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Progress 2050, a project of the Center for American Progress, seeks to
lead, broaden, and strengthen the progressive movement by working
toward a more inclusive progressive agenda—one that truly reflects our
nation’s rich ethnic and racial diversity. By 2050 there will be no ethnic
majority in our nation and to ensure that the unprecedented growth of
communities of color also yields future prosperity, we work to close racial
disparities across the board with innovative policies that work for all.
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Introduction and summary
The revival of immigration to the United States since 1970 has been accompanied by substantial social change. Immigration was initially focused in states
such as California, Florida, and New York, but it spread across the country
beginning in the 1990s.
Many questions remain about the newcomers with such a rise in immigration and
new immigrant destinations: Will they learn English? Are they locked in poverty?
What are their prospects for success in America? Most importantly, will today’s
immigrants fully integrate to become tomorrow’s Americans?
This report attempts to answer these questions. It examines the future outlook for
the nation’s immigrants, projecting their gains from today through 2030. Policy
options exist to diminish or enhance the integrative trajectories of immigrants.
Nevertheless, our projections assume no change—either positive or negative—
from the historical patterns of attainment or the historical policy environment.
The report is the second part of a project on immigrant assimilation conducted by
the University of Southern California in partnership with the Center for American
Progress, with funding support from the MacArthur Foundation. In the first part,
“Assimilation Today,” the authors described the process of immigrants’ assimilation as it unfolded over the last two decades. In that report we found that immigrants are following the path of their predecessors and assimilating just as rapidly
today as they did in the past.
In this report we carry that analysis forward to 2030 to see what immigrant integration will look like in the next few decades. In particular we focus on the cohort
of immigrants who arrived in the 1990s—part of the largest wave of immigrants to
come to the nation. We further break down the achievements for adult immigrants
and their children, and between all immigrants and Hispanic immigrants.
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We reached three major findings:
1. Immigrants are assimilating into American life, like their
predecessors. They are on track to achieve great successes by 2030.
(see Exhibit A)
Most impressive is the fact that the percentage of immigrants who own
rather than rent their homes is projected to rise from 25.5 percent in 2000
to 72 percent in 2030. Furthermore, the percent speaking English well or
very well is projected to rise from 57.5 percent to 70.3 percent and the percent living in poverty is projected to fall from 22.8 percent to 13.4 percent.
2. Hispanic newcomers show very positive rates of advancement by
2030. (see Exhibit B) This is contrary to assertions of nativist scholars
such as Samuel Huntington who argue that Hispanic immigrants are
not assimilating by dint of their large numbers and proximity to their
home country.1 Hispanic immigrants’ advancements mirror that of
all immigrants, albeit from a lower starting point. Their anticipated
increase in homeownership is particularly noteworthy, from 21 percent in 2000 to 67 percent in 2030.

Exhibit A

All immigrants
Overall progress of the 1990s immigrant
wave from 2000 to 2030
All immigrants
2000

2030

Speak English well

57.5%

70.3%

Homeownership

25.5%

71.9%

High school completion

60.8%

74.0%

Four-year college completion

22.6%

31.1%

Naturalization

13.2%

70.6%

Living out of poverty

77.2%

86.6%

Earning better than low income

55.7%

70.3%

Note: Data in 2000 are for adults ages 20 and older; Data in 2030 are a
weighted average of projections carried out separately for child-aged
arrivals and adults, but with status observed at their ages in 2030.

Exhibit B

Hispanic immigrants
Overall progress of the 1990s immigrant
wave from 2000 to 2030

3. Immigrant youth (age less than 20 on arrival, roughly 20 percent

Hispanic immigrants

of all immigrants) also show positive gains and dramatic changes
between generations. These changes illustrate just how much an early

arrival helps in the integration process.
High school attainment is greatest for immigrants who arrive the earliest.
College completion travels along a similar trajectory. Fluent English language acquisition increases even more dramatically for children arriving
before the age of 10 compared to teenagers or young adults.
The Great Recession of the late 2000s set back immigrants. But we find
that they are surprisingly resilient. Despite the downturn they still ended
the decade better off than they were in 2000.

2000

2030

Speak English well

36.8%

57.1%

Homeownership

20.9%

66.7%

High school completion

37.6%

56.4%

Four-year college completion

6.7%

12.4%

Naturalization

7.9%

57.2%

Living out of poverty

72.7%

81.6%

Earning better than low income

43.2%

59.0%

Note: Data in 2000 are for adults ages 20 and older; Data in 2030 are a
weighted average of projections carried out separately for child-aged arrivals
and adults, but with status observed at their ages in 2030.

