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Skin Color and Occupational Status Among Arab and European Americans 

 1. Introduction 

On the morning of September 11, 2001 nineteen hijackers of Saudi, Emirian, 

Lebanese, and Egyptian origin commandeered four American commercial jet airliners and 

carried out a series of terrorist attacks against the United States. Following these events a 

large number of Arabs, Middle Easterners, and Muslims living in the United States became 

victims of hate crimes, xenophobia, and violence. While discrimination against these groups 

in the United States is not a new occurrence, the attacks of September 11th have introduced 

renewed significance into the stereotypes of the Arab terrorist, Muslim terrorist, and the 

unfamiliar or foreign other. This context heightens the potential for discrimination to result in 

disparate economic outcomes for persons of Arab or Middle Eastern origin as well as 

Muslims. This paper explores the presence of labor market discrimination against these 

groups. Specifically, I examine the effect of adherence to Islam and skin color on the 

occupational status of self-identified Arab Americans. Using data from the Detroit Arab 

American Study 2003 and Detroit Area Study 2003 I find that complexion does not influence 

the occupational status for Arab Americans but does affect the occupational status of a 

comparison group of ethnically European Whites. Further, identifying as Muslim does not 

appear to have an effect on the occupational status of Arab Americans.  

2. Arab Americans in the United States 
 
 The first major wave of Arab immigration to United States occurred during the late 

19th century. Like other immigrants during this period, these early Arab Americans sought 

economic opportunity and often found employment as farmers, skilled tradesmen, and 
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merchants. These immigrants tended to be Christians from the region surrounding Mt. 

Lebanon. World War I caused a significant drop in immigration from the Arab world but by 

the mid 1920s there was a significant Arab population in the US (Naff 1983). Restrictive 

immigrations laws passed during the 1920s and 1930s, the Great Depression, and the Second 

World War limited the migration of Arabs to America. Following the Second World War, 

however, a second wave of Arab immigrants began to enter the United States. This new wave 

of immigrants was majority Muslim and tended to be better educated than the previous wave 

(Naff 1983; Suleiman 1999). The liberalization of immigration laws during the 1960s spurred 

an influx of the most geographically, religiously, and economically diverse group of Arab 

immigrants that the United States had seen to date. The group included students, 

professionals, businessmen, refugees and a variety of others. Like the post 1945 wave, these 

immigrants tended to be Muslim (Naff 1983; McCarus 1994; Suleiman 1999). 

  Historically, little demographic information has been available about Arab 

Americans, in part, because the federal government does not recognize Arab Americans as a 

racial or ethnic minority group.   In the United States’ federal system of racial classification 

and data collection, Arab Americans are considered White. In 1997 the Office of 

Management and Budget adjusted the federal methods for racial and ethnic classification. 

Calls for the creation of an Arab or Middle Eastern ethnic category in order to track 

discrimination against this group were defeated. Decision makers noted the lack of consensus 

about the definition of an Arab ethnic category as the reason for this ruling. They suggested 

that continued research be done to improve data collection on this group. Subsequently, 

questions concerning ancestry or national origin in the Census and similar datasets have been 
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used to identify Arab Americans in the United States (Brittingham and De la Cruz 2003; De 

la Cruz and Brittingham 2005; OMB 2009). 

Despite this lack of demographic data, a variety of studies have documented physical 

and psychological attacks, media bias, and discrimination in employment, immigration, and 

education against Arab Americans. (Michelak 1999; ADC 1992, 2001; McCarus 1994; 

Suleiman 1999). Following the events of September 11th, many private institutions and 

government agencies have documented a sharp increase in hate crimes, threats, intimidation, 

and employment discrimination against Muslims or persons of Arab descent (ADC 2002; 

AAI 2002; US DOJ 2008; US EEOC 2002a, 2002b).  Many individuals who were of other 

religious and ethnic backgrounds experienced harassment and discrimination because they 

were perceived as being Muslim or Arab suggesting that targeting in the post September 11th 

era is as much a function of appearance as actual country of origin, ancestry, or religious 

beliefs (Volpp 2002). Furthermore, scholars have begun to focus on the labor market 

characteristics of Arab Americans with a focus on the potential for discrimination. For 

instance, Davila and Mora (2005) find that between 2000 and 2002 Arab men from the 

Middle East, Afghanistan, Iran, and Pakistan experienced an earnings decline relative to non-

Hispanic whites born in the United States; this earnings decline was largest for recent 

immigrants. Further analysis indicated that the earnings drop cannot be attributed to changes 

in the structure of wages or in alternative characteristics. Kaushal, Kaestner, and Reimers 

(2004) find that after the September 11th attacks the earnings of Arab men declined by 9 to 

11 percent. They do not, however, find significant drops in employment levels or hours 

worked. Rabby (2007) finds that 9/11 was associated with a relative decrease in earnings of 
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immigrants from Muslim majority countries overall, that those aged 16 to 25 experienced a 

relative decrease in employment, and that the employment effects were worse for immigrants 

from the Middle East  and Afghanistan. 

3. Background on skin color 
 

A variety of studies have revealed an association between lighter skin tone and better 

social and economic outcomes in the United States. The majority of this research, however, 

has focused upon skin tone effects among African Americans. Johnson, Bienenstock, and 

Stoloff (1995) used the Multi City Study of Urban Inequality 1992-1994 (MCSUI) to 

examine dark and light complexioned black males from the same neighborhoods in Los 

Angeles and found that lighter skinned individuals had higher odds of being employed after 

controlling for age, education, and criminal background. Hughes and Hertel (1990), using 

data from the first wave of the National Survey of Black Americans (NSBA), found 

significant skin tone differentials in education, occupational prestige, and income. Using the 

same dataset, Keith and Herring (1991) determined that those with lighter skin color had 

higher educational attainment, occupational prestige, personal income, and family income. 

Seltzer and Smith (1991) used data from the 1982 over sample of Blacks in the General 

Social Survey and found skin tone differentials in education and occupational prestige. In 

contrast, Aaron Gullickson (2005) used data from all four waves of the NSBA and data from 

the 1982 Black oversample of the GSS and discovered that beginning with cohorts born in 

the 1940s, skin tone differences in educational and occupational prestige declined. 

Goldsmith, Hamilton, and Darity (2006) criticized Gullickson’s analysis, however, and 

argued that his use of the NSBA as a longitudinal data source was problematic because of 
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high rates of attrition. They also noted that because the NSBA data lacks White observations 

it is impossible to examine the challenges dark skinned African Americans face in the 

general labor market. Using NSBA and MCSUI data, Hersh (2006) found that lighter skinned 

African Americans have higher educational attainment and establishes mixed evidence that 

links skin tone to higher wages. Goldsmith, Hamilton, and Darity (2006, 2007) found that 

darker skin tone is associated with lower wages for African American men using the MCSUI.  

There is a smaller literature concerning the skin tone effects among other groups in 

the United States and the majority of this work focuses on Hispanics and Latinos. Arce, 

Murguia, and Frisbie (1987) utilized the National Chicano Survey 1979 (NCS) and found 

that Mexican Americans with Eurocentric features and lighter skin tone had higher 

socioeconomic status. Using the Latino National Political Survey 1990 (LNPS) Espino and 

Franz (2002) found that lighter skin color is connected to greater occupational prestige for 

Mexican and Cuban Americans but not Puerto Ricans. Using both the LNPS and NCS, 

Mason (2004) reported that darker skinned Mexican Americans have lower earnings, but his 

findings for Puerto Ricans and Cuban Americans varied. Telles and Murguia (1990) reported 

that light complexioned Latinos have advantages in income compared to Latinos who have a 

darker phenotype. Hersh (2008), using data from the New Immigrant Survey 2003-2004 

(NIS), found higher wages for immigrants with lighter skin tone. 

In addition to this scholarly evidence, an increasing number of skin tone based 

discrimination cases have recently found their way into the American legal system. The 

Equal Employment Opportunities Commission (EEOC) reported that charges filed on the 

basis of color discrimination rose from 374 in Fiscal Year 1992 to 1,241 in Fiscal Year 2006- 



  

7 
 

an increase of 232% (US EEOC 2008b). For instance, consider these two examples of recent 

litigation brought by the EEOC involving skin tone discrimination. 

