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My conception of what it means to be an immigrant rights activist is
that one must also be involved in the integration side of the debate,

in the huge question of whether there is economic and social mobility for
today’s immigrants. The issues I care most about are what kind of life
immigrants are going to be able to achieve in this country… I feel it is
imperative that more people conceptualize their role in being pro immigrant
as being pro school reform, pro health care access, and pro labor rights
enforcement, among other things we need to think about to make strong,
vibrant, healthy communities. When so many are struggling to move up, 
to provide for their families, how do we design policies that truly provide
opportunity and a level playing field for everyone?”

—Margie McHugh, Senior Advisor
Migration Policy Institute, Washington, DC
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Immigrant numbers and growth rates
are significant.1

• The foreign-born population in the
United States tripled in the past four
decades and currently totals about 37
million, or nearly 12 percent of the
total population. 

• By 2010, the foreign-born 
population is expected to increase to 
43 million, or 13.5 percent of the total
population. 

But immigrants’ percentage of the
total U.S. population is below the
nation's historic high.

• Proportionately, the United States
is less a nation of immigrants now than
a century ago, when nearly 15 percent
of the population was foreign-born.2

• Many other countries have propor-
tionately larger immigrant populations.
For example, 17 percent of Canada’s
total population is foreign-born, as is
24 percent of Australia’s.3

Immigrant settlement is shifting from
traditional to new gateway states and
from central cities to suburbs.

• In 2000, two-thirds of all the 
foreign-born lived in the traditional
“big six” immigrant states (California,
New York, Texas, Florida, Illinois, and
New Jersey), down from three-quarters
in the decades before 1995.4

• From 1990 to 2000, the foreign-
born population grew by 145 percent in
22 “new growth” states, compared to 57
percent average growth nationwide.5

• The biggest growth between 1990
and 2000 occurred in the Southeast,
Mountain, and Plains states, led by
North Carolina (274 percent), Georgia
(233 percent), Nevada (202 percent),
Arkansas (196 percent), and Utah (171
percent).6

• The foreign-born averaged 25 
percent of the population in central
cities in 2000, with the highest per-
centages in Miami (60 percent), Los
Angeles (40 percent), and San Francisco,
San Jose, and New York (all above 35
percent).7

• More immigrants now live in 
suburbs (12.8 million) than in central
cities (9.8 million).8

Fewer immigrants are from Europe;
more are from Latin America and
Asia.

• Sixty-six percent of legal 
immigrants were from Europe and
Canada before the 1965 Immigration
Act eliminated national origin quotas
that favored European countries.9

• By 2004, European and Canadian
immigrants had declined to 16 percent
of all foreign-born, while a larger 
percentage of immigrants were from
other countries: Mexico (31 percent),
other Latin American countries (23 
percent), Asia (26 percent), and Africa,
the Middle East, and other regions 
(4 percent).10

DEMOGRAPHIC
TRENDS
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SNAPSHOT OF THE FOREIGN-BORN IN THE UNITED STATES

TOTAL NUMBER % OF ANNUAL 
IMMIGRATION STATUS (2005) TOTAL (Federal fiscal year 2003)

FOREIGN-BORN RESIDENTS

Naturalized citizens: Lawful permanent
residents in U.S. at least 3-5 years 
who have completed naturalization 
process.

Lawful permanent residents (LPRs):
Persons legally admitted to reside and 
work permanently in U.S.; most visas 
are granted through family relationships 
to relatives of citizens and LPRs (about  
74% of total) and employment skills 
(12% of total).

Refugees: Persons unable or unwilling 
to return to their country because of 
persecution or a well-founded fear of 
persecution; refugees are admitted 
overseas, and asylees apply in the U.S.  
Both may apply to become LPR after one 
year. Of the post-1980 refugee arrivals, 
1.3 million are now LPRs, and 1.3 million 
are now naturalized citizens.

Temporary legal residents: Persons legally
admitted for a specified purpose and a 

temporary period.

Undocumented immigrants: Persons 
residing in the U.S. without legal permission. 
Estimated numbers:

• 50-65% entered without inspection.
• 25-40% overstayed visa.
• 10% quasi-legal (e.g., Temporary 

Protected Status, asylum applicants, 
persons awaiting green card).

