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A new analysis of government data from December 2015 indicates that more than 61 million immigrants 
and their American-born children under age 18 now live in the United States; roughly three-fourths 
(45.3 million) are legal immigrants and their children. While the national debate has focused on illegal 

immigration, the enormous impact of immigration is largely the result of those brought in legally. These numbers 
raise profound questions that are seldom asked: What number of immigrants can be assimilated? What is the 
absorption capacity of our nation’s schools, health care system, infrastructure, and, perhaps most importantly, 
its labor market? What is the impact on the environment and quality of life from significantly increasing the na-
tion’s population size and density? With some 45 million legal immigrants and their young children already here, 
should we continue to admit a million new legal permanent immigrants every year? 

Among the findings of this analysis: 

•	 In December 2015 there were 61 million immigrants (legal and illegal) and U.S.-born children under age 
18 with at least one immigrant parent living in the United States.

•	 Immigrants allowed into the country legally and their children account for three-fourths (45.3 million) 
of all immigrants and their children. 

•	 Almost one in five U.S. residents is now an immigrant or minor child of an immigrant parent. 

•	 The numbers represent a complete break with the recent history of the United States. As recently as 1970, 
there were only 13.5 million immigrants and their young children in the country, accounting for one in 
15 U.S. residents.

•	 Just since 2000, the number of immigrants and their children has increased by 18.4 million.

•	 The number of immigrants and their young children grew six times faster than the nation’s total popula-
tion from 1970 to 2015 — 353 percent vs. 59 percent. 

•	 In many states the increase in the number of immigrants and their minor children from 1970 to 2015 has 
been nothing short of astonishing: 

•	 In Georgia, this population grew 3,058 percent (from 55,000 to 1.75 million), 25 times faster than the 
overall state population.

•	 In Nevada, this population grew 3,002 percent (from 26,000 to 821,000), six times faster than the 
overall state population.
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Now Live in the United States
Three-fourths are legal immigrants and their children
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•	 In North Carolina, this population grew 2,937 percent (from 47,000 to 1.43 million), 30 times faster than the 
overall state population.

•	 In Arkansas, this population grew 1,831 percent (from 12,000 to 228,000), 34 times faster than the overall state 
population.

•	 In Tennessee, this population grew 1,823 percent (from 28,000 to 537,000), 27 times faster than the overall state 
population.

•	 In Virginia, this population grew 1,150 percent (from 114,000 to 1.42 million), 15 times faster than the overall 
state population. 

•	 In Oklahoma, this population grew 1,139 percent (from 37,000 to 458,000), 22 times faster than the overall state 
population.

•	 In Texas, this population grew 1,084 percent (from 582,000 to 6.89 million), 7 times faster than the overall state 
population.

•	 In Arizona, this population grew 1,019 percent (from 131,000 to 1.46 million), four times faster than the overall 
state population.

Data and Methods
Immigrants and Their Children in 2015. To estimate the size of the immigrant population (legal and illegal) in December 
2015, we use the Current Population Survey (CPS) collected by the Census Bureau each month for the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics. The public-use file of the CPS from December 2015 shows 42.628 million immigrants (referred to as the foreign-
born by the Census Bureau) in the United States.1 The December 2015 survey also shows 16.255 million children under age 
18 with at least one foreign-born parent, for a total of 58.883 million immigrants and their minor children in the country.2 

While the monthly CPS is the nation’s primary source of information on the nation’s labor force, it does not fully capture 
the foreign-born population. The yearly American Community Survey (ACS) is a much larger survey with somewhat better 
coverage of the population than the CPS.3 The ACS is weighted to reflect the entire U.S. population in July of each year. Un-
fortunately, the ACS is only released once a year, typically in the October following the calendar year of the survey; so data for 
2015 will not be available for many months. The ACS also does not ask about parents’ place of birth, so it is not possible to use 
the survey to directly measure the number of children with immigrant parents. In contrast, the CPS is usually released only 
a few days or weeks after it is collected. In recent years the ACS has shown an immigrant population that is 4.5 percent larger 
than in the CPS.4 The U.S.-born population in recent years has averaged 1.34 percent larger in the ACS than in the CPS.5 

If we adjust upward the December 2015 CPS to reflect the ACS, there were a total of 61.02 million immigrants and their mi-
nor children in the United States at the end of 2015.6 This equals 18.9 percent of the nation’s total population, or roughly one 
out of every five U.S. residents in December of last year. It may be worth noting that if we do not adjust the December 2015 
CPS to reflect the ACS, then immigrants and their minor children are 18.6 percent of the population. 