In March 2007, EEOC filed suit against a national video store because a 
Bangladeshi employee alleged that after she was assigned to be store manager 
of a Staten Island location, she was told by her district supervisor that Staten 
Island was a predominantly white neighborhood and that she should change 
her dark skin color if she wanted to work in the area. The supervisor also 
allegedly told her that she really should be working in Harlem with her dark 
skin color and threatened to terminate her if she did not accept a demotion and 
a transfer to the Harlem store. (US EEOC 2008a) 
 
In August 2003, the EEOC obtained a $40,000 settlement on behalf of an 
African American former employee who was discriminated against based on 
his dark skin color by a light skinned African American manager, and 
terminated when he complained to corporate headquarters.” (US EEOC 
2008a) 

 
These cases highlight the growing US legal and policy implications of skin color 

discrimination as federal, state, and local entities continue to enforce Title VII of the Civil 

Rights Act of 1964 which prohibits employment discrimination based on race, color, 

religion, sex or national origin and protects employees who complain about problems in these 

areas from retaliation or unfair treatment. They also underscore that color discrimination can 

occur within racial and ethnic groups and between them (Hunter 2007). 

 In other areas of the world skin tone is also thought to have social significance. For  

former European colonies in Asia, light skin tone is prized as a result of  colonial values that 

regarded European features as desirable (Karnow 1989; Root 2007; Rafael 2000; Nadal 

2009).  In these and other regions of Asia, dark skin is often associated with poverty and the 

uneducated because only those who engaged in manual labor were assumed to have to work 

outside and therefore develop a darker complexion (Rodilla and Spickard 2007). Similarly, 

Ehrlich (1977) noted that complexion often determined rights in Spanish colonies and 
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asserted that skin color is an important social factor among Filipinos, Indians, and Latin 

Americans.  

To my knowledge no study has examined the effect of skin color on the labor market 

outcomes of Arab or Middle Eastern Americans. The evidence that exists concerning this 

ethnic group and skin color in the United States involves case studies. For instance, Grewal 

(2009) studied the effect of skin color on the marriage decisions and social interactions of 

Muslim Americans and Arab immigrants in four Michigan religious communities.  Similarly, 

despite the perception that a preference for lighter skin is pervasive in North Africa and the 

Middle East, empirical studies concerning whether complexion influences outcomes in these 

areas of the world are not available. Recently many news agencies and scholars have 

commented on the increasing popularity of skin lightener products in the Middle East, 

Africa, and the Indian subcontinent (Glenn 2008). The use of these products could be taken 

as an indication that lighter skin is perceived to provide contemporary social advantages in 

the Arab world and Middle East.  

4. Background on religion 

 In the past thirty years several studies have established a link between religious 

affiliation or denomination and economic outcomes. Roof (1979) used data from the General 

Social Survey 1972-1976 to examine education, occupational prestige, and family income 

among Jews, Protestant denominations, and Catholic ethnic groups. He found that adjusted 

for age, region, and size of place Jews tend to have the highest level of achievement in these 

areas followed by Protestants and then Catholics.  Chiswick (1983) used the human capital 

framework with data from the 1970 US Census and found that American Jews received 
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higher wages and a greater return on educational investment. Chiswick (1983) identified 

Jews in the Census, despite a lack of information on religious affiliation, by targeting 

individuals who reported Yiddish, Hebrew, or Ladino as a language that was spoken in their 

home when they were a child. 

Later, Tomes (1984) analyzed data from the General Social Survey 1973-1980 and 

found no difference in the income between various religious groups holding constant other 

factors. In his study Tomes (1984) used religious background rather than current religious 

affiliation because, he argued, current religious affiliation may suffer from endogeneity in the 

face of the potential for religious mobility. He additionally stated that the religiously mobile 

are a nonrandom sample with respect to earnings. Less than one in five individuals in Tomes’ 

(1984) sample, however, reported a current religious affiliation that differed from their 

childhood religion. When current religious affiliation was used, Tomes (1984) found that 

Jews possessed higher incomes than Protestants which led him to conclude that the use of 

current religious affiliation can lead to misleading results because of its endogeneity.  

Further, Honola, Knudsen, and Marshall (1987) used data from the 1972 to 1980 GSS 

and found, using Methodists as the comparison group, that Jews had higher educational 

attainment, occupational status, and income. Further, Episcopalians had higher occupational 

prestige and Baptists had lower education and income. In addition, they found no significant 

differentials for Irish and Italian Catholics. Chiswick (1993) used the GSS 1972-1987 and 

determined that Jews had significantly higher levels of schooling, occupational status, and 

earnings than other whites. Steen (1996) used data from the National Longitudinal Survey of 

Youth 1979’s 1991 wave and found, after holding a variety of social and economic variables 
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constant, that earnings for men raised as Jews were about 28 percent higher than Protestants 

while Catholics earnings were about 7 percent higher than Protestants. Ewing (2000) 

performed a similar analysis using the 1990 wave of the NLSY 1979 and found that 

Catholics earned slightly more than Protestants.  

In a later study using the 2000 wave of the NLSY 1979, Steen (2004) again 

determined that Jews and Catholics tended to earn more than Protestants all else constant. 

Recently, Smith and Faris (2005) used GSS data from the 1980s and 1990s to examine 

religious differentials during the past several decades. The authors found that religious 

groups such as Jews, Unitarians, Episcopalians, and Presbyterian tended to possess the 

highest levels of education, income, and occupational prestige over time. Conversely, 

religious groups such as Jehovah’s Witness’, African American Baptists, Southern Baptists, 

and Pentecostals consistently had lower levels of education, income, and occupational 

prestige over time. They also noted that very little transformation has occurred in the 

economic religious hierarchy during the 1980s and 1990s and that religious inequalities have 

remained fairly constant.   

This evidence suggests that religion continues to have significance in the United 

States for several social outcomes such as educational attainment, occupational prestige and 

attainment, and personal and family income. Within the body of scholarly research, however, 

studies of these kinds that explore economic outcomes of Muslim Americans in comparison 

to other religious groups, let alone Arab or Middle Eastern American Muslims, are 

completely absent. This gap in the literature is perhaps attributable to a limited amount of 

Muslim representation in the few American datasets that contain religious information.  
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Several private organizations and government agencies, however, have performed 

studies or collected data on Muslim Americans that have implications for economic 

outcomes. A 2001 report by the Council on American-Islamic Relations (CAIR) found that 

25 percent of regular mosque participants were Arab while 33 percent were South Asian 

(Pakistani, Indian, Bangladeshi, or Afghani) and 30 percent were African American. In 2007, 

the Pew Research Center performed the first national random sample of Muslim Americans. 

Pew Research reported that about 65 percent of American Muslims were born abroad. Many 

of these immigrants were from Arab nations and slightly less came from South Asian 

countries. Moreover, among Muslims born in the United States approximately half were 

African American. Muslim Americans were found to be comparable to the general American 

population in terms of income, and educational attainment, but were slightly less likely to be 

employed full time. Over fifty percent of Muslims noted that it has become more difficult to 

be a Muslim in the United States since September 11th and most also agreed that Muslims 

are targeted for surveillance and monitoring (Pew Research Center 2007). Moreover, during 

2007 CAIR and its local chapters handled a total of 2,652 civil rights complaints. Within the 

body of cases brought to CAIR, discrimination in the workplace increased by 18 percent 

from the previous year and in 63 percent of cases the motivation for discrimination was an 

individual’s ethnicity, religion, or having what was perceived to be a Muslim name (CAIR 

2008). Further, the report recognized the interplay between one’s appearance and the 

perception of their religious background stating that, “It is important to note that many acts of 

discrimination occur due to the perceived ethnicity or religion of the victim. Many Sikh 

Americans, who are neither Muslim nor Arab, have been targets of anti-Muslim bias as a re-
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sult of their appearance” (CAIR 2008, p. 17). Similarly, the EEOC and US Department of 

Justice have experienced a sharp increase in cases that involve discrimination against Muslim 

Americans since September 11th (Enforcement, Questions and Answers). This evidence 

certainly suggests that many Muslim Americans experience discrimination or disparities 

within American society based upon their religious affiliation.  

5. Theories and definitions of discrimination 

Skin color discrimination and religious discrimination have the potential to occur 

through a variety of mechanisms on a day-to-day basis. Researchers in many disciplines have 

investigated the forms that discrimination may take and have explored the motivation behind 

discriminatory actions. This vast literature can be partitioned into three forms of 

discrimination that result in differential or harmful impacts upon members of a specific 

group: individual level discrimination, institutional discrimination, and structural 

discrimination (Pincus and Ehrlich 1999). Individual discrimination occurs when an 

individual engages in actions that have a detrimental impact on persons from a target group. 