These immigrant advances are substantial and entirely to the benefits of longer
settlement and deepening roots in America. Yet such broad gains should not be
taken for granted because past rates of immigrant advancement depended at least
in part on economic growth and public investments in education and other supports—all of which are now threatened.2
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Why immigrant success is important
We should pay attention to immigrants’ future achievement because we will
greatly depend on their human resources in coming decades. The coming retirement of the large generation of baby boomers, for example, is expected to create
urgent labor needs among private and public employers, and falling labor force
growth opens many opportunities for new workers.3
Likewise, immigrants help shore up programs such as Social Security, and losing them
would mean a significant shortfall.4 The housing market also depends increasingly on
immigrant households, who disproportionately own their own homes. Without their
buying power homeowners would find it harder to sell their properties.5
The coming decade is a pivotal period in the nation’s economic history and
deserves to be closely monitored. The findings of this study demonstrate how
rapidly the new immigrant residents are likely to advance. Their success will be a
vitally important contribution to the new economy.
What we as a nation do in the future—whether we pass an immigration reform
package that allows all immigrants living in the shadows to become legal and
become full and productive members of society or not—will have a great impact
on our progress going forward.
This report demonstrates the great potential of immigrant residents. Immigrants
do not remain mired in their status as newcomers but surge ahead on many scores.
Their progress has been extraordinary and it could become even greater but for
the growing number of obstacles placed in the path of many immigrants.
One of the main criteria that should be considered in debates over comprehensive
immigration reform is how might we maximize the great potential of our new
immigrant residents so that they can contribute even more to our nation.
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Their success
will be a vitally
important
contribution
to the new
economy.

Will immigrants integrate?
Long-time residents who live in new destinations for immigrants may worry about
the future prospects of newcomers. Will they remain as they are today or advance
to greater social and economic achievements as they settle in? As with every group
of newcomers—from the Irish in the mid-19th century to Latinos today—questions arise about how and whether they will assimilate to American life.6
We know that there are more immigrants living in the United States today than
there were 10 or even 20 years ago.7 These numbers, along with changes in technology—such as the telephone and the Internet, which make keeping in touch
with life in the old country instantaneous—and patterns of settlement make questions about immigrant integration all the more important.

Immigrant

Immigrant settlement in the United States is a gradual process that happens one
day at a time, then one year at a time, with progress accumulating over decades.
During this process how much do new immigrant residents advance their skills
and achievements, such as learning to speak English well, earning a better income,
and becoming homeowners? In short, how well are they doing?

gradual process

The brief answer is that immigrants are integrating into American life, learning
English, and becoming homeowners. They on average, will be much better situated by 2030 than when they first arrived.

time, then one

settlement in the
United States is a

that happens
one day at a

year at a time,
with progress

How this study was conducted
Even with evidence that immigrants are integrating into American life—for
example, our 2010 study “Assimilation Today”8—doubts still persist about their
future: Will tomorrow’s immigrants look like today’s? Will the Great Recession
hurt the progress of today’s immigrants?
To separate fact from fiction, we need to track the integration of immigrants over
time. Observations of immigrants’ settlement and achievement are a snapshot in
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accumulating
over decades.

time or progress from very recent experience. And new arrivals have not resided long
enough to show advancement. Only by reaching backward to the progress of previous immigrants can we gain an idea of how much they change after a decade or two.
Each decade’s cohort, or wave of immigrants since 1970 will have a different record
of achievement. We therefore separately examine the rates of advancement by the
cohorts that arrived in the 1970s, 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s to determine the differences or similarities for each wave in similar stages of settlement. We then use this
information to construct a projection of the future attainments of today’s immigrants.
Using available data we can construct several indicators of immigrant achievement,
including homeownership, rates of citizenship, and English acquisition.
Simple reliance on current information or political rhetoric is not a reliable base for
judgment. Instead, this study provides a credible analysis based on past data and an
empirical basis for projecting what immigrant residents’ lives will be like after they
have been living in the United States for 20 years.
Complicating our analysis, however, is the fact that the nation is struggling to
recover from its most severe recession since the Great Depression. Immigrants
and native-born residents alike suffered setbacks. We embed the outcomes of
the Great Recession in our projections but we assume that there will be an
eventual full recovery.
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More immigrants are settling in the
United States
The number of foreign-born residents in the United States has grown steadily over
time. It rose from 9.6 million in 1970 to 31.1 million in 2000.9 Today that number
stands at 40 million.10 Not only has the total number of foreign born grown but the
average age of this immigrant population also is getting older and longer settled.

Past and future trends of new immigrants
The foreign-born population’s social and economic attainments are influenced by
past immigration levels and flows of immigrant arrivals in two ways.
First, the new immigrant flows account for the size of today’s foreign-born population, and the relative size of new flows of immigrants can shift the proportion
of those who arrived recently or who are longer settled. Our previous report,
“Assimilation Today,” illustrates that longer-settled immigrants score higher on the
metrics of assimilation.
Second, we can create a sound empirical basis for projecting future integration
by studying how previous immigrants integrated into American life. We see
consistent trajectories of assimilation in immigrants who arrived in the 1970s,
1980s, 1990s, and 2000s. Each cohort shows roughly the same progress toward
integration after a decade of settlement. This consistent pattern provides us a solid
foundation for future projections. (see Appendix A for more information)
Since 1990 net immigration to the United States—or the total number of immigrant arrivals less the number of emigrants—ranged from a low of 800,000 a
year in the early 1990s to a peak of 1.2 million by the turn of the millennium.
Following 9/11 there was a sharp decline in immigration but the number of net
newcomers recovered quickly to almost 1 million per year from 2004 to 2006—a
high number but still below the peak of 1.2 million. The three years of the Great
Recession show a declining trend with an especially sharp drop in 2009.
(see Figure D-1 in the Appendix)
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The recent variability of immigrant flows creates uncertainty about how many new
arrivals are expected in the future. Our analysis of the available immigration data is
summarized in Appendix D. To establish a baseline to predict future immigration,
we carried out a Delphi-like projection exercise—where evidence is collected in
rounds, using surveys—in April 2011, gathering the expert opinion of 10 leading
demographers and economists in the immigration field. Our own opinions were
excluded and not revealed.
On average, the experts believe net immigration in the future will rebound from
its low point during the Great Recession. But it will not reach the heights previously attained in 2001. By 2015 the experts believe net immigration will be
roughly 89 percent of its peak in 2001, or 1.04 million per year, and by 2025,
97 percent of the peak, or 1.15 million per year.

