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immigrants are playing a pivotal role in reshaping the 
north carolina demographic and economic landscape.  today, 
there are roughly 750,000 foreign-born residents of the state, 
up from 22,000 in 1960 (figure 1).  

north carolina’s immigrants hail from literally every re-
gion of the world.  most of the recent arrivals, who are mainly 
from latin america and asia (figure 2), have settled primarily 
in the state’s major metropolitan areas, although there are no-
table concentrations in small towns and rural areas where there 
are industries that rely heavily on immigrant labor (table 4, 
table 5, and figure 6).

our immigrant newcomers are more likely to be people 
of color—mexican, el salvadorian, honduran, guatemalan, 
indian, chinese, vietnamese, korean, and filipino--than to be 
non-hispanic white (figure 5 and table 7).  they are natural-
ized citizens and non-citizens (figure 3); well educated and not-
so-well-educated (figure 4).  

in comparison to the native-born, north carolina’s immi-
grants are more likely to be in their prime working ages (fig-
ure 7), more likely to be married and live in married couple 
households (figures 8 and 9), and more likely to be employed in 
the industries and occupations that propelled north carolina’s 
economic growth over the past two decades (figures 11 and 
12).  immigrants have higher poverty rates than the native-born 
(table 12 and figure 15).  But they are far more likely to be the 
working poor than the jobless poor. 

Despite higher rates of poverty, immigrants are less likely 
than the native born to rely on means-tested sources of income 
provided by the government (figure 14).  they also are less 
likely than the native born to benefit from health insurance cov-
erage.  But those who are insured are more likely than the native 
born to rely on private rather than public sources of coverage 
(table 11).  

through their consumer purchasing power, immigrants 
have had a profound impact on the state’s economy.  even af-
ter discounting their buying power to account for remittances, 
savings, and interest payments, immigrant purchases rippled 
through north carolina’s economy, creating an overall eco-
nomic impact of $19.76 billion in 2010.  on a per capita basis, 
immigrant consumer spending was greater than the consumer 

spending of one native born (the nc born and bred) and three 
race/ethnic groups (Blacks, other races, and hispanics) (table 
13).  

as a target of most of the attention in the immigration 
reform debate, the economic contributions of hispanic new-
comers to the state--most of whom are immigrants—merit 
special attention.  hispanic buying power ($9.5 billion) rippled 
through the state’s economy creating an overall economic im-
pact of $10.3 billion, or $12,895 per hispanic resident, in 2010.  
in addition, hispanic consumer spending was responsible for 
creating 92,000 spin-off jobs which, in turn, generated $3.4 bil-
lion in spin-off labor income, $460 million in spin-off state and 
local taxes, $444 million in spin-off federal taxes, and $367 mil-
lion in spin-off social insurance payments.  consumer spending 
by all immigrants generated 171,000 spin-off jobs, $6.4 billion 
in spin-off labor income, $1.4 billion in spin-off state and local 
taxes, $863 million in spin-off federal taxes, and $693 million in 
spin-off social insurance payments (table 14). 

for immigrants and hispanic newcomers, the state spent 
$2.3 billion and $2.0 billion, respectively, on essential services—
k-12 education, health services, and public safety—in 2010 
(table 15).  on a per capita basis, more was spent on immi-
grants that any other demographic group.  the state spent more 
on hispanics than it did on two other race/ethnic (asians and 
whites) and two native born (domestic imports and the north 
carolina born and bred) groups.  at the same time these public 
investments were being made, the state received $2.4 billion 
and $1.5 billion, respectively, in total tax revenue (direct and 
indirect contributions) from immigrants ($3,869 per capita) and 
hispanics ($1,900 per capita) in 2010 (table 17).  the difference 
between immigrants’ estimated direct and indirect tax contri-
butions and their estimated public cost resulted in a net fiscal 
surplus to the state of $537 million—approximately $468 per 
immigrant household resident.  the difference between his-
panics’ estimated tax contributions and their estimated public 
costs resulted in a net fiscal loss to the state of $462 million or 
about $578 per hispanic resident.  

Juxtaposing the net contributions of these two groups 
(consumer spending and tax contributions) against their cor-
responding cost of essential services (figures 21 and 22) revealed 
that $10 in revenue was generated for every $1 the state in-

ExEcutivE SummaryexeCuTive summary
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vested in essential services for immigrants; $6 was generated for 
every $1 invested in essential services for hispanics (table 18).  
in other words, the overall economic impact of both groups—
immigrants and hispanics—was net positive, underscoring the 
need for an open door immigration policy, especially given the 
aging of north carolina’s native born population and likely 
continuing population losses and growing dependency rates in 
the state’s rural counties. 
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natural population increase, that is, an excess of births over 
deaths, and net in-migration, which has included both movers 
from other states (domestic migrants) and movers from abroad 
(international migrants).  prior research has shown, however, 
that migration—domestic and international--has been far more 
important than natural increase in overall population growth 
(Johnson and parnell, 2012).  

2.1 Historical Overview 

international migration to north carolina is, for the most 
part, a post-1960 phenomenon (figure 1).  the state’s foreign-
born population increased on average by about 14,000 or 65% 
annually between 1960 and 2012.  But, most of the absolute 
growth in the foreign-born population—roughly 85% of the 
total--has occurred since 1990 (table 2).  today, there are nearly 
750,000 foreign-born residents of the state—up from roughly 
22,000 in 1960 (figure 1).  

international migration to north carolina over the past 
half century has been driven by changes in federal immigration 
policy and structural changes in the economies of the state, 
the nation, and the world.  to a large degree, as we show below, 
these forces have strongly influenced the geographic origins, 
citizenship status, and educational attainment levels of interna-
tional movers to north carolina. 

2.1.1. Immigrant Origins 

prior to 2000, as figure 2 shows, a significant share of the 
immigrant newcomers to north carolina was from europe and 
north america.  the flows from these two regions were a hold-
over or legacy of our twentieth century immigration policy that 
favored immigrants of european descent.  phenotypically simi-
lar to anglo-saxons, immigrants from europe were assumed to 
be able to assimilate into the mainstream of american society 
more easily than prospective immigrants from other regions of 
the world.  

Between 2000 and 2009, however, there was a major shift 
in immigrant origins, from europe and north america to latin 
america, asia, and africa, as figure 2 illustrates.  this dramatic 

1.0 inTroduCTion and PurPose 

our goal in this report is to assess the demographic and 
economic impacts of immigrants or the foreign-born on north 
carolina regions, counties, and communities as well as the 
state as a whole.1 toward this end, we begin with a brief his-
torical overview of international migration to north carolina.  
Drawing upon prior research and data from the 2012 american 
community survey (acs) and the irs migration file, we de-
vote specific attention to how immigrants or the foreign-born 
have been integrated into north carolina communities and 
the state’s economy.  next, we undertake a detailed analysis of 
immigrant economic impacts, addressing empirically one of the 
most critical issues in the current policy debate about immigra-
tion reform: do immigrants contribute more than they cost?  we 
utilize data from the acs, census 2010, and other public sourc-
es and an input-output model to estimate immigrant costs and 
contributions to the north carolina economy.2  we conclude 
with a summary of our major findings and a detailed discussion 
of the implications for the future viability and competitiveness 
of north carolina. 

2.0 inTernaTional migraTion To 
norTh Carolina

north carolina has experienced unprecedented popula-
tion growth over the past fifty years.  in absolute terms, the 
population increased from 4.6 million in 1960 to 9.5 million 
in 2010.  in relative terms, north carolina (109.3%) grew sig-
nificantly more rapidly than the u.s. (72.2%) and slightly more 
rapidly than the south (108.4%) during this period (table 1).  

two demographic drivers are responsible for this growth: 

1  The terms “immigrant” and “foreign-born” are used interchangeably throughout 
this report.  Moreover, the immigrant or foreign born population is divided into two 
subgroups in certain sections of report: naturalized citizens and non-citizens.  To become 
a naturalized citizen, an immigrant must be at least 18 years of age; have lawful 
permanent residence (a green card) for at least five continuous years (three continuous 
years if the individual is married to a U.S. citizen); no criminal record; the ability to read, 
write, and speak simple words and phrases in English; and knowledge and understanding 
of American History fundamentals and U.S. government principles.  Non-citizens include, 
among others, immigrants who enter the U.S. as temporary workers, international 
students, foreign diplomats, refugees, parolees, or asylees.  The native-born includes 
anyone who was a U.S. citizen or U.S. national by birth. This include individuals who 
were born in the United States, Puerto Rico, a U.S. Island Area (U.S. Virgin Islands, Guam, 
American Samoa, or the Commonwealth of the Northern Marian Islands), or abroad of a 
U.S. citizen parent or parents, are defined as native ( See Gryn and Larsen, 2010).

2  As a basis for comparison, we also estimate the economic impact of non-movers 
(i.e., the North Carolina born and bred) and domestic migrants (i.e., movers from other 
states), as well as the major race/ethnic groups, including Hispanics, The State’s largest 
immigrant group. 

North CaroliNa
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0.5% 0.6% 1.3% 1.7% 

5.3% 

7.5% 7.7% 

1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2012 

21,978 28,620 

78,356 
115,077 

430,000 

719,837 748,072 

Area 

1960 
Total

Population 

2010 
Total

Population 
Percent
Change

u.s. 179,323,175 308,745,538 72.2

The south 54,973,000 114,555,714 108.4

north Carolina 4,556,155 9,535,471 109.3

source: forstall (1996); census 2000; census 2010.

Period 
Absolute
Change 

Percent
Change 

1960-1970 6,642 30.2%

1970-1980 49,736 173.8%

1980-1990 36,721 46.9%

1990-2000 314,923 273.7%

2000-2010 289,137 67.2%

2010-2012 28,935 4.0%

2000-2012 318,072 74.0%

1960-2012 726,094 3,303.7%

source: forstall (1996); census 2000; census 2010; acs 2012.

figure 1
north carolina foreign-Born population 

growth, 1960-2012

table 2
aBsolute anD percent change in the foreign-Born population, selecteD years, 1960-2012

table 1
aBsolute anD percent population change for the u.s.,  the south, anD north carolina, 

1960-2010

source: forstall (1996); census 2000; census 2010; acs 2012.
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shift in immigrant origins reflected the full fledge effect of the 
hart-cellar act of 1965--an amendment to u.s. immigration 
law that eliminated discriminatory barriers to entry based on 
geographic origin and lifted strict quotas previously imposed 
on people aspiring to emigrate to the u.s. from places other 
than europe.  

