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Salvadorans in Boston 
“imagine all the people” is a series of publications pro-

duced by the Boston Redevelopment Authority for the 

Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Advancement. The series 

provides a comprehensive profile of Boston’s diverse 

immigrant communities and their numerous contribu-

tions to the city’s social, cultural and economic land-

scape. It is part of an ongoing effort to celebrate immi-

grants and gain insight into how they shape our city. 

 
Salvadoran Festival: Mayor’s Office of New Bostonians 
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International migration of Salvadorans over the last half century has been 
prompted by socioeconomic problems including inequality, lack of job oppor-
tunities, insufficient access to land, and most notably, widespread violence 
during the country’s civil war from 1979 to 1992. Historically, Salvadorans left 
their country in hopes of finding land and opportunity in neighboring Hondu-
ras.  However during the 1960s, Honduras launched agrarian reforms that tar-
geted Salvadoran residents—as much 12% of the Honduran population—to 
quell tension among Honduran agricultural workers. Starting in the 1970s, ref-
ugees from war-torn areas of El Salvador sought sanctuary in neighboring 
countries such as Nicaragua and Guatemala and in the United States.1 

Because the United States was reluctant to grant refugee status to Salvadorans 
fleeing their civil war, many Salvadorans migrated to the United States without 
authorized status. The Department of Homeland Security in 2010 estimated 
that 59 percent of foreign-born Salvadorans in the United States were unau-
thorized.2   

However, after an earthquake in 2001, Salvadorans were granted Temporary 
Protected Status (TPS). The United States Citizenship and Immigration Service 
has extended Salvadorans TPS until September 2016.  

The majority of Salvadorans coming to the United States initially settle in 
southwestern states such as California and Texas, concentrating in Los Angeles 
and Houston. Salvadorans already in the United States have begun moving to 
the east coast in search of employment. Boston has developed a significant 
Salvadoran population and is now a destination for new Salvadorans migrating 
to join family members.3 A greater share of foreign-born Salvadorans have ar-
rived in the United States after 2000 (52 percent) compared to all foreign born 
(43 percent.) 

Estimates from the 2014 American Community Survey4 (ACS) show that 
1,315,474 foreign-born5 individuals from El Salvador reside in the United 
States, which has been the leading destination for Salvadoran emigrants. Other 
primary destinations include Canada, Guatemala, and Australia.6  

With 3 percent of the U.S. foreign-born Salvadoran population residing in Mas-
sachusetts, the state ranks eighth in its share of Salvadoran migrants. The most 
popular states for Salvadoran migration are California (32 percent), Texas (15 
percent), New York (9 percent), Virginia (8 percent) and Maryland (8 percent).7   
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80% of  

Salvadorans in 

Boston live in East 

Boston 

Share of Foreign-Born Salvadoran Population by State 

Of the estimated 32,361 foreign-born Salvadorans residing in Massachu-
setts, 10,961 reside in Boston.8 El Salvador is the fourth largest country 
of origin for Boston’s foreign-born population in 2014. Overall, Salvador-
ans in Boston constitute 6.3 percent of the city’s total foreign-born resi-
dents.9 Dominicans have the largest share of the city’s foreign-born pop-
ulation, followed by Chinese, Haitians, and Salvadorans. 

Boston’s foreign-born Salvadorans are concentrated in East Boston, (80 
percent). Other neighborhoods with smaller concentrations are Dorches-
ter, Allston, and Jamaica Plain.10   

The U.S. Census Bureau’s ACS Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS) al-
lows for the detailed socio-economic analysis of specific populations. For 
smaller populations like foreign-born Salvadorans in Boston, a 5-year 
sample is required to limit variation due to sampling error. The analysis 
that follows uses 2009-2013 ACS PUMS data.   

Salvadoran migration has historically been disproportionately female, 
and 57 percent of foreign-born Salvadorans in Boston are female. Slight-
ly more than 50 percent of foreign-born Salvadorans in Boston are either 
married (34 percent) or divorced/separated (14 percent) or widowed (2 
percent). Approximately 53 percent of all foreign-born Salvadorans are 
between the ages of 35 and 64, and the median age of the population is 
36 years. The vast majority of foreign-born Salvadorans (88 percent) are 
not naturalized U.S. citizens.  

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2014 American Community Survey, PUMS, BRA Research Division 
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Over 58% of adult 

Salvadorans have 

not completed 

high school. 

Educational Attainment of Boston Residents 25 Years and Older 

Educational Attainment 

Over 58 percent of foreign-born Salvadorans in Boston ages 25 years or 
older have not completed high school. This share is greater than for all 
foreign-born residents (28 percent) and over six times the share for the 
native-born population (9 percent).  Approximately 25 percent of for-
eign-born Salvadorans have a high school diploma as their highest edu-
cational attainment.   

 

While 16 percent of foreign-born Salvadorans 25 years or older have 
attended college, only 8 percent have completed at least a bachelor’s 
degree, compared with 29 percent of the entire foreign-born popula-
tion, and 52 percent of the native born. With respect to advanced de-
grees, only 2 percent of foreign-born Salvadorans living in Boston hold a 
graduate or professional degree compared with 14 percent of all foreign 
born and 22 percent of the native born.   

