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One of the most important reasons to limit immigration and enforce those limits is to 

protect the interests of American workers. There is evidence that illegal immigrants adversely 

impact the wages and employment of some American workers. One of the chief arguments for 

tolerating illegal immigration is that the low unemployment rate means there are not enough 

workers. However, this ignores the dramatic long-term decline in labor force participation, 

particularly among working-age, less-educated, U.S.-born men. Those not in the labor force do 

not show up as unemployed because they are not actively looking for work. In total, there are 

some 44 million U.S.-born 16- to 64-year-olds not in the labor force — nearly 10 million more 

than in 2000. Using large-scale illegal immigration to fill jobs may please employers, but doing 

so has allowed policy-makers to largely ignore the extremely troubling decline in participation. 

Research shows the fall-off in participation contributes to profound social problems, from crime 

and welfare dependency to suicide and drug overdoses. 

Overview: 

• The current surge of illegal immigration is unprecedented. Some 2.6 million inadmissible 

aliens have been released into the country by the administration since January 2021. 

There have also been 1.5 million “got-aways” — individuals observed entering illegally 

but not stopped. Visa overstays also seem to have hit a record in FY 2022. 

 

• We preliminarily estimate that the illegal immigrant population grew to 12.6 million by 

May of this year, up 2.4 million since January 2021. Perhaps nine million are now in the 

labor force. However, additional research is necessary to confirm these estimates. 

 

• All prior research, and the limited data on the current surge, indicate that the 

overwhelming majority of illegal immigrants have modest education levels. Based on 

prior research, some 69 percent of adult illegal immigrants have no education beyond 

high school, 13 percent have some college, and 18 percent have at least a bachelor’s 

degree. 



• Due to their education levels, they are heavily concentrated in lower-wage, less-skilled 

jobs such as construction labor, building cleaning and maintenance, food service and 

preparation, groundskeeping, retail sales, and food processing. However, the vast 

majority of workers in these jobs are still U.S.-born or legal immigrants. 

 

• The notion that illegal immigrants only do jobs American’s don’t want is false. Even in 

the two dozen occupations where illegal immigrants are 15 percent or more of all the 

workers, 5.7 million U.S.-born Americans are employed. 

 

• Though often the focus of illegal immigration debate, farmworkers comprise less than 1 

percent of the entire U.S. labor force; and less than 5 percent of all illegal immigrants 

work is in that relatively small sector. 

 

• There is clear evidence that immigration reduces the wages and employment of some 

U.S.-born workers, though distinguishing the impact of illegal immigration in particular 

is difficult. However, it should be pointed out that lower wages can also result in higher 

profits for employers or lower prices for consumers. 

 

• Illegal immigration has to be understood in the context of the extremely troubling 

decades-long decline in labor force participation among less-educated U.S.-born men, 

which coincides with the rapid increase in immigration since the 1960s. 

 

• For example, 96 percent of “prime-age” (25 to 54) U.S.-born men with no more than a 

high school education were in the labor force in 1960, meaning they were working or at 

least looking for work. By 2000 it had fallen to 87 percent and by 2023 it was just 82 

percent. 

 

• Job competition with immigrants, including illegal immigrants, is not the only reason for 

this decline. However, immigration, including tolerating large scale illegal immigration, 

has allowed society to ignore the decline and the accompanying social pathologies. 

 

Introduction 
 
The current surge of illegal immigration raises concerns about the impact on public safety, 

national security, public coffers, social services, schools, hospitals, and the rule of law. While 

these things are all certainly important, my testimony will focus specifically on the impact of 

illegal immigration on the U.S. labor market. Congress set limits on legal immigration and has 

allocated funds to enforce those limits for good reason. One of these reasons is to protect 

American workers, especially those Americans with relatively fewer years of schooling who are 

most likely to compete with illegal aliens. There is research on the education level of illegal 

immigrants and the types of jobs they tend to do. This helps to determine, to a large extent, their 

impact on the U.S. labor market, both in terms of the labor they provide to employers and the 



potential impact they have on American workers. While having access to illegal immigrant 

workers may be desirable from the point of view of business owners, there is evidence that 

illegal immigration reduces the wages and employment of working-class Americans. 

