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“...these examinations 

will allow metropolitan 

governments to better 

understand, and thus 

better serve, their grow-

ing immigrant popula-

tions.” 

 

 

 

Immigration by the Numbers 
Observing Change among Immigrant Communities in the Washington DC Metropolitan Area, 1980-2010 

 

Introduction. 

 This research brief examines the Washington DC metropolitan area 
as an emerging immigrant gateway in the United States. As discussed by 
Singer (2013), emerging immigrant gateways are typically defined as metro-
politan areas that have attracted a large number of immigrants in recent dec-
ades. Aside from the Washington DC metropolitan area, other emerging im-
migrant gateways include the metropolitan areas of Dallas-Fort Worth, Atlan-
ta, Austin, and Las Vegas (Singer 2013). 
 
 It is particularly important to examine these emerging immigrant gate-
ways for two reasons. First, these examinations will allow metropolitan gov-
ernments to better understand, and thus better serve, their growing immi-
grant populations. Second, these examinations will help metropolitan govern-
ments, and their native-born citizens, to better understand the ways in which 
these growing immigrant populations contribute to the cultural diversity and 
economic development of these areas.  Keeping these points in mind, this 
research brief will present time-series data from the US Decennial Census. 
This data estimates and describes the characteristics of immigrant popula-
tions in the Washington DC metropolitan area, and how these characteristics 
changed between 1980 and 2010.

1 

Figure 1. Map of the Washington DC Metropolitan Area. 
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“...this research brief will 

present a statistical por-

trait of immigrants in the 

Washington DC metro ar-

ea, with a particular focus 

on the ways in which these 

social and economic char-

acteristics have changed 

since the 1980s.” 

 

 

The Washington DC Metro Area as an Emerging Immigrant Gateway. 
 
 Boston, Chicago, Detroit, New York, and Philadelphia are often re-
garded as primary historical immigrant gateways (Singer 2013). Several 
generations of immigrations have settled in these metropolitan areas, and 
many more will do so in the future. However, several metropolitan areas 
have recently been classified as emerging immigrant gateways (Singer 
2013). These metropolitan areas include Atlanta, Austin, Dallas-Fort Worth, 
Las Vegas, and Washington DC. Prior to the great recession of 2008, many 
immigrants were drawn to the burgeoning job markets in these metropolitan 
areas (Wilson and Singer 2010; Singer 2013). And while the Great Reces-
sion slowed the rate of immigration to these metropolitan areas, the growth 
among immigrant communities in each area was substantial. Between the 
years 2000 and 2010, the immigrant population of the Dallas-Fort Worth 
metropolitan area grew by approximately 36 percent, from an estimated 
779,452 to just under 1.1 million persons. At the same time, the immigrant 
population of the Washington DC metropolitan area grew by 39 percent, 
from an estimated 824,116 to just about 1.14 million persons. 
 
 Researchers have investigated the factors that draw immigrants to 
the Washington DC metro area. One study found that three particular fac-
tors best explained the draw: a concentration of refugee resettlement pro-
grams, a large amount of foreign direct investment (FDI), and an abun-
dance of educational opportunities (Brown, Mott, and Malecki 2007). The 
work of Singer and Wilson (2006), which focused on the Washington DC 
metropolitan area, also found that a high concentration of refugee resettle-
ment programs was key in explaining the high rate of immigration to that 
area. Moreover, Wilson and Habecker (2008) found that immigrants, and 
African immigrants in particular, were attracted to the Washington DC area 
because it appeared to them as culturally diverse, manageable in size, rich 
in social capital, and a hub for international work and transnational connec-
tivity. 
 
 A few researchers also investigated the origins of immigrants who 
choose to settle in the Washington DC metro area. In an earlier study, Sing-
er, Friedman, Cheung, and Price (2001) found that the Washington DC met-
ropolitan area attracted a large proportion of African immigrants during the 
1990s. Moreover, statistics from the US Census Bureau (2000, 2007) indi-
cate that in the years following the new millennium, Africans were the fast-
ing growing immigrant group in the Washington DC metropolitan area. Nev-
ertheless, Singer (2013) found that Africans do not account for the largest 
group of immigrants in the metro area. According to her work, Salvadorans 
account for the largest (13.7%) immigrant group in the Washington DC met-
ropolitan area, followed by Indians (6.4%), Koreans (4.9%), and Mexicans 
(4.0%). 
 
