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The city of Chicago has a rich history of non-profit agencies and community-based organizations 

designed to assist underprivileged and disadvantaged groups, among these many immigrants 

groups. One of the most famous examples is the Hull-House started by Jane Addams in the late 

1800s. The Hull-House was a settlement house modeled after those begun in London as a 

response to immigration, industrialization and urbanization.1 At the time, it was many European 

immigrants in Chicago’s neighborhoods that benefited from these organizations. Since those 

days, Chicago continues to be a major destination for immigrants, but the immigrant population 

and the enclaves have changed, as have the organizations serving these groups. Immigrants have 

contributed to and benefited from the work of non-profit organizations to meet their needs and 

ultimately to help them integrate and adapt to the culture of the United States. This rich tradition 

of assisting those in need through the work of non-profit organizations continues today both in 

the City of Chicago and the rest of the metropolitan region.2  

 

Since the days of the Addams’ Hull-House, immigration and city demographics have changed 

considerably. The metropolitan Chicago region has experienced significant population change 

over the last decade, much of which has been as a result of immigration and Latino growth. 

Given the crucial roles that non-profit organizations have in assisting underserved populations, it 

is important that these agencies keep up with drastic population changes. This is particularly true 

in regions that are experiencing changes as result, in part, of gentrification.  

 

This paper examines the following questions: Have non-profit agencies kept up with metro 

Chicago’s population shifts? What do these demographic changes mean for non-profits in terms 

                                                 
1 Jane Addams Hull-House Museum, http://www.uic.edu/jaddams/hull/newdesign/ja.html, accessed 08/02/2006. 
2 In this study, we will distinguish between populations in the City of Chicago and the rest of the region, which 
includes suburbs and all other jurisdictions. The metropolitan Chicago includes the six counties of Cook, DuPage, 
Kane, Lake, McHenry and Will.  
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of meeting the needs of immigrant and disadvantaged groups? Examining several indicators, 

such as racial/ethnic distribution, poverty, and nativity, for both the geography and the 

organizations themselves, we will seek answers to these important questions.  

 

About the Project 

In 2005, the Rockefeller Foundation funded a study to document and analyze the roles that non-

profit organizations played in the following: (1) the socioeconomic adaptation and incorporation 

of immigrants; (2) representing immigrant communities and their interests to metropolitan level 

policymakers; and (3) connecting immigrant communities to the various countries of origin. 

Three metropolitan areas were selected as sites of the project: Chicago, Los Angeles, and New 

York. Baruch College – City Universities of New York conducted the research for New York 

and the Center for the Study of Urban Poverty at the University of California, Los Angeles 

conducted the research in Los Angeles. The Institute for Latino Studies (ILS) at the University of 

Notre Dame and the Center for Urban Economic Development (CUED) at the University of 

Illinois at Chicago (UIC) conducted the fieldwork for metropolitan Chicago. The Chicago 

region, which is the focus of the paper, is defined as six counties: Cook, DuPage, Lake, Kane, 

McHenry, and Will Counties.  

 

The initial phase of the project identified the universe of formal 501(c)(3) immigrant-serving 

organizations. To compile the database of organizations, researchers obtained information from 

the National Center for Charitable Statistics (NCCS), which identified 501(c)(3) (not-for profit 

tax-exempt) organizations by geographic region through Internal Revenue Service (IRS) 

documentation. Initially, over 3,500 not-for-profit organizations were identified in the Chicago 

metropolitan area. The research team reduced this potential universe by identifying likely 

categories for the study: arts and humanities, sports, employment, civil rights/advocacy and 

housing, as well as several other social service categories; and eliminating categories such as 

hospitals and animal shelters. Another criterion was that these organizations have revenue of at 

least $25,000 annually.  

 

After these three eliminations (geography, type of organization, minimum revenue), the potential 

Chicago universe of organizations was reduced to approximately 850 candidates. The research 
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team developed additional qualifying criteria to delineate immigrant-serving organizations from 

other service organizations, namely, a constituency of 30 percent or more with immigrant status. 

Qualifying organizations would be administered a face-to-face survey with an executive staff 

member. It was also decided that data was to be collected from organizations serving between a 

15 and29 percent immigrant constituency. These organizations would be administered a short 

survey via telephone. The remaining organizations serving between a 0 and 14 percent 

immigrant constituency would not be interviewed.  

