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Executive Summary

Most examinations of poverty in the United States have typically focused either on
how broad economic trends and social welfare policy affect the size of the popula-
tion living in poverty or the socio-demographic characteristics of  those in poverty.

Almost no research has examined immigration’s impact on the incidence of  poverty in the
United States. This report looks at the composition of  persons living in poverty in 1979, 1989,
and 1997 in order to evaluate the effect of immigration policy on the size and growth of the
poor population (poor and poverty are used synonymously). The findings indicate that despite
a strong economy over much of this period, the poverty rate for persons in immigrant-
headed households not only has remained high, but actually has increased significantly in the last
two decades. As a result, immigration has become a major factor in the size and growth of
poverty.

What is Poverty?
The official definition of poverty — and the one used in this study — defines a person as in
poverty if  his or her pretax income is below a threshold determined by the federal govern-
ment  ($16,400 for a typical family of four in 1997). While there are many possible criticisms
of  this official definition, almost all observers agree that persons living below the poverty line
have very low incomes by American standards. For many in poverty, just providing basic
necessities is a severe struggle. In this report, the terms “immigrant-related” and  “immigrant-
associated” both refer to persons living in households headed by immigrants.

Findings

!!!!! The gap between immigrant and native poverty almost tripled in size between 1979
and 1997. The poverty rate for persons living in immigrant households grew dramatically,
from 15.5 percent in 1979 to 18.8 percent in 1989 and to 21.8 percent in 1997, while over the
same period the poverty rate for persons in native households stayed relatively constant at
roughly 12 percent.

!!!!! In 1997, more than one in five persons (21.6 percent) living in poverty resided in an
immigrant household. And nearly one in four children in poverty now lives in an immigrant
household. In comparison, only 9.7 percent of the poor lived in immigrant households in
1979.

!!!!! The growth in immigrant-related poverty accounted for 75 percent (3 million people)
of the total increase in the size of the poor population between 1989 and 1997. This
increase is enough to entirely offset the 2.6 million reduction in the size of the poor population
that results from the $86 billion spent annually on means-tested cash assistance programs.

!!!!! Immigration is one of  the primary factors causing the nation’s overall poverty rate
and the number of people living in poverty to be higher today than they were 20 years
ago. If immigrant-headed households are excluded, the total number of people in poverty in
1997 and the nation’s poverty rate would have been only slightly higher than it was in the late
1970s.

!!!!! This rise in immigrant-related poverty was caused partly by an increase in the pov-
erty rate for each wave of new arrivals. In 1979, the poverty rate for persons living in
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households headed by an immigrant who arrived in the ten year prior was 23 percent; by 1997,
the poverty rate for individuals in households headed by a new immigrant had increased to
29.2 percent.

!!!!! The increase in immigrant-related poverty was also caused by a slowing in the pace
of  progress immigrants make in moving out of  poverty over time. For example, the
poverty rate for immigrant households who arrived in the 1980s was still over 25 percent in
1997 — double that of  natives.

!!!!! The increase in the poverty rate for immigrant households in the 1990s was very
broad, affecting persons with different levels of education and individuals in and out
of the labor force, as well as households from most parts of the world. The rise in the
poverty rate was particularly large for children in immigrant households, increasing from 24.8
to 30.9 percent.

!!!!! The gap in the poverty rate for persons in immigrant and native households wid-
ened in every region of  the country and in almost every major metropolitan area
during the 1990s.

!!!!! The poverty rate varies significantly by region of  origin. Immigrants from Mexico, the
Caribbean, and Central America have the highest poverty rates, while those from Europe and
Asia tend to have the lowest.

!!!!! In addition to an increased likelihood of  living in poverty, people in immigrant
households are also more likely to be near-poor. In 1997, 13.4 percent of  persons in
immigrant households had incomes that were only 50 percent above the poverty line com-
pared to 8.6 percent of  natives. In total, 35.2 percent or 12.4 million persons in immigrant
households live in or near poverty.

!!!!! The high poverty rate associated with immigrants is primarily explained by their
much lower levels of education, higher unemployment, and larger family size. How-
ever, even after controlling for a wide variety of factors, including race, age, family structure,
and education, statistical analysis indicates that persons in immigrant households are still signifi-
cantly more likely to be living in poverty than individuals in native households.

!!!!! Welfare reform does not seem to have caused the rise in immigrant poverty. Immi-
grant poverty was increasing well before 1996, when Congress curtailed benefits to legal im-
migrants. Moreover, the gap between the poverty rate for people living in immigrant and
native households has actually narrowed slightly since welfare reform was enacted.

!!!!! The rise in immigrant poverty was not caused by an increase in the recency of the
immigrant population. Since newly arrived immigrants tend to have higher poverty rates
than those who are more established, an increase in the proportion of persons living in house-
holds headed by a newly arrived immigrant might account for the rise in poverty. However,
this is not the case. Households headed by new arrivals account for a smaller share of the total
population living in immigrant households in 1997 than in 1979.

!!!!! The high poverty rate associated with immigrants is not explained by the presence
of illegal immigrants. Although their poverty rate is high, illegal aliens comprise only an
estimated 22.5 percent of persons in immigrant households living in poverty in 1997.
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Why Care About Immigration’s Impact on Poverty?
Impact on the Poor Already Here. Probably the most obvious reason for concern about
immigration’s impact on the incidence of  poverty in the United States is the effect on the poor
already here, both native and immigrant. The cost of means-tested programs designed to help
the poor depends in large part on the number of people who are eligible to receive benefits
and services. If  immigration increases the number of  people who are in need of  assistance,
then this can only raise the cost of  such efforts and undermine political support for programs
that already are unpopular. Alternately, if  overall government expenditures on programs for
the poor are kept constant, each recipient’s benefit must be reduced so that all can be covered.
Therefore, if one is concerned about the poor already here, increasing the number of people
in or near poverty through immigration is clearly counter-productive.

Effect on the Tax Base. Because of  their very low incomes and the progressive nature of
most taxes, individuals in poverty pay very little in taxes. Not surprisingly, they also tend to use
a great deal of  services provided by the government, especially means-tested programs. As a
result, they are, almost without exception, a net drain on public coffers. If  immigration in-
creases the size of the poor population, then this is very likely to have a negative effect on the
tax base, particularly in those cities and states where most immigrants settle.

Impact on Political and Social Stability. As well-known political scientist Seymour Martin
Lipset has observed, democracies can only really work in societies that are not beset by large-
scale poverty and deprivation. Widespread poverty makes it much more difficult to engage in
the kind of  give and take that is an integral part of  the democratic process. Social science
research also indicates that the distribution of income has an impact on how people view one
another: with more poverty comes less trust and greater suspicion of  others. Great disparities
in income cannot help but create greater social distance between members of a community
and this in turn is likely to have a negative impact on political and social harmony. Moreover, it
is well established that children who grow up in poverty are more likely to be involved in illicit
activity, have higher teenage pregnancy rates, exhibit lower academic achievement, and suffer
from a host of other social problems that are much less common among children who do not
grow up poor. The poverty that the children of  immigrants experience today is likely to have
long-term consequences for them and our nation.

Implications for Immigrant and Immigration Policy. In addition to the impact on Ameri-
can society in general, looking at poverty among immigrants is also important because it is one
way of  evaluating the consequences of  current immigration policy. It also gives us a good idea
of how immigrants admitted in the future are likely to fare if current policy remains in place.
This is particularly important because, without a change in immigration policy, 10 million new
immigrants likely will settle permanently in the United States in just the next decade. The
success, or lack thereof, of past immigrants is probably the best means we have of predicting
how tomorrow’s immigrants will do if  the same selection criteria continue to be used.

In addition to immigration policy, which is concerned with who may come and how
many, there is immigrant policy, which deals with how we treat the foreign-born living in the
United States. Looking at poverty among immigrants is necessary, whatever immigration policy
is adopted in the future, because a large percentage of immigrants and their children already
here are living in poverty. Our immigrant policy as well as our anti-poverty efforts must take
into account this new reality.

What’s Different About Poverty Caused by Immigration? In any discussion of poverty
resulting from immigration, it is important to remember that immigration is a discretionary
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policy of  the federal government. The federal government determines the size, growth, and
characteristics of the foreign-born population by setting the level of legal immigration and by
the amount of resources it devotes to controlling illegal immigration. While the government
can certainly do things to ameliorate poverty caused by such factors as changes in family
structures or the economy, these things are complex social phenomena and are not the direct
result of  a specific federal policy. In contrast, the poverty that results from immigration is
avoidable in a way that is not the case for poverty caused by domestic conditions.

Data Sources and Methods
Data Sources. The data in this study come primarily from the 1980 and 1990 censuses and the
March 1998 Current Population Survey (CPS). The censuses and the CPS are used because
they are the best sources of  information on persons born outside of  the United States —
referred to as foreign-born by the Census Bureau. For the purposes of  this report, foreign-
born and immigrant are used synonymously.

Methods. The CPS and censuses ask respondents about their income for the previous year.
Therefore, as is the case with poverty statistics published by the government, the figures in this
analysis from the March 1998 CPS are for 1997 and the figures from the 1980 and 1990
censuses are for 1979 and 1989 respectively. This report examines poverty for persons living in
immigrant- and native-headed households. For the purposes of  this report, a household is
defined in the following manner: Individuals related to the household head by blood, mar-
riage, or adoption, regardless of  their own nativity, are considered to be in an immigrant or
native household based on whether the head of the household is an immigrant or a native.
Individuals unrelated to the head are considered immigrant or native based on their own
nativity. Defined in this way, 92.2 percent of  the people living in immigrant-headed households
were immigrants themselves (67.4 percent) or the native-born child under age 21 (24.8 per-
cent) of an immigrant father or mother in 1998. Therefore, this approach primarily measures
poverty for immigrants and their children. Since a child’s standard of  living is a function of  his
or her parents’ income, this method captures the full effect of immigration on the incidence of
poverty in the United States.

Policy Implications
Knowing that our immigration policy is causing poverty to grow significantly does not tell us
what we should do about this situation. The negative implications for immigrants and their
children and society in general make it clear that we cannot continue to ignore this problem.
Two sets of  policy options should be implemented to deal with this problem. First, immigra-
tion policy should be changed with the intent of reducing the flow of immigrants likely to end
up in poverty. As has already been pointed out, without a change in immigration policy, an
estimated 10 million new immigrants will arrive in just the next decade. A large percentage of
these immigrants and their young children will end up in or near poverty if we continue to
select immigrants in the same manner as in the past. The second set of policy options to deal
with this problem would involve the development and implementation of policies that ad-
dress the needs of immigrant households already here. This would have to be done in the
context of existing anti-poverty programs and with the intent of meeting the specific needs of
immigrant households in poverty.

Changing Legal Immigration Policy. Because low educational attainment is one of  the
primary reasons for the high poverty rate associated with immigrants, selecting a larger pro-
portion of immigrants based on their skills would reduce poverty among immigrants who
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arrive in the future. In most years, 65 to 70 percent of visas are allotted to the family members
of  U.S. citizens and Lawful Permanent Residents (LPRs). By limiting which relatives are eligible
for admission, the number of immigrants who are admitted without regard to their skills or
ability to compete in the modern American economy could be reduced. The Commission on
Immigration Reform chaired by the late Barbara Jordan suggested limiting family immigra-
tion to the spouses, minor children, and parents of citizens and the spouses and minor children
of  LPRs. This would eliminate the preferences now in the law for the siblings and adult
children (over age 21) of  citizens and LPRs. The preference for the spouses and children of
non-citizens should also probably be eliminated, since these provisions apply to family mem-
bers acquired after the alien has received a green card, but before he or she has become a
citizen. If  the parents of  citizens were also eliminated as a category, family immigration would
be lowered to roughly 300,000 per year, and the number would likely fall to 200,000 in a few
years.

Humanitarian immigration should also undergo some changes. A greater effort should
be made to limit asylum and refugee status to those who are genuinely in need of  permanent
resettlement because of political persecution or a well-founded fear of persecution. The ex-
pansion of  asylum grounds to groups not originally intended is likely to undermine public
support for this small but needed category of admission. Abuse of the asylum law also en-
courages illegal immigration by allowing those who make it into the United States to claim
asylum on specious grounds in an effort to forestall deportation. As for refugees, the system
must continue to remain flexible and in some years it may need to expand well beyond the
50,000 originally intended by the Refugee Act of 1980. Limiting resettlement to 50,000, how-
ever, would still allow the United States to take in all of  the persons identified by the U.N. High
Commissioner for Refugees as needing permanent resettlement. The Jordan Commission also
suggested eliminating the visa lottery. While the lottery represents only 6 to 8 percent of  the
legal immigrant flow, it makes little sense to admit immigrants based on luck. Restricting family
immigration to only the spouses and minor children of  U.S. Citizens, rationalizing humanitar-
ian immigration, and ending the lottery would significantly reduce the number of legal immi-
grants admitted each year without regard to their ability to compete in the U.S. economy. This
would ensure that immigration does not continue to cause a substantial increase in poverty into
the indefinite future.

Reducing Illegal Immigration. While the overwhelming majority of people in poverty
living in immigrant households are legal immigrants or the U.S.-born children of  immigrants,
reducing illegal immigration would still be helpful because illegal immigrants tend to be very
low-skilled. Among those who study the issue, there is broad agreement that cutting off illegal
aliens from jobs offers the best hope of reducing illegal immigration. There are three steps that
are needed to make worksite enforcement more effective. First, a national computerized sys-
tem that allows employers to quickly verify that persons are legally entitled to work in the
United States needs to be implemented. Tests of  such systems have generally been well re-
ceived by employers. Second, the INS must significantly increase worksite enforcement efforts.
Congress has repeatedly failed to increase funding for enforcement, even though the INS
continues to ask for more agents. Third, despite increases in funding over the last few years
more could be done at the border. Controlling the border with Mexico would require perhaps
20,000 agents and the development of  a system of  formidable fences and other barriers.

The cuts in legal immigration proposed earlier would also go a long way toward
reducing illegal immigration in the long run because the current system creates a strong incen-
tive to come illegally. There are approximately 4 million people qualified for immigration to
the United States but who are waiting their turn to receive the limited number of visas available
each year in the various family categories. Such a system encourages those who have been
selected, but have to wait, to simply come to the United States and settle illegally in anticipation
of the day their visa is issued. Eliminating the sibling and adult children categories would
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alleviate this situation by doing away with the huge waiting lists. Cutting legal immigration
would also be very helpful in controlling illegal immigration because communities of recent
immigrants serve as magnets for illegal immigration, providing housing, jobs, and entree to
America for illegal aliens. The changes in legal and illegal immigration policy outlined above
would, after a few years, restore immigration levels to their historical average of about 300,000
to 400,000 annually. Even with these changes, however, the United States would continue to
accept more than twice as many immigrants as any other country.

Reducing Poverty Among Immigrants Already in the Country. While decreasing the
number of less-skilled legal and illegal immigrants would ensure that fewer immigrants admit-
ted in the future end up in poverty, it would not lift immigrants and their children already in the
country out of  poverty. The most direct way to reduce poverty for immigrants is to increase
the dollar value of  means-tested cash programs designed to assist persons in or near poverty.
The primary disadvantage of this approach is the cost. Expenditures on means-tested cash
assistance programs total $86 billion a year. The fiscal costs associated with a dramatic increase
in spending on cash assistance programs creates political obstacles that seem insurmountable at
present. While increases in such programs seem unlikely, it may be possible to further restore
immigrant eligibility for welfare programs beyond what has already been done. However,
further restoration of  benefits to immigrants that were cut as part of  welfare reform should
be done as a matter of  fairness. It should not be seen as a way of  significantly reducing
immigrant poverty because, as already noted, welfare reform did not increase immigrant-
related poverty.

Because one has to work to receive benefits, the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) is
one means-tested income transfer program that has considerable political support. Increasing
the value of this program would certainly be helpful to the nearly 5 million persons who are
poor and live in an immigrant household where at least one person works. Of  course, this
program is also costly — $22 billion annually. Moreover, the EITC would not help the 2.7
million persons living in immigrant households where no one works.

Another area where new initiatives may be possible is job retraining, which also tends
to be more popular than income redistribution. Since the low skill level associated with immi-
grants is one of  the primary reasons so many are in poverty, increasing their ability to compete
in the labor market would certainly help reduce their poverty rates. Ideally, new programs
specifically designed to help immigrants adjust to life in their new country should also be
developed. This may include adult English-language instruction and new efforts to make im-
migrants better able to access both the U.S. job market and services available from govern-
ment and private sources.

Reducing the flow of less-skilled immigrants who enter each year would also have the
desirable effect of reducing job competition between more established immigrants and new
arrivals for low-wage jobs. Reducing the supply of  this kind of  labor would create upward
pressure on wages and benefits for the working poor, including immigrants already in the
country. Over time this should reduce poverty among immigrants who work.

Conclusion
The findings of this study indicate that poverty in America is increasingly being driven by
immigration policy. With immigrant households now accounting for more than one-fifth of
the poor, and one-fourth of  child poverty, immigration policy should become an integral part
of any discussion of poverty in America. In fact, it is not too much to say that an understand-
ing of immigration has become essential to understanding the cause of poverty in America.
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Why Has This Problem Largely Been Ignored? Part of the reason immigrant-related
poverty has not attracted the attention it should is that until relatively recently immigrants and
their children did not account for a large proportion of  the poor. Policy makers and research-
ers concerned about poverty have generally focused on other issues such as wages for less-
skilled workers, changing family structure, discrimination, and the level of government ben-
efits. Moreover, immigrants are not politically influential. Many are not citizens and therefore
cannot vote or afford to make campaign contributions. Also, as already mentioned, immigra-
tion is a discretionary policy of  federal government. Elected officials in Washington may be
reluctant to call attention to the fact that they have either supported — or at least not opposed
— policies that have led to enormous growth in the poor population.