 Few studies (with notable exceptions) have examined the social and 
economic characteristics of immigrants who choose to settle in the Wash-
ington DC metropolitan area. Thus, this research brief will present a statisti-
cal portrait of immigrants in the Washington DC metro area, with a particular 
focus on the ways in which these social and economic characteristics have 
changed since the 1980s. 
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“In total, the immigrant 

population of the Wash-

ington DC metropolitan 

area expanded by a fac-

tor of 4.5 between 1980 

and 2010.” 

 

 

 

Growth among immigrant populations since 1980. 

 The immigrant population of the Washington DC metropolitan area has 
steadily expanded since 1980. At that time, immigrants accounted for approxi-
mately 8.3 percent of the metropolitan population, which amounted to an esti-
mated 250,000 individuals. By the year 1990 the immigrant population ac-
counted for approximately 12.5 percent of the metropolitan population, and 
continued growing into the new millennium and beyond. By 2010, immigrants 
accounted for  21.4 percent of the metropolitan population, which amounted to 
an estimated 1.14 million individuals. In total, the immigrant population of the 
Washington DC metropolitan area expanded by a factor of 4.5 between 1980 
and 2010. 

 Immigrant participation in the full-time workforce of the Washington DC 

metropolitan area has increased at an even greater rate than the general im-
migrant population. In 1980, immigrants accounted for approximately 8.4 per-
cent of the full-time workforce, which amounted to an estimated 82,580 work-
ers. By 1990 the proportion of immigrants in the full-time workforce had in-
creased to 12.9 percent, or an estimated 187,054 workers. Growth continued 
in 2000 and 2010 as well. By 2010, immigrants accounted for approximately 
25.8 percent of the full-time metropolitan workforce, which amounted to an es-
timated 523,573 workers. Overall, the population of immigrants working full-
time in the Washington DC metro area grew by a factor of 6.3 between 1980 
and 2010. These estimates do not include self-employed workers. 

 It is also interesting to note that growth in the general immigrant popula-
tion of the metropolitan area began to slow in 2000. At the same time, growth 
in the working immigrant population became more pronounced. This suggests 
that the Washington DC metropolitan area is a location that appeals to immi-
grant workers in particular. 

Figure 2. Expanding immigrant population of the Washington DC metro area, 
1980-2010. 
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 In 1980, the majority of immigrants in the Washington DC metropoli-

tan area had emigrated from three geographic regions: Asia (32.1%), Eu-

rope (28.0%), and Latin American and the Caribbean (23.8%). A small mi-

nority of immigrants had emigrated from the remaining geographic regions: 

Africa (5.2%), North America and Oceania (4.3%), and Other (6.6%).
2 

 

 However, the regional origins of the metropolitan immigrant popula-

tion began to shift in subsequent years. In 1990, approximately 16.1 percent 

of immigrants had emigrated from Europe, and approximately 2.4 percent of 

immigrants had emigrated from North America and Oceania. Individuals who 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

emigrated from Asia accounted for approximately 37.5 percent of immi-

grants, and individuals who emigrated from Latin America and the Caribbean 

accounted for approximately 32.9 percent of all immigrants. Additionally, in-

dividuals who emigrated from Africa accounted for approximately 7.5 percent 

of all immigrants. 

 

 These trends continued into the new millennium and beyond. By 2010 

individuals from Latin America and the Caribbean accounted for approxi-

mately 40.4 percent of all immigrants in the Washington DC metropolitan ar-

ea. Moreover, individuals from Asia accounted for approximately 35.6 per-

cent of immigrants, while individuals from Africa  accounted for approximate-

ly 13.3 percent of all immigrants. Collectively, individuals from Europe, North 

America and Oceania, and Other regions account for approximately 10.7 

percent of all immigrants in the metro area. 

  

 An examination of the national origins of immigrants in the Washing-

ton DC metro area provides a more nuanced understanding of these trends 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“In 1980, the majority 

of immigrants in the 

Washington DC 

metropolitan area had 

emigrated from three 

geographic regions: 

Asia (32.1%), Europe 

(28.0%), and Latin 

American and the 

Caribbean (23.8%).”  