7

Center for American Progress | Assimilation Tomorrow: Immigrant Integration by 2030

Measuring immigrant advancement
To measure immigration advancement, we compiled data from multiple decennial censuses and the annual supplement to the census known as the American
Community Survey, or ACS. These procedures are similar to those we used in our
prior report, “Assimilation Today.”11
We use the following six indicators to analyze the census and ACS data: English proficiency, homeownership, education, living above the poverty line, better earnings, and
naturalization to citizens. All measure factors that bring gains to the nation as a whole.
With the exception of professional occupation, these are the same indicators in our
earlier report.12 In its place, we have added a variable on poverty, as described below:
• English proficiency—the percent of the population age 20 and older who selfidentify as speaking English either well or very well, or who self-identify as speaking only English. The percentage of immigrants who speak English well increases
moderately for the first full decade after arrival but relatively little thereafter. The
cohorts examined here arrived in the United States at age 20 or older, so after a
decade they are all over age 30 and many are in their 40s or older. Improvements
in English proficiency are typically much slower in middle age.
• Homeownership—the percent of householders age 20 and older who own
rather than rent their homes. The percentage of immigrant households who own
their homes increases rapidly and slows only slightly in the second and third
decade of U.S. residence. Though the recent housing bubble and crash shook
many people’s expectations about the benefits of homeownership, it remains
an important goal for most Americans and continues to hold great benefit for
the average person. Homeownership is the major vehicle by which people
build wealth, and it fosters deeper roots in neighborhoods and communities.
Certainly it also imposes liabilities, and those risks must be evaluated more
realistically. Yet fostering secure access to homeownership remains desirable for
both individuals and for the economy as a whole.
• Education—the percent of the population age 20 and older who complete a
high school degree or GED equivalent. And, additionally, the percent of the
8
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population age 25 and older who complete a four-year college degree or a more
advanced degree. The higher age in the latter adjusts for the fact that most
people begin college at a later age than high school.
Completion of high school increases very little among adult immigrants. This lack
of change, though, appears to have more to do with differences between how the
census and the ACS collect their findings than real differences in achievement.13
(see Appendix C) It appears, however, that more recent waves of Latino immigrants
have higher rates of high school completion than their predecessors. Immigrants’
college completion is slightly more likely to increase in adult years than high school
completion, especially for more recent waves of immigrants. This probably stems
from immigrants who come to the United States specifically to study.
• Living above the poverty line—the percent of the population living in households with income higher than the federally defined poverty line ($21,954 for a
family of four in 2009).
Even in today’s sluggish economy, the vast majority of all immigrants (more
than 70 percent) live above the poverty line, including Hispanic immigrants.
All immigrants made substantial advances out of poverty over two decades,
markedly reducing the fraction remaining in poverty. For instance, a gain from
80 percent to 85 percent out of poverty is a 25 percent reduction of those
remaining in poverty. The Great Recession clearly slowed or even reversed
this upward progress, and Latino immigrants who arrived in the 1990s were
among the hardest hit. Nonetheless, by 2009 they were still above their 2000
level and thus projected to increase in the future.
• Better earnings—the percent of male earners age 20 to 64 with at least $100 in
earnings per year and whose earnings alone are sufficient to raise a family of
four out of poverty.14 Earnings gains are substantial in the first decade, slowing thereafter, and then decreasing substantially when this population reaches
retirement age.
• Naturalization to citizenship—the percent of the foreign-born population age
20 and older who became U.S. citizens.
Citizenship rates rise steadily over three decades or more of U.S. residence after
an initial period of slow advance. Over time, however, the initial attainments of
those who recently arrived appear to be declining from decade to decade, particularly among Latinos. Those who arrived in the years immediately before the
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census would not have had time to satisfy waiting periods, so the acceleration of
immigration right before the 2000 census depressed the overall citizenship rate
for those who arrived in the 1990s. Unauthorized immigrants are not eligible
chances for naturalization, and so a higher proportion of unauthorized immigrants would also depress the rate of naturalization.
We compared cohorts of immigrants that arrived in the 1970s, 1980s, 1990s,
and 2000s using these indicators. (details shown in Appendix A) Overall, we
find remarkable consistency in immigrant advancement across the decades for
the different 10-year waves of immigrants (when measured at the same time
from settlement, one or two decades later).
Not all indicators advance on the same trajectory, though. Homeownership, for
example, generally starts during adulthood while English proficiency and education
start much earlier. Other indicators proceed throughout life, such as naturalization.
In some cases change is more rapid, such as homeownership, while in others such
as naturalization, change begins slowly—delayed by strict rules around who can
apply and when—but then gradually increases.
Nevertheless, the fact that immigrants generally progress on similar trajectories
regardless of when they arrive allows us to use the rates of past advancement as a
consistent basis for projecting the future integration of immigrant arrivals. (see
Appendices C and A for more information on our methodology)
So what does this historical record imply for immigrants who recently arrived?
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New immigrants’ predicted
advancement by 2030
The 1990s immigrants are part of the largest wave of arrivals the nation has ever
seen. After 2000 the annual flow began to subside, and it decreased substantially
after 2007 due to the Great Recession. Before 2000, however, immigration was
rapidly burgeoning, and this group of 1990s arrivals triggered much of the protest
about immigration policies. This included concerns over social service usage that
led to provisions in 1996 barring most immigrants from receiving them.15
How well has this group fared, and what further gains can we expect for them
based on the pace of advancement of preceding waves?
To shed greater light on these concerns, we also include a separate focus on
Hispanic immigrants both because of their large share of all foreign born and
because their status is often lower than average for all foreign born.

