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Second-generation Korean Americans in
Professional Fields in New York

Dae Young Kim
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This chapier examines the labor market experience of second-
generation Korean Americans in professional fields in mainstream
economy. Particularly, this chapter investigates the occupational choices
of the second generation and their parents’ advice concerning success
and job selection. Unlike first-generation Korean immigrants who are
primarily concentrating in self-employment, a substantial proportion of
1.5 and second-generation Korean Americans are attaining high levels
of education and pursuing professional occupations in the mainstream
economy. Not only are the children of Korean immigrants rejecting
Jamilyowned businesses in favor of white-collar occupations but their
parents are equally pushing them toward high-status occupations in
mainstream America. These heavy pressures from first-generation Korean
parents and community may be construed as determining factors in the
Swift professionalization of the second gemeration. Yel, the rapid

intergenerational occupational mobility of the second generation is the
product of favorable sociveconomic status (i.e. middle-class background)
of Koveem immigrants and the financial stability provided by immigrant
small businesses.
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Introduction

One of the distinguishing features of the economic adaptation of first-
generation Korean imunigrants in the United States is their heavy reliance
ob_mmﬁ.mav_oimuﬁ From corner greengrocers to drycleaners to an array
of small businesses, Korean immigrants have actively pursued msm.amﬁwmsgmg?
in the process, they invigorated and recreated many urban neighborhoods
(Ilsoo Kim 1981; Ivan Light and Edna Bonacich 1988; Pyong Gap Min 1996;
Kyeyoling Park 1997; In-Jin Yoon 1997). Korean immigrants today operate
small businesses in a variety of lacations, serving a diverse clientele ranging
from Black and Latino customers in minority neighborhoods (acting as
middléman minorities) to co-ethnics (fellow Koreans) in ethnic enclaves
ﬁ@nmﬂnoédmv and also white patrons in prime urban settings. The zo00 US.
nmbm:w [PUMSY (1%) data indicares that 24% of those who identified as
“Koreqn alone” were self-employed in comparison to 1.5% for Whites, 51%
mommr_m_ﬁ 1.4% for Asians, 8.2% for Tatinos, and 8.7% for Native Americans.
Apparéntly, Korean immigrants and the Korean community alike identify
with immigrant entrepreneurship and endorse self-employment as an
important vemie for economic advancement for the first generation (flsoo
Kim 1987; Dae Young Kim 1599). .
In dontrast, it is noteworthy that an increasing number of the 1.5 and
mmn“obn‘mmnmam&o: Korean Americans, raised and educared in the United
States, are turning their back against the entrepreneurial activities of their
wdnu.mwmbﬁ parents in favor of professional occupations in the mainstream
mnomuoma%. The 2000 U.S. Census IPUMS (5%} data reveal a precipitous drop
in mmmR.mBEoﬁmmﬁ among the second generation, from 27.9% among the
first-géneration Koreans to 9.9% among the 1.5 generation and 8.8% in the
second generation (U.S.-born Koreans).2) My survey data also showed that
ob_w 1% of the 1.5- and second-generation Korean American respondents

were self-employed.

Theisharp drop in self-employment among the second generation points-
to a dtamatic occupational shift among Korean Americans. Small-business:
entrepreneurialism, the principal economic pillar for post-1960s Korean -
E:E% ants that buttressed a flourishing ethnic economy is reaching its apex -
in the Korean American community because its first generation is rapidly

HUHOWOMW_OBNH career mmﬁﬁﬁm.
ﬁ
C m—m—”—hmmm ﬁ_.:wmw 1my ﬁHnm.m:u ﬂr Wmﬁhnu—m.. a sur mu CC _Hﬂu..—Dmn— 1 h 1 “_ HUH;

a sa
mple of second-generation Korean

atkets. In ope

mmm HWHWDOHH s EHMNHW m,HHH@u ﬁm 153 MWOOHHQ _WQH ter WECHH 15 NDMHHN c”_.HHm occ

assimilation, sl
Literature Review
The Literature on th hara,
€ Prospects of the new gecq ion i
by both optimism and pessimism. The j i tion

Immigrants just like th i e of 9608
: Y  the descendants of
Hirschman 2001, Alba and Nee

)
over Ed.mh Hrm Qmmﬂggm:ﬁm Om Hmwm HCH 11 O& Hmum ﬁm:,.nsw m
:H.Oﬁmm_.wu

nd Srole 104s: Atha e ar.



wmm Dae Young Kim

2003). While this model was based on the European immigrant experience
E.E therefore may be less applicable to the experience of racial minorities,
@mw proponents of this view (Alba and Nee 2003) argue that the framework
of ‘assjmilation should still be useful to understand the experience of
vomwéomaow immigrants and their children.

In moon.nammr the proponents of the second-generation decline and
mmmgm?ma assimilation theses (Gans 1992; Portes and Zhou 1993; Hirschman
2001) mam more pessimistic about the prospects of the children of posiig6os
w:ﬁmmwﬂmaﬁm for the following reasons. First, the post-ig6os immigrants and
their w&gm&,mu are facing a restructured, postindustrial, “hour-glass” U.S.
mnououmHQ which is very different from an expanding industrial economy
mﬁnoﬁwﬁmﬁa by the turn-of-the-century European immigrants (Portes and
_ﬂ:w&wﬁ 1950, 2001). Second, the enduring power of race in American life
continges to affect the mobility chances of the new second generation who
are considered and treated as non-Whites (Gans 1992). The segmented
assimilation theory contends that mobility prospects for children of
immigrants will also vary because post-ig6os immigrant groups are
rmm“mmowmbmonm in their human and social capital. Immigrants with high levels
of ‘thuman capital could capitalize on their class resources to provide
educational opportunities for their children.

