
BACHELOR THESIS

An analysis of immigration in the United States

School of Management and Economics

Växjö, Spring 2009

Author: Xiao Zhou  881110

Advisor: Mats Hammarstedt

Examinator: Dominique Anxo



Växjö university
Bachelor Thesis
Xiao Zhou 881110

2

SUMMARY

Title:                    An analysis of immigration in the United States

Research Questions:    What is the trend and inflow of migration to the U.S. 

over time? Which factors will effect people have a 

migration decision and how this factor effects 

among the U.S. immigrants?

Data:                The primary data is based on the Yearbook of 

immigration Statistics in the U.S., from the year of 

1820 to 2008, which form the U.S. homeland 

security or Statistic Bureau. 

Keywords:               U.S. Immigration, inflow, trend, effect, earnings

Course:                 Thesis in Economics,  NA 3083

Author:                 Xiao Zhou  881110

Email: xzhlg08@student.vxu.se

Advisor:                Prof. Mats Hammarstedt

                 Email: mat.hammarstedt@vxu.se

Examinator:          Prof. Dominique Anxo

                                 Email: dominique.anxo@vxu.se



Växjö university
Bachelor Thesis
Xiao Zhou 881110

3

Abstract

The United States of American has often been called “a nation of immigrants” due to 

its long immigration history. In fact, it absorbed large numbers of immigrants during 

the different epochs from all over the world. The economics issues of immigration are 

play a very important role which becoming increasingly considering. Therefore, the 

aim of this paper is analyze the trends of immigration to America and the 

determinants behind the migration decision in the United States. An analysis of the 

data shows that the migrants flow into America has increased substantially, and the 

trend of American immigration is upwards after the mid 1960s. From the literature 

review it appears that the impact of immigration on natives’ earnings and employment, 

is weak. However factors like wage differential between the origin and host countries, 

educational attainment and investment in human capital, language proficiency are 

important determinants of the extent of immigrants integration and assimilation in the 

new country.
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1. Introduction

The United States is a typical immigration country, which has been attracting the most 

international immigrants for a long time. According to the U. S. Citizenship and 

Immigration Services, the total numbers of immigrants are approximately 74,225,000 

people between the years 1820 to 2008. If we add the amount in the colonial era, the 

amount before 1820 and all kinds of illegal immigrants after 1960, the total amount of 

immigrants to America will over 100 millions. Divided from the time period of view, 

there are two climax of immigrants entering the United States. One is happened in the 

end of nineteenth Century to the early period of twenty Century. The other is from 60 

years of 20th Century till now. The total amount of legal registered immigrants to the 

United States from 1860 to 1930 and from 1965 to 2002 are 32,853,238 people and 

31,231,500 people, respectively. Combined above numbers of the two periods, we can 

find that they are accounted for 86.3% in the total number of immigrants from the 

years 1820 to 2008 in the United States. The current stage of immigration trend to be 

increased. From 2003 to 2008, there are around 6,211,753 legal immigrants over 6 

years.1

The issue of immigration in the United States has attracted much public attention in 

this age of change. Immigration is not only a phenomena that individuals moved from 

one country to America, but also leads to a series of economic impacts and effects 

both in source and host countries. Such as, the mobility of labor force will promote or 

burden the economy in the United States of America. It also associated with the 

welfare both in immigrants and natives. At the same time, American government 

promulgates immigration policies or laws during the different epochs determine the 

size of immigration to some extent. In fact, there are kinds of factors which effects 

                                                            
1 All the data in this paragraph were computed according to the American fiscal immigration yearbook.

Source: “Immigrants, Fiscal Year 2008, Table 1. Immigration to the United States: Fiscal Year 1820 – 2008” 

(see table 1 in Appendix) and U.S. Department of Homeland Security.
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both the migration decisions among individuals and the natives in America. Therefore, 

we can research the economics of American immigration from different aspects. 

Individuals who are differences in age, education background, jobs, earnings from all 

over the world have different decision to decide whether immigrate to America or not. 

Meanwhile, different regions and epochs in the United States absorb different 

migration flows. Due to the huge complexity situations in America immigration, in 

this paper, I focus on some issue of immigration in America.

1.1 Purpose

The aim of this paper is analyze the trends of immigration to America and the 

determinants behind the migration decision in the United States both in time period 

and spatial. 

1.2 Research questions

This paper focuses on two aspects: the trends and determinants of immigration in 

America. More specifically, there are three questions that I want to discuss in the 

following paper: What is the trend and inflow of migration to the U.S. over time? 

Which factors will effect people have a migration decision and how this factor effects 

among the U.S. immigrants? I made many tables and figures according the national 

data to show the trends from 1820 till now, while compared the differences during 

four period in order to show the large immigration inflow absorbed by America over 

time. To illustrate how the factors influence on the United States immigrants, I 

summarize the previous literature to research the determinants of immigration inflow 

in the United States. Based on previous results, I analyze the factors, earnings, 

education, employment and language, effect immigration in the Unite States over time

with the graphs and tables.
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1.3 Delimitations 

One limitation is the data of the number of legal immigrants before the 1820 are 

difficult to collect in the second part. The other is that due to huge country immigrate 

into America, I will choose the main or typical country as examples to analyze. At the 

same time, some factors, like the illegal immigrants, or refugees and asylees, might be 

ignores in the following paper when we show and use the data to analyze. About the 

factors of determinants, I focus on the earnings and employment to illustrate their 

impacts on American immigration in my paper while ignore the others.

In addition, U.S. immigration policy and various characteristics of economy in the 

United States and other countries affect the inflow of immigrants. However, those 

factors are difficult to handle. 

1.4 Disposition

The following paper is organized as follows. The next section described the primarily 

immigration history, then summarized and compared the different migration on four 

periods from two aspects, the legal immigration number and the main source

countries. After that I shown the migration flow based on the relative data and table to 

analyze and explain the trends of the immigration in America. In the third section, I

illustrated some theoretical approach or models from the previous literatures or 

studies on American immigration. Then, I chose some useful factors among U.S. 

immigration to show how they effect and perform in labor market over time. The forth 

section discussed and shown the empirical results, while given my conclusions at the 

end of this paper.
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2. Immigration in the United States

In this part of thesis, the general information of the migration in the United Stated has 

been described in the following ways: the history of American migration, compared 

the differences in four period, the flows of migration to the Unite Stated over time, 

and the trends of immigrate to the United Stated.

2.1 The history of immigration in American

The United States has often been called “a nation of immigrants”. It is well-known 

that the United States of America has a long immigration history. As the first Spanish 

and English settlers arrived on the shores of the country, the waves of immigration 

were mainly from Europe in nineteenth century until the current day. 

