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• employment is more sensitive to economic
fluctuation for immigrants than for u.s.-born
workers.
•immigrants suffered greater job losses than
natives during the recession, but have enjoyed
greater employment growth during the recovery.
•despite employment growth, neither group has
made up the ground lost during the recession.

Hit Hard but bouncing back
the employment of immigrants during the Great recession
and the recovery
María E. Enchautegui
Immigrants are a growing share of the U.S workforce. In 2011, 15.8 percent of all employed persons in the United States were foreign
born.1 The Great Recession and the sluggish recovery that followed have brought much discussion about immigrants, their incorporation into U.S. society and the economy, and their role in the global competitiveness. How immigrants fared during the Great Recession
and the recovery could tell story of disadvantage or a story of resiliency, as well as shed light on the process of immigrant integration.

I

mmigrants face various challenges that
make them vulnerable during economic
downturns. A large share of immigrants
have low levels of education, many lack
English-language skills, and the recent arrivals
are just learning the ropes of the U.S. labor
market. Employers may invest less in immigrant workers, especially undocumented
immigrants, and let them go quickly in the
economic downturn.
On the other hand, immigrants have
strong employment networks, which can help
in navigating a tough labor market. The
immigration experience, selecting in favor of
the most motivated and willing to take risks,
may also give immigrants an edge in weathering economic adversity. During the downturn
immigration slows down, giving respite to
immigrants competing for fewer jobs. 2

Self-employment, higher among foreign-born
than U.S.-born workers, could also be a protective factor.
Historically, employment for immigrants
is more sensitive to economic ups and downs
than for U.S.-born workers.3 During recessions, immigrants’ employment and wages
suffer compared to those of natives; during
recoveries, immigrants have traditionally
enjoyed large employment gains.
It has yet to be investigated if those patterns
hold this time around. The Great Recession
has been the deepest and longest economic
downturn since the Great Depression.4 Job
losses were more abrupt and severe than in
prior recessions.5 Unemployment spread
among the young and the old, the less educated and the better educated, and across all
regions of the United States. The construction

With an employment gain of 3.7
percent between
2010 and 2012,
immigrants saw
solid gains in
comparison to the
weak employment
growth of 1.5 percent for natives.
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figure 1. Monthly employment of foreign-born and u.s.-born Workers,
december 2007 to June 2012 (in thousands)
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Source: Current Population Survey, Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Labor Force Characteristics of Foreign-Born Workers” reports. Data for 2012 are tabulations
by the author based on Current Population Surveys, January 2012 to June 2012.
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figure 2. employment changes for foreign-born and
u.s.-born Workers, 16 Years old and over, 2007–2012
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Source: Data for 2008 through 2011 are based on the Current Population Survey annual average from the Bureau of Labor
Statistics, “Labor Force Characteristics of Foreign-Born Workers.” Data for 2012 are tabulations by the author based on
Current Population Surveys, January 2012 to June 2012.

industry, an important employment niche for
immigrants, was the hardest hit, with employment declining by 19 percent.6 The housing
crisis meant a sharp decline in Americans’
wealth, especially for Latinos, of which 38
percent are foreign born.7 The recovery has
been weak, with unemployment rates still
well above the pre-recession years.
Using data on employment from the
Current Population Survey from 2007
through June 2012,8 this brief assesses the
impact of the Great Recession and the recovery on immigrants, comparing their experiences to those of natives. The findings indicate that although immigrants initially
suffered greater job losses, percentagewise,
than U.S.-born workers, immigrants have
enjoyed greater employment growth than
natives during the recovery. Despite this
employment growth, however, by mid-2012
neither group of workers has made up the
ground lost during the recession.

changes in employment: All Workers

figure 3. employment changes for foreign-born and u.s.-born
Workers, no High school diploma, 25 Years old and over, 2008–2012
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Source: Data for 2008 through 2011 are based on the Current Population Survey annual average from the Bureau of Labor
Statistics, “Labor Force Characteristics of Foreign-Born Workers.” Data for 2012 are tabulations by the author based on
Current Population Surveys, January 2012 to June 2012.

