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New Census Bureau data collected in March of this year show that 13.1 million immigrants (legal and 
illegal) arrived in the previous 10 years, even though there was a net decline of a million jobs during the 
decade. In contrast, during the 1990s there was a net growth of 21 million jobs and 12.1 million new 

immigrants arrived. Despite fundamentally different economic conditions, the level of immigration was remark-
ably similar for both 10-year periods.

•	 The	March	2010	data	show	that	13.1	million	immigrants	(legal	and	illegal)	have	arrived	in	the	United	States	
since	January	2000.	This	is	the	case	despite	two	significant	recessions	during	the	decade	and	a	net	loss	of	a	
million jobs.

•	 Data	collected	in	March	2000	show	one	million	fewer	immigrants	arrived	from	January	1990	to	March	2000	
(12.1 million), while 21 million jobs were created during the decade.

•	 In	2008	and	2009,	2.4	million	new	immigrants	(legal	and	illegal)	settled	in	the	United	States,	even	though	
8.2	million	jobs	were	lost	over	the	same	period.

•	 The	new	data	indicate	that	in	the	absence	of	a	change	in	U.S.	immigration	policy,	the	level	of	new	immigra-
tion can remain high even in the face of massive job losses.

•	 Immigration	is	a	complex	process.	It	is	not	simply	a	function	of	U.S.	labor	market	conditions.	Factors	such	
as	 the	desire	 to	be	with	relatives	or	 to	access	public	 services	 in	 the	United	States	also	significantly	 impact	 
migration.

•	 Although	new	immigration	remains	high,	the	2.4	million	new	arrivals	represent	a	decline	from	earlier	in	this	
decade.	In	the	two	years	prior	to	2006,	for	example,	there	were	2.9	million	arrivals,	according	to	Census	Bu-
reau data.

•	 There	was	no	significant	change	in	legal	immigration	during	the	past	decade.	Although	the	number	of	jobs	
declined in the decade just completed, 10.3 million green cards were issued from 2000 to 2009, more than in 
any	decade	in	American	history.		

•	 Illegal	immigrants	also	continue	to	arrive,	though	prior	research	indicates	that	the	number	coming	dropped	
significantly	at	the	end	of	the	decade.

•	 The	new	data	not	only	indicate	that	there	was	a	slowdown	in	immigration	in	2008	and	2009,	it	also	indicates	
there was a substantial increase in the number of immigrants who returned to their home counties, particu-
larly	in	2008.

•	 The	overall	immigrant	population	grew	to	37.6	million	in	March	2010.	This	does	not	include	those	living	in	
group quarters, such as prisons and nursing homes. Including these individuals makes for a total immigrant 
population	of	38.2	million.
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Introduction
The	findings	in	this	Backgrounder indicate that the num-
ber	of	immigrants	who	arrived	in	the	first	decade	of	this	
century was very high, despite a weak economy for much 
of	the	decade.	For	example,	between	April	2001	and	No-
vember	2004	there	was	no	net	increase	in	the	number	of	
jobs.	There	was	also	no	net	job	growth	between	January	
2008	 and	 the	 end	 of	 the	 decade.	Overall,	 there	was	 a	
net decline of one million jobs during the entire decade 
even	 though	 the	U.S.	 population	 grew	 by	 roughly	 29	
million during the decade.1 Many factors in addition to 
the economy impact immigration levels. While the level 
of new immigration remained very high throughout the 
last decade, the number of new arrivals was smaller at 
the	end	of	the	decade	than	at	the	beginning.	This	almost	
certainly reflects, at least in part, the dramatic deteriora-
tion	in	the	U.S.	economy	from	2008	onward.	
	 The	 data	 for	 this	Backgrounder come primarily 
from	the	March	Current	Population	Surveys	(CPS),	col-
lected	by	the	Census	Bureau.	The	CPS	asks	immigrants	
when	they	came	to	the	United	States.	As	already	indicated,	
the	March	2010	CPS	shows	13.1	million	immigrants	ar-
rived in the last decade, compared to 12.1 million arrivals 
in	the	1990s.	Statistically,	the	figures	for	the	decade	just	
completed	are	higher	than	for	the	1990s.	Based	on	CPS	
data,	the	first	decade	of	this	century	was	the	highest	de-
cade of immigration in the nation’s history. However, data 
from the 2000 decennial census show 13.2 million new 
immigrants	arrived	 in	 the	1990s.	Statistically	 this	 is	 the	
same	as	the	13.1	million	from	the	2010	CPS	for	the	first	
decade of this century.2	Thus,	comparing	the	2000	cen-
sus	to	the	2010	CPS	shows	the	two	decades	were	equal.	
No	other	decade	in	American	history	comes	close	to	the	
level	of	immigration	in	the	last	two	decades.	In	the	1980s,	
which	like	the	1990s	was	also	a	period	of	economic	ex-
pansion,	8.7	million	new	immigrants	arrived.3

It is worth noting that the 2010 decennial 
census, which will be released shortly, has no immigra-
tion	questions.	There	 is	another	Census	Bureau	survey	
called	the	American	Community	Survey	(ACS),	which	
does	asks	about	immigration.	The	2010	ACS	will	not	be	
available	for	another	year,	however.	While	the	2010	ACS	
should provide an estimate of new immigrants similar 
to	 the	 2010	CPS,	 in	 the	 past	 the	 ACS	 has	 tended	 to	
show several hundred thousand more new arrivals. It is 
possible	the	ACS	will	show	that	immigration	in	the	de-
cade	just	completed	will	exceed	that	of	the	1990s,	even	
in comparison to the 2000 census.4	At	this	point,	based	
on	the	CPS,	what	we	can	say	is	that	immigration	in	the	
first	decade	of	the	21st	century	was	at	least	as	high	as	the	
1990s, despite very different economic situations.

Data and Methods.	 The	 data	 for	 this	 Backgrounder 
come	primarily	 from	the	CPS	collected	by	the	Census	
Bureau.	The	March	data,	also	called	the	Annual	Social	
and	Economic	Supplement,	is	considered	such	an	accu-
rate source of information on the foreign-born because, 
unlike	 the	 decennial	 census	 or	 American	Community	
Survey,	each	household	in	the	CPS	receives	an	in-person	
interview from a Census Bureau employee.5	The	foreign-
born	are	defined	as	persons	 living	in	the	United	States	
who	were	not	U.S.	citizens	at	birth.6 In this report the 
terms foreign-born and immigrant are used synony-
mously.	The	CPS	generally	does	not	include	group	quar-
ters, such as prisons, nursing homes, and college dorms. 
The	inclusion	of	those	in	group	quarters	would	raise	the	
total	foreign-born	population	to	38.2	million	in	March	
2010.7	The	immigrant	population	in	the	2010	CPS	in-
cludes roughly 10 million illegal aliens and at least one 
million persons on long-term temporary visas, mainly 
students and guestworkers.8	 Also,	 some	 percentage	 of	
the foreign-born (especially illegal aliens) are missed by 
government surveys of this kind. 

Later	 in	 this	 report	we	 examine	 the	American	
Community	Survey,	which	also	asks	individuals	if	they	
are	 immigrants.	 As	 already	 indicated,	 data	 from	 the	
2010	ACS	will	not	be	 available	 for	 another	 year,	 so	 it	
will be some time before data for the entire decade can 
be	analyzed	from	the	ACS.	Data	from	the	2009	ACS	are	
also used in this Backgrounder. 

Recent Trends in Immigration
Figure	1	reports	the	number	of	immigrants	living	in	the	
United	States	based	on	the	CPS	collected	in	March	of	
each year from 1995 through 2010. 9	 Again,	 the	CPS	
does not include persons in group quarters. Includ-
ing those individuals would add another 500,000 to 
600,000 to the total number of immigrants living in the 
country	for	any	given	year.	Figure	1	shows	that	between	
March 2000 and March 2005 the foreign-born popula-
tion grew by 5.2 million, or somewhat over one mil-
lion	a	year.	The	figure	also	shows	that	between	2005	and	
2010	the	immigrant	population	grew	by	2.4	million,	or	
by	about	half	a	million	a	year.	The	2007	figure	of	37.3	
million immigrants is not statistically different from the 
2010	figure	of	37.6	million.	Thus,	there	has	been	no	sig-
nificant	 growth	 in	 the	 immigrant	 population	 over	 the	
last	three	years.	However,	the	growth	from	36.8	million	
in	2009	 to	37.6	million	 in	2010	 is	 statistically	 signifi-
cant.10	Figure	1	indicates	that	the	foreign-born	popula-
tion may be rebounding. While the growth in the last 
year	is	statistically	significant,	one	year	of	data	is	not	nec-
essarily a trend and should be interpreted with caution. 
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Deaths and Out-Migration. When growth in the for-
eign-born population is discussed, it must be remem-
bered	that	all	children	born	in	the	United	States	to	im-
migrants	 are,	by	definition,	natives.	So	 the	 sole	 reason	
for an increase in the foreign-born population is new 
immigration. Moreover, the increase over time repre-
sents	a	net	figure	and	does	not	reflect	the	 level	of	new	
immigration. 

