
 

Executive Summary
The United States is facing a demographic double-bind—its population is aging and birth 
rates are declining. At the same time, broad economic forces are restructuring the U.S. labor 
market. Policymakers, economists, and employers may not fully agree on how much labor-
market disruption technology and globalization may bring, but they agree that the knowl-
edge-based U.S. economy of tomorrow will need more workers with education and training 
beyond high school.

Given that immigrant-origin adults—that is, immigrants and their U.S.-born children—are 
projected to account for nearly all labor-force growth in the next two decades, ensuring that 
this population has the postsecondary credentials needed to meet the growing demand 
for skilled workers is essential. The nation and many states will not be able to reach their 
educational and labor-force goals without deepening their investments in upskilling their 
immigrant-origin residents.

To shed light on this population, the Migration Policy Institute (MPI) has developed profiles 
of first-, second-, and higher-generation adults without postsecondary credentials (i.e., 
academic degrees as well as professional certifications and licenses) for the United States 
overall and for 50 states and the District of Columbia. The profiles describe the sociodemo-
graphic, educational, legal status, and English proficiency characteristics of these adults. 

Key takeaways from this state-level analysis include:

�� Immigrant-origin adults made up 30 percent of all adults without postsecondary 
credentials nationwide as of 2017, but considerably higher shares in many states. 
For example, they made up 58 percent of all adults without such credentials in 
California, 45 percent in New York, 43 percent in Nevada and Massachusetts, and 40 
percent in Texas and Connecticut. 

�� Since 2000, the number of immigrant-origin adults has grown faster than the num-
ber of adults with only U.S.-born parents nationwide and in all but two states: New 
Hampshire and Maine.

�� First-generation immigrant adults are less likely to hold postsecondary credentials 
than their U.S.-born counterparts in most states. They are, however, more likely 
to be credentialed in several “Rust Belt” states, such as Michigan and Ohio, in part 
because state and city governments have launched initiatives to attract foreign-born 
talent to combat population decline. 
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�� There is strong intergenerational 
progress in credential attainment. 
In most states, the second genera-
tion outperforms the first, attaining 
outcomes roughly equal those of 
U.S.-born adults from nonimmigrant 
families.

�� Limited English proficiency and, for 
first-generation immigrants, a lack 
of legal status can hinder credential 
attainment. The share of all adults 
without postsecondary credentials 
who have limited English skills is par-
ticularly high in traditional gateway 
states, including Texas and California. 
Meanwhile, the unauthorized share of 
immigrant adults without credentials 
is highest in newer destination states 
of the South and the Southeast.

These findings have important implications 
for national and state postsecondary educa-
tion stakeholders, government agencies, 
service providers, and other actors that seek to 
promote immigrant integration and meet the 
demands of a changing labor market.  

I.	 Introduction
The large and rapidly growing immigrant-
origin working-age population is an important, 
if often under-recognized, source of talent for 
the U.S. and state economies. As of 2017, 58 
million U.S. adults (ages 16 to 64) were either 
immigrants themselves or had at least one 
immigrant parent. These immigrant-origin 
adults accounted for 28 percent of all working-
age adults, a share that is likely to grow in the 
years to come. 

At the same time, the U.S. economy is becom-
ing ever more knowledge-based, making 
postsecondary credentials—whether academic 
degrees or professional certifications and 
licenses—more of a necessity for spurring 
productivity and individual mobility. Thirty 
million of the 100 million U.S. adults who had 
no postsecondary credentials as of 2017 were 
of immigrant origin. This fact sheet provides 
a state-level profile of these 30 million adults, 
focusing on key characteristics that should 
be taken into account by public and private 
credentialing initiatives.

Box 1.	  Key Terms

Immigrant generation: Immigrants, or the first generation, are persons with no U.S. citizenship at 
birth. Immigrants include naturalized U.S. citizens, legal permanent residents (or green-card hold-
ers), refugees and other humanitarian immigrants, persons on certain temporary visas (e.g., skilled 
foreign workers and international students), and unauthorized immigrants. The second generation is 
composed of persons born in the United States to one or more immigrant parents. Together, the first 
and second generations make up what this fact sheet describes as the immigrant-origin population. 
In contrast, adults born in the United States with only U.S.-born parents are described here as the 
third/higher generation.

