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 One extreme view, against more 
immigration—either:  
◦ Immigrants have relatively low education and skills 

and hence are a net burden to the U.S. economy; or 

◦ Immigrants have skills that directly compete 
with/are perfect substitutes for native-born 
workers, so they harm economic well-being of 
Americans by crowding out jobs. 

 Opposite view supporting more immigration: 
◦ Immigrants (simply) add a large amount of labor 

supply to the economy, so are a large net positive. 
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 Immigrant workers are neither perfect 
complements nor perfect substitutes to native-
born workers; 
◦ Not simply a “just add L” (Labor) or “just swap L” story 

 Inflow/composition of immigrants not the same 
as it used to be; immigrants increasingly bringing 
relatively high human capital to the economy; 

 Immigrant workers are differently substitutable 
or complementary to native workers across 
occupations, industries, and geographies. 
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 If “L” is not homogeneous L, then how is it 
heterogeneous (varying in quality, attributes)? 

 How do the skill sets and education of 
immigrants vary by country of origin? 

 Where do immigrants from different countries 
settle in the U.S. and in what kinds of jobs? 

 How do these immigrant workers compare with 
native-born workers who are their competitors 
(substitutes) or their colleagues (complements)? 

 How do patterns of immigration by geography, 
industry, and occupation alleviate or exacerbate 
labor market shortages? 
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Largest inflows of immigrants shifting from Mexico to Asia, 
implying more highly educated, skilled immigrant workforce… 
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 Immigrants come over when young, 
immediately add to current or future 
working-age population more than to elderly 
dependent population 

 Implies that on net will be net positive to 
public finance; immigrant workers add more 
to tax base than they take out in form of 
government benefits 
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 Immigrants more likely to go to large metro 
areas with large diversity of jobs, dynamic 
labor markets… 
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 Immigrant workers are often more mobile 
than native-born workers (they had to come 
all the way over here in the first place!)—more 
responsive to changes in labor demand… 
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 Where immigrants choose to live in the U.S. 
has potential to help offset trends in current 
age distributions, boost economic 
development and growth… 
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 How immigrant intensity in various 
occupations compares with labor shortages 
according to TCB’s Labor Shortage Index 
rankings… 
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 Not likely to be perfect substitutes because of 
different comparative advantages from 
natives: 
◦ Language/communication skills (lack of fluency in 

English, although may be changing) 

◦ People/management skills (lack of experience 
working w/in American business culture) 
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 Employment-based visa system very rules-
based, with arbitrary quantity constraints 

 Rules/limits not set up to be responsive to 
changing labor market conditions, demand… 
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EB3 
eligibility/certification: 
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Waiting Lists for 
EB3s by Country: 
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And H-1Bs…not just for STEM people! 



 Ideally our policies would identify 
opportunities for complementary roles of 
native-born and immigrant workers, better 
utilize comparative advantages; 

 Better data and analysis on potential 
contributions of immigrants to U.S. labor 
markets should be used to inform and guide 
both immigration policy and education & 
training policy. 
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 More to come in joint CED/TCB report on labor 
markets and immigration policy (summer 2016) 

 This topic also part of “globalization” policy 
statement and chapter for Sustainable Capitalism 
volume 

 Would like to dig deeper and even more micro by 
doing case studies in particular metro areas and 
looking at occupations in particular industries, 
such as Detroit manufacturing (e.g., automotive 
vs. alternative energy) and roles of immigrant vs. 
native-born workers… 
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http://www.globaldetroit.com/  
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