Individual discrimination could be the result of explicit or intentional actions such as verbal 

hostility, nonverbal hostility, physical attacks, or avoidance of out-group members. In the 

context of labor markets, a theory first developed by Becker (1957, 1971) and later 

augmented by others (Welch 1967; Arrow 1973; Black 1995; Borjas and Bronars 1989; 

Bowlus and Eckstein 2002) identifies how a conscious “taste for discrimination” by 

employers, managers, coworkers, or customers can adversely affect wages and employment 

for a disfavored group.  
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Recent psychological research suggests, however, that individual discrimination can 

also result from implicit or unintentional actions. Many individuals may hold unconscious 

beliefs about certain groups which can affect their behavior toward them. Automatic 

judgments that are caused by negative associations or unintentional actions that communicate 

discomfort or disapproval can result in differential treatment toward certain groups even if 

the person does not consciously intend it (Devine 1989; Dovidio et al. 1997; Fazio and Olson 

2003; Pincus 1999).  Moreover, the theory of statistical discrimination developed by Phelps 

(1972) involves a decision maker’s use of their perception of the distribution of certain 

characteristics within different groups. In the absence of perfect information about a person’s 

qualifications a decision maker may rely on group averages as a proxy for the information 

they desire. Thus, the person being evaluated will be judged on the basis of group and 

individual characteristics rather than solely on the basis of his or her personal qualifications. 

In essence, the individual will be racially or ethnically profiled.  

Further, institutional discrimination occurs when the policies of societal institutions 

or the actions of individuals that control or implement those policies has an adverse effect on 

certain groups (Pincus 1999; Blank, Dabady, and Cistro 2004). For instance, the South 

African Apartheid was a system supported by laws and public policies that had the clear 

intent of segregating and differentially treating racial groups. Similarly, structural 

discrimination refers to the policies of institutions and the practices of individuals that, while 

having non-discriminatory intent, result in systematically different treatment of certain 

groups (Pincus and Ehrlich 1999). For example, when the Social Security Act was passed 

during Roosevelt’s New Deal certain occupational areas were excluded from the benefits of 



  

14 
 

the act such as domestic service or agricultural. Many argue that a justification for these 

exclusions is that workers in these categories posed severe administrative challenges for 

public servants.  Regardless, the fact that racial minorities and women were disproportionally 

employed in such occupations resulted in large proportions of these populations being left 

uncovered by the legislation (Katznelson 2005). 

Stereotypes of Arab and Muslim Americans as terrorists, radical religious 

fundamentalists, unfamiliar foreigners, and the like could result in discrimination through 

overt acts, covert acts, or subtle cues of disfavor in promotion, interviewing, hiring, 

performance evaluations, wages, and work environment. The tendency for darker phenotype 

to result in worse economic outcomes within the United States combined with recent 

evidence of appearance based discrimination against Arab Americans leads me to 

hypothesize that dark-skinned Arab Americans will have a lower occupational status relative 

to their lighter complexioned counterparts. Moreover, as a result of the increase in anti-

Muslim sentiment in the post-September 11th environment I hypothesize that Arab American 

Muslims will have a lower occupational status than individuals who identify with other 

religious traditions. Given the diverse forms that discrimination takes and the many domains 

through which discrimination may affect occupational status and employment I do not 

attempt to identify the specific mechanism, such as in promotion or work environment, 

through which discrimination occurs or the specific form, such as explicit or unconscious, 

that this discrimination takes within this analysis. Likewise, without data on the 

discriminator’s motivations and the context it is difficult to assess the reason that those with 

darker phenotype were more likely to be discriminated against if the analysis supports such a 
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claim.  If disparities in these areas are found to exist it should simply be interpreted as 

evidence of an inequality that cannot be explained by factors included within the models 

presented.  

6. The data and key variables 

6.1 The Detroit Arab American Study and Detroit Area Study 2003 

The data for this analysis come from the 2003 Detroit Area Study (DAS) and its 

companion survey, the Detroit Arab American Study (DAAS). The purpose of the DAAS 

was to obtain a representative sample of the Arab American population of Metropolitan 

Detroit. The study’s universe is all adults aged 18 and older living in households in the 

greater Detroit metropolitan area of Oakland, Macomb, and Wayne counties who self-

identify as Arab or Chaldean. The survey employed a dual frame design that involved an area 

probability sample and a list sample based upon information provided by local Arab 

American organizations. Respondents were interviewed primarily face to face over the period 

July 2003 to December 2003 in English and Arabic. Data were collected on a variety of 

subjects such as post September 11th experiences, social trust, and intercultural relationships. 

The survey achieved a dual frame sample response rate of 73.7 percent. For the purpose of 

assessing the impact of skin color on occupational status, I take a sub-sample from the DAAS 

comprised of Arab Americans age 18 to 65 (N=807). 

The Detroit Area Study 2003 was designed to obtain a representative sample of the 

general population of Metropolitan Detroit. The universe for the DAS is all adults aged 18 

and over who reside in households located in Oakland, Macomb, and Wayne counties. The 

researchers employed a multistage sampling process of housing units in the three counties. 
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Data collection occurred from April 2003 until August 2003 in face to face interviews. The 

survey had a response rate of 56 percent. About 85% of the questionnaire items between the 

DAAS and DAS are identical which facilitates comparison of responses between the two 

datasets. For the present study, I extract a sub-sample of individuals age 18 to 65 that 

identified as racially White and ethnically Caucasian or European to serve as a comparison 

group to the Arab American sample (N=215).  

6.2 Dependent variable 

This pair of datasets is used in conjunction with Nam-Powers-Boyd occupational 

status scores. There is significant disagreement in the social science literature about the 

proper choice, use, and validity of occupational status and prestige rankings (Hauser and 

Warren 1997). Some studies use pure measures of occupational prestige obtained from 

survey research, like the Siegel or Nakao-Treas prestige rankings (Nakao 1992 ). Other 

analyses use composite measures of occupational status such as the Duncan Socioeconomic 

Index or Hauser Warren Socioeconomic Index which uses prestige measures to weight 

education and earnings or income (Hauser and Warren 1997). Furthermore, a number of 

researchers have formed their own indexes and scores for their individual projects.  

The purpose of my analysis is to explore the potential presence of labor market 

discrimination and I desire a measure of occupational status that reflects the economic 

resources that are provided by a given occupation. I choose to use Nam-Powers-Boyd 

occupational status scores because they give equal weight to education and earnings and do 

not use prestige weighting or scores. Moreover, the Nam-Powers-Boyd occupational status 

scores range from zero to 100 and have a specific and clear interpretation: they can be 
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regarded as the percent of individuals in the civilian labor force who are in occupations that 

have composite levels of education and earnings below the reference occupation (Nam and 

Boyd 2004). Managerial and professional occupations tend to have the highest scores while 

service and production occupations tend to have the lowest scores. Workers in the DAS and 

DAAS were asked what their occupation was on their main job and what sort of work they 

did. Subsequently, their responses were coded using the 2000 Census occupational system. I 

assign a Nam-Powers-Boyd occupational status score to each worker based upon this 

variable. A limitation of using occupational status scores is that one must assign a single 

score to a potentially broad occupational area. If there are in fact occupational status 

differences between people of different complexions within each occupational area, then the 

analysis cannot detect this effect.  

6.3 Skin color 

Skin tone data were collected in section J of the DAAS and section M of the DAS 

survey questionnaire where interviewers reported their observations. The interviewer was 

asked to “identify the complexion” of the respondent and was given a series of gradations to 

choose from: very dark, dark, medium, light, and very light. Skin color determination was 

left to the best judgment of the interviewer and they were not given training or instructions 

on how to apply the skin color scale. In the original DAAS, only .4 percent of respondents 

were recorded as having a very dark complexion. Therefore, those respondents are combined 

with those identified as dark for the purposes of this analysis. In the White, European 

American sample drawn from the DAS all individuals were reported as having a medium, 

light, or very light skin color. Within this analysis, skin tone is treated as a nominal variable.  
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Both sections J and M fall at the end of the interview process. This leaves open the 

potential that the interview itself affected how interviewers perceived the respondent’s skin 

color. The respondent’s revealed demographic characteristics, beliefs, practices, and views 

may have caused interviewers to provide a different assessment of the respondent’s skin 

color than if they had less information about the individual. For instance, perhaps 

interviewers perceived persons with a higher socioeconomic status as having a lighter 

complexion. In this case, one would have a measure that reflects skin color and 

socioeconomic status, not skin color alone. If this or similar issues occurred systematically 

during DAS and DAAS data collection, and skin color itself is the primary variable of 

interest, than the validity of the skin color measure is questionable.  

