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An analysis of Census Bureau data shows that the nation’s foreign-born or immigrant population (legal 
and illegal) reached a new record of more than 35 million in March of 2005.  The data also indicate 
that the first half of this decade has been the highest five-year period of immigration in American 

history.  This Backgrounder provides a detailed picture of both numbers and the socio-economic status of 
immigrants. 
 Among the report’s findings: 

• The 35.2 million immigrants (legal and illegal) living in the country in March 2005 is the highest num-
ber ever recorded  — two and a half times the 13.5 million during the peak of the last great immigration 
wave in 1910.  

• Between January 2000 and March 2005, 7.9 million new immigrants (legal and illegal) settled in the 
country, making it the highest five-year period of immigration in American history.

• Nearly half of post-2000 arrivals (3.7 million) are estimated to be illegal aliens.
 
• Immigrants account for 12.1 percent of the total population, the highest percentage in eight decades.  If 

current trends continue, within a decade it will surpass the high of 14.7 percent reached in 1910.   
 
• Of adult immigrants, 31 percent have not completed high school, three-and-a-half times the rate for na-

tives.  Since 1990, immigration has increased the number of such workers by 25 percent, while increasing 
the supply of all other workers by 6 percent.  

 
• Immigrants were once significantly more likely to have a college degree, but the new data show that na-

tives are now as likely as immigrants to have a bachelor’s or graduate degree. 

• The proportion of immigrant-headed households using at least one major welfare program is 29 percent, 
compared to 18 percent for native households.

• The poverty rate for immigrants and their U.S.-born children (under 18) is 18.4 percent, 57 percent 
higher than the 11.7 percent for natives and their children. Immigrants and their minor children account 
for almost one in four persons living in poverty.

       
• One-third of immigrants lack health insurance — two-and-one-half times the rate for natives.  Immi-

grants and their U.S.-born children account for almost three-fourths (nine million) of the increase in the 
uninsured population since 1989.

• The low educational attainment of many immigrants and resulting low wages are the primary reasons so 
many live in poverty, use welfare programs, or lack health insurance, not their legal status or an unwilling-
ness to work.

• A central question for immigration policy is: Should we allow in so many people with little education, 
which increases job competition for the poorest American workers and the size of the population needing 
government assistance?
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• Immigrants make significant economic progress the longer they live in the United States, but even immigrants 
who have lived in the United States for 14 or 15 years still have dramatically higher rates of poverty, lack of 
health insurance, and welfare use than natives.

• States with the largest increase in immigrants are California, Texas Georgia, New Jersey, Maryland, North 
Carolina, Pennsylvania, Washington, Virginia, Arizona, Tennessee, Minnesota, Nevada, New Mexico, South 
Carolina, and Mississippi. 

• Immigration accounts for virtually all of the national increase in public school enrollment over the last two 
decades.  In 2005, there were 10.3 million school-age children from immigrant families in the United States.

• Immigrants and natives exhibit remarkably similar rates of entrepreneurship, with 13 percent of natives and 11 
percent of immigrants self-employed.  

• Recent immigration has had no significant impact on the nation’s age structure.  Without the 7.9 million post-
2000 immigrants, the average age in America would be virtually unchanged at 36 years.  

Data Source and Methods 
Data Source.  The information for this Backgrounder 
comes primarily from the March 2005 Current Popu-
lation Survey (CPS) collected by the Census Bureau, 
which is also called the Annual Social and Economic 
Supplement.   The March data used in this study include 
an extra-large sample of minorities and are considered 
one of the best sources of information on the foreign 
born.1  The foreign-born are defined as persons living in 
the United States who were not U.S. citizens at birth.2   
In this report the terms foreign-born and immigrant are 
used synonymously.  Because all children born in the 
United States to immigrants are by definition natives, 
the sole reason for the dramatic increase in the foreign- 
born population is new immigration.  The immigrant 
population in the 2005 CPS includes between nine and 
10 million illegal aliens and between one and two mil-
lion persons on long-term temporary visas, mainly stu-
dents and guest workers.   The CPS does not include 
persons in “group quarters,” such as prisons and nursing 
homes.  The survey is one of the most extensive conduct-
ed by the government and includes a host of questions 
on everything from poverty and income to welfare use, 
health insurance coverage, and educational attainment. 
We rely on responses to these questions to examine the 
demographic characteristics of the nation’s immigrant 
population.   

Recent Trends in Immigration
Figure 1 reports the number of immigrants living in the 
United States based on the CPS collected in March of 
each year from 1995 through 2005. The figure shows 
that between March 1995 and March 2000, the foreign-

born population grew by 5.7 million, or about 1.1 mil-
lion per year.3  The figure also shows that between 2000 
and 2005 the immigrant population grew 5.2 million, 
or 1.04 million per year.  These two numbers are the 
same statistically.  Thus, it would appear that the growth 
in the foreign-born population during the economic ex-
pansion in the second half of the 1990s was the same as 
during the recession and recovery — 2000 to 2005.4   

Deaths and Out-Migration.  When growth in the for-
eign-born population is discussed, it must be remem-
bered that the increase over time represents a net figure 
and does not reflect the level of new immigration.  New 
arrivals are offset by deaths and out-migration.  Given 
the age, sex, and other demographic characteristics of 
the immigrant population, it is likely that there are 
about 7,500 deaths per million immigrants each year.  
This number does not change much from year to year, 
but it does increase gradually over time as the immigrant 
population grows.  As a result, there were about 80,000 
more deaths per year among immigrants in 2005 than 
in 1995 because the overall population grew by almost 
11 million.   This means that a slower net increase in the 
immigrant population may not indicate a falling level of 
new immigration. 
 There is more debate about the size of return 
migration.  But the Census Bureau has estimated that 
about 280,000 immigrants living here return home 
each year.5   In total, deaths and return migration equal 
500,000 or 550,000 a year.  It should also be remem-
bered that like any survey, there exists sampling variabil-
ity in the CPS.  The margin of error, using a 90-per-
cent confidence interval, for the foreign-born is between 
640,000 and 700,000 for data from 1995 to 2001 and 
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between 520,000 and 540,00 for 2002-2005 data.  (The 
survey was redesigned for 2002, so the size of the statis-
tical error changed.)   Thus one could say that in 2005 
the immigrant population was 35.16 million plus or 
minus 538,000.  Because of sampling error, even seem-
ingly large year-to-year changes may not be meaningful.  
When looking for trends it is much better to compare 
differences over several years.

Flow of New Immigrants.  Another way to examine 
trends in immigration is to look at responses to the year-
of-arrival question.  The CPS asks individuals when they 
came to America to stay.  The 2005 CPS indicates that 
7.9 million immigrants (legal and illegal) settled in the 
United States between January 2000 and March 2005, 
which means that on average more than 1.5 million im-
migrants arrived annually in the United States.  The 
2000 CPS shows that 6.64 million immigrants (legal and 
illegal) settled in the country between 1995 and 2000.6   
The difference between these numbers is statistically sig-
nificant, indicating that more immigrants have arrived 
in the United States in the five years since 2000 than 
in the five years prior to 2000.   The period 2000-2005 
appears to be the highest five-
year period of immigration in 
American history.

A Peak After 2000?  It is rea-
sonable to wonder how the 
flow of immigrants has been 
affected by the downturn in 
the economy and September 
11.   A recent study by the 
Pew Hispanic Center found 
that immigration rose signifi-
cantly at the end of the 1990s, 
peaking in 2000, and falling 
off thereafter.7  The study is 
based mainly on CPS data, 
and another survey called 
the American Community 
Survey (ACS), and the 2000 
Census for the 1990s.   In 
evaluating the Pew study it is 
very important to understand 
that the numbers in the study 
“are meant to show trends, 
not levels of immigration.”8  
In brief, we too find some 
evidence in each of these data 
sources that immigration may 
have been higher from 1999 

to 2001 and lower before and after.  But the Census Bu-
reau, which collects the data, applies the same popula-
tion controls to them, so by design the data are supposed 
to produce similar results.9  Given the limitations in the 
data itself, it is very difficult to measure changes in year-
to-year immigrant flows.  For one thing, the CPS itself 
was redesigned after 2001, making year-to-year compar-
isons before and after this date more difficult.   As for the 
ACS, it is not fully implemented, covers less than half 
the nation’s counties, and it too has undergone changes 
over the last five years.  Moreover, in both surveys, the 
number of just-arrived immigrants comprises less than 
1 percent of the sample in many cases.  Thus the results 
can vary quite a bit from year to year. 
 One of the biggest issues when trying to mea-
sure year-to-year changes using the CPS is that the Cen-
sus Bureau groups respondents by multiple years of en-
try, making it impossible to know the number of new 
arrivals for individual years.  This is done to preserve the 
anonymity of respondents. (It is, however, possible to 
examine the number who entered in the last five years 
collectively because those years correspond to the group-
ing of data.)  The number of new arrivals in some of 

Figure 1. Number of Immigrants Living in the U.S., 1995-2005
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these multiple-year groupings are not statistically differ-
entfrom each other, implying that there was no change 
in immigrant flows 2000 to 2005.  In an effort to over-
come this grouping of years, Pew tries to use another 
question in the CPS, which asks immigrants where they 
lived last year.  But a very large share of respondents, in 
some cases nearly one-third, give an answer to this ques-
tion that is inconsistent with their answer to the year-of-
arrival question.10  
 Another issue is that for some years growth in 
the foreign-born population does not match what we 
would expect if immigration fluctuated in the way the 
Pew study indicates.11  There are other issues with the 
data as well.12   What’s more, if there was a rise and fall, 
it is not at all clear that the change had anything to do 
with the economy, as the Pew study suggests.13   None 
of this means that there was not a rise in immigration in 
the late 1990s and a fall off after 2001.  However, the 
limitations of the data make it very hard to say how the 
flow of immigrants changed year to year. 
 From a policy perspective, what is far more 
important than a possible temporary fluctuation in the 
flow of new immigrants is that immigration remained 
very high even during the economic downturn. What’s 
more, if there was a slowdown, the 2005 data indicate 
that immigration has resumed its record pace.14  And 
the 7.9 million immigrants who arrived between 2000 
to 2005 make it the highest five-year period of immigra-
tion in American history. 

Illegal Immigrants 
Illegals in the CPS.  It is well established that illegal 
aliens do respond to government surveys such as the 
decennial census and the Current Population Survey.  
While the CPS does not ask the foreign-born if they 
are legal residents of the United States, the Urban Insti-
tute, the former INS, the Pew Hispanic Center, and the 
Census Bureau have all used socio-demographic char-
acteristics in the data to estimate the size of the illegal 
population.15   Our preliminary estimates for the March 
2005 CPS indicate that there were between 9.6 and 9.8 
million illegal aliens in the survey.  It must be remem-
bered that this estimate only includes illegal aliens cap-
tured by the March CPS, not those missed by the survey.  
By design this estimate is consistent with those prepared 
by the Census Bureau, Immigration and Nationalization 
Service (INS), Urban Institute, and Pew Hispanic Cen-
ter.16   While consistent with other research findings, it 
should be obvious that there is no definitive means of 
determining whether a respondent in the survey is an 
illegal alien with 100 percent certainty. We estimate that 

in 2000, based on the March 2000 CPS, that there were 
between seven and 7.2 million illegal aliens in the survey.  
This means about 2.5 to 2.7  million, or about half of 
the 5.2 million growth in the foreign born between 2000 
and 2005 was due to growth in the illegal population.  
We also estimate that 3.6 to 3.8 million or almost half of 
the 7.9 million new arrivals are illegal immigrants.

Why Illegals Account for Such a Large Share of 
Growth.  The fact that illegals account for about half 
of the overall growth in the immigrant population may 
seem surprising to some, especially since illegal aliens 
account for only a little over one-fourth of the total 
foreign-born population.  There are several reasons for 
this.  First, prior to the mid-1970s, there was little il-
legal immigration to the United States, thus older im-
migrants who entered at that time and are still here are 
almost all legal residents.  Moreover, the United States 
has conducted both broad amnesties for illegal aliens in 
the past and each year also grants tens of thousands of 
illegal aliens legal status as part of the normal “legal” im-
migration process.  For example, 2.7 million illegals were 
give green cards in the late 1980s and early 1990s as part 
of the Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA).  
Moreover, the immigration service estimated that, dur-
ing just the 1990s, 1.5 million illegal aliens received 
green cards, not including IRCA.17 Because there is this 
constant movement out of illegal status to legal status, 
the size of the existing legal population is much bigger 
than the existing illegal population.  Finally, it must be 
remembered that although the number of illegal aliens 
entering and remaining in the country is now enormous, 
the level of legal immigration is also very high, creating 
a very large legal immigrant population.  

Historical Comparison 
Immigration 1900 to 2005.  While immigration has 
played an important role in American history, the level 
of immigration and the size of the immigrant popula-
tion has varied considerably.  Figure 2 shows the number 
of immigrants living in the United States over the course 
of the last 100 years and their share of the total popula-
tion.  The 35.2 million immigrants residing in the Unit-
ed States at the beginning of 2005 is by far the most ever 
recorded.  Even during the great wave of immigration at 
the turn of the century, the immigrant population was 
very roughly a third what it is today.  
 Figure 2 shows that after growing in the early 
part of this century, the immigrant population stabilized 
at around 10 or 11 million for about four decades.  In 
the mid-1960s, changes in immigration law and other 
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factors caused the annual level of legal immigration to 
rise steadily, from about 300,000 in the 1960s to rough-
ly one million today.  Illegal immigration has grown dra-
matically during this time period as well.  Since 1970 the 
immigrant population has more than tripled.  As already 
discussed, the number of immigrants has grown by more 
than five million just since 2000.  The pace of growth is 
also very high by historic standards, averaging one mil-
lion per year over the last 10 years.  Growth in the 10 
years between 1900 and 1910 was 3.2 million, much less 
than the 5.2 million in just the five years between 2000 
and 2005.18

 One of the interesting features of current im-
migration is that such a large share of immigrants stay 
permanently.  Because so many immigrants in the early 
20th century eventually returned to their home coun-
tries, the immigrant population did not grow as fast in 
the past as it does today.19

Immigrants as a Share of the Population.  While the 
number of immigrants and the growth rate of the im-
migrant population are now much higher than in the 
past, Figure 2 shows that the foreign-born percentage of 
the population was higher in the first few decades of the 
1900s, reaching 14.7 percent of the total U.S. popula-
tion in 1910.  As a result of World War I and changes 
in immigration law in the early 1920s, the level of im-
migration fell significantly.  The current 12.1 percent of 
the population that is foreign-born is higher than at any 
time since the 1920 Census. 
 In terms of the impact of immigrants on the 
United States, both the percentage of the population 
made up of immigrants and the number of immigrants 
are clearly important.  The ability to assimilate and in-
corporate immigrants is partly dependent on the relative 
sizes of the native and immigrant populations.  On the 
other hand, absolute numbers also clearly matter — a 
large number of immigrants can create the critical mass 

Figure 2. Immigrants in the U.S., Number and Percent of Population, 1900-2005
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necessary to create ethnically-based 
media outlets and religious and civic 
institutions fostering linguistic, cul-
tural, and spatial isolation.  Whether 
the immigrants in question represent 
10 percent or 30 percent of a city or 
state’s population may not be so im-
portant; it’s the raw numbers that 
would seem to matter most, and the 
numbers are approaching three times 
what they were in 1910.  Moreover, 
absent a change in policy, the number 
of immigrants will continue to grow 
rapidly for the foreseeable future.  If 
current trends continue, within about 
a decade the share of the population 
that is foreign-born will surpass the 
high of 14.7 percent reached in 1910. 

