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Abstract of Thesis

Immigrants in the US Air Force: How Job Assignment Varies by Citizenship

As an institution, the contemporary military strives for diversity and a
multicultural force. However, little is known about how citizenship status impacts job
assignments within the US Air Force and the lives of its airmen. Few scholars have
studied the US Air Force and even less is known about its immigrant servicemembers,
but what is known at the aggregate level are that immigrant airmen are more likely to
naturalize compared to those in other branches of the military. Drawing on classical
assimilation theory and newfound population data retrieved from the Department of
Defense originally inaccessible for the public, this study examines whether job
assignment differs between native-born and foreign-born and whether the difference by
nativity exists for naturalized immigrants as well as noncitizen immigrants. The result
from ordinal logistic regression analysis shows there is a job placement difference
between native born and immigrants, as well as the association may vary by
race/ethnicity. Controlling for all other factors, the results suggest that the difference is
found between enlisted noncitizen immigrant airmen and their native-born counterparts.
Citizenship status does have certain effects on the occupational assignments of enlisted
noncitizen immigrant airmen compared to that of their native-born counterparts, although
there are other elements involved as well beyond citizenship status that impact the

complexity of the Air Force job assignment process.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Immigration has been a fiercely debated subject in both the political realm and
everyday society of the United States since the country’s beginning. From the White
House to border detention centers, the topic of immigration has pervaded and affected
those at every level in society. Much of the recent immigration policy debates in
Congress have focused on issues of border control as well as the economic threat
immigrants pose to American society (Auerbach, 1999; Raphael, 2009). Policymakers
and military leaders are divided into two types: those who recognize the hard work done
by immigrants and want to make sure that immigrants are granted the opportunity to
serve in the military (Chu, 2006; Khan, 2010; Panetta, 2011), and those who want to
prohibit immigrants from serving in order to allow native-borns to continue serving
(Mayda, 2006).

Between 1990 and 2010, immigrants constituted half of the total population
growth of the United States (Martin and Midgley, 2010). The pool of native-born
recruitable soldiers has been shrinking due to declining education, increasing obesity, and
increasing number of criminal records (Mission Readiness, 2009; Best et al., 2019;
Chishti et al., 2019). Immigrants are gradually becoming a more vital pool to tap into for
recruitment across all four branches of the military under the Department of Defense
(DoD): Army, Navy, Marine Corps, and Air Force. The active-duty military currently
comprises over 65,000 citizen and noncitizen immigrants—about five percent of the
entire force—and noncitizen immigrants constitute four percent of all first-term (initial

minimum of four years of service) military recruits (Batalova, 2008). Compared to the



general population in which foreign-born workers make up 17.4 percent of the labor
force, immigrants are underrepresented in the military (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2019).
Roughly three percent of all living U.S. veterans were born overseas while twelve percent
are either first-generation or second-generation immigrants (Census Bureau, 2012).

This research focuses on the military service of immigrants in one of the most
under-studied branches of the military (Lutz, 2008). While past work on immigrant
incorporation in the Army and Marines has shed light on inequality, little attention has
been given to immigrant servicemembers in the Air Force (Lutz, 2008; Mendoza &
Burke, 2018; McIntosh et al., 2011; Strader et al., 2020b). These other studies have
suggested that immigrant soldiers are discriminated against in other branches of the
military, but we do not know if the same is true for the Air Force. Non-military scholars
have argued that immigrants are assigned to certain kinds of jobs in the civilian market
(Burris, 2013; Kim and Sakamoto, 2014; Sakamoto et al., 2009), but military scholars
have found that the military does excel at recognizing the need for improved linguistic
and cultural capacities (Hattiangadi et al., 2005; Lutz, 2012), socializing distinct races
and ethnicities (Goring, 2000; Ho et al., 2008; Khan, 2010; Krebs, 2004; Lee et al.,
2003), and uniting groups under a common goal (Aptekar, 2018; Wong, 2007), but
struggles with addressing potential discrimination (Burk and Espinoza, 2012; Strader et
al., 2020b; Talbot et al., 2014, relieving pressure from status vulnerability (Lutz, 2012),
and removing inequality as hurdles towards career attainment for immigrants (Aptekar,
2018). Taking these studies into account together, one would expect immigrants in the
Air Force to be assigned to certain kinds of jobs, but that is largely unknown since the Air

Force is an understudied branch of the armed services.



Importantly for this study, prior empirical analyses of citizenship attainment
suggest that noncitizens in the Air Force are more likely than noncitizens in the Army,
Navy, and Marine Corps to become citizens, which can be largely attributed to its policy
of allowing noncitizens to serve a maximum of one term without becoming a citizen; they
must become citizens in order to reenlist afterwards (Mclntosh et al., 2011). Furthermore,
race and ethnicity have also been shown to have relatively larger effects in the Air Force
than in the other services on the likelihood for noncitizen recruits to become citizens
(Mclntosh et al., 2011), which could lead to novel associations and interactions between
immigrants’ citizenship status and their racial/ethnic backgrounds. One such interaction
could be the probability of Asian immigrants working more technically demanding and
highly skilled occupations due to their desired cultural and technical skills (Burris, 2013;
Kim and Sakamoto, 2014). Both of these characteristics observed in the US Air Force are
pertinent to the discussion of occupational sorting by immigration and citizenship status
by bridging the gap between the military and civilian sector.

The military and the rest of society emphasize the value of diversity and benefits
of a multicultural force or workplace, but inequality persists in career attainment for
immigrants (Aptekar, 2018). Not many scholars have studied the US Air Force and not
much is known about its immigrant servicemembers, but what is known at the aggregate
level are that immigrants are more likely to become naturalized compared to those in
other branches of the military. This thesis aims to answer the research questions: how
does job assignment differ between native-born servicemembers and immigrant
servicemembers, does the difference by nativity exist for citizen and noncitizen

immigrants, and is there an association regarding race/ethnicity. Military job assignment



for immigrant recruits should mirror that of native-born Americans, considering that
immigrants are not significantly less likely to have served in the military than those with
both parents born in the United States (Lutz, 2012). The underlying issue can perhaps be
traced to potential discrimination and status vulnerability, or the pressure for immigrants
to fill certain positions. This study concludes from its ordinal logistic regression analysis
that the difference can be found between native-born and noncitizen immigrant recruits
after controlling for other factors. Finally, this article provides an in-depth discourse on
the research and policy implications to inform other scholars studying about immigration,

labor market inequality, and inequality in the military.



