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This paper provides comprehensive estimates on immigrant (foreign-born) workers in

the United States, employed in “essential critical infrastructure” categories, as de�ned

by the US Department of Homeland Security (DHS) (DHS 2020). It �nds that

immigrants in the labor force and age 16 and over, work at disproportionate rates in

“essential critical infrastructure” jobs. In particular, 69 percent of all immigrants in the

labor force and 74 percent of undocumented workers are essential infrastructure

workers, compared to 65 percent of the native-born labor force.
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The contributions of immigrants to the US labor force and economy have been well-

documented. The labor force participation rates of the foreign-born, have long

exceeded those of the native-born (BLS 2019).  Immigrants �ll gaps in the US

economy, improve labor market e�ciency, and support the aging US population

(Sherman et al. 2019).  Immigration has also “brought to the United States an

inordinate share of the world’s best talent which has been a windfall in a global

economy where heavy advantages accrue to the most innovative companies and

countries” (CFR 2009). This paper shows that immigrants, particularly the

undocumented, work at high rates in essential critical infrastructure sectors.  In the

great majority of US states, the foreign-born participate in the essential workforce at

higher rates than the native-born, and the foreign-born share of essential workers

exceeds the share of all foreign-born workers in the state (Table 1 in appendix
<https://cmsny.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Appendix-Essential-workers.pdf> ).  In short, the paper shows

that immigrants are working – often at great risk to their health and lives – to keep

Americans safe, healthy, fed, and poised for economic recovery.

These �ndings are at odds with the policies of the current administration, which have

consistently sought to divest immigrant populations of legal status and to decrease

legal immigration through a variety of administrative measures (Kerwin and Warren

2019), including a recent presidential proclamation to suspend the admission of

https://cmsny.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Appendix-Essential-workers.pdf
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persons in many legal immigration categories (Trump 2020).  In the same vein, the

Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security Act (CARES Act) denies a federal

tax rebate to persons who have �led tax returns without a “valid identi�cation number”

(de�ned as a social security number) or, in the case of a joint return, if either spouse

lacks a social security number.  Individual Taxpayer Identi�cation Numbers (ITINs)

do not su�ce. This requirement will exclude many US taxpaying, mixed-status families

– families with undocumented and US citizen family members (typically children) –

from obtaining badly needed federal stimulus relief.  In 2018, 18.3 million persons lived

3.8 million “mixed-status” households.  ITIN �lers pay over $9 billion in withheld

payroll taxes annually and contribute to the solvency of federal retirement programs

(Hallman 2018).

Top-line �ndings

Based on 2018 US Census data, the Center for Migration Studies (CMS) estimates

that 19.8 million immigrants work in “essential critical infrastructure” categories (DHS

2020).   These workers meet the health, infrastructure, manufacturing, service,

food, safety, and other needs of all Americans. Roughly one-half of US foreign-born

essential workers – 9.6 million – are naturalized citizens, 4.6 million are legal

noncitizens (mostly lawful permanent residents or LPRs), and 5.5 million are

undocumented.

 [1]

[2]

[3]
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CMS �nds that 69 percent of US immigrant workers – those in the labor force and

age 16 and over—work in essential critical infrastructure categories, including 74

percent of undocumented workers, compared to 65 percent of the native-born labor

force.

Nationally, foreign-born workers comprise 18 percent of workers in essential critical

infrastructure categories. In the overwhelming majority of states, immigrants make up

a larger share of essential workers than the native-born, and a larger share than that of

all immigrant workers in the state’s labor market (Table 1 <https://cmsny.org/wp-

content/uploads/2020/04/Appendix-Essential-workers.pdf> ). In California, immigrants comprise 36

percent of essential workers. Foreign-born workers comprise 31 percent of essential

workers in both New York and New Jersey. In Florida and Nevada, they make up 28

and 27 percent of essential workers, respectively. They also account for more than 20

percent of essential workers in Texas (24 percent), Hawaii (24 percent),

Massachusetts (23 percent), and Maryland (21 percent).

Naturalized citizens make up 67 percent of immigrants working in health care,

including 74 percent of immigrants working in hospitals and 74 percent of those

working in doctors’ and dentists’ o�ces. Many of these immigrants work on the front

lines with coronavirus patients.

https://cmsny.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Appendix-Essential-workers.pdf
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Undocumented immigrants comprise 54 percent of foreign-born workers in

agriculture and farms, and 40 percent in disinfection. These workers contribute to the

nation’s food security and health. Undocumented immigrants also comprise 50

percent of foreign-born workers in construction, including plumbers and electricians,

and the plurality of immigrant workers in tire, rubber, cement, and household

appliance manufacturing. These workers will also be vital to the ability of the

Americans and the US economy to rebound from the pandemic.

Table 2 <https://cmsny.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Appendix-Essential-workers.pdf> provides CMS’s

estimates of undocumented immigrants, legal non-citizens, and naturalized citizens

who work in essential critical infrastructure.  A detailed explanation of the

methodology used to produce these estimates can be found below.

In particular, immigrants comprise:

16 percent of US health care sector workers.[4]

33 percent of health care sector workers in New York State, 32 percent in

California, 31 percent in New Jersey, 23 percent in Massachusetts, 17 percent in

Illinois, and 9 percent in Pennsylvania; these states have the highest numbers of

con�rmed coronavirus cases at this writing (CDC 2020).

https://cmsny.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Appendix-Essential-workers.pdf
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26 percent of home health care workers and aides for the elderly.

22 percent of workers in scienti�c research and laboratories.

24 percent of workers in medical equipment manufacturing and 25 percent in

pharmaceuticals manufacturing; i.e., businesses that supply the health care sector.

28 percent of janitors and building cleaners, 23 percent of workers in disinfection,

and 23 percent of those who manufacture soap and cleaning compounds.