By creating employer demand for unskilled, semi-skilled, 
and highly skilled labor, north carolina’s booming economy 
during both the 1990s and the 2000s played a pivotal role in 
this shift in immigrant origins.  in fact, north carolina-based 
employers were actively engaged in both formal and informal 
recruitment of international workers, especially from mexico 
and central america, to fill pressing labor needs in the state’s 
economy during the 1990s (Johnson-webb, 2002; 2003), con-
tinuing well into the 2000s ( kasarda and Johnson, 2006).

since 2010, as figure 2 reveals, there has been yet another 
shift in the origins of immigrant newcomers to north carolina: 
a sharp drop in the share of movers from latin america (32.9% 
versus 65.2% between 2000 and 2009) and a concomitant in-
crease in the share of movers from asia (43.3% versus 20% 
between 2000 and 2009).  these most recent shifts in immi-
grant origins were prompted in part by government-mandated 
heightened security measures along the u.s.-mexico border, 
which were aimed at curtailing to the maximum extent possible 
the influx of unauthorized immigrants from mexico and other 
parts of latin america, and partly by a growing demand for 
highly-skilled workers to fuel entrepreneurship and continued 
high tech employment growth in our nation’s post-recession 
economy (mills and Doerr, 2011; vigdor, 2013). 

largely as a function of these historic and contemporary 
demographic drivers and influences, the majority of the state’s 
foreign-born population in 2012—nearly early 60%--was from 
latin america.  the second largest segment--almost a quarter-
-was from asia and the remainder was from europe, africa, 
north america, or oceania. 

2.1.2 Citizenship Status 

Before 2000, the immigrant pool was evenly split between 
naturalized citizens (49.2%) and non-citizens (50.8%).  as fig-
ure 3 shows, however, there was a dramatic shift toward non-
citizen immigrant newcomers between 2000 and 2009.

most of the non-citizens who arrived prior to 2000 mainly 

filled jobs in the agriculture sector.  But, as we show below, the 
much larger number arriving during the first decade of the new 
millennium were either attracted by or recruited to fill employ-
ment opportunities in the construction trades and services in-
dustries that undergirded the state’s population/real estate de-
velopment boom and emergent urban-industrial and high tech 
economy.  largely as function of these structural shifts in labor 
demand, a majority of the state’s immigrants was non- citizens 
(68%) in 2012.  only a third (32%) was naturalized citizens 
(figure 3). 

2.1.3 Educational Attainment 

prior to 2000, slightly over half of the state’s immigrants 
(53.8%) had either less than a high school education (32.9%) 
or were at best high school graduates (20.9%).  But, as figure 
4 illustrates, the share of immigrant newcomers with low levels 
of educational attainment—that is, either high school graduates 
(20.9%) or less than high school educated (42.6%)—increased 
to nearly two thirds (63.5%) between 2000 and 2009.  this shift 
coincided with the sharp increases in employer demand for 
unskilled and semi-skilled labor in north carolina’s booming 
construction trades, poultry and meat processing, and other blue 
collar industries during the first decade of the new millennium 
(prior to the onset of the great recession).  

since 2010, however, the educational attainment levels of 
immigrant newcomers have flipped.  as figure 4 shows, the 
share of immigrants with some college, a bachelor’s degree, or 
a graduate/professional degree (57.5%) has been significantly 
greater than the share with a high school degree or less (42.5%).  
this shift was part of a broader national strategy to jump start 
economic and employment growth in the aftermath of the 
great recession of 2007-2009.  the u.s. government shifted 
it‘s stance on immigration, placing a premium on the recruit-
ment of highly skilled as opposed to low-skilled immigrant 
workers and entrepreneurs (mills and Doerr, 2011).  in part as 
a consequence of this policy shift, there was a near even split 
between the less educated and the well educated in the north 
carolina immigrant population in 2012.  as figure 4 shows, 
this pattern was similar to educational levels of immigrants who 
came to the state before 2000.
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2.2 Contemporary Snapshot 

today, owing partly to the diverse origins and backgrounds 
of the international migrants, north carolina is far more demo-
graphically diverse than it was a half century ago.  immigrants 
have contributed in major ways to a reshaping of the geographic 
make up and racial/ethnic composition as well as the socio-
economic status of the state’s population.  

according to data extracted from the irs migration file, 
for example, international migrants accounted for roughly 5% 
of the state’s population growth due to net migration between 
2004 and 2010 (table 3).  out-migration exceeded in-migra-
tion for movers from abroad in only one year during this period 
(2009-10).  in the remaining five years, international movers 
accounted for between 4.2% (2006-07) and 8.6% (2008-09) of 
migration-induced population growth in north carolina.   

to illustrate the scope and breadth of their impact, we use 
a number of geographic and socio-demographic indicators to 
distinguish foreign-born from native-born north carolinians.  
along the way, we address a number of myths about immigrant 
newcomers to north carolina.  

2.2.1 Diverse Origins, Diverse Destinations

above and beyond the data on world regions of birth (see 
figure 2), the specific countries of immigrant origins provide 
additional insights into the contributions of the foreign-born 
to north carolina’s growing population diversity.  the relevant 
data are presented in figure 5.

among latin american immigrants, the largest share—al-
most two-thirds (64%)—is from mexico.  the second largest 
share--roughly one-fifth—is from el salvador, honduras, gua-
temala, or colombia.  the balance is from a host of other latin 
american countries, including most notably cuba, the Domini-
can republic, and peru. 

a majority of north carolina’s asian immigrants is from 
one of five countries: india, china, vietnam, korea, or the phil-
ippines.  smaller shares are from thailand, laos, Burma, paki-
stan, and Japan. 

close to half of the state’s european immigrants (46.5%) 
are from either the united kingdom or germany.  about one 
fifth is from russia, italy, poland, or france.  and the balance is 

figure 2
worlD region of Birth of north 

carolina’s foreign-Born population, 
Before 2000-2012

2012

2010 or Later

2000 - 2009

Before 2000

748,072

61,712

301,718

384,642

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Europe Asia Africa Oceania Latin America North America

figure 3
citizenship status of north carolina’s 

foreign-Born population, Before 2000 – 2012

2012

2010 or Later

2000 - 2009

Before 2000

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Naturalized Citizen Not a Citizen

748,072

61,712

301,718

384,642

figure 4
eDucational attainment of north 

carolina’s foreign-Born population, 
Before 2000 – 2012

2012

2010 or Later

2000 - 2009

Before 2000

609,000

35,370

220,703

352,787

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

< High School High School Grad Some College < Bachelor’s Degree Bachelor’s Degree

source: acs, 2012.

source: acs, 2012.

source: acs, 2012.
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source: acs, 2012.

Year All Migrants 
International

Migrants 
International share 
of Net Migration 

2009-10 +13,803 -457 0.0

2008-09 +26,210 +2,255 8.6

2007-08 +40,995 +2,638 6.4

2006-07 +41,267 +1,746 4.2

2005-06 +41,755 +2,182 5.2

2004-05 +28,374 +1,816 6.4

ToTal +192,406 +10,180 5.3

source: irs migration file.

table 3
north carolina net migration, total anD international, 2004-2010

Geographic Area of Residence Percent Foreign Born 

The state 7.7

metropolitan area 8.9

• inside principal city 11.8

• outside principal city 6.3

micropolitan area 4.8

• inside principal city 6.5

• outside principal city 4.2

not in metropolitan 
or micropolitan area

4.6

urban 9.4

rural 4.3

source: acs, 2012 (gct0501).

table 4
DistriBution of foreign-Born By 

community type, 2012

figure 5
countries of origin for north carolina’s 

foreign Born, 2012

Africa
46,033

Latin 
America

421,149

Canada
78.5%

15,695
Oceania

4,110

20.1%

India
23.8%

42,522 China
26,094

14.6%

Vietnam
25,119

14.1%

Korea
16,323

9.1%

Phillippines
16,233

9.1%

Mexico
63.8%

268,586
El Salvador

27,627

6.6%

Honduras
22,530

5.4%

4,044 3,525 3,182 2,587
Liberia South Africa SudanNigeria

5,129

11.3% 12.2%8.8% 7.7% 6.9%

Egypt

5.6%

17.1% 7.7%

Germany

UK
29.4%

24,131
14,046

Russia
6,329

Asia

178,722

82,186
Europe

19,982
Other

figure 6
immigrant population in north carolina 

By county, 2012

source: acs, 2012.
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of immigrant spatial or geographical sorting within the state 
based on world region of birth or country of origin.  table 6 
highlights three of the five counties with the highest concentra-
tions of immigrants in 2012.  it reveals that:

 Ò asian immigrants were concentrated at slightly higher 
rates in guilford county (33.9%) and wake county 
(35.9%) than in mecklenburg county (26.9%). 

 Ò european immigrants were concentrated at slightly 
higher rates in mecklenburg county (10.8%) and 
wake county (10.8%) than in guilford county (7.8%).

 Ò latin america immigrants were concentrated at a sig-
nificantly higher rate in mecklenburg county (50.6%) 
than in guilford county (40.9%) and wake county 
(41.7%).  

as table 6 reveals, mexican immigrants, the largest subset 
of all latin american immigrants, were more evenly distributed 
across these three counties.  in general, mexican immigrants 
tend to be more geographically dispersed throughout the state 
than other immigrant groups—not only in urban but also rural 
communities—largely as a function of  the industrial and occu-
pational niches they fill in the north carolina economy, as we 
discuss below (also see kasarda and Johnson, 2006). 

2.2.2 Race/Ethnicity, Age, and Marital Status

emblematic of what we have referred to elsewhere as the 
“browning” of north carolina (Johnson and kasarda, 2011), the 
foreign-born were far more likely to self-identify as hispanic, 
asian, or some other race and far less likely to self-identify as 
non-hispanic white than the native born in 2012.  and, as table 
7 shows, this was the case irrespective of citizenship status, that 
is, whether the foreign-born were naturalized citizens or non-
citizens.  

in addition to attracting large numbers of people of color, 
international migration to north carolina has been highly se-
lective of individuals between the ages of 25 and 44, that is, peo-
ple in their prime working age years (figure 7).  fifty percent 
of the foreign-born population, compared to 25% of the native-
born population, fell into this age group in 2012.  non-citizens 
(56%) were far more likely than naturalized citizens (36%) to 
be these ages.  as we show below, these relatively young non-

from the ukraine, Bosnia-herzegovina, romania, or greece. 

forty percent of north carolina’s african immigrants are 
from one of five countries: nigeria, liberia, south africa, the 
sudan, or egypt.  the balance is from a host of other african 
countries, including kenya, ghana, morocco, and ethiopia.

rounding out the diversity of the state’s immigrant popu-
lation is a relatively small but noteworthy influx of foreign-born 
migrants from canada and a very small group from oceania—
mainly australia and new zealand (figure 5). 

immigrants, according to acs population estimates, com-
prised 7.7% of north carolina’s 2012 population and were 
dispersed across 40 of the state’s 100 counties.  as figure 6 
reveals, north carolina’s immigrants were highly concentrated 
in six counties where they accounted for 10 percent or more of 
the population: mecklenburg (14.2%), Durham (13.6%), wake 
(12.9%), orange (11.9%), guilford (11.1%), and union (10.0%).  
in another eight counties, they accounted for between 7.0 per-
cent and 9.9 percent of the population.  in 11 counties, the 
immigrant share of the total population ranged between 5.5 
percent and 6.9 percent.  and in 14 counties, the foreign-born 
made up between 1.0 percent and 5.4 percent of the population 
in 2012.  absent their immigrants, some of these counties would 
have lost population during the first decade of the new millen-
nium (Johnson and parnell, 2012).