The history of immigration in the United States, in some senses, could be divided four 

period: the colonial era, the mid-nineteenth century, the turn of the twentieth century, 

and post-1965. There were absorbed different national groups into America in each 

period.2 To be more specific, in the mid-nineteenth century, the mainly influx of the 

immigrants in America were from northern and western Europe. In the year of 1820 

and 1860, the amount of immigrants were reached 5 million. Of which, there were 

about 2 million Irish, 1.7 million German and large of African slave who have been 

trafficked into America. At the same time, a small number of immigrants were from 

Asian, mainly the Chinese. The immigrants were mainly from Southern and Eastern 

Europe in the early twentieth century. From the year of 1880 to the year of 1920, the 

number of immigrants were shape growth to the 23.5 million. According to these 

immigrants, the total population of America more than 100 million at the first time in 

the year of 1920. During the 100 years which from 1820 year to 1920 year, the 

number of immigrants account for 20 percentage or more in the annual growth of 

                                                            
2 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Immigration_to_the_United_States#History (2009-05-06)
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population in the United States. After the year of 1965, the America immigrants were 

mostly from Latin America Nations and Asia.3

In this paper, I will use the Year of 1965 as a turning point in American immigration 

history, which is a time division of the early immigration waves and influx of 

immigrants in the present day.

2.1.1 Immigration before the year of 1965 

Colonial period to 1820: In the early years of 1820, the main immigrants were from 

England and Northern and Western Europe. The dominant language is English and 

most of immigrants believed in Protestant faith.4 Some of the earliest settlers who are 

non-English groups, especially the Irish and Germans, were sometimes faced distrust 

and discrimination. Except the European immigrants, the other main immigration 

groups were the African slaves who have been trafficked to the colonial areas in the 

United States in this period. In fact, the settlers in this period were often poor. 

Throughout this period, the migration flows were modest, and the immigrants were 

often quite destitute. Ethnic enclaves in urban or rural areas were the main places they 

frequently chose to live.5

1820-1900: The first wave. During this period, the United States experienced the first 

great wave in the history of immigration. The first great wave started in the 1820s 

with approximately 143,000 immigrants came to America. As the following year, the 

number of immigrants were raise quickly. In the year of 1850, the amount of 

immigrants reached around 2.6 million over the thirty year(Jensen 1989). Compared 

                                                            
3 http://news.sohu.com/20051221/n241059503.shtml (2009-05-04)
4 LIU ZHI, “The immigrant Characteristics of American Culture,” Journal of ChongQing Jiao Tong University,

Social Sciences Edition, Vol.4, No.3, (Sept. 2005), pp. 59-62
5 LEIF JENSEN, “New Immigrant Settlements in Rural America: Problems, Prospects, and Policies”, Reprots on 

Rural America, Vol. 1, No.3(2006), pp. 10
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with the total population of the United States, which was only 23million in the same

period, it can be found that 2.6 million immigrants was a large-scale inflow of 

immigration to some extent. Most immigrants came from Great Britain, Ireland, and 

Germany, while a few from Norway, Sweden, and the Netherlands (Choleswinski et 

al.273-274). Among this wave of immigration, the early European immigrants were 

main contributors to the country’s labor market, populating the expansion of the 

barren West land, advancing in technology and helping develop the local agriculture.

1860-1930: The second wave. The second great wave of American immigration began 

around the year of 1860. As economic and demographic dynamics that induced 

emigration shifted away from Northwestern Europe countries to Southern and Eastern 

Europe areas during this period (Jones 1960). After the Civil War, the demand for 

labor force were rapidly increased as the economy of the United States industrialized 

and urbanized. Thus, the demand was filled once again by immigrants arrived from 

Europe. During the year of 1866 to 1915, there were around 25 million immigrants 

from Great Britain, Ireland and Germany. Meanwhile, there were 24 million 

immigrants came in America from the year of 1880 to 1924, and most of them from 

the farms of Southern and Eastern Europe. In fact, the shift towards to less developed 

and poor countries of origin during the second wave. Immigrants were different in 

culture, language, and religion and most of them were poor in the second wave. The 

newcomers with the job skills and strong ethic fueled concerns. From 1905 to the 

World WarⅠ, most of immigrants were often as cheap labor when the inflows 

expanded annually. 6

In spite of evidences showed these immigrants were promoted economic successful 

(Lieberson 1980). There were still large negative social and economic effects. 

Therefore, the restrictive immigration laws enacted by American government in this 

                                                            
6 LEIF JENSEN, “New Immigrant Settlements in Rural America: Problems, Prospects, and Policies”, Reports on 

Rural America, Vol. 1, No.3(2006), pp. 10
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epoch.

1930-1965: This is a period that the American government limited immigration due to 

the U.S. economic recession. In the 1929, the U.S. government implemented the 

National Origin Quota system policy dramatically declined the flow of immigrants.

Meanwhile, the Grate Depression further reduced the motivation and ability to arrive 

America. Thus, the number of legal immigrants just around 5 million during this 

period.7

2.1.2 Immigration after the year of 1965 

In the United States, the present immigration history started in the year of 1965. 

1965 to today: The third wave. The period that began in 1965 and continues to the 

current day are the third great wave of American immigration. In the 1965, the 

American government amendments to the Immigration and Nationality Acts 

eliminated the National Origin Quota System and replaced it with a preference system 

was designed to unite immigrant families and attract large skilled immigrants entry 

the United States from all over the world.8 As the strict quotas were dismantled and 

civil rights and equality were more and more valuable, the size of immigration 

accelerated. Meanwhile, the immigrants from Asian and Latin American Nations 

increased.9 It is obviously that the number of immigrants are steady growth after the 

year of 1965 to 2005 ( see table 2). During the decade from 1951 to 1960, just over 

251,500 individuals immigrated to the United States. In the following decades, the 

number of immigrants went up, reached around 908,100 at the end of 20th century.

                                                            
7 http://news.sohu.com/20051221/n241059503.shtml (2009-05-04)
8 LEIF JENSEN, “New Immigrant Settlements in Rural America: Problems, Prospects, and Policies”, Reprots on 

Rural America, Vol. 1, No.3(2006), pp. 11
9 LIU ZHI, “The immigrant Characteristics of American Culture,” Journal of ChongQing Jiao Tong University,

Social Sciences Edition, Vol.4, No.3, (Sept. 2005), pp. 59-62
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The flow of immigrants are fluctuation from 1990s to 2008s (see table 3). During this 

period, the lowest point at the number 63,500 occurred in the year of 1998. In contrast, 

the year of 1991 was the highest annual flow during the period from 1990s to 2005s, 

which were peak at 182,700 immigrants(see table 3).10

In the current day, there are two dominant economic questions which are not easy to

define the exactly answers. One is, do the jobs opportunities in the labor market for 

native works be instead by the new immigrants and their earnings be decreased due to 

the new immigrants come? The other is, do new immigrants pay their own way and 

contribute more in taxes then they take in services? Immigrants with higher education 

and skills and gain higher earnings are likely to make net benefits immediately. 