 

Project members contacted each of the 850 initial organizations via phone to determine if they 

met the criteria of an immigrant-serving organization, namely the percentage of immigrant 

clients they served. Of the 850 organizations contacted in the Chicago region, 134 met the 

designated criteria (30-100 percent immigrant constituency) and were interviewed face-to-face; 

48 fell into the 15-29 percent criteria and were administered the short form; and 668 were 

excluded as serving less than 15 percent immigrant constituency or because it was not possible to 

contact them. Some of the most typical reasons of not being able to contact an organization 

included no phone number, no answer, or flat refusals. 

 

All universities utilized the same survey that was developed by the research group and designed 

to provide information about the organizations that serve immigrant populations. The long 

survey (for organizations with at least 30 percent immigrant clients) consisted of 47 questions 

and lasted on average 60 – 90 minutes. Survey questions focused on the following: 

organizational size (as defined by number of staff and clients); populations served, services 

provided; funding sources; policy networks in metropolitan area and abroad; and organizational 

challenges.  

 

This paper utilizes the data gathered from these in-person and telephone interviews with non-

profit organizations and compares them with 1990 and 2000 Census data based on geography. 

Our aim is to paint a demographic picture of the city of Chicago and its neighboring suburbs by 

which to compare the organizations.  
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Analysis 

We selected indicators from key questions in our survey. For this paper, we examined the 

following indicators: racial/ethnic distribution, poverty, and nativity, for both the geography and 

the organizations themselves. We compared two major geographies, City and Non-city. “City” 

refers to exclusively city of Chicago data, while “Non-City” includes data from all jurisdictions 

in the metro region outside of the city of Chicago. We used the terms “suburban” and “non-city” 

interchangeably.  

 

Changes in the region. 

Racial/ethnic distribution. While the overall region witnessed moderate growth (11.4 percent) 

from 1990 to 2000, the city of Chicago experienced significantly less growth (4.0 percent). The 

remainder of the region (excluding the city) experienced the most growth, 16.0 percent.3  

 

When we examine the racial/ethnic composition of both geographies, there has been significant 

growth and change for the places outside the city of Chicago from 1990 to 2000. The areas 

outside of the city have seen increases in all of the groups, but the growth in the Asian, Black, 

and Latino populations have been the largest, 74.8 percent, 45.5 percent, and 12.8 percent, 

respectively. While it is true that the geographic region outside Chicago is larger than compared 

to the city of Chicago, the point remains the same: the non-city region has undergone major 

changes in its racial/ethnic composition, which have ripple effects on many social institutions, as 

well as non-profit organizations, in those geographies.  

 

During the same time period, the city of Chicago witnessed decreases in the African American 

and White populations, -1.9 percent and -14.1 percent, respectively. The Asian and Latino 

populations grew at similar rates, 26.0 percent and 38.1 percent, respectively. In 1990, Asians 

made up 3.5 percent of the city’s population, whereas in 2000 they made up 4.3 percent. Latinos, 

on the other hand, experienced a larger increase, making up 19.6 percent of Chicago’s population 

in 1990 and 26.0 percent in 2000.  

 

                                                 
3 1990 Census STF 1, Table P010 and 2000 Census SF-1, Table P8. 
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Poverty. While poverty rates (for all individuals) decreased in the city of Chicago from 21.6 

percent to 19.6 percent from 1990 to 2000, the surrounding areas have experienced a slight 

increase in poverty rates, from 4.9 percent in 1990 to 5.6 percent in 2000. The surrounding areas 

(non-City), on the other hand, experienced a population growth of 16.0 percent from 1990 to 

2000, while their poverty levels grew by 31.6 percent in the same time period.4 The city of 

Chicago experienced an overall decrease in people living in poverty (-6.0 percent).  

