


Debunking immigration myths

Painted on wall of  Ellis Island Museum

“I came to America because I heard the streets were paved 

with gold. When I got here, I found out three things: First, 

the streets weren’t paved with gold; second, they weren’t 

paved at all; and third, I was expected to pave them.”

We use data on millions of  immigrant families to 

rebuild the story of  immigration from the ground up



Reassessing four immigration myths 

Is it really true that:

1. There is an unprecedented flood of  immigration today?

2. The Ellis Island generation rose quickly (“rags to 

riches”), but immigrants today are not as successful?

3. Immigrant families and their children are stuck in a 

permanent underclass?

4. Immigrants do not try to become American these days?



Big data on immigration



Our method for following records over time

Volunteers digitized records

Link by first name, last 

name, age, state/country 

of  birth

Working on extensions to 

consider spouse and 

parents’ names, etc.



We are not in the midst of  an 

unprecedented flood of  immigration

Source: Abramitzky/Boustan, JEL (2017)
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Europeans in the past, diverse immigrant 

backgrounds today



Immigrant families are not stuck in a 

permanent underclass

• What happens to children of  immigrants vs. US-

born raised in households with similar income?

• Focus today on the 25th percentile

• Use linked Census data for past and tax records for 

present (from Opportunity Insights at Harvard)



Daughters





How did children of  immigrants catch up?

One important factor: Immigrant parents are more likely 

than US-born to move to areas that offer upward mobility



Does destination country matter?

• Is upward mobility slower in Europe? If  so, why?

• Boustan, Jensen, et al. 2025 with 37 co-authors

• Substantial cross-country difference in income of  

immigrant households – but children of  immigrants 

move up everywhere, daughters faster than sons





Let’s focus on case of  France – 2-7 rank point 

gap for children of  immigrants… WHY?

(1) Children of  immigrants raised in low-income households



(2) Controlling for parental income: low income for 

sons and high income for daughters



Why have attitudes toward immigration 

polarized in the US?

• We classified speeches in the Congressional Record on two 

dimensions: immigration related (yes/no) and pro-neutral-anti 

• Started with a sample of  5,000 speeches classified by hand and 

then scaled up with large language model

• Card, et al. PNAS 2022



Polarization begins by 1980s and complete 

by 2016 (conditional on 20+ speeches)



Partisan gap in topics for immigration speeches



New results on immigrant incarceration 

rates, 1870-2020

• First long-run series on incarceration comparing immigrants 

to US-born

• Census group quarters data on ‘correctional facilities’



Never been an era in US history when immigrants 

more likely to be incarcerated than US-born



True for all immigrant groups

(Top 20 sending countries today)



• American Dream just as real now as it was 100 years ago 

but upward mobility takes time (2nd generation)

• This moment is first in US history with large number of  

pro-immigration politicians… but views are polarized

• Data and evidence might sway the middle? Fears about 

immigration and crime do not fit the facts

Immigration policy with a long view





Children of  poor immigrants: Sons vs. 

daughters [back]


