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About the Report 

This report outlines recent trends in the incomes of non-citizen immigrant 
households in the U.S. and identifies who among them experienced the largest 
losses from 2006 to 2007. The report includes the analysis of estimates of 
household income from the U.S. Census Bureau and the Pew Hispanic Center’s 
estimates of the income of non-citizen households by principal characteristics. 
The analysis is based on data from the Current Population Survey, a monthly 
survey of about 55,000 U.S. households conducted by the Census Bureau for the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics. The estimates in this report are from the surveys 
conducted in March which typically feature a larger sample of households. 

A Note on Terminology 

The terms “Latino” and “Hispanic” are used interchangeably in this report, as are 
the terms “foreign born” and “immigrant.” 

Foreign-born refers to an individual who is born outside of the United States, 
Puerto Rico or other U.S. territories and whose parents are not U.S. citizens. 
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labor migration 
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1. Introduction 
The current economic slowdown has taken a far greater toll on non-citizen 
immigrants than it has on the United States population as a whole, according to a 
Pew Hispanic Center analysis of new Census Bureau data. The median annual 
income of non-citizen immigrant households—a group that accounts for 7% of all 
U.S. households and 52% of all immigrant households—fell 7.3% from 2006 to 
2007. In contrast, the median annual income of all U.S. households increased 
1.3% during the same period.1  

The characteristics of immigrant heads of households who are not U.S. citizens 
help explain the vulnerability of this population to the latest economic slowdown. 
Most arrived in the U.S. in recent years with only a high school education or less. 
Many are employed in blue-collar production and construction occupations or 
lower-rung occupations in the service sector. The majority (56%) of non-citizen 
households are Hispanic. And nearly half (45%) of non-citizen immigrant 
households are headed by an undocumented immigrant.2 

The incomes of non-citizen households have displayed great instability in the past 
decade—increasing rapidly in economic expansions but falling just as suddenly 
during economic slowdowns. These fluctuations have been far greater than the 
average for all U.S. households. For example, the latest turn in the economic 
fortunes of non-citizen households represents a sharp turnaround from the 
preceding year. Incomes of non-citizen households in 2006 were 4.1% higher than 
income levels in 2005. Incomes of all U.S. households, meanwhile, had increased 
0.7%. 

This report outlines recent trends in the incomes of non-citizen households and 
identifies who among them experienced the largest losses from 2006 to 2007. Of a 
total 116.8 million households in the U.S., 15.7 million are headed by immigrants. 
The majority of these immigrant households—8.2 million—are headed by 
immigrants who are not U.S. citizens.3 The data for the analysis are derived from 

                                                      
1 For the Census Bureau estimates, see DeNavas-Walt, Carmen, Bernadette D. Proctor and Jessica C. Smith (2008). 
2 Unpublished Pew Hispanic Center estimates. 
3 The estimates of the numbers of households are from the U.S. Census Bureau and are based on data from the March 2008 

Current Population Survey. 

http://www.census.gov/prod/2008pubs/p60-235.pdf
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the Current Population Survey, a monthly survey of approximately 55,000 U.S. 
households conducted by the Census Bureau for the Bureau of Labor Statistics.4 

Less-skilled workers in blue-collar occupations can benefit tremendously from 
tight labor markets but are also the most susceptible to economic downturns.5 In 
previous decades, these fluctuations played out in the ups and downs of 
employment throughout the goods-producing sector generally. But in recent 
times, the economic fate of Hispanic immigrant workers has been more 
specifically tied to the housing and construction sectors. Thus, these workers 
enjoyed significant economic gains during the construction boom of the early part 
of this decade, only to experience a sharp decline starting in 2006. (Kochhar, 
2008) 

Incomes have fallen most for non-citizen households headed by Hispanics; 
immigrants from Mexico, other Latin American countries and the Caribbean; the 
most recently arrived; males, either unmarried or with no spouse present; those 
without a high school education; and those in construction, production or service 
occupations, according to the Pew Hispanic Center analysis of Census Bureau 
data. Those characteristics are also descriptive of most of the undocumented 
migrant population in the U.S.6 (Passel, 2006) 

                                                      
4 The estimates in this report are from the Current Population Surveys conducted in March. The surveys in March typically 

feature a larger sample of households. Additional details are available at: 
http://www.census.gov/apsd/techdoc/cps/cpsmar08.pdf.  

