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Preface 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In the years since the publication of the institution’s last major report on 
immigration, The New Americans (National Research Council, 1997), there have been 
massive shifts in the demographics, legal status, geographic location and overall impact 
of immigration. These shifts have raised new concerns about the integration of 
immigrants in the United States. The aim of this project was therefore to facilitate a more 
informed and fact-based discussion of this topic. 
 The panel formally met six times over the period from January 2014 to March 
2015 in order to collect information to assist in its deliberations and to prepare this report.  
During this time, an active national debate over the course of U.S. immigration policy 
was ongoing, highlighted by the November 2014 announcement by President Obama of 
the Immigration Accountability Executive Action, intended to provide relief from 
deportation for parents of citizen children and people who arrived as children and to 
prioritize the deportation of felons, along with further strengthening border enforcement. 
 These actions could significantly affect the path to integration into U.S. society of 
millions of immigrants, particularly those in the country without proper documentation.  
The Executive Order also expanded the population eligible for the Deferred Action for 
Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program and extended the period of DACA and work 
authorization, from 2 to 3 years, and allowed parents of U.S. citizens and lawful 
permanent residents who have been present in the country since January 1, 2010, to 
request deferred action and employment authorization for 3 years under the new Deferred 
Action for Parental Accountability program. However, the expansion of DACA and 
establishment of DAPA were quickly blocked by federal courts.  At the time this report 
was completed, the implementation of the Executive Action was unsettled and its 
possible effects are unknown. 
 At the same time he announced the Executive Order, President Obama established 
the White House Task Force on New Americans, an interagency group tasked with 
reviewing the federal government’s immigrant integration efforts in order to make 
recommendations to improve these services. The task force released an initial report in 
April, 2015, and its findings and recommendations are cited throughout this report. The 
Task Force will report its final findings and recommendations to the President in 
November 2015. 
 The panel’s charge was to address the questions of immigrant integration in 
multiple domains.  We did this by our own research, by inviting leading researchers to 
meetings to offer their perspectives on these questions, and by commissioning papers to 
address specific issues. The presentations and subsequent panel deliberations gave the 
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panel the opportunity to develop the perspectives and articulate the challenges shared 
here. This volume is the product of that study process, and drafting the report was a 
collaborative enterprise.  

We thank everyone who made presentations to the panel, including Erwin de 
Leon, The Urban Institute; Roberto Gonzalez, Harvard Graduate School of Education; 
Robert P. Jones, Public Religion Research Institute; Ali Noorani, National Immigration 
Forum; Jeffrey Passel, Pew Research Center; Anne Piehl, Rutgers University; Alex 
Piquero, University of Texas-Dallas; and Veronica Terriquez, University of Southern 
California. A special note of appreciation is owed to those who contributed 
commissioned papers: Catherine Barry, U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs; Charis 
Kubrin, University of Southern California, and Leighton Ku, George Washington 
University. We particularly thank Cristina Rodriguez of Yale University who prepared a 
paper for us on the legal aspects of immigrant integration that was the foundation of 
Chapter 2; the report is very much strengthened by her contributions.  We also thank 
Youngmin Yi, Department of Sociology, Cornell University who prepared three tables 
for Chapter 6. 

This report was authored by the committee. Despite having many other 
responsibilities, members of the committee generously donated their time and expertise to 
the project. Members contributed to the study by drafting and revising chapters, 
providing background readings, leading discussions, making presentations, and critically 
commenting on the various report drafts. The perspectives that members brought to the 
table were instrumental in synthesizing ideas throughout the committee process.  The 
committee worked together remarkably well and with a great commitment to balance and 
to reviewing the available evidence to draw conclusions on a very complex and 
contentious topic.  It was a pleasure to serve with them. 
 Several members of the staff of the National Academies of Science, Engineering, 
and Medicine made significant contributions to the report.  The panel was established 
under the auspices of the Committee on Population, directed by Thomas Plewes, who 
was instrumental in developing the study and providing guidance and support to the staff 
throughout the project.  We are all greatly indebted to our study director, Marisa Gerstein 
Pineau, who worked tirelessly, wrote brilliantly, edited ruthlessly, and with great humor 
and equanimity managed a task that never should have been possible in such a short 
period of time. Special thanks are due to Danielle Johnson, Tina Latimer, and Mary 
Ghitelman, who provided logistics and report preparation support throughout the project.  
Kirsten Sampson Snyder ably guided the volume through review, Robert Katt served as 
editor, and Yvonne Wise managed the report production process.  
 The project was undertaken with the support of the Carnegie Corporation of New 
York, the Russell Sage Foundation, the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services 
(USCIS), and the National Science Foundation (NSF).  Particular thanks go to Geri 
Mannion of the Carnegie Corporation of New York; Aixa Cintron-Velez of the Russell 
Sage Foundation; Jason Ackleson, Delancey Gustin, Michael Hoefer, Tiffany 
Lightbourn, Laura Patching, and Nathan Stiefel of USCIS; and Patricia White of NSF, all 
of whom represented these sponsoring organizations throughout the study development 
and information gathering processes and made innumerable contributions to the final 
product. Patricia White also provided the panel with original analysis of polling data for 
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our report while on sabbatical at the National Academies of Science, Engineering, and 
Medicine.  We are grateful to them and their organizations for their support. 
 This report has been reviewed in draft form by individuals chosen for their 
diverse perspectives and technical expertise, in accordance with procedures approved by 
the institution’s Report Review Committee.  The purpose of this independent review is to 
provide candid and critical comments that will assist the institution in making its 
published report as sound as possible and to ensure that the report meets institutional 
standards for objectivity, evidence, and responsiveness to the study charge.  The review 
comments and draft manuscript remain confidential to protect the integrity of the 
deliberative process.   

We thank the following individuals for their review of this report:  Claire D. 
Brindis, Bixby Center for Global Reproductive Health and Adolescent and Young Adult 
Health-National Resource Center, University of California, San Francisco; Katherine M. 
Donato, Department of Sociology, Vanderbilt University; Elena Fuentes-Afflick, 
Pediatrics and Academic Affairs, University of California, San Francisco; Tomás 
Jiménez, Department of Sociology, Stanford University; Michael Jones-Correa, 
Department of Government, Cornell University; John R. Logan, Spatial Structures in the 
Social Sciences, Department of Sociology, Brown University; Emilio A. Parrado, 
Department of Sociology and Population Studies Center, University of Pennsylvania; 
Manuel Pastor, Sociology and American Studies and Ethnicity and Program for 
Environmental and Regional Equity and Center for the Study of Immigrant Integration, 
University of Southern California; Giovanni Peri, Department of Economics and 
Temporary Migration Cluster, University of California, Davis; Zhenchao Qian, 
Department of Sociology and Institute for Population Research, Ohio State University; 
and David D. Yao, Industrial Engineering and Operations Research, Columbia 
University. 
 Although the reviewers listed above provided many constructive comments and 
suggestions, they were not asked to endorse the contents of this volume before its release. 
The review of this report was overseen by Michael Hout of the Department of Sociology, 
New York University, and Ellen W. Clayton of the Center for Biomedical Ethics and 
Society, Vanderbilt University.  Appointed by the National Academies of Science, 
Engineering, and Medicine, they were responsible for making certain that an independent 
examination of this report was carried out in accordance with institutional procedures and 
that all review comments were carefully considered.  Responsibility for the final content 
rests entirely with the authors. 

 
Mary C. Waters, Chair 
Panel on Integration of Immigrants  
into American Society 
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Summary 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The United States prides itself on being a nation of immigrants, and the nation has a long 
history of successfully absorbing people from across the globe. The successful integration of 
immigrants and their children contributes to economic vitality and to a vibrant and ever-changing 
culture. Americans have offered opportunities to immigrants and their children to better 
themselves and to be fully incorporated into U.S. society, and in exchange immigrants have 
become Americans—embracing an American identity and citizenship, protecting the United 
States through service in its military, fostering technological innovation, harvesting its crops, and 
enriching everything from the nation’s cuisine to its universities, music, and art.  

This year marks the 50th anniversary of the passage of the Immigration Act of 1965, 
which began the most recent period of mass immigration to the United States. This act abolished 
the restrictive quota system of the 1920s and opened up legal immigration to all the countries in 
the world, helping to set the stage for a dramatic increase in immigration from Asia, Africa, 
Latin America, and the Caribbean. At the same time, it limited the numbers of legal immigrants 
coming from countries in the Western Hemisphere, thus establishing restrictions on immigrants 
across the U.S. southern border and setting the stage for the rise in undocumented border 
crossers. Although the Immigration Act of 1965 exemplified the progressive ideals of the 1960s, 
the system it engendered may also hinder some immigrants’ and their descendants’ prospects for 
integration. 

Today, the 41 million immigrants in the United States represent 13.1 percent of the U.S. 
population. The U.S.-born children of immigrants, the second generation, represent another 37.1 
million people, or 12 percent of the population. Thus, together the first and second generations 
account for one out of four members of the U.S. population. Whether they are successfully 
integrating is therefore a pressing and important question. 

To address this question, the Panel on the Integration of Immigrants into American 
Society was charged with (1) summarizing what is known about how immigrants and their 
descendants are integrating into American society; (2) discussing the implications of this 
knowledge for informing various policy options; and (3) identifying any important gaps in 
existing knowledge and data availability. Another panel appointed under the National Academies 
of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine will be publishing its final report later this year; that 
report will examine the economic and fiscal impacts of immigration and present projections of 
immigration and of related economic and fiscal trends in the future. That report will complement 
but does not overlap with this panel’s work on immigrant integration. 

The panel defines integration as the process by which members of immigrant groups and 
host societies come to resemble one another. That process, which has both economic and 
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sociocultural dimensions, begins with the immigrant generation and continues through the 
second generation and beyond. The process of integration depends upon the participation of 
immigrants and their descendants in major social institutions such as schools and the labor 
market, as well as their social acceptance by other Americans. Greater integration implies 
movement toward parity of critical life opportunities with the native-born American majority. 
Integration may make immigrants and their children better off and in a better position to fully 
contribute to their communities, which is no doubt a major objective for the immigrants 
themselves. If immigrants come to the United States with very little education and become more 
like native-born Americans by getting more education, they are considered more integrated. 
They are also considered better off, because more education improves their well-being. 
However, integration does not always improve well-being. For example, immigrants on average 
come to the United States with better health than native born Americans, but as they integrate in 
other ways, they also become less healthy. Hence their well-being (measured by health) declines. 
So, to the extent that available data allow, the panel measured two separate dimensions of 
change—integration and well-being. The first dimension, integration, speaks to whether 
immigrants and the native-born become more like one another; the second dimension, well-
being, examines whether immigrants are better or worse off over time.  

Integration is a two-way process: it happens both because immigrants experience change 
once they arrive and because native-born Americans change in response to immigration. The 
process of integration takes time, and the panel measured the process in two ways: for the first 
generation, by examining what happens in the time since arrival; for the second and third 
generations—the children and grandchildren of immigrants—by comparisons across generations.  

 
PATTERNS OF INTEGRATION 

 
Overall, the panel found that current immigrants and their descendants are integrating 

into U.S. society. This report documents the course and extent of integration and the report’s 
chapters draw 18 formal conclusions with regard to integration. Across all measurable outcomes, 
integration increases over time, with immigrants becoming more like the native-born with more 
time in the country, and with the second and third generations becoming more like other native-
born Americans than their parents were.   

For the outcomes of educational attainment, occupational distribution, income, residential 
integration, language ability, and living above the poverty line, immigrants also increase their 
well-being as they become more similar to the native-born and improve their situation over time. 
Still, the well-being of immigrants and their descendants is highly dependent on immigrant 
starting points and on the segment of American society—the racial and ethnic groups, the legal 
status, the social class, and the geographic area—into which they integrate. There are three 
notable outcomes where well-being declines as immigrants and their descendants converge with 
native-born Americans: health, crime, and the percentage of children growing up with two 
parents. We discuss these outcomes below. 

 
Education 

 
Despite large differences in starting points among the first generation, there has been 

strong intergenerational progress in educational attainment. Second generation members of most 
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contemporary immigrant groups meet or exceed the schooling level of typical third+ generation 
native-born Americans. This is true for both men and women.  

However, this general picture masks important variations between and within groups. 
One difference from earlier waves of immigration is the large percentage of highly skilled 
immigrants now coming to the United States. Over a quarter of the foreign-born now have a 
college education or more, and they contribute a great deal to the U.S. scientific and technical 
workforce. These immigrants’ children also do exceptionally well educationally and typically 
attain the top tiers of the occupational distribution. 

Other immigrants start with exceptionally low levels of education. This is particularly 
true for foreign-born Mexicans and Central Americans, who on average have less than 10 years 
of education. These immigrants’ children progress a great deal relative to their parents, with an 
average education of over 12 years, but they do not reach parity with the general population of 
native-born. This outcome mostly reflects the low levels of schooling, English proficiency, and 
other forms of human capital their parents bring to the United States.  

 
Employment and Earnings 

 
 Immigrant men have higher employment rates than the second and higher generations. 
This employment advantage is especially dramatic among the least educated immigrants, who 
are much more likely to be employed than comparably educated native born men, indicating that 
they are filling an important niche in our economy. For second+ generation men, the trajectories 
vary by ethnicity and race. By this measure, Asian men are successfully integrating with the non-
Hispanic white population, and Hispanic men are making gains once their lower education is 
taken into account. However, second-generation blacks appear to be integrating with the general 
black native-born population, where higher education does not translate into higher employment 
rates. Among women the pattern is reversed, with a substantially lower employment rate for 
immigrants than for the native-born, but employment rates for second and higher generation 
women moving towards parity with the general native-born population, regardless of race.  

Foreign-born workers’ earnings improve relative to the native-born the longer they reside 
in the United States. These overall patterns, however, are still shaped by racial and ethnic 
stratification. Earnings assimilation is considerably slower for Hispanic (predominately 
Mexican) immigrants than for other immigrants. And although Asian immigrants and their 
descendants appear to do just as well as native-born whites, these comparisons become less 
favorable after controlling for education. Asian Americans’ schooling advantage can obscure the 
fact that, at least among men, they tend to earn somewhat less than third+ generation non-
Hispanic whites with the same level of education. 
 

Occupations 
 

The occupational distributions of the first and second generations reveal a picture of 
intergenerational improvement similar to that for education and earnings. The groups 
concentrated in low-status occupations in the first generation improve their occupational position 
substantially in the second generation, although they do not reach parity with third+ generation 
Americans. Second generation children of immigrants from Mexico and Central America have 
made large leaps in occupational terms: 22 percent of second-generation Mexican men and 31 
percent of second-generation men from Central America in 2003-2013 were in professional or 
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managerial positions. Like their foreign-born fathers, second-generation men were 
overrepresented in service jobs, although they have largely left agricultural work. Second 
generation Mexican men were also less likely than their immigrant parents to take jobs in the 
informal sector and were more likely to receive health and retirement benefits through their 
employment. The occupational leap for second-generation women for this period was even 
greater, and the gap separating them from later-generation women narrowed greatly.   

The robust representation of the first and second generations across the occupational 
spectrum in these analyses implies that the U.S. workforce has been welcoming immigrants and 
their children into higher-level jobs in recent decades. This pattern of workforce integration 
appears likely to continue as the baby boom cohorts complete their retirement over the next two 
decades. 
 

Poverty 
 

Immigrants are more likely to be poor than the native-born, even though their labor force 
participation rates are higher and they work longer hours on average. The poverty rate for 
foreign-born persons was 18.4 percent in 2013, compared to 13.4 percent for the native born. 
However, the poverty rate declined over generations, from over 18 percent for first generation 
adults (immigrants) to 13.6 percent in the second generation and 11.5 percent by the third+ 
generation. These overall patterns vary by race and ethnic group, with a troubling rise in poverty 
for the black second+ generations relative to the black first generation. The panel’s analysis also 
shows progress stalling among Asian Americans between the second and third generations. 
Overall, first-generation Hispanics have the highest poverty rates, but there is much progress 
from the first to the second generation. 

 
Residential Integration 

 
Over time most immigrants and their descendants gradually become less segregated from 

the general population of native-born whites and more dispersed across regions, cities, 
communities, and neighborhoods. Earnings and occupation explain some but not all of the high 
levels of foreign-born segregation from other native-born residents. Length of residence also 
matters: recently arrived immigrants often choose to live in areas with other immigrants and thus 
have higher levels of residential segregation from native-born whites than immigrants who have 
been in the country for 10-20 years. Race plays an independent role—Asians are the least 
segregated in metropolitan areas from native-born whites, followed by Hispanics and then black 
immigrants, who are the most segregated from native-born whites. New research also points to 
an independent effect of legal status, with the undocumented being more segregated than other 
immigrants.  
 

Language 
 

Language diversity in the U.S. has grown as the immigrant population has increased and 
become more varied. Today, about 85 percent of the foreign-born population speaks a language 
other than English at home. The most prevalent language (other than English) is by far Spanish: 
62 percent of all immigrants speak Spanish at home.  
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However, a more accurate measure of language integration is English-language 
proficiency, or how well people say they speak English. There is evidence that integration is 
happening as rapidly or faster now than it did for the earlier waves of mainly European 
immigrants in the 20th century. Today, many immigrants arrive already speaking English as a 
first or second language. Currently, about 50 percent of the foreign-born in surveys report they 
speak English “very well” or “well,” while less than 10 percent say they speak English “not at 
all.” There are significant differences in English proficiency by region and country of birth: 
immigrants from Latin America and the Caribbean generally report lower rates of English-
language proficiency than immigrants from other regions, and they are most likely to say they 
speak English “not at all.” 

The second+ generations are generally acquiring English and losing their ancestors’ 
language at roughly the same rates as their historical predecessors, with English monolingualism 
usually occurring within three generations. Spanish speakers and their descendants, however, 
appear to be acquiring English and losing Spanish more slowly than other immigrant groups. Yet 
even in the large Spanish-speaking concentration in Southern California, Mexican Americans’ 
transition to English dominance is all but complete by the third generation; only 4 percent still 
speak primarily Spanish at home, although 17 percent reported they can speak Spanish very well. 

Despite the positive outlook for linguistic integration, the barriers to English proficiency,, 
particularly for low-skilled, poorly educated, residentially segregated, and undocumented 
immigrant populations, are cause for concern. Funding for English-as a second-language classes 
has declined even as the population of English language learners (ELL) has grown. The number 
of children who are ELL has grown substantially in recent decades, presenting challenges for 
many school systems. Since 1990, the school-age ELL population has grown at a much faster 
rate than the school-aged population overall. Today, 9 percent of all students in the K-12 system 
are ELL. Their relative concentration varies widely by state and district. Overall resources for 
education in English as a second language are limited for both adults and children. 

 
Health 

 
Foreign-born immigrants have better infant, child, and adult health outcomes than the 

U.S.-born population in general and better outcomes than U.S.-born members of their ethnic 
group. In comparison with native-born Americans, the foreign-born are less likely to die from 
cardiovascular disease and all cancers combined; they experience fewer chronic health 
conditions, lower infant mortality rates, lower rates of obesity, and fewer functional limitations. 
Immigrants also have a lower prevalence of depression, and of alcohol abuse.  

Foreign-born immigrants live longer, too. They have a life expectancy of 80.0 years, 3.4 
years more than the native-born population, and this immigrant advantage holds across all the 
major ethnoracial categories. Over time and generations, these advantages decline as their health 
status converges with the native-born.    

Even though immigrants generally have better health than native-born Americans, they 
are disadvantaged when it comes to receiving health care to meet their preventive and medical 
health needs. The Affordable Care Act (ACA) seems likely to improve this situation for many 
poor immigrants, but undocumented immigrants are specifically excluded from all coverage 
under the ACA and are not entitled to any non-emergency care in U.S. hospitals. 
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Crime 
 

Increased prevalence of immigrants is associated with lower crime rates—the opposite of 
what many Americans fear. Among men age 18-39, the foreign-born are incarcerated at a rate 
that is one-fourth the rate for the native-born. Cities and neighborhoods with greater 
concentrations of immigrants have much lower rates of crime and violence than comparable 
nonimmigrant neighborhoods. This phenomenon is reflected not only across space but also over 
time. There is, however, evidence that crime rates for the second and third generation rise to 
more closely match the general population of native-born Americans. If this trend is confirmed, 
it may be an unwelcome aspect of integration. 
 

Family Patterns 
 

The panel’s analysis indicates that immigrant family-formation patterns change over 
time. Immigrant divorce rates and out-of-wedlock birth rates start out much lower than the rates 
for native-born Americans generally, but over time and over generations these rates increase, 
while the likelihood of living in extended families with multiple generations under one roof 
declines. Thus immigrant children are much more likely to live in families with two parents than 
are third generation children. This is true overall and within all of the major ethnic and racial 
groups. Two-parent families provide children with a number of important advantages: they are 
associated with lower risks of poverty, more effective parenting practices, and lower levels of 
stress than are households with only one or no parents. The prevalence of two-parent families 
continues to be high for second generation children, but the percentage of children in two-parent 
families declines substantially between the second and third generations, converging toward the 
percentage for other native-born families. Since single-parent families are more likely to be 
impoverished, this is a disadvantage going forward. 

 
CAUSES FOR CONCERN 

 
 The panel identified three causes for concern in the integration of immigrants: the role of 
legal status in slowing or blocking the integration of not just the undocumented but also their 
U.S.-citizen children; racial patterns in immigrant integration and the resulting racial 
stratification in the U.S. population; and the low percentage of immigrants who naturalize, 
compared with other major immigrant-receiving countries. 
 

Legal Status 
 
As the evidence examined by the panel made clear, an immigrant’s legal status is a key 

factor in that individual’s integration trajectory. Immigration statuses fall into four rough 
categories: permanent, temporary, discretionary, and undocumented. These statuses lie on a 
continuum of precariousness and security, with differences in the right to remain in the United 
States, rights to benefits and services from the government, ability to work, susceptibility to 
deportation, and ability to participate fully in the economic, political, social, and civic life of the 
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nation. In recent decades these statuses have multiplied due to changes in immigration policy, 
creating different paths and multiplying the roadblocks to integration into American society. 

People often transition between different immigration statuses. Over half of those 
receiving lawful permanent resident status in 2013 were already residing in the United States and 
adjusted their status to permanent from a visa that allowed them to work or study only 
temporarily in the United States. Many immigrants thus begin the process of integration into 
American society—working, sending their children to school, interacting with neighbors, and 
making friends—while living with a temporary status that does not automatically put them on the 
path to lawful permanent residence or citizenship. Likewise, some undocumented immigrants 
live here for decades with no legal status while putting down deep roots in American society. 
Currently, there are insufficient data on changes in the legal status of immigrants over time to 
measure the presumably large effects of those trajectories on the process of integration.  

Since the mid-1990s U.S. immigration policy has become more punitive toward the 
undocumented, and interior enforcement policies have attempted to prevent their employment 
and long-term residence in this country. An estimated 11.3 million (26%) of the foreign-born in 
the U.S. are undocumented. Their number rose rapidly from the 1990s through 2007, reaching a 
peak of 12.2 million, but then fell with the Great Recession in 2008 and a sharp decline in 
immigration from Mexico, plateauing at 11.3 million since then. Although undocumented 
immigrants come from all over the globe and one in ten undocumented immigrants comes from 
Asia, more than three-quarters are from North and Central America. The majority of the 
undocumented residents in the United States today—about 52 percent—are from Mexico.   

It is a political, not a scientific, question whether we should try to prevent the integration 
of the undocumented or provide a path to legalization, and thus not within this panel’s purview. 
However, the panel did find evidence that the current immigration policy has several effects on 
integration. First, it has only partially affected the integration of the undocumented, many of 
whom have lived in the United States for decades. The shift in recent years to a more intense 
regime of enforcement has not prevented the undocumented from working, but it has coincided 
with a reduction in their wages. Undocumented students are less likely than other immigrants to 
graduate from high school and enroll in college, undermining their long-term earnings capacity.   

Second, the immigration impasse has led to a plethora of laws targeting the 
undocumented at local, state, and federal levels. These laws often contradict each other, creating 
variation in integration policies across the country. Some states and localities provide in-state 
college tuition for undocumented immigrants, some provide driver’s licenses, and some are 
declaring themselves to be sanctuary cities. In other localities there are restrictive laws, such as 
prohibitions on renting housing to undocumented immigrants or aggressive local enforcement of 
federal immigration laws.  

Finally, the current system includes restrictions on the receipt of public benefits, and 
those restrictions have created barriers to the successful integration of the U.S.-citizen children 
of the undocumented, even though, as citizens, it is in the country’s best interest that these 
children integrate successfully. Today, 5.2 million children in the United States reside with at 
least one undocumented immigrant parent. The vast majority of these children—4.5 million—are 
U.S.-born citizens. Included in this total are almost 7 percent of students in kindergarten through 
high school (K-12), presenting important challenges for schools, including behavioral issues 
among these children. Policies designed to block the integration of undocumented immigrants or 
individuals with a temporary status can have the unintended effect of halting or hindering the 
integration of U.S. citizens and lawful permanent residents in mixed-status families. Laws are 
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often designed to apply to individuals, but their effects ripple through households, families, and 
communities, with measurable long-term negative impacts on children who are lawful U.S. 
citizens. 
 

Race 
 

The panel found that patterns of immigrant integration are shaped by race. While there is 
evidence of integration and improvement in socioeconomic outcomes for blacks, Latinos, and 
Asians, their perceived race still matters, even after controlling for all their other characteristics. 
Black immigrants and their descendants are integrating with native-born non-Hispanic whites at 
the slowest rate. Asian immigrants and their descendants are integrating with native-born non-
Hispanic whites most quickly, and Latinos are in between. The panel found some evidence of 
racial discrimination against Latinos and some evidence that their overall trajectories of 
integration are shaped more by the large numbers of undocumented in their group than by a 
process of racialization. At this time, it is not possible with the data available to the panel to 
definitively state whether Latinos are experiencing a pattern of racial exclusion or a pattern of 
steady progress that could lead to a declining significance of group boundaries. What can be 
reasonably concluded is that progress in reducing racial discrimination and disparities in 
socioeconomic outcomes in the United States will improve the outcomes for the native-born and 
immigrants alike. 

 
 

Naturalization Rates 
 

Birthright citizenship is one of the most powerful mechanisms of formal political and 
civic inclusion in the United States. Yet naturalization rates in the United States lag behind other 
countries that receive substantial numbers of immigrants. The overall level of citizenship among 
working-age immigrants (15-64 years old) who have been living in the United States for at least 
10 years is 50 percent. After adjustments to account for the undocumented population in the 
United States, a group that is barred by law from citizenship, the naturalization rate among U.S. 
immigrants rises slightly but is still well below many European countries and far lower than 
other traditional receiving countries such as Australia and Canada. This is surprising since the 
vast majority of immigrants, when surveyed, report wanting to become a U.S. citizen. Moderate 
levels of naturalization in the United States appear to stem not from immigrants’ lack of interest 
or even primarily from the bureaucratic process of applying for citizenship but from somewhere 
in the process by which individuals translate their motivation to naturalize into action. Further 
research is needed to clearly identify the barriers to naturalization. Low naturalization rates have 
important implications for political integration because the greatest barriers to immigrants’ 
political participation, especially participation in elections, are gaining citizenship and registering 
to vote after becoming a citizen.  

 
EFFECT OF IMMIGRATION ON SOCIETY 

 
Previous immigration from around the globe changed the United States. It is much more 

difficult to see and to measure the ways in which immigration is changing the country now 
because it is notoriously hard to measure cultural changes while they are occurring. It is also 
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difficult because the United States is a very heterogeneous society already, and new immigration 
adds to that diversity. It is difficult to measure the society that immigrants are integrating into 
when the society itself does not remain static. The major way in which the panel outlines how 
immigration has affected American society is by documenting the growth in racial, ethnic, and 
religious diversity in the U.S. population, which has resulted in increased intergroup contact and 
the transformation of American communities and institutions.1  

In 1970, 83 percent of the U.S. population was non-Hispanic white; today, that 
proportion is about 62 percent, and immigration is responsible for much of that change, both 
directly through arrival of foreign-born immigrants and indirectly through the higher birth rates 
of immigrants and their children. Hispanics have grown from just over 4.5 percent of the total 
U.S. population in 1970 to about 17 percent today. Asians are currently the fastest-growing 
immigrant group in the country, as immigration from Mexico has declined; Asians represented 
less than 1 percent of the population in 1970 but are 6 percent today. Black immigration has also 
grown. In 1970, blacks were just 2.5 percent of the foreign-born; today, they are 9 percent of 
immigrants residing in the U.S.  

Ethnic and racial diversity resulting from immigration is no longer limited to a few states 
and cities that have histories of absorbing immigrants. Today, new immigrants are moving 
throughout the country, including into areas that have not witnessed a large influx of immigrants 
for centuries. This new pattern has changed the landscape of immigration. The states with the 
fastest growth rates of immigrant population today are primarily in the South. The presence of 
racial- and religious-minority immigrants in new localities and in nonmetropolitan areas raises 
new challenges of integration and incorporation for many communities and small towns that are 
unaccustomed to substantial minority and immigrant populations. At the same time, there are 
many localities in new destination areas that have adopted welcoming strategies to encourage 
immigrant workers and foster their integration into the community. 

In urban areas across the country, immigrants and descendants have been “pioneer 
integrators” of previously all-white or all-black spaces. The result is that many neighborhoods 
are more diverse now than they have ever been, and the number of all-white census tracts has 
fallen. Yet racial segregation is still prevalent throughout the country, with blacks experiencing 
the most segregation from whites, followed by segregation of Hispanics and then Asians from 
the non-Hispanic white population. 

While three-quarters of all immigrants are Christian, immigration is also bringing new 
religious diversity to the United States. Four percent of the foreign-born are Muslim, and 
although Muslim immigrants are doing better than the national average in education and income, 
they do report encountering high levels of prejudice and discrimination. Religious diversity is 
especially notable among Asian immigrants, with sizable numbers of Hindus, Buddhists, and 
those who do not identify with any religion. Participation in religious organizations helps 
immigrants and may shore up support for the religious organizations they support, even as 
native-born Americans’ religious affiliation declines. 

Immigrants have also contributed enormously to America’s shifting patterns of racial and 
ethnic mixing in intimate and marital relationships. Marriages between the native-born and 
immigrants appear to have increased significantly over time. Today, about one of every seven 
new marriages is an interracial or interethnic marriage, more than twice the rate a generation ago. 
                                                           

1As discussed above, this report does not examine the effects of immigration on the U.S. economy. That is 
the charge of the other National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine panel. 
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Perhaps as a result, the social and cultural boundaries between native-born and foreign-born 
populations in the United States are much less clearly defined than in the past. Moreover, second 
and third generation individuals from immigrant minority populations are far more likely to 
marry higher generation native-born partners than are their first-generation counterparts. These 
intermarriages also contribute to the increase in mixed-race Americans.  

An additional important effect of intermarriage is on family networks. A recent survey 
reported that more that 35 percent of Americans said that one of their “close” kin is of a different 
race. Integration of immigrants and their descendants is a major contributor to this large degree 
of intermixing. In the future the lines between what Americans today think of as separate 
ethnoracial groups may become much more blurred. Indeed, immigrants become Americans not 
just by integrating into our neighborhoods, schools, and workplaces, but also into our families. 
Very quickly, “they” become “us.” 

 
THE NEED FOR BETTER DATA  

 
 The panel was handicapped in its work by the dearth of available longitudinal data to 
measure immigrant integration. This is a long-standing problem that has become increasingly 
critical as immigration to the United States has increased and as immigrants have become 
dispersed throughout the country. The panel made several specific recommendations for data 
collection that are outlined in detail in Chapter 10. These include: 
 

 That the federal government collect data on generational status by adding a question on 
birthplace of parents to the American Community Survey, in order to measure the 
integration of the second generation.   

 That the Current Population Survey test and if possible add a question on legal statuses at 
entry or at present, leaving those in undocumented status to be identified by process of 
elimination, and that other major national surveys with large numbers of immigrants also 
add a question of this type to identify legal status.  

 That any legislation to regularize immigrant status in the future for the undocumented 
include a component to survey those who apply and to follow them to understand the 
effects of legalization.    

 That administrative data held by U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services on visa type 
be linked to census and other government data, as other countries have done, and that 
such data be made available to researchers in secure data enclaves. Such data would 
significantly help federal, state, and local officials understand and develop policies to 
improve the integration of immigrants into U.S. society.  
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1 
INTRODUCTION 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The United States is a country that has been populated, built, and transformed by 
successive waves of migration from almost every part of the world. This reality is widely 
recognized in the familiar image of the United States as a “nation of immigrants” and by 
the great majority of Americans, who fondly trace their family histories to Europe, Asia, 
or Africa or to a mix of origins that often includes an ancestry from one or more of the 
many indigenous peoples of the Americas. The American national mosaic is one of long 
standing. In the 18th century Jean de Crevecoeur (1981 [1782]) observed that in America, 
“individuals of all nations are melted into a new race of men.” More than two centuries 
later, the American experiment of E Pluribus Unum continues with one of the most 
generous immigration policies in the world, one that includes provisions for diversity, 
refugees, family reunification, and workers who bring scarce employment skills. The 
United States is home to almost one-fifth of the world’s international migrants, including 
23 million who arrived from 1990 to 2013 (United Nations Population Division, 2013). 
This figure (23 million net immigrants) is three times larger than the number of 
immigrants received by any other country during that period. 

The successful integration of immigrants and their children contributes to the 
nation’s economic vitality and its vibrant and ever-changing culture. The United States 
has offered opportunities to immigrants and their children to better themselves and to be 
fully incorporated into this society; in exchange “immigrants” have become 
“Americans”—embracing an American identity and citizenship, protecting the United 
States through service in its military, building its cities, harvesting its crops, and 
enriching everything from the nation’s cuisine to its universities, music, and art. 

This has not always been a smooth process, and Americans have sometimes failed 
to live up to ideals of full inclusion and equality of opportunity for immigrants. Many 
descendants of immigrants who are fully integrated into U.S. society remember the 
success of their immigrant parents and grandparents but forget the resistance they 
encountered—the riots where Italians were killed, the branding of the Irish as criminals 
who were taken away in “paddy wagons,” the anti-Semitism that targeted Jewish 
immigrants, the racist denial of citizenship to Chinese immigrants, and the shameful 
internment of Japanese American citizens. This historical amnesia contributes to the 
tendency to celebrate the nation’s success in integrating past immigrants and to worry 
that somehow the most recent immigrants will not integrate and instead pose a threat to 
American society and civic life.  
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This year is the 50th anniversary of the passage in 1965 of the Hart Celler Act, 
which amended the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1952 (INA) and began the most 
recent period of mass immigration to the United States. These amendments abolished the 
restrictive quota system of the 1920s and opened up legal immigration to all countries in 
the world, setting the stage for a dramatic increase in immigration from Asia and Africa. 
At the same time, they limited the numbers of legal immigrants permitted from countries 
in the Western Hemisphere, establishing restrictions on immigrants across the U.S. 
southern border and setting the stage for the rise in undocumented border crossers. 

Today, the approximately 41 million immigrants in the United States represent 
13.1 percent of the U.S. population, which is slightly lower than it was 100 years ago. An 
estimated 11.3 million of these immigrants—over 25 percent—are undocumented. The 
U.S.-born children of immigrants, the second generation (see Box 1-1), represent another 
37.1 million people, 12 percent of the population. Together, the first and second 
generations account for one of every four members of the U.S. population.  

The numbers of immigrants coming to the United States, the racial and ethnic 
diversity of new immigrants, and the complex and politically fraught issue of 
undocumented immigrants have raised questions about whether the nation is being as 
successful in absorbing current immigrants and their descendants as it has been in the 
past. Are new immigrants and their children being well integrated into American society? 
Do current policies and practices facilitate their integration? How is American society 
being transformed by the millions of immigrants who have arrived in recent decades? 

To address these issues, the Panel on the Integration of Immigrants into American 
Society was tasked with responding to the following questions: 

 
1.  What has been the demographic impact of immigration, in terms of the size and 

age, sex, and racial/ethnic composition of the U.S. population from 1970 to 2010? 
What are the likely changes in the future?  

2. What have been the effects of recent immigration on the educational outcomes, 
employment, and earnings of the native-born population?1 

3. How has the social and spatial mobility of immigrants and the second generation 
changed over the last 45 years? 

4. How has the residential integration (or segregation) of immigrants and their 
descendants changed over the last 45 years? How has immigration affected 
residential segregation patterns within native-born racial and ethnic communities?  

5. How rapidly are recent immigrants and their descendants integrating into 
American society, as measured by competency in English language, educational 
attainment, rate of naturalization, degree of intermarriage, maintenance of ethnic 
identity, health outcomes, and other dimensions? 

6. How has immigration affected American institutions, including civil society, and 
economic and political organizations? What role do mediating institutions play in 
the integration process? How responsive are these institutions to the needs of 
immigrants and their descendants? 

7. How has immigration affected the stock and growth of scientific and 
technological skills in universities, research organizations, and private businesses? 

                                                 
1The native-born population includes the second and third generation descendants of foreign-born 

immigrants. For more information about how the panel uses “generations” in this report, see Box 1-1. 
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Is it possible to measure the impact of immigration on the pace of technological 
change and innovation? 

8. What are the general attitudes and public perceptions of native-born Americans 
toward (a) legal and illegal immigration and (b) how immigrants shape American 
society? How do these perceptions compare with the statistical record? 

9. How does legal status affect immigrants’ and their descendants’ ability to 
integrate across various dimensions?  

10. For each of these questions, how do outcomes vary by gender, race and ethnicity, 
social class, geography, and other social categories? 

11. What additional data are needed for research on the role and impact of 
immigration on American society? 

 
In the sections below, the panel sets up the context for answering these questions.. First, 
we lay out the definition of integration we will use throughout the report. Second, we 
address the question of demographic changes in the United States since 1970. Third, we 
discuss demographic projections for the U.S. population based on current and predicted 
immigration trends. Fourth, we examine native-born attitudes toward immigration and 
immigrants themselves. Finally, we discuss the implications of these conditions for 
immigrant integration. The final section outlines the rest of the report. 

 
INTEGRATION  

 
“Integration”2 is the term the panel uses to describe the changes that both 

immigrants and their descendants—and the society they have joined—undergo in 
response to migration. The panel defines integration as the process by which members of 
immigrant groups and host societies come to resemble one another (Brown  and Bean , 
2006). That process, which has both economic and sociocultural dimensions, begins with 
the immigrant generation and continues through the second generation and beyond 
(Brown and Bean, 2006). The process of integration depends upon the participation of 
immigrants and their descendants in major social institutions such as schools and the 
labor market, as well as their social acceptance by other Americans (Alba et al., 2012). 
Greater integration implies parity of critical life chances with the native-born American 
majority. This would include reductions in differences between immigrants or their 
descendants vis-a-vis the general population of native-born over time in indicators such 
as socioeconomic inequality, residential segregation, and political participation and 
representation. Used in this way, the term “integration” has gained near-universal 
acceptance in the international literature on the position of immigrants and their 
descendants within the society receiving them, during the contemporary era of mass 
international migration. 

Integration is a two-fold process: it happens both because immigrants experience 
change once they arrive and because native-born Americans change in response to 
immigration. The process of integration takes time, and the panel considers the process in 
two ways: for the first generation, by examining what happens in the time since arrival; 

                                                 
2“Assimilation” is another term widely used for the processes of incorporation of immigrants and 

their children and the decline of ethnic distinctions in equality of opportunity and life chances. For this 
report, “integration” is used as a synonym for “assimilation” as defined by Alba and Nee (2003). 
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for the second and third generations—the children and grandchildren of immigrants—by 
comparisons across generations.  

Integration may make immigrants and their children better off and in a better 
position to fully contribute to their communities, which is no doubt a major objective for 
the immigrants themselves. If immigrants come to the United States with very little 
education and become more like native-born Americans by getting more education, one  
would say they are more integrated. And they would alos probably be viewed as being 
better off, because more education improves their well-being. But immigrants also, on 
average, come to the United States with better health than native-born Americans. As 
they become like native-born Americans they become less healthy. They become more 
integrated and their well-being declines. So, to the extent that available data allow, the 
panel measured two separate dimensions of change: integration and well-being. The first 
asks whether immigrants and the native-born become more like one another; the second 
asks whether immigrants are better or worse off over time.  

This report investigates whether immigrants and their children are becoming more 
like the general population of native-born Americans across a wide range of indicators: 
education, income, occupations, residence, language, family structure, citizenship, 
religion, crime, health, political participation, and attitudes towards social issues. Of 
course this is a complicated process to measure, in part because immigrants are very 
diverse themselves and have very different starting points in all of these domains when 
they arrive and because immigrants change at different paces across domains and 
individuals, but also because Americans are also changing. The convergence between 
immigrants and later-generation Americans may happen because immigrants change once 
they get here, because native-born Americans change in response to immigration, or both. 
There is no presumption that change is happening in one direction only.  

Indeed, bidirectional change is often easier to see in hindsight than in real time. 
Looking back, one can now see how the absorption of immigrants in the 19th and 20th 
centuries changed American culture. Many foods, celebrations, and artistic forms 
considered quintessentially American today originated in immigrant homelands. Current 
immigrants continue to contribute to the vibrancy and innovation of American culture as 
artists, engineers, and entrepeneurs. One-fourth of the American Nobel Prize winners 
since 2004, and a similar proportion of MacArthur “Genius” Awardees (which are given 
to people in a range of fields including the arts) have been immigrants to the United 
States. The foreign-born (see Box 1-1) are also overrepresented among authors of highly 
cited scientific papers and holders of patents (Smith and Edmonston, 1997, p. 385; 
Chellaraj et al., 2008; Stephan and Levin, 2001, 2007; Hunt and Gauthier-Loiselle, 2010; 
Kerr, 2008). To the extent that one can document changes among the native-born in the 
21st century due to immigration, the panel attempts to do so, but we also suspect that 
many of the changes happening right now will only be visible to future historians as they 
look back.  

Examining integration involves assessing the extent to which different groups, 
across generations or over time within the same generation, come to approximate the 
status of the general native-born population. Equality between immigrants and the native-
born should not be expected in the first generation because immigrants have different 
background characteristics: they are younger, their education may not have been in 
American schools, and they may initially lack proficiency in English. But one can 
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measure progress toward that equality among immigrants and their descendants. To 
measure equality of opportunity between the native-born and immigrant generations, the 
report employs conditional probabilities and other means to measure the likelihood of 
outcomes net of prior characteristics. (For instance, does an immigrant from China with a 
college degree earn as much as a native-born white with a college degree?) These 
conditional probabilities are typically estimated for different generations of an 
immigrant-origin group, with statistical controls for differences from the general native-
born population in demographic characteristics and skill levels. 

 
DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGES IN THE FOREIGN-BORN POPULATION  

SINCE 1970 
 
The demographic make-up of the United States in the early 21st century is 

incredibly diverse compared to mid-20th century America. In many ways, the 
composition of the contemporary United States is more similar to the polyglot nation of 
the early 20th century, when major waves of immigrants were drawn by greater economic 
and political opportunities in the United States than were available in their countries of 
origin. The desire for religious freedom, flight from persecution, and family ties are also 
important factors spurring migration (Massey, 1999; Portes and Rumbaut, 2014; 
Grasmuck and Pessar, 1991). Today as in the past, nearly one in seven Americans is 
foreign born. But today’s immigrants are more likely to come from Latin America or 
Asia than from Europe, are more likely to be female, are much less likely to be white, and 
are more geographically dispersed than the immigrants who arrived at the turn of the 20th 
century. Meanwhile, the development of federal immigration law since that era 
(discussed in Chapter 2) has led to the rapid growth of an undocumented-immigrant 
population whose experiences differ from immigrants with legal status in fundamental 
ways (see Chapter 3). 

In this section, the panel reviews the demographic changes among the foreign-
born since 1970. We discuss both flows and stocks of immigrants. Flows are the numbers 
of arrivals and departures each year or in a designated period (e.g. decades). Stock refers 
to the number of foreign-born in the population at a point in time, usually based on 
counts in the census or other surveys such as the Current Population Survey. Both flows 
and stocks have measurement problems. For example, flows of immigrants as measured 
by administrative data of the United States Citizenship and Immigration Services of the 
Department of Homeland Security include only those immigrants who lawfully enter the 
United States with a visa of some kind, either permanent or temporary. The panel had 
less information on how many people leave the United States. Another substantial 
problem is that these flow data do not count those who enter without inspection, as 
undocumented immigrants.The stock data are based on the foreign-born as measured in 
censuses and surveys, but they include anyone residing in the United States, including 
those who do not plan to stay and do not consider themselves immigrants. Nevertheless, 
stock and flow data do provide different but complementary perspectives on the 
composition of the foreign-born population. Flow data represent the recent history of 
immigration. Stock data provide a snapshot of the current and future composition of the 
foreign-born. 
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The next section begins by discussing the rapid growth of immigration in recent 
decades and then examines the ways in which these immigrants are different from 
previous waves of immigrants, how they differ from the native-born, and how they are 
changing the overall demographics of the United States.  

In the 50 years since the 1965 amendments to the INA passed, the demographics 
of immigration—and in consequence, the demographics of the United States—have 
changed dramatically. Before that law passed, the number of Americans who were 
foreign born had declined steadily, shrinking from over 14 million in 1930 to less than 10 
million in 1970 (see Figure 1-1). As a share of the total population, the foreign-born 
peaked at almost 15 percent at the turn of the 20th century and declined to less than 5 
percent in 1970. After 1970, the number of foreign-born increased rapidly, doubling by 
1990 to 19.9 million and doubling again by 2007 to 40.5 million.  

Since the beginning of the Great Recession in 2007, net immigration to the United 
States appears to have plateaued and undocumented immigration appears to have 
declined, at least temporarily. In 2012, there were 41.7 million foreign-born in the United 
States, a relatively small 5-year increase compared to the rapid growth over the previous 
2 decades. Today, 13 percent of the U.S. population is foreign-born, a proportion that is 
actually slightly lower than it was 100 years ago (see Figure 1-1).  
 

Regions and Countries of Origin 
 
The vast majority of immigrants in 1900 arrived from Europe; today, the majority 

come from Latin America and Asia. In 1960 over 60 percent of immigrants were from 
Europe (Figure 1-2), and the top five countries of birth among the foreign-born were 
Italy, Germany, Canada, the United Kingdom, and Poland.3 By 1970 Europeans 
comprised less than 50 percent of the foreign-born, and that percentage declined rapidly 
in the following decades. Meanwhile the share of foreign-born from Latin America and 
Asia has grown rapidly. Forty-four percent of the foreign-born in the United States in 
2011 were from Latin America, and 28.6 percent were from Asian countries. The top five 
countries of birth among the foreign-born in 2010 were Mexico, China, India, the 
Philippines, and Vietnam. And while immigration from Africa is proportionately much 
smaller, the number of immigrants from that continent has also increased steadily since 
1970.  

Mexican immigration has been the driver for the dramatic growth in migration 
from Latin America since 1970. Today, almost one-third of the foreign-born are from 
Mexico (Figure 1-3). Immigration from other parts of Latin America also increased: since 
1990, the number of Central American immigrants in the United States has nearly tripled 
(Stoney and Batalova, 2013). However, a major demographic shift in migration flows is 
occurring as Mexican immigration, in particular, has slowed and Asian immigration has 
increased. Between 2008 and 2009, Asian arrivals began to outpace immigration from 
Latin America, and in 2010 36 percent of immigrants arrived from Asian countries, 
versus 31 percent from Latin America (Figure 1-4). In 2013 China replaced Mexico as 
the top sending country for immigrants to the United States (Jensen, 2015). 
 

Race and Ethnicity 
                                                 

3See https://www.census.gov/how/pdf//Foreign-Born--50-Years-Growth.pdf [September 2015]. 
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The United States has a long history of counting and classifying its population by 

race and ethnicity, beginning with the first Decennial Census in 1790 (Prewitt, 2013). 
However, the categories of race and their interpretation have changed over time—in no 
small part due to immigration and the absorption of people from different parts of the 
world. The meaning of the term “race” itself has also changed. At the height of 
immigration from Europe, different national-origin groups such as the Irish, Poles, and 
Italians were considered “races” in popular understanding and by many social scientists, 
although these beliefs were not formalized in the official census classifications (Snipp, 
2003; Perez and Hirschman, 2009).  

This report uses the federal (as defined by the Office of Management and Budget) 
race and ethnic categories, with Hispanics as an independent category alongside the 
major race groups (see Box 1-3). The panel uses the terms “race and ethnicity” and 
“ethnoracial categories” to refer to this classification scheme. For example, we report on 
the ethnoracial categories—white non-Hispanic, black non-Hispanic, Asian non-
Hispanic, American Indian non-Hispanic, and Hispanic—when we are reporting on race 
and ethnic characteristics of the population. We use the terms Hispanic and Latino 
interchangeably to refer to the same group, as these terms are used to varying degrees in 
different parts of the country or are preferred by different individuals. 

The racial and ethnic categorizations of the population are a good example of how 
immigration changes American society and American society changes immigrants. 
Census and survey data on race and ethnicity are based on the subjective identities (self-
reports) of respondents who complete written forms or respond to interviewer questions, 
and respondents are free to check any listed category or to write in any group identity that 
is not listed. Many immigrants remark that they learn their “official” ethnoracial identity 
soon after they arrive and are asked about it constantly: on government forms, when they 
register their children for school, on employment applications, etc. Many come to 
understand and identify with a racial or ethnic category that was often unfamiliar or 
meaningless before they immigrated. Black immigrants from Africa or the Caribbean had 
not thought of themselves as African Americans before immigrating to the United States, 
and the category “Asian” is often new to many people who had thought of themselves as 
Chinese or Pakistani before their arrival. In this sense, one can speak of people being 
“racialized” as they come to the United States. They may also face racial discrimination, 
based on neither their identity as immigrants nor their national origin identity but rather 
on their new “racial identity.” 

The shift from European to Latin American and Asian migration has also 
significantly changed the racial and ethnic make-up of the United States (Figures 1-5 and 
1-6). In 1970, 83 percent of Americans were non-Hispanic white; today, that proportion 
is 62.4 percent. In 1970, Latinos were approximately 4.6 percent of the total U.S. 
population.4 In 2013, Latinos made up 17 percent of the U.S. population, with foreign-
born Latinos accounting for 6 percent of the population, or about one-third of all 

                                                 
4The 1970 decennial census marked the Bureau’s first attempt to collect data for the entire 

Hispanic/Latino population. However, there were problems with data collection. For further discussion, see 
http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2010/03/03/census-history-counting-hispanics-2/ [September 2015]. 
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Latinos.5 Since 2000, the native-born Latino population grew at a faster rate than the 
foreign-born because of both a decline in migration from Mexico and an increasing 
number of native-born children of Latino immigrants. Overall, Latino population growth 
between 2000 and 2010 accounted for more than half of the nation’s population growth 
(Passel, et al.,, 2011).  

Asians, meanwhile, have become the fastest-growing racial group in the United 
States (Passel, 2013). In 1970 Asians accounted for less than 1 percent of the U.S. 
population, a reflection of long-term discriminatory regulations that banned most Asian 
immigration (see Chapter 2). In 2010, they made up almost 6 percent of the U.S. 
population, and 74 percent of them were foreign born (Passel, 2013).  

The proportion of foreign-born among blacks in the United States is much 
smaller: only 9 percent in 2013. However, the number of black immigrants has increased 
steadily since 1970,6 and immigrants accounted for at least 20 percent of the growth of 
the black population between 2000 and 2006 (Kent, 2007)  

Overall, racial and ethnic minorities accounted for 91.7 percent of the nation’s 
population growth between 2000 and 2010 (Passel et al., 2011). Non-Hispanic whites are 
now a minority of all births, while fertility rates for Latinos, in particular, remain 
relatively high (Monte and Ellis, 2014).7 Today, there are four states where the majority 
of the population is “minority”—Hawaii, California, New Mexico, and Texas—plus the 
District of Columbia (Desilver, 2015). It is not a coincidence that most of these states 
also have large immigrant populations. As discussed further below, the United States will 
be even more racially and ethnically diverse in the future, due to immigration, 
intermarriage, and fertility trends. 
 

Age 
 
The foreign-born population is now much younger than it was 50 years ago 

(Grieco et al., 2012).8 The median age for the foreign-born declined dramatically after the 
1965 amendments to the INA, dropping from 51.8 years in 1970 to 39.9 in 1980.9 Before 
1970, over half of all foreign-born in the United States were over the age of 50 (Figure 1-
7) and the foreign-born were mostly European immigrants who arrived during the earlier 
wave at the turn of the 20th century. By 2000, only 20 percent were in this age category, 
while 70 percent were between the ages of 18 and 54. However, after bottoming out at 
37.2 years in 1990, the median age of the foreign-born began to creep upward as the 

                                                 
5See http://www.pewhispanic.org/2014/04/29/statistical-portrait-of-hispanics-in-the-united-states-

2012/#population-by-race-and-ethnicity-2000-and-2012. 
6See http://www.census.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2014/cb14-184.html. 
7 https://www.census.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2015/cb15-113.html 
8The median age for foreign-born from Mexico and Central America is the lowest at 38, while the 

median age for foreign-born from the Caribbean is the highest at 47. See 
http://www.pewhispanic.org/2013/01/29/statistical-portrait-of-the-foreign-born-population-in-the-united-
states-2011/#10.  

9See http://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/working-papers/2012/demo/POP-
twps0096.pdf. 
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proportion under the age of 18 declined. In 2012 the median age of the foreign-born was 
41.4 years, compared to 35.9 years among the native-born.10, 11  

Part of the explanation for the higher median age of the foreign-born is the large 
number of second generation Americans under the age of 18, which pulls down the 
median age of the native-born (see Figure 1-8). The vast majority of immigrants are of 
child-bearing age, and immigrants generally have higher fertility rates than the native-
born (Figure 1-9). In 2013, 37.1 million Americans, or about 12 percent of the 
population, were members of the second generation, and one-fourth of all children in the 
United States (17.4 million) had at least one foreign-born parent.12 This has particular 
significance for the future racial and ethnic composition of the country because so many 
of the second generation are racial and ethnic minorities. The panel discusses the 
implications of this increasing diversity among the native-born in the population 
projections below and in the chapters that follow. 
 

Gender 
 
The gender ratio for the foreign-born is generally balanced, with 101 males for 

every 100 females (see Table 1-1).13 The native-born population, on the other hand, 
skews toward more females, with a gender ratio of 95 males per 100 females. As the 
ratios by age in Table-1-1 show, these ratios vary by age because women live longer than 
men and because the age structure of migrants is concentrated in the young-adult working 
ages. Thus, a better measure is to examine gender ratios that have been age standardized. 
Donato and Gabaccia (2015, p.154) created age-standardized gender ratios for the years 
1850-2010, and these are plotted in Figure 1-10.  

Gender ratios for all of the foreign-born have varied over time, with the 
percentage of women among immigrants growing. The gender composition among 
immigrants shifted from male dominated toward gender balanced in the 1930s and was 
gender balanced by the 1970s. Unstandardized rates show women at above 50 percent of 
the stock of immigrants beginning in 1970; standardized rates indicate a gender balanced 
stock where women comprise about 50 percent of the foreign-born after 1970 (Donato 
et.al., 2011). 

As Donato and colleagues (2011, 2015) point out, because Mexicans are such a 
large percentage of recent immigrant flows after 1970 and because they are a much more 
male-dominated migration stream, it is useful to separate the gender ratio for all 
immigrants from the gender ratio for Mexican migrants (see Figure 1-10). The lines 
diverge beginning in 1970 when men predominated among the Mexican foreign-born, 
whereas among the rest of the foreign-born women’s share continued to grow. By 2010 
the percentage of females was 50 percent for all the foreign-born in the United States and 
was slightly higher at 51 percent when Mexicans are excluded. 

                                                 
10See http://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/frequently-requested-statistics-immigrants-and-

immigration-united-states#1. 
11Since the children of immigrants born in the United States count as native-born, and the majority 

of those immigrating are adults, the median age for immigrants is generally higher than it is for the native-
born. 

12See https://www.census.gov/population/foreign/files/cps2010/T4.2010.pdf. 
13See http://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/sex-ratios-foreign-born-united-states. 
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Nonetheless, the gender ratios for specific source countries vary widely. India 
(138 males per 100 females) and Mexico (124 per 100) have male-to-female gender 
ratios well above the median, as do El Salvador (110 males per 100 females) and Haiti 
(109 per 100). Germany (64 males per 100 females), South Korea (65 per 100), the 
Dominican Republic (68 per 100), the Philippines (71 per 100), and Japan (74 per 100) 
all have much lower ratios of males to females, indicating that more females than males 
may be immigrating from those countries but also reflecting the age structures of the 
different immigrant populations (older populations in source countries such as Germany 
and Japan will reflect the demographic that women live longer than men in those 
countries). 

The gender-balanced immigrant population of today reflects a complex mix of 
factors including shifts in labor demand, civil strife around the world leading to more 
refugees, and increased state regulation of migration (Donato and Gabaccia, 2015, p. 178; 
Oishi, 2005). Many women immigrate and work. No matter how they enter—on a family 
preference visa, as a close relative exempt from numerical limitations, without legal 
documents, or with an H-1B or other employment worker visa—most are employed in 
the United States after entering and are therefore meeting market demands for labor. The 
increasing percentage of women among immigrants thus reflects a much stronger demand 
for labor in a variety of occupations such as domestic service, child care, health care, 
factory assembly work, and food processing/production. The gender imbalance in 
deportations may also contribute to the feminization of Latino immigration, in particular 
(Mexican Migration Monitor, 2012). The increase in human trafficking in the United 
States and globally also contributes to the feminization of immigration (Pettman, 1996). 
 

Geographic Dispersal 
 
A key component of the story of recent immigration is the significant geographic 

dispersal of immigrants across the United States. Historically, immigrants tended to 
cluster in a handful of traditional gateway cities or states, such as New York, Texas, 
Illinois, and California. Although these states are still the most popular destinations and 
have the largest numbers of foreign-born, recent years have seen immigration to states 
that had not previously witnessed a large influx of foreign-born. The panel discusses this 
geographic dispersal in further detail in Chapter 4, but we highlight some of the most 
important trends here. 

Six states—California, Texas, New York, Florida, New Jersey, and Illinois—
attract the largest proportion of the foreign-born, but that share has declined in recent 
years, from 73 percent in 1990 to 64 percent in 2012.14 The states with the fastest growth 
in immigrants today are in the south and west: Alabama, Arkansas, Georgia, Kentucky, 
Nebraska, Nevada, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Utah, and Virginia. 
Although the numbers in many of these states are still relatively small, some saw more 
than 400 percent growth in their foreign-born population since 1990. The rapid growth of 
immigration in the South and Midwest and in the Mountain States has been dramatic in 
the last few decades. Many of these receiving communities were either all white or 
contained a mix of black and white residents but had virtually no Latino or Asian 
                                                 

14Data are from Jeffrey Passel, Pew Research Center, presentation to the Panel on the Integration 
of Immigrants into American Society on January 16, 2014. 
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residents. The sudden influx of Latino and Asian immigrants, many of whom are 
undocumented, has challenged long-established racial and social hierarchies, has posed 
new problems for school systems who had not previously dealt with children in need of 
instruction in English as a second language, and sometimes has led to negative attitudes 
and anti-immigrant backlash. Other communities, particularly declining rural areas, have 
welcomed the new influx as a way to revitalize small communities that were 
experiencing long-term population decline. 

Immigration has also broadened from traditional gateway cities such as New York 
City, Los Angeles, and Chicago to other metropolitan areas—including Dallas; 
Washington, DC; Atlanta; and Las Vegas. Many immigrants to these metro areas are 
finding homes in the suburbs.15And while overall immigration to rural areas is relatively 
small, some rural counties have witnessed a surge in Latino immigration, particularly in 
places where meat processing plants are major employers.16 This influx of immigrants 
has created new challenges for communities and local institutions that have not 
previously had to create or maintain integrative services (see Chapter 4).  
 

Education 
 

The European immigrants who arrived at the turn of the 20th century had less 
formal schooling than the native-born; on average, immigrants from southern, eastern and 
central Europe had a little more than 4 years of education versus 8 years for the native-
born (Perlmann, 2005). Rates of illiteracy in 1910 were less than 10 percent among 
immigrants from northwestern Europe and about 20 to 50 percent among immigrants 
from eastern and southern Europe (Lieberson, 1963, pp. 72-73). By 1920, with rising 
educational levels in Europe and the imposition of a literacy test in 1917, illiteracy was 
generally less than 2 to 3 percent for most immigrant streams from all European 
countries. The educational attainment of the second generation from European 
immigration generally matched the larger native-born population, demonstrating large 
strides in just one generation (Perlmann, 2005). 

Since 1970, although immigrants’ education level has increased, either before 
arrival or after they have reached the United States, immigrants are still overrepresented 
among the least educated: 31.7 percent have less than a high school degree, compared to 
11 percent of the native-born.17 However, the educational attainment of immigrants has 
risen since 1980 (Hall et al., 2011). In 2013, 28 percent had a bachelor’s degree or higher, 
and a slightly higher proportion of immigrants than native-born had advanced degrees 
(Figure 1-11). Meanwhile the largest proportion of the foreign-born are actually in the 
middle range of educational achievement: over 40 percent have a high school diploma 
and/or some college.  

Educational attainment varies a great deal in relation to immigrants’ regions of 
origin. Despite some national variations, Asians and Europeans are generally as highly 
educated or more highly educated than native-born Americans. Almost 50 percent of the 

                                                 
15See http://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/twenty-first-century-gateways-immigrants-suburban-

america [Accessed August, 2016] 
16See http://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/in-the-news/immigration-and-the-rural-

workforce.aspx#Foreign [Accessed August, 2015]. 
17See http://www.census.gov/prod/2012pubs/acs-19.pdf [May 2015]. 
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foreign-born from Asia and 39.1 percent from Europe have a bachelor’s degree or higher, 
versus 27.9 percent of the U.S.-born population (see Table 1-2). But only 12.3 percent of 
Latin American immigrants have a bachelor’s degree, and immigrants from Mexico and 
Central America, in particular, are much more likely to have very low levels of 
education. However, there is evidence that second generation Latinos make great strides 
in education, despite their parents’ relatively low socioeconomic status. The panel 
discusses this further in Chapter 6. 
 

Income 
 
In addition to lower levels of education, European immigrants at the turn of the 

last century also earned less than their native-born counterparts (Perlmann, 2005). 
Immigrants from southern, eastern, and central Europe in particular tended to work in 
low-skilled jobs where wages were particularly low. However, wage inequalities between 
immigrants and the native-born declined over time, and the second generation nearly 
closed the wage gap, earning within 10 percent of the children of native-born Americans 
(Perlmann, 2005). 

A similar pattern of intergenerational change over time occurs in earnings and 
household income when one examines changes between the first and second generation 
(see Chapter 6). Among the present-day first generation, the earnings of foreign-born 
workers are still generally lower than earnings of the native-born, and the gap is 
particularly large for men. The median income for full-time, year-round, native-born 
male workers is $50,534, compared to just $36,960 for foreign-born men (for 
comparisons for both men and women, see Figure 1-12). The income gap for foreign-
born versus natives is wider for men than for women. Nearly a third of the foreign-born 
make less than $25,000 per year, compared to 19 percent of the native-born, and although 
almost 20 percent of immigrants make over $75,000, the native-born outpace them in 
every income category above $35,000 (Figure 1-13).  

Not surprisingly, native-born-headed households also have higher incomes than 
those headed by the foreign-born. Overall, the average household income of the foreign-
born was $48,137 in 2013, compared to $53,997 in native-born households. However, as 
with education, there is variation based on immigrants’ region of origin. As Figure 1-14 
shows, the median household incomes for immigrants from Asia, Europe, Canada, and 
Oceania (the region including Australia, New Zealand, and Fiji) are higher than native-
born median household income, while the median immigrant household from Latin 
America had a much lower income than the median native-born household. Part of the 
explanation for this variation is the bimodal nature of the labor market and different 
immigrant groups’ representation in particular types of occupations, as described below. 

 
Occupation 

 
A common perception of immigrant labor force participation is the concentration 

of immigrants in occupational niches. In fact, immigrants do not dominate in any single 
occupation, although there is geographical variation in the extent to which they are 
represented among agricultural workers, for instance, or health care workers. There are 
important variations by region of origin, however. Asian immigrants, particularly those 
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from China and India, are overrepresented in professional occupations, including those in 
health care, engineering, and information technology. Immigrants from Latin America, 
meanwhile, are more concentrated in lower-skilled, lower-paying occupations in 
construction and in the service and retail industries.  
 

Poverty 
 
In recent decades, as immigration has been high, the U.S. poverty rate has also 

been stubbornly high. Rising income inequality and the declining wages of those with 
low education since the 1970s likely hit immigrants and their families particularly hard, 
as they are overrepresented among lower-educated workers. Unlike earlier European 
immigrants and their descendants, who benefited from the decline in income inequality 
and the growth in wages among those at the bottom of the labor market in the period 
beginning in the 1930s, current immigrants are entering a U.S. economy that sees 
declining fortunes at the bottom of the income distribution. Real wages for those without 
a college degree have fallen 26 percent since 1970, and for males without a high school 
degree they have fallen a remarkable 38 percent (Greenstone and Looney, 2011). Chapter 
6 discusses intergenerational trends in poverty, which do show some progress over time. 
However, this progress begins at a low level, as the foreign-born are more likely than the 
native-born to be poor.  

The poverty rate for immigrants is a cause for particular concern because many 
immigrants are barred from participation in social welfare programs that aid the 
impoverished. As Figure 1-15 illustrates, 18.7 percent of the foreign-born are 
impoverished, compared to 15.4 percent of the native-born, a difference of just over 3 
percentage points, while the proportion of immigrants living within 200 percent of the 
poverty level is 6 percentage points higher than it is for the native-born. Considering that 
the poverty threshold for a family of four is $23,850 and 30 percent of immigrants make 
less than $25,000 a year, the higher proportion of immigrant households at or near 
poverty is unsurprising.  

The differences in houshold income distribution relative to the poverty level 
becomes even more alarming for families with children. While 1 in 10 native-born 
families are impoverished, almost 18 percent of foreign-born families live below the 
poverty level (Figure 1-16). The differences are particularly stark for families in which a 
married couple has children. Only 4.4 percent of native-born families with two parents 
are impoverished, but over 13 percent of foreign-born two-parent families live in poverty. 
This means a much larger proportion of children of foreign-born parents are living in 
poverty, even in cases where there is an intact household and both parents may be 
working. Although many of these children are U.S. citizens themselves, and some social 
welfare programs for children are available regardless of nativity (e.g. the Women, 
Infants, and Children supplemental nutrition program of the Food and Nutrition Service; 
free and reduced school meals), the fact that their parents are often prevented from 
accessing social welfare programs makes these families’ financial situations even more 
precarious (Yoshikawa, 2011). 
 

Legal Status 
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A key finding in this report is the importance of legal status and its impact on 
immigrants’ integration prospects. Although some distinctions in status existed in the 
past, the complicated system of statuses that exists today is unprecedented in U.S. 
history.  

As discussed in detail in Chapter 2, an unintended consequence of the 1965 
amendments to the INA and the immigration legislation that followed was to dramatically 
increase both legal and undocumented immigration to the United States. In response, 
rather than initiating overarching reform, the federal government has been reactive, 
creating piecemeal changes that grant certain groups or persons in specific situations 
various legal statuses. Some of these statuses provide clear pathways to lawful permanent 
residence and citizenship, but many are explicitly designed to be temporary and 
discourage permanent settlement in the United States. Meanwhile, federal, state, and 
local legislation has increasingly used legal status as a dividing line between those who 
can access various social services and those who are excluded from portions of the social 
safety net. 

Chapter 3 outlines the current major legal statuses and examines how these 
statuses may aid or hinder immigrant integration. Legal status provides a continuum of 
integrative potential, with naturalized citizenship at one end and undocumented status at 
the other. However, many immigrants move back and forth along that continuum, gaining 
or losing statuses during the course of their residence in the United States. And despite 
the inherent uncertainty of temporary or undocumented statuses, it is important to 
understand that as long as immigrants reside in the United States, regardless of their legal 
status, immigrants are starting families, sending their children to schools, working in the 
labor market, paying taxes, attending churches, and participating in civic organizations. 
They interact on a daily basis across a variety of social environments with the native-born 
population. In effect, they are integrating into American society and culture. 

Particularly important to the discussion of legal status and immigrant integration 
is the undocumented population. Between 1990 and 2007, the number of undocumented 
immigrants in the United States tripled (see Figure 1-17). Although unauthorized 
immigration declined somewhat after 2007 in response to the Great Recession, there are 
currently an estimated 11.3 million undocumented immigrants living in the United States 
(Passel et al., 2014). As noted above, this situation is unprecedented because, during the 
last great wave of immigration, there were relatively few obstacles to entry. The social 
and legal challenges facing undocumented immigrants create significant barriers to 
integration, a consequence discussed in detail in Chapter 3 and referred to throughout this 
report. 

 
DEMOGRAPHIC PROJECTIONS 

 
The increase in immigration since 1970 has its primary impact on the growth of 

the foreign-born population. But immigration also has secondary effects through the 
children and subsequent descendant of the foreign-born. The children of immigrants (or 
the second generation) are native born and are American citizens at birth but can be 
considered as part of the broadly defined immigrant community. The second generation 
is generally reared within the culture and community of their immigrant parents, and their 
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first language is often their parents’ mother tongue, even as they usually make great 
strides in integrating into the American mainstream.  

In 1970, the second generation population was about twice the size of the foreign-
born population—almost 24 million. The large second generation population in the 1960s 
and 1970s was the product of the early 20th century immigrant wave from Eastern and 
Southern Europe. Almost all were adults and many were elderly. By the first decade of 
the 21st century, there was a new second generation population: the children of the post-
1965 wave of immigrants from Latin America and Asia. Currently about a quarter of all 
U.S. children are first-generation or second generation immigrants.  

Recent immigrants and their descendants will continue to affect the demography 
of the United States for many years to come. In late 2014 and early 2015, the U.S. Census 
Bureau released a new update of population projections from 2015 to 2060, with a 
primary emphasis on the impact of immigration on population growth, composition, and 
diversity (U.S. Census Bureau 2014a; Colby and Ortman, 2015). Historically, projections 
of net immigration to the United States were little more than conjectures based on recent 
trends and ad hoc assumptions. In recent years, the Census Bureau has adopted a new 
methodology based on a predictive model of future emigration rates from major sending 
countries and regions, informed by recent trends in immigration (U.S. Census Bureau, 
2014b).  

The Census Bureau projects that the number of foreign-born persons residing in 
the United States will increase from just over 41 million to more than 78 million between 
2015 and 2060, with their population share rising from 13.5 percent to 18.8 percent 
(Figure 1-18). Although the Census Bureau projects a slowing trend in the relative 
growth rate of the foreign-born population (from more than 2 percent to less than 1 
percent) and a decline in absolute numbers of immigrants per year (from over 900,000 to 
less than 600,000), most of the growth of the U.S. population in the coming decades will 
be due to immigration, including both the increase from the immigrants themselves and 
the increase from their higher fertility rates. Fertility-related increase is projected to 
decline even faster as the population ages, and much of the projected natural increase of 
the native-born population is also due to immigration. The Census Bureau projects that 
over 20 percent of the births in the United States between now and 2060 will be to 
foreign-born mothers (Colby and Ortman, 2015). Without new immigrants and their 
children, the United States is projected to experience population decline in the coming 
years.  

The most controversial aspects of the new population projections are the impact 
of immigration on population diversity and the prediction that the U.S. population will 
become a majority minority population; that is, non-Hispanic whites will be less than half 
of the total population by the middle of the 21st century (Colby and Ortman, 2015, Table 
2). However, a significant share of this change is due to the changes in the measurement 
of race and ethnicity in recent years. 

There is little doubt that the massive wave of immigration of recent decades has 
changed the composition of the American population. In 2010, almost 15 million 
Americans claimed an Asian American identity and over 50 million reported themselves 
to be Hispanic (Humes et al., 2011). These numbers and future projections must be 
understood in light of a complex system of measurement of race and ethnicity in federal 
statistics, discussed above. As noted earlier, Hispanic ethnicity is measured on a separate 
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census/survey question from race, so Hispanics may be of any race. In 2010, more than 
half (53 percent) of Hispanics reported that they were “white” on the race question, a 
little more than a third (36.7 percent) chose “Some Other Race” (many wrote in a Latin 
American national origin), and 6 percent chose multiracial (mostly “Some Other Race” 
and “white”). Multiple race reporting was only 2 to 3 percent in the 2000 and 2010 
censuses, but it is projected to increase in the coming decades, perhaps to 6 percent, or 26 
million Americans, in 2060 (Colby and Ortman, 2015, Table 2). 

The Census Bureau projects that 28.6 percent of Americans will be Hispanic in 
2060, 14.3 to 17.9 percent will be black, 9.3 to 11.7 percent will be Asian, 1.3 to 2.4 
percent will be American Indian or Alaskan Native, and 0.3 to 0.7 percent will be Native 
Hawaiian or Pacific Islander. The range of uncertainty in these projections depends on 
how persons who claim multiple racial identities (“race alone or in combination” in 
census terminology) are counted. “One race” non-Hispanic whites are projected to be 
43.6 percent of all Americans in 2060 (Colby and Ortman 2015, Table 2). However, all 
whites (including Hispanic whites and all multiracial persons who checked “white”) are 
projected to be 74.3 percent of the American population in 2060 (Colby and Ortman 
2015, Table 2).  

It is impossible to predict the future ethnoracial population of the United States 
with numerical precision, but general trends are foreseeable. There will be more persons 
with diverse heritage, including a very large number of persons with ancestry from Latin 
America: likely more than a quarter of all Americans in 2060. Among the less predictable 
consequences are whether these ancestral origins will be important in terms of language, 
culture, residential location, or choice of marital partners.  

 
AMERICAN ATTITUDES ABOUT IMMIGRATION 

 
An important but misunderstood component of immigrant integration is native-

born attitudes toward immigration and immigrants. Immigration has been hotly debated 
in American elections and in the media, and based on these debates, one might think that 
Americans are deeply concerned with the issue and that many, perhaps even the majority, 
are opposed to immigration. Polling data suggest that this is not the case: most Americans 
assess immigration positively. Figure 1-19 shows the results of a poll question, asked 
from 2001 to 2014, on Americans’ overall assessment about whether “Immigration is a 
good thing or a bad thing for this country today.” In every year of the polling period, a 
majority of Americans say that immigration is a good thing, reaching a high of 72 percent 
in 2013 before falling to 63 percent in 2014.  

Polling results also show that an increasing number of Americans (57 percent in 
2005, up from 37 percent in 1993) think that immigrants contribute to the United States, 
and half feel that immigrants pay their fair share of taxes. Yet this is counterbalanced by 
the significant proportion, 42 percent, who think immigrants cost taxpayers too much 
(Segovia and Defever, 2010, pp 380-381). The majority of Americans do not believe that 
recent immigrants take jobs away from U.S. citizens, and they believe that the jobs 
immigrants take are ones that Americans do not want (Segovia and Defever, 2010: 383). 
When asked specifically about immigration and whether illegal or legal immigration is a 
bigger problem, respondents in a 2006 Pew survey were much more likely to say that it 
was illegal immigration (60%) than legal immigration (4%), with 22 percent saying both 
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were of equal importance and 11 percent saying neither (Pew Research Center, 2006; 
Segovia and Defever, 2010 p. 379).  

Opinion polls since 1964 have asked questions to solicit respondents’ assessment 
of their ideal level of immigration (Segovia and Defever, 2010; Saad, 2014). For 
example, “Should immigration be kept at the present level, increased, or decreased?” 
These opinions do not necessarily match the actions that Congress takes. In 1964, for 
example, just before the passage of the 1965 Immigration Act that vastly increased 
immigration to the United States, almost half of respondents (48%) liked the present level 
of immigration and 38 percent wanted a reduction (Lapinski et al., 1997, p. 360-361).  

More recent polling data from 1999-2014 show that the dominant view of the 
public about the desired level of immigration is for a decrease, followed closely by 
maintaining it at current levels (Saad, 2014). However, support for increasing 
immigration levels has been rising over the last 15 years. There has been a doubling of 
the percentage who said that the level should be increased, from 10 percent in 1999 to 22 
percent in 2014. Not surprisingly, immigrants are more favorable toward maintaining 
current levels of immigration than are the native-born. Only 17 percent of the foreign-
born, compared to 60 percent of the native-born, told pollsters in 2014 that immigrant 
levels should be decreased. Urban residents and the highly educated are more supportive 
of expanding immigration than are those in rural areas and those with less than a college 
education. (Saad, 2014, p. 5).  

While Americans have generally preferred to decrease the number of immigrants 
coming to the United States, they have also tended to resist mass deportation as the 
solution to the problem of unauthorized immigration. For example, in the CBS/New York 
Times Poll in 2006 and 2007, the proportion favoring legalization was consistent at 
around 62 percent,18 while the proportion favoring deportation was considerably lower, at 
around 33 percent.19 In later years, the New York Times Poll split the legalization option 
into two possibilities: for immigrants to either (1) stay in the United States and eventually 
apply for citizenship or (2) stay but not qualify for citizenship.20 Less than a third of 
respondents preferred deportation over legalization, while nearly one-half supported 
legalization with a pathway to citizenship. Only about 19 percent favored legalization 
without the possibility of citizenship. 

In general, most Americans do not think immigration is as important as many 
other issues facing the country. From 1994 to 2014, immigration is mentioned as the most 
important issue facing the country today by only about 1 percent to 3 percent of 
Americans. By contrast, the economy, unemployment, and health care consistently 
receive higher mentions.21 Even at times when immigration reform is very much in the 

                                                 
18Support for legalization was 62 percent in May 2006, 60 percent in March 2007, 61 percent in 

May 2007, and 65 percent  in June 2007. Sources: 
http://www.cbsnews.com/htdocs/pdf/poll_bush_050906.pdf, 
http://www.cbsnews.com/htdocs/pdf/052407_immigration.pdf, and 
http://www.cbsnews.com/htdocs/pdf/062807_immigration.pdf,  

19Support for deportation was 33 percent in May 2006, 36 percent in March 2007, 35 percent and 
28 percent in May 2007. Sources: CBS News Poll webpages cited in the preceding footnote. 

20Source: http://s3.documentcloud.org/documents/1302290/sept14b-politics-trn.pdf 
21Panel’s analysis of Gallup toplines obtained from Roper Center Public Opinion Archives, 

University of Connecticut: http://www.ropercenter.uconn.edu/. 
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news and high on legislators’ agenda; it is not the top issue for the vast majority of 
Americans. 

Attitudes on immigration have recently become decoupled from strictly economic 
concerns. While restrictive attitudes on immigration tended to go up significantly during 
recessions and periods of high unemployment in the 1980s and 1990s (Lapinski et al. 
1997), there is no clear relationship between aggregate economic output, unemployment, 
and immigration attitudes after 2001. Furthermore, observational and experimental 
studies of immigration opinion have found that personal economic circumstances bear 
little or no relationship to restrictive attitudes on immigration (Citrin et al. 1997, 
Hainmuller and Hiscox 2010). There also is not a fixed relationship between local 
demographic composition and concentration of immigrants and attitudes towards 
immigrants. Rather, the broader political context (whether immigration is nationally 
salient and being widely debated and reported on) interacts with local demographics. 
Hopkins (2010) found that when immigration is nationally salient, a growing population 
of immigrants is associated with more restrictionist views, but demography does not 
predict attitudes when immigration is not nationally salient. 

So even though immigration is rarely mentioned as an important policy issue by 
the American public, and despite consistent majority support for legalization of the 
undocumented, immigration remains a contentious topic. As past research has shown, this 
level of heightened attention and polarization on immigration is evident more among 
party activists than among the general electorate (Skocpol and Williamson, 2012, Parker 
and Barreto, 2014), and is often the result of agenda-setting and mobilization by key 
media personalities and political actors, rather than emerging from widespread popular 
sentiment (Hopkins, 2010; Gulasekaram and Ramakrishnan, 2015).  

Concern about immigration is also fueled by misconceptions about immigrants 
and the process of integration. Americans have been found to overestimate the size of the 
non-white population (Wong, 2007); to erroneously believe that immigrants commit 
more crime than natives (Simes and Waters, 2013); and to worry that immigrants and 
their children are not learning English (Hopkins et al., 2014). A sense of cultural threat to 
national identity and culture, rooted in a worry about integration, therefore seems to 
underly many Americans worries about immigration (Hainmueller and Hopkins, 2014). 

 
IMPLICATIONS 

 
The United States has witnessed major changes in the demographic make-up of 

immigrants since 1970. Prior to the passage of the 1965 amendments to the INA, the 
majority of immigration to the United States originated from Europe. After 1965, the 
United States witnessed a surge of immigration from Latin America and Asia, creating a 
much more racially and ethnically diverse society. This new wave of immigration is more 
balanced in terms of gender ratios but varies in terms of skills and education, both from 
earlier immigration patterns and by region of origin. Immigrants are more geographically 
dispersed throughout the country than ever before. And since 1990 in particular, the 
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United States has witnessed an enormous influx of undocumented immigrants, a legal 
category that was barely recognized 100 years ago.22  

The demographic trends described above have broad implications for immigrant 
integration that cut across the various social dimensions discussed in this report. Just as in 
the past, American society is adjusting to the fact that a high proportion of the population 
is composed of immigrants and their descendants. But the differences between earlier 
waves of immigrants and more recent arrivals present new challenges to integration. 

One key issue is the role of racial discrimination in the integration of immigrants 
and their descendants. Scholars debate how much racial and ethnic discrimination is 
directed toward immigrants and their children, whether immigration and the complexity it 
brings to our racial and ethnic classification system will ultimately lead to a blurring or 
hardening of the boundaries separating groups, what kinds of racial and ethnic 
distinctions that we see now will persist into the future, and what kinds will become less 
socially meaningful (for recent revews, see Lee and Bean, 2012; Alba and Nee, 2009). 
Sometimes these questions are framed as a debate about where the “color line” will be 
drawn in the 21st century. Will immigrants and their children who are Asian and Latino 
remain distinct, or will their relatively high intermarriage rates with whites lead to a 
blurring of the line separating the groups, similar in many ways to what happened to 
groups of European origin, who developed optional or voluntary ethnicities that no longer 
affect their life chances (Alba and Nee, 2003; Waters, 1990)? This debate also focuses on 
African Americans and the historically durable line separating them from whites, one 
enforced until relatively recently by the legal prohibition on intermarriage between blacks 
and whites and the norm of the one-drop rule, which defined any racially mixed person as 
black (Lee and Bean, 2012). 

There is evidence on both sides of this debate. High intermarriage rates of both 
Asians and Latinos with whites, as well as patterns of racial integration in some 
neighborhoods, point to possible future blurring of the boundaries separating these groups 
(see Chapter 8). The association between Latinos and undocumented immigration, 
however, may be leading to a pattern of heightened discrimination against Latinos. The 
negative framing of undocumented immigrants as illegal criminals, alien invaders, and 
terrorists, along with the conflation of undocumented and documented migrants in public 
discourse, contributes to the racialization of Latinos as a despised out-group. 
Discrimination against Hispanics may have been exacerbated by the criminalization of 
undocumented hiring and the imposition of employer sanctions under the Immigration 
Reform and Control Act of 1986, which encouraged employers either to avoid Latino 
immigrants who “looked Hispanic” (Lowell et al., 1995) or to pay lower wages to 
compensate themselves for the risk of hiring undocumented foreigners (Lowell and Jing 
1994; Sorensen and Bean 1994; Fry et al., 1995; Cobb-Clark et al., 1995).  

To the extent that immigrants today are racialized, they can be expected to be 
subject to systematic discrimination and exclusion, thus compromising their integration 
into U.S. society. Immigrants with darker skin earn significantly less than those with 
lighter skin in U.S. labor markets (Frank et al., 2010; Hersch, 2008; 2011). And 
stereotypical markers of Hispanic origin such as indigenous features and brown skin have 

                                                 
22Many scholars have described Chinese immigrants who arrived after the Chinese Exclusion Act 

of 1882 as the first “illegal aliens.” Ngai (2004) describes the evolution of the term as having roots in the 
experiences of these Chinese immigrants and then being more broadly applied after the 1920s. 
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come to trigger discrimination and exclusion within American society (Chavez, 2008; 
Lee and Fiske, 2006; Massey, 2007; 2014; Massey and Denton, 1992; Massey and 
Sanchez, 2010; Turner et al., 2002). 

Discrimination, skin color, and socioeconomic status may interact to particularly 
affect ethnoracial self-identification among Latin American immigrants, who come from 
a region where race is more often seen as a continuum than a dichotomy. For instance, 
upon arrival, many Latin American immigrants select “other” when asked about their 
race, corresponding to a racially mixed identity. However, with rising socioeconomic 
status they are more likely to become familiar with U.S. racial taxonomies and select 
“white” as their racial identity (Duncan and Trejo, 2011; Pulido and Pastor, 2013). 
Investigators studying immigrant integration must therefore remember that self-
identifications are both causes and consequences of integration and socioeconomic 
mobility, sometimes making it difficult to measure such mobility over time (discussed 
further in Chapter 6). Chapter 10 describes the kinds of longitudinal data on immigrants 
and their children that would enable much more accurate measurement of this change. 

