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This analysis shows that real (inflation-adjusted) median weekly earnings for U.S.-born workers without a bachelor’s 
increased more quickly during the period of lower legal and illegal immigration from 2016 to 2019 than in periods 
of higher immigration before and after. The period 2016 to 2019 is especially interesting because immigration (legal 
and illegal together) generally rises during economic expansions. But the economy grew significantly in the three years 
before Covid even as immigration fell, likely because of Trump administration policies. This combination of economic 
growth and lower immigration may have increased the earnings of less-educated U.S.-born workers. Since 2020, 
however, real earnings have declined for virtually all workers, which should give pause to those now calling for more 
immigration to reduce inflation by lowering wages further, particularly for lower-paid, less-educated Americans.
 
Among the findings: 

•	 Between the fourth quarters of 2016 and 2019, real (inflation-adjusted) weekly earnings for full-time, 
U.S.-born workers without a bachelor’s grew 3.2 percent. During this time, growth in the total immigrant 
population (legal and illegal) averaged about 400,000 a year, compared to about 730,000 a year from 2012 
to 2016, when earnings actually fell slightly for the less-educated U.S.-born. 

•	 The labor force participation rate — the share of working-age adults employed or looking for work — also 
increased for the less-educated U.S.-born between the fourth quarters of 2016 and 2019. In contrast, there 
was little improvement in the years prior to 2016, after the rate bottomed out in 2013 as a result of the 
Great Recession.

•	 The rise in earnings and labor force participation, particularly for the less-educated, along with low infla-
tion and the overall good economic conditions from 2016 to 2019 runs counter to the often-made argu-
ment that the U.S. economy requires very high levels of immigration to prosper. 

•	 Among the U.S.-born with at least a bachelor’s, real weekly earnings growth did not vary with the level of 
immigration. Their earnings increased in both the period of higher immigration from 2012 to 2016 (3.3 
percent) and lower immigration from 2016 to 2019 (1.1 percent). 

•	 Among immigrants (legal and illegal) without a bachelor’s, real median weekly earnings increased sub-
stantially from 2012 to 2016, while they grew more modestly from 2016 to 2019. The same pattern holds 
for more educated immigrants. However, given the sample size of the earnings data for immigrants, these 
results should be interpreted with caution. 

•	 Real weekly earnings for virtually all workers, immigrant and U.S.-born, declined from 2020 to 2022. This 
almost certainly reflects the very high inflation in this time period, though this decline in earnings coin-
cides with a dramatic rebound in the immigrant population, which increased 1.8 million in a single year, 
2021 to 2022. 
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•	 In the fourth quarter of 2022, the median weekly earnings for full-time, U.S.-born workers without a bachelor’s was 
only 59 percent as much as the median earnings for the full-time, U.S.-born workers with at least a bachelor’s. 

•	 In a number of lower-paid occupational categories done predominately by workers without a bachelor’s, median 
earnings (for immigrants and the U.S.-born) are less than half that of the typical worker with a bachelor’s, including 
health care support, food preparation and service, and building and grounds cleaning and maintenance. 

Introduction
This analysis reports usual weekly earnings for full-time workers on a quarterly basis using the government’s household sur-
vey from 2012 to 2022. We compare the fourth quarter of each year over the last decade to control for seasonality. The major 
difference between this report and those from the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) on quarterly earnings is that we break out 
the foreign-born separately from the U.S. born.1 Throughout this report, we use the terms “immigrant” and “foreign-born” 
interchangeably. Immigrants include all those who were not U.S. citizens at birth, such as naturalized citizens, permanent 
residents, long-term visitors (e.g. guestworkers and foreign students), and illegal immigrants.2 

We focus on U.S.-born workers without a bachelor’s degree because such workers have generally not done well in recent 
decades in terms of labor force participation or earnings. Throughout this report, we alternatively refer to such workers as 
the “less-educated” or “non-college-educated”. These workers earn only a fraction of the more educated. They make up the 
majority (84 percent) of the working poor.3 Moreover, nearly all of the children (98.6 percent) of the working poor are sup-
ported by someone without a bachelor’s. Of course, many people without a bachelor’s are middle-class and some have very 
high incomes. But overall, the non-college-educated make up the overwhelming share of low-income adults and are the 
primary beneficiaries of the government’s efforts to uplift those in or near poverty. 

The period from 2016 to 2019 was a time when immigration declined, while the economy expanded, whereas in the past im-
migration generally rose during good economic times. We find that the earnings of non-college-educated, U.S.-born workers 
rose during this period more than in the prior period of higher immigration. We also find that the real earnings for virtually 
all workers were significantly lower in the fourth quarter of 2022 than in the fourth quarter of 2020, when inflation began 
to spike. Reducing wages further, particularly in jobs that are already lower-paying and where most of the workers are less-
educated, seems unwise. 