As a result, children of such middle-class immigrants could follow the
clagsic “straight-line” model of assimilation (the white middle-class route}
to upward maobility (Warner and Srole 1945; Gordon 1964). Immigrants who
arrive here poor, by contrast, have limited opportunities for mobility because
of clags and racial disadvantage. If children of working-class immigrants
adopt | negative peer culture prevalent in an inner city instead of their

immigrant parents culture and norms, which is likely because of youth

m:vqcmmgmm and racial discrimination, they then may experience downward
mobility (Gans 1992; Portes and Zhou 1993). :

communities and vibrant ethnic economies provide not only tangible job

opportunities and networks but also transmit community values and norms..

Yet, if children of poor immigrants remain attached to their immigrant:
ﬁmmm:wm. culture and identity because of strong ethnic networks and viable -
ethnic niches, their acculturation may be delayed but with far better
consequences (Gibson 1989; Zhou and Bankston 1998). Strong ethnic

i .
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that encourage academic and occupational achievement. Such social capital
could enable children of poor immigrants to offset class disadvantage and
prevent rapid acculturation to underclass peer culture. According to Min
Zhou and Carl Bankston (1998), strong intervention and integration from
the Vietnamese community kept second-generation Vietnamese Americans
from dropping out and graduating from high school despite poverty, low
human capital, and proximity to racial minority subcultures.

Methods

The current study draws upon a closed-ended telephone survey conducted
with 200 second-generation Korean Americans, aged 23-35 years old, in the
metropolitan New York-New Jersey arca and a follow-up with forty
in-person, in-depth interviews with children of small business owners and
children of professionals conducted simultaneously with the telephone
survey. The telephone survey was conducted from June through November
1998. The sample was randomly drawn using the surname methodology. The
telephone survey took an average of thirty minutes to complete, The open-
ended tape-recorded interviews lasted approximately one and a half hours.
For a full description of methods, see Dae Young Kim (2004, 2006).

From Self-employment to Professional Occupations :
The Rapid Mainstreaming of the Second Gemeration

The immigrant generation pursued entrepreneurship to circumvent language
difficulties, credential transferability obstacles, and / or discritnination. The
15 and second-generation Korean Americans, in contrast, raised and
educated in the United States, are less likely to face constraints with Fnglish
or credential transferability problems that plagued the immigrant gene-
ration, Thus, the second. generation should have more favorable employment
prospects in the mainstream labor market.+)

The 2000-U.S. Census and my survey data revealed a rapid transformation
in Iabor market arrangements from the frst generation to the next. A
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distinctive occupational feature of the second generation is their expeditious S B n
exodus away from the ethnic economy of the first generation for professional WJ .M m
occupations in the mainstream. According to the 2000 U.S. Census IPUMS s 2 £
(5%), imore than a quarter (27.9%) of first-generation Koreans, aged 25 to M _m o
65 was self-employed. In contrast, only one-tenth (9.9%) of 1.5-generation & m
Koreaps and 8.7% of U.S-born Koreans were self-employed, which is largely g
comparable to their white counterparts (11.5%). Men, particularly first- £ mm
generation Korean men, show greater tendency toward self-employment M g T
mﬁmb women. A third (32.9%) of firstgeneration Korean men, 131% of 2 VnA_ ”_m
L5 generation and 1.8% of U.S-born Korean men were self-employed % m %
compared to 23.3% of first-generation, 7.1% of rn5-generation, and 5.9% of B, 210
U.S.-born Korean women. m M =
My survey data show similar findings as those of the 2000 U.5. Census. W - B3 W
As shown in Table 1, the self-employment rate dropped from 43% among IS e
the respondents’ fathers to n% among second generation respondents .m m m ..m
(N=2d2). , W“: 2 T
When the analysis was restricted to 23 to 35 year olds in the 2000 U.S. m W =l g
Censis [PUMS (5%), the self-employment rate dropped even further, CHMIE B
including the proportions for first-generation Koreans. Only u% of first- M m W
generation Koreans were involved in self employment compared to 7.6% of S %l'g
rmmmm:mmﬁom Koreans and 4.7% of U.S-born Koreans. The self-employment ;| = .M
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figure for Whites aged 23-35 was 6.8%. Younger first-generation, 1.5-
mmw:mﬁmon, and U.S.-born Korean Americans as well as Whites all exhibited
low rates of self-employment. Gender differences in self-employment rate
were minor for this age cohort, suggesting that younger men and women,
h.m”mﬁ&mmm of generation, were not as heavily involved in self-employment
as: the older cohorts, It is quite evident that non-self-employment is a
function of assimilation as much as age. The median (mean) age for first-
generation Koreans, aged 23-35, was 30 (29.9) while it was 28 (28.3) for 1.5-
generation Koreans and 27 (27.3} for U.S-born Koreans.

