poland and ethnic diversity (-.524); and Poland and GNI (-.500).  These 

results were worrisome because high correlations could result in unstable magnitudes and 

signs of regression model estimates of the coefficients, and influence the validity of 

results.  An examination of bivariate correlations is only one way to assess the strength of 

relationships between variables.  To further test the assumption of multicollinearity, I 

requested the values of tolerance and the Variance Inflation Factor (VIF).  The tolerance 

values indicate the percent of variance in the predictor that cannot be accounted for by 

the other predictors in the analysis.  Values should be as close to 1 as possible, with the 

tolerance of less than .10 suggesting a potential problem with multicollinearity. The VIF 

is 1 / tolerance.  Generally, a variable whose VIF value is greater than 10 should be 
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investigated further (Tabachnick and Fidell 2007).  To determine if tolerance and VIF 

values were within an expected range, I ran an ordinary least squares regression (OLS) 

with English proficiency as the dependent variable and all independent variables from 

Table 8.  The results confirmed the multicollinearity problem.  Tolerance values of 

several variables were extremely low (Russia = 0.009; GNI = 0.026; ethnic diversity = 

0.030; countries classified as not free = 0.027; countries classified as partly free = 0.000). 

This signaled that very little variance in these predictors was unexplained by other 

predictors in the model.  Similarly, VIF values of these variables were unusually high 

(Russia = 113.290; GNI = 38.248; ethnic diversity = 33.164; countries classified as not 

free = 37.058).  

Due to high multicollinearity among some predictors, I could not create nested 

models to simultaneously test the effects of all independent variables on each dependent 

variable.  According to the literature, however, all independent variables selected for 

analysis potentially affect the degree of cultural adaptation.  To eliminate negative effects 

of multicollinearity without omitting important independent variables, I created several – 

albeit not nested – models for each dependent variable.  The first model (Model 1) tested 

the effects of variables length of stay in the U.S., age, male, marital status and presence 

of spouse, region of residence in the U.S., and survey year on the dependent variables 

English proficiency and native language retention.  The second model (Model 2) included 

variables from the first model, in addition to dummies for countries represented by a 

sufficient sample size (Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Poland, Romania, 
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Russia and “Other” countries).  The third model (Model 3) tested variables from the first 

model and gross national income per capita (GNI).  The remaining two models tested the 

effects of predictors from the first model, in addition to a dummy variable for ethnic 

diversity (Model 4) and two dummy variables for the level of personal and political 

freedom in a country of respondents` origin (Model 5). 

MULTIVARIATE ANALYSES 

Cultural adaptation was measured by two indicators, and their level of 

measurement determined the appropriate regression technique.  To examine English 

proficiency of new Eastern European immigrants, I used the ordinary least squares 

regression (OLS). Although the dependent variable is not continuous – a basic 

prerequisite for OLS to yield valid results - this technique was chosen because an ordinal 

variable with five categories is also an acceptable dependent variable (1 = Do not speak 

English; 2 = Speak English, but not well; 3 = Speak English well; 4 = Speak English very 

well; 5 = Speak only English).  This technique enables testing how much variance in the 

dependent variable is explained by its linear relationship with the predictors.  Logistic 

regression was used to examine the likelihood of native language retention because this 

dependent variable was dichotomous and nominal (1 = Speak language other than 

English at home; 0 = Speak only English). 

The data used in the analysis are complex surveys that were collected through 

stratified sampling. To ensure that the analyzed samples are representative of the entire 

population and in order to make statistically valid inferences about the population of new 
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Eastern European immigrants, I applied a personal sampling weight available in the 

dataset. While it is necessary to weight the data, weighting procedures are known to be 

associated with difficulties (Hahs-Vaughn 2005). More specifically, traditional regression 

procedures tend to yield statistics with incorrectly estimated variances of an estimator. To 

account for this problem, I have used procedures “SURVEYREG” and 

“SURVEYLOGISTIC” available in the statistical software SAS. These are designed for 

the analysis of complex sample designs, such as those used in this study. These 

procedures were also used when examining other adaptation dimensions. 

The direction and significance of unstandardized regression coefficients from 

OLS regression was examined to assess the relationship between predictors and the 

dependent variable English proficiency.  In logistic regression, the values of χ² statistics 

and -2 log likelihood were used to determine the model fit.  The values of odds ratios 

indicated the likelihood that a predictor will affect respondents` native language 

retention. Pseudo R² indicated how much variation in the dependent variable was 

explained by all independent variables in both logistic and OLS regression.  

When using OLS regression, several assumptions must be met to ensure the 

reliability of the results.  Normality is one important assumption; it means that residuals 

of the dependent variable should be normally distributed.  If this assumption is violated, 

residuals of the dependent variable are not normally distributed and the distribution is 

skewed.  To detect this abnormality, I examined the normal p-p plot and values of 

skewness and kurtosis for all variables in the analysis.  The normal p-p plot of regression-
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standardized residuals was diagonal and indicated minimal deviations from normality.  

The values for the dependent variable English proficiency were within an acceptable 

range (+/- 3).  The kurtosis value for native language retention was high (8.84), which 

can be attributed to an uneven split between the two categories (a 93-7 split).  In case of 

categorical variables, however, the skewness/kurtosis does not violate model 

assumptions.  In addition, according to Tabachnick and Fidell (2007), the impact of 

kurtosis values higher than 0 is diminished in a large sample size.  I also examined the 

values of skewness and kurtosis for all predictors.  All continuous independent variables 

were normally distributed.  However, dummy variables for most countries of birth – 

especially those with a very small sample size - were associated with extreme values of 

skewness and kurtosis (e.g. Croatia: 8.031/62.459; Slovakia: 9.783/93.714; Czech 

Republic: 8.850/76.330; Moldova: 6.665/42.419; Latvia: 10.740/113.347; Lithuania: 

7.267/50.810; Hungary: 7.510/54.400, Macedonia: 10.47/107.70; Belarus: 5.20/25.03).  

To account for high values of skewness and kurtosis, I combined these countries into one 

dummy variable, which resulted in a skewness value of 2.03, and decreased the value of 

kurtosis to 2.12.  This approach also helped to decrease the number of outliers (discussed 

below).  The dummies for Romania, Bulgaria, Albania, and Bosnia and Herzegovina 

were also associated with higher kurtosis values.  However, considering the categorical 

nature of these variables and a large sample size, the negative impact on the validity of 

results is unlikely. 
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Homoscedasticity occurs when residuals are not approximately equal for all 

predicted scores of the dependent variable (Tabachnick and Fidell 2007).  This 

assumption was tested by constructing a scatterplot.  The data appeared homoscedastic 

because the plot of residuals was approximately the same width for all values of the 

predicted dependent variable.   

Next stage of data screening involved detecting possible outliers.  A univariate 

outlier is a case with an extreme value on one variable, while a multivariate outlier is a 

case with a strange combination of scores on two or more variables (Tabachnick and 

Fidell 2007).  Both types of outliers can distort statistics.  Among dichotomous variables 

with an uneven split (e.g. 90-10 split), univariate outliers can be relatively easily 

identified.  These are generally the cases “on the ‘wrong’ side of a very uneven split” 

(Tabachnick and Fidell 2007: 73). The results of descriptive statistics suggested that with 

an exception of Poland, Russia, Ukraine, Albania, Bulgaria, and Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

all other dummy variables for countries of birth possibly contained univariate outliers 

(Belarus, Croatia, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Macedonia, and 

Moldova).  This made it impossible to examine cross-country differences in cultural 

adaptation for all Eastern European groups.  To decrease the effect of uneven splits of 

some dummy variables on the validity of results, I combined these variables into one 

single dummy variable.  Among continuous variables, univariate outliers are cases with 

standardized z-scores higher than 3.29 (p<.001, two-tailed test).  However, none of the 
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continuous variables in the analysis had cases associated with a z-score higher than this 

value.  

To identify multivariate outliers, I requested Mahalanobis distance coefficients for 

each set of variables used in the regression analyses.  This was done by regressing the 

case id variable (serial no.) on all variables in each regression model tested, saving 

Mahalanobis distance scores for each case.  These scores were evaluated using the chi 

square distribution (Tabachnick and Fidell 2007).  The critical chi square value is the one 

at the alpha level of .001, where the degrees of freedom are equal to the number of 

predictors in the model.  Cases with Mahalanobis distance scores higher than the value of 

critical chi square were deemed multivariate outliers.  I identified multivariate outliers for 

each of the ten regression models.  After I excluded extreme cases from the analysis, the 

results did not change.  The small changes in the level of significance of some variables 

that occurred after outliers were excluded are discussed in the sections that follow.   

English Language Proficiency 

An ordinary least squares regression (OLS) was used in this analysis.  This was 

the most appropriate method because the dependent variable, albeit ordinal, has five 

categories.  I tested five regression models.  The regression coefficient estimates and the 

goodness of fit statistics of all models are presented in Table 10.  For the reasons 

explained in the previous section, the models are not nested; therefore, none of them is 

the best fitting model.  However, the F values are significant at the .001 level for all 

models, indicating that all models are good fit for the data.  Values of adjusted R square 
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of all five models are very similar and suggest that predictor variables included in each 

model explain about 36 percent of the variance in the dependent variable English 

proficiency (predictors in Model 2 explain 38 percent of the variance).  Almost all 

regression coefficient estimates reached statistical significance at the .001, which can be 

attributed to the large sample size, when even relatively unimportant differences become 

significant (N= 45,900).  Considering the impact of a large sample, in addition to 

significance values, effect sizes associated with each predictor were also considered.  The 

effect size available in SPSS is partial eta squared (η²), and indicates the amount of 

variability in the dependent variable explained with the knowledge of an independent 

variables (Trusty, Thompson, and Petrocelli 2004).  Considering the effect size will allow 

for a more accurate assessment of the relative importance of independent variables in 

predicting immigrants` English proficiency. 

 I will now turn to interpretation of constants and regression coefficients of all 

tested regression models (Table 10).  The first model, Model 1, tested the effect of 

predictors’ length of stay, age, male, marital status/presence of spouse, region of residence 

in the U.S., and survey year on the dependent variable English proficiency.  The value of 

constant indicates an overall level of English proficiency, with a higher value of constant 

implying a higher level of English proficiency. Results of the first model suggest that, 

controlling for explanatory variables included in this model, post-1991 Eastern European 

immigrants tended to speak English very well. 
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The comparison of specific regression coefficients in the first model suggests that 

time positively affects the process of acculturation.  Expectedly, the longer immigrants 

reside in the U.S., the more proficient they tend to be in English.  For each additional 

year of residence in the U.S., immigrants` English proficiency increases by .051 levels, 

controlling for other predictors in the model.  Consistent with the hypothesis, the 

association between age and English proficiency is negative, suggesting that as age 

increases, English proficiency tends to decrease .039 levels.  This result is not surprising, 

considering older immigrants might have stronger attachments to their native cultures, 

and thus experience more difficulties adopting American cultural traits.  The variable 

gender appears to be significant, indicating that males are less proficient in English than 

their female counterparts.  Married immigrants whose spouse is present in the U.S. are 

less proficient in English than married immigrants whose spouse is not present or 

unmarried immigrants.  This finding indicates that a complex relationship between 

marital status and English language proficiency is likely influenced by ethnicity of 

immigrants` spouses.  The hypothesis about regional differences is only partially 

supported by the results.  Immigrants living in the Midwest are significantly less 

proficient in English than immigrants living in the Northeast.  However, English 

proficiency of immigrants living in the West and South tends to be higher than English 

proficiency of their counterparts living in the Northeast by .044 and .251 levels, 

respectively.  This indicates that living in a region with a long history of immigration 

from Eastern Europe does not necessarily translate into better acculturation of 
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immigrants.  The effect of variable survey year is significant, and consistent with the 

proposed hypothesis.  The positive regression coefficients of each subsequent survey year 

indicate that immigrants who were surveyed between years 2007 and 2010 tend to 

achieve a higher level of English proficiency than immigrants surveyed in 2006.  

The second model (Table 10, Model 2) included variables from the first model, in 

addition to the variable country of origin, coded into several dummy variables: Albania, 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Poland, Romania, Russia, and “Other” (combining 

countries with insufficient sample size).  Regression coefficients of the second model 

yielded results similar to the previously tested model.  I will, therefore, focus on the 

interpretation of the regression estimates for countries of respondents` origin.  With an 

exception of Poland and Bosnia and Herzegovina, all regression coefficients are 

expectedly positive and significant, suggesting that immigrants who were born in 

Albania, Bulgaria, Romania, Russia, or other Eastern European countries in the analysis 

tended to be more proficient in English than immigrants from Ukraine (the reference 

category).  The coefficients for Poland and Bosnia and Herzegovina were in an expected 

direction, but did not reach statistical significance at the .05 level.   

The third model (Table 10, Model 3) tested the effect of variables from model 

one, in addition to the variable gross national income per capita (GNI).  Because the 

results from model one remained unchanged in this model, I will not interpret them again.  

Highly consistent with the hypothesis, results showed the differences among immigrants 

in English proficiency, depending on the GNI of their country of origin.  Consistent with 
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the results presented earlier, it appears that originating in a country with GNI lower than 

$4,000 decreases English proficiency by .042 levels, the relationship being significant at 

the .001 level.   

The next model (Table 10, Model 4) combined variables from the first model and 

the dummy variable ethnic diversity in a country of respondents` origin.  This predictor 

was significant, indicating that respondents who originate in countries where ethnic 

minorities account for at least 20 percent of the total population tend to be less proficient 

in English by .115 levels than respondents who originate in countries with less ethnic 

diversity, all else being equal.  This result is consistent with my initial hypothesis. 

The last model (Table 10, Model 5) included the variables from Model 1, in 

addition to two dummy variables measuring the degree of personal and political freedom.  

Results confirmed the hypothesis that limited freedom in a country of origin is associated 

with the lower level of immigrants` English proficiency.  More specifically, immigrants 

originating in countries classified as partly free or not free tend to be less proficient in 

English than those who originate in free countries by .212 and .045 levels, respectively.   

Most of the regression coefficients are significant at the .001 level.  This is not 

surprising considering the large sample size.  In such cases, significance testing can help 

us understand the degree of group differences to some extent, but does not reveal much 

about the degree of relationship between predictors and the dependent variable.  Not 

knowing the true degree of relationship can result in presenting relatively trivial findings 

as being practically meaningful (Tabachnick and Fidell 2007).  To avoid this error, I 
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compared estimates of partial eta squared (η²), which is an effect size provided by SPSS 

for each independent variable in the analysis.  The partial eta squared is an estimate of the 

amount of variance in the dependent variable that can be attributed to the independent 

variable (Trusty, Thompson, and Petrocelli 2004).  In other words, it “assesses the 

amount of total variance in the DV that is predictable from knowledge of the levels of the 

IV” (Tabachnick and Fidell 2007: 54).  The partial eta squared of .01 indicates small 

effects, .09 medium effects, and .25 large effects (Cohen 1988).  According to the values 

of partial eta squared presented in Table 14, with an exception of age, all independent 

variables in the analysis are associated with low effect sizes.  The predictors with the 

strongest effect are age (.338) and length of stay (.071).  The value of eta squared 

associated with age means that about 34 percent of the variability in English proficiency 

is explained by this predictor.  Similarly, length of stay accounts for about 7 percent of 

the differences in English proficiency.  Each remaining independent variable in the 

analysis predicts about 1 percent or less of the variation in the dependent variable. 

Next, I will examine standardized regression coefficients (β) from Table 10 and 

squared structure coefficients (rs

2
) presented in Table 14.  It is useful to consult squared 

structure coefficients when there is a considerable degree of correlation between the 

predictors.  In such cases, little credit may be given to some predictors, even though they 

explain some portion of the variation in the dependent variable.  Squared structure 

coefficients indicate the percentage of observed effect accounted for by each variable, 

and can be computed by correlating the predictors with the predicted scores of the 
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dependent variable (Y hat) that were saved as part of the OLS regression analysis.  Of the 

continuous predictors, age was the strongest and received the largest standardized 

coefficient.  This predictor also received the largest squared structure coefficient, 

indicating that the predictor accounted for about 82 percent of the effect itself.  Although 

the length of stay also yielded a relatively high standardized coefficient, which was 

statistically significant, this predictor accounted for only 2 percent of the observed effect. 

Several categorical predictors in the analysis were able to account for the same amount of 

variance explained: marital status (3 percent), south (3 percent), Bulgaria (2 percent), 

Russia (3 percent), and partly free countries (4 percent).   

English proficiency was tested separately for Polish, Russian, and Ukrainian 

immigrants (Table 11).  Largely, results are consistent with the findings for the pooled 

sample, and cross-country differences are minimal.  The effect of length of U.S. 

residency is consistently positive for all three groups.  Expectedly, older immigrants from 

all three countries are less proficient in English than younger immigrants.  Consistent 

across countries, English proficiency tends to be lower for males, than for females.  The 

effect of marital status and region varies across groups.  However, consistent with the 

pooled sample results, English proficiency tends to increase with each subsequent 

immigrant cohort.  

Native Language Retention 

Logistic regression was used to test the effects of predictors on the probability of 

native language retention (Table 12).  Five logistic regression models tested contained the 
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same variables as OLS regression models discussed in the previous section.  The first 

model (Model 1) included the demographic variables and each subsequent model 

contained variables from model one, in addition to the variables for respondents` country 

of origin (Model 2), gross national income per capita (Model 3), ethnic diversity (Model 

4), and personal/political freedom (Model 5).  Significant values of χ² indicated that all 

models fit the data well.  According to the values of pseudo R², predictor variables 

included in the analysis explained between 5 and 7 percent of the variation in the 

likelihood of native language retention.  All models are statistically significant; therefore, 

appropriate to test the effect of predictors on the dependent variable.  Due to high 

correlations between some variables, the models are not nested; therefore, I will interpret 

them individually.  

With an exception of the variables survey year 2007 and 2008, all other predictors 

included in the first model are statistically significant (Table 12, Model 1).  The negative 

relationship between length of stay and the likelihood of native language retention is 

expectedly negative, suggesting that for each additional year in the United States, 

immigrants are less likely to retain their native language by 2 percent (.981 – 1 = - .019). 

This complements the previously discussed finding and confirms the expectation that 

over time, immigrants are more likely to speak English at the expense of their native 

language.  Consistent with the proposed hypothesis, each year of increase in age 

increases the likelihood of native language retention among immigrants by about 3 

percent (1.027 – 1 = .027).  This result corresponds to limited English proficiency among 
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older immigrants.  Contradicting the original hypothesis, male immigrants are 24 percent 

more likely to retain their native language than their female counterparts, holding other 

variables constant.  Surprisingly consistent with their limited English skills, this result 

reinforces the pattern of low acculturation among male immigrants.  The marital status of 

immigrants and presence of spouse seem to make a significant difference in the 

likelihood of native language retention.  Married immigrants whose spouse is present in 

the U.S. are 58 percent more likely to retain their native language than their respective 

counterparts.  I suspect that married immigrants and their spouses tend to have the same 

ethnic background, which might account for their limited English proficiency and high 

native language retention.  

Immigrants tend to differ in native language retention based on the region of 

residence in the United States.  The values of odds ratio suggest that, controlling for other 

variables, immigrants who reside in the Midwest are 25 percent more likely to retain their 

native language than those living in the Northeast.  However, immigrants in the West and 

South are less likely to retain their native language than immigrants in the Northeast by 

16 and 38 percent, respectively.  This finding is largely consistent with earlier discussed 

regional differences in English proficiency, and reinforces the pattern of higher 

acculturation among immigrants in the West and South, than in the Northeast. 

Immigrants differ in their native language retention depending on the year when they 

were surveyed.  As expected, immigrants surveyed in 2009 and 2010 are less likely to 

maintain their native language than those surveyed in 2006 by 17 and 25 percent, 
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respectively.  Immigrants who were surveyed in 2007 and 2008 did not differ from 

immigrants surveyed in 2006 in the likelihood of native language retention, but the 

direction of the relationships is negative as expected. These findings coincide with my 

hypothesis and suggest a higher degree of acculturation among later immigrant cohorts. 

Because the effect of the above discussed variables remained the same in the 

second model (Table 12, Model 2), I will focus on interpreting the dummy variables for 

respondents` countries of origin that were specific to this model.  It appears that, with an 

exception of immigrants who originated in Bosnia and Herzegovina, immigrants born in 

all Eastern European countries are significantly less likely to maintain their native 

language than immigrants from Ukraine, which is economically the least stable country 

in the analysis.  Immigrants from Bosnia and Herzegovina are more likely to retain their 

native language than immigrants from Ukraine, but only by 7 percent.  Once again, this 

result points to a link between socioeconomic stability in immigrants` countries of origin, 

and their acculturation in the United States.  This link is further reinforced by the 

examination of country-level characteristics presented in Model 3 (Table 12).  It appears 

that, controlling for other variables in the model, immigrants born in countries with GNI 

below $4,000 are 34 percent more likely to retain their native language than immigrants 

born in countries with higher GNI.  The results in Model 4 (Table 12) further indicate 

that the degree of ethnic diversity in immigrants` country of birth affects the likelihood of 

native language retention.  Consistent with the hypothesis, immigrants from countries 

where ethnic minorities account for at least 20 percent of the population are 45 percent 
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more likely to retain their native language than their respective counterparts.  According 

to the results presented in Model 5 (Table 12), limited personal and political freedom is 

associated with a higher likelihood of native language retention.  Immigrants from 

countries classified as partly free or not free are more likely to retain their native 

language than immigrants born in free countries by 102 and 30 percent, respectively.  

To compare the amount of variation in the dependent variable explained by each 

predictor separately, the odds ratios from logistic regression can be interpreted as an 

effect size.  According to Tabachnick and Fidell (2007: 463), “the closer the odds ratio is 

to 1, the smaller the effect.”  To get an even more precise estimate of the effect, an odds 

ratio can be converted to Cohen`s d using the following formula: ln (odds ratio)/1.81.  