TOTAL FOREIGN-BORN RESIDENTS

VISITORS TO THE UNITED STATES
Tourists
Visitors for business

TOTAL ANNUAL  VISITORS

SOURCES: 

Total numbers and percent foreign-born for 2005 and data on undocumented immigrants from Passel, 
Jeffrey S. 2006. The Size and Characteristics of the Unauthorized Migrant Population in the U.S. Washington, 
D.C.: Pew Hispanic Center. March.

Naturalization data for FY 2003 from Migration Policy Institute. 2005. Backlogs in Immigration Processing 
Persist. Washington, D.C.: Migration Policy Institute. June.

Legal admission data for FY 2003 from Capps, Randy and Jeffrey S. Passel. 2004. Describing Immigrant 
Communities. Washington, D.C.: Urban Institute. December.

11.5 million

10.5 million

2.6 million

1.3 million

11.1 million

37 million

31%

28%

7%

3%

30%

100%

555,000 LPRs became citizens

651,000 LPR visas granted
• 333,000 immediate relatives of U.S. citizens 
• 159,000 other relatives of citizens & LPRs 
• 87,000 other legal admissions, such as 

diversity visas 
• 82,000 employment visas 

45,000 refugee/asylee visas granted

1.46 million temporary resident visas, including
662,000 students and dependents, and 798,000
temporary workers and dependents

An estimated 500,000 undocumented immigrants
have entered the United States per year since 2000

2.6 million resident arrivals annually

24.4 million
4.2 million

28.6 million
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TOP-TEN IMMIGRANT-SENDING COUNTRIES TO THE UNITED STATES 

2004 1960

1. Mexico 1. Mexico
2. India 2. Germany
3. Philippines 3. Canada
4. China,-People’s-Republic 4. United Kingdom
5. Vietnam 5. Italy
6. Dominican-Republic 6. Cuba
7. El Salvador 7. Poland
8. Cuba 8. Ireland
9. Korea 9. Hungary
10. Colombia 10. Portugal

TOP-TEN REFUGEE-SENDING
COUNTRIES TO THE UNITED

STATES IN 2004 

1. Somalia 
2. Liberia 
3. Laos 
4. Sudan 
5. Ukraine 
6. Caribbean 
7. Cuba 
8. Ethiopia 
9. Iran 
10. Moldova 

TOP SOURCES OF
UNDOCUMENTED IMMIGRANTS 

TO THE UNITED STATES  

1. Mexico (57%)
2. Other Latin American countries (24%)
3. Asia (9%)
4. Europe and Canada (6%)
5. Africa and other (4%)

SOURCES: 

United States. Department of Homeland Security.
2006. Yearbook of Immigration Statistics: 2004.
Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Homeland
Security, Office of Immigration Statistics.

Passel, Jeffrey S. 2006. Size and Characteristics 
of the Unauthorized Migrant Population in the U.S.
Washington, D.C.: Pew Hispanic Center. March.
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Immigrants with legal status make up
70 percent of the U.S. foreign-born
population.11

Demographers estimate that in 2005:12

• Legal permanent residents were 
32 percent of the foreign-born (11.8
million, including 1.3 million who
arrived as refugees).

• Naturalized citizens were 35 percent
(12.8 million, including 1.3 million who
arrived as refugees). 

• Temporary legal residents (such as
students and temporary workers) were 
3 percent (1.3 million). 

• Unauthorized migrants were 30 
percent (11.1 million).

Many immigrants are becoming citi-
zens, but many more who are eligible
face barriers to naturalization.

• The number of naturalized citizens
almost doubled between the mid-1990s
and 2002, from 6.5 to 11 million.13

• Although naturalization numbers
and rates have increased, at least eight
million immigrants are eligible to 
naturalize but have not.14

• Language is a major barrier: 60 percent
of naturalization-eligible immigrants
have limited proficiency in English.15

• Delays in immigration processing
have increased waiting times for natural-
ization and green cards: Between 1990 and
2003, the number of applications pend-
ing approval increased by more than 1,000
percent, from 540,688 to 6.08 million.16

• Nevertheless, immigrants’ interest
in becoming U.S. citizens remains high. 