New arrivals are offset by deaths and out-migra-
tion.	Given	the	age,	 sex,	and	other	demographic	char-
acteristics of the immigrant population, it is likely that 
there	 are	 about	 7,000	 deaths	 per	 million	 immigrants	
each year or somewhat over 200,000 a year during the 
last	decade.	This	rate	does	not	change	much	from	year	
to year, but it does increase gradually over time as the 
immigrant	 population	 grows.	 As	 a	 result,	 there	 were	
roughly 100,000 more deaths a year among immigrants 
in 2010 than in 1995 because the overall population is 
13.3	million	larger.	This	means	that	a	slower	net	increase	
in the immigrant population may not indicate a falling 
level of new immigration. 

In addition to deaths, new arrivals are also offset 
by	return	migration.	There	is	an	ongoing	debate	about	
the	size	of	return	migration,	especially	with	regard	to	re-
cent	trends.	Some	time	ago	the	Census	Bureau	estimat-
ed	that	some	280,000	immigrants	 living	here	returned	
home each year.11 But it is not at all clear if that number 
is correct or even relevant to the current situation. Later 
in this report we estimate the level of out-migration over 
the	course	of	the	decade.	Out-migration	can	have	a	sig-
nificant	 impact	 on	 the	
number of immigrants 
in	 the	 country.	 For	 ex-
ample, the decline in 
the	 size	 of	 the	 foreign-
born population from 
2007	 to	 2008	 is	 likely	
to be the result, at least 
in part, of an increase in 
immigrants returning to 
their home countries. 

New Immigrants over 
the Last Decade.	 An-
other	 way	 to	 examine	
trends in immigration 
is to look at responses 
to the year of arrival 
question.	The	CPS	asks	
individuals when they 
came	to	America	to	stay.	
However, in order to 

preserve anonymity, the Census Bureau groups several 
different	years	of	arrival	together	in	the	public-use	CPS.	
Table	1	 (page	4)	 shows	 the	number	of	new	arrivals	 as	
it	 is	grouped	in	each	CPS	from	2000	to	2010.	So,	 for	
example,	the	table	reads	as	follows:	in	the	March	2010	
CPS,	2.44	million	new	immigrants	said	they	arrived	in	
2008,	2009,	or	the	first	part	of	2010.	In	March	2009,	
3.5	million	immigrants	said	they	arrived	in	2006,	2007,	
2008,	or	the	first	part	of	2009.	Table	1	allows	the	reader	
to look at individual entering cohorts or to collapse sev-
eral together.

The	March	2010	CPS	indicates	that	13.1	mil-
lion	immigrants	(legal	and	illegal)	settled	in	the	United	
States	between	January	2000	and	March	2010.	This	im-
plies that about 1.3 million new immigrants arrived an-
nually	in	the	United	States	in	the	last	10	years.	Of	course,	
some of the immigrants who arrived in 2000 through 
2009 would have died or returned home by 2010, so the 
actual level of new arrivals is somewhat higher. Given 
the	economic	problems	in	the	last	decade	we	would	ex-
pect a higher fraction of those who arrived in the decade 
to	leave	by	its	end	than	did	in	the	1990s.	Some	share	of	
the foreign-born population is also missed by the Census 
Bureau.	Some	prior	research	 indicates	 that	5.2	percent	
of	all	immigrants	are	missed	in	the	CPS.12	The	share	of	
new	arrivals	missed	by	the	CPS	is	almost	certainly	high-
er, however, because a large fraction are in the country 
illegally and because they are the least established part 
of the foreign-born population, making them harder for 
the	Census	Bureau	to	count.	So	the	actual	level	of	new	

Figure 1. Number of Immigrants Living in the U.S., 1995-2010 (millions) 

Source: Center	 for	 Immigration	 Studies	 analysis	 of	 March	 1995	 through	 2010	 Current	
Population	 Survey.	 	 Figures	 for	 1995	 to	 1999	 have	 been	 re-wieghted	 to	 reflect	 the	 larger	
number of immigrants revealed in the 2000 Census.     
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immigration	could	be	1.4	million	or	even	1.5	million	a	
year for the decade.13 

The Past Decade May Exceed the 1990s.	The	March	
2000	 CPS	 showed	 12.1	million	 new	 arrivals	 between	
January	1990	and	March	2000.	(This	information	is	not	
shown in Table 1.) Compared to the 13.1 million for 
the	first	decade	of	this	century,	the	1990s	had	less	new	
immigration.	This	difference	is	statistically	significant.	If	
the	 two	CPS’s	 are	 compared,	 the	 last	decade	 exceeded	
the 1990s. However, as already mentioned, the 2000 
decennial census showed 13.2 million arrivals, which 
statistically is the same as the 13.1 million in the 2010 
CPS.

The	finding	that	the	2010	CPS	shows	a	higher	
level of immigration in the last decade than the 2000 
CPS	shows	for	the	1990s	is	important	because	the	two	
decades	were	very	different	in	terms	of	job	growth.	There	
were	 two	 significant	 recessions	 during	 the	 first	 decade	
of	this	century,	plus	the	September	11	terrorist	attacks.	
During the decade there was actually a net loss of about 
one	million	jobs	according	to	the	Bureau	of	Labor	Sta-
tistics	(BLS).14	In	contrast,	the	BLS	reports	a	net	increase	
in jobs of about 21 million in the 1990s.15 

This	finding	that	immigration	in	the	decade	just	
completed	was	at	least	equal	to	the	1990s	is	significant	
because	it	is	a	reminder	that	immigration	is	a	complex	
process and not simply a function of labor market con-

Table 1. Immigrant Population, 2000-2010

Year

2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

2008

2009

2010

 Total
 29,985	

Total
 31,804 

Total
 32,453	

Total
 33,471	

Total
 34,237	

Total
 35,157	

Total
 35,659 

Total
 37,279	

Total
	37,264 

Total
 36,750	

Total
 37,606	

Source: Center	for	Immigration	Studies	analysis	of	March	2000	through	2010	Current	Population	Survey.	 	

 
Pre-1998

 26,864	

Pre-1998
 26,922 

Pre-1998
 25,969 

Pre-1998
 25,572	

Pre-1998
 25,131 

Pre-1998
 24,395	

Pre-1998
 24,063	

Pre-1998
 24,335	

Pre-1998
 23,735	

Pre-1998
 22,545	

Pre-1998
 22,046	

 
1998-00

 3,121 

1998-01
	4,883	

1998-99
 3,154	

1998-99
 3,363 

1998-99
 3,065 

1998-99
	2,837	

1998-99
 2,652 

1998-99
 2,689	

1998-99
 2,586	

1998-99
 2,677	

1998-99
 2,458	

2002-04
 2,622 

2002-05
 4,258	

2002-03
 2,518	

2002-03
 2,519 

2002-03
	2,490	

2002-03
 2,471	

2002-03
 2,406	

2004-06
 2,914	

2004-07
 4,201	

2004-05
 2,650 

2004-05
	2,471	

2004-05
 2,686	

2006-08
 2,594	

2006-09
 3,515 

2006-07
 2,289	

2008-10
 2,442	

 

2000-02
 3,329 

2000-03
 4,536	

2000-01
 3,419	

2000-01
 3,668	

2000-01
 3,512 

2000-01
 3,534	

2000-01
 3,209 

2000-01
 3,071	

2000-01
 3,279

Year of Arrival 
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Figure 2. Estimated Number of New Arrivals 
From the CPS and Job Loss or Growth, 2000-2009 (thousands)