The use of a the very dark, dark, medium, very light, and light skin color scale in the 

DAAS and DAS is similar to surveys such as the NSBA and MCSUI, a pair of datasets upon 

which numerous analyses have been performed in regard to skin tone. Nonetheless, the inter-

interviewer reliability of the skin color scale is unclear and difficult to test. To test the inter-

interviewer reliability of the complexion measure two or more independent skin color scores 

would be needed for each respondent but neither dataset provides this. Moreover, the 

findings of Mark Hill (2002a) suggest that interviewers of racial or ethnic backgrounds 

different from a respondent may judge the respondent’s skin color differently than someone 

from the respondent’s racial or ethnic group which could result in a biased measure. Neither 

dataset, however, allows for the control of interviewer characteristics like race suggesting 

that this effect may be present. 
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The concerns about inter-interviewer reliability, validity, and systematic differences 

between interviewers of different racial groups may be assuaged if a more objective measure 

of complexion was available such as a skin reflectance measure. It is not clear, however, that 

an objective measure of skin color is desirable given the nature of this project. I am interested 

in how skin color, through its social significance, affects an individual’s interactions with 

members and institutions of society in an economic context. This is an inherently subjective 

issue as skin color’s is not granted significance through its actual tone (as a reflectometer 

would measure) but rather through an observer’s perception of skin color and the meaning 

that they then attribute to it. Therefore, an ideal measure of skin tone might reflect the 

average societal observer’s assessment of the respondent’s skin color. While it is possible 

that an objective measure of skin color could achieve this goal better than another method of 

collecting skin color data it is not necessarily the case. It is impossible to know how well the 

skin tone observations in the DAS and DAAS relate to this theoretical average societal 

perception of complexion.     

6.4 Religious affiliation 

Data on religious affiliation in the DAAS and DAS was collected through a question 

that asked the respondent, after looking at a series of categories in the bluebook, to specify 

which faith (Christian, Jewish, Muslim, Atheist, or other if volunteered) best described their 

religion. The purpose of my analysis in the context of religion is to explore whether Arab 

American Muslims experience worse economic outcomes than those of other religious 

backgrounds or who adhere to no religion. Therefore, religious affiliation is coded as a 

dichotomous variable such that Arab Americans who identify as Muslim are in one group 
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and those who identify with alternative religious backgrounds are in a second group. No 

respondent in the White American DAS sample identified as Muslim and therefore all 

respondents in this group are in the later category. 

There are several limitations with this method of analyzing the effect of being 

Muslim on occupational status if discrimination is the topic of interest. Actual religious 

affiliation is not a visible characteristic. Often it is inferred through visible characteristics like 

dress, race, ethnicity, or the wearing of religious symbols. Yet, as was witnessed after 

September 11th, such inferences are susceptible to error. Nonetheless, a better means of 

assessing the potential for religious discrimination would be a measure of respondent’s actual 

activities with regards to the wearing of visible religious symbols. Such symbols would 

provide an external indicator to other people that they are Muslim. A self-report may not be 

completely ineffective for an analysis of discrimination, however. Through sustained 

interactions, even absent a visible indicator of faith, religious affiliation could be revealed 

through conversation with the respondent or by a chance observation.  

6.5 Independent variables 

Several other variables are also included in the analysis. The first set of variables is 

representative of various elements of human capital. First, in the DAS respondents were first 

asked what was the highest grade or year of college they have completed and if their 

response indicated they had post secondary education were then asked what was the highest 

degree they completed. DAAS respondents were only asked a single question, the highest 

degree or year of school they completed. Years of education is a continuous variable that is 

created by assigning each respondent the years of education implied by their response to 
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these questions. Second, potential labor market experience is calculated as the reported age 

of the respondent minus their years of education minus five. I also include the square of 

potential experience. Third, respondents in the DAAS were asked whether they spoke 

English at home and if not, were asked a subsequent question about how well they spoke 

English. English proficiency is included as a two category variable divided into those 

individuals who speak English at home or reported that they speak English well or very well 

and those who did not speak English well or at all. Respondents in the DAS were only asked 

whether they spoke English at home. English proficiency for the DAS subsample is included 

as a two category variable divided into those individuals who speak English at home and 

those who do not.  

The second set of variables is a series of demographic characteristics that could 

potentially affect occupational attainment. Interviewers reported the respondent’s gender and 

it is coded as male or female. An indicator variable is included to specify if the respondent is 

Arab American (one) or a European American (zero). Respondents were asked if they were 

born in the United States and if they were born abroad were subsequently asked if they were 

a US citizen. Citizenship status is coded as two category variable where those who were born 

in the US or are self-reported US citizens are in one group and those without citizenship are 

in another. Respondents who were not born in the US were also asked the year in which they 

came to America. Years in the United States is a continuous variable calculated as the year of 

the survey minus the year the individual reported entering the US. Respondents were asked if 

they were married, widowed, divorced, separated, or had never been married and this 
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relationship status in recoded into a dichotomous variable with those who are married in one 

group and those with other relationship statuses in another.  

A final set of variables is used to designate job and business characteristics and 

location. First, respondents were asked whether they were self-employed, employed by 

someone, and, if volunteered, both self-employed and employed by someone. Self 

employment is a three category variable divided into those who identified themselves as 

purely self-employed and those who stated they were only employed by someone else or both 

self-employed and employed by another person. Second, respondents were asked if they were 

an inactive or active member of a union and union membership is a dichotomous variable in 

which active or inactive union members are in one group and those who are not union 

members are in another. Third, workers were asked if they worked full time or part time at 

their place of work and thus work time is a two category variable divided into full time 

workers and part time workers. Fourth, respondents were also asked to specify their area of 

residence within the metropolitan area. Urbanicity is a two category variable with those who 

live within the city of Detroit coded in one group and those who live in other areas of the 

region coded as another.  

7. Model and estimation 

 The baseline ordinary least squares (OLS)  regression model is as follows: 

 

Where O represents occupational status measured as a continuous variable, S represents the 

exogenous categorical variables representing skin tone, M is a variable indicating adherence 

to Islam, x represents a vector of exogenous variables such as years of education, racial and 
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ethnic group membership, and gender, β0 is the constant, µ is the error term, and δ, γ, and β1 

are coefficient estimates. If M is thought to be exogenous then ordinary least squares can be 

used to estimate the equation and γ would provide an unbiased estimate of the influence of 

being Muslim on occupational status.  

A pertinent statistical issue for the analysis of religion, however, is that current 

religious affiliation may be endogenous with respect to one’s economic circumstances. In the 

presence of religious choice and mobility it is not clear whether religious affiliation 

influences economic outcomes, whether economic outcomes influence religious affiliation, 

or whether each factor influences the other simultaneously. Table 1 displays current and 

childhood religious affiliation data from a merged sample of the 2000 to 2006 General Social 

Survey. Given current religious affiliation, high proportions of Catholics, Protestants, 

Muslims, Jews, and Orthodox Christians were of the same religion as children. There is, 

however, movement between faiths, especially among those who currently identify as other 

or none.  

Similarly, Table 2 displays religious mobility information from the 2007 Pew 

Research Muslim American Study. The study found that 77 percent of Muslims had always 

been of that faith while 33 percent were converts. The table displays marginal proportions of 

the age at conversion and reason for conversion by the former religious affiliation for the 33 

percent of respondents who shifted from another faith to Islam. The data suggest that 

converts to Islam come from a variety of religious traditions, convert for a variety of reasons, 

and change their faith at various times in the life cycle.  
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Although it is not possible to directly assess the applicability of these two examples to 

the individuals within my sample, they support the possibility for the endogeneity of current 

religious affiliation. If those who are mobile religiously are a non-random sample with 

respect to occupational status than the results of an ordinary least squares regression will be 

biased because the Muslim variable will be correlated with the error term thus violating one 

of the classic assumptions of OLS. A common solution to these problems is the use of 

instrumental variable methods. Finding a genuinely useful IV is challenging, however, 

because it first, must be an exogenous variable that is highly correlated with the potentially 

endogenous independent variable and second, should only influence the dependant variable 

through the potentially endogenous independent variable. Therefore, a variable is needed that 

is predictive of current religious affiliation but which does not influence an individual’s 

occupational status. This instrument must also not be a variable that is influenced by 

occupational status. 