Another reason the dramatic growth in immigrant-related poverty largely has been
ignored stems from the dual role immigrant advocates often play. Most are also advocates for
the current high level of immigration. These advocacy groups may be hesitant to call attention
to immigrant-related poverty because to do so would highlight a fundamental problem with
the very policy they work so hard to keep in place. Costly new income support programs and
efforts to increase the skills of immigrants so they can better compete in the labor market
would undermine one of  the arguments most often made by supporters of  high immigration,
namely that it is an economic and fiscal benefit to the country. In a very real sense, there is a
conflict of interest between being an advocate for immigrants and being an advocate for mass
immigration. As a result, those who are supposed to speak for immigrants do not call for the
kind of large-scale effort needed to help the millions of immigrants and their children who
languish in poverty.

Immigrant Poverty Cannot Be Ignored. While some may be tempted to ignore immi-
grant-related poverty at a time of  relative prosperity, this seems very unwise. In just the last
eight years the size of the poor population increased by three million as a direct result of the
growth in poverty among persons in immigrant households. If  current trends continue, by the
end of the next decade, 11 million people residing in immigrant households will live in pov-
erty, accounting for perhaps 30 percent of  the nation’s total poor. The implications of  this
situation for the immigrants themselves, their children, and American society in general must be
acknowledged eventually. If  we wish to continue to admit the vast majority of  immigrants
without regard to their skills or ability to compete in the U.S. labor market, then new programs
must be developed to deal with the poverty that will inevitably result from such a system. To
do otherwise is not in the best interests of either the United States or the immigrants
themselves.
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Introduction

In the past, examinations of poverty in the United States have typically focused on how
broad economic and societal trends and social welfare policy affect either the size of the
poor1 population or the socio-demographic characteristics of  those in poverty. Little ef-

fort has been made to evaluate the impact of immigration policy on the incidence of poverty
in the United States. This report looks at the composition of  persons living in poverty in 1979,
1989, and 1997. The findings indicate that despite a strong economy over much of this period
and a slight decline in the poverty rate for persons in households headed by the native-born,
the poverty rate of persons in immigrant households has remained high and has actually in-
creased significantly in the last two decades. As a result, most of  the increase in poverty in
America in the last two decades was caused by immigration.

Trends in National Poverty Rate. Since an official poverty level was established in the early
1960s, the nation’s poverty rate has witnessed several trends. After falling sharply in the 1960s
and the first few years of the 1970s, the national poverty rate stabilized at around 11 or 12
percent though the 1970s. In the early 1980s the poverty rate began to rise, and despite strong
economic growth in most of the 1980s and 1990s it has remained somewhat higher ever since
(Dalaker and Naifeh, 1998). A number of authors have explored the reasons for changes in
the nation’s poverty rate and size of  the poverty population (Harrison and Bluestone, 1988;
Blank 1991; Hanratty and Blank, 1992; Devine and Wright, 1993; Mishel, Bernstein, and Schmitt
1999). Trends in the country’s poverty rate have generally been attributed to short-term eco-
nomic conditions associated with the business cycle and the unemployment rate, long-term
macroeconomic changes such as deindustrialization, shifts to family types that are more vulner-
able to being in poverty, and government policy such as the real value of  the minimum wage
and the level of  Social Security benefits. Although the level of  immigration is also a federal
policy not unlike the value of the minimum wage, researchers generally have not examined its
effect on the number of  people in poverty or the nation’s overall poverty rate.

 Recent Trends in Immigration. Partly as a result of  changes made in immigration law in the
mid-1960s, as well as subsequent changes, the level of immigration has been rising steadily for
the last three decades. At present, between 800,000 and 900,000 legal immigrants and an
estimated 420,000 illegal immigrants settle permanently in the country each year (1996 Statistical
Yearbook of  the Immigration and Naturalization Service, 1997). As a result, the immigrant population
has grown rapidly, almost tripling in number from 9.6 million in 1970 to 26.3 million in 1998;
and these numbers do not include the U.S.-born children of  recent immigrants. As the level of
immigration has increased over the last three decades, the education level of immigrants in
comparison to natives has declined significantly (Borjas 1994; Edmonston and Smith, 1997).
This decline has prompted some to worry that immigrants may be falling behind natives
economically. One of  the most worrisome consequences of  the relative decline in immigrant
skills is that a growing percentage may end up in poverty.

Purpose of  Research. This analysis has two primary goals. The first is to examine the direct
effect immigration has on the size and growth of poverty at the national, regional, state, and
local level using the most recent data available. Second, in order to better understand the causes
of  immigrant poverty the study also provides detailed information on the socio-demographic
characteristics of persons in poverty based on whether they reside in a native- or immigrant-
headed household.  It is our hope that this study will provide policymakers, researchers, and
others interested in the immigration debate with valuable information on the critical question
of  poverty associated with immigrants.
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How is Poverty Defined? There are, of course, many possible definitions of poverty and
what it means to be poor. The official definition of  poverty, however, and the one used in this
study was developed by the Social Security Administration in 1964. While there have been
some minor changes over the years, persons are considered in poverty if the family in which
they reside has pre-tax cash income below an officially determined threshold. Families are
defined as a group of people related by marriage or blood living in the same housing unit.2
Persons living by themselves or with persons to whom they are unrelated are in effect their
own family and their poverty status is calculated based on their individual income. Poverty
status is not determined for persons who are institutionalized. A household consists of  all
persons living in a housing unit such as an apartment or house. Although most households
consist of  only one family, there can be more than one family living in the same household. The
household head or householder is selected as a reference person and is typically the owner of
the property or the person whose name is on the lease. The relationship of the head to other
persons in the household is recorded by the Census Bureau.

The poverty threshold or line was originally based on the dollar value that a family
would need over the course of  a year, given its size, to purchase the Agriculture Department’s
“emergency temporary low budget diet.” The poverty threshold was then calculated by mul-
tiplying this value by three based on the assumption that the average family spends about a
third of its income on food. Some allowance is also made for the age of the household head
and the number of  children in the family. In 1964, the poverty threshold for the typical family
of  four was $3,169 a year. Subsequently, the poverty line has been adjusted upward based on
the Consumer Price Index. By March of 1998 the threshold for a typical family of four was
$16,400. This study relies only on the official definition of  poverty. No adjustments of  any
kind are made to the data.3

Why Care About Poverty Caused by Immigration?
Impact on the Poor Already Here. One may reasonably ask whether it matters what pro-
portion of  persons in immigrant households, or even in native households, live in poverty.
What effect, if  any, does a higher national or local poverty rate have on the quality of  life in a
community or the country as a whole, especially for the majority of the population who are
not poor? In addition to altruism, there are a number of very practical reasons to be con-
cerned about poverty in America and the role that immigration policy may be playing in its
perpetuation and growth. Probably the most obvious reason for concern is the impact on the
poor already here, both native and immigrant. The cost of anti-poverty programs depends in
large part on the number of  people who are eligible to receive benefits and services. If  immi-
gration increases the number of people who are in need of assistance, then the total cost of
means-tested programs must grow accordingly. Increasing the total cost of  anti-poverty pro-
grams can only reduce political support for programs that are often already unpopular. Alter-
nately, if  government outlays on programs for the poor are kept constant, then the benefit
level or services provided to each recipient must be reduced so that overall costs remain the
same. This too is clearly not in the interest of  American’s poor. In addition to means-tested
programs, other services may also be strained by increasing the size of  the poor population.
Many school systems that serve large numbers of  low-income or at-risk students may be
overwhelmed by the arrival of  large numbers of  children from poor immigrant families. A
large increase in the size of the poor population may also strain the resources of non-govern-
mental institutions, such as charities which serve low-income populations. Therefore, if  one is
concerned about the poor already here, increasing the number of people below or near pov-
erty through immigration is clearly counter-productive.
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Effect on the Tax Base. Probably the most self-interested reason to be concerned about
increasing poverty through immigration is its effect on public coffers.  As is the case in all
Western industrial democracies, each individual on average must be able to pay a good deal in
taxes to cover his use of  public services. In the United States, expenditures by federal, state,
and local governments now account for roughly one-third of  GDP.  Because of  the progres-
sive nature of most income taxes, families with incomes below the poverty line pay very little
in federal, state, and local income taxes. Of  course, the poor do pay some taxes such as real-
estate (directly as owners or indirectly through their rent) and sales taxes. However, commen-
surate with their very low income, the amount of non-income taxes generated by persons
living in poverty is also very low. In addition to very low tax contributions, the poor are the
primary beneficiaries of  means-tested programs such as Temporary Assistance to Needy Fami-
lies, Supplemental Security Income, Food Stamps, and subsidized housing. In short, there is no
question that persons living in poverty, almost without exception, are a net fiscal drain.4 There-
fore, if immigration increases the size of the poor population, then it is very likely that there
will be a negative effect on public coffers. This is especially true in cities and states where large
number of poor immigrant households are concentrated.

Impact on Societal Stability. In addition to the effect on the poor already here and taxpay-
ers, there are more subtle but perhaps equally important reasons to be concerned about the
size of  the poor population. While many factors contribute to the general stability of  society,
the distribution of  income clearly matters. As the well-known political scientist Seymour Mar-
tin Lipset (1959) has pointed out, democracy can only really work in societies that are not beset
by widespread poverty and deprivation. Not surprisingly, recent scholarship has found a strong
correlation between the level of  wealth and income enjoyed by society’s members and demo-
cratic stability (Rueschmeyer, Stevens, and Stevens, 1992; Gasiorowski and Power, 1998). Uslaner
(1999) has found that the level of income inequality has an impact on how people view one
another: with more poverty comes less trust and a greater suspicion of  others. In addition to
social science research, common sense suggests that greater disparities in income create greater
social distance between society’s members and thus will have a negative impact on political and
social harmony.

Exacerbation of Social and Economic Problems. A variety of societal problems are
closely linked to poverty. It is well established that children who grow up in poverty are more
likely to be involved in illicit activity, have higher teenage pregnancy rates, exhibit lower aca-
demic achievement, and suffer from a host of other social problems than are children who do
not grow up in poverty (Devine and White, 1993). The size of the poor population may also
have important implications for the overall competitiveness of  the American economy. Not
only because of the added tax burden it brings, but also because immigrants earning poverty
level wages clearly do not have the kind of skills necessary to compete in an increasingly global
marketplace.

Implications for Immigrant and Immigration Policy. In addition to the impact on Ameri-
can society in general, looking at poverty among immigrants is also important because it is one
way of  evaluating the consequences of  current immigration policy. It also gives us a good idea
of how immigrants admitted in the future are likely to do in the United States if immigration
policy remains unchanged. Very high poverty rates imply that a significant proportion of
immigrants are unable to succeed in the modern American economy. This is particularly im-
portant because without a change in immigration policy, 10 million new immigrants will likely
settle permanently in the country in just the next decade. Of  course, the poverty rate for
immigrant households does not tell us exactly how those admitted in the future will fare.
However, looking at past immigrants is probably the best means we have of predicting how
tomorrow’s immigrants will do if  the same selection criteria continue to be used.



16

Center for Immigration Studies

In addition to immigration policy, which is concerned with who may come and how
many, there is immigrant policy, which deals with how we treat the foreign-born living in United
States. Looking at poverty among immigrants is helpful because if  a large percentage of
immigrants and their children already here are in poverty we need to deal with this problem in
a constructive manner, whatever immigration policy is adopted in the future. Such things as
English language instruction, income transfer programs, and job training specifically targeted at
immigrants represent the kinds of immigrant policies that may be needed in order to lift
immigrants out of  poverty. At the very least, if  immigrants and their children comprise a large
share of the poor, our anti-poverty efforts as well as research on poverty must take this new
reality into account.

Methods and Data
Definitions and Data Sources. The data in this study come primarily from the 5 percent
public use sample of  the 1990 Census5, and the March 1998 Current Population Survey (CPS).
While the primary emphasis of this study is on the 1990s, a sample drawn from the 1980
Census is also used to provide historical perspective.6 The Census and CPS are used because
they are the best sources of  information on persons born outside of  the United States —
referred to as foreign-born by the Census Bureau. Persons not born in the United States, one
of  its outlying territories or to U.S. parents living abroad are foreign-born. All persons born in
the United States, including the children of  illegal aliens, are natives. For the purposes of  this
report, foreign-born and immigrant are used synonymously. As already described above, indi-
vidual poverty status is determined based on yearly income. The March CPS and Census ask
respondents about their income in the preceding year. Therefore, as is the case with statistics
published by the government, the poverty figures in this study from the March 1998 CPS are
for 1997 and the figures from the 1980 and 1990 Censuses are for 1979 and 1989 respectively.

This study examines poverty for persons living in immigrant- and native-headed house-
holds. Individuals related to the household head by blood, marriage or adoption, regardless of
their own nativity, are considered to be in an immigrant or native household based on whether
the household head is an immigrant or a native. Individuals unrelated to the head are consid-
ered immigrant or native based on their own nativity.  For example, a foreign-born live-in
house keeper working in a native-headed household is treated as an immigrant. Households
are defined in this way so that they more accurately reflect the kind of sharing of income that
likely occurs among members of a household. Its worth noting that individuals unrelated to
the household head comprise less than 4 percent of the population for whom poverty status
is determined, therefore their allocation to immigrant or native households does not substan-
tially affect the results.7

Composition of  Immigrant Households. Defined in this way, 92.2 percent of  the people
living in immigrant-headed households were immigrants themselves (67.4 percent) or the na-
tive-born child under age 21 (24.8 percent) of an immigrant father or mother in 1998. In
households headed by immigrants who arrived after 1970, 95.4 percent of the people are
either immigrants or their U.S.-born children under 21. Therefore, this approach primarily
measures poverty for immigrants and their young children. Since a child’s standard of  living is
a function of his parents’ income, this method captures the full effect of immigration on the
incidence of  poverty in the United States. For the remainder of  this study the terms “immi-
grant-related” and “immigrant-associated” refer to persons living in immigrant households.
Country of origin and year of entry for immigrant households are based on the responses of
the household head.
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Figure 1. The poverty rate for persons in
immigrant households has grown dramatically since1979.
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Findings
Growing Poverty for Persons in Immigrant Households. Figure 1 shows the growing
poverty rate for persons in immigrant households between 1979 and 1997. The first bar in
each year shows the percentage of  natives who are in poverty. The second bar shows the
percentage of  persons living in immigrant households in poverty. Figure 1 indicates that while
the poverty rate for natives has actually fallen slightly over the 18-year period, the poverty rate
for persons living in immigrant households has increased 41 percent from 15.5 to 21.8 percent.
The difference or gap between the poverty rates of persons in native and immigrant house-
holds has grown even more dramatically. In 1979, persons living in immigrant households
were 28 percent more likely to live in poverty than those living in native headed households. By
1990, they were 52 percent more likely and by 1997 persons living in immigrant households
were 82 percent more likely to be in poverty than persons living in native households. Clearly,
as the level of immigration to the United States has increased in the last two decades, the
poverty rate associated with immigrants has grown dramatically.
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Intensity of  Immigrant Poverty. While the poverty for persons in immigrant households
has increased substantially in the last 18 years, Figure 1 may be somewhat misleading. Like any
measure, the poverty line is somewhat arbitrary. It is possible that persons in immigrant house-
holds who live below the poverty line have higher incomes than their counterparts in native
households. The income deficit (the difference in dollars between a family’s income and its
poverty threshold) is commonly used to measure the intensity of  poverty. In 1997, the average
income deficit for families in poverty in immigrant-headed households was $6,931, somewhat
higher than the $6,517 for families in native households.8 Therefore, it appears that immigrant-
related poverty is more intense than poverty associated with natives.

Immigrant Households More Likely to be Near Poor. The income of  such persons
places them above the official poverty threshold, but they are still quite poor by American
standards It is possible that persons in immigrant households, while more likely to be in pov-
erty, are less likely to have incomes just over the poverty line. This, however, does not appear
to be the case. In 1997, 13.4 percent of persons in immigrant households had incomes that
were between 100 and 150 percent of the poverty threshold, much higher than the 8.6 percent
for persons in native households. Combining this high rate of  near poverty with their high
poverty rate means that 35.2 percent, or 12.4 million persons, in immigrant households live
below or near the poverty line. The corresponding figure for natives is 20.6 percent. Like the
income deficit associated with immigrants, the near-poverty rate for immigrants indicates that
Figure 1 does not overstate immigrant-related poverty. If  anything, it understates the size and
scope of the problem.

Welfare Reform Is Not to Blame. In 1996, concern over immigrant use of  means-tested
programs led Congress to reduce welfare eligibility for some immigrants as part of a general
overhaul of the welfare system. In particular, Congress made some recent non-refugee immi-
grants ineligible to receive several federally funded programs, including SSI, AFDC/TANF,
and food stamps, until they had been in the country for a certain period of time. While in-kind
benefits such as food stamps are not included in poverty calculations, cash assistance programs
like SSI and AFDC/TANF are considered income and are included. Therefore, it is possible
that reduced access to these two programs increased the poverty rate for immigrants and their
children. At least so far, however, the available evidence suggests that welfare reform is not
responsible for the rise in the poverty rate for persons in immigrant households. Figure 1
shows that the rise is a long-term trend that began well before the enactment of  welfare
reform in 1996. Between 1979 and 1989, poverty increased for persons in immigrant house-
holds from 15.5 to18.8 percent and the gap between immigrants and natives increased from
3.4 to 6.4 percentage points. The second reason to think that welfare reform did not increase
immigrant-related poverty is that, since its enactment, poverty has actually declined slightly for
persons in immigrant households. More important, the gap between persons in immigrant
households and native households has actually narrowed somewhat since 1995. In 1995, the
difference between the poverty rate for persons in immigrant and native households was 11.5
percentage points, larger than the nearly 9.8 percentage point gap in 1997.9 If  welfare reform
had increased the poverty rate for persons in immigrant households, then there should have
been some jump in immigrant-related poverty, especially in comparison to natives. The lessen-
ing of  the gap between immigrants and natives makes it very unlikely that welfare reform is
responsible for any of the rise in immigrant-related poverty found in Figure 1.