Cohen`s d is not an appropriate effect size in this case, because it compares the means of 

two groups.  However, its value can be used to calculate partial eta squared (η²), using the 

formula:  d²/ d² + 4 (Chinn 2000).  

With the exception of the variable partly free countries, effect sizes obtained for 

all other predictors in the analysis indicate weak to very weak effects (Table 14).  

Independent variables accounting for the most effect are: partly free countries (η² = 

0.111); Romania (η² = .076); Bulgaria (η² = .040); other countries (η² = .035); South (η² = 

.018); and marital status (η² = .015).  The value of eta squared for partly free countries 

means that this predictor accounts for 11 percent of the variation in native language 

retention among immigrants. Romania explains 8 percent, Bulgaria, and “other” countries 

about 4 percent of the variation in the dependent variable.  Variables South and marital 
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status account for about 2 percent of the effect.  All other variables in the analysis explain 

about 1 percent of the variation in the dependent variable.   

Predictors of native language retention among Polish, Russian, and Ukrainian 

immigrants work in an expected direction and their effect is largely consistent with the 

results for the pooled sample (Table 13).  Among Russian immigrants, the likelihood of 

speaking a language other than English at home decreases significantly with time spent in 

the United States.  The effect of length of stay is insignificant for Polish and Ukrainian 

immigrants.  Older immigrants from all three countries are more likely to speak language 

other than English than their younger counterparts.  Males and married immigrants whose 

spouse is present in the United States tend to have a higher likelihood of speaking a 

language other than English across the three groups.  The effect of region of residence 

and survey year did not show a clear pattern and varied across groups, indicating 

differences in native language retention.   

SUMMARY 

This chapter analyzed how well post-1991 immigrants from Eastern Europe in the 

United States adapt culturally.  Cultural adaptation was measured by two indicators: 

English proficiency and native language retention.  To test the effects of predictors on the 

dependent variables, I used ordinary least squares regression (OLS) and logistic 

regression.  Results are presented in Tables 8 – 14. 

The descriptive statistics show that, on average, respondents reported speaking 

English language well (Table 8).  Two-thirds of respondents reported speaking English 
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well or very well (66 percent), and about 19 percent spoke English, but not well.  Only 7 

percent of respondents either did not speak English at all, or spoke only English.  This 

result is comparable to language adaptation of other recent immigrants to the United 

States.  Yang (2011) examined the language adaptation among post-1965 Asian 

immigrants.  He found that a majority of respondents were partially adapted, speaking 

English well or very well (67 percent), or speaking English, but not well (17 percent). 

Only a minority of foreign-born Asians (6 percent) did not speak English at all.  On the 

other hand, 11 percent spoke only English, and thus reached total language adaptation.  

Results further show that about 93 percent of post-1991 Eastern European 

immigrants tend to retain their native language.  This number is slightly higher compared 

to native language retention among other immigrant groups in the United States.  Portes 

and Rumbaut (2006) found that 84 percent of all immigrants, aged five years or older, 

who came to the United States between 1970 and 1980, spoke a language other than 

English at home.  Among foreign-born Asians who immigrated to the U.S. after 1965, 88 

percent spoke their native language (Yang 2011).  Portes and Rumbaut (2006) argue that 

as the proportion of an ethnic group that is U.S. born increases, the shift toward English 

becomes stronger.  A majority of new Eastern European immigrants came to the U.S. 

during the last two decades, thus a proportion of U.S. born individuals who trace their 

origins to post-1991 Eastern Europe is likely very small.  Therefore, higher native 

language retention of these immigrants is not surprising.  This finding further suggests 

that, like many contemporary immigrants to the United States, recent immigrants from 



 100 

Eastern Europe tend to perceive their native language in a positive way and do not 

foresee negative consequences being associated with speaking their mother tongue 

(Mucherah 2008).  

Most of the predictors of English proficiency and native language retention seem 

to work in an expected direction.  The longer immigrants reside in the U.S., the more 

proficient they tend to be in English, and the less likely they are to speak their native 

language.  This is consistent with the findings of existing literature, suggesting that 

English-language abilities of most immigrants improve with additional years of 

experience in the United States (Espenshade and Fu 1997).  The effect of age is also 

consistent with the findings of existing studies; older immigrants tend to have less 

proficiency in English than younger immigrants, and are more likely to speak their native 

language.  Some explanations of this finding offered by researchers include difficulties 

learning a new language or a greater attachment to one`s home culture by older 

immigrants (Friedberg 1992; McManus et al. 1983).  Researchers are not in consensus 

regarding the effect of gender on immigrants` English proficiency, but many studies 

found that immigrant females tend to be more proficient in English than males (Stevens 

1992).  Results of the analysis are consistent with this finding.  In addition to being more 

proficient in English, female immigrants are less likely to maintain their native language. 

The effect of marital status and presence of spouse on English proficiency and 

native language retention contradicts the initial hypothesis, indicating a complex 

relationship between these variables.  Married immigrants whose spouse is present in the 
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United States tend to be less proficient in English, and are more likely to retain their 

native language than their respective counterparts.  Perhaps married immigrants have a 

spouse of the same ethnicity.  If a spouse is present in the U.S., immigrants will likely 

continue to use their native language at home, and feel less pressured to become 

proficient in English.  However, because ethnicities of spouses in this study are unknown, 

this is only an assumption.  

It appears that immigrants who reside in the Midwest tend to be less proficient in 

English and are more likely to retain their native language than immigrants residing in the 

Northeast.  In addition, residing in the West and South is associated with more English 

proficiency, and a lower likelihood of native language retention.  This pattern of regional 

differences seems inconsistent, and only partially supports the original hypothesis that 

settling in regions with higher numbers of new Eastern European immigrants facilitates 

cultural adaptation.   

Immigrants surveyed between 2007 and 2010 tend to be more proficient in 

English and are less likely to maintain their native language than immigrants who were 

surveyed in 2006.  This finding suggests an overall trend toward a higher degree of 

language adaptation over time.  Results show cross-country differences in cultural 

adaptation of new Eastern European immigrants.  More specifically, immigrants from all 

countries included in the analysis tended to be more proficient in English and were less 

likely to retain their native language than immigrants from Ukraine.  This country was 

designated as a reference category because, based on its 2005 gross national income per 
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capita (GNI), it had the weakest economy from all countries in the analysis (with an 

exception of Moldova which did not have a sufficient sample size to be a reference 

category).  This suggests that immigrants who originate in countries with weaker 

economies tend to adapt less well culturally than immigrants from economically stronger 

countries (Robila 2008, 2010). 

All country-level characteristics tested in the analysis affect cultural adaptation as 

expected.  Immigrants who were born in countries with GNI below $4,000 have less 

English proficiency and are more likely to retain their native language than immigrants 

from countries with higher GNI.  The economic stability of Eastern European countries 

tends to be negatively correlated with ethnic diversity.  Consequently, immigrants who 

originate in countries with greater ethnic diversity tend to be less proficient in English 

and are more likely to maintain their native languages than immigrants from less 

ethnically diverse (and more economically developed) countries.  The economy of 

Eastern European countries also tends to be correlated with the degree of personal 

freedom granted to the citizens.  Countries where political and personal freedoms remain 

suppressed also tend to be less economically developed; and immigrants from these 

countries seem to adapt less well culturally in the United States.  

Overall, consistent with the cultural pluralism perspective, post-1991 Eastern 

Europeans seem to balance learning a new language while maintaining the native one.  

As expected, results show differences in cultural adaptation among these immigrants 

depending on a variety of individual and country-level characteristics. Different groups 
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tend to follow different trajectories when adapting to the American culture, while to some 

extent, holding on to the cultures of their native countries. 
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CHAPTER VI 

SOCIOECONOMIC ADAPTATION 

Socioeconomic adaptation is an important dimension of overall immigrant 

adaptation, as it indicates immigrants` overall well-being (Portes and Rumbaut 2001, 

2006; Sakamoto and Xie 2006; Yang 2011).  Socioeconomic attainment is defined as “the 

possession of scarce economic resources and social characteristics that are valued in 

society” (Sakamoto and Xie 2006: 54).  The examination of immigrants` socioeconomic 

adaptation is important for several reasons.  Factors such as limited language skills or 

inability to transfer professional credentials increase the likelihood of economic hardship 

experienced by immigrants (Robila 2010).  The risk is especially high for recent 

immigrants who have resided in the United States for only a short period.  A majority of 

recent Eastern European immigrants have been living in the United States for less than 

twenty years.  Therefore, it is important to examine their socioeconomic achievement, 

which is indicative of their stage in the adaptation process. Researchers emphasize 

extraordinary diversity in immigrants ` socioeconomic status (Portes and Rumbaut 2006; 

Zhou 1997).  This heterogeneity may result in segmented adaptation outcomes and 

diverse experiences of social mobility among immigrants. Many contemporary 

immigrants are highly educated (Batalova and Lowell 2007).  Having a large amount of 

human capital, some immigrant groups may move up the socioeconomic ladder faster 

than others.  Instead of starting at the bottom of the racial hierarchy and following a 
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gradual route of upward mobility, immigrants may move directly into the middle class 

(Perlman and Waldinger 1997; Zhou 1997).  In addition, socioeconomic achievement of 

the first generation affects the socioeconomic position of immigrant children, who have 

limited chances for socioeconomic mobility if their parents continuously face 

socioeconomic hardship (Blau and Duncan 1967; Lieberson 1980; Portes and Rumbaut 

2001; Zhou 1997).  Furthermore, socioeconomic adaptation of immigrants likely leads to 

subsequent stages of adaptation, including structural and political adaption (Alba and Nee 

1997).  

In this dissertation, several measures have been used to examine how post-1991 

Eastern European immigrants fare socioeconomically: education, occupation, self-

employment, personal income, and poverty.  Education plays a significant role in the 

socioeconomic mobility of first-generation immigrants (Portes and Rumbaut 2001; 

Lieberson 1980; Zhou 1997).  In fact, it is one of the primary determinants of 

immigrants` socioeconomic status in the United States (Camarota 2012).  Existing studies 

highlight a strong effect of educational attainment on income, occupation, and self-

employment (Portes and Rumbaut 2001).  Education is perceived as an important 

resource.  It increases the chances for securing employment, and opens up new 

occupational opportunities.  The likelihood of having sufficient income to support 

immigrants and their families increases with education (Robila 2010).  In addition, 

human capital of immigrant parents is an important determinant of socioeconomic 

achievement of their children (Zhou 1997).  Eastern European immigrants at the turn of 
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the century fared considerably worse in educational attainment than their counterparts 

from Northern and Western Europe.  Today, white Americans who trace their origins to 

Eastern Europe tend to have educational attainment above the nation`s average 

(Waldinger and Richter 1996).  This chapter examined where new Eastern European 

immigrants fit in this picture. 

In addition to broader cultural or structural factors, education is the most 

important micro-level predictor of occupation.  Immigrants with higher education are 

more likely to hold professional or managerial positions at the top of the occupational 

hierarchy (Portes and Rumbaut 2006).    

Self-employment is often considered a measure of entrepreneurship.  Existing 

studies emphasize the greater propensity for self-employment among immigrants than 

among natives (Portes and Zhou 1996).  It has been estimated that the number of 

immigrant businesses in the United States increased from 2.7 million in 1997, to 3.3 

million in 2002 (Toussaint-Comeau 2008).  However, researchers are not in consensus 

regarding the extent to which self-employment enhances socioeconomic progress of 

immigrants.  Early studies perceived immigrant self-employment as a necessity, resulting 

from lack of human and social capital, and discrimination faced by immigrants in the 

labor market (Light 1972).  Later studies emphasized the benefits of self-employment for 

economic progress of immigrants and ethnic communities (Light 1984; Gold 1988).  The 

positive effects of self-employment on immigrants` income have been extensively 

documented.  Therefore, in this study, self-employment represents an avenue for 
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socioeconomic achievement and a means for upward social mobility (Portes and 

Rumbaut 2006; Portes and Zhou 1996).  

Income is “the best summary measure of the relative position of an immigrant 

group in the United States” (Portes and Rumbaut 2006).  While the importance of 

educational credentials should not be underestimated, higher education results in better 

adaptation only if it translates into immigrants` ability to earn sufficient income. 

Sufficient income allows immigrants to provide education for their children, and 

therefore contributes to economic mobility of both the first and second generation (Portes 

and Rumbaut 2001).  

Poverty is the last indicator of immigrants` economic achievement examined in 

this dissertation.  Immigrants are more likely to live in poverty than are natives by virtue 

of their lower income (Robila 2010).  In 2010, 23 percent of American immigrants and 

their U.S. born children lived in poverty, compared to 14 percent of natives (Camarota 

2012).  Thus, it is important to examine this aspect of socio-economic adaptation. 

This chapter will elaborate on findings of existing studies by providing a more 

systematic analysis of socioeconomic adaptation of new Eastern European immigrants.  

The following research questions are central to this chapter:  First, to what extent do post-

1991 Eastern European immigrants in the United States adapt socioeconomically to 

American life?  Second, what are the major determinants of socioeconomic adaptation of 

post-1991 Eastern European immigrants in the United States?  The analyses will consist 

of descriptive statistics for all dependent variables, correlational analyses, and regression 
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analyses to determine the overall level of socioeconomic adaptation among new 

immigrants from Eastern Europe, as well as its determinants. 

DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSIS 

The descriptive analyses consist of means, medians, and standard deviations of 

the dependent variables used in this chapter for the pooled sample (Table 15), and for 

selected groups with sufficient sample sizes (Table 16).  The results indicate that, on 

average, new Eastern European immigrants had 11 years of education.  Further 

examination reveals that only 6 percent of respondents completed less than high school. 

Additionally, about 26 percent of the pooled sample is comprised of high school 

graduates, followed by respondents who completed some college (23 percent), received a 

college degree (24 percent), or an advanced degree (22 percent).  Overall, about 69 

percent of respondents had some higher education (including some college, college 

degree, or advanced degree).  The three separately examined Eastern European groups 

followed a similar educational pattern.  Consistent with the overall average, Polish, 

Russian, and Ukrainian immigrants had between 11 and 12 years of schooling.  The 

lowest percentage of immigrants (between 4 and 7 percent) fell in the category “less than 

high school” for all three countries.  One third of Polish immigrants were high school 

graduates (34 percent), compared to 13 percent of immigrants from Russia, and 19 

percent of immigrants from Ukraine.  Immigrants from Russia were more likely to have a 

college degree (31 percent) or advanced degree (34 percent) than immigrants from 

Ukraine (28 and 23 percent, respectively) or Poland (16 percent).  The percentage of 
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Russian and Ukrainian immigrants with some higher education was higher than the 

overall average (83 and77 percent, respectively).  Polish immigrants were the least likely 

to have higher education among the three groups (59 percent).   

Results further indicate that about 37 percent of all respondents held professional 

or managerial occupation, and 53 percent were white-collar workers (including 

professionals or managers).  This pattern is the most consistent with occupational 

attainment of immigrants from Ukraine, 38 percent of whom were professionals or 

managers, and 54 percent held a white-collar occupation.  Polish immigrants lagged 

behind the overall average, with 27 percent of respondents being professionals or 

managers, and 41 percent being white-collar workers.  Consistent with their higher level 

of education, Russian immigrants were more likely to be professionals/managers (49 

percent) and white-collar workers (66 percent) than the other two groups.  

About 12 percent of all immigrants in the analysis were self-employed, compared 

to 14 percent of self-employed Polish immigrants, and 11 percent of Ukrainian and 

Russian immigrants who were entrepreneurs. 

The average personal income was $35,900, with a standard deviation of $44,184.  

More than one third of respondents (39 percent) earned between $20,000 and $49,000 

dollars.  The category $1 -$9,999 was represented by 17 percent of respondents, followed 

by the category $10,000-$19,999 (16 percent).  Only 9 percent of respondents in the 

pooled sample earned $80,000 or more.  Results presented in Table 16 indicate cross-

group differences in income, with immigrants from Russia having the highest income 
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($39,849), followed by immigrants from Ukraine ($36,464) and Poland ($33,604).  The 

most frequent income category for immigrants from Poland, Russia, and Ukraine was the 

category $20,000 to $49,000.  Only 6 percent of Polish immigrants fell in the category 

$80,000 or higher, followed by immigrants from Ukraine (10 percent) and Russia (14 

percent).  

Based on the income-poverty ratio, about 41 percent of respondents in the 

analysis were classified as having “high-income,” followed by “middle income” (34 

percent) and “low income” respondents (13 percent).  Additionally, about 5 percent of 

respondents in the pooled sample were considered “poor,” and 3 percent were “severely 

poor” or “near poor.”  Poverty status of individual groups is very similar to this overall 

pattern, with the percentage of immigrants in the “high income” category being the 

highest for Russian immigrants (50 percent), followed by immigrants from Ukraine (41 

percent) and Poland (38 percent).  

CORRELATION ANALYSIS 

To avoid multicollinearity problems encountered in the previous chapter, the 

tested regression models are not nested.  This approach allows testing the effects of all 

relevant independent variables while avoiding multicollinearity.  I conducted a 

correlation analysis to evaluate the strength of the associations between all dependent 

variables and independent variables included in each tested regression model.  The results 

revealed moderate correlations between several pairs of variables.  Since all values of 

Pearson`s r were below .500, these are unlikely to bias the regression estimates.  Further 
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examination of tolerance values and Variance Inflation Factors (VIF`s) obtained in OLS 

regression confirmed no multicollinearity problem.   

MULTIVARIATE ANALYSES 

Five indicators were used to assess the level of socioeconomic adaption of new 

Eastern European immigrants.  Education was an ordinal variable with more than five 

categories (1 = no schooling completed; 16 = doctorate degree), therefore OLS regression 

was an appropriate technique to use.  Two dummy variables were created to examine 

occupational status of respondents: professional or managerial occupation (1 = 

managerial, professional, or related occupations; 0 = other), and white-collar occupation 

(1 = professional, managerial, or related occupations, sales and office occupations; 0 = 

other).  Since both dependent variables are dichotomous, I used logistic regression as an 

analytical strategy.  This technique was also employed to examine the propensity for self-

employment (1 = self-employed; 0 = working for wages).  

I used two sets of regression models to test the determinants of immigrants` 

personal income, which was coded at both the interval/ratio and ordinal level.  The reason 

for recoding income variable differently was to ensure robust results and to account for 

violations of OLS regression assumptions, which usually occur when income is used as a 

dependent variable.  First, income was used as an interval/ratio dependent variable 

(values of original variable after restrictions ranged from -$16,499 to $943,000).  When 

using the original, interval/ratio income variable available in the dataset, the assumption 

of homogeneity of variance was violated.  This violation can be normally corrected by 
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log transformation of the dependent variable (Tabachnick and Fidell 2007).  After I log 

transformed the original variable, the heteroscedasticity persisted.  Excluding all values 

of income lower than $1 and then log transforming the variable proved helpful.  After this 

modification, the distribution of the dependent variable appeared to meet the assumption 

of normality, linearity, and homoscedasticity.  In the second set of regression models, I 

recoded income into an ordinal variable, keeping all values of the original variable. These 

models also met all OLS regression assumptions.  

 The ratio of income to poverty was used as a measure of respondents` poverty 

status (values ranging from 0 to 501).  This measure is advantageous, because it can be 

used not only to determine if people are above or below the poverty line, but also to 

ascertain the degree (or depth) of poverty.  The original variable was recoded, so that a 

higher value indicates a higher degree of poverty.    

To eliminate univariate outliers among dichotomous variables for countries of 

origin, I combined variables with an uneven split into one single variable as described in 

the previous chapter.  None of the continuous variables contained univariate outliers.  

Each regression model was also screened for multivariate outliers using the Mahalanobis 

distance coefficients.  Extreme cases were excluded from each regression, but with an 

exception of slightly higher values of the coefficient of determination and pseudo R² in 

some models, no significant changes in the results were detected. 
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Educational Attainment 

Educational attainment was measured by an ordinal variable; therefore, OLS 

regression was used as an analytical strategy (Table 17). To obtain accurate standard 

errors, I used the “SURVEYREG” procedure available in the statistical software SAS.  

Five regression models were tested – model 1 included individual-level demographic and 

socioeconomic variables, model 2 included variables from the first model in addition to 

dummy variables for countries of origin, and models 3, 4, and 5 included country-level 

indicators (gross national income per capita, ethnic diversity, and personal/political 

freedom).  

Significant values of constants indicate a good model fit.  The examination of 

values of constants across the five regression models reveals that, after controlling for all 

predictors, respondents` educational attainment equaled to 12th grade with no diploma.  

Variables included in the models explain between 14 and 22 percent of the variation in 

educational attainment.  

I will begin with the examination of the effect of individual-level demographic 

and socioeconomic variables on educational attainment.  The comparison of regression 

coefficients in the first model (Model 1, Table 17) indicates that the length of stay is 

negatively related to immigrants` educational level.  One possible explanation for the 

unexpected negative relationship is that new Eastern European immigrants were schooled 

in their home countries, and obtained limited or no education in the United States.  Thus, 

their education does not increase with time spent in the United States.  The association 
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between age and education is positive; for each additional year of age, education tends to 

increase by .020 levels, controlling for other variables in the model.  This result is 

understandable, since older immigrants are more likely to have acquired higher education 

than their younger counterparts.  Contradicting the hypothesis, immigrant males tend to 

have lower educational attainment than immigrant females by .125 levels.  This result 

indicates that males have, on average, lower human capital than females, decreasing their 

potential for successful socioeconomic adaptation.  Expectedly, being married, and 

having a spouse in the U.S. increases education of immigrants by .085 levels.  Since 

married immigrants tend to be older, they may have achieved higher education than their 

respective counterparts.  Immigrants living in the Midwest tend to have lower education 

than immigrants living in the Northeast. The educational disparities between immigrants 

living in the West and South and their counterparts in the Northeast did not reach 

statistical significance at the .05 level. This pattern of regional differences, however, is 

not consistent across all five regression models and changes when different variables are 

controlled, preventing any further generalizations about the regional differences in 

education.  Contradicting the hypothesis about higher educational achievement of later 

immigrant cohorts, results suggest that immigrants who were surveyed in 2009 and 2010 

tend to have lower education than those surveyed in 2006, holding other variables 

constant.  The effect of year 2007 and 2008 on the level of education is not statistically 

significant. The variable English proficiency positively affects immigrants` level of 

education; as English proficiency increases by one level, educational attainment also 
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tends to increase by one level.  Immigrants who are proficient in English may be more 

educated on arrival, but they may also be more likely to further their education in the 

United States than immigrants with limited language skills.  