 

The Current Surge of Illegal Immigration 
 
Border Encounters and Aliens Released. From January 2021 through July 2023 there have 

been seven million “encounters” at U.S. borders.1 There has never been a 2.5-year period with 

this many encounters, which in the past were referred to as “apprehensions”. There are 

differences between the two terms but, as best I can tell, the current sustained surge is 

unprecedented. The administrative data that is probably the most relevant to growth in the illegal 

immigrant population is the number of inadmissible aliens released into the United States. Court 

records and other information on Department of Homeland Security (DHS) websites indicate 

that about 2.6 million (possibly 2.7 million) inadmissible aliens have been released into the 

country since the start of the Biden administration.2 The decision to release these aliens 

represents new additions to the illegal immigrant population. Many of those released have pending 

asylum applications or are parolees.  But they are still subject to deportation under the 

Immigration and Nationality Act and are illegal immigrants. 

 
Got-Aways. In addition to those released into the interior of the country, there are so-called 

“got-aways”. This is defined by DHS as “the number of subjects who, after making an 

unlawful entry, are not turned back or apprehended”. Between 2011 and 2019, there was some 

fluctuation, from a low of 86,000 in 2011 to a high of 172,000 in 2013. The number averaged 

about 128,000 in the three fiscal years before Covid (2017, 2018, and 2019), and was roughly 

137,000 in 2020. In 2021, the number more than doubled to 391,000.3 DHS has not published 

any newer numbers. However, Fox News has reported that there were 599,000 got-aways in 

FY 2022.4 Further, at a May press conference, Secretary Mayorkas seemed to confirm a 

reporter’s question that there had already been more than 530,000 got-aways in FY 2023 at 

that time.5 All told, this indicates that there have been 1.5 million got-aways since the 

president took office.6 On an annual basis, the 600,000 got-aways in FY 2022 and 2023 is 4.5 

times what they averaged in the first three years of the Trump administration before Covid-19. 

 
Visa Overstays. A significant number of new illegal immigrants, and perhaps a majority before 

the current border surge, were admitted legally on a temporary visa or under the visa waiver 

program and then did not leave the country when the time limit expired. DHS for FY 2022 

showed 850,000 foreign visitors overstayed their authorized stay in that year. The total overstay 

rate for 2022 was 3.64 percent, which is more than double the rate of recent years. Of course, not 

all of these individuals stay long term, and there is always some number of people who leave the 

country but their departure was not properly recorded.7 Still, the current level of overstays is much 

higher than in 2021 and the years before Covid-19.8 

 
Census Bureau Data. Administrative data such as border encounters, aliens released, and got- 

aways give us a sense of what has been happening. But they do not show how many illegal 



immigrants actually live in the United States. The Census Bureau collects data on an annual and 

monthly basis that reports the size of the total foreign-born or immigrant population — 

individuals who are not U.S. citizens at birth. The bureau’s surveys ask about country of birth, 

year of arrival in the United States, and if the person is a U.S. citizen. Other information in the 

surveys such as education, age, sex, and occupation can provide a picture of the labor market 

impact of immigration. Further, it is well established that illegal immigrants are included in 

Census Bureau surveys, though some share get missed.9 Various organizations, including my 

own, as well as DHS, Pew Research, the Center for Migration Studies, and the Migration Policy 

Institute have compared administrative data on legal immigration to the total foreign-born 

population in Census surveys to obtain a baseline estimate of the size and composition of the 

illegal immigrant population.10 

What the Monthly 

Census Data Shows. 

The largest Census 

Bureau survey that 

captures the foreign- 

born population is the 

American Community 

Survey (ACS), which 

is released annually, 

and reflects the 

population in July of 

each year. The most 

recent ACS available 

is for 2021, so it is not 

much help in 

evaluating the recent 

illegal surge. 

However, the monthly 

Current Population Survey (CPS), which the Census Bureau collects for the Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, provides the most up-to-date data available, though it is much smaller than the ACS. 

Because of the way the CPS is weighted, it is not really designed to capture a sudden influx of 

illegal immigrants. Still, the CPS is released each month so it can provide a look at the foreign- 

born population, and it does shows enormous growth in the foreign-born population in the last 

two and a half years. 

 
Estimating the Illegal Population in 2023. The CPS shows 49.1 million immigrants (legal and 

illegal) in the country in May of this year, up from 45 million in January of 2021 — an increase 

of 4.1 million in just 29 months. This increase can be seen as unprecedented.11 Using 

administrative data on legal immigration and making reasonable assumptions about out-

migration and mortality, we estimate that the post-1980 legal immigrant population in the CPS 

grew from 28.4 million in January 2021 (our prior estimate), to 30.5 million in May 2023 — a 

2.1 million increase.12 The May 2023 CPS also shows 42.8 million post-1980 immigrants (legal 

and illegal) in the country.13 If our estimate of the post-1980 legal population is correct, then 

there were 12.3 million illegal immigrants in the CPS in May of this year (42.8 million minus 

30.5 million).14 Adjusted for undercount, the total illegal population stood at 12.6 million in 



May, 2.4 million larger than in January 2021. 

