
There were 27.3 million foreign-born 
workers in the 161 million strong US 
labor force in 2020, down from 27.5 
million in the 164 million strong labor 
force in 2019. Foreign-born workers 
were 17 percent of all US workers in 
2020, but they accounted for almost 
40 percent of the decline in the US 
workforce between 2019 and 2020. 

The unemployment rate of for-
eign-born workers was lower than 
the rate for US-born workers in 2019, 
3.1 versus 3.8 percent for US-born 
workers, but higher in 2020, 9.2 
versus 7.8 percent for US-born work-
ers. A higher share of foreign-born 
workers lost jobs in 2020. 

Foreign-born men have higher 
labor force participation rates than 
US-born men, 77 percent compared 
to 66 percent in 2020. Foreign-born 
women have a lower participation 
rate, 53 percent compared to 57 
percent for US-born women. For-
eign-born workers are mostly male, 
57 percent compared to 52 percent 
of US-born workers, and more likely 
to be in the 25-54 age group, 73 
percent compared to 62 percent for 
US-born workers.

Over 19 percent of foreign-born 
workers 25 and older did not 
complete high school in 2020, 
compared with four percent of US 
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born workers. About 40 percent of 
foreign-born adult workers, and 44 
percent of US born adult workers, 
had college degrees in 2020. 

Foreign-born workers were con-
centrated in particular occupations, 
including agriculture, construction, 
and maintenance occupations that 
have a higher share of foreign-born 
than US-born workers. Two percent 
of foreign-born men, compared to 
0.8 percent of US-born men, were 
in farming. Similarly, 15 percent 
of foreign-born men, compared 
to eight percent of US-born men, 
were in construction occupations. 
Among women, nine percent of 
foreign-born women, compared to 
two percent of US-born women, 
were in cleaning and maintenance 
occupations.

The median earnings of for-
eign-born workers were 12 percent 
lower than the median earnings 
of US-born workers, $885 a week 
compared to $1,000 in 2020. The 
gap in earnings was larger for for-
eign-born men than for foreign-born 
women, who earned 88 percent 
as much as US-born women, $798 
versus $903. Similarly, the earnings 
gap was larger for older workers: 
foreign-born workers 55 to 64 
earned $869, which was 76 percent 
of the $1,137 of US-born workers in 
the same age group. Foreign-born 
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workers aged 25-34 earned $885 a 
week, which was 98 percent of the 
$907 of similar US-born workers.

The gap between the earnings of 
foreign-born and US-born reverses 
as education rises. Foreign-born 
workers with less than a high-school 
education earned an average $601 
a week in 2020, compared to $655 
for similar US-born workers. How-
ever, foreign-born workers with 
college degrees earned an average 
$1,492 a week, more than the $1,409 
of similar US-born workers.

Almost half of foreign-born workers 
were Hispanic and a quarter were 
Asian in 2020. Hispanics were 12 
percent and Asians were two per-
cent of US-born workers in 2020.

There were 13 million foreign-born 
Hispanic workers in 2020, and 16 
million US-born Hispanic workers. 
Foreign-born Hispanic workers with 
less than a high school education 
were much more likely to be in the 
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Foreign-born Workers Earn Less than U.S.-born Workers, but the Earnings Gap is Narrowing

Foreign-born Workers with at Least BS Degrees Earned More than U.S.-born Workers with at Least BS Degrees

labor force than similar US-born His-
panics: 56 percent of foreign-born 
Hispanics without high school diplo-
mas were in the labor force in 2020, 
compared to 36 percent of US-born 
Hispanics.
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