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Abstract

 Iowa has become a new gateway destination for Latinos/as, demonstrated by a five-fold 
increase in the Latino/a population in the state since the 1990s. The Latino/a population has 
become the largest minority group in Iowa and the state has benefited from the influx of this 
population given existing demographic trends that include brain drain, aging populations, and 
shrinking communities. This growth has led to the development of Latino/a entrepreneurship 
and businesses, creating commercial niches with high potential for economic development 
and revitalization in Iowan communities. However, the distribution of Latinos/as in the labor 
force remains concentrated in low-wage sectors of the economy. The lack of state and federal 
involve-ment to facilitate the economic integration of Latinos/as in the receiving communities 
partially explains this concentration. In order to overcome the public sector non-action status, the 
efforts to promote economic integration is shifting to nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). 
Using a context of reception framework, which refers to the existing modes of integration at the 
receiving locations, my research studies the formal nongovernmental actors that contribute to the 
integration of Latinos/as in the City of Des Moines.

A qualitative approach was used to examine four overall research questions: 1) Who are the 
formal NGO stakeholders involved in the network of support for economic integration? 2) What 
are the NGOs currently doing to assist with the economic integration of the Latino/a popula¬-
tion? 3) How do the NGOs perform with regards to provision of services and opportunities? and 
4) Do the NGOs collaborate and form partnerships within the network? This paper focuses on 
the third question by examining the services provided to support economic integration. A seg-
mented assimila¬tion approach was used, focusing on the societal level of the reception context. 
By examining the existing network of support, which was influenced by the reception context, 
the study concluded that the societal mode of incor¬poration was not sufficient to contribute to 
producing a strong network of support. Recommendations include strengthening public sector 
involvement in a culturally sensitive way in the network of support for the Latino/a population; 
expanding jobs and mobility services and opportunities; and improving access to services by 
simplifying and expanding qualifications. 
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Introduction

The State of Iowa has become a new destina-
tion for immigrants, mostly of Mexican and Hispanic 
descent (Zúñiga & Hernández-León, 2005).  In 
the early 1990’s, the meat packing and processing 
industry started to recruit minorities, especially 
Latinos/as.  This was caused by changes in employ-
ment practices that created a need to fill low-skilled 
job openings (Gouveia & Saenz, 2000; Kandel & 
Parrado, 2005).  As a consequence, the Hispanic 
population is the largest minority group in Iowa, 
consisting of 5 percent of the total population in 2011 
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2012).  The state is benefiting 
from this immigration given existing decreasing 
demographic trends of Iowans, caused by brain drain 
and aging population, promoting the ‘shrinking 
communities’ phenomenon in many counties (Grey & 
Woodrick, 2005).  On one hand, this growth has led 
to the development of some Latino/a entrepreneurship 
and businesses, creating commercial niches with high 
potential for economic development and revitaliza-
tion in Iowan communities (Trabalzi & Sandoval, 
2010).  On the other hand, the distribution of Latinos/
as in the labor force remains mostly concentrated in 
low-wage sectors of the economy (State Data Center 
of Iowa, 2013).  The lack of state and federal involve-
ment to promote economic integration of Latinos/
as partially explains this concentration (Grey, 2006).  
In order to overcome the lack of involvement by 
the public sector, non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) are working to promote economic integra-
tion of Latinos/as in many locations across the U.S. 
(Petsod et al., 2006).

In 2011, approximately 35,000 Latino/as resided 
in Polk County, where the City of Des Moines is 
located, making it the county with the largest Lati-
no/a population in the state (State Data Center of 
Iowa, 2013).  Within the City of Des Moines, 12 
percent of the total population, around 25,000 people, 
and possibly more, are Hispanic and the number 
continues to grow (U.S. Census Bureau, 2014).  
However, it is important to highlight that the number 
may be larger due to the existence of undocumented 
immigrants, who may or may not have been included 

in the censuses.  In 2010, for instance, an estimated 
75,000 undocumented immigrants lived in Iowa, 
indicating a sharp increase from the estimated 5,000 
in 1990 (Passel & Cohn, 2011).  Moreover, if all 
undocumented immigrants were removed from Iowa, 
there would be losses of $1.4 billion in economic 
activity and $613.4 million in gross state product.  
Finally, we would see  8,819 jobs would occur 
(Perryman Group, 2008). 