across these 40 counties, north carolina’s immigrants 
were more likely to be concentrated in urban (9.4) than rural 
(4.3%) areas.  they were more likely to reside inside (7.9%) than 
outside (4.6%) a metropolitan or micropolitan area.  and those 
living in a metropolitan (8.9%) or micropolitan (4.8%) area 
were more likely to reside inside (11.8% and 6.5%, respectively) 
rather than outside (6.3% and 4.2%, respectively) the principal 
city (table 4).

the top 14 north carolina communities for immigrants 
in 2010 are shown in table 5.  with exception of asheville, 
greenville, wilmington, and two military towns (Jacksonville 
and  fayetteville), all of the communities are located in north 
carolina’s so-called urban crescent which extends along the i-
85/i-40 corridor from wake county in the research triangle 
to mecklenburg county in the metrolina region.  in each of 
these communities, immigrants played a pivotal role in popula-
tion growth during the first decade of the millennium (Johnson 
and parnell, 2012). 

with regard to destination selection, there is some evidence 
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Rank City 2010 Population Percent Foreign-born 

1 cary 135,418 19.1

2 raleigh 406,609 14.8

3 Durham 229,029 14.5

4 charlotte 734,418 14.4

5 high point 103,672 12.8

6 concord 79,330 11.8

7 winston-salem 230,044 11.6

8 greensboro 270,357 10.9

9 gastonia 71,782 10.7

10 fayetteville 201,077 7.0

11 asheville 83,570 6.8

12 wilmington 106,819 6.0

13 Jacksonville 70,705 5.3

14 greenville 84,879 4.9

source: usa.com http://www.usa.com/rank/north-carolina-state--foreign-born-population-percentage--city-
rank.htm?hl=cary&hlst=nc&yr=6000.

table 5
top ranking immigrant communities in nc, 2010

Born In North Carolina Mecklenburg County Guilford County Wake County 

asia 23.9 26.9 33.9 35.9

europe 11.0 10.8 7.8 10.8

latin america 56.3 50.6 40.9 41.7

mexico 35.9 21.3 24.1 25.2

source: american community survey, 2012 (gct0502).

table 6
percent of foreign-Born By worlD region of Birth/country of origin anD nc county 

of resiDence in 2012

Race/Ethnicity Total Native Born Foreign-born Naturalized Citizen Non-Citizen

White 69.9 71.6 49.7 44.9 52.0

black 21.6 22.8 7.9 12.0 6.0

ai/an 1.2 1.2 0.7 0.6 0.7

asian 2.3 0.8 21.3 32.3 16.2

nh/Pi 0.1 0.0 0.3 0.3 0.3

some other race 2.6 1.4 17.6 6.7 22.7

2 or more races 2.3 2.3 2.5 3.3 2.0

hispanic 8.7 5.0 52.4 24.9 65.4

source: american community survey, 2012 (gct0502).

table 7
race/ethnicity characteristics of nc’s native anD foreign-Born populations, 2012
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citizens have filled much of the demand for labor in the boom-
ing blue collar sector of the north carolina economy over the 
past two decades.  

Despite being relatively young, the foreign-born (58.4%) 
were far more likely than the native-born (48.1%) to be cur-
rently married (figure 8).  given these differential marriage 
rates, it should not be surprising that the shares of the popula-
tion that were separated, widowed, or divorced were much low-
er among the foreign-born (2.6%, 3.4%, and 5.6%, respectively) 
than the native born (3.2%, 6.5%, and 11.3%, respectively).  in 
2012, as figure 8 illustrates, the shares of the foreign-born or 
immigrants (30.8%) and native born (30.1%) populations who 
were never married were very similar.  immigrant households 
thus appear to be more stable than native born households. 

2.2.3 Household Type, Childbearing & Family Size

as one would expect, given the statistics on marital sta-
tus in figure 8, the foreign-born (61%) were more likely than 
the native born (57%) to live in married couple households in 
2012.  among immigrants, this was especially the case for natu-
ralized citizens who lived in married couple households (71%) 
at a much higher rate than the native born (57%).  non-citizens 
(56.4%), as figure 9 shows, lived in married couple households 
at a rate similar to the native born (57.5%).  

given the nativity-driven differentials in age, marital status, 
and household types, one also would expect childbearing to 
be higher among the foreign-born than the native born.  in 
the 2012 acs, foreign-born women between the ages of 15 
and 50 were significantly more likely than their native-born 
counterparts to report the birth of a child in the past 12 months 
(8.5% vs. 5.3%).  moreover, the rates of childbearing were 
higher among the foreign-born than the native-born—regard-
less of whether the women were married (9.9% vs. 7.2%) or 
unmarried (6.3% vs. 3.8%)  (table 8).3  in part for this reason, 
foreign-born households and families—irrespective of citizen-
ship status—were larger on average than native born households 
in 2012 (table 9). 

3  It should be noted here that foreign-born women between the ages of 15 and 50 were 
far less likely to be unmarried (38% versus 55%) and far more likely to be married (62% vs. 
45%) than their native-born counterparts. 

figure 7
age of the north carolina population By 
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2.2.4. Labor force participation, Industry, and Occupation 

in 2012, according to acs statistics, immigrants partici-
pated in the civilian labor force at a much higher rate than the 
native-born (71% vs. 61%).  as figure 10 shows, they also were 
employed in the north carolina economy at a higher rate than 
their native born counterparts.  this was true regardless of citi-
zenship status.  naturalized citizens (68% and 63%, respectively) 
and non-citizens (72% and  66%, respectively) alike had higher 
civilian labor force participation and employment rates than the 
native born (61% and 54%, respectively) in 2012.  

moreover, as table 10 shows, the foreign-born (88.3%), 
and especially those who were non-citizens (90.5%), was em-
ployed as wage and salary workers at a significantly higher rate 
than their native born counterparts (79.0%).  conversely, the 
foreign-born (5.9%) was less likely than the native born (15.9%) 
to be employed as government workers.  the two groups were 
self-employed in their own not incorporated businesses and as 
unpaid family workers at roughly the same rates.  

Marital  Status  Total Native Born Foreign-born 

all Women 2,385,018 2,127,171 257,847

% births 5.7 5.3 8.5

now married 1,123,364 964,132 159,232

% births 7.6 7.2 9.9

unmarried 1,261,654 1,163,039 98,615

% births 4.0 3.8 6.3

source: acs, 2012 (B13008).

table 8
north carolina women 15-50 who haD a Birth in past 12 months By marital status anD 

nativity, 2012

Nativity/
Citizenship Status Married Couple Other Average Household Size Average Family Size

Total  57.5 39.8 2.55 3.12

native born 57.3 40.0 2.47 3.05

foreign-born 61.0 37.5 3.46 3.86

naturalized Citizen 70.9 27.9 3.04 3.56

non-Citizen 56.4 42.0 3.73 4.06

source: acs, 2012 (s0501).

table 9
north carolina householD types anD sizes By nativity anD citizenship status

figure 10
employment status of north carolina 

population By nativity anD 
citizenship status, 2012
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Class Worker Total Native Born Foreign-born 
Naturalized 

Citizen Non-Citizen

Civilian employed 
Population 16+

4,268,510 3,814,956 453,554 143,665 309,889

Private Wage & 
salary workers 

79.0% 77.9% 88.3% 83.6% 90.5%

government Workers 14.9% 15.9% 5.9% 11.0% 3.5%

self employed in own not 
incorporated business 

6.0% 6.0% 5.7% 5.1% 5.9%

unpaid family worker 0.2% 0.2% 0.2% 0.3% 0.1%

source: acs 2012 (s0501).

table 10
north carolina class of worker By nativity anD citizenship status, 2012

as figure 11 indicates, the foreign-born in general, and 
immigrants who were not citizens in particular, were far more 
likely than the native-born to be employed in construction and 
manufacturing industries in 2012.  they were also more likely 
than the native-born to be employed in service occupations 
(24% vs. 17%), natural resource, construction, and maintenance 
occupations (19.8% vs. 8.5%), and production, transportation, 
and material moving occupations (17.6% vs. 12.7%) (figure 
12).  these were the industries and occupations that propelled 
growth in the north carolina economy during both the 1990s 
and the 2000s (walden, 2008).

2.2.5 Sources of Income, Health Coverage, and Poverty Status 

in 2012, the mean earnings of the foreign-born ($58,899) 
were lower than the mean earnings of the native-born ($63,197).  
But the average earnings statistic for the foreign-born masks the 
enormous disparity in earnings between immigrants who were 
naturalized citizens ($77,253) and those who were not citizens 
($48,002).  the earnings gap between these two groups was 
$29,251 in 2012.

naturalized citizens had higher levels of educational attain-
ment and therefore were more likely to be employed in higher 
wage jobs relative to their non-citizen counterparts who had 
low levels of educational attainment and were more likely to be 
concentrated in low wage work (figure 13).  in fact, naturalized 

citizens were engaged in work that paid on average higher wag-
es or salaries ($77,253) than the native born earned ($63,197).  
as figure 12 shows, naturalized citizens were employed in man-
agement positions at significantly higher rates than the native 
born, which largely accounts, in all likelihood, for the earnings 
differential. 

partly as a function of age differentials, the foreign-born 
was far more likely to rely on earnings and less likely to rely on 
social security and retirement income than the native-born in 
2012.  given often-expressed concerns about perceived immi-
grant costs, as figure 14 shows, reliance on means-tested sources 

figure 11
north carolina inDustry profile By 
nativity anD citizenship status, 2012
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of income (i.e., supplemental security income, cash public as-
sistance, and food stamps/snap) did not vary by either nativity 
or citizenship status.  only one-fifth of the native born (22.5%) 
and the foreign-born (23.4%) relied on such sources of income 
in 2012.  among immigrants, reliance on means-tested sources 
of income was slightly higher among non-citizens (22.1%) than 
naturalized citizens (14%) but no higher than the native born 
rate (22.5%).  

in 2012, the foreign-born also was less likely than the na-
tive-born to rely on public sources for health insurance cover-
age (23.7% vs. 39.2%).  among immigrants, naturalized citizens 

figure 12
north carolina occupational profile By 

nativity anD citizenship status, 2012
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(28.5%) were more likely than non-citizens (18.9%) to rely on 
public coverage (table 11).  overall, the share of immigrants 
with insurance coverage (51.6%) was significantly lower than 
the share of the native born with insurance coverage (86.1%).  
however, immigrants who were insured (85.8%) were more 
likely than the native born who were insured (74.6%) to rely on 
private sources of coverage.  

an area of major concern for the state, as table 11 shows, 
is the high percentage of the foreign-born who were uninsured 
(48.4%)—a statistic heavily influenced by the relatively large 
share of non-citizens with no health coverage at all (61.8%).  

source: acs, 2012. source: acs, 2012.

source: acs, 2012.
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Group
Population 
Estimate 

With Health 
Insurance (%)

With Private 
Insurance (%)

With Public 
Insurance (%)

With No 
Coverage (%)

Total Population 9,522,529 83.4 75.2 38.5 19.9

native born 8,111,742 86.1 74.6 39.2 13.9

foreign-born 740,787 51.6 85.8 23.7 48.4

naturalized Citizen 235,646 80.5 86.6 28.5 19.5

noncitizen 505,141 38.2 85.0 18.9 61.8

source: acs, 2012 (B27020).

table 11
health insurance coverage status in north carolina By citizenship status, 2012