In addition to variables from the previous model, Model 2 (Table 17) included 

dummies for immigrants` countries of origin (Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

Bulgaria, Poland, Romania, Russia, and other countries combined).  I hypothesized that 

immigrants from Ukraine adapt less well socioeconomically than immigrants from other 

Eastern European countries, because originating in a former Soviet Union country with 

below average gross national income may put immigrants in a disadvantageous position.  

The result contradicts this expectation. With an exception of Russia, immigrants from all 

other countries in the analysis had, on average, lower educational attainment than 

immigrants from Ukraine.  The coefficients are significant at the .001 level for all 

individual countries, but not for Bulgaria.  Compared to other models tested, variables 

included in this model account for the most variation in the dependent variable – about 22 

percent.  

What are the effects of country-level characteristics?  The next model (Model 3, 

Table 17) tested variables from the first model, in addition to a country-level variable 

gross national income per capita (GNI).  My argument was that immigrants from 

economically less stable countries tend to have lower education than immigrants 

originating in countries with stronger economies, decreasing their potential for successful 

socioeconomic adaptation.  This expectation is supported by the results.  Immigrants who 
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originate in countries with GNI below $4,000 tend to have educational attainment lower 

by -.369 levels than immigrants from countries with higher GNI, controlling for other 

predictors.  

Model 4 (Table 17) presents the effect of a country-level variable ethnic diversity.  

I expected that immigrants from ethnically heterogeneous countries would have lower 

educational attainment than their counterparts from ethnically homogeneous countries, 

which are generally also economically more stable.  Contradicting this expectation, the 

examination of results indicate that immigrants from ethnically more diverse countries 

where minorities account for more than 20 percent of the population tend to have higher 

educational attainment than immigrants from less ethnically diverse countries.  In this 

study, Ukraine and Russia are the largest ethnically heterogeneous countries, and 

previous results showed that immigrants originating in these countries tend to be highly 

educated.  

The argument that limited personal and political freedom in the country of origin 

decreases education is only partially supported (Model 5, Table 17).  The results indicate 

that immigrants from countries classified as partly free tend to have lower educational 

attainment than immigrants from free countries.  However, immigrants originating in 

countries classified as unfree tend to be more educated than their counterparts from free 

countries.  Russia, one of the two unfree countries in the analysis, was found to send 

immigrants with the above average level of education, which may partially account for 

this finding. 
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As a result of large sample size, most of the predictors were significant at the .001 

level.  Thus, I will now examine the values of partial eta squared (η²) and squared 

structure coefficients (rs

2
) to determine the best predictors of education (Table 30).  The 

comparison of eta`s indicates that the single best predictor of immigrants` educational 

attainment was the level of their English proficiency.  This independent variable 

accounted for almost 15 percent of the variance in the dependent variable.  The effect of 

other predictors was rather weak.  The variable Bosnia and Herzegovina explained 5 

percent of the variance, and variables age, length of stay, and partly free countries 

between 1 and 2 percent of the variance in education.  The explanatory power of all other 

variables in the analysis falls below 1 percent, indicating very weak effects.  

The examination of squared structure coefficients (rs

2
) indicates that among 

predictors, English proficiency received the largest standardized coefficient and 

accounted for the highest percentage of observed effect (91 percent).  Other predictors 

accounted for a much lower portion of the effect (age = 5 percent; partly free countries = 

11 percent; unfree countries = 23 percent).  Bosnia and Herzegovina and Russia 

accounted for the highest portion of the effect among country dummy variables, 

explaining 23 and 17 percent, respectively.  

To determine possible cross-country differences in determinants of education, the 

effect of all predictors was tested for Poland, Russia, and Ukraine, which are the three 

largest Eastern European groups in the analysis (Table 18).  I will highlight the deviations 

from the results for the pooled sample.  The length of stay in the United States had no 
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effect on educational attainment among Russian and Ukrainian immigrants, but it was 

significant at the .001 level among immigrants from Poland.  Consistent with the results 

for the pooled sample, the effect of variables age and marital status was significant and 

positive among immigrants from Russia and Ukraine, but did not reach statistical 

significance among immigrants from Poland. The effect of region deviated from the 

results for the pooled sample, and there were differences between immigrants from the 

three counties in educational attainment based on region or residence.  Similarly, Polish 

immigrants differed from their counterparts from Russia and Ukraine depending on the 

survey year.  The variables included in the tested regression models accounted for 17 

percent of the variance in education for Ukrainian and Polish immigrants, and 12 percent 

for Russian immigrants.  

Occupation  

How likely are new Eastern European immigrants to hold a white-collar 

occupation?  How likely are they to be professionals or managers?  Because occupational 

background of these immigrants has never been systematically examined before, I tested 

both measures to better ascertain possible variations in occupational attainment and its 

determinants.  I used logistic regression and “SURVEYLOGISTIC,” as both dependent 

variables were dichotomous. The results of descriptive statistics show that professionals 

and managers comprised a significant percentage of the pooled sample (37 percent), and 

more than half of respondents were white-collar workers (52 percent). Results for the 

pooled sample are presented in Tables 19 and 20.  Five regression models were tested for 
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each dependent variable.  All models are a good fit for the data, as indicated by 

significant values of χ².  The values of pseudo R² suggest that all predictor variables 

explained 33 to 34 percent of the variation in the likelihood of having a white-collar job, 

and 37 percent of the variation in the likelihood of having a professional or managerial 

occupation.  

The results presented in the first model (Table 19) show a positive association 

between length of stay in the U.S. and the likelihood of holding a white-collar 

occupation.  Coinciding with my expectation that occupational attainment of immigrants 

increases with time spent in the United States, results show that for each additional year 

in the United States, the likelihood of holding a white-collar position increases by 5 

percent.  Consistent with my prediction, older immigrants are, on average, less likely to 

hold a white-collar occupation than younger immigrants.  More specifically, for each one 

year increase in age, the probability of holding a white-collar occupation decreases by 2 

percent, controlling for other predictors.  Perhaps, despite the higher educational 

attainment of older immigrants, their employment opportunities might be limited due to 

low acculturation and lack of English proficiency.  Gender differences in occupational 

attainment are partially consistent with my hypothesis.  The probability of holding a 

white-collar job is 49 percent lower for males than for females, which is unexpected.  

However, later discussion will demonstrate that in terms of their rate of 

professionalization, males tend to fare better socioeconomically than their female 

counterparts.  Considering their higher educational attainment, it is not surprising that 
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married immigrants whose spouse is present in the United States are more likely to hold a 

white-collar occupation than their respective counterparts.  As discussed earlier, I 

anticipated that immigrants in the Northeast would have higher occupational attainment 

than immigrants in other regions.  However, this hypothesis receives little support from 

the data. The likelihood of holding a white-collar occupation appears to be lower for 

immigrants in the Midwest, but higher for immigrants in the South, than for those in the 

Northeast. The disparities in occupational attainment between immigrants in the West 

and in the Northeast were not statistically significant.  

Results reveal that respondents who were surveyed in 2008 and 2009 are more 

likely to hold a white-collar occupation than immigrants interviewed in 2006.  This 

finding lends support to my prediction that later immigrant cohorts might adapt better 

socioeconomically than earlier cohorts.  As expected, education and English proficiency 

are strong predictors of occupational attainment, and work in an expected direction.  For 

each level increase in education, the likelihood of being a white-collar worker increases 

by 46 percent, controlling for other predictors.  Additionally, each level of increase in 

English proficiency results in a 68 percent increase in the likelihood of holding a white-

collar occupation.    

The second model (Model 2, Table 19) presents coefficients for individual 

countries of birth.  It appears that immigrants from Albania and Poland are less likely to 

hold a white-collar occupation than Ukrainian immigrants.  On the other hand, 

immigrants from Bulgaria, Romania, and Russia are more likely to be white-collar 
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workers than immigrants from Ukraine.  The effect of dummies Bosnia and Herzegovina 

and other countries combined did not reach statistical significance. These cross-country 

differences deviate from my expectation that low socioeconomic stability in the country 

of origin is associated with low occupational attainment among immigrants, as it is 

apparent that Ukrainian immigrants tend to fare better occupationally than immigrants 

from some economically stronger countries.   

The results suggest a complex relationship between country-level characteristics 

and immigrants` occupational attainment.  My argument that socioeconomic instability in 

sending countries decreases occupational attainment is not fully supported, because the 

effect of GNI on occupation attainment is not statistically significant. However, the 

direction is expectedly negative, suggesting that immigrants who originate in countries 

with GNI lower than $4,000 are less likely to be white-collar workers than immigrants 

from countries with higher GNI (Model 3, Table 19).  Ethnic diversity in a country of 

origin has an opposite effect on occupational attainment: originating in countries where 

ethnic minorities account for 20 percent or more of the population increases the 

likelihood of being a white-collar worker by 18 percent (Model 4, Table 19).  To some 

extent, this result can be attributed to higher occupational attainment of immigrants from 

Russia, which is a dominant heterogeneous country in the analysis.  The degree of 

freedom in a country of origin also appears to have a complex effect on immigrants` 

occupational attainment (Model 5, Table 19).  The difference between immigrants from 

partly free countries and free countries in occupational attainment is not statistically 
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significant.  However, originating in a country classified as unfree seems to be associated 

with a significantly higher likelihood of holding a white-collar job.  

Do determinants of professionalization differ from determinants of white-collar 

status, or are they the same?  To answer this question, I tested five regression models, 

examining the predictors of holding a professional or managerial occupation (Table 20). 

All models are significant, indicating a good fit for the data.  The examination of 

regression coefficients reveals, for the most part, no change in the direction and 

significance of the relationships between the dependent variable and independent 

variables.  The variable gender is an exception. It appears that males are less likely to 

hold a white-collar occupation than females. However, the gender difference in 

professionalization is not statistically significant. Regional differences in 

professionalization suggest that immigrants in the West have a higher rate of 

professionalization than immigrants in the Northeast. Originating in a country with low 

GNI, or in a partly-free country significantly decreases the level of professionalization 

among immigrants. These small variations notwithstanding, results indicate that among 

new Eastern European immigrants, determinants of white-collar status appear to be the 

same as determinants of professionalization.   

The values of partial eta`s squared (η²) presented in Table 30 reveal that all 

predictors included in the analysis had a somewhat weak effect on the likelihood of 

holding a white-collar, or a professional/managerial position.  English language 

proficiency and education explained about 2 percent of the variation in occupational 
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attainment.  Gender accounted for 3 percent of the variation in the likelihood of holding a 

white-collar job, but did not explain any variation in the likelihood of holding a 

professional or managerial position.  All other predictors accounted for less than one 

percent of the variability in immigrants` occupational attainment.  

The results for individual countries are relatively consistent with the results for 

the pooled sample (Tables 21 and 22).  Predictors of occupational attainment work in the 

same direction when tested for Polish, Russian, and Ukrainian immigrants.  

Self-employment 

The same five regression models were tested to predict the likelihood of self-

employment.  The values of χ² were significant for each model, suggesting that the 

models were specified correctly.  The amount of explained variance in the dependent 

variable by all independent variables varied between 3 and 5 percent, depending on a 

particular model.  

Multivariate analysis was conducted in SAS using logistic regression and 

“SURVEYLOGISTIC” procedure. The effect of length of stay on the likelihood of self-

employment is positive (Model 1, Table 23).  For each additional year of residence in the 

U.S., the likelihood of self-employment increases by 2 percent, controlling for other 

variables.  The effect of age is consistent with my prediction, and with the previously 

discussed findings.  With each year increase in age, the probability of self-employment 

increases by about 1 percent.  As I mentioned earlier, older immigrants tend to be less 

proficient in English, and are less likely to be white-collar workers or professionals.  
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Considering their constrained employment opportunities, it is not surprising that older 

immigrants are more likely to be entrepreneurs than their younger counterparts.  Gender 

differences in the likelihood of self-employment are highly consistent with my prediction.  

The likelihood of self-employment is 69 percent higher for males than for females, 

contributing to a higher level of socioeconomic adaptation among males.  Married 

immigrants whose spouse is present in the U.S. are more likely to be self-employed than 

immigrants in other categories of marital status.  It is evident from the previous 

discussion that married immigrants are better acculturated, have higher educational 

attainment, and more resources than their respective counterparts.  These characteristics 

put them in a better position to establish their own business.  

Consistent across all models, immigrants living in the Midwest, West, and South 

are 38, 48, and 16 percent more likely to be self-employed than immigrants residing in 

the Northeast.  This region has a long history of immigration from Eastern Europe, and 

thus might offer more employment opportunities to new immigrants than other regions 

where immigrant networks have not been as extensive.  The likelihood of self-

employment tends to be higher for immigrant cohorts surveyed in 2008 and 2010, than 

for the 2006 cohort, indicating that among some later immigrants, entrepreneurship is an 

attractive employment alternative.  Results further show that the propensity for 

entrepreneurship decreases with education, contradicting the original hypothesis that 

entrepreneurship is indicative of higher socioeconomic status. Each additional level of 

increase in education lowers the likelihood of self-employment among immigrants by 2 
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percent. What may be the reasons for this negative relationship?  Perhaps better education 

diminishes the need for self-employment by increasing the chances for securing 

employment that generates sufficient income to support immigrants and their families. 

The effect of English proficiency on the likelihood of self-employment did not reach 

statistical significance at the .05 level.   

The second model includes the dummy variables for immigrants` countries of 

origin (Model 2, Table 23).  The coefficients for Bulgaria and Russia did not reach 

statistical significance at the .05 level, indicating no significant difference between 

immigrants from these countries and Ukrainian immigrants in their propensity for self-

employment.  Immigrants from Albania and Bosnia and Herzegovina are less likely to be 

self-employed than immigrants from Ukraine, while the likelihood of self-employment 

tends to be higher for immigrants from Poland, Romania, and other countries combined.  

These complex findings indicate that the country of origin is an important predictor of 

entrepreneurship.  Additionally, it appears that not only individual characteristics, but 

also a variety of country-level factors might explain immigrants` entrepreneurship. 

All country-level predictors examined in the analysis affected the propensity for 

self-employment as hypothesized.  The likelihood of self-employment tends to be lower 

among immigrants from countries with lower GNI (Model 3, Table 23).  Similarly, 

immigrants from ethnically heterogeneous countries are less prone to be entrepreneurs 

than immigrants from ethnically homogenous countries (Model 4, Table 23).  In addition, 

limited personal and political freedom in countries of origin appears to lower immigrants` 
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likelihood of self-employment in the United States (Model 5, Table 23).  Perhaps, 

differences in immigration status play a role here. Immigrants from socioeconomically 

and politically less stable countries are likely to be admitted as refugees, escaping harsh 

conditions in their homelands.  Previous analysis also indicates that these immigrants 

tend to have limited human capital and resources, which may prevent them from 

establishing their own enterprise in the United States.   

The comparison of partial eta`s squared (η²) in Table 30 indicates that the dummy 

variable Bosnia and Herzegovina accounted for 6 percent, partial freedom in countries of 

origin for 3 percent, and gender for 2 percent of the variation in the likelihood of self-

employment.  All other variables explained even lower amounts of variance, being rather 

weak predictors.  

To examine possible cross-country differences in self-employment, I ran 

regressions separately for the three largest groups.  Some of the findings are interesting, 

and differ from the findings for the pooled sample.  For example, relative to immigrant 

females, the likelihood of self-employment is the highest for male immigrants from 

Ukraine, who are 111 percent more likely to be self-employed than their female 

counterparts.  Compared to the other two groups, married immigrants from Ukraine have 

also the highest propensity to be self-employed rather than their unmarried counterparts.  

Interestingly, educational attainment has no effect on the likelihood of self-employment 

among Russian and Ukrainian immigrants, but it negatively affects the propensity for 

self-employment of Polish immigrants.  Consistent with the results for the pooled sample, 
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English proficiency does not play a role in the likelihood of self-employment among the 

three groups examined. 

Personal Income  

This section includes the discussion of income determinants, which were assessed 

twice: using log-transformed personal income as an interval/ratio variable, and using the 

same dependent variable at the ordinal level. OLS regression and “SURVEYREG” 

feature was used to test the effect of predictors on both dependent variables measuring 

income.   

When testing the log-transformed dependent variable, unstandardized coefficients 

can be interpreted as percentages.  The estimates predicting logged personal income are 

presented in Table 25.  The values of coefficients of determination (R²) indicate that 

predictors included in the tested regression models explained about 25 percent of the 

variation in the dependent variable.  

I will now proceed to the discussion of the effect of individual predictors on log-

transformed income included in the first model (Model 1, Table 25).  The findings 

coincide with my expectation that as the number of years in the United States increases, 

so does the income.  For each additional year in the United States, personal income tends 

to increase by 1 percent, holding other variables constant (Model 1, Table 25).  The effect 

of age on the dependent variable is also positive; for each one year increase in age, the 

personal income tends to increase by 1 percent.  Largely consistent with my expectation 

that males tend to adapt better socioeconomically, their personal income tends to be 23 
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percent higher than the income of females.  In addition to better education and higher rate 

of professionalization, the results show a pattern of higher socioeconomic adaptation 

among married immigrants, who tend to earn 13 percent more than their respective 

counterparts.  As hypothesized, immigrants living in the South tend to earn less than 

immigrants in the Northeast. However, immigrants in other regions do not differ from 

their counterparts in the Northeast in their earnings, even though the direction of the 

relationships is expectedly negative. Respondents surveyed in 2008 and 2009 tend to 

have higher personal income than those surveyed in 2006, corresponding to my 

prediction about later cohorts adapting better socioeconomically than earlier cohorts.  

English proficiency, education, and occupational background are important determinants 

of income, and work in an expected direction.  Each level of increase in English 

proficiency results in personal income higher by 4 percent, controlling for other 

predictors.  Highly consistent with the hypothesis, immigrants` income increases with 

education.  More specifically, for each level of increase in education, income tends to 

increase by 4 percent.  White-collar immigrant workers earn, on average, 12 percent more 

than immigrants who hold blue-collar occupations, holding other variables constant.  The 

effect of self-employment on income is not significant. 

How does the country of origin affect immigrants` income?  The examination of 

dummy variables for individual countries presented in the second model (Table 25) 

provides some answers.  It appears that immigrants from most countries in the analysis 

tend to earn more than Ukrainian immigrants.  Personal income of immigrants from 



 129 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, Poland, and Romania is about 10 percent higher than the 

income of their counterparts from Ukraine.   

All country-level predictors work in an expected direction, providing support to 

my expectation that socioeconomic and political instability in the homelands decrease 

immigrants income (Models 3-5, Table 25).  Immigrants from countries with GNI below 

$4,000 earn, on average, only 2 percent less than immigrants from countries with higher 

GNI.  Immigrants from ethnically diverse countries earn 6 percent less than immigrants 

from countries with ethnically homogeneous populations.  Lastly, originating in countries 

classified as partly free or not free decreases personal income among new Eastern 

European immigrants by 6 and 9 percent, respectively.       

Regression models with personal income coded at the ordinal level are presented 

in Table 26.  The percentage of explained variance increased to 29 percent, but the effect 

of predictors remained unchanged, so the summary of results will be brief.  As can be 

seen in the first model (Model 1, Table 26), each year of stay in the U.S. increases 

personal income by about .17 levels, controlling for other predictors in the model.  

Similarly, for each additional year of age, income tends to increase by .09 levels.  Male 

immigrants tend to have personal income 3 levels higher than immigrant females.  

Similarly, immigrants who are married and whose spouse is present in the U.S. have, on 

average, higher personal income by 1 level.  Partially consistent with the findings 

discussed in the previous sections, immigrants in the Midwest and South tend to earn less 

than immigrants in the Northeast, while the effect of variable West did not reach 
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statistical significance.  Immigrants who were surveyed between 2007 and 2009 tend to 

earn more than the 2006 cohort.  Each level of increase in English proficiency and 

education increases personal income by .57 and .45 levels, respectively.  Having a white-

collar occupation increases income by about 2 levels.  Unlike the results discussed 

earlier, self-employment increases personal income of immigrants, but only by .18 levels, 

indicating a weak relationship. 

Largely consistent with previously discussed findings, the second model (Model 

2, Table 26) reveals that immigrants from all countries in the analysis tend to have a 

higher income than immigrants from Ukraine, except for immigrants from Russia, whose 

income is not significantly different. The effect of GNI remains negative and significant; 

immigrants originating in countries with GNI below $4,000 tend to have income lower by 

.17 levels than immigrants from countries with higher GNI (Model 3, Table 26).  

Similarly, originating in countries where ethnic minorities account for at least 20 percent 

of the population decreases income by .44 levels (Model 4, Table 26).  In addition, 

limited or no personal and political freedom in immigrants` countries of origin decreases 

immigrants’ personal income by .66 and .62 levels, respectively (Model 5, Table 26).  