 

The percentage of the metro’s total population living in the suburbs grew slightly from 1990 to 

2000, 61.6 percent to 64.3 percent, respectively.5 In comparing these figures to changes in the 

population living below poverty level, the percentage of the region’s poor living in the suburbs 

increased from 26.7 percent in 1990 to 33.8 percent in 2000. As expected, the city of Chicago 

experienced decreases in both the percentage of the region’s total population and those living 

below poverty. Clearly, there are significant shifts throughout the region and problems once 

thought as “urban issues” or “urban problems” are being experienced outside of the city’s 

boundaries. As a result, many suburbs and jurisdictions that did not experience issues such as 

racial/ethic diversity and poverty in the past are now having deal with them.  

                                                 
4 1990 Census STF-4, Table PB100 and 2000 Census SF-3, Table P87. 
5 Ibid. 
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Nativity. From 1990 to 2000, the Chicago region’s foreign-born population grew at a higher rate 

than did the total population, 61.0 percent versus 11.4 percent, respectively. Clearly, one of the 

factors contributing to the total growth was the migration of people from other countries. In fact, 

“migration was especially heavy during the 1990s when on average, 32,000 foreign-born 

residents were added each year” to the Chicago region.6 Much of this migration was felt by the 

places outside the city of Chicago.7 In 1990, the majority of foreign-born people (53.3 percent) 

lived in the city of Chicago. In 2000, however, the tables turned and the majority (55.6 percent) 

lived in the suburbs.  

 

When examining the percent change of both the total and foreign-born populations by 

geography, we see that the city of Chicago’s foreign-born population grew by 34.0 percent from 

1990 to 2000, whereas the city’s total population grew by only 4.0 percent. The non-city 

experienced an almost 100 percent (91.9 percent) growth in their foreign-born population, while 

the total population grew by 16.0 percent.  

                                                 
6 Ready, T. and A. Brown-Gort. The State of Latino Chicago: This is Home Now. Notre Dame, University of Notre 
Dame: p. 17. 
7 1990 Census STF-4, Table PB20 and 2000 Census SF-3, Table P21.  
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The majority of the immigrants in all six of the counties making up the Chicago region are from 

Latin America. In fact, in 2000, 56.3 percent of the city of Chicago’s immigrants were from 

Latin American. In the suburbs, immigrants from Latin America made up 42.4 percent of the 

immigrants.8 

 

While the citizenship status of Chicago’s immigrants remained relatively the same in 1990 and 

2000, the citizenship status of those immigrants residing in the areas outside of Chicago changed 

dramatically.9 In 1990, 37.8 percent of the foreign-born population in Chicago was naturalized 

citizens and in 2000, 35.6 percent of the immigrants had the same status. There was very little 

change. While the majority of the immigrants (51.1 percent) in the suburbs were naturalized 

citizens in 1990, only 42.5 percent of the immigrants had the same status in 2000. These figures 

are very important because they represent voting potential. Clearly, the majority of suburban 

immigrants not being able to vote, coupled with their large growth in these areas, translates into 

limited voice through voting, which affect public policies that impact their lives.  

                                                 
8 2000 Census SF-4, Table QT-P14. 
9 1990 Census STF-4, Table PB20 and 2000 Census SF-3, Table P21.  
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Immigrant-serving organizations in the region. 

Overall, 182 organizations were interviewed for the project. The large majority (70.9 percent, 

n=129) of the non-profit organizations interviewed were in the city of Chicago. Almost 30 

percent (n=53) were located in the surrounding areas. This is not to say that organizations were 

mutually exclusive, in that they worked only in the suburbs or the city. Some organizations 

worked in both geographies. We defined organizations’ geographies by where their central 

offices were located, which was typically where we interviewed executive staff members. 

 

Thresholds of immigrants. The majority of the organizations interviewed in the city (81.4 

percent) were by our thresholds, “immigrant-serving,” in that 30 percent or more of their clients 

were foreign-born. In the suburbs, however, only 54.7 percent served 30 percent or more 

immigrants.  
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Number & Percent of Organizations by Percent Foreign-Born Clientele and Location 

 City of Chicago Non-City Metro Region 

 Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent 

15.0-29.9% Foreign-

born clientele 

24 18.6 24 45.3 48 26.4 

30.0-100.0% Foreign-

born clientele 

105 81.4 29 54.7 134 73.6 

Total 129 100.0 53 100.0 182 100.0 

 

As expected, the average percent of foreign-born clients was also higher in the city. The average 

in the city was 59.1 percent, whereas in the suburbs the average was 47.4 percent. Furthermore, 

61.4 percent of the organizations in the city served clienteles that were majority immigrants, 

compared to 45.1 percent of those in the suburbs with majority immigrant clienteles. 

