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By Alexander Arnon
In a previous blog post, I described two significant changes in the characteristics of newly arriving immigrants
(legal and unauthorized) to the U.S. between 1997 and 2017. First, the share of recent immigrants aged 25
and older who had bachelor’s or advanced degrees rose from 30 percent to 48 percent. Second, the origins of
new immigrants to the U.S. shifted dramatically, as immigration from Mexico and Europe declined in
importance while immigration from Asia and Africa grew. In this post, I examine the relationship between
these two changes.
Changes in the origins of immigrants affect the college-educated share because the likelihood that a recent
immigrant has a college degree depends on their country of origin. An increase in immigration from countries
with high rates of college completion tends to raise the average education level of new U.S. immigrants, while
an increase in immigration from less-educated countries tends to lower it.
To identify the impact of the changing origins of new U.S. immigrants on their level of education, I apply a
“shift-share” decomposition to the rise in the college-educated share since 1997. This approach poses the
question, “What would have happened to the college-educated share of new immigrants if the origins of new
immigrants remained constant over time?” The difference between this counterfactual scenario and what
actually occurred is a measure of the impact of changes in country of origin (the “share” component). The
counterfactual itself shows the impact of changes in the likelihood that a new immigrant has a college degree
regardless of where they come from (the “shift” component).1
Figure 1 presents the results of this analysis. The dark line shows the total change in the college-educated
share of recent immigrants aged 25 and older since 1997. This total change is decomposed into its two main
components: (a) the “share” component indicating the amount of the total change that is due to shifts in the
origins of immigrants (the red portion of the bars), and (b) the “shift” component indicating the amount of the
total change due to general changes in educational attainment (the blue portion of the bars). The figure
makes it clear that changes in the origins of U.S. immigrants are not the principal cause of the rise in the
college-educated share since 1997; increased educational attainment played a far larger role. However, it also
suggests two distinct eras in the evolution of the college-educated share:
From the late 1990s to 2007, the share of new immigrants with a college degree was relatively stable.
Changes in the origins of new immigrants had an increasingly negative effect on the share during this
period, which offset the effects immigrants’ rising educational attainment.
Since 2007, the college-educated share has increased steadily. This rise reflects both rapid gains in
educational attainment and a sharp reversal in the effects of immigrants’ origins.

Figure 1: Change since 1997 in the share of recent immigrants with a
bachelor's or advanced degree
Percent of immigrants aged 25 and older who arrived in the previous 5 years
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Source: PWBM calculations based on Current Population Survey Annual Social and Economic Supplement, 19972017.

What changed in 2007? Figure 2 provides part of the answer. It shows that the country-composition of U.S.
immigration shifted suddenly around 2007. Although these estimates are sometimes noisy, several trends are
clear:
Immigration from Mexico grew rapidly in the decade before 2007. Since 2007, its share has declined
sharply. Once nearly a third of all new immigrants, Mexicans now accounts for about one eighth.
Immigration from Europe fell steadily before 2007. Since 2007, it’s share has stabilized around 10
percent.
Immigration from Africa was relatively stable around 4 percent of new immigrants in the years before
2007. Since 2007, it has grown rapidly to nearly 10 percent.
Immigration from India had grown consistently since 1997. Since 2007, and especially in recent years,
that growth has accelerated. India now accounts for a larger share of new immigrants than any other
country.
While these are some of the starkest and most consequential shifts occurring around 2007, they are not the
only ones. The supplemental tables that accompany this brief provides a fuller country-by-country
decomposition of changes in the overall share from 1997 to 2007 and from 2007 to 2017. These tables show
the contributions of changes in origins and changes in educational attainment for individual countries and
regions.

Figure 2: Major countries or regions of birth of recent immigrants
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Source: PWBM calculations based on Current Population Survey Annual Social and Economic Supplement, 19972017.

These large, sudden shifts in the origins of new immigrants had a significant impact on the overall collegeeducated share in recent years. While educational attainment continued rising after 2007, changes in origins
account for 60 percent of the increase in the overall share since then. In 2016 and 2017, the change in
immigrant origins were the sole driver of continued increases in the share, offsetting a small decline in
average educational attainment. Thus, 2007 appears to mark a turning point in the evolution of the collegeeducated share.

1. The counterfactual is based on a chain-weighted calculation in which country or region shares are held
constant only from one year to the next. This eliminates any sensitivity to a choice of base year. ↩
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