Trends in Immigration 
The Slowdown in Immigration Pre-Covid. Figure 1 looks at the number of immigrants (legal and illegal) who arrived each 
year based on the American Community Survey (ACS) and the national unemployment rate, which is a reasonable proxy for 
the overall state of the economy.4 Figure 1 shows that the number of newcomers generally increased as unemployment fell 
over the last two decades, except for the years immediately before Covid, when both unemployment and the number of new 
immigrant arrivals went down. In addition to a slowdown in new arrivals, in our prior work we have also argued that there 
was an increase in emigration. The Census Bureau’s estimate of net international migration — the difference between the 
number of people settling in the U.S. and leaving — also shows a downturn after 2016. As a result, the foreign-born popula-
tion grew more slowly from 2016 to 2019, as shown in Figure 2.5 The change in the size of the foreign-born population is an 
important measure of immigration and its potential impact on the labor market because it reflects not just new arrivals but 
also emigration, though natural mortality among the existing population is also a factor.6 

From 2012 to 2016, annual growth in the foreign-born population averaged 729,000. In comparison, there was no growth in 
the foreign-born population from 2016 to 2020. If we exclude the unusual year of 2020, when the foreign-born population 
actually declined during Covid,  it shows growth averaged 398,000 a year from 2016 to 2019 — with most of this increase oc-
curring from 2016 to 2017. Appendix Figure A1 shows a similar pattern of growth in the foreign-born population as Figure 
2, using the CPS rather than the ACS.7 It is sometimes asserted that immigration simply rises and falls with the economy, 
as immigrants come in larger numbers to take advantage of a tightening labor market. As a result, immigration is largely 
outside the government’s control and illegal immigration is “inevitable” if jobs are available and immigration is limited, or 
so the argument goes. But the period 2016 to 2019 contradicts this argument, as the economy expanded and immigration 
fell. In fact, we have argued in a prior analysis that the decline in immigration over this time period was due, at least in part, 
to Trump administration policies.

https://cis.org/Camarota/New-Census-Bureau-Data-Indicates-There-Was-Large-Increase-OutMigration-First-Part-Trump
https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2022/12/net-international-migration-returns-to-pre-pandemic-levels.html
https://www.cato.org/testimony/why-dont-they-just-get-line-barriers-legal-immigration#undocumented-migration
https://thehill.com/opinion/immigration/369163-there-is-a-way-to-make-illegal-immigrants-pay-for-trumps-wall/
https://cis.org/Camarota/New-Census-Bureau-Data-Indicates-There-Was-Large-Increase-OutMigration-First-Part-Trump
https://cis.org/Report/Immigrant-Population-Growth-Slows
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Source: Public-use files of the American Community Survey, 2000 to 2021. Full calendar-year arrival data is only available from the survey in the following year. 

Figure 1. The decline in immigrant arrivals after 2016, even as immigrant 
unemployment continued improving before Covid-19, likely reflects Trump 
administration policies. (thousands) 

The Recent Surge in Immigration. Partly as a result of the ongoing border crisis, the restarting of legal immigration, and 
the enormous number of illegal immigrants released into the country, the total foreign-born population has rebounded dra-
matically since 2020. Figure A1 shows the growth in the foreign-born population based on the Current Population Survey, 
which is the most up-to-date data available. In sum, both the level of new immigration and net immigration were clearly 
much higher from 2012 to 2016 and from 2020 to 2022 than it was from 2016 to 2020. If immigration impacts the wages of 
U.S.-born workers, then it is possible wage trends could fluctuate to some extent due to changes in the inflow of immigrants, 
especially since the first three years of the Trump administration were a period of significant economic expansion. Of course, 
numerous factors impact earnings and the U.S. labor force is very large, so a change in immigration levels over just a few 
years may not have a large enough impact on the labor force to discern using the available data. 

https://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/stats/southwest-land-border-encounters
https://cis.org/Arthur/Bidens-Released-Least-2020522-Southwest-Border-Migrants
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Earnings Trends
Table 1 shows real median weekly earnings for full-time U.S.-born and immigrant workers ages 16 and older with and with-
out a bachelor’s degree and by sex from 2012 to 2022.8 All figures are for the fourth quarter and are in constant 2022 fourth-
quarter dollars. Earnings data by more detailed educational attainment can be found in this table. Table 2 uses the wage fig-
ures in Table 1 to show the change in weekly earnings growth divided into four time periods. Figure 3 graphs median weekly 
earnings for the U.S.-born workers without a bachelor’s while showing the change in the size of the foreign-born population. 