The drop in self-employment is accompanied by rapid professionalization
in;thé second generation. According to the occupational distribution in the
2000 1J.S. Census TPUMS {(5%), only 16.3% of first-generation Koreans (25-65
year olds) worked as professionals. In contrast, almost a third (32.9%) of
L5-generation Koreans and 39.5% of U.S-born Koreans held professional and

Nativity and Gender in the United States

Table 1. Unweighted Sample Size and Weighted Educational

College Degree-Highest Degree

Coliege Graduates
Masters or Higher Education

Self-Employed
Management, Business and

Professional and Related
Financial Operations

Workers
Management, Busiess and
Professional and Related

High School Graduztes
COccupations

High Schoo! Diploma-

Highest Degree

Financial Operations

Median (Mean)

SelfEmployed

ual

Unweighted Number of Observations

Age

oo
(Mearny)

A

Eamings-
Median

Occupation
{Percentage)

Education
(Percentage)

Note : The figures in the brackeis dencte the unweighted sample sizes, The median and mean jncomes include people who report zero or negative earnings,
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Hm_mwmm occupations, The figure for Whites was one-fifth (19.9%), a proportion
mmmr.&_ higher than first-generation Koreans but lower than the second
mmmmmio:. .

The |presence of second-generation Korean Americans in management,
_EEEW%h and financial operations cccupations (25-65 year olds) also appear
to be m.wob.mmwbm. Slightly less than one-fifth (18%) of 1.5-generation Koreans
and 15.8% of U.S.-born Koreans held occupations in memmmﬂmbﬁ. In
compatison, onty 11% of first-generation Koreans and 14.4% of eﬁ:ﬂ% had
occupdtions in these fields. Furthermore, a slightly higher _unovoﬂuc_”_ of
H.m-"mmnmmummou and second-generation Korean Americans held occupations

in EEwmmmBmun than Whites.

Kordan American women in this age cohort also registered m,oBm
improvement as the younger generation was able to close the occupational
gap: across generations. Occupationally, L5-generation (31.2%) Korean women
trailed; slightly behind their 1.5-generation (34.9%) and U.S-born Korean
male (39.5%) counterparts in the proportion of professional and a&&.&
oonﬂumnocm, although U.5.-born Korean women (39.5%) were on par S‘.nr
.nrn”:x n. By contrast, a little more than a tenth (12.7%) of first-generation
Korean women held professional and related occupations compared to 21.4%

of ”mammﬁ.mmbﬁmzob Korean men. Similarly, second-generation Korean
American women were able to reduce the pender gap in management,
business, and financial operations occupations. While twice (15.7%) as many
mam.ﬁ-mm sﬁ..mmom Korean men held management occupations than first-
mmzmﬂ.m Hon Korean women (7.7%]), 1.5-generation (16%) and .G.m.._u.oab Karean
women (15.9%) surpassed first-generation and second-generation Korean
Em_w (15.6%) in their proportions in management occupations. The ommsaﬁ_
gap, however, did remain between 1.5-generation Korean men (20.4%) and
wormen (16%).

Hh_ﬂ should be noted, however, that the median (mean) age of Whites was
44 ?w.mmv whereas the median (mean} age for 15-generation m.bm the second-
mmnm_.mmmoz was 30 (317) and 31 (34.6) respectively. The E..m%mb {mean) age
m@ammmmﬁ-mmbmﬁmod Koreans was 44 (44). First-generation Koreans and
a_ﬁmﬁmmw were disproportionately older than 1.5-generation and (J.S-born
HAOH._mmLm in this age range. To control for the potentially confounding effect
of wmmMOd occupational distribution, the analysis was restricted to 23-35 age
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cohort. For this age cohort, both first-generation Koreans and Whites turn
out to have roughly similar median {mean) age: 30. For 1.5-generation and
U.S-born Koreans, their median (mean) age was 28 (283) and 27 (27.3)
respectively. With comparable median (mean) ages among this age cohort
compared to the median (mean) age for those aged between 25 and 65, the
status of the second generation in professional fields appeared optimistic
again as shown in Table 3, According to the 2000 U.S. Census [PUMS {5%),
close to a third (31.9%) of 1.5-generation Koreans and 42.8% of U.S-bormn
Koreans held professional and related occupations compared to 23.8% of
first-generation Koreans and 211% of Whites. The proportion of the 1.5 and
second generations in management positions was greater than Whites and
first-generation Koreans, suggesting a favorable pattern of occupational
attainment, Whereby 12.4% of Whites and 91% of first-generation Koreans
were in management, business, and financial operations occupations, 17.1%
of 15-generation Koreans and 14.9% of U.S-born Koreans held such positions.

