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Observing the rise of the Washington D.C. Metropolitan Area as an Immigrant Gateway 

Map of the Washington D.C. Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) 

Introduction: 

The institute for Immigration Research 
(IIR) recently examined the rise of the 
Washington D.C. metropolitan area as an 
immigrant gateway in the U.S. This fact 
sheet highlights some of the findings 
produced during this examination. 
 
Geographies included in the Washington 
D.C. metropolitan area are displayed in 
yellow on the map (see left). Some major 
cities inside of the metropolitan bounda-
ries include Alexandria, Fairfax, Freder-
icksburg, Gaithersburg, Manassas, Silver 
Spring, and of course, Washington D.C. 
proper. 
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Growth among the Immigrant Populations of the Washington D.C. Metropolitan Area, 1980—2010. 

The immigrant population of the Washington D.C. metropolitan area has steadily expanded since 1980. At that time, 
immigrants accounted for approximately 8.3 percent of the metropolitan population, which amounted to an esti-
mated 250,000 foreign-born individuals.  By the year 1990 the immigrant population accounted 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. 

Immigrant participation in the full-time 
workforce of the metropolitan area in-
creased at an even greater rate than the  
general immigrant population. In 1980, 
immigrants accounted 8.4 percent of the 
full-time workforce, which amounted to 
an estimated 82,580 workers. By 2010, 
immigrants accounted for 25.8 percent of 
the full-time workforce, which amounted 
to an estimated 523,573 workers. 



 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau. U.S. Decennial Census, 1970-2010. ipums.org extracts. 

About the Institute for Immigration Research  

The mission of the IIR is to refocus the immigration conversation among academics, policy-makers and the public, including the business 
community and media, by producing and disseminating unbiased and objective, interdisciplinary academic research related to immigrants 
and immigration to the United States. The Institute for Immigration Research is a joint venture between George Mason University and The 
Immigrant Learning Center, Inc. (ILC) of Massachusetts. Please go to our research initiatives page (http://iir.gmu.edu/research/). You can 
see many of our completed projects. 

Contact Us  

Institute for Immigration Research  
4087 University Drive, Suite 4200  
Fairfax, VA 22030  
 
Office: 703-993-5606  
Email: iir@gmu.edu  
Website: http://iir.gmu.edu/  
Facebook: IIRGMU  
Twitter: @IIRGMU  
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See the full research brief on the IIR website: 

The full research brief “Immigration by the Numbers: Observing the Rise of the Washington 
DC Metropolitan Area as an Immigrant Gateway” can be found on the IIR’s website under 
the Mapping Immigrant Populations heading.  

The full research brief discusses the demographic and workforce changes that occurred in 
the Washington DC metropolitan area as result of immigration between the years 1980 and 
2010. Specific topics addressed in the brief include race, ethnicity, language proficiency, and 
more. 

Additional reports and fact sheets regarding the geographic distribution of immigrants in the 
U.S. can be found under the Mapping Immigrant Populations heading. 
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Increasing racial diversity among immigrants in the Washington D.C. Metropolitan Area, 1980—2010  

The racial characteristics of the metropolitan im-
migrant population have become increasingly 
diverse since 1980. At that time, approximately 
57.6 percent of immigrants were White, while 
smaller shares were Asian (26.2%), Black (12.2%), 
or of other races (4.0%).  

By 2010, Whites and Asians accounted for nearly 
equal shares of the immigrant population: ap-
proximately 33.7 and 31.0 percent, respectively. 
The proportion of Black immigrants increased to 
approximately 16.5 percent, and the proportion 
of immigrants of other races increased to ap-
proximately 18.8 percent. 
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On the Shrinking Percentage of English-Speaking Immigrants in the Metropolitan Area, 1980—2010. 

A majority of immigrants in the metropolitan 
area spoke English well or very well between 
1980 and 2010. Nevertheless, the percentage 
of immigrants who spoke English well or very 
well shrunk during this time period. In 1980, 
approximately 67.5 percent of immigrants re-
ported that they spoke English well or very 
well. By 2010, that percentage remained at 
approximately 58.8. 
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