State Numbers 
Number of Immigrants by State.  
Table 1 ranks the states by the size of 
their immigrant populations.  It also 
shows the number of immigrants who 
reported arriving in 2000 or later. 
California clearly has the largest im-
migrant population; New York, the 
state with next largest number of im-
migrants, has fewer than half as many.  
Table 2 also shows how concentrated 
the immigrant population is:  Only a 
few states represent the majority of the 
foreign-born population. The nearly 
10 million immigrants in California 
account for 28 percent of the nation’s 
total immigrant population, followed 
by New York with 11 percent, Texas 
with 10 percent, Florida with 9 per-
cent, and New Jersey with 5 percent.  
These five states account for 63 per-
cent of the nation’s total foreign-born 
population, but only 35 percent of the 
native-born population.
 The table also shows evidence 
that the immigrant population is be-
coming more dispersed.  Table 1 indi-
cates that although the top-five states 
account for 63 percent of the total im-
migrant population, only 56 percent 
of post-2000 arrivals went to these 
states.

Table 1. Immigrants by State, 2005 (In Thousands)

State
Number of 
Immigrants

California
New York
Texas
Florida
New Jersey
Illinois
Massachusetts
Arizona
Georgia
Maryland
Virginia
Washington
Michigan
North Carolina
Pennsylvania
Colorado
Nevada
Minnesota
Ohio
Connecticut
Oregon
Tennessee
Wisconsin
Hawaii
Indiana
New Mexico
Oklahoma
Utah
Iowa
Louisiana
Missouri
Kansas
Kentucky
Rhode Island
South Carolina
Alabama
Nebraska
Idaho
D.C.
Mississippi
Delaware
Arkansas
New Hampshire
Alaska
Maine
South Dakota
Vermont
North Dakota
Wyoming
West Virginia
Montana
Nation

9,984
3,900
3,379
3,203
1,620
1,417

880
851
762
725
719
650
593
590
534
443
408
374
371
363
303
264
251
215
184
177
153
150
148
145
138
129
127
126
116
99
93
82
74
72
67
65
58
48
34
18
17
12
10
8
7

35,156

Immigrant Share 
of  Population

Arrivals 
2000-05*

27.8 %
20.5 %
15.1 %
18.3 %
18.7 %
11.3 %
13.8 %
14.8 %
8.8 %

13.1 %
9.7 %

10.6 %
5.9 %
7.0 %
4.4 %
9.8 %

17.1 %
7.3 %
3.3 %

10.4 %
8.5 %
4.5 %
4.6 %

17.2 %
3.0 %
9.3 %
4.4 %
6.3 %
5.1 %
3.3 %
2.5 %
4.8 %
3.1 %

11.9 %
2.8 %
2.2 %
5.4 %
6.0 %

13.5 %
2.5 %
8.1 %
2.4 %
4.5 %
7.4 %
2.6 %
2.4 %
2.8 %
1.9 %
2.0 %
0.4 %
0.8 %

12.1 %

 1,809 
 707 
 948 
 648 
 312 
 286 
 201 
 198 
 248 
 212 
 188 
 137 
 160 
 243 
 174 
 117 
 90 
 99 

 115 
 67 
 64 

 142 
 64 
 22 
 60 
 57 
 39 
 35 
 49 
 30 
 36 
 36 
 56 
 24 
 27 
 48 
 27 
 21 
 24 
 26 
 26 
 7 

 13 
 10 
 6 
 6 
 3 
 5 
 3 
 2 

 <1 
 7,927 

Source: Center for Immigration Studies analysis of March 2005 Current Population 
Survey. * Indicates the year that immigrants said they came to the United States to stay.
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Share of State 
That Is Immi-
grant.  Table 1 also 
shows the share of 
each state’s popula-
tion that is foreign-
born.  While many 
states with a large 
number of im-
migrants are also 
states where the 
percentage is high, 
there are some dif-
ferences.  Because 
of their relatively 
small total popula-
tions several states 
with high percent-
ages of immigrants, 
such as Hawaii and 
Nevada, rank lower 
in terms of num-
ber of immigrants.  
It is very likely 
that the impact of 
immigration will 
be quite signifi-
cant in these states 
even though the 
size of the immi-
grant population is 
much smaller than 
in a state like Cali-
fornia.  

Growth in the 
Immigrant Popu-
lation by State.  
Table 2 compares 
the number of im-
migrants in 1995, 
2000, and 2005 
for each state.20  
It also shows the 
share of the popu-
lation that was for-
eign-born in each 
of these years.  As 
already discussed, 
immigrants tend 
to be concentrat-
ed. However, Table 

Table 2. Immigrants by State, 1995, 2000, 2005 (In Thousands)

State
2005

Number

California
New York
Texas
Florida
New Jersey
Illinois
Massachusetts
Arizona
Georgia
Maryland
Virginia
Washington
Michigan
North Carolina
Pennsylvania
Colorado
Nevada
Minnesota
Ohio
Connecticut
Oregon
Tennessee
Wisconsin
Hawaii
Indiana
New Mexico
Oklahoma
Utah
Iowa
Louisiana
Missouri
Kansas
Kentucky
Rhode Island
South Carolina
Alabama
Nebraska
Idaho
D.C.
Mississippi
Delaware
Arkansas
New Hampshire
Alaska
Maine
South Dakota
Vermont
North Dakota
Wyoming
West Virginia
Montana
Nation

9,984
3,900
3,379
3,203
1,620
1,417

880
851
762
725
719
650
593
590
534
443
408
374
371
363
303
264
251
215
184
177
153
150
148
145
138
129
127
126
116
99
93
82
74
72
67
65
58
48
34
18
17
12
10
8
7

35,156

Source: Center for Immigration Studies analysis of March 1995, 2000 and 2005 Current Population Surveys.  Fig-
ures for 1995 have been re-wieghted to reflect the larger number of immigrants revealed in the 2000 Census. 

2005
Percent

27.8 %
20.5 %
15.1 %
18.3 %
18.7 %
11.3 %
13.8 %
14.8 %
8.8 %

13.1 %
9.7 %

10.6 %
5.9 %
7.0 %
4.4 %
9.8 %

17.1 %
7.3 %
3.3 %

10.4 %
8.5 %
4.5 %
4.6 %

17.2 %
3.0 %
9.3 %
4.4 %
6.3 %
5.1 %
3.3 %
2.5 %
4.8 %
3.1 %

11.9 %
2.8 %
2.2 %
5.4 %
6.0 %

13.5 %
2.5 %
8.1 %
2.4 %
4.5 %
7.4 %
2.6 %
2.4 %
2.8 %
1.9 %
2.0 %
0.4 %
0.8 %

12.1 %

2000
Number

 9,053 
 3,843 
 2,591 
 2,960 
 1,281 
 1,243 

 816 
 692 
 378 
 479 
 552 
 457 
 543 
 373 
 364 
 449 
 333 
 261 
 300 
 306 
 293 
 110 
 211 
 203 
 151 
 107 
 114 
 132 
 121 
 118 
 169 
 157 
 102 
 87 
 65 
 78 
 68 
 70 
 59 
 29 
 38 
 54 
 51 
 28 
 29 
 10 
 22 
 9 
 5 

 16 
 7 

 29,987 

2000
Percent

26.8 %
20.4 %
12.8 %
19.0 %
15.5 %
10.1 %
13.0 %
13.6 %
4.8 %
9.5 %
8.1 %
8.0 %
5.4 %
4.8 %
3.0 %

10.4 %
16.3 %
5.4 %
2.7 %
8.9 %
8.5 %
2.0 %
3.9 %

16.5 %
2.5 %
5.8 %
3.4 %
6.0 %
4.2 %
2.7 %
3.1 %
6.0 %
2.6 %
8.4 %
1.7 %
1.8 %
4.0 %
5.6 %

10.8 %
1.1 %
4.9 %
2.1 %
4.0 %
4.4 %
2.3 %
1.4 %
3.7 %
1.4 %
1.0 %
0.9 %
0.8 %

10.8 %

1995
Number

 7,995 
 3,158 
 2,200 
 2,178 
 1,129 
 1,059 

 639 
 537 
 268 
 343 
 336 
 365 
 388 
 170 
 407 
 227 
 186 
 193 
 267 
 308 
 218 
 39 

 147 
 201 
 80 

 121 
 87 
 76 
 23 

 103 
 86 
 75 
 22 

 101 
 37 
 73 
 22 
 46 
 55 
 31 
 35 
 39 
 51 
 29 
 25 
 12 
 16 
 7 
 8 

 15 
 13 

 24,292 

1995
Percent

25.3 %
17.0 %
11.5 %
14.7 %
14.0 %
8.9 %

10.5 %
12.2 %
3.7 %
6.8 %
5.1 %
6.9 %
4.1 %
2.4 %
3.3 %
5.9 %

11.5 %
4.2 %
2.4 %
9.4 %
6.8 %
0.7 %
2.9 %

18.0 %
1.3 %
7.1 %
2.7 %
3.9 %
0.8 %
2.4 %
1.7 %
3.0 %
0.6 %
9.9 %
1.0 %
1.7 %
1.3 %
4.1 %
8.5 %
1.2 %
5.1 %
1.6 %
4.5 %
4.9 %
2.1 %
1.6 %
2.7 %
1.1 %
1.6 %
0.8 %
1.5 %
9.2 %
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2 also shows that this has become less the case over time.  
In 1995, the top five states accounted for 69 percent of 
the total foreign -born population; in 2000 these same 
states accounted for 66 percent of the foreign born and 

dropped to 63 percent by 2005.  Or looked at in a differ-
ent way, these five states accounted for 69 percent of the 
total immigrant population in 1995, but only half the 
growth in the immigrant population between 1995 and 

2005 occurred in these five states.  
 Table 2 also shows different patterns 
for different states.  For example, in New 
York the number of immigrants increased 
585,000 between 1995 and 2000, but grew 
by only 57,000 in the five years after 2000.  
New Jersey, which is right next to New York, 
is quite different.  The he foreign-born pop-
ulation grew twice as fast between 2000 and 
2005 as in the five years before 2000.   The 
same holds for Texas.  Perhaps the most dra-
matic increases can be found in Georgia and 
North Carolina, where the immigrant popu-
lation increased threefold between 1995 and 
2005.  The key point to take from Table 2 
is that there is no one pattern that reflects 
the entire country.  The pace and scale varies 
by state and by time period as well.  Table 3 
shows the states where the growth was statis-
tically significant between 2000 and 2005. 

Region and 
Country of Origin
Sending Regions.  Table 4 shows the distri-
bution of immigrants by region of the world, 
with Mexico and Canada treated separately.  
Mexico accounts for 31 percent of all immi-
grants, with 10.8 million immigrants living 

in United States, more 
than the number of im-
migrants from any other 
region of the world.   Im-
migrants from Mexico, 
Central and South Amer-
ica, and the Caribbean ac-
count for the majority of 
immigrants, with 54 per-
cent of the foreign-born 
coming from these areas.  
East Asia also makes up 
a significant share of the 
total, accounting for 18 
percent of immigrants.  
This is about the same 
as the combined total for 
Europe, Sub-Saharan Af-

Table 3. States with Statistically Significant Growth in 
Immigrant Population, 2000-2005* (In Thousands)

State
Immigrant 
Pop. 2005

California
Texas
Georgia
New Jersey
Maryland
North Carolina
Washington
Pennsylvania
Virginia
Arizona
Tennessee
Minnesota
Nevada
New Mexico
South Carolina
Mississippi
Rhode Island
Delaware
Alaska
South Dakota
Wyoming
Nation

 9,984 
 3,379 

 762 
 1,620 

 725 
 590 
650
 534 
719
851
 264 
374
408
 177 
116
 72 

 126 
 67 
 48 
18
10

35,156

Source: Center for immigration studies analysis of March 2005 Current  
Population Survey.    
* Assumes a 90% confidence interval. 

Immigrant 
Pop. 2000

 9,053 
 2,591 

 378 
 1,281 

 479 
 373 
457
 364 
552
692
 110 
261
333
 107 

65
 29 
 87 
 38 
 28 
10
5

 29,987 

Growth

 931 
 788 
 384 
 339 
 246 
 217 
 193 
 170 
 167 
 159 
 154 
 113 
 75 
 70 
 51 
 43 
 40 
 29 
 20 
 8 
 5 

 5,169 

Percent 
Increase

10.3 %
30.4 %

101.5 %
26.5 %
51.3 %
58.1 %
42.2 %
46.7 %
30.3 %
23.0 %

140.0 %
43.3 %
22.5 %
65.1 %
78.5 %

148.7 %
45.5 %
77.5 %
72.3 %
80.0 %

100.0 %
17.2 %

Table 4. Region of Birth and Year of Entry in 2005 (In Thousands)

Region  Number

Mexico 
East Asia 
Europe 
Caribbean 
Central America
South America
South Asia 
Middle East 
Canada 
Sub-Saharan Africa 
Not Reported/Oceania 
Total

 10,805 
 6,256 
 4,519 
 3,213 
 2,643 
 2,241 
 1,800 
 1,163 

 674 
 656 

 1,187 
 35,157 

Source: Center for Immigration Studies analysis of March 2005 Current Population Survey.
* Indicates the year that immigrants said they came to the United States to stay. 

Pre-1980

 1,839 
 1,473 
 1,936 

 993 
 366 
 391 
 205 
 296 
 344 
 70 

 187 
 8,100 

1980-89

 2,262 
 1,729 

 587 
 846 
 744 
 487 
 319 
 257 
 49 
 96 

 193 
 7,569 

1990-99

 3,852 
 1,894 
 1,324 

 907 
 951 
 690 
 727 
 364 
 165 
 236 
 453 

 11,563 

2000-05

 2,852 
 1,160 

 672 
 467 
 582 
 673 
 549 
 246 
 116 
 254 
 354 

 7,925 

Year of Entry*
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rica, and the Middle East.  The importance of the West-
ern Hemisphere, excluding Canada, is even more striking 
when we look at recent arrivals.  Of those who arrived 
2000 to 2005, 58 percent are from Latin America. 

Top Sending Counties.  Table 5 (page 9) ranks the 
top-25 immigrant-sending countries by the number of 
immigrants as of March 2005.  Mexico is, of course, the 
largest sending country, accounting for almost six times 
as many immigrants as the combined total for China, 
Taiwan, and Hong Kong.  As is clear from Table 4, Latin 
America and the Caribbean countries dominate the list 
of immigrant-sending countries, accounting for almost 
half of the top-25 countries.  One of the striking things 
about contemporary immigration is that there has been 
a significant decline in the diversity of immigrants; Mex-
ico accounted for 31 percent of all immigrants in 2005, 
up from 28 percent in 2000, 22 percent in 1990, and 
16 percent in 1980.  The top sending country in 1970 
was Italy, which accounted for only 10 percent of the 
foreign-born.