 

 
The growth is certainly a very 

large increase in such a short 

time. Moreover, it must be 

pointed out that all of these 

figures represent net increases 

— not the number of 

newcomers. The number of 

new arrivals is larger but is 

always offset by outmigration 

(including deportations), 

natural mortality, and in the 

specific case of illegal 

immigrants, legalizations (e.g., 

successful asylum applicants 

and marriage to an American). 

However, it should also be noted that our January 2021 estimate of 10.2 million represented a 

low point after Covid. In 2019, we estimate the illegal population was 11.5 million. So relative to 

the number before Covid, the current total is large but not dramatically so. Further, most research 

showed decline or stability in the decade prior to Covid (2019) in the number of illegals in the 

country.15 Finally, it must again be emphasized that our new estimates are all still only 

preliminary.16 

 

Effect on the Labor Force 
 
The Educational Level of Illegal Immigrants. Educational attainment is a key factor when 

considering the impact of illegal immigrants on the labor force because it determines what type 

of jobs they typically do. All prior research indicates that the overwhelming majority of illegal 

immigrants have modest education levels. Averaging estimates from the Migration Policy 

Institute (MPI) and the Center for Migration Studies (CMS) indicates that 69 percent of illegal 

immigrants have no education beyond high school, 13 percent have some college, and 18 percent 

have at least a bachelor’s.17 Based on the citizenship of individuals encountered at the border and 

Census Bureau data, I find that new illegal immigrants who arrived during the current surge also 

have similarly modest levels of education.18 While some illegal immigrants are well educated, 

their primary impact on the labor market is to increase the supply of workers with no more than a 

high school education. 

 
Illegal Immigrants by Occupation. It is likely that there are now roughly 8.8 million illegal 

immigrants in the U.S. labor force.19 Due to their education levels, they are heavily concentrated 



in lower-wage less-skilled jobs such as construction labor, building cleaning and maintenance, 

food service and preparation, groundskeeping, retail sales, and food processing. In a 2018 Center 

for Immigration Studies report, we estimated the illegal share of workers in all 474 occupations 

as defined by the Department of Commence using Census Bureau data.20 Even in the two dozen 

occupations where illegal immigrants are 15 percent or more of the workers, there are still 5.7 

million U.S.-born Americans and 2.2 million legal immigrants employed. 

 
The notion that illegal immigrants only do jobs American’s don’t want is simply false. It is true 

that most Americans do not face significant job competition from illegal immigrants, because 

they tend to have more years of schooling or they work in the public sector, where there are 

relatively few illegal immigrants. But millions of Americans do compete with them for jobs. 

Those who do face competition from illegal immigrants tend to be the least educated and poorest 

Americans — U.S-born and legal immigrant. 

 

 

Farm Labor. The need for agricultural labor often dominates the discussion on illegal 

immigrant workers. Many people mistakenly assume that most illegal immigrants work on 

farms, but this has not been true for many decades. In fact, only about 1 percent of the entire 

American labor force is employed in agriculture, so it is impossible for farm workers to account 

for a large share of all illegal immigrant workers. In the aforementioned 2018 Center for 

Immigration Studies report by myself and two colleagues, we estimated that just 4 percent of all 



illegal aliens in the labor force were employed in agriculture. Pew Research estimates a similar 

percentage.21 Although illegal immigrants make up a significant share of workers in this small 

sector, only a tiny share of all illegal immigrants are farm workers. The vast majority work in the 

service, construction, and other sectors discussed above are U.S.-born or legal immigrants. 

 
Evidence that Immigration Reduces Wages. Despite assertions to the contrary, there is clear 

evidence that immigration does reduce the wages and employment of some U.S.-born workers, 

though distinguishing the impact of illegal immigration in particular is difficult. In its 2017 

magisterial report, the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine reviewed the 

research on the effects of immigration on the U.S. labor market and cited numerous academic 

studies showing negative wage impacts from immigration, particularly on the least educated.22 A 

2019 review of over 50 studies by economist Anthony Edo took a more international perspective 

and again came to the same conclusion. Edo points out that low-skill immigration tends to make 

low-skill natives the “losers” and high-skill natives the “winners”, with an increase in inequality 

as one of the consequences.23 Of course, lower wages for some Americans can increase 

economic opportunities for other workers, and it can also increase profits for businesses and 

lower prices for consumers. But there is no free lunch; these benefits require that some 

Americans, typically at the bottom of the labor force, lose out. 

