
 Report 
 

                September 1, 2010  

The Pew Hispanic Center is a nonpartisan research organization that seeks to improve public understanding 
of the diverse Hispanic population in the United States and to chronicle Latinos' growing impact on the nation. 
It does not take positions on policy issues. The Center is part of the Pew Research Center, a nonpartisan 
"fact tank" based in Washington, D.C., and it is funded by The Pew Charitable Trusts, a Philadelphia-based 
public charity. All of the Center’s reports are available at www.pewhispanic.org. The staff of the Center is: 

Paul Taylor, Director    
Rakesh Kochhar, Associate Director for Research Mark Hugo Lopez, Associate Director 
Richard Fry, Senior Research Associate  Jeffrey S. Passel, Senior Demographer 
Gretchen Livingston, Senior Researcher  Gabriel Velasco, Research Analyst 
Daniel Dockterman, Research Assistant   Mary Seaborn, Administrative Manager 
C. Soledad Espinoza, Intern   Rebecca Hinze-Pifer, Intern 
  

 
 

1615 L Street, NW, Suite 700 • Washington, DC 20036-5610 • Phone: 202-419-3600 • Fax: 202-419-3608 • www.pewhispanic.org 

 

 

 

 
Copyright © 2010 

U.S. Unauthorized Immigration Flows 
Are Down Sharply Since Mid-Decade 

 
Jeffrey S. Passel D’Vera Cohn 

Senior Demographer Senior Writer 
Pew Hispanic Center Pew Research Center 

 

 

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by IssueLab

https://core.ac.uk/display/71355623?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
http://www.pewhispanic.org/�


U.S. Unauthorized Immigration Flows Are Down Sharply Since Mid-Decade i 

Pew Hispanic Center                                                               September 1, 2010 

Executive Summary 
The annual inflow of unauthorized immigrants 
to the United States was nearly two-thirds 
smaller in the March 2007 to March 2009 
period than it had been from March 2000 to 
March 2005, according to new estimates by the 
Pew Hispanic Center, a project of the Pew 
Research Center.  

This sharp decline has contributed to an overall 
reduction of 8% in the number of unauthorized 
immigrants currently living in the U.S.—to 
11.1 million in March 2009 from a peak of 12 
million in March 2007, according to the 
estimates. The decrease represents the first 
significant reversal in the growth of this 
population over the past two decades.1

The Pew Hispanic Center’s analysis also 
finds that the most marked decline in the 
population of unauthorized immigrants has 
been among those who come from Latin 
American countries other than Mexico. From 
2007 to 2009, the size of this group from the 
Caribbean, Central America and South 
America decreased 22%. 

  

By contrast, the Mexican unauthorized 
population (which accounts for about 60% of 
all unauthorized immigrants) peaked in 2007 
at 7 million and has since leveled off. The 
number of unauthorized immigrants from the 
rest of the world did not change.  

Even though the size of the Mexican 
unauthorized population living in the United 
States has not changed significantly since 
2007, the inflows from that country have 

                                                      
1 Warren (2003) includes annual population estimates for the 1990s. 
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fallen off sharply in recent years. According to the center’s estimates, an average 
of 150,000 unauthorized immigrants from Mexico arrived annually during the 
March 2007 to March 2009 period—70% below the annual average of 500,000 
that prevailed during the first half of the decade.  

The recent decrease in the unauthorized population has been especially notable 
along the nation’s Southeast coast and in its Mountain West, according to the new 
estimates. The number of unauthorized immigrants in Florida, Nevada and 
Virginia shrank from 2008 to 2009. Other states may have had declines, but they 
fell within the margin of error for these estimates. 

Not counting Florida and Virginia, the unauthorized immigrant population also 
declined in the area encompassing the rest of the South Atlantic division that 
extends between Delaware and Georgia.2

As shown in the accompanying chart, there may have been a decline in the 
unauthorized population between 2008 (11.6 million) and 2009 (11.1 million), but 
this finding is not conclusive because of the margin of error in these estimates. 

 In addition to the decline in Nevada, 
three other Mountain states—Arizona, Colorado and Utah—experienced a 
decrease in their combined unauthorized immigrant population from 2008 to 
2009. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                      
2 Not including Florida and Virginia, the remainder of the South Atlantic Division consists of Delaware, the District of 

Columbia, Georgia, Maryland, North Carolina, South Carolina and West Virginia. The decline is statistically significant 
for the group of six states and D.C., but not for any individual state. 
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Despite the recent decline, the 
population of unauthorized 
immigrants was nearly a third 
larger (32%) in 2009 than in 
2000, when it numbered 8.4 
million. The size of this group 
has tripled since 1990, when it 
was 3.5 million. 

During the first half of the 
decade, an average of about 850,000 new unauthorized immigrants entered each 
year, increasing the unauthorized population from 8.4 million in 2000 to 11.1 
million in 2005. Since then, the average annual inflow dropped to about 550,000 
per year from March 2005 to March 2007 and declined further to an average of 
300,000 per year for March 2007 to March 2009. As a result, the unauthorized 
population in 2009 returned to the level it had been in 2005.  

The unauthorized population is not a static group of people. Each year, some 
unauthorized immigrants arrive and some return to their countries of origin. This 
population can also be reduced by deaths or by conversions to legal status.  

