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Introduction 

 Since the 1970s, a significant share of the world economy has shifted from a system of nation-

based activity to a system of globalized commodity networks. The resulting decline of the domestic 

manufacturing industry and growth of the service sector within the United States has resulted in a 

restructuring of the national economy, leaving its mark on local and regional economies as well. The 

workforce has correspondingly shifted over the past four decades as the types of jobs have changed 

within and across industries. Further, the workforce has demographically transformed during this 

period.  Much of this demographic change has been attributed to the entry of the baby boom cohort 

into the workforce. However, the impact of immigration patterns should not be neglected.  

Importantly, the abolishment of nation-based immigration quotas through the Hart-Celler Act of 1965 

facilitated the growing importance of new immigrants as economic contributors to the United States, 

especially in urban areas.  

 As a case study, this research brief takes a closer look at the economic changes that have 

occurred in the Boston Metropolitan Area (figure 1) since the 1970s as the region has fought to remain 

competitive in the globalizing economic landscape. Specifically, it considers changes in the workforce 

based on industry employment data from the decennial census and considers the role that foreign-born 

workers in the largest industries have played in enabling economic restructuring and growth from 

1970 to 2010. In order to understand how national economic restructuring and immigration impacted 

the metropolitan area’s workforce, this study focuses on the six largest industries over this time period: 

manufacturing, retail trade, professional and related services, business and repair, finance, insurance 

and real estate industries (F.I.R.E.), as well as transportation, communications and public utilities. 
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Figure 1. Map of Boston 
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Economic and Demographic Changes in the Boston Metropolitan Area 

 By the 1970s, Boston and the surrounding metropolitan area were in the process of a significant 

demographic change. Following World War II, the industrial cities of the northeast United States’ expe-

rienced massive population and job loss as families and jobs moved to the suburbs and as manufactur-

ing progressively shifted overseas. Though the city of Boston declined from an estimated 801,000 to 

641,000 people from 1950 to 1970, the rest of the metropolitan area grew, aided by the construction of 

several major highways in the region.2 Similarly, the growth of the suburbs added close to 100,000 jobs 

just from 1958 to 1963. Concerned about the city’s faltering role in the economy, Boston city adminis-

trators began a concentrated effort to transform the urban area to be more competitive in the changing 

national economy. Already the home of prestigious colleges and universities, the city began to invest in 

the skills and resources needed to transition into a service and finance-based economy. The construc-

tion of office buildings and expansion of education and health services would enable economic growth 

that would have lasting impacts on the industrial workforce. These efforts began stabilizing the local 

economy in the 1980s.  

 Jobs were not the only thing changing. With the removal of nation-based quotas for immigrants 

through the Hart-Celler Act in 1965, the nation experienced a large increase of immigrants in absolute 

numbers and as a percentage of the U.S. population. As table 1 (below) shows, the Boston metropolitan 

area foreign-born population would increase from approximately 9.2 to 18.2 percent over forty years, 

nearly doubling as a proportion of the population even as the native population grew in size. The char-

acter of the immigrant population would change as well. As the quota barriers limiting immigrants from 

non-European countries were lifted, the region’s immigrant population would shift from being primari-

ly Canadian and European into a much more racially diverse population with many immigrants from 

Asia, South America and the Caribbean. 

The Region’s Workforce 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2. Boston Metropolitan Area Workforce, 1970-2010 

*Note, all calculations are based on Census responses on Industry of employment, not on responses to Labor force participation 