Labor Market Characteristics 
Educational Attainment.  Immigrants now comprise 
14.7 percent of the nation’s total workforce.21  This is 
somewhat higher than the 12.1 percent of the total U.S. 
immigrant population because, in comparison to natives, 
a slightly higher percentage of immigrants are of work-
ing age.  Table 6 reports the educational attainment and 
other characteristics of immigrants and natives in the 
workforce.  The left side of the table shows the education 
level of all immigrants and natives in the labor force.  
In 2005, about 30 percent of immigrants 18 and over 
in the labor force had not graduated from high school.  
The table also reports the education of adult immigrants 
who arrived 2000 to 2005.  For immigrants who arrived 
between 2000 and 2005, 34 percent had not completed 
high school.  In comparison, slightly less than 8 percent 
of natives in the workforce lacked a high school educa-
tion.  This difference in the educational attainment of 
immigrants and natives has enormous implications for 
the social and economic integration of immigrants into 
America society.  There is no single better predictor of 

Table 5. Top-25 Countries of Birth, 2005 (In Thousands)

Region
Citizenship 
Rate

Mexico
China/HK/Taiwan
Philippines
India
El Salvador
Vietnam
Cuba
Dominican Rep.
Canada
Korea
Russia
Jamaica
Great Britain
Haiti
Guatemala
Germany
Poland
Colombia
Italy
Honduras
Brazil
Japan
Ecuador
Iran
Peru
World Total

 18.8 %
54.1 %
61.5 %
33.6 %
21.4 %
60.2 %
55.8 %
41.8 %
42.4 %
51.7 %
56.9 %
54.7 %
45.8 %
40.7 %
24.7 %
62.8 %
57.0 %
44.7 %
75.3 %
23.2 %
21.1 %
33.3 %
35.4 %
62.7 %
38.4 %
35.1 %

Source: Center for Immigration Studies analysis of March 2005 Current Population Survey.
* Indicates the year that immigrants said they came to the United States to stay. 

Pre-1980

  1,839 
359
449
170
123
193
435
145
344
167
46

148
272
123
72

380
168
96

299
42
35

121
50
93
46

 8,100 

1980-89

  2,262 
473
386
209
380
277
171
206
49

225
79

202
89

163
126
37
95

135
31
73
37
46
78
86
53

 7,569 

1990-99

 3,852 
646
431
573
411
362
214
223
165
153
397
195
121
193
193
61

183
158
31

158
90
45

120
93

102
 11,563 

2000-05

 2,852 
355
264
459
206
164
128
121
116
127
99
62

107
91

155
44
72
90
30

106
194
138
91
59

129
 7,925 

Year of Entry*

 Total

  10,805 
 1,833 
 1,530 
 1,411 
 1,120 

 996 
 948 
 695 
 674 
 672 
 621 
 607 
 589 
 570 
 546 
 522 
 519 
 479 
 391 
 379 
 356 
 350 
 339 
 331 
 330 

 35,157 

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
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economic success than education.  As we will see, the fact 
that so many adult immigrants lack a high school degree 
means their income, poverty rates, welfare use, and other 
measures of economic attainment lag far behind natives.  
The table also shows that a slightly higher share of na-
tives have a bachelor’s degree than immigrants, and the 
share with a post-graduate degree is almost identical for 
the two groups. 
  The large number of immigrants with low lev-
els of education means that immigration policy has dra-
matically increased the supply of workers with less than 
a high school degree, while increasing other educational 
categories more moderately.  The last column in Table 
6 shows the portion of each educational category com-
posed of immigrants.  This is important because it is an 

indication of which American workers face the most job 
competition from foreign workers.  While immigrants 
comprise almost 15 percent of the adult total workforce, 
they comprise more than 40 percent of adults in the la-
bor force who have not completed high school.  Figure 3 
shows how immigration in the last 15 years has increased 
the supply of different types of workers.  It reports the 
share of each educational category comprised of post-
1990 immigrants. The figure shows that the number of 
dropouts in the workforce is 23 percent larger than it 
would have been otherwise; however, it has increased 
the supply of workers in other educational categories by 
between 4 and 8 percent.  This means that any effect 
immigration may have on the wages or job opportuni-
ties of natives will disproportionately affect less-educated 

workers, who are already 
the lowest paid workers. 

Income of Immigrants 
and Natives.  Given the 
large proportion of im-
migrants with few years 
of schooling, it is not 
surprising that the in-
come figures reported in 
Table 6 show that, as a 
group, immigrants have 
lower median incomes 
than natives.  The annual 
median earnings of im-
migrants are only about 
75 percent those of na-
tives. And for the most 
recent immigrants, me-
dian earning is only 56 
percent that of natives.   
Another way to think 
about immigrant’s rela-
tive position to natives 
is to look at household 
income.  The average an-
nual household income 
of immigrant-headed 
households is $56,289, 
compared to $61,098 for 
native households.  The 
difference of 9 percent, 
while not trivial, is not 
huge.  However, immi-
grant households are a 
good deal larger on av-
erage than native house-

Table 6. Characteristics of Immigrants and Natives in the Workforce*
Education 
Level Natives

Less than HS
H.S. Only
Some College
Bachelor’s 
Grad. or Professional

Median Annual Earnings
Average Age

7.8 %
31.5 %
31.1 %
19.8 %
9.8 %

 $27,600 
41

Source: Center for Immigration Studies analysis of March 2005 Current Population Survey. 
* Percentage of persons 18 and over in the workforce. 

All  
Immigrants

29.6 %
25.6 %
17.4 %
17.1 %
10.3 %

 $20,800 
40

Arrived 
2000-2005

34.1 %
25.7 %
14.0 %
17.1 %
9.0 %

 $15,600 
33

Immigrant Pct. of 
Each Category

39.8 %
12.5 %
8.9 %

13.1 %
15.5 %

-
-

Figure 3. Percentage of Each Educational  
Category Comprised of Post-1990 Immigrants*

Source: Center for Immigration Studies analysis of March 2005 Current Population Survey. 
* Figures are for persons 18 and over in the workforce. 

0 5 10 15 20 25

Less than H.S.

H.S. Only

Some College

Bachelor’s

Grad. or Professional

6.7 %

4.1 %

6.6 %

7.9 %

23.2 %
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holds — 3.1 persons versus 2.5 persons.  As a result, the 
per capita household income of immigrants is only 72 
percent that of natives — $17,884 versus $24,901.  

Immigrant Progress Over Time.  The income figures 
in Table 6 only consider those in the workforce.  Pov-
erty figures on the other hand, can be used to examine 
the economic position of those both in and out of the 
labor force.  Moreover, poverty controls for the number 
of people in a family.  Table 7 reports the share of immi-
grants in poverty or who have incomes that place them 
in or near poverty.  Near poverty is defined as less than 
200 percent of the poverty threshold.  The 200 percent 
of poverty threshold is an important benchmark because 
under that amount people generally do not pay federal 
income tax and typically begin to be eligible for means-
tested programs.  Those with income above this amount 
can be seen as middle class or even upper class, while 
those with incomes below this amount can viewed as 
the low-income population.  Poverty figures are reported 
based on how long the immigrant has lived in the coun-
try in 2005. 
 Table 7 shows that it takes a very long time for 
immigrants to close the economic gap with natives.  In 
2005, the table shows that the poverty rate of immigrants 
matches that of natives after being here for more than 20 
years.22  As for the share in or near poverty, it takes more 
like 26 years for immigrants to match natives.  Because it 
takes so long to match the rate of natives, at the point at 
which they have similar rates of poverty or near-poverty 
as natives, immigrants are on average much older than 
native-born Americans on average.  This is shown in the 
third column of Table 7.  Immigrants who arrived 20 
years ago were 43 years old on average in 2005, seven 
years older than is the average native.  Those who arrived 
26 years ago are 48 years old, 12 years older than the av-
erage native.  As a result, immigrants tend to have lower 
lifetime earnings and income than natives.
 It was once argued that it took about 14 years 
for immigrants to close the economic gap with natives.23  
Table 7 shows this is no longer the case, at least with 
regard to poverty and near-poverty.  It is also not the 
case for income; we find that the median income of im-
migrants (18 and older) in 2005 who had lived here 14 
or 15 years was only 72 percent that of natives.  This de-
spite the fact that such immigrants are overwhelmingly 
legal residents and are about the same age as natives.  In 
terms of health insurance, 40 percent were uninsured 
compared to 13 percent of natives, and 36 percent of 
households headed by an immigrant who arrived 14 or 
15 years ago used at least one major welfare program 
compared to 18 percent of natives.24   

 It should be noted that there is no way to know 
whether today’s immigrants will take the same number 
of years to close the gap with natives, or even if they ever 
will.  But given their education levels as shown in Table 
6, it is not reasonable to expect that their rates of poverty 
will converge with natives any time soon. We do know 
that unskilled immigrants never come close to closing 
the gap with natives.25  Of course, we could change im-
migration policy and allow fewer immigrants into the 
country who have little formal education.  If we did 
that, then immigrants who arrive in the future would al-
most certainly have incomes that match those of natives 
from the time they arrive in the United States or soon  
thereafter.

Age of Immigrants.   In 2005 the average age of an im-
migrant was 39 years and 10 months compared to 35 
years and eight months for the average native.  Thus at 
least measured in this way, immigration does not make 
America much more youthful.  Of course, those who 
argue that immigration fundamentally changes the age 

Table 7. Poverty and Near-Poverty  
by Length of Time in the U.S.
Years in 
the U.S.1 Poverty
> 55 yrs.
46-55 yrs.
41-45 yrs.
36-40 yrs.
31-35 yrs.
26-30 yrs.
24-25 yrs.
22-23 yrs.
20-21 yrs.
18-19 yrs.
16-17 yrs.
14-15 yrs.
12-13 yrs.
10-11 yrs.
8-9 yrs.
6-7 yrs.
4-5 yrs.
< 4 yrs.

All Immigrants
Natives

5 %
6 %

12 %
10 %
13 %
10 %
11 %
8 %

14 %
16 %
18 %
18 %
19 %
18 %
18 %
19 %
21 %
29 %

17 %
12 %

In/Near-
Poverty2

Average 
Age

41 %
33 %
32 %
27 %
33 %
30 %
32 %
32 %
39 %
43 %
44 %
45 %
46 %
45 %
42 %
48 %
51 %
56 %

45 %
29 %

76
69
62
58
53
48
46
44
43
40
40
37
36
35
33
31
29
27

40
36

Source: Center for Immigration Studies analysis of 
March 2005 Current Population Survey.
1 Based on the year immigrants said they came to the 
United States to stay.
2 In or near poverty is defined as income under 200 
percent of the poverty threshold.
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structure generally have in mind new arrivals.  One 
simple way to measure the impact of immigration is to 
calculate the average in age in the United States with and 
without recent immigrants.  If the 7.9 million immi-
grants who arrived in 2000 or later are removed from the 
data, the average age in the United States would be 36 
years five months.  Including post-2000 immigrants does 
lower the average age, but only to 36 years two months.  
Thus, over the last five years immigration had only a 
very small impact on the aging of American society.  
 It could be argued that the benefit to the age 
structure might take more than just five years of high 
immigration.  In a recent reported we examined the im-
pact of immigration on the aging of American society as 
well as on the Social Security system.  Consistent with 
other research, we found that immigration has only a 
very small impact on the problem of an aging society 
now and in the future.  While immigrants do tend to 
arrive relatively young, and have more children than na-
tives, immigrants age just like everyone else, and the dif-

ferences with natives are not large enough to fundamen-
tally alter the nation’s age structure.  After looking at the 
impact of different levels of immigration over the next 
century, a Census Bureau report stated in 2000 that im-
migration is a “highly inefficient” means for increasing 
the percentage of the population that is of working age 
in the long-run.26  Our detailed look at the full impact 
of immigration on the nation’s age structure is available  
online.27

Occupational Distribution.  Table 8 shows the occu-
pational concentration of immigrants and natives.  The 
occupational categories are ranked based on native un-
employment rates, which are shown in the first column.  
The table shows several important facts about U.S. 
immigration.  First, there are millions of native-born 
Americans employed in occupations that have high con-
centrations of immigrants.  It’s simply not correct to say 
that immigrants only do jobs natives don’t want.  If that 
were so, then there should be occupations comprised al-

Table 8. Immigrants and Natives by Occupationin 2005, 
Ranked by Native Unemployment Rate in Occupation (Numbers in Thousands)

Occupation

Native 
Unemployment 

Rate
Farming, fishing, & forestry
Construct. & extraction
Blding. cleaning & maintenance
Food preparation
Production
Transportation & moving
Personl. care & service
Sales
Healthcare support
Office & admin. support
Arts, entertain.& media
Installation and repair
Protective service
Computer mathematical
Life, physical, & soc. science
Architecture & engineering
Business and financial
Management Occp.
Legal occupations
Community & Social service
Educ., training
Healthcare practitioner
Total

12.6 %
11.3 %
10.1 %
9.2 %
7.6 %
6.8 %
6.1 %
5.1 %
5.1 %
5.0 %
4.7 %
4.6 %
4.1 %
3.9 %
2.9 %
2.9 %
2.5 %
2.4 %
2.0 %
1.9 %
1.5 %
1.2 %
5.1 %

Source: Center for Immigration Studies analysis of March 2005 Current Population Survey. Figures are for persons 18 and 
older in the labor force.
* Immigrants who arrived 2000-2005.  Based on the year immigrants said they came to the United States to stay.