 
Trump Slowdown May Have Helped Workers. A report by Karen Zeigler published earlier 

this year found that the number of new immigrants (legal and illegal) averaged 1.38 million from 

2017 to 2019, compared to 1.62 million in 2015 and 1.75 million in 2016. A significant part of 

this falloff seems to have been a reduction in illegal immigration. We further found that this 

slowdown coincided with a 3.2 percent increase (inflation adjusted) in median weekly wages for 

U.S.-born workers without a bachelor’s, in contrast to slight declines in the prior four years. 

Labor force participation also increased during the slowdown much more than it did in the years 

before the Trump administration.24 A new study in Economic Review finds something similar. It 

shows that the downturn in immigration during Trump’s presidency coincided with an increase 

in job offers in areas where immigrants had traditionally been settling relative to lower 

immigration areas. 

 

Further, advertised wages grew substantially more in areas that had become more dependent on 

immigration than lower immigration areas. This lends support to the idea that the slowdown 

during the Trump administration helped U.S.-born workers.25 The period 2017 to 2019 

represented a real-world test of whether restricting immigration during a good economy would 

improve things for American workers. There is evidence that the U.S.-born benefited from a 

reduction in immigration, including less illegal immigration. 



The Overall Decline in 

Labor Force Participation. 

One of the arguments for 

immigration, including 

tolerating illegal 

immigration, is that the low 

unemployment rate means 

there are not enough 

workers. But this ignores the 

enormous increase in the 

share of U.S.-born people 

who are of working age, but 

not in the labor force. They 

do not show up as 

unemployed because they 

are not actively looking for 

work. The labor force 

participation rate is the share 

of working-age people either 

working or looking for work. 

In a report published in August for the Center for Immigration Studies my coauthor and I show 

that in April 2023, 78 percent of working-age (16 to 64) U.S.-born men of all education levels 

were in the labor force, down from 83 percent in April 2000, and 89 percent in 1960.26 If 

participation returned only to the 2000 level, it would still add 4.8 million men to the labor force. 

Participation has also declined some for U.S.-born women since it peaked in 2000. If U.S.-born 

women’s participation returned to the level in 2000, it would add 1.7 million more women to the 

labor force.  

 

Decline in Work Among the 

Less-Educated. As already 

discussed, immigration mainly 

increases the supply of workers 

with modest levels of 

education, and it is precisely 

such workers who have seen 

their labor force participation 

decline the most. For men (16 

to 64) with no more than a high 

school degree, the participation 

rate declined from 88 percent in 

1960 to 77 percent in 2000 to 

67 percent in 2019 (pre- 

Covid), and it remains at that 

level as of April of this year. If 

we exclude the young and those who might have retired early and focus only on “prime age” 

men (25 to 54), who are traditionally the most likely to work, we still find a decline for those 

with no education beyond high school from near universal participation of 96 percent in 1960 to 



87 percent in 2000 to just 82 percent in 2023. For U.S.-born women (25 to 64) with no more 

than a high school degree, the participation rate declined from 73 percent in 2000 to 67 percent 

in 2023, which is a little higher than it was in 2019 before Covid, but still quite low relative to 

the recent past. The overall picture is one of a substantial decline in work among the U.S.-born, 

that is most pronounced among those who do not have great deal of education. Immigrants, it 

should be noted, have not experienced the same decline. 

 
Has Immigration Caused the Decline in Work? The extent to which immigration reduces the 

wages of some U.S.-born workers, particularly those with relatively few years of schooling, 

undermines the incentive to work. The fall-off in immigration in the first three years of the 

Trump administration certainly coincided with an increase in labor force participation among 

workers without a bachelor’s degree. A 2019 Center for Immigration Studies analysis of EEOC 

discrimination cases found numerous instances where immigrants were used to replace U.S-born 

workers.27 Other research finds a negative impact on the employment of young U.S.-born 

workers, while more than one study has found a negative impact on the employment of Black 

Americans from immigration.28 However, it seems certain that many factors have contributed to 

the decline in labor force participation. 

Some researchers believe globalization and automation have weakened demand for less-educated 

labor and caused a long-term decline in wages, making work less attractive.29 If correct, then 

tolerating large scale illegal immigration is highly counterproductive since it primarily adds less- 

educated workers. Other researchers point to overly generous welfare and disability 

programs that undermine work.30 Some research holds that changing expectations about men as 

providers, including the decline in marriage, has caused them to value work less.31 There is also 

evidence that substance abuse, obesity, and criminal records can be causes and effects of the 

decline in work.32 Immigration is likely only one of many factors that has reduced the labor force 

participation of the working-age. But immigration almost certainly has an indirect impact on 

labor force participation by allowing our society to ignore this problem. 