The ubiquity and the vagaries of racial and ethnic categorization in American 
society, along with the scarcity of data on immigration and especially on the second 
generation, means that there is often conceptual confusion in interpreting trends and 
statistics not only on racial and ethnic inequality but also on immigrant integration. For 
example, the gap between Hispanic and white graduation rates in the United States is 
sometimes interpreted to mean a deep crisis exists in our education system. But Latino 
graduation rates include about a third of people who are foreign born, many of whom 
completed their schooling in countries such as Mexico, with a much lower overall 
educational distribution. Throughout the report, the panel tries to specify the intersection 
between national origin and generation to analyze change over time among immigrants 
and their descendants. This careful attention to specifying the groups we are analyzing is 
made difficult by the scarcity of data sources containing the relevant variables. The most 
glaring problem is that the Decennial Census and American Community Survey do not 
contain a question on parental birthplace. We return to this issue in Chapter 10 when we 
discuss data recommendations. 

The implications of this debate about the role of racial discrimination in limiting 
opportunities for immigrants and their children are profound. One out of four children 
today are the children of immigrants, and the question of whether their ethnoracial 
identity will hold them back from full and equal participation in our society is an open 
one. Throughout the report, the panel presents reasons for optimism about the ability of 
U.S. society to move beyond discrimination and prejudice, as well as particular reasons 
for concern that discrimination and prejudice will affect immigrants and their 
descendants negatively. While the panel cannot provide a definitive answer at this time, 
we do include the best evidence on both sides of this question. 

 
REPORT ORGANIZATION 

 
In the following chapters, the panel surveys the empirical evidence on how 

immigrant and generational status has been and continues to be predictive of integration 
into American society. In Chapter 2 we review the legal and institutional context for 
immigrant integration, including the historical construction of the U.S. immigration 
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system, the emergence of the current system of legal statuses, and the tensions inherent in 
the uniquely American brand of “immigration federalism.” Chapter 3 discusses the 
central role legal status plays in the integration of both immigrants and their descendants 
and examines the largest and most important legal statuses in detail. Chapter 4 details the 
political and civic dimensions of integration with a focus on naturalization. Chapter 5 
focuses on the spatial dimensions of integration at each level of geography, emphasizing 
the importance of place and contexts of reception. Chapter 6 examines the socioeconomic 
dimensions of immigrant integration, including education, income, and occupation. 
Chapter 7 discusses sociocultural aspects of integration, including language, religion, 
attitudes of both immigrants and the native-born, and crime. Family dimensions, 
including intermarriage, fertility, and family form, are the focus of Chapter 8. Chapter 9 
outlines the health dimensions of integration, including the apparent immigrant health 
paradox. Finally, in Chapter 10 the panel assesses the available data for studying 
immigrant integration and makes recommendations for improving available data sources.  
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BOX 1-1 
Definition of “Generations” 

 
This report follows the standard scholarly definition of “generation.” The first 

generation are the foreign-born (the immigrants), the second generation are the U.S.-born 
(native-born) children of immigrants, and the third generation are the grandchildren of 
the immigrants. Scholars also make a distinction for immigrants who come as children as 
the 1.5 generation (Waters 2014).* Using these generational designations, one can see 
that the major ethnic and racial groups in the United States vary a great deal by 
generation. In 2014, 90 percent of whites were third generation or higher, 4 percent were 
first generation, and 6 percent were second generation. Blacks were 10 percent first 
generation, 6 percent second, and 85 percent third generation or higher. Hispanics are 
very heterogeneous with regard to generation. In 2014, a third were long-time U.S. 
residents with at least three generations of residence in the United States; another third 
were the children of immigrants (although many of them were adult children, since 
immigration from Latin America has been ongoing throughout the 20th and 21st 
centuries), and another third were foreign born. Asians are the ethnoracial category most 
heavily influenced by recent immigration, with only 1 in 10 being third generation or 
higher in 2014, while almost two-thirds were foreign born and almost a third were second 
generation.  
  

                                                 
*Portes and Rumbaut (2006) formally defines the 1.5 generation as those who immigrated between 

the ages of 6 and 12; using the term 1.75 to apply to those who came from infancy to age 5, and the 1.25 
generation to be from age 13-18. In practice, researchers use different age cut-offs for the 1.5 generation, 
often lumping together children who arrived up to age 12 as the 1.5 generation (Portes and Rumbaut 2001). 
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BOX 1-2 
Immigrants versus Foreign-Born 

 
Although this study addresses immigrant integration, most of the data presented in 

this report refers to counts of the foreign-born. Not all foreign-born people are 
immigrants, although all immigrants are, by definition, foreign-born. Some people 
counted by the census as foreign-born are in the United States only temporarily (see 
Chapter 3 for a list of all the temporary statuses that can characterize the foreign-born) 
and do not intend to make the United States their permanent home. The data refer to the 
foreign-born because of the nature of national data collection efforts, which ask 
respondents about their place of birth rather than their legal status or intention to remain 
in the United States. More specifically, the data in this report are largely based on census 
and survey data on the stock of foreign-born persons in the United States. Changes in the 
numbers of foreign-born persons over time (between censuses and surveys) are used to 
measure flows of immigration. There are, however, a number of limitations of census and 
survey data for the study of immigration (discussed in detail in Chapter 10). Even the 
official census definition of foreign-born—all persons who are not U.S. citizens at 
birth—is different from the common understanding that the foreign-born persons are 
those born outside the 50 states. The native-born population includes persons born in the 
50 states and U.S. territories (e.g., Puerto Rico, American Samoa, etc.) and those born 
abroad with at least one parent who is a U.S. citizen. 

The major limitation of Decennial Census, American Community Survey, and 
Current Population Survey data for the study of immigration is that the current visa status 
(and visa status at time of arrival) of respondents is not ascertained. Current citizenship 
and year of arrival are measured in most data sources, although with some significant 
variations in the wording of the question. In general, it is impossible to distinguish 
between legal permanent residents (green card holders), persons on nonimmigrant visas 
for work or study that is supposed to be temporary, and persons who do not have a 
current visa or are visa over-stayers, referred to in this report as undocumented 
immigrants. Therefore, undocumented immigrants are included in census data but there is 
no way to distinguish them from other immigrant categories. In addition, some 
undocumented people do not answer the census. The best estimates are that about 10-15 
percent of the undocumented do not answer the census and are thus undercounted 
(Passell and Cohn, 2011). Nonetheless, it is common statistical practice to refer to the 
foreign-born population as determined by a census or survey as “immigrants,” despite the 
heterogeneity of the “foreign-born” category. As noted throughout this report, there is 
considerable mobility across these statuses, and current visa status does not always 
predict who stays permanently. 
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BOX 1-3 
Racial and Ethnic Categories 

 
In 1978, the Office of Management and Budget issued OMB Statistical Directive 

No. 15, which stipulated the racial and ethnic categories to be used to classify the 
population for federal statistical purposes. That directive defined five racial categories 
(White, Black, Asian and Pacific Islander, American Indian/Alaskan Native, and Other) 
and one ethnic classification (Hispanic or Latino, and Not Hispanic or Latino). This 
classification was revised in 1997 to separate Pacific Islanders from Asians in the new 
category, Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander. The 1997 revision of Statistical Directive 
No 15 allows respondents to the census and federal surveys to report one or more races 
(Office of Management and Budget 1997a, 1997b). The statistical convention to classify 
Hispanics as an ethnic group and not as a race is rooted in history, including a challenge 
from the Mexican government to the U.S. government around the use of “Mexican” as a 
racial category in the 1930 census. “Hispanic” has been measured separately ever since 
(Choldin, 1986). The issue of how to classify Hispanics reflects a larger political debate 
about whether Latino or Hispanic immigrants are being “racialized” into a more durable 
racial boundary and identity or whether they are evolving as an ethnic group, similar to 
Italians and Poles before them (Perlmann, 2005; Telles and Ortiz, 2008; Massey and 
Sanchez, 2010).] 
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TABLE 1-1 Male to Female Ratio Among Immigrants to the United States, 1870-2000 
 

Males per 100 Females among U.S. Immigrants, 1870-2000 
  1870 1880 1890 1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 

Total 117.4 119.1 121.2 119.5 131.1 122.9 116.6 111.8 103.3 95.6 84.4 87.8 95.8 99.0 

Under 15 yrs 103.5 102.0 103.1 101.9 102.2 102.0 102.0 102.1 104.1 102.5 102.7 104.7 106.0 104.6 

15 to 64 yrs 119.1 117.5 120.8 121.7 133.9 124.7 117.3 112.7 103.7 92.9 83.8 91.9 101.6 103.9 

15 to 44 yrs 114.3 115.7 122.5 121.8 137.2 123.3 114.6 99.5 89.4 83.5 80.8 97.6 109.6 110.2 

15 to 24 yrs 101.5 102.2 104.1 98.3 126.6 97.0 96.4 93.9 82.5 86.2 88.1 110.2 121.9 121.3 

25 to 44 yrs 119.3 120.2 130.5 131.0 141.3 130.5 118.5 100.1 90.5 82.7 78.4 92.5 105.6 106.9 

45 to 64 yrs 134.7 121.2 117.2 121.4 126.5 127.4 121.4 123.0 111.3 99.7 87.8 80.4 83.3 89.9 
65 yrs and 
over 111.4 109.8 112.2 108.5 105.3 104.7 107.7 104.9 102.3 100.0 82.4 69.7 64.1 65.6 

 
SOURCE: U.S. Census Bureau, Decennial Census data (Gibson and Jung, 2006; Hobbs 
and Stoops, 2002). 
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FIGURE 1-1  Number of immigrants and immigrants as percentage of the U.S. 
population, 1850 to present. 
SOURCE: Data from Gibson and Jung, 2006; and U.S. Census 
Bureau, http://www.census.gov/topics/population/foreign-born.html  
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FIGURE 1-2 Immigrant population by region of birth, 1960 to 2010. 
SOURCE: Data from U.S. Census Bureau Bureau Decennial Census. 
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FIGURE 1-3 Mexican-born as percentage of the foreign-born population. 
Source: Data from Jeffrey Passel presentation to the Panel on the Integration of 
Immigrants into American Society, January 16, 2014.  
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FIGURE 1-4 Latino and Asian arrivals as share of all immigrant arrivals, 2000-2010. 
SOURCE: Data from Jeffrey Passel presentation to the Panel on the Integration of 
Immigrants into American Society, January 16, 2014.  
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FIGURE 1-5 Racial and ethnic composition of the United States, 1970. 
SOURCE: Data from U.S. Census Bureau, Decennial Census data, 1970 (also see Gibson 
and Jung, 2002). 
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FIGURE 1-6 Racial and ethnic composition of the United States, 2013. 
SOURCE: Data from U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2013. 
http://www.census.gov/acs/www/ 
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FIGURE 1-7 Age distribution of the foreign-born by region of origin, 1960-2010. 
SOURCE: U.S. Census Bureau, Decennial Census 1960-2000; American Community 
Survey 2010 (Grieco et al., 2012). 
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FIGURE 1-8 Age distribution by generation: percentage in each age group.  
SOURCE: Current Population Survey, 2010, 
(https://www.census.gov/population/foreign/files/cps2010/T4.2010.pdf).  
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FIGURE 1-9 General fertility rates per thousand women.  
SOURCE: 2008 to 2012 American Community Survey. 
 

0

0.5

1

1.5

2

2.5

3

Foreign-Born US-Born



Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

The Integration of Immigrants into American Society 

Prepublication copy, uncorrected proofs 
 

1-42 
 

 
FIGURE 1-10 Standardized age ratios of the foreign-born with and without Mexican 
foreign-born, 1850 – 2010. 
SOURCE: Donato and Gabaccia. (2015) Reprinted with permission. 
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FIGURE 1-11 Educational attainment of U.S.-born and foreign-born over age 25, 2013. 
SOURCE: Data from U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2013 1-year 
estimates. Online: http://www.census.gov/acs/www/. 
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FIGURE 1-12 Median earnings by nativity and sex, 2013. 
SOURCE: Data from U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2013 1-year 
estimates. Online: http://www.census.gov/acs/www/. 
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FIGURE 1-13 Yearly earnings for full-time, year-round workers by nativity. 
SOURCE: Data from U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2013. 
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FIGURE 1-14 Median household income by nativity and region of origin, 2010. 
SOURCE:  Data from U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2010. 
Available: http://www.census.gov/prod/2012pubs/acs-19.pdf [August 2015]. 
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FIGURE 1-15 Percentage of households below or near poverty level, by nativity, 2013. 
SOURCE: Data from U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2013. 
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FIGURE 1-16 Percentage of families living in poverty, by nativity and family type, 
2013. 
SOURCE: Data from U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2013. 
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FIGURE 1-17 Number of undocumented immigrants in the United States, 1990-2013. 
SOURCE:  Adapted from Passel et al., 2014 and Passel presentation, 2014.. 
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FIGURE 1-18 Projected growth in foreign-born as share of the total population, 2013-
2060. 
SOURCE: Data from U.S. Census Bureau, 2014 Population Projections. Available: 
http://www.census.gov/population/projections/data/national/2014/summarytables.html 
[August 2015]. 
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FIGURE 1-19 Impact of immigration on the United States, 2001-2014. 
SOURCE: Graph from Saad, 2014. Reprint with permission. 
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2 
LEGAL AND INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT FOR IMMIGRANT 

INTEGRATION 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The opportunities and barriers to immigrant integration in the United States today 

are shaped by historical, legal, economic, and institutional contexts. At present, 
immigration law is one of the most important of these contexts in that it creates varying 
degrees of stability and opportunities, with potentially profound implications for 
immigrant integration. 

Legal status has varied over time in its consequences for immigrant integration. 
Early in the country’s history there was little attention to legal status and noncitizens 
could even vote in federal elections. The U.S. Constitution does not forbid noncitizens 
from voting in federal elections and, until the 1920s, at least 22 states and federal 
territories, and possibly more, allowed noncitizens to vote at some point (Bloemraad, 
2006a; Hayduk, 2006). Various states and territories viewed alien suffrage as an incentive 
to encourage settlement. In the early 1800s, several states in the Midwest allowed male 
residents to vote, regardless of their citizenship status, and in the second half of the 19th 
century, 13 states implemented policies aimed at attracting immigrant residents by giving 
voting rights to “declarant aliens”—immigrants who had declared their intention to 
become U.S. citizens by filing “first papers” (Raskin, 1993). 

The 1790 and 1870 Naturalization Acts restricted naturalization to only white and 
then subsequently black immigrants.  The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 explicitly 
barred Chinese immigrants from citizenship through naturalization, and curtailed almost 
all Chinese migration, while the Immigration Act of 1917 delineated an “Asiatic Barred 
Zone” from which migration was prohibited.  Asian immigrants challenged their 
ineligibility for naturalization, but court rulings such as United States v. Bhagat Singh 
Thind, 261 U.S. 204 (1923), upheld Asian immigrants’ ineligibility for naturalization. 
Beyond setting up barriers to political integration, lack of U.S. citizenship could matter 
for jobs and owning property. In many Western States noncitizens were barred from the 
right to own land. Thus, legal status also blocked Asian immigrants’ economic and social 
integration into American society.1 For white European immigrants who entered the 
United States without inspection to avoid the Quota Acts of the 1920s, there were 
relatively few repercussions, and they were often able to naturalize at a later date (Ngai, 
                                                 

1Importantly, however, the U.S. Supreme Court affirmed, in United States v. Wong Kim Ark, 169 
U.S. 649 (1898), that the children of immigrants born on U.S. soil are automatically U.S. citizens under the 
14th Amendment, regardless of whether or not the immigrant parents were eligible for citizenship, as was 
the case for Asian immigrants (see Chapter 4).  
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2004; Kanstroom, 2010). In recent decades, however, the importance of legal status has 
grown, as have the variety of different legal statuses that immigrants can hold. 

Since its inception, the United States has grappled with two sets of competing 
demands relevant to immigration: first, the conflict between federal and state rights, and 
second, the needs of immigration enforcement versus immigrant integration. 
Policymakers, bureaucrats, and immigrants also face laws and policies that are not 
targeted toward immigration per se but nevertheless have profound implications for 
immigrant integration. Beyond law, many institutions structure the life chances of 
immigrants and their children, including government agencies, nonprofits, informal 
associations, the overall economy, and the business sector. For example, immigrants in 
certain cities and counties can rely on significant support from local government 
agencies, while voluntary organizations such as Catholic Charities, the International 
Rescue Committee, and the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society have long worked in public-
private partnerships to help settle refugees and displaced people moving to the United 
States. Integration therefore occurs within a patchwork of laws, policies, and agencies at 
multiple scales of governance, with variation across place and by designated legal status. 

The legal framework for immigration in the United States is built on three levels: 
federal, state, and local. For much of the 19th Century, immigration and naturalization 
laws were primarily instituted at the state and local level, with little federal oversight or 
intrusion, with the notable exception of exclusions from citizenship based on race.  

By the turn of the 20th century, the federal government began to take a larger role 
in immigration, naturalization, and integration, primarily focused on restricting certain 
groups from entering the United States. Federal supremacy in defining conditions of 
entry continued through the 20th Century, even as the shape of federal law changed from 
increasing restriction through 1924, followed by small openings during World War II, to 
significant revisions starting in 1965. At the same time, states continued to play a 
significant role in regulating immigrants’ access to licenses, public employment, benefits, 
and other aspects important to immigrant integration.  

Today, immigrants’ prospects for integration are shaped by continued dynamics 
of coordination and tension between federal, state, and local government and between 
dual interests in enforcement and integration. These tensions also reflect different 
economic costs and benefits. States and localities do not control who can enter the United 
States, but in some cases they may bear part of the fiscal burden of immigration (Smith 
and Edmonston, 1997).2,3 States and localities have enacted their own complementary or 
conflicting policies and laws to address the needs of their communities in the perceived 
absence or inadequacy of federal action. Three important legal and institutional 
developments of the past 30 years stand out: (1) the proliferation of immigration statuses 
that provide different degrees of permanence and security; (2) the complex and at times 
contradictory policies and laws linked to those statuses; and (3) the broadening of 
grounds for removal and constraints on relief, with the related centrality of executive 

                                                 
2For further information on the fiscal impacts of immigration on states, see: 

http://www.ncsl.org/Portals/1/Documents/statefed/LiteratureReview_June%202013Final.pdf [August 
2015]. 

3Estimating the fiscal impacts of immigration is the stated charge of the National Research 
Council’s Panel on the Economic and Fiscal Effects of Immigration. That panel’s final report is scheduled 
for release at the end of 2015. 
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action to immigrants’ prospects. Each of these factors shapes or undermines opportunities 
for immigrant integration. Thus, while federal law continues to define the formal legal 
status of immigrants in the United States, policies at the state and local level are also 
central to their integration trajectory (Rodriguez, 2014).  

This chapter analyzes the legal and institutional framework for immigration, 
beginning with a brief history of immigration policy in the United States and the 
development of what legal analysts call “immigration law” and “alienage law” as the 
federal government expanded its role in this arena. Next, it examines the proliferation of 
legal statuses since 1965. Last, it details the current framework for immigration 
federalism and the tension between two competing trends: increasing enforcement and 
federal supremacy over exit and entry, and the devolution of decisions about public 
benefits to states, coupled with the delegation of integration efforts to state and local 
government and nongovernmental organizations. 
 

HISTORY OF IMMIGRATION POLICY IN THE UNITED STATES 
 
The federal government did little to regulate immigration, citizenship, and 

integration in the first century after the nation’s founding. With the exception of the 1790 
Naturalization Act, the Alien and Sedition Act (1798), and various treaties and informal 
agreements, the federal government played a limited role (see Table 2-1). A federal 
immigration bureau was established only in 1890, followed by the federal naturalization 
service in 1906. Instead, states and localities were the “primary immigration regulators” 
(Neuman, 1993). Some tried to channel migration through regulation of shipping lines, 
while others focused on local rights or benefits tied to residency. Some populous states, 
like New York, had “robust” immigration and integration agencies (Law, 2013). 
Meanwhile the first federal naturalization legislation, enacted in 1790, gave authority 
over naturalization to any common law court of record in any state (this was amended in 
1795 to include courts in the territories or a federal court), leading to wide variation in 
procedures and citizenship acquisition across the country (Raskin, 1993; Law, 2013). 
From the perspective of the contemporary period, this early period was remarkable for its 
lack of federal oversight and the relative unimportance of immigration status or 
citizenship. Residents’ race, gender, and ownership of property were much more 
consequential for rights, access to benefits, and shaping life chances (Smith, 1999). 

 
Development of Immigration Federalism, 1875-1970  

 
After the Civil War, states began to pass laws attempting to regulate immigration 

both by requiring newcomers to post bonds upon entry and by attempting to control the 
privileges or rights given to noncitizens. This set the stage for conflict between federal 
and state control that still characterizes the regulation of immigration, alienage, and 
immigrant integration today. In 1875, The Chy Lung v. Freeman Supreme Court case (92 
U.S. 275) proved a turning point in the balance of power over immigration because the 
court “emphatically stated that control over the admission of foreigners into the country 
was exclusively a federal responsibility” (Gulasekaram and Ramakrishnan, 2015). But it 
left open the possibility for limited state and local regulation, opening the door to a 
distinction between immigration law— regulation over exit and entry—and alienage law, 
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which regulates noncitizens’ access to social benefits and licenses and restricts their 
options relative to citizens (Rodriguez, 2014).  

In addition, in 1875 Congress passed the first restrictive federal immigration law, 
the Page Act, which prohibited the entry of “undesirable” immigrants and targeted Asian 
migrants both at their ports of departure and at entry into the United States (Peffer, 1986). 
Subsequently, the executive and legislative branches built up the federal U.S. 
immigration system, while the judicial branch continued to develop the nuances of 
immigration and alienage jurisprudence. In 1882, the Chinese Exclusion Act barred most 
Chinese immigration and also specified that Chinese immigrants were ineligible for 
naturalization. Congressional restrictions on immigration from Asia expanded in 
subsequent decades, culminating in the Immigration Act of 1924, which enshrined 
national origin quotas that effectively barred any vestige of migration from Asia. It also 
sharply curtailed immigration from Eastern and Southern Europe (Ngai, 2014; Tichenor, 
2009).  

Supreme Court cases spurred the creation of two interrelated legal frameworks 
that continue to set the parameters for authority over immigration: preemption and 
alienage (see Table 2-2). In cases upholding the Chinese Exclusion Act, the Supreme 
Court made it clear that the power to enact immigration laws rests solely with the federal 
government because Congress possesses plenary authority to regulate entry, exit, and the 
terms of immigrants’ presence under the Supremacy Clause of the Constitution; state and 
local laws cannot contradict or undermine federal immigration regulation (Rodriguez, 
2014). A distinct alienage framework developed from another court case, Yick Wo v. 
Hopkins, (1886; 118 U.S. 356), in which the Supreme Court struck down a local San 
Francisco ordinance targeting Chinese-owned laundries. Thereafter, courts acknowledged 
federal dominance with respect to alienage (how citizens and immigrants can be treated 
differently) but allowed for some state and local control over the everyday lives of 
immigrants. While state laws and local ordinances that seek to regulate the entry or legal 
presence of immigrants are banned via preemption, the alienage framework allows some 
room for state and local laws that treat immigrants and citizens differently. State and 
local laws that seek to differentiate between citizens and noncitizens are subject to 
heightened review under the Equal Protection Clause of the 14th Amendment, to 
determine whether distinctions between citizens and aliens are justified (Rodriguez, 
2014). Although the line separating immigration and alienage law remains blurry, the 
distinction carries consequences to the present day, as courts continue to struggle to 
delineate when and where states and localities have authority over the immigrants living 
in their jurisdictions.  

 
Federal Laws and the Proliferation of Statuses, 1965 to Present  

 
The 1965 Hart Celler Act eliminated national origin quotas, which many 

Americans had come to see as rooted in racist ideas about non-whites and at odds with 
the spirit of the U.S. Constitution (Zolberg, 2006). The act was passed along with the 
Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965. Having opened the door to 
new migration, the United States entered the 1970s on an expansionary trajectory, as is 
evident in the immigration profile sketched in Chapter 1. However, statistical 
descriptions of the number, origins, and other demographic features of contemporary 
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immigrants obscure another central immigration story unfolding since 1971: the 
development of an increasingly complex system with a proliferation of legal statuses, 
along with consequential distinctions between these statuses. These distinctions are based 
on immigration law, alienage provisions, and the consequences of legislation and 
regulations enacted in policy arenas beyond immigration.  

On the legislative side, federal laws have led to increases in both legal and 
unauthorized immigration, while sometimes explicitly limiting, and at other times 
encouraging, state and local enforcement schemes (Rodriguez, 2014). The 1980 Refugee 
Act established formal criteria and legal statuses for the admission of refugees and 
migrants of humanitarian concern, including the establishment of an asylum system and 
the federal Office of Refugee Resettlement, an agency in the Department of Health and 
Human Services explicitly focused on assisting refugees with integration (see Table 2-1). 
The 1986 Immigration Reform and Control Act legalized the status of undocumented 
residents who could prove long-term residence and of certain migrant agricultural 
workers; it also created the first federal sanctions for employers knowingly hiring 
unauthorized workers. At the same time, this 1986 law left open the possibility for states 
to penalize businesses by restricting their operating licenses (See Chamber of Commerce 
v. Whiting, 2011, in Table 2-2).  

The 1990 Immigration Act created new high-skilled visa categories and a new 
diversity lottery to allow people from countries underrepresented in the United States to 
migrate legally; it also raised the quota on family-sponsored migrants. Demand for family 
sponsorship has nevertheless far outstripped supply, and there are large backlogs for 
countries with large numbers of immigrants. Wait times for particular family categories 
from countries with large immigration flows, such as Mexico and the Philippines, have 
often exceeded 20 years.4 The 1990 Act also created Temporary Protected Status (TPS), 
a temporary status discussed further below.  

 
Immigration Statuses 

 
The federal government exerts profound influence over immigrant integration 

through the definition of status. A wide variety of statuses exist under federal 
immigration law, each of which establishes foundations for integration of varying 
stability and scope. These statuses fall into four approximate categories: permanent, 
temporary, discretionary, and undocumented. 

 
Permanent Status  

The paradigmatic immigration status is lawful permanent residency—often 
referred to as “having a green card.” Lawful permanent resident (LPR) status historically 
has served as a way station to citizenship (Motomura, 2006) and has constituted the 
strongest anchor the law provides for noncitizens. The alienage law governing LPR status 
has been relatively stable for 3 decades because courts subject the distinctions drawn 
between citizens and LPRs by state and local governments to heightened review under 
the Fourteenth Amendment’s Equal Protection Clause (Graham v. Richardson, 1971; 
Rodríguez and Rubio-Marin, 2011). Today this principle effectively means that any 
                                                 

4Priority dates for each category are listed in the State Department visa bulletins, updated monthly: 
http://travel.state.gov/content/visas/english/law-and-policy/bulletin.html. 
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distinction drawn by states and localities without federal authorization, other than those 
that go to the heart of the state’s definition of its political community (Sugarman v. 
Dougall, 1973; see Table 2-2), are constitutionally invalid (Rodriguez, 2014).  

Although Congress can place virtually any contingency on permanent status it 
deems appropriate, a limited but potentially consequential set of distinctions exists today. 
The primary “disabilities” that attend LPR status and likely affect integration prospects 
are the lack of voting and other political rights, constraints on access to certain public 
benefits, and most profoundly, the absence of the right to remain (Rodriguez, 2014). 

 
Temporary Statuses  

Alongside the regime of permanent immigration under lawful permanent 
residency, a complex system of temporary immigration statuses has taken shape. 
Temporary visa holders are entitled to only limited periods of presence in the United 
States. Some of these visas are granted for particular employment purposes, ranging from 
agricultural and service jobs to high-skilled technical and academic positions (Myers, 
2006). The number of these temporary “nonimmigrants” dwarfs the number of LPRs 
admitted under the employment categories each year. In 2012, for example, more than 
600,000 nonimmigrants were admitted for employment purposes, compared to 144,000 
employment-based LPRs (although over 1 million LPRs were admitted in total, due to the 
system’s heavy bias toward family immigration) (Wilson, 2013). Significant numbers of 
temporary visa workers eventually adjust to LPR status or develop ties to employers and 
U.S. citizens that lead to a desire to remain, making the integration question relevant 
(Myers, 2006, p. 11). And although some temporary visas only enable seasonal presence, 
many others, such as the H1-B visa, permit repeated renewals that can result in presence 
for a decade or more.  

The largest non-employment-based temporary status is Temporary Protected 
Status, created by Congress as part of the Immigration Act of 1990 (Public Law 101-
649). TPS was designed as a mechanism to provide temporary protection to individuals 
who are unable to return to their home countries because of an armed conflict, 
environmental disaster, or other condition that is deemed temporary. Since 1990, various 
countries have been designated (and in some cases delisted from) the TPS category, and 
the continuing designation of some countries has led to large populations of temporary 
nonimmigrants with TPS residing in the United States for extended periods of time. 

Constitutionally speaking, the equal protection constraints on state authority apply 
for the most part to all those lawfully present, including those in temporary statuses. 
Negative integration consequences can result from the perception that low-skilled 
immigrants will not be long-term residents and from the labor exploitation that could 
result from temporary-visa workers’ inability to change employers. To the extent that the 
legal structure fails to provide adequate avenues to long-term presence for those with 
temporary status who develop ties to the United States but lose their temporary status, 
these statuses also exacerbate the problem of undocumented immigration. However, 
policies designed to extend the rights granted LPR status throughout the legal-status 
system might result in less tolerance for immigration generally (Rodriguez, 2014; Ruhs, 
2013).  
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Discretionary Statuses  
 The third category of immigration status under federal law is discretionary status: 
lawful status conferred through Executive discretion. The most important discretionary 
status is deferred action status. Unlike TPS, deferred action has no statutory foundation 
but is instead part of the Executive’s authority to determine whether to initiate or pursue 
removal in a particular case. The executive branch has long relied on deferred action to 
manage its docket and provide a form of humanitarian relief, but until the Obama 
Administration initiated Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) in 2012, it had 
not been used as a form of categorical relief. Under DACA, unauthorized immigrants 
between the ages of 15 and 30 who were brought to the United States as minors and meet 
certain criteria are granted both work authorization and temporary protection from 
deportation.5 In November 2014, President Obama expanded DACA and created 
Deferred Action for Parental Accountability for parents of U.S. citizens and LPRs, 
although as of April 2015, these changes have been halted by the courts. Notably, 
deferred action is not intended to result in permanent presence, and the fact that the 
Executive retains authority to terminate the statuses makes them inherently unstable, a 
distinction the panel discusses further in Chapter 3.  
 
Undocumented Status  

Undocumented status, also called “unauthorized” or “illegal,” is the direct if 
unintended result of the development of legal statuses over the last century. Although the 
image of those in undocumented status is of migrants who entered without inspection by 
illicitly crossing the border, an estimated 45 percent of immigrants with this status 
entered the United States legally via other statuses and then fell “out of status” when 
those statuses expired or were revoked (visa overstayers)6. Undocumented status may 
also be a starting point for transitions to other legal statuses, such as TPS, although it is 
much easier for visa overstayers to transition to other statuses than it is for those who 
entered without inspection. As discussed throughout the report, undocumented status 
offers few legal protections and is inherently unstable because the undocumented are at 
constant risk of deportation, which poses significant barriers to immigrant integration.  

 
MODERN IMMIGRATION FEDERALISM:  
ENFORCEMENT VERSUS INTEGRATION 

 
Since 1971, immigration federalism has been shaped by two trends. First, the 

federal government has continued to strengthen its control over immigration enforcement 
while continuing to expand the grounds for removal. Despite the steady increase in 
unauthorized immigration until the Great Recession in 2007 and the perception by many 
that the federal government has done little to secure the U.S. borders or enforce 
immigration law, there has been unprecedented growth in funding, technology, and 
                                                 

5http://www.dhs.gov/news/2012/06/15/secretary-napolitano-announces-deferred-action-process-
young-people-who-are-low 

6The Department of Homeland Security has not issued an estimate of the number of visa 
overstayers. Pew Research Center estimated 45 percent in 2006 (see Pew Research Center, Modes of Entry 
for the Unauthorized Migrant Population. Hispanic Trends Fact Sheet, 
http://www.pewhispanic.org/2006/05/22/modes-of-entry-for-the-unauthorized-migrant-population/ [August 
2015]).  



Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

The Integration of Immigrants into American Society 

Prepublication copy, uncorrected proofs 
 

 2-8 

personnel dedicated to enforcement over the past 20 years. In fiscal 2012, spending on 
immigration enforcement was almost $18 billion, exceeding by approximately 24 percent 
the combined total funding of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, Drug Enforcement 
Agency, U.S. Secret Service, U.S. Marshals Service, and Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, 
Firearms, and Explosives, and 15 times the amount it spent in 1986, the year the 
Immigration Reform and Control Act was enacted (Meissner, et al., 2013). Since 1990, 
millions of immigrants have been detained and deported from the United States. And 
when states have attempted to take a stronger role in enforcement, as Arizona did in 2010 
with the passage of The Support our Law Enforcement and Safe Neighborhoods Act (SB 
1070),7 they have generally been blocked by the courts.8 

Second, the federal government has devolved decisions about whether and which 
immigrants can access public benefits to states and localities, while simultaneously 
delegating the majority of integration services to state and municipal governments and 
nongovernmental organizations. So while the federal government maintains tight control 
over immigrant entry and exit, it has given states significant leeway in determining access 
to various social benefits and is often only indirectly involved in immigrant integration 
efforts. These two trends—federal enforcement and decentralized integrative strategies—
are discussed in the next two sections. 

 
Enforcement Federalism 

 
As noted in Chapter 1, an important part of the context for immigrant integration 

today has been the increase in federal immigration enforcement, including the 
militarization of the U.S.-Mexico border, the increase in interior enforcement, and the 
unprecedented rise in deportations of noncitizens after 1990 (see Figure 2-1). And while 
the executive branch has increased funding and resources for immigration enforcement, 
Congress has steadily expanded the grounds for removal while limiting the avenues for 
relief. The Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1988 played a pivotal role in creating the current 
legal framework because it created the concept of “aggravated felony” and rendered 
deportable any noncitizen convicted of a crime that falls within the definition. Congress 
expanded the scope of the definition dramatically in the ensuing years via the 
Antiterrorism and Effective Death Penalty Act (1996), the USA PATRIOT Act [Uniting 
and Strengthening America by Providing Appropriate Tools Required to Intercept and 
Obstruct Terrorism Act of 2001] and other legislation (see Table 2-1), while closing off 
most avenues of relief, including cancellation of removal and asylum and eliminating 
judicial review of discretionary denials generally (Legomsky, 1999).  

The steady expansion of grounds for removal and corresponding limitation of 
relief have had serious consequences for immigrant’s integration prospects because 
anyone who has not been naturalized is now theoretically deportable (Kanstroom, 2007). 
Both developments destabilize LPR status by rendering even long-time residents more 

                                                 
7This Arizona statute was introduced in 2010 as Senate Bill 1070 and is therefore commonly 

called “SB 1070.” 
8The Obama administration’s lawsuit against Arizona’s Senate Bill 1070 was novel, as the 

government has historically relied on private litigants to bring preemption claims against state laws. 
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easily removable. This increased uncertainty in turn has significant implications for 
immigrant families (see Chapter 3). 

Congress has shown little if any interest in revisiting the grounds for removal, and 
the absence of legislative movement on this issue has resulted in what could be described 
as “compensation” by the executive branch (Cox and Rodriguez, 2009, pp. 519-528). The 
last three administrations have issued memoranda instructing prosecutors for the 
Immigration and Naturalization Service and its successor, Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement, to take factors such as family ties and links to the community into account 
when determining whether to initiate removal (Wadhia, 2010). Most recently, the Obama 
administration has issued a series of memoranda emphasizing that interior enforcement 
should be directed first and foremost at noncitizens who present national security or 
public safety risks. Despite the record number of removals under the Obama 
administration (see Figure 2-1), the executive branch has also used its discretion to shift 
enforcement resources from the interior to the border (Rosenblum and Meissner, 2014), 
away from worksite raids and toward employer audits, and away from home raids toward 
reliance on the criminal justice machinery (Rodriguez, 2014; Chacon, 2007).  

These discretionary moves may reduce the risk of removal and leave greater 
numbers of families and communities intact. Shifting resources away from targeting 
workplaces and homes can make enforcement operations less disruptive to immigrant 
communities, even if the number of removals continues to increase. And in theory, 
shifting resources away from interior enforcement to recent entrants at the border can 
provide significant relief for established immigrant families because the targets of interior 
enforcement are more likely to have community and family ties than recent entrants, 
although some (and perhaps many) of the latter may also be attempting entry (or re-entry) 
to the United States to reunite with families. However, executive discretion is a limited 
tool for immigrant integration because Congress has expanded the grounds for removal, 
and discretionary statuses provide no pathway to lawful permanent residence.  
 
Federal and State Enforcement Strategies 

Although the federal government has continually reasserted its supremacy in 
immigration enforcement, there have been efforts to leverage state and local encounters 
with immigrants to assist enforcement strategies. For instance, in 1996 the Illegal 
Immigration Reform and Immigration Responsibility Act authorized formal cooperation 
between federal and state and local authorities, including the 287(g)9 agreements in 
which state and local police receive federal training for, and are authorized to perform, 
immigration functions. Even at the program’s peak, the 287(g) program was very limited 
in scope, and under the Obama administration attention initially shifted from the 287(g) 
program to the Secure Communities program.  

Secure Communities took advantage of state and local enforcement resources by 
allowing state and local police to routinely share their arrest data with the Federal Bureau 
of Investigation, which in turn shared those data with the Department of Homeland 
Security (DHS) so it could be compared with DHS databases to determine if a person in 
state or local custody is removable. President Obama discontinued the program in a 
November 2014 Executive Action, replacing it with the “Priority Enforcement Program,” 
                                                 

9This descriptor is a shorthand reference to the Immigration and Nationality Act, Section 287(g), 
codified at  8 U.S.C. § 1357(g). 
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which is intended to target only those who have been convicted of certain serious crimes 
or who pose a danger to national security. This executive action, which took effect on 
January 5, 2015, targets enforcement to “noncitizens who have been convicted of serious 
crimes, are threats to public safety, are recent illegal entrants, or have violated recent 
deportation orders” (Rosenblum, 2015). Although the data-sharing aspects of Secure 
Communities continue, DHS states that it will only seek notification about potentially 
removable persons rather than all undocumented people, except in special circumstances. 
For people who were already in detention before the Priority Enforcement Program 
(which replaced Secure Communities) went into effect on July 1, 2015, if Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement deems the case to be nonpriority, they might be released. If 
they are already in deportation proceedings, other factors come into play, such as the 
availability of legal counsel, in determining whether the case proceeds or is terminated 
(and the deportation stopped). As an executive action, these changes also can change with 
a new President. Many aspects of this new policy are still unclear as of the time of this 
report. 

The Supreme Court’s decision in Arizona v. United States (see Table 2-2) leaves 
open the realm of informal federal-state cooperation. In many areas of law enforcement, 
the federal government depends on state and local police to advance its objectives 
because the federal government does not have the resources or capacity to fully enforce 
its own laws. DHS depends on informal information-sharing from states and localities to 
identify removable noncitizens—a dependence that has become all the more significant 
as the grounds for removal have expanded (Motomura, 2012). In addition, federal law 
does require the federal government to accept inquiries from state and local police into 
the immigration status of those in police custody (8 U.S.C. § 1373(b)). The law therefore 
effectively requires the federal government to receive information from police that could 
prompt the initiation of removal.  

Arizona v. United States also left in place SB 1070’s section 2(B), which requires 
police to inquire into the immigration status of anyone with whom they come into contact 
if there is reason to believe they are in the country unlawfully. Currently six states (Utah, 
Indiana, Alabama, Georgia, South Carolina, and Arizona) have passed laws that allow 
police to question individuals about their legal status. Several studies (Ayon and Becerra, 
2013; Santos and Menjivar, 2014; Santos et al., 2013; Toomey et al., 2014) indicate that 
these SB 1070–inspired policies have had deleterious effects on Latino immigrant 
families’ well-being. However, enthusiasm for enforcement may be on the wane, and 
many local police departments have taken a pragmatic approach to the law in order to 
limit its impact on immigrant communities (Trevizo and Brousseau, 2014). Meanwhile, 
the Supreme Court explicitly left open the possibility for lawsuits alleging civil rights and 
other constitutional violations. Alabama and South Carolina appear to have abandoned 
their own analogues to SB 1070, section 2(B), in the wake of federal lawsuits.  

 
Enforcement Resistance 

Today, eagerness for enforcement in places like Arizona contrasts with resistance 
to enforcement elsewhere. By 2013, at least 70 jurisdictions nationwide had adopted 
ordinances that restrained public officials from inquiring into the immigration status of 
persons they encounter (Elias, 2013, p. 726), in the tradition of the sanctuary movement 
of the 1980s, when churches and some localities sought to shelter Central American 
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refugees from removal (Rodríguez, 2008, pp. 600-605). The most recent and arguably 
most powerful manifestation of enforcement resistance has taken the form of so-called 
anti-detainer ordinances (Graber, 2012). Three states—California, Connecticut, and 
Colorado—and numerous cities, such as Chicago and Los Angeles, have adopted 
ordinances or statutes (sometimes known as TRUST Acts) that constrain the 
circumstances under which local police may hold persons pursuant to a detainer, usually 
permitting acquiescence to the federal request only in the case of serious offenses or 
where an outstanding order of removal exists (National Immigration Law Center, 2012).  

Although some localities have treated detainers as mandatory, existing Supreme 
Court federalism precedents (e.g., Printz v. United States, 521 U.S. 898, 1997) likely 
would prevent DHS from attempting to make them so. And two federal district courts 
recently have issued opinions placing constitutional limits on detainers, which helped 
spur the changes to Secure Communities.10 It is currently unclear whether these anti-
detainer ordinances have become obsolete or will be revised to prohibit even notification 
in response to the changes to Secure Communities. As of the time this report was 
completed, several efforts were under way in the U.S. Senate to limit the power of 
municipalities to pass anti-detainer ordinances, which further clouds the future for 
enforcement resistance. 

 
Other Forms of Autonomous State Action 

In addition to the ongoing involvement of local law enforcement bureaucracies in 
immigration enforcement, recent legal developments have left some space for states and 
localities to adopt other enforcement measures.11 First, in 2011 the Supreme Court upheld 
Arizona’s Legal Arizona Worker’s Act (Table 2-2), which threatens to take away the 
business licenses of employers who hire unauthorized workers and requires employers to 
use the federal E-Verify database to determine whether a prospective employee is 
authorized to work. The statute is essentially unenforced (Gans, 2008, p. 14; Santa Cruz, 
2010), but there is evidence suggesting that its existence prompted some immigrant 
workers to relocate to another state (Bohn et al., 2014; Lofstrom and Bohn, 2011) and 
may have motivated employers to fire or refuse to hire immigrants and even certain 
ethnic minorities (Menjívar, 2013) to avoid penalties. However, it did little to help the 
labor market outcomes of native low-skilled workers (Bohn et al., 2015) and might have 
increased immigrant workers’ perception of vulnerability, pushing them further 
underground (Menjívar and Enchautegui, 2015). 

Second, the federal courts have divided over whether laws that require landlords 
to verify immigration status and prohibit them from renting to unauthorized immigrants 
are preempted by Arizona v. United States, and the Supreme Court has declined to review 

                                                 
10See Jeh Johnson’s Memo in response to President Obama’s Executive Action: 

http://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/publications/14_1120_memo_secure_communities.pdf 
11States may also use their own criminal laws in ways that destabilize immigrant communities. 

Prosecutors in Maricopa County, Arizona, for example, have used the state’s antismuggling law to crack 
down not only on those who transport unauthorized immigrants but on unauthorized immigrants 
themselves, for self-smuggling (Eagly, 2011, p. 1760). In 2006, voters in Arizona adopted a referendum 
categorically denying bail to unauthorized immigrants charged with certain crimes, including identity theft, 
sexual assault, and murder. Although an 11-member panel of the Ninth Circuit recently struck down that 
provision as “excessive” and therefore a violation of substantive due process, (Lopez-Valenzuela v. Arpaio, 
2014 WL 5151625 [9th Cir. Oct. 15, 2014]), similar provisions exist in at least three other states.  
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these cases, leaving the issue undecided. These ordinances are arguably the most 
significant assaults on immigrants’ presence enacted to date because they threaten the 
most serious human rights consequences. But few localities have adopted them, and their 
greatest impact may be not the imposition of homelessness but the potential displacement 
of immigrants to other locales—with corresponding economic consequences for the 
communities left behind (Capps, et al., 2011; Singer et al., 2009). More research is 
needed on the actual effects of these laws on immigrant integration and mobility. 

Finally, the latest aspect of federal-state contestation has arisen in response to 
DACA. As of early 2015, one state—Nebraska—still refuses to issue drivers’ licenses to 
DACA recipients despite their lawful presence (although they still lack formal lawful 
status). Although the vast majority of states have moved quickly to make licenses 
available, this development reflects the persistence of the debate over the social position 
of undocumented immigrations. The Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals used the preemption 
framework to block Arizona’s law, on the theory that denying them licenses would 
significantly undermine their ability to work and therefore conflict with federal policy 
that authorized their employment (Arizona DREAM Act Coalition v. Brewer, 757 F.3d 
1053, 9th Cir. 2014).  

 
Integration Federalism 

 
Even as the federal government has moved to affirm its supremacy over 

immigration enforcement and limited the role of states in enforcement actions, it has 
devolved to states and localities the responsibility for decisions about access to various 
public benefits, while relying on state and local agencies and nongovernmental 
organizations to carry out its affirmative integrative programs. Integration federalism 
therefore reverses the burden of responsibility, decentralizing decisions about access to 
social goods that aid integration and leaving most of the affirmative integration work to 
institutions removed from direct federal control.  

 
Affirmative Integration Programs 

Unlike other countries with large immigrant populations, the United States has not 
constructed a centralized immigrant integration system, and “no single federal entity has 
been designated to lead the creation, implementation, and coordination of a national 
immigrant integration capability,” (Government Accountability Office, 2011, p. 25). 
Instead, efforts to provide support for immigrants’ adjustment to life in the United States 
are largely the province of state and local bureaucracies and the private sector, with 
limited federal support in the form of grants and information dissemination. (See Chapter 
4 for more details on federal integration efforts for naturalization and civic inclusion.)  

The federal government does maintain a variety of grant programs administered 
by its various agencies and designed to provide technical and cash assistance to service 
providers that work with immigrants, as well as to provide support for civics education 
and preparation for naturalization. And U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services 
provides basic information to assist in the naturalization process. The panel discusses 
other federal integration programs below. 
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Federal Integration Strategies 
The most robust federal integration program is specifically targeted toward 

refugees. The Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration within the State 
Department matches refugees with nongovernmental organizations under contract to 
provide housing, furnishings, food, and other essential services for 1 to 3 months. The 
Office of Refugee Resettlement within the Department of Health and Human Services 
also handles transitional assistance for “temporarily dependent refugees,” and the 
Immigration and Nationality Act gives the Director of the Office of Refugee 
Resettlement the authority to provide cash, medical assistance, and social service 
assistance to refugees (Immigration and Nationality Act, Sections 412(c) and 412(e), 
codified at [8 USC 1522]). These benefits usually are run through state agencies and are 
designed to assist refugees who are ineligible for federal assistance programs (Bruno, 
2011, p. 9). The State Department also strives to resettle refugees where they have 
families or where relevant ethnic communities exist, hence some of the unexpected 
settlement patterns of specific groups of immigrants (Patrick, 2004). The implications of 
these programs for refugees and asylees are discussed further in Chapter 3. 

For most immigrants, however, state and local institutions and the private sector 
perform the bulk of what would be considered traditional affirmative integration 
functions, such as language and civics education, job training, and assistance accessing 
public benefits and institutions. This is in sharp contrast to most other immigrant-
receiving countries such as Canada, Australia, and Western European countries, which 
have more-comprehensive government-run programs for immigrant integration.12 Even 
the federal government’s own integration policies rely heavily on state and local 
governments to implement and run these programs. Scholars and advocates for reform 
have noted and criticized the lack of federal coordination and leadership concerning 
immigrant integration (Bloemraad and De Graauw, 2011, p. 10-11; Catholic Immigrant 
Network, 2007; Kerwin et al., 2011, pp. 6-9).  

As noted in Chapter 1, President Obama’s White House Task Force on New 
Americans recently undertook a review of immigration integration efforts across federal 
agencies in order to identify goals to strengthen integration and build “strong and 
welcoming communities” (White House Task Force on New Americans, 2015, p. 2). The 
report makes a series of recommendations to agencies to promote integration but does not 
call for a more centralized immigrant integration system. Federalizing the integration 
process ultimately requires a clear definition of what integration means and how it should 
be measured, or at least identification of those characteristics of integration that can be 
encouraged through government action. Whether greater centralization would promote 
better integration outcomes than the status quo also depends on which jurisdiction’s 
programs are being evaluated; as discussed below, offices in states such as Illinois and 
New York may offer far more tailored and extensive integration assistance than the 
federal government could provide.  

 
Adult Education and Workforce Training 

In addition to civics and naturalization education efforts that are explicitly aimed 

                                                 
12While systematic studies comparing naturalization programs across countries have been done 

(Bloemraad, 2006), the panel did not find systematic cross-country studies comparing centralized as 
opposed to localized programs of immigrant integration. This area needs further research. 
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at preparing immigrants for their potential roles as American citizens, the federal 
government plays a strong role in integration education via adult education and 
workforce training. The principal vehicle of support for adult education and training has 
been the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act of 201413 (WIOA) and its 
predecessor, the Workforce Investment Act of 1998. The two principal titles of interest 
here are Title I, which focuses on the provision of employment and training services for 
adults, and Title II,14 which sets out the law’s adult education and literacy programs: 
specifically adult basic education, adult secondary education, and English as a second 
language (ESL).  

As discussed in Chapter 1, the large number of immigrants with low levels of 
education and/or limited English proficiency is not a new phenomenon or even a new 
cause for concern. What is relatively new is legislation explicitly designed to address 
these issues. Today, several pertinent trends underscore the needs of immigrant and 
limited English proficient (LEP) 15 adults for adult education and workforce training.  

One such trend is the sustained concentration of immigrant workers in low-skill 
jobs: 57 percent in 2013. The shares of immigrant workers in middle- and high-skilled 
jobs in 2013 were 19 and 24 percent respectively. 16 Second, while the literacy, 
numeracy, and technological skills of all U.S. adults trail those of adults in many OECD 
countries surveyed by the Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Skills 
(PIAAC), immigrants’ skills lagged those of the native-born. Immigrants made up 15 
percent of the U.S. adult population in 2012, but were one-third of low-skilled adults 
according to the PIAAC, faring worse on this measure than immigrants in most other 
countries surveyed (Office of Career, Technical, and Adult Education 2015).17 (The 
likely reason for this situation is that many immigrants to the United States are not as 
highly selected as immigrants to other receiving countries and thus contain more low-
skilled people.) Third, 2013 American Community Survey data show that close to half 
(46 percent) of all full-time immigrant workers in the United States were LEP, while 
about a quarter of immigrant workers (23 percent) were low LEP—that is, they spoke 
little if any English.18  

Fourth, higher levels of education attainment are no guarantee of literacy in 
English. According to the PIAAC, 22 percent of natives and 54 percent of immigrants 
with college degrees scored “below proficient” in English literacy (Batalova and Fix, 
2015). 
 
Adult Education Since the 18th century, educating adults and integrating newcomers 

                                                 
13Public Law 113-128 (2014), codified under USC 113.  
14Since 1998, Title II of the Workforce Investment Act has been known as the Adult Education 

and Family Literacy Act. 
15The term "limited English proficient" refers to persons ages 5 and older who reported speaking 

English "not at all," "not well," or "well" on the American Community Survey questionnaire. Individuals 
who reported speaking only English or speaking English "very well" are considered proficient in English. 

16Analysis by Michael Fix and Jeanne Batalova, Migration Policy Institute, of the 2000 Census 
and 2007, 2010, and 2013 American Community Survey (ACS) data.   

17PIAAC data also indicate that the second generation’s literacy, numeracy, and technology skills 
catch up to that of the third generation native-born (Batalova and Fix, 2015). 

18Michael Fix and Jeanne Batalova, Migration Policy Institute, of 2013 American Community 
Survey. 
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have often been mutually reinforcing national and state policy objectives (Eyre, 2013). 
States created evening schools in the late 19th and early 20th centuries to provide 
language classes to new migrants, and the 1918 Immigration Act provided federal 
assistance to schools to offer English language, history, government, and citizenship 
classes to promote naturalization (Eyre, 2013). Since the 1960s “War on Poverty” and the 
1964 enactment of the Economic Opportunity Act (Public Law 88- 452), the federal 
government has provided substantial support to states to provide ESL training under the 
nation’s adult basic education and workforce development law (McHugh et al., 2007). As 
over 40 percent of the 1.6 million enrollees in adult education supported in part by federal 
funds were in ESL classes in 2013, it could be argued that federal and state support for 
these programs represents an often-overlooked cornerstone of national immigrant 
integration policy. State financial contributions to adult education, and presumably to 
ESL, vary widely. In California, for example, roughly 20 percent of overall spending on 
adult education comes from federal funds; in Texas the share is 75 percent. States also 
vary in terms of the number and shares of adult English learners enrolled in ESL classes 
and in the access states provide to adult education programs for undocumented 
immigrants (for instance, Arizona and Georgia ban their enrollment).  

The economic returns to immigrants from learning their receiving country’s 
language have been widely studied both in the United States and internationally 
(Chiswick and Miller, 2008; 2009; 2010). For instance, data from the 2001 Australian 
Census indicated that the earnings of immigrants who were proficient in the destination 
country language were 15 percent higher than those who were not proficient (Chiswick 
and Miller, 2008). And other studies have found that LEP high-skilled immigrants were 
twice as likely to work in unskilled jobs as those with equivalent skills who were English 
proficient (e.g., Wilson, 2013). (Chapter 7 discusses this topic further.) 

Several trends in ESL education are critical to immigrant integration. First is the 
wide but declining reach of ESL programs funded under Title II of the WIOA. In 
program year 1999-2000, states enrolled 1.1 million adults in ESL classes, representing 
38 percent of all students enrolled in adult education classes supported in part with 
federal funds. By program year 2013-2014, the number had fallen to 667,000 enrollees. 
ESL enrollees, however, represented a rising share of all adult education students: 42 
percent in program year 2013-2014.19 

Second, adult education for all adults—but especially for those with limited 
English skills—typically proceeds sequentially from English language learning to 
obtaining a secondary-education credential (for example, passing the General Education 
Development test), and then to post-secondary professional credentials or post-secondary 
education. This long, attenuated process often does not match the time and economic 
pressures many low-income adult immigrants experience today, making persistence and 
progress in ESL classes and low transfer rates from adult secondary education to post-
secondary education a source of abiding policy concern. According to the most recent 
data, only 46 percent of adults in federally supported ESL programs completed the level 

                                                 
19Migration Policy Institute tabulation of data for the 50 U.S. states and the District of Columbia 

from U.S. Department of Education, Office of Vocational and Adult Education/Division of Adult 
Education and Literacy, National Reporting System: “State Enrollment by Program Type (ABE, ESL, 
ASE): All States,” program year 1999-2000 and 2013-
2014. https://wdcrobcolp01.ed.gov/CFAPPS/OVAE/NRS/reports/. Accessed on January 15, 2015. 
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in which they enrolled; 54 percent “separated before they completed” or “remained 
within level.”20 Commonly cited barriers to persistence and progress for low-wage 
immigrants include work conflicts and transportation and child care issues.  
 
Workforce Training As noted above, the federal government’s current principal vehicle 
for funding workforce training programs is the WIOA. Title I of that new law sets out the 
federal government’s core programs in skills development, including employment and 
training for adults. While LEP individuals—many of whom are immigrants—have been a 
central focus of language and literacy programs, these populations historically were 
underrepresented in workforce training programs receiving support under the predecessor 
to the WIOA, the Workforce Investment Act. Despite the fact that LEP workers make up 
35 percent of all workers lacking a high school degree, they represented just 3 percent of 
those receiving Title I services in 2012.  

Implementation of the new workforce act (the WIOA) may expand services to 
LEP adults and to immigrants, since this law’s priorities for service prominently include 
“individuals who are English learners, individuals who have low levels of literacy, and 
individuals facing substantial cultural barriers” (Bird et al., 2015). The WIOA also 
adjusts state incentives in ways that may provide more of an incentive to serve 
populations that have low language and literacy skills. And the WIOA authorizes states to 
tie basic skills and workforce training together in ways that may make the credential 
attainment process less attenuated for LEP participants starting in ESL programs. 
However, the WIOA was not supported by additional funding, so these shifts will have to 
be initiated by states without new resources from the federal level. 
 
Evaluation of Workforce Preparation Programs There have been few systematic studies 
in the United States of the impact of job training programs for LEP individuals and 
immigrants, in contrast to many other developed countries where both integration 
initiatives and their systematic evaluation are more common (Thomsen et al., 2013). One 
demonstration program was administered by the San Jose Center for Employment 
Training in the 1980s and 1990s. That program, which enrolled a large share of 
Hispanics, many of whom were LEP, integrated job training and English language skills 
training. It produced “large and lasting impacts” according to two evaluations that 
employed random assignment evaluation methodologies (Wrigley et al., 2003).  

Another more recent demonstration and evaluation was funded by the Department 
of Labor and examined workforce preparation programs’ implementation and short-term 
outcomes at five demonstration sites. In general, English language proficiency increased 
but employment outcomes were mixed. For example, in Dallas, Texas, participants with 
follow-up data available (only 19 percent of the sample) saw a slight increase in wages, 
while at the remaining four sites, the impact on earnings was either not measured 
properly or the sample size was too small to generate statistically significant inferences 
(Grady and Coffey, 2009).  

Perhaps the most carefully evaluated education and training program targeted in 

                                                 
20Migration Policy Institutes tabulation of data from U.S. Department of Education, Office of 

Career Technical, and Adult Education, National Reporting System: “Educational Gains and Attendance by 
Educational Functioning Level: All Regions,” program year 2013 – 2014. 
https://wdcrobcolp01.ed.gov/CFAPPS/OVAE/NRS/reports/. [Accessed on January 15, 2015.] 
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part to LEP populations has been Washington State’s Integrated Basic Education and 
Skills Training (I-BEST) model. The model, which was created and introduced by the 
state’s technical and community college system, combines adult education and college-
level workforce training coursework. I-BEST involves co-teaching by basic skills faculty 
working with professional-technical faculty. It promotes integrated, contextualized 
language and work skills and takes into account learners’ schedules and child-care 
constraints. I-BEST has shown success in helping ESL and adult basic education students 
reach the goals of earning college credits and obtaining short-term credentials, as well as 
earning higher wages (Jenkins et al., 2009; Washington State Board for Community and 
Technical Colleges, 2012a; 2012b). Given the importance of these training programs for 
integration, best practices for such programs could be identified by conducting and 
compiling more evaluations like those conducted for the I-BEST program in Washington 
State. 

 
State and Local Integration Efforts 

States and localities historically have been the public sector leaders in devising 
and implementing affirmative integration measures. In some cases, these measures are in 
tension with federal law and enforcement priorities, as discussed above. Here the panel 
examines how states and localities have responded to the presence and interests of 
undocumented immigrants. We then highlight some contemporary examples of more 
generally applicable state and local integration strategies.  

 
Integrating Undocumented Immigrants Both Republican- and Democratic-leaning states 
have adopted laws that permit students who are undocumented immigrants to qualify for 
in-state tuition rates at public colleges and universities (20 states as of early 2015). 
Meanwhile, five states explicitly deny undocumented immigrants in-state tuition. And 
although Congress, through the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity 
Reconciliation Act (PRWORA), made undocumented immigrants ineligible for non-
emergency state and local public benefits in 1996, it also authorized states to extend such 
benefits as long as they adopted laws that “affirmatively” provided for eligibility (Pub. L. 
No. 104-193, 110 State. 2105, s. 411). Some states have enacted laws providing medical 
benefits, funded by the state and through the State Children’s Health Insurance Program, 
to various categories of immigrants, including those granted deferred action (Mitnik and 
Halpern-Finnerty, 2010, p. 67).  

Among the recent integrative strategies for undocumented immigrants are efforts 
to provide them with some form of identification. By 2015, 10 states and the District of 
Columbia had enacted laws making undocumented immigrants eligible for driver’s 
licenses. Some local jurisdictions have complemented these efforts by issuing municipal 
identification cards, an identity document that can facilitate a range of activities that 
enhance integration, such as opening a bank account, signing a lease, and accessing 
municipal services such as hospitals and libraries (Center for Popular Democracy, 2013, 
pp. 49-51; de Graauw, 2014).  

A significant potential limitation to the integrative value of driver’s licenses and 
municipal identifications is that they “mark” undocumented immigrants. In the case of 
driver’s licenses, section 202 of the REAL ID Act of 2005 sets out uniform standards 
state licenses must meet in order to serve federal identification purposes (49 U.S.C. § 
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30301). A person must have a lawful immigration status in order to qualify for a fully 
compliant license, and states must somehow distinguish between licenses they issue that 
are not valid for federal purposes and those that are. As a result, in some jurisdictions the 
driver’s licenses issued to undocumented immigrants vary in appearance from the 
standard license (National Immigration Law Center, 2013, p. 5). To counter this, officials 
in cities such as Los Angeles and New York have attempted to make municipal ID cards 
appealing to all city residents, including by attaching benefits such as museum entries to 
them (Center for Popular Democracy, 2013, p 19).  

Finally, California has perhaps gone the furthest of any state with respect to 
immigrant integration. Overall, California has removed many barriers to education and 
employment for unauthorized immigrants. In addition to allowing in-state tuition and 
state financial aid to undocumented immigrants, it has also passed laws forbidding local 
landlord ordinances and mandates on the use of e-Verify by localities (Gulasekaram and 
Ramakrishnan, 2015). The state also allows undocumented immigrants to practice law 
and has mandated that all professional licensing boards in California consider applicants 
regardless of their immigration status (Ramakrishnan and Colbern, 2015). However, 
other state and local efforts at immigrant integration in California, such as allowing 
lawful permanent residents to serve on juries and allowing noncitizen parents to vote in 
school board elections, have failed to be enacted (Ramakrishnan and Colbern, 2015).  

In New York, legislation proposed in 2014 that aims to create a form of state 
citizenship allowing all immigrants to vote in state elections, hold state office, and seek 
the protection of all state laws is unlikely to pass the legislature. While particular states 
are pushing further than ever before on immigrant integration, they still fall shy of the 
high-water mark set in the mid-1800s, when many states offered voting rights to certain 
noncitizens in state and federal elections (Raskin, 1993).  

The efforts by state and local governments to facilitate the integration of both 
legal-status and undocumented immigrants have yet to be systematically studied, so the 
panel cannot conclude whether they make a difference in the long-term integration of 
immigrants. The variation by state and locality provides an opportunity to undertake 
studies of the efficacy of different approaches to integration in the future. 

 
Integration Agencies and Task Forces Numerous cities and states have created agencies, 
task forces, commissions, and other programs to promote immigrant integration. These 
programs vary widely in scope, but they generally involve “traditional” affirmative 
integration assistance, such as language and civics education, dissemination of financial 
services information, and assistance with the naturalization process (Rodriguez, 2014).  

The states with the most developed task force and agency frameworks include 
Hawaii, Illinois, Maryland, Massachusetts, Michigan, New York, and Washington. The 
New York City Mayor’s Office of Immigrants Affairs, founded in 1984, works with 
community-based organization and city agencies to “promote the well being of 
immigrant communities”.21 During his tenure, Mayor Michael Bloomberg signed 
numerous executive orders in conjunction with this office, including orders that made 
city services accessible to all immigrants regardless of status, established protections 
from various forms of fraud, strengthened language access services for local residents 
seeking health and human services, and established centralized language access services 
                                                 

21See http://www.nyc.gov/html/imm/html/home/home.shtml [August 2015].  
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for the city (Waters and Kasinitz, 2013). These orders provide a blueprint for what other 
localities might accomplish, given the scope of municipal government. 
 
The Devolution of Public Benefits Determination to States and Localities 

The law determining immigrants’ access to public benefits is complex and 
governed by both legislation and jurisprudence. While federal laws have given states and 
localities permission to determine who accesses various benefits, the Supreme Court has 
handed down decisions sometimes prohibiting states from blocking access and at other 
times granting states leeway in determining who is eligible for these public goods (see 
Table 2-2). 

For instance, in the 1971 ruling on Graham v. Richardson, the Supreme Court 
invalidated state welfare schemes that barred certain LPR holders from receiving public 
benefits, while making it clear that any distinctions drawn between citizens and those 
with LPR status by state and local governments would be subjected to heightened review 
under the Fourteenth Amendment’s Equal Protection Clause (Gulasekaram and 
Ramakrishnan, 2015; Rodriguez, 2014). However, in De Cana v. Bica (1976) the court 
ruled that the protections afforded LPR status in Graham v. Richardson neither extended 
to undocumented immigrants nor affected states’ regulation of employment 
(Gulasekaram and Ramakrishnan, 2015). Then in Plyler v. Doe (1982), the court ruled 
that state and local governments could not deny undocumented children access to public 
education. Most recently, the court’s ruling on the challenge to Arizona’s SB 1070 
substantially curtailed but did not eliminate state and local authority to enact laws or 
policies that amount to immigration regulation (Martin, 2012; Rodriguez, 2014). 

Meanwhile, the PRWORA, passed by Congress in 1996, substantially restricted 
even LPRs’ access to means-tested benefits.22 The PRWORA also devolved authority to 
state governments to determine whether LPRs and other “qualified aliens” should have 
access to federally funded state-run programs such as Temporary Assistance to Needy 
Families and Medicaid, as well as to state-funded benefits (Rodriguez, 2014). Many 
states reacted to these federal restrictions by providing state-funded programs (Borjas, 
2002; Brown, 2013). Thus the devolution of public benefits and the decision over which 
immigrants can access these benefits has led to a patchwork system across the states in 
which immigrants’ integration prospects are highly dependent on immigrants’ status and 
geographic location. 

 
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

 
Although courts and commentators have traditionally characterized immigration 

as an exclusively federal function, states and localities have been active participants 
throughout U.S. history in managing the consequences of immigration. The frameworks 
of legal status and the power the federal government wields to shape the terms and 
conditions of immigrant presence profoundly inform immigrants’ prospect for integration 
by providing anchors of varying degrees of stability in the United States.  

 

                                                 
22Some of these restrictions have since been relaxed (Wasem, 2014, pp. 1-3), although most legal 

challenges to provisions of the law have failed, on the ground that they are rational exercises of Congress’s 
power to regulate immigration (e.g., City of Chicago v. Shalala, 1996). 
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Conclusion 2-1 Three important legal and institutional developments of the past 
30 years have implications for integration: (1) the proliferation of immigration 
statuses that provide different degrees of permanence and security and fall into 
four categories: permanent, temporary, discretionary, and undocumented; (2) the 
complex and at times contradictory policies and laws linked to those statuses; and 
(3) the broadening of grounds for removal and constraints on relief, with the 
related centrality of executive action to immigrants’ prospects. 
 
Conclusion 2-2 The 11.3 million undocumented immigrants in the United States 
currently have few legal protections. Undocumented status is inherently unstable 
because undocumented immigrants are at constant risk of deportation, which 
poses significant barriers to immigrant integration.  
 
In addition, federally supported adult education has proven to be a cornerstone of 

what can be seen as a rather skeletal federal immigrant integration policy. Yet LEP adults 
are generally underserved in federally supported workforce development programs, and it 
remains to be seen whether the WIOA will expand the reach of workforce programs more 
widely to immigrant and LEP populations. Meanwhile, state and local efforts 
simultaneously challenge the complex balancing acts the federal government has struck 
and complement federal regulation by employing state and local institutions in the day-
to-day work of integration. This form of integrative federalism leads to geographic 
variation in immigrants’ integration prospects, with some states and localities providing 
more opportunities than others.  

 
Conclusion 2-3 The patchwork of integration policies has not been systematically 
studied to determine which programs at the federal, state, or local level work best 
and with which populations. Rigorous evaluations of these programs could 
provide guidance for any attempt to institute new programs or to scale up existing 
programs to a higher level. 
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TABLE 2-1 Significant Federal Immigration and Naturalization Statutes 
 
Year Law Major Provisions 
1790 Naturalization Act Established criteria for U.S. citizenship through 

naturalization; restricted naturalization to any 
“free white person” 
 

1868 Fourteenth Amendment of 
the U.S. Constitution 

Enshrined the right of birthplace citizenship for 
any person born in the United States 
 

1870 Naturalization Act Broadened naturalization “to aliens of African 
nativity and to persons of African descent” 
 

1875 Page Act Banned “involuntary” immigration from Asian 
countries and transportation of women for 
prostitution; banned immigrants who had 
committed crime 
 

1882 Chinese Exclusion Act Restricted immigration from China; barred 
Chinese immigrants from naturalized citizenship 
 

1891 Immigration Act of 1891 Established federal immigration bureaucracy 
 

1906 Naturalization Act Established a federal Naturalization Service to 
promote uniform naturalization practices  
 

1917 Immigration Act of 1917 Further restricted Asian immigration; excluded 
various categories of persons based on disability 
or moral criteria; introduced literacy test 
 

1924 Immigration Act of 1924 Established strict national origin quotas 
restricting large-scale immigration from East 
and South Europe and effectively barred Asian 
immigration  
 

1924 Labor Appropriation Act Created Border Control 
 

1952 Immigration and 
Nationality Act (INA) 

Abolished race-based bars of immigration and 
naturalization; allowed limited Asian migration 
 

1965 Hart Celler Act amending 
the Immigration and 
Nationality Act  

Abolished national origins quotas; established a 
preference system based primarily on family 
reunification; some provisions for skilled labor 
and refugees; established first numerical 
limitation on Western Hemisphere migration, 
including migration from Mexico 
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1980 Refugee Act Established the criteria for admission of 

refugees and immigration based on 
humanitarian relief; created the federal Refugee 
Resettlement program 
 

1986 Immigration Reform and 
Control Act 

Provided path to legalization for many 
undocumented persons and created sanctions for 
employers hiring unauthorized workers 
 

1990 Immigration Act Raised the quota ceiling on family-sponsored 
visas, created the diversity lottery; enacted new 
high-skilled visa categories; enacted new 
Temporary Protected Status designation 
 

1996 Personal Responsibility and 
Work Opportunity 
Reconciliation Act 
(PRWORA) 

Restricted legal immigrants’ access to social 
welfare benefits, and barred undocumented 
immigrants from most federal and state benefits; 
devolved authority on qualification for benefits 
to states 
 

1996 Illegal Immigration Reform 
& Immigrant Responsibility 
Act  

Expanded border protections and interior 
enforcement; permitted cooperative agreements 
between federal, state, & local authorities to aid 
immigration enforcement; expanded grounds for 
removal; created pilot program for E-Verify 
 

1996 Antiterrorism and Effective 
Death Penalty Act 

Made deportation of LPRs convicted of an 
aggravated felony mandatory; expanded 
definition of aggravated felony 
 

2001 USA PATRIOT Act Reorganized federal immigration bureaucracy 
and created the Department of Homeland 
Security; expanded border enforcement and 
grounds for immigrant inadmissibility  
 

2005 REAL ID Act Created national standards for state-issued 
identification cards 
 

2008 Secure Communities Allowed for data sharing between states and 
localities and federal government to identify and 
deport immigrants with criminal convictions 
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TABLE 2-2 Key Supreme Court Federalism Cases for Immigration and Alienage 
 
Year Case/Opinion Citation Law contested Outcome 
1875 Chy Lung v. Freeman, 

92 U.S. 275 
CA law requiring bond for 
certain arriving immigrants 

Law struck down 

1875 Henderson v. Mayor of 
New York City, 92  
U.S. 259 

NY law requiring bond for 
arriving immigrants 

Law struck down 

1886 Yick Wo v. Hopkins, 
118 U.S. 356 

San Francisco law regulating 
laundries 

Law struck down 

1889 Chae Chan Ping v. 
United States 130 U.S. 
581 

Federal Chinese Exclusion 
Act 

Law upheld 

1893 Fong Yue Ting v. 
United States 149 U.S. 
698 

Federal Chinese Exclusion 
Act 

Law upheld 

1896 Wong Wing v. United 
States, 163 U.S. 228 

Federal Chinese Exclusion 
Act 

Law upheld 

1914 Patsone v. 
Pennsylvania,  232 
U.S. 138 

PA law banning noncitizen 
hunting 

Law upheld 

1915 Truax v. Raich, 239 
U.S. 33 

AZ law requiring businesses 
to hire mostly citizens 

Law struck down 

1927 Ohio ex rel. Clarke v. 
Deckenbach, 274 U.S. 
392 

Cincinnati law barring 
noncitizens from operating 
billiard halls 

Law upheld 

1941 Hines v. Davidowitz, 
312 U.S. 52 

PA alien registration law Law struck down 

1948 Takahashi v. Fish & 
Game Commission, 334 
U.S. 410 

CA law denying commercial 
fishing licenses to 
noncitizens 

Law struck down 

1948 Oyama v. California, 
332 U.S. 633 

CA Alien Land Law barring 
noncitizens from owning 
land 

Law struck down 
but only applied to 
U.S. citizen of 
Japanese descent 

1971 Graham v. Richardson,  
403 U.S. 365 

AZ and PA laws denying 
public benefits to certain 
noncitizens 

Laws struck down 

1973 Sugarman v. Dougall, 
413 U.S. 93 

NY law barring noncitizens 
from civil service positions 

Law struck down 

1976 De Canas v. Bica, 424 
U.S. 351 

CA law penalizing 
employers for hiring 
unauthorized workers 

Law upheld 

1976 Mathews v. Diaz, 426 
U.S. 67 

Federal law denying 
Medicare benefits to certain 
noncitizens 

Law upheld 
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1978 Foley v. Connelie, 435 
U.S. 291 

NY law barring noncitizens 
from becoming state 
troopers 

Law upheld 

1982 Plyler v. Doe, 457 U.S. 
202 

TX law allowing state to not 
fund public education for 
undocumented children 

Law struck down 

1982 Toll v. Moreno, 458 
U.S. 1 

University of MD policy 
denying in-state status to 
nonimmigrants 

Policy struck down 

1995 LULAC v. Wilson, 908 
F. Supp. 755, 786-787 
(C.D. Cal) 

CA Proposition 187 denying 
benefits to, and increasing 
enforcement against, 
undocumented immigrants 

Law struck down by 
lower courts 

2011 Chamber of Congress 
v. Whiting, 563 U.S. 
___ 

AZ law sanctioning 
employers who hire 
undocumented workers 

Law upheld 

2012 Arizona v. United 
States, 567 U.S. ___ 

AZ law enforcement bill 
targeted at undocumented 
immigrants 

Parts of law struck 
down; provision 
requiring police to 
verify the 
citizenship status of 
anyone lawfully 
detained was upheld 

2014 Arizona DREAM ACT 
Coalition v. Brewer, 
13-16248 (9th Circuit 
Court of Appeals) 

AZ law denying drivers 
licenses to immigrants with 
Deferred Action for 
Childhood Arrivals (DACA) 
status 

Blocked by lower 
courts 
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FIGURE 2-1 Deportations, 1970-2013. 
SOURCE: Data from the Office of Immigration Statistics, U.S. Department of Homeland 
Security.  
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3 
LEGAL STATUS AND IMMIGRANT INTEGRATION 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Legal status affects immigrants’ paths to integration in a variety of ways, across a 
wide range of activities, and with varying degrees of intensity. In areas that are 
fundamental for integration, such as employment, access to higher education, social 
services, and health care, legal status plays a significant role. In addition, the influence of 
legal status cuts across generations, with parents’ undocumented status in particular 
affecting the development of children, even when the children are U.S. citizens.  

While the previous chapter describes the history and current state of immigration 
policy, a wide body of research has also examined the impact of policy changes on 
immigrants and their descendants. These policy changes have contributed to the 
proliferation of legal statuses, with important consequences for immigrant integration. 
This chapter reviews the effects of legal status on opportunities for integration and 
examines the potential long-term consequences for immigrants and their descendants. It 
begins with a general introduction to the effects of legal status on various aspects of life 
that are crucial for integration. It then describes the categories of legal status and the 
opportunities and obstacles that legal statuses place on pathways to integration. The 
proliferation of different legal statuses interacts with integration trajectories in many 
ways, complicating any effort to pinpoint when integration into American society begins 
for individuals. Over half (52%) of people receiving lawful permanent resident (LPR) 
status do so after living in the United States for some period of time under a different 
legal status and adjusting to LPR status. And many undocumented people live in the 
United States for decades without officially “immigrating.” Many people in temporary 
statuses have therefore begun integrating into American society before officially 
immigrating, and many people who are very integrated into our workplaces, 
neighborhoods, schools, and churches have never officially immigrated.  
 

LEGAL STATUS AND ITS EFFECTS ON IMMIGRANT INTEGRATION 
 

Increased immigration enforcement and restrictions on access to social benefits by 
legal status (see Chapter 2) channel immigrants either toward integration or, in its 
absence, to insecurity and dim prospects for the future. Immigrants living out-of-status or 
in temporary and discretionary statuses often face policies of deterrence that constrain 
their lives today as well as their opportunities for the future.  

As discussed in Chapter 2, legal status has become increasingly important to 
immigrant integration. Most immigrants of the past did not face the complexities that the 



Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

The Integration of Immigrants into American Society 

Prepublication copy, uncorrected proofs 
 

3-2 
 

contemporary immigration system poses; when employment opportunities decreased, 
social programs were implemented to assist immigrants and aid integration (Fox, 2012). 
Presence in the country was generally enough to guarantee access to public benefits. But 
legislation enacted in 1996 under the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant 
Responsibility Act (IIRIRA), the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity 
Reconciliation Act, and the Anti-Terrorism and Effective Death Penalty Act expanded 
the conditions under which unauthorized immigrants in local communities and 
jurisdictions face exclusion, while restricting even legal residents’ access to social 
welfare benefits (Table 3-1). Today, categories of admission and classification into 
different legal statuses have serious consequences for immigrants’ everyday lives and the 
rights they are granted (Bosniak, 2007). 

As described in Chapter 2, the federal government’s definition of legal status 
establishes four general categories: permanent statuses, temporary, discretionary, and 
undocumented (Table 3-2; see Figure 3-1 for proportions in these categories). Permanent 
status is the strongest anchor the law provides because it allows labor mobility, confers 
significant constitutional rights and access to some public benefits, and can lead to 
naturalization provided that the LPR meets a set of additional requirements. Temporary 
statuses include a variety of employment-based and humanitarian-based admissions that 
confer lawful presence for limited periods of time, which are subject to review by 
Congress. Discretionary statuses grant temporary lawful status via executive discretion 
and as such can be terminated at any time. Although discretionary statuses provide 
temporary protection from removal, provided that holders meet certain requirements 
related to behavior and practices, these statuses grant the least degree of formal security.  

Undocumented status offers no formal security at all, provides only some civil 
and labor rights, and poses a significant barrier for immigrant integration (Jones-Correa 
and de Graauw, 2013). While undocumented status is technically not a step toward 
legalization, in reality this status is where some immigrants start or, more significantly, 
where many find themselves at some point in the legalization process. Increasingly, laws 
have made it easier to shift from documented to undocumented status but not vice versa, 
placing many immigrants in undetermined legal statuses that can revert to undocumented 
status for long, indefinite periods of time (Menjívar, 2006). In consequence, this category 
is particularly dynamic and fluid. 

There are two aspects of the current immigration system that magnify the 
importance of legal status today and its effects for the prospects of immigrant integration. 
First, on the legislative side there has been an expansion of temporary legal statuses with 
indefinite periods of extension as well as long waiting lines and backlogs for applications, 
particularly those submitted through family reunification, to be reviewed and adjudicated. 
This means that many immigrants who are legally present (but lack LPR status, see 
Chapter 2) may spend years, sometimes even decades, in uncertain situations, often 
lacking access to a range of social benefits. All legal statuses short of citizenship, 
including LPR, are intentionally designed to be temporary. Many people move through 
two or more statuses over the course of their lifetimes or even within a few years, 
although there is currently little data on the scale and length of these transitions (see 
Chapter 10 for further discussion of data needs and recommendations). Second, on the 
enforcement side, since the 1980s new strategies have expanded enforcement into the 
interior of the country, beyond the border with Mexico (Kanstroom, 2007; Massey, 
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2003).1 This change heightens the importance of legal status for the daily activities of 
immigrants who are undocumented or hold temporary permits. More intensive and 
extensive enforcement strategies mean that individuals with less than permanent status 
face risk of deportation, and depending on local and state-level laws, they may also find 
their social rights severely curtailed. In several geographic areas throughout the country, 
enforcement has expanded to include a variety of public spaces, such as in traffic or on 
public transportation (Armenta, 2012; Ellis et al., 2014; Longazel, 2013; Menjívar and 
Abrego, 2012; Schmalzbauer, 2014; Steil and Ridgley, 2012), with negative 
consequences for the daily lives of immigrants, including constraints on the jobs they can 
secure and their physical mobility (Hagan et al., 2011; Stewart, 2012). Whereas in the 
past immigrants in less permanent statuses were essentially “Americans in waiting” 
(Motumura, 2007), today functionally analogous immigrant groups are actively 
discouraged from putting down roots in the United States (Kanstroom, 2007). 

 
Consequences for Integration 

 
Legal status affects immigrants’ opportunities to integrate across a wide variety of 

social dimensions. As discussed in detail in Chapter 4, only naturalized citizens are 
allowed to vote and fully participate in the U.S. political system. Legal status also defines 
access to social services (Capps et al., 2007; Hagan et al., 2003) and to health care 
(Cummings and Kreiss, 2008; Kandula et al., 2004; Viladich, 2012). Undocumented 
immigrants and those who are less than permanent residents are ineligible for medical 
care coverage, except emergency care and childbirth services. Immigrants in 
undocumented status or some temporary statuses, such as those who fall under Deferred 
Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA), are not eligible for health care benefits through 
the Affordable Care Act2 (see Chapter 9). The barriers immigrants face in accessing 
health care affect their children (Balcazar et al., 2015). Legal status also impacts housing, 
including ownership (McConnell, 2013; 2015), which has consequences for the 
neighborhoods in which immigrants live and the schools their children attend, as well as 
for housing conditions and overcrowding (Drever and Blue, 2009; McConnell, 2013; 
McConnell and Marcelli, 2007).  

Legal status also can restrict access to higher education, with direct implications 
for immigrants’ futures. Although all children in the United States, regardless of legal 
status, have the constitutional right to primary and secondary education (kindergarten 
through 12th grade, abbreviated as “K-12 education”), those in less permanent legal 
statuses have limited access to higher education, especially since several states do not 
extend to them the benefit of in-state tuition (see Chapter 2). As discussed further in 

                                                 
1Although it is still too early to fully measure the impact of the November, 2014 Executive Action 

replacing Secure Communities with the Priority Enforcement Program, it may substantially reduce the 
threat of deportation to the majority of undocumented immigrants. The Migration Policy Institute estimates 
that approximately 13 percent of undocumented immigrants will be considered enforcement priorities 
under the new program, compared to 27 percent under the previous guidelines (for more details, see 
Rosenblum, 2015). 

2Throughout this report “Affordable Care Act” is used to refer to the combination of two separate 
pieces of legislation: the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (P.L. 111-148) and the Health Care 
and Education Reconciliation Act of 2010 (P.L. 111-152). 
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Chapter 6, undocumented or uncertain legal status can thwart immigrants’ initial 
optimism about educational opportunities in the United States, create higher barriers to 
social mobility (Hill and Torres, 2010; Menjívar, 2008; Gonzales, 2011), and impinge on 
educational attainment (Bean et al., 2011; Bean et al., 2015).  

Legal status also dictates the kind of jobs immigrants can obtain and the wages 
they can earn (Donato et al., 1992; Donato and Massey, 1993; Donato et al., 2008; 
Donato and Sisk, 2012; Massey and Gelatt, 2010; Calavita, 2005; Flippen, 2014; Phillips 
and Massey, 1999; Massey et al., 2002; Takei et al., 2009; also see Chapter 6). 
Immigrants with post-secondary education or even professional degrees who are 
undocumented are often concentrated in low-paid and unstable jobs not commensurate 
with their education or experience. This occurs among immigrants who come to the 
United States with relatively higher levels of human capital (Menjívar, 2000), as well as 
those who acquire skills here (Abrego, 2014). Undocumented status in particular prevents 
them from acquiring jobs that are consistent with their expertise and degrees, potentially 
thwarting paths to socioeconomic mobility. The lack of labor rights associated with 
temporary visas and insecure legal status also negatively affects the occupational status 
and wages of immigrants (Gentsch and Massey, 2011). 

Finally, all legal statuses short of citizenship are now subject to deportation due to 
changes in the law that make even LPRs deportable (see Chapter 2). And although most 
immigrants, even the undocumented, have the potential to “regularize” or legitimize their 
status and achieve LPR status via marriage, through an employer, or through family 
petitions, many face significant barriers to adjustment of status, including high fees, 
language barriers, technicalities about mode of entry and time of arrival, and lack of legal 
expertise. The complexities of the immigration system may themselves be barriers to 
integration (see Table 3-2). In this way, legal status channels immigrants’ access to 
society’s benefits in the immediate future, with direct effects on the life prospects of 
immigrants and their descendants (Bean et al., 2013, 2015; Massey, 2007, 2013; 
Marquardt et al., 2011; Menjívar, 2012; Yoshikawa et al., 2013).  

 
Intersections 

 
The effects of legal status on integration also vary as status intersects with other 

social markers, such as gender, age, and national origin. They also differ by geography 
because states and localities vary in both enforcement practices and restrictions on 
various social welfare and civic benefits imposed on immigrants (see Chapter 2).  