43.7 %
25.9 %
34.0 %
23.7 %
22.5 %
17.2 %
16.6 %
11.9 %
17.5 %
9.7 %

10.7 %
12.3 %
7.6 %

21.5 %
17.8 %
15.3 %
10.5 %
9.4 %
6.2 %
8.6 %
7.6 %

12.3 %
15.0 %

 505 
 6,368 
 3,279 
 5,115 
 7,410 
 6,980 
 3,537 

 13,729 
 2,462 

 17,206 
 2,379 
 4,502 
 2,564 
 2,482 
 1,066 
 2,250 
 5,121 

 12,817 
 1,459 
 1,904 
 7,624 
 5,870 

 116,629 

 73 
 809 
 370 
 521 
 611 
 509 
 230 
 736 
 131 
 902 
 118 
 216 
 109 
 100 
 32 
 67 

 130 
 312 
 30 
 38 

 118 
 71 

 6,234 

 132 
 644 
 412 
 454 
 400 
 265 
 126 
 255 
 104 
 240 
 56 
 90 
 24 

 149 
 46 
 60 
 63 

 133 
 7 

 29 
 131 
 90 

 3,909 

 392 
 2,228 
 1,693 
 1,585 
 2,152 
 1,446 

 703 
 1,847 

 523 
 1,840 

 286 
 629 
 211 
 679 
 231 
 405 
 598 

 1,329 
 96 

 180 
 627 
 823 

 20,505 

Immigrant 
Share of 

Occupation

Number of 
Natives 

Employed

Number of 
Unemployed

Natives

Number of 
Recently 

Arrived 
Immigrants 
Employed*

Number of 
Immigrants 

Employed
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most entirely of immigrants.  Just the occupational cat-
egories of farming/fishing/forestry, construction, build-
ing cleaning/maintenance, and food processing currently 
employ 15.3 million adult native-born Americans.  The 
second important point to remember is that while em-
ployers often argue that there are no Americans available 
to fill such jobs, Table 8 shows that in the first four occu-
pations listed there are 1.8 million unemployed natives. 
Moreover, native unemployment averages 10.8 percent 
in these occupations.  Perhaps the labor is not where em-
ployers wanted, or there is some other reason businesses 
find these unemployed natives unacceptable, but on its 
face Table 8 indicates that there is quite a lot of unuti-
lized labor of this kind in the United States.  
 Its also worth considering that the correla-
tion between native unemployment rates and the 
share of an occupation that is immigrants is 0.86.  The 
square of a correlation, in this case 0.74, can be inter-
preted to mean that the presence of immigrants in an 
occupation explains 74 percent of the variation in native 
unemployment rates across occupations.  It’s also worth 
pointing out that the correlation between the number of 
unemployed natives and the number of post-2000 im-
migrants employed in a occupation is 0.98, and this val-
ue squared is 0.96.  Of course, correlations do not prove 
that immigration adversely impacts the employment 
prospects of natives.  It would be a mistake to think that 
every job taken by an immigrant is a job lost by a native.  
Clearly many factors impact unemployment rates across 
occupations.   But it would also be a mistake to assume 
that dramatically increasing the number of workers in 
these occupations as a result of immigration policy has 
no impact on the employment prospects of natives.  Per-
haps most important, the large number of unemployed 
natives calls into question the argument that America 
is desperately short of workers to do these less-skilled 
jobs. 

Self Employment.   Table 9 (page 13) examines the 
self-employment rates of immigrants and natives. The 
table shows that immigrants and natives exhibit remark-
ably similar levels of entrepreneurship.  The table shows 
that about 11 percent of immigrants and 13 percent of 
natives are self-employed.  Turning to self-employment 
income reported at the bottom of Table 9, we see that 
the average self-employment income (revenue minus ex-
penses) for immigrants and natives is virtually identical.  
While immigrants overall are not more entrepreneurial 
than natives, immigrants from such countries as Korea, 
Russia, and Iran are significantly more likely than na-
tives to be self-employed.  But overall entrepreneurship 
is neither lacking nor a distinguishing characteristic of 

the nation’s immigrants.  If one removed immigrants 
from the data, the overall rate of self-employment in 
the United States would be about same.  Therefore, one 
must look elsewhere to make an argument for or against 
current immigration.

Poverty, Welfare, and the Uninsured
Poverty Among Immigrants and Natives.  The first two 
columns in Table 10 (page 14) report the poverty rate for 
immigrants by country and the number (in thousands) 
in poverty.  Based on the March 2005 CPS, 17.1 percent 
of immigrants compared to 12 percent of natives lived 
in poverty in 2004 (Poverty statistics are based on an-
nual income in the calendar year prior to the survey and 

Table 9. Self-Employment for 
Employed Persons 25 and Older

Sending Country
Percent

Self-Employed

Korea
Russia
Iran
Japan
Cuba
Italy
Great Britain
Poland
India
Canada
China
Germany
Ecuador
Brazil
All Immigrants
Colombia
Peru
Vietnam
Dominican Rep
Jamaica
Mexico
El Salvador
Guatemala
Philippines
Haiti
Honduras

All Immigrants
All Natives

Immigrant Avg. Self-Empl. Income
Native Avg. Self-Empl. Income

28.1 %
21.9 %
20.1 %
18.8 %
17.3 %
16.3 %
14.8 %
14.6 %
14.5 %
13.5 %
12.9 %
12.9 %
11.5 %
11.5 %
10.7 %
10.4 %
10.2 %
9.7 %
8.6 %
7.4 %
7.0 %
6.8 %
6.7 %
4.3 %
4.3 %
4.2 %

 
10.7 %
13.0 %

 
$19,527 
 $19,570 

Source: Center for Immigration Studies analysis 
of March 2005 Current Population Survey. 
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reflect family size).  The data by country indicate that 
there is an enormous variation in poverty rates among 
immigrants from different countries.  For example, the 
26 percent poverty rate for Mexicans is more than five 
times that of persons from Canada or the Philippines.

 The higher incidence of poverty among immi-
grants as a group has significantly increased the overall 
size of the population living in poverty.  Immigrants ac-
counted for about one in six persons living in poverty.  
While this is a large percentage, it would be even larger if 
the native-born children (under age 18) of immigrants, 

who are included in 
the poverty figures 
for natives, are count-
ed with their parents.  
The poverty rate of 
minor children re-
flects their parents’ 
income, therefore it 
is reasonable to view 
poverty among the 
U.S.-born children 
of immigrants as at-
tributable to their 
immigrant parents.28   
The bottom portion 
of Table 10 shows 
that the poverty rate 
for immigrants and 
the U.S.-born chil-
dren of immigrant 
mothers together is 
18.4 percent.   If the 
native-born children 
of immigrants are 
excluded, poverty 
among natives drops 
from 12 percent to 
11.7 percent.
 Of the 31 
million natives liv-
ing in poverty, 2.5 
million (8 percent) 
are the U.S.-born 
children (under 18) 
of immigrant moth-
ers. Overall, if the six 
million immigrants 
in poverty are also 
excluded, along with 
their U.S.-born chil-
dren, the total num-
ber of people living in 
poverty drops by 8.5 
million.  This means 
that immigrants and 
their U.S.-born chil-

Table 10. Immigrant Poverty Rate Ranked by Sending Country

Mexico
Dominican Rep.
Russia
Guatemala
Haiti
Honduras
Cuba
Colombia
Brazil
El Salvador
Vietnam
Korea
Jamaica
Poland
China
Japan
Peru
Italy
Ecuador
Great Britain
Iran
India
Germany
Canada
Philippines

All Immigrants
All Natives

Immigrants 18 and Older
Natives 18 and Older

Children of Immigrant Mothers2

Children (under 18) of Native Mothers3

Immigrants and Their U.S.-born Children2

Natives and Their Children3

Total Population

Source: Center for Immigration Studies analysis of March 2005 Current Population Survey.  Official government 
poverty statistics do not include unrelated individuals under age 15 (mostly foster children) and they are therefore 
not included in this table and all subsequent tables dealing with poverty.   
1 In or near poverty defined as income under 200 percent of the poverty threshold.   
2 Includes all children of immigrant mothers under age 18, including those born in the United States. 
3 Includes the children of native mothers under 18.  The U.S.-born children of immigrant mothers are not included.

Percent
26.4 %
25.1 %
20.6 %
20.6 %
20.6 %
20.1 %
17.0 %
16.3 %
15.4 %
14.7 %
14.3 %
13.2 %
13.0 %
12.3 %
10.4 %
10.3 %
10.0 %
8.7 %
8.3 %
7.5 %
6.3 %
6.1 %
5.9 %
5.3 %
5.0 %

17.1 %
12.0 %

15.8 %
10.2 %

24.2 %
16.2 %

18.4 %
11.7 %

12.7 %

Number
(Thousands)

 2,847 
174
107
110
117
76

161
78
55

164
142
89
79
64

191
36
33
34
28
44
21
86
31
36
77

 6,006 
 30,991 

 5,048 
 18,923 

 3,481 
 9,546 

 8,529 
 28,469 

 
36,998 

Percent
62.6 %
54.6 %
36.8 %
60.5 %
51.7 %
55.0 %
43.4 %
34.2 %
39.6 %
47.5 %
35.7 %
27.8 %
32.9 %
25.6 %
26.5 %
27.1 %
32.7 %
24.2 %
46.9 %
21.1 %
36.4 %
17.3 %
22.8 %
17.5 %
20.5 %

42.5 %
29.7 %

40.8 %
26.5 %

53.9 %
35.6 %

44.9 %
28.7 %

31.2 %

Number
(Thousands)

 6,757 
378
191
323
294
208
411
164
141
531
356
187
200
133
485
95

108
95

159
124
121
244
119
118
313

 
14,922 
 75,891 

 
13,031 
 49,048 

 
7,756

20,979 
 

20,787 
 70,026 

 
90,813 

In Poverty In or Near Poverty1
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dren account for 23 percent of the nearly 37 million 
people living in poverty in the United States.  Among 
persons under age 18 living in poverty, 27 percent are 
either immigrants or the child of an immigrant mother. 

In or Near Poverty. In addition to poverty, Table 10 
also reports the percentage of immigrants and natives 
living in or near poverty, with near-poverty defined as 
income less than 200 percent of the poverty threshold.  
As already discussed, those with incomes under 200 per-
cent of poverty generally do not pay federal income tax 
and often qualify for means-tested programs.  As is the 
case with poverty, near-poverty is much more common 
among immigrants than natives.  Table 10 shows that 
42.5 percent of immigrants compared to 29.7 percent 
of natives live in or near poverty.  Among the children 
of immigrants (under 18), 53.9 percent live in or near 
poverty, in contrast to 35.6 percent of the children of 
natives.  If the U.S.-born children of immigrants are ex-
cluded from the figures for natives, the rate of poverty/
near poverty among natives drops from 29.7 percent to 
28.7 percent.  If these children are counted with their 
immigrant parents, the rate of poverty/near poverty for 
immigrants and their children is 44.9 percent.  The 20.8 
million immigrants and their U.S.-born children in or 
near poverty account for 23 percent of all persons in or 
near poverty.    

Without Health Insurance.  Table 11 (page 16) reports 
the percentage of immigrants and natives who were un-
insured for all of 2004.  (The CPS asks about health 
insurance in the calendar year prior to the survey)  The 
table shows that lack of health insurance is a significant 
problem for immigrants from many different countries.  
Overall, 33.7 percent of the foreign-born lack insurance 
compared to 13.3 percent of natives.  Immigrants now 
account for 26 percent of the uninsured.  The lower por-
tion of Table 11 reports the percentage and number of 
immigrants and the U.S.-born children (under 18) of 
immigrant mothers who are uninsured.  In 2005, 29.3 
percent of immigrants and their minor children were 
uninsured.  In total, the 13.6 million uninsured immi-
grants and their children account for 30 percent of the 
uninsured, nearly double their 15.9 percent of the over-
all population.29  
 The low rate of insurance coverage associated 
with immigrants is primarily explained by their much 
lower levels of education.  Because of the limited value 
of their labor in an economy that increasingly demands 
educated workers, many immigrants hold jobs that do 
not offer health insurance, and their low incomes make 

it very difficult for them to purchase insurance on their 
own.  A larger uninsured population cannot help but 
strain the resources of those who provide services to the 
uninsured already here. Moreover, Americans with in-
surance have to pay higher premiums as health care pro-
viders pass along some of the costs of treating the unin-
sured to paying costumers.  Taxpayers also are affected as 
federal, state, and local governments struggle to provide 
care to the growing ranks of the uninsured. There can 
be no doubt that by dramatically increasing the size of 
the uninsured population, our immigration policy has 
wide-ranging effects on the nation’s entire health care 
system.
 A recent study found that, after controlling for 
such factors as education, age, and race, uninsured im-
migrants impose somewhat lower costs than uninsured 
natives.   However, when the authors simply compared 
uninsured immigrants to uninsured natives the cost dif-
ferences were not statistically significant.  In other words 
when using the actual traits that immigrants have, the 
costs that uninsured immigrants create were the same as 
uninsured natives.30 Of course, even if there was a differ-
ence in the costs uninsured immigrants create compared 
to uninsured natives, it would have to be enormous to 
offset the fact that immigrants are two-and one-half 
times more likely to be uninsured than native-born  
Americans.

Immigration Accounts for Most of Increase in the Un-
insured.  According to the Census Bureau, since 1989 
the population without health insurance has grown by 
12.44 million and stood at 45.82 million in 2004. Much 
of this growth has been driven by immigration.  To un-
derstand the impact of immigration, we can remove 
from the CPS immigrants who arrived after 1989 and 
who are uninsured.  According to the March 2005 CPS, 
there were 8.34 million immigrants who arrived in 1990 
or later who did not have health insurance.  This is equal 
to 67 percent of the growth in the uninsured population.  
Moreover, there were nearly 700,000 children born to 
post-1990 immigrants who lacked insurance, meaning 
that new immigrants and their U.S.-born children ac-
counted for 73 percent of the growth in the uninsured 
population.  Thus, it is reasonable to say that the nation’s 
health insurance crisis is, to a large extent, being driven 
by its immigration policy.

Uninsured or on Medicaid.  The large share of immi-
grants and their children who are uninsured is even more 
striking when one considers their high rate of Medic-
aid use.  The 2005 CPS shows that 17.4 percent of im-
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migrants and their U.S.-born children under 18 are on 
Medicaid, compared to 12 percent of natives and their 
children.31  The last two rows at the bottom of Table 11 
report the combined share of immigrants and their U.S.-
born children who are either uninsured or on Medic-

aid.  Nearly 47 percent of immigrants and their children 
either have no insurance or have it provided to them 
through Medicaid.  