The instrument I propose is the percent of individuals in the respondent’s nation of 

origin that are Muslim. If the respondent is born in the United States, the percent of 

individuals that are Muslim in their parents’ countries of origin is used. If information is 

available for both parents then the average of the percent Muslim in the respondent’s parents’ 

countries of origin is used. If country of origin information is only available for one parent 

then the percentage Muslim in that parent’s country of origin is used. If information is not 

available for any parent and the person was born in the United States then the percent of the 

population that is Muslim in the United States is used.  
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Information on the Muslim population of the world’s nations was obtained from the 

Association of Religion Data Archives at the Pennsylvania State University. The 

association’s website provides national religious profiles which are assembled from a variety 

of sources such as the U.S. State Department’s International Religious Freedom Reports, the 

U.S. Census Bureau’s International Database, and the CIA World Factbook. Presumably, the 

proportion of the respondent’s or their parents;’ countries of origin that are Muslim should be 

correlated with the individual’s current religious affiliation. For instance, one might expect 

that the higher this proportion the higher the likelihood that the respondent is himself or 

herself Muslim. The strength of this instrument can be tested using the first stage equation. 

There is a no theoretical link, however, between this variable and a person’s occupational 

status which suggests that the exclusion restriction is satisfied. 

 Occupational status regressions were estimated using two-stage least squares for a 

pooled sample of Whites and Arab Americans using two different models: a model with 

additional interactions between race/ethnicity and skin color and a model that did not include 

these interactions. Occupational status regressions were also estimated using two-stage least 

squares for a group specific model which included Arab Americans. A model that only 

included the White sample was not estimated using two-stage least squares. Since no one in 

the White sample identified as Muslim the Muslim variable is not a regressor in this 

equation. Therefore, there is no need to correct for the potential endogeneity or religion. The 

first stage F-statistic for the pooled model with the additional interactions was 24.75. The F-

statistic for the pooled model without interactions was 27.17 and it was 14.17 for the Arab 

American model. All of these F-statistics indicate a fairly strong instrument since they are 
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above the common threshold of 10. Sargan tests for the relation between the instrumental 

variable and the residuals of the second stage equation obtained p-values of 0.012, 0.010, and 

.0001 respectively. The low p-values suggest the instrument fails the criterion for being 

uncorrelated with the error term of the second stage equation.  

The instrumental variable estimates were compared to ordinary least squares 

estimates using a Durbin-Wu-Hausman test for endogeneity. These tests indicated that the 

ordinary least squares estimates were acceptable for the Arab American only model but not 

for the two pooled models. Nonetheless, as mentioned previously, the Sargan tests suggest 

that the instrument proposed may not be a healthy one. Further, given that occupational status 

is only measured on a 100 point scale, the Muslim coefficient appears especially large with 

two-stage least squares for the pooled model with interactions (B=-50.71, p=0.060) and in 

the pooled model without interactions (B=-55.30, p=0.049) when compared to the OLS 

estimates (B=.63, p=.85 and B=.84, p=.80 respectively). These observations leave open the 

possibility that an association between the instrumental variable and the omitted variables 

may exist and that it is leading to bias that could be larger than the bias in the ordinary least 

squares estimates. In the absence of an alternative instrument and in the presence of these 

limitations of the two-stage least squares estimates, in the following section OLS regressions 

are reported for all models.  

8. Analysis and results 

8.1 Descriptive characteristics  

 Before turning to the inferential portion of the analysis, I begin by describing the 

basic characteristics of the sample. Table 3 provides descriptive statistics of the sample by 
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race and ethnicity. A slightly higher percentage of Arab Americans live within the city of 

Detroit (8.3%) than Whites (1.4%). Both genders are represented in similar proportions in 

each ethnic group and there is a slight female majority. About twenty percent more Whites 

(83.8%) are currently employed than Arab Americans (63.2%). Among those who are 

employed, the proportion of Arab Americans who are self-employed is about twice as high 

(31%) as Whites (16.2%).  Among employed individuals, Arab Americans and Whites are in 

managerial, health, professional, service, and sales occupations in similar proportions. A 

higher proportion of Arab Americans (26.7%) are involved in sales occupations when 

compared to Whites (14.6%) while a slightly greater proportion of Whites (20.9%) are 

employed in production occupations than Arab Americans (16.9%). Similar levels of Arab 

Americans and Whites are employed full time.  

A slight majority of Arab Americans are non-Muslims. About 80 percent of Arab 

Americans and 95 percent of Whites speak only English or speak English well or very well. 

About two-thirds of Arab Americans and 98 percent of Whites are US citizens and on 

average those born abroad have an average length of residency in the US of about 17 years 

23 years respectively. Fewer Whites (61.3%) are married than Arab Americans (70.8%) and 

Arab Americans are slightly younger on average. Whites and Arab Americans have similar 

levels of potential labor market experience but on average Arab Americans have about three 

years less education than Whites. Finally, Arab Americans have a mean occupational status 

score that is about four points lower than Whites. 

8.2 Occupational distribution by skin color and religious affiliation 
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 Figure 1 shows the occupational distribution of each skin color category for Arabs 

while Figure 2 presents the same information for Whites. Among Arabs and Whites darker 

complexioned persons tend to be more likely to be represented in production, service, and 

administrative occupations while lighter toned individuals are more highly represented in 

managerial, professional, and health occupations. For each ethnicity, however, very light 

complexioned individuals are more likely to be in production occupations than light persons. 

Similarly, among Arab Americans, light complexioned persons are in managerial, 

professional, and health occupations at a slightly higher rate than very light persons. There 

does not appear to be a significant association between skin color and present occupation for 

either ethnic group (Pearson’s χ2 p-value =.22 for Whites and Pearson’s χ2 p-value =.17 for 

Arabs).  Figure 3 portrays the occupational distribution of Muslims and non-Muslims. A 

greater proportion of Muslims are employed in production, service, and administrative 

occupations compared to non-Muslims.  There is not a significant association between 

religious affiliation and current occupation (Pearson’s χ2 p-value =.15). 

8.3 Occupational status scores by skin color and religious affiliation 

Table 4 shows mean Nam-Powers-Boyd occupational status scores by skin tone 

group. The findings are somewhat inconsistent with the hypothesis that lighter skin color 

results in lower occupational status. In general, among Arab Americans those with lighter 

complexion tend to have higher occupational status although those with light skin color have 

slightly higher occupational status than those with very light complexion. For Whites, 

individuals with very light skin tone have a much higher occupational status than other 
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groups yet those with medium skin color have a slightly higher occupational status than those 

with a light skin tone.  

Further, Table 5 displays the results of Bonferonni multiple comparison tests that 

compare mean occupational status scores for each skin tone category by racial or ethnic 

group. The Bonferroni multiple comparison test is an extension of analysis of variance 

(ANOVA). While ANOVA tests the null hypothesis that more than two means are equal, 

multiple comparisons allow one to determine which means differ from one another. The use 

of multiple comparisons, however, increases the likelihood of type I error; when many tests 

are performed on the same set of data this increases the probability that any one test will 

achieve a significant result. A Bonferroni adjustment is used to mitigate this effect. The table 

suggests that only the mean Nam-Powers-Boyd occupational status scores of light and very 

light Whites differ at a statistically significant level. In addition, Table 6 displays mean 

occupational status scores by religious affiliation. Arab Muslims tend to have the lowest 

occupational status followed by non-Muslim Arabs and then non-Muslim Whites. This trend 

is consistent with the hypothesis that Muslims have lower occupational status than non-

Muslims. Independent samples t-tests confirm that these differences are statistically 

significant.  

8.4 Occupational status regressions 

I now turn to the multivariate analysis. Table 7 reports the results of occupational 

status regressions for a pooled sample of Whites and Arab Americans that includes 

interactions between race/ethnicity and skin color, a pooled model without these interactions, 

and models for each racial/ethnic group separately. In the pooled model without the 
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additional interaction terms, individuals who are dark or very dark (all of which are Arab 

American in the sample), medium, and light complexioned have a lower occupational status 

than to those who are very light. An F test was used to assess whether these skin color 

coefficients were equal and this test produced insignificant results suggesting that the 

coefficients do not significantly differ from one another (F= .8454, p-value=.17). In the 

pooled model with additional interactions, none of the skin color and race/ethnicity 

interactions are significant which suggests that the effect of skin color on occupational status 

does not differ by racial or ethnic group.  