How the Great Recession affected immigrants
The severe recession officially began in December 2007 and ended
in mid-2009 when employment began to grow slowly again,
though recovery remains sluggish. This period commonly referred
to as the Great Recession caused major disruption to millions of
Americans’ economic plans. Unemployment rose from 4.6 percent
in 2006 and 2007 to 9.3 percent in 2009.16
We would expect so drastic a disruption to substantially alter the
trajectories of advancement among immigrant residents and native born alike. Immigrants were more vulnerable in this economic
crisis because of their shorter length of homeownership and lower
seniority in the job market. Economic researchers show that immigrants generally fare worse than native born during business
cycle downturns.17
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Among immigrants and the native born, we see flatter trajectories that signal blocked progress and even some downturns that
indicate decline. (see the detailed trajectories in Appendices A
and B) Still, the recession’s overall effects are less devastating than
expected. Immigrant attainments in all areas in 2009 remain higher
than in 2000, though they are down from the boom years at the
beginning of the decade.
What we conclude from this comparison to the native born is that
while immigrants are more upwardly mobile than their native-born
peers, their progress is more vulnerable to economic disruption.
Nonetheless, immigrant residents have demonstrated surprising
resilience in the face of the Great Recession and remain much better
off than they were in 2000.
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Projecting the progress of adult immigrants in the
1990s wave
Our projected future progress of the 1990s cohort is shown for all
adult immigrants in Figure 1. We find that:

Figure 1

Attainment trajectories of all adult
immigrants in the 1990s wave
100%

Out of poverty

• The proportion living above the poverty line climbs from 77.2
percent to 85.6 percent.
• The proportion of male earners with a better income also
grows, rising from 55.7 percent to 69.2 percent, before declining in 2030 when older members of the immigrant wave begin
to retire.
• English proficiency and education levels grow only slightly
over the decades among these mature adults (but see the
analysis of their children that follows).

80%
Homeownership
Citizen
Better Earning
English
60%

40%
B.A. +
20%

0%
2000

What is most striking, however, is the dramatic surge in homeownership and citizenship over the decades:
• Homeownership rises nearly 50 percentage points, reaching 73.8 percent of households. In comparison, the nation’s
overall homeownership rate averaged about 64 percent over
the last 30 years.
• Citizenship reaches 70.1 percent of the 1990s wave of immigrants by 2030.
Average attainment levels are somewhat lower for Hispanic
immigrants in the 1990s wave, though the rates of advance may
be greater since these immigrants generally start at a lower point
on the spectrum. (see Figure 2)
• The proportion above the poverty line climbs to 80.8 percent.
• The proportion of male earners with a better income rises
from 43.2 percent to a peak of 58.1 percent.
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Figure 2

Attainment trajectories of Hispanic adult
immigrants in the 1990s wave
100%

Out of poverty
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Other trends are more moderate with the exception of homeownership and naturalization to citizenship.
For Latino immigrants, among the most remarkable findings is their fast pace of
advancement into homeownership and toward better earnings, particularly in
view of their relative lack of formal education. Hispanic immigrants’ homeownership rises to 69.2 percent, exceeding the current national average homeownership
rate. Many Latino families become homeowners through steady progress over two
or three decades.
Citizenship also climbs steadily to a high of 56 percent. This final projection is
constrained by the number of Hispanic immigrants who are ineligible for citizenship due to their current residency status.

Immigrant
children are
a rich human

Advances by immigrant youth in the 1990s wave
The preceding analysis focused on immigrant adults who were at least 20 years
of age when first counted in a U.S. census. Over the subsequent decades they
age into older categories. But what about the immigrant children who arrived
when they were younger than 20 (roughly 20 percent of all immigrants)?
Immigrant children are a rich human resource for the nation and their potential
is only unveiled in later decades.
Children change remarkably as they grow into adults, and we also see among
immigrants some dramatic changes between generations. Children show more
advancement compared to adults on three indicators in particular—high school
completion, college completion, and speaking English well. We spotlight these
here, comparing the immigrant adults with children who arrived at ages 10 to 19,
and even younger, at ages 0 to 9.
The 2030 projections for high school completion are shown in Figure 3. For comparison, the graphs also include the projections for adult immigrants in the 1990s
wave (taken from Figure 1). We find:
• Immigrants age 10 to 19 at age of arrival progress from a 73.5 percent high
school completion rate in 2009 to an 82 percent completion rate in 2030.
Children age 0 to 9 at age of arrival progress from 86 percent in 2020 to 89
percent in 2030.
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resource for
the nation
and their
potential is
only unveiled
in later
decades.

