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This report finds that immigrants have been hit somewhat harder by the current recession than have native-
born Americans. Immigrants (legal and illegal) now have significantly higher unemployment than natives. 

This represents a change from the recent past, when native-born Americans typically had higher unemployment 
rates. The picture is complex, with the least and most educated immigrants experiencing the largest increases in 
unemployment relative to natives. However, the least educated immigrants still have a lower unemployment rate 
than their native-born counter parts. (All figures in this report are seasonally unadjusted). 

Among the findings: 

• Immigrant unemployment in the first quarter of 2009 was 9.7 percent, the highest level since 1994, when 
data began to be collected for immigrants. The current figure for natives is 8.6 percent, also the highest since 
1994.

• The immigrant unemployment rate is now 5.6 percentage points higher than in the third quarter of 2007, 
before the recession began. Native unemployment has increased 3.8 percentage points over the same period. 

• Among immigrants who arrived in 2006 or later unemployment is 13.3 percent. ­

• The number of unemployed immigrants increased 1.3 million (130 percent) since the third quarter of 2007. 
Among natives the increase was five million (81 percent). 

• Looking at the number of immi-
grants holding a job shows a drop 
of 2.1 million (9 percent) from 
the third quarter of 2007 to the 
first quarter of this year. For na-
tives, the drop was 4.5 million (4 
percent). 

• There is no way to know if the 
current trend will continue, but 
these very high unemployment 
rates for immigrants and natives 
raise the question of whether it 
makes sense to continue admit-
ting so many new immigrants. 
In FY 2008, some 1.45 million 
new immigrants (temporary and 
permanent) were given work  
authorization. 

• From 1994 until a few years ago 
immigrants consistently had 
higher unemployment than na-

Decline in the Number of Workers Since Q3 2007
Immigrant Job Losses Have Been More Severe

Source: Center for Immigration Studies analysis of Current Population 
Survey.  Figures are for workers 16+.
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tives, though the rates tended to converge over time. By 2005 natives consistently had higher unemployment 
rates.

• In the second half of 2007 and into 2008 unemployment began to rise slightly faster for immigrants than for 
natives. By the first quarter of this year, immigrants had higher unemployment than natives.

• Unemployment has risen faster among the least educated immigrants. The unemployment rate for immigrants 
without a high school diploma has increased 9.9 percentage points since the third quarter of 2007 to 14.7 per-
cent in the first quarter of 2009. For natives without a high school diploma it increased 7.9 percentage points 
to 19.5 percent during the same period.

• The unemployment rate for immigrants with at least a college degree has increased 3.7 percentage points since 
the third quarter of 2007 to 6.3 percent in the first quarter of 2009. For natives it increased 1.5 percentage 
points to 4.0 percent. 

• There is little evidence of a labor shortage, particularly for less-educated workers. In the first quarter of 2009 
there are almost 31 million natives and immigrants with a high school degree or less unemployed or not in the 
labor force. (Persons not in the labor force are ages 18-65 and neither working nor looking for work.) 

• Even before the recession began, unemployment for young and less-educated natives was very high. In the third 
quarter of 2007 unemployment was 11.6 percent for those native-born without a high school diploma and 10.6 
percent for those (18 to 29) with only a high school diploma.

• States with the largest decline in immigrant employment are Colorado, Georgia, North Carolina, Arizona, Ne-
vada, Minnesota, Massachusetts, New Jersey, Florida, Connecticut, Virginia, and California. Native-born jobs 
losses also have been significant in most of these states. 

• Analysis by job category shows that a major reason for the more rapid increase in immigrant unemployment is 
that they tend to be employed at the bottom end of the labor market, in occupations hit hard by the recession. 
However, the larger increase in unemployment for immigrants with a college degree relative to natives with the 
same education is harder to explain. 

Methodology
The statistics in this report come from the public use 
files of the Current Population Survey (CPS), which is 
collected monthly by the Census Bureau for the Bureau 
of Labor Statistics (BLS). The CPS is the primary data 
source for the nation’s unemployment rate and other 
labor-force-related statistics. Each CPS includes about 
130,000 individuals, roughly half of whom are in the 
labor force. It does not include those in institutions 
such as prisons. Like all government surveys, the data 
are weighted to reflect the actual size and demographic 
makeup of the U.S. population. The government pub-
lishes employment statistics that are both seasonally ad-
justed and unadjusted from the survey. The figures in 
this analysis are all seasonally unadjusted. Unadjusted 
numbers are computationally straightforward and easy 
for other researchers to replicate. Most researchers out-

side of the government report unadjusted numbers.1 In 
fact, the government itself has never reported seasonally 
adjusted numbers for immigrants and natives.
 The figures in this report are reported by quar-
ter. Quarterly data are more statistically robust, especial-
ly for smaller populations like immigrants, because they 
include three months of data. To provide unbiased esti-
mates, all significant tests in this report were calculated 
using the parameter estimates provided by the Census 
Bureau.2 Although in general when comparing two pop-
ulations in Census Bureau data, 90 percent confidence 
levels for significance tests are often used, we report both 
90 and 95 percent confidence levels. In this report we use 
the terms immigrant and foreign-born interchangeably. 
Immigrants are all persons who are not U.S. citizens at 
birth. In the CPS this includes naturalized citizens, le-
gal permanent residents, temporary workers, and illegal 
aliens. 
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Findings
The Current Situation. Table 1 (page 4) shows the 
unemployment rate for immigrants and native-born 
Americans in first quarter of 2009.3 The left side of the 
table compares employment and unemployment; the 
right side looks at those in and out of the labor force. 
To be in the labor force one has to either be working or 
looking for work. The statistical tests in the table com-
pare either the unemployment rate on the left side of the 
table or employment rate on the right side to the same 
educational category of immigrants. So, for example, the 
overall native-born unemployment rate of 8.6 percent is 
statistically lower than the overall foreign-born unem-
ployment rate of 9.7. However, the 7.8 percent unem-
ployment rate for natives with some college is not sta-
tistically different from the 7.7 percent unemployment 
rate for immigrants with some college. It is important to 
note that in some cases the foreign-born have higher un-
employment while in others the native-born have higher 
rates. The asterisks only indicate whether the difference 
is statistically significant. 
 Table 1 shows that, in general, natives with 
more education tend to have lower unemployment rates 
than immigrants with the same level of education, while 
natives with relatively little education have higher unem-
ployment rates than immigrants with the same educa-
tion. While there are many skilled immigrants, the na-
tive-born are much more likely than immigrants to have 
completed high school. As a result, immigrants are dis-
proportionately represented in lower-wage, entry-level 
jobs that generally require fewer skills. The natives most 
in competition with immigrants are those with a similar 
skill set. This includes teenagers, natives without a high 
school degree, and natives who have a high school degree 
but are young. Of workers who are teenagers (16-17) 
or have not completed high school or are young (18 to 
29) high school graduates, 29 percent are immigrants. 
In contrast, immigrants are 14 percent of workers with a 
college degree. 
 Table 1 shows that those native-born workers 
most in competition with immigrants, particularly ille-
gal immigrants, are having the toughest time in the la-
bor market. Unemployment for native-born Americans 
without a high school degree is 19.5 percent, and for 
those who are young and have only a high school degree 
it is 18.3 percent. The rate for native-born teenagers is 
also very high at 22.4 percent. The table shows that the 
situation for native-born minorities, particularly black 
natives, is even worse. 

Before the Recession. The National Bureau of Econom-
ic Research (NBER) reports that the recession began in 
the fourth quarter of 2007.4 The NBER estimates are 
not based on unemployment: A recession is measured by 
economic activity. The unemployment rate and number 
unemployed started to increase after October 2007. The 
number of immigrants holding a job peaked in the third 
quarter of 2007, while the number of natives holding 
a job peaked in the fourth quarter of 2007. We make a 
number of comparisons in this report to the third quarter 
of 2007. However, we also provide detailed information 
for every quarter between the third quarter of 2007 and 
the first quarter of this year so other points of compari-
son can also be made. We even provide unemployment 
figures going back to 1994. 

Table 2 (page 5) reports detailed unemploy-
ment statistics for the third quarter of 2007. As in Table 
1, the statistical tests are all comparisons with immigrant 
rates in the same category. Comparing the third quarter 
of 2007 to the first quarter of this year shows dramatic 
growth in both immigrant and native unemployment 
for all education categories. Overall, the seasonally un-
adjusted unemployment rate for immigrants went up 
5.6 percentage points, from 4.1 to 9.7 percent. Native 
unemployment increased 3.8 percentage points over the 
same period, from 4.8 to 8.6 percent. While immigrants 
actually had statistically lower overall unemployment 
than natives in the third quarter of 2007, they now have 
statistically higher unemployment. Moreover, the in-
crease in immigrant unemployment of 5.6 percentage 
points is statistically larger than the 3.8 percentage-point 
rise for natives. 

Table 3 (page 6) compares just the unemploy-
ment rates of immigrants and natives in the third quar-
ter of 2007 and the first quarter of 2009. Unemploy-
ment for immigrants with less than a high school diplo-
ma grew by 9.9 percentage points. For natives with less 
than a high school education, it grew by 7.9 percentage 
points. This difference in percentage-point rise — 9.9 
vs. 7.9 percentage points — is statistically significant. 
Not surprisingly, the growth in unemployment for both 
groups is also statistically larger than for any of the other 
education categories reported in Table 3. The least ed-
ucated have been, by far, the hardest-hit group in this 
recession. And the unemployment rate for high school 
dropout immigrants has gone up even faster than for 
their native-born counterparts. Despite the enormous 
increase in unemployment for immigrants without a 
high school diploma, the unemployment rate for these 
least educated immigrants is still statistically lower than 
for natives with the same education. 
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The difficulty that young workers are experi-
encing is particularly worrisome because it is as a young 
person that people learn the skills necessary to function 
in the workplace, such as showing up on time, following 
supervisors’ instructions, and interacting with customers. 
There is evidence that people who are poorly attached 
to the labor force in their youth tend to stay that way 
throughout their lives.

