Overview of the Immigrant Workforce in the United States
The immigrant workforce contributes to the nation’s skills, knowledge, and labor across the economy with
immigrant workers in every sector of the economy—from child care and home health to information technology
and construction. Millions of foreign-born workers, however, have long toiled in the shadows of the formal
labor market, earning low wages and working in dangerous conditions, with many of them excluded from labor
and safety protections. At a time of weak economic recovery and heated political debate around a plan for
comprehensive immigration reform, a close look at the role and experience of immigrants in the U.S. labor
market is critical to building a stronger, more competitive economy while improving opportunities for all
workers.
Demographics and Characteristics of the Foreign-born Population and Workforce
Approximately 25 million workers or 16 percent of the U.S. civilian labor force 1 is foreign-born.2
In 2012:







58 percent of the foreign-born labor force was male. The labor force participation rate of foreign-born
men was ten percentage points higher than native-born men (79 percent and 69 percent, respectively)
while foreign-born women had a slightly lower rate than native-born women (55 percent and 58 percent,
respectively).3
76 percent of the foreign-born labor force was between the ages of 25-54, prime working years.
Hispanics accounted for nearly half of the foreign-born labor force and Asians accounted for nearly a
quarter of the immigrant workforce.4
The unemployment rate for foreign-born persons overall was 8.1 percent in 2012, the same rate as for
native-born workers.5
Approximately 7 million workers are unauthorized immigrants in the United States, down from a peak
in 2007 of an estimated 12 million people, 6 although this estimate is likely under-reported.7

Jobs and Job Quality for Foreign-Born Workers
Immigrants are over-represented in certain industries and occupations, particularly those with lower earnings.
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Approximately one-fifth of all workers in construction, food service, and agriculture are foreign-born.
About half of all workers employed in private households and nearly a third of the workers in the
accommodation sector are foreign-born. 8 Lower-wage industries, such as accommodation and food
services, also tend to employ more noncitizens from the foreign-born labor force than naturalized
citizens.9

Foreign-born workers experience lower median earnings than native-born workers overall and are less likely to
be members of unions.




In 2012, median typical weekly earnings of foreign-born full-time wage and salary workers were $625,
compared with $797 for native-born counterparts.10
Nationally, foreign-born workers earn hourly wages that are 12 percent lower than hourly wages of
native-born workers. At 26 percent, this wage gap is even larger in California—the state with the
highest proportion of foreign-born workers in its labor force (37 percent).11
Approximately 10 percent of immigrant workers had some form of union representation, whether under
an employee association contract or union membership, compared to nearly 14 percent of native-born
workers.12

Foreign-born workers are less likely to have employment benefits such as health insurance, and many have work
conditions that do not comply with U.S. labor laws.





In 2011, 38 percent of immigrant adults overall
had no insurance coverage, compared to 71
percent of unauthorized adults.13
A survey of low-wage workers across three
U.S. metropolitan areas found foreign-born
workers were nearly twice as likely as their
native-born counterparts to experience a
minimum wage violation.14
In addition, a 2009 study found that immigrants
were more likely to work in more dangerous industries and occupations than native-born workers. The
likelihood of experiencing workplace injuries and fatalities was substantially higher for immigrants with
no English language skills.15

Education Levels and Opportunities of Foreign-Born Workers
In the years ahead foreign-born workers will need to upgrade their math, reading, English language and
vocational skills in order to access better job opportunities. A look at the education levels and potential
pathways for immigrants to upgrade their skills shows:
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29 percent of the adult foreign-born population does not hold a high school diploma, compared to seven
percent of the adult native-born population. Both native-born and foreign-born populations hold
bachelor’s degrees and graduate degrees at similar rates, approximately 30 percent and 11 percent,
respectively. 16
Over three quarters of immigrant workers in the agricultural sector lack a high school diploma
compared to 29 percent of native-born workers in the same sector. In the high-skilled industries, such
as health care, high-tech manufacturing, information technology, and life sciences, the foreign-born
have educational attainment levels similar to those of their native-born co-workers.17
70 percent of unauthorized adults describe their ability to speak English as “not well” or “not at all.”18
Foreign-born high school graduates are more likely than native-born students of the same racial or
ethnic group to pursue postsecondary education.19
Foreign-born students attend community colleges more than any other type of postsecondary
educational institution. It has been estimated that during 2003-2004, approximately one-fourth of the
nation’s 6.5 million degree-seeking community college students were foreign-born.20

Projections for the Immigrant Workforce
Immigration and workforce trends point to an increasing number of immigrants working in the U.S., but many
jobs immigrants are expected to fill are in low-wage occupations.



The number of foreign-born workers will increase by 9.9 million between 2010 and 2030. Without the
immigrant population, it has been estimated that the civilian workforce would be insufficient to replace
retirees. 21
Seven of the fifteen fastest-growing occupations projected for the 2010-2020 time period had high
shares (greater than the foreign-born share of the total labor force) of foreign-born workers employed in
those jobs. These occupations were mostly low-wage jobs, including home health aides, personal care
aides, and various helper jobs in construction.22
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