Nativity/
Citizenship Status All Families 

All Families 
with Children 

< 18
Married 
Couples 

Married 
Couples with 
children < 18

Female-headed 
households 

Female Headed 
Household with 
children < 18

all 13.4 21.8   6.3   9.8 36.0 45.6

native born 12.4 20.4   5.2   7.7 34.9 44.4

foreign-born 24.0 31.1 17.2 22.0 49.8 57.2

naturalized Citizen 10.5 13.9 7.7   9.3 22.5 28.3

non-Citizen 33.0 39.3 25.0 29.7 61.2 65.6

source: acs 2012 (s0501).

table 12
poverty rates for families for whom poverty is DetermineD By nativity & citizenship 

status, 2012

figure 15
percent of north carolina population 

living Below poverty level in past 12 
months By nativity anD 
citizenship status, 2012
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By comparison, only 13.9% of the native born population was 
uninsured in 2012. 

in part as a function of disparities in education and earn-
ings, the poverty rate was higher among foreign-born individu-
als (23.2%) than native-born individuals (17.3%) in 2012 (figure 
15).  Disaggregated by citizenship status, immigrants who were 
not citizens had a much higher poverty rate (29.6%) than their 
naturalized citizen counterparts whose poverty rate (10.0%) was 
significantly lower than the native born poverty rate (17.3%).  

as noted previously, non-citizens had on average lower 
levels of educational attainment and filled many of the low 
wage jobs in the state’s economy.  as such, they were in es-
sence members of the state’s working poor population.  that 
is, north carolinians who worked every day but did not earn 
enough money to escape poverty—a group often referred to 
in public policy circles as the deserving poor.  contrary to an 
often-expressed opinion in the immigration reform debate, they 
were not members of the state’s jobless poor—a group often 
accused of intentionally relying on the government dole for 
their existence and therefore dubbed the undeserving poor. 

the same pattern applies for family level poverty in the 
state.  in 2012, the poverty rate was higher among foreign-born 
families (24%) than native-born families (12.4%).  as table 12 
shows, this was the case for all families, married couples, married 
couples with children under 18, female-headed families, and fe-
male-headed families with children under 18.  family poverty 
rates were highest among female-headed families irrespective 
of nativity and citizenship status.  families headed by females 
who were not citizens had the highest poverty rates.  it should 
be noted here, however, that the incidence of female-headed 
households was much lower among foreign-born than native-
born households. 

2.3 Summary

Based on the foregoing descriptive analyses, immigrants 
do not appear to be nearly the burden on our society as some 
would have us believe.  we now turn our attention to an empir-
ical analysis which will quantify the costs and benefits of north 
carolina’s immigrants. 

3.0 esTimaTing immigranT 
eConomiC and fisCal imPaCTs

in this section, we present our analytical framework for es-
timating immigrant impacts on the north carolina economy, 
describe the demographic targets in our economic analyses, 
identify the sources of data used in this phase of the research, 
and present findings regarding the net impact of immigrants on 
the state’s economy. 

we address three specific issues:

 Ò the impact of immigrant consumer spending on the 
state and its communities;

 Ò the net balance of immigrants’ contributions and 
costs on the state budget; and 

 Ò the effect of immigrant workers on total economic 
output and competitiveness of the state.

3.1 Analytical Framework 

to address these three issues, we employ a framework that 
is very similar to the one we used in our prior research on 
hispanic and immigrant impacts (kasarda and Johnson, 2006; 
kasarda, et.al., 2007; appold and Johnson, 2013).  it is repro-
duced in figure 16.

on the contributions side, we focus largely on benefits that 
accrue to the state from three sources:

 Ò consumer spending: the total immigrant after-tax per-
sonal income available for local spending on goods and 
services.  such spending has both direct and indirect 
effects on north carolina business revenue and em-
ployment.  immigrant purchases also contribute to a 
host of state and local taxes, including, among others, 
sales tax, highway use tax, motor fuel tax, alcohol tax, 
and cigarette tax.  

 Ò payroll and property taxes:  immigrants directly con-
tribute to north carolina’s revenue base through taxes 
on their earnings and property. 

 Ò industry competitiveness: immigrant workers benefit 
north carolina industries by augmenting the labor 
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supply and economic output at competitive wages and 
salaries. 

on the cost side, as figure 16 shows, we estimate the finan-
cial impact of immigrants on three major public costs that are 
typically considered in immigrant impact studies: k-12 educa-
tion, health service delivery, and public safety. 

for much of our analysis, we utilized an input-output 
model known as implan.  this model is based on inter-
industry purchasing patterns, consumption patterns, and local 
production, retail, and service availability.  implan traces con-
sumer spending through over 500 sectors of north carolina’s 
economy to generate a variety of economic impacts at the 
state, metropolitan area, and county levels, as well as for various 
demographic groups.4 

4  The IMPLAN model is broadly used in economic impact analyses.  It uses data 
provided by the U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis, the Bureau of Labor Statistics, and 
various state and federal agencies.  The model generates, among other results, the 
number of jobs, labor income, and taxes created by a specified input.  It also generates 
economic output, roughly equated to business revenue, resulting from a group’s direct, 
indirect, and induced economic impacts. 

3.2 Demographic Targets 

our primary focus is on the economic impact of immi-
grants on the state of north carolina.  however, we thought it 
was important to broaden the analysis to include other demo-
graphic groups.  our rationale for broadening the economic 
impact analysis is as follows. 

in the policy debate on immigration reform, it is often ar-
gued that immigrants cost more than they contribute to the 
state and our nation.  implicit in this argument is the previously 
untested assumption that other groups (e.g., natives) pay their 
own way.  our goal in this research therefore is to inform the 
immigration reform policy debate by estimating the economic 
impact of not only immigrant newcomers but also the native 
born and the major race/ethnic groups that make up the state’s 
population.  more specifically, for the purpose of this report, we 
categorized north carolinians by lifetime migration status and 
by race/ethnicity.  

with regard to lifetime migration status, we sorted north 
carolinians into three basic categories: immigrants and two sub-
groups of the native-born5--domestic imports and the north 

5   Natives are those who were born in the United States, a U.S. territory (Puerto Rico, 
Guam, American Samoa, the U.S. Virgin Islands), or the Northern Mariana Islands) or 

figure 16
conceptual framework for assessing the economic impact of immigrants in north 
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carolina born and bred—which are defined as follows: 

 Ò immigrant refers to the foreign-born who live in 
north carolina.  this group includes naturalized u.s. 
citizens, lawful permanent residents, temporary mi-
grants (such as students), humanitarian migrants (such 
as refugees), and persons not legally present in the 
united states.  the latter category may have entered 
the u.s. illegally (unauthorized immigrants) or they 
may have overstayed their visas (visas over stayers).6  

 Ò Domestic imports are those who are u.s. citizens by 
birth and who live in north carolina but who were 
not born in the state.    

 Ò Born and bred refers to those who were born in north 
carolina and who still live in the state.7  

for the purpose of our economic impact analysis, we also 
classified the north carolina population into five broad racial/
ethnic groups: non-hispanic whites, non-hispanic blacks, non-
hispanic asians, non-hispanic “others,” and hispanics.  we 
follow the u.s. Bureau of the census in defining hispanics as 
those who classify themselves in one of the specific hispanic or-
igin categories: mexican, puerto rican, cuban, Dominican, as 
well as central american or south american (spanish-speaking 
countries).  persons who identify themselves as “other spanish/
hispanic” are those whose origins are in spain or who identify 
themselves generally as spanish, spanish-american, hispanic, 
hispano, latino, and so on.  hispanics may be of any race and 
many north carolina hispanics are classified as being members 
of a residual race category.  although hispanic is an ethnic des-
ignation, we treat it here as a racial category.  we also followed 
the census Bureau practice of defining asians as those who 
classify themselves as such.

abroad to at least one parent who was a U.S. citizen. See Larsen (2004). 
6  These international immigrants form a diverse set of people from the elderly coming 

to join established adult children to young people running serious risks to their safety for 
the prospect of a better job to well-paid multinational executives who may remain in the 
U.S. for only a few years to refugees seeking to escape persecution.  All of these live in 
North Carolina.  

7  Because migrants are often young adults who form or expand families, it is important 
to explain how the children of migrants are handled in our analysis. If at least one adult 
– the householder and/or spouse – is foreign-born, then all members, including children 
born in the U.S., are classified as members of an immigrant household.  Similarly, if at 
least one adult was born in another state and none is an immigrant, all members are 
classified as members of a domestic import household.  Children born in North Carolina 
are classified as a part of the born and bred population once they leave the parental 
household.

3.3 Sources of Data  

we employed a number of estimation procedures to disag-
gregate the 2010 north carolina population by lifetime migra-
tion status and race/ethnicity.8  the resulting data are repro-
duced in figure 17.  it can be summarized as follows. 

non-hispanic whites were the largest racial group 
(6,223,995), accounting for 65.3 percent of the state’s popula-
tion.  well over half were nc born and bred (59.4 percent or 
3,699,185) and 38.7 percent were domestic imports (2,407,522).  
only 1.9 percent were immigrants (117,284).  

non-hispanic blacks were the second largest racial group 
(2,048,628), making up 21.5 percent of the north carolina 
population.  almost three quarters were nc born and bred 
(72.2 percent or 1,478,994).  one quarter was domestic imports 
(25.7 percent or 525,849).  only 2.1 percent were immigrants 
(43,785).  

in 2010, there were 800,120 hispanics in north carolina, 
8  The Bureau of the Census regularly measures the race, nativity, and ancestry of U.S. 

residents through surveys.  For each variable, direct questions are posed to respondents.  
The most reliable measures are part of the decennial Census but several measures have 
been partially or wholly transferred to the annual American Community Survey (ACS) 
in recent years.  Accordingly, information on place of birth and ancestry was not been 
collected in the 2010 Census.  Such information is now collected as a component of the 
ACS.  Because the sample for a single year wave (2010) of the ACS may be too small 
for detailed analysis in North Carolina, we based our analyses on the direct measures 
of nativity and ancestry for the Census years 2000 and earlier but constructed our own 
estimates of the immigrant population for our analysis of 2010.  (Race is measured 
directly in all data used.)  Using the 2006-2010 ACS sample, these estimates were 
constructed by measuring the proportion of five broad ethnic/racial groups – Hispanics, 
non-Hispanic whites, non-Hispanic Blacks, non-Hispanic Asians, and non-Hispanic others 
– by five-year age group which are immigrants and then, assuming those proportions 
to be nearly constant over the short term, adjusting the total be consistent with 2010 
Census counts of each of the five groups.

figure 17
lifetime migration status of north 

carolina’s maJor race/ethnic groups, 2010
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State Total

9,535,483

6,223,995

800,120

2,048,628

208,962

253,778

source: acs, 2012.
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representing 8.4 percent of the total population.  over half were 
immigrants (53.8 percent or 430,139); 23.9 percent were born 
and bred in north carolina (190,901); and 22.4 percent were 
domestic imports (179,080).

asians comprised 2.2 percent of the north carolina popu-
lation (208,962).  almost seven in ten were immigrants (69.2% 
or 144,635); 13.9 percent were nc born and bred (29,026); and 
16.9 percent were domestic imports (35,301). 

non-hispanic “others” made up 2.7 percent of the state’s 
population (253,778).  only 3.7 percent of this group was im-
migrants (9,276).  the majority was nc born and bred (68.3 
percent or 173,314).  the remainder was domestic imports 
(28.0 percent or 71,188). 