Finally, it causes the economic impacts to America from the long term aspects.

2.1.3 Compared to the four periods in American Immigration History

To be simply, I summarized the above contents and chose to compare the number of 

legal immigrants and the main source countries at different periods on the table 1 in 

order to show the different situations among the American immigration history over 

time.

The four period we divided are quite different. From now on, the three great waves in 

American immigration history happens on different periods. As it shown, the lowest 

amounts in this table are 19,295,790, which occurred at the period from 1820s to 

1900s. The total number in the second wave is larger than in the third wave. There are 

nearly 33 million immigrants and around 31,231,328 immigrants settled at the U.S 

from 1860s to 1930s and from 1965 to 2008, respectively. However, it is not imply 

that the scale of immigrants in the second wave is the largest in American 

immigration history. Because it is difficult to give an exactly definition of the range in 

                                                            
10 “Immigrants, Fiscal Year 2008, Table 1. Immigration to the United States: Fiscal Year 1820 – 2008” 
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different period, meanwhile after the 1965s, the inflow tends to be increased all the 

time which I will illustrate on the following section. 

Secondly, according to compare with the source countries, we can found the towards 

among the source countries clearly. More specifically, the Great Britain as one of the 

main country of origin appears more times during the first three eras. Overall, the 

source countries were from the northern and Western Europe shifted to Southern and 

Eastern Europe, until the Asian and Latin American Nations as the dominant during

the current days. 

Table 1.  Compared to the four periods in American Immigration History

Four period Year division The number of 

immigrants11

The main source 

countries

Three great 

wave 

The colonial 

era

Colonial 

period to 1820

___ Great Britain, 

Northern and 

Western Europe, 

African

___

The 

mid-nineteenth 

century

1820-1900 19,295,790 Great Britain, 

Ireland, Germany, 

Norway, Sweden, 

Netherlands

The first 

wave

The turn of the 

twentieth 

century

1860-1930 32,853,238 Southern and 

Eastern Europe

Great Britain, 

Ireland, Germany

The second 

wave

Post-1965 1965 - 2008 31,231,328 Asian and Latin 

American Nations

The third 

wave.

                                                            
11 Calculated them based on the yearbook of statictics,2008, See appendix table 1. 
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Note: the number which calculated them based on the yearbook of statictics,2008, See appendix 

table 1.

Source: “Immigrants, Fiscal Year 2008, Table 1. Immigration to the United States: Fiscal Year 

1820 – 2008” and U.S. Department of Homeland Security.

In order to further explain the above data, I listed the legal immigration number and 

the ratio of ten years among the sum of total legal immigrants and U.S. population 

from 1820s to 2008s in table 2.  

In table 2, the time range of three great migration waves can be identified. It is 

manifest from table 2 that the number of immigrants have fluctuated , while a change

in the ratio across different decades. More precisely, after experienced the first 

immigration wave, there existed a highest ratio in this table, which is the 10.4% at the 

year of 1901 to 1910. In contrast, the lowest rate in American immigration history is 

the 0.4%, which occurred in the period from 1931s to 1940s. During this decade, the 

total number of immigrants fallen in the following decades drastically until reached a

lower number of immigrants, 528,000 U.S. immigrants. The main reason of this 

situation is American government limited migration on that period. But finally, the 

scale of immigrants increased in the following decades smoothly.   

Table 2

Immigration: 1820 to 2008

Period Number Rate12

1820 to1830 152 1.2

1831 to 1840 599 3.9

1841 to1850 1,713 8.4

                                                            
12 Annual rate per 1,000 U.S. population. Rate computed by dividing sum of annual immigration totals by sum of 

annual U.S. population totals for same number of years.
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1851 to 1860 2,598 9.3

1861 to 1870 2,315 6.4

1871 to 1880 2,812 6.2

1881 to 1890 5,247 9.2

1891 to 1900 3,688 5.3

1901 to 1910 8,795 10.4

1911 to 1920 5,736 5.7

1921 to 1930 4,107 3.5

1931 to 1940 528 0.4

1941 to 1950 1,035 0.7

1951 to 1960 2,515 1.5

1961 to 1970 3,322 1.7

1971 to 1980 4,399 2.0

1981 to 1990 7,256 3.0

1991 to 2000 9,081 3.4

2001 to 2008 8,327 3.5

Note:1. In thousands, except rate(8,795 represents 8,795,000). Foe fiscal years ending in year 

shown.. Data represent immigrants admitted. Rates based on Census Bureau estimates as of 

July 1 for resident population through 1929 and for total population thereafter (excluding 

Alaska and Hawaii prior to 1959).]

2. Annual rate per 1,000 U.S. population, 10-year rate computed by dividing sum of annual 

immigration totals by sum of annual U.S. population totals for same 10 years.

Source: U.S. Department of Homeland Security, Office of Immigration Statistics, 1980-2008’s 

Yearbook of immigration statistic. 

See also http://uscis.gov/graphics/shared/statistics/yearbook/index.htm
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2.2 The trends of immigration in America

According to the data from the U.S. yearbook of immigration statistics from the 

1900 to 2008.

We have the following findings 

1. the flow of immigrants in the United States from the 1950 trend to be an upwards.

2. the number of immigrants increased gradually from the current years.

Historical trends

Figure 1 Legal permanent residences flow to the United States: 1900 to 2008 

Note: LPR is a legal permanent resident or “green card” recipient is defined by immigration 

law as a person who has been granted lawful permanent residence in the United States.

Source: U.S. Department of Homeland Security
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As can be seen from the line graph (figure 1), the inflow of legal immigrants who 

have the permanent residence trends to an upward since World WarⅡ. Before the year 

of 1950, we can get the immigrations flows fluctuates over the fifty years. After the 

year of 1965, however, the size of legal immigrants gradually increases. As a matter 

of fact, it has shown an upward trend. More specifically, the annual average amount 

of legal immigrants were around 250,000 during the 1950s. Then, the number of legal 

immigrants gradually growth over the following years, reaching approximately 10 

million during 2000 to 2008s, which is quadrupled compare to the flow during the 

1950s.13 Obviously, changes in policy of immigration is associated with this increase.