Table 1. Demographic Changes in the Boston Metropolitan Area from 1970 to 2010 

* Includes United States  citizens born abroad of American parents 

 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 

Native-Born Population 3,063,200 2,086,220 2,346,829 2,888,412 2,875,442 

Percent Native Born 90.7 89.2 87.7 85.1 81.8 

Foreign-Born Population 312,400 253,600 329,214 507,119 640,236 

Percent Foreign-Born 9.3 10.8 12.3 14.9 18.2 

Total 3,375,600 2,339,820 2,676,043 3,395,531 3,515,678 

 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 

Entire  Workforce 1,791,200 1,405,400 1,790,634 2,164,956 2,263,588 

Total Foreign-Born Workers 188,800 143,500 228,492 366,015 476,627 
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 As immigrants became a larger proportion of Boston’s regional population, the workforce trans-

formed as well. After a slight drop from 1970 to 1980, the metropolitan area’s workforce grew by more 

than 450,000 (table 2), and following a national trend, immigrants grew from approximately 10.5  to 

21.1 percent of the workforce (figure 2). As the population grew, demand for goods and services in cer-

tain industries changed and foreign-born workers became more prominent in those industries. This anal-

ysis uses the 1990 Census variable for industries, which permits the comparative analysis of industries 

over time. In order to observe broad changes over time, the 200 smaller industries represented in the 

sample were aggregated using fourteen census designated categories. The graph below (figure 3) illus-

trates the six most dominant industries in this period, in terms of employment size,  out of the fourteen 

census industrial categories: manufacturing, retail trade, professional and related services, business and 

repair, finance, insurance and real estate industries (F.I.R.E.), as well as transportation, communications 

and public utilities.  

  

 The graphs show that the six largest industries have experienced steady change over the time 

period. In 1970, manufacturing had the largest workface, employing a quarter of all workers. This would 

dramatically shift over the next 40 years as manufacturing declined to approximately 7.9 percent of the 
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workforce and professional and related services (e.g. jobs in higher education, hospitals) expanded from 

approximately 21.7 to 36.2 percent—more  than a third of the workforce. Retail and trade, business and 

repair, and F.I.R.E. industries would also experience growth, although at a lesser extent (figure 4).   

 

 As depicted in figure 5, all six industries benefited from the growing participation of foreign-

born workers in the regional economy. However, the origin of foreign-workers shifted over this period. 

In 1970, the top five countries of origin among immigrant workers were Canada (26.1%), Italy (14.%), 

Ireland (8.2%), the USSR/Russia (5.3%) and England (4.7%).  As migration patterns to the United 

States gradually shifted, Boston’s immigrant population diversified. By 2010, the top five countries of 

origin for the foreign-born work force were Brazil (9.2%), China (7.7%), India (5.7%), Haiti (5.5%) and 

the Dominican Republic (5.3%).  
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Industry Spotlight 

 The following section further explores the shifts within major industries in the Boston metropoli-

tan area from 1970 to 2010, with particular attention to the changes in the participation and character of 

foreign-born workers in the six analyzed industries.  

Manufacturing: Like many of the largest cities in the Northeast, the city of Boston and the greater metro-

politan region experienced a steep decline in the manufacturing industry as production moved first to the 

suburbs and then overseas starting in the 1950s.  From 1970 to 1980 alone, the manufacturing workforce 

declined by approximately 43.2 percent. However, foreign-born workers grew from approximately 13 to 

23.4 percent of the industry from 1970 to 2010.  In 1970, the largest portion of immigrant workers in man-

ufacturing were born in Canada (26.6%) or Italy (19.1%); by 2010, they were from China (11.8%), Vi-

etnam (8.6%) and India (7.9%) .  

Professional and Related Services: Financial investment in professional and related services led to these 

industries having the largest amount of growth from 1970 to 2010. These industries grew from employing 

approximately 21.7 to 36.1 percent of Boston’s workforce, employing almost a third of all foreign-born 

workers. In 2010, foreign-born workers accounted for approximately 18.7 percent of the professional and 

related services industries, primarily concentrated in hospitals, colleges and universities, and elementary 

and secondary schools. Among the top occupations for foreign-born workers within these industries were 

nursing aides, orderlies and attendants (10.6%) and physicians (5.0%). 