Our method of analysis does not permit a precise estimation of how many in this 
population emigrate, achieve legal status or die. The underlying data are 
consistent with a previous Pew Hispanic Center report that found a sharply 
decreased flow of immigrants from Mexico to the United States since mid-decade 
but no evidence of a recent increase in the number of Mexican-born migrants 
returning home from the U.S. However, return flows to other countries may have 
increased. 

The estimates presented here document trends in the unauthorized population and 
flows into the country, but the analysis does not explain why these changes 
occurred. During the period covered by the analysis, there have been major shifts 
in the level of immigration enforcement and in enforcement strategies, as well as 
large swings in the U.S. economy. The U.S. economy entered a recession late in 
2007, at a time when border enforcement was increasing. Economic and 
demographic conditions in sending countries and strategies employed by potential 
migrants also change. All of these undoubtedly contribute to the overall 
magnitude of immigration flows. But the data in this report do not allow 
quantification of these factors and are not designed to explain why flows and 
population totals declined. 

 

  

Comparison with Previous Estimates 

Estimates presented here for size and characteristics of the 
unauthorized immigrant population replace those previously 
published by the Pew Hispanic Center for 2000 to 2008.  
Methodological changes in the underlying Census Bureau data 
necessitated reweighting to allow for consistent measures 
across years. General trends over time are similar and 
differences tend to be small, but users are cautioned that 
previous estimates should not be compared with those in this 
report. 

http://pewhispanic.org/files/reports/112.pdf�
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Other main findings of this report include: 

• Unauthorized immigrants accounted for 28% of the nation’s foreign-born 
population in 2009, a decline from 31% in 2007.  

• Mexico accounted for 60% of unauthorized immigrants in 2009, or 6.7 
million people. Other Latin American nations accounted for 20% of the 
total, or 2.2 million people. South and East Asia accounted for 11% of the 
total, or 1.2 million people. 

• In 2009, 59% of unauthorized immigrants resided in California, Texas, 
Florida, New York, Illinois and New Jersey. However, the share living in 
those states has declined from 80% in 1990, as unauthorized immigrants 
have dispersed to new settlement areas.  

• Nearly half of unauthorized immigrants living in the country in 2009—
47%, or 5.2 million people—arrived in 2000 or later. 

• The number of male unauthorized immigrants peaked in 2007 at 6.3 
million and declined to 5.8 million in 2009. The number of female 
unauthorized immigrants, 4.2 million in 2009, is roughly the same as it 
was in 2007. 

• The number of children who are unauthorized, 1.1 million in 2009, 
declined slightly over the decade. By contrast, the population of U.S.-born 
children with at least one unauthorized parent nearly doubled from 2000 to 
2009, when they numbered 4 million. 

• There were 7.8 million unauthorized immigrants in the labor force in 
2009, or 5.1% of the total. The size of the unauthorized labor force peaked 
in 2007 and declined in both 2008 and 2009. There were 7 million 
unauthorized immigrants employed in March 2009. 

• States with the largest shares of immigrants in the labor force are Nevada 
(9.4%), California (9.3%), Texas (8.7%) and New Jersey (8.7%). 

• The unemployment rate for unauthorized immigrants of all ages in March 
2009 was higher than that of U.S.-born workers or legal immigrants—
10.4%, 9.2% and 9.1%, respectively. 
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About this Report 
This report estimates the size of the unauthorized immigrant population, as well 
as the unauthorized immigrant labor force for the nation and each state in March 
2009. For the nation, it also describes this population by region or country of 
birth, arrival period, gender and age. For some of these variables, the report 
estimates annual trends from 2000 onward. Expanding on an earlier report about 
U.S.-born children of unauthorized immigrants, the report provides estimates and 
trends for the status of children of unauthorized immigrants.  

The Pew Hispanic Center estimates the unauthorized immigrant population using 
the “residual method,” a well-developed and widely accepted technique that is 
based on official government data. Under this methodology, a demographic 
estimate of the legal foreign-born population—naturalized citizens, legal 
permanent residents, temporary legal residents and refugees—is subtracted from 
the total foreign-born population. The remainder, or residual, is the source of 
population estimates and characteristics of unauthorized immigrants. 

These Pew Hispanic Center estimates use data mainly from the Current 
Population Survey (CPS), a monthly survey of about 55,000 households 
conducted jointly by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics and the Census Bureau. It 
is best known as the source for monthly unemployment statistics. Each March, the 
CPS sample size and questionnaire are expanded to produce additional data on the 
foreign-born population and other topics. The Pew Hispanic Center estimates 
make adjustments to the government data to compensate for undercounting of 
some groups, and therefore its population totals differ somewhat from the ones 
the government uses. Estimates for any given year are based on a March reference 
date. 

The estimates presented in this report form a consistent series spanning 2000-
2009 and differ slightly from those previously published by the Pew Hispanic 
Center. The revisions to previous CPS-based estimates for 2000-2008 were 
necessitated by Census Bureau revisions in 2007 and 2008 to the official 
population estimates covering the period since the 2000 Census. Population data 
from the CPS are tied to the Census Bureau official population estimates for the 
nation and states through a weighting process. Each year, the CPS is weighted to 
the most current estimates available, and previous CPS estimates are not routinely 
revised or reweighted to take into account the newest population estimates. The 
reweighting in these new Pew Hispanic Center estimates is designed to account 
for the newest Census Bureau population estimates. 