 1980 1990 2000 2010 

 % % % % 

North America 
and Oceania 

4.3 2.4 1.8 1.4 

Latin American and 
Caribbean 

23.8 32.9 38.8 40.4 

Europe 28.0 16.1 12.0 9.3 

Asia 32.1 37.5 36.4 35.6 

Africa 5.2 7.5 11.0 13.3 

Other 6.6 3.6 0.0 0.0 

Estimated Population 249,560 476,303 824,116 1,142,353 

Table 1. Regions of birth among immigrants, 1980-2010. 

On the shifting origins of immigrants since 1980. 
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“By 2010, the national 

origins of immigrants 

living in the 

metropolitan area had 

changed dramatically. El 

Salvador (13.7%) ranked 

as the top nation of birth 

among immigrants, 

which was followed by 

India (6.7%), Korea 

(5.2%), Mexico (4.1%), 

and Vietnam (4.0%).” 

 

 

1980 % 2010 % 

Germany 5.9 El Salvador 13.7 

Korea 4.5 India 6.7 

Vietnam 4.4 Korea 5.2 

Philippines 3.6 Mexico 4.1 

India 3.6 Vietnam 4.0 

Canada 3.4 China 3.7 

England 3.3 Philippines 3.6 

China 2.9 Guatemala 3.4 

Jamaica 2.8 Peru 2.9 

Italy 2.4 Bolivia 2.7 

All others 63.2 All others 49.9 

Estimated Population 249,650 Estimated Population 1,114,353 

Table 2. Top ten countries of birth among immigrants, 1980-2010. 

over time. In 1980, Germany (5.9%) ranked as the top nation of birth 
among immigrants in the Washington DC metropolitan area. Following 
closely behind were Korea (4.5%), Vietnam (4.4%), the Philippines (3.6%), 
and India (3.6%).  
 
 By 2010, the national origins of immigrants living in the metropolitan 
area had changed dramatically. El Salvador (13.7%) ranked as the top na-
tion of birth among immigrants, which was followed by India (6.7%), Korea 
(5.2%), Mexico (4.1%), and Vietnam (4.0%). European, North American 
and Oceanian nations did not rank among the top 10 nations of birth. The 
top ten nations were either based in Latin America or Asia. 
 
 It is also interesting to note that in 1980, the top ten nations of birth 
represented less than half (36.8%) of all immigrants in the metropolitan ar-
ea. At that time, a large majority (63.2%) of immigrants were born in other 
nations. However, in 2010 approximately 50.1 percent of immigrants in the 
Washington DC metropolitan area were represented among the top ten 
nations of birth. This suggests that the origins of immigrants had become 
increasingly concentrated among only a smaller number of nations over 
time.   
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“By 2010, Hispanics 

accounted for approxi-

mately 35.6 percent of 

all immigrants. Whites 

and Asians accounted 

for nearly equal shares 

of the immigrant popu-

lation: approximately 

33.7 and 31.0 percent, 

respectively.” 

Expanding ethnic and racial diversity among immigrants, 1980-2010. 
 
  Though more concentrated in terms of country of origin, the ethnic 
and racial characteristics of the metropolitan immigrant population have  be-
come increasingly diverse since 1980. At that time, approximately 18.5 per-
cent of immigrants were ethnically Hispanic. Moreover, the majority (57.6%) 
of immigrants were racially white, while smaller shares were Asian (26.2%), 
Black (12.2%), and Other (4.0%).

3 

 

 By 1990, the proportion of white immigrants had fallen to approxi-
mately 41.2 percent, while the proportion of Asian immigrants increased to 
approximately 31.6 percent (see Figure 4). At the same time, the proportion 
of Black immigrants increased to approximately 14.6 percent, and  the  

proportion of  immigrants of other races in-
creased to 12.6 percent. The proportion of 
Hispanic immigrants also grew to approxi-
mately 27.6 percent. 
 
 Trends toward ethnic and racial diver-
sity continued through the years 2000 and 
2010 (see Figure 3). By 2010, Hispanics ac-
counted for approximately 35.6 percent of all 
immigrants. Whites and Asians accounted 
for nearly equal shares of the immigrant 
population: approximately 33.7 and 31.0 
percent, respectively.  The proportion of 
Black immigrants increased to approximate-
ly 16.5 percent, and the proportion of immi-
grants of other races increased to approxi-
mately 18.8 percent. 
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Figure 4. Race among DC immigrants, 1980-2010. 
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DC immigrants, 1980-2010. 
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“Two languages that 

were not common in 

1980 rose to prominence 

in 2010. These lan-

guages were Ahmaric, 

which was spoken by 

approximately 2.7 per-

cent of immigrant 

households, and Kru, 

which was spoken by 

about 2.5 percent of im-

migrant households.” 