• In the first three months of 2006, 
the U.S. Department of Homeland 
Security received more than 185,000 
naturalization applications, representing
a 19 percent increase over the same 
period last year.17

• In March 2006, the U.S. 
Citizenship and Immigration Services 
received a record 6.6 million hits on 
its website. The website received 2.2 
million requests to download forms, 
including the N-400 for naturaliza-
tion—a leap from 1.8 million 
requests in February.18

The undocumented population has
increased since the mid-1990s.

• Annual arrivals of undocumented
immigrants have exceeded legal admis-
sions since the mid-1990s. Since 2000,
legal admissions have averaged 610,000
a year and unauthorized entries have
averaged 700,000 a year. In contrast, in
the 1980s, legal admissions averaged
650,000 a year and unauthorized entries
averaged 140,000.19

• As of March 2006, between 11.5 and
12 million undocumented immigrants
resided in the United States, constitut-
ing 30 percent of all immigrants.20

• Although the number of undocu-
mented immigrants in the U.S. has
grown, the rate of undocumented migra-
tion from Mexico has remained steady,
as a percentage of the Mexico popula-
tion, since 1980.21

Immigrants, regardless of their immi-
gration status, are thoroughly woven
into the fabric of American families
and communities.

• Eighty-five percent of all immigrant
families with children are mixed-status
families, with at least one immigrant
parent and one U.S. citizen child.22

• Three-quarters of children in 
immigrant families are U.S. citizens.23

• Two-thirds of the 4.9 million 
children with undocumented parents 
are U.S. citizens.24

PATTERNS OF 
IMMIGRATION 

STATUS
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Immigrants are a significant, increas-
ing percentage of the U.S. labor force
growth.25

• Immigrants constituted more than
50 percent of the overall growth in the
labor force in the last decade.

• Between 1994 and 2004, the
native-born labor force grew by 7 percent
(118 million to 126 million), while the
immigrant labor force grew by 66 
percent (12.9 million to 21.4 million). 

• Between 2000 and 2050, new immi-
grants and their children will account
for 83 percent of the growth in the
working-age population and 60 percent
of total U.S. population growth.

Immigrants will fill workforce gaps
created by aging native-born workers.

• By 2030, the percentage of the U.S.
population over 65 will more than dou-
ble, from over 12 to almost 20 percent,
while the working-age and child popula-
tion will shrink by 8 percent.26

• Eighty percent of immigrants are
working age, compared to 60 percent of
the native-born.27

Immigrants bring skills that meet the
needs of the U.S. “hour-glass” econ-
omy, filling jobs at the high and low
ends of the labor market.

• In 2000, the foreign-born
accounted for 38 percent of scientists
and engineers with doctorates and 29
percent of those with master’s degrees.28

• Among computer scientists and
mathematicians, half of all doctorate
holders and one-third of master’s degree
holders were foreign-born.29

• From 1996 to 2002, the foreign-
born constituted 27 percent of the growth
in doctors, scientists, and teachers.30

• Immigrants from countries outside
of Mexico and Central America are more
likely to have completed college or
graduate school (43 percent) than
native-born workers (32 percent).31

IMMIGRANTS IN 
THE U.S. ECONOMY

• The foreign-born in lower-skilled
occupations include:32

• 41 percent of workers in farming, 
fishing, and forestry. 

• 33 percent of building and 
maintenance workers. 

• 22 percent of workers in food 
preparation/serving and construction/ 
mining.

• Immigrants from Mexico or Central
America are more likely than native-
born workers to have less than a high
school education (59 percent versus 6
percent).33

• Nearly half of all immigrant workers
earn less than 200 percent of the mini-
mum wage, compared to one-third of
native workers. The average low-wage
immigrant worker earned $14,400 in
2001.34

• From 2004 to 2014, the greatest
growth in U.S. jobs, in both numbers
and percentage, will be at the upper
and lower ends of the workforce.
Professional occupations will gain 6 
million jobs, representing a 21 percent
increase. Service jobs will increase by
5.2 million, or 19 percent.35

Immigration is stimulating growth in
Asian-American and Latino businesses
and buying power.

• Between 1997 and 2002, the num-
ber of Asian-American businesses grew
24 percent, and Latino businesses grew
31 percent, compared to 10 percent
growth for all U.S. firms.36

• Between 1990 and 2009, both
Asian-American and Latino buying
power will grow 347 percent, compared
to a 158 percent increase in total U.S.
buying power.37

• By 2009, Asian-Americans and
Latinos are projected to total 20 per-
cent of the population and command
almost 14 percent of U.S. buying
power.38
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Children of immigrants are one in five
school-age children.39

• From 1970 to 2000, children of
immigrants increased from 6 percent to
19 percent of all school-age children,
constituting 11 million of 58 million
total U.S. children. About 75 percent 
of the children of immigrants are 
U.S. citizens.