Why it occurs a dramatically increase around the year of 1990?

In this figure, we can see that the number of immigrants has a dramatically increase 

around the year of 1990. In order to describe this situation in above figure more 

clearly, I summarized the annual number of immigrants and the Raito from 1980 to 

2008. The table 3 (see appendix) gives the annual immigration from the year 1980 to 

2008. It can be seen from the table that the rate experienced an increasing trend during 

the twenty years. However, we can see in the table that the immigration rate raised by 

a fairly large scale from 1989 to 1991, which even exceed 4 percent, much higher than 

other years before and later. This great change could be explained by the Immigration 

Reform and Control Act (IRCA) passed in the year of 1986. According to this act, 

about 1,000,000 illegal workers were amnestied. Almost 3,000,000 immigrants were 

permitted to live in the United States.

Furthermore, the implement of The Immigration Act of 1990 allowed signing visas at 

random gave the opportunity for the immigrants who are in the countries hard to be 

granted to stay in the United States.

Both of the two policies mainly caused an increasing at a very fast speed in the period 

                                                            
13 “ U.S. Legal Permanent Residents:2008”, Annual flow report, from Homeland Security
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of 1989 to 1991.

Table 4: Legal Permanent Resident Flow: Fiscal Years 2002 to 2008 

YEAR CATEGORY OF ADMISSION

Total New Arrivals Adjustment of status

Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent

2003 705,827 100.0 358,411 50.8 347,416 49.2

2004 957,883 100.0 373,962 39.0 583,921 61.0

2005 1,122,373 100.0 384,071 34.2 738,302 65.8

2006 1,266,129 100.0 446,881 35.3 819,248 64,7

2007 1,052,415 100.0 431,368 41.0 621,047 59.0

2008 1,107,126 100.0 466,558 42.1 640,568 57.9

Source: U.S. Department of Homeland Security, Computer Linked Applicant information 

Management System (CLAIMS), Legal immigrant Data, Fiscal Years 2002 to 2008.

Table 4 exhibited the trends and characteristics of new legal permanent residents at 

the current years, which from 2003s to 2008s. As it shown in table 4, legal 

immigration went increasingly over the 6 years. More precisely, from 2003 to 2006, it 

increased gradually. Compared to the number of immigrants in 2003s, the rate of 

immigrants inflows rose near 8 percent at the year of 2006. The number were just 

over 705,827 and around 1,266,129 in 2003s and 2006s, respectively. Then, the total 

number of legal immigrants declined for the next year, fall at 1,052,415 in 2007. After 

that, legal immigration went up 5 percent from 1,052,415 in 2007 to 1,107,126 in 

2008. Therefore, generally speaking, it is shown an upward trend on the whole 

although a slight decrease in 2007s occured. In addition, when we considered the 

situation of new arrivals and adjustment of status, we can find that the rate of new 

arrivals always smaller than the rate of adjustment of status applications during 2004 

to 2008. 
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3. Method

In the present age, various methods from the previous research could be calculate and 

analyze the issue of American immigration. In fact, different approach could get 

different results. 

3.1 Borjas Self-Selection model

Many literatures have done a lot research in the economics of immigration. Borjas 

researched in American immigration many years. One of his researches, “the 

economics of immigration”(1994), he used the self-selection of the immigrant flow 

model to analyze the migration decision. Borjas (1987) asserts that the selection of 

migration decisions create some differences in the national origin, rather than a 

randomly selected from the population of the source countries. On Borjas paper, he 

pointed out that the individual migration decision is dependent on earnings in 

different countries. He firstly considered two countries, one is the source country 

(residents of country 0) while the other is the host country (migrating to country 1). 

Then it assumed that migration decisions are irreversible so that no return migration 

occurs. Thus, the equations of earnings distribution in the source country and migrate 

to the host country are given as follows:

,log 000   (1)

,log 111      (2)

where, 0
gives the worker’s earnings in country 0,

1 gives the worker’s earnings in country 1, 

presents the mean log earnings in the source country,

presents the mean log earnings in the host country,
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is the random variable measured deviations from mean earnings, and is 

normally distributed with mean zero and variance
2
0

,

is the random variable measured deviations from mean earnings, and is 

normally distributed with mean zero and variance 
2
1 .

Therefore, the two expressions summarize the possibilities of earnings available to 

potential migrants in the source and host countries.

That is, if ln w1> ln w0, the individual will migrate from country 0 to country 1. 

The migration decision is also associated with costs. It includes direct cost and 

indirect cost. To be more specific, direct cost is the cost for migration, such as, 

moving costs or transportation costs, while indirect cost is the cost for forgone 

earnings in connection with migration. 

In Borjas’s paper, it defined the index function as follows,

,

Simply, Index- function can also write like this,

CiwowIi  lnln 1 ,  while Ci is the cost of immigration.

Holding costs constant for all individuals, the larger the earnings gap, the larger the 

tendencies of immigration.

If Ii > 0, the individual will migrate.

)()(log 0101
0

1 














c

I
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3.1 Negative and positive selection

When earnings distribution is more uneven in host countries. It occurs positive 

selection: the best individuals will move from the source country to the host country. 

Meanwhile, when the earnings distribution is more even in the host countries, the

negative selection occurs. “The worst” individuals will move from the sources 

country to the host country.

If average earning as well as the earnings distribution differs between the countries it 

is the relative strength of the variables that is decisive for whether positive or negative 

selection occurs.

Figure 2  The Self-selection of Return Migrants

It can be found some insights from Borjas model,

First, there is no theoretical reason to assume that the immigrant flow is made up of 

“ the best” or “ the worst” individuals. Instead, the immigrant flow is determined by 

the factors mentioned.

Second, there is no reason to assume that the composition of the immigrant flow will 

be constant across countries or over time. As political and economic conditions 

change. The size and composition of the flow will also change.
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4. Theoretical approach and discussion

The determinate factors, such as earnings, employment, moving costs, education level, 

language, living conditions and so on, influenced individuals have a migration 

decision. The factors seem to change over time among the U.S. immigrants. We know 

far less, however, about how these factors effect immigrants’ decision and how these 

factors perform in the labor market over time？

In the following paper, I will focus on some significant variables that economists 

considered as possible determinants in the migration decision, and briefly analysis the 

literatures and the insights associate with the methods of self-selection in order to 

better understand the issue we mentioned in this paper. 

