
Occupations in science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) fields have become increasingly 

important in today’s knowledge-based economy, with 5.6 million workers collectively earning $386 billion in 2012. 

Since 1952, the United States’ government has made a concentrated effort to recruit foreign-born STEM workers 

through the creation of the H-1 program, which issued and renewed more than 250,000 visas in 2012 alone. That 

year, 1.2 million or 21.7% of the STEM workforce were foreign-born and their earnings amounted to 23.8% of the 

collective amount. Given, only 16.2% of the country’s workforce is foreign-born, it is clear that immigrants 

disproportionately contribute to STEM occupations. This fact sheet contributes to the ongoing discussion of foreign-

born participation in 42 STEM occupations* by exploring the influence of gender on STEM careers in a national 

sample. We aim to highlight the valuable contributions of foreign-born STEM workers and to encourage increased 

attention to the persistent gender imbalances in STEM occupations.  
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In 2012, there were approximately 1.2 million foreign-born STEM 

workers in the United States. They hailed from over 150 countries, 

with large segments originating in  India (24.6%) and China (16.9%). 

A portion of the workforce had been in the United States three years or 

less (12.6%), however 19.1% had been in the country  

from four to nine years and the majority (57.3%) ten years or longer.       

As research has shown, men dominate the STEM fields (table 1). Though 51.4% of the immigrant population was 

female in 2012, only 27.4% of 

foreign-born STEM workers 

were women. Table 2 shows 

that women are primarily 

concentrated in Physical and 

Life Sciences. occupations.  

Native-Born Foreign-Born 

Austrian-born Hedy Lamarr (1913-2000) was an American actress 

and co-inventor of an early form of spread-spectrum broadcasting. 

She and her partner George Antheil were granted a patent in 1942. 

Their technology would be used by the United States military in 

1962 and later serve as a foundation for modern spread-spectrum 

communication technology used in many electronic designs today.  
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David Ho (1952- ) immigrated from Taiwan at the age of 12. Ho is 

known for developing the “cocktail” used to treat early stages of 

HIV and revolutionizing the paradigm for AIDS pathogenesis. Ho 

was  named Time’s Man of the Year in 1996 and is now the scien-

tific director and chief executive officer of the Aaron Diamond 

AIDS Research Center and the Irene Diamond Professor at the 

Rockefeller University.  

The United States has a long history of benefiting from 

the contributions of both women and men foreign-born 

STEM workers. These high-skilled workers have made 

notable contributions that have strengthened the nation’s 

economy and improved the lives of people around the 

world.  

“Do not worry about your difficulties in Mathematics. I 

can assure you mine are still greater.” Albert Einstein, 

German-born Physicist (1879-1955), naturalized in 

1940. Awarded Nobel Prize in Physics in 1921.  

Figure 1. STEM Occupation by Nativity 

*For further details on this study visit iir.gmu.edu .Source: American Community Survey, 2008-2012. IPUMS-USA, University of Minnesota, www.upums.org. 

Table 1. STEM Occupations in 2012, by Sex 

All Males 75.3% 4,261,225 Foreign-Born Males 72.6%  890,165 

All Females 24.7% 1,399,406 Foreign-Born Females 27.4% 335,506 

Total 100% 5,660,631  100% 1,225,671 



Table 3 provides more insight into the pay and occupational disparities between foreign-born men and women 

averages for annual earnings. When we consider the top four highest paid STEM occupations in 2012, we 

consistently see that foreign-born men are paid significantly more than their female counterparts, differing as much as 

$42,000. Actuaries, for example, have a higher concentration of women than the other occupations, yet immigrant 

women made only 67 cents for every dollar made by male workers. Approximately one fifth (18.4%) of the foreign-

born workforce work in software developer, applications and systems software occupations, but immigrant women 

made only $0.75 for every dollar their male counterpart made. Given that immigrants are over one third of this 

occupational category among all STEM workers (37.1%), this pay gap is particularly concerning.  

E a r n i n g s  b y  T o p  O c c u p a t i o n s  

T h e  P A Y  g a p  

The gender imbalance in STEM occupations extends into 

annual earnings. In 2012, all women in STEM 

occupations made on average $17,000 less than their male 

counterparts, who earned more than $72,000. Though 

foreign-born women, per capita, did make more than the 

average for women in STEM, the annual wage gap 

between foreign-born male and foreign-born female 

workers was a staggering $19,159.  

How do we explain this? Certainly, variances in salaries 

across occupations and time in positions accounts for 

some of the difference. A look at education, however, 

brings further questions.  A higher proportion of foreign-

born STEM workers had 4 or more years of college 

(88.3%) than the average STEM worker (71.5%). While 

this can explain the higher earnings for foreign-born 

workers, we see that women have similar education levels 

as  men. Thus, educational attainment is not a sufficient 

explanation for the pay gap.  

These figures present a troubling picture. As more women 

immigrate to the United States, we must consider the 

challenges and impacts that unequal pay in STEM 

occupations has on them. In order to recruit and retain 

such high-skilled and diverse talent, this issue must be 

addressed.   

Foreign-born STEM workers are more likely to have four or 

more years of higher education than the average STEM 
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Figure 2. Per Capita Average Annual Earnings for STEM Workers 

Table 3. Top Four Highest-Paid Occupations for Foreign-Born STEM Workers, by Sex 

  Total  Males Average Pay Females Average Pay  % Female 

Actuaries 4,259    2,386   $ 130,445          1,873   $ 88,045  44.0% 

Petroleum, Mining and Geological 

Engineers 
6,776    5,302   $ 117,991          1,474   $ 88,292  21.8% 

Software Developers, Applications 

and Systems Software 
226,034 166,050     $ 91,755        59,984   $ 68,462  26.5% 

Chemical Engineers 11,705    9,382   $ 90,994          2,323   $ 72,507  19.8% 

Figure 3. Higher Education Among STEM Workers,  

by Gender and Nativity  