5 For example, see Gardner (1994), Council of Economic Advisers (1999) and Freeman and Rodgers (2005). 
6 About 25% of undocumented household heads in 2007 were males, either unmarried or with no spouse present, according to 

unpublished Pew Hispanic Center tabulations. That share is higher than the 18% of all foreign-born heads of households 
who were males, either unmarried or with no spouse present. 

http://pewhispanic.org/files/reports/88.pdf
http://pewhispanic.org/files/reports/88.pdf
http://pewhispanic.org/files/reports/61.pdf
http://www.census.gov/apsd/techdoc/cps/cpsmar08.pdf
http://www.bls.gov/opub/mlr/1994/06/art1abs.htm
http://origin.www.gpoaccess.gov/usbudget/fy00/pdf/1999_erp.pdf
http://www.newyorkfed.org/research/epr/05v11n1/0508free.pdf
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2. Recent Trends in Household Income: Estimates 
From the Census Bureau 

The steep drop in the incomes of non-citizen households is distinct from income 
trends among other groups. Median real income of non-citizen households 
declined from $40,617 in 2006 to $37,637 in 2007, or by 7.3%.7 The median 
income of naturalized citizen households also declined, but their loss of 1.5% 
appears minimal in comparison. In contrast, the median annual income of all U.S. 
households increased 1.3%, from $49,568 in 2006 to $50,233 in 2007 (Table 1). 
While the increase was modest, it was an improvement over the preceding year—
from 2005 to 2006, household income in the U.S. increased only 0.7%. 

 

The sharp reversal in the fortune of non-citizen households is not unprecedented 
in their recent economic history. Figure 1 shows the annual percentage change in 
the median real income of all households and non-citizen households from 1998 
to 2007. The data illustrate that non-citizen households have been on an income 
roller coaster ride for the past 10 years. In contrast, economy wide fluctuations in 
incomes have been relatively shallow.8 

Non-citizen household incomes increased rapidly from 1998 to 2000, as the 
economy reached the peak of an historic expansion. The incomes of non-citizen 
households increased 3.3%, 7.9% and 9.8% successively, in the three-year period 

 

                                                      
7 Unless otherwise noted, all income data are expressed in 2007 dollars. 
8 Greater fluctuations in the incomes of non-citizen households stem in part from their smaller sample size. However, the 

changes shown in Figure 1 are statistically significant in seven of the 10 years. 
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from 1998 to 2000. The income gains made by non-citizen households during 
peak years of the economic expansion began to reverse as the economy entered a 
recession in 2001. The incomes of non-citizen households fell 4.2% in 2001 and 
decreased an additional 3.9% and 5.6% in 2002 and 2003. 

The economic recovery that commenced in the middle of 2003 reestablished 
growth in earnings. The incomes of non-citizen households increased 2.4%, 2.8% 
and 4.1% in three consecutive years, from 2004 to 2006. But this growth halted 
and reversed sharply in 2007 as incomes dropped 7.3%. The cause for the latest 
setback appears to be the decline of activity in the construction industry, which 
shed more than 700,000 jobs in 2007 and caused a jump in the unemployment rate 
for foreign born and Hispanic workers. (Kochhar, 2008) 

The ups and downs in the incomes of non-citizens can be illustrated for a 
hypothetical household earning $30,000 in 1997. Based on the growth rates 
shown in Figure 1, the inflation-adjusted income of this household would have 
peaked at $36,715 in 2000. Trends thereafter would have reduced the household’s 
income to $31,908 in 2003. Economic recovery from 2004 to 2006 would have 
led to renewed income gains, with household income reaching $34,966 in 2006. 
The latest setback in income growth would have reduced the income of this 
household to $32,414 in 2007, 11.7% less than the peak attained in 2000.9 

Figure 1 also shows the trends in income for all U.S. households. Fluctuations in 
the incomes of all households are far less severe than in the incomes of non-

                                                      
9 All income data in this paragraph are expressed in 1997 dollars. 

http://pewhispanic.org/files/reports/88.pdf


Income of Non-Citizen Immigrant Households 5 

Pew Hispanic Center   October 2, 2008

citizen households. The highest increase for all U.S. households was 3.5% in 1998 
and the largest drop was 2.2% in 2001. 