Earnings

----Impact of migration on native wage

Earnings are always as one of the most prominent factors when we consider the 

possible determinates among the American immigrants over time from a economic 

point of view. In the literature, “investment in human capital” (Sjaastad,1962), the 

researcher pointed out that the individuals will choose to immigrate when the 

difference between earnings in the destination and origin areas are larger than the gap 

between costs such as living condition in the two sectors.14

From the economic theory, economic incentive proves that people who owns more 

ability and be more motivated will get more benefit. Also, it could be used in the 

migration implementation that immigrants to the United States are more able and have 

higher motivation than the natives, although the education, earnings, and some other 
                                                            
14 Sjaastad, L. A. 'The Costs and Returns of Human Migration.' Journal of Political Economy 70, no. 5(1962): 

80-93.
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factors are the same with each other.

But how these factor influence the native earns and immigration in fact? I analyzed by 

according to the summary of the previous studies.

Table 5 Elasticity of Native Wages with Respect to The Number of Immigrants In Locality 15

Elasticity of Native Wages with Respect to The Number of Immigrants In Locality

Study Impact of 

Immigrants on:

Dependent Variable Elasticity Estimate

Altonji and Card 

(1991, p.220)

Less Skilled 

Natives

Weekly wages +0.1

LaLonde and Topel 

(1991, p.186)

Young Black 

Natives

Young Hispanic 

Natives

Annual earnings

Annual earnings

-. 06

-. 01

Borjas (1990, p.87) White Native Men

Black Native Men

Annual earnings

Annual earnings

- .01

-. 02

Bean, Lowell, and 

Taylor (1988, p.44) 

Native Mexican 

Men 

Black Men

Annual earnings

Annual earnings

- .005 to +. 05

- .003 to + .06

Grossman (1982, 

p.600)

All Natives Factor share of 

native workers

-. 02

Source: BORJAS, GEORGE J., “The Economics of Immigration,” Journal of Economic Literature, Vol. 32, No.4 

(Dec., 1994), p.1697

                                                            
15 BORJAS, GEORGE J., “The Economics of Immigration,” Journal of Economic Literature, Vol. 32, No.4 (Dec., 

1994), p.1697
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In the empirical literature, researchers generally used elasticity estimate in their model 

to explore the correlation between American immigration and the variable, earnings. 

The table 5 in this paper is the results according to previous research studies in 

different period. It can be seen clearly from above table that the elasticity estimates 

are mainly negative, which means there is a negative correlation between the 

immigration and earnings. In general, the correlations in America demonstrated that 

the increasingly number of immigrants declined average earnings of native workers 

which included white or black, skilled or unskilled, male or female. We analyzed this 

table orderly as follows. In Altonji and Card (1991), the elasticity estimate is +0.1

shown a positive effect on earnings. If more immigrations, there are more earnings 

among less skilled natives. However, the positive effect is not strong. Compared to it, 

the other result in table 5 are negative. The empirical results, -.01 and -.02, occurs 

many times in the elasticity of this table. It presented immigration has a small effect 

on earnings. In other words, if increased 10 percent numbers of immigrants would 

declined around 2 percent of the native wage. The similar results pointed out by the 

Labonde and Topel (1991), Borjas(1990) and Grossman(1982) and so on. Meanwhile, 

the results from Bean, Lowell and Taylor (1988), illustrated that migration is no effect 

on earnings. Therefore, it can be concluded that different earnings do not have big 

impacts on American immigration patterns.16 In a word, earnings in labor market do 

not have strongly effects on migration in the United States over time.

There still are other previous studies to illustrate above results. In Barro and Martin 

(1991), the authors pointed out that if there are 10 percent earnings increased while 

the numbers of immigration raise by 0.26 percent per year.

Some literature try to compare the earnings between the immigrants and natives to

help understand the migration have had very small impact on wage in America. In the 

                                                            
16 BORJAS, GEORGE J., “The Economics of Immigration,” Journal of Economic Literature, Vol. 32, No.4 (Dec., 

1994), p.1697-1698
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article by Borjas, Bronars, and Trejo(1992) point that although immigrants earnings 

have lower than the native born initially, within 6 years catch up the natives.17 In the 

article “The effect of Americanization on the earnings of foreign-born men” (1978) 

Barry R. Chiswick researched various outcomes of the impact of earnings and labor 

market behavior of foreign born in the United States. His research shown the similar  

view before, while it used the data from 1970 U.S. census cross-sectional data to 

study longitudinal (verticals) changes in earnings in his article. He presented that 

initially immigrant may have lower earnings than native born man in the U.S., as 

earnings raise more shapely with post migration experience the gap narrows. And the 

overtaking point is around 13 years. I made a graph to help illustrate above results.

Graph 1

However, in Borjas (1985), “ Assimilation, changes in cohort quality and the earnings 

of immigrants” he reexamined the above facts. Borjas is critical upon the fact that 

Chiswick used data from one single year (cross section).

                                                            
17 Borjas, G. J., S. G. Bronars, and S. J. Trejo. 'Assimilation and the Earnings of Young Internal Migrants.'  The 

Review of Economics and Statistics 74, no. 1(1992): 170-175.

Age
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According to Borjas using data from one-single year might lead to an over-estimation 

of the assimilation rate. Meanwhile, Chiswich assumed a positive selection. However, 

negative selection may also occur. It depends upon average earnings and the earnings 

distribution in the host and the source country.

All in all, Borjas pointed out that earnings assimilation among immigrants in the U.S. 

took considerably longer than 10-15 years. Secondly, he believed that the earnings 

growth of immigrants relative to natives is over-estimated in a cross-section. Thirdly, 

Borjas found a decline in the “quality” of the immigrants admitted to the U.S. over 

time.

Graph 2

Chiswick’s Human Capital model

ln Yi=a+rSi+C1Ti+C2Ti²+C3(YSMi)+C4(YSMi)²+Ui

While, Yi = earnings

Si = years of schooling

Ti = years of labor market experience

YSMi = years since migration 

However,

YSM

Wages
IMMIGRANTS

NATIVES
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Graph 3 Borjas use critical to the fact that chiswick used data from one single year.

Graph 4
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Education

Educational attainment among American immigrants were considered as we try to 

analyze the determination of immigration decisions of individual. In the article, “The 

Effect Americanization on the Earnings of Foreign-born Men” (1978) by Chiswick, he 

pointed out that natives have higher return to education. Schooling is, to some extant, 

the aspects of labor market experience which are also country specific. This implies 

that a year of schooling acquired prior to immigration will have a small effect on 

earnings than a year of schooling for natives. Using figures to illustrated, when we 

added one more year of education of schooling among the immigrants, it increased 

5.7 percent on earnings. Compared it to the natives born in America, it raised 7.2 

percent on earnings. Therefore, The schooling has smaller partial effect on earnings in 

the United States. Then, the self-selection of immigration model could be explaining

the weak effects of the education of schooling well.18 For those individual have highly 

ability and motivated, at the same time with little schooling immigrate while for other 

immigrants who have good ability and motivation, and higher level of schooling, 

could gain a more space. In a word, it is the positive selection for an immigrant when 

one has a highly ability, highly motivated and higher level of schooling.