Source: American Community Survey 2012 to 2019 and 2021 from data.census.gov.  The public-use files of the ACS were used for 2020. 
*  The Census Bureau reports significant accuracy issues with the 2020 ACS due to Covid-19. 
** The figure for 2022 comes from the July public-use files of the Current Population Survey. 

Figure 2. The immigrant population (legal and illegal) grew more slowly from 
2016 to 2019 than before, even though economic conditions were generally 
good and unemployment low. (millions)

https://cis.org/sites/default/files/2023-05/camarota-earnings-4-23-ta.xlsx
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Table 1. Weekly Median Earnings of Immigrant and U.S.-Born Workers by Education	

Education Level

U.S.-Born less than Bachelor’s, Men 
U.S.-Born less than Bachelor’s, Women 
U.S.-Born less than Bachelor’s, Both 

U.S.-Born Bachelor’s or More,  Men 
U.S.-Born Bachelor’s or More, Women 
U.S.-Born Bachelor’s or More, Both 

U.S.-Born All Education Levels, Men 
U.S.-Born All Education Levels, Women 
U.S.-Born All Workers 

Immigrant  less than Bachelor’s, Men 
Immigrant  less than Bachelor’s, Women 
Immigrant  less than Bachelor’s, Both 

Immigrant  Bachelor’s or More,  Men 
Immigrant  Bachelor’s or More, Women 
Immigrant  Bachelor’s or More, Both 

Immigrant  All Education Levels, Men 
Immigrant  All Education Levels, Women 
Immigrant All Workers

Immigrant & U.S.-Born less than Bachelor’s 
Immigrant & U.S.-Born Bachelor’s or More  
Immigrant & U.S.-Born All Workers 

2012

$969
$744
$864

$1,738
$1,245
$1,490

$1,189
$919

$1,033

$710
$596
$646

$1,738
$1,222
$1,489

$878
$745
$826

$814
$1,490
$1,001

2013

$957
$740
$850

$1,766
$1,286
$1,472

$1,161
$929

$1,030

$702
$612
$661

$1,839
$1,374
$1,595

$867
$765
$829

$809
$1,484
$1,013

2017

$965
$758
$869

$1,740
$1,308
$1,508

$1,206
$965

$1,067

$772
$624
$724

$1,740
$1,303
$1,508

$917
$796
$869

$835
$1,508
$1,043

2015

$975
$748
$853

$1,736
$1,326
$1,495

$1,204
$941

$1,066

$752
$627
$713

$1,809
$1,375
$1,615

$953
$814
$893

$828
$1,505
$1,033

2019

$1,001
$766
$890

$1,780
$1,379
$1,557

$1,224
$1,001
$1,112

$810
$667
$747

$1,805
$1,388
$1,602

$1,018
$868
$925

$857
$1,557
$1,099

2021

$985
$803
$886

$1,714
$1,339
$1,510

$1,235
$1,029
$1,112

$829
$700
$771

$1,854
$1,442
$1,647

$1,056
$885
$985

$857
$1,544
$1,071

2014

$969
$731
$848

$1,701
$1,308
$1,466

$1,163
$934

$1,039

$756
$605
$693

$1,745
$1,294
$1,526

$905
$806
$872

$813
$1,482
$1,008

2018

$1,003
$761
$897

$1,748
$1,338
$1,498

$1,226
$953

$1,105

$779
$614
$708

$1,816
$1,362
$1,632

$944
$794
$908

$850
$1,521
$1,062

2016

$985
$754
$862

$1,777
$1,303
$1,540

$1,184
$948

$1,078

$741
$641
$727

$1,895
$1,303
$1,564

$936
$829
$887

$838
$1,540
$1,048

2020

$1,021
$791
$914

$1,758
$1,371
$1,543

$1,268
$1,051
$1,143

$823
$686
$771

$1,978
$1,371
$1,687

$1,051
$905
$988

$879
$1,581
$1,141

2022

$1,000
$770
$880

$1,731
$1,346
$1,500

$1,200
$1,000
$1,115

$800
$680
$769

$1,741
$1,442
$1,538

$1,000
$880
$962

$865
$1,519
$1,080

Source: 2012 to 2022 public-use files of the Current Population Survey for the fourth quarter of each year. Figures are for full-time 
wage and salary workers ages 16 and older expressed in fourth-quarter 2022 dollars.  					   

Source: Earnings are from the 2012 to 2022 public-use files of the Current Population Survey from the fourth quarter of each year for full-time wage and salary 
workers ages 16 and older expressed in fourth quarter 2022 dollars.  
Figures for the foreign-born are from the 2011 to 2021 American Community Survey and for 2022 are from the July CPS.