Illegal Immigration. The latest data shows 22.1 mil-
lion immigrants holding jobs in the United States. (And 
immigrant is anyone, legal or illegal, now living in the 
United States who was not a US citizen at birth.) Of the 
22.1 immigrants holding a job, prior research indicates 
that about 7 million in the survey are in the country il-
legally, though this may have declined since hitting a 
peak in 2007. Some number of illegal workers, perhaps 
one million, are thought to be missed by the survey. The 
overwhelming majority of illegal immigrants have a high 
school degree or less. As a result, illegals are primarily 
employed in construction, building cleaning and mainte-
nance, food preparation, service and processing, transpor-

Table 1. Employment of Immigrants & Native-Born Americans, First Quarter 2009 (thousands) 

Education

All Immigrants (16+)
Teens (16-17)
<HS (18+)
HS Only (18+)
    HS Only (18-29)
Some College (18+)
College or More (18+)

All Natives (16+)**
Teens (16-17)
<HS (18+)**
HS only (18+)**
    HS only (18-29)**
Some College (18+)
College or More (18+)**

All Persons (16+)**
Teens (16-17)
<HS (18+)**
HS only (18+)**
    HS only (18-29)**
Some College (18+)**
College or More (18+)

Black Natives (16+)5

Teens (16-17)**
<HS (18+)**
HS only (18+)**
    HS only (18-29)**
Some College (18+)**
College or More (18+)

Hispanic Natives (16+)*6

Teens (16-17)
<HS (18+)**
HS only (18+)**
    HS only (18-29)
Some College (18+)**
College or More (18+)**

Hisp. Immigrants (16+)
Teens (16-17)
<HS (18+)
HS only (18+)
    HS only (18-29)
Some College (18+)
College or More (18+)

Employed

 21,208 
 66 

 5,338 
 5,357 
 1,144 
 3,870 
 6,577 

 
118,917 

 1,529 
 6,792 

 34,500 
 7,886 

 37,210 
 38,885 

 
140,125 

 1,594 
 12,131 
 39,857 
 9,031 

 41,081 
 45,462 

 12,847 
 102 

 1,080 
 4,489 
 1,096 
 4,394 
 2,782 

 
9,245 
 147 

 1,207 
 3,118 
 1,189 
 3,129 
 1,643 

 10,197 
 44 

 4,526 
 3,032 

 785 
 1,450 
 1,146 

Source: Center for Immigration Studies analysis of Current Population Survey public use files. All figures are seasonally unadjusted and are for non-
institutionalized civilians, which do not include those in institutions such as prisons and nursing homes.
1 Persons who indicated that they are working part-time for economic reasons.
2 Persons not in the labor force are neither working nor looking for work.
3 Total number in the specific age group; includes those employed, unemployed, and not in the labor force.
4 The share of people in the specific age group who are currently holding a job.
5 Figures are for those who chose only one race and are not Hispanic.
6 Hispanics can be of any race.
Statistical tests compare immigrant unemployment rate or employment rate to that of natives.
**Statistically significant difference with immigrants with 95 percent confidence.
*Statistically significant difference with immigrants at 90 percent confidence.
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 9.7 % 
 22.7 % 
 14.7  % 

 9.7 % 
 12.4 % 
  7.7 % 
 6.3 % 

 8.6 % 
 22.4 % 
 19.5 % 
 11.3 % 
 18.3 % 
 7.8  %
 4.0  %

 8.8  %
 22.4  %
 17.4  %
 11.0  %
 17.6  %
 7.8  %
 4.4  %

 13.8  %
 40.8  %
 26.3  %
 16.2  %
 26.3  %
 10.9  %
 6.5  %

 
11.4 % 

 31.9  %
 19.0  %
 12.2  %
 17.0  %
 9.6  %
 4.5  %

 
12.1  %
 26.8  %
 15.0  %
 10.6  %
 11.7  %
 8.9  %
 6.8  %

Unemployed

  2,279 
 19 

 917 
 578 
 162 
 323 
 442 

 11,256 
 441 

 1,645 
 4,374 
 1,761 
 3,157 
 1,639 

 13,534 
 461 

 2,562 
 4,951 
 1,924 
 3,480 
 2,080 

 2,054 
 70 

 386 
 867 
 392 
 537 
 194 

 1,191 
 69 

 284 
 432 
 244 
 331 
 77 

 1,400 
 16 

 797 
 361 
 104 
 142 
 83  

Involuntary
Part-Time1

 988 
 1 

 469 
 285 
 88 

 134 
 98 

 
2,432 

 9 
 321 
 973 
 231 
 724 
 405 

 
3,420 

 10 
 790 

 1,258 
 319 
 858 
 503 

227
 2 

 32 
 112 
 33 
 69 
 12 

 271 
 1 

 79 
 78 
 37 
 88 
 26 

 
774 

 1 
 438 
 208 
 76 
 86 
 42 

Education

All Immigrants (18-65)
Teens (16-17)
<HS (18+)
HS Only (18+)
    HS Only (18-29)
Some College (18+)
College or More (18+)

All Natives (18-65)**
Teens (16-17)**
<HS (18-65)**
HS only (18-65)
    HS only (18-29)
Some College (18-65)
College or More (18-65)

All Persons (18-65)**
Teens (16-17)**
<HS (18-65)**
HS only (18-65)**
    HS only (18-29)
Some College (18+)
College or More (18-65)**

Black Natives (18-65)**5

Teens (16-17)*
<HS (18-65)**
HS only (18-65)**
    HS only (18-29**
Some College (18-65)
College or More (18-65)**

Hispanic Natives (18-65)**6

Teens (16-17)
<HS (18-65)**
HS only (18-65)
    HS only (18-29)
Some College (18-65)
College or More (18-65)**

Hisp. Immigrants (18-65)**
Teens (16-17)
<HS (18-65)
HS only (18-65)
    HS only (18-29)
Some College (18-65)
College or More (18-65) 

Not in Labor 
Force (18-65)2

  7,240 
 476 

 2,620 
 1,829 

 503 
 1,269 
 1,523 

 37,501 
 6,426 
 6,971 

 12,560 
 3,069 

 11,685 
 6,284 

 44,741 
 6,902 
 9,592 

 14,389 
 3,570 

 12,954 
 7,807 

 5,981 
 1,186 
 1,615 
 2,204 

 639 
 1,652 

 511 
 

3,397 
 1,104 
 1,149 
 1,057 

 451 
 969 
 222 

 
3,597 
 246 

 1,981 
 960 
 323 
 411 
 244 

Total3

 30,017 
 561 

 8,751 
 7,594 
 1,809 
 5,382 
 8,290 

 
160,913 

 8,396 
 14,883 
 49,894 
 12,716 
 50,872 
 45,265 

 
190,931 

 8,957 
 23,634 
 57,488 
 14,525 
 56,253 
 53,555 

 
20,352 
 1,357 
 2,995 
 7,448 
 2,127 
 6,507 
 3,402 

 
13,459 
 1,320 
 2,592 
 4,543 
 1,884 
 4,396 
 1,928 

 
14,948 

 306 
 7,230 
 4,300 
 1,213 
 1,984 
 1,433 

Employed

   20,560 
 66 

 5,224 
 5,201 
 1,144 
 3,799 
 6,335 

 112,884 
 1,529 
 6,303 

 33,058 
 7,886 

 36,114 
 37,409 

 
133,443 

 1,594 
 11,527 
 38,259 
 9,031 

 39,912 
 43,744 

 12,413 
 102 

 1,003 
 4,385 
 1,096 
 4,322 
 2,705 

 8,943 
 147 

 1,162 
 3,055 
 1,189 
 3,096 
 1,630 

 9,980 
 44 

 4,458 
 2,980 

 785 
 1,435 
 1,107 

Employment
Rate4

 
68.5 %
11.7 %
59.7 %
68.5 %
63.3 %
70.6 %
76.4 %

70.2 %
18.2 %
42.4 %
66.3 %
62.0 %
71.0 %
82.6 %

69.9 %
17.8 %
48.8 %
66.6 %
62.2 %
71.0 %
81.7 %

61.0 %
7.5 %

33.5 %
58.9 %
51.5 %
66.4 %
79.5 %

66.5 %
11.1 %
44.8 %
67.2 %
63.1 %
70.4 %
84.6 %

66.8 %
14.3 %
61.7 %
69.3 %
64.8 %
72.3 %
77.3 %
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The difficulty that young workers are experi-
encing is particularly worrisome because it is as a young 
person that people learn the skills necessary to function 
in the workplace, such as showing up on time, following 
supervisors’ instructions, and interacting with customers. 
There is evidence that people who are poorly attached 
to the labor force in their youth tend to stay that way 
throughout their lives.

