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INTRODUCTION
Sixty-five percent of the children of recent immigrants are low income.
For these children, the challenges in academic, physical, emotional,
and social development usually associated with economic insecurity are
likely to be exacerbated by language barriers, the process of migration
and acculturation, and restrictions on access to safety net programs.
Two-thirds of children of low-income, recent immigrants live in the South
and West, with an increasing proportion moving to the South. Nationwide, 85 percent of these children live with parents who are employed,
and 71 percent live with married parents. Still, almost half (45 percent)
of children of low-income, recent immigrants have parents who do not
hold a high school degree, and 47 percent of these children are under
age 6, placing them at risk for the negative impacts of low income on
early development. Immigrant families limited access to the work supports and public benefits offered to other low-income families increases
their financial and social vulnerability.
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Over the past decade, the United States experienced a 25 percent increase in the number
of children living with immigrant parents.1 Today, over 11 million children—half of them
low income—live in households with only immigrant parents.2 Over 3 million children live
in households with recent immigrant parents, meaning their parents immigrated within the
past 10 years. Among these children, two-thirds are low-income.
Although fewer than 10 percent of all low-income children have parents who are recent
immigrants, for these children, the challenges in academic, physical, emotional, and social
development usually associated with economic insecurity are likely to be exacerbated by
language barriers, the process of migration and acculturation, and restrictions on access to
safety-net programs.3
This report looks at regional differences in how children in recent immigrant families fare—
their economic circumstances, family characteristics, and public benefits use—and the implications for public policy. All recent immigrants, documented and undocumented, are included,
although it is likely that undocumented immigrants are underrepresented in the analysis.4

South and West Home to Most Children of Recent Immigrants
Children of recent immigrant parents primarily live in the South and West,5 with both regions
accounting for slightly more than a third (35 percent in the South and 34 percent in the West)
of all children in this group (see Figure 1).
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Over the last decade, there has been a dramatic shift from the West to the South among children
of recent immigrants (see Figure 2). In 1993, almost half (46 percent) of all children with recent
immigrant parents lived in the West, while only 24 percent lived in the South. Low-income children in general are increasingly likely to live in both the West and South, particularly since 1999.6
Figure 2:
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Most Children of Recent Immigrants are Latino
More than half (55 percent) of all children whose parents are recent immigrants are Latino;7
about one out of every five is Asian (16 percent) (see Figure 3). Among children whose parents are native-born, Latinos account for only 8 percent and Asians only about 1 percent.
Figure 3:
Race/Ethnicity of Children
in the United States by
Parents’ Immigration
Status, 2003
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In three regions, Latinos are the largest racial/ethnic group among children of recent immigrants (see Figure 4). In the West, two-thirds of children of recent immigrants are Latino,
while fewer than one-third are in the Northeast.
Figure 4:
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of Recent Immigrant
Parents, by Region, 2003
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Many Recent Immigrant Parents were Born in Mexico
Forty-one percent of the children of recent immigrants live with parents who are from
Mexico (see Figure 5). Only 13 percent of children of recent immigrants have parents
who were born in the next four largest nations of origin combined—India, Cuba, the
Philippines, and China.8
Mexico is the primary country of origin for recent immigrant parents in three of the four
regions. In the Northeast, it falls to second, behind the Dominican Republic (see Table 1).
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Figure 5:
Country of Parents’
Birth for Children Living
with Recent Immigrant
Parents, 2003
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Table 1:
Top Contributing Countries
for Recent Immigrant
Parents, by Region, 2003
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Dominican Republic 8%

