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Location of Education: Impacts on Returns to Degrees for Asians 

ABSTRACT  

How might an Asian immigrant who earned a college degree abroad experience different 

returns to their degree than an Asian American with an American degree? Human capital theory 

suggests that additional schooling is rewarded in the labor market because employers value the 

skills, training, and knowledge that come from additional education. However, I propose that 

foreign education lessens the returns to degrees (job relatedness, income, and job satisfaction) for 

Asians in the U.S. labor market. I analyze a subset of 12,372 Asian-identifying respondents from 

the 2017 National Survey of College Graduates, a biennial survey of college graduates in the 

United States. At the bivariate and multivariate level, foreign educated Asians report their jobs 

being more related to their highest degree than U.S. educated Asians. Additionally, there is no 

statistically significant relationship between income, job satisfaction, and foreign education. 

Thus, my hypotheses are disconfirmed and human capital theory is supported. Of my 

independent and control variables, the proportion of a respondent’s life spent in the U.S. is the 

largest predictor of job relatedness and income. The more time a respondent has spent in the 

U.S., the less related their principal job is to their highest degree and the more income the 

respondent earns. This study invites further research on returns to degrees for Asians by 

disaggregating the generalized racial identity into ethnic groups to uncover differences within the 

Asian racial group. 
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Location of Education: Returns to Degrees for Asians 

In the past decades, an extensive body of literature has emerged that investigates 

education as a stratifying mechanism. In 2017, there were more than 22 million Asian Americans 

living in the United States, comprising more than 6 percent of the national population. The Pew 

Research Center reports Asian Americans as the fastest growing community of any major 

racial/ethnic group. In the particular case of Asian Americans, a long period of discrimination 

severely impacted their opportunities for mobility with in the United States. The term “model 

minority” has been used to characterize Asian Americans, based on the observations that they 

compare favorably to their white counterparts, and seemingly outperform other racial minorities, 

in education, occupational attainment and socioeconomic status (Barringer, Takeuchi, and Xenos 

1990; Zeng and Xie 2004; Dukhong 2015). 

While the U.S. Asian population overall does well on measures of economic well-being 

compared with the population as a whole, few studies examine how an American degree is a 

form of human capital in the assimilation process for immigrants coming to the United States 

(Barringer, Takeuchi, and Xenos 1990; Zeng and Xie 2004; Painter 2013; Painter and Qian 2016; 

Lancee and Bol 2017). Fewer studies examine how the place of education influences the returns 

to degree-holding Asian Americans (Barringer et al. 1990; Zeng and Xie 2004). Educational 

degrees should ease the acculturation and assimilation processes for immigrant populations. 

However, human capital attained abroad may not be compatible with that obtained in the United 

States.  

This paper aims to test the human capital theory within a group with high levels of 

education attainment. Specifically, this study will be assessing the transferability of human 

capital cross-culturally. By the logic of the human capital theory, high levels of education, no 
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matter the origin, should be rewarded in the labor market. Foreign degrees do not translate 

directly into the American labor market, creating barriers to employment commensurate with 

educational background and ultimately leading to lower paying occupations (Basran and Li 

1998; Gurcharn and Zong 1998; Arbeit and Warren 2013; Painter 2013). A recurrent finding is 

that compared to the native population, immigrants earn lower wages (Barringer et al. 1990; 

Zeng and Xie 2004) and are unable to obtain desirable jobs (Painter 2013).  

Using the National Survey of College Graduates, this research paper seeks to answer the 

following questions: how does the place of education affect the returns to degrees for Asian 

Americans? More specifically, to what extent do foreign-educated and U.S.-educated Asian 

Americans differ, if at all? Based on previous studies, I hypothesize that: 

1. Foreign educated Asians report less job to degree relatedness than U.S. educated 

Asian Americans, 

2. Foreign educated Asian immigrants earn less income than U.S. educated Asian 

Americans, and  

3. Foreign educated Asians report lower job satisfaction than their U.S. educated 

counterparts. 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

 Why might an Asian immigrant who earned a college degree abroad experience different 

returns to their degree than an Asian American with an American degree? To think about this 

question thoroughly, I find it useful to draw on human capital theory to consider the processes 

through which educational attainment translates into labor market outcomes.  