The survey data that I collected also reveal similar trends toward
professionalization among the 15 and second-generation Korean Americans.
Second-generation Korean Americans in my sample obtained a variety of
professional positions as accountants, lawyers, networl administrators,
consultants, analysts, and investment bankers. Close to two-thirds {67%) of
the second generation were in managerial and professional specialty
occupations. In sharp contrast from the first gencration, second-generation
Korean Americans were m.m&um the retail trade industries of their parents
for professional and related occupations,

The gender gap remained a factor for this age cohort, particularly for
younger first-generation Koreans : close to a third (29.1%) of first-generation
Korean men held professional and related occupations compared to 19.5%
of first-generation Korean women. However, 15-generation and U.S-born
Koreans in professional and related occupations were able to reduce the
gender gap. This suggests that at least for younger Korean Americans with
substantial U.S. upbringing, education, and proficiency in English, entry into
professional and managerial occupations appeared very promising {Sakamoto
and Xie 2006; Yang 2006).
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£2 25 m m M M\ 2= to the low status and the labor intensive disposition of immigrant small
M%\ 13 m business, a small number felt they were not suited for their parents’

businesses. Others wanted to establish themselves without the help of
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Some concluded that there was very little chance that they could
ce millions through a mom and pop business. Finally, several having
high rates of business turnovers and closures, were simply fearful

parents,
ever mal
observed
of undettaking a business on their own (Dae Young Kim 2004).

Prospects for Self-Employment
Yet not leveryone dismisses the possibility of entering entrepreneurship in

the near| future, In light of variability in small business size and profitability,
some  s¢ cond-generation Korean Americans were willing to take over
es that had growth potential and were profitable. The lure of .
financial independence was enormously appealing for many young adults.
Several felt that striking on one’s own and being able to decide one’s own:
fate immm what the American Dream was afl about. Some were willing to
consider, self~employment if the risks that plagued businesses in general

could be reduced significantly {Dae Young Kim 2004).
n, both parents and their children mutually agreed that it was better

business!

In mmE.
to leave the family business in favor of professional occupations in the
mainstream economy. The second generation is strongly uninterested in

labor-intlensive retail businesses;
business
of mm.m o
on the ¢orporate ladder,
mm:.,rmmam
adults m
the glass ceiling,
may be [ured to “striking it rich” in the high-tech industry as was the case
during t
that thg
consultal
a few second generations may discover that their parents’ small businesses
can be
they wot

get involved in these businesses only on the condition that they can remake

themi (by hiring managers, by expanding into new niches, or by pro-:
fessionalizing the small business). What was quite revealing about the.:

; especially the kinds of middleman minority -

es that Korean immigrants are known for. In light of the impact .-

h self-~employment rate and the second generation's current position .
it is still too early to rule out the possibility of -

loyment for second-generation Korean Americans. These young - -
ay decide to strike on their own if they are faced with discrimination,..;
or tokenism while climbing the corporate ladder. Others ..

he boom of the telecom and internet firms. Another possibility is .
y may choose self-employment as independent contractors or
nts that provide professional services to corporations. In some cases, -

quite lucrative. Even in these scenarios, it is likely, however, that. .-
1ld avoid labor-intensive and low status small businesses. Some may,-,
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second generations’ entrepreneurial preparedness was that only few were
actually aware about the steps required to establish these businesses. For
m._._w most part, second-generation Korean Americans made an effort to attain
valuable experience in their respective industries, hoping that these attempts
will pay off in the future (Kim 2004). Thus, the prominent mode of economic
adaptation for Korean immigrants, for example, labor-intensive immigrant
small| businesses, seem to be a onegeneration phenomenon as the second
mmwbﬁmmos makes rapid inroads into professional occupations in the

mainstream economy (Yang 2006).

The World of Work in New York _

Fm this section, interview data explores the experience of the second
mmwnmhmmob in professional fields. The second-generation Korean American
interviewees in my study held a variety of professional occupations ranging
?@5 medical doctors, teachers, consultants, analysts, investment bankers,
filmmakers and fashion designers to network administrators. The experi-
enices of professional second generation in this study further explained the
trials| and tribulations of climbing the corporate ladder.

‘New York City, being the finance capital of the world, is home to a host
of firlance-related occupations. Given the opportunity structure of the New
J_R..Hw labor market, it is not an accident that the most prominent industries
for .Eum second generation are in finance, insurance, and real estate (also
_cwuoéms as “FIRE” occupations). Both mcb.mmoo and Joonshik work as analysts.
mﬁw:._m.woou a twenty-three-year-old man at the time of the interview,7) worked
as an analyst for a major consulting firm. Prior to this position, he had
worked as a test engineer for a large manufacturing firm. Although his
E.mﬁocm company offered to promote him to product engineer, Sungsoo
chose a career in a consulting firm because it was a global company that
paid |better and offered opportunities to travel.

Joonshik, a thirty-year-old male who was a stockbroker before he left the
finarice industry after losing interest stated “Stockbroker, you deal much
more with people but it just wasn't challenging intellectually. You learn
nmﬁmwn products but that's about it.” Consequently, he became an analyst
Gwnmfmm he thought the experience as an analyst would enhance his

m@ﬁ:,wfmmon to an MBA program. He said:
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I'was a stockbroker at a discount firm. Actually the same one I got
my brother the job. I was a supervisor there. And my plan really
m_ thought it might be better just going into an MBA but [ mgocmrm
I'd get a better MBA if I had some experience as an analyst or get

into m._umﬂﬂ. program. And [ just saw it and I thought I might as
well give it a shot. And it worked out.

His main duties as an analyst were examining company reports and
spreadsheets to forecast the performance of those stocks. When asked about
the reasons for seeking an MBA, Joonshik’s response was :

ve w.mwn_ enough. I think I've learned as much as I could really and
also it's just time. Fm 30 now... I want to get an MBA as quickly
as possible. Unless you have a lot of experience, a lot of success, an
MBA isn't worth as much if you really start late. And there Eum a

lot of types of industries where they would prefer someone in their
low 308 or mid-to-fate 20s.