Chapter 2: Literature Review

Immigrant Servicemembers Throughout History

Since the birth of the nation, immigrants have served in and fought for the U.S.
military from the Revolutionary War to the ongoing war in Afghanistan. Even during the
Civil War, eighteen percent of the Union Army was composed of mostly Irish and
German immigrants (Wittke, 1936). Fast-forward to the end of World War I, where more
than 192,000 immigrants acquired their citizenship through military service; this number
accounted for more than half of all naturalizations in the United States during that time
period (Department of Homeland Security, 2010).

Military service has historically been regarded as a tool for the socialization of
immigrants to American culture and way of life. In the early 1900s, political leaders
advocated for how the U.S. military served as a “school for the nation” for the multitudes
of immigrants coming into the country (Krebs, 2004). Henry Breckinridge, who served as
the U.S. assistant secretary of war at the outbreak of World War I, emphasized the power
of individuals from different countries and walks of life “all rubbing elbows in a common
service to a common Fatherland” (Breckinridge, 1916, p. 16). Although there are
suspicions held regarding the level of immigrants’ loyalty and trustworthiness, the
majority of the political spectrum agrees that military service is a pathway for immigrants
to demonstrate their allegiance and earn their citizenship (Aptekar, 2018; Wong, 2007).

The U.S. military has and continues to play an important role in socializing
diverse racial and ethnic groups and reshaping American society. Naturalization policies

provided much needed manpower to the U.S. military during World War I and World



War II (Goring, 2000; Ho et al., 2008; Lee et al., 2003). Military policies enacted during
World War I encouraged immigrant soldiers to create new identities for themselves as
Americans while holding onto their ethnic pride and values. After World War II, the U.S.
military was among the first institutions to desegregate African American and white
soldiers working and living together before the civil rights era. Not only were immigrant
servicemembers eligible for naturalization from their wartime military service, but the
policies also served as an efficient and cost-effective method to legalize immigrants and
their families (Goring, 2000; Ho et al., 2008; Lee et al., 2003). As the Vietnam War came
to an end in 1973, the military shifted away from conscription to signify the beginning of
the all-volunteer force. Over the course of a century, from 1907 to 2010, more than
710,000 immigrants have been naturalized through military service, or 2.5 percent of all
naturalizations (DHS, 2010).

The opportunity for immigrants to naturalize while serving in the military came at
a cost, including the possibility of immigrants being assigned to lower-valued jobs that
required less technical skill or put them more on the front lines. For instance, there were
unproportionally high numbers of Black and Hispanic casualties during the Vietnam War
(Burk and Espinoza, 2012; Talbot et al., 2014). The nature of military work and voluntary
nature of military service are also important factors to consider, where hostile sentiments
that minority and immigrant soldiers might have felt towards their predominantly White
native-born citizen leadership were dispersed through their fight with the Viet Cong. At
times their suppressed tension and animosity for having been sent to the frontlines
occasionally led to literal social explosions in “fragging” cases; marginalized enlisted

soldiers tossed grenades into officers’ tents (Talbot et al., 2014). After policymakers



brought attention to this issue, Congress acted and the combat mortality rate of African
Americans has since dropped significantly (Gifford, 2005; MacLean, 2011). Combat
casualties still remain high among Hispanics however, according to military casualty
statistics from Operation Iraqi Freedom and Operation Enduring Freedom (Fischer,
2009).

After 9/11, the U.S. military environment changed significantly with the
prolonged conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq. Greater cooperation with allies in the region
was necessary for mission success, in addition to an understanding of the local language
and culture. Military and civilian leaders with the language and cultural competencies of
the respective regions at the time were next to none (Hattiangadi et al., 2005). As a result,
it was impossible to properly carry out military objectives and establish critical on-the-
ground coalition-building. The military began to seek out diverse immigrant
servicemembers not only for race and ethnicity, but also for their linguistic and cultural
capacities (Hattiangadi et al., 2005; Lutz, 2012). Policymakers and military leaders
eventually recognized the need to actively acquire the unique and essential linguistic and
cultural diversity immigrants possessed; immigrants born and socialized in cultures of
strategic military interest directly contribute to projected national interests (Committee on
Armed Services, 2014). Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta highlighted the importance of
these skills in a memo on “Language Skills, Regional Expertise, and Cultural Capabilities
in the Department of Defense” on how language, regional, and cultural skills “are critical
to mission readiness in today’s dynamic global environment. Our forces must have the
ability to effectively communicate with and understand the cultures of coalition forces,

international partners, and local populations” (Panetta, 2011, p.7).



Immigrant Servicemembers Today

In order to make sense of immigrant experiences, integration, and treatment in the
military, it is important to first understand eligibility requirements of military enlistment.
To be eligible to enlist in the Air Force, potential recruits must be US citizens or
permanent residents, no younger than 17 or older than 39 years of age, holding a high
school diploma or the equivalent, in good health, able to bear arms in defense of the
United States, and of good moral character (10 USC §504; 32 CFR §66.6). Law
violations do have an impact on qualifying for enlistment, especially for applicants with
felony records or major misconduct offenses who have the chance to be issued a waiver
(Strader et al., 2018). Noncitizens must provide proof of permanent residency (i.e.
possess a “Green Card”) and have their foreign education credentials validated by a state
Board of Education or degree-granting college/university in the United States (MclIntosh
et al., 2011). Eligible enlistees must achieve a 31 overall score as the minimum
qualifying score on the Armed Forces Qualification Test (AFQT), which measures their
verbal, arithmetic, and analytical reasoning skills. Once enlisted, permanent residents
have the opportunity to apply for expedited naturalization (INA §328).