 

 
 

Year started. The organizations in the study were started around similar time periods, regardless 

of their location. In the city, the oldest organization was started in 1888 and in the suburbs in 

1898. The youngest organizations had similar start years as well: 2004 for the city and 2002 for 

the suburbs. The median start years were also similar for the two geographies: 1986 for the city’s 

organizations and 1988 for the suburbs. More of the city’s organizations were started in the 
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recent years (since 1990 to the present) – 38.0 percent of those in the city, compared to 30.2 

percent of those in the suburbs.  

 

Organizations’ Start Years in Percentages by Location  

Range of Years City of Chicago Non-City 

1888 – 1969 17.8 20.8 
1970 - 1979 16.3 15.1 
1980 - 1989 27.9 34.0 
1990 - 2000 36.4 24.5 
2001 - 2005 1.6 5.7 

Total 100.0 100.0 

 
 

Size of organizations. There are typically three ways by which organizations are measured: 

number of clients, budget sizes, and number of staff. There were stark differences in the number 

of clients that organizations served in 2004. The average number of clients served by 

organizations in Chicago was 8,432, whereas in the suburbs the average number was 11,123. The 

maximum number of clients served by the organizations in the city was 220,000 with those in the 

suburbs serving a maximum of 171,180 in the same year. The smaller organizations served 

similar numbers of clients, 30 in the city and 25 in the suburbs.  

 

Clients Served By Organizations by Location, 2004 

 Mean Median Minimum Maximum 

City of Chicago 8431.9 1500 30 220,000 

Non-City 11,123.3 1000 25 171,180 

Total 9249.3 1300 25 220,000 

 

Organizations in the city were not only larger in terms of clients served, but also in the number 

of full-time and part-time paid staff, as to be expected. Chicago’s average number of full-time 

paid staff was 30.6 and for part-time, it was 13.6. Organizations outside of the city had on 

average 8.1 full-time staff and 6.0 part-time staff.  
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Not only did the city of Chicago non-profit organizations have more staff, but they also had more 

bilingual and foreign-born staff. At 85.3 percent of Chicago’s agencies, the majority of the staff 

was bilingual, compared to 45.9 percent of agencies outside of Chicago. Similarly, 44.8 percent 

of Chicago’s agencies were made up of 50 percent or more foreign-born staff, compared to 12.9 

percent of suburban organizations. These two traits are very important given the fact that these 

organizations serve immigrant clients. In fact, for the organizations in the city of Chicago, there 

were significant correlations between the percentage of foreign-born clients and the percentage 

of bilingual staff (r = .585) and the percentage of foreign-born staff (r = .581), whereas not for 

the suburban organizations.10  

 

                                                 
10 Both correlations were significant at the 0.01 levels. 
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The average total revenues of the city’s organizations were significantly higher than those in the 

suburbs. Based on the File 990s, the mean total revenue for Chicago’s agencies was $1,394,694, 

whereas the suburban agencies’ mean total revenue was $496,916. Clearly, this disparity would 

make sense given the number of clients served by the Chicago groups and their staff sizes. 

 

Funding sources. Organizations were asked about their funding sources. The chart below shows 

those organizations that did receive the specific type of funding. For the most part, organizations 

in the city of Chicago and the suburbs received similar types of funding, although this does not 

imply anything about the amounts of funding. Two interesting distinctions, however, are with 