• In 2000, 16 percent of all students
in pre-kindergarten were children of
immigrants, but only 2 percent were 
foreign-born. In the upper grades (6 to
12), children of immigrants were 19 
percent of the total student population,
while the foreign-born were 7 percent 
of the total.

Like immigrants overall, children of
immigrants are concentrated in tradi-
tional gateway states, but their
growth rates are highest in the new
gateway states.40

• In 2000, almost 70 percent of
school-age children of immigrants lived
in the six states with the largest immi-
grant populations: California, Texas, New
York, Florida, Illinois, and New Jersey.

• In 2000, nearly half (47 percent) of
California’s students in PK to fifth grade
were children of immigrants. Nine other
states had percentages above the national
average of 19 percent: Nevada, New
York, Hawaii, Texas, Florida, Arizona,
New Jersey, Rhode Island, and 
New Mexico.

• The highest growth in school enroll-
ment of immigrant children was in new
gateway states in the Southeast, Midwest,
and interior West. Between 1990 and
2000, children of immigrants in PK to
fifth grade grew most rapidly in Nevada
(206 percent), followed by North
Carolina (153 percent), Georgia (148
percent), and Nebraska (125 percent).

Many Latino and Asian-American 
children of immigrants are English
Language Learners (ELL) and 
low-income.41

• In 2000, 53 percent of the children
of immigrants were Latino, and 18 
percent were Asian-American.

• Seventy-one percent of ELL children
in elementary school were Latino, and
14 percent were Asian-American. 

• Half of children of immigrants 
and two-thirds of ELL children are 
low-income.

Most ELL children are U.S.-born, but
live in linguistically isolated families
and attend linguistically segregated
schools.42

• In 2000, only about 3.5 million
children of immigrants were ELL, out of
a total 11 million.

• More than half of ELL students in
2000 were born in the United States.

• In 2000, six out of seven ELL 
children in grades one to five lived in
linguistically isolated households; in
secondary school, two out of three did so.

• ELL students are highly concentrated
in linguistically segregated schools,
with half attending schools where 30
percent or more of their fellow students
are also ELL.

• Seventy percent of ELL students are
enrolled in only 10 percent of the
nation’s schools.43

IMMIGRANT 
CHILDREN 

AND EDUCATION 
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English acquisition rates are high
among immigrants who come to the
United States as children and rise
across the generations.44

• Almost 80 percent of first-generation
(foreign-born) children from Mexico and
88 percent from China speak English
“well” or “very well.”

• Among the second generation, 92
percent of Latinos and 96 percent of
Asians are English proficient and many
are bilingual in their mother tongue (85
percent of second-generation Latinos
and 61 percent of second-generation
Asians).

• By the third generation, 72 percent
of Latinos and 92 percent of Asians
speak English only.

High rates of immigration have
increased the number of recently
arrived, first-generation adults with
limited English skills.

• In 2002, among adults aged 18 to
64, over 17 million immigrants spoke
English very well, over 7 million spoke
it well, close to 6 million did not speak
it well, and more than 2.5 million did
not speak English at all.45

• Many limited English proficient
(LEP) adults are relatively recent immi-
grants, with 60 percent arriving in the
United States over the past ten years.46

• In 2000, about 2 out of 3 working-
age adults (ages 18-55) who did not
speak English at home were foreign-
born (19 million of 29.4 million).47

• In 2000, about 9 out of 10 work-
ing-age adults who were very limited
English proficient10 were foreign-born
(6.5 million of 7.4 million).48

• In 2000, among the LEP immigrants:49

• One-third arrived in the United 
States since 1995, and 59 percent 
arrived since 1990.

• More than half (57 percent) were 
from Mexico.

• Three-quarters spoke Spanish at 
home. Fourteen percent spoke Asian 
languages. 

• Half had a ninth-grade education 
or less. 

• Sixty-two percent had children, 
compared to 36 percent of all U.S. 
households.

English ability is linked to higher
wages and economic opportunities.