The most recent data accessible from the Department of Defense (DOD) as of
February 2008 shows that the active-duty military is made up of more than 65,000
immigrants, including both naturalized U.S. citizens and noncitizens (Best et al., 2019).
Five percent of the total active-duty force come from countries all over the world, with
the top five countries of origin clustered in Asia and Latin America. Among current
immigrant service members: 22.8 percent Filipino, 9.5 percent Mexican, 4.7 percent

Jamaican, 3.1 percent Korean, and 2.5 percent Dominican (Batalova, 2018). Recently, the



DOD reported that 24,000 noncitizen immigrants served in the military in 2012, in
addition to the yearly enlistment of 5,000 legal permanent residents as green card holders
(U.S. DOD, 2010). As native-born U.S. citizens have become less willing to sign up for
military service and more ineligible due to mass-incarceration, obesity, and education
(Mission Readiness, 2009), the percentage of immigrants serving in the military has
increased (Best et al., 2019; Chishti et al., 2019).
Immigrant Servicemembers Crucial to Military Preparedness

In the same year that the Development, Relief, and Education for Alien Minors
(DREAM) Act was first introduced in 2010, the DoD also referenced the noncitizen
immigrant population in its annual “Population Representation in the Military Services”
report (DOD, 2010). The report summarized the population size and eligibility to serve
criteria for noncitizens, such as having permanent resident status, a high school degree,
and required level of English proficiency (CNA Corporation, 2010). Even with all of the
prerequisites, 1.2 million noncitizens still meet the qualifications for military service
(Hattiangadi et al., 2005). The sheer number of prime recruiting age individuals,
combined with their sought-after skills the military desperately needs for its modern
operations, portray immigrants as a vital resource for future military strategy and success.
Noncitizen servicemembers offer several benefits to the military: more diversity, better
performance, and lower attrition rates (Hattiangadi et al., 2005; Lutz, 2012).

Not only do immigrant servicemembers enhance the linguistic and cultural
capabilities of the military, but noncitizens are also less likely than their U.S. citizen
counterparts to withdraw from the military (Lutz, 2008; McIntosh et al., 2011; Strader et

al., 2020b). Also known as attrition, leaving the military before completing a tour of duty



is a time-consuming and costly issue. It is expensive to recruit, train, transport, clothe,
feed, and pay enlistees, and with each drop out there needs to be a replacement at
additional expense (Lutz, 2012). Whether at the 3-month, 36-month, or 48-month mark of
service, noncitizens are less likely to leave the military than U.S. citizens at each point in
time (Mclntosh et al., 2011). Noncitizens have 36-month attrition rates up to twenty
percent lower than that of white citizens (Hattiangadi et al., 2005; Lutz, 2012). For
instance, four percent of noncitizen versus eight percent of U.S. citizens after 3 months of
service and eighteen percent of noncitizens versus thirty-two percent of U.S. citizens at
the 48-month mark of service (McIntosh et al., 2011). For the military, lower attrition
rates mean higher cost savings, which is significant when put in perspective that
noncitizens compose four percent of all first-term recruits across all four military
branches (Mclntosh et al., 2011).

Immigrant servicemembers also operate well on the frontline. The Congressional
Medal of Honor is the highest military decoration awarded, whether it is while the
recipient is alive or awarded posthumously (National Immigration Forum, 2017).
Acknowledging the fact that immigrants on the pathway towards citizenship through the
military must perform well (Strader, 2020b), twenty percent of all award recipients of the
Medal of Honor have been immigrant servicemembers (National Immigration Forum,
2017). In the heat of battle or amidst the frustrations transitioning back into civilian life,
soldiers from different walks of life may foster a useful forum for intercultural and
intracultural learning. In fact, Latino veterans have shown to form more friendships with
whites, speak more English at home, and acculturate faster to American society (Leal,

2003). The immense courage of immigrant servicemembers and their heroic—oftentimes
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sacrificial—acts to save their fellow servicemembers goes beyond racial and citizenship
status in their duties to the military and United States (House Committee, 2014).
Theoretical Framework

Based on the available literature, this thesis expects to contribute to the
conversation on immigrant incorporation using the framework of classical assimilation
theory for its evaluations on immigrant servicemembers and their job assignments in the
US Air Force. Assimilation is the process by which the characteristics of members of
immigrant groups and host societies come to resemble one another (Brown and Bean,
2006). The process has both economic and sociocultural dimensions, beginning with the
immigrant generation, continuing through the second generation, and so forth. However,
no fixed timetable governs completion of the assimilation process. Groups can vary in the
incompleteness of their assimilation for any number of reasons, from the level of human
capital they possess to the social and economic structure of the society they arrive at.
Assimilation can be incomplete because it is blocked, delayed, or merely unfinished. The
type of incompletion matters, because each type has the potential for different
interpretations and implications for theory (Brown and Bean, 2006).

One such social paradigm that has established the dominant perspective on
immigrant group mobility is classical assimilation theory. The theory dates back to the
Chicago School in the 1920s, but most notably it has been represented in the work of
sociologist Milton Gordon (Villarreal & Tamborini, 2018). Overall, classical assimilation
theory views immigrant and ethnic groups as one line and majority groups as another
line; the two follow a “straight-line” convergence and eventually become more similar in

norms, values, behaviors, and characteristics as time goes on. Unsurprisingly, the theory
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claims immigrants residing the longest in the host society show greater similarities with
the majority group than immigrants who have spent less time in the host society. Gordon
expanded the theory in 1964 to include additional stages following the immigrants’
acquisition of culture and language. First, they undergo structural assimilation, or
forming close social relations with the host society, followed by intermarriage on a large-
scale. Second, ethnic identification with the host society amplifies. Third and finally,
there should be the end of prejudice, discrimination, and value conflict (Gordon, 1964).
More than thirty years later, Alba and Nee added on to Gordon’s original theory of
classical assimilation by contending that certain societal institutions play important roles
in accomplishing assimilation (1997).

