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This section uses data from the 2010 American Community Survey one-year  estimates to examine 
the socioeconomic characteristics of the 8 largest Puerto Rican Metro Areas outside Puerto Rico.  
The United States Office of Management and Budget (OMB) defines a “Metropolitan Statistical 
Area (MSA)” as one or more counties that have an urban core of at least 50,000 people.  In addi-
tion to raw population numbers, this definition takes into consideration the social and economic 
interconnectedness of the geographical region as a whole.  This analysis was conducted at the 
MSA level because Puerto Ricans across the US have been moving out of urban centers and 
dispersing throughout metropolitan regions.  Although the trend of moving the to suburbs has 
been historically associated with upward mobility, the reality is that for minorities moving to the 
suburbs—including Puerto Ricans—this has not been the case.  Instead, they are generally re-
concentrating in economically declining suburbs, not moving up.

NOTE: the size of the Puerto Rican popula-
tion  of each metro area is proportionally 
indicated by the dot marking its location.
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According to 2010 American Community Survey one-year estimates, there were a total of 3.6 million 
Puerto Ricans on the Island of Puerto Rico and 4.7 Puerto Ricans in the US, totaling 8.3 million.  Fewer 
(43%) live in Puerto Rico.  Between 2000 and 2010, the US Puerto Rican population gained about a 
hundred thousand, while the Puerto Rican population in the Island lost about a hundred thousand.  
Long-standing and complex political, economic, social, and cultural changes experienced by Puerto 
Ricans have led to waves of migration with a multiplicity of destinations that continue to this date.  
Today, it is difficult to find a Puerto Rican that has not been touched by migration, either directly or 
indirectly. The Puerto Rican diaspora has been over 100 years in the making.
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Puerto Ricans are the second-largest population of Latino origin living 
in the US, accounting for 9.2% of the U.S. Latino population in 2010.  
The following statistical profile compares Puerto Ricans living in Puerto 
Rico, to those living in the US, and to Latinos living in the US.  Puerto Ri-
cans living in the US have levels of education in between the other two 
groups.  For example, about 31% of Puerto Ricans living stateside—
compared to 25% of Puerto Ricans living in Puerto Rico and about 40% 
of all U.S. Latinos—have obtained less than a high school diploma 
or equivalency certificate.  81% of Puerto Ricans living in Puerto Rico 
speak English proficiently, while 18% of Puerto Ricans living in the US 
reported speaking English “less than very well,” compared to 35% of all 
Latinos.  

p u e r t o  r i c a n s  i n 
p u e r t o  r i c o

p u e r t o  r i c a n s  o n 
m a i n l a n d  u s a

a l l  l at i n o s  o n 
m a i n l a n d  u s a

receiving an

advanced degree
bachelor’s, graduate or professional

population 3,560,838 4,691,890 50,740,089

71%                         |     29%
housing tenure

owners  |    renters  38%      |                 62%  47%             |             53%

people in poverty 45% 27% 25%

16%

snapshot:
puerto  ricans  in puerto rico

compared with puerto ricans and 
 other latinos on mainland usa

11% 9%
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puerto rican population

median puerto rican houshold income

puerto ricans living in poverty

puerto rican housing tenure
renters | owners 

c h i c a g o

196,913 1,204,103 278,072

n e w  y o r k o r l a n d o

$45,638$35,648 $37,461

20%19% 27%

51%  |  49% 75%  |  25% 48%  |  52%

The Chicago-Naperville-Joliet, IL-IN-WI MSA, with 196,113 Puerto Ricans, ranked fifth in population 
after the New York, Orlando, Philadelphia and Miami MSAs.  The Puerto Rican population in the New 
York MSA was 6.1 times larger than the Chicago MSA.  Nonetheless, the City of Chicago itself —not 
counting its surrounding suburbs—ranked as the mainland US’s third most-populous Puerto Rican 
city (102,703) after New York City (723,621) and Philadelphia (121,643).   In the New York, Philadelphia, 
Orlando and Tampa MSAs, Puerto Ricans were the largest Latino origin subgroup.  For example, while 
there were 577,823 Mexicans and 882,902 Dominicans in the New York metro, Puerto Ricans—with 
a population of 1,204,103—made about 28% of the total Latino population.  In the Philadelphia, Or-
lando and Tampa MSAs, Puerto Ricans made up about 50%, 50%, and 31% of the Latino population. 