The third reason to doubt that welfare reform played a role in increasing poverty for
persons in immigrant households is that although Congress changed welfare eligibility require-
ments for some immigrants, most immigrants remain eligible to receive welfare benefits.
Moreover, Congress has restored welfare benefits to a significant portion of immigrants who
lost their eligibility in 1996, and most state governments have used their own funds to provide
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ineligible immigrants with some welfare coverage. In addition, immigrants who cannot receive
benefits themselves are still able to receive benefits on behalf  of  their U.S.-born children.
Based on the March 1998 CPS, immigrant welfare use remains much higher than that of
natives. In 1998, use of  AFDC/TANF, state-funded general assistant programs, and SSI was
between 29 percent and 40 percent higher for households headed by immigrants than those
headed by a native (Camarota, 1999). Thus, despite welfare reform, immigrants continue to be
heavy users of the welfare system. Overall, the available evidence indicates that the growth in
poverty associated with immigrants was not caused by changes in welfare eligibility. The rise
began well before 1996 and there has been no significant jump in immigrant poverty since
welfare reform was enacted. This is true both in absolute terms and relative to persons in
native households.

Of  course, the fact that welfare reform did not increase poverty for persons in immi-
grant households does not mean that Congress was right to curtail welfare eligibility for immi-
grants. As we will see, the low level of  educational attainment of  many immigrants, along with
other socio-demographic characteristics, indicates that they need access to the welfare system
even more than do natives. While it may make little sense to have an immigration policy that
admits large numbers of people who need means-tested programs, cutting welfare benefits to
immigrants after they have already been allowed into the country seems neither fair nor wise.
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Figure 2. The total poor population accounted for by persons
in immigrant households has grown dramatically since 1979.

Persons in Immigrant Households as a
Percentage of the Total Poor Population

Number of Persons in Immigrant Households In Poverty
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An Increasing Percentage of  the Total Poor Population. Reflecting the growth in the
number of people living in immigrant households along with their rising poverty rate in the
1980s and 1990s, persons in immigrant households account for a growing share of the total
poor. The first bar in Figure 2 reports the number of  people in immigrant households who
live in poverty. Between 1979 and 1997 this number increased from 2.7 million to 7.7 million
— a 185 percent increase. This enormous growth is striking because over the same period the
total number of people in immigrant households increased only 104 percent, from 17.3 mil-
lion to 35.3 million. Thus, immigrant-related poverty grew almost twice as fast as the total
population living in immigrant households. The immigrant share of  the total poor population
has also grown dramatically in the last 18 years. The second bar in Figure 2 shows the propor-
tion of  all persons in poverty who live in immigrant households. In 1979, persons living in
immigrant households accounted for 9.7 percent of the total poor population. By 1989 they
were 14.8 percent of the total poverty population and by 1997 individuals in immigrant house-
holds accounted for 21.6 percent of  all persons living in poverty in the United States. Put
another way, more than one out of  five persons in poverty now lives in an immigrant house-
hold, whereas in 1979 the figure was less than one in 10.

Illegal Aliens. While Figure 2 shows that persons in immigrant households make up a large
and growing share of  the poor, it does not provide information about the immigration status
of  those in poverty. It is possible that illegal aliens (also called undocumented or unauthorized
immigrants) account for a large percentage of  immigrant-related poverty. Knowing the legal
status of  immigrants in poverty may be important because it provides useful information
about the extent to which immigrant poverty is explained by the presence of  illegal aliens.
While it is impossible to definitely identify illegal aliens in the Census or CPS, it is possible to
estimate their number and their poverty rate.  Based on research by Clark and Passel (1998)
and Warren (1999), it can be  assumed that there were approximately 4.8 million illegal aliens
counted in the March 1998 CPS.10   To estimate the poverty rate for these illegal aliens it is
possible to use persons with demographic characteristics that are thought to be similar to those
of  illegal aliens. This study uses non-citizen immigrants, without a college education and under
age 65 from Mexico, the Caribbean, and Central America who arrived between 1984 and
1998 as roughly representative of  illegal immigrants. In the March 1998 CPS, the poverty rate
for these individuals was very high (36.5 percent) and 98.7 percent lived in immigrant-headed
households. If  illegal aliens have the same poverty rate and distribution across households as
this surrogate population, then 1,729,000 of the 7,686,000 persons in poverty living in immi-
grant households are illegal aliens. This means that in 1997, 22.5 percent of  the persons living in
poverty in immigrant households were illegal aliens. Alternately, 77.5 percent of  immigrant-
related poverty is accounted for by legal immigrants or the U.S.-born children of  immigrants.
Since illegal aliens account for less than a quarter of  immigrant-related poverty, it is clear that
the presence of illegal aliens does not explain the high poverty rate for persons in immigrant
households.11

The rough estimates provided above probably overstate the impact of illegal immi-
gration for two reasons. First, defining who is an illegal alien is not as straightforward as it
might seem. A large percentage of  those in the country “illegally” actually have the permission
of the federal government. Many are asylum applicants awaiting the outcome of their petition
to stay in the country. Others enjoy Temporary Protected Status (TPS) because, although they
do not qualify for asylum, the federal government will not deport them or require them to
leave because it is thought conditions in their home countries are such that they cannot return.
In addition, there are several hundred thousand persons who are the spouses and children of
amnesty beneficiaries from the 1980s who are also allowed to stay in the country. If  these
“semi-legal” immigrants are excluded, then illegal aliens would account for an even smaller
share of  immigrant-related poverty.
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In
Poverty

2,682
1,391
1,291

-
-

1,291

24,850

27,532

Total
Pop.

17,265
11,659
5,606

-
-

5,606

204,621

221,886

Poverty
Rate

15.5
12.0
23.0

-
-

23.0

12.1

12.4

Table 1. Poverty Statistics for Persons Residing
in Immigrant and Native Households by Year of Entry (in thousands)

Immigrant
   Pre-19701

   1970s2

   1980s3

   1990s
   Recent4

Native

Total

1979

1In 1979, the poverty rate for 1960s households was 16.0 percent. Households headed by immigrants who arrived
prior to 1960 had a poverty rate of 9.8 percent.
2Figures for the 1970s dervived from the 1980 Census include some immigrants who arived in the first few months of
1980.
3Figures for the 1980s derived from the 1990 Census include some immigrants who arrived in the first few months of
1990.
4Ten years prior to survey. For 1997, the figures for recent immigration are for 1988 through 1998.

In
Poverty

4,668
919

1,376
2,373

-
2,373

26,912

31,579

Total
Pop.

24,889
8,960
7,530
8,400

-
8,400

216,508

241,397

Poverty
Rate

18.8
10.3
18.3
28.3

-
28.3

12.4

13.1

1989
In

Poverty

7,686
778

1,310
3,085
2,513
3,140

27,897

35,582

Total
Pop.

35,255
6,804
8,138

12,129
8,184

10,736

233,234

268,489

Poverty
Rate

21.8
11.4
16.1
25.4
30.7
29.2

12.0

13.3

1997

Second, it is also worth noting that many illegal aliens come to the United States to join
friends and family members who are legal residents. Communities of  recent legal immigrants
serve as magnets for illegal immigration by providing housing, jobs and entree to America.
Additionally, about one out of  four legal immigrants who receive green cards in any given year
are in fact illegal aliens already living here (INS press release, January 1999). Thus, it is probably
more accurate to view illegal immigration as a direct consequence of large scale legal immigra-
tion and not as a distinct phenomenon that should be thought of  separately.

Change Over Time in Immigrant-Related Poverty
Poverty by Year of  Entry. Table 1 provides the numbers which are the basis for Figures 1
and 2. It also provides more detailed information for persons living in immigrant households
based on the year of entry of the household head. Looking at poverty by entering cohort is
useful because it is one of  the best ways to determine the progress of  immigrants over time.
Table 1 shows that as immigrants become more familiar with their new country, their poverty
rate falls. In 1979, for example, the poverty rate for persons living in households headed by an
immigrant who arrived in the 1970s was 23.0 percent. By 1989 the poverty rate for this group
had declined to 18.3 percent and by 1997 the poverty rate for 1970s immigrant households
was 16.1 percent. However, the data also show that it takes a long time for immigrant poverty
rates to match those of  natives. In 1997, for example, the poverty rate for persons in 1970s
households was still four percentage points, or 34 percent, higher than that of  natives. Thus,
even though the heads of these households have been in the country for at least 18 years by
1997, and in most cases much longer, their poverty rates remain significantly higher than that
of  persons in native households.12

Table 1 also shows that the poverty rate for recent immigrant has increased over the
last 18 years.  Recent households are defined as those headed by an immigrants who arrived in
the 10 years preceding the survey. In 1979, the poverty rate for persons in recent immigrant
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households was 23.0 percent. In 1989 it had grown to 28.3 percent, and by 1997 it had
increased still further to 29.2 percent. The increase in poverty rates of recent immigrants in the
last two decades is somewhat surprising in light of the strength of American economy for
most of  1980s and 1990s. All other things being equal, low unemployment and strong de-
mand for labor should have reduced poverty rates for new arrivals in comparison to the more
difficult economic situation of  the 1970s. What these results suggest is that, despite generally
favorable economic conditions, a growing share of new arrivals simply do not possess the
skills necessary to compete in the U.S. economy. As a result, a growing proportion end up
poor.

Rise in Poverty Not Cause by Recency of  Immigrants. One possible cause for an increase
in the poverty rate for persons in immigrant households may be that new arrivals make up a
growing share of  the total population living in immigrant households. Since they generally have
higher poverty rates, the rise in immigrant-related poverty may simply be a statistical artifact
caused by the fact that households headed by new immigrants make up a larger share of the
total population living in immigrant households. However, this is not the case. In fact, new
arrivals actually declined slightly as a share of the total population living in immigrant house-
holds between 1979 and 1997. In 1979, households headed by immigrants who arrived in the
10 years prior to the survey comprised 32.5 percent of  all persons living in immigrant house-
holds. By 1989 it had increased only slightly to 33.8 percent, but by 1997 recent households had
fallen to only 30.5 percent of  all persons living in immigrant households. It is clear, then, that
the increase in immigrant-related poverty was not caused by a significant change in the propor-
tion of  the total population accounted for by new arrivals.

While they may not account for a growing share of the total population living in
immigrant households, the increasing poverty rate for new arrivals does have significant long-
term consequences for the overall poverty rate of  persons in immigrant households. Because
their initial poverty rates are now so high, it will take decades for them to close the gap with
natives even if poverty falls at the same pace for these households as it did in the past. More-
over, there is evidence that the pace of  decline in immigrant-related poverty is slowing. In
1979, the poverty rate for persons in 1970s immigrant households was 23 percent. By 1989 it
had fallen 4.7 percentage points to 18.3 percent -- a 20 percent decline. In contrast, the poverty
rate of 1980s immigrants had fallen only 2.9 percentage points, or 10.3 percent, by 1997 from
28.3 percent in 1989. Of course, 1989 to 1997 is only an eight-year period and not a full
decade. It may be that the poverty rate for persons living in households headed by 1980s
immigrants will decline very rapidly in the next two years. So far, however, this appears not to
be the case.

Taken together the trends found in Table 1 indicate that there are two reasons for the
growth in poverty among persons residing in immigrant households. First, the poverty rate
among new arrivals has increased over the last 18 years. As a result, it takes much longer for
them to catch up with natives.  Second, the pace of  decline in poverty among persons living in
immigrant households has slowed. These two trends, coupled with fact that immigration is
now running at record levels, means that immigration has become a determinate factor in the
size and growth of  poverty in the United States.

Immigration Accounts for Most of the Increase in Poor Population. Between 1979 and
1989, 2 million or 53 percent of the 3.8 million increase in the number of people living in
poverty was attributable to the growth of  poverty among persons in immigrant households.
The effect of immigration is even more dramatic in the 1990s with the growth in immigrant-
related poverty accounting for three million or 75 percent of the increase in the size of the
poor population in the United States.  Persons in immigrant households now comprise such a
large share of  the poor that they have a significant impact on the nation’s overall poverty rate.
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All
Years

15.9
8.8
30.2
24.9
14.6
18.5
14.4
17.3
18.8

Pre-
1970s.

5.6
6.5
20.4
11.7
9.0
11.8
7.2
10.3
10.1

1970s

9.5
8.3
29.3
21.0
12.4
19.4
8.5
21.2
18.1

Table 2. Poverty Statistics for Persons
Residing in Immigrant and Native Households
by Region of Origin and Year of Entry (in thousands)

Region

Asia
Europe
Mexico
Central America
South America
Caribbean
Africa
All Others1

All Immigrants

1”All Others” includes Canada, North America country not reported, Bermuda, Oceania, and country not given. Since
persons in this category can be from any country, it is not possible to compare Census and CPS data .

1980s

24.9
19.4
39.4
30.6
20.2
26.1
21.1
27.7
28.0

All
Years

15.2
11.0
33.3
25.4
14.2
25.7
18.5
12.0
21.8

Pre-
1970s

7.6
8.0
20.9
14.9
4.9
10.9
17.5
13.5
11.4

1989

1980s

18.1
11.1
35.1
26.7
17.3
33.6
18.1
20.2
25.4

1990s

21.1
19.9
46.3
33.0
20.2
43.1
31.1
11.8
30.7

1997

1970s

7.7
6.5
26.5
17.2
14.2
17.0
13.9
3.2
16.1

Region

Asia
Europe
Mexico
Central America
South America
Caribbean
Africa
All Others1

All Immigrants

Natives

Poverty Rates by Year of Entry

In
Poverty

953
466

1,895
339
184
475
72
284

4,668

26,912

Total
Population

5,984
5,277
6,284
1,364
1,265
2,575
496

1,644
24,889

216,508

1989

Poverty
Rate

15.9
8.8
30.2
24.9
14.5
18.5
14.5
17.3
18.8

12.4

In
Poverty

1,386
565

3,543
612
300

1,003
124
153

7,686

27,897

Total
Population

9,108
5,126
10,651
2,410
2,106
3,910
671

1,273
35,255

233,234

1997

Poverty
Rate

15.2
11.0
33.3
25.4
14.2
25.7
18.5
12.0
21.8

12.0

For example, if  households headed by immigrants who arrived between 1990 and 1997 are
excluded, the nation’s overall poverty rate would actually have fallen from 13.1 percent in 1989
to 12.7 percent in 1997, instead of increasing to 13.3. And if all persons in immigrant house-
holds are excluded, then the nation’s poverty would have been 12 percent in 1997 or 1.3
percentage points lower, very similar to the 12.4 percent it was at the end of  the 1970s. These
numbers imply that the size of the poverty population in the United States is increasingly
determined by the nation’s immigration policy.

Poverty Rates by Regions of  Origin. Table 2 reports poverty rates by regions of  the world
and year of entry in 1989 and 1997. The table reveals that while poverty rates are higher for
immigrants from most regions of the world than for natives, there are substantial differences
among immigrant households. In 1997 for example, the poverty rate for persons in Mexican-
headed households was three times that of individuals living in households headed by Euro-
pean immigrants. The poverty rate for persons in Central American, Caribbean, and Mexican
households were all more than double that of  native households. In fact, with the exception of
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In
Poverty

2,218
1,353
353
193
319

13,441
6,750
3,782
1,720
1,190

Total
Pop.

14,802
5,944
2,915
1,946
3,997

140,632
31,790
43,931
27,307
37,603

Poverty
Rate

15.0
22.8
12.1
9.9
8.0

9.6
21.2
8.6
6.3
3.2

Table 3. Poverty Statistics for Persons 25 and Older Residing in Immi-
grant and Native Households by Educational Attainment (in thousands)

Immigrant
Less Than High School
High School Only
Some College
College Graduate

Native
Less Than High School
High School Only
Some College
College Graduate

1989
In

Poverty

3,530
2,034
707
387
402

13,514
5,210
5,062
2,360
882

Total
Pop.

20,511
6,915
5,030
3,378
5,188

151,699
22,642
53,144
39,128
35,903

Poverty
Rate

17.2
29.4
14.1
11.5
7.7

8.9
23.0
9.5
6.0
2.5

1997

Europe, the poverty rates for persons in immigrant households were at least 19 percent higher
than that of  native households. Additionally, comparisons of  1989 and 1997 reveal that, with
the exception of Asian and South American households, poverty rose for households headed
by all immigrant groups. Thus, Table 2 indicates that the increase in immigrant-related poverty
between 1989 and 1997 was caused by a rise in poverty for immigrants from most of the
major sending regions of the world.

The lower portion of  Table 2 reports poverty by entering cohort by region of  origin.
It shows that the pace of  decline in poverty differs for each group. For instance, the poverty
rate for 1980s Mexican households, declined 4.3 percentage points or 11 percent between
1990 and 1997. In contrast, the poverty rate for 1980s Asian households declined 6.8 percent-
age points or 27 percent over the same period. Thus, not only do some groups arrive with
lower poverty rates, they are also able to move out of  poverty more quickly than others. One
reason for this difference is the education level of immigrants from different countries, which
vary enormously by region of  origin. For example, in 1997, 67 percent of  adults 25 and over
in Mexican headed households lacked a high school degree compared to only 16 percent of
adults in households headed by an immigrant from Asia and 20 percent in households headed
by a European. Because initial poverty rates are so much higher for some immigrant groups
than for others and because the pace of decline also varies by region of origin, very large
differences in poverty rates exist between immigrant groups even after they have been in the
United States for many years. In 1997 for example, 21 percent of  persons living in households
headed by a Mexican who arrived prior to 1970 still lived in poverty, compared to only 8
percent of  pre-1970 European households. Since the sending countries have shifted in the last
30 years, it is possible that the slowing in the pace of decline in the poverty rate for more recent
immigrants partly reflects the changing country of  origin of  immigrants.