However, unequal patterns of convergence do not always indicate a lack of
assimilation and could instead reflect a “bumpy” rather than “straight-line” course, as
noted by sociologist Herbert J. Gans in 1992. As some members of immigrant groups
have become severed from economic mobility, other members have found numerous
other pathways to assimilation based on their national origins, socioeconomic status,
contexts of reception, and social and financial family resources (Brown and Bean, 2006).
Therefore, recent immigrants tend to experience more varied assimilation encounters in
what became defined as segmented assimilation theory (Portes and Zhou, 1992). Portes
and Zhou theorized that institutional barriers hinder access to employment and other
opportunities, which can lead to stagnant or downward mobility for disadvantaged
immigrant groups. Even as children of other immigrants follow the divergent paths
toward classical “straight-line” assimilation, those from more disadvantaged backgrounds

may even completely reject assimilation and embrace more deviant attitudes,
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orientations, and behaviors (Portes and Zhou, 1992). For the more advantaged immigrant
groups, Portes and Zhou coined the term “selective acculturation” for how the groups
occasionally resort to adopting the traditional attitudes from their country of origin and
use it to inspire their children. Identifying the contextual and structural factors of
segmented assimilation theory that separate positive or negative assimilation is important
because immigrants and their children are at varying stages of acculturation across
different generations (Portes and Zhou, 1992; Xie and Greenman, 2011; Zhou, 1997).
Partly because of racialization, many of the second and future generations will seek out
conventional pathways to societal status (Portes et al. 2005), while others will find such
pathways blocked and must find alternate methods; military service being one such
option.

Similar to how newcomers are gradually accepted and integrated into American
society across time and generations, immigrant recruits may face the initial struggles of
acceptance and integration into the U.S. military. This could indicate the possibility of
incomplete assimilation and inequality of immigrant minority groups across the military
domain. The association between nativity and job assignment may further vary by
citizenship status, or civic integration. For instance, most enlisted jobs and assignments in
the US Air Force require a security clearance. To obtain a security clearance, military
members must hold US citizenship (Code of Federal Regulations, 2021). However, able
and willing Air Force recruits can still enlist without citizenship, but the noncitizens’
occupational choices and assignments will be limited to jobs which do not require a
clearance. The position or status of being a citizen is a sign of civic integration, although

one avenue of exploration that addresses the gap in immigrant assimilation and
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integration literature is how citizenship affects job sorting (Goodman, 2010; Lutz, 2012).
While classical and segmented assimilation theories have been largely developed based
on civilian experiences, both theories can be applied to a military context.

Taking the aforementioned civilian and military scholarly studies on immigrant
workers and recruits into consideration, from a classical assimilation theory framework,
this study hypothesizes that immigrant servicemembers in the U.S. Air Force are more
likely to be assigned to the less technically demanding, blue-collar jobs compared to that
of native-born citizens. In line with the theory, non-citizens might be in the beginning
stages of acquiring the language, culture, and social relations within the US and its
military as they seek citizenship and therefore have a greater likelihood of being assigned
a lower-tiered Air Force Specialty Code (AFSC). Thus, using military accession records
provided by the Department of Defense, this thesis aims to test my hypothesis and spur
further research on whether immigration and citizenship status affect occupational
assignment within the US Air Force, document observable differences in job placement
between native-born and foreign-born, and if the differences by nativity exist for

naturalized and noncitizen immigrants.
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Chapter 3: Data & Methods

As previously stated, this study examines whether job placement differs between
native-born and foreign-born and whether the difference by nativity exists for naturalized
immigrants as well as noncitizen immigrants. This study uses data from administrative
records provided by the Department of Defense (DoD) documenting all new active-duty
enlisted servicemembers without a college degree who enlisted between 2002 and 2009.
Strader and her colleagues (2018; 2020a; 2020b) originally obtained the data by making a
Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) request to the DoD for their projects. The FOIA
grants the public accessibility to US federal agency records (5 USC §552).

There are two ways to enter the military: enlistment or commission as an officer.
Citizenship and a college degree are prerequisites for an officer commission. Therefore,
similarly to Strader et al. (2020b), this study will limit the analysis to enlisted
servicemembers lacking a college degree at the time of their first enlistment. As such, the
unit of analysis is the individual airman and the original data included 233,292 individual
records.

Dependent Variable

The dependent variable is the enlistee’s occupation within the military, or primary
occupation code. Each branch of the military has their own military occupation code
(MOS) system to identify a specific job. The United States Army and United States
Marine Corps use nine-character MOS codes and the United States Navy uses a system of
naval ratings and designators along with a Navy Enlisted Classification (NEC) system.

For my dependent variable, I grouped duty Air Force Specialty Codes (AFSCs), using the
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first number of five alphanumeric characters for each AFSC, into four career groups: (1)
Logistics and Maintenance; (2) Support; (3) Combined Operations and Medical; and (4)
Combined Professional, Acquisitions, Special Investigations, Special Duty Identifiers,
and Reporting Identifiers. Here, AFSC ranking is ordered from low (1) to high (4), with
logistics and maintenance as the base outcome (=1). Removed from set because not
assigned designated AFSC yet, removed because basic trainees and not overall AFSC.

For the purpose of this study, I excluded those with missing Air Force Specialty
Code (AFSC), which was used to create the dependent variable. The original data
contained 4,853 records without AFSC on record, and 574 cases with invalid or unclear
AFSCs. This resulted in a loss of valid sample size by 2.33%. I also excluded 157
persons without valid data on citizenship or origin by making the assumption that
US citizens without origin information were likely to be native-born. Therefore, in total, |
excluded 20 US nationals with unclear origins, 18 native-borns who were neither citizens
nor US nationals, 1 naturalized citizen without origin, and 118 cases with missing
information on both citizenship and origin. Two of the racial/ethnic groups, American
Indian and Alaska Native (AIAN) and Native Hawaiian and/or Other Pacific Islanders
(NHOPI), were removed because both groups are less likely to have noncitizen
immigrants. The mixed race and missing race categories were also dropped. This resulted
in a total of 7,276 cases removed, bringing the final valid sample size to 220,432 airmen.
Primary Variable of Interest

Occupation within the military is estimated by citizenship (citizen immigrants =
2, noncitizen immigrants = 3), using native-born citizens as the reference group (= 1).