snapshot:
puerto ricans in 

 major us metro areas 

This section compares Puerto Ricans in the largest Puerto Rican Metro 
Areas on the mainland US.  These Metro Areas are specifically: the 
Chicago-Naperville-Joliet, IL-IN-WI MSA; the New York-Northern New 
Jersey-Long Island, NY-NJ-PA MSA; the Orlando-Kissimmee-Sanford, FL 
MSA, the Philadelphia-Camden-Wilmington, PA-NJ-DE MSA; the Miami-
Fort Lauderdale-Pompano Beach, FL MSA; the Tampa-St. Petersburg-
Clearwater, FL MSA; the Boston-Cambridge-Quincy, MA-NH MSA; and 
the Hartford-West Hartford-East Hartford MSA. 
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139,771 113,112215,001 239,582 102,509 

p h i l a d e l p h i a m i a m i ta m pa b o s t o n h a r t f o r d

$32,243 $44,481 $34,978$25,700 $28,872

35% 17% 25% 36% 31%

51%  |  49% 48%  |  52% 50%  |  50% 77%  |  23% 77%  |  23%

For decades, the Northeast and the Midwest of the US—the more traditional regions for Puerto Rican migration—have been experiencing realatively slow growth in Puerto 
Rican population, while newer sites in the South, like Florida, have been gaining Puerto Ricans at a rapid rate.  This is due, primarily, to two factors: the exodus of young pro-
fessionals from the mainland joining the labor force, and seniors from the Northeast and Midwest seeking a place to retire. Despite pronounced population growth in Florida, 
the majority of Puerto Ricans are still concentrated in the Northeast, where 50% of all Puerto Ricans nationwide live. 

Given that recent college graduates from Puerto Rico are moving to Florida, it is not surprising that the ACS 2010 showed that Puerto Ricans living in the Miami and Orlando 
MSAs had higher rates of individuals with bachelor’s degrees than any other MSA (24 and 18%, respectively).  The Chicago MSA ranked third among those MSAs with high 
rates of Puerto Rican college graduation, with 15% receiving 4-year degrees.  
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snapshot:

c h i c a g o n e w  y o r k o r l a n d o
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Puerto Ricans in the Chicago MSA also had the fourth highest median household income ($35,638) 
and the second lowest rate of poverty (19%) after Miami (17%).  Puerto Ricans based in Florida MSAs 
(Miami, Orlando, and Tampa) had higher homeownership rates than any other MSA.  Of the MSAs out-
side of Florida, Chicago and Philadelphia stood out as having about 50% of the Puerto Rican popula-
tion being homeowners. The difference in homeownership rates are a reflection of the housing markets 
in these regions, for example about 45% of the total population of Chicago were homeowners in 
comparison with Miami, where, about 70% were homeowners.  The Boston MSA had the highest rate 

puerto ricans in 
 major us metro areas 

private health insurance
public health insurance

no health insurance

puerto rican health insurance*
private health insurance

public health insurance
no health insurance

single fathers
single mothers

married couples

single fathers
single mothers

married couples
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p h i l a d e l p h i a m i a m i ta m pa b o s t o n h a r t f o r d

42% 

60% 

5% 

35% 

58% 

12% 
18% 

37% 

51% 
45% 

49% 

13% 

55% 

27% 
22% 

of Puerto Rican poverty, as well as the lowest incomes and homeownership rates.  In addition, the Boston MSA had the second largest percentage of single female households 
(59%), after Hartford (60%), which also had the lowest rates of college graduates (8%).  

When looking across all these socioeconomic characteristics (income, poverty levels, percent of population with bachelor’s degrees, etc.) in traditional to less tra-
ditional regions of Puerto Rican migration, Puerto Ricans in the Chicago MSA are doing very well in comparison to other MSAs. 

* Note: it is possible for health insurance percentages to addup to more than 100% because some people have more than one form of insurance.
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Chicagoland Puerto Rican Population, 2010
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As of 2010, the state of Illinois had 182,989 Puerto Ricans, ranking 9th of 52 States.  About 93% of these Puerto Ricans (170,353) were living in Chi-
cagoland, which includes the city and a 7-county metropolitan area (Cook, DuPage, Kane, Kendall, Lake, McHenry, and Will Counties).  Of the 93%, 
60% were living in the city of Chicago and 40% were living in the suburbs. 