As of 2011, 30 percent of the Latino/a labor 
force in Iowa worked in production, transportation, 
and material moving occupations, in comparison to 
16 percent of the total population.  Almost 25 percent 
of the Latino/a labor force worked in service occu-
pations compared to 17 percent of the total popu-
lation. In sales and office occupations, 17 percent 
of the Latino/a labor worked in this field while the 
percentage of the total population was 24.  An addi-
tional 14 percent of the Latino/a labor force were 
employed in management, professional, and related 
occupations, compared to 34 percent of the total 
population (State Data Center of Iowa, 2013).  The 
2013 unemployment rate in Iowa was 7.7 percent for 
Latinos/as and 4.7 percent for the state population.  
Compared to the national 9.1 percent for Latinos/as 
and 7.4 for the national population, Iowa has a higher 
rate of Latino/a unemployment when looking at the 
ratio Latinos/as to the total state population (U.S. 
Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2014).  When poverty and 
education statistics are considered, the numbers show 
that the Latino/a population, on average, is more 
likely to be poor, earning half of the State median 
family income, and is less educated than the average 
for the entire state. 

While the tenure of residence of immigrants 
may play role in the distribution of Latino/as in 
the labor force, there is a need to understand the 
economic integration-related services and opportuni-
ties that are being provided to the Latino/a population 
in Iowa.  Within this context, the main objective of 
this research is to examine the existing network of 
support that assists Latino/a immigrants to achieve 
economic integration in the City of Des Moines.  
This study is about the supply side, i.e., formal NGOs 
stakeholders involved in the network of support, not 
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including the public sector.  The demand side (i.e. 
Latino/a population) is not part of this study nor are 
the informal stakeholders (e.g., a priest or a commu-
nity leader).  

Research Design and Methodology

The four overall research questions are: 1) 
Who are the formal NGO stakeholders involved in 
the network of support for economic integration? 2) 
What are the NGOs currently doing to assist with 
the economic integration of the Latino/a popula-
tion? 3) How do the NGOs perform with regards 
to provision of services and opportunities?  and 4) 
Do the NGOs collaborate and form partnerships 
within the network?  This paper will mainly focus 
on question number 3 for brevity purposes and will 
provide recommendation for the network of support.  
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 12 
formal NGO stakeholders involved with assisting 
Latino/a immigrants.  In order to analyze the inter-
views, I proposed a classification based on two qual-
itative types of measurement: ‘level of service and 
opportunity’ and also ‘overall performance category,’ 
as explained below.

Economic integration in this paper is defined 
as the process by which immigrants have equal 
access to economic opportunities, giving all the 
chance of having a job, accessing financial services, 
and experiencing mobility, all depending on the 

reception context of the receiving location. For the 
classification, three indicators were proposed and 
are described in Table 1: jobs, financial services, and 
mobility.  These indicators were assigned different 
‘level of service and opportunity’ labels: basic, inter-
mediate, and advanced.  The basic level represents 
service provision characterized by access to unskilled 
work which lacks mobility opportunities, and to 
simple financial services only, such as checking and 
savings accounts.  The intermediate level represents 
service provision characterized by access to better 
paid jobs with technical and skill-acquisition training, 
chances for mobility, and provision of financial 
services such as credit cards and microloans.  The 
advanced level represents service provision including 
access to higher education, to professional high-
skilled jobs, and entrepreneurship opportunities, 
leading to sector mobility, and to financial services 
that includes loans and mortgages.  For example, an 
NGO that assists Latinos/as to find only unskilled 
jobs is labeled as basic level provider for the indicator 
jobs.  Moreover, an NGO receives an advanced level 
label for financial services if Latinos/as have access 
to loans and mortgages.