With economic restructuring, consulting has become another prominent
line of work in the corporate world. Jonathan, a twenty-seven-year-old, found
work as an associate consultant for an accounting firm. He had been in
that job for about two and one-half years. When he was looking for work
he did not receive any other offers besides the current job. Due to his

dissatisfaction with the operation / management of the firm, his plan was

to stay in the company for only one additional year before he entered
graduate school to earn an MBA. Jonathan explains :

I am H.Sw learning anything. It’s not necessarily a reflection on
consulting as a praetice... it’s more a reflection on the company. It's

not very well run. They are more interested in geiting the job done
rather than in nurturing you or training you,

Although their jobs are in different industries, Heesoo, Jeeun, and Sharon
have various similarities. All worked in large corporate settings with good
benefits and relatively excellent pay. Heesoo, a thirty-four-year old woman
was employed as an acquisition and development analyst for a real mmﬁmwm.
firm. She took the current job because the company had a favorable

teputation for treating their employees well. Heesoo said that employees
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at wrm company tended to remain there for life. Even though mrm.wmﬁ _uwmd
omnmam@ a job that paid twice as much, she turned it down because it H.m@.EHmm
_o:.mma working hours and moving to the suburbs. She was extremely satisfied
with Ber work hours, duties, and pay-

Jeeun worked as a manager of corporate m@m_o?ﬁwbﬁ .r._ the hotel
industyy. She found her current job through a previous side job s.&mm she
was a self-employed caterer. Recalling her job search, Jeeun md%ﬁmmﬁ.mn— that
networks were critical in obtaining her current job. Jeeun, a gmnﬂ%.u_:.m.%mmu
-old woman, stated that her current position did not even exist until the .
oSrmH. of the hotel created her position after developing a strong Bﬁ@wﬁ
with her. As she put it, “so it's again who you know.” Her main duties
were rnergers and acquisitions, including evaluating new business ventures.

Shaton, a thirty-three-year-old woman, worked for a fund management

nonEumE\. Sharon explains her position :

Ittt a money management company but 'm not involved in the
intestment team. I'm in the corporate side. I'm in the product mwﬁm&ua
-ment area. [ just started a couple of months ago. I'm.working on
. projects so that we can think up new products to sell, a Eo:ﬂ%
mbnagement product. Product development .mﬂ,m;mﬁ and how the
{ company is going. If we're going to go public or not.

m.rm was attracted to this job because the work required her to be versatile,
mbmm-zmm her to develop new skills with new projects, and to complete work
in _m timely manner. She was, however, uncertain as to how Hm.:-m she was.:
moﬁm to remain at her current job. In response to her uncertainty, Sharon

stated!:

w>m jong as I like it. Who knows? This is only my HEHW job out wm
: college. My last job I was there for six vears and there’s no way in
hell T could have told you that my first year there. I would have never
. thought I would have stayed that long but in that time, even at that
“last job, I probably did ten different jobs.

%EGSW the survey respondents, quite a few worked in the medical and ..

legal ms‘owmmmwobmh as doctors and lawyers. However, the corporate side of . :

the health care industry also drew people like Howard and Sarah who were .,
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involved in the pharmaceutical and health insurance sector. Howard, thirty-
four-year-old man, worked as an associate director for a pharmaceutical
company. He also owned a consulting company on the side. His main
responsibility in the pharmaceutical firm was to safeguard the health and
safety of the employees in chemical and biological labs. He was hired at
the current job because of his muclear radiation safety Hmuoﬂ in college. While
the pharmaceutical industry experienced frequent mergers, Howard's fortune
improved with each merger as he was able to receive promotions at each
and every step. Not sarprisingly, he was very optimistic about reaching the
upper levels of the corporate ladder.

Sarah, a twenty-six-year-old woman, by contrast, initfally started out as
a paralegal, working as a claims investigator assistant. After gaining some
experience working on health-related cases, she changed occupations to and
took a position in provider relations for a large health maintenance
organization (HMO). Her decision to enter the health care industry, albeit
on the health inswance side, went back to her college years when she took
pre-ined courses. In college, Sarah thought about attending medical school

and becoming a physician. She describes her change in career plans by
stating :

I was going to go to medical school but then I decided 1 needed
some time off after college. So I worked at the law firm. And the
law firm I was working with, tobacco litigation, it was part of health-
care but it was a different issue. I didn’t want to stay at the law firm.
I didn’t want to become a career paralegal. I thought this [HMO]

would be a better opportunity to give me more insight to heaith-care
fields.

Shortly after her stint at the HMO, she began to notice that the HMO
was not managed very efficiently., Consequently, she was planning to go back
to graduate school after six months. :

Home to the fashion and advertising industries, New York City offers
design and creative work in these industries. Second-generation Korean
American women, in particular, are involved as designers in fashion and
graphic design. Jennifer was a twenty-five-year-old woman who worked as
an assistant fashion designer. She found the job through her college job
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Emw@.amnﬁ office. Her principal duties were to design prints and patterns
for' ménswear. Unhappy with her job, Jennifer did not want to remain at
her. cdrrent place of employment for more than a year. She was hoping
to ?oé to a different firm or if possible, start her own cothing line.

