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BALANCING AGE 
DISTRIBUTION

Over 66% 
of H-1B petitions approved in 2011 

were for workers between 

25–34 years old
25% increase in proportion of 
20-44 year olds in the United States 

due to immigration.

This translates into more 
workers supporting the 
growing retiree population.

FILLING A GROWING NEED 
FOR LOW-SKILLED LABOR
Fastest-growth occupations in the next 10 
years require little formal education: home and 
personal care aides and retail and food service 
workers. 

These are enabling occupations that are 
complementary to other workers in the 
economy, particularly the high-skilled. 

As the US native-born population continues to 
gain in education attainment, immigrants will 
be critical in filling jobs requiring less formal 
education.
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24% of engineering and 
technology companies founded 
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one foreign-born founder.

(Silicon Valley = 43.9%)

In 2012, these companies were 
responsible for approximately:

560,000 jobs 

$63 billion in sales
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INNOVATION = PROSPERITY
Having workers with advanced training in science, technology, 

engineering, and math (STEM) fields is key to fostering innovation.

 FOOD SECURITY 
IS ECONOMIC 

SECURITY

71%
of US 

farm workers 
are foreign-born.

(50% of these workers 
are undocumented)

58% 
of H-1B workers hold a 

master’s degree or higher. 

36%
of STEM-related doctoral graduates 

in the United States in 2011 held 
temporary visas. 50% of the PhDs working in 

engineering, mathematics, and 
computer science occupations in 

the United States are foreign-born.

99% of all H-1B workers 
have at least a bachelor’s degree. 
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1. Vivek Wadhwa, AnnaLee Saxenian, and F. Daniel Siciliano, “America’s New Immigrant Entrepreneurs: Then and Now,” The Kauffman Foundation, October 2012.
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How immigration is shaping 
the United States

With immigration reform high on the 
US Congress and administration’s 

agenda, it is important that the discussion 
be informed by an understanding of the role 
that immigration currently plays in the US 
economy and that adequate thought is given to 
what the United States’ future needs will be.

The United States has historically been 
viewed as a meritocracy graced with abundant 
natural resources and a tolerance for diver-
sity, making it a magnet for people looking to 
improve their economic prospects regardless of 
their origins. Beginning with those who estab-
lished the first successful permanent settle-
ment at Jamestown in 1607, various waves of 
immigrants from around the world have come 
to this country to build new lives for them-
selves and their families. The United States 
has greatly benefited from each generation of 
new arrivals. Today, immigrants to the United 
States contribute needed advanced technical 
skills, augment the native-born workforce in 
sectors such as agriculture, generate entirely 
new businesses, and help balance the United 
States’ age distribution in the face of a large 
retiring baby boom generation. 

Our immigrant nation

After falling to an all-time low of under 
5 percent in 1970, the foreign-born popula-
tion of the United States rose steadily over 
the intervening years and has remained fairly 
steady between 12 percent and 13 percent of 
the total population over the last few years.1 Of 
those foreign born, 45 percent, or 18 million, 
are naturalized US citizens, and the other 55 
percent, or 22 million, are non-citizens—a 

combination of legal permanent residents, 
holders of temporary visas, and those here 
illegally.2 Current estimates place the size of the 
illegal or undocumented population at approx-
imately 11 million, or half of the foreign-
born population.3 

Compared to the other industrialized 
nations, the United States is not an outlier 
in terms of having a substantial foreign-
born population. Rather, it is just below the 
median (figure 1). Where the United States 
does differ significantly is in the category of 
migrants admitted. Seventy-four percent of 
new migrants to the United States are granted 
immigration status on the basis of family 
preference, and only 6 percent are granted 
permanent entry on work-related visas. In the 
European Union, excluding the “free move-
ment” flows allowed intra-EU, work-related 
visas account for 40 percent of immigration.4

The potential competitive advantage to 
the United States bestowed by immigration 
derives, in part, from differences between the 
native-born and the foreign-born popula-
tions—differences that cause immigration to 
make the United States smarter, stronger, and 
younger than it otherwise would be. 

