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Gustave Runge, a German immigrant to Dane County, wrote this letter to his brother Franz in New

Strelitz, Germany, in 1853. Source: unpublished manuscript (SC 460) in the Wisconsin Historical Society
Archives. Online facsimile at http://www.wisconsinhistory.org/turningpoints/search.asp?id=68

Immigration has consistently been a major focus of national media attention in recent months,
owing in part to President Donald Trump’s controversial campaign promises and subsequent policy
moves to limit immigration. These policies include new travel and immigration restrictions for
nationals of certain Middle Eastern countries and proposed expansion of the physical wall at the
United States border with Mexico.

In this report, we present historic trends and current conditions related to the foreign-born
population of Wisconsin. Our purpose is to provide useful state-level background data to inform
policy and opinion here in Wisconsin.

For clarity, we offer the following brief definitions for terms used throughout this report:

foreign-born
the U.S. Census Bureau uses the term foreign-born resident to refer to anyone who is not a U.S. citizen
at birth but resides in the U.S. This includes naturalized U.S. citizens, lawful permanent residents,
temporary migrants (such as foreign students), humanitarian migrants (such as refugees and asylees),
and unauthorized migrants.

native-born
the Census Bureau uses the terms native and native-born resident to refer to anyone born in the United
States, Puerto Rico, a U.S. Island Area (American Samoa, Guam, the Commonwealth of the Northern
Mariana Islands, or the U.S. Virgin Islands), or abroad of a U.S. citizen parent or parents.

immigrant
a person who comes to the U.S. to take up permanent (as opposed to temporary) residence.

naturalized citizen
a foreign-born individual who has completed the naturalization process to become a citizen of the U.S.
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authorized non-citizen resident
a foreign-born person that does not have citizen status but who is authorized by the U.S. government
to reside in the U.S. This includes guest workers, legal permanent residents, and student visa resident
holders.

unauthorized migrant
a foreign-born person residing in the U.S. without legal authorization of the U.S. government.

Recent and Past Trends in Immigration

Over the last quarter of a century, Wisconsin has experienced rapid growth in its foreign-born
population. In 1990, census figures showed the foreign-born population at about 121,500; in 2015,
that number had increased to nearly 279,000. This represents an increase of 130% over the 25 year
span'?. Nevertheless, a longer view underscores the fact that Wisconsin's foreign-born population
peaked over a century ago in 1890 when an estimated 519,000 foreign-born people resided in the
state (Figure 1). This earlier peak was part of the “great wave” of immigration that occurred prior to
World War I.

Figure 1. Foreign-born Population by Region and Year
Wisconsin, 1850-20154
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For nearly 150 years since the time of statehood, the Wisconsin’s foreign-born population was
predominantly people born in Europe. Large migration streams arrived in Wisconsin from Germany,
Ireland, Poland, and Northern Europe. Even today, 40% of the 5.8 million Wisconsinites who report
national ancestry on their Census forms report German descent3. A total of 18% report some
combination of English, Scottish, or Irish ancestry, and 9% report Polish.

The aging and eventual mortality of earlier waves of European immigrants coupled with more
recent increases in migration from Asia and Latin America produced a sharp decline in the share



of the state’s foreign-born that came from Europe (Figure 1). So, in addition to reversing a decades
long decline in the foreign-born population, growth in the last three decades is distinguished by the
increasing diversity in terms of people’s region of birth.

Beginning after 1970, Wisconsin experienced an increase in foreign-born people from Asia then,
two decades later, from Latin America. The foreign-born population from Asia consists primarily of
people from India and China as well as Hmong refugees (often born in Laos or Thailand) who were
displaced and ultimately resettled in Wisconsin after the Vietnam War. The Latin American foreign-
born population has consisted primarily of people born in Mexico who migrated to Wisconsin
for work, either directly from their home countries or by way of more traditional immigrant
communities in other parts of the U.S.

Socioeconomic Characteristics

Single-dimension metrics like poverty rates and homeownership tend to underscore the
disadvantages of the foreign-born population relative to native-born residents. In the 2011-
2015 time period, foreign-born residents had higher rates of poverty and much lower rates of
homeownership than the native population (Figure 2). Although 20 percent of the foreign-born
spoke only English at home, linguistic isolation was a concern for nearly half the foreign-born
population (Figure 3).

Figure 2. Poverty and Homeownership by Nativity
Wisconsin, American Community Survey 2011-2015 estimates®
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Figure 3. Ability to Speak English in the Foreign-Born Population
Wisconsin, American Community Survey 2011-2015 estimates®

Lessthan very we [ -
Onlyspeak Engish [N -

o
—
o

20 30 40 50
percent



At the same time, the foreign-born population of Wisconsin was diverse in terms of socioeconomic
status and many foreign-born residents are not economically disadvantaged relative to the native-
born population. Educational attainment is a key indicator that suggests a more complex picture in
terms of socioeconomic well-being. While foreign-born people were much more likely than native-
born residents to have less than a high school diploma, they were also nearly twice as likely to have
graduate or professional degrees (Figure 4).

