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U.S. Low-Skilled Immigration

ABSTRACT From the 1970s to the early 2000s, the United States experi-
enced an epochal wave of low-skilled immigration. Since the Great Recession,
however, U.S. borders have become a far less active place when it comes to
the net arrival of foreign workers. The number of undocumented immigrants
has declined in absolute terms, while the overall population of low-skilled,
foreign-born workers has remained stable. We examine how the scale and com-
position of low-skilled immigration in the United States have evolved over
time, and how relative income growth and demographic shifts in the Western
Hemisphere have contributed to the recent immigration slowdown. Because
major source countries for U.S. immigration are now seeing and will continue
to see weak growth of the labor supply relative to the United States, future
immigration rates of young, low-skilled workers appear unlikely to rebound,
whether or not U.S. immigration policies tighten further.

l mmigration is a divisive issue in public discourse about U.S. economic
policy. At the center of the debate is how to address inflows of undoc-
umented immigrants. During previous decades, inflows of illegal aliens
were substantial. The Pew Research Center estimates that between 1990
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Figure 1. U.S. Foreign-Born Population, Age 18-64, 1970-2015
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Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, decennial census, American Community Survey; authors’ calculations.
a. Note that this axis is on a log scale.

and 2007, the U.S. population of undocumented residents, which as of
2013 accounted for nearly two-thirds of the U.S. foreign-born adult popu-
lation with 12 or fewer years of schooling, grew on net by an annual aver-
age of 510,000 individuals (Borjas 2016; Passel and Cohn 2016). These
inflows contributed to a sizable increase in the U.S. supply of low-skilled,
foreign-born workers (figure 1). During the 1990-2007 period, the number
of working-age immigrants with 12 or fewer years of schooling more than
doubled, rising from 8.5 million to 17.8 million. Since the Great Recession,
however, U.S. borders have become a less active place when it comes to
net inflows of low-skilled labor from abroad. The undocumented popula-
tion declined in absolute terms between 2007 and 2014, falling on net by
an annual average of 160,000 individuals, while the overall population of
low-skilled immigrants of working age remained stable.

Viewed through the lens of the U.S. business cycle, the recent slowdown
in low-skilled immigration hardly comes as a surprise (Villarreal 2014).
Construction is the second-largest sector of employment for undocumented
labor and the third-largest among all low-skilled immigrants (Passel and
Cohn 2016). Because the collapse in the U.S. housing market helped pre-
cipitate the Great Recession (Mian and Sufi 2014), it follows logically that
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the downturn in home building after 2006 would have triggered a drop
in new arrivals of low-skilled, foreign-born workers. Yet, there are good
reasons to believe that the Great Recession may have merely advanced
forward in time an inevitable reduction in low-skilled immigration. Today,
about half of low-skilled immigrants are from Mexico and another one-
quarter are from elsewhere in the Latin American and the Caribbean coun-
tries. Because these countries had marked declines in fertility after the late
1970s, they started to see slower growth in the size of cohorts coming of
working age in the 2000s, thereby weakening a key demographic push fac-
tor for emigration (Hanson and MclIntosh 2010, 2012). Just as relatively
strong growth in U.S. GDP and Latin American labor supplies a generation
ago helped initiate the great U.S. immigration wave of the late 20th century,
the reversal of these conditions may be launching the United States into an
era of far more modest low-skilled labor inflows (Hanson and Mclntosh
2009, 2016).

The policy dilemma facing the United States is thus not so much how
to arrest massive increases in the supply of foreign labor, but rather how
to prepare for a lower-immigration future. The pertinent issues for econo-
mists to address include how the scale and composition of low-skilled labor
inflows have changed over time, whether the drop in inflows is primar-
ily a cyclical phenomenon or represents a secular decline, and how the
U.S. economy would adjust to an environment with modest numbers of
low-skilled, foreign-born workers entering the labor force each year. These
questions guide the analysis in this paper.