Smarter

Having workers with advanced training in 
science, technology, engineering, and math 
(STEM) is key to fostering innovation within 
national borders. US research universities are 
highly respected for their ability to provide 
world-class advanced STEM education, but 
many of those they educate are only in the 
United States temporarily. Overall, 36 percent 
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Share in  2010 (%) Country

0.9 Mexico

2.2 Chile

4.5 Hungary

4.6 Finland

6.3 Czech Republic

7.7 Denmark

8.0 Italy

8.6 France

10.9 Iceland

10.9 Greece

11.2 Slovenia

11.2 Netherlands

11.5 United Kingdom

11.6 Norway

12.2 United States

13.0 Germany

13.5 OECD average

13.9 Belgium

14.5 Spain

14.8 Sweden

15.7 Austria

16.3 Estonia

17.3 Ireland

19.9 Canada

23.2 New Zealand

24.5 Israel

26.6 Switzerland

26.8 Australia

37.6 Luxembourg

of those receiving a STEM-related doctorate in 
a US university in 2011 were students holding 
temporary visas.5 The situation is particularly 
acute in PhD programs for engineers, math-
ematicians, and computer scientists, where 
over half of those enrolled are foreign students 
in the United States on temporary student visas 
(figure 2). Even though many of these students 
might want to stay in the United States, the 
visa process is neither simple nor guaranteed.

The United States does manage to employ 
a proportion of foreign-born advanced STEM 
degree holders, irrespective of where they 
received their education, through a combina-
tion of immigrant and non-immigrant visas. 
Their importance to the US workforce is most 
critical in fields where the highest levels of 
education and training are needed. Similar to 
the student profile, half of the PhDs working 
in engineering, mathematics, and computer 
science occupations in the United States are 
foreign-born (figure 3).

 A major employment conduit for foreign-
born STEM talent is the H-1B, a visa for 
high-skilled, temporary, non-immigrant 
workers that allows employers to petition to 
employ foreign specialty workers when they 
cannot find domestic equivalents. Only 1 
percent of H-1Bs admitted do not hold at least 
a bachelor’s degree (generally sports figures, 
models, and actors), and 58 percent hold a 
master’s degree or higher.6 Over 50 percent of 
the H-1Bs issued in 2011 were for workers in 
computer-related occupations.7

Absent a change in the educational patterns 
of US-born students, our need for foreign-born 
workers with advanced STEM degrees will 
only increase in the coming years as demand 
for workers with these skills continues to 
rapidly expand (figure 4) and the baby boom 
portion of the United States’ science and engi-
neering workforce nears retirement. Between 
1993 and 2008, the proportion of scientists and 
engineers over 50 increased from 18 percent to 
27 percent.8

Note: “OECD” refers to countries belonging to the Organiza-
tion for Economic Cooperation and Development.

Source: OECD (2012), International Migration Outlook 2012, 
OECD Publishing, http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/migr_outlook-
2012-en

Figure 1. Foreign-born population in  
industrialized countries
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Graphic: Deloitte University Press  |  DUPress.com
Source: NSF/NIH/USED/USDA/NEH/NASA, 2010 Survey of Earned Doctorates

Figure 2. PhDs by academic discipline and citizenship, 2010
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Source: National Science Foundation, National Center for Science and Engineering Statistics, 
Scientists and Engineers Statistical Data System [SESTAT] 2008, public use data.

Figure 3. Science and engineering PhD degree holders in the United States by occupation
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Stronger
Immigration contributes to the vitality 

of the United States in ways that go beyond 
providing high-skilled employees. The pro-
pensity for risk-taking displayed by someone 
who leaves his or her homeland contributes 
to the entrepreneurialism and new business 
generation that is critical for ongoing eco-
nomic renewal. Further, there are lower-skill 
jobs that would go unfilled without foreign-
born workers. 