The data cannot estimate time-to citizenship accurately due to citizenship status updated
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only when a promotion or separation record was entered; thus the study relies on
citizenship status at the time of enlistment. Citizen Status at Accession combined with
Citizenship Origin indicate the status of a person with respect to U.S. citizenship, as well
as the legal or statutory origin by which a person acquired or did not acquire United
States citizenship status, with the options of Native-born (born in US or US territory);
Foreign-born, naturalized; or Foreign-born, not naturalized. Three nativity and citizenship
categories were produced by collapsing the origin and citizenship variables; native-born
citizens and US nationals with birthright or automatic citizenship were classified as
native-born citizens, citizens who lacked birthright citizenship were deemed foreign-born
citizens, and those who were not US citizens were identified as foreign-born noncitizens.
Independent Variables

Race/Ethnicity uses race and Hispanic indicator variables reported separately by
the DoD. While the findings were not specifically tied to the US Air Force,
race/ethnicity, gender, and marital status were shown to have an impact on employment
outcomes in the US Army (Burk and Espinoza, 2012; Cooney et al., 2011; Segal and
Segal, 2007; Strader, 2018). For the purpose of this study, race and ethnicity were
collapsed into non-Hispanic White (= 1, the reference group), non-Hispanic Black, Asian,
and Hispanic. Airmen with Hispanic roots from the four removed categories were kept to
be included in the new Hispanic group.

Gender is coded as a binary variable, with males as the reference group.
Lundquist (2008) contends that the US military’s meritocratic approach towards pay and
promotional opportunities result in higher job satisfaction among black, Hispanic, and

white female soldiers compared to white males.
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Marital Status is based on the information recruits provided at accession
pertaining to their marital status. For the purpose of this study, marital status is
operationalized as 1 — never married, 2 — married, and 3 — other. The other category
combines those who annulled their marriage, and those who were divorced, in an
interlocutory injunction, legally separated, and widowed.

Education is measured as a categorical variable at the time of accession in three
levels 1 — high school and equivalent, 2 — below high school, and 3 — some college
education. Category 2 includes airmen at the time of recruitment with less than a high
school diploma, currently in high school, high school senior, near completion credential,
test-based equivalent, occupational program, correspondence school, high school
certificate of attendance, home study diploma, occupational program, and completed high
school but did not graduate. Category 3 is composed of airmen who have either
completed at least one semester of college or hold an associate’s degree at the time of
recruitment.

Armed Forces Qualification Test Percentile (AFQTP) is a continuous variable and
is included to assess job readiness and applicant qualification (Lutz, 2008; Strader,
2020b). The AFQTP should detect those with poor English reading and writing skills.

Accession Year, or year of entry, marks the date the recruit enlisted into the Air
Force ranging from 2002-2009. Year of enlistment is a control because depending on the
national context, AFSCs with high demand change and impact the likelihood of being
assigned to a low- or high-numbered AFSC. Each year of accession ties to concurrent
military operations and involvement abroad, which motivates increasing or decreasing

demand for higher versus lower AFSC from 2002 to 2009. For instance, US and coalition
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partners launched Operation Anaconda as part of Operation Enduring Freedom in eastern
Afghanistan in March of 2002. They needed manpower at higher AFSC levels to fully
support US Air Force aircraft and stop Taliban and al Qaeda forces. Operation Iraqi
Freedom commenced a year later, in which the US and coalition air forces launched
nearly 1,000 strike sorties as the air campaign (“A-Day”) began on March 21, 2003. In
2004, the Air Force assumed control of the Naval Space Surveillance System, which
utilized more airmen and new higher-level AFSCs at its antenna sites to provide
situational awareness across the entire southern United States. When Hurricane Katrina
struck the US Gulf Coast in August of 2005, the US Air Force assisted in providing
massive relief operations, such as acromedical evacuation, command and control, and
airlifting supplies and rescue forces. The US Air Force reactivated many of its command
elements in Europe in 2006, which consists of almost 30,000 Airmen across Europe and
parts of Africa. The following year, the Air Force activated US Africa Command staffed
by 1500 personnel, as well as beginning the usage of remotely piloted aircraft overseas in
Afghanistan. New changes were made to the Air Force’s basic training regimen in 2008
and extended the duration by two and half weeks, requiring more personnel at higher
AFSC levels and larger groups of enlisted recruits. For 2009, the Air Force launched Air
Force Global Strike Command, with the addition of roughly 6,200 troops in US Cyber
Command.

The airman’s age at enlistment is also tracked by Age at Accession, which
controls for career trajectory by taking relevant prior experience and special skills into
account.

Methods
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Since AFSC has been coded in the order of importance, this study uses ordered
logistic regression to determine the difference of job placement between native-born and
foreign-born airmen and whether the difference by nativity exists for naturalized and
noncitizen immigrant airmen using quantitative administrative data provided by the DoD
and first utilized by Strader et al (2018). The three models will be run in STATA IC.
Model 1 will be run without control variables to initially test if the hypothesis is
supported. The purpose of model 2 is to include all the control variables that influence the
likelihood of being assigned to certain AFSCs and derive the major findings. If the
control variables are working properly as theorized, the coefficient for origin status
should exhibit change from that of model 1 and the origin effect should be attenuated in
model 2. Model 3 features the interaction variable of origin and race to observe possible

effects of immigrants’ racial/ethnic backgrounds on lower or higher AFSC assignment.
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Chapter 4: Results

Table I provides descriptive statistics by immigrant and citizenship status. As can
be seen, native-born citizens composed 96.2 percent of enlistees, with the rest composed
of immigrants, about half of whom were noncitizens at the time of enlistment. Overall,
the largest category across all three immigrant status groups was the fourth Air Force
Specialty Code (AFSC) category: Combined Professional, Acquisitions, Special
Investigations, Special Duty Identifiers, and Reporting Identifiers. However, the fourth
category is most likely disproportional to the other three categories because it includes
enlisted members undergoing basic training as part of the reporting identifier. As
expected, citizen and noncitizen immigrants more likely held lower-numbered AFSCs
than that of native-born citizens. It is difficult to assume if native-born citizens are
overrepresented in the highest-numbered AFSC category due to if they are currently in
basic training or technical school, or have already been assigned a professional,
acquisitions, special investigations, or special duty identifier AFSC.