Postsecondary credentials: There are two types of postsecondary credentials: degree and nonde-
gree credentials. Degree credentials include associate-level vocational and academic degrees, as well 
as bachelor’s, master’s, doctoral, and professional degrees (such as those for medical doctors or 
lawyers). Common types of nondegree credentials include certificates awarded by an educational 
institution, apprenticeship certificates, professional (or industry) certifications awarded by a nongov-
ernmental body, and occupational licenses awarded by a government licensing board or agency. Busi-
ness licenses are not included.

Source: U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Frequently Asked Questions about Data on Certi-
fications and Licenses,” updated April 28, 2017, www.bls.gov/cps/certifications-and-licenses-faqs.htm.

http://www.bls.gov/cps/certifications-and-licenses-faqs.htm
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To do so, the fact sheet draws on two primary 
sources. One is 2017 data from the annual 
Current Population Survey (CPS), which provide 
information about both degree and nondegree 
credentials. The authors also analyze data from 
the 2016 American Community Survey (ACS) 
using a unique methodology developed by the 
Migration Policy Institute (MPI) for assigning 
legal status to noncitizens.1

This fact sheet accompanies an MPI report, 
Credentials for the Future: Mapping the Poten-
tial for Immigrant-Origin Adults in the United 
States,2 that provides a first-of-its-kind national 
portrait of U.S. adults without postsecond-
ary credentials. That report also explores the 
returns to credentials with regard to labor-
force participation, unemployment, and wages. 
Detailed data snapshots for immigrant-origin 
adults across the United States and in the 50 
states and the District of Columbia are also 
available online.

II.	 Why Focus on  
Immigrant-Origin Adults?

Between 2000 and 2017, the number of 
immigrant-origin adults grew at a much faster 
pace than the number of adults with only U.S.-
born parents nationwide (47 versus 6 percent, 
respectively) and in 48 states and the District 
of Columbia; the only outliers were New Hamp-
shire and Maine (see Figure 1). 

As older workers retire, the immigrant-origin 
population will continue to be the main source 
of new U.S. workers,3 raising the question: Do 
these first- and second-generation adults have 
the skills and credentials needed to fully engage 
in the knowledge-based U.S. economy? 

Figure 1. Population Change (%) between 2000 and 2017 among Adults (ages 16 to 64), by Immi-
grant Generation and State of Residence
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Note: The term “immigrant origin” refers to persons born abroad who have immigrated to the United 
States and to U.S.-born persons with at least one immigrant parent. The term “third/higher generation” 
refers to persons born in the United States to U.S.-born parents. 
Source: Migration Policy Institute (MPI) tabulation of 2000 and 2017 data from the annual Current 
Population Surveys (CPS), collected by the U.S. Census Bureau for the U.S. Department of Labor’s 
Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS).

https://www.migrationpolicy.org/sites/default/files/MPI_USandStates_AdultsPSCredentials.xlsx
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III.	 Postsecondary Credential 
Attainment and Gaps across 
States

Nationwide, 55 percent of first-generation 
adults (ages 16 to 64) and 47 percent of both 
second- and third/higher-generation adults had 
no postsecondary credentials as of 2017.4 These 
adults are an important target for efforts to 
build up the skills of the U.S. workforce. 

A.	 Immigrant Generation

In more than 40 states, the first generation’s 
postsecondary credential attainment lags that 
of the second and third/higher generations. 
However, as Figure 2 shows, the credential 
attainment of adults from different immigrant 
generations varies across states. 

Several regional patterns emerge: As of 2017, 
the Great Plains and Mountain states of 
Nebraska, South Dakota, Colorado, Idaho, and 
Kansas had the widest credential attainment 
gaps between the first-generation and native-
born populations. In contrast, in four “Rust Belt” 
states—Pennsylvania, Michigan, Ohio, and West 
Virginia—first-generation adults were more 
likely to have postsecondary credentials than 
their third/higher-generation counterparts. One 
factor contributing to this trend may be that 
state and city governments in these states have 
implemented policies to attract and integrate 
higher-skill immigrants to boost economic 
development and offset population decline.5 

Overall, educational attainment rises from the 
first to the second generation. Second-genera-
tion adults—those born in the United States to 
immigrant parents—were more likely to have 
postsecondary credentials than first-generation 