In the Arab American model, skin color does not significantly affect occupational 

status. Conversely, in the White model those with light skin color achieving an occupational 

status that is about 12 points lower than those with very light complexion. There is not a 

similar affect for those with medium complexion, however, which may suggest that the trend 

does not hold for each gradation of complexion. An F test was used to assess whether these 

skin color coefficients were equal and this test produced significant results suggesting that 

the coefficients differ from one another (F= 4.08, p-value=.02). Adhering to Islam does not 

influence the occupational status of Arab American Muslims in any of the models presented. 

In addition, full time workers have an occupational status that is about 11 points 

higher for Arab Americans, about 22 points higher for Whites, and about 16 points higher in 

both pooled models. An additional year of education increases occupational status by about 

four points for Whites and about three points for Arab Americans. An additional year of 

education increases occupational status by about three points in both pooled models. Among 

Whites, those who are self-employed have an occupational status that is about 10 points 
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higher than those not self-employed. Among Arab Americans women have an occupational 

status that is about five points lower than men’s.  

United States citizens have an occupational status that is about 10 points higher 

among Arab Americans and eight points higher in both pooled models when compared to 

non-citizens. Surprisingly, the opposite is true of Whites with US citizens having 

occupational status that’s lower than non-citizens. This is likely a product, however, of the 

fact that the size of the non-US born White population is very small within the sample or 

perhaps because this group of immigrants entered the United States for high level jobs. An 

additional year of potential labor market experience had a small but significant effect on 

occupational status for Arab Americans and in both pooled models. In both pooled models 

the experience squared term has a slightly negative, significant coefficient suggesting that the 

return to experience may decrease as it is accumulated.  

A possible explanation for the difference in occupational status by skin tone is that 

those with lighter skin tone may have greater self-esteem or self-efficacy or lower levels of 

depression. If light skin tone is prized in American culture as some perceive then those with 

lights skin color might develop a greater sense of self-confidence and worth than those who 

have a darker complexion. Even in the absence of discrimination by external actors, the lack 

of esteem, efficacy, or the development of depression that might result from darker 

complexion could affect one’s ability to function on a day to day basis or in an occupational 

role. This could in turn lead to lower occupational status or attainment.  

The DAAS and DAS asked respondents a series of questions to assess their feelings. 

All respondents were asked how often over the last 12 months they had felt (1) tired out for 
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no good reason (2) nervous (3) hopeless (4) restless and fidgety (5) depressed (6) that 

everything was an effort and (7) worthless. Response options were ordinal and consisted of 

(1) all of the time, (2) Most of the time, (3) some of the time, (4) almost never, (5) not at all. 

To obtain a single measure of the respondent’s emotional state and levels of depression I take 

the mean rating on this five point scale across the seven dimensions of feeling collected in 

the DAAS and DAS. Table 8 displays mean depression ratings by skin color. The minor 

differences in the table suggest that skin color and ethnic differences in depression are 

minimal. Bonferonni multiple comparison tests (see Table 9), however, reveal that those with 

very light skin color have a lower mean level of depression than those with dark or very dark 

complexion among Arab Americans.  

Additional regressions were run with this variable as a predictor. When depression is 

added to the models there is no significant change in the significance, the sign, or magnitude 

of the other predictors. Moreover, the fit of the equation increases only minimally. Taken 

together, this suggests that depression does not have a notable impact on occupational status 

independent of skin color.  

It should be recognized, however, that depression itself could be influenced by 

occupational status thus creating a simultaneity problem similar to religion. Also, depression 

can vary in its duration and the acuity of its symptoms. Further, it is not necessarily a 

constant state but can occur cyclically or unevenly. Therefore, the fact that depression, as it 

was measured at the time of the survey, does not influence occupational status does not mean 

that depression could not have influence occupational status at an earlier date or that it could 

not influence it subsequently.   
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8.5 Skin color and post-September 11th experiences  

In addition, Table 10 portrays data for another outcome for which skin tone might 

have significance: self-reports of discrimination or support.  Respondents to the DAAS were 

asked if since September 11th they had a bad experience due to their Arab or Caldean 

ethnicity. They were also asked if in the weeks after September 11th anyone who was not of 

Middle Eastern background had shown them support or solidarity. Interestingly, the group 

with the highest proportion of individuals reporting that that they had had a bad experience 

due to their ethnicity since September 11th and the group with the highest proportion of 

individuals reporting that they received support or solidarity in the weeks after September 

11th was persons of dark or very dark complexion.  Similarly, the group with the lowest 

proportion of individuals reporting that that they had had a bad experience due to their 

ethnicity since September 11th and the group with the lowest proportion of individuals 

reporting that they received support or solidarity in the weeks after September 11th was 

individuals of very light complexion.  

There is not, however, a clear increasing or decreasing trend with regard to skin tone 

except for men who reported receiving support or solidarity. In this case, as skin color 

becomes lighter a lower proportion of respondents report receiving support or solidarity. 

Initially this result may seem counterintuitive given the hypothesis that those with a darker 

complexion are more likely to receive ill-treatment. However, in the context of post-

September 11th America this finding may be plausible. Following September 11th those of 

non-Arab or Chaldean ethnicity may have felt obligated or inspired to show support or 
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solidarity with those who they perceived to be Muslim, Arab, or Middle Eastern or 

individuals who they believed fit stereotypical images of Muslim or Arab terrorists. In this 

case, we would expect those with darker skin color, who may be more readily assumed to be 

Arab, Middle Eastern or Muslim by those outside their ethnic group, to be the targets of such 

expressions when compared to individuals who have lighter complexions and a greater 

likelihood of being regarded as Caucasian. Further, we would expect this to especially true 

for men since all nineteen terrorists involved in the events of September 11th were male.  

9. Discussion and conclusion 

 The results suggest that skin color does influence the occupational status of Whites 

and may influence Arab Americans since only Arab Americans were dark or very dark in the 

pooled model without interactions although the F-test for equality of coefficients produced 

insignificant results.  Using the Nam-Powers-Boyd scoring system, a difference of about 10 

to 13 points would be approximately equivalent to moving from a position as an educational 

administrator to that of a special education teacher or from a position as a medical assistants 

or other healthcare support person to a job as a taxi or bus driver.  

There are several potential explanations as to how skin tone might work beyond or in 

conjunction with the channels of discrimination previously described and impact economic 

outcomes. For instance, individuals who have a lighter complexion may be perceived as 

more attractive. In turn, being an attractive person could be associated with higher 

occupational attainment. Studies have suggested that lighter skin tone increases perceived 

attractiveness within some ethnic groups in the United States (Hill 2002).  Several studies 

have linked attractiveness to more favorable economic outcomes (Hamermesh and Biddle 
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1994; Biddle and Hamermesh 1998; Hamermesh and Parker 2005; Hamermesh 2006; Mitra 

2001). Assuming that lighter complexioned Whites are perceived as more physically 

attractive, perceived attractiveness could explain the evidence that those with lighter skin 

tone have a higher occupational status.   

Unfortunately, the DAAS and DAS 2003 do not include information on perceptions 

of the respondent’s attractiveness. Therefore, it is not possible to assess the relationship 

between attractiveness and skin color within this sample. In regards to African Americans, 

Hersh finds that interviewers in the NSBA and the DAS 1995 were more likely to rate people 

with lighter skin as more attractive than average. When she includes this variable in wage 

and educational attainment regressions, however, she finds that while more attractive persons 

have higher educational attainment the effect of skin color on education is largely unaffected 

by inclusion of the attractiveness variable. In addition, Hersh finds that attractiveness does 

not significantly affect wages. Similarly, Hill (2002b) found that perceived physical 

attractiveness was only weakly associated with educational attainment compared to skin 

color among African Americans.  

Another possible explanation is that lighter skin color provides access to beneficial 

social networks. Several researchers have argued that possessing large amounts of social 

capital and dense social networks can provide economic or non-economic benefits to 

individuals (Coleman 1988; Putnam 1993). Likewise, there is some evidence that humans 

tend to favor those who are like themselves. For instance, social identity theory suggests that 

those who are perceived to be like an individual are seen more positively and are given 

preferential treatment. The negative attributes or failures of group members tend to be 
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attributed to situational factors rather than inherent characteristics. Moreover, in group 

members may be seen as more diverse, holistic, or unique (Tajfel and Turner 1979; Taijfel 

1982; Chen and Li 2006). If lighter complexioned individuals have access to advantageous 

social networks because they are perceived to be more similar to those in dominant social 

and economic positions (assuming individuals with light skin are predominantly in such 

positions), then this could result in persons with light skin tone having access to better work 

environments or information that could result in occupational advancement. 