Legal status and gender interact in multiple ways (Salcido and Menjívar, 2012). 
For instance, 91 percent of deportees are men (Rosenblum and McCabe, 2014). Among 
Mexican nationals, 92 percent of those deported between 2009-2011 who had lived in the 
U.S. for more than a year were male, and among these, 72 percent were heads of 
households (Mexican Migration Monitor, 2012). The gender imbalance in deportation 
creates female-headed households, disrupting parent-child relationships and increasing 
the household’s risk of poverty (Dreby, 2012; Enchautegui, 2013). Meanwhile, spouses 
of many temporary workers are prevented from accessing employment, a policy that 
disproportionately affects women. In the workplace, immigrant women who are 
undocumented face a range of constraints related to the combination of their legal status, 
entry into low-skill occupations, and work-family conflicts (Flippen, 2014), while men’s 
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wages are disproportionately affected by undocumented status compared with women 
(Donato et al., 2008). And immigrant women in domestic violence situations have been 
found to be less likely to report abuse when they are undocumented or in uncertain legal 
statuses (Bhuyan and Senturia, 2005; Erez and Globokar, 2009; Salcido and Adelman, 
2004; Salcido and Menjívar, 2012). 

National origin, as it intersects with enforcement practices, matters too. Ninety-
one percent of the deported come from only four countries—Mexico, Guatemala, 
Honduras, and El Salvador—even though nationals from these countries make up just 73 
percent of the undocumented population (Rosenblum and McCabe, 2014). In public 
discourse about immigration, undocumented immigrants are often conflated with Latinos, 
leading to racial profiling and discrimination that creates even higher barriers to 
integration (Chavez, 2001; 2007; Stumpf, 2006; and Heyman, 2013). 

Generation also matters, as young immigrants (the 1.5-generation, see Chapter 2) 
who are undocumented face different challenges than their counterparts who arrived as 
adults (Gleeson and Gonzales, 2012). Legal status constrains the social lives of young 
immigrants who, because of their status combined with the particular state in which they 
live, may be unable to obtain driver’s licenses or formal identification documents, which 
denies them access to adult establishments. Thus, undocumented status affects young 
immigrants’ socialization into adulthood (Abrego, 2006; Gonzalez and Chavez, 2012; 
Gleeson and Gonzalez, 2012). These effects vary by state and local residence, as states 
and localities have some leeway when it comes to administering social welfare programs 
and limiting employment and educational opportunities for immigrants.  

 
Mixed-Status Families and Consequences for the Second Generation  

 
The effects of legal status on immigrant integration reverberate beyond the 

individuals who hold these statuses, with consequences beyond the immigrant generation. 
These effects are particularly felt in mixed-status families where some members are 
undocumented and some are not (Dreby, 2012; Enriquez, 2015; Rodriguez and Hagan, 
2004; Suárez-Orozco et al., 2011; Yoshikawa, 2011).  

Mixed-status families take several forms. Many include undocumented parents 
and U.S.-born citizen children (or children with varied legal statuses). Mixed-status 
families also include unauthorized spouses of either citizens or LPRs who are barred 
from legal status because of the 3- and 10-year bars set out in the 1996 IIRIRA for 
immigrants who entered the country without inspection (Migration Policy Institute, 
2014). Mixed-status families arrive at these formations through multiple paths and have 
varying opportunities to achieve legal status (Suárez-Orozco et al., 2011). Some of these 
family members are undocumented and have no opportunity to regularize their status; 
others hold temporary statuses or other dispensations; and others are trapped in the long 
waiting lines and backlogs of the immigration bureaucracy today.  

In 2013, 5.2 million U.S. children resided with at least one undocumented 
immigrant parent. The vast majority of these children—4.5 million—were U.S.-born 
citizens, but 775,000 were estimated to have undocumented status themselves (Passel et 
al., 2014). Children with undocumented parents constitute nearly one-third of all children 
of immigrant parents and about 8 percent of all U.S.-born children. Thus, their parents’ 
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legal status can and will affect the prospects of a significant proportion of the U.S.-born 
second generation.  

Mixed-status families present a unique opportunity to gauge the effects of legal 
status on short- and long-term patterns of immigrant incorporation as well as to capture 
the ripple effects of legal status beyond individuals and into the second generation. 
Children or spouses who are U.S. citizens or LPRs in these families often mediate 
between social institutions and their unauthorized relatives: translating documents, 
accompanying relatives to government offices, interpreting communications, and in 
general helping with daily life (Orellana et al., 2003; Menjívar, 2000). In this way, the 
U.S.-citizen and LPR children and spouses in immigrant families play the role of 
“brokers” by bridging undocumented family members to various key institutions in 
society and providing a link for eventual integration. Immigrant parents of U.S.-born 
children may entrust these children with responsibilities and decision making because of 
the children’s ability—linguistically and culturally—to deal with institutions, 
organizations, and communities (Valenzuela, 1999).  

Civic engagement and socialization in mixed-status families also “trickles up” 
from children to parents (Wong and Tseng, 2008); the children connect their parents to 
political institutions and community organizations, contributing to the parents’ political 
socialization (Bloemraad and Trost , 2008). In these cases, the children’s involvement 
beyond the home contributes to a sense of belonging and membership (Solis et al., 2013). 
By these means, the younger generation develops a sense of citizenship and provides 
paths for the rest of the family to advance their integration.  

However, when parents are undocumented, their U.S.-born children often 
experience multiple negative effects, which in turn affect incorporation patterns for the 
second generation (Yoshikawa, 2011). Such negative effects include increased 
vulnerability of the parents and destabilization of the family (Thronson, 2008), increased 
risk of living in a one-parent household, and losses in income (Dreby, 2015; Landale et 
al., 2011). Thus, mixed-status families are also more likely to be impoverished than other 
families (Fix and Zimmerman, 2001). In addition, parents’ undocumented status exerts 
substantial and lasting negative effects on their children’s educational attainment (Bean et 
al., 2015). Even after controlling for measured and unmeasured factors that select into 
legalization, the adult second generation, Mexican American children whose parents 
remained undocumented attained 1.25 fewer years of completed schooling than their 
counterparts whose parents transitioned to a documented status (Bean et.al., 2011; Bean 
et al., 2015). This substantially diminishes the life chances of higher generation Mexican 
Americans, because such deficits are intergenerationally transmitted to children.3  

Research in the area of child development shows that the legal status of parents 
also affects the developmental context of U.S.-born children. Parents’ undocumented 
status is associated with lower levels of cognitive development and educational progress 
across early and middle childhood (Brabeck and Xu, 2010; Ortega et al., 2009; 
Yoshikawa, 2011). By adolescence, having an undocumented parent is associated with 

                                                 
3These deficits also dampen third-generation educational attainment, although research has not yet 

estimated the magnitude of this penalty because data on the migration status of the grandparents of the 
Mexican American third generation have heretofore not been collected.  
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higher levels of anxiety and depressive symptoms (Potochnick and Perreira, 2010). These 
detrimental effects may occur through a variety of mechanisms. Parents may not access 
means-tested programs for their citizen children due to concerns about showing proof of 
earnings, which might identify their employers. In addition, fear of deportation can 
produce higher levels of chronic stress. Undocumented parents, relative to their 
documented low-income counterparts, experience worse job conditions and live in more-
crowded housing conditions, both of which can translate into higher parental 
psychological distress and diminished learning opportunities for the children, such as 
subsidies for quality child care (Yoshikawa, 2011, Yoshikawa and Kalil, 2011).  

Research suggests that the psychological trauma that some children in these 
families have experienced will be long lasting (Raymond-Flesch et al., 2014; Zayas, 
2015), with the potential to alter these U.S. citizens’ perceptions of who they are and their 
place in U.S. society (Menjívar and Lakhani, n.d.; Santos and Menjívar, 2013).  Long-
term effects can include decreased American identity on the part of children who live in 
contexts of heightened fear of deportations (Enchautegui and Menjívar, 2015; Santos and 
Menjívar, 2013). Despite the rights that come with birthright citizenship, U.S.-born 
children’s opportunities are mediated and may be restricted by their parent’s legal status 
(Yoshikawa, 2011).  

In addition, the 774,000 minors who are undocumented face particular risks in 
both the short and long terms (Passel et al., 2014). As they pass through middle childhood 
and adolescence, they usually become aware of their undocumented status and its 
implications for their current or future educational and employment prospects (Gonzales, 
2011). This process of “learning to be illegal” has implications for psychological well-
being, as some youth hide their status from peers, reduce their educational effort, and 
isolate themselves. And in families where children have different legal statuses, 
inequalities in rights and benefits may exacerbate discrepancies between siblings over the 
life course (Menjívar and Abrego, 2009).  

These effects are not confined to just children in mixed-status families. Research 
has found that the implications of marriage to an undocumented immigrant for U.S.-
citizen spouses and partners are direct and profound, as it can undermine certain social 
rights (e.g., the right to a family) that come with U.S. citizenship (Lopez, 2015; Schueths, 
2012). The fear of deportation itself can reverberate to other family members who risk 
losing a close family member, with effects on perceptions of and relations with law 
enforcement agencies generally (Hacker et al., 2011). Although the research on mixed-
status families is still relatively limited, indications from research in key areas that shape 
immigrant integration point to cumulative disadvantages that can negatively impact the 
integration of future generations descending from mixed-status families (O’Leary and 
Sanchez, 2011).  

  
PERMANENT STATUSES 

 
There are currently only two “permanent” legal statuses for immigrants: 

naturalized citizenship and lawful permanent resident (LPR). Naturalization is often 
viewed as the end point of integration: the moment when an immigrant takes on the 
(nearly) full rights and responsibilities of being an American. Lawful permanent 
residence grants immigrants many social benefits and a pathway to naturalization, but has 
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much more limited rights. And while LPR status is intended as a way station to 
citizenship, in actuality many people remain in that status for extended periods of time, 
impeding their political integration (see Chapter 4). Below the panel discusses ways in 
which naturalized and LPR statuses potentially aid or impede immigrant integration; we 
also describe refugee and asylee statuses, both of which have a clear pathway to lawful 
permanent residence and are the focus of unique integration efforts by the federal 
government. 
 

Naturalized Citizenship 
 

In 2013, 779,929 people became naturalized citizens, a decline from the historical 
high point of 1,046,539 naturalizations in 2008. But in general the number of 
naturalizations has increased steadily since the 1990s (Figure 3-2). An LPR wishing to 
apply for naturalization can do so after 5 years in LPR status (3 years if married to a U.S. 
citizen) or after serving in the U.S. Armed Forces (for further details see Table 3-2). The 
demographics of naturalized citizens have changed considerably since 1970. Prior to that 
decade, the majority of naturalized citizens were born in European countries, reflecting 
the earlier waves of immigration. After 1970, the origin of new citizens shifted to Asia 
and Latin America (Table 3-3). There are currently 18.7 million naturalized citizens 
living in the United States. About a third of newly naturalized citizens are from Asia, and 
another third are from North America (which includes Mexico) (Figure 3-3). The average 
naturalizing citizen is a married woman between the ages of 25 and 44 (see Lee and 
Forman, 2014). 

With a few exceptions, naturalization extends rights similar to those obtained 
through citizenship by birth (for more details see Chapter 4). Citizens enjoy protection 
from deportation and have full access to social welfare benefits, creating stability and 
enhancing integration opportunities for both naturalized immigrants and their families 
(Table 3-1). Overall, 61 percent of eligible immigrants naturalize, although there is 
significant variation by region of origin (Gonzalez-Barrera et al., 2013). The panel 
discusses patterns of naturalization and potential explanations for disparate naturalization 
rates in detail in Chapter 4, but it is worth noting here is that if naturalization is a major 
marker of successful integration, these variations suggest that some groups are integrating 
more quickly than others. 

 
Lawful Permanent Residence 

 
LPR status grants indefinite legal residence to foreign-born individuals who have 

met a set of requirements. An applicant can become an LPR, or receive a “green card” in 
common parlance, via an assortment of family-based categories, employment-based 
categories, through diversity visas, or after adjusting from refugee or asylee status (Figure 
3-4, Table 3-2). LPR status can be issued to those residing outside the United States or to 
individuals already in the United States who are seeking to adjust their status; the latter 
are sometimes referred to as “adjustees” (Jasso, 2011).  

The number of LPRs in the United States has generally grown since World War 
II, with some yearly variation and an enormous spike in the 1990s, the direct result of the 
one-time legalization opportunity offered under the 1986 Immigration Reform and 
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Control Act (see Chapter 2). There are 13.1 million lawful permanent residents living in 
the U.S., and around 1 million people currently become LPRs every year (Figure 3-5). 
Over 40 percent of new LPRs in 2013 were from Asia, and nearly 32 percent were from 
North America (Figure 3-6).  

Lawful permanent residence is the most stable legal status short of U.S. 
citizenship. LPRs have work authorization, are eligible for some public benefits, and can 
sponsor their spouses or unmarried children for permanent residence. LPR status 
therefore allows immigrants to put down more-permanent roots in the United States, 
potentially aiding their integration. And since adjustees make up the majority of new 
LPRs, a large portion of those receiving their “green card” have already begun the 
integration process (Martin and Yankay, 2014). 

LPR status also provides a path to citizenship and political integration. Although 
LPRs cannot vote in elections that require voters to be U.S. citizens (e.g., they cannot 
vote in federal or state elections), there are a few jurisdictions in the country that allow 
LPRs to vote in local elections. They cannot run for political office but can and do 
participate in political life (see Chapter 4). They can own property and travel any time, 
but cannot be absent from the country for extended periods of time or relocate to another 
country to live there permanently without risking the loss of their LPR status. These 
requirements are conducive to permanent residence and integration (Aptekar 2015).  

However, since the IIRIRA passed in 1996, individuals with LPR status can be 
placed in removal proceedings if they are convicted of an “aggravated felony” (see 
Chapter 2), controlled substance violations (with the exception of possessing less than 30 
grams of marijuana), certain firearm offenses, domestic violence, or two crimes involving 
moral turpitude. They may also face removal proceedings if they engage in document or 
marriage fraud, human trafficking, falsely claim U.S. citizenship, or violate laws relating 
to espionage, among other crimes. Thus, although lawful permanent residence is a 
“permanent” status, there are several exceptions today that make this status less 
permanent than it used to be.  

In 1996 legislation also significantly limited LPRs’ access to benefits (see 
Chapter 2). Since 1996, LPRs must wait 5 years to become eligible for Medicaid, food 
stamps, Supplemental Security Income, and the State Children’s Health Insurance 
Program. The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 
also reduced food stamp allotments for mixed-status households, thus increasing food 
insecurity for U.S-citizen children living in mixed-status families (Van Hook and 
Balistreri, 2006). Some of these benefits have since been restored, but several portions of 
these laws remain in place, and many adult immigrants continue to be ineligible for 
federal assistance programs.4  

Moreover, the IIRIRA further instituted mechanisms that have limited the access 
of immigrant-sponsored relatives to public assistance. A U.S. citizen or LPR petitioning 

                                                 
4In 2013, 16.7 percent of noncitizens (meaning immigrants who are eligible but have not 

naturalized) received Medicaid and 16.2 percent received food stamps. Overall, the proportion of 
noncitizens versus native-born receiving this type of assistance has barely changed since 1995: only 6.8 
percent of all persons receiving Medicaid in 2013 were noncitizens (compared to 6.5 percent in 1995), and 
only 8.7 percent of those receiving food stamps in 2013 were noncitizens (Wasem, 2014). This suggests 
that concerns about immigrants disproportionately using social welfare services may be misplaced. 
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for a close family member (through family-based visas) must agree to support that person 
until he or she becomes a U.S. citizen or can be credited with 40 quarters of work 
(usually 10 years), and the petitioner must sign a legally enforceable affidavit of support 
that shows the petitioner has an income of at least 125 percent of the federal poverty 
level.5 This requirement is intended to ensure that the sponsor will have enough resources 
to provide for the sponsored individual so that the individual will not become a public 
charge (Espenshade et al., 1997). It also makes it more difficult for low-income 
immigrants to sponsor relatives, delaying family reunification and/or contributing to 
more mixed-status families (Fix and Zimmerman, 2001). 

These changes in access to social welfare benefits and in sponsorship 
requirements make it more difficult for immigrants with lower socioeconomic status to 
bring their family members to the United States and to access assistance if they 
subsequently experience unemployment or low wages. Delayed family reunification and 
the lack of a social safety net make even LPRs’ prospects for full integration more 
difficult (Enchautegi and Menjivar, 2015).  

 
Refugee and Asylum 

 
Since 1948 the United States has provided relief for persons seeking refuge from 

persecution abroad. Today, two programs grant this relief: the refugee program grants 
entry to persons currently outside the United States, while those already within U.S. 
borders can apply for asylum (see Table 3-2). Each year the President, in consultation 
with Congress, sets a limit for refugee admissions, generally between 70,000 and 80,000. 
However, the actual number admitted has fluctuated depending on the international and 
national political climate (Bruno, 2014). Refugee slots are also allotted regionally to 
ensure diversity; however, there are marked geographic concentrations. There is no cap 
on asylum approvals. Except for Cubans, groups of Latin American origin rarely receive 
either refugee or asylee status, regardless of conditions in the country of origin. By 
contrast, the 1966 Cuban Adjustment Act allows any Cuban national who arrives on U.S. 
soil to adjust to LPR status after one year. 

Large number of refugees entered the United States in the 1970s and 1980s as a 
consequence of the Vietnam War and humanitarian emergencies worldwide. However, 
since 1990 the number of refugees entering the United States each year has shrunk 
considerably as the program added diversity quotas and reached a low point after 2001, in 
part due to changes in security procedures and admissions requirements and to changes in 
the national mood after the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks (“9/11”) (Bruno, 2015; 
Martin and Yankay, 2014). The number of people granted asylum has also fluctuated 
over the years, falling from a historical high of more than 39,00 in 2001 to around 25,000 
to 29,000 in recent years (Figure 3-7). The regions from which most refugees originate 
have changed considerably since 1990, when the largest number came from Europe. 
Today, most refugees and asylees are from Asia and Africa. Notably, immigrants 
originating in Latin America do not rank prominently in these visa allocations (see Figure 
3-8).  

                                                 
5See http://www.uscis.gov/green-card/green-card-processes-and-procedures/affidavit-support. 
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Refugees and asylees can receive assistance via the Office of Refugee 
Resettlement (ORR) in the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, as the 
federal government assumes responsibility for their well-being (see Chapter 2). This is 
the only affirmative integration program at the federal level. ORR services include cash 
assistance, medical evaluations and healthcare assistance, assistance with accessing social 
welfare benefits, and assistance finding employment and setting up small businesses. 
Many of these programs are funded by ORR but run in partnership with states and 
localities. 

Refugees approved for admission also receive assistance through the Department 
of State’s Reception and Placement Program; this assistance includes rent, food, and 
clothing, as well as contacts with organizations that help them locate employment and 
obtain language skills. These organizations, usually composed of co-ethnics, mediate 
between the federal government and the refugees to provide refugees with a resettlement 
infrastructure familiar to them. Assistance beyond the first few months is coordinated 
between the federal government and the states where the refugees settle; it provides long-
term cash and medical assistance, employment (they receive employment authorization 
upon arrival), and social services.  

There is a clear path to U.S. citizenship for refugees and asylees and a somewhat 
shortened time frame for naturalization. However, as with all categories short of 
naturalized U.S. citizen, refugees and asylees have no “right to remain.” Refugees and 
asylees are subject to many of the same grounds of inadmissibility and removability as 
other noncitizen immigrants and can be subject to removal proceedings for criminal 
convictions and other violations, including immigration fraud. 

Although refugees and asylees receive the most direct integrative assistance, they 
face the same potential barriers to integration as immigrants in other legal statuses (Portes 
and Zhou, 1993). For instance, many are Black or Muslim (or both) and therefore may 
face discriminatory attitudes and may be stigmatized for outward demonstrations of their 
faith (McBrien, 2005). In addition, many refugees and asylees are fleeing violence and 
may have been forcibly separated from their homes. “Acute” refugees who flee suddenly 
with little preparation likely have very little in terms of material wealth and may have 
been separated from family members (Kunz, 1973). Acute refugees also generally have 
lower levels of education and skills than voluntary migrants (Zhou, 2001). And 
settlement of refugee populations in new gateway cities can strain local resources and 
create tensions with native-born populations (Singer and Wilson, 2007).  

 
TEMPORARY STATUSES 

 
The United States has a variety of temporary “nonimmigrant” statuses,6 some of 

which have clearly established pathways to lawful permanent residence but the majority 
of which lack a clear regulatory pathway to permanent residence and citizenship. In 

                                                 
6The panel does not offer detailed descriptions of every possible legal status in the immigration 

system because many categories apply to only a small number of individuals and there is little to no data 
about how these legal statuses impact integration. Instead the analysis focuses on the largest and most 
politically prominent categories, for which data about integration are available. For a full list of legal 
statuses and a short statement about their pathways to citizenship, see Table 3-2.  
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addition, even statuses with a clear regulatory pathway often face long visa backlogs that 
make it difficult to predict when (or if, since they generally face restrictions on length of 
stay) they will be able to adjust their status to LPR (Menjívar, 2006). This section begins 
by discussing temporary statuses based on employment and education, including H-1B 
specialty workers, H-2A agricultural workers, and international students. It then discusses 
Temporary Protected Status (TPS), a category that is intended to provide short-term relief 
to people escaping civil strife or natural disasters in their countries or origin but instead 
has become a long-term legal limbo for thousands of immigrants from Central America. 

 
H-1B Temporary Worker 

 
The most well-known employment-based nonimmigrant visa is the H-1B. The 

program was created in 1990 and has a ceiling quota of 65,000 new visas annually, with 
no cap on renewals or changes of employer (for details, see Table 3-2). An advanced-
degree exemption allows for an additional 20,000 new visas to be issued each fiscal year. 
Over the past 15 years, demand for H-1B visas has far outstripped supply (with the 
exception of 2001 to 2003, when the cap on new visas was temporarily raised to 
195,000); in 2015, U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) received nearly 
233,000 applications for new visas in fiscal 2016 and reached the cap a few days after 
filing season began. USCIS has created a lottery system to deal with the excess of annual 
applications for new H-1B visas.  

In 2013, 474,355 nonimmigrants were “admitted” to the country via an H-1B visa 
(most were H-1B visa holders already present in the United States) (Figure 3-7). These 
numbers include both new H-1Bs subject to the annual caps, and renewals. The typical 
H1B visa holder is a college educated male from India who works in STEM fields 
(O’Brien, 2013; for further details see USCIS, 2015).7 

The H-1B visa is a “dual intent” visa, meaning it provides the opportunity for the 
highly skilled workers who hold them to regularize their status to LPR, provided that 
their employer has the ability and willingness to sponsor them. These are well-educated 
workers who are already trained in areas that complement the U.S. workforce and are 
deemed of special import for the economic future of the country (many H-IB workers 
were international students who attended U.S. universities). And even when H-1B visa 
holders have the same level of training as native-born professionals in the same field, the 
knowledge of a particular technological process or research area that an H-1B visa holder 
brings can be very different; they thus can contribute knowledge as collaborators rather 
than solely as competitors (Regets, 2007). Although further research is needed on these 
workers, the human capital they bring with them, combined with their strong connections 
to the U.S. labor market, likely aids their integration into U.S. society. 

                                                 
7Exacerbating the gender imbalance in H1B visas, until recently spouses of H-1B visa holders 

were not issued work permits. New USCIS rules indicate that effective May 26, 2015, holders of H-4 visas 
(dependent spouses of H-1B visa holders) are allowed to apply for work permits if their H-1B spouses have 
reached certain milestones in the LPR process. See http://www.uscis.gov/news/dhs-extends-eligibility-
employment-authorization-certain-h-4-dependent-spouses-h-1b-nonimmigrants-seeking-employment-
based-lawful-permanent-residence [August, 2015]. 
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But while H-1B visa holders may benefit from potential LPR regularization 
through an employer, this is not a sure outcome. The long backlogs in the processing of 
applications and the per-country caps create bottlenecks in applications for lawful 
permanent residence, even as visa holders face a 6-year restriction on the length of time 
they can remain in this status. In addition, dependence on employer sponsorship can pose 
obstacles for those who want to apply for LPR status. Unfortunately USCIS does not 
track the number of H-1Bs who adjust to LPR, either via their employer or by other 
routes such as marriage to a U.S. citizen. The number who remain in the United States 
and the extent to which they and their families do successfully integrate is still an open 
question and additional research needs to be done on how these highly valued workers 
and their families are integrating. 

 
Agricultural Worker (H-2A) 

 
The United States has a wide variety of temporary employment-based visas with 

no clear regulatory pathway to lawful permanent residence. Although users of these visas 
may eventually adjust their status to other categories, and the existence of these 
categories indicates economic need for these workers, applicants for these visas are not 
permitted to express intent to permanently immigrate. These categories include H-2A 
agricultural workers; H-2B nonagricultural workers; O-visa performers, athletes, and 
academics; and TN NAFTA professionals from Mexico and Canada (see Table 3-2).  

The largest and most prominent category in this set are the H-2A agricultural 
workers. The number of H-2A workers has skyrocketed since the mid-2000s (Figure 3-9). 
The vast majority are low-skilled migrant workers from Mexico who work in the fruit 
and vegetable industry. Most H-2A workers are male, are over the age of 25, and have 
low levels of education.8 And although net immigration rates from Mexico (in-migrants 
minus out-migrants) dropped to zero during the Great Recession, entries of Mexican 
temporary workers on H-1 and particularly H-2 visas have continued to increase 
(Massey, 2012).  

H-2A visas holders have no clear path to LPR or citizenship through their 
employment, are not eligible for most federal programs or state benefits, and have no 
legal right to remain in the country once their contracts expire. Overall, H-2A workers are 
encouraged to make their stays temporary and discouraged from putting down roots and 
integrating. However, many may settle in the United States anyway. Although some may 
shift their statuses via family ties or other forms of employment with clearer pathways to 
permanent residence, others may become “undocumented” visa overstayers if they do not 
leave the country when their visas (and contracts) expire. These visas may therefore be 
transitional statuses on pathways that provide more opportunities or higher barriers to 
integration, and further research on this status is warranted.  
 

International Student 
 

                                                 
8See http://www.ncfh.org/docs/fs-Facts percent20about percent20Farmworkers.pdf [August, 

2015]. 
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International students are an increasingly important part of the “nonimmigrant” 
population in the United States, both because their numbers are growing rapidly (Figure 
3-10) and because they are a key source of highly skilled labor in the United States. 
Student visas holders are not allowed to declare “dual intent” when they apply for visas, 
but despite this limitation, they have a well-traveled indirect path to other statuses, 
including H-1B and LPR (Ruiz, 2014).  

In 2013, the United States admitted over 1.5 million foreign students, including 
undergraduate, graduate and vocational students. International students make up over 4 
percent of all undergraduate and graduate students in the U.S.9 Almost 60 percent of all 
international students come from just five countries, and one-fourth come from China 
alone, although students arrive from every region of the world (Figure 3-11; for further 
details on international students see Ruiz, 2014).  

Although foreign student visas do not have a direct path to LPR or citizenship, 
foreign students can seek temporary work authorization, can do a practicum in their field 
for up to 29 months after graduation, or can apply for H-1B visas, which can lead to 
employment-based LPR regularization opportunities. They can also seek LPR status 
through family-sponsored visas. Foreign students are self-selected for higher education 
and skills, which are positively correlated with integration. And foreign students’ method 
of entry into the United States funnels them through a key integrating institution: schools 
of higher education. When and if foreign students graduate they are usually proficient in 
English (if they weren’t before); are trained to fill skilled positions in the U.S. labor 
force, often in STEM fields; are better acculturated to American social norms than their 
peers who were not educated in the United States; and may have formed intimate 
relationships with native-born students (see Chapter 8).  

However, as with other temporary visas, foreign students are not eligible for 
federal benefits or state assistance, and if they apply for an H-1B visa, they face the same 
cap and lottery as other applicants. Foreign students also must remain enrolled in 
accredited educational institutions for the duration of their status, and when their visas 
expire they must either leave the country when their visa expires or risk falling out of 
status as visa overstayers. While international students enjoy several potential pathways 
to permanent status, they face the same barriers to social benefits and lack of stability as 
other temporary visa holders. And like all immigrants who are not naturalized citizens, 
they enjoy no “right to remain.” There is currently little data on international students’ 
integration, but as their numbers continue to grow, further research on these individuals 
would provide scholars, policymakers, and colleges and universities with valuable 
information about how this status interacts with immigrant integration. 

 
Temporary Protected Status 

 
Temporary Protected Status (TPS) is designed to address the shortcomings of 

refugee law, as TPS extends protection to some groups not covered under the 
conventional definition of refugees (see Chapter 2). TPS confers a work permit and 
allows recipients to work and live in the United States for a renewable period of 18 
                                                 

9See http://www.iie.org/Who-We-Are/News-and-Events/Press-Center/Press-Releases/2014/2014-
11-17-Open-Doors-Data. 
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months. This dispensation was initially offered to immigrants from El Salvador in 1990. 
At the time, an estimated half-million Salvadorans were already residing in the United 
States with undocumented status after fleeing a violent civil war. The designation was 
extended through Deferred Enforced Departure and then terminated in 1994, but El 
Salvador was designated for TPS again in 2001 after devastating earthquakes in that 
country. Some countries have had continuous designation for many years; for instance, 
Somalia has been designated for TPS continuously since 1991. These immigrants must 
renew their permits every 18 months for a fee, and renewal deadlines vary by country. 

In 2015, 11 countries were covered by TPS: 6 in Africa, 3 in Central America, 
one in the Caribbean, and one in the Middle East. An estimated 340,310 beneficiaries of 
TPS resided in the United States in 2014, and the vast majority were from El Salvador 
(Figure 3-12) (Messick and Bergeron, 2014). USCIS does not publish numbers and 
characteristics of TPS beneficiaries as it does for other statuses, so additional 
demographics for this population are unavailable.  

TPS aids immigrant integration by giving immigrants who would otherwise be 
undocumented a legal presence in the country, which affords them certain rights. TPS 
removes at least the immediate threat of deportation and grants recipients work 
authorization, making it easier to access legal employment and potentially better wages 
(Orrenius and Zavodny, 2014). However, aside from access to legal employment and a 
stay of deportation, most TPS holders have very limited rights—no more than those of 
immigrants in undocumented status.10  

Although TPS seems to provide better economic opportunities for those who 
would otherwise be undocumented (Orrenius and Zavodny, 2014), the liminal legality of 
many Central Americans under TPS also constitutes a serious barrier to socioeconomic 
mobility and long-term integration (Menjivar, 2006). Furthermore, persons with TPS 
cannot petition for legal status for their family members, which serves as an additional 
reminder that the U.S. government considers them temporary visitors rather than 
permanent migrants, and has the potential to restructure family composition in the long 
term (Enchautegui and Menjívar, 2015). Thus TPS confers partial inclusion while 
simultaneously affirming (with periodic reminders) that this status is temporary and 
partial. 

 
DISCRETIONARY STATUSES 

 
As described in Chapter 2, various presidential administrations since 1990 have 

created  lawful statuses via executive discretion. Because these statuses are not created by 
legislation, they are subject to the discretion of the Executive, making them inherently 
unstable because the programs can be canceled at any time. They also do not provide any 
established regulatory pathway to lawful permanent residence. However, they do provide 

                                                 
10In 2013, the Sixth Circuit Court of Appeals, which covers parts of Kentucky, Michigan, Ohio, 

and Tennessee, found that immigrants with TPS who are immediate relatives of U.S. citizens can adjust 
their status to lawful permanent residence (Flores, et al. v. USCIS). A district court in Washington State 
made a similar determination in 2014. If policy changes are enacted in response to these court rulings 
allowing TPS holders in these districts to adjust their status, it would create an important geographic 
variation in the integrative prospects of TPS holders. 
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the right to work legally in the United States and some protection from deportation. The 
newest and largest status (in terms of eligible population) in this category is DACA.11 
Below, the panel describes the demographics of persons in the United States with this 
status and the aids and barriers to their integration.  
 

Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals 
 
Since 2001 Congress has repeatedly considered and then failed to pass various 

versions of the DREAM Act (Development, Relief, and Education for Alien Minors), a 
legislative effort to provide legal status for undocumented persons who were brought to 
the United States as children and who meet certain educational and other criteria. In June 
2012, President Obama announced an executive action that provided relief from 
deportation and granted temporary work authorization for undocumented immigrants in 
this category (see Table 3-2 for details). The President updated and slightly expanded the 
program in a November 2014 executive action, although as of February 2015 these 
changes were blocked by a federal judge. 

When President Obama announced the June 2012 executive action, an estimated 
1.165 million people were immediately eligible to apply for DACA (Batalova et al., 
2014).12 By March 2015, almost 750,000 had applied, 64 percent of the estimated eligible 
population. The approval rate for DACA is almost 90 percent.13,14 Notably, Latin 
American youth have been far more likely to apply for DACA than any other group, and 
three-fourths of all DACA applicants were born in Mexico (Singer et al., 2015). Although 
an estimated 10 percent of DACA-eligible persons are from Asia, they account for only 4 
percent of applicants (Figure 3-13). Women are more likely to apply for DACA than 
men, and the vast majority of applicants are low-income (for further details on the DACA 
eligible population and applicants, see Batalova, et al., 2014; Singer et al., 2015).  

                                                 
11In a November 2014 executive action, President Obama also created Deferred Action for 

Parental Accountability for parents of U.S. citizens and LPRs. The Migration Policy Institute (2014) 
estimates that as many as 3.7 million parents may be eligible for the program. In February 2015, a federal 
district court in Texas issued an injunction against implementation of the program, and at the time of this 
report the program remains in legal limbo.  

12Estimates of the population immediately eligible for DACA are drawn from the most 
recent U.S. Census American Community Survey (ACS) for 2013, with immigration status 
assigned based on responses to another national survey, the 2008 Survey of Income and Program 
Participation (SIPP). The estimates have the same sampling and coverage errors as any other 
survey-based estimates that rely on ACS and other Census Bureau data. The Migration Policy 
Institute’s estimates also use commonly accepted benchmarks from other research studies to 
determine the size of the unauthorized population and response rates to surveys. For more detail 
on the methodology, see DACA at the Two-Year Mark: A National and State Profile of Youth 
Eligible and Applying for Deferred Action from the Migration Policy Institute in 2014. 

13Total numbers applying and approval rates calculated from USCIS data available at 
http://www.uscis.gov/sites/default/files/USCIS/Resources/Reports%20and%20Studies/Immigration%20For
ms%20Data/Naturalization%20Data/I821d_performancedata_fy2015_qtr2.pdf [July 2015]. 

14The high approval rates for DACA applicants may reflect the fact that applicants are self-
selected. See Singer et al. (2015) for information on what factors motivate and hinder DACA eligible 
individuals to apply. 
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In some ways, DACA status parallels TPS (it even uses a similar application form 
and confers status for a similar length of time), as it provides temporary relief to a subset 
of the undocumented population but without a path to lawful permanent residence. The 
aids and barriers to integration that DACA recipients face are therefore similar to those 
who hold TPS, although DACA is an even more fragile status because it has no 
regulatory authorization from Congress, an issue made clear in the recent challenges to 
President Obama’s November 2014 extensions of DACA.  

Like TPS, DACA status may aid integration by granting immigrants legal 
presence in the Unites States, which affords them certain rights and protections. Indeed, 
comparisons of application rates by state suggest that the extra protections DACA affords 
is a motivating factor for applying. For instance, Arizona, North Carolina, and Texas—all 
states with restrictive measures against undocumented immigrants—have a higher share 
of applicants in their estimated eligible populations than do California, Illinois, and New 
York, which are states with more welcoming political climates (Batalova et al., 2014; 
Singer et al., 2015). DACA removes the immediate threat of deportation and grants 
recipients work authorization, making it easier to access legal employment and better 
wages (Gonzalez and Bautista-Chavez, 2014). DACA status is also indirectly but 
strongly associated with a higher sense of national belonging (Wong and Valdivia, 2014; 
Teranishi e tal., 2015) and civic participation (Wong and Valdivia, 2014).  

Because attaining DACA status is directly linked to allowing its recipients to 
work, receipt of DACA leads most directly to a number of work-related benefits such as 
obtaining a first job or a better one (Wong and Valdivia, 2014), as well as higher earnings 
(Gonzales et al., 2014; Teranishi et al., 2015). Other benefits include obtaining health 
care through employment, more stability in transportation and housing, and greater 
participation in college activities (Gonzales et al., 2014; Raymond-Flesch, et al., 2014; 
Teranishi et al., 2015). Early research therefore suggests that DACA can have a positive 
impact on immigrant integration. 

However, there are important limits to DACA’s integrative potential. First, this 
status is limited to undocumented people who are below a certain age and arrived within 
a particular time period. The educational requirement also limits its scope, especially 
since being undocumented poses significant challenges to educational attainment. Early 
research suggests that undocumented youth who do not meet the education requirements 
have more limited English skills, lower incomes, and are more likely to be in the labor 
force (Batalova et al., 2013). In addition, applicants must reapply every 2 years, 
highlighting the temporary nature of this status, which has no pathway to LPR status and 
citizenship. Also important, it is unclear whether future administrations will continue the 
program or if any future immigration reform by Congress will make provisions for this 
population. And some eligible youth are not applying for DACA because they are 
worried about providing their information to the government and are holding out for 
comprehensive immigration reform that might offer better protections against deportation 
(Gonzalez and Bautista-Chavez, 2014).  

DACA-eligible youth almost inevitably come from mixed-status families because 
most were brought to the United States by undocumented parents. Although DACA 
offers them some form of legal status, their family members continue to face deportation 
and limited opportunities. This ongoing instability and the constant fear of deportation for 
ineligible family members may further limit the integrative possibilities of this status. 
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UNDOCUMENTED IMMIGRANTS 
 
The undocumented category is technically not a “legal” category but is indirectly 

established by immigration law as it creates categories of admission. As discussed in 
Chapter 1, the number of undocumented immigrants began to increase after the 1965 
amendments to the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1952, which restricted 
immigration from Latin America. Between 1990 and 2007, the number of undocumented 
immigrants living in the United States tripled but then stalled and declined slightly, 
perhaps as a result of the Great Recession (Figure 1-17 in Chapter 1). Although the 
majority of the undocumented are from Mexico and the popular stereotype is of migrants 
sneaking across the Southern Border, this category is composed of all individuals who 
entered the country without inspection, as well as visa overstayers; it thus includes people 
from every region of the world (Figure 3-14).  

The integrative prospects of undocumented immigrants tend to vary by 
geographic location, as discussed further in Chapter 5. As noted in Chapter 2, some states 
and municipalities grant the undocumented limited access to public assistance. As of 
early 2015, California, Colorado, Connecticut, the District of Columbia, Illinois, 
Maryland, Nevada, New Mexico, Utah, Vermont, Washington, offer access to driver’s 
licenses regardless of legal status. Furthermore, California, Colorado, Connecticut, 
Illinois Kansas, Maryland, Minnesota, Nebraska, New Mexico, New Jersey, New York, 
Oregon, Texas, Utah, Washington, and Wisconsin have statutes that condition eligibility 
for in-state tuition to attend college or university on attending and graduating from high 
school in the state, thus allowing students who cannot provide proof of citizenship or 
legal residence to claim this education benefit. Importantly, regardless of state of 
residence, undocumented children have a constitutional right to K-12 education as 
stipulated by Plyler v. Doe 457 U.S. 202 (1982).  

The undocumented face unique barriers to integration, as by definition they are 
excluded from direct pathways to legalization. Perhaps the most important is the constant 
fear of deportation. Deportations have skyrocketed, especially after the IIRIRA passed in 
1996 (National Research Council, 2011, p. 52; also see Figure 2-1 in Chapter 2). In 2013 
the United States deported more than 438,000 people.  

The majority of undocumented workers are confined to low-wage occupations 
either because of their lower human capital or because their status makes it difficult to 
find jobs commensurate with their skills and education or keeps them from accessing 
educational opportunities. This puts undocumented workers at unique risk for labor 
violations by employers (Bernhardt et al., 2013, p. 725). A 2008 survey of low-wage 
workers in Chicago, Los Angeles, and New York indicated that 31 percent of immigrant 
workers experienced a violation of minimum-wage laws compared with only 16 percent 
among native-born workers; among the undocumented the figure was 37 percent 
compared with 21 percent among those with work authorization (Bernhardt et al., 2009). 
Another survey of immigrant workers in New Orleans found that 41 percent had 
experienced wage theft by those who presumably had hired them (Fussell, 2011). 

Undocumented immigrants are also subjected to hostility from the American 
public at large and to racial profiling by authorities, which makes their integration much 
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more difficult. For instance, the rise of anti-immigrant sentiment and intensification of 
immigration enforcement appear to be taking a toll on the health of undocumented 
Mexican migrants, who are positively selected for good health when they leave for the 
United States but display worse health than otherwise similar nonmigrants when they 
return (Ullmann et al., 2011; Barcellos et al., 2014). In addition, there is a strong 
connection between anti-immigrant sentiment and the level of Hispanic segregation and 
neighborhood isolation across metropolitan areas (Rugh and Massey, 2014). And Hall 
and Stringfield (2014) showed that segregation of Hispanics from non-Hispanic white 
Americans rises as the estimated prevalence of undocumented migrants in the population 
increases. 
 

Undocumented Status and “Crimmigration” 
 
Undocumented immigrants are often called “illegal aliens” and many, if not most, 

Americans believe that it is a crime to reside in the United States as an undocumented 
immigrant. Yet the law is much more complex. Currently it is a civil matter to overstay a 
visa, a misdemeanor to illegally enter the country, and a felony to re-enter the country 
after having been previously caught here illegally and deported. While many people 
describe the process of expelling people from the United States as “deportations,” the 
legal term is “removal.” The Supreme Court ruled in 1893 in Fong Yue Ting vs. United 
States, 149 U.S. 698 (1893) that “the order of deportation is not punishment for a crime.” 
Therefore undocumented immigrants who are deported do not have “criminal” trials but 
rather “administrative hearings,” and they are not allowed the protections of U.S. 
criminal law: the right to a lawyer, the right to a warrant before the police can search 
them, or other aspects of due process.  

Thus, the 40+ percent of the undocumented who overstayed their visas did not 
thereby actually commit a crime. And among those who do cross the border illegally, 
most are not charged with a criminal offense; instead they are offered voluntary 
departure, which does not create a criminal record (National Research Council, 2011). 
These are usually people found within 100 miles of the Mexican border who 
“voluntarily” agree to be taken back over the border and are released with no further 
sanctions or charges. They do not see an immigration judge, and the decision to remove 
them comes from Department of Homeland Security (DHS) personnel. In other cases, 
undocumented immigrants are ordered removed by DHS personnel (accelerated removal) 
or can be detained and then see an immigration judge who issues a removal ruling 
(standard formal removal). This creates a record of removal, which has serious 
implications if immigrants are apprehended crossing the border again. “Unlawful re-
entry” after removal is now categorized as a felony offense, expanding the 
criminalization of undocumented immigrants.  

The passage of the IIRIRA and the Antiterrorism and Effective Death Penalty Act 
in 1996 greatly expanded the list of deportable crimes, as well as expanding the authority 
of state and local police to enforce federal immigration policies. More recently, the 
Secure Communities program made it easier for local and state police to communicate 
about arrestees’ immigration status with the federal government (discussed in Chapter 2). 
Consequently there has been a large increase in the detention of undocumented people, 
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deportations and removals, and the general "criminalization" of undocumented status 
(Gladstein et al., 2005; Douglas and Sáenz, 2013).  

On an average day, U.S. federal deportation authorities now hold in custody over 
33,000 noncitizens and manage more than 1.71 million people in various stages of 
immigration removal proceedings (U.S. Department of Homeland Security, 2012). 
Nearly 400,000 individuals are deported annually, double the rate of a decade ago 
(Simanski, 2014). These numbers represent some of the largest numbers of deportations 
or removals in the history of the United States. 

Immigration and Customs Enforcement does not exercise direct control over most 
of the noncitizens in its custody. Rather, it contracts with local jails and state and private 
prisons, which hold approximately 84 percent of its detainees (Amnesty International, 
2007). This growth in detentions in prisons and in other facilities includes many people 
with no criminal records. A recent study using Immigration and Customs Enforcement 
data found that 58 percent of the 32,000 detainees in custody as of January 29, 2009, did 
not have any criminal record. Four hundred people who had no criminal record had been 
held for over a year’s time (Kerwin and Lin, 2009). Those who had committed crimes 
had often been found guilty of relatively minor crimes such as traffic-related violations 
(13 percent) and immigration-related offenses (6 percent)” (Kerwin and Lin, 2009). The 
most common criminal conviction was driving under the influence of alcohol. 
Nevertheless, these detainees were primarily held in facilities designed for people who 
have committed serious crimes: 70 percent were in state and local prisons, while only 27 
percent were in contract detention facilities or service processing centers.15  

The significant increase in detentions and deportations of undocumented 
immigrants has profound effects on these immigrants’ ability to integrate, and in many 
ways that is the intended effect. Yet the number of undocumented immigrants in the 
United States continued to soar after 1996 and only fell (slightly) in response to the 
economic deprivations of the Great Recession.  
 

Attitudes towards Undocumented Immigrants 
 
An important aspect of the context of reception for undocumented immigrants 

that affects their integration prospects is the attitude of the native-born toward them. 
While Americans have generally preferred to decrease the number of immigrants coming 
to the United States, they have also tended to resist mass deportation as the solution to the 
problem of undocumented immigration. For example, in the CBS/New York Times Poll in 
2006 and 2007, the proportion favoring a pathway to legal status for undocumented 
immigrants was consistent at around 62 percent,16 while the proportion favoring 

                                                 
15The remaining 5 percent were in federal prisons or in “soft” detention centers such as medical 

centers (Kerwin and Lin, 2009). 
16Support for legalization was 62 percent in May 2006, 60 percent in March 2007, 61 percent in 

May 2007, and 65 percent in June 2007. Sources: 
http://www.cbsnews.com/htdocs/pdf/poll_bush_050906.pdf, 
http://www.cbsnews.com/htdocs/pdf/052407_immigration.pdf, and 
http://www.cbsnews.com/htdocs/pdf/062807_immigration.pdf. [August, 2015]. 
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deportation was considerably lower, at around 33 percent.17 In later years nearly one-half 
supported a pathway to citizenship, while less than a third of respondents preferred 
deportation while (see Chapter 2).. 

Despite the often negative rhetoric surrounding undocumented immigration, there 
is some public support both for more lenient and more punitive actions toward the 
undocumented. Support for President Obama’s executive action on DACA ranged from 
41 percent to 54 percent in 2015, depending on how the question was worded.18 Yet 
support for tougher laws such as Arizona’s Support our Law Enforcement and Safe 
Neighborhoods Act 19 was at 69 percent in 2010.  

Majorities of both Latino and Asian Americans agree that granting legal status to 
undocumented immigrants would strengthen the U.S. economy and improve the lives of 
undocumented immigrants, and support for a pathway to citizenship among Asian 
Americans increased significantly between 2008 and 2012 (Ramakrishnan and Lee, 
2013). Yet majorities of these groups are also concerned that granting legal status might 
lead to more undocumented immigration and would reward illegal behavior (Lopez et al, 
2013, p. 3). 

Perhaps not surprisingly, the issue of unauthorized immigration is far more 
personal for Latinos than for Asian Americans. The Pew Research Center found that 46 
percent of Hispanics report that they are much more likely to fear that a family member 
or a close friend would be deported, compared to 16 percent of Asian Americans. The 
contrast is even more stark among the foreign-born from these two regions of origin: 59 
percent of Latino immigrants expressed this fear, compared to only 18 percent of foreign-
born Asian Americans (Lopez et al., 2013 p. 2). Still, there is diversity of opinion on 
immigration by nativity (Lopez and Gonzalez-Barrera, 2013).  

In sum, undocumented legal status poses the highest barrier to immigrant 
integration among the current statuses; in fact, the lack of legal status is intended to 
explicitly discourage integration by denying undocumented immigrants access to various 
social and economic benefits and leaving them vulnerable to deportation. Yet millions of 
undocumented immigrants continue to reside in the United States, working, starting 
families, seeking pathways to other legal statuses, and integrating into American society 
despite the obstacles.  

 
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

                                                 
17Support for deportation was 33 percent in May 2006, 36 percent in March 2007, 35 percent and 

28 percent in May 2007. Sources: CBS News Poll, 
http://www.cbsnews.com/htdocs/pdf/poll_bush_050906.pdf, 
http://www.cbsnews.com/htdocs/pdf/052407_immigration.pdf, and 
http://www.cbsnews.com/htdocs/pdf/062807_immigration.pdf. [August, 2015]. 

18Sources: http://www.cnn.com/2014/11/26/politics/cnn-immigration-poll/, 
http://www.wsj.com/articles/wsj-nbc-poll-finds-americans-want-parties-to-work-together-1416439838, and 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/polling/united-states-obama-
undocumented/2015/01/04/154e034a-86c9-11e4-abcf-5a3d7b3b20b8_page.html [August, 2015]. 

19This Arizona law is often called “SB 1070.” Source: 
http://www.cbsnews.com/htdocs/pdf/CBSNYTPoll_health_care_060712.pdf [August, 2015]. 
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Given the significant potential to alter individuals’ life chances, legal status has 
become a new axis of social stratification, similar to other social markers such as social 
class, gender, and race (Gee and Ford, 2011; Massey, 2007, 2013; Menjívar, 2011). The 
research to date indicates that a strong positive relationship exists between naturalization 
and integration and that LPR status and other statuses with clear pathways to becoming 
an LPR offer significant benefits for integration. However, the barriers that legal statuses 
short of naturalization create for integration and the codification of these barriers in law 
mean that legal status sometimes trumps the effects of other social markers (Menjívar et 
al., in press). Legal status intensifies the effects of disadvantages that come from other 
social positions, such as those based on social class, gender, or race and ethnicity, while 
diminishing the benefits that an advantageous social position can have. Undocumented 
status, in particular, presents a formidable barrier to integration and economic progress, a 
situation exacerbated by criminalization of undocumented status and the unprecedented 
level of enforcement and deportations since 1996. 

 
Conclusion 3-1 Legal status affects immigrant integration. Legal permanent 
resident status has a positive effect on integration, but temporary, discretionary, 
and especially undocumented status negatively affect immigrants’ ability to 
integrate across various social dimensions. More research is needed to better 
understand the relationship between temporary legal statuses, in particular, and 
integration outcomes. 
 
In addition, legal status has intergenerational impacts. For instance, the 

educational attainments of children whose parents eventually legalized were just as high 
as those whose parents entered the country legally, suggesting that the burdens of 
parental undocumented status on children (including U.S.-born children), while sizeable 
and debilitating, mostly disappear when legalization occurs (Bean, et al., 2015). Given 
the ripple effects that legal status has for other family members, it is important that future 
research examine its effects in family and community contexts.  

 
Conclusion 3-2 Parents’ legal status affects the integration prospects of a 
significant proportion of the U.S.-born children of immigrant parents. Parents’ 
undocumented status in particular can have negative effects on children’s 
socioeconomic outcomes, cognitive development, and mental health.  
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FIGURE 3-1 Proportions of immigrants in each general legal category, 2012.1 
SOURCE: Data from Passel and Cohn, 2014.  

1Although the data on stocks and flows of immigrants for most of the statuses discussed in this 
chapter are from the Office of Immigration Statistics Yearbooks for 2013, the most recent data available for 
all categories are only available from the Pew Research Center. The center’s most recent data are from 
2012. However, the panel believes general proportions of immigrants in each category remained relatively 
stable between 2012 and 2013. 
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FIGURE 3-2 Persons naturalized, fiscal 1907 through 2013. 
SOURCE: Office of Immigration Statistics, 2014. Yearbook of Immigration Statistics: 
2013. http://www.dhs.gov/publication/yearbook-immigration-statistics-2013-
naturalizations. 
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FIGURE 3-3 Newly naturalized citizens by region of origin, 2013. 
SOURCE: Office of Immigration Statistics, 2014. Yearbook of Immigration Statistics: 
2013. http://www.dhs.gov/publication/yearbook-immigration-statistics-2013-
naturalizations.
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FIGURE 3-4 Lawful Permanent Resident Admissions by Category of Admissions, 2013 
SOURCE: Office of Immigration Statistics, 2014. Yearbook of Immigration Statistics: 
2013. http://www.dhs.gov/yearbook-immigration-statistics-2013-lawful-permanent-
residents 

Family-
sponsored 

64.8% 

Employment-
based 
13.1% 

Diversity 
programs 

4.7% 

Refugees and 
Asylees 
15.9% 

Other 
1.5% 



Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

The Integration of Immigrants into American Society 

Prepublication copy, uncorrected proofs 
 

3-61 
 

 

 
FIGURE 3-5 Persons granted lawful permanent residence, 1907-2013. 
SOURCE: Office of Immigration Statistics, 2014. Yearbook of Immigration Statistics: 
2013. http://www.dhs.gov/yearbook-immigration-statistics-2013-lawful-permanent-
residents. 
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FIGURE 3-6 New lawful permanent residents by region of origin, 2013. 
SOURCE: Office of Immigration Statistics, 2014. Yearbook of Immigration Statistics: 
2013. http://www.dhs.gov/yearbook-immigration-statistics-2013-lawful-permanent-
residents.
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FIGURE 3-7 Refugee arrivals and persons granted asylum, 1990-2013. 
SOURCE: Department of Homeland Security. Yearbooks of Immigration Statistics. 
http://www.dhs.gov/yearbook-immigration-statistics-2013-refugees-and-asylees. 
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FIGURE 3-8 Refugee arrivals and persons granted asylum by region of origin, 2013. 
SOURCE: Department of Homeland Security, 2014. Yearbook of Immigration Statistics: 
2013.  
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FIGURE 3-9 Annual number of admissions with visa type H-1B, Temporary Workers in 
Specialty Occupations, and H2A Agricultural workers, 1990-2013. (Note: Data not 
available for H2A visas in 2005). 
SOURCE: Department of Homeland Security, Yearbooks of Immigration Statistics  
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FIGURE 3-10 International students (F-1 visa), 1990-2013. 
SOURCE: Department of Homeland Security, Yearbooks of Immigration Statistics. 
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FIGURE 3-11 Countries of Origin for International Students, 2008-2012. 
SOURCE: Adapted from Ruiz, 2014. 
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FIGURE 3-12 Estimated number of Temporary Protected Status holders by Country of 
Origin, 2014. 
SOURCE: Data from Messick and Bergeron, 2014. 
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FIGURE 3-13 Percent estimated eligible for DACA and percent who have actually 
applied, by country and region of origin. 
SOURCE: Data from Singer et al., 2015. 
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FIGURE 3-14 Estimated Number of Undocumented Immigrants Residing in the U.S. in 
Millions by Country and Region of Origin, 2012 
SOURCE: Data from Passel and Cohn, 2014. 
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4 
POLITICAL AND CIVIC DIMENSIONS OF IMMIGRANT 

INTEGRATION 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The integration of immigrants and their descendants plays out in both the civic 
and political life of the country.  Becoming a U.S. citizen, voting, participating in a 
parent-teacher association, or volunteering at a local food bank can all be seen as markers 
of integration. Such activities also serve as way-stations to further integration and 
engagement in U.S. society and politics. Although naturalization is necessary for voting 
in almost all parts of the United States, acquiring citizenship does not guarantee political 
participation. Conversely, non-citizens can be engaged in their communities, for example, 
by participating in a parent-teacher association. Civic and political integration can occur 
together, or in distinct steps. Naturalization might spur new Americans to join a local 
town hall meeting, while an immigrant’s prior participation in a religious faith 
community may provide the encouragement and assistance necessary to acquire U.S. 
citizenship or register to vote. 

In this chapter, the panel summarizes the state of social science knowledge on (1) 
naturalization and citizenship; (2) political engagement (from voting and electoral 
participation to contacting officials or participating in peaceful protest); and (3) civic 
integration beyond formal politics (such as volunteering and participation in community-
based organizations), including engagement in a globalized world. 

Civic and political integration must be understood at three levels.  First, 
integration involves individual actions and beliefs, such as whether an immigrant 
naturalizes, joins a community group, or votes.  The degree of integration, or variations in 
integration among individuals, is often linked to individuals’ attributes, such as level of 
education, an immigrant’s ability to speak English, or the length of time they have spent 
in the United States.  One important conclusion from available research is that despite a 
democratic ideal of equal participation, data on naturalization and voting suggest a divide 
in civic and political integration, with low-income immigrants who have modest 
education facing significant barriers to citizenship and participation. 

At the same time, individual factors are only part of the story.  The depth and 
breadth of civil society constitute a second marker of integration and can spur or hinder 
engagement. Immigrants’ integration is affected by the degree to which community 
groups, political parties, religious institutions, and a host of other groups reach out to 
immigrants, as well as immigrants’ capacity to create their own groups to develop civic 
skills, learn about current events, mobilize for common goals, and find community 
together.  The majority of immigrants’ organizational engagements are oriented to 
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activities in the United States, from soccer clubs and cultural troupes to professional 
associations and advocacy organizations, but they also include transnational groups, such 
as home town associations that send development money back to places of origin. At a 
third level of analysis, civic integration is affected by the extent to which the political and 
civic institutions of the United States influence who becomes engaged and who remains 
on the sidelines of the nation’s civic and political life.  This perspective suggests that 
barriers to and inequalities in civic and political integration can be mitigated by 
partnerships among the voluntary sector, civil society, community-based organizations, 
the business sector, and government. 

 
NATURALIZATION AND CITIZENSHIP 

 
Most people in the United States acquire U.S. citizenship at birth by being born in 

the country or born to American parents living in a foreign country. In 2013, about 273 
million of the almost 314 million U.S. residents (87%) were native-born citizens, a figure 
that includes 2.6 million people born abroad to American parents and 1.8 million people 
born in Puerto Rico or a U.S. territory.1 The 14th Amendment of the U.S. Constitution 
guarantees the birthright of citizenship to almost everyone born in one of the 50 states, 
regardless of parents’ legal status.2 Congressional legislation determines citizenship for 
those born in U.S. territories or born to U.S.-citizen parents abroad.3  Birthright 
citizenship is one of the most powerful mechanisms of formal political and civic 
inclusion in the United States; without it, the citizenship status of 37.1 million second 
generation Americans living in the country (about 12% of the country’s population), and 
perhaps many millions more in the third and higher generations, would be up for debate.4   

Immigrants can acquire U.S. citizenship through the legal process of 
naturalization. The U.S. Constitution assigns power over naturalization to the federal 

                                                             
1These figures are from the 2013 3-year estimates from the American Community Survey. 
2The relevant section of the Fourteenth Amendment reads, “All persons born or naturalized 

in the United States, and subject to the jurisdiction thereof, are citizens of the United States and of the 
state wherein they reside.”  In 1884, the Supreme Court, in Elk v. Wilson, 112 U.S. 94, focused on 
“subject to the jurisdiction,” and held that children born to members of Indian tribes governed by 
tribal legal systems were not U.S. citizens. In 1924 the Congress extended citizenship to all American 
Indians by passing the Indian Citizenship Act, 43 Stat. 253, ch. 233.  Currently, those born within the 
50 states who are deemed outside U.S. jurisdiction are primarily the children born here to foreign 
diplomats. 

3 Congress made Hawaiians eligible for citizenship in 1900, Puerto Ricans in 1917, and 
inhabitants of the Virgin Islands in 1927.  The 1965 Immigration and Nationality Act, with subsequent 
amendments, determines the citizenship of children born to U.S. citizens abroad. 

4 Automatic birthright citizenship is prevalent in the Western hemisphere from Canada through the 
Caribbean and Latin America, but it is highly contested and more limited in Europe.  See the EUDO 
Citizenship legal database: http://eudo-citizenship.eu/databases/modes-of-acquisition [March 2015]. 

Calculation of the second generation draws from two different sources.  Using American 
Community Survey data, it is estimated that in 2013, 17.4 million children under the age of 18 (25% of all 
children in the United States) had at least one foreign-born parent.  Data from the Current Population 
Survey suggest that 19.7 million adults (8% of all people 18 years and older) have one or more immigrant 
parents. ACS estimates are from http://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/frequently-requested-statistics-
immigrants-and-immigration-united-states#7 [August, 2015]. CPS estimates are from 
http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2013/02/07/second-generation-americans/ [August, 2015]. 
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Congress.5 For much of the 19th century, the requirements for naturalization were 
simple: adult immigrants generally needed five years of residence, proof of good moral 
character, and a willingness to swear an oath of allegiance to the United States.6  At the 
same time, the 1790 Naturalization Act specified that only a “free white person” was 
eligible for naturalization. In 1846 the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo ending the war 
between the U.S. and Mexico clearly specified that all Mexicans residing in the 
conquered territories would be considered U.S. citizens. Consequently, immigrants from 
Latin America were considered “white” for purposes of immigration and citizenship. The 
Naturalization Act of 1870 extended naturalization to “aliens of African nativity and to 
persons of African descent.”  Immigrants of Asian origins remained barred from 
naturalization, both through legislation such as the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act and 
through a series of court cases that determined Asians were not “white” under the law. 
The Supreme Court’s 1898 U.S. v. Wong Kim Ark (169 U.S. 649) decision did, however, 
uphold the birthright citizenship of children born in the United States to Asian immigrant 
parents ineligible for naturalization. Race-based restrictions on some Asian immigrants’ 
ability to acquire U.S. citizenship through naturalization started to fall during World War 
II. The 1952 Immigration and Nationality Act definitely eliminated all race criteria for 
naturalization. 

Latinos’ social status as “non-white” also mattered in acquiring citizenship in the 
early 20th century. Legally, Mexicans were eligible for citizenship through naturalization. 
Unlike European immigrants, however, their eligibility was a product of foreign relations 
and treaties rather than any common acceptance of their “whiteness” (Fox, 2012).  In 
fact, in 1930, only 9 percent of Mexican men living in the United States had naturalized, 
compared to 60 percent of southern and eastern Europeans and 80 percent of northern and 
western Europeans. A statistical analysis of 1930 census data found that a substantial 
proportion of the gap between Mexican and European naturalization levels was likely 
related to discrimination, net of differences in literacy, English ability, veteran status, or 
proximity to the homeland (Fox and Bloemraad, 2015). 

Since the category of “undocumented” immigrant did not yet exist in this period, 
any male white immigrant was eligible for naturalization.  Women’s status was more 
complicated.  The law did not limit eligibility by sex, but not all courts honored women’s 
right to petition for citizenship. Women’s citizenship was also often tied to their marital 
status and the citizenship of their husband.7 Because the federal government only 
established administrative control over naturalization in 1906, there are no reliable data 
on the exact number of naturalizations during the 19th century, but the figure can be 
inferred to be in the millions. For example, in 1900 the U.S. Census reported that, just 
among the adult male population (21 years and older), more than 2.8 million of the 5 

                                                             
5The U.S. Constitution of 1878 empowered the federal government to “establish a uniform Rule of 

Naturalization” (Article 1, Section 8).   
6The 1790 Naturalization Act set a residency requirement of two years, which was raised to 14 

years in 1798. An 1802 law mandated a minimum of five years of residence in the United States; this 5 year 
requirement remains to the present, with some exceptions.   

7At some historical moments, women automatically became citizens upon their marriage to a U.S. 
citizen or upon their husband’s naturalization.  This “derivative citizenship” was not possible if a woman’s 
husband was racially ineligible for naturalization, and at some points in time American women lost their 
U.S. citizenship upon marriage to a non-citizen (Smith, 1998).   
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million foreign-born men held U.S. citizenship through naturalization (Gibson and Jung, 
2006, p. 58). 

From 1907 to 2000, 18.1 million people acquired U.S. citizenship through 
naturalization (U.S. Department of Homeland Security,2002, p. 202). An important point 
is that when parents naturalize, their underage foreign-born children also acquire 
“derivative” citizenship through their parents. This fine point of law has generated 
hundreds of thousands of new U.S. citizens not counted in naturalization statistics.8 

Naturalization requirements have changed little since the 1952 Immigration Act, 
although the civics test underwent revisions in 2008 and the fee that would-be citizens 
must pay has increased substantially, from $95 in 1996 to $680 in 2015.9  In 2013, 18.7 
million immigrants, or 46 percent of the almost 40 million foreign-born residents living 
in the United States, had acquired U.S. citizenship through naturalization. This amounts 
to just under 6 percent of the U.S. population. Non-citizens, at over 22 million residents, 
constitute 7.1 percent of the U.S. population.10   

The proportions of naturalized citizens and non-citizens in the population today 
almost exactly mirror the percentages in 1920, as shown in Figure 4-1, although the 
number of immigrants is much higher now.  After immigration was curtailed in the 1920s 
and as the foreign-born population aged, the level of citizenship among the immigrant 
population increased, but the share of naturalized citizens and non-citizens in the general 
population declined.  With the resumption of large-scale migration after 1965, citizenship 
levels among foreign-born residents dropped precipitously as newcomers flowed into the 
country, from 64 percent of all foreign-born in 1970 to 40 percent in 2000 (see Figures 4-
1 and 4-2).  Because citizenship levels are often calculated as the number of naturalized 
citizens among the total foreign-born population, some of the apparent decline in the 
fraction of foreign-born who are naturalized—though far from all of the decline—is due 
to an increase in the number of undocumented and temporary immigrants, groups that are 
barred from naturalization.   

 
CITIZENSHIP IN A GLOBAL WORLD 

 
Some observers note a decline in the importance of citizenship within a more 

global world (Jacobson, 1996; Schuck, 1998; Soysal, 1994; Spiro, 2010), which might 
reduce immigrants’ interest in naturalization. Yet the advantages of U.S. citizenship 
remain significant and have arguably increased over the last 20 years, making it doubtful 

                                                             
8The regulations determining derivative citizenship have changed over time.  (See 

http://www.uscis.gov/policymanual/PDF/NationalityChart3.pdf.)  For children born on or after February 
27, 2001, any child living in the United States in the legal and physical custody of a citizen parent currently 
derives citizenship from their parent if they are under the age of 18.  An accurate count of these new child 
citizens is difficult to determine since the form filed for derivative citizenship, the N-600, is the same one 
filed by U.S.-citizen parents living abroad who seek proof of citizenship for their children.  Some parents 
also never seek a Certificate of Citizenship, but acquire passports for their children by showing their child’s 
foreign birth certificate and the parent’s naturalization certificate.  Over the 10-year period from 2004 to 
2013, USCIS received 602,943 N-600 applications.  (Personal communication to the Panel from Delancey 
Gustin, August, 2014, U.S. Citizenship and Naturalization Service.) 

9The current fee (2015) is $595 for filing the N-400 form plus $85 for capturing required biometric 
data. 

10These figures are from the 2013 3-year estimates from the American Community Survey. 
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that this factor fully explains declines in naturalization over time.  The benefits of U.S. 
citizenship include protection from deportation, broader rights in the judicial system, 
greater access to social benefits, the ability to sponsor immigrant parents or minor 
children to the United States outside the annual immigration quotas, greater access to 
educational loans and scholarships, the ability to travel with a U.S. passport, more 
favorable tax treatment for estate taxes, and the ability to vote and run for office. Another 
benefit is eligibility for certain jobs or occupations in government, the defense industry 
and military that are barred to non-citizens. Research suggests that U.S. citizenship also 
improves employment outcomes, wage growth, and access to better jobs (Bratsberg et al., 
2002; OECD, 2011; Mazzolar,i 2009).11  Across a range of studies, the wage premium of 
citizenship, holding other personal attributes constant, was estimated to be at least 5 
percent (Sumpton and Flamm, 2012).  Conversely, even if an immigrant is not a U.S. 
citizen, he or she is still obligated to pay taxes, obey all U.S. laws and, historically, non-
citizens have been drafted into the U.S. military.  Considering the advantages and the 
United States’ long history as a nation of immigrants, the declining level of citizenship 
acquisition is surprising. 

There is, however, evidence of a recent uptick in the level of citizenship.  
Estimates by the Office of Immigration Statistics of the immigrant population eligible for 
naturalization—adjusting for those who are not legal permanent residents or who have 
not met the 5-year residency requirement—suggest that in 2002, 50 percent of eligible 
immigrants held U.S. citizenship, while in 2012, the proportion had risen to 58 percent 
(see Figure 4-3).  Some observers explain this increase as “defensive” or “protective” 
naturalization undertaken by immigrants worried about legislative changes that target 
non-citizens (Aptekar, 2015; Gilbertson and Singer, 2003; Massey and Pren, 2012; Nam 
and Kim, 2012; also see discussion in Chapter 2, at “[give subheading title]”).  This effect 
might be especially dramatic among Latino immigrants, particularly as community-based 
and advocacy groups mobilize in the face of perceived anti-immigrant legislation (Cort 
2012).  From 2000 through 2009, over 6.8 million immigrants became U.S. citizens, and 
from 2010 through 2013, naturalizations averaged 713,000 per year.12  Of course, these 
numbers do not include new citizens’ foreign-born minor children, who automatically 
derive U.S. citizenship upon their parents’ naturalization. 

Despite the increase in naturalization since 2000, the level of citizenship in the 
United States—the proportion of naturalized citizens among the immigrant population—
remains much lower than in some other major immigrant-receiving countries.  The 
overall level of citizenship among working-age immigrants (15-64 years old) living in the 
United States for at least 10 years is, at 50 percent, below the average across 15 OECD 
countries, which stands at 61 percent (OECD, 2011, p. 28).  After adjustments to account 
for the undocumented population, a group with very limited pathways to citizenship, 
naturalization among U.S. immigrants rises to slightly above the OECD average. 
Nevertheless, it still stands far below European countries such as the Netherlands (78%) 
                                                             

11Bratsberg, and colleagues (2002) studied young male immigrants and found that following 
naturalization, these new U.S. citizens gain greater access to public-sector, white-collar, and union jobs, 
which helps accelerate wage growth. 

12These data are from the 2013 Yearbook of Immigration Statistics, Table 20, Office of 
Immigration Statistics, Department of Homeland Security.  See http://www.dhs.gov/publication/yearbook-
immigration-statistics-2013-naturalizations [Accessed August, 2015].  
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and Sweden (82%), and much lower than traditional countries of immigration such as 
Australia (81%) and Canada (89%) (OECD, 2011, pp. 27-28).  Cross-national differences 
in naturalization levels are in part due to compositional differences between countries 
based on variation in immigrants’ origins, time in country, human capital, and migration 
status (Bloemraad, 2006a; Picot and Hou, 2011; OECD, 2011), as well as differences in 
citizenship laws, regulations, and bureaucratic cultures (Vink et al., 2013; Dronkers and 
Vink, 2012; Janoski, 2010).  There is also some limited evidence that broader public 
policies related to multiculturalism and public-private partnerships around immigrant 
integration lead to higher levels of citizenship among immigrants, even after holding 
immigrants’ characteristics and naturalization policy constant (Bloemraad, 2006b).  The 
United States has relatively open citizenship policies, and even controlling for 
immigrants’ characteristics, the level of naturalization in the United States appears to sit 
in the middle of the pack for highly developed, immigrant-receiving countries. 

 
Who Naturalizes and Why? 

 
When asked, the vast majority of immigrant respondents to surveys say that they 

want to naturalize. Two national surveys of Hispanic immigrants found that more than 9 
in 10 non-citizen Latinos would want to naturalize if they could (Gonzalez-Barrera et al., 
2013; Pantoja and Gershon, 2006).  A survey of immigrant women born in Latin 
American, Asian, African, and Arab countries found that 84% of respondents wanted to 
be a U.S. citizen rather than remaining a citizen of their home country (New America 
Media, 2009, p. 31).  Reasons for not naturalizing ranged from language, financial, and 
administrative barriers to not having had the time to apply or not understanding the 
application process.  Of those who did apply for citizenship over a 10-year period from 
2004 to 2013, 12 percent of applicants were denied, a percentage that is half of the 24 
percent denied from 1990 to 2003 but still five or six times higher than denials in the 
1970s and 1980s.13 Gender also plays a role in naturalization. Women are more likely to 
naturalize than men (Ruiz et al., 2015), may have different motivations for naturalizing 
(Pantoja and Gershon, 2006), and experience the naturalization process differently 
(Salcido and Menjívar, 2012; Singer and Gilberston, 2003); all these factors contribute to 
gender differences in naturalization. Immigrants’ previous statuses also influence their 
decisions: previous experience with undocumented status appears to be a motivating 
factor for immigrants’ intention to stay in the United States, while immigrants who come 
to the United States on employment visas are the least likely to express an intention to 
stay (Jasso, 2011).  Overall, moderate levels of naturalization in the United States appear 
to stem not from immigrants’ lack of interest or even primarily from the bureaucratic 
process of applying for citizenship. Instead the obstacle to naturalization lies somewhere 
in the process by which individuals translate their motivation to naturalize into action, 
and research has so far failed to clearly identify this obstacle. 

                                                             
13The data presented here are based on adjusted data on petition denials (data provided by personal 

communication to the Panel by Michael Hoefner, August 2014, U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Service). 
This differs somewhat from published data (Table 20 of the 2013 Yearbook).  Although historical 
calculations are tricky because what counts as a naturalization petition “denial” has changed over time, 
based on the available data it appears that petition denials climbed significantly in the 1990s and early 
2000s and declined slightly in the past 5 years. 
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One of the strongest predictors of citizenship acquisition is time spent in the 
United States: the longer immigrants reside in the country, the more likely they are to 
become naturalized citizens (Bloemraad, 2006b).  One reason is the requirement to prove 
5 years of residence as an LPR before being allowed to naturalize.14 On average, 
however, immigrants wait longer than 5 years before filing N-400 forms. In 2013, the 
median new citizen had held LPR status for 7 years, a bit longer than the 6-year median 
in 2008 and 2009 but shorter than the 9 years of LPR status for immigrants naturalizing 
in 1995 or 2000 (Lee and Forman, 2014). Median years in LPR status does not, however, 
capture the length of stay among non-citizens, which can range from less than a year to 
decades.  Other data hint that long-time non-citizens are naturalizing at increasing rates.  
In 2002, only 46.5 percent of immigrants eligible for citizenship who had lived in the 
United States for at least 12 years were naturalized citizens; in 2012, the level of 
citizenship among these long-term residents had increased to 58 percent.15  

Length of residency also captures other integration processes.  Over time, 
immigrants with limited English might improve their language skills sufficiently to feel 
confident about applying for citizenship.  Some migrants who initially saw their move to 
the United States as temporary put down roots, have families, buy homes, and get settled, 
increasing their interest in naturalization. Immigrants provide myriad reasons for 
acquiring U.S. citizenship, including the desire to secure civil and legal rights, to travel 
on a U.S. passport, to access social benefits or economic opportunities, or to sponsor 
overseas family members to come to the United States (Aptekar, 2015; Bloemraad, 
2006b; Gilbertson and Singer, 2003; Gonzalez-Barrera et al., 2013; New American 
Media, 2009).  Although the evidence on political participation is mixed (e.g. New 
American Media, 2009, p. 32), some research suggests that stressing the importance of 
voting, civic engagement, and being politically informed could increase naturalization 
(Pantoja and Gershon, 2006).16  Immigrants also naturalize to reflect a sense of American 
identity, a feeling of being at home or the belief that it is just “the right thing to do,” even 
if they also retain, in many cases, a strong attachment to their homeland or national origin 
identity (Aptekar, 2015; Bloemraad, 2006a; Brettel, 2006).  

 
Diverging Integration Pathways?  Barriers to Naturalization 
 

Some observers wonder whether rising naturalization fees are hurting immigrants’ 
integration as they are priced out of citizenship (CLINIC, 2007; Pastor et al., 2013; 
Emanuel and Gutierrez, 2013).  In 1994, the cost of filing an N-400 form was $95.  The 
fee rose to $225 in 1999, $320 in 2004, and $595 in 2007.17 This fee does not include a 

                                                             
14There are some exceptions to the five-year minimum residency requirement for those in the 

military, and for the spouses of U.S. citizens.  In the latter case, the minimum residency requirement is 
reduced to three years. 

15Panel’s calculations of percentages using data from: Rytina, 2004; 2013. 
16Other studies have found a higher percentage of immigrants listing the right to vote as a major 

reason to acquire citizenship.  Almost 7 in 10 naturalized U.S. citizens in a random-digit telephone survey 
in the Dallas-Fort Worth area mentioned voting as among the “major” reasons they naturalized (Brettell, 
2006: 83), and in a non-probability sample of immigrants exiting a USCIS office, 46 percent cited the right 
to vote (Aptekar, 2015: 69). 

17USCIS adjusted its fee schedule at least 14 times between 1969 and 2007. Most were minor 
adjustments to reflect inflation. The 1998, 2004, and 2007 adjustments were significant increases beyond 
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mandatory biometric fee of $85.  Fee increases reflect congressional intent that 
immigration services be cost-neutral to taxpayers; immigrants’ filing fees are supposed to 
cover administrative costs.  In 2010, the U.S. naturalization fee was the sixth most 
expensive of 34 countries across Europe, Australia, and Canada; the median fee in these 
countries was about $220 (Goodman, 2010, p. 24; Bogdan, 2012).18  Surveys of Latino 
immigrants eligible for citizenship found that about one-fifth cite cost as a primary reason 
that they had not filed a naturalization application (Freeman et al., 2002; Gonzalez-
Barrera et al., 2013).  

A cursory glance at citizenship trends does not suggest a negative relationship 
between cost increases and naturalization. As noted above, the aggregate citizenship level 
in the United States has been rising over the last 15 years, albeit modestly (Haddal, 2007; 
Kandel and Haddal, 2010). However, there is clear evidence of “bumps” in N-400 filings 
shortly before announced fee increases, and some sensitivity to the relative cost of 
renewing LPR status (filing the I-90 form) versus the cost of naturalization.19 Immigrants 
likely have some “price sensitivity” to naturalization fees. 20 In response to concerns 
about fees, the White House Task Force on New Americans (2015) recently 
recommended that USCIS assess the potential for expanding its fee waiver program, as 
well as allowing naturalization applicants to pay fees with credit cards. However, the 
effects of these potential changes are not yet known.  

Price sensitivity raises important questions over inequities in civic and political 
integration. The recent uptick in naturalization appears to hide a deepening divide in the 
path to citizenship, a path that is relatively smooth for more affluent, educated 
immigrants and a bumpy, obstacle-ridden road for those facing more significant personal 
and financial barriers. 

Immigrants with less education, lower incomes, and poorer English skills are less 
likely to acquire U.S. citizenship (e.g., Aptekar, 2014; Bueker, 2006; Bloemraad, 2006b; 
Chiswick and Miller, 2008; Logan et al., 2012; Pantoja and Gershon, 2006).  Currently, 
immigrants with an income below 150% of the poverty level or who have a qualified 
family member receiving means-tested benefits can ask for a fee waiver in filing the N-
400 form.21 The panel made a formal request to USCIS for data on how many ask for and 
receive fee waivers, but USCIS was unable to provide the data. A recent analysis did find 
that while 32 percent of the population eligible to naturalize fell below this poverty 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
the inflation rate. In 2007 USCIS increased fees by an average of 88 percent for each immigration benefit 
(Haddal, 2007). 

18The median naturalization fee was about 163 Euros; this equaled US$ 222 based on the 
exchange rate in November 2010. 

19Lawful permanent residents must renew their “green cards” every 10 years by filing an I-90 
form.  From 1994 to 2007, the N-400 fee rose from $95 to $595, an increase of 626 percent; the fee for the 
I-90 rose from $75 to $290, or an increase of 387 percent (Pastor et al.,  2013:  6).  The difference was 
mitigated somewhat in 2011, when the I-90 fee rose to $365 but the N-400 filing fee remained stable.  

20Wait times in processing naturalization applications can also be a frustration, though there is no 
evidence that this poses a hard barrier to citizenship.  In the mid-1990s, the Immigration and Naturalization 
Service was projecting 3-year wait periods to citizenship. In 2001, the General Accounting Office 
estimated backlogs of 21 months for would-be citizens (GAO 2001: 6, 23). Current processing times range 
from 5 months in places such as Charlotte, North Carolina, and Boston, Massachusetts, to 9 months in 
Santa Ana, California, and Atlanta, Georgia. Processing time information is from March 6, 2015, as posted 
on the USCIS website: https://egov.uscis.gov/cris/processTimesDisplayInit.do.  

21See http://www.uscis.gov/feewaiver for details.  Last accessed February 25, 2015. 
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threshold, poor immigrants only made up 26 percent of those who naturalized in 2011 
and 2012 (Pastor et al., 2015, p. 7). In contrast, those with incomes two and a half times 
the poverty line or higher made up 53 percent of those recently naturalized, but only 45 
percent of the pool of eligible immigrants.  Thus, low or modest income might be a 
barrier to naturalization despite the fee waiver.  

Differences become starker when it comes to education. Democratic equality is 
predicated on the idea that all citizens are equal, regardless of income or education. But 
limited education makes it less likely that an immigrant acquires U.S. citizenship.  
Language requirements tend to be a bigger barrier for those with less than a high school 
degree; government forms are complex and written in technical language; and those with 
less education often worry about passing the civics test (Bloemraad, 2006a; Gonzalez-
Barrera et al., 2013).  Although success rates for the English and civics test appear high—
91 percent of those who took these tests in November 2014 passed—many immigrants 
with limited education and low English proficiency probably never reach the test stage 
because they are afraid to do so or the administrative process appears too daunting.22 

Educational barriers might also be getting worse.  One analysis, based on 
Decennial Census and American Community Survey data from 1970 to 2000, found that 
the educational penalty for those with less than a high school education, holding other 
naturalization determinants constant, increased between 1970 and 2000 (Aptekar, 2014, 
p. 350).  In 1970, the probability that an immigrant with less than a high school degree 
held U.S. citizenship was 0.42; by 2000, this had plummeted to 0.18.23  The drop 
moderates after attempts to adjust for undocumented migration, but the trend remains: a 
naturalization probability of 0.45 in 1970 for someone with less than a high school 
education falls to 0.31 in 2000 (Aptekar, 2014, p. 352).  Strikingly, over this period, 
citizenship levels in Canada increased regardless of educational background: the 
probability of becoming a Canadian citizen for an immigrant with less than a high school 
education was 0.43 in 1971; in 2001, it was 0.76 (Aptekar, 2014, p. 352).  A different 
analysis, using more recent 2011 American Community Survey data, suggests a similar 
story of growing educational inequality. Immigrants in the United States with limited 
education—less than a high school education—became less likely to naturalize from 
1996 to 2010; over this same period, those with high levels of education—a bachelor 
degree or beyond—became more likely to acquire citizenship (Pastor et al., 2013, p. 13; 
Logan et al., 2012).   

It is not the case, however, that the immigrants most likely to become U.S. 
citizens are the rich and very highly educated. Foreign-born residents with four-year 
college degrees and especially those with professional or advanced academic degrees are 

                                                             
22USCIS publishes the national pass rate and average naturalization processing time on its 

webpage.  See http://www.uscis.gov/us-citizenship/naturalization-test/applicant-performance-
naturalization-test, last accessed March 3, 2015.  Some observers have wondered whether the redesigned 
civics test, introduced in 2008, created higher barriers to citizenship acquisition. Analysis of pass rates 
among those who took the test in 2010 compared to two earlier groups shows greater success in 2010 (ICF 
International 2011). While the analysis could not directly judge if test success varied by applicants’ level of 
education, other demographics—by gender, age and region of origin—all showed higher pass rates in 2010.  
The analysis could not evaluate whether certain groups were less likely to file for citizenship given the 
redesigned test. 

23These predicted probabilities hold constant other potential determinants of naturalization, such as 
age, length of residence in the country, marital status, gender and income. 
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less likely to naturalize than foreign-born high school graduates or those with only an 
associate degree, holding other factors constant (Logan et al., 2012; Pastor et al., 2013).  
Immigrants from rich countries with high levels of political freedom and economic 
development are also less likely, all else considered, to naturalize (Bueker, 2006; 
Chiswick and Miller, 2008; Logan et al., 2012; OECD, 2011).  It is possible, given 
significant educational resources and affluent, safe countries to which they can return, 
that the most privileged immigrants see fewer advantages in U.S. citizenship. A survey of 
a cohort of immigrants who received lawful permanent resident status in 2003 found that 
while 78 percent of the entire cohort intended to stay in the United States indefinitely, the 
percentage who were uncertain or did not foresee staying was the largest, at 34 percent, 
among those gaining LPR status through employment pathways, a path dominated by the 
high-skilled24 

Conversely, among those most likely to naturalize are immigrants who serve in or 
are veterans of the U.S. military.  According to Barry (2014), the Immigration and 
Nationality Act of 1952 gives the president authority to expedite naturalization for non-
citizen service members.  Residency periods, usually 5years, can be cut to 3 years or even 
a day of active-duty service; in some cases, citizenship is bestowed posthumously to a 
service member killed in the line of duty.  Physical presence requirements can be a 
roadblock to naturalization for those serving overseas, but especially during times of 
conflict, application fees have been waived and special processing centers set up at 
military installations.  This was the case during World War I and more recently during 
conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan.  Barry (2014) notes that during World War I, over 
500,000 immigrants were drafted into military service and more than 192,000 immigrants 
acquired citizenship through military service, accounting for over half of all 
naturalizations during the period.  Analysis of census data from 1930 confirms that 
veteran status was a significant predictor of men’s naturalization, even controlling for 
personal resources and country of origin (Fox and Bloemraad, 2015). This predictive 
power for veteran status appears to be continuing. An analysis of 1980 Decennial Census 
data underscored the significant influence of veteran status on citizenship acquisition 
(Yang, 1994); more recent research estimated that veteran status is associated with a 13 
percentage point increase in the probability of naturalization among men and an 8 
percentage point increase for women (Chiswick and Miller, 2008, p. 116).  In 75 years 
from 1939 through 2013, 424,315 members of the U.S. armed forces became U.S. 
citizens (1.9% of all successful naturalizations).25  Between September 2002 and May 
2013, 89,095 non-citizens serving in U.S. armed forces naturalized, with 10,719 
naturalizations occurring at USCIS citizenship ceremonies in 28 countries, including 
Afghanistan, Djibouti, El Salvador, Haiti, Iraq, Kenya, Mexico, the Philippines, and 
South Korea (Barry, 2014)26.   
 
