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The following information about immigrants in 
California was drawn from research released during 
the last five years. This summary presents a snapshot 
of key facts about our state’s newcomer population.
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Immigrants are a vibrant force in 
California’s changing demographics:
d  More than one-quarter of all California residents 

are foreign born, a rate higher than any other 
state in the United States. According to the 
2004 American Community Survey, 9.4 million 
Californians are immigrants.1 

d  42% of California’s foreign-born immigrants are 
U.S. citizens.2

d  Of the 9.4 million foreign-born in California, 3.3 
million are legal permanent residents.3 

d  Immigrants and their children comprise nearly 
half of our state’s population and live in virtually 
all of California’s 58 counties, with major 
concentrations in Los Angeles and the greater 
San Francisco Bay Area.4

d  The number of immigrants choosing California 
as their destination is leveling; those who decide 
to stay are staying longer. As immigrants remain 
in the U.S., poverty rates among them decrease, 
homeownership rises and immigrants become 
more invested in their schools, communities and 
neighborhoods.5

d  Approximately 40% of Californians speak 
another language other than English at home. 
Throughout California, immigrants speak more 
than 250 languages.6

d  Most non-citizens live in families that are also 
comprised of citizens. Nearly 90% of Latino 
non-citizens live in households with citizens, 
while nearly 80% of Asians live in mixed status 
families.7 

Immigrants fuel California’s economy 
through their labor and entrepreneurship:
d  Overall, immigrants comprise approximately one-

third of the California labor force. Immigrants figure 
prominently in key economic sectors in California 
including agriculture, manufacturing and services.8

d  Immigrants provide leadership and labor for the 
expansion of California’s growing economic sectors—from 
telecommunications and information technology to health 
services and housing construction.

d  Immigrants participate in the labor force at slightly 
higher rates than the national average. Approximately 
90% of Latino and Asian immigrant men are employed.9 

d  Over the next 30 years, the children and grandchildren 
of immigrants will play an increasingly critical role 
in the state’s economy. According to projections by the 
University of Southern California, there will be a nearly 
60 percent increase in the labor force coming from the 
second generation of immigrant families.10 

d  Immigrants are among California’s most productive 
entrepreneurs, and have created jobs for tens of thousands 
of Californians. In San Jose alone, immigrant owners 
of technology companies created more than 58,000 jobs 
and generated more than $17 billion in sales during the 
late 1990s. Google, Sun Microsystems, eBay, and Yahoo! 
are all companies that were founded or co-founded by 
immigrants.11

Immigrants in California 
pay approximately 
$4.5 billion in state taxes 
each year; their federal tax 
contribution is more than 
$30 billion annually.14

Immigrants pay into the system more 
than they use in services:
d  In California, the average immigrant-headed household 

contributes a net $2,679 annually to Social Security, 
which is $539 more than the average US-born household.12 

d  Social security, along with Medicare, works to keep older 
Americans out of poverty. Since most immigrants are 
under 65 years of age, as a group they are net contributors 
to this large federal program. 

d  According to US Census data, the average US born 
Californian receives a total of $1,212 annually in cash 
benefits from programs such as Social Security, SSI, 
TANF, and other programs. Non-citizens received only 
$474 annually in public benefits.13 

d  Immigrants in California pay approximately $4.5 billion 
in state taxes each year; their federal tax contribution is 
more than $30 billion annually.14 

d  Overall, 19% of California’s foreign born lived in 
poverty in 2000, compared to 10% of non-immigrants. 
Nevertheless, they tend to be net contributors to 
government programs at both the federal and state 
levels.15 

d  Immigrants often require the most assistance 
immediately upon arrival to the United States.  
As immigrants reside in the state for a longer period of 
time, they are less likely to use services and more likely to 
contribute significant amounts.16

d  Over the next 75 years new lawful immigrants entering 
the U.S. will provide a net benefit of approximately 
$611 billion dollars in present value to America’s Social 
Security system according to official Social Security 
Administration Data.17

Immigrants will represent a significant 
population of California’s voters in years 
to come.
d  There are currently 2.7 million immigrants eligible to 

naturalize in California and several million more who 
will soon become eligible to naturalize, adding to the 
base of voters who are naturalized immigrants.18 

d  California has at least 85 cities where non-citizen adults 
comprise more than 25% of the city’s total voting-age 
population. There are 30 municipalities where non-
citizen adults make up more than 40% of the voting age 
population.19 

d  In Los Angeles, a full 32% of the voting-age population is 
non-citizen.20 