 In addition, there is the possibility that omitted variable bias might explain the 

significant effect of skin color on occupational status. If an omitted variable is correlated 

with both skin color and occupational attainment and those with high levels of the variable 

also have a lighter complexion then the results presented here could overestimated the effect 

of skin color on occupational status. If the opposite is true, however, and those with darker 

complexion have high levels of the variable the results may actually understate the effects of 

skin color occupational status. Ideally future analyses will be able to include theoretically 

relevant variables that could influence occupational status in addition to skin color such as 

family background or childhood characteristics and measures of ability or productivity. 

The results of this study suggest that skin color may affect the occupational status of 

racially White and ethnically European Americans. Very little research has focused on skin 

color affects within this group; hopefully future analyses can continue to explore the affect of 

complexion on the economic outcomes of White Americans. Further, the findings suggest 

that skin color and identifying as Muslim do not influence the occupational status of self-

identified Arab Americans. The lack of empirical research on Muslim American economic 
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outcomes necessitates that future data collection efforts and research focus on expanding our 

knowledge about the outcomes of this religious group relative to other religious identities.  

Moreover, unlike other studies, this analysis uses data from respondents that self-

identify as Arab Americans rather than attempting to use respondent’s stated nation of origin, 

birth, or ancestry to infer Arab American identity. This is an important feature as one could 

identify as Arab American but have a national origin or ancestry outside of the Middle East 

or North Africa. Future research can continue to gather in-depth and representative data on 

self-identified Arabs and Middle Easterners in the United States. This will allow policy 

makers and administrators to better track discrimination against these groups in the post-

September 11th world. 
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Figures and tables 
 

Table 1. Religious Mobility Among All Racial and Ethnic Groups 

  Current Religious Affiliation 

Childhood Religious 
Affiliation Protestant Catholic Jewish None Other 

Islam or 
Muslim   

Orthodox 
Christian 

Protestant 87.2 6.4 5.6 40.8 33.3 8.4 4.0 
Catholic 7.5 91.3 4.1 22.2 20.9 0.0 2.4 
Jewish 0.1 0.1 84.7 1.9 0.7 0.0 0.0 
None 3.8 1.9 5.3 29.5 7.6 5.3 11.5 
Other 1.0 0.3 0.3 4.5 36.1 5.3 1.7 
Islam or Muslim   0.1 0.0 0.0 0.6 1.4 81.0 0.0 
Orthodox Christian 0.2 0.1 0.0 0.5 0.1 0.0 80.4 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

N 4,489 2,141 152 1,201 448 48 53 
Source: Calculations using a merged file of the General Social Survey 2000 to 2006 

Notes: The calculations only include those who reported a race, hispanic origin, and 
ethnicity.  

 
Table 2. Age and reason for conversion to Islam by previous religion 

  
Age at conversion 

(N=175) 
 

Reason for conversion (N=170) 

  
0-
20 

20-
40 40+ Total 

 

Religious 
beliefs 

and 
practices 

Family 
or 

marriage Other Total 
Protestant 27.3 32.2 9.0 68.5 

 
45.5 9.9 13.7 69.0 

Roman 
Catholic 3.6 5.3 0.8 9.7 

 
3.2 4.5 2.2 9.9 

Other 2.8 3.0 0.5 6.3 
 

3.2 1.7 0.9 5.9 
None 7.3 7.1 1.3 15.6 

 
8.9 0.4 5.7 15.1 

Total 40.9 47.6 11.5 100.0   60.9 16.6 22.6 100.0 

Source: Pew Research 2007 Muslim American Study    
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Table 3. Characteristics of Arab Americans and Whites Age 18 to 65 

 
White Arab All   

  
% or 

mean SE 
% or 

mean SE 
% or 

mean SE N 
Urbanicity 

       Missing urbanicity 0.0 0.000  1.5 (0.546) 1.0 (0.369) 10 
Outside of Detroit 98.8 (0.746) 90.2 (1.222) 93.0 (0.876) 946 
Detroit 1.3 (0.746) 8.3 (1.117) 6.0 (0.804) 68 

        Gender 
       Male 47.8 (3.622) 46.7 (1.942) 47.0 (1.763) 489 

Female 52.3 (3.622) 53.3 (1.942) 53.0 (1.763) 534 

        Skin Tone 
       Missing skin tone 2.0 (0.928) 0.0 0.000  0.7 (0.304) 5 

Dark or very dark 0.0 0.000  5.9 (0.882) 4.0 (0.603) 52 
Medium 15.8 (2.630) 44.0 (1.930) 34.8 (1.639) 396 
Light 48.8 (3.623) 39.4 (1.914) 42.5 (1.755) 412 
Very light 33.5 (3.435) 10.7 (1.188) 18.1 (1.442) 159 

        Employment Status  
       Missing employment status 0.0 0.000  0.6 (0.312) 0.4 (0.217) 4 

Employed 83.8 (2.566) 63.2 (1.864) 69.4 (1.584) 671 
Unemployed 1.0 (0.611) 6.8 (1.011) 5.0 (0.740) 55 
NILF 15.25 -2.512 29.43 -1.742 25.1151 -1.478 273 

        Who employed by 
       

Not self employed 83.88 (2.932) 68.98 (2.994) 74.5 (1.860) 481 
Self employed 16.12 (2.932) 31.02 (2.994) 25.5 (1.860) 182 

 Present Occupation 
       Managerial 12.8 (2.562) 10.3 (1.680) 11.5 (1.509) 69 

Professional 23.6 (3.340) 18.7 (2.242) 21.0 (1.984) 115 
Health 5.4 (1.701) 4.7 (1.137) 5.0 (1.008) 30 
Service 12.5 (2.701) 10.8 (1.748) 11.7 (1.584) 65 
Sales 14.6 (2.784) 26.7 (2.718) 20.9 (1.981) 111 
Administrative 10.1 (2.737) 11.9 (1.933) 11.0 (1.652) 52 
Production 20.9 (3.238) 16.9 (2.202) 18.8 (1.932) 96 
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Table 3. Characteristics of Arab Americans and Whites Age 18 to 65 

Hours Worked 
       Part time 23.6 (3.464) 25.3 (2.207) 24.6 (1.910) 152 

Full time 76.4 (3.464) 74.7 (2.207) 75.4 (1.910) 531 

        Religious Affiliation 
       Missing religious affiliation 1.5 (0.860) 2.3 (0.623) 2.0 (0.506) 21 

Not Muslim 98.5 (0.860) 53.0 (1.937) 67.9 (1.552) 632 
Muslim 0.0 0.000  44.7 (1.924) 30.1 (1.509) 371 

        Citizenship Status 
       Missing citizenship status 0.0 0.000  0.2 (0.149) 0.2 (0.100) 3 

Not a US citizen 2.0 (0.928) 23.1 (1.657) 16.2 (1.223) 185 
US citizen 98.0 (0.928) 76.6 (1.660) 83.6 (1.226) 836 

        Relationship Status 
       Missing relationship status 0.3 (0.250) 0.0 0.000  0.1 (0.082) 1 

Not married 38.5 (3.475) 29.2 (1.866) 32.2 (1.688) 309 
Married 61.3 (3.479) 70.8 (1.866) 67.7 (1.689) 714 

        English Proficiency 
       Missing English proficiency 0.0 0.000  0.8 (0.370) 0.5 (0.250) 6 

Does not speak English or 
does not speak English well 6.5 (1.778) 16.0 (1.472) 12.9 (1.164) 130 
Speaks only English or 
speaks English well or very 
well 93.5 (1.778) 83.2 (1.502) 86.6 (1.184) 888 

        Union Membership 
       Not a union member 71.3 (3.279) 66.4 (1.819) 68.0 (1.629) 670 

Active or inactive union 
member 28.8 (3.279) 33.6 (1.819) 32.0 (1.629) 350 
Age 43.3 (0.930) 38.4 (0.530) 40.0 (0.480) 1024 
Experience 21.2 (1.000) 19.9 (0.600) 20.3 (0.510) 945 
Years in US 23.3 (5.904) 17.0 (0.482) 17.2 (0.491) 593 
Years of education 15.3 (0.180) 12.3 (0.160) 13.1 (0.140) 945 