 

 



LOCATION OF EDUCATION 

 

 
5 

Human Capital Theory 

Human capital theory suggests that additional schooling is rewarded in the labor market 

because employers value the skills, training, and knowledge that come from additional education 

(Arbeit and Warren 2013; Barringer et al. 1990; Lancee and Bol 2017; Torres Stone, 

Purkayastha, and Berdahl 2006). Educational attainment acts as an indicator of skills that a 

potential employee brings to the labor market (Arbeit and Warren 2013). Based on this approach, 

human capital theory holds that high levels of education should result in greater returns to 

degrees. In evaluating lower returns to foreign degrees, scholars focus on the transferability of 

human capital. Degrees function as a signal on the basis of which employers screen potential 

employees. From this perspective, the relative value of a foreign degree in the labor market is a 

function of employers’ assessments of whether a foreign educational institution imparts the same 

quantity and quality of skills, and knowledge as an American institution (Lancee and Bol 2017).  

Some researchers (Basran and Zong 1998; Feliciano and Lanuza 2017; Lancee and Bol 

2017; Painter 2013; Zeng and Xie 2004) have suggested that the fault with human capital theory 

is that foreign capital may be limited in transferability for two reasons: skills and the quality of 

education. Previous studies argue that most human capital has a country-specific component. 

Skills acquired in one country might not be compatible in another country. Highly skilled 

immigrants may be underutilized and relegated to jobs not commensurate with education (Arbeit 

and Warren 2013; Painter 2013). Skills acquired in one country may translate into greater returns 

in the labor market in that respective country, but not in that of other countries.  

Secondly, degrees attained abroad, specifically non-Western countries, may be from 

lower quality institutions (Feliciano and Lanuza 2017; Kim and Zhao 2004; Lancee and Bol 

2017). This is especially harmful for immigrants who do not continue their education in the 
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United States. Since the educational requirements for occupational access are predominantly 

defined for American degrees, immigrants with foreign degrees and skillsets will have 

difficulties in getting formal access to occupations. The unfamiliarity with foreign institutions 

and the quality of education creates a barrier to the labor market, leading to the decreased 

transferability of foreign degrees and experience.  

The empirical expectation is that American employers will more richly reward American 

college degrees over foreign degrees, resulting in immigrants’ earnings disadvantage (Basran and 

Li 1998). This paper utilizes the National Survey of College Graduates to examine the 

relationships between location of education and returns to degrees, testing the transferability of 

human capital theory, specifically that of foreign capital. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 In this section, I discuss the unique positionality of Asians as model minorities in the 

United States. Next, I examine the effects of the model minority image on the integration of 

Asians into the United States and possible causal mechanisms for lower returns to degrees for the 

foreign educated. 

Model Minority Myth 

 In the 1960’s, the New York Times published an article based on the observation that 

Asians fare favorably to their minority counterparts on measures of socioeconomic status, giving 

rise to the popular term “model minority” (Zeng and Xie 2004). The triangulation and portrayal 

of Asian Americans as a "model minority" serves the purpose of maintaining the existing racial 

order and racial power by defining Asians according to a two-dimensional standard: 

superior/inferior and insider/foreigner (Dukhong 2015). Within the racial hierarchy system in the 
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U.S., Asians are categorized as being between Whiteness and Blackness. Asians Americans are 

uniquely positioned in that not all groups are able to fulfill the “model minority” myth.  

The model minority myth has conflated Asians into a singular group with a singular 

identity. The conflated identity obscures the differences within the racial group (Hirschman and 

Wong 1986; Kim and Sakamoto 2010). A key contention of the model minority myth is that the 

labor market continues to discriminate against Asians Americans and Asian immigrants. 

Hirschman and Wong’s (1984:584) study concludes that “Asian Americans approach 

socioeconomic parity with whites because of their overachievement in educational attainment.” 