                                                             

24 Calculated from data provided by Guillermina Jasso in personal communication to the Panel, 
March 2015  

25Panel’s calculation from data reported in the 2013 Yearbook of Immigration Statistics, Table 20, 
Office of Immigration Statistics, Department of Homeland Security.  See 
http://www.dhs.gov/publication/yearbook-immigration-statistics-2013-naturalizations [Accessed August, 
2015]. 

26 http://www.uscis.gov/news/fact-sheets/naturalization-through-military-service-fact-
sheet [Accessed August, 2015] 
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National Origins and Global Changes around Multiple Citizenship 
 

Of all immigrants who acquired citizenship in 2013, the largest group, almost 
100,000 people out of 780,000 successful applicants, were born in Mexico (Lee and 
Foreman, 2014). Not surprisingly, other countries among the top five from which new 
citizens originate are also among the largest sources of migration to the United States: 
India, the Philippines, the Dominican Republic and the People’s Republic of China.  
However, their relative share of immigrants in the pool eligible to naturalize does not 
necessarily reflect that country’s share of immigrants who acquire U.S. citizenship.  For 
2011, the Office of Immigration Statistics estimated that 31.1 percent of all LPRs eligible 
for naturalization were born in Mexico. But data on successful naturalization applications 
indicate that only 13.7 percent of immigrants receiving U.S. citizenship in 2011 were 
Mexican born.27   Relative to their share of the eligible LPR population, immigrants from 
El Salvador and Guatemala were also less likely to naturalize, as were immigrants from 
Canada, Japan, and the United Kingdom.  Conversely, as Figure 4-1 shows, the 
proportion of new American citizens from India, Colombia, and Pakistan was more than 
twice each country’s proportion in the pool of eligible LPRs in 2011.  For example, those 
born in India were 2.8 percent of all eligible LPRs, but the Indian-born made up 6.6 
percent of all newly naturalized Americans in 2011. 

These differences by country of origin are explained in part by factors discussed 
earlier.  Immigrants from certain countries are more likely to have modest levels of 
education, which depresses the rate of naturalization, while nationals of wealthy, stable 
democracies such as Japan and the United Kingdom might see fewer benefits to acquiring 
U.S. citizenship.  Proximity to the United States and a concomitant belief that an 
immigrant will return to his or her home country probably also play a role: those born in 
Canada and Mexico have, over the past 35 years, consistently had low levels of 
naturalization and among the longest median wait times between acquiring LPR status 
and acquiring U.S. citizenship. In contrast, migrants who arrive as refugees are more 
likely to naturalize (Fix et al., 2003; Woodrow-Lafield et al., 2004). Research suggests 
that they are more likely to appreciate the security of U.S. citizenship, more likely to be 
escaping desperate conditions in their country of origin, and more likely to feel a strong 
sense of gratitude or attachment to the country that gave them refuge (Bloemraad, 2006a; 
Portes and Curtis, 1987).   Legal status also plays a role because immigrants who are 
undocumented or present with various temporary statuses are barred from applying for 
LPR and therefore naturalizing—a barrier that affects a greater proportion of immigrants 
from Latin America than from other regions (see Chapter 3). 

The citizenship laws of immigrants’ homelands also affect naturalization in the 
United States.  Countries around the world increasingly allow nationals who migrate and 
seek another citizenship to hold dual or multiple nationalities.  Legal changes permitting 
dual citizenship appear to increase immigrants’ propensity to naturalize (Chiswick and 
Miller, 2008; Jones-Correa, 2001; Mazzolari, 2009; Naujoks, 2012). Mazzolari (2009) 
estimated a 10 percentage point increase in the 1990s in naturalization among migrants 
from Colombia, the Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Costa Rica, and Brazil when those 
countries changed their laws. Naujoks (2012) calculated a 2 to 13 percentage point 
                                                             

27These statistics, and those that follow, are drawn from comparing Rytina (2012), Table 4, with 
Lee and Foreman (2014), Table 1. 
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increase in naturalization of immigrants from India following creation of the “Overseas 
Citizenship of India” status in 2005. Dual citizenship laws may also lead to racial 
differences in naturalization rates by increasing the probability of naturalization for 
Latino and Asian immigrants, but it might not do the same for non-Hispanic white or 
Black immigrants, holding other factors constant (Logan et al., 2012).  To the extent that 
naturalization promotes career gains and income benefits, home-country dual citizenship 
laws produce the largest increase in naturalization and employment success among more 
educated immigrants (Mazzolari, 2009), perhaps because these immigrants can best 
leverage the benefits of transnational activities.  

The U.S. recognizes but does not encourage multiple nationality.  Immigrants 
who naturalize in the United States pledge, when swearing the Oath of Allegiance, to 
“absolutely and entirely renounce and abjure all allegiance and fidelity to any foreign 
prince, potentate, state, or sovereignty, of whom or which I have heretofore been a 
subject or citizen”.28  Through the early 1960s, the U.S. State Department could strip 
away the citizenship of American who acquired another nationality. However, Supreme 
Court decisions have upheld the legality of multiple citizenships, and today the U.S. State 
Department explicitly advises that: “U.S. law does not mention dual nationality or require 
a person to choose one nationality or another…The U.S. Government recognizes that 
dual nationality exists but does not encourage it as a matter of policy because of the 
problems it may cause.”29 Since people can acquire multiple nationalities in a variety of 
ways, including marriage to a foreign national, having a parent or grandparent of another 
nationality, or the birth country’s continued presumption of nationality even after 
acquisition of U.S. citizenship, many Americans, both immigrants and native-born, may 
legally hold multiple citizenships, even if they do not formally request multiple passports. 
 
The Social and Civic Context of Naturalization 
 

Academic research and policy attention have focused primarily on how the rules 
and regulations of naturalization, such as the filing fee or civics and language tests, affect 
immigrants’ interest in and ability to acquire citizenship, or how personal factors, such as 
limited formal education, might make it more difficult for some immigrants to become 
citizens than others.  Missing from these accounts is the important role played by family 
and friends; the immigrant community; nonprofit organizations; and other groups 
including for-profit businesses, employers, and unions in encouraging and helping 
immigrants become citizens and thereby fostering civic and political integration. 

When asked to elaborate on their path to citizenship, immigrants—especially 
those who face the highest barriers to naturalization—often tell stories of how a child, 
family member, or local nonprofit organization helped them to study for the language or 
civics exam and how a community social service provider, a refugee resettlement agency 
or a for-profit notario helped them to fill in paperwork (Bloemraad, 2006; Plascencia, 
2012).  Consistent with such stories, statistical analyses of census data have found that a 

                                                             
28The full text of the oath can be found at: http://www.uscis.gov/us-citizenship/naturalization-

test/naturalization-oath-allegiance-united-states-america, last accessed March 3, 2015. 
29Full text available at http://travel.state.gov/content/travel/english/legal-considerations/us-

citizenship-laws-policies/citizenship-and-dual-nationality/dual-nationality.html, last accessed March 3, 
2015. 
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1 percent increase in the share of co-ethnic immigrants who are naturalized in a 
metropolitan area increases an individual immigrant’s odds of naturalization by 2.5 
percent (Logan et al., 2012, p. 548; see also Liang, 1994). In one targeted effort, the Open 
Society Institute received $50 million from philanthropist George Soros to facilitate 
citizenship, distributing grants through the Emma Lazarus Fund to organizations such as 
the Catholic Legal Immigration Network (CLINIC), Council of Jewish Federations, 
National Council of La Raza, and International Rescue Committee. The Open Society 
Institute estimated that within two years over half a million immigrants had been assisted 
in beginning the naturalization process (Catholic Legal Immigration Network, 2007, p. 
106).   

More recently, the New American Workforce initiative, through the National 
Immigration Forum, is working with businesses to assist their eligible immigrant 
employees with the citizenship process.30  This assistance continues a tradition from a 
century earlier, when major employers such as Bethlehem Steel and Ford Motor 
Company provided English language classes to their immigrant workforce, a practice 
continued in the 21st century by some manufacturers, grocery stores, and hospitals, in 
partnership with local nonprofits or community colleges (CLINIC, 2007, p. 169; 
Schneider, 2011).     

Civil society initiatives can be carried out by nonprofits, businesses, religious 
institutions, ethnic media, schools, or other organizations in partnership with multiple 
levels of government, from the local and county levels to state and federal government.  
Civil society initiatives might be particularly effective when done in partnership with 
government, as happens with refugee resettlement (Bloemraad, 2006a).  A national study 
estimated that refugees are one and a half times more likely to become citizens than are 
eligible legal immigrants with similar socioeconomic and demographic characteristics 
(Fix et al., 2003, p.6).  In one case, the Office of Refugee Resettlement worked with 
CLINIC to help 5,385 refugees file naturalization applications (CLINIC, 2007, p. 111).  
Similar public-private partnerships—often but not always targeting refugees or elderly 
immigrants—have been spearheaded by state governments in Florida, Illinois, and 
Massachusetts.     

Beyond the refugee community, federal leadership in U.S. citizenship promotion 
has only developed recently, and at a very modest level.  Various observers, ranging from 
academics and nonprofit leaders to the U.S. Government Accountability Office, have 
underscored that the United States has no articulated or coordinated integration policy, 
including policy on citizenship promotion, but rather that federal involvement is 
characterized by a patchwork of policies, agencies, and actors and a largely laissez-faire 
orientation (e.g., Bloemraad and de Graauw, 2012; Catholic Legal Immigration Network, 
2007; U.S. General Accountability Office, 2011). For instance, the White House Task 
Force on New Americans (2015) identified 58 immigrant integration programs 
administered by 10 different federal agencies in its recent report.  

The Office of Citizenship, a branch of USCIS, was established by the Homeland 
Security Act of 2002 with the mission “to engage and support partners to welcome 
immigrants, promote English language learning and education on the rights and 
responsibilities of citizenship, and encourage U.S. citizenship.”  A 2007 analysis 
concluded that with a budget of $3 million, the Office of Citizenship had produced useful 
                                                             

30See http://immigrationforum.org/programs/new-american-workforce/. Last accessed June 2015. 
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informational products (Catholic Legal Immigration Network, 2007, p.128), but given a 
budget equivalent to what the state of Illinois spent that year on citizenship promotion, 
such educational activities were inadequate to a task that spans the entire nation.  The 
recent report from the White House Task Force on New Americans (2015) recommends 
that USCIS explore additional opportunities to inform LPRs of their potential eligibility 
for naturalization, expand its citizenship outreach efforts, offer mobile services, and 
create online tools to assist naturalization preparation and application filing. It is unclear 
whether any additional funding will become available for these efforts. 

In more recent years, federal support for naturalization through the Office of 
Citizenship remains anemic, and demand for these grants far outstrips the available 
funding. In fiscal 2009, for example, the program received 293 applications for $1.2 
million in grants, with only 13 organizations funded. In 2011, 324 applications were 
received and 42 organizations were granted a total of $9 million (U.S. General 
Accountability Office, 2011, p. 15). As Table 4-1 shows, the total of all grants awarded 
under this program for the six fiscal years from 2009 through 2014 was $43.2 million. 
This is less than the $50 million granted by the privately funded Lazarus Fund initiative 
and far less than neighboring Canada spends on integration efforts, even though the 
United States has many more immigrants than Canada.31 Furthermore, since the 
Citizenship and Integration Grant Program has no authorizing statute, officials in the 
Office of Citizenship are unsure year to year whether the program can continue.  

Public support for integration not only provides assistance in navigating the 
naturalization process but also sends the message that governments welcome and want to 
encourage civic integration. The lack of such federal support in the United States might 
partially explain the substantial gap in citizenship levels compared with Canada, as well 
as the starker differences in naturalization between less-educated and more educated 
immigrants in the United States discussed above in this chapter (Bloemraad, 2006a; 
Aptekar, 2010). 

Some research does suggest that immigrants living in more welcoming 
environments are more likely to become U.S. citizens. Following devolution of public 
assistance programs in 1996 (see Chapter 2), immigrant naturalization increased not just 
among poorer immigrants who might have wanted to secure benefits but also among all 
LPR residents. And there is evidence that acquisition of U.S. citizenship increased most 
for those with more education and better economic situations (Van Hook et al., 2006; 
Nam and Kim, 2012). Furthermore, naturalization among immigrants living in states with 
the strongest anti-immigrant attitudes among the general population, as measured by 
responses to General Social Survey (GSS) questions on immigration, rose less than 
among immigrants in states with more positive attitudes, a finding that holds whether 
researchers use data from the Survey of Program Dynamics (Van Hook et al., 2006) or 
use U.S. Census 2000 microfile data (Logan et al., 2012). States with lower political 
participation barriers have higher naturalization rates, perhaps because a more open 
institutional environment signals that civic and political engagement is encouraged and 
valued (Jones-Correa, 2001). An analysis of longitudinal data in Los Angeles county 
indicated that anti-immigrant legislation might spur a modest increase in immigrants’ 
likelihood to take out citizenship as a defensive measure, but that citizenship levels go up 
                                                             

31Leslie Seidle (2010, p. 4) estimates that in Canada’s 2010-2011 fiscal year, the Canadian federal 
government allocated over CAD$1 billion to promoting the integration of newcomers. 
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more dramatically after the perceived threat diminishes (Cort, 2012).  All these studies 
support a conclusion that the acquisition of citizenship is not just a matter of immigrants’ 
personal characteristics but also depends on the welcome they are given by the native-
born populations and by organizations in the broader civil society.32 

  
Beyond Legal Citizenship: Feeling American 
 

Holding U.S. citizenship is a legal status, but it can also be considered a marker of 
national identity.  Asked in the GSS whether having American citizenship is important 
for being “truly American,” 94 percent of U.S.-born respondents in 1996 and 80 percent 
in 2004 answered affirmatively.  Immigrants, however, might feel or identify as 
American without citizenship.  In the same GSS surveys, a majority of foreign-born 
respondents (76% in 1996 and 59% in 2004) said that citizenship was not important for 
being “truly American.”  Interviews with immigrants engaged in the naturalization 
process find that many feel American not because they are becoming citizens but because 
they have built a life in their adopted country. They see citizenship as a natural and 
commonsense step in their overall settlement process (Aptekar, 2015).  Thus immigrants 
who are not citizens—and indeed, not to have legal status—may nonetheless feel 
American (Bloemraad, 2013).33 
 Like naturalization, feeling American is a story both about the personal views and 
orientations of immigrants and about the attitudes of native-born citizens.  An extensive 
survey undertaken in 2004 asked over 2,700 U.S. residents what should be important in 
making someone “truly American” (Schildkraut, 2011).  Almost one in five respondents 
said being Christian should be very important.  When asked whether having European 
ancestors or being white should be very or somewhat important, 17 and 10 percent, 
respectively, answered yes.  These percentages are small, but represent a view of “being 
American” that excludes large segments of the immigrant population.  More positively, 
80 percent of respondents said that “respecting other people’s cultural differences” 
should be very important to being truly American, and 73 percent agreed that “seeing 
people of all backgrounds as American” was very important.  Comparing the answers 
given by different people who participated in the survey, Schildkraut (2011) concluded 
that there is significant overlap between the views of people from different ethnoracial 
backgrounds and immigrant generations; to the extent that different views exist about 
what ought to be at the heart of being American, differences tend to align with people’s 
political partisanship, ideologies, and level of education, not their ethnic or immigrant 
background. Thus both immigrants and native-born Americans tend to agree with a 
vision of being American that is not based on culture, religion, or even citizenship status. 

                                                             
32There is evidence that in the early 20th century the naturalization of European immigrants was 

also linked to how warmly, or punitively, a state treated noncitizens.  More punitive contexts, which raised 
the cost of noncitizenship, did not encourage higher levels of naturalization; rather, immigrants were more 
likely to acquire citizenship where the local political and social context was more welcoming (Bloemraad, 
2006c). 

33In perhaps the most prominent example of redefining what it means to be American, Jose 
Antonio Vargas, an undocumented immigrant from the Philippines, started the “Define American” project 
in 2011, to craft a narrative of American identity based on social membership and contributions to 
American society. (see http://www.defineamerican.com/page/about/about-defineamerican, last retrieved 
April 4, 2015). 
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Instead, there is broad agreement that being American is defined by a common 
commitment to the ideals of diversity and multiculturalism. This suggests a more open 
culture of acceptance of immigrants and their descendants beyond legal definitions of 
belonging, with differences in attitudes on these measures explained more by ideology 
than by race or ethnicity. 

 
Naturalization as Part of Civic and Political Integration 
 

In sum, a striking drop in the share of immigrants taking up U.S. citizenship from 
1970 through to 2000 seems to be reversing course, albeit slowly. Although clear 
explanations for the low naturalization rate among eligible immigrants are still lacking, 
research does indicate that socioeconomic status matters: for example, those with more 
education—a frequently used indicator of socioeconomic status— have an easier time 
with the process, while those who already face other barriers to integration also have 
more difficulty with the naturalization process.  Legal status also matters, as one in four 
immigrants in the United States are prevented by law from pursuing citizenship (see 
Chapter 2). This legal barrier is problematic because the vast majority of immigrants, 
when surveyed, report wanting to become a U.S. citizen.  It also flies in the face of a 
democratic ideal of civic equality, regardless of background or personal resources. Given 
some evidence linking naturalization with better labor market outcomes, and current laws 
preventing noncitizens from voting or running for office, lack of citizenship also 
implicates weaker economic and political integration. 

A bright spot in this mixed picture is civic integration through the Fourteenth 
Amendment, which guarantees the birthright of citizenship to virtually everyone born in 
the United States, regardless of origins or parents’ legal status.  This “birthplace 
citizenship” ensures a basic level of political incorporation of the second generation and, 
given the advantages citizenship provides, carries implications for social and economic 
integration.  High levels of naturalization among refugees also hint at how public-private 
partnerships to encourage and assist with citizenship could pay civic dividends and 
mitigate inequalities in naturalization and political integration. 

 
Voting and Other Forms of Political Engagement 

 
Although naturalization might seem the logical antecedent to voting, the U.S. 

Constitution does not forbid noncitizens from voting in federal elections. As discussed in 
the introduction to Chapter 2, historically, some states and localities allowed noncitizens 
to vote, often as an incentive to encourage settlement (Bloemraad, 2006c; Hayduk, 2006; 
Raskin 1993).  These laws “reflected both an openness to newcomers and the idea that 
the defining principle for political membership was not American citizenship but the 
exclusionary categories of race, gender, property, and wealth” (Raskin, 1993, p. 1395).  
By 1926, however, all states had repealed such policies, given nativist sentiment 
following World War I and labor unrest at home (Murray, 1955; Raskin, 1993). 

Today, except for a handful of localities, the right to vote is restricted to adult 
citizens.  Noncitizens, even those who are lawful permanent residents, are effectively 
shut out of participating in key parts of the political system: they cannot vote for a 
political candidate, run for office, or participate in direct democracy through referenda, 
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recalls, or ballot initiatives.  There are some important exceptions, as lawful permanent 
residents are allowed to make campaign contributions to federal, state, and local elections 
(Federal Election Commission, 2003) and noncitizens can contact elected officials about 
issues of concern, attend protests, and persuade others to vote.  

 
Voting As a Measure of Political Integration 
 

While naturalization is, at present, the first step to voting for the foreign-born, 
there are other steps that immigrants must navigate.  Unlike in countries such as 
Australia, where voter registration is automatic and voting is mandatory, the United 
States leaves these decisions to individuals.  Jurisdictions within the United States also 
vary in their requirements for maintaining a current and valid voter registration. Stricter 
voter identification requirements in some jurisdictions have generated reductions in voter 
turnout (U.S. General Accountability Office, 2014), but their systematic effects on voting 
among naturalized citizens have not yet been examined (although a prior literature 
suggests that stricter registration rules may dampen voting among naturalized citizens, 
see Jones-Correa, 2001b).34  The United States is also unlike most other advanced, 
industrialized democracies in that it has a comparatively weak party system with 
candidate-centered elections and a far greater number of offices for election, ranging 
from federal and state seats, to county supervisors and city councilors, to judges, school 
board members, insurance commissioners, and so on. Often, these many and varied 
elections are held at different times, further depressing voting turnout (Hajnal and Lewis, 
2003).   

Even when it comes to presidential and Congressional midterm elections, voter 
turnout is relatively low in the United States relative to other countries.  Low voter 
turnout is characteristic of both native-born and foreign-born citizens, although turnout 
tends to be somewhat lower among foreign-born citizens, with some exceptions.  Since 
reports of voter turnout collected by state officials do not contain information on voters’ 
birthplace, analysts have to rely on self-reports of registration and voting, such as 
responses to questions in the Current Population Survey Voting and Registration 
Supplement (CPS-VRS), which is conducted in November of every midterm and 
presidential election year. The panel’s analyses of 1996-2012 CPS-VRS data indicate that 
voting among first generation immigrants has been consistently lower than voting among 
those in the second or later generations.35 In 1996, there was a pattern of “second 
generation advantage” in voting, relative to third and later generation Americans, but this 
‘advantage’ disappeared after 2000, due largely to the changing age and racial 
composition of the second generation.  Analysis of midterm election years revealed 
voting gaps between foreign-born and native-born citizens even greater than the gaps 
found in presidential election years.36  Naturalized citizens are also much less likely than 
                                                             

34There is some debate over the disproportionate impact of these laws on turnout among Latinos 
and Asian Americans (Cobb et al., 2012), and there have been no studies of voter identification (“voter 
ID”) laws affect voting patterns with respect to the birthplace of voters (e.g., U.S-born compared with 
naturalized citizens by region of origin). 

35https://catalog.data.gov/dataset/current-population-survey-voting-and-registration-supplement 
[August, 2015] 

36This difference is more apparent in proportional terms than absolute terms.  For example, voting 
among adult naturalized citizens was 36.8 percent, compared to 46.4 percent among those in the third 
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second or third generation citizens to report voting regularly in local elections such as for 
a mayor or school board.  

There are, however, some exceptions to generational voting patterns by race and 
ethnicity, according to the panel’s analysis. Among Latino adult citizens, from 1996 to 
2012, voting was higher among first generation immigrants (averaging 52% across the 
last five presidential elections) when compared to second generation Latinos (46%) and 
higher than those in the third or subsequent generations (45%).  For Asian Americans and 
blacks, there was no statistically significant difference in presidential voting by 
immigrant generation, while for non-Hispanic whites, voting was lowest among first 
generation immigrants (averaging 57% in the last 5 presidential elections), with a 
“second generation advantage” pattern of higher voting among second generation adult 
citizens (70%) than among those in the third generation and higher (64%). 

Analyses reported in the literature have also found gender differences in voting 
and political participation among immigrants. Women are somewhat more likely to 
register to vote than men, although this varies across racial and ethnic groups (Bass and 
Casper, 2001a; Lien, 1998).  There is also evidence that Latina immigrants are more 
involved in politically involved than Latino men (Hardy-Fanta, 1993; Bass and Casper, 
2001b). 

What accounts for lower voting participation of naturalized citizens?  Answering 
this question requires attention to participation gaps at each stage of the voting process: 
citizenship, voter registration, and voter turnout among registered voters. The foreign-
born account for a 50% smaller share of the voting population than does the native-born 
population. The citizenship stage has by far been the most important barrier, accounting 
for 88% of the gap in voting participation between foreign-born and native-born in 2012.  
But voting requires two additional stages after acquiring citizenship: registration and 
actually turning out to vote. Differential levels of registration accounted for 12% of the 
voting gap in 2012. In comparison, voter turnout among foreign-born registered voters in 
2012 was comparable to the turnout among native-born registered voters. Previous 
research (DeSipio, 1996, Ramakrishnan, 2005) also indicates that voting gaps between 
immigrants and the native-born are much larger at the registration stage than at the 
turnout stage.   

Gaps in voting between foreign-born and native-born citizens are also 
significantly related to the following factors:  

 
 English proficiency: Voting is lower among citizens who have limited English 

proficiency (Tam Cho, 1999; Ramakrishnan, 2005); 
 Age structure: Controlling for age makes the first generation deficit in voting 

even worse, as naturalized citizens are older, on average, than the U.S.-born 
electorate (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012);37  

 Educational attainment: The positive relationship between education and 
voting is weaker among first generation immigrants than it is for higher 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
generation and higher.  This difference of 10 percentage points is roughly equal to the difference in voting 
rates found in the 2012 presidential election (53.3% versus 62.9%), but the proportional difference is 
significantly greater in the case of midterm elections (from the panel analysis of CPS-VRS data outlined 
above). 

37Analysis of 2012 Current Population Survey Voter Supplement. 
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generations, but is nevertheless statistically significant (Jones-Correa, 1998; 
Tam Cho, 1999; Ramakrishnan, 2005).  The weaker relationship between 
education and voting among first-generation immigrants is most likely due to 
the fact that most of them have attained their college degrees outside the 
United States, and the content of civic education learned in another country 
might transfer imperfectly to the political system of the United States. (Tam 
Cho, 1999; Wong et al., 2013); 

 Party identification: Naturalized citizens have significantly lower levels of 
partisanship, which may lead in turn to lower rates of voting (Wong, 2000; 
Wong et al., 2011);38 and  

 Past experiences with democracy: Ramakrishnan (2005) found that 
immigrants to the U.S. who come from countries with non-democratic 
regimes are generally less likely to vote than immigrants from democratic 
countries, and a similar result was found in studies of immigrants to Canada 
and Australia (Bilodeau, 2008). 

 
Other Forms of Political Engagement 

 
Beyond voting, immigrants can get involved in the democratic process by 

contacting elected officials, making campaign contributions, attending public hearings, 
signing petitions, engaging in protest activities, and encouraging others to vote, among 
other activities. Immigrants do not need to be U.S. citizens to engage in these activities, 
although the limited data available suggest that participation among naturalized citizens 
is significantly higher than among noncitizens (Leal, 2002; Wong et al., 2011).39  The 
latest data from the CPS Civic Engagement Supplement in November 2013 show that 6% 
of naturalized citizens had contacted or visited elected officials to express their opinions, 
while only 2% of noncitizens had done so.40  Naturalized immigrants were also twice as 
likely as noncitizens to have boycotted a product or service because of the company’s 
social or political values (7.2% versus 3.4%), and slightly more likely to express their 
political views online (22% for naturalized citizens versus 17% for noncitizens).   

Data from other surveys are largely consistent with the above results from the 
November 2013 CPS Civic Engagement Supplement in finding that political participation 
is higher among naturalized citizens than among noncitizens (Leal, 2002; Martinez, 
2005). Protest activity might, however, be one exception to this general pattern, 
especially for Latino immigrants in the last decade.  A 2012 survey of Latino noncitizens 
living in mixed-status households with at least one citizen adult found that the 
noncitizens were more likely than the naturalized citizens to participate in protest 
activity, and they were about as likely to attend community meetings (Jones-Correa and 

                                                             
38Importantly, among Latinos, lower party identification among first-generation immigrants 

(Hajnal and Lee 2013) is not reflected in their voting behavior (Pantoja, Segura, and Ramizez, 2001; 
Ramakrishnan 2005).  

39A study by Barreto and Munoz (2003) found that among Mexican immigrants, there was no 
significant difference in electoral nonparticipation between citizens and noncitizens after controlling for 
age, gender, income, education, and other factors. 

40 http://catalog.data.gov/dataset/current-population-survey-civic-engagement-supplement 
[Accessed August, 2015] 
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McCann, 2015).41  Unions that actively cultivate immigrant membership have also 
become a starting point for immigrants’ political and civic participation (Milkman and 
Voss, 2004; Terriquez, 2011). The bulk of academic research indicates, however, that 
even though many political activities are open to immigrants regardless of U.S. 
citizenship, a significant difference in participation exists based on immigrants’ 
citizenship status (Hochschild et al., 2013; Leal, 2002; Martinez, 2005; Ramakrishnan, 
2005). 

Beyond citizenship status, immigrant generation also bears a significant 
relationship to political engagement.  Survey data indicate that participation rates among 
naturalized first generation immigrants are lower than among the native-born.  For 
example, the 2008 American National Election Study42 found that naturalized Latinos 
were significantly less likely than native-born Latinos to sign petitions, either on paper or 
online, and were also less likely to make campaign contributions.43  By contrast, there 
was no significant difference between naturalized Latino immigrants (first generation) 
and native born Latinos in terms of attending public meetings or protests.  Similarly, the 
2008 National Asian American Survey found significant differences in political 
participation by immigrant generation, with first generation immigrants less likely than 
higher generations to make campaign contributions, discuss politics with family and 
friends, and discuss politics online.44  This lower level of participation among first 
generation immigrants occurred whether the analysis examined only naturalized citizens 
or all foreign-born adults in the survey, and even after controlling for education and 
household income.  

 
Political Representation of Immigrants 
 

Beyond participation, political integration can also be evaluated through 
representation.  There are different ways to think about the representation of immigrants 
in the American system of representative democracy, from immigrants being counted as 
part of the population for the purpose of drawing congressional districts (apportionment) 
to immigrants running for office and exerting influence on legislative decision making.   

 
Representation via apportionment Even though noncitizens do not currently have the 
right to vote in most jurisdictions, the U.S. Constitution still provides for an implicit 
expectation of noncitizen representation via apportionment. In Article I, Section 2, the 
Constitution stipulates that apportionment be based on a count of persons, regardless of 
citizenship.45 There have been some attempts to limit the representation of noncitizens 

                                                             
41This might be a recent phenomenon as a study of data from 1989-90 found that 8.5 percent of 

Latino citizens said they had attended a rally, compared to only 2 percent of Latino noncitizens who said 
they had done so (Leal, 2002, see also Martinez, 2005) 

42 http://www.electionstudies.org/studypages/2008prepost/2008prepost.htm [Accessed 
August, 2015] 

43Nativity differences in the rate of political contributions among Latinos are statistically 
significant at the .10 level but not the .05 level. 

44Ramakrishana et al., (2011) found no statistically significant relationship between nativity 
and low-propensity activities such as contacting officials or participating in protests.. 

45Of course, initially not all persons were treated equally for purposes of apportionment: slaves 
were counted as three-fifths of a person until the abolition of slavery and the passage of the 14th 
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via apportionment, and the Supreme Court is currently reviewing equality of 
representation in Evenwel v Abbot.46 The United States still has the implicit expectation 
that all persons, citizen or otherwise, are to be represented in Congress. 
 
Representation through election to office Another way for immigrants to gain 
representation is by running for elected office.  Indeed, one of the remarkable, early 
stories of representation among Asian immigrants is that of Dalip Singh Saund, who 
campaigned for Indians to qualify for naturalization in the 1940s, won elected office just 
a year after being granted citizenship, and in 1957was the first Asian American elected to 
Congress.47  At the same time, there are limits in the U.S. Constitution to immigrant 
representation.  While naturalized U.S. citizens may hold virtually all elected offices in 
the United States, the Presidency and Vice-Presidency are restricted to “natural born” 
citizens: one of the only areas in which a U.S. citizen’s path to citizenship makes a legal 
difference in his or her rights and life opportunities.   

The available evidence underscores that immigrants are relatively rare in the halls 
of Congress.  Throughout the 20th century, the prevalence of foreign-born 
Representatives and Senators in Congress has always been less than the proportion of 
foreign-born in the general population (Bloemraad, 2006a, p. 56-63).  The highest 
proportion of foreign-born Representatives in any given Congress, 5.4 percent of all 
House members in 1910, was still only about a third of the percentage of immigrants in 
the general population that year (14.7%). In 1940, the proportion of foreign-born 
members in Congress, as compared to the proportion of foreign-born citizens in the 
country, hit a high point with 3.9 percent of Representatives foreign-born (17 individuals) 
compared to 5.5 percent of foreign-born among all citizens.48  With the resumption of 
large-scale immigration in the late 1960s, the ratio of foreign-born representation in the 
House to the total foreign-born population fell—perhaps surprisingly—with only a very 
modest increase in the 1990s.  Relative to other major Western immigrant-receiving 
countries, immigrant representation in the United States in the national legislature is not 
among the lowest, but also not among the nations whose ratios are closest to parity (Alba 
and Foner, 2015; Bloemraad, 2011). 

Today, although naturalized citizens account for about 7% of voters, only one 
U.S. Senator out of 100 is a naturalized citizen—Mazie Hirono (D-HI), born in Japan—
and only 5 out of 435 members (1%) in the House of Representatives are naturalized 
citizens: Ileana Ros-Lehtinen (R-FL) and Albio Sires (D-NJ), both born in Cuba; Ted 
                                                                                                                                                                                     
Amendment, and “Indians not taxed” were not counted for purposes of apportionment until the Indian 
Citizenship Act of 1924 (Anderson and Seltzer, 2001). 

46More recent attempts to chip away at noncitizens representation via apportionment have failed, 
such as a case petitioned to the U.S. Supreme Court in December 2012, Lepak v. City of Irving, which 
sought to allow cities and states to exclude noncitizens for the purposes of drawing legislative districts of 
equal size.  In addition, two U.S. Senators attempted, without success, to mandate a question on citizenship 
in the 2010 census, to lay the groundwork for court challenges and perhaps constitutional amendments to 
exclude noncitizens (Roberts, 2009). 

47 http://apanews.si.edu/2011/08/18/dalip-singh-saund-artifacts/  
48These statistics consider the Congress sitting at the time of each decennial census, comparing 

members of the House of Representatives to the general U.S. population.  These data for the entire 20th 
century are not able to take into account foreign-born Representatives who were citizens at birth due to 
their U.S. citizen parents, as in the case of politicians born to military service members or diplomats 
stationed abroad (see Bloemraad 2006a for more on the methodology.) 
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Lieu (D-CA) born in Taiwan; Raul Ruiz (D-CA) born in Mexico; and Norma Torres (D-
CA) born in Guatemala.49  Thus, the percentage of naturalized citizens in Congress (1 
percent) is considerably lower than their percentage of the electorate (7%). This is far 
lower than the representation gaps for Latinos and Asian Americans more generally, 
however, suggesting that there is greater incorporation through the second and later 
generations.  

Perhaps surprisingly, very few of the foreign-born members of the U.S. House of 
Representatives come from the largest source countries for naturalized citizens today: 
Mexico, Philippines, China, India, and Vietnam. In the first half of the 20th century, 
about half of the foreign-born U.S. Representatives were born in the United Kingdom or 
Canada (Bloemraad, 2006a). By the beginning of the 21st century in the 107th Congress 
(2001-2003), no Senator was born outside the United States and of the six foreign-born 
representatives—born in Cuba, Hungary, Taiwan, Japan, or the Netherlands— none came 
from a top-five immigrant-sending country (Amer, 2001).50  

There is little systematic data on foreign-born state legislators, but one might 
expect somewhat greater representation at this level given the presence of term limits in 
several states (Peverill and Moncrief, 2009), as opposed to theaU.S. Congress, which has 
no term limits.  At the municipal level, one would expect greater immigrant 
representation, especially in large, immigrant-receiving cities.  The barriers to election 
are likely lower compared to the networks, experience and campaign financing needed to 
win national office. The more concentrated residence of immigrants at the municipal 
level can also facilitate local mobilization of immigrant-origin voters.   

Perhaps surprisingly, then, the available research indicates that foreign-born 
representation in large cities is still limited.  De Graauw and collegues (2013) reported 
that in 2009, only 8 percent of city councilors in New York were foreign-born, compared 
to 37 percent foreign-born in the city’s population. The corresponding percentages for 
Chicago were 4 and 22 percent, respectively; for San Francisco, 9 and 36 percent; for Los 
Angeles 7 and 40 percent; and for Houston, 7 and 28 percent (De Graauw et al., 2013, p. 
1882). If the comparison is extended beyond the immigrant generation to include the 
second and third generations, and also enlarged to include consider African Americans as 
well, the representation of ethnic and racial minorities in these cities becomes much 
somewhat closer to parity (de Graauw et al., 2013). For example, ethno-racial minorities 
made up 49 percent of the New York City council in 2009, in a city where 63 percent of 
all residents are ethno-racial minorities (de Graauw et al., 2013: 1882). Across the five 
major U.S. cities that de Graauw studied, the biggest representation gap occurred in 
Houston, where the 71 percent of the city’s population is classified as of ethno-racial 
minority background compared to 43 percent of city council; the only city that achieved 
representation slight above parity was San Francisco in 2009: the proportion of all these 

                                                             
49 For full list, see: http://library.clerk.house.gov/documents/Foreign_Born.pdf; 

http://www.senate.gov/pagelayout/reference/three_column_table/Foreign_born.htm  In the House, an 
additional eight members were born to U.S. parents abroad. And as noted by the U.S. Senate reference 
bureau, Bennet (R-CO), Cruz (R-TX), and McCain (R-AZ) were all born to American parents abroad . 

50Information on the foreign-born in the 107th Congress from Amer, Mildred. (2001).  
"Membership of the 107th Congress: A Profile." Congressional Research Service.  This report does not 
distinguish, in counting Congress people born abroad, between those who held birthplace U.S. 
citizenship and those who naturalized. 
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minorities in elected office, 55 percent, was slightly higher than their share of the city’s 
population, 52 percent (de Graauw et al., 2013: 1882). 
 
Representation through the legislative process While the proportion of foreign-born 
elected officials is a type of “descriptive” or demographic representation, evaluation of 
“substantive” or issue representation is also important.  Despite comparatively low 
participation rates and very low rates of proportional representation, certain members of 
Congress might still be responsive to immigrant voters due to the profile of residents in 
their districts.  Elected officials from districts with a high proportion of naturalized 
citizens may be likely more supportive of initiatives deemed important to immigrants, 
such as more expansive immigration policy.  The proportion of noncitizens in a 
Congressional district might also matter for legislative votes on immigration policy.  This 
may be the case if noncitizens share the same preferences on immigration policy as 
naturalized citizens, or attempt to influence citizen voters, thereby gaining representation 
“through proxy.”   

Nation-wide surveys of Latinos and Asian Americans show that noncitizens and 
citizens who self-identify with these racioethnic identities share similar policy priorities 
and preferences, particularly on matters such as education and immigration (Fraga et al., 
2012; Ramakrishnan et al., 2009).  The panel does not have similar opinion data at the 
level of congressional districts, but did have data on whether members of Congress with 
significant proportions of noncitizen constituents vote differently from those who have 
comparatively few noncitizen constituents.  To distinguish between the direct political 
power of noncitizens versus “representation by proxy” through citizens holding similar 
preferences, the panel controlled for the proportion of naturalized citizens in the district.51 
The panel’s examination of House votes on three enforcement-related bills in 2006 and 
DREAM Act legislation in 2010 indicates that the share of non-citizens in the district is 
significantly related to House votes at the bivariate level, and in a direction that suggests 
a member of Congress with more noncitizens in his or her district is less likely to vote for 
restrictive legislation, and more likely to vote for the DREAM Act. 52   Even after 
controlling for a member’s party and the naturalized share of the electorate, the 
noncitizen share of the district is still important in explaining the final vote on 
enforcement-oriented HR 4437 in 2006 and the final vote on the DREAM Act in 2010.  
There is, however, a partisan split in the importance of non-citizens in the electorate.  
Democratic House members with more noncitizens in their district were more likely to 

                                                             
51If noncitizens do indeed wield political influence, one would expect such influence to be greatest 

on issues related to immigration. So far, the literature on Congressional roll call votes is largely silent on 
the potential representation of noncitizen constituents on immigration, with far greater attention being paid 
to the role of partisanship (Jeong et al. 2011), the economic characteristics of member districts (Facchini 
and Steinhardt 2011), member ideology (McCarty et al. 2006), and national interest group activity 
(Tichenor 2002). 

52In 2006, the House voted on a series of restrictive measures that were heavy on enforcement, 
including HR 4437, which was introduced by James Sensenbrenner (R-WI) and sought to make felons of 
anyone who is an undocumented immigrant or who assists someone who is an undocumented immigrant. In 
2010, the House got another chance to vote on immigration, this time on a permissive bill, the DREAM Act 
(H.R. 1751), which would have legalized those who became undocumented immigrants when they were 
children.  This bill was introduced in the House in May 2010 and was passed by the House during  the 
“lame duck session” of Congress in December 2010 before failing a cloture vote in the Senate. 
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vote for the DREAM Act, and less likely to vote for HR 4437, while among Republican 
members the opposite was true.53   

 
Representation through bureaucratic incorporation Beyond legislative representation, 
immigrants may also have their interests represented through bureaucratic actors.  Social 
scientists have begun to focus on a growing phenomenon of “bureaucratic political 
incorporation” whereby government officials respond directly to the needs of immigrant 
residents (de Graauw, 2014; 2015; Jones-Correa, 2008; Lewis and Ramakrishnan, 2007; 
Marrow, 2009).  This response mode contrasts with the more traditional model of 
electoral representation, where immigrant residents attempt to persuade elected 
representatives (either in the executive or legislative branch), who then push 
bureaucracies to be more responsive, via legislative oversight, executive policy, or both. 

These studies have shown that heads of government agencies—particularly school 
administrators, librarians, and police chiefs—are likely to implement programs in a 
manner that addresses the needs of immigrants (de Graauw 2014, 2015; Jones-Correa 
2008; Lewis and Ramakrishnan 2007; Marrow 2009, 2011).  In places where immigrant 
residents are a smaller share of the electorate, this kind of bureaucratic implementation 
may stem from a sense of professional mission, norms reinforced through initial training 
and ongoing professional development, or the need to achieve particular goals (such as a 
reduction in crime) that require cooperation from immigrant residents. However, there 
are limits to bureaucratic incorporation: it may be subject to overrule by elected officials 
as political dynamics change, and it may be more vulnerable to cuts in agency budgets 
because there is less of a voting constituency to apply pressure to maintain funding 
necessary for incorporation activities.  
 

CIVIC VOLUNTEERISM AND COMMUNITY ORGANIZATIONS 
 

While political acts constitute a significant aspect of civic engagement in 
American society, it is also important to examine the ways that immigrants are involved 
in their communities more generally, through acts of volunteerism and social 
participation.  Studies of immigrant civic participation have drawn attention to a wide 
array of formal and informal institutions, such as indigenous dance groups, hometown 
associations, mutual assistance groups, and family or clan networks (de Graauw, 2015; 
Cordero-Guzman, 2005; Ramakrishnan and Bloemraad, 2008, Ramakrishnan and 
Viramontes, 2010; Terriquez, 2011;Wong, 2006).  

Studies of volunteerism from about a decade ago indicated large gaps in 
participation by nativity, with volunteering substantially higher among native-born 
residents than among the foreign-born (Ramakrishnan, 2006, Foster-Bey, 2008), as well 
as for membership in civic organizations (Han, 2004).  These gaps in participation were 
more marked than racial gaps in volunteerism, and also showed that naturalized citizens 
were much more likely to be civically involved through community organizations than 
                                                             

53Other researchers have found a positive correlation between the proportion of voting-age 
noncitizens in a state’s population and spending by that state on redistributive social policy, net of the 
naturalized population, unemployment in the state, the state’s racial composition and other factors known 
to influence spending on social benefits (Fox et al. 2013).  To the extent that immigrants experience, on 
average, higher poverty rates than the native-born, this might be another example of non-citizens 
influencing political decision-making despite disenfranchisement.   
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those who were not U.S. citizens.  The latest available data from the CPS Volunteer 
Supplement show these patterns to be persistent (see Figure 4-5), with rates of 
volunteerism nearly twice as high for all  native-born (27%) than for all foreign-born 
(15%), and that native-born in all ethnoracial groups were more likely to volunteer than 
their foreign-born peers.  Importantly, other data from the same CPS-VS round indicate 
that volunteerism is higher among naturalized citizens (18%) than among noncitizens 
(13%), and that length of stay in the United States matters: long-term immigrant 
residents—i.e., those living in the United States for 20 years or more—have significantly 
higher rates of volunteerism (18%) than those living in the United States for 10 years or 
fewer (11%).  In addition to differences in volunteerism by nativity, there were 
significant racial gaps in participation, although as Figure 4-5 indicates, these gaps are 
much greater among the native born than among the foreign born. Finally, while these 
gaps in participation by race and nativity diminish when controlling for education and 
income, they still remain statistically significant. 

Examining individuals’ volunteer activities is but one side of understanding civic 
engagement; immigrant integration also depends on the breadth, depth, and openness of 
civil society. Civil society comprises the groups, organizations and informal associations 
that offer a sense of community, provide services and information, advocate for issues or 
policies, and take action on a host of issues.  These groups—which can range from a local 
food bank to a political action committee—are neither public institutions nor for-profit 
businesses; they instead inhabit what some have called a “third sector” of American 
society. Mirroring the tensions between enforcement and integration outlined in Chapter 
2, U.S. civil society groups can either advance agendas and undertake enforcement 
activities meant to keep immigrants out of the United States, work actively to help 
immigrants integrate into the economic, social and political spheres of their new 
communities, or ignore or be blind to immigrant populations—neither working for 
exclusion nor for inclusion.  

On the enforcement side, America’s long history of immigration parallels a 
tradition of organizing to reduce or restrict immigration, from fears about Catholic, 
Jewish and Asian immigrants and concerns about political radicals in the 19th and early 
20th centuries (Higham, 1955) to worries about undocumented migration and foreign 
terrorists in the 21st century.  Today, some Americans feel that there is insufficient 
staffing on the U.S.-Mexico border by the Border Patrol, and they therefore organize 
themselves as a civilian extension of the agency, conducting volunteer patrols (Elcioglu, 
2014; Shapira, 2013).  Far inland, long-time residents of some smaller communities 
experiencing rapid population growth have organized to pass ordinances seeking to deter 
immigrants’ settlement, as in the case of Prince William County, Virginia. The 
community group Help Save Manassas worked with other civil society organizations at 
the national and local levels to convince the County Board of Supervisors to pass 
Resolution 07-609, directing police to inquire about the immigration status of anyone 
detained and to enter into a 287(g) agreement with the Department of Homeland Security 
(Singer et al., 2009). 

At the same time, civil society groups have long been the backbone of integration 
efforts. This was as true in the 19th century, a time when governments had limited 
engagement with immigrant residents and nonprofit and civil society organizations did 
much of the day-to-day settlement work, animated by volunteer efforts, public contracts 
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and private donations. Broadly speaking, a similar pattern applies today. Historically, 
religious institutions spanning faiths helped newcomers find housing, jobs, and 
community; initiatives that were also carried out by settlement houses, associations 
organized around particular hometowns or kin networks, and myriad other organizations. 
When the U.S. government initiated a concerted effort to resettled displaced people 
following World War II, it entered into partnership with voluntary agencies (“VOLAGs”) 
to carry out the resettlement. This partnership continues today with organizations such as 
Church World Service, the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society, the International Rescue 
Committee, and the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops.54 Today, civic 
integration and mobilization can occur through congregations and faith communities 
(Ecklund, 2008; Heredia, 2011; Mora, 2013), unions (Gleeson, 2009; Milkman, 2000; 
Terriquez, 2011), nonprofit service agencies (de Graauw, 2014; 2015; Cordero-Guzmán, 
2005), or a host of other organizations, from sports and recreation groups to arts and 
cultural associations, business associations or school-based parent groups (Ramakrishnan 
and Bloemraad, 2008).   

Research on the civic and organizational foundations of immigrants’ integration is 
underdeveloped, but the evidence thus far suggests that civil society groups—whether 
organized by immigrants or predominantly organized by native-born citizens who include 
immigrant members—can facilitate integration.  A denser and more active civil society 
infrastructure helps low income immigrants access health and human services, for 
themselves and vulnerable children (Cordero-Guzmán, 2005; de Graauw, 2008; Flores et 
al., 2005; Yoshikawa et al., 2014), provides information and resources to make legal 
claims against discriminatory employment practices (Gleeson, 2009), facilitates 
citizenship acquisition and political engagement (Bloemraad, 2006a; Cordero-Guzmán et 
al., 2008; Wong, 2006), and provides a way for immigrants—including noncitizens—to 
secure some measure of policy representation (de Graauw, 2008; 2015).  Membership in 
voluntary organizations such as athletic and social clubs can also provide immigrants 
with resources that aid integration in other domains, such as information about 
employment opportunities (Massey et al., 1987).  

Many American civil society groups—probably the majority—are oriented 
neither to enforcement nor to integration. This is understandable to the extent that many 
groups have a purpose or a mission not centered on immigrants or immigration; one can 
think of groups such as a choral society, baseball league, volunteer fire department, high 
school debate society, nonprofit health clinic, or environmental advocacy organization.  
However, given that increasing immigration is a reality in a growing number of 
communities across the United States, these groups’ lack of involvement with immigrant 
populations can be a lost opportunity to build bridges, share information and resources, 
and generate new feelings of community.  Even in traditional regions of immigration, 
researchers have found that suburban areas have engaged in very limited public-private 
partnerships with immigrants and immigrant organizations, even when the proportion of 
the municipality’s population is 40 percent foreign born (de Graauw et al, 2013; see also 

                                                             
54The nine officially recognized voluntary agencies with which ORR works today are the Church 

World Service, Ethiopian Community Development Council, Episcopal Migration Ministries, Hebrew 
Immigrant Aid Society, International Rescue Committee, US Committee for Refugees and Immigrants, 
Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Services, United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, and World 
Relief Corporation. 



Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

The Integration of Immigrants into American Society 

Prepublication copy, uncorrected proofs 
 

 4-27

Joassart-Marcelli, 2013).  This raises the possibility of potentially troubling inequalities 
and civic stratification by nativity and residential location, as well as inequalities between 
immigrant-origin national origin groups based on the groups’ resources (educational, 
linguistic, and financial) and inequalities by legal status (Gleeson and Bloemraad, 2013; 
Joassart-Marcelli, 2013; Ramakrishnan and Bloemraad, 2008).  Especially as immigrants 
move to new destinations, a lack of civic capacity and limited support for building 
immigrant organizations might impede integration in the future.  On the flip side, 
research in rural areas and new immigrant destinations found that immigrant civic 
engagement was higher in places with a prior history of refugee resettlement and in 
places that have large, supportive nonprofits and public universities (Andersen, 2010).  
The positive experience of private-public partnerships around refugee resettlement 
provides a template for successful engagement with civil society around immigrant 
integration. 

 
“LEARNING” CIVIC AND POLITICAL ENGAGEMENT 

 
All democratic countries need residents who are knowledgeable about their 

government institutions, current issues, and ways to be engaged to keep democratic 
legitimacy and accountability strong.  Such democratic “learning” is as relevant to the 
native-born population as it is to immigrant populations.  But for the foreign-born, 
especially those who come to the United States as adults, processes of civic and political 
learning can occur along different pathways, such as through non-English ethnic media, 
or they do not occur as fully, as the participation gaps between native-born and foreign-
born outlined above suggest.  In particular, for adult immigrants, an individual’s level of 
education is not as strong a predictor of political participation as it is among the native-
born population (Cho, 1999; Ramakrishnan, 2005), perhaps because the content of civic 
education learned in another country might transfer imperfectly to the political system of 
the United States.  Substituting for the role that schools play for native-born children 
(discussed below), unions (Han, 2004; Milkman and Terriquez, 2012; Terriquez, 2011), 
ethnic media (Felix et al., 2008), religious institutions (Heredia, 2011; Mora, 2013; Stoll 
and Wong, 2007) and workplaces (Verba et al., 1993) can provide contexts in which 
adult immigrants can learn about and be mobilized into civic and political engagement. 

Attention to immigrant origins and engagement also raises questions for second 
generation youth or immigrant children who arrive in the United States at a young age.  
For native-born citizens with native-born parents, political and civic learning often takes 
place in the family, as parents talk about politics (or not) with their children, model 
behaviors such as voting and volunteering, or bring children to rallies or protests.  
Foreign-born parents can also engage in such parent-to-child learning, but the inter-
generational transmission of political attitudes, behaviors, and civic involvements might 
be weaker, given a limited knowledge of how things work in the United States.  
Especially if immigrant parents are noncitizens, or perhaps not even lawful permanent 
residents, immigrant-origin youth might be less likely to learn about, or take an interest 
in, American politics and civic life.  Research on this topic is sparse, but available 
evidence suggests that the children of immigrants are no less likely—and no more 
likely—to engage in volunteer activities or to vote than similarly situated children of 
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native-born parents, even in the case of undocumented parents (Callahn and Muller, 
2013; Humphries et al., 2013; Terriquez and Kwon, 2014).   

Schools appear to play an important role in equalizing civic and political 
engagement among young people, regardless of parents’ immigrant background.  In the 
19th century, the American common school emerged as an institution to teach both basic 
skills for work and democratic participation.  Today, these twin roles continue. Schools 
can provide places to develop political identities, learn about government and citizenship, 
and be encouraged to volunteer or perform community service.  Research shows that 
extracurricular involvement and volunteering shape adolescents’ social and civic 
experiences equally, regardless of parents’ nativity (Niemi et al., 2000; Stepik and Stepik, 
2002.  However, while parents’ socioeconomic status predicts non-immigrant students’ 
engagement, in at least one longitudinal dataset of youth transitioning to adulthood, that 
association was weaker among immigrant-origin youth; instead, exposure to social 
studies in high school appeared to have a significant, positive effect on these young 
people’s likelihood of voting, registering to vote, and identifying with a political party 
(Callahan and Muller 2013; Humphries et al., 2013).  Other findings underscore the 
importance of schools in immigrant-origin youths’ civic and political integration, an 
influence which can have spill-over effects for parents, especially mothers, who have 
contact with school programs and school officials, from teachers to guidance counsellors 
(Terriquez, 2012).  

Outside of schools, youth who are members of community-based organizations 
with strong advocacy orientations and leadership training are more likely to be politically 
active, and they might even pass along their knowledge to parents (Terriquez and Kwon, 
2014).  Indeed, the children of immigrants, educated in American schools, might engage 
in “reverse” political socialization, teaching their immigrant parents about the electoral 
college and ballot measures (Wong and Tseng, 2007) or encouraging them to participate 
in peaceful immigrant rights rallies (Bloemraad and Trost, 2008). 

Political and civic engagement—and the learning of skills and cultivation of 
interest in politics and community issues—can also occur across international boundaries.  
Some observers have worried that immigrants’ activism in their home countries, whether 
around homeland elections or in raising funds for community development, might impede 
engagement in and learning about U.S. politics and civic affairs. But research has found 
no such trade-off between U.S.-based and homeland engagements. Some scholars have 
concluded that participation in transnational organizations (DeSipio, 2006; Portes et al., 
2008) and attention to homeland concerns (Chung et al., 2013; Karpathakis, 1999; Wong 
et al., 2013) have a positive effect on participation and interest in U.S. political life. And 
overall, only a very small proportion of immigrants appear to be actively engaged in 
homeland political activities, even if they continue to send money or travel to their home 
country (Guarnizo et al., 2003; Waldinger, 2008).  As with multiple citizenship, it 
appears that those with more education and more secure economic situations are more 
likely to engage in political and civic activities spanning borders (Lessinger, 1995; Ong, 
1999; Guarnizo et al., 2003). 

 
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 
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If the naturalization rate is the best marker of immigrants’ political integration 
into the United States, then the research cited above indicates that there is reason for 
concern, despite slight increases in naturalization rates since 2000. There are notable 
disparities in who becomes a citizen by socioeconomic status, and evidence exists that the 
naturalization process itself makes it more difficult for immigrants who already face 
barriers to integration to achieve citizenship, despite their desire to do so. Meanwhile 
legal status bars many immigrants from citizenship, a burden that falls disproportionately 
on immigrants from Mexico and Central America. But despite these correlations, there 
are no clear explanations for low naturalization rates, particularly for those who have 
higher socioeconomic status. 

 
Conclusion 4-1 Overall, moderate levels of naturalization in the United States 
appear to stem not from immigrants’ lack of interest or even primarily from the 
bureaucratic process of applying for citizenship. Instead the obstacle to 
naturalization lies somewhere in the process by which individuals translate their 
motivation to naturalize into action. Further research is needed to clearly identify 
this barrier. 
 

In addition, foreign-born representation at all levels of government is disproportionately 
low. This poses a challenge to the American democratic ideal of civic equality and has 
implications for dimensions beyond political integration, such as labor market 
participation. 

The decentralized nature of the U.S.’s immigrant integration “system” may also 
hinder immigrants’ political and civic integration (see Chapter 2). While civil society 
groups have historically been the backbone of grassroots integration efforts and continue 
to provide invaluable services in areas where there is established organizational presence, 
in new immigrant destinations a lack of engagement between civil society organizations 
and immigrants or immigrant organizations leaves a void in many communities. 
However, successful models of public-private partnerships could provide a template for 
successful engagement with civil society around immigrant integration, even in places 
where these efforts are currently absent. And other social institutions, perhaps most 
importantly schools, continue to provide invaluable tools for political and civic 
integration for immigrants and the second generation.  
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TABLE 4-1 Grants awarded by the Office of Citizenship through the USCIS 
"Citizenship and Integration Grant Program" 
 

Fiscal Year Number of organizations funded Total grants awarded (in $) 
2009 13 1,200,000 

2010 78 8,100,000  

2011 42 9,000,000  

2012 31 5,000,000  

2013 40 9,900,000  

2014 40 10,000,000  

 
SOURCE: Data from Office of Citizenship, Department of Homeland Security data: 
http://www.uscis.gov/archive/archive-citizenship/citizenship-and-integration-grant-
program-archives [Accessed August, 2015] 
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FIGURE 4-1 (Non-)Citizenship in the US (% of population). 
SOURCE: Data from Gibson and Jung 2006, ACS 2010, 2013 
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FIGURE 4-2 Naturalization Levels among Foreign-born residents of the US, 1920-2013 
(percentage naturalized) 
SOURCE: Data from Gibson and Jung 2006, ACS 2010, 2013 
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FIGURE 4-3 Percentage of immigrants who acquired US citizenship among those eligible, and 
fees for 1-40 application (2002-2012). 
SOURCE: Data from OIS “Estimates of the Legal Permanent Resident Population,” for 2002 
through 2012 (2005 missing). 
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FIGURE 4-4 National origin proportions in the eligible and naturalized populations, 2011 
SOURCE: Panel’s calculations from Lee and Foreman (2014, Table 1); Rytina (2012, Table 4);  
USCIS 2013 (2012 Yearbook), Table 21. 
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FIGURE 4-5 Volunteerism by nativity and race, sep 2014 
SOURCE: Current Population Survey Volunteer Supplement, 
2014. https://catalog.data.gov/dataset/current-population-survey-volunteers-supplement 
[Accessed August, 2015]. 
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5 
Spatial Dimensions of Immigrant Integration 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

National statistics sometimes hide or even obfuscate the nation’s spatially uneven 
patterns of immigrant integration from one place to another.  Indeed, where immigrants 
live shapes the integration experience in myriad ways. Every place—state, city, suburb, 
neighborhood or rural area—represents a unique context of reception that affects how 
immigrants, refugees, and their offspring are incorporated into neighborhoods, schools, 
local labor markets, and, ultimately, U.S. society.  What is different today from the past is 
that unprecedented numbers of new immigrants and the foreign-born population have 
diffused spatially from traditional areas of first settlement (e.g., in the Southwest or in 
large gateway cities) to so-called “new destinations” in the Midwest and South, to 
suburbs previously populated largely by native-born Americans, to small but rapidly 
growing metropolitan areas, and even to rural communities (Lichter, 2012; Massey, 2008; 
Singer, 2013).   

Perhaps paradoxically, this widespread geographic diffusion of immigrants also 
has occurred in tandem with population concentration in specific immigrant receiving 
areas (e.g., inner suburban neighborhoods, new Asian ethnoburbs, and Hispanic boom 
towns, as well as continued settlement in established destinations) with growing racial 
and ethnic minority populations that may not share the same culture, language, or 
education with the local native-born population.  New immigration has left an outsized 
demographic and economic imprint on many communities, including on ethnoracial 
diversity, the provision of public assistance, school budgets, and local politics.  Processes 
of assimilation and incorporation occur “in place,” and these processes are expressed 
differently depending on the reception local communities give to groups of diverse 
national origins; that is, whether native-born populations and state and local policies are 
welcoming or antagonistic to new immigrants.    

In this chapter, the panel emphasizes that the national picture of social integration 
of America’s new immigrant groups outlined in Chapter 1 is the net result of offsetting 
positive and negative trajectories of immigrant integration that occur unevenly from one 
place to another.  Scholars often focus on immigrant incorporation into U.S. society or 
the economic mainstream, but the experience of integration is, in reality, an inherently 
local one.  As this chapter makes plain, the current research-based understanding of the 
local context of immigrant reception is regrettably incomplete and often superficial, 
especially for nontraditional receiving areas that are now attracting large immigrant 
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populations of different national origins, different legal statuses (e.g., unauthorized and 
refugee populations), and different levels of social and political capital.  The research 
literature nevertheless has identified some policy options—at the state and local level—
that can shape immigrant trajectories of incorporation, now and into the future. 

This chapter has three specific aims.  First, it provides a general overview of 
current theory and research on spatial assimilation: the local incorporation of immigrant 
populations into the mainstream.  The panel discusses both the canonical view, which 
was drawn from classical assimilation theory, and alternative (and less optimistic) views 
that some new immigrant groups are becoming “ghettoized” or have assimilated spatially 
with an urban underclass population in poor and segregated neighborhoods and 
communities (even rural communities).   

Second, the chapter highlights recent patterns of spatial redistribution and internal 
migration among the immigrant and foreign-born populations.  Spatial integration can be 
defined by the extent to which residence patterns among immigrants mirror those of the 
native-born population.  This chapter highlights changes in patterns of population 
redistribution among immigrants, as well as their movement into nontraditional areas of 
first settlement.  Spatial assimilation is now taking place at multiple but interlinked levels 
of geography (i.e., region, state, metropolitan, suburban, neighborhood, and rural).  New 
immigrants have transformed the racial and ethnic composition of many cities and 
communities, while also providing a demographic lifeline to other slow-growing or 
economically declining areas, especially in rural areas.   

Third, the chapter identifies how processes of social integration and assimilation 
are influenced by local economic and political contexts of reception. New destinations, in 
particular, represent natural laboratories for studying immigrant integration, ethnic 
conflict and majority-minority relations, and local politics and policy responses (Waters 
and Jimenez, 2005). In those places, where growth in the immigrant population is fast-
paced and often unexpected by the resident population, policy reactions can be swift and 
strong. In response to the growing presence of immigrants in these new destinations and 
stalled efforts in Congress at comprehensive immigration reform, some states and 
municipalities have enacted inclusive policies and practices (e.g., sanctuary cities, like 
San Francisco), while others have created policies designed to restrict how and where 
some immigrants can work and live (e.g., in Arizona and Hazleton, Pennsylvania). How 
states and local communities assist or impede the incorporation new immigrants into the 
larger community is important to understanding the process of immigrant integration at 
the local level. 
 

SPATIAL INTEGRATION: BACKGROUND AND THEORY 
 

The canonical view is that the spatial “assimilation” (as it has historically been 
called) of immigrants and minority groups is a product of increasing cultural and 
economic integration.  That is, residential differences between immigrants and natives are 
expected to decline as immigrants—over time and across generations— experience 
upward social and economic mobility.  Spatial assimilation theory holds that immigrants 
typically first settle in communities with others from similar backgrounds (e.g., enclaves 
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where cultural and institutional support is ensured) but “move up and out” over time or 
across generations as they learn English, acquire new job skills, and become 
“Americanized” (Alba and Foner, 2015; Lichter et al., 2015; Massey, 2008).  In this view, 
social and spatial mobility presumably go hand in hand. Spatial integration therefore both 
reflects and reinforces socioeconomic mobility among America’s new immigrant 
populations, including Hispanics from Mexico and other parts of Latin America, 
culturally and economically diverse Asian foreign-born populations, and refugee 
populations from war-torn parts of Sub-Saharan Africa, the Middle East, and Eastern 
Europe (the Balkans). That family income among immigrant populations is positively 
associated with neighborhood quality also gives empirical credence to this spatial 
assimilation model (Alba et al., 2014). 

Indeed, a common inference today is that the new spatial diffusion of immigrant 
populations from traditional gateway states (e.g., Texas or California) and cities (e.g., El 
Paso, Texas, or Los Angeles, California) to new destinations reflects social and economic 
integration.  To illustrate the point historically, Italian immigrants in New York City in 
the early 1900s gained an economic toehold living in the tenements in the lower East 
Side of Manhattan before their upwardly mobile descendants moved to better 
neighborhoods in New Jersey, Long Island, and elsewhere (Kasnitz et al., 2009). Today’s 
recent immigrant movement to new destinations—many with little recent history of 
immigration—may similarly signal a pathway to immigrant integration in more affluent 
communities (Massey, 2008; Massey et al., 2009). The movement of immigrants, 
especially Hispanics and Asians, to new or nontraditional destinations without an 
intermediate stop in traditional gateways suggests much greater similarity today than in 
the past in immigrants’ residence patterns with the native population. Spatial integration 
implies greater access to society’s rewards, including good schools, high-paying jobs, and 
safe neighborhoods. 

An alternative view to the canonical model, a less optimistic one, is that new 
immigrants are remaining highly segregated and spatially isolated from the mainstream 
society. Indeed, low-income immigrant and refugee populations may be living in a 
“parallel society,” metaphorically locked away in poor and segregated neighborhoods 
that are cutoff from the rest of society and where opportunities to succeed are limited 
(Alba and Foner, 2015). The concern arising from this view is that these communities 
lack the most basic economic, cultural, and political ingredients needed to ensure 
immigrant success—for themselves and their children.  Moving to new destinations is no 
economic panacea. Emerging empirical evidence indicates that some native whites and 
affluent populations are “fleeing” diversifying neighborhoods for predominately white 
suburbs, gated communities in exurban developments, or returning to the city as part of 
the gentrification process (in Minneapolis, Washington DC, and elsewhere), leaving 
behind the poorest and most vulnerable populations to fend for themselves in 
economically declining communities (Crowder et al., 2011; Hall and Crowder, 2014). 
The fact that more immigrants are bypassing traditional gateways altogether (Lichter and 
Johnson, 2009, Singer et al., 2008) suggests that native-born populations and basic 
institutions like schools in some new destinations are being exposed, perhaps for the first 
time, to immigrant populations that lack basic education and English language skills.  
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This makes integration especially difficult and sometimes instills new anti-immigrant 
antipathies and discrimination that compound the problem (Massey and Sanchez, 2012). 
Many new destinations simply lack the institutional resources needed to effectively 
accommodate the needs of new arrivals.  As described later in this chapter, state and local 
responses in the form of racial profiling, restrictive zoning, or other exclusionary policies 
have cropped up in communities across the United States, even as other states and 
localities have welcomed immigrants (Carr et al., 2012; Gelatt et al., 2015). The problem, 
of course, is that idiosyncratic patterns from state to state or from community to 
community are not easily summarized by highly aggregated national statistics on the 
“average” experiences of specific immigrants or immigration populations.   

Finally, Alba and Foner (2015, p. 71) argue that our thinking about spatial 
assimilation or isolation is sometimes “turned on its head” by the idea of the immigrant 
enclave, where economically vulnerable immigrants find a safe haven in institutionally 
complete and highly functional ethnic communities (e.g., communities often known as 
Chinatown, Little Italy, Koreatown, or little Havana) that provide a permanent home or a 
launching point for someplace better.  The immigrant enclave literature is large, well 
established, and typically based on local case studies, which can be idiosyncratic.  
Sweeping generalizations are best avoided, and caution in interpretation and lessons is 
required.  For example, the establishment and growth of immigrant enclaves is sometimes 
viewed as a response to discrimination and the lack of good jobs.  The important point is 
that all traces of “parallel society” in America are not regarded as especially problematic 
or as a source of fear among natives or local residences.  In fact, ethnic neighborhoods 
are often regarded as a local attraction, providing native-born Americans with 
opportunities to experience a different culture (i.e., the people, language, music, and food 
of a foreign land) without leaving the United States.  

Recent immigration settlement patterns have upended conventional theories of 
assimilation and integration (Waters and Jimenez, 2005). “Contexts of reception” clearly 
matter, and they matter now in ways heretofore unimagined because of the racial and 
ethnic diversity of America’s new immigrant populations and the heterogeneity in the 
places they settle.  Indeed, the context of reception operates at the national level through 
government immigration policy, but any positive effects trickle down unevenly across 
states, cities, suburbs, neighborhoods, and rural areas with widely different institutional 
resources and local labor market dynamics (Ellis and Almgren, 2009). Diverse economic, 
political, civic, and social characteristics, along with local culture, shape the experiences 
of immigration integration. 

 
THE GEOGRAPHY OF IMMIGRATION 

 
Immigration is driving rapid increases in racial and ethnic diversity across the 

United States. Texas joined California, the District of Columbia, Hawaii, and New 
Mexico between 2000 and 2010 as "majority-minority" states having more ethnoracial 
minorities than non-Hispanic whites (Humes et al., 2011). Of the nation’s 3,143 counties, 
348 are at least half minority. Most of America’s 100 largest cities have majority-
minority populations (Frey, 2015), and the numbers of diverse suburban and rural 
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communities have also grown considerably over the past two decades (Lee et al., 2014; 
Lichter, 2012). Many newcomers, however, continue to concentrate or become 
residentially segregated in specific neighborhoods or communities across the 
metropolitan landscape (Iceland and Scopilliti, 2008). Immigration is thus driving two 
countervailing trends: new patterns of spatial dispersal are occurring at the same time that 
many immigrant populations are concentrating locally (Rugh and Massey, 2014; 
Holloway et al., 2012). Recent trends require that a thoughtful person recalibrate the 
historical perspective that immigrants gradually disperse and integrate with U.S. society 
over time and generation after initially settling in inner cities.  

Residential integration occurs at multiple levels of geography (Lee et al., 2014; 
Massey et al., 2009). Yet, the usual metro-centric approach focusing on big-city 
neighborhood segregation may be less appropriate than the past.1 As illustrated below, 
immigrants are dispersing broadly across many different levels of geography—states, 
metropolitan cities, neighborhoods, and rural areas—and more than half of all immigrants 
are in the suburbs. This means that the usual generalizations based on the spatial 
assimilation model of big-city neighborhood segregation are incomplete and perhaps 
even misleading.  Numerically speaking, the biggest shift in the distribution across places 
has been to the suburbs, where more than half of all immigrants currently live (Figure 5-
1) (Singer, 2013). A spatially inclusive approach to native-immigrant residence patterns 
is now required (Parisi et al., 2015). That is a key challenge for scholars today.   

 
States 

 
Recent census data reveal that in 2010 over 25 percent of the foreign-born 

population lived in California, and almost two-thirds of all immigrants lived in just six 
states: California, Texas, New York, Florida, New Jersey, and Illinois (Grieco et al., 
2012). The spatial concentration of immigrants is greater than among the native-born 
population. California accounted for 10.2 percent of the native-born population, and the 
top six immigrant-receiving states were home to only about 36 percent of all native-born 
people (Grieco et al., 2012).  

In 2012, about 26 percent of all immigrants were undocumented (see Figure 3-1), 
and the patterns of settlement of undocumented immigrants generally mirrored those of 
the immigrant population as a whole. For example, the top six receiving states for all 
immigrants are the same for the undocumented; these states accounted for 62.3 percent of 
all unauthorized immigrants in 2012 (Center for Migration Studies, 2015). The estimated 
numbers of immigrants eligible for Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) and 
Deferred Action for Parental Accountability (DAPA) also follow these patterns very 
closely.  

In 2012, Mexicans made up over 28 percent of the immigrant stock (11.5 million 
out of a total foreign-born population of 40.7 million) and they are even more 
concentrated than the total foreign-born population. According to recent research by the 
                                                        

1Segregation is the degree to which one or more groups live separately from one another. For more 
detailed on how this is conceptualized and measured, see Denton and Massey, 1992. 
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Pew Research Center, over 58 percent of all Mexican immigrants live in just two states: 
California (4.2 million) and Texas (2.5 million).2 Immigrants from South and East Asia 
(principally immigrants from China, India, the Philippines, Vietnam, and South Korea) 
make up about a quarter of all immigrants: 10.4 million persons. These immigrants are 
more evenly distributed3 across the states than are Mexicans, with the main 
concentrations occurring in California (3.3 million) and New York (1 million). About 3.9 
million immigrants are from the Caribbean; these immigrants remain highly 
concentrated, with over 40 percent in Florida and another 28 percent in New York. 
Notably, the 3.2 million Central Americans immigrants are more evenly distributed than 
Mexicans, in part because of the significant numbers of El Salvadorans who have settled 
in the greater Washington, DC, metropolitan area. South American immigrants have an 
east-coast orientation with concentrations in New York, New Jersey, and Florida; 
California, nevertheless accounts for over 9 percent of South Americans in the United 
States. 

As noted in Chapter 3, in 2013 about 70,000 new refugees were resettled in the 
United States. This is roughly 5 percent of the total number of people who obtained 
lawful permanent residence status that year.4 The country profile of refugees is very 
different from that of other immigrants. Bhutan, Burma, and Iraq accounted for over 70 
percent of all arriving refugees in both 2012 and 2013. The principal receiving states 
were Texas and California, followed by New York, Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Florida. 
The top six states accounted for about 37 percent of all the refugees who arrived in 2012 
and 2013. Thus refugees are more evenly distributed than are immigrants, but they are 
still distributed in a slightly more concentrated pattern that the native-born population 
(Burt and Batalova, 2014). And unlike the native-born and non-refugee immigrants, 
refugees are also directed to specific places of settlement by the federal government. 
Although these are overwhelmingly places with large foreign-born populations, the 
refugees are also settled in smaller metropolitan areas where they may be 
disproportionately represented among the immigrant population (Singer and Wilson, 
2006).   

The top immigrant-receiving states have been important gateways for new 
immigrants for some time, but other states have become new destinations over the past 
two decades. In 2010, the six states with the largest immigrant populations accounted for 
65 percent of the foreign-born population.  This figure is nevertheless down from 2000 
(68 percent) and 1990 (73 percent). For example, Mexican-born immigrants during the 
1990s started leaving California in large numbers or moving to other destinations in a 
marked shift from the past. Today, the states with the highest rates of growth in 
immigrant populations include some relatively small states such as Nevada and Utah in 
the West but also include seven southern states (Figure 5-2). The fiscal and political 

                                                        
2See http://www.pewhispanic.org/2014/04/29/statistical-portrait-of-the-foreign-born-population-

in-the-united-states-2012/#foreign-born-by-state-and-region-of-birth-2012-a [August, 2015]. 
3Measured using the Herfindahl index based on the percent distribution across all states. 
4Another 29,000 individuals were granted asylum that year, with over a third of those coming 

from China. See Refugee and Asylee, Chapter 3.  
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implications of the new state geography of U.S. immigration are played out unevenly at 
the local level: in cities, suburban communities, and neighborhoods. 

Whether the realignment of immigrants across states reflects a process of spatial 
assimilation is open to debate. On the one hand, the passage of the Immigration Reform 
and Control Act (IRCA) in 1986 provided a new freedom for many newly legalized 
immigrants to freely move beyond traditional gateway states and communities.  Long-
established immigrant populations (i.e., Latin American immigrants in California, Texas, 
and elsewhere) also had accumulated sufficient socioeconomic and cultural resources to 
leave gateway enclaves for better employment opportunities and housing elsewhere (Card 
and Lewis, 2007; Light, 2008). On the other hand, the exodus from traditional gateways 
was often spurred by state anti-migrant legislation. For example, in California, 
Proposition 187 accelerated the departure of its foreign-born population, a circumstance 
that cannot be viewed as evidence of social and spatial integration. Moreover, the 
hardening of the border in the 1990s reduced illegal border entries in those heavily 
traveled areas and intentionally diverted flows to the Sonoran desert in Arizona, where 
authorities believed immigrants would be easier to catch (Nevins, 2010). The result was 
an unanticipated rise in death rates (Eschbach et al., 1999; Nevins, 2007) and a waning of 
California destinations as newer destinations held better opportunities. While an 
estimated 63 percent of all Mexican migrants arriving between 1985 and 1990 went to 
California, between 1995 and 2000 that figure shrank to just 28 percent (Massey and 
Capoferro, 2008). Clearly, state immigration policies contributed, perhaps 
unintentionally, to the spatial dispersal of new immigrants—both documented and 
undocumented—to nontraditional states in the Midwest and Southeast.   

However, the continuing dispersal of immigrants from older gateway states to 
new, emerging destinations is by no means inevitable. Before the Great Recession, new 
gateway destinations drew significant numbers of foreign-born internal migrants as well 
as immigrants arriving directly from abroad. The recession and its aftermath tarnished the 
allure of new destinations (for both immigrants and the native-born), as the economies in 
many emerging destinations were particularly hard hit (Ellis et al., 2014a). 

 
Metropolitan Areas 

 
Immigrants overwhelmingly live in America’s largest metropolitan areas, which 

comprise cities and suburbs. In 2010, 85 percent of all immigrants lived in the 100 largest 
metropolitan areas, compared with 62 percent of the U.S.-born population (Singer, 2013, 
p. 81). The concentration of immigrants in metropolitan areas is not new.  Immigrants 
historically have settled disproportionately in the nation’s largest cities.  In 1900, for 
example, two-thirds of all immigrants lived in the nation’s largest 100 cities, compared to 
just 44 percent of the native-born population (Singer, 2013, p. 81). A significant 
proportion of immigrant settlement occurred then in just five metropolitan areas, and this 
has remained true for over one hundred years (see Figure 5-3). 

In 2010, among the large metropolitan areas, 39 percent of Miami’s population 
was foreign born. San Jose (37 percent) ranked second, followed by Los Angeles (34 
percent), San Francisco (30 percent), and New York (29 percent). Among metropolitan 
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areas with populations over 1 million, the five with the smallest shares of immigrants in 
2010 were Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, St Louis, Tulsa, and Cleveland (Wilson and Singer, 
2011).  

Because the native-born population is predominantly white and the majority of 
immigrants are not, immigrants and their offspring are the main drivers of growing ethnic 
and racial diversity in the United States (Frey, 2015). Given the metropolitan orientation 
of U.S. immigration, this growing diversity is perhaps most often evident in cities and 
suburbs. All large metropolitan areas have become ethnically and racially more diverse 
since 1990 (Frey, 2015) and metropolitan areas with disproportionately large white 
populations are becoming a thing of the past: in 1990, 31 of the 53 largest metropolitan 
areas were 80 percent white, whereas in 2010, only 18 had populations over 80 percent 
white. These changes are geographically uneven. In some metropolitan areas, especially 
those in the older industrial regions of the Northeast, whites remain numerically 
dominant, while other areas have rapidly diversified (Wright et al., 2013). 

Immigrant-driven diversification itself is not uniform; different metropolitan areas 
have different immigrant and ethnic profiles. New York, for example, has a diverse set of 
immigrant populations, whereas immigrants from Mexico, Central America, and Asia 
predominate in Los Angeles as well as major gateways such as Dallas-Fort Worth and 
Houston. Miami is also a major gateway, with over 60 percent of Miami-Dade County 
residents claiming a Latino ethnicity, many of whom are foreign born. Asian immigrants 
tend to concentrate in just three large immigrant gateways: San Francisco, Los Angeles, 
and New York. The metropolitan areas with the most immigrants from Africa (who make 
up about 4 percent of the total foreign-born population) are New York and Washington, 
DC. Washington, DC, is emerging as an important immigrant destination, but particularly 
for immigrants from Africa because Africans tend to perceive capital cities as centers for 
business, culture, and education—as they are in many of their home countries (Wilson 
and Habecker, 2008).  

There is also geographic variation across metropolitan areas by legal status. For 
example, by mapping the undocumented share of the Mexican population, Hall and 
Stringfield (2014) showed that metropolitan areas that had had a longer history of 
Mexican settlement (in southern California and Texas) had lower shares of 
undocumented immigrants than metropolitan areas in states with more recent Mexican 
immigration (e.g., Maryland, the Carolinas, Georgia, and Alabama).5  

 
Suburbs 

 
What draws immigrants to different metropolitan areas has varied over time and is 

influenced by job opportunities (industrial restructuring and changing labor demand) in 
tandem with social networks. And where immigrants live within metropolitan areas also 
matters for their integration. Not only have immigrants found opportunities in many 

                                                        
5The Center for Migration Studies’ interactive website on the geography of the U.S. 

undocumented populations adds further detail: http://data.cmsny.org/ [August, 2015]. 
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newer metropolitan destinations, they are no longer exclusively settling in inner-city 
neighborhoods of the largest metropolitan areas.  

In 2010, 51 percent of all immigrants lived in the suburbs of the 95 largest 
metropolitan areas, while 33 percent lived within the city jurisdictions in those areas 
(Singer, 2013). As recently as 1980, similar shares lived in the cities and suburbs of the 
largest metros (41 percent and 43 percent, respectively). Overall trends in city and 
suburban settlement between 2000 and 2013 reveal that in the largest metropolitan areas, 
76 percent of the growth in the immigrant populations occurred in the suburbs (Wilson 
and Svajlenka, 2014). In Chicago, Illinois, Cleveland, Ohio, Detroit and Grand Rapids, 
Michigan, Jackson, Mississippi, Los Angeles, California, Rochester, New York, and 
Ogden and Salt Lake City, Utah, virtually all of the metropolitan growth was in the 
suburbs (see Figure 5-4).  These nine metropolitan areas reflect a mixture of former 
industrial powerhouses whose cities have been on the decline for decades and newer 
metropolitan areas, such as Salt Lake City, Ogden and Jackson, where most of the 
population lives in suburbs.  But Chicago and Los Angeles, which are well-established 
immigrant gateways, also saw all immigrant growth in the suburbs. 

This suburban shift is partly related to the urban form of newer destinations that 
tend to be more suburban. In some suburban communities, it also reflects other 
metropolitan growth processes, such as out-migration and settlement shifts that include 
the native-born populations. In some cases, there is evidence of white flight from 
growing immigrant destination communities (Crowder et al., 2011). But another 
important factor is the restructuring of the U.S. economy: specifically, the 
decentralization of jobs and the rise of suburbs as the new locus of employment 
opportunity (Singer et al., 2008). Some metropolitan areas have developed strong 
knowledge-based industries, drawing high-skilled immigrants to the suburbs of Seattle, 
San Jose, Dallas, Austin, Atlanta, and Washington, DC, where technology corporations 
are headquartered. During the economic expansion prior to the Great Recession, the 
growth of these industries also spawned housing and construction booms, drawing 
immigrant workers and making “the suburbs” more economically and racially diverse 
during the last immigration wave.  

In some metropolitan areas, immigrant settlement is taking place almost entirely 
in the suburbs (Singer, 2013).  Those areas with the highest shares of immigrants living 
in suburbs include places with small central cities, such as Atlanta (95 percent in suburbs) 
and Washington, DC (86 percent in suburbs), but also areas with central cities that have 
hemorrhaged population in recent years such as Detroit (87 percent in suburbs), 
Cleveland (86 percent in suburbs), and Dayton (83 percent in suburbs).  The newest 
immigrant destinations—mostly modest-sized metropolitan areas—have seen more than a 
doubling of the immigrant population in suburban areas.  These places include Louisville, 
Kentucky; Jackson, Mississippi; Knoxville, Tennessee; Des Moines, Iowa; Little Rock, 
Arkansas; and Indianapolis, Indiana. Still, this is not a universal pattern.  In 12 metro 
areas, including Columbus, Ohio; Nashville, Tennessee; Asheville, North Carolina; and 
Omaha, Nebraska, immigrant growth rates were faster in the city than in the suburbs. 
These are typically smaller metropolitan areas that have become new immigrant 
destinations over the past two decades.   
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The geography of job growth helps shape overall patterns of immigrant 
settlement. However, many of the fastest growing metropolitan immigrant destinations 
are places with small core cities and large suburbs, such as Atlanta and Washington, DC. 
Others—including Phoenix, Arizona; Austin, Texas; and Charlotte, North Carolina—
have large central cities developed through annexation and tend also to be sprawling, less 
dense communities organized around automobile transportation. While the role of the city 
center and ethnic residential neighborhoods within that center has declined for 
immigrants, it is not immediately clear how suburban settlement affects the integration 
prospects for immigrants or for the communities in which they choose to live. Suburban 
places often lack institutional support services (e.g., nonprofit organizations, churches, 
and other government services) that help immigrants adjust to their new surroundings 
(Roth et al., 2015). Moreover, many suburban communities lack public transportation 
services, day care, or after-school programs that can accommodate the routine daily 
activities and work schedules of immigrants. Under these circumstances, it is not 
surprising that rates of poverty have grown most rapidly over the past decade in suburban 
areas that have become home for America’s new immigrant populations (Kneebone and 
Berube, 2013). 
 

Neighborhoods  
 

The impact of recent immigration into metropolitan areas is experienced first and 
foremost in the neighborhoods in which immigrants settle.  Metropolitan areas with either 
large or fast-growing foreign-born populations have rapidly shifting patterns of 
immigrant concentrations and new forms of neighborhood racial and ethnic diversity 
(Holloway et al., 2012).6 Immigration since the 1970s has produced a shift from 
historical black-white segregation patterns toward more complex geographies in what 
have become multiethnic metropolitan regions (Fong and Shibuya, 2005; Frey, 2015).   