Overall, the 2007 and 2008 revisions are not large, but because they were 
disproportionately concentrated among groups with large foreign-born shares—
especially Hispanics—they somewhat affected the residual estimates of the 

http://pewhispanic.org/files/reports/125.pdf�
http://pewhispanic.org/files/reports/125.pdf�
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unauthorized population. Moreover, accurate assessments of year-to-year change 
require a consistent set of population figures across years. The largest impact of 
the revised population estimates on the Pew estimates of unauthorized immigrants 
are in 2007 and 2008. For those two years, the new figures for unauthorized 
immigrants are about 3% lower than the previous estimates. For 2000-2006, the 
revisions are smaller in magnitude and not all in the same direction. For more 
detail, see the Methodology appendix. 

A Note on Terminology 
“Foreign born” refers to an individual who is not a U.S. citizen at birth or, in other 
words, who is born outside the U.S., Puerto Rico or other U.S. territories and 
whose parents are not U.S. citizens. The terms “foreign born” and “immigrant” 
are used interchangeably. 

“U.S. born” refers to an individual who is a U.S. citizen at birth, including people 
born in the United States, Puerto Rico or other U.S. territories, as well as those 
born elsewhere to parents who are U.S. citizens. 

The “legal immigrant” population is defined as people granted legal permanent 
residence; those granted asylum; people admitted as refugees; and people 
admitted under a set of specific authorized temporary statuses for longer-term 
residence and work. This group includes “naturalized citizens,” legal immigrants 
who have become U.S. citizens through naturalization; “legal permanent resident 
aliens” who have been granted permission to stay indefinitely in the U.S. as 
permanent residents, asylees or refugees; and “legal temporary migrants” who are 
allowed to live and, in some cases, work in the U.S. for specific periods of time 
(usually longer than one year). 

“Unauthorized immigrants” are all foreign-born non-citizens residing in the 
country who are not “legal immigrants.” These definitions reflect standard and 
customary usage by the Department of Homeland Security and academic 
researchers. The vast majority of unauthorized immigrants entered the country 
without valid documents or arrived with valid visas but stayed past their visa 
expiration date or otherwise violated the terms of their admission. Some who 
entered as unauthorized immigrants or violated terms of admission have obtained 
work authorization by applying for adjustment to legal permanent status or by 
obtaining Temporary Protected Status (TPS). Data are very limited, but this 
“quasi-legal” group could account for as much as 10% of the unauthorized 
population. Many could also revert to unauthorized status.  

“Children” are people under age 18 who are not married. “Adults” are ages 18 
and older. 

http://www.dhs.gov/xlibrary/assets/statistics/publications/ois_ill_pe_2009.pdf�
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“Children of unauthorized immigrants” or “children of unauthorized immigrant 
parents” include both foreign-born and U.S.-born children who live with at least 
one unauthorized immigrant parent. 
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Current Estimates and Trends 
As of March 2009, 11.1 million unauthorized 
immigrants were living in the United States. Pew 
Hispanic Center estimates indicate that the size of the 
unauthorized immigrant population peaked in 2007 at 12 
million. From 2007 to 2009, the number of unauthorized 
immigrants declined by a million people, or 8%.  

This decline represents a change in the pattern 
throughout the decade. There were 8.4 million 
unauthorized immigrants in 2000, a number that 
increased in 2001, leveled off for two years and then 
grew steadily from 2003 to 2007. Despite the 
population’s recent decline, the number of unauthorized 
immigrants grew 32% from 2000 to 2009. 

The number of unauthorized immigrants in 2008, 11.6 
million, appears to be larger than the number in 2009, 
but this finding is inconclusive because the difference 
between estimates for the two years is not statistically 
significant. The estimates are derived from sample 
surveys and thus are subject to uncertainty from 
sampling error, as well as other types of error. Each annual estimate of the 
unauthorized population is actually the midpoint of a range of possible values that 
could be the true number. In addition, the change has its own margin of error. 

These ranges represent 90% confidence intervals, meaning that there is a 90% 
probability that the interval contains the true value. 

For example, as can be seen in the table on this page, the range of possible values 
for the unauthorized population in 2008 was 11.1 million to 12.1 million. In 2009, 
it was 10.6 million to 11.6 million, which overlaps the 2008 range. In this table, 
boldface numbers indicate when the change in any one year has a statistically 
significant difference from that of the year before. There also was one year in the 
decade—2009—when the decline from two years earlier was statistically 
significant; in four years—2004 through 2007—the increase was statistically 
significant compared with two years earlier.  

According to estimates from the Department of Homeland Security, 10.8 million 
unauthorized immigrants were living in the United States in January 2009, 
compared with 11.8 million in 2007, the peak number for the decade. These 
estimates are consistent with the Pew Hispanic Center estimates. The DHS 

http://www.dhs.gov/xlibrary/assets/statistics/publications/ois_ill_pe_2009.pdf�
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estimates were developed using a similar methodology but were based on a 
different Census Bureau data source, the American Community Survey. 