Figure 2. Share of First-, Second-, and Third/Higher-Generation Adults (ages 16 to 64) without 
Postsecondary Credentials,* by State, (%), 2017
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* Refers to persons ages 16 to 64 with less than an associate degree and without a professional 
certification or occupational license. These estimates exclude young adults (ages 16 to 24) who were 
enrolled in high school at the time of the survey. 
Source: MPI tabulation of 2017 data from the annual CPS.
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adults in all but three states: Pennsylvania, West 
Virginia, and Connecticut. At the same time, 
credential attainment rates among the second 
generation approximate those of third/higher-
generation adults in most states. These findings 
are consistent with prior literature on second-
ary and postsecondary educational outcomes of 
the immigrant-origin population.6

B.	 Place of Residence 
Where might investments in helping immigrant-
origin adults attain postsecondary credentials 
result in the greatest credential attainment 
and labor-force gains? There are two ways to 
explore this question. One is to look at the states 

where the largest numbers of immigrant-origin 
adults without postsecondary credentials live. 
The other is to identify the states in which 
immigrant-origin adults make up the largest 
shares of all adults without such credentials. 

1.	 Top States by Immigrant-Origin  
	 Population Size

In 2017, nearly 19 million, or 63 percent, of 
the 30 million immigrant-origin adults without 
postsecondary credentials were living in six 
traditional immigration destination states: 
California, Texas, New York, Florida, Illinois, and 
New Jersey (see Figure 3). California alone was 
home to 25 percent of this population, followed 
by Texas, with 13 percent.

Figure 3. Number of Immigrant-Origin Adults without Postsecondary Credentials,* by State, 2017
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Another cluster of 8 states—those with at least 
500,000 but fewer than 1 million immigrant-
origin adults without postsecondary creden-
tials—accounted for an additional 12 percent 
of the overall population, or 5.3 million adults. 
Taken together, the 22 states with more than 
250,000 immigrant-origin adults without 
credentials—those shown in color on the map—
accounted for 89 percent of all such adults 
nationwide. 

2.	 Top States by Immigrant-Origin Share 	
	 of Adults without Credentials

Immigrant-origin adults accounted for 30 
percent of all U.S. adults without postsecond-
ary credentials in 2017. California’s share was 

nearly twice as high (58 percent). In 14 states—
including a mix of traditional and newer destina-
tions—the immigrant-origin share exceeded the 
national average (see Figure 4).

In Nevada, 43 percent of adults without post-
secondary credentials were of immigrant origin, 
a share just below that seen in New York and 
New Jersey (45 percent each). Again, regional 
patterns emerge: three New England states—
Massachusetts, Connecticut, and Rhode Island—
had high shares of immigrant-origin adults 
(around 40 percent) among all resident adults 
without postsecondary credentials. Notably, 
each of the three states had high overall postsec-
ondary credential attainment rates by national 
standards (see Figure 2).

Figure 4. Immigrant-Origin Share of Adults without Postsecondary Credentials,* by State, (%), 
2017
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enrolled in high school at the time of the survey.
Source: MPI tabulation of 2017 data from the annual CPS.
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In sum, immigrant-origin adults represent an 
important subpopulation of adults without 
credentials across the nation, with high concen-
trations not just in California and other gateway 
states but throughout the Northeast, the South, 
and the Southwest.

C.	 Race and Ethnicity

Immigrant-origin adults are also an important 
target for credentialing initiatives working to 
counteract rising ethnic and racial economic 
inequalities.7 Nationwide, 64 percent of 
immigrant-origin adults without postsecondary 
credentials were Hispanics as of 2017. Another 
15 percent were Asian Americans and Pacific 
Islanders (AAPIs), 14 percent non-Hispanic 
Whites, and 7 percent non-Hispanic Blacks. 

In most states, these immigrant-origin adults 
were also predominantly racial and ethnic 
minorities. Hispanics made up the largest group 
in all but nine states. AAPIs predominated in 
Hawaii and Alaska. And Black immigrant-origin 
adults made up notable shares in Maryland, 

Minnesota, the District of Columbia, and North 
Dakota. 

These findings, coupled with the rapid growth 
of the immigrant-origin population relative 
to the third/higher generation, suggest that a 
rising share of adults who stand to benefit most 
from credentialing initiatives will be Hispanics, 
Blacks, and AAPIs from immigrant families.