Hispanic immigrant youth, like their adult
counterparts, progress at similar rates to
all immigrant youth, albeit from a lower
starting point:
• Hispanic immigrant youth age 10 to 19
advance from a 60 percent high school
completion rate in 2009 to 68 percent in
2030, while Hispanic immigrant youth
age 0 to 9 advance from 77 percent to
81 percent.
For four-year college completion, shown in
Figure 4, the relationship between adult and
immigrant youth is reversed. This is due to
the fact that the adult immigrants are at first
advantaged because they include a substantial number who come to the United States
specifically for graduate studies and therefore
already completed their college degree. This
advantage also reflects the fact that substantial numbers of the child immigrants are still
in college between the ages of 20 and 29,
and thus will not register as completing their
degree. By 2030, however, all of the child
immigrants are old enough to have completed their bachelor’s degree studies.
We see the largest intergenerational differences in projections for speaking English
well, shown in Figure 5 (see next page).
These differences reflect the pronounced
advantage younger immigrants have from
an early start at learning a new language.

Figure 3

High school attainment of immigrants who arrived in the
1990s wave, by their age at arrival, projected to 2030
All immigrants

Hispanic immigrants
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Figure 4

Four-year college attainment of immigrants who arrived in
the 1990s wave, by their age at arrival, projected to 2030
All immigrants

Hispanic immigrants

100

100

80

80

60

60

40

20+ in 2000

20

10 to 19 in 2000

0

2000

0 to 9 in 2000

2010

40

0 to 9 in 2000

20 20+ in 2000

2020

2030

0

• The gap between young children and adults is greatest among Hispanic immigrants
at 44 percentage points. As these children become adults, they will contribute much
stronger English proficiency to the 1990s wave of immigrants.
• Remarkably, all immigrants—as well as Hispanic immigrants who arrive between 0
and 9 years of age—have English proficiency rates above 90 percent by 2030.
14
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A portrait of the 1990s cohort in 2030
In sum, what will today’s new immigrants look
like in the future? How much will they change
the longer they live in the United States?
We project marked achievements for this
group (Exhibit C) despite the setbacks of
the Great Recession, which impeded or even
reversed certain attainments they made during the latter 2000s. With the nation’s anticipated recovery from the recession, however,
immigrants’ advances are expected to resume
at rates common in prior decades, though
years were lost and ultimate attainments will
be somewhat lower than otherwise might
have been achieved.

Figure 5

Percent of immigrants speaking English well who arrived in
the 1990s wave, by their age at arrival, projected to 2030
All immigrants

Hispanic immigrants
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Over the course of 30 years, by 2030, immigrants become
much better English speakers. Among all immigrants, the
percentage speaking English well—or very well, or only
English—advances to 70.3 percent, and among Hispanic
immigrants this reaches 57.1 percent, a majority. Their
college completion is also expected to reach a higher level,
with Hispanics doubling their frequency.
The most notable gains are in homeownership, the vaunted
American Dream. Among all immigrants, homeownership rises from 25.5 percent to 71.9 percent over the
30-year period. Similarly, among Hispanic immigrants,
we also expect to see a large increase, rising from 20.9
percent to 66.7 percent. As extraordinary as these gains
may seem, they are consistent with the track records of
earlier immigrants.
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EXHIBIT C

Overall progress of the 1990s wave of immigrants
Initial 2000 attainments and projected 2030 attainments, all
observed at ages 20 and older
All immigrants

Hispanic
Immigrants

2000

2030

2000 2030

Speak English well

57.5%

70.3%

36.8% 57.1%

Homeownership

25.5%

71.9%

20.9% 66.7%

High school completion

60.8%

74.0%

37.6% 56.4%

Four-year college completion

22.6%

31.1%

6.7% 12.4%

Naturalization

13.2%

70.6%

7.9% 57.2%

Living out of poverty

77.2%

86.6%

72.7% 81.6%

Earning better than low income

55.7%

70.3%

43.2% 59.0%

Note: Data in 2000 are for adults ages 20 and older; Data in 2030 are a weighted average of projections
carried out separately for child-aged arrivals and adults, but with status observed at their ages in 2030.
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Conclusions
Increasing numbers of foreign born are settling in America. Likewise, the characteristics of America are changing, and by 2050 America is projected to have no single
racial or ethnic majority. Having a clear picture of immigrant advancement will be all
the more pressing in the future with a greater number of foreign-born residents.
What we find is that immigrants’ upward trajectories are remarkably consistent
across the decades. Far from a life in poverty, immigrants are exemplifying the
American Dream. Based on this conclusion, the 1990s arrivals can be projected.
By 2030 the majority of these immigrants will be speaking English well (70.3
percent of all immigrants, 57.1 percent of Hispanic immigrants). A great majority
will be homeowners (72 percent of all immigrants, 66.7 percent of Hispanic immigrants). And the vast majority will be living outside of poverty (86.6 percent of all
immigrants, 81.6 percent of Hispanic immigrants).
But even these positive outcomes could be made more positive if we changed our
laws to allow all current immigrants to become fully part of American life through a
tough but fair process of earned legalization. Permitting immigrants without status
to come out of the shadows will make it easier for them to assimilate and integrate,
and help them achieve better educational and economic success. On the other hand,
new restrictions on immigrants’ ability to work and live might impede the attainment rates of them and their children beyond what we have observed in the past.
This report is a call to invest more resources into immigrant integration. While
our immigrants are becoming Americans, they do it often in spite of, rather than
because of, the resources put forth for integration efforts. Creating more programs
for immigrant education, English language training, and antipoverty efforts will
reap future dividends.
Contrary to the critics, immigrants are integrating into American life, and doing so
in impressive ways. Hopefully future policymakers will take the gains immigrants
have made into account and encourage them even further.
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What we find is
that immigrants’
upward trajectories
are remarkably
consistent across
the decades.
Far from a life
in poverty,
immigrants are
exemplifying the
American Dream.