Illegal Immigration. The latest data shows 22.1 mil-
lion immigrants holding jobs in the United States. (And 
immigrant is anyone, legal or illegal, now living in the 
United States who was not a US citizen at birth.) Of the 
22.1 immigrants holding a job, prior research indicates 
that about 7 million in the survey are in the country il-
legally, though this may have declined since hitting a 
peak in 2007. Some number of illegal workers, perhaps 
one million, are thought to be missed by the survey. The 
overwhelming majority of illegal immigrants have a high 
school degree or less. As a result, illegals are primarily 
employed in construction, building cleaning and mainte-
nance, food preparation, service and processing, transpor-

Table 2. Employment of Immigrants & Native-Born Americans, Third Quarter 2007 (thousands) 

Education

All Immigrants (16+)
Teens (16-17)
<HS (18+)
HS Only (18+)
    HS Only (18-29)
Some College (18+)
College or More (18+)

All Natives (16+)**
Teens (16-17)
<HS (18+)**
HS only (18+)**
    HS only (18-29)**
Some College (18+)
College or More (18+)

All Persons (16+)**
Teens (16-17)
<HS (18+)**
HS only (18+)*
    HS only (18-29)**
Some College (18+)
College or More (18+)

Black Natives (16+)**5

Teens (16-17)**
<HS (18+)**
HS only (18+)**
    HS only (18-29)**
Some College (18+)**
College or More (18+)**

Hispanic Natives (16+)**6

Teens (16-17)*
<HS (18+)**
HS only (18+)**
    HS only (18-29)**
Some College (18+)
College or More (18+)

Hisp. Immigrants (16+)
Teens (16-17)
<HS (18+)
HS only (18+)
    HS only (18-29)
Some College (18+)
College or More (18+)

Employed

  23,299 
 99 

 6,378 
 6,040 
 1,517 
 3,960 
 6,822 

 
123,423 

 2,438 
 6,972 

 36,869 
 8,987 

 38,378 
 38,766 

 
146,723 

 2,537 
 13,350 
 42,909 
 10,504 
 42,338 
 45,589 

 13,908 
 190 

 1,167 
 4,861 
 1,312 
 4,605 
 3,085 

 8,841 
 226 

 1,202 
 2,945 
 1,108 
 2,888 
 1,581 

 
11,708 

 55 
 5,551 
 3,339 
 1,068 
 1,490 
 1,273 

Source: Center for Immigration Studies analysis of Current Population Survey public use files. All figures are seasonally unadjusted and are for non-institutionalized 
civilians, which do not include those in institutions such as prisons and nursing homes.
1 Persons who indicated that they are working part-time for economic reasons.
2 Persons not in the labor force are neither working nor looking for work.
3 Total number in the specific age group; includes those employed, unemployed, and not in the labor force.
4 The share of people in the specific age group who are currently holding a job.
5 Figures are for those who chose only one race and are not Hispanic.
6 Hispanics can be of any race.
Statistical tests compare immigrant unemployment rate or employment rate to that of natives.
**Statistically significant difference with immigrants with 95 percent confidence.
*Statistically significant difference with immigrants at 90 percent confidence.

Percent
Unemployed

 4.1
13.4
4.8
4.7
5.9
4.2
2.6

4.8
17.2
11.6
5.6

10.6
4.0
2.5

4.7
17.1
8.5
5.5

10.0
4.1
2.5

8.5
35.2
16.3
9.7

17.9
6.5
3.8

7.1
25.7
12.4
7.4

11.0
5.0
2.6

4.5
10.9
4.7
4.8
5.0
4.3
2.9

Unemployed

   992 
 15 

 322 
 300 
 95 

 175 
 181 

 
6,206 
 507 
 912 

 2,185 
 1,071 
 1,613 

 990 
 

7,199 
 523 

 1,233 
 2,484 
 1,166 
 1,788 
 1,171 

 
1,293 
 103 
 227 
 520 
 286 
 321 
 122 

 676 
 78 

 169 
 235 
 138 
 151 
 43 

 556 
 7 

 275 
 168 
 56 
 67 
 39 

Involuntary
Part-Time1

 409 
 1 

 189 
 114 
 42 
 55 
 49 

 
1,291 

 19 
 148 
 442 
 139 
 380 
 302 

 
1,699 

 20 
 337 
 556 
 181 
 435 
 351 

165
 1 

 26 
 68 
 17 
 47 
 24 

 99 
 1 

 27 
 34 
 18 
 26 
 11 

 
287 

 -   
 178 
 75 
 33 
 23 
 11 

Education

All Immigrants (18-65)
Teens (16-17)
<HS (18+)
HS Only (18+)
    HS Only (18-29)
Some College (18+)
College or More (18+)

All Natives (18-65)**
Teens (16-17)**
<HS (18-65)**
HS only (18-65)**
    HS only (18-29)*
Some College (18-65)**
College or More (18-65)**

All Persons (18-65)**
Teens (16-17)**
<HS (18-65)**
HS only (18-65)**
    HS only (18-29)*
Some College (18-65)**
College or More (18-65)**

Black Natives (18-65)**5

Teens (16-17)
<HS (18-65)**
HS only (18-65)**
    HS only (18-29)
Some College (18-65)*
College or More (18-65)**

Hispanic Natives (18-65)**6

Teens (16-17)
<HS (18-65)**
HS only (18-65)**
    HS only (18-29)
Some College (18-65)*
College or More (18-65)**

Hisp. Immigrants (18-65)**
Teens (16-17)
<HS (18-65)*
HS only (18-65)*
    HS only (18-29)
Some College (18-65)*
College or More (18-65) 

Not in Labor 
Force (18-65)2

   7,045 
 463 

 2,424 
 1,849 

 527 
 1,314 
 1,458 

 36,308 
 5,673 
 6,156 

 12,815 
 3,189 

 10,560 
 6,778 

 43,354 
 6,136 
 8,580 

 14,664 
 3,716 

 11,875 
 8,235 

 5,587 
 1,108 
 1,435 
 2,227 

 710 
 1,464 

 461 

 3,098 
 957 

 1,033 
 1,015 

 395 
 809 
 241 

 3,440 
 251 

 1,892 
 897 
 321 
 414 
 237 

Total3

  30,650 
 578 

 9,011 
 8,068 
 2,138 
 5,358 
 8,213 

 
158,652 

 8,618 
 13,517 
 50,329 
 13,247 
 49,546 
 45,260 

 
189,302 

 9,196 
 22,529 
 58,397 
 15,385 
 54,905 
 53,472 

 
20,130 
 1,402 
 2,715 
 7,486 
 2,307 
 6,321 
 3,608 

 
12,172 
 1,261 
 2,358 
 4,158 
 1,641 
 3,815 
 1,842 

 
15,457 

 313 
 7,642 
 4,361 
 1,446 
 1,948 
 1,505 

Employed

    22,653 
 99 

 6,275 
 5,926 
 1,517 
 3,872 
 6,580 

 116,791 
 2,438 
 6,480 

 35,372 
 8,987 

 37,410 
 37,530 

 139,445 
 2,537 

 12,755 
 41,298 
 10,504 
 41,282 
 44,110 

 13,367 
 190 

 1,058 
 4,743 
 1,312 
 4,539 
 3,027 

 8,487 
 226 

 1,160 
 2,912 
 1,108 
 2,857 
 1,558 

 
11,477 

 55 
 5,482 
 3,297 
 1,068 
 1,468 
 1,230 

Employment
Rate4

 
73.9
17.1
69.6
73.4
70.9
72.3
80.1

73.6
28.3
47.9
70.3
67.8
75.5
82.9

73.7
27.6
56.6
70.7
68.3
75.2
82.5

66.4
13.6
39.0
63.4
56.9
71.8
83.9

69.7
17.9
49.2
70.0
67.5
74.9
84.6

74.3
17.5
71.7
75.6
73.9
75.3
81.7
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Table 3. Change in Immigrant and Native 
Unemployment Rates, Q3 2007 to Q1 2009

Category

All Natives
All Immigrants

Natives <HS
Immigrants <HS
Native HS only
Immigrants HS only
Natives some college
Immigrants some college
Natives bachelors or more
Immigrants bachelors or more

Q3
 2007        

 4.8 %
4.1 %

 
11.6
4.8
5.6
4.7
4.0
4.2
2.5
2.6

Source: Figures are all drawn directly from Tables 1 and 2. 
All changes in unemployment between 2007 and 2009 are 
statistically significant at 95 percent level of confidence.

Q1
2009
        
8.6 %
9.7 %

19.5
14.7
11.3
9.7
7.8
7.7
4.0
6.3

 
Increase   

3.8 %
5.6 %

7.9
9.9
5.7
5.0
3.8
3.5
1.5
3.7

 The situation is somewhat different for the most 
educated. In the third quarter of 2007, the unemploy-
ment rate for immigrants and natives with at least a col-
lege degree was both low and statistically the same — 
2.5 percent for natives and 2.6 percent for immigrants. 
However, the unemployment rate for immigrants with 
a college education went up more than it did for na-
tives with the same education. The 3.7 percentage-point 
rise for immigrants with at least a college degree between 
2007 and 2009 was statistically larger than the 1.5 per-
centage-point rise for natives with at least a college de-
gree. The 6.3 percent unemployment rate for college-
educated immigrants now is also statistically higher than 
the 4.0 percent unemployment rate for natives. Thus, 
among the most educated, both immigrants and natives 
have seen a large increase in unemployment rates. But 
the increase for immigrants has been much more pro-
nounced relative to their native-born counterparts. 