D.	 Legal Status

Of the 30 million immigrant-origin adults 
without postsecondary credentials in the United 
States, roughly two in three (or 19.3 million) 
were born abroad. First-generation immigrants 
also made up at least half of immigrant-origin 
adults without credentials in 45 states as of 
2017. While all second-generation adults were 
born in the United States and are therefore U.S. 
citizens, members of the first generation hold a 
variety of legal statuses: some are naturalized 
U.S. citizens or green-card holders, some hold a 
temporary visa or status, and others are unau-
thorized immigrants.

Figure 5. Unauthorized Share of Immigrant Adults without a Postsecondary Education,* by State, 
(%), 2016
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* Refers to persons ages 16 to 64 with less than an associate degree. These estimates exclude young 
adults (ages 16 to 24) who were enrolled in high school at the time of the survey. Unlike the CPS data 
used in other figures in this fact sheet, the U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey (ACS) 
does not collect information about whether respondents hold nondegree credentials such as professional 
certifications or occupational licenses.
Source: MPI tabulation of U.S. Census Bureau 2016 ACS data.
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Analysis of ACS data8 shows that, as of 2016, 
more than two-thirds of first-generation adults 
without a postsecondary education were legally 
present in the United States. Thirty-five percent 
were naturalized citizens and 33 percent were 
legally present noncitizens, such as green-card 
holders and immigrants on work, student, or 
other temporary visas. About 32 percent were 
unauthorized. Unauthorized immigrants made 
up relatively large shares of immigrants without 
a postsecondary education in the new destina-
tion states of the South and Southeast (see 
Figure 5), many of which also had low creden-
tial attainment rates among their third/higher-
generation adults (see Figure 2).

Lack of legal status has important implications 
for credential acquisition and use. In addition 
to having severely limited access to educa-
tion and training opportunities, unauthorized 
immigrants—including those with Temporary 
Protected Status and those participating in 
the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals 
program—are not eligible for federal student 
financial aid.9 Further, research has demon-
strated that a lack of legal status can impede 
the integration of not only unauthorized immi-
grants but their U.S.-citizen children.10

E.	 Educational Attainment

While efforts to boost postsecondary creden-
tial attainment generally focus on high school 
graduates, CPS data reveal that as of 2017, 31 
percent of immigrant-origin adults without 
postsecondary credentials also did not have a 
high school diploma or equivalent (see Figure 
6). The lack of a high school degree poses a 
significant challenge for adults who wish to 
pursue a professional certification or license, as 
one is required to obtain many credentials.  

Another important target group for creden-
tialing initiatives is immigrant-origin adults 
who lack a postsecondary credential but have 
completed some college coursework. Nation-
wide, these adults made up 26 of all immigrant-
origin adults without credentials (see Figure 
7). The share was higher in a number of states, 
including Virginia, Hawaii, and Michigan.  

Research has identified several persistent obsta-
cles to college completion.11 These include cost, 
competing work and family obligations, and, for 
those who have dropped out, the need for time-
consuming remedial coursework. Students from 
immigrant families may face additional barriers, 
such as discrimination, residential segregation, 
and a lack of legal status.12 

Figure 6. Share of Immigrant-Origin Adults without Postsecondary Credentials* Who also Lack a 
High School Diploma or Equivalent, by State, (%), 2017
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* Refers to persons ages 16 to 64 with less than an associate degree and without a professional 
certification or occupational license. These estimates exclude young adults (ages 16 to 24) who were 
enrolled in high school at the time of the survey.
Source: MPI tabulation of 2017 data from the annual CPS.
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There are strong generational trends at play 
here. First-generation adults on average have 
lower educational attainment than their second-
generation counterparts. Many immigrant 
adults, including some who arrive before age 
16, bypass U.S. secondary and postsecondary 
education altogether, instead entering low- and 

in some cases middle-skilled employment. Thus, 
the immigrant-origin population without high 
school degrees shown in Figure 6 is composed 
largely of first-generation immigrants, while 
the population with some college in Figure 7 is 
predominantly the second generation. 