Figure 3. The weekly earnings of the U.S.-born (ages 16+) without a bachelor’s rose 
when growth in the foreign-born population slowed in the last decade.
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Earnings of the U.S.-Born Pre-Covid. Table 2 shows that for the U.S.-born without a bachelor’s, median weekly earnings 
grew a robust 6 percent from 2016 to 2020. Excluding the unusual year of 2020, the real earnings for the non-college-
educated, U.S.-born increased 3.2 percent from 2016 to 2019.9 This is in contrast to the 0.2 percent decline in real earnings 
such workers experienced during the period of higher immigration, 2012 to 2016. As Figure 3 shows, the relatively rapid 
increase in earnings for the non-college-educated U.S.-born occurred when the growth in the immigrant population slowed 
considerably.10 This could be an indication that lower levels of immigration may help increase earnings for the U.S.-born, at 
least those who work full-time. However, it should not be seen as definitive proof that this the case as many factors impact 
earnings. For the U.S.-born with at least a bachelor’s, Table 2 shows that real earnings increased 1.1 percent from 2016 to 
2019, during the lower period of immigration. However, earnings grew 3.3 percent from 2012 to 2016 for the more educated 
U.S.-born when immigration was higher. So their earnings growth is not really correlated with growth in the foreign-born 
population pre-Covid. 

Table 2. Change in Weekly Earnings for U.S.-Born 
and Immigrant Workers in Various Time Periods				  

Education Level

U.S.-Born less than Bachelor’s, Men 
U.S.-Born less than Bachelor’s, Women 
U.S.-Born less than Bachelor’s, Both 

U.S.-Born Bachelor’s or More,  Men 
U.S.-Born Bachelor’s or More, Women 
U.S.-Born Bachelor’s or More, Both 

U.S.-Born All Education Levels, Men 
U.S.-Born All Education Levels, Women 
U.S.-Born All Workers 

Immigrant  less than Bachelor’s, Men 
Immigrant  less than Bachelor’s, Women 
Immigrant  less than Bachelor’s, Both 

Immigrant  Bachelor’s or More,  Men 
Immigrant  Bachelor’s or More, Women 
Immigrant  Bachelor’s or More, Both 

Immigrant  All Education Levels, Men 
Immigrant  All Education Levels, Women 
Immigrant All Workers

Immigrant & U.S.-Born less than Bachelor’s 
Immigrant & U.S.-Born Bachelor’s or More  
Immigrant & U.S.-Born All Workers 

2012 to 
2016

1.7%
1.4%

-0.2%

2.2%
4.6%
3.3%

-0.4%
3.1%
4.3%

4.3%
7.5%

12.6%

9.0%
6.7%
5.0%

6.6%
11.3%
7.3%

3.0%
3.3%
4.7%

2016 to 
2019

1.6%
1.6%
3.2%

0.2%
5.9%
1.1%

3.3%
5.6%
3.2%

9.3%
4.2%
2.8%

-4.7%
6.5%
2.4%

8.7%
4.6%
4.3%

2.3%
1.1%
4.8%

2016 to 
2020

3.6%
4.9%
6.0%

-1.1%
5.2%
0.2%

7.1%
10.9%
6.0%

11.1%
7.0%
6.1%

4.4%
5.2%
7.9%

12.3%
9.1%

11.4%

4.9%
2.7%
8.9%

2020 to 
2022

-2.1%
-2.7%
-3.7%

-1.5%
-1.8%
-2.8%

-5.4%
-4.9%
-2.4%

-2.8%
-0.8%
-0.3%

-12.0%
5.2%

-8.8%

-4.9%
-2.8%
-2.7%

-1.6%
-3.9%
-5.4%

Entire Period, 
2012 to 2022

3.2%
3.5%
1.8%

-0.4%
8.1%
0.7%

0.9%
8.8%
8.0%

12.6%
14.1%
19.1%

0.2%
18.0%
3.3%

13.9%
18.1%
16.3%

6.3%
1.9%
7.9%

Source: 2012 to 2022 public-use files of the Current Population Survey for the fourth quarter of each year. 
Figures are for full-time wage and salary workers ages 16 and older. 					   
All percentages are based on earnings figures in Table 1.					      		
				  

U.S.-Born

Immigrant

U.S.-Born and Immigrant



7

Center for Immigration Studies

Labor Force Participation of the U.S.-Born. Figure 4 shows labor force participation for those without a bachelor’s and the 
change in the size of the immigrant population from 2012 to 2022. As we show in a recent publication, labor force partici-
pation — the share of working-age people holding a job or looking for one — has declined for decades. In fact, labor force 
participation for men has declined since the 1960s. In the last two decades, participation fell during each recession and then 
recovered but never made it back to pre-recession levels during each expansion. Figure 4 shows that labor force participa-
tion fell until about 2013, which reflects the steep decline during the Great Recession. For 2013 to 2015, it changed little. It 
then improved from 2016 to 2019 as the pace of immigration slowed, until the big decline in 2020 caused by the pandemic. 
As with the rise in earnings for the less-educated, U.S.-born, the increase in labor force participation during the period of 
lower immigration is consistent with the possibility that the non-college-educated, U.S.-born may have benefited from the 
immigration slow-down. 