Foreign-born Population Trends 
Of the nation’s 39.4 million foreign-
born residents in 2009, 72%, or 28.4 
million, were legal immigrants in one 
of three main categories: 14.6 million 
naturalized citizens, 12.4 million 
legal permanent residents and 1.4 
million legal temporary migrants.3

The annual net average growth of the 
unauthorized immigrant population 
declined notably over the decade. By 
contrast, the flow of legal immigrants 
increased slightly. As documented in 
a 

  

2008 Pew Hispanic Center report, 
the annual flows of legal residents 
began to surpass the annual flows of unauthorized residents around 2007, 
reversing a trend that began in the late 1990s. 

The combination of decreased flow of unauthorized immigrants and slightly 
increased flow of legal immigrants has played a role in changing the composition 
of the nation’s foreign-born population. Unauthorized immigrants have become a 
smaller share of the nation’s foreign-born population: 28% in 2009, compared 
with 31% in 2007.  

State Settlement Patterns 
In concert with the national decrease in unauthorized immigration, some South 
Atlantic and Mountain states experienced statistically significant declines in their 
unauthorized immigrant populations from 2008 to 2009. No state had a 
statistically significant increase. 

The South Atlantic division, which extends between Delaware and Florida and 
includes several states that have become new immigrant magnets in recent years, 
had a decline in its unauthorized population, from 2.5 million in 2008 to 2 million 
in 2009.  

Within that division, Florida’s unauthorized immigrant population declined by 
375,000 during that one-year period, to an estimated 675,000 people. The number 

                                                      
3 Because of rounding, numbers throughout the report may not sum to the total. 

http://pewhispanic.org/files/reports/94.pdf�
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of unauthorized immigrants in Virginia declined by 65,000, to 240,000 people. In 
the area that encompasses the rest of the region, the unauthorized immigrant 
population declined by 160,000, to 1 million. 

Among the Mountain states as a group,4

Although unauthorized immigrants live in every state, they are highly 
concentrated in only a few states. In 2009, just over half (54%) lived in only five 
states that are longtime immigrant destinations—California, Texas, Florida, New 
York and Illinois. California alone houses nearly a quarter (23%) of the nation’s 
unauthorized immigrants. 

 the number of unauthorized immigrants 
declined by 160,000, to 1 million, from 2008 to 2009. Nevada was the only state 
to have its own statistically significant decline; its unauthorized immigrant 
population went down by 50,000 during that year, to an estimated 180,000. A 
group of three other Mountain states—Arizona, Colorado and Utah—had a 
combined decline of 130,000 unauthorized immigrants, to a 2009 total of 
700,000. 

States with large numbers of unauthorized 
immigrants also include several that have become 
new destinations over the past two decades. They 
include Georgia, Arizona and North Carolina, 
where more than a million were estimated to 
reside in 2009. Those states’ combined share of 
the unauthorized immigrant population grew to 
10% in 2009 from 4% in 1990.  

Unauthorized immigrants accounted for 3.7% of 
the nation’s population in 2009. Their shares of 
states’ total population were highest in California 
(6.9%), Nevada (6.8%) and Texas (6.5%). 
Arizona (5.8%) and New Jersey (5.6%) round out 
the top five states where unauthorized immigrants 
made up the largest share of the population in 
2009.  

There also are seven states—Alaska, Maine, 
Montana, North Dakota, South Dakota, Vermont 
and West Virginia—where unauthorized 
immigrants account for less than 1% of the 
population; the Pew Hispanic Center estimates that the unauthorized immigrant 
population in each of those states was less than 10,000 in 2009. 

                                                      
4 The Mountain states are Arizona, Colorado, Idaho, Montana, Nevada, New Mexico, Utah and Wyoming.  
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Country of Origin 
Latin American countries account for the overwhelming majority—four-in-five—
of unauthorized immigrants. In March 2009, there were 8.9 million unauthorized 
immigrants in the U.S. from Mexico and other parts of Latin America. Of those, 
6.7 million were from Mexico, or 60% of all 
unauthorized immigrants. An additional 2.2 
million unauthorized immigrants, or 20% of the 
total, were from other Latin American nations 
(about 1.3 million from Central America, 
575,000 from South America and 350,000 from 
the Caribbean).  

Unauthorized immigrants from South and East 
Asia accounted for 1.2 million of the total, or 
11%; Europe and Canada accounted for about 
475,000 unauthorized immigrants, or 4%. 
Smaller numbers came from the Middle East 
(150,000, or about 1% of the total). 

The unauthorized population from Mexico grew 
steadily from 2001 through 2007, expanding 
from 4.8 million to 7 million during those years. 
Since then, the number from Mexico has been 
stable. 

The population of unauthorized immigrants from other countries in Latin America 
did not grow at a statistically significant rate until it peaked at 2.8 million in 2006. 
After holding steady in 2007, the numbers dropped notably—to 2.2 million in 
2009. That represents a decline of 22% over the two-year period.  

The number of unauthorized immigrants from other nations grew in 2001 but was 
statistically unchanged after that. In 2009, 2.2 million unauthorized immigrants 
came from nations outside Latin America. That represents a 20% share of 
unauthorized immigrants in 2009. 
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Over the decade, the share of unauthorized immigrants who are from Mexico rose 
from 51% in 20015

About three-quarters of unauthorized immigrants are Hispanic (76%); among 
non-Hispanics, 11% are Asian, 8% are white and 5% are black. 

 to 60% in 2009. The share from other Latin American nations 
declined from 25% in 2001 to 20% in 2009. The share from nations outside Latin 
America decreased slightly, from 24% in 2001 to 20% in 2009. 