While published demographic studies have shown women to make up 14% of the
enlisted ranks across all of the armed services (Patten & Parker, 2011), the results from
this thesis show that women in the Air Force were overrepresented among immigrants,
especially noncitizens. Racial/ethnic minorities were overrepresented among immigrants.
Noncitizen immigrants were more likely to be married at the time of enlistment than that
of native-born and citizen immigrants. Native-borns were most likely to have a high

school diploma at the time of their enlistment, whereas immigrants were more likely to

21



enlist with some college experience. Conversely, noncitizen immigrants on average
scored six percentile lower than native-born recruits. The gap is smaller between native-
born and foreign-born citizen airmen. Native-born citizens, citizen immigrants, and
noncitizen immigrants were fairly equal for age at entry at twenty years-old, although

noncitizen immigrants exhibited the largest variation in age at entry.

Table I. Descriptive Statistics of New Air Force Enlistees by Nativity & Citizenship Status (N =

220,432)
Native-Born Citizen Noncitizen
Citizens Immigrants Immigrants
212,672 (96.48%) 3,731 (1.69%) 4,029 (1.83%)
Categorical Independent Mean Sig1 Mean Sig2 Mean Sig3
Variables
AFSC
Logistics & Maintenance 3.8%  HE* 4.6%  FxE 52%  wwx
Support 1.8%  *** 2.5%  FxE 4.0%  ***
Combined Operations & 1.3%  *** 2.3%  Hx* 3.1%  ***
Medical
Combined Professional, 93.1% *** 90.6% *** 87.7% ***

Acquisitions, Special
Investigations, Special Duty &

Reporting
Race/Ethnicity
White (Reference) 72.7% 35.7% 16.6%
Black 15.5% 13.3% 18.5%
Asian 1.9% 26.4% 27.0%
Hispanic 9.9% 24.6% 37.9%
Female 22.4% 23.5%  kxE 26.7%  **
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Marital Status
Never Married (Reference)
Married
Other
Education
Below High School

High School & Equivalent
(Reference)

Some College
Year of Entry

2002 (Reference)
2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

2008

2009

Continuous Independent
Variables

Armed Forces Qualification Test

Percentile

Age

91.1%
8.6%
0.3%

1.3%
94.9%  *H*
3.8%  Fxx
14.8%  ***
14.6%  ***
11.9%  ***
9.4%  *Hx*
12.9%  ***
11.6%  ***
12.7%  ***
12.1%  ***

Mean

65.89 (16.63)

deskosk

19.74 (2.044)

deskosk

90.9%  *x*
8.7%  *#*
0.4%  H**
1.6%  H**
92.8%  *u*
5.6%  F**
20.4%  kxE
17.2%  ***
15.0%  ***
7.5%  F**
9.9%  Hk*
9.4%  wwx*
10.0%  ***
10.6%  ***
Mean

64.19 (16.70)

deskosk

20.13 (2.434)

desksk

88.2%  Hk*
11.4%  ***

0.4%

1.4% *

91.6% *

7.0% *

21.8%
13.3%
10.3%
9.0%
12.5%
11.4%
12.0%
9.7%

Mean

59.84 (15.12)

deskosk

20.62 (2.601)

desksk

Notes: Standard deviations in parentheses

* p<0.05 ** p<0.01 *** p<0.001

Sig 1 = Mean native-born vs. Mean citizen immigrants
Sig 2 = Mean native-born vs. Mean noncitizen immigrants

Sig 3 = Mean citizen immigrants vs. Mean noncitizen immigrants
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Table II shows estimated odds ratio predicting one’s likelihood of being assigned
to a higher-numbered AFSC rather than a lower-numbered AFSC. This study theorizes
that nativity is an important factor in influencing one’s likelihood of being assigned to a
higher-tiered AFSC, and Model 1 supports the hypothesis with the indication that
immigration status significantly impacts AFSC assignment. However, Model 2 reveals
that there is no difference between native-born and immigrant citizens after controlling
for other factors. The significance disappears in Model 2 for naturalized immigrants
while it remains for noncitizen immigrants. Models 1 and 2 together indicate that the
significance gap narrowed between noncitizen immigrants and native-born citizens after
including the control variables. The change in coefficients after the control variables are
included highlights the impact of the other factors on the relationship between immigrant
status and job assignment. The comparison of Models 1 and 2 indicates that AFSC
assignment is a complex process and does not merely rely on one’s immigrant status. The
odds ratio from the analysis informs that noncitizen immigrants are less likely to be

assigned to higher-numbered AFSCs compared to native-born citizens.

Table II. Ordered Logit Models Predicting AFSC Assignment (N =220,432)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
OR (z) OR (z) OR (z)
Citizenship Status
Native-Born Citizens
(Reference)
Citizen Immigrants 0.7113***  (-6.07) 1.0578 (0.85) 0.9441 (-0.62)
Noncitizen Immigrants  0.5276***  (-13.33)  0.8419%** (-2.84) 1.0560 (0.40)
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Race/Ethnicity

White (Reference)

Black 0.9630 (-1.38)  0.9640 (-1.32)
Asian 0.8758%* (-2.35)  0.8495%* (-2.36)
Hispanic 1.0077 (0.21) 10140 (0.36)

Citizenship Status x Race

Citizen Immigrants X White (Reference)

Citizen Immigrants % Black 0.9172 (-0.44)
Citizen Immigrants X Asian 1.5081** (2.31)
Citizen Immigrants % Hispanic 1.2250 (1.09)

Noncitizen Immigrants x White (Reference)

Noncitizen Immigrants x Black 0.8567 (-0.82)
Noncitizen Immigrants x Asian 0.7523 (-1.56)
Noncitizen Immigrants x Hispanic 0.7260 (-1.86)
Female 1.0469%* (2.03) 1.0471%* (2.04)

Marital Status

Never Married

(Reference)

Married 0.8525%** (-4.70)  0.8525%** (-4.70)

Other 1.1825 (1.07) 1.1828 (1.08)
Education

High School &

Equivalent (Reference)

Below High School 0.7987*** (-2.65)  0.7997*** (-2.63)