While there remains significant undercount of immigrants in the ACS, we do not adjust for the undercount of immigrants in 
Census data. Instead, we simply adjust the CPS to reflect the ACS. This allows us to compare figures for December 2015 with 
Census Bureau data from 2000 and 1970, both of which are also not adjusted for undercount. Nonetheless, the Department 
of Homeland Security has estimated that 1.85 million immigrants are missed in the ACS.7 Thus it is likely that the actual 
number of immigrants and their children is closer to 63 million. 

Immigrants and Their Children in 2000. The ACS was not fully implemented in 2000, so to estimate the number of im-
migrants we use the 2000 Census. The 2000 Census was the last census to identify the foreign-born — the 2010 Census did 
not include this question. The 2000 Census showed 31.108 million immigrants in the country. But the 2000 Census did not 
include a question on the birthplace of parents, so it is necessary to use the CPS from 2000 to estimate the number of children 
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with immigrant parents.8 In total, there were 42.580 million immigrants and their children under age 18 in the country in 
2000.9 

Immigrants and Their Children in 1970. The 1970 Census was the last census to ask about parents’ place of birth. We use 
it to estimate the number of immigrants and their children in that year. Since the CPS did not include questions on parents’ 
place of birth until 1994, and the 1980 and 1990 censuses also did not include the question, there is no straightforward way 
to estimate the number of immigrants and their children in 1980 or 1990. The 1970 Census shows 13.462 million immigrants 
and U.S.-born children under age 18 with at least one immigrant parent in the country. 

Illegal Immigrants and Their Children. Almost all estimates of the illegal immigrant population in the United States are 
based on Census Bureau data, typically the ACS or CPS. Using the ACS, the Center for Migration Studies (CMS) recently 
estimated 10.9 million illegal immigrants in the country in 2014. CMS assumes an undercount in Census Bureau data of 7.5 
percent, implying 10.1 million illegal immigrants in Census Bureau data in 2014.10 The Pew Research Center also bases its 
estimates on Census Bureau data and estimates an illegal immigrant population of 11.3 million in 2014.11 It is not entirely 
clear what undercount adjustment Pew used for their 2014 estimate. But they do state in prior analyses that through 2012 the 
undercount was 5 to 7 percent, implying that about 10.6 million illegal immigrants are in the 2014 data.12 The Department of 
Homeland Security 2012 estimate of illegal immigrants, the most recent it has published, shows a total illegal population of 
11.43 million in 2012, with 1.14 million illegal immigrants missed by the ACS, implying an illegal population of 10.3 million 
in the data.13 Unless there was a dramatic growth in the illegal population in the last few years, there must be 10 to 11 million 
illegal immigrants in the December 2015 CPS after adjusting to reflect the ACS. In the discussion that follows, we assume 
10.6 million are in the data. 

The Pew Research Center has estimated that in 2012 there were 4.5 million U.S.-born children under age 18 living with an 
illegal immigrant parent.14 Although most researchers think the illegal population has been roughly stable in the last few 
years, the number of children of illegals has grown. While fertility has fallen significantly among foreign-born Hispanics, 
there were still roughly 900,000 births from 2012 to 2015 among illegal immigrants in the United States.15 However, births to 
illegal immigrants are offset each year by a small number of deaths, those who leave the country with their illegal immigrant 
parents, those who turn 18 each year, and those whose parents are awarded legal status.16 

Our best estimate is that in 2015 there were 5.1 million children with at least one illegal immigrant parent. Taken together, 
the best available evidence indicates that there were a total of 15.7 million illegal immigrants and their U.S.-born children in 
the adjusted December 2015 CPS, accounting for 25.7 percent of the 61 million immigrants and their children in the country. 
This also means that there are 45.3 million legal immigrants and their U.S.-born children under age 18 in the country. While 
there is always some error when estimating illegal immigration, there is no question that about three-quarters of immigrants 
and their young children in the country in December 2015 are either legal immigrants or the minor children of legal im-
migrants.
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Figure 1. The number and share of the U.S. population 
comprised of immigrants and their young children has 
grown astonishingly since 1970.*

Source: 1970 Census and December 2015 Current Population Survey adjusted to reflect the 
better coverage of the American Community Survey.	
* Figure shows the number of immigrants (legal and illegal) and children under age 18 with at 
least one immigrant parent in the United States in 1970 and 2015. 	 	 	 	