By combining these ‘level of service and 
opportunity’ with the indicators (i.e., jobs, financial 
services, and mobility), I propose six ‘overall perfor-
mance category’ for NGOs, varying from low to very 
high for the classification.  An NGO is ranked low for 
‘overall performance category’ if it has a basic label 

Table 1: Description of ‘level of service and opportunity’ for the classification

Level of Service Jobs Financial Services Mobility

Basic

Intermediate

Advanced

Low skilled/low wage 
Dead end jobs

Technical/Skilled 
Benefits/Safety net

Professional 
High Skilled 
Entrepreneur

Checking/Savings accounts 
Financial education

Credit cards 
Micro loans 

Grants/Scholarships

Loans 
Mortgage

No mobility opportunities
Little mobility opportunities

Job ladders available 
High wages

Sector-mobility = upward mobility 
High mobility 

Business start-up
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for ‘level of service and opportunity’ for even one of 
the three indicators.  An NGO is ranked very high for 
the ‘overall performance category’ if all three indica-
tors are at least an intermediate ‘level of service and 
opportunity’ label. 

Figure 1 displays the research framework 
following a reception context ideology as put forth by 
Portes & Rumbaut (2001).  The Des Moines recep-
tion context influences the network of support, which 
is composed of formal NGO stakeholders.  These 
NGOs provide services and opportunities related to 
jobs and/or financial services and/or mobility to the 
Latino/a population.  Jobs, financial services and 
mobility can be labeled as one of the three ‘level 
of service and opportunity’: basic, intermediate, or 
advanced.  Each NGO, depending on the combination 
of ‘level of service and opportunity’ can be ranked 
with an ‘overall performance category’ varying from 
low to very high.  The final combination of NGOs 
with their specific ‘overall performance category’ 
defines how the network is performing.  Depending 
on the network strength, a feedback loop is proposed 
that can then affect the reception, context, and/or the 
network of support.  

Initially, I identified 29 organizations working 
with Latino/a in Des Moines, and then narrowed 
this number to 17 which provide services directly 
related to economic integration.  Those 17 organiza-

tions became my sampling frame. It is important to 
highlight that even though my definition of economic 
integration includes jobs, financial services, and 
mobility, one should not expect that each NGO would 
be providing services and opportunities focusing 
on these three indicators at the same time.  Rather, 
ideally, the network of support should have NGOs 
working with one, two, or three indicators, producing 
a strong overall economic integration synergy.  

The interviewing process took place from 
March to April, 2014. I was able to interview 12 
NGOs out of the 17.  Participants were informed 
of the Institutional Review Board procedures, and 
guaranteed anonymity.  All interviewees consented 
to being audio recorded, and were then, transcribed 
for analysis.  The NGOs representatives that were 
interviewed held different job positions, such as 
managers and directors.  To maintain the inter-
viewees’ anonymity, in the rest of this paper, I refer 
merely to the organizations by their focus:  business, 
community, educational, financial, marketing, and 
service provider.  

Figure 1: Research Framework
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Results and Conclusion

In this study I used the ‘segmented assimila-
tion’ approach, focusing on the societal level of the 
reception context.  By examining the existing network 
of support, which was influenced by the reception 
context, I concluded that the societal mode of incor-
poration was not sufficient to contribute to producing 
a strong network of support.  In summary, a network 
of support for the economic integration of Latinos/as 
comprised of 17 formal NGO stakeholders existed in 
the City of Des Moines.  Based on the 12 organiza-
tions that were interviewed in this study, the existing 
‘performance category’ for economic integration 
with regards to jobs, financial services, and mobility 
has room for improvement.  Shown in Table 2, seven 
out of the 12 organizations in the sample performed 
at or below a medium low ‘performance category’.   
Moreover, four NGOs were performing low, which 
means limited influence on jobs, financial services, 
or mobility.  Four NGOs were performing in the high 
‘performance category:’ two in medium high, one 

in high, and one in very high.  The latter could be 
considered a good example to be followed.  There 
were five organizations, however, that could poten-
tially be performing at high and/or very high category, 
but Latinos/as were facing constraints by the require-
ments, including authorized U.S. status.  Services and 
opportunities related to financial services were more 
prevalent in the City of Des Moines than access to 
jobs and mobility opportunities. 