Although it is beyond the scope of this report to address the migration of Puerto Ricans to the suburbs, it is important to note that the presence of 
Puerto Ricans in the suburbs responds to key demographic and economic issues.  The Puerto Rican diaspora led to the migration of working class 

Puerto Ricans to cities like New York, Chicago, Phila-
delphia, and some went directly to suburbs where 

established industrial companies offered Puerto 
Ricans jobs.  In Illinois, four suburbs near Chicago 
attracted early migrant families: Aurora, Wauke-
gan, Elgin, and Joliet.  Migrations in later de-
cades seemed to go in both directions depend-
ing on job opportunities or family concerns.  

The figure to the right shows the population for 
Puerto Ricans from 1960 to 2010, divided 

as a percentage of the total population. 
In comparison to other cities where 

Puerto Ricans are concentrated in 
the Chicago Metro Area, the sub-
urban cities of Aurora, Waukegan, 
Elgin and Joliet had the largest 
share of Puerto Ricans as a percent-
age of their total population.  As the 

figure shows, Puerto Ricans made up 
8%, 2.5% and 2% of the entire popu-

lation of Waukegan, Aurora, and Elgin 
respectively in the year 1980.  In com-
parison, the Puerto Rican population in 
the city of Chicago peaked in 1990 both 
in terms of gross numbers (119,866) and 
concentration (4.3% of a total popula-
tion of 2,783,726), while the city of Joliet 
has continued to concentrate, growing 
its Puerto Rican population almost 75% 
from 2000 to 2010.
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According to our focus group discussions, one of the major challenges for the Puerto Rican com-
munity in most of these enclaves is the dwindling numbers of Puerto Ricans.  Local residents 
are older, and young people are leaving the area in search of new opportunities.  In addition, 
focus group participants noted that the third generation has assimilated to the extent that many 
may no longer identify as Puerto Rican.  Some mentioned that there is a lot of intermarriage 
between Puerto Ricans and whites or Puerto Ricans and Mexicans.  Focus group members were 
concerned that, with the loss of young people, the ability to maintain Puerto Rican institutions 
such as Waukegan’s Puerto Rican Society (founded in 1957) and the Aurora Puerto Rican Cultural 
Council (founded in 1967) would become increasingly difficult. 

Although most focus group participants are generally optimistic about upward mobility, our research showed that Puerto Ricans in the suburbs con-
tinue to lag behind whites and Mexicans in both median household incomes and homeownership rates.  For example, in Waukegan in 2010, 65% of 
whites owned homes, compared with 56% of Mexicans and only 42% of Puerto Ricans.  Income trends for the year 20001 look very similar with about 
$45,000 for whites, $43,000 for Mexicans, and $36,000 for Puerto Ricans.  Nonetheless, Puerto Ricans have been able to achieve higher educational 
levels than Mexicans.  In Waukegan, for example, 14% have a college or graduate degree compared to 9% of Mexicans, which may give Puerto Ricans 
some advantage when competing for professional jobs1.  In fact, in these suburbs many Puerto Ricans are in middle management positions.  They 
work as school principals, government employees, public officials, business owners, and so forth.  Participants in our focus group acknowledge that 

many of them are hired because of their bilingual skills 
that allow them to serve the incoming Mexican popu-
lation.  

It is important to note that Puerto Ricans living in the 
suburbs tend to be wealthier than their city counter-
parts.  For example, the median income in the Chicago 
MSA in 2010 was $45,638 in comparison to $39,290 
for the city.  Puerto Ricans who live in the suburbs also 
tend to be more educated and have higher rates of 
homeownership, participation in private healthcare, 
and lower poverty rates.  However, the meanings of 
these numbers may be more complex than we expect.  
The four suburbs that we have paid special attention 
to—Waukegan, Joliet, Elgin, and Aurora—are old 
industrial cities that attracted working-class Puerto 
Ricans.  These populations are roughly comparable to 
Puerto Rican Chicago, but scattered throughout the 
region are other Puerto Ricans whose incomes may be 
raising the MSA aggregate.  There are numerous ques-
tions here that could use more research.  
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snapshot: 

source: 1960, 1980, 1990, 2000 and 2010 Decenial Censuses; 1970 was interpolated by allocation.