Although the average earnings and occupational attainment of Asian Americans do not differ 

greatly from that of Whites, Asians tend to overachieve. In order to receive the same 

socioeconomic rewards as Whites, Asians must make a higher investment in their human capital 

and obtain more education (Hirschman and Wong 1984).  

Although Asians are able to mobilize, they are unable to reach economic parity with 

Whites. With lower levels of educational attainment (Feliciano and Lanuza 2017) and 

increasingly high poverty rates (Lo Iacono and Demireva 2018; Takei and Sakamoto 2011), 

recent Asian immigrants face challenges obscured by the model minority myth. While some 

established groups, such as Chinese and Japanese, have established economic success, recent 

immigrants, such as Vietnamese and Cambodian, face difficult circumstances to social and 

economic integration (Arbeit and Warren 2013; Barringer et al. 1990; Lueck 2018). The model 

minority myth masks barriers in achieving full equality in the workplace, especially within the 

Asian racial group (Torres et al. 2006). 

Lower Returns for Higher Degrees 
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The integration of immigrants into the U.S. is an interesting point to explore in relation to 

highly-skilled migrants. The immigration process is complicated and only a select few from any 

one country can migrate to the United States. Those who tend to migrate tend to be more 

educated than their non-migrating counterparts (Feliciano and Lanuza 2017; Lueck 2018). Many 

Asian immigrants take a different path to immigration than others. In 2012, Asian immigrants 

had become the largest group of immigrants receiving permanent resident status through 

employment (Lueck 2018; Omori 2016). Other immigrant groups from North America and South 

America were granted permanent residency through family reunification (Omori 2016). Though 

high in demand (Basran and Zong 1998; Lo Iacono and Demireva 2018), highly-skilled 

immigrants face various obstacles to positive socioeconomic attainments, including racial 

prejudices in the U.S., lack of transferability of foreign degrees, and lower wages as a result. 

Alba and Nee (2005) argue that the social boundaries based in racial/ethnic identity are so 

deeply rooted that attitudes and behaviors are formed upon these ideas. This suggests that 

racial/ethnic minority immigrants may not integrate well into U.S. society because they are 

subject to similar, if not more severe, prejudices as their native-born counterparts (Barringer et 

al. 1990; Dukhong 2015; Friedman and Krackhardt 1997; Painter and Qian 2016).  

To better understand the extent of disadvantages, it is important to examine the impact of 

a foreign degree. According to human capital theory, educational credentials do not transfer 

cross-culturally due to country specific skills and unfamiliarity with foreign institutions, 

specifically non-Western ones. A degree acquired in the U.S. has been shown to have a greater 

impact on the economic integration and opportunities available to migrants (Arbeit and Warren 

2013; Basran and Li 1998; Lancee and Bol 2017; Lo Iacono and Demireva 2018; Painter 2013; 

Painter and Qian 2016; Tong 2010). Foreign degrees are less rewarded in the job market, as 
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employers are unsure of the quantity and quality of skills, and knowledge imparted in those 

institutions.  

Human capital appears to be moderated by group membership (Friedman and Krackhardt 

1997). Previous studies (Friedman and Krackhardt 1997; Kim and Sakamoto 2010; Kim and 

Sakamoto 2014; Kim and Zhao 2014; Zeng and Xie 2004) have found that in general, Asians, 

both foreign and U.S. educated, face an earnings disadvantage compared to the White majority 

group. Due to the lower value of human capital attained abroad, Zeng and Xie (2004) find that 

foreign educated Asian immigrants earn 16 percent less than U.S. educated Asian Americans, 

U.S. educated Asian immigrants, and U.S. educated Whites. Similarly, it was found that there 

was overachievement by Asians at all levels (Kim and Sakamoto 2010) and an 8 percent 

earnings disadvantage for Asian men (Kim and Sakamoto 2010; Kim and Sakamoto 2014). Kim 

and Zhao (2014) find a similar pattern of disadvantage for Asian women. In their study, Asian 

women were less likely to be employed than White women. Accounting for generational status, 

none of the groups of Asian women were found to be advantaged in comparison to White 

women. These studies suggest that returns to education is significantly smaller for Asian 

employees. 

