
DISPELLING THE IMMIGRATION MYTHS  

In practicing immigration law, I’ve found that in our society there are several 
misconceptions related to immigration and the immigrant population.  A report from the 
Brookings Institution released last month on Prince William County’s recent anti-illegal 
immigration measures once again demonstrates that immigration, both by documented 
and undocumented immigrants, is an issue of great concern nationally, and particularly in 
Prince William County  
(http://www.brookings.edu/reports/2009/0225_immigration_singer.aspx).  The choice by 
the Brookings Institution, a national nonprofit public policy organization, to focus on our 
County out of the 3,141 counties nationwide, speaks to the importance of our local 
dialogue about the issues surrounding immigration.  In a series of upcoming columns, I’ll 
address some of the myths that have gotten quite a bit of traction recently. 

MYTH #1:  IMMIGRANTS TAKE JOBS AWAY FROM AMERICANS 

FACT:  ECONOMIC STUDIES SHOW THAT IMMIGRANTS ACTUALLY INCREASE ECONOMIC 

PRODUCTIVITY AND THE WAGES OF AMERICAN WORKERS 

The most common immigration myth I hear is that immigrants are taking all of “our” 
jobs. In reality, studies support the proposition that immigrants, whether here legally or 
illegally, not only don’t take jobs from native-born citizens, they actually create jobs and 
increase the economic output and salaries of American workers. One of the major 
findings in a 2007 report by the White House Council of Economic Advisors (CEA) to 
the Executive Office of the President was that, on average, U.S. natives benefit from 
immigration because immigrants tend to complement U.S. natives and do not substitute 
for them in the workplace.  (Council of Economic Advisers, “Immigration’s Economic 
Impact,” Washington, D.C. June 20, 2007 http://www.scribd.com/doc/341987/02023cea-
immigration-062007).1   
 
Foreign-born workers fill gaps left by native born workers both in high-skilled and low-
skilled jobs—jobs necessary for the effective continuation of the present level of U.S. 
economy and society.  A March 2008 National Foundation for American Policy (NFAP) 
report showed that for every H-1B visa (non-immigrant visa that allows U.S. employers 
to temporarily employ foreign workers in specialty occupations) requested by an S&P 
500 U.S. technology company, overall employment at the company increased by five 
workers (http://www.nfap.com/pdf/080311h1b.pdf).  The NFAP report also found that 
among companies in the study sample experiencing layoffs, for every H-1B position 
requested, total employment was estimated to be two workers more than it otherwise 
would have been.  A report released this month by the Technology Policy Institute noted 
that highly skilled immigrant workers, admitted to the U.S. on H-1B and other visas, benefit 

the federal budget by paying more in taxes than less skilled workers (Technology Policy 
Institute, The Budgetary Effects of High-Skilled Immigration Reform, Arlene Holen, 
March 2009 
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http://www.techpolicyinstitute.org/files/the%20budgetary%20effects%20of%20high-
skilled%20immigration%20reform.pdf).  In addition, the Technology Policy Institute study 

found that these types of highly skilled immigrant workers are not likely to receive federal 
benefits, particularly in the near term. 
 
In its comprehensive report published in 1997, the National Research Council (NRC) of 
the National Academy of Sciences concluded that on average, an immigrant and his or 
her children generate public revenue that exceeds their public costs over time—
approximately $80,000 more in taxes than they receive in state, federal and local benefits 
over their life times.  (National Research Council, The New Americans:  Economic, 
Demographic, and Fiscal Effects of 
Immigration, ed. James P. Smith and Barry Edmonston.  Washington, D.C.:  National 
Academy Press, 1997).  According to the 2007 CEA report, the predictions made by the 
NRC a decade earlier were accurate, stating that "the long-run impact of immigration on 
public budgets is likely to be positive.” 

When immigrants fill lower-skilled, labor-intensive positions, their hard work and lower 
pay allows higher-skilled U.S. workers to increase productivity and thus increase their 
incomes.  Also, as the native-born U.S. population becomes better educated, young 
immigrant workers fill gaps in the low-skilled labor markets.  Native-born workers are 
then able to specialize in their profession of choice.  This process is exemplified by 
typical poultry packaging corporations.  At most poultry producing companies, the 
owners, managers and board of directors are able to attend to corporate business because 
they can hire lower-paid, often immigrant, workers to process, clean and package the 
product.  As has been noted repeatedly by other authors, there are few U.S. workers who 
are willing to accept these types of low-paying positions and difficult working conditions.   

The CEA concluded that “immigrants not only help fuel the Nation's economic growth, 
but also have an overall positive effect on the American economy as a whole and on the 
income of native-born American workers.”  According to the CEA, approximately 90 
percent of U.S.-born workers experienced an increase in wages due to immigration.  

In its 1997 report, the NRC estimated that the annual wage gain due to immigration for 
U.S. workers was $10 billion each year.  In 2007, the CEA estimated the gain at over $30 
billion per year.  
 
In addition to having an overall positive affect on the average wages of U.S. workers, an 
increase in immigrant workers also increases employment rates among native-born U.S. 
workers. According to a study based on U.S. Census Bureau data at the state level 
performed by the non-partisan research group Pew Hispanic Center, between 2000 and 
2004 “there was a positive correlation between the increase in the foreign-born 
population and the employment of native-born workers in 27 states and the District of 
Columbia.”  (http://pewhispanic.org/files/execsum/69.pdf).  For example, the Public 
Policy Institute of California reported that California saw an increase in wages of U.S. 
natives by about four percent from 1990 to 2004—a period of large influx of immigrants 
to the state—due to the complementary skills of immigrant workers and an increase in the 
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demand for tasks performed by native workers.  (http://www.prnewswire.com/cgi-
bin/stories.pl?ACCT=104&STORY=/www/story/02-27-2007/0004535999&EDATE=). 
Studies performed earlier in the decade by the Brookings Institution have shown that 
immigrant entrepreneurs and business owners create additional jobs in the U.S. economy 
for U.S. citizens as well as other immigrant workers.  
(http://www.brookings.edu/articles/2002/winter_immigration_saxenian.aspx). 
 
The myth that all of “our” jobs are being taken away by immigrant workers is simply not 
based in fact and should be abandoned.  Immigrants play a vital role in our local and 
national economy, in good times and in bad.  Whatever your position with respect to 
immigration policies or enforcement, it’s important to recognize the valuable marketplace 
contributions being made by immigrants in Prince William County. 
 
Jerry Erickson is the managing partner of Szabo, Zelnick, & Erickson, P.C., in 

Woodbridge. He is the senior attorney in the firm’s Business Immigration Section.  He 

has practiced law for over 20 years and represents clients in numerous complex areas of 

immigration law.  He can be reached at jerickson@szelaw.com. 
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