
 

Despite a recent decline, the number of illegal immigrants in the United 
States remains high, and illegal immigration remains one of the most  
divisive issues in the nation. Illegal immigrants make up about 28 percent 
of all foreign-born U.S. residents and slightly less than 4 percent of the  
nation’s total population. The vast majority of immigrants in California are 
legal residents. But as the state with the most illegal immigrants, California 
has a critical stake in how well this issue is understood. The purpose of 
this At Issue is to provide basic information on illegal immigration and the 
debate surrounding it. Because illegal immigrants are not directly identi- 
fied in censuses and national surveys, the information provided here is 
based on the best available estimates. These estimates are consistent 
across sources and are regarded by research experts as the most accu-
rate available. 
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Hans Johnson and Laura Hill



How many illegal immigrants are there?

For the first time in decades, the number of illegal immigrants living in the United States 
has fallen. In 2009, there were about a million fewer illegal immigrants in the United 
States than in 2007.1 This decline is all the more remarkable because it follows a period 
of dramatic increases. From 1990 to 2007, the number of illegal immigrants increased by 
an average of 500,000 per year, and the population grew from a few million to about 12 
million. By 2009 the population had shrunk to approximately 11 million, and 2010 esti-
mates suggest little change from 2009. California has experienced a similar decline: the 
Department of Homeland Security estimates that 2.6 million illegal immigrants resided 
in California in 2010, a decline of 280,000 since 2008.

The decline in the number of illegal immigrants can be attributed primarily to the Great 
Recession, but increased enforcement efforts almost certainly also play a role. The num-
ber of unauthorized immigrants coming to and leaving from the United States has long 
been known to fluctuate with the nation’s economy (Figure 1). Pre-recession unemploy-
ment rates were lower among illegal immigrants than other workers, but are now higher. 
This has weakened the jobs magnet that attracts most unauthorized immigrants to the 
United States.2 At the same time, stepped-up interior enforcement has led to dramatic 
increases in deportations. In 2009, a record 393,000 illegal immigrants were deported, 
compared to less than 200,000 annually in the early 2000s and less than 100,000 annually 
before 1997.3

Figure 1. Illegal immigration responds to U.S. economic conditions
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Sources: J. Passel and D. Cohn, Unauthorized Immigrant Population; Hoefer et al., Estimates of the Unauthorized  
Immigrant Population; R. Warren, Annual Estimates of the Unauthorized Immigrant Population in the United States,  
by State: 1990 to 2008; Bureau of Labor Statistics, International Comparisons of Hourly Compensation Costs.

Notes: Estimates of net change are based on a two-year moving average of annual estimated changes by Warren  
(for 1990–2008), Passel and Cohn (for 2000–2009), and Hoefer et al. (for 2005–2009).
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Where do they come from and where do they settle?

The vast majority of illegal immigrants in the United States are from Latin America 
(Figure 2). About 60 percent are from Mexico alone; another 20 percent are from other 
Latin American countries,4 most notably El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras. More 
than one million illegal immigrants also come from Asia and hundreds of thousands 
from Europe and Canada.5 

California has a higher share than the rest of the nation of illegal immigrants from 
Mexico.6 It has more illegal immigrants overall than any other state—an estimated 2.6 
million. But California is not the destination it once was. In the 1980s, almost half the 
nation’s illegal immigrants lived in California; today the state’s share is less than a quar-
ter. The number of illegal immigrants in some Southeastern and Midwestern states has 
increased dramatically. Nevertheless, traditional destinations such as Texas, Florida, and 
New York still have large illegal immigrant populations (Figure 3). 

Figure 2. Most illegal immigrants are from Latin America
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Figure 3. California has more illegal immigrants than any other state
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Because of increased enforcement along the U.S.-Mexico border, many illegal immigrants 
have shifted crossing locations.7 Since the 1990s, when border patrol efforts were stepped 
up in California (especially the San Diego–Tijuana area), Arizona has become the primary 
crossing location. But not all illegal immigrants enter the United States by crossing the 
border without legal authorization. Large shares of illegal immigrants enter legally and 
overstay or violate the terms of their visas.

