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The Immigrant Entrepreneur in Worcester

Introduction

Worcester, like most prominent American cities,

was built by immigrants, who settled down, built

homes and neighborhoods, and laid the
groundwork for future generations to thrive.

Worcester was also, like most industrial cities,

built by business owners, who created jobs,
products, and services that attracted more
residents, spurring growth and development.

These two forces have shaped Worcester together
and separately. Entrepreneurial spirit is not
exclusive to native -born Worcesterites, and
newcomers have historically been important in
the business community, a trend that continues
in the present day. Nearly 22 percent of
Worcesterds popul at i 4orn
according to the U.S. Census Bureau, and that
high percentage of immigrants means many
companies in the city were started by someone
who is also starting a new life in a new country.

Studying this population A immigrant business
ownersfi can be difficult, however. While the
federal government tracks broad demographic
information, surveys of business owners or the
foreign -born specifically are less comprehensive.
While the scope of
on Worcesterds economy
isolating how much of that impact is due to
immigrant businesses is more difficult.

Starting a business is difficult for anyone, but
Worcesterds i mmi gr ant
unique challenges. Depending on their country of
origin or background, they can face language
barriers, racism, discrimination, cultural and
systems differences, and a lack of a network of
friends and family. Many foreign -born residents,
including refugees, must overcome significant
barriers just to gain admittance to the United
States as well. The success of immigrant
businesses despite these challenges is a testament
to individual perseverance and a city and a
communityodés ability to
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The City of Worcester has a long history of
immigration, starting with its origins as a
manufacturing hub. In 1870, out of a population
of around 40,000 people, Worcester was 29
percent foreign -born. This was higher than the
Massachusetts rate of around 24 percent foreign -
born, and more than double the national rate at
the time, which was around 14 percent. The vast
majority of these immigrants i 70 percentii were
from Ireland, with smaller but still significant

Worcesteros | on

forei

busi ne §r8UPSMEY Canary and Englgng fsee; CRait 3): ¢

a SNeaglly 100 peyqent of @er f%rei e I—,pgrqvquulatlon

b Ucontinent ot (§rigin owners

ac

was from Europe or North America A the census
that year recorded 17 foreign -born Worcesterites
from outside those two regions.

Chart 2: Worcester Foreign -born Population by
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Wbornc e spread d@c®ss niulbpleeconginents, representing

population diversified in terms of countries of
origin. While the Irish and Canadian populations

remained dominant up until
trends began to emerge.

recently,
Large numbers of

other

Swedish immigrants were recorded in the late
1800s, followed by waves of Russian and Eastern

European migration. The

Italian foreign

-born

population steadily rose until the 1970s, and by
2010 the top countries of origin for immigrants to

Worcester were Brazil,
Republic,

Dominican

Vietham, Ghana,
and Albania

the

fi countries

populations previously unseen in the city. And in
contrast to the early days of one or two countries
making up the bulk of the immigrant population,

no country supplied more than 10 percent of the
ci ty 0 s -bdrropopalatignn
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represented a variety of countries for a long time,
substantial immigration from countries outside
Europe is a relatively new phenomenon. As

Chart 3: Worcester’s Foreign-born Population by Country of Origin
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The Immigrant Entrepreneur in Worcester

recently as 1970, 88
-born population was from Europe and Northern
America. Recently, that trend has reversed fi a
plurality of immigrants to the city today are from
Latin America, and the foreign -born from Asia
and Africa also outnumber Europeans.

The total number of foreign -born people living in
Worcester has also ebbed and flowed. More than
25 percent of the population was foreign -born
between 1870 and 1930, including fully one -third
in 1910. The national rate around this time varied
between 10 and 15 percent. From 1930 on,
though, Worcester saw a drop in foreign -born
residents that mirrored a national trend. By 1990,
less than 10 percent of the Worcester population
had been born outside the U.S., compared to
around 8 percent nationally. The country as a
whole had hit a low point in 1970, when less than

5 percent of the population was foreign -born. The
number of immigrants in the country rebounded

in both Worcester and the country at large,
however, and today around 21.5 percent of
Worcester residents and 13.5 percent of United
States residents were born in another country.