Retail Trade: Retail Trade industries have consistently employed around 17 percent of the Boston metro-

politan workforce from 1970 to 2010. However, this industry has seen a large influx of foreign-born work-

ers as the proportion of contributing immigrants has risen from approximately 9.9 to 23.6 percent. Across 

the four decades, foreign-born workers in retail trade have predominately worked in Eating and Drinking 

places. From 2000 to 2010 alone, Eating and Drinking places grew from employing an estimated 29,600 

foreign-born workers to around 47,500. Since 1980, workers from China and Brazil have come a larger 

proportion of immigrant workers in these industries. In 2010, approximately 11.2 percent of immigrant 

retail trade workers were from China and approximately 10.7 percent were from Brazil.  

Finance, Insurance and Real Estate: Progressive restructuring of F.I.R.E. industries has led to the expan-

sion of security and brokerage services even as insurance and banking workforces have decreased, influ-

enced by technological advances. As the nature of the jobs has evolved, foreign-born workers have grown 

from approximately 8 to 15.7 percent of the F.I.R.E. workforce. In 2010, approximately 11.4 percent of 

foreign-born workers in this industrial category came from China and another 10.1 percent from India.  

Transportation, Communications and other Public Utilities: From 1970 to 2010, this industrial category 

shrank from approximately 7.0 to 5.1 percent of the workforce. Yet, foreign-born workers grew substan-

tially as a proportion of the workforce from approximately 7.3 to almost a fifth (19.7%) of workers in 

these industries. In 2010, the top three jobs for foreign-born workers in this industrial category were taxi 

cab drivers and chauffeurs (16.4%), truck, delivery and tractor drivers (10.1%) and bus drivers (9.2%).  

Business and Repair: Foreign-born workers grew from approximately 9.9 percent of workers in business 

and repair industries to about 30.2 percent of this workforce from 1970 to 2010.  Beginning in 2000, com-

puter software development and computer science become areas of high employment for foreign-born 

workers. In 2010, about 19.2 of foreign-born workers in these industries were in computer software devel-

opment occupations.  The majority of foreign-born workers in business and repair industries in 2010 were 

from Brazil (17.3%) and India (11.9%).  
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Immigration and Gender in Boston’s Industries 

 Gender offers another lens for considering the demographic shifts in the Boston metropolitan 

area’s workforce over these four decades. Even as foreign-born women have decreased as a proportion 

of the foreign-born Boston Metropolitan area population, they have remained an integral part of the 

workforce. Figure 6 shows that for half of the top industries foreign-born women have either significant-

ly grown or decreased as a proportion of the foreign-born industrial workforce. This graph brings atten-

tion to gender shifts in the major industrial categories over the forty-year period, such as the drop of for-

eign-born women in F.I.R.E. industries. Examining gender within industrial categories offers additional 

insights on how foreign-born men have been differently incorporated into the region’s workforce. For 

example in business and repair services in 2010, foreign-born men were primarily concentrated in com-

puter software development and science, while women were concentrated in domestic and janitorial oc-

cupations. Further research would be valuable to better understand the gender shifts among foreign-born 

industrial workers, as well as the value of foreign-born women’s work to this regional economy.   

 

Conclusion 

 This study shows how the Boston metropolitan area has remained competitive in the national 

economy with the help of immigrants. Indeed, the participation of immigrant workers in computer man-

ufacturing and servicing as technology alone has advanced in Boston’s economy the last 20 years. This 

topic would benefit on further research of the social and cultural dimensions of the increasing participa-

tion of foreign-born workers in the Boston metropolitan area.    

Notes 

1. Data Source: Decennial Census 1970-2010. IPUMS-USA, University of Minnesota, www.ipums.org. 

2. Geoff Lewis, John Avault &  Jim Vrabel. 1999. “History of Boston’s Economy: Growth and Transition 1970-1998. 

Boston Redevelopment Authority Policy Development and Research, Report 529 
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