Source: Immigration	figures	 are	 from	 the	March	2000	 through	2010	Current	Population	Survey.	 	 Job	figures	 are	 the	
decline	or	growth	in	jobs	from	March	to	March	of	each	year	from	the	Bureau	of	Labor	Statistics	establishment	survey.		BLS	
data	can	be	found	at	http://www.bls.gov/schedule/archives/empsit_nr.htm#2010.	 	 	 	 	
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ditions.	Such	 factors	 as	 the	desire	 to	be	with	 relatives,	
political freedom, lower levels of official corruption, 
and	 the	 generosity	 of	 American	 public	 services	 are	 all	
among	 the	 reasons	 people	 come	 to	 the	United	 States.	
These	 things	do	not	change	during	a	 recession,	even	a	
steep one. Moreover, the employment and wages avail-
able	in	the	United	States	may	still	be	much	better	than	in	
many of the primary immigrant-sending countries, even 
during a severe economic downturn. It is also impor-
tant to understand that immigration is driven by social 
networks of friends and family who provide informa-
tion	about	conditions	in	the	United	States	to	those	back	
home, which both makes them more aware of opportu-
nities	in	the	United	States	and	more	likely	to	come.	Also,	
new immigrants often live with friends who can help the 
new	arrivals.	Thus	as	the	immigrant	population	grows,	
it creates pressure and opportunities for more immigra-
tion.	As	a	result,	immigration	can	remain	very	high	even	
if	there	is	no	job	growth	in	the	United	States.	This	does	
not mean that the economic factors are unimportant. 
But the fact that at least as many immigrants arrived in 
the	first	decade	of	the	21st	century	than	in	the	1990s	is	
a clear indication that factors other than the state of the 
U.S.	economy	matter	a	great	deal.	

Legal Permanent Immigration. Although	 there	was	a	
net decline of one million jobs during the decade, 10.3 
million green cards were issued from 2000 to 2009, 
making it the highest decade of legal immigration in the 
nation’s	history.	These	figures	are	for	permanent	immi-
gration that allows individuals to stay as long as they like 
and	become	citizens	 if	 they	choose,	normally	after	five	
years.	In	comparison	to	the	decade	just	completed,	9.8	
million green cards were issued from 1990 to 1999, in-
cluding	several	hundred	thousand	amnesty	beneficiaries	
at the beginning of the decade.16 In addition to perma-
nent immigration, several hundred thousand long-term 
temporary visas that allow recipients to work in the 
United	States	were	issued	each	year	during	the	decade.	
This	includes	such	categories	as	H1-B,	H2-B,	H1-A,	I,	
J, L, P, and TN visas. It must be pointed out that many 
new green card holders are not new arrivals in the coun-
ty. In recent years more than half have been individu-
als already in the country, either temporary visa holders 
or illegal immigrants “adjusting status” from within the 
United	States.	

New Immigration and Job Growth. While overall new 
immigration in the last decade may have been some-
what higher than in the 1990s, this does not mean that 
there was no variation within the decade. Estimating 

how immigration may have changed during the decade 
is	difficult.	As	we	have	seen	in	Figure	1,	growth	in	the	
foreign-born	population	varied	during	the	decade.	The	
CPS	is	not	designed	to	measure	migration	year	by	year,	
however.	 Further,	 as	 discussed	 above,	 the	 grouping	 of	
multiple years of entry together adds to the difficulty of 
estimating	individual	year	of	arrival	data	using	the	CPS.	
Figure	2	attempts	to	overcome	these	problems	by	sub-
tracting the number in the most recent arriving cohort 
or cohorts from the previous year’s most recent arriving 
cohort(s).	The	difference	between	cohorts	should	show	
the	number	of	new	immigrants.	So,	for	example,	to	es-
timate the number who arrived in 2009, the 3.5 mil-
lion immigrants who arrived between 2006 and 2009 
(shown	 in	 the	 2009	 CPS)	 is	 subtracted	 from	 the	 4.7	
million who arrived between 2006 and 2010 (shown in 
the	2010	CPS).	The	difference	of	1.2	million	should	be	
the number who came between March 2009 and March 
2010.	Since	the	overwhelming	majority	of	this	new	im-
migration occurred in 2009, 1.2 million should be the 
number of new arrivals for that year and is reported in 
that	way	in	Figure	2.

While the approach described above is not with-
out problems, it should provide some insight into trends 
over the course of the decade.17	The	cumulative	number	
of	new	arrivals	shown	in	Figure	2	for	the	entire	decade	
2000 to 2009 is 13.35 million, and this is very similar 
to the 13.1 million for the decade from the March 2010 
CPS.	We	would	expect	the	cumulative	number	of	new	
arrivals	in	Figure	2	to	be	somewhat	higher	than	the	total	
for	the	decade	shown	in	the	2010	CPS	because	some	im-
migrants who arrived during the decade returned home 
or died before the decade ended and would not show 
up	in	the	2010	CPS.	The	fact	that	these	two	numbers	
line	up	so	well	gives	us	some	confidence	that	the	results	
reported	in	Figure	2	are	correct.

Figure	2	 shows	 that	 there	has	been	 significant	
variation in the number of new arrivals during the de-
cade.	Of	course,	this	can	also	be	seen	simply	by	looking	
at Table 1. In general, new immigration seems to have 
declined during the decade, with an increase in the last 
year. In addition to reporting the estimated number of 
new	arrivals,	Figure	2	also	shows	the	net	increase	in	the	
number of jobs created or lost from March of each year 
to	 the	next	as	 reported	by	 the	Bureau	of	Labor	Statis-
tics.18 When compared to new immigration, it is very 
hard to see any clear relationship between immigrant in-
flows	 and	 the	 creation	 or	 loss	 of	 jobs.	The	 correlation	
between	the	two	is	only	.39,	which	is	low.	The	square	of	
a correlation, in this case .15, can be interpreted to mean 
that	employment	growth	explains	15	percent	of	immi-
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grant in-flows. If we correlate new immigration with job 
growth/decline	in	the	prior	year,	on	the	assumption	that	
it takes time to stimulate immigration, the coefficient is 
even	weaker.	Of	course,	correlations	are	just	one	way	of	
measuring the relationships between two variables and 
the	results	should	not	be	seen	as	definitive.

Figure	3	reports	new	arrivals	and	the	unemploy-
ment rate for immigrants in March of each year based on 
the	CPS.	That	is,	it	shows	the	number	of	immigrant	who	
arrived	each	year	and	unemployment	in	March.	So,	for	
example,	the	March	2001	CPS	is	used	to	measure	arriv-
als for 2000 and unemployment for 2000 comes from 
the	 2000	CPS.	This	would	 seem	 to	 be	 a	 good	 test	 of	
the relationship between the economy and immigration 
levels arrivals because it is measuring unemployment at 
the start of the year and then reports the number of im-
migrants who came into the country during the year. We 
would	expect	that	if	unemployment	was	low,	immigra-
tion	levels	would	be	high.	This	approach	may	be	a	better	
way	of	examining	the	relationship	between	immigration	
levels and jobs because it directly measures the employ-
ment situation of immigrants rather than aggregate job 
growth,	as	is	the	case	in	Figure	2.	Figure	3	does	not	show	
a clear relationship between the unemployment rate of 
immigrants	and	the	number	of	new	arrivals.	The	correla-
tion	is	even	weaker	than	in	Figure	2.

This	 report	primarily	uses	 the	March	CPS	 for	
reasons	mentioned	in	the	methods	section.	Figure	A	at	
the end of the report uses the total foreign-born popula-

tion	from	the	CPS	collected	each	month	from	January	
2000	 to	 January	2010.	Figure	A	also	does	not	 show	a	
clear relationship between immigrant employment and 
the	size	of	the	immigrant	population.	