Year of Arrival 
Nearly half the unauthorized population in 2009 (47%) 
arrived in the U.S. in 2000 or later. Of these, 1.7 
million, or 15% of unauthorized immigrants, arrived 
from 2005 to 2009; 3.5 million, or 32% of the 
unauthorized population, came to the country from 
2000 to 2004.  

An additional 40% of unauthorized immigrants—4.5 
million—arrived during the 1990s, when immigration 
rates in recent decades reached their peak. An estimated 

                                                      
5 National and state population estimates for 2000 are based on Census 2000; all other estimates of the population and its 

characteristics are based the Current Population Survey. Therefore, totals may differ slightly.  
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1.4 million unauthorized immigrants, or 13% of the total, arrived during the 
1980s. 

Gender and Age 
Among unauthorized immigrant adults, 
men outnumber women, 5.8 million to  
4.2 million as of 2009. The number of 
men grew rapidly through the decade, 
peaked in 2007 at 6.3 million, and 
declined by about half a million people 
from 2007 to 2009. The number of 
women grew more slowly before 
peaking in 2007 at 4.3 million and 
leveling off since then.  

As the accompanying age pyramid 
charts illustrate, the unauthorized 
immigrant population has a higher 
share of people in their 20s and 30s 
than do the legal-immigrant or the 
U.S.-born populations. More than half 
of unauthorized immigrants (58%) were 
ages 18 to 39 in 2009, compared with 
28% of the U.S.-born population and 
34% of legal immigrants.  

The elderly make up a smaller share of 
unauthorized immigrants than they do 
legal immigrants or the U.S.-born. Only 
about 1% were ages 65 or older in 2009, 
compared with 16% of legal immigrants 
and 13% of U.S.-born residents. 

Children make up a smaller share of the 
unauthorized immigrant population than 
of the U.S.-born population, but one 
important caveat is that almost four-in-
five children of unauthorized immigrant 
parents are born in the United States.  
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Children 
An earlier Pew Hispanic Center report estimated that 5.1 million children lived in 
households with at least one unauthorized immigrant parent in March 2009. Of 
that total, 4 million were born in the U.S. and are citizens by birthright and  
1.1 million were born abroad and are themselves unauthorized. The population of 
children with at least one 
unauthorized immigrant parent 
was 42% larger in 2009 than in 
2000, when it numbered 3.6 
million. However, its growth 
essentially has leveled off since 
2008.  

Overall growth trends mask 
differing patterns in the two 
components of this population. 
The number of U.S.-born children 
of unauthorized immigrants nearly 
doubled from 2000 to 2009; it rose 
through the decade before leveling 
off in 2008. The number of 

http://pewhispanic.org/files/reports/125.pdf�
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foreign-born children of unauthorized immigrants declined somewhat over the 
decade. As a result, 79% of the children of unauthorized immigrants were born in 
the United States in 2009, compared with 57% in 2000. 

Labor Force 
In March 2009, there were 7.8 million unauthorized 
immigrants in the nation’s labor force, representing 
5.1% of the labor force of 154.8 million people. The 
unauthorized immigrant labor force grew in 2001, 
leveled off for three years and increased again after 
2003 until peaking in 2007 at 8.4 million people. It 
declined in 2008 and again in 2009.  

Among men who are working age—18 to 646

The opposite is true for women ages 
18 to 64. In 2009, 58% of 
unauthorized immigrant women were 
in the labor force, compared with 66% 
of legal immigrant women and 72% of 
U.S.-born women. Among the reasons 
for this disparity is that women who 
are unauthorized immigrants are more 
likely than legal immigrants or U.S.-
born women to say they are not 
working because they are raising 
children at home. Women who are 
unauthorized immigrants are less 
likely than U.S.-born women or legal 
immigrants to be out of the labor force 
because they are disabled or retired, 
and they are less likely than U.S.-born women to be in school. 

—
unauthorized immigrants are more likely to be in the 
labor force than are legal immigrants or the U.S. 
born. In 2009, 93% of working-age unauthorized immigrant men were in the labor 
force, compared with 86% of working-age legal immigrant men and 81% of 
working-age men who were born in the United States. 

As the number of unauthorized immigrants in the labor force declined from 2007 
to 2009, so did the number employed. (In addition to those who are employed, the 
labor force includes those who are looking for work.) The number of employed 

                                                      
6 This differs from the usual definition of the labor force, which includes people ages 16 and older. 
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workers of all ages who were unauthorized immigrants rose to 8 million in 2007 
from 5.2 million in 2000, before declining to 7 million in 2009. Their share of 
employed workers declined to 5% in 2009 from 5.5% in 2007. The number of 
employed U.S.-born workers and legal immigrant workers also declined, but their 
shares did not. 

The unemployment rate for unauthorized immigrants of all ages in March 2009 
was higher than that of U.S.-born workers or legal immigrants—10.4%, 9.2% and 
9.1%, respectively. This was the case in 2008, as well as from 2000 to 2003. From 
2004 to 2007, unauthorized immigrants had similar or lower unemployment rates 
compared with the other two groups. 