Using the data available from the 2017 National Survey of College Graduates, this 

research paper aims to add to the current body of literature by examining these causal 

mechanisms of stratification for Asian Americans and immigrants. I hypothesize that foreign 

educated Asian immigrants will earn fewer returns to degrees than similarly educated U.S. 

educated Asian Americans. 
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METHODS 

 Data Source 

 For this study, I use the 2017 National Survey of College Graduates (2017 NSCG) 

public-use data files. The 2017 NCSG is a biennial survey of non-institutionalized college 

graduates, under the age of 76, residing in the United States administered by the Census Bureau 

and sponsored by the National Science Foundation. The survey provides data on the number and 

characteristics of individuals with a bachelor’s or higher degree (National Science Foundation 

2017). 

Data Collection 

The current NSCG uses a rotating panel sample design. A new cohort is selected for each 

decennial census. College degree-holders were identified using the American Community 

Survey (ACS). Every panel receives a baseline survey interview and three biennial follow-up 

interviews before rotating out. The 2017 NSCG includes 124,000 sample cases and a weighted 

response rate of 71 percent, including samples from the 2009, 2010, 2013, and 2015 ACS.  

The NSCG uses three primary methods of data collection: online survey, mail 

questionnaire, telephone interview. At any time during data collection, respondents can choose to 

complete the survey using any of the three data collection modes. For further information on how 

the data were collected, see the 2017 National Survey of College Graduates, available online at 

https://www.nsf.gov/statistics/srvygrads/#sd (National Science Foundation 2017). 

Population and Sample 

 I created a subset of the NSCG data for self-identified Asian respondents. This analysis 

includes only single-race Asians, because multi-racial Asians cannot be identified in the NSCG. I 

restricted the analysis to the adults age 25 to 64 years participating in the labor force, employed 

https://www.nsf.gov/statistics/srvygrads/#sd
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and unemployed. In using the NSCG, my analysis cannot investigate Asians who do not have a 

college degree. Thus, my subset for this study is composed of 12,372 individuals. 

Independent Variable 

For the purposes of this study, I use the self-reported locations of the first bachelor’s 

degree. The 2017 NSCG asks respondents “From which academic institution did you receive 

your first BA degree (country code)?” The survey further differentiates between U.S. and non-

U.S. institutions in the code book using the reported country code. Using the NSCG derived data, 

I created a dummy variable for the place of education, coded as 1 for foreign educated 

respondents, and 0 for U.S. educated respondents. Due to the limited sample of this study, I 

include Asian immigrants who received their schooling abroad in any country outside of the 

United States. I exclude those who do not report a location code.  

Dependent Variable 

The dependent variable is returns to degree. Using the NSCG, I will be using three 

variables to measure the expected gains from education: the relationship between the principal 

job and highest degree, income, and job satisfaction.  

Job-degree relatedness. The survey asked respondents “To what extent was your work on 

your principal job related to your highest degree?” This question measures the degree to which 

the respondent believes their highest degree is related to their main job.  I reverse coded the 

original variable in order to measure relatedness. 1 is coded as not related, 2 for somewhat 

related, and 3 for very related. I exclude cases with missing responses. 

Income. The NSCG asks respondents “Counting all jobs held in 2016, what was your 

total earned income for 2016, before deductions?” Respondents are prompted to write in the 
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answers. Income is coded between 0 and 2 million dollars. I exclude respondents who do not 

report an income for 2016.  

Job satisfaction. To measure job satisfaction, the NSCG asks “How would you rate your 

overall satisfaction with the principal job you held during the week of February 1, 2017?” This 

was reverse coded to measure satisfaction as 1 for very dissatisfied, 2 for somewhat dissatisfied, 

3 for somewhat satisfied, and 4 for very satisfied. I exclude missing cases. 

Control Variables 

The control variables are sex, birthplace, and length of residency in the U.S. Sex is coded 

as 0 for men and 1 for women. Birthplace indicates the country of birth. Residents born in the 

U.S. are coded as 0 and foreign born as 1.    