Mexico

Mexico

6%

India

8%

Cuba

39%
7%

Philippines

Mexico

61%
4%

China

5%

Poland

4%

India

4%

El Salvador

3%

Children of Recent Immigrants are Likely to be Low-Income
Approximately two-thirds (65 percent ) of the children of recent immigrants live with parents who are low-income (see Figure 6). This is almost twice the percentage of children living with native-born parents who are low-income (34 percent). Between 1993 and 2001, the
percentage of low-income children declined, regardless of whether their parents were immigrants. While the proportion of children living in low-income families has increased among
the general population in the last few years, the rise among children of recent immigrants
has been more dramatic than among children of native-born parents.
Figure 6:
Percent of Children
who are Low Income,
by Parents’ Immigration
Status, 1993-2003
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High Rates of Employment and Marriage for Low-Income, Recent Immigrants
Children of low-income, recent immigrants are more likely to live with parents who are
employed and who are married than children of low-income, native-born parents.9
Most Parents Working
Despite the high rates of low-income among children of recent immigrants, their parents’
employment levels are high. Almost two-thirds (62 percent) of children living with lowChildren of Recent Immigrants: National and Regional Trends
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income, recent immigrants, live with parents who work full-time, year-round (see Figure 7).
An additional 23 percent live with parents who work either part-time or full-time, part-year.
In contrast, only half of the low-income children living with native-born parents have parents who work full-time, year-round.
Figure 7:
Parents’ Employment
Among Children in the
United States, by Parents’
Immigration Status, 2003
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Full-time, year-round employment among low-income, recent immigrant parents has
steadily increased over the past decade (see Figure 8).
Figure 8:
Parents’ Employment
Among Children of
Low-Income, Recent
Immigrants, 2003
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In every region, low-income, recent immigrant parents are more likely to be working than
are low-income, native-born parents. Children living with low-income, recent immigrants in
the South have the highest percentage of parents who work full-time, year-round (65 percent)
and one of the lowest percentages of parents who are unemployed (12 percent) (see Table 2).
Children living in low-income, recent immigrant families in the Northeast have the lowest
percentage of parents who work full-time, year-round (53 percent) and the highest percentage of unemployed parents (20 percent).
Table 2:
Parents’ Employment
Among Children of
Low-Income, Recent
Immigrants, by Region,
2003
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Parents are Married
Seventy-one percent of children of low-income, recent immigrants live with married parents.
The percentage of children with low-income, native-born parents who are married is substantially lower—42 percent. The proportion of children living in households headed by
married parents who are low-income, recent immigrants is high across all regions, ranging
from 68 percent in the Northeast to 73 percent in the West.

Children of Low-Income, Recent Immigrants at High Risk for Economic and Social Problems
Children of low-income, recent immigrants also face numerous obstacles that place them
at risk of even greater economic insecurity, such as low levels of parental education, being
young, as well as low utilization of public benefits despite continued need.
Parental Education Level is Low
Low-income, recent immigrant parents have substantially lower education levels than lowincome, native-born parents (see Figure 9).10 While the parents of 55 percent of children in
low-income, recent immigrant families have attained at least a high school degree, the proportion among children in low-income, native-born families is 82 percent.
Figure 9:
Parent Education Level
of Low-Income Children
in the United States,
by Parents’ Immigration
Status, 2003
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Low-income, recent immigrant parents of children in the West have the lowest education
level; 57 percent of children of low-income, recent immigrants live with parents who have
attained less than a high school degree (see Table 3). By comparison, 27 percent of children
of low-income, recent immigrants in the Northeast live with parents who have less than a
high school degree.
Table 3:
Parental Education Level
Among Children Living
with Low-Income, Recent
Immigrant Parents,
by Region, 2003
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31%