Welfare Use.   As the Census Bureau does in its publi-
cations, we report welfare use based on 
whether the head of household is im-
migrant or native.32  With regard to im-
migrant households, this means we are 
reporting welfare use for immigrants and 
their U.S.-born children who live with 
them and comparing them to natives and 
their children.  Table 12 shows the per-
centage of immigrant- and native-head-
ed households in which at least one 
member of the household receives pub-
lic assistance (including Temporary As-
sistance to Needy Families and state ad-
ministered general assistance programs); 
Supplemental Security Income (SSI), 
which is for low-income elderly and 
disabled persons; Food Stamps; Medic-
aid (health insurance for those with low 
incomes); live in subsidized or govern-
ment-owned housing, or use the Women, 
Infants and Children (WIC) nutrition  
program.  
 Table 12 indicates that even after the 
1996 welfare reforms, which curtailed 
eligibility for some immigrants, immi-
grant households’ use of the welfare sys-
tem remains higher than that of natives 
for most programs and most entering 
cohorts.  Use of public assistance and 
SSI tend to be quite similar for immi-
grant and native households.  Thus if by 
“welfare” one only means cash assistance 
programs, then immigrant use is roughly 
the same as natives.  Of course, there is 
the question of whether native use of 
welfare is the proper yardstick by which 
to measure immigrants.  Some may rea-
sonably argue that because immigration 
is supposed to benefit the United States, 
our admission criteria should, with the 
exception of refugees, select only those 
immigrants who are self-sufficient.  Yet 
Table 12 shows that welfare use, even 
of cash programs, is not at or near zero.  
For other programs such as food stamps 
and housing, immigrant use tends to be 
somewhat higher.  The biggest differ-

Table 11. Immigrants Without Health Insurance

Country

Guatemala
Mexico
Honduras
El Salvador
Ecuador
Haiti
Brazil
Peru
Colombia
Dominican Rep
Cuba
Jamaica
Poland
Vietnam
Korea
China
Iran
India
Russia
Philippines
Italy
Great Britain
Japan
Canada
Germany

All Immigrants
All Natives

Immigrants 18 and older
Natives 18 and older

Children (under 18) of Immigrant Mothers1

Children (under 18) of Native Mothers2

Immigrants and Their US-born Children1

Natives and Their Children2

Immigrants and Their U.S.-born Children Uninsured
     or on Medicaid1

Natives and Their Children Uninsured or on Medicaid2

Number  Uninsured
(In Thousands)

Percent
Uninsured

316
 5,812 

191
507
151
243
139
122
149
212
243
154
126
240
149
397
56

232
89

211
42
55
32
55
25
 

11,858 
 33,962 

 
10,781 
 26,771 

 2,849 
 5,420 

 
13,629 
 32,191 

 
21,639 
 61,639 

58.0 %
53.8 %
50.4 %
45.2 %
44.5 %
42.6 %
39.2 %
37.0 %
31.1 %
30.5 %
25.6 %
25.4 %
24.2 %
24.1 %
22.1 %
21.7 %
16.9 %
16.4 %
14.3 %
13.8 %
10.7 %
9.3 %
9.1 %
8.2 %
4.8 %

33.7 %
13.3 %

33.8 %
14.4 %

19.6 %
9.1 %

29.3 %
13.2 %

46.7 %
25.2 %

Source: Center for Immigration Studies analysis of March 2005 Current Population 
Survey.
1 Includes all children of immigrant mothers under age 18, including those born in the 
United States. 
2 Includes the children of native mothers under 18.  The U.S-born children of immigrant 
mothers are not included.
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ences are for Medicaid and WIC.  From the point of 
view of taxpayers, immigrant use of Medicaid is the most 
problematic because that program costs more than the 
combined total for the other five programs. 
 As was the case with lower income and higher 
poverty rates, the higher welfare-use rates by immigrant 
households are at least partly explained by the large 
proportion of immigrants with few years of schooling.  
Less-educated people tend to have lower incomes and 
higher levels of unemployment and poverty.  Therefore, 
it is not surprising that immigrant use of the welfare sys-
tem is significantly higher than that of natives. 
 While immigrants’ use of some welfare pro-
grams is higher than natives’, Table 12 shows that most 
households, immigrant or native, do not use the welfare 
system.  On the other hand, even though most house-
holds do not use the welfare system, the programs listed 
in Table 12 cost the government some $500 billion an-
nually.  Moreover, there are other means-tested programs 
not listed in the table that are linked to those reported in 
Table 12.  For example, 15 percent of immigrant house-
holds reported having at least one child receiving sub-
sidized school lunches, compared to only 6 percent of 
native households.   There are many possible reasons to 
support high levels of immigration.  But if the benefit to 
the United States is one of them, then selecting only im-
migrants who can support themselves and their children 
and do not need government assistance would certainly 
make sense.  

Use of EITC.  In addition to welfare programs, Table 
11 reports the share of households in which at least one 

worker is eligible for the Earned Income Tax Credit 
(EITC).33  The Credit is for low-income workers. Per-
sons receiving the EITC pay no federal income tax and 
instead receive cash assistance from the government 
based on their earnings and family size.  The figures for 
the EITC probably overstate receipt of the EITC for 
both immigrants and natives because they are imputed 
(by the Census Bureau) based on income and family size.  
All persons who file a return should receive the EITC 
— the IRS will process it automatically for you if you 
qualify.  Even illegal aliens sometime receive it.  With an 
annual cost of over $30 billion, the EITC is the nation’s 
largest means-tested cash assistance program for workers 
with low incomes.  Table 11 shows that 15.8 percent 
of native-headed households qualify for the credit, com-
pared to 30 percent of immigrant households.  Again, 
given the education level of so many immigrants it is not 
surprising that a large share work but that their incomes 
are low enough to qualify for the EITC.

Welfare Use by Country.  While on the whole immi-
grant households have higher welfare use rates, this is not 
true for immigrants from all countries.  Table 13 shows 
that immigrants from some countries have lower welfare 
use rates than natives.  From the list of countries in Table 
13, it is also clear that refugee-sending countries, such 
as Russia and Vietnam, tend to use the welfare system a 
good deal.  On the other hand, Mexican and Dominican 
households have welfare use rates that are much higher 
than natives — higher even than Russia or Vietnam — 
and virtually none of these immigrants are refugees.  In 
fact, if one excludes the primary refugee-sending coun-

Table 12. Use of Welfare Programs and the EITC  
for Immigrant- and Native-Headed Households (Percent)

Native 
Households

Public Assistance2

Supplemental Security Income
Food Stamps
Public or Subsidized Housing
Medicaid
WIC
Using Any of Above Programs
EITC Eligibility

1.5 %
4.0 %
6.3 %
4.1 %

14.8 %
2.7 %

18.2 %
15.8 %

Source: Center for Immigration Studies analysis of March 2005 Current Population Survey. Figures for the EITC are based on analysis 
of the 2004 Current Population Survey because the 2005 data were released without this information.
1 Based on the year the household head said he or she came to the United States to stay.      
2 Includes TANF and state general assistance programs.      

1.8 %
4.4 %
7.0 %
4.9 %

24.2 %
6.6 %

28.6 %
30.0 %

1.9 %
6.0 %
5.3 %
4.0 %

18.7 %
2.1 %

21.5 %
17.1 %

2.3 %
4.5 %
7.0 %
5.5 %

27.5 %
6.3 %

31.7 %
35.2 %

2.0 %
3.9 %
9.3 %
5.0 %

29.1 %
10.5 %
34.1 %
36.8 %

1.9 %
1.6 %
5.9 %
5.3 %

20.6 %
8.6 %

26.9 %
36.5 %

All 
Immigrant

Households

Pre-1980
Immigrant

Households

1980-89
Immigrant 

Households

1990-99
Immigrant 

Households

2000-05
Immigrant

Households

Year of Entry1
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tries, the share of immigrant households receiving wel-
fare does drop, but as reported at the bottom of Table 
12, only from 28.6 percent to 28.2 percent.34   Refugees 
are simply not a large enough share of the foreign-born, 
nor are their rates high enough to explain the level of 
welfare use by immigrant households. 

Educational Attainment
Education Level of Immigrants.  The statistics reviewed 
thus far indicate that a larger share of immigrants than 
natives have low incomes, lack health insurance, and ac-
cess means-tested programs.  As already mentioned, one 
of the primary reasons for this situation is that many im-
migrants have relatively few years of schooling.  Table 14 
reports, by country, the share of immigrants who have 
less than a high school education and the share who have 

Table 13. Percent Using Welfare Programs and EITC by Household-Head Country of Birth

Country 
of Birth Any

Dominican Republic
Mexico
Russia
Honduras
Guatemala
Haiti
Cuba
Vietnam
Jamaica
Colombia
El Salvador
Ecuador
Iran
Brazil
Peru
China
Korea
Philippines
Japan
Canada
Poland
Great Britain
Germany
India
Italy

All Immigrants
All Natives

Immigrant Households w/Children*
Native Households w/Children*

Refugee-Sending Countries
Non-Refugee-Sending Countries

Immigrant Housholds w/65+ Head
Native Households w/ 65+ Head

57.2 %
43.4 %
39.8 %
37.5 %
35.7 %
35.3 %
33.0 %
31.8 %
31.3 %
29.7 %
29.7 %
23.1 %
21.9 %
21.9 %
20.6 %
18.5 %
17.4 %
15.6 %
13.4 %
12.2 %
10.8 %
10.8 %
9.1 %
 7.9 %
3.4 %

28.6 %
 18.2 %

40.5 %
27.0 %

30.7 %
28.2 %

30.1 %
16.0 %

Source: Center for Immigration Studies analysis of March 2005 Current Population Survey. Figures for the EITC are based on analysis 
of the 2004 Current Population Survey because the 2005 data were released without this information.
* Households with children under 18.

5.0 %
2.8 %
1.2 %
3.9 %
0.5 %
4.7 %
2.1 %
2.0 %
5.9 %
2.7 %
1.2 %
0.0 %
1.5 %
0.0 %
0.0 %
0.3 %
0.7 %
0.3 %
0.0 %
0.3 %
1.1 %
2.2 %
0.6 %
0.0 %
0.0 %

1.8 %
1.5 %

3.1 %
3.4 %

1.8 %
1.8 %

0.3 %
0.4 %

12.2 %
2.7 %

15.4 %
7.2 %
3.9 %
4.2 %
9.9 %
6.3 %
6.9 %
3.2 %
4.1 %
1.5 %

12.4 %
3.1 %
3.1 %
4.8 %
4.3 %
6.1 %
0.0 %
2.7 %
1.1 %
2.2 %
3.6 %
0.8 %
1.1 %

4.4 %
 4.0 %

2.7 %
2.6 %

8.6 %
3.7 %

12.3 %
4.1 %

19.4 %
11.1 %
15.4 %
9.2 %
4.3 %
7.4 %

13.7 %
7.0 %
9.7 %
7.6 %
3.6 %
3.1 %
2.2 %
6.3 %
3.1 %
1.6 %
2.5 %
0.7 %
2.0 %
3.0 %
1.8 %
4.1 %
1.3 %
1.8 %
1.1 %

7.0 %
6.3 %

10.7 %
9.8 %

9.7 %
6.6 %

8.4 %
3.6 %

17.8 %
4.6 %

13.4 %
6.6 %
2.9 %
7.4 %
8.7 %
6.5 %
5.6 %
5.9 %
2.7 %
2.3 %
8.0 %
4.7 %
3.8 %
2.9 %
7.6 %
2.4 %
2.7 %
2.4 %
2.5 %
2.9 %
1.3 %
1.3 %
0.6 %

4.9 %
4.1 %

5.0 %
4.6 %

8.3 %
4.3 %

9.9 %
4.9 %

49.7 %
37.3 %
35.0 %
31.6 %
29.5 %
26.5 %
27.3 %
27.3 %
26.0 %
29.2 %
26.5 %
22.3 %
19.0 %
16.4 %
15.3 %
15.8 %
13.0 %
13.8 %
11.4 %
9.9 %
9.0 %
9.2 %
8.7 %
6.4 %
2.2 %

24.2 %
14.8 %

23.7 %
35.7 %

25.5 %
24.0 %

25.9 %
11.6 %

Public 
Assistance SSI

Food 
Stamps

Subsidized 
Housing Medicaid

9.4 %
16.1 %
0.8 %
5.3 %

11.6 %
7.0 %
1.7 %
3.0 %
4.9 %
3.8 %
8.8 %
4.6 %
0.0 %
2.3 %
3.1 %
1.2 %
2.5 %
1.4 %
1.3 %
0.6 %
0.7 %
1.6 %
0.0 %
0.3 %
0.0 %

6.6 %
2.7 %

13.0 %
7.4 %

2.6 %
7.2 %

0.7 %
0.3 %

WIC

40.1 %
49.9 %
12.5 %
42.4 %
49.5 %
40.6 %
17.2 %
28.4 %
33.2 %
29.1 %
42.3 %
19.2 %
19.2 %
26.8 %
30.8 %
22.5 %
13.1 %
18.1 %
16.8 %
7.1 %
9.7 %

13.6 %
11.7 %
15.4 %
4.7 %

30.0 %
15.8 %

44.0 %
27.9 %

20.3 %
31.4 %

7.5 %
6.2 %

EITC 
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at least a bachelor’s degree.  (The overall figures do not 
exactly match those in Table 6 because in that table the 
percentages are for only those in the labor force)  The big 
difference between the education level of the two groups 
is found at the bottom end of the education distribu-
tion.   In 2005, 31 percent of immigrants age 25 to 64 
lacked a high school diploma, compared to less than 9 
percent of natives.  
 At the top end, natives now have a slight ad-
vantage in terms of having at least a bachelor’s degree.  
Historically, immigrants enjoyed a significant advantage 
in terms of having a college education.  In 1970 for ex-
ample, 18 percent of immigrants (25 to 64) had at least a 
college degree compared to 12 percent of natives.35   But 
as Table 14 shows this is no longer the case, with 28 
percent of immigrants and 30 percent of natives having 
at least a college degree.  Because education is now so 
important to economic success, the large share of im-
migrants with relatively little education has enormous 
implications for their economic and social integration 
into American Society.  Table 14 shows that there is great 
variation in the education level of immigrants by coun-
try.  As we have seen, there is also great variation in the 
poverty, welfare use, and health insurance coverage rates 
by country.  In general, countries with the lowest levels 
of education are also the ones with highest rates of pov-
erty, welfare use, and lack of health insurance. 

Importance of Education.  To see just how important 
education is to economic success, Table 15 reports in-
come, welfare use, poverty, and health insurance rates 
for immigrants and natives by education level.  Table 
15 shows that the median annual income of immigrants 
without a high school degree is just $15,600, very simi-
lar to the $15,000 for natives.   For those with only a 
high school degree it is only $20,000 — again, not that 
different from the $24,000 for natives.  Table 15 also 
shows that for welfare use, poverty, and health insurance 
rates, immigrants tend to do somewhat worse than na-
tives with the same education.   But more important, the 
table also shows that how well immigrants do is heav-
ily dependent on their education level.   This is consis-
tent both with common sense and very large body of 
research.
 The current immigration system allows legal 
immigrants into the country primarily based on whether 
they have a relative here.  This fact, coupled with wide-
spread toleration of illegal immigration, means the for-
eign-born population as a whole is much less educated 
than the native-born population.  Given the nature of 
the modern American economy and the existence of a 

well-developed welfare state, it seems unavoidable that 
less-educated immigrants will tend to have lower in-
comes and make heavier use of means-tested programs 
than natives.
   