The values of partial eta`s squared presented in Table 30 indicate that several 

predictors were able to independently account for a significant portion of the variation in 

personal income (length of stay = 3 percent; age = 8 percent; male = 10 percent; 

education = 5 percent).  These predictors also received relatively large squared structure 

coefficients (between .176 and .371), accounting for 18 to 37 percent of observed effect.   
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Determinants of personal income for the three largest groups are presented in 

Table 27.  The effect of most predictors is consistent with the results for the pooled 

sample.  However, some predictors appear to have a stronger effect on income for some 

groups rather than others.  For example, education increases income by .61 levels among 

immigrants from Russia, but only by .27 levels among immigrants from Poland.  White-

collar workers from Russia have income 2.59 levels higher than blue-collar workers.  

Among white-collar workers from Poland, however, income is higher by only 1.43 levels.  

The effect of self-employment on personal income is negative for all three groups, but the 

relationships are not statistically significant. 

Poverty 

 The last indicator of socioeconomic adaptation tested in this dissertation was the 

poverty status.  It was measured by income-to-poverty ratio.  The U.S. Population Census 

provides the following definition of this measure: “People and families are classified as 

being in poverty if their income is less than their poverty threshold.  If their income is less 

than half their poverty threshold, they are below 50 percent of poverty; less than the 

threshold itself, they are in poverty (below 100 percent of poverty); less than 1.25 times 

the threshold, below 125 percent of poverty, and so on.  The greater the ratio of income to 

poverty, the more people fall under the category, because higher ratios include more 

people with higher incomes” (U.S. Population Census 2012).  The original measure of 

poverty included in the dataset had 501 categories.  Consistent with the definition above, it 

was originally coded so that higher values indicated lower poverty level.  For a more 
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meaningful interpretation, the variable was reverse coded, so that higher values indicate 

higher poverty levels.  Because the dependent variable is measured at the interval/ratio 

level, I used OLS regression and the “SURVEYREG” procedure to test the hypotheses.  

 Significant values of constants indicated a good fit for all five tested regression 

models (Table 28).  All predictors included in the analysis explained between 23 and 24 

percent of the variation in the level of poverty.  Results presented in the first model (Table 

28) indicate that the relationship between length of stay and poverty is negative; for each 

additional year in the U.S., the poverty decreases by 5 percent of the federal poverty level.  

Similarly, for each additional year of age, immigrants` poverty level decreases by 1 

percent.  Expectedly, male immigrants experience less poverty than female immigrants.  

On average, the poverty level among male immigrants is lower by 35 percent than among 

their female counterparts.  Consistent with the hypothesis, married immigrants whose 

spouse is present in the U.S. tend to experience poverty lower by 52 percent than 

unmarried immigrants.  The pattern of regional differences suggests that immigrants living 

in West and South tend to experience higher poverty than immigrants in the Northeast, 

with the biggest gap between immigrants in the South and the Northeast. The effect of 

dummy variable Midwest did not reach statistical significance.  

Immigrants surveyed in 2007 and 2009 are not significantly different in their 

poverty level from those surveyed in 2006.  However, the 2008 cohort tend to experience 

less poverty than immigrants surveyed in 2006.  Language skills seem to make a 

difference in immigrants` poverty level.  As hypothesized, for each additional level of 
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English proficiency, poverty decreases by 21 percent of the federal poverty line.  

Similarly, as education increases by one level, the poverty level tends to decreases by 

about 10 percent.  On average, the poverty level of white-collar workers is 63 percent 

lower than among blue-collar workers.  On the contrary, self-employment appears to 

increase immigrants` poverty level by 11 percent.  

 The coefficients for countries of origin included in the second model indicate that, 

with an exception of immigrants from Albania, immigrants from all other countries tend to 

experience lower level of poverty than Ukrainian immigrants (Model 3, Table 28).  This 

confirms the hypothesis that immigrants from economically disadvantaged countries may 

be less adapted socioeconomically in the United States.  All country-level characteristics 

work in an expected direction (Models 3-5, Table 28).  Immigrants from countries with 

GNI below $4,000 tend to face higher poverty than immigrants from countries with higher 

GNI.  Similarly, originating in ethnically more heterogeneous countries increases the 

poverty level among immigrants.  Additionally, immigrants from countries characterized 

by limited or no personal freedom tend to experience higher poverty in the United States. 

 Based on the comparisons of partial eta`s squared (η²) in Table 30, it appears that 

length of stay, age, education, and white-collar occupation were each able to explain about 

3 percent of the variation in the poverty status.  All other variables in the analysis 

accounted for a lower amount of explained variance.  Some of the predictors received 

relatively large squared structure coefficients (rs

2
), indicating they were able to 

individually account for a substantial percentage of observed effect, including the length 
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of stay (23 percent), marital status (14 percent), English proficiency (19 percent), 

education (40 percent), and occupation attainment (41 percent).  

Results for individual groups are largely consistent with the findings for the 

pooled sample, with only few discrepancies in the strength of the effect of some 

predictors (Table 29).  For instance, English proficiency decreases the poverty level by 

31 percent among Ukrainian immigrants, but only by 17 percent among immigrants from 

Poland, and by 20 percent for the pooled sample.  Similarly, holding a white-collar 

position decreases the poverty level of Polish immigrants by 44 percent.  The same 

predictor, however, decreases the poverty level of immigrants from Ukraine by as much 

as 80 percent, and the poverty level of the pooled sample by 63 percent.   

SUMMARY 

 Results indicate that new Eastern European immigrants tend to be highly 

educated.  About 69 percent of respondents in the analysis completed some college, or 

held a college or advanced degree.  This is comparable with educational attainment of 

foreign-born Asians, 71 percent of whom had some higher education (Yang 2011).  

About 46 percent of new Eastern European immigrants in this study had a bachelor`s 

degree or higher.  This is higher than 36 percent of all European immigrants with at least 

a bachelor`s degree, or 28 percent of native-born adults who reached this educational 

level (Russell and Batalova 2012).  

Results of this dissertation are consistent with the findings of Portes and Rumbaut 

(2006), who found that foreign-born individuals have very diverse educational 
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backgrounds.  While some immigrant groups have education comparable to that of 

natives, other groups lag behind.  Among new Eastern European immigrants, the overall 

educational level is relatively high, but differences across groups are apparent.  For 

example, only 59 percent of immigrants from Poland had some higher education (some 

college, college degree, or advanced degree), followed by immigrants from Ukraine (77 

percent) and Russia (83 percent).  In addition, Bulgarians, Russians, Romanians, and 

immigrants from other countries combined had a higher educational attainment than 

immigrants from Ukraine, while the educational level of immigrants from Albania, 

Bosnia/Herzegovina, and Poland was lower.    

Portes and Rumbaut (2006) considered a variety of factors when explaining 

differences in immigrants` educational attainment.  In this dissertation, GNI, ethnic 

diversity, and personal and political freedom were all significant country-level predictors 

of immigrants` educational level.  Several individual characteristics also appeared to be 

important, specifically English proficiency, length of stay, age, region, and gender.  

Robila (2010) found no significant gender difference in education among Eastern 

European groups, with an exception of Russian immigrants, among whom males tend to 

have lower education than females.  The results of this dissertation contradict this 

finding, and suggest significant cross-group differences in educational attainment 

depending on gender.  Results for the pooled sample and for the three largest groups 

indicate that male immigrants tend to have lower education than do their female 

counterparts.   



 136 

The dependent variable measuring educational attainment does not distinguish 

between education obtained prior and after immigrating to the United States.  

Consequently, educational attainment was treated as cumulative, and education was 

expected to increase with time spent in the United States.  The results, however, 

contradict this hypothesis, indicating a negative relationship between length of stay in the 

U.S. and education.  

I was not able to determine immigrants` class of admission.  According to the 

literature, this could be an important predictor of immigrants` educational level, since 

coming on an employment-based visa generally requires more human capital than 

coming as a refugee (Robila 2010).  This assumption, albeit not tested, helps to explain 

lower educational attainment of immigrants from Bosnia and Herzegovina.  Immigrants 

from this country originate in the region of former Yugoslavia, and may be more likely to 

emigrate as refugees, fleeing the economic hardship and political turmoil resulting from 

the war in the 1990s. 

Results reveal a high rate of professionalization among new Eastern European 

immigrants: 53 percent of all respondents held a white-collar position, and 37 percent 

were professionals or managers.  This suggests that new Eastern European immigrants 

tend to have an occupational background similar to foreign-born Asians, who are 

considered to include more professionals and managers than any other racial and ethnic 

group, and 36 percent of whom are professionals or managers (Yang 2011).  
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 Considering that very little is known about the occupational background of new 

Eastern Europeans, I examined determinants of two measures of occupational attainment 

to ascertain possible differences.  Interestingly, regression analyses yielded similar 

results, indicating that the propensity of being a white-collar worker or a 

professional/manager is influenced by the same factors.  

Portes and Rumbaut (2006) found that occupational attainment of American 

immigrants is just as diverse as their education.  Generally, however, groups that are 

more educated are more likely to include a larger proportion of professionals and 

managers.  In this dissertation, the analysis of occupational background among 

immigrants from Poland, Russia, and Ukraine indicates significant cross-group 

differences.  Russian immigrants tend to have higher educational attainment, 

corresponding to their higher rate of professionalization – 49 percent of Russian 

immigrants were professionals or managers, and 66 percent held a white-collar job.  

Ukrainian immigrants lagged behind Russians in their educational attainment, and were 

less likely to be professionals or managers (38 percent), or to hold a white-collar job (54 

percent).  Being the least educated among the three groups, Polish immigrants tended to 

have the lowest occupational attainment; their rate of professionalization was only 27 

percent, and only 41 percent held a white-collar job. 

Researchers attribute occupational diversity among American immigrants to 

structural factors, such as U.S. immigration or refugee policies, or the demand for labor 

by American employers (Portes and Rumbaut 2006).  On the individual level, educational 
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attainment (Portes and Rumbaut 2006) and length of stay in the United States (Robila 

2010) have been recognized as some of the most important predictors of occupational 

achievements.  In this study, the effect of education and length of stay was positive and 

significant, as expected. However, both predictors received low partial eta squared (.011 

and .000, respectively).  Based on the values of effect size, gender (.033) and English 

proficiency (.020) accounted for a slightly greater portion of observed effect.  

Results further indicate that 12 percent of new Eastern European immigrants were 

self-employed.  This is comparable to the self-employment rate among foreign-born 

Asians (11 percent), native-born non-Hispanic whites (10 percent), natives in general 

(11.7 percent), or American immigrants in general (11.5 percent) (Camarota 2012; Yang 

2011).  Generally, it is believed that self-employed immigrants tend to have higher 

earnings than their counterparts working for wages, making self-employment an 

important indicator of upward socioeconomic mobility (Portes and Rumbaut 2001, 2006).  

Among new Eastern European immigrants, the propensity for self-employment was 

actually higher among those who were less educated, suggesting that entrepreneurs may 

not necessarily adapt better socioeconomically.  In addition, there are variations in the 

rate of self-employment across immigrant groups.  The analysis of cross-country 

differences in this dissertation reveals that immigrants from Poland were more likely to 

be self-employed (14 percent) than immigrants from Russia and Ukraine (11 percent). 

The average personal income of new Eastern European immigrants was $35,900.  

This is almost $12,000 lower than the average income of foreign-born Asians (Yang 
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2011).  Income of Eastern Europeans is comparable to earnings of Vietnamese 

immigrants ($37,976), and it is somewhat higher than the average income of Hispanics 

and blacks ($29,694 and $28,471, respectively) (Yang 2011).  This finding is surprising, 

considering high educational attainment of immigrants from Eastern Europe.  According 

to Robila (2010), one possible explanation of the discrepancy between education and 

income is that Eastern Europeans are relatively recent immigrants.  A limited awareness 

of their needs as immigrants, stemming from their racial similarity with the white 

majority, can be another reason for their lower economic success.  The unique 

immigration history of Eastern European immigrants can also affect their socioeconomic 

adaptation: the flow of immigrants from Eastern Europe has been interrupted for many 

years during the communist period, unlike the immigration from Asia, which has been 

relatively continuous (Robila 2010). Yet another explanation could be a different set of 

values and priorities internalized by these immigrants.  Results from the previous chapter 

indicate that the average age among new Eastern Europeans is 41, suggesting that many 

of them were born and raised either before, or shortly after the fall of communism, and 

were subjected to communist ideology at some point in their life.  It is unlikely that 

competitiveness, assertiveness, individualism, and other American values were 

emphasized by their parents or educators.  As a result, the competitive labor market in the 

U.S. may pose significant challenges for these immigrants.   

Portes and Rumbaut (2006) found significant differences in income levels among 

foreign-born.  According to these authors, length of stay in the United States, education, 
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occupational attainment, age, and English fluency all affect earnings, and were found to 

be among the most significant predictors of income in this dissertation.  All groups in the 

analysis tended to have higher income than immigrants from Ukraine, except for 

Albanian and Russian immigrants, whose income was not significantly different.  This is 

interesting, considering that Albanians are among the least established Eastern European 

groups in the United States, with 93 percent of these immigrants being the most likely to 

have arrived since 1990 (Russell and Batalova 2012).  Consistent with the findings of 

existing literature (Robila 2010), gender difference in income was significant when tested 

for the pooled sample, and separately for individual countries.  

About 11 percent of all Eastern European immigrants are classified as severely 

poor, poor, or near poor.  This finding is consistent across the three largest Eastern 

European groups: 9 percent of Polish immigrants and 14 percent of Russian and 

Ukrainian immigrants fall within these categories.  A substantial percentage of 

respondents fall in the category “high income,” represented by 38 percent of Polish 

immigrants, 41 percent of Ukrainian immigrants, and 50 percent of immigrants from 

Russia.  Researchers claim that immigrants who experience higher levels of poverty tend 

to originate in countries of the former Soviet Union (Robila 2010).  Findings of this 

dissertation to some extent support this argument.  Immigrants from two former Soviet 

Union countries - Russia and Ukraine - are more likely to be severely poor, poor, or near 

poor (14 percent) than immigrants from Poland (9 percent).  In addition, except for 



 141 

Albania, immigrants from all other countries in the analysis tend to experience less 

poverty than immigrants from Ukraine.  

The above discussed findings indicate that the segmented assimilation theory 

proposed by Portes and Zhou (1993) may be the most applicable to explain 

socioeconomic adaptation of new Eastern European immigrants.  While the overall 

socioeconomic status of these immigrants is relatively high, cross-group differences 

suggest that upward mobility is not a norm for all groups, and different groups tend to 

follow different adaptation trajectories.  Robila (2010) attributes differences in 

socioeconomic status to the diverse socioeconomic and historical backgrounds of Eastern 

European countries.  According to this author, immigrants from former Soviet Baltic 

countries (Latvia and Lithuania) tend to fare better socioeconomically than immigrants 

from the rest of the former Soviet Union and countries of former Yugoslavia.  While 

some Eastern European groups have achieved socioeconomic mobility, the 

socioeconomic struggles faced by immigrants from some countries of Eastern Europe 

(e.g. Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina) are comparable to the experiences of immigrants 

from Mexico.  Due to scarcity of research on new Eastern European immigrants, there is 

no general awareness of the diversity in their socioeconomic situation, and their needs as 

immigrants.      
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CHAPTER VII 

STRUCTURAL ADAPTATION 

Structural adaptation is another adaptation dimension examined in this 

dissertation.  Some indicators of structural adaptation commonly examined by 

researchers include residential segregation or integration of immigrants (Massey and 

Denton 1985).  Changes in intergenerational relations, delinquency of immigrant 

children, interaction with other racial/ethnic groups, interracial friendships, or interaction 

in workplace have been also examined (Iceland and Scopilliti 2008; Thapa-Oli 2011; 

Yang 2011).  Due to scarcity of empirical data available to examine these aspects, the 

focus of this chapter is on immigrants` memberships in community-based organizations, 

which is a form of civic engagement (DeSipio 2011).  An interaction with neighbors in 

residential neighborhoods, which reveals the pattern of social interaction and 

socialization at the individual level, is another measure of structural adaptation examined 

in this study (White and Sassler 2000).   

The limited literature on immigrants` civic engagement documents that 

contemporary immigrants seek to engage in the civic life in the United States, even 

though their level of engagement tends to be lower than that of native-born Americans 

(DeSipio 2011; Ramakrishnan and Viramontes 2010).  Researchers identified several 

indicators of civic and community engagement among immigrants.  According to 

DeSipio (2011), these include both passive activities (such as watching news), and active 
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behaviors (memberships or leadership roles in various organizations, contributing time 

and money to political candidates, or running for an office).  Memberships in 

community-based organizations might be a particularly attractive form of civic 

engagement for new Eastern European immigrants, because it is open to noncitizens, and 

oftentimes requires only limited investment of time and resources.  This dissertation will 

examine Eastern European immigrants` memberships in school groups, neighborhood 

and community organizations, service and civic organizations, sports and recreation 

organizations, and religious and other organizations.  Some of these institutions might 

particularly attract new Eastern European immigrants.  Schools, for example, are 

commonly present in communities, and participation in school organizations does not 

require social networks that immigrants often lack (Ramakrishnan and Viramontes 2006).  

Generally, religion plays an important role in immigrants` life by providing a sense of 

belonging to a group or a community (Robila 2010).  Eastern Europeans originate in 

relatively religious countries, even though religions were suppressed during the 

communist regime.  Therefore, participation in religious organizations might be an 

important form of civic engagement among these immigrants, facilitating their structural 

adaptation. 

Structural adaptation has been described as a multidimensional process, which 

involves assimilation into a variety of social groups, including the workplace, school, or 

other settings (Gordon 1964; Yang 2011).  Residential interaction and formation of 

meaningful interpersonal relations, however, is key to successful structural adaptation 
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(Vang 2012; White and Sassler 2000).  An examination of interaction with neighbors in 

residential neighborhoods can reveal the extent to which new Eastern European 

immigrants are residentially marginalized, and indicate their willingness or hesitancy to 

interact, socialize, and form friendships with others.  Iceland and Scopilliti (2008) found 

that, among the foreign born, white immigrants tend to experience the highest degree of 

neighborhood integration.  Therefore, new Eastern Europeans should have a high 

likelihood of interaction with their neighbors.  In addition to racial or ethnic backgrounds, 

various individual and country-level characteristics are important predictors of spatial 

adaptation, and will be tested in this study.  

 This chapter will attempt to answer the following two research questions: First, to 

what extent do post-1991 Eastern European immigrants in the United States adapt 

structurally to American life?  Second, what are the major determinants of structural 

adaptation of post-1991 Eastern European immigrants in the United States? 

DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSIS 

The 2008-2010 Civic Engagement Supplement of the Current Population Survey 

(CES-CPS) was used in the analysis.  Table 31 presents descriptive statistics for the 

pooled sample of Eastern European immigrants, including means and standard deviations 

of the dependent variables in this chapter.  The examination of organizational 

memberships and levels of interaction in residential neighborhoods assessed the level of 

structural adaptation.  Several dichotomous variables measuring memberships in various 

organizations were dummy coded and combined into a scale.  The scale had six 
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categories, ranging from 0 for no participation, to 5 for total participation.  The categories 

were combined into a single dummy variable, with category 0 indicating no participation, 

and 1 indicating participation in at least one organization (combining categories 1 to 5 

from the scale).  Results reveal that 20 percent of respondents were members of a civic 

organization.  The analysis of dummy variables for individual organizations further 

shows that respondents were the most likely to be members of religious organizations (9 

percent), followed by school or sports organizations (6 percent each).  Among the three 

separately analyzed groups (Table 32), immigrants from Ukraine were the most likely to 

participate in at least one civic organization (22 percent), but their level of participation 

was higher than the overall average only by 2 percent.  Polish immigrants were 6 percent 

less likely to participate in any civic organization than were immigrants overall.  Further 

examination reveals additional cross-group differences in structural adaptation.  Similar 

to the pooled sample of all Eastern Europeans, immigrants from Ukraine and Poland 

participated predominantly in religious organizations.  Immigrants from Russia, however, 

were more likely to participate in school organizations.  

The dependent variable measuring interaction in residential neighborhoods was a 

scale created by combining two ordinal predictors - frequency of talking to neighbors, 

and frequency of doing favors for neighbors.  The original variables were reverse coded, 

so that a higher score indicated more frequent contact with neighbors (coded 1 for no 

contact with neighbors and 5 for daily contact with neighbors).  Descriptive statistics of 

the two variables composing the scale are presented in Tables 31 and 32.  Results for the 
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pooled sample reveal that the highest percentage of immigrants talked to their neighbors 

a few times a week (28 percent).  Surprisingly, however, almost half of the sample (45 

percent) reported doing no favors for their neighbors.  About 62 percent of respondents in 

the pooled sample reported talking to their neighbors between a few times a month and 

every day, but only 29 percent did favors for their neighbors at least few times a month. 

Interaction in residential neighborhoods did not differ across groups.  Immigrants from 

all four separately examined countries tended to talk to their neighbors a few times a 

week, but they were unlikely to do each other favors.  For example, 61 percent of 

immigrants from Russia reported talking to their neighbors a few times a month to every 

day, but only 25 percent indicated doing favors for their neighbors at least few times a 

month.  

The following predictors of structural adaptation were used in the analysis: length 

of stay in the U.S., age, gender, marital status and presence of spouse in the U. S., region, 

survey year, education, occupation, entrepreneurship, and three characteristics of 

immigrants` countries of origin (gross national income, ethnic diversity, and 

personal/political freedom).  According to researchers, English language fluency and 

income might be other important predictors of structural adaptation (Iceland and 

Scopilliti 2008; Stoll and Wong 2007).  However, I was unable to examine the effect of 

these variables.  There was no measure of English proficiency available in the dataset, 

and the available income variables only applied to respondents interviewed in selected 

years, and thus substantially decreased the sample size if included in the analysis.  
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CORRELATION ANALYSIS 

Multiple ways were used to assess the strength of the relationships between 

variables in the analysis.  Bivariate correlation coefficients and the values of VIF and 

tolerance indicated no multicollinearity.  All coefficients were within an expected range, 

and did not exceed the .600 cutting point.  