For their length of residency, the survey asks “In what year did you first come to the 

United States for six months or longer?” To account for both U.S. citizens and immigrants, I 

create a variable to measure the proportion of the respondent's life spent in the U.S., ranging 

from 0 percent to 100 percent. Assuming respondents did not spend significant amounts of time 

abroad, the length of residency in years was calculated. For U.S. born respondents, residency is 

equivalent to age. For foreign born respondents, this is calculated by subtracting the year they 

report arriving from the survey year, 2017. To calculate the proportion, I divide length of 

residency by age, and multiply by 100 to generate a percentage. Due to several discrepancies in 

age and length of residency, I exclude 66 respondents whose proportions were greater than 100 

percent. 
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FINDINGS 

Univariate 

 Table 1 presents the means, medians, and standard deviations of all the variables. Figure 

1 shows the distribution of the independent variable, place of education. According to Table 1 

and Figure 1, about 46 percent of respondents are foreign educated and 54 percent are U.S. 

educated.  

[Insert Table 1 about here] 

[Insert Figure 1 about here] 

 Figure 2 displays the distribution of one of the dependent variables, job to degree 

relatedness. Table 1 indicates that on average, respondents report that their jobs are somewhat 

related to their highest degree. According to Figure 2, most respondents report that their job is 

very related their highest degrees.  

[Insert Figure 2 about here] 

 Table 1 indicates that the average personal income of the sample is $108,059.53 with a 

standard deviation of $162,980.71. Figure 3 shows the distribution of the income variable in 

increments of $20,000. The median income of $84,000 is drastically different from the mean. 

Therefore, the distribution is heavily skewed to the right. The largest categories for personal 

income are $60,000 to $70,000 and $80,000 to $99,999, with about 15% of the sample in each. 

About eight percent of respondents have an income between $0 to $19,999 and about 10% of 

respondents have an income of $170,000 or greater.  

[Insert Figure 3 about here] 

Figure 4 shows the distribution of job satisfaction. Table 1 indicates that the average 

respondent is somewhat satisfied with his/her job. The standard deviation for this variable was 
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0.682, revealing that 68 percent of all respondents are composed of somewhat dissatisfied to very 

satisfied with their jobs. According to Figure 4, most respondents are somewhat satisfied to very 

satisfied with their current job.  

[Insert Figure 4 about here] 

 Figure 5 displays the distribution of sex. According to Table 1 and Figure 5, 42% of the 

sample are women and 58 percent are men.  

[Insert Figure 5 about here] 

  Figure 6 shows the distribution of birthplace. Table 1 and Figure 7 show that 71 percent 

of respondents are foreign born and 29 percent are U.S. born. 

[Insert Figure 6 about here] 

 Figure 7 displays the distribution of the proportion of life spent in the U.S. Table 1 

indicates that on average, respondents spend 80% percent of their lives in the U.S. In Figure 8, a 

bimodal distribution is present, with fewer than 10 percent of respondents spending 40 percent to 

99.99 percent of their lives in the U.S. Most respondents have spent 100 percent of their lives in 

the U.S. According to Table 1, 68 percent of respondent spend between 46 and 100 percent of 

their lives in the U.S. 

[Insert Figure 7 about here] 

Bivariate  

 Table 2 shows the correlation between the returns to degree variables and all other 

variables.  

[Insert Table 2 about here] 

The relationships between job relatedness and all other variables are statistically significant. 

There is a weak and positive relationship between income and job relatedness. The more related 
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the respondent’s job is to their highest degree, the more income the respondent earns. There is a 

weak and positive relationship between job relatedness and job satisfaction. The more related 

one’s job is to their highest degree, the greater satisfaction with one’s job. There is a weak and 

positive relationship between being foreign educated and job relatedness, meaning that foreign 

educated Asians are more likely to have greater job relatedness to their highest degree. There is a 

statistically significant, weak, and negative relationship between job relatedness and the 

proportion of life spent in the United States. The more time one has spent in the United States, 

the more related their job is to their highest degree. 