A Growing Proportion of Spanish-Speaking Immigrants since 1980. 

 The languages spoke among the immigrant population of the Washing-
ton DC metropolitan area have shifted dramatically since 1980. In 1980 ap-
proximately 31.7 percent  of the immigrant population spoke English most often 
at home. Approximately 16.7 percent of the immigrant population spoke Span-
ish most often at home. Together, English and Spanish speakers accounted for 
approximately  48.7 percent of the entire immigrant population in 1980. Other 
languages spoke in immigrant households were Korean, Chinese, Vietnamese, 
Filipino, and Hindi. French, German, and Farsi were also somewhat common. 
 
 Many of these languages remained common among immigrant house-
holds in the metropolitan area through 2010. However, in 2010 approximately 
32.7 percent of the immigrant population spoke Spanish most often at home, 
while approximately 17.4 percent spoke English most often at home. In both 
1980 and 2010 English and Spanish were spoken in the area’s homes; howev-
er during this period the balance between English and Spanish reversed. Asian
-based languages, such as Korean, Chinese, Vietnamese, Filipino, and Hindi 
were also commonly spoken among immigrant households, comprising about 
17 percent.  
 
 Two languages that were not common in 1980 rose to prominence in 
2010. These languages were Ahmaric, which was spoken by approximately 2.7 
percent of immigrant households, and Kru, which was spoken by about 2.5 
percent of immigrant households. Ahmaric is spoken in Ethiopia, while Kru is 
spoken in Burkina-Faso, the Ivory Coast, and Liberia. 

1980 % 2010 % 

English 31.7 Spanish 32.7 

Spanish 16.7 English 17.4 

Korean 4.7 Korean 4.6 

Chinese 4.7 Chinese 3.8 

French 4.5 Vietnamese 3.5 

German 3.8 French 3.0 

Vietnamese 3.6 Filipino 2.9 

Filipino 2.8 Amharic 2.7 

Hindi 2.5 Kru 2.5 

Farsi 2.3 Hindi 2.3 

All other languages 22.6 All other languages 24.6 

Estimated Population 249,560 Estimated Population 1,142,353 

Table 3. Top ten languages spoken among immigrant households in the 
Washington DC metropolitan area, 1980 and 2010. 
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“The shrinking percent-

age of immigrants who 

speak English well is 

likely related to the 

shrinking percentage of 

immigrants who speak 

English most often at 

home.” 
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Figure 5. Percentage of the immigrant population that speaks English well 
or very well in the Washington DC metropolitan area, 1980-2010. 

On the Shrinking Percentage of English-Speaking Immigrants since 
1980. 
 
 As demonstrated in the previous section, the percentage of immigrants 
in the Washington DC metro area who spoke English most often at home de-
clined markedly between 1980 and 2010. However, immigrants often speak 
multiple languages, and may have strong English skills even if they do not 
speak the language at home. This is reflected by the large percentage of im-
migrants (more than half) who reported that they spoke English well or very 
well between 1980 and 2010.  
 
 The percentage of immigrant who reported that they spoke English 
very well shrunk between 1980 through 2000. In 1980, approximately 67.5 
percent of immigrants reported that they spoke English well or very well, while 
in 2000 about 56.7 percent of immigrants reported that they spoke English 
very well. Nevertheless, this percentage increased to approximately 58.8 per-
cent by 2010. 
 
 The shrinking percentage of immigrants who speak English well or very 
well is likely related to the shrinking percentage of immigrants who speak 
English most often at home. Language abilities are often cemented within the 
household, where individuals feel secure enough to practice through conver-
sations with other family members and friends. Thus, as immigrants spoke 
English less often at home, their English speaking ability became less robust. 
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An aging immigrant population since 1980. 
 
 The immigrant population of the Washington DC metropolitan area has 
aged since 1980 (see Figure 5). At that time, approximately 50.1 percent of 
immigrants were 34 years of age or younger, and approximately 15.7 percent 
were younger than 18. However, in 1990 the share of immigrants who were 
34 years of age or younger had fallen to approximately 49.4 percent, while 
the share of those below the age of 18 had fallen to approximately 11.2 per-
cent. 
 