Numerical Increase in Unemployment. Analyzing the 
numerical increase in immigrant unemployment shows 
that the least educated accounted for much of the in-
crease in unemployment. Of the 1.3 million increase 
in the number of unemployed immigrants between the 
third quarter of 2007 and the first quarter of 2009, those 
with less than a high school education accounted for 
46 percent. Those immigrants with only a high school 
education accounted for 22 percent. Among natives, 
those with less than a high school education accounted 
for only 15 percent of the numerical increase. However, 

those with just a high school education accounted for 
43 percent of the increase in native unemployment. For 
both immigrants and natives the two least educated cat-
egories accounted for the majority of the increase in un-
employment. 

The picture is complex because immigrants 
with at least a college degree accounted for 20 percent of 
the increase in the number of unemployed immigrants. 
Among the native-born, those with at least a college de-
gree accounted for 13 percent of the numerical increase. 
This is an interesting finding because a somewhat larger 
fraction of natives have a college degree to begin with, 
yet these educated natives still accounted for a smaller 
fraction of the increase in the total number of those un-
employed. 

If we look at the most educated and least ed-
ucated (dropouts and college graduates) we find that 
among the foreign-born these two categories account for 
66 percent of the increase in the number unemployed. 
For natives, the very top and bottom of the education 
distribution accounted just 28 percent of their increase 
in unemployment.5 This is due mainly to the fact that 
high school dropouts comprise a much smaller fraction 
of natives than they do of immigrants. But it is clear that 
the increases in immigrant unemployment are concen-
trated at the ends of the educational distribution, while 
among natives the concentration is in the middle educa-
tion categories.
 The rise in unemployment for the most edu-
cated immigrants is hard to explain. There is no obvious 

reason why college graduate immigrants should have 
fared worse in the labor market relative to natives. 

Hispanic Increase in Unemployment. The bottom 
portions of Tables 1 and 2 report unemployment for 
Hispanic immigrants. They show that Hispanic im-
migrants accounted for 66 percent of the increase 
in the number of unemployed immigrants since the 
third quarter of 2007. Hispanic immigrants account-
ed for 50 percent of all immigrant workers in 2007. 
Unemployment among foreign-born Hispanics in-
creased dramatically, from 4.5 percent to 12.1 percent 
— a 7.6 percentage-point increase. This indicates that 
Hispanic immigrants were disproportionately hit by 
the recession. However, unemployment among non-
Hispanic immigrants increased dramatically as well. 
In the third quarter of 2007 it was 3.6 percent, by the 
first quarter of 2009 it was 7.4 percent — a 3.8 per-
centage-point increase. Thus, it is not just Hispanic 
immigrants who have experienced a dramatic increase 
in unemployment. 
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Numerical Job Losses. Another way to look at the re-
cession is to examine the number of people holding jobs. 
Tables 1 and 2 report this information. Since the third 
quarter of 2007 the number of working immigrants de-
clined 2.1 million, or 9 percent. Among natives the de-
cline in the number working was about 4.5 million, or 
3.7 percent. This adds further support to the idea that 
immigrants are being hit harder by the recession than are 
natives. Figure 1 reports this information graphically. 

The rise in immigrant unemployment was 1.3 
million — a good deal less than their 2.1 million job 
losses. Part of the reason the two numbers do not match 
is that to be considered unemployed a person has to say 
he or she is actually looking for work. Otherwise, people 
are considered out of the labor force and do not figure 
into the unemployment statistics. The number of immi-
grants not in the labor force is up about 200,000 since 
the third quarter of 2007. But if we look at the total 18- 
to 65-year-old immigrant population, which includes 
the vast majority of workers, Tables 1 and 2 show that 
this population actually declined by a little over 600,000 
during this time period. This explains why the number 
of immigrants unemployed is up “only” 1.3 million even 
though their job losses are 2.1 million. For the decline in 

the number of 18- to 65-year-olds to occur, a significant 
number of immigrants had to leave the country because 
new immigrants are constantly arriving (legally and il-
legally), almost all of whom are in the 18- to 65-year-old 
age group. Most of the decline is among less-educated 
immigrants. Since illegal immigrants tend to be the least 
educated, this an indication that the number of illegal 
immigrants in the country has declined since 2007.

The situation for natives is different. The num-
ber of unemployed natives is up 5 million. This is actu-
ally larger than the 4.5 million decline in the number of 
natives holding a job. Moreover, the number of natives 
(18 to 65) not in the labor force is up 1.2 million. Thus 
the number of unemployed natives and the number not 
the labor force has increased substantially. This suggests 
that young natives aging into the workforce or graduat-
ing from college and high school are trying to find work 
and have been unable to do so. The overall size of the 
18- to 65-year-old native-born population actually grew 
over this period by well over two million people. Perhaps 
the recession has also prompted natives who might not 
have looked for a job to try and find work because of a 
cut in pay or a spouse’s job loss. For these reasons the 
increase in the number unemployed is larger than the 

number of job losses among natives. 

Other Points of Comparison. In the 
above analysis we compared the third 
quarter of 2007 to the current quarter. 
If one wishes to compare unemploy-
ment rates in other quarters, Table 4 
(page 8) provides employment sta-
tistics by educational attainment for 
every quarter since the third quarter 
of 2007. Figure 2 is a graphical rep-
resentation of unemployment rates of 
immigrants and natives going back to 
the beginning of 2005. 

As is well known, unemploy-
ment and job losses did not really 
spike until the latter part of 2008. In 
general, unemployment in a recession 
rises first for the least educated and we 
can see this in Table 4. For immigrants 
and natives without a high school de-
gree unemployment was up 2.4 and 
2.5 percentage points respectively be-
tween the third quarter of 2007 and 
the third quarter of 2008. For other 
skill categories it was up much less 
over that time period. Since the third 
quarter of 2008 however, things have 

Figure 1. Decline in Number of Workers Since Q3 2007
Immigrant Job Losses Have Been More Severe

Source: Center for Immigration Studies analysis of CPS public use files.  
All figures are seasonally unadjusted and are for 16+ non-institutionalized 
civilians, which does not include those in institutions such a prisons, jails, and 
nursing homes.
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deteriorated across the board for immigrants and natives 
in every educational category. Again things seem to have 
been worse for immigrants. The unemployment rate for 
immigrants overall is up four percentage points since the 
third quarter of 2008, while the rate for natives is up 
2.5 percentage points. In the current quarter there are 
1.9 million fewer immigrants working than in the third 
quarter of 2008 — an 8 percent decline. There are four 
million fewer natives working — a decline of 3 percent. 
As the recession developed, immigrants fared worse than 
natives. 

From Lower to Higher Unemployment. Figure 2 re-
ports quarterly unemployment figures for immigrants 
and natives from the first quarter of 2005 to the first 
quarter of 2009. It shows that for all of 2005 and 2006 
immigrants had lower unemployment than natives. In 

two quarters in 2007, immigrants also had statistically 
significant lower unemployment than natives. But once 
the recession began there was a convergence in unem-
ployment between the two groups. As we have seen, at 
the end of 2008 and into 2009 unemployment increased 
dramatically for the foreign-born. The difference in im-
migrant and native unemployment is now much larger 
than at any point in the last few years. In fact, it is a re-
versal of the case just a few years ago, when immigrants 
had the lower unemployment rate. 

Longer-Term Historical Trends. Figure 3 (page 10) 
shows quarterly immigrant and native unemployment 
data going back to January 1994, when the Census Bu-
reau began to identify immigrants in the monthly Cur-
rent Population Survey. We report statistical significance 
tests for unemployment rates for every quarter going 

Table 4. Unemployment Rate and Number Unemployed 
by Educational Level, Q3 2007 to Q1 2009 (thousands)

Quarter

Q3 % unemployed
Q3 # unemployed
Q3 # employed
Q4 % unemployed
Q4 # unemployed
Q4 # employed

Q1 % unemployed
Q1 # unemployed
Q1 # employed
Q2 % unemployed
Q2 # unemployed
Q2 # employed
Q2 % unemployed
Q3 # unemployed
Q3 # employed
Q4 % unemployed
Q4 # unemployed
Q4 # employed

Q1 % unemployed
Q1 # unemployed
Q1 # employed

< HS

11.6
 912 

 6,972 
11.9
 970 

 7,154 

13.2**
 1,131 
 7,414 

12.0
 1,102 
 8,057 

14.1
 1,121 
 6,842 

15.5
 1,256 
 6,860

19.5
 1,645 
 6,792

Source: Center for Immigration Studies analysis of CPS public use files.  All figures are seasonally unadjusted and are for 
16+ non-institutionalized civilians, which does not include those in institutions such a prisons, jails, and nursing homes.   
**Statistically significant difference with immigrants with 95 percent confidence.
*Statistically significant difference with immigrants at 90 percent confidence.