We begin by summarizing trends in low-skilled immigration over the
last several decades. As is well known, supplies of less-educated, foreign-
born labor increased sharply after 1970, while their predominant national
origins shifted from Europe to Latin America. Perhaps less appreciated, the
demographic structure of this population has also changed, moving from
younger, recent arrivals toward an older, more settled population. Which
types of individuals select into immigration also appear to have changed,
a pattern we examine in detail for the case of Mexico, given its outsize
importance as a source country for U.S. immigrants. In 1990, those having
recently migrated from Mexico to the United States—as captured by the
population censuses of the two countries—were drawn more heavily from
just above versus just below the mean of potential labor market earnings in
Mexico (Chiquiar and Hanson 2005). This mild positive selection weak-
ened during the 1990s and the 2000s, such that by 2010 the population of
recent Mexican immigrants was close to a random draw of working-age
individuals from Mexico, with a slight overrepresentation of individuals
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from the middle of the skill distribution. Although immigrant selection cap-
tured in census data may be subject to measurement error associated with
undercounts of undocumented immigrants (Ferndndez-Huertas Moraga
2011), selection patterns in these data are similar to those in the Mexican
Family Life Survey, which appears less subject to missing information on
undocumented migrants (Kaestner and Malamud 2014). The largely neu-
tral selection of immigrants from Mexico in terms of skill implies that any
future shock to Mexican immigration—such as a further tightening of U.S.
borders—would target middle-income earners in Mexico, while affecting
low-wage earners in the United States.

Recent changes in low-skilled immigration have occurred in a tumultu-
ous environment for the U.S. labor market. Even before the economic tur-
bulence that occurred after 2006, there were adverse changes in the demand
for low-skilled labor associated with automation and increased import com-
petition from low-wage countries (Autor and Dorn 2013; Autor, Dorn, and
Hanson 2013; Pierce and Schott 2016; Cortes, Jaimovich, and Siu 2016).
At the higher end of the labor market, demand for young, college-educated
labor has also weakened (Beaudry, Green, and Sand 2016). Together, these
changes have combined to create a period low wage growth since 2000 for
all but the highest-earning U.S. workers (Valletta forthcoming).

To put recent changes in U.S. labor market conditions in a global
context, we compare the level and volatility of U.S. income with that in
major sending countries for low-skilled immigrants. The gap between the
25th percentile of the income distribution in the United States and the
50th percentile of the income distribution in Mexico—which approximates
the expected gains in earnings for the typical Mexican migrant—was sta-
ble during the 1990s and early 2000s but shrank noticeably after 2007.
Relative volatility in income growth has also changed. The Great Modera-
tion heralded a period of steady U.S. GDP growth from the early 1980s
to the mid-2000s (Bernanke 2004), a calm that was brought to an end by
the Great Recession. In Mexico and other migrant-sending nations of the
Western Hemisphere, the pattern is roughly the opposite. The 1980s and
early 1990s were periods of high macroeconomic volatility, whereas the
2000s were a period of steady if not spectacular economic growth. Shrink-
ing income gaps and reduced income volatility between the United States
and major migrant-sending nations have eased pressures for net labor flows
into the United States.

Another factor contributing to the decline in low-skilled immigration is
changes in U.S. enforcement against illegal labor inflows (Roberts, Alden,
and Whitley 2013). Between 2000 and 2010, the number of U.S. Border
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Patrol agents policing the U.S.-Mexico border doubled, from 8,600 to
17,500 officers, and has since remained at historically high levels. Concur-
rently, the U.S. government intensified immigration enforcement in the inte-
rior of the country, which led to an increase in deportations of noncriminal
aliens—many of whom are apprehended through traffic stops or other
routine law enforcement operations—from 116,000 individuals in 2001
to an average of 226,000 a year from 2007 to 2015.' Increases in border
enforcement, which deter potential migrants from choosing to enter the
United States (Gathmann 2008; Angelucci 2012), and in interior enforce-
ment, which reduces the existing population of undocumented immigrants
and may also deter future immigration, appear likely to continue under the
administration of Donald Trump (Meckler 2017; Kulish and others 2017).

Looking toward the future of U.S. low-skilled immigration, forces are
at work that are likely to soften pressures for labor inflows and that will
remain in place for the next several decades. By the mid-1970s, the size
of U.S. cohorts coming of working age was growing much more slowly
than in Mexico and the rest of Latin America, creating steady pressure
for migration to the United States. However, by the mid-2000s this demo-
graphic push factor had largely disappeared. Because the United States’
neighbors to the south are today experiencing much slower growth in the
labor supply, the future immigration of young low-skilled labor looks set
to decline rapidly, whether or not more draconian policies to control U.S.
immigration are implemented.