The	 correlation	 between	 the	 monthly	 size	 of	
the immigrant population and unemployment is in the 
wrong direction. (Immigrant flows should be negatively 
correlated with unemployment; as unemployment rises, 
the immigrant population should fall.) However, if we 
look	at	the	relationship	between	the	change	in	the	size	of	
the immigrant population year over year by month with 
the change in the monthly unemployment rate, then the 
correlation	is	much	stronger.	The	correlation	for	the	de-
cade is -.55, which means that as unemployment went 
up	over	the	course	of	the	year,	the	size	of	the	immigrant	
population	grew	less	or	actually	declined.	The	square	of	
a correlation, in this case .30, can be interpreted to mean 
that changes in the monthly unemployment rate of im-
migrants	explains	30	percent	of	the	variation	in	the	size	
of	the	immigrant	population.	Of	course,	a	correlation	is	
not causation. But it certainly makes sense that changes 
in the unemployment rate would have some impact on 
the rise or fall in the number of immigrants in the coun-
try. But this analysis also indicates that other factors in 
addition to the unemployment rate of immigrants play a 
large role in determining immigrant flows. 

The American Community Survey. In addition to 
the	 CPS,	 the	 Census	 Bureau	 also	 collects	 the	 Ameri-

can Community 
Survey	 (ACS).	
The	 ACS	 is	 a	
much larger sur-
vey, which makes 
estimates derived 
from it statisti-
cally more robust 
than	 the	 CPS.	
On	 the	 other	
hand, unlike the 
CPS,	 most	 re-
spondents are 
not interviewed 
by a Census em-
ployee, but in-
stead mail back 
a questionnaire. 
The	ACS	like	the	

Figure 3. New Arrivals From the CPS Compared to 
Immigrant Unemployment Rate, 2000-2009 (thousands)

Source: Immigrant arrivals and unemployment rate are from the March 2000 through 2010 Current 
Population	Surveys.
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CPS	 asks	 individuals	 if	 they	 are	 immigrants.	One	 ad-
vantage	of	the	ACS	is	that	the	public-use	data	do	report	
individual	 years	 of	 arrival.	 So	 unlike	 the	CPS	 there	 is	
no need to subtract one entering cohort comprised of 
several years from the prior year cohort to estimate new 
arrivals. 

Data	from	the	2010	ACS	will	not	be	available	
for another year, so it will be some time before a com-
plete	picture	of	the	decade’s	migration	is	available.	Fig-
ure	4	reports	new	arrivals	for	2000	to	2008	based	on	the	
2000	to	2009	ACS.	Figure	4	also	reports	the	unemploy-
ment	figures	for	March	of	each	year	from	Figure	3.19	As	
is	 the	case	with	Figure	3,	 the	ACS	does	not	 show	any	
clear relationship between immigrant unemployment 
rates and the level of new immigration. 

The	results	in	Figures	2,	3,	and	4	do	not	mean	
there was no relationship between immigration lev-
els	 and	 the	economy.	After	all,	most	adult	 immigrants	
come to work and they would not come if they did not 
think	they	could	find	a	job.	What	we	can	say	based	on	
the	figures	is	that	variation	in	the	level	of	new	immigra-
tion year to year does not seem that closely connected 
with labor market conditions. Perhaps other measures 
of employment would show a closer link between im-
migration	levels.	Or	perhaps	some	part	of	the	immigrant	
population is more closely connected to the economy, 
such	as	those	who	come	to	America	illegally.	Given	the	
complex	 nature	 of	 immigration	 and	 the	many	 factors	
that	make	people	want	 to	 come	 to	America,	 the	find-

ing that immigration levels and national job growth or 
immigrant unemployment over the last decade are not 
closely linked may not be too surprising. 

Coming and Going in the Last Decade. The	 top	 of	
Table	2	shows	an	extremely	simple	method	for	calculat-
ing	out-migration.	The	first	 row	of	 the	table	calculates	
growth in the foreign-born population for each two-year 
period.	The	second	row	reports	the	level	of	new	immi-
gration for each two-year period. Table 2 reports new 
immigrant arrivals by two-year groupings because the 
public-use	data	from	the	CPS	group	immigrant	arrivals	
in	 two-year	 cohorts	 every	other	year.	 (The	 same	 infor-
mation	can	be	found	in	Table	1.)	So,	for	example,	the	
first	 row	 shows	 that	 growth	was	2.47	million	2000	 to	
2002 and the second row shows 3.33 million new arriv-
als	2000	to	2002,	based	on	the	2002	CPS.	The	third	row	
in the table provides a crude estimate for out migration 
by	subtracting	growth	from	new	arrivals.	For	example,	
between 2000 and 2002 return migration would be 
861,000	(3.33	million	minus	2.47	million).	

To understand the simple logic of this approach 
it may to helpful to think of the calculation this way, 
3.33 million immigrants arrived but the population only 
grew	2.47	million	from	2000	to	2002	because	861,000	
immigrant	 left.	 (All	 persons	 born	 in	 the	 country	 are	
awarded	citizenship	and	are	not	immigrants,	so	the	only	
way to add to the immigrant population is new arrivals 
from	abroad.)	The	calculation	 in	 the	 top	part	of	Table	

Figure 4. New Arrivals From the ACS Compared to 
Immigrant Unemployment Rate, 2000-2008 (thousands)

Source: Immigrant	arrivals	are	from	the	American	Community	Survey.	Immigrant	unemployment	
rates	are	from	the	March	2000	through	2008	Current	Population	Surveys.		 	
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2 is only a crude measure mainly because it does not 
include the deaths that must occur among immigrants 
in each two-year period. Table 2 then calculates out-
migration more precisely by estimating the number of 
deaths among immigrants for each two-year period. It 
also adjusts the arrival data to account for the slight dif-
ference between the period of growth measured and the 
period	of	new	arrivals	 reported	 in	 the	CPS.20	Figure	5	
(page 10) reports the results from the bottom of Table 
2 graphically. 

Table	2	and	Figure	5	 indicate	that	new	immi-
gration varied through the decade, but that out-migra-
tion	seems	to	have	fluctuated	more.	The	number	of	new	
arrivals 2000 to 2002 is statically higher than for the rest 
of	the	decade.	This	is	consistent	with	the	individual	year	
estimates	shown	in	Figure	2.	The	number	of	new	arrivals	
2002	to	2004,	2006	to	2008,	and	2008	to	2010	are	not	
statistically	 different	 from	 each	 other.	 Statistically,	 the	
period	2004	to	2006	is	somewhat	higher	than	the	2002	
to	2004	and	2006	to	2010	periods.	

But it is out-migration that varied much more 
during the decade just completed. During the last two 
years of the decade, the number of immigrants heading 
home was much higher than at any other time during 
the	last	10	years.	As	we	have	seen	in	Figure	2,	job	losses	
were	very	large	in	2008	and	2009,	so	it	makes	sense	that	
more people would return to their home countries. In 
prior research we have found evidence that increased en-
forcement of immigration at the end of the decade also 
contributed to an increase in the outmigration of illegal 
immigrants.21	Thus	the	results	 in	Table	2	and	Figure	5	
make a good deal of sense. It is worth noting that there 
is reason to think that the dramatic increase in return 

migration	 shown	 for	 the	2008	 to	2009	period	 is	 con-
centrated	in	2008,	while	in	2009	return	migration	was	
much lower.22 However, individual year out-migration 
estimates are more statistically volatile than two-year es-
timates	given	the	sampling	variation	in	the	survey.	For	
this reason we report the two-year estimates shown in 
Table	2	and	Figure	5.