School-Age Children 
In the last few years, a good deal of attention has been 
focused on the dramatic increase in enrollment experi-
enced by many school districts across the country.  All 
observers agree that this growth has strained the re-
sources of many school districts.  While it has been sug-
gested that this increase is the result of the children of 
baby boomers reaching school age, the so called “baby 
boom echo,” it is clear from the CPS that it is immi-
gration policy that accounts for the dramatic increase in 
school enrollment.  Table 16 shows that there are 10.3 
million school-age children of immigrants (ages 5 to 
17) in the United States, accounting for 19.2 percent 

Table 14. Education of Immigrants 
Ages 25-64, by Country

Country

Mexico
Guatemala
El Salvador
Honduras
Dominican Republic
Ecuador
Haiti
Vietnam
Cuba
Jamaica
Brazil
Colombia
Italy
China
Peru
Poland
Philippines
India
Korea
Canada
Russia
Great Britain
Germany
Iran
Japan

All Immigrants
Natives

< H.S. College 
or More

61.9 %
61.6 %
57.6 %
51.8 %
36.7 %
33.3 %
27.2 %
21.3 %
20.3 %
17.3 %
16.5 %
16.4 %
13.5 %
10.5 %
9.2 %
6.0 %
5.7 %
5.5 %
4.9 %
4.5 %
3.0 %
2.5 %
2.2 %
<1 %
<1 %

31.0 %
8.7 %

5.3 %
4.5 %
6.9 %
8.4 %

14.5 %
15.1 %
16.0 %
24.4 %
23.1 %
21.8 %
30.6 %
32.7 %
33.2 %
57.6 %
26.0 %
31.8 %
53.2 %
76.6 %
52.2 %
45.4 %
66.0 %
48.4 %
40.7 %
65.1 %
60.6 %

27.9 %
30.0 %

Source: Center for Immigration Studies analysis of 
March 2005 Current Population Survey.
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of the total school-age population.  While fewer than 
one-third of these children are immigrants themselves, 
the use of public education by the U.S.-born children 
of immigrants is a direct consequence of their parents’ 
having been allowed into the country.  The children of 
immigrants account for such a large percentage of the 
school-age population because a higher proportion of 
immigrant women are in their childbearing years, and 
immigrants tend to have somewhat larger families than 
natives.  In addition, the effect of immigration on public 
schools will be even larger in the coming years because 
21 percent of children approaching school age have im-
migrant mothers.  
 Table 16 also shows that immigration has signif-
icantly increased the school-age population in all of the 
top immigrant-receiving states. Of course, a dramatic in-
crease in enrollment may not create a problem for public 
education if tax revenue increases proportionately.  But as 
we have seen, immigrants generally have lower incomes 
than natives, so their tax contributions are unlikely to 
entirely offset the costs they impose on schools.  This is 
especially true because of the higher costs associated with 
teaching children whose first language is not English.  
 The absorption capacity of American public 
education is clearly an important issue that needs to be 
taken into account when formulating a sensible immi-
gration policy. Table 16 suggests that the failure to con-

sider this question may have significant consequences for 
America’s schools. 

Characteristics by State 
In this section we examine the demographic character-
istics of immigrants by state.  Since the state samples 
are much smaller than for the nation as the whole, the 
results should be interpreted with caution, especially for 
the smaller states.  

Educational Attainment by State. Table 17 reports the 
education level and poverty rates for immigrants.  After 
the first column, which reports the share of immigrants 
18 and over who are citizens, the second two columns 
report the percentage of adult immigrants and natives 
who lack a high school degree.  The table shows that in 
every state of the country the share of adult immigrants 
without a high school education is significantly higher 
than that of natives.   The largest gap is found in west-
ern states such as California, Arizona, and Colorado, 
where four to eight times as many immigrants as natives 
are high school dropouts.  This huge gap has enormous 
implications for the social and economic integration of 
immigrants because there is no single better predictor 
of one’s economic and social status in modern America 
than education. 

Poverty and Near-Pov-
erty by State.  The two 
columns after education-
al attainment in Table 17 
report the percentage and 
number of immigrants 
and their U.S.-born chil-
dren (under age 18) who 
live in poverty compared 
to natives and their chil-
dren.  While the foreign-
born tend to have high-
er poverty rates in the 
top-receiving states, in 
Massachusetts, Illinois, 
Virginia, Maryland, and 
Georgia the difference 
with natives is not that 
large.  In contrast, im-
migrants and their chil-
dren tend to have much 
higher rates of poverty in 
New Jersey, North Caro-
lina, Texas, Colorado, 

Table 15. Socio-Economic Status by Education Level1

Education Level Nativity

Overall

<HS

High School Only

Some College

College or Grad Degree

Immigrant
Native

Immigrant
Native

Immigrant
Native

Immigrant
Native

Immigrant
Native

Source: Center for Immigration Studies analysis of March 2005 Current Population Survey. Figures 
are for persons 18 and older in the labor force.
1 Pesons 18 and older in the workforce.
2 Based on nativity and education level of household head.
3 In or near-poverty defined as income under 200 percent of the poverty threshold.
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 $15,600 
 $15,000 

 $20,000 
 $24,000 

 $29,271 
 $27,000 

 $42,000 
 $45,000 

28.6 %
18.2 %

 
44.6 %
39.9 %

29.9 %
21.5 %

24.4 %
16.7 %

12.8 %
6.0 %

40.8 %
26.5 %

62.3 %
55.5 %

41.9 %
31.2 %

31.1 %
22.7 %

17.6 %
9.9 %

 33.8 %
14.4 %

48.2 %
21.1 %

35.8 %
17.8 %

26.7 %
14.0 %

17.1 %
7.1 %

Median 
Income

Welfare 
Use2

In or Near 
Poverty 

(18+)3
Uninsured 

(18+)
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Arizona, and California.  Turning to the share in or near 
poverty we see a somewhat different pattern.  (Near pov-
erty is defined as having an income below 200 percent of 
the poverty threshold.)  With the exception of Virginia, 
immigrants and their children have much higher rates of 
poverty/near poverty than natives in every major immi-
grant state.  As already discussed, those with incomes be-
low this amount usually do not pay federal income taxes 
and typically become eligible for means-tested programs.  
As a share of all persons in or near poverty, immigrants 
and their children account for more than one-half of the 
poor and near poor in California and roughly one-third 
in New York, New Jersey, Florida, Texas, and Arizona.  

Welfare Use by State.  Table 18 shows the percentage of 
immigrant- and native-headed households using at least 
one major welfare program.  (Programs included are 
TANF, SSI, general assistance, Food Stamps, public/rent 
subsidized housing, WIC, and Medicaid.)  Nationally, 
28.6 percent of immigrant households use a welfare pro-
gram compared to 18.2 percent of natives.  As we saw 
in Table 12, the biggest difference in program use is for 
Medicaid and WIC.  For state governments, Medicaid 
is a particular concern because half to two-thirds of the 
program’s costs are borne by state taxpayers.  The biggest 
difference in welfare use is found in California, Geor-
gia, Florida, Texas, Arizona, Massachusetts, New York, 
and Maryland.  As a result of their higher use rates, im-
migrant households account for a very significant per-
centage of those using the welfare system.  In California, 
almost half of households using a welfare program are 
headed by immigrants, and in New York, Florida, Texas, 
New Jersey, and Arizona immigrant households account 

for between a quarter to a third of households using the 
welfare system.  Use of welfare programs by immigrants 
does raise the question of why we have an immigration 
policy that admits so many individuals who are not self-
sufficient.  

Health Insurance Coverage. In addition to welfare use, 
Table 18 shows the share of immigrants and their chil-
dren without health insurance by state.  In the nation as 
a whole, 29.3 percent of immigrants and their children 
(under 18) are uninsured — compared to 13.2 percent 
of natives and their children. The difference between 
immigrant and native insurance coverage rates can only 
be described as enormous in many states.  In Maryland, 
North Carolina, Colorado, and Arizona, the rate of un-
insurance among immigrants and their children is triple 
that of natives.  In New Jersey, Illinois, Georgia, Florida, 
Texas, and California the rate is double. 
 The impact of immigration on the health care 
system as a whole can also be seen when we consider the 
share of immigrants and their minor children who are 
either uninsured or on Medicaid.   The last column in 
Table 18 shows the share either uninsured or enrolled in 
Medicaid.  The 2005 CPS shows that 17.4 percent of 
immigrants and their children are on Medicaid, com-
pared to 12 percent of natives and their children.  When 
we combine the percentages without health insurance we 
find that, in the nation as a whole, 46.7 percent of immi-
grants and their children (under 18) are either uninsured 
or enrolled in Medicaid, compared to 25.2 percent of 
natives.  In North Carolina, Georgia, Florida, Colorado, 
and California roughly half or more of immigrants and 
their children are uninsured or on Medicaid.  In Texas 

Table 16. Immigration’s Contribution to the School-Age Population (In Thousands)

California
Nevada
New York
Hawaii
Arizona
Florida
Texas
New Jersey
Colorado
Maryland
Massachusetts
Illinois
Entire Country

Source: Center for Immigration Studies analysis of March 2005 Current Population Survey.  

Percent with 
Immigrant Mothers

46.8 %
29.6 %
28.9 %
27.1 %
26.7 %
26.7 %
26.4 %
26.3 %
19.4 %
18.5 %
18.0 %
17.7 %
19.2 %

 3,250 
 134 
 989 
 56 

 294 
 807 

 1,180 
 429 
 161 
 182 
 205 
 405 

 10,272 

School-Age Population (5-17)

State
Number with 

Immigrant Mothers
Percent with 

Immigrant Mothers
 45.9 %
25.7 %
29.8 %
24.1 %
33.4 %
28.0 %
27.3 %
27.2 %
23.4 %
26.7 %
19.3 %
22.2 %
21.0 %

 1,219 
 43 

 353 
 19 

 157 
 291 
 504 
 157 
 80 

 109 
 67 

 210 
 4,262 

Young Children (0-4)

Number with 
Immigrant Mothers
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and Arizona it is over 60 percent.   The impact of immi-
gration on the health care system in these states and the 
nation is clearly enormous.   

Immigration’s Impact on the Size of the Low-income 
Population. Figure 4 shows the percentage of the each 
state’s total population comprised of immigrants and 
the U.S.-born children under 18 of immigrant moth-
ers compared to their share of those in or near poverty 

or uninsured.   As a share of all 
persons in or near poverty, im-
migrants and their children ac-
count for more than half of the 
poor and near-poor in Califor-
nia, and roughly one-third in 
New York, New Jersey, Florida, 
Texas, and Arizona.  The impact 
of immigration on the overall 
size of the uninsured popula-
tion is even larger.  In California, 
immigrants and their U.S.-born 
children under 18 are 55.6 per-
cent of the uninsured, and they 
are almost half of the uninsured 
in Arizona and New Jersey.  They 
also represent a third or more of 
the uninsured in New York, New 
Jersey, Florida, Texas, Colorado, 
and Maryland.   

Metropolitan Areas
Unfortunately the Commerce 
Department, of which the Cen-
sus Bureau is a part, changed 
how it defines metropolitan areas 
for the 2005 CPS.  The reasons 
and extent of the changes need 
not concern us here.  But they 
do mean that it is no longer pos-
sible to easily compare the larg-
est metro areas, formally called 
Consolidated Metropolitan 
Statistical Areas (CMSAs), over 
time using the CPS.  Starting 
in 2005, these large metro areas 
are called Consolidated Statisti-
cal Areas (CSAs) and are not 
directly comparable to CMSAs.  
Looking at metropolitan areas 
using the CPS has now become 
much more difficult.  Table 19 
attempts to make comparisons 
with just a few of the very larg-
est CSAs. (Note Miami is not a 
CSA.) The table shows that the Ta

bl
e 
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New York and Los Angles CSAs have the largest foreign-
born population, while Miami has the largest foreign-
born share.   The results in Table 19 should be inter-
preted with caution.  The March CPS data is new, and 
Census Bureau documentation dealing with metro area 
definitions is not entirely clear. 

Illegal Immigration
Illegal Population Overall.  So far 
we have examined the size, growth, 
and characteristics of  the nation’s to-
tal foreign-born population.  As dis-
cussed in the methods section of this 
report, the foreign-born population in 
the CPS includes both legal and illegal 
immigrants.  We estimate that of the 
35.2 million immigrants in the March 
2005 CPS, between 9.6 and 9.8 mil-
lion are illegals. This estimate is not 
significantly different from those of 
other researchers who have examined 
this question.36  It must also be re-
membered that these figures are only 
for those in the CPS, not those missed 
by the survey.  Our estimates indicate 
that illegal aliens comprise 3.3 percent 
of the nation’s total population and 28 
percent of the total immigrant popula-
tion.  Estimates prepared by other re-
searchers often adjust for undercount 
in Census Bureau data.  While there 
is debate about the number missed, 
most research indicates that roughly 
10 percent of the illegal population 
is not counted in the CPS.  Thus, if 
one wants to know the “true” size of 
the illegal population, then 10 per-
cent — or about one million illegals 
— should be added to our estimate of 
the number captured in the CPS for 
a total of nearly 11 million in March 
2005.  
 One of the most important 
characteristics of illegal immigrants is 
the very large share with little formal 
education.  We estimated that of adult 
illegals over age 21, 61 percent have 
not completed high school, 25 per-
cent have only a high school degree, 
and only 14 percent have education 
beyond high school.  As already dis-

cussed, this is critically important because education is 
so important to socio-economic status in the modern 
American economy.   
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Illegals by State. Below we examine the demographic 
characteristics of illegal aliens by state.  Since the samples 
are much smaller than for the nation as the whole, the 
results should be interpreted with caution, especially for 
the smaller states.  In addition to issues associated with 
sample size, the identification of illegals in the survey 
also contains some error.  Table 20 reports our best esti-
mates for the number of illegals by state in the CPS. (It 
should be noted that even if the undercount is 10 per-

cent nationally, this may not be uniform across states.)  
The table shows that California has by far the largest 
illegal population, followed by Texas, Florida, and New 
York.  However, with the exception of Texas, these states 
do not rank at the top in terms of the illegal share of 
the total foreign-born. In Arizona, Colorado, and North 
Carolina illegals account for half or nearly half of the 
foreign-born.

Figure 4. Immigrants and Their Children (Under 18) Account for a 
Large Share of Those In or Near Poverty and Without Health Insurance*
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Source: Center for Immigration Studies analysis of March 2005 Current Population Survey.      
* Includes all children of immigrant mothers under age 18, including those born in the United States.    
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Table 19. Immigrants in the Nation’s Largest Metropolitan Areas, 2000 & 2005

Number of 
Immigrants 

In 2005
(Thousands)

Los Angeles1

New York
San Francisco
Miami-Dade
Chicago
Washington-Baltimore1

Boston-Worcester

 5,642 
 5,207 
 2,114 
 1,905 
 1,327 
 1,308 

 789 

Source: Center for Immigration Studies analysis of March 2005 Current Population Survey. Figures are for persons 18 and 
older in the labor force.
1 Metro Areas with Statistically Significant Growth 2000-2005.
2 Includes all children of immigrant mothers under age 18, including those born in the United States.
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Poverty Among Illegals by State.  One advantage of 
not adjusting for undercount is that it is possible to see 
what share of those in poverty or uninsured are illegals in 
the CPS.  If we had adjusted upward for illegals missed 
in the CPS, then we would have also had to adjust for 
the undercount of legal immigrants and natives so that 
we could calculate the share that illegals represent. Table 
21 reports the estimated share of illegals who live in or 
near poverty, with near-poverty defined as less than 200 
percent of the poverty threshold.  Not surprisingly, Table 
21 (page 26) shows that illegals tend to have very high 
rates of poverty and near poverty.  Recall from Table 10 
that roughly one in nine natives lives in poverty com-
pared to one in four illegal aliens in poverty.  Nationally, 
about 6.2 percent of those in poverty are illegal aliens, 
or about double their 3.3 percent share of the total  
population.  
 Table 21 also shows poverty for illegals by state.  
Poverty among illegals is the highest in states like Texas 
and Colorado.  The table also shows that poverty among 
illegals tends to be even higher when their U.S.-born 
children under age 18 are counted.37  Nationally, more 
than 26 percent of illegals and their American-born chil-
dren live in poverty, accounting for 9 percent of the total 
poverty population in the United States.  In states such 
as California, Arizona, Texas, New Jersey, and Colora-
do, illegals and their U.S.-born children accounted for 
about a fifth of those in poverty.  In Virginia, Florida, 
and North Carolina, illegals are about one-tenth of those 
in poverty, as is the case for the nation as a whole.  If we 
compare Table 21 with figures from Table 16, which re-
ported the share of all immigrants and their children in 
poverty, we find that in just about every state, the ma-
jority of immigrants and their children in poverty are 
not illegal aliens or the young children of an illegal born 
here.  Even in a state with a huge illegal population like 
California, only about one-third of the poverty associ-
ated with immigrants is from illegal immigration. 
 The same general pattern holds when we con-
sider those in or near poverty, which is shown on the 
right side of Table 21.  Rates for illegals tend to be dra-
matically higher than those of natives.  In just about 
every state, the majority of illegals and their minor chil-
dren live in or near poverty.  And illegal immigrants 
account for a large share of the overall low-income 
population.  However, as is the case with poverty, most 
immigrants and their children in or near poverty are not 
illegal aliens or the minor child of an illegal alien.           