These overall unemployment rates mask differences by gender. Women who are 
unauthorized immigrants of all ages have had higher unemployment rates through 
the decade than U.S.-born workers or legal immigrants. Unauthorized immigrant 
men of all ages had lower unemployment rates than U.S.-born men or legal 
immigrant men from 2001 to 2007. In 2008, their rate exceeded those of the other 
groups but in 2009, their 10% unemployment rate was lower than the 11% rate for 
U.S.-born workers and similar to the 10.2% for legal immigrant workers.  

State Labor Force 
State patterns of unauthorized immigrants 
in the labor force vary widely. States with 
the largest population shares of 
unauthorized immigrants also tend to have 
the largest shares of unauthorized 
immigrants in the labor force.  

California had the largest number (1.8 
million) of unauthorized immigrants in the 
2009 labor force, and they made up a larger 
share of the labor force there (9.3%) than in 
any other state except Nevada (9.4%). 
Texas had an estimated 1 million 
unauthorized immigrants in the labor force 
in 2009, which represented 8.7% of the 
labor force. New Jersey had the same share 
of unauthorized immigrants in the labor 
force (8.7%). In terms of numbers, Florida, 
Illinois, New York and New Jersey form 
the next tier of states (behind California and 
Texas), with between 400,000 and 525,000 
unauthorized immigrants in the labor force. 
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A handful of states, generally the same ones with the smallest unauthorized 
immigrant populations, also have the smallest number and share of unauthorized 
immigrants in their labor forces. In 2009, Alaska, Maine, Montana, North Dakota, 
South Dakota, Vermont and West Virginia had fewer than 10,000 unauthorized 
immigrants in the labor force, less than a 1% share. 
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Appendix B: Maps 
Map B1. Unauthorized Immigrant Population by State, 2009 (U.S. = 11.1 million) 
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Map B2. Unauthorized Immigrant Share of Population by State, 2009 (U.S. = 3.7%) 
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Map B3. Unauthorized Immigrants as Share of Labor Force by State, 2009 (U.S. = 5.1%)  
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Appendix C: Methodology 
Unauthorized Immigrants—Overview 

The data presented in this report on unauthorized and legal immigrants were 
developed through a multistage estimation process, principally using March 
Supplements to the Current Population Survey (CPS). The CPS is a monthly 
survey of about 55,000 households conducted jointly by the U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics and the Census Bureau; the sample is expanded to about 
80,000 households for the March supplement. 

The first stage in the estimation process uses CPS data as a basis for estimating 
the number of legal and unauthorized immigrants included in the survey and the 
total number in the country using a residual estimation methodology. This method 
compares an estimate of the number of immigrants residing legally in the country 
with the total number in the CPS; the difference is assumed to be the number of 
unauthorized immigrants in the CPS. The legal resident immigrant population is 
estimated by applying demographic methods to counts of legal admissions 
covering the period from 1980 to the present obtained from the Department of 
Homeland Security’s Office of Immigration Statistics and its predecessor at the 
Immigration and Naturalization Service. The initial estimates here are calculated 
separately for age-gender groups in six states (California, Texas, Florida, New 
York, Illinois and New Jersey) and the balance of the country; within these areas 
the estimates are further subdivided into immigrant populations from 35 countries 
or groups of countries by period of arrival in the United States. Variants of the 
residual method have been widely used and are generally accepted as the best 
current estimates. See also Passel and Cohn 2008; Passel 2007 for more details.  

Then, having estimated the number of legal and unauthorized immigrants in the 
March CPS Supplements, we assign individual foreign-born respondents in the 
survey a specific status (one option being unauthorized immigrant) based on the 
individual’s demographic, social, economic, geographic and family 
characteristics. (See below for more details.) The data and methods for the overall 
process were developed initially at the Urban Institute by Passel and Clark 
(especially 1998) and were extended by work of Passel, Van Hook and Bean 
(2004) and by subsequent work at the Pew Hispanic Center. 

The final step adjusts the estimates of legal and unauthorized immigrants counted 
in the survey for omissions. The basic information on coverage is drawn 
principally from comparisons with Mexican data, U.S. mortality data and 
specialized surveys conducted at the time of the 2000 Census (Bean et al. 1998; 
Capps et al. 2002; Marcelli and Ong 2002). These adjustments increase the 
estimate of the legal foreign-born population, generally by 1-3% and the 
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unauthorized immigrant population by 10-15%. The individual survey weights are 
adjusted to account for immigrants missing from the survey. These augmented 
files serve as a basis for the detailed tabulations of the family, social, economic 
and geographic characteristics presented here. 

Status Assignments—Legal and Unauthorized Immigrants 
Individual respondents are assigned a status as a legal or unauthorized immigrant 
based on the individual’s demographic, social, economic and geographic 
characteristics so the resulting number of immigrants in various categories agrees 
with the totals from the residual estimates. The assignment procedure employs a 
variety of methods, assumptions and data sources.  