 By the year 2000, the majority (54.9%) of immigrants were above the 
age of 34. Moreover, the share of immigrants who were younger than 18 had 
fallen to approximately 9.9 percent. By 2010, an even greater majority 
(60.6%) of immigrants were older than 34 years of age, while the percentage 
of immigrants who were younger than 18 had fallen even further (7.4%). 
 
 The aging of the immigrant population of the Washington DC metropol-
itan area suggests that the immigrants who arrived after 1980 were more 
likely to be young or middle aged adults, rather than young children or teen-
agers. The most common age range across this thirty-year period was 25 
through 44 years of age. This age range includes the prime working-years of 
life, which further suggests that immigrants who settle in the Washington DC 
metropolitan area are more likely to be workers than children or the elderly. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“The aging of the immi-

grant population of the 

Washington DC metro-

politan area suggests 

that the immigrants who 

arrived after 1980 were 

more likely to be young 

or middle aged adults, 

rather than young chil-

dren or teenagers.” 

 

 

Figure 5. Age groups among immigrants, 1980-2010. 
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On the growth in educational attainment among immigrants who 
were at least 27 years of age, since 1980. 
 
 As the immigrant population of the Washington DC metropolitan 
area aged, it also made some gains in educational attainment. Between 
1980 and 2010, the share of immigrants (who were at least 27 years of 
age) with at least a bachelors degree increased from approximately 34.8 
to 42.0 percent. The share of immigrants who lacked a college education 
fell from approximately 45.2 to 39.4 percent during the same time period. 
 
 In terms of raw counts, the largest amount of growth was observed 
among immigrants who were at least 27 years old and had attained a 
bachelors degree (see Figure 6). In 1980, there were an estimated 
23,120 of these individuals living in the Washington DC metropolitan ar-
ea. By 2010, that figure had increased by a factor of 5.1, to an estimated 
195,755 individuals. 
 
 The gains in educational attainment among the immigrant popula-
tion suggest that immigrants who choose to settle in the Washington DC 
metro area are not only workers, but more well-educated workers. As 
such, we can infer that a portion of immigrants in the metro area are 
young or middle-aged professionals.  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“The gains in educa-

tional attainment 

among the immigrant 

population suggest 

that immigrants who 

choose to settle in the 

Washington DC metro 

area are not only work-

ers, but well-educated 

workers.” 

21.7% 22.0% 24.5% 20.8%

23.5%
18.8% 17.2%

18.6%

20.0%
21.7% 19.5%

18.6%

13.4% 18.5% 19.4%
21.4%

21.3% 19.0% 19.4% 20.5%

1980 1990 2000 2010

Professional or Graduate

Degree

Bachelor's Degree

Some College or Associate's
Degree

High School Diploma

No High School Diploma

Figure 6. Educational attainment among immigrant adults, 1980-2010. 
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“By 2010, about one-

third of all entrepre-

neurs in the metropoli-

tan area were also im-

migrants, which 

amounted to an esti-

mated 51,305 individu-

als.” 

Immigrants in the Washington DC Metropolitan Area Labor Force since 
1980. 
 
 As mentioned on page 3, immigrants have accounted for a growing 
share of the full-time labor force in the Washington DC metropolitan area since 
1980.

4
 Indeed, the number of foreign-born workers in the labor force grew by a 

factor of 6.3, from 82,580 in 1980 to 523,572 in 2010. By 2010, immigrants ac-
counted for more than a quarter (25.8%) of all full time workers in the metropol-
itan area. 
 
 The growth of immigrant entrepreneurs in the Washington DC metropol-
itan area has been even more pronounced.

5
 In 1980, immigrants accounted for 

approximately 11.3 percent of all entrepreneurs in the metro area, which 
amounted to an estimated 6,980 individuals. By 1990, that percentage had 
grown to approximately 17.4 percent, which amounted to an estimated 18,398 
immigrant entrepreneurs. 
 