Buying power data for these various groups were the pri-
mary inputs to the implan model to estimate economic con-
tributions.  there are no direct measures of the local (county) 
buying power, which is defined by the u.s. Bureau of eco-
nomic analysis (Bea) as “personal consumption expenditures.”  
we, therefore, estimated buying power by using county-level 
estimates of 2010 aggregate personal income obtained from the 
Bea regional economic information system.9  the income 
measures were weighted by the proportion of the adult popula-
tion in each county in each racial and lifetime migration sta-
tus category and by their estimated earnings differential.  the 
group personal income estimates were then adjusted for Bea 
state-level estimates of personal current taxes (which is mainly 
federal and state income taxes and does not include consump-
tion taxes10) to yield an estimate of disposable income (the total 
after-tax income received by persons that is available to persons 
for spending or saving) and Bea national estimates of the pro-
portion of disposable income devoted to consumer expendi-
tures on goods and services.  

personal income was reduced by 5.8 percent for federal 
taxes and 3.0 percent for north carolina state and local in-
come and non-real estate property taxes.  in north carolina, 
disposable income is an estimated 91.3 percent of total personal 
income, higher than the national average.  Disposable income 
is further adjusted for savings (5.6 percent of 2010 disposable 
income) and interest payments (2.2 percent of 2010 disposable 
income), as well as contributions to government social insur-

9  The BEA defines personal income as the sum of compensation received by 
employees, supplements to wages and salaries, proprietors’ income (with inventory 
valuation adjustment and capital consumption adjustment), rental income, personal 
income receipts on assets, and personal current transfer receipts, less contributions for 
government social insurance.  This differs from the definitions of income used by the 
Bureau of the Census, the Internal Revenue Service, and the Consumer Expenditure 
Survey.

10    Consumption-based taxes include property tax for housing services and sales tax 
for other goods and services.

ance programs (mainly social security and medicare).  factor-
ing in these adjustments, buying power is estimated to be 90.7 
percent of disposable income and 82.8 percent of total personal 
income.11  

a plausible method would be to distribute income pro-
portionally among population groups.  we know, however, 
that, due to differences in sector, occupation, and other factors, 
sub-group earnings often differ significantly from those of the 
north carolina population as a whole.  we therefore introduced 
a county-specific relative earnings differential, calculated from 
the 2006-2010 acs sample data, into the allocation.  Data on 
income and population for each of the three lifetime migration 
statuses and five racial/ethnic groups were used to create the 
relative weighting factor.

generally, disposable personal income is spent locally.  
however, north carolina’s immigrants (especially the more re-
cently arrived) typically remit substantial portions of their in-
come back to their country of origin.  

research on immigrants in “expansion states” in the south-
eastern u.s. (De vanconcelos, 2004; suro, et. al., 2005; wood-
ward, 2005; council on hemispheric affairs, 2011) has estimat-
ed that remittances averaged 10 percent of disposable income.  
the proportion of income remitted is higher among very re-
cent arrivals but over the last several years, the rate of remittance 
has been estimated to be dropping for three reasons.  

first, family reunification and formation in the u.s. has 
reduced the motivation to remit.  second, the increased costs of 
illegal entry imply a need to repay those who aided entry, leav-
ing less for family members.  third, the recession has diminished 
earning power resulting in a decline in total funds sent.  

emblematic of the impact of these three forces, remittances 
from the u.s. to latin america dropped 12.4 percent by 2010 
from their peak in 2007, even as the immigrant population con-
tinued to grow.  we therefore deflated hispanic and immigrant 
buying power by 7.5 percent to account for likely remittances.

our data on expenditures for public k-12 education were 
taken from the information about the 2010-2011 school year 
for north carolina in the 2012 edition of the national center 
for education statistics’ Digest of education statistics.12  we as-
sumed that the percentage of expenditures attributable to each 

11  The BEA and Census of Government report somewhat different figures for state and 
local taxes.  We have not been able to fully reconcile the differences.  For the most part, 
our analysis of tax levels relies on the Census of Government figures, adjusted and refined 
using North Carolina Department of Revenue figures where necessary.

12 Digest of Education Statistics.  Other data sources differ somewhat in their estimates 
in enrollment., revenue, and expenditure
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racial group was proportional to its representation in the en-
rolled student population.  

to calculate net healthcare delivery costs, we used our 
estimates of the state’s population by race/ethnicity, medical 
expenditure panel study (meps) 2010 data for the nation on 
health service usage and payments by race/ethnicity, and 2010 
north carolina-specific cost adjustments available through 
the meps.  the centers for medicare and medicaid services 
(cms) information on 2010 health service expenditure costs 
and sources of aggregate payments were used to estimate the 
state’s share of the public costs associated with each demo-
graphic group.

the racial breakdown was necessary because there are sig-
nificant differences in the propensity to use services, in the mean 
cost of service, and in the degree of reliance on public sources of 
payment.  hispanics, for example, have a relatively high depen-
dence on public funding for healthcare services.  But, they use 
such services less frequently than most other major racial/ethnic 
groups and, when they do, incur relatively lower costs.  this may 
reflect their younger age distribution and, despite their low av-
erage income, a propensity to self-pay at least a portion of their 
costs (kasarda and Johnson, 2006).  

we used data from the census of government on state and 
local expenditures for police and fire protection, corrections, 
safety inspections, and the judiciary to estimate public safety 
expenditures for 2010-2011.  police, fire, inspection, and judi-
cial costs were based on the proportions in each demographic 
category in the population.  for our estimate of costs to the 
state criminal justice system, we began with information on 
the number of individuals in state prison by race/ethnic group 
supplied by north carolina Department of public safety, office 
of research and planning.  we then calculated the percentage 
of each lifetime migration status group that was in prison using 
our data on the percent foreign-born in each group.  state cor-
rection costs were apportioned on the basis of the characteris-
tics of the prison population.  local jail costs were apportioned 
using national data on the relationship between prison and jail 
populations for each racial/ethnic group.

3.4 Findings 

we present findings for all three lifetime migration status 
and five race/ethnic groups.  our primary focus, however, is on 
the results for immigrants and hispanics, the two groups that 

garner most of the attention in the immigration reform debate. 

3.4.1 Estimates of Economic Contributions

figures 18, 19, and 20 summarize the buying power of 
north carolina’s three lifetime migration status and five race/
ethnic groups.  the data for these demographic groups are ag-
gregated at four geographical scales: the state, major metropoli-
tan regions, micropolitan areas, and rural areas. 

north carolinians collectively had a combined $273.9 bil-
lion in buying power (after tax income modified as described 
above) in 2010.  paralleling the distribution of the state’s popu-
lation, as figures 18 and 19 show, this buying power was highly 
concentrated in the state’s metropolitan areas (74.2%), with 
substantially smaller concentrations in micropolitan (19.2%) and 
rural (6.6%) areas.  immigrant buying power, as figures 18 and 
19 also reveal, was more highly concentrated in the state’s met-
ropolitan areas than any of the other life time migration status 
and race/ethnic groups.

looking more generally at the distribution of buying pow-
er across the various lifetime migration status and race/ethnic 
groups, figures 18 and 19 reveal that: 

asians (90.4%), immigrants (83.8%), hispanics (80.4%), do-
mestic imports (79.8%), and Blacks (77.0%) had above average 
and whites (73.3%), the nc bread and born (67.3%), and all 
other races (60.4%) had below average concentrations of buying 
power in the state’s metropolitan areas.  

all other races (31.3%), whites (19.9%), and the nc bred 
and born (24.0%) had above average concentrations and Blacks 
(16.2%), domestic imports (15.4%), hispanics (14.3%), immi-
grants (11.9%), and asians (8.4%) had below average concentra-
tions of buying power in nc’s micropolitan areas.

the nc born and bred (8.8%), all other races (8.3%), 
whites (6.8%), and Blacks (6.8%) had above average and his-
panics (5.3%), domestic imports (4.8%), immigrants (4.3%), 
and asians (1.2%) had below average concentrations of buying 
power in rural areas.  

in three of the state’s metropolitan areas (Durham, ra-
leigh and charlotte), immigrants were responsible for between 
9% and 10% of total buying power.  they were responsible for 
between 5% and 7% of total buying power in seven of the 
state’s metropolitan areas (winston-salem, fayetteville, greens-
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figure 20
consumer Buying power in north carolina 

metropolitan areas, 2010
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figure 18
DistriBution of north carolina Buying power By 
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figure 19
DistriBution of north carolina Buying power By race 
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boro, Burlington, goldsboro, greenville and Jacksonville).  in 
the remaining three metropolitan areas (hickory, asheville, and 
rocky mount), immigrants accounted for between 1% and 4% 
of total buying power, as illustrated in figure 20.  

hispanics, as figure 20 also reveals, accounted for about 6% 
of total buying power in three of the state’s metropolitan areas 
(winston-salem, Jacksonville and fayetteville).  they were re-
sponsible for between 2% and 5% of total buying power in each 
of the remaining metropolitan areas in the state. 

the buying power of the various lifetime migration and ra-
cial/ethnic status groups stems largely, but not exclusively, from 
their participation in the labor market.  thus, the objective here 
was to use the implan model to trace the expenditure of 
earnings by these various groups throughout the north car-
olina economy, highlighting the direct and indirect effects on 
business revenue, spinoff job creation, and tax contributions. 13  
our findings appear in tables 13 and 14.

north carolina immigrants had an estimated $18.33 billion 
in buying power (after tax income modified as stated above) in 
2010.  even after discounting their buying power to account for 
remittances, savings, and interest payments, immigrant purchases 
rippled through the state’s economy, creating an overall eco-
nomic impact of $19.76 billion in 2010 (table 13).14  

the indirect effects of immigrant spending in north car-
olina included 171,000 spin-off jobs and $6.44 billion in ad-
ditional labor income in 2010.  immigrant spending also was 
responsible for $1.4 billion in additional state tax receipts, $864 
million in federal taxes, and $693 million in social insurance 
(mainly social security and medicare) payments (table 14).  

on a per capita basis, as table 13 shows, the consumer spend-
ing impact of immigrants ($26,518) was greater than consumer 
spending impact of the nc born and bred ($24,745), Blacks 
($21,177), all other races ($18,199), and hispanics ($12,895).  
the consumer spending impact of immigrants ($26,518) was 
less than the consumer spending impact of domestic imports 

13  A simple example is perhaps informative here. Most of every dollar earned in, 
say, the construction industry, is spent on consumer goods–housing, food, health care, 
transportation, and so on.  Thus, the need for a construction worker implies a need for 
the real estate sector, food stores and restaurants, automobile mechanics, and so on to 
serve him or her.  Because North Carolinians serve each other, these calculations, when 
added together, entails a partial double-counting of economic activity.  Accordingly, 
these calculations are most meaningful in examining the total impact of groups, such as 
migrants, which are “added” to The State’s economy.

