Irish in Boston
“imagine all the people” is a series of publica ons produced by the Boston Redevelopment Authority for the
Mayor’s Oﬃce of Immigrant Advancement. The series
provides a comprehensive proﬁle of Boston’s diverse
immigrant communi es and their numerous contribuons to the city’s social, cultural and economic landscape. It is part of an ongoing eﬀort to celebrate immigrants and gain insight into how they shape our city.
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Ireland has a long history of emigra on, but since the 1990s Ireland has
consistently had posi ve net migra on.1 Irish immigra on to the United
States extends back to before the Revolu onary War. In the early 1800s,
thousands of Irish Catholic men began moving to the urban centers of the
Northeast to take advantage of job opportuni es on construc on projects
such as the Erie Canal. During and following the Great Irish Famine of 18451852, millions of Irish families arrived in the United States looking to escape
these condi ons. The Famine killed as many as one million people, or 12
percent of Ireland’s popula on, and began a period of popula on decline in
Ireland that lasted for more than half a century. Many of the Irish immigrants who came to America during the second half of the nineteenth century se led in already established Irish communi es in New York and Boston. The Irish once were the largest foreign-born popula on in Boston, but
today, although large shares of the city’s popula on have Irish ancestry,
the foreign-born popula on is declining. The Irish economy has grown rapidly and the country has a racted many immigrants of its own.
Only the United Kingdom has a larger foreign-born Irish popula on than
the United States, while Australia is the third largest des na on of Irish.2
Massachuse s has the 3rd largest share (12 percent) of the es mated
125,0223 foreign-born Irish living in the United States in 2014. States with
the largest concentra ons of Irish include New York (22 percent) and California (17 percent).

Irish pubs on Union Street, Chris na Kim
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Popula on Share
Share of Foreign-Born Irish Popula on by State

Almost half of
the 3,213
foreign-born
Irish in Boston
live in
Dorchester or
West Roxbury.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2014 American Community Survey, PUMS, BRA Research Division

Of the 15,4664 foreign-born Irish residing in Massachuse s, approximately
3,2135 live in Boston. Irish are the 12th largest country of origin among Boston’s foreign-born popula on. Overall, foreign-born Irish in Boston cons tute 1.8 percent of the city’s total foreign-born residents.
Boston’s foreign-born Irish, though sca ered throughout the city, live
mostly in the neighborhoods of Dorchester (31 percent), West Roxbury (18
percent), and South Boston (10 percent). Other neighborhoods with smaller shares are Brighton, Roslindale, and Hyde Park.6
The U.S. Census Bureau’s ACS Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS) allows
for the detailed socio-economic analysis of speciﬁc popula ons. For smaller
popula ons like foreign-born Irish in Boston, a 5-year sample is required to
limit varia on due to sampling error. The analysis that follows uses 20092013 ACS PUMS data.
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Demographics and Educa on
Irish migra on has historically been dominated by males, and 57 percent of foreign-born Irish in Boston are male. Nearly 66 percent of foreign-born Irish in Boston are either married (50 percent) or divorced,
separated or widowed (16 percent). Approximately 48 percent of all foreign-born Irish are between the ages of 35 and 64, and the median age
of the popula on is 44 years. A smaller share of foreign-born Irish in
Boston have arrived in the United States a er 2000 (36 percent) compared to all foreign born (43 percent). Slightly less than half of foreignborn Irish (49 percent) are naturalized U.S. ci zens.

Irish foreign born

Only 12 percent of foreign-born Irish ages 25 years or older in Boston
have not completed high school. This share is less than for all foreignborn residents (28 percent) and only slightly greater than the na veborn popula on (9 percent). Approximately 40 percent of foreign-born
Irish have a high school diploma as their highest level of educa onal
a ainment.

highest

While 48 percent of foreign-born Irish 25 years or older have a ended
college, only 25 percent have completed at least a bachelor’s degree,
compared with 29 percent of the en re foreign-born popula on, and 52
percent of the na ve born. Less than 12 percent of foreign-born Irish
living in Boston hold a graduate or professional degree, compared with
14 percent of all foreign-born and 22 percent of the na ve born.

are likely to have
a high school
diploma as their

educa onal
a ainment.