 In 2000, the percent of entrepreneurs who were immigrants had in-
creased to approximately 23.3 percent, or 30,197 individuals. By 2010, about 
one-third of all entrepreneurs in the metropolitan area were also immigrants, 
which amounted to an estimated 51,305 individuals. All told, the population of 
immigrant entrepreneurs grew by a factor of 7.3 between 1980 and 2010, and 
a good deal of this growth occurred after the year 2000. 
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Figure 7. Percentage of immigrant workers and immigrant entrepreneurs 
among the full time work force, 1980-2010. 
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Industries of employment among immigrants since 1980.
6 

 
 In 1980, the majority (66.7%) of  full-time immigrant workers were 
concentrated among only four industrial sectors: professional and related 
services (24.2%), public administration (16.1%), retail trade (14.6%), and 
finance, investment, and real estate (11.9%).  The vast majority of immi-
grants worked within these industrial sectors through the year 2010. 
Moreover, the professional and related services sector of the Washing-
ton DC metropolitan area has remained the most popular industrial sec-
tor of employment among immigrants since 1980.

 

 
 Nevertheless, other industrial sectors of employment have become 
increasingly popular among immigrant workers in the metropolitan area. 
For instance, the construction sector of the economy employed approxi-
mately 4.8 percent of full-time immigrant workers in 1980. By 2010, that 
percentage had increased to approximately 11.3 percent. Another sector 
that increased in popularity was the business and repair services sector, 
which employed approximately 5.0 percent of full-time immigrant workers 
in 1980, and approximately 11.8 percent by 2010. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“...the professional and 

related services sector 

of the Washington DC 

metropolitan area has 

remained the most 

popular industrial sec-

tor of employment 

among immigrants 

since 1980.”
 

Table 4. Industries of employment among immigrants, 1980-2010. 

 1980 1990 2000 2010 

 % % % % 

Agriculture,  
Forestry, Fishing 

0.3 0.6 1.1 1.6 

Mining 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.1 

Construction 4.8 7.7 9.1 11.3 

Manufacturing 6.5 6.0 5.5 3.8 

Transportation, Communications, 
Public Utilities 

5.8 6.3 7.8 6.9 

Wholesale Trade 1.7 2.4 1.9 1.4 

Retail Trade 14.6 17.5 16.6 15.2 

Finance, Investment, Real Estate 11.9 10.4 7.9 6.7 

Business and Repair Services 5.0 7.7 10.2 11.8 

Personal  
Services 

8.2 8.7 8.2 6.8 

Entertainment and Recreation 0.9 0.6 0.6 0.7 

Professional and Related Services 24.2 22.5 23.6 25.8 

Public Administration 16.1 9.6 7.3 7.9 

Estimated Population 87,260 203,246 338,341 572,229 
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“When compared to im-

migrant entrepreneurs, 

stagnation best charac-

terizes the trend in per-

sonal income among full-

time immigrant wage 

workers in the metropoli-

tan area.” 

Figure 8. Real median personal income among self-employed immigrants 
and immigrant wage workers, 1980-2010. 
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Stagnant and declining incomes among full-time immigrant workers 
since 1980. 
 
 The real personal incomes of full-time immigrant workers have either 
stagnated or declined since 1980.

7
 In the case of immigrant entrepreneurs, 

personal incomes have declined markedly. In 1980, the median personal in-
come among immigrant entrepreneurs in the Washington DC metropolitan area 
was an estimated $55,580. By the year 1990, that median estimate had fallen 
to $52,755. In 2000, immigrant entrepreneurs were characterized by an esti-
mated median income of $45,810. That estimate continued to fall through the 
year 2010, to $41,175. Overall, this median estimate shrunk by an average of 
more than 1 percent per year. 
 
 When compared to immigrant entrepreneurs, stagnation best character-
izes the trend in personal income among full-time immigrant wage workers in 
the metropolitan area. After falling from an estimated $45,068 in 1980 to an es-
timate $43,084 in 1990, the median personal income among full-time immi-
grant wage workers remained largely stagnant through 2010. There was some 
growth in the median income of this population between 1990 and 2000, but 
that growth was minimal—it only amounted to a 2 percent increase. 
 