As attested by the interviews, second-generation Korean Americans have
secured a range of professional occupations in mainstream economy. Often,
the second generation found jobs that fit with their major in college. For
oﬁwmmnm their current line of work was quite different or far from it. Also
the. joll situation varied among the second generation. Some were dissatisfied
with their current job. They were unhappy with the pay, company manage-
ment, land the challenges of their position. Hyun, a twentyseven-year-old
woman who worked for a.nonprofit arbitration firm, expressed her
displedsure by saying :

I Hate my job... i's not that bad, but it's definitely not where I thought
"I would be at this point in my life... I don't want to say it's demeaning,
“but it’s very routine. It’s not stimulating... The money is not that

: great.

Others, however, were very satisfied with their work, having found a good
balance between pay and their work duties. A common theme emerging

from these interviews was the need for additional schooling among a number
of meUo:mmEm. The prospects of promotions and increased pay, the
ammmobnmam believed, would be enhanced by additional education such as
an MBA or graduate degree,

Job Expectations from Parents

It E a well-known fact in the Korean community that Korean parents value
high-status, financially lucrative professional occupations, particularly
medical doctors and lawyers (Kim 1993; Kim 2004). Korean parents
emphasize professional occupations because of their concern with social
status and financial security. Given that the first generation encountered
loss of status, the glass ceiling, and discrimination, they tend to believe that
professional and technical careers (law, medicine, engineering, accounting,
and scjences) could better shield their children from discrimination Omm
and: Goyette 2004). Nancy Abelmann and John Lie (1995, pa27) concur by
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writing, “Personal experiences of discrimination goad many Korean immi-
grants to wrge their children to pursue technical careers- fields in which
subjective criteria are minimized.”

What, in fact, is the advice that first-generation Korean parents give to
their children? What kind of jobs do parents emphasize for their children
and what are the reasons? How does the second generation respond to these
expectations? According to the interviewees in my study, the typical advice
that second-generation Korean Americans received from their parents on
succeeding in the United States was hard work, diligence, and attainment
of education. Some were even told they needed to work twice as hard as
‘Whites, Qut of all the recommendations, the single most frequent one from
parents was education. That is, to “study hard” to get into a selective high
school and then college. Typical of Korean parents, Horace’s parents’ advice
was about “going to a good school, getting a certain job.”

By “certain job,” most of the respondents knew that Korean immigrant
parents were referring to high-status occupations in medicine, law, and

engineering.

“I guess when I was growing up it was just doctor. Be a doctor...
and then just [get] rich. If You're not a doctor or a lawyer become
really rich.”

“Be a doctor. They wanted me to be successful. They wanted me to
have a better life than they did.”

“They're like ‘Study hard and you'll make a lot of money. Become
a dentist or doctor.” Typical Korean advice.”

“I don't ever remember them saying, ‘You should be this or that.
But 1 know my parents, in thejr minds, we were all going to be either
doctors, engineers or lawyers and there was three jobs available in
the world for us.”

Besides these typical occupations, first-generation Korean parents also
emphasize the next status occupation in the prestige ladder. Some parents
wanted their daughters to become nurses, teachers, or pianists because they
felt these careers were more suitable for women. Otherwise, parents
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advocated practical professional careers that were financially secure. Many
wanted their children to go into business, make money, and be successful.

Accbrding to Jeeun, her parents had advised her to “major in a technical
or specialized field.” Although Jeeun’s father did not pressure her to pursue

the typical professional careers like other Korean parents, she was,.

:Bm@ﬁammmmm. quite explicitly reminded to stay away from financially unviable
occupations like art or music. For her father, as long as the occupation was
finandially viable, becoming a doctor or lawyer was not a necessity. Yet,
Jeeun knew very well that her parents would have been more than pleased
if she ipursued medicine. She replied, “they would love it if we were doctors
and had status.” Ashley, a twenty-seven-year-old woman, agreed that her
parents also wanted her to stay within a professional career track.
Hzﬂnumwﬁ.umq she noted that her parents did not stress the “typical” medical
doctor or lawyer professions. Ashley said :

- I think they sort of wanted us to work within the system somewhat.
Not to stray too far away from what was acceptable professionally,
- although they never said, “You must be a doctor. You must be a
. lawyer.” They never said that.

Notj all parents were stuck on such fixed notions of success and careers.
According to Sarah, her parents were sincerely concernied about her and
her brothers’ happiness than the prestige of their professional careers. As
Sarah put it:

: The only thing she ever said is that my brothers and I should do
- what makes us happy. As long as we are happy at what we are doing,

. then she will be happy at that. That’s the only thing she said.

fmﬁq untypical of most Korean parents, Sarah’s parents were cne of the
few éTo expressed deep concern over their children’s happiness rather than
their bwn career aspirations for their children.

While many Korean immigrant parents place great emphasis on status-

bearing professions, the second generation’s response to parental ex-

pectations varied from individual to individual. Some did succumb to
parental pressures while others sought to make their own career decisions.
Whereas a few regretted their decision for not following their parents’ advice,
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others were still trying to figure out how to raise these issues with their
parents and negotiate their career choices with them. Horace, a twenty-
six-year-old man, knew very well that his parents wanted him to pursue
the “typical” professional careers. Horace reiterates their advice:

It was ‘Youre poing to do this. You're going to go to an lvy League
school. You're going to go to med school’ Blah, blah, blah. That's
90% of life, just thinking about what You're going to be.