Appendix A: Historical trajectories
of recent immigrant advancement
To gauge the historical trajectories of recent immigrants, each indicator of immigrant status attainment (English proficiency, homeownership, education, living
above the poverty line, better earnings, and naturalization to citizens) is observed
in 1980, 1990, 2000, 2006, and 2009.18 The latter is the most recent year for which
data are currently available.
We chose to include both 2006 and 2009 data to incorporate the disruption posed
by the Great Recession. We therefore separately identify the trends from 2000 to
2006 (at the peak of the boom), and then from 2006 to 2009 (at the bottom of the
recession), in addition to the overall decade trend from 2000 to 2009.
Four separate arrival cohorts, also termed waves of immigrants, are examined across
these time points. These cohorts include arrivals in the following decades:
•
•
•
•

Arrivals in the 1970s, first observed in the 1980 census
Arrivals in the 1980s, first observed in the 1990 census
Arrivals in the 1990s, first observed in the 2000 census
Arrivals in the 2000s, first observed in 2006, and then again in 2009

The advancing status of each arrival cohort is traced across the decades. Each
cohort is initially defined as all people age 20 and older, and its age range shifts to
follow the advancing ages of its members.
As an example, the 1980s cohort of arrivals is first observed at age 20 and older in
1990, followed by age 30 and older in 2000 and age 39 and older in 2009. A similar procedure is required to capture the emergence of immigrant children when
they arrive at adulthood a decade or two after their arrival, as presented later.
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Advancement by immigrant adults to the present day
We examine the advancement of all immigrants, and Hispanic immigrants separately, showing these as a pair of plots for each indicator in Figure A-1.

Figure A-1

Recent historical trajectories of advancing achievement
by cohorts of immigrants that arrived in different decades
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Figure A-1 (Continued)

Recent historical trajectories of advancing achievement
by cohorts of immigrants that arrived in different decades
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Three points to consider:
First, when the trajectory of advancement is steeper, it indicates a more rapid pace
of advancement. That pace is often most rapid in the first decade or two of U.S.
residence, slowing thereafter.
Second, different indicators change rapidly at different stages of life—some in the
first decades of adult residence (homeownership, income), some mainly at young
ages (English proficiency and education), and some throughout life (naturalization).
Third, there is a remarkable consistency in the rates of advancement observed
across decades for different waves of immigrants when observed at the same stage
of settlement (duration since arrival). Only during the Great Recession is there
evidence of disruption in the regularity of immigrant progress, and that is limited
to homeownership, earnings, and poverty.
One striking observation about Latino immigrants is their remarkable pace of
advancement into homeownership and toward better earnings, particularly in
view of their relative lack of formal education. Many Latino families become
homeowners through hard work and steady progress over two or three decades.
Comparisons to native-born citizens, reported in Appendix B, show that immigrants achieved more rapid upward progress, albeit from a lower starting point,
than the native-born during the 1980s, 1990s, and early 2000s.
Among the Latino immigrants who arrived in the 1980s, the share that earned
a better income rose from 39 percent to 64 percent in its first complete decade
(ending in 2000). The 1990s arrival wave was on track for similar gains until the
Great Recession caused a loss of some of their earlier gains in earnings. The share
with a better income fell from 60 percent to 54 percent in 2009, which was still
well above their 2000 share of 43 percent.

The entry of immigrant youth into adulthood
Three indicators in particular show differing advancement between the parents’
and children’s generations—high school completion, college completion, and
speaking English well. We spotlight these here, comparing the immigrant adults
with children that arrived at ages 10 to 19, and even younger, at ages 0 to 9.
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The differences in educational
attainment as measured in
2009 are shown in Figure A-2.
High school completion is
markedly higher for immigrant children who arrived
at younger ages, and these
advantages are even greater
for Hispanic immigrants.
Whereas only 48 percent of
immigrants in their 20s are
high school graduates, 60
percent of immigrants who
arrived at ages 10 to 19, and
77 percent of those arriving
before age 10, completed
high school. The youngest
group is even approaching the
completion rates of nativeborn Hispanics (83 percent).

Figure A-2

Percent with high school or four-year college degree, 2009
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Figure A-3

Percent speaking English well, 2009
The pattern of improvement
over generations is similar
for Hispanic immigrants
completing college, and
in fact the youngest arrivals have a slightly higher
completion rate than the
native born (9.2 percent
versus 7.9 percent). The
youngest arrivals among all
immigrants also have higher
college completion than
their respective native-born
counterparts (21 percent
versus 15 percent).
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10-19

0-9

Among all immigrants, however, we also can see that arrivals in their 20s are
highly likely to be college graduates, possibly because they migrated at this age in
order to obtain a graduate education in the United States (after which point many
return to their home country).
The findings regarding age and speaking English well are even more dramatic.
(see Figure A-3 above) More than 90 percent of the youngest arrivals report
speaking English well, including among Hispanics and all immigrants. This
compares to lower percentages of adult Hispanic immigrants who speak English
well (36 percent) or of all immigrants in their 20s (58 percent). By comparison,
a comprehensive study of all census variables found that English proficiency is the
most sensitive to differences in age at arrival.19 Educational attainment was found to
be the second-most influenced by a young age at arrival.
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Appendix B: Native-born
trajectories on economic indicators
The Great Recession of the post-2006 period affected native-born residents as well as immigrants. Comparable
data for native-born citizens, reported in Figure B-1, shows that the native born achieved less rapid upward
progress, albeit from a much higher starting point, than immigrants during the 1980s, 1990s, and early 2000s.
The steeper upward trajectories of immigrants were blunted by the onset of the recession but a very similar pattern was recorded among the native born.
Figure B-1