Welfare Among Illegals by State. Table 22 shows the 
share of households headed by illegal aliens using vari-
ous welfare programs.  It shows that a large share of 

illegal-alien households use the food assistance programs 
(Food Stamps and WIC) and Medicaid.  But use of cash 
assistance (TANF, State General Assistance, and SSI) is 
in most cases is very low.  It should also be added that 
the share of households headed by illegals in public or 
rent-subsidized housing is virtually zero. It must be re-
membered that, in general, illegals cannot use the welfare 
system themselves.  But their U.S.-born children can be 
enrolled in Medicaid and receive food assistance.  Table 
22 reflects the fact that a very large share of illegals have 
low incomes and, as a result, their children can enroll in 
means-tested programs.  This is important for a number 
of reasons, not the least of which because it means that 
efforts to bar illegals from using welfare programs will be 
ineffective.  Their U.S.-citizen children will continue to 
enjoy the same welfare eligibility as any other American 
citizen.  Or put a different way, as long as illegals are al-
lowed to stay in the country, their children will continue 
to access the welfare system at very high rates, at least for 
some programs.  
 It should also be noted that this situation is not 
caused by an unwillingness to work on the part of il-
legals.  In fact, we have estimated that a larger share of 
illegal alien headed households have at least one worker 
than do native headed households.38  Rather, with 60 per-
cent or more of adult illegals lacking even a high school 
degree, their average incomes in the modern economy 
will be very low.  Moreover, the American welfare sys-
tem is geared toward helping low-income workers, es-
pecially those with children.  Since a very large share of 
illegals work, have low income, and have children, most 

Table 20. Estimated Number in the Current 
Population Survey by State (Thousands)

California
Texas
Florida
New York
Arizona
New Jersey
Illinois
Georgia
North Carolina
Virginia
Colorado
Maryland
Nation

Illegal 
Population

Total 
Foreign-Born

 2,540 
 1,350 

 780 
 610 
 480 
 410 
 350 
 280 
 270 
 220 
 220 
 210 

 9,690 

9,984
3,379
3,203
3,900

851
1,620
1,417

762
590
719
443
725

35,156

Source: Center for Immigration Studies analysis of March 2005 
Current Population Survey.  Estimates are only for those who re-
sponded to the survey.
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of whom were born here, it should be no surprise that 
many illegal households use the welfare system.  Use of 
means-tested programs by illegal workers is important 
because it indicates that employers’ desire to have ac-
cess to large numbers of unskilled immigrant workers 
may come at a very significant costs to taxpayers.  This 
does not mean that the overall effort to help low-income 
workers is misplaced.  But it does raise the question of 
why we have an immigration policy that adds so many 
unskilled workers to the country.   

Health Insurance Among Illegals by State.   The right-
hand portion of Table 22 reports the share of illegals and 
their minor children without health insurance coverage.  
Not surprisingly, most illegals are uninsured.  Nationally 
we estimate that 65 percent of illegals lack health insur-
ance, compared to about 13 percent of natives.  Table 22 
also shows that in many states the figure is even higher.  
Illegals also account for a very large share of the total 
uninsured population.  Nationally 14 percent of all un-
insured persons in the United States are estimated to be 
illegal aliens.  This compares to their 3.3 percent share of 
the nation’s total population.  In some states the impact 
is much larger.  In Arizona, about one-third of the unin-

sured are illegal aliens, in California it is one-fourth and 
in Colorado they are one-fifth of the uninsured.  
 Table 22 indicates that, when their U.S.-born 
children (under 18) are included, the illegal share of 
the uninsured is lower than when illegals are considered 
alone.  This is in contrast to the poverty figures reported 
above, which showed that poverty is higher when the 
U.S.-born minor children of illegals are included.  Na-
tionally, 56 percent of illegals and their minor children 
are uninsured.  In general, lack of health insurance among 
the U.S.-born children of illegals is much lower than for 
their parents because, unlike their parents, the U.S.-born 
children of illegals can enroll in Medicaid.  Most of the 
children in illegal-alien families are U.S.-born, and this 
is the main reason that the figures for Medicaid use for 
illegals are high — their American-citizen children use 
the program.  As a share of the total uninsured popula-
tion, illegals and their children account for 15 percent of 
the all the uninsured in the United States.  In Arizona, 
37 pecent of the uninsured are illegals or their U.S.-born 
children under age 18; in California, it’s 27 percent; in 
Colorado, it’s 24 percent; in Texas and New Jersey, it’s 21 
percent; in North Carolina it’s 17 percent; and in the rest 
of the states it’s between 13 and 16 percent.  The large 

Table 21. Poverty and Near Poverty Among Illegal Aliens1 (Number in Thousands)

California
Texas
Florida
New York
Arizona
New Jersey
Illinois
Georgia
North Carolina
Virginia
Colorado
Maryland
Nation

Source: Center for Immigration Studies analysis of March 2005 Current Population Survey.  
1 Estimates are only for those who responded to the survey.  Estimates for illegals are only for those who responded to the survey. Of-
ficial government poverty statistics do not include unrelated individuals under age 15 (mostly foster children) and they are therefore not 
included in this table.       
2 In or near poverty defined as income under 200 percent of the poverty threshold.     
3 Includes all illegal aliens and their U.S.-born children under age 18.   

Percent
63 %
74 %
51 %
54 %
62 %
50 %
59 %
70 %
75 %
48 %
71 %
39 %
62 %

Number
 2,118 
 1,399 

 469 
 406 
 409 
 247 
 284 
 256 
 243 
 139 
 212 
 94 

 7,706 

Percent
60 %
70 %
48 %
49 %
57 %
49 %
55 %
67 %
75 %
43 %
67 %
37 %
58 %

Number
 1,530 

 941 
 372 
 302 
 272 
 203 
 193 
 184 
 201 
 97 

 149 
 77 

 5,661 

Illegal Aliens + U.S.-
Born Children < 183

Illegal Aliens 
Only

In or Near Poverty2

State Percent
25 %
39 %
16 %
20 %
26 %
26 %
23 %
20 %
37 %
22 %
32 %
16 %
26 %

Number
838
731
152
153
172
128
111
75

119
64
96
39

3,277

Percent
23 %
34 %
14 %
17 %
24 %
25 %
24 %
19 %
36 %
22 %
28 %
13 %
24 %

Number
579
457
106
104
115
103
83
52
97
49
63
28

2,297

Illegal Aliens + U.S.-
Born Children < 183

Illegal Aliens 
Only

Poverty
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number of illegals without insurance, and the likely im-
pact this creates for taxpayers, again reminds us that the 
desire of some businesses to have access to large numbers 
of unskilled immigrant workers may create significant 
problems for the health care system and taxpayers.

Characteristics of Unskilled Legal Immigrants.   Il-
legal immigration is one of the most contentious issues 
of our time.  Many in Congress, as well as the president, 
have argued for some form of legal status for those here 
illegally as well as increased levels of legal immigration.  
Since illegal immigrants are overwhelmingly unskilled, 
we can gain some insight into the possible effects of legal-
ization by looking at the economic situation of unskilled 
legal immigrants.  Figure 5 reports the estimated welfare 
use and poverty rates of legal immigrants who have not 
completed high school.  It should be noted that if we 
have overestimated welfare use for households headed by 
illegal aliens, then legal immigrants, particular the un-
skilled, must have higher welfare use rates than reported 
here.  This would mean that legalization would be even 
more costly because the difference between what illegals 
currently use and what they would use once legalized is 
even larger than we have estimated here. This has to be 
the case mathematically because immigrant households 
accessing the welfare system can only be either legal im-

migrants or illegals and we simply take the welfare use 
rates for the foreign-born as reported in the CPS.
 Figure 5 shows that unskilled legal immigrants 
make extensive use of the welfare system.  In fact, our 
estimate is that nearly half (48 percent) of households 
headed by unskilled legal immigrants use at least one 
major welfare program.  Their use of welfare programs is 
much higher than that of illegal aliens for every type of 
program.  In contrast to welfare use, the poverty statis-
tics show that unskilled legal immigrants are somewhat 
better off than illegal aliens.  But the difference in pov-
erty rates is not that large — 22 versus 24 percent.  The 
share of unskilled legal immigrants in or near poverty is 
somewhat lower than that of illegals.  But unskilled legal 
immigrants are still almost twice as likely as natives to 
live in or near poverty.  
 Figure 5 indicates that legalization will probably 
not solve the problems of welfare use or low income as-
sociated with illegal immigration.  In fact, with regard to 
welfare use, legalization will almost certainly make the 
problem worse.   Of course, not all illegal aliens are un-
skilled.  Those with more education can be expected to 
do better than unskilled legal immigrants.  On the other 
hand, legal unskilled immigrants in the CPS have lived 
in the United States significantly longer than have the 
average illegal immigrant, the majority of whom have 

Table 22. Welfare Use and Health Insurance Coverage for Illegal Alien-Headed Households

Food 
Assistance1

California
Texas
Florida
New York
Arizona
New Jersey
Illinois
Georgia
North Carolina
Virginia
Colorado
Maryland
Nation

23 %
26 %
6 %

13 %
19 %
12 %
15 %
28 %
14 %
13 %
11 %
6 %

19 %

Source: Center for Immigration Studies analysis of March 2005 Current Population Survey.  Estimates are only for those who respond-
ed to the survey.        
1Food Stamps or WIC      
2TANF, SSI or state general assistance programs      
3Includes use of any of the following: TANF, General Assistance, SSI, Food Stamps, public/subsidized housing, WIC or Medicaid. 
4 Number in thousands.
5 Number in thousands. Includes all illegal aliens and their US-born children under age 18.     

1 %
1 %
2 %
4 %

<1 %
<1 %
<1 %
<1 %

3 %
<1 %
<1 %
<1 %

1 %

37 %
29 %
19 %
34 %
22 %
14 %
16 %
35 %
9 %

12 %
12 %
19 %
27 %

45 %
37 %
26 %
40 %
30 %
22 %
22 %
42 %
20 %
22 %
18 %
23 %
35 %

Cash 
Assistance2 Medicaid

Using Major 
Welfare 

Program3

Without Health InsuranceUse of Welfare Programs

Percent 
Without 

Health Ins.

66 %
73 %
63 %
58 %
65 %
61 %
63 %
78 %
75 %
57 %
70 %
54 %
65 %

 1,678 
 998 
 487 
 356 
 309 
 252 
 222 
 214 
 203 
 127 
 152 
 114 

 6,295 

54 %
62 %
57 %
49 %
56 %
57 %
52 %
64 %
68 %
46 %
61 %
55 %
56 %

 1,836 
 1,184 

 524 
 364 
 367 
 279 
 256 
 234 
 223 
 134 
 183 
 133 

 7,014 

Number 
Without 

Health Ins.4

Pct. Illegals 
& Their 

Children4

Number 
Illegals &Their 

Children5
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lived here for less than 10 years.  Over time, income 
rises with greater workforce experience.  The estimates 
for unskilled legal immigrants reflect this fact.  Thus, 
unskilled legal immigrants in the CPS have higher in-
comes than would be expected for legalized illegal aliens 
at least at the onset of any amnesty.

Legal Status No Guarantee of Success. Figure 5 makes 
clear that immigrants who have legal status, but little 
education, generally have low incomes and make heavy 
use of welfare programs.   If we decide to legalize illegal 
immigrants, we should at least understand that it will 

not result in dramatically lower rates of welfare use or 
poverty.  This does not mean legalization is necessarily a 
bad idea.  But it does mean that those who advocate such 
a policy need to acknowledge this problem and not argue 
that legalization will save taxpayers money or result in a 
vast improvement in the income of illegal aliens.   Legal-
ized illegals will still be overwhelmingly uneducated and 
this fact has enormous implications for their income and 
welfare use and for American taxpayers.

Conclusion 
The latest data collected by the Census Bureau show that 

the years 2000 to 2005 are the almost certainly 
the highest five years of immigration in Ameri-
can history.  Immigration continues to be the 
subject of intense national debate.  The 1.5 
million immigrants arriving each year have a 
very significant effect on many areas of Ameri-
can life.  Immigrants and their young children 
(under 18) now account for one-fifth of school 
age population, one-fourth of those in poverty, 
and nearly one-third of those without health 
insurance, creating enormous challenges for 
the nation’s schools, health care system, and 
physical infrastructure.   The low educational 
attainment of many immigrants, 31 percent 
of whom have not completed high school, is 
the primary reason so many live in poverty, use 
welfare programs, or lack health insurance, not 
their legal status or an unwillingness to work.
  Setting aside the lower socio-economic 
status of immigrants, no nation has ever at-
tempted to incorporate more than 35 million 
newcomers into its society.   Whatever one 
thinks of contemporary immigration, it is criti-
cally important to understand that its effect on 
America represents a choice.  Selection criteria 
can be altered, as can the total number of peo-
ple allowed into the country legally.  Moreover, 
the level of resources devoted to reducing il-
legal immigration can be reduced or increased.  
With illegal immigrants accounting for more 
than one in four immigrants, their effect on the 
nation by themselves is now very large.
    The goal of this Backgrounder has been 
to provide information about the impact of 

Source: Center for Immigration Studies analysis of March 2005 Current Popula-
tion Survey.  Estimates are only for those who responded to the survey. 
1 Unskilled immigrants defined as not having completed high school. 
2 Anyone in household using Food Stamps or WIC, based on charateristics of 
household head.      
3 Anyone in the household using TANF, SSI or state general assistance pro-
grams, based on characteristics of household head.  
4 Anyone in the household using Medicaid based on characteristics of house-
hold head.       
5 Includes use of any of the following: TANF, General Assistance, SSI, food 
stamps, public/subsidized housing, WIC or Medicaid.   
6 Includes U.S.-born children under 18 of illegal immigrants or unskilled legal 
immigrants.       
7 In or near poverty defined as less than 200 percent of poverty threshold.
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Figure 5. Welfare Use and Poverty
Unskilled legal immigrants have high welfare-use and poverty 
rates, so legalizing immigrants would not solve these problems
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immigration on American society to better inform the 
policy discussion about what kind of immigration policy 
should be adopted in the future.  If there is no change 
in immigration policy, it is almost certain that over the 

next 10 years, at least 15 to 16 million new legal and il-
legal immigrants will settle in the United States.  Thus 
immigration’s impact will continue to grow if current 
trends are allowed to continue.