If changes in global macroeconomic conditions and U.S. enforcement
policy have combined to weaken recent growth in the U.S. supply of low-
skilled, foreign-born labor, what are the implications for U.S. labor mar-
kets? As a way of answering this question, we examine the net impact
of immigration-induced changes in the labor supply on U.S. labor-market
tightness. To perform this analysis, we apply the approach of Lawrence
Katz and Kevin Murphy (1992) to data from the U.S. Current Population
Survey (CPS), which involves modeling the relative hourly earnings of
more- and less-skilled labor as a function of their relative supplies and a
flexible time trend, meant to capture the evolution of labor demand. We
estimate the model using earnings and employment data for the period
1976-2007 and then project relative earnings through 2015, using either

1. Noncitizens (including legal immigrants) convicted of an aggravated felony, a drug
crime, or multiple crimes involving moral turpitude are subject to deportation upon or
before completion of their prison sentence. Deportations of criminal aliens also increased
in the 2000s, from 73,000 in 2001 to an average of 156,000 per year over 2007 to 2015. See
Gonzalez-Barrera and Lopez (2016).
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actual labor supplies or labor supplies under counterfactual assump-
tions about low-skilled immigration. If, counterfactually, the low-skilled,
foreign-born labor supply had grown at the same rate during the period
2008-15 as it did from 1994 to 2007, our simple model implies that the
wage gap between more-skilled and less-skilled labor would have been
6 to 9 percentage points higher in 2015. This finding, though not a general
equilibrium assessment of the wage effects of U.S. immigration, illustrates
the magnitude of the immigration slowdown in terms of U.S. wage pres-
sures. To the extent that slowing low-skilled immigration puts downward
pressure on the skill premium, we would expect firms to invest more in
automation and other changes in production techniques that reduce reliance
on low-skilled labor (Card and Lewis 2007; Lewis 2011), effects that are
likely to register most strongly in immigrant-intensive industries such as
agriculture, construction, eating and drinking establishments, and non-
durable manufacturing.

Our work complements the existing literature on immigration, much
of which takes national changes in low-skilled foreign labor supply as
given and examines its impact on the earnings of U.S. native-born work-
ers.” As is well known, estimates of the wage effects of immigration vary
widely across studies (Blau and Mackie 2016). Results depend on how
one defines the geographic scope of labor markets, skill groups within
these labor markets, and the interchangeability of native- and foreign-born
workers on the job (Borjas 2003, 2013; Card 2001, 2009; Ottaviano and
Peri 2012; Dustmann, Frattini, and Preston 2013). To explain instability
in the wage effects of immigration, the literature has studied factors that
may confound empirical analysis, including offsetting migration by native-
born workers (Borjas 2006), the location choices of immigrant workers
(Cadena and Kovak 2016), firm-level changes in technology (Lewis 2011),
occupational downgrading by immigrant workers (Peri and Sparber 2009;
Dustmann, Frattini, and Preston 2013), and measurement error in labor
market earnings (Aydemir and Borjas 2011). Relative to existing work,
we offer the inverse perspective of how and why the low-skilled immi-
grant labor supply has changed. Given the abundance of research on how

2. Other literature on the effects of low-skilled immigration in the United States exam-
ines its consequences for local consumer prices (Cortes 2008), the labor supply of high-
skilled, native-born women (Cortes and Tessada 2011), local housing prices (Saiz 2007),
state GDP growth (Edwards and Ortega 2016), cultural diversity (Ottaviano and Peri 2005),
and occupational employment and wages of native-born workers in local labor markets
(Burstein and others 2017).
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immigration affects U.S. wages, the factors that govern the magnitude of
low-skilled immigration are understudied. Our work helps address this
gap in knowledge.

I. The Presence of Low-Skilled Immigrants
in the U.S. Labor Force

We begin our analysis with an overview of the characteristics of low-skilled
immigrants in the United States and then examine how selection into U.S.
migration among individuals from Mexico has changed over time. For the
analysis in this section and the next, we focus on individuals of working
age, defined as those 18 to 64 years of age. We utilize data from the U.S.
population censuses, the American Community Survey (ACS), and the
CPS; and from Mexico’s population census, available from the Integrated
Public Use Microdata Series.