Although non-citizen households experienced greater income instability, their 
incomes increased by more than average in the past 10 years. The cumulative 
effect of the ups and downs was to raise household incomes for non-citizens by 
8.0%—from $30,000 in 1997 to $32,414 in 2007 for the hypothetical household. 
However, for all households in the U.S., incomes increased only 5.6% on 
average—from $30,000 in 1997 to $31,682 in 2007 for a hypothetical 
household.10 

 

                                                      
10 The income data are expressed in 1997 dollars. 
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3. Incomes of Non-Citizen Households, by 
Selected Characteristics: Pew Hispanic Center 
Estimates 

Census reports do not identify changes in the incomes of foreign-born households 
by principal characteristics such as ethnicity or national origin. Because those 
characteristics are not included 
in the Census Bureau estimates, 
it is impossible to determine, 
from those reports, how the 
incomes of non-citizen Hispanic 
households or non-citizen 
Mexican households changed in 
2007.  

Therefore, the Pew Hispanic 
Center developed its own 
estimates of changes in the 
income of non-citizen 
households by principal 
characteristics using the same 
source data as the Census 
Bureau—the Current Population 
Survey. The Center’s estimates 
of changes in household income 
may differ from those reported 
by the Census Bureau because of 
differences in the sample of 
households and slight differences 
in methodology.11 

For example, the Center 
estimates that the median income 
of all non-citizen households 
decreased 6.5% from 2006 to 
2007 (Table 2). That compares 
with the 7.3% reduction reported 

                                                      
11 In particular, the Pew Hispanic Center estimates are for civilian householders ages 16 and older and Census Bureau 

estimates are for all householders ages 15 and older. The Census Bureau also makes use of interpolation methods not 
employed by the Center. 

Pew Hispanic Center   October 2, 2008 
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by the Census Bureau (Table 1). Similarly, the Center finds the median income of 
all non-citizen households increased 5.4% from 2005 to 2006 compared with the 
Census estimate of 4.1%. Although the estimates for each year are somewhat 
different, the two sets of estimates show very similar turnarounds in the economic 
fortune of non-citizen households. 

The current economic slowdown is hurting Hispanic non-citizen households and 
households headed by immigrants from Mexico and Caribbean and Latin 
American countries more than it is hurting non-citizen households of other ethnic 
groups and origins. The median income of Hispanic non-citizen households fell 
7.5% in 2007 compared with a loss of only 2.7% for non-citizen households that 
are not Hispanic. Differences also emerge across immigrants from different 
regions. Non-citizens from Mexico lost 6.2% and those from the Caribbean and 
other Latin American countries lost 9.6%, while non-citizens from Asia, Europe 
and other regions experienced a loss of only 1.1%. (See Appendix Table A2 for 
estimates of the median incomes of these households) 

The time an immigrant has spent in the U.S. was also a factor in income declines. 
The incomes of the most recent immigrants (those who entered in 2000 or later) 
dropped by 11.8%, far in excess of the losses incurred by non-citizens who have 
been in the U.S. longer. 

An immigrant’s education level is directly associated with losses in household 
income. The incomes of households led by non-citizens with less than a high 
school education dropped by 12.5%. Those with a high school education lost 
5.5% of their incomes and those with some college education lost just 2.7% of 
their incomes. Meanwhile, incomes for college-educated non-citizen households 
increased 5.4%. 

Reflecting this pattern of income losses for the least educated, non-citizens 
employed in production (-17.3%) and construction occupations (-7.9%) were 
among those whose incomes fell the most. Incomes of households led by non-
citizens working in service occupations dropped 8.8%. Those three occupations 
employed nearly half (48.7%) of non-citizen household heads in 2008. 

Households led by non-citizen males, either unmarried or with no spouse present, 
were at a clear disadvantage. Those households experienced the largest losses in 
incomes—9.5% for family households and 8.4% for non-family households 
headed by males.12 In contrast, the incomes of married couple households 
increased 1.2% from 2006 to 2007. 

                                                      
12 See http://www.census.gov/population/www/cps/cpsdef.html for definitions of family and non-family households. 

http://www.census.gov/population/www/cps/cpsdef.html
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In sum, household incomes have fallen most for non-citizens who are Hispanic; 
from Mexico, other Latin American countries and the Caribbean; recently arrived; 
males, either unmarried or with no spouse present; lacking a high school 
education; and employed in construction, production or service occupations. 
Those characteristics of non-citizen households experiencing declines in income 
that are higher than average are also associated with likely undocumented status 
for the head of household. 
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