 Stagnant and declining incomes are surprising, especially when consid-
ering that the education attainment of the adult immigrant population in the 
metro area increased between 1980 and 2010. The number of immigrants with 
at least a college education grew substantially. However, some immigrants 
have moved into low-paying industrial sectors of employment since 1980, such 
as the construction sector and the business and repair services sector. This 
may account for the stagnation and decretion that characterized the personal 
incomes of immigrant workers between 1980 and 2010. A degree of brain 
waste may have occurred. That is, immigrants who earned college  or profes-
sional degree outside of the us may have been unable to work in their field of 
expertise because their foreign credentials were not recognized in the US. 
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“The shifts in national 

origin and ethnic and ra-

cial make-up among im-

migrants in the Washing-

ton DC metropolitan area 

suggest that the metro-

politan population be-

came increasingly di-

verse over time.” 

Discussion and conclusion: 
 
 Between 1980 and 2010, the Washington DC metropolitan area experi-
enced an incredible amount of growth in its immigrant population. As dis-
cussed earlier, much of this growth was accounted for by immigrants from 
Latin American nations, such as El Salvador, Mexico, Guatemala, Peru, and 
Bolivia, and Asian nations, such as India, Korea, Vietnam, China, and the 
Philippines. 
 
 The immigrant population of the Washington DC metropolitan area has 
also become more ethnically and racially diverse over time. The proportion of 
Hispanics among the metropolitan immigrant population has increased since 
1980. At the same time, the proportion of white immigrants decreased mark-
edly, while the proportion of non-white immigrants grew. This was particularly 
true of immigrants who did not identify as Black or Asian. Accompanying 
these trends is a shift in languages spoken, with Spanish being the most 
prominent language among immigrants in 2010, and a diminishing ability to 
speak English among the metropolitan immigrant population. 
 
 The shifts in national origin, ethnic and racial make-up, and linguistics 
among immigrants in the Washington DC metropolitan area suggest that the 
metropolitan population became increasingly diverse over time. It is likely that 
the trend towards greater diversity will continue in the decades to come, espe-
cially if the immigrant population has a high fertility rate. Further research is 
needed to confirm this. 
 
 The immigrant population of the metro area became increasingly edu-
cated as well; the number of immigrants with at least a college degree in-
creased markedly after 1980. And what’s more, the number of immigrants in 
the metropolitan area’s full time workforce grew at a quick pace. However, the 
personal incomes of full time immigrant workers had either stagnated (among 
wage workers) or sharply declined (among entrepreneurs). 
 
 How might we make sense of the contradictory trends in educational 
attainment and personal income among immigrant workers in the Washington 
DC metropolitan area? One possible answer is the diminishing ability to speak 
English among the immigrant population. However, another related possible 
answer may be that of “brain waste.” That is, the educational attainment of full
-time immigrant workers may have increased since 1980, but there may be 
social and legal barriers that prevent these immigrants from realizing the val-
ue of their educational gains, particularly if that education was obtained out-
side the US (Bergson-Shilcock and Witte 2015). More research is needed to 
confirm the validity of this possible answer. 
 
 Further research should also discuss the ways in which local govern-
ments in the metropolitan area can positively respond to the increasing diver-
sity of the local immigrant population. More specifically, further research ought 
to consider the ways in which local governments and policy-makers can sup-
port immigrants in the metropolitan area, with an eye to their linguistic and 
economic needs.  
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Notes 

1. Unless otherwise stated, all statistical estimates reported in this brief were 
calculated by Joshua Tuttle. All estimates were produced through analyses 
of Decennial Census data. Each year of data (1980, 1990, 2000, and 
2010) consist of 5 percent samples of the US population. Each sample is 
representative of the entire population of the US. 

 
2.  The “Other” category among regions of birth contains the following: individ-

uals born in territories that the Census Bureau defines as “OTHER, n.e.c.” 
These are territories that cannot be associated with any one region of the 
world as classified by the Census Bureau. 

 
3.  The “Other” category among races contains the following: individuals who 

self-identified as American Indians or Alaskan Natives, or a race not else-
where classified, or multiple races. The “other” category was created by 
Joshua Tuttle. 

 
4.  The full-time labor force is defined as the total number of full-time workers 

who were at least 18 years of age, who were employed when they filled 
out the American Community Survey, and had been employed for a full 
year prior to filling out the survey. 

 
5. Entrepreneurs are defined here as workers who are self-employed. 
 
6.  Self-employed workers were included in these estimates. 
 
7.  Personal income is defined by the US Census Bureau as each respond-

ent’s pre-tax income from all revenue sources. Dollar amounts are ex-
pressed in 2010 constant dollars. 
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