Although many new immigrants still concentrate in particular neighborhoods,  
other immigrants and their offspring are what Logan and Zhang (2010, p. 1,069) call 
“pioneer integrators” of previously all-white spaces. The result is that many 
neighborhoods are more diverse than they have been for decades (e.g., Holloway et al., 
2012; Logan and Zhang, 2010). Rugh and Massey (2014) assessed these competing 
trends for aggregate racialized groups living in U.S. metropolitan areas between 1970 and 
2010. Black segregation and isolation declined overall, but in those areas with longer 
histories of high levels of segregation, black hypersegregation persisted (Massey and 
Tannen, 2015).7 Latino segregation increased slightly while Latino isolation rose 
                                                        

6See Mixed Metro U.S.: Mapping Diversity in the USA, a cooperative venture of the Departments 
of Geography at the University of Georgia, University of Washington, and Dartmouth College: 
http://mixedmetro.us/ [August, 2015] 

7Segregation is measured using two indices in the literature: dissimilarity and isolation. 
Segregation is measured using the Index of Dissimilarity (D).  Dt is defined as 

k 
Dt mit - wit  

i=1 
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substantially in this 40-year period. Asian segregation started at moderate levels and 
changed little. Although Asian isolation increased, it remained at comparatively low 
levels. Rugh and Massey (2014) also found that whites remained “quite isolated from all 
three minority groups in metropolitan America, despite rising diversity and some shifts 
toward integration from the minority viewpoint.” The forces producing minority 
segregation and spatial isolation include density zoning ordinances that exclude low-
income and minority populations (Rothwell and Massey, 2009; 2010), large or rising 
minority percentages, lagging minority socioeconomic status, and active expressions of 
anti-Black and anti-Latino sentiment, especially in large metropolitan areas (Rugh and 
Massey, 2014). Places lacking these attributes are becoming more integrated, often 
relatively quickly (Rugh and Massey, 2014). 

Immigrants generally tend to be more residentially segregated than their native-
born counterparts, and segregation between immigrants and the native-born has increased 
since 1970 (Cutler et al., 2008). This suggests a lack of spatial assimilation, perhaps born 
of inequality in income, low levels of education, and cultural factors (e.g., poor English 
language skills).  One common empirical approach is to compare the patterns of 
neighborhood segregation of immigrants and immigrant groups with native-born whites. 
Iceland and Scopilliti (2008) measured residential segregation using the segregation 
index (on a scale from 0 for no segregation to 100 for complete segregation) across 
metropolitan areas.8 In 2000, the segregation index between the foreign-born population 
and native-born white population was 44.3. This means that 44.3 percent of immigrants 
would be required to move to other neighborhoods for immigrants to achieve the same 
distribution across neighborhoods as the native-born white population (Iceland and 
Scopilliti, 2008).   

In general, the foreign-born gradually become less segregated from native-born 
whites and more dispersed across residential neighborhoods as length of residence 
increases (Iceland and Scopilliti, 2008; Wright et al., 2005). For example, recently 
arrived immigrants tend to have higher levels of segregation from whites than immigrants 
who have in the country for 10 or 20 years (Iceland and Scopilliti, 2008). Thus, the 
segregation index for all recently arrived (past 10 years) immigrants compared to whites 
was 52, in contrast to an index of 31 for all immigrants  (compared to whites) who had 
been in the country at least 20 years.  This result provides clear evidence of spatial 
assimilation, at least at the metropolitan neighborhood level, and supports the idea that 
immigrant integration is following the historical pattern of initial settlement in ethnic 

                                                                                                                                                                     
 

where mit and wit are the respective percentages of minorities and whites residing in census tract i at time t.  
This segregation index is based on pair-wise comparisons and varies from 0 (no segregation) to 100 
(complete segregation).  D indicates the percentage of minorities that would have to move to another 
neighborhood in order to achieve parity between minorities and whites in their percentage distributions 
across all neighborhoods.  Isolation is a measure of the percentage of the population of a particular 
neighborhood or census tract who are of one racial or ethnic group. For example, an isolation index of 60 
for Latinos means that Latinos, on average, live in neighborhoods that are 60% Latino. 

8In this report the panel uses “segregation index” in place of “dissimilarity index.” 
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enclaves, followed by subsequent dispersal to more diverse and “better” neighborhoods 
(Alba and Nee, 2003).    

However, average segregation levels hide substantial heterogeneity by immigrant 
group. For example, Asian immigrants tend to be less segregated from native-born whites 
in metropolitan neighborhoods than are Hispanic or black immigrants (Figure 5-5).  
According to Iceland and Scopilliti (2008), the segregation index for foreign-born Asians 
in 2000 was 47.7, compared with 59.9 among foreign-born Hispanics and 71.2 among 
foreign-born blacks. Segregation indices are lowest among foreign-born whites (D = 
30.5). This racial hierarchy mirrors patterns of racial segregation nationally (Freeman, 
2002; Logan et al., 2004), and highlights familiar patterns of black exceptionalism in 
integration processes. And, unlike the white, Hispanic, and Asian foreign-born 
populations, length of residence in the United States (as measured by year of arrival in 
the United States) was largely unrelated to foreign-born black-white declines in racial 
residential segregation (Iceland and Scopilliti, 2008,; see also Wright et al. 2005).  The 
implication for black immigrants is that improvements over time in socioeconomic status 
and other indicators of integration do not translate easily into spatial integration with 
native-born whites (or, by extension, into “better” neighborhoods).9  

What accounts for these racialized patterns? The neighborhood has long been 
used as the starting point for understanding the integration process. Historical analysis 
and the research on recent immigration demonstrate that this process should not be 
measured in terms of years but rather decades or generations of immigrants (Brown, 
2007). Even so, there is no simple one-to-one correspondence between immigrant social 
integration and segregation. Even considering just three aggregated racialized groups, 
patterns of immigrant concentration and the associated segregation from native-born 
whites varies by group (see Figure 5-5). This reflects the long history of housing market 
discrimination against blacks in the United States that, along with poverty, has produced 
high levels of residential segregation (Massey and Denton, 1993. Immigrant blacks are 
not immune from these forces: foreign-born blacks are even more segregated from whites 
than are native-born blacks (Figure 5-5). The patterns for blacks are replicated for Latinos 
but with moderated levels of segregation from whites. Latinos also face housing market 
discrimination, historically and today (Turner et al., 2002). When these disadvantages are 
combined with low incomes, segregated residential patterns result. And heightened rates 
of residential segregation from whites are evident for foreign-born Latinos compared 
with native-born Latinos (Figure 5-5). In addition, Latinos of African origin (mostly from 
the Caribbean) are far more segregated than are white Latinos (Denton and Massey, 
1989; Iceland and Nelson, 2008). 

Yu and Myers (2007) also found differences by national origin when they tracked 
the residential assimilation of Mexican, Korean, and Chinese immigrants in Los Angeles. 
Each group exhibited a different trajectory and pace of assimilation. Chinese immigrants 
tended to rapidly enter into homeownership in predominantly suburban locations. 

                                                        
9Estimates of the segregation index by generation or for 2010 are currently unavailable, in part 

because nativity status was not included in the 2010 Decennial Census and spatially disaggregated 
estimates based on the American Community Survey are subject to substantial sampling variability.  
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Koreans were more likely than other immigrants to choose city residence and live in 
more mixed white-and-Latino neighborhoods. In contrast, Mexican homeownership was 
more likely than the other groups to be associated with co-ethnic neighborhood residence 
(some implications of these patterns are discussed below). 

In challenging the conventional narrative of dispersal and integration, another 
study found that the intermetropolitan dispersal of immigrants from traditional gateways 
was associated with heightened levels of immigrant segregation in new metropolitan and 
nonmetropolitan destinations (Lichter et al., 2010; Hall, 2013). Earnings, occupation, or 
time of arrival in the United States can account for some but not all of the high levels of 
immigrant segregation from natives. Immigrant legal status does, however, play a role. 
For instance, Hall and Stringfield (2014) found that while the presence of undocumented 
immigrants is correlated with higher levels of segregation between Mexicans and whites, 
it has the opposite effect on Mexican-black segregation – contributing to residential 
sharing among these groups. 

Immigrants continue to face challenges to residential integration in both new and 
established areas of settlement, both for the above reasons and because the migration 
behaviors of the native-born exacerbate residential differences. Research examining how 
native-born white and black mobility relates to local immigrant concentrations, and how 
this relationship varies across metropolitan areas, indicates that as neighborhood 
immigrant populations grow, the likelihood of neighborhood out-migration by the native-
born increases (Crowder et al., 2011; Hall and Crowder, 2014). This finding is 
independent of the sociodemographic characteristics of householders or the types of 
neighborhoods and metropolitan areas studied. Tellingly, this tendency to exit 
neighborhoods experiencing an influx of immigrants was most pronounced for the native- 
born who lived in metropolitan areas that were developing into notable immigrant 
gateway cities: that is, areas that were experiencing a rapid recent growth in foreign-born 
populations. The native-born in these areas who relocated tended to move to 
neighborhoods with smaller immigrant concentrations than the ones they left. This 
tendency was more pronounced in metropolitan areas that were developing into 
immigrant gateways than in other areas. Related research also reported growing 
immigrant neighborhood density produced native-born flight as well as slower housing 
price appreciation in immigrant-dense communities (Saiz and Wachter, 2011). 

Despite changing attitudes toward racialized minorities and immigrants, the 
dynamics of neighborhood change retain some very familiar processes associated with 
the native-born wanting to literally distance themselves from relatively poor nonwhite 
immigrants, some of whom will be undocumented. Consequently, traditional gateways as 
well as emerging gateway metropolitan areas contain immigrant and second generation 
neighborhoods lacking amenities. These neighborhoods provide limited opportunities for 
immigrant integration. If immigrants continue to arrive with low levels of human capital 
or from impoverished backgrounds, spatial integration may be delayed, perhaps occurring 
most rapidly between the second and third generations (Bean et al., 2015; Brown, 2007).  
Places with large concentrations of poor immigrant populations may become part of a 
more permanent settlement system, one where “the potential for neighborhood 
improvement is modest” (Alba et al., 2014). 
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The recent subprime mortgage crisis further highlights the precarious position of 
poor, and especially poor Latino, immigrants in residential housing markets. Rugh (2015) 
found that Latinos were more likely than other groups to have been subject to especially 
risky low- and no-documentation lending. The probability that Latino borrowers 
experienced foreclosure during this crisis was about the same as that for blacks prior to 
the crisis or in the Rust Belt. But after the crisis, Latinos were significantly more likely 
than blacks to lose their homes because they were concentrated in states where the 
recession was particularly acute (i.e., Arizona, California, Florida, and Nevada). 

 
Nonmetropolitan and Rural Areas 

 
Until recently, rural and small-town America had been largely excluded from 

discussions associated with immigration and integration. But that has changed over the 
past decade or so because of the widespread spatial dispersion of immigrants into new 
rural areas and small towns (Kandel and Cromartie, 2004; Marrow, 2011; Zuniga and 
Hernandez-Leon, 2006). Population growth in nonmetropolitan America over the past 
decade was a direct result of new Latino immigration and the second-order effects of high 
fertility (Johnson and Lichter, 2010; Lichter, 2012). Between 2000 and 2010, Latinos 
accounted for 58 percent of all nonmetropolitan population growth, yet represented only 
about 7 percent of total population in these areas. In addition, many hired farmworkers 
are foreign born. Kandel (2008, Table 1) estimated that in 2006 one-third of farmhands 
were noncitizens; of those, almost 95 percent were Latino.  Farmwork is tied less than in 
the past to seasonal farm jobs performed by migrant workers. Agricultural workers have 
increasingly put down roots; for example, on dairy farms or working on year-round 
agricultural operations. 

New immigrant populations have been a lifeline for many “dying” small towns 
experiencing chronic out-migration, especially in America’s agricultural heartland (Carr 
et al., 2012). In a swath of counties from the Dakotas in the north to the Texas Panhandle 
in the south, the growth of the Latino immigrant population slowed overall population 
loss or overcame population loss of the native-born (Donato et al., 2008; Johnson and 
Lichter, 2008). In the nonmetropolitan Midwest, for example, just 7 percent of counties 
accounted for 50 percent of Latinos (Lichter, 2012), many of whom are foreign born. One 
consequence has been that the growth in some small rural communities has been 
extraordinary. As one example, Worthington, Minnesota experienced a Latino population 
increase from 392 in 1990 to 3,058 in the late 2000s.10 In 1990, Latinos accounted for 
only about 4 percent of Worthington’s population.11 In 2012, Latinos made up nearly 

                                                        
10Panel-derived estimates based on data from the 2005-2009 American Community Survey. 
11See http://www.census.gov/population/www/documentation/twps0029/twps0029.html 

[September, 2015] 
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one-third of Worthington’s population of nearly 13,000 people, and almost half were 
foreign born.12   

In nonmetropolitan areas, Latino growth and diversity have typically occurred in 
places where employment is linked to a few clearly defined industries (Parrado and 
Kandel, 2008). Some communities in the Midwest and Southeast with meat processing or 
meat packing plants now represent geographic “hot spots” for Latino growth (Gouveia et 
al., 2005; Griffith, 2005). Latino immigrants do the “dirty” and dangerous work that 
native workers apparently eschew. Latino growth is linked directly to rural industrial 
restructuring (especially in nondurable manufacturing, which include food processing) 
and, more generally, to the rapidly globalizing agro-food system. Recent studies found 
that, for Latino workers, relocating to small towns and rural areas has been a route to 
upward economic mobility, with few economic downsides for native-born workers (e.g., 
in the form of higher unemployment or lower wages), including low-wage, low-skilled 
black workers (Crowley et al., 2015; Turner, 2014).  

New destinations are natural laboratories for studying highly located processes of 
social integration of immigrant communities. For instance, Massey and Capoferro (2008) 
showed that, between 1985 and 1990, only 10 percent of recently arrived immigrants 
from Mexico settled in new destinations (defined at the state level). However, a decade 
later during the 1995-2000 period, this percentage increased to 30 percent of Mexican 
immigrants.  

The new growth of urban-origin Latino in-migrants into nonmetropolitan areas 
raises new integration challenges for many small towns unaccustomed to minority or 
foreign-born populations. Because of high Latino fertility (Lichter et al., 2012), and an 
aging-in-place native-born white population, generational strains have grown between 
older whites and the younger minority populations who often account for most new births 
and much of the school-age population. Schools may be less well equipped—in funding 
and personnel—to accommodate immigrant children who are disproportionately poor and 
who in many cases are being raised by parents who have little or no education and who 
may be undocumented (see Chapters 1 and 8). Large shares of undocumented rural 
immigrants are at risk of joining a permanent underclass that may prevent their children 
from moving ahead in American society (Green, 2003).  Undocumented workers are 
overrepresented in the rural labor force, which arguably makes economic, political, and 
cultural incorporation more difficult (Kandel and Cromartie, 2004; Southern Poverty Law 
Center, 2010).  

Rural immigrants risk becoming socially and culturally isolated from mainstream 
institutions, and often face strong anti-immigrant sentiment from natives (Maldonado, 
2014; Southern Poverty Law Center, 2010). In Perry, Iowa, new Latino immigrants and 
migrants report becoming hypervisible; that is, “a sense of ‘standing out’ associated with 
their physical presence as Latino-looking and Latino-sounding bodies moving in and 
through community spaces” (Maldonado, 2014, p.1,934). In this small town, Latino 
integration “is frail at best” (Maldonado, 2014, p. 1,942). 
                                                        

12Panel analysis of data from http://www.city-data.com/races/races-Worthington-Minnesota.html 
[August, 2015]. 
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Segregation indexes in new rural destinations in the 2000s remain high—rivaling 
rates found in metropolitan cities and suburbs (Parisi et al., 2011). In addition, Latino 
immigrants seem to be integrating more rapidly with blacks than whites, as measured by 
changes in small town segregation in the 1990s and 2000s. Segregation also seems to be 
especially high if immigrants lack authorization and legal recourse or a welfare safety net 
(Hall and Stringfield, 2014), and unauthorized immigrants are overrepresented in rural 
areas, where they often work at low pay in meat packing or other food processing plants, 
dairy farms, and agriculture. New immigrants from Mexico and Latin America, in 
particular, may face other hardships, including job discrimination and exploitation in the 
workforce. Anti-immigrant sentiment may be especially high in rural areas (e.g. Fennelly 
2008). Indeed, emerging evidence shows that native-born whites, especially those with 
school-age children, are exiting communities with growing immigrant populations 
(Crowder et al., 2011; Hall and Crowder, 2015). Research-based understanding of 
processes of immigrant integration and native reactions in rural Latino “boom towns” is 
clearly incomplete (Waters and Jimenez, 2005). 

 
INTEGRATION “IN PLACE” 

 
Immigrants work, go to school, worship, consume, recreate, and procreate in 

specific places – in big cities, suburban communities, and small rural towns. These places 
vary not only in population size but also in demographic makeup, labor force dynamics 
and job opportunities, and racial and ethnic diversity and relations.  For the children of 
immigrants, the context of reception affects the type and quality of schooling, peer group 
interactions, and avenues for upward mobility. Immigrant newcomers initially join 
friends and family in ethnic enclaves, segregated neighborhoods, or minority 
communities. There, they become exposed to local employment opportunities, housing 
markets, and customs and language.  Some stay while others eventually disperse into the 
majority society as part of the integration process (Alba and Nee, 2003).  

Where immigrant populations live often changes over time and across the 
generations (Goodwin-White, 2015; Kritz and Gurak, 2015). Immigrants are drawn to 
specific receiving areas for a variety of reasons, but they also invariably affect 
communities and neighborhoods in ways that ultimately reshape processes of social 
integration and incorporation. The key substantive question seems clear. What is it about 
specific places—contexts of reception—that attracts new immigrants and affects the pace 
of social integration, as measured by schooling, employment patterns, poverty, and the 
provision of social services? Which kinds of places successfully accommodate 
immigrants?  Answers to these questions are incomplete.  The relevant research literature 
is inchoate and ultimately unsatisfying, but it nevertheless provides some important and 
basic lessons about spatial integration of immigrants and their offspring. 

For example, much of the relevant recent literature has focused on the question of 
whether the recent widespread movement of immigrants to “new destinations” reflects 
the positive selectivity of upwardly mobile immigrants, where migration represents an 
investment in human capital that is ultimately rewarded with better schools for their 
children, better jobs, and more affluent communities.  In other words, does spatial 
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mobility reinforce a process of integration that is already well underway (Hall, 2013)?  
Here the panel considers research on spatial variation in two key indicators of social 
integration—academic achievement and various economic outcomes (including access to 
jobs). The research literature is most mature on these topics. Other indicators of 
integration at the local level, such as political participation or intermarriage, have 
received much less research attention.  

The fact that immigrant families often settle in economically disadvantaged 
communities and neighborhoods—where they can afford to live—also means that they 
are typically served by inadequately funded school districts and few institutional support 
services. For example, in their review, Perreira and colleages (2006) claimed that 
minority and immigrant youth living in disadvantaged neighborhoods complete fewer 
years of schooling, drop out of high school at higher rates, and perform poorly on math 
and reading achievement tests. Moreover, in ethnic enclaves, the competing obligations 
of strong kinship and peer networks may dampen academic aspirations and achievement.  
Perreira and colleagues (2006) in fact showed that immigrants living in segregated and 
racially mixed neighborhoods were significantly more likely to drop out of school than 
their co-ethnics in less segregated neighborhoods. Much of the neighborhood effect was 
indirect, operating through other forms of cultural and social capital (e.g., neighborhood 
quality affects parenting styles, such as parental supervision, and the characteristics of 
schools). 

More recently, attention has turned to new destinations and to questions such as 
whether out-migration from gateway states and cities to these new destinations is 
selective of more highly educated groups (a pattern consistent with the canonical model 
of spatial assimilation) or whether children in new destinations benefit or are harmed by 
relocating in nontraditional receiving areas (Fischer, 2010; Stamps and Bohon, 2006). On 
the question of immigrant educational selectivity among Hispanics, Lichter and Johnson 
(2009) found a clear educational gradient, with the least-educated Hispanics 
overrepresented in established gateways. In established areas, for example, the 
percentage of high school graduates among nonmovers was about 37 percent, compared 
with about 46 percent among out-migrants from these areas. The most educated group of 
Hispanics, regardless of migrant status, lived in ‘‘other’’ areas—neither in gateways nor 
new destinations but in areas that were comprised of mostly non-Hispanics. These results 
provide some evidence of spatial assimilation. Still, there is little evidence on the 
question of whether the quality of life (variously measured) is “better” in new 
destinations than in the communities and neighborhoods from which out-migrants 
moved. 

On the question of whether the children of immigrants actually benefit from 
moving to new destinations, there is likewise little scholarly consensus on empirical 
approach or findings. For example, Dondero and Muller (2012) showed that schools in 
new destinations generally provided more favorable educational opportunities for 
immigrant children, albeit with fewer linguistic support services than schools in 
established destinations. Yet they also reported larger within-school Latino versus non-
Hispanic-white gaps in advanced math courses in new destinations than in established 
gateways. However, the differences between Latino students in new versus established 
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destinations were small. Other research done at different levels of geography have drawn 
different conclusions. On one side, Potochnick (2014) found that 10th grade math and 
reading test scores among the children of immigrants were highest in the new high-
immigration states. But Fischer (2010) reported that immigrant children in new 
destinations compared unfavorably with their counterparts in established destinations, 
where the children of immigrants where less likely to drop out of high school.   

These studies are difficult to compare.  They typically highlight generational 
differences in educational outcomes, but do not control for race and ethnicity and 
therefore short-circuit evidence of differences among immigrants from different national 
origin groups. A recent meta-analysis by Duong and colleagues (2015) of 53 studies 
makes this point, emphasizing the substantial racial and ethnic variation in the context of 
immigrant reception, including the availability of community and school resources.  The 
authors claimed that “Latino and Black children face greater risk for academic failure, as 
they are more likely to reside in neighborhoods with high rates of delinquency and 
community violence, face discrimination and racism, struggle against negative 
stereotypes regarding their academic ability, and encounter peer pressure for antischool 
attitudes” (Duong et al., 2015, p. 5).  

The evidence and conclusions for Hispanic immigrants contrast sharply with the 
high educational achievement of Asian immigrant populations (see Chapter 6), where 
empirical studies have typically focused on culture (e.g., family and social capital, 
educational values and practices, and Confucianism) rather than on structural 
opportunities or deficits (e.g., impoverished neighborhoods or poorly resourced schools) 
that promote or limit educational success (Zhou et al., 2008; Zhou, 2009).  Indeed, big-
city Asian ethnic enclaves—Chinatowns and Koreatowns—often have well-established 
community resources (e.g., afterschool language programs and Saturday day schools) that 
foster upward mobility among these immigrant groups. Asian immigrants have “put 
down roots,” unlike many low-skilled transient Hispanic workers and their families, who 
must move to where the jobs are (i.e., in construction or food processing) or follow the 
harvest seasons. In their study of Chinese and Korean immigrants, Zhou and Kim (2006, 
p. 21) argued that “the cultural attributes of a group feed on the structural factors, 
particularly ethnic social structures that support community forces and social capital.” 

Not unlike the evidence on school outcomes, studies of spatial heterogeneity in 
economic integration are similarly difficult to summarize neatly across diverse immigrant 
populations. By definition, immigrants seeking employment and higher wages tend to 
relocate or settle in local labor markets experiencing rapid population and job growth. 
Perhaps not surprisingly then, immigrants, on average, tend to have higher rates of 
employment than their native-born ethnic counterparts (see Chapter 6). But, even here, it 
is often difficult to separate evidence of positive community or neighborhood effects 
from the positive selectivity of new immigrants.  Moreover, employment opportunities 
are played out unevenly over geographic space and national origin groups.  They are 
shaped by the ebb and flow of local labor market conditions and the demand for low-skill 
labor. 

Industrial restructuring in the meat packing industry provides a clear case in point 
(Kandel and Parrado, 2005).  The growth in beef, pork, and poultry processing plants in 
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rural areas reflects America’s changing meat consumption habits, energy technology, and 
marketing strategies (e.g., cut-up meat products on site rather than by local butchers), 
new anti-union management strategies designed to hire unorganized, poorly educated, 
and low-skilled workers (including new immigrants and undocumented workers in 
remote settings), and the realization of new savings on transportation costs from locating 
slaughter houses and processing plants closer to where the animals are raised. For the 
meat processing industry, Kandel and Parrado (2005) showed that the share of Hispanic 
workers increased from 8.5 to 28.5 percent between 1980 and 2000, while the shares of 
the foreign-born among Hispanic workers increased from 50 percent to 82 percent over 
the same period. About 70 percent of Hispanics workers had less than a high school 
education. This is a clear case of Hispanic immigrant labor following job growth in rural 
America.  Hispanics are also following jobs in the dairy industry (e.g., in the agricultural 
Midwest and elsewhere) and in apple orchards, vineyards, and vegetable farms (Cross, 
2006; Gozdziak and Bump, 2004). 

The demographic and economic impacts of new immigration on rural America 
have been obvious. Many previously declining small towns have boomed since 1990, and 
Hispanic immigrants have generally benefited economically in comparison to their 
counterparts in Mexico and other parts of Latin America and in traditional urban 
gateways. For example, Donato and colleagues (2007) identified 59 nonmetropolitan 
counties that, between 1990 and 2000, experienced overall population growth but only 
because of the growth of the foreign-born population, thus offsetting population decline.  
Over the decade, the shares of foreign-born Mexicans in these “offset counties” who 
spoke English well declined, as did the shares with a high school diploma or more.  
Despite declines in human capital, poverty rates nevertheless declined over the decade, 
and median household income and wage rates increased.   

But these relative economic gains may have been reversed as a result of the Great 
Recession in the late 2000s. In a recent study of Hispanic growth in the nonmetropolitan 
South over the 1990-2010 period, Crowley and colleagues (2015) showed significantly 
higher Hispanic employment rates in new destinations (71.1 percent) than in established 
gateways (61.6 percent). However, in 2010 poverty rates across different population 
groups (children, female heads of household, and others) tended to be significantly higher 
in new destinations than traditional gateways—a much different pattern from 2000, when 
differences were generally small and statistically insignificant. This finding speaks 
indirectly to the low and declining wages among Hispanic workers since 2000 in many 
new destination labor markets. Still, Hispanic homeownership increased, compared to the 
2000s, as many immigrants “put down roots” and crowding (measured by persons per 
room) decreased.  The test of integration will ultimately depend on whether places with 
fast-growing Hispanic populations can serve the children of immigrant families as 
launching points for upward mobility or whether those children will become “trapped in 
place,” reproducing the economic circumstances and hardships of their parents.  And 
what happens when boom goes bust in such areas?   

Small rural labor markets, often dominated by a single industry, provide a suitable 
but incomplete venue for assessing the local economic incorporation of low-skill 
Hispanic immigrant populations. To be sure, the situation in many rural boom towns is 
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decidedly different from the diverse economic experiences of immigrants in large 
metropolitan and suburban areas, where most Hispanic, Asian, and other refugee 
populations actually live and work. For example, suburbanization typically has connoted 
upward mobility and the attainment of the “American Dream.”  This is still true today 
(especially among Asian immigrant groups), but with some important caveats.  The first 
is that the term “suburbs” covers a diverse set of places regarding economic status, 
housing prices, access to transit, job growth, and proximity to central cities.  The rise of 
poverty in the suburbs has accelerated, and although residents of central cities are more 
likely to be poor than their suburban counterparts, there are now more persons living in 
poverty in the suburbs than in cities (Kneebone and Berube, 2013).  The second caveat is 
that as suburbs have been changing both economically and racially, some of that change 
is attributable to immigrant settlement. Suburban job growth has been a factor, as low-
wage workers have been drawn to live closer to their jobs.  In addition, post-recession job 
loss, particularly in the construction and manufacturing sectors, hit the suburbs especially 
hard (Singer and Wilson, 2010).  However, Suro and colleagues (2011) found that 
although immigrants accounted for almost a third (30 percent) of overall population 
growth in the suburbs in the 2000s, they contributed less than a fifth (17 percent) of the 
increase in the poor population.  

For immigrants in the inner suburban ring and in exurbia, housing may be readily 
available and more affordable, but the institutional support services that have historically 
helped promote social integration in established gateways may be lacking (Allard and 
Roth, 2010).   Indeed, access to public transportation is often a problem—to get to work, 
to shop, and to perform routine daily activities (e.g., drop the children off at pre-school 
programs or daycare, go to the doctor, attend religious services, or participate in civic 
events) (Ray, 2003).  Suburbanization under these circumstances arguably is less an 
indicator of social integration than of spatial and social isolation of new immigrant 
populations.  

The problem is that the current literature lacks a clear or compelling narrative of 
the changing economic circumstances and social integration of immigrants living in the 
suburbs.  Moreover, it is hard to distinguish selection from causation, i.e., whether 
suburbs are attracting different socioeconomic profiles of immigrants or instead 
contributing positively (or negatively) to economic integration. Are (some) immigrant 
populations becoming ghettoized in economically declining suburbs?  

Other recent studies have focused on the lack of public transportation and its 
corollary:  the “spatial mismatch” between where immigrants live and where good jobs 
are located.  But recent studies typically have focused on specific metropolitan areas from 
which broad or compelling generalizations are difficult to draw (e.g., McKenzie, 2013; 
Painter et al., 2007). For example, Liu (2009) found that suburban residence in the 
Chicago, Los Angeles, and Washington metropolitan areas was positively associated 
(compared with the central cities in their respective metropolitan areas) with employment 
rates among immigrant populations.  She also observed positive enclave effects both in 
the city and suburbs.  Large scale cross-city or comparative studies of the economic 
trajectories of suburban immigrants of different national origins are surprisingly rare.  
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Other studies have found little or only mixed evidence in support of “enclave effects” on 
economic outcomes (see Xie and Gough, 2011).  

Virtually all of the recent literature on new destinations has focused on 
disadvantaged Hispanic populations.  An exception is a recent study by Flippen and Kim 
(2015), who focused on the relationship between Asian settlement patterns in new and 
traditional destinations and socioeconomic attainment (earnings and occupational status) 
in metropolitan areas.  Their analysis revealed higher socioeconomic status among some 
Asian populations (Chinese, Japanese, Indians, and Filipinos) in new destinations vis-à-
vis established gateways.  For other Asian populations (i.e., Koreans and Vietnamese), 
the reverse was true (Flippen and Kim, 2015). 

The panel’s review of this research raises many more questions than it answers.  
Simple or straightforward generalizations are difficult to identify or neatly summarize, 
because just as “immigrants” do not represent a group with a uniform set of 
characteristics, “the suburbs,” cities, and other geographies where they reside are not 
monolithic; the opportunity structures vary from one location to another.  As America’s 
immigrant populations disperse spatially and put down roots, it will become increasingly 
important to monitor local processes of integration for different national origin groups. 
Evidence of integrational mobility among immigrant populations is key; social 
integration will be played out at the local level and in emerging patterns of geographic 
mobility.  This will also require up-to-date and longitudinal data at the community and 
neighborhood level (see Chapter 10).  The current literature is developing rapidly but is 
still immature.   

 
STATE AND LOCAL CONTEXTS AND POLICY RESPONSES 

 
One of the most significant trends of the last decade has been the effort by some 

state and local governments to wrest control over immigration from federal authority and 
develop legislation on immigration and immigrants within their borders (see Chapter 2). 
Since 2000, new trends in immigrant settlement have stirred social conflict and anxiety 
over job competition and the costs of providing publicly funded services such as health 
care and schooling to undocumented immigrants and their children These trends, 
combined with the frustration of state and local officials with the lack of efforts by 
Congress to take up comprehensive immigration reform, have produced a rash of local 
legislation.  The result, discussed in detail in Chapter 2, has been a type of federalism 
around policies that affect immigrants, as states and localities pursue their own 
management and control over immigration. Thus, since the early 2000s, immigration 
policy activism across state and local jurisdictions has produced policies and programs 
that exclude and expel immigrants in some places but welcome immigrants and support 
their integration in other places. 

For instance, many states, cities, and counties have responded to federal inaction 
to change immigration policy and have proposed or passed laws intended to exclude or 
deflect immigrants. These actions include laws that penalize employers who knowingly 
employ immigrants who are unauthorized to work; laws that forbid landlords from 
renting to undocumented immigrants; laws that do not allow immigrants to congregate in 
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informal day labor sites; and laws that prevent undocumented residents from getting 
state-issued driver’s licenses, business licenses, and in-state tuition and scholarships 
(Varsanyi, 2010; Walker, 2015). In addition to state and local measures, new federal 
policies require coordination with policing at the local level, and the variable response of 
local police forces to these policies have produced what scholars have labeled a 
“multilayered jurisdictional patchwork” of immigration enforcement—a landscape 
complicated by varying and overlapping responsibilities of local authorities (Varsanyi, et 
al. 2012; Walker, 2014).   

However, President Obama’s executive actions in November 2014 change the 
enforcement system by re-prioritizing categories of undocumented immigrants that are to 
be removed (with the aim of targeting the more serious threats to public safety) and 
replacing the Secure Communities program with a new more tailored Priority 
Enforcement Program (PEP) (Rosenblum, 2015).  Because the Secure Communities 
program engendered considerable resistance in many communities, including some that 
refused to participate, the Department of Homeland security will, under PEP, work with 
individual communities “to develop protocols that stipulate agreed-upon enforcement 
practices” (Rosenblum, 2015).  

While it is difficult to assess the effectiveness of such policies, one can reasonably 
assume that they will not serve to further the integration of immigrants, especially if 
immigrants flee from areas perceived as pursuing enforcement more stringently. Arizona 
has been ground zero in efforts to expel immigrants, and some evidence exists that 
Arizona’s laws worked.  As noted in Chapter 2, SB 1070, passed in 2010, made it a crime 
to be present in the state without legal status and authorized local police to check the 
immigration status of anyone the police suspected of being in the country without 
authorization. Two years earlier, Arizona enacted the Legal Arizona Worker’s Act 
(LAWA), making it the first state that required all public and private employers to 
authenticate the legal status of their workers using the federal employment verification 
system known as E-Verify. While laws like LAWA and local restrictions target 
undocumented immigrants, most of whom are from Latin America, other immigrants 
experience the laws’ effects, such as those living in mixed status households.  

Although the Supreme Court pulled much of the teeth from SB 1070 (Chamber of 
Commerce of the United States v. Whiting, 131 S. Ct. 1968, 2011; see Table 2-2 in 
Chapter 2) and similar legislation in other states, the message conveyed by SB 1070 and 
LAWA that Arizona had become intolerant of undocumented immigrants created fear 
and anxiety among immigrants and their families (see Chapter 3). As noted in Chapter 2, 
LAWA likely prompted some Latinos to move to other states (Bohn et al., 2014; 
Lofstrom et al., 2011). In addition, Ellis and colleagues (2014b) found that after LAWA, 
noncitizen foreign-born Latinos exited Arizona at higher rates relative to other states. 
They found weaker evidence of outmigration for other Latino groups who might 
experience fear, or resent LAWA's requirements: U.S.-born Latinos did leave Arizona at 
higher rates in 2008 but naturalized Latinos did not. Nevertheless, the results suggest that 
state-level immigration policy can alter the settlement geography and integration 
experience of the foreign born.  
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These differing orientations to local immigrant integration have led to a jumble of 
policies and practices across local jurisdictions. While demographic, economic, and 
political contexts are important for understanding both settlement patterns and immigrant 
integration, measuring such contexts is difficult across places and time (See Gelatt et al., 
2015, for a good discussion of efforts to measure and describe the range of state and local 
policy contexts).  

There are several potential explanations for the differing approaches to 
“managing” immigration at the local level. While there are case studies of local anti-
immigrant policy activism (see for example Varsanyi, 2008), it seems likely that a range 
of factors, including population change, local politics, and economic conditions, are 
needed to explain how particular places move toward more-restrictive or less-restrictive 
policies. For example, Hazleton, Pennsylvania, was the first municipality that instituted 
an ordinance that penalized landlords who knowingly rented property to undocumented 
immigrants (Flores, 2014). Places with rapidly growing foreign-born populations and 
with a relatively high percentage of owner-occupied housing have been more likely to 
introduce such exclusionary policies. In contrast, municipalities with better-educated 
populations have been more likely to adopt inclusionary policies (Walker and Leitner, 
2011). Region matters also, as exclusionary policies are often associated with sudden and 
rapid immigrant growth. Municipalities in the South and outside central cities also tend to 
impose exclusionary policies (Walker and Leitner, 2011) 13 

Ramakrishnan and Wong (2007) found that the factors compelling local action 
include the size and growth of the Latino population; the attendant challenges to schools, 
housing, and neighborhoods; unease or prejudice among resident populations; and the 
presence of partisanship and politicization of immigration at the local level. A case study 
of Prince William County, Virginia in suburban Washington, DC (DeRenzis, et al., 
2009), concluded that the confluence of several factors, including swift population 
change and growth of the immigrant population, local activism and discourse around the 
problems of undocumented workers and residents, and unseasoned local government, 
coupled with the lack of an immigrant service and advocacy infrastructure. These factors 
combined with upcoming election pressures to heighten the issue’s importance, resulting 
in an enforcement regime that was the most stringent in the country at the time of its 
passage (Singer et al., 2009).  

On the other end of the spectrum of local responses, places that have developed 
pro-immigrant integration policies or have local (nongovernmental) programs appear to 
fall into two types.  The first type comprises those localities that have long-established, 
large immigrant and refugee populations, well-developed supportive services, and strong 
identities as immigrant gateways, such as San Francisco and New York. In these places, 
deep infrastructure supports programs for immigrants, aimed at helping to alleviate 
poverty and providing adult education, language training, credentialing, civic 
engagement, and legal services.  The second type comprises places with low levels of 

                                                        
13Flores (2015) found that proposals of anti-immigrant legislation are correlated with increased 

gun sales across counties in Pennsylvania and South Carolina, perhaps reflecting political rhetoric linking 
immigrants to crime and social disorder. 
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immigration and slow or declining population growth that aspire to receive and retain 
more immigrants as a way to stem population loss and increase economic activity.  For 
example, a group of 20 Midwestern cities has created a network with the mission: “to 
strengthen the work, maximize the impact, and sustain the efforts of local economic and 
community development initiatives across the region that welcome, retain, and empower 
immigrant communities as valued contributors to the region’s shared prosperity.”  These 
initiatives seek to retain international students, facilitate entrepreneurship, and support the 
credentialing of highly skilled immigrants who were trained outside the United States.  
These contexts are important for understanding how a locality develops pro- or anti-
immigrant policies, yet there are no definitive studies providing evidence across places.14  

Ramakrishnan and Gulasekaram (2014) argued that the tide has turned against 
local restrictive efforts. They cited as evidence the growing number of places passing 
laws that aid in integration and limit cooperation with federal authorities seeking to 
enforce deportation orders and the Supreme Court ruling (Arizona v, United States 567 
U.S. --, 2012), in which the majority of justices voted for the reassertion of federal 
authority over state actions to control immigration. They also cited the 2012 Presidential 
election, in which Republican candidate Mitt Romney, whose immigration platform 
centered on “attrition through enforcement” to promote self-deportation of undocumented 
immigrants, lost to President Barack Obama by record margins among Latino- and Asian 
American voters. Moreover, as discussed in Chapter 4, research indicates that immigrants 
are more likely to naturalize in places where the context of reception is relatively 
welcoming. However, election cycles matter, and immigration policy appears to be an 
increasingly vocal and contentious issue for the November 2016 elections. 

It is difficult to measure the direct impact that state and local policies have on the 
integration of immigrants, both as first- and second-order consequences.  Additionally, 
policy stances can shift quickly over time, making it difficult to collect and measure the 
dynamic policy landscape (Gelatt et al., 2015). However, the panel concludes, from the 
evidence cited above, that place matters in ways that are directly tied to the policies, 
programs, and service infrastructure in particular localities. 

 
CONCLUSION 

 
The spatial integration of immigrants and racial and ethnic minority populations 

arguably is an increasingly important indicator of integration into American society.  
Where immigrants live reflects and reinforces social integration and shapes access to 
good schools, safe neighborhoods, and good jobs. Moreover, different national origin 
groups are have differing distributions in geographic space and face different and often 
unequal access to society’s rewards and different community responses from the native-
born populations residing in the same locality.  For much of the 20th century, the 
majority of immigrants concentrated overwhelmingly in a small number of gateway 

                                                        
14An exception is the study by Flores (2015), mentioned in the preceding footnote, on the 

association among anti-immigrant attitudes, political rhetoric claiming a link between immigrants and 
crime, and increased gun sales counties of Pennsylvania and South Carolina. 
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states and large metropolitan areas. Today, growing opportunities outside traditional 
gateways have attracted immigrants to what have become known as “new immigrant 
destinations,” which include many suburbs and rural areas as well as urban areas that 
have little or no recent history of immigration.  Immigration – and social integration – has 
become a national issue as recent immigrants have spread throughout the nation.   

The local context of reception shapes immigrant integration into American 
society. This issue is perhaps more important than ever as America’s immigrant 
population has grown and dispersed spatially.  Indeed, the migration of America’s 
foreign-born population to “new destinations” has upended conventional interpretations 
of the link between spatial and social mobility.  Yet new patterns of spatial dispersal are 
occurring at the same time that individual immigrant groups (by source country) are 
concentrating in particular locations. Are some immigrants increasingly “trapped” in 
economically declining areas, joining a minority underclass, or do immigrant gateways 
(still) represent landing and launching pads for something better in new destinations—for 
both the first generation immigrants and their children?  It is much too early to tell, 
especially in the new destinations now dominated by recently arrived immigrants and 
their growing children.   

As a result, the panel’s review yielded incomplete and rather mixed messages 
about place-to-place patterns of social integration. Today’s widespread spatial diffusion 
of immigrants implies greater spatial integration, but there is also evidence of important 
variations by race and national origin with respect to neighborhood segregation. 

 
Conclusion 5-1 Neighborhoods are more diverse than they have ever been, and 
the number of all-white census tracts has fallen. Yet racial segregation is still 
quite prevalent throughout the country, with black immigrants experiencing the 
most residential segregation from non-Hispanic whites, followed by Hispanic 
immigrants and then Asian immigrants.  Spatial integration is mediated by race, 
and improvements over time in socioeconomic status and other indicators of 
integration (e.g., education or earnings) do not translate easily into spatial 
integration with native-born whites (or, by extension, into “better” 
neighborhoods), particularly for black immigrants. 
 
National portraits of immigration and immigrant integration—in its myriad 

forms—may also increasingly mask idiosyncratic patterns that are shaped mostly by local 
social, economic, and political conditions.  New destinations in particular provide natural 
laboratories for better understanding how immigrant integration is shaped by the context 
of reception, the presence of other co-ethnics, good job opportunities, residential 
segregation, anti-immigrant sentiment, and inclusively or exclusionary public policies. 
There is much more work to be done to understand the day-to-day experiences of 
immigrants and their descendants in different places and facing diverse contexts of 
reception.   
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FIGURE 5-1 Change in geographic dispersal of immigrants by metro type, 1980-2010. 
SOURCE: Adapted from Singer, 2013a.  
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FIGURE 5-2 Immigration growth, 1990-2011 
SOURCE: Adapted from Jeff Passel, Pew Research Center, presentation to the Panel, January 
15, 2014.
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FIGURE 5-3: Five Largest Immigrant Populations in Metropolitan Areas as a Share of All 
Metropolitan Areas, 1900–2010  
SOURCE: Singer, 2013b, Figure 1. Reprinted with permission. 
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FIGURE 5-4 Foreign-Born Population Growth in Primary Cities and Suburbs, 2000-2013  
SOURCE: Wilson and Svajlenka, 2014. Reprinted with permission.  
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FIGURE 5-5 Dissimilarity from Native-Born Whites by Race/Ethnicity and Nativity in 2000. 
SOURCE: Data from Iceland and Scopilliti, 2008. Reprinted with permission.  
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6 
Socioeconomic Dimensions of Immigrant Integration 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Immigrants come to the United States for many reasons, but the predominant one is to 
make a better life for themselves and their children.  European immigrants and their descendants 
experienced a great deal of social mobility throughout the 20th century.  Immigrants from 
countries such as Germany, Ireland, Italy, Greece, and Poland often arrived with no possessions 
and very little or no education.  Through hard work and the opportunities provided by an 
expanding labor market, they achieved some socioeconomic progress in their own lives and 
remarkable progress by the second and third generation.  By the 1980s, groups that had started 
out in dire poverty and without skills and formal education saw their grandchildren achieve 
parity and then surpass other third generation native-born whites (Alba, 1985; Lieberson, 1980; 
Lieberson and Waters, 1988).  The sociologist Andrew Greeley (1976) called this the “Ethnic 
Miracle”.  

Have recent immigrants who have come from Asia, Latin America, Africa, and the 
Caribbean experienced the same socioeconomic mobility?  Will their children do better than 
their immigrant parents?  Will they also achieve parity with other native-born Americans?  
Today’s immigrants bring with them many of the same attributes as their European predecessors: 
ambition, a capacity for hard work and sacrifice, and a strong belief in America as a land of 
opportunity.  Immigrants are actually more likely to believe in the American dream than the 
native-born (see Chapter 7).  In 2014 almost 70 percent of immigrant parents said their children 
will prosper relative to themselves, compared with only 50 percent of native-born parents.1  They 
also are less uniformly poor than earlier waves of immigrants, with a large proportion of highly 
educated immigrants who enter the labor market in high status occupations (Foner, 2000).  Yet 
there are also reasons to worry about their advancement, especially for the one-third of 
immigrants who have less than a high school education and thus have a long way to go to reach 
the middle class. Immigrants today face different conditions than their predessors, including 
rising income inequality and declining wages for unskilled workers, greater racial and ethnic 
discrimination, failing and segregated public schools, and a legal regime that leaves large 
proportions of some groups in temporary or undocumented statuses. 

This chapter examines the integration of immigrants and their children in education, 
occupation, earnings, and poverty.   As the panel did in other domains, we examined change over 
time for the immigrants themselves and intergenerational change across the first, second, third, 
                                                 

1Data from NORC’s General Social Survey (GSS): http://www3.norc.org/Gss+website/ [September, 2015] 
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and later generations. As detailed below, we found a great deal of progress for immigrants and 
their descendants over time and generationally.  Yet the panel’s ability to draw reasoned 
conclusions was hampered by substantial gaps in the available data. Because the American 
Community Survey lacks a question on parental birthplace, the panel had to rely instead on 
aggregated data from the Current Population Survey (CPS) to derive estimates for the second 
generation of major national origin groups,. In addition, the panel could not separate the third 
generation specifically from all later generations in federal data sources, and we found no 
information on legal status for the first generation (the foreign-born).  These gaps make it hard to 
interpret some of the trends for later generation Mexican-Americans in particular, a topic 
discussed in depth below.  
 

CHANGING CONDITIONS IN AMERICAN SOCIETY 
 

 As discussed in Chapter 1, European immigrants in 1910 came with very little education 
and had, on average, half the education of native-born Americans of that time, with high rates of 
illiteracy in many groups. The second generation of children of these immigrants entered the 
labor market at the height of the Great Depression.  Yet the children and grandchildren of these 
immigrants were ultimately able to achieve upward social mobility during the remarkable post–
World War II expansion of the American economy from the 1940s through the 1970s, an 
expansion that particularly benefited those at the bottom of the economic distribution.  This 
period has been called the “Great Compression” because the wage structure narrowed and 
became more equal than at any time since (Goldin and Margo, 1992), and for immigrants and 
their children it created opportunities to rise to the middle class and beyond.  With rising real 
wages at the bottom of the distribution, the low-skilled and low-educated saw their wages rise 
over time.  Immigrants and their children with higher levels of educational attainment reaped the 
rewards of their own effort as well as the structural uplift of rising real wages. 
 The situation for immigrants and their children who entered the labor market since the 
early 1970s is exactly the opposite.  Those at the bottom of the distribution, particularly men, 
who maintain the same level of education and skill have seen their real wages decline over time.  
Real hourly earnings for men without a high school education dropped 22 percent between 1980 
and 2012; for high school graduates they dropped by 11 percent.  Only those with a college 
degree or higher have seen increases (Autor, 2014).  And while real wages for women with less 
than a college degree did not decline over this period, they experienced very modest growth. 
 Rising inequality in the labor market and the increasing returns to higher education in 
recent decades mean that immigrants and especially their children need rapid growth in 
educational attainment to experience rising incomes over time.  While Italians, for instance, took 
three or four generations to reach educational parity with the general population of native-born 
whites, there was an abundance of jobs that paid a family wage for men with less than a college 
degree.  Descendants of these immigrants had the luxury of time to catch up educationally with 
other Americans, and they did (Perlmann, 2005).  Education is much more highly valued in 
today’s labor market, and the children of immigrants with low education must not only surpass 
their parents’ educational attainment but make large strides beyond them just to stay in place 
(Goldin and Katz, 2008; Card and Raphael, 2013). One consequence of this focus on educational 
attainament is that the public schools serving the children of low skilled immigrants are 
incredibly important to their chances for social mobility—an issue the panel returns to later in 
the chapter.  
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EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT AMONG IMMIGRANTS 
 
 As described in Chapter 1, immigrants are still overrepresented at the bottom of the 
educational distribution, but a sizeable proportion now come with advanced educational 
credentials.  These differences in educational attainment also map onto source countries, with 
Asia and Africa sending relatively more immigrants with high educational attainment, while 
Latin America and the Caribbean send relatively more immigrants with low attainment.  Tables 
6-1  and 6-2 show educational attainment among first and second generation men and women, 
respectively, ages 25-59, by country of origin for the largest source countries of immigrants to 
the United States.2 The tables provide the average educational attainment (years of schooling), 
percentage with less than a high school degree (<12 ), and percentage with a college degree or 
more (16+). Among men (Table 6-1), Mexicans have the lowest average educational attainment 
(9.4 years), and 55 percent of the first generation from Mexico have less than a high school 
degree, while only 5 percent have a college degree. The average educational attainment of 
Central American men is also very low in the first generation ( 9.8 years); 48 percent have less 
than high school, while only 10 percent have a college education. Men from the Dominican 
Republic are less disadvantaged but still have overall low levels, averaging 11.8 years of 
education; 27 percent with less than high school, and 16 percent with a college degree. 
 The highest educational attainments among first generation men are among immigrants 
from Asia, followed closely by Africa, Canada, and Europe (Table 6-1).  Indians are the most 
educated with an average of 16.3 years of education, and 83 percent of Indian immigrant men 
having a college degree.  They are followed by Japanese, Koreans, and Filipinos, who also 
display high average levels of education, low percentages of people with less than high school 
attainment (less than 1% of Koreans and Japanese), and high  shares with college attainments 
and beyond.  Chinese and Vietnamese immigrant men have high percentages at the top of the 
educational distribution (58% and 30% with college degrees, respectively) but also relatively 
high percentages at the bottom of the distribution (11% and 15%, respectively, with less than 
high school).  

The patterns for women are quite similar to those of men in all groups, with  average 
levels of education being somewhat lower for women among Asian and African groups and 
modestly higher for women among Latino groups (Table 6-2).  

Overall, the educational profiles of these groups vary extensively by source country and 
could also be associated with percentage of immigrants with undocumented status, which cannot 
be ascertained in most datasets.  Mexicans and Central Americans have both the lowest 
educational attainments in the first generation, by all three measures shown in Tables 6-1 and 6-
2, and the highest proportion of undocumented people (Passel and Cohn, 2009). Among Asian 
immigrants, the profile of high education among immigrants bodes well for the second 

                                                 
2The panel is very grateful to Brian Duncan, Department of Economics, University of Colorado Denver, for 

his help with much of the data analysis reported in this chapter. These calculations are similar to those presented for 
second generation men in Table 1 of Duncan and Trejo, 2015, but here but Tables 6-1 and 6-2  incorporate 
additional years of data and report results for the first generation as well as the second and for women as well as for 
men. The tables use microdata from all months of the Current Population Survey (CPS) from January 2003 through 
December 2013. The CPS is a monthly survey of about 60,000 households that the U.S. government administers to 
estimate unemployment rates and other indicators of labor market activity.  The sampling universe for this survey is 
the civilian noninstitutionalized population of the United States.  Pooling together these 11 years of monthly CPS 
data substantially increases sample sizes and improves the precision of the estimates.  
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generation, as the best predictor of a child’s educational outcomes is the educational attainment 
of the child’s parents (Sewell and Hauser, 1975; Mare, 1981; Haveman and Wolfe, 1994; 
Mulligan, 1997; Schiller et al., 2002). 

 
Educational Outcomes in the Second Generation 

 
 The second generation shows remarkable educational progress compared with the first 
generation.  Overall, the average educational attainment for men increases from 12.1 years in the 
first generation to 13.9 in the second, surpassing the average educational attainment of 13.8 years 
for the general population of third generation and higher white Americans.  For women the 
second generation has an average educational attainment of 14.0 years, also surpassing the 
average of 13.9 years for all third generation and higher white Americans (Table 6-2).  

For the groups with overall low levels of education in the first generation, both men and 
women gain substantially in education from the first to the second generation.  Among Mexican 
American men for instance, average education rises from 9.4 years to 12.6 years in the second 
generation.  Among women the average education rises from 9.5 to 12.8 years.  The percentage 
with less than a high school education falls from 55 percent in the first generation to 15 percent 
in the second for men and from 54 percent to 15 percent for women.  Equivalent strides are made 
by Central American men, who improve their average educational attainment from 9.8 to 13.4 
years, and women, who improve from 10.2 to 14.0 years of education.  The percentage with less 
than a high school education among Central American men falls from 48 percent to 8 percent 
and among women from 43 percent to 5 percent.  These changes represent an impressive amount 
of upward educational mobility in one generation. 

Among the Asian groups with exceptionally high educational attainment in the first 
generation, the Indians, Koreans, and Japanese show a decline between the first and second 
generations in the percentage with education above a college degree.  This likely reflects the 
selectivity among the first generation, as well as differing patterns of immigration over time. The 
second generation descendants of Japanese immigrants,for instance, include many elderly people 
whose parents immigrated before World War II, as well as the children of more recent, highly 
selected immigrants. In other words, these cross-sectional generations do not represent true 
generational cohorts. Most of the other groups show modest increases in education by 
generation, which equal or exceed the educational attainment of the general population of third 
generation and higher native-born whites. 

To better approximate true parental and child cohorts, Figures 6-1 and 6-2 plot the 
average education in years of first and second generation men and women, respectively, 
restricting  the first generation to people age 50-59 and the second generation to people age 25-
34.  The solid regression lines in the figures highlight the central tendencies of the relationships 
between the average education levels of second-generation individuals from a particular source 
country and those of their immigrant ancestors.  The dashed horizontal and vertical lines 
represent the average educational attainment for all non-Hispanic third generation and higher 
white Americans in the younger (25-34 years of age) cohort: 13.7 years of education for men and 
14.2 years for women. The R-squared statistic for each regression line suggests that the parents’ 
cohort educational attainment predicts the child’s attainment quite well for men (.58) and 
somewhat less well for women (.39).  

The groups with the lowest educational attainment among the young-cohort second 
generation men (Figure 6-1) are Mexicans, Central Americans, and Dominicans.  Among the 
young-cohort women (Figure 6-2), Mexicans and Dominicans are still below the third generation 
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and higher white American reference group, but Central American women are almost equal to 
their reference group. The relatively low educational attainment of most of these groups reflects 
the lower educational attainment of their immigrant parents, but may also be attributed to a 
variety of factors, including discrimination (Telles and Ortiz, 2008; Brenner and Graham, 2011), 
residential instabililty (Green, 2003; Bohon et al., 2005; Palerm, 2006), limited English 
proficiency (Crosnoe and Lopez-Turley, 2011; Terriquez, 2012), and cultural differences 
(Gonzalez et al., 2013; Valenzuela, 2000). Context of reception also matters: immigrants who 
come in with socioeconomic disadvantages often come to live in poor neighborhoods with 
underfunded schools (Portes and Rumbaut, 2001; Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco, 2002).  

The “hyperselectivity” of Asian immigrants, i.e. the highly educated and highly selective 
background of these immigrants, also factors into cumulative advantages in immigrant 
integration compared to Latin American groups (Lee and Zhou, 2014). However, it is important 
to note that sharp contrasts between the educational outcomes of Mexican and Central American 
children of immigrants on the one hand and of Asian Americans on the other obscure the 
situation of Asian immigrants like the Hmong (Xiong, 2012), whose socioeconomic background 
and educational outcomes more closely resemble the Mexican immigrants than the Chinese and 
Korean immigrants in other studies. 

Overall this analysis suggests that the second generation of all groups are converging 
with the native-born in terms of educational attainment and that the remaining deficits among the 
three Latino second generation groups are primarily due to the very low starting point of their 
immigrant parents.  All of this is positive evidence of rapid educational integration.  

 
Assessing Education Patterns in the Third+ Generation 

 
 Examining patterns of educational attainment in the third generation requires the use of a 
different categorization system for the population. While the Current Population Survey (CPS) 
data analyzed above provides data on the first generation (based on the birthplace question) and 
the second generation, (based on the birthplace of parents question) there is no birthplace of 
grandparents question that allows analysts to identify the true third generation: the grandchildren 
of immigrants.  In order to examine patterns of integration beyond the second generation, the 
panel instead used the CPS self-identification questions on race and Hispanic origin.  Using their 
responses to these questions, each individual is assigned to one of five mutually exclusive and 
exhaustive racial/ethnic groups:  Hispanic (of any race), and non-Hispanic white, black, Asian 
(including Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander), and a residual “other race” category.  
Hispanics are disaggregated further by national origin group (Mexican, Cuban, Central/South 
American, or Other Hispanic).  Those whom the panel could not identify as first or second 
generation through the birthplace questions noted above were classified by default as third+ 
generation members of their racial/Hispanic origin category. 

For Mexican Americans, this might include the “true” third generation—people whose 
grandparents immigrated from Mexico, but because Mexican migration has occurred over 
centuries, it would also include, fifth, sixth, and seventh generation Mexicans, including those 
people whose ancestors never “immigrated” but instead remained in the Southwest as it changed 
hands from Mexico to the United States via the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo at the end of the 
Mexican American War in 1848.  For blacks this analysis would capture the true third generation 
grandchildren of immigrants from countries such as Jamaica and Trinidad, along with people 
who are descendants of slaves brought to the United States in the 16th through 18th centuries. 
Therefore these categories are very heterogenous for whites, blacks, and Hispanics.  Because 
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Asian immigration is generally more recent, the third+ generation is less varied but still contains 
higher generations than the third within the category. 
 Table 6-3 provides data on average education by race/ethnicity, sex, and generation for 
Hispanic subgroups and for whites, blacks and Asians.  Among all groups the data show 
generational progress between the first and second generations, but the data suggest little 
progress and even some decline between the second and third+ generations.  For instance, among 
non-Hispanic white men, average education declines from 14.4 to 13.8 between the second and 
third+ generations, among blacks it declines from 13.9 years to 12.9, and for Asians it declines 
from 15.0 to 14.3 years.  Among Mexicans there is no change from the second to the third+ 
generation.  A similar pattern of stagnation or decline appears for all of the groups examined 
among women. 
 However, Smith (2003) and Borjas (1993; 2006) pointed out that cross-sectional data do 
a poor job of matching immigrant parents and grandparents with their offspring to measure true 
generational progress.   Smith (2003; 2006; 2012) examined educational progress by birth 
cohort—beginning with the first generation born in 1880-1884 and continuing through to 
immigrants born in 1940-1944—and by age to better match generations across time.  He 
concluded that “measured across all three or just two generations and for men and women alike, 
the education advances made by Latinos are actually greater than those achieved by either 
European or Asian migrants” (Smith 2012, p. 24).  Table 6-4 presents a similar type of analysis 
using the CPS data available to the panel.  Specifically, we compared age/generation groups that 
potentially match parents with their children (i.e., by moving northwest [diagonally up and to the 
right] between the connected cells with similar shading in Table 6-4). With this analysis, one 
begins to see educational gains for Mexicans after the second generation.  Among men, for 
example, average schooling rises slightly from 12.4 years for the older, second generation to 12.6 
years for the younger, third+ generation.  The analogous educational increase between the 
second and third+ generations is larger for women, from 12.2 to 12.9 years. Moreover, 
calculating schooling progress between the first and second generations in this same way 
produces larger gains than those shown in Table 6-3:  gains of 4.4 years for men and 4.6 years 
for women. Despite these intergenerational advances, young third-and –higher generation 
Mexican Americans continue to trail the average schooling of their non-Hispanic white peers by 
more than a year. 
 

Explaining Mexican American Educational Outcomes in the Third Generation 
 

 Because Mexican Americans are the largest immigrant group to the United States and 
have one of the longest histories of migration, an important question is whether their educational 
gains continue after the second generation, as Smith (2012) suggested, or stall or stagnate as 
other scholars have argued, such as Telles and Ortiz (2008). This issue has been much debated in 
the immigration literature (Perlmann, 2005; Portes, 2006; Telles and Ortiz, 2008; Alba et. al., 
2011; Alba et al., 2011; Haller et al., 2011a; 2011b; Perlmann, 2011; Alba et al., 2014; Park et 
al., 2014; Bean et al., 2015; Duncan and Trejo, 2015).   
 There are two interpretations of the outcomes among third generation and higher 
Mexican Americans.  One is that the outcomes found are due in large part to measurement error 
stemming from the problem of identifying this group in the available data.  The second 
interpretation holds that there has not in fact been progress beyond the second generation in 
educational attainment and explains this outcome in terms of both the legacy of high levels of 
undocumented immigration across generations and the reality of racial and ethnic discrimination 
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in the United States toward Latinos, including educational segregation and poor quality 
schooling for Mexican American children. Both interpretations and their supporting arguments 
are examined below.   
 
Accurately Measuring the Third Generation 
 
 Intermarriage and selective identification among mixed ancestry individuals is a serious 
obstacle when using self-identification data such as the CPS data on third and higher generation 
Mexican Americans. Mexican Americans have had relatively high levels of intermarriage with 
other American ethnic groups, especially in later generations, and the children of such 
intermarriages are less likely to self-identify as Mexican than are the children of two Mexican-
origin parents (Alba and Islam, 2009; Duncan and Trejo, 2009).  This phenomenon, known as 
ethnic attrition, can bias estimates of characteristics such as education. Alba and Islam (2009) 
call this problem the “missing Mexicans.”  Duncan and Trejo (2007; 2009; 2011a; 2011b) have 
extensively examined this phenomenon and found that this ethnic attrition is “highly selective, 
because Mexican Americans who intermarry tend to have much higher education and earnings 
than Mexican Americans who do not intermarry.3  Consequently, available data for third- and 
higher-generation Mexicans, who usually can be identified only by their subjective responses to 
questions about Hispanic ethnicity, understate the socioeconomic attainment of this population.” 
(Duncan and Trejo, 2015, p. 125).   They concluded that “those Mexicans who intermarry tend to 
have higher levels of education and earnings, and many of the resulting children are not 
identified as Mexican in census data. In this way, selective intermarriage interacts with the 
intergenerational transmission of human capital and ethnic identity to create a situation in which 
available data for later-generation Mexican Americans may omit an increasingly large share of 
the most successful descendants of Mexican immigrants” (Duncan and Trejo, 2015, p. 126).  

The complexity of ethnic identity among third generation Mexicans is evident in the 
analysis of CPS data on Mexican-ancestry children living with both parents (Duncan and Trejo, 
2015). Only 17 percent of these children have a majority of their grandparents born in Mexico, 
and about 30 percent of third generation Mexican American children do not self-identify as 
Mexican.  This is highly selective on education, and the high school dropout rate is 25 percent 
higher if the sample is limited to only those who self-identify as Mexican (Duncan and Trejo, 
2015, p. 127).  Research that has tried to correct for this ethnic attrition has found that 
educational attainment levels for third-only generation Mexican American groups are higher than 
those for second generation groups (Alba et al., 2011; Bean et al., 2015). The hypothesis of 
ethnic attrition suggests that there is in fact educational progress in the third generation, but it is 
difficult to measure it well.   
 
Explanations for Slow Educational Progress 
 
 The other interpretation of apparent Mexican American educational “stagnation” is to  
accept that there is less progress for the third generation and attempt to explain it through 
                                                 

3The panel notes that although most of the research on ethnic attrition has studied Mexican Americans, and 
Mexican Americans are the focus of the analysis in this section of ther report, there is evidence that ethnic attrition 
occurs for other post-1965 immigrant groups, including other groups with Latin American origins (Duncan and 
Trejo, 2012; Emeka and Vallejo, 2011; Rumbaut, 2004) and Asian origin groups (Duncan and Trejo, 2012). Ethnic 
attrition may therefore be an important part of the explanation for third generation “stalling” or decline in 
socioeconomic progress of other immigrant groups, as well. 
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discrimination, racialization, and other factors such as family socialization. There is substantial 
historical evidence of third generation stagnation among Mexican Americans. Using data from a 
1965 study of Mexican Americans in Los Angeles and San Antonio, Telles and Ortiz (2008) 
tracked down many of the original respondents and also found their children and grandchildren. 
The original respondents were mostly immigants who settled in the United States before 1929 
and their children.  The children of these respondents grew up in the 1940s and 1950s, and their 
grandchildren came of age in the 1960s and 1970s.   

The analysis by Telles and Ortiz of these data, comparing actual grandparents, parents 
and children, found that the third generation experienced little or no educational mobility, which 
they attributed to racial discrimination and exclusion. Alba and colleagues (2014) reanalyzed 
these data and noted that educational attainment among Mexican Americans was particularly low 
in Texas as compared to California. They attributed this in part to higher degrees of 
discrimination and exclusion in Texas as a result of the legacies of “conquest and colonization.” 
Until the civil rights movement in the 1960s, Mexican American children in Texas attended 
segregated schools and had very low levels of educational attainment. Although it was less 
intense, Mexican Americans in California also experienced significant discrimination well into 
the civil rights era (Obregon Pagan, 2006; Fox, 2012).  Whether similar patterns of 
discrimination and exclusion will limit educational attainment among the grandchildren of post-
1970 Mexican and Central American immigrants is hotly debated and difficult to resolve, since 
the third generation of that wave of immigrants is very young and their educational attainment 
will not be measurable for several more decades.       

Educational progress within and across generations for youth of recent immigrant 
ancestry depends on both school and family characteristics, so inequalities in American schools 
constitute a source of concern. A national study found that Mexican-origin students are 
overrepresented, for example, in schools that are larger, have lower levels of teacher experience 
on average, and have higher concentrations of low-income students, compared with schools that  
have higher levels of students from other low-income immigrant or native-born backgrounds 
(Crosnoe, 2005).  Other research found that teachers of students who are of immigrant origin and 
who have limited English proficiency not only have less teaching experience but also are more 
likely to report not feeling prepared to teach their students, compared withteachers of the native-
born (Samson and Lesaux, 2015). In another study, although first generation Latino parents held 
relatively high expectations for the quality of U.S. schooling, teacher expectations for Latino 
immigrant students were lower than expectations for other pan-ethnic groups, such as East Asian 
immigrant students (Tenenbaum and Ruck, 2007).  

Recent research has found that legal status is another important factor in socioeconomic 
integration and that the legacy of parents’ undocumented status can reverberate across 
generations (e.g. Bean et al., 2011; Bean et al., 2015). And undocumented status was found to 
hinder socioeconomic advancement not just for the undocumented immigrants themselves but 
also for their U.S.-born children (Bean et al., 2015). This handicap of legal status is relevant in 
considering the low educational attainment of second generation Mexicans and Central 
Americans, both of which are groups with high rates of undocumented status in the immigrant 
generation. 

The legacies of earlier low levels of education can also influence children through family 
socialization practices that lead to slower intergenerational advancement in education.  For 
example, higher levels of the kinds of parental stimulation that can aid cognitive development in 
early childhood—reading picture books with children, interactive play, singing songs—were 
observed among immigrant parents with higher levels of education (Cabrera et al., 2006). In 
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other studies, immigrant mothers who increased their own education also appeared to engage 
more with their children’s schools (Crosnoe and Kalil, 2010; Kalil and Crosnoe, 2009). And 
parents from immigrant groups with lower levels of education, on average, were found to have 
young children with lower levels of cognitive skills than those from groups with higher levels 
(Cabrera et al., 2006; Crosnoe, 2007). In another study, such parents were also less likely to 
enroll their children in preschool education, which can help reduce early school-readiness 
disparities in cognitive skills between low-income immigrant-origin children and their higher-
income, native-born counterparts (Yoshikawa et al., 2013).  
 Parents’ support of learning among older children can encompass a range of behaviors, 
including not just the traditional forms of academic socialization such as homework help but also 
behaviors that depend less on language proficiency, such as structuring household routines, 
emphasizing academic values, ensuring attention to schoolwork, enrolling children in 
extracurricular activities, and engagement with children’s schools. Researchers have found that 
these behaviors differ by cultural group (e.g., Caplan et al., 1991; Chao, 1994), with some 
commonalities such as emphasis on obedience and proper behavior at school across the more 
often-studied Latino and Asian immigrant groups (Chao, 1994; Gonzalez et al., 2013; 
Valenzuela, 2000). Others reported that socioeconomic class had a powerful influence across 
immigrant-origin and native-born groups in parents’ investments in learning opportunities such 
as supplemental lessons and after-school programs (Kornrich and Furstenberg, 2013; Lareau, 
2011) and in time spent with children (Guryan et al., 2008).  

However, barriers have been found to academic socialization of immigrant-origin 
parents, especially if they had limited English proficiency (Hill and Torres, 2010; Terriquez, 
2012). Communication barriers between teachers, very few of whom were Latino, in high-
concentration Latino schools and the students’ parents were an issue that researchers thought 
could be responsible for a disconnect between understanding of and intervention for students 
with low levels of achievement (Suarez-Orozco et al., 2015). Cultural differences in parent-
teacher relationships in immigrants’ origin countries were also reported to impede efforts at 
academic socialization (Smith et al., 2008; Sohn and Wang, 2006). However, another study 
found that, with increasing time in the United States, immigrant parents’ involvement in their 
children’s schools increased (Terriquez, 2012). 

Relevant to this debate, recent research highlights three promising trends. The first is 
rising high school completion rates for U.S.-educated Hispanics from 1990 to 2010, with 
particularly large gains during the second half of this period (Murnane, 2013). In another study, 
the dropout rate in 2012 fell to a record low of 15 percent (Lopez and Fry, 2013). Second, steady 
and substantial improvement from 2003 to 2013 were found in how Hispanic fourth- and eighth-
graders scored on standardized math tests (Pane, 2014). Finally, Lopez and Fry (2013) reported 
that among recent high school graduates, for the first time a greater share of Hispanic graduates 
(49 percent) than white graduates (47 percent) were enrolled in college. And although the same 
researchers found that college completion rates for Hispanics continued to lag behind their white 
counterparts (Fry and Lopez, 2012), these recent results, if confirmed as continuing trends, point 
to rising educational levels for young Hispanic Americans.  
 In sum, although there is historical evidence to worry about the educational progress of 
Hispanic American youth, and Mexican American generations over time, recent studies provide 
reasons to be more optimistic. Nonetheless, the significant number of second generation 
immigrants with undocumented parents tempers this optimism.  In the end, the current data do 
not allow the panel to project with confidence what the long term patterns of educational 
advance will be for Mexican Americans and others of Hispanic ancestry. 
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EMPLOYMENT 

 
 Unlike many European countries, the United States has a very open labor market, and 
immigrants, even undocumented ones, have ready access to employment (Gautie and Schmitt, 
2009). Table 6-5 provides employment rates, based on statistical sampling of CPS data, by 
generation and education for both men and women.  Throughout this discussion, an employment 
rate represents the percentage of individuals of the stated group who were employed during the 
week they were surveyed by the CPS . For the period from 2003 through 2013, the employment 
rate for all males and all educational levels was slightly higher for the foreign-born (86 percent) 
than for U.S.-born  generations (83 percent for the second generation and 82 percent for the third 
and higher generations). Among women, the pattern is reversed, with a substantially lower 
employment rate for immigrants (61 percent) than for the native born (roughly 72 percent for 
both the second generation and the third and higher generations).4  
 For the first generation, prior research found that employment integration occured 
relatively quickly, with immigrant employment rates rising sharply (e.g., by as much as 20 
percentage points) during the first few years after arrival in the United States; thereafter, 
employment rates did not change much with further time in the country.5  As a result, if one 
disregards recent arrivals and instead focuses on the employment rates of immigrants who have 
been here long enough to be past the initial period of adjustment to the U.S. labor market, 
employment rates for the foreign-born are a few percentage points higher than those shown in 
Table 6-5 (Duncan and Trejo, 2012). 
 These modest overall differences obscure the dramatic differences in employment at the 
bottom of the educational attainment distribution.  For just men with low education, the 
differentials in employment by generation in Table 6-5 are very large.   Among males with less 
than 12 years of schooling, the average employment rate of the first generation during 2003-2013 
(84 percent) exceeded that of the second generation by 21 percentage points and exceeded that of 
the third and higher generations by 26 percentage points.  The data for women did not show such 
dramatic differences, even among women with less than 12 years of schooling, where the 
immigrant employment rate exceeds that of natives by just 5-7 percentage points. 
 The high employment levels for the least educated immigrants indicates that employer 
demand for low-skilled labor remains high. There are still many jobs in the United States for low 
skilled workers (Lockard and Wolf, 2012). Among the important reasons cited for this high 
demand have been the substantial shrinkage since 1990 of the U.S.-born, younger, less-skilled 
working-age population (those who are native born, age 25-44, and with educational attainment 
of a high school diploma or less), owing to the aging of Baby Boomers; higher educational 
attainment among the U.S.-born; and a fertility rate below the replacement rate for the U.S.-born 
(Alba, 2009; Bean et. al., 2011; Bean et al., 2015). In other words, immigrants appear to be 
taking low-skilled jobs that natives are either not available or unwilling to take. 

Next, the panel uses CPS data sampled over the same period, 2003-2013, to explore how 

                                                 
4Perhaps not surprisingly, U.S. employment rates were lower during this period for immigrant women 

originating in countries with more traditional gender roles and lower levels of female participation in labor-market 
work (Antecol, 2000; Blau and Kahn, 2011; Blau et al., 2011). A large share of U.S. immigration originates in such 
countries, which helps to explain the lower overall employment rate of foreign-born women relative to U.S.-born 
women. 

5See, for example, Chiswick and colleagues, (1997), Funkhouser and Trejo (1998), Schoeni (1998a), 
Funkhouser (2000), and Antecol and colleagues (2006). 
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employment patterns vary across racial/ethnic groups.  Figures 6-3 (for men) and 6-4 (for 
women) show how employment patterns varied across racial/ethnic groups by generation, 
comparing them to the reference group of third and higher generation, non-Hispanic whites.  A 
negative differential implies that the reference group had a higher employment rate than the 
group in question, whereas a positive differential indicates the opposite.  The top panel of each 
figure displays the employment differentials that remain after using regression analysis to control 
for the influence of age, geographic location, and survey month/year.  The bottom panel of each 
figure shows what happens to the estimated employment differentials when the underlying 
regressions also control for education level.  

 Figure 6-3 indicates that, for men, in spite of the low educational levels of 
Hispanic immigrants in general and Mexican immigrants in particular, these two groups had 
employment rates very similar to those of third and higher generation non-Hispanic whites.  
Second generation and third and higher generation Hispanic and Mexican men did have modest 
employment deficits relative to the reference group, but the bottom panel of Figure 6-3 suggests 
that these deficits are explained in large part by the lower education levels of U.S.-born 
Hispanics and Mexicans relative to the reference group.  Asian men of all generations exhibit 
employment propensities similar to those of third and higher generation non-Hispanic whites.6  
However, employment rates for black men are much lower; the corresponding employment 
deficits are modest (4 percentage points) for black male immigrants but much larger (15 
percentage points) for the second and later generations. Conditioning on education has only 
minor effects on these deficits.7 
 For women, Figure 6-4 shows that employment rates were relatively low for first-
generation Hispanics, especially for immigrants from Mexico. For first-generation Hispanic 
women, the employment deficit relative to the reference group of third generation and higher 
non-Hispanic white women  is 17 percentage points; for first-generation Mexican women the 
deficit climbs above 23 percentage points. These deficits shrink considerably, to 5 and 7.5 
percentage points, respectively, after accounting for the low education levels of Hispanic 
immigrant women (see lower half of Figure 6-4). The corresponding employment deficits are 
much smaller for foreign-born black (2 percentage points) and Asian (7 percentage points) 
women. Boyd (1984) concluded that immigrant women are particularly disadvantaged in the 
labor market due to their gender. Schoeni  (1998b) cited immigrant women’s lower human 
capital as a limiting factor on their employment prospects, while Donato and colleagues (2014) 
cited marital status. Among U.S.-born women, however, the employment rates in Figure 6-4 do 
not vary much by race/ethnicity, particularly after conditioning on education.8 
 

EARNINGS 
 

 When they first arrive, immigrants earn less than natives of comparable skill levels. This 
may be because they are not sufficiently proficient in English or because they lack knowledge 

                                                 
6Though not shown in Figure 6-3, employment rates for non-Hispanic white men are almost identical 

across generations, with or without controls for education. 
7Research by Donato and colleagues (2015) indicates that black immigrants of both genders from the 

Caribeean actually have higher employment rates than do the black native-born, suggesting within-race variation 
based on country or region of origin. 

8Among non-Hispanic white women, employment rates, determined as in Figures 6-3 and 6-4, were about 9 
percentage points lower for immigrants than for U.S.-born women, with little variation between the second and later 
generations of the U.S.-born (not shown in Figure 6-4). Controlling for education did  not alter this pattern. 
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that is valued by the U.S. labor market.  Early research on the economic integration of 
immigrants focused on how long it would take for immigrant earnings to catch up with the 
native-born.  Chiswick (1978) concluded that immigrants would catch up within 15 years as they 
acquired language and U.S.-specific labor market experience.  Borjas (1985) pointed out that 
these conclusions were based on cross-sectional data but were making longitudinal cohort 
conclusions; he suggested that Chiswick had been overly optimistic and that recent immigrants 
would not catch up to the native-born over time.  More recently, research by Lubotsky (2007) 
examined true longitudinal data on immigrants earnings using Social Security records. He found 
that immigrants do experience earnings growth as length of residency increases, but they do not 
fully catch up to the native-born.  He concluded that “over their first 20 years in the United 
States, immigrant earnings grow by 10-15 percent relative to the earnings of native-born 
workers” (Lubotsky, 2007, p. 864).   

Consistent with other research (Borjas, 1995; Trejo, 2003; Blau and Kahn, 2007; Borjas 
and Katz, 2007), Lubotsky also found that earnings assimilation is considerably slower for 
Hispanic (predominately Mexican) immigrants than for other immigrants.  A majority of 
Mexican immigrants currently present in the United States are undocumented, and one possible 
reason for the slower wage growth among Mexican immigrant workers, beyond their low 
educational levels, is the effect of being undocumented on wages. Studies show that the 1986 
Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA), which criminalized the hiring of undocumented 
workers, and the massive increase in the number of undocumented migrants in labor markets 
throughout the United States have put substantial downward pressure on the wages not just of 
undocumented migrants but of all immigrant workers (Donato and Massey, 1993; Donato et al., 
2008; Massey and Gelatt, 2010; Massey and Gentsch, 2014; Warren and Warren, 2013).  
Whereas undocumented status did not negatively affect earnings prior to IRCA, afterward it 
carried a 21 percent wage penalty (Phillips and Massey, 1999). Caponi and Plesca (2014) found 
that, in addition to lowering wages among immigrant workers, undocumented status itself carries 
a substantial wage penalty. Hall and colleagues (2010) estimated a 17 percent wage disparity 
between documented and undocumented Mexican immigrant men and a 9 percent wage disparity 
among Mexican immigrant women, as well as large differences in returns to human capital by 
legal status. Gentsch and Massey (2011) likewise found that the shift to a new and more intense 
regime of harsh border and internal enforcement coincided with a drop in the economic returns 
to a variety of forms of human and social capital, constraining both occupational attainment and 
earnings. The high proportion of undocumented immigrants therefore may drag down Mexican 
immgrants’ overall earnings. 

Another potential barrier to earnings mobility among immigrants is skin color 
discrimination.  Using data from the New Immigrant Survey, Hersch (2008) demonstrated that 
wages systematically decline as skin color darkens.  After controlling for education, English 
language ability, source country occupation, family background, ethnicity, race, and country of 
birth, she found that immigrants with the lightest skin color earned 17 percent more than those 
with the darkest skin color. In a later analysis of the spouses of main respondents to the New 
Immigrant Survey, Hersch (2011) found that compared to immigrants with the darkest skin tone, 
those with the lightest experienced 16 to 23 percent greater earnings, even after controlling for 
labor market conditions in addition to respondent characteristics.  Moreover, the skin color 
penalty did not disappear  with time spent in the United States, underscoring the persistence of  
color stratification in U.S. labor markets. 

What about earnings mobility beyond the immigrant generation?  To illustrate some basic 
patterns relevant for this question, Figures 6-5 (for men) and 6-6 (for women) present weekly 



Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

The Integration of Immigrants into American Society 

Prepublication copy, uncorrected proofs 
 

   6-13 
 

earnings differentials similar to the employment differentials shown previously in Figures 6-3 
and 6-4.9  As before, the reported differentials are all relative to the reference group consisting of 
non-Hispanic whites in the third and higher generations.10  Because the outcome is weekly 
earnings, these differentials measure the cumulative effect of differences in both hourly wages 
and hours worked per week. 
 For Hispanics overall and for Mexicans in particular, the earnings deficits in Figures 6-5 
and 6-6 display a similar pattern across generations as the education data presented earlier (see 
Table 6-3): large gains for the second generation over the first, with little or no evidence of 
further gains for third and higher generations.  Among men, for example, the Hispanic earnings 
deficit (relative to third and higher generation non-Hispanic whites) drops from about 50 percent 
for the first generation to 22 percent for the second generation, but there is no additional decline 
for third and higher generations.  The corresponding pattern for Mexican men is quite similar.  
However, comparing the top and bottom panels of Figure 6-5, the earnings deficits for Hispanic 
and Mexican men of every generation shrink by more than half after controlling for education. 
Earnings gains for Hispanic and Mexican women between the first and second generations are 
even larger than for men, and earnings deficits all but disappear for U.S.-born Hispanic and 
Mexican women when controlling for education (see Figure 6-6). On the whole, these results 
suggest that the educational disadvantage of Hispanics accounts for much of their earnings 
deficit. In addition, Hispanic gains in educational attainment between the first and second 
generations appear to play an important role in the earnings progress between these generations. 
 Among the U.S.-born groups, third and higher-generation black men stand out, with 
earnings deficits that remain large even after controlling for educational attainment.  Third and 
higher generation black men earn about 28 percent less than their non-Hispanic white 
counterparts with similar education.  The corresponding deficit is much smaller for Hispanics (11 
percent overall, 12 percent for Mexicans).  These findings corroborate other research suggesting 
that, among men, U.S. labor market opportunities for Hispanics are more similar to those of 
whites than are the opportunities for blacks (Trejo, 1997; Grogger and Trejo, 2002; Duncan et 
al., 2006).  The bottom panel of Figure 6-6 shows that, after controlling for education, earnings 
of U.S.-born women do not vary much with race/ethnicity. 
 In contrast with blacks and Hispanics, earnings deficits (relative to third and higher 
generation non-Hispanic whites) are either small or nonexistent for first and second generation 
white immigrants (not shown in the figures) and for Asian immigrants of all generations.  
However, earnings comparisons for Asians become less favorable after controlling for education.  
As others have noted (Sakamoto et al., 2009), the schooling advantage of native-born Asian 
Americans can obscure the fact that, at least among men, they tend to earn somewhat less than 
non-Hispanic whites with the same level of education. 
  

OCCUPATION 
 
                                                 

9Here, the dependent variable for the underlying regressions is the natural logarithm of weekly earnings 
from wage and salary work (the CPS outgoing rotation group data do not report self-employment income), and the 
samples include individuals ages 25-59 who are employed in civilian wage and salary jobs.  Otherwise, these 
regressions are the same as those described previously for employment. 
  10For ease of exposition, we will refer to the estimated log earnings differentials as if they represented 
percentage earnings differences.  Strictly speaking, however, log differentials closely approximate percentage 
differences only when the log differentials are on the order of .25 or less in absolute value.  For larger differentials, 
the implied percentage difference can be calculated as ec - 1, where c is the log differential and e is Euler’s number 
(i.e., the base of natural logarithms). 
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Immigrants make up 13 percent of the population overall, but 16 percent of the civilian 
workforce aged 16-64 (Singer, 2012).  There is a longstanding tendency of immigrants to 
concentrate in certain occupations and industries.  Most Americans would instantly recognize 
these concentrations: Filipino American nurses, Mexican American farmworkers, Korean 
American shopkeepers.  These ethnic concentrations have been a springboard for the first 
generation and sometimes have persisted for several generations (Leiberson and Waters, 1988).  
Such concentrations occur throughout the occupational structure, but immigrants make a special 
contribution to highly skilled, creative, and scientific occupations. The panel highlights these 
concentrations by examining Census Bureau data from 1950-2010 on detailed occupations by 
nativity, focusing on the subset of occupational roles that correspond to positions of high 
achievement and creativity.11   

In the panel’s analysis, immigrants did not dominate any single occupation.  Even in 
immigrant niches, such as private household workers (42 percent) and farm laborers (30 
percent), immigrants were still a minority, although it is possible that in some regions of the 
country and in more detailed occupational categories immigrants do make up a much larger 
share. In the highly skilled professions of science and technology, immigrants comprised about 
one-fifth to one-third of all workers. While immigrants comprised an important, and perhaps a 
critical, share in some highly skilled occupations, native-born Americans still comprised the 
majority of workers in these roles. 

