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Common Myths
About Undocumented

Immigrants

Myth: Undocumented immigrants do not want
to be legal residents.

Fact: Immigrants come to the U.S. for a variety
of reasons — to reunite with family or to find
better employment opportunities — and would
prefer to do so through legal channels. However,
the U.S. immigration system is extremely limited,
and undocumented immigrants in the U.S. cannot
simply apply for a visa and obtain legal status.

Myth: Undocumented immigrants are lazy.
Fact: Ninety-six percent of undocumented men
living in the U.S. are employed, which exceeds
the labor force participation rate of legal
immigrants and U.S. citizens by 15 percentage
points. Many work two or more jobs. It is clear
that employment is a major driving force behind
undocumented migration; many industries, such
as restaurants, hotels, and agriculture, report that
they rely on these hardworking migrants.

Myth: Undocumented immigrants take jobs
from Americans.

Fact: Immigrant labor is needed to fill jobs in the
U.S. that an older, more educated American
workforce is not willing to fill, especially at the
low wages and poor working conditions many
unscrupulous employers offer.?  Currently, there
are approximately nine million undocumented
workers in the U.S. filling important gaps in the
labor market. There is substantial evidence that
their presence in the labor force creates jobs and
strengthens local economies.

Myth: Undocumented immigrants do not pay taxes.
Fact: Undocumented immigrants pay taxes in a
number of ways, including income and sales tax.
The majority of undocumented immigrants pay

income taxes using Individual Taxpayer
Identification Numbers (ITINs) or false Social
Security numbers. All immigrants, regardless of
status, will pay on average $80,000 per capita
more in taxes than they use in government
services over their lifetime.* The Social Security
system reaps the biggest windfall from taxes paid
by immigrants; the Social Security Administration
reports that it holds approximately $420 billion
from the earnings of immigrants who are not in a
position to claim benefits.*

Myth: Undocumented immigrants drain the
welfare system.

Fact: Undocumented immigrants are ineligible for
the vast majority of state and federal benefits and
are only eligible for those that are considered
important to public health and safety. In fact, many
legal immigrants are also ineligible for most federal
benefits. As a result, health care spending for
immigrants is approximately half that of citizens.’

Myth: The best way to stop undocumented
migration is by increasing enforcement.

Fact: Between 1986 and 2002 the number of
border enforcement agents has tripled, the
number of hours they spent patrolling the border
grew by a factor of approximately eight, and the
Border Patrol’s budget has increased tenfold. At
the same time, the number of undocumented
immigrants in the U.S. has continued to increase.®
Support is growing for a more comprehensive
approach to immigration control which combines
smart enforcement with measures to create a
legal path for those who come to the U.S. to
work, and those who are already in the workforce.
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