The Great Recession and the recovery look
different for foreign-born and U.S.-born
workers. Figure 1 shows monthly employment figures for foreign-born and U.S.-born
workers. The figure starts plotting employment at the beginning of the Great Recession
in December 2007 and the vertical line in
each figure marks the official end of the
Great Recession in June 2009.
Employment shows more fluctuations for
immigrants than for U.S.-born workers.
Immigrants also show deeper declines in
employment than native workers. The lowest
employment point for immigrants was in
February 2009, well within the Great
Recession, while the lowest employment
point for natives was on January 2011, 20
months after the official end of the recession.
After a severe drop from September 2008 up
to February 2009, the employment of immigrants started to recover before showing
another deep decline in the early months of
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2010.9 Between July and December 2009,
when the employment of immigrants was
recovering, the employment of U.S.-born
workers was still showing sharp declines.
Immigrants were hit harder by the recession than U.S.-born workers. During the
recession years of 2008 and 2009, immigrant
employment declined by 4.6 percent while
the employment of natives declined by 3.6
percent (figure 2).
During the recovery period, immigrants’
employment growth was stronger than that
of natives. With an employment gain of 3.7
percent between 2010 and 2012, immigrants
saw solid gains in comparison to the weak
employment growth of 1.5 percent for natives.
Not only was immigrants’ employment
recovery stronger than that of natives, but
immigrants also recovered faster, showing
gains early in the recovery period. Between
2009 and 2010 the employment of immigrants grew by 362,000, while U.S-born
workers lost over 1 million jobs.

employment changes by
educational Level

figure 4. employment changes for foreign-born and u.s.-born Workers,
High school diploma, no college, 25 Years old and over, 2008–2012
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Source: Data for 2008 through 2011 are based on the Current Population Survey annual average from the Bureau of Labor
Statistics, “Labor Force Characteristics of Foreign-Born Workers.” Data for 2012 are tabulations by the author based on
Current Population Surveys, January 2012 to June 2012.

diploma is growing among immigrants but
Patterns of employment growth vary by edu- declining among the U.S. born.10
Among workers with a high school
cation. Among immigrants and natives alike,
the largest employment losses during the diploma but no college education, changes
recession occurred among workers with less in employment during the recovery period
than a high school diploma. In this educa- are quite distinct between immigrants and
tional category, foreign-born workers experi- the U.S. born. As seen in figure 4, employenced larger employment declines than ment for immigrants in this education catenatives, relative to their initial employment gory grew every year between 2009 and 2012.
situation. For instance, figure 3 shows that By contrast, U.S-born workers with high
between 2008 and 2009 for workers age 25 school diplomas but no additional schooling
and older with no high school diploma, lost employment every year since 2008.
immigrants lost 12.6 percent of their employ- During the recovery period, immigrants at
ment while natives lost 9.7 percent. The this education level increased their employrecovery did not bring much good news to ment by 5.4 percent while natives’ employhigh school dropouts, as immigrants and ment declined by 2.6 percent.
The educational group “associate
natives, for the most part, continued losing
employment after 2009. The large employ- degrees—some college education (but not a
ment losses for immigrants with low levels of bachelor’s degree)” is the only category
education are even more striking, consider- where U.S-born workers lost a larger share
ing that the population with no high school of employment than foreign-born workers

during the recession. Employment among
native workers with that level of education
declined by 3.5 percent as compared with
a loss of 1.5 percent among foreign-born
workers (see figure 5). During the recovery
between 2010 and 2012, the employment of
foreign-born workers with associate degrees
and some college education grew by 4.7
percent and the employment of U.S-born
workers with similar levels of education grew
by only 1.9 percent.
Figure 6 shows employment changes
during the recession for workers with a
bachelor’s degree or more. Employment for
U.S-born workers with at least a bachelor’s
degree declined by only 0.6 percent, while
for immigrants the decline was 2.7 percent.
During the recovery period of 2010 to 2012,
immigrants and natives with bachelor’s
degrees or more education experienced
employment gains every year, but the growth
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figure 5. employment changes for foreign-born and u.s.-born Workers,
some college/Associate degrees, 25 Years old and over, 2008–2012
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Source: Data for 2008 through 2011 are based on the Current Population Survey annual average from the Bureau of Labor
Statistics, “Labor Force Characteristics of Foreign-Born Workers.” Data for 2012 are tabulations by the author based on
Current Population Surveys, January 2012 to June 2012.

figure 6. employment changes for foreign-born and u.s.-born Workers,
bachelor's degree and Higher, 25 Years old and over, 2008–2012
Foreign born