 There is a statistically significant, weak, and positive relationship between income and 

job satisfaction. The more income one earns, the greater one’s satisfaction with their job. There 

is no relationship between income and being foreign educated. There is a statistically significant, 

weak, and negative relationship between being a woman and income. On average, women earn 

less income. There is no relationship between being foreign born and income. There is a 

statistically significant, weak, and positive relationship between income and proportion of life 

spent in the United States. The more time one has spent in the United States, the more income 

one earns.  

 There are no statistically significant relationships between job satisfaction and all other 

variables. There is a statistically significant, weak, and negative relationship between being a 

woman and being foreign educated. Women are less likely to be foreign educated. There is a 

statistically significant, strong and positive relationship between being foreign educated and 

being foreign born. Foreign born respondents are more likely to be foreign education. There is a 

statistically significant, strong and negative relationship between being foreign educated and 
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proportion of life spent in the U.S. Foreign educated respondents spend less of their lives in the 

U.S.  

There is a statistically significant, weak and negative relationship between being a 

woman and being foreign born. Foreign born respondents are less likely to be women. There is a 

statistically significant, weak and positive relationship between being a woman and proportion of 

life spent in the U.S. Women spend more of their lives in the United States. There is a 

statistically significant, moderately strong and negative relationship between being a foreign 

born and proportion of life spent in the U.S. Foreign born respondents spend less of their lives in 

the United States.   

Multivariate 

 Job relatedness. As shown in Table 3, 4.6 percent of the variance in job relatedness can 

be explained by foreign education, being a woman, and the proportion of life spent in the U.S  

(R2 = .046). With an F value of 150.533, the regression equation is significant at the .01 level    

(p < .001). The significant predictors of job relatedness (p < .001), ordered from largest to 

smallest, are the proportion of life spent in the U.S. (ß = -.155), foreign education (ß = .060), and 

being a woman (ß = -.052). The foreign born variable is not statistically significant at the .001 

level. 

[Insert Table 3 about here] 

 Table 4 displays an iterative regression of job relatedness on all variables. In models one 

through four, all significant variables remain significant (p < .001). Additionally, the regression 

equation remains significant through model 4 (F = 150.533). As seen in the R2 values, 

explanatory power increases with the introduction of each control variable. Model 4 displays the 

regression coefficients of job relatedness on all variables. On average, foreign educated Asians 
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have jobs related to their highest degree. More time in the U.S. is related to lower job 

relatedness. Women report less job relatedness, on average.  

[Insert Table 4 about here] 

 Income. As seen in Table 3, two percent of the variability in income can be explained by 

foreign education, being a woman, being foreign born, and the proportion of life spent in the U.S 

(R2 = .020). The regression is significant at the .001 alpha level (F = 64.333). The significant 

predictors), ordered from largest to smallest, of income are the proportion of life spent in the 

U.S. (ß = .115), being a woman (ß = -.108), and being foreign born (ß = .041). The primary 

independent variable, foreign education, is not statistically significant (p > .001). 

 Table 5 shows an iterative regression of income on all variables. In all four models, the 

regression equation is significant (p < .001). As shown in all R2 values, explanatory power 

increases with the addition of each control variable. Foreign education is not a significant 

predictor of income in any model. Being a woman remains significant in all models. Controlling 

for all else, on average, Asian women earn about $36,000 less than Asian men. Foreign born 

becomes significant with the introduction of proportion of life in the U.S. All else being equal, 

foreign born Asians earn about $15,000 more than U.S. born Asians. For each additional 

percentage increase in proportion of life spent in the U.S., respondents earn about $600 more.  

[Insert Table 5 about here] 

Job satisfaction. In Table 3, 0.1 percent of the variability in job satisfaction can be 

explained by foreign education, being a woman, being foreign born, and the proportion of life 

spent in the U.S (R2 = .001). The regression equation is not statistically significant at the .001 
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alpha level (F = 3.332). All of the independent and control variables are not statistically 

significant (p > .001).  