HS 
Only

   
     
5.6 

2,185 
 36,869 

5.6
 2,209 

 37,063 

6.6
 2,541 

 35,779 
6.1

 2,333 
 35,828 

7.2  
2,819 

 36,314 
8.1  

3,171 
 35,836 

11.3  
4,374 

 34,500 

Some 
College 

4.0
 1,613 

 38,378 
3.8

 1,521 
 38,443 

4.4
 1,752 

 37,926 
4.8

 1,926 
 38,572 

5.4
 2,211 

 38,462 
5.7

 2,332 
 38,305 

7.8
 3,157 

 37,210 

College 
or More

2.5
 990 

 38,766 
2.0

 807 
 38,940 

2.1
 847 

 39,407 
2.2

 865 
 39,047 

3.0
 1,224 

 39,204 
3.2

 1,300 
 39,400 

4.0
 1,639 

 38,885 

2007 

2008 

2009 

Native Immigrant

Total
16+

4.8
 6,206 

 123,423 
4.6

 5,949 
 123,674 

5.2
 6,694 

 122,314 
5.3

 6,851 
 123,400 

6.1
 7,978 

 122,962 
6.6

 8,561 
 122,135 

8.6
 11,256 

 118,917 

< HS

4.8
 322 

 6,378 
5.6

 370 
 6,203 

8.8
 563 

 5,857 
7.2

 467 
 6,018 

7.2
 466 

 5,989 
9.4

 593 
 5,696 

14.7
 917 

 5,338 

HS 
Only

   
     
4.7

 300 
 6,040 

4.7
 290 

 5,941 

6.2
 374 

 5,704 
5.6

 341 
 5,766 

6.2
 397 

 5,963 
7.1

 434 
 5,665 

9.7
 578 

 5,357 

Some 
College 

4.2
 175 

 3,960 
4.4

 181 
 3,950 

5.2
 209 

 3,843 
5.0

 207 
 3,941 

5.9
 261 

 4,128 
6.1

 266 
 4,119 

7.7
 323 

 3,870 

College 
or More

2.6
 181 

 6,822 
3.0

 209 
 6,840 

2.8
 202 

 6,926 
2.9

 206 
 6,926 

3.3
 237 

 6,894 
4.1

 290 
 6,805 

6.3
 442 

 6,577 

Total
16+

4.1
 992 

 23,299 
4.4

 1,071 
 23,058 

5.8
 1,373 

 22,442 
5.2

 1,248 
 22,765 

5.7
 1,392 

 23,067 
6.7

 1,600 
 22,365 

9.7
 2,279 

 21,208 

**

**

**

**

**

**

**

**

**

*

*

**

 

**

**

**

 

**

**

**

**

**
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back to 1994 in Table 5 (page 11). Figure 3 shows that 
from 1994, when the government started to collect sepa-
rate immigrant data, until 2000 natives had statistically 
significant lower unemployment rates in almost every 
quarter. This is also the case for most of 2001, 2002, and 
2003, but the general trend was toward convergence. By 
2004 there was no meaningful difference between the 
two groups for the entire year. Beginning in 2005 and 
running through the third quarter of 2007 immigrants 
had lower unemployment rates in virtually every quarter. 
Clearly, the historical pattern had reversed, with immi-
grants now enjoying lower levels of unemployment. As 
we have seen, since the third quarter of 2007 immigrant 
and native rates began to converge and immigrants now 
have the higher rate of unemployment. 
 Figure 3 and Table 5 can be used to examine 
the last recession. That recession is generally thought to 
have lasted from March 2001 to November 2001.6 If 
this is correct, the data do not show clear evidence that 
immigrants were hit much harder by that recession. Na-
tives had lower unemployment in 2001 and the rate for 

immigrants rose somewhat faster than for natives and 
this may be evidence the last recession was harder on 
immigrants. But, by the second quarter of 2002 there 
was no statistical difference between native and immi-
grant unemployment. Throughout all of 2001, 2002, 
and 2003 immigrant unemployment, while often statis-
tically higher than native unemployment, was not that 
different. The average difference was only 0.6 percentage 
points. Thus it is hard to argue that immigrants fared 
significantly worse than natives in the last recession. 

Seasonal Changes. The detailed information in Table 5 
can be used to see if the current higher rate of unemploy-
ment for immigrants in the first quarter of 2009 reflects 
seasonal variation. In the first quarter of 2008 immigrant 
unemployment was statistically higher than native un-
employment. But in the first quarter of 2007 there was 
no statistical difference. Moreover, in the first quarters 
of 2006 and 2005 immigrants actually had statistically 
lower unemployment. Also, there is no evidence that un-
employment rises more rapidly for immigrants between 

Figure 2. Quarterly Unemployment Rate
Immigrant Rate Was Lower; Now It Is Higher

Source: Center for Immigration Studies analysis of CPS public use files.  All figures are seasonally 
unadjusted and are for 16+ non-institutionalized civilians, which does not include those in institutions 
such a prisons, jails, and nursing homes.
** Statistically significant with 95 percent confidence.
* Statistically significant difference with 90 percent confidence.
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the fourth quarter of one year and the first quarter of 
the next. Between the third quarter of 2003 and the 
first quarter of 2004, unemployment rose faster for na-
tives. This was also the case between the third quarter of 
2004 and the first quarter of 2005. And between those 
same quarters for 2005 and 2006 the percentage-point 
increase was the same for both groups. The current de-
terioration for immigrants relative to natives does not 
seem to be part of a pattern in which immigrant unem-
ployment goes up faster than native unemployment each 
winter.

Unemployment by Year of Entry. Immigrants who ar-
rived from 2006 through the first quarter of 2009 have 
an unemployment rate of 13.3 percent.7 For those who 
arrived from 2000 through 2005 it is 10.8 percent. For 
those who arrived in the 1990s it is 10 percent, and for 
those who arrived in the 1980s it is 9.2 percent. These 
numbers imply a decline over time, but statistically the 
rate for the 1990s is not lower than the rate for the 1980s. 
So it is not clear the extent to which immigrants make 

progress over time from this simple comparison. Statisti-
cally the 9.2 percent unemployment rate for 1980s im-
migrants is the same as the 8.6 percent rate for natives. 
Immigrants in the labor force who arrived in the 1980s 
have an average age of 44 years compared to 41 for na-
tives in the labor force overall. Unemployment normally 
declines with age, so 1980s immigrants should have a 
somewhat lower rate than natives, but this is not the 
case. On the other hand, we can say that after 19 years 
of being in the country, the immigrant unemployment 
rate does match that of natives. 

State Comparisons. Table 6 (page 12) reports the un-
employment rates of immigrants and natives in the first 
quarter of 2007, the third quarter of that year, and in 
the first quarter of 2009. On the one hand, a compari-
son with the third quarter of 2007 provides a picture 
of immigrant and native unemployment by state right 
before the recession began. On the other hand, looking 
at the same quarter in 2007 and 2009 has the advantage 
of controlling for the seasonality in the data. In general, 

Figure 3. Quarterly Unemployment Rate
Since 1994 Immigrant and Native Unemployment Rates Have Converged

Source: Center for Immigration Studies analysis of CPS public use files.  All figures are seasonally unadjusted and are for 
16+ non-institutionalized civilians, which does not include those in institutions such a prisons, jails, and nursing homes.
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Table 7 shows that where immigrant unemployment is 
the highest, native unemployment is also very high. And 
in general where it grew the most among natives it also 
grew the most among immigrants. As a result, in most 
states the difference in unemployment is not statistically 
significant. In California and Maryland, however, immi-
grants had statistically lower unemployment rates than 
natives in the third quarter of 2007, but this is no longer 
the case. Also at the start of 2007 Texas 
immigrants had a statistically lower un-
employment rate. But this is no longer 
the case. 

Table 7 (page 15) reports the 
number of immigrants and natives un-
employed in the first and third quarters 
of 2007 and the first quarter of 2009. 
The first column shows the percentage 
change in the number of employed im-
migrants from the third quarter of 2007 
to the first quarter of 2009. In 12 of the 
states with the largest immigrant popula-
tions shown in Table 7, immigrants had 
double-digit declines in employment. 
Interestingly Pennsylvania had double-
digit growth. In general, the percentage 
decline in employment among the for-
eign-born is larger than among natives. 
But there are other ways to look at this 
data. For example, Table 7 shows that 
job losses for immigrants have been very 
high in Arizona since the third quarter 
of 2007. In contrast, the number of na-
tives employed has held steady. Howev-
er, the number of native-born Arizonans 
who are unemployed nearly tripled. 
Thus looking at different employment 
trends can provide a different perspec-
tive on the situation in a state.8 

In terms of immigrant job loss-
es, California (36 percent) Florida (14 
percent) and New Jersey (9 percent) ac-
count for more than half of the decline 
in employment. These states accounted 
for 41 percent of immigrant workers 
in the third quarter of 2007. This is 
an indication that immigrants in these 
states were hit harder by the recession 
than immigrants elsewhere. In contrast, 
Texas and Illinois, which together ac-
counted for 14 percent of immigrant 
workers before the recession, accounted 
for just 8 percent of the decline in im-

migrant employment. Clearly, immigrant job losses have 
not been uniform. 

Unemployment by Occupation. Table 8 (page 16) 
shows unemployment rates by occupation in the first 
quarter of 2009 and the third quarter of 2007. Table 9 
(page 17) shows the number of immigrants and natives 
employed and unemployed. Since occupations vary a lot 

Table 5. Immigrant & Native Quarterly Unemployment 
Rates, First Quarter 1994 to First Quarter 2009

Q1 1994
Q2 1994
Q3 1994
Q4 1994
Q1 1995
Q2 1995
Q3 1995
Q4 1995
Q1 1996
Q2 1996
Q3 1996
Q4 1996
Q1 1997
Q2 1997
Q3 1997
Q4 1997
Q1 1998
Q2 1998
Q3 1998
Q4 1998
Q1 1999
Q2 1999
Q3 1999
Q4 1999
Q1 2000
Q2 2000
Q3 2000
Q4 2000
Q1 2001
Q2 2001
Q3 2001
Q4 2001

Native
        

 6.9
5.9
5.7
5.0
5.6
5.4
5.5
5.0
5.8
5.2
5.1
4.8
5.5
4.7
4.7
4.2
4.9
4.3
4.5
4.0
4.5
4.1
4.2
3.7
4.4
3.9
4.0
3.6
4.5
4.3
4.7
5.1

Source: Center for Immigration Studies analysis of CPS public use files.  All 
figures are seasonally unadjusted and are for non-institutionalized civilians 
ages 16+, which do not include those in institutions such as prisons and 
nursing homes.  
** Statistically significant with 95 percent confidence.
* Statistically significant difference with 90 percent confidence. 