Figure 4. Educational Attainment by Nativity for Persons 25 and Over
Wisconsin, American Community Survey 2011-2015 estimates?®
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This concentration of foreign-born people on both ends of the educational spectrum was partly
a reflection of varied educational and employment opportunities afforded in the state. Although
many foreign-born residents have come to Wisconsin for employment opportunities in jobs that
require little formal education, a significant number have also come to pursue employment in well-
paying jobs, such as those in medicine and research, that require advanced professional degrees
and credentials. Education and professional training is, in itself, another draw for the foreign-born
population. The University of Wisconsin-Madison alone had 5,280 international students enrolled in
the spring of 2017.

Similar to educational attainment, the distribution of foreign-born workers across industries
showed some stark differences compared with the distribution of native-born workers (Figure
5). For instance the share of workers in manufacturing industries was 26% for the foreign-born
population versus 18% for the native-born population. The broad categories below offer a glimpse
at some of the differences in the distribution of workers across industries in general; a more
detailed breakdown would likely show even larger differences within specific industry types. One
example of an industry where immigrant workers were highly concentrated was identified in a
University of Wisconsin study which estimated that immigrants comprised 40% of hired workers on
Wisconsin dairy farms?®.



Figure 5. Industry of Employment by Nativity (for Civilian Workers 16 Years and Over)
Wisconsin, American Community Survey 2011-2015 estimates'©
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Labor force participation and unemployment rates offer another perspective on the integration of
foreign-born residents in the state’s economy. Foreign-born individuals had a slightly higher rate
of labor force participation (Figure 6) and slightly lower rates of unemployment than native-born
Wisconsin residents.

Figure 6. Unemployment by Nativity for Population 16 Years and Over
Wisconsin, American Community Survey 2011-2015 estimates'"
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Wisconsin in the National Context
Although the number of foreign-born people in Wisconsin has increased in recent decades, it

remains small relative to most states and compared to the U.S. as a whole (Figure 7 and Figure 8).

With only 4.8% of its population being foreign-born in 2015, Wisconsin ranked 35th among all U.S.
states (Washington D.C. included).

Figure 7. Foreign-Born Population as a Percent of the Total Population
U.S. and Wisconsin, 1880-2008'2
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The foreign-born population is not evenly distributed across the United States or Wisconsin.
Traditional immigrant destination states such as California, Texas, Florida, and New York have much

higher concentrations of foreign-born persons as a percent of the total population than Wisconsin
(Figure 8).



Figure 8. Foreign-Born Population as a Share of Total Population by State
United States, American Community Survey 2011-2015 estimates'3
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In some areas around Wisconsin, the foreign-born constituted a more sizable percentage of the
population. At the county level, the highest concentrations of foreign-born, ranging from 6 to 9% of
the population, were located in the southeastern portion of the state (Figure 9).



Figure 9. Foreign-Born Population as a Share of Total Population by County
Wisconsin, American Community Survey 2011-2015 estimates'4
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Higher concentrations of foreign-born people could be seen at more detailed geographic scales,
such as census tracts. Fifteen tracts, mostly in Milwaukee County, had populations where the share
of foreign-born was greater than 30% of residents (Figure 10).



Figure 10. Foreign-Born Population as a Share of Total Population by Census Tract
Wisconsin, American Community Survey 2011-2015 estimates'?
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Unauthorized Population

Unauthorized residents are particularly difficult to describe with reliable figures. Their legal status
and other social factors make them difficult to enumerate with formal surveys. Although the Census
and American Community Survey data products do not provide estimates of the unauthorized
population, the Migration Policy Institute (MPI) provides rough approximations based on statistical
models. MPI estimated Wisconsin's 2010-14 unauthorized population to be around 71,000 people
with 74% being Mexican by birth. Combined with estimates from the ACS, the MPI figures suggest
that unauthorized residents constituted about 1/4%" of the state’s foreign-born population and just
over 1% of the total population (Figure 11).

Figure 11. Foreign-Born Population Citizenship and Authorization Status
Wisconsin, Migration Policy Institute and American Community Survey 2010-2014 estimates'®
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Public Policy and Social Climate

As a share of the total population, Wisconsin’s foreign-born has increased since its historical low in
1990, but proposed policies may further limit its growth. There have been several recent proposals
to change who is authorized to enter the United States, the number of people who are authorized
to immigrate, and to arrest, deport, and prevent entry of unauthorized migrants’>. These potential
changes to immigration policy and enforcement efforts at the state and federal levels may alter
not only the number of foreign-born residents across the state, but their social characteristics and
experiences as well. As such, they are likely to have far-reaching social and economic effects across
the state for both immigrants and native residents.
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