Within California, illegal immigrants are found in all of the state’s large urban areas and 
in most rural areas. Unlike some states where immigrant populations are found only in a 
few large urban centers, immigrants—both legal and unauthorized—are found in many 
parts of California (Figure 4). New substate estimates for 2008 produced by PPIC show 
that Los Angeles County is home to more than one in three of the state’s illegal immi-
grants, and 12 of California’s counties have more than 50,000 illegal immigrants.8 Illegal 
immigrants make up more than 10 percent of the population of Los Angeles, Monterey/ 
San Benito, Imperial, and Napa Counties. 
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Who are they?

There are no representative surveys on the national or state level that include questions 
about legal status—and even if there were, the responses could be suspect. This makes 
determining the characteristics of illegal immigrants very difficult. Some researchers 
have attempted to assign legal status to foreign-born noncitizens counted in population 
surveys by using a probability method based on nationality, year of entry, occupation, 
education, and some family characteristics.9 Their research suggests that most illegal 
immigrants are young adults. Although the vast majority (almost 90% nationwide) of il-
legal immigrants are adults, many live in families with their U.S.-born children. Among 
adults, a majority (60%) are men. Fewer than half of illegal immigrant men and only one 
of five illegal immigrant women are single and living apart from family. 

Illegal immigrants tend to be poorly educated. Almost half of 25- to 64-year-olds are not 
high school graduates. As a result—and despite very high labor force participation for 
men—wages and incomes are low. Nationwide, 21 percent of adult illegal immigrants 
and one-third of the children of illegal immigrants were living in poverty in 2007.10 
Estimates suggest similar poverty rates in California.
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Figure 4. Unauthorized immigrants as a percent of the population in California 
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Why do they come?

Claims abound. Some argue that welfare is a draw. Others claim that their aim is to have 
babies who will be U.S. citizens. But research shows that illegal immigrants come to this 
country primarily for economic and personal reasons—jobs and family reunification.11 

The economic pull

Political controversies aside, when illegal immigrants come, many U.S. employers are 
ready to hire them. The vast majority work. Estimates suggest that at least 75 percent of 
adult illegal immigrants are in the workforce.12 Male illegal immigrants have particularly 
high labor force participation rates, with more than 90 percent in the workforce.13 Wage 
and employment levels here are much higher than in immigrants’ home countries. For 
example, the average U.S. wage for production workers in manufacturing is about nine 
times higher than in Mexico, a ratio that has changed very little in over two decades.14 
Another economic incentive is the lack of well-developed access to credit and loans in 
home countries. For many families, the migration of some household members to the 
United States makes it possible to finance expensive purchases—including homes—in 
their countries of origin.15

The family pull 

Illegal immigrants also come to the United States to join family members already here. 
These family members can provide housing and information about jobs. They can 
also help pay for the costs of a coyote (a smuggler who charges to bring in illegal im-
migrants). Research finds that people who have U.S. family ties are much more likely to 
come than people who do not have these ties. For example, an earlier PPIC study showed 
that California experienced a substantial increase in family-based illegal immigration 
in the late 1980s.16 As a result of the Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986, more 
than one million illegal immigrant workers in the state were allowed to apply for legal 
permanent residence. Many who became legal residents sent for family members to join 
them, and many of those family members were initially illegal immigrants. 

Because many illegal immigrants have children while they are in the United States17 or 
join family members who are here legally, a large percentage live in households with 
U.S. citizens. Many will eventually attain legal status through the family reunification 
provisions of U.S. immigration law. An analysis of immigrants granted legal permanent 
residency in 2003 shows that 44 percent lived in the U.S. as illegal immigrants. Slightly 
more than half overstayed their visas, and the remainder crossed the border without 
authorization.18
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Estimates suggest that at least  

75 percent of adult illegal immigrants  

are in the workforce.

JUAN CARLOS ULATE/Reuters/Corbis
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How do they fit into the economy?