Immigration at the State Level

Growth in the Immigrant Population by State. Table 
3 compares the number of immigrants in 1995, 2000, 
and	 2007	 for	 each	 state.23 It also shows the share of 
the population that was foreign-born in each of those 
years. While immigrants tend to be concentrated, Table 
3 shows they have become less concentrated over time. 
In	1995	the	top	five	states	accounted	for	68	percent	of	
the total foreign-born population; in 2000 these same 
states accounted for 66 percent of the foreign-born and 
they	dropped	to	60	percent	by	2010.	Or,	looked	at	in	a	
different	way,	these	five	states	accounted	for	68	percent	
of	the	total	immigrant	population	in	1995,	but	only	47	
percent of the growth in the immigrant population be-
tween 1995 and 2010. However, the increasing disper-
sion	of	immigrants	can	be	exaggerated.	In	2010	the	top	
10	states	of	settlement	accounted	for	72	percent	of	im-
migrants;	these	same	states	accounted	for	75	percent	of	
immigrants	in	2000.	A	change	to	be	sure,	but	not	a	very	
large one. What has happened in the last decade and 
a half is that the number of immigrants living outside 
traditional areas of immigrant settlement has increased 
significantly.	But	growth	in	the	traditional	states	has	also	
been	substantial.	As	a	result,	traditional-settlement	states	

Table 2. Immigrant Out-Migration in Two-Year Groupings, 2000-2010

Growth in Immigrant Population
Arrivals
Crude	Level	of	Out-Migration
Adjusted	Arrivals
Deaths	(7	per	thousand)
Out	Migration

Number of Immigrants

Source: 	Center	for	Immigration	Studies	analysis	of	the	March	Current	Population	Surveys	from	2000,	2002,	2004,	
2006,	2008,	and	2010.
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still account for a large, though declining, share of the 
total immigrant population. 
 Table 3 also shows different patterns for differ-
ent	states.	For	example,	in	New	York	the	number	of	im-
migrants	increased	by	685,000	between	1995	and	2000,	
but in the 10 years after 2000 it grew by just 90,000. 
New	 Jersey,	which	 is	 right	 next	 to	New	York,	 is	 quite	
different.	The	numerical	increase	was	600,000	between	
2000	and	2010.	A	similar	pattern	holds	for	Texas.	Per-
haps the most dramatic increases can be found in Geor-
gia and North Carolina, where the immigrant popula-
tion increased 3.2-fold and 3.9-fold respectively between 
1995 and 2010. In just the last 10 years the immigrant 
population	 in	 both	 states	 roughly	 doubled.	 The	 key	
point to take from Table 3 is that there is no one pattern 
that reflects the entire country. 

Table	4	shows	the	30	states	plus	the	District	of	
Columbia	where	growth	was	statistically	significant	be-

tween 2000 and 2010. Table 5 reports the number of 
immigrants, the share of the population that is immi-
grant, and the number of immigrants who arrived be-
tween 2000 and 2010 in each state. Comparing Tables 
3	through	5	shows	differing	trends	across	states.	For	ex-
ample,	New	York	received	a	large	number	of	new	arriv-
als over the last decade (1.2 million), but there was very 
little	growth	in	the	size	of	the	foreign-born	population.	
This	 is	 likely	because	a	 significant	 share	of	New	York’s	
immigrant population was older in 2000 than was the 
case in other states and therefore passed away during the 
decade. It is also possible that the lack of growth was 
due to high levels of outmigration of immigrants from 
the	 state.	Texas,	on	 the	other	hand,	 shows	1.4	million	
new arrivals from abroad and growth in the foreign born 
of	1.2	million.	This	 is	 an	 indication	 that	 there	 is	 rela-
tively little out-migration of immigrants from that state. 
Tables 3 to 5 make clear that the pattern of immigrant 
settlement	differs	significantly	from	state	to	state.	

Figure 5. Estimated New Arrivals and Out-Migration in Two-Year Groupings, 2000-2010

Source: Center	for	Immigration	Studies	analysis	of	the	March	Current	Population	Surveys	from	2000,	2002,	2004,	2006,	
2008,	and	2010.	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
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Table 3. Number and Percent of Immigrants 2010, 2000, 1995, by State  

State

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

Source: Center	for	Immigration	Studies	analysis	of	March	2010,	2000,	and	1995	Current	Population	Surveys.	Figures	
for 1995 have been re-weighted to reflect the larger number of immigrants revealed in the 2000 Census.

Percent
Immigrant

	27.0	%
20.5	%
15.4	%
18.3	%
22.1	%
13.0	%
13.8	%
13.2	%
8.8	%
12.6	%
14.6	%
9.6	%
7.0	%
6.5	%
4.8	%
13.3	%
9.3	%
17.1	%
3.4	%
9.2	%
6.5	%
4.9	%
3.6	%
4.2	%
18.2	%
4.7	%
7.2	%
3.0	%
8.9	%
3.6	%
5.5	%
3.7	%
3.6	%
4.2	%
5.0	%
13.0	%
6.4	%
3.6	%
14.6	%
6.3	%
4.8	%
7.7	%
2.0	%
8.0	%
3.1	%
3.0	%
3.6	%
1.2	%
1.4	%
2.4	%
1.6	%

12.4 %

Percent
Immigrant

26.8	%
20.4	%
12.8	%
19.0	%
15.5	%
10.1	%
13.6	%
13.0	%
4.8	%
8.0	%
9.5	%
8.1	%
4.8	%
5.4	%
3.0	%
8.9	%
10.4	%
16.3	%
2.7	%
8.5	%
5.4	%
2.0	%
2.5	%
3.9	%
16.5	%
2.6	%
6.0	%
3.1	%
5.8	%
1.8	%
4.2	%
2.7	%
1.7	%
3.4	%
6.0	%
8.4	%
4.0	%
2.1	%
4.9	%
4.0	%
5.6	%
10.8	%
1.1	%
4.4	%
2.3	%
1.4	%
3.7	%
0.9	%
0.8	%
1.0	%
1.4	%

10.8 %

Percent
Immigrant

25.3	%
17.0	%
11.5	%
14.7	%
14.0	%
8.9	%
12.2	%
10.5	%
3.7	%
6.9	%
6.8	%
5.1	%
2.4	%
4.1	%
3.3	%
9.4	%
5.9	%
11.5	%
2.4	%
6.8	%
4.2	%
0.7	%
1.3	%
2.9	%
18.0	%
0.6	%
3.9	%
1.7	%
7.1	%
1.7	%
0.8	%
2.4	%
1.0	%
2.7	%
3.0	%
9.9	%
1.3	%
1.6	%
5.1	%
4.5	%
4.1	%
8.5	%
1.2	%
4.9	%
2.1	%
1.6	%
2.7	%
0.8	%
1.5	%
1.6	%
1.1	%
9.2 %

Number of
Immigrants

 9,923 
 3,933 
	3,789	
	3,368	
	1,918	
 1,661 
	897	
	875	
	853	
	845	
	828	
	750	
 656 
 636 
 593 
	464	
	462	
	449	
 390 
 351 
	337	
	304	
 231 
 231 
	228	
 203 
 202 
	182	
	176	
 169 
 165 
 163 
 163 
	154	
	138	
	134	
	114	
 102 
	87	
	83	
	74	
	68	
	57	
 55 
	40	
	24	
 22 
 22 
	14	
 13 
 10 

 37,606 

Number of
Immigrants

  9,053 
	3,843	
 2,591 
 2,960 
	1,281	
	1,243	
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	479	
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 65 
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 16 
	7	
 5 
 9 

 29,987 

Number of
Immigrants

		7,995	
	3,158	
 2,200 
	2,178	
 1,129 
 1,059 
	537	
 639 
	268	
 365 
	343	
 336 
	170	
	388	
	407	
	308	
	227	
	186	
	267	
	218	
 193 
 39 
	80	
	147	
 201 
 22 
	76	
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 121 
	73	
 23 

 103 
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	87	
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 101 
 22 
 39 
 35 
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	46	
 55 
 31 
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 12 
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 13 
	8	
	7	
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majority of all immigrants —	54.3	percent	of	 the	 for-54.3	percent	of	 the	 for-
eign-born	come	from	these	areas.	East	Asia/South	East	
Asia	 also	make	 up	 a	 significant	 share	 of	 the	 total,	 ac-
counting	for	17.1	percent	of	immigrants.	This	is	similar	
to the combined total for Europe and the Middle East. 
The	importance	of	the	Western	Hemisphere,	excluding	
Canada, is even more striking when we look at recent 
arrivals. 

Top Sending Counties.	Table	7	ranks	the	top	25	immi-
grant-sending countries by the number of immigrants as 

of	March	 2010.	Mexico	 is,	 of	 course,	
the largest sending country, accounting 
for	more	than	six	times	as	many	immi-
grants	as	the	Philippines,	the	next	larg-
est	 country.	 As	 is	 clear	 from	Table	 4,	
Latin	American	 and	Caribbean	 coun-
tries dominate the list of immigrant-
sending countries, accounting for al-
most	half	of	the	top	25	countries.	One	
of the striking things about contempo-
rary immigration is that there has been 
a	significant	decline	in	the	diversity	of	
immigrants:	 Mexico	 accounts	 for	 31	
percent of all immigrants in 2010, up 
from	 28	 percent	 in	 2000,	 22	 percent	
in	1990,	and	16	percent	in	1980.	The	
top	sending	country	in	1970	was	Italy,	
which accounted for only 10 percent of 
the	 foreign-born.	The	 last	 column	 in	
Table	7	shows	the	share	of	immigrants	
from each country who are natural-
ized	U.S.	citizens.	There	is	a	great	deal	
of variation between countries in the 
share	who	are	citizens.