Source: Labor force participation rates are from the 2012 to 2022 public-use files of the Current Population Survey from the fourth quarter of each year.  
Figures for the foreign-born are from the 2011 to 2021 American Community Survey and for 2022 are from the July CPS.

Figure 4. The labor force participation of the U.S.-born (ages 18-64) without a bach-
elor’s rose when growth in the foreign-born population slowed in the last decade.

https://cis.org/Report/Employment-Situation-Immigrants-and-USBorn-Fourth-Quarter-2022
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Why the Impact of Immigration May Differ by Education. Assuming that the improvement for the less-educated in earn-
ings and labor force participation was at least partly explained by the fall-off in immigration, the question arises: Why didn’t 
more-educated, U.S.-born workers do better between 2016 and 2019 relative to the period of higher immigration from 2012 
to 2016? There are several possible explanations for this situation. Table 3 shows weekly earnings by occupational categories 
in 2022. The right side of Table 3 shows that in occupations where a majority of workers do not have a bachelor’s, 22 percent 
of workers are immigrants compared to 16 percent in higher-skilled occupations. Since about three-fourths of all less-edu-
cated U.S. workers are in these lower-skilled occupations, it may simply be that U.S.-born workers without a bachelor’s are 
more likely to compete with immigrants than the more educated.11 

Another factor that may explain why more educated U.S.-born workers did worse during the period of lower immigration is 
that in lower-skilled occupations immigrants are willing to work for less than natives. Table 3 shows that in nine out of the 12 
lower-skilled occupational categories, full-time immigrant workers have lower median weekly earnings than the U.S.-born. 
This is a possible indication that they work for less and thereby bid down earnings in these job categories.12 We do not see 
this pattern in higher-skilled occupations. It is also possible that more educated immigrants tend to complement the skills of 
more educated natives. So, for example, an immigrant doctor or computer programmer might impart skills to his U.S.-born 
counterparts that could increase their earnings. This is less likely to be true for immigrant dishwashers or janitors. The bot-
tom line is that there is no reason to assume that immigration will necessarily have the same impact on the U.S.-born with 
different levels of education. 

Earnings of Immigrants Pre-Covid. Turning to the foreign-born, those without a bachelor’s did very well from 2012 to 
2016, with weekly median earnings growing by a robust 12.6 percent. Earnings also grew by 2.8 percent from 2016 to 2019 
for these less-educated immigrants. For full-time immigrant workers with at least a bachelor’s, median weekly earnings 
increased by 2.4 percent when immigration was lower from 2016 to 2019, and grew 5 percent from 2012 to 2016 when im-
migration was higher. However, earnings for more educated immigrants jumped around a good deal from 2012 to 2019. It 
must be pointed out that the earnings figures for immigrants are based on a relatively modest-sized sample, unlike the figures 
for the U.S.-born, so there is more volatility in the earnings of the foreign-born, especially for those with a bachelor’s, who 
are less numerous than those without a bachelor’s.13 

Earnings by Occupation. As discussed above, Table 3 reports median weekly earnings for full-time workers by broad oc-
cupational categories in 2022. Not surprisingly, workers in occupations done predominately by the less-educated tend to be 
lower paid than occupations predominately done by more educated workers. The median weekly earnings of $880 in the 
fourth quarter of 2022 for U.S.-born workers in lower-skilled occupations is well below the median of $1,442 for the U.S.-
born in higher-skilled occupations. Earnings are especially low for workers in food preparation; personal care; healthcare 
support; building cleaning and maintenance; and farming, fishing, and forestry. It is worth remembering that the relatively 
low earnings in the jobs reported here are not due to the inclusion of those who are employed only part-time, as this analysis 
is confined to only full-time workers. 

There is, of course, nothing surprising about the low earnings in many occupations that require modest levels of education. 
But it does mean that the numerous commentators, including prominent economists, business leaders, politicians, and im-
migration advocacy groups all calling for more immigration to hold down wages in order to slow inflation, including in 
lower-wage jobs generally done by the less-educated, are, in effect, advocating for making poor workers even poorer. This 
seems especially unwise given that earnings growth is already not keeping up with inflation. 