Socio-Demographic Characteristics
Poverty by Educational Attainment. The characteristics of persons living in immigrant
households are probably the most important factor to consider when examining poverty. One
of  the best predictors, regardless of  nativity, of  a person’s income and propensity to be in
poverty is their education level. Table 3 reports the poverty rates for persons 25 and older
living in immigrant and native households by educational attainment. The table indicates that
poverty varies enormously based on education level. In 1997, the poverty rate for dropouts,
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regardless of  the household in which they reside, was 24.5 percent. For those with a high
school degree it was 9.9 percent, and for persons with some college or a four-year college
degree it was 6.5 percent and 3.1 percent respectively. Since adults in immigrant households are
much more likely than those in native households to lack a high school education (34 percent
compared to 15 percent), the high poverty rate among persons in immigrant households is
partly explained by the high proportion with few years of  schooling. Of  adults in immigrant
households in poverty, 58 percent lacked a high school education in 1997.

Another way of examining the importance of education in explaining immigrant-
related poverty is to calculate the poverty rate for persons 25 and older in immigrant house-
holds assuming that their skill endowment was the same as persons in native households. In
other words, what would the poverty rate for adults in immigrant households be if their
distribution across educational categories was the same as natives and their poverty rate by
education level was unaltered. In 1997, if adults in immigrants households had the same edu-
cation levels as natives, but retained the same poverty rates by educational category, their pov-
erty rates would have been 14.2 percent, considerably less than the 17.2 percent it actually was.
However, this is still significantly higher than the 8.9 percent for persons 25 and older in native
households. This suggests that 5.3 percentage points or 63 percent of  the 8.3 percentage point
gap in the poverty rate for persons 25 and older in immigrant and native households is ac-
counted for by the lower level of education of adults in immigrant households13.

While education is a very important, other factors also play a role in elevating the
poverty rate among those in immigrant households. In fact, in both 1989 and 1997 the gap
between immigrant and native poverty was proportionately greatest among individuals with
more education. Persons with some college living in immigrant households were almost twice
as likely as persons in native households with the same education to live in poverty in 1997. For
college graduates the poverty rate for adults in immigrant households was triple that of  natives.
Moreover, with the exception of those with a four-year college degree, poverty rates for
persons 25 and over increased significantly between 1989 and 1997 in immigrant households
in all educational categories. Even among college graduates, however, the gap between college
graduates in immigrant and native households widened in the 1990s because the poverty rate
for native college graduates fell even more. While immigrant-related poverty increased in three
out of four educational categories, the poverty rate for persons in native households went
down in three out of  four educational categories. Only among dropouts did poverty rise in
native households. Over all, Table 3, like Table 2, indicates that the rise in poverty among
persons in immigrant households was very broad and not simply confined to persons with
few years of  schooling.

 Poverty By Race. Race is also an important predictor of  poverty status. Table 4 reports
poverty rates by race with persons of  Hispanic origin treated as a discrete category. Since
region of  the world is closely correlated with race, the pattern in Table 4 follows the same
general pattern found in Table 2, with white and Asian immigrant households having the
lowest poverty rates, while Hispanics have the highest. The table also shows that poverty
among immigrants increased in the 1990s for all major racial groups expect Asians.14 More-
over, with the exception of blacks, persons in immigrant households have higher poverty rates
than persons of  the same race living in a native households. This gap widened in the 1990s for
all racial groups with the exception of  Asians.

The high poverty rate for Hispanic immigrants may be of particular concern because
this group is very large and it may take three or four generations for the descendants of these
immigrants to reach economic parity with natives. The very high poverty rate associated with
native-born Hispanics suggests that this is the case. Current immigration may well be creating
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In
Poverty

4,667
763
264

2,785
827
27

26,912
15,684
7,930
2,594
128
578

Total
Pop.

24,889
7,735
1,580
10,373
5,080
121

216,508
175,512
26,390
10,955
1,746
1,906

Poverty
Rate

18.8
9.9
16.7
26.8
16.3
22.3

12.4
8.9
30.0
23.7
7.3
30.3

Table 4. Poverty Statistics for Persons Residing
in Immigrant and Native Households by Race (in thousands)

Immigrant
White
Black
Hispanic1

Asian
American Indian/Other2

Native
White
Black
Hispanic1

Asian
American Indian/Other2

1989
In

Poverty

7,686
1,022
555

4,909
1,195

5

27,897
15,470
8,297
3,401
228
501

Total
Pop.

35,255
8,489
2,477
16,360
7,854

75

233,234
183,371
31,161
14,279
2,464
1,960

Poverty
Rate

21.8
12.0
22.4
30.0
15.2
6.7

12.0
8.4
26.6
23.8
9.3
25.6

1997

1Persons of Hispanic origin can be of any race and are excluded from the other catagories.
2The data for 1997 are only for American Indians because “other race” is not a catagory in the CPS. Additionally, the
number of American Indians in the CPS is too small to make meaningful comparisons with other groups.

a new underclass of Hispanics in America. At the very least, immigration policy maybe setting
the stage for sizable ethnic differentials in economic outcomes that are likely to play an impor-
tant social, economic, and political role throughout the next century.

Poverty by Labor Force Status. Table 5 reports poverty based on the labor force status of
persons of working age. The data show that poverty is much higher among individuals who
are unemployed, regardless of the household in which they reside. Persons in immigrant house-
holds are more likely to be unemployed. However, higher unemployment accounts for a small
share of  immigrant-related poverty. In 1997, only 7.5 percent of  all persons of  working age15

in immigrant households living in poverty were unemployed. Most of the increase in immi-
grant poverty in the 1990s did not occur because of a rise in unemployment among individuals
in immigrant households. In fact, the unemployment rate for persons in immigrant house-
holds was actually lower, while the poverty rate for unemployed persons in immigrant house-
holds rose. Between 1989 and 1997, the increase in poverty among the unemployed accounted
for just 77,000 or only four percent of the 1.78 million growth in poverty for persons of
working age living in immigrant households. Almost all of  the numerical increase in immi-
grant-related poverty was caused by a rise in poverty among persons holding jobs or those not
in the labor force.  In the 1990s, the rise in the poverty rate for persons of working age in
immigrant households was caused by an increase in poverty in all three labor force categories.
This is in sharp contrast to persons in native households, where poverty fell in all three catego-
ries. Thus, the increase in the poverty rate associated with immigrants relative to natives and in
absolute terms was caused by a broad increase in poverty for the employed, unemployed, and
those not in the labor force.

Poverty by Age. As is the case with labor force status, poverty varies significantly by age. The
increase in poverty associated with immigrants in the 1990s was widespread, affecting all ages,
with the largest increase among children and persons 65 and over (Table 6). In contrast, the
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In
Poverty

3,073
1,193
287

1,593

18,202
5,836
1,744
10,622

Total
Pop.

18,514
11,196

991
6,327

167,082
104,570
6,700
55,812

Poverty
Rate

16.6
10.7
29.0
25.2

10.9
5.6
26.0
19.0

Table 5. Poverty Statistics for Persons 16 and Over Residing in
Immigrant and Native Households by Labor Force Status (in thousands)

Immigrant
Employed
Unemployed
Not in Labor Force

Native
Employed
Unemployed
Not in Labor Force

1989
In

Poverty

4,849
1,826
364

2,659

18,568
6,130
1,403
11,035

Total
Pop.

26,197
15,915
1,151
9,131

182,296
114,497
5,868
61,931

Poverty
Rate

18.5
11.5
31.6
29.1

10.2
5.4
23.9
17.8

1997

In
Poverty

4,668
1,779
2,540
348

2,226
2,442

26,912
9,583
13,908
3,421
11,255
15,657

Total
Pop.

24,889
7,169
15,292
2,428
12,499
12,390

216,508
55,252

134,193
27,062

104,702
111,806

Poverty
Rate

18.8
24.8
16.6
14.3
17.8
19.7

12.4
17.3
10.4
12.6
10.7
14.0

Table 6. Poverty Statistics for Persons Residing in
Immigrant and Native Households by Age and Sex (in thousands)

Immigrant
0-17
18-64
65 +
Male
Female

Native
0-17
18-64
65 +
Male
Female

1989
In

Poverty

7,686
3,328
3,860
497

3,542
4,143

27,897
10,793
14,224
2,879
11,651
16,246

Total
Pop.

35,255
10,753
21,808
2,693
18,019
17,235

233,234
60,323
143,521
29,389
113,363
119,872

Poverty
Rate

21.8
30.9
17.7
18.5
19.7
24.0

12.0
17.9
9.9
9.8
10.3
13.6

1997

poverty rate for persons in native-headed households fell for individuals 18 to 64 and for
persons 65 and older; only among children did the poverty rate rise slightly for natives.

Poverty is of  course more common among children, regardless of  the nativity of  the
household head. This is partly caused by the way in which poverty is calculated. The larger a
family’s size, the higher its poverty threshold is set. One consequence of  this is that poverty
tends to be more pronounced for groups which have higher fertility, such as immigrants or
racial minorities. In 1997, 31 percent of  people living in immigrant households were under age
17. In comparison, only 26 percent of all persons in native households were children. Thus,
part of the reason poverty is more prevalent in immigrant households is that immigrants tend
to have more children. Of  course, Table 6 also shows that the poverty rate is much higher for
persons in immigrant households regardless of age. Moreover, the increase in the poverty rate
for children in immigrant households was 10 times larger than the increase in native households
– 6.1 percentage points compared to six-tenths of a percentage point for children in native-
headed households. The increase in poverty for children in immigrant households was so large
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In
Poverty

161
1,895

74
67
145
135
80
55
164
97
165
68
46
42
56

1,418
4,667

Total
Pop.

480
6,284
276
314
571
967
353
347
635
600

1,114
818
683
614

1,085
9,748
24,889

Poverty
Rate

33.5
30.2
26.8
21.3
25.4
14.0
22.7
15.9
25.8
16.2
14.8
8.3
6.7
6.8
5.2
14.5
18.8

Table 7. Poverty Statistics for Persons Residing in
Immigrant Households by Country of Origin (in thousands)

Dominican Republic
Mexico
Guatamala
Haiti
El Salvador
Cuba
Former USSR
Colombia
Vietnam
Korea
China/HK/Taiwan
Canada
Great Britain
India
Philippines
All Others
Total

1989
In

Poverty

393
3,543
186
193
254
250
147
81
211
95
208
70
74
47
72

1,862
7,686

Total
Pop.

970
10,652

633
676

1,003
1,138
778
509

1,337
654

1,738
620
730
912

1,493
11,413
35,256

Poverty
Rate

40.5
33.3
29.4
28.6
25.3
22.0
18.9
15.9
15.8
14.5
12.0
11.3
10.1
5.2
4.8
16.3
21.8

1997

in the 1990s that by 1997 almost one in three children in an immigrant household lived in
poverty. In addition, the near doubling from 1.78 to 3.33 million in the number of  children in
immigrant households living in poverty accounted for 1.55 million or 56 percent of the total
increase in child poverty in the United States during the 1990s. And, by 1997, 23.6 percent or
almost one in four children living in poverty in the United States resided in an immigrant
household — a substantial increase from the 15.7 percent share in 1989. Taken together, these
results clearly indicate that the growth of child poverty in the United States is increasingly being
driven by our immigration policy.

Poverty by Gender. Turning to gender we see that, not surprisingly, persons of  both sexes
living in immigrant households have higher poverty rates than their counterparts living in native
households, and the gap between immigrants and natives widened in the 1990s (Table 6). The
widening of the gap was caused both by a decline in poverty for persons in native households
and by an increase in poverty for persons of  both sexes in immigrant households. However,
the increase in immigrant-related poverty was much more pronounced among women than
men. Between 1989 and 1997 poverty among females in immigrant households increased 4.3
percentage points or 22 percent. In contrast, poverty for males in immigrant households in-
creased 1.9  percentage points or 11 percent. As a result, poverty in immigrant households has
become significantly more pronounced among women than men.

Poverty by Country of  Origin. Table 7 reports poverty statistics by country of  origin for
the 15 countries with the largest number of  post-1970 immigrants. Reflecting the wide varia-
tion in poverty rates by regions of  the world found in Table 2, Table 7 shows that poverty
rates differ significantly for households headed by immigrants from different countries. In fact,
the variation between immigrant households is much larger than is the difference between
immigrant and native households. Immigrants from most major Asian sending countries in
particular have poverty rates that are much lower than immigrants from other parts of the
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world. In 1997, for example, the poverty rate for persons living in Mexican-headed house-
holds was six and one half  times that of  persons in Indian households. The differences be-
tween countries show that poverty rates for persons in immigrant households need not be
higher than that of  natives and in fact can be considerably lower. These differences to a large
extent reflect the educational attainment of  immigrants from different countries. If  immi-
grants were better educated, their poverty would be considerably lower.

Even among immigrants from the same region of the world poverty rates vary sig-
nificantly. The 1997 poverty rate for immigrants from Latin America ranges from a low of
15.9 percent for persons living in Columbian households to a high of 40.5 percent for those in
Dominican-headed households. Even among immigrants from East Asia, poverty varies con-
siderably, from a low of  4.8 for Filipino households to a high of  15.8 for persons in Vietnam-
ese households. Table 7 also shows that poverty among persons living in Mexican households
accounts for a very large share of  immigrant-related poverty. In 1997, Mexican households
accounted for 46.1 percent of  persons in immigrant households living in poverty. This is a
significant increase from 40.6 percent in 1989. Of course, Mexican households make up a very
large proportion of all persons in immigrant households, accounting for nearly one in three
persons in immigrant households in 1997. After Mexicans, Dominican-headed households
account for the next largest share of immigrant-related poverty — 5.1 percent in 1997. Re-
flecting the great diversity in the immigrant population, no other country accounts for more
than 4 percent of  immigrant-related poverty.

Causes of  Immigrant Poverty. Several general observations are possible from the educa-
tional, racial, labor force status, age, and country of  origin information in Tables 3 through 7.
It is clear that the low level of educational attainment, higher unemployment and larger num-
ber of  children account for much of  the higher poverty rate associated with immigrants.
However, it is also clear that poverty among persons in immigrant households is higher than
that of  natives regardless of  age, education level, or employment status. Such factors as unfa-
miliarity with their new country, limited knowledge of  English, and cultural factors probably
explain these differences. Additionally, since a large percentage of  immigrants are members of
racial or ethnic minority groups, discrimination may also play a role in lowering their incomes
and increasing their poverty rates. Of  course, discrimination cannot explain the increase in
immigrant poverty in the 1990s for immigrants from the same country. Since there is no body
of research to indicate that discrimination systematically intensified in the 1990s, the rise in
poverty for persons living in Mexican, Haitian, or Cuban households is almost certainly due to
other factors. As we will see, even after controlling for a wide variety of  variables, including
race, poverty is still higher in immigrant households than in native households.

Geographic Distribution of Immigrant-Related Poverty
So far this report has only examined immigrant-related poverty based on the individual char-
acteristics of persons in immigrant and native households at the national level. While certainly
important, national figures may obscure important differences that exist across the country.
For this reason, we now turn to an examination of  immigrant-related poverty by region of  the
country, state, and metropolitan area.

Regional and State Data
Poverty by Regions of  the Country. There are significant differences in the poverty rate for
people living in immigrant households across different parts of  the country16 (Tables 9 through
12). While poverty statistics for the top immigrant-receiving states are also reported later in this
study, the regional data for 1997 from the CPS is drawn from much larger samples than are
the state figures and are therefore much more reliable.   The overall increase in the poverty rate
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In
Poverty

888
289
484
116

4,287
1,492
2,222
572

5,175

234
227
429

-

178
199
21
47
89
263
22
70

Total
Pop.

6,506
1,602
4,074
830

42,708
10,084
26,865
5,759

49,214

2,792
1,713
2,000

-

1,284
2,348

87
250
626

1,283
172
455

Poverty
Rate

13.7
18.0
11.9
14.0

10.0
14.8
8.3
9.9

10.5

8.4
13.3
21.5

-

13.9
8.5
24.1
18.8
14.2
20.5
12.8
15.4

Table 8. Poverty Statistics for Persons Residing in
Immigrant and Native Households in the Northeast (in thousands)

Immigrant
0-17
18-64
65 +

Native
0-17
18-64
65 +

Total

Year of Entry
Pre-1970
1970s
1980s
1990s

Place of Birth by Region
Asia
Europe
Mexico
Central America
South America
Caribbean
Africa
Other

1989
In

Poverty

1,613
618
835
160

4,861
1,876
2,436
549

6,474

162
205
706
540

312
255
93
124
191
568
40
30

Total
Pop.

8,438
2,148
5,437
853

42,764
10,530
26,378
5,856

51,202

2,048
1,695
2,734
1,961

1,787
2,166
338
472

1,116
1,942
203
412

Poverty
Rate

19.1
28.8
15.4
18.8

11.4
17.8
9.2
9.4

12.6

7.9
12.1
25.8
27.5

17.5
11.8
27.5
26.3
17.1
29.2
19.7
7.3

1997

for persons in immigrant households in the 1990s was caused by an increase in poverty in the
West, Midwest, and Northeast.  Because of  a drop in the poverty rate for immigrant house-
holds in Texas, the poverty rate for persons in immigrant households in the South fell slightly,
by one-half of one percentage point.  However, even in the South the gap between immi-
grants and natives increased because the poverty rate for persons in native households fell
much more dramatically than for those in immigrants households. Therefore, the widening of
the gap between immigrant and native households nationally was caused by an increase in
every region of  the country.