• Nearly two-thirds of low-wage
immigrant workers do not speak English
proficiently.50

• Immigrants who speak English 
fluently may earn 17 percent more than
those who do not, after adjusting for
socioeconomic factors such as education
and work experience.51

• In 1999, only 26 percent of
refugees who did not speak English
were employed, compared with 77 
percent of those who spoke English 
well or fluently.52

LEP speakers face additional barriers
to economic mobility and integration. 

• Almost half of LEP adults have nine
years or less of education, and 64 per-
cent do not have a high school degree.53

• LEP workers in Los Angeles and
New York were twice as likely as other
immigrant workers to lack legal status.54

• About 60 percent of permanent 
residents eligible to become citizens
may have difficulty taking the natural-
ization exam because they are limited
in English.55

The demand for English classes far
exceeds the supply.  

• In 2002-2003, nearly 1.2 million
adults attended English-as-a-Second-
Language (ESL) classes, representing 
43 percent of all enrollees in adult 
education.56

• Shortages of ESL courses exist in
many other communities.57 For example,
Massachusetts has more than 180,000
residents on waiting lists for ESL
classes, with an average wait of six
months to two years.58

LANGUAGE 
ACQUISITION 
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Significant numbers of immigrants
are uninsured.

• In 2003, between 43 to 52 percent
of all non-citizens were uninsured, 
compared with only 15 percent of
native-born citizens and 21 percent of
naturalized citizens.59

• Low-income non-citizens are the
most likely to be uninsured: Among
low-income adults, 70 percent of Latino
non-citizens lacked insurance in 1999,
compared to 34 percent of low-income
Latino citizens and 28 percent of low-
income white citizens.60

• Children’s insurance rates are
affected by their own status as well 
as that of their parents: Among low-
income Latinos, 74 percent of non-
citizen children lacked health insurance
in 1999, compared to 30 percent of 
citizen Latino children with non-citizen
parents and 17 percent of citizen Latino
children with citizen parents.61

• Approximately 4.5 million legal
immigrants who have arrived in the
United States after the 1996 welfare
law are effectively barred from receiving
federally funded health insurance until
they become citizens.62

Immigrants have limited access to
health care.

• In 1997, 37 percent of low-income
non-citizens reported not having a
usual source of care, compared to 19
percent of the low-income native-born.63

• Non-citizens are more likely to be
without a usual source of care and less
likely to go to emergency rooms than
citizens. On average, non-citizen children
had fewer medical, dental, and mental
health visits than citizen children.64

• In 2000, over 25 percent of adult
Mexican immigrants had not seen a
doctor in the previous two years, about
four times the rate for non-Hispanic
whites.65

• In 2000, 48 percent of Mexican
immigrants ages 18-64 had no usual
source of health care, and 58 percent
had no health insurance. In contrast,

14 percent of U.S.-born, non-Hispanic
whites had no usual source of care, and
14 percent were uninsured.66

• In 2000, half of adult Mexican
immigrants with no usual source of care
and no health insurance had not seen a
doctor in the previous two years.67

Language presents a significant 
barrier to health care. 

• Immigrants who lack English 
proficiency are less likely to be insured:
Among low-income adults, 72 percent of
non-citizen Latinos who spoke primarily
Spanish lacked insurance, compared to
55 percent of non-citizen Latinos who
spoke primarily English and 28 percent
of white citizens.68

• Federal law requires states, counties,
and private health providers that receive
federal funds to make reasonable efforts
to provide language assistance to LEP
individuals.69

• Only eleven states have taken
advantage of federal reimbursement 
o pay for language services for their
Medicaid and State Children’s Health
Insurance Programs (SCHIP), though
some states are in the process of devel-
oping pilot projects.70

States vary in their use of state 
funding to cover immigrants and their
children.71

• As of 2004, 22 states and the
District of Columbia were using state
funds to provide health coverage to
some or all of the low-income documented
immigrant children and pregnant women
who lost federal coverage in the 1996
welfare law.

• About two-thirds of these states
also cover seniors, people with disabili-
ties, and the parents of immigrant 
children.  

• Seven states also use federal SCHIP
funds to cover prenatal care for all
women, regardless of immigration status.

IMMIGRANTS’ ACCESS
TO INSURANCE AND

HEALTH CARE 
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