End Notes 
1The survey is considered such an accurate source of informa-
tion on the foreign-born because, unlike the decennial census, 
each household in the CPS receives an in-person interview 
from a Census Bureau employee. The 211,000 persons in the 
Survey, almost 24,000 of whom are foreign-born, are weighted 
to reflect the actual size of the total U.S. population.  How-
ever, it must be remembered that some percentage of the for-
eign-born (especially illegal aliens) are missed by government 
surveys of this kind. Thus, the actual size of this population 
is almost certainly larger. Of course, this was also true in past 
years as well.  

2This includes naturalized American citizens, legal permanent 
residents (green card holders), illegal aliens, and people on 
long-term temporary visas such as students or guest workers, 
but not those born abroad of American parents or those born 
in outlying territories such as Puerto Rico.  

3Figure 1 reports the number of immigrants living in the 
country in 1995 through 2005 from the March CPS.  The 
data for 1995 to 1999 were originally weighted based on the 
results of the 1990 Census carried forward.  This was also true 
for the March 2000 and 2001 CPS.  After the 2000 Census, 
which was conducted in April, the Census Bureau re-weighted 
the March 2000 and 2001 CPSs based on the results from the 
2000 Census.  This had the effect of increasing the size of the 
foreign-born population in the March 2000 CPS by 5.659 
percent.  While the Census Bureau has not re-weighted the 
1995 through 1999 CPSs, it is reasonable to assume that the 
undercount was similar in those years.  If we adjust the 1995-
1999 March CPS by the same amount it produces the results 
found in Figure 1. 

4If the original weights (based on the 1990 census) are used for 
the 1996 through 2000 data, then the foreign-born popula-
tion grew from 23 million in 1995 to 28.38 million in 2000 
— 5.38 million.  This is less than the 5.7 million growth re-
ported for this time period shown in Figure 1. 

5Unlike deaths, out-migration may or may not rise with the 
size of the immigrant population.  Also, unlike deaths, it can 
fluctuate from year to year. While the potential pool of return 
migrants obviously grows as the immigrant population grows, 
this does not necessarily mean that more will chose to go 
home, or in the case of illegals be forced to do so. Put simply, 
out-migration usually is voluntary and can fluctuate; deaths, 
on the other hand, are not voluntary and therefore occur at a 
predictable rate.  This does not mean that out-migration can-
not be estimated. See www.census.gov/population/documen-
tation twps0051/twps0051.pdf.  

6In order to preserve anonymity, the Census Bureau groups 
several different years of arrival together in the public use 
CPS.  In the March 2000 CPS, those who arrived from 1998 
through March 2000 are one group, those who arrived in 
1996 and 1997 are another group, and those who arrived in 
1994 and 1995 are still another.  We split those respondents 
who arrived 1994 and 1995 to estimate the number of immi-
grants who came into the country from 1995 to 2000 so that 
we can compare two different five year periods —  1995 to 
2000 versus 2000 to 2005.  But even if we did not do this, the 
total number who entered in the six years 1994 to 2000 is still 
less than number for the five years 2000 through 2005.     

7The report by the Pew Hispanic Center, “Rise, Peak, and 
Decline: Trends in U.S. Immigration 1992-2004,” is at www.
pewhispanic.org/reports/report.php?ReportID=53.

8This quotation is from a September 26, 2005, email from 
Jeff Passel who is the lead author of the Pew report. The re-
port does say this less clearly on page 23, but most readers, 
including some in the media who have reported on his study, 
mistakenly think the numbers in his tables show levels and 
not just trends. But Dr. Passel has been very clear in several 
personal conversations that the actual level of immigration is 
higher than that shown in the tables of his study.  This deci-
sion to report figures that are trends and not actual numbers of 
new arrivals makes the study more difficult to evaluate. For ex-
ample, it is not possible to directly compare all the numbers in 
“Rise, Peak and Decline” to a study Pew published just three 
months earlier entitled, “Unauthorized Migrants: Numbers 
and Characteristics,” even for the same years.    

9The weighting of data is a complex procedure.  At a basic 
level, each person in the survey is assigned a weight, which is 
suppose to be the actual number of people with the same de-
mographic characteristics the individual represents in the to-
tal population.  These characteristics include things like race, 
age, gender, and whether someone is Hispanic.  The variables 
used to weight the data are often correlated with being for-
eign-born, thus it is not so surprising that the CPS or ACS 
will show roughly the same level of immigration.  It should be 
noted that being an immigrant is not one of the variables used 
to weight the data.

10The number of inconsistent responses are most pronounced 
in the years with the largest variation in new arrivals.  The 
reason for this inconsistency is not clear.  Another problem 
with this question is that the level of immigration it implies 
is far too low.  On average, the “where did you live last year” 
question shows that about 1.1 million immigrants came to 
the United States each year from 2000 to 2005.  Not only is 
this completely inconsistent with the 1.5 million implied by 
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the year-of-arrival question from the March 2005 CPS, (and 
other March CPSs), but it is also completely incompatible 
with the growth in the foreign born — 5.2 million from 2000 
to 2005.  As was discussed earlier, at least 500,000 immigrants 
die or go home each year. Thus, if only 1.1 million entered, 
it would not be possible for the population to grow by over 
1 million a year. In contrast, if 1.5 million new immigrants 
enter each year, as the year-of-arrival question indicates, then 
a growth of 1 million makes perfect sense.  

11This problem can been seen when we examine the growth 
that occurred between 2002 and 2003.  The Pew study found 
that over the 1995 to 2005 period, 2002 and 2003 had the 
lowest number of new arrivals.  Yet as Figure 1 shows, growth 
in the foreign-born between 2002 and 2003 was one million, 
higher than some of the years in the 1990s and an amount 
consistent with the average growth over the entire 1995 to 
2005 period. There are also some years in the 1990s when 
growth does not seem to match the flow numbers found in the 
Pew study.  This almost certainly reflects the sampling vari-
ability that occurs in any survey, which is why it is so hard 
to come to a firm conclusion about changes in the flow of 
immigrants.

12Comparisons between ACS and CPS results are difficult 
because the ACS asks respondents when they came to “live” 
in the United States, while the CPS asks when they came to 
“stay.”  Partly as a result of question wording, the number of 
new arrivals from the ACS and CPS do not always match.  
Pew ignores the wording difference and averages the results 
together to get its flow estimates. Other issues include the ad-
vertising associated with the 2000 Census, which almost cer-
tainly increased response rates to the CPS and ACS among 
hard-to-count groups, such as the foreign-born. This may cre-
ate the illusion of a spike in immigration around 2000 in the 
surveys.  Another issue with both surveys is the well-known 
tendency of respondents to give a round number, such as the 
year 2000, when asked a question like, “when did you came to 
the United States?”  Researchers often refer to this problem as 
“clumping,” and this too can create the illusion of a spike in 
2000. There is evidence in both surveys of this problem.  One 
advantage with the ACS is that it does not combine answers 
to the year-of-arrival question into multiple-year groups as is 
done in the CPS, so it is possible to look at the number of 
immigrants who arrived in an individual year. Individual year 
analysis does show evidence of a higher level of  immigration 
from 1999 to 2001 and a fall-off in 2002 and 2003.  (Data 
from the ACS for all of 2004 are not yet available.)   But the 
individual year-of-arrival data also show a lot of variation.  For 
example, in the 2002 ACS 1.56 million said they arrived in 
the year 2000, but in the 2003 ACS 1.75 million said they 
came in 2000.  The number should go down over time as 
immigrants who came in that year die or go home and theo-
retically it should never go up, and certainly not by nearly 
200,000. 

13The September 11 attacks may have slowed illegal immi-
gration because prospective illegal aliens may have mistak-
enly thought immigration laws were about to be enforced. 
Or maybe it made them less willing to respond to the survey.  
Moreover, the immigration service itself has acknowledged 
that they processed fewer applications for legal status in the 
years immediately after the attacks.  Thus, even if immigration 
slowed, it may have had nothing to do with the economy. 

14One way we know this is that the March 2005 CPS showed 
that 4.3 million immigrants entered in 2002, 2003, 2004, 
and the first part of 2005.  In contrast, the March 2004 CPS 
showed 2.6 million arrivals in 2002, 2003, and the first part 
of 2004.  To get an implied immigration rate, we subtract the 
2004 number from the 2005 number to get 1.6 million  

15To determine who are legal and illegal immigrants in the 
survey, this report uses citizenship status, year of arrival in the 
United States, age, country of birth, educational attainment, 
sex, receipt of welfare programs, receipt of Social Security, vet-
eran status, and marital status. We use these variables to assign 
probabilities to each respondent. Those individuals who have 
a cumulative probability of 1 or higher are assumed to be il-
legal aliens.  The probabilities are assigned so that both the 
total number of illegal aliens and the characteristics of the il-
legal population closely match other research in the field, par-
ticularly the estimates developed by the Urban Institute. This 
method is based on some very well-established facts about the 
characteristics of the illegal population.  For example, it is well 
known that illegals are disproportionately young, male, un-
married, under age 40, and have few years of schooling.  Thus, 
we assign probabilities to these and other factors in order to se-
lect the likely illegal population.  In some cases we assume that 
there is no probability that an individual is an illegal alien. 

16The INS report estimating seven million illegals in 2000 with 
an annual increase of about 500,000 can be found at www.im-
migration.gov/graphics/aboutus/statistics/Ill_Report_1211.
pdf.  The Census Bureau estimate of eight million illegals in 
2000 can be found at  www.census.gov/dmd/www/Repor-
tRec2.htm (Appendix A of Report 1 contains the estimates). 
 The Pew Hispanic Center has estimated 10.3 mil-
lion illegals from the March 2004 CPS.  This includes an ad-
justment for those missed by the survey.  The Pew report can 
be found at www.pewhispanic.org/files/reports/46.pdf.   The 
Urban Institute has also done estimates by legal status. It es-
timates that in March 2002, 8.3 million illegal aliens were 
counted in the CPS, with an additional one million being 
missed. Urban’s estimates based on the March 2002 CPS can 
be found at http://www.urban.org/url.cfm?ID=1000587.  Ad-
ditional information was provided by Jeffery Passel, now at the 
Pew Hispanic Center, in a May 24, 2004, telephone interview.  
Dr. Passel is the lead author of both the Urban Institute and 
Pew studies.
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17Table C in the INS report on illegal immigration shows the 
number of non-IRCA legalizations in the 1990s.  It can be 
found at http://uscis.gov/graphics/shared/aboutus/statistics/
Ill_Report_1211.pdf

18It should be noted that the 5.2 million figure compares the 
March 2000 CPS and March 2005 CPS.  The 2000 Census 
showed 31.1 million immigrants. But that figure includes per-
sons in group quarters, such as prisons and nursing homes, 
who are not counted in the CPS.  It also was conducted in 
April 2000, not March.    

19See Robert Warren and Ellen Percy Kraly, 1985, “The Elu-
sive Exodus: Emigration form the United States.” Occasional 
Paper #8. Population Reference Bureau, Washington, D.C. 

20 So that comparisons can be made between 1995 and 2000 
and 2005, we have attempted to adjust figures for 1995 to 
reflect the results of the 2000 Census. However, the effects of 
these adjustments are small.  For more discussion of weighting 
prior to and after the 2000 Census see End Note 1.

21This figures refers to persons aged 18 or older who are in 
the workforce. That is, they are either employed or actively 
looking for work. 

22It should be noted that year of arrival data is grouped in 
the CPS to preserve the anonymity of respondents.  Table 7 
reports figures in as detailed a manner as possible given this 
grouping.  

23See for example the Urban Institute study, “Immigration and 
Immigrants: Setting the Record Straight,” which can be found 
at www.urban.org/publications/305184.html#III

24Programs included are TANF, SSI, general assistance, Food 
Stamps, public/rent subsidized housing, WIC, and Medicaid.

25Of immigrants who did not have a high school degree and 
had lived in the country 20 or more years, one-fifth lived in 
poverty and 57 percent lived in or near poverty. Both rates are 
substantially above that of natives. 

26See page 21 of the Census Bureau’s “Methodology and As-
sumptions for the Population Projections of the United States: 
1999 to 2100”   The report can be found at www.census.gov/
population/www/documentation/twps0038.pdf

27  “Immigration in an Aging Society: Workers, Birth Rates, 
and Social Security” can be found at www.cis.org/arti-
cles/2005/back505.html.

28 We report poverty for children born in the United States who 
have immigrant mothers and are under the age of 18.  This 
has the effect of counting children who have two parents who 
are foreign-born or just those whose mother is foreign-born.  
Those who have only foreign-born fathers are not counted.  In 
this way we avoid double counting. It should be noted if we 
report figures for children with two foreign-born parents or 
just an immigrant father the results are very similar.

29Figures are for children with immigrant mothers.  See foot-
note 16 for more detail.

30The article is entitled “Health Care Expenditures of Im-
migrants in the United States: A Nationally Representative 
Analysis,” by Sarita A. Mohanty, Steffie Woolhandler, David 
U. Himmelstein, Susmita Pati, Olveen Carrasquillo, and Da-
vid H. Bor in the-American Journal of Public Health. August 
2005, August 2005.

31Figures are for children with immigrant mothers.  See foot-
note 16 for more detail.

32See for example Figures 20-1, 20-2 and 20-3 in Profiles of 
the Foreign-born Population in the United States 2000, U.S. 
Government Printing Office.  Dianne A. Schmidley, Series 
P23-206. 

33The Census Bureau released the 2005 CPS without figures 
for the EITC, thus the figures for the Credit are from the 2004 
CPS.

34The primary refugee sending countries that can be identified 
in the CPS are Poland, Yugoslavia, Afghanistan, Cambodia, 
Iraq, Laos, Vietnam, Nicaragua, Cuba, Ethiopia, and those 
who said they were from the USSR, Russia, or Ukraine. 

35For a discussion of the decline in immigrant education rela-
tive to natives see, “The Slowing Progress of Immigrants: An 
Examination of Income, Home Ownership, and Citizenship, 
1970-2000,” at www.cis.org/articles/2001/back401.html.

36See End Note 9.

37To estimate poverty for illegals and their U.S.-born children, 
we calculate poverty for illegal immigrants and then for chil-
dren born in the United States in illegal families.   In total, 
we estimate that there are three million U.S.-born children of 
illegals in the March 2005 CPS.  

38In a report published last year, we found that 89 percent of 
households headed by illegal aliens had at least one worker.  
The report entitled, “The High Cost of Cheap Labor: Illegal 
Immigration and the Federal Budget,” can be found at   www.
cis.org/articles/2004/fiscal.html.
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