I.A. Characteristics of Low-Skilled Immigrants

A preliminary issue we must address is how to define low-skilled labor.
When it comes to the analysis of immigration, the literature alternatively
defines low-skilled workers as those with less than a high school education
(Borjas 2003) or those with a high school education or less (Card 2001).?
This difference matters, because those completing less than 12 years of
schooling are an ever-smaller share of the U.S. native-born population but
continue to account for a majority of adults in low- and middle-income
countries. In the nations that send large numbers of low-skilled migrants
to the United States—including Colombia, Cuba, the Dominican Republic,
Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, and Mexico—compulsory schooling is
through grade 8 or 9, as opposed to being through age 16 in most U.S.
states. The median worker in many sending countries thus has well less
than the equivalent of a U.S. high school education (Clemens, Montenegro,
and Pritchett 2008). Cross-national differences in compulsory education
are manifest in the distribution of years of schooling among less-educated
foreign- and native-born adults in the United States. In 1970, those not
completing high school accounted for just over half of U.S. native-born
adults with a high school education or less, a share that declined to

3. We define high school education to mean completing 12 years of school, whether or
not a degree is granted, a convention we adopt because the meaning of a high school degree
varies across countries. Throughout the paper, we use high school education and 12 years of
schooling interchangeably.
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29.4 percent in 1990 and to 16.6 percent in 2015 (table 1). Among the
U.S. foreign-born adult population with a high school education or less,
the share with less than 12 years of schooling has also fallen but from
a much higher base, beginning at 65.2 percent in 1970 and dropping to
55.0 percent in 1990 and to 44.7 percent in 2015. To ensure that our analy-
sis is robust to the definition of skill, we utilize both education-based
definitions of low-skilled labor.*

When viewed over the sweep of the last half century, the U.S. low-
skilled, foreign-born population has transformed not just in terms of its
size but also in its demographic structure. These evolutions are evident
in tables 1 and 2, which present summary statistics on U.S. low-skilled
foreign- and native-born individuals going back to 1970 using data from
the U.S. census and ACS. In 1970, when the presence of the foreign born in
the U.S. population was at a historic low, low-skilled immigrants, in com-
parison with the native born, were relatively old and likely to be female.
This population came in its majority (52.9 percent) from Europe, was dom-
inated by individuals who had arrived in the United States in 1960 or earlier
(66.1 percent), and had a near majority (45.6 percent) with eight or fewer
years of schooling.

As the incipient immigration wave gained momentum, the composi-
tion of low-skilled immigrants became younger, more likely to have come
from Latin America, and more educated. These changes were most dra-
matic between 1970 and 1990. During this period, the fraction of foreign-
born people age 18-33 rose from 28.6 to 43.2 percent, the fraction of
males rose from 41.8 to 48.8 percent, and the fraction completing 12 years
of education rose from 34.8 to 45.0 percent. In terms of origin countries,
among immigrants with a high school education or less, the fraction born in
Mexico rose from 11.6 to 34.0 percent, the fraction born elsewhere in Latin
America (and the Caribbean) rose from 13.2 to 23.7 percent, and the frac-
tion born in Asia rose from 5.7 to 16.2 percent.” The 1970 to 1990 increase
in the shares of immigrants coming from Mexico and the rest of Latin

4. Education is, of course, an imperfect definition of skill. Language barriers and occu-
pational licensing present obstacles to foreign-born workers in integrating themselves into
the U.S. labor force, which may induce some immigrants to downgrade occupationally by
taking jobs for which, based on their observable skills, they would appear overqualified
(Lazear 1999, 2007; Dustmann, Frattini, and Preston 2013).

5. Half of the 1970-90 increase in low-skilled immigration from Asia (55.1 percent) is
from Southeast Asia, with much of this inflow associated with a substantial but temporary
rise in U.S. refugee admissions from the region that occurred following the end of the Viet-
nam War.
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Table 2. Summary Statistics for Foreign-Born U.S. Working-Age Population
with High School Education or Less, 1970-2015?