Nam Powers Boyd 58.4 (2.080) 54.7 (1.530) 56.5 (1.280) 538 

Source: Detroit Arab American Study 2003; Detroit Area Study 2003 
Notes: Standard errors in parentheses. Proportions for who employed by, present occupation, 
union membership, and hours worked are calculated using observations that are employed. 
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Figure 1: Occupation by Skin Color of Arab Americans 

 

 

Figure 2: Occupation by Skin Color of White Americans 
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Figure 3: Occupation by Religious Affiliation 

 

 

Table 4. Mean Nam Powers Boyd by Skin Tone and Ethnicity 

 
Arab   White 

  Mean 
Std 

Error N   Mean 
Std 

Error N 
Dark or very 
dark 43.63 6.06 24 

 
― ― 0 

Medium 53.25 2.27 157 
 

57.35 4.97 36 
Light 57.47 2.46 141 

 
54.26 2.97 106 

Very light 56.87 4.33 36   64.65 3.57 70 
Source: Detroit Arab American Study 2003; Detroit Area Study 
2003 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

43 
 

Table 5. Mean Nam Powers Boyd by Religious 
Affiliation and Ethnicity 

  Mean 
Std 

Error N 
P-

value 
White non-
Muslim 58.47 2.1 178 0.01 
Arab non-Muslim 56.44 1.88 225 0.05 

Arab Muslim 49.91 2.65 125 ― 
Source: Detroit Arab American Study 2003; 
Detroit Area Study 2003 

Notes: P-value refers to the p-value from an 
independent samples t-test comparing the mean 
Nam-Powers-Boyd OSS for Arab Muslims to the 
mean Nam-Powers-Boyd OSS for individuals in 
the reference category 

 

Table 6. Bonferonni Multiple Comparison Test 

 
Arab 

 
White 

  
F-

statistic 
P-

value   
F-

statistic 
P-

value 
Dark or very dark-Medium 2.21 0.41 

 
― ― 

Dark or very dark-Light 4.48 0.10 
 

― ― 
Dark or very dark-Very light 3.16 0.23 

 
― ― 

Medium-Light 1.59 0.63 
 

0.29 1 
Medium-Very light 0.55 1.00 

 
1.43 0.47 

Light-Very light 0.01 1.00   5.02 0.05 
Source: Detroit Arab American Study 2003; Detroit Area Study 2003 
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Table 7. Occupational Status Regressions 

  All All  
Arab 

American White 

 
(1) (2) (3) (4) 

Muslim 
0.837 

 
0.633 

 
-0.082 

 

― 

 
 

(3.30) 
 

(3.30) 
 

(2.60) 
   Very dark or dark -12.82 * ― 

 
-9.615 

 
― 

 
 

(7.00) 
   

(6.90) 
   Medium -9.054 *** -4.991 

 
-8.049 

 
-2.007 

 
 

(3.50) 
 

(5.50) 
 

(5.10) 
 

(5.70) 
 Light -9.243 *** -13.32 *** -3.168 

 
-11.85 ** 

 
(3.30) 

 
(4.50) 

 
(5.80) 

 
(4.60) 

 Arab 4.002 
 

-0.717 
 

― 
   

 
(3.50) 

 
(5.80) 

     Female -0.318 
 

0.24 
 

-4.869 * 5.704 
 

 
(2.40) 

 
(2.40) 

 
(2.70) 

 
(3.70) 

 Speaks only English or 
speaks English well or very 
well 5.426 

 
5.73 

 
5.021 

 
6.473 

 
 

(5.70) 
 

(5.60) 
 

(8.00) 
 

(9.10) 
 Married 1.383 

 
1.317 

 
0.0281 

 
3.226 

 
 

(2.70) 
 

(2.90) 
 

(3.00) 
 

(3.70) 
 US citizen 8.283 ** 7.843 * 9.734 ** -15.29 * 

 
(4.20) 

 
(4.20) 

 
(3.80) 

 
(8.20) 

 Years of education 3.197 *** 3.207 *** 2.894 *** 3.802 *** 

 
(0.38) 

 
(0.38) 

 
(0.55) 

 
(0.78) 

 Years in US 
-0.128 

 
-0.116 

 

-
0.0688 

 
-0.225 

 
 

(0.11) 
 

(0.11) 
 

(0.11) 
 

(0.24) 
 Experience 0.238 ** 0.259 ** 0.269 ** 0.221 
 

 
(0.12) 

 
(0.12) 

 
(0.11) 

 
(0.18) 

 Experience2 -
0.0142 * 

-
0.0139 * -0.011 

 

-
0.0199 

 
 

(0.01) 
 

(0.01) 
 

(0.01) 
 

(0.01) 
 Self employed 1.857 

 
1.799 

 
-2.06 

 
8.703 * 

 
(2.70) 

 
(2.70) 

 
(2.20) 

 
(5.10) 

 Full time worker 16.02 *** 15.98 *** 10.92 *** 22.41 *** 
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Table 7. Occupational Status Regressions 

 
(2.90) 

 
(2.90) 

 
(3.50) 

 
(4.70) 

  Union member -0.502 
 

-0.49 
 

2.792 
 

-4.823 
 

 
(2.40) 

 
(2.50) 

 
(2.30) 

 
(4.60) 

 Detroit -7.684 
 

-8.637 * -7.343 
 

-10.75 
 

 
(5.00) 

 
(5.00) 

 
(6.40) 

 
(9.30) 

 Arab*Dark or very dark ― 
 

-8.831 
 

― 
 

― 
 

   
(7.30) 

     Arab*Medium ― 
 

-2.65 
 

― 
 

― 
 

   
(6.90) 

     Arab*Light ― 
 

10.61 
 

― 
 

― 
 

   
(6.50) 

     Constant -9.376 
 

-8.701 
 

-0.258 
 

-3.906 
 

 
(10.00) 

 
(11.00) 

 
(13.00) 

 
(16.00) 

 N 437 
 

437 
 

298 
 

139 
 R2 0.35   0.36   0.34   0.41 
 Source: Detroit Arab American Study 2003; Detroit Area Study 2003 

Notes: P<.1*, P<.05**, P<.01***. Standard errors in parentheses. Omitted categories for skin 
color is very light.  
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Table 8. Mean Esteem by Skin Tone and Ethnicity 

 
Arab   White 

  Mean 
Std 

Error N   Mean 
Std 

Error N 
Dark or very dark 3.62 0.09 49 

 
― ― 0 

Medium 3.82 0.04 354 
 

3.89 0.09 36 
Light 3.77 0.04 299 

 
3.90 0.05 105 

Very light 3.90 0.08 88   3.92 0.06 70 

 

 

Table 9. Bonferonni Multiple Comparison Test 

 
Arab 

 
White 

  
F-

statistic 
P-

value   
F-

statistic 
P-

value 
Dark or very dark-Medium 4.16 0.12 

 
― ― 

Dark or very dark-Light 2.24 0.40 
 

― ― 
Dark or very dark-Very light 5.51 0.06 

 
― ― 

Medium-Light 0.86 1.00 
 

0 1 
Medium-Very light 0.77 1.00 

 
0.06 1 

Light-Very light 2.22 0.41   0.07 1 
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Table 10. Post September 11, 2001 Experiences by Skin Tone 
and Gender 

Panel A: Women               

 

Reported having 
a bad experience 

(N=534)   

Reported receiving 
support or 

solidarity (N=531) 
  % SE N   % SE N 
Dark or very dark 22.5 (8.25) 5 

 
37.8 (15.14) 10 

Medium 14.0 (2.30) 29 
 

30.5 (3.61) 67 
Light 16.2 (1.66) 30 

 
33.6 (3.44) 64 

Very light 13.3 (3.77) 10 
 

29.7 (3.99) 20 
All 15.1 (0.89) 74 

 
32.0 (2.74) 161 

        Panel B: Men               

 

Reported having 
a bad experience 

(N=462) 
 

Reported receiving 
support or 

solidarity (N=457) 
  % SE N   % SE N 
Dark or very dark 19.1 (2.56) 7 

 
42.2 (8.00) 19 

Medium 15.1 (2.33) 28 
 

37.8 (2.96) 75 
Light 18.5 (3.43) 34 

 
32.1 (4.55) 62 

Very light 9.2 (3.44) 7 
 

19.8 (7.05) 10 
All 16.1 (1.77) 76   34.0 (2.20) 166 

Notes: This table uses the full DAAS sample and is not restricted 
to ages 18 to 65 
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