Immigrant        

8.9
8.2
8.1
7.4
8.5
7.2
7.1
7.0
8.0
7.0
6.6
6.1
6.9
6.2
5.9
5.4
6.0
5.1
5.0
5.2
5.6
4.7
4.6
4.3
4.6
4.0
4.2
4.0
4.8
4.8
5.2
6.1

  
**
**
**
**
**
**
**
**
**
**
**
**
**
**
**
**
**
**
**
**
**
**
*
**

*

**
*
**

Q1 2002
Q2 2002
Q3 2002
Q4 2002
Q1 2003
Q2 2003
Q3 2003
Q4 2003
Q1 2004
Q2 2004
Q3 2004
Q4 2004
Q1 2005
Q2 2005
Q3 2005
Q4 2005
Q1 2006
Q2 2006
Q3 2006
Q4 2006
Q1 2007
Q2 2007
Q3 2007
Q4 2007
Q1 2008
Q2 2008
Q3 2008
Q4 2008
Q1 2009

Native

6.1
5.7
5.6
5.4
6.2
6.0
5.9
5.5
6.1
5.5
5.4
5.2
5.7
5.1
5.0
4.8
5.1
4.7
4.8
4.3
4.9
4.5
4.8
4.6
5.2
5.3
6.1
6.6
8.6

 

**

*
**
**

**
*

*
**
**
*
*
**
**
**

**
**

**

**

Immigrant

6.7
6.0
6.1
6.5
7.3
6.4
6.7
5.9
6.2
5.5
5.3
5.0
5.2
4.4
4.5
4.4
4.7
3.8
3.9
3.6
4.6
4.0
4.1
4.4
5.8
5.2
5.7
6.7
9.7
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by season, we also include the first quarter of 2007 to 
compare with the first quarter of this year. It should be 
noted that the statistics in Tables 8 and 9, including the 
totals, are only for persons who reported an occupation 
— a modest number of the unemployed do not give an 
occupation. Excluding those who do not report an oc-
cupation, while creating consistency in the data, lowers 
the number of unemployed people and as a result the 
unemployment rate. Employed people in almost every 
case give an occupation so there is no impact on the to-
tals for the number employed. 

Table 8 shows that in a few occupations im-
migrants have statistically lower unemployment than 
natives in the first quarter of 2009. This is the case in 
all three quarters. Table 9 shows that the numerical in-
crease in unemployment for immigrants between the 
third quarter of 2007 and the first quarter of this year 
was 1.262 million for those who gave an occupation. Of 
this increase, 26 percent was due to a rise in unemploy-

ment among immigrant construction workers. Among 
natives, construction accounted for 21 percent. In pro-
duction jobs, unemployment accounted for 13 percent 
of the increase in immigrant unemployment and for na-
tives production jobs accounted for 12 percent of the 
increase in unemployment. Building cleaning and main-
tenance accounted for 9 percent of the increase in unem-
ployment for immigrants and 7 percent for natives. Sales 
accounted for 9 percent of the increase in unemploy-
ment for both groups. Transportation and moving was 
7 percent of the increase for immigrants and 11 percent 
for natives. Farming, fishing, and forestry accounted for 
7 percent of the increase in the number of unemployed 
immigrants, but only 2 percent for natives. Office and 
administrative support accounted for 12 percent of the 
increase in unemployment for natives but only 5 per-
cent for immigrants. If we use the first quarter of 2007 
as our point of comparison, we still get very similar  
results. 

Table 6. Native and Immigrant Unemployment Rates by State

Oregon
Michigan
North Carolina
Georgia
California
Minnesota
Pennsylvania
Connecticut
Nevada
Virginia
Colorado
New Jersey
Arizona
Florida
Massachusetts
Maryland
Illinois
New York
Texas
Washington
Total

Native

12.4 %
12.0 %
10.2 %
9.0 %

10.2 %
8.2 %
7.6 %
7.3 %
9.6 %
6.5 %
7.2 %
7.4 %
9.0 %
9.6 %
8.1 %
7.0 %
9.3 %
8.0 %
6.3 %
9.2 %
8.6 %

Source: Center for Immigration Studies analysis of CPS public use files.  All figures are seasonally 
unadjusted and are for 16+ non-institutionalized civilians, which does not include those in institutions 
such a prisons, jails, and nursing homes.   
** Statistically significant difference with immigrants with 95 percent confidence.
* Statistically significant difference with immigrants at 90 percent confidence.
1 Sample size for immigrants in the labor force.

Immigrant 
     

14.0 %
15.5 %
12.6 %
12.4 %
12.2 %
11.2 %
9.8 %
9.0 %
9.7 %
7.9 %
8.8 %
9.3 %
7.5 %
9.3 %
7.8 %
6.4 %
7.9 %
8.0 %
6.3 %
6.2 %
9.7 %

Q1 2009

Native

5.3 %
7.4 %
4.5 %
4.5 %
5.8 %
4.4 %
4.6 %
4.9 %
5.4 %
2.8 %
3.6 %
4.2 %
3.6 %
4.8 %
4.4 %
4.0 %
5.2 %
4.8 %
4.7 %
4.9 %
4.8 %

Immigrant 
     

2.5 %
5.5 %
3.0 %
4.6 %
4.5 %
4.6 %
3.4 %
2.9 %
3.7 %
2.1 %
3.8 %
4.2 %
2.6 %
4.7 %
3.3 %
2.0 %
3.9 %
4.3 %
3.8 %
4.0 %
4.1 %

Q3 2007

Native

5.5 %
7.3 %
4.4 %
4.0 %
5.4 %
5.1 %
4.4 %
4.6 %
4.6 %
3.6 %
3.8 %
4.6 %
4.1 %
3.5 %
5.5 %
3.9 %
5.7 %
4.7 %
4.9 %
5.7 %
4.9 %

Immigrant 
     

8.1 %
5.0 %
6.0 %
3.7 %
5.2 %
8.5 %
4.9 %
5.1 %
4.1 %
3.0 %
5.7 %
5.2 %
3.9 %
3.3 %
4.6 %
3.5 %
4.2 %
5.5 %
3.4 %
4.7 %
4.6 %

Q1 2007

N in Q1 20091

     
 340 
 364 
 336 
 504 

 5,706 
 402 
 396 
 685 
 630 
 583 
 458 

 1,169 
 390 

 1,687 
 461 
 955 

 1,078 
 2,005 
 1,971 

 502 
 26,572 

** **

*

**
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The increase in the number unemployed is only 
one way to think about these questions. We can also 
look at the decline in the number of people working. 
Doing so shows that employment losses at least since 
the third quarter of 2007 are very concentrated. Many 
occupations have not seen a decline in the number of 
people working. For example, in such large occupations 
as protective services, management, or education the 
number of workers has either remained the same or ac-
tually gone up. Examining the decline in workers shows 
that among immigrants construction accounted for 40 
percent of the decline, but 32 percent for natives. Pro-
duction jobs accounted for 21 percent of employment 
losses for immigrants and 25 percent for natives. The 
only other large area of employment loss for immigrants 
was in the building cleaning and maintenance category, 
which accounted for 15 percent of the decline in im-
migrant employment and 11 percent of the decline for 
natives. 

If we use the first quarter of 2007 as a compari-
son with the current quarter, we find that construction 
accounts for a much larger share of employment losses 
among immigrants. But this is because there were actu-
ally job gains for most other categories between the first 
and third quarters of 2007. This is true for immigrants 
and natives alike. So if we compare immigrant jobs losses 
between the first quarter of 2007 and the first quarter 
of this year, a majority of the decline turns out to be 
in construction. Seasonality and the way the recession 
unfolded mean that these results should be interpreted 
with caution. Nonetheless, it is clear that certain job 
categories have been hit harder by the recession than 
others. Moreover, immigrants are concentrated in these 
occupations such as construction, cleaning, and main-
tenance; production; and farming. However, these oc-
cupations account for a significant share of native em-
ployment losses as well. So the difference should not be  
exaggerated. 

An analysis by occupation does not easily ex-
plain why more educated immigrants fared worse in the 
labor market than more educated natives. Perhaps it is 
the case that a larger fraction of educated immigrants 
are employed in occupations that are typically filled by 
less-educated people.9 Unfamiliarity with a new country, 
language issues, and other factors can cause immigrants 
with a college degree to a drive cabs or work in con-
struction or be janitors at higher rates than natives with 
the same education. Of course immigrants are well rep-
resented in life, physical, and social service occupations 
and health care occupations, which tend to be relatively 
resistive to recession. Nonetheless, the high concentra-
tion of immigrants in occupations like construction is a 

key part of the reason the employment picture for immi-
grants has deteriorated more than it has for natives. 