Corporate Funding and Membership Fees. More organizations (76.9 percent) outside of the city 

received corporate funding, compared to those in the city of Chicago (65.0 percent). The issue of 

membership fees was quite the opposite. More organizations in the city (37.0 percent) utilized 

membership fees as a source of income, compared to those outside of the city (20.0 percent). 
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Those organizations that received government funding were asked about the specific types of 

funding they received, such as federal, state, county and city agencies. There was much disparity 

between the organizations located in and out of the city in their responses. The organizations in 

the city of Chicago received by far more state and city funding than did those organizations 

outside of the city. While almost seven of ten organizations in the city (69.9 percent) received 

city funding, 39.1 percent of non-city organizations received funding from their city 

governments. Seventy-three percent of non-profit organizations in the city received state 

funding, compared to 58.3 of their non-city counterparts. It was a different story, however, when 

it came to county funding. Almost one-half (45.8 percent) of the non-profit organizations outside 

of the city of Chicago received county funding, compared to a mere 11.8 percent of 

organizations in the city.  
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Client characteristics. It has been established that the organizations in the city of Chicago are 

larger, in terms of clients served, staff members, and budgets. We have yet to look into what 

types of clients the organizations served and if they differed between those in Chicago and the 

suburbs. In the city of Chicago, the percent of clients living below the poverty level was, on 

average, 67.8 percent, whereas in the suburbs it was higher, 79.5 percent. In fact, for the 

suburban organizations the correlation between the percentage of foreign-born clients and the 

percentage of clients living below poverty levels was r = .442, which was significant at the 0.05 

level. There was no such correlation for the city organizations.  
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Another telltale sign of the region’s changes is that the suburban agencies estimated higher 

percentages of undocumented clients. In the suburbs, it was estimated that on average, 41.8 

percent of the clients served did not have proper immigration documentation, compared with 

30.7 percent of city organizations.  

 

Given the growth of the Latino population both inside and outside of the city, we examined the 

organizations that had over 30 percent of their clientele who were Latino. The rates were similar 

for both geographies. In the city, 48.1 percent of the organizations had client bases that were 30 

percent or more Latino. In the suburbs, 43.4 percent of the organizations served similar client 

bases. 

 

Similarly, agencies in both the suburbs and the city reported serving new immigrant groups at the 

time of their interviews. Of those that responded to the question, 40 percent of the city’s groups 

and 43.4 percent of those in the suburbs reported new immigrant groups. The largest three new 

immigrant groups served in the city of Chicago were Latinos (33.3 percent), Africans (21.6 

percent), and people from the Middle East (17.6 percent). In the suburbs and other jurisdictions 

outside of the city, the three largest new immigrant groups were Europeans (46.7 percent), 

Latinos (26.7 percent), and Asians (20.0 percent).  
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The staff who were interviewed were asked their impressions as to the major challenges that 

immigrant clients faced. As the table below shows, it was their observation that the top two 

challenges that immigrants both inside and outside the city of Chicago face were generally the 

same: cultural challenges, particularly language barriers and issues deriving from their legal 

status. From this point onward, the challenges differ slightly by location. The third major 

challenge faced by immigrants in the city was access to healthcare, whereas outside of the city, it 

was issues related to housing, such as affordable housing. The fourth challenge for immigrants in 

the city was economic issues, particularly, but not limited to, employment, and the fifth 

challenge in the city was educational issues. Outside of the city, however, the fourth most 

frequent challenge immigrants face was employment-related and the fifth most frequent was 

access to healthcare.  

 

Major Challenges Faced by Immigrant Clients, by Location (in order of frequency of response) 
 

 City of Chicago Non-City 

1 Cultural challenges, particularly language 
barriers 

Cultural challenges, particularly 
language barriers 

2 Issues deriving from legal status Issues deriving from legal status 
3 Access to healthcare Housing 
4 Economic issues, particularly employment Employment 
5 Education Access to healthcare 

 

Organizational issues. Organizations were questioned about several issues that examined their 

realities as non-profit agencies; these include programs/services offered, organizational 

challenges, and challenges to serving immigrants. All organizations, regardless of immigrant 

threshold (15-29.9 percent or 30-100 percent), were asked questions about the programs and/or 

services offered to clients. Only those organizations that met or exceeded the 30 percent 

immigrant client threshold were asked about challenges as organizations and challenges to 

serving immigrants.  

 

Examining the top three programs/services for the organizations in and outside of the city, we 

see a slight difference between the two groups. In the city, the top three programs were education 
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(14.5 percent), advocacy (112.7 percent), and immigration (6.9 percent). Under the education 

program, we included both adult and youth education, as well as general education. The 

advocacy umbrella was quite large and we included advocacy, civic participation (voting, 

candidate training), coalition building, information dissemination, leadership development, and 

community organizing and outreach. The third largest program amongst Chicago organizations 

was immigration, which included immigration rights workshops, citizenship assistance, 

translation and interpretation, and legal services. The organizations outside of the city also had 

education (12.3 percent) as a common program, as well as advocacy (10.3 percent). The 

organizations outside of the city, however, did not list immigration as a top program/service. 