Some College 0.8072%** (-4.37)  0.8071%** (-4.37)
Year of Entry

2002 (Reference)

2003 7.2240%** (84.66)  7.2292%** (84.68)
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2004 82.7678*** (61.81)  82.8205%** (61.82)

2005 948.7012%**  (25.62)  948.4106***  (25.61)

2006 1152.743**%*  (28.16)  1152.841%**  (28.16)

2007 1535.162%**  (24.31)  1535.236%**  (24.31)

2008 1697.847***  (24.64)  1697.576*%**  (24.64)

2009 2233.651%**  (21.79)  2233.514***  (21.79)
Armed Forces 1.0035%*** (5.84) 1.0035%** (5.83)
Qualification

Test Percentile

Age 0.8891%** (-25.28)  0.8887%%* (-25.36)
/cut] -3.233%%x -3.4087%** -3.4176%**
/cut2 22,825 -2.8972 % -2.9061 %+
/eut3 2,591 %%% -2.5809%* -2.5897%%*
Log likelihood -72151.16 -48063.369 -48057.307

Notes: Standard errors are clustered by MEPS
* p<0.05 ** p<0.01 * p<0.001

According to Model 2, women are more likely to be assigned to higher-numbered
AFSCs. Women also make up twenty percent of the entire US Air Force, according to the
Department of Defense (2019). Airmen who were not married at the time of accession are
more likely to be assigned to higher-numbered AFSCs. It may be that single airmen,
whether they divorced, separated, or never married, open themselves up to more job
opportunities and assignments. In terms of education, those who did hold high school
degrees or the equivalent at the time of recruitment had a greater likelihood to be
assigned to a higher-numbered AFSC than those who did not complete high school or
college. The below high school and some college categories were significant, which
makes sense given that most enlisted airmen do not hold college or advanced degrees

beyond a high school diploma, if even that.
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Each year of accession in Models 2 is significant, again most likely because the
year ties to concurrent military operations and involvement abroad. In-demand jobs vary
by year-specific context and impact servicemembers’ likelihoods of being assigned to
certain jobs. The Air Force also offers enlistment bonuses of up to $10,000 for certain
occupations, such as linguists, combat control, pararescue, explosive ordnance disposal,
and survival evasion rescue evacuation. Potential recruits entering special operations
groups can earn as much as $6,000, in addition to Air Force student loan repayment plans
that can help potential recruits pay off approximately $10,000 of college debt
(MyAirForceBenefits, 2021). The data appears to show that the later the recruit joined the
US Air Force, the more likely he or she was assigned to a higher-numbered AFSC.
Model 2 also indicates that Asians and Asian Americans in the enlisted Air Force are less
likely to be assigned to higher-numbered AFSCs, which contradicts the initial notion that
their sought-after cultural and technical skills would place them on the higher-tiered
AFSCs (Burris, 2013). Based on multivariate analysis, it is logical to presume that certain
Asian airmen with technical skills and expertise could lead them towards occupying
lower-numbered AFSCs, which still require advanced specialty skills such as aircraft and
munitions maintenance.

On the other hand, the interaction between citizenship/immigrant status and race
variable in Model 3 suggests that Asian immigrants who are citizens are more likely to be
assigned to higher-numbered AFSCs compared to non-Hispanic whites who are native-
born. This can be seen in the civilian sector as well: in a recent study conducted by
Goyette, Kim, and Sakamoto, Asian efforts are valued equally to that of white Americans

due to their strong work ethic and determinism, whose performance can be easily and
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objectively evaluated (2009; 2014). More research is needed to see if there are any
second or third order effects of citizenship status factored with race and ethnicity, such as
the military experiences of naturalized first-generation Asian Americans versus that of
second- or third-generation Asian American immigrants.

The significance of the age and Armed Forces Qualification Test Percentile
(AFQTP) variables from the models is expected. The same holds for the AFQTP, in
which higher scores allow airmen to be slotted into higher-numbered AFSCs.

The older the recruit, the less likely he or she is to be assigned to a higher-numbered
AFSC. This could be due to already possessing relevant skills for a specific military job
instead of signing up for advanced training. Furthermore, the nature of work is changing
with the advancement of new technology. Before the Space Force was established, the
US Air Force was—and can still be argued is— the most technologically-advanced,
equipped, and reliant of the services. The old ways of accomplishing the mission can
quickly become obsolete and future generations can be encouraged to bring in new ideas

and skills that will add value to the organization.
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusions

Best (2013), Goyette, Kim (2014), Sakamoto (2009), and other scholars have
argued that immigrants find themselves assigned to certain types of jobs in the civilian
market, and this study has found that immigrants get assigned to these similar types of
jobs in the US Air Force. These findings cohere to similar discoveries made by military
scholars about immigrants in the Air Force along with those in the other branches of the
military. The results presented in this study show a strong correlation between native-
born and foreign-born AFSC assignment differences, along with the potential existence
of nativity differences for both citizen and noncitizen immigrants. While no definite
difference could be determined between native-born and immigrant citizens after adding
in the other control variables, the results did reveal that there is no significant difference
between native-born citizens and citizen immigrants. However, noncitizen immigrants
are significantly less likely to be assigned to higher-numbered AFSCs than native-born
citizens. The results of the interaction variable of citizenship status and race also suggest
that Asian citizen immigrants may have increased chances of placement into higher-
numbered AFSCs than that of native-born, non-Hispanic whites. Although no direct
comparison has been conducted thus far, it could be postulated that the US Air Force is
more selective in some regards than other branches regarding immigrants (McIntosh et
al., 2011; Strader et al., 2020b). Examining immigrants in the Air Force or any other
branch of the military from the different lenses of classical and segmented assimilation
theory, is a multifaceted endeavor that can change over time based on societal and

political forces at work.
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The current political climate of immigration and integration efforts over time can
be directly observed through the treatment of immigrant and racial minority
servicemembers in the military (Mendoza and Burke, 2018; Ordofiez, 2019, Talbot et al.,
2014). In an article published by Mendoza and Burke in the Army Times (2018), the
Army discharged over five hundred immigrant recruits from its Military Accessions Vital
to National Interest (MAVNI) program. Amidst a recruiting shortfall crisis that the DoD
has been struggling with for years to recruit native-born men and women ready and
willing to serve, the Army significantly put itself at a severe detriment with the forced
removal of the immigrant recruits and put MAVNI on hold in 2016. MAVNI previously
allowed immigrants with special language, cultural, and technical skills who are legally
present but not permanent residents, either with temporary visas or Temporary Protected
Status, to enlist (Mendoza and Burke, 2018). These removals are startling because
MAVNI had been so successful in reaching its quota ceiling every year since the DoD
first piloted the program in 2008 that its recruitment cap was raised from 1,000 to 1,500
just three years later (Barry, 2013). The DOD insists the act was due to immigrant recruit

% ¢

screening concerns and supposedly reasoning of immigrants’ “refusing to enlist.”
However, at least one of the recruits with discharge paperwork from the program stated it
was inaccurate and never said he refused to enlist (Mendoza and Burke, 2018).