14  In estimating the economic impact of consumer spending, we used Implan’s default 
regional purchase coefficients for North Carolina, which determine the degree to which 
state-produced goods and services are consumed, and assumed a standard consumption 
packet for households with incomes in the range of the median total income, including 
non-cash benefits, for each group.  Health care is a major component of the standard 
consumption packet.  However, as we discuss below, Hispanics differ from that standard 
packet by consuming less health care but paying for a greater proportion of it directly.

($42,383), whites ($36,971), and asians ($29,716).

hispanics, as table 13 shows, had an estimated $9.5 billion 
in buying power in 2010, which rippled through the north 
carolina economy and created an overall economic impact of 
$10.3 billion.  the indirect effect of hispanic spending included 
92,000 spin-off jobs and $3.4 billion in additional labor income.  
hispanic spending also was responsible for $740 million in ad-
ditional state tax receipts, $444 million in federal taxes, and $367 
million in social insurance payments (table 14).  on a per cap-
ita basis, the consumer spending impact of hispanics ($12,895) 
was lowest of all of race/ethnic and life-time migration groups 
(table 13).  

3.4.2 Estimates of Fiscal Impacts 

on the cost side, we estimated the financial impact of im-
migrants on public sectors that are most often discussed in de-
mographic impact studies: 1) public elementary and secondary 
education, 2) health services delivery, and 3) public safety (in-
cluding police, fire, corrections, inspections, and the adminis-
tration of the judicial system).  on the contribution side, we 
considered the taxes paid directly and indirectly by the various 
lifetime migrant status and race/ethnic groups through their 
consumer purchases.  our estimate of the fiscal balance is the 
difference in tax contributions on the one hand and the cost of 
essential services on the other.

the costs of essential services are closely tied to the size 
and composition of the population.  in 2010, close to half (44.9 
percent) of all state and local expenditures ($67.31 billion -- 
2010-2011 data) went to cover the costs of k-12 education 
(19.5 percent), health services (15.0 percent), and public safety 
(9.3 percent).  some of these costs were partially offset by user 
fees and transfers from the federal government.15 

in 2010, north carolina expended $18.8 billion on k-12 
education, health services, and public safety (table 15).  only 
12.5% of these expenditures supported north carolina’s immi-
grant population ($2.3 billion).  another 5.2% supported his-

15  Our accounting omits 55.1 percent of all state and local expenditures.  Ultimately, 
all North Carolinians share in those costs.  However, we omit them from our analysis 
because it isn’t clear how these costs should be allocated at the margin.  The state’s 
extensive network of rural roads, for example, does not primarily serve new North 
Carolinians.  Moreover, given the predominant pattern of housing filtering, it may be 
that low-income in-migrants preserve existing investments in infrastructure by occupying 
housing which might otherwise be vacant, thereby extending the productive lives of 
such infrastructure.  Even in the case of education, where costs are more closely tied to 
the number of pupils, an influx of immigrants could prevent schools from dipping below 
the threshold required for their operation, thereby providing a hidden benefit to native 
parents and their children.
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Demographic
Group 

Total
Population 

Buying Power ($000)
(per capita) 

Economic Impact ($000)
(per capita)

all 9,535,483
$273,894,175

($28,724)

race/ethnic status 

hispanic 800,120
$9,548,589
($11,394)

$10,317,510
($12,895)

White 6,223,995
$213,407,597

($34,289)
$230,110,269

($36,971)

black 2,048,628
$40,151,437

($19,599)
$43,384,719

($21,177)

asian 208,962
$5,738,081
($27,460)

$6,209,560
($29,716)

other 253,778
$4,274,261
($16,843)

$4,618,455
($18,199)

lifetime migration status

nC born& bred 5,571,420
$128,013,479

($22,977)
$138,032,649

($24,745)

domestic import 3,218,940
$126,069,642

($39,165)
$136,428,364

($42,483)

immigrant 745,123
$18,325,224

($24,594)
$19,759,471

($26,518)

source: authors’ analysis of Bea and census data using implan software
*Buying power adjusted for estimated remittances. 
indirect state and local taxes adjusted for double counting.

table 13
Direct effects of consumer spenDing of selecteD Demographic groups
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Demographic
Group 

Spin-off 
employment 
(000 jobs)

Spin-off Labor 
Income ($000) 

(per capita)

Spin-off State & 
Local Taxes ($000)

(per capita)

Spin-off Federal 
Taxes ($000)
(per capita)

Spin-off Social 
Insurance ($000)

(per capita)

race/ethnic status 

hispanic 92
$3,416,391

($4270)
$740,286

($925)
$444,415

($555)
$366,750

($458)

White 1,993
$74,962,391

($12,044)
$16,747,361

($2,691)
$10,061,508

($1,617)
$8,069,906

($1,297)

black 385
$14,365,788

($7,012)
$3,112,865

($1,519)
$1,868,747

($912)
$1,542,167

($753)

asian 54
$2,015,927

($9,647)
$465,274
($2,227)

$273,562
($1,309)

$216,660
($1,037)

other 41
$1,529,288

($6,026)
$331,377
($1,306)

$198,934
($784)

$164,170
($647)

lifetime migration status

nC born& bred 1,195
$44,966,774

($8,071)
$10,045,978

($1,803)
$6,035,439

($1,083)
$4,840,769

($869)

domestic import 1,192
$44,291,331

($13,760)
$10,222,,380

($3,176)
$6,010,343

($1,867)
$4,760,174

($1,479)

immigrant 171
$6,437,025

($8,639)
$1,438,088

($1,930)
$863,977
($1,160)

$692,959
($930)

source: authors’ analysis of Bea and census data using implan software
*Buying power adjusted for estimated remittances. 
indirect state and local taxes adjusted for double counting.

table 14
inDirect effects of consumer spenDing of selecteD Demographic groups
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panics ($2.0 billion).  the majority supported whites ($10.2 bil-
lion or 54.1%), the nc born and bred ($8.7 billion or 46.1%), 
and domestic imports ($7.8 billion or 41.3%).  however, on a 
per capita basis, the state spent more on immigrants ($3,147) 
than any of the other lifetime migration status and race/eth-
nic groups.  the state spent more on hispanics ($2,477) than 
on domestic imports ($2,414), asians ($1,798), whites ($1,633), 
and the nc born and bred ($1,559).

in 2010, 59 percent of the state’s expenditures for essen-
tial services supported k-12 education ($11.1 billion).  sixteen 
percent of this expenditure supported children living in im-
migrant households ($1.7 billion) and 12.6% was used to pro-
vide education services to hispanic children ($1.4 billion).  the 
majority was spent on children living in households headed by 
whites ($5.9 billion or 53.2%), domestic imports ($5.0 billion 
or 45.2%), the nc born and bred ($4.4 billion or 39.2%), and 
Blacks ($2.9 billion, 26.2%), as shown in table 15.

on a per capita basis, more was expended on educational 
services for children living in “other” race households ($2,330) 
than in households of all of the other migrant status and race/
ethnic groups.  more was spent on children living in immi-
grant ($2,327) and hispanic ($1,755) households than on chil-
dren living in domestic import ($1,565), Black ($1,439), asian 
($1,302), white ($951), and nc born and bred ($784) house-
holds (table 15).  

the state spent $2.2 billion on health services in 2010.  
only 10 percent of this total was spent on immigrants ($238 
million).  and a slightly smaller share was spent on hispanics 
(8.0% or $177 million).  the majority of health services expen-
ditures was spent on whites (54.4% or $1.2 billion), the nc 
born and bred (46.1% or $1.0 billion), domestic imports (43.1% 
or $957 million), and Blacks (33.4% or $742 million).  more-
over, on a per capita basis, the state spent less on immigrants 
($319) and hispanics ($221) than it did on Blacks ($362).  it 
spent more on immigrants ($319) than it did on domestic im-
ports ($297), other races ($278), hispanics ($221), asians ($100), 
whites ($194), and the nc born and bred ($184).  the state 
spent more on hispanics ($221) than it did on asians ($100), 
whites ($194), and the nc born and bred ($184) (table 15). 

as table 14 shows, the state spent $5.4 billion on public 
safety in 2010.  relatively small shares of this total were spent on 
immigrants (6.9% or $373 million) and hispanics (7.4% or $400 
million).  the bulk was spent on the nc born and bred (60.5% 
or $3.3 billion) and whites (55.8% or $3.0 billion).  about a 
third was spent on Blacks (32.9% or $1.8 billion) and domestic 

imports (32.6% or $1.8 billion), respectively. 

per capita expenditures were the same for immigrants 
($500) and hispanics ($500).  reflective of the racially disparate 
impact of the “get tough” on crime policies of the past two 
decades, per capita expenditures were highest for Blacks ($873).  
they were lowest for asians ($396).  per capita public safety ex-
penditures for whites ($488), other races ($533), the nc born 
and bred ($591), and domestic imports ($551) fell in between 
these two extremes (table 15).

we supplemented the cost analysis with a summary of par-
ticipation in government transfer programs by race/ethnicity 
and lifetime migration status.  the results are presented in table 
16.  

owing partly to differences in age distribution, immigrants, 
hispanics, asians, and other races were much less likely than 
their white, Black, nc born and bred, and domestic import 
counterparts to rely on social security income in 2010.  the 
same was true for supplemental security income, public assis-
tance income, and food stamps/snap receipt—notwithstand-
ing the fact that immigrants and hispanics in particular, as noted 
previously, often worked in jobs that did not pay above poverty 
level wages (i.e., they were the “working poor”). 

on the contributions side of the fiscal balance equation, 
we considered two categories of taxes: direct–income, property, 
sales and usage or consumption; and indirect–those accruing to 
state and local governments as a result of the presence of the 
various race/ethnic and lifetime migration status groups in the 
2010 population.16  a summary of the direct, indirect, and total 
tax contributions disaggregated by race/ethnicity and lifetime 
migration status appear in table 17.17

immigrants ($2.4 billion) and hispanics ($1.3 billion) con-
tributed more in direct taxes than asians ($708 million) and 
other races ($571 million) but less than whites ($26 billion), the 
north carolina born and bred ($15.8 billion), domestic imports 
($15.5 billion), and Blacks ($5 billion).   

among all of the race/ethnic and lifetime migration status 
groups, hispanics ($1,589) paid the smallest amount in direct 
taxes on a per capita basis in 2010.  immigrants ($3,211) paid 
more per capita than hispanics ($1,589), Blacks ($2,444), other 
races ($2,249) and the nc born and bred ($2,843).  Domes-

16    The state and its localities also receive revenues from flow-backs of portions of 
federal income taxes paid by immigrants, but these are not considered in our technical 
analysis.