Comparing economic trajectories for native born
ages 20-39 at first observation, in percent
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Appendix C: Methodology for
attainment rate projection
How immigrant achievement grows with duration in the United States
Advancement among adults is tracked according to an immigrant’s growing
length of residence in the United States. In 1970 the decennial census used a
new question asking what year the individual came to live in the United States,
and a similar question is asked in the series of American Community Surveys
fielded since 2006.
These questions on year of arrival allow us to identify waves of immigrants in
each successive census and survey as their members grow longer settled. A sizable
literature drawing on these data has accumulated in the social sciences about the
pace of immigrant assimilation.20
We can observe a variety of different social and economic outcomes using these
data. Recent studies show how the pace of immigrant advancement differs
substantially when measured on different indicators.21 Given this variability, it is
unwise to describe immigrants’ progress by a single outcome. The most credible
approach is to present the range of indicators that is available in the census or its
supplement, the American Community Survey.22

Complexities in the projection model
The core assumption in this paper is that past paces of immigrant advancement suggest the likely future pace for immigrants passing through a similar settlement stage.
The rate at which new immigrants learn English in their first decade of U.S.
residence in the future, for example, will presumably resemble that in the past for
prior new arrivals. And the rate at which this pace of advancement tapers off in the
second decade of residence is assumed to be similar in the future to the tapering
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off in the second decade for previous waves of immigrants. The reasonableness of
these assumptions is underscored by the strong consistencies of experience for
successive waves of immigrants, as will be discussed later.
There are two sets of complications in the 2000s analysis.
The first is that we must use the new American Community Survey instead of the
census, because the census no longer asks questions about nativity or socioeconomic status. For the most part the questions asked in the ACS are similar in content
to those in the census, but the survey procedure yields results slightly higher on high
school education completion and slightly lower on English proficient.23
The ACS’s timing is also different from the census. Rather than collect the data
with a reference date of April 1 of the census year, the ACS is collected continuously over the entire year, with some answers about current status or “12 months
ago” reported with respect to January, some to July, and some to December.
On average the responses are calibrated to July 1 (the midpoint) but the 2009
ACS falls nine months before the April 2010 census. For our purposes we have
calculated immigrants’ pace of advancement through the entire decade of 2000 to
2009, treating the ACS observation as if it fell on April 1, 2010.24
The second set of complications stems from the treatment of the Great Recession’s
effects. Immigrant advancement was stalled or reversed on certain economic
indicators after 2006. This is the one major inconsistency in the regularity of
immigrant advancement over the last four decades. The question is how to factor
this interval into our expectations for future advancement.
We believe this recession effect is well accommodated by the general method
we adopt. In essence, we use the progress of past cohorts to model the expected
progress of today’s children as they mature into adulthood. We combine the
advancement paces observed in different decades to yield an average expected rate
of future advancement. The projected rates of advancement going forward from
2009 are set equal to the mean rate observed for the three earlier cohorts at the
corresponding stage since arrival in the United States for adults age 20 or older in
the periods 1980 to 1990, 1990 to 2000, and 2000 to 2009.25
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Outline of the method for projecting attainments
Projections to 2030 are carried out in two temporal steps. We will use the homeownership rate as an example.
For homeownership, the ownership rate of the 1990s immigrant wave was observed to be
50.5 percent in 2009, the starting point for the projections shown in Figure A-1.
In the first temporal step, between 2009 and 2020, the cohort is projected to advance at a
rate equal to the average of (a) the 1980s wave between 2000 and 2009, (b) the 1970s wave
between 1990 and 2000, and (c) the 1960s wave between 1980 and 1990.
Then, in the second temporal step, from 2020 to 2030, the 1990s wave’s ownership rate is
projected to advance at the average rate of (a) the 1970s wave from 2000 to 2009, (b) the
1960s wave from 1990 to 2000, and (c) the 1950s wave from 1980 to 1990.
These rates of advance are applied to the latest observation for the immigrant cohort, in
this case a 2009 starting point, and then to the projected result from the first temporal
step.26 The impacts of the Great Recession carry forward into the future because of the
2009 starting points of the projections, which are lower than in 2006, and also because
the slow advances of the 2000s decade are averaged into the future rates of advance.
Attainments of child immigrants in the 1990s are projected separately from adult immigrants by following a parallel method. Future attainments for those who arrived at age 10
to 19 are projected forward from 2009, when they were observed at age 19 to 28.
Their rates of advance are set equal to the average advances of cohorts in three earlier
waves who arrived in the same age range: For 2010 to 2020, these cohorts are 1960s
arrivals during the 1980s, 1970s arrivals during the 1990s, and 1980s arrivals during the
2000s, and for 2020 to 2030 the comparable cohorts are 1950s arrivals during the 1980s,
1960s arrivals during the 1990s, and 1970s arrivals during the 2000s.
For those who arrived before age 10, the same procedure is used. But the initial
projection is for 2020, when the cohort will be age 20 to 29. This starting point for
the projection is set equal to the observed 2009 attainment of the previous cohort
who arrived before age 10—those who were age 19 to 28 in 2009 and who arrived
during the 1980s.
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Appendix D: Methodology for
population projection
Population projections for immigrants
Immigrants go through the same changes as the rest of the population after they
arrive: They grow older, experience fertility and mortality, and also potentially
emigrate out of the United States. An accurate population projection model must
incorporate all these effects and play out their logical implications for the foreignborn population’s future status. The primary benefit of a population model is to
provide a more richly detailed profile of the evolving foreign-born population—
not simply to produce a different population total.
The population projections used in this report take into account immigrant generations and foreign-born duration in the United States in addition to age, sex, and
race. The current projections in this report are the latest in a series that has been
under development for more than 15 years.27 The projections are fully reported
in “Projections of the U.S. Population, 2010-2030 by Immigrant Generation and
Foreign-Born Duration in the U.S.” with a summary of methods and underlying
assumptions presented here.28
The base for the 2011 edition of our projection series is the 2000 census population (100 percent) counts by age, sex, race, and Hispanic origin, integrated
with nativity (place of birth) and foreign-born year of entry based on the 2000
census (5 percent PUMS); and native-born generation based on 2000 Current
Population Survey estimates.
The 2000 census has two critical advantages. Data in the necessary detail were
available at the time of modeling, in early 2011, and they include the needed
nativity and year of entry characteristics.
Population data from the 2010 census with age-sex-race characteristics have since
become available. But these more current data are insufficient for our purposes
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because the 2010 census failed to collect information on nativity and year of
entry. As a result, the 2000 census retains an advantage over the 2010 census
that may prove enduring.29
As described next, we have updated this earlier, more detailed population to
accord with the 2010 census counts through a demographic simulation that adds
births, subtracts deaths, and accounts for migration.