U.S. born
8.6%
6.4%
4.5%
2.3% 2.2%

2.0%
0.8%

0.2%
-0.6%

’11–’12

’10–’12

’08–’09 ’09–’10 ’10–’11

Despite recent employment growth, workers
have not made up the ground they lost during
the recession. Immigrants made the most
progress, but still by June 2012 their employment was slightly below the 2007 level (figure
7). Among U.S.-born workers, it was 3.4
percent lower. U.S.-born workers (ages 25 and
older) with up to a high school diploma have
lost the most ground. Their employment
levels in 2012 were 10.2 to 18.2 percent lower
than before there recession. Foreign-born
workers (ages 25 and older) with a high school
diploma or more education recovered the
most ground, ending with more employment
in 2012 than in 2007. In 2012, employment
for these workers was between 3.3 and 8.4 percent higher than in 2007. Among U.S.-born
workers, only those with a bachelor’s degree
or more had recovered by 2012.
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was higher for immigrants. In 2011–2012, college-educated immigrants enjoyed employment growth of 6.4 percent, far larger than
the 2.2 percent growth for similarly educated
U.S.-born workers. During all the years of
recovery combined, workers with a college
degree experienced larger employment gains
than workers in the other educational categories. During the recovery period, the
employment of immigrants with a college
degree or higher grew by a whopping 8.6
percent, the largest employment growth during the recovery among the four educational
categories and the two nativity groups. The
employment of U.S-born workers with bachelor’s degrees grew by 4.5 percent.
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Source: Data for 2008 through 2011 are based on the Current Population Survey annual average from the Bureau of Labor
Statistics, “Labor Force Characteristics of Foreign-Born Workers.” Data for 2012 are tabulations by the author based on
Current Population Surveys, January 2012 to June 2012.

Immigrants were hit hard by the recession but
bounced back. Although immigrants suffered
greater job losses, percentagewise, than U.S.born workers at the start of the Great Recession,
immigrants have enjoyed greater employment
growth than natives during the recovery. These
patterns are consistent with prior research
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Where the experiences of immigrants

figure 7. change in employment by nativity and education,
2007–2012
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showing that the labor market outcomes of
immigrants are more sensitive to economic
fluctuations than the outcomes of native workers. Nevertheless, 30 months after the official
end of the Great Recession, employment for
immigrants and natives remains lower than
before the recession. Patterns of job loss and
recovery vary by educational attainment.
Immigrants with high school diplomas, some
college education, associate degrees, and bachelor’s degrees have surpassed their pre-recession
employment level. Among natives, only workers with bachelor’s degrees have recovered.
Where the experiences of immigrants and
natives converge is in the dire employment
situation for workers with no high school
diploma. Employment losses for these workers, immigrants and natives alike, were large,
and neither group is even close to its prerecession employment level. The substantial
and sustained losses for less-educated native
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Source: Data for 2008 through 2011 are based on the Current Population Survey annual average from the Bureau of Labor
Statistics, “Labor Force Characteristics of Foreign-Born Workers.” Data for 2012 are tabulations by the author based on
Current Population Surveys, January 2012 to June 2012.

workers are mitigated by the shrinking portion of the native workforce without high
school diplomas. That is not the case for
immigrants. The number of immigrants
with no high school diploma is growing.
Considering the multiple disadvantages
faced by many immigrants, such as limited
English-language fluency, recent arrival,
low levels of education, and undocumented
status, their good employment performance
during the recovery is significant and noteworthy. It calls for a better understanding of
immigrants’ resiliency factors during periods
of economic distress.
A better understanding of federal, state,
and local policies’ effect on immigrants’ economic outcomes is also needed. Citizenship
and English-language education, funding for
centers serving new Americans, and local
immigration enforcement could affect immigrants’ ability to weather economic crises.

Policies not specific to immigrants are also
relevant in determining immigrants’ employment trajectory during the business cycle.
Publicly funded job training, youth employment and work-related support programs,
state Unemployment Insurance eligibility
rules, and government assistance to small
businesses are not immigrant-specific policies
but have repercussions for the employment of
immigrants. Future research should document those diverse policies and assess their
effects on immigrants’ employment outcomes.
Finally, this brief focused on employment
changes. Certainly, employment is an important outcome in assessing performance across
the business cycle, but it is not the only outcome to consider. It will also be necessary to
investigate if other labor market outcomes
such as wages and working conditions were
compromised in achieving these employment gains. •
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