1970 1980 1990 2000 2005 2015
Years of residence in the United States
0-5 19.2 232 242 22.8 21.8 11.9
6-10 14.8 18.4 21.6 19.1 18.4 13.0
11+ 66.1 58.4 54.2 58.1 59.9 75.1
Age of arrival in the United States
0-14 22.1 13.6 14.7 19.1 18.1 20.2
15-25 28.0 34.8 42.4 47.5 473 45.0
26+ 44.0 51.4 43.0 334 343 344
Country or region of origin, less than high school education
Mexico 15.4 33.3 47.5 60.6 64.0 59.3
Central America 1.6 3.5 8.7 10.8 12.4 15.9
Caribbean 8.4 10.7 9.2 7.2 5.7 6.0
South America 2.6 3.6 33 34 32 3.0
Southeast Asia 1.7 4.6 6.6 5.8 4.7 4.8
Other Asia 33 54 5.6 4.7 4.0 6.0
Africa 0.4 0.5 0.4 0.7 1.0 1.6
Middle East 1.6 1.5 1.2 0.9 0.8 0.9
Europe 51.6 25.9 11.4 5.0 3.5 2.0
Other 13.5 11.0 6.2 0.9 0.7 0.5
Country or region of origin, high school education or less
Mexico 11.6 23.2 34.0 44.4 48.1 45.1
Central America 1.6 33 7.7 9.3 10.1 12.2
Caribbean 8.6 11.1 10.8 9.9 8.8 9.4
South America 3.0 4.4 53 5.8 6.1 5.7
Southeast Asia 1.7 4.9 7.5 7.8 6.9 6.9
Other Asia 4.0 7.1 8.7 7.7 7.0 8.9
Africa 0.5 0.8 0.9 1.7 2.2 3.0
Middle East 1.8 1.8 1.6 1.4 1.4 1.6
Europe 52.9 30.9 16.5 10.2 8.0 5.8
Other 14.4 12.5 7.2 1.8 1.6 1.3

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, decennial census, American Community Survey.
a. All values are expressed as percentages. The sample is restricted to individuals age 18—64 with 12 years
of education or less.

America is even larger among those with less than a high school education,
rising from 15.4 to 47.5 percent and from 12.6 to 21.2 percent, respectively.
By 1990, nearly 7 in 10 (68.7 percent) of the least-skilled U.S. immigrants
of working age came from other nations in the Western Hemisphere.
Jorge Durand, Douglas Massey, and Rene Zenteno (2001) describe this
era of U.S. immigration as one marked by a preponderance of itinerant
workers who came to the United States to take seasonal jobs, especially
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on farms in the Southwest, and often returned home during periods when
labor demand was slack. During the two decades after 1970, the share of
low-skilled immigrant workers employed in agriculture did rise, from 3.2
to 5.7 percent (as compared with a decline of 3.9 to 3.0 percent among the
low-skilled, native-born workers of working age), and the fraction with
10 or fewer years of residence in the United States grew from 34.0 to
45.8 percent.® However, throughout the sample period, farm workers
accounted for only a small share of low-skilled immigrant employment.
During the first decades of the late-20th-century immigration wave, low-
skilled immigrants spread themselves across a wide range of jobs, while
concentrating more heavily, when compared with their native-born counter-
parts, in agriculture, construction, eating and drinking establishments, non-
durable manufacturing, and personal services.

In subsequent decades, the low-skilled immigrant population has
become more mature and more settled, at least when measured in terms
of length of U.S. residence. By 2015, three-quarters (75.1 percent) of low-
skilled immigrants had resided in the United States for 11 or more years,
while the share of the population age 18-33 had dropped to 27.2 percent.
Since 1990, the fraction of low-skilled immigrants from Mexico and the
rest of Latin America has continued to rise, reaching 45.1 and 27.3 percent,
respectively, in 2015. Among immigrants with less than a high school edu-
cation, these shares are 59.3 and 24.9 percent, respectively, meaning that
today, nearly 9 in 10 (85.2 percent) of the least-skilled, foreign-born work-
ers are from Latin America and the Caribbean. It is particularly important
that Mexico’s dominance as a source country for low-skilled immigrants
peaks in 2005, at 48.1 percent of those with a high school education or
less and 64.0 percent of those with less than a high school education. The
4.7 percentage point drop in Mexico’s share of the least-skilled immigrant
population from 2005 to 2015 is largely offset by Central America’s
jump during the same period of 3.5 percentage points. As we discuss in
section III, demographic push factors help account for Mexico’s recent
relative decline and Central America’s continuing relative gain as source
regions. After Latin America, Asia remains the next most important source
region of low-skilled immigration, in 2015 accounting for 15.8 percent of
all low-skilled immigrants and 10.8 percent of those with less than 12 years
of schooling.

6. The question for length of U.S. residence in the ACS reads, “When did this person
come to live in the United States?” with the instruction, “If this person came to live in the
United States more than once, print latest year.”
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Over time, low-skilled immigrants have become more specialized in
particular lines of work. The share employed in immigrant-intensive sec-
tors in 2015 reached 14.8 percent in construction (up from 7.8 percent
in 1990), 11.3 percent in eating and drinking establishments (up from
8.7 percent in 1990), 7.2 percent in personal services (up from 6.9 percent
in 1990), and 6.9 percent in agriculture (up from 5.7 percent in 1990).
The one immigrant-intensive sector registering a decline in its share of
low-skilled immigrant employment is nondurable manufacturing—which
includes apparel, footwear, furniture, and textiles—industries whose over-
all employment in the United States has fallen sharply in recent decades
due to technological change and competition from China and other low-
wage countries (Autor, Dorn, and Hanson 2013).

