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Topics covered in HSSS 
survey

o What is the impact of immigration on the job 
market opportunities of native workers?

o What factors determine illegal immigration to 
the United States?

o What is the fiscal impact of immigration?

o What factors determine the political economy of 
immigration policy?



The labor market impact

o Literature has gone through three 
phases:
n The “spatial correlation” approach

n The “factor proportions” approach

n Documenting the equilibrating flows (e.g., 
internal migration of natives; changes in 
output mix)



One key puzzle

o Why should it be that many other 
regional variations persist over time, but 
that the local impact of immigration on 
native workers is arbitraged away 
immediately? 



A possible resolution

o Immigrants are income-maximizers and 
move to high-wage areas in the host 
country.

o If so, immigrants make up many of the 
“marginal” workers whose location 
decisions arbitrage wage differences 
across sectors. Immigrant clustering 
introduces a new gain from immigration 
for the host country’s economy



Geographic distribution of 
immigrants, 1990
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Immigrant supply and wages
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Immigration and regional wage 
convergence
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Implications of income-maximization 
hypothesis

o If immigrants cluster in high-wage areas, it will 
be hard to find adverse wage effects with spatial 
correlation approach

o There are additional gains from immigration



Key provisions of PRWORA

o Non-refugee immigrants who entered U.S. after 8/22/96 
are prohibited from receiving most types of public 
assistance. Ban is lifted when immigrant becomes an 
American citizen. 

o Most non-citizens who arrived before 8/22/96 were to be 
kicked off from the SSI and food stamp rolls within a 
year. This provision was never fully enforced.

o Post-enactment immigrants are subject to stricter 
deeming regulations.



Trends in welfare participation rates
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State-provided assistance

o PRWORA gives states the option to offer TANF 
and Medicaid to pre-enactment immigrants. Some 
states also offered various types of state-funded 
assistance to immigrants who arrived after 
8/22/96.

o Most immigrant-receiving states—except for 
Texas—provided generous levels of state-funded 
assistance. California was among the most 
generous states.



State-provided assistance and 
program participation
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Implications

o HSSS note that large immigrant populations tend to 
alter the nature of how elected representatives act on 
immigration issues.

o The clustering of immigrants in a relatively small 
number of places can substantially alter the intended 
outcomes of federal legislation in the United States.

o The trends in welfare use after 1996 provide a good 
case study of the political constraints that are likely to 
frame any future reform of immigration policy.