U.S. Census Bureau, 2009-2013 American Community Survey, PUMS, BRA Research Division Analysis 
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Over half (57 percent) of foreign-born Salvadorans in the workforce are 
employed in service occupations.11 The two next largest occupational cat-
egories are construction, extraction, maintenance, and transportation (13 
percent) and sales occupations (8 percent). Foreign-born Salvadorans are 
over-represented in service occupations even when compared to all for-
eign born in Boston. Within service occupations, 28 percent of all foreign-
born Salvadorans work in food preparation and 28 percent work in build-
ing and grounds, cleaning and maintenance occupations. Conversely, for-
eign-born Salvadorans are significantly under-represented in managerial 
and professional occupations: 6 percent for Salvadorans compared with 
18 percent for the total foreign-born population and 28 percent for the 
native born.   

Occupations by Nativity 

U.S. Census Bureau, 2009-2013 American Community Survey, PUMS, BRA Research Division Analysis  
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82% of adult 

Salvadorans are 

in the labor 

force and almost 

all work for  

private for-profit 

employers. 

In total, 82 percent of foreign-born Salvadorans age 16 and over par-
ticipate in the labor force compared with 68 percent of the total for-
eign-born population and 69 percent of the native-born popula-
tion.12 Compared to others in Boston (excluding unpaid family work-
ers), Salvadorans are less likely to be self-employed--1.9 percent--
compared to 7 percent for the total foreign-born population 5.9 per-
cent for the native born.13 An estimated 92 percent of foreign-born 
Salvadorans work for private, for-profit companies. An additional 2 
percent work for private, nonprofit organizations, and 4 percent are 
employed in the public sector (local, state and federal government).   

Employment Type by Type of Employer 

U.S. Census Bureau, 2009-2013 American Community Survey,  PUMS, BRA Research Division  

Type of Employment 



 7 

 

Economic Impact 

Foreign-born Salvadorans contribute to the local economy through their la-
bor and consumer spending. The total value of their economic contributions 
was estimated using a Regional Economic Model (REMI) that calculated the 
value of goods and services consumed on each dollar spent. Foreign-born 
Salvadorans in Boston generated total expenditures of $170 million in 
2014.14 These annual expenditures contributed over $102 million to the re-
gional product and generated $5.6 million in state and local taxes.15 In total, 
these expenditures supported 735 jobs in the Massachusetts economy.16   

Tesoro Market in East Boston, Kevin Ford 

La Hacienda Mexican & Salvadoran restaurant in East Boston 
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Age 

Gender 

Marital Status 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2009-2013 American Community Survey, PUMS, BRA Research Division Analysis 

Imagine all the people: Salvadorans 
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Housing Tenure* 

Housing Costs* 

Medical Uninsurance 

*Housing data are based on the householder’s country of origin. 
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Only 14% of  

Salvadorans 

have achieved a 

middle class 

standard of  

living. 

Approximately 14 percent of foreign-born Salvadorans have achieved a mid-
dle class standard of living, compared with 45 percent of Boston’s native-
born population, and 29 percent of all foreign-born. A family income four 
times the poverty level is used as a proxy for a middle-class standard of liv-
ing. The actual income needed to achieve this standard depends on the size 
and composition of the family. For a two-person family in 2014, a middle 
class income would be at least $62,920.17 In contrast, 19 percent of foreign-
born Salvadorans live below the federal poverty level compared to 20 per-
cent for the city’s population.   

Low educational attainment and lack of English proficiency may contribute 
to Salvadorans’ low standard of living. While 18 percent of Boston’s adult 
foreign-born population lacks a high school diploma and has limited English 
proficiency, the share among Salvadoran-born adults is 48 percent.18  

Educational Attainment and English Proficiency 

 

Standard of Living 

U.S. Census Bureau, 2009-2013 American Community Survey, PUMS, BRA Research Division Analysis  
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Children of Salvadoran Origin 

The 2009-2013 American Community Survey estimates 3,176 children in Boston 
are of Salvadoran origin.19 Children of Salvadoran origin in Boston are predomi-
nately native born – 81 percent. However, 98 percent of Salvadoran children 
live with foreign-born parent(s). In comparison, 40 percent of all Boston’s chil-
dren live with only foreign-born parent(s).  

Of Salvadoran children ages 5 to 17 with only foreign-born parent(s), just 2 per-
cent speak only English at home, compared to 22 percent for all children with 
foreign-born parent(s). However, Salvadoran children appear to be learning Eng-
lish as well as Spanish; 70 percent of Salvadoran children with foreign-born par-
ent(s) speak English very well. However, this percentage is less than for all chil-
dren with foreign-born parent(s), of whom 76 percent speak English very well.  

Salvadoran children with foreign-born parent(s) are as likely to live in poverty as 
all children in Boston. Similar to other children, 29 percent of Salvadoran chil-
dren with foreign-born parent(s) live below the federal poverty level ($23,850 
for a 4-person household in 2014).  

(Photo by Jorge Quinteros via Flickr, Creative Commons License)  

Photo: Fernandito Bossa 
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Even though Massachusetts is not a leading destination for Salvadorans who 
migrate to the United States, they are the fourth largest foreign-born popula-
tion in Boston.  Foreign-born Salvadorans actively contribute to the economy, 
culture, and civic life of their new home.  Even though foreign-born Salvadorans 
have lower levels of educational attainment, they have high labor force partici-
pation.  Many of these jobs are in lower wage food preparation or cleaning oc-
cupations; however, Salvadorans are slightly less likely to live below the federal 
poverty level than others in the city.  

Photo: Fernandito Bossa 
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