First, all immigrants entering the United States before 1980 are assumed to be 
legal. Then, the CPS data are corrected for known over-reporting of naturalized 
citizenship on the part of recently arrived immigrants (Passel et al. 1997) and all 
remaining naturalized citizens from countries other than Mexico and those in 
Central America are assigned as legal. Persons entering the U.S. as refugees are 
identified on the basis of country of birth and year of immigration to align with 
known admissions of refugees and asylees (persons granted asylum). Then, 
individuals holding certain kinds of temporary visas (including students, 
diplomats and “high-tech guest workers”) are identified in the survey, and each is 
assigned a specific legal temporary migration status using information on country 
of birth, date of entry, occupation, education and certain family characteristics. 
Finally, some individuals are assigned as legal immigrants because they are in 
certain occupations (e.g., police officer, lawyer, military occupation, federal job) 
that require legal status or because they are receiving public benefits (e.g., welfare 
or food stamps) that are limited to legal immigrants.  

After these initial assignments as “definitely legal” immigrants, a pool of 
“potentially unauthorized” immigrants remains. This group typically exceeds the 
target residual estimates by 20-35%. The “potentially unauthorized” immigrants 
are assigned as legal or unauthorized with probabilistic methods. This last step 
involves checks to ensure consistent statuses within families and several iterations 
to reach agreement with the demographically derived population totals.  

At the end, the final estimates agree with the residual estimates for the six 
individual states noted earlier and for the balance of the country; for 
Mexican-born and other legal and unauthorized immigrants in each area; and for 
children, working-age men and working-age women within each category. 
Finally, the survey weights for foreign-born individuals are adjusted upward so 
the tabulated figures agree with the analytic, demographic estimates of the total 
number of legal and unauthorized migrants developed in the very first step. The 
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end product is a survey data set (of about 80,000 households) with individual 
respondents identified by nativity and legal status.  

This methodology obviously requires a number of assumptions and is applied to 
survey data from a sample (albeit a large one). The resulting estimates, such as 
those presented here, are subject to both sampling and non-sampling error. 
Accordingly, small differences should not be treated as significant or substantive. 
Sampling error intervals have been developed for the national estimates of all 
unauthorized immigrants, totals by country or region of birth, and state-level 
estimates.  

CPS Weights 
Population data from the CPS are tied to the Census Bureau’s official population 
estimates of the civilian, noninstitutional population for the nation and states 
through a weighting process designed so that the CPS figures agree with pre-
specified national population totals by age, sex, race and Hispanic origin and with 
state-level totals by age, sex and race (U.S. Census Bureau 2006). At the end of 
each calendar year, the Census Bureau produces an estimate of the population of 
the United States and states for the middle of that calendar year (July 1). The 
estimate updates the population enumerated in the previous census using the latest 
available data on demographic components of change. So, in December 2008, the 
Census Bureau estimated the U.S. population as of July 1, 2008, by updating the 
census count of April 1, 2000, and taking into account the number of births over 
those eight years, the number of deaths, and net international migration since 
2000. In the course of producing this estimate, the Census Bureau also produces 
estimates for each month from May 2000 through June 2008. This series of 
population estimates is referred to by the Census Bureau as the “Vintage 2008” 
population estimates. The Census Bureau then uses these estimates as a basis for 
projecting the population forward through the next calendar year (in this case, 
2009). These short-term projections serve as the basis for the CPS weights 
throughout the calendar year. Thus, the weights for each month of the 2009 CPS 
are based on the Vintage 2008 population estimates; those for the 2008 CPS on 
the Vintage 2007 population estimates; etc. 

For most years, any changes in the series of population estimates from one 
vintage to the next are small—reflecting mainly the incorporation of final data on 
births, deaths and immigration for the preliminary data used the year before. 
However, in the 2007 and 2008 population estimates, the Census Bureau made 
significant changes in the methodology used to measure international migration 
from 2000 onward. Although these changes do not directly affect the measured 
size of the immigrant population, they are concentrated in groups where a high 
percentage of the population is foreign born, notably working-age Hispanics and 
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Asians. As such, the new population controls have the potential for affecting the 
measured size of the foreign-born population. 

Unfortunately for data users, the Census Bureau rarely reweights the CPS data 
series to take into account changes in the population estimates across vintages.7

Although the changes caused by reweighting are relatively small as a share of the 
population, their impact can be relatively greater on the residual estimates of 
unauthorized immigrants. These methodological changes led to a reduction of 
about 1.1 million in the estimated population for March 2007 between the Vintage 
2006 estimates and the Vintage 2008 estimates. Although this change represented 
only about 0.4% of the U.S. population, it was concentrated in the Hispanic and 
Asian populations because immigration plays such a large role in these groups. 
The differences were further concentrated in adult age groups so that the impact 
on the Hispanic population was about 1.5%, with some age groups being more 
than 2% smaller in the Vintage 2008 population estimate than the previous one. 
As a result, there is a major discontinuity between the CPS results for 2007 and 
earlier compared with those for 2008 and later. 

 
However, for each new vintage of population estimates, the Census Bureau does 
release the entire time series of monthly population estimates from April 2000 
through the year when the estimates are used for CPS weights. These revised 
population estimates can be used to produce a consistent series of CPS data from 
2000 onward by reweighting the CPS. The data on unauthorized immigrants 
shown in this report are based on reweighted data that follow the Census Bureau’s 
(2006) weighting procedures to the extent possible with public-use data applied to 
Vintage 2008 population estimates for the civilian noninstitutional population—
both published and unpublished data supplied by the U.S. Census Bureau to the 
Pew Hispanic Center. With this consistent series of CPS data, it is possible to 
more accurately measure changes over time in the immigrant population and 
flows. 