Overall, about 1 in 20 workers in this country is an illegal immigrant,19 working in all 
sectors of the economy but mostly in low-skill occupations. About half of farm work-
ers nationwide are illegal immigrants, but most illegal immigrants are not farm work-
ers.20 They are also concentrated in construction, manufacturing (especially textiles and 
animal processing), retail trade (especially restaurants), and services (especially private 
household services). In California, where the concentration of illegal immigrants is al-
most twice as high as in the rest of the nation, about 9 percent of workers are illegal im-
migrants. According to one estimate, 14 percent of workers in Los Angeles County are in 
the informal economy and more than half (61%) of those workers are illegal immigrants.21 

Whether illegal immigrants take jobs that U.S. natives will not do or displace U.S. 
workers has long been a bone of contention among advocates and a topic of study for 
researchers. Most studies indicate that immigrants (including illegal immigrants) have 
little effect on the wages and employment of U.S.-born workers. Some estimates suggest 
that more highly educated U.S.-born workers experience slight gains, as they are not in 
direct competition with most immigrants, and less-educated U.S.-born workers experi-
ence slight negative effects. But even these results are relatively small and debated.22 A 
recent PPIC report concludes that because legalizing formerly unauthorized low skilled 
workers did not increase their wages, a legalization program would most likely not in-
crease competition between formerly unauthorized workers and U.S-born workers.23 
Most economists agree that immigrants, including illegal immigrants, increase total eco-
nomic output in the United States.24

Do they have a positive or negative fiscal impact? 

There are no reliable studies of illegal immigrants’ fiscal impact in California. In 2004, 
the Government Accountability Office concluded that there was not enough information 
to estimate state costs even of educating illegal immigrant children. Further, most stud-
ies of the fiscal effects of immigration do not separate illegal from legal immigrants.25 
Illegal immigrants are not eligible for most public benefit programs, although their U.S.-
born children are eligible. 

Some parties to the debate claim that illegal immigrants and their children are a drain 
on public coffers. Others claim that they pay more in taxes than they receive in services. 
Sorting out the fiscal effects is a serious challenge, and the outcomes depend on the ac-
counting methods used. 

Some would argue that the cost of educating the children of illegal immigrants is part 
of the equation. In that case, illegal immigrants almost certainly constitute a substantial 
drain on state and local public funds. But most children of illegal immigrants were born 
in the United States, are U.S. citizens, and are thus entitled to be educated in the public 
schools. Moreover, the U.S. Supreme Court has ruled that children who reside in the 
United States are entitled to attend public schools regardless of their immigration status. 
And, to put the issue in a larger context, most U.S. native families with children probably 
receive more in state and local services (primarily educational) than they pay in state and 
local taxes.26 
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Many illegal immigrants pay Social Security and other taxes but do not collect benefits, 
and they are not eligible for many government services. However, they do use emer-
gency and pregnancy-related health care, and their U.S.-born children may be eligible 
for social programs, including welfare (Temporary Assistance for Needy Families).27 
Moreover, because most illegal immigrants work in low-wage occupations, they do not 
generate large tax revenues. According to one study—by an organization advocating re-
duced immigration—illegal immigrants are a net federal fiscal drain because of their low 
incomes and low tax payments, not because they are big consumers of public services.28 
Another study, by the Brookings Institution, uses new data from the Current Population 
Survey to conclude that immigrants and their children contribute more in taxes than 
they receive in benefits.29

What does the public think about illegal immigrants and immigration?

Californians tend to have more positive opinions than U.S. residents overall toward ille-
gal immigrants. Various PPIC Statewide Surveys have found that even though illegal im-
migration is seen as a problem, it is not at the top of most Californians’ lists of concerns. 
In May 2010, responding to an open-ended question about the most important issue fac-
ing the state, only 9 percent pointed to immigration or illegal immigration. When asked 
directly about immigration policy in March 2010, however, 69 percent thought it needed 
“major changes,” 22 percent thought “minor changes,” and only 7 percent replied “fine 
the way it is.” Although opinions vary about what changes are necessary, a large ma-
jority of Californians (70%) think illegal immigrants who have lived and worked in the 
United States for at least two years should be given a chance to keep their jobs and even-
tually apply for legal status (Figure 5).30 

Figure 5. Most Californians favor a pathway to legalization for illegal workers

“If you had to choose, what do you think should happen to most illegal immigrants who have 
lived and worked in the United States for at least two years? They should be given a 
chance to keep their jobs and eventually apply for legal status, or they should be de-

ported back to their native country.” 
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SOURCE: Baldassare et al., Californians and Their Government, PPIC Statewide Survey, March 2010.
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Californians’ attitudes toward illegal immigrants seem to have moderated since 1994, 
when voters passed Proposition 187 (which denied public services to illegal immigrants 
and was largely overturned by the courts). In response to a PPIC survey in 2002, 53 per-
cent of Californians said that illegal immigrants should not be denied public services 
such as education and health care. And a majority (53%) of Californians said that illegal 
immigrants and their children should have access to public services. In March 2008, a 
large majority (66%) of Californians said that illegal immigrants should be allowed to 
apply for work permits. In contrast, only 49 percent of people in a 2006 nationwide CBS 
News Poll stated that illegal immigrants should be allowed to apply for work permits. 