18.9%

6.6%
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State

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

Total

Table 1. Immigrants & Their Minor Children by State in 1970, 2000, & 2015 (thousands) 	

Total 
State 
Pop.

  4,590 
 489 

 5,082 
 1,923 
 3,924 
 4,648 
 2,559 
 2,591 
 11,195 
 1,771 
 3,219 
 2,207 
 6,789 
 3,922 
 3,444 
 713 

 2,247 
 2,091 

 548 
 3,409 
 1,016 
 19,957 

 1,482 
 4,676 
 2,217 
 1,059 

 300 
 5,194 
 3,640 
 3,805 
 7,168 
 11,109 

756 
 769 

 3,032 
 4,418 
 2,824 
 11,794 

 949 
 5,689 

 666 
 332 

 18,237 
 738 

 10,651 
 618 

 1,744 
 8,875 

 444 
 694 
 994 

 
203,210

Total 
State 
Pop.

 8,186 
 1,998 
 8,049 
 2,673 
 5,689 
 7,079 
 3,451 
 4,012 

 20,852 
 5,131 
 4,042 
 4,301 
 15,982 
 5,296 
 4,447 
 1,294 
 2,688 
 3,421 
 784 

 5,894 
 1,819 
 33,872 
 1,711 
 5,595 
 2,845 
 2,233 
 627 

 6,080 
 4,469 
 4,919 
 8,414 
 12,419 

 572 
 1,212 
 3,406 
 5,364 
 2,926 

 12,281 
 1,048 
 6,349 
 755 
 494 

 18,976 
 1,236 

 11,353 
 642 

 1,808 
 9,938 
 609 
 902 

 1,275 
 

281,422 

Total 
State 
Pop.

 10,188 
 2,913 

 10,015 
 2,974 
 6,619 
 8,330 
 3,901 
 4,871 
 27,569 

 6,856 
 4,410 
 5,449 

 20,365 
 6,045 
 4,859 
 1,665 
 2,901 
 4,050 
 948 

 7,185 
 2,078 
 39,595 
 1,900 
 6,079 
 2,970 
 3,017 
 715 

 6,641 
 4,642 
 5,532 
 9,074 
 12,928 

 676 
 1,399 
 3,620 
 5,794 
 3,136 

 12,830 
 1,063 
 6,855 

 858 
 583 

 20,008 
 1,337 

 11,644 
 760 

 1,846 
 9,977 
 629 

 1,033 
 1,337 

 
322,670 

Total 
State 
Pop. 