1. 2000 data are used because—as of 
the publictation of this report—2010 
data were not yet available for small 
geographies..

puerto   ricans in 
the chicago metro area 
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population

median houshold income

individuals living in poverty

households  receiving food stamps

individuals with  income 
through earnings

Relative to the total City of Chicago population, as one might expect 
from any other minority group, Puerto Ricans have lower incomes, ed-
ucational attainment, homeownership rates, labor participation rates 
and lower levels of individuals with income through earning—while, 
at the same time, higher rates of poverty for adults, single-female 
householders and households receiving food stamps.  However, there 
is more nuance to be discovered when we start to compare Puerto Ri-
cans with other races and ethnic origins.  In order to understand the 

p u e r t o  r i c a n s a l l  c h i c a g o a n s

$39,290 $44,776

102,854

30% 18% 16%

children

adults

seniors

33% 20% 16%

children adults

seniors

27%

2,698,831

17%

78% 79%

snapshot:
puerto ricans in chicago

compared with other races and origins
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current socio-economic condition of Puerto Ricans this section utilizes several comparison groups: Mexicans, African Americans and whites.

The 2010 ACS one-year estimates showed that Puerto Ricans had a lower rate of individuals with income through earning (78%) than Mexicans (92%), but 
higher than African Americans (68%).  However, Puerto Rican median household income ($39,290) was similar to Mexican income ($39,988) but substantially 
higher than African American median household income ($29,371).  Nonetheless, Puerto Rican households still made $19,460 less than the median white 
household.  Because Puerto Ricans are American citizens, and historically the island of Puerto Rico has had high rates of individuals receiving public assistance, 
the participation rates of mainland US Puerto Ricans in welfare benefits, although lower, tend to look more similar to those of African Americans—for ex-
ample, in Chicago, 6.7% of Puerto Ricans receive public cash assistance and 26.8% of Puerto Ricans receive some sort of food stamp assistance.  These percent-

m e x i c a n s a f r i c a n  a m e r i c a n s w h i t e s

$58,750$29,371

905,799562,192 1,256,175

$39,988

48% 30% 19%

children adults

seniors

children

adults

seniors

31% 21% 20%

children

adults

seniors

20% 13% 14%

33%20% 8%

92 % 68% 84%
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labor force structure
not in the labor force | in the labor force

highest level of 
educational attainment

less than a high school diploma 

high school diploma (oe equivalency)

some college or associate’s degree

bachelor’s degree

graduate or professional degree

p u e r t o  r i c a n s a l l  c h i c a g o a n s
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20%

13%

23%

32%

27%

24%

20%

9%

4%

38% 62% 34% 66%

36% 54%

64% 46%
housing  tenure

renters | owners 

snapshot:
puerto ricans in chicago

compared with other races and origins

ages are more than twice the average share.  Since many Mexicans are 
recent immigrants, they tend to have lower levels of public assistance 
participation and lower rates of educational attainment.  One could 
partially explain higher educational attainment among Puerto Ricans 
compared with Mexicans through the historical relationship between 
the US and Puerto Rico—at the time of migration they received more 
bilingual education and, as US citizens, can also access federal student 
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m e x i c a n s a f r i c a n  a m e r i c a n s w h i t e s

47%

20%
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21%
18%

29% 28%

2%

7%

16%

35%

19%

27%

11%

7%

31% 69% 34% 66%45% 55%

53%

65%

54%

47%

35%

46%

aid.  Nonetheless, fewer Puerto Ricans achieve high levels of educational attainment than African Americans; 13% of Puerto Ricans age 25 and older held an 
advanced degree in 2010 (e.g., bachelor’s, master’s, Ph.D., M.D. or J.D.).  The African American average is 18%. 

Sixty years after the Puerto Rican great migration, as a group, whether as a demographic of minorities in Chicago or as a sub-group of Chicago Latinos, this 
study shows that Puerto Ricans have not fared as well as the general population in indicators of social status and wellbeing. This analysis has also shown there 
are important social differences between Puerto Ricans and other Latinos—these differences raise questions about social policy and justice in relation to the 
persistence of poverty and its allied consequences among all other racial and ethnic groups.
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