17  The methodology employed to derive estimates of these two categories of taxes is 
discussed in detail in Appendix A.  
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Demographic
Group 

Total
Expenditures ($000)

(Per capita)

Public Education 
Expenditures ($000)

(Per capita)

Health Services 
Expenditures ($000)

(Per capita)

Public Safety 
Expenditures  ($000)

(Per capita)

all
$18,800,408

($1,972)
$11,138,455

($1,168)
$2,218,803

($233)
$5,443,150

($571)

race/ethnic status 

hispanic
$1,982,098

($2,477)
$1,404,572

($1,755)
$177,188

($221)
$400,338

($500)

White 
$10,165,861

($1,633)
$5,921,616

($951)
$1,208,589

($194)
$3,035,656

($488)

black 
$5,479,524

($2,675)
$2,948,886

($1,439)
$741,584

($362)
$1,789,054

($873)

asian 
$375,770
($1,798)

$272,079
($1,302)

$20,881
($100)

$82,810
($396)

other 
$797,155
($3,141)

$591,302
($2,330)

$70,561
($278)

$135,292
($533)

lifetime migration status

nC born & bred
$8,685,983

($1,559)
$4,366,950

($784)
$1,023,802

($184)
$3,295,231

($591)

domestic import
$7,769,537

($2,414)
$5,037,477

($1,565)
$957,065

($297)
$1,774,995

($551)

immigrant 
$2,344,886

($3,147)
$1,734,026

($2,327)
$237,936

($319)
$372,924

($500)

source: authors’ analysis of Bea and census data using implan software.

table 15
 total anD per capita eXpenDitures on essential services 
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Demographic
Group

Social Security 
Income ($000)

(per capita)

Supplementary Security 
Income ($000)

(per capita)

Public Assistance 
Income ($000)

(per capita)

Food Stamps/SNAP 
Income ($000)

(per capita)

all
$1,520,827

($160)
$162,615

($17)
$75,752

($8)
$335,133

($37)

race/ethnic status

hispanic 
$17,769

($22)
$2,863

($4)
$3,981

($5)
$24,937

($31)

White 
$1,192,598

($192)
$85,179

($14)
$36,909

($6)
$146,612

($24)

black
$276,889

($135)
$169,702

($33)
$31,689

($15)
$67,704

($83)

asian 
$9,860
($47)

$1,623
($8)

$987
($5)

$2,863
($14)

other 
$23,701

($93)
$5,246
($21)

$2,186
($9)

$11,020
($43)

lifetime migration status

nC born & bred
$883,577

($159)
$106,883

($19)
$43,952

($8)
$212,179

($38)

domestic import
$582,028

($181)
$50,759

($16)
$26,226

($8)
$114,701

($37)

immigrant 
$55,222

($74)
$4,973

($7)
$5,574

($7)
$28,253

($38)

source: authors’ analysis of Bea and census data using implan software.

table 16
total anD per capita income from participation in government transfer programs
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Demographic
Group Direct Contribution ($000) Indirect Contribution ($000) Total Contribution ($000)

all
$33,710,615 

($3,535)
$13,388,942

($1,404)
$33,710,615

($3,535)

race/ethnic status

hispanic 
$1,271,533

($1,589)
$248,418

($310)
$1,519,951

($1,900)

White 
$26,154,206

($4,202)
$5,754,290

($925)
$31,908,496

($5,127)

black
$5,006,204

($2,444)
$1,044,581

($510)
$6,050,785

($2,954)

asian 
$707,713
($3,387)

$169,693
($812)

$877,406
($4,199)

other 
$570,959
($2,249)

$71,320
($281)

$642,279
($2,531)

lifetime migration status

nC born & bred
$15,841,909

($2,843)
$3,415,769

($613)
$19,257,677

($3,457)

domestic import
$15,475,807

($4,808)
$3,692,848

($1,147)
$19,168,654

($5,955)

immigrant 
$2,392,900

($3,211)
$488,969

($656)
$2,881,869

($3,869)

source: authors’ analysis of Bea and census data using implan software.

table 17
total, Direct, anD inDirect taX contriButions By race/ethnicity anD lifetime migration 

status (per capita)



Demographic and Economic Impacts of International Migration to North Carolina

Page 28

tic imports ($4,808), whites ($4,202), and asians ($3,387) paid 
more in direct taxes per capita than both immigrants ($3,211) 
and hispanics ($1,589) (table 17). 

as table 17 shows, immigrants ($489 million) and hispan-
ics ($248 million) were responsible for more indirect tax contri-
butions than asians ($170 million) and other races ($71 million).  
on a per capita basis, the indirect tax contribution of immi-
grants ($656) was greater than that of hispanics ($310),  other 
races ($281), Blacks ($510), and the nc born and bred ($613) 
and less than the indirect tax contributions of whites ($925), 
asians ($812), and domestic imports ($1,147).

as table 17 shows, the total tax contribution of immigrants 
($2.9 billion) was greater in the aggregate than the total tax 
contributions of hispanics ($1.5 billion), asians ($877 million), 
and other races ($642 million) but substantially less than the 
total contributions of whites ($32 billion), the nc born and 
bred ($19 billion), and domestic imports ($19 billion).  hispan-
ics ($1.5 billion) paid more in total taxes than asian ($877 mil-
lion), and other races ($642 million).  

on a per capita basis, the total state and local tax contri-
bution of immigrants ($3,869) was greater than the total tax 
contributions of hispanics ($1,900), Blacks ($2,954), other races 
($2,531), and the nc born and bred ($3,457).  immigrants’ 
per capita contribution was less than the per capita contribu-
tions of whites ($5,127), asians ($4,199), and domestic imports 
($5,955).  hispanic per capita total tax contribution ($1,900) 
was less than the contributions of all of the other race/ethnic 
groups and life time migration status groups.

3.4.3 Assessing Fiscal and Economic Balances 

Determining the net cost or benefit of a demographic or 
life time migration status group to state and local finances is a 
multifaceted and complex effort.  it also is fraught with poten-
tial oversights and sometimes questionable assumptions.  stud-
ies conducted elsewhere of net public costs or benefits of im-
migrants on states have often resulted in conflicting analyses, 
depending on the assumptions and models used.

given these strong caveats, we developed a series of esti-
mates of the primary direct and indirect contributions and costs 
of the three lifetime migration status groups and five racial/
ethnic categories to state and local budgets in 2010.  we discuss 
the results for immigrants and hispanics here.  they appear in 

figures 21 and 22. 

with regard to immigrants, we begin on the left side of fig-
ure 21, with the state’s immigrant population as tax contribu-
tors.  immigrant earnings are reduced by remittances, which 
leave the state’s economy, and by taxes on income and property 
(sometimes termed personal current taxes or statutory taxes), 
which go directly into state and local coffers.  as noted above, 
the direct tax contributions of immigrants equaled $2.392 bil-
lion.  immigrant spending generates direct and indirect business 
revenue and employment, which generates three types of taxes: 
direct sales taxes, indirect business taxes, and indirect personal 
taxes.  altogether, as noted above, these totaled to an estimated 
$2.882 billion.  

on the right side of figure 21, we consider the state’s 
population in immigrant population as consumers of state and 
local services.  as noted above, north carolina’s immigrant 
population was responsible for an estimated $2.345 billion in 
state public costs for k-12 education, health service delivery, 
and public safety in 2010.

the difference between immigrants’ estimated major di-
rect tax contributions ($2.393 billion) and their estimated ma-
jor public costs ($2.345 billion) in 2010 resulted in a net fiscal 
surplus to the state of $48 million, or approximately $42 per 
immigrant household resident.  the difference between im-
migrants’ estimated major direct and indirect tax contributions 
($2.882 billion) and their estimated major public costs in 2010 
($2.345 billion) resulted in a net fiscal surplus to the state of 
$537 million, or approximately $468 per immigrant household 
resident.  we note that small differences in estimation methodol-
ogy can result in a positive balance and that many of the public 
costs are incurred by the citizen children of recent immigrants.  

as figure 22 shows, the corresponding balances for his-
panics, many of whom live in immigrant households, are a fis-
cal loss of $711 million ($888 per hispanic resident) counting 
direct tax contributions only and $462 million ($578 per his-
panic resident) counting direct and indirect contributions.  we 
emphasize that these calculations incorporate the marginal costs 
of additional residents.  these constitute approximately 44.9 
percent of state and local costs with the remaining public costs 
not being closely tied to the number of residents.  nevertheless, 
these costs need to be covered.

above and beyond their fiscal impacts, immigrants and his-
panics contribute to the state’s economy through their con-
sumer expenditures.  in table 18, we combine on a per capita 
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figure 21
summary of immigrant householDs impact on the state BuDget

Remittances, Savings,  
& 

Interest Payments 
$3.5 bn 

Personal Income & 
Property Taxes 

$1.2 bn 

NC 
Immigrant  
Population 
745,123 

Direct Impact 
$12.3 bn 

Immigrant 
Household 

Income 
$23.9 bn  

Budget Balance 
$537 mn 

($468 per person) 

Total 
Contributions 

$2.9 bn 

K-12 
Education 
$1.7 bn 

Health 
$238 mn 

Public Safety 
$373 mn 

NC 
Immigrant  
Household 
Population 
1,147,245  

Total 
Costs 

$2.3 bn 

Indirect Impact 
$7.5 bn 

Contributions Costs 

Direct Consumer 
Taxes 

$949 mn 

Indirect Business 
Taxes 

$520 mn 

Indirect Personal 
Taxes 

$216 mn 

figure 22
summary of hispanic population impact on the state BuDget

Remittances, Savings,  
& 

Interest Payments 
$1.8 bn 

Personal Income & 
Property Taxes 

$623mn 

NC 
Hispanic 

Population 
800,120  

Direct Impact 
$6.3 bn 

Hispanic 
Earnings 
$12.5 bn  

Budget Balance 
-$462 mn 

(-$578 per person) 

Total 
Contributions 

$1.5 bn 

K-12 
Education 
$1,4 bn 

Health 
$177 mn 

Public Safety 
$400 mn 

NC 
Hispanic 

Population 
800,120   

Total 
Costs 

$1,982 mn 

Indirect Impact 
$4.0 bn 

Contributions Costs 

Direct Consumer 
Taxes 

$492 mn 

Indirect Business 
Taxes 

$290 mn 

Indirect Personal 
Taxes 

$115 mn 

source: authors

source: authors
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Indicator North Carolina Immigrants North Carolina Hispanics 

Consumer expenditures 
&  Tax Contributions

$30,386 $14,795

Cost of essential services $3,147 $2,477

net benefit $27,239 $12,318

benefit-Cost ratio $10.00-$1.00 $6.00-$1.00

source: authors

table 18
summary of per capita economic impact

basis the two groups’ consumer expenditures and tax contribu-
tions and then subtract the per capita cost of essential services 
as an overall indicator of economic impact.  as table 18 shows, 
the economic contributions of the state’s immigrant ($27,239) 
and hispanic ($12,318) populations are net positive.  Juxtapos-
ing their net contributions against their corresponding cost of 
essential services reveals that $10 in revenue was generated for 
every $1 the state invested in essential services for immigrants; 
and $6 for every $1 invested in essential services for hispanics.   