The summary occupational classification in Table 6-6 contains 7 major and 25 detailed 
occupational categories.12 In collapsing categories, the panel has highlighted the occupations of 
immigrant concentration (“niches”) and immigrant participation in scientific and cultural 
professions. At the least-skilled end of the occupational structure, we have combined two of the 
largest groups, Operatives and Laborers into one major category. At the top of the earnings 
distribution, we identified seven detailed occupations within the major group of Managerial and 
Professional Specialty Occupations. Military Occupations is only included for the sake of 
completeness among all workers in the Experienced Labor Force, since relatively few 
immigrants are in military occupations.  

In 1950, immigrants comprised about 8 percent of the experienced labor force, and this 
figure shrank to 5.2 percent in the 1970s as the wave of early 20th century immigrants aged and 
left the workforce. From 1970 to 2010, the relative share of foreign-born workers increased by 2 
to 3 percentage points each decade, reaching 15 percent of all workers in 2010, triple the 1950 
level (Table 6-6).To create a consistent measure of relative immigrant concentration in 
occupations that is independent of these historical fluctuations in the size of the foreign-born 
population and the size of each occupation, the panel created an index of immigrant 
concentration relative to the native-born for each occupation and for each census year in (see 

                                                 
11The Census Bureau data analyzed here are actually random samples (usually one percent) of the total 

population, and the samples are restricted to persons age 25 to 64 in the experienced labor force, who reported an 
occupation. The 2010 data are based on the American Community Survey, which has replaced the long form census. 
Some persons are missed (undercounted) in censuses, and the foreign-born are probably more likely to be 
undercounted than the native-born. These sampling errors are estimated by the Census Bureau to be small (1% to 
3%), however, and are unlikely to affect any of the patterns reported here. 

12These are based on the IPUMS USA variable in OCC 1990 (Ruggles et al., 2010). OCC 1990 was 
constructed by the Minnestoa Population Center to be a consistent occupational classification across all U.S. 
censuses and surveys since 1950. For further details, see: https://usa.ipums.org/usa/chapter4/chapter4.shtml 
[September, 2015]. 
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Table 6-6).13 For managerial or professional specialty occupations in 1950, for instance, the 
number 1.23 means that immigrants were 23 percent more likely than native-born workers to be 
working in a managerial or professional occupation in 1950. In 2010 the number was 0.86, 
meaning immigrant workers were 14 percent less likely than the native-born to be working in 
these occupations, although there is great variability across sub-categories.  

The trends across rows in Table 6-6 can be used to divide the displayed occupations into 
three categories: (1) consistent immigrant occupations, or occupations in which immigrants have 
been overrepresented for the entire period (all index values in that row in Table 6-6 are greater 
than 1); (2) consistent non-immigrant occupations, in which immigrants have always been 
underrepresented during this period, relative to natives (all index values in the row are less than 
1) ; and (3) occupations in transition, or occupations that have shifted from underrepresentation 
(a value less than 1) to overrepresentation (a value greater than  1), or the opposite, between 
1950 and 2010. 

As Table 6-6 indicates, in general immigrants are overrepresented in the lower ranks of 
blue collar jobs, including Operators (of machines) and Laborers, Farm Laborers (except in 
1950), and Service Workers (Table 6-6, Rows 18 and 24). Consistent immigrant occupations 
include service workers in private households, food preparation, and in cleaning and building 
services. Immigrants are also overrepresented in some skilled trades including textiles and 
apparel (e.g., garment workers and tailors) and food production (e.g., meatpacking) (Table 6-6, 
Rows 21 and 22) . Foreign-born workers are often recruited for work in these industries, and lack 
of English proficiency is less of a barrier to employment in these occupations (Rodriguez, 2004). 
The one high status occupation that has always had a consistent overrepresentation of 
immigrants is physicians (which include other highly trained health-diagnosing occupations) 
(Table 6-6, Row 5). In contrast, immigrants are typically underrepresented in most other higher 
and medium status occupations such as teachers, lawyers, clerical and administrative support 
workers, sales workers, protective service workers, farm operators and managers, and mechanics 
(Table 6-6, Rows 7, 17, 19).  

As shown in Table 6-6, the concentration of immigrants in all managerial and 
professional occupations declined, albeit unevenly, from overrepresentation (index of 1.23) in 
1950 to underrepresentation (0.86) in 2010. The overall decline is primarily due to the sharp drop 
in managers. The foreign-born are also underrepresented in for teachers, health (not physicians), 
lawyers, religious and other related professionals, the second largest group in managerial and 
professional occupations (Table 6-6, Row 7). There are, however, interesting trends in some of 
the specialized professional occupations. The foreign-born were overrepresented in “'Writers, 
Artists, Entertainers, and Athletes” (panel category 6 in Table 6-6) in the early post–World War 
II era, but were underrepresented in recent decades.   

Instead, the overrepresentation of immigrants in areas of exceptional contribution to 
American society has shifted over time from cultural and artistic fields (Writers, Artists, 
Entertainers, and Athletes) in the period 1950-1980 to engineering, computing, and scientific 

                                                 
13Specifically, each cell in Table 6-10 shows the ratio of the percent of all immigrants in an occupation to 

the percent of all native-born workers in the same occupation: 
Index of immigrant concentration = [(FBi/FBt) / (NBi/NBt)] 

Where FBi = the number of foreign-born workers in occupation i 
FBt = the total number of foreign-born workers in the experienced labor force with a reported occupation 
NBi = the number of native-born workers in occupation i 
NBt = the total number of native-born workers in the experienced labor force with a reported occupation 
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professions since 1980.14 As shown in Table 6-6, immigrants are a growing presence in highly 
skilled scientific and technical professions, including Engineers and Architects (row 2), 
Mathematical and Computer Scientists (row 3), and Natural Scientists (row 4).  Somewhat 
related, there has also been increasing representation of immigrants in Technicians and Related 
Support Occupations (row 8) and in Health Service Occupations (row 14). Immigrants were 
overrepresented in Construction Trades (row 20) during the early years of this period (1950s and 
1960s) and recently in 2000 and 2010.  
 

Intergenerational Change in Occupations 
 

 The occupational distributions of the first and second generations reveal a picture of 
intergenerational change and stability similar to the ones presented above for education and 
earnings. The ethnoracial and regional origin groups in the immigrant generation that are 
concentrated in low-status occupations improve their occupational position substantially in the 
second generation but still fall short of parity with third and later generation Americans (Table 6-
7).  The groups whose immigrants are unusually clustered in high-level occupations, mostly 
professional and technical, maintain their above-average position in the second generation. These 
groups increase their representation in jobs in “management, business, and financial” 
occupations that typically require more proficiency in the English language and in the 
mainstream culture than most immigrants can manage. 
 Some of the major Latin American groups, such as Mexicans and Central Americans, 
illustrate the first pattern.  The immigrants from Mexico and Central America are more likely to 
take jobs in the lower tiers of the occupational hierarchy (Brick et al., 2011).  They are most 
overrepresented in the service, construction, and agricultural categories.  They are also more 
likely than other workers to have nonstandard, and more precarious, forms of employment, 
taking for example short-term jobs or working for contractors (Luthra and Waldinger 2010).  
Few are in management or other business and financial occupations or in “professional” 
positions (a category that includes numerous scientific, teaching, health and arts-related 
occupations as well).  For instance, as shown in Table 6-7, approximately 7 percent of Mexican-
born men and 9 percent of men born in Central America work at jobs in these categories; by 
comparison, 36 percent of all third and higher  generation men work at such jobs. 
 As the table shows, the Mexican and Central American second generations make a large 
leap in occupational terms, relative to the first generation in this dataset.  Twenty-two percent of 
second-generation Mexican men and 31 percent of second-generation Central American men 
were in professional or managerial positions; the latter figure is intermediate between that for 
third-generation Hispanic men and third-generation Anglo men. The panel’s analysis of the CPS 
                                                 

14Two additional qualifications to the findings in Table 6-6 should be noted. The concentration of 
immigrants in specific occupational niches (including highly skilled professions) is not related to the size or growth 
of specific occupations.  Each of the highly skilled professions are very small (about 1 to 2% or less of the 
experienced labor force), some have grown rapidly, such as computer scientists, while others have only grown 
modestly, such as engineers, natural scientists, and physicians. Many rapidly growing occupations, including sales, 
highly skilled executives and managers, teachers, and protective service, have a below-average representation of 
immigrants. But a few rapidly growing occupations, including technicians and health service workers, have attracted 
immigrants. Immigrants have also become more concentrated in many declining occupations (in relative size), such 
as private household workers and operators and laborers. Other occupations, which have no clear trend of growth or 
decline, have also become immigrant niches, such as farm laborers and the construction trades. The forces that shape 
immigrant participation appear to be largely independent of those affecting occupational growth and decline. 
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sata indicates that second-generation men are, like their immigrant fathers, overrepresented in 
service jobs (but have largely left agricultural ones).  The leap for second-generation women is 
even greater than for men of that generation, and the gap separating them from third and later 
generation women narrows greatly (even closing in the case of second generation Central 
American women).  Moreover, the job situations of the second generation are improved, relative 
to the immigrant generation, in other ways: second generation Mexican men are less likely than 
their immigrant parents to take informal jobs (Waldinger et al., 2007), and they are much more 
likely to receive health and retirement benefits through their employment, although not as likely 
as other third and later generation men (Luthra and Waldinger, 2010).  However, one issue that 
has been inadequately addressed is the extent to which the second generation moves ahead 
through bilingualism, which gives the U.S.-raised children of immigrants advantages in dealing 
with Spanish-speaking customers and workers (Hernandez-Leon and Lakhani, 2013). 
 Some Asian groups enter the U.S. labor market at very high occupational levels (Table 6-
7), so the question pertinent to their second generations is whether this favorable occupational 
placement can be maintained. For example, Table 6-7 shows that half of Indian immigrant men 
and women in the dataset held professional jobs.  Chinese immigrant men and women were also 
overrepresented in the professional category in comparison to other groups, despite the 
substantial proportion of Chinese immigrants who hold low-wage jobs in such workplaces as 
restaurants and garment factories (Zhou, 2009).  The second generations of these groups 
generally maintain a high level of concentration in professional positions and often attain above-
average representation in managerial and other business-related jobs (Table 6-7).  Among Asian 
women overall, almost a third of the immigrants hold professional occupations, but the figure 
rises to almost 40 percent in the second generation, and twenty percent of the second generation 
has managerial jobs. 
 The robust representation of the first and second generations throughout the occupational 
spectrum implies that the U.S. workforce increasingly relies on immigrants and their children to 
staff higher-level jobs.  This dependence on immigration is likely to grow as the baby boom 
cohorts complete their retirement over the next two decades (Alba 2009).  At the beginning of 
the second decade of the century, the first and second generations made up a quarter of workers 
age 25-54, and 28 percent of those under 45 years of age. 
 The presence of the foreign-born and their children among younger workers in 
professional and managerial occupations is impressive.  The role of immigration with respect to 
professional positions, particularly in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics 
(STEM) jobs, is by now a well-known story (Ruiz et al., 2012; Stine and Matthews, 2009), but 
its contribution to management and business occupations, where familiarity with U.S. culture 
and native English proficiency are presumed to be assets, is equally important. In 2010-13, the 
first and second generations constituted 23 percent of workers under the age of 45 in managerial 
positions, compared to 17 percent of older workers in such positions.  The diversity of origins of 
the younger first  and second generation managerial workers is also impressive.  According to 
the panel’s analysis, the two largest aggregate groups among them, at about 7.5 percent, come 
from Canada and Europe, on the one hand, and from Latin America, on the other.  Asian origins 
account for 6.5 percent. 

 
POVERTY 

 
 Public concerns about immigration often center on questions of poverty and economic 
dependency, i.e., whether immigrants are disproportionately poor and dependent on public 
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assistance.  The Office of Management and Budget (OMB) uses a set of dollar values that define 
poverty income thresholds that vary by family size and composition (DeNavas-Walt and Proctor, 
2014).  For example, a four-person family (with two adults and two children) required an annual 
income of at least $23,624 in 2013 to meet the income poverty threshold.  The income threshold 
for a single mother and two  children was $18,769.  In 2013, 45.3 million people, or 14.5 percent 
of the U.S. population, lived in families with incomes below poverty15. 
  

Immigrant-Native Differentials in Poverty 
 

 The data shown in Table 6-8 are baseline poverty estimates for the native-born and 
foreign-born populations in 2013 (based on family income reported in 2014).16 They indicate 
that the poverty rate among foreign-born persons was 18.4 percent in 2013, or roughly 30 
percent higher than the native-born poverty rate of 13.8 percent. The differences in poverty rate 
for foreign-born groups compared with their native-born-counterparts  vary widely across racial 
and ethnic groups.  Poverty was overrepresented among Hispanic Amricans (23.5 percent), but 
the difference between immigrant and native-born Hispanic Americans was negligible.  Among 
blacks, the poverty rate for immigrants was lower than for the native-born (22 vs. 27.7 percent). 
For these two historically disadvantaged ethnic and racial groups, these 2013 data show that 
immigrants suffer disproportionately from poverty compared with the general population, albeit 
at somewhat lower rates than their native-born counterparts. 
 Among non-Hispanic white and Asian immigrant populations, the poverty rates among 
the foreign-born were higher than for their native-born counterparts (see Table 6-8).  For 
example, among foreign-born non-Hispanic whites, the poverty rate was 14.8 percent in 2013, or 
more than 55 percent greater than the 9.4% poverty rate among native-born non-Hispanic whites.  
Still, poverty among non-Hispanic white immigrants was roughly the same as the overall U.S. 
poverty rate of 14.5 percent.  Among the foreign-born, Asians had the lowest poverty rates of the 
racial and ethnic groups considered in Table 6-8. Their poverty rate was 10.9 percent, well below 
the U.S. poverty rate but slightly higher than the 9.5 prcent rate observed among their native-
born Asian counterparts. Based on these data, racial and ethnic background is a much larger 
source of variation in poverty than nativity (foreign-born versus native-born). 
 Of course, the usual emphasis on poverty rates as a summary measure of economic 
deprivation hides extremes at the bottom of the income distribution.  In an additional analysis for 
the panel, a common measure of “deep poverty” was calculated, defined as the share of the 
population below one-half of the poverty income threshold. These deep poverty rates are 
included in Table 6-8. In 2013, 6.3 percent of the U.S. population was living in households that 
were in deep poverty by this defintion. This percentage represents over 40 percent of the U.S 
population living under the poverty threshold.  Interestingly enough, there is little if any evidence 
that native-born and foreign-born poor populations vary widely in the shares of the poor who are 
deeply impoverished.  For example, about 44 percent of the native-born poor can be counted 
among about those in deep poverty. The corresponding figure for the foreign-born population is 

                                                 
15These estimates and the data presented in Tables 6-8 through 6-10 are drawn for the 2014 Current Population 

Survey’s Annual Social and Economic Supplement (ASEC), a nationally-representative survey of nearly 68,000 households that 
define the resident, noninstitutionalized population of the United States. See 
https://www.census.gov/hhes/www/poverty/publications/pubs-cps.html [September, 2015]. 

16The panel thanks Youngmin Yi, a doctoral student in Sociology at Cornell University, for conducting the 
analyses on poverty reported in this section.    
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39.4 percent. Table 6-8 shows similar patterns of deep poverty across the racial and ethnic 
groups in the table.17 
 

Generational Differences in Poverty 
 

 The above differences in poverty rates for the foreign-born compared with native-born 
counterparts suggest there may be potentially large generation-to-generation differences as well.  
Tables 6-9 and 6-10 provide 2013 poverty rates by generation (i.e., foreign-born or first 
generatin, second generation, and third generation and higher (third+) for adults and children, 
respectively.  The analysis separated adults from children because families often have members 
from multiple generations. Indeed, second generation children are economically dependent on 
their foreign-born parents, with whom they share the same income status. This means that 
poverty rates for second generation children are determined by the economic circumstances of 
their immigrant parents.  To avoid these interpretative problems, the analysis separates children 
from adults.    
 
Poverty among U.S. Adults 
 

Overall, poverty rates among adults in the United States in 2013 were highest among 
immigrants (18.8 percent) but dropped to 13.6 percent in the second generation and to 11.5 
percent in the third and higher generations (Table 6-9). These declines in poverty for different 
cross-sectional generations18 are clearly consistent with canonical models of immigrant 
economic incorporation.  Similar generational patterns were observed among Hispanic adults.  
That is, poverty rates were highest for first generation Hispanic Americans and lowest for third 
and higher generation Hispanic Americans. The decline in the poverty rate was largest between 
the first and second generation, while the further decline for the third and higher generation was 
comparatively small, less than 1 percentage point. 

For non-Hispanic white and Asian adults, generational differences in poverty rates in 
2013 were small compared with the differences between Hispanic adult generations (see Table 6-
8).  Declines in poverty rate were observed only between the first and second generations. For 
example, both the second generation and third and higher generation Asians had poverty rates of 
9.1 percent. This is about 20 percent less than the poverty rate for Asian adult immigrants.  
Among blacks, most adults in the survey were either foreign born or third and higher generation 
native born. For black adults, the immigrant generation had a lower poverty rate than did the 
third and higher generation blacks (18.8 vs. 23.3 percent).  With respect to models of integration, 
these two generations are not relevant. Most third and higher generation native-born black 
Americans have ancestral roots in American slavery dating back more than two centuries and in 
                                                 

17At the other end of the income distribution, native-born versus foreign-born disparities are much larger 
than at the bottom of the income distribution. In some additional analyses (not shown in the tables), 36.1 percent of 
all persons in the United States in 2013 lived in families with incomes at 400 percent or more of the income poverty 
threshold.   Only 28.1 percent of all foreign-born persons were also this far above the poverty threshold, and only 
14.3 percent were among the Hispanic foreign-born population. In contrast, among the foreign-born non-Hispanic 
whites and Asians, 43.1 and 40.7 percent, respectively, were living in families at this range in the income 
distribution.  Indeed, these percentages exceed that for the U.S. population overall, as well as for the  native-born 
population (37.3 percent). 

18The generation-to-generation changes in poverty rate in Table 6-9 should not be interpreted as indicating 
the experience of particular families over time. These are cross-sectional generations as of the time of the 2013 
survey, not longitudinally linked generations. 
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racial and economic oppression over much of the pre-Civil Rights era after the emancipation.  
An obvious but unanswered question is whether the offspring of today’s first generation black 
immigrants will experience patterns of poverty similar to today’s third and higher generation 
black Americans.  

 
Poverty among Immigrant Children 
 

Because the majority of infants born in the United States today are children of racial or 
ethnic “minorities,” the poverty rates among these children are especially germane (Lichter et al., 
2005; Thomas, 2011; Van Hook et al., 2004).  Their economic circumstances, as measured by 
poverty rates, provide a window to the future (Lichter et al., 2015), especially during a period of 
growing income inequality, crystallizing class boundaries, and declining intergenerational 
mobility.  The data in Table 6-9 reveal substantially higher rates of poverty among America’s 
children (aged 0-17) than for the general population (compare Table 6-7).  In 2013, 19.8 percent 
of America’s children lived in households whose income met the official definition of living in 
poverty. Foreign-born children as a group experienced an exceptionally high poverty rate—30.2 
percent, a figure nearly 60 percent higher than the poverty rate for all foreign-born (18.4 percent) 
in Table 6-7. In a recent study, Lichter et al. (2015) noted that the poverty rate for families with 
newborn infants was particularly high among Mexican-origin populations in new destinations, 
especially in rural areas. 

As shown in Table 6-10, in 2013, poverty rate gaps between foreign- and native-born 
children varied considerably by race. Among Asians, household poverty rates were ony slightly 
higher for foreign-born children (11.5 percent) than for native-born children (10.2 percent). 
Among Hispanics, the gap was larger: 37.0 percent of foreign-born Hispanic children were poor, 
compared to 30.2 percent of their native born counterparts.  The poverty rate gap between 
foreign-born and native-born children was especially large among whites: 28.6 percent of white 
foreign-born children lived in households below the poverty line, compared with only 10.6 
percent of native-born white children.  

It is also instructive to compare the circumstances of first, second, and third and higher 
generation children in the CPS data for 2013. Nationally, a large decline in child poverty appears 
to occur between the second and third generations.  This overall pattern of large declines in 
poverty was particularly observed among households with second generation to third generation 
Hispanic children.  As with adults living in households in poverty, the exception to this general 
rule of poverty declines is found among black children.  For the native-born children of black 
native-born parents, the poverty rate was nearly 40 percent (39.8 percent).  For second 
generation black children, the poverty rate was nearly 25 percent lower at 30.3 percent.   These 
poverty rates are very high, but are nevertheless lower than rates among second generation 
Hispanic children (38.3). However, as noted above, there are limitations to generational 
comparisons among blacks.  Finally, second generation Asian children fare better than their 
native-born counterparts with native-born Asian parents.  This reflects the relatively low rates of 
poverty among today’s Asian immigrant families (and the parents of these children). Yet despite 
these ethnoracial differences, large numbers of immigrant children start life’s race well behind 
the starting line, which raises important questions about prospects for upward socioeconomic 
mobility and social integration as these children make their way to adulthood and productive 
roles. 
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Supplemental Poverty Measure, 2012 
 
 The debate about how best to measure poverty – how to establish appropriate poverty 
income thresholds—has been ongoing and often contentious over the past several decades 
(Michael and Citro, 1995).  The official poverty measure has been appropriately criticized for its 
limitations.  Among these criticisms are that the official measure does not take into account 
income-in-kind (e.g., food stamps or housing vouchers), it fails to accurately reflect economies 
of scale from one family to the next, it does not adjust for geographic differentials in the cost-of-
living or in consumption patterns, and it is based on the family as the unit of income generation 
and consumption (Michael and Citro, 1995).  In 2009, an Interagency Technical Working Group 
on Developing a Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM) was charged with developing an 
experimental poverty measure that defines income thresholds and resources based on 
recommendations made by a 1995 National Research Council Panel on Poverty and Family 
Assistance that addressed the shortcomings listed above (Michael and Citro, 1995).  
 Figure 6-7 shows differences in the percentages of foreign-born and native-born 
households with incomes at or below the poverty level based on the SPM for 2012 data from the 
2013 CPS (hereafter, “SPM in 2012”) and the percentaged when the 2013 official poverty 
measures are used.19 The SPM in 2012 yielded lower overall (i.e, not broken down by 
ethnoracial group) poverty rates than the official rate (14.9% versus 16.0%, not shown in Figure 
6-7). But for the foreign-born overall, the SPM-based figure was 26 percent compared with 20 
percent using the official rates . Although the differences between the SPM and the official 
poverty rate for foreign-born versus native-born are a matter of degree rather than kind, they are 
hardly negligible. Indeed, they tended to indicate much larger poverty gaps among immigrants 
when using the SPM (which presumably reflects differences in access to resources).  For 
example, the official poverty rate revealed a native-immigrant disparity of 6 percentage points in 
2012 (20 vs. 14 percent).  The SPM, however, indicated a gap of 11 percentage points (26 vs. 
15).   
 Whereas the gap between native- and foreign-born Hispanics was only 0.7 percentage 
points (favoring natives) using the official poverty level, the gap using the SPM levels was much 
larger at 7.3 percentage points.  For non-Hispanic whites, the gap between immigrants and 
native-bornwas only 3.8 percentage points using the official poverty measure, but the gap was 
8.7 percentage points using the SPM measures.  For foreign-born blacks, the SPM levels show 
26.8 percentin poverty in 2013, compared with 19.5 percent using the official poverty measure.  

The key point of these comparisons is that the official poverty level arguably 
underestimates the extent of poverty and economic hardship for certain groups, even as it tends 
to overstate the poverty rate for the nation as a whole.  The implication is that the official poverty 
rates may misrepresent the degree of family hardship among immigrant populations, especially if 
immigrant groups do not have access to government resources (e.g., SNAP or TANF) or if the 
economies of family size implied by current poverty income thresholds do not accurately gauge 
the economic implications of characteristic features of immigrant families (e.g., large size and 
household extension in multi-generation households).  In a recent study by Lichter and 
colleagues (2015), for example, only 11.9 percent of poor Hispanic children lived in family 
households receiving cash assistance from the government (TANF).  For immigrant populations, 

                                                 
19At this writing the 2013 SPM is not available.  The panel compare alternative poverty estimates for 2012, 

based on the 2013 CPS.   
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questions of eligibility for government assistance may distort comparisons of welfare based on 
the official poverty measure. 
 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 
 

 The evidence summarized in this chapter indicates that substantial socioeconomic 
integration is occurring for immigrants to the United States and especially for their U.S.-born 
descendants.  Compared to the general population of third and higher generation native-born, the 
foreign-born are much more varied in their skill levels, including not only a large segment with 
little formal schooling and without the ability to speak English but also a disproportionate share 
of highly educated workers concentrated in science, technology, engineering, and health fields.  
The robust representation of the first and second generations across the occupational spectrum in 
these analyses implies that the U.S. workforce has been welcoming immigrants and their 
children into higher-level jobs in recent decades. This pattern of workforce integration appears 
likely to continue as the baby boom cohorts complete their retirement over the next two decades. 

Notwithstanding this heterogeneity within the first generation, socioeconomic integration 
is remarkably high in general for the second generation (i.e., the U.S.-born children of 
immigrants).  

  
Conclusion 6-1 Despite large differences in starting points among the first generation, 
there has been strong intergenerational progress in educational attainment. Second 
generation members of most contemporary ethnoracial immigrant groups meet or exceed 
the schooling level of the general population of third and higher generation native-born 
Americans. This is true for both men and women. However, there are important 
variations between and within these ethnoracial groups that reflect the different levels of 
human capital their immigrant parents bring to the United States. The children of 
Mexican and Central American immigrants, in particular, progress a great deal relative to 
their parents, but they do not reach parity with the general population of native-born. 
 
Conclusion 6-2 Immigrant men have an employment advantage compared to men in the 
second generation and the third+ generations. This employment advantage is especially 
dramatic among the least-educated immigrants, who are much more likely to be 
employed than comparable native-born men, indicating that they are filling an important 
niche in our economy. For second and later generation men, employment varies by 
ethnicity and race: Hispanic men still have high employment rates when their lower 
education is taken into account, and Asian men are integrating into the non-Hispanic 
white population by this measure, but the employment rates for second generation blacks 
appear to be moving toward those for the general black native-born population, for whom 
higher education does not translate into higher employment rates. Among women the 
above pattern is reversed, with a substantially lower employment rate for immigrants than 
for the native-born in general. But employment rates for second and higher generation 
women, regardless of ethnoracial group, approach parity with the general native-born 
population of women. 
 
Conclusion 6-3 Foreign-born workers’ earnings improve relative to the native-born the 
longer they reside in the United States. These overall patterns, however, are still shaped 
by racial and ethnic stratification. Immigrants experience a substantial earnings penalty as 
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skin color darkens. Earnings assimilation is also considerably slower for Hispanic 
(predominately Mexican) immigrants than for other immigrants. And although Asian 
immigrants and their descendants appear to do just as well as native-born whites, these 
comparisons become less favorable after controlling for education. 
 
Conclusion 6-4 The occupational distributions of the first and second generations reveal 
a picture of intergenerational improvement similar to that for education and earnings. The 
groups  concentrated in low-status occupations in the first generation improve their 
occupational position substantially in the second generation, although they do not reach 
parity with third and later generation Americans. Second generation men are 
overrepresented in service jobs, but they have largely left agricultural ones. The 
occupational gains for second generation women relative to the first generation are even 
greater than for second generation men, and the gap separating them from the general 
population of third and higher generation women narrows greatly. Second generation 
men are also less likely than their immigrant parents to take jobs in the informal sector, 
and they are more likely to receive health and retirement benefits through their 
employment. The robust representation of the first and second generations across the 
occupational spectrum implies that the U.S. workforce has increasingly welcomed 
immigrants and their children into higher-level jobs in recent decades. This pattern of 
workforce integration is likely to continue to increase as the baby boom cohorts complete 
their retirement over the next two decades. 
 

 Conclusions about the socioeconomic integration of the third generation and beyond are 
harder to draw. Available nationally representative datasets are problematic for assessing 
progress after the second generation because such data almost always rely on subjective ethnic 
identification and also typically cannot distinguish the “true” third generation from later 
generations.  Some evidence suggests that samples of later-generation Hispanics identified from 
subjective ethnic responses will understate the attainment of the descendants of Hispanic 
immigrants (Alba and Islam, 2009; Duncan and Trejo, 2011a; 2012).  Pooling together 
individuals from the third and later generations might hide progress for Mexican Americans 
because many of those in generations beyond the third have ancestors who grew up in places and 
times (e.g., Texas in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries) in which discrimination against 
Mexican ethnics was widespread and often institutionalized (Foley, 1997; Montejano, 1987)—a 
factor likely to impede socioeconomic mobility in such families. Ambitious data collection 
efforts and detailed analyses of Mexican-American families in particular locations have 
attempted to overcome these and other problems in tracking intergenerational progress, with 
mixed findings (e.g., Telles and Ortiz, 2008; Bean et al., 2015).20  Although we have learned a 
great deal from recent research, the amount of socioeconomic mobility experienced by the 
descendants of Mexican immigrants beyond the second generation remains an important open 
question.21 

                                                 
20An important issue with subnational studies of socioeconomic mobility is the potential selectivity of who 

chooses to locate initially in a particular region and who chooses to remain there. Such selectivity can color 
interpretation of the results of these studies (Alba et al., 2014). 

21 Two other influential studies of particular locations focus instead on the second generations from a wide 
range of national origin groups.  Portes and Rumbaut (2001) collect and analyze data on the children of immigrants 
living in Miami and San Diego, and Kasinitz, Mollenkopf, Waters, and Holdaway (2008) do the same for New York 
City. 
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 Black immigrants and their descendants also face additional barriers to socioeconomic 
integration.  Black immigrants from the Caribbean and Africa arrive with relatively high levels 
of schooling, and second generation members of these groups meet or exceed, on average, the 
educational attainment of third and higher generation Americans in general, but other things 
being equal, black immigrants experience a substantial earnings penalty in excess of 16 percent 
as skin color darkens. Second generation black men have substantial employment and earnings 
deficits similar to those of third and higher generation African American men, and these deficits 
are much larger for U.S.-born blacks than they are for U.S.-born Hispanics, especially after 
controlling for education. Although the U.S.-born descendants of black immigrants do achieve 
labor market integration, it is into the racialized space occupied by African Americans in U.S. 
society rather than into the non-Hispanic white mainstream (Waters, 1999).  In the same way, the 
evidence discussed earlier suggesting the possibility of socioeconomic stagnation for Mexicans 
after the second generation could be interpreted as assimilation into the disadvantaged minority 
position of U.S. Hispanics. Given the composition of contemporary immigrant flows, the 
collection of data that would allow generational change to be identified within racial and ethnic 
categories would go a long way toward answering these questions (see Chapter 10).  

 The variation in the rate of socioeconomic integration among different groups is not 
unprecendented. As the panel noted at the beginning of this chapter, Italians, for instance, took 
several generations to achieve parity with other immigrant-origin and native-born groups. But 
although there are parallels between the economic conditions the second generation faced in the 
past and what today’s second generation faces, ongoing economic stagnation, rising income 
inequality, failing public schools, ongoing racial and ethnic discrimination; and a much more 
complicated and restrictive legal structure create higher barriers to integration for today’s 
immigrants, particularly for those who arrive with fewer skills and resources (see Chapters 2, 3, 
and 5). Researchers and policymakers need to take this context of reception into account when 
analyzing immigrant integration, and they need to understand the complicated nature of 
comparisons to immigrant groups from the past. 
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TABLE 6-8  Percent in Poverty (Using FPL), 2013, by Immigrant Generation, Race,  
and Hispanic Origin 

  Poverty Status Total Native Born Foreign Born 
Total Poverty 14.5% 13.8% 18.4% 

Deep Poverty 6.3% 6.2% 7.2% 
Hispanic Poverty 23.5% 23.5% 23.5% 

Deep Poverty 9.4% 9.9% 8.6% 
Non-Hispanic Poverty 14.5% 12.6% 23.5% 

Deep Poverty 12.6% 12.4% 14.1% 
White Poverty 9.6% 9.4% 14.8% 

Deep Poverty 4.3% 4.2% 6.6% 
Black Poverty 27.2% 27.7% 22.0% 

Deep Poverty 12.3% 12.9% 7.4% 
Asian Poverty 10.4% 9.5% 10.9% 

Deep Poverty 5.2% 4.9% 5.3% 
Other, Two or More Poverty 19.2% 19.6% 10.4% 

  Deep Poverty 9.2% 9.5% 4.1% 

SOURCE: Data from 2014 March Current Population Survey.   
  



Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

The Integration of Immigrants into American Society 

 

6-34 
 

 
 
TABLE 6-9  Percent of Adults in Poverty, 2013, by Immigrant Generation, Race, and Hispanic 
Origin   

Native 

  Poverty Status Total Foreign Born 
2nd 

Generation 
third + 

Generation 
Total 

Native 
Total Poverty 12.8% 18.8% 13.55% 11.5% 11.65% 

Deep Poverty 5.6% 7.6% 5.8% 5.15% 5.2% 
Hispanic Poverty 21.6% 25.0% 18.12% 17.4% 17.6% 

Deep Poverty 8.3% 9.1% 7.3% 7.6% 7.5% 
Non-Hispanic Poverty 11.3% 13.1% 9.05% 11.2% 11.1% 

Deep Poverty 5.1% 6.3% 4.4% 5.0% 5.0% 
White Poverty 9.05% 12.9% 8.8% 8.9% 8.8% 

Deep Poverty 4.05% 6.2% 3.1% 4.0% 3.95% 
Black Poverty 22.8% 18.8% ---a 23.6% 23.3% 

Deep Poverty 10.1% 8.75% ---a 10.4% 10.3% 
Asian Poverty 11.0% 11.5% 9.1% 9.1% 9.1% 

Deep Poverty 5.7% 5.6% 6.05% 5.8% 6.0% 
       
 
Note: a denotes cell with 30 or fewer cases   
SOURCE: Data from 2014 March Current Population Survey.   
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TABLE 6-10  Percent of Children in Poverty, 2013, by Immigrant Generation, Race, and 
Hispanic Origin   

Native 

  Poverty Status Total Foreign Born 
2nd 

Generation 
third + 

Generation 
Total 

Native 
Total Poverty 19.8% 30.2% 29.1% 17.6% 19.8% 

Deep Poverty 8.8% 13.1% 10.5% 8.2% 8.8% 
Hispanic Poverty 30.2% 37.0% 38.3% 23.8% 30.2% 

Deep Poverty 12.7% 14.1% 14.2% 11.6% 12.7% 
Non-Hispanic Poverty 16.5% 25.0% 14.6% 16.4% 16.5% 

Deep Poverty 7.5% 12.3% 4.6% 7.6% 7.5% 
White Poverty 10.6% 28.6% 13.4% 10.2% 10.6% 

Deep Poverty 4.5% 17.9% 5.3% 4.3% 4.5% 
Black Poverty 38.9% 39.7% 30.3% 39.8% 38.9% 

Deep Poverty 19.0% 13.8% 9.5% 20.3% 19.0% 
Asian Poverty 10.2% 16.8% 7.9% 10.5% 10.2% 

Deep Poverty 4.1% 8.3% 2.0% 6.1% 4.1% 
       

SOURCE: Data from 2014 March Current Population Survey.   
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A.  Not Controlling for Education 
 

 
 
B.  Controlling for Education 
 

 
 
Note:  The reported differentials are estimated from least squares regressions in which the 
dependent variable is a dummy identifying individuals who were employed during the week they 
were surveyed by the CPS.  Separate regressions were run for men and women, with the samples 
including those ages 25-59.  These regressions allow intercepts to differ across racial/ethnic and 
immigrant generation groups, but the coefficients of the control variables are restricted to be the 
same for all groups. All regressions include controls for age, geographic location, and survey 
month/year. The controls for geographic location are dummy variables identifying the nine 
Decennial Census divisions and whether the respondent lives outside of a metropolitan area. The 
controls for age are dummy variables identifying 5-year age intervals. The bottom panel of each 
figure reports differentials estimated from regressions that also control for education level (i.e., 
dummy variables identifying the following years of schooling intervals:  less than 12 years, 
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exactly 12 years, 13-15 years, and 16 or more years). To save space, the figures do not show the 
corresponding employment differentials for first and second generation non-Hispanic whites. 
 
FIGURE 6-3:  Employment Differentials of Men, Ages 25-59, By Race/Ethnicity and 
Immigrant Generation (Relative to Third+-Generation, Non-Hispanic Whites) 
SOURCE:  2003-2013 Current Population Survey outgoing rotation group data. 
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A.  Not Controlling for Education 
 

 
 
B.  Controlling for Education 
 

 
 
Note:  See note on methodology for Figure 6-3. 
 
FIGURE 6-4  Employment Differentials of Women, Ages 25-59, By Race/Ethnicity and 
Immigrant Generation (Relative to Third+-Generation, Non-Hispanic Whites) 
SOURCE:  2003-2013 Current Population Survey outgoing rotation group data. 
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A.  Not Controlling for Education 
 

 
 
B.  Controlling for Education 
 

 
 
Note:  See note on methodology for Figure 6-3 
 
FIGURE 6-5  Weekly Earnings Differentials of Men, Ages 25-59, By Race/Ethnicity and 
Immigrant Generation (Relative to Third+-Generation, Non-Hispanic Whites) 
SOURCE:  2003-2013 Current Population Survey outgoing rotation group data. 
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A.  Not Controlling for Education 
 

 
 
B.  Controlling for Education 
 

 
 
Note:  See note on methodology for Figure 6-3 
FIGURE 6-6  Weekly Earnings Differentials of Women, Ages 25-59, By Race/Ethnicity and 
Immigrant Generation (Relative to Third+-Generation, Non-Hispanic Whites) 
SOURCE:  2003-2013 Current Population Survey outgoing rotation group data. 
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7 
SOCIOCULTURAL DIMENSIONS OF IMMIGRANT INTEGRATION 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 In this chapter, the panel reviews research bearing on some key questions about the social 
and cultural dimensions of immigration. In doing so, we consider issues that often arouse popular 
fears and concerns, just as they did in earlier historical eras when massive numbers of new 
arrivals, the vast majority from Europe, were settling in this country.  Today, as in the past, some 
worry that immigrants and their children do not share the same social values as the native-born, 
that they will not learn English and the dominance of English in the United States is under threat, 
and that immigrants are increasing crime rates. Some Americans experience discomfort about the 
introduction of new and unfamiliar religions.  These fears generally are concentrated among a 
minority of Americans, but they often drive public discourse about immigration (see Chapter 1).  

Since 2004, the Pew Research Center has conducted surveys that asked whether 
respondents believe that a “Growing number of newcomers from other countries strengthens 
American society, or threatens traditional American customs and values.”  Although the results 
for responses to this question vary over time, the belief that immigrants threaten traditional 
American values and customs has generally been a minority opinion, averaging about 43 percent 
in 2013, while the proportion who believed that immigrants strengthen American society was 52 
percent.1  There are significant differences in opinion by age, education, and partisanship (with 
older respondents, those without high school degrees, and Republicans more likely than others to 
say that immigrants threaten traditional American values and customs).  Those Americans who 
do worry about immigration’s effect on American society are most concerned about Latinos and 
the Spanish language in particular (Brader et al, 2008; Hartman et al., 2014; Valentino et al., 
2013; Hopkins et al., 2014). 
 In the sections below the panel addresses these concerns by examining integration across 
several different sociocultural dimensions: public attitudes, language, religion, and crime. As the 
data and literature reviewed below suggests, today’s immigrants and their descendants do not 
appear to be very different from earlier waves of immigrants in their overall pace of integration. 
However, there are differences—both between historical and current immigrant groups and in 
the context in which they are integrating—that present new challenges for integration. 
  

PUBLIC ATTITUDES 
 

One measure of the extent to which immigrants and their descendants are becoming 
culturally integrated into the U.S. is the extent to which their attitudes about political and social 
issues converge with higher-generation native-born (Branton, 2007; de la Garza et al., 1996; 
                                                           

1See http://www.people-press.org/files/legacy-pdf/3-28-13%20Immigration%20Release.pdf. 
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Fraga, 2011; Fuchs, 1990; Hajnal and Lee, 2011). Data on attitudes on policy issues among 
immigrants and the native born are available from various sources.  Most notably, the General 
Social Surveys from 1977 to 2014 asked questions about political ideology and opinions on key 
issues, including the role of the federal government, same-sex marriage, and access to the 
American Dream. 2  The 2005-2006 Latino National Survey and the 2008 National Asian 
American Survey also contain sizable samples of immigrants to provide comparisons of attitudes 
by nativity for various national-origin groups.  Overall, these data show that immigrants tend to 
support more government services, have weaker party identification, and are less likely to 
support same-sex marriage than the native-born.  At the same time, there is significant 
convergence in attitudes between the native-born and foreign-born as individual immigrants 
spend longer time in the United States (Fraga et al., 2011; Lien et al., 2001; Wong, 2000; Wong 
et al., 2011).  

  
Political Ideology and Party Identification 
 
 Two topics that have received close scrutiny because of their impact on the U.S. political 
system are the political ideologies and political partisanship of immigrants and their descendants 
(e.g., Alvarez and Bedolla, 2003; Wong et al., 2011).  The evidence suggests that immigrants are 
converging with the native-born in terms of political ideology, although immigrants tend to be 
less committed to one political party than the native-born (Figure 7-1). In 2014 the largest 
percentage of both the foreign-born (44 percent) and native-born (39 percent) consider their 
political views to be moderate, while 38 percent of the native-born and 31 percent the foreign 
born judge their views to be conservative.  Approximately one-quarter of both groups state they 
hold liberal views.  The political ideology of foreign-born respondents show more variation over 
time in comparison to the native born, but the basic distribution across the three categories of 
political views (liberal, moderate and conservative) is largely the same.   
 Yet when it comes to political parties, immigrants are much more likely to describe 
themselves as “independent” than the native-born, a finding that is borne out in surveys of both 
Latinos and Asian Americans (Figure 7-1).  Unlike native-born citizens, immigrants did not 
grow up in households where they learned about U.S. politics from their parents, leaving them 
with weaker attachments to political parties. At the same time, immigrants tend to develop 
stronger party identification as they spend more years in the United States (Wong et al., 2011), 
although this depends to some extent on outreach by political parties and the extent to which they 
differentiate themselves on issues that immigrants care about (Wong, 2000; 2006; Hajnal and 
Lee, 2011).  
 
The Role of Government 
 
  The proper role of the federal government, meanwhile, is a central issue in most national 
policy debates and has become an increasingly salient issue in political campaigns (Figure 7-2).3 
On average about one-third of the native-born agree that “the government in Washington is 
trying to do too many things that should be left to individuals and private businesses” and one 
quarter disagree, stating that the government should do more to help with the country's problems. 

                                                           
2See NORC’s General Social Survey website for variables and wording of questions: 

http://www3.norc.org/GSS+Website/Browse+GSS+Variables/Subject+Index/. 
3See http://www.ropercenter.uconn.edu/pdf/Health%20care%20issue.pdf. 
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Immigrants tend to diverge from the native-born on this issue, as they are significantly more 
likely to believe that the government should do more (36 percent) than to believe that it does too 
much (15 percent)—a near reversal of the opinion from the native-born. The largest percentage 
of both immigrants and the native born held opinions that fell somewhere in between these two 
more extreme positions, and in fact immigrants were much more likely to be in the middle. 
 
Same-sex Marriage 
 

Dramatic shifts have occurred in American public attitudes toward the acceptance of 
same-sex marriage in the last two decades, an issue that remains contested in U.S. society, 
despite the recent Supreme Court ruling (Obergefell v. Hodges 576 U.S. --, 2015) striking down 
laws limiting marriage to opposite-sex couples. In the 2000 and 2004 elections, same-sex 
marriage was used as a “wedge issue” in several states, perhaps helping Republican candidates in 
closely contested local races and in the race for the White House (Taylor, 2006). However, in the 
years since those elections, the American public’s views on gay rights have changed at a rapid 
pace, with support for “marriage equality” increasing from little more than 10 percent in 1988, 
when the GSS first began asking about whether homosexuals should have the right marry, to 56 
percent in 2014.4 The extent to which foreign- and native-born opinions about gay marriage are 
generally moving in the same direction is therefore an interesting indicator of immigrant 
integration. 

Response patterns over time are similar for both the native born and the foreign born. The 
percentage of respondents in both groups who thought that same-sex couples should be allowed 
to marry trended up between 2002 and 2012, from 12 percent to 59 percent for the native-born 
and from l7 percent to 36 percent for the foreign-born (Figure 7-3).  Also, the percentage of both 
groups who oppose same-sex marriage has generally trended downward, in particular for 
respondents who say they highly disagree with the statement that same-sex couples should be 
allowed to married.  Further research indicates that the same trend holds true for Latinos and 
Asians more generally, suggesting that the views of second and higher generation immigrants are 
evolving in the same direction as those of higher-generation native-born Americans in general on 
this issue (Abrajano, 2010; Lewis and Gossett, 2008; Lopez and Cuddington, 2013). 
 
The American Dream 
 

One way in which immigrants may be more American than the native-born is in their 
steadfast belief in the American dream. The foreign-born are increasingly likely to believe that 
their children’s standard of living will surpass theirs.  In 2014 almost 70 percent voiced this 
optimism (up from 60 percent in 1994). The percentage of native-born who feel their children 
will prosper relative to their parents remains much lower, even though it rose slightly from 47 
percent in 1994 to 50 percent in 2014.  Majorities of both the native-born and foreign born agree 
that hard work is the key to getting ahead economically (Figure 7-4).    

Overall, both survey data and the research on public attitudes indicate that immigrants, 
their descendants, and the general population of native-born Americans are not far from one 
another when it comes to attitudes and beliefs about social issues, and as immigrants and their 
descendants spend more time in the United States, even these differences diminish. If anything, 
immigrants are more optimistic about their prospects for success and less tied to partisan 
                                                           

4See http://www.apnorc.org/PDFs/SameSexStudy/LGBT%20issues_D5_FINAL.pdf. 
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politics—attitudes that may further assist their sociocultural integration. Unfortunately, there are 
few data on how the attitudes immigrants bring with them affect the values and beliefs of the 
native-born, and this is an area that deserves further research (for information on native-born 
attitudes toward immigration, see Chapter 1). 

 
LANGUAGE 

 
 The vast majority of Americans (over 90 percent), regardless of nativity status, agree that 

it is very or fairly important to be able to speak English. In a Pew Research Center/USA Today 
survey from June 2013, 76 percent of Americans said that they would require learning English as 
a precondition for immigrant legalization (Pew Research Center, 2013).5  English language 
acquisition is both a key indicator of integration (Bean and Tienda, 1987) and an underlying 
factor that impacts ones’ ability to integrate in other domains.  

Language is also a sensitive topic that continues to be an important component in debates 
over immigration and immigrant integration. While one side of the debate views English as 
central to social cohesion and sees other languages and their speakers as a threat to American 
cultural dominance and native-born power, the other side argues that linguistic diversity and 
bilingualism contribute to American dynamism and aid innovation (Huntington, 2004; Alba, 
2005). In fact, language diversity has grown with the immigrant population: since 1980, there 
has been a 158 percent increase in the number of residents who do not speak English at home 
(Ryan, 2013; Gambino et al., 2014). However, this diversity and concerns about its effects are 
not new. Similar debates and rhetoric emerged during earlier immigration waves (Crawford, 
1992; Foner, 2000). As Rumbaut and Massey (2013) pointed out, the revival of immigration 
after the 1960s has simply restored language diversity to something approaching the country’s 
historical status quo. The major difference, discussed below, is the prevalence and perhaps 
endurance of Spanish. 

Language has a strong and well-demonstrated effect on the ability of immigrants and 
their descendants to integrate across various social dimensions. Recent research has documented 
how English proficiency affects employment opportunities and earnings (Batalova and Fix, 
2010; Bleakley and Chin, 2004; Borjas, 2013; Chiswick and Miller, 2009; Hamilton, 2014; Shin 
and Alba, 2009; Wilson, 2014) and educational outcomes (Bleakley and Chin, 2008; Kieffer, 
2008; Suarez-Orozco et. al. 2010; Suarez-Orozco et al., 2008). Lack of English ability limits 
residential choices (Iceland and Scopilliti, 2008; Toussaint-Comeau and Rhine, 2004) and even 
foreign accents can lead to housing discrimination (Purnell et al, 1999; Massey and Denton, 
1987). Difficulty in communicating effectively with health care providers and social isolation 
have been found to negatively affect immigrants’ health and socio-emotional well-being (Kang 
et al., 2014; Yoo et al., 2009; Yu et al., 2003; Zhang et al., 2012). Language ability also mediates 
the exposure of immigrants and their descendants to mainstream American culture, influencing, 
for instance, marriage patterns (Duncan and Trejo, 2007; Oropesa and Landale, 2004; Stevens 
and Swicegood, 1987) and fertility decisions (Lichter et al., 2012; Swicegood, et al., 1988). And 
it affects their ability to engage in native civic organizations, understand political discourse, and 
naturalize (Bloemraad, 2006; Chenoweth and Burdick, 2006; Stoll and Wong, 2007). 

A major source of concern is what the Census Bureau and other researchers term 
“linguistic isolation.” Households are linguistically isolated when none of their adult members 
(over age 14) speak English very well (Siegel et al., 2001). In 2013, 4.5 percent of households in 
                                                           

5See http://www.people-press.org/files/legacy-pdf/6-23-13%20Immigration%20Release%20Final.pdf. 
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the U.S. were linguistically isolated. The largest proportion of such households were Asian and 
Pacific Islander, followed by households speaking Spanish (Figure 7-5). In addition, 22 percent 
of children living in immigrant families in 2013 lived in linguistically isolated households.6 
Linguistic isolation has important implications for immigrant and second generation integration, 
because it limits immigrants’ social capital and their access to various resources; it also 
contributes to anxiety (Nawyn, et al., 2012). Children from linguistically isolated households are 
more likely to be in English Language Learner (ELL) classes and to face higher barriers to 
educational attainment due to their parents’ limited ability to communicate with school staff and 
monitor their children’s educational progress (Batalova and Fix, 2010; Fix and Capps, 2005; 
Gifford and Valdes, 2006). Linguistically isolated households are also more likely to be 
impoverished, which has negative consequences for children’s cognitive abilities (Glick et al., 
2013). High levels of linguistic isolation in new immigrant destinations has also been linked with 
higher homicide rates for Latinos (Shihadeh and Barranco, 2010). 

Notably, the importance of English proficiency does not negate the potential positive 
effects of bilingualism. Retention of parents’ mother tongue in the second generation is linked to 
better educational outcomes (Bankston and Zhou, 1995;  Olsen and Brown, 1992; Portes and 
Rumbaut, 2001) and expanded opportunities for employment (Hernandez-Leon and Lakhani, 
2013; Morando, 2013). Although there may currently be limited economic returns to 
bilingualism (Saiz and Zoido, 2005; Shin and Alba, 2009), this may change in the face of 
increasing globalization. Various studies have found that bilingualism is associated with positive 
cognitive outcomes, including increased attentional control, working memory, metalinguistic 
awareness, and abstract and symbolic representation skills (Adesope, et al., 2010). And 
bilingualism may benefit children’s social and emotional health (Halle et al., 2014). 

 
Language Integration in the Immigrant Generation 
 

The languages spoken by immigrants at home reveal contemporary linguistic diversity. In 
1980, the first time the decennial census included the household language question, 70 percent of 
the foreign-born spoke a language other than English at home.7 Twenty-eight percent of these 
respondents spoke Spanish, which was already the largest foreign-language group in the United 
States. By 2012, 85 percent of the foreign-born population spoke a language other than English 
at home (Gambino et al., 2014:2). Sixty-two percent spoke Spanish at home, while Chinese 
languages came in a distant second at 4.8 percent (Ryan, 2013).  Just over three-fourths of both 
Latinos and Asians spoke a language other than English at home, compared to 6 percent of non-
Hispanic whites (Johnson et al, 2010). However, there was significant variation by country of 
origin: more than 90 percent of Dominicans, Guatemalans, and Salvadorans spoke Spanish at 
home, while Columbians and Mexicans matched the average for Latinos. Among Asians, 89 
percent of Vietnamese spoke a non-English language at home, compared to only 46 percent of 
Japanese (Johnson, 2010). There are also regional and state variations, with significantly higher 
proportions of the foreign-born in Texas, California, Illinois, Nebraska, New Mexico, and 
Nevada speaking a language other than English at home (Gambino, et al., 2014, p. 4). 

                                                           
6“Children in immigrant families” are children who are themselves foreign-born or are living with at least 

one foreign-born parent. For more information and data sources see: http://datacenter.kidscount.org/data/tables/129-
children-living-in-linguistically-isolated-households-by-family-nativity?loc=1&loct=2#detailed/2/2-
52/true/36,868,867,133,38/78,79/472,473. 

7See https://www.census.gov/population/www/documentation/twps0029/tab05.html. 
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The current data on English proficiency indicate that 66 percent of the foreign-born who 
use a foreign language at home speak English “very well” or “well,” 23 percent speak it “not 
well, and 11 percent speak English “not at all” (Figure 7-6) (Gambino et al., 2014, p. 3). The 
foreign-born from Latin America and the Caribbean generally have lower English-language 
proficiency compared to immigrants from other regions and are most likely to speak English “not 
at all” (Gambino et al., 2014:7). 

English-language proficiency among immigrants is strongly correlated with age of arrival 
(Bleakley and Chin, 2010); and duration of stay in the U.S (Batalova and Fix, 2010). Not 
surprisingly, immigrants who arrive as young children and those who have resided in the U.S. for 
longer periods tend to speak English well (Stevens, 2014).  Citizenship status (Johnson et al., 
2010) and education are also positively associated with English proficiency (Gambino et al., 
2014). In addition, English-language ability is strongly associated with occupational status in the 
U.S. (Akresh et al., 2014). Other research indicates that place of settlement (Singer, 2004); 
household context (Thomas, 2010); and gender (Batalova and Fix, 2010; Thomas, 2010; 
Hernandez-Leon and Lakhani, 2013) also influence immigrants’ English-language abilities. 
 Despite popular concerns that immigrants are not learning English as quickly as earlier 
immigrants, the data on English proficiency indicate that today’s immigrants are actually 
learning English faster than their predecessors (Fischer and Hout, 2008). One factor is the 
increase in English language acquisition before migration. Many of today’s immigrants arrive 
from countries where English is the official or common language, including migrants from the 
English-speaking West Indies, India, Pakistan, the Philippines, and former British colonies in 
West Africa such as Nigeria and Ghana. Immigrants from these countries are often well educated 
and relatively highly skilled (Anderson, 2015). In addition, English has become the lingua franca 
of international trade and politics (Crystal, 1997; Pennycook, 2014), and is embedded in many 
non-English speaking cultures, especially among those in the higher tiers of the economy and 
polity (Park, 2009; Song, 2010). English is now taught in primary and secondary schools across 
the world (e.g. Warschauer, 2000). Akresh and colleagues (2014) found that experience with 
English is common among immigrants from non-English speaking countries, with 38 percent of 
new legal immigrants saying they had taken a class in English and nearly everyone having 
consumed at least one form of English language media prior to departure. These experiences 
yielded a 48 percent rate of English proficiency upon arrival.  
 

Language Integration Across Generations 
 

If the rate of language integration among the foreign-born over the course of their 
lifetime is important, the rate of linguistic integration across generations is just as significant. 
The current evidence suggests that the second and third generations are integrating linguistically 
at roughly the same rates as their historical predecessors, with complete switch to English and 
loss of the ability to speak the immigrant language generally occurring within three generations 
(Alba et al., 2002; Alba, 2005; Portes and Hao, 1998). However, there are differences based on 
immigrants’ first language; specifically, Spanish-speakers and their descendants appear to be 
integrating more slowly in terms of both gaining English language and losing the ability to speak 
the immigrant language than other immigrant groups (Alba, 2005, Borjas, 2013).  

A major reason is the larger size and frequent replenishment of the Spanish-speaking 
population in the United States (Linton and Jimenez, 2009). As noted above, Spanish is by far 
the most common non-English household language in the U.S. due to the enormous increase in 
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immigration from Spanish-speaking countries since 1970.  Spanish speakers appear to become 
English proficient at a slower pace than other immigrants (Alba, 2005; Borjas, 2013). 
Bilingualism is more common among second generation Latinos, and English monolingualism is 
less common, than it is for Asians and Europeans in the third generation (Alba, 2005; Portes and 
Schauffler, 1994; Telles and Ortiz, 2008). Thomas (2011) found that among descendants of 
Caribbean immigrants, the transition to English monolingualism was faster for French speakers 
than for Spanish speakers.  

Even so, Rumbaut and colleagues (2006), using data IMMLA and CILS data from 
Southern California, show that the vast majority of children of Spanish-speaking immigrants are 
fluent in English and that by the third generation most are monolingual English speakers. Even in 
the large Spanish-speaking concentration in Southern California, Mexican Americans’ transition 
to English dominance was all but complete by the third generation: only 4 percent still spoke 
Spanish at home, although 17 percent reported they still spoke it very well (Rumbaut et al., 
2006). And although most Mexican Americans favor bilingualism, Spanish fluency is “close to 
extinct” by the fifth generation (Telles and Ortiz, 2008, p. 269). Although the prevalence of 
Spanish among immigrants is historically exceptional, the extent to which this impedes English 
proficiency or encourages its retention in succeeding generations remains an open question. 

 
Ethnic and Foreign-Language Media 

 
Ethnic and foreign-language media has a long and storied history in the United States: 

Benjamin Franklin printed the first German-language Bible in the United States, in addition to 
widely available German hymnals and textbooks (Pavlenko, 2002). By the turn of the 20th 
century, “every major ethnic community had a number of dailies and weeklies,” many of which 
also published literary works and serialized novels (Pavlenko, 2002, p. 169). Today’s immigrants 
also have access to a range of foreign-language television channels, many originating in their 
native countries, as well as other channels, such as Telemundo and Univision, produced in the 
United States and with content specifically designed for residents of this country. Lopez and 
Gonzalez-Barrera (2013) found that a majority of Latino adults say they get at least some of their 
news in Spanish, although that number was declining. And while the panel found no comparable 
data on general news consumption among Asian Americans, Wong and colleagues (2011) 
reported that the consumption of news about politics shows a significantly higher proportion of 
Asian Americans than Latino Americans get their political news exclusively in English. 

Foreign-language media can play a role in immigrant integration, although it may 
simultaneously impede or slow down assimilation. For instance, Zhou and Cai (2002) find that 
while Chinese language media may contribute to ethnic isolation, it also helps orient recent 
immigrants to their new society and promotes social mobility goals like entrepreneurship and 
educational achievement. Felix and colleagues (2008) suggested that Spanish-language media 
may play a role in encouraging immigrants to mobilize politically and eventually naturalize. And 
Shah and Thornton (2003) noted that while mainstream media coverage of interethnic conflict 
and immigration tended to reinforce the dominant racial ideology and fears about immigration, 
ethnic newspapers provided their readers with an alternative perspective to this ideology and its 
associated fears about immigrants. The extent to which ethnic and foreign-language media may 
promote social and economic integration, even as it helps immigrants maintain their native 
language and ties to their country of origin, is an issue that needs to be studied further.  
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Two-Way Exchange 
 

Absent from most discussions about language and immigrant integration is the two-way 
exchange between American English and the languages immigrants bring with them.  Evidence 
of this two-way exchange occurs in education trends and in additions to American English itself. 
Dual language and two-way immersion programs in languages such as Spanish and Chinese that 
include both native-born English speakers and first or second-generation Limited English 
Proficient (LEP) students are becoming increasingly popular (Fortune and Tedick, 2008; Howard 
et al., 2003). And enrollment in modern foreign-language courses in colleges and universities has 
grown since 2002 (Furman et al., 2010). Spanish course enrollments are by far the largest, but 
there has been significant growth in enrollment for Arabic, Chinese, and Korean, even as 
enrollment in classical languages has fallen (Furman et al., 2010 It is unclear whether native-
born Americans are becoming proficient in these languages, but a majority of Americans feel 
that learning a second language is an important, if not necessarily essential, skill (Jones, 2013).  

Other evidence of two-way exchange includes the incorporation of words or expressions 
into American English. Linguistic “borrowing”, in which words or parts of words are imported 
or substituted, is a common phenomenon when languages come into contact (Appel and 
Muysken, 2005). Just as expressions such a “kosher” and “spaghetti” became common after 
large waves of Jewish and Italian immigrants arrived at the turn of the 20th Century (Thomason 
and Kaufman, 1988), today native-born Americans may serve “guacamole” at Super Bowl 
parties or take their children to taekwondo. In addition, there are “hybridized” linguistic 
expressions and dialects that combine English and other languages, most notably Spanglish but 
also “Hinglish”(Hindi and English) and “Taglish” and “Englog” (Tagalog and English) that 
immigrants from countries formerly colonized by English-speaking nations bring with them to 
the United States (Bonus, 2000; and Nadeau, 2011; Perez, 2004; Stavans, 2003). It is also worth 
noting here that, according to a recent analysis by the Pew Research Center, 2.8 million non-
Hispanics speak Spanish at home, the majority born in the United States and with ancestry in 
non-Spanish speaking countries (Gonzalez-Barrera and Lopez, 2013). Although it is unclear why 
so many non-Hispanics speak Spanish at home (many may be married to Hispanics), this number 
reconfirms that Spanish holds a special place in the American linguistic landscape. 

 
Conclusion 

 
The current research on language integration suggests that today’s immigrants and their 

descendants are strikingly similar to previous waves of immigrants, despite the differences in 
their countries of origin and the dominance of Spanish among current immigrants. The panel 
agrees with Rumbaut and Massey (2013, p. 152) who concluded that the mother tongues of 
immigrants today will probably “persist somewhat into the second generation, but then fade to a 
vestige in the third generation and expire by the fourth, just as happened to the mother tongues of 
the Southern and Eastern European immigrants who arrived between 1880 and 1930.” Although 
the Spanish-speaking second and third generations may retain their dual language abilities longer 
than others, Rumbaut and Massey (2013, p. 152-153) pointed out that even in Southern 
California, Spanish effectively dies out by the fourth generation, and Asian languages disappear 
even faster. Meanwhile, as discussed above, an increasing number of native-born Americans are 
learning the languages immigrants bring with them, while immigrant cultural forms and 
expressions continue to alter the American cultural landscape.  
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Although the outlook for linguistic integration is generally positive, the lack of English 
proficiency among many in the recently arrived first generation, particularly in low-skilled, 
poorly educated, and residentially segregated immigrant populations, coupled with barriers to 
English acquisition, can impede integration. Funding for English language classes has declined 
even as the population of limited English proficient residents has grown (Wilson, 2014). Tellez 
and Waxman (2006) found significant state variation in English as a second language (ESL) 
certification of primary and secondary school teachers and how schools manage ESL education. 
Batalova and Fix (2010) reported that the supply of adult ESL and basic skills learning 
opportunities has not kept up with demand; nearly two-thirds of immigrants with very limited 
English proficiency had never taken an ESL class. As discussed in Chapter 2, ESL instruction is 
most readily available for refugees, and the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act was 
explicitly designed to address the needs of adult English language learners. But there are barriers 
to receiving English language education, particularly for low-income immigrants (see Chapter 
2). Delays in English language acquisition significantly diminish immigrants’ ability to integrate 
across various dimensions and may have long-term deleterious effects not only on their 
opportunities but also on their children’s life chances.  

 
RELIGION 

 
Religion and religious institutions have long helped immigrants adjust to American 

society and have facilitated the integration process for immigrants and their descendants.  This 
was true a hundred years ago, when the vast majority of immigrants were from Europe, and is 
still true today, when immigrants mostly come from Latin America, Asia, and the Caribbean. 
The integration of the descendants of turn-of-the-twentieth-century Eastern, Southern, and 
Central European immigrants and eventual acceptance of their predominant religions – 
Catholicism and Judaism—into the American mainstream helped to create a more welcoming 
environment for non-Western religions that a minority of immigrants bring with them today.  

Because the U.S. Census Bureau is not allowed to ask questions on religious affiliation, 
researchers have to rely on various other surveys for data on immigrants’ religious affiliations. In 
2014, according to one survey, the vast majority of immigrants—68 percent—were Christian,  
while 4 percent were Muslim, 4 percent Buddhist, 3 percent Hindu, 1 percent Jewish, and 2 
percent a mix of other faiths (Pew Research Center, 2015) (Figure 7-7). Immigrants are more 
Catholic than the U.S.-born (39 percent foreign-born adults are Catholic versus 18 percent of 
U.S-born adults) and less Protestant (foreign-born adults are about half as likely, 25 percent, to 
be Protestant as are U.S.-born adults, 50 percent) (Pew Research Center, 2015). This is not 
surprising given the high proportion of immigrants from predominantly Catholic Latin America 
and the significant numbers of Catholics from other countries such as the Philippines. 
Interestingly, foreign-born Protestants have a much lower tendency to belong to evangelical 
groups (16 percent) than do U.S.-born Protestants (28 percent), although a survey of very recent 
arrivals found a much higher fraction (41 percent) identifying as Evangelical or Pentecostal. A 
large proportion came from Central America, where evangelical Protestants have made 
substantial inroads in recent years (Pew Research Center, 2014). In a 2013 Pew survey, 16 
percent of foreign-born Latinos identified as evangelical Protestant, about half of them becoming 
“born again” after coming to the United States (Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, 2008; 
Massey and Higgins, 2011; Pew Research Center, 2014). 
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The post-1965 immigration has led to the growing prominence of new religions on the 
American landscape. According to the Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life (2011), 63 
percent of the nation’s estimated 2.75 million Muslim Americans are first generation immigrants 
and 15 percent are second generation (about one in eight Muslim Americans in 2011 were 
African Americans). Around 40 percent of Muslim Americans are from the Middle East and 
North Africa, and about a quarter are from the South Asian region (Pew Forum on Religion and 
Public Life, 2011). A total of 86 percent of the nation’s Hindus, and a quarter of the Buddhists, 
are foreign-born. Most Hindu immigrants are from India, while immigrant Buddhists are mostly 
from Vietnam, with a significant proportion from China (Pew Forum on Religion and Public 
Life, 2008).  

How religious are immigrants? In 2014 80 percent of immigrants were affiliated with a 
religious group or faith, compared to 77 percent of the U.S.-born (Pew Research Center, 2015). 
Unfortunately, we know little about the strength of religious beliefs among those who are 
affiliated. Data on religious service attendance is available from the New Immigrant Survey 
(NIS) of immigrants receiving permanent residence documents in 2003.  Overall, a little more 
than a quarter (27 percent) of all Christian immigrants in the survey (30 percent of Catholics and 
22 percent of Protestants) attended religious services once or twice a month, with about the same 
percentages never attending; the percentages never attending were much higher for Muslims (68 
percent) and Buddhists (68 percent) (Massey and Higgins, 2011). By comparison, about six in 
ten (62 percent) of all Christians in the United States say they attend religious services at least 
once or twice a month (Pew Research Center, 2013). However, other research found that some 
immigrant groups did show high rates of church attendance. Massey and Higgins (2011) reported 
that 70 percent of Korean Protestant immigrants and around 40-50 percent of Filipino and 
Vietnamese Catholics and Salvadoran Protestants attend religious services at least four times a 
month.  

According to the NIS data, for every major religious group (except Jews), immigration 
was associated with a drop in the frequency of religious service attendance in the U.S. In all the 
groups, the percentage never attending religious services rose in the United States, with 
especially high levels of non-attendance among non-Christians, more than two-thirds for 
Muslims and Buddhists. The NIS study also found low rates of congregational membership 
among the recently-arrived non-Christian immigrants (10 percent) as well as Catholics (19 
percent) as compared to nearly half (49 percent) of Protestants.  

The declines in religious attendance may reflect reduced access to appropriate religious 
facilities in the United States as well as the disruptive experience and time-consuming process of 
initial settlement and long hours spent at work. Some immigrants do not intend to stay 
permanently, so they may be less motivated to get involved in religious groups (Massey and 
Higgins, 2011). An open question is whether, and to what extent, immigrants become more 
involved in religious groups the longer they reside in and become more used to life in the United 
States. The data on Muslim immigrants cited below do point in this direction.  

Among the second generation, a substantial minority appear to be engaged with religious 
congregations, although here, too, the data are limited. One source is the Children of Immigrants 
Longitudinal Study, which is conducted in San Diego and south Florida and is heavily weighted 
towards Catholics, given the high proportion of Latin Americans and Filipinos in these areas 
(Portes and Rumbaut 2001). More than 50 percent of the children of immigrants interviewed in 
the third wave of the study (when the average age of the cohort was 24) were Catholic, fewer 
than 10 percent were Protestant. While nearly 20 percent in the survey never took part in 
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religious services, about a third were regular church-goers, attending at least once a month (more 
than a fifth attended at least once a week). The most regular attenders were Afro-Caribbeans, 
especially Haitians; Chinese and other Asians (Cambodians, Laotians, and Vietnamese, although 
not the mostly Catholic Filipinos) had very high rates of non-attendance (Portes and Rumbaut 
2014). Other research points to high rates of church involvement among young adults with 
Korean immigrant parents; in a New York survey, more than 80 percent of 1.5 generation and 
second generation Korean Protestants attended church once a week or more (Min, 2010, p. 139). 

 
Role of Religious Institutions in Integration 

 
 Historical studies of U.S. immigrants argued that religious participation helped turn 

European Jewish and Catholic immigrants into Americans in the past, with Will Herberg (1960: 
27-8) famously writing that it was “largely in and through… religion that …[the immigrant], or 
rather his children and grandchildren, found an identifiable place in American life.” Herberg’s 
themes continue to have relevance today, as a substantial share of contemporary immigrants 
“become American” through participating in religious and community activities of churches and 
temples.  Religion provides a way for many immigrants to become accepted in the United 
States—or, perhaps more accurately, religious institutions are places where they can formulate 
claims for inclusion in American society (Portes and Rumbaut, 2014; Alba et al., 2009).   

Membership in religious groups offers immigrants the “3Rs”: a refuge (a sense of 
belonging and participation in the face of the strains and stresses of adjusting to life in a new 
country); an alternative source of respectability for those who feel denied social recognition in 
the United States; and an array of resources such as information about jobs, housing, and classes 
in English (Hirschman, 2004; see also Ebaugh and Chafetz, 2000; Menjívar, 2003; Min, 2001). 
For many immigrants, religious groups represent one of the most welcoming institutions in the 
new society (Alba and Foner, 2015). . Religious groups can be a place where immigrants build a 
sense of community and receive material help and emotional solace (Hirschman 2004). Central 
American religious communities in the United States represent continuity, since immigrants may 
join a church of the same, or a similar, denomination or faith community as they belonged to 
back home (Menjivar 2003). But they also enable change, as these immigrants become involved 
with new institutions and new co-worshippers in this country. In fact, some Latin American 
immigrants have left Catholicism for smaller evangelical churches that provide more opportunity 
to develop personal and supportive relationships than do larger Catholic or mainline Protestant 
congregations (Menjivar 1999, 2003).   

Immigrant churches, mosques, and temples can, in addition, build civic skills, encourage 
active civic engagement, and provide a training ground for leadership; some provide citizenship 
classes and programs to register people to vote and encourage volunteer services in the wider 
community (Foley and Hoge, 2007). As discussed in Chapter 2, many of the organizations that 
partner with the federal government to assist refugees are religiously affiliated. In some cases, 
religious groups increase the second generation’s upward mobility prospects by providing a 
variety of classes, including in English and SAT preparation. Even classes in home-country 
languages can encourage habits of study (Lopez, 2009).  Involvement in church may also shield 
young people from gangs and negative aspects of American culture (Zhou and Bankston, 1998) 
and some churches have developed programs that explicitly target youth at risk of engaging in 
drugs or gangs (Menjívar, 2002). While Catholic parochial schools have provided a pathway to 
upward mobility for some of the second generation in the Northeast and Midwest today, as they 
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did for many Irish and Italian Americans in the past (Kasinitz et al., 2008), the Catholic school 
system, only weakly developed in the Southwest, did not operate this way for the Mexican 
second generation there in earlier years, and it has not been doing so today (Lopez, 2009).  

Furthermore, asserting a religious identity may be an acceptable way to be different and 
American at the same time, a dynamic captured by the title of Prema Kurien’s article, 
“Becoming American by Becoming Hindu” (1998) (see also Kibria, 2011). Menjivar (2002) 
asserted that religious involvement may enable second generation Central American youth to 
better appreciate their parents’ origins while also helping them to navigate their place in the 
United States. At the same time, there is a trend toward Americanization ---and the development 
of congregational forms—in immigrant religious institutions as leaders often consciously attempt 
to become more “American” in response to the exigencies of everyday life, including 
immigrants’ work schedules (Warner and Wittner, 1998; Ebaugh and Chafetz, 2000; Kibria, 
2011).  Muslim women are much more likely to attend Friday prayers at a mosque than in their 
home countries, and English is often used at least some of the time in many congregations 
(Connor, 2014). In addition, some immigrants, as surveys of Asian Americans indicate for the 
Korean and Chinese communities, have converted to Christianity, many after they arrived in the 
United States (Kasinitz et. al., 2008; Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, 2012b). 

Another issue related to integration concerns the extent to which immigrants, especially 
Christians, worship and thus have opportunities to mix with long-established native born 
Americans in religious congregations.  Ethnographic studies suggest a predominant pattern of 
Asian and Latino immigrants worshipping with their own group, although these studies are 
selective (Kasinitz et.al. 2008; Chai Kim, 2006). There is also evidence from in-depth studies 
that religious groups can foster pan-ethnic ties and identities. For example, a study of Salvadoran 
immigrants frequenting large Catholic churches found that as they prayed with other Latinos, 
pan-ethnic (Latino) sentiments developed and strengthened among church members (Menjivar, 
1999). Language, culture, and social networks are among the factors drawing Asian and Latino 
immigrants to Protestant and Catholic ethnic (and among Latinos, pan-Latino) congregations; 
their U.S.-born children may continue to feel more comfortable in ethnic or pan-ethnic 
congregations in adulthood, as is the case among many second-generation Korean Protestants in 
the New York and Boston areas who attend Korean churches with services and programs 
available in English (Chai, 1998; Min, 2010). Just how common this pattern is among the second 
generation in other heavily Protestant (or Catholic) immigrant-origin groups is uncertain.  

 
Muslim Immigrant Integration 

 
Of particular interest when it comes to non-Western religions is the relation between 

Islam and integration into U.S. society. Research on Muslim Americans reveals signs of 
considerable integration although, at the same time, prejudice remains a barrier.  The Pew Forum 
on Religion and Public Life report on Muslim Americans (2011) found high rates of 
naturalization among the first generation; 70 percent of foreign-born Muslims were naturalized 
citizens (95 percent of those who came in the 1980s and 80 percent of those arriving in the 
1990s). The Muslim foreign-born also had high educational attainment: nearly a third (32 
percent) had graduated from college and a quarter were currently enrolled in college or 
university classes. Thirty-five percent of foreign-born Muslims had annual household incomes of 
at least $50,000, with 18 percent over $100,000—about the same as the general public.  
According to the Pew survey, religion is very important in the lives of Muslim immigrants and 



Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

The Integration of Immigrants into American Society 

Prepublication copy, uncorrected proofs 

 7-13 

their children: 65 percent of the first generation and 60 percent of the second generation (i.e. 
native-born non–African Americans) perform the Salah, or ritual prayer, every day; 43 percent of 
the first generation and 47 percent of the second attended services at a mosque at least once a 
week. Nearly a third (30 percent) of foreign-born Muslim women in the United States reported 
always wearing a head cover or hijab when out in public. 

At the same time, the Pew Research Center report revealed signs of growing Muslim 
American involvement in American society. As Kibria (2011, p. 57) noted, many Islamic 
American leaders have encouraged Muslim Americans to “assert their rights as Americans and 
claim their American identity.” In the Pew survey, 57 percent of foreign-born Muslims said they 
wanted to adopt U.S. customs and ways of life, although about half of the foreign-born (48 
percent) and second generation (51 percent) thought of themselves first as Muslim rather than 
American (to put this in context, 46 percent of Christians in the United States think of 
themselves first as Christian). Among foreign-born Muslims, 53 percent said that all or most of 
their close friends were Muslim. The survey revealed strong support among Muslim Americans 
of both generations for women working outside the home (90 percent); most (64 percent) saw 
little support among Muslim Americans for violence and extremism.  

Less happily, many (37 percent of foreign-born Muslims and 61 percent of non–African 
American native-born Muslims) reported being victims of one or more acts of hostility in the 
past year because they were Muslim.  A smaller proportion of native-born non–African 
American Muslims (37 percent) than immigrants (58 percent) said that Americans were friendly 
to Muslim Americans.  

Evidence from surveys of native-born Americans reveals unease among a minority about 
the non-Christian religions increasingly in their midst. In a 2002-2003 national survey reported 
by Wuthnow (2005), about a third of respondents said they would not welcome a stronger 
presence of Muslims, Hindus, and Buddhists in the United States.  About four in ten said they 
would not be happy about a mosque being built in their neighborhood (about a third also would 
be bothered by the idea of a Hindu temple being nearby), and almost a quarter favored making it 
illegal for Muslim groups to meet (a fifth in the case of Hindus or Buddhists). In a 2009 Gallup 
poll, more than 40 percent Americans said they felt at least a little prejudice toward Muslims, 
more than twice the number who said the same about Jews (Gallup Center for Muslim Studies, 
2010). 

Since the September 11, 2011 terrorist attacks (9/11), cases of discrimination, hate 
crimes, and bias incidents against Muslims have increased. Indeed, anti-Muslim discourse is 
acceptable in American public life in a way that no longer is true for anti-black rhetoric (Alba 
and Foner, 2015).  Yet religion has not become a deep divide between contemporary immigrants 
and the native-born in the United States as it has in much of Western Europe, and religion is not 
a frequent subject of public debate about immigrant integration (Alba and Foner, 2015). By and 
large, religion is an accepted avenue for immigrants and their children’s inclusion in American 
society.  Immigrant debates in the United States, according to Cesari (2013), have not been 
Islamicized, or systematically connected with anti-Islamic rhetoric, as they have been in Western 
Europe.  Alba and Foner (2015) found that, in the United States, Muslims are often framed as an 
external threat, as an enemy from outside the country committing acts of terrorism and 
threatening national security, not as an enemy from within undermining core national values, 
which is a view they said looms larger in Western Europe.  

Alba and Foner (2015; 2008) suggested three reasons for this difference: (1) Only a tiny 
proportion of the foreign-born are Muslim in the United States as compared to Europe. Also, 
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unlike in Europe, the migration flow of Muslims to the United States has been more selective, 
and Muslim immigrants have done fairly well, with many of them well-educated and in the 
middle class. (2) The United States, characterized by unusually high levels of religious belief and 
behavior relative to much more secular Western Europe, has less trouble recognizing claims 
based on religion. (3) Historically rooted relations and arrangements between the state and 
religious groups in the United States, especially foundational Constitutional principles of 
religious freedom and separation of church and state, make it less difficult to incorporate and 
accept new religions than has been true in Europe, with its long history of entanglement of 
Christian religious institutions and the state. 

 
Two-Way Exchange 

 
As the data above suggest, immigrants are adding new diversity to the nation’s religious 

mosaic. Immigrants and their children are also adding new members to the Catholic church and 
to Protestant denominations, no doubt keeping some congregations alive, especially in numerous 
inner-city and inner-suburban neighborhoods that, absent immigration, would have witnessed 
dramatic population decline (Foner, 2013; Singer, 2004). As the panel noted above, both the 
foreign-born and  the U.S.-born are very likely to be religiously affiliated (80% and 77% 
respectively), and the proportion of religiously unaffiliated is growing at a faster pace among the 
native-born than among immigrants (Pew Research Center, 2015). Nationwide, almost a quarter 
of the Catholics in the United States are foreign-born, as are nearly two-fifths of the Greek and 
Russian Orthodox; only 5-7 percent of Protestants, mainline and evangelical, are foreign-born 
(Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, 2008). Although secularism appears to be increasing 
for both groups, the stronger religiosity of the foreign-born means that immigrants may play an 
even larger role in sustaining religious organizations in the United States in the future. 

As for the incorporation of non-Christian religions into the American mainstream, it is 
unclear whether history will repeat itself. When Catholic and Jewish immigrants arrived from 
Europe in the past, Protestant denominations were more or less “established” and they dominated 
the public square. Those earlier immigrants experienced virulent anti-Catholic nativism and anti-
Semitism (Higham, 1955). By the mid-20th century, however, Jews and Catholics had been 
incorporated into the system of American pluralism and Americans had come to think in terms of 
a tripartite perspective—Protestant, Catholic, and Jew. The very transformation of the United 
States into a “Judeo-Christian” nation and the decrease in religious affiliation among the native-
born has meant that post-1965 immigrants enter a more religiously open society than their 
predecessors did 150 years ago (Pew Research Center, 2015; Alba and Foner, 2015).  

An important question is whether the new religions, and Islam in particular, will 
eventually attain the charter status now occupied by Protestanism, Catholicism, and Judaism. It is 
too early to tell. The ongoing controversies over zoning for mosques near Ground Zero in New 
York City and in localities across the country indicates that 9/11 continues to strongly influence 
Americans’ perception of Islam as an existential threat and Americans’ reception of Muslims in 
their communities (Cesari, 2013; Goodstein, 2010). Despite pockets of opposition, however, 
more than 40% of the mosques in the United States have been built just since 2000 (Pew 
Research Center, 2012). Although it took more than a century, the United States was able to 
overcome its fear of the “Catholic menace” in the past. This history offers hope that the nation 
may be able to do so with regard to Islam as well.  Perhaps, as the historian Gary Gerstle (2015)   
notes we will be talking about America as an Abrahamic civilization, a phrase joining Muslims 
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with Jews and Christians. We are at present a long way from that formulation of American 
national identity, but no further than America once was from the Judeo-Christian one.”  
 

CRIME 
 
Americans have long believed that immigrants are more likely than natives to commit 

crimes and that rising immigration leads to rising crime (Kubrin, 2014; Gallagher, 2014; 
Martinez and Lee, 2000). This belief is remarkably resilient to the contrary evidence that 
immigrants are in fact much less likely than natives to commit crimes.  These contemporary 
beliefs have strong historical roots. Common stereotypes of immigrants in the late 19th and early 
20th centuries were that immigrants were much more likely to be criminals than the native-born.  

The criminal stereotype applied to a number of different ethnic groups. The term “paddy 
wagon,” slang for a police van to transport prisoners, began as an ethnic slur against the 
“criminal” Irish in the mid-19th century.  Stereotypes about Italian Americans have focused on 
organized criminal activity and the mafia; but all southern and eastern European immigrants 
were commonly thought to bring crime to America’s cities.  European immigrants were 
generally poor, and their neighborhoods were thought to be highly disorganized and anomic, 
leading to higher crime rates.  Historical studies have shown that this belief was wrong 
(Moehling and Piehl, 2009).  Then, as now, immigrants were less crime-prone than native-born 
Americans. 

Today, the belief that immigrants are more likely to commit crimes is perpetuated by 
“issue entrepreneurs” who promote the immigrant-crime connection in order to drive 
restrictionist immigration policy (Ramakrishnana and Gulasekaram, 2012; Gulasekaram and 
Ramakrishnan, 2015), and media portrayals of non-whites and immigrants as prone to violence 
and crime (Gilliam and Iyengar, 2000; Rumbaut and Ewing, 2007; Sohoni and Sohoni, 2014; 
Subveri et al., 2005). The criminalization of certain types of migration also contributes to this 
perception (see Chapter 1 for discussion of “crimmigration”). Although native-born Americans’ 
attitudes about immigration and immigrants are often conflicting (see Chapter 1), the negative 
perception of immigrants’ criminality continues to endure, potentially posing a barrier to 
integration, particularly for the first generation. The historical evidence suggests that 
immigrants’ descendants were able to overcome these negative stereotypes, but if Latinos, in 
particular, continue to be racialized and discriminated against, this stereotyping may present a 
more formidable barrier to their successful integration in the future. 

An empirical assessment of the relationship between immigration and crime involves two 
key questions. First, are immigrants more likely than the native-born to commit crime? And 
second, do immigrants adversely affect the aggregate crime rate?  Distinguishing between these 
two questions is critical (Mears 2002:285). For example, it is plausible that at the individual level 
immigrants are far less criminal than non-immigrants but that an influx of immigrants could 
cause increased crime among the native-born by disrupting the structure of local labor markets 
(Reid et al., 2005, p. 761) or by displacing other native-born minorities, which could lead to an 
increase in the criminality of the displaced groups (Wilson, 1996), in either case leading to an 
increase in the crime rate. In other words, immigrants may have an adverse effect on crime by 
crowding natives out of the legal employment sector and increasing criminal behavior among 
natives (Butcher and Piehl, 1998b; Reid et al., 2005). 

The hypothesis that immigrants would be more likely to commit crime than natives at the 
individual level appears at least plausible to social scientists because immigrants have a number 
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of characteristics associated with higher crime: they are disproportionately male and young.  
They also tend to have lower education levels and wages than the rest of the population (Butcher 
and Piehl, 1998a); both these factors are correlated with commission of crimes (Harris and Shaw, 
2000). 

While both ideas, that immigrants themselves might be more likely to commit crime and 
that the presence of immigrants might be more likely to raise the crime rate in a given area, are 
plausible as hypotheses to examine, recent empirical evidence, discussed below, shows that both 
hypotheses are false.  Immigrants are in fact much less likely to commit crime than natives, and 
the presence of large numbers of immigrants seems to lower crime rates. 