https://thehill.com/opinion/congress-blog/3619410-immigrants-are-key-to-addressing-americas-labor-shortage-lowering-inflation-and-growing-our-economy/
https://www.businessinsider.com/immigration-inflation-labor-shortage-chamber-commerce-suzanne-clark-jobs-work-2022-1
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/united-states/america-needs-more-immigration-defeat-inflation
https://nypost.com/2022/09/23/bill-ackman-us-should-fight-inflation-with-increased-immigration/
https://rollcall.com/2022/05/09/inflation-and-worker-shortage-fuel-push-on-immigration-bills/
https://immigrationforum.org/article/americas-labor-shortage-how-low-immigration-levels-accentuated-the-problem-and-how-immigration-can-fix-it/
https://www.fwd.us/news/immigration-inflation/
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Table 3. Weekly Earnings by Occupational Category in 2022

Detailed Job Category

Management  (0010-0440)
Business & financial operations  (0500-0960)
Computer & mathematical  (1005-1240)
Architecture & engineering  (1305-1560)
Life, physical, & social science  (1600-1980)
Community & social service  (2001-2060)
Legal occupations(2100-2180)
Education instruction & library  (2205-2555)
Arts, design, entertainment, sports, media (2600-2920)
Healthcare practitioner & technical (3000-3550)
All Higher-Skilled Occupations

Healthcare support  (3601-3655)
Protective service  (3700-3960)
Food preparation & serving related (4000-4150)
Building & grounds cleaning, maintenance (4200-4255)
Personal care & service  (4330-4655)
Sales & related  (4700-4965)
Office & administrative support  (5000-5940)
Farming, fishing, & forestry  (6005-6130)
Construction & Extraction (6200-6950)
Installation, maintenance, & repair (7000-7640)
Production  (7700-8990)
Transportation & material moving  (9005-9760)
All Lower-Skilled Occupations

U.S.-
Born

$1,653
$1,442
$1,673
$1,676
$1,442
$1,160
$1,923
$1,154
$1,288
$1,360
$1,442

$700
$1,088

$617
$700
$680
$962
$872
$712

$1,000
$1,075

$920
$850
$880

Foreign-
Born

$1,800
$1,634
$2,000
$1,923
$1,500
$1,154
$1,500
$1,250
$1,346
$1,500
$1,634

$640
$920
$654
$620
$769
$923
$879
$640
$800

$1,000
$760
$760
$769

Total

$1,673
$1,481
$1,750
$1,692
$1,442
$1,160
$1,923
$1,154
$1,307
$1,385
$1,480

$683
$1,057

$640
$673
$684
$962
$875
$669
$962

$1,058
$880
$820
$850

Share of All Workers 
Without a Bachelor’s

36%
27%
23%
25%
16%
23%
16%
19%
34%
31%
28%

83%
63%
87%
92%
76%
64%
69%
89%
91%
89%
90%
88%
80%

Share of Workers 
16+ in Occupation 

Who Are Immigrant

14%
13%
26%
21%
27%
12%

8%
11%
14%
18%
16%

25%
11%
33%
42%
21%
14%
12%
43%
34%
15%
24%
23%
22%

Source: All figures are from the 2022 public-use files of the Current Population Survey from the fourth quarter for full-time 
wage and salary workers ages 16 and older.  					      					   
	

Higher-Skilled Occupations

Lower-Skilled Occupations

Conclusion
There are three main takeaways from this analysis: First, real (inflation-adjusted) median weekly earnings increased more 
for full-time, U.S.-born workers without a bachelor’s in the period of lower immigration from 2016 to 2019 than in the years 
before or since when immigration levels were much higher. This is a possible indication that the slowdown in immigration 
in the first three years of the Trump administration, coupled with an expanding economy, helped raise earnings for these 
workers, who generally have modest earnings. The fact that the economy expanded and immigration fell from 2016 to 2019 
is interesting because it shows it is possible for immigration to be reduced even as the economy expands. Clearly, it is not 
“inevitable” that immigration must rise during an expansion, as some have argued. Moreover, the combination of falling im-
migration and economic expansion seems to have been beneficial to less-educated workers, though at this point the evidence 
is only suggestive of that possibility. 

The second key finding of this analysis is that the overall good economic conditions during the period of lower immigration 
from 2016 to 2019 contradict the often-made argument that the U.S. economy must have very high levels of immigration to 
prosper. Both new arrivals and net immigration (the difference between those coming and leaving) clearly fell significantly 
during this time period even as the economy expanded, the earnings of workers rose, and labor force participation increased, 
all without sparking high inflation. 
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The third key finding is that real earnings since 2020 for virtually all workers have fallen. Nominal earnings did grow, but by 
less than inflation, so American workers grew poorer. Almost certainly this is due to the rapid rise of inflation since 2020. 
However, it is true that since 2020 immigration has increased dramatically. The monthly Current Population Survey shows 
that the immigrant population increased by 3.7 million from the fourth quarter of 2020 to the fourth of 2022, so it is possible 
this huge increase also exerted some downward pressure on earnings. Equally important, the deterioration in real earnings 
since 2020 is especially concerning for those workers without a bachelor’s degree, who earn much less than more educated 
workers and who comprise the vast majority of working Americans who live in or near poverty. A large number of public 
figures have called for more immigration to lower wages in order to help check inflation. But those who wish to use immi-
gration to further reduce earnings need to consider the impact on workers whose income is already not keeping pace with 
inflation, especially those whose income is low to begin with. 

