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Immigration Myths and Facts 

 

Myth: Immigrating to the United States for work or family is easy. 
Fact: Each year only 5,000 green cards are available for low-skilled workers, yet the U.S. 
economy relies on millions of undocumented laborers.1 Families wait years for reunification. 
Spouses and minor children of green card holders face waits of one to two years to join their 
families in the United States. 2 Siblings of U.S. citizens wait 9-19 years for visas.3 
 

Myth: Immigrants take jobs away from Americans. 
Fact: Between 2000 and 2005, the availability of native-born low-wage workers declined by 
approximately 1.8 million.4 In the same period, the number of low-wage immigrant workers 
increased by 620,000, thus offsetting the total decline by about a third.5 More recently, a series of 
reports found that there is little apparent relationship between immigration and unemployment 
rates of native-born workers at the regional, state, or county level.6 
 

Myth: Immigrants don’t pay taxes. 
Fact: All immigrants pay taxes. Even undocumented immigrants pay sales taxes and real estate 
taxes (either directly as homeowners or indirectly through rent). The Social Security 
Administration estimates that 50-75% of unauthorized immigrants pay federal, state, and local 
taxes, including Medicare7 and $6–7 billion in Social Security taxes that will never benefit 
them.8 In addition, a recent study found that 90% of the surveyed population had paid taxes prior 
to receiving permanent residency.9 
 
Myth: Immigrants are a drain on the economy. 
Fact: Approximately 26 million immigrants currently residing in the United States arrived after 
the age of 18 and are in prime working age. They represent roughly $2.8 trillion to U.S. 
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taxpayers, who receive the benefit of their labor without the cost of their education.10 Immigrants 
have also played a central role in the cycle of the economic growth of cities over the last two 
decades. Cities with thriving immigrant populations – with both high-earning and lower-wage 
workers – tended to be those that prospered the most.11 
 

Myth: Immigrants come to the United States to get welfare. 

Fact: Many documented immigrants are prohibited from receiving most federal government 
benefits for five years after they arrive in the United States. They work and pay taxes, but do not 
receive benefits. Undocumented immigrants can receive emergency medical care and schooling 
for children but cannot receive welfare, food stamps or Social Security.12 
 

Myth: Immigrants send all their money back to their home countries. 
Fact: While many immigrants do send money back to their families in other countries, they 
contribute to the U.S. economy in other ways. Through consumer spending and entrepreneurship, 
immigrants contribute $162 billion in tax revenue to federal, state and local governments.13 
 
Myth: Immigrants don’t want to learn English or become citizens. 
Fact: 55% - 69% of immigrants who live in the United States already speak “good” to 
“excellent” English.14 Many adult immigrants want to become proficient in English, but despite a 
significant increase in demand for English classes, funding has repeatedly been cut for English as 
a Second Language (ESL) programs. As a result, there are wait lists of one to three years for 
adult ESL classes in most cities.15 In addition, in 2009, the U.S. government declined 1,046,539 
applications for naturalization.16 This shows not only the desire of immigrants to become citizens 
but also the challenges they face in achieving citizenship. 
 
Myth: Most immigrants are here illegally. 

Fact: Out of roughly 31 million foreign-born residents in the United States, 66% are living in the 
country with lawful immigration status. The remaining 34% are undocumented.17 An estimated 
40% of people who live in the United States without lawful status entered the United States 
legally but had overstayed their periods of authorized stay.18 
 
Myth: Immigrants are uneducated. 
Fact: Nearly one-third (30.6%) of all employed recent immigrants had a bachelor’s degree or 
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more education in 2008.19 More than 1.3 million (1 in 5) college-educated immigrants living in 
the United States are unemployed or are underemployed in positions such as taxi drivers, 
dishwashers and security guards. Many educated immigrants are unable to make full use of their 
academic and professional credentials, but must pursue expensive and lengthy recertification 
processes before resuming their former career paths.20 
 
Myth: Immigration leads to an increase in crime and violence.  

Fact: Crime rates are lowest in states with the highest immigration growth rates. From 1999 to 
2006, the total crime rate declined 13.6% in the 19 highest-immigration states, compared to a 
7.1% percent decline in the other 32 states.21 In Arizona, the state's overall crime rate dropped 
12% in 2009 and between 2004 and 2008, it decreased by 23%.22 Research also shows that the 
incarceration rate for native-born men age 18-39 has been five times higher than the rate for 
immigrant men. Even with increased immigration, the violent crime rate in the United States has 
declined 34.2% and the property crime rate has fallen 26.4%.23 
 
Myth: Immigrant adults give birth to children in the United States to prevent the U.S. 

government from deporting the parents. 

Fact: When an undocumented immigrant gives birth to a child in the United States, that child 
automatically becomes a U.S. citizen.24 Undocumented parents are at risk of being arrested, 
detained and deported. Between 1998 and 2007, the federal government estimates that it 
deported more than 108,000 parents of U.S. citizen children.25

  If a U.S. child wants to petition 
for his or her foreign born parents, U.S. immigration law requires the child to be 21 years old 
before filing the petition.26 
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