 122%
496%
97%
55%
69%
79%
52%
88%

146%
287%
37%
147%
200%

54%
41%

134%
29%
94%
73%

111%
105%
98%
28%
30%
34%

185%
138%

28%
28%
45%
27%
16%

-11%
82%
19%
31%
11%
9%

12%
20%
29%
75%
10%
81%
9%

23%
6%

12%
42%
49%
35%

59%

1970 2000 2015 Growth 1970-2015

Number of 
Immigrants & 
their Children 

under Age 18

 55 
 26 
 47 
 12 
 28 

 114 
 37 
 23 

 582 
 131 
 27 
 89 
 667 
 181 

 21 
 24 
 45 

 105 
 24 

 244 
 53 

 2,604 
 39 
 91 
 14 
 52 
 14 

 122 
 66 

 140 
 844 
 857 

41 
 109 
 357 
 177 

 55 
 573 
 98 

 660 
 17 
 13 

 2,718 
 55 
 439 

 23 
 22 
 599 

 31 
 32 
 66 

 13,462

Number of 
Immigrants & 
their Children 

under Age 18

 667 
 476 
 560 
 107 
 207 
 742 
 208 
 140 

 4,177 
 1,004 

 120 
 516 

 3,414 
 676 
 110 
 117 
 183 
 437 

 55 
 789 
 218 

 12,793 
 111 
 197 

 48 
 205 

 64 
 248 
 140 
 340 

 1,868 
 2,060 

 91 
 290 
 477 
 264 
 145 
 632 
 172 
 983 

 20 
 18 

 5,097 
 71 

 466 
 14 
 24 
 720 
 29 
 22 
 49 

 42,580 

Number of 
Immigrants & 
their Children 

under Age 18

 1,746 
 821 

 1,428 
 228 
 537 

 1,423 
 458 
 273 

 6,889 
 1,462 

 236 
 774 

 5,163 
 1,350 

 151 
 168 
 304 
 683 
 145 

 1,456 
 310 

 14,821 
 222 
 496 
 74 

 244 
 63 

 534 
 283 
 505 

 2,755 
 2,622 
 117 
 305 
 883 
 437 
 130 

 1,323 
 221 

 1,439 
 37 
 28 

 5,497 
 108 
 848 

 40 
 38 

 823 
 38 
 35 
 50 

 61,020 

Immigrants
 and their 
Children 

3,058%
3,002%
2,937%
1,831%
1,823%
1,150%
1,139%
1,101%
1,084%
1,019%
785%
769%
674%
647%
606%
593%
571%
551%
511%
496%
488%
469%
463%
445%
419%
374%
362%
338%
330%
259%
227%
206%
187%
180%
148%
147%
138%
131%
124%
118%
117%
116%
102%
95%
93%
76%
72%
37%
25%
10%

-25%

353%

Share 
of State 

Pop.

1.2%
5.4%
0.9%
0.6%
0.7%
2.4%
1.4%
0.9%
5.2%
7.4%
0.8%
4.0%
9.8%
4.6%
0.6%
3.4%
2.0%
5.0%
4.3%
7.2%
5.2%

13.1%
2.7%
1.9%
0.6%
4.9%
4.5%
2.3%
1.8%
3.7%

11.8%
7.7%
5.4%

14.2%
11.8%

4.0%
1.9%
4.9%

10.4%
11.6%

2.5%
3.8%
14.9%
7.5%
4.1%
3.7%
1.3%
6.7%
6.9%
4.5%
6.7%

6.6%

Share 
of State 

Pop.

8.1%
23.8%
7.0%
4.0%
3.6%

10.5%
6.0%
3.5%

20.0%
19.6%

3.0%
12.0%
21.4%
12.8%

2.5%
9.1%
6.8%

12.8%
7.0%

13.4%
12.0%
37.8%

6.5%
3.5%
1.7%
9.2%

10.3%
4.1%
3.1%
6.9%

22.2%
16.6%
15.9%
23.9%
14.0%
4.9%
5.0%
5.1%

16.4%
15.5%

2.6%
3.6%
26.9%
5.7%
4.1%
2.1%
1.3%
7.2%
4.8%
2.4%
3.9%

15.1%

Share 
of State 

Pop.

17.1%
28.2%
14.3%
7.7%
8.1%
17.1%
11.7%

5.6%
25.0%
21.3%

5.3%
14.2%
25.3%
22.3%

3.1%
10.1%
10.5%
16.9%
15.3%
20.3%
14.9%
37.4%
11.7%

8.2%
2.5%
8.1%
8.8%
8.0%
6.1%
9.1%

30.4%
20.3%
17.3%
21.8%
24.4%
7.5%
4.1%

10.3%
20.8%
21.0%

4.3%
4.7%
27.5%

8.1%
7.3%
5.3%
2.1%
8.2%
6.1%
3.3%
3.7%

18.9%

Source: For 1970, the 1970 Census. For 2000, the 2000 Census for the immigrant population and the Annual Social and Economic Supplement of 
the Current Population Survey in 2000 for the number of children with immigrant parents. For 2015, the December 2015 monthly Current Popu-
lation Survey adjusted to reflect the better coverage of the American Community Survey for both immigrants and natives. Figures represent those 
who are immigrant (foreign-born) or U.S.-born children under age 18 with an immigrant father or mother in 1970, 2000, and 2015. 
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End Notes
1 The foreign-born are those who were not U.S.-citizens at birth and include naturalized citizens, legal permanent residents, 
long-term temporary visitors (e.g. guestworkers and foreign students), and illegal immigrants. 

2 If we exclude those with only a foreign-born mother it would reduce the number by 4 percent, to 56.519 million immigrants 
and their minor children. 

3 One important difference between the surveys is that the ACS includes those in institutions (e.g. prisons and nursing 
homes) and the CPS does not. While the two surveys generally track each other, the CPS shows a somewhat smaller popula-
tion, reflecting the different nature of the two surveys. 

4 The ACS reflects the U.S. population on July 1 of the year in which it was conducted. The ACS from 2013 shows 41,341 mil-
lion immigrants. The July 2013 CPS shows 39.653 million immigrants. The 2014 ACS shows 42.236 million immigrants and 
the CPS for July 2014 shows 40.322 million. The difference between ACS and CPS in the last two years averages 4.5 percent. 