Data
The data for this analysis comes from the public-use files of the monthly Current Population Survey (CPS), colloquially 
known as the household survey. The CPS is a nationally representative sample of about 60,000 households collected by the 
Census Bureau for the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) each month, primarily to collect data on the U.S. labor market. The 
survey is of the non-institutionalized, so it does not include inmates. Following the Bureau of Labor Statistics’ (BLS) example, 
all weekly earnings estimates in this report are for full-time workers, defined as those who usually work at least 35 hours a 
week. 

The earnings data is collected from one-third of the CPS monthly sample.14 This includes all workers in the public or private 
sector, but is limited to only those who receive wages, salaries, commissions, tips, payment in kind, or piece rates. Also, like 
BLS publications, our analysis reflects earnings from workers’ sole or principal full-time job. The limited population for 
whom earnings data is collected means the sample used for earnings data is much smaller than when the same survey is used 
to measure other labor market characteristics such as unemployment or labor force participation. Table A1 reports sample 
sizes in 2022 for immigrant and U.S.-born workers who are in the earnings universe. 

We report all figures in constant dollars, reflecting prices in the fourth quarter of 2022. All figures are seasonally unadjusted. 
Immigrants include all those who were not U.S. citizens at birth, such as naturalized citizens, permanent residents, long-term 
visitors (e.g. guestworkers and foreign students), and illegal immigrants. Both the Census Bureau and the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics are clear that illegal immigrants, whom the government typically refers to as the foreign-born, are included in this 
data. Unadjusted figures are conceptually simpler and easier for other researchers to replicate. Also, the limited number of 
statistics on the foreign-born published in the BLS monthly “Employment Situation” (Table A-7) reports are, like those re-
ported here, not seasonally adjusted. Finally, comparing the same quarter each year, as we do here, essentially controls for 
seasonality.

https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/wkyeng.pdf
https://www.census.gov/topics/population/foreign-born/about/faq.html
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/empsit.faq.htm
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/empsit.faq.htm
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Appendix

 

Table A1. Number of Cases in Sample, 2022	

Education Level

Less than Bachelor’s
Less than High School
HS Only
Some College

Bachelor’s or More
Bachelor’s Only
More than Bachelor’s

Total

Total

 14,906 
 1,408 
 6,825 
 6,673 

 11,614 
 7,169 
 4,445 

 26,520 

U.S-Born

 12,396 
 654 

 5,717 
 6,025 
 9,788 
 6,196 
 3,592 

 22,184 

Foreign-Born

 2,510 
 754 

 1,108 
 648 

 1,826 
 973 
 853 

 4,336 

Source: Public-use files of the 2022 Current Population Survey from 
the fourth quarter, full-time wage and salary workers ages 16 and 
older. 	

Source: Public-use files of the 2022 Current Population Survey from the fourth quarter each year.

Figure A1. The immigrant population grew more slowly from 2016 to 2019, before 
Covid-19, even as immigrant unemployment continued improving. This likely reflects 
Trump administration policies. 
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End Notes
1 In this report, earnings or labor force participation statistics covering the “entire population”, such as median weekly earn-
ings, closely match those published by the BLS, but not exactly. The reason is that the Census Bureau adds “perturbations” 
to the public-use microdata to protect respondent confidentiality. Fortunately, the Census Bureau states that any differences 
between published figures and those calculated from the public-use data will be so small that they “fall well within the 
sampling variability associated with CPS estimates”. For example, in its fourth quarter 2022 weekly wages report, BLS reports 
the nation’s median earnings for wage and salary employees as $1,084. We report it as $1,080 based on the public-use data, 
a 0.4 percent different.
 
2 The term “immigrant” has a specific meaning in U.S. immigration law, which is all those inspected and admitted as lawful 
permanent residents. In this analysis, we use the term “immigrant” in the non-technical sense of the word to mean all those 
who were not U.S.-citizens at birth.

3 They also comprise the overwhelming majority of those who can be said to have low income, earning less than 200 percent 
of poverty. Very roughly, 200 percent of poverty is the threshold for eligibility for many means-tested federal anti-poverty 
programs. 

4 The figures only run through 2020 because the survey asks respondents the calendar year in which they came to the United 
States, but a full year’s worth of arrivals can only be discerned from the data for each year once the following year’s survey 
is completed. The 2021 ACS is the most recent year the survey is available at the time of this publication, so full-year arrival 
data from the survey is only available through 2020. 