Components of population change, 2000-2010
Births are taken from 2000-2009 U.S. Vital Statistics annual data, with detail by
mother’s race, origin, age, and nativity through 2008. The best evidence is that
birth records are complete and accurate.
Deaths are from 2000-2009 U.S. Vital Statistics annual data, with detail by dece-

dent’s age, sex, race, and Hispanic origin. These records have also been found to be
complete and accurate. Deaths are apportioned among nativity, years of entry, and
generations in proportion to population.30
Annual emigration is estimated based on modeled rates that vary by nativity.

Foreign-born emigration rates are fixed, with variation by age, sex, origin, and
years since arrival in the United States. We use rates estimated by a residual
method between the 1980 and 1990 censuses by Bashir Ahmed and J. Gregory
Robinson in a 1994 paper.31
Annual immigration is first estimated from the 2001-2009 ACS estimates of

the number of foreign-born residents in each year who lived abroad one year
ago. These annual estimates are then adjusted up so the modeled population,
summed from all factors, matches 2010 census total population targets. Since the
2000-2009 birth and death data are thought to be nearly complete, the assumption is that any differences between the modeled and census populations are due
to errors in the estimates of immigration. It must be noted that this inference
assumes that net coverage of the population in the 2010 census was approximately
the same as in the 2000 census.32
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The 2010 census benchmark
The 2010 population estimate derived from the foregoing components matches
the total census population. The estimates for each age, race, and Hispanic
origin group are then ratio-adjusted to match the corresponding 2010 census
(SF1) population. The resulting populations for birth cohorts age 10 and older
are then used as the 2010 base for our projections going forward. For cohorts
born after the 2000 census, the pre-adjustment populations—based on reported
births plus immigration minus deaths—serve as the base population for the
projections going forward.33

Components assumptions, 2010-2030
Births are projected by applying age, race, origin, and nativity-specific birth rates

to the projected population of women of childbearing age. The rates assumed in
future years are derived from the U.S. Census Bureau (2000) projection middle
series schedules. Differences between rates for native- and foreign-born women
of the same race and Hispanic origin are calibrated to U.S. Vital Statistics reported
births for 2000-2008 and held constant in future years.
Deaths are projected by applying age, race, and origin-specific mortality rates to

the projected population. The rates assumed in future years are derived from the
U.S. Census Bureau (2000) projection middle series schedules. The same rates are
applied to the native- and foreign-born population.
Emigration is estimated based on per capita rates that vary by nativity, duration

since entry, age, sex, race, and origin, as described above.
Immigration is projected based on the results of our Delphi-style survey of immi-

gration experts regarding total immigration flows anticipated in 2015 and 2025,
1.04 million and 1.15 million, respectively. (see Figure D-1) The total number of
immigrants in each year through 2025 is interpolated between the estimated 2009
immigration of 790,000 and these two estimates. Thereafter it is held constant.
The shares of all immigrants from different countries of origin are based on the
origins of 2000-2009 immigrants and held constant. 34
The total U.S. population of 391.1 million projected for 2040 would imply a
30-year average annual increase of 2.74 million from 2010, the same as the
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increase measured over the past 30 years
from 1980 to 2010.35 This average annual
increase is 440,000 less than the Census
Bureau’s 2008 estimate, and 390,000 below
2008 projection of Passel and Cohn for the
same span.36 Almost all of the difference is
accounted for by reduced levels of future
immigration in our projection.

Figure D-1
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Figure D-2
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