5 The ACS reflects the U.S. population on July 1 of the year in which it was conducted. The ACS from 2013 shows 274.788 
million natives. The July 2013 CPS shows 271.292 million natives. The 2014 ACS shows 276.621 million natives and the CPS 
for July 2014 shows 272.830 million. The difference between the ACS and CPS in the last two years averages 1.34 percent for 
the native-born. 

6 The calculation is as follows: The foreign-born population from the December 2015 CPS of 42.628 million is multiplied 
by 1.045 and the native population of 274.448 from the December CPS is multiplied by 1.0134. The native-born population 
in the December CPS includes the 16.255 million children with at least one immigrant parent. These adjustments create an 
immigrant population of 44.547 million and a total native population of 278.123 million. The number of immigrants and 
their minor children in December 2015 stood at 61.02 million, 16.473 million of whom were U.S.-born children under age 
18 with an immigrant parent. Using this approach, the total population of the country was 322.67 million at the end of last 
year. This population almost exactly matches the monthly population estimate provided by the Census Bureau early this year 
for December 2015. 

7 Bryan Baker and Nancy Rytin, “Estimates of the Unauthorized Immigrant Population Residing in the United States: Janu-
ary 2012”, Department of Homeland Security, March 2013. Table 2 shows a 1.85 million undercount among post-1980 im-
migrants in the 2011 ACS, with 190,000 non-immigrants visa holders, 520,000 legally resident immigrants, and 1.14 million 
unauthorized immigrants omitted. 

8 We use the Annual Social and Economic Supplement of the CPS, referred to as the CPS ASES and collected in March, to 
estimate the number of U.S.-born children of immigrants. As the decennial census reflects the population on April 1,, the two 
data sources together should provide a good estimate of the number of immigrants and their children in the first part of 2000.

9 Using the same approach for 2010 (except substituting the ACS for the census) shows 55.125 million immigrants and their 
young children; this means the growth 2000 to 2010 was 12.545 million, and from 2010 to 2015 it was 5.894 million. 

10 Robert Warren, “US Undocumented Population Drops Below 11 Million in 2014, with Continued Declines in the Mexican 
Undocumented Population”, Journal on Migration and Human Security, Center for Migration Studies, 2015. 

11 Jeffrey Passel and D’Vera Cohn, “Unauthorized immigrant population stable for half a decade”, Pew Research Center, Sep-
tember 11, 2015. 

12 Jeffrey Passel, D’Vera Cohn, and Ana Gonzalez-Barrera, “Population Decline of Unauthorized Immigrants Stalls, May 
Have Reversed”, Pew Research Center, September 23, 2013. 

http://www.census.gov/popest/data/national/totals/2015/index.html
https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/publications/ois_ill_pe_2012_2.pdf
https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/publications/ois_ill_pe_2012_2.pdf
http://jmhs.cmsny.org/index.php/jmhs/article/view/58
http://jmhs.cmsny.org/index.php/jmhs/article/view/58
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2015/07/22/unauthorized-immigrant-population-stable-for-half-a-decade/
http://www.pewhispanic.org/files/2013/09/Unauthorized-Sept-2013-FINAL.pdf
http://www.pewhispanic.org/files/2013/09/Unauthorized-Sept-2013-FINAL.pdf
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13 Bryan Baker and Nancy Rytin, “Estimates of the Unauthorized Immigrant Population Residing in the United States: Janu-
ary 2012”, Department of Homeland Security, March 2013.  

14 Jeffrey S. Passel and D’Vera Cohn, “Number of babies born in U.S. to unauthorized immigrants declines”, Pew Research 
Center, September 11, 2015.  

15 Steven Camarota and Karen Ziegler,  “The Declining Fertility of Immigrants and Natives”, Center for Immigration Studies, 
March 2015. 

16 Robert and John R. Warren estimate that from 2000 to 2009 one million illegal immigrants living in the United States re-
ceived legal status (green cards). This includes those who returned to their home countries to get their green cards. See Table 
3 of their February 2013 article in International Migration Review, “Unauthorized Immigration to the United States: Annual 
Estimates and Components of Change, by State, 1990 to 2010”. 

https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/publications/ois_ill_pe_2012_2.pdf
https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/publications/ois_ill_pe_2012_2.pdf
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2015/09/11/number-of-babies-born-in-u-s-to-unauthorized-immigrants-declines/
http://cis.org/declining-fertility
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/imre.12022/full
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/imre.12022/full