As a result of the interviews, I have specific 
recommendations that, I believe, could improve 
how the network should assist Latino/a immigrants 
to achieve economic integration.  Firstly, as a top 
priority, the public sector should increase its involve-
ment with the network of support and the Latino/a 
population.  Strong public support could provide a 
positive impact in the existing networks.  Examples 
of public support could include assisting NGOs to 
help improve their performance and identify the 
gaps in service provision.  The existing formal NGO 
stakeholders should reach out to the public sector 
to initiate this change in behavior.  The NGOs were 

Table 2: NGO performance according to classification



Cambio de Colores/Change of Colors | 2014 Conference Proceedings34

well aware of what the most difficult challenges for 
Latinos/as were, and could educate the public sector.  
To facilitate the public sector involvement, cultural 
sensitivity and awareness programs for local and state 
public employees should be offered.  For instance, 
planners in Des Moines should be aware of their 
multicultural environment and reach out to diverse 
communities for inclusion in the planning processes.  
Moreover, a further way for the public sector to 
convey a supportive message to the Latino/a commu-
nity would be to acknowledge immigrant economic 
contributions.  In this way, they could contribute to 
the breakdown of embedded social structure issues, 
such as persistent discrimination. 

Secondly, there is a need to expand jobs and 
mobility services and opportunities in the network.  
In light of prevalence of financial services, more 
jobs, mobility services, and opportunities are 
needed in Des Moines to provide for a population 
of over 25,000 Latinos/as.  Responses pointed to an 
increasing demand for entrepreneurship education, 
demonstrating a weakness in the network of support.  
This type of service and opportunity should increase 
in the network, and even expand to target the less-ed-
ucated entrepreneur.  

Thirdly, the simplification of the qualification/
application process could increase accessibility to 
services and opportunities, by minimizing the obsta-
cles that the Latino/a population could encounter.  
Existing best practices should be evaluated to provide 
effective models that others can follow.  Finally, 
partnerships and collaborations within networks of 
support should increase.  Larger players, for instance 
should reach out the less well-connected NGOs.

Future research should focus on other aspects 
that could play important roles in the economic 
integration of Latinos/as.   This study focused on 
the supply side of the network of support, meaning 
that the demand side (i.e., the Latino/a population) 
should be investigated.  An examination of the role 
of the public sector should also be considered.  The 
economic dimension of integration is only a part 
of the holistic concept of integration.  Hence, other 
dimensions such as political and social integration 
should also be reviewed. This study contributed to 
the literature on new gateway destinations dealing 

with the growth of immigrant population by focusing 
on the role of formal NGO stakeholders working on 
Latino/a economic integration in Iowa.  The find-
ings should not be generalized to other cities but 
they demonstrated the importance of having a large 
network of support, offering services and opportuni-
ties related to jobs, financial services, and mobility.  
The findings also suggested that other cities should 
understand how the societal level is influenced by 
their own reception context for the economic integra-
tion of immigrants.   

References

Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Department of Labor. (2014). 
Employment status of the civilian noninstitutional popu-
lation in states by sex, race, Hispanic or Latino ethnicity, 
and detailed age (preliminary) 2013 Annual Averages. 
Retrieved from http://www.bls.gov/lau/ptable14full2013.
pdf

Gouveia, Lourdes & Rogelio Saenz. (2000). Global forces and 
Latino population growth in the Midwest: A regional and 
subregional analysis. Great Plains Research 10: 305-328.