Conclusion
This	 report	 examines	 just-released	
Census Bureau data collected in March 
2010 showing that 13.1 million immi-
grants (legal and illegal) arrived in the 
United	 States	 between	 January	 2000	
and	March	2010.	This	compares	to	the	
same data from 2000, which showed 
12.1 million new arrivals in the 1990s. 
This	 is	 a	 striking	 finding	 because	 the	
decade just completed and the 1990s 
were very different decades in terms 
of	job	growth.	There	were	two	signifi-
cant recessions during the last decade 
plus	the	September	11	terrorist	attacks.	

Region and Country of Origin

Sending Regions. Table 6 shows the distribution of 
immigrants	 by	 region	 of	 the	 world,	 with	Mexico	 and	
Canada	broken	out	separately.	Mexico	accounts	for	30.8	
percent of all immigrants, with 11.6 million immigrants 
living	 in	United	States,	more	 than	 the	number	of	 im-
migrants from any other single region of the world, with 
the	 exception	 of	Latin	America,	 of	which	Mexico	 is	 a	
part.	Immigrants	from	Latin	America	(Mexico,	Central	
and	South	America,	and	the	Caribbean)	account	for	the	

Table 4. States with Statistically Significant Growth 
In Their Immigrant Populations, 2000-2010*   

State

Tennessee
Wyoming
South	Carolina
South	Dakota
District of Columbia
Georgia
Alabama
Kentucky
Alaska
Mississippi
Arkansas
Washington
North Carolina
Maryland
Nebraska
New	Mexico
New Hampshire
Pennsylvania
Rhode Island
Utah
Indiana
Connecticut
New Jersey
Texas
Virginia
Nevada
Illinois
Arizona
Florida
California
Nation 

Source: Center	for	Immigration	Studies	analysis	of	March	2000	and	2010	
Current	Population	Survey.		 	 	
*	Assumes	a	90	%	confidence	interval.	 	 	 	 	
        

Immigrant 
Pop. 2000

		110,045	
	5,108	
	65,270	
 10,139 
	37,906	
	378,219	
	78,225	
	101,686	
	27,735	
	28,924	
	53,808	
	456,594	
	373,059	
	479,290	
	68,317	
	106,940	
	50,810	

 363,926 
	86,866	
	131,835	
	151,079	
 305,531 

	1,280,669	
	2,590,750	
	551,806	
 332,669 

	1,243,046	
	691,831	

	2,960,054	
	9,052,891	

 29,984,674 

Immigrant 
Pop. 2010

	304,247	
	12,822	

 163,265 
	23,890	
	86,625	
	853,278	
 169,206 
	202,859	
	54,584	
	56,888	
	101,707	
	845,096	
 655,609 
	828,165	
	114,345	
	175,878	
	83,120	
	592,712	
 133,615 
	202,479	
	231,432	
	464,048	

	1,917,844	
	3,788,881	
	749,541	
	449,376	

	1,660,875	
	896,934	

	3,368,498	
	9,922,957	

 37,605,708 

Numerical 
Growth

	194,202	
	7,714	
	97,995	
	13,751	
	48,719	
	475,059	
	90,981	
	101,173	
	26,849	
	27,964	
	47,899	
	388,502	
	282,550	
	348,875	
	46,028	
	68,938	
 32,310 
	228,786	
	46,749	
	70,644	
	80,353	
	158,517	
	637,175	

	1,198,131	
	197,735	
	116,707	
	417,829	
 205,103 
	408,444	
	870,066	

 7,621,034 

Percent 
Increase

176	%
151	%
150	%
136	%
129	%
126	%
116	%
99	%
97	%
97	%
89	%
85	%
76	%
73	%
67	%
64	%
64	%
63	%
54	%
54	%
53	%
52	%
50	%
46	%
36	%
35	%
34	%
30	%
14	%
10	%
25 %
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Table 5. New Arrivals by State, 2010

State

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

Number of 
Immigrants

 9,923 
 3,933 
	3,789	
	3,368	
	1,918	
 1,661 
	897	
	875	
	853	
	845	
	828	
	750	
 656 
 636 
 593 
	464	
	462	
	449	
 390 
 351 
	337	
	304	
 231 
 231 
	228	
 203 
 202 
	182	
	176	
 169 
 165 
 163 
 163 
	154	
	138	
	134	
	114	
 102 
	87	
	83	
	74	
	68	
	57	
 55 
	40	
	24	
 22 
 22 
	14	
 13 
 10 

	37,606	

Immigrant Share of 
State Population

27.0	%
20.5	%
15.4	%
18.3	%
22.1	%
13.0	%
13.8	%
13.2	%
8.8	%
12.6	%
14.6	%
9.6	%
7.0	%
6.5	%
4.8	%
13.3	%
9.3	%
17.1	%
3.4	%
9.2	%
6.5	%
4.9	%
3.6	%
4.2	%
18.2	%
4.7	%
7.2	%
3.0	%
8.9	%
3.6	%
5.5	%
3.7	%
3.6	%
4.2	%
5.0	%
13.0	%
6.4	%
3.6	%
14.6	%
6.3	%
4.8	%
7.7	%
2.0	%
8.0	%
3.1	%
3.0	%
3.6	%
1.2	%
1.4	%
2.4	%
1.6	%
12.4	%	

Immigrants Who 
Arrived 2000-2010

	2,781	
	1,178	
 1,395 
 1,129 
	708	
 635 
 266 
	283	
	436	
	344	
	379	
 299 
	267	
	198	
 210 
	174	
 161 
 150 
	171	
 135 
	175	
	154	
 116 
	85	
	87	

 126 
	64	
 62 
	78	
	89	
 99 
	84	
	72	
 66 
 59 
	38	
	57	
 59 
 35 
	27	
 29 
 33 
	34	
 25 
 15 
 12 
 6 
 3 
	4	
 5 
 6 

13,103 

Source: Center	for	Immigration	Studies	analysis	of	the	March	2010	Current	
Population	Survey.
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There	was	no	job	growth	for	large	parts	of	the	decade.	
Overall	 there	was	 a	 net	 loss	 of	 one	million	 jobs	 from	
January	2000	to	January	of	2010.	The	finding	that	im-
migration	was	so	high	in	the	first	decade	of	the	21st	cen-
tury is important because it is a reminder that immigra-
tion	is	a	complex	process	and	not	simply	a	function	of	
labor market conditions. 

Many factors influence migration decisions, 
such as the desire to be with relatives, the political free-
doms	 in	 this	 country,	 and	 the	 generosity	 of	American	
public	services.	These	things	do	not	change	during	a	re-
cession. Moreover, the employment opportunities and 
wages	available	in	the	United	States	may	still	be	much	
better than in many of the primary immigrant-sending 
countries, even during a severe economic downturn. 

It is also important to understand that immigra-
tion is driven by social networks of friends and family 
who	provide	information	about	conditions	in	the	United	

States	and	often	help	new	immigrants	after	they	arrive.	
As	the	immigrant	population	grows,	 it	creates	pressure	
for more immigration regardless of the economy. 

Continued high immigration, even during the 
worst	 recession	 in	 70	 years,	 does	 not	mean	 that	 labor	
market conditions have no impact on the level of im-
migration. What it does mean is that other factors also 
matter	 in	addition	to	the	economy.	There	has	been	no	
significant	change	in	legal	immigration	policy	in	recent	
years,	and	as	a	result	the	United	States	continues	to	allow	
in very large numbers of permanent immigrants (green 
card holders) and long-term temporary visa holders, 
such as guestworkers. Given the high rate of unemploy-
ment	and	non-work	in	the	United	States,	it	may	make	
sense	to	reconsider	this	policy.	Absent	a	change	in	policy,	
new immigration will likely continue at very high levels. 
In fact, there is evidence that immigration levels have 
already begun to increase. 