Feeling fiercely independent, however,. he felt that he needed to define

his own course. His take was:

You're going to live only one life. I'm not going to get married. 'm
not going to any of that.. Maybe it's a very selfish thing, but I'm
going to live my life. I didn’t realize that until very late in life.

While Horace was quite happy with his work as a manager of a restaurant,
his parents were severely disappointed with his position. As Horace explains
their dissatisfaction by stating, “They’re not quite happy with it. They assume
that 1 haven't really found myself... They’re not happy with that job.”

Sharon also described how she confronted her parents’ expectations of
majoring in something practical rather than what she wanted to study:

Like I said I was the one that went away and became an English
major. To my parents they have no idea. I don't even know what
I wanted to be and they were, ‘What are you going to do with that?
And 1 was, ‘I dont know, But that's not my concern right now. I
want to be an English major. That's what I want to study.” ...They
wanted me to go to law school and I thought about that for a while
but then 1 didn't want to be a lawyer so law school sounds interesting
but I don't really want to be a lawyer. I think they knew it was too
late with me for them to start getiing involved and saying, ‘Oh, you
shoudd be an engineer or you should be this.” Obviously I wasn't going
to do that. | didn’t want to do that. I could have done it if I wanted
to but I didn't.

The same was true for Alex whose parents had emphasized a professional
career path by wanting him to become a dentist. He recalled :
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They had high expectations for me to become m.mmnamn so when I
z_uE them I wasn’t going to go into being a mmuﬁmﬁ M?&.N SQMEMM_Q
mmwmmﬁwomuﬁmm. [When] I graduated I had .m very m:mmnﬁ t time noﬁmzm
L job and once I got my first job, it was kind of like they were

with that and they saw that I could do well in this industry.

MEC% parents found huge relief after he found a stable job in .mmw.ﬁm. .H
g rejected his parents’ career advice and having difficulty with _dm.EH_
mo_mu search, Alex, a twenty-four-year-old man said, “Yeah, it was a relief MM.
s.a\ parents and they still bave a high expectation for :.._m to do well... %m .
hey are happy that I'm working and I'm not bumming off of them.
ﬁ "ﬂw_ i irty- -year-old woman, her views of
For others like Angela, a thirty-three-year-o : ¥ vi .
ucdtion and career came to clash with her father's view, making it quite

havin

educa
a struggle to obtain the approval from her parents:

Ty dad has a thing with education. You're mcwwOmm.& to v.m m&JMM_.ﬁMM
ut if I come home and think of a new concept :.Wm mﬁmﬁmw_ﬁ_wam,
hd 1 try to explain it, he's totally dismissive of the idea. It’s gar mma.
is idea of education only has to do Smm..- technology or mﬂwnnm. Mw
uammmnm. It can't be learning Indian philosophy or something H.m” :

hat. His view of education is very narrow. So m.-mn.m Sm._m. an emp &Em
h education...to attain social status but otherwise it's no good.

o=

LI = e i

Discussion and Conclusion

<<_w9 the children of Korean immigrants ncﬁ:.n.m of mmm, HAWm onﬂﬁ%ﬂoﬂ“
adaptation of the first generation via small business is n_E.n_&w .mE.b Emnc-
the &_w‘m&on of professional fields in the second generation. mm&onuwr
ﬁmﬂo%& mainstreaming of the second generation rmm.rmmh wHoBoMm %mwnm
W&BWWEE generation with both the Korean community mﬂ. EM&E
mqmmmmwum high-status, well-paying, professional nwamma.m. Eﬁaﬁ@m\m e
mmmomm-mmﬂmamﬂow respondents attest to strong expectations of pro mmmum.
nmmam&m‘m amoeng Korean immigrant parents. Iosameﬂ.mﬁ the .mmnozm mmﬁ“ﬁ Hcm
&m Lcﬁ respond to these occupational pressures in a uniform way. : ot Ma
mo”:mrm_“ the “typical” professions prescribed by the Korean community a

their _mEEmemsﬁ parents. Instead, they took advantage of the opportunity
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structure of the New York City labor market, finding work in different sectors
of the corporate world as analysts, consultants, desiguers, network admini-
strators, lawyers, and investment bankers.

Strong educational and Occupational pressures from Korean parents and
the Korean community may be construed as determining factors in the rapid
advancement of the second generation into professional fields, In addition,
parental and community expectations may exert strong pressure to excel.

However, it is critical to recognize the advantagecus socioeconomic
position (i.e. middle-class background) of Korean immigrants and the
financial stability provided by immigrant small business as key factors in
the rapid intergenerational occupational mobility of the second generation
(Dae Young Kim 2004). Both the assimilation and segmented assimilation
models hypothesized that children of middle-class immigrants would attain
professional occupations through education. Middle-class background and
immigrant entrepreneurship provide the resources for educational attain-
ment, accelerating the entry of the second generation into the mainsiream
labor market. As segmented assimilation theory pointed out, the hetero-
geneity of class background of immigrants accounts for the diversity of
outcomes for children of immigrants in the face of racialization and
economic restructuring, The fact that a comparable number or higher
proportion of second-generation Korean Americans are in professional fields
as well as management, business, and financial operations sectors than their
White cohorts of similar age group implies that occupational mainstreaming
is taking place at least for children of middle-class immigrants, The
phenomenal intergenerational occupational mobility observed among Korean
immigrants and their children has its roots in the favorable sociceconomic
status of Korean immigrants, their strategic economic adaptation through

immigrant entrepreneurship, and parental and community emphasis and
investment on education and professional careers.