4.0 disCussion, ConClusions, & 
imPliCaTions 

immigrants are reshaping the north carolina demographic 
and economic landscape.  they are far more likely to be peo-
ple of color than non-hispanic white.  in comparison to the 
native born population, immigrants are more likely to be in 
their prime working ages, more likely to live in married couple 
households, and more likely to be employed in industries and 
professions that propelled economic growth over the past two 
decades.  immigrants have higher poverty rates that the native 
born, but they are more likely to be the working poor than the 
jobless poor.  Despite higher rates of poverty, immigrants are 
less likely than their native born counterparts to rely on means 
tested sources of government assistance.

moreover, immigrants have had a profound impact on the 
state’s economy through the direct and indirect effects of their 
consumer purchasing power.  even after discounting their buy-
ing power to account for remittances, savings, and interest pay-
ments, immigrant purchases rippled through nc’s economy, 
creating an overall economic impact of $19.76 billion.  on a 
per capita basis, immigrant consumer spending was greater than 
the consumer spending of one native born (the nc born and 
bred) and three race/ethnic groups (Blacks, other races, and 
hispanics).  

as the target of most of the attention in the immigration 
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reform debate, the economic contributions of hispanic new-
comers to the state--most of whom are immigrants—merit 
special attention.  hispanic buying power ($9.5 billion) rippled 
through the state’s economy creating an overall economic im-
pact of $10.3 billion, or $12,895 per hispanic resident.  in addi-
tion, hispanic consumer spending was responsible for creating 
92,000 spin-off jobs, which, in turn, generated $3.4 billion in 
spin off labor income, $740 million in spin-off state and local 
taxes, $444 million in spin-off federal taxes, and $367 million 
in spin-off social insurance payments.  consumer spending by 
all immigrants generated 171,000 spin-off jobs, $6.4 billion in 
spin-off labor income, $1.4 billion in spin-off state and local 
taxes, $863 million in spin-off federal taxes, and $693 million in 
spin-off social insurance payments. 

with regard to fiscal impacts, the difference between immi-
grants’ estimated direct and indirect tax contributions and their 
estimated public cost resulted in a net fiscal surplus to the state 
of $537 million—approximately $468 per immigrant resident.  
the difference between hispanics’ estimated tax contributions 
and their estimated public costs resulted in a net fiscal loss to 
the state of $462 million or about $578 per hispanic resident.  

Juxtaposing their net contributions against their corre-
sponding cost of essential services reveals that $10 in revenue 
was generated for every $1 the state invested in essential ser-
vices for immigrants; and $6 for every $1 invested in essential 
services for hispanics.  in other words, the overall economic 
impact of both groups—immigrants and hispanics—was net 
positive.  

immigration to the u.s., especially from mexico, has 
slowed considerably since the great recession (passel, cohen, 
gonzalez-Barrera, 2012).  today, hispanic population growth 
in north carolina is driven primarily by natural population 
increase, that is, an excess of births over deaths, rather than im-
migration.  and improving economic conditions in mexico and 
our anti-immigrant policies may serve as deterrents to future 
large scale hispanic immigration to the u.s. and north caro-
lina.18  But our current demography, locally and nationally, dic-
tates a critical role that immigration can and must play in the 
future viability and competitiveness of our state and the nation.

at the most general demographic level, we must recog-
nize—nationally and especially here in north carolina—that 
our native born populations are aging.  we must further ac-
knowledge the critical link between population aging on the 

18  Recent research suggests, however, that illegal immigration to the U.S. may be on 
the rise (see Light, Lopez and Gonzalez-Barrera, 2014 and Preston, 2013).

one hand and immigration reform on the other.  Because our 
native born populations are aging, we—as a nation and as a 
state—simply cannot thrive and prosper in the hyper-compet-
itive global economy of the 21st century if we do not create a 
path to citizenship for the 11.5 million unauthorized immi-
grants and open our borders to other movers from abroad in the 
years ahead.  and if we are not globally competitive, we will not 
be able to build the economy that will allow us to sustain social 
safety net programs for seniors and other vulnerable popula-
tions. 

at a more granular level, several forces are driving the ag-
ing process—the so-called greying of america and north caro-
lina—which further amplify the need for immigration reform.  
three are highlighted here. 

first, u.s. fertility rates have declined sharply, especially 
among native born non-hispanic white women, over the past 
quarter century.  the decline is related, at least in part, to the 
growing role of women in the paid workforce.  some women 
have responded to increased opportunities to work by delaying 
marriage and/or childbearing until they are well established in 
their careers.  for others career goals and aspirations have over-
shadowed marriage and/or childbearing altogether.  

changes over a recent thirty year period in the reproduc-
tive behavior of women between the ages of 40 and 44—fe-
males who were near the end of their childbearing years--are 
emblematic of the impact of these societal influences on the 
u.s. population.  the percentage of u.s. women in this 40-44 
age range who were childless doubled between 1976 (10%) and 
2006 (20%).  and there was a precipitous drop in the percent of 
40-44 year old women who had three or more children—from 
59% in 1976 to 20% in 2006.  

fast forward to the present, with a median age of 42 today, 
roughly half of non-hispanic white females have aged out of 
their childbearing years.  and deferral of marriage and/or child-
bearing are even more common today than in the past among 
women who are below the median age, especially educated fe-
males, in part because there are not enough eligible, marriage-
able males to go around (see rosin, 2012).  

as a consequence of these demographic dynamics, the 
non-hispanic white total fertility rate—a statistical measure of 
the number of children a couple needs to have to replace them-
-has been below the replacement level (1.9 vs. 2.1) for almost 
two decades.  in part for this reason, and despite the fact that 
aging Boomers and pre-boomers are living longer, “[d]eaths 
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exceeded births among non-hispanic white americans for the 
first time in at least a century…” during the year ending July 1, 
2012 (roberts, 2013).

second, and further fueling the necessity for immigration 
reform and our need to embrace immigrants locally here in 
north carolina, these two demographic forces--declining fer-
tility and population aging—are threatening the future fiscal 
and economic viability of some u.s. communities.  Between 
2010 and 2012, 17% of the nation’s 366 metropolitan areas (61) 
and 30% of the nation’s 527 micropolitan areas (160) lost popu-
lation.  here in north carolina, 47 of the state’s 100 counties 
lost population between 2010 and 2012.  in nearly all of these 
communities, deaths exceeded births and internal migration 
was not sufficient enough to offset natural population loss.  Be-
reft of mainstream economic and employment opportunities, 
these communities are literally dying.

But ample evidence exists regarding the critical role that 
immigration can and will have to play in their revival.  we know, 
for example, that an even larger number of u.s. metropolitan 
and micropolitan areas as well as north carolina counties 
would have loss population were it not specifically for the influx 
of movers from abroad between 2010 and 2012.  immigrants 
are breathing new life into these communities, fostering both 
population growth and economic and employment growth 
through their entrepreneurial acumen.  across the nation, im-
migrant newcomers were critical drivers of growth in almost 
all of the metropolitan areas and micropolitan areas that gained 
population between 2010 and 2012.  they were also critical 
drivers of population growth in some of our rural counties here 
in north carolina during this period. 

third and perhaps most importantly, especially given the 
aging of our native born population, our elected officials must 
recognize that immigration is highly selective of young people.  
there is, for example, a 19 year differential between the median 
age of native born non-hispanic whites (43) and hispanic im-
migrants (24) in north carolina.  taking this age differential 
into account, it is a strategic imperative for our state and the 
nation to move beyond our pre-occupation with fiscal impacts 
and focus instead on the broader and longer term economic 
impacts of immigration.  

even if the short-term fiscal impacts are negative, research 
suggest that these costs are often offset or overshadowed by the 
direct and indirect economic impacts of immigrant consumer 
spending in local communities.  this was the case for north 
carolina hispanics in the current study.  as previously noted, 

their fiscal impact was negative ($578 per hispanic resident), but 
their broader economic impact was positive even after account-
ing for remittances ($14,795 per capita).19  

Demographically, we will need young immigrants in their 
child bearing years to fuel future population growth and to sus-
tain social security and other government benefit programs, as 
well as support the tax base of local communities, especially 
those that are currently losing population.  it is essential that we 
embrace immigrants as a form of enlightened self-interest given 
our current demographic realities. 

finally, given the critical roles that aging on the one hand 
and immigration on the other must play in our future, we must 
vociferously denounce southern born and bred splinter groups 
who are sponsoring rallies in strategic locations throughout the 
south against what it referred to as “southern demographic dis-
placement:” defined as the decimation of southern culture and 
way of life by newcomers from abroad and from states outside 
of the south.  such rhetoric is not only bad for business recruit-
ment and retention; it also severely encumbers our ability to 
attract the diverse talent that will be needed to drive growth and 
prosperity in the years ahead.20

19  Our earlier studies of the economic impact of immigrants in North Carolina and 
Arkansas before and during the recent recession revealed, for example, that these 
two states received in return for every dollar invested in K-12 education, health care, 
and corrections between $6 (AR during the recession) and $10 or $11 (NC and AR, 
respectively, prior to the recession) in business revenue and taxes from their immigrant 
populations. See Kasarda and Johnson, 2006; Kasarda, et al., 2007; Appold, Johnson, and 
Kasarda, 2013. 

20  For a detailed  discussion of the splinter groups, see Webster (2003) and Hawkes 
(2013).
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APPENDIX A: METHODOLOGY uSED TO 
ESTIMATE OF TAX CONTRIBuTIONS 

taxes on income are not considered disposable income and 
therefore do not enter into the accounting of buying power.  
state payroll tax contributions of the race/ethnic and lifetime 
migration status groups were calculated by multiplying their 
shares of total personal income by the amount of state income 
tax paid according to the Bea regional economic informa-
tion system for 2010, adjusted to match the state income tax 
contributions reported by the census of government report 
for 2010-2011.21  

estimates of total household (residential) real estate prop-
erty tax and total household non-real estate property tax were 
derived by adjusting the total property tax received, as reported 
by the census of governments, by the proportion of the total 
accounted for by residential property and by person non-real 
estate property, as reported by the north carolina Department 
of revenue.  household property tax payments were allocated 
to each population and lifetime migration group by apportion-
ing the total according to the personal income of each demo-
graphic group.  we note that all renters contribute to real estate 
taxes through their payments to landlords.  

corporations also pay income taxes and business facilities 
pay property taxes.  together, these account for 9.1 percent of 
total state and local tax revenues.  Because businesses require the 
active labor of north carolinians, these were allocated to popu-
lation groups on the basis of their proportional representation in 
the employed workforce.  

residents also pay taxes on their consumer spending, mo-
tor vehicle usage, and an assortment of other activities.  these 
constitute 41.9 percent of all state and local tax collections.  the 
census of government reports a total of $12.3 billion in sales 
and similar taxes, $608 in motor vehicle taxes, and $1.2 billion 
in other taxes.  some of these were paid by businesses and some 
by non-residents visiting or passing through north carolina.  
we allocated all of them to residents according to group buying 
power.  

the final tax contribution category includes all state and 
local taxes generated as an indirect result of consumer spending 
by the various race/ethnic and lifetime migration status groups 
considered in this study.  these indirect taxes were calculated us-
ing the implan input-output model.22 a detailed breakdown 
of direct and indirect tax contributions disaggregated by race/
ethnicity and lifetime migration status is present in the table 17 
(p.27). 

21  We implicitly make the assumption that income is equally under-reported across 
demographic groups.

22  There is a large gap between the sales tax reported to the Census of Governments 
by the state of North Carolina and that modeled by Implan, suggesting that the data used 
by the Implan model may not include all municipal sales and usage taxes.  Including these 
taxes may lead to a significant increase in the estimated indirect tax payments.
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