WEIGHTING 

The personal weight variable used in the analysis of structural adaptation had four 

implied decimal places (the decimal point was not included).  Using the weighting 

variable in its original form would result in an extremely high sample size.  Therefore, to 

obtain valid results, the original variable was divided by 10,000 to allow for an analysis 

in units (individuals).  

MULTIVARIATE ANALYSES 

The measure of organizational memberships was recoded into a dummy variable, 

therefore I used logistic regression to examine this aspect of structural adaptation. The 

procedure “SURVEYLOGISTIC” available in the statistical software SAS was used to 

conduct multivariate analyses and to account for potential issues associated with 

weighting complex survey samples, and to assure correct standard errors. OLS regression 

was used to examine immigrants` interaction with their neighbors.  This is an appropriate 

statistical technique to use when the dependent variable is ordinal, and it was tested using 

the SAS procedure “SURVEYREG.”  
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Each regression model was screened for possible outliers.  Because extreme cases 

did not alter the results, these were not excluded from the analysis.  The histogram and 

scatterplot confirmed that all OLS regression assumptions were met, therefore I will 

proceed to the interpretation of regression results for each dependent variable. 

Organizational Memberships 

Five regression models were tested to assess the effect of independent variables 

on the likelihood of memberships in civic organizations (Table 33).  The values of 

pseudo R² show that all predictors in the analysis explain between 5 and 8 percent of the 

variation in the likelihood of civic memberships.   

The intercepts are significant at the .05 level, indicating that models fit the data 

well. However, with an exception of variables Albania and GNI, predictors did not reach 

statistical significance. This can be attributed to a relatively small sample size available 

for the analysis of this dependent variable (N=464). Using a small sample size to test the 

effect of multiple predictors (e.g., 12 predictors in Model 1; 19 in Model 2; 13 in Models 

3 and 4; and 14 in Model 5) decreases the likelihood of significant results. Even though 

the effect of most predictors is not significant at the conventional .05 level, I will 

interpret the magnitudes and directions of the relationships to illustrate the nature of the 

relationships between the predictors and the likelihood of organizational memberships. 

The methodological limitation notwithstanding, this analysis provides an important, 

preliminary insight into the structural adaptation of new Eastern European immigrants, 

and should be further studied if a larger sample size becomes available.  
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Consistent with my hypothesis, length of residence in the U.S. appears to increase 

the odds of organizational memberships (Model 1, Table 33).  Specifically, for each 

additional year of stay in the U.S., immigrants are 3 percent more likely to participate in a 

civic organization.  The relationship is not significant at the .05 level, but the direction is 

as expected. Memberships in civic organizations were found to be correlated with the 

degree of acculturation (Ong and Scott 2008).  Consequently, it is not surprising that 

recent immigrants who are the least acculturated tend to have a lower likelihood of 

participation in civic organizations than later, more acculturated immigrants.  

Immigrants` age is negatively related to organizational memberships, but the value of 

odds ratio suggests a weak relationship that is not significant at the .05 level.  Controlling 

for other predictors in the model, each additional year of age decreases the likelihood of 

participating in a civic organization by less than 1 percent.  This result corresponds to my 

expectation, and to the findings of existing literature pointing to a higher likelihood of 

civic engagement among immigrants aged 30 to 54 and a decreased likelihood in older 

ages (Ong and Scott 2008).   

Contradicting the initial hypothesis, the likelihood of being a member of a civic 

organization is 26 percent lower for males than for females, but the effect of gender is not 

significant.  Researchers believe that female immigrants often give priority to domestic 

activities, such as taking care of the family, and thus are less likely to engage in civic life 

(Ramakrishnan and Viramontes 2010).  This pattern is apparently not applicable to 

Eastern European immigrant women.  If measured differently, perhaps males would show 
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a higher degree of structural adaptation than females.  For example, researchers found that 

males are more likely to be interested in politics, or assume leadership positions within 

civic organizations (Ramakrishnan and Viramontes 2010).  These measures of structural 

adaptation were not available in the datasets, therefore could not be tested.  The 

relationship between marital status and organizational memberships is not statistically 

significant, but the direction is as expected: married immigrants whose spouse is present 

in the United States are 50 percent more likely to be members of a civic organization than 

their respective counterparts.  Perhaps married immigrants who are accompanied by their 

spouse, and possibly children, have stronger ties to the United States than immigrants in 

other categories of marital status, explaining their higher level of structural adaptation. 

Immigrants in the West are about 60 percent more likely to participate in a civic 

organization than their Northern counterparts, whereas the likelihood of participation is 

lower among immigrants in the South and Midwest by 3 and 12 percent, respectively.  The 

directions support my hypothesis about regional differences in structural adaptation, but 

fail to reach statistical significance, and therefore lend limited support to my expectation 

that immigrants in the Northeast show a highest degree of civic engagement.  As I 

expected, civic engagement tends to be higher for later cohorts, with immigrants surveyed 

in 2009 and 2010 having a higher likelihood of organizational memberships than those 

surveyed in 2008.  These results, however, are not statistically significant, and the changes 

in the likelihood of civic participation over time should be further tested.  
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Researchers found that engagement in civic life increases with socioeconomic 

status of immigrants (Ramakrishnan and Viramontes 2010; Ramirez and Felix 2010).  One 

plausible explanation for this finding is that civic engagement oftentimes requires time, 

resources, and abilities to engage in collective action (DeSipio 2011).  In this study, all 

indicators of socioeconomic status appear to increase civic engagement, but their effect is 

not significant at the conventional .05 level.  Education appears to be the strongest 

predictor, with each year of education resulting in a 10 percent increase in the likelihood 

of organizational memberships.  As hypothesized, white-collar workers and self-employed 

immigrants also tend to have a higher likelihood of organizational memberships than their 

respective counterparts.  

The odds ratios presented in Model 2 (Table 33) reveal the effect of countries of 

origin on immigrants` organizational memberships.  Albanians, Romanians, and 

Bulgarians are more likely to be members of a civic organization than Ukrainian 

immigrants, whereas immigrants from Poland, Bosnia/Herzegovina, Russia, and other 

countries combined are less likely to be civically engaged.  These findings, albeit not 

statistically significant, point to important cross-country differences in structural 

adaptation, and are further supported by the results of the remaining three regression 

models. 

Gross national income in countries of origin appears to affect immigrants` 

organizational memberships, the relationship being significant at the .05 level (Model 3, 

Table 33).  Specifically, the likelihood of being a member of a civic organization is 87 
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percent higher among immigrants from countries with GNI lower than $4,000 than among 

their counterparts from countries with higher GNI.  Ethnic diversity in countries of origin 

appears to increase the likelihood of organizational memberships by 5 percent, but the 

effect of this predictor is not statistically significant (Model 4, Table 33).  The effect of 

personal and political freedom on immigrants` organizational memberships is also 

statistically insignificant, but the direction partially supports my hypothesis.  Originating 

in a partly free country increases the likelihood of involvement in a civic organization by 

70 percent.  However, originating in an unfree country lowers the odds of civic 

engagement by 3 percent.  The analysis of country-level characteristics indicates that 

originating in economically and politically less stable countries that are ethnically 

heterogeneous increases immigrants` civic engagement in the United States, and facilitates 

their structural adaptation.  Contradicting my initial hypothesis, this finding reveals that 

immigrants who experienced economic hardship or some degree of discrimination, 

whereby it was not plausible for them to return to their home countries, tended to achieve 

a higher degree of structural adaptation in the United States.  

 The value of partial eta squared (η²) for each predictor was calculated using the 

formula introduced by Tabachnick and Fidell (2007).  This measure of effect size allows 

further testing of the effect of individual independent variables on the dependent variable, 

and the extent to which individual predictors are able to explain the variance in the 

dependent variable (Table 35).  It appears that, with exception for dummy variables West 

and Albania included in the second model, all other independent variables are relatively 
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weak predictors of organizational memberships, explaining no more than 1 percent of the 

variation in the dependent variable.  

 Cross-group differences in organizational memberships were not examined, 

because the sample sizes for individual countries were relatively small: Ukraine (N= 53), 

Russia (N=86), Poland (N=118). Due to small sample sizes, the validity of results could 

not be assured.  

Interaction with Neighbors 

Regression models testing the effect of predictors on neighborhood interactions are 

presented in Table 34.  The significant values of F tests indicate a good fit for the data. 

The values of constants suggest that, controlling for all predictors, respondents tend to 

interact with their neighbors few times a week.  Based on the values of coefficient of 

determination (R²), around 5 percent of the variation in the frequency of interaction with 

neighbors is explained by all independent variables.  

Similarly to the findings presented above, most of the results in Table 34 are not 

significant at the conventional .05 level. While acknowledging this limitation, I will 

discuss the directions and magnitudes of the relationships, and propose that these should 

be further tested when larger sample sizes become available.  

Consistent with the hypothesis, length of stay in the U.S. is positively related to 

frequency of interaction with one`s neighbors.  It appears that for each additional year 

immigrants reside in the United States, they are more likely to interact with their 

neighbors by a .05 level (Model 1, Table 34).  Although the relationship is not statistically 
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significant, it confirms the expectation that as immigrants become more familiar with local 

norms and as their English language ability improves, they may become more comfortable 

interacting with their neighbors (Vang 2012).  The effect of age is expectedly negative; for 

each year increase in age, the frequency of interaction with neighbors decreases very 

slightly – by .01 levels – indicating an insignificant relationship.  Since older immigrants 

are less likely to adopt the host society’s language, customs, norms, and values than 

younger immigrants, this result is not surprising.  

Males tend to interact with their neighbors less frequently than females, but only 

by .09 levels.  This unexpected, insignificant result could be explained by limited English 

proficiency and acculturation among immigrant males, which is an important 

precondition to successful structural adaptation.  Highly consistent with the hypothesis, 

being married increases the frequency of interaction with neighbors by .625 levels, the 

relationship being significant at the .05 level.  Marriage and presence of spouse might 

increase neighborhood integration among new Eastern European immigrants by 

promoting their acculturation and increasing socioeconomic status. 

 An emerging pattern of regional differences in interaction with neighbors is 

consistent with my prediction, but insignificant coefficients warrant further investigation.  

Controlling for other variables, it appears that immigrants living in the West, South, and 

Midwest interact with neighbors less frequently than immigrants in the Northeast.  This 

finding corresponds to a relatively high degree of acculturation and high socioeconomic 

attainment among immigrants in the Northeast, relative to their counterparts in other 
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regions.  Immigrants surveyed in 2009 tend to interact with neighbors more frequently, 

while immigrants interviewed in 2010 show a lower frequency of interaction with 

neighbors than the 2008 cohort.  This finding does not reach statistical significance, and 

contradicts the expectation about better neighborhood integration of each subsequent 

immigrant cohort. 

Researchers found that higher socioeconomic status accompanies better 

neighborhood integration (Clark 2007; Iceland and Wilkes 2006).  Consistent with 

existing findings, results of this study show a positive effect of all measures of 

socioeconomic status on interaction with neighbors, but the estimates are not significant 

at the conventional .05 level.  As hypothesized, each additional year of education 

increases the frequency of interaction with neighbors, but only by a .01 level.  

Unexpectedly, holding a white-collar job decreases the frequency of interaction with 

neighbors by a .30 level, controlling for other predictors.  Because this result was 

inconsistent with the effect of other socioeconomic predictors, I tested the variable 

professional or managerial occupation to further examine the effect of occupational 

status.  Expectedly, professionals and managers tended to interact with their neighbors 

more frequently than respondents in other occupational categories by a .06 level (this 

result is not included in Table 34).  The effect of self-employment is also expected. 

Entrepreneurship increases the frequency of interaction with neighbors by.35 level. 

In addition to previously discussed predictors, Model 2 (Table 34) includes the 

dummy variables for individual countries.  Results reveal wide cross-group differences, 
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with immigrants from Albania, Poland, Romania, and other countries combined having a 

more frequent contact with their neighbors, and immigrants from Bosnia/Herzegovina, 

Russia, and Bulgaria interacting with their neighbors less frequently than immigrants 

from Ukraine. Because these relationships are not statistically significant, further 

examination is needed. 

To better understand cross-group differences in interaction with neighbors, I 

tested the effect of three country-level predictors examined in previous chapters. Model 3 

(Table 34) presents the effect of gross national income.  It appears that immigrants from 

countries with GNI below $4,000 interact with their neighbors more frequently than do 

immigrants from economically stronger countries, but the effect is not statistically 

significant.  An unexpected direction of the relationship suggests than originating in 

economically less developed countries may not necessarily decrease the level of 

immigrants` structural adaptation. 

The effect of other country-level characteristics is consistent with my predictions, 

but also fails to reach statistical significance.  Controlling for other variables in the 

analysis, originating in ethnically more diverse countries appears to decrease the level of 

structural adaptation measured by frequency of interaction with neighbors (Model 4, 

Table 34).  Lastly, originating in partly free or unfree countries also decreases the 

frequency of interaction with neighbors (Model 5, Table 34).  

The values of partial eta squared (η²) are presented in Table 35.  Except for age, 

all other predictors were associated with a weak effect.  Age was able to explain about 15 
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percent of the variation in the dependent variable, suggesting a moderate effect (η²=.149).  

Education was the second strongest predictor, and accounted for 8 percent of the 

variation (η²=.079), followed by 5 percent of the variation explained by the variable 

length of residence (η²=.047).  

Next, I consulted standardized regression coefficients (β) and squared structure 

coefficients (rs

2
) for further examination of the effects of individual predictors on the 

dependent variable (Tables 34 and 35).  The results reveal no discrepancies between the 

values of standardized regression coefficients and squared structure coefficients.  Among 

continuous predictors, year of immigration and age received the largest standardized 

coefficient.  Similarly, relatively high values of squared structure coefficients associated 

with these two variables indicated that length of stay in the U.S. explained about 9 

percent of the variation in the dependent variable, followed by 4 percent of the variance 

explained by age.  Among dichotomous predictors, marital status was associated with the 

highest value of β, and received the highest structure coefficient.  This predictor 

accounted for approximately 40 percent of the variation in interaction with neighbors.  

SUMMARY 

Participation in civic organizations is an important aspect of structural adaptation 

examined in this dissertation.  According to researchers, organizational memberships, or 

any other form of civic engagement, are very beneficial to immigrants on many levels.  

Not only does this type of engagement promote socioeconomic mobility, but it also leads 

to greater happiness and better health (Putnam 2000; Stoll and Wong 2007).  Importantly, 
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over time, civic engagement usually increases political participation (Stoll and Wong 

2007).  Therefore, organizational memberships not only facilitate the process of structural 

adaptation, but potentially also help to achieve higher stages of overall adaptation.  

The results indicate that 1 in 5 immigrants was a member of a civic organization.  

Researchers found that certain civic institutions, such as schools or religious 

organizations, are particularly attractive for immigrants.  On the contrary, institutions that 

require more investment of time and money are less popular (DeSipio 2011).  Consistent 

with this finding, religious and school organizations were preferred by immigrants, with 

the highest percentage of immigrants participating in these organizations.  

As part of the structural adaptation, researchers have been interested in examining 

how well immigrants are integrated within their neighborhoods (Iceland and Scopillini 

2008; Thapa-Oli 2011; Yang 2011).  Supposedly, the more integrated immigrants are, the 

better they adapt structurally.  Frequency of interaction with neighbors was the only 

available measure of neighborhood integration among new Eastern European immigrants.  

Results indicate that respondents reached a substantial degree of structural adaptation 

measured by the frequency of discussions with neighbors, but not by the frequency of 

exchanging favors with neighbors.  While 1 in 4 respondents talked to their neighbors 

few times a week, almost half claimed not to exchange favors with their neighbors.  

Researchers recognized wide variations among different ethnic groups in their 

structural adaptation.  For example, Iceland and Scopilliti (2008) found differences in 

neighborhood integration depending on ethnic background, and concluded that individual 
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characteristics of immigrants largely account for these variations.  Regardless of their 

individual characteristics, various immigrant groups might experience neighborhood 

integration differently, as it has become increasingly complex.  While early immigrants 

tended to uniformly settle in the cities, this pattern is not always applicable to 

contemporary immigrants, many of whom move directly to suburbs.  It is important to 

comprehend cross-group disparities in structural adaptation, because these disparities 

help to perpetuate inequalities (Stoll and Wong 2007).  Results of this study show clear 

differences in organizational memberships and neighborhood interactions across Eastern 

European groups.  Thus, it is crucial to examine not only the level of their structural 

adaptation, but also its determinants.  

The effect of most predictors in the analysis did not reach statistical significance 

at the conventional .05 level. However, the directions of relationships and magnitudes of 

regression coefficients provide an important preliminary insight into the degree of 

structural adaptation among new Eastern European immigrants.  

Existing studies found that length of stay in the United States is an important 

predictor of structural adaptation.  The longer immigrants reside in the U.S., the more 

integrated they tend to be within their neighborhoods.  Better adjusted immigrants are 

also more likely to participate in political and professional organizations than recent 

immigrants (Iceland and Scopilliti 2008; Jones 2003; White and Glick 1999).  Consistent 

with these findings, as length of residence in the U.S. increases, Eastern European 



 160 

immigrants are more likely to participate in civic organizations, and interact with their 

neighbors more frequently.  

New Eastern European immigrants differ in the degree of structural adaptation 

depending on their age.  Older immigrants tend to interact with their neighbors less 

frequently, and are less likely to engage in civic institutions.  This is not surprising, 

considering the findings discussed in previous chapters.  Older immigrants tend to be less 

proficient in English, which can subsequently constrain their social networks, and result 

in a lower degree of structural adaptation.  

The research on gender differences in structural adaptation is inconclusive, and 

the degree of structural adaptation has been found to depend on the type of activity.  For 

example, women are more likely to volunteer, while men tend to be more interested in 

following current events and politics (Finlay et al. 2011).  The results of this study point 

to a lower degree of structural adaptation among men than among women: men tend to 

interact with their neighbors less frequently, and are less likely to be members of civic 

organizations than women.  The dataset only included these two measures of structural 

adaptation.  Therefore, I could not examine if men adapt better structurally, if structural 

adaptation is measured by different indicators. 

Married immigrants whose spouse is present in the U.S. adapt better structurally 

than non-married immigrants.  There are several explanations for this finding.  Having a 

spouse (and possibly children) increases the likelihood of direct contact with the native-

born population through schools or other institutions.  Marriage may help immigrants to 
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expand their networks and secure access to non-immigrant communities and civic 

organizations.  Additionally, married immigrants tend to be better acculturated and have 

higher socioeconomic status than non-married immigrants, providing resources necessary 

for civic engagement. 

Researchers suggest that size of immigrant communities is positively related to 

the degree of structural adaptation among immigrants (Iceland and Scopilliti 2008).  

Following this argument, Eastern Europeans in the Northeast should reach the highest 

degree of structural adaptation, because the new immigrants from Eastern Europe tend to 

concentrate in this region.  Partially supporting this expectation, the results indicate that 

immigrants in the Northeast tend to have more frequent contact with their neighbors than 

their counterparts living in other regions.  However, the likelihood of organizational 

memberships is higher among immigrants in the West, which is the region with the 

second highest population of new Eastern Europeans.  

Researchers have recognized that human capital and resources are closely linked 

to the degree of structural adaptation (Putnam 2000).  For example, socioeconomic status 

of immigrants is positively related to their neighborhood integration (Clark 2007; Iceland 

and Scopilliti 2008).  Of all socioeconomic indicators included in the analysis, the effect 

of education is consistent with this finding.  Immigrants who are better educated tend to 

have more frequent contact with their neighbors, and are more likely to be members of 

civic organizations than less educated immigrants.  A higher degree of structural 

adaptation among immigrants with more education can be attributed to their better access 
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to institutions and wider social networks (Putnam1995).  Self-employment, another 

indicator of higher socioeconomic status, also increases immigrants` level of structural 

adaptation.  Entrepreneurs are perceived as having certain demographic and 

socioeconomic characteristics, such as being older, married, wealthy, and college 

educated (Moutray 2007).  Some of these characteristics might contribute to their higher 

community involvement and better structural adaptation.  The effect of occupational 

status is partially consistent with the proposed hypothesis.  Immigrants holding white-

collar occupations are more likely to participate in civic organizations, but interact with 

their neighbors less frequently.  However, professionals and managers seem to adapt 

better structurally than white-collar workers – not only are they more likely to participate 

in civic organizations, but they also tend to interact with their neighbors more frequently. 

In addition to immigrants` individual characteristics, country-level variables 

further impact structural adaptation of new Eastern European immigrants.  Interestingly, 

the socioeconomic background of countries of origin appears to work in an opposite 

direction as expected.  Immigrants who originate in countries with low gross national 

income adapt better structurally than immigrants from economically stronger countries.  

One possible explanation for this finding is that these immigrants are more involved in 

their communities because they may intend to stay in the U.S. permanently, as it is less 

desirable for them to return to their home countries.  In addition, more ethnic diversity in 

a country of origin decreases the frequency of interaction with neighbors, but increases 
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the likelihood of participation in civic organizations.  Immigrants also adapt less well 

structurally if personal and political freedoms in their countries of origin is limited.  

This chapter reveals that new Eastern European immigrants are partially adapted 

structurally in the United States.  They show some degree of participation in civic 

organizations, and are open to interacting with others in their neighborhood communities.  

