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Immigration Myths and Facts 
 

� Myth: Immigrating to the United States for work is easy. 
 
Fact: Visas for employment-based immigration have limited and static numerical caps. Immigrants who 
travel to the United States for employment purposes must often have very specific qualifications that 
make them “persons of extraordinary ability.”1 Employers and migrant employees must undergo a lengthy 
and costly process to verify that no U.S. worker is available to fill the position. The total number of 
employment-based visas allocated is 140,000 each year.2 The business community has called this number 
too low and the process cumbersome.3 Furthermore, even though the U.S. economy relies on millions of 
low-skilled migrant workers, every year only 5,000 green cards are available for this population.4   

 

� Myth: Immigrants come to the United States and then bring their 

extended families join them, causing a chain of migration to the U.S. 
 

Fact: Immigration law allows U.S. citizens to petition for their spouses, children, parents, and siblings. 
Green card holders may petition for their spouses, unmarried adult children and parents, but not their 
siblings or married adult children.5 The ability to petition, however, in no way guarantees an easy or 
speedy reunification for these families. There are currently millions of family members waiting to be 
reunified with their close family members in the United States, some of whom face waits of years, even 
decades.6 

 

� Myth: Most immigrants are here illegally. 
 

Fact: Of the roughly 40.2 million foreign-born residents in the United States, 68% are living in the 
country either as U.S citizens or legal permanent residents (“green card holders”).7 Of the remaining 32%, 
28% are undocumented and 4% are legal temporary workers.8  

 

� Myth: Undocumented immigrants give birth to children in the United 

States to avoid deportation. 
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Fact: When an undocumented immigrant gives birth to a child in the United States, that child 
automatically becomes a U.S. citizen.9 Undocumented individuals, however, are at risk of being arrested, 
detained and deported even if they have U.S. citizen children. Between 1998 and 2007, the federal 
government estimates that it deported more than 108,000 parents of U.S. citizen children,10 and 
deportation and detention levels continue to rise. If a U.S. citizen wants to petition for his or her foreign-
born parents, U.S. immigration law requires the child to be at least 21 years old.11 

 

� Myth: All migrants choose to leave their home countries. 
 
Fact: Many migrants are forced from their home countries because of conflict or religious and political 
persecution. These migrants are called refugees or asylum-seekers. To be granted refugee12 status in the 
United States, individuals must prove that they have a “well-founded fear of persecution” in their home 
county based on five protected categories: religion, political opinion, membership of a particular social 
group, race or nationality. If the migrants meet this definition, the federal government grants them 
protection, work authorization and an eventual path to U.S. citizenship.13 

 

� Myth: Unlike previous generations of immigrants, immigrants today do 

not integrate into American culture, 
 

Fact: Recent immigrants and their children are integrating into the U.S. economy in a similar fashion to 
previous immigrant families. While first-generation immigrants tend to be employed in narrow economic 
sectors, their children engage in broader professional fields that closely resemble those of U.S.-born 
citizens.14 More than 90% of the children of first generation immigrants speak English, regardless of their 
country of origin.15 

 

� Myth: Immigrants are uneducated. 
 
Fact: While some immigrants do arrive to the United States without high school degrees, more than 11% 
of foreign-born workers have advanced degrees. More than 1.9% have PhDs, which is a slightly higher 
percentage than U.S. citizens with commensurate schooling.16 Moreover, 1 in 5 (more than 1.3 million) 
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. In order to resume their former career paths, 
some may need to complete expensive and lengthy recertification processes.17 

 

� Myth: Immigration leads to an increase in crime and violence.  
 

Fact: Crime rates are lowest in states with the highest immigration growth rates. For example, according 
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to federal government statistics, violent crimes in Arizona dropped an estimated 1,500 between 2005 and 
2008 and property crimes dropped about 9,000. Meanwhile, Arizona’s population grew by 600,000 
between 2005 and 2008, much of it through immigration.18 Nationally, the incarceration rate for native-
born men age 18-39 has been five times higher than the rate for immigrant men. In addition, while the 
undocumented immigrant population in the United States doubled from 1994 to 2005, the violent crime 
rate declined by 34.2% and the property crime rate fell by 26.4%.19 According to U.S. Census data, 
native-born citizens are five times more likely than immigrants to be in a correctional facility or mental 
hospital.20 

 

� Myth: Immigrants take jobs away from Americans. 
 
Fact: Immigrants at all skill levels actually create job opportunities for U.S citizens. Reports have found 
that, generally, immigrant labor is differentiated and complementary to native labor,21 resulting in limited 
competition in the short-run and increased job opportunities in the long-run.22 Ultimately, immigrants 
have a positive effect on native workers – they raise average wages and lower the prices of goods and 
services.23 
 

� Myth: Immigrants drain federal resources without contributing 

economically. 
 

Fact: Over the past two decades, immigrants have played a central role in the cycle of the economic 
rebirth of American cities. Cities with thriving immigrant populations – with both high-earning and 
lower-wage workers – have seen increased standards of living for all residents.24 Research shows that 
immigrants are 30 percent more likely than U.S.-born citizens to form new businesses.25 Research also 
shows that taxes paid by both legal and undocumented immigrants exceed the costs of the services these 
migrants utilize.26 Most legal immigrants are prohibited from receiving most federal government benefits 
for five years after they arrive in the United States, even while they work and pay taxes.  

 

� Myth: Immigrants don’t pay taxes. 
 
Fact: All immigrants pay taxes regardless of their immigration status. Undocumented immigrants pay 
sales taxes and real estate taxes, either directly as homeowners or indirectly through rent. What is more, 
the Social Security Administration estimates that 50-75% of unauthorized immigrants pay federal, state, 
and local taxes, including Medicare27 and $6–7 billion in Social Security taxes that will never benefit 
them.28 Beyond these contributions, households headed by undocumented immigrants contributed an 
estimated $11.2 billion in state and local taxes in 2010 alone. That figure includes $1.2 billion in personal 
income taxes, $1.6 billion in property taxes, and $8.4 billion in sales taxes.29 
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