Policy Discussion
Legal Immigration. The above statistics paint a very 
bleak picture for unemployment among immigrants and 
natives. The unemployment rate was 9.7 percent for im-
migrants overall and 8.6 percent for natives. At present 
the United States has not changed its immigration policy 
in any significant way in response to the recession. Table 
10 (page 18) reports the number of individuals given 
authorization to work in the United States (temporary 
and permanent) in fiscal year 2008. The table shows that 
more than 1.3 million new individuals were authorized 
to work in the United States in 2008 on a temporary or 
permanent basis. If we include adult illegal aliens who 
were given permanent residence (a “green card”) from 
within the United States, which confers work authoriza-
tion, we would have to add another 100,000 to 250,000 
new individuals to this total. The very high unemploy-
ment of immigrants overall, and the rapid increase in 
unemployment even among educated immigrants, calls 
into question the wisdom of bringing in so many foreign 
workers. This is especially true when one considers that 
the unemployment rate for the most recently arrived im-
migrants is 13.3 percent.  

Virtually all of fiscal year 2008 took place during 
the current recession, which began at the end of 2007, 
and yet the level of new legal immigration (temporary 
and permanent) shown in Table 10 for fiscal year 2008 
is still very high. All of the primary immigrant-sending 
countries have seen a significant slowdown in their econ-
omies, however, so while it is possible that legal immi-
gration (temporary and permanent) might fall this year, 
migration to the United States remains attractive. Con-
ditions in the United States often are still better than in 
the home countries of many potential immigrants. 

Illegal Immigration. Table 1 shows 21.2 million im-
migrants (legal and illegal) holding jobs in the United 
States. Prior research indicates that about seven million 
illegal immigrants are included in the monthly Current 
Population Survey.10 At least 6.5 million illegal immi-
grants worked outside of agriculture in the first quarter 
of 2009.11 The overwhelming majority of illegal immi-
grants have a high school degree or less. As a result, il-
legals are primarily employed in construction, building 
cleaning and maintenance, food preparation and service, 
transportation and moving, and agriculture.12 With the 
exception of agricultural laborers, the majority of work-
ers in these occupational categories are native-born 
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Americans. As we have seen, these occupations have ex-
tremely high unemployment (see Table 8). 
 Since the job losses and growth in unemploy-
ment are concentrated among the least educated immi-
grants, it is very likely that illegal immigrants account for 
a large share of this deterioration. But illegal aliens can-
not account for a significant increase in unemployment 
for the most educated immigrants, who are overwhelm-
ingly legal residents. Thus losses by illegal aliens are only 
one of the reasons for the findings in this report. 
 If the United States chose to more vigorously 
enforce immigration laws over the next year and this 
resulted in one or two million illegal workers deciding 
to leave, it could significantly improve the employment 
prospects for less-educated natives. Of course, it is un-
likely that there would be perfect symmetry between 
the number of departing illegals and the number of jobs 
gained by natives and legal immigrants already here be-
cause the economy is complex and there are many fac-
tors impacting hiring decisions and job creation. But an 
economic downturn would seem to be the ideal time to 
step up enforcement and encourage those in the country 
illegally to return home. Those thinking about leaving 
would have both the economy and immigration enforce-
ment to consider. Moreover, a severe recession is when 
native-born Americans and legal immigrants already 
here are most in need of jobs. This is especially true of 
the poorest and least educated workers.

Conclusion
The findings of this report indicate that immigrant and 
native unemployment has increased substantially. Immi-
grant unemployment stands at 9.7 percent in the first 
quarter of this year, the highest level recorded since 1994, 
when data for immigrants was first collected. The 8.6 
unemployment rate for natives is also very high. While 
immigrants once had lower unemployment than natives, 
in recent months they have had higher rates. The num-
ber of unemployed immigrants increased 130 percent 
from the third quarter of 2007 to first quarter of 2009. 
Among natives the increase was 81 percent. If we look 
at the number of people working, we find that between 
the third quarter of 2007 and this quarter the number of 
working immigrants declined 2.1 million, or 9 percent. 
Among natives the decline was 4.5 million, or 4 percent. 
These data indicate that immigrants seem to have been 
hit harder by the recession than native-born Americans. 
Relative to natives, the least educated and most educated 
immigrants have seen the largest increases in unemploy-
ment. 

The very high unemployment of immigrants 
and natives alike raises the question of whether continu-
ing to admit so many new immigrants make sense. Last 
year more than 1.3 million new immigrants (temporary 
and permanent) were given authorization to work in the 
United States. If we include illegal immigrants adjusting 
status from within the United States the figure is even 
larger. 

All of the primary immigrant-sending countries 
have seen a significant deterioration in their economies 
and migration to the United States remains an attractive 
option to a significant share of people in those countries. 
There was intense debate about whether the country 
needed so many foreign workers even before the reces-
sion, especially at the bottom end of the labor market 
where unemployment has always been high for less-edu-
cated natives. Even before the recession began, unem-
ployment was 11.6 percent for natives without a high 
school diploma and for young natives (18 to 29) with 
only a high school diploma it was 10.6 percent. The rates 
are now much higher. Therefore the question remains: 
Should immigration policy be adjusted to take account 
of economic reality? 
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The difficulty that young workers are experi-
encing is particularly worrisome because it is as a young 
person that people learn the skills necessary to function 
in the workplace, such as showing up on time, following 
supervisors’ instructions, and interacting with customers. 
There is evidence that people who are poorly attached 
to the labor force in their youth tend to stay that way 
throughout their lives.

Illegal Immigration. The latest data shows 22.1 mil-
lion immigrants holding jobs in the United States. (And 
immigrant is anyone, legal or illegal, now living in the 
United States who was not a US citizen at birth.) Of the 
22.1 immigrants holding a job, prior research indicates 
that about 7 million in the survey are in the country il-
legally, though this may have declined since hitting a 
peak in 2007. Some number of illegal workers, perhaps 
one million, are thought to be missed by the survey. The 
overwhelming majority of illegal immigrants have a high 
school degree or less. As a result, illegals are primarily 
employed in construction, building cleaning and mainte-
nance, food preparation, service and processing, transpor-

Table 11. Employment of Immigrants & Native-Born Americans, March 2009 (thousands) 

Education

All Immigrants (16+)
Teens (16-17)
<HS (18+)
HS Only (18+)
    HS Only (18-29)
Some College (18+)
College or More (18+)

All Natives (16+)*
Teens (16-17)
<HS (18+)**
HS only (18+)**
    HS only (18-29)**
Some College (18+)
College or More (18+)**

All Persons (16+)**
Teens (16-17)
<HS (18+)**
HS only (18+)*
    HS only (18-29)**
Some College (18+)
College or More (18+)**

Black Natives (16+)5

Teens (16-17)**
<HS (18+)**
HS only (18+)**
    HS only (18-29)**
Some College (18+)**
College or More (18+)

Hispanic Natives (16+)**6

Teens (16-17)
<HS (18+)
HS only (18+)**
    HS only (18-29)**
Some College (18+)**
College or More (18+)**

Hisp. Immigrants (16+)
Teens (16-17)
<HS (18+)
HS only (18+)
    HS only (18-29)
Some College (18+)
College or More (18+)

Employed

   21,274 
 63 

 5,252 
 5,404 
 1,158 
 3,791 
 6,764 

 118,560 
 1,507 
 6,954 

 34,111 
 7,755 

 37,255 
 38,733 

 139,834 
 1,569 

 12,207 
 39,515 
 8,913 

 41,046 
 45,497 

 12,814 
 111 

 1,086 
 4,365 
 1,072 
 4,545 
 2,707 

 9,356 
 130 

 1,278 
 3,177 
 1,195 
 3,128 
 1,643 

 10,129 
 47 

 4,450 
 3,079 

 796 
 1,435 
 1,118 

Source: Center for Immigration Studies analysis of Current Population Survey (CPS) public use files. All figures are seasonally unadjusted and are for non-
institutionalized civilians, which do not include those in institutions such as prisons and nursing homes.
1 Persons who indicated that they are working part-time for economic reasons.
2 Persons not in the labor force are neither working nor looking for work.
3 Total number in the specific age group; includes those employed, unemployed, and not in the labor force.
4 The share of people in the specific age group who are currently holding a job.
5 Figures are for those who chose only one race and are not Hispanic.
6 Hispanics can be of any race.
Statistical tests compare immigrant unemployment rate or employment rate to that of natives.
**Statistically significant difference with immigrants with 95 percent confidence.
*Statistically significant difference with immigrants at 90 percent confidence.

Percent
Unemployed

9.6
23.2
15.6
9.0

10.4
6.9
6.2

8.9
23.6
19.4
11.8
18.9
8.1
4.1

9.0
23.6
17.8
11.4
17.9
8.0
4.4

13.8
36.2
25.4
17.0
27.8
10.4
6.7

11.7
36.0
17.7
12.4
18.3
10.7
4.0

12.6
28.8
16.4
10.1
10.2
9.0
7.0

Unemployed

   2,256 
 19 

 971 
 536 
 134 
 282 
 447 

 11,640 
 466 

 1,679 
 4,543 
 1,811 
 3,304 
 1,648 

 13,895 
 485 

 2,650 
 5,080 
 1,945 
 3,586 
 2,094 

 2,048 
 63 

 369 
 894 
 412 
 529 
 193 

 1,240 
 73 

 274 
 450 
 267 
 375 
 69 

 1,462 
 19 

 871 
 346 
 90 

 142 
 84 

Involuntary
Part-Time1

 900 
 -   

 424 
 261 
 90 

 117 
 98 

 2,297 
 6 

 300 
 921 
 239 
 700 
 370 

 3,198 
 6 

 724 
 1,182 

 329 
 817 
 468 

229
 -   

 26 
 132 
 36 
 66 
 5 

 241 
 -   

 76 
 72 
 39 
 61 
 32 

 727 
 -   

 394 
 205 
 85 
 81 
 47 

Education

All Immigrants (18-65)
Teens (16-17)
<HS (18+)
HS Only (18+)
    HS Only (18-29)
Some College (18+)
College or More (18+)