At the same time, it appears that a variety of individual and country-level factors 

influence the level of immigrants` structural adaptation.  In addition, the overall picture 

of relatively high structural involvement conceals cross-group differences, and suggests 

pluralism, rather than uniformity in structural adaptation outcomes among new Eastern 

European immigrants. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

POLITICAL ADAPTATION 

Early twentieth century Eastern European immigrants to the United States tended 

to have limited educational backgrounds and occupational skills, and most of them never 

intended to settle in the United States permanently.  As a result, these immigrants were 

more interested in political issues in their homelands than in the United States, or lacked 

political consciousness altogether (Bloemraad 2006; Portes and Rumbaut 2006).  The 

results of the previous chapters indicate that new Eastern European immigrants are better 

educated and more skilled than their predecessors, and thus should adapt better politically 

in the United States.  At the same time, political adaptation of many recent Eastern 

European immigrants might be impacted by their experiences of oppressive communist 

regimes and limited political freedom in their countries of origin prior to 1991.  The 

purpose of this chapter is to examine the political adaptation of post-1991 Eastern 

Europeans and the possible effect of a variety of factors, including their origins in post-

communist countries, on their adaptation process in the United States. 

Much research has been devoted to the examination of immigrants` cultural and 

socioeconomic adaptation.  However, research on the political adaptation of immigrants 

is very limited (Mahler and Siemiatycki 2011; Yang 1994, 2002, 2011).  While political 

adaptation encompasses a variety of processes, one of the most important indicators of 

this adaptation dimension is citizenship acquisition.  Changing citizenship is a first step 
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towards other forms of political involvement, and “signifies the shift of immigrants` 

allegiances and commitment to the receiving country, and therefore it also measures the 

extent to which the American system can absorb immigrants or, from the perspective of 

immigrants themselves, the extent to which immigrants are willing to become an integral 

part of American society” (Yang 1994: 449).  Citizenship guarantees immigrants the 

same legal rights and protections as those granted to the native born.  Other benefits 

include civil, social, and political rights, such as voting or eligibility to run for elected 

offices.  Citizenship also facilitates family reunification and immigration of relatives.  It 

provides eligibility for a U.S. passport, and unlocks broader employment, welfare, or 

educational benefits and opportunities (Bloemraad 2006; Rallu 2011; Simpson-Bueker 

2005; Yang 1994).   

Citizenship acquisition is a critical and necessary step if immigrants aspire to 

pursue other forms of political incorporation, most importantly, the right to vote (DeSipio 

2011; Pantoja and Gershon 2006).  Voting “is the path by which immigrant groups 

become political communities with the power to alter the American political system, gain 

representation, and influence the distribution of resources” (Simpson-Bueker 2005). 

Additionally, voting is an important indicator of political adaptation because, while 

incentives associated with citizenship acquisition are obvious and immediate, incentives 

to vote might not be.  Thus, immigrants who register to vote, and then actually turn out at 

the polls, can be considered well adapted politically in American society (Simpson-

Bueker 2005).   
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Researchers recognized that political adaptation of immigrants is influenced by a 

combination of factors operating at both the individual and country level.  While personal 

characteristics, such as length of stay in the U.S., age, or education play a role in making 

political decisions, broader contextual factors also influence political adaptation among 

immigrants (Bloemraad 2006; Pantoja and Gershon 2006).  According to the contextual 

perspective proposed by Yang (1994), three categories of factors potentially affect 

immigrants` citizenship acquisition: socioeconomic and demographic characteristics of 

immigrants, social contexts in immigrants` countries of origin, and immigrants` 

communities in the United States.  Yang (1994) tested the applicability of this framework 

to explaining the experiences of Asian immigrants.  The dataset used in this dissertation 

allows further testing of this framework, and assessing its relevance to explain political 

adaptation of new Eastern European immigrants.  

This chapter will be guided by the following two research questions: First, to what 

extent do post-1991 Eastern European immigrants in the United States adapt politically to 

American life?  Second, what are the major determinants of political adaptation of post-

1991 Eastern European immigrants in the United States?  The following sections describe 

the data, samples, and present the results of descriptive and multivariate analyses. 

SAMPLES 

To answer the research questions, I used the 2002-2010 Voting and Registration 

Supplement of the Current Population Survey (VRS-CPS), which is available biennially.  

I tested several approaches when constructing the sample.  Initially, I merged years 2008 
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and 2010 because these years were used in the analysis of other dimensions of 

immigrants` adaptation.  The year 2006 could not be included, because the coding of the 

variable country of birth was inconsistent with the later datasets and merging would 

result in loss of cases.  After restricting the 2008-2010 sample to the dependent variable 

citizenship acquisition, voter registration, and voting, the sample sizes were relatively 

small (citizenship acquisition: N = 599; voter registration: N = 143, voting: N = 251). 

One strategy to increase the number of cases was to add years 2006, 2004, and 2002.  

Doing so increased the sample sizes (citizenship acquisition: N = 1,101; voter 

registration: N = 239, voting: N = 392).  However, not all Eastern European countries 

were available in the earlier years, and combining five consecutive years of the 

supplement eliminated the following countries from the analysis: Albania, Belarus, 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Macedonia, and Moldova.  This disadvantage 

notwithstanding, merging five years of the supplement proved to be the best strategy, 

considering the significant increase in sample sizes for each dependent variable.    

DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSIS 

Table 36 provides the central tendencies and standard deviations of the dependent 

variables used in the analysis of political adaptation for the pooled sample and for the 

individual countries.  Three indicators were used to measure the degree of political 

adaptation: citizenship acquisition (coded 1 for being citizen by naturalization, and 0 for 

otherwise); voter registration (coded 1 for being registered to vote, and 0 for otherwise); 

and voting (coded 1 for having voted in elections, and 0 for otherwise).  The results 
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indicated that about 44 percent of Eastern European immigrants in the sample who were 

eligible for naturalization had become naturalized U.S. citizens, and 56 percent chose 

either not to change their citizenship, or postponed the naturalization process.  Table 36 

further reveals cross-country differences in the propensity to naturalize.  Among the three 

separately examined countries, Russian immigrants were the most likely to acquire 

American citizenship, with 53 percent of these immigrants being American citizens by 

naturalization.  About 48 percent of Ukrainian immigrants changed their citizenship, 

indicating their above-average propensity for naturalization.  However, only 35 percent 

of immigrants from Poland were naturalized, registering the lowest likelihood of 

citizenship acquisition among the three groups. 

The above discussed descriptive statistics include immigrants who did not meet 

the five-year residency requirement at the time of interview, and were thus ineligible for 

naturalization.  Therefore, their inclusion in the calculation underestimates naturalization 

rates.  To get a more accurate estimate, I used the 2002-2010 VRS-CPS to determine 

naturalization rates of only those respondents who immigrated to the United States 

between 1991 and 1997, excluding those who immigrated later (Table 37).  The pattern 

of citizenship acquisition remained the same, with Russian immigrants being the most 

likely to acquire citizenship, and Polish immigrants the least likely to do so.  After 

excluding recent immigrants, naturalization rates naturally increased.  The results 

presented in Table 37 indicate that 60 percent of immigrants who arrived between 1990 

and 1997 had become U.S. citizens by 2002-2010.  Russian immigrants had the highest 
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propensity to naturalize (72 percent), followed by immigrants from Ukraine (66 percent), 

and Poland (48 percent.)  

Table 36 further demonstrates that about 37 percent of all immigrants who were 

naturalized American citizens voted in elections.  This is lower than the voting likelihood 

of immigrants from Ukraine (46 percent), and Russia (38 percent).  It appears that Polish 

immigrants were not only the least likely to acquire American citizenship, but they were 

also the least likely to vote (27 percent).  Results further reveal that among all Eastern 

Europeans who did not vote, 1 in 4 were actually registered to vote.  The examination of 

results for individual groups suggests that immigrants from Ukraine were the most likely 

to register to vote (36 percent), followed by Russian and Polish immigrants whose voter 

registration rate was about 22 percent.   

A more detailed analysis of voting and voter registration is presented in Table 37.  

It appears that between 2002 and 2010, Polish immigrants were consistently less likely to 

vote than Russian and Ukrainian immigrants.  

CORRELATION ANALYSIS 

Correlations were examined for all pairs of variables in each tested regression 

model.  No high correlations were detected when testing the effects of predictors on the 

dependent variable citizenship acquisition.  For participation in elections, the highest 

correlation was detected between variables education and white-collar occupation 

(r=.474).  The correlation matrix with the dependent variable voter registration yielded a 

moderately high correlation between age and marital status (r=.585).  However, this is 
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still within an acceptable range, and excluding one of the variables from the analysis did 

not alter the results.  

MULTIVARIATE ANALYSES 

All dependent variables in the analysis are dichotomous measures.  Therefore, logistic 

regression, and the procedure “SURVEYLOGISTIC” available in the statistical software 

SAS was used to examine the likelihood of citizenship acquisition, voting, and voter 

registration among new Eastern European immigrants.  All regression models were tested 

for possible multivariate outliers.  Very few outliers were detected, and because these did 

not have any impact on the results, outlying cases were not excluded.  Due to small 

sample sizes for Poland, Russia, and Ukraine, I was not able to run separate regression 

models for these countries.  Consequently, similarities and differences in determinants of 

political adaptation across groups could not be examined. 

Citizenship Acquisition 

I tested five pooled logistic regression models (Table 39).  Model 1 included 

immigrants` individual demographic and socioeconomic characteristics.  The dataset did 

not include a direct measure of memberships in ethnic networks, which, according to the 

literature, is an important predictor of naturalization (Yang 1994, 2002).  This 

characteristic was estimated indirectly using the variable region or residence.  It was 

expected that the likelihood of being a member of larger ethnic communities is higher for 

immigrants living in the North, as this is the region with the highest numbers of new 

Eastern European immigrants.  Model 2 added dummies for individual countries of 
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origin, with Ukraine being omitted as a reference category.  Country dummies were 

tested in a separate model due to their high degree of correlation with other variables in 

the analysis.  Models 3, 4, and 5 tested the effects of country-level characteristics on 

political adaptation. 

I now turn to the interpretation of the specific coefficients from Model 1 (Table 

39).  Several coefficients are statistically significant.  Since the weighted sample size is 

relatively large, even small differences can be statistically significant. To account for this 

possibility and to ensure accurate standard errors, I used the specialized procedure 

“SURVEYLOGISTIC,” and I will focus on the interpretation of odds ratios and effect 

sizes.  As anticipated, the length of residence in the United States has a positive effect on 

the likelihood of naturalization, the relationship being significant at the .001 level.  

Controlling for other variables in the model, each additional year in the United States 

increases the odds of citizenship acquisition by 64 percent.  The results are consistent 

with my prediction, and with the findings of the existing literature.  Immigrants who have 

resided in the U.S. for a longer period tend to be better acculturated, and have higher 

socioeconomic attainment.  Their cultural and socioeconomic adaptation increases the 

propensity for naturalization (Yang 2002). 

The effect of age on the likelihood of naturalization is in an expected direction. 

Albeit statistically insignificant, each additional year of age appears to increase the 

likelihood of naturalization by about 1 percent.  One explanation for a weak relationship 

could be that the effect of age on naturalization is curvilinear.  Younger immigrants are 
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less likely to comprehend the value of citizenship, and thus are less likely to naturalize, 

while the immigrants who are more mature and active in the labor force are more likely 

to become American citizens.  On the other hand, older immigrants might have limited 

knowledge of English, and thus fail to meet an important citizenship requirement. 

Additionally, stronger attachments to native cultures might decrease their interest in 

citizenship acquisition (Yang 1994). 

The effect of gender on the likelihood of citizenship acquisition did not reach 

statistical significance at the .05 level. However, the direction of the relationship is 

consistent with my hypothesis; males are 19 percent more likely to acquire citizenship 

than their female counterparts.  Perhaps males are more likely to seek citizenship, 

because they are more likely to hold jobs where citizenship might be an advantage (Yang 

1994).  Holding other variables constant, marital status works in an expected direction, 

but does not reach statistical significance. The value of odds ratio associated with this 

predictor indicates that being married, and having spouse in the U.S. increases the 

propensity of citizenship acquisition by 34 percent.  The literature consistently points to 

higher political involvement among married immigrants, arguing that it is less feasible 

for these immigrants to return to their home countries, especially if they have children 

(Yang 1994).  In addition, social networks of married immigrants tend to be more 

extensive, because having spouse and children multiplies the avenues for contact with 

American society, facilitating political adaptation (Bass and Casper 2001).  
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Regional variations in the likelihood of naturalization partially support the 

hypothesis about the positive effect of ethnic community size on citizenship acquisition.  

The negative signs indicate that immigrants in the Midwest, West, and South are less 

likely to acquire citizenship than immigrants in the Northeast, which is the region with 

the highest numbers of new Eastern European immigrants. However, only the effect of 

Midwest is statistically significant.  Researchers recognized that larger immigrant 

communities facilitate circulation of information about the citizenship benefits and 

procedures, and provide resources to assist with the naturalization process (Yang 1994, 

2002).  Results further show that the likelihood of naturalization increases with each 

subsequent survey year, which coincides with my hypothesis. Immigrants who were 

surveyed between 2006 and 2010 tend to be significantly more likely to naturalize than 

immigrants surveyed in 2002.  The difference between immigrants surveyed in 2004 and 

their counterparts surveyed in 2010 is not statistically significant.  

Socioeconomic adaptation is an important precondition for citizenship acquisition 

(Yang 2002).  Immigrants who adapt successfully have higher commitment to the United 

States, and are more concerned with protecting their interests through citizenship 

acquisition (Yang 2002).  Results of this study are consistent with these arguments, 

indicating that socioeconomic advancement in the United States has a positive impact on 

immigrants` naturalization decisions.  Consistent with the hypothesis, each additional 

year of education increases the odds of acquiring citizenship by 10 percent, holding other 

variables constant.  Expectedly, the likelihood of naturalization among white-collar 
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workers is 62 percent higher than for blue-collar workers.  Surprisingly, however, self-

employed immigrants are not significantly different from immigrants working for salaries 

in the likelihood of citizenship acquisition. This finding contradicts the assumption that 

economic attainment in the U.S. motivates immigrants to protect what they have 

acquired. 

Model 2 (Table 39) added dummy variables for immigrants` countries of origin.  

The signs associated with regression estimates reveal that immigrants from Romania and 

Russia are more likely to change citizenship than Ukrainian immigrants, while Polish 

immigrants and those from other Eastern European countries combined are less likely to 

do so.  The insignificant effect of variables Poland and Russia  notwithstanding, the 

overall pattern of cross-country differences suggests that naturalization is determined not 

only by individual characteristics, but also by conditions in the home countries, which 

further influence perceived costs and benefits associated with naturalization (Yang 1994, 

2002).  This prediction is further supported by the results in Models 3, 4, and 5 (Table 

39), which tested the effect of several country-level characteristics.  It appears that 

immigrants who originate in countries with a gross national income below $4,000 are 65 

percent more likely to acquire citizenship than those from economically stronger 

countries.  Consistent with this finding, researchers have established that unfavorable 

economic conditions in the home country increase the likelihood of naturalization by 

deterring return migration (Yang 1994, 2002).  A higher degree of ethnic diversity in 

one`s homeland was found to increase the likelihood of citizenship acquisition.  
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Considering the inverse relationship between ethnic diversity and economic stability in 

most Eastern European countries, this result is highly consistent with findings presented 

in earlier chapters.  Further supporting the prediction about the importance of country-

level characteristics, results show that immigrants who experienced limited political and 

personal freedom in their home countries are more prone to acquire citizenship than 

immigrants who originate in free countries.  Less political and personal freedom may 

discourage return migration, and motivate immigrants to settle permanently (Yang 1994).  

Immigrants from politically unstable countries tend to be refugees who have little 

motivation to return to their homelands where they experienced persecution and turmoil 

(Yang 2002, 1994). 

Voter Registration 

The remainder of this chapter examines the pattern of political participation 

among new Eastern European immigrants.  Naturalization does not guarantee political 

participation, which is further impacted by a range of individual and country-level 

characteristics, including demographic and socioeconomic factors (Jaret and Kolozsvari-

Wright 2011; Lien 2004). 

The question, “Were you registered to vote in the election?” was asked only of 

respondents who did not vote, which explains why the sample size associated with this 

dependent variable is the lowest (N=239). Due to a low sample size, most of the 

predictors tested in regression models did not reach statistical significance at the 

conventional .05 level, but the directions of the relationships were as expected. Although 
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the relationship is insignificant, each additional year of residence in the United States 

increases the likelihood of voter registration among immigrants by 7 percent, which 

coincides with my hypothesis.  Over time, immigrants adopt new values and customs, 

and become integrated into social networks.  Additionally, length of stay increases the 

familiarity with social issues and political candidates, and facilitates political 

involvement (Bass and Casper 2001; Cho 1999). 

Controlling for other predictors, older immigrants appear to be slightly less likely 

to be registered to vote than immigrants who are younger, but the relationship is not 

statistically significant.  One reason for the negative relationship could be that older 

immigrants have weaker social ties to the United States, decreasing their interest in 

political life (Lien 2004).  The effect of gender on the likelihood of voter registration is 

insignificant, but the sign and the value of odds ratio indicate that males are 27 percent 

more likely to be registered to vote than women.  Since males are more likely to 

naturalize, their higher involvement in political networks in the U.S. is not surprising.  

Consistent with my prediction, married immigrants whose spouse is present in the U.S. 

have a 77 percent higher likelihood of voter registration then their respective 

counterparts.  Although the relationship is not significant at the .05 level, the sign and the 

odds ratio suggest more interest in political life among married immigrants, which can be 

explained by their higher degree of social connectedness and multiple ties to the United 

States. 
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Regional differences in voter registration lend only partial support to my initial 

hypothesis. Because none of the estimates is statistically significant, I will only interpret 

the directions of the relationships between regional dummies and the likelihood of voter 

registration.  Expectedly, immigrants residing in the South are less likely to register to 

vote than their counterparts in the Northeast.  However, immigrants living in the West 

and Midwest have a slightly higher likelihood of voter registration than their counterparts 

in the Northeast.  This result demonstrates that states with a long history of hosting 

immigrants from Eastern Europe, such as New York, New Jersey, or Illinois, fail to 

register the highest political involvement among immigrants (Jaret and Kolozsvari-

Wright 2011). This indicates that factors other than the size of immigrant communities in 

a region should be considered when explaining political participation.  

Combining five consecutive years of data provides an opportunity to examine 

changes in immigrants` voting behavior over time.  Albeit insignificant, the effect of 

survey year was positive, with an exception of immigrants interviewed in 2004.  This 

cohort was less likely to register to vote than the 2002 cohort, contradicting the 

previously observed pattern of increased political involvement over time. 

Researchers found that immigrants with higher socioeconomic status are more 

interested in protecting their achievements, have stronger ties to the U.S., and possess 

more resources to cover the costs associated with political involvement (Bass and Casper 

2001; Lien 2004).  Consistent with these findings, education and occupation were found 

to increase the likelihood of voter registration in this study, but their effect was not 
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statistically significant.  Education increases the propensity to register by 14 percent for 

each additional year of schooling.  As anticipated, white-collar workers are 123 percent 

more likely to be registered to vote than blue-collar workers.  However, self-employment 

displays an unexpected negative sign, suggesting that the odds of voter registration are 15 

percent lower for self-employed immigrants than for employees.  

As can be seen in Model 2 (Table 40), the pattern of cross-group differences 

consistently shows that immigrants from all countries in the analysis had lower odds of 

voter registration than immigrants from Ukraine, but these differences were not 

statistically significant at the .05 level.  Originating in the economically weakest country 

in the analysis, Ukrainian immigrants might have a strong motivation to remain in the 

U.S., and thus are more likely to exercise their political rights than immigrants from other 

Eastern European countries. 

 The examination of country-level predictors in Models 3, 4, and 5 further 

elucidates these complex findings.  I will emphasize the directions of the relationships and 

the odds ratios, but the findings should be considered preliminary, because the effects of 

country-level predictors are not significant at the conventional .05 level. As hypothesized, 

low gross national income in countries of origin increases the odds of voter registration by 

48 percent.  The effect of ethnic diversity is also expected, increasing the likelihood of 

voter registration by 20 percent.  Immigrants who experienced limited personal and 

political freedom in their homelands are more likely to be registered to vote than their 

respective counterparts.  Insignificant values of regression estimates notwithstanding, 
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these results are highly consistent with the propositions of contextual framework (Yang 

1994), providing evidence that limited economic opportunities and minimal freedom in 

countries of origin result in better political adaptation of new Eastern European 

immigrants in the United States.   

Voting 

Voting is an important indicator of political participation among immigrants who 

had become American citizens.  Immigrants indicate that the right to vote is the most 

important motivation for naturalization, but not all of them take advantage of this 

opportunity once they become naturalized (DeSipio 2011).  Earlier discussed results 

showed that about one third of eligible immigrants in the pooled sample voted in 

American elections.  To ascertain the determinants of voting, I tested five regression 

models.  Most of the relationships did not reach statistical significance at the .05 level, 

which can be attributed to a small sample size available to examine the likelihood of 

voting (N=239). However, the signs associated with regression estimates suggest that the 

effect of most predictors was consistent with the findings discussed in the previous 

section, indicating that determinants of voter registration and voting are similar. I will 

briefly summarize the similarities and point to the discrepancies in results presented in 

Table 41.  