5 The figure for 2020 should be interpreted with caution because there were significant disruptions in the collection of the 
ACS due to Covid-19. The 2021 ACS is the newest version of the survey available at this time. The ACS reflects the popula-
tion on July 1 of each year so the foreign-born number in Figure 2 is from the July 2022 CPS to maintain the continuity in 
the foreign-born estimates from the ACS. 

6 We see the same pattern of growth if we look at workers rather than the total foreign-born population, where the number 
of immigrant workers increased roughly 50 percent faster from 2012 to 2016 than from 2016 to 2019.

7 Figure A1 in the Appendix looks at the size of the foreign-born population in the fourth quarter of each year using the 
monthly CPS (October, November, and December), the same data we use to measure median wages in this report. While 
the ACS is a larger survey and therefore produces more statistically robust estimates than the CPS, the ACS is released much 
more slowly. The 2021 ACS, which reflects the U.S. population in July, is the most recent data available from that survey at 
the time of this publication. 

8 Excel Table A has figures for persons 25 and older, but it makes no meaningful difference to this analysis. One reason there 
is so little difference between looking at all workers and only those 25 and older is that a disproportionate share of young 
people (16 to 24) work part-time. Since we are examining earnings only for the full-time workforce, a large share of young 
people drop out of the analysis even when those 16 to 24 are included. 

9 The BLS reports that response rates to the CPS after March 2020 were lower than prior to Covid-19, though rates have 
improved since hitting a low in June 2020. These lower rates increase the sampling error of the survey. However, in June 2020, 
when the problem was most pronounced, BLS stated that “Although the response rate was adversely affected by pandemic-
related issues, BLS was still able to obtain estimates that met our standards for accuracy and reliability.” This is in contrast 
to the 2020 American Community Survey, which is the other large survey collected by the Census Bureau that identifies the 
foreign-born and provides most of the data in Figure 1. The Census Bureau encountered significant problems collecting the 
2020 ACS due to disruptions caused by Covid-19. As a result, the bureau states that it was “unable to collect information from 
certain segments of the population” in 2020, particularly lower-income and less-educated individuals. So we do not have a 
clear picture of the foreign-born population in 2020 based on the ACS. The bureau has published a detailed analysis showing 
some of the problematic results in the 2020 ACS. Although the Census Bureau published very little data from the 2020 ACS, 
the public-use files of the 2020 ACS were released and used in this analysis. Another potentially unusual thing about 2020 

https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/cps/methodology/PublicUseDocumentation_final.pdf
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/wkyeng.pdf
https://www.census.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2021/experimental-2020-acs-1-year-data.html
https://www.bls.gov/covid19/employment-situation-covid19-faq-december-2021.htm
https://www.bls.gov/cps/employment-situation-covid19-faq-june-2020.pdf
https://www.census.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2021/experimental-2020-acs-1-year-data.html
https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/working-papers/2021/acs/2021_CensusBureau_01.pdf
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is that the Covid-19-related spike in unemployment and people leaving the labor force may mean that those who remained 
employed were somewhat better paid even among the less-educated, while the more marginally attached to the labor force 
disproportionately lost their jobs. If this is the case, then the rise in earnings between 2019 and 2020 may reflect this situation 
rather than a general increase in earnings. 

10 It is also possible to just examine workers rather than the overall foreign-born and the same general pattern holds. Table 6 
in our prior analysis shows that between 2012 and 2016 the number of immigrant workers 18 and older without a bachelor’s 
increased by 1.3 million. In contrast, from 2016 to 2019, the number of less-educated immigrant workers actually declined 
by nearly 180,000. Thus, the number of less-educated immigrant workers roughly parallels the total number of immigrants. 

11 Of more educated U.S.-born workers, 76.2 percent are employed in an occupation done predominantly by more educated 
people. 

12 The primary problem with this argument is that while the analysis is confined to 16 and older full-time workers in the 
same occupation, it does not control for all of the other factors that might impact earnings, such as age or gender. The second 
problem with simply assuming that immigrants work for less is that the occupations in Table 3 are highly aggregated due to 
the limitations of the data. This means there are specific occupations within each broad job category that might vary differ-
ently with immigrants heavily employed in those that pay more modestly. 

13 For example, in 2022 the sample of U.S.-born workers without a bachelor’s for whom earnings data is available is nearly 
seven times larger than the sample of immigrants with at least a bachelor’s. See Table A1 for sample size by educational at-
tainment in 2022.

14 Earnings data is from the incoming and outgoing rotation groups of the CPS, which constitute one-third of the survey’s 
six rotation groups. 

https://cis.org/Report/Employment-Situation-Immigrants-and-USBorn-Fourth-Quarter-2022