52 percent of workers in the three industries (immediately above) in California, 44

percent in New Jersey, 40 percent in New York, 39 percent in Massachusetts, 27.5

percent in Illinois, and 14 percent in Pennsylvania.

26 percent of construction workers.

23 percent of US transportation industry workers, including buses, rails, water

transport, and vehicles-for-hire, but excluding airlines.

28 percent of workers in telecommunications equipment manufacturing and 31

percent in computer and microelectronic manufacturing.

14 percent of workers in automobile and automobile parts manufacturing.

21 percent of workers in warehousing, distribution, and ful�llment (i.e., who handle

customer orders for e-commerce businesses).

[5]
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31 percent of US agricultural employees, 26 percent of workers in food and

beverage manufacturing and processing, 26 percent of grocery wholesalers, and 17

percent in retail grocery and other food and beverage stores.

50 percent of workers in the four industries (immediately above) in California, 33

percent in New Jersey, 30 percent in New York, 24 percent in Massachusetts, 20

percent in Illinois, and 13 percent in Pennsylvania.

The 10 essential industries that employ the highest numbers of naturalized citizens

include hospitals (862,400 workers), restaurants (741,700), construction (701,600),

transportation (571,300), building cleaners (345,400), government (330,200),

banks (325,100), doctors’ and dentists’ o�ces (309,900), nursing homes (302,100),

and real estate (255,900).[6]

Undocumented immigrants work – by essential industry – in construction

(1,320,500), restaurants (846,100), agriculture and farms (310,800), landscaping

(277,600), building cleaners (268,400), food processing and manufacturing

(193,900), transportation (181,000), grocery stores (147,300), hotels and other

accommodations (137,000), and warehousing, distribution, and ful�llment of online

orders (103,000).
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Methodology

To arrive at these estimates, CMS used the “essential critical infrastructure”

categories set forth by DHS’s Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency

(DHS 2020). DHS sets forth 17 categories of essential critical infrastructure workers.

For simplicity and consistency with previous CMS reporting, CMS collapsed these 17

DHS categories into 14 categories that encompass all essential critical infrastructure

workers. These 14 categories minimize overlap when matching Census industry codes

to DHS categories. [7]

CMS matched each essential category with a 2017 industry code by the Census

Bureau. In the few cases where essential infrastructure categories do not correspond

to Census Bureau industry codes, CMS matched categories to 2018 Census Bureau

occupational codes.[8] It then calculated the number of workers in each essential

industry using 2018 1-Year data from American Community Survey (ACS) data

(IPUMS), weighted using individual weights calculated by the Census Bureau

(Ruggles et al. 2020). CMS restricted the universe of employees to all individuals

aged 16 and over.
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Industry codes re�ect the industries in which respondents to the ACS most recently

performed their occupation. Likewise, occupation codes re�ect most recent

occupation. To restrict its estimates to individuals that were likely to be working in

2018, CMS included only individuals that were in the labor force at the time they

responded to the ACS. Some individuals may work in more than one industry or

occupation. For these individuals, the ACS records the industry or occupation in

which they earned the most money.

Some industries (construction, restaurants, and hotels, for example) may include high

numbers of workers in essential sectors who are not working during the pandemic.

Some workers may be furloughed or may have lost their jobs since 2018. These

estimates should, thus, be regarded as an upper bound on the number of workers in

essential infrastructure by their immigration status as of 2018.

CMS used both industry and occupational codes from the ACS to derive its

estimates. Since industry codes encompass many occupations, CMS corrected its

estimates for double count.



5/1/2020 US Foreign-Born Essential Workers by Status and State, and the Global Pandemic - The Center for Migration Studies of New York (CMS)

https://cmsny.org/publications/us-essential-workers/ 10/16

To estimate the number of naturalized citizens, legal non-citizens, and undocumented

immigrants, CMS used information collected in the ACS. The annual series of CMS

estimates of undocumented residents includes all the detailed characteristics

collected in the ACS (Ruggles et al. 2020). A description of CMS estimation

procedures, as well as a discussion of the plausibility of the estimates, is provided in

Warren (2020).

DOWNLOAD DATA TABLES <https://cmsny.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Appendix-Essential-

workers.pdf>
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[1] Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security Act (CARES Act), §2201, Pub. L.

No. 116-136 (2020).  https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-
bill/748/text <https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/748/text> .

[2] An earlier CMS report produced estimates of immigrants in New York State

working in “essential businesses”, as identi�ed by the state (not DHS) (Nicholson and

Alulema 2020).  CMS has also reported on the high number of DACA bene�ciaries

in select essential industries (Alulema 2020).
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CMS’s undocumented estimates include two legally present populations, Deferred

Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) and Temporary Protected Status (TPS)

recipients. Nearly one-half of all US foreign-born essential workers are naturalized

citizens, while 28 percent are undocumented and 23 percent are legal non-citizens.

[4] A study by the New American Economy provides detailed estimates of immigrant

health care workers, and highlights the immense demand for these workers in

response to the pandemic (NEA 2020).

 This sector also includes cosmetic products.

[6] These essential worker �gures are for 2018.  While some construction sites and

restaurants continue to operate, it is di�cult to estimate the precise number of

immigrants who continue to work in these sectors.

[7] In some cases, CMS consolidated the main categories shown in Table 2 to avoid

showing small, statistically unreliable numbers. Within each category, the estimates

were ranked on total foreign-born, and the smallest categories were summed and

shown as other categories. With some exceptions, estimates less than a few thousand

are not shown.

[3]  

[5]
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[8] These categories of essential businesses include corrections, electricians,

plumbers, law enforcement, �re prevention and response, building inspection and

code enforcement, security, emergency management and response, building cleaners

and janitors, disinfection, and logistics.