Yet, in spite of baving penetrated the professional fields jn mainstream
economy, it is undlear, due to their age and position on the corporate ladder,
the obstacles that second-generation Korean Americans will face in the
middle and upper echelons of the corporate hierarchy. job satisfaction
indicators hinted that some respondents were quite pleased with their line
of work, pay, and company management, Others, dissatisfied with their pay,
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_.o_”u duties, and their employers’ management styles, sought to change

companies or obtain more education to improve their job status. For now,
mmmoam-mmﬂmnmmom Korean Americans seem optimistic about their prospects
on the corporate ladder and hold on to a metitocratic view of corporate
promotions. They believe that hard work, additional education, and work
experience will belp overcome any glass ceiling in the future, It is conceivable
that such a positive assessment of future prospects will encourage these
young adults to continue to penetrate and succeed in the corporate world.
As more gain entry and succeed there, their presence may be able to

transform the institutional and racial structure of the corporate hierarchy.-

Nevertheless, if barriers remain to be more persistent and stiffer competition
in: the upper levels prevents their advancement, the second generation
population may come to reconsider selfemployment, if not in the labor-
mumm:mm?m retail sectors of immigrant entreprenewrship, then as independent
contractors or consultants that provide professional services to corporations.

Finally, what is still uncertain is whether children of working-class Korean .

immigrants as well as children of working-class Asian immigrants would
be able to achieve intergenerational educational and occupational mobility.
Anecdotal evidence suggests that. children of working-class Asian immigrants
Bmmé be capitalizing on community social capital to offset class and racial

disadvantage and achieve educational and occupational mobility (Min- Zhou.
and Carl Banskton 1998; Philip Yang 2006). Yet, socioeconomic differences .

affect|the receipt of quality of education (due to the selective nature of
schools), impacting the occupational choices and earnings of working-class

Asian| Americans (Vivian Louie 2004, Dae Young Kim and Veena Kulkarni.
2009)i In future research, greater attention should be paid to differences..
in socioeconomic status, levels of social capital, modes of reception, and -
community history to understand the diversity of educational and occu- .

pationial attainments among the immigrant second generation.

Notes

1) Integrated Public Use Microdata Series.
2) I define the first-generation Koreans as those who were born in Korea and came

3

4

5)

6)

to the United States by the age of 13 or older; the 1.5 generation as those
bormn in Korea who came to the United States by the age of 12 or younger;
and U.8.-born Koreans as those who were born in the United States with at
feast one Korean-born parent. The latest estimate from the 2006 American
Community Survey (ACS) indicates that U.S.-born Koreans make a quarter of
the Korean American population (Korean race alone). In my survey study of
1.5 and second-generation Korean Americans in the New York-New Jersey
metropolitan arca, 70% of the respondents were 1.5 generation’ and 30% were
second generation.

The term ethnic enclave is used in the sense that Portes uses it to denote a
vertical integration of co-ethnic manufacturers and wholesalers, retailers,
customers, and workers. The ethnic economy is a larger category that includes
other forms of economic enterprise such as middleman minorities in addition
to ethnic enclaves. In both of these formulations, entrepreneurship and ethnic
solidarity play important roles in immjgrants’ mobility and rapid integration to
U.S. society.

Multiculturalism and diversity initiatives expanded job opporiunities for the
second generation including the role of ethnic mediators / brokers to tap into
minority / Korean community markets.

Waldinger (1996) found similar responses from Korean business owners he had
swveyed in New Yoik.

The names of the respondents are al] psendonyms,

7) The age of the respondent refers o their age at the time of the interview.
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‘ This paper aims at examining the social and economic status of the
*futture generation of Korean Americans. Dug 1o a shift in generations being
“gne of the most important changes in the Korean American commmnily,
“Korean Americans are distinguished into the first, 1.5, and second
generations. Social and economic chavacteristics and status for each
 genevation is compared, In addition, each generation of Korean Americans
is compared with the corresponding generation of other Asian American
" groups. The main source of data came from the 5% Public Use Microdata
" Sample (PUMS) of the 2000 U.S. Census. The major research findings
«are as follows: At present, the 1.5 and second generations are in the
1030 year age bracket; hence, many of them do not participate Juily
_in the labor force. Once employed, the 1.5 and second generations are
movre likely than the first gemeration to work as professionals and
adminisirators in private companies or government than as self-employed
workers. They ave more likely to work in the mainstream economy than
“in the Korean ethwic economy. The social and economic status of Korean
American 1.5 and second generations ave slightly lower than those of
. their Chinese- and Jopanese counterparts, who have a longer history of
residence in the United States, but are comparable to those of other more
recent Asian Americans such as Asian Indians and Filipinos. However,
with their relagively high level of education and English preficiency, the
younger generation Kovean Americans, ave expected to enter the US.
“ mainstream society and achieve high social and economic status.