In 1997 the poverty for persons in immigrant households was the highest in the West
at 24.6 percent, followed by the South at 22.3 percent, the Northeast at 19.1 percent, and the
Midwest at 16.0 percent. The gap between immigrant and native households was also the
largest in the West at 13 percentage points, followed by the South with 8.5 percentage points,
the Northeast with 7.7 percentage points and the Midwest at 6 percentage points. There is no
region of the country where immigrant poverty is not at least 60 percent higher than that of
natives.

Poverty in the Northeast. Turning to the specific regions of  the country, the largest increase
in immigrant-related poverty was in the Northeast, where poverty rose 39 percent from 13.7
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to 19.1 (Table 8). This is significantly larger than the 3 percentage point (16 percent) increase for
immigrant households nationally. Despite this dramatic rise in immigrant-related poverty in the
Northeast, the poverty rate for persons in immigrant households in this part of the country
was still below the level associated with immigrants nationally in 1997. The gap between per-
sons in immigrant and native households also grew significantly in the Northeast, more than
doubling from 3.7 to 7.7 percentage points in the 1990s. This widening of  the gap between
immigrant and native households is significantly larger than the increase nationally. In contrast
to the nation, the increase in the size of the gap between immigrant and native households in
the Northeast was caused exclusively by a rise in the poverty rate of persons in immigrant
households and not by any reduction in native poverty. In fact, native poverty has increased
somewhat in the Northeast during 1990s.

The increase in the size of the poverty population associated with immigrants was
extremely large in the Northeast, from 888,000 to 1.61 million – an 81 percent increase. Pro-
portionally, this increase was larger in the Northeast than in any other region of  the country.
The immigrant share of the total poor population also grew significantly in the Northeast,
from 16.6 percent in 1989 to 25 percent in 1997. And the 724,000 person increase in the size
of the immigrant-related poor population accounted for 56 percent of the total increase in the
size of the poor population in the region. This is somewhat less than the 75 percent that
immigrant households accounted for nationally.

As is the case in the nation, immigrants and their families are not spread evenly across
the Northeast. In 1997, 85 percent of persons in immigrant households in the Northeast lived
in just three states: New York, New Jersey, and Massachusetts. Table 12 reports poverty figures
for individuals in immigrant and native households for the eight states with the largest immi-
grant-related populations. Poverty increased for persons in immigrant households in all three
of  these states in the 1990s. The percentage point increase was largest in New York, where
immigrant-related poverty increased 6.8 percentage points (42 percent), followed by New
Jersey with an increase of 4.7 percentage points (54 percent)17 and Massachusetts, where immi-
grant poverty increased 3.3 percentage points (25 percent). While the poverty rate for persons
in immigrant-headed households rose in New York and Massachusetts, it did not rise as much
as immigrant-related poverty. And in New Jersey, the poverty rate for individuals in immigrant
households fell. As a result, the gap between immigrant and native households increased in all
three states, with the largest increase in New York, where the gap more than doubled.

The age data for the Northeast show the same basic pattern as the national figures,
with child poverty being the most pronounced for both immigrant and native households. As
in the nation as a whole, poverty increased for children in both native and immigrant house-
holds. However, the 10 percentage point increase for poverty among children in immigrant
households was much larger than the 3 percentage point increase for children in native house-
holds in this region. Children in immigrant households now account for 25 percent of all
children living in poverty in the Northeast -- not significantly different from the immigrant
share of the total poor population in the Northeast. The year of entry data for the Northeast
indicate that immigrants in the region seem to be less successful in escaping poverty over time
than are immigrants nationally. In 1997, the poverty rate for persons in households headed by
an immigrant who arrived in the 1980s was 25.8, 4.3 percentage points higher than it was in
1989. Thus, even after having been in the country for eight additional years, 1980s immigrants
seem to have made no progress out of  poverty. In fact, their economic situation seems to have
deteriorated. This lack of progress for 1980s immigrants was not the only reason for the
growth in immigrant poverty in this part of  the country. The poverty rate for persons living in
households headed by a new arrival also increased in the 1990s. In 1997, persons in households
headed by 1990s immigrants had a poverty rate of 27.5 percent, considerably higher than the
21.5 percent for 1980s immigrants in 1989.
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In
Poverty

404
141
221
42

6,525
2,380
3,376
769

6,929

87
109
208

-

152
84
103
9
10
10
11
26

Total
Pop.

2,705
735

1,616
353

55,217
14,638
33,691
6,888

57,922

1,218
770
718

-

738
1,002
533
48
68
62
55
199

Poverty
Rate

14.9
19.2
13.7
11.9

11.8
16.3
10.0
11.2

12.0

7.1
14.2
29.0

-

20.6
8.4
19.3
18.8
14.7
16.1
20.0
13.1

Table 9. Poverty Statistics for Persons Residing in
Immigrant and Native Households in the Midwest (in thousands)

Immigrant
0-17
18-64
65 +

Native
0-17
18-64
65 +

Total

Year of Entry
Pre-1970
1970s
1980s
1990s

Place of Birth by Region
Asia
Europe
Mexico
Central America
South America
Caribbean
Africa
Other

1989
In

Poverty

602
281
280
41

5,891
2,297
2,979
615

6,493

57
81
242
222

158
96
286
17
15
12
2
16

Total
Pop.

3,752
1,141
2,328
283

58,746
15,790
35,564
7,392

62,498

838
852

1,122
941

1,185
998

1,026
93
115
93
85
157

Poverty
Rate

16.0
24.6
12.0
14.5

10.0
14.5
8.4
8.3

10.4

6.8
9.5
21.6
23.6

13.3
9.6
27.9
18.3
13.0
12.9
2.4
10.2

1997

The region of  origin information located at the bottom of  Table 8 shows the same
basic pattern for immigrants from each part of the world found at the national level. The main
difference between the Northeast and the nation as a whole is that the immigrant poor in the
Northeast are more diverse. In particular, Mexican-headed households account for a very
small share (5.8 percent) of immigrant-related poverty in the Northeast compared to the 46
percent they account for in the country as a whole. Overall, the findings in Table 8 indicate that,
as is the case in the nation, the rise in immigrant poverty in the Northeast was caused by both
an increase in poverty among new arrivals and by a lack of  progress among 1980s immigrants.

Poverty in the Midwest. The poverty rate of 16 percent for persons in immigrant house-
holds in the Midwest is lower than in any region of  the nation (Table 9). In fact, poverty is less
prevalent in the Midwest for both native and immigrant households. While the poverty rate
associated with immigrant households is lower in the Midwest than in any other region, their
poverty rate is still significantly higher than that of  natives in the Midwest or natives nationally.
Moreover, the poverty rate for persons in immigrant households in the Midwest increased 1.1
percentage points in the 1990s, from 14.9 to 16.0 percent. In contrast, the poverty rate for
persons in native households in the region fell 1.8 percentage points to 10 percent. As a result,
the gap between persons in immigrant and native households nearly doubled in the 1990s
from 3.1 percentage points to 6.0 percentage points.
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In
Poverty

1,303
499
699
105

11,713
4,165
5,872
1,676

13,016

288
404
611

-

146
79
650
95
57
187
23
68

Total
Pop.

5,726
1,692
3,490
544

77,190
19,949
47,621
9,620

82,915

1,989
1,705
2,031

-

1,016
825

1,574
364
338

1,102
160
347

Poverty
Rate

22.8
29.5
20.0
19.3

15.2
20.9
12.3
17.4

15.7

14.5
23.7
30.1

-

14.4
9.6
41.3
26.1
16.9
17.0
14.4
19.6

Table 10. Poverty Statistics for Persons Residing in
Immigrant and Native Households in the South (in thousands)

Immigrant
0-17
18-64
65 +

Native
0-17
18-64
65 +

Total

Year of Entry
Pre-1970
1970s
1980s
1990s

Place of Birth by Region
Asia
Europe
Mexico
Central America
South America
Caribbean
Africa
Other

1989
In

Poverty

1,943
759

1,024
160

11,805
4,543
5,928
1,334

13,748

252
296
658
738

213
77
934
170
66
391
50
43

Total
Pop.

8,708
2,594
5,383
731

85,526
21,912
52,926
10,688

94,234

1,848
1,868
2,689
2,303

1,756
866

2,622
735
566

1,739
186
239

Poverty
Rate

22.3
29.3
19.0
21.9

13.8
20.7
11.2
12.5

14.6

13.6
15.8
24.5
32.0

12.1
8.9
35.6
23.1
11.7
22.5
26.9
18.0

1997

As is true for all regions of  the country, the size of  the poverty population associated
with immigrants increased dramatically in the Midwest, from 404,000 to 602,000 (49 percent).
But, in contrast to other regions, the size of the native poor population actually fell by more
than 600,000 in the 1990s. As a share of  the total poor population, immigrant households in
the Midwest increased from 5.8 percent to 9.3 percent during the 1990s. While proportionately
a very large increase, immigrant households still account for a smaller share of the total poor
population in the Midwest than in any other region of  the country.

Like in the Northeast, immigrants households are also highly concentrated in the Mid-
west. In 1997, 43.7 percent of persons residing in immigrant households in the region lived in
only one state — Illinois. The poverty rate for immigrants in that state of  16.3 percent is roughly
equal to that for the region as a whole (Table 12). As it did in the Midwest in general, immi-
grant-related poverty in Illinois increased while declining for natives. While the decline in native
poverty in Illinois was similar in size to the decline for natives in the Midwest, the increase in
immigrant-related poverty (2.9 percentage points) in the state was significantly higher than the
regional increase. Therefore, if Illinois is excluded, poverty would still have increased in the
Midwest between 1989 and 1997, although the increase would have been significantly smaller.

The age data in Table 9 show the same basic pattern in the Midwest as other regions
as well as the nation as a whole, with child poverty being the most pronounced for both
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In
Poverty

2,071
850

1,136
86

4,388
1,546
2,438
404

6,459

310
637

1,124
-

477
104

1,122
188
29
16
16
121

Total
Pop.

9,952
3,141
6,112
700

41,394
10,582
26,017
4,795

51,346

2,960
3,341
3,651

-

2,946
1,102
4,090
702
233
128
110
643

Poverty
Rate

20.8
27.1
18.6
12.3

10.6
14.6
9.4
8.4

12.6

10.5
19.1
30.8

-

16.2
9.4
27.4
26.8
12.4
12.5
14.5
18.8

Table 11. Poverty Statistics for Persons Residing in
Immigrant and Native Households in the West (in thousands)

Immigrant
0-17
18-64
65 +

Native
0-17
18-64
65 +

Total

Year of Entry
Pre-1970
1970s
1980s
1990s

Place of Birth by Region
Asia
Europe
Mexico
Central America
South America
Caribbean
Africa
Other

1989
In

Poverty

3,527
1,670
1,722
136

5,339
2,077
2,881
381

8,866

308
727

1,479
1,012

702
137

2,229
301
29
33
32
65

Total
Pop.

14,356
4,871
8,661
825

46,197
12,091
28,653
5,453

60,553

2,071
3,722
5,583
2,979

4,379
1,094
6,664
1,110
309
137
198
466

Poverty
Rate

24.6
34.3
19.9
16.5

11.6
17.2
10.1
7.0

14.6

14.9
19.5
26.5
34.0

16.0
12.5
33.4
27.1
9.4
24.1
16.2
13.9

1997

immigrant and native households. In contrast to the trend in the rest of  the nation, however,
poverty in the Midwest actually declined for persons 17 and under in native-headed house-
holds in the 1990s; this is in stark contrast to the substantial increase in the poverty rate for
children in immigrant households from 19.2 to 24.6 percent. As a result, immigrant-related
child poverty was the sole reason for the 57,000 increase in the number of children living in
poverty in the Midwest. Had it not been for the growth in immigrant-related child poverty, the
number of children in poverty in the Midwest would have actually declined.

Turning to year of  entry, immigrant households in the Midwest are more successful in
escaping poverty over time than immigrants nationally. Between 1989 and 1997, the poverty
rate for persons in households headed by an immigrant who arrived in the 1980s fell 7.4
percentage points to 21.6 percent, a much larger decline than took at the national level. More-
over, in contrast to the national trend, the poverty rate of 1990s households was lower in 1997
than the poverty rate for 1980s immigrants was in 1989. The country of  origin information at
the bottom of  Table 8 should be interpreted with some caution because of  smaller size of  the
immigrant-related population. It is clear from the table, however, that Mexican households
comprise roughly the same share of the total immigrant poor in the Midwest as they do at the
national level.
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Poverty in the South. While the poverty rate for persons in immigrant households increased
in the Northeast, Midwest, and West, this was not the case in the South. Immigrant-related
poverty declined one half  of  one percentage point in this region from 22.8 to 22.3 (Table 10).
However, this reduction was smaller than the 1.4 percentage point reduction for persons in
native households. As a result, the gap between immigrant and native households increased
somewhat in the 1990s, from 7.6 to 8.5 percentage points. This drop was caused exclusively by
a decline in poverty in Texas from 34.3 to 28.7 (Table 12). If  Texas is not included, then the
poverty rate for persons in immigrant household in the South would have increased 2.4 per-
centage points between 1989 and 1997 instead of declining three tenths of a percentage point.
In Florida, the other state in the South with a large population living in immigrant households,
the poverty rate for persons in immigrant households increased 4.7 percentage points, from
17.6 to 22.3 percent. Moreover, despite a small drop in the poverty rate for persons in immi-
grant households in the South, the size of the immigrant-related poor population still increased
640,000, from 1.3 million to 1.94 million, while the size of the native poor population in-
creased only slightly. As a result, immigrant households increased from 10 percent of  total
poor population to 14.1 percent during the 1990s. Moreover, immigrant households accounted
for 640,000 or 87 percent of the total increase in the number of poor people in the South.

The age data for the South show that child poverty continues to be a significant
problem in the South for children in both immigrant and native households. While it remains
high, however, the poverty rate for children in both native and immigrant households declined
two-tenths of  one percent in the 1990s. This left immigrant-related child poverty 8.6 percent-
age points or 42 percent higher than that of natives in both 1989 and 1997. Unlike the slow or
non-existant progress of immigrant households in the Northeast or the more rapid progress
out of poverty among immigrants in the Midwest, the year of entry data for the South show
a pattern very similar to that of the nation. Immigrants start out with high poverty rates and
make slow but steady progress. As is the case for the nation as a whole, poverty among 1990s
immigrants in 1997 is somewhat higher than the poverty rate for 1980s households in 1989,
indicating that new arrivals have a higher poverty rate now than in the past. Also similar to the
nation, immigrant poverty in the South is highly concentrated among Mexican-headed house-
holds, which account for 48 percent of  immigrant-related poverty.

Poverty in The West. In comparison to other regions of  the country, the West stands out for
having the highest poverty rate associated with immigrants and the largest number of poor
people in immigrant households (Table 11). The poverty rate of  24.6 percent for persons in
immigrant households in 1997 was 2.3 percentage points higher than that of immigrants in the
South, the region with the next highest immigrant-related poverty rate, and 50 percent higher
than that of immigrants in the Midwest, the region with the lowest immigrant-related poverty
rate. The 3.5 million persons in immigrant households living in poverty represent 46 percent of
all immigrant-related poverty in the country. Perhaps most striking is the gap in the poverty rate
for persons in immigrant and native households. In 1997, the poverty rate for individuals in
immigrant households was 13 percentage points higher than that of individuals in native house-
holds; that is, the immigrant-related poverty rate was 121 percent higher. The West is the only
region of the country were the poverty rate for persons in immigrant households is more than
twice that of  persons in native households. Moreover, while they represent only 24 percent of
the total population in the West, persons in immigrant households accounted for 40 percent of
the poor in 1997. Despite having the highest poverty rate for persons in immigrant households
of any region in the country in 1989, immigrant-related poverty increased another 3.8 percent
points during the 1990s. Only in the Northeast was the rise in immigrant-related poverty larger.

California is by far the most important state in the region. In 1997, 79 percent of all
persons in immigrant households in the West lived in California, and 47 percent of  persons in
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Imm.
Poverty

Rate

31.3
34.3
20.4
16.1
17.6
13.4
13.2
8.7
15.7

Native
Poverty

Rate

14.0
15.6
9.4
12.0
11.7
8.3
11.7
7.3
13.0

Percent
of Poor Who

Live in
Imm.

Households

20.1
24.6
46.7
25.6
22.0
18.4
12.7
18.8
4.6

Table 12. Poverty Statistics for Persons Residing in
Immigrant and Native Households in Major Immigrant-Receiving
States (Ranked by immigrant poverty rate in 1997; in thousands)

1. Ariz.
2. Texas
3. Calif.
4. N.Y.
5. Fla.
6. Mass.
7. Ill.
8. N.J.
All Others

1989

Overall
State

Poverty
Rate

15.7
18.0
12.5
12.9
12.6
8.9
11.9
7.5
13.2

Imm.
Poverty

Rate

36.4
28.7
24.4
22.9
22.3
16.7
16.3
13.4
16.1

Native
Poverty

Rate

12.5
14.3
12.6
14.1
12.3
11.5
10.4
8.2
11.7

Percent
of Poor Who

Live in
Imm.

Households

41.4
29.3
50.3
36.9
31.0
18.7
19.8
28.4
7.1

1997

Overall
State

Poverty
Rate

17.2
16.7
16.6
16.5
14.3
12.2
11.2
9.3
11.9

native-headed households in the region lived in the state. Immigrant-related poverty in Califor-
nia is one of  the highest in the nation at 24.4 percent (Table 12). However, California by itself
does not explain the high poverty rate associated with immigrants in the region. In fact, the
poverty rate in 1997 for immigrants in the West outside of  California is 25.3 percent -- slightly
higher than in California. However, the increase in the poverty rate in the 1990s for persons in
immigrant households was larger in California than in the rest of  the West. In 1989, the poverty
rate in the West excluding California was 23 percent for persons residing in immigrant house-
holds and in California it was 20.4 percent. By 1997, immigrant-related poverty had increased
in the non-California West to 25.3, a 2.3 percentage point increase, whereas it had grown to
24.4 percent in the Golden State — a 4 percentage point increase.

