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WHY THEY COME 
Determinants of International Migration 



Despite large numbers, the foreign-
born share below historic peak 

Source: Census Bureau through 2010 
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Wage gains from migration to U.S. 

Nigeria 
Ratio: 12 
+$18,068 

India 
Ratio: 4 

+$16,827 
Mexico 
Ratio: 2 
+$9,180 

 

Source: Clemens, Montenegro and Pritchett (2008) “The Place Premium: 
Wage Differences for Identical Workers across the US Border” 



Other factors in world mobility 

Costs of moving at historic lows 
 Technological change 
 Transportation 
 Information 



Labor Demand 
and Migration 
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State employment growth 

Immigrants go where the jobs are 

Note: Coordinates indicate deviation from average foreign born population growth (vertical 
axis) and from average state nonfarm payroll growth (horizontal axis) from 1990 to 2009. 
Source:1990 Census, 2009 American Community Survey, Bureau of Economic Analysis. 
 



Job growth taking hold after crisis 

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics 
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Unauthorized immigrant  
population down 10%  

Note: *DHS estimates not available for 2001-2004. 
Source: Department of Homeland Security; Pew Hispanic Center 
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New border fence 20 feet high 

Source: Wayne Cornelius (2009) “Evaluating US Immigration Control Policy” 
 



Source: Wayne Cornelius (2009) “Evaluating US Immigration Control Policy” 



Thousands 

Emigration from Mexico in  
steep decline 

Source: INEGI 
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A Changing Native 
Labor Force 



Aging underway: seniors will be 
20% of U.S. population by 2030 
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U.S. labor force 
participation rate in decline 

Source:  Bureau of Labor Statistics 
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Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics 

U.S.-Born workers more educated 
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Thousands of PhDs 

Foreign students drive the rise 
in PhDs awarded since 2000 

Citizen or perm resident 

Total 

Temporary resident 

Source: 2010 Science and Engineering Indicators, NSF 
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Immigrant workers overrepresented at 
extremes of the education distribution 

Source: 2009 American Community Survey 
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Lawyers/Judges 
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Actors, directors, producers 
Chief executives and public administrators 

Managers and administrators 
Architects 

Registered nurses 
Economists, market researchers, survey … 

Biological scientists 
Chemical engineers 

Pharmacists 
Dentists 

High school and college instructors 
Mechanical engineers 

Computer systems analysts and computer … 
Physicians 

Chemists 
Mathematicians 

Computer software developers 
Medical scientists 

Foreign-born as a 
percentage of college 
graduate labor force 

15.5 
Percent 

Source: 2009 American Community Survey 

STEM, health care occupations rely on 
high-skilled foreign workers 



EFFECTS ON NATIVES 
Consequences of International Migration 



What can the economics of 
immigration say about policy? 

Labor force growth 
 Immigrants account for one-half labor force growth 

Efficiency gains 
 Complement native workers at high, low ends of skill 

distribution 
 Fill jobs natives shun 
 Move to where jobs are 

Productivity growth 
 High-skilled immigration instrumental in high-tech 

innovation, R&D 
Drawbacks 
 Winners and losers 
 Adverse fiscal impact of low-skilled immigration 
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Less-educated immigrants have a 
negative fiscal impact in their lifetime 
1996 Dollars, NPV 

Source: National Research Council, The New Americans (1997) 



WHO COMES? 
Immigration Policy 



Green cards go to family, 
not work-based immigrants 

Immediate 
family 
46% 

Other family 
19% 

Employment 
14% 

Others 
2% 

Refugees and 
asylees 

15% 

Diversity 
4% 

Note: Data represent FY 2006-2010 averages 
Source: DHS, 2010 Yearbook of Immigrant Statistics 
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U.S. an outlier in small share of 
permanent work-based immigration 

Source: International Migration Outlook 2010, Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development. 



Green cards don’t bring workers in, so 
they come on temporary visas or illegally 

0 
50 

100 
150 
200 
250 
300 
350 
400 
450 

Temporary Visas Unauth Family Based 
Green Cards 

Employment 
Based Green 

Cards 
Note: Data represent 2005 to 2009 averages for new arrivals 
Source: State Department Visa Office; Passel and Cohn 2008, Pew Hispanic 
Center; DHS Yearbook of Immigration Statistics 

Thousands  



Green card queues spell a 
decade-long wait in many cases 

Source: State Department Visa Bulletin, March 2009; Wadhwa et al. 2007,  
Ewing Marion Kaufmann Foundation ; Authors’ own estimates 
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Family-based green card queue 
for Mexicans 60 years? 

Source: State Department Visa Bulletin, March 2009; Authors’ own estimates 
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Conclusions 
Immigration slowed 
during the recession 
U.S. long-run growth will 
still depend on 
immigrants 
Policy environment is 
completely inadequate 
to deal w/ legal, illegal 
immigration 
Work-based immigration 
needs a more prominent 
role in U.S. immigration 
policy 
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