How can public policy address illegal immigration?

Most immigration policy is federal, but state and local governments are becoming more 
active in addressing immigration issues. Recent state and local initiatives have ranged 
from the establishment of sanctuary cities, legislation enacted to discourage the employ-
ment of illegal immigrants, and formalized relationships between police departments 
and Immigrations and Customs Enforcement (ICE). 

Most recent policies enacted by state and local officials are seen as a response to failed 
federal immigration policy, and many have focused on restricting employment of illegal 
workers. Twenty-one states have adopted requirements that state contractors or state em-
ployers use a federal electronic verification system (known as E-Verify) to determine each 
prospective employee’s legal status, and four states require all employers in the state to 
verify the status of their workers.31 In California, the city of Mission Viejo requires its 
contractors to use E-Verify, and the city of Lancaster requires E-Verify of all employers. 
But there are some concerns about E-Verify, including its accuracy, its timeliness, and 
whether its use would lead to discriminatory practices on the part of employers. A recent 
PPIC study found that Arizona’s E-Verify mandate led to a decline in the number of un-
authorized workers, but also pushed more workers into informal employment.32

Federal efforts over the past 15 years have focused on border enforcement. But border 
enforcement alone is not adequate to solve the problems of illegal immigration. PPIC 
research has found that increased border enforcement, including tripling the number 
of agents along the Mexican border and building fences along some portions of it, has 
deterred some potential migrants.33 However, this level of deterrence is swamped by the 
economic pull of jobs and wages and the family ties that draw illegal immigrants to the 
United States. Ironically, because enforcement has heightened the danger and expense of 
crossing the border, many illegal immigrants now stay longer than they did before the 
buildup.34 And many who used to be cyclical crossers have now become long-term set-
tlers. Moreover, border enforcement has no effect on the substantial share of illegal immi-
grants who enter this country legally, with a tourist visa for example, and then overstay 
or otherwise violate the terms of their visa. It remains to be seen whether continued in-
creases in border enforcement coupled with increases in interior enforcement can lead to 
sustained reductions in the number of illegal immigrants. 
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Most economists agree that immigrants, 

including illegal immigrants,  

increase total economic output. 

Robert Essel, NYC/Corbis
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Almost all observers and policymakers agree that our current federal immigration poli-
cies are in dire need of change. A number of proposals have been submitted in Congress 
to address illegal immigration. Some proposals concentrate primarily on enforcement—
including the construction of a fence along the entire U.S.-Mexico border and the denial 
of citizenship to U.S.-born children of illegal immigrants. Others focus on legalization 
and guest worker programs. 

To be successful, policy reforms must address the root economic cause of illegal immi-
gration: jobs. Internally, one option is to develop meaningful employer sanctions, which 
should be accompanied by an accurate means of determining an individual’s right to live 
and work in the United States. More broadly, economic development in sending coun-
tries will reduce the pressure to migrate. Policies that encourage investment (foreign aid 
or foreign direct investment) in their economies could foster such development. 

Successful policies must also address the logistical, economic, and humanitarian difficul-
ties of attempting to identify and deport over 10 million illegal immigrants residing in 
the United States, many of whom are the parents of U.S.-born children and the spouses 
of U.S. citizens. Policies developed without an understanding of these factors will fail. 
For example, a guest worker program that does not include the option of attaining per-
manent legal status after a certain number of years will likely result in many becoming 
illegal residents when their tenure as a guest worker ends. 

At the moment, the prospects for comprehensive federal immigration reform do not 
seem good. The debate about illegal immigration continues to be shaped by a compli-
cated set of priorities, interests, and agendas. In the absence of action by national poli-
cymakers to overhaul the system, illegal immigration will remain a key issue for many 
state and local governments.
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