The state with the second-largest immigrant-related population in the West is Arizona.
By 1997, the poverty rate for persons in immigrant households in Arizona was dramatically
higher than in any other state. Even in 1989, Arizona was second only to Texas in the poverty
rate for persons in immigrant households. Because of  a drop in poverty in Texas and a rise in
Arizona from 31.3 to 36.4 percent, the state gained the dubious distinction of having the
highest poverty rate associated with immigrants of  any state in the country (Table 12). Unlike
California, where native poverty also increased over this period, in Arizona the poverty rate for
persons in native households declined. Thus, the gap in the poverty rate for individuals in
immigrant households is now more than twice as large in Arizona as in any other state in the
country. Perhaps even more important, the number of  people in poverty living in immigrant
households in the state tripled in the 1990s from 113,000 to 330,000. And as a share of the
total poor population, immigrant households more than doubled from 20.1 to 41.4 percent.

Poverty among children in immigrant households is also more pronounced in the
West than in other regions. Moreover, the problem has gotten worse in the 1990s. In 1997, 34.3
percent of  children in immigrant households lived in poverty, up from 27.1 percent in 1989.
As a proportion of  children in poverty, those in immigrant households comprised 44.7 per-
cent of  children in poverty, a significant increase from 35.5 percent in 1989. Turning to the year
of  entry data, we see that although poverty is very high for immigrant households in the West,
they do make some progress over time. However, progress out of poverty for immigrants in
the West does not seem to follow the same pattern that exists at the national level. While
poverty rates for persons in 1980s households had declined by 1997, their rate remained more
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In
Poverty

1,691
700
931
61

1,933
677

1,089
167

3,624

228
529
934

-

397
68
914
180
24
12
11
86

Total
Pop.

8,301
2,642
5,126
533

20,657
4,908
13,296
2,454

28,958

2,315
2,870
3,116

-

2,447
790

3,549
672
207
106
88
442

Poverty
Rate

20.4
26.5
18.2
11.5

9.4
13.8
8.2
6.8

12.5

9.9
18.3
30.0

-

16.2
8.6
25.8
26.8
11.6
11.3
12.5
19.5

Table 13. Poverty Statistics for Persons Residing in
Immigrant and Native Households in California (in thousands)

Immigrant
0-17
18-64
65 +

Native
0-17
18-64
65 +

Total

Year of Entry
Pre-1970
1970s
1980s
1990s

Place of Birth by Region
Asia
Europe
Mexico
Central America
South America
Caribbean
Africa
Other

1989
In

Poverty

2,751
1,316
1,335
101

2,717
1,050
1,505
161

5,468

227
623

1,216
685

585
120

1,685
281
25
27
18
10

Total
Pop.

11,284
3,829
6,832
624

21,601
5,414
13,428
2,759

32,885

1,626
3,040
4,593
2,026

3,565
754

5,189
1,036
240
107
135
258

Poverty
Rate

24.4
34.4
19.5
16.2

12.6
19.4
11.2
5.8

16.6

14.0
20.5
26.5
33.8

16.4
15.9
32.5
27.1
10.4
25.2
13.3
3.9

1997

than twice that of  natives. Moreover, the poverty rate for 1970s and pre-1970s households did
not decline at all between 1989 and 1997. Finally, as is the case in the Midwest and the North-
east, the poverty rate for 1990s immigrants is higher than was the rate for 1980s households in
1989.

The country of  origin data for the West show the importance of  Mexican households.
In 1997, Mexican-headed households accounted for 63.2 percent of immigrant-related pov-
erty in 1997, significantly larger than their share (46.4 percent) nationally. While Mexican pov-
erty is very high, however, a large proportion of  non-Mexican immigrants also live in poverty.
If Mexican households are excluded from the analysis, the high poverty rate for persons in
immigrant households in the West would still be 16.9 percent, 46 percent higher than that of
natives in 1997. Therefore, immigrants from Mexico only explain part of the poverty rate
associated with immigrants in the western U.S.

Poverty in New York and California. As has been pointed out, immigrants are very con-
centrated geographically. In 1997, the top eight immigrant-receiving states listed in Table 12
accounted for 77 percent of all persons in immigrant households, while accounting for only 43
percent of  the nation’s total population. California and New York in particular have extremely
large populations living in immigrant-headed households. Together these two states account
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In
Poverty

574
195
313
66

1,668
588
881
199

2,243

147
161
266

-

101
108
13
32
62
207
10
41

Total
Pop.

3,562
882

2,256
425

13,851
3,275
8,770
1,806

17,413

1,454
971

1,138
-

676
1,075

54
168
393
918
78
200

Poverty
Rate

16.1
22.1
13.9
15.5

12.0
18.0
10.0
11.0

12.9

10.1
16.6
23.4

-

14.9
10.1
24.1
19.1
15.8
22.5
12.8
20.5

Table 14. Poverty Statistics for Persons Residing in
Immigrant and Native Households in New York State (in thousands)

Immigrant
0-17
18-64
65 +

Native
0-17
18-64
65 +

Total

Year of Entry
Pre-1970
1970s
1980s
1990s

Place of Birth by Region
Asia
Europe
Mexico
Central America
South America
Caribbean
Africa
Other

1989
In

Poverty

1,099
423
565
110

1,881
763
925
192

2,980

108
149
509
333

156
147
90
80
135
465
21
5

Total
Pop.

4,794
1,269
3,035
490

13,309
3,376
8,007
1,925

18,103

1,046
898

1,719
1,132

901
984
280
254
657

1,482
116
121

Poverty
Rate

22.9
33.3
18.6
22.4

14.1
22.6
11.6
10.0

16.5

10.3
16.6
29.6
29.4

17.3
14.9
32.1
31.5
20.5
31.4
18.1
4.1

1997

for almost half  (46 percent) of  all persons living in immigrant households in the United States.
Tables 13 and 14 report more detailed poverty statistics for immigrants and native households
in California and New York.18 There are a number of  important similarities between the two
states. The most obvious is a very high poverty rate for persons in immigrant households in
both states. In 1997, the 24.6 percent poverty rate for persons in immigrant households in
California was only 1.7 percentage points higher than New York’s rate of  22.9 percent.  How-
ever, this represents a significant change from 1989, when there was 4.3 percentage point
difference between the two states. The size of  the gap between the two states narrowed
because, although the poverty rate for persons in immigrant households in California increased
4 percentage points (20 percent), it increased 6.8 percentage points (42 percent) in New York
State. Both states also experienced an increase in poverty for persons in native households.
However, the increase in native-related poverty was somewhat less (3.2 percentage points) in
California, and significantly less in New York State (2.1 percentage points) than the increase
associated with immigrants. As a result, the gap between immigrant and native households also
increased in both states. While it is difficult to overstate the importance of  these two states
when examining persons in immigrant households, by themselves they do not explain the rise
in immigrant-related poverty. If  these two states are excluded, the poverty rate for persons in
immigrant households would still have increased, although not as much, from 18.4 percent in
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1989 to 20.0 percent in 1997. Thus, the high poverty rate associated with immigrants at the
national level is not simply a result of high poverty among immigrant households in these two
states alone.

Turning to the gap between immigrant and native households nationally, it is clear that
even if  New York and California are excluded the gap is still very large. In 1997, the poverty
rate for individuals in native households living outside of these two states was 11.8 and for
persons in immigrant households outside of these two states it was 20.0. This means that if the
two top immigrant states are excluded, immigrant-related poverty is 8.2 percentage points or
70 percent higher than that of natives in 1997 compared to 9.8 percentage points higher or 82
percent higher when New York and California are included. Therefore, 84 percent of  the gap
between the poverty rate for persons in immigrant and native households would exist even
California and New York are excluded from the analysis.

Turning to child poverty in Tables 13 and 14, we see that in both states poverty for
persons under age 18 is increasingly an immigrant-related phenomenon. In 1989, 51 percent
of all the children in poverty in California lived in immigrant households and this increased still
further to 56 percent by 1997. In New York State, children in immigrant households ac-
counted for 25 percent of all poor children in 1989 and this increased to 36 percent by 1997.
Moreover, during the 1990s immigrant households accounted for 60 percent of the growth in
the number of  children in poverty in California and 57 percent in New York. While child
poverty follows a similar pattern in both states, a very different pattern is found in the year of
entry data. In particular, the pace of decline in poverty does not seem to be the same in both
states. The poverty rate for 1980s households declined 3.5 percentage points (12 percent)
between 1989 and 1997 in California. In contrast, the poverty rate for 1980s immigrant house-
holds in New York actually increased 6.2 percentage points or 26.5 percent over this period.
As has already been pointed out, it is important to keep in mind that the same households are
not being observed in 1989 and 1997. A household’s composition as well as its head can
change over time. Even so, the lack of  economic progress for 1980s immigrants in New York
is striking and suggests that a large percentage of  this group lacks the skills necessary to com-
pete successfully in the labor market. Another difference between California and New York is
that the poverty rate for new arrivals seems to have deteriorated still further in California, while
remaining about the same in New York.

Turning to country of  origin, we see that the primary difference between the two
states is that Caribbean immigrant households account for a very large share of all immigrant
households in New York (42 percent), while in California Mexican-headed households make
up the lion’s share of  immigrant-related poverty (61 percent). There are also some differences
between the two states for immigrants from the same region of the world. However, the
small sample size for persons in immigrant-headed households from some regions means that
the data should be interpreted with caution. It is better to use this data to make a determination
of the relative differences between groups and not to see it as representing quantified absolute
differences.

Poverty by Metropolitan Areas. In addition to examining immigrant-related poverty by
region of  the country and state, it also possible to examine it in the nation’s largest metropolitan
areas. Because of  the sample size in the CPS, however, immigrant poverty can only be analyzed
in a few very large Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSA). However, in it is possible to use
combined metropolitan areas, referred to as Consolidated Metropolitan Statistical Areas (CMSA)
by the Census Bureau, to examine the impact of immigration on the local level using the March
1998 CPS.

In 1998 there were 18 officially designated CMSAs. Of  these, 10 have a sufficiently
large number of  persons living in immigrant households to examine them using the CPS. Table
15 reports immigrant and native poverty for these CMSAs, along with the Phoenix MSA. The
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Imm.
Poverty

Rate

11.9
12.0
25.1
25.5
20.4
19.1
14.2
13.2
12.6
9.6
26.7

Native
Poverty

Rate

8.2
12.0
10.5
14.0
8.8
12.7
10.6
9.5
7.1
7.6
10.3

Percent
of Poor Who

Live in
Imm.

Households

18.4
17.1
22.1
27.7
56.5
52.2
30.5
9.3
38.5
13.9
23.0

Table 15. Poverty Statistics for
Persons Residing in Immigrant and
Native Households by Consolidated Metropolitan Areas1 (CMSA)

Boston
Chicago
Dallas
Houston
Los Angeles
Miami
New York
Philadelphia
San Francisco
Wash., D.C.
Phoenix2

1989

Overall
CMSA

Poverty
Rate

8.8
12.0
12.0
16.0
13.0
15.4
11.4
9.8
8.5
7.8
11.9

Imm.
Poverty

Rate

16.9
16.9
15.6
27.3
25.3
20.5
20.3
18.8
9.3
6.5
37.2

Native
Poverty

Rate

10.3
8.7
11.4
13.3
12.7
8.8
11.5
11.2
6.3
10.7
10.0

Percent
of Poor Who

Live in
Imm.

Households

20.0
31.6
19.8
37.4
59.4
69.4
43.6
13.3
36.1
8.5
43.3

1997

Overall
CMSA

Poverty
Rate

11.1
10.2
12.0
16.4
18.0
14.6
14.2
11.9
7.2
10.1
14.7

1Because it contains the boundaries of the metropolitan areas, the data for 1989 comes from the 1 percent census
file and not the 5 percent file as is the case with the other tables in this study. The data for CMSAs in 1989 are based
on the definitions of CMSAs as revised in 1993. Thus, the fugures for 1989 and 1997 are roughly comparable.
However, the boundaries of some of the underlying MSAs that comprise the CSMAs were also redrawn in 1993.
Therefore, it is not possible to exactly match 1989 and 1997 for every CSMA. The full names for the CSMAs are as
follows: Boston-Worchester-Lawrence; Chicago-Gary-Kenosha; Dallas-Fort Worth; Houston-Galveston-Brazoria;
Los Angeles-Riverside-Orange County; Miami-Fort Lauderdale; New York-Northern New Jersey-Long Island;
Philadelphia-Wilmington-Atlantic City; San Francisco-Oakland-San Jose; Washington, D.C.-Baltimore.

2While it is not a CSMA, Phoenix is included in the table because its very large immigrant population make it an
important immigrant-receiving city.

table shows that with the exception of  the Washington-Baltimore CMSA, poverty associated
with immigrants is higher than that of natives in every CMSA with a significant immigrant
population. While higher than that of  natives throughout the country, the poverty rate for
persons in immigrant households varies significantly between cities. It ranges from a high of
37.1 percent for Phoenix (Houston’s 27.3 percent is the highest of  any CMSA) to Washington,
D.C., where immigrant-related poverty was lower than that of  natives in 1997. The gap be-
tween persons in immigrant and native households grew significantly in all but three cities
during the 1990s. The gap increased in these cities primarily because the poverty rate for
persons in immigrant-headed households increased. Only in San Francisco, Dallas, and Wash-
ington did immigrant-related poverty not increase. The largest percentage-point increase in
immigrant-related poverty was in Phoenix, followed by New York, Los Angeles, Boston,
Philadelphia, and Chicago. The findings in Table 15 confirm other data reported elsewhere in
this study showing that the rise in immigrant-related poverty in the 1990s was very broad and
resulted from an increase in immigrant-related poverty throughout most of the country and
across demographic groups.

As a share of total poor population in each CMSA, the highest percentage is found in
Miami, where 69 percent of persons in poverty live in immigrant households, Los Angeles is
next with 59 percent and New York is third with 44 percent of  the poor living in immigrant
households. In comparison, immigrant households in Miami account for 49 percent of  the
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CMSA’s total population, in Los Angeles the figure is 42 percent and in New York City immi-
grant households account for 30 percent of  the CMSA’s total population. Given their high
poverty rate and large overall population, it is not entirely unexpected that immigrant house-
holds account for a very large share of the total poor population in areas like Miami or Los
Angeles. However, Table 15 also shows that even in Philadelphia, which is not considered a
major destination city for immigrants, almost one out of seven persons in poverty now lives in
an immigrant household. Without a change in immigration policy, immigrant households will
likely account for a growing share of the poor in cities like Philadelphia in the decades to come.

Maps of Immigrant-Related Poverty
Immigrant Poverty by State. In addition to the regional, state, and local data in Tables 9
through 15, this study provides maps (located in the center section of the report) that illustrate
the distribution of  immigrant-related poverty across the country. While the CPS provides the
most up-to-date information available, the sample size is not large enough to examine immi-
grant-related poverty in states with few immigrants. In order to overcome this problem, Map
1 is created by averaging the results of  the March 1997 and 1998 CPS. By averaging two
surveys, a reasonable estimate of  immigrant and native poverty can be obtained in 32 states
using the most up-to-date data available19. Map 1 compares poverty rates for persons in
immigrant households to persons in native households. It shows that in most states the poverty
rate for persons in immigrant households is much higher than that of persons in native house-
holds. In only seven states, colored in grey, is immigrant-related poverty roughly equal to that
of  natives. And in only two states, shown in blue, is the poverty rate for persons in immigrant
households substantially lower than that of  persons in native households. In the remaining 23
states for which poverty comparisons are made, immigrant-related poverty is significantly
higher than poverty associated with natives. These 23 states account for the overwhelming
majority of  the nation’s total population living in immigrant households -- almost 90 percent in
1998. In contrast, those states where immigrant-related poverty is roughly equal to or lower
than that of natives account for less than 10 percent of the total population living in immigrant
households.

While Map 1 shows the poverty rate of persons in immigrant households is much
higher than that of a person in native household in most states, there are significant regional
differences. The most dramatic feature of  the map is the very high poverty rates for persons in
immigrant households in the western states. This supports the findings in Table 11, which show
that immigrant poverty in that part of the country is especially high. In contrast, in the Midwest
immigrant-related poverty is roughly equal to that of natives in three of the eight states in the
region for which comparisons are made. While these three states account for only a third of
the population associated with immigrants in this part of  the country, Map 1 supports the
findings in Table 9, which shows that immigrant-related poverty is less of  a problem in this
region than in the rest of  the country. As we have seen, the Midwest has the smallest population
living in immigrant households of  any region in the country, accounting for 10.6 percent of  the
national total in 1998.

The fact that the poverty rate for persons in immigrant households is roughly equal to
or lower than that of persons in natives households a few states shows that immigrant house-
holds do not necessarily have to have higher poverty then natives. Persons in immigrant house-
holds can have poverty rates that are roughly equal to that of  natives. The primary reason for
the difference in the poverty rates by state is the education level of persons in immigrant
households. In states where immigrant poverty was more than 70 percent higher than that of
natives, 39 percent of adults 25 and over in immigrant households lacked a high school degree.
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In states where immigrant-related poverty is 31 to 70 percent higher, 28 percent are dropouts.
In contrast, in states where immigrant-related poverty is less than or roughly equal to natives,
only 20 percent of  adults in immigrant household are high school dropouts. Clearly, where
education is the lowest, immigrant-related poverty is the highest.