The length of U.S. residency, being a male, and being married increase the odds of 

voting among immigrants.  Regional differences in voting are also consistent with the 

findings discussed in the previous section.  The effect of age is positive, but considering a 
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consistently weak and possibly curvilinear effect of this predictor on political adaptation, 

this result is not very informative.  The dummy variables for year of interview received 

unusually high odds ratios compared to other predictors in the model, ranging between 

2.720 and 15.815.  Initially, I suspected that this was caused by high correlations between 

predictors in the model.  The correlation analysis indicated no multicollinearity problem, 

and the descriptive statistics of all variables also appeared normal. Thus, high odds ratios 

likely result from a small sample size. I further tested this unexpected finding by 

excluding the variable survey year from the analysis and rerunning regression.  As a 

result, the value of pseudo R² decreased, and the signs of coefficients associated with the 

dummy variable Midwest and white-collar occupation have changed.  Specifically, 

consistent with the hypothesis about the effect of ethnic community size, immigrants in 

the Midwest were 13 percent less likely to vote than immigrants in the Northeast.  In 

addition, the odds of voting were 17 percent higher for immigrants holding a white-collar 

occupation than for blue-collar workers.  

Results partially support the prediction about the positive effect of socioeconomic 

status on political adaptation.  It appears that immigrants who are more educated are 

significantly more likely to vote than less educated immigrants.  However, the effect of 

the remaining socioeconomic characteristics on voting behavior is unexpected and 

statistically insignificant.  Although the effect of occupational background on voting 

appears to be weak, white-collar workers are somewhat less likely to vote than blue-collar 

workers.  Not only are the self-employed less likely to be registered to vote than their 
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employed counterparts, but their odds of voting are also lower.  Immigrants from Poland, 

Romania, and Russia had a lower likelihood of voting than Ukrainian immigrants.  

However, immigrants from other Eastern European countries combined, including Czech 

Republic, Latvia, Lithuania, Hungary, and Slovakia, were more likely to vote than 

immigrants from Ukraine.  There are two possible explanations for this finding.  Factors 

other than economic stability in one`s homeland must be considered when explaining 

political behavior of immigrants.  On the other hand, perhaps, immigrants from the most 

and least economically stable countries are more likely to vote than those from countries 

in-between. I emphasize that these results should be considered preliminary, considering 

the insignificant values of regression estimates.   

All country-level characteristics worked in an expected direction, but did not reach 

statistical significance at the .05 level.  Consistent with the predictions of contextual 

framework (Yang 1994), lower gross national income, higher ethnic diversity, and limited 

personal freedom in immigrants` homelands increase the odds of immigrants` voting, and 

ultimately facilitate their political adaptation in the United States.  

 The values of eta squared for all variables included in the analysis are presented in 

Table 42.  It appears that most of the predictors of citizenship, voting, and voter 

registration explained between 1 and 7 percent of the variation in these dependent 

variables, and were thus, weak predictors.  Dummies for survey year were associated with 

relatively high eta squared, but because these variables had unusually high odds ratios, the 

effect sizes are not very informative in this case.  
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SUMMARY 

This chapter examined three measures of political adaptation: citizenship 

acquisition, voter registration, and voting.  About 44 percent of all Eastern European 

immigrants in the sample were American citizens by naturalization.  To obtain a more 

precise estimate, I calculated the naturalization rate of immigrants who arrived between 

1991 and 1997 based on the 2002-2010 VRS-CPS data, excluding the immigrants who 

arrived later, as these did not meet the five-year residency requirement.  The results 

indicated that 60 percent of Eastern European immigrants eligible for naturalization 

acquired citizenship by 2002-2010.  The naturalization rate of new Eastern European 

immigrants appears to be lower than the naturalization rate of some other immigrant 

groups.  Yang (2011) found a high rate of naturalization among post-1965 Asians, with 

73 percent of immigrants who arrived between 1965-1999 acquiring citizenship by 2006-

2008.  With a naturalization rate of 36 percent, Hispanics appear to have a lower 

likelihood to change citizenship than Eastern Europeans.  New Eastern Europeans may 

have a lower rate of citizenship acquisition, but they are not very different from other 

immigrant groups in their political involvement.  About 38 percent of eligible 

respondents in the sample voted.  This percentage is higher than voter turnouts of 

Hispanic and Asian immigrants (34 percent), but lower than the turnout rate of white 

naturalized citizens in general (44 percent) (Yang 2011).  Among Eastern European 

immigrants who did not vote, 25 percent were registered to vote.  
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I examined the effect of several individual and country-level determinants on 

political adaptation.  The effect of most predictors was not statistically significant, 

especially when examining immigrants` voting behavior. I will discuss all results, 

including the findings that are not significant, as these provide important preliminary 

insights into the political adaptation of an understudied immigrant group.  

Results indicated that length of stay facilitates political incorporation of new 

Eastern European immigrants by increasing their likelihood of citizenship acquisition, 

voter registration, and voting.  This is consistent with the findings of existing studies, 

indicating that as the number of years in the U.S. increases, immigrants become more 

acculturated, and have a greater opportunity to experience American institutions and to 

interact with the native-born population (Bass and Casper 2001; Cho 1999; Simpson-

Bueker 2005).  In addition, political ties to immigrants` home countries tend to diminish 

over time, as immigrants begin to develop stronger connections to the United States, 

increasing their political involvement (DeSipio 2011).  

In 2010, 57% of all American immigrants were between 25 and 44 years old (Lee 

2011).  Researchers agree that younger and older immigrants have the lowest propensity 

to naturalize, and immigrants who are in their working ages are the most enthusiastic 

about the possibility to become American citizens.  One explanation is that middle-aged 

immigrants are more likely to recognize the rights and benefits associated with 

citizenship (Bloemraad 2006; DeSipio 2011; Yang 1994).  Results of this dissertation are 
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consistent with these findings, suggesting that among new Eastern Europeans, naturalized 

citizens tend to be older than non-citizens.   

Prior studies recognized gender differences in political adaptation.  Women are 

perceived as more vulnerable and may be more likely to seek citizenship than men.  On 

the other hand, males tend to hold occupations where citizenship is an advantage, and 

thus, may be more likely to become citizens than women (Yang 1994, 2002).  The results 

of this study are consistent with the second hypothesis, indicating that men tend to have 

stronger motivations to become citizens, possibly because citizenship is required by their 

occupations.  Complexities in gender differences in political adaptation are evident, and 

indicate that gender should not be examined without considering other indicators, such as 

the country of origin, as the likelihood of naturalization among women varies across 

immigrant groups (Portes and Rumbaut 2006; Simpson-Bueker 2005).  

Consistent with the existing literature, being married increases the naturalization 

rate and political involvement.  This may be attributed to the higher cost of return 

migration for married immigrants.  In addition, having a spouse and possibly children 

provides more opportunities for married immigrants to become involved in American 

institutions (Yang 1994, 2002).  

The size of immigrant communities has been recognized as an important predictor 

of political adaptation.  One hypothesis suggests that as the size of immigrant 

communities increases, immigrants are more likely to become American citizens, 

possibly because ethnic networks facilitate immigrants` adaptation by diffusing 
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information about the legalization programs and procedures involved in citizenship 

acquisition (Bloemraad 2006; Yang 1994, 2002).  In addition, belonging to an ethnic 

network may serve as a motivation for immigrants to vote.  Voting is an avenue for 

accomplishing change within immigrant communities through electing certain officials or 

promoting preferred agendas (Simpson-Bueker 2005).  Results of this study, to some 

extent, support these arguments.  For example, immigrants in all regions are less likely to 

acquire citizenship than immigrants in the Northeast, a region with the highest 

concentration of new Eastern European immigrants.  In addition, immigrants who live in 

the South are consistently less likely to vote, or register to vote, than immigrants in the 

Northeast.  The results for the Midwest and West regarding voting behavior are less 

consistent, indicating that the size of immigrant communities alone does not account for 

regional differences in political adaptation.  

The effect of several socioeconomic predictors was examined.  Research found 

that higher socioeconomic status facilitates immigrants` political adaptation (Bloemraad 

2006; Portes and Rumbaut 2006; Rallu 2011; Yang 1994, 2002).  The effect of education 

was consistently positive, increasing the degree of political adaptation among 

immigrants.  White-collar workers were more likely to acquire citizenship and register to 

vote than blue-collar workers, but unexpectedly, their likelihood of voting was lower. 

Similarly, self-employed immigrants were more prone to change citizenship, but they 

were less likely to vote, or register to vote, than employees.   
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The aforementioned predictors affect political adaptation differently depending on 

a country of origin (Bloemraad 2006; Rallu 2011; Simpson-Bueker 2005).  In addition, a 

range of country-level characteristics appears to affect immigrants` citizenship 

acquisition and voting behavior.  Researchers found that less favorable conditions in 

countries of origin, such as low economic development or limited political freedom, deter 

immigrants from migrating back to their homelands and increase their potential for 

naturalization.  Additionally, immigrants for whom the reason for emigration was 

dissatisfaction with the political regimes in their home countries are more likely to be 

involved politically in the United States (Portes and Rumbaut 2006; Yang 1994, 2002).  

Consistent with these arguments, results of this dissertation indicate that Eastern 

European immigrants who originated in oppressive, economically less developed 

countries adapt better politically than immigrants who arrived from economically 

stronger democracies where citizens are granted political and personal freedoms.   

Due to small sample sizes for individual countries, I was not able to determine 

cross-country differences in determinants of citizenship acquisition and voting.  

However, the analyses of dummy variables for various countries indicate that political 

adaptation of new Eastern-European immigrants is not a uniform process.  For example, 

in terms of their citizenship acquisition and voting, immigrants from Russia and Ukraine 

tend to adapt better politically than immigrants from Poland.    

Overall, results are consistent with the predictions of contextual framework (Yang 

1994).  It appears that political adaptation of new Eastern European immigrants is 
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determined not only by their individual characteristics, including their demographic and 

socioeconomic background, but also by larger social contexts in their countries of origin 

and destination.  In addition to factors that have been traditionally associated with the 

likelihood of citizenship acquisition and voting, such as length of stay in the U.S., gender, 

or marital status, results reveal that political decisions of new Eastern European 

immigrants might be influenced by the degree of political and economic stability in their 

countries of origin, prior experience with undemocratic regimes, and the social capital 

gained through memberships in ethnic communities in the United States.  
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CHAPTER IX 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 This dissertation has examined how post-1991 Eastern European immigrants in 

the United States adapt culturally, socioeconomically, structurally, and politically in the 

United States, and what are the determinants of their adaptation.  I have presented 

relevant theories of immigrant adaptation, and tested their applicability using the 

available data.  In this chapter, I present the analysis of findings organized around the two 

research questions guiding this dissertation.  First, to what extent do post-1991 Eastern 

European immigrants to the United States adapt culturally, socioeconomically, 

structurally, and politically to American life?  Second, what are the major determinants of 

cultural, socioeconomic, structural, and political adaptation of post-1991 Eastern 

European immigrants to the United States?  The implications of findings and their 

relevance to scholars, policy makers, and immigrant groups are discussed.  The chapter 

also includes limitations and contributions of the study, and suggests the directions for 

future research. 

SUMMARY OF THE FINDINGS 

Status of Adaptation 

In Chapter 2, I showed that the population of new Eastern European immigrants 

in the United States has grown rapidly over the past two decades.  Despite this increase, 

their adaptation to American life has not been systematically studied.  How well do new 
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Eastern European immigrants adapt in the United States?  Are they similar to other recent 

immigrant groups in their adaptation experience, or are they different?  To answer these 

questions, I will summarize the findings elucidating cultural, socioeconomic, structural, 

and political adaptation of new Eastern European immigrants in the United States.  My 

basic argument is that overall, new Eastern European immigrants adapt well across all 

four adaptation dimensions examined in this study, but cross-group variations in their 

adaptation persist.  

Cultural adaptation.  As hypothesized, the results show that 66 percent of new 

Eastern European immigrants speak English well or very well, indicating a relatively 

high degree of English proficiency.  This pattern of language assimilation is similar to 

experiences of post-1965 Asian immigrants (66 percent), but is unlike the language 

assimilation of post-1965 Hispanic immigrants (46 percent) (Yang 2011).  The overall 

picture of high English language competence, however, conceals wide cross-group 

differences.  Among the three separately examined groups, immigrants from Ukraine 

tend to be the least proficient in English, with 11 percent of these immigrants speaking no 

English, and 5 percent speaking only English.  Russian immigrants, on the other hand, 

appear to have achieved the highest degree of cultural adaptation measured by English 

proficiency, with only 6 percent having no English skills, and 8 percent speaking only 

English.  Polish immigrants ranked somewhere between these two groups in their English 

language proficiency. 
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New Eastern European immigrants had a high likelihood of retaining their native 

language.  Specifically, 93 percent of respondents in the pooled sample reported speaking 

a language other than English at home.  Compared with 95 percent of Hispanics who tend 

to retain their native language, Eastern Europeans showed slightly lower native language 

retention.  However, they registered higher language retention than 88 percent of post-

1965 foreign-born Asians who spoke their native language (Yang 2011).  High native 

language retention rate among new Eastern European immigrants is not surprising, 

considering that they are very recent immigrants, the majority of whom have resided in 

the United States for a short period.  Native language retention varies, to some extent, 

across the three separately examined groups, with Ukrainian immigrants being the most 

likely to retain their native language (96 percent), and Russian immigrants the least likely 

to do so (92 percent).  

Regression analysis further supported the finding that immigrants from Ukraine 

tend to adapt less well culturally than other groups.  Ukrainian immigrants tend to be less 

proficient in English than immigrants from Albania, Bosnia/Herzegovina, Bulgaria, 

Poland, Romania, Russia, and other countries combined.  Furthermore, controlling for 

other predictors, immigrants from Ukraine are also more likely to retain their native 

language than all other groups, with exception of immigrants from Bosnia and 

Herzegovina.  This coincides with my hypothesis about heterogeneous experiences and 

variations in cultural adaptation across different Eastern European groups.  



 191 

Socioeconomic adaptation.  The most important finding is that, overall, new 

Eastern European immigrants tend to be highly educated and professional.  High 

occupational attainment, however, is inconsistent with their lack of economic success, 

specifically a surprisingly low average personal income.  About 22 percent of new 

Eastern Europeans had an advanced degree, and 37 percent were professionals or 

managers, keeping up with the most successful immigrant groups from Asia.  However, 

their average income of $35,900 makes Eastern Europeans comparable to foreign-born 

Hispanics, or less successful Asians.   

The results lend support to my expectation that new Eastern Europeans are not 

homogeneous in their socioeconomic characteristics, and variations exist in their 

socioeconomic achievement.  Among the three separately examined groups, Russian 

immigrants are by far the most educated, with 34 percent of these immigrants holding an 

advanced degree.  Immigrants from Poland fare the worst among the three groups, with 

only 16 percent having an advanced degree or higher.  The comparison of dummy 

variables in OLS regression is consistent with this finding.  Differences in educational 

background further translate into disparities in occupational attainment and income.  

About half of all Russian immigrants hold professional or managerial occupations, and 

their average income of almost $40,000 is higher than the overall average.  Among Polish 

immigrants, however, professionals and managers constitute only 27 percent, and their 

average personal income of less than $34,000 is below the overall average.  The 

regression results reveal that Russians, Romanians, Bulgarians, and immigrants from 
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other countries combined are more likely to be professionals and managers than 

Ukrainian immigrants, while immigrants from Albania, Poland, and Bosnia/Herzegovina 

have a lower likelihood of professionalization.  Regression results further confirm cross-

group differences in income, with all groups having higher earnings than immigrants 

from Ukraine.   

Overall, new Eastern European immigrants are proficient in English; therefore, 

they meet an important initial requirement for successful adaptation in the United States 

(Espenshade and Fu 1997; Portes and Rumbaut 2006).  They are also highly educated, 

professional, and have a large amount of human capital.  Why, then, is their average 

income so low?  According to the overeducation hypothesis, non-white minorities receive 

lower returns for their education than whites due to racial discrimination (Hirschman and 

Wong 1984).  Eastern European immigrants are classified as white, but their racial 

similarity with the majority group apparently does not reduce their income disadvantage.  

Zeng and Xie (2004) found that immigrants who received their education abroad tend to 

obtain lower socioeconomic rewards relative to whites with comparable education.  

Perhaps new Eastern European immigrants were schooled in Eastern Europe, and their 

credentials are discounted in the United States.  However, considering their very high rate 

of professionalization, this argument does not fully explain the income disparities, and 

other factors must be at work.  Zeng and Xie (2004) proposed lack of work experience as 

an alternative explanation.  Eastern Europeans are very recent immigrants, and their 
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experience in the U.S. labor market may be limited, which could account for their lower 

income.   

Structural adaptation.  Consistent with the initial hypothesis, new Eastern 

European immigrants reached some degree of structural adaptation, but they are 

nevertheless only partially structurally adapted and cross-group differences in structural 

adaptation are apparent.  About 20 percent of respondents in the pooled sample were 

members of some civic organization, with religious, sports, and school organizations 

being represented by the highest percentage of immigrants.  Surprisingly, despite their 

relatively low levels of cultural and socioeconomic adaptation, Ukrainian immigrants 

were the most likely to participate in civic organizations among the three groups (22 

percent), and Polish immigrants the least likely (14 percent).  However, when controlling 

for other variables, Albanian, Polish, Romanian, and other immigrants combined, reached 

a higher degree of civic participation than Ukrainian immigrants, and immigrants from 

Bosnia/Herzegovina, Bulgaria, and Russia were less civically engaged.  

Neighborhood interactions of new Eastern European immigrants are somewhat 

limited.  While 82 percent of respondents in the pooled sample talk to their neighbors at 

least once a month, only 55 percent exchange favors with neighbors at least on a monthly 

basis.  This finding is surprising, considering a relatively high level of English 

proficiency among these immigrants.  Among the three separately studied groups, 

Russian immigrants were by far the least likely to interact with their neighbors – while 73 
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percent talked to their neighbors at least monthly, only 46 percent exchanged favors with 

neighbors at least once a month.  

According to Gordon (1964), adaptation occurs in stages, and cultural adaptation 

precedes structural adaptation.  The results of this dissertation imply that, among new 

Eastern European immigrants, a relatively high degree of cultural and socioeconomic 

adaptation might not result in better structural adaptation.   For example, an overall 

degree of cultural and socioeconomic adaptation is high among Russian immigrants, 

relative to other groups.  Yet, both measures of structural adaptation indicate that Russian 

immigrants do not adapt well structurally.  Similarly, while immigrants from Ukraine 

tend to struggle socioeconomically, they reached a substantially higher level of structural 

adaptation than Russian immigrants.  Further illustrating cross-country differences, 

regression analysis of country dummy variables confirms that Russian immigrants are 

less likely to be structurally adapted than Ukrainian immigrants.  At the same time, 

Albanian and Romanian immigrants appear to surpass immigrants from Ukraine in their 

degree of structural adaptation.  

Political adaptation.  About 44 percent of respondents in the pooled sample were 

naturalized citizens.  According to the Migration Policy Institute (2012), this is 

comparable to the naturalization rate among American immigrants in general (44 

percent), but lower than the naturalization rate among other European (62 percent) and 

Asian (73 percent) immigrants.  Among the three separately examined groups, 

immigrants from Russia had the highest likelihood of citizenship acquisition (53 percent), 
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and Polish immigrants the lowest (35 percent).  Voting behavior of new Eastern 

European immigrants is comparable to other American immigrants, and indicates 

somewhat limited interest in American political issues.  Almost 25 percent of the 

respondents in the pooled sample who did not participate in elections were registered to 

vote, and 37 percent actually voted.  This percentage is slightly higher than 34 percent of 

Asian and Hispanic immigrants who voted (Yang 2011).  Polish immigrants had a lower 

propensity to vote than Ukrainian and Russian immigrants, making this group the least 

politically adapted.  

Determinants of Adaptation 

The second research question this dissertation seeks to answer inquires about the 

determinants of adaptation among new Eastern European immigrants.  A variety of 

factors identified by researchers as relevant to immigrant adaptation was tested to explain 

cultural, socioeconomic, structural, and political adaptation.  

Cultural adaptation.  Cultural adaptation of immigrants is affected by a wide 

range of individual and country-level factors (Espenshade and Fu 1997; Espinosa and 

Massey 1997; Fennelly and Palasz 2003).  Length of stay and age are among the key 

factors.  Expectedly, living in the United States for a longer period facilitates immigrants` 

acculturation.  The effect of age is also consistent with my hypothesis; older immigrants 

tend to be less adapted culturally than younger immigrants.  Gender differences in 

cultural adaptation contradict my expectation, indicating that females adapt better 

culturally than males.  As hypothesized, marital status seems to affect cultural adaptation 
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differently, depending on whether or not the spouse is present in the United States.  

Results suggest, however, that ethnicity of a spouse might further explain acculturation of 

married immigrants, as those individuals whose spouse is present tend to be less 

culturally adapted that their counterparts whose spouse in not present.  Due to lack of 

available data, I was not able to determine ethnicity of immigrants` spouses to further test 

this expectation.  Regional differences in cultural adaptation are apparent.  Unexpectedly, 

it appears that high immigrant concentrations tend to inhibit, rather than facilitate cultural 

adaptation, as it appears that immigrants in the Northeast do not necessarily adapt better 

culturally than do immigrants in the South.  This suggests that regional differences in 

cultural adaptation are very complex, and factors other than immigrant concentrations 

must be at work.  Characteristics of the region, such as proximity to immigrants` 

countries of origin, employment opportunities, occupational structure, or languages 

spoken in the area might play a role.  Furthermore, results provide support for my 

argument that characteristics of the country of origin affect immigrants` acculturation in 

the United States.  As expected, immigrants from economically weaker and ethnically 

heterogeneous countries, where freedoms of citizens are limited, tend to maintain their 

native languages, and are less likely to be proficient in English.  