  

                                                      
7 The Census Bureau issued revised weights for 2000-2002 to incorporate large changes engendered by the replacement of 

the updated 1990 Census with results from the 2000 Census. Because of the large change between the Vintage 2006 and 
2007 estimates noted here, the Census Bureau revised CPS weights for research purposes, but for only one month of 
data—December 2007. 
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The estimated unauthorized population in March 2009, 11.1 million, is about 
500,000 less than the 11.6 million estimate March 2008 although the difference 
was not statistically significant. The previously published estimate for March 
2008 (not based on reweighted CPS data) was 11.9 million. The revised estimate 
for 2008 was only 2.5% less than the previous one, but the measured change was 
one-third less (-500,000 versus -800,000). The impact on change between the 
2007 estimate and the 2009 estimate is even greater. Our previously published 
estimate for March 2007 based on the Vintage 2007 CPS was 12.4 million versus 
the current, Vintage 2008, estimate of 12.0 million—a difference of 3.1%. 
However, without the revision, the apparent change between 2007 and 2009 
would have been 40% larger than the reduction of 1 million shown when 
consistent data are used. The reweighting has the largest impact on estimates for 
2007 and 2008, leading to the reductions noted of about 3% in the size of the 
unauthorized population. For earlier years, none of the revisions exceeds 200,000 
and in four years out of six, the revisions increase rather than decrease the 
estimated unauthorized population. 

State-level Estimates 
State-level estimates should be treated with some caution because they are based 
on much smaller samples than the national estimates. For 2008 and 2005, the 
estimates are generally averages across three years of data (2006-2008 and 2004-
2006) with some estimates based on regression analyses. Ranges of error for the 
2008 estimates are based on regression analyses of data for 2000-2008 and CPS 
standard errors. 
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The estimates presented for states in 2009 are based on tabulations of the 
augmented March 2009 CPS file. Because of the change in trend after 2007, there 
was no appropriate choice for averaging across years to reduce potential 
measurement error. This choice is reflected in expanded ranges for some states. 

Rounding of Estimates. All state-level estimates for unauthorized immigrant 
populations are presented as rounded numbers to avoid the appearance of 
unwarranted precision in the estimates. No estimates smaller than 10,000 are 
shown. Estimates in the range of 10,000-100,000 are rounded to the nearest 5,000; 
estimates in the range of 100,000-250,000 to the nearest 10,000; estimates smaller 
than 1 million to the nearest 25,000; and estimates larger than that to the nearest 
50,000. The same rounding conventions are applied to all state-level estimates of 
unauthorized immigrant populations and labor force for 2000 and later and, more 
generally, to most of the data presented on unauthorized immigrants. 

Country of Birth 
Some modifications in the original CPS countries of birth were introduced to 
ensure that all foreign-born respondents could be assigned to a specific country or 
region of birth. See Passel and Cohn (2008) for a detailed treatment of how 
persons with unknown country of birth were assigned to specific countries.  

The estimates of the unauthorized population shown in this report divide the 
world into regions. “Latin America” is defined to include Mexico, Central 
America, Caribbean countries and South America. “Europe” includes Russia and 
all of the newly independent countries that were part of the former Soviet Union, 
even though some of the countries are geographically in Asia. This grouping is 
designed to maintain maximum consistency over time and with the administrative 
data series used. While all of these countries are separately identified in 
immigration statistics since their independence, they do not appear in immigration 
statistics of the 1980s and most are not identified as countries of birth in the CPS. 
“Middle East” as defined here includes countries of southwest Asia from Turkey 
and Cyprus in the north and west to Iran in the east to the Arabian Peninsula in 
the south; it also includes countries of North Africa (Egypt, Sudan, Libya, 
Tunisia, Algeria, Morocco and Western Sahara). Note that the Middle East does 
not include Afghanistan or Pakistan. “South and East Asia” is the rest of Asia 
from Afghanistan and Pakistan eastward. “Other” consists of sub-Saharan Africa 
and Oceania; in addition, the few respondents not assigned to any other areas are 
categorized as being from “Other.” 

Estimates of Migration Flows 
The estimates of unauthorized immigrants measure the number of unauthorized 
immigrants in the country at different point in time; they do not directly measure 
the number coming into the country in a year or the number leaving the country. 
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The residual methodology does provide estimates of the number arriving in five-
year periods from 1980 to the estimate date. Similarly, tabulations of the CPS data 
with status assignments provide alternative estimates of arrivals in two-year 
periods beginning with 1980 and a final period of slightly more than two years or 
slightly more than three years ending at the survey date. Differences in the size of 
arrival cohorts based on these alternative measures can be used to assess inflows 
and outflows of unauthorized immigrants for shorter intervals, especially for one-
year periods from March of one year to March of the next. The estimates shown 
in this report for inflows of unauthorized immigrants are averages of estimates 
based on tabulations of augmented March CPS datasets and the underlying 
residual estimates. A more detailed exposition of the methodology used can be 
found in Passel and Cohn 2009a. 
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