Ignoring the Decline in Participation. One of the things most striking about the enormous 

decline in native labor force participation is how little it is ever discussed, particularly when the 

need for more workers is mentioned. Our August 2023 report on labor force participation shows 

that that the total number of U.S.-born, working-age (16 to 64) men and women not in the labor 

force was 44 million in April of 2023, nearly 10 million more than in April 2000.33 The continued 

arrival of so many immigrant workers, a large share of whom are illegally in the country, allows 

policy-makers to ignore this huge deterioration in participation. After all, why worry about all the 

American-born people not in the labor force when we can simply bring in ever more immigrants to 

fill jobs? The extensive list of politicians and business groups currently calling for giving work 

authorization to illegal immigrants in the last two months is but the latest example of how 

immigration allows opinion leaders to focus on giving more jobs to immigrants to deal with a tight 

labor market rather than deal with all of the U.S.- born Americans on the economic sidelines.34 

https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/ES_THP_labor-force-nonparticipation_final.pdf
https://www.upjohn.org/research-highlights/research-details-declining-working-class-increasing-inequality-over-four-decades
https://www.jec.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/republicans/2021/10/reconnecting-americans-to-the-benefits-of-work
https://www.heritage.org/social-security/commentary/social-security-disability-program-may-appear-solvent-its-bad-deal
https://www.heritage.org/social-security/commentary/social-security-disability-program-may-appear-solvent-its-bad-deal
https://www.amazon.com/s?k=eberstadt%2Bmen%2Bwithout%2Bwork&i=stripbooks&hvadid=174288575905&hvdev=c&hvlocphy=9008124&hvnetw=g&hvqmt=e&hvrand=8195776976128128918&hvtargid=kwd-268599886060&hydadcr=22566_9636810&tag=googhydr-20&ref=pd_sl_1cw4jf0xge_e
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/21466502/
https://news.gallup.com/poll/171683/obesity-linked-long-term-unemployment.aspx
https://repository.law.umich.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2892&context=articles


Conclusion 

Administrative data on border encounters, got-aways, apprehensions, and visa overstays all 

indicate that illegal immigration has accelerated dramatically since President Biden took office. 

So often the discussion about the current surge, or illegal immigration in general, is framed in 

terms of hardships illegal immigrants face or the implications illegal immigration has for crime. 

But the need to enforce immigration laws exists for many reasons, including to protect American 

workers, especially those with modest levels of education. These workers already earn the lowest 

wages and are the most likely to be unemployed or out of the labor force entirely. The 

overwhelming majority of illegal immigrants have no education beyond high school and 

primarily compete with the U.S.-born, and legal immigrants, in lower paid occupations that 

require modest levels of education. 

Perhaps as important as the direct competition for jobs, is that tolerating so much illegal 

immigration allows the business community, policy-makers, and the public to ignore the 

decades-long huge decline in labor force participation — the share of the working-age holding a 

job or at least looking for one. This decline is especially pronounced among the less-educated 

U.S.-born men and long predates Covid. There is a near consensus that this dramatic decline is 

contributing to profound social problems, including crime, social isolation, and so-called deaths 

of disappear such as drug overdoses and suicides. 

Dealing with this problem is extremely hard. It will require undertaking the politically difficult 

task of reforming our welfare and disability programs so that returning to work is emphasized 

whenever possible. Combating substance abuse and the mental health crisis defy easy solutions, 

but expanding treatment options is clearly necessary. Re-examining our approach to 

globalization, including the wisdom of off-shoring so many good-paying factory jobs, should 

also be considered. Real wages for the less-educated have declined or stagnated for decades. 

Allowing wages to rise must be a big part of the solution.35 Reducing illegal immigration by 

enforcing our immigration would help in this regard. 

Dealing with the decline in labor force participation is so difficult because it is not only an 

economic problem or even one caused solely by misguided public policy. Fixing it will involve 

changing norms and reestablishing the importance and value of work. Simply turning to eager 

immigrants to fill jobs is easy, and it’s why that is what we have generally done in recent years. 

But we face a clear choice as a country: Either undertake the difficult policy and social reforms 

needed to address the decline in labor force participation or continue to allow in ever more 

immigrants to take jobs and then somehow deal with all the social problems that come from 

having so many working-age people not working. 
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