Beyond the scope of MAVNI and temporary residents, even naturalized
immigrants and immigrants holding green cards who can serve are facing resistance and
challenges of their own. According to a National Public Radio segment by Ordofiez

(2019), the current administration is in the midst of curtailing the parole in place program

for military family members who have come to the country illegally, which previously
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allowed them to temporarily stay in the U.S. The original objective of the Military Family
Parole in Place Act was to minimize disruption to the life of a servicemember with a
family member potentially subject to deportation (S.2797). Under the new policy,
undocumented family members of active-duty troops are no longer protected from
deportation. Immigrant troops, with their families under duress, are not able to fully
concentrate on their military jobs when they are worried about their family members
being deported. Today, the pragmatical reasoning of the act has turned on itself with
those same servicemembers on deployments now fearing their spouses or relatives might
be deported (Ordonez, 2019).

Interestingly and related to this thesis, a study conducted in 2011 by McIntosh,
Syala, and Gregory on noncitizens in the enlisted force found that the US Air Force
allows noncitizens to serve a maximum of one term without becoming a citizen and prior
empirical analyses of citizenship attainment suggest that noncitizens in the Air Force are
more likely than noncitizens in the Army, Navy, and Marine Corps to become citizens
(Mclntosh et al., 2011). Furthermore, race and ethnicity have also shown to have a
relatively larger effect in the Air Force than in the other services (MclIntosh et al., 2011),
which could lead to novel associations and interactions between immigrants’ citizenship
status and their racial/ethnic backgrounds.

The US Air Force facilitates immigrant assimilation and civic integration faster
than its sister services (Mclntosh et al., 2011), largely due to its extraordinarily
integrative nature. This research on immigrant incorporation in the US Air Force
analyzes the same DoD data as Strader et al.’s immigrant incorporation in the US Army,

and one major weakness that the models share is the data’s lack of information on pre-
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migration health and socioeconomic status, pre-enlistment earnings, years since
migration, and English fluency (2020b). Additionally, the sample for this study only
includes permanent residents; there are not too many immigrants with temporary visas
who are often the focus of immigration scholarship. Citizenship status is an important
mechanism that affects immigrant job outcomes, but future research should analyze other
possible mechanisms related to immigrant incorporation and acculturation within the
military institution.

Although these models cannot tell whether gender impacts job assignment process
by immigrant status, others have shown that immigrant men and women appear to
perform differently in the military. In their article on the performance of immigrants in
the US Army, Strader, Lundquist, and Dominguez-Villegas (2020) cite evidence showing
that the status of immigrant women improves more than that of immigrant men through
the institutional protections of host countries and the possibility of the US Army serving
in a similar function (Itzigsohn and Giorguli-Saucedo, 2005). Perhaps the US Air Force’s
institutional protections prove beneficial for not only different immigrant statuses, but
also on the intersection of citizenship status and gender. More studies into this avenue
could yield promising results.

The findings from this thesis, that noncitizen immigrants are more likely to be
assigned to lower-numbered Air Force Specialty Codes (AFSCs) compared to that of
their native-born counterparts, reflect classical and segmented assimilation theories.
Whether citizen and noncitizen immigrants follow a “bumpy” or “straight” line of
convergence with native-born citizens, the military as a societal institution can play an

important role in accomplishing assimilation of norms, values, behaviors, and
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characteristics. The US Air Force can serve as a conventional pathway towards
assimilation and citizenship for immigrants. Immigrant recruits might have varied
experiences and job assignments, particularly now that the DoD has resumed seeking out
more immigrants for their much-needed potential to fill the ranks, meet military
personnel goals, and maintain high-quality force standards (Hattiangadi et al., 2005; Lutz,
2012; Mclntosh et al., 2011). The overall immigrant share is still below the civilian share
(Chishiti et al., 2019). The DoD planned on integrating the Development, Relief, and
Education for Alien Minors Act, or DREAM Act, into their strategic plan to aid in
military recruitment, which would have allowed young undocumented immigrants to
serve in the U.S. military (Khan, 2010). Robert Gates, the Secretary of Defense in 2010,
wrote to Congress in support of passing the DREAM Act, emphasizing that the
legislation “will result in improved recruitment results and attendant gains in unit
manning and military performance” (Letter to Senator Richard Durbin (D-IL), 2010,
p.1). Other leaders in the military have made similar statements, such as those of
Undersecretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness David S.C. Chu while was
serving under President George W. Bush, advocating that “many of these young people
may wish to join the military, and have the attributes needed—education, aptitude,
fitness, and moral qualifications” (CQ Congressional Testimony, “Immigration and the
Military,” 2006, p. 17). As of 2016, Congress and the DoD have implemented policies to
increase vetting requirements for noncitizen military recruits, such as limiting enlistment,
delaying training, and overall inhibiting immigrant servicemembers from fully
contributing their in-demand skills to the military (Chishiti et al., 2019). However, the

DREAM Act still has yet to be passed in Congress, and undocumented immigrants are
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still unable to serve in the armed forces under the military’s current policy. Citizen and
noncitizen immigrants could possibly integrate deeper into the military over time, and
their assimilation into the military way of life can perhaps be further studied based on the

jobs they hold within the unique institutional context of the US Air Force.
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