Instead, they listed food programs, such as WIC, nutrition education, or food pantries as the third 

common program (7.4 percent).  

 

The organizations with higher thresholds of immigrant clients (30-100 percent) were asked about 

the challenges they face as organizations that work with immigrants. In the city of Chicago, the 

organizations listed in order of frequency: funding, cultural challenges between staff and clients 

(particularly, but not limited to, language barriers), difficulties associated with working with 

undocumented immigrants, such as the lack of social security numbers for enrollment into 

specific government programs, not enough capacity to meet all of the needs presented by 

immigrant clients, and the lack of education and trust that many immigrants have. Organizations 

outside of the city, on the hand, listed language barriers as the most frequent problems faced, 

followed by funding, difficulties associated with working with undocumented immigrants, lack 

of external support for immigrant issues, such as political and community support, and not 

enough capacity to meet all of the needs presented by immigrants.  
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Top Five Challenges that Organizations that Work With Immigrants Experience,  
by Location (in order of frequency) 

 
 City of Chicago Non-City 

1 Funding Language barriers 
2 Cultural challenges b/w staff and clients, 

particularly language barriers 
Funding 

3 Difficulties associated with working with 
undocumented immigrants 

Difficulties associated with working 
with undocumented immigrants 

4 Not enough capacity to meet all needs Lack of external support for immigrant 
issues 

5 Immigrants’ lack of education and trust  Not enough capacity to meet all needs  

 

 

Discussion 

 

During our interviews with non-profit agencies, particularly in the suburbs, it became clear to us 

that they were experiencing the effects of the region’s changing populations and their diverse 

needs. However, in analyzing all of the data for the organizations based on their locations, it 

becomes clear that those in the suburban areas are behind the demographic shifts. This is 

witnessed, particularly by the staff composition (foreign-born and bilingual). Additionally, the 

size difference of the organizations in the city and suburbs was very important, particularly given 

the fact that they started around the same time period. The following are additional thoughts on 

the sets of data:  

 Demographic Census data for the city of Chicago and non-City demonstrates a shift not 

only of Latinos from the city to the suburbs, but also other ethnic groups. The changes in 

racial/ethnic groups outside the city are coupled with an increase in populations living 

below poverty. This has serious implications for the communities that are receiving the 

new populations, as well as for the non-profits that work with them. Non-profits may 

have to expand their roles, by becoming liaisons for the immigrant communities that they 

represent and local governments and social institutions, which may have limited 

experiences with the new populations in their communities.  

 A few organizations in the city have expanded their services into suburban areas that 

have experienced needs that the organizations could fill -- for example, work with 
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particular ethnic groups. With the population shift to the suburbs, particularly with more 

Chicago communities being gentrified, it might be wise for Chicago organizations to 

expand or move their services to specific suburbs and other jurisdictions that have 

targeted large populations. 

 Internally, the way that non-profit organizations look may have to be reconsidered. As 

non-city organizations look to better serve their immigrant clientele, the staffing will 

need to be culturally sensitive to the new populations. Organizations that have not 

traditionally worked with immigrant, Latino, or other ethnic groups will contend with 

issues of hiring qualified staff and bicultural/bilingual staff, as well as training staff on 

these issues. If not, they will have difficulty not only serving their clients, but more 

importantly understanding their needs of their clients.  

 The levels of citizenship within the Latino and other immigrant communities translate 

into the potential for creating policy changes that benefit these communities through 

voting. Lower levels of citizenship, and thereby voting power, can have significant 

implications for those communities that are growing in size and yet have little 

representation in leadership positions in government and social institutions. These are 

considerations for non-profits whose role may transform beyond providing social services 

to also advocating for the groups that they serve and represent.  

 Funding of programs based on location – city organizations receive more city funding b/c 

of the size of the city and its agencies, as well as its tax base. organizations outside of the 

city receiving more county monies.  

 