The transition of the U.S. low-skilled immigrant population from
sojourners to settlers, first noted by Wayne Cornelius (1992) nearly three
decades ago, today appears to be largely complete. Part of this shift is the
natural result of a dynamic process of immigration in which early arriv-
als initially dominate the population, only to decline in importance as the
existing stock grows and matures (Piore 1980). However, the shift is also
the result of the pronounced slowdown in low-skilled immigration since
the mid-2000s, as seen in figure 1.

Because the immigration levels portrayed in table 2 reflect changes in
net immigration, they are uninformative about whether this slowdown
is the result of reduced inflows of new immigrants, larger outflows of
existing immigrants returning to their home countries, or some combi-
nation of the two. We next summarize evidence on changing inflows
and outflows of immigrants over time. Figure 2 gives counts of immi-
grants by current age, age of arrival in the United States (inferred from
years of U.S. residence), and census year for three source regions—
Mexico, other countries in Latin America and the Caribbean, and South-
east Asia—which together account for the large majority of low-skilled
immigration in the United States. To avoid concerns about tracking indi-
viduals who educate themselves out of the low-skilled category over
time, we include all immigrants from these source regions, regardless of
schooling.

Several patterns are apparent in the data. First, for most current-age
groups and in most census years, the largest cohorts are those arriving
between 15 and 24 years of age. That is, for a given current-age group,
if we compare bars that have the same shading (thus comparing differ-
ent arrival-age cohorts in the same census year for the same current-age
group), those in the 15-24 arrival-age category are the largest in nearly
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Figure 2. Number of Working-Age Immigrants by Arrival Age, Current Agde, and Year
of Arrival, 1980-2010
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Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, decennial census, American Community Survey; authors’ calculations.
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all cases. Second, between 2000 and 2010, there are substantial declines
in the sizes of given arrival-age or birth-year cohorts. For individuals
from Mexico arriving in the United States between age 5 and 14, the
number who are age 15-24 in 2000 is much larger than those who are
age 25-34 in 2010. We see similar declines in the number of Mexi-
can immigrants who are age 25-34 in 2000 and the number who are
age 35-44 in 2010, both for the cohort arriving between age 5 and 14
and the cohort arriving between age 15 and 24. Similar patterns hold for
immigrants from other countries in Latin America and from Southeast
Asia. Declines in cohort size, as measured in the census, may result
from mortality, return migration, or changes over time in the fraction
of individuals in a cohort who are enumerated in the census. Given the
youth of the cohorts considered, mortality seems unlikely to explain this
decline. Moreover, given that we expect enumeration rates to increase
with length of residence in the United States, declines in enumeration
seem an unlikely explanation, which leaves return migration as the most
likely cause for the decline in measured immigrant cohort sizes between
2000 and 2010.

The net impact of these changes is that the size of immigrant cohorts in
2010 is skewed heavily toward individuals who have more than 10 years
of residence in the United States. For immigrants from Mexico in 2010
(indicated by the darkest shaded bars), those with fewer than 10 years of
U.S. residence are the smallest cohort among all current age groups, a pat-
tern that holds for other countries in Latin America and for Southeast Asia
as well.

I.B. The Presence of Low-Skilled Immigrants in the U.S. Labor Force

To consider how the presence of low-skilled immigrants in the U.S.
labor force has changed in recent years, we focus on movements at annual
frequencies using data from the CPS. Because the CPS only begins ask-
ing questions about nativity in 1994, our use of these data is for that year
forward. We use two measures of the working-age population: raw data on
body counts; and these values expressed in terms of productivity-equivalent
units (PEUs), following the weighting procedure used by David Autor,
Lawrence Katz, and Melissa Kearney (2008).

Consistent with the post-1970 rise in low-skilled immigration seen in
figure 1, figure 3 shows that the presence of low-skilled, foreign-born
workers in the U.S. working-age population rose steadily from 1994
to 2007 but has been stable since. The left panel of figure 3 plots four
measures of low-skilled immigration. The top line gives the share of the
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Figure 3. Percentage of Low-Skilled, Foreign-Born Workers in the U.S. Working-Age
Population, 1993-2014
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