Employment

Many literature considered the migration issue connect with employment, or labor 

force participation rate. In the article from Greenwood, M.(1985), he presented that 

employment as a factor is important, or even more important than Earnings when we 

consider migration. The following table 6, summarized some results of literature

estimated elasticity of migration on employment vary widely in American over time. 

                                                            
18 BARRY. R. CHISWICK, “The Effect Americanization on the Earnings of Foreign-born Men,” Journal of 

Political Economy, Vol. 86, No.5 (Oct., 1978), p. 912.
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According to the elasticity estimated, we can found that the absolute value is smaller 

than one. This is meant that, it is inelastic between employment and immigration in 

the previous empirical studies. To be more specific, in Julian Simon, Stephen Moore, 

and Richard Sullivan(1993), the elasticity estimate is +0.01 meant that migration has 

positive impact on the Unemployment rate on Natives. In other words, if the 

immigration increased, the unemployment rate on native raised slightly at the same 

time. The positive effect we could found that in Borjas(1990), the elasticity estimate is 

+.04, which presented there is a positive relationship between migration and Labor 

force participation rate among black native men. However, from the other paper in 

table 6, it is clearly shown a negative impact. For example, in Altonji and Card (1991), 

-.038 described immigration has a small effect on employment among less skilled 

natives.

In a word, the impact of immigration on natives’ employment was not sensitively in 

the Unite States.

Table 6 Elasticity of native employment with respect to the number of number of 

immigrants in locality 19

ELASTICITY OF NATIVE EMPLOYMENT WITH RESPECT TO THE 

NUMBER OF IMMIGRANTS IN LOCALITY

Study Impact of 

immigrants on

Dependent Variable/ 

Remarks

Elasticity 

Estimate

Julian Simon, 

Stephen Moore, 

and Richard 

Sullivan(1993)

Natives Unemployment rate + .001

                                                            
19 Bartik, T. J. Who Benefits from State and Local Economic Development Policies? Kalamazoo: W. E. Upjohn 

Institute for Employment Research, (1991).

BORJAS, GEORGE J., “The Economics of Immigration,” Journal of Economic Literature, Vol. 32, No.4 (Dec., 

1994), p.1698
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Altonji and Card 

(1991, p.220)

Less Skilled 

Natives

Employment-population 

ratio weeks worked

- .038

C. Winegarden 

and Lay Khor 

(1991, p.109)

Young White 

Natives

Young Black 

Natives

Unemployment rate

Unemployment rate

.01

- .003

Borjas (1990, 

p.92)

White Native 

Men

Black Native Men

Labor force 

participation rate

Labor force 

participation rate

- .01

+ .04

Houseman & 

Abraham (1990)

Natives population .09 to .83

Thomas Muller 

and Tomas 

Espenshade (1985, 

p.100)

Black Natives Unemployment rate - .01

Greenwood & 

Hunt (1984)

Natives number employed net 

migrants

.5 proportion*

Muth (1971) Natives Labor force 

participation rate

.6 to .7 

proportion*

Note:  *Increase as proportion of employment increase.

Source:  I summarized mainly according to these papers, Bartik, T. J. Who Benefits 

from State and Local Economic Development Policies? Kalamazoo: W. E. Upjohn 

Institute for Employment Research, (1991).

BORJAS, GEORGE J., “The Economics of Immigration,” Journal of Economic 

Literature, Vol. 32, No.4 (Dec., 1994), p.1698
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Language

Generally speaking, the immigrants move to the United States, their use English more 

increasingly. Not matter individual work, or living, it required immigrants use English. 

In fact, English as a skill for immigrants which associated with one’s ability. 

The analysis of New immigrant Survey data pointed out that most of the American 

immigrants prefer to use English to communication with the others. This indicated 

that English play a significant role for American immigrants in their daily life. The 

article from Ilana Redstone Akresh, “Contexts of English Language Use among 

Immigrants to the United States” suggested that language shift is very important in the 

first generation in American immigrants.20 Therefore, whether has ability to handle 

English should also as one of determinants when individuals make a migration 

decisions.   

                                                            
20 Ilana Redstone Akresh, “contexts of English Language Use among Immigrants to the United States”, IMR, 

Vol.41. No. 4( winter 2007).pp.930-955
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5. Conclusion

This paper analyzed some issues of immigration in the United States of America over 

time. It involves two main parts. One is describe the inflow and tends over time in the 

United States among the legal immigrants. The migrants flow into America has 

increased substantially, and the trend of American immigration towards to be upwards 

after the year 1965. Firstly, in this paper, I briefly introduced the American 

immigration history and compared the legal number of immigrants and mainly source 

countries during four periods in the United States. Obviously, the dominant source 

countries were from the northern and Western Europe shifted to Southern and Eastern 

Europe, until the Asian and Latin American Nations during the current days.

Meanwhile, the legal number of immigrants grew rapidly in American immigration 

history. Compared with the different epoch, it can be seen clearly that the largest 

number occurs the era that from 1860 to1930. However, the number of immigrants 

growth stable after the year of 1965, especially in the current days. The primary data 

is based on the Yearbook of immigration Statistics in the U.S., 1820 to 2008, which 

form the U.S. homeland security or Statistic Bureau. Some other useful data are 

attached in Appendix.

The other part of my paper is tried to analyze and explain how the factors, earnings 

and employment effect American immigrants’ decisions which can be drawn from the 

theoretical and empirical literatures. Earnings and employment as the factors are weak 

relation to the American migrants decisions. In other words, earnings and employment 

are not as important in the American migration decision as individual-specific rates. 

In addition, according to research the earnings, it can be find that earnings of 

immigrants increase shapely until equal or even over the natives’ after 10 to 15 years

or more, although their earnings may lower than the native born initially. There are 

the positive selection when we use self-selection as an explanation. It also associated 

with the other factors, such as education of schooling or language, affect the 
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immigration under certain degree over time. To explain it, there are the positive 

selection when we use self-selection to illustrate the weak effect of education of 

schooling on earnings and immigration in U.S.

All in all, I would like to finish this paper with a reminder that in the search for the 

economic issue of immigration in America it is important not to forget about the 

determinants of immigration decisions, such as earnings, employment, schooling or 

language and so on, especially in the period where immigration growth rapidly. 