28%
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Children Likely to be Under Age 6
Young children are more likely to experience the long-term negative effects of family economic insecurity. Children of low-income, recent immigrants are more likely to be young
than children of native-born parents: almost half (47 percent) are under the age of 6, compared to over one-third (36 percent) of children of native-born parents. The median age of
children of low-income, recent immigrants is 6 years old, compared to 9 years old for children living with low-income, native-born parents. The predominance of young children
among children of low-income, recent immigrants is true in all regions.
Health Insurance Coverage is Low
While the overwhelming majority of immigrants work, a disproportionate number work in
low-wage jobs, in small firms, and in labor, service, or trade occupations that do not offer
employer-based health insurance. This occupational pattern, coupled with federal restrictions on immigrant access to public benefits, such as health insurance, largely explains why
children of low-income, recent immigrants are significantly more likely than children of
low-income, native-born parents to be uninsured.11
Nationally, half (47 percent) of all children living with low-income, recent immigrant parents
are not covered by any type of health insurance. This is substantially higher than the percentage of uninsured among children living with low-income, native-born parents (22 percent).
The percentage of uninsured children among children of low-income, recent immigrant
parents varies across regions, ranging from 29 percent in the Northeast to 58 percent in the
South (see Figure 10).
Figure 10:
Percent of Uninsured
Children of Low-Income,
Recent Immigrants,
by Region, 2003
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Public Benefits Utilization is Declining
The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 (PRWORA)
severely limited access to public assistance programs for children of recent immigrants. The
majority of legal immigrants were banned from participation in any federal means-tested
benefits programs for five years after arrival in the United States. Since then, the federal
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government has partially restored access to selected programs (primarily SSI and food
stamps) for certain immigrants. Some states have also created there own state-funded programs to assist legal immigrants who are deemed ineligible for federal safety net programs
during the five-year ban, but few provide services that are comparable to their federal counterparts. Still, many legal immigrants who came to the United States after 1996 remain ineligible for public assistance programs (see Figure 11).12
Declines in participation in public benefit programs have been much sharper among immigrants than among native-born citizens.13 In part, this is explained by confusion over eligibility
and fear of repercussions for future immigration status. Food and housing insecurities, as well
as health difficulties, continue to plague immigrant families in comparison to native families.
Children of immigrants are significantly more likely to live in families that: (1) have difficulty
affording food, (2) pay at least 50 percent of their income toward housing, and (3) live in
crowded homes. Children of immigrants are also significantly more likely to lack medical care
and to be in poor health.14
For children living with low-income, recent immigrant parents, participation in the food
stamp program, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), and public health insurance programs dropped 54 percent, 76 percent, and 32 percent respectively, between 1993
and 2003 (see Figure 11). Over this same period, participation among children living with
native-born parents declined 26 percent, 61 percent, and 6 percent.
Figure 11:
Public Benefit Utilization
of Children of Low-Income,
Recent Immigrant Parents,
1993-2003
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Benefit Program Use Lowest in the South
Nationally, 17 percent of children with low-income, recent immigrant parents live in households receiving food stamps, 7 percent live in households receiving TANF, and 34 percent
receive public health insurance. The South has the lowest rate of public benefit use for children of low-income, recent immigrants: 15 percent live in households receiving food stamps,
3 percent live in households receiving TANF, and 23 percent live in households receiving
public health insurance (see Figure 12). Use of these benefit programs is substantially higher
among children with low-income, native-born parents in all regions.
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Figure 12:
Public Benefits Utilization
of Children of Low-Income,
Recent Immigrants
by Region, 2003
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Policy Implications
Children of recent immigrants are much more likely to be low-income than are children of
native-born parents. This is particularly true in the South, where children of recent immigrants
are increasingly likely to live. Even though employment levels among recent immigrant parents are highest in the South, low-income rates have increased substantially in this region
since 2001. Furthermore, children of low-income, recent immigrants in the South are the
least likely to use public benefits. The national findings in this brief are comparable to those
described in other recent demographic reports.15
The majority of children of low-income, recent immigrants, across regions, have employed,
married parents. Thus marriage-related anti-poverty strategies and programs to increase labor
force participation, the foci of recent TANF reauthorization bills, are unlikely to benefit this
population. Programs that make work pay for low-income families, such as increasing the
minimum wage and the protection and expansion of the federal Earned Income Tax Credit
program (EITC) would be greater supports for children of low-income, recent immigrants.16
To maintain employment, working parents need affordable, stable child care arrangements.
Continuing to expand child care subsidies would help all low-income families.17 Furthermore, immigrant parents in particular would benefit from programs that increase English-language proficiency. The limited English language proficiency of many immigrants has been
shown to negatively impact their earnings.18 TANF reauthorization provides a valuable opportunity to utilize English-as-a-Second-Language (ESL) instruction as a strategy to move
vulnerable immigrant families toward economic security.19
While the changes in welfare legislation formally placed greater restrictions on immigrants,
the law has affected many of our most vulnerable citizens as well. About half of the children
of recent immigrants (53 percent) were born in the United States, making them American
citizens. Research shows that immigrant parents are unlikely to enroll eligible children in
benefit programs when adults in the family are ineligible.20 Furthermore, there is a growing
body of evidence that confusion among caseworkers and immigrants regarding eligibility,
as well as fears of repercussions of public benefit utilization on future efforts to naturalize,
sponsor family members, or remain in the country, have prevented participation among a
significant number of eligible low-income immigrants.21
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Working immigrants, like native-born citizens, are taxpayers. They help bear the costs of
education, infrastructure, and programs for families in need. Recent immigrants, particularly those that have lived in the United States for five years or less, would benefit from a
restored government safety net. If TANF and Medicaid benefits are not fully reestablished
during PRWORA reauthorization, states could be given the option to provide federally
funded cash assistance and health care benefits to recently arrived immigrants.
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