Educa onal A ainment - Popula on 25 Years and Older

U.S. Census Bureau, 2009-2013 American Community Survey, PUMS, BRA Research Division Analysis
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The labor force par cipa on rate7 of foreign-born Irish is 72 percent compared to 68 percent for all foreign born and 69 percent for the na ve-born
popula on. Even with their higher levels of educa onal a ainment, a greater
share of foreign-born Irish work in what are generally categorized as bluecollar jobs (36 percent) and fewer work in white-collar jobs than the na ve
born and all foreign born8. Foreign-born Irish are underrepresented in service
sector jobs (32 percent) even when compared to the na ve born (45 percent).
The most common blue-collar occupa on among the Irish is construc on.

Occupa ons by Na vity

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

Twice as many foreign-born Irish in Boston (14 percent) are self-employed
(excluding unpaid family workers), compared to all foreign born (7 percent)
and the na ve born (6 percent). Fewer foreign-born Irish work in the public
sector (5.5 percent) than do all foreign-born (6.8 percent) and na ve born in
Boston (12.9 percent).

Employment by Type of Employer

U.S. Census Bureau, 2009-2013 American Community Survey, PUMS, BRA Research Division Analysis
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Imagine all the people:
Age

Gender

Marital Status

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

Housing Costs*

Medical Uninsurance

*Housing data are based on the householder’s na vity.
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Standard of Living
Nearly 48 percent of foreign-born Irish have achieved a middle class standard of living, compared with 45 percent of Boston’s na ve-born popula on,
and 29 percent of all foreign born. A family income four mes the poverty
level is used as a proxy for a middle-class standard of living. The actual income needed to achieve this standard depends on the size and composi on
of the family. For a two-person family in 2014, a middle class income would
be at least $62,920. In contrast, only 3 percent of foreign-born Irish live below the federal poverty level compared to 20 percent for the city’s populaon.

Only 3% of
foreign-born
Irish are poor,
and 48% are at
least middle
class.

Household Income compared to Poverty Threshold

U.S. Census Bureau, 2009-2013 American Community Survey, PUMS, BRA Research Division Analysis
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Economic Impact
Foreign-born Irish contribute to the local economy through their labor and consumer spending. The total value of their economic contribu ons was es mated
using a Regional Economic Model (REMI) that calculated the value of goods and
services consumed on each dollar spent. Foreign-born Irish in Boston generated
total expenditures of nearly $60 million in 2014.9 These annual expenditures
contributed slightly less than $36 million to the regional product and generated
$2 million in state and local taxes.10 In total, these expenditures supported 250
jobs in the Massachuse s economy.11

St. Patrick’s Day Parade in South Boston, Jeremiah Robinson

Conclusion
The number of Irish who migrate to Boston today is smaller compared to migra on in the early 20th century. However, Ireland s ll ranks 12th among other
immigrant sending countries in the city. Foreign-born Irish in Boston contribute to the economy, culture, and civic life of the city. Foreign-born Irish are
more likely to work in construc on and be self-employed. They have greater
share of their popula on with a middle-class income than the na ve-born
popula on and have a signiﬁcantly smaller share of their popula on living below the federal poverty level than others in Boston.
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American Fac inder website Table B05006 reports 125,022 Irish residing in the United
States in 2014 with a margin of error of +/- 5,318. The 124,622 es mate reported for
this analysis was tabulated from 2014 U.S. Census Bureau Public Use Microdata Sample
data. Both es mates contain a margin of error due to sampling methodology. For more
informa on on American Fact Finder please see: h p://fac inder.census.gov/home/
saﬀ/main.html?_lang=en.
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American Fac inder website Table B05006 reports 15,777 Irish residing in Massachuse s with a margin of error of +/- 2,118 in 2014. The 15,466 es mate reported for this
analysis was tabulated from 2014 U.S. Census Bureau Public Use Microdata Sample data. Both es mates contain a margin of error due to sampling methodology. Lower survey response rates due to documenta on issues may result in an undercount of the
popula on.
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American Fac inder website Table B05006 reports 3,240 Irish in Boston with a margin
of error of +/- 922 in 2014. The 2014 U.S. Census Bureau Public Use Microdata Sample
data es mates 3,213 foreign-born Irish for Boston. Both es mates contain a margin of
error due to sampling methodology.
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Deﬁned as the share of the working-age popula on that is either currently employed
or seeking work. U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Sta s cs. (2016).
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For a smaller popula on like foreign-born Irish in Boston, occupa ons fall into three
broad categories. White collar includes managerial & professional, health care, educaon, and arts, design entertainment, sports & media occupa ons. Service includes service, sales, oﬃce & administra ve support, community & social service occupa ons.
Blue collar includes construc on, farming, ﬁshing, and forestry, and produc on occupaons. Military speciﬁc occupa ons and long-term unemployed are excluded from the
analysis.
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