  

Table 6. Region of Birth and Year of Entry in 2010 (thousands)   

Country

Latin	America
			Mexico
   Caribbean
			Central	America
			South	America
East/Southeast	Asia
Europe
South	Asia
Sub-Saharan	Africa
Middle East
Canada
Not	Given	&	Oceania
Total

Source: Center	for	Immigration	Studies	analysis	of	March	2010	Current	Population	Survey.	 	
*	Indicates	the	year	that	immigrants	said	they	came	to	the	United	States.	Included	in	totals	are	a	small	
number of persons who did not indicate a year of arrival.      
      

Total

	20,423
11,580
3,650
2,803
2,390
6,447
4,694
2,325
1,398
1,382
607
332

37,608

2000-2010

7,030
	3,957	
	1,058	
	1,074	
	941	

 2,221 
	1,184	
	1,137	
	787	
	469	
	141	
	134	

 13,103 

1990-1999

5,968
	3,676	

 923 
	785	
	584	

	1,484	
	1,194	

 622 
	371	
 336 
 155 
	73	

 10,203 

1980-1989

4,175
	2,246	
	781	
	667	
	481	

	1,411	
	573	
	381	
	147	
 305 
	64	
	47	

 7,103 

Pre-1980

3,250
	1,701	
	888	
	277	
	384	

 1,331 
	1,743	
	183	
 93 
	272	
	247	
	78	

 7,197 

Share of All 
Immigrants 

54.3	%
30.8	%
9.7	%
7.5	%
6.4	%
17.1	%
12.5	%
6.2	%
3.7	%
3.7	%
1.6	%
0.9	%

100.0 %

Year of Arrival*
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Table 7. Top Immigrant-Sending Countries in 2010   

Country

Mexico
Philippines
China (PRC+HK+Taiwan)
India
Cuba
El	Salvador
USSR
Vietnam
Korea
Dominican Republic
Guatemala
Jamaica
United	Kingdom
Canada
Colombia
Haiti
Germany
Honduras
Poland
Ecuador
Italy
Iran
Peru
Yugoslavia
Brazil
Japan
Pakistan
Thailand
Laos
Bangladesh
All	Other	Countries
Total

Source: Center	for	Immigration	Studies	analysis	of	March	2010	Current	Population	Survey.			 	 	
*	Indicates	the	year	that	immigrants	said	they	came	to	the	United	States.	Included	in	totals	are	a	small	number	of	
persons who did not indicate a year of arrival.       

Total

	11,580	
	1,737	
 1,699 
 1,659 
	1,170	
	1,141	

 952 
 933 
	894	
	809	
	783	
 693 
	657	
	607	
 552 
 532 
 516 
 501 
	492	
	408	
 356 
	354	
	344	
	314	
 306 
 290 
	278	
 255 
 219 
 212 

 6,363 
 37,606 

2000-2010

	3,957	
 523 
 623 
	860	
 321 
	381	
 336 
 251 
	282	
 261 
	374	
	177	
	174	
	141	
	189	
 210 
	78	

 269 
 130 
 160 
	37	

 110 
 132 
	89	

 165 
 101 
 96 
	134	
 23 
 93 

	2,421	
 13,098 

1990-1999

	3,676	
 359 
	456	
	387	
 265 
 335 
	413	
 265 
 229 
	283	
	204	
 133 
 126 
 155 
	143	
	137	
 65 
	145	
 161 
 90 
 22 
	98	
	108	
 121 
	79	
	41	
 99 
	40	
 29 
	86	

	1,456	
 10,206 

1980-1989

	2,246	
	438	
	297	
 255 
 161 
 329 
 90 
	238	
	183	
	184	
 150 
 196 
 102 
	64	

 105 
	127	
	43	
 59 
	83	
	89	
 29 
	77	
	64	
 19 
 30 
	44	
	64	
	43	

 109 
	27	

 1,156 
 7,101 

Pre-1980

	1,701	
	417	
 323 
 155 
	423	
 96 

 113 
	179	
 200 
	81	
 55 
	187	
 255 
	247	
 115 
	58	

 330 
	28	
	118	
 69 
	268	
 69 
	40	
	85	
 32 
	104	
 19 
	38	
	58	
 6 

 1,330 
 7,199 

Rank

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30

Share 
Citizens

23.9	%
68.4	%
59.4	%
40.3	%
60.9	%
26.5	%
65.7	%
72.0	%
47.4	%
44.7	%
22.0	%
59.6	%
49.6	%
44.8	%
50.6	%
48.6	%
63.6	%
17.2	%
56.9	%
41.2	%
77.5	%
58.0	%
43.1	%
65.7	%
20.6	%
32.0	%
62.0	%
34.6	%
69.4	%
51.2	%
50.3	%
42.6 %

Year of Arrival*
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End Notes
1  Historical	data	from	1994	to	the	present	can	be	
found	at	the	Bureau	of	Labor	Statistics	(BLS),	http://
www.bls.gov/schedule/archives/empsit_nr.htm#2010. 
BLS	job	figures	are	based	on	a	survey	of	employers.	
Census population estimates show growth of 25.6 
million	between	April	2000	and	July	2009.	While	the	
2010	census	will	provide	the	official	size	of	the	popu-
lation, it is likely that it will show growth of roughly 
29 million during the decade. Population estimates 
through 2009 can be found at http://www.census.gov/
popest/states/NST-ann-est.html. 

2		The	difference	may	partly	reflect	the	that	fact	the	
2000 census includes those in institutions such as pris-
ons	and	also	that	it	is	an	April	number	rather	than	a	
March	number.	One	extra	month	may	not	seem	like	
much, but with 1.2 to 1.5 million annual arrivals an 
extra	month	can	easily	add	100,000	more	immigrants	
to the total.

3			This	figure	comes	from	the	1990	census,	which	like	
the	2000	census	and	the	CPS	asked	individuals	if	they	
were	immigrants	and	what	year	they	came	to	America.	
Actually,	in	1990	and	2000	only	about	15	percent	of	
the population were given the census “long form,” 
which	included	these	and	other	questions.	The	CPS	
did	not	regularly	ask	about	citizenship	or	year	of	arrival	
until	1994.	Historic	census	data	by	year	of	entry	can	
be found at http://www.census.gov/population/www/
documentation/twps0029/twps0029.html

4		Part	of	the	reason	the	ACS	shows	more	immigrant	
arrivals is that it includes persons in institutions such 
as	prisons,	while	the	CPS	does	not.	Also	the	CPS	is	a	
March	survey,	while	the	ACS	is	weighted	to	reflect	the	
population in June of each year, which adds several 
hundred	thousand	immigrants	to	the	ACS.	The	2009	
ACS	shows	12.2	million	arrivals	from	2000	to	2009.	It	
seems likely that the 2010 data will show roughly 13.1 
million arrivals for the prior decade. 

5			Persons	in	the	CPS	are	re-interviewed	over	a	period	
of months and this fact is known to respondents at the 
start	of	process.	Moreover,	the	March	CPS	includes	
an	extra-large	sample	of	minorities.	The	210,000	per-
sons	in	the	survey,	28,000	of	whom	are	foreign-born,	
are	weighted	to	reflect	the	actual	size	of	the	total	U.S.	
population. 

6		This	includes	naturalized	American	citizens,	legal	per-
manent residents (green card holders), illegal aliens, and 
people on long-term temporary visas such as students 
or	guest	workers	who	respond	to	the	CPS.	It	does	not	
include	those	born	abroad	of	American	parents	or	those	
born	in	outlying	territories	of	the	United	States	such	as	
Puerto Rico. 

7		Technically,	the	CPS	does	include	a	small	share	of	
immigrants living in communal settings such as college 
dorms or temporary housing, but in practice it barely 
captures	any	of	this	population.	It	explicitly	does	not	
include	institutionalized	individuals	such	as	prison-
ers. Both of these populations together are referred to 
by	the	Census	Bureau	as	“group	quarters.”	The	March	
2010	CPS	found	just	21,000	immigrants	living	in	
group	quarters.	In	contrast,	the	2009	American	Com-
munity	Survey	(ACS),	which	is	supposed	to	capture	
these populations, found 623,000 immigrants in group 
quarters.	The	2009	American	Community	Survey	
found	38.5	million	immigrants	living	in	the	country.		