Socioeconomic adaptation.  Several key determinants of socioeconomic 

adaptation were examined in this dissertation.  Supporting my prediction, length of stay is 

positively related to all measures of socioeconomic adaptation; the longer immigrants 

reside in the United States, the more likely they are to hold a white-collar, or a 
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professional/managerial occupation.  The likelihood of self-employment also increases 

with time spent in the United States.  Furthermore, the longer immigrants reside in the 

United States, the higher their income tends to be, while the poverty level tends to 

decrease.  This is consistent with the findings of existing empirical studies which suggest 

that immigrants who have stayed longer in the United States adapt better 

socioeconomically then recent immigrants (Chiswick 1978; Portes and Rumbaut 2006; 

Xie and Gough 2011).  Length of residency does not increase immigrants` education.  

One reason for this could be that new Eastern European immigrants have likely acquired 

their education in their home countries, and might not further their education in the 

United States.  

The effect of age contradicts the hypothesis that older immigrants adapt less well 

socioeconomically.  The results suggest that older immigrants tend to have more 

education, higher likelihood of self-employment, higher income, and lower poverty levels 

than younger immigrants.  However, older immigrants are less likely to hold white-collar 

and professional/managerial occupations.  Female immigrants tend to be more educated, 

but higher educational attainment does not facilitate their socioeconomic adaptation.  

Consistent with the hypothesis, males seem to adapt better socioeconomically; they are 

more likely to hold professional or managerial jobs, have a higher propensity to be self-

employed, higher income, and lower poverty rate. 

As hypothesized, the effect of marital status is consistent across all indicators, 

facilitating socioeconomic adaptation among married immigrants whose spouse is present 
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in the United States.  Married immigrants tend to be more educated, have a higher rate of 

professionalization, higher income, lower poverty rate, and higher propensity for self-

employment than immigrants in other categories of marital status.  Results show regional 

differences in socioeconomic adaptation.  Immigrants in the Midwest, West, and South 

have a higher propensity for self-employment than their counterparts in the Northeast. 

Consistent with my expectation, immigrants in these three regions tend to have lower 

income, and experience more poverty, suggesting that they adapt less well 

socioeconomically than their counterparts in the Northeast.  Although the effect of 

education and occupational attainment does not fully support this pattern of regional 

differences, an overall trend lends substantial support to my expectation that immigrants 

in the Northeast tend to adapt better socioeconomically than immigrants in other regions. 

Researchers found that human capital, such as English language skills and 

education, facilitate socioeconomic adaptation (Chiswick and Miller 1995; Chiswick and 

Taengnoi 2007; Espenshade and Fu 1997; Xie and Gough 2011).  Highly consistent with 

my hypothesis and with the findings of immigration studies, English proficiency largely 

influences socioeconomic adaptation of new Eastern European immigrants.  Better 

knowledge of the English language is associated with higher education, higher income, 

lower poverty level, and increased professionalization.  Education has been a strong 

predictor of socioeconomic adaptation.  As expected, education facilitates socioeconomic 

adaptation of new Eastern European immigrants by increasing professionalization, 

income, and decreasing immigrants` poverty level.  Occupational background further 
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explains socioeconomic adaptation.  White-collar workers are more likely to earn higher 

incomes, and face less poverty.  Self-employment increases immigrants` income, but 

tends to be associated with higher poverty.  

In addition to a variety of individual factors, results show that socioeconomic 

adaptation of new Eastern European immigrants is affected by socioeconomic and 

political conditions in their countries of origin.  The effect of all country-level 

characteristics is as hypothesized.  Low gross national income in countries of origin 

decreases immigrants` education, income, propensity for self-employment, and 

professionalization, in addition to increasing their poverty level.  Originating from 

ethnically heterogeneous countries decreases immigrants` income and propensity for self-

employment, and increases their poverty level.  Limited freedoms in countries of origin 

affect all aspects of socioeconomic adaptation.  This factor decreases immigrants` 

education level, professionalization, likelihood of self-employment, income, and 

increases their poverty level.  

Structural adaptation.  This study found that several predictors consistently 

increase the degree of structural adaptation among immigrants.  Length of stay is one 

important predictor; as the length of stay in the United States increases, immigrants tend 

to adapt better structurally.  This result was expected.  With time, immigrants develop 

stronger ties to the U.S., are more likely to speak English, and have more American 

friends (Kim and Hurh 1993; Portes and Rumbaut 2006; Ramakrishnan and Viramontes 

2010).  Because of better acculturation, immigrants may be better integrated in their 
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neighborhoods, and participate in various civic organizations.  Married immigrants whose 

spouse is present in the U.S. adapt better structurally than unmarried immigrants.  One 

possible explanation could be that married immigrants tend to be better acculturated, and 

have higher socioeconomic attainment.  In addition, being married and possibly having 

children, expands immigrants` social networks, and provides more opportunities for 

involvement in school, recreational, or community organizations.  Results coincide with 

the findings of existing literature linking higher socioeconomic status with better 

structural adaptation (Ramirez and Felix 2011).  Expectedly, immigrants that are more 

educated are more likely to be involved in their neighborhoods, and recognize the 

importance of civic engagement through participation in various organizations.  Self-

employed immigrants tend to adapt better structurally than salaried immigrants.  

Immigrant entrepreneurs might have wide social networks, and their personal traits and 

experiences might contribute to their community-oriented attitude, and their interest in 

getting involved.  In addition, many studies found that self-employment is associated 

with significant economic benefits, and that immigrant entrepreneurs tend to have higher 

incomes and experience more economic progress than salaried immigrants (Gold 1988; 

Portes and Zhou 1996).  Having more resources might facilitate structural adaptation of 

self-employed immigrants, as civic engagement often requires resources.  

As predicted, professionals and managers display a higher degree of structural 

adaptation than immigrants in other occupational categories, which may stem from their 

higher educational background, and more resources available to support their civic 
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engagement.  Several predictors tested in this study decrease immigrants` structural 

adaptation.  As hypothesized, older immigrants tend to adapt less well structurally than 

younger immigrants, which may result from their lower degree of cultural adaptation, 

especially lower English proficiency.  Existing research confirms age differences in 

structural adaptation, suggesting that middle-aged immigrants adapt better than younger 

and older immigrants (Ong and Emiko-Scott 2006).  Contradicting my expectation, males 

tend to attain a lower degree of structural adaptation, when measured by neighborhood 

interactions and civic engagement.  Perhaps the degree of structural adaptation among 

males would be higher if measured by different activities, such as interracial friendships, 

interaction in workplace, or following the politics.  These or similar indicators were not 

available in the datasets, and thus, their effect could not be tested.  Regional differences 

in structural adaptation provide strong support for my argument that immigrants in the 

Northeast tend to adapt better structurally than immigrants in other regions, the only 

exception being a higher involvement in civic organizations among immigrants in the 

West.  Just like their predecessors, large numbers of new Eastern Europeans continue to 

settle in the Northeast.  Living in the region with a long history of immigration from 

Eastern Europe might facilitate structural adaptation of newcomers through ethnic 

networks and communities (Jaret and Kolozsvari-Wright 2011). 

Among country-level predictors, the effects of ethnic diversity and 

political/personal freedom vary across the two measures of structural adaptation, lending 

weak support to my original hypothesis that ethnic heterogeneity and limited freedom in 
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a home country hinder structural adaptation.  Unexpectedly, the effect of gross national 

income is positive.  Contradicting the original hypothesis, this means that immigrants 

from poorer countries actually adapt better structurally than their counterparts from 

economically more stable countries.  This may be attributable to the fact that limited 

economic opportunities in home countries deter immigrants from returning, and 

contribute to their intention to become actively involved within their neighborhoods and 

participate in community life in the United States.  

Political adaptation.  Several factors examined in this dissertation consistently 

increase political adaptation.  Consistent with my expectation, and in line with the 

literature on immigrants` political incorporations (Bloemraad 2006; Simpson-Bueker 

2006; Portes and Rumbaut 2006; Stepick and Stepick 2002; Yang 1994), immigrants who 

are well adapted politically tend to reside in the United States for a longer period, are 

males, have more education, and are married.  Age is a weak predictor.  This could be 

explained by a non-linear effect of age; the rate of naturalization tends to be highest 

among middle-aged immigrants, and decreases in older ages (Lee 2010).  Regional 

differences in political adaptation are unexpected, as immigrants residing in the Northeast 

tend to adapt less well politically than immigrants in the South.  Some researchers found 

that immigrants living in the states with a long history of immigration and a larger 

population of immigrants such as New York, New Jersey, and Illinois have much higher 

naturalization rates than immigrants in other regions (Jang 2009; Jaret and Kolozsvari-

Wright 2011).  Results of this study contradict this finding and suggest that in the case of 
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Eastern European immigrants, residing in the Northeast where the co-ethnic population is 

higher does not motivate immigrants to become politically active.  One possibility could 

be that these immigrants can easily maintain closer connections with the countries of 

origin, and being surrounded by fellow immigrants might hinder, rather than facilitate 

their political involvement.  

According to the literature, immigrants with higher socioeconomic status tend to 

have higher rates of political activity (Bass and Casper 2001; Leal 2002).  In this study, 

the effect of occupation and entrepreneurship indicates an unexpected pattern of high 

citizenship acquisition, but low likelihood of voting.  White-collar workers are more 

likely to acquire citizenship and register to vote, but are less likely to turn out at the polls.  

Voting behavior of professionals and managers is similar, as this occupational group 

registers a lower likelihood of voting than immigrants with lower occupational status.  

Self-employment increases the likelihood of citizenship acquisition, but decreases voting 

and voter registration.  Perhaps the most interesting is the effect of country-level 

characteristics.  Consistent across all measures of political adaptation, immigrants 

originating in economically less stable countries adapt better politically than immigrants 

from economically more stable countries.  In addition, ethnic diversity and limited 

political and personal freedom in home countries facilitate immigrants` political 

adaptation in the United States.  These findings support existing research, and my 

hypothesis, that immigrants who have no desire to leave the United States because of 
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limited economic opportunities and freedoms in their home countries tend to be more 

politically engaged (Bloemraad 2006; Portes and Rumbaut 2006; Yang 1994).  

IMPLICATIONS OF THE FINDINGS 

In this section, I will discuss which theory of adaptation best captures the 

adaptation experience of post-1991 Eastern European immigrants in the United States.  

The classical assimilation theory suggests, “after many generations, all immigrant or 

ethnic groups will inevitably and completely assimilate into the dominant Anglo culture 

and institutions” (Yang 2000: 82).  If the groups assimilate completely, their ethnic 

cultures will diminish.  However, taking empirical evidence into consideration, new 

Eastern European immigrants have become only partially assimilated in the United 

States, while partially maintaining their ethnic cultures.  Therefore, this theory has no 

relevance when explaining diverse adaptation paths and experiences of this immigrant 

population.  However, cultural pluralism theory, revisionist assimilation theory, and 

segmented assimilation theory appear to be applicable to capture experiences of various 

Eastern European groups across different adaptation dimensions.  

For cultural adaptation, the results of this study are consistent with the 

propositions of cultural pluralism theory.  Two-thirds of new Eastern European 

immigrants tended to report speaking English very well, indicating their high degree of 

English proficiency.  At the same time, however, 97 percent of respondents in this study 

spoke a language other than English at home, implying a very high likelihood of native 

language retention.  Speaking a native language does not necessarily imply low 
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acculturation, but it clearly suggests that native cultures continue to play an important 

role in immigrants` lives.  Following the cultural pluralism perspective, new Eastern 

European immigrants do not simply blend in, but remain culturally distinct from natives 

(Yancey 2003).  Their ethnic cultures coexist alongside the dominant culture (Yang 

2000).  This pattern may be stronger for some groups than for others, suggesting partial 

relevance of segmented and revisionist assimilation theories.  For example, based on the 

degree of English proficiency and native language retention, Russian immigrants tend to 

adapt better culturally than Ukrainian or Polish immigrants, but they are nevertheless 

only partially adapted, and their cultural heritage tends to persist.  Through learning a 

new language, customs, and traditions of the United States, the culture of new Eastern 

Europeans is altered to some extent.  At the same time, these immigrants continue to 

preserve some aspects of their original ethnicity through retaining their native languages 

(Patchen 1998). 

The results for socioeconomic adaptation challenge the myth that socioeconomic 

success is inevitable for all immigrants (Gans 1992).  Not all Eastern European groups 

are equally destined to experience upward mobility and progress toward higher positions 

in the social hierarchy.  Apparently, a variety of factors tends to either slow or accelerate 

the status mobility of these immigrants.  New Eastern European immigrants are highly 

educated, and their rate of self-employment and professionalization is comparable to the 

natives, and the most successful immigrant groups in the United States.  At the same 

time, however, their income does not correspond to their educational and occupation 
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background.  With the average personal income of $35,900, they fare only slightly better 

than the U.S. born Hispanics and Blacks.  This result refutes the claims that racial 

similarity with the majority group facilitates immigrants` adaptation.  In the case of 

Eastern European immigrants, their racial background may actually work to their 

disadvantage.  Being indistinguishable from the natives does not alleviate socioeconomic 

hardships they may face, and results in less recognition than other, more visible 

immigrant groups tend to receive.  Cross-group differences in socioeconomic attainment 

correspond to the major assumption of segmented assimilation theory, which states that 

upward mobility is only one possible adaptation outcome (Portes and Zhou 1993).  In this 

dissertation, the examination of the three separate groups indicates diverse adaptation 

paths.  The experience of Russian immigrants corresponds to the pattern of upward 

mobility.  Russian immigrants reached the highest degree of cultural adaptation among 

the three separately studied groups, and fared better in terms of all socioeconomic 

indicators examined in this study.  Immigrants from Ukraine followed the path of low 

acculturation, while being somewhere in-between Russian and Polish immigrants in 

terms of their socioeconomic achievement.  Polish immigrants were acculturated to some 

degree, but lagged behind in their socioeconomic adaptation.  These results indicate 

diverse socioeconomic adaptation outcomes, and seriously challenges predictions that, by 

virtue of being “white,” all immigrants from Eastern Europe should be on the verge of 

total assimilation in the United States.   
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Cultural pluralism intends to explain immigrants` acculturation, but it could be 

extended to explain structural and political adaptation dimensions as well.  Structurally, 

new Eastern European immigrants are only partially integrated.  Through participation in 

civic organizations and interaction in neighborhood communities, they became partially 

assimilated into the host country`s social groups.  A substantial percentage of immigrants, 

however, showed no involvement.  About 80 percent of new Eastern European 

immigrants did not participate in any civic organization.  In addition, 19 percent of 

immigrants reported not talking to their neighbors, and as much as 45 percent indicated 

they never exchanged favors with their neighbors.  It appears that, despite cultural 

differences, some immigrants manage integration into their communities.  For others, at 

least for now, it is more difficult to overcome the barriers of new language, traditions, 

and value systems. 

Political adaptation follows a similar pattern.  The naturalization rate of 44 

percent (or 60 percent, when immigrants ineligible for citizenship are excluded from 

calculations) may be comparable to naturalization among American immigrants overall.  

However, some immigrant groups, such as Asians, reached a substantially higher degree 

of political incorporation measured by citizenship acquisition.  Based on the rates of voter 

registration and voter turnout, new Eastern European immigrants fare only slightly better 

than do Asian and Hispanic immigrants, indicating partial integration in the American 

political system. 
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Results of this dissertation may be of interest not only to scholars, but also to 

policy makers, and immigrant groups themselves.  It is not plausible to assume that all 

immigrants from Eastern Europe have equal opportunities for successful adaptation.  

Results suggest that collectively, they are doing fine, in many respects even better than 

some immigrant groups from Asia and Latin America.  This overall trend, however, 

conceals the needs of individual groups.  Incredible diversity among new Eastern 

European immigrants makes it impossible for all groups to follow the same adaptation 

path.  In addition to differences in individual characteristics, backgrounds and histories of 

immigrants` home countries are also vastly different.  The experience of a communist 

regime, which appears to be an important uniting factor for all Eastern Europeans, is also 

inconsistent across groups.  Civil rights and liberties, more harshly suppressed in some 

former communist countries than in others, influenced the course of development after 

the fall of communism, including experiences, aspirations, needs, and adaptation 

trajectories of immigrants.  This study will, hopefully, draw the attention of policy 

makers to this understudied immigrant population, and will lead to an improvement in 

policies and increased support for groups in need.    

Being an immigrant often means living in isolation.  Due to perceived racial 

differences, recent immigrants are especially likely to be isolated from the native 

population, and immigrant networks may not be accessible to offer support.  It is hoped 

that this study will reach those who struggle.  It is hoped that the information on different 

dimensions of adaptation included in this dissertation may guide these immigrants to 
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make the correct decisions.  This knowledge can help later waves of Eastern European 

immigrants live lives that are more meaningful.  

CONTRIBUTIONS AND LIMITATIONS 

This dissertation greatly contributes to the existing literature by providing a first 

systematic analysis of adaptation experiences of post-1991 Eastern European immigrants.  

It addresses different adaptation dimensions, including the cultural, socioeconomic, 

structural, and political dimensions.  To date, this has not been accomplished.  In 

addition, it uses recent, nationally representative quantitative data, allowing for 

generalizations of findings to all new Eastern European immigrants in the United States.  

Each adaptation dimension is measured by several indicators, which have been 

previously tested by researchers to investigate adaptation experiences of other immigrant 

groups.  This dissertation not only systematically analyzes the status, but also individual 

and country-level determinants of immigrant adaptation.  In addition, it attempts to 

provide cross-group comparisons by separately investigating the experiences of Russian, 

Polish, and Ukrainian immigrants.  The applicability of existing theories to explain 

adaptation experiences of contemporary immigrants has been assessed.  The results 

suggest that assumptions of classical assimilation theory are very limited, and largely 

inconsistent with the experiences of new Eastern European immigrants.  This finding 

may help to understand the adaptation processes of other new immigrant groups, and 

suggests that the overall adaptation of contemporary immigrants to the United States may 

be more complex than ever before. 
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Despite providing a systematic, comprehensive analysis, this study is not without 

limitations.  The datasets did not include the information on some Eastern European 

immigrant groups, including Serbians, Slovenians, or Estonians.  In addition, not all 

adaptation dimensions could be examined.  The datasets did not include measures of 

marital, identificational, and receptional adaptation.  Dimensions that were examined 

could be measured by indicators other than those used in this study.  Not all Eastern 

European immigrant groups could be analyzed separately, and the cross-country 

comparisons are limited to the experiences of immigrants from Poland, Russia, and 

Ukraine.  Lastly, sample sizes available to examine the structural and political adaptation 

were much smaller than sample sizes used in the analysis of other adaptation dimensions, 

so these adaptation dimensions should be reexamined when larger samples become 

available. 

FUTURE RESEARCH 

There are many possible directions for future research on the adaptation of post-

1991 Eastern European immigrants.  This new immigrant group is greatly understudied, 

and virtually any work can contribute to the currently limited body of knowledge.  

Future research should focus on adaptation dimensions other than those examined 

in this dissertation, such as marital, identificational, or receptional adaptation.  If more 

robust data with larger samples becomes available, then structural and political adaptation 

should be reexamined, to ensure generalizability of findings, and to allow for cross-group 

comparisons.  This dissertation included a wide range of measures of different adaptation 
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dimensions, but future research should test additional indicators.  For example, religion 

was recognized as an important measure of cultural adaptation.  Therefore, the 

examination of the religiosity of new Eastern European immigrants may lead to some 

fascinating findings.  Religions were suppressed during communism.  Therefore, it would 

be interesting to study how immigrants negotiate the religious pluralism in the United 

States, and to what extent religiosity facilitates their acculturation process.  

Transnationalism has been identified by researchers as an important factor in the lives of 

contemporary immigrants.  Some scholars of immigration argue that transnational 

connections facilitate adaptation, while others believe that transnationalism is detrimental 

to the adaptation process (Portes 1999; Portes et al. 1999; Portes and Rumbaut 2006).  

The datasets used in this dissertation did not allow for examination of different aspects of 

transnationalism, such as travelling home, sending remittances, or following the events 

and politics in home countries.  If the data becomes available, it would be important to 

study these aspects, as contemporary Eastern European immigrants have enormous 

opportunities for transnational experiences, unlike their predecessors.  

The results indicate a very interesting and complex effect of some of the 

predictors on the degree of immigrant adaptation. One of these predictors is region. I 

expected that the size of ethnic communities in different regions in the United States 

affects the degree of immigrant adaptation. If this was true, immigrants in the Northeast 

would be the most adapted across all dimensions. According to the findings, while this 

may not always be the case, the differences in adaptation across different regions are 
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apparent. The emerging picture of regional differences indicates that, in addition to ethnic 

communities, a variety of regional characteristics, such as occupational structure and 

employment opportunities, possibly impact the adaptation process of immigrants from 

Eastern Europe.   

The results also show that the importance of race in the research on contemporary 

immigration might be overemphasized. Immigrants from Eastern Europe are in the 

United States racially classified as white. Whites continue to occupy the dominant 

position in the U.S. racial hierarchy, and enjoy privileges that are often denied to racial 

and ethnic minorities, such as access to occupational opportunities, housing, or education. 

Therefore, based on their racial background, all Eastern European groups should adapt 

very well. This is, however, not the case. Findings indicate wide cross-group differences 

in the adaptation of new Eastern European immigrants, implying that the role played by 

race and the impact of racial and ethnic backgrounds on successful adaptation among 

contemporary immigrants to the United States should be reconsidered and reevaluated.  

This dissertation examined the determinants of adaptation among immigrants 

from Russia, Poland, and Ukraine, because these were the only groups with sample sizes 

large enough to be studied separately.  While this allowed for uncovering important 

cross-group differences in the way immigrants experience the adaptation process, future 

research should examine the experiences of other immigrant groups, as cross-group 

comparisons are crucial to a better understanding of differences in the adaptation process.   
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Furthermore, the focus of this dissertation was on the experiences of first 

generation Eastern European immigrants.  If possible, future research should examine the 

adaptation of the second generation, and the extent to which experiences of Eastern 

European immigrant children are similar to, or different from the experiences of their 

parents, and immigrant children more generally.  
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