Gouveia, Lourdes et al. (2005). The Great Plains Migration: 
Mexicanos and Latinos in Nebraska, in Victor Zúñiga and 
Ruben Hernández-León (eds.), New destinations: Mexi-
can Immigration in the United States. New York: Russell 
Sage Foundation, pp. 23-49.

Grey, Mark A. (2006). Obstacles and opportunities: Lati-
no-owned small businesses in Iowa. The Journal of Lati-
no-Latin American Studies 2(1): 1-23. 

Grey, Mark A. and Anne C. Woodrick. 2005. “Latinos have 
revitalized our community: Mexican migration and Anglo 
responses in Marshalltown, Iowa,” in Victor Zúñiga and 
Ruben Hernández-León (eds.), New Destinations: Mexi-
can Immigration in the United States. New York: Russell 
Sage Foundation, pp. 133-154.

Kandel, W. & Cromartie, J. (2004). New patterns of Hispanic 
settlement in rural America. Washington, D.C.: Economic 
Research Service, US Department of Agriculture.

Kandel, W. & Parrado, E. A. (2005). Restructuring of the US 
meat processing industry and new Hispanic migrant 
destinations. Population and Development Review 31(3): 
447-471.

Kandel, W. et al. (2011). Moving up in rural America: Eco-
nomic attainment of nonmetro Latino immigrants. Rural 
Sociology 76(1): 101-128.

Maldonado, M. M. & Licona, A. C. (2007). Re-thinking integra-
tion as reciprocal and spatialized process. The Journal of 
Latino-Latin American Studies 2(4): 128-143.



Cambio Center at the University of Missouri | 2015 | www.cambio.missouri.edu 35

Passel, J. S. & Cohn, D. (2011). Unauthorized immigrant popu-
lation: National and state trends, 2010. Washington, D.C.: 
Pew Hispanic Center.

Perryman Group. (2008). An Essential Resource: An analysis 
of the Economic Impact of Undocumented Workers on 
Business Activity in the US with Estimated Effects by 
State and by Industry. Waco,TX: The Perryman Group. 
Retrieved from http://www.immigrationpolicy.org/sites/
default/files/docs/ipc/Impact%20of%20the%20Undocu-
mented%20Workforce%20April%2015%202008.pdf

Petsod, D. et al. (2006). Investing in Our Communities: Strat-
egies for Immigrant Integration - A Toolkit for Grant-
makers. Sebastopol, CA. Grantmakers Concerned with 
Immigrants and Refugees.  Retrieved from https://www.
gcir.org/publications/toolkit

Portes, A. & Rumbaut, R. G. (2001). Legacies: The story of the 
immigrant second generation. Berkeley: University of 
California Press.

State Data Center of Iowa. (2013). Latinos in Iowa: 2013. Re-
trieved from http://www.iowadatacenter.org/Publications/
latinos2013.pdf

Trabalzi, F. & Sandoval, G. (2010). The exotic other: Latinos 
and the remaking of community identity in Perry, Iowa.  
Community Development 41(1): 76-91.

U.S. Census Bureau. 2012. Annual Estimates of the Resident 
Population by Sex, Age, Race, and Hispanic Origin for 
the United States and States: April 1, 2010 to July 1, 
2012. American FactFinder. Retrieved from http://fact-
finder2.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml\

U.S. Census Bureau. (2014). Data derived from Population 
Estimates, American Community Survey, Census of 
Population and Housing, County Business Patterns, 
Economic Census, Survey of Business Owners, Build-
ing Permits, Census of Governments. State and County 
QuickFacts.Retrieved from http://quickfacts.census.gov/
qfd/states/19/1921000.html

Zúñiga, V. & Hernández-León, R (eds.). (2005). New Destina-
tions: Mexican Immigration in the United States. New 
York: Russell Sage Foundation.