County by County Comparisons. While averaging two years of  CPS data can provide
reasonable estimates for about two-thirds of  the states, the survey is not a large enough sample
to provide reliable information on immigrant poverty at anything other than the state level,
with the exception of  the largest metropolitan areas (see Table 15). Only by using the decennial
census is it possible to examine poverty at the local level for most areas of  the country. The
primary disadvantage to using the 1990 Census is that it is now nine years old. As we have seen,
immigrant-related poverty has increased significantly since 1990. As a result, maps drawn using
the census will tend to understate the poverty rate of  persons in immigrant households. How-
ever, the Census does provide a great deal of useful data.

Maps 2 through 4 show the poverty rates for persons in immigrant households for
counties in the United States.20 Counties with fewer than 50 persons living in immigrant house-
holds are excluded from the analysis and are shown in white in all three maps. Map 2 compares
the poverty rates for persons in immigrant and native households using the same categories
found in Map 1. Map 2 shows that in most counties, the poverty rate for persons in immigrant
households is much higher than the poverty rate for persons in native households in the same
county. This is especially true in areas of  high immigrant settlement in the major immigrant-
receiving states. In 1,331 or 53 percent of  the 2,516 counties for which immigrant poverty is
estimated, immigrant-related poverty is more than 31 percent higher than that of persons in
native households. These 1,331 counties accounted for 71 percent of  the total population
living in immigrant households at the time of  the Census. The 703 counties where immigrant-
related poverty is roughly equal to that of natives account for 28 percent of the total popula-
tion living in immigrant households. The 481 counties where immigrant-related poverty is at
least 31 percent lower than that of natives account for 1 percent of the total population living
in immigrant households. Thus, immigrant-related poverty is substantially higher than that of
natives in most areas with a significant immigrant population. Only in those areas where few
immigrants and their children live does the povety rate associated with immigrants tend to be
lower than or roughly equal to that of  natives.

Map 3 shows the poverty rates for persons in immigrant households and no compari-
son to natives is made. While poverty among persons in immigrants households is high in
many counties, it is important to realize that there are very few immigrant households in the
vast majority of  the nation’s counties. In 1990, just 50 counties, located mostly in the nation’s
largest metropolitan areas, accounted for nearly 70 percent of the total population living in
immigrant households. Thus, the rural counties that are such a prominent feature in a map of
this kind, account for a very small share of  the nation’s immigrant population. In contrast the
urban counties, where most immigrants and their children live, are geographically small and
comparatively few in number.

While the poverty rate for persons in immigrant households in comparison to natives
and by themselves shown in Maps 2 and 3 are important, the impact of immigration on a
community is most dependent on the overall size of the population living in immigrant house-
holds. That is, even if  immigrant-related poverty is very high in absolute terms or relative to
natives, this will have little effect on a county if there are very few immigrant households in the
county. Map 4 attempts to address this question by reporting the percentage of  the poor in
each county who live in immigrant households. Map 4 shows that for the most part, immi-
grants make up a large share of the poor in the western part of the United States, southern
Florida, northern Illinois, the greater New York metropolitan area, and to a lesser extent in the
Boston and Washington, D.C., areas. Outside of  these areas, immigrant-related poverty was
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not a large problem at the time of  census. If  it were possible to generate such a map using
more recent data, it would likely show that immigrant-related poverty has spread out from
these areas and new pockets of immigrant poverty have emerged. However, the same basic
pattern would remain, with immigrant poverty concentrated in the same areas of the country
as it was at the time of  the Census. The high concentration of  immigrant poverty explains in
part why elected representatives, primarily in Congress, have ignored this growing problem.
Most members of Congress do not see immigrant-related poverty as an issue because there
are few immigrants in their districts.

Statistical Model
The tables and maps examined so far provide a good deal of  information on immigrant-
related poverty. The tables in particular provided detailed information on immigrant-related
poverty.  However, looking at poverty one characteristic at a time can only tell part of  the story
because variables are often highly correlated. For example, persons with few years of  school-
ing also tend to have larger families than more educated individuals. It is not possible using a
simple tabulation to determine whether the higher poverty rate for high school dropouts is
explained by their lack of education or their larger family size. This problem becomes even
more acute when many variables are involved, as is the case in this study. A number of  statis-
tical methods can be used to examine social phenomena, such as poverty, while controlling for
many factors at once. These methods make it possible to estimate the impact of one variable,
such as education, while holding other factors constant. Because the variable of interest here
can take only two values (in poverty or not in poverty), a logistic regression is performed using
the March 1998 CPS. The unit of  analysis in the model is the individual. Household level vari-
ables such as the race of household head or the number of children in the households are
assigned to each person based on the characteristics of the households in which he or she
resides21. The model takes the following form:

Individual’s poverty statusi =   + ß1 X + ß2 Z +  ε

where X is a vector of household level variables including nativity of head, education of head,
size of household and other household characteristics; Z is a vector of individual level vari-
ables; and ε  is an error term. Table 16 provides brief  descriptions of  each of  the variables
used in the equation.

Logistic Regression. The results of  the logistic regression are presented in Table 17. The
model does a reasonablely good job of  predicting who is in poverty, predicting over 90
percent of  the cases correcting. While this indicates very strong predictive power for the model,
one must remember that since the national poverty rate at the time of  the survey was 13.3
percent, guessing that an individual is not in poverty for every case (zero in the model) would
be correct 86.7 percent of the time. In comparison, the model predicts poverty status correctly
90.3 percent of  the time, a modest but not insignificant increase of  3.6 percentage points. Only
the Head Female variable is statistically insignificant. All other variables are significant at the .001
level. The log-odds from the logistic regression reported in Table 17 are difficult to interpret.
Therefore, it is necessary to calculate predicted probabilities for each variable in the equation to
more easily interpret their impact on the propensity of  an individual to be in poverty.

Predicted Probabilities When One Characteristic is Varied. One of  the benefits of  do-
ing a logistic regression analysis is that it is possible to calculate the probability of an individual
being in poverty given a certain set of  characteristics.  This can be done by holding all variables
constant except for the variable of  interest, and then varing that variable to determine its
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Table 16. Variable Definitions

Variable Definition

Individual Poverty Dependent variable coded 1 if the individual is in poverty and zero if the individual
Status is not in poverty.

Head Immigrant A dummy variable coded as a 1 if the individual’s household head is foreign-born and a
zero for all others.

Head Education A series of dummy variables using the following categories: head of household is a
dropout, head has only a high school degree, head has some college. Heads with at
least  a 4 year college degree are the control group.

Head Female Head of the household is a dummy variable coded as a 1 for individuals in female-
headed households and  0 for male headed households.

Head Race A series of dummy variables for the head of the household with  the following categories:
black, Hispanic, Asian and American Indian, with white as the control group.  Hispanic
can be of any race, and are excluded from the other categories.

Head Unmarried A dummy variable coded as 1 if the individual’s household is headed by an unmarried
Female female and  0 for all others.

Head Married A dummy variable coded as a 1 if household head is married and the spouse is present
and zero for all others.

Head Labor Force A dummy variable coded as a 1 if the household head is employed and zero for all
Status others.

Head Age Age of the head in the individual’s household.

Region A series of dummy variables with the following categories: Northeast, Midwest, West, with
the South as the control group.

# Workers Number of persons in the houshold who are employed.

# College workers Number of employed persons in the individual’s household with at least a 4 yr. college
degree.

# Children Number of children (17 and under) in individual’s household.

# Persons Number of persons in individual’s households.

Unrelated A dummy variable coded as a 1 for individuals unrelated to the household head and a 0
for individuals related to the head.

Age Age of individual.

Labor force Status A dummy variable coded as a 1 for employed individuals and zero for all others.

Male A dummy variable coded 1 if the individual is male and 0 if the individual is female.

Income Unemployment Dollar value of individual’s income from unemployment compensation in $100
increments.

Income Workers Comp. Dollar value of individual’s income from workman’s compensation in $100
increments.

Income Social Security Dollar value of individual’s income from Social Security in $100 increments.
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Variable

Head Immigrant
Head Some College
Head High School Grad.
Head Dropout
Head Female
Head Black
Head Indian
Head Asian
Head Hispanic
Head Unmarried Female
Head Married
Head Labor Force Status
Head Age
Northeast
Midwest
West
# Workers
# College Workers
# Children
# Persons
Unrelated
Age
Labor Force Status
Male
Income Unemployment
Income Workers Comp.
Income Social Security
Constant
% Predicted Correctly
-2 Log Likelihood
N (unweighted)
P<.05

Table 17. Logistic Regression
of Household and Individual
Level Variables on Odds of an
Individual Being in Poverty in 1997

B

.5355

.3577

.8237
1.6212
-.0206
.3738
.5458
.4311
.4596
.7605

-.7245
-.4901
-.0238
-.1691
-.1841
-.1520

-1.1702
-.6149
.5153

-.0723
.5287
.0104

-.3578
.0570

-.0195
-.0185
-.0207
-.5976

90.31 %
210,046.11

131,279

SE1

.0243

.0351

.0353

.0343

.0267

.0200

.0692

.0438

.0243

.0366

.0276

.0235

.0007

.0210

.0201

.0198

.0179

.0354

.0145

.0132

.0291

.0006

.0217

.0168

.0018

.0022

.0004

.0490

1The standard errors have not been adjusted for the complex survey
designs of the CPS. However, aside from the variable “male,” the highly
significant nature of all the variables makes it very unlikely that design
effects will change the results of this logistic regression.

individual effect on the probability that a person will be in poverty.  The probabilities reported
in Table 18 are derived by varying only one variable at a time, all other characteristics, including
those not reported in the table, are set to their mean value.22  The table can be interpreted as
follows: Holding all other variables in the equation constant, an individual in an immigrant
household has a .19 probability or 19 percent chance of  being in poverty.  In comparison, an
individual in a native household has a .12 probability of  being in poverty, again holding all
other variables in the equation constant. This means that even after accounting for a wide
variety of factors including, race, education, age, number of children in the household, and
family structure, an individual in an immigrant household is about 50 percent more likely to be

in poverty than a person in a native
household. The predicted probabilities
show that the effect of being in an im-
migrant household is similar in size to
other factors often associated with a high
risk of  poverty. For example, the chance
of being in poverty for persons in im-
migrant households is similar in size to
the .21 probability that exists if an indi-
vidual resides in a household headed by
an unmarried female. This is also true
for the labor force status of the house-
hold head. In the model, the probability
of being in poverty for persons in a
household with a non-working head is
.20, almost the same as the .19 prob-
ability for persons in immigrant house-
holds. While it has received relatively little
attention from researchers, this analysis
indicates that being in an immigrant
households increases significantly the risk
that an individual will be in poverty.

Predicted Probabilities When Two
Characteristics Are Varied. So far only
one characteristic at a time has been var-
ied; however it is possible to vary more
than one variable simultaneously in or-
der to better understand how factors
interact with one another. This is poten-
tially important because such factors as
education, or marital status might have
a different impact on persons in immi-
grant households than persons in native
households. Table 19 reports probabili-
ties when the immigrant variable and one
additional variable is varied at the same
time. As is the case with Table 18, all
other variables are held constant by be-
ing set to their mean values. Thus, Table
19 can be interpreted as follows: Indi-
viduals in a household headed by a na-
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Immigrant Status of Household Head
Head Native
Head Immigrant

Education Level of Household Head
Dropout
Highschool Only
Some College

Gender/Marital Status of Head
Unmarried Female Head
All other heads

Age of Household head
18
35
50
65

Workforce Status of Household Head
In workforce
Not in workforce

Number of Children in Household
0
1
2
3
4

Race
Black
Hispanic
Asian
American Indian

Table 18. Predicted
Probabilities for Being in Poverty

.12

.19

.29

.21

.18

.21

.11

.17

.15

.13

.11

.14

.20

.09

.14

.22

.32

.43

.18

.19

.18

.19

tive who is in the labor force have a 11 percent probability of  being in poverty. The probability
of being in poverty for persons in a household headed by an immigrant in the labor force is 17
percent. If we look at households headed by natives and immigrants not in the labor force, we
see that the percent probability of being in poverty jumps significantly to16 percent for per-
sons in native households and jumps even higher, to 25 percent, for persons in immigrant
households. This means that the gap between persons in native and immigrant households
increases from 6 percentage points when the head is in the labor force to 9 percent points
when the head is not in the labor force. This suggests that not holding a job creates a greater
risk of  poverty among those in immigrant households than individuals in native households.

Low levels of educational attainment also create a greater risk of poverty among
persons in immigrant households than among those in native households.  For example, if  we
look at  poverty for persons in native and immigrant households by education level, we see
that the gap between immigrants and natives is 11 percentage points for persons in households
headed by dropouts but only 7 percentage points for persons in households headed by an
individual with some college. Table 19 also shows that the same general pattern holds depend-
ing on the number of children in a household and if
the household is headed by an unmarried woman. The
more children in the household, the larger the differ-
ence between the poverty rates of natives and immi-
grants. For households headed by unmarried women,
the gap is also substantially larger for persons in immi-
grant households compared to those in native house-
holds.

The results in Table 19 should not be over-
stated. While the increase in the probability of being in
poverty for persons residing in an immigrant house-
hold is significant, the growth in the size of the gap
associated with changes in labor force status, educa-
tion, number of children, and marital status cannot be
described as extremely large. However, a pattern does
seem to exist. Certain factors do seem to have a more
deleterious effect on persons in immigrant households
than those in native households, even when other vari-
ables are held constant. Overall the logistic regression
and predicted probabilities indicate that the problem
of immigrant poverty is very complex. Even after con-
trolling for a wide variety of socio-demographic vari-
ables, the findings show that the chance of being in
poverty for individuals in immigrant household is sig-
nificantly higher than that of  natives. It seems likely that
factors such as unfamiliarity with their new country (in
particular, its labor market), language barriers, cultural
values, discrimination, and other factors lead to high
poverty rates for immigrants and their dependents.
Overcoming these problems takes time, and many im-
migrants are simply unable to do so.



47

Center for Immigration Studies

Immigrant and Labor Force
Status of Household Head

Head Native and in Labor Force
Head Immigrant and in Labor Force
Head Native and not in Labor Force
Head Immigrant and not in Labor Force

Immigrant Status and
Education Level of Household Head

Head native and a dropout
Head immigrant and a dropout
Head native and has only a HS degree
Head immigrant and has only a HS degree
Head native and has some college
Head immigrant and has some college

Immigrant Ststus of head
and number of Children in Household

Head native, no children
Head immigrant, no children
Head native, one child
Head immigrant, one child
Head native, two children
Head immigrant, two children
Head native, three children
Head immigrant, three children
Head native, four children
Head immigrant, four children

Immigrant and Gender/Marital Status
of Household Head

Head native and unmarried female head
Head immigrant and unmarried female head
Head native and married female head
Head immigrant and married female head

Table 19. Predicted
Probabilities for Being
in Poverty for Selected Variables
(multiple characteristics are varied)

.11

.17

.16

.25

.24

.35

.17

.26

.14

.22

.07

.12

.11

.18

.18

.27

.26

.38

.38

.51

.17

.26

.09

.14

Conclusion
The findings in this paper clearly show that immigration policy has significantly increased the
size of  the poor population in the United States in the last two decades. The dramatic growth
in the immigrant-related poverty population was caused by both a rise in the poverty rate
associated with immigrants and by very high levels of immigration. Between 1979 and 1997
the poverty rate for persons in immigrant households increased from 15.5 percent to 21.8
percent, and at the same time the number of people living in immigrant households increased
from 17.3 to 35.3 million. As a result, more than one in five persons in poverty now lives in an
immigrant household. And for children (under age 17) the figure is closer to one in four. Had
either the level of immigration or the poverty rate associated with immigrants been lower, the
impact of immigration on the incidence of poverty in United States would have been corre-

spondingly less dramatic. For reasons already discussed,
growing poverty has significant negative implications
for the native-born poor, American society as a whole,
and for immigrants and their children.

Policy Implications
Knowing that our immigration policy is causing pov-
erty to grow significantly in the United States does not,
of course, tell us exactly what we should do about this
problem. Assuming that we are concerned about this
situation, two sets of policy options would seem to
make sense. The first and most obvious change is that a
new immigration policy should be adopted that reduces
the flow of  immigrants likely to end up in poverty. It
makes little sense to have an immigration policy that
dramatically grows the poor population. This is espe-
cially true when one considers that with the exception
of refugees, immigration is supposed to benefit the
United States. As has already been pointed out, an esti-
mated 10 million immigrants will arrive in just the next
decade without a change in immigration policy. If  the
same selection criteria continue to be used, a large per-
centage of  these immigrants along with their U.S.-born
children will very likely end up in poverty. Therefore,
to ensure that this problem does not continue into the
indefinite future, changes in immigration policy are clearly
warranted. The second set of policy options to deal
with this problem would involve the development and
implementation of policies that address the needs of
low-income immigrant households already here. This
would have to be done in the context of existing anti-
poverty programs and it would have to be designed to
meet the specific needs of immigrant households in
poverty. It would also have to take into account a po-
litical environment that at present is very skeptical of
costly new programs designed to uplift the poor.
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 Changing Immigration Policy. Because the research presented here indicates that low levels
of educational attainment are one of the primary reasons for the very high poverty rates
associated with immigrants, selecting more immigrants based on their skills would reduce
poverty among immigrants who arrive in the future. This would require changes in both the
selection criteria for legal immigrants and significantly stepped-up efforts to reduce illegal
immigration. Let us consider changes to legal immigration first. In most years, 65 to 70 percent
of  visas are allotted to the family members of  U.S. citizens and Lawful Permanent Residents
(LPRs). Family relationships could continue to be a central part of immigration policy; how-
ever, by limiting which relatives are eligible for admission we could reduce the number of
immigrants admitted without regard to their skills or ability to compete in the modern Ameri-
can economy. The Commission on Immigration Reform chaired by the late Barbra Jordan
suggested limiting family immigration to the spouses, minor children, and parents of  citizens
and the spouses and minor children of  LPRs. This would eliminate the preferences now in the
law for the siblings and adult children (more than 21 years of age) of citizens and LPRs,
thereby significantly reducing the number of  immigrants selected without regard to their skills.
The preference for the spouses and children of non-citizens should also probably be elimi-
nated, since these provisions apply to family members acquired after the alien has received a
green card, but before he has become a citizen.23  If the parents of citizens were also elimi-
nated as a category, family immigration would be lowered to roughly 300,000 per year, and
the number would likely fall to 200,000 in a few years.