Immigrants are vitally important to creating 
the companies that will generate job growth. 
For example, among engineering and technol-
ogy companies founded in the United States 
between 2006 and 2012, 24.3 percent had at 
least one key founder who was foreign-born; in 
Silicon Valley, the proportion was 43.9 per-
cent. Nationwide, these companies employed 
roughly 560,000 workers and generated $63 
billion in sales in 2012.9

The value from immigration is not limited 
to those with high educational achievement. 

Although the percentage of individuals with 
a bachelor’s degree or higher is greater among 
naturalized US citizens than among native-
born citizens (35 percent to 30 percent), a 
higher proportion of naturalized citizens also 
have less than a high school education (19 
percent to 10 percent). Among foreign-born 
non-citizens, the proportion with less than 
a high school education is even higher—39 
percent (figure 5). This is also an advantage 
for the United States. Many of the occupa-
tions projected to add the most new jobs over 
the next 10 years are those that require little 
formal education, such as home and personal 
care aides and retail and food service work-
ers.10 These are enabling occupations that are 
complementary to other types of workers in 
the economy, particularly the highly skilled. 
As the US native-born population continues 
to gain in educational attainment, immigrants 
will be critical in filling those jobs requiring 
less formal education.

Graphic: Deloitte University Press  |  DUPress.com
Source: BLS Division of Occupational Outlook

Figure 4. Projected percent change in US employment by education category, 2010-20
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Graphic: Deloitte University Press  |  DUPress.com

Source: US Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, Annual Social and 
Economic Supplement, 2010
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Figure 5. Educational attainment by US citizenship status, 2010 (population 25 years and over)
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Farm workers are a particularly important 
component of the foreign-born workforce at 
the lower end of the educational spectrum: 
71 percent of the United States’ farm work-
ers are foreign-born,11 and about half of those 
are undocumented.12 Without these workers, 
the ability of the United States to continue to 
produce the current quantity and quality of 
farm products for domestic consumption and 
export would be endangered. Food security 
is a critical component of national security, 
and the United States cannot be food-secure 
without the contribution of foreign-born 
workers, whether they are temporary or 
permanent residents.

Younger
The foreign-born also improves the age 

distribution of the United States. The propor-
tion of the US population between the ages of 
25 and 44 is 25 percent higher when including 
the foreign-born than when considering the 
native-born alone (figure 6). The impact of 
immigration on the United States’ age profile 
magnifies the United States’ birthrate advan-
tage over most of its competitors. Further, the 
foreign-born has higher labor force partici-
pation than the native-born. Together, these 
facts give the United States a substantially 
lower “retiree dependency ratio,” that is, the 
population 65 and over as a percentage of the 
population aged 15-64. Given that promised 
payments to retirees depend on contributions 
from current workers, a lower dependency 
ratio is a structural advantage.
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Source: US Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, Annual Social and 
Economic Supplement, 2010
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Figure 6. US age distribution by nativity, 2010
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Many countries are actively tailoring 
their immigration laws to encourage 

STEM workers to relocate, and most indus-
trialized countries already admit a greater 
proportion of highly skilled immigrants than 
does the United States (figure 7). Countries 
that have had particular issues with “brain 
drain” are investing heavily in education and 
research facilities; top students and researchers 
are finding that obtaining a world-class educa-
tion or conducting cutting-edge research does 
not necessarily require attending a US univer-
sity. And, in a challenge to what has generally 
been viewed as a uniquely American strength, 
new entrepreneurs are learning that the United 

States is not the only country where they can 
successfully start new businesses. 

The United States cannot be complacent 
that the advantages conferred by past immi-
gration will continue into the future as global 
competition for talent increases. It is clear that 
this more intense global competition will be 
fought on many fronts. A thoughtful look at 
immigration reform—one that balances fam-
ily and workforce needs—may well hold one 
of the keys for the United States to gain and 
maintain a competitive advantage in a world 
where the most highly skilled have a choice as 
to where they will live and work. 

The United States’ 
immigrant future

Graphic: Deloitte University Press  |  DUPress.com

Source: OECD (2012), International Migration Outlook 2012, OECD Publishing, 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/migr_outlook-2012-en

Figure 7. Percentage of highly educated individuals among the foreign-born population, 2000 and 2010
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