Worcesterds Current | mmi

The U.S. Census Bureau estimates that there are
nearly 40,000 foreign -born residents in Worcester
currently, making up 21.5 percent of the total
population.  Around 100  countries  are
represented, with the largest communities hailing
from Ghana (10.2 percent), the Dominican
Republic (8.8 percent), Vietham (8.8 percent),
Albania (6.3 percent), and Brazil (4.9 percent).
The most common world regions are Latin
America, the origin of around 30 percent of the
foreign -born population, Asia (29 percent), Africa
(23 percent), and Europe (18 percent), with
Northern America and Australia representing
less than 1 percent of the total. Nearly 47 percent
of Wor cest erbdrs pofulagee iarg n
naturalized citizens, slightly below the
Massachusetts rate of 52 percent.

Wor cest er éarn dopulaten ig similar to
the native -born  community in terms  of
educational attainment. Around 78.5 percent of
foreign -born residents above age 25 have a high
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rséhdblt edBcatidr brahighe compared to 86.5
percent of native -born residents. This gap is
smaller than the one at the state level, where 79.9
percent of the foreign -born have a high school
education, compared to 93.1 percent of the native -
born residents. The foreign -born in Worcester are
more | ikely to have a
percent reporting one, than native -born residents,
at 18.2 percent. This is a departure from the state
as a whole, where 17.2 percent of foreign -born
residents have their Dbachel
to 24.5 percent of native -born residents.

bach

Foreign-born and native -born Worcesterites are
nearly identical in terms of median household
income, with both registering at around $45,000
per year. This is a departure from statewide
numbers, where the foreign -born median income
of around $60,000 is below the median income of
$73,500 for native -born residents. In both cases,
there is a large gap between naturalized citizens,
who make a median of nearly $52,000 in
Worcester, and the non -citizen foreign -born, who

ma k e near |l y $36, 000. -boWo r c €
have higher rates of poverty than the native
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bornfi 17.9 percent for the entire foreign -born
population, including 26.5 percent for non -
citizens, compared to 15.9 percent for the native -
born. Statewide, 12.1 percent of foreign -born
residents are in poverty, compared to 7 percent of
the native -born.

One of the largest differences between native and
foreign-born populations is English proficiency.
While only 7 percent of native -born residents
speak English | ess than
of foreign-born residents said they had trouble
speaking English, mirroring state trends. This
can make communication between groups
difficult A nearly 80 percent of native -born people
in Worcester, and nearly 90 percent of native -
born people in Massachusetts, speak only
English. Among citizens 18 years old or older,
26.4 percent reported speaking a language other
than English. Around 13.8 percent reported being
able to speak Spanish, with the remaining 12.6
percent split among many different languages.

Map 2: Predominant Foreign
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Immigrant Businesspeople in Worcester

Whil e Worcesteros
city in the state means it has a significant
number of foreign -born residents, by percentage,
it is only the 16th most immigrant -populated city
in Massachusetts (and is 28th when counting
towns and census -designated places).

0 The Censuw Bureay @stimaes ¢hat ghere e n t

around 2,050 Worcester residents working in an
incorporated business that they own. Of these
individuals, around 36 percent are foreign -born.
When accounting for unincorporated businesses
a category that includes businesses that have not
filed legal paperwork with the Secretary of State,
but can also include people who work for
themselves and yet would not be considered a
Obusinessdé in
make up around 28 percent. Around 1.7 percent of
native -born residents in the workforce work in
their own incorporated business, compared to 2.6
percent of immigrants. These numbers paint a

-born Population by Country of Origin

Source: 2016 5-year American Community Survey
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