Humanitarian immigration should also undergo some changes. A greater effort should
be made to limit asylum and refugee status to those who are genuinely in need of  permanent
resettlement because of persecution or a well-founded fear of persecution. The expansion of
asylum grounds to groups not originally intended is likely to undermine public support for this
small but needed category of admission. Abuse of the asylum law also encourages illegal
immigration by allowing those who make it into the United States to claim asylum on specious
grounds in an effort to forestall deportation. As for refugees, the system must continue to
remain flexible and in some years it may need to expand beyond the 50,000 originally intended
by the Refugee Act of 1980. Limiting resettlement to 50,000 would still allow the United States
to take in all of  the persons identified by the U.N. High Commissioner for Refugees as needing
permanent resettlement. At present, refugee policy is highly politicized and relatively few of
the refugees admitted to the United States meet the internationally accepted definition of a
refugee.

For employment-based immigration, the most important change would be to drop
the 10,000 visas for unskilled workers24. In addition to allowing in unskilled immigrants, this
category also encourages illegal immigration because it offers the hope to unskilled illegal aliens
that they will find an employer who will eventually petition to bring them in legally. While the
number of illegal aliens that actually are able to take advantage of this provision is small, it does
offer the hope of  legal status to illegal aliens. The Jordan Commission has also suggested
eliminating the visa lottery. While the lottery represents 6 to 8 percent of  the legal immigrant
flow, it makes little sense to admit immigrants based on luck.  It also stimulates further family
immigration because the winners can then petition to bring in brothers and sisters, adult chil-
dren, and parents.  Restricting family immigration to only the spouses and minor children of
U.S. citizens, rationalizing humanitarian immigration and ending the lottery would significantly
reduce the number of legal immigrants admitted each year without regard to their ability to
compete in the U.S. economy.   This would ensure that immigration does not continue to cause
a substantial increase in poverty into the indefinite future.

Reducing Illegal Immigration.  As we have seen, most of the people living in immigrant
households in poverty are legal immigrants or the U.S.-born children of  immigrants; however,
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reducing illegal immigration would still be helpful in reducing immigrant-related poverty. Ille-
gal immigration is undoubtedly the lowest-skilled immigration, with an estimated poverty rate
of 37 percent. Among those who study the issue, there is broad agreement that cutting illegal
immigrants off from jobs offers the best hope to reducing illegal immigration. Since 1986 it
has been unlawful to employ illegal aliens. However, to date, worksite enforcement efforts
have been ineffective. There are three steps that are needed to make worksite enforcement
more effective. First, a national computerized system that allows employers to verify that
persons are legally entitled to work in the United States needs to be implemented. Tests of
such systems have generally been well received by employers (Bolton, 1999). Second, the INS
must significantly increase worksite enforcement efforts. Congress has repeatedly failed to
increase funding for worksite enforcement, even though the INS continues to ask for more
agents. Third, more could also be done at the border. Despite increases in funding over the last
few years, efforts along the southern border remain grossly inadequate. The INS estimates that
60 percent of the illegal aliens in the United States have crossed the border illegally -- the other
40 percent are visa over-stayers  (Statistical Yearbook of  the Immigration and Naturalization Service,
1997). A real effort to control the border with Mexico would require perhaps 20,000 agents
and the development of  a system of  formidable fences and other barriers along those parts
of  the border used for illegal crossings.

The cuts in legal immigration proposed earlier would also go a long way toward
reducing illegal immigration in the long run, because the current system of legal immigration
creates a strong incentive to come illegally. There are approximately 4 million people qualified
for immigration to the United States but who are waiting their turn to receive the limited
number of  visas available each year in the various family categories. Such a system encourages
those who have been selected, but have to wait, to simply come to the United States and settle
illegally in anticipation of  the day they are granted visas. Eliminating the sibling and adult
children categories would alleviate this situation by doing away with the huge waiting lists. In
addition to reducing the incentive to come before a green card is issued, cuts in legal immigra-
tion would also be very helpful in controlling illegal immigration because communities of
recent immigrants serve as magnets for illegal immigration, providing housing, jobs, and en-
tree to America for illegals from the same country. It is no coincidence that the top immigrant-
sending countries are also the top countries sending illegal immigrants to the United States.
Sociological research shows that one of  the primary factors influencing a person’s decision to
emigrate is whether a family member or member of their community has already come to
United States (Massey and Espinosa 1997; Palloni, Spittel and Ceballos 1999). Thus, allowing
in large numbers of legal immigrants is one of the causes of large scale illegal immigration.

The changes in legal and illegal immigration policy outlined above would restore
immigration levels to their historical average of about 300,000 to 400,000 annually in a few
years. Even with these changes, the United States would continue to accept two or three times
more immigrants than any other country.

Reducing Poverty Among Immigrants Already in the Country. While lowering the num-
ber of less-skilled legal and illegal immigrants entering each year would ensure that fewer new
immigrants end up in poverty, it would not lift immigrants and their children currently residing
in the United States out of  poverty. The most direct and simplest way to reduce poverty for
persons in immigrant households would be to increase the dollar value of means-tested cash
programs designed to assistant persons in or near poverty. If  the increase was large enough, it
could dramatically reduce the number of people living below the poverty line. The primary
disadvantage of programs of this kind is the cost. An increase in income transfer programs of
sufficient size to have an appreciable effect on the number of people in poverty would cost
tens of  billions of  dollars. For example, in 1996, federal expenditures on means tested cash
assistance programs cost $86 billion.25 According to estimates done by the Census Bureau,
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these programs reduce the number of people in poverty by only 2.6 million in 1997 (Dalaker
and Naifeh 1998).

The fiscal costs associated with a dramatic increase in spending on cash assistance
program creates a political obstacle that at the present time seem insurmountable. Such pro-
posals are seen as only “throwing money” at the poor. Reflecting this political reality, after
touring poverty-stricken areas of the country in July of this year, President Clinton did not
even mention cash assistance programs as a way of  reducing poverty. Instead, he made a few
modest proposals designed to increase private investment in these areas and called on business
leaders to voluntarily locate in low-income parts of  the country. While dramatic increases in
income transfer programs are off the table politically for the time being, it may be possible to
restore immigrant eligibility beyond what has already been done. However, restoring benefits
to immigrants that were cut as part of  welfare reform in 1996 should be seen as a matter of
fairness and not as an effective anti-poverty measure because, as we have seen, welfare reform
did not increase immigrant-related poverty. Therefore, restoring benefits is unlikely to signifi-
cantly reduce poverty for persons in immigrant households.

Because one has to work to receive benefits, the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) is
one means-tested income transfer program that has considerable political support. Increasing
the value of this program would certainly be helpful to the nearly 5 million persons living in an
immigrant household where at least one person works. Of  course, this program is also costly.
In 1996, expenditures on the EITC were $22 billion (Statistical Abstract of the United States:
1998). Moreover, the EITC only helps persons in the labor force, so it would have no effect
on the 2.7 million persons living in an immigrant household in which no one works. Another
area where new initiatives may be possible is job retraining. Since the low skill levels associated
with immigrants is one of  the primary reasons so many are in poverty, increasing the ability of
immigrants to compete in the labor market by improving their job skills would certainly be
helpful in reducing their poverty rates. Subsidized child care may also assist immigrant parents
in joining the work force. The statistical model showed that the more persons employed in the
household, the lower the risk of  poverty. Therefore, increased subsidies for child care may be
helpful in increasing the number of adults in immigrant households who work. In addition,
since immigrants tend to have more children than natives and the logistic regression model
showed that larger family size creates a greater risk of poverty for immigrant households than
native households, perhaps greater access to family planning may be helpful in lowering the
poverty rate for immigrants and their children. Finally, specific programs designed to increase
immigrant familiarity with their new country may reduce poverty among immigrants. This may
include adult education programs designed to increase knowledge of  English, the U.S. job
market, and services available from government and private sources.

Final Thoughts
What’s Different About Immigrant-related Poverty? When discussing the growth in pov-
erty caused by immigration, it is important to keep in mind that it is different in one important
respect from poverty caused by other societal trends such as changes in the economy or family
structures. While the state can certainly do things to mitigate their impact, the move to an
information-based economy, rising divorce rates, and out-of-wedlock births are complex
social phenomena and are not the direct result of  a specific government policy. In contrast,
immigration is a discretionary policy of the federal government. By setting the level of legal
immigration and the amount of resources it devotes to controlling illegal immigration, the
federal government determines the size, growth, and characteristics of  the foreign-born popu-
lation. Thus, the poverty that results from immigration is preventable in a way that is not the
case for poverty caused by domestic conditions. It seems reasonable therefore to argue that
because the federal government created the problem in the first place, it has a much greater
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responsibility to address the problem than it has to address poverty caused by other factors. At
the very least, Washington should provide much greater assistance to state and local govern-
ments, which now have to cope with a much larger poor population than would otherwise
have been the case.

Why Has the Problem Been Ignored? Part of the reason immigrant-related poverty has
not attracted the attention of policymakers is that immigrant households did not represent a
large proportion of  the poor until about 20 years ago. Policy makers and researchers interested
in poverty have generally focused on other issues, such as wages for low-skilled workers,
changing family structure, discrimination, and the level of  government benefits. And until
recently, it was difficult to estimate the impact of  immigration on poverty in United States.
Only in 1994 did the Census Bureau began to ask a nativity question on regular basis as part of
the CPS. Moreover, immigrants are not politically powerful. Many are not citizens and there-
fore cannot vote and most cannot afford to make campaign contributions. Thus, politicians
could ignore immigrants in or near poverty without paying much of  a political price. Also, as
has already been pointed out, immigration is a discretionary policy of federal government.
Elected officials in Washington are reluctant to deal with immigrant-related poverty because to
do so would call attention to the fact that a conscious policy that they have either supported or
at least not tried to modify has led to an enormous growth in the poor population. It is far
easier for law makers to emphasize the positive aspects of current immigration policy and
offer platitudes about “a nation of immigrants” than to deal with the problems they have
created.

Another important reason the dramatic growth in immigrant-related poverty has not
received the attention it should have stems from the nature of the immigration debate. Most
of the advocates for immigrants are also advocates for the current high level of immigration.
These advocacy groups cannot call attention to immigrant-related poverty because to do so
would highlight a fundamental problem with the very policy of high immigration they work
so hard to defend. Thus, those who might be expected to push for greater efforts to help
immigrants in or near poverty remain mostly silent. Costly new income support programs and
efforts to increase the skills of immigrants so they can better compete in the labor market
would undermine one of  the arguments most often made by the advocates of  high immigra-
tion, namely that it is an economic and fiscal benefit to the country. It would be much harder
to make this argument if large sums of money are spent on welfare and other programs
designed to increase the skills of  immigrants. Therefore, in a very real sense, there is a conflict
of interest between being an advocate for immigrants and an advocate for mass immigration.
Advocates of immigration are trapped by their own rhetoric. As a result, little attention is paid
to the millions of  immigrants and their children who languish in poverty.

A Problem That Cannot be Ignored. While some may be tempted to ignore immigrant-
related poverty at a time of  relative prosperity, this seems very unwise. In just the last eight
years, the size of the poor population increased by three million as a result of the growth in
poverty among persons in immigrant households. If  current trends continue, by the end of  the
next decade at least 10 million people residing in immigrant households will live in poverty,
accounting for perhaps 30 percent of  the nation’s total poor. Moreover, another six million
persons in immigrant households will be near poor. The implications of  this situation for the
immigrants themselves, their children, and our society as a whole are such that we simply must
confront this problem head on. It is my hope that this study will help policymakers, research-
ers, and all those concerned about poverty better understand the central role that immigration
policy now plays in the perpetuation and growth of poverty in America. If we wish to con-
tinue to have an immigration policy that admits large numbers of unskilled persons, a large
share of whom are likely to end up poor, then new programs must be developed with the
intent of reducing poverty for immigrants and their children.
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End Notes
1 In this paper the term poor is used to mean persons living below the poverty threshold.

2 Unrelated individuals under age 15 who are mostly foster children are not included in most
official poverty statistics and they are not included in this study.

3 While there are many criticisms of  this official definition, most observers agree that persons
living below the poverty line are quite poor by American standards. For a brief  discussion of
the advantages and disadvantages of  our current definition see Devine and Wright (1993).

4 By itself this does not mean that immigrants are a net drain. But a report published by the
National Research Council in 1997 found that at the present time the net drain on public
coffers (tax revenue minus services used) caused by immigrant households was between $11
billion and $22 billion a year (Edmunston and Smith, 1997). The high rate of immigrant
poverty is partly responsible for this fiscal drain.

5 The 1 percent public use sample is used for analysis of  metropolitan statistical areas.

6 For the 1980 Census, the study uses a 60,000 person sample drawn from the Integrated Public
Use Microdata Series provided by the University of Minnesota.

7 These figures are for the 1998 CPS.

8 These figures are only for primary family members, as defined by the Census Bureau. Indi-
viduals in subfamilies along with those not in a family, such as persons living alone, are not
included in these statistics. Such persons are included in all other poverty statistics reported in
this study.

9 These numbers are based on the author’s tabulations of  March 1996 CPS.

10 Additional information provided by Dr. Jeffrey Passel of  the Urban Institute in personal
communication, July, 12 1999.

11 These results also mean that the poverty rate for persons in immigrant households who are
not illegal is 19.6 percent. While this is somewhat lower than the poverty rate of 21.8 percent
when illegal aliens are included, it is still 63 percent higher than the 12 percent for persons in
native households.

12 It is important to keep in mind that the same households are not being observed in 1979,
1989 and 1997. Moreover, the general characteristics of household composition changes for
each cohort over time. Even so, a clear pattern does emerge from comparing cohorts over
time.

13 It is important to keep in mind that these calculation exclude poverty among persons under
age 25.

14 Comparisons cannot be made between the Census and CPS for the American Indian/other
category because “other” is not a choice on the CPS. Since this response is only possible in the
Census, the figures from 1997 are for only American Indians.
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15 Persons are considered of working age if they are at least 15 years of age.

16 This report uses the standard Census Bureau definition of  geographic regions of  the country.
The Northeast region includes: Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont, Massachusetts, Connecti-
cut, Rhode Island, New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania. The Midwest includes: Ohio,
Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, Wisconsin, Minnesota, Iowa, Missouri, North Dakota, South Da-
kota, Nebraska, and Kansas. The South includes: Delaware, Maryland, Washington D.C., Vir-
ginia, West Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, Florida, Kentucky, Tennessee,
Alabama, Mississippi, Arkansas, Louisiana, Oklahoma, and Texas. The West includes Montana,
Idaho, Wyoming, Colorado, New Mexico, Arizona, Utah, Nevada, Washington, Oregon, Cali-
fornia, Alaska, and Hawaii.

17 Proportionately, the increase in New Jersey in immigrant-related poverty was much larger
than in New York State.

18 The very large sample size in the CPS in these two states allows for a more detailed exami-
nation of  immigrant-related poverty that is possible in other states.

19 Comparisons are only made in the 32 states with more than 100,000 persons residing in
immigrant households at the time of  the March 1998 CPS.

20 The original census data for counties were drawn from 1990 Census Summary Tape File 4
tabulations of  poverty status by nativity for families and unrelated individuals (Tables 108 and
120).  To show poverty for the total population in counties regardless of  whether they were
living in a family, it was necessary to combine the two tabulations.  (Persons in families, are by
definition, related to the household head) Since the tabulations for families do not specify how
many people are in each family, an analysis of  PUMS data was used to create factors to
translate numbers of  families into their corresponding numbers of  persons.  First, the average
family size was tabulated for families above and below poverty according to the nativity of the
head and state of residence.  These four average family size figures per state (above and below
poverty for persons in families in native and immigrant families) were then multiplied by the
corresponding counts of families based on the nativity of the head in each county of every
state.  This yielded counts of persons in immigrant and native headed families by poverty
status for all counties.  Adding these counts of  persons in families to the counts of  unrelated
individuals using their individual nativity yielded the final data used to generate Maps 2, 3 and
4.  While not exactly the same as the method used in the rest of  the study, combining tables
from the summary tape files in this way comes as close as possible to matching  the definition
of  immigrant and native households used to create the tabulations found in Tables 1 though 15
and Map 1.

21 The same definition of household is used in the logistic regression as in tabulations reported
in Tables 1 through 15.

22 The dummy variables in the model are set at .5.

23 There is currently a large backlog of persons waiting to enter in the spouses and minor
children of  Lawful Permanent Residents category. A significant portion of  these individuals
are the family members of  IRCA amnesty beneficiaries. It seems unwise to continue to sepa-
rate these families. Therefore, it would make sense to grandfather in those already on the
waiting list. However, no future applications would be taken for the spouses and minor chil-
dren of  LPRs.
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24 In 1997 unskilled employment-based immigration was temporally lowered to 5,000 to
offset amnesty given some illegal aliens from Central America.  It will remain at this level until
all those eligible have adjusted to legal status.

25 1996 is the most recent year for which data is available.  This figures is from the Statistical
Abstract of the United States: 1998 and does not include cash assistance for foster care.
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