Although this factors have weak effect on immigration, they still take an essential 

places when we consider about the determinants of immigration decisions.



Växjö university
Bachelor Thesis
Xiao Zhou 881110

35

Reference

ALTONJI, JOSEPH G. AND CARD, DAVID. “The Effects of Immigration on the 

Labor Market Outcomes of Less-Skilled Natives,” JOHN M. ABOWD AND 

RICHARD B. FREEMAN, eds.1991, pp.201-34

BARRY. R. CHISWICK, “The Effect Americanization on the Earnings of 

Foreign-born Men,” Journal of Political Economy, Vol. 86, No.5 (Oct., 1978), pp. 

897-921.

Bartik, T. J. Who Benefits from State and Local Economic Development Policies? 

Kalamazoo: W. E. Upjohn Institute for Employment Research, (1991).

BORJAS, GEORGE J., “The Economics of Immigration,” Journal of Economic 

Literature, Vol. 32, No.4 (Dec., 1994), pp.1698

BLAU, FRANCINE D., “Immigration and Labor Earnings in Early Twentieth 

Century America,” Research in population economic. 2. Greenwich, CT: JAI Press, 

1979, pp. 21-41.

BORJAS, GEORGE J., “The Economics of Immigration,” Journal of Economic 

Literature, Vol. 32, No.4 (Dec., 1994), pp. 1667-1717.

BORJAS, GEORGE J., “Assimilation Changes in Cohort Quality Revisited: What 

Happened to Immigrant Earnings in the 1980’s ?” Journal of Labor Economics, Vol.2, 

(1995) pp. 201-45.

BORJAS, GEORGE J., “Immigration and Welfare Magnets,” Journal of Labor 



Växjö university
Bachelor Thesis
Xiao Zhou 881110

36

Economics, Vol. 17, No.4, Part 1 (Oct., 1999), pp. 607-637.

BORJAS, GEORGE J., “The economic benefits from immigration”, Journal of 

Economic Perspectives,Vol.9, (1995), pp. 3–22.

BORJAS, GEORGE J., Friends or Strangers: The Impact of Immigrants on the U.S. 

Economy, New York: Basic Books, 1990. 

BORJAS, GEORGE J., “Self-Selection and the Earnings of Immigrants,” American 

Economic Review, Vol. 77, No.4 (Sept. 1987), pp. 531-53. 

BORJAS, GEORGE J., “The Self-Employment Experience of Immigrants,” Journal 

of Human Resources, Vol. 21, (1986), pp. 485-506.

BORJAS, GEORGE J., “Assimilation, changes in cohort quality, and the earnings of 

immigrants,” Journal of Labor Economics, Vol. 3 , No.4 (1985), pp. 463–489.

BORJAS, GEORGE J. AND BRATSBERG, B., “Who leaves? Outcome migration of 

the foreign born,” The Review of Economics and Statistics, Vol.78, (1996), pp. 

165–176. 

BORJAS, GEORGE J. AND FREEMAN, RICHARD B., eds. Immigration and the 

work force: Economic consequences for the United States and source area, Chicago: 

U. of Chicago press, 1992.

BORJAS, GEORGE J., BRONARS, STEPHEN G. AND TREJO, STEPHEN J., 

“Self-Selection and Internal Migration in the United States,” Journal of Urban 

Economics, Vol. 32, (Sept.1992), pp. 159-185.



Växjö university
Bachelor Thesis
Xiao Zhou 881110

37

COPPEL, JONATHAN, DUMONT, JEAN-CHRISTOPHE AND VISCO, IGNAZIO, 

“Trends in Immigration and Economic Consequences,” OECD Economics 

Department Working Papers, No.284, (2001) OECD Publishing.

GREENWOOD, M. J., and G. L. HUNT. “Migration and Interregional Employment 

Redistribution in the United States,” The American Economic Review, Vol. 74, No. 5, 

(1984), pp. 957-969.

HANSENM, NARCUS LEE., The Immigrant in American History, Edited with a 

foreword by Arthur M. Schlesinger, Cambridge, Mass., Harvard Univ. Press, 1940.

HEMPSTEAD, KATHERINE, “Mobility of the Foreign-Born Population in the 

United States. 1995-2000: The Role of Gateway States.” Vol.41, No.2, pp.466

HUDDLE, DONALD., “The Costs of Immigration,” Rice U., July 1993.

ILANA REDSTONE AKRESH, “contexts of English Language Use among 

Immigrants to the United States”, IMR, Vol.41, No. 4 ( winter 2007), pp.930-955

LEIF JENSEN, “New Immigrant Settlements in Rural America: Problems, Prospects, 

and Policies”, Reprots on Rural America, Vol. 1, No.3(2006), pp. 10-12

LONG, JAMES E., “The Effect of Americanization on Earnings: Some Evidence for 

Women,” J. Polit Econ., Vol.88, No.3, (June 1980), pp.620-629.

LIU ZHI, “The immigrant Characteristics of American Culture,” JOURNAL OF 

CHONQING JIAOTONG UNIVERSITY, Social Sciences Edition, Vol.4. No.3, (Sept. 

2005), pp. 59-62



Växjö university
Bachelor Thesis
Xiao Zhou 881110

38

MINCER, JACOB., “Schooling, Experience, and Earnings,” New York: Nat. Bur. 

Econ. Res., 1974.

MUTH, R. F, “Migration: Chicken or Egg?” Southern Economic Journal, 

Vol.37(1971), pp. 295-306.

PISCHKE, JÖRN-STEFFEN AND VELLING, JOHANNES., “Wage and 

Employment Effects of Immigration to Germany: An Analysis Based on Local Labor 

Markets,” Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Jan. 1994.

ROY, ANDREW D., “Some Thoughts on the Distribution of Earnings,” Oxford Econ. 

Pap., N.S., (June 1951), 3, pp. 135-146. 

SATTINGER, MICHAEL., “Assignment Models of the Distribution of Earnings,” J. 

Econ. Lit., Vol. 31, No.2 (June 1993), pp. 831-880.

SJAASTAD, L. A., “The Costs and Returns of Human Migration,” Journal of 

Political Economy, Vol.70, No. 5, (1962), pp. 80-93.

SIMON,  JULIAN L.; MOORE,  STEPHEN AND  SULLIVAN, RICHARD, “The  

Effect of Immigration on Aggregate Native Unemployment: An Across City  

Estimation," J. Lab. Res., Vol.14, No.3, Summer 1993, pp.299-316. 

TANDON, BANKEY B., “An Empirical Analysis of the Earnings of Foreign-Born 

and Native-Born Canadians,” Ph.D. dissertation, Queen’s Univ., 1977. 