8		The	Department	of	Homeland	Security	(DHS)	esti-
mate of legal and illegal immigrants in Census Bureau 
data	for	2009	can	be	found	at:	http://www.dhs.gov/
xlibrary/assets/statistics/publications/ois_ill_pe_2009.
pdf. Table 2 in the report includes an estimate of non-
immigrants	and	illegals	in	the	American	Community	
Survey.	The	population	totals	and	coverage	ratio	of	the	
ACS	and	CPS	are	very	similar.	

9		Figure	1	reports	the	number	of	immigrants	living	in	
the	country	from	1995	through	2007	from	the	March	
CPS.	The	data	for	1995	to	1999	were	originally	weight-
ed based on the results of the 1990 census carried for-
ward.	This	was	also	true	for	the	March	2000	and	2001	
CPS.	After	the	2000	census,	which	was	conducted	in	
April	of	that	year,	the	Census	Bureau	re-weighted	the	
March	2000	and	2001	CPS	based	on	the	results	from	
the	2000	census.	This	had	the	effect	of	increasing	the	
size	of	the	foreign-born	population	in	the	March	2000	
CPS	by	5.659	percent.	While	the	Census	Bureau	has	
not	re-weighted	the	1995	through	1999	CPS,	it	is	very	
reasonable to assume that the undercount was similar 
in those years. If we adjust the 1995 through 1999 
March	CPS	by	the	same	amount	it	produces	the	results	
found	in	Figure	1.	This	does	introduce	some	element	of	
uncertainty when data prior to 2000 are compared to 
later data.
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10		These	results	are	based	on	a	t-test	with	p>.90.

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

12		The	Pew	Hispanic	Center	assumes	a	5.2	percent	
undercount of the total foreign-born population in the 
2005	CPS.	See	Figure	3,	page	4,	in	their	March	2006	
estimate	of	the	illegal	population,	http://pewhispanic.
org/files/reports/61.pdf.	Pew	bases	its	5.2	percent	es-
timate on work done by Passel, Van Hook, and Bean. 
Their	paper,	“Narrative	Profile	with	Adjoining	Tables	of	
Unauthorized	Migrants	and	Other	Immigrants,	Based	
on	Census	2000:	Characteristics	and	Methods,”	was	
written	for	Sabre	Systems	as	part	of	a	contract	with	the	
Census Bureau. 

13  In addition to the year of arrival there is another 
question	in	the	CPS	that	asks	respondents	where	they	
lived	last	year.	This	question	may	also	provide	insight	
into	migration	trends;	however,	there	are	significant	
problems	with	the	results.	First,	the	level	of	new	im-
migration shown from the questions is implausibly low. 
For	example,	for	most	of	the	past	decade	the	growth	
in the foreign-born year-to-year is larger than the ar-
rival	data	implied	by	this	question.	Another	problem	
with this question is that a non-trivial fraction of re-
spondants report a residence that is in conflict with the 
results of the year of arrival question. It is not clear why 
this is the case. Given these problem we rely on the year 
of arrival data for most of this analysis.

14		BLS	monthly	statistics	show	there	were	1.2	mil-
lion	fewer	jobs	in	the	United	States	in	December	2009	
compared	to	January	2000.	A	comparison	between	
March 2000 and March 2010 shows a decline of 1.6 
million	jobs.	See	the	BLS	employment	situation	ar-
chive	at	http://www.bls.gov/schedule/archives/emp-
sit_nr.htm#2010.

15		In	January	1990	the	Establishment	Survey	(seasonal-
ly	adjusted)	from	the	Bureau	of	Labor	Statistics	showed	
109.654	million	jobs	in	the	United	States,	the	figure	for	
January	2010	was	130.781	million,	for	a	net	increase	
over the decade of 21.1 million. If we compare March 
1990 to March 2000, the net increase in jobs would 
be 21.3 million over the decade. Historical data from 
1994	to	the	present	can	be	found	at	http://www.bls.
gov/schedule/archives/empsit_nr.htm#2010. Revised, 
seasonally	adjusted	figures	for	1990	can	be	found	in	the	
November 1990 issue of Monthly Labor Review,	http://
www.bls.gov/opub/mlr/1990/11/rpt1full.pdf.	

16		Figures	come	from	The Yearbook of Immigration 
Statistics: 2009,	at	http://www.dhs.gov/files/statistics/
publications/LPR09.shtm.

17		In	a	report	titled	“Immigrants	and	Mid-Decade:	
A	Snapshot	of	American’s	Foreign-Born	Population	
in 2005,” ( www.cis.org/articles/2005/back1405.pdf ) 
pages	2	through	4	and	end	notes	6	through	14	discuss	
in greater deal why estimating individual year flows of 
immigrants	is	so	difficult.	That	report	discusses	some	
of the breaks in the continuity of the data that make 
year-to-year	comparisons	difficult.	One	key	problem	
with	the	kind	of	analysis	done	in	Figure	2	is	sampling	
variability.	The	margin	of	error	using	a	90	percent	con-
fidence	interval	for	the	3.5	million	arrivals	(2006-2009)	
is	about	180,000	and	for	the	4.7	million	arrivals	(2006	
to	2010)	is	almost	210,000.	This	means	it	is	very	pos-
sible that the actual number of new arrivals 2006 to 
2009	is	really	3.7	million,	while	the	actual	number	of	
new	arrivals	for	2006	to	2010	is	really	4.5	million.	If	
these high and low values are correct, then the number 
of	new	arrivals	would	be	800,000;	quite	a	bit	less	than	
the	1.2	million	shown	in	Figure	2	for	2009.	Moreover,	
subtracting one cohort from another in the following 
year does not take into account the departure of immi-
grants that occurs over the course of a year. While the 
number of just-arrived immigrants leaving within just 
one year is small, it does introduce an potential area of 
uncertainty.	The	limitations	of	this	method	are	also	il-
lustrated	by	the	fact	that	some	of	the	results	in	Figure	2	
do	not	agree	with	the	results	in	Figure	1.	For	example,	
between 2000 and 2001 growth in the foreign-born 
is	1.8	million,	yet	Figure	2	shows	only	1.5	million	
new arrivals. Mathematically it is not possible for the 
foreign-born to grow by more than the number of new 
arrivals.	This	problem	exists	only	in	a	few	years	and	it	
almost certainly reflects of sampling variability, which 
exists	in	any	survey.	
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18		The	BLS	archive	page	that	reports	the	number	of	
jobs	each	month	can	be	found	at	http://www.bls.gov/
schedule/archives/empsit_nr.htm#2010.

19		The	arrival	data	from	the	ACS	public-use	files	show	
the	following:	1.566	million	arrivals	for	2000,	1.565	
million	for	2001,	1.249	million	for	2002,	1.196	mil-
lion	for	2003,	1.345	million	for	2004,	1.366	million	
for 2005, 1.335 million for 2006, 1.231 million for 
2007,	and	1.136	million	for	2008.	

20  Growth is measured from March to March for each 
two-year period, but the arrival data are for calendar 
years.	For	example, the arrival data for 2002 are for 
January	2000	to	March	2002.	So	we	adjust	new	arrivals	
downward so that it better matches the growth period. 

21			See	“A	Shifting	Tide:	Recent	Trends	in	the	Illegal	
Immigrant	Population,”	at	http://www.cis.org/Ille-
galImmigration-ShiftingTide.

22		The	figures	shown	in	Figure	2	can	be	used	to	mea-
sure out-migration year-by-year, instead of the two-year 
comparisons	shown	in	Table	2	and	Figure	5.	A	year-
by-year comparison shows very high out-migration in 
2008,	but	low	out-migration	in	2009.	This	is	because,	
as	was	shown	in	Figure	1,	there	was	a	small	decline	in	
the	size	of	the	foreign-born	population	from	March	
2008	to	March	2009,	but	growth	from	March	2009	to	
March	2010.	This	very	different	pattern	for	these	two	
years seems to be, at least in part, the result of changes 
in out-migration. 

23		So	that	comparisons	can	be	made	between	1995	on	
the	one	hand	and	2000	and	2007	on	the	other	hand,	
we	have	attempted	to	adjust	figures	for	1995	to	reflect	
the	results	of	the	2000	census.	The	effect	of	this	adjust-
ment is to increase the foreign-born population by only 
a small amount.
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Appendix

Figure A. Total Immigrant Population and Unemployment, 2000-2010

Source: Center	for	Immigration	Studies	analysis	of	monthly	Current	Population	Surveys,	January	2000	to	January	
2010.             
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