 

DISCUSSION 

 In this study, I sought to answer the following questions: how does the place of education 

affect the returns to degrees for Asian Americans? More specifically, to what extent do foreign-

educated and U.S.-educated Asian Americans differ, if at all? The results support the human 

capital theory and disconfirm my hypotheses. The bivariate results (see Table 2) indicate that 

foreign educated Asians experience greater relatedness between their highest degree and 

principal job than do U.S. educated Asians. There is no significant difference in income and job 

satisfaction between those educated abroad and those educated domestically.  

The multivariate results (see Table 3) are consistent with the bivariate results. Contrary to 

my first hypothesis, foreign educated immigrants are employed in jobs related to their highest 

degree. Though both findings are in contrast to the country-specific human capital argument 

found in the literature, they are consistent with those by Lueck (2018) and Omori (2016). As 

cited in the literature review, by 2012, Asian immigrants had become the largest group of 

immigrants receiving permanent resident status through employment (Lueck 2018; Omori 2016). 

Through employment-based visas, an employer can sponsor a foreign national for permanent 

residency in the United States based on a permanent job offer.  

Employment-based visas fall into three tiers of preference (U.S. Citizenship and 

Immigration Services, n.d.). First preference includes those with extraordinary ability in the arts, 

sciences, athletics, education or business, such as multinational executives or outstanding 

researchers. Second tier includes those who have advanced degrees or who have an exceptional 
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ability of national interest. Skilled workers, professionals, and unskilled workers constitute the 

third preferences. In all of the above cases, employment-based immigration requires proof of the 

relationship between the person’s education/experience and relationship to the employment 

offers. For example, a research university in the New Jersey must prove to the Department of 

Homeland Security and U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services that an economics professor 

from Thailand is uniquely qualified to be employed in the university, as opposed to a professor 

based in North Dakota.  

With greater time spent in the United States, specifically for those who have spent the 

majority of their lives in the country, there may not be an employment pipeline as direct as 

employment-based immigration in the United States. Additionally, women experience decreased 

relatedness between their degree and principal jobs, which could be an effect of the gendering of 

immigration abroad. It is more common for a man to migrate first and establish roots in the 

destination country, before the woman migrates. Through the path of family reunification, there 

is no requirement to demonstrate the abilities of the spouse in relation to an occupation. 

The second hypothesis is also disconfirmed. There is no significant difference in income 

between those who are foreign educated and U.S. educated. Once in the United States, foreign 

educated Asians do not generally experience a disparity in income as originally hypothesized. 

However, there may be the presence of a disparity by ethnic membership as cited by Barringer et 

al. Being a woman has substantial negative impacts on income in the United States. As seen in 

Table 5, model four shows that Asian women earn $36,000 less than Asian men when 

controlling for all else. This is to be expected with the gendered wage gap in the United States.  

Foreign born Asians earn $15,000 more than U.S. born Asians, as shown in Table 5’s 

model 4. Given the high correlation between the foreign educated and foreign born variables (r = 
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.569), it is possible that foreign born respondents are foreign educated and may be entering the 

United States through employment-based visas as discussed previously. Contrary to job 

relatedness, income increases as more time is spent in the United States. For each additional 

percentage of a respondent’s life spent in the country, they earn $600 more. Respondents who 

spend half of their lives in the United States earn $28,000 more. As respondents spend more time 

in the United States, they acquire English language skills, cultural knowledge, and build 

connections with others around them. These skills are valued in the job market and are positive 

factors in social mobility, especially for immigrants.  

Turning to job satisfaction, none of the variables are significant predictors of job 

satisfaction. While job relatedness and income are partially explained, job satisfaction remains 

unexplained in this study for Asians in the United States. There are many plausible reasons for 

this, but I believe this might be the result of prioritizing financial security and stability. In the 

current job market, immigrants and nationals alike are looking for jobs that pay the bills and put 

food on the table. Coming out of school, many students look to secure a job, related or not to 

their degree, and begin earning income to sustain themselves. It is possible that demographic 

characteristics, such as place of education and gender, do not influence satisfaction. However, 

when looking at the correlations between the three dependent variables, there is a statistically 

significant relationship present between them. This suggests that job satisfaction is a result of job 

and financial security. Whether employment results in job satisfaction is unknown and unable to 

be predicted for this study’s population using the variables analyzed.  