WARREN, ROBERT AND PECK, JENNIFER MARKS., “Foreign-Born Emigration  

from the United States: 1960-1970,” Demography, Vol.17, No.1(Feb.1980), pp. 71-84.



Växjö university
Bachelor Thesis
Xiao Zhou 881110

39

WINEGARDEN, C. R. AND KHOR, LAY BOON, “ Undocumented Immigration and 

Unemployment of U.S. Youth and Minority Workers: Econometric Evidence,” Rev. 

Econ. Statist., Vol.73, No.1, Feb.1991, pp.,105-112

YEZER, ANTHONY M. J., AND THURSTON, LAWRENCE., “Migration  Patterns 

and Income Change: Implications for the Human Capital Approach to Migration,” 

Southern Econ. J., Vol. 42 (April 1976), pp.693-702. 

ZIMMERMANN, KLAUS F., “Tackling the European migration problem,” Journal 

of Economic Perspectives, Vol. 9, No.2 (Spring, 1995), pp. 45–62.

Yearbook of Immigration Statistics: 2000 – 2009

Statistical abstract of the United States: 1980 -2008

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Immigration_to_the_United_States#History  

(2009-05-06)

http://news.sohu.com/20051221/n241059503.shtml   (2009-05-04)

http://uscis.gov/graphics/shared/statistics/yearbook/index.htm  (2009-05-07)

http://www.census.gov/

http://www.usdoj.gov/

http://www.uscis.gov/portal/site/uscis

http://www.dhs.gov/index.shtm

http://www.dol.gov/

http://www.epi.org/



Växjö university
Bachelor Thesis
Xiao Zhou 881110

40

Appendix

Table 1 PERSONS OBTAINING LEGAL PERMANENT RESIDENT STATUS: 

FISCAL YEARS 1820 TO 2008

Year Number Year Number Year Number Year Number

1820 8,385 1870 387,203 1920 430,001 1970 373,326

1821 9,127 1871 321,350 1921 805,228 1971 370,478

1822 6,911 1872 404,806 1922 309,556 1972 384,685

1823 6,354 1873 459,803 1923 522,919 1973 398,515

1824 7,912 1874 313,339 1924 706,896 1974 393,919

1825 10,199 1875 227,498 1925 294,314 1975 385,378

1826 10,837 1876 169,986 1926 304,488 1976¹ 499,093

1827 18,875 1877 141,857 1927 335,175 1977 458,755

1828 27,382 1878 138,469 1928 307,255 1978 589,810

1829 22,520 1879 177,826 1929 279,678 1979 394,244

1830 23,322 1880 457,257 1930 241,700 1980 524,295

1831 22,633 1881 669,431 1931 97,139 1981 595,014

1832 60,482 1882 788,992 1932 35,576 1982 533,624

1833 58,640 1883 603,322 1933 23,068 1983 550,052

1834 65,365 1884 518,592 1934 29,470 1984 541,811

1835 45,374 1885 395,346 1935 34,956 1985 568,149

1836 76,242 1886 334,203 1936 36,329 1986 600,027

1837 79,340 1887 490,109 1937 50,244 1987 599,889

1838 38,914 1888 546,889 1938 67,895 1988 641,346

1839 68,069 1889 444,427 1939 82,998 1989 1,090,172

1840 84,066 1890 455,302 1940 70,756 1990 1,535,872

1841 80,289 1891 560,319 1941 51,776 1991 1,826,595

1842 104,565 1892 579,663 1942 28,781 1992 973,445

1843 52,496 1893 439,730 1943 23,725 1993 903,916

1844 78,615 1894 285,631 1944 28,551 1994 803,993

1845 114,371 1895 258,536 1945 38,119 1995 720,177

1846 154,416 1896 343,267 1946 108,721 1996      915,560 

1847 234,968 1897 230,832 1947 147,292 1997      797,847 

1848 226,527 1898 229,299 1948 170,570 1998      653,206 

1849 297,024 1899 311,715 1949 188,317 1999      644,787 

1850 369,980 1900 448,572 1950 249,187 2000      841,002

1851 379,466 1901 487,918 1951 205,717 2001     1,058,902 

1852 371,603 1902 648,743 1952 265,520 2002     1,059,356 

1853 368,645 1903 857,046 1953 170,434 2003      703,542 

1854 427,833 1904 812,870 1954 208,177 2004      957,883 
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1855 200,877 1905 1,026,499 1955 237,790 2005 1,122,257

1856 200,436 1906 1,100,735 1956 321,625 2006 1,266,129

1857 251,306 1907 1,285,349 1957 326,867 2007 1,052,415

1858 123,126 1908 782,870 1958 253,265 2008 1,107,126

1859 121,282 1909 751,786 1959 260,686

1860 153,640 1910 1,041,570 1960 265,398

1861 91,918 1911 878,587 1961 271,344

1862 91,985 1912 838,172 1962 283,763

1863 176,282 1913 1,197,892 1963 306,260

1864 193,418 1914 1,218,480 1964 292,248

1865 248,120 1915 326,700 1965 296,697

1866 318,568 1916 298,826 1966 323,040

1867 315,722 1917 295,403 1967 361,972

1868 138,840 1918 110,618 1968 454,448

1869 352,768 1919 141,132 1969 358,579

Note: Includes the 15 months from July 1, 1975 to September 30, 1976 because the end date of 
fiscal years was changed from June 30 to September 30.
Source: U.S. Department of Homeland Security.

Table 3: Annual immigration flow from 1980 to 2008

Year Number Rate21

1980 531 2.3

1981 597 2.6

1982 594 2.6

1983 560 2.4

1984 544 2.3

1985 570 2.4

1986 602 2.5

1987 602 2.5

                                                            
21 Annual rate per 1,000 U.S. population. Rate computed by dividing sum of annual immigration totals by sum of 

annual U.S. population totals for same number of years.
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1988 643 2.6

1989 1,091 4.4

1990 1,536 6.1

1991 1,827 7.2

1992 973 3.8

1993 904 3.5

1994 804 3.1

1995 720 2.7

1996 916 3.4

1997 798 2.9

1998 653 2.4

1999 645 2.3

2000 841 3.0

2001 1,059 3.7

2002 1,059 3.7

2003 704 2.4

2004 958 3.3

2005 1,122 3.8

2006 1,266 4.2

2007 1,052 3.5

2008 1,107 3.6

Note: 1. annual rate per 1,000 U.S. population. Rate computed by dividing sum of 

annual immigration totals by sum of annual U.S. population totals for same number 

of years. 

2 Includes persons who were granted permanent residence under the legalization 

program of the Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986