The vast majority of research in this area has focused on the individual-level question of 
whether immigrants have higher crime, arrest, and incarceration rates than native-born 
individuals.  In 1931 the National Commission on Law Enforcement, also known as the 
Wickersham Commission, devoted an entire report to the topic of “Crime and the Foreign-born,” 
reaching the conclusion that, when controlling for age and gender, the foreign-born committed 
proportionally fewer crimes than the native-born (National Commission on Law Observance and 
Enforcement, 1931). Contemporary empirical studies continue to find that crime and arrest rates 
are lower among immigrants (Bersani et al., 2014; Butcher and Piehl, 1998a, p. 654; Hagan and 
Palloni, 1999, p. 629; MacDonald and Saunders, 2012; Martinez and Lee, 2000; Martinez, 2002; 
Olson et al., 2009; Sampson et al., 2005; Tonry, 1997). In an extensive review of the literature, 
Martinez and Lee (2000, p. 496) concluded that: “…the major finding of a century of research on 
immigration and crime is that immigrants…nearly always exhibit lower crime rates than native 
groups.” 
 Similarly, research reveals that the rate of judicial institutionalization   in the United 
States is lower among immigrants than among the native-born. Butcher and Piehl (1998a; 2006), 
for example, report that among U.S. men 18-40 years old, immigrants were less likely than the 
native-born to be institutionalized (i.e., in correctional facilities, mental hospitals, or other 
institutions) and much less likely to be institutionalized than native-born men with similar 
demographic characteristics.  They further noted that when controls are included for 
characteristics that correlate with labor market opportunities and criminal justice enforcement, 
“institutionalization rates are much lower for immigrants than for natives” (Butcher and Piehl, 
[1998a], p. 677, emphasis in original). A recent analysis of California incarceration rates by 
nativity status shows the dramatic differences between the foreign-born and US-born (see Figure 
7-8). 

This finding on individual propensity to commit crime seems to apply to all racial and 
ethnic groups of immigrants, as well as applying over different decades and across varying 
historical contexts. Rumbaut (2006) compared incarceration rates for the foreign-born and U.S.-
born men, ages 18-39, and found that the incarceration of the foreign-born was one-fourth that of 
the native born.  Rumbaut and Ewing (2007) compared the U.S.-born and foreign born 
incarceration rates in the 2000 census by racial ethnic groups.  They found dramatic differences.  
Foreign-born Hispanic men had an incarceration rate that was one-seventh of U.S.-born Hispanic 
men.  These large differences in rates held within specific Hispanic groups as well. Using 2010 
ACS Census data, Ewing and colleagues (2015, pp. 6-7) found that 1.6 percent of immigrant 
males, ages 18-39, are incarcerated, compared to 3.3 percent of the native-born. And these 
figures include immigrants who were incarcerated for immigration violations.  In other words, 
young native-born men are much more likely to commit crimes than comparable foreign-born 
men.  This disparity also holds for young men most likely to be undocumented immigrants: 
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Mexican, Salvadoran, and Guatemalan men. Ewing and colleagues (2015, p. 7) found that “[I]n 
2010, less educated native born men age 18-39 had an incarceration rate of 10.7 percent--more 
than triple the 2.8 percent rate among foreign born Mexican men, and five times greater than the 
1.7 percent rate among foreign born Salvadoran and Guatemalan men.” Sampson and colleagues 
(2005) studied crime by generation in Chicago neighborhoods for the period 1995-2002.  They 
found that adjusting for family and neighborhood background, first generation immigrants were 
50 percent less likely to commit crime than the third generation comparison group. And the 
second generation was 25 percent less likely to commit violent crime than the comparison group. 
This kind of finding has been called the immigrant paradox, or the “counterintuitive finding that 
immigrants have better adaptation outcomes than their national peers despite their poorer 
socioeconomic conditions” (Sam et al., 2006, p. 125) and “despite community conditions that 
sociologists traditionally associated with ‘social disorganization’” (Lee and Martinez, 2006, p. 
90).  

However, a related observation from this research is that the individual-level association 
between immigrants and crime appears to wane across generations. That is, the children of 
immigrants who are born in the United States have higher rates of judicial “offending” than the 
immigrant generation does (Lopez and Miller, 2011; Morenoff and Astor, 2006; Rumbaut et al., 
2006 p. 72; Sampson et al., 2005; Taft, 1933). Although the second generation has higher crime 
rates than the first generation, their rates are generally lower than or very similar to the crime rate 
of the native-born in general (Berardi and Bucerius, 2014; Hagan et al., 2008; Bersani, 2014; 
Bersani et al., 2014). Similarly, research has found that assimilated immigrants (defined as those 
who have been in the U.S. longer, those who are more fluent in English; and those who are likely 
to be naturalized citizens, and those who are more highly acculturated to the U.S.) have higher 
rates of criminal involvement compared to unassimilated immigrants (Alvarez-Rivera et al., 
2014; Bersani et al., 2014). The risk of incarceration is higher not only for the children of 
immigrants but also for immigrants themselves, the longer they reside in the United States 
(Rumbaut and Ewing, 2007, p. 11). Butcher and Piehl (1998b) found that in both 1980 and 1990, 
those immigrants who arrived earlier were more likely to be institutionalized than were more 
recent entrants.  

Findings such as these have led scholars to describe an “assimilation paradox” (Rumbaut 
and Ewing, 2007, p. 2), where the crime problem reflects “not the foreign born but their 
children” (Tonry, 1997, p. 20). Some researchers have suggested that the children of immigrants 
may have higher crime rates than their parents in large part because they are more assimilated 
into American culture, including into “deviant subcultural values of youth gangs which young 
people joined as a source of self-identification and self-esteem” (Tonry, 1997, p. 21-22). 
However, few studies have data available on first and second generation criminal behaviors, so 
the mechanisms that would account for the changes in crime rate are still unexplained. (Berardi 
and Bucerius, 2014).   

 
Immigration and the Crime Rate 

 
Polling data show that Americans believe immigration increases crime at the aggregate 

level.  Multiyear polling data by Gallup asking the following question: “Please say whether 
immigrants to the U.S. are making the crime situation better, worse, or not having much effect?” 
In 2001, before 9/11, 50 percent of polled respondents believed that immigrants will worsen the 
crime situation. By 2007 that response had reached 58 percent, with 63 percent of whites 
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believing immigrants will worsen the crime situation in the United States. Nonetheless, a large 
body of evidence demonstrates that this belief is wrong. The research shows that immigration is 
associated with decreased crime rates at both the city and neighborhood levels. 

The number of studies that examine the immigration-crime relationship across various 
levels of aggregation has grown in recent years.  There have been numerous contemporary 
studies estimating the relationship between immigration and urban violent crime in the United 
States (Butcher and Piehl, 1998; 2007; Martinez, 2000; Reid et al., 2005; Piehl, 2007; Ousey and 
Kubrin, 2009; Stowell, 2010; Wadsworth, 2010; Bersani, 2010; Leerkes and Bernasco, 2010). 
All of these studies found that immigration inversely relates to crime rates: that is, the more 
immigrants in an area, the lower the crime rate tends to be. Using a wide range of methods, data, 
and levels of aggregation, these studies also found that the crime drop observed between 1990 
and 2000 can partially be explained by increases in immigration. Although these studies include 
investigations of entire metropolitan areas and cities (Butcher and Piehl, 1998a; Martinez, 2000; 
Ousey and Kubrin, 2009; Reid et al., 2005; Stowell and Martinez, 2009; Wadsworth, 2010), 
more common are neighborhood-level studies that examine whether, and to what extent, 
immigration and crime are associated at a more local level. This literature has produced a fairly 
robust finding in criminology: areas, and especially neighborhoods, with greater concentrations 
of immigrants have lower rates of crime and violence, all else being equal (Akins et al., 2009; 
Chavez and Griffiths, 2009; Desmond and Kubrin, 2009; Feldmeyer and Steffensmeier, 2009; 
Graif and Sampson, 2009; Kubrin and Ishizawa, 2012; Lee and Martinez, 2002; Lee et al., 2001; 
MacDonald et al., 2013; Martinez et al., 2008; Martinez et al., 2010; Martinez et al., 2004; 
Nielsen and Martinez, 2009; Nielsen et al., 2005; Stowell and Martinez, 2007; 2009; Velez, 
2009; Kubrin and Desmond, 2014) . 

The finding that immigrant communities have lower rates of crime and violence holds 
true for various measures of immigrant concentration (e.g., percent foreign-born, percent recent 
foreign-born, percent linguistic isolation) as well as for different outcomes (e.g., violent crime, 
property crime, delinquency). The correlations of a variety of measures of immigration on 
homicide, robbery, burglary, and theft are consistent. “Even controlling for demographic and 
economic characteristics associated with higher crime rates, immigration either does not affect 
crime, or exerts a negative effect” (Reid et al. 2005:775). Finally, the finding that areas with high 
concentrations of immigrants have lower rates of crime and violence holds true not just in cross-
sectional but also in longitudinal analyses of the immigration-crime nexus (Ousey and Kubrin, 
2009; 2014; Stowell and Martinez., 2009; Martinez et al., 2010; Wadsworth, 2010).   

While the research is conclusive on the statistical relation between immigration and 
crime, there is still a lot to be learned because of limitations in the available data. The extent to 
which this relationship is truly generalizable or robust for all immigrant groups needs further 
study. Nearly all macro-level research focuses on “immigrant concentration,” generally defined 
as a single measure of immigrant concentration: the percentage of foreign-born in an area. Other 
studies combine several measures, such as percentage of foreign born, percentage who are 
Latino, percentage of persons who speak English not well or not at all, to create an “immigrant 
concentration index” (Desmond and Kubrin, 2009; Kubrin and Ishizawa, 2012; Lee and 
Martinez, 2002; Lee et al., 2001; Martinez, 2000; Martinez et. al., 2004; Martinez et al., 2008; 
Morenoff and Sampson, 1997; Nielsen et al., 2005; Sampson et al,, 1997; Reid et al., 2005; 
Sampson et al., 2005; Stowell and Martinez, 2007; but see Stowell and Martinez, 2009 for an 
attempt to identify ethnic-specific effects on crime). 
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Because research has not yet uncovered the mechanisms by which immigrant 
concentration leads to less crime in neighborhoods, what remains unproven is why this is the 
case. One hypothesis put forward by Sampson (2008) is that the decline in crime in recent 
decades in American cities is partly due to the influx of immigrants. Using time-series 
techniques and annual data for metropolitan areas over the 1994-2004 period, Stowell and 
Martinez (2009) found that violence tended to decrease as metropolitan areas experienced gains 
in their concentration of immigrants. Likewise, Wadsworth (2010) employed pooled cross-
sectional time-series models to determine how changes in immigration influenced changes in 
homicide and robbery rates between 1990 and 2000. He found that cities with the largest 
increases in immigration between 1990 and 2000 experienced the largest decreases in homicide 
and robbery during that time period. Ultimately, both of these studies concluded that growth in 
immigration may have been responsible, in part, for the crime drop. Still, much more research is 
needed to reach a definitive conclusion on the mechanisms involved in the well-documented 
results on the association of immigration with decreased crime rates. 

 
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

 
 As this chapter reveals, the evidence for integration of immigrants and their descendants 
across various sociocultural dimensions is more positive than some fear. The beliefs of both 
immigrants and the second generation are converging with native-born attitudes on many 
important social issues. Indeed, immigrants are actually more optimistic than native-born 
Americans about achieving the American Dream.  
 Meanwhile, current research indicates that immigrants and their descendants are learning 
English, despite some people’s fears to the contrary. 
 

Conclusion 7-1 Although language diversity among immigrants has increased even as 
Spanish has become the dominant immigrant language, the available evidence indicates 
that today’s immigrants are learning English at the same rate or faster than earlier 
immigrant waves. 

 
Meanwhile, the potential cognitive and economic benefits of bilingualism, both among 

immigrants and the native-born, are just beginning to be understood and appreciated, potentially 
altering the debate about language acquisition in the future. 
 A serious cause for concern, however, is the underfunding of ESL and ELL programs: 
 

Conclusion 7-2 Since 1990, the school-age population learning English as a second 
language has grown at a much faster rate than the school-age population overall. Today, 
nearly 5 million students in K-12 education—9 percent of all students—are English-
language learners. The U.S. primary-secondary education system is not currently 
equipped to handle the large numbers of English language learners, potentially stymying 
the integration prospects of many immigrants and their children.  

 
 Just as in the past, recent immigration has made the country’s religious landscape more 
diverse. However, the overwhelming majority of immigrants identify as Christian.   
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Conclusion 7-3 Although immigrants involved in non-Western religions, especially 
Islam, may confront unease and prejudice, research also shows that participation in 
religious organizations helps immigrants integrate into American society in a wide 
variety of ways, and immigration may in fact shore up support for religious organizations 
as native-born Americans’ religious affiliation and participation declines.  
 

 Crime rates are another source of concern for Americans, and the criminal propensity of 
immigrants is currently being widely discussed (see Chapter 1). However, popular perceptions 
about immigrants’ criminality are not supported by the data. 
 

Conclusion 7-4 Far from immigration increasing crime rates, studies demonstrate that 
immigrants and immigration are associated inversely with crime. Immigrants are less 
likely than the native-born to commit crimes, and neighborhoods with greater 
concentrations of immigrants have much lower rates of crime and violence than 
comparable nonimmigrant neighborhoods. However, crime rates rise among the second 
and later generations, perhaps a negative consequence of adaptation to American society.  

 
 The research presented in this chapter also explores ways in which integration is a 
process of two-way exchange, in which immigrants and their descendants alter the social and 
cultural environment even as they become more like the native-born. For instance, the increases 
in dual immersion education programs, in which both native-born English language speakers and 
immigrant LEP students learn together in two languages, and in enrollment in Spanish at the 
college level suggest that more native-born Americans are learning to communicate in non-
English languages and may increasingly value bilingual ability. Meanwhile, immigrants are 
sustaining Christian religious congregations in many communities where native-born attendance 
has declined precipitously, even as less familiar religions such as Islam, Buddhism, and 
Hinduism become more visible and part of mainstream discussions about religious diversity and 
accommodation.  
 Although immigrants actually commit fewer crimes that the native-born; public 
perceptions about immigrants’ higher potential for criminality continue to endure, spurred on by 
media and highly visible political actors. These inaccurate perceptions remain salient to the 
public because of the large number of immigrants currently residing in the United States and the 
rapid increase in undocumented immigration between 1990 and 2006.  
 Historical precedents show that religious minorities and very large groups of immigrants 
and their descendants were still able to successfully integrate despite their differences and the 
prejudices against them, in part by reshaping the American mainstream. It remains to be seen 
whether today’s immigrants and their children can repeat those success stories or if racial and 
religious differences will present more formidable barriers to integration.  
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FIGURE 7-1 Political ideologies and party identification by nativity, 2012. 
SOURCE: Data from General Social Survey. 
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FIGURE 7-2 Beliefs about the proper role of the federal government by nativity, 2012. 
SOURCE: Data from General Social Survey. 
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FIGURE 7-3 Beliefs about whether same-sex couples should marry by nativity, 2002-2012. 
SOURCE: Data from General Social Survey. 
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FIGURE 7-4 Beliefs about the American Dream by Nativity, 2012. 
SOURCE: Data from General Social Survey. 
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FIGURE 7-5 Linguistically Isolated Households by Language Spoken, 2013 
SOURCE: U.S. Census Bureau, 2013 American Community Survey 
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FIGURE 7-6 English Speaking Ability of the Foreign-born, 2012 
SOURCE: U.S. Census Bureau, 2012 American Community Survey (Gambino et al., 2014). 
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FIGURE 7-7 Religious affiliation of native-born and foreign-born adults in the Unite States, 
2014. 
SOURCE: Data from Pew Research Forum, 2015. Online: 
http://www.pewforum.org/2015/05/12/chapter-4-the-shifting-religious-identity-of-demographic-
groups/pr_15-05-12_rls_chapter4-01/ [Accessed July, 2015] 
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FIGURE 7-8 Percentage Incarcerated in California, by Age and Place of Birth. 
SOURCE: Butcher and Piehl, 2008. Reprinted with permission.  
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8 
FAMILY DIMENSIONS OF IMMIGRANT INTEGRATION 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 The family is a fundamental institution of human societies, but family structure—size, 
composition, and a family’s set of interconnected social relationships—can shift rapidly over 
time, as it has in the United States (Cherlin, 2010; Sassler, 2010), and can vary enormously from 
one society to another (Lesthaeghe, 2010).  However, all families serve the basic functions of 
regulating sexual expression and procreation, providing child care and socialization, and 
imposing agreed-upon social roles and rules of lineage on family members. For this report, 
“providing socialization” refers to the fact that all families transmit culture—including social 
mores and customs, language, and belief systems, from parental to filial generations. Immigrant 
families are therefore cornerstones of the process of social integration (Clark et al., 2009; Glick, 
2010).  Families and kin networks provide a cultural safe haven for immigrants to this country, 
but they are also a launching point for integrating their descendants into American society. 
Immigrant families are where the second generation first learns to become Americans, separating 
themselves from the cultural repertories of their foreign-born parents, who are located at a 
different, typically earlier, point along the integration continuum.  
 In this chapter, the panel examines patterns of marriage and family formation among 
immigrants and their descendants.  We begin by examining recent patterns of immigrant 
marriage, including documenting the extent to which foreign-born populations marry natives of 
the same cultural or racial backgrounds. Next, we examine recent patterns and differentials in 
immigrant fertility, which are sometimes viewed as cultural expressions of familialism1 
(especially among some Hispanic immigrant groups). Finally, we look at differences and 
similarities in household structure between native-born and immigrant groups and we discuss 
how these factor into immigrant integration. 
 

INTERMARRIAGE AND IMMIGRANT INTEGRATION 
  

Intermarriage refers to marriages between partners from different ethnic or racial groups, 
socioeconomic backgrounds, religious affiliations, or national origins (Kalmijn, 1998; Schwartz, 
2013).  Intermarriage of immigrants with native-born Americans who differ in any one or more 
of these characteristics arguably represents a form of social integration, as immigrants and 
native-born of differing backgrounds merge within families and blur cultural distinctions and 
national-origin differences in their new American identity. Historically, intermarriage between 
racial- and ethnic-minority immigrants and native-born whites has been considered the ultimate 
                                                        

1Familialism is the cultural value that emphasizes close family relationships (e.g. Campos et al., 2008). 
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proof of integration for the former and as a sign of “assimilation”2 (Gordon, 1964; Alba and Nee, 
2003). When the rate of inter-ethnoracial or inter-faith marriage is high (e.g., between Irish 
Americans and non-Irish European Americans or between Protestants and Catholics), as 
happened by the late 20th century for the descendants of the last great immigration wave, the 
significance of group differences generally wanes (Alba and Nee, 2003). Intermarriage stirs the 
ethnic melting pot and blurs the color lines. Because a large share of the post-1965 wave of 
immigrants is perceived as “non-white,” intermarriage of these immigrants and their descendants 
with native-born non-Hispanic whites has the potential to transform racial and ethnic boundaries 
even further. 

The marriage and intimate partner choices of immigrants and the second generation shed 
light on the strength or permeability of social boundaries separating them from the mainstream or 
the host society. The boundary concept alludes to the everyday social distinctions that orient our 
ideas about, attitudes towards, and behavior in relation to others.  It distinguishes “us” from 
“them,” insiders from outsiders, and it defines at a societal level who can relate to whom, in what 
way, and under what circumstances. Yet intermarriage is not only affected by such social 
boundaries; it can in turn diminish or even redefine existing social and cultural boundaries.  
Marriage is not just an intimate, co-residential relationship between two individuals; it brings 
together distinct family and friendship networks that, in light of the marriage, now overlap in 
significant ways. In this Chapter, we discuss three types of intermarriage and their implications 
for immigrant integration: internativity, meaning marriage between a foreign-born person and a 
native-born person; ethnoracial, meaning marriage between two persons of two different 
ethnoracial backgrounds, one of whom may be foreign-born or both of whom may be native-
born; and intergenerational, meaning intermarriage between two people of the same ethnoracial 
group who are from different immigrant generations. These categories often overlap: for 
instance, many internativity intermarriages are also ethnoracial intermarriages. 

Intermarried couples—particularly in ethnoracial intermarriages—represent associational 
bridges between the two populations, connecting family and friends with different or unfamiliar 
backgrounds. Through childbearing, ethnoracial intermarriage can also give rise to a new 
generation of Americans whose experiences and identities are novel compounds of two or more 
ethnoracial backgrounds (Alba and Foner, 2015). Intermarriage may contribute to a “blurring” of 
social boundaries and lead to more hybrid forms of cultural and social identity.  Mixed-race 
individuals in an ethnoracial intermarriage may operate on both sides of the boundary or may not 
be fully accepted by either side. 

 
Incidence of Intermarriage 

 
 Trends in intermarriage of immigrants with the general population of native-born 
therefore provide an indirect measure of social integration.  The frequency of ethnoracial 
intermarriages between immigrants and native-born is profoundly affected by the boundaries of 
race and of Hispanic ethnicity, which remain distinct in today’s multiracial, multicultural society. 

                                                        
2Assimilation in this context refers to Milton Gordon’s (1964:80-81) classic conceptualization of structural 
assimilation, meaning the entry of members of an ethnic minority into “the social cliques, clubs, and 
institutions of the core society at the primary group level.” In this formulation, intermarriage between 
ethnic minorities and majority non-Hispanic whites was both a sign and an outcome of assimilation, which 
in turn diminished the importance of minority ethnic identity and relaxed social boundaries. For further 
discussion of this concept and Gordon’s influence on this field, see Alba and Nee (1997). 
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The fact that the majority of immigrants to the United States are ethnoracial minorities (see 
Chapter 1) might therefore lead one to conclude that internativity marriages occur relatively 
infrequently. Yet more than half of the marriages involving immigrants between 2008 and 2012 
included a native-born partner (Lichter et al., 2015). While the odds of endogamous marriages 
(among natives and among immigrants) are about 30 times greater than the odds of exogamous 
marriages (between natives and immigrants) (Lichter et al. 2015), the overall picture suggests 
that marriages between immigrants and the native-born have increased significantly over time. 
Social and cultural boundaries between native- and foreign-born populations are therefore 
perhaps less clearly defined than in the past.  Ethnoracial intermarriage is also on the rise: today 
about one of every seven marriages (15.1 percent in 2010) is an interracial or interethnic 
marriage, more than twice the rate in 1980 (6.7 percent) (Wang, 2012; Frey, 2014) and many of 
these are internativity intermarriages or involve the descendants of post-1965 immigrants. 
Immigrants have therefore contributed enormously to America’s shifting patterns of racial 
mixing in intimate and marital relationships. 

 
Intermarriage Rates by Race and Ethnicity 

 
Although both internativity and ethnoracial intermarriage is increasing, ethnoracial 

background still clearly shapes trajectories of intermarriage between immigrants and the native-
born. For instance, Lichter and colleagues (2015) found that non-Hispanic white immigrants 
were far more likely to marry the native-born than were immigrants from other racial groups 
(Table 8-1).3 Non-Hispanic white immigrants were also much more likely to marry native-born 
non-Hispanic whites than were other ethnoracial immigrant groups. Native-born non-Hispanic 
whites were the most endogamous of any group studied: around 90 percent of them married 
another native-born non-Hispanic white person. 

Native-born Hispanics follow a different pattern: the number of native-born Latino/as 
who marry foreign-born Hispanics (17.8 percent of native-born women and 13.3 percent of 
native-born women) is much larger than the percentage of native-born non-Hispanic whites who 
married foreign-born non-Hispanic whites (Table 8-1). Hispanic native-born individuals, through 
marriage with their foreign-born counterparts, may provide a “helping hand” in the integration 
process of U.S. Hispanics. Native-born Hispanics are also much more likely than their non-
Hispanic white counterparts to marry outside of their ethnoracial group: for instance, 33.6 
percent of native-born Hispanic men and 32.4 percent of native-born Hispanic women married 
non-Hispanic whites (Table 8-1). This suggests that the social boundaries between Hispanics and 
non-Hispanic whites may be waning. 

Native-born blacks are also less likely than native-born non-Hispanic whites to be 
endogamous when it comes to internativity marriages, although they are more likely to marry 
other native-born blacks than Hispanics or Asians (Table 8-1). However, the data on ethnoracial 
marriages between blacks and other groups reinforce the idea that the so-called black-white color 
line operates similarly for immigrants as it does for natives, at least with respect to out-marriage 
patterns.  Black immigrant women, in particular, are far less likely than other immigrant women 
to cross racial/ethnic lines and integrate through marriage with non-Hispanic whites, despite high 
levels of education among black immigrants from Africa and the Caribbean (Thomas, 2009). 

                                                        
3Table 8-1 includes only those marriages formed in the United States, which best reflects contemporary 

U.S. marriage market conditions and processes of marital integration. 
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And Asian and Hispanic immigrants are much less likely to enter into intermarriages with blacks 
than they are with non-Hispanic whites. The results suggest that the continuing significance of 
race in America affects new immigrant minorities whose ancestors did not experience slavery or 
its aftermath directly, but who nevertheless now experience the longstanding consequences of 
this history in the form of inequality and racial hierarchy.   

These data also demonstrate the overall asymmetrical gender patterns of internativity and 
ethnoracial intermarriage among Asians. Among all foreign-born, immigrant Asian men were 
most likely to be endogamous by nativity and race (75.8 percent).  In contrast, only 54.4 percent 
of immigrant Asian women married other Asian immigrants; nearly one-third married non-
Hispanic white men (29.5 percent) (see Table 8-1). Native-born Asian men were also less likely 
than Hispanic and black native-born men to marry non-Hispanic whites, while the opposite was 
true for native-born Asian women. These patterns may be explained in part by cultural 
definitions of physical attractiveness, by patrilineal lines of descent among Asian populations, 
and by America’s previous military actions (e.g., during the Vietnam conflict) and the continuing 
(mostly male) military presence in parts of East and Southeast Asia.  More recently, the rise of 
internet dating services has “rationalized” the marital search process while reinforcing marital 
preferences that sometimes favor Asian women (Feliciano et al, 2009). 

The racial and ethnic difference in intermarriage rates between and among immigrants 
and the native born suggest that race continues to be a very salient factor in marriage decisions in 
the United States. Gender also plays a role: black immigrant women and Asian immigrant men in 
particular, have lower rates of intermarriage, both with the native-born and with other ethnoracial 
groups, which may affect their prospects for integration. Asian women, on the other hand, appear 
to be integrating faster than any other group by this measure of integration.  The evidence from 
both internativity and ethnoracial intermarriage indicates that the changing racial mix of new 
immigrants is changing patterns of native-immigrant intermarriage and shifting its historical role 
in the assimilation process.   

 
Generational Shifts in Ethnoracial Intermarriage 

 
Generational distinctions in ethnoracial intermarriage, especially between immigrants and 

their descendants, also provide a window to America’s future (Alba and Foner, 2015).  Many 
immigrants are already married when they arrive, and others sometimes lack the prerequisites 
needed for easy interaction with the native born population (e.g., English language skills).  The 
situation of the second generation, born and raised in the United States, is much different 
(Lichter et al., 2011; Telles and Ortiz, 2008).  Unfortunately, the decennial censuses and the 
American Community Survey do not provide information on the generational status of the U.S. 
population (see Chapter 10), but inter-generational patterns of ethnoracial intermarriage can be 
crudely gleaned from the March Current Population Survey (Brown et al., 2008; Lichter et al., 
2011), by aggregating multiple annual files in order to identify sufficient numbers of (currently) 
intermarried couples (Brown et al., 2008).   

Using this data, Lichter and colleagues (2008; 2011) showed that ethnoracial 
intermarriage, as a measure of integration with native-born non-Hispanic whites, increased from 
generation to generation among immigration populations. Generation-to-generation 
improvements in education (reported in Chapter 6) may also raise the likelihood of intermarriage 
with native-born non-Hispanic whites because education at the post-secondary level is often 
“liberating” with respect to influences of social origins, and is associated with exposure to others 
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from a wider range of backgrounds (Alba and Nee, 2003; Qian and Lichter, 2007).  Ethnoracial 
intermarriage is also strongly associated with other well-known proxies of social integration: 
length of time in the country, and naturalization status (Lichter et al., 2015).   

More specifically, second and third generation Hispanic American women are less likely 
to marry other Hispanics than are first generation Hispanic women (see Table 8-2).  Whereas 
94.4 percent of first-generation Latinas age 18-34 married other Hispanics between 1995 and 
2008, these percentages declined to 81.3 percent in the second-generation and to 67.7 percent in 
third and higher generations.   By the third and higher generations, most ethnoracial 
intermarriage among Hispanic American women was to non-Hispanic white men (27.3 percent).  
Only a small percentage (10.5 percent) of third and higher generation Hispanic American women 
married Hispanic immigrants.  In contrast, only 4.6 percent of Hispanic immigrant women 
married non-Hispanic white men.  Most (84.6 percent) married other Hispanic immigrants.   
Similar but less pronounced generational differences are also found among Asians, especially 
between the second and third generations (Lichter et al., 2008).4  The relatively high rates of 
intermarriage between native-born Hispanic Americans, Asian Americans and non-Hispanic 
white Americans (discussed in more detail below) point to relaxing of social boundaries between 
these groups and to the influence that post-1965 immigrants and their descendants, the majority 
of whom are Hispanic or Asian, have on transforming social and cultural boundaries.   

One caveat is that patterns and trends in ethnoracial intermarriage may be influenced by 
America’s recent uptick in cohabiting unions. Today, roughly 70 percent of the first unions of 
young adults are cohabiting unions rather than marriages (Manning et al., 2014), and cohabiting 
unions are more likely to be composed of ethnoracially mixed couples (Blackwell and Lichter, 
2000). We discuss rates of cohabitation across racial/ethnic groups and their potential impacts in 
the section on family living arrangements below. 

 
Factors Affecting Intermarriage 

 
The growth of intermarriage—and integration—is being affected by (and in turn 

affecting) changing values and attitudes, including increasing tolerance for family members of 
other racial backgrounds.   In a 2009 Pew Research poll, nearly two-thirds of respondents said 
they would be “fine” if a family member married someone of another race, regardless of the 
partner’s racial background (Wang, 2012).   During the 1970s, by contrast, when the General 
Social Survey asked about a “close relative” marrying someone of another race, three-quarters 
said they would be at least “somewhat uneasy.”5  However, not all backgrounds were equally 
“fine” in the 2009 results.  White (meaning non-Hispanic white) partners were the most welcome 
(acceptable to 81 percent of non-whites), and blacks were the least (acceptable to just 66 percent 
of non-blacks).  Whites also were much more likely to accept interracial partners for others than 
for themselves (Herman and Campbell, 2012).  Unfortunately, studies of changing marital 
preferences or attitudes about the desirability of dating or marrying immigrants across 
ethnoracial lines are limited, and further research on these topics needs to be done.  
 The frequency of ethnoracial intermarriage is affected by a variety of factors that operate 
through three main mechanisms:  societal constraints on partner choice (e.g., antimiscegenation 

                                                        
4Nearly 85 percent of first-generation Asian women married Asian men.  Endogenous marriages declined 
to 48 percent and 49 percent, respectively, for second- and third generation Asian women (Lichter et al., 
2008). 
5See http://www3.norc.org/GSS+Website/. 
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laws), exposure to potential partners, and preferences for partner characteristics.  First and 
foremost, the increase in ethnoracial intermarriages must be seen against the long shadow cast by 
the pre-civil rights era, when antimiscegenation laws barred marriages between whites and 
members of other races, including Mexicans, in many states.  These laws were invalidated in 
1967 by a Supreme Court decision (Loving v. Virginia, 388 U.S. 1).  Not surprisingly, 
ethnoracial intermarriage did not increase appreciably until the 1970s, even though interracial 
sexual intimacy dates back to slavery (Gullickson, 2006). 

Internativity intermarriages historically were also constrained by the lack of opportunities 
to interact with potential spouses as co-equals.  The recent rise in this kind of intermarriage 
implies greater opportunities than in the past. Many immigrants living in the United States today 
came to the United States to study or work temporarily, and U.S. natives often spend time abroad 
for similar reasons (Lichter et al., 2015; Stevens et al., 2012).  These international flows create 
new opportunities for interaction and a platform for intimacy, dating, cohabitation, and marriage 
between native and immigrant populations. America’s military presence in a large number of 
countries and wars fought in Korea, Vietnam, and the Middle East have also given native-born 
Americans the opportunity to meet and befriend potential spouses from around the globe.  For 
immigrants, marriage to an American citizen is a route to a permanent U.S. visa and citizenship, 
which means that current immigration laws play a potentially large role in creating conditions 
that can either favor or discourage immigrant integration through marriage to an American 
citizen (Bohra-Mishra and Massey, 2015).  Moreover, new social media and Internet dating sites 
increasingly serve as a new form of the traditional marriage broker, aiding matches between 
foreigners and U.S. citizens.  The globalism of electronic communication systems has created a 
global marriage market, where a promise of marriage made through the Internet can be the 
“cause” of immigration (Lichter et al., 2015).   

Massive immigration and growing racial and ethnic diversity over the past three decades 
also means that opportunities to marry within one’s own ethnoracial or nationality group have 
increased, even as the opportunities to out-marry among native-born non-Hispanic whites has 
grown.  Group size is an important factor accounting for immigrant-native variation in 
ethnoracial intermarriage.  Generally, members of small groups are more likely to intermarry, 
partly because their members have more difficulty finding another group member who can 
satisfy the range of their preferences (e.g., education level, earning potential, age, physical 
appearance).  A corollary is consequential for recent trends:  as groups grow (or decline) in size, 
their rates of intermarriage decline (or grow).  Intermarriage rates for Asians and Hispanics—
populations with large immigrant shares—have recently declined or stalled (Qian and Lichter, 
2007; 2011), even as they have increased among the non-Hispanic white, native-born population.  

A narrow focus on broad pan-ethnic groups of immigrants hides substantial diversity in 
the processes of marital assimilation and social integration. And education may serve a different 
integrating function for some populations than others (e.g., Asian groups, where the majority 
achieves a high level of education).  Although marriage has historically been regarded as the 
final step in the assimilation process (Gordon, 1964), intermarriage does not appear to be a large 
component of marriages in some immigrant groups (i.e., Indians) that are doing very well by 
other measures of integration.  In such cases, it is perhaps inappropriate to regard intermarriage 
with non-Hispanic whites as a “final step.” Rather, marriage may simply be another indicator of 
social integration that is only loosely associated with other characteristics, such as education, 
which paves the most direct pathway to full membership in the American society. 

Finally, individual preferences, including religious preferences, also represent a 
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constraint on partnership choice.  Religion’s influence is often disguised in the data about 
ethnoracial intermarriage, because the Census Bureau is prevented by law from collecting data 
on religion.  Preferences for partners of the same religion, when they exist, may depress the 
likelihood of ethnoracial intermarriage, although evidence over time suggests that religion is less 
constraining than in the past.  It is most relevant to Asian intermarriage, since some Asian groups 
have the most members of such non-Judeo-Christian religions as Buddhism, Hinduism and 
Islam.  Other large immigrants groups, such as Mexicans, are largely Christian, which may 
promote intermarriage with America’s Christian majority (Qian et al., 2012).  Nevertheless, the 
U.S. is not witnessing much second-generation transnational marriage, a phenomenon associated 
with Muslim groups in Europe, whose second-generation members frequently choose partners 
who come directly from their parents’ home regions (Alba and Foner, 2015; Bean and Stevens, 
2003).  Marriage migration occurs at lower rates in the United States than other developed 
countries, which tend to include those with lowest-low fertility rates (e.g., South Korea). 

 
Consequences of Intermarriage 

 
An important impact of internativity and interracial intermarriage is on family networks, 

which become more racially mixed.  The magnitude of this impact is larger than the rate of 
intermarriage because of a multiplier effect:  any single individual has a “risk” of exposure to a 
racially different relative through multiple marriages of close kin (Goldstein, 1999).  A recent 
survey indicates that more than a third (35 percent) of Americans say that one of their “close” 
kin is of a different race (Wang, 2012). 

Another powerful impact of intermarriage is mixed-race children.  The share of 
multiracial infants in the United States rose from 1 percent in 1970 to 10 percent in 2013 (Pew 
Research Center, 2015). The growth of multi-racial children was especially large among the 
newborn children of black-white and Asian-white couples, whose numbers almost doubled over 
a decade (Frey, 2014).  However, the number of mixed race children is undoubtedly 
underestimated, because many multiracial couples identify their children as single race, a legacy 
of the “one drop rule” (Frey, 2014; Lee and Bean, 2010).  

The social and economic implications of racial identity—especially mixed-race 
identity—are often unclear.  There is some evidence that mixed-race children, for example, tend 
to have higher rates of poverty than white children, but children of white intermarried parents 
often enjoy higher SES than children of minority parents (Bratter and Damaske, 2013). Minority-
white couples have more income on average than do endogamously married couples of the same 
minority origin.  This difference is especially large for Hispanics, and Asian-white couples have 
the highest income of all (Wang, 2012). 

One indicator of mixed-race children’s circumstances is where they live. An analysis of 
residential segregation patterns of mixed-race individuals in the United States shows that mixed-
race individuals are “in-between” the single race groups (Bennett, 2011). Those who are a 
mixture of Asian and white are less segregated from whites than single-race Asians and less 
segregated from Asians than single-race whites. The same is true for individuals with both black 
and white heritage (Bennett, 2011).   

Additional insight comes from the personal experiences of mixed-race children—the 
degree to which they feel accepted in mainstream settings and the choices they make in terms of 
marriage partners. In-depth interviews indicate that mixed-race young adults with non-Hispanic 
white and Asian or Hispanic ancestry may not perceive any impediments to mixing in the 
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mainstream society and feel they have the option to identify along ethnic lines or as non-
Hispanic whites, without having their decisions questioned by outsiders or institutions (Lee and 
Bean, 2010).  Children of black-white unions, however, find that they are often seen as mainly 
black, underscoring the continued stigma attached to African ancestry in the United States (Lee 
and Bean, 2010; Childs, 2005).  

Data on the partnership patterns of children of mixed unions are scant, but Telles and 
Ortiz (2008) found that individuals with one Mexican and one non-Mexican parent have 
intermarriage rates with non-Hispanic white partners five times higher than individuals whose 
parents were both Mexican. This suggests that mixed Mexican/non-Hispanic white individuals 
are raised in much more mainstream contexts, and generally find acceptance there. Analysis of 
out-marriage frequencies by Asians when individuals of mixed Asian/non-Hispanic white 
ancestry are included suggests a similar conclusion for them (Qian and Lichter, 2011).  

 
The Paradoxes of Intermarriage 

 
 The rise of ethnoracial intermarriage in recent decades is “normalizing” marriage across 
major racial and ethnic boundaries.  In many parts of the country, intermarriage has become 
sufficiently common that many native-born Americans know intermarried couples, in family or 
friendship networks, or at school or work, or encounter them in public places.  This 
normalization is reflected in the profound shift towards more accepting attitudes since the 1970s. 
 The rise in ethnoracial intermarriage is likely to continue, if only for demographic 
reasons.  The demographic shifts in the young adult population will enhance the relative roles of 
the U.S.-born Asian and Hispanic populations, which have relatively high ethnoracial 
intermarriage rates, and depress the relative size of the U.S.-born non-Hispanic white population, 
thereby generating demographic pressures for increased ethnoracial intermarriage by its 
members. In addition, the size of the mixed-race group among young adults will grow, and its 
members’ marriages, almost by definition, contribute to additional mixing in family networks. 
 Yet the ethnoracial intermarriage rates of the largest immigrant-origin groups, Asians and 
Hispanics, may be simultaneously leveling off as a result of continuing immigration.  There is no 
numerical contradiction between an overall rise in intermarriage and stability, even some decline, 
in these key rates.  There are several structural forces operating on them:  expanding sizes of 
groups, which tend to depress ethnoracial intermarriage, and advancing generational distributions 
and rising education levels among Hispanics and some Asians, which tend to lift them.   
 Currently, the ethnoracial intermarriage rates of the Asian and Hispanic groups are far 
short of the intermarriage rates of earlier European-origin groups.  Intermarriage among 
European-origin immigrant groups were sufficiently high in the 20th century—around 80 percent 
for U.S.-born Italians (Alba and Nee 2003)—to undermine group distinctions among the great 
majority of whites.  Today, the intermarriage rates of U.S.-born Asians and Latinos are generally 
in the 30-50 percent range, depending on the specific group and the generation.  We cannot 
expect the same level of group dissolution that occurred for the descendants of the earlier waves 
of immigrants any time in the near future.   

Moreover, marriage across ethnoracial lines may not always be an integrating force, as 
the evidence about black-white marriages suggests. It is important to avoid the assumption that 
intermarriages hold a uniform significance for intergroup relations.  In an intermarriage with a 
non-Hispanic white partner, the minority partner may not be fully accepted by white family 
members (Chito Childs, 2005; Song, 2010; Parker and Song, 2009).  The mixed-race children of 
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an intermarriage may not gain acceptance in the mainstream society; they may be marginalized 
and forced to find their home in the minority community. Yet the increase in intermarriage and 
the growth of the mixed-race population indicates that while intermarriage may not yet be 
dissolving ethnoracial group boundaries to the extent that it did for the last wave of European 
immigrants, it is nevertheless having a pronounced effect on the society as a whole. 

 
CHILDBEARING AND FAMILY FORMATION AMONG IMMIGRANTS 

 
The childbearing patterns of immigrants—average family size, parity distribution, and 

timing of fertility (e.g., teen fertility)—are often distinctive, but they are transformed as 
immigrant populations become more fully incorporated into American society (Parrado, 2011; 
Parrado and Morgan, 2008).   The high rates of fertility among some new immigrant populations 
(especially Hispanics) represent a large second-order demographic effect of massive new 
immigration in America.  Immigrant fertility has helped offset below-replacement levels of 
fertility among America’s non-Hispanic white majority, the effects of which include rapid 
population aging and widespread natural decrease in many parts of the United States (Johnson 
and Lichter 2008). Immigrant fertility has augmented the size of America’s newest generation, 
but, just as importantly, it has contributed to rapid changes in America’s ethnic and racial 
composition through generational replacement.  Indeed, growing racial and ethnic diversity starts 
from the “bottom-up”—with newborn infants and children (Lichter 2013).  The majority of 
newborn babies today have minority parents (Frey 2014).  It is these families—and the children 
they bear and rear—who will ultimately determine America’s place in the global economy.  It is 
immigrant families who will perform the essential tasks of providing economic support and good 
parenting to insure their children’s ultimate success and integration as fully engaged citizens in 
American society (Alba and Holdaway 2013; Glick 2010).  

U.S. immigration policies are guided by principles of family reunification that provide an 
orderly pathway to legal residence for immigrant families.  But the experiences and adaptation of 
immigrants also sometimes reflect the traumatic influences of conditions they escaped from their 
native countries (e.g., war, religious or ethnic oppression, and economic displacement). The 
experience of immigration itself also generates a unique set of influences on family formation 
processes, often through their effects on spousal separation and economic dislocations (Parrado 
and Flippen 2012).  For unauthorized immigrants, fertility also results in growing numbers of 
families with mixed-legal status (Passel and Taylor 2010). America’s immigration and refugee 
policies, which determine who gets to come and who gets to stay, often on the basis of marriage 
and other kin relationships, therefore affect family structure and family formation (Landale et al. 
2011).  For migrants who come to America and stay, exposure to new cultural and behavioral 
norms about family formation in immigrant receiving areas also means that fertility patterns play 
out unevenly in established immigrant gateways and new destinations.   

 
Immigrant Childbearing 

 
 Immigration draws mostly on men and women in early adulthood, which means that 
immigration has an out-sized effect on the age distribution—and fertility—at the destination.  
Immigration increases the concentration of women in the reproductive ages (Lichter et al. 2012), 
even as the size of America’s majority of non-Hispanic white females of reproductive age has 
declined absolutely (Johnson and Lichter 2008; 2010). Although immigration is a disruptive 
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process that initially leads to short-time declines in fertility, immigrants still have higher fertility 
levels than US-born women (Choi 2014; Frank and Heuveline 2005; Lichter et al. 2012). 
Immigrant women today are among the few population groups whose fertility is at or above the 
U.S. replacement level of 2.1 (Dye 2008; Jonsson and Rendall 2004; Parrado 2011). 
 The Total Fertility Rate (TFR) perhaps best captures the differences between immigrant 
and native-born fertility.6 Table 8-3 provides TFRs based on analyses from the 2012 American 
Community Survey (ACS) data on births in the previous year.  These data confirm the higher 
fertility among immigrants than natives:7 The TFR was 2.31 for immigrant women and 1.86 for 
natives.  This large native-immigrant differentials is also observed for each major racial and 
ethnic group (see Table 8-3). Such high rates of immigrant fertility are not unprecedented 
historically. For example, the percentage of U.S.-born children with immigrant mothers is quite 
similar to the corresponding proportion observed during the era of rapid immigration from 
Europe (Livingstone and Chon 2012). Period estimates of fertility such as the TFR are however 
limited by their inability to capture changes in the timing of childbearing that are usually 
associated with migration processes (Choi 2014; Parrado 2011). 

Another perspective focuses on changing childbearing patterns across immigrant 
generations. Discussions about intergenerational trends typically center on Hispanics, an 
immigrant population for which previous studies often find inconsistent evidence of the usual 
generational declines in fertility (e.g., Frank and Heuveline 2005), perhaps because traditional 
cross-sectional measures of immigrant generations do not effectively capture intergenerational 
changes in fertility or other demographic events (Parrado and Morgan 2008; Smith 2003). 
Aligning immigrant and biological generations to approximate childbearing differences between 
the foreign-born and their offspring indicates that there is in fact a consistent pattern of 
intergenerational fertility declines among Hispanics (Choi 2014; Parrado and Morgan 2008).   
Among Mexican-origin Hispanics, for example, Choi (2014) reported that fertility levels 
decreased within and across generations “as immigrants deviate from their pre-migration fertility 
patterns and increasingly adopt those of whites” (Choi, 2014:703).  Similar trajectories of 
intergenerational fertility declines are evident historically when using estimates of Completed 
Fertility Rates (CFR) among married women. These estimates provide additional evidence of 
cultural assimilation, as Hispanic fertility levels have dropped from generation to generation.  Of 
course, these historical estimates cannot be extrapolated neatly to the situation today, where 
continuing immigration of Hispanics may be reinforcing high fertility in some immigrant 
receiving areas through a cultural replenishment (Jimenez 2010; Lichter et al. 2012) 

It appears that among Asians, too there is a decline in completed fertility between the first 
and third generations (although the absence of data identifying Asians in the 1986 and 1988 June 
CPS makes it impossible to fully construct generational trends in Asian fertility). In general, very 
little attention is given to the fertility outcomes of Asian immigrants in the existing literature. An 
exception is a recent working paper by Alvira-Hammond and Guzzo (2014) based on data from 
the June fertility supplement of the Current Population Survey (2000-2010), which documented 
exceptionally low completed fertility (at ages 40-44) among Asian immigrants.   For each 

                                                        
6The TFR indicates how many children women today would bear if they lived out their reproductive lives 

following 2012 age-specific fertility rates. 
7The main advantage associated with using ACS data is that they allow us to use data on births and the 

female population in the reproductive ages from the same source. Research indicates that fertility rates can be biased 
if they are estimated using data on births from vital registration sources and female population size from other 
sources (Parrado 2011). 
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generation – first, second, and third-plus—Asian fertility rates were below replacement levels, 
but especially in the 2nd generation.  

Other available evidence supports a few additional observations.  South East Asian 
refugee groups usually have high fertility levels after their arrival but with increasing US 
residence have fertility outcomes that converge with those of natives (Kahn 1994). Furthermore, 
Asian immigrants from low-fertility contexts such as mainland China have lower overall fertility 
levels than Asian immigrants from Hong Kong, Vietnam, and Taiwan (Hwang and Saenz 1997). 
When only post-immigration outcomes are considered, a clear pattern of comparatively higher 
fertility is observed among Chinese immigrants compared to immigrants from these countries 
(Hwang and Saenz 1997).  

 
Differentials in Fertility among Immigrants 

 
 Fertility rates vary considerably among America’s new immigrant populations, a fact that 
implies uneven patterns of cultural integration and economic incorporation (i.e., because of the 
strong links between SES and fertility).  As we noted above, Hispanic immigrant fertility is well 
above both overall U.S. rates and the fertility rates for other immigrant groups (Lichter et al. 
2012).  Foreign-born Hispanics had a General Fertility Rate8  of 84 births per 1000 women in 
2005-2009, while native-born Hispanics had a GFR of 71, and the overall U.S. GFR was 58. But 
fertility also varies considerably by national origin.  A recent study by Lichter et al. (2012) 
showed that the Mexican-origin population had higher rates of fertility (GFR = 85) than Hispanic 
fertility overall (GFR = 77). High Hispanic fertility rates are being driven largely by fertility 
among the Mexican-origin population.  One possible explanation is that that Mexican–origin 
immigrants, in anticipation of moving to the United States, have lowered their fertility but 
subsequently resumed their higher fertility to compensate for a fertility shortfall caused by 
immigration (Choi 2014). 
 The age and marital status profiles of immigrant fertility also matter.  Early childbearing 
is positively associated with cumulative fertility and completed family size; teen childbearing 
may also disrupt schooling and upend prospects for upward socioeconomic mobility and 
economic incorporation, particularly as early fertility is higher for women of lower 
socioeconomic status.  Moreover, most childbearing today among teenagers is overwhelmingly 
composed of out-of-wedlock births, although this is less true among Hispanics than other 
population groups.  Significantly, not unlike the U.S. teen population overall, Hispanic teen 
fertility rates have recently plummeted, dropping from 65 per 1000 women aged 15-19 in 1990 
to 38 in 2012 (Martin et al. 2015).  Teen fertility rates among Hispanics were also lower among 
the foreign-born than the native-born in 1994 and 2005 (DeLeone, Lichter, and Strawderman 
2009).  Teen and unmarried pregnancies are associated with preterm deliveries and low birth-
weight, which represents a public health concern for minority populations, including new 
immigrant mothers and children.  Despite the decline in teen pregnancy, in 2013 53.2 percent of 
all Hispanic births occurred to unmarried women (Martin et al. 2015), compared with 40.6 
percent for the overall U.S. population.  However, a large share of Hispanic out-of-wedlock 
births, perhaps two-thirds, occur within stable marriage-like co-residential unions (Lichter, 
Sassler, and Turner 2014). 

The geographic spread of Hispanics into “new destinations” also suggests that the spatial 
patterning of fertility (and incorporation) among new immigrants may be uneven (Parrado and 
                                                        

8The GFR is defined as the number of births per 1000 women of reproductive age (15-50). 
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Morgan 2008; Water and Jimenez 2005).  Among Hispanics, fertility rates are considerably 
higher on average in new immigrant destinations than in established gateways.9  In 2005-2009, 
the GFR among foreign-born Hispanics living in new destinations was 94, compared with 78 in 
established gateways (Lichter et al. 2012). In new destinations, fertility rates were especially 
high among Hispanics who arrived in the United States 1-5 years ago (GFR = 1.34), but much 
lower among those who arrived within the past year (GFR = 46), suggesting a short-term 
“disruption effect” on fertility that is subsequently made up (Choi 2014; Lichter et al. 2012).  
The GFR for native-born Hispanics in new and established destinations were 76 and 70, 
respectively, indicating a similar geographic effect. 

These high rates of fertility in new destinations cannot be explained by differences in age 
composition or by observed deficits in language ability or education.  A subsequent follow-up 
study (Lichter et al. 2015) showed that roughly 40 percent of Hispanic infants in new Hispanic 
destinations were “born poor,” that is, they were born to mothers who were defined by U.S. 
Census Bureau definitions as living in families with incomes below the official poverty income 
threshold. Limited availability of publicly funded family planning clinics, lack of foreign-
language capacity among health care providers, and restrictions on access to health care by legal 
status may also contribute to higher fertility rates among lower-income and immigrant Hispanic 
women, particularly in new destinations (DeRose et al., 2007; Kearney and Levine, 2009). 
Hispanic children born impoverished in new destinations begin life’s race behind the “starting 
line,” while undermining America’s promise of intergenerational mobility among second 
generation Hispanics. 

 
FAMILY LIVING ARRANGEMENTS AMONG IMMIGRANTS 

 
 Families are transformed during immigration processes in ways that leave them 
significantly different from their counterparts in origin countries. For example, non-kin families 
are more prevalent among Mexican immigrants than in Mexico (Brown, Van Hook, and Glick 
2008) while more-integratedAsian immigrants are more likely to live in cohabiting unions than 
are the non-migrants in many Asian countries (Brown, Van Hook and Glick 2008). Immigrant 
family forms are therefore less a reflection of cultural preferences tied to immigrants’ ethnic 
origins than they are products of the social milieu at their destinations and the exigencies of 
immigrant life. 
 

Immigrant Children 
 

Among the specific influences that affect family dynamics are the unique challenges of 
immigration processes and the degree of integration. These challenges are particularly important 
for immigrant children and the elderly who are in the dependent stages of the life-course (Kriz et 
al. 2000). During immigration families are relocated from the traditional sources of social 
support provided by members of their extended family and their friends in their origin countries 
(Suarez-Orozco, Yoshikawa, and Tseng 2015). Furthermore, the rules of social engagement in 

                                                        
9Lichter et al. (2012) defined new destinations on the basis of unusually rapid Hispanic population growth 

and a new presence in consolidated Public Use Microdata Areas (PUMAs) (i.e., multi-county areas) over the 1990-
to-2000 period.  Established destinations also typically have rapid population growth rates, but, unlike new 
destinations, they had large Hispanic populations in 1990 (i.e., exceeding the national percentage Hispanic). 
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their new societies are typically unclear, constraining the adjustment of immigrant families to 
their new communities (Suarez-Orozco, Yoshikawa, and Tseng 2015).  

These barriers have significant implications for the socialization of children in new 
immigrant families. One implication is that the barriers limit the ability of parents to provide 
guidance to their children in educational and institutional contexts at a time when such guidance 
is needed to navigate new social spaces (Suarez-Orozco, Yoshikawa, and Tseng 2015; Suarez-
Orozco et al, 2008). New immigrants face additional challenges in their efforts to establish new 
networks while navigating short-term economic constraints after their arrival. They are more 
likely to live in extended-family households than their long-term immigrant peers (Leach 2014). 
Extended-family households subsequently experience increased rates of turnover after meeting 
these temporary needs. Moreover, successful integration increases the rates at which immigrants 
leave their families to marry and form their own independent households (Leach 2014; Van 
Hook and Glick 2007). 
 Immigrant family configurations are perhaps most consequential in childhood, when the 
need for parental support is greatest. However, as shown in Table 8-4, there are a number of 
structural differences between the familial environments of the children of immigrants (both first 
and second generation) and those of their third and higher-generation peers. In the first 
generation, for example, there is a significant concentration of children in two-parent families in 
the major racial groups. These families are associated with lower risks of poverty, more effective 
parenting practices, and lower levels of stress (Landale et al 2011; Amato 2005). First-generation 
children therefore largely live in families that provide them with a number of important 
contextual advantages. The prevalence of two-parent families continues to be high for second-
generation children; nevertheless, as shown in these estimates, the percentage of children in these 
families declines substantially between the second and third and higher generations. Among   
third and higher generation children, for example, approximately 40 percent of Hispanic children 
and 60 percent of black children live in single-parent households. 

Another feature of the living arrangements of first-generation children of immigrants is 
their overrepresentation in family households without a co-residential parent., especially among 
Hispanics and blacks. The overall Hispanic percentages reflect the relatively high percentage of 
children from Central America who live separately from their parents (9 percent), while among 
blacks, residence in households without a co-residential parent is more highly prevalent among 
children from the Caribbean (12.7 percent). 

 
Immigrant Adults 

 
Family formation among adult immigrants may either precede or follow migration to the 

US.  Regardless of when it occurs, however, family formation processes have a significant 
bearing on adult living arrangements.  Integration presents a number of union status options to 
immigrants. Among them is the retreat from marriage along with an increased emphasis on non-
marital cohabiting relationships. As immigrants adopt new social norms, they may also 
increasingly view divorce and separation as normatively acceptable alternatives to a bad 
marriage (Qian 2013; Glick 2010). Declines in marriage and increases in union dissolution 
increase the likelihood that immigrants would live alone or in other nonfamily households.  

Indeed, in the prime union formation ages (i.e., 20 to 34) shifts in living arrangements—
from family to nonfamily households—are consistently observed across generations, especially 
between the first and second generation, and across ethnoracial groups. For example, data from 
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the Current Population Survey, reported in Table 8-5, indicate that married spouses living 
together are the statistical if not cultural norm among first generation immigrants. Except among 
blacks, approximately half of all foreign-born individuals live with married spouses. 
Nevertheless, these living arrangements decline between the first and second generations, and 
although they rebound slightly in the third and higher generation, they still remain less prevalent 
than they were in the first generation.  

Another feature of these living arrangements is the tendency for some immigrants to live 
in households with absentee spouses. Such households are mainly found among blacks and 
Hispanics. This phenomenon underscores the potential for spousal separation across borders 
during the immigration process. The resulting families are often deemed transnational, and have 
toeholds in both the United States and their native land. 

In contrast to marriage, however, cohabitating relationships have become more prevalent 
in the generations after immigration.10 Table 8-5 shows that among Asians, for example, the 
prevalence of cohabitation is twice as high in the third generation than in the first. Some scholars 
suggest that because Asian cohabitation rates are higher among females, this differential reflects 
the possible role of cohabitation as an arrangement preceding the distinctively high levels of 
intermarriage between Asian women and non-Hispanic white men (Brown, Van Hook, and Glick 
2008).  

Across ethnoracial groups, the prevalence of cohabitation is highest among Hispanics, 
except among individuals in the second generation.  High levels of cohabitation among 
Hispanics are a reflection of several influences. One of them is their disadvantaged 
socioeconomic profile. Hispanics have low levels of education and income, both of which are 
associated with a higher likelihood of cohabitation (Qian 2013). Furthermore, Hispanics are 
distinguished by their tendency to view cohabitation as a step towards subsequent marriage 
rather than as an alternative to marriage (Oropesa 1996). More generally, Qian (2013) found that 
about a third of all immigrants in cohabiting unions were previously divorced or separated. Thus, 
cohabitation may also play an important role in facilitating immigrant transitions between 
marriages. An important question is whether these cohabiting unions represent a new pattern of 
Americanization, one characterized by less stable families and by weaker associational linkages 
between (racially diverse) family and kinship networks than is the case among married couples. 

Immigrants without marital and cohabiting partners may choose to live with other related 
or unrelated individuals (e.g., Van Hook and Glick, 2007).  Indeed, across ethnoracial groups, 
the percentage of immigrants living in such contexts increased from the first to second 
generation (Table 8-5).  However, immigrants are more likely to live with other family members 
(e.g., siblings) than with nonrelatives in nonfamily households (Table 8-5).  

The changing living arrangements of immigrant populations are consistent with 
generational shifts in marriage, and, more generally, from America’s continuing retreat from 
marriage overall. In fact, these estimates suggest that as marriage rates have declined, the 
percentage of immigrants who have chosen to live with other family members even exceeds the 
percentage living in cohabiting relationships. Finally, although there are fewer immigrants living 

                                                        
10When comparing the marriage and cohabitation rates of immigrants and natives it is important to note 

that, in many cases, important cultural differences exist in the definition of marriage between both groups. For 
example, research indicates that common-law marriages are very common among Caribbean immigrants, although 
these marriages may not be legally recognized in the U.S. as legal marriage (Grace and Sweeney 2014; Lincoln et al. 
2008). In general, differences in the definition of marriage could result in the underestimation of marriage rates 
among immigrants and may understate the decline in marriage between the first and second generations. 
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with other nonfamily members than with members of their families, living with nonrelated 
persons is generally a more preferred option compared to living alone, except among blacks 
(Table 8-5). 
 For elderly immigrants, families are particularly important for providing access to 
economic resources as well as being contexts in which they can provide and receive care (Treas 
and Mazumdar 2002). Yet, the evidence on their living arrangements shown in Table 8-6 
suggests that the significance of these functions varies widely across immigrant generations. 
First generation elderly immigrants, for example, mostly involve co-residence with both their 
spouses and their children.  This is perhaps unsurprising; many foreign-born elderly do not 
participate in U.S. social benefit programs (Kritz et al. 2000; Hu 1998).  Co-residence with 
immediate family members may provide them with needed economic support in old age. In the 
second and third generations, however, the elderly are less likely to live with both spouses and 
children. Instead, they are increasingly more concentrated in households in which they live only 
with their spouses or by themselves.  

The prevalence of these arrangements varies across race; for example, elderly blacks are 
most likely to live alone in the second and third generations, while their Asian, Hispanic, and 
non-Hispanic white peers most often live only with their spouses.  More generally, elderly 
immigrants are considerably more likely to co-reside with members of their immediate families. 
However, there is little ethnoracial variation in the prevalence of these other arrangements across 
immigrant generations. 

 
Family Functioning and Practices 

 
 Immigration is also associated with transformations in familial norms and the adoption of 
U.S. family ideals. For example, divorce increases during immigrant integration even among 
immigrants from countries with low rates of divorce (Glick 2010). With increasing female labor 
force participation, improvements in the economic fortunes of immigrant women result in the 
adoption of more egalitarian gender roles within immigrant families (Foner 1997; Menjivar 
2003). Increasing integration is also accompanied by notable shifts in immigrant parenting 
practices: immigrant families typically shift from using traditional practices such as corporeal 
punishment of children to a combination of less controversial parenting practices, consistent with 
widely accepted American norms (Waters and Sykes 2009; Foner and Dreby 2011).  
 Another consequence of immigration processes is the emergence of transnational families 
that reflect the dispersion of family members across international borders. These families are 
created by a number of specific circumstances including the decision of one or more family 
members to migrate leaving other family members, typically children, behind (Dreby 2007; 
2010; Nobles, 2011). In other cases immigrant parents send children back to the parents’ origin 
countries to ensure that their adolescent socialization occurs outside the United States (Orellana 
et al. 2001). Today, an increasing number of transnational families are a consequence of the 
deportation of undocumented immigrants who leave their U.S.-born children behind (Dreby 
2012). 
 Although transnational families are separated by international borders, many of them 
continue to invest in the cultivation of familial relationships and use them for instrumental 
purposes (Orellana et al., 2001). Their members are able to leverage resources, share care-giving 
responsibilities, and perform other social and economic functions, despite their residence in 
different countries (Abrego 2009; Menjivar and Abrego 2009; Suarez-Orozco et. al 2015). There 
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is no conclusive evidence regarding how these arrangements affect immigrant integration. On the 
one hand, transnational families that send remittances to kin back home have fewer resources to 
use to support the welfare of their children here (Suarez-Orozco et. al 2015).  On the other hand, 
transnational ties do decline as generational status increases (Levitt and Waters, 2002). As a 
result, even if these ties are maintained by immigrant parents, they could receive less emphasis 
among second generation children who are more fully incorporated into society (Levitt and 
Jaworsky 2007; Portes, Guarnizo, and Landolt 1999).  

Like native families, immigrant families are dynamic; they encounter ever-changing 
concerns within the context of rapid U.S. demographic and social changes, which in turn require 
family adaptation and cultural change. In addition, legal structures and policies may work to 
strengthen families or separate them (see Chapters 2 and 3). For instance, until recently, 
immigration laws did not recognize the gay and lesbian partners of immigrants under its 
definition of spouses (Romero 2005). However, since the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in 2013 that 
section three of the Defense of Marriage Act was unconstitutional, eligible individuals have been 
able to petition for the immigration of their same-sex spouses (Avanzado 2013). What social 
scientists now about the ensuing consequences of these unions for integration remains limited, 
but based on the available evidence on immigrant families it seems clear that they generally go 
through critical transformations as they adjust to their new environments. These transformations 
are important and further research  is needed to better understand how they adapt to their 
changing social circumstances. 

 
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

 
 The historical record makes clear that with each successive generation, immigrant 
populations have adapted to their new environments by assuming patterns of family structure—
size and composition – that resemble those of their native-born counterparts and the majority 
white population.  This occurred during the last century as the diverse families of European 
ethnic groups merged through intermarriage and patterns of fertility and family living 
arrangements converged with the native-born population.  Similar trends among today’s 
immigrants exist today, although racial barriers clearly have slowed the growth of ethnoracial 
intermarriage between some immigrants and natives.  But while the rise in ethnoracial 
intermarriage among Hispanics and Asian populations has slowed over the past decade or two 
(Qian and Lichter 2007, 2011), the share of the U.S. non-Hispanic white population that has 
married with other ethnoracial groups and immigrants has grown considerably, as opportunities 
to meet and befriend new immigrant minorities has increased.   
 

Conclusion 8-1 Marriages between the native born and immigrants, most of whom are 
ethnoracial minorities, appear to have increased significantly over time. Today, about 
one of every seven new marriages is an interracial or interethnic marriage, more than 
twice the rate a generation ago. Perhaps as a result, the social and cultural boundaries 
between native-born and foreign-born populations in the United States are much less 
clearly defined than in the past. Moreover, second- and third-generation individuals 
from immigrant minority populations are far more likely to marry higher-generation 
non-Hispanic whites than are their first-generation counterparts. These intermarriages 
also contribute to the increase in mixed-race Americans.  
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 Immigrant integration also means that the families of new arrivals may increasingly 
reflect the unprecedented shifts in marriage and family life in the United States and other rich 
countries over the past several decades, which include the “retreat from marriage,” more 
childbearing outside marriage, higher rates of nonmarital cohabitation, and increasing divorce 
and remarriage (Landale, Oropesa, and Bradatan 2006; Sassler 2010). Household or family 
extension among some immigrant populations also has slowly given way to the nuclear family 
system and the rise in nonfamily households (including cohabitation and living alone).   

 
Conclusion 8-2 Immigrants’ divorce rates and out-of-wedlock birth rates start out much 
lower than native-born Americans, but over time and generations these rates increase, 
while the likelihood of their living in extended families with multiple generations under 
one roof declines. Thus immigrant and second generation children are much more likely 
to live in families with two parents than are third and later generation children, where the 
proportion of single-parent families converges toward the percentage for native-born 
children in U.S. families generally. Since single-parent families are more likely to be 
impoverished, this is a disadvantage going forward. 

 
 Generational differences in family forms and demographic processes therefore may 
become larger in the future.  Indeed, if benchmarked against the typical or average American 
family, immigrant integration clearly is a two-edged sword. The typical or average “family” 
today is a rapidly moving target.  As America moves inexorably toward becoming a majority-
minority society, the strong family and kinship networks often acknowledged among America’s 
largest immigrant groups, especially Mexicans and Asians, may increasingly  influence national 
indicators of marriage, cohabitation, and fertility, slowing the decline in two-parent families in 
the U.S. The continuing rise in ethnoracial intermarriages also suggests a possible melding of 
family life and demographic processes across America’s culturally diverse populations. 
 The potential influences on family life are hardly asymmetrical, i.e., only extending from 
natives to immigrants (Alba and Nee 2002).  Instead, the future is likely to bring new growth of 
family forms and patterns of kin relations that reflect bidirectional influences among population 
groups with culturally different patterns of family life.  The speed and form in which this occurs, 
however, is unclear.  This will depend heavily on the nature of social, economic, and political 
integration of today’s new immigrants and their children. It will also depend on patterns of 
intergroup exposure—in the neighborhoods and communities in which immigrants settle. 
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TABLE 8-1 Percentage Distributions of Immigrants and Natives who Married in the Previous 
Year, 2008-2012 (Multiracial Individuals Excluded). 

Marriages formed in the previous year  
Same Race 

White Black 
American 
Indian Asian Hispanic N 

Native 
Born 

Foreign 
Born 

Native-born                 
  Men 
    White 89.9 1.6 0.6 0.5 2.0 4.2 60,440 
    Black 73.7 2.3 14.7 0.5 1.3 5.6 6,233 
    American Indian 43.3 0.3 47.9 1.1 2.0 4.7 669 
    Asian 35.6 26.4 28.7 0.6 0.1 6.1 967 
    Hispanic 46.6 13.3 33.6 2.0 0.6 2.4 6,039 

  Women 
    White 90.2 1.5 1.6 0.5 0.8 4.2 60,229 
    Black 85.8 4.3 6.0 0.1 0.3 2.6 5,355 
    American Indian 40.8 0.0 46.6 4.6 0.6 6.7 711 
    Asian 31.5 17.7 37.5 3.6 0.6 6.9 1,093 
    Hispanic 42.5 17.8 32.4 4.8 0.3 1.0 6,622 

Foreign-born 
  Men 
    White 47.3 37.2 1.3 0.3 5.4 6.7 1,948 
    Black 23.6 55.2 12.7 0.1 1.6 5.3 973 
    American Indian - - - - - - 5 
    Asian 8.9 75.8 11.1 0.7 0.1 2.1 2,174 
    Hispanic 22.5 62.4 12.5 0.9 0.2 1.2 5,229 

  Women 
    White 50.2 37.6 2.4 0.2 1.8 6.6 1,926 
    Black 18.7 68.8 7.2 0.1 0.7 3.3 780 
    American Indian - - - - - - 8 
    Asian 8.4 54.4 29.5 1.9 0.2 4.4 3,025 
    Hispanic 16.8 68.3 11.6 1.7 0.2 0.7   4,774 
 
Note: “White” in this table actually means non-Hispanic white. 
SOURCE:  Adapted from Lichter, Qian, and Tumin (2015).  
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TABLE 8-2  Marriage Patterns of Hispanic Women by Generation, 
age 18-34, 1995-2008 
  Generation    

Married to: 1st 2nd 
3rd and 
higher Total 

Hispanics 94.4 81.3 67.8 86.3 
1st 84.6 39.7 10.5 60.5 
2nd 7.8 28.3 12.1 12.6 
3rd and higher 2.1 13.4 45.1 13.2 
Non-Hispanics 5.6 18.7 32.2 13.7 
White 4.6 14.8 27.3 11.3 
Non-White 0.9 4.0 4.9 2.4 
Total  percent 100 100 100 100 
N 4927 1528 1811 8266 
SOURCE: Data from Lichter, Carmalt, & Qian (2011), based on 
concatenated files of the March Current Population Survey (1995-
2008).  
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TABLE 8-3 Total Fertility Rates for Immigrants and US 
 Natives  
  Immigrants US 

born  
Hispanic 2.54 2.01 
Black 2.48 1.83 
White 2.05 1.84 
Asian  2.10 1.69 
   
All  2.31 1.86 
SOURCE: Data from the 2012 American Community Survey. 
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TABLE 8-4 The living arrangements of children by race and generation status 
  Two parent Single 

parent 
No resident  
parent 

Hispanic    
First generation 70.0 23.0 7.0 
Second generation 67.5 28.9 3.6 
Third+ generation  54.1 40.1 5.8 
Asian     
First generation  82.1 13.7 4.2 
Second generation  84.9 13.5 1.7 
Third + generation  75.3 21.4 3.3 
Black     
First generation  60.2 32.5 7.3 
Second generation  58.7 37.8 3.6 
Third +generation  30.9 60.5 8.6 
Non-Hispanic White    
First generation  83.1 13.7 3.2 
Second generation  82.2 16.6 1.3 
Third +generation  75.1 22.3 2.6 
SOURCE: Data from 2005-2014 March Community Population Survey 
Sample: children between ages 0 and 17 
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TABLE 8-5 Percentage living with or without married spouses, alone, in other arrangements, or 
cohabiting  
 

SOURCE: 2005-2014 March Community Population Survey  
Sample: Individuals age 20 to 34 
 
 
 
 
 
  

  Married, 
 Spouse 
present 

Married, 
Spouse 
absent 

Cohabiting  Lives 
alone 

Lives with 
Other 
Family 
Members 

Lives with 
Others in 
Non-Family 
Households 

Hispanic         
  First generation  49.6 3.8 7.9 3.3 23.7 11.8 
  Second generation  30.7 1.6 8.4 4.8 46.4 8.1 
  Third+ generation  32.1 1.3 12.3 6.3 37.9 10.1 
Asian         
  First generation  49.7 3.4 3.7 8.6 23.5 11.1 
  Second generation  20.5 1.0 6.5 9.6 48.5 13.9 
  Third+ generation  21.8 0.8 7.8 7.7 44.7 17.2 
Black         
  First generation  32.9 4.8 5.5 12.4 34.8 9.7 
  Second generation  13.0 0.7 6.8 12.6 58.3 8.6 
  Third+ generation  18.7 1.2 9.4 12.1 51.1 7.5 
White         
  First generation  54.0 2.0 6.8 7.8 19.2 10.3 
  Second generation  38.8 0.9 9.5 8.8 32.0 10.0 
  Third+ generation  44.4 0.8 11.5 7.2 25.1 11.0 
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TABLE 8-6 The living arrangements of elderly immigrants age 65 and above by race and 
generation status 
  Alone With spouse 

alone 
With spouse 
and children 

Other 
arrangements 

      
Hispanic     

First generation  18.1 28.4 34.6 19.0 
Second generation  25.1 36.8 22.1 16.0 
Third generation  24.2 37.4 22.2 16.2 

Asian      
First generation  13.9 32.3 38.8 15.0 
Second generation  24.0 38.4 20.7 17.0 
Third generation  19.3 38.5 28.9 13.3 

Black      
First generation  26.3 20.3 31.1 22.3 
Second generation  43.2 20.5 15.2 21.2 
Third generation  36.4 25.5 16.7 21.5 

Non-Hispanic White     
First generation  26.3 44.8 18.1 10.7 
Second generation  35.5 44.6 10.0 9.9 
Third generation  28.1 50.2 11.4 10.3 

SOURCE: Data from 2005-2014 March Community Population Survey 
Sample: Individuals age 65 and above 
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9 
HEALTH STATUS AND ACCESS TO CARE 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The health of immigrants and its implications for American society have long been 
discussed, commented on, and at times, hotly contested.  In the early part of the twentieth 
century, immigrants were portrayed as sickly, likely to transmit infectious diseases, and a burden 
to local governments (Markel and Stern, 1999). Research eventually showed that infectious 
diseases had less to do with immigration and more to do with the neighborhood conditions, 
where immigrants frequently resided in cramped, crowded tenements with unsafe drinking water 
and unsanitary sewage removal systems (Garb, 2003).  More recently, another picture has 
emerged that depicts immigrants from some countries as healthier and hardier than U.S.-born 
residents and less likely to access health care (Derose et al., 2007; Jasso et al., 2004; Paloni and 
Arias, 2004).    
 This chapter provides a summary review of some of the key evidence about the health 
status of immigrants and their capacity to access health care.  The chapter: (a) compares the rates 
of mortality and morbidity outcomes between immigrants and the native-born; (b) describes the 
association between some dimensions of immigrant integration and health; (c) focuses on the 
disparities in health care access between immigrants and the native-born, with an emphasis on 
health insurance coverage; (d) discusses the Affordable Care Act and its consequences for 
immigrants; and (e) identifies some future issues that may affect the health and well-being of 
immigrants.  
   

HEALTH AND ILLNESS AMONG IMMIGRANTS 
 

 Comprehensive analyses on immigrant health status using eight federal national datasets1 
show that immigrants have better infant, child, and adult health outcomes than the native-born in 
general and the native-born members of the same ethnoracial groups (Singh et al., 2013).  
Immigrants, compared to the native-born, are less likely to die from cardiovascular disease and 
all cancers combined and have a lower incidence of all cancers combined, fewer chronic health 
conditions, lower infant mortality rates, lower rates of obesity, lower percentages who are 
overweight, fewer functional limitations, and fewer learning disabilities.  Other studies show that 
immigrants have lower prevalence of depression, the most common mental disorder in the world, 

                                                        
1The datasets used in the research discussed here include the American Community Survey, National 

Health Interview Survey, National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey, National Linked Birth and Infant 
Death Files, National Longitudinal Mortality Study, National Notifiable Disease Surveillance System, National 
Survey of Children’s Health, and National Vital Statistics Systems. 
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and alcohol abuse than the native-born (Alegria et al., 2007a; Brown et al., 2005; Szaflarski et 
al., 2011; Takeuchi et al., 2007; Williams et al., 2007).   
 Another example of the difference between immigrants and the native-born in health is 
life expectancy.  Life expectancy is a widely-used summary indicator that gauges the health of a 
population or group using a measure of the number of years a person is expected to live based on 
mortality statistics for a given time period. In one example of relevant research (Singh et al, 
2013), national birth and death records were linked to provide life expectancy data.  The data 
were reported for people living in 1999-2001 and included death records up to 2010, adjusted for 
age and gender.  This study found that immigrants had a life expectancy of 80.0 years, which 
was 3.4 years higher than the native-born population (see Figure 9-1).  Across the major ethnic 
categories (non-Hispanic whites, blacks, Asian/Pacific Islanders, and Hispanics), immigrants 
showed a life expectancy advantage over their native-born counterparts.  This life expectancy 
advantage for immigrants over the native-born ranges from 0.7 years for whites and 
Asian/Pacific Islanders to a high of 7.4 years for blacks.  The immigrant life expectancy 
advantage is comparable to that reported for an earlier time period (1989-1991) (Singh et al, 
2013).  
  This pattern does not suggest that immigrants are free from infectious diseases, chronic 
illnesses, disabilities, mental disorders, or other health problems, but rather they show a general 
health advantage when compared to the native-born.  Some exceptions are evident to this overall 
pattern.  Immigrant males and females, for example, were more likely to die from stomach and 
liver cancer than native-born males and females (Singh et al., 2013).   Chinese, Mexican, and 
Cuban immigrants were more likely to report their children’s health as poor/fair compared to 
their native-born counterparts. Asian Indian, Chinese, Mexican, Cuban, Central American, and 
South American immigrants reported higher levels of poor/fair health in contrast to native born 
co-ethnics (Singh et al., 2013).  It is also possible that some health problems among recent 
immigrants, such as diabetes, are not properly diagnosed (Barcellos et al., 2012).   
 There is only limited research on elderly immigrants and the interaction among immigrant 
status, age, and health. Elderly immigrants compose a heterogeneous group, and more research 
about how they age and their subsequent health care needs is essential to inform future policies 
and programs.  One example of the research available is a study of the elderly who worked in 
low skilled jobs.  Hayward and colleagues. (2014) found that both foreign-born and native-born 
Hispanics have lower mortality rates but higher disability rates than non-Hispanic whites; their 
disability rates are similar to the rates of non-Hispanic blacks.  The researchers concluded 
Hispanics, including the foreign-born, will have an extended period of disability in their elder 
years.  Similarly, Gurak and Kritz (2013) found that older Mexican immigrants in rural areas had 
twice as many health limitations as other immigrants.  It is likely that manual labor leads to 
functional limitations and disability in later life, and elderly immigrants may have high demand 
for health care in their elderly years (Population Reference Bureau, 2013).  

The legal status of immigrants is also associated with health status (Landale et al, 2015b). 
Naturalized immigrants do better than noncitizen inmmigrants on some mobility measures such 
as acquiring higher levels of education, better paying jobs, and living in safer and better 
resourced neighborhoods (Aguirre and Saenz, 2002; Bloemraad, 2000; Gonzalez-Barrera et al., 
2013).  Gubernskaya and colleagues (2013) also found that naturalization has a differential 
association with health depending on the age of immigration. Among immigrants who came as 
children and young adults, naturalized citizens had better functional health at older ages than 
noncitizens. Conversely, among immigrants who came to the United States at middle or older 
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ages, naturalized citizens fared worse on functional health measures than noncitizens.  While the 
precise reasons for this differential effect cannot be determined from the datasets used in the 
analyses, the authors suggested that naturalization at later stages of life may not confer social and 
political integration advantages that are positive factors for better health outcomes. 
 Refugees, unlike immigrants in general, are leaving their home country because they face 
persecution, and are often escaping wars or political turmoil.  People can apply for and receive 
refugee status if they meet two essential criteria: (a) they are unable or unwilling to return to 
their home country because of past persecution or fear of persecution and (b) the reason for 
persecution is associated with race, religion, nationality, membership in a particular social group, 
or political opinion.  After one year, refugees must apply for a green card.  The circumstances 
under which refugees exit their home country are associated with trauma, extreme stress, hunger, 
and living in cramped unsanitary conditions, especially in refugee camps and prior to settling in 
the United States. It is not surprising that studies find that refugees tend to have relatively high 
levels of different health problems related to major depression, general anxiety, panic attacks, 
and post-traumatic stress disorder (Birman et al., 2008; Carswell et al., 2011; Hollifield et al., 
2002; Keyes, 2000; Lustig et al., 2004; Murray et al., 2010; Taylor et al., 2014). A recent Center 
for Disease Control (2013) report, for example, found that the estimated age-adjusted suicide rate 
among Butanese refugees resettled in the United States was 24.4 per 100,000, which is higher 
than the annual global suicide rate for all persons (16.0 per 100,000) and the annual suicide rates 
of U.S. residents (12.4 per 100,000).   

The health of undocumented immigrants is more difficult to assess than immigrants as a 
whole because their legal status is generally not available on health administrative records or in 
community surveys.  Some studies have found that undocumented immigrants have better health 
outcomes and positive health behaviors than the native-born (Dang et al., 2011; Kelaher and 
Jessop, 2002; Korinek and Smith, 2011; Reed et al., 2005).  Other studies have found that 
undocumented immigrants had higher rates on some negative health outcomes (Landale et al., 
2015a; Wallace et al., 2012).  Despite these mixed results, there seems to be agreement that even 
if undocumented immigrants have better physical health status than the native-born, they may 
experience a faster decline of their mental health. Their undocumented status creates a social 
stigma, fear of discovery and deportation, and related stressors that have negative consequences 
for adults and their children (Gonzales et al., 2013; Suárez-Orozco et al., 2011; Sullivan and 
Rehm, 2005; Yoshikawa, 2011; also see Chapter 3). 
 

International Comparisons 
 

It is difficult to compare health indicators across countries because of different data 
collection methods and systems, differences in the measurement of health and immigrant status, 
and the frequency of data collection efforts.  Despite these challenges, it is possible to make a 
broad assessment of this issue.  The available evidence suggests that the immigrant pattern in the 
United States is not consistently found across different countries. Canada is similar to the United 
States., with Canadian immigrant men and women having a lower incidence of chronic 
conditions than Canadian-born men and women (McDonald and Kennedy, 2004).  Canadian 
immigrants have lower rates of depression and alcohol dependence than the Canadian-born (Ali, 
2002), although this pattern does not hold true for all immigrant populations (Islam, 2013).  In 
Europe, the association between immigrant status and health is not as consistent (Domnich et al., 
2012).  One study examined the health of adults 50 years and older and found that immigrants 
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were comparatively worse off on various dimensions of health than the native-born population 
across 11 European countries (Sole-Auro and Crimmins, 2008).  Moullan and Jusot (2014) found 
that immigrants in France, Belgium, and Spain reported poorer health status than the native-born 
in their respective countries. Italian immigrants, on the other hand, reported better health than 
Italian native-born.  Noymer and Lee (2012), in a study of immigrant status and self-rated health 
across 32 countries, found only two countries have poorer immigrant health than native-born 
(Macedonia and Switzerland), whereas three countries (Nigeria, Moldova, and Ukraine) have 
better immigrant health compared to the native-born in each country. The authors concluded that 
the age structure of immigrants compared to the native-born population may explain some of the 
variation found in health status between groups.   
 

Possible Explanations for the Health Advantage among Immigrants 
 

The terms “immigrant paradox” or “epidemiological paradox” are frequently used to 
refer to the pattern that immigrants tend to have better health outcomes than the native born.  
This paradox is especially pertinent for immigrants who come to the United States with low 
levels of education and income. Yet the sources of this paradox are not well understood, and are 
a subject of debate in the literature (Jasso et al., 2004; Markides and Rote, 2015). Below, the 
panel discusses some potentially relevant data sources that help account for this pattern of 
immigrant health. 