All Natives (18-65)**
Teens (16-17)**
<HS (18-65)**
HS only (18-65)**
    HS only (18-29)*
Some College (18-65)
College or More (18-65)**

All Persons (18-65)**
Teens (16-17)**
<HS (18-65)**
HS only (18-65)**
    HS only (18-29)*
Some College (18-65)
College or More (18-65)**

Black Natives (18-65)**5

Teens (16-17)
<HS (18-65)**
HS only (18-65)**
    HS only (18-29)**
Some College (18-65)**
College or More (18-65)

Hispanic Natives (18-65)**6

Teens (16-17)
<HS (18-65)**
HS only (18-65)
    HS only (18-29)
Some College (18-65)
College or More (18-65)**

Hisp. Immigrants (18-65)*
Teens (16-17)
<HS (18-65)*
HS only (18-65)*
    HS only (18-29)
Some College (18-65)*
College or More (18-65) 

Not in Labor 
Force (18-65)2

    7,153 
 449 

 2,710 
 1,798 

 474 
 1,195 
 1,449 

 37,623 
 6,449 
 7,134 

 12,488 
 3,047 

 11,711 
 6,289 

 44,777 
 6,897 
 9,846 

 14,288 
 3,521 

 12,906 
 7,738 

 6,019 
 1,242 
 1,721 
 2,120 

 642 
 1,655 

 524 

 3,412 
 1,098 
 1,190 
 1,047 

 435 
 966 
 210 

 3,544 
 240 

 2,065 
 907 
 299 
 357 
 215 

Total3

  29,993 
 531 

 8,821 
 7,574 
 1,766 
 5,183 
 8,414 

 
161,035 

 8,421 
 15,221 
 49,639 
 12,613 
 51,107 
 45,069 

 191,028 
 8,952 

 24,042 
 57,213 
 14,379 
 56,290 
 53,483 

 20,341 
 1,416 
 3,078 
 7,282 
 2,126 
 6,653 
 3,329 

 13,638 
 1,302 
 2,691 
 4,597 
 1,897 
 4,442 
 1,908 

 
14,885 

 306 
 7,320 
 4,283 
 1,185 
 1,903 
 1,378 

Employed

    20,653 
 63 

 5,152 
 5,251 
 1,158 
 3,720 
 6,531 

 112,530 
 1,507 
 6,438 

 32,700 
 7,755 

 36,186 
 37,206 

 133,183 
 1,569 

 11,590 
 37,951 
 8,913 

 39,905 
 43,737 

 12,361 
 111 
 997 

 4,271 
 1,072 
 4,469 
 2,624 

 9,065 
 130 

 1,233 
 3,101 
 1,195 
 3,101 
 1,630 

 9,914 
 47 

 4,390 
 3,030 

 796 
 1,414 
 1,080 

Employment
Rate4

 
68.9
11.9
58.4
69.3
65.6
71.8
77.6

69.9
17.9
42.3
65.9
61.5
70.8
82.6

69.7
17.5
48.2
66.3
62.0
70.9
81.8

60.8
7.8

32.4
58.7
50.4
67.2
78.8

66.5
10.0
45.8
67.5
63.0
69.8
85.4

66.6
15.4
60.0
70.7
67.2
74.3
78.4
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End Notes
1  A recent example of this is a Pew Hispanic Center study of Hispanic 
immigrants: http://pewhispanic.org/files/reports/102.pdf Also 
see a recent Urban Institute study of unemployment among 
older Americans: www.urban.org/UploadedPDF/411846_
recessionandolderworkersfactsheetmarch2009.pdf. 

2  All statistical tests were performed using the methodology 
outlined by the Census Bureau in its source and accuracy 
statement for the Current Population Survey. They can be 
found at http://www.bls.census.gov/cps/bsrcacc.htm. For 
immigrants we use the Hispanic parameter estimates because 
no parameters are provided for the foreign-born. 

3  When looking at the overall employment picture, we follow 
the example of the Bureau of Labor Statistics and report figures 
for those 16 and older. When we examine employment by 
education we look at the18 and older population. We feel this 
makes sense because we are interested in unemployment for 
both younger and older people. However, particularly for those 
with more education, researchers sometimes examine only 
those 21 and older or 25 and older. For both immigrants and 
natives with the same education level the population 21 and 
older has almost exactly the same unemployment rate as the18 
and older population. If we use the 25 and older population, 
among more educated immigrants, their unemployment rate 
is also very similar to the 18 and older population. Among 
natives the rates are slightly lower. For example, among natives 
25 and older in the first quarter of 2009, the unemployment 
rate was 7.4 percent for those with some college and 3.8 
percent for those with at least a college degree. This compares 
to 7.8 and 4.0 percent (see Table 1) for these two groups when 
we examine the 18 and older population. Thus the more 
educated natives do have slightly lower unemployment when 
we confine our analysis to only those 25 and older. This in 
turn makes the gap with immigrants slightly larger. But the 
differences are still small and by looking at the 18+ population 
we are able to incorporate unemployment statistics for young 
workers into our educational analysis.

4  The NBER report can be found at http://wwwdev.nber.org/
cycles/dec2008.html. The unemployment statistics are not 
part of the calculation of a recession. The number of people 
employed peaked in December of 2007, but the number 
unemployed started to increase after October, as did the 
unemployment rate.

5   Some percentages in the report reflect slight rounding 
error.

6  National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER) states 
that the recession lasted from March 2001 to November 
2001. Although there was controversy over the timing of the 
recession, NBER has not revised its dates. The Council of 
Economic Advisors in the Bush administration estimated that 
the recession began earlier, but NBER is still considered the 
best arbiter of when a recession begins.

7  The Census Bureau groups data by year of entry in this way 
to preserve anonymity.

8  Part of the reason for the situation in Arizona is that a 
significant number of immigrants seem to have left the state. 
Thus immigrant job losses did not result in a massive increase 
in immigrant unemployment. Among natives in the state, 
it seems their unemployment rate and number unemployed 
went up because new arrivals in the state or those graduating 
or aging into the labor force have had a very difficult time 
finding work. But the number working does not seem to have 
declined.

9  If we look at immigrants in the third quarter of 2007 with 
at least a college degree we find that 6.9 percent worked in the 
hard hit occupations of building cleaning and maintenance, 
farming, fishing and forestry, construction and production 
occupations. For natives it is 3.4 percent. On the other hand, 
12.9 of immigrants with a college degree versus 9.5 percent 
of natives with a college degree work in the two health care 
related occupational categories, which generally do well in 
recession. 

10  The Pew Hispanic Center’s newest estimate is that in 
March 2008 there were 8.3 million illegal immigrant workers, 
see Figure 4 at http://pewhispanic.org/files/reports/107.pdf. 
However, that number is for the March file of the Current 
Population Survey, which includes a supplement that 
oversamples minorities. The 8.3 million figure also includes 
a 10 percent undercount adjustment. If we reduced the Pew 
estimate to reflect the supplement, the 10 percent undercount 
adjustment, and the decline in the illegal population since 
March of 2008, we estimate that there are about seven million 
illegal workers included in the February 2009 CPS. 
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11  In Unauthorized Migrants: Numbers and Characteristics, 
the Pew Hispanic Center estimated that 3 percent of illegal 
immigrants work in agriculture (figure on page 26). In 
the Center for Immigration Studies report Dropping Out: 
Immigrant Entry and Native Exit From the Labor Market, we 
estimated that 4 percent of illegal aliens work in agriculture 
(Table 10). However, both studies are based on the March 
Current Population Survey (CPS). Agricultural employment 
is very low in March, particularly for laborers involved in 
harvesting, and the CPS is not particularly good at capturing 
agricultural workers. During the course of the year, more than 
just 3 or 4 percent of illegal immigrants work in agriculture. 
Nonetheless the two studies indicate that the vast majority 
of illegal immigrants do not work in agriculture. The Pew 
study can be found at http://pewhispanic.org/files/reports/46.
pdf and the Center for Immigration Studies report can be 
found at: http://www.cis.org/articles/2006/back206.pdf. The 
Department of Homeland Security estimates can be found 
at http://www.dhs.gov/xlibrary/assets/statistics/publications/
ois_ill_pe_2007.pdf.

12  The Department of Homeland Security estimates a 10 
percent undercount in Census Bureau data. See Table 2 in 
Estimates of the Unauthorized Immigrant Population Residing in 
the United States: January 2007 which can be found at http://
www.dhs.gov/xlibrary/assets/statistics/publications/ois_ill_
pe_2007.pdf. For the number of illegal workers in the Current 
Population Survey see Table 21 in Immigrants in the United 
States 2007: A Profile of America’s Foreign-born Population at 
http://www.cis.org/immigrants_profile_2007. The report also 
estimates the education level of illegal immigrants (page 31) 
with 81 percent having a high school education or less. For 
a distribution of illegal immigrants across occupations see 
Table 10 in the Center for Immigration Studies publication, 
Dropping Out: Immigrant Entry and Native Exit From the 
Labor Market. The Pew Hispanic Center also has estimated the 
education level and occupational distribution of illegals, with 
similar results to the Center for Immigration Studies. See The 
Size and Characteristics of the Unauthorized Migrant Population 
in the U.S. at http://pewhispanic.org/files/reports/61.pdf and 
Unauthorized Migrants: Numbers and Characteristics at http://
pewhispanic.org/files/reports/46.pdf. 
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