By investigating the association between place of education and returns to degrees, I have 

been able to evaluate the human capital theory and whether skills are country-specific. 

According to the findings presented previously, foreign educated Asians experience greater 
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returns to degrees than U.S. educated immigrants in the form of job relatedness. This indicates 

that skills attained in another country can be transferred to the United States, most likely through 

employment based-visas. Additionally, all else being constant, there is no difference in income 

nor job satisfaction between foreign educated Asians and U.S. educated Asians. This means that 

two Asians who possess a bachelor’s degree will earn the similar incomes and report similar 

levels of job satisfaction, regardless of place of education. Thus, human capital theory is 

supported by my findings.  

CONCLUSION 

 This study analyzed the impact of place of education on the returns to degrees for Asians 

in the United States. Drawing on human capital theory, I used the 2017 National Survey of 

College Graduates to analyze a subset of 12,372 Asians in the labor force in the United States 

between the ages of 25-64 years old.  The regression analysis revealed findings that contrast with 

my original hypotheses. After controlling for other potential predictors for returns to degrees, 

including gender, birthplace, and time spent in the United States, I found that foreign educated 

Asians experience more returns to degrees to an extent. Those educated abroad experience more 

job to degree relatedness that those educated domestically, rejecting my first hypothesis. The 

second and third hypotheses are also disconfirmed, because the multivariate results suggest that 

there is no significant difference in income and job satisfaction between the two groups. The 

results partially support the human capital theory, suggesting that skills may be transferable 

across cultures and have no country-specific component.  

 The differences, or lack thereof, between both groups reflect past and present U.S. 

immigration policies. Different Asian groups have taken different pathways towards immigration 

since the passage of the Hart-Cellar Act of 1965. Prior to the act, immigration was dictated by 



LOCATION OF EDUCATION 

 

 
22 

the National Origins Act. Most countries were assigned an immigration quota by the United 

States, limiting the number of immigrants that could enter the United States in a given year. With 

the passage of the Hart-Cellar Act, national quotas were eliminated and substantial waves of 

immigration increased. Particularly, this act gave preference to relatives and highly-specialized 

workers. With this new standard, highly educated and skilled immigrants began migrating to the 

U.S.  

These patterns may have carried over into the relationship between foreign education and 

the returns to degrees, particularly job relatedness. The current political climate under the Trump 

administration has tightened the requirements to enter the United States, specifically requiring 

more specialized abilities and talents from immigrants. The selective process is intended to 

lessen the competition between immigrants and natives for jobs and social mobility. According 

to Investopedia, the denial rate for employment based visas rose 15 percent (Investopedia 2019). 

Asian immigrants who fall under the third tier preference for employment-based visas may be 

unable to migrate into the United States. Other tiered Asian migrates may experience greater 

difficulties applying for and being granted the employment-based visas.  

Limitations and Future Research 

 This study has several limitations. For the subset, I was only able to identify single-race 

Asian respondents due to the design of the NSCG. Multiracial respondents were asked to identify 

one race and or ethnicity on the NCSG, thereby excluding respondents with any Asian heritage. 

Additionally, though my sample was robust, I did not have large enough samples of individual 

Asian ethnic groups. I was not able to disaggregate Asian ethnic identity, instead analyzing the 

racial group as a whole. By doing so, differences and disadvantages within the race may be 

obscured. Finally, this study is performed with data from 2017 containing information from 
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immigrants who came at different points in time. Without the context of time, this study is 

unable to identify which Asian immigrants experience advantage, with respect to time and ethnic 

group membership.  

For future study, I recommend a quantitative study on the immigration and assimilation 

of separate Asian ethnic groups during periods of mass migration from respective countries into 

the U.S. For example, a potential study could examine Vietnamese immigrants coming into the 

United States during and after the Vietnam War, with a focus on integration into the U.S. labor 

market.  

 Despite such limitations, this study provides support for human capital theory, 

underscoring the partial advantage of foreign educated Asians in contrast to U.S. educated 

Asians. As research on education as a stratifying mechanism grows, we should keep these 

findings in mind.   
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