Immigrants may endure difficulties and hardships as they grow accustomed to the social 
norms and lifestyles in the United States.  They may encounter difficulties securing permanent 
residences in safe neighborhoods, earning decent wages for their work, finding resources for 
their social and health care needs, creating opportunities to expand their social networks, and 
sending their children to good schools.  The transition may be made even more difficult if 
communities are not receptive to them.  These difficulties may create conditions and stressors 
that are often associated with disease.  Since low levels of education and income are strongly 
associated with poor health, immigrants with limited economic and social means are expected to 
be at even greater risk for health problems.  But despite these elevated risks, even 
socioeconomically disadvantaged immigrants generally have better health outcomes than the 
general population of native-born.     
 Some immigrants arrive from countries that enjoy better health outcomes than the U.S.  
Although the U.S. spends considerably more on medical technologies and clinical care than 
many other countries, these expenditures have not resulted in a healthier population.  In 2011, for 
example, health care expenditures as a percentage of gross domestic product (GDP) were about 
2.5 times higher than the average of all Organization for Economic Development (OECD) 
countries and 50 percent higher than Switzerland and Norway, the next two highest health care 
spenders (OECD, 2013).  Yet the U.S. has higher rates of cancer, HIV/AIDS, and obesity-related 
illnesses like diabetes and heart disease compared with other OECD member countries (OECD, 
2013). And it has higher rates of disease and injury from birth to age 75 years for men and 
women and across ethnoracial groups than many other developed countries, including Canada 
and the United Kingdom (Woolf and Aron, 2013).  These poorer health outcomes are evident 
even for people with high incomes, college educations, health insurance, and healthy lifestyles 
compared to their peers in other wealthy countries (Woolf and Aron, 2013). Thus, part of the 
explanation for the “paradox” may be that although immigrants may come to the United States 
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for the perceived social and economic advantages relative to their home countries, better health 
is not necessarily one of them.   
  Two related explanations for any immigrant health advantage compared to native-born 
peers are the selection effect and the “salmon bias,” or return migration.  The selection effect 
occurs when people who are healthier than residents of the sending country migrate to the United 
States more frequently than their fellow residents who are less healthy. For instance, Jasso and 
colleagues (2004) compared average life expectancy of immigrants and residents in sending 
countries. They found a substantial potential selection effect, with male immigrants to the United 
States having longer life expectancies than the general population of males born in the sending 
countries.  Male Asian immigrant life expectancy in the United States, for example, may be as 
much as 10 years greater than the average for the male population in Asian sending countries.  
Among Hispanics, although immigrant males show a life expectancy advantage over native-born 
Hispanics, the difference is only about 5 years.  Abraido-Lanza and colleagues (1999) take a 
different approach, comparing foreign-born Latino males and females with their foreign-born 
white counterparts.  They find that Latino foreign-born have lower mortality rates than the white 
foreign-born, challenging the selection effect explanation for the immigrant health advantage.  If 
a selection effect exists, it holds for Latinos and Asians, but not white immigrants.  
 It is difficult to test for a selection effect since most datasets on immigrants do not collect 
data on health of people before migration, but, some creative analyses of existing datasets 
provide insights about a possible selection effect. For example, Akresh and Frank (2008) 
analyzed data from the first round of the New Immigrant Survey 2003 Cohort to assess how 
health selectivity differs across regions of origin. Their analyses showed evidence of a health 
selection effect, based on comparisons of self-rated health, for all sending countries.  Immigrants 
from all regions were more likely to experience positive health selection than negative selection, 
with Western European and African immigrants having the highest proportion of positive 
selection and Mexican immigrants the lowest.  But when socioeconomic controls were added to 
the analyses, the differences in positive health selection among different sending regions were 
substantially reduced.  Selectivity is a complex process that may have differential effects on 
different health conditions and other social factors such as gender (Martinez and Aguayo-Tellez, 
2014).  
 Return migration works in the opposite direction from the selection effect: sicker or less 
fit immigrants return to their home countries, leaving a healthier immigrant population in the 
United States.  Immigrants, especially older adults, may return to access health care they are 
more familiar with, seek the support and care of family members and friends, or to die in their 
place of birth.  For instance, Palloni and Arias (2004) found that older Mexican-born immigrants 
did return to Mexico when ill, and this return migration may affect the life expectancy rates of 
immigrants who remained in the United States.  Other researchers found a modest return bias 
(Turra and Elo, 2008; Riosmena et al., 2013).  However, Albraido-Lanza and colleagues (1999) 
did not find evidence for a return bias in explaining the Latino mortality advantage.  
 Social and cultural factors constitute another set of explanations for the immigrant health 
advantage, particularly in explaining why their health status may worsen over time.  Immigrants 
may come to the United States with behaviors and values that lead to healthy diets and lifestyles, 
but over time, they and their children learn U.S. norms and practices that may be less healthy in 
the long term, such as a diet of frequent fast foods, heavy alcohol and substance consumption, 
and less involvement in family life (Abraido-Lanza et al., 2005; Dubowitz et al., 2010).  
Immigrants coming at earlier ages, especially during childhood, have the longest risk period. 
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With more years in the United States, diet and physical inactivity of immigrant youth approach 
those of the native-born (Gordon-Larsen et al., 2003). Immigrant children may also have a larger 
set of social groups and networks available to them than older immigrants and, as a result could 
experience a greater amount of negative stressors and influences that lead to detrimental health 
outcomes as they mature and become adults. 
 Smoking is a lifestyle factor that has a large effect on mortality rates.  Immigrants in the 
UnitedStates have lower rates of smoking rates than the native-born of the same ethnicity or the 
general  native-born population (Larisey et al., 2013; Shankar et al., 2000; Unger et al., 2000). 
New migrants to the United States also tend to have lower rates of smoking than do people in 
their countries of origin (Bosdriesz et al., 2013), but over time the risk of smoking increases as 
they stay in the United States (Singh et al., 2013).  Some recent research attributes as much as 50 
percent of the difference in life expectancy at 50 years between foreign- and native-born men 
and 70 percent of the difference between foreign- and native born women to lower smoking-
related mortality (Blue and Fenelon, 2011; Cantu et al., 2013). 
 Worksite environments and the safety in workplaces may partially explain the worsening 
health status among immigrants over time.  Immigrants who are poor or have low levels of skills 
may take jobs in neighborhoods with high levels of pollutants, near toxic dump sites, or with 
frayed water and sanitation infrastructure that are at risk for collapse when natural or manmade 
disasters occur (Pellow and Park, 2002).  They may also work in hazardous jobs or in settings 
where harmful chemicals are present, such as in some agricultural occupations or in nail salons 
(Park and Pellow, 2011).   While immigrants may not necessarily work in the most hazardous 
jobs compared to the native-born, they may not receive the best training and counseling to 
manage their safety and well-being in these workplace or neighborhoods (Hall and Greenman, 
2014).  The constant exposure to physical harm and chemicals can take its toll on the body and 
on mental health, potentially leading to declining health.       
 Despite these promising and noteworthy findings, there is no single definitive explanation 
why immigrants generally have better health outcomes than the native-born when they first 
arrive, or  why their health eventually declines over time and over generations.  Past research on 
these topics tends to use different datasets, conceptual models, analytic samples, measures, and 
time periods.  Most existing datasets that include large samples of immigrants do not include 
extensive information about health status and other social conditions prior to the migration 
experience.  Moreover, existing datasets are unable to track immigrants to fully capture how 
health changes over time and what factors may contribute to these changes. There is evidence, 
however, that selection, return migration, and social and cultural factors contribute to some 
extent to the immigrant health advantage and the changes in health over time. 
 

IMMIGRANT INTEGRATION AND HEALTH 
 

 Immigrants may have an initial health advantage when they first arrive in the United 
States, but this advantage tends to decrease when some dimensions of integration are considered. 
The research on these dimensions establishes an association with health but not necessarily the 
causal effects. Accordingly, it is possible that while a statistically significant association can be 
demonstrated between some dimensions of integration and health, other factors may actually be 
responsible for the effect. One common dimension of integration in health research is the time 
spent in the United States. Research has documented higher rates of different health problems 
including hypertension, chronic illness, smoking, diabetes, and heavy alcohol use as length of 
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residency increases (Alegria et al., 2007a; Jackson et al., 2007; Moran et al., 2007; O’Brien et al., 
2014; Ro, 2014; Singh et al., 2013; Takeuchi et al., 2007).  Since length of residence is often 
correlated with integration across other dimensions, this research suggests that increased 
integration may have a negative effect on health. Yet despite this general finding, it is not 
possible to conclude that the length of residence in the United States shows a linear association 
with health problems because the studies vary in how length of residence is categorized (e.g., in 
5-year, 10-year, or 20-year intervals), in the health outcome measured, and in the immigrant 
group under consideration (Ro, 2014; Zsembik and Fennell, 2005). More clearly defined 
research that allow results to be linked across studies on this topic is warranted.  In addition, 
negative health outcomes may result from the challenges to integration, e.g. the accumulated 
stress resulting from discrimination, poor working conditions, undocumented legal status, and 
limited English proficiency (Finch and Vega, 2003; Yoo et al., 2009). Lack of access to health 
insurance and adequate health care may also play a role, as discussed below.  
 Another important integration measure is generational status, since the expectation is that 
second and subsequent generations will be more integrated into American society than their 
parents.  While data on the health of the children of immigrants are somewhat scarce, the 
empirical literature suggests a pattern of declining health status after the immigrant generation, 
although the pattern may differ depending on the health outcome and the ethnic group (Marks et 
al., 2014). For example, second generation Hispanic and Asian adolescents have shown much 
higher rates of obesity than the first generation (Popkin and Udry, 1998; Singh et al,, 2013). 
Children of recent immigrants have encountered weight problems across socioeconomic (SES) 
status, and this was especially so for sons of non-English speaking parents (Van Hook and 
Baker, 2010).   

Three national studies of black, Asian, and Latino immigrant adults found some 
generational association with mental disorders.  Second and third generation Caribbean blacks 
had higher rates of psychiatric disorders than the first generation; the third generation had 
substantively higher rates of psychiatric disorders (Williams et al., 2007).  Third generation 
Latinos also had significant higher rates of psychiatric disorders than the first and second 
generations (Alegria et al., 2007a), and the generational pattern for Asian Americans was similar 
(Takeuchi et al., 2007).  A decline in health status for the third generation was also found in 
surveys in which respondents self-reported on their health status (self-rated health).  Data from 
the Current Population Survey showed that the third generation had higher odds of reporting 
poor/fair self-rated health than the first generation. This effect was particular strong for blacks 
and Hispanics, but not for Asians (Acevedo-Garcia et al., 2010).    
 Higher levels of educational attainment have often been associated with increased 
cognitive functioning, better quality and higher paying jobs, more integration into civic life, and 
access to  broader social networks, all of which can lead to better health (Mirowsky and Ross, 
2003). In many respects, researchers consider education to be the causal mechanism (or a major 
causal factor) that leads to economic and social rewards and a better quality of life, and increases 
in educational attainment have also corresponded with incremental improvements in health status 
(Adler, et al., 1994; Edgertor, et al., 2011).  Education has also been positively correlated with 
immigrant integration (see Chapter 6).  
 Despite this robust association, not all groups have shown the same positive associations 
between rewarding outcomes and education (see Conley, 1999; Farmer and Ferraro, 2005; 
Massey, 2008; National Research Council, 2001; Oliver and Shapiro, 1997). For example, the 
education and health association has been markedly weaker among Latino and Asian immigrants 



Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

The Integration of Immigrants into American Society 

Prepublication copy, uncorrected proofs 

9-8 
 

than it has been for non-Hispanic whites (Acevedo-Garcia et al., 2007; Goldman, et al., 2006; 
Kimbro, et al., 2008; Leu, et al., 2008; Walton et al., 2009).  The reason for this weaker 
association is not clearly established yet, but one possible reason is that where one receives the 
major part of her/his education experiences matters for social mobility and health.  Immigrants 
may find that their educational achievements are undervalued in the United States, and they may 
not receive the same compensation and prestige for their educational accomplishments (Zeng and 
Xie, 2004).  Education in another country, when compared to schooling in the United States, 
constrains economic opportunities, reduces positive social interactions, and limits English 
proficiency; these factors in turn  are associated with less-positive health status (Walton et al., 
2009).  In addition, the educational gradient (i.e., positive correlations between educational 
attainment and other positive risk factors or outcomes) in the United States may be weaker or 
reversed in some sending countries.  For example, people at higher SES levels in Latin America 
were shown to be more likely to eat higher calorie foods, smoke tobacco, and consume alcohol.  
These behaviors, while not conducive to better health, may have been associated with higher 
social status.  Accordingly, immigrants may engage in these behaviors as they climb the 
educational and economic ladder (Buttenheim et al., 2010).   
 The ability to speak English in the United States is another often used measure of 
immigrant integration. Proficiency in English allows immigrants to communicate with people 
who do not speak their ethnic language and to manage their daily routines, whereas inability to 
speak English can limit opportunities for jobs and schooling, reduce abilities to expand networks 
and communicate with others, and constrain access to social and health services.  Given its 
importance for social interactions in the United States, it is not surprising that English 
proficiency has been found to be strongly associated with health among Asian, black, and Latino 
immigrants (Gee et al. 2010; Kimbro et al., 2012; Okafor et al., 2013).  Equally important, the 
ability to communicate in both English and one’s ethnic language has been strongly associated 
with positive health (Gee et al., 2010; Kimbro et al., 2012).  Chen and colleagues (2008) found 
that bilingual proficiency provided access to resources in both immigrant and non-immigrant 
communities, creating more opportunities for social mobility.   
 Residency, generational status, education, and English language proficiency are 
individual characteristics that have been associated with health.  Measures of discrimination and 
ethnic density of residential neighborhoods capture facets of the societal receptivity and 
responses that influence the health of immigrants.  Perceived discrimination is frequently 
considered a type of stressor that can cause wear and tear on the body and psyche and eventually 
lead to premature illness and death (Williams and Mohammed, 2009).  Perceived discrimination 
has been associated with a wide range of health behaviors and outcomes such as smoking, 
alcohol use, obesity, hypertension, breast cancer, depression, anxiety, psychological distress, 
substance use, and self-rated health across ethnoracial groups (Gee et al. 2009; Pascoe and 
Smart, 2009; Williams and Mohammed, 2009).  While fewer studies have focused specifically 
on immigrants, their findings support the general pattern that perceived discrimination is 
significantly associated with health outcomes (Gee et al., 2006; Ryan et al., 2006; Yoo et al., 
2009). For example, Yoo and colleagues (2009) found that perceived language discrimination 
(the perception that a person is unfairly treated because of accent or English-speaking ability) 
had a strong association with health, particularly for Asian immigrants living in the United States 
for 10 years or more.  The overall body of this research suggests that the perception that others 
are not receptive to ones presence is strongly associated with health outcomes for different ethnic 
groups and immigrants. 
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 Violence against women, including intimate partner violence, rape and sexual assault, 
and other forms of sexual violence, is a public health problem that has been associated with poor 
health of women including depression, suicidality, sexually-transmitted diseases, and death. In 
the United States, immigrant women do not appear to experience higher rates of domestic 
violence than the native-born, but their social positions may exacerbate the consequences of 
these assaults (Menjivar and Salcido, 2002).  Some women come to the United States already in 
a violent relationship (Salcido and Adelman, 2004), while others may encounter violence after 
immigration. Research has found that limited English proficiency, isolation from family and 
community members, uncertain legal status, lack of access to good and dignified jobs, and past 
experiences with authorities in the sending country and the United States are all factors that can 
prevent abused immigrant women from reporting the crime or from leaving the family situation 
(Erez, 2000; Menjivar and Salcido, 2004).  Violence against women is a difficult topic to study 
because women and family members may not want to talk about it for these same reasons that 
constrain them from reporting it to authorities.  However, because domestic violence has 
detrimental consequences for the health of immigrant women and their children, innovative 
methods and strategies to overcome research obstacles to assessing its occurrence and 
contributing factors will go a long ways toward addressing this major public health challenge.   
 The past two decades have seen a renewed focus on how geographic locations or places 
influence health (Burton et al., 2011).  “Place” refers to any geographically located aggregate of 
people, practices, and built/natural objects that is invested with meaning and value (Gieryn, 
2000). In this sense, place is a social and ecological force with detectable and independent 
effects on social life and individual well-being (Habraken, 1998; Werlen, 1993). Places reflect 
and reinforce social advantages and disadvantages by extending or denying opportunities, life-
chances, and social networks to groups located in salutary or detrimental locales (Gieryn, 2000).  
Massey (2003), for example, showed that racial segregation produces a high allostatic load2 for 
African Americans that have dire consequences on well-being. An immigrant’s place has been 
shown to have negative attributes such as high levels of poverty, limited jobs and services, 
extensive violence and crime, concentration of environmental hazards such as air pollution, and 
low levels of commitment and trust (Williams and Collins, 2001). Yet place can also be positive 
and protect residents from discrimination while offering high levels of social support, access to 
social and health services, ample parks and recreational activities, and accessible markets with 
fresh produce (Moreland et al., 2006; Sallis and Glanz, 2006; Walton, 2014).   
 Immigrants may live in places with a high proportion of people from the same ethnic 
backgrounds, especially when they first arrive, and this ethnic density is expected to be positive 
and supportive (Mair et al., 2010).  Most studies have not found an effect between ethnic density 
and health, but when they have, positive effects were more common than negative ones (Bécares 
et al, 2012).  A majority of these studies focus on the physical health of African Americans and 
Mexican Americans, and very few include immigrants in the samples.  But a recent study 
provides additional insights: Lee and Liechty (2014) found that ethnic density was associated 
with lower depressive symptoms for Latino immigrant youth, but not for non-immigrant Latino 
adolescents.  This study raises the possibility that the effects of ethnic density may depend on 

                                                        
2Allostatic load is the cost, or “wear and tear” to the human body of stress response to everyday life. 
Allostatic load reflects “not only the impact of life experiences but also of genetic load; individual habits 
reflecting items such as diet, exercise, and substance abuse; and developmental experiences that set life-
long patterns of behavior and physiological reactivity” (McEwen and Seeman, 1999:30). 
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nativity, developmental stage, health outcomes, and the history of the group in the community 
(Osypuk, 2012). Longitudinal studies are needed for additional research on the places where 
immigrants reside and the relationships among place, health status and access to care, and 
integration. 
 

ACCESS TO HEALTH CARE AMONG IMMIGRANTS 
 

 Unlike the overall health advantage, immigrants are at a distinct disadvantage compared 
to the native-born when it comes to receiving adequate and appropriate care to meet their 
preventive and medical health needs (Derose et al., 2007).  This is a consistent and robust finding 
of research that covers physical and mental health problems among Asian, Black, and Latino 
immigrants (Abe-Kim et al., 2007; Alegria et al., 2007b; Jackson et al., 2007; Singh et al., 2013; 
Wafula and Snipes, 2014).  This finding also extends to the research on undocumented 
immigrants, who were found to be less likely than native-born or other immigrants to have a 
usual source of care, visit a medical professional in an outpatient setting, use mental health 
services, or receive dental care (Derose et al., 2009; Pourat et al., 2014; Rodriguez et al., 2009).  
Per capita health care spending has been found to be lower for all immigrants, including the 
undocumented, than it was for the native-born (Derose et al., 2009; DuBard and Massing, 2007; 
Stimpson et al., 2010).   
 The lack of health insurance or inadequate insurance coverage are often cited as a 
primary source of constraint preventing immigrants from using health care services in a timely 
manner.  Singh and colleagues (2013) found that immigrants have consistently lower rates of 
health insurance coverage than native born populations at different age groupings and countries 
of origin. Immigrants 18 years and younger have four times the proportion of uninsured than do 
the native-born (29% to 7%); among 18-64 year old immigrants, the prevalence of uninsured was 
38 percent, compared to 18 percent among the native-born (Singh et al., 2013). In the 65 and 
older category, they found that the prevalence of uninsured was lower for both groups and the 
difference was not as striking (5% to 3%).  Immigrants born in Latin American countries were 
the most likely to be uninsured among both the group under 18 years of age (41%) and among 
18-64 year olds (52%).  Immigrants from African and Latin American countries had the highest 
uninsured rates in the 65 years and older age group, with approximately 9 percent of that group 
being without insurance coverage (Singh et al., 2013). Wallace and colleagues (2013) found that 
the estimated percentage of undocumented immigrants (all regions of origin) without insurance 
was substantial, at about 61 percent.  
 Despite its importance, insurance coverage is the not the sole barrier to access to health 
care for immigrants (Clough et al., 2013; Derose et al., 2007; Ku, 2014; Perreira, et al., 2012).  
Hospitals, clinics, and community health centers may not have the appropriate staffing and 
capabilities to adequately communicate and serve some immigrant groups. Costs for health 
care—including medication—are high, and immigrants, especially those without health 
insurance coverage, may not have the capacity to pay these costs.  Some immigrants may have to 
work at multiple jobs just to pay for their daily living expenses and are unable to find the time to 
seek care for their health problems (Chaufan et al., 2012).  Many immigrants may not speak 
English or may not speak it well enough to negotiate access to needed health services (Flores, 
2006; Timmins, 2002).  Language can also limit knowledge about community services, create 
misunderstandings between patient and medical staff, and reduce effective communication 
between patient and physician (Cristancho et al., 2008).  Public tensions around immigration 



Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

The Integration of Immigrants into American Society 

Prepublication copy, uncorrected proofs 

9-11 
 

may create a stigma about immigrants and lead to biases against immigrants among health care 
providers and staff, causing immigrants to avoid health care in public settings (Cristancho et al., 
2008; Derose et al., 2009; Lauderdale et al., 2006).  In addition, the safety net for health care 
continues to shrink and public programs for immigrants may not be available especially in new 
destinations (Crowley and Lichter, 2009; Ku and Matani, 2001).  Undocumented immigrants 
may avoid contact with medical personnel and settings because they fear they will be reported to 
authorities and eventually deported (Heyman, et al. 2009).  In addition, the complexities of 
health care and insurance in the United States may make it difficult even for those who have 
health insurance to access care (Ngo-Metzger et al., 2003).  

These challenges to improving access to health care for immigrants have led to many 
innovative government and public programs at the national, local and community levels.  The 
most ambitious program is the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (ACA), which was 
passed in 2010 and is intended to help a large number of immigrants access health insurance (see 
below). However, ACA is not expected to change the number of uninsured among 
undocumented immigrants (Zuckerman et al., 2011).  While it is not possible in this report to 
document all the programs that address access to care among immigrants, Yoshikawa and 
colleagues (2014) provide insights about what successful community-based organizations (CBO) 
can do to increase access to quality care and to provide better care.  Among their suggestions are 
the following: (1) Take advantage of strong family and community networks within immigrant 
neighborhoods for outreach. (2) Establish collaboration and regular communication between 
CBOs and government agencies. (3) Coordinate multiple service providers in the same location. 
(4) Train trusted community members to disseminate health information (e.g., through the 
promotores programs found in some Latino immigrant communities). (5) Address barriers for 
unauthorized parents to enrolling their U.S.-citizen children. (6) Address immediate needs as an 
entry point to accessing broader services. 
 

Immigrants and the Affordable Care Act3 
 

 The ACA seeks to expand health insurance coverage through Medicaid expansions, the 
creation of health insurance exchanges (marketplaces) coupled with federal tax subsidies, and a 
requirement that people have health insurance or pay a tax penalty.4  Embedded in both its policy 
development and implementation were a variety of exceptions concerning policies for 
immigrants, particularly those who are undocumented.  A fundamental goal of the ACA was to 
incrementally expand health insurance coverage, largely beginning in 2014.5  Since immigrants, 
particularly Latinos, are disproportionately uninsured, they were important targets of insurance 
expansion efforts, but other factors, discussed below, may be making it hard to reach immigrant 
communities effectively.    

Three major components of the law were: 
 
 Medicaid Expansion for Adults.  Prior to the ACA, most states did not provide 

Medicaid to adults without dependent children, no matter how poor. In addition, most 

                                                        
3The following discussion of the Affordable Care Act is edited and condensed from a longer paper prepared 

for the panel (Ku, 2014).   
4For more details on the Affordable Care Act, including the full text of the law, see: 

http://www.hhs.gov/healthcare/rights/index.html [September, 2015]. 
5See http://www.hhs.gov/healthcare/facts/timeline/timeline-text.html [September, 2015] 
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states have established Medicaid or State Children’s Health Insurance Program 
(SCHIP) income eligibility for children at or above 200% of the poverty line.  The 
ACA was designed to expand Medicaid for non-elderly adults up to 138% of the 
poverty line, including parents and childless adults.  However, in the summer of 
2012, the Supreme Court ruled that states had the option whether to expand Medicaid 
or not (National Federation of Independent Business v. Sebelius, 567 U.S.__, 132 S. 
Ct 2566).   

 Health Insurance Exchanges and Federal Tax Credits.  The ACA also established the 
development of health insurance exchanges (also called marketplaces), which are 
internet-based marketplaces where individuals and small business can shop for health 
insurance.  The marketplaces are divided into those for individuals and families and 
those for enrolling through small businesses (the Small Business Health Options 
Program or SHOP).  Individuals who are not otherwise eligible for insurance (e.g., 
through an employer) and who purchase insurance through an exchange are eligible 
for federal tax credits if they have incomes between 100% and 400% of the poverty 
line.  In states that expand Medicaid, the subsidy range is generally 138% to 400% of 
the poverty line.  There are exchanges in all states, but only about one-third were 
established by state agencies. The others were established in whole or in part by the 
federal government because the state in question chose not to create an exchange.   

 Individual Responsibility.   The ACA also established a requirement that people must 
either have insurance or face a tax penalty, unless insurance is otherwise 
unaffordable.  The Supreme Court upheld the constitutionality of this requirement.   

 
 In all three areas, there are differences in policies for immigrants based on legal status.  
The ACA clearly states that the undocumented are not eligible for the health insurance 
exchanges nor for the federal tax credits that accompany them, and they remain ineligible for 
Medicaid.  This applies even for those who receive a temporary reprieve from deportation and 
work authorization through the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) provisions. 
Nonetheless, the ACA creates major opportunities to increase health insurance coverage for 
legal-status noncitizen immigrants.  The ACA makes millions of “lawfully present” immigrants 
eligible for the health exchanges and the federal tax credits on the same terms as citizens, which 
could greatly expand access to private insurance coverage (Ku, 2013).  The “lawfully present” 
standard is broader than the prior legal standards established for Medicaid eligibility.  All lawful 
permanent residents, including those who have been in the U.S. for less than five years, are 
“lawfully present” under the ACA and are eligible for exchanges and tax credits.  In addition, 
many lawful noncitizens who lack LPR status are also lawfully present and eligible for the 
exchanges and tax credits, although there is a length-of-residency requirement (see Table 3-2 in 
Chapter 3.  Lawfully present immigrants with incomes under 100% or 138% of poverty who are 
otherwise ineligible for Medicaid are also eligible for health exchanges and federal tax credits.  
Data from the Department of Homeland Security indicate that in 2011 there were about 4 million 
LPRs who were residents for under five years and 1.9 million “non-immigrant” residents, such as 
those with work visas (Rytina, 2013).  Thus, a conservative estimate is that as many as 6 million 
noncitizen immigrants may have gained eligibility for private health insurance coverage through 
health insurance exchanges under the ACA.  
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Preliminary Effects of the ACA on Immigrants’ Insurance Coverage 
 
 Since the ACA insurance expansions only began in January 2014, it is likely that the full 
impact of this law will not be known for many years, as implementation continues and as 
evidence accumulates.   Analysts, including the Congressional Budget Office,6 generally expect 
enrollment in the health insurance exchanges and Medicaid to continue to gradually increase, as 
familiarity with the programs grows and administrative and political kinks are ironed out 
Holohan, 2012).  Nonetheless, some evidence has begun to accumulate about preliminary 
insurance enrollment and the effects on health insurance coverage.  The key evidence falls into 
two categories: administrative reports and early household surveys.  Both forms of evidence 
indicate that millions of people enrolled in health insurance exchanges and that Medicaid 
enrollment has increased, particularly in states that expanded Medicaid eligibility (Blumenthal 
and Collins, 2014; Sommers et al., 2013; Sommers et al., 2014a). Early household surveys have 
revealed that the percentage of the population that is uninsured has declined significantly 
between 2013 and 2014 (Blumenthal and Collins, 2014).   
 None of the early published reports document the extent to which immigrants have 
enrolled or gained insurance coverage (aside from press releases about documentation of 
citizenship status, discussed below).  Some inferences may be drawn based on data about 
enrollment or insurance coverage of Latinos or Asian Americans, since the majority of U.S. 
immigrants are Latino or Asian.  But inferences about immigration status are inherently 
imperfect because of the lack of actual data on immigrant or citizenship status. Substantial shares 
of the Latino and Asian immigrants (first generation) in the United States are either naturalized 
citizens or have lawful status.  In general, these studies have found that, while health reform has 
led to substantial improvements in overall health insurance coverage, including gains for Latinos 
(Doty et al., 2014) and Asians (Ramakrishnan and Ahmad, 2014), there is some evidence that 
improvements for Latinos have lagged behind those of other groups (Doty, et al., 2014; Ortega et 
al., 2015). 
 Administrative data indicate that between October 2013 and March 2014 over 8 million 
people enrolled (selected a health plan) in health insurance exchanges.  A federal report provided 
racial/ethnic statistics for the 5.4 million who were enrolled in health insurance programs 
through the federally facilitated exchanges:  7.4 percent were Latino and 5.5 percent were Asian, 
but 31 percent of people did not report race/ethnicity (Office of the Assistant Secretary for 
Planning and Evaluation, 2013).  By comparison, Ku (2014) found that Latinos constituted 17 
percent of the U.S. population and 32 percent of the uninsured, while Asians were 5 percent of 
the population and 5 percent of the uninsured population.  Thus, Latinos appear to be 
underrepresented in the federally facilitated exchanges, whereas Asian enrollment through these 
exchanges appears to be roughly in proportion to the overall population.  Ku (2014) also reported 
that in California, a state-based exchange with the largest program in the nation, of the 1.0 
million who enrolled by March 2014, 28% of exchange enrollees were Latino and 21% were 
Asian (4 percent did not report race/ethnicity).  For California, Ku found that 38 percent of the 
population and 57 percent of the uninsured are Latino, while 14 percent of the population and 12 
percent of the uninsured are Asian. Latinos in California therefore appear underrepresented in 
that state’s enrollment through its exchange, while Asians appear somewhat overrepresented.   

                                                        
6For Congressional Budget Office Baseline Projections, see: https://www.cbo.gov/publication/43900 
[September, 2015] 
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 Medicaid administrative data show that Medicaid enrollment grew by 7.7 million (or 
12.4%) from July-September 2013 to June 2014.  The growth was much larger—6.3 million new 
enrollees or 18.5 percent —in the 26 states (and the District of Columbia) expanding Medicaid 
under the provisions of the ACA than in the 24 states that chose not expand Medicaid 
(approximately 1 million new enrollees total, or 4.0 percent growth rate) (Centers for Medicare 
and Medicaid Services, 2014).  Data about changes in enrollment by race/ethnicity or 
immigration status are not yet available from the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid.  Since a 
large proportion of uninsured people are in low-income households, it is plausible to expect 
higher minority participation as a result of Medicaid expansions (and publicity about health 
reform in general), but the relevant Medicaid administrative data to investigate this expectation 
are not yet available. 
 Household surveys, based on self-reported insurance status, are another way to gain 
insights about changes in insurance coverage.  Typically, these data are reported on an annual 
basis after a survey-year has ended.  For example, Census Bureau data for 2014 insurance status 
will probably be available in August or September 2015.  But the nationwide interest in health 
reform has prompted the release of early findings based on the first few months of 2014.7   
 The largest of these early reports national daily poll on health issues, the Gallup-
Healthways Well-being Index survey of households, found that, among adults 18-64, the 
percentage uninsured fell from 21 percent in September, 2013 to 16.3 percent in April of 2014, a 
decline of to 5.2 percent (Sommers et al, 2014b).  Among Latinos, the percent uninsured fell by 
from 41.8 percent 2012 to 34.1 percent in 2014, an,18 percent reduction in the Hispanic 
insurance rate Figure 9-2). Among white non-Hispanics there was a 28 percent reduction in the 
uninsured rate, and a 30 percent reduction in the black non-Hispanic uninsured rate (Figure 9-2).  
Although the overall percentage point reduction was larger for Hispanics than for non-Hispanic 
white or black populations, the relative reduction in the uninsured was therefore smaller for 
Latinos The report on the early-month data from the survey also found that the reduction in the 
percent uninsured was much greater in states that expanded Medicaid in accordance with the 
ACA than in those states that chose not to expand.  
 The Urban Institute’s Health Reform Monitoring Surveys provide a slightly different 
perspective from the Gallup-Healthways Well-being Index survey. Shartzer et al. (2014) 
compared characteristics of adults 18-64 who were uninsured in September 2013 with those who 
remained uninsured in June 2014.  When the authors compared the uninsured by Hispanic 
ethnicity, the found that among all adults who were uninsured, the proportion who were Hispanic 
grew from 33% in 2013 to 37% in 2014. Similarly, the share of the uninsured who were 
primarily Spanish-speaking rose from 17% to 20%.  Overall, self-identified Hispanic and 
Spanish-speaking adults had fewer improvements in insurance status than other ethnoracial 
groups.  Since Spanish-speaking adults are particularly likely to be immigrants, this also 
indicates that insurance gains for Latinos lagged behind those of other groups.   
 Two other early reports have different results, however.  The Commonwealth Fund’s 
Affordable Care Act Tracking Survey8 found larger reductions in the share of Latino adults who 

                                                        
7See http://kff.org/health-reform/poll-finding/data-note-measuring-aca-early-impact-through-national-polls/ 
8The Affordable Care Act Tracking Survey examined the effect if ACA’s open enrollment by interviewing 
nationally representative samples of 19-to-64 year old adults at various points in time before and after open 
enrollment began. The April-June 2014 survey was conducted after the end of the second enrollment period 
and included a sample of adults who either had ACA marketplace or Medicaid coverage or might be 
eligible for that coverage. For further information on the methodology, see:  
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were uninsured than for white or black adults:  the percentage of uninsured Latinos fell from 36 
percent to 23 percent between July-September 2013 and April-June 2014, while the percentage 
of uninsured among white adults decreased from 16 percent to 12 percent and the percentage 
uninsured among blacks only decreased from 21% to 20% (Collins et al., 2014).  Overall 
changes in the proportion of adults who were uninsured and the differences between Medicaid-
expanding and non-expanding states in this survey were relatively similar to the results reported 
above from other surveys, so it is not clear why there is a discrepancy in the race/ethnicity 
results.   
 Early results from the Center for Disease Control and Prevention’s National Health 
Interview Survey (NHIS) also show a somewhat larger expansion in insurance coverage for 
Latinos than whites or Asians, though less than for black adults (Figure 9-3) (Cohen & Martinez, 
2014).  As illustrated in Figure 9-3, the relative share of uninsured Latinos fell by 12 percent 
between 2013 and the first quarter of 2014, compared to a 7 percent reduction for white non-
Hispanics, 19 percent for black non-Hispanics and 4 percent for Asians.  The NHIS data also 
suggest that the gains in insurance coverage for Latinos were related to increases in both public 
and private insurance coverage.  Like the other surveys, the NHIS data indicate there were 
changes in the overall insurance coverage of adults and larger gains in Medicaid expansion states 
than states not currently expanding.  The discrepancy in results across the surveys with respect to 
health insurance coverage of Latinos is puzzling and indicates that we will need to wait for more 
detailed analyses and longer survey periods to get clear insights into differences in insurance 
status changes by race or ethnicity or changes by immigrant status.   
  
Implementation Challenges 
 
 Initiating new programs can be challenging, and there is no question that the 
implementation of the ACA has been rocky.  There were specific challenges that may have 
deterred participation by immigrants, most notably Latino immigrants, particularly at the 
beginning.  First, eligibility and application policies and procedures about the new health 
insurance exchanges were complicated, and the rules about immigrant eligibility were especially 
complex.  These rules were poorly understood not only by the public but even by public-sector 
and nonprofit-sector workers providing guidance on eligibility (Raymond-Flesch, 2015).  
Second, immigrants, especially those with limited English proficiency, had limited experience 
with the use of public benefits, including the concept of insurance; often live in immigrant 
enclaves, and may be socially isolated from other sources of information about public benefits 
(Perreira et al., 2012), even though the Navigator Program did attempt to address these 
challenges.9 Third, as noted by Weissberg (2014), the websites designed to facilitate enrollment 
in the health insurance marketplaces and Medicaid were generally English-only, particularly at 
the beginning.  Although the federal government eventually released a Spanish version of its 
healthcare.gov website, it was criticized for faulty translations and difficulty of use.   

Another potential challenge has been the citizenship verification process (Perreira et al., 
2012.  Because the undocumented are prohibited by law from participating in the ACA 
exchanges, everyone who has who applied for insurance coverage via the exchanges has had to 
verify their citizenship/immigration status. A similar requirement already existed for Medicaid 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
http://www.commonwealthfund.org/publications/issue-briefs/2015/jun/experiences-marketplace-and-
medicaid. 
9See http://icirr.org/content/immigrant-communities-face-major-barriers-navigating-affordable-care-act. 
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enrollment.  If the data match process in the online system could not confirm that a person was a 
citizen or lawfully present immigrant, additional documentation was requested from the 
exchange user, even though that user may have entered the exchange on a provisional basis.  
However, the federal databases of citizens and lawfully present noncitizens are neither fully 
accurate nor up-to-date, and as of this report’s publication, many states continued to experience 
challenges with citizenship verification (Weiss and Sheedy, 2015).  

Finally, there are variations in access by state: California, Massachusetts, and New York, 
for example, allow people with DACA status to receive Medicaid services under that state’s 
expansion of Medicaid. Most states do not have this policy. Given these challenges and the 
gradual mitigation of some of them over time, it will be important to continuing monitoring the 
response to ACA and its long-term effects in reducing the number of uninsured and increasing 
access to health care for immigrant adults and children (both citizens and lawfully present 
noncitizens), including patterns of state variation in the insurance coverage and the relationships 
between those patterns and states’ policies. 
  Although the Affordable Care Act includes provisions that can help improve insurance 
coverage for millions of eligible immigrants, it is not clear how effective these policies have 
been in reaching this target population.  This is partly due to the fact that the inevitable confusion 
that plagues initiation of any major policy made it harder to reach target populations in the first 
year of ACA implementation.  In addition, a number of special barriers are likely to continue for 
immigrants, barriers that make it harder for them to be aware of or to apply for health insurance, 
even if they are uninsured and eligible under the law in its final form.  These include language 
barriers, cultural misunderstanding, and fears about how a request for public benefits for which 
they may be eligible could jeopardize their immigration status.  A combination of administrative 
remedies, such as better training of staff, bilingual or multilingual websites, enrollment 
information in multiple languages, and the availability of sufficiently knowledgeable and 
welcoming outreach and enrollment staff to help explain the new systems could reduce these 
barriers over time. Many of these remedies could be accomplished through the Navigator 
Program.  
 Immigrants’ integration into American society tends to produce mixed results when health 
issues are considered.  In general, immigrants tend to have a better health profile than the native-
born, but there is evidence of a decline over time on a variety of health indicators.  The flip side 
of this condition is that immigrants are more likely to access health insurance and health care, the 
more integrated they are into American society.  Early data indicate that the ACA will help 
provide health insurance to immigrants who had not been previously covered, with the exception 
of undocumented immigrants. This may improve health outcomes for immigrants and their 
descendants, although any improvement will be conditioned on legal status. Finally, while health 
insurance is important, an insurance card by itself does not, in the United States at least, 
guarantee access to good quality health care. 
 

TWO-WAY EXCHANGE 
 

Integration involves a reciprocal relationship between immigrants and society.  
Immigrants make an indelible impact on public health in the United States, and three areas are 
especially noteworthy in this regard.  First, immigrants contribute to the health of the U.S. 
population. For instance, Preston and Elo (2014) found that, from 1990 to 2010, life expectancy 
in New York City rose by 6.25 years for females and 10.49 years for males.  The gains for the 
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rest of the United States were much smaller by comparison: 2.39 years for females and 4.49 
years for males.  The authors concluded that the influx of immigrants into New York City 
contributed substantially to this increase in longevity.   

Given that immigrants have a health advantage when they first arrive, their higher life 
expectancy also offer clues about cultural practices that lead to healthy lifestyles.  Satial (2009) 
noted that traditional diets that include organic fresh fruits and vegetables, fewer fatty foods, and 
lower reliance on fast foods and sugary drinks are associated with lower rates of obesity, cancers, 
hypertension, and heart disease.  Immigrants have also brought with them different forms of 
stress relief and healing that have become relatively common in American life and in some 
health care practices, including acupuncture, yoga, tai-chi, meditation, and mindfulness. 
 At a global level, immigrants contribute to the health care workforce, but the extent of the 
contribution, measured in numbers of immigrants in the care provider population, varies by 
country. The United States falls in the middle of the global range for proportion of immigrants 
among nurses and, among OECD countries, at the higher end of the range for immigrants among 
physicians (OECD, 2007).  These immigrants fill a pressing need because of the shortage of 
health care personnel in the United States (Schumacher, 2010).  Foreign-born physicians, for 
example, fill a critical need for primary care physicians in rural and underserved areas (Hart, et 
al, 2007).  In 2010, about 11.1 million people in the United States were employed in health care 
occupations and 1.8 million or 16 percent were foreign-born.  Immigrants were 
disproportionately represented among both lower skilled nursing aids and doctors (Singer, 2012).  
The foreign-born were 16% of registered nurses and 27 percent of the physicians and surgeons.  
Among the immigrant health care workforce, 75 percent were women and 40 percent came from 
Asian countries (McCabe, 2012).   About a third of all registered nurses come from the 
Philippines (Schumacher, 2011).  In 2010, approximately 66 percent of all immigrants in the 
U.S. health care workforce were naturalized citizens, including 70 percent of physicians and 72 
percent of registered nurses.  It is expected that immigrants will continue to make contributions 
to the health care workforce in the future, especially in long-term care (Lowell, 2013; McCabe, 
2012).  Long-term care, which allows people to live independently as possible when they can no 
longer perform everyday activities on their own, will increase in importance as the proportion of 
older adults in the United States increases (Institute of Medicine, 2008).   

A frequently overlooked health contribution of immigrants is their support of Medicare.  
Medicare is the federal health insurance program for people 65 years and older, for certain 
younger people with long-term disabilities, and for people who have permanent kidney failure 
requiring dialysis or a transplant.  More than 50 million Americans rely on Medicare as their 
primary health coverage. Zallman (2014) found that immigrants contribute more to Medicare 
than they receive in benefits.  From 1996 to 2011, the contribution immigrants made to the 
Medical Hospital Insurance Trust Fund exceeded the benefits they received by $182.4 billion. By 
comparison, the native-born population produced an overall deficit in this part of Medicare of 
$68.7 billion over the same period.  Without the contributions of immigrants to Medicare, the 
trust fund would be expected to become insolvent by the end of 2027, or 3years earlier than 
currently estimated by the Medicare Trustees (Zallman, 2014).  

Immigrants’ positive impact on health care expenditures and the health care system may 
extend beyond Medicare. For instance, per capita health care expenditures for immigrants are 
55% lower than expenditures for the native-born (Mohanty et al., 2005), and insured immigrants 
have much lower medical expenses than insured native-born, implying that immigrant’s 
premiums may help subsidize insurance rates for the native-born (Ku, 2009). The taxes 
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immigrants pay also contribute to funding for Medicaid, Title X for family planning, local health 
departments, and community clinics that serve both immigrants and the native-born. 
 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 
 

Across various measures, immigrants in the United States are healthier than the native-
born. The foreign-born show better infant, child, and adult health outcomes than the U.S.-born 
population in general and better outcomes than U.S.-born members of their ethnic group. In 
comparison with native-born Americans, the foreign born are less likely to die from 
cardiovascular disease and all cancers combined; they experience fewer chronic health 
conditions, lower infant mortality rates, lower rates of obesity, fewer functional limitations, and 
fewer learning disabilities. Immigrants also have a lower prevalence of depression, the most 
common mental disorder in the world, and of alcohol abuse. Foreign-born immigrants also live 
longer: they have a life expectancy of 80.0 years, 3.4 years higher than the native-born 
population. Across the major ethnic categories (non-Hispanic whites, blacks, Asian/Pacific 
Islanders, and Hispanics), immigrants have a life expectancy advantage over their native-born 
counterparts. However, these advantages diminish over time. 

 
Conclusion 9-1 As length of residence and generational status increase, health 
advantages decline as their health status converges with the native-born. Further research 
should be done to identify the causal links between integration and health outcomes. 
 
Conclusion 9-2 Immigrants are disadvantaged when it comes to receiving health care to 
meet their preventive and medical health needs. The ACA should improve this situation 
for lawfully present immigrants and naturalized citizens, but the undocumented are 
specifically excluded from all coverage under the ACA. In addition, the undocumented 
are not entitled to any nonemergency care in U.S. hospitals. Legal status therefore 
restricts access to health care, which may have detrimental effects for all immigrants’ 
health. 

 
 Although past empirical studies have built a solid foundation for understanding the health 
status and access to health care among immigrants, most of this work has used cross-sectional 
studies that make it difficult to draw firm conclusions about the causal mechanisms for the 
demonstrated associations, how immigrants become integrated into U.S. society and its health 
care systems, and the factors that affect the pace at which this integration occurs.  Equally 
important, it is difficult to determine what specific changes in norms, values, and lifestyles are 
associated with changes in health status and the use of health care, and what the impact of the 
policy climate is on health outcomes.  Longitudinal studies, such as the New Immigrant Survey 
(http://nis.princeton.edu/project.html), that can track immigrants over time provide critical 
scientific and policy insights about immigrant integration and health outcomes (see Chapter 10).  
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FIGURE 9-1  Life expectancy at birth (average lifetime in years) by race/ethnicity and immigrant status, 
United States, 1989-2001. 
SOURCE: Data from the US National Vital Statistics System, 1989-2001.  (Singh et al., 2013).   
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10 
Data on Immigrants and Immigrant Integration 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The study of immigrant integration requires reliable data on the foreign born and their 
descendants, with the former providing information on the progress of immigrants with time 
spent in the U.S., and the latter indicating progress toward integration between the first and 
second generations and beyond. By its very nature, integration is a process that unfolds over 
time. The pace of integration may be sped up or slowed down by individual characteristics, 
contexts of reception, or one’s structural position in society, but it always also depends on the 
duration of exposure to the host country’s culture and society (Alba and Nee 2003; Portes and 
Rumbaut 2014).  
 Among the most important information to gather to assess integration are data on 
birthplace/nativity, age and date of arrival, time spent in the United States, and legal status at 
present and upon entry.  The many dimensions of integration (social, economic, political, civic, 
cultural) require different contextual, family/household, and individual-level data.  This chapter 
focuses on data sources on the foreign-born and second generation, the measurement of the legal 
status of immigrants, including the undocumented, and challenges to the study of immigrant 
integration.  It closes with recommendations to improve data collection, data access, and 
ultimately, the understanding of how well immigrants and their offspring are integrating into 
various arenas. 

 
DATA ON IMMIGRANTS 

 
The primary sources of data on immigrants are administrative data, government surveys, 

other nongovernmental national and local surveys, and qualitative studies.  
 

Administrative Data 
 

Administrative sources generally come from applications that immigrants file with the 
Department of Homeland Security (DHS) and/or the U.S. State Department in order to be 
admitted on either temporary or permanent visas into the United States.  These data are produced 
annually and represent the “flow” of immigrants officially admitted into the United States.  The 
Office of Immigration Statistics (OIS) in the Department of Homeland Security is the 
administrative home for annual data on all immigrants, both permanent and temporary, to the 
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U.S.1 These aggregate data are useful for national level questions about the number of 
documented immigrants arriving each year and the visa types on which they arrive.  

Unfortunately the data OIS collects are neither very detailed nor very accessible. DHS 
collects very limited data on permanent residents as they arrive in the United States, and even 
less information is compiled upon the entry of temporary migrants. DHS lacks any consistent 
means of tracking immigrants as they move through different legal statuses. These data offer 
information about flows and numbers of immigrants in some legal statuses by various 
demographic characteristics, but are of limited use in assessing integration. 

 
Surveys 

 
For the study of immigrant integration in particular, researchers and policymakers need 

information beyond administrative data on the inflows of immigrants.  That is, to study 
immigrants’ economic integration, a survey or administrative data also needs to capture detailed 
information on income, social benefits receipt, assets and debt, and so forth, while analysis of 
civic integration might ask about volunteerism, membership in organizations, and participation 
in community events.  One of the easiest ways to expand the body of knowledge about 
immigrant integration is to make the collection of key migration variables – place of birth, year 
of arrival in the United States and parents’ birthplace – part of most or all of the hundreds of 
surveys currently conducted to understand U.S. society.  In addition, because a standard survey 
of U.S. residents with a bit over 1,000 sample respondents will, at best, include 100-200 
immigrants, data collection should also consider oversampling the foreign-born population. 
  
Government Surveys 
 

The U.S. government also collects data on the characteristics of immigrants through the 
Census Bureau’s surveys. These data represent the “stock” of the foreign-born and are identified 
in census and survey data from a question on respondent’s place of birth. This type of question 
was included on U.S. Censuses from 1850 through 2000 and since 2010 has been asked as part 
of the American Community Survey (ACS), which replaced the census long form. The birthplace 
question is also included on the Current Population Survey (CPS) and the Survey of Income and 
Program Participation (SIPP). 

Most nationally representative statistics on immigrant integration currently come from 
the ACS, as its sample size alone among surveys is sufficient to enable statistically significant 
comparisons of integration outcomes across national origin groups and to consider patterns of 
integration at the regional, state, and local levels.  Each year the ACS conducts around 2.5 
million interviews and asks 24 questions about housing and 48 questions on the demographic, 
social, and economic characteristics of household members. Answers to these questions provide 
investigators with the major portion of the basic data used to assess immigrant integration. 

                                                 
1The Department of Homeland Security is obviously unable to collect data on immigrants who “enter 
without inspection” (EWI) by a U.S. Customs officer. However, if and when these undocumented 
immigrants do apply for a legal status, their information is collected, and their administrative record should 
include their previous status as EWI.  
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ACS questions on country of birth, year of arrival, and naturalization enable researchers 
to examine indicators of immigrant integration by national origin, time since arrival, and 
citizenship and thus chart how social, economic, and housing characteristics change with time 
spent in the United States.  Housing items of potential interest in assessing integration include 
kind of housing, age of housing, number of rooms, appliances and services, computer and 
Internet access, vehicle ownership, heating, utility costs, home value, home ownership, rent 
payments, tax payments, insurance costs, and mortgage payments.  Socioeconomic 
characteristics of potential interest include educational attainment, foreign language usage, 
English ability, health insurance coverage, disabilities, marital status, marital history, 
childbearing, child care arrangements, veteran status, employment, occupation, hours worked, 
journey to work, and income from various sources.   

The March CPS includes a demographic supplement that asks many of the same 
questions, often in greater detail, along with selected other items; but its sample size of 60,000 
yields, on average, information on just 7,800 immigrants, which is sufficient for deriving 
national-level statistics for large national-origin groups but not for regional, state, and local 
estimates of smaller national-origin populations. The ACS is used to derive small-area estimates 
of the number and characteristics of immigrants for purposes of state and local planning, 
municipal decision-making, and public service provision. 
 
Nongovernment Surveys 
 

Two private surveys particularly useful for studying immigrant integration are the New 
Immigrant Survey (NIS) and the Los Angeles Family and Neighborhood Study (LAFANS), 
although neither is nationally representative.  With the addition of a supplemental sample of 511 
immigrant families to the Panel Study of Income Dynamics in 1997/1999, that longitudinal 
survey is also now used to study integration, although the sample size is still too small for 
detailed studies and estimates below the national level.  A list of all the surveys that collect data 
on immigration can be found at the UC Berkeley Population Center website: 
http://www.popcenter.berkeley.edu/resources/migration_data_sets/data_by_region.php.  
 

Qualitative Data Sources 
 

There are many hundreds of qualitative studies of immigrant integration based on in-
depth interviews or participant observation in immigrant communities, families, and institutions 
such as schools, churches, and workplaces. Most qualitative studies of immigrants in the United 
States only examine immigrants lives in this country, but some span national borders to 
investigate the transnational lives of immigrants and their families and to compare life in the 
United States with life the country of origin (Dreby 2010; Levitt 2001).  

A growing number of qualitative studies focus on the second generation, and while many 
of these are based in the traditional gateway cities, qualitative researchers are increasingly 
examining the dynamics of immigrant integration in newer destinations (Marrow 2011).  The 
specific topics covered range widely from changing patterns of family life, the development of 
new identities, and the role of immigrant religious organizations to the difficulties facing 
undocumented immigrants and their children and the ethnic and racial barriers confronting legal 
immigrants and their children as well.  A welcome development is that some studies have 
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combined qualitative methods with local representative surveys (Kasinitz et al. 2008). 
Qualitative studies are an important resource, providing valuable insights into the attitudes, 
values, and beliefs as well as patterns of behavior among immigrants and their children that can 
provide the basis for further investigation through nationally representative surveys. One way 
that they could be improved in the future is if more researchers could deposit their qualitative 
data in publicly accessible archives, where the data could be used by other researchers to 
replicate studies or to explore new questions.  It is often more difficult to do this with qualitative 
than with quantitative research because of privacy considerations, but when possible it should be 
encouraged. 
 

Measuring Legal Status 
 

As discussed throughout this report, legal status affects immigrants and the second 
generation in myriad ways, both as an outcome of integration and as a determinant of integration. 
For this reason, it is critical for researchers to have accurate and precise information about the 
number of people who acquire different legal statuses, especially citizenship and lawful 
permanent resident (LPR) status, the reasons they do so, the factors that influence acquisition of 
status, and the length of time it takes.  Yet there are few sources of data about the legal status of 
immigrants that also capture viable information to understand integration. The lack of data stems 
at least in part from concerns that questions about legal status are sensitive in nature and will 
therefore yield invalid results or suppress participation (GAO, 2006; Carter-Pokras and 
Zambrana, 2006).  In their analysis of surveys posing questions on legal status, however, 
Bachmeier, Van Hook, and Bean (2014) found that item nonresponse rates were relatively small, 
ranging from 0 to 14%, and significantly below those typically observed on questions about 
income. Indeed, they found that after using standard imputation procedures to correct for 
nonresponse, survey questions on legal status produced estimates of undocumented population 
composition comparable to those obtained using the widely accepted residual methods employed 
by the Department of Homeland Security and the Pew Research Center.  They recommended that 
future data collection efforts include questions about legal status to improve models of 
immigrant integration. 
 Although most surveys do not collect information about legal status, there are several 
sources of data on this variable that can aid the study of immigrant integration. These sources are 
outlined below. In addition, there has been strong interest in identifying immigrants who are 
living in the United States without legal status because of the disadvantages of this group and 
their descendants regarding chances for integration. Efforts to collect or estimate data on this 
population are also discussed below. 
 

Administrative Data Sources on Legal Status 
 

OIS does make available selective demographic information about some legal statuses 
via a variety of products. The most consistent is the annual Yearbook of Immigration Statistics, 
“a compendium of tables that provides data on foreign nationals who, during a fiscal year, were 
granted lawful permanent residence (i.e., admitted as immigrants or became legal permanent 
residents), were admitted into the United States on a temporary basis (e.g., tourists, students, or 
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workers), applied for asylum or refugee status, or were naturalized.”2 The Yearbook offers basic 
statistical data on naturalized citizens, LPRs, refugees/asylees, nonimmigrants, and enforcement 
actions, but in general the breadth of these data is rather limited and their collection is limited to 
a single point in time (upon entry), making them of little use for studying immigrant integration.  

Administrative data are most plentiful for LPRs and include annual information on 
country of origin, state and metropolitan area of U.S. residence, class of admission, age, sex, 
marital status, and occupation.  No data are gathered on education or prior experience in the 
United States, which are critical factors to consider in any study of integration.  For refugees and 
asylees, published tabulations include only country of origin, age, sex, and marital status. For 
nonimmigrants (those entering on temporary visas) these tabulations include country of origin, 
port of entry, category of admission, month of arrival, age, and sex.  Data on undocumented 
migrants who are apprehended and deported include little more than country of origin.    
 U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) also produces special reports on the 
H1B and H2B temporary visas. The H1B report is published annually and includes basic 
characteristics of workers in that status, but characteristics of H2B visa holders are only 
published for 2010. The U.S. State Department’s annual Report of the Visa Office provides 
statistical data on immigrant and nonimmigrant visa issued by consular offices abroad. The U.S. 
Department of Labor also publishes annual data on labor certifications for various employment-
based visas and Permanent Labor Certifications; however, labor certifications do not always 
translate into applications for visas, so these numbers are limited in their usefulness.  

The U.S. Department of Justice publishes detailed statistics on cases the Executive Office 
for Immigration Review (EOIR) adjudicates each year in its Statistics Yearbooks, which provides 
some detailed information on grants of asylum. Other government agencies, including the 
Congressional Research Service, Congressional Budget Office, and General Accountability 
Office also produce periodic reports on various legal statuses, but it is unclear whether they use 
publicly available data from the sources listed above or nonpublic data only available within the 
federal government. 
 During the course of its work, the panel made a formal request to USCIS (one of the 
study’s sponsors) for additional data on trends in naturalization rates and characteristics of 
naturalized citizens, estimates of eligible-to-naturalize populations and their characteristics, and 
information about assistance and fee waivers for applications for naturalization from USCIS. 
Some of these data were previously published in the Yearbook but no longer appear in the public 
data sources. Although USCIS did provide the panel with data on derivative naturalizations, 
none of the other data requests were met.  
 

Survey Data on Legal Status 
 
 The only nationally representative survey that asks directly about legal status is the 
Survey of Income and Program Participation (Hall et al., 2010).  The SIPP consists of series of 
monthly panel surveys that began in 1984, with each panel lasting from 2.5 to 4 years.  The most 
recent panel was fielded in 2014 and like prior surveys was a multistage stratified sample of the 
civilian, non-institutionalized population.  The SIPP is designed to compile detailed data on labor 
force status, program participation, and income to measure the economic situation of U.S. 
                                                 

2See http://www.dhs.gov/yearbook-immigration-statistics. 
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residents (U.S. Census Bureau, 2015). The study is designed as a continuous series of national 
panels, with sample size ranging from approximately 14,000 to 52,000 interviewed households. 

For each person born abroad, the SIPP questionnaire asks “when [NAME] moved to the 
United States to live, what was his or her immigration status?”  The response categories include 
immediate relative or family-sponsored permanent resident; employment-based permanent 
resident; other permanent resident; granted refugee status or granted asylum; non-immigrant 
such as a diplomatic, student, business, or tourist visa; and other.  Respondents are then asked 
whether their status has changed to legal permanent residence.  Undocumented status is 
estimated as a residual category inferred by process of elimination.  Posing these questions 
produces very modest levels of nonresponse and has no significant effect on responses to 
subsequent questions or to survey follow-up rates. The questions appear to yield estimates of 
population characteristics comparable to the indirect methods described above (Bachmeier et al., 
2014). The SIPP provides detailed data on labor force participation, income, assets, education, 
entitlement usage, and health insurance coverage and, given its large nationally representative 
sample, represents a potentially rich though underutilized source of information on the 
consequences of unauthorized status for immigrants and their families.   
 Although the SIPP is the only nationally representative survey of the entire U.S. 
population to contain questions on legal status, these questions have been asked on a variety of 
other surveys of specific populations or regions. Below, the panel reviews some of the most 
useful publicly available surveys, but the surveys we describe are not a comprehensive list.  

The Los Angeles Family and Neighborhood Survey (LAFANS), a representative sample 
of Los Angeles County fielded between 2000 and 2002, also contained a module on legal status 
that has been used to infer a lack of documentation after eliminating a series of legal categories 
(see Prentice et al., 2005; Bachmeier et al., 2014).  A series of five questions asks first whether 
the respondent is a U.S. citizen and if the answer is “no” goes on to ask in serial order whether 
the respondent has permanent residence; asylum, refugee status, or temporary protected status; a 
tourist visa, work visa, or other document permitting one to stay in the United States; and if the 
later document is still valid. Although LAFANS is representative for the area covered by its 
frame, it is not nationally representative; the relative size and composition of the undocumented 
population derived for Los Angeles County lines up closely with indirect estimates for that 
county using the residual approach (described below), at least with respect to age, sex, and 
national origin (Bachmeier et al., 2014). Given the wealth of data contained in LAFANS on 
households, adult and child members, neighborhoods, and schools, it offers a promising source 
for studying the consequences of unauthorized status in the nation’s largest single undocumented 
population. 
 Another source of data on legal status is the New Immigrant Survey, which began with a 
representative pilot survey of 1,134 legal immigrants who acquired legal residence documents 
during July and August of 1996 and were followed for the next year. The pilot survey compiled 
detailed information about migratory experiences in the United States prior to admission as 
LPRs, enabling identification of those with prior undocumented status. Using these data, Massey 
and Malone (2002) estimated that 32% of all “new” lawful permanent residents had previously 
been undocumented migrants, roughly the same figure estimated by Jasso et al. (2008), although 
among groups such as Mexicans and Central Americans the figure was much higher. 
 The pilot survey was followed in 2003 with a probability sample of the entire cohort of 
LPRs who acquired their residence documents between May and November of 2003, including 



Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

The Integration of Immigrants into American Society 

Prepublication copy, uncorrected proofs 
 

 

10-7 

interviews with 8,573 adults, 810 parents of sampled child immigrants, and 4,915 spouses.  
Follow-up interviews were conducted with this cohort between June 2007 and December 2009, 
yielding data on 3,902 adults, 392 children, and 1,771 spouses. Although the full NIS did not 
include the detailed module on pre-arrival experiences administered in the pilot, it did identify 
previously unauthorized immigrants who were legalized under the Immigration Reform and 
Control Act’s (IRCA’s) registry provisions, suspension of deportation, cancellation of removal, 
and special legalization programs, again comprising around 32% of all immigrants. Both sources 
of data allow researchers to study the effects of legal status on integration (e.g. Weeraratne and 
Massey, 2014). 

Another source of data on formerly unauthorized migrants is the Legalized Population 
Survey, a sample of 6,193 undocumented immigrants who sought LPR status through IRCA and 
were interviewed in 1989 with a follow-up survey of 4,012 respondents in 1992. The survey 
collected information on the labor market characteristics of those who gained legal status at three 
times: just prior to legalization while still undocumented, at legalization, and 5 years following 
legalization.  

Although primarily designed to assess the progress of second generation immigrants, the 
Immigration and Intergenerational Mobility in Metropolitan Los Angeles Study (IIMMLA) 
included questions on legal status. The presence of undocumented parents and children in the 
Los Angeles study enabled work on the effects of legal status on the integration of 
undocumented migrants and their citizen children (see Bean et al.,, 2015). 

Three specialized population surveys that also contain questions on legal status are the 
Latino National Survey, the National Agricultural Workers Survey, and the National Asian 
American Survey.  The Latino National Survey is a representative national survey of some 8,634 
Latino residents of the United States implemented in 2005-2006. Unfortunately, only a minority 
of respondents to the Latino National Survey are foreign born, drastically reducing the sample 
size of immigrants and rendering it too small for all but national estimates on large groups such 
as Mexicans.3  
 The National Agricultural Workers Survey was an employment-based, random survey of 
U.S. crop workers. It collected demographic, employment, and health data in face-to-face 
interviews with over 56,000 workers in 1988-1989 and ascertained which respondents were 
undocumented and which had applied for legalization under IRCA’s Special Agricultural 
Worker Program.   

The National Asian American Survey was a telephone survey of 5,159 self-identified 
Asian or Asian American residents of the United States fielded in 2008. It included a direct 
question about current legal status but 93% of respondents reported either being U.S. citizens or 
legal visa holders, with just 5.2% saying they didn’t know or refusing to answer, thus potentially 
identifying them as undocumented.   
 Finally, both the Mexican Migration Project (Durand and Massey 2004) and the Latin 
American Migration Project (Donato et al.2010) ask direct questions on legal status from 
representative samples of immigrants from specific sending communities who are interviewed 

                                                 
3The sample size for the LNS is still the largest publicly available sample of the Latino foreign born 

population, and some of the state subsamples should allow for national-origin level analysis of the foreign born—
e.g. California, Texas and Florida. 
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mostly in their countries of origin. Although neither dataset is necessarily representative of 
migrants from Mexico or other Latin American nations, systematic comparisons with objective 
sources suggest they cover their respective immigrant populations well (Massey and Zenteno 
2000; Massey and Capoferro 2004), and both surveys have been used extensively to study the 
effect of legal status on labor market integration.  

The above surveys all follow the best practice of making data publicly available in 
publicly accessible archives.  All surveys of immigrants and the second generation should do 
this. 
 

Qualitative Data on Legal Status 
 

A variety of qualitative studies have examined the effects of legal status on immigrant 
integration, and many of these are cited in Chapter 3. Although qualitative datasets are generally 
too small to make broad generalizations about the effects of legal status on immigrant 
integration, they provide important guidance for how legal status might be measured and what 
types of social variables intersect with legal status to help or hinder immigrants’ integration 
prospects. Qualitative studies can also help researchers assess the effects of legal status in 
particular local contexts and for smaller groups of immigrants.  
 

Sources of Data on Undocumented Immigrants 
 

Standard residual methods for measuring the undocumented have been perfected in 
recent decades to derive indirect estimates of the number, location, and basic demographic 
characteristics of undocumented migrants using the Decennial Census and the CPS and ACS 
surveys. Indirect estimates of the size and characteristics of the undocumented population are 
regularly published by OIS,4 the Pew Research Center,5 and the Center for Migration Studies.6 
The Migration Policy Institute has also published estimates for the undocumented at the national 
and select state and county level, including estimates of the population eligible for Deferred 
Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) and Deferred Action for Parental Accountability 
(DAPA, also called Deferred Action for Parents of Americans and Lawful Permanent Residents). 
 In order to derive an independent benchmark estimate of the undocumented population, 
the U.S. Government Accountability Office (2009) has recommended the application of a “two-
card method” in conjunction with the CPS (see GAO 2009 for details). This method seeks to 
overcome concerns about asking about legal status because those without documents only admit 
to being in a category that contains undocumented migrants among several other legal statuses, 
making it impossible to identify any single person as being undocumented.  Although this design 
feature guarantees privacy, it also makes it impossible to identify the characteristics of the 
undocumented population. As a result, the two-card method has been little used in research on 
immigrant integration to date. 

In sum, the inability to identify legal status among the foreign born enumerated in the 
Decennial Census or in the ACS and CPS leaves a major determinant of immigrant integration 

                                                 
4See http://www.dhs.gov/immigration-statistics-publications   
5See http://www.pewhispanic.org/category/publications/ 
6See http://cmsny.org/researchprojects/democratizingdata/us/unauthorizedtables/ 



Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

The Integration of Immigrants into American Society 

Prepublication copy, uncorrected proofs 
 

 

10-9 

unmeasured, thus potentially biasing models estimated to predict how integration varies with 
time spent in the United States (Massey and Bartley 2005). Among Mexican immigrants, in 
particular, one cannot know whether a relatively slow pace of socioeconomic integration is a 
general feature of the population or is simply the average of a fast pace of integration among 
legal immigrants and citizens and a slow pace among undocumented immigrants. Moreover, to 
the extent that the prevalence of undocumented migrants varies across national origins, 
differences in integration will be confounded with differences in the rate of legal documentation. 
 

DATA ON THE SECOND GENERATION 
 
 As discussed throughout the report, family and household circumstances, as well as the 
general climate toward immigrants and the policy environment that immigrants enter, are critical 
in determining patterns and processes of social and economic integration for the second 
generation and beyond.  In addition to the parents’ own legal status, age and date of arrival, and 
time spent in the United States, other key variables affecting the integration of the second 
generation include whether both parents were foreign born; what language is spoken at home; 
household socioeconomic and demographic composition; and general indicators of parental 
health, education, occupation, and income.  In addition, more distal variables such as the general 
policy environment toward immigrants (welcoming or restrictive), neighborhood characteristics, 
the types of schools attended; and the availability and quality of English-as-a-Second-Language 
(ESL) programs and other social and health services affect immigrant integration and should be 
measured with respect to immigrant-descendent generation.  

In general, resources accessible to children within the household while growing up can be 
expected to play an outsized role in determining the nature and extent of their later integration 
into American society. For older children of immigrants who no longer live at home, of course, a 
specific question on the birthplace of parents is required to identify members of the second 
generation; but rarely is much additional information gathered about the parents or the family in 
which they came of age.  Despite this information gap, circumstances in the family of origin are 
nonetheless critical to understanding current trajectories of integration among adult members of 
the second generation, underscoring the need for longitudinal data in studies of immigrant 
integration, especially in the second generation. 

The second generation may be identified in one of two ways.  Minor children of 
immigrants are easily identified as long as they remain in the household of their immigrant 
parents, who are themselves identified from the birthplace question. The adult children of 
immigrants, however, must be identified using a separate question on the birthplace of parents: a 
question that was asked on every Decennial Census from 1870 to 1970 but was eliminated on the 
1980, 1990, and 2000 census forms and was not included on the ACS in 2010.  Since 1996 a 
parental birthplace item has been asked in the March supplement to the CPS, but the small 
sample size makes it difficult to create reliable estimates for most second generation immigrant 
populations (for one potential method, see Ramakrishnan, 2005), especially at the state and local 
level. There are other limitations to the CPS that limit its usefulness for sub-state-level analysis: 
more than a third of county level identifiers are not available in the public release of the CPS due 
to concerns about privacy; other data might be available only through a handful of restricted data 
centers 
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At present there is no reliable source of information on adult second generation 
immigrants based on a large, nationally representative sample.  As noted in Chapter 6, because 
the U.S. Census Bureau data relies on self-identification of race and Hispanic origin and because 
identity is related to socioeconomic status, the identification of the second and especially the 
third and higher generations may be increasingly inaccurate and may introduce systematic errors 
in measurements of intergenerational mobility. 
 To fill the gap, private organizations led by the Russell Sage Foundation have funded a 
series of specialized surveys of second generation immigrants in San Diego and Miami (Portes 
and Rumbaut 2014), New York (Kasinitz et al. 2008), and Los Angeles (Brown et al. 2011). 
Telles and Ortiz (2008) used a survey of Mexican Americans in California and Texas, originally 
conducted in 1965, and then relocated the original respondents and their descendants.  They 
demonstrated that having information on biological generations—tracing great-grandfathers, 
grandfathers, fathers, and sons—yielded a different trajectory of integration than measuring 
generation as time since immigration and examining cross-sectional differences among 
individuals of different immigrant generations but similar age cohorts. In addition, Grusky and 
colleagues (2015) recently recommended the creation of an “American Opportunity Study” to 
develop the capacity to link records across the Decennial Census, the ACS, and administrative 
records (see Box 10-1). These linkages would significantly enhance researchers’ ability to 
monitor social mobility across generations, a key component in the measurement of immigrant 
integration. Overall, the lack of a parental birthplace on the ACS and its absence from the 1980-
2000 census long forms constitutes a huge gap in the nation’s statistical system and is the largest 
single barrier to studying the intergenerational integration of immigrants (Massey 2010). As the 
third generation grows in size, the lack of a question on grandparents’ place of birth also means 
that researchers are unable to trace intergenerational integration as it advances beyond the 
children of immigrants. During the greatest period of mass immigration since the early 20th 
century, when the population of immigrants rose from 14 to 40 million and the second generation 
proliferated, the nation has lacked a reliable means of assessing the progress and characteristics 
of the children of immigrants.  
 

CHALLENGES TO THE STUDY OF IMMIGRANT INTEGRATION 
 

 Analyzing the progress of immigrants as individuals presents many challenges despite the 
existence of large, nationally representative sources of data on the foreign born. In addition to the 
lack of data on legal status and the absence of a large nationwide sample of the second 
generation, additional challenges include the ambiguity in defining duration of U.S. experience 
among immigrants who undertake multiple trips in and out of the country, the difficulty of 
identifying the intention to settle in the United States and when settlement occurs, the relatively 
small share of immigrants in most general-population samples, and lack of data on contexts of 
reception.  
 

Ambiguity in Duration and Intent to Settle 
 

 Beyond legal status, a key variable in all models of immigrant integration is an indicator 
of time spent in the United States.  The 2000 Decennial Census long form and the 2010 ACS 
assessed time in the United States with the question “when did this person come to live in the 



Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

The Integration of Immigrants into American Society 

Prepublication copy, uncorrected proofs 
 

 

10-11 

United States?” The 1970 through 1990 Census long forms asked foreign-born person when they 
came to the United States “to stay.”  Most researchers simply subtract the date of entry (to live or 
to stay) from the date of the survey to estimate total time spent in the United States. However, 
recent research based on retrospective longitudinal data indicates that the vast majority of 
persons entering the United States as new LPRs are not arriving for the first time. For example, 
among the 2003 cohort of new legal resident aliens surveyed upon entry by the New Immigrant 
Survey, 66% had prior experience in the United States through a variety of pathways, and total 
time accumulated in the United States varied widely by legal status (Massey and Malone 2002). 
The question itself tacitly assumes that foreign-born persons have indeed made a decision to 
settle in the United States, but in fact some LPRs and naturalized citizens use their residence 
documents as a convenience to come and go (Massey et al. 1987; Massey and Akresh 2006). 
Even among those who intend to live out their lives in the U.S., answering the question requires 
a judgment about when exactly it was that they came with the intention of settling (Massey and 
Malone 2002).   
 Thus measures of time spent in the United States derived from government censuses and 
surveys may contain significant measurement error and considerable but unknown potential for 
bias across national-origin groups. Although total time accumulated in the United States and the 
total number of trips over this time are probably most relevant in determining integration 
outcomes, these quantities are generally not available from standard data sources. In sum, models 
of immigrant adaptation and integration estimated from the Decennial Census, ACS, or CPS are 
likely to be strongly affected by omitted variable bias (owing to the lack of information on legal 
status and parental birthplace) and measurement error (because of unreliability in accurately 
capturing time spent in the United States).  
 

Small Sample Size 
 

Moving beyond these standard sources of national data, the possibilities for studying 
immigrant integration are even more restricted given the relatively small size of the foreign born 
population.  The foreign-born presently constitute around 13% of the U.S. population, so that a 
representative national sample of 2,000 people would yield just 260 immigrants distributed 
across a wide variety of divergent groups. Unless non-Mexican Latinos and Asians or 
immigrants themselves are oversampled, standard surveys are unlikely to produce sufficient 
numbers of immigrants for meaningful analysis. There are some exceptions, including the 
National Health Interview Survey, the Panel Study of Income Dynamics, and the National Health 
and Nutrition Examination Survey.  Other surveys target those of Latino and Asian origin and 
thus include a large number of immigrants by design (e.g. the Latino National Survey and Asian 
American National Survey).  But even when surveys contain larger subsamples of immigrants, 
very few ask a question on parental birthplace, precluding studies of intergenerational 
integration. 

 
Lack of Longitudinal Data 

 
Another limitation is the lack of information about immigrants and their descendants in 

longitudinal data sources. One of the best ways to capture change over time, as is implicit in an 
idea such as “integration,” is through longitudinal studies that re-interview the same respondents 
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at multiple time points.  This helps researchers identify whether economic, health, or civic 
integration happens gradually and steadily over time or if there are key inflection points in the 
process.  One problem for cross-sectional surveys is that researchers face a much harder time 
identifying the temporal order of events that might point to potential mechanisms of change  For 
example, while the prior census enumerations captured whether a foreign-born resident was a 
U.S. citizen at the time of enumeration, as well as whether he or she was married, had a job, 
owned a home and so forth, one does not know whether marriage, employment, and 
homeownership occurred before or after acquiring citizenship.  Recent changes to the ACS that 
ask respondents the year in which they naturalized will help to specify the determinants of 
citizenship, but longitudinal studies are a gold standard for understanding mechanisms of 
integration.  

A model for how the United States could provide longitudinal data based on 
administrative records linking visa status and mode of entry to subsequent income is the 
Canadian government’s Longitudinal Immigrant Database.7  This database links taxation records 
with immigration records over time, allowing researchers to examine labor force participation, 
earnings, internal migration, and income over time by class of admission and other attributes 
such as language ability (Hiebert 2009).  The availability of these data allows researchers to 
provide evidence on the long-term integration of people admitted under different visa types.  
This type of database would not only allow U.S. researchers to more accurately describe 
integration over time, it would provide lawmakers with direct information about the effects of 
U.S. immigration law such as the relative costs and benefits over time of admitting different 
types of skilled workers. 

 
Contexts of Reception 

 
Even though there are difficulties in measuring changes to American society, the panel 

defined integration as a two-way process.  To understand that process in both directions, data are 
needed not only on immigrants—their background, legal status, attitudes, economic condition, 
health status, and so forth—but also on the communities in which they live.  In studies that 
include a detailed geographic identifier, researchers can embed the information about an 
individual in aggregate data on the individual’s neighborhood, town, or metropolitan area, 
usually using Decennial Census data.  However, such place-based data are often incomplete for 
some of the integration outcomes highlighted in this report.  The research community needs 
better data, for example, on the civic or institutional infrastructure within immigrant 
communities— for instance, the number of religious institutions offering non-English services, 
the number of community-based social service agencies, the number of refugee resettlement 
organization, or the number of legal aid clinics, especially those able to process immigration 
paperwork. A few studies have begun to evaluate civic infrastructure using, for example, data on 
501(c)(3) nonprofit organizations distributed by the National Center for Charitable Statistics, but 
these databases do not have consistent information on whether the organizations are focused on 
serving immigrant communities(see also de Leon and Roach, 2013).   

Localities also vary in the degree to which they welcome or develop initiatives to 
facilitate immigrant integration (see White House Task Force on New Americans, 2015). 
                                                 

7See http://www23.statcan.gc.ca/imdb/p2SV.pl?Function=getSurvey&SDDS=5057. 
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Academics regularly compare the policy frameworks for immigrant integration across countries.  
One of the most developed is the MIPEX project8, which has 144 policy indicators across 38 
countries over 8 years to track changes in policy and variation between countries.  Other 
indicators, such as the Multiculturalism Policy Index9 and the Citizenship Observatory10 have 
generated cross-national policy comparisons for more focused topics such as diversity and 
citizenship policy.  Using these indices, researchers can evaluate whether policy differences 
across countries tend to correlate with better or more problematic integration outcomes, such as 
naturalization or economic outcomes. 

It would be valuable to extend this contextual approach to localities within the United 
States.  A few studies have tried to see whether states or municipalities with harsher anti-
immigrant ordinances impede immigrants’ integration or, conversely, whether outreach policies 
have real effects on integration (see for example Mollenkopf and Pastor, 2013; Flores, 2014).  
 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

The most serious current gap in the U.S. statistical system on immigration is the lack of a 
question on parental birthplace for a large representative sample of the U.S. population.  A 
question on the birthplace of parents would enable clear identification of second generation 
immigrants of all ages and enable researchers to assess their social, economic, and cultural 
integration not only within the United States as a whole but across various national origins in 
different regions, states, and metropolitan areas.  Although it remains important to assess the 
relative progress of foreign-born immigrants as they adapt to life in the United States, the more 
critical issue for the nation is the progress of their U.S.-born children, since they are native 
citizens who in a very real way represent America’s demographic future as they inevitably 
produce more citizens. 

 
Recommendation 10-1  The U.S. Bureau of the Census should add a question on the 
birthplace of parents to the American Community Survey (ACS).  
 
With millions of long-term U.S. residents lacking legal documentation and millions more 

children growing up in a household with one or more unauthorized parents, undocumented status 
clearly emerges as a major constraint on socioeconomic mobility among immigrants and thus a 
key determinant of the prospects for their children as well.  A question by which respondents 
select among various well-defined legal statuses at entry or at present, leaving those in 
undocumented status to be identified by process of elimination, now appears on the SIPP and the 
LAFANS.  The question provides important information on the status of immigrants. If the 
indirect estimation question functions well in the CPS, it could also be added to the ACS.  

 
Recommendation 10-2  The U.S. Bureau of the Census should test, and if feasible, add a 
question on the monthly Current Population Survey by which respondents select among 

                                                 
8See http://www.mipex.eu/what-is-mipex 
9See http://www.queensu.ca/mcp/immigrant.html 
10See http://eudo-citizenship.eu/ 
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various well-defined legal statuses at entry or at present, leaving those in undocumented 
status to be identified by process of elimination. 
 
As indicated by the New Immigrant Survey, the Mexican Migration Project, and other 

surveys, legal status is a dynamic variable that changes over time as immigrants move from 
temporary to permanent legal statuses or between unauthorized and authorized circumstances. 
The attainment of legal status and eventual citizenship are likely to be crucial steps in the process 
of economic and social integration, yet researchers presently lack the means to model them.  

 
Recommendation 10-3  Following the example of the New Immigrant Survey, the 
Survey of Income and Program Participation, and the Los Angeles Family and 
Neighborhood Study, direct questions on legal status should be added to ongoing and 
proposed longitudinal surveys that contain significant numbers of foreign-born 
respondents, such as the Panel Study of Income Dynamics, the National Health Interview 
Survey, the National Educational Longitudinal Survey, and the National Health and 
Nutrition Examination Survey. 
 
Just as the 1986 Immigration Reform and Control Act mandated a survey of the 

immigrants who legalized, any future legislation to address the legalization of millions of 
undocumented immigrants should do the same.  A legalization program creates a targeted 
opportunity to learn more about the population of immigrants living in the United States without 
legal status. Data collection and analysis of the legalized population—how they entered the 
United States, where they fit into the labor market, demographic characteristics, family 
composition, use of social services, migration behavior and origins—in the 1986 program 
illuminated the behavior of a population for which there previously was little systematic 
information. Learning more about today’s unauthorized population will help provide insights 
into an otherwise elusive population and assist in creating new policies to address undocumented 
immigration and immigrants.   

 
Recommendation 10-4  Congress should prioritize the collection of data on the 
undocumented population by including a provision in the next immigration bill to survey 
the population. Data should be collected in two ways: USCIS should collect data on 
applicants who were previously out-of-status or entered without inspection, and 
government statistical agencies should conduct surveys similar to those conducted after 
IRCA.   
 
A cost-effective way to improve data accuracy and aid research on intergenerational 

changes in immigrant integration is to link administrative data with Decennial Census and survey 
data. Records from the Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) could link to 
respondents and their children and parents, to enable investigation into intergenerational and 
intragenerational issues, including but not limited to: mobility, long-run outcomes of early life 
circumstances, and intergenerational effects for immigrants and their descendants.  Matched 
individual-level records from Decennial Censuses (and the ACS) with income data from Internal 
Revenue Service and the Social Security Administration would allow for longitudinal studies of 
the socioeconomic progress of immigrants in American society and allow for the measurement 
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of both intracohort change and intercohort (for cohorts based on time of arrival in the United 
States) change for successive waves of immigrants. Matched Census and USCIS records would 
allow for in-depth studies of pathways to legalization and also the impact of legal status on 
socioeconomic outcomes of individuals and their children. 

 
Recommendation 10-5  The U.S. Census Bureau and USCIS should create a system that 
links administrative data to Census Bureau–administered surveys, including the 
Decennial Census, the ACS, and the SIPP, following protocols that have recently been 
used to link IRS data to Census Bureau data and/or following protocols developed for the 
American Opportunity Study (National Research Council, 2013). 
 
USCIS and other federal government agencies produce a range of administrative data 

about immigrants, including flows of new arrivals by visa status and data on newly naturalized 
U.S. citizens. However, the published data are aggregated with only some very basic cross-
tabulations.  It is impossible to use these data for more fine-grained analysis, for example, to 
compare whether women from specific countries over the age of 50 living in areas of the U.S. 
with more legal aid support in their native language are more likely to naturalize than similar 
female migrants living elsewhere.  To support such finer-grained analyses, researchers need 
micro-level data on individuals and the ability to link such data with additional information, such 
as aggregate data on localities. 

 
Recommendation 10-6.  U.S. Immigration and Citizenship Services and the Office of 
Immigration Statistics should make more administrative data available to researchers and 
the public. Sensitive data should be made available via Secure Data Centers.  
 
Many common data sources for social science research lack large enough samples of 

Hispanics, Asians, or immigrants to effectively use in the study of immigrant integration. In 
recent years, however, a number of nationally representative studies have added oversamples of 
Hispanics and Asians or immigrants, including the National Health Interview Survey, the Panel 
Study of Income Dynamics, and the National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey.  These 
surveys could provide a model for oversampling key populations. 

 
Recommendation 10-7  The General Social Survey, the various National Longitudinal 
Surveys, the Adolescent Health Survey, and the National Survey of Family Growth 
should oversample the foreign-born, especially the smaller Asian and non-Mexican 
Hispanic groups that, when combined, make up a significant share of the immigrant 
population. In addition, the surveys cited above should add questions on parental 
birthplace. 
 
Contexts of reception are critical for immigrant’s integration prospects, not just on the 

national or state scale but also on the local and neighborhood scale. Researchers therefore need 
access to small-area data. In addition, researchers need these data in a timely manner if they are 
going to capture processes that are unfolding continuously. 
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Recommendation 10-8  The U.S. Census Bureau should enable researchers to access and 
analyze small-area data on first and second generation immigrants through the system of 
Regional Data Centers, taking steps to lower the cost of accessing the data; speed up the 
approval process; and permit researchers to access the data to address a larger range of 
research questions, not just research efforts than benefit the Census Bureau.  
 
Population surveys continue to be an important source of health status and use of health 

services among immigrants and the US-born.  Unlike administrative and clinical data, population 
surveys are able to reach people who do not seek preventive or treatment services.  Since there is 
a sizable portion of people who either do not access health care or do so irregularly, surveys 
provide data on  people who are less likely to receive medical attention.  Moreover, surveys are 
able to include more dimensions of social life that are important for understanding health status 
and health care (e.g., socioeconomic status, English language proficiency, country of origin, 
length of time in the U.S., age of immigration).   

 
Recommendation 10-9  The National Institutes of Health should offer continuing 
support for population health surveys. It should ensure that these surveys contain 
questions on date and age of arrival, time spent in the United States, and. whenever 
possible and practical, legal status. 
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BOX 10-1 
American Opportunity Study 

 
In June 2013, the National Research Council conducted a workshop to explore means of 

improving the measurement of social mobility in the U.S. (National Research Council, 2013).  
One of the key topics considered in the workshop was improving the means of measuring the 
intergenerational changes in the immigrant population, an important component in the 
measurement of immigrant integration. 

An important outcome of this workshop and of the planning activities that followed it 
was the development of a proposal for a new American Opportunity Study (AOS; Grusky et. al, 
2015). The proposal stemmed from an understanding that social, behavioral, and economic 
research (surveys, experiments, evaluations) is making efficient and cost-saving linkages to 
Census Bureau and administrative data, yielding savings on survey costs, improving data 
accuracy, drastically increasing the ability to understand the long-term consequences of 
economic and social change, and ultimately improving the evidence base for policy.  

In essence, the proposed data development would link the Decennial Census short and 
long forms from 1950 through 2010 and beyond, with the American Community Survey (ACS) 
substituting for the long form since 2010.  Identification of immigrants would be facilitated by 
establishing a “Protected Identity Key” (PIK) for the 1960-1990 data from the Decennial 
Censuses. In this manner, a protected longitudinal panel of the population, with identifiers for 
immigrants and later generations, could be constructions.  From this linked file, linkages between 
federal administrative datasets and ongoing surveys could be established.  The work would be 
carried out in restricted data environments, such as the Census Bureau’s Research Data Centers. 
A significant amount of project development would be needed before this data linkage project 
could bear fruit, but the AOS would result in an important new information source to assist in 
understanding the processes and products of immigrant integration. 
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