Figure 7. Share of Immigrant-Origin Adults with Some College Coursework but No Postsecondary 
Credential,* by State, (%), 2017
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* Refers to persons ages 16 to 64 with less than an associate degree and without a professional 
certification or occupational license. These estimates exclude young adults (ages 16 to 24) who were 
enrolled in high school at the time of the survey.
Source: MPI tabulation of 2017 data from the annual CPS.

Figure 8. Limited English Proficient Share of All Adults a without Postsecondary Education,* by 
State, (%), 2016
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* Refers to persons ages 16 to 64 with less than an associate degree. These estimates exclude young 
adults (ages 16 to 24) who were enrolled in high school at the time of the survey. Unlike the CPS data 
used in other figures in this fact sheet, the ACS does not collect information on whether respondents hold 
nondegree credentials such as professional certifications or occupational licenses.
Note: ACS asks respondents if they speak a language other than English at home. For those who speak 
a foreign language, the survey then asks them to self-assess their spoken English proficiency. “Limited 
English Proficient” refers to persons who report speaking English “not at all,” “not well,” or “well.”
Source: MPI tabulation of U.S. Census Bureau 2016 ACS data.
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F.	 English Proficiency of All U.S. Adults  
without Postsecondary Education

Another barrier to attaining postsecondary 
credentials is a lack of English skills and literacy. 
As of 2016, ACS data13 show that 14 percent of 
all U.S. adults who lack a postsecondary educa-
tion were Limited English Proficient (LEP). At 
the state level, the LEP share of adults without 
postsecondary academic degrees was particular-
ly high within the nation’s traditional immigrant 
gateway states, including California, Texas, New 
York, New Jersey, and Florida (see Figure 8). In 
California, almost 30 percent of adults without a 
postsecondary education were LEP. 

IV.	 Conclusions
More than 80 percent of Americans believe that 
having some education or training beyond high 
school is essential to a better economic future.14 
Indeed, U.S. and cross-national studies15 have 
found that those with higher levels of education 
not only enjoy higher earnings and brighter 
career prospects, they are also healthier, more 
likely to engage in civic and political life, and in a 
better position to pass these social and financial 
advantages on to their children. In addition to 
the benefits postsecondary credentials offer 
individuals and their families, economists argue 
that the U.S. economy’s reliance on workers with 
higher levels of skills and training will continue 
to expand.16

As this fact sheet and MPI’s related national 
report, Credentials for the Future: Mapping the 
Potential for Immigrant-Origin Adults in the 
United States, make clear, immigrant-origin 
adults will be an important part of meeting 
future U.S. labor-market demands. While many 
of these first- and second-generation adults 
already have degree and nondegree credentials 
beyond high school, 30 million do not.

To effectively support the upskilling of these 
immigrant-origin adults, programs and poli-

cies should take into account this population’s 
diversity with regard to race and ethnicity, 
immigrant generation, English proficiency, 
prior education, and legal status. In most states, 
immigrant-origin populations are predomi-
nantly composed of racial and ethnic minorities. 
Many have high shares that are LEP, or that 
have less than a high school diploma. The data 
reveal some regional variation regarding these 
characteristics. Compared to the United States 
as a whole, immigrant-origin adult populations 
in many newer immigrant destination states in 
the South and the Southeast are growing more 
rapidly and are composed of higher shares of 
first-generation immigrants, many of whom are 
unauthorized. At the same time, first-generation 
immigrant adults in Rust Belt states such as 
Michigan and Ohio have relatively high levels of 
postsecondary attainment, a potential boon to 
states grappling with population decline. 

The numbers and trends described in this 
fact sheet reinforce the need for an inclusive 
approach to boosting the skills of first- and 
second-generation adults. Like their third/high-
er-generation counterparts, adults from immi-
grant families would benefit from accessible 
pathways to high-quality postsecondary creden-
tials. On-ramps, practical supports along the 
way, and options to take a break from and return 
to training will help all students balance work 
and family obligations with credential attain-
ment goals. At the same time, some character-
istics of immigrant-origin adults (e.g., a lack of 
legal status for some first-generation adults, and 
higher likelihood of limited English proficiency) 
are more or less unique to this population. For 
state and national economies to fully benefit 
from the untapped potential of immigrant-origin 
workers, credentialing initiatives will need to 
be capable of helping participants overcome 
a range of labor-market challenges, including 
by building English proficiency and filling gaps 
in prior education, as well as honing skills in 
demand in key sectors.
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